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Divorced Five Times  Sunday, 6/28/20 

Second chances. We all want them, but when we get them, how often do we take full 

advantage of them. American culture has enshrined the idea of the second chance in the New 

Years resolution. For those of you who made one of those in January, how’s that going for 

you as we approach the end of June?  

Our Scripture text today is a familiar story about someone getting a second chance, 

but with a questionable history of preaching. In a way, every pastor who’s ever preached 

from this text- and that’s pretty much every pastor- needs a second chance at preaching it, 

because it’s so easy to get distracted by the mishmash of details and get focused on the 

wrong things. 

Please understand that this is not a text about the perils of divorce. This really isn’t 

even a text best described as “Jesus meets the sinful woman at the well,” as it has sometimes 

been described. This is a Scripture about the grace of Jesus and the second chances he offers. 

Surprisingly, it’s not so much about a call to repentance from sin as much as it is a story of 

deliverance: How Jesus freed the woman from her shame and restored her place in her 

community through His living water. Let’s continue the story now. I’m reading from the 

Gospel of John, Chapter 4, picking up in verse 16 in The Message paraphrase. 

Read John 4:16-21, 23-24 MSG} 

Incidentally, did you happen to notice that the image I chose of Jesus and the woman 

used dark skin? We know, of course, that neither of them was African American, just as we 

know that neither of them had a light-skinned Scandinavian complexion. They were more 

likely olive-skinned, somewhere in the limitless color range of God’s creation between black 

and white. How we depict Jesus and other Biblical figures matters, if not for historical 

accuracy, then for the ability of Christians to identify with them. That’s why, when I show 

you a picture, I try hard to find one that you can relate to. But our depiction of Biblical 

characters also impacts our ability to identify other people with God, people who may look 

different than we do. And that’s why I sometimes use people of color for my message 

illustrations- Both because Jesus was a person of color, and because we who mostly trace 

our ancestry through Scandinavia, Germany, England, and Ireland need a reminder that 

God’s children come in all sorts of colors, each of them equally bearing the image of God. 
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Getting back to the well, what do we know about this curious encounter between Jesus 

and the woman. It’s pretty well accepted that noon was an unusual time for the woman to be 

at the well, and most scholars accept that this was a sign that she was an outcast, coming to 

the well by herself at the hottest time of the day instead of enjoying social interaction with 

other women in the cool of the morning. The problem for us in appreciating her back story is 

that we get distracted the big red “D” she’s wearing- divorced five times- without 

appreciating what that really meant for a first century Palestinian woman living in a faith 

community. Yes, living with a man that wasn’t her husband was considered adultery, so 

she’s very clearly not living by the standards of the Samaritan community she lives in. But 

the five divorces? In those days, women could rarely request a divorce. Men, on the other 

hand, could divorce with ridiculous ease for no particular reason, something Jesus 

denounced quite clearly in His teaching. When Jesus points out that she’s had five husbands, 

perhaps what he’s saying is that she’s been rejected by five different men, so many that she’s 

given up on marriage and is now living as a social pariah in her community.   

I picked a silhouette of a man here to help us remember that it’s not just women who 

suffer with shame. Shame and guilt are related, but they’re not the same. Guilt is the state of 

being in violation of a norm, rule, law, or covenant. We can be guilty of speeding, guilty of 

being selfish, or guilty of neglecting the needs of our spouse. The feeling of guilt is a useful 

one, because it alerts us to a need to repent of whatever led to the transgression, seek the 

forgiveness of those we’ve offended, and do any of the necessary work of restitution and 

reconciliation.  

Shame, on the other hand, is an attitude we accept for ourselves when we generalize 

our failures, faults, and sins to create an internal narrative that we ourselves are bad or 

defective. Guilt is a necessary concept for understanding and living the Good News of the 

Gospel, but shame runs contrary to the purposes of God, interfering with the healing work of 

restoration and perpetuating the lie that individuals bear hopelessly marred images of God. 

As one author noted, “Guilt is about doing, while shame is about being.”1 Take a 

moment now to reflect on the difference between guilt and shame. What’s one thing you’ve 

 
1 https://www.thescienceofpsychotherapy.com/narcissism-the-shame-negating-personality/ 
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been guilty of? It shouldn’t take you long to think of something, no matter how small it is! 

