
Homily Notes for Sunday, March 12, 2023 - longer version 
Using the biblical historical method to interpret Scripture so as to drive us into giving testimony to Jesus. 

Readings: Ex 17:3-7; Ps 95:1-9; Rom 5:1-2, 5-8; Jn 4:5-42. 
 

1. Summary: We need to know how to interpret the Scriptures. One of the fundamental methods is 
searching out the biblical sense lying behind each passage. This morning I would like to demonstrate this 
with the story of the Samaritan woman at the well.  
 

2. During the past century, Bible study and interpretation has been greatly damaged by a kind of 
study called the “historical-critical” method of study. This is what I was exposed to in my liberal 
Protestant seminary. This kind of study is skeptical and interprets the Bible using our modern 
understandings of psychology and “science”. It wasn’t until I was guided to go to the Institute of 
Theological Studies in Belgium that Scott Hahn at Steubenville exploded in joy when he saw that they 
promoted a principle of biblical interpretation was the more ancient “historical biblical” method. That 
means that the passages are interpreted by meanings that are found in the Bible itself. This leads us to the 
meaning that the original hearers and readers of the Bible would have found. Let me do a bit of this with 
the story of the Samaritan Woman at the Well. 
 

3. The “historical biblical” method recognizes “the four senses” of Scripture. There is first the 
“literal”. This is what really happened. Then there are three “spiritual” levels of interpretation: the 
“allegorical”, the “moral”, and the “anagogical.” What are these? The allegorical demonstrates the 
meaning of the passage in the faith. The moral sense leads us to act justly, to live correctly. The 
anagogical leads us to heaven, what leads us to salvation? Let’s look at our Gospel reading and the 
various levels of biblical interpretation. 
 

4. First, the literal meaning is what actually happened. For Jesus as a Jew to go through Samaria was 
rare. The way around Samaria for Judeans traveling to Galilee took twice as long as the three-day-direct 
journey from Galilee to Jerusalem, since avoiding Samaria required crossing the river Jordan twice to 
follow a path running east of the river.  The way through Samaria was more dangerous because 
Samaritan-Jewish passions often ran high.  The Bible does not explain the reason Jesus and his 
disciples needed to go through Samaria. John simply says that Jesus “had to go,”[1] implying that, for 
Jesus, just as it was for all other Jews, this was unusual. 
 

5. Some of the Fathers of the Church saw that this going through Samaria has a meaning beyond 
any surface explanation. God’s purpose was to bind all peoples together in a redemptive unity. Here 
Jesus first reaches out to non-Jews, Samaritans. This would be one of the anagogical meanings of this 
passage. It demonstrates that the salvation of Jesus is for the entire world. 
 

6. John mentions the Samaritan town named Sychar. Sychar was a village very near Shechem. The 
text simply calls our attention to a location near the plot of ground Jacob gave to his son Joseph. This was 
certainly at the foot of Mt. Gerizim where the Samaritans worshipped. John calls the reader’s attention to 
the presence of a silent witness: the bones of Joseph.[2] This is how the book of Joshua relates that event: 

Now they buried the bones of Joseph, which the sons of Israel brought up from Egypt, at Shechem, 
in the piece of ground which Jacob had bought from the sons of Hamor the father of Shechem for 
one hundred pieces of money; and they became the inheritance of Joseph’s sons. (Josh. 24:32) 

 

7. The reason for this reference to Joseph in verse 5 will only become clear when we see that the 
Samaritan woman suffered in a manner similar to Joseph. If this reading of the story is correct, just as 
Joseph endured unexplained suffering for the purpose of bringing salvation to Israel; likewise, the 
Samaritan woman endured suffering which led to the salvation of the Samaritan Israelites in that locale. 
(4:39-41) 
Let us also remember that Joseph in his suffering to preserve Egypt and his people is an anticipation of 
Jesus’s suffering to save the world. Joseph’s mother, Rachel, is a prototype of the Blessed Virgin Mary. 

“6Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired as he was from the journey, sat down by the well. It was 
about the sixth hour.” “When a Samaritan woman came to draw water, Jesus said to her, ‘Will 



you give me a drink?’  The Samaritan woman said to him, ‘You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan 
woman. How can you ask me for a drink?’ (For the Jews do not associate with Samaritans.)” 

