
BREAKING BARRIERS – BUILDING BRIDGES 
 

In 1962, George Wallace ran for governor of Alabama on a platform that was blatantly racist. He 

promised to fight integration to the point of defying federal orders and personally blockading 

schoolhouse doors. He ended his inaugural address with the infamous statement, “I say segregation, 

now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever.” That summer, he refused to allow black students to 

register at the University of Alabama until forced to do so by the threat of military intervention. 

Through his tenure as governor and a run for the presidency in 1968, Wallace spouted racial hatred 

while blacks were beaten and jailed, black churches were burned, and black children were murdered.  

 

George Wallace models for us how to build barriers and burn bridges to those who we perceive as 

different from us. Today I want to talk about the opposite - breaking barriers and building bridges.  We 

are ending our series Play Nice.  I felt that it was important, as we do so, to address the issue of 

prejudice and racism.  Probably some of you are thinking that this message does not really apply to 

you.  After all, this is Brampton, one of the most ethnically diverse areas in all of North America.  As a 

church we come from many different ethnic and cultural backgrounds.  Obviously this is not an issue 

for us right? 

 

I believe that everyone deals with prejudice at some level.  Everyone here has harbored biases towards 

others. Often we don’t like to face the sometimes ugly truth about ourselves. 

 

Orlando Bowen – would like to share an example with us: 

 

The problems of stereotypes and prejudice are not new problems. These were major problems in Jesus’ 

day. But what made Jesus so attractive to so many people in his day was the way he shattered the 

commonly held stereotypes of His time.  

 

John 4:4-7 Now he had to go through Samaria.  5 So he came to a town in Samaria called Sychar, near 

the plot of ground Jacob had given to his son Joseph.  6 Jacob's well was there, and Jesus, tired as he 

was from the journey, sat down by the well. It was about the sixth hour.  7 When a Samaritan woman 

came to draw water, Jesus said to her, "Will you give me a drink?" 

 

What stereotypes and prejudices were problems in Jesus day? Well, let me tell you about the 

Samaritans. The Jews had a long-seated hatred for the Samaritans. Why? It started over 700 years 

earlier when the nation of Israel was taken into captivity into Babylon. Now you need to understand 

that not all of the people were taken away to Babylon. A few were left behind. And after the 

Babylonians moved many of the Israelites out they then moved other conquered people groups in. 

What happened then was that during the 70 years that the captivity lasted those Israelites that were left 

behind intermarried with these new people groups that were brought in. The result was a mixed blood 

race that was part Jew and part Gentile.  

 

To make matters worse this race of half-breeds also practiced a blended form of the Jewish religion. 

They only accepted the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Bible that were written by Moses) as 

scripture. And then they blended in elements of the pagan religions from these other people groups. 

This form of Judaism was highly offensive to true Jews. And so when the Jews returned from exile 

they drove these half-breeds out of Jerusalem and Judea. They moved north into Samaria and there you 

have the Samaritans.  

 

 



Devout Jews would not touch a staff that a Samaritan had touched.  They would not sit on a saddle that 

a Samaritan had once sat on.  Calling someone a Samaritan was an insult.  When the religious leaders 

wanted to insult Jesus they said in John 8:48; 

 

“… Aren't we right in saying that you are a Samaritan and demon-possessed?” 

 

The Jews had such animosity for the Samaritans that they refused to even walk through Samaria. In the 

southern part of Israel you have Judea, where Jerusalem is. Then north of Judea is Samaria. And north 

of Samaria is Galilee, where Jesus was raised in a town called Nazareth. The Jordan River runs north 

and south along the eastern borders of these territories. This posed a problem then if you wished to 

travel from Judea to Galilee or vice versa because Samaria was in between them. So devout Jews 

would go out of their way and cross the Jordan River and then travel north were they would then cross 

the Jordan River again to enter Galilee.  

 

The Jews despised the Samaritans because of the deep-seated prejudices that they held onto. But then 

Jesus comes along and in today’s passage he begins to shatter the stereotypes the Jews had against the 

Samaritans. As we look at today’s scripture passage I want to share with you three steps that you will 

need to take in order to break barriers and build bridges to those who are different from you. 

