
An offer to an outcast 

Iwas walking with my mother, excited about my first visit to the market,
my sense of smell bombarded with the mingle of aromas, and my mind
busy taking in the new sights when I saw a sad old man, and the world

around me seemed to come to a standstill. He was sitting by the roadside,
his body disfigured by disease and his face was wizened from life on the
streets. It was his eyes that moved me the most. They were so sad and
distant, reflecting year upon year of pain.

Who was he and why was no one taking care of him? Surely, mother
would do something to help. But she acted as if he didn’t exist. I tugged at
her hand until she came to a halt. ‘Mother, didn’t you see that poor man, he
looked so sad. Can’t we do something to make him happy?’ She looked
round and gave the man a quick glance. ‘Listen,’ she said, with a harshness
I hadn’t heard before, ‘if you ever see someone like that again you mustn’t
even look at him; just walk on!’

That man must have long since died, but his eyes still seem to have
burned deep into my soul. And now that I have grown up, I can understand
his pain, for I am an outcast too. I have been married five times, and I am
living with a man who isn’t my husband. When people see me in the street
they behave in the same way in which my mother acted towards the man I
met all those years ago. They cross the street, look the other way, and get as
far away from me as they can. Eventually I decided to save myself any more
pain. Each day I would sneak into the market with my face covered so that
no one would recognise me. That is the easy part, you can loose yourself in
the crowd on market day, but the daily visit to collect my water supply was
another matter. Clusters of people gathered around the cistern in the
coolest part of the day, and they’d stop talking as soon as I’d arrive.
Eventually I decided to collect my water in the blistering midday sun, when
everyone else was taking shelter from it. I’d rather endure the scorching sun
than the scorn of people!

It was a day like any other. I waited until noon, picked up my water
carrier, and ventured out into the shimmering heat. As I got closer my heart
sank, I could see a person sitting by the well. He was a man in his thirties, he
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looked tired, hot, and thirsty, but he didn’t have anything to draw water
with. He was a stranger; in fact, he looked as if he came from across the
border. I assumed that he must have lost his way because he came from a
race who wouldn’t go anywhere near mine. I tried not to look at him, and
got on with my task, but he seemed to have a presence about him. Who was
he, and what was he doing sitting by a well in the hottest part of the day?
Didn’t he realise he was in territory which was inhabited by people who had
been at loggerheads with his race for centuries? I was too deep in thought to
notice that the stranger had turned around to speak to me, so the sound of
his voice made me jump. ‘Would you give me a drink, please?’ He asked.
Being an outcast, I hadn’t had much opportunity to develop the art of
conversation, and I was so surprised to hear him speak that any social
graces I might have possessed completely evaded me. I blurted out the first
thing that came into my mind. ‘You’re from across the border! Why are you
stooping to ask someone like me for a drink?’ I thought this might bring the
conversation to a swift conclusion, but the stranger wasn’t in the slightest
bit deterred. He took charge of the conversation, and he guided it in an
unexpected direction. He spoke about a ‘gift of God’, and he told me that if
I knew about this ‘gift’ and realised who I was speaking to I could have
asked him for ‘living water.’ The idea of water that had been freshly taken
from a stream sounded like a dream in our arid climate. ‘Listen,’ I snapped,
‘I’m the one with the jar, while you’re sitting there, hot and thirsty! What
makes you think you have something you can offer me?’ But he wouldn’t be
put off. ‘When people drink from this well, they’ll get thirsty again. I’m
going to give people a very different kind of water; it’s going to put an end to
thirst altogether. In fact, once people drink it, they will have their own
spring-inside of them, which will give them eternal life.’ I couldn’t
completely understand what he meant, but whatever this water was, I
realised that it was something I needed, ‘please, give me some,’ I said
rapidly, ‘then I’ll never get thirsty again.’ 

I was so engrossed in our discussion that I had lost all awareness of the
oppressive noonday heat, but it came back when the stranger took the
conversation in an unwelcome direction. ‘Go and get your husband,’ he
said. He had touched a nerve and I wanted to get away from this subject as
quickly as possible, ‘I don’t have one,’ I replied. He looked me straight in
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the eye and said, ‘I know that, but you’ve had husbands-haven’t you? Five to
be precise. And you’re not even married to the man you’re living with now.’
I couldn’t quite believe what I was hearing; the stranger knew everything
about me. It made me feel very uncomfortable, so I tried to change the
subject. ‘Sir,’ I said, with a new note of respect, ‘I can see that you are some
kind of a prophet. Can you answer a question that has been bothering me
for years? My people worship God at one place and your people at another;
which of us is right?’ But the stranger dismissed hundreds of years of
debate by talking about something God was going to do in the future. ‘Soon
it won’t matter where you go, because true children of God will worship
their Father in spirit and in truth.’ This reminded me of the promises God
had given us through his prophet. ‘I know about the King that God has
promised to send to us’ I said. ‘He’ll make it all clear when he comes!’ Then
came the most inspiring, invigorating words I had ever heard, ‘I am the one
you speak about,’ he said. I ran into the village forgetting my fear of
meeting people in my eagerness to tell everyone about him. ‘You must meet
this man,’ I shouted, ‘he told me everything I ever did! Could he be the King
promised by God?

Chapter 5

22 Jesus: the life changer

text pps  21/8/07  17:40  Page 22


