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Abstract

In the Gospel of John (4:1-42), a story is told of a Samaritan woman who goes to
a well to draw water. While she is there, she encounters Jesus. They converse about
living water and true worship. This encounter so impresses the woman that she returns to
the Samaritan city of Sychar and tells the people about him. In response, the Samaritans
come to meet Jesus, invite him to stay, and, after two days, declare him to be the “savior
of the world.”

Legitimated by a comparison between Wisdom motifs and the Johannine
presentation of Jesus, this narrative is interpreted against the background of the Wisdom
tradition of early Judaism. The Samaritan Woman follows the paradigm of the Strange
Woman found in Proverbs 2:16-19, 5:1-23, 6:23-35 and 7:5-27. Like the Strange
Woman, the Samaritan Woman is depicted as an adulteress, as a foreign woman and as a
foolish woman. Moreover, the Strange Woman is constructed as the polar opposite of
Lady Wisdom and the Samaritan Woman is constructed as the opposite of Jesus: she is
female, he is male; she is a Samaritan, he is a Jew; she does not know, he does know. In
this way, both the Strange Woman and the Samaritan Woman symbolize alterity.

The narrative genre of the gospels, however, allows development of character to
take place - a movement which is not possible within the didactic genre of Proverbs.
Within the symbolic layer of the Johannine community, she is no longer an adulteress,
but she finds her “legitimate husband” in Jesus. No longer a foreign woman, she is given
the possibility of rebirth “from above.” No longer ignorant, she brings others to belief
through her word. The symbols of alterity are thus reconfigured in the new community.

The emphasis on the symbolic representation of this character undermines the
recent historical-critical arguments which claim that the Samaritan Woman narrative is

based on the story of a historical person.
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Introduction

The account of the Samaritan Woman is found only in the Gospel of John 4:1-42.
It tells the story of a meeting between Jesus and a woman of Samaria at a well near
Sychar. Jesus’ request for a drink opens a discourse on such subjects as water and true
worship. Jesus discloses to the woman that he is the Messiah. When she tells the people
in her town about him, they come out to meet Jesus themselves and, after two days,
declare him to be the “saviour of the world.” Meanwhile, the disciples are told about the
work of Jesus and an eschatological harvest.

In attempting to interpret this narrative, scholars have looked at various literary or
historical keys which might help to unlock its meaning. Literary critics often focus on
traditional images and themes, arguing that these motifs provide the backdrop against
which this gospel should be read; familiar traditional words and images evoke older
historical, theological and social aspects which contribute to their deeper meaning. Thus,
one image such as “water” evokes the theological notions of the creation story of Genesis
1, the provision of water in the wilderness in Exodus 17, the purifying water of the
Holiness code, the prophetic water of Isaiah 41, and the eschatological water of
Zechariah 14:8. It also evokes the historical notions of the great flood in Genesis 7 and
the crossing of the Red Sea in Exodus 14. Finally, an image such as water speaks to the
social reality of a people living in a semi-desert climate: as a necessity of life, water is to
be protected, drawn, and consumed with discretion. Thus, the use of this one image,
“water,” elicits a wide variety of individual interpretations which emphasize one motif

over another. For examplie, focusing on the sin, purification and reconciliation themes of



the story of the Samaritan Woman will emphasize the water motif found in the Holiness
code tradition or the prophetic material. !

One source of traditional literary images which has received limited attention in
the interpretation of the Fourth Gospel as a whole is the Wisdom tradition. From the
body of early Jewish wisdom literature which includes some of the Psalms, Job,
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Solomon, the Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus (or
the Wisdom of Jesus son of Sirach), and Baruch, a dominant motif develops around the
personification of divine wisdom.2 Personified Wisdom (Zotia [Sophua) in Greek) in
this literature emerges as a divine agent of God who intermediates on behalf of the
human race and makes them “friends of God™ (Wis.7:14). She is strongly associated with
purification and the spirit, with truth and instruction (Wis.7:22-8:21). Ben Sira and
Baruch equate her with the Torah, the gift of God (Sir.24:23: Bar. 4:1). She pre-exists
with God and participates in creation, then comes to dwell with Israel (Pr.8:22; Wis.7:22;
Sir.24:9-12; Bar. 3:37). She is pictured as a child of God (Pr.8:30). The composite
picture of Wisdom which emerges from these texts resonates with the Johannine
description of Jesus who is said to pre-exist with God, to participate in creation, to dwell
on earth as the son of God, and to reconcile people to God (Jn.1:1-19). Similar themes,
such as light, food and drink, are used for both Jesus and Wisdom.

These themes resonate so soundly with images of Jesus as presented in John that

1t is somewhat surprising that the Wisdom tradition within this gospel has not been a

IRaymond Brown surveys the various interpretations of this motif in The Gospel
According to John (i-xii) (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1966)176ff.

2For the sake of this thesis, I have limited my investigation on the biblical books as the
main source for my discussion. Other rewarding references to Wisdom may be found in
Philo (where she is mentioned over 200 times), the Similitudes of Enoch and the
Tannaitic literature.



focus of attention by Western theologians - especially Protestant scholars - until recently.
Wisdom figured prominently in debates of christology in the early church,? and has
remained the centre of mystical thinking for many Orthodox and Catholic Christians in
the East. In the Western Catholic tradition, she is associated with Mary because Sophia
texts are read on Marian feast days.* Protestant scholars, however, have for the most
part not been interested in her. Playing a part is this disinterest is the fact that the
Apocrypha, with its extensive descriptions of Wisdom, is excluded from the Protestant
canon.’> The feminine gender of Wisdom, similarly, resists identification with a
decidedly male Jesus,® and, for some, suggests the possibility of ancient pagan goddess
worship, a notion which threatens a strict monotheistic faith.” Recent feminist
theologians, however, have dusted the images of Wisdom off as a possible source for
theological reflection on feminine aspects of God,® and have also stimulated more recent
discussion concerning Wisdom christology.

Martin Scott is one such scholar who has explored the Gospel of John giving

primary attention to the Wisdom motif.? Scott considers the role of the Samaritan

3For example, Theophilus of Antioch, 7o Autolycus, 10; Athenagoras, On Defense of the
Fath, 10; Justin, Dialogue with Trypho, 61, Tertullian, Against Praxeas, 6-7; cf.
Irenacus, Against Heresies, iv.3. D. Williams, “Proverbs 8:22-31,” Interpretation 48
(July 1994): 275-279.

4L. Lefebure, “The Wisdom of God: Sophia and Christian Theology,” Christian Century
(Oct. 19, 1994): 951-956.

SNote Moeller’s justification for drawing on the Apocrypha in order to argue for a
Wisdom christology, in “Wisdom Motifs and John’s Gospel,” Bulletin of the Evangelical
Theological Society 6 (1963): 96.

SE. A. Johnson, “Jesus, The Wisdom of God: A Biblical Basis for Non-Androcentric
Christology,” Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses 61 (1985): 261-294.

7So also S. Schroer, “The Book of Sophia,” Searching the Scriptures, Vol.2: A Femmist
Commentary (edited by Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza; New York: Crossroad, 1994) 18.
8For example, E. Schiissler Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam's Child, Sophia’s Prophet: Critical
Issues in I'eminist Christology (New York: Continuum, 1994).

M. Scott, Sophia and the Johannine Jesus (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992).



Woman in John 4, and concludes that she takes on the role of Wisdom’s servant-girl
who, like the Samaritan Woman, goes out to invite people to Wisdom/ Jesus’ banquet
(Prov.9:3). However, this interpretation does not take into account the emphasis that the
text places on the Samaritan Woman as female, as foreign and as unknowing, over
against Jesus as male, Jewish and knowing. These attributes of the Samaritan Woman
suggest, rather, that she corresponds not to Wisdom’s handmaid but to her polar opposite,
Strange Woman.

The figure of Strange Woman is found mainly in Proverbs in the biblical
Wisdom literature (Pr.2:16-19; 5:3-6; 7:10-27). She is referred to variously as an
“adulteress,” as “foreign,” and as “foolish” or “ignorant.”” This figure represents various
threats to a peaceful society: as an adulteress, she poses a threat to stable family life; as a
foreign woman, she threatens the cohesive unicultural solidarity of a community in
transition; as a foolish woman, she oversteps social norms especially through ill-advised
speech. She also represents a threat to a covenant community joined by a common
heritage and faith: as an adulteress, she represents apostasy; as a foreigner, she represents
the influence of the various religions in the Ancient Near East; as a foolish woman, she
misdirects with her teaching. Finally, Strange Woman represents the dangerous
alternative in religious mythology: as an adulteress, she plays the role of fertility
goddesses; as a foreign woman, she represents foreign cuits; as a foolish woman, she
teaches a mythology of death. In the Book of Proverbs, Strange Woman is presented as
the formal “other” in comparison to Wisdom. Whatever Wisdom is, Strange Woman is
not, and vice versa. In this way, the picture of Wisdom is deepened and enhanced by the
presentation of the antithetical figure, Strange Woman, in the Book of Proverbs.

The Fourth Gospel adopts the image of Strange Woman in the figure of the

Samaritan Woman. Like the Strange Woman, the Samaritan Woman is cast in the role of



an adulteress, a heretical foreigner, and one who does not know. Like the Strange
Woman, she also poses as a threat to the individual, to the covenant community and to
that community’s mythology. Furthermore, she is cast as the polar opposite of Jesus:
whereas Jesus is a male, she is a female; whereas Jesus is a Jew, she is a Samaritan;
whereas Jesus knows, she does not know. However, unlike the figures of Wisdom and
the Strange Woman in the Book of Proverbs who are constructed as literary opposites
and who do not interact with each other in any narrative sense, Jesus and the Samaritan
Woman actually speak face-to-face in the Gospel of John narrative. And within this
encounter, the possibility of change for the figure of the Strange Woman suggests itself.
In fact, the text suggests that alterity, whether gender, nationality or knowledge, may be
transcended in the new context of the Christian community. In this way, the symbol of
the Proverbial Strange Woman is reconfigured in the Samaritan Woman of the Fourth
Gospel. The profound symbolic element of this presentation challenges the historical
existence of this woman; in other words, it questions whether the Fourth Gospel
identifies a real person in the Samaritan Woman or if it is merely adopting a biblical
motif for theological reflection.

In order to develop this thesis, Chapter 1 will survey the state of the question with
particular attention paid to historical, literary and reader-response interpretations dealing
with the identity of the Samaritan Woman as well as those which deal with the influence
of Wisdom literature on the Fourth Gospel. Chapter 2 will explore personified Wisdom
in Job, Proverbs, Ben Sira, Baruch and the Wisdom of Solomon. Chapter 3 will highlight
the Wisdom themes found in the Fourth Gospel in order to demonstrate the prevalence of
this motif. Chapter 4 will look in detail at the figure of Strange Woman in Proverbs as
adulteress, foreign woman and foolish woman in three symbolic fields: that of personal

experience, that of the covenant community and that of mythological reflection. The



next chapter will consider the figure of the Samaritan Woman within these same three
fields. Chapter 6 will reflect on this same figure within the context of the Christian
community and, in particular, how her alterity is transcended. In the concluding
chapter, I will consider the implications of this interpretation in relation to historical
criticism.

A note about the style adopted for this paper is necessary. As in all studies of this
nature, various themes and interpretations are considered as they directly relate to the
thesis. For this reason, and because of the limited scope of this study, various issues such
as sources and textual questions will be set aside for the most part. The abundant
literature on the interpretation of John 4:1-42 has been consulted and is cited through
footnote notation where relevant. Throughout this study, the New Revised Standard
Version of the biblical text is used in quotation, with my own more literal translations of
the Greek New Testament (UBS, 3rd Edition) provided where relevant. For the sake of
clarity, I will use capitalized “Wisdom” to designate personified divine wisdom, and
lower case “wisdom” for all other instances. Finally, out of respect for the character who
threads her way through this thesis without a name, I will capitalize the designator

“Samaritan Woman.”



Chapter 1: The State of the Question

N
Interpretation of John 4 has included extensive work in the area of historical and

literary criticism. As I will be exploring the interpretation of the figure of the Samaritan |
Woman in particular, 1 will focus on those interpretations which directly address the Y

question of her identity. The results are often varied and, at times, quite contradictory.

The Historical Approach

The historical critical approach explores the social, political and historical

context from which this text arises. By understanding the context, the meaning of the

text becomes clear. Conversely, the text contributes to the understanding of the historical
setting from which it comes. In this way, the text acts as a window into the past. In John
4, the major areas of concemn revolve around three things: the historicity of the encounter
of Jesus with the Samaritan Woman, the relationship of Jews and Samaritans in the
Johannine community, and the role of women in the early church.

The historicity of the encounter between the Samaritan Woman and Jesus did not
come under serious question until the twentieth century. Rudolf Bultmann, in his
controversial commentary on the Gospel of John, claimed that the narrative of the
Samaritan Woman is used as a vehicle through which the evangelist presents Jesus as the

revealer.10 For example, Bultmann says that “the old distinction between Jews and

Samaritans has lost its force in the light of the revelation which confronts man [s:c] in

10R. Bultmann, The Gospel of John: A Commentary (1941 edition translated by G.
Beasley-Murray, R. Hoare and J. Riches; Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1971).
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Jesus.”!! The request that the woman call her husband is only used to demonstrate
Jesus’ omniscience. Her “cry of amazement” (4:19) is not a cry of guilt, but a response
to Jesus’ self-disclosure and, only incidentally, her own self-disclosure. Her questions
represent the ability of humans to question God and receive answers; as such, true
worship is only a response to God’s revelation. Jesus reveals himself as the
eschatological saviour, but the woman does not understand; she expects some kind of
spinitual proof which is not yet forthcoming. Her expectation, however, “makes it
possible for Jesus to reveal himself.”12 Even the question, “Might this be the Messiah?”
1s seen as an indication of the Samaritans’ quest, rather than the woman’s hypothesis.
Finally, the Samaritans’ belief based on the word of Jesus renders the testimony of the
woman unimportant. Bultmann therefore sees the narrative role of the Samaritan woman
solely as a foil for the revelation of Jesus.!3

Raymond Brown, in his extensive commentary, also sees the Samaritan Woman
as a foil for the revelation of Jesus, but unlike Bultmann, he claims that this character is
presented as an individual with substance, quite possibly because her story has a basis in
fact. “If we analyze the repartee at the well, we find quite true-to-life the
characterization of the woman as mincing and coy, with a certain light grace [Lagrange,
p-101]... Either we are dealing with a master of fiction, or else the stories have a basis in

fact.”!4 The historical kernel is shaped and molded into a powerful drama:13

'Bultmann, John, 179.

21bid., 192.

13C. Dodd (Historical Traditions in the Fourth Gospel [Cambridge: University Press,
1965] 318) identifies the Samaritan Woman as one of several interlocutors who is “there
to misunderstand,” and rarely can be seen “to make any positive contribution™; she is
passive and serves as a foil.

14R. Brown, The Gospel According to John (1-x1i) (Garden City, New York: Doubleday,
1966) 176. J. Bligh, “Jesus in Samania” Heythrop Journal 3 (1962): 332, claims that this
historical woman was remembered because the event was marked by a solemn
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In this scene John has given us the drama of a soul struggling to rise from
the things of this world to belief in Jesus. Not only the Samaritan woman
but every man [sic] must come to recognize who it is that speaks when
Jesus speaks, and must ask Jesus for living water. 16

In The Community of the Beloved Disciple, Brown also explores the relationship of the
Jews to the Samaritans in the Johannine community based on this narrative. He
concludes that the Samaritans were a catalyst in the formation of the theology of this
growing group of Christians by introducing, in particular, prophet-like-Moses themes.!”

In an appendix of this later book, Brown considers the specific role of the
Samaritan Woman in the narrative. He claims that she fits into a movement from
disbelief to more adequate belief: the “Jews” are skeptical about Jesus’ signs (2:18-20);
Nicodemus believes because of Jesus’ signs but does not fully understand Jesus (2:23ff);
the Samaritan Woman “is led to the brink of perceiving that Jesus is the Christ” (4:25-26,
29); then she brings others to belief “through her word” (4:39, 42; cf. 17:20). As the
“inserted” dialogue with the disciples in 4:31-38 makes clear, the woman has a “real
missionary function” in sowing the seed which would be later reaped by the disciples. In
this way, the Samaritan Woman has a “quasi-apostolic role.”13

Rudolf Schnackenburg takes the historicity of the Fourth Gospel seriously while
at the same time recognizing the evangelist’s voice in the presentation. The Samaritan
Woman may be interpreted allegorically - her peculiar life-story evokes the image of the

apostate Samaritan nation - but her personal role in the narrative is of such importance

pronouncement by Jesus.

15 Agreeing in substance is C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John (second
edition; Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1978) 229.

16Brown, John, 178.

Y7Community of the Beloved Disciple (New York: Paulist Press, 1979) 38.

181bid., 34ff, 1871f.



that she may be regarded primarily as an individual, even if she might come to symbolize
the Samaritan nation in the eyes of the evangelist.!° Her chequered past is mentioned in
order to reveal Jesus’ superhuman knowledge and thus lead her to belief in him to “bring
about a decisive change in her way of life.”20 Like Bultmann, Schnackenburg denies a
primarily symbolic interpretation: “The evangelist obviously combines two things, seeing

in the historical figure the ‘typical’ picture of the religious story of the Samaritan

people.”2!

Barnabas Lindars focuses on the missionary motif in John 4. He calls the
narrative of the Samaritan Woman a “little model of the future missionary work of the
Church.”22 Lindars argues that “John’s way” is to reflect theologically on an actual
historical occurrence; thus, the Samaritan Woman was a historical person who is seen to
represent a larger group of Samaritans. Any allegorical reflection on her five husbands
contributes nothing to the interpretation.

Robert Kysar includes the narrative of the Samaritan Woman as one among other
narratives which contribute significant titles to the identity of Jesus (Messiah, Saviour of
the World, prophet).23 The identification of Jesus is the over-riding theme of the gospel.
Within the context of the whole, this story demonstrates that “those who stand outside
the fold,” those “despised half-breed” Samaritans, are able to embrace the truth of God

though the religious establishment has failed to do so. As such, this story “hammers

19R. Schnackenburg, The Gospel According to St. John: Vol. 1, Introduction and
Commentary on Chapters 1-4 (translated by Kevin Smyth; New York: Seabury, 1980)
420-421.

2OSchnackenburg, Gospel, 432. Cf. E. Haenchen, John 1: A Commentary on the Gospel
of John Chapters 1-6 (translated by R. Funk; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984) 226-228.
21Schnackenburg, Gospel, 433, 459.

22B. Lindars, The Gospel of John (NCB; London: Butler and Tanner, 1972) 173,

23 John's Story of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984) 29-40.
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29, <L

away at two essential themes™: “the transformation of the Hebraic- Jewish tradition,
resulting from the revelation of God in Christ, and the role of witnesses to Christ.”24
Kysar’s focus precludes close attention to the role of the Samaritan Woman in John 4.

What all of these commentators have in common is a tendency to see the
Samaritan Woman as some sort of social outcast. She is off-limits because she 1s a
Samaritan, and as such a “perpetual menstruant” and thus unclean. They claim that her
presence at the well at noon suggests that she resides at the edge of the community; most
women fetch water in the morning and in the evening. 2> None of these commentators
suggest that she is anything but a woman of questionable morality. Brown is the most
generous In suggesting that she has a semi-apostolic role and a role of some significance
in the Johannine community.

The fact that John 4 is a narrative about a woman draws the attention of many
feminist theologians. Many speculate as to what kind of relationships would exist
between men and women in the Johannine community based on this “window into the
community.” Raymond Brown, for example, states that, “The unique place given to
women in the Fourth Gospel reflects the history, the theology and the values of the
Johannine community.” The evangelist indirectly “tells us something about the role of
women in his own community.”?® Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza’s path-breaking work in
her book, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian
Origins, challenges the heavily biased historical scholarship which has failed to consider

the role of the Samaritan Woman in the early church. By applying what she calls a

2bid., 38.
25Cf. Gen.24:11; 29:7; Brown, John, 169; Bultmann, John, 178; Haenchen, John, 219.
26Brown, (‘ommuruty, 183, 185 n.328, respectively.
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hermeneutic of suspicion - which allows her to read women’s participation between the

lines of the text - she concludes that the Samaritan Woman narrative is

probably based on a missionary tradition that ascribed a primary role to a
woman missionary in the conversion of the Samaritans. Exegetes agree
that the Johannine community had a strong influx of Samaritan converts
who might have been the catalysts for the development of the high
christology of the Gospel. The present Johannine community reaps the
harvest made possible by the missionary endeavors of a woman who
initiated the conversion of the Samaritan segment of the community. In
the “interlude” about missionary work (4:31-38) Jesus uses the Pauline
verb kopian to describe her missionary work, “I have sent you to reap
what you have not labored for. Others have labored, and you have come
in to enjoy the fruits of their labor” (4:38). Since the term is used here in
the technical missionary sense, the woman is characterized as the
representative of the Samaritan mission.2’

Schiissler Fiorenza therefore claims that the Samaritan Woman was a historical figure
who was used as an example of both missionary and disciple. Schissler Fiorenza was
the first of many to offer an alternative interpretation of John 4 focusing on the particular
role of this woman.

Ben Witherington III surveys Jesus’ views of women by considering first the
historical roles of women in the first century and then by comparing Jesus’ attitude to
them 28 Concerning John 4, he concludes that Jesus does not accept the stigma of the
“sinful Samaritan Woman,” but reverses social conventions: he speaks to a woman in a
public place, “especially a woman who was a known sinner’; he defies the Jewish
distinction of clean and unclean; he rejects the cultic and religious distinctions of Jews

and Samaritans and he accepts the witness of the Samaritan woman. In this,

27In Memory of Her: A Feminust T heological Reconstruction of Christian Origins (New
York: Crossroad, 1983) 327.

2BWomen in the Minstry of Jesus: A Study of Jesus' Attitudes to Women and their Roles
as Reflected in His Earthly Life (London: Cambridge University Press, 1984).
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Witherington claims that the narrative in John 4 reflects an early historical tradition
which has been shaped by the evangelist - though 7or to the extent that the evangelist

allegorizes the woman as a representative of the Samaritan woman, since

she plays an individual’s role in summoning her fellow countrymen to
Jesus (verses 28-30), and more significantly, since it appears from 2 Kgs.
17:30-31 that it was seven, not five, strange deities that were introduced
into Samaria simultaneously (not in succession).2®

In this story, Witherington focuses on the change wrought by Jesus to the role of women
in first century Palestine.

In another approach, John Rena explores the stories which feature women as
prominent characters in the Fourth Gospel in an attempt to study their role in the early
Christian community, concluding that there is no one role for women: they are active and
passive; they are weak and strong; they listen and proclaim. In other words, there is no
stereotypical behaviour. In addition, their presence in the narrative of Jesus’ life is
important for they participate and bear witness to key events. In fact, the key points of
the gospel narrative may be told entirely through the narratives involving women.
Furthermore, there is no distinction between the role of the men and the women in this
gospel; both have equal rights and responsibilities. Women are also symbols of the
soctal, ethnic, historical and theological variants in the Johannine community. Thus, the
Samaritan Woman “is important for what she says, believes and does, neither because of
nor despite her sexuality.”30 She is therefore a model of the future missionary work of
the church; she “functions as student, searcher, skeptic, historian, defendant and believer

but above all as missionary.”31 She is the “ideal missionary” because she, unlike others,

29Witherington, Women, 59.
303 Rena, “Women in the Gospel of John,” Eglise et Theologie 17 (1986)139.
311bid., 140.
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“decreases” while Jesus “increases.” Rena argues that the prominence of women in this
gospel serves as a subtle polemic against the authority of the Twelve or any other human
authority and concludes that, as such, the church today should focus on discipleship
rather than authority.

Turid Karlsen Seim, in an examination of the roles played by women in the
Fourth Gospel, argues that the Samaritan Woman plays a significant role in the Johannine
community based on her presentation in this gospel. First, Seim remarks that the
character of the Samaritan Woman is well-developed: the text presents the woman as an
“individual” and as such “implies a representative function if not a symbolic one.”32
Given the emphasis on her nationality and gender, the Samaritan Woman represents both
women and Samaritans. Furthermore, this woman is considered ritually unclean as a
“perpetual menstruant.” Whether the Samaritan Woman is to be considered immoral is
far less certain; Seim argues that her immorality is usually assumed without taking into
account that matters of marriage and divorce are primarily the privilege of men.33 In
spite of the characterization of the Samaritan Woman as alienated, the text presents her
as the one to whom Jesus reveals a new form of worship. In this new worship, the
antagonism between different groups is eliminated along with the criteria which alienate
the Samaritan Woman. She is thus free to engage in a new and public role - signified by

leaving her water jar behind - a role which is set in the context of calling and mission.34

Mission in the gospel of John is not reaching out, but coliecting and
bringing to Jesus, a gathering into one the scattered children of God as

32«Roles of Women in the Gospel of John,” Aspects on the Johannine Literature:
Papers Presented at A Conference of Scandinavian New Testament Exegetes at Uppsala,
June 16-19, 1986 (edited by Lars Hartman and Birger Olsson; Coniectanea Biblica NT
Series 18; Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell International, 1987) 58.

33Ibid., 68.

341bid., 69.
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expressed in 11:52 ... In the light of this the Samaritan woman is
assigned a missionary task and the transition from the woman to Jesus
means that she fulfilled it.33

Seim uses the story of the Samaritan Woman as a window into the early Christian
community. In John 4, the disciples are surprised that Jesus speaks “to a woman™ but
they do not voice their complaint; noting this, Seim states: “As readers we are in this way
presented both with objections that might be raised and with the argument for not
offering any objection.”® This implies the shock of a new role pattern for men and
women in spite of the fact that it was authorized by Jesus, for Jesus initiated the
conversation. The harvest insert emphasizes and interprets the missionary function of the
woman and her pioneering work; the disciples are asked to “look around,” and to
appreciate the seed that she has sown and which they reap. The narrative “gives some
insight into the problems that are prerequisites of shared leadership and partnership in
mission.”3”

By asking a different question of the text, that is: What is the role of the
Samaritan Woman in the narrative and thus in the Johannine community, these authors
have found rich resources to mine in John 4. Rather than finding a woman known only
for her immorality and ethnic distinction, they unearth a woman who is remembered for
her apostolic witness - or as a representative of women or Samaritans in general - as a
full member of the historical Johannine community in spite of controversy. However, as
in the nature of all historical criticism, conclusions depend on circular reasoning and

unverifiable evidence. Though they fuel the fires of contemporary debate for women in

35Tbid., 69.
301bid., 59.
3Mbid., 70.
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the church by challenging traditional exclusion on the basis of a male-centered religion,

these historical assumptions remain speculative, at best.

The Literary Approach

In reaction to this historical approach, literary critics using the “New Critical” or
Formalist approach consider the text as an independent artistic object; the text itself
provides all the information necessary for an accurate interpretation of the text. Instead
of seeing the text as a window into the historical Johannine community, they find
meaning in the use of symbols, literary devices, structure and intertextuality.

The most notable and extensive work on John 4 in this regard was undertaken by
Birger Olsson in 1974. Although Olsson draws on extensive extra-textual evidence at
times and considers the historical implications of his exegesis, he relies heavily both on
the use of signs and symbols and on the textual heritage which creates in them a
profound source of meaning as well as the overall structure of the text which brings
various elements centre stage. For example, Olsson regards the well as significant
because the action always moves in relation to it: the well for the Samaritans is a symbol
of their heritage and the locus of their salvation.3® Moreover, the woman is identified as
a Samaritan on numerous occasions and is representative of Samaritan apostasy because
of her “five husbands.” Thus, when Jesus sits down at the well and meets the woman,
Samaritan belief encounters the divine revelation in Christ.3® The Samaritan Woman

functions narratively to symbolize the Samaritan collective.

38Structure and Meaning in the Fourth Gospel: A Text-Linguistic Analysis of John
2:1-11 and 4:1-42 (translated by Jean Gray;, Lund, Sweden: C. W. K. Gleerup, 1974)
130ff.

1bid., 212.
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P. Joseph Cahill, in an article entitled, “Narrative Art in John IV.” applies this
critical approach more narrowly to the story of the Samaritan Woman.*? He considers
four main aspects: structure, repetitive devices, motifs and themes. From this, he
concludes that the prominent betrothal motif acts as an introduction to the principal
theme of the text, namely, true worship.#! Through the disclosure of this theme, the
character of the woman develops from a “woman of Samaria” to a “prototype of

woman.”42

Past dispensations and differences between Jews and Samaritans, under
the controlling metaphor of betrothal, become subsumed into a fertility
unforeseen by all but the principal antagonist [Jesus].*3

In this way, Cahill identifies the Samaritan Woman as part of a literary device brought to
a theological purpose.

In contrast, Teresa Okure argues that the theme of “witness” is central to this
pericope.** She concludes that John 4:1-42 is a literary reworking of a story based on a
historical encounter. The evangelist’s primary role in the narrative, according to Okure,
is to project the all-embracing character of Jesus’ mission directed at both believers
(vv.1-26) and unbelievers (vv.27-42). The woman is the vehicle through whom Jesus

acts out his mission:

the woman represents the lowest grade of humanity to whom Jesus’
mission of salvation could be directed. If such a woman, then, can be
deemed worthy of Jesus’ self-revelation, then nobody can be excluded
from his saving mission.*>

40p_J. Cahill, “Narrative Art in John IV,” Religious Studies Bulletin 2 (1982): 41-8.
41This will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5.

