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1   

Years ago, my wife Angela was a single mom raising two young girls. Maybe you know 

what it’s like, with clever youngsters: constant demands, continuous needs, and a continual battle 

of wits. Playing for advantage, playing for fun — and most of all playing for attention.  

So at bedtime, maybe it began innocently enough one night when Angela was trying to 

get them tucked in and quiet. One of the kids asked for a cup of water. Angela brought the water. 

What parent wouldn’t? A simple enough request. But Angela knew the request wasn’t only about 

water; it was about delaying lights-out, about maximizing attention. So the next night when the 

girls went to bed they found that their Mom had already put cups of water by their beds. Angela 

tucked them in, switched off lights, turned away toward a few precious minutes of downtime — 

and heard a plaintive cry from the bedroom: “Fresh water!”  

“Fresh water!” 

In a way, this Lenten season, this time of preparation, is about remembering our own 

thirst.  

There was Jesus’ physical thirst, in those forty days of fasting, and his thirst for relief 

after long days and nights in the wilderness.  

There was the devil’s thirst for power and control.  

Last week we remembered Nicodemus the religious scholar, who thirsted for clarity and 

understanding.  

In our own time we know something about thirstiness. Here in the Berkshires, despite 

recent snowfalls, the data from weather monitors show that we continue in “severe drought” 

conditions. In other parts of the U.S. the situation is far more grave, with profound changes in 

economies and cultures and livelihoods taking place because the ways we choose to use water 

just aren’t sustainable. Some estimate that 1.2 billion of our brothers and sisters face water 

scarcity, and another 1.6 billion live in areas that lack infrastructure to carry water where it is 

needed. So I want to acknowledge a situation that is dire and will probably get more so before it 

gets better.  

If you find anxiety rising in you, as it does in me, that is all to the point: we make 

ourselves ready to hear the Bible today by dipping our toes into a vast ocean of concern over our 

need for the fundamental stuff of life, and God’s gift of all that fullness of life requires.  
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2    

We heard an extraordinary story earlier from the Gospel of John, about the encounter 

between Jesus and a Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well, in Shechem. Which is to say, in a region 

that is known for its dryness, where staying alive means having access to a well.  

Jesus was thirsty in the way that anyone would be, walking through a hot and dry day. He 

came to a well for a much-needed drink. He went to an ancient well that his long-ago ancestor 

Jacob had claimed, and maybe Jesus remembered, the way we do, that another well was the site 

where Jacob had long ago met his love Rachel.  

Jesus came to the well to slake his parched throat. But he encountered a different kind of 

thirst, when he met the woman. He just asked for a drink of water, but she shot back: how is it 

you dare to ask me? You, a Jew; I, a Samaritan?  

Jesus, being Jesus, heard what she did not say. He heard that she was thirsty, too.  

As though someone asked you: “How is it that you see anything in me?” What’s 

underneath that question? Disbelief that anyone would think me worthy. And a great, great thirst 

for someone to finally think me worthy.  

Maybe once you thought, “They’ll never consider me.” Those are words that mean I 

doubt that I have what they need. They are words that float on top of a great thirst to be 

considered. 

Maybe you reached Friday or even Saturday with the need for a sermon to preach on 

Sunday — and deep as you reached within your own well, the bucket only scraped the dry 

bottom. Or even if it wasn’t a sermon, maybe you know what I’m talking about: you knew you 

would have to deliver, and you didn’t know where or how to get the goods.  

Maybe once you thought, “I will never live down what I have done.” Those are words 

that seem to cloud and spoil all the water of the world, so it seems there will never be the fresh 

stream of forgiveness and a new chance.   

Maybe once you thought, “This one drink will get me through.” Only it wasn’t water you 

were reaching for, it was something stronger. And your need for it was actually a great emptiness 

in your soul that no strong drink could ever fill, but only make more deep. An alcoholic 

described life that way, once, but it could be any one of us who has clung to soul-killing habit or 

relationship.  

That was true for the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well. “Sir, give me this water!” she 

said, when Jesus told her that he had living water to give.  

Lord knows she was thirsty. Jesus saw it in her; told her what he saw. “Go call your 

husband,” as though to test her. “Sir, I have none.” “Right you are; you’ve had five, and now you 

are shacked up with another man.” We’ll never know just what led to the end of all those 

marriages, but there’s that one sketchy detail, that the man she was with was not her husband. It 

certainly seems they didn’t end well. Maybe she thirsted for love, and looked for it in all the 

wrong places. Maybe she thirsted for acceptance in the community, which would be hard to find, 

with her in such a non-traditional relationship.  

She was also, by the way, the person Jesus spoke with longer than anyone else in the 

gospels. She sparred with him more playfully and seriously than any other. And she didn’t leave 
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until he gives her a blessing. She’s another Jacob, wrestling with God by the well instead of the 

river, and she didn’t leave until he gave her a blessing. This foreigner, this woman on the edge, 

was the first one who heard from Jesus’ mouth that he was God’s Messiah.  

