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Water 
 
This week, as I was eagerly looking forward to this very moment, to the baptisms of 
Jesse and Allie, I found myself thinking a lot about baptism in general—about how it is 
perhaps the most beautiful and the most pure expression of the idea of grace that we 
have, the idea being that before we even do or accomplish anything on our own, we are 
already accepted, already loved, already cherished, already on the receiving end of 
blessing after blessing, of gift after gift, and then how we mark this reality of grace with 
something so simple and pure and beautiful as a mark of water on the forehead…water 
which cleanses and nourishes and magnifies the grace that is already so eminently 
present in these ones baptized.  
 
Martin Luther, the great theologian, we think today that he probably suffered from what 
we would call clinical depression, but Luther also wrote about how each day the idea of 
baptism brought him great and abiding joy, specifically he said he would think about his 
own baptism every morning when he was washing his face… 
 
And so I’ve been thinking about water this week—the waters of baptism, water as both 
cleansing and life giving, water as an elemental expression of grace—and then I looked 
ahead at the church calendar for the next month, and my thoughts went to Sunday June 
8th, for on that morning we will be celebrating Pentecost, often referred to as the birthday 
of the church, and the great image from that day is the image of fire, specifically the 
image of tongues of fire allowing people of different languages to understand one 
another, thus giving rise to the church as a community of diverse peoples who 
nevertheless are able to discover a broader unity within their diversity—and so from 
water today to fire on June 8th… 
 
And then I looked at the calendar again and counted the Sundays, and I thought about 
how we might make this five-week journey, this pilgrimage together from water to fire, 
and then I happened to look out my window… 
 
I live in a little cabin over on a little perch of a hill off of Perkins road, looking out south 
and east towards the Green Mountains, and it was one of those very special, invigorating 
spring days that we’ve been having here, a mix of rain and sun and cloud, and then I 
went outside during one of the pauses in the rain, and the earth felt so happy on account 
of the rain and the sun, and as I looked out there was a rainbow arching over the Green 
Mountains, from Breadloaf to Mt Abraham, and so with the water glistening on the grass, 
the glad earth underfoot, the clouds in the sky, the burning sun above, the light reflecting 
in the rainbow, I thought about how thinking our way through these classical elements 
which are all so strikingly present this time of year, might be a good path for us through 
this season—the classical elements being: water, earth, sky, fire, and ether, as the 
Greeks named the mysterious fifth element, or the void as the Japanese put it.  
 
And so today we’re beginning with water. And as we try to think, over the next five 
weeks, through these five classical elements together, my hope and prayer is that we’ll 



come also to a greater understanding of that which is elemental within us, and that we’ll 
continue to grow in wonder and gratitude and faith in the Creator who has ordained such 
a wondrous creation.  
 
I invite you to listen now to the elemental message that God might have for you today in 
our scripture reading, Psalm 65 from the Hebrew Bible:  
 
 
 
Praise is due to you, 
    O God, in Zion; 
and to you shall vows be performed, 
    O you who answer prayer! 
To you all flesh shall come. 
When deeds of iniquity overwhelm us, 
    you forgive our transgressions. 
Happy are those whom you choose and bring near 
    to live in your courts. 
We shall be satisfied with the goodness of your house, 
    your holy temple. 
By awesome deeds you answer us with deliverance, 
    O God of our salvation; 
you are the hope of all the ends of the earth 
    and of the farthest seas. 
By your strength you established the mountains; 
    you are girded with might. 
You silence the roaring of the seas, 
    the roaring of their waves, 
    the tumult of the peoples. 
Those who live at earth’s farthest bounds are awed by your signs; 
you make the gateways of the morning and the evening shout for joy. 
You visit the earth and water it, 
    you greatly enrich it; 
the river of God is full of water; 
    you provide the people with grain, 
    for so you have prepared it. 
You water its furrows abundantly, 
    settling its ridges, 
softening it with showers, 
    and blessing its growth. 
You crown the year with your bounty; 
    your wagon tracks overflow with richness. 
The pastures of the wilderness overflow, 
    the hills gird themselves with joy, 
the meadows clothe themselves with flocks, 
    the valleys deck themselves with grain, 
    they shout and sing together for joy. 
 
Again and again throughout scripture, God is described as visiting the earth, and of 
visiting humanity, in and with and through the elements of creation—through the bread of 
the field and the cup of the vine, through the burning bush, through the fiery pillar that 
leads Moses through the desert, through the Voice that speaks to Job through the 
whirlwind, through the rainbow in the sky that Noah sees after the flood, through the 
River Jordan in which John baptizes Jesus, and on and on we could go.  
 
And so also this morning with Psalm 65, God visits the earth as water, drenching it with 
a great spring rain, watering the land’s furrows abundantly, settling its ridges, softening it 
with showers and blessing its growth. It’s a beautiful description even for what we’re 
witnessing here in Vermont this time of year, don’t you think? And I’m struck by how the 



poet is quick to call what he or she sees here, this miraculous process of generativity 
spurred by the spring rains, nothing less than an instance of God visiting the earth.  
What this suggests to me is that we never have to look far to glimpse God, but can, if we 
but pay a bit of attention like the poet, begin to notice ways that God visits the world, 
particularly the ways that the Creator visits us in and with and through the most basic 
elements of creation.  
 
