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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 
Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 
 
John 4:7-29,39 
 
The Samaritan woman asked, “Why do you, a Jewish man, ask for something to drink from me, a 
Samaritan woman?” (Jews and Samaritans didn’t associate with each other.) 
 
Jesus responded, “If you recognized God’s gift and who is saying to you, ‘Give me some water 
to drink,’ you would be asking him and he would give you living water.” 
 
The woman said to him, “Sir, you don’t have a bucket and the well is deep. Where would you get 
this living water? You aren’t greater than our father Jacob, are you? He gave this well to us, and 
he drank from it himself, as did his sons and his livestock.” 
 
Jesus answered, “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks from 
the water that I will give will never be thirsty again. The water that I give will become in those 
who drink it a spring of water that bubbles up into eternal life.” 
 
The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I will never be thirsty and will never 
need to come here to draw water!” 
 
Jesus said to her, “Go, get your husband, and come back here.” 
 
The woman replied, “I don’t have a husband.” 
 
“You are right to say, ‘I don’t have a husband,’” Jesus answered. “You’ve had five husbands, 
and the man you are with now isn’t your husband. You’ve spoken the truth.” 
 
The woman said, “Sir, I see that you are a prophet. Our ancestors worshipped on this mountain, 
but you and your people say that it is necessary to worship in Jerusalem.” 
 
Jesus said to her, “Believe me, woman, the time is coming when you and your people will 
worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You and your people worship 
what you don’t know; we worship what we know because salvation is from the Jews. But the time 
is coming—and is here!—when true worshippers will worship in spirit and truth. The Father 
looks for those who worship him this way. God is spirit, and it is necessary to worship God in 
spirit and truth.” 
 
The woman said, “I know that the Messiah is coming, the one who is called the Christ. When he 
comes, he will teach everything to us.” 



 
Jesus said to her, “I Am—the one who speaks with you.” 
 
Just then, Jesus’ disciples arrived and were shocked that he was talking with a woman. But no 
one asked, “What do you want?” or “Why are you talking with her?” The woman put down her 
water jar and went into the city. She said to the people, “Come and see a man who has told me 
everything I’ve done! Could this man be the Christ?” 
 
Many Samaritans in that city believed in Jesus because of the woman’s word when she testified, 
“He told me everything I’ve ever done.” 
 
 
Ah, the woman at the well. A story we know well. Or, at least, we think we do. This is supposed 
to be a story of scandal, a story of forgiveness, a story of Jesus daring to save even a sinful, 
ostracized woman. Perhaps, though, there is more depth to this story to explore. I invite us all to 
hear the story with fresh ears today. 
 
The stage is set a few verses prior to our reading this morning.1 We’re told Jesus “had to go” 
through Samaria on his trip from Judea to Galilee, and he was tired, so he stopped to rest at the 
historically-significant site of Jacob’s well. We’re told is noontime. It’s against this backdrop 
that the story unfolds: A Samaritan woman comes by to get some water, and a conversation 
ensues. 
 
Let’s pause here for a moment. Much ado has been made about the timing of this encounter. I’ve 
heard it suggested that this woman’s trek to lug water from the well in the hottest part of the day 
is some sort of indication that she’s been shunned or ostracized by her people, not allowed to 
come in the cool morning with the others. Perhaps, though, we should consider this story in 
context. It would do us good to remember that the gospel writers did not divide their accounts 
into the neat chapter-verse divisions we have today. No, they just wrote a story with a beginning, 
end, and middle — in this case from the opening words of John that told us “In the beginning 
was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” all the way to a postscript 
suggesting there’s more to the story than what the author could possibly capture in these few 
pages.  
 
This story comes toward the beginning of the gospel account, but there’s already been some 
action we should recall. Just before this, in what we call the third chapter of John, Jesus had 
another encounter, with a man named Nicodemus. It was not unlike the one we hear today, with 
lots of questions and mysterious claims about new life through Christ. Except there is one 
important distinction — Nicodemus came to see Jesus in the middle of the night, under the cover 
of darkness. Today’s story, just a few paragraphs later, is deliberately cast in a new light — This 
woman isn’t afraid of the sun shining down on all that’s happening here. She’s not interested in 
hiding in the shadows. 

 
1 See John 4:4-6 



 
So here they are, the woman (whose name I wish we knew) and Jesus, meeting at the well of 
Jacob in the full light of day, ostensibly to get something to drink. Jesus is the first to speak. He 
asks her for some water, and she seems a bit taken aback. She points out that he’s a Jewish man, 
and she’s a Samaritan woman. In case you didn’t catch it, the gospel writer helpfully adds a 
parenthetical aside, letting us know that Jews and Samaritans don’t exactly get along. 
Scandalous, right? Perhaps, though, this is a bit of an exaggeration in the name of literary 
license. While history tells us there was indeed conflict between these two groups, it wasn’t 
unheard of for individuals to mingle or interact across the divide. Like any great conflict between 
nations, it’s always more complicated on the individual level. Nonetheless, this is the stage that’s 
set — two people who couldn’t be more different meet and talk. 
 
