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Lent 1
Celebrate Jesus…

who shattered stereotypes of “us” and “them”.

Introduction

The great wall  –


more than 2000 years old…more than 4000 miles long.

Today, this wonder draws people from all over the world to China.

Originally, though, it was designed to keep the world out of China.

It was designed to separate China from all the gwailou – the “foreign devils”.

We have not built a “great wall” in these United States.

But we do erect fences.
Some we can see – the wood that separates our yard from our neighbor’s.
Others we only say – those words that separate us from others.

He’s a Democrat; she’s a Republican; 

and I’m…well, I’m “wishy-washy”…I’m undecided.

I’m a Protestant; you’re a Catholic; 

and “my oh my”, they’re not even Christian – they’re Muslims.

They’re black; we’re white.

We’re straight; they’re gay.

The list – and all the labels – go on.

Labels, of course, serve a purpose;


they describe differences.

But, more often than not, we use them 

not to describe, but to divide.

They become walls that separate “us” from “them”.

Into our world of walls comes Jesus.

He comes because God loves the world.

At least, that’s what he says.

In chapter 3 of Jesus’ biography written by John,


Jesus says: “God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son.” [John 3:16 NIV]
We know that, don’t we?
We know that God loves the world.

But do we know the world that God loves?

In chapter 4 of Jesus’ biography written by John,

Jesus shows us that world.

As we – this morning – study that chapter,

we catch a glimpse of the world that God loves,

And as we watch Jesus in this world that God loves,

we see him breaking the walls we have built to separate ourselves from others.

We see Jesus shattering all those stereotypes of “us” and “them”.

What we see Jesus do as we study chapter

not only raises eyebrows,



it also raises questions….




questions that we will attempt to answer this morning.

Those questions are listed in the outline for this message.

They also will appear on the screen.

The world God loves

(questions…questions…questions)

1) Are you surprised?
It’s high noon – not at the “OK corral” – 
but on a hilltop overlooking the small town of Sychar in Palestine.
Jesus’ disciples – all 12 of them -- have gone shopping at the Mall of Sychar.

Jesus is on the hilltop…talking – almost flirting – with a woman beside a well.

When Jesus’ disciples returned from their day at the mall,

we’re told that they “were surprised to find (Jesus) talking with a woman”. [John 4:27 NIV]
The disciples were surprised.
Are you?

I doubt if any one of us would be surprised 

if we would find Jesus talking with a woman today.

But let’s remember, folks, that – when Jesus came to the world God loves –


he didn’t visit these United States in the 21st century.

He lived in a culture where – even today –


it is still unacceptable for a man to be seen in public with a woman who is not his wife.

No wonder his disciples were surprised.

But there is more.

In that culture in which Jesus lived,

red-blooded Jewish males – like Jesus and his disciples –



would begin each day by saying: Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu…




“Blessed are you, O Lord, you did not make me a Gentile”.

It would appear that – at the time – “them” Gentiles were the scum of the earth.

No they weren’t.

Jews that married “them” Gentiles were the scum of the earth.

And with such scum the disciples found their Jesus talking.

The woman at the well, you see, was a Samaritan –

a member of that mongrel race produced 

by the indiscriminate breeding of Jews and Gentiles.

No wonder Jesus’ disciples were surprised.

Fortunately, the disciples did not know what Jesus knew –


that he was talking with the town slut.

The woman at the well changed partners more often than most people change wardrobes.

Probably no more than 30 years old,


she already had five men



and was now shacked up with a sixth.

If the disciples had known that bit of gossip,

they wouldn’t have been surprised;



they would have been shocked.

The disciples were surprised to find their Jesus talking with that woman.

Are you?

Perhaps you find it difficult to answer that question;


You just can’t relate to the time and place in which Jesus lived.

So let’s take Jesus out of his 1st century setting


and beam him into our 21st century culture.

What if you went to pick up your children,


and you found your Jesus talking with your “ex”? 

