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Lent III: Exodus 17:1-7; Psalm 95; Romans 5:1-11; John 4:5-42 

You all know our beloved Sister of St. Margaret, an Episcopal order of nuns, housed down in 

Duxbury, who join us every week for worship. But did you also know that there was an Episcopal 

monastic order housed right on Memorial Drive, in the heart of Harvard Square? The Society of St. John 

the Evangelist is one of the spiritual gems of Cambridge, but the chapel and cloister are so unassuming 

you could drive by for years without noticing it. It’s overshadowed by the Kennedy School, hotels, and 

million dollar apartments with Charles River views. But, like most monks, the Brothers of SSJE are in that 

chapel worshipping many times a day; saying the daily office and celebrating the Eucharist. While I was 

at seminary, nearby, you could find me in there a couple times a week, soaking up the atmosphere, 

searching for the divine.  

 Every Tuesday night the brothers host a special Eucharist at 5:30pm which was open to the 

wider community. It was their biggest weekly service and I would often stop by on my way home from 

classes. To get a good seat for the service you had to arrive by 5:15pm. The seats were not easy to get in 

and out of, so once you sat down you were pretty much locked in, which meant you had at least 15 

minutes to wait until things really got going. I would try to use that time for silent prayer, reflecting on 

the day, preparing for worship and resting in the presence of God.  

I remember one particular Tuesday night I was really in need of this prayer time. I don’t 

remember why—perhaps I was waiting for Tim to write back about my application for this job—but 

whatever it was, I was deep into my prayer time in my favorite seat. Eyes closed, deep breathing, palms 

up, lost in contemplation. I could distantly hear people filing in around me but I resisted the urge to 

open my eyes and check out who they were. And on this night I distinctly remember saying in my mind, 

“Jesus, I would really just like to hear from you, like directly from you. Speak to me Lord, let me hear 

your voice, for I need your help. I need your guidance. And I need to know you’re there.” 

This was not the first time I’d prayed a prayer like this, and I’d never actually heard a voice from 

the heavens as a result, but this time I was really feeling it. And as I fervently prayed, all of a sudden, I 

heard, whispered in my ear, a deep voice with a British accent “Pardon, me,” Oh, my God, Oh my God, 

Oh my God. This is it. I’s really happening. This is really happening…He’s British. Why is he British? Well, 

they do have the best accents.  I waited a second, breath caught in my throat, to see if Jesus would 

continue: “I need to use the loo.”  

I opened my eyes. The gentleman next to me apparently needed to go to the bathroom and 

couldn’t get by. And he was British. He wasn’t Jesus. I blushed with private embarrassment and let him 

pass. The worship started and my hoped for encounter with the Almighty would have to wait for 

another day.  

If you’re like me, you often long for a direct encounter with Jesus, often more so he can clarify 

things than anything else. The questions, the doubts, the priorities we should have; it would be so 

helpful if Jesus just showed up, set that all straight and then we’d be good to go. It may have been a 



rough time to be alive, but from a religious perspective those prophets who spoke with God directly like 

Moses in today’s Lesson, or Abraham, or Noah at least seemed to have the benefit of clarity on what 

they were supposed to be doing, even if that clarity did not equate to ease. Likewise the disciples, all 

those people who got to meet and follow Jesus in the flesh had it so much easier than us, who have to 

try to decipher his words and actions which have been imperfectly recorded decades after he lived. Even 

Paul got a direct encounter without ever having met the guy! But for most of us, Jesus’ living water has 

been muddied by the run off of history, making it really challenging to hear that clear voice, to have that 

direct encounter that many of us long for.  

But what if we are having those direct encounters all the time, what if that voice is speaking to 

us, and we’re just not looking or listening correctly? What if that British gentleman on his way to the loo 

actually was God speaking to me by saying, “hey, wake up, look around, I’m all over the place here, get 

out of your own self-piety and stop navel gazing!” In our Gospel passage this morning, and throughout 

John’s Gospel, over and over people aren’t understanding Jesus because they aren’t hearing him right. 

