
 When I lived in the Washington, D.C. area, I used to enjoy backpacking in the 

Shenandoah National Park’s Blue Ridge Mountain backcountry.  The mountains and forests, 

the hollows and valleys, were hauntingly beautiful in every season.  Then, too, I would 

sometimes come across the ruins of one of the farmsteads that once stood on land that 

became part of the National Park.  I’d pause and wonder about who’d lived there in the distant 

past.  What had their lives been like in such a remote place? 

 These excursions were refreshing, a great way to escape the stresses and frustrations 

of the corporate world, at least for a day.  But for as enjoyable as they were, every backpacker 

knows — or should know — that what starts out as a pleasant day in the wilderness can turn 

into something altogether different very, very quickly.  For one thing, the weather can change 

abruptly in mountainous areas, particularly during the winter months.  Then, too, there’s always 

the possibility of turning an ankle or a knee or suffering some other injury.  One might even run 

into a bear, as I did on several occasions.  I once ran into two of them together.  Fortunately, 

black bears, the kind of bears in the Shenandoah, are usually quite timid, and they didn’t want 

to get to know me any more than I wanted to get to know them.  Or one might become just 

plain lost — particularly when backpacking in the days before cell phones, GPS trackers and 

other such devices, as I mostly was. 

 To be prepared for such eventualities, it’s wise to bring along an emergency blanket, 

some food, a flashlight to signal one’s location, a compass, and other emergency supplies just 

in case.  There’s always a possibility, however unlikely, that one might become stranded.  And 

if that happens, as backpackers know, the first priority is finding a source of water.  People can 

survive for a surprisingly long period of time without food, but not without water.  Water is a 

necessity — and an urgent one — and not only for drinking.  If one is lost in the wilderness, 

finding even a small rivulet of water running down a mountain slope can be the key to finding 

one’s way to safety.  Small rivulets join with others to become small streams, small streams 
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become bigger streams, bigger streams become creeks, creeks empty into rivers, and today, 

as from time immemorial, people and towns can be found clustered along riverbanks.  

Following water can become a roadmap to safety. 

 In so many ways, water is quite literally the source of life.  Today, we’ve become largely 

inured to this.  Turn on a tap, and there it is.  Of course, it’s not the case that everyone can 

simply turn on a tap and have water flow effortlessly even in this country, to say nothing of 

people elsewhere in the world, but for most of us around here, it is.  So we seldom give water a 

second thought. 

 In Israel, however, they do give water a second thought — and often a third and fourth 

one as well.  Finding sustainable sources of water in an arid, largely desert climate is no mean 

trick.  Even today, the Israel Water Authority and Mekorot, its largest water utility, keep a keen, 

keen eye on water levels in the Sea of Galilee (or Lake Kinneret, as it’s known in Israel), Israel’s 

principal source of water, measuring it centimeter by centimeter on a daily basis.  Considerable 

time, effort, and expense is devoted to ensuring that Israelis don’t end up quite literally high 

and dry. 

 If that’s true today, you can imagine how true it was in Jesus’ time.  Small wonder, then, 

that in the ancient world, wells and natural springs were often regarded as sacred places, 

places where heaven touched earth.1  Wells were places not only of sacred encounters, but of 

social ones, too.  Drawing and carrying water is hard work.  Water is heavy.  In Jesus’ day, 

fetching water was done primarily by women, groups of them, who’d gather together at a well 

or spring to help each other with their arduous chore.  Because it was strenuous, the work was 

usually done early in the morning or late in the afternoon for reasons that anyone who’s spent 

time in the Middle Eastern sun can readily understand.  

 
1 See Gerald L. Borchert, The New American Commentary, Vol. 25A: John 1-11 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1996), 
202.  
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 That’s why something would have jumped out to those who first heard John’s account 

of Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman, the account we heard in today’s Gospel, 

something that’s not necessarily so obvious to us: the Samaritan woman was a pariah.   After 

all, she’d come to the well at noon — at the height of the day’s heat — to draw water.  No one 

would dream of doing that given any other choice.  That was the only time the village allowed 

her to go, lest other women be scandalized by her presence.  Secondly, she came alone.  

Again, no one voluntarily drew water by herself, but apparently she had no other choice; no 

one wanted to associate with her.  And if all that weren’t enough, she was a Samaritan — and 

therefore someone despised by proper Jews. 

 The Samaritan woman, then, was an outcast both to her fellow Samaritans and to 

devout Jews.  Neither group would have anything to do with her.  And for a rabbi, of all people, 

to greet her, ask her for a favor (a drink of water), and engage her in conversation?  It was 

simply unthinkable, particularly so because she was a woman.  Devout Jewish men — let alone 

rabbis — were hardly to chat up women to whom they weren’t married or otherwise related.  

Yet that’s exactly what Jesus does.  Even His disciples were “amazed” at his behavior, John 

tells us.2 

 They shouldn’t have been.  Mark tells us that Jesus began His public ministry by 

“proclaiming the gospel of God: This is the time of fulfillment.  The kingdom of God is at hand.  

Repent, and believe in the Gospel,”3 essentially the same thing Fr. Anthony and I tell you when 

you come to have ashes imposed on Ash Wednesday.  In receiving ashes at the start of our 

Lenten journey, each of us is accepting the call to proclaim God’s kingdom. 

