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 All of us are involved in any number of conversations in any given week, including me. 

There’s almost always one conversation each week that I consider the most significant, though, 

and that usually happens on Friday mornings.  Since we both have that day off, Phil and I for 

many years have a standing date to do breakfast out on Friday mornings and review our week.  

We also generally share about every day at the end of the day, but there are times that doesn’t 

work out, schedule wise.  Friday morning is a set apart time when we intentionally share in 

conversation about the preceding week, and talk in some depth about our thoughts and feelings. I 

highly recommend such a practice for any couple, and in fact, I know some of you do something 

similar, because you’ve told me so.   

 Not only is this an important conversation in itself, but as we share about the preceding 

week, here’s something I notice: the quality of the week is often dependent upon other 

conversations, the conversations we’ve been involved in throughout the week.  At least for me, a 

good week is a week in which I’ve had some good conversations.  This past week, for example, 

was a great week for me: I had several excellent conversations, both in groups and individually.  

On Tuesday, the Women’s Group met, and we had a fantastic conversation about Scripture and 

life.  Later that day, I met with my 10 year old mentee, D’Leah, and we made supper together 

and talked about her week. Wednesday morning, my clergy text study met, and we had our usual 

raucous quibbling in regards to the upcoming texts for today, it was great.  On the way to church 

I stopped at Roy Mattson’s and shared Holy Communion and conversation with him, and it is a 

privilege to hear him speak about his experiences in WW II and to know I am speaking with a 

genuine American hero.  And the riches kept coming, because I then had coffee and conversation 

with the quilters, and we always have lively and open conversation.  And  then on Wednesday 



evening, the Lenten spiritual formation group met, and we had reflective and meaningful 

conversation.  I had many other conversations with others of you and others elsewhere, and all of 

these conversations added up to a good week for me; a week in which I felt connected to other 

people, felt that I got to hear about things that mattered to them while being heard myself, felt 

that I was introduced to new ideas, felt inspired by what I heard. Perhaps more than we realize, 

conversations are integral to our lives and how we feel about ourselves and others.   

 The Bible, and particularly the Gospels, are full of conversations.  And no Gospel 

highlights these conversations more than the Gospel of John, from which our lesson comes 

today.  Jesus, as you know, engages in conversations with all kinds of people, both likely people 

and unlikely people.  Last week in our Gospel reading from John 3, recall that Jesus had a 

lengthy conversation with Nicodemus, a Pharisee who was curious about him and came by 

stealth at night to talk about life and faith.  This conversation was a little unlikely, in that a 

respectable Pharisee like Nicodemus should not, by the standards of his peers, have been 

interested in having a one-on-one conversation with Jesus, who had already been branded a 

radical heretic.  But apart from that, the conversation is natural; both Jesus and Nicodemus were 

devout, Jewish men of good education who shared similar backgrounds and concerns. We 

noticed in that conversation that Nicodemus,  while starting out well by asking Jesus a question 

or two, quickly seemed to become confused and unsettled; in fact, after the first few verses, we 

don’t hear from him at all---it’s as though he was having some trouble tracking along with Jesus, 

they didn’t seem to be on the same page. 

 Contrast that, then, with the conversation John records for us in today’s Gospel lesson, 

from chapter 4.  If the conversation with Nicodemus was a little awkward, this conversation is 

entirely unlikely, because Jesus and the Samaritan woman should not even have been on 



speaking terms.  The reasons for this are primarily ethnic and gender oriented.  Samaritans, while 

Jews of a sort, were not considered “real” Jews or “good” Jews by the Jews of Palestine.  The 

Jews of Palestine, living in the southern part of ancient Israel, still had the great Temple of 

Jerusalem around which they centered their worship, and they considered themselves to be more 

ethnically and religiously pure than their kin to the north of them.  The Samaritans were more 

ethnically mixed and had looser notions of how to practice the Jewish faith.  The Temple not 

being available to them, they believed a particular mountain was the place to worship—a view 

that is not without Biblical precedent, as we have noted that many holy things happen on 

mountain tops.  But, so certain were the southern Jews that the Samaritans were not proper Jews, 

that they did not even share common household items, like cups, with them, as they were 

considered unclean.  Jesus should not have been speaking to a Samaritan or sharing a bucket or 

cup of water with one.  Just not done by the “best” people.  

