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Thirst Beyond Thirst 
 
 
With our scripture this morning we’ll be continuing with the Gospel of John, and 
we’ll be hearing the much-loved story of the Samaritan woman at the well, which 
is the second of four readings from John that the lectionary gives us this Lent.  
 
If you were here last week, you’ll remember that we started with a general 
introduction to John’s Gospel, noting how John’s portrait of Jesus differs in many 
significant ways from the other portraits of Jesus that we have. For one, whereas 
the other three Gospels tend to present a historical and narrative account of 
where Jesus went, and what he did there, John, on the other hand, presents a 
more poetic and philosophical account trying to capture the deeper and often 
hidden meaning at work in and with and through Jesus, and particularly trying to 
capture the ways in which Jesus points to or uncovers or reveals the presence of 
God in unique and exciting and even life-changing ways.  
 
Towards this end, John relies more heavily than the other Gospel writers on the 
power of metaphor to open up fresh ways of seeing and perceiving. In presenting 
Jesus as a sort of master of the metaphor, John also contains more irony and 
comedy than the other Gospels because time and time again, upon first meeting 
Jesus, people are completely baffled by him, in large part because he’s speaking 
in metaphor whereas they, and often we today, tend on first glance to take him 
literally.  
 
So for example, last week we had the account of Jesus and Nicodemus. 
Nicodemus, a leader of the Pharisees, comes to Jesus at night, cautiously hiding 
behind a cloak of shadows, and he comes to Jesus as an eager and curious and 
cautious student, calling Jesus ‘Rabbi’, Teacher. Jesus then begins to speak to 
him about his spiritual idea of being born again, but Nicodemus only hears this 
literally, and so he takes Jesus to be talking about re-entering the womb and 
being physically, literally born again—which is a logical impossibility that 
Nicodemus simply can’t accept, and so he leaves Jesus, retreating back into the 
shadows from whence he came, even more confused about Jesus than when he 
began.  
 
The encounter between Jesus and the woman at the well that we have for today 
couldn’t be more dramatically different than the Nicodemus encounter. And the 
points of contrast line up pretty well—Nicodemus, a man, has a name, even a 
well-respected name, whereas this woman remains, throughout the ages, 
nameless; Nicodemus is a leader of the Jews, whereas this women is a 



Samaritan, from a group of people perennially at odds with the Jews; Nicodemus 
comes to Jesus at night, whereas this woman meets him at high noon. And so 
from gender, to religion, to culture, to class, to time of day, the differences 
between Nicodemus and this woman simply could not be more striking. 
 
And yet I think if we can generalize anything about Jesus from all the Gospels, 
it’s that he’s always going about the business of crossing rather than constructing 
boundaries between people. He’s always widening the circle, as it were, 
reminding us that no matter who we are, no matter where we find ourselves on 
life’s journey, there’s always a place for us within the realm of God.  
 
The Presbyterian preacher and professor of preaching Anna Carter Florence has 
written about this story that we’re going to hear, “If I were asked to pick one story 
that shows the most about who Jesus is, it would be this one.”  
 
As Gale reads our scripture this morning, I invite you to listen for the Word or the 
message that this scripture has for you today—perhaps a message about who 
Jesus is, about who God is, and about who we are called to be as heirs to this 
unique and exciting and even life-changing story. A reading from the Gospel of 
John, chapter 4:  
 
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.” 
 

*** 
 
The science and environmental journalist Andrew Revkin, who currently writes 
the Dot Earth blog for the New York Times, has a great phrase that he uses to 
describe the task and challenge that faces us and our world today—what I’d term 
as our collective vocation or as our common calling—which is, as he puts it, “to 
smooth the human journey.” 
 
“By 2050 or so,” as he writes in his mission statement, “the human population is 
expected to pass nine billion. Those billions will be seeking food, water and other 
resources on a planet where, scientists say, humans are already shaping the 
climate and the web of life. [With] Dot Earth, [my goal is to] examine efforts to 
balance human affairs with the planet’s limits.”  
 
“To smooth the human journey,” then is how he describes this effort to live with 
balance and equity amid these tumultuous times. He tends in the blog to write 
mostly about how technology can help us achieve this goal of smoothing the 
human journey, but I found myself thinking this week of how apt this description 
is also for us as communities of faith, about how it also describes our task and 
our responsibility and perhaps even our calling—to do what we can, when we 
can to help smooth the human journey for one another.  
 
I described Jesus earlier as a master of the metaphor, but I’d also describe him 
as a master of smoothing the human journey. His encounter with the Samaritan 
woman at the well is an excellent case in point.  
 
