
The Third Sunday of Lent 
The Samaritan Woman      The Gospel of St. John 4: 5-42 

Alcoholics Anonymous provides a wonderful definition of “insanity”. “Insanity is doing 
the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.” In the AA world, 
insanity often refers to the many times their members tried to quit drinking on their 
own power: failing time after time, but always expecting the next time to be different. 
When they finally admitted they were powerless, and delivered their addiction over to 
the Higher Power, insanity stopped and sobriety and serenity begin. 

For the Samaritan woman, insanity also seems to be regular way of life. She has had 
five husbands and the man she now lives with is not her husband. She comes to a 
well for water and acknowledges that while Jacob and his flocks slaked their thirst at 
this well, she continually grows thirsty and keeps coming back to draw water. 

In the Old Testament, wells were often the places where one found a spouse. In 
Genesis Chapter 24, Isaac’s meets his future wife Rebekah at a well. In Exodus 
Chapter 2, Moses defends some women from hostile shepherds at a well, and marries 
Zipporah, one of those rescued. 

Some scholars suggest the “five husbands” of this woman are actually five pagan gods 
of the Samaritans.  In the patriarchal culture, she would have served each “husband” 
like a submissive wife. If “five husbands” represents pagan gods or actual marriages, 
the insanity remains the same. 

If Jesus is addressing the five pagan gods in her life, then he is also speaking through 
her to the whole Samaritan people. Pagan gods provided no satisfaction for her heart’s 
real thirst. So coming to a well for water that only temporarily satisfies thirst is like 
worshipping pagan gods with no power to satisfy anything beyond fleeting 
gratification. 

Today, however, this woman of Samaria encounters the One who can quench her 
thirst and bring insanity to an end. She meets the One who can lead her to true 
worship of the Father. This One will not be a spouse in the physical sense, but in the 
spiritual realm because “God is Spirit and those who worship him must worship him 
in Spirit and in truth”. 

We all can have our own list of “insane practices”. How many couples fight over the 
same issues in exactly the same way but strangely enough the issue never moves 
toward resolution? Obviously the many addictive behaviors end up controlling us and 
corroding us when we are convinced we are in charge. How often do we say, “This will 
be the last time” or “This time will bring the satisfaction desired” only to experience 
emptiness yet one more time? How many times do we find ourselves yelling at the 
television news because “those people” (immigrants or native born; liberals or 

conservatives; the rich or the poor; Muslims or atheists, labor unions or unemployed) 
are the cause of all my problems. In our heart, we know that if “they” suddenly 
disappeared, our problems and unhappiness would still remain.  

With a more global view, how many times do we insist on dumping toxic chemicals 
into our atmosphere, water systems, and soil and continue believing there are no 
future consequences to these actions? How much longer do our military forces need to 
remain in such countries as Afghanistan when after 12 years we are told that more 
time is needed to build their fledgling army?          

How often do we engage in these behaviors and attitudes repeatedly, always expecting 
the next round of behavior to finally bear fruit and leave us satisfied? And how often 



do we go back to this well time and time again finding the water bitter, corrosive and 
entirely unsatisfying? Insane! 

The Samaritan woman encounters Jesus at the well, and most everything she once 
held as true is revealed as another false spouse. She believed a Jew could not engage a 
Samaritan in conversation (racial prejudice). She believed a man could not talk with a 
woman in public (gender separation and inequality). She believed that her moral 
failures made her a permanent outcast in her town from which she could never escape 
(cold hearted and self-righteous). 

But I said “most everything” is now revealed as false spouse. There is one belief she 
has held onto that has offered hope in the midst of all her failures, all her rejections 
and all her lonely dismissals of ridicule and shame. This belief comes in the words, “I 
know there is a Messiah coming. When he comes he will tell us everything.” This one 
belief sustained her in hope. This one belief is the one truth she would not let go of, 
and the one that freed her from all other lies that held her bound. 

Everyone in town told her everything she ever did, but not like the way Jesus told her. 
They never told her in ways that opened doors for conversion. They never held out love 
that was unconditional and unearned. They never welcomed her in a conversation that 
would open her heart to living water that finally quenched her thirst. With insanity, 
they treated her the same way for years and the results of their treatment of her never 
changed. 

“I know there is a Messiah coming. When he comes, he will tell us everything.” Finally, 
Jesus tells her everything, and the insanity stops. She leaves her water bucket at the 
well and runs to town sharing good news. She goes back to town and evangelizes. 
“Come see the one who told me everything I ever did.” If Jesus spoke to all the 
Samaritans through her at the well, now he really speaks through her to all 
Samaritans in her home town. 

hat about us? Do we know the Messiah is already here? Do we know the Messiah lives 
in our hearts through faith? Do we realize that just as Jesus encountered the woman 
at the well, we encounter the Risen Christ in every sacramental celebration in the 
Church? If the Risen Christ is espoused to the Church in love, are we a part of that 
passionate love affair? Is there water that can finally set us free? Are the waters of 
baptism setting us free or are we remaining bound to what is false and idolatrous? Is 
it time to finally let go of those insane patterns of behavior, those prejudiced beliefs, 
the blaming, the bitterness, the cynicism, the fear, the thirst? Is it time to stop 
wallowing in bitterness and resentments and become evangelizers of the One who sets 
us free? 

Is it time we place our real hope in the only belief worth retaining? “I know there is a 
Messiah coming. When he comes, he will tell us everything.” Jesus replied, “I who am 

speaking to you am he.” 

 


