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            On the last and greatest day of the festival, Jesus stood and said in a loud voice, "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."                             - John 7:37-38
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Sometimes we seem to be living in a spiritual drought. At other times, for those caught up in renewal movements, it can feel like we are becoming overwhelmed by spiritual floods or trying to escape spiritual bushfires. If we want to see good things happen we need to be in communication with the Giver of the good gifts we need to help us on the journey (Luke 11:13). Jesus instructed his disciples to ask the Father in his name (John 16:23 –26) and promised that they would receive his Spirit to help them (John 14:16, 16:7). He did not say he will do everything for us but we do know he is praying for us (Hebrews 8:25). He will also help us (Matthew 28:20, Romans 8:26). He wants us to pray, listen to him and to do what he tells us.

Most of what he wants us to do is revealed to us through reading his Word, but there is an ongoing dimension of guidance that requires us to be attentive to his leading. One of the things we are learning from the flourishing churches in places like China, Indonesia and Africa is not just the importance of prayer, but the way we go about it. St Paul reminds us to ‘pray in the Spirit’ at all times (Eph 6:18), a dimension we have been largely ignorant about in the West. He also encourages us to try to excel in the gifts that build up the church (1 Cor 14:12). The word for ‘excel’ in the original Greek more accurately means ‘abound’ or ‘overflow’. In John 7:37-38 Jesus promises that streams of living water will flow from within us if we believe in him and come to him and drink.

The concept of ’flow’ has recently become prominent in the language of positive psychology. There is scientific evidence that prayer improves self control, makes you nicer and more forgiving, increases trust, and offsets the negative health effects of stress. The Scriptures add a whole extra dimension to this concept in terms of the coming of the Holy Spirit. We are urged to be filled with the Spirit. The fruitful life comes from the overflow of the Spirit in our lives and communities. It is good for us!

These pages begin with a look at renewal movements and one in particular that occurred in 2002-2003 in Australia, a land of droughts, floods and bushfires. We look at key aspects of engaging in prayer and ministry with others. This material began to take shape with workshops during my time as Director of Discipleship & Outreach at Para Vista Lutheran Church between 1997 and 2004. It was developed after years of prior extensive involvement in the Jesus movement and the renewal movement of the seventies and eighties. I have since learned that, in addition to renewal movements, we also need reformation in both church and state institutions. That often involves a restructuring of dysfunctional organisational structures that are unnecessarily obstructing the flow of the metaphorical river. Our systems and structures need to become more responsive to the movement of the Holy Spirit. As believers we are also members  of  nation states. With regard to church and state relations Jesus said, Give to Ceasar what is Ceasar's and to God what is God's{ Mark 12:17). What belongs to the church and what belongs to the state is sometimes a matter of contention. We consider some of the challenges we face when the state overreaches its boundaries, and our response when reform is needed.

Thanks to those who have provided feedback and suggestions for this publication. Special thanks to Dr Gemechis Buba for his inspiration and the extended quotation in the chapter on exercising faith, the former staff at Good Shepherd Para Vista, the Salvation Army Communities for Children team, and those who have provided their testimonies. Also to Lindsay Mayes, Alan Steven, Margaret Sims, Stephen Trautwein and Alan Wain for their pastoral wisdom in helping guide the ship through some muddy church and state waters. Thanks to Dr Steen Olsen for his helpful pastoral and theological contributions, Ruth Olsen for her proofreading and thoughtful suggestions, and to my wife Ruth for her kind endurance and many insights along the way. Thanks also to the numerous church leaders, community service practitioners, researchers and educators for their invaluable contributions to the journey. May you be encouraged and surprised by what the Giver is able to do through you, as you take a dive into the river of the water of life. ​​                      KB
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FLOW
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After years of involvement in the renewal movement of the seventies and eighties, firstly in the Jesus movement era at an outreach community in Adelaide, and then with the Lutheran Renewal movement that originally grew out of that outreach community, it became apparent to me that, despite all the conflict and challenges involved, the church needed renewal. In 1997 I was given the opportunity to work at a Lutheran Church in the northern suburbs of Adelaide as Program Director mainly responsible for adult education, counselling and outreach.

We initially facilitated some spiritual growth training, started a prayer group and then began outreach, predominantly using the Alpha Course. Some young people were captivated by their encounter with Jesus and began to spend many hours in prayer, sometimes throughout the night. From our observations the most promising renewal and outreach movement in the Lutheran church seemed to be happening in Ethiopia, and we decided to approach their leadership with a request to send someone to come out to Australia and help us.

