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 Here’s a little chapter out of my personal story.  We lived in Two Harbors for 20 years, 

and during that time I volunteered outside of the church in two ways, at the Lake County 

Humane Society and as a board member for the Two Harbors public library. In 2011 we moved 

to Lakeside in Duluth, and I decided to wait for my next volunteer mission until something 

jumped out and grabbed me.  An article in the newspaper in the summer of 2012 featured Mentor 

Duluth, a program that matches adults with children in need of some extra support, and I felt a 

divine nudge.  “I could do that” I thought to myself, and I did.  I was matched with a then 6 year 

old Ojibwe girl, now a 13 year old young lady.  We have met weekly since that time, and over 

the years our weekly time has morphed from an activity of some kind, like going to a 

playground, to a more conversational approach, where we head to a Starbucks or Culver’s, I buy 

her a snack or a meal, and we talk.  Overall, this has been one of the most satisfying and 

rewarding undertakings I’ve done. But on a weekly basis I can’t tell you how many times I have 

wondered why I chose this particular volunteer work as I drive to west Duluth and try to think of 

some creative conversation starters.  Because although my mentee and I have definitely become 

chummy over the years, she is not a talker, by any means.  I’m pretty good at making 

conversation; that’s part of my job; but I often have to work to get us talking, especially at first.  

On the drive over I try to think of anything interesting that might have happened to her or with 

me to get things going.  I also consciously think of all the conversational landmines I must 

avoid---nothing I say must sound judgmental or critical about her home situation, her school 

attendance, the employment or lack thereof in her family, and so on. I also avoid religion, 

politics, and anything that too greatly amplifies the difference in our socioeconomic situations.  



In short, it’s hard work.  And when I compare it to the ease a decade ago of walking across the 

street from the Bethlehem parsonage in Two Harbors to sit with other nice, like minded adults at 

the library board meetings and talk about books and policies, I wonder why on earth I am doing 

it.  And then I remember…..the divine nudge.  The calling.  I believe God is pleased that I have 

undertaken this effort, and without a doubt, I am learning and receiving as much as I am passing 

along and giving.  It’s been an eye opener all around. 

 Here’s a little chapter of someone else’s story.  A friend of mine, an older woman in her 

early 80s, told me how she routinely walked at the campus at UMD.  And sometimes on her 

walks, she would cross paths with two young male students who had set up a little stand of some 

kind with materials in support of the political party that is the opposite of her own, and she is 

passionate about her politics.  They would smile and nod at each other as she would walk by, and 

she would wonder how on earth they could think the way they did politically.  And one day she 

determined that she would find out.  She decided that if she saw them, she would stop and hold 

an honest, genuine, courteous conversation to better understand their perspective---as opposed to 

judging or arguing with them about it.  So she did.  Not only did they have a hospitable and 

honest encounter, but as they explained why they thought and voted as they did, she understood 

what made them tick and she could see their side of things, even if it wasn’t her side.  And as 

they, in turn, asked her about her political philosophy, she learned what, in fact, was the bottom 

line for her, which she hadn’t necessarily articulated before.  In short, everyone gained from this 

conversational experience. It was an eye opener all around.  



 These are both little examples of crossing boundaries and of the power of listening and 

speaking.  In my mentoring, I cross boundaries of age, ethnicity, belief, and race;  my friend 

crossed boundaries of age, gender, and political viewpoint; these are not insignificant boundaries 

to cross.  Intentionality and effort were required in each case.  And in our polarized, angry, 

anxious society at present, it’s much easier to not attempt any such boundary crossings than to do 

so.  And yet,  Jesus models crossing boundaries and having genuine encounters for us all the time 

in the gospels. This is precisely what Jesus is doing in our Gospel lesson this morning when he 

stops to converse with the anonymous Woman at the Well.  

 In last week’s Gospel lesson, if you recall, Jesus had a conversation with Nicodemus, by 

night, so that no one would know Nicodemus had sought out the radical young preacher.  Our 

situation this morning is similar in the sense of a conversation being recorded, but quite different 

in other ways.  Jesus and Nicodemus shouldn’t have gotten together, because Nicodemus was an 

older, respected member of the religious establishment that Jesus was shaking to its foundations.  

But they were both Jewish men who cared passionately about their faith.  In today’s Gospel, 

Christ’s conversational partner is neither male nor Jewish; both are absolute impediments to this 

conversation happening at all.  Good Jewish men did not speak with unaccompanied women to 

whom they had not been introduced.  And good Jews did not interact with Samaritans, period, as 

they regarded them as heretics and unclean.  Not only is today’s conversational partner a woman 

and a Samaritan, she has some kind of crazy thing going on her with past and her reputation.  So, 

if the conversation with Nicodemus last week shouldn’t really have occurred, this conversation 

shouldn’t even have been thought about!   A few other contrasts:  Nicodemus seeks out Jesus, by 

night, by stealth.  Jesus seeks out this woman, by broad daylight, and on purpose.  Nicodemus 



doesn’t say much during his conversation with Jesus, as John records it, and he leaves without 

making any kind of response.  This anonymous woman holds the longest conversation with Jesus 

recorded in any of the Gospels, and is the first to call him Savior, and is the first evangelist after 

the conversation ends, sharing her insights with her community.  Most certainly an eye opener all 

around. Let’s dig a little deeper into this boundary crossing encounter and conversation.  

 First of all, what is up with this woman’s past and why is she at the well in the heat of the 

day?  In the course of the interaction between Jesus and this woman, we learn that she has had 

five husbands and is currently living with someone without the benefit of legal matrimony.  We 

don’t get any further explanation of this, but it’s hard not to want to fill in the details.  At one 

time, the woman was viewed as a likely loose and immoral woman, the Elizabeth Taylor of 1st C. 

