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There are three great faith stories in the Gospel of John all of which are read on the 3rd, 4th, and 5th Sundays of Lent. Typical of much of the book of John they are dramatic and full of symbolism – water, spirit, light...  Today we read the story of Jesus meeting the Samaritan woman at the well.  
Jesus stops to rest at Jacob’s well, a site very holy to both Jews and Samaritans since it is named after Isaac’s son Jacob, later called Israel. A woman coming to draw water at noontime is only a little surprising but the request of Jesus, a lone male addressing a woman in public, is shocking. 

There are other Old Testament stories about “meetings” at wells –often having to do with men and women meeting their future spouses.  Jacob meets Rebekah at the well of Haran, and Moses and Zipporah meet at a well in Midian.   In today’s story Jesus is “wooing” the Samaritan woman to true worship and to a mission of spreading the word.  

Jesus is portrayed in a very appealing way in this story. He is a man, who according to John the Evangelist was ‘tired by the journey’ and ‘sat straight down by the well at about the sixth hour’.   Here is something quite human about a Jesus who is literally exhausted from walking and most likely still looking after the crowds of people - a dusty, perspiring, hungry and thirsty Jesus who might need a little break from his disciples and followers.  

We can relate to this. Have you ever needed some “space?”  Maybe you laid down for a little nap and immediately the phone rang or someone came to speak to you? I know that I have had that experience. 

In our story, Jesus’ hope of some personal space is confounded by the arrival of the Samaritan woman who comes by herself to draw water from the well - an event which is rather odd in itself.  In the height of summer it is quite hot in the middle of the day  – the sixth hour.  

You might choose to be at the beach or a pool in the middle of a hot July day but more than likely, if you didn’t have to be out in the blazing sun, you would look for a cool place to be.  There is a saying, “ Only mad dogs and Englishmen go out in the midday sun.   This was a very unlikely time for the Samaritan woman to come to get water from the well. 

Now there’s another strange part to this story.  Archaeology tells us that this particular well [Jacob’s Well] was at least 1/2 a mile from the town of Sychar. We also know that there were wells located nearer the town.  Why did this woman travel so far for water? 

The answer involves a pattern in human behavior.  You know that women like to gather in groups and talk – and it was probably so in our story. They normally would come together to draw well water in the early morning or much later in the afternoon when it was cool – this would have provided a good opportunity to catch up on the local “gossip.” 

If the Samaritan woman came at noon she might escape being noticed. Maybe she was afraid that the other women might see her and treat her as a social outcast because of her soap opera life?  She had gone through a lot of husbands.   Was she trying to avoid the taunting mean remarks of the other women?  If so, she would have felt quite isolated, lonely, and set apart from the others.

But then the most astonishing part of this story happens - Jesus, this Jewish rabbi [teacher] speaks to her - a shocking occurrence because the Jews did not have good feelings toward the Samaritans.  In our culture in might be like a skinhead sitting down to have a drink with a Jewish person or an African American.    Shocking!

 For over four hundred years, the Jews and Samaritans had been sworn enemies.  Jesus friends and followers would have thought it scandalous for him to be sitting and talking with this Samaritan woman.

And then he asks for a drink of water. Disgraceful!  “Give me a drink,” he says.  Not only is the woman amazed that Jesus asks for water but that he even speaks to her at all. It was unheard of for a rabbi to speak familiarly with a woman in the open. There was even a rule that stated, “Let no rabbi speak with a woman in public, no, not even with his own wife, or daughters or sisters!”   If he did, his reputation could be ruined. 

So now we have Jesus speaking to a woman of notorious character and begging her, "Give me a drink". 

And yet another irony - remember that wells were often places where men and women met their future spouses?  This Samaritan woman has already had five husbands and apparently she is now living with another man!  Jesus meets her by the well; in the Old Testament this would have led to marriage.   

Here is the human side of Jesus. Even though he is parched with thirst, he has no time for racial prejudices and religious narrow-mindedness – he’s totally free of it.  He acknowledges the woman as an equal and is not afraid to show his human need, to beg, even from his country’s sworn enemy.

 All Jesus sees is the person in front of him. He sees her without prejudice or condemnation and she is astounded that Jesus accepts her so readily, treats her with honesty, dignity and sensitive respect.   And because of this she can be totally honest with him – she can be truly herself without any fear of being pre-judged or condemned. 

She’s so touched by this action that she leaves her precious water jar and runs home to her village to share her experience. She seeks out the very community that she had avoided. 

This Samaritan woman introduces Jesus to other non-believers and they believe. The Good News of Jesus Christ is delivered by this most unlikely ambassador – a woman of Samaria. In fact, she is the first person in John’s Gospel to call Jesus ‘Lord’.’   When she asks Jesus if he is the Messiah, Jesus responds EGO EIMI (‘I AM’) – he is not just saying “it took you long enough to recognize me” but he is stating the fact that he is divine.    

Jesus dealt with the Samaritan woman’s thirst, not her sin. He reached out to this "unclean" woman, not to shame her, but to empower her - to transform her life. Indeed, she was commissioned as his missionary to Sychar. She not only "got" what Jesus was telling her, but she also brought her entire village to Christ.     

The truth is, we are all Samaritans, thirsting for a church and a society in which energies are directed not at people’s differences but toward seeing that all are fed by the "holy food and drink of unending life." 

 Don’t we each have an inward voice that whispers, “Give me a drink – quench my thirst for recognition, for belonging, for respect and love?   Don’t judge me before you know me!”    Let us give encouragement and invitation that includes others.  These actions can have amazing positive consequences as we seek to help each other encounter Jesus.

This Lent, may we all drink deeply from the Living Water of God’s love. Let us make this holy season a time, not of giving something up, but of including and welcoming someone who is or has become to you a stranger. 

The Kingdom of God is within you.  [Luke 17:21 ]  AMEN

PRAYER: Lord make us eager, expectant, ever ready to meet you when you sneak up on our lives.  Lord speak to us, intrude upon us. Amen  
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