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Chapter 3 
 

Salesian Youth Ministry (SYM) strives to empower “the young to discover within the 
depth of their own experience the religious call to full communion with Jesus Christ. 
This is an encounter that develops gradually, as Jesus Christ increasingly becomes 
the pivotal reality around whom one’s life is organized.” Jn 4:15 introduces this 
chapter which deals with the apostolic identity of the Salesian, an identity 
encapsulated by the classic binomial, “evangelizing and educating”. Like Don Bosco 
in Valdocco, Salesians educate and evangelize by meeting young people where 
they are at and moving together from there with a “sense of realism and all the 
patience necessary to move forward gradually”; we lead the young through a “series 
of processes” that will help them to recognize Jesus as their Lord and their Saviour. 
Consequently, the goal we propose “to each young person is to develop one’s own 
personality having Christ as its solid foundation and constant reference point”. The 
encounter between Jesus and the Samaritan woman offers a probing and fruitful 
model for our own encounter with Jesus. 
 

“…give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty again…” 
(Jn 4:15)  

 
 
In the dialogue between Jesus and the Samaritan Woman, John stirs his readers to revisit their personal 
journey of faith. He guides them to discover in Him who is thirsty all they need to quench their thirst, and to 
discover in the stranger The One who knows them intimately.  Besides growing more aware of the poverty of 
our human condition, which is the starting point and purpose of this encounter, we must have the patience to 
allow ourselves to be guided and the courage to recognize and to accept our deepest needs which are as  
real as they are hidden. If, like the Samaritan Woman, we allow Jesus to guide us and thus come to know 
him better, we will recognize that he already knows us through and through, and we will come to accept him 
as our Saviour 
 
 

 

5Jesus came to a Samaritan city called Sychar, near the plot of ground that Jacob had given to his 
son Joseph. 6 Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting by the well. It 
was about noon. 7 A Samaritan woman came to draw water,  
and Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.”8 (His disciples had gone to the city to buy food.) 9 The 
Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” 
(Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans.)[b] 10 Jesus answered her, “If you knew the 
gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and 
he would have given you living water.” 11 The woman said to him, “Sir, you have no bucket, and 
the well is deep. Where do you get that living water? 12 Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob, 
who gave us the well, and with his sons and his flocks drank from it?” 13 Jesus said to her, 
“Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again,14 but those who drink of the water that I 
will give them will never be thirsty. The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water 
gushing up to eternal life.” 15 The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may never 
be thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw water.” 
16 Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come back.” 17 The woman answered him, “I 
have no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are right in saying, ‘I have no husband’; 18 for you have 
had five husbands, and the one you have now is not your husband. What you have said is 
true!” 19 The woman said to him, “Sir, I see that you are a prophet. 20 Our ancestors worshiped on 
this mountain, but you[c] say that the place where people must worship is in Jerusalem.” 21 Jesus 
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said to her, “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on 
this mountain nor in Jerusalem. 22 You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, 
for salvation is from the Jews. 23 But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true 
worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father seeks such as these to worship 
him. 24 God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.” 25 The woman 
said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming” (who is called Christ). “When he comes, he will 
proclaim all things to us.” 26 Jesus said to her, “I am he,[d] the one who is speaking to you.” 
 
I. REREADING THE TEXT FOR UNDERSTANDING  

 
Jn 4:15 is a sentence taken from the extended conversation between Jesus and a Samaritan 
Woman (Jn4:5-26), a moving and powerfully evocative exchange. It is significant that the narration 
for all practical purposes is a chronicle of a dialogue which Jesus – the Word of God – opens and 
continues with various interlocutors: first, the Samaritan Woman (Jn 4;7-26), then his disciples (Jn 
4:27-38), and finally the Samaritans (Jn4:39-42). The encounter with Jesus happens in dialogue. 
 