We don’t know much about this woman, but we do know that her life couldn’t 
have been all smooth sailing. We first meet her at the public well under the heat 
of the noonday sun. Although in our culture we tend not to know much about 
what it’s like to get our water in this way, I’ve read that noon was definitely not the 
preferred time to have to go to the well. We also know that this woman is tired 
from the drudgery of having to go the well day in and day out. So when Jesus 
starts speaking to her about living water, about a water which will quench her 
every thirst, she, like Nicodemus before her, takes Jesus literally here, thinking 
that Jesus has access to a secret supply of fresh water, and so she says to 



Jesus, yeah I’d like some of that water, that way I’ll never have to make this 
tiresome trip back and forth to this dry and dusty well ever again.  
 
Of course, the more we learn about her the more we learn truly how bumpy and 
tumultuous her life has been—how she’s had to endure disappointment after 
disappointment as one marriage dissolved into another, and then into yet another 
and another and another.  
 
This facet of her life has often, I think, been dangerously misinterpreted to 
suggest that this woman must have somehow been the cause for the failure of all 
these marriages. And yet the fact that the text says nothing to suggest this, 
together with the marriage customs of the time which stated that if she had done 
something to end the marriage then she wouldn’t be allowed to marry again, 
together, finally with the fact that Jesus says nothing to condemn the woman’s 
behavior, lead us to the more realistic conclusion here that she’s one who, like 
many of us, has had to learn to deal with great loss in her life, and has had to 
face great disappointment, and has had to live with profound grief, and often on 
account of circumstances beyond her control.  
 
And so when we first meet her at the well, it’s entirely understandable that she’s 
a bit tired and jaded; it’s understandable that she’s a bit defensive when Jesus 
approaches her; it’s understandable that she’s dubious when Jesus starts to 
speak to her words of great hope and promise. And yet by the end, we find her 
dropping her bucket and leaving it carelessly behind as she runs to tell anyone 
who will listen about what happened when she met Jesus—about how her joy, 
her hope, her dreams have been restored, about how her life has been saved. 
 
I want to end by suggesting three things Jesus does here to help this woman, 
three things that help smooth her journey, three things that we can also be about 
the business of trying to do for one another.  
 
The first is simply the way that Jesus encounters this woman, simply that he 
approaches her and speaks to her. This in and of itself would have been a 
strange act—for a Jewish man to approach and speak to a Samaritan woman at 
noon at a public well. Even the disciples, when they eventually return, don’t know 
what to make of this. So Jesus begins to help smooth her journey simply by 
seeing her, and by letting her know that she’s been seen, that she’s been 
recognized.  
 
After this initial encounter, after letting her know that she’s been seen, another 
significant moment occurs when the woman knows that she’s been accepted for 
who she is. “Jesus knows everything about me,” she says, as she goes around 
telling whoever will listen, “he knows everything about me, my disappointments 



and my failures and all, and yet he still accepts me as I am, he still thinks that I 
am dignified, that I am worth something, that I am worthy of love.”  
 
Finally, by way of speaking to her metaphorically and as best as he is able about 
what the reality and what the experience of God is like—about how it’s like living 
water, about how it will quench a thirst that’s beyond the everyday thirst—Jesus 
helps the woman come to see that something like a misplaced yearning or a 
misdirected desire lies at the root of her tired and tumultuous life, and that, as 
she eventually comes to discover through her conversation with Jesus, her 
ultimate desire is her desire to worship God rightly, which as Jesus assures her, 
isn’t the prerogative of one person or one group of people or one place as 
opposed to another, but such a life-giving, life-saving connection to the ground 
and source of being is available to everyone and in every place and at every 
moment.   
 
Macarius the Syrian, a wandering, 4th-century desert preacher, once who put it 
this way in one of his sermons, “the soul is accepted ultimately not because of 
what it has done, but because of what it has desired.” 
 
This woman at the well has her life saved and has her human journey smoothed 
not because of anything she did or didn’t do, but because of what she came to 
desire, wanting, in the end, nothing more, nothing less than her human 
birthright—to be seen, to be accepted, and to seek fulfillment in and through her 
bottomless, unending, unquenchable desire and hunger and thirst to know, to 
worship and to adore her God in truth and in spirit—that is, authentically, and with 
every fiber of her being. “The gift of God,” is what Jesus calls this in our reading 
this morning, and of course, it’s a gift that’s still available to everyone and in 
every place and at every moment. Amen.  
 


