Lightening the Load: Pasts That Haunt Us

John 4:5-26


When Marian Kimber lived in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, she felt like an outsider. She came to realize she wasn’t much like the other residents—who seemed more conservative, more religious, more Republican. And compared to the other women, who never seemed to have heard of feminism, she felt perpetually underdressed.


But all that began to change in a place known as Jody’s Coffee Shop. Marian went to there to write undisturbed, and she did write. But she also because a regular person whose favorite drink was already being made when she walked through the door.


Jody’s was tiny—no more than a room really, with cheerful yellow walls and eight little tables placed very closely together. Presided over by gregarious, white-haired Miss Dot, the people at those tables found themselves talking—to her and to each other. Life stories unfolded, child-rearing advice was given, theology was discussed, politics argued about, and life wisdom passed on.


Sure, there were days the staff snapped at each another, and one friendship even ended badly within earshot of everyone. But Jody’s remained a place where people sat together and talked about the stuff of day-to-day life and what mattered most to them.


Marian always believed politicians should’ve heard Stephen the critic’s daily reactions to the newspaper; Lee the teacher’s education reforms; Luis, from Mexico, on immigration policy; or Mr. Anderson, pulling his oxygen tank, on the health-care system. 


Since then, Marian has moved to Iowa City, where the people are more like her. The women wear jeans and Birkenstocks, and the bumper stickers on the cars outside her new coffee shop express her political sentiments.


Inside that coffee shop, the walls are gray and the lighting subdued. The stereo croons old jazz standards to familiar characters—writers, mothers, teachers, and newspaper readers. But the tables are arranged a polite, non-intrusive distance from each other, and only the faces staring out from the large modern paintings make eye contact with Marian.


She knows her new fellow coffee drinkers have as many ideas about how to save the world as Jody’s regulars, but they don’t talk to each other about them. She suspects, however, that Miss Dot could single-handedly transform this coffee shop into a place of conversation and community.


Marian notes that these days it’s hard to imagine people coming to know one another and managing to get along and even like one another in spite of their disagreements. When she grieves over the divisiveness in the world, she imagines everyone—the Mississippians, the Iowans, the conservatives, and the liberals—in a coffee shop, drinking, talking, and telling each other their stories. And that image gives her hope.


Jody’s Coffee Shop in Mississippi, is a world away from an ancient well in Samaria—but the two spots seem to hold something in common. At that well—as in the coffee shop—a woman who lives as an outsider in her town finds a connection that offers her hope.


We wouldn’t usually categorize Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman as a miracle story—and yet what happens at the well that day is nothing short of a miracle for this woman. By talking with Jesus, she becomes known—truly known—and finds both acceptance and transformation.


When the woman made her way to the well that day at noon, she never could’ve imagined the possibilities that would open to her. After all, she probably went to the well in the heat of the day to avoid having to encounter other people. She might not fit in, but she didn’t have to put up with accusing eyes and gossipy voices.


But on that day when the woman arrives at the well she isn’t alone. Sitting by the well is a man—and not just any man, but a Jew. Crossing all boundaries of the day, this Jewish man speaks to her, asks for a drink of water. And then their conversation continues.


The woman isn’t sure she understands what the man’s talking about. Living water? But there’s something about him, about what he’s saying that keeps her interest. She wants what he seems to be offering.

But this woman has a secret—one that makes her a “three-strikes-you’re-out” kind of person. It’s bad enough that she’s a Samaritan and a woman, but she also has a past that haunts her. If this man finds out about her secret, then she can forget about their conversation and give up any hope of the living water he’s been talking about.

But somehow this man already knows her secret. What’s even more surprising is that the man doesn’t seemed shocked, doesn’t point a finger at her, doesn’t walk away.

Rather Jesus models the power of breaking down barriers and finding places of connection and compassion. He demonstrates the possibility that comes with learning about one another, learning the truth of one another, learning that we need one another. 


