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3rd Sunday in Lent 2011:  

Samaritan Woman 

Gospel John 4:5-42 or 4:5-15, 19b-26, 39a, 40-42 

The last time I preached on this text, not everyone was pleased. Either I missed the 

boat entirely with regard to what this text is saying to us today, or the text itself is so 

powerful that it turns things upside down and is very disturbing, or  a third possibility is 

that both of these things are true- I misapplied the text, but it is still a powerful, 

disturbing one.  I think I’ll go for the middle option- the text really does turn things upside 

down regardless of my application or misapplication of it.  Having said that, let’s start 

with an alternative version of this story, which might then help us to get back to the 

canonical version and to what I think is its intent. 

In this alternative version of the story, everything is the same until we get to the point 

when the woman says to Jesus, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may not be thirsty or 

have to keep coming here to draw water.”  Then instead of saying, “Go call your 

husband and come back”, Jesus says something like this: 

“I know that you don’t have a husband, and you’re living illegitimately with a man.  

That’s a mortal sin, it’s contrary to the Law, and if you don’t stop it now, you will end up 

in hell.  In any case, go call that sinner of yours and both of you come, confess your sins 

and forgiveness will be yours.  You need to believe what I’m saying to you because I’m 

speaking in the name and place of God.” 

The woman then responds, “Sir, you are right. We’re not married.  My life has been a 

mess, as you can obviously see somehow. I know that. And others know that.  That’s 

why I come here at noon rather than early in the morning when the other women come, 

because their glances say far more than their words ever could.  The way they look at 

me is a constant reproach; they remind me every day of my failings.  But I’m caught.  I 

don’t know how to get out of this.  You are a holy man, as I can see, so I’ll leave you 
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alone.”  And the woman then turns and walks away back to the village.  Here ends the 

gospel. 

So what’s different between this version of the story and the canonical one found in the 

John’s gospel?   

Let’s back up a little in the story: 

• Jesus begins by putting  himself in debt to a woman whom he already senses as 

being on the margins- 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. There was no religious 

monologue 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  
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judgment on the woman, as my alternative version of the story has him do.  He’s 

simply engaging her. 

 

• So, when he comes to the point where my alternative version of the story begins, 

Jesus in the canonical story says, “Go, call your husband”, and when she says 

that she doesn’t have a husband, Jesus 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 the 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.    

 

• In my alternative version of the story, the woman can’t cope with a moralizing 

Jesus; so, she simply walks away.   But in the canonical version in John’s gospel, 

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, who somehow seemed to accept her, despite 

knowing about her dubious life, leads the woman to do two things:  

 
1) 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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2) 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.”  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. 

 

Now, I think that the canonical version of the story tells us a great deal about how 

Christ’s community of disciples is called to behave and to interact with people.  My 

alternative version, unfortunately, is often how we do, in fact, behave and interact.  Like 

Jesus’ disciples who eventually return to the well, we can be surprised to see Jesus 

“talking with a woman”, at least without waging his finger and reading off a long list of 

moral failings.  In fact, the only people that Jesus tends to yell at in the gospels are the 

religious ones.  And that always makes me squirm slightly.    

His method here is pretty interesting.  He neither says, “oh well, it doesn’t matter how 

you’ve been living”, nor does he says, “listen, you little tart, you had better change your 

ways, or else!”  He simply let’s the truth of the woman’s life surface, while 

communicating to her an acceptance which undoubtedly went deeper than anything He 

could have said simply with words.   He suspends judgment, which, in turn, leads to her 

acknowledgement of Him and to the “conversion”- if you will- of the village.  And it all 

hinges on what clearly seems to be her utter attraction to Him.  She was so overtaken 

by her encounter with Jesus that the woman leaves her water jar at well- she forgets 

why she had come to the well- and she runs back to the village and begins telling 

people about this guy. 
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As I reflected on this very powerful story, I was overwhelmed by the sense that this is 

the real mission of the Church, our real task- to live and to speak and to act in ways 

which enable others to see the Jesus whose image is embedded in the gospels.  Our 

goal is not to be the finger-wagging, moralizing conscience of society.  Our job is not to 

try to make people to be good, whatever that means. It is, first and foremost, to help 

people to meet Jesus.  It is to open the doors for them to this incredibly powerful and 

fascinating man, to help people to come to know the One whom we follow as master 

and Lord.  Our job is to be the community of Jesus’ disciples in such a way that those 

who haven’t yet encountered Him- or at least haven’t yet encountered the real Him- can 

meet him at their own wells where they come to find something to drink in the heat of 

the day, and in meeting this man simply to be overtaken by Him, to become enthralled 

by Him.  And if that happens, the rest of the story will take care of itself! 


