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The Water of Life (John 4.1‐15; Rev 22.1‐7) 
St Nicholas Cuddington, 16 September 2018 

10 AM Holy Communion 

PRAYER. 

In re-reading our passages for this morning a few days ago I was struck that water symbolism of 
the sort we find in this morning’s Gospel reading is in many ways pretty remote from the 
experience of most Europeans and North Americans.  

I don’t know about you, but I personally have no experience of turning on the tap and 
finding that nothing comes out, or having to store water in buckets or bathtubs because the 
supply only works for an hour a day, which is what still happens in quite a few developing 
countries. Other than at a campsite, I have certainly never had to walk to the communal well or 
water tap for my family’s needs, as people still do in many African and some Asian countries. 
And other than as a tourist, I have never had to worry about my water supply in a climate like 
the Holy Land, where in many places typically not a single drop of rain falls between April and 
September.  In Europe and North America our lives are usually more disrupted when there’s 
too much water, as there is in the Carolinas at the moment, not when there is too little, as there 
is in Sudan. 

That may help explain why water is such a big deal in the Bible. It’s never just a 
commodity. It is always also deeply symbolic, almost sacramental. Often it speaks of the 
presence or absence of prosperity, the mercy and grace of God, his revelation of himself, his 
gift of the Spirit. Very occasionally it represents danger or an obstacle to be overcome, as when 
God in creation separates the water from the dry land, when the Flood overwhelms the 
wickedness of humanity and offers a new start to Noah and his family, or when in Exodus the 
people of Israel pass from slavery to freedom through the Red Sea and again through the River 
Jordan. 

More typically, the biblical writers reflect on water as a mark of blessing, which in the 
Holy Land is either longed for or possessed in abundance by the people whom God loves and 
favours. The psalmist thirsts and faints for the presence of God as the deer longs for water in 
the dry wilderness (Ps 42; 63); yet he also rejoices in the fact that those who delight in the law 
of God are like lush fruit trees planted by richly flowing water channels (Ps 1).  Prophets like 
Isaiah or Ezekiel envisage a time when a mighty river from Mount Zion will irrigate the 
wilderness; the parched desert will bloom with rich vegetation and host the highway of God on 
which he will return his redeemed people from exile to the restored Jerusalem (Isa 35; Isa 40; 
Ezek 47). That theme from the prophets and Psalms is also powerfully present in the 
description of the new Jerusalem that Helen read to us from Revelation 22. 

Our familiar story from the gospel of John further develops this biblical theme of literal 
and symbolic water and relates it profoundly to the transformative presence of Jesus. The 
opening verses already make clear that we are talking about water as transformative rather than 
simply as a thirst-quenching necessity: the context at the end of chapter 3 (3.22-30) and 
beginning of chapter 4.1-3 relates to a dispute in Judaea about the place and significance of 
baptism in the early ministry of Jesus.  
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Jesus returns from Judaea in the south to Galilee in the north of the Holy Land. 
Somewhat unusually he decides to pass straight through the intervening region of Samaria, 
which was considered religiously disagreeable then as it is thought politically dangerous today. 
He passes by the traditional site of Jacob’s well near what was the biblical city of Shechem and 
is today called Nablus – about half-way between Jerusalem and Nazareth. Despite the biblical 
connection the local population was not Jewish but Samaritan, and therefore religiously suspect 
for observant Jews including presumably Jesus and the disciples.  

So it’s not surprising that Jesus would come across a Samaritan as he rests by the well 
while his disciples have gone into town to buy food. What is more surprising and carries a 
certain frisson is that the first person to come to the well is a woman whom he immediately 
engages in conversation. Quite apart from the Samaritan question, Middle Eastern people in 
antiquity as in Islam today often have serious reservations about private meetings between men 
and women who are not related to each other by kinship or marriage. The disciples clearly 
voice this worry when they return from the city after the end of our passage (4.27). The woman 
herself is also well aware of it although as a person of – shall we say – relaxed and progressive 
personal morality she doesn’t seem overly fazed by it. That said, she does give Jesus an earful 
for his cheek in telling her simply “give me a drink”: what are you, an arrogant Jewish bloke, 
talking to Samaritan woman like me for? 

You don’t have to spend very much time on the ground in African countries, or even 
for that matter on the webpages of Water Aid, to get a sense of the burden and tedium 
involved in carrying water from the village well or tap back to one’s home potentially some 
distance away - a burden which in the great majority of affected countries is overwhelmingly 
borne by women.  

So it’s hardly surprising that her ears perk up when Jesus says she should have just 
asked him to give her water. But she isn’t about to take such nonsense on the chin. This Jew 
clearly doesn’t know what he’s talking about. The well is deep, and he doesn’t even have a 
bucket. Jesus adds to his apparent cluelessness by promising her what our translation calls 
“living water”, which in Hebrew and Aramaic means fresh, running water rather than stale 
water stored in a cistern.   

She gives him a sideways look and concludes that Jesus is evidently a show-off and a 
charlatan. “Living water, eh? What are you? Better than Jacob, the biblical patriarch, who 
provided this well for us in the first place?”  

But now it’s Jesus’s turn to be unfazed, and he doubles down: actually, he can give her 
not just the sort of water she gets from this well, but a new gushing spring of running water that 
means she will never have to worry about thirst again. She decides she is dealing with a man 
who is not quite right in the head or has been at a different sort of bottle, and figures the safest 
course of action is to humour him, as one does on occasions like that. “Okay then, you’re on! 
I’ll have some of that!” (I imagine it began a little like my conversation a few weeks ago outside 
Sainsbury’s in Thame with a gentleman slightly worse for wear: he stood at the cashpoint and 
began our conversation by asking, “So, Do you want some cash?” I must admit things went 
downhill from there…!)  

And that’s where the explicit language of living water ends in our passage, although the 
second half of the chapter tells the story of how Jesus provides it for this woman. He speaks to 
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the place of her greatest hurt and need, which is her inability to form and maintain a lasting 
and faithful relationship. And he culminates in the assurance that the Messiah she too is 
hoping for is in fact already present to her. Her life is turned around as she shares the living 
water of Jesus with her entire community. They check out her story in considerable numbers 
and conclude, “We have heard for ourselves, and we know that this man really is the Saviour 
of the world.”  

But this result is just what Jesus promised in verse 14: the water of life, the living, 
running  water he offers promises to well up and overflow to eternal life for us and for our 
communities. His presence to the Samaritan woman does that for her people. And as we 
celebrate Holy Communion you and I are invited to meet his presence equally to us and for us 
today.  

 

Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from 
the throne of God and of the Lamb down the middle of the great street of the city. On 
each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit 
every month. And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations. 

 

“Whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst.  Indeed, the water I give them 
will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life.”  

 

AMEN 


