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It has been some week since I saw most of you last.  There has been, of course, the amazing 
come-from-behind victory of the Seahawks over the Packers (I’m pausing here for the obligatory 
cheers), the crushing victory of the Patriots over the Colts and the subsequent “Deflate-gate” 
scandal, and, on a sad note, the passing of “Mr. Cub,” the baseball Hall-of-Famer, Ernie Banks.  
The world has also noted the death of King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia, more atrocities by the so-
called Islamic State, more violence in Ukraine and Yemen, and the sixth State of the Union 
address by President Obama.  Some of us also noted a third death in the passing of the great 
liberal Christian theologian, Marcus Borg.  But, actually, none of that was what I had in mind. 
 
My personal calendar was jam-packed during this last week and many of those events will be 
reflected in what I have to say this morning.  I left off watching the Seahawks game after the 
third quarter, not because I thought the game was over but because Connie and I needed to drive 
to north Everett for me to preach at the third church anniversary service of Faith Tabernacle 
Fellowship.  As always, it was a delight to be in worship with that multicultural church, even if 
attendance was down a bit as some of their number obviously thought the Seahawks were a 
better bet than me.  But those who were there were, as always, more gracious to me and my 
message than I deserve.  On Monday, Charlie Scalise and I represented you at the Evergreen 
Association’s Martin Luther King Day celebration.  Once again, it was wonderful to worship 
with a multicultural crowd but the throng at New Beginnings Christian Fellowship far exceeded 
the one of the afternoon before.  I think it was the best attended MLK service Evergreen has ever 
had.  I don’t know if the combined choir actually reached 100 voices, as had been the goal, but if 
not, it was pretty close.  The music was sublime, the atmosphere was electric, and to top it off we 
heard powerful preaching from the Rev. Dr. Debora Jackson, the new executive director of 
ABC’s Ministers Council.  I will share some of what she said with you a bit later.  Thursday was 
the Point in Time Count event here in our building, at which several of you volunteered.  Again, 
it was wonderful to see the mix of people in the building, both those volunteering and those 
seeking assistance.  Thursday night, Connie and I represented you at the Church Council of 
Greater Seattle’s Week of Prayer for Christian Unity service.  The diversity in that crowd was a 
little different – far fewer non-European faces but a broad representation of Christian traditions.  
We heard an equally excellent if very different sermon from Rev. Dr. Michael Kinnamon, the 
former executive director of the National Council of Churches, which will also find some 
reflection in my own preaching.  Friday found me in sometimes heated communication with the 
assistant fire chief and assistant police chief of Lynnwood over how Good Shepherd Baptist 
shows hospitality to those who are experiencing homelessness and also traveling to Camp Burton 
for the first half of the Evergreen Association leadership retreat.  Again, there was that wonderful 
mix of Euro, Black, and Asian sisters and brothers.  We had a good session of analysis and 
planning which continued Saturday without me.  Yesterday, I was fulfilling my obligation to the 
Lynnwood Arts Commission by taking part in their planning retreat.  It has been quite a week. 
 
I mention all this because the busy week has given me much to consider in the way of our topic 
for this morning.  The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity was initially designed as an 
ecumenical observance; that is, as a time to reflect on the multiplicity of Christian 
denominations, sects, and churches and to consider how we may bless each other in our 
differences and similarities.  But as the observance has spread across the globe, participants have 
been called more and more to also consider the national and ethnic divides in the Body of Christ.  
Especially here in the United States, we must confront the fact that, as Dr. King famously 
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remarked, 11:00 a.m. Sunday is the most segregated hour in the nation.  And then there are the 
other things that divide us as well: socio-economic levels, education, level of physical ability, 
and so on.  Our theme passage this morning, chosen for the World Council of Churches by the 
National Council of Churches of Brazil, gives us the opportunity to reflect on Jesus’ approach to 
bridging the divisions created by humankind in spite of God’s universal love and call to all 
humans.  In his words and actions, we learn the power of giving and receiving life-giving water 
from each other. 
 
