When Your Faith Is Everything
John 4:4–52
This Samaritan woman is one of the remarkable leaders in the New Testament. She had the longest recorded dialogue with Jesus in all of scripture. Then, she went and told people of her village about Jesus. John 4:39 reads, “Many Samaritans from that city believed in Jesus because of the woman’s testimony.” What a witness!
But many modern commentators get stuck on the fact that she was married five times and currently lived with a man who was not her husband. Furthermore, they make a big deal about the fact that she came to the well alone at noon, believing this proved her as a social outcast. All of these assumptions are read into the text.
First, there is no historical evidence that women in first-century Samaria strictly went to the well only in the cool of the morning or evening. It is entirely possible that people collected water whenever they needed it or when the rhythms of the day required it. After all, Jesus was thirsty from his walk. Regardless of why the woman was there, it’s absurd to build an entire psychological and sociological profile of a person around why she is at a well at midday.
And there’s this: according to the symbolism in every other place in the Gospel of John, light is an indicator of faith. Accordingly, if one wanted to read something into this noon arrival that was consistent with this gospel, it should be positive.
As far as marriage, here is the historical evidence: according to Jewish law, only husbands could initiate divorce, which required no explanation or justification. Divorced or widowed women needed to remarry in order to survive economically. For these reasons, cohabitation was an acceptable alternative to marriage in the first century. All historical evidence points to the Samaritan woman’s marital history as simply the consequence of her time and place—not a moral failing.
Notice that, unlike modern interpreters, Jesus did not condemn her. It’s not like he said, “Go, and sin no more.” In many other encounters, Jesus named sin without hesitation and in no uncertain terms; however, after merely noting her marital history, he made no suggestion of her wrongdoing. And this Samaritan receives Jesus’s words not as a call to repentance but rather as evidence of his status as a prophet.
Finally, if she was such a notorious sinner and social outcast, why do so many people in the village listen to her and believe her words about Jesus? After all, those Samaritans would have had the same prejudice against Jews; her convincing testimony was needed to open their minds and hearts. We know that the credibility of the witness is crucial. There’s nothing in the text to indicate that the Samaritans of her village had any hesitation about doubting her.
These points were made by my professor of New Testament, Frances Taylor Gench, who names such “interpretative litter” that has been heaped on our passages that causes us to misinterpret the text. (See her book Back to the Well: Women's Encounters with Jesus in the Gospels.)
But this morning, I would go a step further—What do you think of when you hear that word, patriarchy? It literally means “ruled by the fathers,” yet patriarchy refers to an entire system of oppression toward not only women, but children, people of color, and members of lower economic classes.
Patriarchy manifests in blatant sexism and misogyny. The Epstein files are not only about the abuse of women and children. The cover-up and lack of accountability reflect our culture’s view of certain people as inferior. Not only are women often viewed based on their bodies and sexual history instead of their intellect and actions, the people at the top, which may include women, are permitted to do whatever they want. Rather than be outraged at the perpetrators, our society blames the victims. Unlike the Samaritans in this text, we do not believe the women. The powerful bully and mock as a masquerade of strength, while the vulnerable are scapegoated and dehumanized.
The subtle yet sinister temptation under patriarchy is to become cynical. The powers are “flooding the zone” or doing so many outrageous things in order to make the majority of us believe the problems are too overwhelming. I know it is tempting for good people to put their head down. We are all busy. 
But remember that the only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good people to do nothing.
I want the Bible to give a living word, which means relevent and inspiring. This Samaritan woman challenges us to take the more difficult yet more faithful path. Again, John 4:39 reads, “Many Samaritans from that city believed in Jesus because of the woman’s testimony.” Her experience with Jesus caused her to act. Her witness calls on each of us to be heralds of change, to be messengers of hope, to step forward and speak up wherever we have a chance to make an impact, whether it’s in our schools, in our workplaces, our families, or our neighborhoods. For the point of this story is not that Jesus “saves a wretch” but that this courageous woman became a leader and moved a village against the human barriers of gender, religion, and tribe.
I am inspired by the Samaritan woman. Frankly, it's a reflection of the patriarchy that she is unnamed. So, I want to name this Samaritan Amanda.
I am grieving this morning the imminent death of Amanda Briggs, a member of our congregation and one of my spiritual mentors. Amanda was on the pastor’s nominating committee and one of the very first people I met at Chapel in the Pines.
Amanda had been diagnosed with cancer on April 1, 2013. She had a reoccurrence of the cancer shortly before I arrived and began treatment again on January 2, 2018, the day my family and I moved to Chapel Hill.
Over the years, Amanda taught me how to fight the good fight.
Amanda was soft-spoken and conflict averse by nature. Yet, she found her holy calling in the midst of her illness, which gave her deep empathy for the suffering of others. She worked for women’s rights here and abroad, volunteering and partnering with organizations in Guatemala and Costa Rica. She worked locally in Orange and Chatham counties for fair wages, access to healthcare, and voter registration.
I name the Samaritan woman Amanda in her honor because I draw parallels with their lives across time and space. Their lives had not gone according to plan. They knew grief, economic vulnerability, and fear. Yet, both women quenched a deep spiritual thirst with their faith. When they found faith, they acted upon it.
I remember my first interview with the pastor’s nominating committee in 2017 was conducted over this unheard-of-technology called Zoom. And I asked the committee what Chapel in the Pines meant to them. Amanda immediately exclaimed, “My church is everything to me!”
Over our years of ministry together, I came to understand what she meant: her faith was much more than a building; her faith was much more than Sunday morning. Her faith infused all aspects of her life and inspired her to live out that faith in the world for herself and for others. Her witness calls on each of us to be heralds of change, to be messengers of hope, to step forward and speak up wherever we have a chance to make an impact, whether it’s in our schools, in our workplaces, our families, or our neighborhoods.
In the name of Christ who gives the living water, I conclude this good news: like the Samaritan Amanda, Amanda Briggs can claim these words of 2 Timothy 4:7–8, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord will award to me on that day—and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing.”
Andrew Taylor-Troutman
March 8, 2026
