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Session 5: Dialogue 
Peaceful practice: Listen together for insights and deeper questions

Biblical reflection: Bind us together 
John 4:3-26 
 [Jesus] left Judea and started back to Galilee. But he had to go through Samaria. 
So he came to a Samaritan city called Sychar, near the plot of ground that Jacob had 
given to his son Joseph. Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was 
sitting by the well. It was about noon.  
 A Samaritan woman came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, “Give me a 
drink.” (His disciples had gone to the city to buy food.) 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.) 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.” The woman said to him, “Sir, you have no 
bucket, and the well is deep. Where do you get that living water? Are you greater than 
our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, and with his sons and his flocks drank from 
it?” Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, 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 gush- ing up to eternal life.” 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.”  
 Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come back.” The woman answered 
him, “I have no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are right in saying, ‘I have no 
husband’; for you have had five husbands, and the one you have now is not your 
husband. What you have said is true!” The woman said to him, “Sir, I see that you are a 
prophet. Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you say that the place where 
people must worship is in Jerusalem.” Jesus said to her, “Woman, believe me, the hour 
is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. 
You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from the 
Jews. 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. God is 
spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.” 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.” Jesus said to her, “I am he, the one who is speaking to you.”  




How is it that you, a Jew,

ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?  
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 Throughout the gospels, Jesus does a lot of teaching. We have scores of parables 
where he teaches important lessons, applicable to us today. His responses to Pharisees 
who question and rebuke him also give us guidance for how we must live as God’s 
people. Storytelling and direct instruction are only some of the ways Jesus taught, 
however. Christian discipleship is defined not only by obeying what Jesus instructed, 
but also emulating how he lived. The popular slogan, What Would Jesus Do, is meant to 
inspire our imaginations toward embodied modeling of Jesus’ life.  
 One of the many ways we can look to emulate Jesus is in how he engaged with 
those different from him. As we reflect on the conflicts and divisive differences in our 
lives and relationships, what guidance does the Prince of Peace offer about how to 
engage? The story of Jesus with the Samaritan woman at the well provides surprising 
insight.  
 It is a well-known story, one of engaging with “the other.” Jesus is traveling to 
Galilee, but he goes through Samaria to get there, and while in Samaria he stops to 
spend time with a woman. Jews and Samaritans were not friendly to one another. They 
didn’t agree on things, they didn’t hang out – and even less so Jewish men with 
Samaritan women. Culturally, men and women were supposed to keep their distance. 
So, the story’s landscape sets a scene that can be very applicable to our own contexts of 
division.  
 Imagine the groups of people you disagree with so much that you avoid any 
sensitive topics when with them; or the people you avoid altogether; or even the 
extended family member(s) you see at holidays with whom you always get into heavy 
arguing. Those relationships are much like what Jesus and the Samaritan woman should 
have looked like, by normative cultural standards. However, per his normal pattern, 
Jesus breaks with tradition. He engages in healthy and transformative dialogue with 
someone very different from him. In studying the interaction between Jesus and the 
Samaritan woman, we can glean insights on how we might engage in dialogue, even in 
contexts of conflict.  
 Jesus begins the conversation with vulnerability – he is thirsty and asks for a 
drink of water. He opens dialogue by naming where he is weak and what his need is, 
rather than offering what he is qualified to give her.  This is significant, especially since 1

he is, in fact, exceptionally qualified: as the Messiah, he has a lot to offer! But in 
humility, he lowers himself and honors the Samaritan woman.  
 This seems like a crazy notion when we disagree with someone on something 
about which we believe passionately. It seems backwards to diminish our own position. 
Yet self-analysis, being able to see and expose the weaknesses and flaws in our own 
understanding, is key to healthy dialogue. It demonstrates maturity and requires being 
vulnerable.  
 Our culture struggles with this. Vulnerability is hard and can feel scary, yet it is 
essential for connection. Brené Brown, a bestselling author and research professor at the 
University of Houston who has spent decades studying courage, vulnerability, shame 

 Karoline Lewis, Holy Conversations, Working Preacher, March 12, 2017, accessed Feb. 29, 1

2021, workingpreacher.org/dear-working-preacher/ho- ly-conversations. 
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and empathy, says that “vulnerability is the birthplace of innovation, creativity and 
change.”  It can be especially difficult to welcome vulnerability in our disagreements. 2

Each person risks something in authentically coming to the table, by being known and 
being seen. These brave spaces of conversation, however, are what create transformative 
dialogue.  

 

Vulnerability is the birthplace of innovation, creativity and change.   

