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You may have noticed something about today’s Gospel. Although we are in 

Year A, the reading is not from the Gospel of Matthew, our Gospel is from St. John. 

As you may recall, I have mentioned that at times the Church inserts the Gospel of 

John into the reading cycle because she thinks that John's Gospel has something 

special, something particular, to tell us for this festal season. Today was one of 

those days. This is because todays Gospel has to do with repentance. It has to do 

with turning away from a past life of sin and beginning a new life in Christ, and 

those are perfect themes for the Lenten season. 

To begin looking at today’s Gospel, there are a couple of points I would like 

to highlight. Notice the importance of the well. John makes a point of telling us that 

Jesus not just meets a woman at a well, but that he is sitting down beside a 

particular well, Jacob's well. For an ancient Jewish reader, this would have brought 

to mind two very important cultural understandings. The first was Jesus’ breaking 

the social taboo against talking to a woman, particularly in an uninhabited place 

with no witnesses. One of the oldest guidelines in the Mishnah, a collection of the 

Jewish oral traditions that are known as the Oral Torah, states: “talk not much with 

womankind.” By this it means a man’s own wife, so, as in today’s gospel, how 

much more a woman who was not his wife. It continues, “He that talks much with 

womankind brings evil upon himself and neglects the study of the Law and at the 

last will inherit Gehenna.” Understanding this background is important for us to 

remember, even today. Because Jesus not only talked to women, but he also invited 

women into his band of disciples, he was financed by them and some of them 

traveled with him. The radical nature of the changes in the attitudes toward women 

that Jesus introduced are beyond description. A point very few of us in the West 

understand, much less appreciate in our modern times. 

Secondly, it is so critical for us to recognize that just the very mention of Jesus 

at a well would bring to mind stories from the Old Testament, where wells an 

important setting. When you look at the stories surrounding wells in the Old 

Testament, you'll see something very interesting. Whenever you have a man at a 

well and a woman comes along, you're going to inevitably end up with a wedding. 

It's a nuptial theme. Three of the great patriarchs, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses, met their 

future wives at a well. Therefore, if you're a Jew, you could expect that hearing 

about a man at a well, then a woman coming along, that there's going to be a 

wedding. Although, it's going to be no ordinary woman and, in Jesus's case, no 

ordinary man that are going to enter into this dialogue near Jacob’s well.  
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The next aspect of the story deals with the Samaritans. To understand this, we 

have to understand Jewish history to appreciate the significance of what is 

happening. Consequently, in order to grasp what is going on here you have to 

understand who the Samaritans were. Because of this verse in the Gospel of John, 

most people are familiar with the fact that the Jews and the Samaritans didn't like 

one another.  

But that’s all they know. Most don’t know the history of why they didn't get along. 

The reason for this hostility dates back to when the Assyrians, a pagan empire, 

conquered the 10 northern tribes of Israel back in 772 BC. To maintain control of 

area, they settle Assyrian pagans in the northern kingdom of Israel. These Assyrians 

then married and intermingled with some of the Israelites that were left. They then 

set up their own rival religion to the religion of the Jews in Jerusalem. They even 

set up their own temple on Mount Gerizim as they began to worship the God of 

Israel in their own way, and with their own particular canon of Scripture. This 

background helps us understand why the Jews and the Samaritans did not like one 

another. So, when Jesus sits down at this well in Samaria, and talks to the woman, 

this would have been both surprising and unusual.  

With this background information, let’s move right into the story so that we 

can appreciate why John relays this story and why it is important. In verse 10, Jesus 

makes a reference to “living water.” This expression of living water might be one of 

the most important expressions in the entire passage because it had multiple 

meanings in the first century. The basic meaning of living water would be like 

spring water or running water for example, because we recognize that running water 

can look like it's alive, as opposed to stagnant water. Therefore, when Jesus 

originally speaks of living water, he is speaking of the most basic definition of the 

term. However, as we will see, it will take on an even greater meaning when Jesus 

makes the promise of living water. 

This confusion is shown when the woman responds to Jesus statement that he 

will give her living water. Jesus doesn’t have a bucket to draw water from the well, 

so where is he going to get this water? Jesus response, however, looks to a deeper 

reality, “Everyone who drinks of this water will thirst again, but whoever drinks of 

the water that I shall give him will never thirst; the water that I shall give him will 

become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” The woman then replies 

to him, “Sir, give me this water, that I may not thirst, nor come here to draw.” 
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Notice that Jesus has moved beyond the meaning of just running water or 

spring water to talking about something deeper. He's referring to a special kind of 

water that gives not just natural life, but eternal life. The woman, however, doesn’t 

grasp this deeper understanding. Her response indicates that she is still only on the 

physical level, when she replies, “give me this water so that I may not thirst or 

come here to draw.” In other words, she seems to still be thinking on the level of a 

natural water which will quench her natural thirst.  