The author and theologian Frederick Buechner writes about that same power and possibility in his book Telling Secrets. In that moving memoir he writes:

. . . I have come to believe that by and large the human family all has the same secrets, which are both very telling and very important to tell. They are telling in the sense that they tell what is perhaps the central paradox of our condition—that what we hunger for perhaps more than anything else is to be known in our full humanness, and yet that is often just what we also fear more than anything else. It is important to tell at least from time to time the secret of who we truly and fully are—even if we tell it only to ourselves—because otherwise we run the risk of losing track of who we truly and fully are and little by little come to accept instead the highly edited version which we put forth in hope that the world will find it more acceptable than the real thing. It is important to tell our secrets too because it makes it easier that way to see where we have been in our lives and where we are going. It also makes it easier for other people to tell us a secret or two of their own, and exchanges like that have a lot to do with what being a family is all about and what being human is all about. Finally, I suspect that it is by entering that deep place inside us where our secrets are kept that we come perhaps closer than we do anywhere else to the One who, whether we realize it or not, is of all our secrets the most telling and the most precious we have to tell.

And that’s the most important thing Jesus offers the Samaritan woman that day by the well. He reveals that—despite our deepest fears and our best attempts to hide our secrets—the God who knows us deeply and intimately also desires to embrace us—just as we are.

There’s a Buddhist parable about an elderly Chinese woman who has two large pots. They each hang on the ends of a pole the woman carries across her neck.

One of the pots has a crack in it, while the other pot is perfect and always delivers a full portion of water. At the end of the long walk from the stream to the house, the cracked pot arrives only half full.


For a full two years this went on daily, with the woman bringing home only one and a half pots of water. The perfect pot is proud of its accomplishments. But the cracked pot is ashamed of its own imperfection and miserable that it can only do half of what it has been made to do.


After two years of what it has perceived to be bitter failure, the cracked pot speaks to the woman one day by the stream. “I’m ashamed of myself,” it says, “because this crack in my side causes water to leak out all the way back to your house.”


The old woman smiles and says: “Did you notice that there are flowers on your side of the path, but not on the other pot’s side? That’s because I have always known about your flaw, so I planted flower seeds on your side of the path. Every day while we walk back, you water them. For two years I’ve been able to pick these beautiful flowers to decorate the table. Without you being just the way you are, there would not be this beauty to grace the house.”

To be fully known—cracks, flaws, secrets, haunting pasts—and still loved and valued. And invited into a relationship that offers us new hope and new possibilities. As we enter into that relationship, perhaps we can honestly look at our pasts so that we can imagine a new future.

Frederick Buechner suggests that perhaps God gives us memory to allow us to go back in time so that if we didn’t play our roles right the first time round, we can still have another go at it now. We can’t undo our old mistakes or their consequences any more than we can erase old wounds we’ve both suffered and inflicted. But, Buechner writes, “through the power that memory gives us of thinking, feeling, imagining our way back through time we can at long last finally finish with the past in the sense of removing its power to hurt us and other people and to stunt our growth as human beings. . . .


“The sad things that happened long ago will always remain part of who we are just as the glad and gracious things will too, but instead of being a burden of guilt, recrimination, and regret that make us constantly stumble as we go, even the saddest things can become, once we have made peace with them, a source of wisdom and strength for the journey that lies ahead. It is through memory that we are able to reclaim much of our lives that we have long since written off by finding that in everything that has happened to us over the years God was offering us possibilities of new life and healing which, though we may have missed them at the time, we can still choose and be brought to life by and healed by all these years later.”


On that day at the well, the Samaritan woman leaves behind her water pot, as well as the secrets she’s worked so hard to hide, and runs back to town and toward her new future. As we continue our Lenten journey, perhaps we too can lighten our load by putting down the pasts that haunt us. And without that extra burden, perhaps we too will be free to run toward a new future. Amen.
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