
Living Water 

 

[John 4:3-42; March 19, 2017] 

 

 3He left Judaea and went again into the Galilee.  4But it was necessary to pass through 

Samaria.  5He came to a town in Samaria called Sychar, near the piece of land that Jacob gave his 

son Joseph.  6There was a well of Jacob there.  Jesus was tired from the trip and sat down by the 

well.  It was near noon.  7A Samaritan woman came to draw water.  Jesus said to her, “Give me a 

drink.”  8His students had gone off to town to buy food.  9The Samaritan woman said to him, 

“How can you, a Jew, ask to be given a drink by me, a Samaritan?” Jews do not mingle with 

Samaritans.  10Jesus answered, saying to her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who is saying to 

you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked and he would have given you living water.”  11She 

woman said to him, “Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is deep.  Where do you have this 

living water?  You are not greater than our father Jacob, 12who gave us the well, and who himself 

drank and whose sons and whose cattle drank.” 

 

 13Jesus answered her, saying, “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, 14but 

whoever drinks the water I give them will not be thirsty again.  The water I give them will 

become in them a fountain of water springing up to eternal life.”  15The woman said to him, “Sir, 

give me this water, so I won’t be thirsty or have to come here to draw it up.”  16He said to her, 

“Go, call your husband, and come back here.”  17She answered and said to him, “I have no 

husband.”  Jesus said to her, “You are right to say, ‘I have no husband.’  18You had five husbands, 

and the one you have now is not your husband.  What you spoke is the truth.”  

 

 19The woman said to him, “Sir, I see that you are a prophet.  20Our parents worshiped on 

this mountain, and you say Jerusalem is the place where we must worship.”  21Jesus said to her, 

“Believe me, woman, the hour is coming when not on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you 



worship the Father.  22You worship what you do not know.  We worship what we know since 

salvation is from the Jews.  23But the hour is coming and it is now when the true worshipers 

when the true worshipers will worship the father in spirit and truth.  For the father seeks such 

people to worship him.  24God is spirit, and those worshiping him must worship him in spirit 

and truth.” 

 

 25The woman said to him, “I know a messiah is coming who is called the anointed.  

When he comes he will declare all things to us.”  26Jesus said to her, “I am he, talking to you.” 

 27At this his students came and were amazed that he was talking with a woman, but no 

one said, “What are you looking for?” or, “Why are you talking with her?”  28Then the woman 

left her waterpot and went back into the town and said to the people, 29“Come see a man who 

told me everything I ever did!  Can he be the Messiah?”  30They went out of the town and came 

toward him.  31Meanwhile the students were saying, “Rabbi, eat.”  32But he said to them, “I have 

a meat to eat which you don’t know.”  33Then the students said to each other, “Could someone 

have brought him something to eat?”  34Jesus said to them, “My meat is to do the will of him 

who sent me and to complete his work.  35Do you not say, ‘Four more months and then comes 

the harvest’?’  Look I say to you, lift up your eyes and you see the fields are white for harvest.  

36Already the reaper is taking his wages and gathering the grain for the eternal life so sower and 

reaper alike may be happy.  37The words of the prophet are true: ‘One sows and another reaps.’  I 

sent you to reap what you did not labor. Others worked and you entered their work.”  

 3And many Samaritans from the city believed in him, because of what the woman said 

when she testified, “He told me everything I ever did.’”   40So when they came near him, the 

Samaritans asked him to stay with them.  He stayed there two days.   41And many more believed 

because of his word, 42and they said to the woman, “It is no longer because of your talk that we 

believe.  We ourselves have heard and we know that he is truly the savior of the world.” 

Translated by Willis Barnstone 

* 



 The Jesus we find in John explains himself through metaphor — “I am the good shepherd” — 

“I am the way and the truth and the light.”   People he talks to, though, throw up their hands or scratch 

their heads, since they assume he speaks literally. 

 This is what goes wrong with Nicodemus — Born again?  What?  I’m an old man!,” he frets.  

