2009 Lent sermon series based on

“Lentwise” Spiritual Essentials for Real Life” by Paula Gooder

In this year series of sermons in lent and slightly beyond we are using Paula Gooder’s book for Lent “Lentwise” Spiritual Essentials for Real Life”. There are 5 sessions in the book:

Session 1: Compass: Finding direction

Session 2: Nourishment: Keeping going

Session 3: Light: Gaining wisdom

Session 4: Shelter: Finding security

Session 5: Water: Enjoying refreshment

Session 1

What counts as a travel essential? We each have our own pet ‘essentials’. After a toothbrush & soap, what would be yours? MP3 player? Book? Camera? Hairdryer?......

What you regard as essential depends on the type of journey you plan to undertake. If you planned to take a journey through the desert then you might want to replace the hairdryer by something like a water bottle instead.

A compass: where are we going in life? How do we know where we should be going on life’s journey? What life is all about?

This session is based on John 14:1-7 and explores God as our life’s destination and Jesus as the Way who helps us to arrive at our destination.

John 14: 1-7

 "Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father's house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going."

 Thomas said to him, "Lord, we don't know where you are going, so how can we know the way?"  Jesus answered, "I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you really knew me, you would know my Father as well. From now on, you do know him and have seen him."

Have you ever wished you could have a map of your life? Wouldn’t it be useful to know that next week life might get a bit bumpy and that you will need to watch out? Or again, that in a few months time your life will be downhill all the way and you can ease off a bit and enjoy the scenery? Sadly, however, there are no such ‘life maps’: we have little or no idea of what is just around the corner until it rears up in front of us.

In the passage from John, the disciples are trying to grapple with the same sort of issue, which is made worse for them by Jesus talking confidently about what is going to happen to him and then saying, ‘you know the way’. Thomas bursts out with ‘We don’t know where you are going so how are we able to know the way?” We might want to echo Thomas ourselves and say ‘Lord, we don’t know where we are going so how are we to know the way?”

Jesus’ answer to Thomas is also addressed to us. ‘Actually you do know where you (and I) are going and you also know the way.” The problem for us is that we are looking in the wrong places: we want to know what job we are going to have, where we will live, what is going to happen to us, but Jesus shows us something else. We are going, he says, ‘to the Father’ and THE way there is Jesus. 

We do in fact have a destination in life: God ‘the Father’ who loves us and yearns for us to be close to him, and we have the means of getting there: Jesus, who not only shows us the way but IS the way. We may not have a ‘life map’ but we do have a compass: just as on a compass the needle pulls to true north in our lives, Jesus the way pulls to our true north- the father- and invites us to go along with him.

Jesus’ answer is the ultimate big picture answer: the Father is our destination but what about our day-to-day mini destinations? We all face a barrage of vital questions & everyday small decisions as we make our way through life:

· Shall I get up and visit this person or stay at home and watch the television?

· Should I accept that job offer or not?

· Can I justify buying that gadget/pair of shoes?

· Where should my child go to school?

· How do I find the right life partner for me?

· Where should I live?

The answers we give to these questions shape the contours of our lives. How does coming to ‘the Father’ help us to answer them? The answer must be that our ultimate destination shapes the direction our life takes and all the decisions we make along the way. Our priorities, our hopes and dreams, even our most mundane decisions will be shaped by our closeness to God, who loves us and the whole world so much.

Please get into small groups of three or four
· Talk about how you related to Thomas’ outburst ‘We don’t know where you are going, how can we know the way?”

· What do you think it means for Jesus to be ‘The Way’?

Long sheet of paper 

‘Turmoil’ --- versus ---- ‘Trust’

Call out one or two words connected to turmoil and then words connected to trust

(e.g.: all at sea; firm foundations)

Discuss the difference between turmoil & trust. What characterizes trust and turmoil?

I do wonder whether Thomas was satisfied with Jesus’ answer to him. Thomas was asking a question about a concrete direction. Where are you going? Where are we going? How will we get there? How will we be able to get there if we don’t know where you or we are going?

Jesus’ answer was about a spiritual destination; he declared the Father to be our destination and Jesus the way by which we get there. Like Thomas, many of us want to know where we are going tomorrow or next week but Jesus continues to remind us that he is the way to the Father and this is what shapes the direction of our whole life.

