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Go with the flow 
 

It’s not every day you hear a sermon based on the OT book of Ezekiel. So listen carefully! The background to the 
text is one of catastrophe (think about it – there have been a few of those recently) - political, theological and 
national catastrophe in Israel, set at the beginning of the 6th century BC, so roughly 2600 years ago. The Temple 
of Solomon had been razed to the ground, many people have been taken into exile In Babylon, far away from 
their homeland. Unfortunately this pattern of conquest, destruction and forced exile is something that many, 
many people have suffered and do suffer. We don’t have to look very far away, there are plenty of modern 
examples, including, ironically, in Palestine (But at last the British government is taking that seriously!). But to 
return to the text, that is the historical context to the book of Ezekiel. And they had imagined they were God’s 
chosen people…how could this possibly happen?? The prophet speaks first of all about God’s judgement on the 
nation of Israel, yet he doesn’t end there. The Temple – which had been destroyed – is put at the centre of 
Ezekiel’s vision of renewal, transformed from ruin into a symbol of blessing, healing and God’s presence 
through the whole of creation. An ever-deepening river flows out of the temple, and does this: 
 

Ezekiel 47:9-12: Swarms of living creatures will live wherever the river flows. There will be large numbers of fish, 
because this water flows there and makes the salt water fresh; so where the river flows everything will 
live. Fishermen will stand along the shore; from En Gedi to En Eglaim there will be places for spreading nets. The 
fish will be of many kinds – like the fish of the Mediterranean Sea. But the swamps and marshes will not become 
fresh; they will be left for salt.  Fruit trees of all kinds will grow on both banks of the river. Their leaves will not 
wither, nor will their fruit fail. Every month they will bear fruit, because the water from the sanctuary flows to 
them. Their fruit will serve for food and their leaves for healing. 

 
It is water, and abundant water, that is the central element in this vision of the restoration of the land, the 
rivers and the sea. Of course! Without water life cannot exist. With water, all life can flourish – trees, all plant 
life, fish, birds, animals – and human beings, us. That’s why, in our gospel reading, Jesus uses the metaphor of 
water, standing for the Holy Spirit when he said: ‘Let anyone who is thirsty come to me and drink. Whoever 
believes in me, as Scripture has said, rivers of living water will flow from within them. Now he said this about the 
Spirit, which believers in him were to receive.’ The gospel writer is clear in this passage that water stands for the 
Spirit, it’s a symbol, a metaphor. We’ll come back to that. But in our Ezekiel passage, water is, well, water – 
there are fish, fishermen, place names, the Mediterranean Sea, swamps, marshes, fruit trees of all kinds, fruit 
for food - and we might perhaps say that the passage has an ecological interpretation. Ezekiel does not 
compare the flowing water to the Holy Spirit. It’s a vision of restoration, of abundance, of flourishing, of 
blossoming, of fertility, of healing, of hope, of the very earth. It is physical, you could touch and feel it. It is a 
promise of God’s will, his desire, for the people of Israel and, I think we’re allowed to say, for all of creation. It 
resonates with the sound of creation when God created the heavens and the earth and planted a garden in 
Eden, watered by a river that divided into 4 branches (Genesis 2:8-14).  
 
All of us here have lived and sweated through the recent drought – 50 straight days without rain, combined 
with unusually hot weather with temperatures regularly in the 30s, caused by 4 consecutive ‘heat domes’ over 
western Europe. The Environment Agency says that climate change means the UK is experiencing longer, hotter 
summers, leading to an increased likelihood of drought. Our climate, which in the last 12,000 or so years has 
been relatively stable, enabling the flourishing life as we know it, is now radically changing. We’ve just seen the 
terrible flooding which took place in Nepal and China. It was caused by the melting and collapse of a glacier, the 
direct result of climate change. Water is one of those things: you can have not enough, and then you can have 
too much. And we know why this is happening: the burning of fossil fuels like coal, oil and gas has led to the 
build-up of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere which has the same effect as glass in a greenhouse in the sun: it 
heats up. It’s called the greenhouse effect. We are seeing the results of it before our very eyes and feeling it on 
our skin. 
 