42Cahill, “Narrative,” 47.

Albid., 45.

44T, Okure, The Johannine Approach to Mission: A Contextual Study of John 4:1-42
(Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1988).

S1bid., 184.



Dorothy A. Lee demonstrates how the complex interplay between narrative and
symbol contributes to the theological notion that material reality becomes symbolic of
the divine.#® The narrative of the Samaritan Woman is one of the clearest examples:
water, the place of worship and food/harvest - at one time the objects of
misunderstanding - develop into symbols of the faith community. The reader progresses
through the text by sharing the misunderstanding of the Samaritan Woman and
appropriates these symbols as his/her own. In this way, Lee incorporates the aspects of

both literary and reader-response criticism.

The Reader-response Approach
Rather than finding meaning in the historical reconstruction of the Johannine
community or in the structural elements of the text, reader-response criticism finds

meaning through the act of reading.

Meaning is produced in the experience of reading the text as a whole and
making the moves the text calls for its readers to make, quite apart from
questions concerning its sources and origins.4’

These moves, implicitly designed by the author, function to “alter irrevocably the
reader’s perception of the real world” - a real world redefined by the gospel; “the text is
therefore a mirror in which readers can ‘see’ the world in which they live.”*® The
experience of reading therefore becomes the focus of interpretation.

Alan Culpepper was the first to apply this approach in a systematic way to the

Fourth Gospel. He concludes that the character of the Samaritan Woman plays a part in

46D. A. Lee, The Symbolic Narratives of the Fourth Gospel: The Interplay of Form and
Meaning (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994).

47A. Culpepper, Anatomy of a Fourth Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983) 4.
“BIbid., 4-5.
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the progression of Jesus’ self-revelation. As such, she is a ficelle, a character who is
easily recognizable by the readers but not so thoroughly individualized; she still has
representative or symbolic value.® She evokes the Samaritan mission and is given an
apostolic role. She is, thus, a “model of the female disciple and possibly a model of
Samaritan believers also.”® Not just an example, the Samaritan Woman serves various
literary functions. She poses ironic and rhetorical questions which force the reader to
make decisions about Jesus: Is he greater than Jacob? Is he the Messiah?3! Her
misunderstandings warn the reader not to accept superficial meanings but to share the
elevated understanding of the author and to appreciate the “surplus of meaning” inherent
in the multi-layered symbols.>2

In contrast to Bultmann who stresses the Dass (the fact of Jesus as revelation) and
the Was (the content of Jesus’ self-revelation) in the Fourth Gospel, Gail O’Day focuses
on the how of Jesus’ self-revelation.>3 In other words, she explores the narrative mode of
revelation as it relates to the theological claims of the gospel. Building on the work of
Culpepper and Duke, O’Day argues that narrative irony is used both to create a portrait of
Jesus as revealer and to recreate the revelation experience for the reader. As such, the

narrative invites the reader to participate in the revelation of Jesus by entering into the

“Ibid., 104.

Olbid., 137.

>!bid., 176ff. For a full discussion on the use of irony see P. Duke, /ronv i the Fourth
Gospel (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1985).

S2Culpepper, Anatomy, 199.

33G. R. O’Day, Revelation in the Fourth Gospel: Narrative Mode and Theological Claim
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986) 48. J. Botha, Jesus and the Samaritan Woman.: A
Speech Act Reading of John +4:1-42 (Leiden: Brill, 1991) 191, argues essentially the same
point drawing on multiple literary devices. Cf. H. Boers, Neuther on this Mountain nor in
Jerusalem: A Study of John 4 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988) 179, argues that this text is
not about revelation because the reader already knows who Jesus is.
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ironic wordplay. Unlike the characters who misunderstand, the reader is invited to do
other than or more than the characters. For example, decisions and judgments must be
made in the first half of the dialogue with the woman, in order to comprehend the second
half with the disciples. In other words, the reader must move from the woman who
understands on a mundane level towards understanding Jesus on a higher level in order to
make sense of the rest of the dialogue. Irony, therefore, provokes the reader to engage in
Jesus’ revelation; like the Samaritan woman, the reader is invited to discover who Jesus
is for him/herself. >* Reader-response theory has contributed significantly to the
interpretation of the narrative in John 4.

This rich variety of historical, literary and reader-response interpretations of the
narrative of the Samaritan Woman, especially in terms of her narrative and historical
role, provides the basis for an in-depth study of the symbolic role of this figure in the

light of the Wisdom tradition.

A Review of the Luterature Concerned with Wisdom Themes n the Fourth Gospel

The influence of the Wisdom tradition on the Fourth Gospel has been accepted
generally since the beginning of this century. In particular, scholars have seen this
influence on the prologue. As early as the mid-nineteenth century, D. F. Strauss sought

the origins of the Prologue hymn in Proverbs 8. R. Reitzenstein (1901) and J. Rendel

40’ Day, Revelation, 90-95. P. Hamer, Relation Analysis of the Fourth Gospel: A Study
in Reader-Response Criticism (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen, 1993), explores the
function of “interpersonal” relationships between God, Jesus, and believers and the
effect these relationships have on the reader. J. Staley, The Print's First Kiss: A
Rhetorical Investigation of the Implied Reader in the Fourth Gospel (Atlanta: Scholars
Press, 1988), discusses the relationship of the reader to the implied author and claims
that the reader is “victimized” by frustrated expectations spawned by such literary
devices as the betrothal motif.
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Harris (1917) further developed this work. Todayj, it is almost unanimously accepted by
scholars, though with some variations.>> Bultmann, for example, in his early work
argues that the Jewish Wisdom tradition lay behind the prologue’s origin, though he was
later to posit its source in a pre-Christian redeemer myth. ¢ Haenchen acknowledges the
influence of wisdom on the prologue but sees it as a hymn which was adapted by the
evangelist and which was tacked on to the beginning of the gospel.3” Even though many
scholars would accept the argument for wisdom influence on the prologue, however,
many separated the prologue from the rest of the gospel - arguing for different sources -
and mentioned wisdom influence on the core of the gospel only in passing.>8

Raymond Brown’s important commentary appreciates the abundant and prolific
Wisdom motifs which feed the whole portrait of Jesus created in the Fourth Gospel, not
just the wisdom influence seen in the prologue.>® He states that “the Wisdom literature
offers better parallels for the Johannine picture of Jesus than do the later Gnostic,
Mandean, or Hermetic passages sometimes suggested.”®0 He argues further that the
Fourth Evangelist modifies the Wisdom tradition by placing the incarnation of divine

Wisdom, i.e., Jesus, in a particular time and place, somewhat as Baruch and Ben Sira had

33R. Reitzenstein, “Schopfungsmythen und Logoslehre,” Zwe: rel igionsgeschichtliche
Fragen (Strassburg, 1901): 47-132; R. Harris, The Origin of the Prologue of St. John's
Gospel (Cambridge, 1917).

>6R. Bultmann, “Der religionsgeschichtliche Hintergrund des Prologs zum
Johannesevangelium,” Fucharisterion: Festschrift fiir Hermann Gunkel (Part 11,
Gottingen, 1932)1-26; John, 23.

5THaenchen, John, 135ff,

>8For example, James D. G. Dunn, Christology in the Making: A New Testament Inquiry
into the Origins of the Doctrine of the Incarnation (Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
1980) 239-245, who restricts his study of wisdom influence in the Fourth Gospel to the
prologue, though he developed this work in later years.

39The Gospel According to John (1-xi1) (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1966) cxxii.
%0Brown, John, cxxiv; so also C. H. Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel
(Cambridge: University Press,1953) 263-285.
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done by referring to the Torah as the locus of divine Wisdom.®! Furthermore, Brown
draws on various wisdom motifs to explain the concepts of “living water,” the “gift of
God” and the “spirit.”®% He also argues that the use of wisdom motifs is not unique to
the Fourth Gospel for traces of it may be seen in the other New Testament texts, so it is
likely that a wisdom christology was in play in the primitive tradition.®3

Others who have discussed the impact of wisdom on the Fourth Gospel include
James D. G. Dunn, who reflects on the implications of wisdom on the Johannine
community;%4 Charles Talbert, who focuses on the wisdom (and angelogical) myth of
descent and ascent in the retelling of the story of Jesus;®3 F.-M. Braun, who argues that
wisdom and prophetic themes are interwoven in the gospel;®® and, to a lesser extent,
Feuillet, Moeller, and Borgen 67

Karl-Gustav Sandelin concentrates on the relationship between the gospel of John
and the Jewish wisdom tradition connecting these two through the theme of Wisdom/

Jesus as nourisher.8 Jesus gives “living water”: this is a biblical idea meaning “fresh

610kure (Johannine, 214) argues that the Fourth Gospel modifies this portrait so much
that the 1dentification of Wisdom with Jesus is no longer possible.

2John, 178-179.

63Brown, John, cxxv.

64 ““Let John be John: A Gospel for its Time,” Das Evangelium und Evangelien: Votrdge
vom Tiibinger Symposium, 1982 (edited by Peter Stuhlmacher; Tubingen: Mohr-Siebeck,
1983) 330-337.

65What 15 a Gospel? The Genre of the Canonical Gospels (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977)
56-57.

66F M. Braun, Jean le Théologien: Les grandes traditions d’Israel et 'accord des
Escritures selon le Quatriéme Evangile (Paris: J. Gabalda, 1964) 49-152.

67A. Feuillet, “The Principal Biblical Themes in the Discourse on the Bread of Life,”
Johannine Studies (translated by T. Crane; Staten Island, N.Y.: Alba House, 1964)
53-128; Moeller, “Wisdom,” 92-100; P. Borgen, Bread From Heaven: An Exegetical
Study of the Concept of Manna in the Gospel of John aund the Writings of Philo
(NovTSup, X; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1965).

68K . G. Sandelin, “The Johannine Writings within the Setting of their Cultural History,”
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from wells” or “running water” (Gen. 26:19). The text does not state exactly what the
living water of Jesus is: his words (6:68), the spirit (7:39), or the gift of eternal life itself
(4:14, 6:35). The call to drink in Jn 7:37 is like Wisdom’s in Pr.9:5 and Sir.24:19.
Therefore, there is a clear aftinity with descriptions of drink-offering by Wisdom and
Jesus. However, God is also a drink-offerer (Jer.2:13) of life-giving water (Ps.36:10 nnyn
Cwng; 1s.55:1). When the Fourth Gospel presents Jesus as the one who offers living
water, then, it may be referring to God rather than Wisdom, or it may have both in mind.
However, the son has a much closer relationship to God than Wisdom does (the image of
God’s goodness, Wis. 7:26): Wisdom is never called God (Jn.1.1) nor begotten son
(1:18). There is no Wisdom parallel to “I and the Father are one.” Jesus is not just a
copy of wisdom.%® For these reasons, Sandelin argues that it is unlikely that Jesus is
Wisdom incarnate: “The author of the Gospel of John has used elements from the
Wisdom tradition in a free and creative manner... he has created an artful synthesis.”70
In fact, Sandelin argues that Jesus supplants Wisdom: Wisdom does not satisfy unto
eternal life (Sir.24), but Jesus does (In. 4:14).

Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza looks at the wisdom tradition as a possible source
for her historical reconstruction of Christian origins.”! Wisdom literature, though shaped
to serve kyriarchal interests of elite men, also expresses the need of wo/men for a

powerful divine savior figure. Wisdom theology permeates all of Christian literature;

Aspects on the Johannmine Literature: Papers Presented at a Conference of Scandmavian
New Testament Exegetes at Uppsala, June 16-19, 1986 (edited by Lars Hartman and
Birger Olsson; Coniectanea Biblica NT Series 18; Stockholm: Almgvist and Wiksell
International, 1987).

“mbid., 15-21.

O1bid., 22.

TV Jesus: Miriam's Child, Sophia’s Prophet: Critical Issues in Feminist Christology (New
York: Continuum, 1994).
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Jesus receives titles such as savior and lord which are also Isis-Sophia titles.”2

Conceming the Fourth Gospel, she says:

Wisdom mythology seems ali-important for understanding the life and fate
of Jesus. The logos title of the prologue, therefore, seems not to lessen but
to increase the possibility that the Fourth Gospel understands Jesus as
making Sophia present in and through his/her work.”3

John marginalizes and “silences” the traditions of G*d as represented by Divine Woman
Wisdom. By masculinizing language about God, Christians have forgotten that such
conventional language is as metaphoric as the grammatical feminine gender language for
Sophia.”*

In contrast, Ben Witherington III, in an extensive survey of wisdom themes, has
also found dramatic evidence of the wisdom tradition behind the text of the Fourth
Gospel and claims that what distinguishes the Gospel of John from the synoptics is the
integration and adaptation of wisdom themes.” In particular, he traces the path of ascent
and descent which marks the journey of Wisdom in her role as God’s agent for
redemption as “the key” (his emphasis) for understanding the identity of Jesus.’® He also
traces the relationship between wisdom, the word and spirit and claims that what the
Wisdom of Solomon, in particular, says about these ideas can be traced throughout the
Fourth Gospel. He does not, however, even mention the narrative of the Samaritan

Woman.

"2Ibid., 132-139.

Bbid., 152.

T4Ibid., 153-154.

75B. Witherington, Jesus the Sage (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994) 380.
T61bid., 373.



Michael Willett was the first to undertake a thorough investigation of Wisdom
themes in the Fourth Gospel.”” He explores the images and traditions associated with
Wisdom in early Jewish literature, including a survey of both canonical and
extra-canonical texts, and these same themes in the Fourth Gospel. Under the six
headings of preexistence, descent-ascent, revelation-hiddenness, acceptance-rejection,
intimacy with disciples, and glory and life, he demonstrates how the wisdom tradition is
a plausible milieu out of which Johannine Christology emerged. Wisdom themes, in fact,
unify the prologue and the gospel. From the literary perspective, the metaphor, myth and
symbol of Wisdom are transformed in the person of Jesus; “both Wisdom and Jesus are
redefined.””® From the socio-historical perspective, Willett reflects on the type of
community which would produce this literature. Because his approach is thematic,
however, he does not consider individual Johannine narratives within their relationship to
this background.

In a book published almost at the same time as Willett’s, Martin Scott has
undertaken the most extensive study of wisdom themes in the Fourth Gospel to date.”®
Intrigued by the strength of the women characters in this gospel, Scott investigates the
possible reasons why women should be so central to the description of Christian
discipleship. He finds his answers in the relationship between the feminized Wisdom
figure in the pre-Christian documents and the Jesus of the Fourth Gospel who is
presented as Wisdom Incarnate. The Johannine Jesus, he argues, “is not mere man, but

rather the incamnation of both the male and the female expressions of the divine, albeit

7M. Willett, Wisdom Christology in the Fourth Gospel (San Francisco: Mellen Research
University Press, 1992) 47.

8bid., 128.

79Scott, Sophia und the Johannine Jesus (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992).



within the limitations of the human flesh.”89 Likewise, the church reflects both male and
female gender; the gospel offers strong examples of women disciples: Mary (the serving
disciple) and Martha (who confesses full belief in Jesus as the Son of God), the mother of
Jesus at the cross (who recognizes Jesus as Wisdom and stays until the end, as a disciple
rather than family), and Mary Magdalene (who encounters the risen Jesus as Wisdom,
obeys his command to tell others and confesses him as Risen Lord). Furthermore,
wisdom motifs permeate the whole presentation of these women as disciples of Jesus.
They are Wisdom’s disciples and servant-girls (Pr. 9:3). Scott suggests that the necessity
to “switch” the gender of female Sophia to male Jesus is redressed in the centrality of
these female disciples, arguing that female leadership is as much a part of the early
Christian community as female Wisdom is a part of Jesus.

Challenging the work accomplished by Scott, Judith Lieu also considers what part
the Hebrew scriptures play in the presentation of women in the Fourth Gospel 8! She,
too, begins with an examination of wisdom motifs in the prologue. She argues against
Scott that Jesus is both the female and male incarnation of Sophia because John has no
interest in wisdom: this word is not found in the gospel. The parallels of Jesus, which
Scott claims reflect wisdom, in no way reflect female gender; this biblical motif has been
redefined in the person of Jesus. Furthermore, in a review of the various female
characters in the Fourth Gospel, Lieu argues that scriptural motifs are constantly
transcended. For example, the encounter of Jesus and the Samaritan Woman recall

similar encounters of the patriarchs with their future wives;32 unlike Rachel, Rebecca

80Ibid., 172.
81y Lieu, “Scripture and the Feminine in John,” 4 Feminist Companion to the Hebrew

Bible in the New Testument (edited by Athalya Brenner; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1996).

82Chapter 5 will examine this motif in detail.



and Zipporah, the Samaritan Woman 1s not significant because of her family and her
male relatives, but because of her own “discovered identity.”83 Therefore, the Fourth
Gospel challenges the old securities of traditional scripture and hints at new possibilities.
Lieu has accurately described the use of scriptural motifs in the Fourth Gospel - motifs
which are reshaped in this new setting.

The diverse studies of the historical, literary and reader-response aspects of the
Samaritan Woman narrative have produced an abundant harvest of food for thought.
Only a few studies, however, have combined the interests of symbolism, women’s studies
and the Wisdom tradition. This thesis will attempt to sow a few seeds to add yet more

variety to the harvest.

83Lieu, “Scripture,” 232.



Chapter 2: Wisdom Personified
Behind the Christological language in the Fourth Gospel and the symbolism of the
Samaritan Woman lie the influence of the Wisdom tradition. Encountered in the biblical
wisdom literature, the concept of divine wisdom is personified with appealing and
extensive imagery. Referred to as “Lady Wisdom” (Chokmdh in Hebrew; Sophia in
Greek), the metaphor for divine wisdom developsiffoﬁ;)a warm wifely figure in the Book
of ErL)yngsQ@an omnipresent and omniscignt cosxﬁi’iﬁigure in the Wisdom of Solomon.

Wisdom is God’s agent on earth, bridging the gap between divine and human. In this

chapter, I will study the vocabulary and images of Wisdom in Job, Proverbs, Ben Sira,
Wisdom of Solomon, and Baruch. I will not attempt to interpret the meaning of these
1mages here, but rather to outline their various elements in order to lay the foundation of
a comparison between this motif and the presentation of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel.
Job
Job is the oldest extant text which presents wisdom as a concrete image. 8¢ 1t

asks the question: “Where is wisdom to be found?” _It is “hidden” from humankind, but

God understands the way to {Wisdom], for he knows its place. For he

& looks to the ends of the earth and sees everything under the heavens... then
<= he saw it and declared it; he established it, and searched it out (Job
[ 2823-7),

Not merely an attribute of God, these verses depict Wisdom as “in a place.” They

underscore the distinction of Wisdom from God. At the same time they_preserve the

84Most commentators, such as R. MacKenzie and R. Murphy, “Job,” The New Jerome
Biblical Commentary (edited by R. Brown, J. Fitzmyer, R. Murphy; London: Geoffrey
Chapman, 1989) 467, assign a postexilic date to this text. P. Dhorme, 4 Commentary on
the Book of Job (London, 1967), claims that the poem to Wisdom is a later addition.

30
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unique relationship between Wisdom and God, for only God knows where to find

Wisdom (28:23). Furthermore, the relationship between God and Wisdom is associated

~with the act of creation, for

When he gave to the wind its weight, and apportioned out the waters by

measure, when he made a decree for the rain, and a way for the

thunderbolt; then he saw [Wisdom] and declared it; he established it and
searched it out (28:25-7).

Finally, wherever Wisdom might be, the only approach to it is through “the fear of the
'LORD” (28:28). Though Job identifies Wisdom as separate from God, the notion of

divine wisdom is not yet personified.

The Book of Proverbs

Divine Wisdom is more developed in Proverbs. Agreeing with Job, Proverbs
claims that Wisdom cannot be found by a human’s searching; Wisdom is found because
of the “fear of the LORD” (1:28-9). Unlike Wisdom in Job, however, Wisdom in
Proverbs is not just a concretization of an abstract attribute, but a personification in
female form. Wisdom, in Proverbs, is personified with feminine pronouns and does
“womanly” tasks such as providing both nourishment and nurture. Wisdom has a voice
of her own and speaks the words of truth and life that have previously only belonged to
God. Contributing to the picture of Wisdom in this text is the strong comparison with
Wisdom’s opposite, Strange Woman. Let us consider these motifs in more detail.

The most remarkable aspect of Wisdom in Proverbs is the use of feminine
pronouns to describe her. Granted, the Greek word Sophia (Zo¢ia) and the Hebrew word

Chokmdh (mpn) both reflect grammatical feminine gender. Some scholars argue that



Wisdom is feminized for this reason alone.8° However, this does not account for the

thorough treatment of Wisdom in feminine metaphors and images such as wife and

mother._86 Nowhere in Proverbs is there a hint that Wisdom is anything but feminine.
Wisdom arises from the text dressed as a woman. Like a mother, she teaches her

children (8:6-7). She prepares her home, and offers food and hospitality:

She has slaughtered her animals, she has mixed her wine, she has also set
her table. She has sent out her servant-girls, she calls from the highest
places in the town, “You that are simple, turn in here!” To those without
sense she says, “Come, eat of my bread and drink of the wine I have
mixed. Lay aside immaturity, and live, and walk in the way of insight”
(9:1-6; cf.1:31; 4:17).87

Accepting her hospitality causes one to enter into her life-giving path (9:6). Like a fertile
woman, Wisdom is imagined as the “tree of life” (3:18) whose fruit is “better than gold”
(8:19). Similarly, the response to Wisdom evokes the actions of a husband toward a
beloved wife: she is to be held fast (3:18) and embraced (4:8); she is to be loved (4:6) and
guarded (4:13), bup not to be forsaken (4:6). She is called a “sister” and an “intimate
friend” (7:4). The benefits of a relationship with her are honour (4:8; see also 4:9) and
_life (4:13). Wisdom is depicted as a concrete and human womanly figure.
Throughout this discourse, the language used to describe Wisdom mirrors the

description of a good wife (31:10-31).88 Like Wisdom, this good wife is sought and

85R. Scott, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1965) 69fF, is such an
example.

86N. Habel, “The Symbolism of Wisdom in Proverbs 1-9,” [nterpretation 26 (1972):
131-157; C. Camp, “Wise and Strange: An Interpretation of the Female Imagery in
Proverbs in Light of Trickster Mythology,” Semeia 42 (1988): 14-36.

87Cf. Gen.18:7; 1 Sam.28:24.

88R. Murphy, “Wisdom and Eros in Proverbs 1-9,” CBQ 50 (1988): 601, argues that the
good wife is a symbol of Wisdom. Cf. T. McCreesh, “Wisdom as Wife: Proverbs
31:10-31," RB 92 (1985): 25-46. A. Wolters, “Sopiyyd (Proverbs 31:27) as Hymnic
Participle and Play on Sophia,” JBL 104 (1985): 577-87, argues that semantic



found (3:13; 8:17; 31:10). Once found, she is more precious than jewels (2:1-4; 3:14-15;
31:10).3° Like Wisdom, the good wife works with her hands (8:27; 31:13). She too
speaks wisdom (1:23,30; 31:26), is concerned with the ways of her household (2:12;
31:27) and does not eat the “bread of idleness” (31:27). Like Wisdom, the good wife is
praised (31:28). Finally, the benefits of Wisdom and the good wife are described in a
similar way; “He who finds a wife finds a good thing, and obtains favor from the LORD”
(18:22) parallels these words spoken by Wisdom: “For whoever finds me finds life and

obtains favor from the LORD” (8:35) As a beloved wife, Wisdom becomes more tangible

.and understandable, something with personality that both appeals and contributes to
lh 2 ,
everyday existence/[f he effect of applying this human image to a pre-existent cosmic

abstraction serves to “bring it home to earth,” as it were/ The transcendence of God is

bridged by Wisdom even though Wisdom continues to belong to the cosmic realm/’
As well as this domestic presentation of Wisdom in the Book of Proverbs,

Wisdom is depicted as having cosmic significance.

The LORD created (gni) me at the beginning of his work, the first of his
acts of longago. Ages ago I was set up, at the first, before the beginning
of the earth. When there were no depths [ was brought forth, when there
were no springs abounding with water. Before the mountains had been
shaped, before the hills, | was brought forth - when he had not yet made
earth and fields, or the world’s first bits of soil. When he established the
heavens, 1 was there, when he drew a circle on the face of the deep, when
he made firm the skies above, when he established the fountains of the
deep, when he assigned to the sea its limit, so that the waters might not
transgress his command, when he marked out the foundations of the earth,
then | was beside him, like a master worker ("omman);, and 1 was daily his
delight, rejoicing before him always, rejoicing in his inhabited world and
delighting in the human race (8:22-31).

connections make this allusion clear.
89J0b 28 uses similar language.
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In the quotation above, Wisdom is seen to be more than associated with God in creation.
to gnh.%° In the sense of “created,” Wisdom, like all of creation, is separated from God,
In the sense of “begotten,” Wisdom shares divine characteristics but is “younger,” and
thus subordinate to God. Either way, Wisdom is not equal to God but continues in a
special relationship to God because she was created first. Wisdom also acted with God
in creation as a “master worker” (Comman). A textual variant of this passage has Wisdom
as “a little child”(amin) who “plays” before God during creation.’! Both texts place

- Wisdom as pre-existent and closely associated to God. In addition to participation in
creation, Wisdom has a role in the relationship between God and humankind: ““Whoever
finds me finds life and obtains favor from the LORD” (8:35). Wisdom finds delight in the
human race (8:31). Thus, Wisdom mediates for humanity on a cosmic level. Finally,
Wisdom has “hewn her seven pillars” (9:1). These seven pillars likely refer to the pillars
which maintain the structure of the earth, the underworld and the firmaments. As such,
Wisdom’s house, though described with earthly and concrete terms, is presented
mythologically as the created world.

Another notable aspect of Wisdom is that she speaks in the first person. She says,

“To you, O people, I call, and my cry is to all that live” (8:4). Her call includes various

elements: she corrects, saying “Give heed to my reproof” (1:23); teaching, she says: “O

9H. Ringgren, Word and Wisdom (Lund: H. Olssons, 1947) 100-102, argues for “begat”
on the basis of other Semitic languages. W. McKane, Proverbs: A New Approach
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970) 352-354, argues for “created” which follows the
translation in the LXX of &xuocev.

91The sense of the artisan is found in the principal ancient versions, Wis. 7:22- 8:1, and
rabbinic sources. The sense of the child supports the birth imagery of vv. 24-25. See T.
P. McCreesh, “Proverbs,” The New Jerome Biblical Commentary (edited by R. Brown, J.
Fitzmyer, R. Murphy; London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1989) 457. Cf. W. Oesterley, 7he
Book of Proverbs (London: Methuen and Co., 1929) ad loc.
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simple ones, learn prudence; acquire intelligence, you who lack it. Hear, for I will speak
noble things, and from my lips will come what is right; for my mouth will utter truth”
(8:5-7). She provides commandments (2:1). Finally, she judges people by their response
to her: for example, she says, “Because I have called you and you refused ... I also will
laugh at your calamity.... Then [you] will call upon me, but I will not answer” (1:24-
28).92 In this way, Wisdom addresses the reader directly.

The description of Wisdom is enhanced by the contrast made between Wisdom
and Strange Woman.”> Strange Woman serves as a symbol for the religious, legal and
social “other.” Variously referred to as “strange,” “foreign,” or “loose” (2:16; 5:3) or as
“Lady Folly” (9:13-18), this figure is set up in contrast to Wisdom and thus may be
regarded as the antithesis of the positive figure. Instead of life (4:13), love (4:6), creation
(3:19), wisdom (1:23), social order (1:33) and truth (8:7), Strange Woman is portrayed as
death (2:18-39; 5:6; 9:18), folly (9:13), darkness (2:18), social disruption (2:22; 5:14) and
falsehood (2:16). She invites young men to dine on stolen water and secret bread (9:17),
but her fruit is bitter as wormwood (5:4). She is “loud and wayward” (2:16; 7:11; 9:13).
She seeks aggressively (7:15), and is herself an unfaithful wife (2:17; 7:18-19). She
knows no shame (9:13). Following the pgth of §trange Woman ]eads to Sheol (9:18).

92These actions have also been ascribed to God: God was sought but not found (Mic. 3:4;
Isa.1:15); people called out to God but they were not heard (Jer.11:11, 14). Wisdom is
like a prophet who cries out in the street. C. Bauer-Kayatz, Studien -u Proverbien 1-9
(WMANT, 22; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1966) 120, highlights prophetic
parallels with Proverbs 1:20-33; Scott, Proverbs, 39.

9380 also Murphy, “Wisdom,” 603. C. A. Newsom, “Women and the Discourse of
Patriarchal Wisdom: A Study of Proverbs 1-9,” Gender and Difference in Ancient Israel
(edited by Peggy L. Day; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989), develops the relationship of
these four figures in terms of patriarchal discourse. Because I will argue that the image
of Strange Woman lies behind the Samaritan Woman in John 4, I will discuss this image
in more detail in Chapter 4, where I will move beyond description to analysis.
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By serving as the antithesis to Wisdom, Strange Woman contributes to the overall picture

of Wisdom in this text,

Both Wisdom and Strange Woman are personified in the Book of Proverbs with

feminine pronouns and with strong feminine images. At the same time, they are

1 .
described with cosmic proportions. Misdom is set up as an ideal figure to be sought, as

- gdsmic guardian of Sheol, is set up as the antithesis of Wisdom and is to be eschewed.
‘Thus, both Wisdom and the Strange Woman are given personalities with cosmic and
earthly proportions.r é;cause of this dual setting, Wisdom functions to intermediate
between heaven and earth, for to obtain Wisdom is to “find favor with God™; in contrast,

Strange Woman interferes with the relationship between God and humans.

