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When I started in ministry, a mentor gave this advice. He said: In worship, you only 

have to do two things. Keep worship to an hour and leave people more hopeful than 

when they came. Which leads me to ask: What do you expect to happen when you 

come here? WÏÈÛɯÞÐÓÓɯÛÏÈÛɯÌÕÊÖÜÕÛÌÙɯÉÌɯÓÐÒÌȳɯ8ÖÜɯÔÈàɯÚÈàȯɯ(ɀÔɯÏÖ×ÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÎÌÛɯÖÜÛɯÖÍɯ

here in an hour. We work on that. But is there a deeper sense of hope or possibility in 

the encounter that takes place in worship? Because worship is about an encounter with 

God. 

This year on the Sundays during Lent, we hear stories of encounters from the Gospel of 

John, people who meet Jesus, what they bring to those meetings, what happens as a 

result. Last week, we met Nicodemus, an older, smart, religious person who comes to 

Jesus at ÕÐÎÏÛȮɯ×ÌÙÏÈ×ÚɯÚÖɯÕÖÉÖËàɯÞÐÓÓɯÚÌÌɯÏÐÔȮɯÞÖÕËÌÙÐÕÎɯÐÍɯÐÛɀÚɯÛÖÖɯÓÈÛÌɯÛÖɯÚÛÈÙÛɯÖÝÌÙȮɯÐÍɯ

he can be born again. We know a change comes over him because by the end of the 

ÎÖÚ×ÌÓȮɯÏÌɀÚɯÉÙÈÝÌɯÌÕÖÜÎÏɯÛÖɯÎÖɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊȮɯÊÓÈÐÔÐÕÎɯ)ÌÚÜÚɀɯÉÖËàȮɯÛÈÒÐÕÎɯÐÛɯÖÍÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÙÖÚÚȮɯ

givinÎɯ)ÌÚÜÚɯÈɯÙÐÊÏɯÔÈÕɀÚɯÉÜÙÐÈÓȭɯ-ÌßÛɯ2ÜÕËÈàȮɯÞÌɀÓÓɯÙÌÈËɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÈɯÔÈÕɯÉÖÙÕɯÉÓÐÕËɯÈÕËɯ

how in an encounter with Jesus he gains physical and spiritual vision, while religious 

ÍÖÓÒÚɯÈÙÖÜÕËɯÏÐÔɯÚÐÕÒɯÐÕÛÖɯËÌÌ×ɯÉÓÐÕËÕÌÚÚȭɯ3ÏÌɯÞÌÌÒɯÈÍÛÌÙɯÛÏÈÛȮɯÞÌɀÓÓɯÙÌÈËɯÈÉÖÜÛɯ

Lazarus, ÙÈÐÚÌËɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯËÌÈËȮɯÈÕɯÌÕÊÖÜÕÛÌÙɯÛÏÈÛɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÓÌÈÝÌɯÏÐÔɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÔÌȮɯÛÖɯÚÈàɯÛÏÌɯ

least.  

3ÖËÈàȮɯÞÌɯÙÌÈËɯÈÉÖÜÛɯ)ÌÚÜÚɀɯÌÕÊÖÜÕÛÌÙɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯ2ÈÔÈÙÐÛÈÕɯÞÖÔÈÕȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÈÕÎÌɯÛÏÈÛɯ

ÊÖÔÌÚɯÛÖɯÏÌÙȭɯ(ÛɀÚɯÈÕɯÌÕÊÖÜÕÛÌÙȮɯÈÕɯÐÕÛÌÙÍÈÐÛÏɯËÐÈÓÖÎÜÌȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÕÌÝÌÙɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÏÈÝÌɯ

happenÌËȭɯ2ÈÔÈÙÐÛÈÕÚɯËÐËÕɀÛɯÛÈÓÒɯÞÐÛÏɯ)ÌÞÚȭɯ,ÌÕɯËÐËÕɀÛɯÛÈÓÒɯÞÐÛÏɯÞÖÔÌÕɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊÓàȭɯ ÕËɯ

this woman, married five times, had a personal history guaranteed to keep Samaritan 

tabloids buzzing. What was she doing talking to a holy man? Yet in an encounter with 

Jesus at the well she comes to a new understanding of her own thirst for meaning and 

ÈÊÊÌ×ÛÈÕÊÌȭɯ2ÏÌɯÓÌÈÝÌÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÝÌÙÚÈÛÐÖÕɯÈɯÊÏÈÕÎÌËɯÞÖÔÈÕȭɯ(ÛɀÚɯÈɯÓÖÕÎɯÊÖÕÝÌÙÚÈÛÐÖÕȮɯÈÕËɯ

while we printed the whole story, I read only part of it, to help focus attention on the 

discussion about worship, to help us think about worship as a transforming encounter. 

