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Good morning.  THANK YOU.  Will you pray with me… 

  

What for you makes a good story?  Mystery?  Intrigue?  A hero?  A villain?  Familiar emotional 

responses?  Or is it a plot that pulls you right into the middle of the scene and tugs on your 

sensibilities? 

Everyone likes a good story and our text for today, often simply referred to as “The Woman at 

the Well”, while familiar, is anything but simple.  In fact, this story is a bit overwhelming. When 

I started thinking about the sermon and realized this was our text for the day, I thought, thanks 

Pastor Howard.  Thirty-eight verses?  There’s so much going on in this story. We could look at 

ways that God gives living water, gushing up to eternal life.  Or perhaps we could look at the 

ways God is always offering forgiveness and saying, “I will always love you.  Leave behind 

what no longer serves you.  I will take on your bad luck, the ways you’ve been rejected, 

marginalized and abandoned”.  Perhaps this text is reminding us that our worship can move from 

the temple to all the places we go because God is always standing right in front of us.  Or, 

perhaps…  

By now, I’m sure you’ve realized that I’ve chosen to go in a different direction than any just 

mentioned.  As a pastor and a therapist I have a love for words and the conversations that result 

when we engage one another with language. And in this text, Jesus engages in conversation with 

the woman at the well.  I would even suggest that Jesus is saying, conversation is essential for 

understanding our faith and for sharing our faith.  

All we need to do is turn on our televisions to be reminded how dialogue happens today -- “I’m 

right. You’re wrong. Period.  Drop the mic.” And so often, everyone is talking at once, so no one 

hears anything that’s said.  While I’m a fan of a good debate, conversations seem to devolve into 

arguments within seconds.   

You don’t have to show hands for these two questions, but how many of you have unfriended 

someone on FB because they said something you disagreed with?  Or can you think of someone 

you intentionally avoid because you’d just rather not hear what they have to say?   

We are living in a time when civil conversation needs to be cultivated and valued. Practiced 

and pursued. Longed for and lived out. Without real conversation, we relinquish intimacy and 

understanding; connection and empathy. Without real conversation, we risk detachment and 

distance.  So what can we learn from this conversation between Jesus and the woman from 

Samaria? 

Before we delve into the conversation, let’s understand the context.  Wells were essential for life 

to flourish and were strategically placed in areas lacking the sustenance water provides.  Wells 

were places of reserve and were open to all.  Wells were the place where communities came 

together.  The sustainability of a community and possibly even a culture was determined by the 
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deepness of the community well. Deep wells were less likely to dry up, so this well was an 

essential resource for the people of Sychar.  This well had been laboriously dug by Jacob and 

passed on as an inheritance for future generations.     

  

Jesus and the disciples have been waking from place to place when they arrive from Judea on 

their way to Galilee.  Respectable Jews didn’t stop in Samaria.  But Jesus, who is always pushing 

the envelope and enlarging the circle to include everyone, boldly crossed a geographical border 

when he sat and rested at Jacob’s well.  It was high noon on a hot day and he was tired and 

thirsty from traveling.   

 

In addition to crossing a physical border, being a Jew and interacting with a Samaritan crossed 

ethnic, political, and religious borders.  Jews didn’t speak with Samaritans.  It wasn’t politically 

correct for men to address women when their husbands weren’t present.  And certainly a man 

with the religious prestige of a Rabbi would not defile himself or his office by talking and 

drinking with a woman whose matrimonial history was copious.  To do so would have been 

disgusting and disgraceful.  
 

Now, I want you to notice four things in particular about the conversation between Jesus and the woman. 

 

First, notice that the conversation begins with mutual vulnerability. Jesus is sitting, the woman is 

standing.  Jesus is thirsty with no way to draw water.  Jesus asks the first question and the 

woman responds with genuine curiosity and a willingness to listen and learn.  This is exactly the 

way that truthful conversations must start -- from a place of mutual vulnerability, from a space 

that recognizes each party is risking being seen and known.  I suspect most of us try to avoid 

vulnerability in conversations, especially in our conversations with strangers.  Yet conversations 

about our faith and how we live out that faith in the world must start here because vulnerability 

is a fundamental characteristic of God. 

 
 Secondly, thoughtful questions and thoughtful responses are critical to good conversation.  Good 

conversations require a balance of taking and listening.  They aren’t built on questions to which 

you’ve already crafted the response of your conversation partner.  Steven Covey said, “Most 

people don’t listen with the intent to understand; they listen with the intent to reply”.  Good 

conversation requires our full presence and an expectation that we will learn something if we are 

listening.   

  

Third, deep and authentic conversations include willingness to risk something.  In the text, Jesus 

takes risks.  He breaks cultural norms by ignoring orthodox manners.  Not only does he talk with 

a Samaritan woman, he affirms and even invites her questions.  Then he responds with grace and 

gift.  The woman is bold and courageous to ask, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a 

woman of Samaria?”  She is smart and curious to ask, “Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is 

deep. Where do you get that living water? 

