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This story of the encounter between Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well is a story of empowerment, a story of transformation, and a story of mission. It is the story of a woman coming to belief, leaving her former life (symbolized by the water jar) behind, venturing forth to people who have probably shunned her. (We know that she customarily drew water in the heat of the day when nobody else was around); now, suddenly, she is venturing forth and extending to these same people the classic call to discipleship “Come and see.” She is, in a sense,  already an answer to the prayer that Jesus will make to God at the Last Supper, a prayer for all those who will believe in him through the word of the disciples. And this woman completes her mission by connecting  Jesus directly with the Samaritan people, who ask him to “remain” ( or in Johannine terminology, “abide”) with them, and who thus come to a deeper level of faith because of their direct contact with Jesus. Throughout the gospel accounts, in his conversation with the disciples, Jesus hungers for just such a mission. He can almost taste the harvest, ripe and ready for picking, but the disciples who have accompanied him thus far have no idea what he is talking about!


Who would ever have chosen a Samaritan- and a woman – with a questionable background – as a model of discipleship? The scripture scholar, Pheme Perkins, notes that there is no satisfactory explanation of the five husbands. And yet, Sister Sandra Schneiders, another noted scholar, makes a strong case that these “husbands” (the word is ba’als in Hebrew, as in the false gods of Canaan against whom railed the prophet Amos); - according to Sr. Schneiders, these ba’als represent, not actual husbands of the woman, but the false gods of the Samaritan people. She notes that the exchange regarding the woman’s “husbands” takes place in the midst of a theological discussion on proper worship. Furthermore, Jesus’ pronouncement that the woman has no husband is a classic prophetic denunciation of false worship; Jesus simply states the fact, and the woman recognizes its truth


On another level, this is a story about inclusive discipleship in which the least likely person is chosen as a vessel of Living Water. In John’s gospel, Jesus is very comfortable calling this woman to discipleship. Indeed, she is like the disciples called in the synoptic gospels, who leave net and fishing boat behind to follow Jesus. She is the only person in any of the gospels to bring a whole town (symbolizing a whole people) to Jesus. And, it must be noted, she is also the subject of some tension in this regard, as is evident in the reaction of the returning disciples to Jesus’ conversation with her. It is interesting to note that the ease with which Jesus called this woman has yet to become acceptable practice among a number of his followers, even to this day, I might add!


On yet another level, this is also a story of betrothal, reminiscent of the often repeated biblical theme of God wooing the Beloved, Israel. The people of New Testament times, on hearing this story for the first time, would have recognized the signs and the language of betrothal. This is an encounter at a well! They would have remembered: that the servant of Abraham had found an appropriate wife for Isaac, son of Abraham and Sarah, at the well of Nahor - she who became the matriarch, Rebekah; that Jacob, son of Isaac and Rebekah, met and immediately fell in love with his wife, Rachel, at the well in Haran; and that Moses met his wife, Zipporah, at the well in Midian. The signs and language of betrothal are also evident in that Jesus had, just a few chapters earlier in John’s gospel, declared his intentions as bridegroom at the wedding feast at Cana, by saving the best wine for last. And now, he woos the Samaritan woman, symbolic of her entire people, into covenant fidelity with the God of Spirit and Truth.


Immediately after this encounter with the Samaritans, Jesus will return to Cana to bring to belief someone altogether outside the people of Israel, the pagan royal official, whose son he heals. In this “Cana to Cana” section of the gospel, Jesus has wooed the Beloved, and they have responded. 


And finally, from yet another vantage point, this is a quintessential story of the meaning of baptism and call. The Samaritan woman, like all humanity, is thirsty for life, for belonging, and for meaning. She seeks, and she finds herself plunged into the One who thirsts for us – the One who is Living Water itself – and she is transformed, capable now of bringing an entire nation to the Water she has discovered. She is seeker, disciple, missionary, reconciler, vessel of Living Water to all who thirst; she is beloved daughter of God, a person of dignity and responsibility. She is all that a baptized person is intended to become. As Paul proclaimed regarding baptism, “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.


 This gospel reading with which we are confronted on this third Sunday of our Lenten journey can be a challenge to us as we seek to live into the deeper commitment to the God of Spirit and Truth to which we have committed ourselves. Jesus might well ask us as his church what we really believe about baptism. Do we experience the freedom that Jesus is offering to respond to our call, whatever it may be? Do we feel empowered to think outside the box when it comes to preaching the gospel and forming community as God’s Beloved in today’s church? After all, the story of the Samaritan woman, fully commissioned disciple, is a promise of the Christ to all who believe that the official church has yet to fulfill. This gospel invites our thoughts and reflections on what it means to be called into discipleship in today’s Christian community.