Ben Sira
Ben Sira clearly models his presentation of Wisdom on its forerunner in

Proverbs.®* Like Proverbs, Ben Sira’s Wisdom has cosmic proportions:

Before the ages, in the beginning, he created me, and for all the ages 1
shall not cease to be. In the holy tent I ministered before him, and so 1
was established in Zion. Thus in the beloved city, he gave me a resting
place, and in Jerusalem was my domaine. I took root in an honoured
people, in the portion of the Lord, his heritage (24:9-12).

94p._ Skehan and A. Di Lella, The Wisdom of Ben Sira: A Translation with Notes (New
York: Doubleday, 1979) 40-45, 76. Cf. A. Di Lella, “Sirach,” The New Jerome Biblical
Commentary (edited by R. Brown, J. Fitzmyer and R. Murphy; London: Geoffrey
Chapman, 1989) 496-509; B. Mack, Wisdom and the Hebrew Epic: Ben Sira’s Hymn in
Praise of the Fathers (Chicago: University Press, 1985).
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Ben Sira, in the passage above, presents Wisdom as pre-existent and eternal. This same
Wisdom came to dwell on earth with Israel. And like Proverbs, Ben Sira describes

Wisdom in feminine garb: For the one who seeks Wisdom,

She will come to meet him like a mother, and like a young bride she will
welcome him. She will feed him with the bread of learning, and give him
the water of wisdom to drink (15:2-3).

Wisdom is conceived as a gift of God given to “those who love him” (1:10), that 1s, to

Israel (24:10). However, Ben Sira takes pains to present Wisdom as the law:

All this is the book of the covenant of the Most High God, the law that
_.- Moses commanded us as an inheritance for the congregations of Jacob. It
overflows, like the Pishon with wisdom, and like the Tigris at the time of
the first fruits. It runs over, like the Euphrates, with understanding, and
__like the Jordan at harvest time (24:23-26).

The law represents the concrete and practical tool by which, when one is obedient, one
may become wise (19:20-23). An extensive retelling of Israel’s history provides
proof-texts for this claim: the famous men named in this retelling are judged by their
adherence to the law and hence, by their wisdom (c.44-50). The rewards of obedience

are great. Ben Sira claims that the one who seeks Wisdom will have their labour turned
to joy:

Search out and seek, and she will become known to you; and when you
get hold of her do not let go. For at last you will find the rest she gives,
and she will be changed into joy for you (6:27-28).

In summary, Ben Sira develops the motif of personified divine wisdom as a female,
pre-existent, and eternal agent of God. However, he identifies divine Wisdom strongly
with the law of the covenant, in one way, limiting Wisdom speculation and in another,

placing Wisdom within reach.%°

9580 also, Scott, Proverbs, 55.
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Baruch

Baruch contributes little new to the picture which has developed about Wisdom.
Divine Wisdom is similarly personified with feminine pronouns. As in Proverbs and Ben
Sira, various images cluster around this motif. For example, she is referred to as a
fountain (3:12); she is associated with knowledge (3:20) and the right way (3:13, 20, 23).

Like the Book of Proverbs, Baruch constructs a set of polar opposites between
one who seeks wisdom, and thus one who has knowledge, prosperity, peace and life
(3:13), and one who does not pursue Wisdom and thus has “gone down to Hades”
because they have strayed from the right paths (3:19, 21). They have “perished through
their folly” (3:28). As Jews of the Diaspora, they have been defiled by association with
pagans, “who are all but dead and ready to depart for the netherworld because they do not
know and observe the law, the source of life.”9¢

Like the other wisdom texts, Wisdom has her origin in the heavens (3:29) and 1s
given as a gift to Jacob, the beloved of God (3:36). Wisdom dwells with humankind

thereafter (3:37). Like Ben Sira, Baruch identifies Wisdom with the law:;
She is the book of the commandments®” of God, the law that endures
forever. All who hold her fast will live, and those who forsake her will
- die. Turn! O Jacob, and take her; walk toward the shining of her light. Do
not give your glory to another, or your advantages to an alien people.
Happy are we, O Israel, for we know what is pleasing to God (4:1-4).

Thus, the picture of Wisdom in Baruch preserves elements of the earlier texts and

supports Ben Sira’s identification of Wisdom with the Law %8

%A Fitzgerald, “Baruch,” New Jerome Biblical Commentary (edited by R. Brown, J.
Fitzmyer, R. Murphy; London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1989) 566.

97R. H. Pfeiffer, Introduction to the Old Testament (revised edition; New York: Harper,
1948) 421, suggests that npootayuatwv, “commandments,” represents the Greek
translator’s misreading of the Hebrew térat “law of,” for térét, “laws of.”

9BC. A. Moore, Daniel, Esther and Jeremuah: the Additions: A New Translation with
Introduction and Commentary (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1977) 295ff.
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Wisdom of Solomon
The Wisdom of Solomon is the latest apocryphal presentation of the Wisdom
motif and places Wisdom securely in the centre of its discourse. In contrast to Proverbs
which presents a very feminine Wisdom, and Ben Sira which presents a very concrete
and attainable Wisdom, Wisdom of Solomon presents a Wisdom that is ethereal and
intangible.®® Even the gender of Wisdom loses its clear definition.!%° Her association
with light imagery is particularly strong: she is radiant and unfading (6:12), clear (7:22)

and a “pure emanation of the glory of the Almighty” (7:25).

For she is more beautiful than the sun, and excels every constellation of
the stars. Compared with the light she is found to be superior, for it is
succeeded by the night, but against wisdom evil does not prevail (7:29).

She is also described as spirit (mvevpa 1:6, 7; 7:7, 22; 9:17), and as the vapour (&tuic) of
the power of God (7:25). She is a “reflection” of God (7:26).101

As in the Book of Proverbs and the Wisdom of Ben Sira, Wisdom in the Wisdom
of Solomon has an active role in creation: she is the maker of all things (7:12,22; 8:6) and
“penetrates all things™ (7:24). She pervades creation which shapes and transforms itself,
either to save Israel (16:24-5; 19:18-21) or to condemn it (1:3-16; 5:17f). This function is
evident through the retelling of Israel’s nation-building events of the exodus (9:18-11:1;,
14:5; 16:7).

9930 also, Schroer, “Sophia,” 19. D. Winston, “Wisdom of Solomon,” Anchor Bible
Dictionary VI (New York: Doubleday, 1992) 124, states that this presentation of Wisdom
1s a perfect bridge between Ben Sira’s exclusivist nationalist tradition and Hellenistic
philosophy.

100See my unpublished, “Sophia: Engendering Wisdom in Proverbs, Ben Sira and
Wisdom of Solomon,” presented at the CSBS, Brock University, May, 1996. Cf.

Schroer, “Sophia,” 24.

101For a correlation between these attributes and Greek philosophy, see D. Winston, The
Wisdom of Solomon: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (Garden
City, New York: Doubleday, 1979) 178ff.
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Wisdom descends from heaven in order to intercede on behalf of humans, for she
“passes into holy souls and makes them friends of God and prophets” (7:27). Union with
Wisdom i1s akin to the relationship of Wisdom with God - the ultimate goal of

humanity. 102

With you is wisdom, she who knows your works and was present when
. you made the world; she understands what ts pleasing in your sight and
X what is right according to your commandments. Send her forth from the
holy heavens, and from the throne of your glory send her, that she may
labor at my side, and that [ may leamn what is pleasing to you. For she
knows and understands all things, and she will guide me wisely in my
actions and guard me with her glory (9:9-11).

K;lowing all things (8:7), she also instructs (6:17-20); the one who is wise, keeps her laws
(6:18)---As such, she is the “Archetypal Torah” of which the Mosaic Law is but an image.
Wisdom is necessary, therefore, to interpret the law (9:17).193 Finally, association with
Jer brings immortality (5:15; 6:19; 8:13,17). Both immanent and transcendent, she
bridges the gap between God and humanity.

Most important, because it is in the centre of the chiastic structure of the

discourse on wisdom, is the fact that wisdom is a gift of God:104

But I perceived that I would not possess wisdom unless God gave her to
_. me - and it was a mark of insight to know whose gift she was - so
appealed to the Lord and implored him, and with my whole heart I said...
' (8:21; see also 7:7; 9:10).

Like Wisdom, the Word (Aéyog) is also personified. These two concepts, though

distinct because one is presented as feminine and the other as masculine (see 18:15),

102Winston, Wisdom, 41.

1031bid., 43.

104M. Stone, editor, Jewtsh Writings of the Second Temple Period (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1984) 301-313, provides a full discussion on the structure of this book.



41

function in much the same way in the text.19> Both the Word and Wisdom are the means
of divine punishment (1:6-9; 12:9; 18:19), healing (7:27; 16:12), sustenance (7:27, 16:26)
and §g1y§tipg_(18:21-22; 11:1); both are the objects of desire (6:11,13,17). -Both are
intricately involved in creation (9:1ff). Both originate from the heavenly throne (9:10;
18:15; see also Sir. 24:3). This identification of the Word with Wisdom plays an
important role in the Fourth Gospel, as we will see. !9

To summarize, Wisdom is presented as a spirit who comes from God 1n order to
mediate between God and people. She is deeply personal 197 There is not a strong
association of this figure with the law, as in Ben Sira, nor is there a tendency to locate
Wisdom in the domestic realm as in the Book of Proverbs; Wisdom is “ever mobile” and
resists concrete identification. Finally, divine Wisdom in the Wisdom of Solomon is
strongly associated with the A¢yog, a male figure who also_mediates between God and

humans.

Summary
The motifs which cluster around personified divine Wisdom are not consistent
throughout these various texts. In fact, the presentation in Ben Sira seems to be at odds,
in some respects, with the concept of Wisdom in the Wisdom of Solomon. For Ben Sira
divine Wisdom is found in the concrete law but for the Wisdom of Solomon, divine

Wisdom as spirit penetrates all of creation bringing life. However, four attributes seem

105Cf. B. Mack, Logos und Sophia: Untersuchungen zur Weisheitstheologie im
hellenistischen Judentum (SUNT 10; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1973)
63-107. Wilson (“Wisdom,” 125) claims that this notion of the word reflects the “Divine
Mind”: “Wisdom is identical with the Divine Mind through which the deity acts.”

10650 also, Brown, John, 522.

107Wilson, “Wisdom,” 125.



to emerge repeatedly. First, Wisdom is perceived as present before creation and is thus
either the first born of creation or an active participant in the creation of the world.
Secondly, Wisdom originates with God and is, in effect, a gift which God gives to the
human race. Third, several texts claim that Wisdom dwells with Israel in order to reveal
God in some way. Fourth, Wisdom is presented in predominantly female imagery.
Associated with this picture of personified divine Wisdom are various images which echo
throughout the various texts. Some of these are water, spirit, light, life, word, and the

way or path. The next chapter will explore the use of Wisdom imagery to describe Jesus

in the Gospel of John.



Chapter 3: The Johannine Jesus as Wisdom Personified

Elisabeth Schissler Fiorenza describes a concept known as “reflective
mythology” in which new theologies are reconfigured with familiar images and stories.
She says, “Such a theology is not interested in reproducing the myth itself or the mythic
materials as they stand, but rather in taking up and adapting the various mythical
elements to its own theological goal and theoretical concerns.” 108 In precisely this way,
the Fourth Gospel takes up mythical motifs of the Wisdom tradition and applies them to
the person of Jesus in an attempt to articulate his significance. Wisdom motifs, as we
will see, lend themselves relatively easily to theological reflection on Jesus, but the
motifs themselves do not remain unchanged; the Fourth Gospel conflates diverse motifs
and rearticulates them as Wisdom incarnate in the male person of Jesus. It is this
wisdom christology which will now be considered.

It must first be noted that no forms of the word “wisdom” can be found in the
Fourth Gospel. No overt reference connects Jesus with a female Wisdom figure such as
we find in the Book of Proverbs. However, the Fourth Gospel identifies Jesus as Wisdom
in two ways: first, through the introduction of Jesus in the prologue as the Aéyoc, a
concept closely related to personified divine Wisdom in early Jewish literature, and
secondly, through the gospel’s description of Jesus which incorporates images and
vocabulary used to describe Wisdom. In many ways, the prologue rehearses Wisdom

themes in the prologue and develops them in the body of the gospel.!%° In this chapter, I

108-Wisdom Mythology and the Christological Hymns of the New Testament,” Aspects
of Wisdom n Judaism and Early Christianity (edited by R. L. Wilken; Notre Dame,
1975) 29.

109G cott, Sophia, 168. Brown (John, 19ff) provides a survey of opinions on the

43
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will demonstrate that the Johannine Jesus is strongly identified as Wisdom incarnate.

This will lay the foundation of an exegesis of John 4 with emphasis on Wisdom motifs.

Jesus as the Adyog

Extensive studies have been conducted in order to determine the nature of the
Aéyog in the prologue of John’s gospel (Jn.1:1-18).119 Many of these studies explore the
background from which this term might have arisen. Within the domain of philosophical
studies, the Aéyog has been linked to the Stoic notion of the immanent divine spirit that
penetrates and orders the cosmos; the absence of other philosophical terminology in the
gospel undermines the argument, however. Similarly, contrasts between “above” and
“below” and “heavenly” and “earthly” have led to speculation about Platonic influence,
but these notions, too, were seen to function quite differently in the Fourth Gospel.!1! In
the area of the history of religions, the A6yog has been associated with the Dionysus cuit
(because of a similar account of changing water into wine), the mystery cults (because of
the notions of rebirth and eternal life),!12 and the Hermetic writings (because of the use
of the Adyog in their creation myth).113 However, these links are superficial at best, for

though they share some aspects with the Fourth Gospel, they use the term Aéyog in very

relationship of the prologue to the gospel.

10p_Perkins, “The Gospel According to John,” New Jerome Biblical Commentary
(edited by R. Brown, J. Fitzmyer, R. Murphy; London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1989) 944
Brown, .John, 519-520.

Hperkins, “Gospel,” 944.

I 12Euripides, Bacchae, 704-707; Pausanias, Desc. of Greece 6.26.1-2; see E. Linnemann,
NTS 20 (1973-1974) 408-18.

Y3Corpus Hermeticum 1:5-6; see R. MacMullen, Paganism in the Roman Empire (New
Haven, 1981) 133-137.
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different ways.114 On the whole, the arguments for an extra-Semitic background for this
term have been unconvincing,

More convincing are the arguments which situate the notion of the Adyog in the
Semitic literature. Raymond Brown suggests that the concept of the Aéyog in the Fourth
Gospel is derived by combining the biblical notions of “the word of the LORD” and the
personified divine Wisdom of the wisdom literature.!!> With regard to the first, the
notion of the Aéyog corresponds with the “word of the LORD” in terms of its revelation
accompanied by its compelling force; for example, the prophets were compelled to
prophesy when they received the “word of the LORD” (Hos.1:1; Joel 1:1) as the Samaritan
Woman left her water jar in haste to tell others about Jesus (Jn.4:28-29). For the
Deuteronomist, the word is life-giving (Dt.32:46-47) as is Jesus: “Very truly I tell you,
anyone who hears my word and believes him who sent me, has eternal life and does not
come into judgment, but has passed from death to life” (Jn. 5:24). For the Psalmist
(Ps.107:20), the “word of the LORD” is healing, as is Jesus (Jn.4:46-54; 9:1ff). Like the
Adyog in the Johannine prologue, the “word of the LORD” is also associated with creation
motifs; God created the world when he said, “Let there be light” (Gen.1:3). The word in
creation 1s further evoked by the opening words of the prologue which mimic the opening
words of Genesis: “In the beginning” (Gen.1:1; Jn.1:1).116 Though this “word of the
LORD” was not personified, there are traces that suggest that the word carried on a

quasi-existence of its own:

H4Byltmann (John, 22) locates the source for this term in a hymnic Gnostic Redeemer
myth.

3Brown, John, 519-524; D. Moody Smith, Theology of the Gospel of John (Cambridge:
University Press, 1995) 18.

16For other passages which associate the word of the Lord with creation, see Ps.33:6:
Wis.9:1.
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So shall my word be that goes out of my mouth; it shall not return to me
empty, but shall accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing
for which I sent it (Is.55:11).

This last passage also evokes the ascent-descent motif which is so prominent in the
Fourth Gospel. In addition to these biblical connections between the Aéyog in the
prologue of the Fourth Gospel and the biblical motif of the “word of the LORD,” Brown’s
argument is strengthened by evidence that Jesus was represented as the “word of the
LORD” in other early Christian literature. Hebrews 1:1 says: “Long ago God spoke to our
ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken
to us by a Son.”

A second Semitic source for the Johannine term Aéyog is found in the wisdom
literature of early Judaism where the Word (Aéyog) is strongly identified with Wisdom
(Zotic). 117 Both of these notions together provide the textual background for
descriptions of the Aéyog in the Johannine prologue. For a start, the Johannine Adyog
reflects the personification of the Aéyog and Zoota in the wisdom literature: personified
Wisdom 1s seen in many of the texts, as [ have noted, and the Aéyog is specifically
personified in Wis. 18:15ff where it is seen that the “all-powerful word leaped from
heaven, from the royal throne, into the midst of the land that was doomed, a stern warrior
carrying the sharp sword of your authentic command.” In the wisdom literature, the
AdYog and Todia are described in similar ways: they both participate in creation (Pr.3:19;
8:30; Sir.1:1; Wis.9:1fY), originate in heaven (Wis.9:10; 18:15; Sir.24:3), dwell on earth
(Wis.9:10; Pr.8:31: Bar.3:37; Sir.24:11ff) and mediate between heaven and earth
(Wis.1:6-9; 7:27-28; 12:9; 16:12, 26; 18:15-25; Sir.24:22). Likewise, the Johannine

Adyog originates in heaven (1:1), participates in creation (1:3), comes to dwell on earth

1730 also Scott, Sophia, 89.
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(1:14)118 and mediates between God and people (1:16-18). The Johannine Aéyog is
called God’s “only son” (povoyevng, 1:18) as Wisdom is called “unique” (povoyeviig) in
Wis.7:22. The Johannine Abyog reveals his glory (1:14) as Wisdom is the “pure
emanation of the glory of the Almighty” (Wis.7:25). Both the Johannine Aéyog and
Wisdom are referred to as light (Jn.1:4, 9; Wis.7:29) and life (Pr.8:35; Bar.4:1; Wis.8:17).
In summary, the wisdom literature, whether referring to the Aéyog or to Zogia, is able to
provide the literary parallels for almost every detail of the description of the Aéyog in the
prologue of the Fourth Gospel.!1°

In conclusion, it can be shown with striking parallels that the Johannine term
Adyog found in the prologue is principally drawn from the Semitic wisdom tradition. In
fact, except for the absence of the term Zogia itself, Jesus as the Adyog reflects the
portrait of Wisdom as presented in the wisdom literature; the Johannine Jesus is Wisdom

incarnate.!20 As Scott says, “At virtually every turn of the Prologue we can find Sophia’s

18n John 1:14, Jesus “lived (toxfvwoev) among us” and in Sir.24:8, Wisdom “set up
her tent” (6 xTicag ne KatERQLOEY THY oknvnv pov). Brown, John, 523.

19Brown, John, 523; Moeller, “Wisdom,” 93; Scott, Sophia, 58fF, J. Painter, The Quest
for the Messiah: The History, Literature and Theology of the Johannine Community
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1993) 146. Cf. Johnson (“Jesus™ 285), who says that the Word
tradition was not well developed and that the author of the Fourth Gospel develops this
image in a new and unique way. Dodd (/nterpretation, 274-277) has compiled a list of
correlations between the use of Aéyog in the Fourth Gospel, in the wisdom literature, and
in Philo. The correlation with the wisdom literature is far more impressive. Brown
(John, 521-522) suggests that Philo and the author of the Fourth Gospel drew from the
same biblical wisdom tradition. Brown also suggests that the author of the Fourth Gospel
may have drawn on the notion of the Abyog as Torah, but given the late rabbinic dating of
Law speculation and the evident polarity between Jesus and the law in the gospel (see
Jn.1:17, for example), this seems unlikely. Likewise, his argument that the gospel’s
quotation from the Targums suggests the Targumic use of memra - as ““a surrogate for
God himself” - is unconvincing. The concept of the Aéyog became the focus of its own
mythology and attracted its own set of images in the Second Temple period, as the
writings of Philo attest.

120The Gospel of John is not unique in the presentation of Jesus as Wisdom incarnate.
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influence at work on the Johannine Logos.”!2! Though the term Aéyog is not used in this
absolute sense again in the Fourth Gospel, the correlation between Jesus and Wisdom

persists throughout the gospel’s entirety, as I will demonstrate in the next section.

Jesus as Wisdom

The presentation of Jesus as Wisdom incarnate does not end in the prologue.
Many of the Wisdom-type attributes assigned to Jesus the Aéyog in the prologue may be
seen to thread their way through the entire gospel, even though the term Aéyog has
dropped out and the term Sogia never appears.!22 In order to demonstrate the continuity
of Wisdom themes through the entire Gospel, this section will consider three main areas
in which a Wisdom christology is used: pre-existence, descent to earth and dwelling with
Israel, and mediation between God and humans. By no means are these the only themes
which corroborate this observation; Scott provides a thorough analysis of the many
Wisdom motifs which are applied to the Johannine Jesus.123 These three themes serve
as mere examples of a substantial tendency in the Fourth Gospel to articulate a
christology drawn from Wisdom motifs, namely, that Jesus is Wisdom incarnate.

One of the most persistent descriptions of Wisdom in the wisdom literature is the
aspect of pre-existence. Wisdom claims in Pr.8:22: “The LORD created me at the

beginning of his work, the first of his acts of long ago.” In Ben Sira, Wisdom says,

For extensive treatment of this argument, see Brown, John, cxxiv-cxxv; Johnson, “Jesus™,
276-284; Scott, Sophia, 84-88.

1215¢0tt, Sophia, 113; Painter, Quest, 146.

12250 Brown, John, 523; Moody Smith, Theology, 18.

1238cott, Sophia, 82-173. Some of the other themes that Scott discusses are intimacy
with God, abiding, the Law, the Spirit, rejection and signs. Cf. J. Ashton, “The
Transformation of Wisdom: A Study in the Porlogue of John’s Gospel,” New Testament
Studies 32 (1986): 161-186.
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“Before the ages, in the beginning, he created me” (24:9). As we have seen in the
prologue, Jesus as the Adyog is said to exist with God before creation: “In the beginning
was the Word and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the
beginning with God” (Jn.1:1-2). He “existed” (euut) before John the Baptist “became™
(ywopan) (1:30).124 Further into the gospel, the Johannine Jesus also claims this for
himself: “Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory that I had in your
presence before the world existed” (17:5, see also 7:24). Moreover, he says, “Before
Abraham was, | am” (8:58), implying that he existed before Abraham. The Wisdom
theme of pre-existence therefore continues throughout the entire gospel.

The second Wisdom theme which is found both in the prologue and throughout
the core of the Fourth Gospel is the motif which incorporates the descent to earth, the
dwelling with Israel and the return to heaven. Wisdom is said to descend from heaven to
earth: “Then the Creator of all things gave me a command, and my Creator chose the
place for my tent. He said, ‘Make your dwelling in Jacob, and in Israel receive your
inheritance’” (Sir.24:9; see also Pr.8:31, Wis.9:10ff). Baruch 3:37 says, “Afterward she
appeared on earth and lived with humankind.” Whether Wisdom returned to heaven

because she was rejected or because she did not find what she sought,!25 we read:

Wisdom found no place where she might dwell; then a dwelling place was
assigned her in the heavens. Wisdom went forth to make her dwelling
among the children of men, and found no dwelling place; wisdom
returned to her seat and took her place among the angels (Enoch 42:1-2).

In like fashion, the Word in the Prologue was “in the world, and the world came into
being through him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was his own, and

his own people did not accept him” (1:10-11). He “lived among us” (1:14). In the core

1245 cott, Sophia, 132.
1251bid., 134-140.
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of the gospel, Jesus claims to have “come down from heaven” (6:25-65) sent by the
Father (10:36). He first comes from above (3:13, 31; 8:23; 11:27) and then returns when
he is lifted up: Jesus says, “I came from the Father and have come into the world; again I
am leaving the world and am going to the Father” (8:28; cf. 3:12; 12:32; 16:28).
However, in contrast to Wisdom who returns to heaven because she has “found no
place,” Jesus returns to heaven when his work is completed: “My food is to do the will of
him who sent me and to complete his work™ (4:34; also 5;36; 19:28, 30). Despite this
difference, the motif of descent and ascent threads its way throughout the gospel.126

The third Wisdom theme that can be traced throughout the gospel is the concept
that Wisdom mediates between God and humans. This mediation takes various forms.
First, Wisdom reveals the mysteries of God:127 these include teaching the things of
heaven (Wis.9:16-18), imparting truth (Pr.8:7; Wis. 6:22), and instructing in the ways of
God:

With you is Wisdom, she who knows your works and was present when
you made the world; she understands what is pleasing in your sight and
what is right according to your commandments (Wis.9:9).

Similarly, in the prologue, Jesus is said to make the Father known because he alone
knows the Father (1:18); through him, comes truth (1:17). In the core of the gospel, Jesus
reveals himself in a series of narratives which begins with the hesitant proclamation of
the Samaritan Woman as the Messiah (4:29) and culminates in the exclamation of

Thomas, “My Lord and my God!” (20:28). Through Jesus’ self-disclosure, he reveals the

126For a detailed analysis of this theme, see W. Meeks, “The Man From Heaven in
Johannine Sectarianism,” Journal of Biblical Literature 91 (1972): 44-72. Cf. Moeller,
“Wisdom,” 941f, Scott, Sophia, 134{F.

127What exactly these mysteries are remains unclear. See R. Bultmann, Theology of the
New Testament (translated by K. Grobel; London: SCM Press, 1955) I1 66; Scott, Sophua,
1451F.
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Father (14:31; 17:6ff). His purpose is to teach the truth: “For this I was born, and for this
I have come into the world, to bear witness to the truth. Every one who is of the truth
hears my voice” (18:37). He not only teaches truth, but claims to be the truth (14:6).
Like Wisdom, Jesus calls out in public places in a loud voice (7:28, 37; 12:44) and
delivers long discourses using the first person pronoun and the “I am” formula.!?® Like
Wisdom, he does not wait for people to find him but he seeks them out (5:14; 9:35) and
asks them to follow him (1:36-38, 43). This leads to the second aspect of mediation:
those who respond positively to the truth are “saved.” In the wisdom tradition, Wisdom
grants life: “All who hold her fast will live and those who forsake her will die. Turn, O
Jacob, and take her; walk toward the shining of her light” (Bar.4:1-2; see also Pr.4:13,
8:32-35; Wis.8:13; Sir.4:12). The prologue claims that in the Word “was life, and the life
was the light of all people” (1:4). In the core of the gospel, those who believe in Jesus
have eternal life: Jesus says, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never
walk in darkness but will have the light of life” (8:12).129 Thus, Jesus is referred to as
saviour of the world (3:17; 4:42; 5:34; 10:9; 12:47). Through revealing the things of
heaven, all three - Wisdom, the Aéyog in the prologue, and Jesus - mediate between God
and humanity in order to bring life. As Witherington says, “The point in the Wisdom
corpus is that all one truly longs for and needs can be found in Wisdom, and the Fourth

Evangelist is trying to make the same point about Jesus.”!30

128 johnson, “Jesus,” 284: Scott (Sophia, 191) points out that whenever “&yw et 1s used
apart from the “T am sayings,” its usage is built on some aspect of Jesus Sophia’s
relationship to God.”

129Cf. 3:16, 36; 4:14, 5:21, 24; 6:271F, 10:10, 28; 11:25; 14:6; 17:2ff; 20:31.

130 Jesus the Sage (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994) 375. Howard-Brook (Becoming
Children of God: John’s Gospel and Radical Discipleship [Maryknoll, New York: Orbis,
1994] 53) does not deny the dominant wisdom motifs throughout the gospel, but says that
the fourth evangelist subverts them. So also Lieu, “Scripture,” 229.
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One question often raised in the discourse on Wisdom christology concerns the
absence of the word Zo¢ia: Why is Jesus not referred to as Wisdom per se, if there is so
much correspondence with the Wisdom motif? Is it because, as Barrett suggests, that the
author may have chosen the term Aéyog over Zodia because it would be a familiar term in
the Greek-speaking Hellenistic environment?!3! Most scholars would agree that the
reason is fairly simple: namely, that Zo¢ia is a noun of feminine gender which, when
personified, has attracted feminine imagery, and that Jesus is decidedly male.132 The
identification of Jesus with a feminine designator would provoke cognitive dissonance.
Hence, the author of the Fourth Gospel chose to use the masculine noun Aéyog - with its
strong association to Wisdom - as the opening appellation for Jesus. After introducing
the wisdom tradition through this “clue,”133 the gospel lets the masculine Aéyog
disappear while the “feminine” Zo¢ia becomes known through more subtle means in the
themes and images used to describe Jesus. In this way, grammatical gender does not
interfere with the identification of Jesus as the male Son of Man, and Jesus may still be

conceived as the pre-existent intercessor between heaven and earth. As Scott says,

the Evangelist has introduced Jesus as the Logos because of that word’s
ability to satisfy both the requirements of the maleness of the human Jesus
and the equivalence to the female Sophia.!34

Moreover, John Painter claims that it was crucial for the evangelist to use Aéyog rather
than Zo¢ia in the Prologue because he set the christology of the Gospel in opposition
both to the Wisdom/7orah ideology of Judaism (1:17) and to a defective Wisdom

christology.

