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In today’s gospelreading, Jesus is returning from Judea to Galilee and John records in the
verse before that “he had to go through Samaria”. That is quite interesting. Although
geographically, it was the most convenient route at that time, in terms of social
convention, it was controversial. There was an ongoing dispute between the Jews and the
Samaritans concerning the correct location of worship: Mount Gerezim or Jerusalem?

So, why was it necessary for Jesus to travel through Samaria? In John’s gospel, prick up
your ears when you hear the words “had to” as itis usually associated with God’s plan.
And note that, Jesus, God’s son sent into the world to redeem the world, had not yet been
announced to or encountered any non-Jewish people or communities.

The conversation between Jesus and the Samaritan woman itself also requires some
context: itis loaded with meaning and the awkward dialogue that follows comprises a long
string double meanings and misunderstandings.

First, it recalls the story of Elijah and the widow of Sidon (1 Kings 17.10-11). There, a
woman engaged in household work is interrupted by a prophet with a request for
hospitality.

Second, and more importantly, the scene of a man and a woman at a well recalls betrothal
stories of the Old Testament; this is heightened by the apparently flirtatious nature of the
exchange. But a different betrothal is intended here: the betrothal between God and the
Samaritans on behalf of all people, emphasizing and underlining Jesus’ vocation to the
whole world. The joyful theme of a wedding has already been introduced in the wedding
feast (2.1-11) and Jesus being described by John the Baptist as “the bridegroom” (3.29). In
this passage, the Samaritans, marginalised and despised by the religious establishment,
are those who are betrothed to the Messiah.

Third, the very conversation between Jesus and the Samaritan woman violates three
societal conventions. 1) Jews would not invite contact with Samaritans. 2) A Jewish man
would not initiate conversation with an unknown woman. 3) A Jewish teacher would not
engage in public conversation with a woman.



So, there is a lot going on here before we even read the dialogue: in this significant
encounter, Jesus breaks many conventions to show that God loves everyone.

But, there is more. Turning to today’s passage, what about the perspective of the woman?
Why is she at the well at noon, in the full heat of the day? Jesus is there because he is
travelling. But why did she not come in the cool of the day, when it was customary to draw
water with the women of the community? The conversation that follows is comic, in which
both Jesus and the woman offer bizarre returns each other’s questions.

Jesus asks a Samaritan woman — apparently unknown to him - for a drink. Shut the front
door and roll the headlines: scandal! The woman exclaims: "How can you (a Jew, a man -
she doesn’t yet know that he’s also a rabbi) ask me (a Samaritan, a woman, a woman you
don’t know) for a drink?” (v.9)

Jesus' answer punches back: “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.”
(v.10)

The (stillunnamed) woman retorts, stating the blindlingly obvious and deepening her digs:
you’ve got no bucket, clever clogs, and you must think yourself to be some big shot —even
bigger than someone both our warring traditions respect — to be able to make such an
outlandish promise.

13 Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, 14 but those
who drink of the water that | will give them will never be thirsty. The water that | will give will

become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.”

What? No more trudging to the well in the heat of the noonday sun? Okay, let’s go with it.
Let’s see if this travelling joker can put his money where his mouth is.

“Sir, give me this water, so that | may never be thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw
water.” (15)

“Go, call your husband, and come back.” (16)

What? Who mentioned a husband? Or, for that matter, why I’m coming here in the noonday
sun to draw water. Or, why I’m not coming here in the cool of the evening with the other



women, to draw water, bathe, and then return home. Can this guy see through me or
something else?

“l have no husband.” (17)

Perhaps he’ll leave it at that. Isn’t it obvious?

“You are right in saying, ‘l 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!” (17-18)

Jar drop. It’s now lying broken on the floor.

He can see me. He can see me. But I don’t want to go there. | don’t want to talk about my
shame at being discarded by each of my husbands like this broken piece of pot. Or about
the last one not even giving me the legal dignity of a certificate of divorce. | may not be
conventionally married to the man I’m with now, but he’s the best one yet. That’s why I’'m
here to draw water in the heat of the noonday. | can’t take any more of the glances and
gossip of the apparently respectable married women. My shame is enough to bear as itis.

Butldon’twant to go there.... | don’t want to talk about it. Let’s go back to the safety of...
well, how about religion and politics?

“Sir, | 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.” (19-20)

“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.”
(20-24).

Okay, let’s keep it theological. At least its not personal.

“l know that Messiah is coming” (who is called Christ). “When he comes, he will proclaim
all things to us.” (25)

“l am he, the one who is speaking to you.” (26)



Jaw drop. He’s not the Messiah. Or perhaps he is. Who else would know so much about
me?

The woman returns to her town, and speaks to the people she’s avoided for years, saying:
“Come and see a man who told me everything | have ever done! He cannot be the Messiah,
can he?” (29)

So they come. And many believe. And a Samaritan church was planted.

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him
may not perish but may have eternal life.” (16)



