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After this, when Jesus knew that all was now finished, he said (in order to fulfil the scripture), ‘I am thirsty.’ A jar full of sour wine was standing there. So they put a sponge full of the wine on a branch of hyssop and held it to his mouth. When Jesus had received the wine, he said, ‘It is finished.’ Then he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.

JOHN 19:28–30


Foreword

On the wall at the end of the dining room at a well-known convent in Oxford is a simple crucifix, with underneath it the single Latin word, Sitio, ‘I thirst’. It reminds the sisters each time they gather that Christ looks to us to respond to his thirst for our life and healing, our prayer and love. In this book, Stephen Cottrell explores that divine thirst – the love so insistent that it can only appear as the deepest vulnerability. You can read this, in fact, as an introduction to almost every aspect of Christian belief overall, since there is very little here that does not cast fresh light on the whole pattern of doctrine.

But as well as being so far-reaching, it is also a movingly personal book, and a practical one. It shows something of the cost of conversion – the difference made by Jesus to us in our thinking and acting. So, as he says, it is an introduction to the main practices of Christian discipline, fasting and prayer and Bible reading, in such a way that they appear new, exciting and challenging. Stephen is clear that our Christian faith has to be lived in the small particulars, and some of the best pages here are those that describe what conversion might look like in practice. How much water do we use boiling kettles and flushing loos each day, in a world where water is becoming desperately scarce? How much attention do we give to the small task of making someone else’s bed? This is where conversion begins to mean something.

Stephen writes out of the experience of some years as an animator of mission around the country; indeed, few have quite his range of awareness of the varieties of ‘ordinary’ church life. We are very lucky to have from him so readable, so compelling and so helpful a book, the fruit of much deeply meditated sharing of the good news with people of all sorts. Reading it is a real rediscovery of the fresh waters of faith.

LORD WILLIAMS OF OYSTERMOUTH


Preface to the Second Edition

I wrote this book sixteen years ago. A lot has changed since then – for the world, and for me. As I read it through in order to make revisions for this new edition, I was struck by two things. 

First, the digital world, now the environment we all inhabit, was then in its infancy. There was still an off line and an online world. The first iPhone wasn’t launched until 2007; from that point onwards everything changed. I’m sure that, if I were writing this book again, the blurring of the private and public, fake news, trolling, gossip and anxiety associated with online activity, would feature in many ways. I have included a few references in this edition.

Secondly, the acceleration of climate change, which seemed so important to address in 2003, is now an incessant alarm that simply must not be ignored. It is the single most important issue facing humanity. Yet ignore it we do. Addicted to gorging ourselves on the excesses of a superabundant and ever more constantly available consumer culture, and confident of that culture’s technological ability to save us, we fail to face up to the moral and spiritual questions about what ‘enough’ looks like. Or, as the Lord’s Prayer puts it (a prayer we also recite and ignore): ‘give us today our daily bread’.

My life and ministry have also changed. This book was the Archbishop of Canterbury’s Lent book for 2004. That year I was ordained as a bishop. Since then I have served as Bishop of Reading and Bishop of Chelmsford. I have learned hard lessons of leadership and oversight and of just how difficult it is to do what is right. I have been privileged to do things and see things that have expanded my horizons and deepened my appreciation of God’s thirsting love for us in Christ.

The diocese of Chelmsford, where I now serve, has strong links with the diocese of Marsabit in the desert region of Northern Kenya. Two years ago I visited the diocese. At that point it had not rained for over eighteen months. Bishop Qampicha drove me across the diocese, close to the border with Somalia. We passed dried up rivers where I saw an elephant digging for water with its trunk in the river bed. I visited villages where the water hole had been empty for months. We went to a reservoir where many people gathered with their animals, but I was told there was probably only enough water left there for another two months. People were travelling vast distances to come to it and fighting regularly broke out, fuelling already anxious and volatile tribal tensions. We came across nomadic people who had abandoned the lifestyle of centuries to settle by the edge of the one tarmac road that went through the area. They showed us the skeletons of their animals that had died. They now spent their days by the side of the road waiting for the little aid that was available to fill their containers with water. I was witnessing a whole way of life disappearing. With it, violence was escalating: scarcity of water was the reason. 

Everywhere we went children hailed us as we drove by. At first I thought they were just pleased to see us. This is true of children everywhere in the world. Then I saw they were shaking upturned empty plastic bottles. Yes, they were pleased to see us: they knew we had water on board. And they were very thirsty. Most painful of all, I saw some children drinking water from what appeared to me to be a dirty, stagnant and semi-polluted brook. I dread to think what manner of diseases that water contained. But, the thing is, if you are very thirsty you will drink whatever is available.

I’m glad to say that shortly after I returned home the rains came, though the ground was so dry and the rain so torrential that the little topsoil that was left was swept away by the floods and much damage was done to people’s homes and livelihoods. But the water holes filled up again. People were able to plant some crops. 

Kenya used to measure the year by the two seasons of the short and long rains. But what was once so predictable is now erratic. Drought is followed by flood. And uncertainty only breeds further uncertainty. A whole region is thirsting. There is no easy cure for this. I am glad that we were able to raise money for a Water Bowser so that the church in Marsabit can now go to other parts of the country where water is more plentiful and redistribute it to the places of greatest need. This is only dealing with the symptoms though. It is only when the whole world thirsts for justice that we will make the changes needed to address the heating of the planet and the devastating impact this is having on the poorest of the poor. It is only when we see the connection between the choices we make as individuals and as nations about how we live and what we expect and those children drinking dirty water that we will be able to ensure that everyone’s thirst is quenched.

