
 
TOUCHING AT A DISTANCE 

This dialogue in the Gospel of John is the longest conversation that Jesus has in the New 

Testament.  And it speaks directly to the kind of social distancing that was practiced in Bible 

land during the first century. In fact, it represents the usual kind of social distancing we all 

practice when times are normal – distancing ourselves from those we don’t understand, 

distancing ourselves from those we don’t like, distancing ourselves from those we don’t want 

anything to do with.  

And so it is with this lonely woman this morning, coming to the well in the heat of the mid-day 

sun, to draw water when no one else will see her. She distances herself from others because they 

have cruelly and persistently distanced themselves from her. Now, traditional interpretations of 

this story make it clear that this woman is a sinner – obviously promiscuous or unlikeable or 

difficult in some unknown way. Why? Because she has been married five times and in now 

“living in sin.” Except, according to the text, Jesus does not judge or reject her.  Instead, he 

engages her as a beloved child of God. And in doing so he breaks Jewish law, social taboos, and 

sexual etiquette. He speaks to a woman in public and touches he water jug she gives him – which 

is verboten for any Jewish make. He speaks to a Samaritan – who are considered unclean 

heretics by law abiding Jews. And most amazing of all, for the very first time,  he reveals himself 

as the Messiah to a despised social outcast. 

I am grateful to Robin for sending me an essay about this familiar story written by a woman 

named Debi Thomas. Her interpretation of this story makes my heart sing. Thomas writes: 

To put this in more contemporary language, the Samaritan woman is the Other. The alien. The 

heretic. The stranger. The foreigner. She represents all the boundaries that must not be 

transgressed in the religious life. All the spiritual taboos that must not be broken. But Jesus 

transgresses and breaks them all, anyway…Jesus calls us to put aside the stereotypes we carry, 

the prejudices we nurse, the social and cultural lines we draw. He invites us to look at the 

Samaritan woman and see a sister, and apostle, not a harlot, a heretic, a foreigner, or a 

threat.(www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2561-the-woman-at-the-well-2) 

But wait a minute – isn’t it clear that she has had a shady past – with all those men and all those 

marriages? 

Well, Lutheran minister Nadia Bolz Weber usefully points out, there are any number of reasons 

why the Samaritan woman might have the past she has. Perhaps she was married off as a teen 

bride, then widowed and passed along among her dead husband’s brothers as required by 

Jewish law. Maybe her various husbands abandon her because she’s infertile. Maybe she’s a 

victim of abuse. Maybe she has a disability. Whatever the case, we know for sure that in the first 

century, women didn’t have the legal power to end their marriages – the authority to file for 

divorce rested with men alone.  

http://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2561-the-woman-at-the-well-2


 

 

 

Whether this woman is promiscuous or the unjust victim of social prejudice or both doesn’t 

really matter. What is clear is that she does not love herself – and does not really know herself. 

And Jesus changes all of that. 

No matter what the reason for this woman’s social isolation, Jesus does not judge her. He 

connects with her. He first of all admits his own need – his deep physical thirst. And by making 

himself vulnerable he connects his own humanity with her humanity. He tells the truth about 

himself – so that she can find the freedom to tell the truth about herself. And it is this truth telling 

that leads to intimacy, friendship, and personal transformation. He is physically thirsty – she is 

spiritually thirsty – and it is by quenching each other’s thirst that abundant life is found. 

And yet, there is another side to this Gospel story – something beyond a gracious, generous, 

compassionate, inclusive Jesus. The conversation between Jesus and the woman quickly 

becomes intense. They connect spiritually, emotionally, intellectually – and strip away pretense 

and politeness. And our comforting Jesus quickly becomes a confrontational Jesus. If he is going 

to engage this woman as a beloved child of God, then he needs to engage all of who she is – her 

brokenness, her low self-esteem, her loneliness, and most of all her deep, deep thirst for a sense 

of purpose and worth. And so Jesus tells the truth. He confronts her with her marriage history, 

her inability to love herself, and her suspicion and separation from other people. And Jesus tells 

her – with no holds barred – that until she encounters God, she will never experience the 

abundant life. Until she drinks deeply of the Living Water, the very roots of who she is will 

remain shriveled and dry and barren. Because she is so ultimately beautiful in the eyes of God, 

Jesus reveals to her in glaring detail the barren desert of her living. 