B31Barrett, Gospel, 154 also Scott, Sophia, 91.
132For a survey, see Scott, Sophia, 143-144, 170ff.
1331bid., 173.

1341bid., 244.



53

The use of Léyog expressed the theme of revelation dynamically, drawing
together a number of themes, thus uniting the creative Word (Gen.1:1;
Ps.33:6), the prophetic Word and the incarnate Word who himself is the
Word of God, speaks the Word of God and is proclaimed in the preaching
of the Church. 133

Therefore, it can be seen that the core of the Fourth Gospel, as well as the
prologue, presents Jesus as Wisdom incarnate in the world. This was demonstrated first
by outlining the correlation between the Wisdom motif in the wisdom literature with the
specific presentation of Jesus as the Adyog in the prologue; more than any other, the
wisdom tradition is the most convincing and consistent source for images and themes in
the prologue. Secondly, by tracing three themes which apply to Wisdom both through
the prologue and through the gospel as a whole, the correlation is substantiated in the
general presentation of Jesus as Wisdom incarnate. Jesus is seen as “Wisdom striding
through the gospel.” By establishing the Wisdom tradition as significantly influential to
the christology of the Fourth Gospel, I have prepared the way for an interpretation of the
narrative of the Samaritan Woman based on this tradition.

This thesis will consider the narrative of the Samaritan Woman in John 4 in the
light of this wisdom tradition. In a similar study, Scott has concluded that the Samaritan
Woman represents the handmaids or disciples of Wisdom referred to in Proverbs 9:3.
However, this account does not take into consideration the emphasis that the text places
on the contrast between Jesus and the woman: while the woman is female, Samaritan and
unknowing, Jesus is male, Jewish and knowing. This contrast suggests that the
evangelist of the Fourth Gospel constructs a polarity between these two figures to reflect

the same kind of polarity found in Proverbs between Wisdom and Strange Woman. The

135painter, Quest, 152. Brown (John, 523) suggests that the word Aéyog may also have
been chosen because it reflects the kerygma of the early Church.



next chapter will investigate the figure of the Strange Woman as found in the book of

Proverbs.
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Chapter 4: Strange Woman
The strong correlation of the Johannine Jesus and divine personified Wisdom
suggests that the Wisdom tradition lies behind the background of this gospel. In the
specific narrative of the Samaritan Woman in John 4, the relationship between Jesus and
the Samaritan Woman may be interpreted from this different perspective. Martin Scott
has undertaken an interpretation of this narrative with the Wisdom tradition in the

background and argues that the Samaritan Woman represents the servant-girl of Wisdom:

She [Wisdom] has slaughtered her animals. She has mixed her wine, she
has also set her table. She has sent out her servant-girls, she calls from
the highest places in the town, “You that are simple, turn in here!” To
those without sense she says, “Come, eat of my bread and drink of the
wine | have mixed. Lay aside immaturity and live, and walk in the way of
insight” (Pr.9:2-6,emphasis added).

Like the servant-girls, he argues, the Samaritan Woman was sent out to bring others to
Jesus/Wisdom. For some unknown reason, Scott implies that Wisdom’s disciples “go on
to become” Wisdom’s servant-girls, as if being a servant is of greater value than being a
disciple. In so doing, he applies a New Testament theology that is not present in the
Wisdom corpus.!36 At the same time, he acknowledges that there is an element of
sexuality and that allusions to the matrimonial motif may be found in the encounter of
Jesus with this “shady lady.”!37 He also identifies the antithesis of Jewish and
Samaritan in the text, and he identifies the Samaritan as a woman who “shows little

understanding, failing to grasp either who Jesus is, or the nature of the gift he is offering

136Sophia, 190.
137Sophia, 186, 192, 238.
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to her.”138 Later, he states that the woman is “not to be seen as a fool with regard to
theological insight.”!3° Even though he recognizes the various characteristics of the
Strange Woman from Proverbs (adulteress, foreign and foolish/ignorant), he does not
connect these characteristics with this strong Wisdom motif. By conflating the roles of
the various women in the Fourth Gospel, Scott fails to see that the Samaritan Woman
represents a distinct Wisdom motif of her own - a motif found in the figure of the Strange
Woman of Proverbs.

Proverbs is a wisdom text intended to instruct the community in behavior and
attitudes which reflect acceptable social and religious norms. Like any shared values,
these norms serve to unify and distinguish the community in which they are observed. In

this case, the community may be defined as those who “fear the LORD™

Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not rely on your own insight.
In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.
Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD and turn away from evil
(Pr.3:5-7).140

At the same time, Proverbs outlines various opposing factors, factors which threaten the
unity and the stability of the community. For example, the difference between friends
and enemies 1s outlined, and good behavior is contrasted with bad. Polarities are
constructed in order to make this teaching, with its choices, crystal clear.

Carol Newsom identifies the discourse in the Book of Proverbs as a patriarchal

discourse. 4! She means by this that the teaching is framed within the relationship of a

1381bid., 187.

139bid., 188.

1408ee also 1:7, 29; 3:7; 8:13; 9:10;10:27; 14:26-27; 15:33; 16:6; 19:23; 22:4; 23:17;
24:21.

14INewsom, “Women,” 148. So also, L. A. Snijders, “The Meaning of zar in the Old
Testament: an Exegetical Study,” Oudtestamentische Studien 10 (154): 104.
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father to a son. For example, numerous passages begin with the exhortation addressed to
“my child” (1:8; 2:1; 3:1, 11; etc.). It says, “When I was a son with my father, tender and
my mother’s favorite, he taught me and said to me...” (4:3; cf.4:1). Thus, the father is
passing onto his son that which he received from his own father. A great deal of this
paternal instruction addresses the son’s choice between the pursuit of wisdom (the
accepted way) and the pursuit of folly (the unacceptable alternative). These choices are
brought together in two personified figures: “Lady” Wisdom and Strange Woman.
Furthermore, this choice is compared to the selection of a spouse, both choices made at
the age of maturity. Therefore, the son is faced with selecting between options all of
which are depicted as feminine. The son as subject embraces or rejects these various
female figures as objects and so a polarity between male and female is established.
However, within this polarity, one set of choices - Wisdom/ good wife - moves to the side
of the paternal discourse as the means by which the father instructs the son for the words
of the sage are life-giving instruction. Proverbs 2:1, for example, says, “My child, if you
accept my words and treasure up my commandments within you...” Similarly,
personified Wisdom speaks in the first person, saying, “Hear, for I speak noble things,
and from my lips will come what is right” (8:6). Both the words of the sage and the
words of Wisdom bring life (e.g., 4:4,10; 8:35; 19:16). The words of Strange Woman,
however, result in death (5:5-6; 7:22-23; 9:18; 22:14). With words, she entices the
unknowing onto her path (7:14-23; 9:13-18), and though her words seem “smooth” they
are later found to be “bitter as wormword, sharp as a two-edged sword” (5:34).
Therefore, the Strange Woman/evil wife remains in opposition to the father /son:

wisdom/ good wife construction. In this way, Strange Woman and her “human”

counterpart, the evil wife, are constructed as the formal “other” in this discourse.
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In this section, I will explore the paradigm of Strange Woman in Proverbs.142 As
the formal ““other” in this discourse, Strange Woman represents all that is opposed to the
welfare of the individual, the community and the mythology of post-exilic Israel. Set
against the figure of personified divine Wisdom, Strange Woman is the polar opposite of
all that is good and productive and all that lends stability and order to a world in chaos.
She is the enemy who appeals to basic needs and desire, who entices with sexuality and
who ultimately leads to death.

A figure much like the Proverbial Strange Woman 1s also found in 4Q184, a first
century B C.E Qumran fragment entitled “The Wiles of the Wicked Woman.”!43 Similar
vocabulary and expressions suggest that 4Q184 is dependent on Proverbs.!144 As in
Proverbs, the Wicked Woman is presented as a threat to individual security; as a harlot,
she 1s “ruin to all who possess her” (In.8), and as a mythological figure, she presides over

the gates of Sheol:

Her gates are the gates of death,

in the opening of her house it stalks.

To Sheol af/j/[. . . | will return,

And all who possess her will go down to the Pit (In.10-11).145

However, unlike the Proverbial woman who is established as the antithesis of “Lady”

Wisdom, the Wicked Woman is established as the antithesis of “all who gird themselves

1428trange Woman receives passing mention in Ben Sira 9:3 and 41:20 but is not a
well-developed motif.

1431 Schiffman, Reclaiming the Dead Sea Scrolls: The History of Judaism, the
Background of Christianity, the Lost Library of Qumran (Philadelphia and Jerusalem:
The Jewish Publication Society, 1994) 139ff.

144For example, In.1-2 - Pr.2:16; 7:5; In.3 - Pr.23:27; In.6 - Pr.7:9; In.12 - Pr.7:11.
Schiffman (Reclaiming, 139) claims that the Qumran fragment is an expanded and
enriched symbol derived from Proverbs.

145Quotations are from J. M. Allegro, Discoveries of the Judean Desert of Jordan V
Qumran Cave 4 (4Q158-40186) (Oxford: Clarendon, 1968) 83-84.
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with light” (In.8), “those chosen for righteousness™; she is associated with darkness and
night and is “the foremost of all the ways of iniquity” (In.8). Within this fragment, there
is no allusion to the Woman as foreign or as a teacher of apostasy; emphasis is placed on
her seductive eroticism which causes the righteous to sin. Her threat is directed at the
community only as it affects the individual within the community. Though this poem
supports the presence of the Strange Woman motif in post-biblical Judaism, its direct
influence on the Fourth Gospel is debatable. For our purposes, therefore, the Book of
Proverbs will serve as the primary source of the Strange Woman motif.

There are three aspects of Strange Woman which I will explore: adulteress,
foreigner and foolish woman. To lend some further organization to this discussion, I will
draw on the work of Norman C. Habel. 146 Habel traces various symbols found in
Proverbs 1-9 (such as the “way”, “two hearts”, and “two companions™) through three

overlapping “symbolic zones.” He defines these symbolic zones as

those fields of human experience and thought where a symbol may
operate in a meaningful way. Thus a symbol which serves as an
integrating force at a personal level may take on new dimensions when it
lives in a community context or when it becomes the object of religious
attention, whether that be in the fervour of faith or the detachment of
reflection. 147

These three zones are thus

the individual and experiential field of “old’ international wisdom, the
religious and communal field of the Israelite covenant context, and the
primordial and cosmic field of theological reflection upon tradition. 148

146N. C. Habel, “The Symbolism of Wisdom in Proverbs 1-9,” Interpretation 26 (1972):
131-157.

1471bid., 133-134.

148bid., 134.
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I will use these three symbolic zones to highlight the three different aspects of the
symbolism of Strange Woman. It is usually the tendency of scholars to favour one
symbolic field over another in the interpretation of a text - claiming that one

interpretation is more convincing than another. 14°

In this study, however, I will provide
various interpretations of symbols throughout their various fields, often exposing
profound contradictions. Rather than approach these contradictions with an “either/or”
mentality, I will let the contradictions ride as ambiguous “both/and” alternatives. In
other words, the interpretation of a symbol within a certain field does not exclude an
alternative interpretation from within another field.10

Strange Woman is mentioned specifically in four passages in the Book of
Proverbs: 2:16-19, 5:1-14, 7:5-27 and 22:14.151 1n three of these passages, Strange
Woman and the adulteress are set side by side. For example, 2:16 says, “You will be
saved from the Strange Woman, from the adulteress with her smooth words” and 7:4-5
says, “they may keep you from the Strange Woman, from the adulteress with her smooth

words.” Two more passages are added to this composite picture when parallel images tie

the figures of the adulteress and the Strange Woman together. They both “‘ensnare™ their

1490kure, Johannine, is a good example of a scholar who makes exclusive decisions
about how various symbols should be interpreted.

150Brown (John, 179) also argues for preserving several interpretations concurrently.
Willett (Wisdom, 25) adopts a similar approach: following Celia Deutsch (SBL paper,
1992), he distinguishes between “steno-symbols” which maintain a one-to-one
correspondence with their meaning, and “tensive symbols” which support a multiplicity
of interpretations. See also Culpepper, Anatomy, 180ff.

151C R. Fontaine claims that “one may also consider 2:16-19; 5:1- 6; 6: 20- 35; 7:6-27;
and 9:13-18 as antiwisdom poems since they concern Wisdom’s wicked rnival for men's
attentions, the strange, foolish woman, who can also be characterized as adulteress and
prostitute,” in “Wisdom in Proverbs,” In Search of Wisdom: Essays in Memory of John
(. Gammue (edited by L. Perdue, B. Scott, W. Wiseman; Louisville, Kentucky:
Westminster/ John Knox Press, 1993) 110.



61

prey (7:23; 5:22) and they both use “smooth” talk to seduce (6:24; 7:21). A further
passage aligns Strange Woman with the foolish woman; they both call out to entice the
foolish into their house, a house which leads to death (7:27; 9:13-18).152 [ will therefore
draw principally on seven passages for a description of Strange Woman: 2:16-19; 5:1-14,
15-23; 6:23-35; 7:5-27; 9:13-18 and 22:14-15. The composite picture that arises from
these texts is unified by the common antithetical relationship to Wisdom.!33 Although
the antithesis of Wisdom goes beyond the characteristics attached to this figure, I will use
the overt personification of Strange Woman as a starting point for this discussion.

154

The Hebrew phrase issa zara,'>* “Strange Woman,” presents a challenge to

translators because of its double meaning. Zara comes from the root meaning “to turn

7”&

aside” especially in the sense of lodging; hence it means “foreigner,” “strange,” or “to be
a stranger.” The active participle is translated as “from another (man, place)” or
“commit adultery.”!35 In Proverbs 7:5, the Greek Septuagint has &md yvvaukdg
dArotpiag kat movnpas. The expression yvvoikog didotpilag can be translated either
“woman of another place” or “woman of another person.” Thus, the Greek also
preserves the ambiguity between the terms, “foreign woman” and “adulteress.”
Furthermore, this woman is characterized as “evil” (movnpdc). Neither the English
translation as “loose woman” or “adventuress” found in the Revised Standard Version

nor “wayward wife” in the New International Version preserve this double entendre.

Blenkinsopp offers “Outsider Woman,”156 Whybray, “stranger woman.”!37 The New

1528 nijders (“Meaning,” 95) says that this description may be similar but it does not
necessarily warrant putting foolish woman on the same level as Strange Woman.

13330 also Murphy, “Wisdom,” 603.

154This particular phrase is found in 2:16, 5:3; 7:5 and 22:14.

155]. Strong, “Hebrew and Chaldee Dictionary,” Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Book House, 1982) 34.

156 “The Social Context of the ‘Outsider Woman’ in Proverbs 1-9,” Biblica, 72 (1991):
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Revised Standard Version offers “strange” as an alternative reading to “loose woman”;
even this does not capture the sense of foreignness. My designation “Strange Woman,”
therefore, attempts to draw the two elements of foreign and adulteress together in the

one term. 158

Strange Woman as Adulteress

The text characterizes Strange Woman as an adulteress in a variety of ways. First
of all, as mentioned, it places her in a parallel construction with the word
“adulteress.”1%® Second, the text describes a scene in which she plays an adulteress: a
young man passes near her corner and, decked out as a prostitute, she invites him in. She
says to him, “My husband is not at home; he has gone on a long journey” (7:19). Thirdly,
the text states that Strange Woman ““forsakes the partner of her youth™ (2:17). Strange
Woman is not just a promiscuous woman but the “wife of another” (6:24,26,29); she is

worse than a prostitute for ““a prostitute wants only a loaf of bread, but an adulteress

457-473. Blenkinsopp emphasizes the foreign aspect of Strange Woman in the light of
the polemic against exogamy in the early post-exilic period. In contrast, McKane
(Proverbs, 285) argues that nokri does not a/lways mean “foreign™ but could apply to any
outsider, even an estranged Israelite, who is “beyond the pale... both desperate and
uninhibited - desperate because she suffers ostracism and insecurity, and uninhibited
because she defies religious and social sanctions and conventions and is a law to herself.
As such, she is particularly deadly to young men who become embroiled with her.” So
also, Snijders, “Meaning,” 1-154.

157proverbs (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1994) 141. Scott (“Proverbs,” 43)
calls her “stranger woman” in an attempt to capture the double meaning of both “folly
and the seductive way of life associated with pagan religion.”

15830 also, C. Camp, “Wise,” 14-36. The terms “adulteress” and “foreigner” will be
discussed in more detail shortly.

159proverbs 2:16; 5:20 and 7:5. Nokriyya, meaning “unknown, unrecognizable, changed,
and thus foreign,” is found alone without -ara at 6:24 and 23:27.
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wants a life” (6:26). The association of Strange Woman with an adulteress is well
established.

Sensual language addressed to all five senses contributes to this picture of Strange
Woman as an adulteress. To the ears, her “lips drip honey” (5:3) and her words are
“smooth” (7:5,21). To the eyes, she “captures with her eyelashes” (6:25) and “decks
herseif out like a prostitute” (7:10). She perfumes her bed with “myrrh, aloes and
cinnamon” to entice the nose (7:17). She offers the sweet taste of stolen water!®? and
secret bread (9:17). She prepares her bed with the fine touch of Egyptian linens and
offers “our fill of love until morning” (7:18). She is the aggressor (7:15). “Loud and
wayward” (2:16; 7:11; 9:13), she knows no shame (7:13). She waits on street corners to
seize those who pass by (7:13). Strange Woman is characterized as a seductive and
sensual woman who purposely leads young men away from right relationships - an
action which is condemned in the Torah (Ex.20:14; Lev.20:10).

The text warns the reader to stay away from Strange Woman/ adulteress. Though
she appeals to the senses, her sensuality is dangerous. It is intended to ensnare and
consume her innocent victims: ““as an 0x goes to the slaughter, or as a stag toward the
trap until an arrow pierces its entrails™ (7:22-3). Association with her brings nothing but
punishment, death, and dishonour (5:9; 6:26-29). The text encourages the reader to
pursue a good wife instead. In contrast to the unfaithful wife, the good wife is described

thus

A capable wife who can find? She is far more precious than jewels. The
heart of her husband trusts in her, and he will have no lack of gain. She
does him good, and not harm, all the days of her life (31:10-12).

160Whybray (Proverbs, 148) suggests that water in this case refers to sexual pleasure,
especially when seen in contrast to Wisdom’s offer of wine (9:5).
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She is trustworthy and offers only good things. After she is found, the reader 1s

encouraged to remain faithful to her:

Drink water from your own cistern, flowing water from your own well.
Should your springs be scattered abroad, streams of water in the streets?
Let them be for yourself alone, and not for sharing with strangers. Let
your fountain be blessed, and rejoice in the wife of your youth, a lovely
deer, a graceful doe. May her breasts satisfy you at all times; may you be
intoxicated always by her love (5:15-19).

The good wife is aligned with Wisdom, 16! Strange Woman’s antithesis. Shaped in
wifely images, Wisdom prepares her home (9:1) and offers food and hospitality: “Come,
eat of my bread and drink of the wine 1 have mixed” (9:5; ¢f.1:31; 4:17). Similarly, the
response to Wisdom evokes the actions of a husband toward a beloved wife: she is to be
held fast (3:18) and embraced (4:8); she is to be loved (4:6) and guarded (4:13), but not to
be forsaken (4:6). Like a good wife, Wisdom is sought and found (3:13; 8:17; 31:10,
especially 8:35 and 18:22). Once found, she is more precious than jewels (2:1-4;
3:14-15; 31:10) for she brings life (18:22; 31:10; 8:35; 3:13; 8:17; 8:36). Therefore, the
text entreats the reader to seek solace in the arms of Wisdom/ good wife rather than flirt

with the danger of the Strange Woman / adulteress. 162

16IMurphy (“Wisdom,” 601) argues that the good wife is a symbol of Wisdom. See
McCreesh, “Wisdom,” 25-46. Wolters (“Sdpiyyd,” 577-587) argues that semantic
connections make this allusion clear. See also C. V. Camp, Wisdom and the Feminine in
the Book of Proverbs (Bible and Literature Series 11; Sheffield: JSOT/ Almond, 1985); J.
Crenshaw, “Book of Proverbs,” Anchor Bible Dictionary Vol.5 (New York: Doubleday,
1992) 515.

16275 the text is addressed principally to a male readership, the force of the polemic is
directed against the man who responds affirmatively to Strange Woman/ adulteress rather
than to the woman who is an unfaithful wife.
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Symbolic Level of Personal Experience

The picture of Strange Woman as an adulteress evokes emotions and images
common to the experience of wise adulthood. The knowing parent/sage has seen the
evidence of families destroyed by adultery and cautions the young person to steer clear of
such activity. The following passage suggests personal observation on the part of the
teacher: “I have observed among the youths, a young man without sense, passing along
the street near her corner, taking the road to her house in the twilight” (7:7-9). Similarly,

the consequences of responding to her are spelled out with vivid imagery:

Can fire be carried in the bosom without burning one’s clothes? Or can
one walk on hot coals without scorching the feet? So is he who sleeps
with his neighbor’s wife; no one who touches her will go unpunished
(6:27-29).

In addition, associating with an adulteress is very costly. Whereas a prostitute’s fee “is
only a loaf of bread” the adulteress will take “his life” (6:26). Whybray suggests that this
refers to the tendency of the adulteress to demand a life of luxury from her lover, thereby
ruining his life. 193 Her luxurious lifestyle is attested to by the costly imported spices and
fine Egyptian linens with which she prepares her bed. The punishment wrought 1s
practical and tangible, involving the loss of income and social standing (6:30-33).164

The one who responds positively to the adulteress is then subject to her husband’s furious
revenge (6:34-35). Based on personal experience alone, the Strange Woman/ adulteress

is a dangerous creature.

163Whybray, Proverbs, 106. McKane, Proverbs, 316; cf. 330, prefers “dignity” to “life”
in this passage.

164McKane (Proverbs, 316) regards the consequences of a liason with Strange Woman to
be primarily on the experiential level. He downplays the possible consequences both to
the community and to its mythology.
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Symbolic Level of the Covenant Community

The symbolism of Strange Woman/ adulteress is enriched on the level of the
Israelite covenant community, or “the response of faith to divinely approved
instruction.” 9> The association of adultery with infidelity to the covenant is well
attested. 190 For example, Israel is the “unfaithful wife” who has broken the covenant
relationship with God by seeking “other lovers” (i.c., the ¢ ‘alim) in Hosea 1-3. Jeremiah
similarly decries Israel for having “played the whore with many lovers” (Jer.3:1) in spite
of their previous status as a beloved bride (Jer.2:1).167 Here again, following lovers
refers to worshipping the 6¢ ‘alim (Jer.2:8, 23). The term adultery, therefore, has a
special significance for the covenant community; adultery or breaking the covenant of
marriage refers to breaking the covenant relationship with God in this symbolic zone.
Proverbs directs attention to the symbolic layer of the covenant community in this verse:
“You will be saved from the Strange Woman, from the adulteress with her smooth words,
who forsakes the companion of her youth and forgets the covenant of her God™ (Prov.2:
16-17).168 Thus, Strange Woman’s words, in comparison to the words of Wisdom,

represent the teaching of apostasy (2:16-17), or as Carol Newsom puts it, the “rival

165Habel, “Symbolism,” 150.

166]srael is said “to play the harlot after other gods” in Ex.34:15; Lev.17:7, 205, 6;
Dt.31:16; Jdgs. 2:17; 8:27, 33; 1 Chr.5:25; Jer.3:1, 6, §; Ez.16:16-17, 26, 28, 34, 23:30
and Hos.3:3, 4:12-14.

167M. DeRoche, “Israel’s ‘Two Evils’ in Jeremiah II 13,” Vetus Testamentum 31 no.3
(1981): 369-371, points out that the use of broken cisterns in Jer.2:13 probably refers to
adultery. Pr.5:15-18.

168Habel (“Symbolism,” 148) notes that Jeremiah 3:4 also refers to God as “the friend of
my youth” who is forsaken by Israel. McKane (Proverbs, 286) claims that Strange
Woman has forsaken the instruction of her youth.
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discourse.”169 Strange Womarn/ adulteress’ polar opposite, Wisdom/ good wife, on the

other hand, represents adherence and faithfulness to the law:

He taught me and said to me, “Let your heart hold fast my words; keep my
commandments and live. Get Wisdom; get insight: do not forget, nor turn
away from the words of my mouth. Do not forsake her and she will keep
you, love her and she will guard you.” (4:4-6; cf. 28:4-9; 29:18).

Similarly, the reader 1s encouraged to:

Bind (qdshar) them about your heart (/éb) always; tie them around your
neck. When you walk they will lead you; when you lie down they will
watch over you; and when you awake they will talk with you (6:21-22)....
Keep [the] commandments and live... bind (gds/ar) them on your fingers,
write them on the tablet of your heart (/éb). Say to Wisdom, ‘You are my
sister,” and call insight your intimate friend, that they may keep you from
the Strange Woman, from the adulteress with her smooth words (7:2-5).

Keeping the commandments in the heart, meditating on them day and night, and

“binding” them to the fingers evokes similar covenantal language in Deut.6:4-9:

Hear O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone. You shall love the
LORD your God with all your heart (/ébdb), and with all your soul and with
all your might. Keep these words that I am commanding you today in
your heart (/ébdb). Recite them to your children and talk about them
when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and
when you rise. Bind (gdshar) them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an
emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house
and on your gates.

In this way, faithfulness to the covenant is symbolized by the faithful “intimate”
relationship to Wisdom/ good wife. Faithfulness to the commandments is also conveyed
through use of “way” imagery. The sage teaches that the way to life is through

obedience to the commandments: “‘For the commandment is a lamp and the teaching a

169“Women,” 144,
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light, and the reproofs of discipline are the way of life” (6:23). Those who obey these

commandments inherit the land:

So you will walk in the way of good men and keep to the paths of the
righteous. For the upright will inhabit the land, and men of integrity will
remain in it; but the wicked will be cut off from the land, and the
treacherous will be rooted out of it (2:20-22).

Following the way of Wisdom means obeying the commandments and dwelling in the
land, both important elements of the covenant (Deut. 6:1-3). In contrast, not following
the commandments, and thus approaching the way of Strange Woman, results in the loss

of inheritance:

And now, O child, listen to me, and do not depart from the words of my
mouth. Keep your way far from her, and do not go near the door of her
house; or you give your honor to others and your years to the merciless;
and strangers take their fill of your wealth, and your labors go to the house
of an alien (Pr. 5:7-10).

The “two ways” imagery associated with the two female figures of Wisdom and Strange
Woman augments the symbolism found at the level of the covenantal community and
confirms that Strange Woman/ aduiteress functions as a seductive symbol of apostasy to
the covenantal community of Israel.!70

Some suggest that Strange Woman may also represent the cultic prostitutes of the
various nations surrounding Israel. For example, Isaiah 57:3-13 describes the actions of a
sorceress, adulteress or whore: she participates in sacrificial rites (Isa.57:6-7; cf. Pr.7:14),

is located on the high places (Isa. 57:7; cf. Pr. 9:14) and prepares her bed for seduction

170Habel (“Symbolism,” 135) called Wisdom and Strange Woman “companions of the
way.” Wisdom presides over the straight path: “I walk in the way of righteousness, in the
paths of justice, endowing with wealth those who love me, and filling their treasuries”
(8:20-21). Strange Woman presides over the tortuous path that leads to Sheol: “Her feet
go down to death; her steps follow the paths to Sheol; she does not keep straight to the
path of life; her ways wander and she does not know” (5:5-6; see also 2:18-19).
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(Isa.57:8; cf. Pr.7:17). Indeed, Strange Woman is described with similar language.
Habel says that “cult prostitution represented a highly respectable profession in numerous
ancient cults while the prostitute plays the role of a sympathetic teacher in ancient
literature.” 17! He mentions the courtesan of the Gilgamesh Epic who trained Enkidu in
culture, life and love.17? Likewise, Bostrom argues that Strange Woman is not an
adulteress: her promiscuity is a cultic act intended to fulfil religious obligations to Ishtar.
Adultery, therefore, is not the sin but rather the involvement in fertility rites of a foreign
cult.!73 However, Proverbs is quite clear is identifying Strange Woman as an adulteress
and not as a prostitute, even though she is “like a prostitute” (7:10).174

Proverbs uses the seductive but forbidden figure of Strange Woman/adulteress to
good effect. It is not difficult to imagine the possible appeal of different cultic
practices,! 7> especially when the post-exilic community struggles to make sense of their
recent captivity in the light of their “chosen people” theology.!7® When the “companion
of their youth” may not appear to satisfy their needs, they turn to other options. Proverbs
recognizes the danger in this and seeks to affirm their covenant relationship while at the

same time, it acknowledges the appeal of “illegal liasons.”177

17Tbid., 143.

1721bid., 143.

