
3rd Sunday of Lent 
Cycle A, 3.15.20 

Exodus 17:3-7; Romans 5:1-2, 5-8; John 4:5-42 

YEARNING FOR THE GREATEST LOVE 
The Gospel passage today presents 

us with social distancing and double 
entendres -- words and ideas with two or 
multiple meanings. We begin by Jesus 
seated alone in the shade by a well. The 
passage doesn’t actually mention any shade 
but only a fool would remain in the sun in 
the Middle East during the heat of the 
noontime sun and Jesus was no fool. We’re 
told that Jesus was tired from the journey. 
He needed a break. Perhaps he was 
physically tired but perhaps he was also 
tired of dealing with his disciples and their 
lack of understanding. All of the disciples 
had gone into town to buy some food. 
Doesn’t that sound like the beginning of a 
joke: “How many apostles does it take to 
buy some food?”  

Perhaps Jesus was exercising some 
social distancing there at that well, trying to 
figure out how to get his disciples to 
understand the food he has which sustains 
him, when who should happen by but 
another person practicing some social 
distancing: a woman coming alone for 
water from the well at noon. 

 
The heat of the day was an unusual time to 
come to the well as the cooler mornings 
and evenings were the more common 
custom. Drawing water was usually a social 
event and a gathering time. That the 

woman comes at that hour suggests she 
may well have wanted to avoid meeting 
people but at the well she encounters the 
person she cannot successfully evade: 
Jesus.  
       Even though Jesus is tired (or perhaps 
because of it) he asks a favor of the woman. 
He asks for something simple and basic. He 
asks for some water. He asks for something 
in plain sight for which he lacks the ordinary 
implements needed in order to do it 
himself. 

 
He leaps over all kinds of social boundaries 
by asking this favor of a woman alone who 
is a Samaritan and seemingly an outcast and 
by his willingness to drink from her bucket 
or dipper. St. Augustine wrote that Jesus’ 
real, deeper, actual thirst was for the 
woman’s faith. Even while she was still 
thought of as a sinner, Jesus initiated 
contact with her, reached out and engaged 
her. Jesus put some uncomfortable truths 
before her.  Instead of making excuses or 
blaming others, she responded with 
openness.  In doing so, she allowed the 
living water to enter and change her life. In 
this longest recorded dialogue in the 
gospels, we witness the woman’s 
conversion. From disdain to skepticism to 
curiosity to incredulity to faith to 
discipleship and becoming an apostle to the 
people of her hometown, we see this 
woman grow in faith as she comes to 
understand the living water that Jesus 
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offers to her is more than a convenient 
spring, but the Words of Everlasting Life 
and the Grace of the Holy Spirit. 

Lenten fasting and denials are 
meant to help us face our deeper longings. 
We may not always like to acknowledge or 
admit it, but we long for God in our every 
other hunger, thirst, or want. As St. Paul 
puts it in the Second Reading, we thirst for 
“the love poured forth from God in Jesus 
through the Holy Spirit.” Love is our 
primordial need. It is “a God-sized hole” 
within us, a yearning for the greatest love 
there is. Often we may try to use other 
lesser things to try and satisfy this great 
need—food, work, looks, accomplishment, 
other persons, sex, drink, etc. Some 
speculate that the Samaritan woman’s prior 
five husbands symbolically represent her 
attempt to quench her deepest desire with 
these lesser things. We are created such 
that we die without real love.  

 
In the midst of their hunger and 

thirst in the desert the Israelites grumbled 
against Moses and blamed him for their 
situation. They had voluntarily packed up 
their possessions and left Egypt for the 
hope of freedom. Understandably, when 
they saw Pharaoh's army in pursuit surely 
they all had second thoughts about the 
choices they had made to follow Moses. Yet 
even after God provides their deliverance 

and then water from the rock, they were 
still dissatisfied and continued grumbling 
and asking where God was. We recount 
their story as a lesson about a hardness of 
heart, a loss of faith, which seems to form 
an impermeable barrier between the water 
of God’s love and our thirsty souls. Fear and 
doubt and ingratitude keep the water from 
refreshing us, and we stay thirsty.   

The scriptures today invite us to 
pause and ponder. In the midst of this 
pandemic we remain in the season of Lent, 
even though many things we have taken for 
granted are being taken away from us, at 
least temporarily. The rhythm of our lives 
has been upended and no one knows what 
the immediate future holds or what the 
lasting effects of this coronavirus will be. It 
touches and changes the way we live and 
interact with one another. Even with all of 
this, our journey, though changed in ways 
inconceivable just three weeks ago, 
continues. In this time of fear and doubt 
and inconvenience and instability, are we, 
too, grumbling and blaming? 

Our particular challenge is to ensure 
that social distancing does not become 
social isolation either for us or for those 
most likely to become separated and 
isolated -- the elderly, the infirm, children in 
the foster care system, prisoners, the 
homeless, migrants and others. Even with 
the needed social distancing how can we 
continue to tangibly share the life-giving 
water of God’s love? Social distancing is 
forcing a physical separation, but we are 
fortunate enough to now have the time and 
the means, via social media and old-
fashioned methods like letter-writing or 
telephone calls or talking from opposite 
sides of a wall, to still interact with one 
another. Like the Samaritan woman we can 
bring the good news and an encounter with 
Jesus (and basic necessities) to others if we 
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refuse to allow distance or separation to 
become impermeable isolation. 

We all are restless until we find our 
rest in God. Only in God can our hunger and 
thirst and fear be calmed. No person, no 
thing, no achievement can quench our 
innate desire for God no matter how 
intensely we try to fill our lives with other 
things. We need God and we need each 
other to meet our basic needs. Jesus shows 
us the way and offers us living water. 
Through him the love of God is poured into 
our hearts and we become temples of the 
Holy Spirit, made into vessels bearing the 
living water. With the grace of God may we 
come to worship God in spirit and in truth 
as members of Christ's body. As members 
of Christ's body may we recognize God’s gift 
which has been given to us, poured into our 
hearts, and pour out our lives and love 
across the distances and social barriers. 
May God be blessed. 

  
Paul Dechant, OSFS 

 


