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Let us pray for an awareness of and inspiration from God’s Spirit. 

Loving God, you have so made us that we cannot live by bread alone, 
but by every word that proceeds from your mouth. Give us a hunger for 
your Word, and in that food, satisfy our daily need, and let your word 
take root in our hearts and bear fruits of peace, love, and justice for all, 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

We have another story on the Road, this time from the Gospel of John. 
But this is a little longer of a story, so instead of me reading it, I thought 
it would be helpful to hear it in three voices. We have a narrator, Jesus, 
and the woman at the well. You are welcome to follow along in the 
Bible in the pew if you find that helpful, but it might be easier just to 
listen to this story. 

Reading 

I wonder, for those of you who have attended church for some 
amount of time in your life, and maybe have heard a sermon or two 
on this story… I wonder, how many of you heard this story 
centered around this sinful women at the well. I know I have heard 
them. I am sure, just like the many commentaries on the story by 
theologians, that there is sermon after sermon talking about this 
woman in terms of her sinfulness.  
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The sermons and commentaries go something like, this “shady 
lady,” or woman of ill repute goes to the well in the middle of the 
day because her bad reputation has made her an outcast in society. 
Jesus, the hero of the story, calls out her sinful lifestyle and offers 
her living water. Convicted of her sin and moved, she repents, 
converts and is washed clean. 

I believe this is a mislabeling of the identity of the woman. It’s not really 
in the text. This mislabeling, unfortunately, is not surprising. How 
women are viewed, what roles they are cast in, how they are perceived, 
the ways in which they are relegated in the wider church in North 
America is not new. In the year of our Lord, 2026, there are still plenty 
of denominations in the church that still deny the gifts of women, 
disallowing them from serving or pastoring churches. There are still 
instances where churches hide abuses by men in power and otherwise 
denigrate the humanity of women.  

For this particular story, the interpretation that this Samaritan woman is 
a woman with a bad reputation comes from the fact that she has had five 
husbands. That’s all the evidence that supports that misreading. That one 
sentence, or fact of her circumstances, is the one line that brands her a 
prostitute. To give one example of what I mean, one prominent 
conservative preacher described the Samaritan woman at the well in a 
sermon, this way; she was “a worldly, sensually minded, unspiritual 
harlot from Samaria.” I can find nothing in the passage that supports that 
interpretation, but here we are. 

Nowhere in the story is this woman labeled as immoral. Nowhere in the 
story does Jesus ask her to repent or condemn her for her supposed sin. 
There is no judgment by Jesus, only statement of fact. I wonder why, 
sometimes we so quickly assume the worst of people, or assume the 
story is some morality play where the woman must be rescued from her 
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sinful ways. Nowhere in the story are we told that she is sinful. Jesus is 
not uncovering a shameful past or exposing her life of sin when he says 
she has had five husbands and the man she is now living with is not her 
husband.  

Rather, she has likely been widowed or divorced or abandoned, which in 
the ancient world was pretty much the same thing for a woman. Five 
times this has happened to her, and she is now likely dependent on 
another for subsistence. Five times would be heartbreaking, but not 
impossible. And the man she is with now, that she is dependent upon is 
possibly what is called a Levirate marriage, where a childless woman is 
married to her deceased husband’s brother in order to produce an heir, 
but is not always technically considered to be the brother’s wife. Perhaps 
her story is more tragic than scandalous. Why are we so ready to see 
immorality and blame this woman for her plight, where there may only 
be tragic circumstances? 

Jesus, once again, is crossing boundaries to include those who might 
otherwise be excluded. And he isn’t just crossing one boundary in this 
story, but several. We are crossing geographical, ethnic, political, 
religious, and gender boundaries in his interaction with the Samaritan 
woman. 

In scripture, wells are the meeting place of future spouses Thus, it’s not 
surprising that talk of her husbands would come up. And if we interpret 
this as a moral story, that we assume, even though it isn’t in the text, that 
this is about sin, it misses the story. I believe this story is about faith, not 
about sin. 

In the Gospel of John, seeing and light are important metaphors. 
Whenever these appear in the Gospel of John, they are almost always 
ways the gospel writer talks about faith or belief. These are metaphors 
the writer uses to highlight what it means to be faithful. Immediately 
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after Jesus describes the woman’s past and current circumstances, she 
says, “I see you are a prophet.” And then she asks him a fundamental 
religious question that Samaritans and Jews argued over, which is where 
the proper place is to worship. Perhaps, in this encounter, when she says 
she sees that Jesus is a prophet, the woman is making a confession of 
faith. 

Why does she make this statement of faith? It’s because he has seen her. 
Jesus doesn’t look beyond her. Jesus sees her plight, her desperation, her 
tragic circumstances and takes the occasion to offer her living water for 
her very soul. For Jesus, this Samaritan woman that people disregard and 
ignore, is a person of worth. She exists for him; she has value and 
significance. In fact, Jesus values her so much that it is he that asks for 
something from her. What becomes significant is that this woman is not 
ignored or dismissed. It is this that allows her to declare that Jesus is a 
prophet. As one preacher has said, “This story is not about immorality; 
it’s about identity. i 

This story is in juxtaposition to the story that comes before it, Jesus’ 
encounter with Nicodemus. Nicodemus was a Pharisee, a member of the 
ruling class who secretly comes to Jesus at night to discuss what it is to 
be faithful. The two stories are a comparison in contrast. 
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Nicodemus Samaritan Woman 

gender male (respected, 
powerful) 

female (vulnerable, 
disregarded) 

