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February 24, 2008 

Exodus 17:1-7; John 4:5-42, selected passages 

Sermon: “Ordinary Christians”              Rev. Bob Jack 

Text: “Many…believed in him because of the woman’s testimony.” 

 

When I was installed as pastor of this church, I invited my 

good friend Sid Batts to preach the installation service. That’s 

because Sid was born and raised in Charlotte and I figured that he 

at least “spoke the language.” And Sid did not disappoint. In his 

message he welcomed me to the land of Moon Pies, Cheerwine, 

Good Ole’ Boys and Southern Belles. 

And maybe it’s because I grew up in a house where my 

father speaks with a strong Scottish burr that I’ve always been 

fascinated with the way people talk; with their regional dialects 

and local charm. Y’all say “y’all,” in these parts. In Maryland, 

when people get dressed they put on a set of “clays,” not clothes. 

And in my native Massachusetts, when you’re really impressed 

with something, you say it’s “wicked good!”  
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My brother-in-law will call me after the Red Sox win a game, 

and he’ll say, “Bob, did you see Ramirez hit that wicked shot outta 

the pahk? What a wicked hit!” 

And I love listening to people talk about their experiences 

with God. Anybody can talk about his problems; we’ve all got 

problems. But if you want to tell me when and how you became a 

Christian, I’m all ears. 

And I’ve learned a few things over the years just by listening 

to people talk about how they met up with God. For one thing, I 

used to have this mistaken notion that people were likely to have 

some dramatic spiritual experience, some ecstatic encounter with 

the Almighty as a result of searching for God. You know, they 

were busy looking for God – on a spiritual retreat, pouring over the 

scriptures, trying to pay attention to an inspiring sermon – when, 

BAM! – they found God. 

As it turns out, most of those I talk with weren’t even looking 

for God at the time. They were just minding their own business, 
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were surprised to find that God was looking for them! Imagine 

that. 

I was raised in the church, and always considered myself a 

Christian. But it was in my high school years, when I got involved 

in the high school Youth Group at my church, that I started getting 

serious about my faith and made a conscious decision to accept 

Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior. The Youth Group at my 

church was small, so we used to get together with the Youth 

Groups from several other churches in town for social events, just 

so we’d have a crowd.   

And, honestly, if you’d have asked me back then if I was 

going to Youth Group meetings to get close to God, I’d have told 

you, “Heck, no!” I was trying to get close to Betty, a good looking 

girl from the Nazarene Church. But God found me. It didn’t matter 

that I had ulterior motives for going to church – God found me! 

Another thing I’ve noticed: Such encounters between us and 

God don’t always happen at church. In fact, most of the time they 

don’t. On Sundays, you may tell me that you’ve been inspired, and 
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uplifted, or at least bothered by my sermon. But rarely does anyone 

come up to me and tell me that they actually found God for the 

first time in our worship service – at least, not a dramatic, face-to-

face, one-on-one encounter with Jesus Christ. I’d love it if they 

did! But it doesn’t happen that often. 

People tell me that they meet God on a mountaintop, or 

beside the Grand Canyon, or on a Walk to Emmaus weekend, 

where the mood and the surroundings are right. But they also tell 

me that they meet God in some very ordinary places you wouldn’t 

ordinarily think of – they get nabbed at the office, or standing at 

the kitchen sink, or out walking the dog. Suddenly, God intrudes 

on them. In my experience, God seems to have a strange sense of 

occasion, and an odd idea of location.   

But, then, who am I to tell God where and when he ought to 

intrude into someone’s life? I mean, as a preacher, I very selfishly 

wish that the Holy Spirit would confine his work to between the 

hours of 8:30 and Noon on Sunday mornings, while I’m running 

the show, so that I can at least get some of the credit. But no, as 
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Jesus told Nicodemus, “The wind (pneuma, spirit) blows where it 

will” – whether you’re ready for it, or looking for it, or even want 

it. 

So, this morning were looking at the story of this woman, 

who meets up with Jesus in the middle of the day. Don’t expect 

anything great to come out of this encounter because, well, you 

know . . . she’s a woman. And what’s more, she’s a woman with a 

past; lots of baggage. And you know how religion has treated 

women, especially those with a history. But, women in general 

have not been especially welcomed in the church. 

I was looking through our Session Register the other day. 

Among other things the Register has the record of every elder who 

was ordained to serve this church, and the date on which he or she 

was ordained as an elder. And the first woman elder to be ordained 

at Pleasant Hill was Ms. Virginia Winget, back in 1973. I 

remember having a conversation with Miss Virginia many years 

ago. I said something to the effect that it was remarkable she was 

one of the first women elders to be ordained in our presbytery. 
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“It is remarkable,” Miss Virginia said. “And it only took 

them nineteen hundred and seventy-three years!” 

In Jesus day, it was considered a waste of time to try to teach 

theology to a woman. But here’s this Samaritan woman who’s on 

her way to draw water from the town well, and she gets taught 

some pretty complex theology by Jesus.  

And there’s a second problem with this woman. Not only is 

she a woman in a time when men pulled all the strings, but she’s 

also a Samaritan. And as you know, the Jews had no dealings with 

Samaritan back then – they were considered half-breeds; racially 

mixed; cousins of the Jews; but hated all the more because they 

sometimes collaborated with the Romans against their Jewish 

cousins.  