I remember that early in my ministry – when I was still struggling with my worthiness as a 

pastor– I attended a retreat meant to nurture young ministers. We told stories, we shared our joy 

and frustration with ministry, we were taught skills for organizing congregations and dealing 

with conflict, and we built a community of trust. The last day, we participated in a fish bowl 

exercise. Each of us took turns sitting in the middle of a circle – and then the rest of the 

participants would describe us as they saw us – lifting up our strengths and our weaknesses. 

Well, let me tell you, it was brutal. The words they used to describe me were painful – and those 

words did not match the kind of person I thought I was, the kind of person I wanted to be. And I 

realized that I had been wearing a mask, burdened by shoulds and oughts, pretending to be 

someone I wasn’t, mimicking male pastors, afraid to be real, and refusing to see  the parts of 

myself that needed to be healed. Because I was unable to love myself, I had become distant and 

unlovable to others. That day I was driven to the well of God’s grace, thirsty for authenticity and 

self-worth. That day, Living Water began to nourish my pastoral calling, allowing me to blossom 

in new ways. 

This morning, our sister in the faith is transformed. Far from being offended by the truth Jesus 

tells her, she is empowered. Seeing herself in the mirror of Jesus’ love, she meets herself 

honestly for the very first time, and she is changed. She wants more. She needs more, and with 

courage, she reaches for more.  And so, leaving her water-jar behind, she runs to the village. She 

runs to connect with the people who have rejected her, to pour forth the Living Water that is now 

overflowing from her soul. Yes, this rejected, lonely woman becomes the first evangelist in the 



 

 

 

Gospel of John – the first one to tell with passionate joy, the Good News of the Gospel. “Come, 

my new friends. Come and see the man who told me everything I have ever done. He is the 

Messiah! He is the God who sees us as we are. He is the God who loves us as we are. He is the 

God who empowers us to become who we still need to be.” 

Friends, we live in strange and difficult times. And in an ironic twist, if Jesus was to engage the 

woman at the well in today’s coronavirus world, he would be reprimanded for being closer than 

6 feet. He would be told to refrain from touching or drinking the water she gives to him. In these 

unpredictable days, it seems that the best way we can relate in a safe and loving way is to 

distance ourselves – to refrain from physical touch – to be separate and not together as 

community. And yet let us remind ourselves that physical distance is not the same as spiritual 

distance – and now more than ever we need to touch each other in spiritual and intimate ways. 

We need to reach out not just to those we know and love, but to the marginalized, the scared, the 

vulnerable, those who society values less and judges more. 

What is the Living Water of love and hope and affection and compassion that we can offer to 

each other? Normally a skeptic and critic of technology mania, these days I am in love with the 

internet and videos and Facebook and telephones and Zoom.  I love the idea of donating money 

to help local school districts provide food for hungry students. If you are one who hires a 

housekeeper or handy man, now is the time to keep paying them even if they are unable to show 

up. Support the restaurants that you love by buying gift cards and using them later. Is there a 

long lost friend that you have lost touch with or a broken relationship that needs healing. Now it 

the time to pick up the phone and connect. Does an elderly neighbor need groceries? Or do you 

know some young parents who need a break from squirrelly, bored children? Facetime with them 

and read a book or tell some stories.  Like the woman at the well, there are ways that we can 

drink deeply of the Living Water of Grace and hope – and then metaphorically run to share it 

with others who are scared, lonely, isolated, and in need. 

My friends, this morning, we are being invited to come to the well to meet Jesus. Come in the 

glare of the noon day sun, offering your thirst and your need. The promise of the faith is that 

Jesus will be here – to greet you, to touch you, to comfort you, to confront you – and to help you 

grow. Jesus already knows everything about you – your hardships, your failures, your fears, and 

your ultimate worth as a beloved child of God. So, come to the well to receive Living Water – 

and then become a spring of Living Water for others. 

May it be so – for you and for me. Amen. 
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