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5th Sunday in Easter 2013:  
Samaritan Woman 

Gospel John 4:5-42 

In this wonderful and crazy and radical story about the Samaritan woman, Jesus begins 

by putting  himself in debt to a woman whom he already senses is on the margins of 

life- he asks her for a drink of water.  He’s willing to touch and to drink from a container 

coming from her impure hands, and she is rather surprised by that- “How can you, a 

Jew, ask me, a Samaritan woman, for a drink?” —For Jews use nothing in common with 

Samaritans”- the gospel writer reminds us, the hearers of this story, in case we don’t 

understand the relationship between Jews and Samaritans. 

The two of them are out there alone, at the well; no one else is around- a Jewish rabbi 

and a rather dubious heretical Samaritan woman.  This is not a usual, conventional 

scene. Her heresy, though, is not even at issue here.  It’s her gender and her moral 

state.  It’s just the fact that they are talking together, talking like two friends might talk.  

And they are bantering with one another.  Jesus says to her, “If you really understood 

what’s going on here, you would be asking me for something to drink, something that 

can really satisfy you.”  She obviously doesn’t understand what he means, what he’s 

referring to, but she gives as good as she takes: ”Are you greater than our father Jacob, 

who gave us this cistern and drank from it himself with his children and his flocks?” She 

is not going to be cowed by this rabbi. 

It’s interesting and significant, it seems to me that there was a real dialogue, a real 

discussion, going on between Jesus and the woman. This was no religious monologue 
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coming from Jesus.  He wasn’t “laying down the law”, so to speak.   And he wasn’t 

issuing condemnations. He wasn’t even, it seems, passing  judgment on the woman. 

He’s simply engaging her.  He says to her, “Go, call your husband”, and when the 

woman says that she doesn’t have a husband, he simply acknowledges the reality and 

the truth of the woman’s own words, “You are right in saying, ‘I don’t have a husband.’ 

Because you have had five husbands, and the one you have now is not your husband”  

And she says, “Yeah, that’s right, that’s true.”   

And this, it seems to me is a crucial piece in the story.  Jesus doesn’t wag his finger at 

her.  He doesn’t lecture her on her moral failings.  He simply states the obvious, the 

“facts”, so to speak, what the woman already knows to be true. And in dealing with her 

in this way, he forestalls judgment.  And it is this forestalling of judgment that enables 

the conversation with the woman to continue, and not only to continue, but to open up in 

an unexpected and remarkable.way.    

The woman is so enthralled by Jesus, so simply enthralled by him, that it enables her to 

acknowledge the truth of her past, although interestingly enough the gospel never tells 

us that she “repented”.  That’s not the point.  The encounter with this man, this prophet, 

this rabbi who somehow seemed to accept her, despite knowing about her dubious life, 

leads the woman to do two things:  

First, the way Jesus dealt with her, forestalling judgment and condemnation, enables 

her to acknowledge that Jesus is indeed a prophet, a prophet with whom she can talk- 

talk about theology, talk about the things that have traditionally divided Jews from 

Samaritans.  And maybe, she tells people, he is even the Messiah, the Christ. 
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Secondly, Jesus’ method of engagement enables the woman to evangelize.  This 

impure heretical sinful woman goes back to the village and starts telling people about 

Jesus.  She is obviously so taken with Him that she can’t not  talk about him.  This then 

leads her fellow Samaritan villagers “to believe in him”, as the gospel puts it, to invite 

him to stick around for a few days, to listen to what he has to say, and then to conclude 

that Jesus “ is truly the savior of the world, that is, the savior of us too.”  Imagine that- 

heretical, impure Samaritans acknowledging that Jesus is not just the savior of Israel, 

but “the savior of the world”!  And it all began with the woman.  The one who was on the 

margins of respectability has now become the source of her village’s new relationship 

with Jesus. 

There is another piece of the conversation between the Samaritan woman and Jesus 

that I think is really, really important.  As they are bantering back and forth, Jesus says 

to her, "Everyone who drinks of the water from this well will thirst again,  

but whoever drinks of the water that I shall give will never thirst; the water that I shall 

give will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life."   These words, I 

think are terribly significant.  They are about something that can happen inside the 

woman and inside of us.  Whatever this gift is that Jesus gives, for it to be salvific, 

saving, it needs to work from the inside out, not from the outside in.  It needs to “well up” 

inside of us.   

In other words, Jesus doesn’t come to the woman, or to us, simply as an external 

authority of some kind- despite him being Son of God and Word of the Father- telling us 

from the outside what to do or how to be.  He comes as the “Giver of life”, the Giver of 

God’s life- as we celebrate in the Byzantine tradition- and that life can only be saving 
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once it is internalized, interiorized, and then springs up inside of us like a bubbling well.  

"If you knew the gift of God,” Jesus says to her, and to us, “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."  And isn’t it surprising, even shocking, that he says this to morally reprobate 

Samaritan woman without laying down any conditions, any conditions at all, other than 

that she simply needed to ask for the water? 

One of the great tragedies, not only of Church life, but of life in general, is that we all too 

regularly- maybe even most of the time- we live divided lives. Who we are on the 

outside and who we are on the inside do not always match, and we rarely really listen 

for guidance from within.  We listen for guidance often, in fact, everywhere else other 

than from within.  If we really believed that there is a gift inside of us placed there by 

God that is bubbling up to eternal life, we would begin listening deeply and purposefully 

to what our lives are telling us.  We would begin listening for the truths and values at the 

heart of our identity.  We would begin listening for the bubbling of that spring of water 

given to us by the Lord.  And what we would find, I think, would not be simply external 

standards imposed on us from the outside, but standards by which we could not help 

but live because we would be living our truest, most authentic, lives. 

What Jesus said to the Samaritan woman was pushing her to discover who she really 

was, because who she really was- as God had made her and called her- was not the life 

that she was currently living.  But she had to discover her life again, and the only way 

for her to discover it again was to receive the gift  that Jesus was offering her.  If she did 

that, if she wanted that, then the discovery would be possible because her life renewed 

by the gift of God would begin to well up inside of her. 
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When we deny, or reject, or run away from, or hide from the deep springs of living water 

inside of us- and we often do for lots of seemingly useful good reasons- and when our 

external life becomes alienated from our deepest, truest interior life, then we become 

paralyzed or lost or bound or fallen or moralistic or something nasty. There is a truth 

about each of us- about who we really are- that can set us free, a truth that was seeded 

in the earth when each of us arrived here formed in the image of God.  Christ has come 

to give us that bubbling water that will enable the seed given to us in creation  to bloom 

and blossom, so that we can become who God has made to be.  Cultivating that truth is 

the authentic vocation of every human being.  There is an old Hasidic tale that reminds 

us of this. Rabbi Zusya, it says,  when he was an old man said, “In the age to come, 

God will not ask me “Why were you not Moses?”  God will ask me, “Why were you not 

Zusya?” 

"If you knew the gift of God,” Jesus says to the Samaritan woman, and to us, “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”, and “whoever drinks of the water that I shall give will never 

thirst, because the water that I give will become inside of you a spring of water welling 

up to eternal life."    


