
God in the Ordinary

Exodus 17:1-7; Psalm 95; Romans 5:1-11; John 4:5-42

As someone who has spent many years in the order of ministry, I can tell the rest of you who

have not that one of the greatest joys of being a minister is listening to people talk about their

experiences with God. Forget about telling me your problems. We’ve all got problems. Come to me

with your problem, and there’s a good chance that I will force you to listen to my problem. Or I’ll

attempt to fix your problem, and you will leave feeling all deceived and disappointed. 

On the other hand, if you have some vivid personal experience of God—say, that Jesus

appears to you, says something to you—I’m all ears. 

It can seem as if not many people have God experiences these days. However, I think the

problem is that we’re just not good at talking about those moments when God comes to us. It’s like

there’s this policing in the modern world to make sure that the only voices we hear are self-derived.

So go ahead, overcome any of your modern inhibitions, and if God shows you something or tells you

something, you come tell me.

I’ve learned a few things over the years by listening to people talk about their meetings with

God. For one thing, lots of people have the erroneous notion that spiritual experiences occur when

you are busy searching for God. They are on a religious retreat, pondering scripture, trying to pay

attention to a sermon without nodding off—and find God. 

As it turns out, most of those with whom I speak were not looking for God at all. They were

minding their own business, doing this or that, and were surprised to find that God gave them a role

to play in God’s business!

I’ve heard it often enough to gain quite a respect for the resourcefulness of the Holy Spirit.

Another thing I’ve learned: the location of these divine/human meetings is rarely (and I can’t
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tell you how much it pains me to say this) at church. On Sundays, people report that they’ve been

“inspired,” or “uplifted,” or at least “bothered” by the service, but rarely do they report dramatic, face-

to-face, one-on-one meetings. I wish they did, considering how hard I work to enable epiphanies and

theophanies. But they don’t.

These encounter occur, not while sitting in the breathtaking beauty of the Rocky Mountains or

on a silent retreat in a Benedictine monastery. They’re nabbed at the office, or standing at the kitchen

sink, or feeding the dog! God has, in my observation, the strangest sense of occasion, an odd idea of

location.

But then who am I to tell Jesus where and when he ought to intrude into someone’s little life?

A preacher! That’s who. I wish the Holy Spirit’s work would be confined to ten-thirty to eleven-

thirty, while I’m speaking. But no, as Jesus told Nicodemus last Sunday, the wind (pneuma) blows

where it will—whether or not you’re ready for it, looking for it, or even want it.

This is all on my mind because today we’ve got this woman. She’s got baggage. For one thing,

she is a she. As a woman, well, you know religious history with women. Will Willimon’s mother-in-law

was the first female Methodist preacher in South Carolina. Number one. One of her friends said to

her, after Bessie’s ordination, “I think it’s rather remarkable that the South Carolina Methodists were

among the first to ordain a woman.”

Bessie replied, “And it only took nineteen hundred and f ifty-six years to do it.”

In Jesus’ day, conventional rabbis didn’t waste words of wisdom, attempting to teach theology

to women. But here is this Samaritan woman who, on an ordinary weekday on her way to draw water

for her family, got caught by some of Jesus’s most complex teaching.

Not only is she a woman, she has a second problem. She was a Samaritan. Jews, we are told

by John, had no dealings with Samaritans—racial mixers, collaborators with the Romans, alleged to
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have cunning ways.

As her encounter with Jesus moves along, we also find out that she has been through a

number of marriages, which have ended in either divorce or death. Either way, she has had a sad

life. And you know how we tend to treat victims of great misfortune—we avoid them.

She can’t believe that this man, a Jew, talks to her, a Samaritan. Wrong gender, wrong race,

wrong religion. Messed up morals or just bad luck. Yet Jesus initiates conversation with her, reaches

toward her, engages her.

