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There’s an old story about a cake decorator who was asked to create a wedding cake for a 

Christian couple. While life had not always handed either of them the easiest of relationships in 

the past, the young couple was excited that they had found love together. In the face of all their 

fears from their past, they were in love and wanted the cake to reflect that. So they asked the 

decorator to include the words of I John 4:18 on their cake: “There is no fear in love, but perfect 

love casts out fear.” They wanted to always remember that there was no need to fear what the 

future may hold as long as they held one another in love. 

 

The decorator jotted a note about the passage on his notepad so that he’d have it later when it 

came time to decorate the cake. 

 

When the wedding day finally came, the bride and groom couldn’t wait to greet their guests at 

the reception following their beautiful ceremony. When they arrived at the hall, they noticed that 

everyone was gathered around the cake table. Unable to see it for themselves with everyone so 

close, they made their way closer to the table. It was then that they realized that decorator was 

not as familiar as they were with the scriptures. 

 

Instead of I John 4:18, the decorator quoted the first book of John that he found in the Bible. It 

was the Gospel of John 4:18: “You have had five husbands and the one you have now is not your 

husband.” 

 

While we might view ourselves as more keen students of the scriptures than the cake decorator, I 

wonder if our own assumptions of familiar passages of scripture cause us to trip from time to 

time, as well. In fact, our lesson today might be just such a passage. 

 

There are plenty of interpretations over the years that have focused on the Samaritan woman’s 

relationship status. The great preaching professor, Fred Craddock, once said, “Evangelists
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aplenty have assumed that the brighter her nails, the darker her mascara and the shorter her skirt,  

the greater the testimony to the power of the converting word.”1 

 

Five husbands, and the man she is living with now is not her husband. We know her story, or so 

we think. Divorced five times? Or promiscuous? Perhaps caught up in the trappings of Levirite 

marriage laws that required brothers to marry their dead brother’s wives so that she might have 

some sort of identity. Without a man in her life, she had none. 

 

We know there is something different about this Samaritan woman because she approaches the 

well at noon, as the sun begins to be at its hottest, rather than early in the morning before dawn 

with the rest of the women of her village. She has gone out of her way to fetch the water. 

Clearly, she is not even welcomed among her own people. 

 

To top it all off, she is a Samaritan and Jesus is a Jew, and a righteous man nonetheless. Already, 

we sense the tension as we hear the first words of the familiar passage. After all, Jews don’t 

associate with Samaritans. We know this from other stories we’ve heard, including the Parable of 

the Good Samaritan. It had to have something to do with their sin and the fallen nature of the 

northern kingdom, right? 

 

Even their religious beliefs and practices were different. Samaritans believed God’s revelation 

came only in the first five books of the Old Testament. Moses was the only true prophet. The 

Jews had a fuller understanding of God and were thus more righteous. They followed a more 

complete revelation of God. 

 

The two races even worshipped God in different places. The Samaritans thought God resided at 

Mount Gerizim while the Jews thought that God was present and to be worshiped in Jerusalem in 

the Temple. The polarization between Jews and Samaritans was palpable. 

 

Jesus, however, chooses to walk through this area on his way back to Galilee from Judea in the 

south. On the way, he stops by Jacob’s well, a site honored by Jews and Samaritans as it was 

named for their common ancestor, Jacob. While the disciples go into town to find food, Jesus 

rests by the well in the heat of the noonday sun. It’s no wonder he becomes thirsty without 

anything to draw water from the well. Yet, he waits, almost as if he is waiting for this woman to 

come to the well. 

 

In reading this story with all of our predispositions to how it should end, it would be so easy for 

us to focus simply on the woman’s predicament and Jesus’ words with her. With the evangelist’s 

eyes, we’re waiting for her to get saved, to give up her heathen life and come to God in Jesus. 

 

As the woman approaches with her water jar, however, Jesus is the one to ask her for a drink of 

water. He’s the first to speak. Talk about vulnerability. If we believe what we believe about 

Jesus, that Jesus is God’s very presence, then God is asking her for a drink of water. Gods are not 

vulnerable beings. We tend simply to gravitate to Jesus’ words about the water of life, but Jesus 

is the one who reaches out to make the connection here first. Jesus has need of this Samaritan 

woman and the vessel she carries. 
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Throughout the scriptures, there are plenty of people who reach out to Jesus for healing. But 

Jesus reaches out to this Samaritan woman because she has something to quench his physical 

thirst. She has a jar and he doesn’t. 

 

Osvaldo Vena, Professor Emeritus of New Testament Interpretation at Garrett-Evangelical 

Theological Seminary, writes: 

 

After the woman’s initial surprise, Jesus invites the dialogue by becoming 

vulnerable (“Give me a drink”) and by allowing the woman to exercise some 

power over him (she is the one with the bucket!). The scene is paradoxical. Here 

is the giver of living water, thirsty himself. A thirsty Messiah and a resourceful 

woman will find out that they need each other, a wonderful metaphor for how 

God and humanity are intimately interconnected.2 

 

When others might cast her aside, Jesus sits by the well where the outcast has come and waits for 

her arrival. And when she gets there, he shares his need of her. Vena and others suggest that 

Jesus’ interaction not only allows for a vulnerability and connection, but also validates her 

humanity with a conversation that reflects that of a rabbi and a disciple. No righteous male rabbi 

would have done this in that day. Theological banter was saved for the men. Still, Jesus crosses 

the barriers of culture, religion, and race as he acknowledges the fullness of her humanity and 

value as a child of God. 

 

As they dialogue about their different beliefs and cultures, including places of worship, Jesus 

says, “The hour is coming, and is now here, when true worshipers will worship the Father in 

spirit and truth, for the Father seeks such as these to worship him. God is spirit, and those who 

worship [God] must worship in spirit and truth.” 

 

God is seeking more than mere words in worship, more than rituals, but a heart that will move us 

to the very places where we discover the humanity of another at the point of his or her need. And 

in that moment, we discover that they have something to offer to us, as well. 

 

Jesus never tells her as he does others, “Go and sin no more.” He never tells her to marry the 

man with whom she is currently residing. He never tells her to clean up her act. Jesus engages 

her in the conversation. We jump to conclusions, but Jesus is all about the relationship, the 

connection. 

 

If we read the end of the story, the Samaritan woman leaves her jar by the well and goes to tell 

the people of her town, “Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done! He 

cannot be the Messiah, can he?” 

 

In that moment, the outcast, unjudged but simply received by Jesus, became a witness. John tells 

us that many came to believe because of what she said. She experienced an epiphany moment 

and became one for her village, even though she still had questions. “Can he be the Messiah?” 
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We all know the witnesses that have all the right answers for our faith, don’t we? They often 

make the assumptions about the Samaritan woman’s predicament and character. This witness 

still has questions and doubts, yet neighbors come to believe as she drops her jar to tell the story. 

 

Perhaps there is hope for the stories that you and I have to share, as well. Could it be that our 

witness with our doubts and our questions bring life-giving water to another that we meet by the 

wells of life? 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Christian Century, March 7, 1990, p. 243. 

 
2 https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/third-sunday-in-lent/commentary-on-

john-45-42-3 
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