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FAITH SONGS FOR LIFE RHYTHMS

Precious Lord, Take My Hand:
Singing Our Way through Self-Doubt

Romans 5:1-11; John 4:5-42

The Gospels are full of stories.  We know that Matthew, Mark, and Luke
shared common sources and, except in a few cases, related Jesus’ life in a
collection of pithy stories.  Not so with John.  John is a storyteller, concerned
with detail, passionate about outcome.  He tells a story like a
cinematographer, beginning with a wide shot and then zooming in closer and
closer until every detail of the characters can be seen.  Such is the case with
today’s Gospel lesson–the story of the woman at the well.

Jesus and his disciples were traveling from Jerusalem back to Galilee
and had to pass through Samaria.  It is obvious from several comments in the
Gospels that Jews and Samaritans were not friendly, though they were
related.  The division stretched back seven hundred and fifty years to the
Assyrian invasion of Palestine.  At that time, the Hebrew people were divided
into two kingdoms.  The southern kingdom of Judah included Jerusalem.  The
northern kingdom spread upward through Samaria.  When the Assyrians
conquered that part of the land, the northern tribes were dispersed and many
of the people taken into exile.  The remaining inhabitants intermarried with
local tribes and began to worship on Mount Gerizim instead of at the temple
in Jerusalem.  An ethnic and religious rupture took place.  The Jews
considered the Samaritans to be heretics and half-breeds while the
Samaritans looked at the Jews as religious elitists and distrusted them.  The
two groups of people despised one another.  The border between the two
regions was like the Mason-Dixon line.  The people were like the Hatfields
and McCoys.  Hatred and distrust grew and no love at all was lost between
them.  John tells the story:

So he came to a Samaritan city called Sychar, near the plot
of ground that Jacob had given to his son Joseph.  Jacob’s well
was there, and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting by the
well.  It was about noon.  A Samaritan woman came to draw
water, and Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.”  (His disciples
had gone to the city to buy food.)  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.)  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.”  The
woman said to him, “Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is
deep.  Where do you get that living water?  Are you greater than
our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, and with his sons and
his flocks drank from it?”  Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks
of this water will be thirsty again, 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.” 
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.”

Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come back.” 
The woman answered him, “I have no husband.”  Jesus said to
her, “You are right in saying, ‘I have no husband’; for you have
had five husbands, and the one you have now is not your
husband.  What you have said is true!”

The woman said to him, “Sir, I see that you are a prophet. 
Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you say that the
place where people must worship is in Jerusalem.”  Jesus said to
her, “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when you will
worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. 
You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for
salvation is from the Jews.  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. 
God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit
and truth.”  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.”  Jesus said to her, “I am he, the one who is
speaking to you.” John 4:5-26

As we know from the full story, Jesus’ disciples returned, shocked that
Jesus’ was conversing with this Samaritan woman.  She rushed back into the
village to tell everyone there about this man who knew her better than she
knew herself.  The end result was that Jesus and his disciples remained in
that village for a couple of days and many people came to believe in him.
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Brian Blount, President and Professor of New Testament at Union
Presbyterian Seminary in Richmond, reminds us that this was not a chance
encounter.  Jesus was waiting for someone as he sits by the well.  He was
waiting for a Samaritan, intending to deal head on with the centuries old rift
among God’s people.1  Since carrying water was done by women, it was a
Samaritan woman who showed up first.  Then he asked her for a drink of
water.

Strike three!  Jesus should not have been in the company of a
Samaritan, especially not a woman for it was unseemly for a man of stature
to be in the company of a woman in a remote setting like that one.  And he
definitely should not have spoken to her.  But he did.  Why?  Why would a
Jewish man speak to a Samaritan woman and ask her for water?  Because
he was Jesus.

We don’t know a lot about this woman and what we think we know is
probably more from conjecture than fact.  We know she has been married five
times but is not married to the man with whom she is living.  We make a lot
of assumptions about those two details.  By and large we assume she is a
loose woman.  We attach scandal to her story.  We project our own fantasies
and predilections onto her and then join the chorus of gossipers who gather
at the well each day and speculate about her personal life.  It could have been
that each of her husbands had died and, being brothers, took it upon
themselves to “do the right thing” by her and take up the first husband’s
responsibility to her.  She may not have had reason to be ashamed, as we
often think, but may have been tormented by the judgment of the community. 
She may have been weighed down by grief and confusion.  She may have
borne the anxiety of centuries of being belittled and looked down upon by the
Jews.  Ethnic and religious judgments can be powerful and demeaning.  We
do not really know what was in her heart and head.  What we do know is that
she came to get water in the heat of the day rather than earlier when the other
women came.  Maybe she was uncomfortable around them.  Maybe she was
the subject of their gossip.  Maybe she did not feel worthy of their company.

