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Medieval Christians were fascinated by the character of the Samaritan 
woman, whose story is presented in the fourth chapter of the Gospel of John. 
Numerous legends celebrating her life history recounted in imaginative 
detail the heroic deeds of this convert to Christ. The Bible itself, of course, 
gives no information about her following her encounter with Jesus, nor does 
it even mention her name. But medieval hagiographers named her Photina 
and recounted her brave witness to the gospel, leading to her ultimate 
martyrdom. One legend reports that she converted the daughter of Nero 
and was martyred in Rome. Another places her in Carthage, where she 
preached the gospel and died in prison.1 Although ancient and medieval 
commentaries on the fourth Gospel do not commemorate these extracanoni-
cal accomplishments, they portray the Samaritan woman's personality and 
discipleship in equally flattering ways. Not only does she beautifully model 
the sinner's conversion to Christ, but she also demonstrates admirable zeal in 
bearing witness to Christ among her fellow Samaritans. On the basis of her 
testimony, a host of the citizens of Sychar come to faith in Christ, a feat 
matched by none of Jesus' disciples in the pages of the Gospels. 

Sixteenth-century Protestant commentators on this story distinctly and 
significantly changed the traditional exegetical portrait of the Samaritan 
woman.2 Illuminating examples of this come from five sixteenth-century, 

1. Agnes B. C. Dunbar, A Dictionary of Saintly Woman (London, 1905), 2:151; and David 
Lyle Jeffrey, ed., A Dictionary of Biblical Tradition m English Literature (Grand Rapids, 
Mich., 1992), pp. 844-845. 

2. For background on the history of exegesis, readers should consult the following 
standard sources: The Cambridge History of the Bible, 3 vols., ed. C. F. Evans (vol. 1), G. W. 
H. Lampe (vol. 2), and S. L. Greenslode (vol. 3) (Cambridge, U.K., 1963-1970); Robert 
M. Grant, with David Tracy, A Short History of the Interpretation of the Bible, 2d ed. 
(Philadelphia, Pa., 1984); and Bible de tous les temps, 8 vols., Charles Kannengiesser, gen. 
ed. (Paris, 1984-). Several important works have appeared on the medieval period: 
Ceslans Spicq, Esquisse d'une histoire de l'exégèse latine di moyen âge (Paris, 1944); Beryl 
Smalley, The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages (Notre Dame, Ind., 1964); Henri de 
Lubac, Exégèse Médiévale: les quatre sens de L'Ecriture, 4 vols. (Pans, 1959—1964); James C. 
Preus, From Shadow to Promise. Old Testament Interpretations from Augustine to the Young 
Luther (Cambridge, Mass., 1969); G. R. Evans, The Language and Logic of the Bible: The 
Earlier Middle Ages (Cambridge, U.K., 1984); and G. R. Evans, The Language and Logic of 
the Bible: The Road to Reformation (Cambridge, U.K., 1985). For the sixteenth century 
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early Reformed theologians: Johannes Oecolampadius (1484-1531), Hein-
rich Bullinger (1504-1575), Martin Bucer (1491-1551), Wolfgang Musculus 
(1497-1563), and John Calvin (1509-1564). Like ancient and medieval 
commentators, these Reformed exegetes point to the wooing of the Samari-
tan woman by Jesus as an exemplary model or image of the sinner's 
conversion to Christ. And like earlier commentators they also, for the most 
part, celebrate her exemplary evangelistic work in drawing her fellow citizens 
to the source of salvation. But in the interpretive sketch of the Samaritan 
woman's personality, a strikingly different picture emerges in the exegesis of 
these Reformed theologians. In general, ancient and medieval commenta-
tors present her as polite, friendly in her dealings with Jesus, and eager to be 
taught, hindered simply by a lack of understanding rooted in a rather dull, 
slow-witted intellect. Reformed exegetes, however, present her as brash, 
saucy, and practically insolent in her conversation with Jesus. Examined in 
the context of antecedent exegetical tradition, this startling shift in interpre-
tation can be best explained in terms of a shared theological perspective 
among the Reformed commentators regarding the very process of salvation 
reflected in the Samaritan woman's conversion. This perspective functions as 
an interpretive lens that brings into focus a personality who has little in 
common with the woman of ancient and medieval portrayals. 

