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 There’s a reason things between this woman and Jesus were so awkward. The 

relationship between Samaritans and Jews was pretty hostile. When she expresses shock, maybe 

suspicion, that a Jew would be asking a Samaritan for water, there are several centuries’ worth of 

conflict behind it. The Samaritans are the descendants of the northern kingdom of Israel where 

ten of the twelve tribes made their home. Around 722 BCE, the kingdom of Assyria, the world’s 

first superpower, invaded the northern kingdom and essentially absorbed the population.  

 

 They clung to an older form of religion than had developed in the southern kingdom. The 

Samaritans only recognized the Torah, the first five books of the Bible, as authoritative and they 

worshiped on Mt. Gerizim in a temple they built sometime in the 2
nd

 century. But around 128 

BCE, when the Jews drove the Greeks out of Judea, led by the Maccabees, the victors then went 

to Gerizim to destroy the Samaritan temple as well. Settling old scores, I suppose. That was 

about a hundred fifty years before Jesus and the woman met at the well, but the memory was still 

fresh, probably for both of them.  

 

 It’s sad when religious cousins can’t seem to live in harmony with one another. We’ve 

seen it over and over: Catholics and Protestants don’t get along, not just in Northern Ireland, but 

even right here in Buffalo not so long ago. Shiite and Sunni Muslims have had a feud for 

centuries over crimes committed in the dim past. Even different schools of peace-loving 

Buddhists don’t get along with one another. So this little exchange at Jacob’s Well was loaded 

with baggage. Baggage Jesus was ready to unpack. 

 

 We don’t know much about her. Some think she may have been an outcast in her 

community which is why she came to the well alone at the hottest part of the day. It’s possible 

she just appreciated her privacy; didn’t care to visit with anyone, least of all a strange man. I 

wonder if Jesus saw in her someone who was thirsty. Not just looking for a drink but maybe 

looking for deeper meaning, a more fulfilling life. She certainly talks like someone who’s 

seeking: “Sir, give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty or have to keep coming here to 

draw water.” 

 

 Behind every religious belief and practice, every difference we guard so closely, is a 

thirst for water that will never run dry. We all carry that thirst. We all go to the well and lower 

our buckets into the same still pool in hopes of finally be quenched. But it’s never enough. We 

always have to go back. The well takes many forms, many of them positive, things like 

education or career, even parenthood, good things that the world needs but always reach their 

limit and in the end can fall short. Other times those wells are more negative. They can be 

alcohol or gambling, anything that might numb us or give us some escape. But they always run 

dry; they never fully satisfy us.  

 

 I don’t know if that was this woman’s need but Jesus seems to think she’s after 

something more. He invites her to find a spring of living water, to experience the possibility of 



never being thirsty again. That has nothing to do with her bucket and well. Living water moves 

within us, it springs alive when we’re able to tap it.  

 

 As I’ve been thinking about how we get in touch with that living water, I’ve found 

myself thinking more and more about addiction recovery, of all things. It sounds a little weird, 

but our need to go over and over to a well that doesn’t satisfy is a sort of addiction. And it takes 

some effort to change our behavior. We need to commit to certain steps. I think the Samaritan 

woman is beginning to walk down a road that can release her from a bondage she never even 

knew she was in.  

 

 When a person is in recovery from an addiction, if they’re following a 12-step program, 

they begin with admitting their need. They admit they’re powerless over whatever it is that has 

hold of them, much as this woman was powerless over the suspicion and fear that took hold of 

her when she saw a strange Jewish man at the well. And she may be powerless over a life that 

haunts her, an inability to keep a lasting relationship. Her thirst for living water is her admission 

she can no longer go on this way.  

 

 So she turns it over to the One who knows her. Her second step. Rather than simply take 

her bucket of water and go back home, she chooses to engage Jesus and face her fear. And as so 

often happens, facing our fear means facing ourselves. One of the most important steps toward 

recovery is admitting our shortcomings, coming to terms with who we are and what we’ve done. 

When we continually go back to the well that doesn’t satisfy, we disappoint ourselves and those 

around us over and over.  

 

 Longing for living water is our first step toward recovery. But recovery is a lifelong 

journey; we are always recovering, never fully recovered. Like the woman at the well we need to 

be willing to face who we are without fear and then embrace our life for what it is. And while 

that can be hard to do, the joy of living water makes it possible. The woman runs back to her 

village rejoicing that she’s met Jesus and that she’s known for who she really is. The living water 

is springing up within her and she can’t contain herself.  

 

 We can tap that spring within ourselves just like she does. We’re invited to look within 

ourselves and find the spring that lies within, the spring of living water Christ alone can show us. 

That spring gives us hope even in times like these when we’re surrounded by uncertainty and 

dire predictions. Our past does not define us. Our circumstances, no matter how precarious, do 

not define us. In his encounter at the well, Jesus reveals to the woman our true calling: a life 

without fear; a life where living water abounds, springing up within us; a life unbound, finally set 

free. 

 

Amen 

 


