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When I was growing up, one of the big field trips of the Memphis school 

year was a visit to the pumping station.  For those of you from other areas, you 

should know that Memphis drinking water comes from large, underground water 

reserves called “artesian wells.”  While there is an abundance of this underground 

water in the area, it doesn’t just naturally flow up like a geyser.  Hence, the need 

for several pumping stations to retrieve the water and deliver it – once purified and 

treated – to the homes of our city.  Most of us, when we turn on the tap for a drink 

or for a shower, never remember the effort it took to bring us that water.  We just 

know that when we are thirsty, we always have plenty of water to satisfy us.  Yes, 

indoor plumbing is second nature to us and these days most new homes have 

bathrooms large enough to accommodate a small dinner party. So to some extent, 

the image Jesus uses in today’s gospel is lost on us.  But I assure you that there are 

parts of our world that would still find great power in the term “living water.” 

 

 As I have mentioned before, in December of 1996, I went with my seminary 

classmates on a mission trip to Nicaragua.  One of our projects was to build a small 

home for a family.  The tiny, concrete block structure that we worked on 

represented a vast improvement in housing for the devout family of seven.  Yet it 

was woefully inadequate by our standards – a dirt floor, no glass in the windows, 

an outhouse in the back yard and only one faucet in the neighborhood that they had 

to share with all who lived nearby.  Oh, they had a concrete sink and drainboard in 

the back yard in which they collected rainwater for washing dishes and clothes, but 

cooking a meal, brushing one’s teeth, and washing one’s face was an experience 

much different for these good people than it is for us.  Their difficult lives are 

much closer to the life of that Samaritan woman than ours are with our side-by-

side refrigerator-freezers with ice and water on the door.   

 

 You see, for a Jew, a Samaritan was unclean.  And, these days, with our 

constant hand washing and social distancing, we are being trained to think of each 

person we meet as “unclean,” as a potential carrier of the virus.  Maybe we are 

coming to understand what many in the third world already recognize.  For those 

we met in Nicaragua, for example, the message of Jesus – that he was the living 

water, that he could provide such an abundance of clean, drinkable water that they 

would never thirst again – that simple message continues both to astonish them and 

also to provide them with such great hope for a better life.  It is that same hope that 

drew the people of that Samaritan village to Jesus when the woman told them 

about him.  It had to have been hope – because Samaritans would not have 



otherwise sought out a Jew.  It is that same hope that continues to draw the young 

and the old, the hungry and the thirsty, the ill and the imprisoned, the impoverished 

and the outcast to Jesus – eager to drink of the wellspring of hope that he offers.  

He offers it to us as well – but we are not always quite so eager to accept. 

 

 With all of our modern gadgetry – with pure, clean water as convenient as 

the tap – we certainly don’t see the same need for living water as did that woman at 

the well.  Similarly, in lives filled with distractions and abundance, with heating 

and air-conditioning and beautiful homes and fast cars and powerful jobs and 

modern health care, some of us have lost our thirst for God.  You see, you have to 

be a little empty, a little thirsty to feel the need for God in your life.  And you have 

to be a little humble to admit that you do not have it all.  Now I suggest to you that 

life in our society has plenty of emptiness, plenty of folks who thirst for something, 

someone that they cannot yet name.  But rather than recognizing that the one they 

search for, the one we search for is God, we have succeeded in quenching our thirst 

with anything but God.  We’ve crowded God out of our lives – penciling him into 

our schedule when it is convenient.  For too many of us, we wait until disaster 

strikes – when the pipe of consumerism bursts in our lives – before we search out 

God.  And by then, we may not know where to find him – we’ve lost the location 

of the stream, we cannot see the fountain because we allowed it to become 

overgrown and untended. 

 

 Sisters and brothers, if this Coronavirus has done anything for us, it has 

reminded us that we are intimately connected to the rest of the world – and much 

more vulnerable than we had previously imagined.  With our schools and sporting 

events and amusement parks closed, with our news programs dominated by virus 

reports, we now have some time to pray, to reflect on the offer Jesus makes to us.  

Yes, just as he did to that woman at the well, Jesus reaches out to you and me 

today.  He offers us the living water that flows from his side.  He wants to wash us, 

to cleanse and protect us, to quench our thirst, to refresh us – as the words above 

our sanctuary remind us.  He wants to supply all our needs.  But before he can do 

that we must acknowledge that we need him.  We must be humble enough to 

accept the love that he seeks to pour out upon us.  We must admit that we are 

thirsty.   

 


