
Sermon, St. David’s Episcopal Church, 3/15/2020 (Matthew White)  

As we reach this third Sunday of Lent, we come together in heart and spirit – but not in person.  

We are in the midst of an unprecedented crisis, and an unprecedented response to that crisis.   

To be perfectly honest, the past few days have felt surreal to me, as I am sure they have to many 

of you.  On Thursday, I went to Food Lion and had to stand in line for almost half an hour just to 

get a few items.  Out of the many things I saw, something that struck me was that the store was 

totally out of chicken-flavored Ramen soup.  With a handful of creamy chicken soup in my bag 

instead, I walked out of the grocery store and heard a beep on my phone and received the email 

that said our diocese would be suspending church for at least the next two weeks. 

I don’t imagine any of us ever visualized living through a situation like this.  I’ve told more than 

one of my friends that it is a bit like living through an episode of the Twilight Zone, in real life.  

Still, I hope we can take comfort in the knowledge that our Church is taking steps unprecedented 

in history to protect the health and wellness of our communities.   And I think at this moment in 

our history, we are reminded all the more strongly about the importance of being part of a 

community – indeed a family – like St. David’s. 

So, rather than dwelling on the coronavirus this morning, let’s join together and explore that 

great source of strength and wisdom that we find in our holy scriptures. 

On this third Sunday of Lent, we encounter one of the most famous stories in the Gospel of John 

– the story of Jesus and the woman at the well.  It is a story that brings us back to the very roots 

of our faith.  It is a story that reminds us that the rock of our faith is the person and example of 

Jesus Christ.  Even in the midst of fear and uncertainty – especially in the midst of fear and 

uncertainty, perhaps – we come back to Jesus and to each other.  We come back to Jesus and to 

each other.  And that is really what our Christian journey is all about. 

There is so much we could talk about with reference to this Gospel story.  We have Jesus, once 

again,, engaging with someone of the “wrong” ethnicity.  We have talked before about the 

conflicts between Jews and Samaritans in Jesus’ time, and even the woman at the well is 

surprised that Jesus interacts so directly with her.  Indeed she asks him directly why he, being a 

Jew, is engaging with her, a woman of Samaria. 

As this suggests, Jesus also crosses boundaries by engaging so directly not just with a Samaritan, 

but with a woman.  Indeed, later in the story we learn that Jesus’ disciples are “astonished” to 

find him speaking with a woman.  Jesus is more than willing to break barriers that most other 

people consider sacrosanct, whether related to culture or gender, in his quest to proclaim the 

coming of the kingdom of God. 

We could also spend time thinking about the character of this woman at the well herself.  Like 

the Syro-Phoenician or Canaanite woman in Mark and Matthew’s Gospel, this woman at the well 

is more than a little feisty.  She is certainly able to hold her own with Jesus as their conversation 

gets difficult and even testy at times.  And yet at the end, she takes on the role of an apostle and 

an evangelist, telling others in her Samaritan community that she has met a man who just might 

be the Messiah. 



As I’ve prepared for the sermon this week, though, what has been on my mind has been the 

theme of water.  Water plays an important role in today’s Gospel.  Jesus and the Samaritan 

woman meet at a well, and their conversation begins with him asking her for a drink of water.   

We are fortunate to live in a time and a place where we often take water for granted.  Not only do 

we have it running freely in our houses, we also can easily obtain free water for drinking or 

hygiene purposes at public restrooms and water fountains. 

Before this week, though, I am, not sure I realized how fortunate we really are.  This availability 

of water has not been the reality for people through most of history.  And indeed it is not the 

reality for most people in our world today.  As I prepared for this sermon, I was shocked by 

some of the statistics I found.  About 500 million people in our modern world struggle each day 

to find sufficient water for their needs and the needs of their families, and another few billion 

people struggle with water scarcity for at least part of the year. 

That’s hard to imagine, isn’t it?  And so it is also hard for us to imagine, then, what it was like 

for the woman at the well, in long-ago Samaria.  There was no running water in her home.  Each 

day – maybe multiple times each day? -- she had to set out for a community well to get all the 

water she would need for cooking, cleaning, and drinking.    And wells could run dry, with little 

or no warning, bringing disaster to an entire community. 