From here, the repartee begins. These two go back and forth with a volley of quick wit  and 
words.  
 
Jesus says, “Give me water.” The woman says, “Are you crazy? We don’t do that.”  
 
Jesus says, “You want water? I’ll give you living water!” The woman retorts, “Where’s your 
bucket? Are you better than the man who dug this well? (Who, by the way, is my ancestor, 
because this is my hometurf)”  
 
Jesus says, “If you drink my water, you’ll never be thirsty again.” The woman says, probably 
sarcastically, “OK, then, give me that water so I can stop trekking out here.”  
 
Jesus says, probably baiting her, “Go get your husband then.” She says, truthfully but only 
technically, “I don’t have a husband.”  
 
Jesus says, “That’s right! You don’t! You’ve had five, and the guy you’re shacked up with now 
is not your husband.” She doesn’t back down... “So you’re a prophet, are you?”  
 
And so on, and so on... literally, as this is the longest recorded conversation with Jesus in the 
Bible, longer than any recorded between him and the twelve disciples or even his own family 
members. It is the conversation between Jesus and a woman who’s name no one bothered to 
write down.  
 
I digress. 
 



We just passed that turn in the conversation where Jesus brought up her marital history. This is, 
again, one of those moments where we are perhaps missing the point. Too often, readers on this 
side of history have said, “Aha! That’s it. She’s a scandalous, loose-morale woman, don’t you 
see?” Sometimes even worse words have been used to malign her character. Yet, there’s nothing 
here that would suggest such a read. The gospel writer doesn’t make these claims. Nor does 
Jesus. There’s no point in the story where Jesus tells her she should repent or, “Go and sin no 
more.” That’s not this tale. 
 
So she’s had a bunch of husbands. Even if we take that literally, why would we believe she had 
any say in the matter? And if she’s had that many, it suggests a story of repeated tragedy. She 
could have been widowed again and again. She could have been abandoned or divorced, left to 
fend for herself in a world challenging for unwed women to navigate. The one she’s with now? 
We don’t know that who is. It could be a relative of one of those husbands who’s now taken her 
in. There are more ways to imagine this part of the story as tragic than there are indications it’s 
scandalous, so perhaps we’re invited to see her with eyes of compassion. If we do so, we might 
see Jesus sitting here talking with a woman who’s experienced more than her fair share of 
heartache.  
 
Jesus goes on to reveal to her that he’s the long-awaited Messiah. This too is significant, as she is 
the first person to whom Jesus reveals his identity in John’s gospel. The disciples choose that 
moment to show up and, in typical fashion, just don’t know what to make of Jesus and what he’s 
doing. Of course, they don’t bother to ask, so the story continues. 
The woman is overcome by Jesus’ words. So much so that she leaves her water jug beyond as 
she runs back into town. Suddenly, she’s an evangelist, telling everyone the Good News of 
Jesus! In case we’re still confused about her supposedly-scandalous reputation, the gospel writer 
makes sure that we know she’s a credible witness, for her neighbors trusted her and believed. 
She is the first believer in any of the gospels to immediately become an evangelist — a 
remarkable woman indeed. 
 
There are many more layers to this story. Perhaps we’re missing the point altogether when we 
take it a simple, historical account instead of literary tale full of symbolism and subtext.2 Today, 
though, we’ll leave it here, with a fascinating woman and her world-altering meetup with Jesus. 
 
As I consider this story for today, I’m struck by the unexpectedness of it all. None of this was 
planned, and yet…. It was life-changing. Jesus took a detour and paused somewhere unexpected, 
outside of his usual haunts. This woman and Jesus are unlikely friends, unexpected conversation 
partners for this long discourse. Then the way it unfolds is full of unexpected twists and turns, 
taking us on the journey with them for this gospel conversation. It’s all very unexpected, and it 
makes me wonder: How often do we make room for the unexpected? Or, conversely, how often 
do we miss out on the Good News because we don’t? 

 
2 For a detailed discussion of the symbolism in this story, read Mary L. Coloe’s commentary in Wisdom Commentary, Vol. 
44A (John 1-10). 



 
I don’t know about you, but I live by my calendar. Conversations in my day-to-day life are 
carefully scheduled in and tend to fall on the expected side more than the unexpected. And yet, 
thankfully, there are those in my life who challenge me to make room for encounters beyond the 
calendar-ed. I’ve mentioned before that one of the learnings our Welcome Team has had with the 
Afghan family our church is helping to resettle here has been to always allow for more time than 
we think we need. Everything takes longer, and we will be invited to linger. This reality, while it 
pushes up against our American norms of rushing from one appointment to another, has been a 
gift, even a needed correction. Through this family, we’ve learned that it’s important to  leave 
some room in our schedules for the unexpected or off-the-plan encounters.  
 
