GOD GOES THE DISTANCE  
(A reflection on John 4:1-42) by Keith Wasserman 
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Our story begins with Jesus, physically tired from his journey and thirsty stopping in a small village where the people were considered "outcasts" by the dominant Jewish culture. There, He crosses the line several times and speaks to a woman who was a Samaritan and quite a well known sinner. He approaches her and asks her for a drink. Jesus uses his physical need, indeed a physical need as an entry point to begin a relationship with a person vastly different from him. The fact that He speaks to a woman (who in that culture is an outcast sinner) is a wonderful illustration of how far God has gone to reach those who have been despised and rejected by most people. 
Her response to Jesus is simply to dissuade him through antagonism. Her reply is first an attempt to clarify that she is socially and religiously different from him and that it is not culturally acceptable for her to help him. But God is not dissuaded by the antagonism of those who are on the margins of society and Jesus persists. He tells her that if she really knew WHO was speaking to her and what the gift of God really was, she would ask him for a drink. I really believe that this is true: When people know who He really is, they will ask him to give them that which will satisfy their deepest longings. Many times, these people don't ask HIM because they don't yet know WHO He is. The gospel then becomes declaring and demonstrating WHO Jesus is. 
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She attempts to dissuade him a second time and states that the well is deep and he has brought nothing to get water with. Many times, persons who have experienced oppression either personally or as a social group react with anger towards those trying to help them. I suspect that something emotional was happening in her which caused the next put-off. She asks what she thinks is a rhetorical question about Jesus being greater than Jacob who gave the well to her people. Notice what happens next: Jesus doesn't answer her question about being greater than Jacob or bite on her antagonism. In contrast to how he answered the Pharisees when they asked if he was greater than Abraham, He side-steps her question and lays down his right to answer her as the God who made both Jacob and the well. He chooses not to use position or power to reach this woman. Instead, he returns her to the matter of living water and tells her that the water He gives will cause her to never thirst again. She responds as you might expect an unspiritual (natural) person would and displays curiosity and spiritual ignorance in her statement "give me this water so that I won't be thirsty and need to come here to draw water." 
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Now, Jesus appears to put some distance of time between the offering and giving of his ‘living water’ by asking her to call her husband. This is illustrative of God's way of testing us for our own good so that when we ask to receive HIS gift, we both understand and appreciate the sacred nature of what we are being offered. She responds with a statement about "not having a husband" and Jesus affirms her for telling him the truth as she in her alienated and rejected state defines it. Later, He will use "truth" as a lesson about worship. We too must learn to affirm people for their efforts at telling the truth as they see it. 
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Jesus acceptance of her at this point was critical. He didn't minimize her sin nor did He imply she was deceiving him. His response to this 'outcast' was powerful enough for her to feel uncomfortable enough to change the subject. What interests me is that Jesus didn't pursue the matters of her personal/private sins but instead used whatever subject she wanted to discuss as a vehicle to convey truth. She turns the subject to the historical debate between the Jews and Samaritans about the proper location for worship and He continues to impact her on her terms of conversation. Here Jesus introduces the truth that worship is no longer location but spiritual. He identifies the one to be worshipped as "Father" in a culture where fathers were highly respected. He links worship to truth and implies that God is seeking those who come to him with a hunger for truth. I suspect he is affirming her for the steps she has already taken. 
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Near the end of their visit, she attempts to bring closure to his penetrating words about worship by saying something about her hope (and her peoples' hope) for the coming of the Messiah. Jesus then chooses this poor, outcast, well known sinner to declare what He very rarely told the ruling class or his disciples: "I who speak to you, am He." I am struck here by WHO God chooses to reveal himself to. Here, we see a marvelous illustration of God's love for the "least of these." 
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Later in the story the disciples return and find the fact that Jesus crossed the cultural and religious lines (talking to a woman) very disturbing. The woman, impacted by Jesus, leaves her jug (a statement she will be back) and returns to the city to tell others how impacted she was by Jesus and how she herself is asking the question "Could he be the Messiah?" The woman brings her Samaritan friends back to the Jacob's well and they persuade Jesus to stay two days with them. At the end of two days, they conclude that Jesus is the Savior of the world (vs. 42). I find it very powerful that Jesus invests himself in those whom the dominant Jewish culture thought of as untouchable and defiled. Not only does he cross the lines but also breaks the barriers with this woman. In crossing those lines, Jesus risks totally discrediting himself in the eyes of the Jews by spending two days with the Samaritan people who would later say "we not only believe because of the woman's testimony but now we know you are the savior of the world." IN THE END, this story illustrates how great a love that Father has bestowed upon those who stand outside of mainstream society. Jesus illustrates through his actions how far the Creator of the world is willing to go in order to touch those who are despised by the dominant culture. Does he ask less of us? 
“…and he said to them, follow me."[image: image7.png]


And they left their nets and followed him. I wonder when we decided to follow him whether we considered that Jesus asks us to lay down and give him our social lives. I wonder how much we truly impact the poor apart from laying down our social lives—those parts of lives which we "reserve" for ourselves. 
IN CONCLUSION… I find it rather shocking that Jesus chose to directly reveal himself to a poor, outcast (Samaritan), female who was well known for her social and sexual sins. In fact He is so direct with this woman near the end of their conversation at Jacob's well that I have not found anything quite like this anywhere among his disciples or others interested followers. At one point in John 4:1-42, this poor woman stated that when Messiah comes, he will reveal everything. Jesus responded abruptly: “I who speak to you am HE.” Have you considered that God reveals himself to the outcasts of our community in ways he does not reveal himself to the rest of us? The evidence in John 4:26 is quite a revelation. 
