
 

 

note: though we are in Year C of the lectionary cycle, the readings for this third Sunday 
of Lent are from Year A, a mistake reported prior to the sermon’s delivery   

 
WATER!!!! 

Exodus 17:1-7,  John 4:6b-15, 28-29a and 4:31-38 
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Let’s unpack this remarkable story!  Traveling from Judea north to Galilee Jesus stops 
to rest at an ancient well just outside a city called Sychar.   The details are important.   
 
“It was about noon.”  Water was routinely drawn from the city well not in the heat of the 
day, but at dawn.  As the day began groups of women would go to the well together for 
fellowship and support to accomplish the task of securing for their families the water 
they needed for the day. 
 
A Samaritan woman came to draw water.  Samaria was the region through which Jesus 
and his disciples had to pass to get from Judea back home to Galilee.  There was no 
love lost between Jews and Samaritans.  They were ancient enemies.  Jesus has 
paused in hostile territory.   
 
Jesus asks the woman for a drink of water.  She replies, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask 
a drink of me, a Samaritan woman?”  In the deeply conservative patriarchal culture of 
the time no self-respecting woman would be seen in public alone talking with a strange 
man.  It was unheard of. 
 
If we had included all of the lengthy narrative this morning we would have heard the 
woman tell Jesus, “I have no husband”, and Jesus retorting, “You have had five 
husbands, and right now you are unmarried, and cohabitating with someone.”  This is a 
woman whose reputation is anything but innocent and virtuous, which is apparently why 
she comes to the well at noon, and not with other women at dawn. 
 
Now water in this story and elsewhere in scripture is both physical and metaphorical.  
We cannot live without water, H2O, the clouds we see in the sky, the liquid flowing in 
our rivers, the ice that cools our drinks.  When dehydration sets in our bodies crave 
water.  Physical water satisfies our thirst.   
 
But water is also a metaphor, for that for which we yearn at the deepest level of our 
being.  Completely undaunted by the social awkwardness, by the cultural taboo around 
this encounter with the Samaritan woman, Jesus helps her to recognize that she has a 
thirst for more than the water she can draw from the well.  There is a soul-sized thirst in 
her, for hope and truth, for a kind of life beyond anything she had ever known.   
 
The terms by which she refers to this man resting at the city well trace her dawning 
realization that she is in the presence of profound blessing.  First she calls him, with a 
degree of contempt, “Jew”.  As the conversation proceeds, with growing respect she 



 

 

addresses him, “Sir”.  A bit later following their discussion of her marital history she calls 
him “prophet”.  As the meeting nears its end she is beginning to wonder if he could 
possibly be Christ, Messiah.  She says “I know, I trust, I believe that Messiah is 
coming.”   Jesus affirms her faith, saying, “I am he, the one who is speaking to you.”  
With a sense of awe and euphoria, leaving her bucket behind, she runs back to the city, 
shouting to everyone she meets, “Come and see a man who told me everything I have 
ever done!  See if you think he could be the Messiah!” 
 
Now just before she runs back to the city Jesus’ disciples show up.  Earlier in the day 
when they had left Jesus at the well to rest they had gone into the city to buy food.  I 
want to shift our attention for a moment.  Bless their thoughtful hearts!  The disciples are 
concerned lest Jesus has missed lunch.  “Rabbi, eat something”, they urge.  We’re 
having lunch today, right here.  You don’t want to miss it, do you?  I try never to miss 
lunch!  Jesus in his typical fashion turns the circumstance into a teaching moment.  He 
notes that what feeds him, what nourishes him, is doing God’s will.  Then he quotes 
some agricultural folk wisdom.  “Four months more, then comes the harvest!”  Well, yes.  
Seeds are planted, time passes, and harvest time comes.  
 
I am rather glad that I got my A,B,Cs messed up, because as I came to this part of what 
I thought was today’s lectionary gospel reading I found myself thinking about the 
wonderful news that our interim pastor, Dave Cozad, will soon be arriving.  That’s 
exciting, and we owe a debt of gratitude to the five elders - Martha Dillard, Dave Hayes, 
Peggy Kincaid, Chris Lawrence, and Heather Polikoff - who worked so diligently to bring 
him to us.   
 
