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JESUS ABOUT TOWN: THE WOMAN AT FIRST CHURCH. A story sermon written
1
 and told at Mt. Hope on May 31, 2015 by 

Rev. Steven Schafer. Texts: Isaiah 10: 1-5 and 2 Timothy 1: 3-9. 

 Jesus always loved to go to church. That's just a fact of the matter. If something was going on at church and he knew about  

it, you can bet he'd be there. He loved going for a variety of reasons. The sermons he heard not being one of them. Most sermons, he 

had found, were a bit tedious. They were long. They were boring. They were too academic with little or no application to real life. 

They weren't inspiring.  Or, on the other side of the coin - some ministers were super-inspiring. They were cheer leaders. They were, 

essentially, motivational speakers with a spiritual twist. Lot's of pizzazz but not much substance. Nothing a person could live on. And, 

of course, there was a lot of wrong theology in the sermons he heard. The ministers all thought they had it right, but not so much 

sometimes. Occasionally he'd find a sermon he enjoyed, but sermons were not the reason he went.  

 Jesus loved going to church in spite of the sermons. He loved being with people who all loved God. Church, he concluded, 

was filled with a unique culture among earth's people. People in churches tend to know they aren't perfect but they all want to be - or 

at least want to be better. Where else do you find something like that? People who love God gathered in one place... seeking to be 

better people. That can't be a bad place to be. 

 It's true, people in churches don't all love God in the same way nor to the same depth as Jesus did, but then, he KNEW knew 

God. To him God was not just the creator, the sustainer of the universe nor the power and the glory personified. To Jesus, God was 

much more than that. God was his father. Not like God is your father and mine. God was his literal father. When Jesus looked in the 

mirror when he got up in the morning, there, staring back at him, was God's nose and God's lips and God's hair line and God's eyes. 

Well, that isn't technically true, I suppose. God doesn't have those kinds of human characteristics that his only son might inherit. But 

Jesus knew he LOOKED like God in just about every way other than the physical. Who else can say that? 

 Interestingly, Jesus didn't have a church of his own. He would shop around like everyone else, but he was pretty much 

committed to never becoming an official "member" at any of them. Almost never did he attend the same church twice. He liked to 

think he belonged to them all - even the ones which weren't very welcoming to him and his strange ways. There are 320,000 churches 

in America alone, so it wasn't like he was going to run out of places to worship. 2000 of those are so-called "mega-churches" - 

churches with more than 2000 members. He tended to avoid the big churches. Too easy to get lost in the crowd. Besides, they all 

seemed so "spiritual" that he wasn't sure they needed him all that much.  

 Jesus wasn't denominationally biased. He tried the Baptists and the Episcopalians and the Lutherans and the 

Congregationalists and the Assemblies and the Catholics. Such a variety. Who could ever get bored with a new experience awaiting 

you every week?  

 One Sunday, in late May, Jesus attended a medium sized church in a medium sized town. It was one of those non-descript 

small cities all across America where there are half a dozen traffic lights on Main Street and a few each direction on the side streets - 

where there is an abundance of bars and churches and gas stations - where a lot of the downtown stores are dark due to the new 

shopping complex with the giant Walmart out on the outskirts of town.  

 Jesus attended the adult Sunday School class at 9:30. It was pretty decent. There were a dozen or so in attendance. The 

teacher was warm and welcoming and introduced a video clip that would lead into discussion. It was interesting, even though the 

speaker got a few things slightly wrong (Jesus is a stickler for that kind of thing but he usually let it slide). They were all trying - both 

the video personalities and the Sunday School attendees. These men and women wanted to know about the Bible and what it teaches 

and how it applies to life. You really can't ask for more than that. The class went for about forty minutes. Good discussion. He could 

tell that everyone was into learning and interacting. They enjoyed it and would no doubt be back next Sunday. "Every adult ought to 

have this kind of thing available to them," he thought.  

 When the class ended, everyone went next door into the social hall where the women were setting up for fellowship hour 

after church and it was understood that some of the goodies were for those who had just come from the Adult class and had a few 

minutes to kill before heading off to worship. The dozen or so were standing around with their coffee and snack bars, chatting. Jesus 

just watched. He knew he would be welcome if he approached any of the small, two or three member groups, but he didn't. He tends 

to do that, you know - stand on the sidelines and observe. 
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  One of the women who had been in the Sunday School class came in. Jesus had noticed her in class. She hadn't said a word. 

She had sat on the edge of the group. She was riveted to the video teacher on TV and then attentively listened to those discussing his 

ideas. She seemed, somehow, different than the rest of the group. She looked rather "hard," if you know what I mean. She had clearly 

had a tough life thus far. When she came in, the whole atmosphere of the social hall changed. Chatter got quieter, groups began to 

break up. Everyone began making their way to the trash cans to toss their Styrofoam cups and napkins and then, within minutes, 

everyone was gone. Except for Jesus and this woman.  

