CROOKWELL UNITING CHURCH

“To Know Christ and to Make Christ Known”

HOME PRAYER PACK FOR SEPTEMBER 2020

As we continue to worship from home, please find enclosed materials to assist.

If you are unsure where to start, perhaps the following is a useful guide (with thanks
to A Sermon For Every Sunday):

If you are with your spouse, partner, and/or family, gather around a table. If
you are on your own, find a place that is quiet and comfortable.

Light a candle to symbolise the presence of the Holy Spirit, and that you are
entering sacred time.

Start with a simple opening prayer, acknowledging that Jesus promised to
come to wherever people gathered in His name.

Read through the weekly readings, as outlined in our newsletter. If in a group,
take turns on reading out loud to the group.

Follow up with a discussion based on the readings.

Enter into a time of prayer. This can be as simple as “What am | thankful
for?” and “What am | concerned about?”

If you need a bible at home, please call the church on 4832 1026, and one can be
provided. If you are interested, Songs of Praise airs on ABC TV at 11:30am each
Sunday, and can also be watched any time at https://iview.abc.net.au/collection/2016

We are still the Church.

Stay safe.


https://iview.abc.net.au/collection/2016

September 6, 2020

John Van de Laar, Connecting With Life, “Sacredise”

Moving on from last week’s call to be agents of salvation, this week follows it up with a call to
be those who confront evil — within ourselves, our communities and our world — which is, of
course, a large part of what God’s salvation is about!

We face another challenging week of worship this week, as we face the darkness that must
be transformed within us and our world. May we not shy away from this work, but worship
courageously and go out to be people of love — even for our enemies.

READINGS:

Exodus 12:1-14: God gives Moses and Aaron the instructions for the Passover meal — for
the animal that must be chosen, sacrificed and eaten, how it is to be prepared, and the way
the Israelites must eat it, with urgency and ready to travel. The blood of the animal is to be
placed on the doorposts of their homes so that the plague of death which comes on the
Egyptians will not harm the Israelites.

OR Ezekiel 33:7-11: God instructs Ezekiel to be a watchman to Israel and to give the people
God’s message that God does not delight in the destruction of the wicked, but wants all
people to turn from wickedness and find life.

Psalm 149: An exhortation for God’s people to praise God both publicly (in the assembly)
and privately (on their beds) and through their praises to proclaim and establish God’s reign
and overcome wicked kings and nations (Note: The sword image is a metaphorical reference
to the power of the praise expressed by God’s people, not a literal call to religious violence).
OR Psalm 119:33-40: A plea for God to teach the psalmist God’s decrees and to foster love
for God’s laws in his heart.

Romans 13:8-14: Paul exhorts the believers to owe no debt to anyone except the ongoing
debt of love, which fulfils the law. Because of the urgency of their hope, Paul encourages the
believers to live pure lives, free from the dark deeds to which they may be tempted.

Matthew 18:15-20: Jesus teaches his followers a gracious process for making right with
those who have hurt them — going first to the individual, then, if necessary, taking along a
couple of witnesses, and finally, taking the matter to the church. Then he encourages his
followers to agree, for in doing so, they find power in prayer and Christ’s presence in their
gathering.

REFLECTIONS ON THEME:

After the last few weeks in which we have explored God’s salvation and our call to share it
with the world, we come this week to the challenging issue of confronting evil, which is an
inevitable result of our commitment to bringing God’s reign into visible manifestation in our
world. The Moses story leaps forward from Moses’ call, to the final result of Pharoah’s failure
to negotiate the Israelites’ freedom — the judgement of the Egyptians and the rescue of the
Israelites. Paul encourages God'’s people to go further than those of Moses’ time by loving
all people and seeking to live pure lives even in the face of wickedness. Jesus, on the other
hand, brings the confrontation right into the gathering of believers, making it clear that we will
face conflict and injustice inside the church as well as outside of it. Finally, the Psalms
support this theme in their challenge to praise God both privately and publicly and in so
doing manifest God’s reign in our lives and world (Psalm 149) and in the plea for God’s laws
to guide our lives and for God to nurture love for God’s ways in our hearts (Psalm 119). So,
we are challenged this week to confront evil — within ourselves, in our communities and in



https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus%2012:1-14&version=CEB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ezekiel%2033:7-11&version=CEB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20149&version=CEB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20119:33-40&version=CEB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%2013:8-14&version=CEB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2018:15-20&version=CEB

the world — and overcome it with praise of God and in living lives filled with and expressing
God’s love.

