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John 4:1-26 “A Yearning Woman”

It is one of the great contrasts that John the
Gospel-writer loves: to compare Nicodemus,
the scholar, Pharisee, respectable but
confused man who came to seek Jesus out by
night, with theimmoral Samaritan woman
whom Jesus himself approaches at awell at
midday. It@ John@ ways of reminding his
readers, and us, that Jesusisfor everyone,
and not for any select group Bhumanly
speaking, that is!

The early Christian Ocesert father, OEphraim
the Syrian, said of this narrative: the woman
sees a thirsty man, then a Jew, then a Rabbi,
then a prophet, finally the Messiah. Shetries
to get the upper hand over the thirsty man,
she disliked the Jew, she heckled the Rabbi,
she was swept off her feet by the prophet,
she adored the Christ.OYou could say she
lived awhole lifetime of spiritual growth in
an hour, talking to Jesus by thewell in the
noonday sun.

1) A Samaritan Woman

We should be clear about the risks Jesus
takes and the barriers he crosses to reach this
woman. She had, it hasbeen said, three
strikes against her before Jesus spoke to her:
she wasawoman, shewasa Samaritan, and
she had a bad reputation. Good Jewish men
did not converse with women any longer
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than necessary Beven their own wives band
certainly never approached strange women
in public. Samaritans were also a problem to
good Jews. Picture the political geography of
1st C. Israd: Samaria sat between Judea and
Galilee Band to get from one to the other,
strict ewswould rather crossto the east of
the Jordon and travel through Gentile
territory than go through Samaria.

Thereasons for this went back centuries.
When the Assyrian empire conquered the
northern kingdom of Israd in 721BC, they
deported over 20,0001sra€lites and replaced
them with peoplefrom all over their empire.
So the northern area became very mixed
ethnically and religiously, and when the
southern kingdom of Judah returned from
their Babylonian exilein 538C and began to
build the O®cond Temple,Othey refused any
help from the northern peoples and excluded
them from the reconstruction of Israd and its
worship. The residents of Samariaresponded
in kind: they built their own temple on Mt.
Gerizim, near the ancient shrine of Shechem
Broughly where the West Bank town of
Nablusistoday. In 128BC, the Judeans Bor
Jews asthey were now called since the Exile -
burned it down.

So the hostility between Jew and Samaritan
wasdeep and ancient, and felt on both sides.



John, writing for hislate 1st C. Gentile
Christian readership, explains ever so mildly
that Odws do not associate with SamaritansO!
But Jesus, of course, isdifferent. He will
associate with anyone in whom he
recognizes an openness to the gospel of the
kingdom of God. He will risk the confusion
and shock of even hisown closest followers
when they return to find him talking to Ohis
womanO!Jesus risks his reputation, and
much more, to save one thirsty soul.

2) Living Water

Having grabbed the woman@® attention by
asking her for water, Jesus now offers her
what she really needs but cannot yet
articulate: the gift of Qiving waterOthat
always symbolizes the new, abundant,
eternal life that the Holy Spirit alone can
give.

She of course does not understand JesusO
offer, made in metaphorical terms, any more
than Nicodemus had. Both respond in
physical terms to a spiritual challenge: OHow
can aman re-enter his mother@ womb to be
born anew ?0asked Nicodemus. O%r, give me
this water so that | won®get thirsty and have
to keep coming hereto draw water,Osays the
woman. But Jesus is offering her Owater that
will spring up from within her to eternal
life.O

The water, of course, is a symbol of the life of
God, just asthe wind wasthe symbol of the
Spirit@ life-giving presence to Nicodemus.
The LORD himself is Ohe spring of living
waterOaccording to the prophet Jeremiah
(Jer 2:13,17:13), the LORD callsthose who
are thirsty to Oome to him and drinkO(ls
55:1); Ezekiel seesavision of agreat river
flowing out from the Temple of God, its
bankslined with trees bearing fruit (Ezek 47)
Pthe same image asthe Qiver of lifeOthat
John seesin hisvision of the new Jerusalem
in Revelation 22.God isthe water of life, and

Jesus offersit to awoman who at this point
cannot grasp what he means.

S0 Jesus shifts focusin order to break
through the barriers. OFetch your husband!O
Why?But it isthe very word that opens her
lifeand her need to Jesus and to his offer of
true life. Olhave no husband,Obecause she
hasbeen married five times and now lives
with a man sheisnot married to. Why do
you suppose she wasthere, alone at the well
in the heat of the day? She wasa
disreputable woman, who waseither
shunned by her neighbors or imagined she
was. In any case she was Odone,Odespite the
man she lived with.

In reminding her of the truth about her life,
Jesus also opens her eyesto see him in anew
light. Heis OaprophetOPmaybe even OThe
ProphetOlike M oses whom the Samaritans
expected to cometo restore all things. She
hasnew respect for Jesus. But her guard is
still up, and she tries, apparently, to change
the subject from her personal lifeto a
theological debate over the merits of
worshipping on Mt. Gerizim or Mt. Zion. Or
is she also letting slip alittle of her spiritual
hunger: to come into real contact with God
through worship?