 

1.  Go Outside your Comfort Zone (vs. 4) - he had to go through Samaria 

 

This passage says that Jesus had to go through Samaria.  As I just said, this is not true geographically.  

There were other ways to get to and from Jerusalem along the Jordan.  It would have been much easier 

for Jesus to have stuck to the more familiar route. It would have been much easier to only associate 

with those who were like him. He already had enough problems with the Jews without intentionally 

going out of his way to hang out with outcasts.  Instead, Jesus made it a point to intentionally take the 

more difficult route and start a conversation with this Samaritan woman. 

 

Likewise, for most of us it takes less effort to just hang out with people that are like us.  It is just easier.  

It takes effort to choose to go outside of your comfort zone and spend time with someone who is very 

different than yourself. 

 

I spent 2 years living on a ship called the Doulos.  We had over 50 nationalities represented on the 

ship.  Everyone got along very well with each other, but it required effort.  You noticed on the ship 

that, even though it was very international, often people would hang out with others that were from a 

similar background.  The leaders had to intentionally make sure that we were always mixed.  People 

were always placed in cabins together with others different than themselves for the simple reason that 

it forced people to mix. 

 

In the story, this woman was from a different race than Jesus but He made the effort to start a 

conversation with her.  He did not allow Jewish prejudice to stop him from   

 

One of the best ways to overcome prejudice is simply to make the effort to spend time with people 

from different ethnic backgrounds.  In getting to know people you realize that all people are the same.  

In spending time with others you will also start to see your own ethnic background in a different light.  

Make the effort and go outside your comfort zone. 

 

Story of the prayer meeting on the Doulos. 

 



2.  Go Beyond your Social Circle (vs. 7) - a Samaritan woman came to draw water 

 

Not only was this woman from a different race than Jesus, she was also from a very different social 

circle.  Jesus was a Jewish rabbi.  This woman was Samaritan outcast, spurned by even her own people 

because of her sin.   

 

In this cultural men did not start conversations with women they met on the street.  That just was not 

done.  When we were in Kuwait we had to learn to not even look people of the opposite sex in the eye 

as a way of showing respect.   

 

She was also an immoral woman. She had been married five times and she wasn’t married to the man 

she was now living with (4:18). So this is the picture: Jesus is hanging out at a well all alone with an 

adulterous Samaritan woman. She’s got three strikes against her, so to speak, and she should be called 

out. These were three very good reasons (from the perspective of the Jews) why Jesus shouldn’t even 

acknowledge her existence. And yet he does. In fact, he was the one who initiated the conversation. 

 

When we lived in Kuwait we were shocked by the overt discrimination that we saw on almost a daily 

basis.  Often this was not so much ethnic prejudice as it was social.  In Kuwait, many people had 

housekeepers and nannies.  These people were often taken advantage of and treated very poorly. 

 

Story of the woman who was hit by a car leaving the church. 

 

Growing up in Canada we were very uncomfortable with the idea of getting a housekeeper.  Only 

really rich people have them here.  We resisted it for years until someone from the church confronted 

us on the issue. 

 

Make the effort and go outside your comfort zone and go beyond your social circle. 

 

3.  You Might Have To Go It Alone (vs. 27) - no one asked 

 

John 4:27  Just then his disciples returned and were surprised to find him talking with a woman. But no 

one asked, "What do you want?" or "Why are you talking with her?" 

 

The disciples were blown away by the fact that here was the man they believed to be the Jewish 

Messiah talking with an adulterous, Samaritan women all alone at a well. Did they join Jesus in his 

conversation with this woman? No way! If you read through the rest of the passage you will discover 

that they didn’t even speak to Jesus until after the woman had left them and gone back into town. And 

then when they did approach Jesus they didn’t ever bring up the subject. Instead they asked him what 

he wanted for lunch. It is apparent that they were just going to pretend that this incident had never 

happened.  

 

Jesus’ disciples were quite prejudiced themselves. Luke records another time when Jesus was traveling 

through Samaria on his way to Jerusalem. He wanted to go to a particular village in Samaria and sent 

some of his disciples on ahead to prepare for his arrival, but the Samaritans in that town refused to 

welcome him. Luke tells us how James and John responded: 

 

Luke 9:53-56  but the people there did not welcome him, because he was heading for Jerusalem.  54  

When the disciples James and John saw this, they asked, "Lord, do you want us to call fire down from 



heaven to destroy them?"  55  But Jesus turned and rebuked them,  56  and they went to another 

village. 