CONNECTING WITH LIFE:

GLOBAL APPLICATION: Overcoming evil with good — the good of love — is a seemingly
naive approach to injustice in our world, yet there are so many powerful examples of people
who did exactly this. Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson Mandela, Desmond
Tutu, Mother Teresa — the list is long and challenging. There is much evil to be confronted in
our world — this goes without saying — and it takes strength and boldness to stand against it.
But, as Henri Nouwen said, “If, in order to overcome the beast, we in turn become the beast,
the beast has won.” Herein lies the problem of Christians who take on a dominating and
aggressive view of Christian influence in the world — seeking to overcome terrorism through
war, violence and “shock and awe” tactics, seeking to overcome the structures of wealth and
power that lead to poverty and oppression through argument, slander, corporate warfare and
public attack, seeking to stop abortion by killing those who practice it, or seeking to “protect”
heterosexual marriage by attacking gay marriage. In all of these situations, our actions are
not those of love, or of Christlike goodness, but are those of the very systems we seek to
change. We cannot bring peace by declaring war, we cannot heal poverty by destroying the
rich, or empower the weak by disempowering the strong. We cannot protect our children by
killing adults, or bring security to our nation by embracing violence against the violent. We
cannot protect “our” relationships by undermining those of others (irrespective of how we
may feel about the morality of those relationships). No, as we seek to bring peace, justice,
community, equality and responsibility into our world, we must embody the principles we
preach, by loving those we oppose and seeking their well-being as well as our own and that
of those we defend. And, lest we fall prey to “us and them” thinking, let us heed the
challenge of Jesus to face the conflicts and disagreements we have in the Church with
grace, love and compassion, even as we stand strongly against the evil that lives within us
and within our brothers and sisters. It is not an easy task, nor, usually, a pleasant one, but
the Gospel’s call is both an invitation and a confrontation, and our journey into Christ-
likeness is about learning to ebrace and proclaim both of these elements even as Jesus did.

LOCAL APPLICATION: It is a sorry state, and a massive blow to our witness for Christ,
when Christians point fingers at one another, argue with one another, and treat one another
with disdain and violence. It is a sorry state, and a massive blow to our witness for Christ,
when Christians “circle the wagons” and throw accusations and aggressive words out at
those we disagree with. In both cases we are only projecting our own evil outward, and in
both cases we have abandoned the example and the teaching of Christ as we seek to
confront evil in the world. As a friend once said, “The problem with the Church is not that it
has a dark side. The problem with the Church is that it tries to deny that it has a dark side.”
But, when we can face the evil within us — both as individuals and communities — honestly
and with a true desire to change, evil is overcome. In the same way, when we can confront
the evil we see in others with a genuine love for them and a concern for their well-being and
that of the community in which they live and work, we will find that evil can be overcome.
Sometimes, as Moses found with Pharoah, and as so many people through history found,
this loving confrontation will require us to be strong and to embrace suffering, pain and
possibly even death at the hands of those we seek to lovingly confront. But, if choose to
abandon the way of love and become like the evil we seek to address, we have become part
of the evil, rather than a solution to it. This is as true of calling “sinners” to repentance, as it
is of facing criminals, abusers or addicts. Judging others never brings change. Loving them
enough to enable them to see their own goodness and nobility and desire to live into it,
does. Our calling is hard, sacrificial and will often cost us dearly. But, this is the work of
Ezekiel's watchman (or woman), and of Pauls’ encouragement for us to live pure and loving
lives.



