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Conversations are important. When Bishop Lee visited St. Giles last September, he spoke about 

three things that vital congregations have in common; one of these is the fact that they are 

willing to have “conversations about things that matter”. They don’t shy away from discussing 

issues and topics that are meaningful, challenging, and possibly contentious, because they 

understand that is how we arrive at deeper faith, healthier relationships, and stronger community.  

Often those conversations have to do with large-scale issues of social justice that affect large 

groups and numbers of people. But sometimes they are much more intimate.Sometimes we 

prepare for them, making notes ahead of time, mentally rehearsing what we want to say. And 

sometimes they take us by surprise, 

 

Susan Scott, author and founder of Fierce Conversations, Inc., suggests that “while no single 

conversation is guaranteed to change the trajectory of…a life, any single conversation can.  

The conversation is the relationship.” The conversation between Jesus and the Samaritan woman 

at Jacob’s well is an example of both these kinds of conversation. 

 

It’s a conversation that might not have happened at all. Jesus and his disciples, travelling from 

Judea to Galilee, have decided on the most direct route, which takes them through Samaria. 

This is not a region where they would normally choose to be, which tells me that they may have 

been in something of a hurry. They arrive at the city, Jesus rests at the well outside it while the 

others go off to get lunch; the woman arrives to draw water and Jesus her for a drink. Owing to 

their gender and ethnic differences, she could have hurried away or perhaps given him a drink 

without comment. As is noted, and as Jesus, his temporarily absent disciples, and anyone in the 

city of Sychar would have been aware, Jews [did] not share things in common with Samaritans:  

not water, not conversation – certainly not theology. They do, of course, share common ancestry 

(Jacob, whose well this is, being one of their mutual forebears), But differences had arisen 

centuries before that caused a split between the Jews and the people of Samaria. Many Jews 

considered the Samaritans to be enemies, or at least undesirables, outcasts. Yet tired, thirsty 

Jesus, alone at the well and lacking a bucket, has asked her to give him a drink. She chooses to 

engage with him, a rather bold move, and this gives Jesus a chance to help her understand 

something about himself, about who he is (he clearly already knows all about her!) and in doing 

so, he brings her into a relationship with him – there’s really no other way to describe it. 

 

Unlike Nicodemus, who had a theological conversation with Jesus that we discussed last Sunday,  

this woman does not refuse the opportunity for such relationship. Nicodemus and his ilk, 

religious authorities of Jesus’ own tradition, do not “receive [Jesus’] testimony”; they are afraid 

of the truth. Nicodemus arrives in the dark and remains in the dark. This woman, for whom Jesus 

is a foreigner, is receptive. She arrives on the scene in the bright light of noonday and because 

she is so very eager to hear and understand what Jesus has to say, she becomes enlightened.  

 

And Jesus listens to her. He affirms the truth about her – that she’s had five husbands and her 

current companion is not her husband – but he doesn’t judge or shame her, although many have.  



It’s quite possible that she’s been widowed five times; living with a man who cannot or will not 

marry her may be the only way she can survive. Whatever her history, we hear no words of 

condemnation or suggestions of repentance from him. He accepts her for who she is. 

 

And while she can give Jesus a drink from the well, Jesus can give her something she has never 

heard of – living water, the opportunity for eternal life. It’s not a substitute for the water from the 

well; Jesus would certainly be thirsty again, as we know. But this living water is an opportunity 

to come into relationship with the God that they both acknowledge through their common 

ancestry, even though that commonality had long ago been fractured. They locate the holy 

differently – and locating the holy was very important. The woman learns that such things soon 

will not matter; Jesus is making the Holy accessible. He identifies himself as the Messiah,  

using the same language that Moses heard from the burning bush: “I am.” Spirit and truth – the 

Holy - has become accessible in the person of Jesus. 

 

This fierce conversation would have been remarkable - it would have mattered - even if the story 

had ended there. But it doesn’t. Soon the disciples come back with lunch; they’re astounded at 

what’s going on.  And the woman, laying aside the reason she was at the well in the first place,  

puts down her water jar and goes running back into the city. She cannot wait to tell her neighbors 

what’s just happened: “Come and see”, she testifies. “Come and see the remarkable man who 

told me everything I’ve ever done!” Is it possible that she’s just encountered the Messiah? Could 

such a thing be?  

 

“Come and see.” We’ve heard that invitation before in John’s gospel. In the first chapter, Jesus 

invites two of John the Baptist’s curious disciples to Come and see; they spend time with him, 

and in turn invite another. Come and see. Most of the time disciples bring just one or two people 

to Jesus. This woman brings an entire city – an entire city full of people who would not normally 

have had anything to do with a Jewish man from Nazareth, who in turn would not normally have 

had anything to do with them. That tells me that these folks were looking for something, needing 

something. And they found it – because of her testimony. She has received the gift of Jesus’ 

presence, and now all she wants is to share it with her people – she becomes an apostle (she goes 

and tells) and an evangelist (she shares good news). As a result, Jesus spends two days with them 

– two days as a guest in a Samaritan city! (This is not the only time in the gospels that the outcast 

Samaritans have been “good” – that is, shown hospitality to a stranger!) Jesus, for all that he 

seems to have been in a hurry, decides to alter his plans and spend two days in their company. 

Because of his presence with them, the people of Sychar give this woman what just might be the 

best affirmation that an evangelist can have:  “It is no longer because of what you said that we 

believe, for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is truly the Savior of the world.”  

They have experienced Jesus first-hand. Because this woman listened, and engaged with Jesus, 

and was willing to share her experience, an entire city was converted. Because Jesus invited this 

woman into relationship with him, an entire city was brought into relationship with the eternal, 

living God. It all began with a conversation, one that clearly took the woman by surprise; but that 

quite possibly took Jesus by surprise too. The conversation became the relationship. 

 

We’re frequently told that the best way to be an evangelist – I know that’s a scary word! - is to 

have conversations with others about what our faith means to us – not what it ought to mean to 

someone else, but what it means to us. It’s not always easy to talk about our faith – we discussed 



that a bit at the vestry retreat yesterday! The words “evangelist” and “evangelism” don’t sit easy 

with a lot of us Episcopalians; I think it’s time we reclaimed it. But we need to reclaim it in the 

context of relationship and trust, because it doesn’t work otherwise. We don’t need to be 

proficient in Christian doctrine and theology; we don’t need to use trendy religious jargon or 

pretend that we – or our church – are perfect. We don’t need to pretend that we have all the 

answers. We just need to be authentic, and loving, and open – and yes, sometimes brave; to 

speak from, and also to trust, our own experience; that’s how we invite people to Come and see 

this Jesus, who knows and loves each of us and who so badly wants us to know and love him.  

Who knows? Maybe our conversations will surprise us! So let’s get brave, and put down our 

water jars. And let’s get talking! 

 

 