The woman, and the three professions of faith which she utters, all of which are elicited by Jesus’s 
provocation (Jn 4:19, prophet; 4:29, Christ; Jn 4:42, Saviour), together with the arrival on the scene 
of the disciples (Jn 4:27. 31) and the local inhabitants (Jn 4:30.39), introduce three distinct 
moments of this encounter (Jn 4:5-26, 27-38, 39-42). Whenever new characters appear, the 
dialogue changes theme and the setting becomes more complex. Each character introduces their 
own motives to the narrative: the disciples who had gone to buy something to eat (Jn 4:8,31) are 
surprised by Jesus’ discourse on his food being the fulfillment of his Father’s will (Jn 4:31-38). The 
Samaritans, upon seeing Jesus, no longer needed the woman’s testimony to believe in him (Jn 
4:39-49).    
 
The obvious protagonist is Jesus. He never leaves the scene and gradually reveals more and 
more about who he is (Jn 4:10,22,25,32,42). The various titles attributed to him: Jew (Jn 4:9), 
greater than Jacob (Jn 4:12), prophet  (n 4:19),  messiah (Jn 4:29), Saviour of the world (Jn 4:42) 
indicate fundamental and progressive stages in both Jesus’ revelation of his personal identity and 
the journey of faith of those who call him by these names.  “Saviour”, the title that crowns this 
itinerary of faith, is a divine title in biblical tradition (Is 12:2; 19:20; 43:3; Zac 9:9) and was common 
in early Christianity (Lk 1:47; 2:11; Ac 5:31; 13:23). On the lips of the Samaritans, this title is most 
significant: in a world where saviours – whether gods or emperors -  were plentiful, Jesus is 
proclaimed universal saviour, the strongest possible confession of faith for pagans to make. The 
narrative concludes with Jesus, a tired traveller (Jn 4:6), having taken rest for two days among 
those who had come to believe in him (Jn 4:40-41). 
 
The living water (Jn 4: 7, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15) which wells up from a spring is the theme of Jesus’ 
encounter with the woman and occurs near Jacob’s well (Jn 4:6,11, 12, 14). The meeting occurs 
purely by chance: Jesus stops to take some rest near the well; the woman arrives at the well to 
draw some water (Jn 4:7b-15). The scene opens with a thirsty Jesus asking for water (Jn 4:7), and 
closes with the anonymous woman confessing her own thirst and asking for water that she might 
quench it herself (Jn 4:15). Two interventions by Jesus (Jn 4:7, 10) deeply surprise the Samaritan 
Woman (Jn 4:9,11-12). This sets the stage for Jesus’ first revelation (Jn 4:13-14), which in turn 
elicits yet another question from the woman: she would like never to be thirsty again and to 
become herself a source of living water (Jn 4:15, 16). Jesus, however, does not grant her this 
desire: he does not give her water. What he does is ask her for a radical life conversion: he 
uncovers her irregular family situation (Jn 4:16-17), and announces a new form of worship, in 
spiritual and in truth, dedicated to God. Jesus did not come to satisfy human needs but to re-
establish humanity in right relationship with God.  
 
One final detail bears mentioning: the woman remained with Jesus long enough to “give scandal” 
to the disciples. Then, Jesus remained with the Samaritans for two days. In both cases, this 
remaining with Jesus is effective in bringing the Samaritans to faith. Meanwhile, it is his own 
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disciples, who had distanced themselves from the master, albeit for a good cause, who never 
make a true profession of faith in him.  
 
 
II. MEDITATING THE MESSAGE & APPLYING IT TO LIFE  

 
Having returned from Jerusalem to Judaea (Jn 4:3), and tired from his journey (Jn 4:6), Jesus, all 
alone, engages a semi-pagan woman, at midday, in a location that recalls the history of the 
patriarchs common to the Jews and the Samaritans alike (Jn 4:6-12).  Jesus’ intention was not to 
evangelize, but simply to take some much needed rest. He asked for water, as Israel had done in 
the desert (Ex 17:2; Nb 21:16), but he asks it of a Samaritan woman, an unexpected initiative for a 
Jewish man to take (Jn 4:9). His request, however, is born not of any need of his. It springs rather 
from his desire to give (the gift of God) and to give himself  (to know: Jn 4:10): He asked her for a 
bit of water so as to quench her thirst for ever; he asked something of her so that he might give  
her everything. As St. Augustine observes, “If Jesus asks for water it is because he was thirsty for 
the woman’s faith…. In this way he demonstrates his need to receive and at the same time he 
manifests his capacity to fill and to satisfy”. 
 