September 13, 2020

John Van de Laar, Connecting With Life, “Sacredise”

This week we will be asked to listen to the tough, but life-giving Gospel message of
forgiveness. In a world of conflict, terrorism, and serious inequalities the idea of forgiveness
can sound naive. But without forgiveness, we doom ourselves to repeating cycles of
violence, division and scapegoating of one another.

May our worship challenge us to move away from seeking to end violence through violence,
and lead us into the path of forgiveness which alone can bring peace and healing.

READINGS:

Exodus 14:19-31: Moses stretches his hands over the sea and it opens a path for the
Israelites to walk on dry ground. Then, as the sun rises and all the people have crossed, he
stretches his hands over the sea again, and the waters return to their place, drowning the
armies of Egypt.

OR Genesis 50:15-21: When Jacob dies, Joseph’s brothers, afraid that he might now exact
retribution from them, tell him that Jacob asked him to forgive them. Joseph, weeping,
assures them that he does not hold their actions against them, and that God brought good
out of their sinful acts.

Psalm 114: A celebration of the earth’s response to God’s mighty acts, and a call for the
earth to tremble before God.

OR Exodus 15:1b-11, 20-21: The song of victory and praise that Moses sang after the
liberation of the Israelites.

OR Psalm 103:(1-7), 8-13: A song of thanksgiving and praise, inviting worshippers to
remember God’s mighty deeds, God’s grace and forgiveness, and God’s love and
compassion.

Romans 14:1-12: Each believer works out how faith is to be lived for themselves and must
decide between them and God how to practice their faith. Therefore, as people of faith we
are not to judge one another, but to celebrate each one’s commitment to living out their faith
before God.

Matthew 18:21-35: Jesus tells a story about a man who is forgiven a huge debt, but then
refuses a small debt which is owed to him. When the master, to whom he owed his debt,
hears about it, he is angry that the man did not show others the same mercy he received,
and he instructs that the man be imprisoned until he has paid back his debt in full.
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REFLECTIONS ON THEME:

After last week’s confrontation with evil, this week’s emphasis is both surprising and elegant
— the focus on forgiveness is clear in the readings and is the only appropriate response to
evil if we are not to become what we oppose. The parable of the unforgiving servant is the
centre around which all of the other readings rotate. The related Old Testament reading
moves into territory that the continuous readings were covering a few weeks ago — the story
of Joseph and his brothers. In this case, though, the focus is on Joseph’s forgiveness of
them. Psalm 103 picks up this theme with a celebration of God’s forgiveness and grace,
while in Romans we approach the subject from a different angle — that of not judging those
who express their faith and live out the daily ramifications of faith differently from us. The
connections in these readings are all very clear. The continuous Old Testament reading
(Exodus 14), and the related Psalms (Exodus 15 & Psalm 114) seem to have the exact
opposite message here, though. Pharoah and the Egyptians have offended God and
enslaved God’s people and the response seems to hold no forgiveness at all. Rather, there
is judgement, death and the celebration of the death of the enemy. On the one hand, this
need not trouble us — the continuous readings are meant to be a separate focus, and don't
have to be fitted into the other readings. However, on the other hand, there is a wonderful
opportunity in this contrast. If nothing else, it demonstrates how Jesus changed things, and
how important it is not to lift stories like the Exodus out of their context and make them
directive for us today. Rather than adopt a Mosaic attitude of violence and judgement
against enemies, and a celebration of their demise, Jesus invites us to a different response
to those who hurt us — the response of forgiveness and relinquishing of judgement, and of
ending the cycle of violence and retribution and choosing to actively seek peace through the
tough, but healing act of forgiveness.

