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The Message: “The Outreach of Jesus”

Sunday, March 27, 2011

Text:  John 4.4-30, 39-42




     Third Sunday in Lent

It has long been the privilege of white Presbyterian male ministers to tell their congregations all about this story of Jesus and the woman at well. Since the Bible itself has been written by men and commented on by counsels of men, you can expect that the stories of women encountering God can be neglected, misinterpreted, or ignored. This text from John, chapter 4, should not be among those neglected, misinterpreted, or ignored. It is the longest dialogue in John’s gospel, and the longest extended dialogue a woman has with Jesus in all the gospel stories, written in a first-century culture that limited the contact men and women had with each other. 


So what is the significance of this story being in the Scriptures we regard as God’s word for us to hear and to apply to our living?

The significance lies in the kind of church you choose to become.


First, look at what is going on in this dialogue between Jesus and the woman at the well.


It is set in Samaria. Did not the gospel of John begin, in chapter one, by stating Jesus had come to his own people the Jews, in Judah? Yet, here Jesus is crossing through Samaria when many Jews would have taken an alternate route of avoid any interaction with Samaritans. 

Samaritans were considered by Jews, at best, a half-breed--distantly related. They were the remnant of native Israelites not deported when the northern kingdom of Israel was destroyed. They lived together with foreigners their captors brought into the land. Politically, they did not aligned themselves with Judeans. Jews were taken into exile while Samaritans remained behind, and they were there when Ezra and Nehemiah returned 70 years later with a remnant of the exiles to rebuild. By that time, Samaritans had turned to worship God at Mt. Gerazin, for Jerusalem, the former center of worship with its grand temple, had been destroyed and lay in ruins. So the Samaritans had developed alternative religious viewpoints. They were viewed as heretics in the eyes of those Jews who had endured the suffering of conquest and exile, who believed they alone retained the orthopraxis—the right practice—of their faith. 

By the time John was writing his gospel, the church had reoriented itself to a new orthopraxis—a new practice: to extend widely the gospel of Jesus Christ. Among the last words Luke records Jesus speaking to his disciples (Acts 1.8), were those that stated his outreach would extend from Jerusalem and Judea, into Samaria, and then to the ends of the earth. For the early church, this text in John’s gospel is a reminder that the mission of Jesus will include persons that even his own people and disciples did not expect to be part of the church.


Second, look at our own outreach in light of the outreach of Jesus and the early church.

Church on the Green, like any church that professes to follow the teachings of Jesus Christ, cannot limit who God wants it to reach. The church is not a social club of people who like each other and get to select who they want and who they don’t want to be part of the club. Yet, regretfully, many churches have become just that, and many have closed for just that reason. The “dominant culture” in the church would not embrace those who did not look or act like them.  The disciples of Jesus—all Jews--would have preferred to skip this stop in Samaria and never would have spoken to this woman at the well. But Jesus did. Jesus crosses boundaries between male and female and between chosen people and rejected people demonstrating the grace of God is available to all. And in doing so, Jesus sets a new orthopraxis—right practice.

Do we excluded others from the generous grace of God and limit the outreach of Jesus?

I see a Jewish woman with kids running a bit in worship who never returned after overhearing how terrible it was for those kids to be running around in church—notwithstanding she and the kids had never grown up in a church.


I can read the words of a minister and his wife who wanted to find a spiritual home where they could work through some difficult questions of spiritual identity and call. They thought had found a home here only to find amid their awkward way of expressing themselves they were discouraged from staying here and left.

I can hear people who came to me feeling that they were discriminated against because of their race, their sexual orientation, or even their gentle spirit of love. 


We all still have much to learn about the orthopraxis—the right practice Jesus sets for us: being generous with the grace of God--not withholding or hoarding it only for people we want to share it with. That includes we who preach. The outreach of Jesus calls us to extend God’s grace into all the world.

We do have a choice about the kind of church we want to exemplify. 

Jesus and the early church learned to reach those who did not fit into the prejudicial orthopraxis of the dominant religious and culture standards in the first century.


