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Texts: Exodus 17:1-7; Psalm 95; Romans 5:1-11; and John 4:5-42

I’ll not forget when one of my children’s pre-school teachers once told us 
about a lesson they were having on water and its uses. The teacher started the 
lesson with a simple question: “Where does water come from, children?” Their 
answer in virtual unison: “From the grocery store.” Yes bottled water is the 
prime choice these days, and yes, water from the tap is out of vogue nowadays 
for those who can afford it from the grocery store. So we are a far cry from 
well water here in the city. 

Scientists and nutritionists tell us that we need 64 ounces of water each 
day, eight glasses of eight ounces each. We find not just water but an abun-
dance of choices — mineral springs water, artesian springs, mountain springs, 
imported water from different parts of the world, fluoridated, and non-fluori-
dated water. 

I heard a comedian talk once about the over-abundance of choices out 
there on something as basic as water and in his comedy routine he talked 
about sitting at a restaurant with a waiter ready to take their order. This man 
asks for a glass of water to which the waiter responds, “Would you like your 
water regular or less wet?” His response, “Just give me a drink! “ 

We have an abundance of choices these days, but I don’t see that we are 
any happier a people than say this woman at the well. She just wanted a drink 
of water, that 64 ounces a day, but also need of another kind. 

We have this same need.
It is for that living water that in the Old and New Testaments is used as a 

metaphor for a life with God.
Like the Samaritan woman we go to places where we think we might 

find that life. We go to places where we might find an answer for that longing; 
maybe that’s why you are here today. She goes to that historic well of Jacob 
when there were probably other streams closer to where she was coming 
from. It was a holy place for Jews and Samaritans.



The Deepest Well • March 23, 2014 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • page 2

We go to a place and among a people hoping that God will meet us and 
that something transformational might happen.

My wife and I own a small piece of land a couple hours north of here on 
which sits a dry well. It has not been used or maintained for a very long time. 
It has a history, yes, that stretches back 60 years or so, but it now sits dormant, 
dry, unusable. 

I don’t know, maybe I go to that place because it is in an area that my 
own ancestors called home for multiple generations, off and on. This well 
doesn’t offer me anything in the way of actual drinking water, but the land it 
sits on is symbolic as a life-giving place for me. 

Many of us feel that way about this cathedral sanctuary space. This is 
a place where you have remembered your loved ones when they died, where 
you have witnessed your children marry. It is a place where you have prayed, 
wept, laughed, and celebrated.

In our Old Testament reading, the Israelites are in the desert on the 
promise that God will meet them there and provide for their needs. They are 
there because of the promise of freedom from slavery that they and their an-
cestors had known in Egypt.

In Exodus 17, the ancient Hebrews were out of bondage in Egypt when 
they begged Moses to go back. After 430 years and ten generations, some peo-
ple had grown to love their bondage.

After the Exodus, after crossing the Red Sea on dry land, and after songs 
of celebration by Moses and Miriam for all God’s mighty acts of deliverance, 
the liberated Hebrews set out. The very first story about them, though, de-
scribes how they demanded a return to their status quo in Egypt. Slavery had 
its consolations; whereas, freedom was precarious and risky.

The Exodus 17 story is retold in Numbers, Deuteronomy, and the 
Psalms, including Psalm 95 for this week. The people complained, grumbled, 
tested God, and “broke faith” with their God. This abundant life with God didn’t 
come quickly enough for them.
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We shouldn›t be too hard on the Hebrews. They faced harsh conditions 
in the desert. They only did what we would do — when in desperation and 
frustration, we cling to the very things we were liberated from. We hold on to 
these things because they represent the known, however harsh, the familiar, 
however destructive.

We are the Samaritan woman, friends. We are all thirsty. We crave water 
from the deepest well. We crave for a life with God, even if we don’t identify it 
as such. 

I see this thirst within me, and I see it all around. The Samaritan woman 
is not just a special extreme case of need; she is you and me.  

When kids misbehave, when beloveds are estranged, when parents lash 
out, when there are broken hearts, painful relationships – somewhere in the 
middle of all of that, the core cry is “Give me something to drink.” It is a cry out 
from our souls, and the tragedy is that we have gotten good at filling it with so 
many other things, substitutes for the deep thirst that only God can quench. 
We fast from these things in the Lenten season not just because we want to be 
healthier but because they can mask and temporarily satiate our need for God.

In The Great Divorce by C.S. Lewis there is a man plagued day and night 
by an awful lizard on his shoulder; the lizard represents lust. But when an 
angel offers to slay the lizard, he objects.