Status Pharisee/high status unmarried woman/low 
status 

ethnicity/religion Jewish “insider” Samaritan “outsider” 

Name named Unnamed 

situation comes to Jesus at night approached by Jesus in 
daylight 

level of 
understanding 

misunderstands Jesus 
initially 

misunderstands Jesus 
initially 

engagement in 
conversation 

no sincere dialogue engages in extended 
dialogue 

response to Jesus ambiguous faith, private 
demonstration 

bold faith, public 
declaration 

 

In the previous scene with Nicodemus, Jesus was encountered by a male 
Jewish religious authority who could not comprehend who or what Jesus 
was. In the scene with the Samaritan woman, he encounters the opposite, 
and perhaps precisely because she is at the other end of the power 
spectrum, she recognizes not just who Jesus is but what he offers, 
dignity. Jesus invites her to not be defined by her circumstance and 
offers her an identity that lifts her above her tragedy.” By Jesus seeing 
her, she is able to see him for who he is. 
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And isn’t that what we want, what we all want, to be seen, to be heard, 
to not be taken for granted? She is seen, really seen and this makes her 
wonder if indeed Jesus is the Messiah. She is the receiver of the living 
water, but she also becomes its conduit. Her response to her 
conversation with Jesus is to drop her water jar right next to the well and 
head back into the city. The woman, like her water jar, leaves her old life 
behind, her old identity behind to rush back to give her testimony. No 
longer is she defined by her circumstances, but she has encountered the 
living Christ and has a new identity. 

Jesus invites her to not be defined by her circumstances and offers her an 
identity that lifts her above her tragedy. And she accepts, playing a 
unique role in Jesus’ ministry, as she is the first character in John’s 
gospel to seek out others to tell them about Jesus. 

There she finds the people in the town and she says to them, “Come and 
see a man who told me everything I have ever done! He cannot be the 
Messiah, can he?” 

I am struck by her words, particularly, “He told me everything I have 
ever done.” It’s an incomplete sentence, perhaps she is so overwhelmed 
that she cannot contain her thought. In this small town where everyone 
knows everybody’s business. In this town where she is known, and 
because of her circumstances, whether tragic or otherwise, where she 
would rather avoid the company of people, she declares that Jesus “told 
me everything I have ever done.” And I think the rest of that sentence 
ends… “and he loves me anyway.” 

There is a saying that a true friend is someone who knows your past but 
loves you anyway. Or one that is similar that says those that love you are 
those who forget your past, embrace your present, and hope for your 
future. 
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Jesus saw the women, Jesus knew the woman, Jesus told her everything 
that she had every done, and he loved her anyway. Why? Because Jesus 
has “seen” her. He has seen her plight of dependence, not immorality. 
He has recognized her, spoken with her, offered her something of 
incomparable worth. He has seen her, she exists for him, has worth, 
value, significance and all of this is treatment to which she is 
unaccustomed. And so, when he speaks of her past both knowingly and 
compassionately, she realizes she is in the presence of a prophet. 

If we only see this story as a morality play, it can continue to play into 
the misogyny of Christianity. It strengthens the notion that the Christian 
life is only about personal piety and holiness. 

But when we see this story as a story about belief and faith, a story about 
witness, and vulnerability, a story about grace and seeing, we can trust in 
a faith that is about being seen and heard for who we are. We can see 
that we have a God that loves us, no matter the circumstance. And 
knowing this, trusting this, allows us to leave our baggage behind. As 
one scholar says about this story of the Samaritan woman, “She leaves 
behind her ostracism, her marginalization, her loneliness, because Jesus 
has brought her into his fold. She leaves behind her disgrace, her 
disregard, and the disrespect she has endured to enter into a new reality, 
a new life that is abundant life.”ii  

We are not our circumstances or the worst thing that ever happened to 
us. Water will find the lowest spot, the lowest point. In this story, Jesus 
offers the living water at the lowest point of the woman’s life. Lutheran 
Preacher, Nadia Bolz-Weeber, says, “This is how seen you are by God, 
good people: that whatever that lowest point of you is, whatever the 
deepest wound, the vilest sin, the damaged thing in you is, the living 
water of Christ’s compassion will find it, can find it, has found it.”iii 
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This story, as one preacher suggests, might be titled “The Other Good 
Samaritan.” “This story is about having an encounter, experiencing the 
light of Jesus’ truth and love shining into our past and to our future, and 
then having the courage and wherewithal to drop anything that isn’t that 
and go and share what we know and have experienced as witnesses to 
Jesus’ abundant grace gushing up to eternal life in us.”iv 

The Samaritan woman at the well reminds us that the kingdom of God 
that Jesus inaugurates is a realm of inclusion not exclusion, dignity not 
denigration, empowerment and not exploitation, about affirmation not 
marginalization. Jesus’ simple request for a drink provokes a 
conversation that teaches us that God does not desire any human being 
to shrivel from a lack of self-worth, that he does not want us to wither 
from a parched soul. Rather, Jesus longs to quench the thirst of our 
deepest needs by the living water of the Spirit. Jesus sees us as the 
beloved children of God that we are, sees us and acknowledges our 
plight, sees us as people with value and significance. Thanks be to God. 
Amen. 

 
 

i https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2561-the-woman-at-the-well-2 
ii Karoline Lewis, John: Fortress Biblical Preaching Commentaries, 53. 
iii https://www.patheos.com/blogs/nadiabolzweber/2017/03/wounds-wells-sermon-samaritan-woman/ 
iv https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/third-sunday-in-
lent/commentary-on-john-45-42 