 Worship was going to begin in twenty minutes or so so he assumed they were all in the choir and had to head out to warm-

ups. Even the women prepping fellowship hour had disappeared back into the kitchen.  

 "Wow! That's odd," said Jesus, not exactly to the woman, more or to himself.  

 But she thought he was talking to her, so she said, "Not really. I've seen it before. You get used to it."  

 "What do you mean?" asked Jesus. 

 "They all left because of me. If I had been the first in class today nobody would have been there. That's why I like to come in 

just as it's starting. That way getting up and leaving is awkward and most won't do it." 

 "Are you saying they left because of  you?" asked Jesus. 

 "There is no doubt about it," she replied. "This is a great church. Wonderful people here, but like most churches, it is a bit of 

a club. There are the insiders and the outsiders. They're in. I'm not. And insiders don't like to get too friendly with outsiders. It's almost 

like they will catch what I've got." 

 "What have you got?" asked Jesus, taking a half step back. 

 "Nothing catching, really." she quickly said. "I've never been at the top of  my class - in school or in life. I've made some bad 

decisions. I've been married a couple of times. My three kids are little terrors: 4, 7, and 10. I don't have any money so I'm always 

scraping by. I come here because its fresh looking and bright. The music is uplifting. I love the choir. The sermons are pretty good 

most of the time. And, to be honest, it's a couple of  hours when someone else is watching my kids. I'm pretty sure they don't enjoy the 

hour much (the childcare people, not my kids) but I sure do. I don't have any friends here. You saw what happened when I just walked 

into the room...  I'm sorry. I shouldn't be saying all this. I guess I just needed to vent to someone and you were the only one left." 

 Jesus said, "That's OK. That's why I'm here." 

 "Oh, my. I'm so sorry! Are you on the church staff?" 

 "No. But I do tend to do a lot of listening. I'm pretty good at it." 

 "I guess we'll have to help ourselves if we want something," said the woman." Can I get you a cup of coffee?" 

 "No. But a glass of water would be great," said Jesus. 

 She filled a Styrofoam cup with water and plopped in an ice cube. She did the same for herself. Apparently the water sounded 

better than the coffee just then.  

 "Ahhh," said Jesus. "Good water." 

 "Yeah, I guess so," said the woman. 

 Jesus said, "My father lives up in the highlands and there is this beautiful, rippling brook that runs through his property with 

the freshest, coolest, most refreshing water that you ever tasted. It's so cold it makes your teeth hurt. But once you've tasted it, no other 

water compares." 
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 "I always thought water was water," the woman said. 

 "No. You're wrong. You'd have to taste this water to understand. It completely satisfies," Jesus insisted. "Tell  me about your 

husband." 

 At that, the woman (whose name was Dalia by the), Dalia's face reddened. She said, "I don't have a husband." 

 "I know you don't in reality, but you're living with a man even now, aren't you? Like a husband, but not." 

 "How did you know?" 

 "I know far more than you can imagine. In fact, just in the short time we've been together I feel as though I've known you all 

your life. I can see into your very soul. I know your insecurities and your longings. I know your fears and your hopes. I know who you 

want to be. I know how hard life is for you." 

 "Really?" said Dalia. "You know, I almost believe you. For some odd reason I've felt safe with you and valued from the first 

time I heard you speak. There is something about you that is different - in a good way. You don't condemn me even though you know 

some pretty private things about me - and you say you know things even more private? That's a little scary. I'm really glad you came 

today. I've not seen you here before. Is this your first time at First Church?" 

 "Yes. I travel a lot and tend to worship wherever the wind blows. I probably wouldn't make a very good member anywhere. 

I'm a bit too opinionated - some would say judgmental -  for most churches. Besides, all real worship happens in the heart and not 

within church walls (although most happens in the heart WITHIN church walls). Worship is for the spirit as it seeks the truth of God - 

in the scriptures, in nature, in prayer and meditation, in service to others." 

 "You don't seem that way to me - judgmental, I mean." 

 "Oh, I am. I'm a pretty strong advocate of what's right and what's wrong. But my condemnation is always reserved for the 

wrong and not the wrong-doer. That frustrates a lot of people. I don't like the fact that you've gone through three husbands. If don't like 

the fact that you are living "in sin" as they say, right now. But YOU are one of God's children and because of that I love you. I'd love it 

if you'd stop the lifestyle you're in now and live a life dedicated to following the ways of God in every aspect. God would too. But 

even if you don't, you are still beloved by God." 

 "Yeah, but the thing is," Dalia said.  "I work at the dollar store in town and don't make enough even to pay the rent. If I move 

out from Jake, I'll be destitute and my kids will starve. What should I do?" 

 "There are always compromises. Compromises aren't easy - almost never, in fact. But think about it. What is the moral issue 

of two people living together? It's not the co-habitation of one dwelling, is it? No. It's the physical union. Is it possible to have a male 

roommate without the intimacy?" asked Jesus. 

