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O life is a toil, and love is a trouble, beauty will fade 
and riches will flee, / Wages will dwindle and prices will 

double, / And nothing is as I would wish it to be. 
—Housewife’s Lament*

Thus laments the “housewife” in the melancholy folksong of the 
same name—a song of ennui and despair, set on the lips of “a 
poor woman the picture of gloom,” who is full of complaining. 

But the ground-down pessimism of the woman in the folksong could just 
as well be the world-weariness of the Samaritan woman Jesus encounters 
at Jacob’s well—a woman for whom life has truly become a toil.

The repeated journey to the well is a real toil, which is why she wants to 
stop coming to draw her water. But it is not hard to deduce that she is 
weary about plenty of other things, as well.  Weary of men (you have had 
five husbands and the one you have now is not your husband). In other words, 
“I’ve made a mess of love, and partnerships, and sex and I can no longer 
be bothered taking my fellow human being seriously.” Weary of religion 
(our ancestors worshipped on this mountain, but you say that the place where 
people must worship is in Jerusalem). In other words, “Who can be bothered 
taking religion seriously, with all these stupid disagreements?” 

And while some of the Samaritan woman’s problems may relate to the 
nature of the society in which she lived, some of them surely stem from 
her inability to practice courage. Her choices have led her to a life of 
being used and abused, cynical and world-weary. Choices that lacked 
discernment, and made without the courage that is rooted in heart, soul, 
strength, and mind.

But then something changes for this broken woman, for whom “nothing 
is as I would wish it to be.” Something changes at the well, when it is 
“about Noon.” For at the well is someone else, weary and in need, but 
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whose weariness comes not from cowardice but courage—the courage 
to live out a God-given vocation, one that will lead inevitably and inex-
orably to Jerusalem and the Cross.

And because of her brave choice to be open to the stranger, this broken 
woman is finally able to be courageous, for not only does she ask to drink 
from the Living Water, but she then goes straight back into the city to 
evangelize—to tell those around her about the Living Water from the 
Living Word that looks death in the eye and brings life. And having 
practiced courage, this woman’s life would never again be the same. And 
at “about Noon,” Jesus would practice his own courage more fully, arms 
outstretched upon the cross—and the world would never be the same 
again, either.

*The Housewife’s Lament  was written as a protest song out of the experience of 
women in the not-too-distant past. The song originated during the Civil War in the United 
States. It was found in the diary of a 19th- century Illinois pioneer woman, Mrs. Sara 
Price, who had seven children and outlived them all.

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 


