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A Homily by    “Give us living water!”
The Rev’d Jo Popham       Third Sunday in Lent

March 27, 2011
Exodus 17:1-7

John 4:5-42

Are we thirsty? Do we long for living waters? Where is that living water, for us and

for the whole world? What do we thirst for?

The Israelites were traveling to the promised land. After they crossed the Red (Reed)

Sea they were quite thirsty. Now the Red Sea is very salty, indeed it is one of the most

saline bodies of water in the world probably because it is so warm and evaporation

concentrates the salt. Needless to say, the water is undrinkable. But they came to the oasis

at Marah, but they found the water there also undrinkable. The people cried to Moses

“Give us water to drink!” Give us water! And give it to us now! They asked “Why did

you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and livestock with thirst?" So Moses

cried out to the LORD, ‘What shall I do with this people? They are almost ready to stone

me.’” (I know how Moses must have felt.) God had provided manna for them to eat when

they were hungry, so why not demand water as well? Moses was exasperated. He spoke

with God who told him to go to the rock at Horeb and strike it and water would come out

to quench their thirst.

Jesus came to Jacob’s well that is located in Samaria. He had been traveling from

Judea to Galilee. And his route took him right by the well. He was tired. He was thirsty.

But he had no vessel to bring up water from the well. So exhausted by the heat, he rested

by the well while his disciples went to town to get some food. When a Samaritan woman

came to the well he asked her to give him a drink. Why would a Jew – and a rabbi – ask a

Samaritan woman  – and a notoriously sinful one at that – to fetch him a drink?

Samaritans and the Jews were at odds. They differed in the sacred site for proper

worship. The people of Samaria worshipped on Mount Gerizim. And the Jews claimed

Jerusalem as the only place to worship God. The Samaritan accepted only part of the
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Bible, rejecting the prophets who spoke of the coming of the Messiah. Jesus told this

non-Jew that God not only is coming but is here. The time to worship is now. She

decided to wait for the Messiah. She said: “I know the Messiah is coming, and when he

comes he will proclaim all things to us.” Jesus simply told her “I am he.”

Jesus revealed himself to be the one, to be of God, but she saw only a prophet.
He had told her about herself and she saw a mere prophet? Surely she recognized
Jesus as more than a prophet, but it took some time for the full meaning of their
encounter to become apparent to her, for her to realize who this Jesus was.

Living water? ‘What is that?’ the Samaritan woman wondered. She misunderstood

Jesus when he said that he could provide living water. She must have thought he was

talking about bubbly spring water. She must have thought: if this water was good enough

for Jacob it must be good enough for you. There was a legend that Jacob did not need a

bucket because the water rose up to the top of the well for him and even overflowed. In

John’s Gospel, living water is the vehicle of the gift of the Spirit in baptism. And indeed

we baptize with water and the Holy Spirit – with living water – so that we can go forth –

like the Samaritan woman – and spread the good news.

But first things first: we need to really know who Jesus was and is.

Who did this woman think she was? That was the question for the disciples although it

was unspoken. But the Samaritan woman was thinking: ‘Who is this man?’ A prophet,

yes, but he said that he is the one – the Messiah. She was trying to sort out who Jesus

was. We too want – no, we need – to know who Jesus was and is.

We are quickly approaching the most sacred time of the Christian year – Holy Week.

Beginning with Palm Sunday with Jesus’s triumphant entrance into Jerusalem that

quickly turns to his Passion –to  his suffering – through his arrest and trial and torture and

crucifixion and finally his resurrection – Christ is revealed to us more and more. To

prepare for Holy Week, I have been reading two small but powerful books: The Last

Week by Dom Crossan and Marcus Borg and Jesus, the Final Days by Craig Evans and
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N.T. Wright. In the last 8 days of Jesus’s life that we relive every year during Holy

Week, I think we can find him, find who Jesus is for us. Decades ago Flannery O’Connor

said that we live in a “Christ-haunted” culture. I believe that. But I also believe that we

21st century Christians want and need to get beyond the mythical and mystical Jesus and

come to know the Savior who suffered and died for us. In 2004 Mel Gibson’s movie The

Passion of the Christ made a huge impact on many many people. Once again 2000 years

after his suffering and death, Jesus Christ was news. Yes, it was controversial and those

of us in ministry called the movie ‘the gospel according to Mel.’ But Mel Gibson’s

haunting movie – told in Aramaic – touched people’s lives and revealed the suffering

Jesus to believers and non-believers alike and renewed the faith of lapsed believers and

shocked everyone. The reaction to the movie depended on where we were in our journey

– depended on how we know Jesus – who Jesus is to us.

It has become apparent to me that who Jesus is at any given moment for me and for us

depends much on our own needs at that time in our life. I cannot remember where I found

this poem, but I want to share it:

“The truth is that the immensity of Christ towers over Western civilization.
 Most Christians find their best definition rising from their need.

 To the hurting, he is the great Physician.
 To the confused, he is the Light.

To the lost, he is the Way.
 To the hungry, he is the Bread of Life.
 To the thirsty, he is the Water of life.
To the broken, he is the Balm of Gilead.”

Jesus revealed himself to the Samaritan woman, a hurting, lost, confused, thirsty

woman. She wanted to wait for the Messiah. But he told her – and he showed her – that

he was the Messiah. She was a broken woman, and this man who claimed to be the

Messiah healed her. He told her who she was so that she could be healed and begin a new

life, healed by the living water, healed by the Balm of Gilead. She left her water jar at the

well and went to spread the word. She became an evangelist. Her new life began at



4 of 4

Jacob’s well. Once she knew who Jesus was to her, then she knew who she was and that

her new calling was to tell people who Jesus was.

Is that not what we are called to do? By living water at our Baptism we are called to

spread the gospel to all people. But first we have to know who Jesus was and is.

Our challenge is to come to know who Jesus is to us – individually and corporately –

as 21st century Christians at St. Andrew’s thirsty for living water and as 21st century

Christians living in a secular world haunted by Jesus Christ – a world that does not yet

know what they are thirsty for Jesus. Have you heard people say that there is something

missing in their lives? We know what that might be. Could it be that what is missing is

the living water of life: Jesus, the Savior of the world – Jesus the living water – Jesus

who offers us all eternal life?  May we all be like the Samaritan woman and say: “Give us

living water!” AND then let us go and tell others about Jesus the Christ. We could

borrow her words: “Come and see a man.” Come and see this Jesus! Come get to know

who Jesus was and is!

Next week is ‘Nametag Sunday.’ What a perfect time that would be to bring a friend

to church. What a great opportunity to offer them living water.


