
Exodus 17 v 1 - 6

John 4 v 5 - 26

A Spring of Living Water

I have been to three meetings now with the architects to hear about plans for the new toilets here at Carrs Lane.  We seem to be getting near a decision for which design we are going to choose - a proper design for people who use a wheelchair, a nappy changing facility, more toilets to be more appropriate for the numbers of people we have coming through this building, and many more important details. Richard Cappell, the centre manager, also suggested we might do toilet twinning for our new toilets.    This might seem a strange start to an address during Lent but I believe that the importance of a clean water supply and proper toilets is an issue very appropriate to Lent.

Last week we heard a reading in which the Israelites were in the desert complaining because they were hungry and God gave them Manna to eat.    This week our first reading relates to where the Israelites were in the desert complaining bitterly to Moses because they have no water. Moses even thought they were going to stone him.  People get very desperate when they are thirsty. Moses asks God what to do and God tells him to go ahead and strike the rock at Horeb.  Moses struck the rock and water came out for the people to drink. Water, an essential for life, is provided by God.

In our second reading Jesus is hot and weary and thirsty.  We see him in all his human need. He and his disciples are travelling from Judea to Galilee and are taking the shortest route through hostile Samaria.  They arrive at Sychar at midday and Jesus rests by the well while his disciples go to find some food.  A Samaritan woman arrives to draw water from the deep well and Jesus, against all the cultural mores of the time, asks the woman for a drink of water.  Jews and Samaritans had an ancient hatred going back centuries which would make sharing a cup against all the rules and Jewish men would never be seen talking to any woman in a public place. Especially a woman who might seem to have doubtful morals.  
For these reasons the ensuing conversation between them is extraordinary as they explore the human need for life-giving water, both physical and spiritual.  The imagery of water speaks of life in a physical sense - we cannot live without water and also in a spiritual sense - refreshment and cleansing for our souls.  Jesus was eminently practical - he knew people needed both physical and spiritual healing.  He healed the sick and led them on a spiritual journey.

You do not need to be very observant to know that one of the first ways of bringing physical healing to the peoples of the world is to make sure that they have clean water and proper toilets.  Oxfam, Christian Aid, Unicef, Water Aid, Lend with Care and Toilet Twinning are just a few charities that highlight the need for clean water that I have come across.  

Oxfam specializes in bringing clean water and sanitation to emergencies.  Christian Aid is asking us to count our water blessings during Lent to help provide water for other people. Maundy Thursday’s blessing says ‘Today, as we remember Jesus washing his disciples’ feet, a shocking 2.5 billion people worldwide lack access to basic sanitation and almost 800 million people lack access to water.”   Unicef tells us that dirty water kills more than 1,000 children under five every day, and asks for our help.  Water Aid has brought access to clean water and safe toilets in parts of Nigeria which reduces the risk of sexual harassment to young girls.   Lend with Care arranges loans so that families can improve their sanitation.

Toilet twinning raises funds to enable people living in poor communities to have clean water, a basic toilet and to learn about hygiene.   Toilet twinning tells us about Kancha from Nepal who was so proud of his new latrine that, when he first built it, he held a toilet open day and invited his neighbours to come and use it.  “This toilet is my guarantee of reaching old age.” he said.

I’m sure you have had similar information coming through your door.

The scandal is that 2.5 billion people do not have a loo.  The thing is that all these charities agree on that figure.   Around a third of the world’s population have to use fields, streams , rivers, railway lines, canal banks, roadsides, plastic bags (flying toilets), or buckets.

I believe that Jesus would want us to do what we can to bring physical healing to people whose lives are blighted by dirty water and no proper sanitation.  As we plan our new toilets for this building, it might be a moment to help some of the 1 in 3 people in the world who do not have the luxury of a proper loo.   It is a long time since I have given an address on sanitation…I do hope I have not offended any of you or that you think to talk on such physical, basic matters in worship is inappropriate.

There were two kinds of water that Jesus spoke about to the Samaritan woman.  The physical kind and the spiritual kind.  The physical kind we have already addressed.   Jesus said, “Everyone who drinks of this water (the physical water) will be thirsty again, but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty.  The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.”

What a rich and beautiful spiritual imagery that is: “a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.”  This has given me so many reflections for this time of Lent - the cleansing properties of Jesus, the living water, who can wash away the sinful parts of our lives and renew us.  The sparkling beauty of Jesus, the living water, who can inspire our imaginations to worship.  The gentle sounds of Jesus, the living water, who dreams dreams of peace to our troubled minds. The insistent power of Jesus, the living water, who draws us on to new adventures in his service.   Perhaps you can also reflect on how Jesus, the living water brings you spiritual growth and nourishment during this time of Lent.

I pray that you might be refreshed this Lent by the physical and spiritual waters that are Jesus’ gift and blessing to you.  Amen


