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The 3rd Sunday of Lent: Holy Trinity Church: March 15, 2020 

John 4: 5-42: The Touch of the Master’s Hand 

Preached 

By 

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen 

There are many stories in the Bible of people who met Jesus and their lives 

were changed forever. Such is the story of the Samaritan woman at the well. 

So, let’s set the context for our Gospel story set in Samaria in a town called 

Sychar at Jacob’s well.  The Samaritans were a group of Jews from the 

province of Samaria who had intermarried with the Assyrians during the 

Babylonian Exile.  Because of that, the Jews considered Samaritans to be 

social outcasts, untouchables, racially inferior and of practicing a false 

religion. Both Jews and Samaritans claimed to be the true descendants of the 

nation of Israel. Samaritans descended from the northern kingdom of Israel 

while the Jews descended from the southern kingdom of Judah. The Jews 

believed Jerusalem was the only true place of worship, for the Samaritans Mt. 

Gerazim was the only true place of worship. About 130 years before Jesus was 

born, the Jews actually destroyed the Samaritan temple on Mt. Gerazim. Any 

close physical contact with a Samaritan, especially drinking water from a 
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common bucket or eating a meal together, would make a Jew ritually unclean. 

This meant they were unable to offer sacrifice in the temple to worship God 

for an extended period of time. The relationship between the Jews and 

Samaritans was very similar to the relationship between Jews and 

Palestinians today. My brothers and sisters, if there was just some way to 

remove blind hatred from human relationships, we could solve most of the 

world’s problems between a wide and diverse group of people.  

I read a story about a priest serving a church in a rundown area of Brooklyn, 

New York in the mid 1980s when HIV/AIDS struck the United States. The 

priest got a telephone call one day from the local funeral director who said 

that he had a funeral that nobody wanted to take. None of the priests or 

ministers in the area wanted anything to do with this funeral. The man died of 

AIDS. The priest took the funeral. He said that when he got to the funeral 

home, there were about 30 homosexual men sitting quietly. They never looked 

up at him. Their heads were bowed down and they stared at the floor the 

whole time he spoke. After the funeral service was over they got into the 

waiting automobiles and went out to the cemetery. He stood on one side of the 

grave with the undertaker and the gay men stood on the other side. They were 

frozen in place like statues. They seemed to be motionless. They never moved 

as he read the Scriptures and prayed. The men lowered the body into the 
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grave and the priest pronounced the ‘Commital.’ He turned to leave and then 

he realized that none of them were moving. He turned back and asked, “Is 

there anything more I can do?” One of the men said, “Yes. They always read 

the 23rd Psalm at these things and you didn’t do that. Would you please read 

the 23rd Psalm?” The priest said, “Certainly.” And he did. Another man 

spoke up and he said, “There is a passage in the 3rd chapter of John which 

says that the spirit of God goeth where it leadeth and you cannot tell on whom 

the spirit of God falls. Could you read that passage?” And he did, and then 

one of the men asked, “Would you read to me and to all of us that passage 

that speaks about the love of God, that nothing can separate us from the love 

of God?” And the priest said, ‘Neither height nor depth nor principalities nor 

powers nor things present nor things to come, neither life nor death, nothing can 

separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.’  I believe this 

priest could not have said anything better to these men, these contemporary 

Samaritans, who had been so marginalized and so shamed by society and the 

church, not only for their sexual orientation, but now they were being blamed 

for this new plague.  They had to hear that God still loved them and that 

nothing could separate them from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our 

Lord. That my dear sisters and brothers is the ‘magic’ if you will of God’s 

saving and sanctifying grace. We may not agree with one another, we may not 
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approve of one another, but must we hate one another? The greatest problem 

in our world today is not global warming or poverty or terrorism. The 

greatest problem is the animosity and hatred between differing groups of 

people. 

 In the providence of God it is probably not accidental that our Gospel story 

from John today is set in Samaria. Jesus reached out to the Samaritan 

woman.  When she somewhat curtly turns aside his request for water, he 

turns a seemingly chance encounter into an act of saving grace for her and an 

evangelistic opportunity for him. Jesus says to her, “If you knew the gift of 

God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked him and he 

would have given you living water.” This is a significant statement because 

Jesus is offering the gift of grace to this Samaritan woman.  It is clear that 

Jesus targeted his ministry at Jews, and Jews alone. In Matthew 15:24, he says 

specifically, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.” Yet here he is offering 

the gift of “living water” to a Samaritan woman. He explains to her that if you 

drink this living water, you will never be thirsty again. But then the situation 

gets even more remarkable.  She responds to his offer: “Sir, give me this 

water so that I won’t get thirsty and have to keep coming here to draw 

water.” And Jesus says to her, “Go, call your husband and come back.” “I 

have no husband,” she replies. Jesus says to her, “You are right when you say 
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you have no husband. The fact is, you have had five husbands, and the man 

you now have is not your husband. What you have just said is quite true.” 

“Sir,” the woman says, “I can see that you are a prophet.” He was a prophet, 

all right, but he was different than any other prophet she would ever 

encounter. He was breaking down all the cultural barriers, the stigmas and 

taboos. He was reaching out to a shamed woman, a Samaritan woman, a 

Samaritan woman who had been married five times and who was now living 

with a man who was not her husband. A woman so shamed and broken she 

could not bring herself to the well in the cool hours of the morning or in the 

evening with the rest of the women in her village. She came during the 

blistering heat of the day when she knew she would be all alone. But she is not 

alone. Jesus is there and it is Jesus who is offering her grace. This is startling 

even to this day, not for what it says about Jesus, but for what it says about us.  

