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John 4:5-42 
 
 The story begins as Jesus arrives at Jacob’s well at noon, no 
doubt tired and thirsty from the long journey in the hot sun. When 
he asks a Samaritan woman for a drink of water, she says, “How it 
it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” 
 
 Jews and Samaritans were hostile to each other. They 
shared a common heritage because they both descended from their 
father Jacob. But Jews regarded the Samaritans as foreigners. 
Jews and Samaritans had different legal traditions concerning the 
cleanliness of vessels and they generally avoided contact with one 
another. Yet in this story Jesus speaks at length with a Samaritan 
woman. And we know that he told parables in which Samaritans 
appear in a favorable light. Perhaps it is not surprising that later 
in the gospel of John the Jews say to Jesus, “Are we not right in 
saying that you are a Samaritan and have a demon?” (8:48) Jesus 
in a way was a stranger to both groups, the Jews as well as the 
Samaritans. 
 
 Jews and Samaritans found it impossible to maintain 
friendly relations. We find this same kind of situation today. It 
seems that those with whom we have much in common are exactly 
the ones with whom we feel the most outrage when they don’t 
agree with us in all things. Dare I mention Democrats and 
Republicans, liberals and conservatism in our own country, who 
share the heritage and values of our democracy but disagree 
among themselves as to how that heritage and values are to be 
enacted? Dare I mention Episcopalians, who share a religious 
heritage and a Bible but disagree among themselves as to how 
that Bible is to be interpreted? What about the long history of 
religious wars among different brands of Christianity:  
Protestants and Catholics, each claiming the other to be heretics.  
What about the thousand years of hostility between Sunni and 
Shia Muslims? The original differences were political, over who 
was the rightful heir of Mohammed. But over the centuries this 
difference has widened into cultural and spiritual disagreements. 



Our willingness to be divided, to feel hostility against those who 
differ from us even in the slightest ways is perhaps one of our 
most serious sins.  
 
 Jesus was not willing to be divided from people. He often 
disregarded social conventions. In this story he simply 
disregarded the centuries-old impasse between Jews and 
Samaritans as well as the social taboo of rabbis having lengthy 
conversations with women in public. He was intent on patiently 
leading one woman in her faith journey. In fact he talked longer to 
her than he does to anyone else in all the Gospels.  When he asked 
her to fetch her husband, she said to him “I have no husband.” 
And he agreed, telling her that she has had five husbands and 
that the man she is currently with is not her husband. But he did 
not pull away from her. He still wanted a drink of water from her, 
and he wanted to give her one too. She changed the subject back to 
religion. But it did not work. He would not let her retreat. “I know 
that Messiah is coming,” she said, and he said, “I am he.”  It was a 
moment of full disclosure.  
 

The woman ran to her people and told them to come and see 
a man who told her everything she had ever done! Her excited 
testimony was persuasive enough to lead the Samaritans to invite 
Jesus to stay with them—a highly unusual breach of boundaries 
between two peoples who do not share dishes.  Jesus stayed with 
them two days and they came to believe on the basis of Jesus’ own 
words.  
 
 To this day, the Samaritan woman is honored in many 
cultures. In southern Mexico, La Samaritana is remembered on 
the fourth Friday in Lent, when specially flavored water is given 
to commemorate her gift of water to Jesus. The Orthodox know 
her as St. Photini. Her name means “equal to the apostles.”  
  
 The woman at the well knows the value of a bucket. When 
she says, “You have no bucket and the well is deep,” she is making 
an accurate assessment of the situation on the basis of 
appearances. She is saying, in effect, “The task is monumental 



and you do not have the means to accomplish it.” We hear her 
voice often when we are facing a situation that exceeds our human 
abilities. Maybe you have just been given more responsibility at 
work and wonder how you are possibly going to able to fulfill these 
obligations. The well is deep and you have no bucket. Maybe a 
loved one is struggling with an addiction and you feel helpless in 
the face of its power over them. The well is deep and you have no 
bucket. We may feel this way in the face of the suffering of people 
in our own community, children undergoing abuse, people without 
health care, the homeless. The well is deep and we have no 
bucket.  
  
 The woman’s prayer is our prayer:  “Sir, give me this water, 
so that I may never be thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw 
water.” It is a prayer that has been answered before it is even 
uttered. Remember the words Jesus uttered at the very beginning 
of this encounter:  “If you knew 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.” Amen. 
  


