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Third Sunday in Lent 
 

For Reflection 
 
“When he created man, God gave him a secret—and that secret was not how to begin, but how to begin 
again...”                                                                                                                         Robert Raines  
 
Hebrew Scripture Psalm 95 
 
O come, let us sing to the Lord; 
let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation. 
Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving; 
let us make a joyful noise to God with songs of praise. 
For the Lord is a great God, and a great king above all gods. 
In his hands are the depths of the earth; 
the heights of the mountains are the Lord’s also.  
The sea is the Lord’s, for God made it;  
God’s hands formed the dry land. 
O come, let us worship and bow down, 
let us kneel before the Lord, our Maker!  
For the Lord is our God,  
and we are the people of God’s pasture, 
the sheep of God’s hand.     

 
Today’s reading from the gospel of John reports the longest sustained conversation Jesus has with any 
person recorded for us in scripture.  Let us listen for God's word in the words these two people exchanged.  
 
Gospel Reading   John 4:5-42  

 

5So he came to a Samaritan city called Sychar, near the plot of ground that Jacob had given to his son 
Joseph. 6Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting by the well. It was about 
noon. 7A Samaritan woman came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.” 8(His disciples 
had gone to the city to buy food.) 9The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a 
drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” (Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans.) 10Jesus 
answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would 
have asked him, and he would have given you living water.” 11The woman said to him, “Sir, you have no 
bucket, and the well is deep. Where do you get that living water? 12Are you greater than our ancestor 
Jacob, who gave us the well, and with his sons and his flocks drank from it?” 13Jesus said to her, “Everyone 
who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, 14but those who drink of the water that I will give them will 



 

never be thirsty. The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal 
life.” 15The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty or have to keep 
coming here to draw water.” 16Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come back.” 17The woman 
answered him, “I have no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are right in saying, ‘I have no husband’; 18for 
you have had five husbands, and the one you have now is not your husband. What you have said is 
true!” 19The woman said to him, “Sir, I see that you are a prophet. 20Our ancestors worshiped on this 
mountain, but you say that the place where people must worship is in Jerusalem.” 21Jesus said to her, 
“Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in 
Jerusalem. 22You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from the 
Jews. 23But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit 
and truth, for the Father seeks such as these to worship him. 24God is spirit, and those who worship him 
must worship in spirit and truth.” 25The woman said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming” (who is called 
Christ). “When he comes, he will proclaim all things to us.” 26Jesus said to her, “I am he, the one who is 
speaking to you.” 

27Just then his disciples came. They were astonished that he was speaking with a woman, but no 
one said, “What do you want?” or, “Why are you speaking with her?” 28Then the woman left her water jar 
and went back to the city. She said to the people, 29“Come and see a man who told me everything I have 
ever done! He cannot be the Messiah, can he?”  39Many Samaritans from that city believed in him because 
of the woman’s testimony, “He told me everything I have ever done.” 40So when the Samaritans came to 
him, they asked him to stay with them; and he stayed there two days. 41And many more believed because 
of his word. 42They said to the woman, “It is no longer because of what you said that we believe, for we 
have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is truly the Savior of the world.” 
 
Meditation           Our Common Humanity: The Woman at the Well                       Rev. Dr. Linda D. Even                                             

 
Today, we will hear this story as the woman herself might have told it; as any one of us might tell of 

our own encounter with the Messiah... 
My story is one of the most oft-told in the Bible. You know me as the "woman at the well." John 

didn’t record my name—the longest conversation Jesus has with anyone anywhere in scripture and you 
don’t know my name.    

That doesn’t surprise me. Long before I met Jesus, people had stopped using my name. I was an old 
scandal in my village. When I first divorced, no one asked why. They pointed at me laughing; whispered or 
stopped talking when I passed.  I lost friends.  My family refused to let me come home.  I didn't have a way 
to support myself, so it was a choice between another loveless marriage or prostitution.  The choice got 
easier, until finally even I couldn't tell the difference. 
   Long before I became the "woman at the well," I was called "that woman;" "the woman with many 
husbands;" or “the harlot."  I no longer had an identity separate from my sin. I learned to avoid finger-
pointers; then I could avoid their claims. I found comfort in isolation. It protected me from the pain of 
contact with happy people, who reminded me of everything I didn't, and would never, have. 
     You know what that's like.  You're widowed or single and it's easier to stay at home than go where 
you see couples. You’re miserable in your marriage and wonder if anyone knows. Your child won't go to 
church and you are afraid to talk about it for fear someone will think it is something you did.  You lost your 
job. You're ashamed because even though the economy is bad and it's happening all around, you're afraid 
people will think you deserved to lose yours. 