 

 The woman at the well also has need – she needs the living water that only Jesus 
can give, and his vulnerability disarms her to eventually reciprocate his openness. This 
mutual vulnerability is a significant part of what leads to the transformation in their 
conversation, and it is an important component of healthy dialogue.  
 Another element modeled in the conversation that Jesus has with the Samaritan 
woman is curiosity. We are already familiar with this important component of conflict 
transformation from session 2. Curiosity often comes through questions and this 
conversation is covered full of questions. The Samaritan woman asks question after 
question, and they are questions that don’t have answers already embedded within 
them. They are candid, earnest questions that create space for Jesus to answer 
authentically. Healthy dialogue requires the kinds of questions that come from honest 
curiosity. These are known as open questions. They communicate interest in the other 
and a longing for understanding a different point of view rather than the kind of 
manipulative questions that are trying to make a point.  
 One of the questions the Samaritan woman asks in the dialogue with Jesus gets at 
the very heart of the division between Jews and Samaritans. For centuries, one of their 
central disagreements was about where the correct place of worship was. The humility 
and vulnerability demonstrated by Jesus created a scenario that opened the possibility 
for the Samaritan woman to approach a core issue of division. In this story, truth is not 
about having the correct answer, though. It’s about asking authentic questions and 
getting at the core of our understandings.  
 These aspects of Jesus’ conversation with the Samaritan woman model healthy 
dialogue amid difference. They demonstrate what conversations can look like when we 
are vulnerable enough to engage with curiosity and discovery (sessions 2 and 3).  
 This way of engaging the “other” – through dialogue – is rarely practiced in our 
world today. Dialogue is fundamentally different than debate, a style of communication 
much more commonplace. As Philip Thomas, peace advocate and international 
mediator, said, “Dialogue requires the ability to navigate the narrow ridge between 
embracing and expressing your own perspective while at the same time remaining 

 Brené Brown: The power of vulnerability, TEDxHouston, June 2010, accessed Feb. 3, 2021, 2

ted.com/talks/brene_brown_the_power_of_vulnerability. 
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profoundly open to listen and understand the perspective of [the] Other.”  Rather than 3

victimize the other, dialogue demands respect, an open mind and heart and a spirit of 
curiosity. It asks that we listen together for insights and deeper questions as we 
talk with one another.  
 It is a challenging proposal and it takes practice. We are not automatically good 
at it. Dialogue is like a muscle. We need to use it, stretch it and strengthen it to keep it 
healthy and functioning.  
 Athletes train rigorously to keep their muscles prepared for competition. They 
practice the basics of their sport over and over to create consistent muscle memory that 
performs well in highly tense situations. A basketball player practices free-throws every 
day – hundreds, thousands, sometimes millions of shots go in the basket in preparation. 
With this practice, when the game is on the line, the player is confident that their mind 
and body knows what to do and responds successfully, putting the ball in the hoop with 
the pressure on. After an injury, individuals must rehab their muscles slowly and 
consistently. If they attempt to jump back into competition without the proper rehab, 
they will only do more damage. Similarly, we need a strong dialogue muscle to have 
healthy conversations amid conflict. If our muscle is not well practiced in our daily 
patterns, when we engage tense or conflictive conversations, it won’t work correctly and 
will cause injury.  
 So, we must be deliberate in our practice, following Jesus’ model. When we do, 
reward follows. Dialogue offers the possibility of transformation that is not found in the 
fighting matches, or the avoidance, that we often engage in when talking with people 
with whom we disagree. In our story, part of the miracle that comes from the healthy 
dialogue modeled by Jesus and the Samaritan woman is an incredible divine revelation. 
The woman at the well is the first person to whom Jesus reveals his identity during his 
ministry, verbally acknowledging and naming himself as the Messiah, the I AM. When 
we engage in dialogue together with the other, the possibilities are endless. It is not easy, 
but it is worth it.  

 Philip Thomas, “Intro to Dialogue” workshop, Goshen, Indiana, Jan. 28, 2017. Reprinted with 3

permission. 
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Questions for discussion
In preparation for class, here are possible discussion questions which will begin our session 
together. 

What else do you notice about the way Jesus engages with the Samaritan woman? With others? 
What other clues can his modeling give us as we work to engage in healthy ways with those 
different from us?  

How have you worked to strengthen your “dialogue muscle?” When are you most able to engage 
in healthy dialogue (embracing and expressing your own perspective while at the same time 
remaining profoundly open to listening to and understanding the other)? When is it most 
difficult?  
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