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SUMMARY
Jesus’ invitation to the Samaritan woman holds true for us today.

AT A GLANCE
Visual art can help us discover new perspectives, seeing something different each time we look at it. The same is true of our relationship with God through Jesus. When we come to know Jesus, we can find new ways to offer him our servant heart and share the flow of life and living water.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s psalm text, see “Reflecting Redemption,” March 15, 2020. 

Editor’s Note: This sermon includes two visual aids: “Christ and the Samaritan Woman,” a painting by Jacek Malczewski (1909) and “The Water of Life,” a bronze sculpture by Stephen Broadbent (1994). These images are included in the downloadable PowerPoint file, and links to the images appear in the “Sources” section at the end of the installment.

Believing is Seeing
They say, “Seeing is believing.” If that’s the case, we’re at a disadvantage when it comes to meeting Jesus in the Scriptures. We use our ears to hear stories of his life. As we listen to Scriptures read aloud, we must engage our imaginations to picture those scenes.
But visual learning can help us connect with the story if we use our eyes to augment the biblical witness. So why not enlist a couple of great artists to help us as we explore the story of Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well? The first artist painted about a century ago. The second, a sculptor, is more contemporary.
Neither one of these artworks is completely realistic. They’re more than mere illustrations like the old Sunday school pictures a lot of us remember. These two artists use their interpretative gifts to approach the story from a surprising — even startling — angle.

“Christ and the Samaritan Woman” 
“Christ and the Samaritan Woman” is by the modern Polish artist, Jacek Malczewski (YAHT-sek mal-CHEV-ski). It was one of several the artist did, based on that same story.
The painting is anachronistic: the two figures look like early 20th-century Polish people. The face of Jesus is actually a self-portrait of the artist. Malczewski was fond of painting himself into his pictures. Here he’s wearing an artist’s smock and carrying an umbrella and straw hat. As for the Samaritan woman, she looks much like a Polish peasant, dressed as though she was going to the well to draw water.
There’s something unusual about those two people. Jesus is facing away from the woman. She appears to be taking the initiative in talking with him, and he appears to be listening, but they’re not making eye contact.
This reflects an important detail of the story. Culturally speaking, these two people are very different. You can see this difference in a line from the story that the woman speaks to Jesus as soon as they meet. Jesus has just asked the woman to give him a drink of water, and she responds with astonishment: “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?”
John provides a helpful little footnote as he explains: “Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans.”
That’s a bit of an understatement. Jews and Samaritans didn’t like each other at all. Ostensibly, the two nations worshiped the same God, but apart from that, they were from two completely different tribes.
Of course, there’s a better-known story of a Samaritan: Jesus’ parable of the good Samaritan. An essential detail of that story — as with this one, the story of the other Samaritan — is the historic hatred between these two peoples.

Those Relatives You Can’t Stand
Who were these Samaritans, and where did they come from? They’re the remnant of the former Northern Kingdom of Israel.
Remember how, in the days after the kingdom of David and his son, Solomon, the nation split into two, under two different kings? The Northern Kingdom was called Israel, and the Southern Kingdom, Judah. A few generations later, the Assyrians invaded and destroyed the Northern Kingdom, defeating its armies, sacking its principal cities and hauling the nation’s leaders off into exile. They set up a puppet kingdom, a colony, and made the people who lived there pay heavy “tribute” — we’d call them taxes today — to the Assyrian king.
The Southern Kingdom managed to fend off the Assyrians, but in doing so they failed to come to the aid of their cousins in the north. You can only imagine what resentment that caused! It planted seeds of hatred that continued centuries later in Jesus’ day.
A few generations after the fall of Samaria, it was the Judeans’ turn to suffer. A new empire, Babylon, defeated the Assyrians. This time, the Judeans went down to defeat. Their national leaders were carted off to exile in Babylon.
The Babylonian captivity of the Jews lasted only a few generations. The Persian King Cyrus swept in and defeated the Babylonians. He allowed the exiles in Babylon — those who wanted to go, and many stayed — to return home. They came back to a ruined nation. Their new king, Ezra, set out to rebuild the temple, restoring Judah’s ancient worship practices.
By this time, the religion of the Samaritans had evolved in a very different direction. The temple in Jerusalem — rebuilt or not — held no attraction for them. They worshiped God on the top of Mount Gerizim. That’s what the woman is referring to when she speaks this line: “Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you say that the place where people must worship is in Jerusalem.” She’s emphasizing the differences between them.