So how do we put this together? God’s desire and promise of abundant water, flowing out to renew the land, 
and what we are experiencing in the present time, and what we see on our TV screens? How do we interpret 



this? What do we do with it? As Christians, as believers in God (and in common with most other religious 
believers), there’s sometimes a bit of wishful thinking going on: it’ll all be ok, God will work it out. This is rarely 
how it goes, if ever. To go back to the creation story again, we read that, ‘The Lord God took the man and put 
him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it’ (Genesis 2:15) ‘To till it and keep it’. It is humanity’s responsibility 
to do this. ‘Christ has no body now on earth but yours, no hands but yours, no feet but yours’ said St Teresa of 
Ávila and she was spot on. What this beautiful vision from Ezekiel gives us is hope. It tells us that God wills the 
earth to flourish, in fact, that is how he made it, so that it does flourish! When we do anything to encourage 
that, we are going along with God, pushing in the same direction, going with the flow. The prophecy of Ezekiel 
has not yet been fulfilled; it stands waiting, ready for fulfilment. If only humanity will grasp it.  
 
Nature has amazing resilience, and ability to renew and regenerate if we will only give it a chance. I wonder if 
you, like me, were astonished at how quickly the light brown, burned-out grass of the recent summer came 
back to life a few days after it started to rain? Wow! But there is more. I was very struck by these pictures 
which appeared in the Guardian on the 21st of August, at the height of the drought. This shows the Holnicote 
estate in Somerset, which had been rewilded several years ago. “Nature is providing solutions to some of the 
biggest challenges facing society today,” said Ben Eardley, the project manager at the Holnicote estate. If only 
we can just give nature a chance!! This is some of what it means to ‘till and keep the land’. 
 
Three weeks ago, Rajendra Dawadi, the headteacher of Tribhuvan Trishuli secondary school in Nuwakot, Nepal, 
received information that a huge flood was coming his way about 10 minutes before it was due to hit the 
school. He took immediate action, evacuating the school and getting all the students to go quickly up to higher 
ground. In doing that, he saved the lives of around 900 people. I liked what he said when he was interviewed by 
the BBC: “I decided I shouldn’t delay any more, even if the flood was not coming, it was just a matter of a single 
day’s classes.” There’s a man who got his priorities right! 
 
Rajendra Dawadi saw what was coming and did something about it. He acted. And saved 900 lives. This is the 
challenge for us. In today’s OT reading from Ezekiel we have a beautiful and profound vision of God’s will and 
desire: a stream of water coming from the temple, that is, from God, to renew the land and to cause it to 
flourish. This is God’s will for the earth, what could be, but it will depend on us to make it happen. So what can 
we do? Here are some suggestions: Firstly, let’s allow the beauty and splendour of creation inspire us. Let us 
make time to rest in the created order, to go out into it, to realize that we too are part of it, to contemplate and 
wonder. Give thanks for water when you drink or wash. This is important work! So that we know how precious 
the gift is. Then, let’s make sure our own lifestyles are shaped in ways that make our own carbon footprint as 
small as possible: walk and cycle if you can, choose public transport rather than drive, eat more vegetables and 
less meat, plant trees if you can, limit flying, maybe your next car can be electric…I could go on. Next, talk about 
it! Although the recent drought was well reported, there wasn’t much comment about why it is happening! It’s 
OK to gently challenge people’s views. The science is on our side. And then, there’s a very important place for 
protest and direct action, to get our hands dirty, to challenge the powers that be with their vested interests. 
But listen up, here’s something: last year in the UK, 52% of electricity generated came from renewable sources, 
65% if you add nuclear. Two-thirds of our electricity is now carbon neutral.  
 
But let’s return to Jesus’ words in today’s gospel: “Let anyone who believes in me drink. As the scripture has 
said, ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water. Now he said this about the Spirit…’” A bit 
earlier in John 7, in verse 14, we are told that Jesus said this in the temple…there seems to be a parallel 
between the Ezekiel passage – water flowing from the temple – and Jesus standing in the (new) temple and 
promising rivers of living water flowing from the believer’s heart. John explains that he says this about the 
Spirit. This is our heritage, the promise given to us. May it be that the rivers of living water given by Jesus will 
inspire and strengthen us to find hope and strength to work and pray for the renewal of creation at this time of 
crisis. Amen.  
 

Richard Croft  
 
 
 