173G. Bostrom, Proverbiastudien. Die Weisheit und das fremde Weib in Spr.1-9 (LUA
N.F. Avd. I, Bd 30, Nr 3, Lund, 1935) 103. Cf. McKane, Proverbs, 334f, Whybray
Proverbs, 115; Snijders, “Meaning,” 103; Ringgren, Word, 133ff.

17450 also McKane, Proverbs, 329.

1758cott, Proverbs, 43.

176For dating and context, see R. Whybray, Wisdom in Proverbs (London: SCM, 1965)
30ff; Camp, Wisdom: Blenkinsopp, “Social Context,” 472.

17780 also, Crenshaw, “Proverbs,” 515.
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Symbolic Level of Mythological Reflection

A third level of symbolism that enriches the interpretation of Strange Woman/
adulteress is the symbolic zone which Habel labels “cosmological.” This zone naturally
overlaps with the other two zones, those of personal experience and of the covental
community, and “extends into the fields of cultic imagery and mythic tradition™!78
through reflection on primordial and cosmic relationships of Wisdom and Strange
Woman. Wisdom mythology is highly developed in Proverbs, especially in terms of her

presence before and during creation.

The LORD created me at the beginning of his work, the first of his acts of
long ago. Ages ago I was set up, at the first, before the beginning of the
earth. When there were no depths I was brought forth, when there were
no springs abounding with water. Before the mountains had been shaped,
before the hills, [ was brought forth - when he had yet made earth and
fields, or the world’s first bits of soil. When he established the heavens, |
was there, when he drew a circle on the face of the deep, when he made
firm the skies above, when he established the fountains of the deep, when
he assigned to the sea its limit, so that the waters might not transgress his
command, when he marked out the foundations of the earth, then I was
beside him, like a master workman; and I was daily his delight, rejoicing
before him always, rejoicing in his inhabited world and delighting in the
human race (8:22-31).

Wisdom’s polar opposite, Strange Woman, is not presented in the same fashion. Her
beginning is not revealed. The cosmic consequences of responding positively to her
mnvitation, however, are described in vivid detail; her way leads to the shades (2:18), to
Sheol (5:5; 7:27) and to the “chambers of death” (7:27). Her mouth is a “deep pit” into

which “he with whom the LORD is angry” falls (22:14).17° Her invitation to spend the

178Habel, “Symbolism,” 150.
1794Q184 says: “In perversion they seized the fouled [organs] of her passion, they
descended the pit of her legs to act wickedly, and behave with the guilt of transgression.”
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night may even refer to the activities of a fertility cult. 130 Association with Strange
Woman/ adulteress drags one down into the depths of immorality and ultimate death. In
stark contrast to the ordered creation of Wisdom, the anomaly of Strange Woman’s social
status reflects only chaos.

By considering the symbolism of Strange Woman/ adulteress on the three levels
of personal experience, covenant community and primordial mythology, layers of
meaning are piled on the Strange Woman. As an adulteress, she represents a threat at all
three levels of reflection: she threatens the stability of family relations and kinship ties
on the experiental level, she threatens the perpetuation of the covenant on the theological

level, and she threatens the mythological imagination of all who are seduced by her.

Strange Woman as Foreign Woman

Before discussing the Strange Woman as a foreign woman, some nuancing of
terms is necessary. First of all, the term yvvaikdg dAdotpiag may mean “a woman of
another place,” which suggests that Strange Woman comes from another country to dwell
among Israel. However, strangers do not necessarily have to come from another country
to be “strange”; unusual actions and beliefs, especially those which are perceived as
dangerous to the community, separate people from each another in such a way that they
are marginalized by the community in which they live. In other words, they could be

“estranged” rather than “foreign.”181 Estrangement may be a result of non-compliance

180Habel, “Symbolism,” 152.

181Based on the broader use of zar, Snijders (“Meaning,” 63f, 78, 89) argues that Strange
Woman may in fact be an Israelite, who for some reason or another has been estranged
from the dominant community. One who associates with her would be similarly
estranged. Cf. McKane (Proverbs, 334) who concludes that Strange Woman is a foreign
woman, not just estranged.
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to social norms such as in religious practice or in interpersonal relationships. The actual
term “stranger” is rather vague in the Book of Proverbs and is generally used in
discussions of surety (6:1; 11:15; 20:16; 27:13) or in reference to those who are otherwise
unknown in the community (14:10; 27:2). In this thesis, therefore, the use of the term
“foreign™ combines the notions of “one born in another country” and “one who is

estranged from their community of origin.” The sense of the term is “outsider.”

Symbolic Level of Personal Experience
As well as depicting Strange Woman as an adulteress, Proverbs also presents her
as a foreign woman though not to the same extent. In a warning against associating with

Strange Woman, it says,

And now, O child, listen to me, and do not depart from the words of my
mouth. Keep your way far from her, and do not go near the door of her
house; or you give your honor to others and your years to the merciless;
and strangers take their fill of your wealth, and your labors go to the house
of an alien (5:7-11).

Similarly, Proverbs 5:17 states “Let [your springs] be for yourself alone, and not for
sharing with strangers.” Though Strange Woman may be seen as a foreign woman or
“outsider,” she is a foreign woman who lives in the midst of the community. Her house
1s near the street within sight of others (7:7-8). Her “feet do not stay at home; now in the
street, now in the squares, and at every corner she lies in wait” (7:7-12). She is “the
stranger among us.” 182 Though the reference to Strange Woman/ foreign woman is not

as strong as Strange Woman/ adulteress, strangers are generally perceived with a certain

182Camp (“Wise,” 21-22) suggests that, by acknowledging the presence of foreigners, the
sages then attempt to “integrate disorder, the anomalous, into their daily lives.” It is only
through knowledge of evil that knowledge of wisdom can be achieved.
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element of suspicion in the text.133 For example, the reader is warned against becoming
indebted to a stranger - one who is so bound, is like a “gazelle to the hunter” (6:1-5).
Blenkinsopp suggests that the diatribe against the Strange Woman reflects the social
context of the early post-exilic period in which the dominant elite intended to preserve
their economic assets and social status. 134 Marrying a foreign woman would mean the
loss of land and property as well as expulsion from the religious community, according to
Ezra. Some of the returning exiles left their wives in order to marry native land-owning
women so that they could reclaim the land which had once been theirs. As well as
reclaiming the land, community leaders would marry foreigners in order to gain political
power and social status. Blenkinsopp argues, then, that the Book of Proverbs warms the
elite against exogamy in order to protect their property and status of social position. 183
Whatever the intention of this text might be, the Strange Woman/ foreign woman is seen

to represent a social threat on the experiential level.

Symbolic Level of the Covenant Community

On the level of theological reflection, the way in which the text emphasizes
kinship and parental teaching draws a line between the covenant community and
foreigners or “outsiders™; 186 parents teach their children all that is necessary for a

prosperous and successful life based on “the fear of the LORD.”187 A foreigner, then, or

1836:1-5, 11:15, 20:16; 27:13.

184«gqcial Context,” 471-472.

185Based on Egyptian texts, McKane (Proverbs, 284-285, 339) argues that liasons with
women were often the ruin of a man’s career. He sees no need to introduce a cultic
theory to explain Strange Woman’s place in this text.

186The reader is addressed as “my child” (1:8, 10, 15; 2:1; 3:1, 11, 21; 4:10, 20; 5:1, 20;
6:1,3,20;7:1; 19:27; 23:15, 19, 26; 24:13, 21; 27:11; 31:2).

1871:7,29; 2:5, 8:13; 9:10; 10:27; 14:26, 27; 15:16, 33; 16:6; 19:23: 22:4; 23:17.
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one who is not taught the “fear of the LORD” by their parents, may be a dangerous threat
to the self-identity of the community. Foreigners teach intriguing possibilities of
alternative ways!®® and function with a different set of values.!8® They threaten national
and ethnic identity - even the spoken language.!%? In addition, foreign gods!®!
introduced into the community through relationships with foreigners threaten Israel’s
strict monotheistic faith. 192 The polemic against breech of endogamy laws in other texts
suggests that this may have been a widespread problem.!?3 Strange Woman personifies
the foreigner, then, who perseveres in their own teaching and in their own cultic practices

even while in the midst of another community.1%4

Symbolic Level of Mythological Reflection

On the mythological level, Strange Woman/ foreign woman symbolizes the
foreign goddess who opposes divine Wisdom.19> Like Wisdom, she too speaks in the
first person to teach and persuade. Like Wisdom, she presides over a path that has

eternal consequences, but her path leads foolish people away from the source of life

188Dt.13:6-11 condemns to death those who “entice” others to pursue foreign gods.
Habel, “Symbolism,” 143.

1899 also, Scott, Proverbs, 43, McKane, Proverbs, 286.

190Bjenkinsopp, “Social Context,” 459.

191For example, Gen.35:2; Ex.34:11-16; Num.25:1-3, etc.

192For example, Ex. 20:3, 23; Dt.5:7; 6:14; 11:16, 28, etc.

193For example, Dt.7:3-4, Josh. 23:12, Ezra 9:11-12 and Neh.13:23-27. Blenkinsopp,
“Social Context,” provides a full discussion of the sanction against marriage with
foreign women.

194Blenkinsopp (“Social Context”, 468) argues that, in this social context, marriage to a
foreign wife would constitute not only loss of land inheritance but also being “cut off”
from the covenant community (Pr.2:21-22; cf. Isa. 57:13).

195Habel’s (“Symbolism,” 156) designation of Strange Woman as the “goddess of the
underworld” is quite limited in scope. The multiple names used to describe her suggest
that there was more than one goddess figure provoking mythological reflection.
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(8:35-36). Like a patron of a cult, she constructs a rival temple (“house,” 7:8; 9:27). The
word “strange” is often used to describe false gods; the worship of foreign goddesses in
the Ancient Near East is well-documented and their growing popularity represents a
threat to the confidence of Israel’s mythology.!% The cultic practices around Asherah,
in particular, presented a challenge to the covenant community.!®7 Some commentators
argue that the figure of Wisdom actually developed in response to the influence of
goddess worship on their community, with Strange Woman taking the role of the rival
goddess(es). 198

In short, the symbolic interpretation of Strange Woman/ foreign woman expands
through consideration on three levels. On the experiential level, she underscores the
common mistrust and suspicion that foreigners evoke in a community not their own. On
the theological level, she represents both the teacher of heresy who leads the young astray
and the practitioner of foreign cults contaminating Israelite monotheism. On the
mythical level, she evokes the various goddesses of the ancient world. In all three areas,

she threatens the security of the reader.

Strange Woman as Foolish Woman
Symbolic Level of Personal Experience
Finally, Strange Woman is associated with foolish woman, sometimes referred to
as Lady Folly. On the experiential level of symbolism, Strange Womarn/ foolish woman

represents one who rebels against appropriate socialization. “A foolish woman is noisy;

1968¢ee, for example, Jer.2:25, 3:13.

197Blenkinsopp, “Social Context,” 463-464. See also Whybray, Proverbs, 117-118.
198See G. Von Rad, Wisdom n Israel (London: SCM, 1972)153; B. Lang, Frau Weisheit
(Dusseldorf: Patmos, 1975) 170; Blenkinsopp, “Social Context”’; Whybray, Wisdom,
90-91 and McKane’s extensive survey in Proverbs.
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she is wanton and knows no shame™ (9:13). Inappropriate use of speech is particularly
detestable - speech which is slanderous (10:18), lacking in sense (10:21), imprudent
(12;16; 12:23; 14:8), ignorant (14.7; 15:2, 7, 14), quick-tempered (14:17), perverse
(19:1), and opinionated (18:2). Foolish woman personifies the fool, who, the sage says,
causes chaos in the midst of the community. Thus, he wamns the reader to reject foolish

behaviour.

Symbolic Level of the Covenant Community

At the covenantal community level of symbolism, Strange Woman/ foolish
woman represents one who is rebellious in regards to the covenant. Of foolish woman,
Proverbs 9:13 says that she “is ignorant and knows nothing.” Fools are identified as
those who “despise wisdom and instruction” (1:7; 23:9) and “hate knowledge” (1:22).
They do wrong zestfully (10:23; 14:16) without regard for reproof or correction (12:1;
15:5; 17:10; 27:2). In their rebellion, they grieve their parents (15:20; 17:21, 25; 19:13)
and receive both disgrace (3:35; 26:1) and ruin (10:8, 14). Adherence to the
commandments, therefore, distinguishes the wise from the foolish. 199 Strange Woman/
foolish woman represents the one who has no “fear of the LORD”; she does not know nor

follow the commandments, and will not listen to the rebuke and discipline of the wise

(i.e., parental figures) of the covenant community.200

199The opposition between wise and foolish shape the text, as in 14:16, 33; 15:2.
200Crenshaw (“Proverbs,” 515) argues that the discursive nature of the text calls the
reader “to adopt the position of a son subject to an authoritative father” and that “the
father adheres to the belief that allegiance precedes knowledge, so that habitual conduct
eventually creates its own ethos in which such behavior becomes natural, like breathing.”
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Symbolic Level of Mythological Reflection

On the mythological level of symbolism, Strange Woman/ foolish woman sits at
the door of her house and calls to those who pass by; those who accept her invitation find
only death (9:13-18). She also sits “at the high places of the town” which may refer to
the notorious location of forbidden cultic practice (9:14).291 Most significant, perhaps,
is the notion that Strange Woman/ foolish woman “knows nothing” (9:13). Wisdom, on
the other hand, knows all things (Pr.2:6, 10; 3:19, 20; Wis.7:17-22; 9:11), even the
creation of the world (8:1-31). As a cosmological symbol, foolish woman is depicted as

ignorance personified.

Strange Woman therefore encompasses three main aspects: she is an adulteress, a
foreigner living in the community and a foolish woman. Though she is often painted as
charming and enticing, the one who responds to her seduction faces deadly
consequences. The symbol of Strange Woman carries force through three levels:
traditional “wisdom” reflection on personal experience, theological reflection of the
covenantal community and mythological reflection of cosmic imagery. Comparison to
Wisdom heightens, clarifies and elaborates this symbol of Strange Woman through all of
these zones. On one side, Wisdom represents all that is socially acceptable, all that is
within the scope of the covenantal community, and all that shapes and pervades creation.
Strange Woman, on the other side, represents all that is socially unacceptable, all that
undermines the theological community and all that suggests an alternative mythology. In

short, Strange Woman serves as a metaphor for the social, religious, and mythical ““other”

201por high places as sites of cultic worship, see Lev.26:30; Num.33:52; 1 Kgs.3:2.3; 2
Kgs.23:19; 2 Chr.21:11, 28:4; Ps.78:58; Eccl.10:6; Jer.19:5, 32:35 and Ez.6:6. Note that
Wisdom also stands “on the heights™ (Pr.8:2).
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against which the discourse of the text is directed. Even the terms used to describe her -
“the woman of another place or person” - connote this sense of “otherness.” Asa
textual construct, this polarity serves to align the reader with Wisdom against Strange
Woman in the manner of sectarian literature, reinforcing the ideology of the ethos of the
family 202 Joseph Blenkinsopp says it well when he says that Strange Woman is defined
“negatively” or “out of a certain normative group or category.” He goes on to say, “Her
social status is therefore determined with reference to a particular social configuration to

which a normative character is assigned.”203

2028 also, Crenshaw, “Proverbs,” 515.
203Blenkinsopp, “Social Context,” 463.



Chapter 5: The Samaritan Woman

In this section, as with Strange Woman, I will consider the Samaritan Woman in
John 4:1-42 on three layers of symbolic meaning: the experiential level, the communal
level and the cosmological level 204 Each symbolic layer contributes to the depth of
meaning in this gospel; working in tandem, the various layers expose certain aspects of
the text which would otherwise remain beyond the reach of the interpreter. At the same
time, | will compare the three aspects of Strange Woman - adulteress, foreign and foolish
- with the presentation of the Samaritan Woman across these symbolic zones. In this
way, | will show that the Samaritan Woman reflects the paradigm of the Strange Woman.

At this point, 1 would draw attention to this woman’s anonymity. Like other
anonymous characters of the Fourth Gospel, such as the beloved disciple, the blind man
and the royal official, her anonymity accomplishes three things. First, her character can
represent a group or stereotype without limit and throughout various symbolic fields. Her
character is not tied to a historical person identified by genealogy, profession, or physical
characteristics. We are not told her name, age, appearance, or disposition; she represents
much more than any historically named person could. Anonymous, her power to
represent collectives - especially the Samaritan collective - is enhanced without the threat

of losing her particularity.205 Secondly, her lack of name serves to divert the reader’s

2041 have not found any work which looks at these three layers of symbolism in this text,
though Olsson (Structure, 122ff) provides a survey of allegorical and symbolic
interpretations of Jn.4.

2055, M. Schneiders, The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred
Scripture (San Francisco: Harper, 1991) 189. W. Watty, “The Significance of Anonymity
in the Fourth Gospel,” Exposttory Times 90 (1979) 211, claims that the woman is
unnamed because she existed in the post-apostolic age; only apostles who lived at the

79
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attention from the unnamed characters to the named character, Jesus. It thus serves a
theological purpose. Thirdly, according to Beck, it serves to further a reader’s
identification with a character by creating a gap which the reader is invited to fill with

his/her own identity in order to “experience” the narrative as an active participant.206

The reader’s participation in her revelatory experience is aided because
she is not a particular character whose name sets her apart as distinct from
the reader but a woman (as you may be) who 1s scorned by her community
(as we may sometimes be) because of her own life choices (choices we all
make).207

These three factors suggest that the Samaritan Woman’s anonymity is significant, not
only in the literary sense, but also in the theological and rhetorical sense.

A brief survey of the Samaritans will prepare the ground for the following
discussion. The Samaritans find their origin in the Northern Kingdom of Israel. The ten
tribes which belonged to this kingdom were defeated and taken into captivity by the
Assyrians in 722 B CE. (2 Kgs.17:24ff). The Assyrians relocated five other nations in the
cities of Samaria; these immigrants intermarried and mingled with the Israelites who
were left behind. The resulting admixture of Israelite and pagan developed a theology
and cult of its own particularity focusing on credal beliefs in the Pentateuch and worship
on Mt. Gerizim, the location of various shrines and holy sites instituted by the patriarchs.

In the meantime, Judea had been taken into exile by the Babylonians. After their return

same time as Jesus are named and other names distract from the person of Jesus. M.
Natanson, Anonymity: A Study in the Philosophy of Alfred Schut- (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1986) 23-25, 163-170; T. Docherty, Reading (Absent) Character:
Towards a Theory of Characterization in Fiction (Oxford: Clarendon, 1983).

206D R. Beck, “The Narrative Function of Anonymity in Fourth Gospel
Characterization,” Semeia 63 (1993): 143-158.

207Beck, “Narrative,” 151.
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around 538 B.C E., they proceeded to rebuild Jerusalem and the temple.2%8 When the
Samaritans offered to help to restore the temple, the Jews refused them (Ez.4:1ff).

Mordecai Cogan claims that the biblical texts reflect two main attitudes towards
the Samaritans.20° The first effectively excluded the Samaritans from the community
of Israel. The Deuteronomistic text of 11 Kgs.17: 24-33 places idolatrous action as the
issue. The supporting text of Ezra 4:1-5, though not specific in its rebuke, also favors the
“Golah community” which struggled to preserve its “holy seed” through marriage and
purity laws. Both of these texts possibly express the “growing bitterness” of a later time,
a time which Cogan locates in the post-exilic period; the returned exiles resented those
who had remained behind. The later Persian text of II Chronicles 30, however, presents
the Samaritans in another light. In this account, Hezekiah invites the Samaritans to
celebrate the Passover in Jerusalem and many respond. Eventually, all those who had
remained in Israel were fully integrated into the Jewish community. Thus, the text of
Chronicles welcomes all those who returned whole-heartedly to the LORD; the
Samaritans were considered full members of Isracl. This is in accord with the
Samaritans own self-image conveyed in the Samaritan Chronicles, that of the “true
Israel.” The tension between Jews and Samaritans is evident in the discourse between
Jesus and the Samaritan Woman.

Josephus states that, when it suited their purposes, the Samaritans aligned
themselves with the Jews. He also reports that the Samaritans provided sanctuary for
Jerusalemites who were accused of breaking the law.210 When there was a disadvantage

to being associated with the Jews they separated themselves, even to the point of

208E Barnavi, Historical Atlas of the Jewish People (London: Hutchinson, 1992) 30.
209“For we, Like you, Worship your God: Three Biblical Portrayals of Samaritan
Origins,” Vetus Testamentum, 38 no.3 (1988): 286-292.

210451 11.8.7
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declaring themselves to be enemies of the Jews, engaging in combat and purposefully
interfering with Jewish festivals in Jerusalem.2!! Thus, the few texts which describe the

relationship between the Jews and the Samaritans are not inconsistent.

Samaritan Woman as Adulteress
Symbolic Level of Personal Experience
The Samaritan Woman is introduced as a woman who comes to the well to draw
water. Jesus asks her for a drink. After a discussion about water, Jesus says to her, “Go,
call your husband and come back™ (4:16). The woman responds that she has no husband.

Jesus answers:

You are right in saying, “You 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! (4:18)

On the narrative level of the story, it is unclear why the woman has had five husbands. It
may be that she is a widow five times, the victim of tragic circumstances like Tamar
whose marriage and levirate marriages failed to produce an heir (Gen. 38:1-30), or Sarah
in the Book of Tobit whose husbands were killed by a demon-lover (Tob.3:7-9). It may
equally be that the Samaritan Woman was an adulteress who took several men as
husbands. They may even have been the husbands of others. Some commentators
suggest that the woman was a victim of abuse.?12 Regardless of the situation, having
more than three husbands is a social anomaly.213 Phyllis Bird argues that texts

presuppose that harlots are recognized as marginal figures, “tolerated but not

211 4n1. 11.8.6; 12.5.5,20.6.1ff.

2123 Nortjé, “The Role of Women in the Fourth Gospel,” Neotestamentica 20 (1986):
25,

213Jews allow three marriages only, and it is possible that Samaritans had the same
restriction. Bultmann, John, 188.
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despised.”?!4 Though the Samaritan Woman is not named a harlot per se, she carries the
stigma of a social outcast because of her anomalous marital status; though she is not
designated an adulteress exactly, it strongly implies that she is immoral 213

Though the exact nature of her marital relationships is unclear, the text suggests
that it is an important point in the discourse. Because Jesus tells the woman “everything
she ever did”, she “sees” that he is a prophet. Most commentators focus on the fact of
Jesus’ self-revelation here rather than on the content of his prophecy. When attention is
paid to her marital status, the tendency is to regard her as a sinner in need of repentance
or as symbolically representing the nation of Samaria.2!® My point here is that Jesus
could have prophesied about any number of subjects. That he speaks to her marital status
suggests that her marital status - with its accompanying marginalization - is an important
element in the narrative and must be taken seriously.

This narrative content is reinforced by literary devices which, on the one hand,
emphasize the importance of sexuality, but on the other hand, conceal it. The first
indication is the emphasis on gender distinction: the Samaritan is a woman, Jesus is a

man.2!7 The second is the use of a literary trope which evokes the betrothal motif. The

214<The Harlot as Heroine: Social Presupposition in Three Old Testament Texts,” Semeia
46 (1989):119-139.

21580 also Olsson, Structure, 338; Schnackenburg, Gospel, 468; C. M. Carmichael,
“Marriage and the Samaritan Woman,” New Testament Studies 26 (1980) 338; Bultmann,
John, 188; Brown, John, 171; Okure, Johannine, 110, cf. Schneiders, Revelatory, 189;
Witherington, Women, 60.

216For example, Bultmann, John, 187; M. Hogan, “The Woman at the Well,” The Bible
Today (Feb.1976): 663-669; J. R. Michaels, John (San Francisco: Harper and Row,

1984) 54-55; Painter, Quest, 204; Botha, Reading, 142-143; Boers, Mountain, 172,
Withenington, Women, 59.

217Cf. De Boer, “John 4:27- Women (and Men) in the Gospel and Community of John,”
Women in the Biblical Tradition (edited by George J. Brooke; Lewiston: Edwin Mellen
Press, 1992) 213, argues that nationality is emphasized over and against gender.
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third device is the strong element of sexual innuendo and double entendre. These three
literary tools indicate that sexuality is an important element in the discourse between
Jesus and the Samaritan Woman, while at the same time, they cloak sexuality behind
hints and ambiguity.2!8 As Botha says, “overt means make the point, covert means drive
it home.”?!° In order to lay the groundwork for a comparison between the Strange
Woman and the Samaritan Woman, I will look at these literary techniques more closely.
The text emphasizes the gender of the woman. She is identified by the specific
designation 1 yovn, the “woman,” a designation used twelve times in this pericope. She
actually draws attention to herself as a woman: “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of
me, a woman of Samaria?” (4:9). Furthermore, Jesus addresses her as “Woman,” in the
vocative (4:21). Finally, the disciples are astonished that Jesus is speaking to a woman.
Rabbinic texts suggest that conversations between men and women are an anomaly. For

example,

Jose b. Johanan of Jerusalem warned: “Talk not much with womankind.”
They say this of a man’s wife; how much more of his fellow’s wife.
Hence the sages have said: “He that talks much with womankind brings
evil upon himself, 220

Also, “It is forbidden to give a woman any greeting.”221 In the absence of naming, the
text goes out of its way to emphasize the gender of the second speaker in this story.

Obvious in contrast, is the gender of Jesus, and (most likely) that of the disciples.

2188 cott (Sophia, 238-239) admits to a certain note of sexuality in the relationship
between some of the women in this gospel and Jesus. He cites the stories of the
Samaritan woman and of Mary when she anoints Jesus’ feet as examples.
219Botha, Reading, 190.

220m. Pirke Aboth 1:5.

221p_ Kiddushim 70a.
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In addition to drawing attention to the mixed gender of the two meeting in
isolated conversation, the encounter of Jesus and the Samaritan Woman further evokes
the traditional narrative trope of the betrothal scene.222 Three main stories from the
Pentateuch contribute to this narrative pattern: the accounts of the betrothal of [saac,
Jacob and Moses. The following chart indicates the various elements which these stories
have in common with the story in John 4. [ also include Josephus’ account of Moses’
betrothal because he adds several interesting details to the biblical account 223

From this comparison of narrative elements in the betrothal scenes of Isaac, Jacob
and Moses with the story of Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan Woman, several
similarities may be observed. Most consistently, these stories describe a man (or, in the
case of Isaac, his surrogate) who travels to a foreign country where he meets a woman (or
women) at a well. A problem about water arises and is followed by a satisfactory
resolution. She introduces him to her kin. He receives a positive response from them.
The man and woman marry. The story of the Samaritan Woman in John 4 differs from
these other stories in one essential element, however; unlike the patriarchs and Moses,

Jesus does not wed the woman he meets at the well, that is, if we can assume as much

222]. Neyrey, “Jacob Traditions and the Interpretation of John 4:10-26,” The Catholic
Biblical Quarterly 41 (1979) 425f, Cahill, “Narrative,” 45; Eslinger, “Wooing,” 168f.
Staley (Print’s, 99) calls this “a brilliant parody of the patriarchal betrothal scenes”
which “subtly instructs [the reader] in how to read intertextually.” R. Alter’s The Art of
Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic, 1981) provides a full discussion on type-scenes. Cf.
O’Day, Revelation, 132; Botha, Reading, 191; M. Pamment, “Is there convincing
evidence of Samaritan Influence on the Fourth Gospel?” Zetschrift fur die
Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft und die Kunde der Alteren Kirche 73 (1982): 222; Lieu,
“Scripture,” 232. Painter (Quest, 201) prefers to see a “quest” motif.

22380 also J. H. Bernard St. John (Edinburgh: T.&T. Clark, 1928) 136; Olsson,
Structure, 150. Philo’s account (De Vita Mosis 1, 51-60 [translated by C. D. Yonge;
Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1993]) focuses more on the outrage aroused in Moses by
the “lazy” shepherds and less on Moses’ marriage to one of the women.



Narrative Element

Jesus and the Samaritan

Isaac and Rebecca

Jacob and Rachel

Moses and Zipporah

Moses and Zipporah

Woman
reference John 4 Genesis 24 Genesis 29 Exodus 2:15-22 Josephus Ant. 2
man/agent travels to Samaria 4:4 to Nahor 24:10 to Haran 27:43 to Midian 2:15 to Midian 2:257
because of conflict with Pharisees 4:1-3 with Esau 27:43-44 | with Pharoah 2:15 | the king of Egypt 2:255
led by God 4.4 24:48 28:15
outside the city 4:5 24:11 29:2 2:257
time of day "noon" 4.6 "evening” 24:11 "daylight" 29:7 "noon" 2:257
man is tired 4.6 2.257
man sits by a well 4.6 stands 24:43 29:2 2:15 2:257
woman comes to draw water 4.7 24:13,45 29.6 2:16 2:258

she is described

she has 5 husbands and
the man she has now is not
her husband 418

"very fair, a virgin
whom no man had
known" 24:16

"graceful and
beautiful" 29:17

"the seven daughters
of the priest of
Midian" 2:16

"the seven sisters that
were virgins, the
daughters of Raguel a
priest” 2:258

he speaks to her first

"Give me a drink” 4.7

“Please let me sip a
little water from your

jar' 24:17
dilemna about water will be thirsty again 4:7-15 | 97N 2 needed flocks o gather Shephezrﬂs;”terfer shepherds interfer 2:260
she gives water to him 24:18-20
he gives her animals water offers living water 4:10 29:10 217 2:260
her jar is mentioned 4.28 24.20 "trough" 2:16 "trough" 2.259
he is related to her our ancestor, Jacob™ 24:15,27 29:12
she tells her people about him 4:28 2428 2912 2:19 2:261

her people come to meet him or

Samaritans come to see

Laban ran to meet

Laban ran to meet

Moses goes to Reue!