And, of course, there’s a third problem with this woman. As I 

said before, she “has a past.” A history of bad relationships. She’s 

had more husbands than Jesus can count, because he observes that 

the man she’s living with now, right now, is not even her husband. 

Now maybe some of them died, and maybe some of them divorced 
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her, but she’s also prone to taking up with men (how shall we say 

it) “without benefit of clergy.” And you know how we decent, 

upstanding Christian folk feel about such women.  

So, she can’t believe that Jesus, a Jew, a rabbi, would talk 

with her – a Samaritan woman with a speckled past. Wrong race, 

wrong gender, wrong religion. And yet, Jesus intrudes into her life, 

and begins a conversation with her, and talks theology with her, 

and reaches out to her, and recognizes and affirms her as a person 

of value and worth! That sort of thing just wasn’t done back then. 

At a well, no less! She didn’t come for a Bible study. She 

wasn’t there hoping to assuage her “needs.” She’s there in the 

middle of a most ordinary day, doing an ordinary task that most of 

the world’s women still have to do at the beginning of every day – 

she’s drawing water at a well for her family. 

Jesus says something to her about water. And she says, 

“Where are you going to get water without a bucket?” So he says, 

“I’m talking about living water” which is nothing she’s ever heard 
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of. But he goes on to show that he knows all about her: her 

struggles, her failures, her sadness. Everything. 

So she runs all the way back home to tell her people, “Come 

on! See a man who told me everything. Don’t you think he could 

be the Messiah?” 

Now, for all of us proper and erect Presbyterians, who waited 

so long before we would recognize the spiritual gifts of women for 

preaching and teaching in the church, this story should come as an 

indictment. Because here was this woman, preaching and teaching 

her entire village about Jesus, long before any man had ever done 

so. She was the first to run to tell everyone about Jesus. And all she 

ever meant to do that day was to go to town to fetch a pale of 

water! Instead, God came to her – intruded into her life! 

And how did Jesus teach her to be a preacher and teacher and 

evangelist? He took her seriously.  

He didn’t scold her for being the wrong gender, the wrong 

race, the wrong religion, even for living the wrong kind of 

lifestyle. These things were less important to Jesus than 
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recognizing the woman as a person who could tell the good news 

to others.  

Now, granted, she didn’t run home quoting John 3:16 or 

reciting the Apostles’ Creed. It was still too early in the game for 

all that. But she tells others what Jesus had done for her, and she 

left them with a question: “Don’t you think he could be the 

Messiah?”  

Just a hint; just an open door; just a flickering light in the 

darkness: “Don’t you think he could be the Messiah?” It’s not 

everything that Jesus said and did. It’s not the whole of the historic 

faith of the church. But it’s a start. It’s a question, the question on 

which everything else depends. And it was God’s doing. God gave 

it to someone who didn’t have a clue; didn’t even ask for it. 

Someone who was the wrong person, even; at the wrong time and 

in the wrong place.  

Couldn’t that be you, too? You may not think much of 

yourself as a Christian – too weak, too ordinary, too lame, 

whatever. I’m the wrong kind of person to be used by God, you 
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say. God can’t use me – I have too much of a past; too much 

baggage. God doesn’t use ordinary people like me. He needs good 

people; respectable people; pillars of the community. That’s who 

God needs. 

Well, read this story and think again. Because, I’m glad this 

woman had the courage to listen, and to wonder, and to relish the 

moment, and to consider the possibilities. She didn’t know 

everything there is to know about Jesus – she’d only just met him. 

And she hadn’t seen all there is to see in life. She was from a small 

town, and she’d been tied to her husbands and lovers for most of 

her life.  

But she dared to relish the moment, dared to let Jesus intrude 

into her life, dared to be engaged by this mysterious stranger and to 

let him move her from momentary encounter to demanding 

question: “Don’t you think he could be the Messiah?” 

Friends, when you’re telling others about your faith, maybe 

even inviting them to church, you don’t have to know the Bible 

inside and out, forward and backward (although it’s good to study 
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the Bible). And you don’t have to be a theological genius either 

(although, I’m not putting down the study of theology). There’re 

too many dogmatic, close-minded, egotistical Christians running 

around these days who only like to hear the sound of their own 

voices.  

That’s not what God wants from you. I think God prefers that 

you and I engage in a more playful openness to mystery, a 

wonderful willingness to admit that God is much larger than our 

preconceptions of who he is. An ability to ask yourself, and your 

friends, “Could this be the Messiah, the Savior of the world? Come 

and see, I’ve met a God who knows all about me…won’t you join 

me in church?” 

The atheist and the fundamentalist Christian have a lot more 

in common than they think: They both want to close any 

discussion about God with a resounding “No! That’s not the way it 

is!” 

But in this encounter between the Samaritan woman and 

Jesus we learn that the definition of a Christian might just be that 
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he or she is someone who is willing to be open to the possibility 

that something new may happen at any moment in life, when 

you’re not even expecting it to happen. And that something new is 

Jesus, wanting to intrude into your settled existence, wanting to 

turn your life in a direction you hadn’t even planned on going.  

Friends, tomorrow when you go back to work with a bucket 

or a keyboard, a book or a Bible, remember that at any moment 

God may intrude into your space at the oddest of times. And when 

he does, just ask yourself, “Do you think this could be the 

Messiah? Could this be Jesus?”   

 

 