First it’s the woman at the well mistaking his “living water” for an actual water source that will quench 

her parched throat. And then it’s the disciples who are confused by the fact that Jesus says he has food, 

but no one has brought him food. Jesus is talking on a metaphorical, metaphysical level that seeks to use 

images of common elements, like bread and water, to mean something more, something greater. It’s 

like he’s talking on this plane, and people are hearing him on this plane. His job is to pull up our 

understanding to a higher level so we can see the world as God sees it, in a way that transcends the 

material reality and exists in the realm of The Spirit. “God is Spirit,” he tells the woman.  

So what if my prayer that Tuesday night at the monastery wasn’t quite on point? What if it was 

too much like the literal minded disciples or that woman at the well? What if instead of saying, “Jesus, 

speak to me” I said, “Jesus, help me to hear how you are speaking to me. Help me to look at where you 

have been showing up in my life.” What if we try to get out of the literal minded world we live our daily 

lives in and try to notice and see where the Spirit is? That is what Jesus is constantly trying to do for his 

disciples and those who come to him—elevate their understanding, heighten their awareness, tune 

them in to a different frequency so they could see that God is speaking to them, God is with them, God 

is sustaining them. 

There are some concrete ways to do this. A preparatory time of prayer in the morning asking for 

the awareness of God’s Spirit in your heart that you might notice it as it moves in your day. Paying 

attention to your emotions and thoughts as you go through that day, taking note of things that seem to 

pop out to you, or give you an emotional surge, or catch you off guard. What might those moments be 

telling you? And a time of reflection at the end of the day to go over those moments, or recall ones you 

might have missed, moments when your day seemed to deepen in meaning or go off in an unexpected 

direction. God is in all of those but you just have to key into Him.  

Be careful though. If there is one thing that is clear about encountering Jesus it is that those 

encounters are, without fail, disturbing. Every encounter a person has with Jesus in the New Testament 

is disturbing, their life is changed, their outlook shifted. Even if they don’t become one of his disciples, 

he leaves an impact that is hard to shake. Some people resist this impact and turn against him, others 

are converted by it and become his followers.  

This is what happens with the woman at the well this morning. By the time she and Jesus 

conclude their extended tete-a-tete the woman’s life been changed. And so too, then, are the lives of 



those who come to him based on her testimony. Jesus has spoken directly to their hearts, offered 

himself as “Living Water” and they will never be the same. “It is no longer because of what you said that 

we believe,” the people tell the woman, “for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is truly 

the Savior of the world.” 

A direct encounter with Jesus has that kind of power. It will change your life. If you’re not 

looking for change, if you see no point in having your life disturbed then best not to go looking for him at 

all. For if you seek after him, you will find him. And if you find him, you will be changed by him. If you do 

some those exercises I just mentioned, you’ll discover that Jesus might be telling you, you’re kind of a 

jerk at work, or that you really don’t listen to others very well because you’re constantly distracted. If 

you take the time to stop, look and listen for him in your daily encounters, life is bound to get more 

demanding, not less. Maybe your heart will break instead of turn cold when you pass that beggar on the 

street and instead of walking by you stop for a moment to give a smile and a hello; maybe your 

impatience with that check-out girl at the register will turn into a smile and a warm conversation when 

you recall just how little this minimum wage job pays her; maybe your anger at the janitor for not 

refilling the paper towels in the bathroom will abate when you remember that time he mentioned 

indirectly, that he was unsure if his wife was going to be able to stay in the country or not. Jesus is all 

around and waiting to make himself known to us, waiting to disturb us, waiting to change us so that we 

might be more like him. So don’t ask him to come to you, go looking for him. That’s one of the reasons 

we ask you to come forward to Communion (another hopeful place of divine encounter) so you can 

come to him, not make him come to you. Pay attention, open your eyes and your ears, he’s there. 

Probably not where you expect him to be—the Messiah was supposed to show up in the Jewish Temple 

in Jerusalem, not by a Samaritan well—but that’s kind of the point. He may speak to you in a crowded 

pew in a monastery, but more often than not he’ll be out on the streets where you live. And he probably 

won’t be saying things that are easy to hear, but that’s what makes it a real encounter. It is disturbing. It 

is challenging, it is surprising, and ultimately, it is life-changing.   

 

 


