Homily, Gloria R. Carpeneto
3rd Sunday in Lent, A (First Scrutiny), March 23, 2014

Exodus 17:3-7; Romans 5:1-2, 5-8; John 4:5-42
Psalm 95 – If today you hear God’s voice, harden not your hearts.

In Catholic  churches around the world today, this Sunday starts the cycle of what we call The Scrutinies. If you are familiar with the Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults – the RCIA – you know that on the 3rd, 4th, and 5th Sundays of Lent,  those who are going to be baptized or brought into the Church at the Easter Vigil are invited into the Church for special readings and solemn prayers. These are persons have expressed the desire to join the community of the faithful; they have been accepted in the Rite of Acceptance; their names have been written in the Book of the Elect in the Rite of Election; and now they’re ready for the next step on their journey toward Baptism – the Scrutinies or the Period of Purification and Enlightenment.


This word scrutiny is an interesting one. It derives from a word that originally meant something like rag-picking … the kind of thing a person would do who was going through trash throwing out stuff that wasn’t worth anything and looking for treasure to keep. And that’s pretty much what we ask our Elect or our Catechumens to do over the next three weeks. At this point on their journey, they’re just about finished with the specifics of catechetical instruction in the Catholic Faith. As the time grows near for their baptism, we ask them to get out of their heads and into their hearts. For the next three weeks, during the Three Scrutinies, we ask them to look deeply into their lives, to do a little rag-picking … to let go of whatever it is that keeps them from the fullness of life … and to welcome whatever it is that can make them whole and holy.


Part of this three-week period of Scrutinies are three very special Gospels that we and the Catechumens hear together. Today we heard the story of Jesus and the woman at the well. Next week, we’ll hear the story of Jesus healing the man blind from birth. And on the Sunday of the Third Scrutiny, we’ll hear the story of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead. Today, there is an invitation to baptism, to becoming part of a community that brings us in touch with the living water of the Holy Spirit in our lives.  Next Sunday, there’ll be an invitation to drop the scales from our eyes, so that we can see who Jesus is, and follow him wholeheartedly. And on the Third Sunday, there will be a promise given to us of the eternal life that will be ours as members of our beloved community, just as Lazarus was a member of his Bethany Community made up of himself, and his sisters, Martha and Mary.

Although we don’t have any catechumens in our community preparing for baptism during the Vigil, we will celebrate our own baptism by renewing our vows and being sprinkled with holy water during the Easter Vigil. So I guess I want to suggest that starting today, we take the Three Scrutinies as seriously as we’d ask our Catechumens to take them (if we had any Catechumens) … that we take the opportunity to look deep inside ourselves these last three weeks in Lent, and do whatever rag-picking might be good for our souls!  We can begin to do that today by reflecting on the story of Jesus and the Woman at the Well. And as we do that, let’s remember that some scripture scholars tell us that whenever an important person appears in an important story in scripture, but has no name, that’s a sure sign that that person is a stand-in for us, and that we should pay close attention to his or her story, because it’s ultimately our own.


So, as Peter, Paul and Mary sang to us years ago, Jesus met the woman at the well. It may or may not matter whether she was a sinner or not. For our purposes today, we just want to focus on her encounter with Jesus. 
It’s hot in the noonday sun. She comes to the well to draw water, and as she approaches, she sees a stranger sitting there. The woman might actually be delighted that the person at the well is a stranger,  a male, and a Jew, because it’s not likely that he will bother her. She can draw her water and leave in peace. And yet, he speaks to her. And her story, and ours, begins. 


She’s there day after day, drawing water from the same well. Apparently she does this by herself, coming and going alone, in the dullness of a daily routine.  But today her automatic and thoughtless routine is interrupted. She’s thrown off track. And she does what any of us do when we’re surprised and startled in this way – she starts talking from her head. You’re a Jew; why are you talking to me? You don’t have a bucket; how are you going to carry water? Our ancestors gave us this well to drink from; are you suggesting you’re greater than them? Her rational mind tries to clamp down on the opening that Jesus is trying to get through to her heart. But he persists.


He promises her living water so she’ll never be thirsty again. Then he lets her know that he knows all about her – and that those five husbands don’t even phase him. He doesn’t sit in judgment. He only wants to talk. He only wants to lead her gently to a point where she could believe that there might actually be a time in her life when the Spirit of Life and Truth could be the well she draws from. 

And the Woman at the Well – God Bless Her! – allows Jesus into her heart. She  moves from head functioning to heart functioning when she says, I can see that you are a prophet. And I know that the Messiah is coming. Might you be the One? These are very different words from what she said at the beginning of this conversation. We can see that her heart is opening to the possibility of Love. Jesus assures her that he is the Promised One … and she leaves her water jar at the well to go tell her neighbors the good news. 
That’s an important point, I think – she leaves behind the jar she’s used all these years for carrying water, because now she knows that Living Water can dwell within her. She doesn’t need to go back again and again for the waters of the Holy Spirit to flow through her, support her, give her Life. Jesus has given those waters to her.    
So I wonder if the unnamed woman in this story might represent an invitation to us – especially in the spirit of the Scrutinies over the next three weeks – to think about the times we’ve gone to the same old wells, with the same old water jars, filling our lives with the same old waters of what we’ve always known, what we’ve always done, what people have always told us was right. Perhaps we return again and again to the well of anxiety and fear. Or we drink again and again from the well of indifference. Or maybe we’ve gotten used to drinking the waters of anger, of jealousy, of pettiness, of gossip. No matter what, we can ask ourselves today, what wells can I leave behind so that I might be able to drink the Living Water Jesus offers me? 

A few years ago, at the commencement ceremony for Notre Dame College in South Bend,  a speaker encouraged the students to find their comfort zones … and then to stay as far away from them as possible for the rest of their lives! That’s something like what we’re talking about today. In the formal Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults, we hear these words – the scrutinies are meant to uncover, and then heal, all that is weak or sinful in the hearts of the Elect; and to bring out and strengthen all that us upright, strong and good. 
So let’s begin this three week period of more-intense Lenten preparation for Easter by remembering this afternoon that each of us is the woman who met Jesus at the well; each of us has gotten into the habit of drawing & drinking the same old water from the same old well. Each of us is invited to allow the Holy Spirit into our lives to be Living Water from a new well that can heal us and ground us in God’s love. 

Let’s agree to do a little rag-picking in our lives over the next three weeks. 

And let’s say, along with the Samaritan townspeople – our faith no longer depends on the story that was told us by the Woman at the Well. We have heard Jesus in our own lives, and we know that this Jesus is the  face of God on earth who will truly give us Living Water.       
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