
The Third Sunday of Lent 
19 March 2017 

 

 

Water of Life for Ministry and Mission 
 
A sermon by Revd Katherine Hedderly 

 

 

Readings: Exodus 17. 1-7; Romans 5. 1-11; John 4. 5-42 

 

We say the words mission and ministry a lot in the church. A very shorthand description might be 
that ministry is what we do in here and mission what we do out there. Mission is the life of the 
church engaged in the world, playing our part in God’s work in the world, the bringing in of his 
kingdom. Ministry is how we serve and build up the community of the church, the Body of Christ, 
growing in faith, worshiping God together, serving and healing and praying, sharing our faith 
through the gift of the Spirit. The impression is often that ministry is one-to-one, mission is to 
everyone.  Sometimes we confuse ministry with mission and think that ministry is all we are about. 
A healthy church does both ministry and mission.  A healthy disciple does both too. It’s not that 
mission is for extroverts and ministry for introverts. We all, every one of us, have the potential for 
both.  

 

This time of Lent is a good time to reflect on the ministry and mission you are involved in and see 
how you might be being encouraged to live that out in new ways.  

 

The Samaritan woman we hear about today in John’s Gospel, whose life is transformed by her 
encounter with Jesus, becomes a healthy model of church.  She models both ministry and mission.   

 

The encounter begins with ministry. It begins with this woman ministering to a stranger, who is 
tired and thirsty and who asks for a drink. She ministers to Jesus’ need. This leads to a 
transformational conversation. The story ends with the her rushing off to share the good news of 
her encounter with her fellow villagers, leaving her water jar behind and telling them to ‘come and 
see’, so that they too come to believe.  She becomes a missionary.   

 

To become a missionary, along the way she let’s go of the story she tells about herself; a story of 
exclusion and shame, that defines her place in society - and is open to the story Jesus has for her: a 
life of welcome and inclusion and wholeness and the good news of the kingdom.  Through this 
encounter her life becomes a spring, where the living water Jesus is speaking about bubbles up, so 
much so that she can’t help share it with those who have considered her an outcast.   

 

How might God be nudging you to let go of the story you tell about yourself and inhabit and be open 
to the bigger story Jesus has for you? Perhaps you are being invited into encounters where you 
might have reflected back to you the good news of your life. Perhaps during this time of Lent you 
are being asked about your own thirst and invited to see how quenching it will lead to life for 
others; A thirst for inclusion, for love, for meaningful work, for the healing of a hurt, for 
reconciliation, for rest, for a conversation with Jesus, like the one this Samaritan woman has, and a 
living relationship with God that inspires you and flows through your life. 

 

Jesus models the good news he offers from the beginning of the story as he crosses barriers that 
exclude and segregate and control and brings life.  Jesus asks this Samaritan woman for a drink, 
and in doing so crosses gender boundaries by simply talking to her. Men did not talk to women 
alone in public.   The woman has come at noon to draw water at the well, the hottest time of the 
day, rather than in the early morning or evening when it is cooler. She comes alone, rather than 
with others. From the start it appears she is an outsider in her own community, either having been 
ostracised by them or avoiding their hostility. But this is no barrier to Jesus, it seems that he has 
even gone out of his way in his travels to be here. This encounter at the well was meant. 

 



In the gospels we often see that Jesus cuts across age-old boundaries and social convention, 
challenging old ways of seeing and behaving, to bring breakthrough in people’s lives. Here he 
breaks religious and political boundaries by speaking with her, because he is a Jew and she is a 
Samaritan and because of ancient hatred between these two peoples. And by accepting a drink from 
her he will be breaking ritual purity laws by drinking from whatever vessel she provides. From a 
place of need – his thirst and her status as an outcast - new possibilities and ways of seeing spring 
to life, and talk about water leads to a deeper encounter with the life-giving water of God’s grace.  

 

This living water flows regardless of the ways we try to segregate or control.  

