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In my life as a Baptist, I’ve heard plenty of sermons about water, especially as connected to 

baptism.  In fact, some Baptists wax so eloquent on this subject, you’d think we invented the 

stuff.  News flash: we didn’t.  We didn’t even invent baptism, despite what some of our 

Landmark brethren might have you believe.  Not only have all Christian denominations, sects, 

and movements practiced baptism of one sort or another but the Jews were practicing various 

forms of baptism, for proselytes or for ritual purification, long before John the Baptizer. 

 

It is impossible to be an aware human being and not understand the importance of water for life 

and you don’t have to be communicative at a very high level before water becomes symbolic for 

a good many things also important to life.  This is particularly true in desert climes and other 

places where water is scarce.  Our Judeo-Christian heritage is full of water symbology.  One 

commentary I read this week pointed to the importance of water imagery in prophecies about the 

fulfilment of God’s kingdom.  In his vision of the blessed days, the prophet Joel saw that “A 

fountain shall flow from the house of the Lord.”  In as similar vision, Zechariah predicted, “And 

in that day it shall be – that living waters shall flow from Jerusalem.”  This is especially 

noteworthy when we remember that Jerusalem was the only great city of the ancient world not 

built on the banks of a river.  That other great desert-born faith of the Children of Abraham, 

Islam, sees water as a symbol of God’s mercy, reminding the faithful that “(Allah) sendeth down 

water from heaven, so that the valleys are in flood with it, each according to its capacity.”  In 

honor of St. Patrick’s Day, I should also note that the pagans Patrick worked hard to convert to 

Christianity also had a tradition of “the water of life,” or, in their language, “Uisce beatha.”  Of 

course, what they were talking about was a very potent water product and their word uisce has 

now been anglicized to whiskey.  But I digress… 

 

Before I really get myself in trouble, let me turn to some other background on our passage this 

morning and talk about the prophet Ezekiel.  Unlike most of the writing prophets, Ezekiel was 

also a priest, snatched up by the Babylonians in their initial removal of the Judean aristocracy to 

Babylon in 597 BCE.  Over the long years of exile that he shared with the Judean people, 

Ezekiel’s more hopeful visions often centered on the restoration of the Temple in Jerusalem 

which had been destroyed by the Babylonians.  In fact, the last eight chapters of his book, which 

form a unit of hopeful visions, center on the restored Temple and what the Promised Land will 

be like when God returns the exiles to their home.  This set of visions, beginning in chapter 40, 

are said to have come to Ezekiel in his twenty-fifth year in exile.  That’s significant because it 

marks the halfway point to the Year of Jubilee, the fiftieth year, which the exiles hoped would 

mark their release just has it had marked the release of slaves, forgiveness of debts, and return of 

ancestral land in Torah.  If you read carefully not only our passage for this morning but all of 

chapters 40-48, you’ll find repeated multiples of 25: fifty, one hundred, one thousand, and so on. 

 

After Ezekiel’s vision of the new Temple is detailed in chapters 40, 41, & 42, he is given a vision 

of “the glory of the God of Israel” returning to the Temple in chapter 43.  Once again, God 

dwells with God’s people in the restored place originally built by Solomon.  In order to properly 

understand the imagery of chapter 47, it is important to remember that the doors to the interior of 

the Temple, the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies, would have been shut.  Additionally, Ezekiel 

is told in chapter 44, because the Presence of God has re-entered the complex via the East Gate, 

that gate has been closed and barred to all. 
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But at the beginning of chapter 47, Ezekiel sees something remarkable.  Water has begun to flow 

out of the Temple under the closed door.  By leaving the complex through the north gate and 

walking around, Ezekiel is shown that the water is also flowing under the closed east gate.  If 

water began issuing from our Sanctuary and flowing under the east door of our complex out into 

the parking lot, I’d call Brett Bloomberg.  But what Ezekiel is seeing is not a plumbing problem: 

it is a blessing.  The water Ezekiel sees is the life-restoring water in the desert, issuing from the 

presence of God.  Despite the regulations to keep what is holy separate from what is profane, 

God’s gift of life, we might say “abundant life,” is flowing out to the people.  This life-giving 

gift of God is proceeding out of the Temple along the same path that God used to re-enter the 

Temple: out of the Sanctuary, out of the East Gate, out into the world. 

