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Bethel Congregational Church, UCCSA 
 

Sunday, 19 March 2017 
 

The Reverend Dr Scott Couper 
 

“H20” 
 

Third Sunday in Lent 
 

Hebrew Scripture: Genesis 17:1-7 
Meditative Psalm 95 

Christian Scripture: John 4:5-14 

 

Dam levels in South Africa are low.  I recall being shocked at receding water 

line at the Inanda Dam (by my home) the last time I was there. 

 

Although many in the Free State, Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal have partially 

recovered from the 2015-2016 crisis period, resevoir water levels in the 

Western Cape remain critically low in 2017.  Some dams are less than thirty 

percent.  Once you get below ten percent, you cant use the water as it is too 

contaminated by sediment.   
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South Africa is a water scarce country.  When water reservoir levels 

decrease, it endangers large communities.  Large trucks transporting water 

into the township where I live is a daily sight. 

In the Bible, and specifically from our scripture readings this morning, 

there seems to be a relationship, a correlation, between a scarcity of water 

and a scarcity of a spiritual life. 

 

While I would never make the association scientific or draw conclusions about 

people’s degrees of spirituality, I think it is fair to say that in both our scripture 

readings this morning a lack of water, negatively, symbolised a lack of faith in 

God or, positively, symbolised an intense desire or yearning for an increased 

connectedness with God. 
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In other words, a shortage of water, or more specifically the experience of 

thirst, in the Bible is symbolic of a deficit of faith. 

 

 One need not be a trained theologian to pick-up on the clues the Bible 

gives us that lack of water symbolises a perceived ‘shallow’ faith.  In our 

reading from Exodus, it states that the Israelite community, after fleeing 

Pharaoh’s Egypt, travelled around from place to place in what is called the 

‘Desert (or Wilderness) of Sin’, located in present day Saudi Arabia.  In this 

desert, there was no water – of course.  And the Israelites grumbled against 

Moses.  They quarrelled with Moses.  They cried to Moses that they were dying 

of thirst. 

 

Moses in turn, realising that he was losing control of the situation, cried out to 

God, “What must I do with these people” (Exodus 17:4)?  You know the story.   
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Moses strikes the rock at Horeb and water flowed forth.  The place where the 

people complained was named ‘Massah’, or ‘Is the Lord among us or not” 

(Exodus 17:7)?  What is clear from this reading is that a deficit of water 

symbolises a deficit of spiritual awareness and the perception that God was 

not present with the people. 

 Our Christian scripture reading from the gospel according to John is just 

as clear. 

 

Jesus was at the well with a Samaritan woman in a place called ‘Sychar’.  The 

well at Sychar had been used for generations and generations, stretching back 

to the time of Jacob.  The extraction of water had long been associated with a 

relationship, a connection, with God.  Jacob gave his sons and daughters, his 

herds and flocks, water from this well thus making him the patriarchal 

provider.  Just like with Moses, the provision of water is synonymous with the 

provision life and even of God’s favour.  Jesus asked the woman for water, thus 
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associating her, of all people, a sinful woman, with someone who can, and 

does soon, provide spiritual wisdom and God’s favour.  Jesus associated actual 

water from the well with life, through temporary (short-term), as was the 

water offered by Moses at Massah. 

 

Jesus said, “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again” (John 4:13).  

Next, Jesus takes the meaning of water one-step further and associates it with 

life eternal, a spiritual union with God that never ends (more permanent, long-

term).  Jesus said, “But whoever drinks the water I give will never thirst.  

Indeed, the water I give you will become a spring of water welling up to eternal 

life” (John 4:14). 

 This morning, I would like to ask all of us, ‘If the existence, the storage, 

the provision, the dispensing of water is a sign of spiritual wellbeing, why do 

we not see water as sacred in our everyday lives?’ 
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As a Christian community, we perceive water in the baptismal font to be 

sacred.  Even the water of the Indian Ocean became sacred two weeks ago 

during our baptism.  Yet, if water is used sacramentally, why is it not perceived 

as sacred in our everyday lives? 

 Friends, do we not see the troubles in our land? 

