Woman At The Well

By Neil Tolman

In the December 6, 2007 and the December 24, 2007 US News & World Report, the front page headlines address a trend among denominations toward more ritualized worship and the significance of  "sacred places."  These headlines and related articles brought the words of Jesus to the Samaritan woman at the well to mind. 

When the woman ask Jesus where the correct place to worship was, Jesus answered and said: "Woman, believe me, the hour cometh, when ye shall neither in this mountain, nor yet at Jerusalem, worship the Father. Ye worship ye know not what: we know what we worship ……. But the hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth: for the Father seeketh such to worship him. God is Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth."   (John 14) 

If you rely on your own effort to be holy, ritual and awe inspiring places are useful avenues to a religious experiencing.  They are especially handy for showing off your holiness.  

Jesus made at least three points in this conversation with the Samaritan woman:  First, She didn't realize who she was worshiping.  And second, The place is not important, but who and how is vital.  The more things change, the more they are the same.  The world is full of sacred sites of every description.  The world is also running over with ritualistic, performance based religions.  They know not who they worship.  At best they worship their own pride and at worst they worship the fallen angels led by Satan.  Rituals are an attempt to fill the gaping void that is within.  (What are you filling your gap with?)

The third point that Jesus makes is that God is Spirit and those who worship Him must worship Him in Spirit and Truth.  Ritual is about what you do not about God.  God desires a personal and loving relationship with you.  Repetitive worship activity (rituals), methods, formulas and theology place your focus on yourself or other people and not on God.  Ritual just makes you tired.  

Jesus said: "Come unto me and I will give you rest."  May your life be filled with God's rest, peace and grace in the new year.
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