We understand that Jesus is talking about the water of eternal life. She has not 

reached this understanding yet. For Jesus, however, the very fact that she asks him 

is enough. That's all he needs to now move to the next level. But then he does 

something very interesting. All of a sudden, he shifts the topic away from the well 

and starts to talk about her sin and her past. He then says to her, Go, call your 

husband, and come here, which leads to the discussion about the fact that she has 

had five husbands and is now living with a man who is not her husband. In a first 

century Jewish setting, divorce, and remarriage, even though permissible, was 

considered something that would be disapproved of and was not the norm. The idea 

that this one woman would not only have divorced once or twice, but that she had 

five husbands, and now was living with a man who she wasn't even married to, 

would put her in essentially a state of public and perpetual adultery and/or 

fornication. So, this woman would have been a pariah. She would've been someone 

who would have been shunned by her people as well as by the greater society. 

However, when we look a little deeper into the text, we see that the woman is 

issued three commands by Jesus. She is to go, call, and bring. These commands 

require that she, a woman, become a witness to a man. In her world, would that 

even have been possible? Jesus assumes that it is. He challenges her to believe that 

a woman’s witness, that her witness, can be judged reliable. To put another way, the 

woman is given a new understanding of herself and of her surroundings. A new 

vision of God is triggered a new self-understanding. But can the woman respond in 

the same way? Unfortunately, she, as so many of us, tries to hide from God’s call 

behind a half truth. “I have no husband,” she answers. When caught in sin, she tries 

to withhold information! Something we are all guilty of. 

But instead of being polite and overlooking this, or scolding her for her sinful 

life, Jesus instead simply states the truth of her past. Technically the woman was 

telling the truth, but actually she was lying. Embarrassed at the unexpected 

exposure, she then becomes a “theologian,” and launches into a discussion of the 

major ideological divide between the Jews and the Samaritans.  



 

Page 4 of 6 
 

She must be thinking to herself, such a diversion would surely derail the 

conversation about her private life. The woman is responsible for continuing to try 

to hide her sin. But in her attempted escape, she unintentionally asks a profound and 

relevant question. Once again, Jesus does not scold her for changing the subject but 

uses her question as an occasion to move the five-hundred-year-old debate about 

worship to a new and profound level. Jesus, instead, treats the woman as a serious 

theologian and reveals to her the most important teaching on worship in the entire 

New Testament.  

He elevates her as a person, and in the process all women with her. Where 

was the divine presence of God to be found? Did God dwell uniquely in Jerusalem 

or on Mount Gerizim? Both are already obsolete, answers Jesus. This helps her 

realize that he is speaking of the messiah, which the Samaritans believed in. The 

second the woman brings up the Messiah, Jesus says to her “I, the one who is 

speaking to you, am he,” which is the divine name from the Old Testament. So, 

Jesus is in a sense revealing to her not just that he's the Messiah, but that he's the I 

AM, that he's the Lord, that he's God come in person.  

Then, like the plot of a good novel, the disciples appear on the scene and are 

amazed. They appear to be thinking to themselves, “a self-respecting rabbi would 

not even talk to his wife in a public place. So why is the revered Master engaged in 

a private conversation with this Samaritan woman?” But no one dares ask, “What 

are you looking for?” This is an idiom still used across the Middle East in modern 

times. It is a polite way of asking a superior, such as a respected teacher in this 

situation, “Would you like us to get rid of her for you?” The disciples dare not ask 

this traditional question because, perhaps, he wants to talk to her! Nor do they 

presume to scold him by asking, “Why are you talking with her?” They dare not 

assume the role of a servant or that of a disturbed colleague, so they fall silent.  

