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Jeremiah 2:4 - 13 

Psalm 81 

Hebrews 13:1 - 8, 15 - 16 

Luke 14:1, 7 – 14 
 

Living water or cracked cisterns: how then shall we live? 
 

 

Recently the ABC screened a documentary about the influence of the churches in the 

evolution of Australian society, emphasizing the period from the end of WW II to the 

present.  During that period there was an upsurge of interest in Christian faith that 

impacted all of the churches, Protestant and Catholic, which were still centres of 

community life.  Youth clubs, camps and socials were the places young people met 

their future life partners, and vocations to the Ministry and to Religious Life ran at an 

all time high.  When Billy Graham visited to conduct an evangelistic campaign in 

1959 many people came to faith and entered the life of the church.  The ABC 

investigated the stories of several who were involved, some who continued with the 

church and others who did not.   

 

As we know, there was a big cultural shift in the 1960s.  The prosperity of the post-

war years was accompanied by the freeing up of old constraints in the rules governing 

relationships.  The development of new professional opportunities in such fields as 

education and social work meant that people with altruism who wanted to make a 

difference in life, had plenty of scope to express themselves, without having to 

consider ordination or some form of religious life.  The church’s place in society 

began to dissolve, its value systems were being challenged, and the question many 

people found themselves asking was: “how then shall we live?” 

 

Don Russel’s story was a good example of the path many took.  In the 1950s he had 

been seeking something deeper in his life, and had become involved in a Baptist 

congregation.  He went to the Billy Graham rally in his city and felt moved by the call 

to commitment.  At the last second he did not go forward, and from that time the 

impulse towards Christian faith left him.  He did not return to the Baptist church, but 

began to enjoy the opportunities of the time.  For him and his contemporaries, 

Marijuana achieved “sacramental” status.  When conscription for the Vietnam War 

began his ethical life came alive again, resourced, he said, by the “drive to 

righteousness” - the inner legacy from his days as a Baptist.  He became a 

conscientious objector and was arrested for flinging himself in front of Lyndon 

Johnston’s limousine.  He continues to be a social justice activist but at some point he 

had a deep experience and became an ardent Buddhist.  He liked the freedom 

meditation gave him, and that he did not have to sign on to a concept of God, and its 

related dogma. 



The documentary depicted ours as an increasingly secular society, which is at the 

same time home to an increasing diversity of religious expressions.  Faced with such 

diversity we have an ambivalent relationship with faith, and the question “how then 

shall we live” is one we still grapple with, especially on those occasions when we 

ponder what it now means to be Australian.  Has Australia has changed its gods?  

Was our commitment to Christian faith ever deep enough for it to be said we “had” a 

god common enough to be called “ours”. 

 

Jeremiah vigorously raised that concern with Israel.  He came from the desert 

tradition, which remembered the Exodus story of God’s sustaining leadership in the 

hard places of life.   Jeremiah looked back to that story as one that reflected purity of 

heart and the joy of first love: days now gone.  On his telling, once the people settled 

in the land they turned from the grace that had brought them there.  They forsook the 

One who gave them life and freedom, and devoted themselves to nature and idols.  

This was not due to a slip up or apathy.  It was infidelity.  Israel broke its covenant 

and exchanged a relationship of substance for one that was empty.  Such philandering 

was unheard of even amongst the pagans of Cyprus and Kedar!   This change of heart 

had far reaching consequences because what we give our hearts to affects how we live 

and act in the world.  In Israel, once the binding story had been exchanged for a 

different one the foundations of life began to erode.  Everyone was involved.  Judges, 

priests and prophets neglected their calling. Where once the whole community had 

been nourished by living water, a spring of tradition spontaneously welling up to 

bring life to all, now cracked cisterns were in place, defective public plumbing from 

which precious, life giving resources were wasted and lost.  Once Israel had a guiding 

story and lived to the glory of God, a relationship and calling graciously given in 

which there was pure profit: they were God’s people.  Now, fixated on a different 

source of life, they were about to become no people.  Everything would drain away in 

the disaster and loss that was exile into Babylon. 

 

The God of the Bible is understood as the Creator of the world.  But in the Bible God 

is revealed in the decisions of faith humans make in the events of history.  That is 

why the God of Israel is named the “God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob”, and the 

“Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”.  What joins all these names together is the 

Kingdom of God, the greatest sign of which was the resurrection of Christ and the 

outpouring of the Spirit.  The God we speak of has been experienced in our history as 

one who has embraced us with an unending source of life.  To live in relationship 

with this God is to live in the hope that flows from life giving power of God’s 

sovereignty.  Our position is this: life in Christ is not a cracked cistern.  It is a thing of 

real worth that gives worth to all.   

 

“How then shall we live?”  The passage from Luke is like an acted parable in which 

Jesus demonstrates the etiquette that goes with life lived in the Kingdom.  It involves 

hospitality that is free of competition and embraces the least.  There is no striving for 

the highest place, no seeking recognition through dining only with people who can 

reciprocate.  Invitations to the Kingdom banquet are not based on who are friends or 

who are worthy.  They are offered on the basis of those whom God wants as friends, 

especially if they are poor and cannot repay.  By this means God creates a relationship 

with those who are incapable of being peers, those who are unworthy, outcast and of 

no merit.  Even enemies.  When God gives a party the most unexpected guests are 

joined - that is why there is a place there for us.   



Kingdom etiquette applies at the Eucharist.  This is the meal of God’s fidelity towards 

us, and ours towards God.  What we feed on and celebrate here is the source of our 

life.  In this all receive the same, and we all get what we want: refreshment for our 

souls.  If it is true that the things humans devote themselves to affect the way we live 

in the world, then in the Church’s case we should hope that we become what we eat.  

This meal creates us, tells who we are, reconciles us to one another, and nourishes us 

for the way.   

 

Jeremiah held up before the people a choice between two things: the thing of real 

worth - the gracious mercy of God, and the cracked cisterns of our chosen substitute 

for the gift we have been given.  Australian culture will continue to evolve from its 

foundation, and the position of the church will continue to change.  Our political and 

social systems will leak, break down or come under pressure in different ways so that 

all we hope for and cherish in connection with them threatens to drain away.  How 

then shall we live?  The church is meant to be “a form of the Kingdom in the world”, 

and our life together is based on what that means.  Life in the Kingdom is a gift to be 

shared.  Kingdom theology and Kingdom etiquette are meant to be expressed 

publicly, so that others can catch a glimpse of what God has in mind for us all.  In that 

way others may be drawn away from the putting their resources into cracked cisterns, 

and will come to know and celebrate the thing that gives real worth to life. 

 

*** 

 