Having accomplished this major step in the transition between installed pastors, it is 
tempting to sit back now and relax a bit, to simply let the interim time unfold.  I trust that 
Dave Cozad will not let us do that.  There will be work ahead, for all of us.  You cannot 
just drift, without direction, waiting for a harvest some months ahead, Jesus said.  Look 
around!  The fields are ripe for harvesting right now, and will be, continually.  There 
were planters before you, and what you sow will be reaped in the future by others.  
Ministry cannot pause, take a rest.   
 
Let me tell you a personal story.  Before moving here to Blacksburg I served the 
Westmont Presbyterian Church in Johnstown, PA, for eight years.  The congregation 
was in a large, old building erected in 1924.  The wiring, plumbing, and heating systems 
all needed to be upgraded.  Nothing was air-conditioned but the church office.  There 
were steps everywhere - nothing was at street level.  Elevator access to all three levels 
was desperately needed.  If memory serves, it was about two million dollars worth of 
need.  We hired church-based consultants to lead us through a feasibility study.  Could 
the congregation successfully conduct a capital campaign for two million dollars?   
 
The result?  Yes!   So, full steam ahead!  A week after we announced that good news I 
announced that I felt called to depart for the New River Valley in Virginia.  Now the 
accepted wisdom if you are a pastor is that you just don’t do that.  You don’t lead a 
congregation into and through a major decision with all systems go, positive 



 

 

momentum, and suddenly pull the plug.  It could almost be labeled ecclesiastical 
sabotage!  Quickly I did two things.  I pointed out that they had said in the feasibility 
study, “We can do this!”.  Following through on their stated intentions, an interim pastor 
with the requisite skills and experience could lead them through a financial campaign 
and construction quite possibly better that I could.  Some plant the seeds, others reap 
the harvest.   
 
I also pointed out that committing themselves to the forward path they had envisioned 
would set the stage for the new installed pastor.  “Think how appealing this ministry 
setting will be”, I told them, “when prospective pastors learn what you are accomplishing 
during the interim time!”  With almost no hesitation they embraced the challenge.  They 
raised the money, did the construction, invited me back for the dedication of the new 
facilities, which I saw immediately had elevated their capacity for ministry, and I met the 
new pastor who had arrived a short while before.  I was so proud of them!  Our interim 
time will test us.  We will have work to do, ministry in which to engage, every one of us 
with a role to play.  And God has given all of us the capacity to meet the challenges 
ahead.  
 
A final word.  Moses led the Israelites throughout their forty year trek from slavery in 
Egypt through a parched wilderness to a Promised Land.  But Moses was not the leader 
to enter the Promised Land with his people.  His time had passed.  So God raised up 
Joshua, a new leader for Israel.  Some plant seeds, others reap the harvest.  
Throughout their journey there were challenges, testing their faith in God.  Our reading 
today finds them at a campground where there was no water.  They were dying of thirst, 
complaining to Moses, and really to God.  Some actually wanted to go back to Egypt.  
God led Moses and elders who were fellow leaders - sounds like a bunch of 
Presbyterians! - ahead to a rock, where God said Moses was to strike the rock with his 
staff and water would flow.  Trusting God’s word, Moses struck the rock, and water 
flowed, all the way back to the barren campground.  Physical thirst was dealt with, but 
so was a deeper thirst, for assurance that God could be trusted.  God had gone out 
ahead of them, providing life giving water to sustain them.   
 
For a bunch of ancient Hebrew people camping where there was no water, for a 
Samaritan woman with a complicated personal story, thirsty for more than just water, for 
a congregation of 21st century Presbyterians, preparing for what lies ahead, God 
provides water.  May we drink deeply, with thanksgiving and resolve!  
 
   
 
 
 
  
 
  
 
    


