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Shiloh United Methodist Church 
  

Gospel Stories: Headlines of Good News 
 

John 4:1-42  Rev. Tyler Amundson            July 28, 2019 
 
Reading of “The Water” by Lay leadership of Shiloh 

Evans, Rachel Held. Inspired (pp. 141-146). Thomas Nelson. Kindle Edition. 
 
(Break for first service for response to God’s word) 
 
This reading of our scripture today is almost like hearing the gospel 
according to the Samaritan woman at the well.  To hear her story is to 
understand how God became a part of her story.  How for us as 
Christians God encased in flesh made possible an understanding of how 
God can show up, even for people who think they are beyond God’s 
reach. 
 
A visitor to the Australian outback visited a cattle ranch.  He was 
intrigued by the seemingly endless miles of ranching country with no 
sign of any fences.  He asked the rancher how kept track of his cattle.  
The rancher replied, “Out here we dig wells instead of fences.” 
 
“Out here we dig wells instead of fences.”  The implications of the 
phrase in our work as a church are significant.  There is no need to 
fence in that which is highly motivated to stay within range of water, 
their most important source of life.   
 
Faith and helping provide places of faith should be about digging 
deeper wells rather than on building higher fences.  However, to fully 
grasp this I need to take an excursion into mathematics, briefly I 
promise. 
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The word “set” in mathematics refers to a group of objects that belong 
together because they have a defined similarity which binds them 
together.  For example a set of odd numbers might include 1, 3,5, 157, 
but not 2, 4, or 100.   
 
Bounded can be defined in various ways.  For example: in a room full of 
people the bounded set of males is usually a clearly recognizable set 
which could further be divided into subsets of single males and married 
males.  Or we could define a set in terms of age, the set of those under 
35; or in terms of knowledge, the set made up of all those who know 
what the prophet Ezekiel was instructed to do with the hair shaved 
from his head and beard in Ezekiel 5.  Or behavior, the set of those who 
have not exceeded the speed limit today.   
 
It is possible that someone in here might be included in all those sets 
today.  On the other hand, any speedy female over 35 who doesn't 
know Ezekiel well, might be excluded from them all.1   
 
Another set is determined only by how far a person is from the center 
goal.  For example, many of us would consider ourselves constantly 
working to deepen our relationships with those we love.  There is 
relatively no way for me to determine or define by position how deep 
you are in the relationship with your parent or your child.  You are one 
of the only people who can determine this depth.  Faith and our 
relationship to God is the same, we are the only ones who can describe 
the depth to which we know God, to which we feel connected to God.  
And most likely it will take some conversation within the relationship to 
know what will help deepen that relationship.   
 
The first form of sets we talked about is the bounded set.  We need 
parameters to define who is in and who is out.  The second set we 
                                                        
1 Thanks to Sheila Pritchard for this great analogy around sets. 
http://homepages.which.net/~radical.faith/misc/pritchard.htm 
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talked about, when I shared about relationships is called a centered set.  
And as the Australian rancher said, “Out here we dig wells, instead of 
fences.” 
 
Another way I have heard this described was by our retired Pastor here 
in town, John Pugh.  He has been studying the gospel of John recently 
and shared this at a Bible study.  “John is about a cosmic and deep 
relationship God is seeking with us.  For God there is little “s” sin that 
are those things that keep us from relationship with each other, for 
God those things are not worth anything.  Then for God there is big “S” 
Sin, these are the things that keep us from relationship with God.  They 
are things that make us think we cannot drink the water, or are far 
from the center of God’s love.   
 
John’s gospel is designed to help us understand the Good News that 
the relationship with God is not ever as far from us as we think.  A 
relationship that will nourish us in the times when we can’t see beyond 
those things that separate us from God.  When the word became flesh 
it made known this reality of the constant well of God’s love bubbling 
up all around us and through us. 
 
However, the Good News isn’t stagnate throughout the gospels and 
this may be the best good news of all.  It seems as though God has 
worked with others to let us know that good news is different for 
different people in different places and time.   
 
Let me give you some examples:  The gospel according to Luke seems 
to focus greatly on the poor and those cast off by society, and a 
reminder that God cares for them first.  Not only does Luke point to 
God caring for people, but a belief that God can heal those who others 
see as unhealable.  Take the woman who with the hemorrhage who 
crawls to the feet of Jesus, just to touch and be healed.   
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Matthew seems to be concerned with reminding us that even the law 
will not separate us from God, that a new law is being written in the life 
of Jesus.  The parables Jesus tells in Matthew are meant to remind the 
super-religious that God might be working in those who don’t know 
there rule books.   
 
Mark is written to seemingly remind us that even those closest to Jesus 
miss the point.  As if to remind us that people who seem to be the 
churchiest, may actually have the longest journey to understand faith.  
Read the entire gospel of Mark sometime and you will find in the 
disciples some clueless characters, unaware of what God is doing right 
in front of them. 
 
Jesus’ use of parable and story should give us some clue that there is no 
singular path to the big “T” truth of God.  Instead there are stories that 
have led many people in places very different than our own to the truth 
of God.  It is why the gospel story has survived empires, legions, feudal 
kingdoms, and reached around the world.  The people who follow 
Jesus’ know the message is for them, and learn through it that God is 
using them to change the world into God’s kingdom here and now.   
 