They suggested we get in touch with the organisers of a conference for young leaders, facilitated by Lutheran Youth in New South Wales, who had invited a young man from the Ethiopian Evangelical Church Mekane Yesus to speak. We made contact and arranged for him to address a conference at our church at Para Vista in January 2002 on the subject of Prayer, Evangelism & Spiritual Warfare. We knew enough about this church to know that we could learn some things from them. Living through intense persecution, it was the only national Lutheran church we’d heard of that had grown very rapidly over recent decades.

The Dwelling Place of Jesus

Pastor Gemechis told us that Mekane Yesus means the dwelling place of Jesus. There were those who wanted the word Lutheran in the name but some of the missionaries said “We have to allow the indigenous people a say”.  So the Ethiopians asked the missionaries what Luther himself had to say about his name being used in this way.  They discovered that he was against the idea and that was the end of the discussion!   


Ever since that was said, Jesus became the central pillar of this church.  We love Luther very much but we felt that we had to be true to Luther more than the Germans were by naming the church Mekane Yesus! Jesus became the centre of our preaching, Jesus became our leader, we were obsessed by the love of Jesus. Jesus became a reality to us. Jesus is our lifeblood. He flows through our veins. He became our friend. He became our identity.



Pastor Gemechis told us more about what had happened when a number of young students, without any preconditions, had been moved to prayer which led them to a fresh experience of the Holy Spirit. They continued to witness at their teacher training institute, and led many of their colleagues to faith in Jesus Christ and the  experience of being filled with the Holy Spirit. When they graduated they went to all parts of the country as teachers, as well as voluntary preachers, and continued to form prayer group meetings in homes, which later developed into congregations.

When the Marxists took over they symbolically filled a coca cola bottle with red ink and smashed it on the ground at a massive meeting, proclaiming that this would be the fate of any who opposed the revolution, and they first targeted Christians. Outstanding leaders such as general secretary Rev Gudina Tumsa, who had vision for globally reviving the Lutheran church, were executed. Gemechis shared how his own father was imprisoned for five years during this time.


When you start to identify yourself with Jesus you expose yourself to  persecution, discrimination, hatred, people will ignore you and you’ll be pushed around. But I am here to tell you, if there is revival there is survival.  In the presence of the Holy Spirit we will never die.  When the communist government collapsed after 17 years we were 2.7 million people.
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Pastor Gemechis Buba at Good Shepherd Lutheran Para Vista

THE EECMY NOW NUMBERS over twelve million members and continues to grow. Gemechis taught and modelled prayer, sharing the love of Jesus, and living out a walk of discipleship. He also worshipped African style and Pastor Allan Wain, who was often sitting next to him, had to learn to move away from where he was standing to give the man some room! The 300 or so people who attended the conference were deeply moved by the Holy Spirit as he preached and engaged in prayer ministry among us. The presence of Jesus filled the sanctuary and the Holy Spirit manifested his gifts bringing love, joy and peace to our hearts. Quite a large number of people were overcome by his presence in repentance and surrender, and fell to the floor as together we prayed and worshipped the Living God.     

An unscheduled further meeting was arranged for the Sunday evening after the conference and the Para Vista church sanctuary was again filled to overflowing. The meeting was to extend for three hours and witnessed a remarkable outpouring of the Holy Spirit on those who were gathered.  Gemechis began by inviting those who were hungry for prayer to come forward to the altar. Several times he asked the  gathering to be seated but gave up as people just kept coming forward for prayer.  One of the singers in the band described it in the following way.


Gemechis started singing Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia” and so we vocalists followed him (and the band did eventually too... some were a little slow to catch on!) “After a bit we started some harmonies, and Merv (on sound at the back with a hand-held mike) joined in too... the whole congregation was singing 'hallelujah' over and over... sometimes quietly, then it would  become louder... It was like waves going up and down. I began to do some echo bits in-between and the Holy Spirit soon took me to another place where I was singing over the top of everyone else, extremely freely. I'm not sure if Merv changed the mix, but suddenly my voice was the main voice with everyone 'chanting' hallelujah underneath my hallelujahs. It was such an awesome sound (the 'sound of an angel singing' I was told repeatedly after), and then Gemechis encouraged my singing (calling out from the front 'sing it sister!) and the Holy Spirit touched me in a huge way. I thought I was about to fall over there on the spot! There's no way I could have sung like that in my own strength... it was purely the Holy Spirit singing through me!  And the Holy Spirit's voice was truly beautiful!!!