Jesus could have scolded her, he could have ended the conversation, he could have had her 

stoned to death for talking with him, but instead Jesus offers candor and grace.  “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.  Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty 
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again, but 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.” 

The woman is perceptive and insightful to respond, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may never 

be thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw water.   I know that Messiah is coming (who is 

called Christ).  When he comes, he will proclaim all things to us.” 

Then Jesus, always ready to reveal himself, says this, “I am he the one who is speaking to you.”  

It matters that Jesus’ revelation of who he is to her and her realization of who he can be for her 

happens in conversation. Their conversation is an example of what authentic relationship looks 

like -- mutuality, reciprocity, and candor with grace are each present here.   

Conversations for the sake of intentional and genuine interest in the other take time. They take 

time because there will likely be moments of misunderstanding and need for clarification.  

Another way to think about this is to remember that authentic conversations require us to stay 

open even when doing so is challenging. 

Today in our culture, even the most trivial of issues has someone fighting passionately both for 

and against it.  It’s a new normal.  Pew research did a study of 10, 000 American adults and they 

found that in this moment we are more polarized, we are more divided than we ever have been in 

history.  Is think that is directly connected to our reluctance to be in authentic conversation.  We 

are less likely to compromise which means we are not listening to one another.  And we make 

decisions about where to live, who to marry and even who our friends are going to be based on 

what we already believe.  We’re not listening to one another.  A good conversation requires a 

balance between talking and listening to learn something new.   

Technology and smart phones are partially to blame.  About a 1/3 of Am teens send more than 

100 texts a day.  Most teens are more likely to text than talk face to face.   Conversational 

competence is decreasing.  But it doesn’t have to.   

I believe that people of faith can turn these statistics around.  The church can be the place that 

shows society what genuine conversation; conversation intended to get at ways we can change 

into a more beloved community, can sound like. The church can be the place that demonstrates 

to the culture how dialogue about faith and why we believe what we believe might result in 

respect and tolerance. We just might be able to model what faithful conversation, indeed 

conversation that integrates our theology into our lives, can look like.   

Our witness of this exchange between the Samaritan woman and Jesus provides a model for what 

a conversation that leaves behind blessing might look like.  It also points to the very nature of 

God.  When we are willing to reach deep into the wells of our own vulnerability and see deeply 

into the ideas of the other, God will be present with us in deeper ways.  Remember wells are the 

places that quench thirst and sustain life.  The well of God’s goodness is deep and available. 

The final characteristic of good conversations is that we should always anticipate being changed 

by the process.  Bill Nye, who is also known as ‘The Science Guy’, reminds us “Everyone you 

will ever meet knows something you don't.”  So listen to learn.  Listen to change.  People of faith 

know about transformation.  Transformation is a pivotal piece of spiritual growth.  
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When it comes to having a conversation with Jesus or about Jesus, expect to be surprised. Expect 

God to reveal something about God’s self that you have never seen before. The unnamed woman 

at the well is the first one to whom Jesus reveals his true identity. 

The text teaches us, The woman left her water jar and went back to the city.  Many Samaritans 

believed in him because of the woman’s testimony.  In John’s Gospel, believing is synonymous 

with relationship.  Relationships require us to be in conversation with one another.  No wonder 

Jesus engages in and insists on conversation with the woman he encounters at the well.  Their 

honest conversation allowed the woman to leave behind those things that no longer served her 

and share with others the bounty of what she had been given at the well.   

 

What happened at the well empowered the woman to become a witness of the Gospel.  Jesus 

treated her as a valid conversation partner, engaging her in serious theological conversation. The 

fact that he disagreed with some of the woman’s affirmations is the best proof that he was 

treating her with respect. Jacob Neusner, in his book A Rabbi talks with Jesus, explains that for a 

rabbi to argue and dialogue with others was a sign of respect.  Neusner considers it a compliment 

and a sign of respect to seriously and civilly debate questions of faith. 

 

The woman at the well shows us that faith is about dialogue, about growth and about change. 

Faith is not about having all the answers. If we think we have all the answers, if we are content 

with our doctrinal constructs, if we believe more in our own convictions than the possibility of 

revelation, we will be left to ponder whether or not God will choose to be made known. We will 

have to wonder when and if we will finally feel confident enough, secure enough, and 

knowledgeable enough, to invite others to "come and see." We will be forced to admit how many 

times we have overlooked opportunities for sharing testimony about the Savior of the world. 

 

The Samaritan woman at the well is an example for us, not of one who claims Jesus for herself, 

but of one whose labor helps bring in the harvest. She responds to Jesus in such a way that leads 

Jesus to reveal his true identity to her, and in doing so, her own identity evolves. She is 

transformed in the process of engaging in authentic conversation.  We learn from the Samaritan 

woman that in our own encounter with Jesus, not only are we changed, but that which God will 

reveal to us will change as well. 

The well of God’s love is deep and the fields of our lives are full.  The harvest is plentiful.  How 

can you begin to engage in conversations that will empowers you to say, “Come see.”   

 


