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The conversation Jesus had with the female-figure we have come to know as the Woman at the 
Well, brings together an unlikely combination of people. To explain why, I’ll put it into historical context, 
about two generations after King David, the Jewish nation divided into two principle kingdoms—north and 
south. The northern kingdom, called Israel, was later invaded by a powerful foreign neighbor. Their 
eventual defeat occurred in about the year 722BC. Most of the citizens of Israel were deported, but some 
were allowed to remain. And with time, people of different cultures and religions began to move into the 
area, leading to inter-marriage and a blending of cultures. These people came to be known as Samaritans, 
and while they always claimed to be true heirs of the tradition that came through Moses, the people of the 
southern kingdom (Judah), the area that didn’t get invaded—came to regard the Samaritans as impure, 
having deviated from true Jewish faith and culture, and not truly Jews. This brewing animosity developed 
into a formalized split, resulting in the people of Samaria building a temple of their own on a sacred high-
place called Mount Gerizim. They held firm that they were true upholders of the correct religion, and the 
people of Judah held firm that they were not. By the time of Jesus’ birth, this tension was still very much 
alive.  

Jesus, we are told, was on his way from Judea to his home town of Galilee, and there were two 
main routes that could take him there. The shorter one went through the city of Samaria, and the longer, 
out of the way route, followed the course of the Jordan river. Jesus took the route, through Samaria, but 
not because he was just trying to take a shortcut. At a town of Samaria, he stopped to rest at the town 
well. It was at noon-time that a woman came there for water. This was the hot part of the day, a time 
when people intentionally avoided going out into the sun for such tasks. She did so, however, because she 
wanted to go precisely when no one else would be there. Why? She was woman who lived in shame, even 
among her own people—the result of having had had many men in her life. And it should be noted, that 
women didn’t go out into public places alone, yet there she was. All these things made for an unlikely 
encounter: a woman alone in public, now suddenly conversing with a man; a Jew with a Samaritan; God’s 
sinless Son, with a woman whose life was marked by scandal. 
 

In all the double-speak of St. John’s narrative, we begin to see that she needs something more than 
water: there’s something unresolved, a source of discontent in her life. In this story, we hear mention of 
the Spirit several times. And of course, the story revolves around water, the well from which it comes, and 
thirst. It’s no accident, it’s no arbitrary detail. Let us bear in mind that water is one of the common symbols 
associated with the Holy Spirit. Yet there’s no explicit reference to baptism. But consider that in the chapter 
immediately previous to this one (John 3), we hear Jesus’ encounter with another unlikely figure—the 
Pharisee, Nicodemus. In their discussion, Jesus spoke about being reborn, about being born of water and 
Spirit.  

With both Nicodemus and the Woman at the Well, Jesus refers to ordinary, concrete things—thirst, 
water, a drink—to describe supernatural realities. And all this makes sense to us as people of the 
sacraments—in which God uses ordinary things to confer supernatural graces. With both stories, one 
following the other, the allusions to Baptism are strong. 
 

As you likely know, we have brothers and sisters here at this parish who are preparing to enter the 
Church at Easter, and some of them will be baptized at that font, where like the Woman at the Well, they 
will encounter Jesus. What is your prayer for these, your brothers and sisters?  
 But also, think about your own Baptism: Do you ever consider the collective hope that was held on 
that occasion, by your parents, by your godparents, by God? What was it all about? One way to describe 
what happened at your baptism is that you became marked by Jesus in a new covenant—meaning you 
became family. But as today’s reading reveals, it’s not a covenant associated with the Temple worship on 
Samaria’s Mt. Gerizim or Jerusalem’s Mt. Zion. Instead you became his family as a New and Living 
Temple—a dwelling place for God’s Spirit, alive and right within you. 
 

But another way to find meaning in it is to consider the fact that in the Hebrew Scriptures, Isaac, 
Jacob and Moses all first encountered those who would be their wives, at a well. It’s no coincidence that 
that’s where Jesus found the Woman of Samaria. She would come to symbolize the Church, the bride, and 
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Jesus, the Church’s Bridegroom. But also, the woman represents all of us who are lost, aching for 
something more, trying to find something that satisfies, and finding that none of it does. For the Woman at 
the Well, having been through five husbands, and now working on her sixth, Jesus became her seventh—
seven, a number symbolizing perfection. In this seventh man, Jesus, she found one who would bring give 
what her emptiness longed for, at last giving her soul rest and contentment. 
 Having found him, she seemed to no longer even remember why she went to the well in the first 
place. Like the apostles who heard Jesus’ call and left their nets, she left her jar and went to tell others 
about what she had experienced—no longer ashamed or seeking to hide—she wanted to help them 
overcome their emptiness. 
 

Brothers and sisters, for all the ways we thirst for any number of things—thirsting to overcome our 
disordered desires for things and more things, hoping they’ll bring meaning; thirsting to overcome spiritual 
laziness, wondering why I find matters of faith boring; thirsting to know that I’m not alone, especially in my 
struggles; thirsting to overcome my shallow and selfish sexual appetite; thirsting to not be ruled by fear 
and pride, that keep me from trusting God and giving myself over; thirsting to do something that matters, 
to feel relevant and important to someone—all of these things for which we thirst—regardless of how we 
try to hide from it—Jesus already knows it about you, just as he knew the heart of the Woman at the Well. 
 But like her we need humility and a willingness to surrender and admit these struggles, and admit 
that we’re thirsting for something more than the mere filler that we distract ourselves with. Until we do, the 
ache and emptiness will remain. Rediscover the graces given to you in baptism. Deep within there’s a well, 
where Jesus still resides. You need first to desire it, then do the work to go within, and then ask for the 
courage to let him work in your life. As he said, “Everyone who drinks this (ordinary) water will be thirsty 
again; but whoever drinks the water I shall give will never thirst; the water I shall give will become in him a 
spring of water welling up to eternal life." 


