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John 4:5-42 
So he came to a Samaritan city called Sychar, near the plot of ground that Jacob had given to his son 
Joseph. Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting by the well. It was 
about noon. A Samaritan woman came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.” (His 
disciples had gone to the city to buy food.) The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that you, a 
Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” (Jews do not share things in common with 
Samaritans.) Jesus answered her, “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.” The woman 
said to him, “Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is deep. Where do you get that living water? Are 
you greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, and with his sons and his flocks drank 
from it?” Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but those who 
drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The water that I will give will become in 
them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.” The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so 
that I may never be thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw water.” Jesus said to her, “Go, call 
your husband, and come back.” The woman answered him, “I have no husband.” Jesus said to her, 
“You are right in saying, ‘I have no husband’; for you have had five husbands, and the one you have 
now is not your husband. What you have said is true!” The woman said to him, “Sir, I see that you are 
a prophet. Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you say that the place where people must 
worship is in Jerusalem.” Jesus said to her, “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when you will 
worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You worship what you do not know; we 
worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews. But the hour is coming, and is now here, when 
the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father seeks such as these to 
worship him. God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.” The woman 
said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming” (who is called Christ). “When he comes, he will proclaim 
all things to us.” Jesus said to her, “I am he, the one who is speaking to you.” 
Just then his disciples came. They were astonished that he was speaking with a woman, but no one 
said, “What do you want?” or, “Why are you speaking with her?” Then the woman left her water jar 
and went back to the city. She said to the people, “Come and see a man who told me everything I 
have ever done! He cannot be the Messiah, can he?” They left the city and were on their way to 
him. Meanwhile the disciples were urging him, “Rabbi, eat something.” But he said to them, “I have 
food to eat that you do not know about.” So the disciples said to one another, “Surely no one has 
brought him something to eat?” Jesus said to them, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and 
to complete his work. Do you not say, ‘Four months more, then comes the harvest’? But I tell you, 
look around you, and see how the fields are ripe for harvesting. The reaper is already receiving 
wages and is gathering fruit for eternal life, so that sower and reaper may rejoice together. For here 
the saying holds true, ‘One sows and another reaps.’ I sent you to reap that for which you did not 
labor. Others have labored, and you have entered into their labor.” Many Samaritans from that city 
believed in him because of the woman’s testimony, “He told me everything I have ever done.” So 
when the Samaritans came to him, they asked him to stay with them; and he stayed there two 
days. And many more believed because of his word. They said to the woman, “It is no longer 
because of what you said that we believe, for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is 
truly the Savior of the world.” 
 
Reflection 
Among my personal challenges on pilgrimage to the Holy Land was encountering locations (or 
reputed locations) of life-giving events in Jesus’ ministry covered over with elaborate buildings, gilded 
altars, pious ceremonial and long histories of fights over who has the right to own the holy site and 
profit from that ownership. Even more painful is when the fights are among various Christian sects. 
It’s not that I object to protecting and preserving places where millions have come to pray, to wonder, 
to seek. It’s not an issue for pilgrims to help pay the cost of such preservation. It’s more that the 



fighting, the pious posturing can sometimes seem to mock the humility and simplicity of Jesus’ 
encounters with people who were ready to receive what he wanted to give them. 
 
Yet in spite of the worst that religious humanity can do, grace seeps in.  
 
The woman Jesus met by the well had come out to get the water she needed in the height of the heat 
of the day. She couldn’t do that in the early morning hours or the cool of the evening when the 
majority of women would take their jars outside the city to the well and enjoy a time together of 
conversation and relaxation. She was an outsider – whether she’d had a choice in her life or whether 
circumstances had forced her into serial relationships. The “virtuous” (or more fortunate) women of 
the city seem to have frozen her out from their daily gatherings. 
 
It was this despised woman, whose name the Bible does not give to us∗, who encountered Jesus in 
the midst of her daily life. Rather than acting “appropriately” as a respectable Jewish man “should” do 
in an encounter with a woman – a woman who was also a Samaritan and therefore despised by 
faithful Jews – Jesus asked her for a drink of water. We could go on and on about the rich symbolism 
of this encounter, but the fact is that he offered her a simple opportunity to do an act of kindness. The 
opening he gave her led to a life-changing encounter with a major ripple effect. 
 
In the midst of their conversation – which I suspect Jesus was enjoying – the disciples of Jesus 
returned. At that point the woman left and hurried back to the city in such a hurry that she even left 
her precious water jar behind. Those she had earlier avoided, she now sought out to tell about her 
experiences. Then the ripples spread even further. Those she told were curious enough to check out 
Jesus for themselves and to discover that he truly is the Savior of the world.  
 
It’s the simplicity of the story – a simple but unexpected encounter, an opportunity to serve rather 
than condemnation, new insights shared regardless of the risk, and more people encountering truth – 
that makes it so powerful.  
 
You can still see the well. Water can still be brought up from very deep down in the ground. If you’re 
close enough in the crowd, you can touch the well itself. You can purchase icons, leave donations, 
pray, worship and appreciate the ancient artistry of the elaborate church built over the site. It’s quite 
an experience. But far more important is how we let Jesus encounter us through this startling story 
and how we choose to share what we receive, regardless of what others might think of us. 
 

                                            
∗ In Eastern Orthodox tradition she has been named Photini, meaning the enlightened one, and is 
revered as a saint. 