Worse yet, what if you found him talking with your mother-in-law?

Would you be surprised?

What if you found your Jesus having coffee 

with that surly neighbor who is threatening to sue you?

What if you found your Jesus sitting beside 

that raging driver who has just given you the finger?

Would you be surprised?

What if you found your Jesus at the water-cooler


with that co-worker who can’t stop swearing, smoking or snorting drugs?

What if you found your Jesus walking the school halls


with that girl whose belly is showing and whose body parts have been pierced?

Would you be surprised?

What if you found your Jesus having lunch with a lesbian…


or going on a picnic with a pedophile?

What if you found your Jesus eating “weird” food with a Hindu…

or kneeling beside a Muslim on his prayer mat?

Would you be surprised?

If you would be surprised to picture your Jesus in such settings,


I assume you also would be surprised – perhaps even shocked –



to see Jesus sitting with yourself…or me?

When Jesus sat and talked with the woman at the well,


he selected the worst example of humanity at the time.

No! it wasn’t the worst example;

it was the best example…



for it demonstrated that there is no one in this world 
that God does not love…




that God’s son cannot accept.

We label people;


but Jesus doesn’t.

He knows “there is no difference”. [Romans 3:22 NIV]
He tells us that.

He tells that all…
”all have sinned and fall short” of those standards set by God. [Romans 3:23 NIV]
He also shows us there is no difference.
He shows us that when he was on another hill-top –


a hill-top outside Jerusalem…



where he “died for all”. [2 Corinthians 5:15 NIV]
To “us”, some other people are oddballs.

To “them”, you and I are oddballs.

But to Jesus, there is no “us” or “them”.

As Philip Yancey says,


to Jesus, “we’re all oddballs…but he loves us anyway.”
Jesus’ disciples “were surprised to find him talking with a woman”. [John 4:27 NIV]
Are you surprised…

surprised that Jesus wants to befriend such people?

If you find that question difficult to answer,


the next question will be even more challenging.

2) Do you have to?

We are told – at the beginning of chapter 4 in John’s biography of Jesus –


that Jesus “had to go through Samaria”.  [John 4:4 NIV]
Jesus had to go through Samaria?
No, he didn’t.
Respectable Jews – those who always went to the temple on Saturday 

always went around Samaria.
They had built a north-south freeway – a well-worn path – 


that enabled them to avoid those mongrels 

who lived in the middle of their country.

Jesus took the road less-traveled --


he actually went out of the way –



to go through Samaria.

And we are told that he had to do that.

Why?

I’ll let Jesus himself explain this one.

He tells his disciples…and us:


“My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work.” [John 4:34 NIV]
What is this will – this work – of God that made Jesus go through Samaria?
I’ll let a pastor named Paul answer.

He tells us:


“God wants not only us but everyone saved.” [1 Timothy 2:4 MSG]
Because Jesus wanted to do the will of God…

because he wanted to finish the work of God…



because he wanted everyone to be saved,




Jesus had to go through Samaria.

Do we have to do that?

Do you and I have to go out of our way 

to reach people – even “mongrels” – whom God wants to save?

Let me put it this way:


do you – like Jesus – want to do the will and work of God?



do you really want, not only yourself, but everyone to be saved?
Hard questions, right?

I can sense some of you are thinking 
what my daughter sometimes says to me (with your hand on her hip):


“Well, what if I don’t?”

Let me ask you this.
If you continue to have sex outside of marriage...


if you continue to disregard God’s clear command: “you shall not commit adultery”…



what are you doing?

Aren’t you – as we say – “living in sin”?

What if we continue to disregard God’s clear command 

to “go and make disciples” of people anywhere…everywhere?

What if we routinely resist reaching out to save others?

What are we doing?

Aren’t we also – could we say –“living in sin”?

Just how much do we go out of our way to reach others as Jesus did?
Have we even taken the time to get to know


the neighbor next door?



the waitress at our favorite restaurant?




the guy behind the counter at Starbucks?





the girl in first-hour science class?






the nurse at the hospital?

