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Water, water, every where, 
And all the boards did shrink; 
Water, water, every where, 

Nor any drop to drink. 
 

He prayeth best, who loveth best 
All things both great and small; 

For the dear God who loveth us, 
He made and loveth all. 

 
                                      The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere by Samuel Taylor Coleridge    

 

 

 You might remember last weekend’s weather—bright sunshine, cloudless 

deep blue skies, temperatures in the 70s, and almost no humidity.  Perfect.  Nancy 

and I went for a mid-afternoon walk to soak in all the beauty and comfort of the 

East Riverside Drive portion of the Roanoke River Greenway here in Salem.  That 

section especially runs right along the river, only steps from the water, and easily 

floods with only moderate rainfall.  Mid-way into our stroll, we spied a mother 

duck with her 5 tiny ducklings just ahead of us in the water right along our side of 

the river bank.  She had chosen a spot with a large bush at water’s edge to either 

come ashore or offer to her young this site as their restaurant of choice.  We 

approached quietly and came within only a few feet of this heart-warming 

spectacle.  I whipped out my smart phone, incompetently fumbling for the camera 

icon.  This would be a picture not to miss.  I can wow everyone on Facebook.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samuel_Taylor_Coleridge
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After all, isn’t that what Facebook is all about?  By now Nancy, the ducks, and I 

are beginning a game of hide and go seek around that bush, we trying to view and 

photograph, the concerned mama duck trying to shield and protect her brood.  

Alas, in my zealousness to get the perfect picture, I provoked more angst in the 

mama than she could tolerate.  She straight away hurried her offspring away from 

the bank toward the middle of the river and ingeniously employed a swift eddy and 

accompanying current to speed her family away from us, away from perceived 

danger.  She did what all good parents do, anticipated peril and possible harm.  In 

her case she did what she thought was necessary to save herself and her children 

through the agency of water.   Then the angel showed me the river of the water of 

life, from our reading in Revelation.  Are there angels for ducks too?   

Water is a common thread for us in our liturgy today.  I have just quoted 

from our reading in Revelation, and the issue of water appears in our Gospel 

reading from John as well.  Sir, I have no one to put me into the pool when the 

water is stirred up.  This invalid man had been afflicted for 38 years according to 

John’s story.  He was at this place of healing in Jerusalem called the Pool of 

Bethzatha, in other translations called the Pool of Bethesda.  Scholars tell us this 

site was probably an asclepieion, which was a mystical place of healing in the 

Greek world, named for Asclepius, the Greek god of healing and medicine, the one 

who carries the staff with the snake wrapped around it, the logo for American 
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medical services.  Tradition said that when those waters were suddenly stirred up 

by whatever mechanism, that healing would occur for anyone who could step into 

those waters at that time.  But Jesus healed this man on the spot without entering 

the water when the man expressed his desire to be healed.  Perhaps the lesson here 

is that true healing comes through our trust in the Lord and not reliance on 

anything magical to be found in water or through the intervention of any pagan 

god. 

 In our reading in Revelation we hear about John of Patmos’ vision of the 

river of the water of life…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…and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the 

nations.  Note in this mystical daydream of John’s about the New Jerusalem, or we 

might say the Kingdom of God, that the river’s water is not the healing agent, but 

rather the leaves of the tree nourished by that water.  And the water makes possible 

the fruit of the tree which we might liken to the fruit of the Spirit.  Likewise in 

John’s Gospel, the healing of the invalid man was made possible by his trust in 

Christ.  The water in the pool was just the attracting agent that brought that man 

and Jesus together.  And let’s think back about that mama duck and her babies.  

What initiated and brought to fruition the mother duck’s perceived salvation of that 

duck family was not so much the eddies in the water as the instinct, intelligence, 
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and compassion of mama for her children.  They just happen to be creatures of the 

river with webbed feet designed by God for locomotion on that watery medium.  

God’s plan, care, and love for God’s creation are the overarching agents of health 

and salvation for his created order. 

 Which brings us to the water of baptism.  Before its sanctification as the 

means of baptism, each molecule of water consists of 2 hydrogen atoms bound to 

an oxygen atom.  Amongst all the molecules are various dissolved minerals and 

some suspended bacteria.  After its blessing by God at the request of our priest Jim, 

each molecule still consists of 2 hydrogen atoms bound to an oxygen atom.  And 

amongst all the molecules still are the same dissolved minerals and the same 

suspended bacteria.  So where is the magic?  My brothers and sisters, there is no 

magic.  The sacrament of baptism is not hocus-pocus.  It is rather the visible sign 

or indication that we are made children of God by adoption, his sons and 

daughters, through the mystery of the workings of the Holy Spirit.  The water and 

the oil of chrism used in sealing serve to remind us of this loving initiative by our 

God.  It brings to our physical human senses the awareness of what happens to us 

also spiritually.  But significantly and of surpassing importance, and unrelated to 

the medium of water, is the baptismal candidate’s pledge to God and to one 

another to persevere in resisting evil, to continue in the apostles’ teaching, to 

proclaim God’s word, to lovingly serve others, and to strive for justice and peace 
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in this world.  And in the case of children, we pledge as parents, grandparents, and 

godparents to nurture these younger children of God in faithful relationship to 

Christ using those same promises.  But just so we really get it, each time we are in 

attendance at a service of baptism, we all renew our own vows.  Being reminded of 

who we are and whose we are, is necessary to the human condition.   

 So why the water?  It’s so ordinary and unexciting.  With a few exceptions, 

you find it almost any and everywhere.  It comprises the majority of the earth’s 

surface and the majority of our human weight.  We use it for cooking and cleaning 

and flushing every day.  Couldn’t God have chosen something more elegant, more 

refined, more formal?  But maybe that’s the point.  God chooses the everyday, the 

hum drum, the ordinary, to do the extraordinary.  Paradoxically through our 

baptism with water we are reminded simultaneously of our own ordinariness and 

our own extraordinariness.  I don’t know about you but I’m pretty pumped to 

know, and to be frequently reminded, that I am a child of God and sibling of my 

brother Jesus.  If that water in the Jordan River was good enough for him, that 

water from the Roanoke River is good enough for me.  May it be the medium to 

bring Caroline and all of us to Christ for personal healing, and may it nourish us to 

bear the fruit and leaves of the tree of life for the healing of the nations.  

AMEN   
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