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Lent IIIA: Exodus 17:1-7, Psalm 95:1-7, Romans 5:1-11, John 4:5-42 
 

When was the last time you were so tired that you had to sit down and take a moment 
to catch your breath and be still? You know how that feels to finally come to that 
moment when you can get off of your feet, maybe close your eyes, wiggle your toes as 
you begin to relax. This is where Jesus finds himself today. Alone. At noon—heading 
into the hottest part of the day (daylight savings time?)—tired, thirsty, and at a well 
without a bucket (akin to being up a creek without a paddle.) While I have often read his 
first words to this woman from Samaria—“Give me a drink!”— as slightly demanding, 
from a man of some status to a woman with no status—I wonder if I have been 
“hearing” Jesus’s voice quite right over the years. If you have ever been tired and 
dehydrated in the hot, hot sun, you know the relief when you come upon fresh clean 
water and look forward to that first long, cold swig. And how hard to realize the water is 
there, right there down the well, and not have a bucket. So Jesus initiates this 
conversation with the Woman. Between the two of them, she’s the only one with a jug. 
He needs the water that only she can draw from the well. That’s how this gospel 
encounter begins—with a request from Jesus, from a place of his real exhaustion, need, 
and vulnerability.  
 

The woman seems unsure, at first. Who is this person talking to her and what does he 
really want from her? She is someone who, most likely, is also genuinely tired. But her 
fatigue is different. She is someone who has had, most likely, limited choices about how 
she will spend her day, has lived her life having other people ask her to do 
something.  It is in Jesus and the Samaritan’s mutual context of fatigue and thirst and 
need that the two begin to talk about water. He needs the water that only she can 
provide (she’s the only one at the well with a bucket). And she is curious to hear more 
about the water that only he can provide. So perhaps she sits down by the well, too.  
 

Back in 2010, an artist named Marina Abramovic carried out a performance art piece 
called The Artist is Present. You might remember hearing about this. Every day, from 
March 14 - May 31, for a total of 750 hours, she sat in a chair in an open gallery space 
at the Museum of Modern Art. There was a second chair and anyone who wished was 
welcome to sit in the other chair. When brave souls sat down opposite her, she did not 
speak to them, but simply looked them in the eye, focusing intently, and seeking to be 
present to them for as long as they sat there. She ended up sitting with 1,545 people 
(an average of 15-20 or so people a day). According to one person who describes the 
experience, “She didn’t move or talk or judge…Most people stayed with her for less 
than five minutes, but others remained for long periods of time. Some came back more 
than once. The exhibit attracted celebrities…A number of times, visitors broke down in 
tears, overcome by the experience of being so fully seen. Often, the artist wept with 
them. By the end of the exhibit, people were lining up overnight to make sure they had a 
chance to sit with her.” (Holy Disunity: How What Separates Us Can Unite Us by Layton 
Williams, p. 92).  



 

What is still so striking in just remembering the Artist is Present is the mutual 
vulnerability that the artist and many of those who sat down brought to the experience. 
And how, in simply presenting themselves, without words, to one another, even for a 
short period of time, they began to meet and see one another, without judgment. 
Whatever you make of that performance, whether or not you would consider it enduring 
art or authentic interaction, the openness that the artist and guests who sat with one 
another brought to each other is what allowed for something to happen. I am not 
implying that this encounter between Jesus and the Samaritan woman is performance 
art—it is anything but that—but she was changed because he saw her and knew her 
and accepted her. Perhaps he was changed, too. It’s not a transactional encounter, 
there’s no “I’ll give you this water for that water,” but transformational. They both are 
present to one another and responded to what the other needed.  
 

It is so significant that Jesus is present to her and that she knew she was not judged by 
him. Rather, she is seen and is known and accepted for all of who she is, without 
explanation or judgment. Jesus does not say she needs to change anything in order to 
know the wellspring of water gushing up within.  
 

And there is more. In this quiet, yet full moment that leads to transformation, Jesus does 
not just meet her and accept her for all of who she is. She receives a new vocation, a 
new calling. How do we know this? She leaves her water jug, her most essential item 
needed for her existence, behind. It is hard to imagine how significant that act was and 
still is. International Woman’s Day was recognized this past Wednesday and because of 
this morning’s gospel, I was curious to look up current information on women and water 
collecting. Episcopal Relief and Development and UNICEF websites are full of facts 
about the daily lived experience of women and water around the world. Here are some 
current statistics they track and have posted: (1) In some parts of the world, children 
and young people—typically girls or young women—walk up to 8 hours, round trip, to 
collect a day’s worth of water for cooking and washing. (2) “Worldwide, women and girls 
spend an estimated 200 million hours daily collecting water.” (UNICEF website) The 
Global Head of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene for UNICEF (Sanjay Wijesekera) puts it 
this way: “Just imagine—those 200 million hours add up to 8.3 million days, or more 
than 22,800 years. It’s as if a woman started with her empty bucket in the Stone Age 
and didn’t arrive home with water until 2018.”  
 

UNICEF has a video of a 13 year-old girl from Ethiopia, showing her life throughout the 
day as she and her lanky camel walk across the baked desert and rocky stones for four 
hours to fill three plastic jugs of water, to take back to her family each day. There’s no 
conversation in the video, just the sound of her crunching her way in her flip flops 
across the sun-baked earth, strewn with pebbles and the occasional weed, for hours on 
end until she gets to the muddy, but cool, water source. The sound of the splashing 
water as she washes her face, fills the plastic jugs and starts back. When she returns 
home, at the end of the day, the camera shows the tea that is made from the water, the 
dough that is mixed, baked and enjoyed, dishes that are washed. And then she gets up 
the next morning to set forth again with the camel and the jugs.  
 



So it was and is completely unexpected that this Woman at the Well would leave that 
jug behind. It is as unexpected as it would be for us to go forth from church this morning 
and leave behind…well would each need to finish that sentence on our own. Just as the 
disciples leave behind their nets to follow Jesus, she leaves behind her jug because she 
has a new vocation: Witness to the Source of the Water of Life. Unlike the disciples, 
who at this point are focused on baptizing people in the river and finding food to eat, she 
is already drinking deeply of the River of Life. Her voice is no longer parched and 
cracked and mostly silent, but full and strong. She is one, the first in the gospel of John, 
to get who Jesus is. She is the one who moves very quickly from calling him Sir to 
wondering if he is a Prophet, to beginning to suspect that he is the Messiah, to 
becoming the first witness, the first person to excitedly shout, “Come and see someone 
who,” in her words, “told me everything I have ever done.” The first one to say, “The 
Artist—the One who moved over the waters of creation—is Present!”  
 

It has sometimes bothered me that this Woman at the Well does not. But now I wonder 
if she does not have a name because that would have limited her to her context, her 
place in time, in a gospel written two thousand years ago. It would have limited her and 
perhaps also have limited us, allowing us to say that Jesus spoke directly to her and 
saw her and accepted her—but what about us?  
 

What about us? This Jesus who sees and accepts her also sees and accepts us fully, 
without judgment. If our challenge last week, per Nicodemus, was to go out into the 
bracing, breath and wind, our challenge this week is to drink water. To pay attention to 
water—whether we are drinking water, brushing our teeth, skipping stones, cooking, out 
in the rain, taking a shower. Drink water and be refreshed. Your soul is longing for it. 
Come and be present to the One who loves to spend time with you and has water that 
will quench your thirst.  
 

 