1. 
The commentaries on John by two ancient Christian theologians, John 

Chrysostom and Augustine of Hippo, established the main features of the 
traditional medieval portrait of the Samaritan woman. John Chrysostom 
focuses almost entirely on the literal level of the woman's encounter with 
Jesus, developing a penetrating and detailed character sketch that finds its 
way into most medieval commentaries. During the long conversation be-
tween the Samaritan woman and Jesus, Chrysostom repeatedly emphasizes 
the great respect and patience which she showed to a man who was not only 
unknown to her, but also a foreigner. Interrupted in her task of drawing 
water from Jacob's well on the outskirts of her town, she paused in the midst 
of the midday heat and listened with kind indulgence to Jesus' strange words 
concerning a "living water" that would forever end human thirst. She did not 
comprehend what Jesus meant, but at no time did she ridicule or make fun of 
his statements. Since Jesus had asked her for a drink, she could have 

there is no comparable general treatment of the history of exegesis. Readers may want 
to consult Olivier Fatio and Pierre Fraenkel, eds., Histoire de l'exégèse au XVIe siècle: Textes 
du colloque international tenu à Genève en 1976 (Geneva, 1978); ¬. Roussel, "De Strasbourg 
à Bàie et Zurich: une 'Ecole Rhénane d'exégèse (ca.1525-ca.1540)," Revue d'Histoire et 
de Philosophie Religieuses 68 (1988): 19-39; and David C. Steinmetz, ed., The Bible in the 
Sixteenth Century (Durham, N.C., 1990). 

http://ca.1525-ca.1540


CHANGING IMAGES OF THE SAMARITAN WOMAN 367 

responded with a measure of irritation, saying "if you had living water, you 
would not ask a drink of me, but would provide it for yourself, but as it is you 
are just boasting." The Jews, argues Chrysostom, often responded to Jesus' 
teaching in just this way, with insults and bitter accusations. However, the 
Samaritan woman, by listening patiently, allowed herself to be drawn gradu-
ally upward by Jesus to the contemplation of spiritual truths.3 

When Jesus commanded the woman to call her husband, he intended to 
enlighten her feeble understanding, bringing her to acknowledge his divine 
identity. She persisted in thinking of "living water" in literal terms, as fresh 
water that flows continually from a living spring. This misunderstanding was 
rooted, Chrysostom suggests, in her opinion that Jesus was an ordinary man. 
But as Jesus reveals his knowledge of her marital history and present 
adultery, she comes to realize that here was a man gifted with prophetic 
insight who was teaching about exalted matters. Hence, it is quite reason-
able and even commendable that she turns the conversation to matters of 
religion, asking Jesus to adjudicate the old dispute between Jews and Samari-
tans regarding the proper place of worship. She could have seized the 
opportunity to ask him about her future health, wealth, or other worldly 
matters; asking him about his teaching shows that instead she was growing 
"more exalted in mind."4 

After Jesus' long discourse on true and spiritual worship, the Samaritan 
woman comes to see that Jesus is in fact the expected Messiah, and she 
hurries off to the city to make known this astonishing discovery. Here, 
Chrysostom lavishes praise upon the woman, who joyfully does the work of 
an evangelist, rousing an entire city to the knowledge of Christ. In a certain 
sense, she is even superior to the apostles, who left their fishing nets only 
after being commanded by Jesus; in contrast, she leaves her water jar of her 
own accord and performs apostolic work with a zeal and fervor worthy of 
emulation.5 

While more interested than John Chrysostom in the symbolic and allegori-
cal features of the story, Augustine also praises the evangelistic work of the 
Samaritan woman, and he urges those who desire to preach the gospel to 
learn from her example. In Augustine's exegesis of John 4, the woman's 
character and personality emerge with much less force than in Chrysostom, 
primarily because she is seen as a mystical symbol of the Gentile church 
converted to Christ. However, Augustine constructs his allegorical interpre-
tation on the basis of a theme that influences later characterizations of the 
Samaritan woman: the theme of illumination. Like Chrysostom, Augustine 

3. John Chrysostom, Commentary on Saint John the Apostle and Evangelist: Homilies 1-47, The 
Fathers of the Church [FC] 33, trans. Sister Thomas Aquinas Goggin (New York, 
1957), pp. 306-309. 

