
Don’t Go to the Hardware Store for Bread 

A Sermon for the Third Sunday in Lent (A )       John 4:5-42; Exodus 17:1-7; Romans 5:1-11 

A generation ago, the folks who developed the three-year cycle of readings we use in worship knew something that we didn’t. They 
knew that the church of the future would look more like the church of the second and third centuries and less like the church of the 
twentieth century.  In our time, we have to be quite intentional about being Christian. It is not the norm in our culture to be where you 
are right now on Sunday morning, and the faith cannot be passed on by simply absorbing the norms and values of the culture. That’s 
the way it was then, as well -- before the Roman Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity and decreed that everyone else would 
be Christian too. If they lived in a pre-Christendom world, we live in a post-Christendom world.  

In those earliest years of the church, Lent was the time for adults to prepare for baptism at Easter. These persons were called 
catechumens, related to the word catechism which comes from a Greek word which means “to teach.”  The process, and the practice 
of discipleship that followed, was called “The Way.” We have revived this practice at Holy Cross because we are letting go of both 
nostalgia and denial. We have surrendered to the reality that we live in a post-Christian age. Only we call this way GPS: ancient faith 
to navigate a modern, or post-modern world. 

Ancient baptismal preparation for the catechumens included meditation on four key passages from the Gospel of John, passages 
central to faith formation for a disciple. And so the commission that chose the lessons restored those key texts to their rightful, ancient 
place in worship, during the season of Lent. These passages each depict unique encounters between Jesus and four very different 
people from four very different stations in life, just like us: Nicodemus, the religious leader, whom we met last week; the forsaken, 
outcast woman at Jacob’s well who we meet today; a blind man who we will meet next week; and Lazarus, who is dead -- but we’ll 
meet him two weeks from now anyway. Each of these very long discourses contains layers and layers about the meaning of Christ for 
the baptized community. And when we hear these stories, our call is to enter into them as though we are standing in front of a mirror, 
as if Nicodemus or the Samaritan woman, or the blind man or Lazarus, is us – you or me. And you and I are the ones encountering 
Jesus.  

It is intriguing to compare these stories to each other. Last week we met a man in authority: Nicodemus is male and a Pharisee. He 
plays the role of an insider, a person accustomed to being included in the loop, and one who represents a community’s best judgment. 
Today, however, we meet someone who is so outside of the loop she comes to Jesus without even a name. First, she is a Samaritan.  
Samaritans were Jews from the northern kingdom who had intermarried with non-Jews. So Jews believed Samaritans were impure and 
corrupt, and therefore Jews and Samaritans long despised one another.  

When we met Nicodemus last week he was sneaking through the streets of Jerusalem under cover of night. (Lord help him if his 
fellow insiders knew he was talking to Jesus!) But today’s encounter with the outsider happens in broad daylight. Eyebrows are raised 
almost immediately. Strike one: she is female. Strike two: she is Samaritan. Strike three: for whatever reason, she’s had five husbands. 
She should be out --  not to mention Jesus. But like last week with Nicodemus, the reality of her darkness, even at the peak of the 
midday sun, is disturbed by Jesus – the light that has come into the world.  Like Nicodemus, she too is confused by this encounter. 
Nicodemus asked, “How am I supposed to go back into my mother’s womb and be born again?” And she too takes Jesus’ figurative 
language literally. But the layers and layers here include double entendres – symbolism - about wells and water and life-giving water.  
When she discovers Jesus knows all about her and seems to accept her anyway, she is transformed and becomes convinced that he is 
the Messiah. She responds so naturally -- by proclaiming this news to everyone she knows -- and testimony to Christ by the first 
woman preacher is suddenly thrust outside of Orthodox Judaism. Thanks to this impure and corrupt outsider, other outsiders begin to 
accept Jesus as the Savior of the world.  

The connection to baptism in this encounter is not to be missed: Jesus is both source and substance of living water. In a house church 
excavated in Syria from the early third century, a wall painting of the woman at the well was set near to a tub-sized font in a room 
dedicated to baptizing. In another excavation, a cross-shaped font was found next to a fresco of the woman at the well. 