Moses goes to Raguel

he goes to them Jesus 4:30 him 24:29 him 29:13 2:20 2:261
he stays with them 4.40 24:23 29:14 2:22 2:263
they are favorably impressed 441 24:31 29:14 2:.20 2262
he gives something to the i "o 4. gold and clothes defense against defense against
woman living water"? 4.15 24:22 53 shepherds 2:17 shepherds 2261
he gives gifts to her kin "salvation" 4:42 costlyzci{%%ments 14 yezagr.szgfslgbour
man and woman are betrothed 24:50 29.19 2:21 2:263
They celebrate a meal Ihave food to eat which you 24:54 2.20

do not know" 4:32
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from the silence of the text. The woman all but disappears once the Samaritans are
introduced. Furthermore, the “wedding supper” is thwarted by Jesus’ refusal to eat the
food brought by the disciples from the town - his food is to “do the will of him who sent
me” (4:34). In spite of the unexpected ending, a comparison of narrative patterns
demonstrates that the encounter of the Samaritan Woman and Jesus is based on this
betrothal motif 224

A review of the first three chapters of the Fourth Gospel demonstrates that the
introduction of a betrothal motif is not totally unanticipated. Like Isaac’s surrogate and
Jacob who traveled a long distance to seek a wife from their own kin, Jesus “came to his
own” (1:10), he “dwelled among them” (1:14) and made his Father known to them
(1:18). John the Baptist heralds Jesus as the bridegroom (1:29, 36; 3:29).225 Jesus
provides good wine at a wedding banquet in Cana (2:1-11). The introduction of yet
another wedding motif comes as no great surprise. Jesus meets this woman at the most
famous well in Samaria, at the well that is dug by the founding ancestor, Jacob, the
nation’s namesake. Other clues within the narrative of John 4 itself further direct the
reader’s attention to the betrothal motif. Three direct references to Jacob’s well in John
4:5, 6, 12 remind the reader of Jacob’s encounter with Rachel at the well and of his love

for her (Gen.29: 9,18).226 As well, the identification of Jesus as a prophet reminds the

2240kure (Johannine, 88) argues that the absence of a marriage and the multiple
husbands of the woman prevent identification of this narrative with the biblical betrothal
scenes.

225Schneiders (Revelatory, 187) claims that Jesus, assuming the role of Yahweh the
bridegroom of ancient Israel, is betrothed to the New Israel which represents the
Christian, and specifically, the Johannine Christian community. Though this “works
well,” the identity of the bride is not explicitly stated in the text.

226Carmichael (“Marriage,” 337) notes that the correlation between John 4 and Gen.29 is
particularly strong. Like Rachel, the Samaritan Woman comes to the well at an odd time
of day, high noon (Gen.29:7). Jacob and Rachel are close blood relations. Similarly,



87

reader of Moses, who had a similar encounter at a well (4:19). Most dramatic of all,
perhaps, is the sexual innuendo which pervades the conversation between Jesus and the
Samaritan Woman.

The Fourth Gospel hides sexuality behind double entendre and innuendo. Lyle
Eslinger has thoroughly outlined the use of double entendre in John 4 in his article, “The
Wooing of the Samaritan Woman at the Well. 227 In this article, he argues that double
entendre - defined as a “word that conveys an indelicate meaning under cover of an

innocent one”228

- 15 a literary strategy used to mislead the reader who will share the
experience of misunderstanding with the characters first-hand, and who will thus be more
sympathetic. Needless to say, this hidden meaning is ambiguous, and “rests solely with
the beholder.” Though I will iean heavily on the observations which Eslinger has made, I
will use them for another purpose, namely, to highlight the sexual dimension of the
exchange between Jesus and the Samaritan Woman.22%

The narrative scene is set when Jesus, weary from his journey and aware of the
conflict he has left behind, sits down to rest around the noon hour. Repeated emphasis
on the location of the well concretizes the scene, making it more tangible. Stating the
time further locates this scene in temporal space. The disciples go to look for food -
suggesting a physical hunger as yet unsatisfied - and Jesus is left alone. A Samaritan

woman approaches the well to draw water and Jesus asks her for a drink. The literal

translation of the Greek in this verse suggests the more passive role of Jesus: “Give me to

Jesus and the Samaritan Woman are close relations, ethically-speaking. There is already
an implicit reference to Jacob in Jn. 1:51. So also Dodd, Interpretation, 245-246.

227 Journal of Biblical Literature, Vol.1, No.2 (September 1987): 167-183. See also
Lieu, “Scripture,” 231.

228Fslinger, “Wooing,” 169.

229The seductive attitude of the Samaritan Woman is disputed by Schneiders, Revelatory,
187.
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drink (Aé¢ pot eiv).”230 Jesus comes across as hot, exhausted, weak and vulnerable.231
The setting of the scene raises expectations of a sexual encounter.

The Samaritan Woman’s response suggests such sexual possibilities: ““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.)” (Jn.4:9). This “sharing of things in common” has been the
focus of a great deal of discussion. Most commentators will agree with Daube who, on
the basis of rabbinic texts, suggests that cuyypdopat means “to share common
vessels”:232 Samaritans and Jews did not share vessels because Samaritan women were
considered to be “menstruants from the cradle”33 and thus ritually impure. They would
transfer this impurity to the vessels they used and hence to another using the same
vessel. 234 Daube’s argument depends upon regarding the dative Tauapeitoig as the
object governed by the prepositional prefix ouv-, with “vessels” serving as the implied
direct object of the verb, even though no other parallels in Greek literature can be found

for this reading. Daube renders the verse thus: “Jews do not use (vessels) together with

230Cf. Olsson, Structure, 176.

23180 also Okure, Johannine, 87.

232D Daube, “Jesus and the Samaritan Woman: The Meaning of cuyypaouar,” Journal
of Biblical Literature (1950): 137-147; so also Barrett, Gospel, 232; Brown, John, 170;
Carmichael, “Marriage,” 336. E. Pollard, “Jesus and the Samaritan Woman,”
Expository Times 92 (1981) 148, arrives at the same conclusion on the basis that
Augustine of Hippo understood cvyypdopat to mean “sharing vessels.” Cf.
Schnackenburg, Gospel, 425.

233Mishnah Niddah 4:1; Tosephta, Nidd. 5:1. R. G. Maccini, “A Reassessment of the
Woman at the Well in John 4 in Light of the Samaritan Context,” Journal for the Study of
the New Testament, 53 (1994): 41, disagrees that Samaritan women were considered to
be perpetually impure and cites other Samaritan texts which challenge the notion of
menstruant impurity. He argues that this constraint may have been framed by the rabbis
to keep Jews from marrying Samaritan women. In fact, the “routine application of
rabbinical teachings to the Samaritan woman is inapproprate.” Cf. J. D. Derrett, “The
Samaritan Woman's Purity,” Evangelical Quarterly 60 no.4 (1988): 291-298.
234Mishnah Kelim 1.1ff
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Samaritans.” D. R. Hall, on the other hand, argues that cvyypdouon often takes the direct
object in the dative, and cites cuvakorovdéw, cuvéEnopal, cuvevdokéw as examples of
verbs with the cuv- prefix which also take the object in the dative.23> The prepositional
prefix ouvv- does not mean, “[verb] along with other people,” nor does it govern an object
of its own but rather, it is strongly associated with the simple verb ypdopou which it
intensifies. The simple verb ypdopat, when used with a personal object, means “to treat

36 or specifically, “to treat someone as a

a person in a certain way” according to Bauer,?
friend,” so Liddell and Scott.237 With the added prefix, cvy- ypdopar may be rendered
as an emotionally charged social interaction which Eslinger, given the prevalence of
double entendre in this passage, translates as “‘to be intimate with” or “to have sexual
intercourse with.”23% Therefore, the Samaritan Woman’s response to Jesus that
Samaritans and Jews are “not intimate” suggests on one level, the basic impropriety of

their conversation, and on another level, that sexual intercourse was perhaps a possibility

between them,23°

235D, R. Hall, “The Meaning of cvyypdouor in John 4.9, The Expository Times 83
(Oct.1971- Sept. 1972): 56-57, so also Eslinger, “Wooing,” 176.

236W. Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian
Literature (translated by W. Armdt and F. W. Gingrich; Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1957/1979) 884.

23730 also Liddell and Scott sv.IV.2

238Eglinger, “Wooing,” 176, 183. In addition, the biblical use of “vessels” as a
euphemism for sexual organs in 1 Sam.21:5 might support Eslinger’s claim.

2390Isson (Structure, 155, 177) is open to the possibility that this is a double entendre
referring to both social interaction and purification issues. J. D. M. Derrett, “The
Samaritan Woman'’s Pitcher,” The Downside Review (Oct. 1984): 252-261, claims
ambiguously that cuyypwortor means “make use of.” Her five husbands have made use of
her, now how can she be of use to Jesus?
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Jesus responds to the woman’s objection by offering her “living water.”
According to Eslinger, water images often serve as euphemisms for sexuality. Take for

example, the exhortation to marital faithfulness in Proverbs 5:15-18.

Drink water from your own cistern, flowing water (rnyng) from your own
well (dpedtaov).

Should your springs (ddata £K The ofic myfic) be scattered abroad,
streams of water in the streets?

Let them be for yourself alone, and not for sharing with strangers.

Let your fountain (;1 nnyh oov) be blessed, and rejoice in the wife of your
youth, a lovely hind, a graceful doe.

May her breasts satisfy you at all times;

May you be intoxicated always by her love.

Here, the language of water is used to make a sexual point: drinking “from your own
cistern” refers to sexual intercourse, the “springs” refer to male semen and the “well”
(¢ptap) and “fountain” (nnyr) refer to the anatomy of a woman.240 Song of Solomon

4:12-15 also refers to a woman as a fountain and a well:

A garden locked is my sister, my bride,

a garden locked, a fountain sealed...

a garden fountain (nnyn xnmov), a well (¢peap) of living water,
and flowing streams from Lebanon.

Leviticus 12:7 and 20:18, which refer to a woman’s “flow” as anyf, would also support
this interpretation. 4! In Jeremiah 2:13, God is referred to as the “fountain of living
water” of “the faithless wife” Israel (Jer.2:2, 24, 32; 3:1-5, 20). Here again, as in
Proverbs 5, sexual infidelity is referred to as having “dug out cisterns for themselves,

cracked cisterns that can hold no water” (Jer.2:13). As Eslinger points out, these

240Eslinger, “Wooing,” 170; Carmichael, “Marriage,” 336. Cf. McKane, Proverbs,
318-319.
241ps. 68:26.



91

euphemisms are only hints to a double meaning, suggesting sexual innuendo. Thus,
when Jesus offers the woman “living water,” sexual images may be evoked.
The woman responds, “Sir, you have no bucket and the well (¢ptap) is deep.

Where do you get that living water?” Eslinger says,

The word she uses for “well” (optap) is another double entendre. She is
really talking about her own “well” but disguises her lasciviousness under
the guise of an innocent reference to Jacob’s well... Her question is
provocative; she has just “exposed” her “well” by mentioning it, now she
wants Jesus to reveal the source of his “living water.”242

She challenges Jesus by asking if he 1s better than her ancestor Jacob who provided this
well. The only biblical story which refers to Jacob and a well 1s, not surprisingly, the
betrothal scene where Jacob meets Rachel (Gen.29-30). Jacob “exposes’ the well
(dptap, 29:10) by moving the covering stone so that Rachel flocks might be watered.
Jacob’s marriage first with Leah and then with Rachel resulted in eleven sons and the
accumulation of many animals. Jacob’s well is thus associated with both sexuality and
fertility. When the Samaritan woman asks Jesus if he is better than Jacob, then, she
wonders whether he 1s more fertile than her prolific ancestor.

Jesus’ responds to this woman’s challenge by reminding her that the water which
Jacob provided for his descendants does not satisfy the thirst: “Everyone who drinks this
water will thirst again” (4:13). Jesus’ later revelation - that she has had five husbands
and the man with whom she now lives is not her husband - suggests that she wasn’t
satisfied either with the “watering” provided by these men (4:18). As the Book of

Proverbs says,

242Eslinger, “Wooing,” 177.
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Three things are never satisfied; four never say, “Enough”: Sheol, the
barren womb, the earth ever thirsty for water, and the fire that never says,
“Enough.” (Pr.30:16)

Jesus, on the other hand, is able to provide “living water” that will quench the thirst once
and for all: “Those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The
water that I will give them will become in them a spring of water (nnyf Vdatog) gushing
up to eternal life” (4:14). In other words, the text hints that Jesus’ fertility produces
fertility in others; his “living water” is so fecund that it has exponential effects. This is
the water that the woman now wants: “Lord (x0pie), give me this water, so that [ may
never be thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw water” (Jn.4:15). By calling Jesus,
“Lord” - which in some cases, can also mean “husband”243 - she implies that she is ready
for a sexual encounter. Moreover, the discourse constantly moves back and forth: first
Jesus says something then the woman says something. This pattern in itself, with the
additional tension stirred by the sexual innuendo, reflects a kind of verbal intercourse. 244
The sexual repartee between Jesus and the woman comes to a halt when the
subject of sexuality is brought into the open with, “Go, call your husband and come
back” (4:16). Jesus’ directive comes as “a rebuke to her carnal misconceptions”2*> right
at the point when it seems that she is prepared to commit adultery. She claims, however,
that she has no husband and the possibility of sex is still left open,24° but Jesus discloses

his knowledge of her multiple partners and the subject changes to one of prophets and

243Bauer, Greek-English, 460; Gen.18:12 LXX, 1 Peter 3:6; Duke, /rony, 102. Cf. 9:38;
13:13; 20:28, etc. where “Lord” does not have this connotation.

244Similarly, the characters in the narrative come and go, back and forth.

245Eslinger, “Wooing,” 178.

246Bligh, “Jesus,” 335-336; Carmichael, “Marriage,” 338-343. Eslinger (“Wooing,” 178)
suggests that the woman lied because she had matrimonial designs on Jesus (cf. Okure,
Johannine, 108). Botha (Reading, 142) says that she did not lie for she did not have a
husband at that time. Olsson (Structure, 185) suggests that she is being evasive. Brown
(John, 171) just calls her remark “curious.”
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worship. As Eslinger points out, this sentence neatly divides the discourse between Jesus
and the woman in two; in the first half, the topic is water, in the second, it is worship. 247

Eslinger suggests that the ambiguity of Jesus’ intentions end with vv.12-13,
though the woman’s carnal misunderstanding continues.24® The way I have read it,
however, suggests that the sexual word-play continues throughout the pericope. Fertility
is also an aspect of the harvest parable: the seed is sown and is ready for the harvest so
quickly that the reapers and sowers work at the same time! Fruit is the production of
intensive labor, in this case, the combined effort of Jesus and the Samaritan Woman.249

I am indebted to Eslinger’s study which has laid bare the sexual innuendo in John
4. He has pointed out that Jesus’ command to the woman to call her husband arises from
the sexual repartee which has occurred throughout the discourse thus far - a remark
which, until now, has not been satisfactorily explained by other commentators. 250
Though he sees the sexual innuendo as a strategy to elicit the reader’s sympathy through
sharing the experience of misunderstanding, I wish to use the disclosure of sexuality in
this passage to make a different point. [ wish to emphasize first, the sexual nature of this
discourse and second, the willingness of the woman to commit adultery (not the first
time?) in order to demonstrate the affinity which she has with the Strange Woman in
Proverbs.

As we have seen in the previous chapter, Strange Woman is depicted as an

adulteress, a married woman, who entices young men into her bed through wily

247Eslinger (“Wooing,” 171) bases his division on the equal number of “he said-she
said” expressions on either side of this sentence as well as the abrupt change 1n topic.
248<Wooing,” 178; so also Cahill, “Narrative,” 46.

249Chapter 6 will look at this section in detail.

250For example, Lee (Symbolic, 69) notes that this sentence is not a “smooth transition”
into another phase of the dialogue.
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seduction. Though the fully descriptive sensual language of Proverbs is absent here, the
sexual innuendo and verbal repartee go just as far in stirring the emotions and stimulating
sexual tension. The multiple designation “woman,” especially when used as a form of
address by Jesus, emphasizes her femaleness (4:21). The revelation that the woman has
had several husbands, yet is still willing to commit adultery, surprises the reader - what
may have been the opportunity for marriage with a good wife (introduced with the
betrothal motif) has been replaced with the unacceptable option of adultery; nonetheless,
Jesus’ hunger was satisfied by the work that he has to do, he has no need for physical
satisfaction (4:34).

In addition to the shared depiction of sensuality and the designation as adulteress,
the Strange Woman/ adulteress of Proverbs and the Samaritan Woman of the Fourth
Gospel are aligned in other ways. For example, the Strange Woman is not found at
home: she 1s “now in the streets, now in the squares, and at every comer she lies in wait”
(Pr.7:11-12). The Samaritan Woman, similarly, is not found at home but at the well and
in the city. The Strange Woman, like the Samaritan, serves water (Pr. 9:17). Most
blatant perhaps is this verse: “For a prostitute is a deep pit; a Strange Woman is a narrow
well” (Pr.23:27). These things considered, the Samaritan Woman fits the profile of the

Strange Woman of Proverbs.

Symbolic Level of the Covenant Community

Within the symbolic level of the covenant community, the Samaritan Woman also
represents an adulteress. In this layer particularly, the individual woman represents the
larger collective of Samaritans. She identifies herself as a member of this community
both overtly, by naming herself a Samaritan woman (4:9), and covertly, by articulating

Samaritan belief using the first person plural, “we” (4:12, 20, 25). Furthermore, Jesus
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addresses her in the second person plural (4:21-22). In this way, the Samaritan Woman
speaks on behalf of all Samaritans and is addressed as their representative by Jesus.25!
The biblical text identifies Samaritans as idolatrous: “So they worshipped the
LORD but also served their own gods, after the manner of the nations from among whom
they had been carried away” (2 Kgs.17: 33). These nations introduced the gods from five
nations: Babylon, Cuthah, Avva, Hamath and Sepharvaim (2 Kgs. 17:24ff).2>2 Because
the Samaritans began to worship these gods, they were considered to have forsaken the
covenant of the God of Israel as an adulteress forsakes the covenantal relationship of her
husband. Jeremiah, in particular, associates idolatry with adultery. The LORD is
portrayed as the husband whose wife (first Israel, then Judah) has pursued other lovers
(other gods): “Have you not seen what she did, that faithiess one, Israel, how she went up
on every high hill and under every green tree, and played the whore there?” (Jer.3:6).
“They are all adulterers,” says Hosea (Hos.7:1-4). Ezekiel personifies Samaria as a

whore and claims that she 1s a “byword among women” (Ez.23:1-10):

Oholah [Samaria] played the whore while she was mine; she lusted after
her lovers the Assyrians... she bestowed her favors upon them... and she
defiled herself with all the idols of everyone for whom she lusted
(Ez.23:5-7).

It 1s therefore evident that Samaritans are considered to be adulterous because they have

forsaken the covenant and turned to other gods.2>3

25180 also Olsson, Structure, 153, 206, 212. Further, Olsson claims that the author is
concerned more with the faith of the Samaritans than in the woman alone. Cf.
Culpepper, Anatomy, 106; Cahill, “Narrative,” 45.

252Though seven gods are mentioned in 2 Kgs.17:30-31, Josephus simplifies it to five
(Antiquaties, 9.14.3). Because of this discrepancy, many commentators rule out the
possibility that her husbands represent pagan gods. See, for example, Schnackenburg,
Gospel, 433; Bultmann, JoAn; Brown, JoAn, 171, Witherington, Women, 59.
233Josephus calls Samaritans “apostates of the Jewish nation,” 4nt. 11.8.6.
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In the Fourth Gospel, the Samaritan Woman represents the idolatrous nation of
the Samaritans. The dominant betrothal motif introduces the notion of marriage. When
Jesus bids the woman to call her husband, she denies that she has a husband. Jesus
corrects her by saying that she has had five husbands and the man with whom she now
lives is not her husband. The verb “to call” (¢wvew, gdrd) is often used when invoking a
god.2>4 Thus Jesus may be saying to her, “Go and invoke your god.”2%5 The Hebrew
word for “husband,” ba‘al (“master,” “lord™), is also the name of a pagan deity, so
Jesus’ bidding for the woman to “call her husband” may refer to calling both a husband
in the flesh and/or her gods. Like Samaria, she has had five husbands (4€ ‘al/im), the man
with whom she now lives may even represent the anomalous relationship which Samaria
has with the God of Israel.236 Therefore, on the covenantal community level of
symbolism, the Samaritan Woman represents the idolatrous people of Samaria who have
forsaken the covenant by worshipping the gods of the five nations which settled in
Samaria.237 The Samaritan Woman, therefore, is portrayed as an adulteress on the

symbolic level of the covenant community.

254ps.4:1; 18:3; 55:16; 1s.12:4; 55:6; Jer. 33:3; Jon.1:6, etc.

2550lsson, Structure, 184; N. R. Bonneau, “The Woman at the Well: John 4 and Genesis
24.” The Bible Today 67 (Oct. 1973). 1258.

256Buyltmann, John, 188; Brown, John, 171. Schnackenburg (Gospel, 433) is open to the
possibility of this interpretation but not in isolation. Cf. Origen states that the five
husbands are the five books of the Pentateuch which the Samaritans consider to be solely
canonical, /n.Jo. X111 8, G.C.S. 10:232; J. Derrett (“Pitcher,” 255) claims that the five
husbands are her senses. H. Odeberg, 7he Fourth Gospel: Interpreted in its Relation to
Contemporaneous Religious Currents i Palestine and the Hellenistic-Oriental World
(Amsterdam: Gruner, 1968)179ff, suggests that the sixth husband refers to the mystical
tradition which grew up around the Torah; Howard-Brook (Becoming, 107) offers Rome.
Haenchen (John, 221) does not support any form of allegorical reading.

257Schneiders (Revelatory, 191) claims that this narrative has nothing to do with the
woman’s moral life but imits its interpretation to “the ‘wooing’ of Samaria to full
covenant fidelity in the New Israel by Jesus, the New Bridegroom.” The woman is a
symbol of the apostasy of Samaria and is not, as others suggest, simply an adulteress.
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Does the Samaritan Woman in the Fourth Gospel continue to have affinity with
the Strange Woman? We saw in Proverbs that Strange Woman/ adulteress also
represented apostasy at the level of the covenantal community. The waywardness of
Strange Woman is stressed even more, especially when seen as the polar opposite of
Wisdom, the good wife, who instructs, guides and disciplines in the way of the covenant.
Strange Woman who “forsakes the companion of her youth and forgets the covenant of
her God” (Pr.2:17) provides the prototype for the Samaritan Woman. Samaria,
represented by the Samaritan Woman, has turned its back on the covenant in order to

“marry” the five b¢ ‘alim.

Symbolic Level of Mythological Reflection

The third level of symbolism which reflects the Samaritan Woman as an
adulteress is the level of mythological reflection. It is in this layer that Wisdom
Christology comes to the fore. Jesus, spoken of in Wisdom terminology, is cast in
cosmological terms: he pre-exists creation with God (Jn.1:1; Pr.8:22), acts in creation
(Jn.1:3), descends from heaven to dwell among his own (Jn.1:11; Sir.24:10), comes to
save (In.3:17; Wis. 11:1), makes God known (Jn.1:18; Wis. 9:9-11) and bestows eternal
life (Jn.3:16; Wis. 5:15; 6:19). Like Wisdom, he is presented as the light of the world
(Jn.3:19; Wis. 7:29). Like the Strange Woman in Proverbs, the Samaritan Woman is
indeed cast as the polar opposite of Jesus: she is a woman, he is a man; she is a
Samaritan, a descendant of those who worship on “‘this mountain” (Jn.4:20), he is a Jew,

a descendant of those who worship in Jerusalem. Unlike the Strange Woman, however,

Okure (Johannine, 111) claims that this narrative refers, not to the Samaritans’ “love
affair” with other gods, but only to the immoral woman herself. Odeberg (/nterpreted,
186) states that there is no moral judgment in the text: the marriage motif refers to the
attraction of the Samaritans to the mystical.
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the Samaritan Woman is not presented overtly in cosmological terms, and it is only
through the contrast with Jesus as the giver of life that the woman is seen as unable to
give life. This is particularly true in light of the discourse about living water. Jesus is
able to give water that will satisfy forever, but the woman draws water from a well that
does not satisfy. Jesus’ living water, on the mundane level, may refer to a cool drink, but
on the cosmological level, it takes on new meaning drawn from traditional biblical
imagery. This water represents the life-giving principle of the God of Israel: Jeremiah

17:13 says,

O LORD, the hope of Israel, all who forsake thee shall be put to shame;
those who turn away from thee shall be written in the earth, for they have
forsaken the LORD, the fountain of living water.

The water from Jacob’s well, on the other hand, does not have cosmological effects, for
“everyone who drinks from this water will be thirsty again” (Jn.4:13). The Samaritan
Woman has access to water which, like the stolen water of the Strange Woman
(Pr.9:17-18), is sweet but results in death, a point made only through comparison with the
water which Jesus has to offer. That this living water is a cosmological symbol rather
than a physical element is recognized by the fact that the woman leaves her jar at the
well (4:28) - she has no more use for it.25%

Unlike Proverbs, the Fourth Gospel does not warn the reader to beware the
Strange Woman/ adulteress. Instead, the reader is confronted with a narrative example of
Jesus encountering this woman, being alone with her and vulnerable, aware of the
potential sexual nature of their exchange, yet not drawn in. The text does not hint that

their relationship is consummated for the woman leaves her water jar behind when the

258Brown, John, 173; Marsh, 221; Olsson, Structure, 202; Boers, Mountain, 182-183. Cf.
Derrett, “Punty,” 291-298.
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disciples return (the significance of v.28 is not clear,25° but it suggests that sexual union
is no longer an issue between them), the “betrothal meal” is not eaten (4:31-33), and the
Samaritans gather around Jesus. Yet many commentators consider that Jesus replaces
the five husbands of the woman and is able to satisfy her with his “living water.”260 The

threat of Strange Woman/ Samaritan Woman/ adulteress is neatly parried by Jesus.

Samaritan Woman as Foreign Woman

The next heading under which I want to explore the relationship of the Samaritan
Woman to the Strange Woman is foreign woman. Recalling that the title for Strange
Woman is ambiguous in that it may mean the woman of another place or another person,
the title for the Samaritan Woman is unambiguous: she is a Samaritan. This fact is so
dominant that she is not given a name but is identified only through her national or racial
designator along with her gender (a point which has been previously discussed), a
national designator which is used three times, once by the woman herself and twice by
the narrator.26! In addition, the woman twice distinguishes herself as a Samaritan in
contrast to Jesus as a Jew. In the first instance, she asks Jesus, “How is it that you, a Jew,
ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” (4:9). In the second, she says, “Our ancestors
worshipped on this mountain, but you (pl.) say that the place where people must worship

is Jerusalem” (4:20).262 Samaritans are set over and against the Jews, as “other than

259t points to her eagerness to return home, so Schnackenburg, Gospel, 443; Bultmann,
John,193; Lee, Symbolic, 84. It shows her eagemess to share her news, so Okure,
Johannine, 135. It indicates her intention to return, so Lindars, Gospel, 28; O’Day,
Revelation, 75. It indicates that she understands living water to be a symbolic element,
so Brown, John, 173; Marsh, 221; Olsson, Structure, 202; Boers, Mountain, 182-183.
260For example, Perkins, “Gospel,” 957.

261Botha (Reading, 192) claims that the repeated use of this word semiotically attests to
its great significance in the narrative because it breaks the “economy principle.”
262That Jesus is a Jew is reinforced by the note that Jesus came to “his own” (1:11) and
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Jews.” Finally, the text seems to go out of its way to point out the significance of the
location of the narrative with no less than nine separate references. 263 The well, in
particular, is the focus of action for the characters in the narrative who come and go from
this central location. Strongly associated with Jacob, the Samaritans as inheritors of this
well see themselves as true descendants of Jacob.2%4 From the narrative perspective, at
least, the Samaritan Woman is deemed a foreigner - an “outsider” - in relation to the

Jews in the Fourth Gospel.

Symbolic Level of Personal Experience

It is difficult to know for certain what the relationship between Samaritans and
Jews was in the first century, but it seems evident that there was a great deal of tension
between these two people groups. Josephus remarks that it was the custom of the Jews to
travel through Samaria on their way from Galilee to Jerusalem for the festivals. This
journey usually took three days and was often quite dangerous.2%> Some commentators
suggest that, because of the danger, Jews usually took an alternative route on the other
side of the Jordan River. Thus, Jesus’ journey through Samaria as “necessary” (3¢1, 4:4)
suggests several possibilities: either that it was part of a divine plan or that there was

urgency to return to Galilee. 266 When asked for a drink of water, the Samaritan Woman

that he refers to the temple as “my Father’s house” (2:16).

