Sermon Title: Beyond Imagination
Scripture: John 4:5–42
Peace to you, brothers and sisters.
Today is March 8, International Women’s Day. It is a day when we reflect on the contributions, dignity, and equality of women. Today I would like to invite you to reflect on these themes through a story from the Bible. This story takes place beside a well, on what seemed like an ordinary noon, yet something completely beyond imagination happened there.
Today’s scripture comes from John chapter 4, the conversation between Jesus and the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well.
If we understand the historical background of that time, we realize how unusual this story really is. There was deep hostility between Jews and Samaritans. This conflict can be traced back several hundred years. After the Jews returned from the Babylonian exile, they rebuilt their religious identity and national identity. Meanwhile, the Samaritans developed a different religious tradition. They also worshiped the Lord, but their understanding differed from that of the Jews in many ways. Over time, these theological differences turned into ethnic hostility. Jews would even take a longer route just to avoid passing through Samaritan territory.
But at the beginning of John chapter 4, it says that Jesus “had to go through Samaria.”
This sentence is interesting. Geographically speaking, it was not absolutely necessary. Many Jews would go around Samaria. Yet Jesus chose to go straight through it.
The story then brings us to Jacob’s well. It is noon, the hottest time of the day. A Samaritan woman comes to draw water.
Jesus says something very simple to her:
“Please give me a drink.”
If we read this with modern eyes, it may seem like a very ordinary request. But at that time, it was highly unusual. First, Jews normally did not associate with Samaritans. Second, a Jewish rabbi would not casually speak with a strange woman. Third, this woman herself was someone marginalized by society.
So the woman is surprised and says,
“You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan woman. How can you ask me for a drink?”
Here we see Jesus doing something beyond imagination. He intentionally crosses cultural boundaries, ethnic boundaries, and gender boundaries.
Jesus does not first ask about her background. He does not begin by judging her life. Instead, Jesus begins a conversation with her.
As the conversation continues, it becomes deeper. Jesus begins to talk about living water.
Jesus says that if she knew who was asking her for water, she would ask him, and he would give her living water.
At first the woman does not quite understand. She thinks Jesus is speaking about ordinary water. But Jesus is speaking about a deeper thirst—not the thirst of the body, but the thirst of the soul.
Then Jesus says something that many readers remember clearly:
“Go, call your husband and come back.”
The woman answers, “I have no husband.”
Jesus says, “You are right when you say you have no husband. The fact is, you have had five husbands, and the man you now have is not your husband.”
When many people read this passage, they quickly focus on the woman’s moral life, as if the story were simply about a woman with moral problems. But if we look carefully at the entire conversation, the situation may be more complex.
Some biblical scholars suggest another possible interpretation. According to the book of 2 Kings, the Samaritan region had historically been influenced by different peoples and religions. Because of this, some scholars believe the “five husbands” may symbolically represent the different gods that the Samaritans once worshiped. Not all scholars agree with this interpretation, but it reminds us that Jesus’ words may also touch upon a whole people’s search for faith and meaning. From this perspective, Jesus may be saying: you have tried many beliefs and many gods, yet none of them has truly satisfied the deep thirst of your heart.
Regardless of which interpretation we adopt, one thing is very clear: Jesus does not shame this woman. Jesus does not drive her away. Instead, he engages her in a profound theological conversation.
The woman then raises an important question:
“Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must worship is in Jerusalem.”
This question reflects one of the central religious disputes between Jews and Samaritans.
But Jesus’ answer once again goes beyond everyone’s expectations.
Jesus says that the time is coming when people will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. True worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth.
Jesus shifts the focus from a physical location to a living relationship. True worship is not about a specific place; it is about the heart.
Even more surprising is what happens next. In this conversation Jesus directly tells the woman:
“I, the one speaking to you—I am he.”
In other words, Jesus openly reveals that he is the Messiah.
In the Gospel of John, this is the first time Jesus so clearly reveals his identity to someone. And that person is not a religious leader, not a disciple, but a Samaritan woman. Jesus does not look down on her.
This is completely beyond what society at that time would have imagined.
The story then takes a beautiful turn. The woman leaves her water jar and runs back into the town.
She says to the people around her,
“Come, see a man who told me everything I ever did. Could this be the Messiah?”
She has no theological training. She is not a religious leader. Yet she becomes the first person to introduce Jesus to the whole town.
Many Samaritans believe in Jesus because of her testimony.
In other words, in the story of John’s Gospel, the first person to proclaim Jesus to a non-Jewish community is a woman who had been marginalized by Jewish society.
For hundreds of years, Jews and Samaritans had almost stopped communicating with each other. Yet at Jacob’s well, Jesus reopened a conversation that crossed ethnic division, religious conflict, and centuries of historical hostility. This truly was beyond imagination.
When we think about our own contexts—in Taiwan or in the United States—are there groups of people who are deeply divided and hostile toward one another? Can we even imagine what reconciliation between them might look like?
When I read this passage, it also reminds me of stories from Taiwan’s history.
During the years of Taiwan’s democratic movement, many Taiwanese people immigrated to the United States and supported Taiwan’s democracy and human rights from overseas. At that time, political pressure was intense, and many people were afraid to be openly involved in political activism.
Yet within many families, there were very courageous women.
Often it was the wives who encouraged their husbands, saying, “We cannot simply live quietly. We must also do something for Taiwan.”
Many democratic organizations, fundraising efforts, and networks were quietly supported by women behind the scenes.
Yet these women rarely stood in the spotlight. Their stories were rarely recorded in history.
Since last year, Victoria, who researches Taiwanese church history at Emory, has been conducting oral history interviews with these families. Through these interviews, we are beginning to discover that behind many leaders of the democratic movement stood these courageous women.
They did not ask for applause. They did not seek recognition. Yet their courage changed history.
This too is a kind of power beyond imagination.
Returning to today’s scripture, the conversation between Jesus and the Samaritan woman shows us a completely different vision of the world.
In that world, people are no longer defined by their past. They are no longer limited by their social identity. They are no longer bound by the labels that society places on them.
In that world, anyone can become a witness.
So today I would like to invite you to reflect on a few questions.
First, has our imagination been limited by culture or tradition?
Are there people we habitually overlook? Are there voices we have never truly listened to?
Second, are we willing to cross boundaries the way Jesus did?
Jesus did not remain in a safe place. He walked into Samaria, into places of tension, into communities that others preferred to avoid.
Third, do we believe that God may also work through people who seem “beyond our expectations”?
Jesus himself appeared in a way that many people did not expect. He was not born into nobility, nor did he become the kind of political hero who would defeat the Roman Empire as many Jews had hoped. Instead, he took on the form of humility and weakness, standing among the poor and marginalized. He did not pursue power, and he challenged many social and religious boundaries.
The Samaritan woman never imagined that she would become someone who proclaims the good news. Yet God used her so that an entire city could hear the message of Christ.
On this Women’s Day Sunday, we do not only remember the contributions of women. We also rediscover that God’s work often appears in places we least expect.
May we all, like that woman, step courageously into the world after encountering Jesus.
And may we learn, like Jesus, to break boundaries and to see the dignity and value in every person.
For the grace of God often appears beyond our imagination.
Amen.