A Woman Living in the Light
Back to the painting … the two are communicating, just not face-to-face. It’s an awkward encounter, because of the great cultural differences between them.
Of the two people in the painting, Jesus seems the most hesitant. There’s an expression of warm interest on the woman’s face. It’s Jesus who’s standoffish.
That’s true to the biblical story. True, Jesus speaks first, asking her to give him a drink. But after that, it’s the woman who takes the initiative.
This is so very different from another encounter Jesus had that John has just finished telling us about in chapter 3. It’s the encounter between Jesus and the Pharisee Nicodemus, the man to whom he famously says, “You must be born from above” (sometimes translated, “born again”).
In that story, it’s pretty much a one-sided exchange: Nicodemus seeks Jesus out, asks him a question or two, then Jesus does most of the talking. The greater part of Chapter 3 is a long discourse Jesus gives in response to Nicodemus’ questions. In fact, John never does wrap up the story. He gets all caught up in reporting that long speech, then the next thing we know, Jesus is on his way to Samaria, where he meets the woman at the well.
John’s placement of the two stories — one right after the other — is deliberate. He wants us to hold one up against the other, to compare them. On the one hand is an encounter between Jesus and a learned leader of the Jewish people. On the other is his encounter with a woman, a foreigner, a nobody.
The exchange between the Samaritan woman and Jesus is entirely different from the way he talks to the Pharisee. There’s a real give-and-take between them: a fully developed conversation rather than a one-sided lecture. It speaks of the high regard Jesus has for this woman. He’s more than happy to give her the time of day, even though the traditions of both of their cultures dictated that they should avoid each other. You can see that at the end of the story when John tells us how Jesus’ disciples were “astonished that he was speaking with a woman.”
One of the exceptional things about this painting is that it debunks a certain doubtful interpretation of the Samaritan woman, one that portrays her as a woman of low virtue. There’s that one detail Jesus tells the woman about herself: “… you have had five husbands, and the one you have now is not your husband.” He miraculously knows this about her, even though the two have only just met.
It’s been fashionable for certain preachers and teachers to take this detail about the woman’s marital status and blow it out of proportion. They take this fact and pair it up with the fact that she comes to the well in the middle of the day, when the sun’s blazing hot and few other villagers would ordinarily be there. They conclude, from these two facts — irregular marital history, fetching water in the heat of the day — that the woman is some sort of social outcast, shunned by her people because of her unorthodox living arrangement. They accuse her, to put it bluntly, of being the village slut. The artist gives the barest hint of this with the placement of the two wooden water jars: they’re strategically located to emphasize the woman’s body.
There’s no factual basis, though, for judging the woman to be a social outcast. In fact, at the end of the story, it’s clear that the woman at the well has plenty of friends to whom she can run and offer her testimony. It doesn’t seem like she’s living in shame, as some have concluded. 
This is typical of generations of male students of the Bible, seeking to prop up the dominance of men in church leadership! They do it by tearing down the reputation of any woman who shows up in any sort of leadership capacity whatsoever. They trashed the reputation of one of Jesus’ most important disciples, Mary Magdalene, in a very similar way: coming up with a wholly fictional legend that she was once a prostitute before coming to the faith. There’s not a shred of biblical evidence for that.
Malczewski’s painting reflects no such illusion. Just look at the way he uses light! The whole scene is bathed in golden sunlight. This woman is curious about Jesus and seems more than able to engage him in a theological discussion in the full light of the sun. Jesus, for his part — after some initial hesitation — credits her as an honest spiritual inquirer. He spends a lot more time talking with her than he does with his night-time visitor, Nicodemus.
The fact that this meeting happens at high noon symbolizes exactly that. The themes of light and darkness are very important to John. Throughout his gospel he portrays Jesus as light pushing back darkness. Pharisees like Nicodemus are in darkness. They must come into the light.
This Samaritan woman — smiling back at Jesus in the golden light of midday — is already a person who knows something of the light of God. Jesus credits her with that. There’s a warmth and brightness about this painting that shows how any truth-seeker who honestly and openly comes to Jesus will receive the light he offers.
If you look at Jesus’ left hand, you’ll see that his fingers are forming themselves into the traditional gesture of blessing. It’s as though he’s about to turn around and offer her a benediction.