This woman at the well is more sophisticated than most commentators give her credit. She understands the cultural practices and asks Jesus why he, a male and a Jew, is speaking to her, a woman and a Samaritan. In her viewpoint, he was violating the dominant cultural morays. In his viewpoint, he was fulfilling the mandate of God who so loved the world that no one was excluded from his outreach. A simple ordinary conversation that begins with Jesus wanting to get a drink of water turns into a theological conversation. Jesus uses the metaphor of water to speak of living water—of eternal life, which he has to give to quench her spiritual thirst. This woman at the well then engages Jesus in a conversation about worship and the right place to worship God. And Jesus reminds her, the place is not as important as the attitude and posture in which you come to worship God. Whether we worship in the Parish House, the gym, the sanctuary, outdoors or at Park Methodist in the summer the place matters less than the attitude and the posture we bring to worship. Are we here to meet God? Have we come to pray for one another? Do we understand that we can find our spiritual thirst quenched by the Christ we, too, can encounter at the well?  


Friends, there are many around this church who want what Jesus offers more than you may realize. We just need to get our orthopraxis right and offer the grace of God as widely and generously as Jesus did and not be afraid of those who then come to us and say, “I want to be part of what you are doing; where you are going, with Jesus.” It is all about following him, not merely our “preferences” nor our doing things the same way we did them 40 or 10 years ago. 

Here is a new outreach practice one Presbyterian church undertook:
With only a handful of youth in its youth program, Shelton Presbyterian Church decided to grow this program by reaching out to unchurched youth. Since there were a large number of homeless teens and youth from broken homes in their community, church members decided to provide a place on Thursday nights where any youth would feel welcome. On Shelton Community Youth Night (S.C.Y.N.) there’s no Christian music, preaching, or organized prayer times. Instead there is a warm, home-style meal served in a place where youth can hang out and relax with a group of adults who accept them unconditionally and will offer to help them get what they want out of life.
Though S.C.Y.N. doesn't claim to be a church, the youth can tell there is something different about it because of the unconditional love they experience. When they feel accepted, they open up. They don't hide their struggles or feel pressured with guilt. Students get connected with "life coaches'' who help them establish what they want while equipping them to be successful. Often through this process students find themselves needing Jesus. One hundred students have attended over the last year. Twenty of these youth who had avoided church now attend the Discipleship Youth Program at the church on Tuesdays. One leader shared, “I have met so many youth that I would never have met, because they never would have come to a churchy event. Now I have an opportunity to show them the love and power of Jesus. Lives are truly changing.”

Third, this insight: learn from this Samaritan woman what she did when she found in Christ the One she longed to know as the Messiah, her Savior. She seemed to be more spiritual astute than even the learned religious leader Nicodemus in John, chapter three. She sees with new eyes. She gets who Jesus is and invites her whole village to come and meet him. She bears witness to Jesus, which is more than Nicodemus could do. And faith has powerful results when it is shared with others. Jesus spends another two days among the people this woman has brought to them and their conclusion after spending time with him is that they have met the Savior of the world.

Open your eyes and ears to those who are the newest to come into this Christian fellowship and the newest to be elected its officers. They have fresh eyes and useful perspectives. They can see possibilities. Get to know Allegra Hoots who joined a couple weeks ago. Listen for what your two newest elders, Ed Hossic and Dianne Allen, see as the orthopraxis—best practices—ahead for the church. Be willing, like Jesus’ disciples, to embrace new members and leaders, and don’t underestimate where their witness can lead this church.

If Jesus had listened only to these disciples who had been with him now for some time, they would have shuttled him away from this woman and this town. And this woman never would have brought the whole village to Jesus.


This morning there are men and women and children not in churches today because they have felt shunned by church members and church practices. Though they thirst for the love of God and Christian fellowship, their throats remain parched; their spiritual thirst unquenched.


What kind of church do you want to be to the community and to the world?


Will you allow the practices of Jesus to become your practices, wherever they lead you?


Will modern day Samaritans be welcomed by you?


To be sure: there are people in church this morning because someone reached out to love and care for them. There are people in church this morning because they have experienced the healing power of Jesus in their lives and come to give him thanks. There are people who at risk to their well-being have gotten up and come to church this morning simply to see another Christian. There are people in church this morning because they hunger and thirst for something they hope to find in God. There are people in church this morning who are building a new order that exemplifies the vision and teachings of Christ to the world.

Build that kind of church here.


Amen.






                     The Rev. Robert Foltz-Morrison




                  Bloomfield Presbyterian Church on the Green