 

You understand why I had gotten into the habit of avoiding other people.  It was a way to avoid the 
embarrassment of knowing what they were thinking.  It was the only way I could avoid thinking about my 
life. 

When I arrived at the well and saw him sitting there, I considered waiting until he left or coming 
back later. Then I realized he was a Jew. My being a Samaritan and a woman meant I was safe.  He would 
ignore me as I wished to be ignored. There was no risk of contact here, painful or otherwise. 

When he asked me for a drink, I was so startled, I almost dropped my water jar. I thought he didn't 
realize I was a Samaritan. I responded, letting my irritation show, letting him know what was at stake.  

His answer, "If you knew who was saying, `Give me a drink,' you would have asked him, and he 
would have given you living water," made no sense to me. I had no idea who he was and had never heard 
of living water. Yet somehow, half afraid he was crazy and half afraid he wasn't, I suspected that it was I 
who had no idea what was at stake here. 

Still, I wanted him to give me a rational answer. I pointed out to him, with no small amount of 
sarcasm, that he didn't even have a bucket. He gave me another one of those non-answer answers, which I 
found irritating—as well as intriguing—something about water that would quench my thirst forever.  I 
couldn't imagine what kind of water that might be, but as I considered the desert of my life, all my hurts 
and how people hated me, I wanted that water more than anything.   

You know what that is like. You're talking with someone and there's something in their voice—
compassion or kindness—or maybe their words hint at an option for your life you haven't seen yet. They 
offer a way out of pain, a way to live with it or simply promise that you don't have to live with it alone. 
Hope explodes inside you like a sun.  It's so big and so unexpected, for a minute, you don't know whether 
it feels good or it hurts. You want to reach toward the outstretched hand of hope, but you are afraid. 
Afraid, because you have learned to tolerate the pain, control it, treat it, medicate yourself with food or 
alcohol or solitude or work or even with church—afraid because you know the minute you touch that 
hand, your finely-tuned system won't work anymore. I don't know where my courage came from, but I 
said, "Give me this water."   

His answer was like a bucket of cold water. "Go, call your husband."  It was a hoax after all!  He 
knew all along who I was and his compassion was a trick to multiply my humiliation.  

Yet, there was no amusement in his voice and no judgment either. Only compassion and 
knowledge.  Before I said it, I knew he knew I wasn't married. There was something that made me think he 
knew even more about me about me than my sin. If that was true, he knew more about me than I knew 
about myself anymore.  I had started thinking of myself as "that harlot" so long ago, I wasn't sure there 
was anything else to know. 

I was tempted to leave, to avoid the ridicule that was sure to follow. But if I did, I would never 
know what else he knew about me. So, I said it.  I said it out loud for the first time in years.  "I have no 
husband."  

Maybe you don't know what that was like.  I suspect it was easier for me than for you. After all, 
difficult as it was, I wasn't telling my deepest, darkest secret. I was only saying what everyone knew. 
Maybe its harder to admit the other things that: we're angry at God; we are jealous of others; we have 
more than enough, but want more; we do things that make us look generous and hide the hurtful things.  I 
think it's harder to admit the dark parts of our lives, when no one else will know them if we keep quiet. 

Then again, maybe you do know what it was like. I think we all share the same deep dark secret. 
We're afraid that that there isn't anymore to us than our failings. We're afraid that if people knew, they 
would leave us alone. We're afraid that God would leave us alone.  Or, perhaps, we're afraid that God and 



 

people wouldn't leave us alone. Perhaps they would continue to care about us and be in relationship with 
us. In those caring relationships, we would find the strength and reason to change.  

Jesus found more to say. He recited the gory details of my marital history. I don't know what I had 
been hoping for, but that wasn't it. On the other hand, he didn't say it harshly and he didn't leave. He 
seemed to be waiting for something from me. I was tempted to run. I did try to change the subject to 
something safe, like religion.  "You must be a prophet," I said. 

He didn't say he was or wasn't, but talked about days to come when all the religious differences in 
the world wouldn't matter. He reminded me of the promise the Jews believed, that one day God would 
send a savior for the world. I was disappointed. I’d hoped he would tell me something I didn't know.   