 “When I was a child, we went to the Lake District for a walk. Once we got to the top of the mountain, as often happens in the Lake District, the cloud came down and we couldn’t see a thing. I remember an overwhelming sense of isolation from the world around – there was just me and my family on top of a hill in the middle of nowhere – and slight panic. The map with its routes and paths would be no use now – we didn’t even know where we were now let alone where we should be going to. Fortunately my Mum is a dab hand with a compass and by the guidance of its shaky needle pointing doggedly to true north; we found our way down the mountain.

It is this kind of direction that Jesus gives us – we don’t need to know where we are now, or even where we are going to go, so long as we keep the eyes of our heart fixed on that needle, Jesus, the one who is the way to God, the Father.”       



Resource from ‘Roots’

· What in life counts as a small, detailed decision and what as something that indicates our life’s overall direction?

· Can your small decisions affect your life’s direction? Does your life’s direction affect the small decisions you make?

· How much does it matter if we get a few small decisions wrong?

Write on a small piece of paper a life question or an issue that is important for you at the moment. It can be as specific or as vague as you like. Fold the paper and come & place your life question on the cross as a symbol of dedicating this question about life’s direction to our destination – God the Father, through the Son.

If God is our destination, our lives are being constantly drawn in his direction. If something else is our destination (money, status, promotion etc) then our lives are drawn in that direction. The first spiritual essential for real life is having a sense of direction based on a relationship with God the father and Jesus the Son.

Don’t let your heart be in turmoil

We trust in you our God

Come to the Father, the source of all being

We trust in you our God

Come through the Son, the way, the truth and the life

We trust in you our God

Come in the power of the Spirit

We trust in you our God, we trust in you

God of the day and of the night:

In me there is darkness,

But with you there is light:

I am lonely, but you do not leave me;

I am feeble in heart, but with you there is help;

I am restless, but with you there is peace.

In me there is bitterness, but with you there is patience;

I do not understand your ways

But you know the way for me;

Now and for ever

Amen.









Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906- 45)

15th March 2009 3rd Sunday of Lent 
“Nourishment: Keeping going”

In this year series of sermons in Lent and slightly beyond we are using Paula Gooder’s book for Lent “Lentwise: Spiritual essentials for real life’. There are 5 sessions in the book:

Session 1: Compass: Finding direction

Session 2: Nourishment: Keeping going

Session 3: Light: Gaining wisdom

Session 4: Shelter: Finding security

Session 5: Water: Enjoying refreshment

Session 2  


Last week we began the series and looked together at “Compass: finding direction”. We explored the idea of God as our life’s destination and Jesus as the way that helps us to arrive at that destination. This week, session 2 we are looking at the Spiritual Nourishment in daily life that will keep us going.

What is your favourite thing to eat? Is it something savoury or sweet? Hot or cold? Nutritious or junk food? Unfortunately many of us aren’t very good at choosing food that will nourish us. Many people’s favourite foods are laden with fat, sugar and quick release carbs …… In the same kind of way we are equally bad at choosing spiritual nourishment. We choose things that will give us a quick boost but have no lasting value; they make us feel good for a while but quickly fade and lose their worth.

Let’s look at the passage from John 6: 25-35 Jesus the Bread of Life 

 When they found him on the other side of the lake, they asked him, "Rabbi, when did you get here?"  Jesus answered, "I tell you the truth, you are looking for me, not because you saw miraculous signs but because you ate the loaves and had your fill. Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you. On him God the Father has placed his seal of approval." 

Then they asked him, "What must we do to do the works God requires?" 

Jesus answered, "The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent." 

So they asked him, "What miraculous sign then will you give that we may see it and believe you? What will you do? Our forefathers ate the manna in the desert; as it is written: 'He gave them bread from heaven to eat.'" 

Jesus said to them, "I tell you the truth, it is not Moses who has given you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world." 

"Sir," they said, "from now on give us this bread." 

Then Jesus declared, "I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.”

In this passage Jesus points us to what true spiritual nourishment is and where it comes from. As is often the case in the Gospels, the crowd seems to misunderstand him completely and thinks he is talking about physical bread rather than spiritual nourishment. The people are incredibly keen to get their hands on a loaf of this miraculously lasting bread, since it would make their lives so much easier.

