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There is a theme that runs through our readings for this third Sunday in Lent – and that is the theme of thirst. Our reading from Exodus gives us quite a graphic picture of the desperate situation the Israelites perceive themselves to be in – in the desert without water. “Why did you bring us out of Egypt to die of thirst?” they demand of Moses. The panicked Moses goes to God with their plight, and the God of life responds: “Take your staff – the one with which you led the people out and go – go to the Rock of Horeb. I will wait for you there. Strike the rock and water will come out.” The people’s question: “Is Yahweh with us or not?” is answered. Yes, I am with you, and I am your Rock – the Source of your life and your empowerment, says the action of the Holy One!

Then,  Psalm 95 picks up the theme by shouting for joy to the Rock of our deliverance! – Remembering their failure to trust God in their thirst in the desert, the psalmist’s call is for the people to acknowledge their Maker, their ever faithful shepherd - and to always  hear God’s voice - to heed it and follow.


Our gospel account, of course, is the story of Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well of Jacob. It is a complicated and theologically charged story, but fundamentally, it is (in my opinion), the New Testament’s most powerful expression of how God satisfies our deepest human longings – indeed, our thirst for meaning through an intimate relationship of trust with our God, who offers us Living Water.


There are many stories in Scripture in which Jesus brings healing to the broken.  So it is when Jesus comes to the Samaritan woman at the well. She is, perhaps, the most broken woman in the whole Gospel story. The very fact that she comes at noon to draw water, rather than in the early morning when the other women of the village would be there, suggests that at the very least she is ashamed. In all likelihood she is the subject of scorn and derision. So here she is trying to avoid being seen, and instead there is someone at the well. Not just someone, but a man - a Jewish man. In that time and place men and women were not to be seen in public together. And Jews and Samaritans had nothing to do with one another. So she is startled to see him there. She is even more startled that he speaks to her.

   Jesus, we are told, is tired. He asks, “Give me a drink.” It is an invitation to be at risk. It is an invitation to cross boundaries and ancient taboos. But he is thirsty, and she has a bucket, and there is the well of their mutual ancestor Jacob. 

    Jesus does not look down upon her. He calls no attention to her brokenness. Instead, he acknowledges his own brokenness. He is tired. He is thirsty. What Jesus is seeking here is someone who shares his thirst. His thirst is a thirst for peace - God’s shalom - justice and healing for all people, especially people like this Samaritan woman.  

 This woman knows no respect. But Jesus reaches out to her from his need, not hers. By reaching out to her from his own need he gives her dignity and respect—there is something she can do for him. Jesus gives her identity and purpose. Suddenly something new, something real, wells up inside of her. It is a new confidence, a new spirit. And from this new spirit her real thirst is revealed. It is a thirst that will not be quenched by the waters at the bottom of Jacob’s well. She thirsts for real life, authentic life, and Jesus gives it to her without cost and without condition.  After some astonishingly frank and assertive conversation, her response is that of total commitment. And why not? She, who had no life and no purpose, but only heartache, pain, and shame, is suddenly given the gift of eternal life with Jesus who is revealed to her as God’s own Anointed One. 


Then, suddenly, the disciples return with lunch, and appear horrified that their Master Jesus, has compromised himself by talking with this woman in broad daylight. The disciples cannot understand the crossing of ancient boundaries, such a departure from the old taboos. While Jesus tries to help the disciples see that this is the kind of life of risk and ministry to which he calls them, the woman runs off, leaving her bucket behind. She does not need it any longer. She has Living Water welling up inside of her! She is empowered by the simple fact that Jesus trusts her with his needs – his exhaustion and his thirst.

She runs into the town and tells everyone of her encounter at the well with the source of true and living water. She indicates that she wants them to know him too. Notice how the townspeople do not trust her testimony. They run to see for themselves. More people come to know Jesus. And it is all because of the Samaritan woman’s willingness to risk talking to the stranger at the well. More people came to Jesus because of her witness - her word – her willingness to reveal her brokenness to him. Transformed by Living Water – by grace - she became the first preacher of the gospel! 


Like the Samaritan woman, we all come to the well over and over again to draw water. But do we see the man sitting at the well? Can we hear what he is saying to us? Can we see how it is that Jesus does not look down on the poor and broken ones? He does not come with something to give them. Instead, Jesus says that the Samaritan woman has something that he needs. There is something she can do for him. 

 
This story means to ask us if we can approach others in this way - to ask us if we are willing to reveal our brokenness to these others and to Jesus. He asks us to consider our thirst. He invites us to acknowledge our real thirst so he can give us the living water that wells up inside of us.


As we move steadfastly toward Holy Week, we remember that, as the story nears its conclusion on the cross, Jesus is still thirsty. He is still thirsty today. And we are that Samaritan woman. We come to the well week after week. Week after week, Jesus asks us for a drink. We know the kinds of things for which he thirsts. Are we ready to bring him a drink? Are we ready to talk with him? Are we ready to reveal our own brokenness to him? Do we make our full commitment to him and the justice he came to bring? 