As always, before I share what is on my heart for us in this time and place, I think it advisable to 
touch base on aspects of the Biblical message which may be obscured by time, distance, and 
language.  To begin with, why would John say of Jesus’ journey from Judea to Galilee, “But he 
had to go through Samaria?”  We need to remember that history had left the land of the Jews 
nearly bifurcated, as it is today by the Palestinian West Bank, by a land of foreigners who were 
despised and feared.  When the Assyrians defeated the northern kingdom of Israel in 722 BCE, 
they took a large number of the inhabitants away into exile, never to be heard of again.  This has 
given us the legendary “Ten Lost Tribes of Israel.”  Into their place, the Assyrians forcibly 
marched people from five other nations they had conquered.  This displacement of people made 
the refugees easier to control by the empire.  As their neighbors, therefore, the Jews had a nation 
of the descendants of these five nations intermarried with the remnant of the ten northern tribes 
of the Children of Israel.  They were “a mongrel race,” ritually unclean.  Even worse, perhaps, 
their religious observances were a mix of the worship of Yahweh and traditions of the five 
Gentile nations.  The Samaritans had a temple to Yahweh on Mount Gerizim but it was 
destroyed about 200 years before Jesus’ birth by the army of the briefly independent Israel of the 
Maccabees, who considered it an offence.  For these reasons and many others, Samaritans and 
Jews were blood enemies.  The situation was really not very different from the situation now.  
Most Jews would go a long way out of their way to avoid traveling through the hostile territory 
of the Samaritans. 
 
Jesus, of course, saw things differently.  He saw all people as the often unwitting objects of 
God’s love.  In one of his most famous stories, he illustrated the answer to the question, “Who is 
my neighbor?” by telling the story of a Samaritan who showed compassion to his traditional 
enemy, a Jew.  We sometimes trace the conversion of the Gentiles to the Way of Jesus to the 
work of the Holy Spirit through Paul, Peter, Philip, Thomas, and others but in fact a review of 
the Gospels shows that Jesus had begun the process during his ministry.  The Syro-Phoenician 
woman of Mark 7, the Roman centurion of Matthew 8, and the Samaritan woman in our story 
today were all Gentiles who acted on their faith in Jesus, just as were the magi whose story 
opened our season of Epiphany.  In the chapter before this, Jesus tells Nicodemus, “God so loved 
the world that he gave his only son, so that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.”  
Jesus saw his calling to all humankind, not just the remnant of Israel. 
 
I will not speak at length this morning about the character of the woman at the well, as Michael 
Kinnamon did on Thursday, as I have preached that message here before.  Suffice it to say that 
our long tradition of thinking of her as a sinner, outcast by her community, is likely completely 
wrong.  We must remember that any woman in that society who had been married multiple times 
had not done so by choice.  Instead, we should consider her a likely victim of tragedy as a widow 
several times over or as one who has been rejected again and again, likely due to barrenness.  



Give Me a Drink 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 1/25/2015 3 
 

She is likely, in the words of Shakespeare’s King Lear about himself, “More sinn'd against than 
sinning.”  Indeed, we should remember her as our Eastern Orthodox sisters and brothers do, as 
Saint Photina, “the light bearer,” one of the first missionaries of the Good News of Jesus Christ 
as she led her neighbors to believe in Jesus as the Savior of the world.  You can read that story 
later in this same chapter. 
 
But before we can get to the end of the story, we need to look more closely at the beginning.  
What is it about Jesus’ request to the woman for a drink that has caused our Brazilian sisters and 
brothers to focus on this verse as an appropriate beacon of Christian unity?  When Jesus says, 
“Give me a drink,” he is first of all admitting his vulnerability.  He may be, in John’s view, the 
pre-existent Son of God, but he is also a human being like any other – thirsty, in need of water to 
live.  Jesus is not afraid to say that he needs something from this woman, an enemy to his own 
people, to be made whole.  Indeed, as the Jesuit Rev. Gerald O’Collins points out in his 
reflection on the Brazilian theme, Jesus thirsts for even more: “he thirsts for the chance to reveal 
himself as the Messiah and the Savior of the world.” 
 
Jesus is also not afraid that he will be negatively altered by drinking from the well in Samaria, 
from the dipper of a Samaritan woman.  I have told you here before of my own dim memories of 
traveling in the segregated South and being forbidden by my mother to drink from the water 
fountain marked “Colored.”  Jesus is not afraid to drink the “Colored Water.”  In fact, he seeks it 
out.  He is, to borrow a Star Trek reference, the positive, loving counterpoint to the Borg: he asks 
the Samaritan woman to add her diversity to his own.  He wishes to share with her, to be in 
communion with her.  There is a proverb in Brazil, often uttered at the parting of friends, 
“Whoever drinks of this water keeps coming back.”  The Brazilian commentators write, “A 
refreshing glass of water, coffee, (or a traditional Brazilian drink), are trademarks of acceptance, 
dialogue and coexistence. The biblical gesture of offering water to whomever arrives, as a way 
of welcoming and sharing, is something that is repeated in all regions of Brazil.”  They go on to 
say, “If we do not feel threatened, we will be able to experience the complementarity of the 
other: alone, a person or culture is not enough! Therefore, the image emerging from the words 
“give me to drink” is an image speaking of complementarity: to drink water from someone else’s 
well is the first step towards experiencing another’s way of being.” 
 