 

One night a couple of years ago the pipes in our flat burst and water built up under the floorboards 
without us knowing. Instead of coming out where we could see it, it went through the ceiling and 
down from our bathroom to the flat below, onto my neighbour Richard’s bed, his carpet, his chair, 
his nice new bed linen his family had brought him. His brother Daniel came up rushing up and we 
took up the floorboards, turned off the water to the flat and called Ryan our site manager for help. 
Living water, doesn’t go where you want it to go, it goes where it wants to go. If the pipes are old 
and not fit for purpose it will find another way. If the story we are telling about ourselves or others 
is old pipework, then living water is going to seep out and begin to flow in new directions. You need 
a new story, new pipes to allow the water to flow.   

 

Knowing the real need for water, at first the Samaritan woman doesn’t really understand what 
Jesus means by this ‘living water’, but she latches onto the idea of not needing to come to the well 
every day and she knows she wants it. And then Jesus begins to offer this living water - his love and 
life-giving presence - in the thirsty place in her life that is most in need of refreshment. Their 
conversation together is simply life giving.  He invites her to be honest about her complicated 
relationships.  And, like the Israelites being honest about their need in the wilderness, receiving 
God’s care and protection, her openness before Jesus leads to new life.  She is amazed at how she is 
treated. Perhaps for the first time, she is not being judged, but is treated with understanding and 
respect and valued for who she really is.  Jesus actually doesn’t seem to be particularly interested or 
judgmental about her history, he is only interested in knowing her.  

 

Keen to understand she keeps up her questioning.   She asks Jesus where true worship should take 
place - on Mount Gerizim as the Samaritans practiced or in Jerusalem? Jesus’ answer transcends 
the old rivalries. He tells her that true worship is not tied to a place but is to be found in 
relationship with God – a relationship of spirit and truth.  He points beyond the tradition of both 
Jew and Samaritan, to this new living way.  

 

And then their theological conversation comes to an end and that relationship of spirit and truth, 
that ground-breaking new way of being with God begins for her, just there at that well in the middle 
of a hot day.  

 

He is the living water that cannot be controlled or regulated. ‘I am he, the one who is speaking to 
you.’ He is the Messiah they have been waiting for. She realises that in this conversation he has 
been quenching her thirst - her thirst to be understood and known, to be included and valued and 
respected, and loved. She comes to understand that it is not he who needs what only she can 
provide - water to drink in the heat at the middle of the day - but rather she is the one who needs 
what only he can give, the water of life. As this truth dawns, the possibilities of new life, flood her 
life and she goes to call others, to ‘come and see’.  

 

The woman who was ostracised by her community has a new story to tell.  

 

What does this conversation say to the church and to us about our mission to go and invite others to 
come and see? 

 

That ministering to others is life giving and important. Simple needs and acts of service are the 
place of encounter with others, the place where mission begins. That we are called in this modern 
age where we are time poor and multitasking, from dawn to night, to take time to have 



conversations, to listen to people’s questions and anxieties and old ways of seeing things, and help 
them to deepen their understanding and reframe their story: the story about their own lives, and 
the story of the communities that they belong to.  

 

We are to create opportunities for these conversations. 

 

That we are called to be present with the love of Christ, by showing how Christ is the source of our 
own lives too. And we are to be open to the outcome that God intends for others, not to pre-empt 
where the living water of his life might flow and break new ground and quench thirst. Expect that 
most of the time it will amaze and surprise you. 

 

We are called to be a church where God’s love flows in generous acts, in the presence of patient 
listening and dialogue, that brings transformation and growth, but that does not direct God’s love, 
but is utterly open to where his love will flow.  

 

For ourselves the Samaritan woman reminds us that we are simply called to stop and take time to 
have the kind of conversation that she had, and acknowledge our own thirst for God’s love to flood 
our lives and help us discover our own story. In simple acts of ministry, we allow God’s love to flow 
through us and use our real gifts and skills.  Like her we are not the best judge of what those things 
are. They may even be the things we bury or hide or are ashamed of. Allow the living water of God’s 
love to quench your thirst and flow to these places in your life to bring affirmation and healing, and 
then you will truly be an instrument of his ministry and mission in the world. 