This Pharisee, wise as he is, misunderstands. 

 Something like that happens again in our text today.  An odd encounter with an outsider 

triggers some talk about “special water” and, later on, food we can’t see. 

 Ultimately, John hopes we realize Jesus has some other thirst, a different hunger in mind 

than his listeners do. 

 Last week, a rich scholar may —or may not have— figured that out.  Today an outcast — 

a dangerous woman — picks up on what Jesus actually means and, all it once, she begins a 

whole new, deeply spiritual life. 

 Their conversation shouldn’t even take place.  “Jews do not mingle with Samaritans.”  Greeks 

and Turks don’t mingle too much on Cyprus.  Croats and Serbs aren’t the best of friends.  

There’s a long history of insult and injury.  House-burnings.  Blood. 

 We’d call it ethnic cleansing.  Samaritans were avoided by Jews.  They had been enemies 

for about five hundred years.   They were unclean.  Children were taught, “Don’t drink from the 

same cup!  Don’t look at them!  They’re no better than dogs!”   

 John labels this woman as “allogenes,” which means “the stranger” or “ foreign one.”   It’s not a 

term that conveys any kindness or respect.  She’s here alone, startled this Jew would actually 

speak to her, as the disciples are when they come back.   

 If we lived in the Near East — two thousand years ago — we’d be uneasy, too.  Not just 

because she might not eat the same things, dress, or pray as we do. 



 Unless they were related — mother and son, brother / sister, husband and wife— good 

men and women wouldn’t speak to each other, you see.  And if they’d never met before, didn’t 

have a chaperone—that might send rumors flying around town.   

 Isaac meets Rebekah, Jacob meets Rachel, Moses meets Zipporah, at the well—the 

Hebrew Bible equivalent of kids meeting under the boardwalk or off in the woods. 

 Perhaps we’d ask, “What is she doing there anyway? 

 Fetching some water, yes, but not at the same time as all of her respectable neighbors do. 

 Most villagers filled up their water jugs at dawn and dusk—never at noon, not in the 

searing heat of midday.  You’d come at noon when you didn’t want to see anyone — didn’t want 

anyone to see you — didn’t want to hear the things they’d say.  

 Jesus asks for a drink.  Then, he and this woman whose name we’ll never know have this 

quick, verbal fencing match about water.  They’re referring to different things. 

 For the Samaritan, water is scarce, hard to obtain, disappears fast.  Every day you have 

got to get more or you cannot survive.  Some of us learned, as we grew up, love was in short 

supply, so it was rationed, sip by sip.  You wouldn’t get any whenever you stepped out of line. 

 Jesus says he wants to offer this woman some living or running water; in Greek these words 

are the same.  This is water that moves — it flows, it gurgles from the ground — and it doesn’t 

run out.  Take what you need; there’s always more.  This is how he describes the love God has 

for her. Nobody’s ever said that to the woman at the well before. 

 And then Jesus says, “Go, call your husband, and come back here.” 

 Meaning, perhaps, “I’d like to continue this conversation, but maybe you’ve got someone waiting at 

home?  Maybe you’re scared —maybe the two of us standing here doesn’t seem right?”  He gives her a chance 

to hurry away, if that’s what she wants. 



 She doesn’t budge.  “I have no husband,” she replies.  She has a man, but no, they aren’t 

married.  Jesus simply nods, “That’s true.  You have had five husbands—not counting What’s-his-face, whom 

you’re with now. . . .” 

 He speaks as gently, matter-of-factly, as my ideal therapist. 

 By Jewish custom, people were allowed to marry up to three times.  Most married young; 

many were widowed; some more than once.  Moses taught three times were enough, and the 

Samaritans believed that, too.  Legally, there weren’t any restrictions, but after three husbands, 

or wives — neighbors thought it was a little salacious to want more. . . . 

 At a critical moment when she must be thinking, “Who is this man, can he read my mind?,”  

Jesus does not judge this woman — he listens, looks at her, and he sighs.   Almost unnoticeably, 

his attention begins to set her free. 

