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Today's Gospel is probably the shortest in the Lectionary, three short verses, but they 

make a very great claim for Jesus, and turn Luke's pentecostal fire into a river flowing 

with grace. 

37
 On the last day of the feast, the great day, Jesus stood up and proclaimed, 'If any one 

thirst, let him come to me and drink...'  

The church celebrates Pentecost when it does thanks to Luke, who, like the White 

Rabbit is always consulting his watch. For Luke, the Spirit waits fifty days to act, 

courteously waiting ten days after the Ascension.  John's chronometer is of altogether 

different, cosmic scale.  For him, the Easter events were of such significance that 

everything he wants to say about Jesus is said at once - and at the Cross and 

Resurrection, the Spirit is given. 

John chooses another Jewish feast, Tabernacles, Sukkot, to set today's theological - not 

chronological - Good News. In his first chapter he has already borrowed the word: in 

time beyond our dreaming, God 'tabernacled among us' (1:14) and we beheld his glory.  

Our Jewish neighbours still build a little makeshift tabernacle and often live in it for 

that week in October, as a memory of their desert days. However, Solomon himself 

chose that feast on which to dedicate his great Temple, and Ezekiel imagined the four 

chief river of the world flowing out from under its foundations. And the ritual for the 

Jerusalem pilgrims was to bring vessels of water in procession to the Temple, and pour 

them into a great basin. 

John has placed Jesus in the temple, on the feast of Tabernacles. Now we see the full 

impact of what he said there. 'If you are thirsty, come to me and drink'.  All that that 

imposing building and all its rituals now find their fulfilment in Jesus, and more 

satisfyingly than any mere image or symbol. But Jesus has already said this to a 

Samaritan woman at a well:  

'Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but those who drink of 

the water that I will give will never be thirsty. The water I will give them will 

become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life' (4: 13-14).   

39
 Now this Jesus said about the Spirit, which those who believed in him were to 

receive; for as yet the Spirit had not been given, because Jesus was not yet glorified. 

You might wonder if John is suffering from some sort of biblical amnesia. He has 

apparently forgotten the Samaritan woman. He had had an even earlier significant 

conversation with Nicodemus, describing the Spirit's mysterious qualities, comparing 

him to the wind; and insisting that those who wish to see God's rule made real must be 

born again 'of water and the Spirit'.  

'As yet, the Spirit had not been given'?  Why? Because, he says: 'Jesus had not yet been 

glorified'. That glory, in John's vision, would be seen when Jesus was 'lifted up' on the 

cross. He has spoken of the Spirit, but the full story has 'not yet' been told. Look back, 

John says, and you will see the pattern I am weaving.  If your eyes are open, you will 



have seen that Jesus is the very image of the Father: 'if you have seen me, you have 

seen the Father' - and then he says the Father will send the Spirit! (14: 7, 11, 16)  You 

will see the warp and the weft of my tapestry, but only at the end - where you (my 

readers) are sitting - will you see the ultimate beauty. It's called the beatific vision, the 

Holy Trinity. But the glory is never absent in Christ; nor is the Spirit, nor the Father's 

love. 

Or, as the Congregationalist scholar John Marsh put it,  

This gift is to come in the fullness of time: the Spirit is a gift which includes all 

the benefits of the incarnation... Only in the sharing of the destiny of the Lord 

does the disciple acquire the power to become, in and with his or her Lord, a 

source of life-giving power. The Christian's overflowing spirit of humility, with 

Christ, cannot be obtained directly, but only in sharing, with Christ, in the 

agonies of redemption. 
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38
 He who believes in me, as the scripture has said, 'Out of his heart shall flow rivers of 

living water.' 

That is an ambiguous sentence. There is no verse in scripture which says what John 

quotes here. (It has a comfort for those of us who, in the face of so many modern 

translations of the bible that we cannot quote a single verse accurately.)  If he made a 

mistake, the best we can say is that he did it in the 'right spirit'!  