 

8. Let us consider the position of the woman. The common interpretation of why the woman was there 
alone at noon was because she was considered to be immoral. And this could be implied by the reference 
to “five husbands.” Perhaps she had had five husbands. This interpretation is likely because, Jesus could 
have been referring to the source of Jewish rejection of the Samaritans, and the error of their faith. 
 

9. We find in 2 Kings 17:24-34 that when Israel was conquered by Assyria, the king of Assyria brought 
people from five different countries to populate Israel. Both the Israelites who went to Assyria and later 
returned as well as those who remained in Israel, they all intermarried with pagans and also worshipped 
their gods. So they lost their racial purity and engaged in idol worship. A good summary (2 Kings 17:33): 
 “But, while venerating the Lord, they served their own gods, following the worship of the nations  

from among whom they had been deported. To this day they worship according to their ancient 
rites.” 

 

For this reason, they Jews considered them contaminated. The Jews even refused their help in rebuilding 
the temple in Jerusalem after the Exile. 
 

10. But, the situation of the woman could be different.  It could be that she was particularly depressed. 
But, even if she was, there are explanations for her avoidance other than her sexual immorality. For 
example, as you well know, people don’t want to see anyone when they are depressed. Depression was 
present in Jesus’ time, just as it is in people’s lives today. Instead of assuming that the Samaritan woman 
changed husbands immorally, it is just as reasonable to think of her as a woman who had experienced the 
deaths of several husbands or even as a woman whose husbands divorced her for her inability to have 
children. In ancient Israelite society, women did not initiate divorces.  
 

11. For example, the book of Tobit (2nd century BC)  speaks about a Jewish woman named Sarah who 
had seven husbands who, because of demonic forces, each died on the day of his wedding. She was 
scorned by the community, looked upon as cursed and guilty of their deaths. Depressed to the point of 
suicide, Sarah prayed to God to end her shame, insisting on her purity to the end (Tobit 3:7-17).  People 
behaved harshly toward Sarah. No doubt the social standing of the Samaritan woman brought her great 
anguish as well. 
 
12. Jesus was being sensitive to her, letting her know that he knew everything about the pain she 
endured. This is certainly more in keeping with the Jesus we know from other instances in his life. 

“He told her, ‘Go, call your husband and come back.’ ‘I have no husband,’ she replied. Jesus said 
to her, ‘You are right when you say you have no husband. The fact is, you have had five husbands, 
and the man you now have is not your husband. What you have just said is quite true.’” 

 

13. Then Jesus takes a step beyond the Samaritan/Jewish controversy. She says, “But you people say 
that the place to worship is in Jerusalem.” Jesus replies, “Believe me, woman, the hour is coming when 
you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem… But the hour is coming… when 
true worshipers will worship the Father in Spirit and truth.” And Jesus reveals himself is the true Messiah. 
 

14. Previously Jesus mentioned "living water." This phrase normally referred to flowing water from a 
river or stream, as opposed to standing water from a pond or well. But Jesus uses the word ambiguously 
(as is common in John's Gospel), giving the word a deeper meaning, water that imparts life, and, as we 
see in verse 14, a gift that imparts eternal life. What is the water that gives “eternal” life? The waters of 
baptism. 
 

15. Though the woman probably didn't know it (because the Samaritans only recognized the authority 
of the Pentateuch, not the Prophets), Jesus is calling upon a Biblical metaphor. Yahweh refers to himself 
as "the spring of living water" (Jeremiah 2:13; 17:13), his people will drink from his "river of delights," 
and he offers the "fountain of life" (Psalm 36:8-9). As we'll see, Jesus uses the metaphor of living water to 
refer to the gift of the Spirit in 7:37-39. And this water appears as a symbol of eternal life in Revelation 



(7:17; 22:1, 17). So the woman then goes to town, evangelizes the people and Jesus stays two days. This 
finally suggests baptism as the way of obtaining that water which gives eternal life. 

"If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked him, 
and he would have given you living water." (4:10) 

 

Now Jesus calls on her to worship God, Jesus, exclusively. And then the woman becomes an evangelist to 
the rest of the town. And Jesus stayed there, with the Samaritans, for two days, teaching and healing. 
 
The reference to the place of Joseph’s bones and Jacob’s well would be highly significant. When we 
understand that the conversation took place next to Joseph’s bones, we are immediately reminded of 
Joseph’s story and his mostly undeserved suffering. Yet in the end, when no one saw it coming, the 
sufferings of Joseph turned into events leading from starvation and death to salvation. Joseph and his 
mother, Rachel, are “types”, anticipating Jesus and his mother, Mary. 
 