Whatever her motive, Jesus steers her away
from typical 1st C. national and ethnic
concernsto the in-breaking kingdom of
GodOthat he has come to inaugurate. From
now on, all those who seek God must
worship him On SpiritOPit will not be a
matter of where to worship, but how. Finally
the woman falls back on Owell, one day
Messiah will come and explain all thisto
us...OOHe it iswho is talking to you,Osays
Jesus. Thewoman rushes away to tell her
neighbors of her conversation. We know at
least that in the midst of this confusion, she
cameto believein Jesus asMessiah and to
receive his offer of Qiving waterOPand that
sheimmediately (like Andrew) went to tell



others, so they also could meet Jesus while
hewastherein Samaria.

As Jesus points out to the Twelve, Ohe
harvestOof people ready to enter the
kingdom is already huge. As one 20h C.
commentator notes, Owhile Pharisees and
Scribes stood asde, the pagan world flocked
into the kingdomO(Lesslie Newbigin).

3) Thirst

What does this woman@ encounter with
Jesus teach us about her, about him, about
discipleship? We have already seen part of it:
Jesusisfor everyone, however many Osrikes
against themOthey have when they first
meet him.

If you are a someone who hashad a bunch of
marriages and other relationships; if you are
or have been living with someone without
benefit of marriage; then you know what it
feelslike to be a bit of an outcast from polite
society. Thiswoman is your Omatron saintO!
Jesus knows all about you, ashe did about
her. Notice he says nothing directly to her
about her relationships: no command to O
and sin no moreQor anything like that.
Instead he allows her thinking about her
many failed relationshipsto open her to see
that she needs something far more satisfying
in her life. She needs the Olving waterO
springing up inside her, the Oral lifeOof the
Spirit of God that sheis being offered.

There are deep lessons here for all of usB
men and women equally, married or not, at
all ages and stages of life. Do not put more
demands on your relationshipsthan they can
bear. Do not expect anyone elseto beall in
all toyou. Do not be surprised or
disappointed or angry when people Beven
those closest to you - do not live up to your
expectations or your needs. They cannot!
They arefallen peopletoo, and we all livein
afallen world that works against our finding

full satisfaction in anything or anyone. At
best, in our world, we are left with hints,
pointers, to what theworld wasmade to be
and will oneday berestored to. They are
pointersto a greater love, a greater beauty, a
greater satisfaction, than we can know in this
life. They point to God himself.

Every love we have hereisatiny reflection
of the infinite love thatisin God, that is God.
One day all thelongings and yearnings that
our relationshipsin thisworld stir within us
will be satisfied in the presence of God, when
hislove fillsusand we arefinally able to
love asheloves. But meanwhile our loves
and our relationships here will always be
imperfect, at some level unsatisfying, even as
they can also at moments be wonderful! But
if weimagine that pursuing many
relationships will make up for the deficiency
of any one of them, we will be sadly
disappointed. If we think that many
partners, one relationship after another,
much sex, will satisfy the yearning inside of
us, lifewill in the end teach usavery bitter
lesson.

Likethewoman at thewell, we have to see
that failed relationships are no match for the
love and life of Christ. Whatwe all need to
fill the OGod-shaped holeOwithin usis God
himself. Like Augustine, we need to admit
that Oyou have made usfor yourself, O Lord,
and our hearts are restless until we find our
restin you.O

Likethewoman at thewell, we also need to
discover true worship thatisnot dictated by
formsor tradition or technology, but by
being a spiritual encounter with theliving
God. That can be hard to achieve, because we
have all lived along timein OCristendom,O
and our forms of worship are historical,
cultural and very familiar. But you and |
have also to be prepared to hear Jesus say
Oworship the Father who is spiritin a
spiritual and truthful way!O



Likethewoman at thewell, we probably also
need to learn that bringing up Oheological
talking pointsOis no way to further our
relationship with God! Some people cannot
be in the company of strangers for five
minutes without bringing up what divides
them. Some churches waste so much energy
criticizing other churches and other
Christians that you wonder what they are
thinking! Arguing about which mountain
you should worship on, or what God®
election meansin relation to our decisions, or
what the preciserole of the Holy Spiritisin
conversion and sanctification, or what
spiritual gifts operated in the 1st C. versus the
21stC., or how long atime spanis covered by
early Genesis, all seem like attemptsto divert
attention from whereit ought to be bon
Jesus Christ, on his gospel, on thelife of the
Spirit that he freely offers to those who will
entrust themselves to him.

Receiving that gift of life may mean letting
go of some human relationshipsthat are
going nowhere, or at least now here good. It
may mean fadng up to thereality that God
knows all about our hidden lives, aswell as
all about our dissatisfaction with them.
Coming to faith in Christ may mean letting
go of almost anything Bor, even better b
bringing it to him so that he can work on it
and decide what ke can make of it.

Areyou alonely woman at awell in the heat
of the day?Or athirsty manwhoislostin
the desert of modern work and family life?ls
there something or someone missing in your
life? Then bring it all to Jesus Christ, and see
what he will make of it.

Let uspray...




