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THIRSTY VOICES 
John 4:5-30, 39-42 

 

 Our gospel lesson this morning is all about water.  Several years ago I 
read a remarkable novel in which water plays a variety of roles.  All The Light We 
Cannot See, written by Anthony Doerr and published in 2014, is easily among 
the five best books I have ever read.  The novel has won a batch of prizes, 
including the Pulitzer.   
 All The Light We Cannot See is spans the time from World War II to the 
present.  One of the featured characters is a blind French teenager, Marie-Laure.  
At one point in the novel, Marie-Laure hides in the attic of her home, while the 
village is under siege.  She is terrified because a German army officer is looking 
for her and prowling through the rooms below.  The man cannot find her because 
a wardrobe with a false back covers the entrance to the attic. 
 While she listens for the footsteps of the officer, Marie-Laure realizes that 
she doesn't know if it is night or day or how long she has been trapped there.  
The author writes that “her thirst has become so acute, she considers biting into 
her own arm to drink the liquid that courses there....” 
 When the young girl finally hears the officer limp down the stairs, she 
wonders about the rain falling outside.  “Could she capture some of it to drink?  
Punch a hole in the slates?” 
 And then Marie-Laure thinks about the pail of water in her bedroom:  “The 
very thought of her lips against water—the tip of her nose touching its surface—
summons up a biological craving beyond anything she has experienced.  In her 
mind she falls into a lake; water fills her ears and mouth; her throat opens.  One 
sip and she could think more clearly...” 
 With great stealth—endeavoring not to make a noise—Marie-Laure slips 
through the wardrobe and finally into her bedroom.  She kneels before the pail:  
“She lowers her face and touches her lips to the water's surface.  Each swallow 
seems as loud as a shell burst.  One three five; she gulps breathes gulps 
breathes.  Her entire head inside the bucket.”  When Marie-Laure has finally had 
enough to drink, she fills a smaller can to the brim.  With the greatest possible 
care, the young girl makes her way back to the wardrobe and attic—her left hand 
holding the full can of water all the while.  “But already the water is filling her 
capillaries, improving the flow of her blood, already she thinks more keenly” 
(Anthony Doerr, All The Light We Cannot See, Scribner:  2014).      
 As I meditated on this passage from All The Light We Cannot See, I also 
thought about the quality of water and its preciousness.  It's stunning to be 
reminded that 97% of the earth's water supply is salty, and only 3% is freshwater.  
It's estimated that you and I need 50 to 70 liters of water per day for all our 
needs.  And while our modern civilization has not done a particularly good job of 
conserving or keeping water pure, water has always been the planet's most 
valuable commodity.   



 Our gospel lesson from John 4 is the famous passage about Jesus and 
the Samaritan woman who meet at Jacob's well.  Jesus leaves Judea to go back 
to Galilee by way of Samaria.  But we know that Jews and Samaritans were 
"feuding cousins."  There were definite rules as to how Jesus, a Jewish male and 
a teacher, should interact with the people close to him, especially Samaritan 
women (Kate Huey, "additional reflection and sample sermon on John 4:5-42). 
 Nevertheless, Jesus breaks down several barriers in these verses:  he 
chooses to enter this forbidden territory and visits the town of Sychar and sits 
down at Jacob's well. When I visited the Holy Land, we stopped at Jacob's well.  
The well is about a hundred feet deep, and the water is still flowing 2,000 years 
later. When Jesus visits the well in this passage, it is about noon.  John tells us 
the disciples have gone into town to buy food.  It was not the usual time of day to 
visit the town well.  The women of Sychar would have collected water in the cool 
of the day, and the men would have been busy in the marketplace talking religion 
and politics. 

John tells us a woman of Samaria comes by to draw water.  Jesus, who 
has no bucket, asks the woman to draw him some. The woman immediately 
recognizes that what Jesus is requesting is highly unusual.  And so she says, 
"How is that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?"  Then John 
adds a word of explanation to the Greeks who would be reading this:  "Jews do 
not share things in common with Samaritans."   
 William Barclay says this story is remarkable, because it shows us much 
of the true character of Jesus.  He says that with any other ordinary religious 
leader, the woman would have fled in embarrassment.  She would have done all 
in her power to have avoided him.  But with Jesus speaking to her, it seemed 
natural for the woman to converse with him.  She could sense that he was 
genuinely reaching out to her, that he was approaching her not as a critic but as 
a friend (William Barclay, The Gospel of John, Volume 1). 
 In the passage from last week, when Jesus speaks to Nicodemus about 
being born again, we know Jesus always chooses to meet people where they 
are.  In this lesson, Jesus is asking for a cup of water.  Over and over again in 
scripture, Jesus speaks in the most basic terms that people understand:  bread 
and harvest and salt and light.  These are things people know.  He has just been 
in the wilderness for forty days and connected with the most human qualities:  
hunger, thirst, loneliness, temptation, despair.   
 Now he is reaching out to a woman who is truly "other," and the 
conversation Jesus has with her is the longest visit he has with anyone recorded 
in the bible.  But Jesus, as our young people might say, "Goes all spiritual on 
her."  So by way of reply, Jesus says, "'If you knew the gift of God, and who it is 
that is saying to you, 'give me a drink,' you would have asked him, and he would 
have given you living water." 
 Jesus, as always, touches the woman in the right place.  He mentions 
"Living Water," because he knows that she is a seeker.  Sure enough, his words 
intrigue her.  And so the Samaritan woman says to him, "Sir, you have no bucket 
and the well is deep.  Where do you get that living water?" 