CONNECTING WITH LIFE:

GLOBAL APPLICATION: How are the words “peace” and “forgiveness” relevant in a world
of war, crime, corruption and religious conflict? Last week’s focus on resisting evil raises the
challenge of how to stand against injustice and destruction without becoming what we resist.
This week provides a strong answer to that challenge. In the last few months the world has
seen war, terrorism and judgement on a massive scale. But, perhaps more disturbing, has
been the discrimination, prejudice, stereotyping, vengefulness and violence breeding more
violence that has followed close behind. In the face of all this, the call to forgive is more than
just a call to deal with hurt feelings. It is a radical call for peacemaking, for ending the cycle
of violence, and for refusing to exact retribution even on those who hurt us. Further, this
week’s readings call us to re-examine how we view God (through Mosiac eyes, as a violent
overlord, or, through the eyes of Christ as a non-violent peacemaker), how we view other
people of faith (refusing to impose our practices and conscience on others, but giving them
the freedom to find and follow God according to their own conscience — or, perhaps, even
religion) and how we view ourselves (not just as those who are hurt — like the indebted
servant — but as those who are capable of hurting others — as the servant did to his debtor;
not just as those who must give forgiveness, but also as those who must receive it). This call
for forgiveness goes against our angry, human quest for “justice” and “retribution”, it does
not satisfy or heal us of the deep wounds that enemies have inflicted on us. But, it does
ensure that we do not make the hurt worse, for ourselves or others or for our world. It does
ensure that healing can come. And it does challenge us to take the difficult, but transforming
call of the Gospel seriously. | pray that we have the courage to proclaim this in our worship
this week.




LOCAL APPLICATION: The work of forgiveness, on an individual and community level is
easy to speak about — and we often do in the Church. It is less easy to put into practice, it
seems. It is disturbing when Christians are seen to act in ways that are anything but forgiving
— burning the sacred books of other faiths, calling natural disasters God’s judgement on
certain groups of people we disagree with, preaching judgement as if we are God’s agents
and have the right to choose who is “in” and who is “out”. When we do this, we are not
reflecting the Reign of God, and we are not proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Rather,
we have become part of the imperialistic, violent system that brings so much hurt into the
world. The same is true when men use the Bible to suppress and control their wives, or
when parents use God as a whip to keep their children in line. The same is true, whenever
Christians in dispute with one another, or with others, turn to violent words or actions, and
adopt methods that create more destruction in our world and communities. Into all of this —
all of the ways in which our differences and brokenness result in conflict and pain — Jesus
invites us into the difficult, but life-giving, peace-making and healing work of forgiveness. The
challenge is whether we are prepared to release our need to be “right” and our need for
“justice” and “retribution”. In the end, the “justice” we seek is not true justice at all. It is just a
feeble attempt to balance the scales in our favour. But, the result is always a cycle of more
pain. And so, once again, as hard as it is, we are faced with the shocking, but unrelenting
call of the crucified one to follow his example, and offer forgiveness even to those whom we
may feel don’t deserve it.



September 20, 2020

John Van de Laar, Connecting With Life, “Sacredise”

If we did the work of last week well, we will find ourselves in a place of tremendous comfort,
celebration and challenge this week. After reflecting on the difficult work of forgiveness,
especially in the light of the significant moment of memory last week, we now move beyond
just forgiveness, into the recognition that God seeks the best for us, and that we are called to
actively seek the best for others. This generosity must work itself out in how we view and
treat others, in how we use and share our resources, and in how we engage in the struggle
for equity and justice in our world.

May our worship this week lead us deeper into God’s generosity and lead us deeper into
lives of generous grace.

READINGS:

Exodus 16:2-15: The Israelites complain that Moses has brought them out into the desert to
die because they have no food. But God tells Moses to inform the people that God has
heard their complaints and will send them food. Then, in the evening, quails fill the camp,
and in the morning manna covers the ground.

OR Jonah 3:10-4:11: When the people of Nineveh repent because of Jonah’s preaching,
Jonah gets upset and finds a place outside of the city to brood. Then God provides a plant to
grow and shield him one day, and a worm to destroy the plant the next, using this to confront
Jonah about his anger at God’s compassion.

Psalm 105:1-6, 37-45: A celebration of God'’s action on behalf of the Israelites, remembering
God’s provision of manna and quail in the wilderness.

OR Psalm 145:1-8: A psalm of praise for God’s greatness, God’s mighty acts that will be told
from one generation to the next, and God’s compassion, mercy and forgiveness.