The air is heavy with rejection, and feeling their hostility in the silence, the 

woman withdraws. After all, they are Jews, and she has two strikes against her 

already, as both a woman and a Samarian. But she departs not simply to carry out 

Jesus’ command, “Go call your husband and come here.” She expands her mandate 

and witnesses to the entire community. However, in her hurry she leaves her jar 

behind. This is a simple eyewitness recollection, and we don’t need to look for any 

deeper symbolism other than she is leaving behind the law or her former life. She 

came to draw the water that will quench thirst for an hour or two. She returns to the 

village without that water. Instead, she carries a witness to the water that quenches 

the thirst of the spirit, forever. In the process, she becomes a spring for others.  
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Her witness is true to her bold instincts. She announces, “Come and see a man who 

told me all that I ever did. Can this be the Christ?” The first statement is calculated 

to catch their attention, given her reputation in the village. The question that forms 

the second part of her witness hints to what they might find if they choose to return 

with her to the well. She knows that they may not believe her witness because she is 

a woman. Instead, she invites them to come and make their own discoveries. And 

what happens next is, the Samaritans convert, and the harvest begins to get reaped. 

Having looked at the specifics, what are the principal points that we can take 

away from today’s Gospel? I would like to highlight one major theme, the image of 

Jesus as not just the Messiah, and not just the savior of the world, but of Jesus as the 

divine bridegroom. The reason John is highlighting the well, and the woman here, is 

because this is a kind of nuptial scene that's revealing Jesus as no ordinary 

bridegroom who is going to take an ordinary bride. He is the divine bridegroom 

who has come in person in order to wed, to marry, all of humanity through the new 

covenant in his blood. The Jews had a tradition that God wasn’t just the creator, 

wasn’t just the Lord, but that he was the divine bridegroom. And that Israel, his 

chosen people, was his bride. That the relationship between them was so intimate, 

so sacrificial, and so permanent, that it could only be described as a marriage. And 

that one day God would come and make a new covenant with his people who'd 

been unfaithful to him. This new covenant would be a new marriage, the new and 

everlasting marriage covenant between God and humanity. 

The reason John is telling this story is because he recognizes that the woman 

at the well is like a bride and that Jesus is the divine bridegroom. That he has come 

into the world not to marry this individual woman in a natural marriage, but to enter 

into a supernatural marriage, a relationship as Savior between himself, and not just 

her as an individual, but with all the people of the world. So, this woman is a kind 

of image of the Church. St. Augustine said, “because she's not just an Israelite, she 

is also a pagan. As such, she represents all of humanity in herself, both the Jews and 

the Gentiles, both the Israelites and the pagans, who are waiting for a savior to 

come and save them.”  

But save them from what? To save them from their sin, from their brokenness, 

from their past. In a sense, the woman at the well represents the ultimate 

inadequacy of the patriarchs to bring people into relationship with God. Her five 

husbands represent the five books of Moses, the Torah, which are shadowy and in 

some sense incomplete until the revelation of God in Jesus Christ.  
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She also represents God’s coming to save Israel from its adultery. Because what 

had Israel done?  

Throughout the Old Testament, we see how they took all the false gods of the 

pagans and entered into relationships, of spiritual adultery, with the false gods of 

the Canaanites and of the other peoples of the land. Like the nations represented by 

the Samaritans, Israel is no model of fidelity.  

So, what does all this mean for us? John is showing us that Jesus is going to 

give this living water, the supernatural water, in a few keyways. First, when he goes 

to the cross. Because on the cross Jesus will be pierced. And what will flow from 

his side? Not just his life, which he is giving for his bride, the Church. But also, 

blood and the water, the life giving blood and the life giving water that will flow 

from his side. Secondly, John’s Gospel actually tells us in Chapter 7 that when 

Jesus talks about the living water, he's referring to the Holy Spirit which will be 

given after his death when he breathes on the Apostles at the resurrection and says, 

“receive the spirit.” The gift that we celebrate most particularly at Pentecost. 

Finally, and I think most importantly for us, when do we each individually receive 

that living water of the Holy Spirit? When do the waters that flowed from the side 

of Christ wash us clean of our sins? Above all in is through our baptism, when we 

were immersed in water and through the power of the water and the Holy Spirit, we 

were cleansed of all of our sins. Not just Original Sin, but any actual sins, any 

venial sins, mortal sins; any sins that we committed, all of that is washed away 

through the power of baptism. 

Ultimately, the woman at the well, like the all the nations of the world, and 

like the Jews themselves, only think in terms of physical water. We want, in other 

words, God to supply our needs. We think water and food and other material things 

are all we really need. But no, Jesus suggests, what you really need is the living 

water, which only he can give. The waters of this world are all, like the waters at 

Meribah and Massah, unable to quench the true thirst at the heart of human nature, 

the thirst for God himself. 

 


