Sermon for June 6th 2010 – Doing Evangelism - Jn 4:1-27

Let’s pray…

I love the idea of dancing, watching Strictly Come Dancing, that group who won Britain’s Got Talent last year, I guess it’s something to do with growing up in the wake of Saturday Night Fever, Footloose and Fame… However, even though I will merrily strut my stuff in the kitchen… strutting it in front of other people is a whole other ball-game. Which is weird really – because dance is an expression of joy. In the Bible, David danced before the Lord… it is a good thing, and as an expression of joy, there is no way I can go wrong, because it is my dance to dance… so what stops me? I don’t want to embarrass myself – I don’t want people to think less of me or laugh at me… And I know that (thanks to Strictly and those films I’ve mentioned) other people are far better at dancing than I am, so I’m painfully aware that I’m never going to match up to them… it is so much easier to lean against a wall rather than risk making an idiot of ourselves on the dance floor!

Evangelism can feel a little bit like this… ‘Doing evangelism’ might feel akin to ‘doing the Foxtrot’ (unless you’re practised at it like Roy and Sally!)… It is surely far too easy to get wrong – someone might get hurt… we might show ourselves up… people will realise that we actually have no idea what we’re doing! So, we might conclude, perhaps we’d best leave it to the professionals, the ones who are paid to dance, or to those who are obviously gifted. And yet as we’ve said, dancing is all about joy being expressed, if only the professionals did it, hardly anyone would know the joy of the dance. In evangelism, we are just inviting people to dance and to share the joy that we have known in meeting Jesus. So what can we learn from this particular encounter that we’ve heard today in the Gospel of John, chapter 4. 

At the beginning of the chapter we see that Jesus has put himself in the company of another. And that, ladies and gentlemen is it! Well, not quite, but it is close – Jesus placed himself in such a way that he would encounter the woman, a woman that he could easily have avoided. A woman in fact whom society would have told him he should have avoided. But rather than follow convention, Jesus wanted to meet this woman, to share with her and so he allows the encounter to happen. And at this stage, I want to strongly recommend this book – ‘Just Walk Across The Room’ by Bill Hybels
 – where the author encourages Christians to just walk across a room, to meet and to talk to others, to smile at them and share something of life with them. I have found it to be a very encouraging book.

Jesus has put himself quite consciously in the company of another, but he has not done so in an arrogant or presumptuous way, instead there is humility written all over this encounter, because as we look closer, we notice a really interesting thing… One of the things that makes Jesus remarkable is that rather than focusing on how much the woman needs what he has to offer, instead he places himself in the way of a person whom he needs… Just as last week we looked at how Jesus modelled mutual submission in order to create community, here he again models the need to humbly accept the service of another.  

Jesus is tired and thirsty, he has sat himself down at the well in the middle of the day, in the heat of the sun, and the disciples have gone away presumably with the means for reaching water with them.
 Without such means of getting water, Jesus has placed himself in need of the next person to come along. This is such a counter-cultural start, it is easy to think that we must begin evangelism from a place of indomitable strength. Consequently, some models of evangelism can be (quite frankly) terrifying! We find ourselves girding our loins – we must find the other person’s point of weakness and exploit it. As in Shakespeare’s Henry V, we can embark upon mission and evangelism almost shouting ‘God for Harry, England and St George’. And yet, here we see Jesus putting himself at the mercy of a Samaritan woman. He asks her to serve him with a drink, despite the fact that there had been hundreds of years of open hostility between the Samaritans and the Jews – and despite the fact that she is a woman and men and women were discouraged from meeting, let alone talking, in public. 

Jesus asks for help from the very person he has come to save.
 Jesus knew what it was to serve, but he also profoundly grasped what it meant to be served by others and how disarming and affirming that is to those who are allowed to do the giving. This week in Kancare I was struck by the way in which one lady, we’ll call her June, cares for her housebound friend, who we’ll call Betty. Betty is a beautiful and gracious Christian who many members of coffee club greatly admire and respect, and she told June one day that she believed in life there must be givers and takers, because if there are no givers there can be no takers, and if no-one is willing to take, then others aren’t able to give. June has since taken this to heart and is grateful that Betty allows her to give, in such a way that it enriches her life, and certainly their friendship. 