Philippians 1:21-30: Paul reflects on how he is united with Christ whether he is alive or dead,
but how he is convinced that he must remain in order to keep serving God’s people. Then he
encourages them to continue to live in ways that reflect God’s reign, even when it results in
suffering.

Matthew 20:1-16: Jesus tells a story about an employer who hires workers throughout the
day, but pays them all the same at the end. When those who started at the beginning of the
day complain, he challenges them, asking whether they resent his generosity to others. This
story leads Jesus into his famous words about the first being last and the last first.
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REFLECTIONS ON THEME:

The central theme, that flows through all of this week’s readings, is a simple one — God is
compassionate and merciful, generous and forgiving. This is a fitting response to last week’s
focus on forgiveness, because we must recognise, if we are to take Christ's message
seriously, that God seeks the best for people, and that God encourages us to do the same —
which takes us beyond just forgiveness into a life of seeking the blessing of others. Jesus’
parable demonstrates God’s generosity and challenges us not to resent generosity shown to
others, but to rejoice in it. Paul is a living example of this since, though he expressed his
desire to come to his life’s end and go to be with Christ, he was willing to continue to suffer
and serve for the sake of the Philippian church which he had founded. Both Psalms
celebrate God’s generous goodness to God’s people with Psalm 105 (which we have
encountered before in the last few weeks) connecting with the continuous Old Testament
reading (Exodus) in which God provides food for the Israelites in the wilderness in spite of
their doubt and complaining. Psalm 145, celebrates, among God’s mighty acts, God’s
forgiveness and the blessing God gives to God’s people. Finally, Jonah is a mirror for us
showing how bitter we can easily become when God shows mercy and generosity to others,
and how easily we become ungrateful for what we have enjoyed, especially when we fall into
a feeling of entitlement. The challenge of this week, then, is to learn to appreciate what we
have received from our generous God, while celebrating God’s generosity to others. This
applies, most especially, to God’s mercy and forgiveness and the welcome God gives to all
people to share in God’s reign.

CONNECTING WITH LIFE:

GLOBAL APPLICATION: There are two ways this week’s readings challenge us, as
followers of Christ, on a global scale. The first relates to how we understand our faith, and
our place in God’s grace and generosity, in a multi-faith world. It is common for Christians to
adopt a rather ungenerous view of people who are not “part of us”, stating categorically that
God’s mercy and grace cannot extend to them unless they join our religion. It’s like we've
taken the message of God’s grace and invitation and turned it into a message of “Christianity
is the only way”, which is not what the Scriptures say. It's like we want to determine who God
can show generosity to and who not (like the first workers in the parable). But, all of the
readings challenge us because they show radical, sacrificial generosity to those who don’t
deserve it — the complaining Israelites, the late-coming workers. Even Paul’s self-giving for
the Philippians falls into this category, although they may be considered ‘deserving’. The
second way in which we are challenged is in the practical use of the world’s resources and
how they are shared and distributed in the world. It is common for us to hoard our wealth for
ourselves and share it only with our “allies” or those from whom we expect to receive
something in return. It is also common for us to deny adequate resources to those with
whom we disagree or from whom we can gain nothing. Because of this the world’s
resources, which are more than adequate to address the needs of the entire planet’s
population (our God is a generous God!) are not equitably shared, with the few enjoying
more than they need, and the vast majority living with great lack and need. In the light of
God'’s generosity, we cannot help but be challenged to change how resources are shared. In
my home, South Africa, this is a particularly stark issue, because we have among the largest
gaps in the world between rich and poor. Perhaps it’s time for Christ followers to be more
vocal and visible about embracing lifestyles of simplicity and sharing, and of voting and
lobbying for an end to unfair trade subsidies and regulations, rampant and unregulated
globalisation, and exploitation of workers and suppliers in countries where they do not have
the political clout to ensure that they receive fair recompense for their work and resources.
Buying fair trade, reducing our consumption and unnecessary waste, and contributing to
respected and effective aid organisations are all ways of participating in sharing God’s
generosity with all.