 "I suppose so, but Jake wouldn't be happy about that. He might throw me out." 

 "And he might marry you," countered Jesus. "He loves you. Otherwise he probably wouldn't put up with your three little 

terrors (your words  - not mine), would he." 

 Jesus and Dalia could hear the organ prelude playing in the sanctuary. Jesus held out his hand to her and together they walked 

in to worship God. People looked at the odd pair - the woman dressed in thrift shop clothes walking hand - in - hand with this stranger 

who seemed to radiate peace and confidence. They sat near the front - on the pulpit side - and heard one of the best sermons the 

congregation could remember ever coming from this preacher. 

 That day, after church, Dalia went home and told Jake what Jesus had said, that he figured Jake loved her and would marry 

her rather than kick her out when she cut him off from intimacies. Jake, like Dalia, also having never been at the head of his class, said 

he had never really thought about it much but, yes, he did love her - he wasn't going to throw her out -  and yes, he did want to marry 
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her and take care of her and the "brats," as he called them. He wondered why he had never thought of marriage before. (Men are so 

dense) 

 You meet a lot of people at the dollar store - both other employees and regulars. Every one of them seemed to comment in 

one way or another on the "new" Dalia. Somehow she seemed to be more alive - more vivacious - more at peace - more animated... 

Probably some new medication the doctors had her on, they all thought. But she told them that no, that wasn't it. She told them that 

she had  met a man who seemed to know her better than she knew herself. He knew her flaws and loved her anyway. He saw her kids 

and sympathized. He knew her checkered past and could look beyond it. He knew her sins and he seemed like he forgave her. 

 Some of them started sniggering, suggesting that this new crush Dalia had might make Jake jealous. She told them that  that 

wasn't the case at all. She told them that Jake thinks the man a genius even though he hasn't met him yet. She told them that in the 

quarter hour they had known one another, the man changed her life so completely that she was sure she'd never be the same again... 

that he gave her a whole new perspective on what it means to be a Christian. She told them they needed to come to church and meet 

the man - the man so wise and insightful and all-knowing. 

 A couple of them did. Along with Dalia the next Sunday morning, Jake went to First Church as did Sarah and Jeff from the 

store and, of course the three kids. The two couples arrived a few minutes before church started, got the kids settled into children's 

church, hoping to meet Jesus. But, of course, he wasn't there. He had moved on. Dalia was worried. She wasn't sure how Jake and 

Sarah and Jeff would respond to the cold-shoulder they would get from the congregants. She was used to it but they weren't. She was 

pretty sure it would be a turn off and she'd be coming alone from now on. 

 But something happens to a church when Jesus attends even one Sunday in the entire life of the church. People change. 

People somehow catch a whiff of Jesus' spirit and they become more loving and accepting and open to people not so much like 

themselves. The chairman of the Board of Deacons came up to the four sitting in the pew before worship started and welcomed them. 

The pastor too. After church, you might have thought Dalia and Jake and Sarah and Jeff were celebrities. People introduced 

themselves. They invited them to coffee hour. They introduced them to their friends. They invited them to Euchre night this next 

Friday evening. One man said, "Listen, you four, a bunch of us go to the Coney Island down on Fifth every Sunday after church. Why 

don't you join us. I'm buying." 

 It was all a bit of a whirlwind for the four friends. It was different than any of them had ever expected at a church. They had 

always thought church dull. This certainly wasn't. This could be one's life. This could be where they belonged. 

 As you might guess, over the course of the next few months, practically the entire staff at the dollar store began attending 

First Church after hearing the glowing reports of Dalia and company. It was a wonderful period in all of their lives - a time of 

revitalization - of renewal of spirit - of a raising of hope. 

 A couple of months later, Dalia's parents, who were visiting one weekend from out of town, decided they'd attend church 

with her and her new husband, Jake. They weren't much on church going, but it seemed important to their daughter and her family - 

even the little monsters seemed to like to go. At lunch, after church, Dalia's mother said something Dalia found quite strange. She said 

that she looked around at all those people in the pews and saw two or three different ethnic groups, she saw some people who were 

clearly pretty well-to-do and she saw some who weren't but that somehow, they all looked just a bit alike. She said it was a bit eerie - 

and at the same time, rather nice because, she said, the sameness was good. She felt, somehow, as though she wanted to look like 

them. "Absurd," she said then. "I must not have gotten enough sleep last night." 

 But Dalia knew that what her mother had observed was true. When even SHE looked in the mirror she knew she was looking 

at a different person than she saw a while back. Somehow - and this is, of course, impossible, she saw something in her own eyes that 

she had seen in the eyes of that man at church in the social hall. She saw a softening of her features. She saw a woman at peace - a 

woman, somehow, reborn.  

 

 
1
The stories in this series get their basic idea from stories told by story teller Ed Kilbourne - who got his basic ideas straight 

from the Bible. The words of these stories are entirely mine but the settings and themes are from Ed and the scriptures. 


