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Lent 3A    John 4:5-42 Exodus 17:1-7 Psalm 95 Romans 5:1-11 

 

‘Water, water, every where, 

Nor any drop to drink.” 

So wrote English poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Rime of the 

Ancient Mariner 

Without further illusion to the plight of the Mariner, which is a 

grim story, we can say that there is a lot of water flowing in our 

lessons for today. And there are thirsts to be quenched. 

 

Our Hebrew scripture story in Exodus 17 puts Israel in the 

wilderness between slavery and the land of promise. The people are 

grumbling in the hot wilderness.  

They have made camp in a place where there is no water, and they 

quarrel and complain at Moses. 

Moses, in his own turn, grumbles and complains to God about 

these cantankerous people. He wanted to avoid being stoned! And 

God solves the problem by telling Moses to get some of the elders 

together, and then to follow God’s leading. 

The leading is precisely to a rock, presumably of great size. 
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Strike the rock, God says, and when Moses does just that, water 

springs forth and all the people drink their fill. 

Moses names the place Massah, which means ‘test,’ and Meribah, 

which means ‘quarrel.’ 

“Is God with us or not?” they had asked. 

The Bible does not everywhere assume that God is present. The 

people knew about the dry places where God’s absence is 

overwhelming. 

They asked the ‘God question’ about the water problem, because 

they knew they were up against it. So the ‘water question’ becomes 

the ‘God question.’ 

 

God hear their cries. God answers decisively. God gives water; and 

in that situation, it was the water of life. And the wilderness is 

transposed into an arena for life. 

Yes from no. Well-being from anxiety. 

 

The story does not explain, any more than we can explain Easter 

after Good Friday. 

The story is about God’s inexplicable capacity to bring well-being 

in a world that has been shut down. 
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Psalm 95 continues the living water theme. It is exuberant. We 

know it as the Venite, the opening Psalter at Morning Prayer. What 

the choir sang with us this morning was the first part of Psalm 95; a 

glad celebrative entry into God’s presence. 

“…let us shout for joy to the Rock of our salvation.” 

 

The Psalmist is remembering the rock in the wilderness out of 

which water sprang forth. 

And, to make sure his hearers get the point, in verses 8-11 not sung 

this morning, the Psalmist enjoins them not to be like those 

quarrelsome ancestors at Massah and Meribah, for we now know 

that God is with us! 

 

That brings us to the gospel for this day, a text about which a 

thousand varied sermons could be preached! 

It is a story about the other, the marginalized, the woman with a 

less-than-put-together life. 

Jesus has been teaching and baptizing in Judea, and when the 

Pharisees heard that Jesus was making more disciples than John 

the Baptizer and rumbled about that, he decided to go to a city of 

the Samaritans, north of where he had been in Judea. 
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He has walked a long way. It is noon and he is hot and thirsty. He 

stops at Jacob’s well, an ancient sacred place and a public well. 

He has no bucket, or jar, with which to drink the water that he 

needs. 

And so he asks a Samaritan woman to give him a drink. She is an 

outsider, her reputation no secret, likely separated from her 

community, having come to the well in the heat of the day long 

after the other women had come and gone. 

 

She is justly suspicious. He is alone and so is she. His sort doesn’t 

make small talk with her sort, let alone drink from her cup. 

And she must know that she is alluring, having lived with five men 

already, and her current bedfellow most likely married to someone 

else. 

But her apparent status in the community did not rattle Jesus. In 

fact he sought her out. He didn’t wait for the woman to come to 

him. 

In a time and place where Jews and Samaritans were not suppose 

to even talk to one another, Jesus is intentional. 
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He is intentional in his inclusion, traveling by choice through the 

city of Samaria, waiting by the well, intentionally engaging this 

Samaritan woman exactly where she is. 

 

What is this Galilean up to, anyway, she want to know. 

“Give me a drink,” Jesus says to her. Perhaps she is wary, maybe a 

little fearful. But also fully present and perceptive, and maybe a bit 

wily. 

“How is it that you a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” 

she responds. 

 

And Jesus surprises her by responding, “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.” 

 

Okay, I’ll play on a bit here, she might be thinking. “Sir, you have 

no bucket, and the well is deep.”  

And then her curiosity gets the best of her. “Where do you get that 

living water?” she asks. 
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John is always and ever the dramatist, carefully constructing his 

gospel symbolically, using signs and wonders, nothing offhand or 

by chance.  

