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Readings:  
Exodus 17:1-7, Psalm 95, Romans 5:1-11, John 4:5-42; primary focus on John 

 

Get curious. 

Asking questions forces you out of your “lizard brain”—out of your flight/fight/freeze irrational 

amygdala—and into your rational prefrontal cortex. Functioning from there, you can be the least 

anxious person in the room. You can avoid getting swept away by the tension between these two 

parts of your brain. 

Get curious. Ask questions. It’s a technique to cross a divide inside your brain, and it's a technique 

to cross the divide when you encounter difference. It moves you from your side to the side you 

don’t understand, or don’t care to understand.  

Get curious. Ask questions. It helps you get to know one another or to know one another anew.  

Get curious. Ask questions. It’s what Jesus and the woman at the well do on that tired day around 

noon in Samaria. 

Let’s start by establishing that Jesus and the Samaritan woman are, indeed, on two sides of a deep 

divide. The Samaritans and Israelites of their day were enemies, but not the far-away, distant, mythic 

kind of enemy. They were more the in-your-backyard, try-to-avoid-them-at-all-costs, a-lot-like-you-

but-different-in-all-the-wrong-ways kind of enemy. Their religions agreed on all the main points but 



 

differed in some of the details. Those details, though, were important and divergent enough to make 

them hate each other.  

Here, at the well, these two people stand on either side of the waters of their religious difference. 

They’re not on the same team. They have no reason to have known or to get to know each other.  

Despite their differences, Jesus throws a request right across to the other shore. He says to the 

woman, “Give me a drink” (John 4:7). Though the NRSV translation of the Bible does not render 

his words as a question, there is an implicit question behind his request: Will she help me? 

In response, the woman gets curious: “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of 

Samaria?” (John 4:9). Her question acknowledges difference, divide, and conflict right away. Instead 

of turning Jesus down, the woman grabs the rope Jesus throws across the divide. Do you hear a 

genuine curiosity behind her question? She might actually want to know more about him! 

Jesus does tell her more about himself, offering that she should have asked him about “living water.” 

Now this living water piques her interest, and she asks, “Where do you get that living water?” (John 

4:10). Here, there’s no doubt about her genuine curiosity. She honestly wants to know where to get 

the goods! Where are they? 

Yet immediately after asking about the water, without even waiting for an answer, the woman pivots 

back to asking about Jesus. She asks, “Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the 

well, and with his sons and his flocks drank from it?” (John 4:12). Her cards show once again; her 

curiosity indeed seems genuine; she wants to know more about him! Perhaps she wonders if he’s 

actually blessed and chosen by God like Jacob was. Or maybe she asks the question to get him to 

“check yourself before you wreck yourself,” to consider the consequences of his answer. Either way, 

her inquiry invites him to tell her—carefully—more about himself. 

At its most basic, this is a story of two people who, in the most simple and simply human way, ask 

each other questions to get to know one another. Far be it for modern readers to overlook this 

point. Jesus is not trying to trigger the woman’s sense of difference. By asking her a question, Jesus 

is trying to establish a connection, allowing her to move beyond the differences she initially 

identifies between them. 

Then, through their getting-to-know-you questions, this connection builds into the woman’s 

knowing, seeing, and recognizing Jesus. First he offers special water and eternal life. Then he’s a 

prophet. Finally he says he’s the Messiah. The questions move the woman closer to him.  

Does Jesus know where this conversation will go? Or does he too display some of the dynamic 

openness of coming to know someone in the moment? Perhaps the options are not mutually 

exclusive. Jesus wants to engage this woman. We learn later in the story that Jesus knows much 

more about her than she tells him. But Jesus does not necessarily know how the woman will 

respond. Isn’t that how it is with God and us? God always reaches out and offers; the unanswered 

question is our response.  



 

Back in her community, the woman’s distance to Jesus remains in flux. She at once both confesses, 

“Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done!” and asks, “He cannot be the 

Messiah, can he?” (John 4:29). She closes in on Jesus as her Lord and Savior, but perhaps at this 

moment, her question betrays that the answer is still too close for comfort. She is convinced enough 

to tell others, while also showing a dynamic openness to know more.  

Fortunately, she’ll get her chance, we presume, when Jesus spends two days with the Samaritans 

after “they asked him to stay with them” (John 4:40). By the end of those two days of conversation, 

of sharing and hearing Jesus’ word, they know that this is truly the Savior of the world. No more 

questions. 

All because someone got curious. 

Look carefully, too, at who is not willing to get curious about the difference and its people, who is 

not willing to ask the get-to-know-you questions: the disciples. Jesus’ speaking with a woman 

astonishes them, but they never move to being curious about it. The gospel writer is keen to note, 

“No one said ‘What do you want?’ or, ‘Why are you speaking to her?’” (John 4:27). Something holds 

the disciples on their side of the Israelite-Samaritan divide, stuck in their hippocampus lizard brains, 

their fear. After all, sometimes it takes boldness to express curiosity. 

Any bold questions must come from a place of genuine curiosity. The foil to Jesus and the well-goer 

is Moses and the people in the desert. Here, Moses and the people fling questions at each other with 

accusatory words (“Why do you quarrel with me?” “Why did you bring us out of Egypt?” [Exodus 

17:2-3]). It’s not clear that Moses and the people are actually engaging or wanting to engage in 

dialogue, especially because neither is giving the other space to provide an answer. These are 

questions to upbraid, shame, or accuse. A little genuine curiosity could change the conflict’s whole 

tone. But rather than get curious, the religious leader instead does something we know, love, and 

hate: he triangulates. Moses turns to God about the people. Fortunately, God is healthy enough 

(and, more importantly, almighty enough) to just solve the problem between the two sides with 

some water from a rock. God puts the people and Moses back together (for now). 

These two stories present two options for our encounter with difference and conflict in a church 

system. We can respond to difference openly, with curiosity and conversation, or we can silence one 

another with forgone conclusions, nasty triangles, and questions too dangerous to answer. The line 

between the two often comes down to the presence—or absence—of our curiosity. 

 

Questions for Our Spiritual Life Together 

• What’s your conflict? Where do you encounter difference, or the assumption of difference, 

in your congregation?  

• What in your congregation needs your curiosity rather than your shame? Genuine interest 

rather than judgment? Inquiry rather than resentment?  



 

• Every conflict is an opportunity. What questions might help you through your conflict? If 

you know these questions already, are you asking them?  

• If you can’t, or won’t, or forgot to ask, how can you ask Jesus, the one who is endlessly 

inquisitive about you? What rope does Jesus throw you to invite and provoke your curiosity, 

and what would it cost you to take it? 

 

 

 

 


