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Back in the Right Place to Worship – (First Sunday back in the Sanctuary after the fire)
John 4:1-17

Nicodemus, a religious man, a leading religious man, a righteous man, came to Jesus by night,

and left not knowing what to make of Jesus. 

Today, we have, if you will, in the next person Jesus talks to,  the exact opposite of

Nicodemus. This unnamed woman in a village called Sychar in Samaria. To whom Jesus comes

at high noon. 

She was as different from Nicodemus as possible. He was a man, she a woman. Just being a

woman in those days already put you on the margins. No accident no one even bothered to

remember her name. 

But her character, or lack thereof put her even more on the margins.  She is there, outside the

city by the way, in the heat of the day because she thinks no one else will be there. She doesn’t

want to draw water with the other women of the village, because she is an outsider. One who

has had many husbands, maybe stolen one or two from those other women. 

Oh, and she was a Samaritan. Samaritans were scorned by every good Jew from Joppa to
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Jericho. Just the fact that Jesus was even in Samaria was shocking enough. When he talked to

her as if she were a true human being, why that was even more shocking. And then he talks

about God to her. God, what would he have to do with someone like her? Her neighbors said,

“absolutely nothing,” Jesus said, “absolutely everything.” Living water, a symbol of eternal

relationship with God, of eternal life, is for her as well. 

And at high noon, in the brightest moment of the day, she sees. She sees. That Jesus is the

savior. That Jesus loves someone like her. Nicodemus evidently goes and tells no one. She tells

everyone. 

But before that, a debate about where we are supposed to worship. She says to Jesus, pointing

up there to Mount Gerazim, “Our ancestors say we should worship up there. You folks say in

Jerusalem.” Now  mind you, up to this point, it is a theoretical debate; can you imagine ANY

temple, Samaritan or Jew, in which she would be welcome?

But Jesus changes the dynamic of the conversation: true worship does not imply a place, but

rather a relationship. We worship in Spirit and Truth, and these are universal. We have learned

that ourselves, haven’t we? We are blessed with a wondrous place to worship. To be sure, God

is everywhere, but to come into our sanctuary, is to feel as if God is definitely HERE. Stained
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glass tells stories of God and his people, plaques and wood speak of generations past whose faith

surrounds us even to this day. 

How grateful we are to worship HERE again. But more than that, how grateful we are to

worship a God who is present despite displacement and fire. And by the way, that is why  we

have just for today the cross we used across the street. . . to remind us that God was present

in spirit and worship there as well. That God did not wait for us to return here, but met us

there. 

And at an even deeper level, if worship is not a matter of place, but of relationship, may we

know again that it is in our relationship with Jesus Christ that we indeed worship in spirit and

in truth. 

Communion for today has been on the calendar since January, but it is especially appropriate

today as we gather again in this beloved Sanctuary, because it reminds us again the center of our

worship is indeed precisely in the love that Jesus Christ has for us, his body broken and blood

shed for us unto death, that we might have a living relationship with him now and even unto

eternity. 
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Nicodemus was a religious person; so religious he wasn’t quite sure if Jesus had anything to

offer him or not. This woman. She was completely different. She would never have dared come

to a holy man. But Jesus came to her. And she didn’t know much about God and faith and all

that, for she just assumed such things would never apply to her. Nicodemus, on the other hand,

thought he knew it all. And so didn’t really have all that much room for Jesus. 

May we, with the woman at the well, know at least this much: the center of our worship must

be this Christ who comes to us time and time again, at high noon or even in our darkness.  This

woman at the well; she doesn’t know much. But Jesus knows her. And that was enough to

change her life. 

And may we know again that Jesus has died for us, even for us, and invites us again to drink

from the living water of his love, his grace, his mercy, and the certain promise of new life,

abundant life, eternal life. And so it is that when we center again on Jesus Christ, we are once

again back at the right place to worship.  Amen. 
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