LOCAL APPLICATION: It is disturbing the way in which God’s generosity has been defined
in many of our churches today. In a rather Old Testament view of things, we have made
“health, wealth and happiness” equal to God’s blessing, and sickness, poverty and suffering
to be a sign of God’s curse. Jesus consistently challenged this view in his day, and as
Christ’s followers we need to as well. This means we need to change both our
understanding of God’s generosity and our practices of giving, sharing and celebrating. First,
we need to recognise that those who are “blessed” receive blessing not for themselves, but
for all — in order to share. Neither wealth nor poverty are signs of God’s approval or lack
thereof. They are simply realities of the world and of life. But, they are also an opportunity to
express the principles of grace and generosity that characterise God’s reign. Second, we
need to move from our individualistic view of the world, to a more community-oriented one.
There are always people, in any community or family, who are effective at accumulating
wealth, and the onus is on them to share and support those who do important and necessary
work (or are unable to work for whatever legitimate reason). In this way we become a source
of God’s generosity to one another. But, it also goes further than the practicalities of
economic realities. God’s generosity is also extended as an inclusivity to all people, even
those who may appear, in our idea of “fairness” not to deserve it. This means that as we
encounter those who work differently, live differently, believe differently and behave
differently we are called, rather than to a position of judgement, to a position of generosity
and kindness. If we can be generous with grace, with forgiveness, with seeking the best for
others, and with welcoming all people into God’s community, we will find that we, almost
automatically, begin to be generous with other things, including material wealth. And through
our generosity, God’s generosity is manifest in our communities and our world.



September 27, 2020

John Van de Laar, Connecting With Life, “Sacredise”

The Lectionary changes tack a little this week — at least from the perspective of the Gospel.
While the continuous Old Testament readings continue to follow the Israelites in the desert (with
a similar story to last week’s, but focussed on water and thirst, rather than food and hunger),
Matthew describes a moment of confrontation between Jesus and the religious leaders, in which
two questions are raised — where Jesus’ authority originates, and who is finding their way into
God’s Kingdom. The water image becomes a captivating one for this week’s worship — because
like water that flows into any crack it can find, and that is not easily controlled or contained, God’s
reign appears in surprising places, and flows into the lives of those that we might prefer to keep
out of God’s kingdom.

May we be challenged and inspired by the radical, offensive inclusivity of God’s reign this week.

READINGS:

Exodus 17:1-7: The Israelites complain that they have no water, and Moses takes their complaint
to God. God instructs Moses to strike the rock at Horeb with his staff and water flows out for the
people to drink.

OR Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32: Though the people of Israel complain about God’s ways, God
indicates that it is their ways that cause them trouble and death. Yet, God claims all people as
God’s own, and exhorts the people to turn from their wicked ways to God’s righteous ways so
that they may live.

Psalm 78:1-4, 12-16: A teaching psalm reminding God’s people of all that God has done,
bringing God’s people out of Egypt, leading with a pillar of fire by night and cloud by day, and
splitting open the rock to give them water to drink.

OR Psalm 25:1-9: A plea for God to ensure that righteous people are not put to shame, and for
God to teach God’s people the ways of God.

Philippians 2:1-13: The apostle encourages the Philippian Christians to be united and to be like
Christ in their humility, service and self-sacrifice, quoting the ancient hymn of the Church. He
reminds them that they are to live out their salvation, trusting God who gives them the will and
the power to do it.

Matthew 21:23-32: The religious leaders question Jesus’ authority, but Jesus refuses to answer
them because they can’t answer his question about John’s authority. Then he tells them a
parable about two sons whose father asks them to work in the vineyard. One says no, but then
does, and the other says yes, but doesn’t. Jesus explains that like this, religious people are
missing out on the kingdom, while outcasts are finding their way in.

