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Transforming Encounters
“The Samaritan Woman”

(1st in a series of four sermons entitled, “Transforming Encounters”)
I’m sure most of you are familiar with the acclaimed 1964 movie musical, My Fair Lady.  It received 10 Oscar nominations, and walked away with 8 of them.  It starred Audrey Hepburn and Rex Harrison.  
It’s a witty tale about a chance meeting between two phonetics professors named Henry Higgins and Colonel Pickering.  While discussing the topics of phonetics, Professor Higgins accepts a bet that he can transform a dirty, unrefined flower girl name Eliza Doolittle into an aristocratic lady, fooling everyone about her true identity.  And he succeeds!
Within a matter of a few short months Professor Higgins is able to transform the homely flower girl with a heavy accent into a refined, elegant lady with perfect diction.  Eliza’s transformation was so complete that she was unrecognizable to those who knew her before meeting Professor Higgins. 

I allude to this movie because it’s a delightful illustration of a dramatic transformation.  
This morning we begin a new sermon series entitled, Transforming Encounters.  During the next four weeks we’ll take a glimpse at several biblical characters who encountered Jesus, leading to a dramatic transformation in their lives.  The transformation that took place within them was no less remarkable than Eliza Doolittle.  It was as complete as when a caterpillar emerges from its cocoon as a beautiful butterfly.

This morning we take a look at the Samaritan woman, who by chance one day met Jesus at Jacob’s Well.

But before focusing on the unnamed woman, it’s important to understand something about the context of this encounter.  You see, in Jesus day it was a serious infraction of Jewish protocol for any Jew to walk through the region of Samaria.  No respectable Jew would set foot on Samaritan soil.  Instead, they would walk miles out of their way to avoid having to go through the area of Samaria.

Jews considered Samaritans to be a social plague, avoiding them at all cost.  That’s why when Jesus told the parable about the Good Samaritan his hearers were aghast.  In their minds there was no such thing as a good Samaritan.  It was an oxymoron.  It was like thinking in terms of a good terrorist.  To a Jew, Samaritans were incapable of being good.  

So for Jesus to be traveling through Samaria was a serious breach of Jewish protocol.  Add to that His having a conversation with a strange woman, let alone asking her for a drink, you can see this encounter was way off the charts from acceptable Jewish practice.
That said, John’s gospel describes this encounter taking place about noon – a detail not to be overlooked. The fact that the woman was coming alone to draw water during the heat of the day implies two things about her social standing in her community.  

First, it was customary for women to travel in groups to draw water, if for no other reason than for safety, but also for social interaction.  To travel even a short distance alone from a village was dangerous.  But John tells us this woman came to the well alone.

Furthermore, she came about noon.  Again, it was customary for women to draw water in the early morning hours before the heat of the day caused undo exhaustion.  But John tells us this woman came to the well at noon, indicating she was likely being ostracized by the other women of the village.  She was in effect an outcast.  
Why was she an outcast?  I’m sure it had something to do with her reputation.  In her conversation with Jesus we learn that she had been married five times, and the man she was currently living with was not her husband.  She had gone from one dead-end relationship to another, causing her to be the target of scorn and contempt by the other women in the village. 
Even though in our culture it’s become increasingly acceptable for unmarried couples to cohabit, being married five times still raises a few eyebrows.  Now imagine a woman in Jesus’ day having such a scandalous reputation.  Remember, in those days divorce was rare, and women were still publicly stoned in the village square for infidelity.  No wonder this Samaritan woman was shocked when Jesus engaged her in conversation, let alone ask her for a drink.  
Even more surprisingly, Jesus treated her with dignity, as if she were a child of God and not an outcast.  He spoke to her respectfully and listened without condemning her – something she had not experienced in many years.
It’s difficult to over-estimate the impact of Jesus' acceptance of this woman.  She was unable to recall the last time anyone had treated her with respect.  She had become accustomed to being the target of scorn, spending much of her time isolated from others, shunned by their contempt.  This was the first time in a long time she felt like a person of worth.  

In her brief encounter with Jesus, suddenly this Samaritan woman discovered what she had been searching for all her life.  She needed to know that her life mattered.  She needed to know that despite her past failures and multiple marriages, she was a person of worth.  
Before encountering Jesus, no one had ever treated her in a way that made her feel like a person of worth.  But during this brief encounter her self-dignity and personal value were restored.   