I think it is fair to allow them this mistake. They have come looking for Jesus because he has just fed five thousand people miraculously; it isn’t hard to see how they might have thought that he was now telling them about a new kind of miracle – long-life bread! But Jesus points out that they have got excited about the wrong thing: they should be much more excited about the prospect of being eternally spiritually nourished by Jesus, who fills us to the brim and answers all our longings (the word for ‘be thirsty’ in verse 35 can also mean ‘yearn for’).

One of the intriguing features of this passage is the word John uses for the bread that Jesus gave to the five thousand. John tells us that the bread was barley loaves, the bread of the poor: they were low quality and hard to eat and digest. In contrast, Jesus is not poor quality, economy barley bread but the bread of life; the best quality available.

His bread is also not like the manna of the wilderness when the Israelites wandered in the desert for 40 years after escaping from the Egyptians. The people were starving in the desert so God provided miraculous food for them to eat (the word ‘manna’ in Hebrew literally means ‘what is it?’). The important thing about the manna, however, is that it did not last and by the morning had gone off. In contrast, Jesus, the bread that brings life, lasts not just until the next morning but for ever and ever.

So what kind of nourishment do you look for? Poor quality, economy nourishment that keeps you alive but little else? Nourishment that’s fine while it lasts but is gone in the morning? Or the finest quality, life-bringing nourishment that lasts on and on? When you think back over the kind of spiritual nourishment you have in your life, what is it most like? A dry crust? Junk food that is great while you eat it but leaves you hungry in a few hours? Or something much finer and long lasting that keeps you going through the ups and downs of life?

Ok, now it’s the cut and glue moment you seem to be so keen on! You all have some newspapers, blank paper, glue and scissors. 

Could you all reflect on spiritual nourishment?

· What is it?

· What are the characteristics that that you identify with spiritual nourishment?

· Where do you find it? Are you sometimes surprised where you find it?

Make a collage of words and pictures that speak to you of spiritual nourishment. Then at the end one of your group will come forward and say one sentence that sums up your group or individual collage.

This week could I ask you to reflect on?

· Do you expect to be nourished in your spiritual lives each day, each week, each month, don’t know?

· What do you do if you find you are not being nourished spiritually?

· Do you find yourself constantly running on empty? What might you do to avoid this?

In a world of spiritual hunger

Jesus says, ‘I am the bread of life’

To those with no strength to carry on

Jesus says, ‘I am the bread of life’

To those in need of nourishment

Jesus says, ‘I am the bread of life’

To each one of us

Jesus says, ‘I am the bread of life’

Guide me, O thou great Redeemer,
pilgrim though this barren land;
I am weak, but thou art mighty;
hold me with thy powerful hand;
Bread of heaven,
feed me now and evermore.

(Open now the crystal fountain,
whence the healing stream doth flow;
let the fiery cloudy pillar
lead me all my journey through;
strong Deliverer,
be thou still my Strength and Shield.

When I tread the verge of Jordan,
bid my anxious fears subside;
bear me through the swelling current,
land me safe on Canaan's side;
songs of praises,
I will ever give to thee.)

Sunday 26th April 2009 Third Sunday of Easter 
‘Light: Gaining wisdom’.

In this year series of sermons in Lent and slightly beyond we are using Paula Gooder’s book for Lent “Lentwise: Spiritual essentials for real life’. There are 5 sessions in the book:

Session 1: Compass: Finding direction

Session 2: Nourishment: Keeping going

Session 3: Light: Gaining wisdom

Session 4: Shelter: Finding security

Session 5: Water: Enjoying refreshment

So far in session 1 ‘Finding Direction’ we thought about a compass to show us the way to go if we are out walking, but what is it that guides our life, our spiritual journey ? We saw that God is our life’s destination and Jesus, The Way, who helps us arrive at our destination.

Session 2 saw us busy with coloured paper, scissors & glue. The subject was ‘Nourishment: keeping going’. We looked at finding the spiritual nourishment in our daily life that keeps us going.

The work we did on both of those Sundays is still on the wall downstairs in the hall.

Let’s begin by looking at two short passages from John’s gospel:

 John 1:4-10 (New International Version)

“4In him was life, and that life was the light of men. 5The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.  6There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. 7He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe. 8He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. 9The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world.10He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him.”