Light Is for Sharing
Another interesting detail is that John tells us how the woman — once she fully realizes who Jesus is — leaves her water jar beside the well and goes off to tell all her neighbors: “Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done! He cannot be the Messiah, can he?”
Remember, this is a Samaritan, and a woman. Her witness to Jesus is far more certain, far more bold, than anything Nicodemus says in the previous chapter. The fact that she leaves her water jar behind is a powerful symbol. Who in the Bible leaves the tools of their trade behind to go and preach? It’s apostles who do that: Peter, James and John who leave their nets, Matthew who abandons his tax-collector books, Paul who no longer wears the distinctive hat and robe of the Pharisee. This Samaritan woman is an apostle! She proclaims Jesus as the Messiah long before any of his other disciples do.

“The Water of Life” 
Our second work of art is a contemporary sculpture called “The Water of Life.” It’s a fountain created by the English sculptor Stephen Broadbent in 1994. The artist cast it in bronze for a courtyard in the ancient monastic cloister of Chester Cathedral, and the fountain is located on the exact site that served for centuries as the monastery well.
The following words from verse 14 are carved around the bottom of the sculpture: “Jesus said ‘the water that I shall give will be an inner spring always welling up for eternal life.’” In exchange for the water the Samaritan woman offers him, the Lord promises her “living water.”
It’s the prospect of living water that draws her in, questioning Jesus further: “Sir, give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw water.”
Think of how hard this woman’s life was. She’s had five different husbands. We don’t know if she had so many because she was widowed or because some of the men divorced her. Maybe both of those things happened to her, with different husbands.
Far from being a disreputable person, this woman is strong. She’s a survivor. She has triumphed over difficult circumstances. If the man she’s now living with is not her husband, Jesus doesn’t seem to judge her for that. He’s far more interested in healing her pain. He seems to trust that she will repent and do the right thing if she can get her heart right and confess to him as Lord.
You can see it in this sculpture. The two look directly at each other. The posture of their bodies is equal, but she’s higher than he is. If anything, he’s declined to claim the superior role of teacher. 

It’s a Circle
Between them is a bowl of water, from which — because this sculpture is a working fountain —gushes a constant stream.
Look at the position of the bowl. Both she and Jesus are holding it. Is she offering him a drink of water from the well, or is he offering her the gift of living water? It’s impossible to say. That’s so true-to-life, because the two are so closely tied together. We promise to serve Jesus as disciples, and he offers us living water in return. Or is it the other way around? Maybe he offers us living water first, and we serve him in gratitude. It doesn’t matter, because it’s really two sides of the same coin. There’s a constant give-and-take, a flow, between disciple and master, between each of us and the one we claim to serve.
The entire sculpture is a circle. You can sense this dynamic exchange, this holy giving and receiving, going on forever. In the Celtic tradition, the circle — that prominent feature of every Celtic cross — is a symbol of eternity. When we enter a relationship with Jesus Christ, we do so for eternity. It’s that “spring of water gushing up to eternal life.”