Suddenly this Samaritan woman realized she had been spiritually transformed.  She felt accepted, respected, and genuinely appreciated.  Not for what she had to offer, but for who she was as she was.  She would never again be the same.  

Little did she know that by bringing her clay jar to the well that day to draw water, she would receive a spring of life-giving water that would quench her thirst forever - just as Jesus said.  In her brief encounter with Jesus, this unnamed Samaritan woman had been spiritually and emotionally transformed.  

How do we know?  By what happened next.  John tells us that when Jesus’ disciples returned, the woman left her water jar behind and went into the village to tell others about Jesus.  
Now, can you imagine a more unlikely evangelist?  A woman scorned and an outcast, returning to her village to invite others to come and meet Jesus.  Who would listen to her?
After all, she knew she’d likely be shunned by anyone to whom she spoke.  She also knew that simply speaking to them would make her the target of their merciless diatribes. This was a woman who had few friends.  It must have taken a great deal of courage to put herself at risk and invite those in her village to come and meet Jesus.  But she did, and it paid dividends.  
John tells us that for whatever reason, the villagers did not rebuke her, but responded to her invitation to go and see Jesus.  As a result, some of the villagers were also transformed, resulting in their begging Jesus to stay with them a while longer.  Imagine, a Jew being invited to stay in a Samaritan village.
So what does this ancient transforming encounter have to say to us today here at Allison?  Good question.  As I reflected on this account I realized that if God can use someone like this Samaritan woman to share the Gospel, maybe God could use people like you and me. 
This past week I attended the Carlisle Ministerium where the Executive Director of Carlisle Cares, Shari Bellish, was our guest.  During our meeting she spoke not only about how our community churches are helping meet the needs of the homeless, but also about the homeless themselves.  

She explained that being homeless implies these are people who are failures, having little to contribute to the general good.  They are frequently perceived to be a burden to society.  Shari also mentioned that few people are willing to take the time and risk speaking to the homeless, resulting in their feeling isolate and like an outcast.  Admittedly, most suffer from low self-esteem and self-worth – not unlike the Samaritan woman.
After our meeting concluded, Shari and another volunteer from CARES approached me to thank me privately for all that Allison has been doing this month to host our homeless guests.  They praised Allison for the way our evening hosts engage our guests in conversation, making them feel not only welcomed, but accepted and valued.  She praised Allison for not only providing a space for our guests to sleep, but providing them a hot meal each evening – something that far exceeds the minimum expectation of host churches.  
Shari said that if all the churches of Carlisle were as hospitable and friendly as Allison, it would make a big difference in how the homeless were perceived in our community.  She gave Allison high praise for not only providing comfort and assistance to the homeless, but for restoring to them a degree of personal dignity.  

I must say, as your pastor I felt immensely proud.  Through the efforts of our CARES Coordinator, Paul Richards, and all the others who have volunteered in some way this month to help host CARES, you have created an environment for our homeless guests to experience a transforming encounter similar to that of the Samaritan woman.  As a witness for Christ, our homeless guests are experiencing the love and grace of God.
In her presentation to the Ministerium, Shari indicated that of the 109 homeless helped in 2008, only 9% were repeats after they left the shelter.  Only 9%.  Carlisle CARES is making a difference in the lives of the homeless in our community, and Allison can take great pride in knowing it is making a significant contribution to that difference.  

At this time I’d like recognize everyone who in some way has assisted with the CARES program this month to stand and be recognized.  (pause for volunteers to stand)

I want to thank each of you for the significant difference your ministry has made in the life of our homeless guests.  Because of your investment of time and personal concern, our guests have experienced through your witness a transforming encounter with Christ.  Thank you for the difference your ministry is making in the lives of the homeless of our community.  Please be seated.
Sometimes we as Christians under-estimate the impact our witness for Christ can have.  We minimize the importance of something so simple as pausing to talk to a stranger in need, treating them with dignity and respect.  In doing so, Jesus transformed the life of an unnamed Samaritan woman.  Our doing so can have a similar affect when we serve as a witness for Christ.  Praise be to God!
Amen.
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