
March 19, 2017, 3
rd

 Sunday in Lent 

Click here to view the readings. 

Focus: Jesus gives us all living water. 

As many of you have seen in our Facebook photos, we covered a lot of ground in our week in 

Israel and Palestine.  The first, jet-lagged day in Bethlehem was the hardest.  After a busy 

morning and afternoon spent touring the Dar Al-Kalima, the university that the local Lutheran 

church founded and supports, as well as the field where the angels announced the birth of Christ 

to the shepherds, I was ready for the last stop on this long day in Bethlehem: the Peace Center.   

Now, you may be asking what is the Peace Center.  What is this important work that they are 

doing in this region?  Well, as I found out literally the last night of the trip, the Peace Center is 

actually next-door.  The place my friends and I visited had a similar name: The Peace 

Center…Restaurant and Bar.  The important cross-cultural work that I was doing was taking 

detailed notes on Palestinian Beer and appetizers.  I would return to the Peace Center many times 

throughout the course of this trip.  Whether it was fun days like visiting the church of the Holy 

Sepulchre (the site of Jesus’s tomb) or the much harder days: visiting a permanent refugee camp 

in Bethlehem where the unemployment rate is 40% or seeing a 26-foot-tall separation wall that 

divides and kills communities, many days my friends and I returned to the Peace Center for 

fellowship and a chance to debrief at Bethlehem’s local watering hole.       

Now I don’t know whether Jesus was having a similar experience in today’s story, but he does 

come to the local watering hole.  Well, actually not local for him.  Jesus is in Samaria.  Now just 

as the map between Israel and Palestine is complicated today, so it was in Jesus’s time.  What we 

call Judah was Jerusalem and south.  These are people who follow the Jewish religion of the Old 

Testament.  North of that was Samaria.  They are separate politically and only recognized the 

first 5 books of the Old Testament.  They had different worship places as we see in our story—

Mount Gerazim for them, Jerusalem for Judah.  But both claimed to be the right Jews.  And both 

claimed to be the true descendants of “Israel.”  And both can’t stand each other.   

In short, no matter how thirsty he is, no matter how long or rough the day’s been, no matter what 

he’s seen or done, there is no excuse for a good Jewish boy like Jesus of Nazareth to be caught 

dead in Samaria.  This is so surprising that the woman herself does not believe what’s happening: 

“how is it that you a Jew are talking to me a Samaritan?”  And yet that’s where we find Jesus.   

And worse still.  Worse because he’s talking to a woman.  His disciples are shocked that he’s 

talking to a woman—too shocked even to speak.  Little do they know what Jesus knows: she has 

been divorced five times.  She’s living “in sin,” as some people might say with a sixth man.   

This woman has everything stacked against her.  She is Samaritan (strike one), she is a woman 

(strike two), and she is a divorcee (strike three).  Here we find her in the midst of her same-old 

daily routine: walking who knows back and forth carrying the same old water jug and going back 

to the same old mess.  And right in the middle of that old stagnant well comes the Son of God 

offering her a fresh start, a new life, living water.  Imagine how that changed her life.   

http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=269


We know people like this woman, don’t we?  We don’t have to look to Samaria or far away to 

find people who consider themselves or others unworthy.  Our church entrance proudly says, 

“welcome, child of God.”  I am proud of that, and they are words to live by.  They are words to 

strive for.  Because believe me: there are Samaritans in our community: outside these walls and 

right here with us now.  There are people like the woman who’s divorced who feel like the state 

of their marriage past or present or their sexual orientation precludes Jesus seeking them out.  

Women still deal not only with stigma but with the unconscious sexism that happens when you 

make a point that gets ignored and then a guy says the exact same thing and gets credit for it.  

And there are still people who seem foreign to us: people of different ethnic backgrounds, of 

different religions, even of people who moved to Madison long ago, but still “aren’t from around 

here.”  Chances are, we all know people who are in some way a Samaritan.  Chances are we 

ourselves are all Samaritans in one way or another.  When Samaritans in our community come to 

this well of Resurrection Lutheran Church, they need to know that Jesus’s living water is for 

them, too, and for everyone.   

