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   From the Pulpit... 
 

“Not  Content, but Being Changed” 
Rev. Julie Sheridan-Smith – Preaching 

John 4: 5-30, 39-42 

February 17, 2021 

Fourth Sunday of Lent 
 

Marty noted last week that he has encountered some repetitive crossover in this series for Lent 

that we are in, and I agree this is my experience as well.  And that makes sense since there are 

different approaches to looking at the variety of ways God is at work in us that intersect - 

although, I have also found crossover that could be better described as two sides to the same 

coin.  Let me explain what I mean by this using, images that offer metaphors for God’s work in 

us.    For instance, on Ash Wednesday    we began this season of Lent with the image of being 

molded, shaped and reshaped by God like clay on a potter’s wheel.  And that God uses every bit 

of the clay that we are, never discarding any of it- or us, but reshaping and using that which is 

broken or distorted. And yet today we have the image of a clay jar or water pot    that is left 

behind, the other side of the coin if you will. That while we can trust that God will not discard 

us, there are times and things in our lives that we may need to set aside or leave behind. 

 

And last week Marty made a clear point that through God’s presence and work in our lives we 

can be strengthened, we can become courageous,  we can rejoice and not worry, because God is 

with us, we are not alone. 

 

This week, as I thought about the topic of not being content but being changed, I was drawn to 

this reading that begins on the other side of that coin with two people alone and in need of 

something. Neither of them would be described as being strong much less content. Both Jesus 

and the woman are in a sense vulnerable. Jesus is tired and thirsty. Both are very much alone, on 

their own, as their encounter begins.  Perhaps they are thirsty not only for water but for 

conversation and transformation. 

 

Of course, we know Jesus does have the disciples, they just are not with him while he waits at the 

well.   And in terms of being vulnerable - we already know he can turn water into wine, and 

make a couple loaves and fish into a feast. And that in John’s gospel in particular Jesus is 

portrayed as the one in control, in charge of what is happening.   And yet here in this scene he 

waits…in the heat of the day, alone and thirsty. And that is what or who this woman sees as she 

comes to the well. 
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As to the woman’s state of mind or being, we do find out some details about her life pretty 

quickly. And, that Jesus already knows what they are. So, there is something important going on 

here in this chance, or perhaps not chance encounter. 

 

You may already know this story well, so when we read that it was noon, during the peak heat of 

the day, your attention is already caught by that fact being pointed out. Because it frames the 

assumption that she came to the well alone, when others wouldn’t be there. For others would 

have come in the cool of the early morning, probably stopping to exchange pleasantries or share 

aspects of their daily life while they drew water and filled their pots.  But there is Jesus at the 

well that should have been deserted. 

 

We don’t know if she chose that time because she didn’t want to encounter other people, or if 

there is something about her that makes her an outcast, unsavory, not welcome to be there when 

others are. Or does her isolated state – either by her choosing, or others, or by a combination of 

both come from something else?  Grief, losses too many to bear? Husbands, security, hope for a 

family to surround her? 

 

Yes, we have read, and Jesus already knows that she has had five husbands and another who is 

not her husband, but we don’t know how or why this is so.  She has been characterized through 

history as the problem, but Jesus doesn’t seem to think so, so why have we?  Stepping aside from 

assumptions, her status - married or not- widowed or divorced would have largely been out of 

her control when Jesus met her. So why have others written of her as if she is the problem?  

Hopefully that is not the first assumption we make about others who are struggling, or ourselves 

for that matter.  Because where is the grace and mercy in that? 

 

The comment Jesus makes about her marital state is simply to say yes, that’s true. There isn’t 

any judgement or scorn to hear. We do not hear Jesus say, “go and sin no more” as a solution and 

conclusion to their conversation.  No, it is so much more than that.  It is a life giving, ongoing 

change that that has begun in her. 

Jesus knows her, he sees her.  He sees her isolation and loneliness, he sees her losses and grief, 

he sees her wounds, he sees her vulnerability. He sees much more than that and sits with her by 

that well until she also sees more.   He doesn’t perform any miracles; they simply talk together 

and she hears what becomes life giving to her.  

 

And so, we can wonder if her isolation is due to her desire to hide, or is it due to other people’s 

desire to not see her - or even worse, we can wonder if it was some broken hurt-filled 

combination of both.   And I believe many of us can imagine that quandary, of feeling so alone 

yet unable to see the bridge across the gap between ourselves and others- ourselves and God. 

 

Now, I want to suggest that Jesus was waiting for her even in his own fatigue and thirst, to tell 

her something about himself and to tell her something else about herself.  And just as an aside- it 

is worth noting that the conversation that happens between the two of them here is the longest 

recorded conversation between Jesus and any other in the Gospel!  

 

Another thing we don’t really know is if anything about her personal life circumstance changes.  

Like all of us, the life she has lived, the five husbands, the losses, the choices she has made or the 
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choices that others have made for her are still true.  But she is changed by what she comes to 

know about Jesus.  And she leaves the well, she leaves her water jug, she leaves her 

unquenchable thirst and isolation behind. 

 

She believes Jesus, she believes what she hears him say, and she believes something about 

herself and her life…that it is worthy of love, worthy of mercy, worthy of community.  This 

story of such joy!  The one who either hid herself or was invisible to others drops the isolation 

she carried like a burden – leaves it behind and goes rushing into her world with a “come and 

see!” 

 

Nadia Bolz-Weber notes, “I think living water found a crack in her defenses and trickled down to 

her lowest point, her deepest wound, her greatest need and she finally exhaled. In fact, she 

relaxed so much she totally left her water jar at the well.” 

 

God can change us.  God sees the truth in us, even that which we avoid.  We are so much more 

than any one of our highs or lows. When we are vulnerable, but open - God shows us ourselves.  

God heals, sooths, quenches and enables us to exhale, relax and leave our wounds and cracks and 

lowest points behind rather than carry it all around like a heavy water jug.  As our opening psalm 

said and we sang…our soul longs for this. And the beauty in it all is that in our deepest needs, 

our vulnerability can be our greatest gift in God’s hands. 

 

And let us remember, there is one other time- in the heat of the day – that Jesus will be in need of 

water.  It is when on the cross, before he gives up his spirit, he says, “I am thirsty.”  And there 

too he told us something about himself and something about ourselves.  That God meets us in 

and through the deepest vulnerability, isolation, pain, and grief and tells us He is there too.  And 

we are changed in it. 

Amen 

 

 


