
Nehemiah 13:1-3.14.17-18.23-27, John 4:1-42  

Today we have the privilege of delving deep into one of the favourite Bible passages of 

all time – the story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well. Let’s first have a look 

at the background to this story. In 586 BC king Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon destroyed 

the Temple in Jerusalem and brought the leadership of Israel to Babylon as prisoners. 

What a defeat! It was a disaster for the people as their Temple was everything to them. 

They believed that because they cannot worship God in the Temple, they cannot worship 

him at all. God felt distant as if he abandoned them.  

As people often do in difficult circumstances, they tried to explain it to themselves. They 

still felt the hurt and still tried to explain the catastrophe away even after the Exile had 

ended. Nehemiah and Ezra, who were rebuilding Jerusalem after the return, believed that 

it was the foreign women in their midst that did it. They believed that if only the Israelites 

divorce the foreign women, God will be pleased with them again and all will be well. We 

read in today’s passage from Nehemiah: ‘I rebuked them and called curses down on 

them. I beat some of the men and pulled out their hair. I made them take an oath in God’s 

name and said: “You are not to give your daughters in marriage to their sons, nor are you 

to take their daughters in marriage for your sons or for yourselves. 
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Was it not because 

of marriages like these that Solomon king of Israel sinned?’  

Nehemiah believed the foreign women were the reason for the disaster of the exile and 

the mistake of marrying them was to be rectified. Nowadays we see maybe more clearly 

that the remedy to the perceived wrong would only cause more hurt, humiliation and 

anger. Indeed that’s what happened as many men, particularly those in Samaria, refused 

to divorce their foreign wives. Thus was created a rift between Judeans and Samaritans 

which only got worse with time. By the time Jesus went there, they weren’t even on 

speaking terms – we read that they didn’t associate themselves one with another. 

The Samaritan woman – whose name we never learn – was a part then of an unclean and 

therefore a despised people. Within that people though she seems to have been despised 

herself. Many assume she’s a prostitute but that’s not what I read. First of all, Jesus never 

speaks of repentance or sin to her. Those terms never enter into the conversation.  

In his brilliant blog entry called ‘Misogyny, Moralism and the Woman at the Well’ David 

Lose writes: ‘A second reason preachers cast this woman in the role of prostitute is that it 

plays into the belief that Christianity, and religion generally, is chiefly about morality. 

Treating the Bible as one long, if peculiar, (…) cartoon, we read every story we find in 

terms of sin and forgiveness, moral depravity and repentance. But this story is not about 

immorality; it’s about identity. In the previous scene, Jesus was encountered by a male 

Jewish religious authority who could not comprehend who or what Jesus was. In this 

scene, he encounters the polar opposite, and perhaps precisely because she is at the other 

end of the power spectrum, she recognizes not just who Jesus is but what he offers — 

dignity. Jesus invites her to not be defined by her circumstances and offers her an identity 



that lifts her above her tragedy. And she accepts, playing a unique role in Jesus’ ministry 

as she is the first character in John’s gospel to seek out others to tell them about Jesus.’
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If not a prostitute, who is she then? I see a woman who had five husbands and is now 

living with another man who is not her husband – maybe someone who doesn’t want to 

recognize her as his wife, maybe someone who took her in as the Levirate marriage asked 

him to – if his brother passed away and they didn’t produce a son, the brother was 

expected to marry his brother’s wife even though technically she wasn’t considered his 

wife but his brother’s. We don’t know but the whole story stinks of abuse of some kind to 

me. Maybe domestic or sexual abuse at home – once grown up being abused, you become 

an easy target for others to abuse you as you crave affection and would do anything to get 

it. As you have been abused, your understanding of affection is skewed and you’d take 

any attention for it. It could have been abuse of poverty whereby the family had no choice 

but to give the daughter in marriage to whoever offered so that they didn’t have to feed 

her. 

But then of course it is also possible that she was dealt a painful blow from fate – 5 

husbands all of whom might have died. Heartbreaking but not impossible in those days of 

violence, poverty, lack of medical knowledge and means we enjoy today. 

Again – we do not know the story but we do know that she chose to come to the well in 

the worst heat of the day to avoid speaking to anybody else. It seems that to add to her 

hurt others were taunting her for whatever happened to her. They maybe blamed her for it 

too. Whatever they said – or didn’t say but showed in the way they behaved toward her – 

it was unpleasant enough for her to go to the well in the greatest heat to avoid human 

interaction. 

One day her heart sinks as she sees another human being – a Jew at that – by her well. 

Her best chance is if he simply ignores her. But he doesn’t. He starts speaking to her. 

She’s quite abrasive to start with but then engages in the conversation heart and soul and 

is transformed.  

What transforms her? First of all Jesus speaks to her as an equal. This doesn’t happen 

often – not to her it doesn’t. Secondly he asks something of her. He finds something she’s 

got that he needs. She’s no longer a recipient – of charity, abuse or anything else she’s 

been getting all her life – but a person in a position to give. She’s got something to offer 

and thus is empowered. How simple, how powerful, how genius. Her dignity is ever so 

slightly restored because she’s got something to offer to another.  

In Dylan’s Lectionary Blog we read about another powerful way Jesus transforms the 

woman: ‘He brings up her past, and her present, not to shame her, but to take away their 

power in showing how little they affect how Jesus and the God he proclaims receive her. 

(…) 
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Jesus received the Samaritan woman with such love and such grace that she was 

profoundly transformed. She had once accepted the village's verdict that she was so unfit 

for their company that she could draw water only at noon. After meeting Jesus, she's bold 

enough to demand (using the imperative!) living water from him. By the end of the 

conversation, she's left her water jar behind and is rushing into the very center of the 

village, demanding to be heard by those who were once her tormentors. And she IS 

heard; many believe in Jesus because of the woman's bold testimony.’
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There are so many lessons in this story for us. First of all – be where the people are. I 

invited you to discuss before the service where the meeting places in our community are. 

Can we try and be there and wait for God opportunities? Should we? 

Secondly it is worth having difficult conversations. We usually run a mile from them. We 

do not talk about anything controversial for fear of offending others and/or losing friends 

or allies. Jesus shows us there is healing and transformation in them. The key though is 

respect for another and retaining – and sometimes restoring – dignity to all parties. May 

Jesus be in all our speaking and all our listening this week and beyond. Amen.  
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