But who is the subject of this verse? 'He who believes in me' (the disciple) or the 

Source of living water? I take permission to say: both. For John's whole point is that 

out of the heart of the Father, the fountain of divinity, flows a wellspring of grace of 

bounteousness unimaginable, offered to the whole thirsty world. And it is promised to 

those who put their whole trust in Jesus the Christ. 

But it flows from us as well, us, those who are 'in Christ', the post-Easter disciples, us, 

the Church - and not merely the Uniting Church, or any other mere church/ 

denomination. The gift is catholic, universal, to all who believe. It flows out of the 

heart of the believer as well. There is the powerhouse of compassion learned of Christ 

which animates the work of modern disciples in the pursuit of justice and advocacy. 

True holiness of life is a gift from God in Christ through the Spirit in the Church which 

is his Body. That is Christian spirituality true to its name. 

Why is it important conscientiously as Christians to keep this link? Because of the 

danger that unlinking the Spirit from the work of the triune God sets the Christian faith 

adrift. It is such doctrine which gives point, energy, direction, to Christian holiness.  

In Uniting Church parlance in recent years, we have downplayed the link in many 

ways. Take the Spirit from the word 'mission', and it becomes an administrative 

department of Synod. With the Spirit, the mission is God's, in the manner of the 

Crucified One, to the glory of the Father. Without that Spirit, the mission is anyone's, 

so no wonder business and industry can use the word. Without the Spirit, the Church's 

mission can be mere activism or even be manipulative (a point St Paul makes in 2 

Corinthians 11). This triune God's power is defined by love, as revealed in Jesus, not 

by Caesar or any other passing potentate. 

Or, to the point, take the word 'spirituality'. It is relatively new in Christian speech, 

and it has become frequently used even beyond religion. If people want to use it to 

describe their search for depth and mystery in life, for those things that cannot be seen 
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and analysed, well and good, but it is a lonely journey most have embarked on. The 

first danger is inventing a god in your own image, to suit your present passions. 

Another is simply to become lost in the plethora of possibilities. Another is the being 

open to all that St Paul warned about religious power: manipulation, exploitation, and 

victimization. There is no free market in matters of faith. 

Unfortunately the churches too have become infected by popular agnosticism. We are 

in grave danger of losing our distinctive language, our defining stories, our actual 

'spiritual life'.  John has a warning and an encouragement: 'This is the Spirit of truth 

whom the world cannot receive, because the world neither sees him nor knows him. 

But you know him...' (14:7).  And our task in these confusing days is to recognize the 

signs of his creative presence. 

Last Sunday, Craig observed that 

As the story of God in Christ unfolds in the Creed, we hear that Jesus was 

conceived, was born, did suffer, did die, was buried, did descend, did rise and 

then, shifting from the past tense to the present, now “is seated” at the right 

hand of the Father. 

Let me finish with one parallel with the Spirit in the liturgy, in the Great Prayer of 

Thanksgiving which we shall pray at the holy Table in a few moments. That Prayer, 

week by week, proclaims and celebrates the acts of God for our health and happiness, 

for our salvation and for that of the whole world.  

It begins with the creation itself: 'you brought forth life out of darkness, and in the love 

of Christ you set man and woman at the heart of your creation', and it names the work 

of the Spirit in the calling of Israel, in the words of the ancient prophets, in the 

incarnation and the cross and resurrection, the giving of the Lord's Supper.  Then, it 

suddenly shifts from telling the history of salvation, and calls on the Spirit to come, 

here and now: 'Pour out the Holy Spirit on us and on these gifts of bread and wine that 

they may be for us the body and blood of Christ' and concludes by defining the 

Church's mission: one with him, one with each other, one in ministry in the world... 

through your Son, Jesus Christ, in your holy church.  

You should therefore understand how at the communion, we can boldly say, with St 

John Chrysostom: 'Holy things for a holy people'.    

The Lord is here. His Spirit is with us. Thanks be to God. 
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