 One of the stereotypes about Pharisees that amused Romans ages ago was that they 

always had bumps on their heads, bloody noses, skinned knees.  People called them “the pure 

ones” — and when Pharisees came upon something or someone impure, they would jump out of 

the way and avert their eyes.  Consequently, they kept banging into things. 

 Jesus didn’t live that way.   He’s gone beyond that here.  Barbara Brown Taylor explains 

that, 

 “. . .[T]he hardest spiritual work in the world is to. . .encounter another human being not as someone you 

can use, change, fix, help, save, enroll, convince or control, but simply as someone who can spring you from the 

prison of yourself, if you will allow it.  All you have to do is recognize another you ‘out there’—your other self in 

the world—for whom you may care as instinctively as you care for yourself.  To become that person, even for a 

moment, is to understand what it means to die to yourself.  This can be as frightening as it is liberating.  It may be 

the only real spiritual discipline there is.”1 

                                                 
1 Barbara Brown Taylor, “The Practice of Encountering Others, from The Altar in the World:  A Geography of Faith (San 
Francisco:  HarperOne, 2009), p. 93. 



 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks evidently agrees.  He was, for more than twenty years, chief rabbi 

of the United Kingdom at Kings College in London.   

 “’The supreme religious challenge,’ he says “is to see God’s image in one who is not in our image,’ for only 

then can we see past our own reflections in the mirror to the God we did not make up.”2 

 Right at the beginning of today’s reading, John mentions Jesus was on his way home.   

“But it was necessary to go through Samaria.” 

 That’s an odd statement because it’s not geographically true.  They could’ve crossed 

through Perea.  Jews on their trek from Jerusalem usually did. 

 Mary Luti, out at Andover Newton, asks about this.  She writes, 

 “The Jesus we meet in John’s gospel is a driven man, driven by the Spirit. . . coming and going . . . according 

to God’s purpose and pleasure.  If scripture says he had to go through Samaria, then it was inescapable. . . . He 

could do no other.  

 “. . . [As far as w]hy?  Someone was waiting for him there, a woman at a well.  She was waiting for him 

without knowing that he was coming, without knowing who he was, but waiting all the same—to speak and be 

known, to drink new water from a different well, to set down her jar, to be released for running, for telling, for 

showing the way. 

 “He had to go.  To her.”3 

 He had to show her that all of this restless yearning in her heart was this desire to 

somehow know God. The One whom Jesus addresses as “Father” wants to gather outsiders and 

castoffs and refugees from every part of the world.   

 

 Macarius was an Egyptian monk out in the desert in the 4th century.  He taught pilgrims,  

“The soul is accepted ultimately not because of what it has done, but because of what it has desired.”   Maybe 

                                                 
2 Ibid, p. 100. 
 
 
3 Mary Luti, “Had to,” Reading for Saturday, March 18, in Diving Lessons: 2017 Lent Devotional, by the Stillspeaking Writers 
Group (Cleveland: uccresources.com, 2017), p. 20. 



that’s more important than if we get all the words right in our prayers, our holy books and 

hymns. . . . 

 Yes, but how we can lift up those our culture brands as suspicious—unwelcome, 

unworthy?  Who are the Samaritan women of our community?  

 Certainly, there are people in DeKalb and Sycamore who’d  like to stop “those  people” from 

moving here and sending their kids to our schools. 

 

 “Those people” are Muslims, perhaps they’re immigrants, or “come from Chicago”:  everyone in 

town knows what that means. 

 

 Today’s text shows how Jesus calls us how to respond.  We are to greet them as he 

greeted the woman at the well, accepting them as fellow children of God.   

 The hard part is it’s not enough for us to throw open our doors.  Not anymore.  We need 

to start knocking on theirs.  Jesus comes empty-handed, asking for water because we can’t just 

extend hospitality.   Many of us have got to learn how to receive it.   

 We are good hosts.  I’m sure of that. Who, though, can help us to be better guests? 

  God bless you all. 