So now the drama of the exchange increases. Jesus answers her that 

the water of this well will leave you thirsty all over again, “but 

those who drink of the water that I will give…will never be thirsty.” 

In fact, it will become for them “a spring of water gushing up to 

eternal life.” 

 

So, once again, the water question has become the God question. 

“Sir, give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty and have to 

keep coming here to draw water,” is the response that pours out of 

her. 

 

Like the other stories of encounter with Jesus in the Gospel of John 

we read these Sundays in Lent, this is a story of transformation. 

Jesus is not calling this Samaritan woman to repentance, but to 

life-giving faith. 

It would so easy, and familiar, to assume this woman is a prostitute 

and therefore diminish the transparency of her interactions with 

Jesus. 
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When Jesus invites her honesty and transparency by his candor 

regarding the unfortunate relationships of her life, neither he nor 

John imply that this is a result of her sinful behavior.  

She might have been widowed or abandoned or divorced. Maybe 

she was living in a relationship for protection, possibly with the 

brother of her deceased husband and according to the tradition. 

This encounter is not about condemnation. It is about 

transformation. 

 

The Samaritan is perceptive and thoughtful. She says, “I see you are 

a prophet” and asked Jesus where one should worship. 

This is not some clumsy attempt to change the subject. 

Indeed, to “see” in John’s gospel is an important theological 

activity, often connected to believing, even to trusting, staking 

your life on something. 

“I see you are a prophet” is like a confession of faith. 

 

Why does he say this? Because, Jesus has “seen” her. He has seen 

the plight of her dependency, not her immorality. 

This is a deep encounter that calls forth honesty and transparency 

both from Jesus and from the Samaritan woman. 
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Jesus has recognized this marginalized woman, spoken with her, 

offered her something of incomparable worth. He has seen her, she 

exists for him, has worth and value; treatment to which she is 

unaccustomed. 

 

And so when he speaks of her past knowingly and 

compassionately, she realizes she is in the presence of a prophet, 

and is able to risk the question that has divided Samaritans and 

Jews for centuries: Where is the proper place of worship?  

This is a heartfelt question that gets to the core of what separates 

her from Jesus. 

 

This is not a dodge of some kind, and when Jesus responds with an 

answer more hopeful and penetrating than she expected, she leaves 

her water jar behind to tell her neighbors about this man. 

 

She is transformed by this encounter, by the offered gift of the 

water of life, and leaves her water jar behind – perhaps symbolic of 

all the chores and difficulties of her life – to live a new life and to 
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share with others what God has done for her. She becomes an 

evangelist. 

 

So, the water question that became the God question becomes the 

evangelism question. Can this story of transformation take root 

and grow in our lives?  

Changing the metaphor, we could put it this way: How can our 

friends and neighbors find and taste the fruit that is surely ripening 

on the St. Andrew’s tree of life? 

 

Maybe we could begin this way: we could recognize the we may be 

shadow-boxing with an clouded, out-of-focus picture of 

evangelism. 

Some of us, possibly many of us, have been bamboozled by an off-

putting popular contemporary notion of evangelism prevalent in 

our culture.  

The transformation of the Samaritan woman into an evangelist was 

far distant from any type of manipulation. 

It turned on the self-understanding, the transparency, the 

authenticity of her encounter with Jesus. 
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Meeting Jesus and his gift of life-giving water opened her own life 

to herself in a way never before known. She saw herself as she was 

within the loving gaze of Jesus. 

Her transformation emerged out of the authenticity, the 

truthfulness she experienced in the presence of Jesus. 

She says: “He told me everything I have ever done.” 

 

The Good News here is that we also are invited and can find the 

courage to be transparent to ourselves in the loving presence of 

God. 

 

And what then did she do? She left her water jar, went back into 

the city and told everyone to come and see this unusual man who 

has the gift of the water of life! 

 

She has no special trick or method. What she has is self-knowledge 

and transparency and authenticity. No special claims, just a kind of 

directness and innocence. “Come and see for yourself.” 

 

Transformation leads to inclusion, and inclusion is the impulse for 

evangelism, and evangelism is grounded in authenticity. 
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It means opening up the most honest and authentic parts of 

ourselves to God, as persons and as a congregation, to be known 

and transformed.  

For the Samaritan woman this was the seedbed for her 

transformation into an evangelist. 

 

 

Could we give ourselves more to sharing the living water of life, 

Jesus Christ, with our neighbors, with transparency and 

authenticity? 

He is the source that waters the tree of life that is blooming here. 

Our simple word is: 

“Come and see.”  

 

 

 

  