How about one thing you feel shameful about? That’s harder to face, isn’t it? Can you see 

how much easier it might be to move on from your guilt than your shame? 

 With the exception of those who actively avoid confronting their shame, like 

narcissists,2 most of us can reflect on past experiences of feeling mildly shameful without 

allowing that shame to overwhelm us and destroy our lives. Shame isn’t pleasant, but when 

we’re functioning in a healthy way, we’re able to rise above our shame, dust ourselves off 

with God’s grace, and move on. When we’re not in a healthy place, our shame becomes our 

prison, limiting who we can be and how we can experience the world. And that’s what had 

happened to the Samaritan woman at the well. 

Like so much in life, recovery for the Samaritan woman started with acknowledging 

the truth. She was living a life defined by her shame, avoiding other people and avoiding 

confronting about her shame. Did you notice how she tried to distract Jesus from the real 

issue at hand? It started with her trying to make the encounter about him, scandalized that 

Jesus, a Jewish man, was intruding on her exile at the well. If this was a cartoon, her thought 

bubble might read something like, “What are you doing here? Why won’t you leave me here 

to sulk in my shame like everyone else?” Little did she know that she was talking to Jesus, 

the pioneer of crossing over cultural, gender, and moral boundaries for the sake of sharing 

the Good News! 

Jesus did his best to alert her that he wasn’t there for just a drink from the well, but 

she persisted in misunderstanding, so he had to prompt her: “Go call your husband and then 

come back.”3 Instead of accepting this invitation to confront of the truth of her shame, see 

tried turning the spotlight back on Jesus and the lingering feud between the Jews and the 

Samaritans. It’s only when Jesus revealed himself as the Messiah, God’s Anointed One, that 

she began to understand that this encounter was more than a surprising debate with someone 

invading her place of exile. It was a second chance at life, offered by the one person capable 

of giving it.  

I encourage you to read the concluding portions of the account in John 4, where the 

 
2 Ibid 
3 John 4:16. The Message. 
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woman tellingly left her water jugs behind at the well and shockingly ran off to the very 

people from whom she’s been shamed by to boldly serve as their first Christian Evangelist, 

saying to them, “Come and see a man who told me everything I ever did! Could he possibly 

be the Messiah?” Once she faced the truth of her shame, she made a choice to leave the 

stagnant water of the well behind and carried the living water of Jesus back to her village. 

And we read that “the people came streaming from the village to see him.” That’s 

astonishing! How is it that this woman, an outcast with zero social standing or credibility as 

a witness in this community, was transformed into an effective evangelist for Jesus? Perhaps 

it was something in that living water, which had apparently become “an artesian spring 

within, gushing fountains of endless life.”4 

In Daring Greatly, Brene Brown writes, “Courage starts with showing up and letting 

ourselves be seen.” The woman at the well had the courage to let herself be seen by Jesus, 

and to honestly see herself. Understanding our shame, and even talking about it, is a crucial 

way to erase the dishonest narratives we’ve accepted about who we are. For the woman at 

the well, and for many of us, the shame we carry is preventing us from either asking for or 

accepting the living water that Jesus has to offer us. And we all need that living water if we 

hope to live fully with the joy of God’s Spirit and love sustaining us and sending us out into 

mission.  

Shame is powerful and destructive. It can cut us off from the relationships we need, 

lead us to suppress our feelings, can contribute to depression and anxiety, and may even lead 

us to avoid taking healthy risks.5 But you don’t need to be ashamed of feeling shame! Facing 

the truth by having an honest conversation about it is a great starting point: with a trusted 

friend, a psychotherapist, and with Jesus in prayer. We serve a God of second chances, it’s 

up to you take them.  

Please take a minute now to reflect on what shame you need to erase in order to be 

free to carry the living water of Jesus. If you like, you can share a comment or a prayer on 

Facebook. 

 

 
4 John 4:14 Ibid 
5 https://www.clearviewtreatment.com/blog/5-ways-shame-can-shape-life/ 
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