A little later, Paul came and took the mic from me and encouraged me to go up the front for prayer, which I did. There were soon supporting hands on my shoulders, and people around me. After Gemechis prayed for me, I was overcome and Gary and Michelle were there beside me. The Holy Spirit gave me a message through Michelle (quite a lengthy one) and I was in tears as she spoke the Word... it was so much what I needed to hear... Stuff she wouldn't have known except from the Holy Spirit.“


Some of those whose lives were significantly impacted by what happened that night included Para Vista pastors Peter Steicke and Stephen Trautwein, who also found themselves on the floor in front of the altar.  Pastor Gemechis made a point of gathering everyone present at the end of the service to explain that what had happened was a special visitation which could in no way be expected to happen every week.

*********
[image: ]


IN AUSTRALIA WE EXPERIENCE regular droughts. The rain stops falling and green pastures become deserts. Where life once teemed the parched earth  becomes lifeless, and we often see birds panting for refreshing water. Spiritual life can be like that. As nations we face enormous challenges, the ever present threat of nuclear war, the rise of terrorism that can strike anywhere at any time, climate change, disturbing increases in child abuse and neglect, the breakdown of families, alcohol and drug fuelled violence, racism, the exploitation of the poor, social media bullying, rising crime rates and escalating mental health issues to name a few. We are not doing well. History documents times of great darkness as well as times of significant social and spiritual change. Now more than ever, we need to come to terms with the times we are living in, and recognise our dependence on our Creator to guide and empower us to respond to the challenges we face.

We cannot live without water. Our bodies can survive for many days without food but we need regular doses of water to keep us alive beyond a few days. In fact our bodies consist mainly of water. We need to drink regularly or we die. It’s the same with our spiritual life. Unless we drink from the water of life that God provides we are spiritually dead. That is the state of so many of us as we wander from one emotional fix to another, and scramble to gain approval, influence, likes, and recognition.

Aayan Hirsi Ali, one of the most significant thinkers of recent times, escaped from an oppressive fanatical Islamic regime in Africa to the West, and succeeded in aspects of life that most Westerners dream about. Yet she still found herself depressed, anxious, and devoid of meaning and purpose. She talked extensively with esteemed intellectuals and well regarded therapists, but still struggled to find answers. The breakthrough came when one day a therapist told her the problem might be that she was spiritually bankrupt. That triggered a spiritual search that was to end with her eventual conversion from Islam to atheism to Christianity.

There is a river that flows from the throne of God and the Lamb of God. On its banks stands the tree of life, and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations (Revelation 22:1-2). The book of Ezekiel describes such a river which begins with a small stream from the temple of God, and increases in flow until it becomes a large river. On its banks are many trees, and many living creatures live wherever it flows. The fruit of the trees serve for food and their leaves are for healing (Ezekiel 47:1-12). Going back further to Genesis 2:10-13 we discover a river flowing from the Garden of Eden through the entire land watering the barren earth.

The river of the water of life is always flowing. As we see it is present from Genesis to Revelation and it does not depend on anyone else other than God, for it flows from within. On the last and greatest day of the Jewish Feast of Tabernacles, Jesus proclaimed, If anyone is thirsty let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, rivers of living water will flow from within him and whoever drinks of this water will never thirst again (John 7:37-38). This water will become a spring of water, welling up to eternal life (John 4:14) and overflowing from within us.

We are not created to be alienated orphans living with a growing sense of frustration and lack of meaning, direction and purpose. We are made to be connected with our Creator God, living in the overflow of his rivers of living water. It will not always be plain sailing. There will be challenging waters to negotiate, but we are called to have a role in an amazing movement of God that gives life and healing to individuals and nations.

Stagnation and momentum

Have you ever felt stagnant? Stagnant water breeds mosquitoes, algae and other toxic pollutants. We are meant to be in flow. That means being fully alive in the stream of God’s Spirit, and constantly drawing from his resources by staying connected. I’ve found that whenever I get too preoccupied with meaningless bread and circuses, petty politics or hypocritical religiosity, I stagnate and cease to be in flow. At such times, as indeed every day, I need to reconnect with God by spending time listening to him and seeking his guidance for the part he wants me to play in His movement.