John 5:35-36 (New International Version)

“35John was a lamp that burned and gave light, and you chose for a time to enjoy his light. 36"I have testimony weightier than that of John. For the very work that the Father has given me to finish, and which I am doing, testifies that the Father has sent me.”

Have you ever woken up in the middle of the night, especially in the countryside where there are no street lights, and tried to walk around without turning on the lights? It can be disastrous, especially if you don’t know the place very well. Night-time forays in the dark mean that we trip over things stub our toes on unseen objects and risk falling down the stairs. Light, however, is not just important for helping us see where we are going. It is vital even if we cannot see it. All forms of living creature depend on light for life. It helps plants to grow and provides vital nutrients for our well-being. It is not for nothing that the first sunny days in spring or summer see us rushing outside to bask in the warmth of the sun.

The two passages from John’s Gospel bring out some of these characteristics of light for our spiritual journey. Jesus tells us that he is the light of the world: not only show us the way but he shines on all our darknesses, bringing life and hope where we need it most. In great contrast, John the Baptist is not ‘light’ but a ‘lamp’; he is not the source of light but, kindled from the greater source of light, he does shine in the darkness. John’s light does not have the additional power of life-bringing rays but it can show the way.

This contrast between ‘light’ and ‘lamp’ can be found elsewhere in the Bible: one of the intriguing features of the creation story in Genesis 1:3 is that God creates light before he creates the sun, moon or stars. Here light exists before the sun, which simply acts as a great lamp hanging in the sky, mediating the light that God has already created. In the same kind of way, the new city that John sees in Revelation 21:23 has no need of the sun or the moon because God’s glory is its light shining out and illuminating everyone.

We need a lamp in our journey through life but we cannot depend just on a lamp for ever. A lamp without the greater source of light might show us the way but it could not renew and re-kindle new life in us and the world around us. In fact, if we have the true source of light, we have less or no need of a lamp (after all we don’t need a torch when we are outside in the daytime) since the light itself will lighten our way. We only need a torch when we are in the gloom and away from the light’s rays.

This becomes a good analogy for our journey through life. There are times when our lives are in the midst of darkness and gloom. Then we cannot see the way ahead, we stumble over unseen obstacles at our feet and, sometimes, are in danger of falling down those unseen stairs. At these points in our lives, we are in desperate need of a torch or a lamp. Just as John the Baptist provided a lamp for the people of his generation, so we become in need of someone to shine a torch for us in our darkness. However, we must not mistake the torch for the true light. The true light of Jesus alone can shine eternally, bringing life and hope as it shines. All too often we become dependent on the torches brought to us by those we meet and forget to seek out the true source of light.

Please turn round and get into small groups or just talk to the person sitting next to you about one or both of these questions:

· What does it mean for the darkness to be able neither to take possession of nor to comprehend the light?

· Explore a little what it means for Jesus to be the light of the world. What does it mean about who he is and why he came?

Now could you think about this?

Who or what have acted as lamps in your life, either showing the way forward or bringing much needed light (or both!)?

If we look again at the two passages we can see a contrast between the source of all light (Jesus) and lamps or torches that light our way (for example: John the Baptist)

The contrast between the two is that Jesus shines eternally, bringing life as well as light, whereas the light that John the Baptist brought was kindled from the greater light and dependent upon it.

Psalm 18:28 “It is you who light my lamp; the Lord, my God, lights up my darkness.”
Our own call to be lamps.

Matthew 5:15-16 (New International Version)

“15Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. 16In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.”

Each of us is called to be a lamp. These Bible verses remind us of the call to let our light shine to other people. What might letting your light shine to others require you to do in your everyday life?

When the sun shines we rush out and bask in its light. How often do you sit in the light of Christ, and what does it entail?

When you need guidance about something (for example: about who you are or what to do next) how do you go about getting it? How might the light of Christ help to illuminate the decisions you need to make?

Here comes a tea light for each of you. It will be lit using the Easter Candle, the Light of Christ that has come into the world, the reminder that Christ has risen from the dead and that his Light shines in this world bringing life & hope to all. While this is happening, could you each call to mind someone or something that has been a lamp in your life and give thanks for everything they have brought you.

As we do this we move into our time of intercession & prayer, so don’t move, stay as you are and the tea light can be blown out now.