Even though the woman at the well approaches alone and at such a time of day that clearly indicates that she is a social outcast, Jesus goes on to affirm her in every aspect of their interaction. He asks if she will serve him. He then enters a conversation with her, considering her worthy of his attention, even encouraging her to ‘Go, call your husband and come back.’ Now whilst this could just be subterfuge to allow her to be honest about her situation, we shouldn’t underestimate how surprising this is - Jesus is suggesting to a woman not only that she has something worth saying, but that she could be a credible and trusted witness, not just to another, but to a man. 

Their conversation goes on, and how she really lives is revealed, but instead of dwelling on her admission of adultery, Jesus allows her to talk theology for a moment, knowing that it will ultimately lead to a revelation of who He is. This conversation began with a humble exchange, which empowered and affirmed the woman, it allowed her to be treated with respect, to be able to share her story and to be taken on a truthful journey, ultimately ending in an encounter with Jesus the Messiah.  

Now, some of you are probably thinking, well it’s alright for him – he’s Jesus! Son of God – it’s kind of an advantage!!! It would be easy to look at this encounter and assume that this master-class in evangelism is like watching the final of Strictly Come Dancing, the terribly wooden people have been voted off and only the naturally gifted remain, sweeping their way effortlessly around the room. Once again, it’s tempting to leave the dancing and the evangelism to the professionals… To those who are polished and naturally gifted… 

However, let me challenge this assumption for a moment because the passage doesn’t end here, it goes on. The woman has glimpsed something of the Messiah and how does she react? Well, she runs off down the hill – in fact, she is in such a hurry that she leaves her bucket behind. Does she fully understand theology? Does she even know for sure what she believes? Can she answer 10 questions on the nature of divinity and the Trinity? No! But what does she know? She knows the nature of the encounter she has just had, she has met Jesus who treated her with respect and humility, even though he knew who she was, Jesus who had also trusted her with the truth of who he was as well. 

She goes back to town and says to ‘the people’ – to everyone – “Come, see a man who told me everything I ever did. Could this be the Christ?” She invites them to encounter him too – the responsibility for what they do with her invitation is not hers, it is theirs, but her job is to invite them – Come… her invitation is one of enthusiasm and trust – it must be, she’s told everyone, and even though she is a social outcast, her invitation must have been pretty compelling because ‘They came out of the town and made their way toward him.’ This is a woman changed by her encounter with Jesus who just shared her story, even though it is incomplete, even though she still has questions, even though she can’t have known what the outcome would be. She just joyfully and truthfully tells it like it is and issues the invitation… 

When I was a teenager, Moira Loftus was a teacher at my school and helped at my youth club. She wasn’t especially articulate, wasn’t particularly cool but she showed interest in us, asking us how we were, caring about how our week had been over the tuck shop sweets. Then she began running a club at school (at great risk to her reputation I now realise) and she invited us to a youth camp where I became a Christian. If this was Strictly, none of us would have made it to the final rounds, but do you know what – she just placed herself where we were, and then she invited us to dance… that’s all… whether we did or not was our choice, but her invitation was sincere and her own life told a story of truth and commitment to the Jesus whom she had met and danced with. 

Jesus put himself in the way of a woman who could offer him help and with whom he could share of himself. Where are those places in our lives? Can we put ourselves in the way of those who might need a friend, but whom we also could affirm by allowing them to serve us? Perhaps a neighbour? Perhaps someone you encounter when collecting children from school, someone you know from work, someone you see in the office, or in the canteen. Again in Kancare this week, a lady was telling Janet and me how they had noticed a gentleman had come last week, but seemed to be on his own, and how she had determined that should he come again this week, she would sit with him and befriend him. We like to ask, ‘What would Jesus do?’ – Well, I think that’s what he would do… 

As we grow our relationships with those that we meet, is there one thing you could say that has changed in your life since you met Jesus? You may know immediately, but it may require some thought and prayer, perhaps help from those around you, who know you well. Often we associate Christian testimonies with the big and the dramatic, the professional and the gifted – the Billy Grahams and J John’s of this world, or the ‘I once was a depraved axe-murderer, but now I’ve found Jesus I’m ok’ type of thing… whilst they are all very impressive, most people find it much easier to relate to the normal things in life. 