Biblical scholar NT Wright puts it this way: 
 
“God’s kingdom in the preaching of Jesus,” explained Wright, “refers 
not to postmortem destiny, not to our escape from this world into 
another one, but God’s sovereign rule coming ‘on earth as it is in 
heaven.’ . . . Heaven, in the Bible, is not a future destiny but the other, 
hidden dimension of ordinary life—God’s dimension, if you like. God 
made heaven and earth; at the last he will remake both and join them 
together forever.”2 

                                                        
2 Evans, Rachel Held. Inspired (p. 153). Thomas Nelson. Kindle Edition. 
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Friends, the gospel story is that God is going to provide us a well 
anyway he can.  Specifically, and the gospels point to this, God is going 
to find a way to become our center set by writing us into the story of 
what God is doing here in this world to reveal the kingdom, love and 
grace of God.  God is going to write the gospel according to_____, fill in 
your name.   
 
I am going to share one more retelling of our scripture for today to help 
us hear the gospel story one more time: 
 
Jesus came to Sychar, near the land of the Samaritans, and Jacob’s well 
who had been a forefather of the Jews and the Samaritans.  There he 
sat down at a well, it was about noon and the sun was hot.  His disciples 
went to town to get some food for him, at what would guess is the 
equivalent of 1st century McDonalds.   
 
A Samaritan woman came to the well with her bucket to gather water 
for the day.  It was an odd time to gather water, as most would come in 
the early hours of the day when the air was still cool.  Jesus asked the 
woman for a drink of water stepping outside the barriers of gender and 
ethnicity that were in place for the day. 
 
The woman was taken aback, and in confusion asked, “How come you a 
Jew are asking me, a Samaritan and a woman, for a drink?  Don’t you 
know what people might think?” 
 
Jesus responds cryptically, “If you knew the generosity of God and who 
I am, you would be asking me for a drink, and I would give you fresh, 
living water.” 
 
The woman has seen this before, a man too hot in the sun spouting 
nonsense.  Jesus knows the disciples will be back with their own bucket 
soon, but she doesn’t know this.  She thinks to herself, “The truth is this 
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man can’t offer me water, he has no bucket.”  So she let’s Jesus know 
this and then in surprise even to herself she goes deeper, “Are you 
better than our ancestor Jacob, who dug this well?” 
 
13-14 Jesus says, “Everyone who drinks this water will get thirsty again 
and again. Anyone who drinks the water I give will never thirst—not 
ever. The water I give will be an artesian spring within, gushing 
fountains of endless life.” (MSG Version) 
 
The woman asks eagerly for this water, her life has been hard and 
challenging and this could be a break for her.   
 
As if knowing this challenge Jesus, presses into the fear and hurt in this 
woman’s life with a phrase, “Go and get your husband and come back.”   
 
The woman feels all the shame, fear, anger and pain come up for her 
again.  She feels in this moment the reality that she is a sinner, but also 
in the phrase a reminder that she has tried so hard to be a saint in her 
life.  In her world woman are judged by the man they are with, and if 
they are not with a man they are sometimes considered powerless.  
Knowing it might end the conversation she honestly shares, “I have no 
husband.”  
 
In the past I have heard this woman called improper for having this 
many husbands, or told she lived immorally.  However, we know 
nothing of her context, so to make this assumption is to pass 
judgement.  Bad relationships, death, or rejection are all possible.  In 
this moment she has to face the brutal reality of the position of her life.   
 
Then Jesus shares that he knows she has had 5 husbands and the man 
she is with now is not even her husband.  Let me name the courage of 
this woman and the hard work she has done to work through the pain 
of her past, because if this wound was still raw, I think she would have 
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walked away. Instead, she turns this pain of Jesus words to mocking 
Jesus for acting like a prophet and gives him the edge of her anxiety 
about going deeper into this conversation, she uses this emotion to 
turn the tables on him.  She reminds him of something that most likely 
caused Jesus shame, fear, anger, and pain.   
 
19-20 “Oh, so you’re a prophet! Well, tell me this: Our ancestors 
worshiped God at this mountain, but you Jews insist that Jerusalem is 
the only place for worship, right?”  (MSG Version) 
 
Jesus would have felt his own skin crawl at this remark, because he 
knew that deeply God wanted all people to be aware of the love of 
God.  That God didn’t want boundaries and barriers to block this love 
and in this moment it almost did. 
 
I want to take a minute to note the courage and bravery of both Jesus 
and this woman.  They keep crossing boundaries:  First the social and 
cultural boundaries.  Second the emotional boundaries that shut down 
so many conversations in our world, they let each other push buttons 
that drive many of us to quit conversations.   
 
Then after receiving the pushback from the woman, Jesus shares: 
 
23-24 “It’s who you are and the way you live that count before 
God. Your worship must engage your spirit in the pursuit of truth. 
That’s the kind of people the Father is out looking for: those who 
are simply and honestly themselves before him in their worship. 
God is sheer being itself—Spirit. Those who worship him must 
do it out of their very being, their spirits, their true selves, in 
adoration.” 
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25 The woman said, “I don’t know about that. I do know that the 
Messiah is coming. When he arrives, we’ll get the whole story.”  
(The MSG) 
 
Jesus and her seize this opportunity together.  They take the beauty of 
what Jesus has to share about the good news of God’s kingdom for all 
people and the brutal boundaries they just crossed, and do what one of 
my favorite authors calls making a “brutiful” moment.  Despite all of 
the hard things they have shared, they both crossed enough boundaries 
to know that Jesus is bringing God’s good news and she is loved enough 
to carry this news to her people.  She gets up from that place and 
leaves her bucket behind to bring her friends to meet Jesus.  Jesus the 
man who has invited her to live through her pain, has shared his own 
pain, and for whom boundaries will be crossed to center people in the 
deep well of God’s love.   
 
This is her gospel story….I pray we each seek to find our own because 
God digs wells to help us find the love that is there for us. 
 
Shalom and Amen 
 
 
 
 
 
 