Holding the thoughts of light shining & of people acting as lamps we come before God this morning and thank him for bringing us light. An eternal light, a light that shines in the darkness and the darkness has not and cannot overcome it.

God our Creator, you who brought everything into being, we worship you. To you who created light before creating the sun, moon or stars, we thank you for your gift of life and light and love.

Thank you God the Son, for putting aside your majesty and being born as one of us, for living and then dying for us.  Thank you for descending to the dead on Easter Saturday and breaking open the gates of hell. Death has no more dominion over us for the victory over the grave is yours.

God the Holy Spirit, thank you for speaking into the hearts and souls of people who have touched our lives. Thank you for stirring our souls to awaken to the gift of love so freely offered.

We ask you Lord today to shine your light into areas and situations shaped by darkness, confusion and despair. We think about them in a moment of silence.

We bring to you the nations of the world particularly those where elections are being held, may they be the people of your choosing and under your leadership.

We pray for your church throughout the world. May we all be bearers of light both into our own worshipping community and also taking our lamp out from here into the world where there is so much darkness. May we, filled with your light and love, share your love & hope with others.

We hold before you, our merciful God, all those who suffer. Pour your love and light into their suffering and bring them the joy of your eternal love and care.  We name them before you now.

We close our prayers by saying together the prayer on the screen.

The light of God before me.

The light of God behind me.

The light of God above me.

The light of God beside me.

The light of God within me.

Amen

(A prayer of St Patrick)

Sunday 10th May 2009 5th Sunday of Easter

“Shelter: Finding security “

This morning we continue our Lent sermon series and we are at number 4 of the 5 from the book by Paula Gooder, “Lentwise “

The previous sessions have been: 1) Compass: Finding Direction; 2) Nourishment: Keeping going and 3) Light: Gaining wisdom.

The Bible passage we are looking at today is John 10:7-17 One of the great ‘I Am’ sayings of Jesus, ‘I am the Good Shepherd’. Jesus as the Good Shepherd was the theme of our All Age Worship last week, so I hope some of you will remember about sheep and lambs and the Good Shepherd.

The idea of shelter made me think about rain and wind and storms and of gratitude when I am safe inside, warm and dry. What about you? What does the idea of shelter make you think of? Is it the family living opposite Lille Flandres station with their cardboard sheets? The people who live under the shelter of the bridges in their makeshift shelters? Perhaps it is somewhere you go in your own mind to protect yourself from whatever trouble is coming your way. It may also be the warmth of our own home where we can come back to after a long day, close the door and sink gratefully into a comfortable chair with a sigh of gratitude.

Whatever we think of as ‘shelter’ it is essential for any form or type of journey. We need to know that we have somewhere safe in which to rest. That sense of safety is vital for our well-being, it allows us to not only survive but also face the storms with more courage and determination.

Although we are probably more familiar with the second image in this passage of Jesus as the Good Shepherd calling the sheep home, protecting them from wolves and risking everything for their wellbeing, in this passage Jesus also states that he is the gate that provides a safe place for the sheep. That is not all. In John 10:7-17 Jesus declares himself to be not only the person who cares for the sheep and brings them home, but a part of that home as well.

The word Jesus uses of himself in verse 7 is a general word for entrance way. It simply refers to the way you can get into a place. On one level, then, this passage becomes very like John 14:6 that we looked at in session 1: Jesus is the means by which you can gain entrance. It soon becomes clear however, that this is not the only meaning here. When we add it to the Good Shepherd saying, it becomes clear that Jesus, as the door, provides safety for those inside. 

If you have ever watched a film that involves the siege of a great castle then you will know that the most crucial part of the safety of a castle is its doorway. A strong and secure door will keep all those inside safe from their attackers outside. Jesus, the door, welcomes us in but also keeps us safe once we are in.

There is no imprisonment, however. The unfortunate connotation of doors is that they can serve to keep us in against our will, as well as others out and in fact one of the great challenges for those seeking to keep others safe is where to draw the line between safety and infringement of liberty (think counter-terrorism for example). Jesus however is our place and means of total security, while at the same time also being the way to perfect freedom. He is the door to guard us from danger but also encourages us to come in and out and find nourishment.