What Do You See?
One of the great things about visual art is that it offers us so many perspectives. We can come back to it, time and time again, and often discover something new.
The same is true of our relationship with God, through Jesus Christ. Living water continues to flow at the heart of that dynamic relationship, refreshing, restoring and reviving.
Have you been feeling that your spiritual life is a little dry lately? If that’s the case, Jesus’ invitation to the Samaritan woman holds for us, as well. He continues to welcome the thirsty who are seeking the living water only he can give. Offer him, in your outstretched hands, the bowl of your servant heart. He will supply you, in exchange, with an endless supply of living water!
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources: 
“Christ and the Samaritan Woman,” oil on canvas painting, Jacek Malczewski (1909). https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Malczewski_Christ_and_the_Samaritan_woman.jpg.
“The Water of Life,” bronze sculpture, Stephen Broadbent (1994). https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:%22The_Water_of_Life%22_sculpture_in_Chester_Cathedral_cloister_garth_(13).JPG.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Exodus 17:1-7
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Is the Lord Among Us — or Not? The title comes from verse 7, the last verse of this reading. It’s a curious complaint, because it’s not like Israel hadn’t seen any miracles since the Exodus — miraculous in itself. But, as in any relationship, there’s always some insecurity. Doesn’t the wife say to the husband, “Do you love me?” Or the husband, after doing something really stupid, “Do you still love me?” The Israelites’ thirst completely wiped out their collective memories of all that God had done for them in the past. They now believed that God had, in a cruel twist of cosmic devilry, brought them to the wilderness to let them perish. So, they fling up their nervous prayers to God, saying: “Do you love us, or not?” Have we not also said or thought the same thing, when, in a dark night, our souls are shriveled with thirst, and we feel alone and afraid?
What Does the Text Say?
The subject of provisions during the wilderness wandering period, particularly the provision of water for the journey, is a recurring theme that is introduced almost immediately after the tribes of Israel escape from Egypt in Exodus 15. Not surprisingly then, the incident concerning water in Exodus 17 is not the first such incident (see Exodus 15:22-26). In Numbers 20:3-13, there is another account of Moses striking a rock to produce water for the thirsty tribes. In this version, the name of the site is also Meribah, as in Exodus 17. But what distinguishes this version of the story from the account in Exodus 17 is that it provides the explanation of the great sin that prevents Moses and Aaron from being allowed to enter the promised land with the tribes. Here God orders Moses and Aaron to take a rod and “command” (literally “tell”) the rock to yield its water. However, Moses instead strikes the rock twice with the rod. Although God does not condemn the people for this fault, and does provide the needed water from the rock, Moses and Aaron are condemned by God to die in the wilderness for not trusting that God would fulfill the divine promise of water without Moses’ assistance with the rod (Numbers 20:12). It is here in the Priestly story that one sees the most ideological differences with the other sources and their perspectives. Both J (Yahwist) (Exodus 15:22-26) and E (Elohist) (Exodus 17:1-7) portray Moses as using a ritual object, a piece of wood and a staff respectively, to produce the water miracle. In fact, the use of that object is commanded by God. However, P (the Priestly source) insists in Numbers 20:3-13 that God’s word is all that is needed. As in P’s version of the creation (Genesis 1), the Lord God needs no physical contact with the created world in order to bring forth life out of the void. J and E, however, tend to portray God as maintaining a closer, often physical, contact with the world. The fact that all three major Pentateuchal sources tell some version of this story makes clear a basic memory of the wilderness wandering period — namely, that, although God was faithful to sustain the people during this time, they were ungrateful. They complained. They rebelled against God’s chosen leaders, and they forgot every kindness visited upon them by the Lord — a pattern that persisted until both Judah and Israel were destroyed.

Psalm 95
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Fear and Loathing in the Sinai Wilderness. This title is a reference to the Hunter S. Thompson book, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, later (1998) turned into a movie starring Johnny Depp and Benicio del Toro. Might be an obscure reference for some congregations. Anyway, the OT reading tells us that the Israelites were the ones “fearing,” but the psalm for today gives us the astonishing news that it was God who did the “loathing.” This psalm tells us that God “loathed” those people in the Sinai wilderness! They were always complaining, even though God had given them every evidence of loving concern and steadfast faithfulness. “They are a people whose hearts go astray, and they do not regard my ways” (v. 10). This is huge news. We’re so accustomed to a God who loves us unconditionally, that for Scripture to blurt out that God “loathed” an entire generation of people, just doesn’t compute. Really? Could God loath me? Could God find me disgusting? Could God be so irritated with me that God would throw up his hands in despair? Perhaps the title of the sermon could be, “What to Do When God Gets Irritated.”
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 95 is a liturgical text to accompany (a) a procession into the temple (vv. 1-5); (b) a summons to adoration in the form of prostration (vv. 6-7a); and (c) an admonition, possibly before the reading of the Torah (vv. 7b-11). The first half of the psalm (commonly vv. 1-7) is still widely used for this purpose today. The admonition refers to the “testing” of God by the Israelites at the waters of Meribah and Massah, an incident from the wandering years preserved in Exodus 17:1-7 and Numbers 20:1-13. Verse 10 is unique; nowhere else in the Bible is it stated that the Lord “loathed” the generation of the Israelites who endured the wilderness experience. The uncommon verb translated “loath” is drawn from priestly vocabulary (occurring mainly in the book of Ezekiel), which is another indicator that this psalm is drawn from the circle of temple functionaries.