Whatever it was, Jesus sensed a deep need in this woman.  It may be
that he was doing nothing more than driving home his point that the false
division between Samaritans and Jews must end, but I think Jesus saw
something else.  I wonder how many days she came alone and sat by the well
to pray or cry. . . or both.  She seemed to have that “nobody loves me,

1Brian K. Blount, “Living By the Word: Sunday, March 23,” The Christian Century, (March 19, 2014:
20.
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everybody hates me . . . “ cloud about her.  Maybe it is good we do not know
the specifics of her problems because we can simply substitute our own.

I don’t know how many of you are familiar with the names “Georgia
Tom” or “Barrelhouse Tom”?  They belong to the same man, a music
superstar in the last century, a faithful and deeply committed man of faith who
knew what it was like to feel alone and confused.

Thomas A. Dorsey wore both of these “jazz names” at one time.  Dorsey
was a native of the once-tiny community of Villa Rica, Georgia and grew up
in Atlanta where Blues pianists had a great influence on him.  He moved to
Chicago to study music and jazz grabbed hold of him.  That is where he
picked up those two monikers.  That is where his music was prolific.  That is
where life changed drastically for him in several ways.

As a young man, Dorsey became seriously ill.  At the age of 27, he
became a part of the Pilgrim Baptist Church in Chicago.  Six years later, in
1932, he became the church’s choral director, a position he held for forty
years.  In that same year, however, his wife died in childbirth and his newborn
son died a few days later.  Struggling with grief and doubt, feeling alone and
lost, a week later Thomas Dorsey wrote his best known song.2

Close your eyes and imagine a man broken by grief, wrestling with faith. 
See the Samaritan woman at the well with Jesus, weighed down by whatever
emotional baggage she was carrying like a heavy jar of water.  Find yourself
and every way in which you feel insecure and inferior and listen to Dorsey’s
words:

Precious Lord, take my hand, 
Lead me on, let me stand,
I am tired, I am weak, I am worn;
Through the storm, through the night, 
Lead me on to the light:
Take my hand, precious Lord, lead me home.3

I suspect we have more in common with the Samaritan woman than we
realize.  She doubted herself.  She lived with the collective prejudice
intensified over years of hatred between the Jews and Samaritans.  Like
Dorsey, she also lived with some grief.  What was wrong with her?  Why could

2Hymnary,org; available online at: http://www.hymnary.org/
3Thomas A. Dorsey, “Precious Lord, Take My Hand,” 1932.
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she not be like other people?  Why did bad things happen to her?  Why did
God ignore her prayers?

I am convinced that self-esteem and self-confidence are two of our
biggest problems.  Young women face the unrealistic ideal of becoming the
young, pretty, thin, chic, smart, tough woman that media moguls love to
parade in front of us.  Young men also fall into the trap of thinking they must
be athletic, trim, witty, wealthy, good looking, and on the way up in order to
make it in our culture.

Families adopt the myth that they cannot have problems.  We bear our
family secrets in silence, a silence that is deafening and harmful.  Even
churches fall into that I-am-not-good-enough-or-else-I-would-be-growing
mentality and fall prey to fads and other tricks that betray their trust in God. 
Entire communities allow their problems to define them instead of summoning
their collective strength and resources to improve life for everyone.  We
assume the defeatist position that we deserve what we get.  The good news
is that when we find ourselves in the pit of despair, we are not alone, for God
in Christ comes looking for us:

When my way grows drear, 
Precious Lord, linger near,
When my life is almost gone,
Hear my cry, hear my call,
Hold my hand lest I fall:
Take my hand, precious Lord; lead me home.

You can almost see Jesus do the absolute unthinkable and take the
woman by the hand to reassure her.  When he does, the power in his touch
flows out to reassure her that at that moment she is the most important
person in the world.  Jesus treats her as an equal, a friend he can trust, a
sister.  He reminds her that the love of God is not contingent upon place or
pedigree; rather, it is like water gushing up within us from a well of
compassion.  She is a child of God, after all, and never alone without God’s
mercy.

Being a child of God is not a reality we should take lightly.  It is a gift
which should be cherished and celebrated.  A few years ago, I shared a story
with you told by preacher and professor Fred Craddock about a time he and
his wife were having dinner in the little Appalachian town of Cosby,
Tennessee.  The couple was enjoying their dinner when an elderly man
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walked over to their table and began talking.  He asked a lot of questions
about where they were from and what kind of work they did.  Dr. Craddock
was growing weary of the questions and his dinner was growing cold.  But
when the old man discovered that Craddock was a Christian minister, he told
his story.