We should keep this in mind when we think about the cultural context of her conversation with 

Jesus.  Jesus and the woman engage in what I like to think of a playful back-and-forth.  He asks 

her for a drink.  She asks in return why he, a Jew, would ask a Samaritan woman for a drink.  

And in response he tells her that he is the one who can provide living water.  “Those who drink 

of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty.  The water that I will give will be a spring 

of water gushing up to eternal life.” 

I wonder what this woman must have felt about what Jesus said.  After all, she took long 

journeys through dusty terrain each day – perhaps multiple times a day – to get the water she and 

her family needed.  And here was a strange man – and not just a stranger but a foreigner, a Jew, 

saying that he could be the source of living water to all those who seek it. 

When I was at Food Lion on Thursday, I saw people buying up lots of things – paper products, 

Ramen soup, even large packages of cookies.  But one thing I think I saw in common was carts 

laden with bottles of water.  After all, we can’t live without water can we? 

As human beings, we can survive without food for an extended period of time.  But water is 

absolutely essential to life.  After all, medical researchers say that 60% of our bodies and almost 

two-thirds of our hearts and brains are made up of water.But I think it is clear when we read 

about Jesus’ interaction with the Samaritan woman at the well that he is not speaking about 

physical water.   

So what is he talking about?  Are there other things that are just as central a part of our human 

life as physical water? 



I wonder: can we as human beings live without hope?  Can we live without faith?  Can we live 

without strength? 

I think without these things our lives simply dry up and disappear, just as clearly as they do 

without physical water to drink. 

In the Gospel today, I think Jesus is directing us to himself.  He is telling us that he is the source 

that can renew our hope and faith and strength.  He is the source of the spiritual water we need to 

live. 

I’ve learned something very personal about this over the past month. 

Many of you know that I was accepted as a postulant for ordination to the vocational diaconate 

last fall. Last month, I met with Bishop Haynes, and we agreed that I needed to be withdrawn 

from the postulancy for issues of my own personal health and well-being. 

Bishop Susan has encouraged me to continue my ministry as a lay preacher and a chaplain, but 

she also feels this is not the right time for me to pursue ordained ministry. 

I won’t lie.  This has been a hard time that has challenged my faith and my sense of calling. 

And yet, more than ever before, I have found myself turning to the person of Jesus. 

And I have felt that well-spring of Jesus’ living water welling up inside me.  And that living 

water within my soul has filled me with a sense of gratitude.  It has helped me understand how 

fortunate I am.  It has helped me see that I have the greatest marriage and family anyone could 

ever imagine.  It has helped me see that I have the strength of this community here at St. David’s.  

It has helped me see that my ability to work in the field of ministry – here at this church and as a 

hospital chaplain – is such an incredible gift.  It has given my life fulfillment in a way I could 

never have imagined. 

I don’t think this news will change much for any of you, except that I’ll be around more than I 

expected, since I won’t have to do the parish internship I would have been required to undertake 

this year.  For many of you, I am sure this will be painful, since you’ve supported me so strongly 

on the path to ordination.  To me, honestly, there’s a joy to know that I’ll be continuing my 

Christian journey so closely with all of you. 

I don’t know what the future holds.  This is a time of uncertainty for me personally and also a 

time of uncertainty for all of us.  But here is what I want to share with all of you today. Our 

spiritual lives are like any other part of our lives.  There are easy times and hard times.  There are 

moments when the water of hope seems to be everywhere, as if we could float on it. 

And then there are the dry times.  There are the times when faith becomes hard.  There are the 

times when it becomes difficult to see the water of hope anywhere. 

Remember what Jesus promises us through today’s gospel though.  In the good times and the bad 

times, he remains the source of the living water that can renew our lives.  As we move through 

this Lent of so much uncertainty, let us dedicate ourselves to strengthening our relationship with 

the God who loves us so deeply. 


