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Living Water!
“On the last day of the festival, the great day, while Jesus was standing there, he cried out.”  To my uninformed and impious ear what Jesus did and said sounds a bit strange, odd even; like something who might hear from a disturbed person on the final day of the Rose Festival in downtown Portland.   I picture a taunt stranger standing at the corner of 3rd and Burnside who suddenly bursts forth with this wild pronouncement.  What is this about!?  
It helps to know the setting.  It is the final day of the seven day long Festival of Tabernacles.  Held in September or October this festival celebrated the way God had been faithful to the Jewish people, particularly when they had been in the desert wilderness and God had miraculously provided them with life saving water.  Each day during this festival in a parade-like spirit the priest would go to the pool of Siloam, draw water, carry it through the streets, reentering Jerusalem through the water gate and then pour the water on the altar as a libation-a ritual acknowledging God’s faithfulness and blessing.  The whole procession was accompanied by singing, flute playing, dancing and great revelry.  The seventh day, or “Great Day,” included a procession during which people waved branches, marched around the altar seven times, and prayed for a good harvest in the coming year.  Knowing this, it turns out Portland’s Rose Festival isn’t too far off.
Knowing this also makes it is easier to understand why Jesus burst out with, “Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in me drink.”  He is offering himself as the new source of life-saving water, the one who provides miracle water to those who thirst.  In the past God caused water to pour out of a rock in the desert and this festival was in celebration of that.  Now God’s thirst quenching and life giving water was pouring out of Jesus who obeyed his father explicitly and mirrored him perfectly.  You obtain this miracle water, he said, by believing in him.  It was as simple as that.  
To lend authority to what he is saying, he quotes a Hebrew scripture that contains a promise specifying where this thirst quenching water comes from.  It turns out that it comes from the believers own heart.  It doesn’t pour out of a rock in the wilderness as with Moses, it pours out of the believers own heart.  And it is hugely abundant for there are rivers of it.  And, to top it off, it is “living water”—effervescent, life giving, renewing, restoring, refreshing, reinvigorating, rejuvenating and rehabilitating.  As living water; it is all about life.  There is no death in it; it is life and life abundant with not a hint of death.  There is an endless flow for it flows from God, the eternal One, who creates and holds all creation in being.  This is what Jesus wants to offer his people; he wants to offer it to us too.
All of this comes from the believers own heart after it has been infused with the Holy Spirit, the very spirit whose coming we celebrate today.  Or as John has Jesus put it, “Now he said this about the Spirit, which believers in him were to receive.”  This is the Spirit we get when we quench our thirst by drinking the water of believing Jesus.  It is clearly available to anyone for he said, “Let anyone who is thirty come to me.”  The only precondition is being aware of thirst.  No one is excluded accept those who are without thirst and they exclude themselves.
This is why Jesus cried out.  He wanted people to now where living water can be found.  He wanted people to know that all was not desert and drought—there is an oasis, there is a source of living water that is thirst quenching and inexhaustible. It is like the Nile that flows out of Africa only it comes from within and has its source in God.  

“On the last day of the festival, the great day, while Jesus is standing there, he cried out.”  He could contain himself no longer.  The news had to burst out of him.  People had reached the high point of the festival and still they thirst—something still is missing.  Their spirits still long for something they can not grasp, something that eludes their reach and frustrates their spirit.  Jesus knew what it was.  He knew they could find relief.  He had to shout out.  If he did not, the very rocks would proclaim it.  It would be unconscionable not too.  When you have something that you know is life giving, you must declare it.  If you have any love in you for others, you must speak.
The words burst from his mouth like torrents of living water.  They burst from his heart like the flow of the Nile.  How he says it matches what he is saying.  With his speech he is showing us the living water as it pours from him.  He wants us to drink it so that it will flow from us in like manner.  Pushed by his great love for us, he cried out, “Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in me drink.”

As though to contain it, to keep the tumultuous flow within its banks, like the Mississippi flowing toward the gulf, the narrator steps in and begins interpreting.  He mediates between the event and its meaning and calmly states, “Now he said this about the Spirit.”  For the first time our text gives us a word to contain what is happening.  We learn that all of this hopeful and disruptive pouring-out is a manifestation of the Spirit.  This is what the Spirit looks like and the narrator goes on to say, “This is the Spirit that believers in him will receive.”  Just when we thought the banks of the Mississippi were about to give way, the narrator of the Gospel of John steps in and provides dikes that contain and direct the flow.  “All of this is about the Spirit which believers in him were to receive.”  

In John, at least here, it seems the coming of the Spirit is marked by water not fire—and it is water we can drink; water that quenches our thirst, water that comes from the very core of our being and yet has its source in God.  This water flows with inexhaustible energy and yet it is not destructive and destroying.  Instead it gives life and has its source in life.

The text from the Gospel of John has one final twist.  The narrator explains why no one at the time could understand this incredible flow of passion.  It was because, “As yet there was no Spirit, because Jesus was not yet glorified.”  This Spirit would only come after Jesus had been glorified.  They were seeing an early manifestation in Jesus that later would spread to include all who thirst and choose to quench their thirst by believing in Jesus, the Christ.  Now, however, it could not get beyond Jesus because he had not yet been glorified.  

What was the glorification?  Was it the Ascension that we celebrated last Sunday?  No!  Was it the Resurrection that we celebrated fifty days ago on Easter?  No!  For the Gospel of John, the glorification of Jesus was his crucifixion.  That was where he was lifted up!  That is where we see his glory!  It was his willingness to empty himself that most powerfully showed us the character of God.

This is our God, the God we worship, who loves us and has given us his Spirit.  We who believe, we who choose to drink the water that Jesus provides, have this same Spirit residing in us.  The water Jesus gives is living water.  It is life giving and gives us life so that we can give life to others.  This is what we have we celebrate on this day—the Day of Pentecost.  
Page 1 of 4

