
Weddings are usually happy occasions, but sometimes in all the excitement

and the nervousness, things can go slightly wrong. I can never read today’s

Gospel (John 4: 1 – 41) passage without remembering the story of a guest

being asked to do the scripture reading at a church marriage ceremony. She

was given the reference in advance, a nice short reading: 1 John 4: 16 – 18, a

fairly common and appropriate reading for a wedding. It begins ‘We have

recognised for ourselves and put our faith in the love God has for us. God is

love, and those who live in love live in God and God lives in them.’

Unfortunately, either the reader herself failed to notice, or the instruction

omitted the ‘one’ in front of the word John. So the poor reader got up and

read from John 4: 16 – 18, which says, as we heard just now: “‘Go and call your

husband,´ said Jesus to the woman. She answered, ‘I have no husband.’ Jesus

said to her, ‘You are right to say, ‘I have no husband, for you have had five

husbands, and the one you now have is not your husband.’”

Yet, ironically, that short passage from 1 John 4 well reflects what our Gospel

from John 4 today is about: about God coming to live in us.

The Gospel scene today is rather complex. That is because everything in the

Gospel of John is complex, as we considered when reflecting on another

wedding, the wedding at Cana of Galilee, a few weeks ago. Especially with

John, we have to look beneath the surface of the written text and try to

discover its deeper meaning.

As a young child I was given an illustrated easy reading book about Jesus. I

remember that he was always pictured with a heavenly aura, a glow around his

head or even his whole person. Sometimes his feet were not actually touching

the ground. He was clearly being portrayed as a superman come down from

heaven which is fine for a child to understand, as long as we grow up to

recognise that in reality, while he was on this earth, he was fully human,

subject to all the conditions of humanity, including gravity. The Jesus of the

Fourth Gospel is very human, but John wants to show through him the Christ of

his own (and the early Church’s) experience, the Christ who is already the risen

and glorified Lord, and to stress his meaning and impact for people in every

time and place. Throughout the Gospel of John, Jesus is always portrayed with

his resurrection light shining clearly.



So John’s purpose today is essentially to describe the mission of the Church to

Samaria, which took place in the years after the death and resurrection of Jesus

(see Acts 8). He presents it as a story in which Jesus himself features. John is

clearly familiar with Samaritan culture, theology, and geography. The

Samaritans were another living Jewish community but with their own temple

and traditions. Sadly, they were despised as outcasts by the major tradition of

Judaism centred in Jerusalem. The mainstream Jews believed the Samaritans

had corrupted themselves by intermingling and intermarrying with their former

foreign conquerors, and of worshipping their gods in addition to the God of

Israel, all of which is now highly disputed.

In today’s story Jesus, as always, breaks through the social and religious

barriers of the day: a man talking to a woman, a foreigner; a Jew talking to a

Samaritan; a rabbi, a holy man, talking to a sinner. Their dialogue reveals some

of the social issues and theological issues dividing the two religious traditions.

But the Gospel writer is stressing that it really doesn’t matter whether you

worship God on Mount Gerizim of Samaria or on Mount Zion of Jerusalem,

because such religion had become inadequate. For Jesus himself now

superseded all that the old religion offered, whether Jewish or Samaritan.

God was no longer to be confined to temples, shrines and particular places and

practices, because God is Spirit, and he, Jesus, was bringing the Spirit of God,

described as ‘living water,’ to provide everyone with the necessary means of

true worship and access to God. He would provide the spiritual energies and

direction that all generations of believers had been searching for. And they

would not have to go here, there, and everywhere to find it like nomads

searching for new wells and waterholes. In fact, they wouldn´t have to go

anywhere at all, because God, the Spirit, would come to them, to live with

them, and in them. The woman in the story accepts this message and goes off

to share the good news and to bring others to Jesus.

This is a story about how the Christian mission works and how the Christian life

begins. It is our story, the story of how we come to Christ. We are that

Samaritan woman. We who are baptised by water have come to Jesus, the

living water who enables us to drink from the well of life, which is the Spirit of

God. Through this Eucharist we re-enact that story week by week. We come to

be refreshed and renewed in our life in Christ. We come with all our



shortcomings and inadequacies, our doubts and questions, our searchings and

longings. And Jesus meets us, right where we are. He seeks to draw us on,

draw us more deeply into the well of true life, the life and love of God. And as

we come to this well to drink and refresh ourselves often, we will surely want

to share our experience, and invite others to come and meet Jesus.

When we choose to follow Jesus, God comes to live in us, comes to stay with

us. God comes through all the challenges, opportunities, and the heartbreaks

we each have to face on this earth. God the Spirit is here within us as an inner

spring or well that often lies hidden because we haven´t been looking for it, or

we haven´t been drawing from it. The Gospel today urges us to drink from this

spiritual well always. It is the spring that is welling up to eternal life.


