11th May 2008
“God’s extravagant gifts”  
Readings:  Ezekiel 47:1-12, John 7:37-39

Each year we gather here on this evening at the end of the Flower Festival to mark the end of this beautiful weekend with Evensong, and in so doing to celebrate God’s gifts to us.  This year is rather unique however in that it happens to have fallen on the Day of Pentecost.  Pentecost is a day which now for Christians is full of meaning about the coming of the Holy Spirit on followers of Jesus, but it’s not a new word invented for that reason.  For the Jews in Jesus’ time, Pentecost was an existing festival, that happened 50 days after the Passover, and it was in fact a sort of harvest festival, when the so-called first fruits of the harvest were offered to God in thanksgiving.  So although I know this is a flower festival rather than a harvest festival, there is a connection there, because the first flowerings of God’s creation are blazing into glory around us, especially after the sunshine we have had this week, and so we dedicate them to him in thanksgiving.  It may even be the first time that the flower festival has coincided with Pentecost, because it’s been a long time since Easter was last so early, those of you with long memories will know the answer to that one – and it’s not going to happen again in our lifetime, I think it’s something like 200 years or more until Easter, and therefore Pentecost, will be so early again.  So this really is a once in a lifetime event, and here you are, not missing it!
But a celebration of God’s gifts in nature is certainly not the only connection we can make tonight.  We are here to thank God for all his gifts to us, and the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost is one of the most amazing things God has ever given us, and I say ‘us’ because it is a gift for us too, and not just for those who were present on that day. All of which gives an extra dimension to our worship and thanksgiving tonight – but let’s start with the flowers…

Aren’t they gorgeous!  So many different sorts, and so many different colours and varieties – and people have been working very hard and being very creative, to make all these different arrangements using their talents, which, again, are God-given I believe.  But the flowers themselves are God’s creation, the many colours and shapes, all of which seem to say something to me about how extravagantly generous God is.  You know, he could have made a much more simple planet that worked perfectly, with plants and animals and birds and people, with food to sustain us, and shelter to keep us safe, and it would all have functioned absolutely fine, but might have been a little bit boring, although we wouldn’t have known any better.  But no, he gave us a kaleidoscope of wonderful things, even just with flowers we have colour and fragrance, and so many different kinds, you’ve only got to look around this church tonight – this is creation with wow factor, and he did it for us.  I know that flowers serve a biological purpose in the pattern of life, attracting insects, etc, etc, but he didn’t have to make them so pretty.  But he takes pleasure in doing that, and we, made in his image, take pleasure from them too.

Of course, no flower, however pretty, or however robust, will survive for long without something that is in itself colourless and bland, but very necessary, as those of you who have been working with these flowers will know, and that, of course,  is water – another gift from God, and one that is absolutely essential to life.  I say that with some care, knowing that too much of it can be damaging and dangerous – we remember the floods in certain parts of this country earlier this year –  and we think of the catastrophe unfolding now in Burma, in which water played its part.  But nonetheless we can’t do without it. Too much may be harmful, but too little is deadly.  It’s an obvious thing that I’m saying, we all know it, but in this country it’s easy to take water for granted.  We turn on the tap and water just gushes out, and the closest we get to emergency measures is a hosepipe ban.  But much of the Middle East is a desert, and water is quite simply the number one requirement.  Villages and communities are sited where they are because water has been found there, there’s some well or spring, and the people are drawn to it, it’s the source of communal living, whether it’s a little village like Nazareth, or a city like Jerusalem, they are where they are because of water.  Water equals life and the Bible is brimming with examples of water imagery because it is so important.

And when I said earlier that water was colourless and unexciting, well, it needn’t be.  What really gives water the ‘wow’ factor is movement.  Still water can become stagnant water, unappealing, and ultimately not life-sustaining – just think of the Dead Sea.  But moving water, streams, rivers, waterfalls, babbling, or gurgling, or rushing, do visibly and audibly seem full of the promise of life that water actually brings.  And it’s that living, moving, flowing water that features in our readings tonight – and has something to teach us about the Holy Spirit.
In our old testament reading Ezekiel describes a vision of a time when the temple will be restored, and we might interpret that as meaning that God’s presence will once more be with his people (remember this is the same Ezekiel who dreams of God breathing new life into dry old bones in the desert).  Here he describes water flowing out from the temple in a stream that becomes deeper and deeper, eventually a mighty river, and it could not be more evident that this river is a source of goodness and life.  He says: “When it empties into the Sea, the water there becomes fresh…swarms of living creatures will live wherever the river flows…fruit trees of all kinds will grow on both banks of the river…every month they will bear fruit, because the water from the sanctuary flows to them…their fruit will serve for food and leaves for healing.”  This abundant, teeming, nourishing river is another sign of that extravagant God I mentioned earlier, who gives us so much more than we need or deserve.