Romans 5:1-11
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Productive Suffering. The title comes from the text itself: “Suffering produces …” (v. 3). This reading obviously ties into the OT reading in which the Israelites suffered from thirst. When they suffered, however, they complained and badgered God into providing for them in a way God had not anticipated. They certainly did not adopt the apostle Paul’s position that it might be possible to “boast” in one’s suffering, or that suffering might be productive. That is to say, suffering, no virtue or positive thing in and of itself, can produce or yield qualities that are virtuous and positive. Paul identifies endurance, character and hope, and links all of this to the ministry of the Holy Spirit.
What Does the Text Say?
Verse 1 foreshadows Paul’s dual affirmation of unmerited grace and an individual’s free response. Verse 2 continues this emphasis on our miraculous new relationship with the Divine. Paul states that it is only through Jesus Christ that we have gained “access” to the grace we so desperately require. “Access” in this usage relates to the idea of social introduction, especially an introduction to royalty. Christ makes possible our introduction to God’s divine grace and moves us so close to the presence that we may “stand” in that grace. Verses 3-5 detail how confidence in access to this grace should be visibly demonstrated in the believer’s life. Paul’s interrelated list of virtues begins with suffering. Like our hope, suffering is something we may “boast” about. Modern psychological sophistication may find this concept of suffering-as-a-virtue a red flag for a masochistic, self-despising faith. But Paul is not touting suffering as a virtue in and of itself. Suffering is only worthy of a positive, boastful interpretation when, like our hope, it participates in the glory of God. As with all the other characteristics Paul will mention, this kind of suffering points towards the redemptive act of Christ and the presence of grace in our lives. There can never be such a thing as “noble suffering” in the Christian list of virtues, only “humble suffering,” experienced in the realization of Christ’s own suffering for our sake.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

At the end of the letter to the Romans — chapter 16, verse 7 — Paul commends the faith of a certain Junia. She was evidently a leader of the Roman church. Paul calls her an apostle. The Greek text of the name is clearly a feminine form, but in later translations — especially in Latin, but also in many other languages, including English — you see the name written as Junias, not Junia. That’s a man’s name. Certain English Bible translators changed what the Greek text said, because they just couldn’t wrap their minds around the fact that a woman could be an apostle — as the woman at the well was, in going to her friends and inviting them to come meet this man who told her all she ever did.

##

Mark Twain tells the story in one of his books of a slave who went to sleep one night on a narrow neck of land in Missouri, that jutted out into the Mississippi River. That night there was a great storm, and the river cut a new channel, right through the neck of land. When the slave awoke the next morning, he found himself not in Missouri, but in Illinois — a free man! The rushing water had freed him. Such is the case with the woman at the well: she is freed by the living water.

##

There once was a missionary named John G. Paton who was sent to Vanuatu — then known as the New Hebrides — in the South Pacific. During a dry season, the newly arrived missionary suggested that the natives dig for water.
They laughed. Didn’t this ignorant foreigner know that water comes not up from the earth but down from heaven? Yet when Paton dug the New Hebrides’ very first well, and they saw the water bubble forth from the earth, their whole worldview changed. No longer were they dependent on the random action of clouds and rain. They could tap into their own water.
Many of us spend a good portion of our time wishing that God would bless us in some extraordinary way. We look for miracles … but we miss the ordinary.
Within each one of us are remarkable, God-given reserves of strength and joy and hope and perseverance. All we need do is tap into that living water within us, to retreat into the deep wells of our inner spirits. For it is there, in the quietness of prayer and in the encounter with a risen Lord, that the pools of living water well up. All of us need sometimes to be reminded of the insight of Meister Eckhart: “God is nearer to me than I am to myself.”

