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A journey through our humanity,  
with Jesus 
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Four:	 	 Thirst		 A Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well

John 4:5-42


After Nicodemus last week, in the very next chapter Jesus has 
another encounter with another very unlikely person. But, 
whereas Nicodemus the Pharisee, who you remember came by 
night, lacks the courage to take a public step of faith, today we 
hear of a Samaritan woman who not only takes that step but 
expresses her faith to others.


About ten years ago, when I was Chaplain to the Mothers’ Union 
in Southwark diocese, I once had the chance to play Jesus in a 
dramatic reading of this extraordinary scene in the annual MU 
service in Southwark Cathedral. 


One of the things I am passionate about is us as Christians 
being card-carrying, fully-fledged human beings, with a faith that 
makes us more fully ourselves (our better selves, that is), not a 
faith that is pinched and teeth-sucking and disapproving and 
life-denying and over-pious.


And we believe and trust and hope that Jesus was God with us 
and among us, and that he was a fully-fledged human being as 
well, in a sense the most fully-fledged ever! That was what I 
tried to bring out in my performance of Jesus.


Soon afterwards, I received a letter. I generally found a 


great deal of warmth and affirmation in the MU. Their ratio of 
words to actions is splendid - being mostly female there are still  
quite a lot of words - but also a lot of down to earth practical 
action that makes a real difference on the ground in all sorts of 
ways.


But this letter was quite different. It told me off in cold and 
plaintive tone for how I read Jesus’ words when he said to the 
woman: (John 4:16-18)

‘Go, call your husband, and come back.’ 
The woman answered him, ‘I have no husband.’ And Jesus said 
to her, ‘You are right in saying, “I have no husband”; for you have 
had five husbands, and the one you have now is not your 
husband. What you have said is true!’ 

As I gave voice to Jesus’ words in this scene, I did give it some 
edge, some knowingness, some awareness of this woman’s 
long and colourful past. My rendering was not, I thought, 
without compassion, but did attempt the suggestion of deep 
awareness of how she was, for better and for worse.


The woman who wrote to me could only see the woman at the 
well as a victim. And indeed, especially in that culture, the lack 
of a husband for an older woman carried the risk of destitution 
as well as loss. So she was in a vulnerable position in several 
ways: as a woman in first-century Palestine, women could be 
divorced by their husbands for trivial things; Samaritans were a 
despised minority; and this woman is marginalised even in that 
group, coming to the well at the hottest point in the day when 
no one else would be likely to be there.


But to focus only on her vulnerability seems to me to miss some 
of the richness, nuance and humanity of this special and saving 
encounter.




Because Jesus is vulnerable too: tired and thirsty. Having no 
home, he is constantly dependent on the hospitality of others.


I wonder what you are thirsty for? Remember in that great 
phrase from Jesus’ sermon on the mount: 

‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for 
they will be filled’ 	 (Matthew 5:6).


One of the things I thirst for - though thankfully this thirst has 
often been met here and in the other parishes I have worked in - 
is more human Christians. And even sometimes, in the midst of 
all the pressures and responsibilities they face, more human 
bishops too! Rachel Treweek, Bishop of Gloucester, wrote with 
compassion, anger and sorrow at the end of January:


The bishops of the Church of England are also coming towards 
the end of a two-year programme. ‘Living in Love and Faith‘ is a 
project which will result in the production of ‘resources that will 
help the Church to learn how questions about human identity, 
relationships, marriage and sexuality fit within the bigger picture 
of what it means to embody a Christian vision of living holy lives 
in love and faith in our culture’. It is led by the bishops and 
therefore I was deeply frustrated and saddened in the way that 
the House of Bishops statement re civil partnerships was 
published on Thursday. I recognise that it has fanned into flame 
unnecessary pain and distress and I wish to acknowledge my 
part in that. 

I cannot deny seeing the content of the statement at the meeting 
of the House of Bishops in December and in terms of factual 
content the statement is reiterating that in the light of the recent 
change in law allowing civil partnerships to be extended to 
opposite-sex couples, nothing has changed regarding the legal 

and doctrinal position of the Church of England. There should 
have been no surprises for anyone in that.  

However, I am complicit in making wrong assumptions in 
December and not asking  questions about how this statement 
was to be used. For me, the publication of the statement in cold 
isolation from anything else, on a seemingly random day and 
lacking any pastoral ‘surround’ or mention of the Living in Love 
and Faith’ process, has been perplexing and upsetting. This is 
even more so as it has been released just days before the 
College of Bishops convene once more to focus on ‘Living in 
Love and Faith’ as we stand in the present looking to both the 
past and the future. 

…The bishops will continue what has been a process of 
openness, vulnerability, and often robust disagreement in a place 
of trust and relationship, rooted in scripture, prayer and the 
vision of the kingdom of God. 

Please don’t look the statement up if you were spared seeing it! 
I am grateful that our Bishops in Croydon and Southwark were 
also unhappy with it. It was so terrible that remarkably both our 
Archbishops apologised for it a couple of days later. It was 
disgraceful, not for its teaching as such, though that is highly 
contestable, and it may very well be that the church - in 
common over the centuries with its approach to other big 
issues, for example: 


- usury (the lending of money at interest), which was OFF in 
biblical times and is now ON and fundamental to how the 
world works, and a few people have become very rich 
through it;




- or slavery, which was ON in biblical times, and is now OFF, 
though still prolific through modern slavery and people 
trafficking;


- so it may well be that the church needs to respond to the 
breath of the Holy Spirit again, to adapt and encourage and 
rejoice in and bless committed love in relationships of all 
kinds.


But actually the thing that was disgraceful about the statement 
was the way in which it seemed only dimly aware that it was 
talking about real, red-blooded, flawed, loving human 
relationships. And if the church does that, then we have had it. 
And we deserve to have had it, too!


Because we don’t get to God’s grace by pretending that we are 
just fine, or wholly a victim, but by acknowledging the messy, 
wonderful, flawed truth of ourselves and our relationships, and 
letting God love us anyway and bless us and lead us on. 


That is the truth of the parable of the Pharisee and the Publican 
(Luke 18:9-14). And the truth of this wonderful encounter in 
today’s gospel between Jesus and the Samaritan woman at 
Jacob’s well, with its element of banter, revelation, grace and 
joy.


Whether I get another church job or not, that will be my  thirst 
for the church, and my prayer for the future of St Peter’s where 
we have shared so much over the past seven years - that we will 
continue to be and to grow in being a fully human as well as 
faithful place. A place of loving kindness, not of thin lips or 
sucked teeth or snide remarks or raised eyebrows.


A place nourishing us and helping others, through Jesus, to 
grow into our full humanity, by the grace of God and the power 
of the Holy Spirit - the living water.	 	 


	 Amen.


