
III Lent Homily 3/14-15/2020: 

The story of the Samaritan woman at the well is the first of the 

Scrutiny gospels—the three stories that mark the Lenten journey of 

Catechumens and Candidates who will complete their sacraments of 

initiation at the Easter Vigil.  The process of examination and self-

examination as a mode of preparation to fully be welcomed into the life of 

the Church is significant.  I frequently teach it as a process to understand 

what communion means—to be in communio with God, with Christ, with 

the Church, with others and with the rest of Creation.  In this gospel, there 

has been a breakdown for the woman in her personal marital relationships, 

her interpersonal relationships with the rest of the town, with her faith 

tradition and Judaism, even going so far as to do battle with creation itself in 

coming to the well at noon, rather than earlier in the morning when the water 

would be cool and more refreshing.  These are all things that are good 

reflections to examine in-depth, but for now provide the backdrop for 

something more basic to life itself: thirst. 

 This year I find the Scriptural challenges to be more about the idea of 

thirsting—a visceral response to the movement of God in time and space.  It 

is a challenge for us to really consider thirst because water is so readily 

available to us, especially in the northwest—it is so easy to simply go to any 

faucet, drinking fountain or garden hose and take care of the temporary 

inconvenience of thirst.  But the Scriptures challenge us to truly consider not 

only the fasting in the desert, but also the thirsting that occurs in the desert. 

 The first reading reminds us that the thirst the Hebrews are 

experiencing is so significant that they might be second-guessing the 

existence of God, and certainly the leadership of Moses.  Not for the last 

time does Moses question God about what to do with this people—they are 



not satisfied with freedom from slavery, the promise of a new land that will 

exclusively be theirs, the food that they have received nor the gift of new life 

and new hope that they have been given.  Theirs is a very real, bodily and 

physical kind of thirst, but a thirst laced with fear, anger and resentment.  

The Hebrew people are looking back to life in Egypt with nostalgia, having 

forgotten the cruelty of their taskmasters, subsistence existence and the 

absolute control exerted upon them.  They are thirsting for a resolution to 

their wandering, the quintessential whining of a small child in the back seat 

of the car on a summer vacation asking, “Are we there yet?” 

 Moses strikes the rock at Horeb and God provides water for their 

journey.  The water that is provided is sufficient to take care of the physical 

thirst, but it only serves to delay the ongoing spiritual thirst that they are 

experiencing as well.  The journey is far from over, and Israel’s thirsting is 

not going to be satisfied—not even with the promised land, nor the triumph 

over the current inhabitants of the land, nor in the king they demand, in Saul 

or David, or the establishment of the Temple.  The dissatisfaction and the 

thirst that Israel feels will never be satisfied by any of the conventional 

means. 

 So too, with the Samaritan woman—her thirst is existential—it is not 

merely water that she is longing for as she goes out to the well at noon, but 

rather a restoration and reintegration of her life.  Perhaps it is circumstances 

that have forced her into a life of poverty because of her first husband: has 

either died, divorced her or abandonded her, leaving her to seek after some 

sort of satisfaction or fulfillment that she still wants to have, or just seeking 

after someone who will be able to ensure her survival in a world hostile to a 

woman trying to make her way in the world. 



But the Samaritan woman is not the only one thirsting here.  We 

forget that it is Jesus who has initiated the conversation:  “Give me a drink!”  

It is her preconceived notions of what a Jewish man can and cannot ask for.  

Against all the cultural mores, Jesus asks her for water, knowing that this 

would mean becoming ‘unclean.’ Asking a public sinner, a Samaritan, a 

woman puts him squarely outside the boundaries of Covenant.  It is a 

scandal to the disciples as they return, it is a scandal to the other residents of 

the town, it would be a scandal to any religious Jew and certainly to any 

priest or Levite worth his salt. 

The conversation around living water bears some additional reflection 

as well.   Breaking it down to its elements: she does not know the gift of 

God, she does not know who is asking, and she doesn’t know what ‘living 

water’ means!  She still would be willing to make do with fresh, flowing 

“living water” as she understood it—because life itself must have been so 

hard to live with the derision and exclusion of the larger community—the 

reason why she’s there at noon.  Even that would be enough.   

But Jesus is the one who is thirsting for her restoration, for her new 

life, for her wholeness and holiness.  To reveal God’s love, he shows her 

again his knowledge of her pain in regard to the men in her life when he 

challenges her to get her husband.  She would be satisfied to have Jesus be 

simply another prophet, to try and fit Jesus into another preconceived idea of 

a known relationship with God, but Jesus is thirsting for more. 

Living water, welling up to eternal life.  Water that will become in her 

a spring of water, an artesian well that will continue to give life in and out of 

season—water that will not just satisfy a physical thirst, but the existential 

thirst that she knows very well.   



It is that same thirst that Jesus experiences on our behalf too.  

Remember that Jesus cries out later on in John’s gospel after he has been 

hung upon the cross: “I thirst,” and the soldiers offer him water mixed with 

vinegar; water mixed with vinegar, myrrh and gall in another place.  It is 

another cry, not just for a physical thirst, but a cry for the fulfillment of what 

God has in store for us all: a cry for wholeness of life, for healing, for 

reconciliation and for communion.   

The statement: “I thirst,” is one of the “seven last words” in tradition 

that Jesus utters before he dies.  It has been interpreted in a variety of 

different ways—as a way of moistening his mouth and tongue after the pain 

and suffering of the cross to ready him to make the final cry of 

commendation to God the Father; an acknowledgment of the physical pain 

and struggle that he has endured; a recognition of the dehydration that has 

been with him for the last portion of the way of the cross.  But I believe we 

can also see it as that hunger and thirst that Jesus has for us to be fulfilled, 

reconciled, healed and made whole.  A thirst we acknowledge in the blessing 

cup that we share in the communion of Christ; a thirst we acknowledge 

when we recognize that all of the ways in which we seek to answer the 

thirsts of our lives with things that are never able to satisfy:  accumulation of 

material goods, having ‘enough,’ of whatever we have chosen to stockpile; 

the desire we sometimes have to feed our spiritual and existential hungers 

with physical food that is sometimes not good for our bodies, or 

relationships that can never truly fulfill our hunger for love. 

Jesus thirsts for each of us; His cry on the cross reminds us that only 

He can be the living water that wells up from deep within, from the depth of 

our souls to the promise of heaven.  Planted deep within, made beloved 

children of God through the waters of baptism, that wellspring continues to 



rise up from our souls whenever we seek to be one with the Lord; to be 

reconciled, to be healed, to be the Body of Christ that we are called to be.  

Jesus thirsts--indeed; but He thirsts for us—and in our desire for Him, we 

are fulfilled. 


