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In this season of division, anxiety, and social media misunderstandings, I have to remind myself 
daily that we are all doing the best we can, everyone is dealing with stuff the rest of us know 
nothing about. I sometimes imagine that, [rather than walking around with a partially filled 
bucket,] each one of us has a magical backpack. In that backpack is stuffed the weight of all of 
our experiences. What makes these backpacks magical is that when things happen in our lives 
that affirm our worth, that remind us we matter, that reinforce the truth that we are enough, 
we belong, and we are loved, our backpacks get lighter. But when things happen that make us 
feel “othered” or less than, isolated, scared, worried, or ashamed, our backpacks get heavier, so 
heavy sometimes that carrying that weight is about all we can do. Given that imagery, I wonder 
how heavy your backpack is today. My sense is that a lot of us are hunched over from the 
weight of our backpacks.  
 
If Gary Downey, Disciples Christian Church member and world-renown ergonomist was here, I 
bet he would have some really good advice for us about how to position our backpacks so the 
weight doesn’t cause painful damage to our backs as we lug them around. He would tell us to 
use both straps, position the weight higher on our bodies, above the hips and waist. He might 
even suggest that, rather than carrying all of that weight on our backs, we get a cart or wagon 
and push it or pull it along with us. Gary is one smart cookie, that is for sure. I am not an 
ergonomist, but I would like to suggest another option today. Rather than looking for 
alternative ways to haul all of that weight around, let’s explore how we could take the backpack 
off, unload it, and walk away.   
 
In the story of Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well, I imagine the woman 
with her own heavily weighted magic backpack as she sets out to get the day’s water.  She 
approaches the well and sees a man she doesn’t recognize sitting there. It’s noon for goodness 
sake. Why would anyone sit at the well in the heat of the day? She doesn’t want to engage; she 
just wants to fill her jar with water and begin the unpleasant, hot walk home. This is John 4:7-
30. 
 
7 A Samaritan woman came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.” 8 (His 
disciples had gone to the city to buy food.) 9 The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that 
you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” (Jews do not share things in common with 
Samaritans.) 10 Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to 
you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living 
water.” 11 The woman said to him, “Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is deep. Where do you 
get that living water? 12 Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, and 
with his sons and his flocks drank from it?” 13 Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this 
water will be thirsty again, 14 but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be 
thirsty. The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal 



life.” 15 The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty or have 
to keep coming here to draw water.” 
16 Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come back.” 17 The woman answered him, “I 
have no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are right in saying, ‘I have no husband’; 18 for you 
have had five husbands, and the one you have now is not your husband. What you have said is 
true!” 19 The woman said to him, “Sir, I see that you are a prophet. 20 Our ancestors worshiped 
on this mountain, but you say that the place where people must worship is in 
Jerusalem.” 21 Jesus said to her, “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when you will worship 
the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. 22 You worship what you do not know; we 
worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews. 23 But the hour is coming, and is now 
here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father seeks 
such as these to worship him. 24 God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit 
and truth.” 25 The woman said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming” (who is called Christ). 
“When he comes, he will proclaim all things to us.” 26 Jesus said to her, “I am he, the one who is 
speaking to you.” 27 Just then his disciples came. They were astonished that he was speaking 
with a woman, but no one said, “What do you want?” or, “Why are you speaking with 
her?” 28 Then the woman left her water jar and went back to the city. She said to the 
people, 29 “Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done! He cannot be the 
Messiah, can he?” They left the city and were on their way to him. 
 
Jesus and the woman are unlikely conversation partners for sure. First, there was the gender 
barrier. By cultural standards, a woman wasn’t supposed to be alone with an unrelated man 
and it was considered indecent for a man to even speak to a woman in public places, let alone 
have a real conversation. Most Jews would have gone out of their way to avoid being anywhere 
near a Samaritan. Samaritans were “the other.” From a religious perspective, the central 
difference between Samaritanism and Judaism was in their worship practices. The biggie was 
that Samaritans believed the right place to worship was Mt. Gerizim in Samaria, while the 
Jewish people believed the right place to worship was at the temple in Jerusalem. These things 
are why there was every reason in the world for Jesus and the woman to never cross paths. 
 
But there they were face to face at the well; the woman with her water jar on her shoulder and 
the weight of the world on her back and Jesus, waiting there for the disciples to come back with 
some food. The story tells us Jesus knew all about the weight she was carrying and, yet, he 
talked to her anyway. I find that admirable. Because, honestly, when it comes to talking to 
strangers, I tend to assess the level of emotional energy they will require of me before I even 
make eye contact. You know exactly what I mean. But, Jesus was a better human than I am. 
 
So, where did the weight in the woman’s heavy backpack come from? Certainly, she carried the 
weight of being a woman in a patriarchal world and she was part of the minority, a Samaritan, 
in a primarily Jewish society, and then there was this business about the 5 husbands. What kind 
of a woman would marry 5 times? What must the people in her community, especially the 
other women, think of her? That’s probably why she was at the well at noon, instead of early in 
the morning or late in the evening when it was cooler, when other women would have been 



there too. She didn’t want to face them. She had heard them talking about her. The shame was 
always with her.  
 
We still shame her today. In a sermon on this passage, conservative preacher, John Piper, once 
described the woman at the well as “a worldly, sensually-minded, unspiritual harlot from 
Samaria.”  
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/nadiabolzweber/2017/03/wounds-wells-sermon-samaritan-
woman/#_ftnref1 
 
While I do not consider Mr. Piper a theological giant by any stretch of the imagination, I do 
understand that he is not alone in his interpretation of this particular literary character. Google 
“Samaritan woman at the well,” and you will see that, often, the woman at the well is pictured 
wearing red, which, in sacred art usually symbolizes danger, sin, or even seduction. Making the 
woman the embodiment of shame and sin, helps Christians bolster the idea that Jesus’ message 
is for everyone, even women, even Samaritans, even shameful hussies.    
 