4. Ibid., pp. 316-318. 
5. Ibid., p. 332. 
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argues that because of her ignorance, she mistakes Jesus' words concerning 
"living water" as a reference to water that gushes from a spring. Her 
understanding is carnal, wedded to her senses, symbolized by her five 
previous marriages. She presently lives with an illegitimate husband, an 
adulterer, who symbolizes the error of the intellect bound to carnal things. 
Jesus rebukes her ignorance and error by commanding her to call her 
legitimate husband, who symbolizes the mind or understanding, the part of 
the human soul illumined by divine light. Augustine interprets the rest of the 
story as the process by which the Samaritan woman gradually calls the 
"husband" of her soul into effect, resulting in her final illumination upon 
recognizing Jesus' identity.6 

2. 

Medieval commentators base their portraits of the Samaritan woman 
largely upon a synthesis of elements from the exegesis of Chrysostom and 
Augustine. Following Chrysostom, they characterize her words as sincere 
and respectfully spoken, with no hint of sarcasm or irritation. Following 
Augustine, most medieval commentators repeat the theme of illumination 
based upon the symbolic interpretation of the woman's marital history in 
order to show the spiritual progress of the carnal soul to spiritual understand-
ing. In general, the medieval exegetes portray a well-meaning but dimwitted 
woman whose intellect is gradually enlightened to an understanding of Jesus' 
divine status. 

All medieval commentators make reference to the Samaritan woman's 
carnal understanding of Jesus' words concerning "living water," and most 
interpret Jesus' command for her to call her husband as a response to her 
crude understanding of his spiritual words. The Ordinary Gloss, Thomas 
Aquinas, Hugh of St. Cher, and Bonaventure all interpret Jesus' command 
allegorically as an exhortation to apply her intellect or reason to his words.7 

6. Augustine of Hippo, Tractates on the Gospel of John 11-27, FC 79, trans. John W. Rettig 
(Washington, D.C., 1988), pp. 84-97. Origen (Commentary on the Gospel According to John 
Books 13-32, FC 89, trans. Ronald E. Heine [Washington, D.C., 1993], pp. 77-80) 
produces an allegorical interpretation similar to Augustine's. The Samaritan woman 
represents the heterodox soul that is subjected to law (represented by the husband as 
the ruling principle of the soul). But the five husbands also represent the five senses 
that entangle the soul in bodily things leading to doctrinal error. Cyril of Alexandria 
{Commentary on the Gospel According to S.John [Oxford, 1874], 1:209-210) also identifies 
ignorance as the primary problem of the Samaritan woman: "the minds of woman are 
womanish, and that an effeminate soul is in them, never having the power of 
understanding readily. But the nature of man somehow is apter for learning, and far 
more ready for reasoning." Therefore, when Jesus commands her to call her husband, 
he is accusing her of being "most slow to learn, not practiced in the words of wisdom." 

7. Glossa Ordinaria, Patrologia Latina [PL] 114:372; Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the 
Gospel of Saint John, part 1, trans. James A. Weisheipl and Fabian R. Larcher (Albany, 
N.Y., 1980), pp. 243-244; Hugh of St. Cher, Postilla super totam Bibliam 6: In Evangelia 
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Thomas also intimates that Jesus wanted to give spiritual understanding to 
the husband so that he might in turn instruct his wife at home.8 Denis the 
Carthusian makes no reference to the allegorical interpretation of the hus-
band as the reasoning force in the human soul, but suggests that Jesus was 
indicating his desire to instruct and convert the man who pretended to be her 
husband. However, for Denis, Jesus' command also represents a kind of test 
analogous to the testing of Abraham when commanded by God to sacrifice 
Isaac. The ultimate purpose of the command—and this is true for all the 
medieval interpreters—is to provide an opportunity for Jesus to reveal his 
knowledge of her secrets, leading her to see that he was no ordinary man.9 As 
Thomas states: "The reason our Lord spoke to her about these things . . . 
which were her secrets, was to bring her to a spiritual understanding so that 
she might believe there was something divine about Christ."10 

