3rd Sunday of Lent 2026

As Jesus, tired and thirsty, arrived at Jacob’s Well, a woman “came to draw water”.  Seeing her, Jesus would have quickly read the tell-tale signs that something was amiss!  The woman, coming to fetch water at the hottest part of the day, unaccompanied and when no one else was around, would have immediately indicated that, in some sense, she was an outcast.  Jesus did indeed read the obvious signs, but he also noted something less obvious.


The Gospel indicates clearly that the Samaritan woman had a rather shady lifestyle - this is evident from Jesus’ later comment, “you have had five (husbands), and the one you have now is not your husband”.  No doubt this was why she was treated as an outcast in the village.   Yet, to simply judge this woman as being of “easy virtue” may be a mistake.  Perhaps it would be more accurate to think of her as a vulnerable individual, and as always, there are those who exploit vulnerability.  But while these aspects of her life may be true, they don’t answer the question, “What caused Jesus to engage in conversation with this woman?”  Was it a matter of just feeling sorry for her, or did he see the root cause of her vulnerability?


On Tuesday week, 17th March, we will celebrate the feast of St Patrick, our national patron.  Surprisingly, reflecting on Patrick’s life gives us some insight to that of the Samaritan woman.  Patrick, at about the age of sixteen, was torn from his family and familiar surroundings, and sold as a slave – trafficked in other words!  For about six years, he tended flocks on the Hill of Slemish.  For such a young person, this can only have been a harrowing experience of loneliness and isolation.  Yet, in the midst of it, Patrick found a doorway into a deep friendship.  There, on the hillside of Slemish, he formed a friendship with God, one which sustained him in the most difficult of circumstances.  Although exiled from his home, he discovered the one in whom his heart was at home.  


What Jesus saw in the Samaritan woman at the well, was a heart in the grip of terrible loneliness and isolation – the kind loneliness that can make a person vulnerable, and which can cause life to fall into sinful chaos.  Loneliness explains five husbands and a live-in!  And as the focus of gossip in the village, isolation would have been a reality.  We can also recognise the string of emotional traumas in her life.  This was someone searching for happiness, but her search was in the wrong places.  The disciples recognised this immediately, and were surprised, perhaps even alarmed, that Jesus was talking to such a person.  However, although in an entirely different setting, she, like Patrick, was now offered the opportunity to forge a genuine friendship.


Loneliness can be a force for good that drives us down new and creative paths – as it did for St. Patrick, and as the Samaritan woman was eventually to discover.  But first, she bears witness to the fact that it can have a less positive face.  Like a thirst, which craves to be quenched, it can become a misdirected and destructive passion.  Those who are desperately lonely, in the need to forget the inner pain and emptiness, can be pushed towards addictions, and there are many, for example, loveless sex, alcohol, drugs, pornography, social media, even our work.  Loneliness explains a great deal about the confusion and anguish, and the addictions, of so many today.  There is a line in one of the Psalms which asks, “How long.....will you love what is futile and seek what is false?”  (Ps.4:2)


When life has become “messed up”, it can seem that there is no way out.  Mistakes in the past, bad decision having been made but now regretted, complicated relationships in the present – all these can weigh heavily on us.  Such obstacles between ourselves and God, can seem insurmountable.  While, of course, the truth of one's situation needs to be honestly acknowledged, we should note that, although Jesus knew the Samaritan women's situation, he didn't say to her, “Go away, and come back after you straighten out your life”. Jesus didn’t close the door on the conversation; rather, he kept open the line of communication; and he gently guided her down a more creative path.  Perhaps he is sitting by the well waiting for you – not Jacob's Well, but the sacramental well of Penance and confession.  Pope Francis once reminded us, “whenever we take a step towards Jesus, we come to realise that he is already there, waiting for us with open arms” (EG 3).  Jesus continually seeks to forge a genuine friendship with us.


“Lord Jesus,
you really are the saviour of the word!
May we always listen to your voice”.  Amen.