Today, within the tradition of the catechumenate, this third Sunday in Lent is the day to “hand over,” so to speak, the creed to those 
preparing for baptism or affirmation of baptism. The point is that we who are on “the way” stand alongside the woman at the well to 
confess our common belief – we are declaring our trust in, we are putting our hope in, the One who is both the source and the 
substance of living water. 

When we encounter this text, we see ourselves in the Samaritan woman – not because we’ve had five life partners. The fact is, we 
don’t know why this nameless woman had five husbands. This encounter with Jesus is not necessarily about her sin or yours or mine. 
Jesus never says, “Go and sin no more!” like he does with the woman accused of adultery. I wonder if the issues here might be about 
something else: maybe security. Maybe simple dignity tied up with a terrible sense of unworthiness. Did you get that sense? She must 
know crushing disappointment in life. She’s been six times now to a well of promise – metaphorically speaking: men who said they 
would take care of her – only to find that the well of covenantal relationship with a man had run dry. Who knows what happened? But 
in a culture where a woman’s well being depended totally on being aligned with a man, she must have felt overwhelmingly 



inadequate. Unworthy. Even if each of her five husbands had died, and the situation was beyond her control, she must have felt 
branded or cursed. Incompetent for whatever reason. 

In the GPS process at Holy Cross, a couple of weeks before Lent begins we ask each participant whether they want to continue on to 
the next stage, which is intense preparation for baptism or affirmation of baptism at the Easter Vigil. Interestingly, this year we had 
several participants say they definitely wanted to continue in the process, but they didn’t feel ready to affirm their baptisms. They 
didn’t know enough. Their faith wasn’t strong enough. They were angry with God, and was that a sin? What I love about this process 
is that we have the opportunity to get all of this out on the table, and we meet people right where they are, like Jesus. 

What a wonderful gift, to them and to us, our first and second lessons are today. In our first reading, God’s people are well into their 
desert wilderness journey after their exodus from slavery in Egypt. They are weary and thirsty and vulnerable. They complain and 
quarrel. The point for us is that baptism is the beginning of the journey in the wilderness, not the destination. The waters of baptism 
bestow on us an identity as God’s people, so that we can journey together in trust and in hope. The baptismal life may sometimes be 
about wandering in the wilderness, or even quarreling with God and with one another. Competence is not a pre-requisite. In our 
second reading, right out of the gate we hear, “Since we are justified by faith. “The opposite of faith is not doubt,” says writer Anne 
Lamott. “The opposite of faith is certainty.” 

So very much in our world seems to take us into desert places where we feel incompetent and unworthy.  Advertising and 
consumerism are based on the premise that we are inadequate.  It’s the world we swim in. We need this product or that beverage to 
make us whole. The glut of data and information overload from the internet makes it even worse – at least for me anyway. If I just get 
one more book, if I just read one more blog or one more article, I’ll have what I need to preach a great sermon or teach a great class or 
cook a great meal. And I will be worthy.  

The wise rabbi Edwin Friedman said back in 1996 that as long as we base our confidence on how much data we have acquired, we are 
doomed to feeling inadequate, forever. We will never catch up. The situation can only get worse.  Yet everywhere in our society, he 
says, we confuse information with expertise, know-how with wisdom, change with almost anything new, and complexity with 
profundity.  And we keep going back to this well for more. But insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting 
different results. I’m reminded of what they say in 12 step circles: “Don’t go to the hardware store for bread.” 

Could Jesus be saying anything else today? “Everyone who drinks from this water will be thirsty again, but those who drink of the 
water that I will give them will never be thirsty.”  In God’s realm, it’s never about how much you have or how much you do or how 
competent you are or even how much you know. It’s not even about you. It’s about the living water that Jesus gives – the 
unconditional love that is poured out for us not because we’ve earned it by passing a competency test, but because the one who is both 
source and substance of living water meets us where we are – in the desert places of our lives where our deepest thirst goes 
unsatisfied. He sees how parched and weary we are from chasing after our own worthiness. He pours himself out for us in love the 
likes of which we’ve never known, and says to us, “Come and drink.” Amen. 
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