And at a well! She didn’t come for Bible study! She’s not there searching for something deeper

in her life. She’s there in the most ordinary of everyday tasks that most of the world’s women still

must do at the beginning of every day: she’s drawing water.

Jesus says something to her about water. She replies with, “Where are you going to get water

with no bucket?” Jesus says he’s offering her “living water,” despite any of her failures or sadness.

And she runs all the way back home to tell people, “Come and see a man who has told me

everything I’ve done! Could this man be the Christ?” (John 4:29 CEB). 

Then those Samaritans were then “on their way to see Jesus” (4:30 CEB), on their way to see

the man who had come to them.

She—Samaritan, woman, spouseless—thus becomes the precursor to, the very first of, all us

later preachers. She was the first to run and tell everyone about Jesus.

And all she meant to do that day was get a bucket of water! 

True, Jesus doesn’t give her much detailed instruction in the faith. She doesn’t seem to have

understood much of his enigmatic talk of “living water” and worship “in spirit and truth.” 

But what Jesus does is as important as what he says. Jesus encounters her, takes her

seriously, intrudes on her where she is, calls her—just by his few words—to preach to share the
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Gospel.

She doesn’t run home shouting, “I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and

earth, and in Jesus Christ his only begotten Son. . . .”

Things were still too new, too enigmatic for that. She left Jesus with a question, “He can’t be

the Messiah—can he?”

A hint, a door opened, a light flickering in the dark. It’s not everything that Jesus said and did;

it’s not the whole of the historic faith.

But it’s a start. It’s a question—the question on which all else depends. And it’s God’s initiative,

God’s gift to someone who didn’t even ask for it, someone who was the “wrong” person, at the

“wrong” time, and in the “wrong” place.

Thank God she didn’t respond, when Jesus surprisingly greeted her, with “I’m sorry. I’ve got

water to draw and work to do. My religious meter isn’t on just now. See you on the Sabbath, if you

want to talk religion.”

I’m glad she had the courage (and yes, I’d call it courage) to listen, to marvel, to relish the

moment, to consider the possibility that she didn’t know everything and hadn’t seen everything yet.

She dared to relish the moment, dared to be engaged by this mysterious stranger, risked letting him

move her from encounter to demanding question.

It was one of those days in the office, with a dozen things crying for attention, when I looked

out my office window to the street and saw him coming. “Oh no, not Louie, not now!” Louie was a

homeless man, a chronic alcoholic, who was never sober when he came for assistance. He was dirty

and smelly, usually obnoxious and I really did not need this intrusion on my time to deal with him. But

hey, I am a Christian, a follower of Jesus, I have to not only give him some of my precious little time

but also love him. Why does Jesus make being a follower so hard? He came into my office, sat down

4God in the Ordinary.ser.wpd



in the chair and proceeded to regale me with his latest woes. I knew I was going to have to open the

windows when he left and air out the place. When he finished and I grudgingly gave him some cash,

he was so grateful, he stood up and hugged me tightly. Surprised, I hugged him back and suddenly

God asked in my mind, “I wonder when the last time was that he had enjoyed physical contact with

another human being and then the voice said, “This is my precious child, I love him.”

And like the woman at the well who was moved from her encounter with Christ to a first step, I

too, felt a courageous willingness to be shocked, surprised, intruded upon. She wasn’t only a woman

willing to be addressed by a strange man whom she didn’t know, but also a Samaritan willing to

consider the possibility of a Messiah she didn’t know.

Who is a Christian? A Christian (at least on this Sunday with the Samaritan woman) is

someone who is willing to be open to the possibility that something’s afoot, that the risen Christ is not

only enigmatic but also revealing, that even though you may not have the time or the inclination to

look for God, God in Jesus Christ just might be looking for you!

Tomorrow at work, when you take in hand a bucket, or a keyboard, a textbook, or a Bible,

keep looking over your shoulder. Something’s afoot. Be ready to be encountered and then be willing

to venture the question, “Could this be the Christ?” Thanks be to God. Amen.
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