Israel.  For those of you who may not know, Elizabeth Taylor was a glamorous and beautiful 

movie star in the last century who was married 8 times.  Divorce and marriage were like a hobby 

for her. In the past, it was easy to put that kind of template onto this Samartian woman’s marital 

activity.  More recently, however, scholars take into account that only men could initiate divorce 

in this ancient society, and a frequent reason for divorce was infertility on the part of the wife.  

She may have failed to bear children for five successive husbands. Alternately, she may have 

been caught up in the tradition of Levirate marriage, where a man’s widow, upon his death, was 

married off to his brother to continue the line.  Did she keep outliving brothers until the supply 

ran out?  The honest answer is that we have no idea; but it’s certainly likely that she was more 

the victim of circumstances than some glamorous, wealthy woman with a taste for divorce and 

remarriage. That just wasn’t a possibility in her time and place.  Either way, though, the result 

was the same---she was not welcome in good society.  Which makes this lengthy conversation 



that Jesus has with her all the more remarkable.  It demonstrates that Jesus has all the time in the 

world for someone that the world had no time for at all.  And how do we know that the world had 

no time for her?  Because she is drawing water, by herself, at noon, and that was not customary.  

As you would expect in this hot, desert climate, water was drawn by women in the cool of the 

morning or evening, not at noon.  And they went in groups and gathered and visited there; it was 

a social occasion.    Sometimes I’ll hear a new parent who is home with their newborn say, “the 

biggest social event of my week is when I go grocery shopping and talk with other adults.”  

That’s how drawing water from the well functioned for the women in this ancient society.  But it 

didn’t function that way for this unnamed Samaritan woman, who went by herself, in the misery 

of the heat at noon, when she’d not encounter anyone else.  For whatever reason, she didn’t fit in.  

The world had no time for her, but Jesus has all the time in the world for her---as I said earlier, 

his longest recorded conversation in all four Gospels is shared with her.  Which means that he 

has this longest dialogue not with learned Jewish men or erudite Roman leaders, but with a mere 

woman, who was a mere Samaritan, not even Jewish, and who has a very sketchy past that 

includes numerous marriages and divorces.  Of all the people with whom Jesus should not have a 

long conversation, she could easily top the list.  And yet we can’t help but notice how differently 

this conversation goes than that with Nicodemus last week.  Where Nicodemus seemed to get 

lost and fall into silence, she goes head to head with Jesus and holds up her end of the 

conversation.  In fact, the conversation so changes her that she ends up leaving her precious 

water jar in order to talk with other people about this talk she just had with Jesus.   And no 

wonder she and Jesus spoke so long---they enjoyed the conversation!  So, this unlikely 

conversation which shouldn’t have happened, does all this: it liberates not only this one woman, 



but in the end enlightens her entire village, because she can’t wait to tell them about it, and they 

are moved by her witness.  Furthermore, it would appear that this probably breaks the ice 

between her and them, and she quite possibly is returned into that community, no longer an 

outcast.  This was a holy conversation. This was a crossing of boundaries.  This was honest and 

genuine speaking and listening. This is the example Jesus sets for us! 

 Some people, and some of us here this morning, probably, have an easy and spontaneous  

gift for crossing boundaries and having real conversations with people that can open some hearts 

and minds and be mutually beneficial.  If you are that person, God bless you, and go to it!  I am 

not that person, and some of the rest of us aren’t either.  We may need to be intentional, put some 

thought and effort into such a conversation, screw up our energy and courage, and take the 

plunge.  I would urge all of us:  God bless us!  And may we go to it!  A few thoughts…..it helps 

if we can suspend judgement.  Hard to do.  But it makes all the difference.  It helps if we have 

the humility to recognize that we have something to gain, not just something to offer, in such 

situations, and to approach them with genuinely open hearts and minds.  Again, really hard to do.  

It also helps if we school ourselves to not just talk, but to listen.  I learned this helpful acronym 

recently from Randi Alreck---WAIT.  Not like the weight on your scale, but the wait you do 

standing in line.  W, A, I, T.  It stands for Why Am I Talking?  When Randi first mentioned this 

in a group, I felt like God had struck me with lightning.  “Why Am I Talking?” “We pay you to 

talk,” someone in the group kindly said, but let’s face it, most of us, including me, are better at 

talking then listening.  Both are components in a genuine conversation, especially one that may 

be crossing some challenging boundaries, leading potentially to some holy moments.  



  I believe it is Scripturally sound to say that sharing in conversation with others is, 

indeed, often a holy process.  And I think the example of Jesus and of this unnamed woman 

stands as a challenge to us: how willing are we to enter into conversation?  Especially open, 

honest conversation?  Conversation that may leave us vulnerable?  Conversation that might deal 

with issues of faith or life?  Conversation that may happen between unlikely conversers?  The 

older friend who talked with the young political activists told our lectio group on Tuesday about 

the encounter as we were looking at this Biblical text.  “Those young men were my woman at the 

well”, she said.  What an interesting way to put it.  Could we apply that to ourselves?  Where are 

the wells you might go to?  Who might you meet there?  And in talking to someone different, in 

choosing to cross a boundary, might you discover that in that different person you are possibly 

seeing the face of Christ in some way?  Might we realize that  Christ is at every well we come to, 

and a part of every conversation?   Might we recognize how especially that is true when we 

follow his example and seek to cross some boundaries, to be genuine with others, to talk and to 

listen, to understand rather than judge, to share something that will speak of the love and grace of 

God—regardless of the topic?   Where is your well, and who might you meet there?   Amen.  

 