 We can tell by the way the woman responds to Jesus that her present life 
is not a satisfying one.  In a heartbeat the Samaritan woman senses that Jesus 
has what she needs and wants.  She is eager to know more about this "Living 
Water." 
 In an article, "Thirsty for God," David Rensberger writes about his early life 
as a college student.  It was the late sixties, the very time I was in college, and 
Rensberger says he really didn't know who he was.  But what was clear was that 
he was lonely and isolated.  He writes, "I was looking for people who were like 
me."  All David knew for sure was that he was looking for love.  And so this 
young man heard about other restless young people who were moving to San 
Francisco.  And so he did the same thing.  He joined the folks in their 
counterculture. 
 After a few months, David came to feel that many of these people were 
genuinely on a spiritual search.  What these twentysomethings wanted most was 
to find God.  And so first in California and then in New Mexico, David Rensberger 
came to discover other seekers.  He says that 
Thousands of young people, who had plenty of what the richest nation on earth 
could offer, now were content to live in meager, even primitive circumstances in 
order to pursue their quest for a new kind of life--a life lived in deeper contact 
with one another, with the earth, and with God (David Rensberger, "Thirsty for 
God," Weavings, July/August 2000). 
 Through his travels, through his journey, David came to understand that 
what he wanted more than anything was to have a relationship with Christ.  For 
him, that was what mattered beyond everything else.  It was the "Living Water" 
that Jesus speaks about.  Says David: 
The thirst for God is…a longing that will not give up its quest, however absurd it 
may seem.  You may not have had to look in such odd places as the…boy in my 
story, on your own path toward God.  The thirst is the same, however.  Within us 
all there is a yearning that nothing--no thing, no created object, no person, and 
no pleasure--can satisfy.  We are a thirst for the living God. 
 That is the point at which we meet the Samaritan woman in John's gospel.  
Jesus goes on to tell her that the living water he can dispense is not at all like the 
water in Jacob's well:  "Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but 
those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty."  Unlike the 
water that sprang out of the rock for Moses, this living water is not physical but 
spiritual.  "It," Jesus says, "will be a spring of water gushing up to eternal life." 

As we read more of this passage, it is clear that the Samaritan woman has 
been looking for love, for God, in all the wrong places.  Jesus knows that she has 
had five husbands, and that she is currently living with a man who is not her 
husband.  David Rensberger writes about this as well.  He says many of us suffer 
from a "Great Illusion" about this quest:  Although our hunger and thirst are for 
God, we are always trying to satisfy them with other things.  We hunger for 
satisfaction, for real fulfillment.  Not finding it, we stuff ourselves with food, and 
stuff our houses with gadgets and furnishings.  We thirst for intimacy…. We long 
to be taken out of ourselves, to find a realm beyond our limitations, a realm of 
freedom, wholeness, and joy. 



For many the search leads to a bottle or a pill, but that proves to be a dead end. 
To her credit, the Samaritan woman instantly understands the paradox 

between what her life has been and what she wants it to be.  Nicodemus, in last 
Sunday's passage, kept saying, "How can this be?"  But the woman has a keen 
understanding of her own need and what Jesus can do for her (Kate Huey).  
Jesus doesn't judge her but offers the relationship that she has been seeking.  
When the woman speaks of the Messiah, Jesus says, "I am he. The one who is 
speaking to you."  The two of them then talk theology and the real hot-button 
issue for Jews and Samaritans:  the proper place to worship God.   

Apart from the amazing encounter that Jesus and the woman have, 
perhaps even more remarkable is that many other Samaritans come to Jesus 
and beg him to stay with them.  John tells us that Jesus stayed with the people of 
Sychar for two days.  They tell the woman they have experienced for themselves 
that Jesus is truly "The Savior of the world."  They too have discovered that 
"water gushing up to eternal life." 

David Rensberger ends his article by speaking about the promise that is 
ours:  that our thirst for God will be satisfied."  And while we as Christians often 
seek the desert as a place to meet God, what keeps us on the journey is 
occasional refreshment, water.  As in the case of Moses and the children of 
Israel, "from the most unpromising flinty rock, God pours forth a stream” (David 
Rensberger). 

I have been speaking about journeys.  And in that regard, I am reminded 
of one of my favorite movies, The Shawshank Redemption, and a story that I 
shared several years ago.  In the course of the film, Brooks, an older inmate who 
has been in prison for most of his adult life, is surprisingly paroled.  We watch 
Brooks who has also looked for love in all the wrong places, trying to adjust to life 
on the outside.  Ultimately, Brooks finds a life of freedom to be too different from 
his prison routine.  He becomes lost and disoriented.  Finally, Brooks takes his 
own life. 

In the course of The Shawshank Redemption, Andy, the main character, 
escapes and makes a life for himself in Mexico.  Near the end of the film, another 
inmate by the name of Red, who is also a friend of Andy's, is finally paroled.  Red 
is going through the same difficulties as Brooks, and often in the same places.  
As he sits contemplating life in his apartment, Red looks up and sees something 
carved into the ceiling beam.  He drags a chair to the spot, and we see his eyes 
widen as he reads, "Brooks was here."  In that moment, it becomes clear that 
Red will take a different path.  He remembers clues that Andy left for him and by 
the conclusion of the film, we see the two men reunited by the waters of the Gulf 
of Mexico (Rev. Mark J. Suriano, "Thirsty Voices," Sermon Seeds). 

During this Lenten season, you and I are on a spiritual journey.  Each day 
of our quest God in Christ provides for us what we need most--Living Water 
instead of "The comfort food of our affliction."  Spirit of God, "Drench our dryness, 
make us whole" (Sylvia G. Dunstan, "Crashing Waters at Creation")! 
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