Then Jesus said, "I am he, the one who is speaking to you." Well, that was something I didn't know. 
Of all his answers that day, that one was the clearest, the most straightforward, and definitely the most 
unbelievable.  He was the messiah!  He can't be the messiah, can he?     

If he were the messiah and I wasn't persuaded yet, why in the world would I be the first person he 
chose to tell? Why not his disciples, who were primed to believe him? Why not his own people? Why not 
the religious authorities in the Temple who could authenticate his claim and give him his rightful power?  

... 
Between then and now, I have thought a lot about what happened that day at the well. The only 

sense I can make of it is this: From the first instant at the well, when I decided to stay instead of avoiding 
him, I was invited trembling step by hesitant step into a relationship with him.  Every time I let him know a 
little bit about me, he showed me a little more of himself. When I threw up a wall between us, he didn't 
pretend it wasn't there. He let me know that we were separated because I wanted it that way, not because 
he did. He let me know that just as he was far more than a prophet, I was far more than a woman with a 
bad track record. 

It wasn't just his words, but the experience of the whole conversation that made me think he just 
might be who he said he was. The possibility that I was more than the labels, “woman,” “Samaritan,” 
“harlot,” led me to break my own rules of the last 20 years. I ended my isolation to tell the village what 
had happened. 

That day at the well changed my life—not in the wave of the wand and everything was made 
perfect kind of way. It still hurt when I came in contact with people. I still had a lot to do in my own life. 
Although I had to work at it, I realized that cutting myself off from God and other people didn't bring about 
healing. It simply provided an anesthetic for a wound that would never go away. 

He can’t be the Messiah, can he? I want to believe it's true! I hope it's true! I’m afraid it's true. I’m 
afraid it's true, because if I believe he is more than a prophet; that he's the Messiah and that he wants a 
relationship with me, I have no choice but to believe I am more than a woman who has been married five 
times. Just as if you believe he's the Messiah and wants a relationship with you, then you've got to believe 
that you're more than your brokenness. We'd all have to see that there is goodness in us bigger than our 
badness, wholeness bigger than our brokenness, blessedness bigger than our cursedness, greatness bigger 
than our smallness, generosity bigger than our stinginess, love bigger than our hate.  And if we believed 
that, well, we'd have to start living that way.   No wonder we're afraid.  He can't be the Messiah, can he? 

 
 
 
 
 



 

Prayers for Others and Ourselves  
 
Loving and Compassionate God: Your Son urged us to bring everything to you in prayer: yet we hesitate: 
sometimes because we are afraid of pestering you with trivialities, but most often because in an age of 
sweeping gestures, grand acts and in the midst of schedules that require us to dash from here to there, 
many times we don’t notice the little things. So now we pause to remember:   

For a night’s rest and a morning to get out of bed; the smell of soup bubbling on the stove, or meat 
roasting in the oven; the spring in our step, or the ability to move from here to there; the love of our lives 
or a welcoming smile this morning;  a hand to hold or a friendly hug;  a glimpse of opportunity;  a friend’s 
letter;  a word of thanks or encouragement; a tough decision made; a child’s phone call; for life and all the 
intimate details that give shape to our days, we say thank you. 

We lift up, too, the things that seem too small compared to what others are struggling against:  the 
wounding comment; muscles stiff and sore from overwork; the worry over a spouse’s work schedule; the 
stress of a demanding workplace; the deferred visit with the doctor; the empty afternoon; the unanswered 
questions; the uncertainty of how to approach a problem or how to meet a need; the task left undone that 
caused inconvenience; the sense that there are not enough hours in the days you have given us.  For all 
these things Lord, we ask for the gift of discernment—help us to know which ones will heal themselves; 
which ones to let go, and which ones to respond to before they turn into broken relationships or fragile 
health.  Grant us peace with our choices; and the courage to do what we must to shape our lives as you 
would have them be.  

In all things, Lord, great and small, pleasant and painful, may we know the assurance of Your 
presence, the comfort of your love and the power of Your hope.  In Christ’s name we pray, with these 
words and the ones he taught us,  

 
The Lord’s Prayer  
 

Our Father, who art in heaven, 
hallowed be thy name.  
Thy kingdom come, 
thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day, our daily bread. 
Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors 
and lead us not into temptation, 
but deliver us from evil, 
for thine is the kingdom and the power 
and the glory forever. Amen. 