With her secrets exposed, the Samaritan woman confesses Jesus to be a 
prophet, a confession characterized by medieval commentators as progress 
in the journey toward spiritual illumination. Although she does not realize 
that he is Lord of the prophets, the expected Messiah, the Son of God, she at 
least comes to see that his words have authority. Therefore, medieval 
exegetes, echoing Chrysostom, argue that when she poses the religious 
question debated between Jews and Samaritans regarding the proper place 
of worship, she does something entirely appropriate. There is no suggestion 
of evasion on her part, but rather the commentators praise her for seeking 
Jesus' judgment on a doctrinal question. Thomas even expresses surprise 
that a woman could be so wise in asking this question since, in general, 
women "are considered curious and unproductive . . . and lovers of ease, 
whereas [this Samaritan woman] did not ask Christ about worldly affairs, or 
about the future, but about the things of God, in keeping with the advice, 
'Seek first the kingdom of God.' " n 

In general, medieval commentators explain the rest of the dialogue 
between Jesus and the Samaritan woman as the process of her gradual 
illumination regarding the identity of Jesus. As she cooperates with Jesus by 
using her reason, she eventually becomes deserving of full enlightenment. 
After she confesses her belief in the coming Messiah, Jesus finally reveals 
himself ("I who speak to you am he") because, in the words of Denis the 
Carthusian, she is so "solicitous concerning the knowledge of divine things" 

secundum Matthaeum, Lucam, Marcum, &Joannem (Venice, 1732), fol. 306r; and Bonaven-
tura, Opera Omnia 6: Commentarius in Evangelium Ioannis (Florence, 1893), p. 294. 

8. Aquinas, Commentary on John, p. 243. 
9. Denis the Carthusian, Opera Omnia 12: Enarratio in Lucam (X-XXI), etjohannem (Mon-

strolii, 1901), pp. 349-350. 
10. Aquinas, Commentary on John, p. 244. 
11. Ibid., p. 245. 
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{de cognitione divinorum solhcitam)

 l 2 The Gloss states that she is now "worthy" 
{digna erat) to know who Jesus is.13 Thomas argues that "because this woman 
had now called her husband, that is, intellect and reason, the Lord now offers 
her the water of spiritual teaching by revealing himself to her in a most 
excellent way."14 

The Samaritan woman, who functions as a model of the illumination of 
faith in the sinner converted to Christ, also functions m medieval commentar-
ies as a model of the faithful witness to the gospel. Theophylact the Bulgarian 
claims that "she becomes an apostle, ordained by the faith which had seized 
her heart."1 5 Thomas similarly argues that she has taken on the role of an 
apostle, leaving her water jar to proclaim good news just as the apostles left 
their fishing nets when called by Christ.16 Not all medieval interpreters are 
willing to confer apostolic status on the woman; the Gloss, for example, simply 
states that she runs to the town "to evangelize" {evangelizare).

17 But most, if 
not willing to see her as a female type of the apostolic ministry, at least praise 
her as a general model of the evangelistic fervor that should seize all 
Christians. For example, Denis the Carthusian argues that those who experi-
ence the "illumination and grace of Christ" (illuminationem et gratiam Christi) 

should imitate this woman and leave their water pots (that is, their worldly 
and sensual cares) in order to lead others to grace.18 Bonaventure, however, 
while admiring the Samaritan woman's zeal, asks whether she was a fitting 
witness since the "testimony of a woman is untrustworthy and weak" {testimo-

nium muliens sit vanum et fragile). He dismisses this objection by arguing that 
since the Samaritans knew her, they would have believed her words more 
readily than the testimony of a stranger, hence, she was a suitable conduit of 
God's grace to the Samaritan people 1 9 

3. 