So today we have one of those elements to focus on, and to try to learn something from, 
perhaps even to glimpse God in.  
 
When we begin with the Bible, we find that it begins and ends with water, and contains 
hundreds of both literal and metaphorical references to water throughout, and so ours is 
a waterlogged or a thoroughly drenched scripture. Our bodies also are waterlogged or 
drenched in a sense—when we think about what we are made of, we find that we are 
literally mostly water, about 70% water, and when we’re born we’re even more 
waterlogged at about 80% water, and we can think also of how we emerge from the 
waters of the womb. And not just us, but life itself seems to have begun in water, and for 
millions of years life evolved solely in water. This makes sense when we consider that 
this planet that we’re on is also about 70% water, again the same percentage as our 
bodies, which is an interesting analogy to consider.  
 
It’s not surprising then that our myth of creation in Genesis, together with so many 
hundreds of creation myths around the world, begins with an account of the world being 
created in and with and through water, beginning with the first verses:   
 
In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless 
void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the 
face of the waters. 

And God said, “Let there be a dome in the midst of the waters, and let it separate the 
waters from the waters.”  

 
In addition to its mythical and evolutionary importance, water is also quickly becoming 
one of the most important political and human rights issues in our time. Current 
estimates are that about 1 billion people today don’t have access to clean, fresh water 
sources, and that by 2025 roughly half the world’s population will be facing a crisis in 
terms of water access. There’s an old Arabian proverb which states, “In the desert, water 
is worth more than gold,” and pretty soon, unfortunately, that might be true for us outside 
of the desert as well. 
 
The preciousness of water, I think, points to one of its many interesting mysteries and 
contradictions in that it may very well one day be worth more than gold, and yet it’s also 
among the most abundant and common of all the earth’s elements. 70% of the earth. 
70% of our bodies. Perhaps the poet Coleridge’s lines about the Ancient Mariner being 
stuck at sea might describe the troubling direction the world is heading, “water, water, 
everywhere and not a drop to drink.”  
 



Here’s another strange mystery or contradiction—drinking water is absolutely essential 
to us humans and to all other animals and plants, and yet it provides absolutely no 
energy or calories and it provides absolutely no organic nutrients. It’s also odorless and 
tasteless in its pure form and yet it can quench and satisfy our deepest thirst.   
 
Another strange contradiction of water is that it is both the best solvent on earth, we 
even call it “the universal solvent” in that water can cleanse and dissolve and 
disintegrate almost every other substance, and yet it’s also the most generative and 
nourishing substance; and so water can somehow both destroy and create, both break 
down, and build up. We can think of how the rain of a thousand years can carve out the 
Grand Canyon, and yet also how the rain of a thousand years can lead to a 400 foot 
California Redwood, the so-called “Thousand Year Pine.”  
 
The ancient Chinese text the Tao Te Ching praises water for precisely this 
contradiction—that water can both break down and build up:  
 
The supreme good is like water, 
which nourishes all things without making any effort. 
It is content with the low places that people disdain. 
Thus it is like the Tao, or the Way, or the Truth. 
 
Nothing in the world is softer or weaker than water, 
Yet nothing is better at overcoming the hard and strong. 
Water is fluid, soft, yielding. But water will wear away rock, which is rigid and cannot 
yield.  
 
This indeed is a strange paradox, but it’s also one of the deeper spiritual lessons I think 
that we can glean from water—about how water teaches that what is soft can be strong; 
that being willing to change course and flow on when we encounter a rigid obstacle can 
sometimes be a better path to take than not yielding and resisting. When we think, for 
example, of the way of a river, we can picture how when the water encounters a rock, it’s 
doesn’t panic, it doesn’t fight, it doesn’t struggle, and yet it also doesn’t give up, but it 
simply goes around, finding a way of lesser resistance, and it flows on. But then again 
also by not resisting, by simply flowing on, flowing water is nevertheless also capable of 
wearing down the most solid rock. And so through a path of nonresistance, water 
overcomes all obstacles—and then again also, without using any extraneous effort, 
water nourishes all things.  
 
In a similar way, another lesson we might draw from water is how it is perhaps the least 
resistant to change of all the elements—when we consider, for example, how it is the 
only element that can co-exist on earth in three different chemical states—as a liquid, as 
a solid, and as vapor. Perhaps it’s this ease with which water is willing to change states 
that lead to the great Greek myth of the god Proteus, the god of the sea, and the god 
from whom we get our word protean—meaning ever-changing, mutable, fluid, adaptable, 
multifaceted.  
 
And so, this morning, we have so many aspects of this element to consider and to learn 
from—we have the water that was there in the beginning, the water that God began to 
stir at the dawn of creation, the water which gave birth to life and in which life evolved, 



the water which our planet is and the water which we are, the water which cleanses and 
the water which nourishes, the water which breaks down and the water which builds up, 
the water which overcomes resistance by way of nonresistance, the water which 
nourishes all things without making any undo effort, the water which doesn’t resist 
change but is forever protean and fluid, the water through which God visits the earth and 
waters it abundantly, settling its ridges, softening it with showers, and blessings its 
growth…for this and all the other ways we could praise this element of life, thanks be to 
God. Amen.  
 