He explained that he had grown up in those mountains and said, "My
mother was not married, and the whole community knew it.  I was what was
called an illegitimate child.  In those days that was a shame, and I was
ashamed.  The reproach that fell on her, fell also on me.  When I went into
town with her, I could see people staring at me, making guesses as to who
was my daddy.  At school the children said ugly things to me, and so I stayed
to myself during recess, and I ate my lunch alone.”

“In my early teens I began to attend a little church back in the mountains
. . . However, I was afraid that I was not welcome . . . so I would go just in
time for the sermon, and when it was over I would move out because I was
afraid somebody would say, “What’s a boy like you doing in a church?

“One Sunday . . . before I could get out, I was stopped . . . I felt a hand
on my shoulder, a heavy hand.  It was that minister . . . He turned his face
around so he could see mine and seemed to be staring for a little while.  I
knew what he was doing.  He was going to make a guess as to who my father
was.  A moment later he said, 'Well, boy, you’re a child of. . .' and he paused
there . . . He said, 'Boy, you’re a child of God.  I see a striking resemblance,
boy.'  Then he swatted me on the bottom and said, 'Now, you go claim your
inheritance.'  I left the building a different person.  In fact, that was really the
beginning of my life.”

Dr. Craddock was so moved by the story that he had to ask the man his
name.  "Ben Hooper,” he said.  And Dr. Craddock remembered that when he
was a child, his father talked about how the people of Tennessee had twice
elected as governor a fellow who had been born out of wedlock named Ben
Hooper.4

When the Samaritan woman approached Jacob’s well, Jesus
recognized her.  He saw a strong family resemblance that was familiar to him. 
He recognized their kinship.  The hymns of our faith remind us that we are
special to God.  They bear witness to our struggles, but they also proclaim the

4Fred Craddock, Craddock Stories, Mike Graves and Richard F. Ward, eds., (St. Louis: Chalice Press,
2001), 156-157.
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mercy of God.  As Thomas Dorsey wrestled with a grief that was larger than
life itself, he realized that he did not have to bear his grief alone.  He
recognized that he did not need to doubt himself or his faith or God.  So it is
with us.  Whatever doubts or demons have grabbed hold of us, we have no
reason to hang our head, to feel inferior, to question our goodness, or to wait
until the heat of the day to fetch water or do anything else that is important. 
We are children of God–God’s daughters and sons.  We sit on the side of the
well brimming with life-giving water.  We sit beside Jesus who has been
waiting for us to come along so he could take us by the hand and let us know
how special we really are.

When the darkness appears
And the night draws near,
And the day is past and gone,
At the river I stand,
Guide my feet, hold my hand:
Take my hand, precious Lord, lead me home.

He will.  Daughter of God.  Son of God.  Child of God.  Get yourself
home!
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March 23, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Like cool refreshing water on a warm spring day, you, O God, have
poured your love into our fretful lives, and we are grateful.  Despite our sin,
regardless of our turning away from you, irrespective of our doubts and
insecurities, you offer us your life giving love like water gushing up from a well
of compassion.  We are grateful.

We know that it is your love that holds us steady in the storms of life. 
No matter what happens to us or what challenges sweep over our world, you
remain with us to help us grow through the experiences that are ours.  Help
us to trust and help us to hold on.

We do pray that you will not let us go when our problems become more
than we feel we can handle.  Hold onto us, O God, when threats to our health
consume us.  Hold onto us when illness and disease drain every bit of
confidence from our souls.  Hold onto us when our fears seem stronger than
our faith.  Hold onto us when our worries are louder than our prayers.

Do not let us go when we face new opportunities in life and the way
seems unclear.  Do not let us go when we feel alone and uncertain.  Do not
let us go when we have made poor choices and the consequences begin to
chip away at all we love and hold dear.  Do not let us go when everyone
around us abandons us and leaves us to our own demise.

Hold onto us, O God, for we live in a world that is as uncertain and
dangerous as it is dependable and life-sustaining.  Hold onto us as we seek
to find a way to peace in the world, as we work to eliminate poverty, to cure
disease, and to suppress the hatred of terror.  Hold onto us, O God, for this
is your world and we are your children.

In your great mercy, O God, do not let us go for it is the reality of your
love that sustains and refreshes us.  All praise and glory be to you, through
Jesus Christ our Lord, in whose name we pray.  Amen.

Jody C. Wright
Senior Minister