Yesterday, another member of the Welcome Team and I took the mom to the grocery store. We 
try to plan these runs periodically, to help the family stock up since a trip to the grocery 
otherwise entails a ride on the bus down to Kroger and is limited to however much they can carry 
back home. You can imagine the scene: The three of us wandering up and down the aisles, 
pushing two rapidly filling carts, stopping often to explain what’s what on the shelves, and 
sometimes finding ourselves completely in the way of other shoppers, offering apologies again 
and again for our slowness and how much room we were taking up. It was in one such aisle that 
the unexpected happened. 
 
We were showing the mom the economy-sized bags of flour when another woman flagged me 
down. She waved me over, gestured to our Afghan friend, and awkwardly but determinedly 
asked me, “Is she a foreigner?” Not entirely sure where this was going, I replied, “Yes. She’s 
from Afghanistan and is learning all sorts of new things here as she resettles in Indy.” This 
stranger said, “I thought so. I saw her, and I see what you’re doing.” Then she continued, “I want 
to help.” The next thing I knew, in the middle of the flour aisle, she was handing me a donation 
to help this woman she did not know get what she needs to feed her family. Her compassion 
overwhelmed me, and I teared up. 
 
After a bit more conversation, we learned each others’ names. I discovered Yvonne is a fellow 
Methodist, from our sister church, the African Methodist Episcopal Church. When we introduced 
her to our Afghan friend, the mom didn’t hesitate. With her very-limited English, she 
immediately called this stranger, “Friend.” It was unexpected, but, as the gospel writer reminds 
us in our story today, encounters with grace often are.  
 
Whether it’s noontime at a well in Samaria or noontime in the baking aisle of a grocery store, 
we’re invited to slow down enough to notice the people in front of us, to see them fully and 
honor who they are, with all of the gifts, background, thirst, and hunger they bring into that 
moment. Jesus saw the woman at the well as someone capable and worthy of giving him water, 
as someone to be taken seriously as a conversation partner, as a truthteller of her own lived 
experiences. He honors her and her questions and, in turn, she recognizes him for who he is — 
the Messiah, the One who truly does offer life-giving, life-changing water to those who are 
thirsty.  



 
Jesus asks her for a drink. Then offers her one even better. But the story doesn’t end there. She 
leaves this encounter forever changed, empowered to bear witness to her own community, to 
offer them the living water she herself received. That’s the beauty of grace — it’s literally the 
gift that keeps on giving. We are invited to drink from the cup of living water, and we’re invited 
to share it with others. In this story, there is so much “good news” in Jesus’ interaction with this 
woman at the well, an example we can learn from and carry into our own Lenten practices.  
 
Just as Jesus crossed over into foreign territory and interacted with a stranger who by all political 
calculations should be his enemy, we too are invited to see people as more than simple 
caricatures of their political, racial, cultural, and economic identities. We are invited to see them 
in the fullness of their identities and perhaps even call strangers “Friend”. 
 
Just as Jesus began this encounter with vulnerability by recognizing his own tiredness and asking 
for a drink to quench his own thirst, we too are invited to honestly bare our weaknesses and 
vulnerabilities to others, to ask for help and recognize that those we may think we’re helping can 
offer just as much to us. 
 
Just as Jesus sees this woman and her lived experience without shaming her, we too are invited 
to see the whole of people’s past, present, and future and love them, perhaps even have 
compassion for them. We are invited to see the gifts of others, just as Jesus recognized and 
empowered this woman to share her gifts with her community. 
 
Finally, just as Jesus honored this woman’s witness and testimony by staying in her city for two 
more days so that more can “come and see” this source of living water she’s talking about, so too 
are we invited to honor those who are sharing Good News in our lives today, to hear the 
unexpected voices and respond faithfully. 
 
Friends, this is the Good News: The cup of living water is overflowing for us and for the world. 
Perhaps our challenge today is to step outside of our carefully ordered lives and open ourselves 
up to the unexpected, so that we can encounter grace upon grace and share it in turn. 
 
 
  



Lenten Prayer for Living Water 
Alive God, 
There are times when we are so busy responding to our own thirst 
   that we miss the thirst of others. 
There are times when we act like the disciples at the well, 
   judging other people and keeping our distance. 
There are times when we act like we don’t need you to sustain us. 
 
Yet you meet us at a well that always has enough water – 
   for us, for each person we encounter. 
You meet us and fill us and send us out in the Spirit 
   to meet others and share our stories. 
You meet us, and our thirst is quenched, 
   and rivers of living water flow forth. 
 
Forgive us, quench us, make us whole, 
   all in the name of Jesus. 
Amen. 