Jesus models for us, and indeed offers us, safety balances with freedom, security with independence, sanctuary with true liberty. We all need in our lives to find this balance that gives us a sense of home without locking us in, a place to rest without undermining our confidence to face the world ‘out there’. The shelter that Jesus brings gives us refuge from life’s storms but does not expect that we will stay in that haven for ever.

So, let’s look at the words together that suggest or communicate security or safety to you. Call out some ideas please.

(E.g.: haven, refuge, church, beach, family, friends, soft toy, sofa….)

What do you think about these two sentences?

“Safety is something that happens between your ears, not something you hold in your hands. “

“How precious is your steadfast love, O God! All people may take refuge in the shadow of your wings “Psalm 36:7

In the Bible passage there are two images of safety: 

· In one Jesus acts as the door that provides a way in for the sheep but also means safety once they have entered; 

· In the other he is the shepherd who nurtures and cares for the sheep, as well as beating off the wild wolves who seek to kill the sheep.

Both are images of protection, though slightly different, and serve to reinforce the idea that Jesus brings security. Some people think that the shepherd lies across the entrance to the sheep pen, thus acting as a door.

Let’s look at some Biblical images of shelter or safety, which are your favourite ones?

Psalm 17:8

Psalm 18:30-31

Psalm 18:2

Psalm 27:5

Matthew 23:37

Revelation 21: 3-4

How about these questions?

· Is it possible to risk everything while still being safe? If it is possible, what does it tells about the nature of safety?

· Is being safe the same as being risk free?

· Are there times when it is necessary to risk things in order to achieve safety?

Our modern society places a high premium on being risk free in order to avoid legal action. Jesus, however, was prepared to risk his life in order to save ours. Does this mean that he lacked security or did he find his security elsewhere?

What kind of things do you associate with the word ‘security”? Money? Relationships? Career?

If you looked to Jesus to provide you with security, would this change how you relate to your money, career etc?

What would it mean to look to Jesus for safety? Is it just a nice idea or would it make a practical difference to our lives?

It is only when something belongs to you that you are prepared to risk your life to save it; even the most dedicated employee will find it hard to risk everything for something that belongs to someone else. Jesus’ care for us means that he is prepared to go to extreme lengths to ensure that we can find sanctuary – the challenge to each one of us is whether we are prepared to accept the sanctuary he offers or whether we prefer safety of a different kind.

Jesus provides for us true safety in a world buffeted by danger and anxiety. The fourth spiritual essential for real life is shelter from the storm, brought by the one who is prepared to risk his own life to keep us safe.

O God you are our refuge and our shield

We find our rest in you

You are our rock, in you we trust

We find our rest in you

In you we find shelter from the storm

We find our rest in you.

You inspire us, O Lord, to delight in praising you,

Because you made us for yourself;

And our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you. Amen.

St Augustine (AD 354-430)

Pentecost 2009

“Water: enjoying refreshment.”

This morning we come to the final session of our Lent study series. Now, you may think it a bit odd deciding to carry on with the last session in the Lent series when today is Pentecost, Whitsunday, and the day when we celebrate the sending of the Holy Spirit. However, as you will see in a moment or two, it fits rather well.

In the Lent study series we have been looking at Paula Gooder’s book “‘Lentwise’ Spiritual Essentials for Real Life.” The previous four sessions have been; Compass: finding direction; Nourishment: Keeping going; Light: Gaining wisdom; Shelter: finding security. Today’s is Water: enjoying refreshment.

The Bible passage is John 4:5-18 where Jesus meets the Samaritan woman at the well.

Have you ever been on a long walk on a hot summer’s day and heard a stream bubbling in the distance? There is something about the sound of bubbling water that suggests coolness, relaxation, but most of all refreshment. It is hard to resist dangling your feet in the cool water and feeling the hot sweatiness of the walk melt away. However it is quite another matter trying to get shoes back on the wet feet again!

In some ways food (which we looked at in the second session) and water are very similar: both are essential for life and for keeping us going on the journey. The difference between water and food however is that water can be bathed in as well as drunk and so gives us refreshment and the energy (both physical & spiritual) to return once more to our journey.

This well known story of the woman of Samaria is a story of vulnerability and weariness. The popular understanding of this passage is that this is a sinful woman in need of Jesus’ forgiveness. While this may indeed be the case, Paula Gooder points out that it is odd that Jesus makes no mention of her sin or of her need for forgiveness.