This conversation is the only time I know of when Jesus speaks about worship. And 

since worship is at the heart of all we do, since our architecture tells us that with the 

aÓÛÈÙɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÊÌÕÛÌÙȮɯÐÛɀÚɯÞÖÙÛÏɯÌÈÝÌÚËÙÖ××ÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÞÏÈÛɯ)ÌÚÜÚɯÏÈÚɯÛÖɯÚÈàɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÞÖÙÚÏÐ×ɯÛÖɯ

see if his words have meaning for us, as we think about what we hope will happen 

when we come here. To repeat, worship is an encounter, a synergistic relationship in 

which both parties bring something to the event. In that regard, worship is not 

primarily about what we get out of the encounter but about what we bring to it. About 

ÞÏÈÛɯÞÌɯÖÍÍÌÙȭɯ(ÕɯÛÖËÈàɀÚɯÎÖÚ×ÌÓȮɯ)ÌÚÜÚɀɯÉÌÎÐÕÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÝÌÙÚÈÛÐÖÕɯÉàɯÈÚÒÐÕÎɯÍÖÙɯÞÈÛÌÙȭɯɯ(Õɯ



other words, he asks what this woman has to offer. In the same way, as we gather for 

ÛÏÐÚɯÌÕÊÖÜÕÛÌÙɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯÞÖÙÚÏÐ×ȮɯÐÛɀÚɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÞÏÈÛɯÞÌɯÉÙÐÕÎȭɯ(ÕɯÖÜÙɯÊÖÕÚÜÔÌÙÐÚÛɯÚÖÊÐÌÛàȮɯ

×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÛÈÓÒɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÊÏÜÙÊÏɯÚÌÙÝÐÊÌÚɯÈÕËɯÚÈàɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÓÐÒÌɯɁ(ɯËÐËÕɀÛɯÎÌÛɯÈÕàÛÏÐÕÎɯÖÜÛɯÖÍ 

ÐÛȭɂɯ3ÏÌàɯÎÐÝÌɯÐÛɯÈɯÉÈËɯÙÌÝÐÌÞȭɯ(ɯÛÈÒÌɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛÚɯÛÖɯÏÌÈÙÛȮɯÈÚɯÖÕÌɯÞÏÖɯÓÌÈËÚɯÈÕËɯ

shapes the liturgy. We try to make worship our most compelling, most excellent 

offering. But I want to make the distinction between coming here and attending a play, 

a coÕÊÌÙÛȮɯÈɯÓÌÊÛÜÙÌȮɯÈɯÔÖÝÐÌȭɯ'ÌÙÌɀÚɯÏÖÞɯ2ÖÙÌÕɯ*ÐÌÙÒÌÎÈÈÙËɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯÞÖÙÚÏÐ×ȯɯ3ÏÌɯ

liturgy is a drama. The clergy and musicians are the prompters. The congregation are 

the actors. God is the audience. How would our experience of Sunday be different if we 

thought not so much about whether we are entertained, but rather in terms of the 

×ÙÐÝÐÓÌÎÌɯÖÍɯÈɯÛÙÈÕÚÍÖÙÔÐÕÎɯÌÕÊÖÜÕÛÌÙɯÞÐÛÏɯ&ÖËȮɯÓÐÒÌɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÞÌɀÙÌɯÙÌÈËÐÕÎɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÖÕɯ

Sundays, the chance to make an offering to God. How might our experience of worship 

be transformed if we prepared at home, or perhaps during the prelude, by saying 

something like: Here I am God, I offer myself. At our Saturday night service, we often 

ÉÌÎÐÕɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯÚÐÔ×ÓÌɯÚÖÕÎɯÈÚɯÈɯ×ÙÈàÌÙȯɯ2×ÐÙÐÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ+ÐÝÐÕÎɯ&ÖËȮɯÍÈÓÓɯÍÙÌÚÏɯÖÕɯÔÌȭɯ(ÛɀÚɯÈÚɯÐÍɯ

to say: WeɀÙÌɯÙÌÈËàɯÛÖɯÔÌÌÛɯàÖÜȮɯ)ÌÚÜÚȮɯÑÜÚÛɯÓÐÒÌɯÛÏÐÚɯÞÖÔÈÕɯÚÐÛÛÐÕÎɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯÞÌÓÓȭɯ6ÌɀÙÌɯ

open to this encounter. And hopeful about it. 