 

To make the wastage of water more shocking, think about this. 
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We pooh and urinate into water that we treat to be clean enough to drink.  

Why?  Why pipe potable, drinkable water, and then just pooh and pee in it?  

Just as ludicrous, we also wash our cars with treated drinking water!  Globally 

and domestically in South Africa, we must begin to radically reconsider how we 

use water.  This morning I preach that we must now consider the wasting 

water as a sin and we must therefore consider water to be a sacred and 

spiritual substance, just as the Bible does! 

 

I know many of you for many years have thought I am crazy by 

advocating that we become a ‘cosmocentric church’.  But, I promise you the 

future of the Christian faith will be determined less by the interiority of our 

souls and more by the survival of our environment.  Yet, there is no need for 

me or you as theologians as well, do chose between the two – there is no 

reason to debate ‘people or environment’; there is no reason to debate 
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‘traditional (orthodox) or future’ Christianity – for the two are one and the 

same and the biblical scriptures read this morning prove it most convincingly.  

God’s relationship with his people is intimately bound and imbricated with the 

provisions of Creation!  In the Bible, water is the most obvious symbol of the 

connection between God and God’s people. 

 

 So, this Lent, let us make water sacred.  If you have not yet chosen a 

Lenten discipline, may I suggest that you consider running the water while 

brushing your teeth (as I often do) a sin.  May I suggest that using five litres of 

clean drinking water to flush our wee away a sin?  May I suggest that letting 

the water run excessively while standing under the shower (singing or just 

meditating) a sin?  May I suggest that not reporting a leaking pipe to the 

municipality a sin?  May I suggest that any wasting of South Africa’s precious 

water a sin?  May I suggest that our Lenten disciplines be those that preserve 

water, a precious God-given resource?  
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 This morning I propose to the Working Committee, as we re-envision our 

church campus for ministry to our community, that we build a small, modest 

water reclamation system.  I propose that as a spiritual exercise, we preserve 

water on our own campus as a reminder to ourselves and as a lesson to the 

community that we are a biblical people who view water, like the Bible, as 

scared.  Many may mock, sneer and cynically say, “Oh, what little water we can 

save, what good will that do?”  Yet, how many of the same people will mock 

and sneer at the minister for feeding the congregation a crumb of bread and a 

sip of juice and call it a ‘meal’ or even a ‘banquet’?  My point is that a water 

reclamation project (no matter how small, modest and scientifically 

inconsequential), like the eating of crumb of bread and the sipping of wine, is a 

spiritual discipline, a model, a lesson to our children, a demonstration to 

Sydenham, a reminder to us at Bethel of the stories in the Bible, a pointing to 

the faithlessness and faithfulness of our ancestors and a means by which we 

can be a witness to the world.  Is that not our vision as a church?  
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 I brought with me this morning a newspaper article from this week’s 

Daily News (Wednesday).  On page seven, the paper writes about the many 

different ways people in Durban have created water reclamation projects to 

preserve water and thus consider it sacred.  We have many talented people in 

our church who know and can build things I never can.  I believe the entire 

church should support them in devising a water reclamation system for our 

church.  The water can be used for our future garden, ably managed by Gift!  I 

also propose that the Bethel church leave the electricity grid as well as the 

water grid.  There is no reason why Bethel can’t generate its own electricity 

through wind and solar.  All this can be done in conjunction with our recycling 

project – if we give Gift and the members of our church the mandate and 

means to implement them. 
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 Friends, it is my prayer that this Lenten season we will re-reconsider 

what it means to sin.  We can sin against the earth as much as, if not more 

than, we can sin against our neighbour.  Let us also return to our biblical roots, 

and see water a precious resource that is intimately related to the state of 

spiritual lives.  Let us gauge our relatedness to God by our relatedness to water 

and the provision and preservation of it.  I pray that you will join me at the new 

‘Massah’, the new ‘Sychar’.  That new place is actually an old place.  Its name is 

‘Bethel’. 

This was the Word of God.  And it was preached to the people of God.  

And the people of God responded, “Amen!” 


