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In today’s long gospel story from the gospel of John, Jesus seems to play the part of a psychic. He tells the 
Samaritan woman something he apparently couldn’t know about her unless he had some sort of supernatural 
power.  

I once went to a party where one of the guests was providing tarot card readings (because that’s just the kind of 
life I have). She wasn’t doing this for money but apparently for the enjoyment of it. We gathered around her at the 
coffee table, and we went in a circle, taking turns having our readings done. This gave me a chance to see others 
participate in a reading before I submitted myself to her examinations.  

I should say that I came to this encounter with an open mind. I am skeptical and scientifically-minded by nature, 
and therefore for the most part I don’t put much stock in things like tarot cards.  

But I also like to think that I’m scientifically minded enough to acknowledge that our tiny, squishy brains still have 
but a dim sight of our giant and mysterious universe. I think it’s cruel to disparage or discourage anyone who 
finds personal meaning in such practices as tarot cards, psychic readings, or the like, so long as they don’t hurt 
themselves or others. Moreover, I tend to think that those who are serious about pursuing truth must approach 
life always ready and willing to have their minds blown.  

More importantly, though, that evening I was eager to at least appear  to have an open mind because by that point 
in the party I had already revealed what I do for a living. When the tarot cards were broken out, the last thing I 
wanted anyone to think was that I objected to this practice on religious grounds — in other words, that I thought 
tarot cards were satanic or something like that. If I’m going to tell someone I’m a priest, then I want to make sure 
they know that I’m a cool priest.  

To my disappointment, though, as each person had their reading done, my mind was not blown open but clamped 
shut. What this reader was performing didn’t seem mystical to me at all but rather was a classic example of 
something called a “cold reading.” It’s a technique used by many who claim to be psychic. It basically involves the 
reader saying to the participant some generic, vague statements and gauging how the participant responds to 
them to see if they’re on the right track. An example might be something like “I sense you’re sometimes nervous 
around people you don’t know,” or “You’re having problems with a friend or relative.” Most anybody will admit that 
this is true about them, and from this the reader can use more vague statements and the participant’s own body 
language to hone in on very specific facts.  

It’s basically an elaborate process of guessing  that relies on a willing participant and a very perceptive and 
quick-minded reader — not a reader of cards or crystals, but a reader of people. Even though it’s the participant 
that, in fact, reveals all the information about themselves, the whole process can seem to them like nothing less 
than magic. 



So, there I was at that coffee table, seeing this play out with the other guests. Realizing that she was simply 
practicing cold readings, I was no longer sure I wanted to participate. And as it got closer to my turn, I felt trapped 
in indecision: Do I leave the table or do I have my reading done?  

On the one hand, I still wanted to be the cool priest who didn’t blink an eye at having a tarot reading done. On the 
other hand, I wanted to be the cool intellectual who was too smart and worldly to fall for this centuries-old trick. In 
trying so hard to be cool, I froze.  

I neither left nor did I participate. She proceeded with my reading, but as she revealed the cards and offered some 
vague statements about me, I kept my face like stone. I didn’t nod or smile or frown or speak or expressing 
anything in response to what she was saying. As you might expect, my reading didn’t last very long before she 
shuffled all her cards back together and moved on to the next person.  

Like I said, this whole thing only works with a willing  participant. You can’t do a cold reading with someone who’s 
trying to be cool. You need someone who, on at least at some level, wants the reading to work, who wants to 
connect the reader’s vague statements to the concrete facts of his own life. But the participant also has to be 
willing to engage with the reader by providing the kinds of responses the reader needs: by nodding his head, by 
smiling when something sounds accurate, by frowning when it doesn’t sound quite right. In other words, the 
participant not only has to want to connect with what the reader says  but he also has to want to connect with the 
reader herself . Both the reader and the participant work together  to make the magic.  

It is on this point that there is more than a superficial similarity between tarot readings and today’s gospel 
reading. It’s not just that Jesus seems to play the psychic for a moment — supernaturally revealing private 
information about this stranger. For John, of course, the culmination of this story is not the revelation about the 
woman but the revelation about Jesus. This is the first time in John’s gospel that Jesus’ messiahship is stated. 
And what’s interesting is that this revelation is not instigated by Jesus but by the Samaritan woman. 

All Jesus does is ask for a drink of water. John is very clear: he was tired out by his journey and he was thirsty. 
The Samaritan woman could have simply given him a drink or she could have ignored him. Instead, she does 
something unexpected — she engages him in a conversation about it. ““How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of 
me, a woman of Samaria?”  

I would even so so far as to say that she teases  him. A possible paraphrase of her response to his request for a 
drink is “What’s a nice Jewish guy like you doing in a Samaritan town like this?” 

Many a biblical commentator has noted that this episode by the well has all the marks of a courtship scene. 
Contemporary feminist theologian Laurel Schneider* sees this dialogue as playful banter between Jesus and the 
woman about whose water is better,  

Jesus’ ever-flowing water that seems to be invisible and not very wet, or her stale well water that is nonetheless 
readily at hand to drink on this hot day. There are puns going on in the Greek between her water and Jesus’ living 
water. They’re playing a game of one-upmanship, or perhaps they’re dancing a tango. It is their repartee with one 
another that flows, like a stream, into the revelation of Jesus’ messiahship. This is theology by means of 
flirtation.  

Flirtation, like a tarot reading, is also something that only works with a willing participant. It takes both to be 
willing to engage with each other, it takes both to risk looking uncool. And that’s what breaks the ice. Both Jesus 



and the woman stepped outside of their roles and expected identities in order to talk to one another. It takes two 
to make the magic happen — or, in this case, to make the revelation happen.  

I really regret that I didn’t play along with the tarot card reading at that party. Later in the evening, this woman 
revealed how, when she was a girl, it was her abuelita  who had taught her how to do tarot readings at their kitchen 
table. Boy, did that make me feel like an ass.  

But that’s often what playing it cool gets you. The opposite of being cool, of course, is being warm. It’s being a 
real, living human being. It means risking embarrassing yourself, like apologetically asking someone’s name for 
the tenth time, or displaying your passion for a very nerdy subject matter, or calling up a friend simply because 
you’ve had a bad day and need someone to talk to, or playing along even when you think the game is silly, or not 
being obtuse about power differentials across races and cultures and genders.  

Jesus doesn’t call us to be cool, but to gush, bubbling up like a hot spring, to let the life that is within us flow out 
of us, to quench the thirst of others for real connection — to be seen and to be heard and to be known — because 
that is what divine life, eternal life, is like.  

*Beyond Monotheism: A Theology of Multiplicity  (2008), 118.  