Sixteenth-century Reformed commentators radically shift away from this 
traditional portrait of the Samaritan woman as a sweet and courteous soul 
who allows herself to be led to spiritual illumination. At the very outset of her 
conversation with Jesus, even before he begins using symbolic language of 

12 Oems,EnarratioinJohannem,p 352 
13 Glossa Ordinaria, PL 114 374 
14 Aquinas, Commentary on John, Ò 252 
15 Theophylact, Patrologia Graeca [PG] 123 1241 "kai de apostólos ginetai, hupo tés ten 

kardian autës penlabousës písteos cheirotonëtheia" 
16 Aquinas, Commentary on John, Ò 254 
17 Glossa Ordinaria, PL 114 3 74 
18 Oems,EnarratioinJohannem,p 353 
19 Bonaventure, Commentanus in Evangelium loannis, Ò 299 According to Bonaventure, 

Jesus also appointed her as his witness in order to condemn the stubborness of the 
Jews, who would not believe the testimony of John the Baptist, while the Samaritans 
believed "one little woman" {um mulierculae) 
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"living water," Reformed exegetes instead present her as one who spurns 
and resists Jesus' gentle attempts to begin a conversation. For example, when 
Jesus asks her for a drink, Oecolampadius writes that "she practically rejects 
[him] as a Jew" (fere repellit Christum, quasi Iudaeum), a rude rebuff rooted in 
ignorance of her own desperate situation and spiritual need.20 Similarly, 
Musculus states that because she is forgetful of her sinful condition, she 
speaks rashly "with womanly temerity" {muliebri temeritate), initiating a dis-
pute regarding Jewish-Samaritan relations. She ought to have said, argues 
Musculus, "how is it that you . . . request a drink from me, a vile prostitute 
not worthy of being addressed."21 Calvin portrays her as proud, sassy, and 
eager for a fight. She knew that the Jews condemned her people, and so she 
now seizes the opportunity to insult the Jews by "jeering" at Christ. Accord-
ing to Calvin, in effect she is saying, "Oh! You're sure it's all right to ask me 
for a drink, when you think we are so irreligious?"22 

When Jesus begins speaking of "spiritual water," most of the Reformed 
commentators repeat the traditional theme of the woman's carnal understand-
ing. Since she cannot imagine anything other than material water, she 
wonders how this bucketless man will provide his water, saying "you have 
nothing to draw with and the well is deep" (John 4:11). Patristic and 
medieval commentators characterize this statement as naïve and confused, 
with no venom in her words. However, with the exception of Bullinger, the 
Reformed interpreters hear a caustic and flippant tone in the Samaritan 
woman's conversation. According to Musculus, she accuses Jesus of speaking 
absurdities and of promising something he cannot possibly accomplish. 
Oecolampadius suggests that "she is practically joking with Christ" (fere 
iocatur cum Christo), making fun of his apparent naïveté. Calvin even rejects 
the traditional theme regarding her carnal understanding, arguing that "she 
knows perfectly well that Christ is speaking figuratively." But since she 
despises Jesus, she mocks him, accusing him of promising things he cannot 
perform.23 

In the Reformed exegetes' estimation, this mocking tone characterizes 
almost everything the Samaritan woman says in the initial stages of her 
conversation with Jesus. Even her simple request, "Sir, give me this water 

20. Johannes Oecolampadius, Annotationes piae ac doctae in Evangelium Iohannis (Basel, 
1533), fol. 75r. 

21. Wolfgang Musculus, Commentariorum in evangelistam Ioannem, Heptasprima (Basel, 1545), 
p. 225: "Debebat dicere: Quare tu cum appereas vir gravis & honestus potum a me 
petis, quae sum vile scortum, ne alloquio quidem dignum?" 