Jesus’ needs were real. He was tired, and if one recalls why his disciples were not with him, he was 
also hungry.  Jesus, who enters this encounter alone, tired, hungry and thirsty, will be recognized at 
the end of it as the “Saviour of the world”. From an initial condition of neediness and powerlessness, 
one can come to a profound profession of faith, if Jesus is present. His sharing in our human 
weakness, made manifest by his thirst, hunger and fatigue, is no obstacle to coming to faith in Him. 
Why then do I struggle to find myself with a Jesus who is powerless, exhausted, alone? Perhaps a 
Jesus who needs rest, like I do, makes him too familiar and less trustworthy? 
 
The Samaritan Woman finds Jesus near the well, because she too needs water. Her need, an 
absolutely ordinary need, explains the unexpected encounter. The moment they met, midday, was the 
most unlikely time to find a woman coming to draw water; this was normally done in the morning. The 
encounter was fortuitous, born of the everyday needs of the woman. How can I transform my most 
ordinary needs into occasions to encounter Jesus? Which of my most ordinary needs could bring me 
to him? Would I find it awkward to meet someone who, like Jesus, needs me and asks me “for 
something to drink”? 
 
The “journey” of the Samaritan woman – which she makes by means of a prolonged dialogue – 
begins with a question posed by Jesus, a question that would have passed unnoticed ... had He 
not been a Jew! Jesus asks so that he might be asked, he desires that he might be desired, he 
seeks that he might be sought; he manifests his true thirst to save the woman from her deepest 
needs. “If you only now what God is offering and who it is that is saying this to you” (Jn 4:10)… 
Wanting to connect with the woman, Jesus engages her to her level; He meets her where she is 
at. This “detail” of the Saviour Lover cannot be embraced by the woman until she recognized her 
poverty. All she had to do was “recognize the gift”, that is, to recognize Jesus as the Giver. Even if 
my poverty is a reason for Jesus to come near to me and a point of encounter with Him, He is 
always Gift, not of water from a well, but of waters which transform into a living spring those who 
drink of them. One must move beyond recognizing personal need to embracing Jesus as gift of the 
Father who alone can quench every thirst and satisfy – at no cost – the deepest  longing.  
 
The second phase of the woman’s journey begins when she comes to desire the gift which Jesus 
offers her, that water which is superior to what flows form Jacob’s well, revered as a gift from the 
patriarch to his children. She asks for it because she never wants to be thirsty or have to draw water 
again. Jesus builds on this to reveal to her a deeper, more intimate need: to be loved. Before Jesus 
could “unveil” this spiritual thirst to her, she first had to desire him as the one who could satisfy her 
physical thirst; but Jesus will not content himself with satisfying physical needs; he draws forth our 
deepest needs, those most denied and never confessed. How often do I allow myself to be so 
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unmasked, so naked and so vulnerable in my most intimate needs? Is this not why I am afraid to find 
myself alone with Him? Why I resist seeing him as gift?  
 
“Known” in her deepest intimacy, the Samaritan Woman believes. Although her profession of faith is 
still incomplete, she has begun to entrust herself to Jesus as prophet. She confides in him a deep 
preoccupation which she shares with her people, namely, where and how to worship the true God. 
Those who would worship God “in spirit and in truth” must first confront their own existence, without 
hiding behind deception or putting on masks, but accepting what is. The God of Jesus has no interest 
in being worshipped in places where his adorers think he should be. The God of true worship is spirit 
and life; his true worshippers can find him anywhere and everywhere, actively present in their own 
lives.  
 
The final phase of the Samaritan Woman’s journey of faith – its conclusion and guarantee – is public 
witness: “He has told me everything I have done” (Jn 4:29). To believe, one must find; it was the 
personal encounter in a shared conversation that brought her to faith. One who believes becomes a 
witness, one who has faith proclaims it. In their turn, the Samaritans will also come to believe…, after 
having lived side by side with Jesus for two days. To stay with Jesus – even for just two days – can 
bring faith to an entire people. Why, then, have my many years of following Jesus not made me a 
believer in him? Is it perhaps because as a disciple, I busy myself trying to satisfy my material needs – 
eating and drinking – while forgetting that Jesus is dying of thirst for me? 