##

Of all the theological questions that can be asked, some of the toughest are asked by children. Ask any Sunday school teacher or parent. They’ll tell you. They know it’s true.
Walking home from church one day, Ruth McBride discovered just how deep a child’s questions can go. It was in New York City in the 1940s. Her young son, James, was walking beside her. Suddenly, James turned to his mother and asked, “Mom, is God black or white?”
“Oh boy,” said Ruth, letting out a sigh. That question had more than academic significance for her because Ruth was white, and James was black. That’s how society considered him, in that place and time, although, in truth, he was interracial. Ruth found it easier, having married an African-American — and even after she was widowed — to live as a member of that community. But this didn’t make her son’s theological question any easier to answer.
“God’s not black,” Ruth answered. “He’s not white. He’s a spirit.”
James, however — having tasted the heady brew of theological investigation — was not to be distracted. “Does God like black or white people better?” he wanted to know.
“God loves all people,” his mother answered, patiently. “He’s a spirit.”
“What’s a spirit?”
“A spirit’s a spirit.” This was getting pretty abstract.
“What color is God’s spirit?”
“It doesn’t have a color,” she explained patiently. “God is the color of water. Water doesn’t have a color.”
That little boy, James McBride, grew up to write a highly acclaimed book, which he called, The Color of Water. In it, he tells his mother’s offbeat story: the tale of a Polish Jewish woman, daughter of an Orthodox rabbi, brought up in the American South. Having experienced the southern version of anti-Semitism, she ran off to Harlem, married a black man, and (after her family disowned her) raised 12 children — making sure all 12 finished college, some of them even graduate school.
All the time he was growing up, James’ mother was the only white person in their public-housing project. Curiously, she never admitted to anyone that she was white — although it was perfectly obvious to everyone that she was.
“Mommy’s tears,” James writes, “seemed to come from somewhere else, a place far away … even as a boy I felt there was pain behind them. I thought it was because she wanted to be black like everyone else in church, because maybe God liked black people better, and one afternoon on the way home from church I asked her whether God was black or white.”
We do well to look to the living water, which tells us the way things really are.

##

So, what is this “living water?” It probably has something to do with the ways water was stored and used.
Back in Jesus’ day, you got water in either one of two ways: either you collected rainwater in an underground tank called a cistern, or you drew water from a well or a stream. Of the two, living water — freshly-flowing stream or well-water — was much preferred. The water from the cistern tasted old and stagnant. It would keep body and soul together in a time of drought, but everyone preferred the stuff the women carried up from the well in the town square, in their clay jars.
Gathering water from the well was a daily task. It was hard but honorable work.

##

Now the commentators have raised their eyebrows about this woman, as if she were some sort of merry divorcee, the Liz Taylor of ancient Samaria, trading in husbands like sports cars. But all of their moral umbrage misses the point that women in the first century simply did not have that option. She has not devoured husband after husband; she has been devoured by a social system that, for whatever reason, has passed her from man to man to man until she no longer has even the dignity of marriage. Jesus is not so much exposing her sin as he is naming her subjection. With a word he has touched the issue in her life.
—Thomas G. Long, Whispering the Lyrics: Sermons for Lent and Easter: Cycle A: Gospel Texts (CSS Publications, 1995), 35.

##

Brian Wren has written a hymn, “I Have No Bucket and the Well Is Deep,” that captures the spiritual longing of the woman at the well. It includes these stanzas:
I have no bucket, and the well is deep. 
My thirst is endless, and my throat is dry. 
I ask you, stranger, silent at my side, 
can words refresh my longings if you speak? 
I have no bucket, and the well is deep.
Can love unbar the strongrooms of the mind 
and scour the tombs and warrens underground 
for toys and treasures lost, or never found, 
for all I cannot name, yet ache to find? 
I have no bucket, and the well is deep.
In the end, the woman rejoices that this stranger is “the path, the gateway and the guide, the keys, the living water, and the light.”
The full text of the hymn may be found here:
https://www.hopepublishing.com/find-hymns-hw/hw2632.aspx.
Retrieved October 4, 2022.