22. John Calvin, The Gospel According to St. John 1-10, trans. T. H. L. Parker (Grand Rapids, 
Mich., 1961), p. 90 (Iohannes Calvini opera quae supersunt omnia [CO], ed. W. Baum, E. 
Cunitz, E. Reuss [Berlin, 1863-1900] 47: 79): "Quid? an tibi fas est potum a me petere, 
quum vobis adeo profani simus?" 

23. Musculus, Commentarli in Ioannem, p. 116; Oecolampadius, Annotationes, fol. 75r; and 
Calvin, Gospel According to John, p. 93 (CO 47:81). 
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that I might not thirst and come here to draw water" ( John 4:15), is tinged 
with sarcasm. The woman, Bucer claims, was pert and she makes this request 
not simply but "ironically" (ironice).24 Musculus describes her as "garrulous 
and impertinent" (garrula & inepta), laughing at Jesus' words.25 Oecolampa-
dius and Calvin think she is still mocking or taunting Jesus, as if she were 
saying, according to Calvin, "You've got a lot to say for yourself, but I can't 
see anything; put it into action if you can."26 

All the Reformed commentators share this new way of viewing the Samari-
tan woman with the lone exception of Heinrich Bullinger, who prefers the 
older image of her as polite and sweet-spirited.27 Yet all the Reformed 
theologians, including Bullinger, characterize her as one who has yet to feel 
pangs of conscience for her sins. With a sick and injured soul, she speaks 
rashly with Jesus because she is unaware of her own desperate condition. 
Therefore, Jesus commands her to call her husband in order to prick her 
conscience, making her feel the sting of a private sin revealed. The ancient 
and medieval commentators interpret this command as the beginning of 
Jesus' self-revelation concerning his divine identity, but the Reformed com-
mentators unanimously interpret the command as Jesus ' way of making 
known to the woman her own identity as a sinful woman. Since she had not yet 
sensed or acknowledged her sins, she did not thirst for the water of life. Jesus 
therefore uncovered the wounds of her sin, making her feel the guilt of her 
shameful crime. 

How does the Samaritan woman respond to Jesus' accusation? She re-
sponds, according to the Reformed commentators, by confessing her sin with 
the statement, "I see you are a prophet ." Oecolampadius, Bullinger, Muscu-
lus, and Calvin all argue that she was now admitting that Jesus had spoken 
truthfully when he accused her of living with a man outside the bond of 
marriage. Although she may have been aware of her sinful condition, she had 
not really felt her sins. She had been able to dismiss the private protests of her 
conscience, Musculus argues, but when openly admonished by Jesus concern-
ing her secret sins, she feels the sting of shame that brings her to repen-
tance.28 

The Samaritan woman raises the question regarding the proper place of 

24. Martin Bucer, Martini Bucen Opera Latina 2: Enarratio in Evangehon Iohannis, ed. Irena 
Backus (Leiden, The Netherlands, 1988), p. 182. 

25. Musculus, Commentarli in Ioannem, p. 119. 
26. Oecolampadius, Annotationes, fol. 77v; Calvin, Gospel According to John, p. 93 (CO 47:82): 

"Tu quidem multas iactas, sed nihil video: si potes, re ipsa ostende." 
27. Heinrich Bullinger, In Divinum Iesu Christi Domini nostri Euangelium secundum Ioannem, 

Commentanorum libri X (Zurich, 1543), fol. 52v. Bullinger argues that while she could 
have responded petulantly to the Lord, she in fact spoke respectfully. 

28. Oecolampadius, Annotationes, fol. 79r-79v; Bullinger, In Divinum Euangelium, fol. 54v; 
Musculus, Commentarli in Ioannem, p. 122; and Calvin, Gospel According to John, p. 94 (CO 
47:84). 
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the worship of God, according to Oecolampadius and Bullinger, because she 
now feels a sense of panic regarding her sinful condition. She secretly hopes 
to atone for her guilt by following the religious practices of her people, who 
worship on Mount Gerizim. Placing her hope in works righteousness, she has 
to be taught by Jesus to rely on grace alone.29 Musculus, however, believes 
that she raises the question as a way to deflect the conversation to another 
subject. Although she admits her sin, she is deeply embarrassed and cannot 
bear to hear of her shame.30 Bucer and Calvin offer a third explanation, 
interpreting her question simply as motivated by a laudable zeal for piety and 
religion. Calvin remarks, "Some have the mistaken idea that the woman finds 
the rebuke disagreeable and hateful and cunningly changes the conversa-
tion. On the contrary . . . having been informed about her sin [she] wants to 
be taught generally about the pure worship of God."31 