And Jesus draws on this imagery in our new testament reading when he stands up and speaks in the temple “on the last day of the Feast” as it says, here is another festival – and in this case the occasion is the festival of Tabernacles which is a festival of water, a time when the people of Israel prayed for Autumn rains, which would cleanse the country after the long dry summer, restore life to the earth, and bring fertility to the crops.  Every person there would be thinking about water, and praying for rain.  On each day of the festival a container of water would be brought up from the spring which gave Jerusalem its water supply, and offered at the alter, poured out in a symbolic enacting of the great river that Ezekiel saw in his vision.  Of course this water quickly seeps into the ground and the river doesn’t happen, it’s a hope rather than a reality.  But on the last day of the festival, Jesus invites everyone to find true life not in the water that rapidly disappears, but in himself.  He’s saying ‘here is the reality rather than just the hope’.    Let me repeat his words: “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink.  Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.”  And John goes on, “By this he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to receive…”

There’s a sort of double meaning to Jesus’s words, because he’s saying that he is the source of the water of life, but that the believer is to be a source of that water too.   And he’s saying this will be made possible by the Holy Spirit, who will be given to us by God.
We know that Jesus is the source of good things, don’t we, we know that those who believe in him are promised eternal life, that belief is the reason why we’re here, it’s the absolute core of Christian faith.  We draw from that belief, we drink from it to use Jesus phrase.  But if we stop there, if we say I believe in God and I believe in Jesus and that’s enough for me, it keeps me alive, if we grasp hold of his gift and keep it for ourselves, then we are in a sense building a dam across that stream that Jesus speaks of, creating a still pool, that can easily become a stagnant pool, because nothing is flowing through.

But all of God’s gifts are extravagant, whether it’s colour, or water, or eternal life, they go way beyond what is simply necessary, they are abundant and overflowing, and so what we receive from God is not meant to stay within us, but is to flow out of us.  This is not like water that stays put, still and stagnant, but moving water, living water, exciting and powerful.  And the source of that, the ‘wow’ factor in the living water of faith if you like is the Holy Spirit.  It’s the Holy Spirit that keeps faith on the move, and transforms it into faith that seems very real to us and also has an impact on the world around us.
And we see that wow factor at Pentecost.  We haven’t had that reading tonight, but you may know what happens, and if you were in other churches this morning you will have heard it read - the Holy Spirit comes down upon the twelve apostles, Jesus companions, and they are transformed, changed from weak scared men to dynamic messengers.  They didn’t need to be told the good news again, that they already knew, that Jesus is the Son of God, who died but rose again, but now that message is just bursting from them, it’s uncontainable.  Just as the streams of living water flow out from the temple to irrigate the land far beyond it, so now through the Holy Spirit, the good news flows out through them to bring life and healing to all who believe.  

And remember the words from Ezekiel about the new river that will flow from the temple.  “Fruit trees of all kinds will grow on both banks of the river…Every month they will bear, because the water from the sanctuary flows to them.”  Fast forward to Paul, writing to the church of the Galatians, and he has this to say about fruit that comes from the Spirit: “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control”.  If we were overflowing with these things, wouldn’t that be good?  Wouldn’t that be good for everyone around us?  Wouldn’t that put the ‘wow’ factor back into life itself.  

And so as we gather tonight, amongst these beautiful flowers,  let’s remember above all God’s extravagant giving.  The gift of creation, and the gift of life.  The gift of colour, and the gift of water.  The gift of his Son to save us, and the gift of his Holy Spirit to make our belief in Jesus a living moving reality that doesn’t just satisfy our own thirst, but flows through us to reach others.  Isn’t it a pity if we turn our backs on part of that gift because to us it doesn’t seem necessary.   God doesn’t do just ‘necessary’.  God does ‘wow’.  On this day above all others, let us ask  God to pour his Holy Spirit on us, and bear fruit in us, so that both we and others will look , see, taste, and know that this is good, this is God.  
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