##

COMMENTARY 
John 4:5-42
“Jesus at high noon with the shady lady” (or something like that) is how some entitle their John 4 sermons, because of Jesus’ scandalous, yet enlivening, encounter with a Samaritan woman at Sychar. Sychar was ancient Shechem, associated with Jacob (Genesis 33:18-20; Joshua 24:32). And it is modern Nablus, in the Israeli-occupied West Bank. Sychar stood at the “interchange” where the north-south ridge road met the east-west trade route. The woman, as some suggest, may have brought her water jar at noon (Greek: “hour was about sixth”), because she was shunned by the other women who characteristically would come early in the morning or in the cool of the evening.
Jesus shockingly broke social conventions by engaging with the woman at the well, something noted by both the woman (v. 9) and by Jesus’ disciples (v. 27). Unrelated respectable men and women did not interact alone together in that culture (and even today in much of the Middle East). And Samaritans and Jews had few dealings with each other. For perspective, consider how shocked people would have been in the 1940s in many parts of America, had a black man initiated a conversation on the street with a white woman.
The full story of the origin of the Samaritans is unclear, but part of their background began in the years following c. 723 B.C., when the Assyrians conquered the northern kingdom of Israel, whose capital was Samaria. The Assyrians took away many of the surviving Israelites, and in their place imported pagan peoples. See 2 Kings 17 (all); 18:9-12. See also Josephus, Antiquities 9:277-291. Many years later, when Jews returned to Judah from exile in Babylon in the years following 538 B.C., people from the area of Samaria interacted negatively with them. Samaritans built a rival temple on Mount Gerizim (just south of Sychar), which Jews later destroyed. There are still a few Samaritans who live near Nablus and Tel Aviv.
To outsiders, Samaritan and Jewish beliefs were quite similar, but Samaritans and Jews argued over the differences, just as many Christians and Muslims today contend vigorously or even violently with others of the “same” religion over issues that seem relatively trivial to outsiders. In Jesus’ day, Samaritans accepted only the Torah/Pentateuch (and even in those books, there were differences), whereas most Jews had a wider canon. Often Jews traveling between Judah in the south and Galilee in the north would avoid going through Samaria by crossing the Jordan River to the east. But Jesus “had” to go through Samaria, for God’s purposes.
Jesus was tired and asked the Samaritan woman for a drink, thus beginning an incredible dialogue, with elements of both dispute and wonder. Jesus asserted that he could offer her God’s gift of living water (fresh, flowing water, not still), so she would never be thirsty again. She literalized Jesus’ metaphor, thinking that she wouldn’t have to keep coming to draw water daily from the well. But the living water Jesus gave is “a spring of water gushing up to eternal life” (v. 14). Remember that, in John, eternal life begins now, to all who entrust their lives to God through Jesus (see below). Also see John 7:37-41a, where Jesus’ living water is associated with the Spirit and with Jesus being prophet and Messiah. And see Psalm 42:1-2; Isaiah 44:1-4; 55:1-3; Zechariah 14:8-9; Revelation 21:6; 22:1-2, 17. The water Jesus offered to the Samaritan woman was superior to the water of Jacob’s well, just as Jesus himself was superior to their common ancestor Jacob (v. 12). In John 6:30-35, the bread that God gives through Jesus is superior even to Moses’ manna. “Jesus said to them, ‘I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty’” (6:35).
The woman called Jesus a prophet (v. 19), since he supernaturally knew so much about her — that she had already had five husbands and was living with a guy she wasn’t married to. Surely such an insightful prophet could clarify the dispute between Samaritans and Jews over where and how to worship God. “This mountain” (v. 20) is Gerizim. Jesus asserted: “[S]alvation is from the Jews” (v. 22). There would come a time when “the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth” (v. 23). The woman responded: “I know that Messiah is coming. … [H]e will proclaim all things to us” (v. 25). Jesus said, “I am he” (egw eimi), identifying himself as Messiah/Christ (vv. 25-26). Both “Messiah” (mashiach in Hebrew) and “Christ” (cristoV in Greek) mean (God’s) Anointed One. See multiple places in John’s gospel for Jesus’ “I am” statements, as “I am the light of the world” (8:12; 9:5); especially see 8:58 “[B]efore Abraham was, I am,” an allusion to Exodus 3:10-15.
The woman ran off and told her people, “Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done! He cannot be the Messiah, can he?” (v. 29). Samaritans didn’t believe that the Messiah would be a king in the line of David, as Jews did; their model was more that of a Restorer, a prophet like Moses (see Deuteronomy 18:15-22). But it is significant that so early in the Fourth Gospel, Samaritans referred to Jesus as “Messiah” and “the Savior of the world” (vv. 29, 42), long before many of Jesus’ fellow Jews did (although see 1:46-51 when Nathaniel calls Jesus “King of Israel”). Because of the woman’s testimony, several other Samaritans believed in him. Even more believed when Jesus himself spent some time with them (vv. 39-42). In John, to believe (pisteuw) is to trust someone, to place your confidence in them so much that you entrust your life into their hands. All of this comes about because you believe that who they are and what they say are trustworthy and true.
Our text tells us that even shady ladies (and dubious gentlemen) who have met Jesus can invite others to “come and see” him (4:29; 1:46), with the result that many will believe in him. The Samaritans’ surprisingly good response to her and to Jesus was a ready illustration of what Jesus had just told his disciples (vv. 31-38) about his and their work of gathering the ready-to-reap harvest of people for eternal life. See Luke 10:1-2 and Acts 1:8.
Notice the contrasts and commonalities between the encounters of Jesus and Nicodemus (chapter 3) and with the Samaritan woman (chapter 4). Nicodemus was a male Jew, a Pharisee (highly regarded by many) and a leader as well as a teacher. He came to Jesus at night and apparently left in silence (yet see 7:50-53, a later occasion). The unnamed female Samaritan (Samaritans were generally despised by Jews) may have been held in questionable esteem by her own peers (see above). She came to Jesus in broad daylight and went out, excitedly telling others what she had experienced with Jesus. Typical to the Fourth/John’s gospel, both Nicodemus and the woman at first misunderstood Jesus’ words, by taking him too literally; then Jesus used those very misperceptions as opportunities to enter into clarifying and saving dialogue with them about fresh new life with God.

