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“Life as Worship: Passing the Peace” 

Text: John 4:5-42 

 

It is a simple practice with a deep history.  In a quiet room, an angel of the Lord appeared to 

Mary and said, “Peace be with you.”  Later when the resurrected Jesus, encountered his 

frightened disciples, he entered the locked room and said, “Peace be with you.”   

 

In his letters, Paul uses this greeting to begin several of his letters.  In writing to the people of a 

particular community he will begin by saying, “Grace and peace be with you.”   

 

This thoughtful greeting would be picked up by the early church.  When early Christians would 

gather, they would begin their fellowship and worship by offering an expression of peace to one 

another. 

 

This historical connection makes this simple gesture a meaningful way to begin our worship.  

We are continuing a historic practice that links us to how God comes to us and with how our 

ancestors greeted one another. 

 

When we come to worship on any given Sunday, we do not come emptyhanded.  We enter the 

sanctuary filled with the anxieties, fears and uncertainties we are facing.  This is heightened at 

this time in our world.  We worry about our health.  We wonder whether we are doing the right 

things.  We hear someone cough and we wonder how sick they are.  These are times that call for 

us to be thoughtful and diligent.  We have all heard the precautions we can take regarding 

personal hygiene.  We know that if we experience symptoms of the virus that we should contact 

our doctor and avoid contact with others.  But still we worry.   

 

We worry as well about what is to come.  Will things improve or is there worse ahead of us?  

Are we doing what we can or is there something more?  How do we continue to maintain the 

values of community, care for one another, responsibility to those who are in need while 

balancing the changing health landscape we encounter.  The answers may change from day to 

day as our understanding grows. 

 

For the time being, we have chosen to implement measures to reduce the spread of any germs, 

not just the corona virus, but any germs.  And we are trying to balance our care for those in need.  

We are going to make lunches for the children in our community who might otherwise be 

without.  They are depending upon this outreach.  But we will be using prepackaged lunches to 

decrease handling the bread and meat and cheese that we normally give.  We are looking at ways 

to continue to offer Hot Meals without putting fragile people in unnecessary danger.   

 



Some of the local nursing homes have advised pastors and parish visitors not to come at this time 

unless it is a medical emergency.  What I would recommend is that, as long as you are healthy, 

sit down this week and write a note to a friend or loved one.  Send a card and let that person 

know that you care for them.  Or perhaps you could make a phone call to someone just to check 

in on them and see how they are doing.  None of these things can substitute for the intimacy of a 

face to face conversation, but in the weeks and months ahead, it will be important to continue to 

reach out to one another in the ways that are available.  Our staff will be doing this and we 

encourage you to do as you are able. 

 

In our own ways, we continue to offer that peace to one another, even beyond the handshake on 

Sunday morning.  We look for those ways to practice this liturgy through our daily lives to 

extend God’s peace to the people we meet.  For all the anxieties and fears and struggles that are 

seen, there are sure to be more beneath the surface, just beyond the horizon of our sight that are 

just as vexing and real.   

 

This morning, the liturgy at the 9 a.m. service included a prayer by Howard Thurman.  Along 

with being the Dean at Marsh Chapel at Boston University, Thurman was also the founding 

pastor the Church of all Peoples in San Francisco.  

 

Thurman had a very distinctive way of speaking and preaching.  He spoke very slowly and 

deliberately.  Listening to him, one might feel that he is choosing each word carefully.  That is 

important to know as he told a story about his preaching while in San Francisco.  He noticed that 

there was a woman who faithfully came to church every week.  But early in the service, her 

eyelids would get heavy and she would begin to sleep.  Without fail, she fell asleep every 

Sunday. 

 

So Thurman made an appointment to meet this woman, arranging to visit her in her home.  When 

he arrived he learned a bit more about her story.  She was a single mother.  She was working 

outside the home.  Things in the house were chaotic.  When Thurman walked away he thought to 

himself, “If what we can offer this mother is one hour of quiet rest on Sunday morning then God 

will understand.” 

 

That is our hope for worship, not that we would sleep through church, but that this would be a 

time and place when we encounter God’s deep love and experience the peace we desperately 

long for in life.  We have enough anxieties and fears and struggles.  What we seek is a peace that 

assures us that we are not alone.  It doesn’t eliminate the uncertainties.  It doesn’t diminish them 

and say that they are unimportant.  They are important.  But what we seek is the kind of peace 

amid the uncertainties that assures us that we can keep going, that in ways that we may not yet 

know or imagine, that things will be ok. 

 

Today’s reading, which is often referred to as the story of the Samaritan Woman or the Woman 

at the Well is filled with stress, anxiety and brokenness.  To begin with, Jesus was a Jew and this 

woman was a Samaritan.  I cannot stress enough how much these two groups disliked one 

another.  Jews hated Samaritans so much that often when they needed to travel, they would take 

a long route around just to avoid stepping foot on Samaritan soil.  The closest example of this 



would be if Hoosiers hated Kentuckians at this same level, to get to Florida for Spring Break, 

Hoosiers would drive the long way around just to avoid coming into contact with Kentucky soil.   

 

So it is significant when the scriptures note that Jesus had to go to Samaria.  He didn’t have to.  