Have we ever mustered the courage to speak with them as Jesus spoke with the woman?
I find myself focusing on 

people who require little time and don’t make much trouble


people who show an interest in things spiritual.

I tend to avoid what Gordon McDonald calls the “VDP’s” –


not the VIP’s…but the VDP’s – the Very Draining People –


people whose needs will be a drain on my time and treasure…




people with serious problems





people whose dress, language, music preferences 

are so different from mine 

that bridging the gap will almost consume me.
But can I avoid such people?

Can you?

Because Jesus wanted to do the will and work of God,


he had to go through Samaria…



he had to spend time with town slut at the town well.

Do we have to do that?

3) Will you shop or share?
As I said, what Jesus does as he shows us the world God loves

not only raises eyebrows,



it also raises questions…




questions that you and I may have a hard time answering.

And the final question is this:


will you shop…or share?

What do I mean?

In chapter 4 of John’s biography of Jesus, 

the writer mentions two trips to the town of Sychar.

Jesus’ disciples made the first trip.

We are told that they went “into the town to buy food”. [John 4:8 NIV]
Jesus’ disciples.
They had spent time with Jesus… knew him well.

They had been sent by Jesus…sent out to make him known.

There were 12 of them –


there’s strength in a number like that.

Just think of the impact these men could have made in the little town of Sychar.

But what did they do when they got into town?

They went shopping.

The woman whom Jesus met at the well made the second trip.

We are told that 

she “went back to the town and said to the people, ‘Come, see a man…’” 

[John 4:28-29 NIV]
The town slut.

She hadn’t spent much time with Jesus…hardly knew him at all.

She wasn’t sent by Jesus…wasn’t asked to make him known, either.

She operated alone –


probably preferred it that way…
could avoid all the stares and glares of the people.

It was highly unlikely that anyone would believe anything she said.

But what did she do when she got into town?

She shared…


shared the news of a person who had changed her life.

Shopping or sharing –


what will you do in your town this week?

When you return to the place where you live, work and play,


what will you do?

Will it be business as usual?

Or will you make it your business to go out and do your Father’s business?

Will you go on your own merry way?

Or will you go out of your way – as Jesus did – 

and make a difference in someone’s life?

Will you shop…or share?

That’s not really a question, is it?

It’s more of a choice…


a choice that you and I will make 

every day of every week for the rest of our lives.

Conclusion
It is often said that God is in the construction business…

that he rebuilds shattered lives.

And that he does.

I know for a fact that he has rebuilt mine.

But God is also in the destruction business.

He is out to destroy walls that we like to erect.

It was no accident that – on the day Jesus died –


the massive curtain in Jerusalem’s temple was torn apart.

That curtain had separated God and his chosen representative from God’s people.

But when Jesus died, that barrier was forcibly removed.

No longer was there to be a wall between God and people.
No longer was there to be any distinction between different kinds of people.

No longer was there to be any “us” and “them”.

Ever since that day, God does not even want us to draw lines in the sand.

If anyone does, he wants us to step over those lines


and, with his love in our hearts, 



reach out to others – even the VDP’s –




and share with them a story




the story of that Person who can come and rebuild their lives too.

Yes, it is a new – and perhaps to some of us, still a strange -- world 

that God and his Son want us to build.

New and strange…with no walls.
That reminds me of a story…

an old story from those stormy days when our schools were being de-segregated.

A white girl started the year in a newly integrated elementary school.

When she returned home at the end of the first day,

her anxious mother asked, 

“How did everything go, honey?”

“Mommy, do you know what?” said the little girl.  

“A little black girl sat next to me.”
The mother was almost afraid to ask…but finally did:

“And what happened?”

The girl replied, 

“Everything was so new and different for both of us that we held hands all day.”
Let the walls come tumblin’ down!
	On 13 February 2005, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651 770-3618).
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