People might comment that you have a lot of time for people, or that you are caring, or trustworthy, that you are creative, perhaps that you are confident in serving other people… these may well be things that have developed in you since meeting Jesus, and rather than saying ‘oh, no, not really’ you could say… ‘that’s quite a new thing for me’ or ‘Do you know, before I became a Christian I used to really struggle with… but now…’ 

All of us are on a journey, we’re none of us finished products, but I know friends who, when they have the opportunity can talk about a growing trust, or a love that is sure, or a hope that is certain, a life that has changed direction, or a light in dark times or perhaps peace that they know even though they can’t fully explain it. What is your story – the woman at the well had one thing to say for certain “Come, see a man who told me everything I ever did.” She had experienced knowledge, humility and acceptance in Jesus’ presence and it was so powerful that she simply issued the invitation to others to ‘come and meet him’ and in doing so, she changed her whole village.

Whilst we might wish to shy away from sharing our story, from issuing an invitation… Jesus is the Lord of the Dance, and he will help us, because this is our role, to meet and to care about others and to tell them, so they might know the joy of meeting Jesus, the joy of learning to dance! I often wonder what would have happened if Moira Loftus hadn’t shared the dance with my friends and me. So let’s encourage each other… Perhaps try over coffee… it might be you need help from someone this morning… it might be you can tell them how you first got on the dance floor… even if you’re not a natural, simple truth draws people in like nothing else… And if you are feeling like you have nothing to share, that you’re not even sure you’ve met Jesus, please let us pray for you at the end of the service, that you might know the joy of the dance.

Back in 2006 a guy called Matt took a year off work and decided to dance around the world. He developed this crazy dance that goes something like this… He is not a professional or even a proficient dancer, but he has a joy that seems to connect with people, so much so that when the footage of him dancing alone in different places appeared on YouTube, loads of people emailed him asking him to return to their part of the globe so that they could dance with him. And so, he did just that in 2008. He was sponsored to do it all over again and all over the world, and despite the difference in cultures, language, creed, colour, people gather to share this moment of joy. Nowhere is beyond the dance and no-one - there are men and women, children and old people, wheelchairs, crazy dancers and staid dancers, even dogs and the waves join in - it's mad, but it’s beautiful! 
See Dancing 2008 video at: 

http://www.wherethehellismatt.com/videos.shtml?fbid=u61qtiXp6-Z
As you watch the footage, I encourage you to watch it and to reflect on what is happening. What does this say about sharing joy, about sharing experiences, and connectedness? And be thinking, who could you encourage and how might you encourage others to join in the dance? 

Questions:
Can you think of a time when you felt really joyful? Could you share that with the group?

How does the title 'Doing Evangelism' make you instinctively feel? At home? Uncomfortable? 

Does the analogy of dancing feel like a good fit for you, or is there a better analogy for how you feel about evangelism? How can having such analogies help us?

Last week we considered how Jesus modelled mutual submission in the washing of his disciples’ feet, particularly noting the need to submit humbly to the person who is offering service. Do you see a parallel here with Jesus asking the Samaritan woman for a drink? Have you experienced humility in action in evangelism? How effective was it?

Given that this encounter sees Jesus placing himself in the company of someone who he could easily have avoided, what might it look like if you were to step outside of your comfort zone wherever you most often find yourself? (Work, school, home, neighbourhood, etc.)

How do you relate to Jesus' approach to the woman, and then the woman's approach to her townspeople? What can you particularly learn?

Who was it who invited you to dance? Would you share it with the group?

Do you feel able to share with the group one aspect of your life in which you have grown or changed since meeting Jesus? If not, perhaps they can help you identify such an aspect? What is your story to tell?

How can we support one another in sharing the dance with others? How can we grow in confidence?

� Hybels, B. 2006	  Just Walk Across The Room Michigan: Zondervan


2 In general, wells in the Middle East do not have buckets on them, buckets made of soft leather were and still can be bought in markets and then carried with each group of travellers. It was an efficient design, crossed sticks in the mouth kept the bucket open and then, when empty, the whole thing could be rolled up and stored away. See the chapter on this passage (pgs. 200-216) in Kenneth E. Bailey (2008) Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes London: SPCK for lots of fascinating cultural detail and insights.


3 This approach is echoed in Jesus’ first encounter with Peter and his instructions for the disciples’ first mission trip The disciples were sent out with nothing, “no bread, no bag, no money in their belts” (Mk 6:8-9); and Jesus’ first encounter with Peter was to ask for the use of his boat to speak from.
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