Think about what we each bring to this place. We bring bread and wine, symbols of 

ÓÐÍÌɀÚɯÉÈÚÐÊÚȭɯ6ÌɯÉÙÐÕÎɯÔÖÕÌàȭɯ6ÌɯÉÙÐÕÎɯÖÜÙɯÚÌÓÝÌÚ, our souls and bodies, our voices, our 

prayers. Like this woman, we bring our thirst for healing and hope, meaning and 

connection. Like this woman, we bring the stories of our lives, which may be cause for 

×ÙÐËÌȮɯÖÙɯÔÈàɯÐÕÊÓÜËÌɯÌ×ÐÚÖËÌÚɯÞÌɀËɯÑÜÚÛɯÈÚɯÚÖÖÕɯnot have published in the Lake 

Forester. Like this woman, we bring the thirst that comes with spiritual and emotional 

deserts. In worship, we set all of that, the good, the bad, the ugly on this table. The story 

of the Samaritan woman tells us that our offering is not about whether we are perfect. 

Confession as a regular part of worship, Lent as an annual passage attest to that fact: we 

are not there yet: What matters is that we show up, bringing ourselves to this encounter, 

in worship, as the old hymn says: Just as I am.  

(ɀÝÌɯÉÌÌÕɯÛÏÐÕÒÐÕÎɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÞÏÈÛɯ)ÌÚÜÚɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÞÏÌÕɯÏÌɯÚÈàÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÙÜÌɯÞÖÙÚÏÐ××ÌÙÚɯÔÜÚÛɯ

ÞÖÙÚÏÐ×ɯÐÕɯÚ×ÐÙÐÛɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯÛÙÜÛÏȭɯ(ɯËÖÕɀÛɯ×ÙÌÚÜÔÌɯÛÖɯÒÕÖÞɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÔÌÈÕÚȮɯÉÜÛɯÐÛɯÚÌÌÔÚɯÛÖɯ

me he is saying that worship is not primarily about the place, about the outward forms, 

ÈÉÖÜÛɯÛÏÌɯÚÛàÓÌȭɯ3ÏÌɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÐÚɯÛÖɯÞÖÙÚÏÐ×ɯÐÕɯÚ×ÐÙÐÛɯÈÕËɯÛÙÜÛÏȭɯ(ÛɀÚɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÛÏÈÛɯËÐÚ×ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ

our heart, the spirit of openness and honesty ready and open to encounter the living 

God.  

 ÕËɯÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÛÏÌɯÈÔÈáÐÕÎɯÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÊÈÕɯÏÈ××ÌÕȭɯ6ÏÐÓe worship is about what we offer: 

our selves, our souls, our bodies, our time, our talent, our treasure, in the mystery of the 

gospel, it is also about what we receive. It opens the door to a transformation that 

happens in our lives because of the encounteÙɯÞÐÛÏɯ)ÌÚÜÚȭɯ(ÕɯÛÖËÈàɀÚɯÎÖÚ×ÌÓȮɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÔÈÕɯ

ÉÌÊÖÔÌÚɯÕÌÞȯɯ3ÏÈÛɀÚɯÛÏÌɯÐÕÛÌÕÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÞÖÙÚÏÐ×ȯɯÛÖɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÌɯÈÕɯÌÕÊÖÜÕÛÌÙɯÞÐÛÏɯ&ÖËɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ

renews us, transforms us, strengthens us for the journey. In other words, it gives us 



hope. Jesus says the hour is coming, and is now here. Hope. The woman anticipated the 

,ÌÚÚÐÈÏɀÚɯÊÖÔÐÕÎȭɯ'Ö×Ìȭɯ(ÛɯÊÏÈÕÎÌËɯÏÌÙɯÓÐÍÌȭ 

6ÌɀÝÌɯÎÖÛɯÈɯÓÖÛɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÏÌÙÌɯÈÛɯ"'2ȮɯÖ××ÖÙÛÜÕÐÛÐÌÚɯÛÖɯÐÕÝÐÛÌȮɯÕÜÙÛÜÙÌȮɯÈÕËɯÚÌÙÝÌȭɯ

Wonderful things. Sometimes people say too many things. They are not the central 

things. They grow out of a Christ-centered commitment. They grow out of worship. I 

ÚÏÖÜÓËɯÞÐÕËɯÜ×ɯÐÍɯÞÌɀÙÌɯÒÌÌ×ÐÕÎɯÛÏÐÚɯÛÖɯÈÕɯÏÖÜÙȮɯÈÕËɯÛÌÓÓɯàÖÜɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÔàɯÏÖ×Ìȭɯ(Íɯ(ɯÏÈËɯÈɯ

dream for each of us in our spiritual journey, it would be that we would come to this 

place each Sunday for worship with the anticipation that we will encounter the living 

God here, that we will come prepared to offer ourselves, and in doing so that we will 

meet Jesus, and in doing so the thirsts in our lives will be met in that encounter, and in 

doing so we will be different for having come here. 

 

 