Lewis then observes: “There is always something we insist on keeping, 
even at the price of misery. There is always something they prefer to joy — 
that is, to reality… The time comes when, though the pleasure becomes less 
and less and the craving fiercer and fiercer, and though he knows that joy can 
never come that way, yet he prefers… it would not have it taken from him. He’d 
fight to the death to keep it. He’d like well to be able to scratch: but even when 
he can scratch no more, he’d rather itch than not.”

It illustrates, doesn’t it, a human conundrum?  
 Our divisions, our boundaries, our segregations are comfortable; our sin, 
our bondage is familiar and therefore preferable. It is safer, even if it is miser-
able, for us to remain in what is known. 
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It is what makes this story at the well all the more remarkable. One 
would be tempted to think that it would have been easier for Samaritans to re-
main Samaritans and Jews Jews. Or segregated schools to remain, or conserva-
tive evangelical churches to stay together and progressive churches to remain 
together or whatever the division might be. What it ignores is the invitation 
by Jesus for something more and deeper. We thirst for reconciliation, for a life 
with God free from pain and division and bondage.

On Good Friday, on the cross, Jesus says, “I thirst,” and in that moment 
God identifies with that most human thirst represented for us in the Samaritan 
woman. 

It takes one like Jesus to love us into freedom. This encounter at the well 
of Jacob is nothing short of revolutionary. 

This nameless woman has pretty much everything stacked against her: 
she is a Samaritan in this Jewish story, a woman in a male-dominated world, 
has lived a challenging and probably tragic life, and is very likely dependent on 
others. 

The signature line that has been, in my opinion, misinterpreted through-
out much of the Church’s history is when Jesus says to her, “You have had five 
husbands, and the one you have now is not your husband.” 

She very easily could have been widowed or have been abandoned or 
divorced. Five times would be heartbreaking, but not impossible. Further, she 
could now be living with someone that she was dependent on, or be in what’s 
called a Levirate marriage (where a childless woman is married to her de-
ceased husband’s brother in order to produce an heir yet is not always tech-
nically considered the brother’s wife). There are any number of ways, in fact, 
that one might imagine this woman’s story as tragic rather than scandalous.

The difficulty with the all-too-common interpretation, as scholar David 
Lose says, is that it interrupts and distracts from the rest of the story. Immedi-
ately after Jesus describes her past, she says, “I see that you are a prophet.” 
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 Keep in mind that “seeing,” in John, is an important theological activity. 
“To see” is often connected with belief. When the woman says, “I see you are a 
prophet,” she is making a profession of faith.

The Gospel of John reveals Jesus’ identity through a series of episodes 
that New Testament scholar Alan Culpepper calls “recognition scenes.” There 
are many such encounter scenes in the Gospel of John. 

Jesus has “seen” her. He has seen her struggles. He has recognized her, 
spoken with her, offered her a life that is really life. He has seen her — she ex-
ists, has worth, value, significance, and all of this is treatment to which she is 
unaccustomed. She is out of the shadows, the divisions have come down be-
cause she and her story have been noticed by Jesus.

St. Augustine once said that Jesus loved everybody he ever met as if that 
one were the only person in all the world.

In this encounter Jesus establishes that there are now no more “camps” 
of chosen people and rejected people. All people who worship God are one 
people. Enemies are now friends, the despised are now included, Jesus has 
now joined with them on the margins and offered to them life from the eternal 
well spring of God. 

This living water, this life with God, is a gift. A free gift of grace from God 
that is offered to us here and now. 

African-American educator Booker T. Washington was fond of telling a 
story about how a vessel in the South Atlantic Ocean signaled for help from 
another vessel not far off: “Help! Save us, or we perish for lack of water!” The 
captain of the other vessel’s reply was “Cast down your buckets where you 
are.” Supposing that the second captain had not gotten the message accurately, 
the troubled ship signaled yet again. “Help! Save us, or we perish for lack of 
water!” Again the nearby ship signaled back, “Cast down your buckets where 
you are!” 

This exchange went on until the first ship, in desperation, decided it had 
nothing to lose by following this outlandish advice. When crew members cast 
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down their buckets, they drew them up filled with clear, cool, sparkling water 
from the mouth of the Amazon. They had not realized that the powerful cur-
rent of the Amazon River carried fresh water from the South American rain 
forests many miles out in to the South Atlantic.

Once again, the deepest well is at your disposal if only, if only, you might 
recognize and see that the One who knows us best is remarkably the same One 
who loves us the most.

And if we would see, we would follow, even to a cross. 
In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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