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John 4: 1-42 
“Believing: II. Drinking” 
 
I love this story. 
 
In four decades of ministry, I have preached on it more times than you 
have fingers to count. 
 
You’ve heard it that many times, too. 
 
It’s a lectionary standby….every third Sunday in Lent every three 
years…this text. 
 
 On a day as ordinary as today a woman as ordinary as you and me was 
busy with a task as ordinary as washing the dishes when she met the one 
who changed her life for all eternity. 
 
She woke late that day, next to a man not her husband. 
 
Maybe she was using him as he was using her to fill an empty spot….I 
don’t know…. 
 
Her mouth was pasty and stale, her head throbbing from the wine she 
drank the night before….drinking so that she could feel something…or 
maybe so she could feel nothing. 
 
She slipped on her polyester blue quilted bathrobe. 
 
It smelled like bacon she fried and was stained with a makeup and 
food…and her tears. 
 
“Water,” she thought. 
 
“I need water to wash this grime from my face; water to chase this dryness 
from my throat.” 
 
The jar was empty. 
She cursed.  Another trip to the well.   
 
She stepped out into the high noon bright street. 
 
Who is she?  Do you know her?  You’ve heard about her for a long time… 
 



I’ve come to the conclusion that I’ve been wrong about her all these 
years. 
 
I’ve decided that every time I’ve taken a swing at this text, I’ve wiffed. 
 
Every time the Lectionary handed me this ball, I fumbled. 
 
Every time I posted up in the pulpit to take a shot, I dribbled off my 
foot….pick your sports metaphor of choice. 
 
I’ve always assumed that this story was about Jesus saving a hussy with a 
shady past. 
 
Every time I’ve preached it, “her nails have gotten brighter, her heels 
higher, her mascara darker, her skirt shorter” Fred Craddock 
I believe some tattoos have crept in over time. 
 
My sermons have pretty much been Pretty Woman Redux and 
Reloaded….gum smacking woman at the well Julia Roberts being 
transformed by Jesus into a beatific Mother Teresa. 
 
“SEE!!”, my sermons have said.  “If Jesus can forgive her past and change 
her, he can surely forgive yours and change you, too!!!” 
 
I was wrong about that, I think. 
 
Oh, to be sure Jesus can do that, does that, has done that for me for you, 
made past washed away our sins and buried them in the deepest sea, as 
Micah the prophet says, to be remembered no more. 
 
But about this woman…. I’ve been wrong. 
 
“Well, she’s been married 5 times…” 
 
Yes, but she had no power under the law to divorce….divorce was easy 
for a man and impossible for a woman. 
 
She might just be a bad picker 
 
Or, she may just have bad luck…to have been widowed over and over 
again….that happened…remember the Sadducees challenge of Jesus, a 
woman got married.  Her husband died.  She married his brother, 
according to the law.  He died…She married his brother…she went 



through seven brothers, seven husbands, who died one after another.  
After the resurrection, whose wife will she be? 
 
Jesus said….Nonsense…they’ll be no marrying after the resurrection. 
 
Seven times married….it happened. 
 
It happened to my aunt…she had three husbands die. 
 
She wasn’t  a floozy. 
 
Neither was this woman at the well…not a floozy… 
 
I think she was fatigued, frustrated, tired of a mind and heart-numbing 
routine that was set and in place before the sun rose up, and still there 
when it went down…. 
wearied by a life that had not turned out as she imagined or hoped…. 
It wasn’t a pleasure trip, her life…just trips to the well, day after numbing 
day. 
 
I heard her weariness this week as I had not heard it in 40 years of listening. 
 
Jesus said to her, “If you ask me, I will give you living water, and you will 
never thirst again.” 
 
And she says..what? 
 
“Give me some of that water, so that I don’t have to get up one more 
time, put that jar on my head, and come down to this well …ever again.” 
 
She’s like that old commercial you know, where the dog’s barking, and 
the phone’s ringing, and the child screaming, and the pot’s boiling over, 
and she, in the kitchen, calls out, “Calgon, TAKE ME AWAY!” 
 
“Take me away….there’s got to be more to life than the life I am living.” 
 
That ought to make us perk up…. 
I don’t see any floozies here…but I do believe there’s a number of you 
here so numbed by an ordinary routine day after day, that if you could 
somehow push a button to skip it, you’d be hard pressed not to. 
 
But on an ordinary day something extraordinary can happen….it did for 
her. 
 



It all begins with Jesus noticing her. 
 
He’s tired and alone at the well… 
which was kind of a place where men went to meet women. 
 
Makes sense….everybody needs water, and women have to draw it…. 
 
Remember, Abraham’s servant, looking for a wife for Isaac his son, where 
did he go? 
 
The well.  Found Rebecca. 
 
Jacob, looking for a wife, where did he go? 
The well.  Found Rachel. 
 
Jesus goes to the well….and a woman shows up. 
 
It’s not the right time for anybody to come draw water, in the middle of 
the day, early and late were the right times…. 
 