Back at the Peace Center, my Bethlehem watering hole, a few of us were pastors and were 

getting ready to preach on this text.  We asked the owner for his thoughts.  Now this might seem 

odd enough in the first place.  But it seems extra odd when you consider his name, which he 

hesitated to tell us at first: his name is Osama—not a popular name for Americans!  Now I don’t 

know about you, but when I hear that name in my head, I picture all kinds of terrible things.  

How surprised I was to see an icon of the Virgin Mary holding Jesus hanging up in his 

restaurant.  How surprised I was when we became friends on Facebook to see that his picture is 

of he and his beautiful family holding palms from last year’s Palm Sunday service at his eastern 

Orthodox church.  When we make snap judgments about people based on their name or how they 

look or what their past story is, we are going to be surprised when the Good News comes to us 

from Samaritans.   

You see, the thing is: Osama might not have been so surprised.  Because when we asked him 

about what he would say about this story from the Bible, he told us about his work.  And he said 

that he serves all kinds of people, all kinds of colors and languages, from all kinds of countries: 

including Americans, who aren’t all that popular in Palestine.  But he says when someone comes 

to the Peace Center, he doesn’t see them that way.  He sees them as people.  People who have 

come to him for a drink or to see friends or to just experience hospitality—such as he showed us 

when he invited us foreign strangers to his house for a barbeque with his family.  At his watering 

hole, he sees everyone as people. 

I imagine that’s the way Jesus sees us when we come to his well.  Think about this woman who 

has been treated as no more than a walking stereotype her entire life, who is not only in name, 

but in point of fact, a sinner.  Who seems to be on the wrong side of everything.  And it’s her that 

Jesus visits.  Not the powerful, not the elite, not the righteous, not even the man of the 

household, but this divorced Samaritan woman.  And he offers her living water. 

Living water that will change her life.  Living water that will quench her thirst and allow her to 

refresh others with the Good News.  Jesus takes this person he shouldn’t be talking to, this 

person unwanted by everyone else, and says, “you are central to me.  You are going to share my 



Good News.  And through you, yes, you, this entire village is going to hear and believe and taste 

my living water.”  She is no longer just a divorced Samaritan woman, but someone Jesus sets his 

eyes on, someone Jesus sees the humanity in, someone Jesus loves, and someone who Jesus sees 

as indispensable: indispensable to him, to her village, and to his entire Gospel mission. 

This is how the way of the cross changes lives and changes the world.  Jesus knows our stories 

better than we do ourselves, but in the cross, he connects our small and often sinful stories to his 

Better Story.  Where the Samaritan woman’s story ended at “sinner,” the story of the cross made 

her an evangelist and a saint of God.  If you feel like you’re unimportant—even nameless to 

everyone else like the Samaritan woman was—on the cross, Jesus calls you beloved and 

redeemed.  If you feel like you’re an outsider, Jesus goes down to the crosses in your life, meets 

you where you are, and calls you to follow where he will be: in glory.   

The Good News is this: Jesus sees the true you: the good, the bad, and the indifferent.  He knows 

you better than you know yourself.  He loves you.  He died for you.  And whether your name is 

Osama, John Doe, or the nameless woman at the well, he refreshes us with his living water.  Not 

at a well 2000 years ago in a Samaritan village, but here in this place, at this baptismal font, you 

receive the living water that promises you forgiveness of sins, eternal life, and a purpose here in 

this life to share his Good News for all people.  We have all received his living water in our 

baptisms, whether we are Orthodox Christians in the Holy Land or Lutherans in Madison.  At the 

foot of his cross, our divisions cease because he has died for each of us, and his well is deep 

enough for all of us to drink abundantly.  Living water changes our lives, offering us life that 

really is life.  Life that pours itself out for others, life that calls us out of wherever we find 

ourselves into something new, and life that is not quenched by death.  We are called to be the 

indispensable bearers of that Good News, refreshing all whom we meet with love and peace and 

reconciliation—living water in the most parched places and to those who aren’t given even a 

glass of tap-water from anyone else.  Jesus doesn’t want angels; he wants Samaritans, and he 

wants us.  People who have sinned and have been outsiders.  People who know what it’s like to 

be thirsty.  We who know what it’s like to be thirsty and to drink of the water that will bubble up 

into forgiveness, reconciliation, and eternal life.  And so, with the Samaritan woman, we go 

throughout our own villages, and we invite all who thirst to drink deeply from the well of 

Christ’s living water.  Amen.   

 

     

 