REFLECTIONS ON THEME:

The image of water can be a helpful way into the theme for this week. Although it is only
mentioned in the Moses reading in Exodus and in the related Psalm, it is reminiscent of
Jesus’ words in John that he offers living water. In Matthew’s Gospel Jesus’ response to the
question of authority and his parable both indicate that, like the water from the rock, God’s
living water cannot be contained or controlled. Though the religious leaders would like to be
the gatekeepers for God'’s reign, Jesus indicates that in the very act of doing this, they
exclude themselves, while those who would seem to be excluded find their way in. This
openness, inclusivity and welcome is characteristic of Jesus and his ministry, as described
by Paul in his letter to the Philippians. This ancient hymn which describes Jesus’
servanthood and self-sacrifice is Paul’s call to treat one another with love and welcome.
Finally, in the Ezekiel reading, and its related Psalm (25) God’s ways are offered as the
doorway to God’s abundant, irrepressible life. Like water that finds the smallest of cracks to
flow through, and that bursts out in even the most surprising places (a rock in the
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wilderness), so God’s life — God’s living water — flows into any life that has even the smallest
crack open to it, and brings life and refreshing and welcome and inclusion.

CONNECTING WITH LIFE:

GLOBAL APPLICATION: Who is ‘in’ and who is ‘out’ is the essential question of political
and economic systems. Who gets to decide how things like debt and immigration and war
get decided? On a global scale the question of who gets to share in processes and
resources become even more difficult and important. As we face real issues with thirst
through contamination of water sources, real issues of hunger, disease, displacement and
hatred, the need for greater levels of inclusivity and transparency, and greater participation
by ordinary citizens becomes increasingly important. In the Moses story the challenge is that
water is provided freely for all, in spite of their grumbling, doubt and complaining. In the
Gospel, Jesus makes it clear that God’s grace is available to all, and that even those who
are least likely to find a place belong, in spite of the attempts of the elite to keep them out.
Ultimately, the world and its resources belong to all people. The challenge this week is how
to live out of this truth in real and practical ways. Perhaps it begins by simply recognising
that all people are our neighbours and are as deserving as we are to have their needs met
and provided for. Then, this realisation must find its way into our conversation, our civil
participation and our routines of spending, consuming and discarding the things we use each
day. It must also find its way into a life of radical hospitality in which we welcome all in
Christ’'s name in whatever small, practical ways we can, while celebrating our differences
and sharing God’s grace. Ultimately, we have learned that the system of control by the few
doesn’t work — it inevitably gets undermined by ordinary citizens. We’ve seen this in music,
publishing, dissemination of information and places of tyranny. So, the more we can open
the doors — both of faith and of distribution of the world’s resources — the closer we get to
experiencing God’s reign, and the closer we get to a peaceful, hospitable planet.

LOCAL APPLICATION: The radical inclusivity of Christ, and the constant, consistent
merciful care of God for the fickle Israelite people, can be tough for us to swallow. We
wrestle with the uniqueness of Christ, and the challenging message he preached, on one
side, and the seemingly indiscriminate welcome he offered on the other. We like to feel like
we are ‘chosen’, that we are ‘in’, and that we have the ‘right way’, but we need to be careful
of becoming like the religious leaders who tried to be gatekeepers for God’s reign and ended
up excluding only themselves. We need to be careful of judging others by their doubts or
complaints, and trying to keep God’s blessing for ourselves, only to find the living water
flowing out to them in the most unexpected ways. We may think we find life by “protecting”
ourselves and our faith, by keeping out those whom we consider “unsavoury”, but in fact
these are our ways, not God’s (as Ezekiel describes) and they do not lead us to life. Rather,
it is in radical grace (like God in the wilderness and like Christ) and radical hospitality that life
is found. These are God’s ways, and they always lead us into the abundant life God’s
promised. So, the questions the Scriptures raise for us this week are these: Who would we
prefer to keep out? Who do we allow to have authority and from whom do we withhold grace
and authority? Who might be finding their way into God’s reign in spite of us, and how can
we change to become helpers rather than hinderers? And, finally, how can a greater
openness to the unpredictable flow of God’s living water, of God’s grace, lead us deeper into
God’s life (in spite of our fears that it might somehow ‘compromise’ God’s life)? God'’s
authority, it is clear, does not need the recognition of the powers that be — thank God. But,
this means, we had better be careful of becoming too friendly with any system or community
that centralises power, authority or resources too much.