 

It would have been a powerful reminder to Ezekiel and the exiles and it should also be to us.  

They (and we) are called to remember that God is holy and we are not but we also need to 

remember that we can’t box God up.  The God of Israel was not contained within the walls of the 

Temple nor the borders of the Kingdom of Judah, although those places were special to God’s 

people.  God is not contained within the walls of Good Shepherd Baptist Church, though this 

place is special to us, nor within our Baptist heritage, our Christian heritage, or our national 

borders.  The power of the Creator of All cannot be bound by our rules, our expectations, or even 

our hopes.  Our God is wild and powerful.  As C.S. Lewis said in his great allegory, “Aslan is 

not a tame lion.”  When the Spirit of God moves in our world, we must seek to move with her, 

blessing those whom God has blessed, recognizing our common reliance on God’s mercy, riding 

the wave lest we be swept out of the way. 

 

As someone who has lived a good deal of his life not far from the banks of mighty rivers and 

their tributaries, what happens next in Ezekiel’s vision is quite astounding to me.  My 

grandmother’s house, which was my first home, sits on a bluff overlooking Joachim Creek, a 

small, meandering body of water that stretches from near Halifax in St. Francois County to 

Herculaneum in Jefferson County before emptying into the Mississippi.  It is the way of water, 

usually; small creeks joining larger rivers, which often join larger rivers before emptying into the 

sea.  I’ve also lived atop a hill at whose foot ran the Meramec River, another tributary of the 

Mississippi in St. Louis County, as well as in two different towns on the Ohio River, a much 

larger tributary of “Ol’ Muddy.”  I’ve worked in New Harmony, Indiana, on the banks of the 

Wabash River, a tributary of the Ohio.  And I’ve lived and worked in the Pioneer Valley, the 

lowlands created by the Connecticut River on its way to Long Island Sound.  You get the point, I 

think.  Large rivers are created by many smaller rivers.  All large rivers run to the sea. 

 

But not so with Ezekiel’s miraculous trickle.  You can imagine, I’m sure, the relatively tiny 

amount of water that would seep from under a closed door.  In the normal course of events in a 

desert climate, this seepage would be eagerly sucked up by the arid land within a few feet, were 

nothing to add to it.  But the water that comes from the presence of God keeps flowing.  At a 

thousand cubits (roughly two thousand feet) from the Temple gate, it has become ankle deep.  In 

another thousand cubits, it is knee-deep.  Another thousand cubits, to the waist.  Finally, at four 

thousand cubits from the Temple, the river cannot be crossed on foot.  Friends, do you see this?  

The further we wade into the life that springs from God, the deeper it becomes.  If we keep 

going, it will bear us up and take us to places beyond our own power to determine.  It is 

frightening and it is exhilarating.  Because the power of God is the power of love, we may rely 
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on that river to take us to places of beauty and wonder.  But we have to be willing to let go.  

Jesus said, “…those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my 

sake will find it.” 

 

When the being who is directing Ezekiel’s vision tour of the Temple to come directs his attention 

to “the sea of stagnant water,” he is, of course, referring to the Dead Sea.  It is one of the truly 

remarkable places on our earth.  Situated at the bottom of the Arabah Rift, the deepest rift valley 

in the world, the Dead Sea’s surface is already 1,292 feet below the level of the surface of the 

Mediterranean or Great Sea.  The depth of the Dead Sea itself is 1,310 feet, making its lowest 

point 2,600 feet below sea level.  Because of the great depth, once water has flowed into the 

Dead Sea from the Jordan River, it has nowhere to go.  It evaporates, leaving behind solids 

which make it dense and poisonous.  Some of you will know the old cook’s rhyme: a pint’s a 

pound the world around, which means that a gallon of normal water weighs approximately 8 

pounds.  The water of the Dead Sea is so full of minerals that it weighs 12 ¼ pounds.  People 

who enter it float easily.  Every gallon of the water contains about 3 1/3 pounds of minerals and 

salts.  Nothing can live in it. 