We need to understand the source of the woman’s shame because, you see, we can’t have it 
both ways. The woman can’t be both a powerless victim of a patriarchal world and a hussy who 
has the power to lure men in, use them, and discard them. Because that’s what we think, right? 
We read that she has had 5 husbands and we clutch our pearls and say to ourselves, “Well, 
bless her heart.” Or maybe we even call her a slut or a whore…I mean 5 husbands! Friends, it is 
really unlikely, in the midst of that culture, that the woman was temptress, hopping from bed 
to bed, leaving a trail of broken-hearted men behind.  
 
And here is why: A woman in the 1st century world was completely at the whim of men and of 
circumstances she had no control over. She did not choose to have 5 husbands. Maybe she was 
a young bride widowed and passed along through a line of her elderly husband’s even more 
elderly brothers or maybe she was divorced for being infertile. A man could discard a woman 
for less and the fault was always assigned to the woman. We don’t know why she had 5 
husbands, but the point is, her marital status was completely at the pleasure of men and of 
circumstances beyond her control.  
 
The shame the woman carried was not because of anything she did, but because of what was 
done to her by cultural norms and law and by people that did not value her. Today we would 
say, she was ashamed, her life unraveled, because of trauma. Trauma causes people to believe 
that what has been done to them is who they are. But trauma lies. She may look to us like a 
woman, riddled with guilt, weighed down by her own sin. Her problem was shame, not guilt.  
 
Guilt and shame, according to researcher and writer Brené Brown are too often used 
interchangeably, but really the two are very different. Guilt says, “I did something bad.” Guilt 
can be healthy. It compels us to apologize when we have hurt someone or to do that thing we 
promised we would do, that we have put off doing. Shame is different. Shame gets to our very 
core, so rather than saying, “I did something bad,” shame says, “I am bad.” And like the woman 

https://www.patheos.com/blogs/nadiabolzweber/2017/03/wounds-wells-sermon-samaritan-woman/#_ftnref1
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/nadiabolzweber/2017/03/wounds-wells-sermon-samaritan-woman/#_ftnref1


at the well, the shame that weighs us down is usually rooted in something that has happened 
to us, something completely out of our control.  
We feel shame because our parents divorced or because people who were supposed to protect 
us hurt us instead. Or we feel shame because the world tells us who we are is not okay. We feel 
shame because of our sexual orientation or gender identity. We feel shame because the area of 
our brain that processes language works differently than other people’s or because we are too 
tall or too short. We have no control over any of those things, yet they make us feel like we are 
just bad, bad people, bad at life. And shame is heavy. We carry it everywhere and it has the 
power to unravel every aspect of our lives.  
 
In her book, Dare to Lead: Brave Work, Tough Conversations, Whole Hearts, Brené Brown 
writes “Shame is the intensely painful feeling or experience of believing that we are flawed and 
therefore unworthy of love, belonging, and connection. Shame drives two tapes: Never good 
enough. Who do you think you are?” I imagine that we have all heard those tapes at some point 
in our lives. For some of us, like the woman at the well, those tapes keep playing over and over 
in our minds and they isolate us and keep us from living into who we were created to be. They 
keep us from making good choices and enjoying healthy boundaries and relationships. We were 
created for community and shame keeps us from it because we can’t risk letting other people 
know who we really are, because it keeps saying to us, “I am bad.”  
 
As I reread Brown’s book this week in light of today’s story, I was reminded that she says the 
way to unravel shame is with empathy. That makes sense to me. The truth is, even though we 
would like to, we can’t change something that happened, to ourselves or someone else, in the 
past, but we can respond to the emotions associated with the experience. We have to start 
with self-compassion, recognizing that what has happened to us does not define us. Once we 
believe that, we can begin to empathize with other people.  
Empathy doesn’t require us to have experienced what another person has experienced, it 
requires us to connect with the emotion the other person is feeling. We can comfort a friend 
who lost their spouse, even if we haven’t experienced that, because we know what it feels like 
to lose something or someone we love. We can sit with someone who was fired from a job or 
didn’t make the team or preached an awful sermon, even if we have never experienced these 
things, because we know what it feels like to fail. Extending empathy to other people builds 
relationships and community, and it says, “You are not alone.”  
 
The encounter between Jesus and the woman at the well feels like that to me. It feels like Jesus, 
having never experienced 5 marriages, having never been a Samaritan woman, said, “You are 
not what your family has done to you. You are not who they say you are. I know what it’s like to 
feel abandoned, to feel like you don’t belong anywhere. You are not alone.” She had finally 
been seen. The weight on her back must have shifted a little, maybe she was able to stand a 
little taller. What I find incredible is that the woman’s response to her encounter with Jesus was 
to go back and tell the people in the city. Even though they had ostracized and shamed her, she 
wanted them to have a drink from the well, a drink of the same life-giving water she had been 
given.  
 



I love the part near the end of the story when the author writes, “Then the woman left her 
water jar…” This week it occurred to me that it must have been so much easier to walk away 
from the well without having to carry all of that weight. If you are carrying more than you can 
handle, know that you don’t have to. Set it down. Reach out to a friend or one of the church 
elders, or your pastor. Be gentle with yourself and recognize that there is nothing that has 
happened to you, nothing you have said or done, that changes the truth. You are loved…more 
than you know. Amen. 
 
 