 

They were ready to wipe out all of those dirty, rotten, good-for-nothing Samaritans without a second 

thought. Clearly Jesus wasn’t going to have the support of his disciples.   If following Jesus example of 

breaking barriers and building bridges means that no one will go with you, are you prepared to go it 

alone? Jesus was. There’s a song we all know called “I Have Decided to Follow Jesus.” In that song 

there is a verse that says: “Though none go with me, still I will follow.” 

 

If you have harbored prejudices against other people, let me encourage you that people can change. I 

started this message by telling you about George Wallace and how bigoted he was, but I didn’t tell the 

whole story. 

 

On May 15, 1972 while campaigning in Laurel, Maryland, Wallace was shot five times, leaving him 

paralyzed and in constant pain. Two years later – confined to a wheel chair, divorced from his second 

wife, without the use of his legs, and lacking control of bodily functions – Wallace was a broken, 

pathetic figure. He was a man who finally understood the meaning of suffering. He was a man who had 

come to realize what suffering he had caused others. 

 

While being driven home one evening, he passed the open doors of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, a 

black congregation where years earlier Martin Luther King, Jr., had stood in the pulpit and denounced 

Wallace for his treatment of African Americans. Overcome with remorse, Wallace stopped the car, was 

helped into his wheelchair, and wheeled up the aisle to the stunned surprise of the assembly. There, 

Wallace tearfully confessed he had been wrong, apologized for the suffering he had caused, and asked 

the blacks of Alabama to forgive him. 

 

It was an expression of remorse he was to repeat on numerous occasions in the following years – 

publicly, before black audiences on campuses and conventions, and privately, to black leaders like 

Coretta Scott King and Jesse Jackson. During two more terms as governor (1974 and 1982), he built 

bridges to the black community, developed relationships with prominent black leaders, and worked to 

undo some of the damage his own racist rhetoric had caused. 

 

Until the very end, while bedridden and deaf, he still received visits from friends, both black and 

white, and met with groups of both races for prayer. 

 

Not all blacks forgave Wallace. The damage he did and the pain he caused was great. But the story of 

George Wallace is not about forgiveness, but about penance. Here is a man who was tragically flawed 

and terribly wrong. It took five bullets and horrific suffering to bring him to his knees. But once 

broken, he had the courage to face his hatred and prejudice, repent, confess, and then spend the 

remainder of his life attempting to atone and make restitution.  

 

If a man like George Wallace could do it, so can you. Let me close by reminding you what hangs in the 

balance with another story of a popular figure. In his autobiography, Mahatma Gandhi wrote that 

during his student days he read the Gospels seriously and considered converting to Christianity. He 

believed that in the teachings of Jesus he could find the solution to the caste system that was dividing 

the people of India. So one Sunday he decided to attend services at a nearby church and talk to the 

minister about becoming a Christian. When he entered the sanctuary, however, the usher refused to 

give him a seat and suggested that he o worship with his own people. Gandhi left the church and never 

returned, “If Christians have caste differences also, “ he said, “I might as well remain a Hindu.” That 



usher’s prejudice not only betrayed Jesus but also turned a person away from trusting Him as Savior.  

 

Gandhi was perhaps the most influential leader of his people in his day. And here was the opportunity 

to influence this influential leader for Jesus Christ. He was open to receiving Jesus. He was openly 

seeking Jesus. And because of the prejudiced actions of a church usher the opportunity was missed and 

he turned his back on Jesus and His church. Think of what could have been if Gandhi would have 

become a Christian and then used his considerable influence to reach his people for Jesus. I don’t know 

about you, but I wouldn’t want to be in that ushers’ shoes when he has to stand before Jesus and give 

an account of his actions.  

 

During his earthly ministry Jesus shattered the stereotypes of “us” and “them.” During his day he had 

to go it alone. But what about today? Does he still have to go it alone? Or will you go with him? 

 

 

 

 

 