 What does it mean, though, to proclaim that “the kingdom of God is at hand”?  At John 

the Baptist’s behest, the Baptist’s followers asked Jesus this very question.4  Jesus gave them 

 
2 Jn 4:27 (NAB) 
3 Mk 1:14-15 (NAB) 
4 Mt 11:3 (NAB) 
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His answer, and His answer is every bit as instructive for us as it was for them.  “Go and tell 

John what you hear and see: the blind regain their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, 

the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have the good news proclaimed to them,”5 He 

explains.  Jesus points out that the kingdom of God isn’t simply a future reality; it isn’t simply 

something that involves waiting for developments at an unknown (and unknowable) time in the 

distant future; it isn’t just something that only involves the next life.  It involves this one, and it 

involves it now, He says, for the kingdom is present every time someone is touched by God’s 

mercy, by HIs forgiveness, by His freeing us of whatever oppresses or binds us, and it’s 

present, too, whenever those who proclaim the kingdom invite others into the same loving 

embrace of God’s grace.6 

 Jesus taught there’s another way, too, that one can both recognize and help to build 

the present reality of His kingdom. 

 The people of Israel were themselves no strangers to being outcasts and exiles.  They’d 

been outcasts, slaves, in Egypt.  They’d been exiled, literally “cast out,” by the Assyrians.  

They’d been exiled, literally “cast out,” by the Babylonians.  And in Jesus’ time, they were 

outcasts in their own land, a land under Roman occupation.  But still they’d held fast to the 

ancient promise, the promise recorded by the Deuteronomist.   

When all these things which I have set before you, the blessings and the curses, 
are fulfilled in you, and from whatever nations the Lord, your God, may have 
dispersed you … the Lord, your God, will change your lot; and taking pity on 
you, he will again gather you from all the nations wherein he has scattered you.  
Though you may have been driven to the farthest corner of the world, even from 
there will the Lord, your God, gather you; even from there will he bring you 
back.7  
 

 
5 Mt 11:4-5 (NAB) 
6 For a discussion of the present reality of the kingdom of God, see Gerhard Lohfink, Jesus of Nazareth: Who He Was, What He 
Wanted (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2012) 59-71. 
7 Dt 30:1-5 (NAB) 
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 This became part of the Messianic expectation, so dearly had they held on to the 

promise that the Lord would one day gather the outcasts and the exiles and return them to the 

land and the community of the covenant.  As the Psalmist put it in one of the last of the 

Psalms, “The Lord … gathers the outcasts of Israel.  He heals the brokenhearted and binds up 

their wounds.”8 

 These expectations refer specifically to the gathering and return of Jews exiled in the 

diaspora, but there are many, many ways to be exiled without leaving home.  There are many, 

many ways of being an outcast — of being “cast out” — without going anywhere, as the 

Samaritan woman surely knew, as perhaps many of us do, too. 

 Luke tells us that at the very start of His public ministry, Jesus stood up in His 

hometown synagogue, read from the Book of the prophet Isaiah that the Messiah would “bring 

good news to the poor … proclaim release to the captives … recovery of sight to the blind … 

let the oppressed go free …”, after which He said to the startled congregants, “Today this 

scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”9 

 The Messiah had come to a Nazarean synagogue, but its worshippers weren’t ready to 

receive Him.10 

 The Messiah came to a Samaritan woman at a well, and she was, for she recognized 

her captivity.  She recognized the blindness that had guided her.  And she was ready to be 

free. 

 The scriptures were fulfilled in her own experience, for one day she wasn’t alone at the 

well any longer.  She saw the kingdom of God being built in her very presence.  It didn’t drop 

from heaven, and it wasn’t simply an expectation of a future event.  The kingdom came in an 

 
8 Ps 147:2-3 (NRSV) 
9 Lk 4:18-20 (NAB) 
10 Lk 4:28-30 (NAB) 
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experience of love, of mercy, and of acceptance, an experience into which she’d been invited 

by a Jewish rabbi, of all people.   

 It came, too, in what Jesus didn’t do at the well. 

 He didn’t join in the prejudice against Samaritans.   

 He didn’t judge her.   

 He didn’t condemn her, though He recognized her sinfulness.   

 He didn’t put her through a worthiness test before He offered her His living water.  

 He didn’t deem her five marriages to be an impediment to extending His grace. 

 Here’s what He did do: He brought her back and restored Her to His community, the 

community of daughters and sons of God, and He also restored her to her village community.  

He gathered her from her exile.  He brought her home to a promised land, a land that was her 

birthright as a human being created in the image of God. 

 This, Jesus tells us elsewhere, is just what we’re to do, too, in helping to build His 

kingdom.  “Whoever does not gather with me scatters,” Jesus warns.  And as He says 

numerous times in different ways throughout the Gospel, that’s largely how He decides 

whether, “Whoever is not with me is against me.”11 

 In the end, that’s really about all the Church is here to do.  We’re to be gatherers, too. 

 We’re not here, or shouldn’t be anyway, to find reasons to label people as outcasts.  

We’re not here to add to the already innumerable divisions and hatreds that exist in our world. 

 We’re here instead to continue Christ’s work of gathering God’s children from whatever 

lonely wells they (and we) approach alone, and to gather all of us from the far corners of the 

distant worlds to which we’ve been driven — or to which we’ve driven ourselves — and return 

again to new life in the promised land of Christ’s love.  

 
11 Mt 12:30.  See Lohfink, Jesus of Nazareth 62-63 for a discussion of this point. 


