
Unexpected Evangelist

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

Who is an evangelist? It’s not a word we use a lot in our denomination. In fact in many circles

it evokes negative connotations. But really an evangelist is someone who spreads the good news

because that’s what “good news” is in Greek: evangel. The star of our text this morning is a most

unlikely person to be an evangelist. After all she is a Samaritan. Jesus is a Jew. She only met Jesus

fifteen minutes ago. She knows nothing about an orthodox interpretation of scripture. She has no

helpful religious background, not a member of the inner circle of Jesus’ followers, no Sunday School

lessons. And yet, she is one of the first in the Gospels to simply say, “Come and see.” She is an

evangelist.

Her encounter with Jesus at the well that day seems to be by chance. She wasn’t searching

for some deeper meaning in her life. She wasn’t planning on having a religious experience. She had

come to the well in the middle of the day to draw water. And yet, it was there that she was

encountered by Jesus. She wasn’t searching for Jesus; no, it was as if Jesus was searching for her.

The gospel of John says that Jesus “had” (that is, it was necessary) to go to Samaria. Why was it

necessary? Samaria was far out of the way on Jesus’s journey toward Jerusalem. Besides, as a Jew,

he would know that the Samaritans were not people to fraternize with. As John says, “Jews and

Samaritans didn’t associate with each other” (4:9). And yet, there is Jesus in Samaria, and in the

middle of the day too, striking up a conversation with the Samaritan woman. She is a Samaritan, she

is a woman, and in that cultural milieu, it would have been odd for this rabbi to be visiting with a

woman like her.

Jesus doesn’t just chit chat with her, but he reveals to her some of the deepest truths of the

gospel. The woman responds with curiosity but not really with understanding. She can’t figure Jesus
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out. She understands very little of what Jesus is talking about.

And at the end of the conversation, she runs to her friends in town and says, “Come and see!”

Amazingly, they come. And John says that many of the Samaritans believed then and there and

followed Jesus. That’s all the more striking because, at this point in the Gospel of  John, not many

people have believed in Jesus. Most rejected him. Most of the rejections came from good, faithful,

Jewish, Bible-believing people.

But this woman, this Samaritan woman, believes and proclaims Jesus. But her proclamation is

no strong, certain assertive word. She is not an impressive preacher. Rather, her message is a

question.

“He can’t be the Messiah…can he?”

That’s an odd sort of proclamation of the gospel! As I remember, we were told in preaching

class that it is very important for a preacher to be definite, to get the message down to something that

asserts and declares. Don’t just throw out a bunch of questions; you preach what you absolutely

believe to be true. But this woman only has questions.

And yet, wonder of wonders, the Holy Spirit took her question and transformed it into faithful

proclamation that changed Samaritan lives.

Maybe John wants us to hear in this woman’s testimony and the dramatic response to it that

you don’t have to be a really great evangelist to be used by God to draw others to Christ. John wants

us to know that God’s word sometimes gets spread by God through not so well-informed, not so

talented preachers.

If this woman can be an evangelist, anybody can!

I wonder if St. Paul might have had her in mind when he said to one of his congregations,

“God chose what the world considers foolish to shame the wise.” (1 Cor. 1:27). God chose those
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whom the world regards as lowly to bring down the great. This is the way God works. The gospel is

spread through ordinary, little people who don’t know everything about Jesus there is to know and

who are not as certain about everything in the Christian faith as they would like to be, but

nevertheless are used by God for the spread of the kingdom.

A woman was telling her minister that she went to the dentist for a dental appointment. She

had spent a great deal of time at the dentist lately, with extensive problems. But the dentist examined

her and then said, “Well, more bad news. You seem to have the worst luck with your teeth. Now you

have another root canal that needs to be done.”

She said that the dentist almost made her feel as if her dental problems were her fault. As if

she was cursed with bad dental health.

On the way out of the dentist’s office, she said to her dentist, “I don’t know if you meant to say

that I am in this fix because of something that I’ve done wrong. I don’t know if you mean to imply that

I am somehow cursed with just bad luck. But I’m a Christian and I want you to know that I believe that

my life is blessed rather than cursed. I believe that my dental problems are not the whole story about

me. I trust God that God holds my life and that God will use my life, despite any of the problems that I

happen to have with my body.”

That was all she said. And that was all that she meant to say.

However, about a week later she received a letter from a woman who said that she worked in

the dentist’s office. In the letter she said that she overheard what the woman had said to the dentist.

She explained that she had grown up in the church but had been alienated f rom the church for some

time. She had been going through a tough time in her life.

“What you said to the dentist this morning really spoke to me. I was moved by your great faith

in God. I was moved by the way that you said that you were sure that God had a purpose for you and
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that God would carry you through whatever you were facing. That really moved me. This Sunday my

husband and I are going back to church. God really spoke to me through you.”

Don’t you find that amazing? She did not mean to be “evangelist.” Her remarks were only

meant to express her annoyance at the attitude of the dentist. And yet, look what God did with her

words! Makes you wonder what God might be able to do with all of us. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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