This Reformed emphasis on the Samaritan woman's discovery of her sin 
and guilt represents a theme absent from the earlier exegetical tradition. 
Medieval commentators see the story as the progress of the carnal mind 
toward spiritual illumination; the Samaritan woman is illumined when she 
comes to know who Jesus is. Reformed commentators want to emphasize that 
the Samaritan woman is illumined when she comes to know who she is; only 
when she comes to know herself can she proceed to the knowledge of Christ. 
Oecolampadius and Bullinger argue that the story's primary usefulness is 
that it teaches how to arrive at a knowledge of Christ: by becoming better 
acquainted with ourselves. Furthermore, this self-knowledge cannot be gen-
erated by our own energies, but is revealed to us by Christ.32 In a similar vein, 
Musculus writes that the story teaches two things necessary for us in order to 
partake of heavenly grace: first, that "we come to know ourselves" (ut 
cognoscamus nos ipsos), and second, that "we come to know for sure who Christ 
is and what he has done for us." To the first knowledge corresponds the 
preaching of repentance, to the second the preaching of grace and remission 
of sins. Both types of knowledge, Musculus argues, are given to the elect by 
the spirit of Christ.33 

Finally, the Samaritan woman demonstrates the proper response of those 
who have experienced faith and repentance by running to her town to 
proclaim Christ, exhibiting a burning zeal that all the Reformed commenta-
tors admire. However, like their medieval forebears, the Reformed exegetes 

29. Oecolampadius, Annotationes, fol. 78v-79r; and BulKnger, In Divinum Euangelium, fol. 
54v. 

30. Musculus, Commentarli, pp. 122-123. 
31. Bucer, Enarratio in Evangehon Iohannis, p. 189: "A propheta illico rogat de rebus divinis, 

non suis. Id indicai in ea semen Dei latuisse"; and Calvin, Gospel According to John, p. 95 
(CO 47:84). 

32. Oecolampadius, Annotationes, fol. 79r; and Bullinger, In Divinum Euangelium, fol. 54r. 
33. Musculus, Commentant, pp. 120-121, 144. 
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variously interpret her role and status as a witness to Christ. Oecolampadius 
and Bullinger reiterate the tradition that she was made an apostle who leads 
others to eternal life. A great consolation is found, Bullinger writes, in the fact 
that "a sinful woman, who had been the cause of ruin to many, was now made 
an apostle and preacher."34 Musculus and Calvin see the matter differently. 
Musculus, in fact, insists that she was not an apostle: the Samaritans, he 
writes, "did not believe through the word of the apostles, who were chosen by 
Christ and sent to preach the Gospel, but through the word of a woman, a 
person of the inferior sex, and a private citizen not called to the ministry of 
the word." Jesus used her testimony because he knew it would be more 
effective among the Samaritans than the witness of the apostles, who were 
unknown foreigners. Although she preaches Christ, she does not represent 
the normal mode of preaching the word through the ordained ministry; her 
witness merely shows that "from time to time" (subinde) a lay person, even a 
woman, may be useful in establishing the kingdom of Christ "among acquain-
tances and friends" (apud notos & familiares)?0 For Calvin, her role is strictly 
limited to alerting her townsfolk to Christ's presence. If she had presumed to 
teach or preach, she would have acted recklessly, since she hardly knew 
anything about Christ or heavenly doctrine. But Calvin reassures us that she 
merely functioned as "a trumpet or bell to invite others to Christ."36 