A healthy movement thrives on momentum. It doesn’t flourish in an environment of stagnation. It flows with a certain unpredictability, and has a life that is not easily quelled by prevailing structures and governance. It’s progress is maintained by individuals working together, and flowing within the bounds of its purpose. It flourishes under a permission-giving leadership that has the wisdom to recognise its potential for positive change, and offer measured encouragement, guidance and support.

A movement of God relies on individuals being connected to the source of life (John 15:1-8), aligned with the purposes of God, and maintained by the overflow of his love. Much of our lives are spent a long way from experiencing the kind of fruitfulness brought about by being in the flow of the Spirit of God. Trying to live the Christian life in our own strength is like trying to ride a bike without wheels. When we recognise our folly and return the control of our lives to our Redeemer, streams of living water that bring life to us, and to those around us, begin to flow.

Jesus invites us to come and take the water of life. The only prerequisite is that we are thirsty (John 7:37, Revelation 22:17). That means a recognition of our total inadequacy for the challenges we face (John 15:5) and a desire to be filled with his Spirit (Ephesians 5:18). He is the only one who was able to create the amazing universe we live in and has the capability to bring together all the pieces of the puzzle that are needed to effect the kind of change we need.

Many of us choose to reject his leadership in favour of believing that we are here by accident, which mathematicians inform us has an almost infinitesimal probability of being the case. We choose to reject the One he sent to redeem our lives. Or, if we don’t do that, we neglect to do what our Redeemer tells us to do. Human wisdom is different from that of the Creator. God’s thoughts are not our thoughts (Isaiah 55:8) and his ways are different from ours, and that is the point at which we often stumble, failing to walk in the flow of his purposes for our lives.

Living under the oppression of a Roman occupation and in the face of his own crucifixion, Jesus spoke of a kingdom that belonged to another world. In this kingdom the poor, the merciful, the persecuted, those in tears, the peacemakers and those who are hungry for justice are the blessed ones (Matthew 5:3-10). We are called to flow against the stream of a constantly evolving system of populist values that may seem deceptively reasonable, but ultimately serve the aspirations of influential and manipulative interest groups. In some countries, led by oppressive regimes who demand unqualified loyalty, martyrdom is a frequent consequence of going against the tide. The religious establishment can also be a source of intense opposition.

Being in flow is not a glory trip though at times it can be extraordinary. Some of the stories that have come out of China in recent years illustrate this well. Discipleship involves sacrifice. There is suffering and there is overcoming. Rivers of living water flow in unlikely places, and there is healing and ultimate triumph over death, but it doesn’t come without a cost. There is joy to be found, there are challenges to be faced, and there are blessings that flow from the throne of God.

Renewal

After Jesus made the ultimate sacrifice at his crucifixion he ascended to heaven, and the Holy Spirit was sent as he had promised (Acts 2). The once fearful disciples began to turn the world upside down in the power of the Spirit. People from many nations were gathered in Jerusalem at that time. What happened would have been reported widely throughout the known world as they returned to their homes. The movement that began at Pentecost continues to the present time. Wherever it re-emerges there is conflict with prevailing interest groups that fight to maintain the status quo.

We need to remember that what we are dealing with is a spiritual battle against rulers, principalities and powers of darkness (Ephesians 6:10-18) that is primarily fought in the place of prayer. It is not a physical battle (John 18:36), but rather a spiritual encounter in which we are sustained by prayer and the overflow of the Spirit of God. We are called to be part of a movement that needs to be regularly renewed, as it can easily fall victim to institutionalised stagnation.

History provides us with many examples of fruitful movements. Saint Francis revived foundational New Testament truths at the beginning of the thirteenth century in Italy. Martin Luther initiated reformation in Germany at the beginning of the sixteenth century. John and Charles Wesley spread the evangelical revival in the eighteenth century. William and Catherine Booth launched the Salvation Army in the nineteenth century in England. The Pentecostal awakening began in the United States at the beginning of the twentieth century. The Jesus movement spread culturally relevant expressions of faith across the globe in the sixties and seventies. The charismatic renewal significantly impacted most major denominations in the seventies and eighties. Each of these movements impacted many nations, disturbed the institutional status quo, revived key elements of the faith. and fostered rebirth and renewal in the lives of nations. Social transformation often followed. And the story continues.     

In 2003 a group of us were praying for participants due to attend a conference organised at our church at Para Vista on ‘Breaking Through the Things that Hold us Back’, when I saw a picture of a
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