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Thirst Quenching
As the story opens, the well Jesus is sitting near is where Isaac courted Rebecca and Jacob found Rachel hundreds of years before.  I can still see the picture from my children’s bible of this beautiful young woman pouring water into the trough from which Isaac’s camels are drinking.  Or was it Rachel pouring water for Isaac’s son, Jacob?  It doesn’t matter.

From the Jewish perspective at the time of Jesus, Jacobs Well, in Samaria, is enemy territory; and half-breeds are drinking its water.  Jesus could have avoided this region as he traveled from Judea to Galilee.  Many Jews did though it made the journey much longer.  But he had chosen to go straight through and having traveled all morning his feet were tired as they reached the famous well.  He sat down to rest while the disciples went into town to buy food.  
The well served the village of Sychar.  Each morning the women of the town came out to draw water and carry it back to their homes.  As they drew water they talked and news of the town was shared.  It was like our morning newspaper or the Today Show at the village level.  The women came early in the morning because that’s when they needed the water, that’s when others came too and because that’s when it was cool.  I tell you all this to explain the strange circumstance that is about to unfold.
At high noon, when it is very hot, and the sun shines most intensely, a lone woman comes to the well to draw water.  She must be a social outcast otherwise she would have come with the others.  Since we will not get to this in our sermon, I will tell you now that she has had five husbands and the man for whom she is fetching water is not her husband.   
It’s quite possible that she is the village scapegoat, the one all others measure themselves by, too whom they feel superior.  After all, a series of men divorced her, each leaving her at a lower rank than the one before and all blaming her for her expulsion.  Now at the bottom of the village social ranking, she lives with a man to whom she is not married and she comes to the well alone.   I reveal all of this to make what is about to happen all the more astonishing.

As she arrives, to her dismay, she discovers a foreigner sitting next to the well.  Reading the social cues, she can tell that he is a Jew, their ancient enemy.  It is unthinkable that she would speak to him.  Samaritans don’t speak to Jews, and even more powerfully, women and men don’t speak to each other in public no matter who they are.  While hyper aware of him, she appears to ignore him completely.  It is one of those incredibly uncomfortable moments.
The silence is shattered when the stranger makes a request of her.  “Give me a drink,” he orders.  Her response is as hot as the noon day sun and pushed by years of pent up anger at others who also thought they could tell her what to do with impunity.  Breaking all the social norms, she replies, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” 
I like this woman.  She is aware and not at all meek.  There is a worldly wisdom about her that I find impressive.  She knows how things work and is not afraid to describe their workings to a stranger who tries to order her about.  This is her opportunity to talk back to someone in authority and in talking back she is speaking up for her whole culture.  She knows that Jews look down on Samaritans.  Nobody is being nice here.  They have already cut through the social veneer and gotten to what is relationally real.

Jesus tracks with her perfectly as their conversation plunges to a deeper level.  Unaffected by her anger, he meets her with a profound statement of truth that begins to reveal who he is and opens things up for further conversation.  The content of his response is breathtaking!  “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.”

What is the gift of God that Jesus says she can know?  And who is this One who is asking her for a drink?  The question hangs in the air and drives the conversation forward.  
The woman ignores the truth claims this stranger has built into his narrative.  He is probably one of those religious nuts you meet at public places who think they have an inside take on God.  As we do when we talk to people we suspect are a little too close to the deep end, she attempts to bring him back to the here and now.  “Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is deep.  Where do you get that living water?”  

Having brought them back, at least from her perspective, she now decides to push their conversation in an entirely new direction.  This stranger seems to imply that he has something better to offer than the water of this famous and historic well.  Having been burned again and again by games of one ups-man-ship, she thinks he thinks he is better than Jacob and thus better than she.  Who does he think he is?  It’s a sore point between the Samaritans and the Jews who both claim Jacob as their common ancestor.  
From the Samaritan point of view, they had drunk from this well for hundreds of years—for many of those years the upper class Jews had been deported.  When these Jews came back from exile, they still thought they were the high and mighty, the pure ones, who were better than the lower class Jews whom the Babylonians hadn’t bothered to deport.  These poorer Jews stayed in their ancestral land and intermarried with other people the Babylonians had imported from other regions.  Now, even though they had been there the whole time, they were put down as second class.  
It wasn’t fair and that’s why she asks, “Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, and with his sons and his flocks drank from it?”  
Jesus, disinterested in the feud between Jews and Samaritans, points beyond it to something he knows can quench the fire of hatred on both sides.  “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty.  The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.”  We have reached the core of Jesus’ message.  It arouses our own thirst and the woman speaks for us as she makes her request.  “Sir, give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw water.”

What is our thirst and what is the water that quenches it?  This is the point toward which we have been driving this whole time.   
At Jacob’s Well Jesus reveals God’s absolutely creative vitality.  Our God, revealed by Jesus, recreates our imagination and nourishes us with forgiveness and grace to the point where we find ourselves bubbling with praise.  The new awareness of beauty and joy springing from within re-creates in us ever deeper desires to follow Jesus, the Christ.  These desires will never be frustrated.  In fact, these desires will be satisfied and fulfilled beyond our wildest hopes.  
These desires having nothing to do with rank or station; they have nothing to do with how we are perceived by our neighbor; they are not based on our nationality or gender.  They are not part of some hierarchy imposed on us by our culture that we are caught in and frustrated by.  We don’t have to strive to attain a higher place or struggle to maintain the place we have already attained.  We don’t have to fret and fume about the ways our movement has been blocked. No, the water that really quenches our thirst is available and Jesus said, “Those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty.”  
We can be at the bottom of our village hierarchy or at the top with as many marriages as Elizabeth Taylor and God’s creative vitality is still available to us.  This is why Jesus breaks into the silent world of the Samaritan woman and says, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.”  This is the water that quenches the thirst and takes away the cravings for self-destructive firewater that only enflame us and destroy our peace.
The fountain that Jesus offers the woman at the well of Samaria that springs up into eternal life comes from fixing our minds on things that are from above.  It is allowing ourselves to imitate Jesus’ non-violent forgiveness and grace in the midst of our lives.  We imitate Him in how we work our relationship with our families, friends, fellow workers, students and teachers, people we meet on the street, the poor and even our so-called enemies.   This imitation of Jesus is the Spring of Water gushing up to eternal life.
The Book of Revelation describes the journey’s end for the followers of Jesus in this way:  
“These are they which have come out of the great tribulation, and have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the lamb.  It is because of this that they are before the throne of God, and serve him day and night in his temple:  and he that sits on the throne shall dwell among them.  They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore; neither shall they suffer the scorching of the sun, for the lamb which is in the midst of the throne shall feed them, and shall lead them unto living fountains of waters: and God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes.

May we be among them!  Amen.
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