Much more obvious is the bone-numbing weariness of both Jesus and the woman. Jesus had ‘toiled’ his way to Samaria from Judea in the heat of the sun and is exhausted. The woman, however, has a weariness of a completely different kind. She has had five husbands and now lives with someone else. What we don’t know is whether this was due to something she had done wrong as we are not told in the text. What we do know though of that period is that women in the first century could not divorce their husbands so she may have been more wronged than wrong. What does seem clear is that in the face of the one, Jesus, who is pure truth, she discovers she has nothing left to hide.

She was shaken into honesty by her conversation with Jesus – something for which Jesus commends her. (“you spoke well” & “what you have said is the truth”; vs. 17 & 18). The image of this unnamed woman is of someone so numb and bruised by life that she has no energy left to conceal anything from this stranger who appears by the well. Jesus may have been in need of refreshment but it turns out that the Samaritan woman is even more in need of it than Jesus is: Jesus’ exhaustion is temporary and physical, whereas the woman’s exhaustion is lifelong and both emotional & spiritual.

And it is into this context that Jesus speaks of a promise of deep, eternally lasting refreshment. There is a play on words going on in the text that focuses on springs, wells & living water. At the start of the story we are told that Jacob’s well is a spring beside which Jesus rests ( which it certainly was) but later on in Jesus’ conversation with the woman it is called a ‘well’. The difference between the two is that a spring is the source of water that bubbles naturally from the ground; a well is a human construction built around the water to make it easy to draw from it. Although Jacob’s Well was originally a spring, it is now a well, constructed by humans and thus less ‘living’ than at first.

In contrast, Jesus offers a spring with living water (i.e. constantly moving water rather than stagnant water) but this spring in internal, rather than external and brings eternal rather than simply physical life. Most important of all, it provides eternal refreshment that you can carry with you so you do not have to toil carrying a heavy water jar all the time. Jesus offers us constant, eternal, living and life-giving refreshment. As with all the other spiritual essentials explored in this book, the challenge each one of us faces is to ask ourselves whether we have accepted and packed this essential for the journey or whether, because of distraction, busyness or a range of other reasons, we have left this essential behind us somewhere along the way. Now I hope you will have understood the connection with Pentecost today, the gift of the Holy Spirit to each person who believes and trusts in God, Father, Son & Holy Spirit.

Let me ask you a question, when you are out on a walk and are hot and sweaty on a hot summer’s day, what do you do, or would like to do, to make yourself feel better?

Please turn to your neighbour in the pew and discuss for a couple of minutes these questions.

· Why is water such a good image to describe what Jesus is talking about here?

· What do you think Jesus means by both ‘living water’ and by ‘water that bubbles up into eternal life’?

Now think about these questions:

· Think of a time when you have felt deeply and truly refreshed

· Is there a connection between physical and spiritual refreshment?

· Do you notice any difference in the quality of your decisions and/or relationships before and after the times of refreshment you have experienced?

There is a strong connection between leisure, play & refreshment. This is something Jesus was aware of; he regularly went away by himself to pray and he commended Mary for sitting and listening to him rather than being distracted by tasks. Leisure is as important to our spiritual lives as action. We need both; just action leads to burn-out and just leisure leads to lethargy.

The whole discussion between Jesus and the Samaritan woman is based on the play of words I mentioned. A spring is made up of water that is constantly moving and bubbling and is the opposite of a pond, which contains stagnant or dead water. In this passage from John’s Gospel Jesus explores the idea of ‘living water’ as water that not only moves but which gives eternal life to others.

One important thing to notice is that the Samaritan woman’s encounter with Jesus caused her to tell all her neighbours what had happened to her so that they also believed in him. She became an example of the way in which proper refreshment refreshes the recipient but then goes on to flow outwards to all those around.

Jesus gives us the living water that quenches our thirst, brings refreshment and flows from us to all those around. The fifth and final spiritual essential for real life is living water.

As we go on our way, we take with us….

A compass for direction

You are the way, the truth and the life

Bread to nourish us

You are the bread of life

Light to lighten our path

You are the light of the world

Shelter to keep us from harm

You are the gate and the good shepherd

Water to refresh us

You give us living water. Amen

· Which of these spiritual essentials do you feel you have for the journey? 

· Which ones are you most in need of now?

· Which ones do you need more of?
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