263 «“Samaria” (v.4); “a Samaritan city named Sychar”, “near the plot of ground that
Jacob gave to his son Joseph” (v.5); “Jacob’s well” | “sitting by the well”(v.6); “the well”
(v.12), “on this mountain” (v.21); “the city” (v.30); “that city” (v.39). Olsson, Structure,
143,

2640lsson, Structure, 140-141.

265V itue 52, Ant. 20.6.1.

266Brown (John, 176) comments that Jesus passes through Samaria not because of any
divine plan; 1t is merely the shortest route; so also Bultmann, Barrett and Schnackenburg.
Olsson (Structure 128), on the other hand, argues that 81 is often used in conjunction
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replies that Samaritans and Jews do not “associate.” This may reflect not only religious
and social customs, but also racial tension between these two people groups. The fact
that the woman raises the question of where worship should be conducted in the first
topic initiated by her suggests that this racial tension was religiously motivated and very
much on the surface between these two groups. Furthermore, it may be that the
disciples’ astonishment at Jesus speaking with a woman reflects social aloofness between
these groups, such as, “We don’t speak to them!” It is unclear if there was a problem for
the disciples to buy food in Sychar;2%7 the text, in any case, is not worried about it.
Finally, later in the gospel narrative, Samaritans and those who have a demon are
combined in an insult aimed at Jesus (8:48). Evidence from the Fourth Gospel suggests
some racial tension.

Further evidence of this tenston is found in other first century texts. In the Greek
Testament, Matthew groups the Samaritans with the Gentiles, as people to whom the
disciples were not to “proclaim the good news” - this was reserved only for the “lost
sheep of the house of Israel,” the Jews (Mt.10:5-7). Despite two favorable accounts of
Samaritans in 10:29-37 and 17:16-18 (which may, indeed, serve a polemical purpose),
Luke states that a village in Samaria refused to welcome Jesus. James and John asked
Jesus if he thought they should have fire come down from heaven to consume them
(Lk.9:52-56). Furthermore, Luke refers to Samaritans as “foreigners™ (17:18). It appears
that Jews and Samaritans experienced inter-racial conflict.

Therefore, as regards the symbolic field of personal experience, numerous texts

attest to antagonism and strife between these two people groups. Worst of all, perhaps,

with Jesus’ saving mission, and thus suggests theological import; so also Okure,
Johannme, 85. In.3:14; 9:4; 10:16; 12:34; 20:9.

267Daube (Meaning, 138) argues from rabbinic texts that “certain dry food-stuffs were
not regarded as susceptible to uncleanness” and would thus be safe for consumption.
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was the uncertainty experienced by the Jews traveling through this territory. Would they
be refused lodging or be attacked and killed? Would they be welcomed and treated like
family? Samaritan Woman as foreigner, therefore, represents anything from an
unreliable relative to a hated enemy in the symbolic level of personal experience. Like
the Strange Womar/ foreign woman in Proverbs, she represents the threat of “otherness”

to a well-ordered, peaceful and prosperous life.

Symbolic Level of the Covenant Community

On the level of theological reflection, the Samaritan woman/ foreign woman also
represents a risk. To the covenant community, she symbolizes the people who were once
a part of the normative covenantal community, who then came under the influence of
foreign cults, became “corrupted,” and later attempted to defile the remnant community
which had been “purified” by the exile. These “quasi-Jews,” who were ready to switch
allegiance at the drop of a hat, threatened to dilute the extensive influence of the
exclusive covenantal community in Palestine. The Samaritans, on the other hand,
viewed themselves as the rightful heirs of “Old Israel”: not only did they “possess” the
sacred sites of Jacob’s field, his well, Mt. Gerizim and Sychar,2%8 but they were direct
descendants of Jacob, a fact which the rabbinic texts claim was a source of fierce pride

for them.25° In spite of their common heritage, Jews considered Samaritans to be

268 According to Gen.33:19; 48:22; Jos.24:32 and Acts 7:15, Jacob purchased the land
from Shechem, pitched his tent there, and built an altar there calied El-Elohe-Israel (“The
God of Israel”). He gave this land to his son Joseph and it was here that Jacob’s bones
were believed to be buried. Shechem is a centre for cultic activity; see Gen.12:6f;
33:18ft; 35:4; Jo0s.24:26,32; Dt.11:29; Jg. 9:6.

269Pesiqta 11 (Pes K). J. Bowman, Samaritan Studies (Manchester: The John Rylands
Library and the Manchester University Press, 1958) 242; Olsson, Structure, 141, W.
Meeks, The Prophet-King: Moses Traditions and the Johannine Christology (Leiden: E.J.
Brill, 1967) 227.
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“outsiders” on the basis of theological issues as well. For example, instead of the Jewish
expectation of a Davidic messianic figure, the Samaritans awaited a “prophet like
Moses™ - a Taheb - who would come and proclaim all things to them.270 Jews
emphasized adherence to the law where Samaritans emphasized belief based on a
theology drawn only from the Pentateuch; the two groups distinguished themselves from
each other by differing mores and codes.27! Like the Strange Woman in Proverbs, the
Samaritan Womar/ foreign woman, representing all Samaritans, resides within the
precincts of the covenantal community - Samaritans are “the stranger within.” Nestled in
the midst of Palestine, Samaria is a nation of foreigners who must be dealt with on a

regular basis, for “it was necessary to pass through Samaria” (4:4).

Symbolic Level of Mythological Reflection

The Samaritan Woman / foreign woman interpreted within the symbolic field of
mythology lends yet another colour to the tapestry, drawing closer and closer to the
picture presented by Strange Woman in the Book of Proverbs. It is to be recalled that
Strange Woman represents an alternative myth introduced by foreign nations. The
Samaritan Woman likewise represents a foreign cosmology which stands in opposition to
the mythology of the Jews. Again, this alternative cosmology is seen only as the unstated
antithesis to the positive cosmology presented by Jesus. He states that he is the source of
“living water” which satisfies in perpetuity and results in eternal life; in contrast, the well
which she controls by her possession of a bucket, does not satisfy in perpetuity and does

not result in eternal life, though she claims that it is special because it has its origin with

270Bowman, Samaritan, 300; Meeks, Prophet-King, 229ft; Olsson, Structure, 191,
Pamment, ““Samaritan,” 223.
271Maccini, “Reassessment,” 39.



104

her nation’s founding ancestor. Like a primordial fountain, her well has been the source
of life for her people (“his sons™) and the means through which they have become
prosperous (“his flocks”).272 At this level, the Samaritan Woman represents the
influence of foreign gods and goddesses on contemporary mythology.

Another mythological element introduced in their discourse is the nature of true
worship. Jesus states that true worship must be “in spirit and in truth”; her worship is
centered on a worldly locale with concrete expectations, evidently worship in “the flesh
and in falsehood.” This locale, like the well, is associated with mythological stories of
primordial origins and cultic significance. For example, the mountain on which the
Samaritans worship is possibly the sight of Jacob’s dream of a ladder to heaven
(Gen.28:16-18) and/or the site of Jacob’s altar (Gen.33:19-20), traditions which were
developed to mystical heights in the later rabbinic material 273 Like the Strange Woman
(Pr.7:8; 9:27), the Samaritan Woman belongs to a nation that has set up a “house of
worship,” in this case, “on this mountain” - likely Mt. Gerizim - which rivals Jerusalem.
Thus, the Samaritan Woman/ foreigner, like the Strange Woman in Proverbs, represents
to the Jews a foreign cosmology which ultimately leads to death.

Across these three symbolic fields, the Samaritan Woman fits the paradigm of the
Strange Woman/ foreign woman in Proverbs. She represents a threat to the safety and
security to individuals personally, to the covenant collective and to the mythological

reflection of this group. The Samaritan Woman as Samaritan is constructed as the polar

27201sson (Structure, 162ff) provides a full study on the well tradition in the first century.
Neyrey (“Jacob,” 422) claims that the well is seen as a locus of salvation. Odeberg
(Interpreted, 150ff) reviews rabbinic interpretations and extra-canonical sources for the
“gift” and “living water” motifs.

2T3Neyrey, “Jacob,” 419-437.
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opposite of the Jews. As Foreigner personified she represents a formal “other” in the

text.

Samaritan Woman as Foolish Woman

Symbolic level of Personal Experience

The final aspect of the Strange Woman which we see mirrored in the Samaritan
Woman is the foolish woman. We recall that, on the experiential level of symbolism,
Strange Woman represents one who rebels against appropriate socialization as “a foolish
woman [who] is noisy; she is wanton and knows no shame” (9:13). Her speech in
particular is a cause for concern. Likewise, the Samaritan Woman is an extremely vocal
woman,; she speaks in 39% of all the verses spoken by a woman in this gospel, more than
any other female character.274 Like the Strange Woman, her speech is ignorant;27>
Jesus says to her, “If you knew the gift of God and who it is speaking to you™ (4:10).
Like the Strange Woman /fool she is quickly insulted (Pr.12:16) and impudently
challenges Jesus to prove that he is greater than her ancestor Jacob (Jn. 4:12).276 She
secks to express her opinion more than she seeks to understand (Jn.4:12; Pr.18:2). Like
Strange Woman, her speech lacks sense (Pr.10:21). Many commentators have remarked
that the Samaritan Woman carries on a conversation with Jesus on a mundane level while
Jesus repeatedly refers to spiritual matters; they are challenged to make sense of her
“abrupt change of topic,” usually with little success.2’” Finally, the speech of the

Samaritan Woman is deceitful: she attempts to mislead Jesus by saying that she has no

274The Samaritan Woman speaks in 9 verses; the mother of Jesus, 2; woman caught in
adultery, 1; Martha, 7. Mary of Bethany, 1, Mary Magdalene, 5.

275pr.14:7, 15:2,7,14.

27680 also, Brown, John, 177.

277For example, Brown, John, 176fF.
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husband (4:17). In contrast, Jesus sees through her deception and turns it to his
advantage in order to reveal who he is (4:26). Thus, the Samaritan Woman mirrors the

Strange Woman/foolish woman on the symbolic level of personal experience.

Symbolic Level of the Covenant Community

At the covenantal community level of symbolism, Strange Womarn/ foolish
woman represents one who “is ignorant and knows nothing” (Pr.9:13); as a representative
for the Samaritan collective, she belongs to the nation which Ben Sira refers to as “the
foolish people that live in Shechem” - as “no nation at all” (Sir. 50:25-26). John 4
establishes a dichotomy between those who know and those who do not know; in fact,
this pericope is framed by “knowing.”278 Jesus knows (&yvw) about the Pharisees (4:1).
Jesus says to the Samaritan Woman, “If you knew the gift of God and who it is who is
saying to you, “Give me a drink,” you would have asked him and he would have given
you living water” (4:10). Both terms, “gift” and “living water,” are used in the covenant
community context to refer to the Torah.27 The fact that the woman does not have this
water suggests that she is unfamiliar with the precepts of the Torah. He knows his own
identity as Messiah and the marital status of the woman (4:17-18). As a Jew, he worships
what he knows. He knows, furthermore, of true spiritual worship. In contrast to the
disciples, he knows that his food is to do the work of the one who sent him (4:32-34). On
the other hand, the woman’s initial response reflects the fool in Proverbs who “despises

wisdom and instruction” (Pr.1:7; 23:9) and who “hates knowledge” (Pr.1:22). She

2781 indars, Gospel, 186.

279Pr.13:14; 16:22; 18:4. “R. Yohnan said: Three things were given to the world as a
gift, and they are these: 7ora, the Lights, and the Rain ” (GenR 67). This divine gift
comes directly from God and implies complete and permanent satisfaction, according to
Sifre 35d 36 a § 42, Midr. Tann. 35; also TY Qidd 65c Sanh. 23 d.
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challenges the instruction from Jesus when she asks if he is greater than Jacob (4:12).
She still awaits a Messiah who will “proclaim all things,” and even after conversing with
Jesus who claims to be this Messiah, she is still uncertain: “Can this be the Messiah?”
(4:29). The statement that the Jews worship what they know and the Samaritans what
they do not know is a particularly harsh criticism, for the Samaritans base their religious
cult on their theological credal statements rather than their religious practice; knowledge
is an important element in Samaritan belief 280 In the final sentence, the Samaritans
know that Jesus is the savior of the world (kal oldapev 11 obT6¢ £0TIV AANBADE © GwTHP
100 xéouov) (4:42). Thus, in terms of the covenantal community, the Samaritan Woman
and those she represents are established as ignorant. They are constructed as polar

opposites to Jesus who knows all things.

Symbolic Level of Mythological Reflection

On the mythological level of symbolism, the Samaritan Woman again mirrors the
Strange Woman/ foolish woman from Proverbs. Again, most significant, perhaps, is the
notion that Strange Woman/ foolish woman “knows nothing” (Pr.9:13). Neither does the
Samaritan Woman know that she is face to face with the Christos Sophia. She
perceives all things on the level of the world where she dwells and fails to realize that
Jesus perceives things on another level - that of “spirit and truth” (Jn.4:23). He tells her
that these two cosmologies are not compatible because God the spirit requires worship in
the spirit. Again, the Samaritan Woman/ Strange Woman is set over and against Jesus/

Wisdom on the mythological level of symbolism.

280Bowman, Sumaritan, 308ff
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Here again, then, we see that the Samaritan Woman fits the paradigm of the
Strange Woman as foolish woman defined by the Book of Proverbs throughout the three
symbolic fields of personal experience, covenantal community and cosmological
reflection. As Ignorance personified, she is constructed as the polar opposite of Jesus,

Wisdom personified. She represents the “other” in the text.



Chapter 6: Strange Woman Transcended as Johannine Samaritan Woman

I do not call you servants (§oUAoVG) any longer, because the servant does not know what
the master is doing; but I have called you friends ($1Aovg), because I have made known

to you everything that I have heard from my Father You did not chose me but I chose

you. And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will

give you whatever you ask in my name (Jn.15:15-16).

The correlation between the Strange Woman in Proverbs and the Samaritan
Woman in John 4 is quite remarkable. Similarities are especially noted between the two
as representatives of alterity: as “the formal other,” they both pose some kind of threat to
the individual, to the community and to mythological reflection. In the end, however, the
Samaritan Woman is seen to transcend these catergories of alterity.

A note must be added here in relation to the different genres of the texts; the
Wisdom literature is a collection of injunctions, warnings, teachings and maxims which
are intended to direct and guide the path of the student/ child under the supervision of a
wise teacher, parent, or sage. In this literature, Wisdom and Strange Women do not
interact with each other. The sum of their interaction is found only within the mind of
the reader/student: Wisdom is to be sought whole-heartedly and Strange Woman is to be
evaded at all costs. In the Wisdom literature, the figure of Strange Woman is not seen to
change, grow or develop in any way. The Strange Woman does not “become” the ideal
disciple but she represents all that a disciple is not. However, the strong presence of the
ideal disciple in these texts provides the objective towards which a reader will strive,
while the presence of the Strange Woman serves as a strong deterrent from which the
disciple will flee. In this way, the reader is in constant motion as opposed to the

“characters” of Wisdom and Strange Woman who are stagnant. On the other hand, the

gospel genre includes narratives: stories with a beginning and an end, plot, characters,
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literary devices and various points of view. In the gospel narrative of the Samaritan
Woman, Wisdom, played by the character Jesus, meets face-to-face in narrative time,
place and plot sequence the Strange Woman, played by the character Samaritan Woman.
The two characters interact for an extended length of time, all the while displaying the
“characteristics” of Wisdom and Strange Woman to each other and to the reader.
Because of this narrative encounter, Strange Woman is offered the possibility of
transcendence. The character changes shape as the narrative progresses. She becomes
the “ideal disciple” and thereby demonstrates the potential for change of a “three-time
loser.” The difference, then, between these two texts is that the “character” of the
Strange Woman does not change whereas the character of the Samaritan Woman
does.28! 1In this chapter, I will consider the result of the encounter of Jesus/ Wisdom
with the Samaritan Woman/Strange Woman in John 4, where another symbolic layer is
added to the foundation of the three previously discussed layers: experiential, covenantal
community and cosmological. This new layer functions within the symbolic field of
early Christianity, to whit, the so-called Johannine community. I use the expression
“Johannine community” to describe the collective witness to the gospel narrative (1:14;
21:24). Who these people are exactly and how they define themselves is a matter of
some debate.282 Suffice it to say at this point that the Johannine community was
responsible for the final form of the text some years after the death of Jesus. As such,
they wrote themselves into the text, telling not only the story of the historical Jesus but

also the story of their own community.283 In this symbolic field, the symbolic structure

28130 also Culpepper, 4natomy, 103.

282Brown, Community, looks at this question in detail.

283]. Martyn, History and Theology n the Fourth Gospel (revised edition; Nashville:
Abingdon, 1979). The Gospel of John in Christian History: Essays for Interpreters (New
York: Paulist, 1978) 90ff; Brown, Community, 17.
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taken over from the Hebrew Testament, i.e., Proverbs, takes on another dimension. It is
transformed and reshaped to look quite differently. The Strange Woman aspect of the
Samaritan Woman becomes open to the possibilities of total transformation.

In chapter 4, the representation of the Strange Woman was considered in the field
of the covenant community - essentially the community who aligned themselves under
the covenant established with Abraham. In Chapter 5, the Samaritan Woman was
compared to the Strange Woman in this same field even though the characteristics of this
field have changed somewhat in the Fourth Gospel. In particular, members of the
covenant community are referred to collectively as the Jews. The negative language used
to depict the Jews in the Fourth Gospel is well-noted?84 and, like the Proverbial Strange
Woman in many respects, serves to move the reader from aligning with the Jews towards
identification with the Johannine community. In other words, the Jews replace the
symbol of the Strange Woman as “other” in the Fourth Gospel. What happens to Strange
Woman? As the Gospel moves further away from identification with the Jews towards
identification with the disciples of Jesus, so does Strange Woman. In the narrative
encounter of the Samaritan Woman and Jesus, the Samaritan Woman enters a new
symbolic field - that of the Johannine community.

The turning point in the narrative occurs in the discourse on worship:

The woman said to him, “Sir I see that you are a prophet. Our ancestors
worshipped on this mountain, but you say that the place where the people
must worship 1s 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 1s
now here, when true worshipers will worship the Father 1n spirit and truth,

284For example, R. Alan Culpepper, “The Gospel of John and The Jews,” Review and
Expositor 84 (1987). 273-288.
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for the Father seeks such as these to worship him. God is spirit and those
who worship him must worship in spirit and in truth” (4:19-24).

More specifically, the turning point can be identified with the line, “the hour is coming
and is now here.” Within this phrase is captured the reference to two historical moments:
the moment in which the historical Jesus is said to speak these words while looking
toward the future, and the moment in which the Johannine community recognizes these
words as their present reality. Jesus says that worship on this mountain or in Jerusalem
will be transcended by worship in “spirit and in truth™ and the later community use these
words to describe their current form (or ideal) of worship. They acknowledge the
transition of worship from one form to another. The dividing line between the future
expectation and the present reality is not just the passage of time; it is marked by the
death and resurrection of Jesus.285 The post-resurrection Johannine community have
experienced a transformation in their form of worship.

The depiction of the Samaritan Woman follows a similar transformation. She is
presented as Strange Woman primarily in the first half of the passage - in the “living
water” discourse - but undergoes a transition after the worship discourse as we shall see.
Her “conversion” is not explicit in any way; however, when the various categories of
alterity are re-examined under the lens of the Johannine community, the symbols take on
a potentially new shape. The evangelist, therefore, offers the possibility of

transformation. As Raymond Brown says,

He has no special interest in the figure of the woman herself. It is enough
that through her conversation with Jesus the reader should be shown what
the possibilities of the revelation are; how the revelation, by appealing to
man’s [sic] thirst for life, can make him see himself as he really is in his

285C_H. Talbert, Reading John: A Literary and Theological Commentary on the Fourth
Gospel and the Johannine Epistles (New York: Crossroad, 1992) 114-115.
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unrest, can point him to God’s miracle and itself, confront him as this
miracle, the miracle which calls him to the decision of faith.286

As such, the woman may abandon adultery in favour of becoming Jesus’ betrothed.
Though still a Samaritan, she may take on the added distinction of becoming “a child of
God” (Jn.1:11-12). Though once ignorant of the means for salvation, she might join the
Samaritans who know and confess that Jesus is the “saviour of the world.” Unlike
Wisdom and Strange Woman in the Book of Proverbs who do not meet “face to face,”
the Samaritan Woman and Jesus do. It is this encounter which challenges alterity within
the Johannine community. In other words, otherness is transcended in this symbolic
field.

Having outlined the various presentations of Strange Woman and the Samaritan
Woman under the three categories of adulteress, foreigner and foolish woman, I will
consider how the symbolism of the Johannine community transforms these three

categories.

Adultery transcended

Both the Strange Woman and the Samaritan Woman are depicted most
extensively as adulteresses. Their very presentation in the text evokes a sensuality
capable of arousing and tempting the reader. Proverbs presents her as a dangerous trap
into which the unsuspecting might fall; the reader is warned to stay clear of her. The
Fourth Gospel, on the other hand, does not convey this same sense of “fatal attraction”287
in spite of the double entendre and sexuality evoked in the text. Instead, the Samaritan
Woman is established as the formal “other” to Jesus on the personal level, to the

community of the Jews on the social level and to mythological reflection on a third

286Brown, John, 193.
287Newsom, “Women,” 157-159.
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level. But how is this adulteress figure, who represents not only herself but also the
Samaritans in general, understood in the light of the Christian community? I will argue
that she no longer is perceived as a threat because her characterization as an adulteress is

transcended.

Symbolic Level of Personal Experience

As an adulteress, the Samaritan Woman has had five husbands and the man she
has now is not her husband. However, when Jesus enters the scene, he plays the role of
the bridegroom coming to meet his bride. The Samaritan Woman responds in an
unexpected way in some respects: at first, she hesitates to give him water and she
challenges his ability to give her what he offers; later, she asks him to give her this living
water so that she would no longer have to return to the well to draw again. She leaves
her water jar as a sign that she has received this spiritual water. What was once her
“vessel” - perhaps a euphemism for her sexual organsZ88 - is left behind as unnecessary.
The implication is that Jesus satisfies her need for sexual pleasure by providing
satisfaction with his living water. Some suggest that by calling her “woman” or “wife,”
Jesus becomes the husband who does not leave her unsatisfied 28 Like the betrothal
scenes in the Hebrew tradition, she runs off to teil the people in the city and they come
out to meet him. They invite him to stay, which he does, and the betrothal meal - once
the seal of this arrangement - is replaced by a meal of a different kind of food, a spiritual

food (4:34) honoring a spiritual covenant (13:33-35; 14:21; 15:9-17). The quasi-betrothal

2881 Sam. 21:5.
289Bonneau, “Woman,” 1258; Duke, /rony, 103. Cf. Jesus uses this title for his mother
(2:4; 19:26) and Mary of Magdala (20:13,15) also.
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of the Samaritan Woman and Jesus is recast as a spiritual, rather than a physical,
union.2%0

In the light of the Johannine community, the phrase, “Jews and Samaritans do not
associate” is also transformed. In the sense of its association with intimacy, it now may
be understood to refer to the intimate relationship that is established between the believer
and God, made possible through the death of Jesus. As Jesus is intimate with the Father,
lying close to the bosom of God (Jn.1:18), and as the Beloved Disciple lies in the bosom
of Jesus (Jn.13:23; 21:20), Jesus and the disciples are now able to “associate” with the
Samaritans through sharing the water jar left for their use,2°! to eat the food purchased in
the Samaritan market, to remain in Samaria for two days, in fact, to be a part of the
“Samaritan family.” Intimacy is no longer perceived in the language of sexuality but in
the language of love between God/Jesus and his “own™ (17:23-26; 21:15-19) and in the
language of family relationships (1:12; 13:33; 19:27; 20:17; 21:5, 23).292

The living water that Jesus offers is also recast in the symbolic layer of the

Johannine community in a variety of ways. Water is a well-used symbol in this text and
suggests various options for interpretation. One such option is the symbol of baptism:2%3
water baptism is used in the Christian community as a sign of repentance in preparation
for the coming Messiah (1:19-28). Baptismal water is thus a sign of initiation into the
life-giving relationship with Jesus (3:5), when one is born dvwoev (3:7) as a child of God

(1:12).29% Water is also a symbol of Jesus’ death on the cross; when his body is pierced,

290Gtaley, Print's, 102. Duke (Jrony, 103) claims that Jesus takes the Samaritan’s name
(8:48)

29180 Daube, “Meaning,” 137-147.

292Willett, Wisdom, 1091T; Seim, “Roles,” 59.

293This is emphasized by the various references to baptism in this gospel: Jn.1:19fT;
3:22ff; 10:40. Cf. Derrett, “Purity,” 293ff.

294The fact that this water is used for drinking and not immersing is not a problem when
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water and blood are released (19:34). Through the water and blood of Jesus’ death,
therefore, life is available (6:52-58; 12:24). Water is also identified with Jesus’
revelation as Wisdom (Pr.9:2-5; Sir.15:3; 24:19-22) and as the post-resurrection gift of
the spirit (7:37-39).2%° Thus, drinking from the springs of living water is a metaphor that
is transformed in the context of the Johannine community; the carnal imagery of sexual
intercourse is replaced with spiritual imagery of eternal life. 2%

The result of this spiritually intimate union with Jesus is portrayed in the harvest
discourse of John 4:31-38. Raymond Brown suggests that the misunderstanding about
food parallels the previous misunderstanding about water, and thus, leads into a teaching
discourse.2%7 Jesus® food, like his water, is “spiritual."2%® The reference to food quite
naturally leads into a mini-discourse on the nature of the eschatological harvest. In this
harvest, the sowers plant and the reapers harvest at the same time.2% Most
commentators interpret these verses as evidence of the success of the Samaritan
mission.3%0 The parable, “Another four months and the harvest is here,” is reinterpreted
in the light of the immediate and positive response of the Samaritans to the woman’s

testimony; she is the sower who prepared the fields so they would be “white for the

seen 1n the light of 1 Cor. 12:13 which says, “For in the one Spirit we were all baptized
into one body... and we were all made to drink of the spirit.” Brown, JoAn, 180.
295Brown (John, 178fF) outlines the centuries-old interpretation of living water as
revelation and/or the Spirit, both images drawn from the Wisdom tradition (Pr.13;14;
18:4; Sir. 24:21-29). Lee, Symbolic, 76ft.

29680 also, Staley, Print’s, 102.

297Brown, John, 181.

298Carmichael (“Marriage,” 344) says that the focus is on Jesus’ work which is the work
of creation. He bases this on the use of the term Bp@oic, an unusual word found in
Gen.1:29.

2991 ev.26:5; Amos 9:13.

300For example, Schnackenburg, Gospel, 448; Boers, Mountain, 191.
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harvest” before their time (4:35).3%1 Instead of calling only one man, her husband, as
Jesus had requested, she brings many men to Jesus. Jesus is the reaper who receives his
reward (4:36) - the joy at the gathering of the harvest itself and the completion of his
work in his exaltation (4:34; 11:52; 12:32; 17:2; see also Joel 3:13). The “harvest” - the
Samaritans - are taken up into eternal life (4:36; cf.3:16; 5:24; 12:25, etc.; see also
1s.27:12). In vv.37-38, the working together of reaper and sower is again emphasized but
on a larger scale: “Others have labored, and you (plural, vudg) have entered into their
labor” (4:38).392 This work is seen at the narrative level but also reflects the
post-resurrection mandate (20:21) of the disciples sent into the fields.303

The insertion of this discourse into the narrative flow of the primary story
suggests that it is meant as an interpretive key for this passage; in other words, the
narrative of the Samaritan Woman must be read in the context of this harvest motif.304

Like the reaper and the harvester who work together, the cooperation between the

301Emphatically so, claims Boers, Mountain, 191; Witherington, Women, 61.
Schnackenburg (Gospel, 448) argues that God is the sower on the strength that the Father
“gives” believers to Jesus and “draws” them to him (cf. 6:37ff, 44, 65; 10:29; 17:6).
Bultmann (John, 146) argues for the disciples. Why they do not consider the Samaritan
Woman is unclear.

302[f the narrative is taken as referring only to the historical event, that is, it does not
reflect the voice of the later community, the identity of the “others” presents a problem.
Suggestions range from the prophets, to John the Baptist, to Jesus himself. See
Schnackenburg, Gospel, 453. When understood as historical reflection, however, the
identity of the “others” may refer to anyone who, like the Samaritan Woman, brought
others to Jesus. Brown, John, 184; Community, 189; Boers, Mountain, 193-195.

303The aorist &ntotenha indicates this. Schnackenburg (Gospel, 452) claims that this is
Jesus’ “prevision.”

30450 Barrett, Gospel, 228. Boers (Mountain, 158-159) uses syntactical and semiotic
analysis in a detailed structuralist approach to John 4. What Jesus tells the disciples is
important to interpretation of the story because the disciples don’t really figure in the
narrative. Dodd (Historical, 325) argues that the dialogue with the disciples has “no
intrinsic connection” with the dialogue with the Samaritan Woman and is to be treated as
a separate unit.
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Samaritan Woman and Jesus produces an abundant harvest.30% Jesus and the Samaritan
together sow their “seed” and invite the disciples to help with the “labour” of harvest.306
The large “harvest” of the Samaritans who believe in Jesus is the “gathered fruit for
eternal life.”