My brothers and sisters in Christ, how do we as a faith community miss the 

Gospel message so completely? How did we become so judgmental toward 

others? How did we allow ourselves to shut out, shame and blame those whom 

we disapprove, when time and time again Jesus did exactly the opposite? 

What is wrong with us that we cannot love those for whom he died? The Good 

News of the Gospel is that God’s grace is available to all including those of 

whom we may disapprove, to the immoral and the amoral, to the Arab and 
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the Jew, to the native and the illegal immigrant, to gay and straight, to black 

and brown, to yellow and white. And to all of God’s people, it is truly the good 

news. 

For example, I once read a story about a priest who stood in court beside a 

member of his congregation. This person had been “out with the boys,” and 

had too much to drink. As he was driving home on rain soaked streets and 

through the dense fog, he turned a corner and heard the sickening sound of 

screams, the clash of metal and breaking glass. Two young people lay dead. 

They had been thrown from their motorcycle. He was charged with 

manslaughter and driving under the influence of alcohol. He sat in court 

trembling after days of testimony. The judge was about to speak. It could 

mean years of prison, loss of job, and poverty for his family. The judge spoke: 

The test for drunkenness had been improperly administered; the motorcycle 

did not have the proper lights so the jury was ordered to render a not guilty 

verdict. All that was ominous and foreboding was now gone. He was a free 

man. The court declared him “not guilty.” His family kissed him and now they 

could go on with their life, all because he had been declared innocent. The 

priest said, “Now maybe this story and the way it ended angers you, because 

you hurt for those young people who were killed by this man’s actions. You 

say to yourself, this is not fair. This is a travesty of the justice system. Angrily 
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we ask, where is God in all this?  But know this, you and I are that man. His 

story is our story. We are the sinner who finds himself and herself in the 

presence of God the Eternal Judge.” You see, not only are we blinded by our 

own prejudices towards people like the Samaritan woman with her lifestyle, 

we are also blinded to the fact that we are the Samaritan woman. We, too, 

have fallen short of the grace of God, but the hand of God’s grace is always 

reaching out to us as well.  

The story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well is the story of a 

changed life. Remember how the story ends. His disciples return and are 

surprised to find Jesus talking with a woman. But no one asked, “What do 

you want?” or “Why are you talking with her?” Then, leaving her water jar, 

the woman goes back to the town and says to the people, “Come, see a man 

who told me everything I ever did. Could this be the Christ?” And the Gospel 

of John tells us that the people came out of the town and made their way 

toward Jesus.  John concludes this story of the Samaritan woman like this: 

“Many of the Samaritans from that town believed in him because of the 

woman’s testimony, “He told me everything I ever did.” So, when the Samaritans 

came to him, they urged him to stay with them, and he stayed two days. And 

because of his words many more became believers. They said to the woman, “We 

no longer believe just because of what you said; now we have heard for 
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ourselves, and we know that this man really is the Savior of the world.” She had 

become a disciple of Jesus Christ. A Samaritan woman with a questionable 

past and lifestyle becomes a recipient of God’s grace and now she becomes a 

vehicle of God’s grace to guide others to Jesus. That is God’s grace in action. 

My brothers and sisters in Christ, I challenge you during this challenging 3rd 

Sunday in Lent this week to reflect upon God’s saving grace in your life. Pray 

for the sick and pray for the dying. This too shall pass. We pray quickly. God 

will get us through this and it too shall pass. 

Think about those times in your life when you made mistakes and all the sins 

of which you are now so ashamed. You feel humbled and unworthy of God, 

and you may wonder deep down can God really ever forgive me even though I 

have long since repented of those sins? Close your eyes. Breathe deeply and in 

the middle of your reveries a calming thought crosses your consciousness, as 

God speaks to you and says, “Your sins as humbling as they may be, are all 

forgiven. They are part of the past and they no longer exist. You may still 

make mistakes. It is human. But I also see your love and the many good things 

you do for others in need. So, do not worry. Do not be afraid. I love you and I 

am always by your side. Do not be anxious, and do not be ashamed. I love you 

just as you are.” We are all battered and beaten. No one goes through this life 
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unscathed. God knows that and God goes on from there. In closing, I wish to 

read to you a poem by  Myra Welch which so clearly expresses God’s saving 

grace to all of us; 

Twas battered and scarred, and the auctioneer thought it scarcely worth his 

while to waste much time on the old violin, but held it up with a smile; "What 

am I bidden, good folks," he cried, "Who'll start the bidding for me?" "A 

dollar, a dollar, then two!" "Only two?” Two dollars, and who'll make it 

three? Three dollars, once; three dollars twice; going for three.." But no, from 

the room, far back, a gray-haired man came forward and picked up the bow; 

Then, wiping the dust from the old violin, and tightening the loose strings, he 

played a melody pure and sweet as caroling angel sings. The music ceased, 

and the auctioneer, with a voice that was quiet and low, said; "What am I bid 

for the old violin?" And he held it up with the bow. A thousand dollars, and 

who'll make it two? Two thousand! And who'll make it three? Three 

thousand, once, three thousand, twice, and going and gone," said he. The 

people cheered, but some of them cried, "We do not quite understand what 

changed its worth." Swift came the reply: "The touch of a master's 

hand."And many a man with life out of tune, and battered and scarred with 

sin is auctioned cheap to the thoughtless crowd, much like the old violin, "a 

mess of pottage," a glass of wine; a game - and he travels on. "He is going" 
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once, and "going twice, He's going and almost gone." But the Master comes, 

and the foolish crowd never can quite understand the worth of a soul and the 

change that's wrought by the touch of the Master's hand. Amen. 

 

God love you. 

Fr. John+ 


