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Imperfect People Wanted
There is a sign outside a church on Route 50 West that reads “Imperfect people wanted;” and then in slightly smaller print: “Perfect people need not apply.” I like that.
The story of the Samaritan woman at the well is the story of an imperfect person. She has three strikes against her really, which makes her out: she is a hated Samaritan, an untouchable by all standards of Jewish religious practice; she is a woman, not to be spoken to publicly by a man, especially a Rabbi, according to all social conventions; and you guessed it, she has led a life that is far from perfect. 

But for some reason, Jesus sits with her contentedly and shares some conversation with her, and not only some conversation, but the longest exchange of words with another person recorded in all four Gospels. The conversation starts with something even more scandalous: his request to take a drink from her bucket of water; that is to say, something inappropriately intimate for a Jewish man to request: to let the flesh of his lips, the saliva from his own mouth to touch the edge of her water bucket, where her unclean hands, and probably the unclean hands and lips of countless other Samaritans had touched. Think of turning to the shabby person sitting next to you on the Metro and asking for a sip from their Coke can, and you begin to get the idea. 
It is safe to say that if Jesus were running for office, his public relations staff person would have quit on the spot. 
The setting of the story is worth noting: Jesus and his disciples are traveling from the southern area of Judea back up north to Galilee; but to get there they have to pass through enemy territory, that is, Samaria. Now mind you this is just a stop along the way, a place to get through--this is no place to dilly dally and talk to strangers, no opportunity for ministry here, or so the disciples thought--just a necessary pit stop--and hopefully a quick one--on the way home to friends and family. 
So when the disciples return from their uncomfortable trek into the foreign city for food, no doubt edgy from all the stares they got as a disheveled band of ethnically different Jews, you can imagine their resentment when they see Jesus talking with one of the enemy, and a woman no less. Can’t they just for once keep a low profile, take some rest, and get out of there--back home to the real mission field--their own people, the lost sheep of Israel? Why does Jesus always have to go around starting up conversations with strangers that end up changing their lives? 
Apparently one rule for anyone who would follow Jesus is that God’s intended mission field (the work of sharing God’s inclusive love) is never over there where the grass is a bit greener or tomorrow when we get back to some place more comfortable, but is always in the present moment, and in the present place you’re in--even if it looks and feels like enemy territory.
There is some spiritual wisdom in this if you think about it. The season of Lent is a journey that all of us take together on the way to Easter. And for many of us we have to get through some areas that look and feel like enemy territory. What makes it even harder is that what we thought might be a quick stop ends up being a much longer stay than we ever planned or wanted. The uncertainty and unpredictability of our lives is exposed, and all of a sudden we feel like strangers in a foreign land, wishing we were back home.
But while we want to get away, Jesus settles in. It’s as if to say, “this period of discomfort is as important as periods of comfort--it has meaning, and I am with you in it. Stay present to it, and do not be afraid. God is using this time and place too.” 

But there is something else going on in this story, something deeper about ourselves that is being revealed in this story. The foreign territory where the unnamed Samaritan woman lives and moves and has her being is that place in the landscape of our own lives that is full of imperfection, full of guilt about the truth of it, and afraid of what it will mean for us. That’s why we want to leave it behind so quickly, move on and get out of there, escape unharmed. We want to keep moving and get back to the parts of ourselves that we are comfortable about, and confident in, and pleased with. We do not want to linger in this strange, fearful landscape, or with this broken, imperfect part of ourselves. 
For each of us, Samaria is that landscape within us where our confidence breaks, where the uncertainty of our lives gets to us, where our unwillingness to trust is revealed. The Samaritan woman is the incarnation of the opportunities we missed, the right decisions we never took, the love we withheld, the truth we chose to hide from, the hurt we inflicted. She is our deepest vulnerability, the chink in our everyday armor, the mistakes we live with, and the guilt we hold onto.

But the story is far from over at this point. To this broken, sinful condition Jesus takes the strangest action: In the midst of your wilderness, and to the part of yourself you wish weren’t there, Jesus sits down and lingers with you as though he has all the time in the world and is perfectly content to spend it talking with you. Just as happy as a clam to sit and share himself with the part of you you can barely admit to yourself. And whether it’s the presence of his words of acceptance, or the absence of his words of condemnation, at some point you realize you’re parched. But it’s not your throat that’s dry and cracking but it’s your broken heart--it’s your life that’s parched--and you drink in his acceptance, you drink in his forgiveness. Like a spring of living water that gushes up to eternal life, you drink it in until you can drink no more--and the water never dries up; Jesus’ acceptance never grows tired.
That unnamed part of yourself that you are too fearful to show anyone else is encountered by Jesus, seen, known, and transformed. The broken woman at the well is healed and made whole, and becomes a witness to the transforming power of God. 

The greatest miracle of this story is not merely that Jesus speaks with a foreigner, a woman, or an imperfect person. The miracle is that an unnamed untouchable sinner becomes an impassioned witness to the transforming power of the living God. She helps countless others access the source of her own healing, and the source of her new strength. She is no longer defined by her ethnicity, or her location, or her past; she is now a disciple of the Christ. 
The miracle of God for you is that there is no part of you too dark or sinful or broken that God cannot transform when you let him come a little closer, no guilt from which God cannot set you free. When Jesus encounters the brokenness in you he does not point fingers or condemn. Instead he waters the dead, dry places in your heart and sets you off to tell others how they too can get the water of life. You are no longer victim or perpetrator; you are disciple and witness to the power of the living God. 

In God’s kingdom the signage is clear, and it reads, “Imperfect people wanted; perfect people need not apply.” Welcome to the kingdom.
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