He could have gone around, taken another route, found ways to avoid Samaritans.  But the 

statement was not about geography.  It was about healing the brokenness.  He had to go because 

he wanted to end the hostilities.  Jesus wanted to bring peace to both nations. 

 

So Jesus walked to a town called Sychar in Samaria and sent the disciples into town to purchase 

food.  He waited alongside a well.  Sometime thereafter, a woman comes to draw water. 

 

Much has been inferred about this woman based upon her timing and circumstances.  She came 

to draw water around noon, an unusual time to draw water.  The city well was not just a place to 

get water.  It was like the water fountain at work, the gathering place where people would talk 

and share information and maybe a bit of gossip.  This was the place to be. 

 

So, the fact that the woman came at noon, when no one else was likely to be there may tell us 

something important.  She is probably isolated, quarantined if you will, maybe even ostracized 

and excluded by others.  She came at the quiet time of the day so as not to encounter anyone else.  

She won’t have to face their judgements, their whispers, their stares.  She can get her water in 

peace and go home.  But this day will be different.  She arrives at the well to discover that she is 

not alone.  There is someone waiting there. 

 

Many commentaries will tell you the ways in which these two differ.  Jesus is a man and this 

unnamed Samaritan is a woman.  He is a Jew, she is a Samaritan.  Under most circumstances 

these would be reason enough for the two to have nothing to do with one another.  But what the 

commentaries fail to point out is that they have a lot in common.  Despite all that might keep 

them apart, their similarities will bring them together.  They are both children of God and they 

need one another. 

 

Jesus begins the conversation by asking the woman for a drink of water.  To us, this might seem 

like a simple request.  He is thirsty.  He has nothing to draw water from the well.  She has a cup.  

It makes sense to us.  But this request is complicated on several levels. 

 

First of all, unaccompanied men and woman in that time would not normally talk to one another.  

Jesus has broken the social rules by engaging in conversation.  Innocent as his request may seem, 

he has broken social norms to speak to her. 

 

Secondly, as the woman indicates, in order for her to give Jesus something to drink, he would 

have to drink from her cup.  She knows this is forbidden in Jewish law.  Jews would never share 

utensils with Gentiles.  It was unclean to do so.  To drink from her cup would make Jesus 

unclean.  And so in the course of one simple request, Jesus has broken two social customs.   

 

Then Jesus and the Samaritan woman engage in a powerful conversation.  They talk about thirst, 

but not the physical thirst that has brought them to that well.  Water becomes the metaphor for 

talking about the deeper thirsts of life…love, hope, acceptance, peace.  The woman at the well 



understood that well.  Day after day, coming to the well in the heat of the day, alone, isolated 

was likely not what she wanted in her life.  It must have left her feeling very empty, like the cup 

she held in her hand.   

 

Too often the topic of their conversation has been boiled down to Jesus talking to a sinful 

woman.  To hear this story from that perspective is to totally miss the point.  This is not a 

conversation about sinfulness.  It is a conversation about two thirsty people pointing to one 

another where they can find what they need.  The woman is not being judged.  She is having a 

burden lifted from her.   

 

When the disciples return, they are uncomfortable.  They are probably talking among themselves 

about who is going to tell Jesus what he has done wrong.  The woman returns to the city, 

however, free from the burdens she was carrying.  She is experiencing joy.  She is experiencing 

inner peace.  The person who has lived on the fringes of society, excluded by others, finds 

herself running into the community to tell others about this man who set her free.  She doesn’t 

judge them; she wants them to experience this same freedom and peace as well. 

 

But there is one more detail to the story.  When the woman left, she left her water jar behind.  

Again, commentaries have made a lot about this detail and what it might mean.  Some have 

suggested that the woman was so excited by the conversation that she completely forgot the 

water jar.  But this is too important of an item to overlook or forget.  I don’t think it was 

accidental.   

 

If we view this story as a conversation between people with little in common, it is an unbalanced 

equation.  One person is the giver and the other is the receiver.  But this is a conversation 

between two people with much in common.  They know what it means to be excluded, to have 

needs.  They are both gifted children of God.  When that is our starting point, each one has 

something to share with the other. 

 

This is where the water jar comes into play.  The Samaritan woman has something to offer.  She 

has a gift to share.  Jesus is thirsty.  His disciples will be thirsty as well.  I don’t think she was 

being forgetful.  I don’t think she was so overwhelmed that she walked away and forgot 

something as important as this water jar.  I think it was a gift of gratitude.   

 

Later in his ministry Jesus would tell another story that ended with him saying that whenever you 

offer a cold drink of water to someone, you have done it to him.  I wonder whether, at that 

moment, he was remembering the Samaritan woman’s kind deed.  If he had that water jar in his 

satchel, I wonder whether he touched it with a feeling to kindness, remembering what she had 

done for him.   

 

Like Jesus and the woman at the well, we carry burdens, struggles, fears, anxieties, doubts.  But 

together we offer and receive a little bit of peace.  It doesn’t completely remove those burdens, 

but it makes them a bit easier to bear.  It doesn’t tell us how things will turn out, but it reminds us 

that we are not alone.  And like the Samaritan woman, when we receive these gifts at the well, 

we are invited to share them with the rest of the community, to offer that peace to all whom we 

meet.  May that guide our life together in the uncertainties of the week ahead.  