Finally, Jesus is not afraid to share with her what he has.  His wisdom and love are unlimited; 
sharing with the woman will not deplete him but will fill her for all time.  In Jesus, both the 
woman and her village find the reality of the water of life, gushing in abundance to eternity.  
Because Jesus is not afraid to make himself vulnerable to her, not afraid to connect with her in 
what she offers, not afraid to offer himself, they say at his departure, “We know that this is truly 
the Savior of the world.” 
 
On Monday night, Rev. Jackson brought home to all those good Baptists at New Beginnings that 
we are too often governed by fear in our interactions with those who are not like us.  Generally 
speaking, she reminded us, we are afraid of each other because we do not know each other.  We 
still live in an unofficially segregated society, in which we live with, go to school with, work 
with, and go to church with those who are most like us.  And because we do not see each other, 
we are strange to each other; we become “us” and “them.”  Those who are different from us in 
race or creed or socio-economics cease to be “our sisters and brothers” and become “those 
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people.”  Dr. Jackson is a petite African-American woman from Indiana.  She related to us how, 
while pastoring a wealthy, Euro-American church in Massachusetts, she tried to explain to them 
the soul-crushing issue among African-Americans of being pulled over by police in a traffic stop 
for no apparent reason, stopped, as it is known, for “Driving While Black.”  Her congregation 
made vaguely sympathetic noises (“Oh, that’s too bad.”  “Oh, isn’t that a shame.”), until she 
related how her own husband had been stopped and questioned by police while driving less than 
a quarter of a mile from their own Massachusetts home.  (“What business do you have in this 
neighborhood?”)  Now, her congregation was outraged, ready to march on the police station and 
demand justice.  What was the difference?  They knew Dr. Jackson and her husband as people, 
as friends, as sister and brother in Christ. 
 
My friends, we need to get into the habit of receiving each other’s water.  I am deeply grateful 
for this congregation’s tradition of openness and hospitality but for each one of us there may still 
be some group who is “those people.”  We have a long history of ecumenical cooperation; 
indeed, those of us who were “Cradle Roll Baptists” are outnumbered by those of us who began 
our spiritual journeys in other traditions.  But are there branches of the Body of Christ who are 
still “those people” to you?  If so, go and worship with them for a couple of Sundays.  We’ll miss 
you but you’ll come back (I hope) as even more loving than you are now.  Our Evergreen 
Association and other church connections in the community have given us amazing opportunities 
to fellowship with Christians who are “Red, Brown, Yellow, Black and White.”  But are there 
still some who seem outside your comfort zone?  Go and worship with them.  Just a few weeks 
ago, I wept with Clem Winbush on the telephone as we talked about the instructions she must 
give her grandsons about interaction with the police – instructions I never had to give my boys 
and may never have to give my grandsons.  But Clem is my sister and her grandsons are my 
younger brothers.  That might never have happened for me if not for Evergreen.  Do the 
homeless men and women who come through our doors make you nervous?  I will be happy to 
give you the list of churches that feed our homeless neighbors every week.  Go and help serve 
them and then sit with them and eat with them and get to know them as brothers and sisters and 
not as “those people.”  The love from God that flowed through Jesus flows through us, too.  The 
more we give, the more we have.  Go and share the water of the others. 
 
In downtown St. Louis, across from the old Union Station, there is a magnificent fountain called 
“The Meeting of the Waters.”  It is a representation of the merging of the Mississippi and the 
Missouri and their tributaries.  If you come to our house, you can see a portion of it in a painting 
by Connie’s grandmother that hangs in our kitchen.  It is one of those truly remarkable pieces of 
public art that catches the breath and makes one glad.  This week, I got to experience again and 
again “meetings of the waters.”  On Sunday and Monday and Saturday, it was Baptists of many 
races.  On Thursday during the day, it was a mix of the haves and the have-nots.  On Thursday 
evening, it was Christians of many denominations.  The waters met, and it looked like heaven.  
God promises again and again in Scripture that when the time is fulfilled, men and women of all 
nations will be gathered in God’s love.  And when we taste of the water of Jesus, the water of 
abundant life, we get a foretaste of that time, a sip of water sweeter than wine.  Let us learn to 
share that water with each other and to learn from each other just how sweet the water of life can 
be.  For the Great Banquet, the Kingdom of God, the Beloved Community that was and that is 
and that is to come, thanks be to God! 