 Furthermore, this Samaritan is a woman.  This kind of unchaperoned conversation 

between a Jewish man and a Samaritan woman was totally improper and inappropriate. Men and 

women did not mingle in this way in 1st C. Israel.  Thus, the disciple’s astonishment when they 

return from procuring supplies and find Jesus in conversation with one who is both Samaritan 

and female!  Furthermore, this particular Samaritan woman has some kind of dubious past, in 

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.  More recently, 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.  

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.  It was time to enjoy some conversation, 

which as we’ve observed, is a very important part of life.  Sometimes I’ll hear a new mother 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.  Perhaps she was outcast because of 

her colorful past, but 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---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!  

They engaged with each other with open minds and hearts and talked about some things that 

really mattered; both issues of faith and issues of this woman’s past. She, who has apparently 

been condemned to loneliness by others, is not condemned by the Lord of the Galaxies, who 

describes her life story to her without judgement. 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. 

 Now, admittedly --many of our conversations don’t seem particularly holy.  We’re just 

filling time while we wait for our appointment at the clinic or making small talk with a neighbor 

or extending courtesy to the grocery store cashier. Nevertheless, 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?  That latter question really hit me this past week when as 

part of the Women’s study we were examining the diversity of major faith groups and Christian 

denominations within the United States.  In terms of being diverse racially or linguistically, 



where did our denomination fall in the 26 listed?  We were rock bottom!  We are the whitest 

church or religious group in the United States.  The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America.  

When we formed in 1988, we set a goal for 10% membership of diverse background; we have 

achieved 4%.  We are 96% of just what you see right here in the pews around you.  Which 

doesn’t have to be a bad thing!  And, I honestly think there are some historical and geographical 

reasons for that; our denomination is more rural than urban, we are located more in the Midwest 

and Northeast than the South or West, and we probably are still linked to northern European 

traditions—like Lutefisk and Julebyens and Martin Luther, in a Garrison Kieler-esque kind of 

way.  And I like lutefisk, Julebyen, Martin Luther and Garrison Kieler, a lot!  However, when 

you take that impressive lack of diversity in conjunction with the statistic I’ve previously shared, 

that the average Lutheran invites someone to church once every 22 years, you might begin to 

suspect there’s a bit of a pattern, don’t you think? We have many strengths, but apparently 

evangelism and diversity are not chief among them.   I’m by no means suggesting we start 

running around looking for people who differ from us and asked them if they’re saved---not at 

all!  Apart from anything else, you never see our Lord doing that in the Gospels.  He meets 

people while going about daily life, like this woman at the well, and he converses with them 

about things that matter to them.   So, maybe we could have a little more conversation, of a little 

more depth, with a slightly more diverse group of people?  Some people are naturally gregarious 

and easily engage in conversation with strangers; I know a man who talked on the phone for over 

an hour with a wrong number.  Most of us can probably not strive for that level of conversational 

facility.  But, we have 8 new members joining today, and I happen to know that several are here 

because someone invited them---possibly that someone might even have used words similar to 

those of the Samaritan woman when she spoke with her fellow villagers---“come and see.”   



That’s all.  “Come and see.”  Not, “come and be saved, you loser” or “come and put money in 

our offering plate” or “come and think just like us”, but simply “come and see.”  Which conveys 

an openness, a welcome, and a warmth.  And you can’t beat those qualities for building up God’s 

kingdom on earth. 

 This text this morning, and all of the conversations Jesus has in the Gospels, surely 

present us with several challenges to consider.  Can we, as a church, and as individual members 

thereof, model holy conversation for our culture?  Conversation about things that matter that is 

conducted, in contrast to the horror of our current political scene, respectfully, thoughtfully, and 

that listens as well as speaks?   Can we also stretch our boundaries a bit when it comes to with 

whom we converse?  Can we withhold judgement, push ourselves out of our comfort zone, and 

discover that stranger is maybe no more strange than we?  And can we extend invitation and 

hospitality specifically in regards to a worshipping community where faith is taken seriously and 

discussion and conversation happens?  “Come and see”.  Amen.  

 

 

  

   