 

But the water from the presence of God, Ezekiel tells us, will “cure” the Dead Sea.  The water 

will become fresh.  It will house as many fish as the Mediterranean.  Fisher folk will live upon its 

shores and cast their nets and draw from its abundance.  Trees will grow on its banks and their 

fruit will be nourishing and plentiful, so much so that it will bear a new crop every month. 

 

While I do not doubt the power of God to restore even the Dead Sea to fertility, I’m pretty sure 

we are meant to continue reading this as metaphor.  We should remember first of all that the 

Israelites were not a sea-going people.  Any mention of a sea in our Scriptures is likely to be a 

reminder of God’s power even over the most terrifying aspect of the natural environment.  Once 

again, God’s ultimate authority over creation is on display here.  And if the “sea of stagnant 

water” is a symbol of malignant power and death, then the vision of it becoming a source of life-

giving water and food is especially potent.  If God can change the Dead Sea, what can God do 

for our lives?  “Like a river glorious / Is God’s perfect peace, / Over all victorious / In its bright 

increase; / perfect yet it floweth / Fuller ev’ry day; / Perfect, yet it growth / Deeper all the 

way…”  God’s river of love and peace promises us rebirth, lives that are fruitful for the good of 

ourselves and others.  We may feel dried out and saltier than salmon jerky but a touch of the 

waters flowing from the throne of God will restore our hope, our vision, and our power to help 

heal the world. 

 

In light of the words of Jesus, Ezekiel’s vision of the fisher folk and the many kinds of fish takes 

on a special resonance.  Jesus told his fisher friends in Galilee that he would make them “fishers 

of men.”  We carry that charge as well.  With our nets of compassion and persuasion, we are to 

draw in men and women, children and the elderly, people of all races and origins, of all levels of 

wealth and ability, of all human variances, to find new life in the waters of God’s love.  Our 

“catch” is to be as varied as the types of life in the ocean.  I give thanks to God for our new 

outreach to our Latino/Latina brothers and sisters, our African sisters and brothers, and 

immigrants of all kinds.  If we are to truly reflect the Beloved Community in our little church, 

then we must be ready to welcome, to love, and to honor all those who come to our door and to 

seek out those who might not come because they do not expect to be welcomed. 
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Some might find the reservation in verse 11 to be odd but I find it delightful.  “But its swamps 

and marshes will not become fresh; they are to be left for salt.”  First of all, it’s a reminder that 

we can’t after all subsist only on fresh water.  The human body, like every animal, needs a 

certain amount of salt in the diet.  God here makes provision for all the needs of the restored 

Israel.  Metaphorically, I think it’s a reminder on the one hand that a little saltiness in life is 

necessary.  Without challenge, without a bit of adversity, life seems stale.  In the words of that 

great philosopher, James T. Kirk, “Our species can only survive if we have obstacles to 

overcome.”  Or perhaps this is a foreshadowing of Jesus’ use of the metaphor of salt: “You are 

the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is no longer 

good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot.”  Clearly, a little salt is 

indispensable. 

 

I also love the final image of the vision.  Speaking of the trees along the river, the man of bronze 

says to Ezekiel, “Their fruit will be for food, and their leaves for healing.”  The Revelator picked 

up this image in his vision of the restored Jerusalem.  The opening of Revelation 22 owes a great 

deal to Ezekiel 47.  “Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, 

flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of the city. On 

either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, producing its fruit each 

month; and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.”  Ezekiel’s vision does not 

specify who may expect to receive the healing from the leaves of the tree.  Given that his word 

was for a people in exile, powerless and desperate for hope, I think we can forgive him if he had 

his sights set only on Israel.  But, grafted into the tree of Israel as we are, we can certainly dare to 

hope for the same healing leaves to drop into our lives.  And if these symbols of healing are for 

us, the Gentile followers of the Jesus Way, then to whom may we not extend them?  Now that 

we have been to the water and been baptized, are we not also called to go to others wherever we 

may reach, bringing them into fellowship with us and teaching them of the love and the will of 

God for all creation?  Washed in the waters, both actual and metaphorical, we are God’s sons 

and daughters, the heirs of the promise.  May our Lenten reflections carry us deep into the 

current of God’s love and may we, in turn, extend that life-giving love to others.  Thanks be to 

God.  Amen. 

 