3   

Maybe, just maybe, Jesus was remembering one of those songs that he seemed to carry 

with him everywhere: the psalms that the people sang together, to God, when they met for 

worship, the songs that reminded them who God is, and who they were, and the kinds of thirsty 

dilemmas they faced together. Maybe Jesus, even in his physical thirst, drew from the well of 

Psalm 95:  

1 O come, let us sing to the Most High;  

Let us make a joyful noise to our stronghold and our deliverance! 
2 Let us come into God’s presence giving thanks;  

Let us sing songs of joy to the Holy One! 
3 For the Almighty is the great God,  

The God above all gods. 
4 The depths of the earth are in the hands of the Holy One, 

So, too, are the heights of the mountains. 
5 The sea belongs to God, Who made it,  

And the dry land, which the hands of the Creator have formed. 
6 O come, let us honor the Most High,  

Let us kneel before the Holy One, our Maker! 
7 For this is our God, and we are the people God formed,  

The sheep in God’s care.  

O that today you would listen to the voice of the Author of Life! 
 

8 Do not be fainthearted like your ancestors in the wilderness,  

Doubting My presence, 
9 Testing My intentions and My powers, 

Though they had seen My works.  
10 For forty years I was angry at that generation saying,  

"They are a people whose hearts go astray,  

And they do not commit themselves to My ways. 
11 They will not be able to enter My safe harbor." 

 

Maybe the words of the psalm reminded Jesus that God’s Word had the power to quench 

his thirst — and forgetting to go to God’s Word, failing to drink from the well of God’s wisdom 

and mercy would make God disappointed, even angry. Much as failing to honor and care for the 

water would make God angry, as our doing so directly scorns and spoils God’s gift of the water, 

the elemental stuff of life which God blew across at the beginning of creation.  

The safe harbor that we need is praising God and trusting God and drinking from the well 

of God’s Word.  

There is no safety to be had in a great big wall between us and “other people,” however 

you define other people. A wall at our southern border is entirely folly: it will not only be a 

massive misdirection of resources, it could not make us any safer. The safe harbor that we need, 

as the psalm says, is praising God and trusting God and drinking from the well of God’s Word.  
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There’s no safety to be had by increasing spending on weapons and war. The national 

budget being bandied about will only put us more at risk, feeding the gaping maw of 

militarization. The safe harbor that we need, says the psalmist, is praising the God of compassion 

and trusting God and drinking from the well of God’s Word.  

There’s no safety to be had in diminishing the sustenance necessary for healthy bodies 

and strong minds and resilient spirits, in taking from the poor to give to the rich. The safe harbor 

that we need is praising the God who gives more abundantly than we could ask or imagine, and 

trusting God and drinking from the well of God’s Word. 

4   

Jesus knew what it was to be thirsty. Maybe that’s why he was so ready to recognize 

thirst in the Samaritan woman. Maybe that’s why he is so ready to recognize thirst in us.  

Jesus knew thirst. And we’re the ones with the bucket. And Jesus is still thirsty. Did you 

notice? He never got the water he asked for.  

There’s a question that rises out of this story. Here’s the way a fellow preacher heard it: 

“Can a little thing like a cup of cool water, offered in love, be the beginning of a salvation 

journey?”  

Yes it can.  

She took a sip of the living water. You can tell. She was so energized, so lifted up, so 

refreshed even under the hot midday sun that she jumped up and ran back to tell everyone: come 

and see a man who told me everything I ever did!  

A man who did not use her. A man who did not try to marry her. A man who did not turn 

away from her, either, but just offered her living water.  

Which might even be like offering her the love she so thirsted for, and apparently had 

never yet found.  

In our family, just saying “Fresh water!” brings up a memory of clever children, and a 

single mom meeting the needs of their bodies and hearts. The sturdy red plastic cups they took to 

using every night are still kicking around somewhere. The God who gave us the fresh water, and 

the songs by which to remember, and the love through which we know who we are — that God 

is still ready to receive our song of praise.  

5   

Your own thirst will show you the way. Thirsty for affirmation of who you are? Give the 

sustaining drink of affirmation to the Christ in every person you meet.  

Thirsty for confirmation of your own worth? Give to others the transforming drink of 

appreciation that they are worthy, that you and the world need them.  

Thirsty for the justice and peace that elude us so heartbreakingly? Be the justice and 

peace that is like water in the desert.  

Jesus never received his cup of water from the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well. But all 

around the cry continues: “Fresh water!” And God’s pure outpouring grace in Christ Jesus has 

given the answer.  
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We are the body of Christ! We are thirsty, and also we have water to give.  

Life-sustaining water abounds in Christ Jesus: give it away. Bring all your thirst, and be 

satisfied! Be filled! Be God’s! 

And just in case this is the first sermon you have ever heard …  

… and just in case this is the last sermon you will ever hear … 

… let me say it plain and clear: Jesus is still waiting for the drink of water. He has 

already showed us where to find it: deep in the ancient well of your own God-given soul. Give 

that water away, and do not delay!  