4. 
All the commentators surveyed—patristic, medieval, and Reformed— 

fundamentally agree in viewing the story of the Samaritan woman as a model 
of the lost soul's conversion to Christ. However, unlike patristic and medieval 
interpreters, the Reformed commentators describe the woman on the literal 
level in rather unflattering terms, as a hussy who ridicules Jesus. This new 
exegetical portrait can be explained partly by the Reformed emphasis on 
self-understanding as the sine qua non for the experience of divine grace; in 
the economy of salvation, self-knowledge is the absolute precondition for a 
living faith that seizes the benefits of gracious forgiveness found in Christ. 
The Reformed commentators hear the Samaritan woman speaking with 
self-assured bravado because they are convinced she has not come to grips 
with her sinful condition. 

34. Oecolampadius, Annotationes, fol. 83r-83v; and Bullinger, In Divinum Euangelium, fol. 
57v: "peccatrix, quae hactenus multis fuit ruinae caussa, nunc apostola 8c concionatrix 
facta." 

35. Musculus, Commentarli, p. 143: "Expendamus & hoc, quod non per verbum Apostolo-
rum, qui ad hoc erant a Christo electi ac missi, ut Euangelium praedicarent, sed per 
verbum mulieris crediderunt, personae inferioris sexus, & privatae, ad ministerium 
verbi non vocatae." 

36. Calvin, Gospel According to John, p. 104 (CO 47:92): "solum tubae vel campanae officio 
fungitur ut ad Christum invitet." 
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The stress on self-knowledge, however, does not completely explain the 
new, negative portrayal of the woman's personality in Reformed exegesis. 
What lies behind this radical shift in interpretation? Does their unflattering 
portrayal of the Samaritan woman betray a misogynist streak in the Re-
formed theologians? Certainly one should not discount misogyny as a contrib-
uting factor in the new Reformed interpretation. However, it is difficult to 
conclude that these sixteenth-century commentators were radically more 
misogynist than their ancient and medieval forebears. Focusing solely on 
their negative attitudes toward women can obscure the driving force at work 
in Reformed interpretations of the Samaritan woman: the Reformed empha-
sis on election. The Samaritan woman has been elected to salvation not on the 
basis of her pleasing disposition, not on the basis of her meritorious response 
to Jesus, but solely on the basis of God's goodness and mercy. 

The medieval commentators, in particular Thomas and Bonaventure, 
present the Samaritan woman as cooperating with Jesus in the process of her 
illumination. She would not have obtained grace, Thomas argues, unless she 
had first desired it and asked for it. "In the justification of the sinner," 
Thomas writes, "an act of free will is necessary to detest sin and to desire 
grace. . . . [N]o one who resists grace receives it, unless he first desires it."37 

Bonaventure states in similar fashion that without the consent of free will, the 
preaching of faith is without effect. Only when God rouses her free will to 
desire grace does she come to experience faith.38 

The Reformed commentators, however, present the Samaritan woman not 
as cooperating with Jesus but as resisting him at every turn. She has no desire 
to speak with him, and she certainly has no longing for spiritual water. 
Despite this opposition, Jesus pursues and finally overwhelms her with his 
grace. The story thus presents, according to Calvin, a wonderful illustration 
of divine mercy, "that when she would not come to him willingly, he draws 
her almost unwillingly." Her salvation, Calvin writes, demonstrates the truth 
of Isaiah's prophecy: "I am found of them that sought me not; I am made 
manifest to them that asked not for me" (Isaiah 65: l).39 All the Reformed 
commentators make this point, accenting the Samaritan woman's petulance 
in order to exhibit the unconditional grace of God. A deep theological 
purpose explains the new image of the Samaritan woman in Reformed 
exegesis. 

37. Aquinas, Commentary on John, pp. 239-240. 
38. Bonaventure, Commentarius in Evangelium loanni, p. 291: "non est efficax praedicatio 

fidei nisi cum consensu liberi arbitrii; et liberum arbitrium non consentit, nisi excitetur 
a Deo." 

39. Calvin, Gospel According to John, pp. 94, 90 (CO 47:83, 79). 
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