CHILDREN’S SERMON John 4:5-42
Place a number of drinks in front of the children: a carbonated soda, a bottle of juice, a chocolate milk and a bottle of water. Ask them to tell you which one is the best to drink, and why. Hold up the bottle of water and say that it is the best, because it has no calories, it gives them the water they need for life, it is available everywhere, and it is inexpensive. Admit that the others taste good, but they all have problems that water does not have. Tell them that Jesus himself needed water, which is why he went to Jacob’s well and said to a Samaritan woman, “Give me a drink” (v. 7). Then say that he started a conversation in which he said, “Those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty” (v. 14). Hold up the water bottle and ask them if he is talking about this kind of water. Shake your head no and say that Jesus is talking about the refreshment of being his disciple and following him all the way to eternal life with God. Ask the children to guess what they can do to drink the water that Jesus gives — worship, Bible study, serving other people as a disciple of Jesus. Close by saying that this kind of water has no calories, and they can drink it every day and feel the refreshment that Jesus offers.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Lent
Leader: Come and worship! In wonder and awe, let us seek the face of God.
People: God invites us to come just as we are.
Leader: We come longing to experience God’s embrace.
People: God wraps us in the loving arms of our Creator.
Leader: We come hungry to encounter the Word.
People: God feeds us the Bread of Life.
Leader: We come parched for renewal and restoration.
People: God quenches our thirst with living water.
Leader: We come weary and worn.
People: God shoulders our burdens and grants us peace.
Leader: Come and worship! In wonder and awe, God reveals the divine self to us.
People: We come as we are and are changed by God’s love and grace.
All: Give glory to God! Amen.

Prayers — General 
God of the fountain, the spring, the healing well:
We come to you parched and thirsty.
We know there is no well so deep
that we cannot draw — by your grace — living water from it.
Only you can empower us to do that.
Only you can refresh our souls.
And so we come to you, bowls in hand,
not knowing if they are offerings of gratitude or begging bowls.
In truth, they are both!
We thank you for the welcome you extend to us,
and for the generosity with which you offer us
all we truly need in this life. Amen.

Benedictions — Lent
Go forth to be the river of God’s love. 
Go now and carry Christ’s living water to all the world.
Go to a thirsty world and share the overflowing grace and love of God’s eternal nourishing water. 
Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
My Shepherd Will Supply My Need
I’ve Just Come from the Fountain
I Heard the Voice of Jesus Say
Worship and Praise* 
Living Water (Shane & Shane)
Close to Thee (G3 Worship)
Fountains (Baldwin)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Third Sunday in Lent, Cycle A
Exodus 17:1-7
Psalm 95
Romans 5:1-11
John 4:5-42