Now let us consider the connection with Joseph in more detail. Shechem was one of the cities of refuge 
where a man who had killed someone unintentionally was provided a safe haven in Israel. (Josh. 21:20-
21)[5]  They were to protect people who were unfortunate, whose lives were threatened by avenging 
family members, but who were not actually guilty of any intentional crime deserving the threatened 
punishment. The woman found a “safe haven” in Jesus. 
 

Even more profoundly, back at the time of the Exodus, when Joshua had led the people into the promised 
land, he challenged them to faith. It was in Shechem that Joshua assembled the tribes of Israel, 
challenging them to abandon their former gods in favor of YHWH and, after making a covenant with 
them, he buried Joseph’s bones there. We read in Josh. 24:1-32: 

“Then Joshua assembled all the tribes of Israel at Shechem. He summoned the elders, leaders, 
judges and officials of Israel, and they presented themselves before God… ‘But if serving the 
LORD seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, 
whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose 
land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD’. …On that day 
Joshua made a covenant for the people, and there at Shechem he drew up for them decrees and 
laws. And Joshua recorded these things in the Book of the Law of God… And Joseph’s bones, 
which the Israelites had brought up from Egypt, were buried at Shechem in the tract of land that 
Jacob bought for a hundred pieces of silver from the sons of Hamor, the father of Shechem.  

 

It is noteworthy that the place for this encounter with the Samaritan woman was chosen by the Lord of 
providence in such a beautiful way: an emotionally alienated,suffering woman, who felt unsafe, 
ironically lived in or near a city of refuge and is having a faith-finding, covenant-renewing conversation 
with God’s Royal Son, Jesus, who has come to reunite all Israel with her God. She does so at the very 
place where the ancient Israelites renewed their covenant in response to God’s words, sealing them with 
two witnesses: 1) the stone (Josh. 24:26-27) – confessing with their mouths their covenant obligations and 
faith in Israel’s God, and 2) the bones of Joseph (Josh. 24:31-32) – whose story guided their travels. 
 

Is this not the journey of faith of all of us? We were in need of salvation and God reached out to us. We 
were mostly baptized by our parents but came to faith, as did the woman. In a sense, the Samaritan 
woman does the same thing as the ancient Israelites – confessing her faith in Jesus as the Christ and 
covenant Savior of the world, to her fellow villagers, as we read in John 4:29-39: 

“Come, see a man who told me everything. Could this be the Christ?” They came out of the town 
and made their way toward him… Many of the Samaritans from that town believed in him because 
of the woman’s testimony…”And because of his words many more became believers. They said to 
the woman, ‘We no longer believe just because of what you said; now we have heard for 
ourselves, and we know that this man really is the Saviour of the world.’” (verses 39-42) 

 

Did you find the biblical background, with its depth in both the old and New Testament helpful in 
understanding this story in all its profundity? May we in faith now become part of that promised vine, 
overcoming barriers of hostility to be reconcilers in our contemporary world, carrying out the mission of 
Jesus in our day. 



12. The three questions: 
1. What is the one decision I should offer up to God at the time of the offering? 
2. What is the one thing God wants me to get out of this Mass to become the better-version-of-myself that  

He wants? 
3. What are the key insights to Christian living that are so important that I need to teach and discipline my  

children into becoming? 
 
 
 
Additional reflections: 
 
The connection between Joseph and the Samaritan woman does not end there. We might recall that 
Joseph had received a special blessing from his father at the time of Jacob’s death. It was a promise that 
he would be a fruitful vine climbing over a wall. (Gen. 49:22) Psalm 80:8 speaks of a vine being brought 
out of Egypt, whose shoots spread throughout the earth, eventually bringing salvation to the world 
through the true vine. In John 15:1 we read that Jesus identified himself as this true vine. Like Israel of 
old, Jesus was also symbolically brought out of Egypt. (Matt. 2:15) In his conversation with the 
Samaritan woman, Jesus – the promised vine in Jacob’s promise to Joseph – was in effect climbing over 
the wall of hostility between the Judean and Samaritan Israelites to unite these two parts of His Kingdom 
through His person, teaching and deeds. In a deeply symbolic fashion, this conversation takes place at the 
very well that was built by Jacob, to whom the promise was given! 
 
 