The Samaritan Woman as adulteress is thus transformed by the union with Jesus
by a sense of purpose, that is, to make God known. By interpreting the metaphor of the
Samaritan Woman on the spiritual level of the Christian community, the adulteress
“makes good.” She produces a bountiful harvest for the good of the community. Her
past is of little consequence in the light of the revelation of the Messiah; it does not
impede her but rather is the principle on which her testimony is based (“He told me
everything I have ever done!” 4:29) and the evidence which convinces the Samaritans to
believe (4:39) - a tribute highly valued by the text (20:31).

Though the Samaritan Woman fits into the paradigm of the Strange Woman of
Proverbs, quite a different result is achieved. In Proverbs, the Strange Woman and
Wisdom do not actually mingle with each other; they are constructed as polar opposites
by the text in order to darken the contrast between the one and the other. In John 4, the
Samaritan Woman and Jesus are also constructed as polar opposites, in this symbolic
field, as opposite genders: male and female. However, when this opposition is seen in
the light of the Johannine community, the distinction is not negated nor eliminated but is
(may I say 1t?) used “productively.” In other words, it is the cooperation of Jesus and the
Samaritan Woman - the “quasi-marriage” - which results in a bountiful harvest - the birth

of many Samaritans coming to belief in Jesus.397

30580 also Lindars, Gospel, 173.
30650 also Brown, John, 183.
30780 also Carmichael, “Marriage,” 337; Mt.9:37-38.
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One further remark may be made with regard to the relationship between male
and female in this narrative. In spite of the fact that the woman’s husband does not
appear on the scene, Jesus continues to talk to the woman about weighty subjects. He
takes her questions seriously; he reveals the nature of true worship to her. Like other
Johannine women, neither her identity nor her relationship with Jesus are dependent on a
husband.3%% In this way, the distinction between male and female - even married or

unmarried - is made irrelevant in the symbolic level of the Johannine community.30°

Symbolic Level of the Covenant Community

When the acetate of the Johannine community’s symbolic structure is laid over
the picture of the adulterous Samaritan Woman who represents the apostasy of the
Samaritans in their covenant with God, again the distinction or polar opposition of
faithful Jew versus unfaithful Samaritan dissolves in order to be replaced by belief in

Jesus.

The hour 1s coming when you will worship the Father, neither on this
mountain nor in Jerusalem... when the true worshipers will worship the
Father in spirit and in 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 (4:21-24).

This new worship is centered on Jesus who baptizes with the holy spirit (1:33) and gives
the spirit without measure (3:34) through the words that he has spoken (3:34; 6:63) and
through his breath (20:22). This spirit abides with the disciples but comes only after

Jesus’ death (7:39; 14:16; 20:22). The spirit not only allows true worship, but gives new

308Martha and Mary (11:1-53; 12:1-8), Mary Magdalene (19:25; 20:1-2,11-18).
Schneiders, “Women,” 44; Boers, Mountain, 171-172.

309This observation suggests the possibility that the Johannine community honoured
celibacy.
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life (3:5-8; 6:63) and marks those who will enter the kingdom of heaven (3:5). It
therefore follows that only those who have been born of water and spirit are able to
worship in spirit, for what is “born of spirit is spirit” (3:6). In this way, those who
become children of the Father through the spirit (3:5) may worship the Father, who is
spirit, in the spirit (4:23-24).

A true worshiper also worships in truth. Truth 1s associated with the spirit: hence
the title, “the spirit of truth” (14:17; 15:26; 16:13). This “spirit of truth™ is said to teach
and remind what Jesus has taught (14:26), to testify on behalf of Jesus (15:26) and to
guide into all truth (16:13). Similarly the truth is strongly associated with Jesus. Truth
comes through Jesus (1:17; 8:32; 17:17-19; 18:37) and is Jesus (5:33; 14:6). Through
Jesus, one is sanctified (17:17). Therefore, to worship God in spirit and in truth is to
worship God through, and in, Jesus. True worship depends on Jesus as the one through
whom one receives the spirit and the truth; 1t does not depend on the place of worship -
either the mountain or Jerusalem. Jesus is the locus, as it were, for true worship;310 his
body replaces the temple (2:19-21). Again, Jesus is substituted for the traditions of both
the Jews and the Samaritans, and transcends the distinction of otherness between the
woman and Jesus, that of Samaritan and Jew.

The metaphor which communicates this idea is again the betrothal motif. Like
Hosea’s harlot-wife who symbolizes the apostasy of Israel, the Samaritan is wooed back

into a relationship with God - she represents Jesus’ “harlot-wife”.

The evangelist feels comfortable in working with the notion of Jesus as a
divine being who is involved in a love relationship with a woman because
he can interpret precedents in the prophetic tradition of Hosea, Ezekiel
and Jeremiah. When God tells Hosea to take a harlot as a wife, 1t is for
the purpose of acting out God’s relationship with Israel. The identity of

310Neyrey, “Jacob,” 419ff.
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prophet and deity may well have served as the general model for the role
of Jesus with the Samaritan Woman.31!

The woman calls Jesus Lord (Kopie, 4:19) and learns about true worship. Thus, along
with the Samaritans whom she represents, the Samaritan Woman is able to transcend her
stigma as an idolatrous adulteress. The Strange Woman seduces with an alternative
religious way, drawing in those who would believe her away from the covenant and
obedience to Torah; the result of following her way is death. The Samaritan Woman 1n
the end similarly points to an alternative way: through Jesus. The difference is, this time,
the way she points to does not lead to death, but rather to life! She points to Jesus who
is “the way, the truth and the life” (14:6). By bringing others to life, she “reproduces her
own kind™: her simultaneous “marriage” and abundant result is reflected in the inserted

harvest parable.312

Symbolic Level of Mythological Reflection

The third level of symbolism which is transcended in the Johannine community
through the interaction between the Samaritan Woman as adulteress and Jesus is the level
of mythological reflection. Jesus offers living water which will gush up to eternal life to
whoever will drink of it (4:14). As Cahill points out, the cosmic role of the woman
develops: she is identified as a Samaritan woman or woman of Samaria in vv. 7 and 9,

but thereafter is referred to as “the woman™ or simply, “woman.”

31 Carmichael, “Marriage,” 342. Brown (John, 533-538) suggests that Jesus’ use of the
gyd eyu formuia in 4:26 recalls God’s address through his prophet in the Hebrew bible.
So also Neyrey, “Jacob,” 426.

312Carmichael, “Marriage,” 344.
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The local lore identified as differences between Samaritan and Jew and
frequently mentioned by commentators disappears as the formerly
described Samaritan woman gradually becomes a prototype of woman.313

Through his spiritual union with the Samaritan woman, the two, laboring together,
produce an abundant harvest of many believers who confess Jesus. Jesus extends this
work to the whole Christian community when he sends the disciples to enter into this
labor (4:38). The mystical union of fecund gods and goddesses is transcended in the
Johannine community with an asexual, unnatural spiritual rebirth (1:13; 3:3-8). The
Strange Woman as the symbol of death is transcended through this encounter with Jesus
and becomes, like Eve “the Living One,” the symbol of all life. 314

Though the Samaritan Woman is cast in the paradigm of the Strange Woman of
Proverbs, she is transfigured by the face to face encounter with Jesus. No longer the
seductress who entices young men to adultery, no longer the threat of Samaritan
apostasy, and no longer the hungry gatekeeper to Sheol, the Samaritan Woman engages
in a productive spiritual union with Jesus through which he provides a new life-giving
alternative way. The form of Strange Woman/ adulteress is transcended in the encounter

of the Samaritan Woman and Jesus.

Foreignness Transcended
The Samaritan Woman, as we recall, represents otherness in terms of her
foreignness as a Samaritan, who, like the Strange Woman in Proverbs, is perceived as a
threat on the three symbolic layers of reflection: as a threatening and unreliable enemy to

the Jews, as a foreign source of social corruption, or as an alternate though appealing

313Cahill, “Narrative,” 47.
314Bonneau, “Woman,” 1257.
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foreign mythology. This aspect of the Samaritan Woman is also transcended by an

encounter with Jesus.

Symbolic Level of Personal Experience

On the symbolic level of personal experience, the Samaritan Woman/ foreign
woman represents the Samaritan who is a threat to the Jews who pass through their
territory on the road to and from Jerusalem. When the symbolic field of the Johannine
community is superimposed on this picture, we see that it too is transcended by Jesus 31>
Jesus breaks social conventions and speaks to a foreign woman.316 The Samaritans
believe in Jesus because of the woman’s witness and invite him to stay. They offer him
hospitality which he, and presumably his disciples with him, accept with alacrity. There
1s no account of further enmity between the Jews and Samaritans in the chapters which
follow. At one point, as well, Jesus is accused of being a Samaritan and of having a
demon (8:48). Though he denies that he has a demon, he is silent in the face of the
accusation that he is a Samaritan. Perhaps this illustrates that the antagonism between

these two peoples has now been transcended.317

31580 also, Bultmann, John, 179, Howard-Brook, Becoming, 109.

316Howard-Brook, Becoming, 102.

31780 also Botha, Reading, 192-193: While the schism between Jew and Samaritan is
sharply noted at the beginning, it has dissolved by the end of the story. Schism and
difference is “nullified by Jesus’ mission”- through use of universal terms, and in
practice. C. Scobie, “The Origins and Development of Samaritan Chnistianity,” N7S 19
(1973): 404, states that this passage presents Jesus as favorably inclined to Samaritans.
Compare Pamment (“Samaritan,” 222) who claims that “to be a Samaritan and to have a
demon are taken as synonymous. It is pedantic to expect a reply to both.” Cf. W. Meeks,
“Galilee and Judea in the Fourth Gospel,” Journal of Biblical Literature 85 (1966). 166.
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Symbolic Level of the Covenant Community

On the symbolic level of the covenant community, Samaritans represent a threat
to the Jews as “outsiders™ or “the stranger within,” those who look and act like them in
many ways, but are distinguishable by their religious practices and their emphasis on
certain ancestors. John 4, for example, places great emphasis on the role of Jacob as the
founder of the well. The Samaritan Woman, like Strange Woman, symbolizes the
consequence of a people who were once a part of the normative covenantal community,
who then came under the influence of foreign cults, became “corrupted” and later
attempted to defile the remnant community which had been “purified” by the exile.
Within the precinct of the Johannine community, however, this threat is dismissed by the
presentation of a whole new system in which true worshipers worship the Father “in
spirit and in truth.” Jerusalem or Mount Gerizim are not the focal points for dispute nor
the basis of antagonism. In fact, in order to worship in the spirit, one must be born
dvweev (3:7); in other words, one’s birthplace is “from above” and one’s birthdate is
“anew.” There is no distinction between those born in one place and those born in
another, for all are born “from above” and become “children of God” (1:12). Familial
ties are replaced by Christian kinship. For example, in a central scene from the cross,
Jesus calls his mother “T"ovon,” releases her from the care of her other children and hands
her over to the care of the beloved disciple (19:26). By calling other women by this title
as well, such as the Samaritan Woman (4:21) and Mary of Magdala (20:13), family

relationships are reconfigured in the Johannine community 318 Seim states that “through

3180 the association of the mother of Jesus, the Samaritan Woman and Mary of
Magdala through the use of this term, see Schussler Fiorenza, Memory, 327.
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the exaltation of Jesus, the inclusive family of God is procreated and born of the Spirit,”

consisting of mothers and brothers who know one Father only.31°

It is hardly an accident that a main issue of the conversation is the
replacement of the worship on the mountain and in Jerusalem by the
worship in spirit and truth. It envisions a new worship where the
antagonism between the different groups is eliminated, and where the
exclusiveness of the father's worship (v.20) has given way to the

inclusiveness of true worshipers (v.21 where the woman explicitly is
included).320

Thus, rebirth into the family of God, initiated at the time of Jesus’ death, eliminates the
distinction of nationality.

Heterodoxy between the Jews and the Samaritans is also eliminated in the
Johannine community. With regard to the expectation of a messianic figure, for Jews a
Davidic king and for the Samaritans a prophet like Moses, Jesus is presented polemically
by the Fourth Gospel as greater than all other contenders or expectations:32! his risen
body, not Jerusalem or Mt. Gerizim, is the new temple (2:13-22); he is the saviour of the
world, not just the saviour of the Jews or the Samaritans (4:42).322 Nationality, and the
theological issues which are associated with it, are reconfigured in the Johannine
community; not just the Jews, but the Samaritans, find in the revelation of Christ a
fulfillment of their longing and their faith. The author of the Fourth Gospel seems to go
out of his way to show the Samaritans’ openness to the teaching of Jesus. In contrast to
the Jews in 2:20, and Nicodemus in 3:1ff, the Samaritan Woman 1s quick to grasp that
Jesus is a prophet (4:25). To her, Jesus reveals that he is the Messiah (4:26). Itisin

Samaria that the fields are ripe for the harvest (4:35) and where many come to belief in

319Seim, “Roles,” 65.

3201bid., 69.

321Meeks, Prophet-King, 312ff; Olsson, Structure, 190, Pamment, “Samaritan,” 223.
3221:29; 3:16ff, 6:33, 51; 8:12; 9:5; 12:47; 16:8.
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Jesus (4:39, 41).323 In this layer of symbolism, all of Israel is gathered into the one
people of God (10:16; 11:52; see also Is. 11:11-13).324

Symbolic Level of Mythological Reflection

Finally, on the symbolic layer of cosmology, the Strange Womarn/ foreign woman
paradigm given in the Samaritan Woman is also transcended. At this level, the
Samaritan Woman represents the influence of foreign gods and goddesses of
contemporary mythology. Again, the mythology that Jesus offers transcends all other
possibilities. Jesus, the Adyog, was “in the beginning” “with God” and “was God.” All
of creation came into being through him. He brings life and light into the world (1:1-5).
These are strong claims during a time when a pantheon of Greek, Roman and Egyptian
gods was claiming credit for these various functions. Again, Jesus is able to provide the
water that satisfies forever, whereas the Samaritan Woman, who attends Jacob’s well, is
unable to satisfy from her well even though she must come to the well daily to draw
water. That she leaves her jar at the well testifies to the fact that she has found relief
through Jesus; the mythology that Jesus offers surpasses anything that she may offer.
Hence, the threat of foreign god/desses diminishes in the Christian community context.
The Samaritan Woman, as Strange Woman, abandons her post at the well, relinquishes
her “possession” of its water when she leaves her water jar behind, and takes the water
that Jesus offers to the people in the city by telling them about Jesus. She takes them to a
new well, a well which is the source of life. Once she delivers them to Jesus, she

“decreases” while he “increases” (3:30); in other words, the Samaritans who once

323This is especially apparant when compared to the response Jesus received in Judea
and Jerusalem. Meeks, “Galilee,” 165, Prophet-King, 39-40.
324For a full exposition of the ingathering theme, see Olsson, Structure, 241fF.
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believed because of her word, now believe because of Jesus’ word (4:41-42). Rather
than the goddess of the underworld who sits at the door of Sheol, the Samaritan Woman
has been transformed into the psychopomp of the harbinger of eternal life.

One further aspect may be noted here in regards to the geographical and
chronological details given in this story. The story of the Samaritan Woman is linked
verbally at five points with the death of Jesus recounted in John 19. First, both events
occur at noon (4:6; 19:14).325 Second, Jesus indicates that he is thirsty (4:7; 19:28; see
also 18:11).326 Third, Jesus is described as the source for a flow of water (4:13; 19:34).
Fourth, Jesus is engaged in finishing the work of God (4:34; 19:30). Fifth, the event has
an eye-witness who testifies about Jesus, thus bringing others to belief (4:39; 19:35), as
one who speaks the truth (4:18; 19:35). In addition, Jesus is required (8¢€1) to pass
through Samaria towards Galilee (4:4), as he is required to pass through death unto life
(3:14; 12:34) 327 Likewise, he remains two days in Samaria and in death before
resurrection (4:40; 19:42-20:1).328  Finally, Jesus “makes the way” (o8oinopiac, 4:6)
from Judea to Samaria as he is the “way” (086¢, 14:6) from death to life.32° These
parallels are enhanced when seen in the light of the Wisdom tradition where Sophia is
presented as the companion on the “way” and where the Strange Woman sits by the way

enticing unto death any who listens. On the mythological level of symbolism, then, Jesus

325)J1n.19:13 says that Pilate, like Jesus in 4:6, “sat down” (exd8ioev). Though Haenchen
(John, 219) recognizes some temporal connection, he posits no significance to it. Cf.
Lightfoot, St. John's Gospel, 122.

326Dodd (Historical, 42) states that Jesus’ thirst in 4:7 foreshadows his thirst on the
CTOSS.

32701sson (Structure, 145) argues that the Greek, 8¢1, indicates divine will.

328Jesus also remains “two days longer in the place where he was” after he hears that
Lazarus is ill and before he sets off to Bethany to raise Lazarus from the dead (11:6).
3290lsson (Structure, 146) claims that emphasis on the journeys of Jesus indicate that
they are an important part of his saving work in the world.



as Wisdom 1s the way, a way won through death. This way winds through the land of
death, the land watched over by the Samaritan Woman, a land through which Jesus must
pass in order to offer life. It is through his passage through death, symbolically
represented as a journey through Samaria and the transformation of the Strange Woman
(the gatekeeper of Sheol, Pr.7:27) that Jesus is able to bring this life. It is no wonder that
the next recorded action of Jesus is the rescue of the royal official’s son from death
(4:47-53)!

Therefore, within each of the three symbolic fields, the Samaritan Woman as
foreign woman, in the tradition of the Strange Woman, is transcended in the context of

the Johannine community.

Ignorance Transcended
The final designation of Strange Woman/ Samaritan Woman is the foolish
woman. We saw in the three symbolic fields that, like the Strange Woman, the
Samaritan Womarn/ foolish woman is noted for her imprudent speech, her ignorance and
rebellion in the ways of the Torah and her failure to recognize Jesus for who he is. Again
these elements of the Samaritan Woman as foolish woman are transcended in the

symbolic level of the Johannine Community.

Symbolic Level of Personal Experience

In the level of personal experience, we saw that the Samaritan Woman, like
Strange Woman, is noted for her loquaciousness. She speaks freely and extensively even
in a socially unacceptable situation. In her encounter with Jesus, however, the foolish
woman’s words progress from unknowing to saving: first, Jesus says she does not know

of what she speaks (4:10), then she asks for the living water that Jesus offers in a way



which indicates that she has not fully comprehended (i.e., she has no further need to
come to the well for water) (4:15), then she speaks the truth, though unknowingly,
according to Jesus (4:18), then she “perceives” (8ewpd) that he is a prophet (as opposed
to the stronger use of the perfect tense of opdw found in 1:34; 3:11, 32; 19:35),330
followed by the stronger statement that she knows (O18a) that Messiah is coming, then
she tells the Samaritans about him with uncertainty,33! but because of her word of
testimony (like other esteemed witnesses in this gospel, see 17:20),332 they believe in
Jesus (4:39, 42).333 Throughout, she talks less and listens more.334 The foolish
woman’s words are transformed through the conversation with Jesus; what was once a
word without value, becomes, in the Johannine community, a word, like Jesus (A6yog)
that saves (5:24; 8:51; 12:48).

In addition, the questions of the woman are honoured. Jesus says, “If you knew
the gift of God, you would ask”; the woman does indeed ask for this gift (4:15) and
proceeds to ask him about worship. Her asking is in contrast to the disciples’ silence;
they have questions but do not voice them (4:27). The disciples, rather, “were
astonished” (e8oopalov), an attitude which is viewed negatively elsewhere in this gospel
(see also 3:7; 7:21 and 9:30). Asking, on the other hand, is viewed positively in the

Fourth Gospel (11:22; 14:13, 14; 15:7, 16; 16:23, 24, 26) for it leads to the truth (13:25,

3300kure, Johannmine, 113.

331“Elle doit déférer au jugement des personnes compétentes,” M.-J. Lagrange, Evangile
de Jean (Paris: Lecoffre, 1936) 116.

3320kure (Johannine, 4) summarizes this concept.

3331 ee, Symbolic, 93; G. O’Day, “Narrative Mode and Theological Claim: A Study in the
Fourth Gospel,” JBL 105/4 (1986): 657-668 and Revelation in the Fourth Gospel:
Narrative Mode and Theological Claim (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), maintains
that the gospel narrative does not just mediate the revelation but is the revelation itself
because it allows the reader to experience the revelation of Jesus for him/herself.
3340kure, Johannne, 169.
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37; 14:5, 8, 22). Self-satisfied ignorance, once an attribute of the Strange Woman, is
replaced in the transforming Samaritan Woman by a diligent search for wisdom, an
action viewed positively both in Proverbs (2:4; 8:17) and in the Johannine community
(1:38; 20:15).

Finally, the content of the narrative (narratio) provides a concrete example
(demonstratio) for the discourse (exposito) of Jesus.33° Like the discourse on bread
following the feeding of the multitude (Jn. 6), and the discourse on light following the
healing of the blind man (Jn. 9), a discourse on the nature of God’s work (4:31-38) is
illustrated by the sequence of events immediately before it in which Jesus/ God is
revealed in a personal encounter with the Samaritan Woman. Her testimony to her
compatriots concerning this revelation constitutes the work which Jesus was sent to do:
make God known (1:18; 15:15; 17:25-26).336 This is especially seen in the contrast of
the response of this woman with that of Nicodemus; Nicodemus also represents a
collective (3:12), is noted as a teacher of Israel (3:10), and misunderstands the mundane/
spiritual duality of Jesus’ words, but he fades away without another word.337

The Samaritan Woman, then, as Strange Woman/ foolish woman transformed, is
presented as the ideal witness or misstonary. First, she follows the typical apostolic

pattern, and like the new disciples who leave their nets in the synoptics (Mt.4:20,

3351bid., 182ff.

336Qkure (Johannine, 112) argues that the woman, because she was immoral, was
“hopelessly inadequate” and her “very inadequacy throws into greater relief” her
“sign-value.”

337 ee (Symbolic, 65-66) points out the strong contrast of Nicodemus and the Samaritan
Woman: “the male, ‘orthodox’ Jewish teacher and theologian who has name, status and
respectability (3:1), stands over against the female, heterodox Samaritan who has no
name or status.” He comes at night voluntarily; she meets Jesus as noon involuntarily.
He makes no decision for faith and leaves in silence; she comes to an understanding of
faith and brings others to Jesus.
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Mk.1:18), she leaves her jar in order to carry out her mission.338 Then, she initiates the
movement of the Samaritans coming to Jesus, and, as Schneiders has argued, this coming
to Jesus is the first step in coming to belief.33° The use of the technical term xomdw is
used to describe the work of mission, and it is here applied to the work of the woman in
preparing the harvest (4:38). The Samaritans come to belief because of her word (moiAot
EMOTEVTOY e’lg VOV TBY Tapaprtov did v Adyov tng yuvaikoe, 4:39) a notion which
Jesus prays about in 17:20 (1®v motevdvTov did 100 Adyouv avtdv). Finally, the results
of the woman’s testimony are not qualitatively different than the witness of John the

Baptist (1:7-8, 32-41; 3:30) and Philip (1:43-49): these witnesses testify about Jesus,

people come to Jesus and, as a result, they too confess belief.

Symbolic Level of the Covenant Community

At the covenantal community level of symbolism, Strange Woman/ foolish
worman represents one who “is ignorant and knows nothing” (Pr.9:13) even though she
functions as the mouthpiece for the Samaritans because she speaks of “our father
Jacob.”340 In the context of the Christian community, however, ignorance is
transcended. Truth comes through Jesus (1:17; 18:37) and, indeed, is embodied in Jesus
(5:33; 14:6). One who continues in Jesus’ word will know the truth and the truth brings
both freedom (8:32) and sanctification (17:17-19); and this truth comes into the world
through the word of Jesus (18:37). The Samaritan Woman, therefore, as a representative

of the Samaritans who do not “know” what they worship, not only progressively knows

3385 Schneiders, “Women in the Fourth Gospel,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 12 (1982):
40.

339bid., 40.

34001sson (Structure, 211) goes as far as saying that this narrative represents the meeting
of Samaritan faith and Johannine faith.
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who Jesus is throughout this pericope but is able to communicate the truth to her fellow
people through “her word” so that they are able to confess Jesus as the saviour of the
world (4:42).341 The Samaritan Woman asks careful theological questions concerning
Jesus’ identity on behalf of the Samaritan collective: once she recognizes him as a
prophet who has an affinity with the patriarchs, she asks about true worship and
messianic expectations.>42 In this way, the Samaritans, acting through the woman,
question “every significant tenet of Samaritan theology.”343  No longer distinguished as
those who do not know what they worship, the community of the Samaritans know how
to worship “in spirit and in truth” (4:23) because it is part of their post-resurrection

reality as the hour which “is now here” (4:23).344

Symbolic Level of Mythological Reflection

On the mythological level of symbolism, the Samaritan Woman is able to
transcend the symbol of the Strange Woman/ foolish woman from Proverbs. As the
Strange Womarn/ foolish woman “knows nothing” (Pr.9:13) and the Samaritan Woman
does not know Jesus at the beginning of the story, Jesus reveals himself to her
progressively throughout the story. He is not just a thirsty traveler, nor a prophet, but he
is the Messiah and the saviour of the world (a title attributed to Wisdom in the Wisdom
of Solomon) and a title which, it is safe to assume, the Samaritan woman echoed.

To varying degrees, throughout these three symbolic fields the ignorance of the
Samaritan womarn/ foolish woman has the potential of transcendence in the symbolic

level of the Johannine community. Though the Strange Woman of Proverbs remains

341048apev is frequently used in confessional statements, 3:2, 11; 9:31; 16:30; 21:24.
34280 also Scott, Sophia, 187.

343Schneiders, Revelatory, 190.

3440lsson, Structure, 197.
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ignorant, the Samaritan Woman has the opportunity of moving into truth through a

personal encounter with Jesus.

Transcending Alterity
Throughout this discussion, I have attempted to demonstrate that the Samaritan
woman, like the Proverbial Strange Woman, is constructed as the literary polar opposite
to Jesus in the areas of gender, nationality and knowledge. Where the woman is female,
a Samaritan and one who “does not know,” Jesus is male, a Jew and of those who “do
know.” However, in the light of the Johannine community, both the woman and Jesus

are seen through new eyes.



Conclusion

In this thesis I have explored the identity of the Samantan Woman in John 4.
Noting the extensive Wisdom influence in this gospel, I have argued that the author
presents Jesus as Wisdom incarnate and the Samaritan Woman as Strange Woman
incarnate. As such, the Samaritan Woman is constructed as a literary symbol of alterity:
In contrast to Jesus, she is female, foreign and ignorant. This symbol of alterity,
however, is rearticulated in the Christian context; the author thus challenges gender,
nationality and knowledge as traditional criteria for the exclusion of members from this
developing community. The author challenges the Proverbial lines of community
definition and claims that Jesus inaugurated a new community which defines itself, not in
contrast to gender, nationality and knowledge, but, as it turns out, in contrast to the
traditional community - “the Jews.”34> In this way, the Fourth Gospel casts the
Samaritan Woman in the image of Strange Woman but subverts it in order to redefine the
criteria of alterity. It takes a powerful aversive symbol and uses it to make a strong
theological point.

The strength of the symbol of the Samaritan Woman as Strange Woman
challenges historical speculation: If this narrative functions so well as a literary
construction, is there sufficient evidence to demonstrate that the narrative is based on a

historical event? or indeed, that the Samaritan Woman was ever actually flesh and blood?

343The possibility exists that Jews, like the Strange Woman, may similarly transcend
these new criteria through belief in Jesus (8:31; 10:24; 11:45; 12:11). The statement of
the Johannine Jesus that “salvation is from the Jews” (4:22) is an anomaly in this gospel
where the Jews are generally cast as antagonists (5:10, 16, 18; 6:41; 7:1, 13; 8:37; 9:22,
10:31-33; 11:8, 54; 18:12, 36; 19:7, 12, 38; 20:19; cf. 18:20, 33; 19:40).
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This thesis challenges Schiissler Fiorenza346 and Bultmann347 who claim that the
Samaritan Woman was an unnamed historical person. It calls into question Raymond
Brown’s claim that the story has a basis in fact. 348 Bligh’s claim that this “historical”
woman was remembered because the event was marked by a solemn pronouncement of
Jesus is similarly undermined.34° The strong literary function of the symbolic
presentation of the Samaritan Woman as Strange Woman challenges the arguments for a
non-fictional historical woman.

In spite of the fact that the existence of a particular historical Samaritan Woman
is called into question, the overall interpretation of this text with the emphasis on the
transcendence of alterity invites speculation as to the historical community which
articulated it. To what extent are the notions of gender, nationality and knowledge
significant in the early Johannine community? One might speculate, along with Sandra
Schneiders, that this story serves to legitimate the presence of Samaritan Christians in
the Johannine community and to affirm their equality with Jewish Christians.33% Or one
might argue with Martin Scott that the presence, the testimony and leadership of women
in the community needed to be validated.35! Was the main thrust of this passage
designed to address the relationship between Samaritan and Jew as Bultmann and others
have argued?332 Ultimately, one cannot say one way or another whether the theme of

transcending alterity reflects upon the role of either Samaritans or women in the

346 Memory, 138.

347 John, 175fF.

348 John, 176.

349«Jesus,” 332.

350Revelatory, 190-192.

351Sophia, 192, 246.

352 John, 175; Meeks, Prophet-King;, Brown, Community, 34ff; Schiissler Fiorenza,
Memory, 327, Olsson, Structure, 241, 238.
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historical community. It most certainly indicates, however, a vision of hope and new

possibilities for the Johannine community.
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