But maybe it was the right time for her…she knew there’d be nobody 
there….she wouldn’t have to hear stories of how happy everyone was 
and how smart their children were and how fun their trip was and how 
kind their husbands were and how well their lives were working out. 
 
At this time, in the heat of the day, there’d be no one there. 
 
But she was wrong…he is there and he notices her and speaks kindly to 
her. 
 
Which is a shock…and you know why…you know this story… 
 
It was not done….for the same reason the first break of my first day 
handing tobacco  beneath the shed, when I went over to the big 10 
gallon galvanized Igloo water cooler to get a drink, my grandmother 
called my name, and shook her head rather vigorously, and handed me 
a half-gallon jar of ice water instead…I wasn’t to drink from that other 
cooler.  you know why. 
 
But Jesus couldn’t have cared less about such nonsense.  
 
He notices her and speaks kindly to her. 
 



You know how much that means….somebody notices you, especially 
when you’re not used to being noticed. 
 
We had a good preacher in Wilson…I guess..I think most folks said so, 
anyway. 
 
We were at church every Sunday. 
 
We came out the door every Sunday to shake his hand….mother, father, 
three boys. 
 
Always the same. 
 
“Hello Earl,” he said,  “Hello Joyce, hello son, hello son, hello son. 
 
Six years, passing by every Sunday, he never knew my name. 
 
Then Frank Campbell came to be his Associate…..I met him in the gym 
there at the church for Bible School 
 
A little while later, he came over to me basketball in hand and said, 
“Bobby, you wanna come shoot with me?” 
 
Frank Campbell….He was a great preacher…to me. 
 
There’s a big difference between “sonny boy” and “Bobby.” He noticed. 
 
Jesus speaks to her that way….kindly, personally 
and even though every statute and cultural more of his time clearly lifts 
him up above her as a superior, he gently places himself beneath her as a 
needy supplicant. 
 
“Would you give me a drink of water….please?” 
 
If we learn nothing else from this text, can we learn that this is the right 
way for a follower of Jesus Christ to treat those in this world whom the 
world scorns and deems least. 
 
But there’s something more important going on here than 
kindness….more important, even, than the breaking down of prejudice 
 
Kindness just gets her warmed up, gets the conversation going, as it still 
does…. 
 



She’s feisty….she banters with him about water, this and that….it’s the 
longest conversation Jesus has with anybody, recorded in scripture…she 
throws a theological question at him, we’re going to get to that next 
week…and then she voices a hope so deep that I bet it has never before 
reached her lips…. 
 
She says, “I know the Messiah is coming….and when he does, everything 
will be alright.” 
 
And for the first time on earth, Jesus speaks “Ego emi.”  “I am” echoing 
the name above all names…the great “I am who I am.  I will be who I will 
be…” 
 
“I am the Messiah….I am your Messiah.” 
 
 
 
“Ask me,” he said to her “and I will give you a drink from the fountain of 
eternal life.” 
 
So Jesus offers her, what he offers you and me…. the water whose streams 
make glad the city of God….water that will flow from the throne bringing 
healing to the nations….water that make a sinner clean, water that can 
make the desert of a deadly dull life bloom with beauty that will never 
fade. 
 
Does she answer him? 
Did you hear her answer him? 
 
She doesn’t answer him… 
 
She who, to this point, has been chatty, says nothing…but her actions say 
everything. 
 
She drops the jar, it thuds and rolls over on its side…. 
 
See it laying there as a sign that she has forgotten all about this 
thirst…(physical thirst) 
and now is thinking of this one, (heart thirst) and how his love has 
quenched it. 
 
“Ask me,” he says to you in this story. “Ask me.” 
 
“You who are tired from carrying a heavy burden, ask me.” 



 
“Are you thirsty?  Ask me.” 
 
Many years ago, Fred Craddock was asked to come and speak at a 100th 
anniversary celebration at a Boy’s Home Orphanage. 
 
It was a big day….a great celebration…. 
 
After his speech a 7 year old tow headed boy, a resident, ran up to him. 
 
He had been charged with the privilege of showing Fred around the 
facility. 
 
The tour didn’t take long…the residence hall, the dining hall, the 
gymnasium….the offices…the secretary there said to Fred Craddock, 
nodding at the boy…”Looks like you’re in good hands.” 
 
And Fred said, “Yep, that’s my boy.” 
 
Ten years later, he was invited back to speak again. 
 
At the end of the program, he was about to step off the platform when a 
strapping, tall young man came up to him….just smiling and looking at 
him….with an expectant look… 
 
The young man said….”You remember me?” 
 
Fred Craddock reached back, reached back searching…to no avail.  
Before he could say no, he heard, 
 
“I’m your boy.”  
 
For ten years he had held on to that love…”Yep, he’s my boy.” 
 
Jesus said to her, “I’m your Messiah…the one you’ve been waiting for.”  
 
“You’re mine.” 
 
Oh she held on to it….still is. 
 
You can, too. 
 
On a day as ordinary as today, you can, too. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 