Some of my experiences from visiting Africa have found their way into this second edition, as has my concern for regulating the digital world. This latter disquiet has been shaped by my three-year membership of the House of Lords’ Select Committee for Communication. On this Committee we have examined the impact of the digital environment on children and young people and explored ways in which we could design the internet to be safer and healthier. It has been an education.

However, the revision of this book is a modest one. It is essentially the same book as 2004. I have brought one or two things up to date, particularly liturgical references. I have introduced a few new stories and examples that take account of and briefly comment on the changes in our world over these intervening years.

Sadly, the world is as thirsty as ever; thirsty for the scarce resources of the world that continue to be concentrated in the hands of a wealthy and powerful minority; and thirsty for the living water, Jesus Christ himself. Only he can liberate rich and poor alike, confronting the greed of the wealthy and quenching the thirst of the poor.

STEPHEN COTTRELL

BISHOPSCOURT, JULY 2019 


Introduction

For five years in the late 1980s and early 1990s I had the great privilege of serving as parish priest of St Wilfrid’s, Chichester. While I was there we acquired a new cross for the church. Well, not really a new one: a friend of mine, Fr Martin Warner, knew of a religious community that was moving premises and no longer had use for a crucifix, which could be ours for a small sum. It was no great work of art, but we felt its simple depiction of Jesus would add something to our church building. Of course, not all Christians are comfortable with the imagery of a crucifix and prefer a plain empty cross. But a crucifix does help us conceptualise the story of Christ’s passion.

The crucifix duly arrived and we hung it in the church on the east wall behind the altar. Then when Martin and I stood looking at it he said to me that whenever he looked at a crucifix, or a painting of the crucifixion, he always wondered which words of Jesus spoken from the cross the artist had in mind. We looked in silence at the sad, tortured figure strung up on the cold, hard wood of the cross, eyes gazing upwards, mouth half open. ‘I thirst,’ it seemed to be saying. This cross was about the suffering and longing of Jesus, his agony and his love.

And that, I suppose, was when this book began. The following Good Friday I preached on the text from John’s Gospel where the dying Christ cries out, ‘I am thirsty’, and told the story of how Martin and I had stood in the church on the day the cross was put up and discussed what it was saying to us. And often, when praying in the church, or bowing before the altar as the Eucharist began, I would think of those words of Christ. They are such sorrowful words, so simple and yet so very human: Christ, the thirsty one, one who shares deeply in the mess and muddle of human living. They are words of desire: not just the physical longing for a drink, but a whole panoply of longing.

Several years later the sermon became a series of short talks to meditate upon the different ways we understand the meaning of the cross. And now it is a book in its second edition, offered to help us penetrate the deep mystery of a God who goes on loving, no matter how exorbitant the cost, no matter the obstacles put in the way.

The book has six chapters, one for each week of Lent. Each looks at the words ‘I thirst’ in a different way. In particular, the book follows the passion story in John’s Gospel – in fact, the whole book is deeply rooted in the Fourth Gospel, finding there an understanding of the cross as a revelation of God’s glory, the great triumph of love. Each chapter also includes a section on the implications for our lives of viewing the cross in this way, as well as suggestions for group discussion and for prayer.

It is principally a book for Lent. This is an important, but often neglected, season in the church year. Lent is supposed to be a time when we review our spiritual life, think again about what it means to be a follower of Christ, reset the compass of our discipleship, and prepare ourselves to celebrate the Easter festival. But often we just give up biscuits.

The order for the beginning of Lent, set to be used by churches on Ash Wednesday, has these words right at the beginning of the service:

Brothers and sisters in Christ: since early days Christians have observed with great devotion the time of our Lord’s passion and resurrection and prepared for this by a season of penitence and fasting.

By carefully keeping these days, Christians take to heart the call to repentance and the assurance of forgiveness proclaimed in the gospel, and so grow in faith and in devotion to our Lord.

I invite you, therefore, in the name of the Church, to the observance of a holy Lent, by self-examination and repentance; by prayer, fasting, and self-denial; and by reading and meditating on God’s holy word.1

I add almsgiving to the list above.

One aim of this book is to help us rediscover these traditional Lenten disciplines, to prepare us properly for Holy Week and Easter so that we might grow in ‘faith and in devotion to our Lord’. Throughout we will explore what the death of Jesus means, and how it relates to our lives today. Week by week, chapter by chapter, we will uncover the layers of meaning in his simple cry of longing ‘I thirst’. I pray that, as you read this, you will experience, as if for the first time, the scale and wonder of God’s love; and come, at the end of Lent, to the great festival of Easter knowing afresh what it means for God to love you and what it means to serve him in the world.

The cross is the surest, truest and deepest window on the very heart and character of the living and loving God; the more we learn about the cross, in all its historical and theological dimensions, the more we discover about the one in whose image we are made, and hence about our own vocation to be the cross-bearing people, the people in whose lives and service the living God is made known.2

How to use this book for group discussion

If you are using this book through Lent as part of a group study, it will be helpful for everyone to read the relevant chapter before each meeting, and then for one person to plan how the discussion and prayer will go, based upon the suggestions at the end of each chapter. Every chapter has a similar pattern, based around two continuing themes – Reflecting on God’s Word and Deepening our understanding of Lent.

Reflecting on God’s Word

There is a Scripture passage in each chapter, that I suggest the group members first explore in a meditative way. Read the passage aloud once or twice, and then invite each person, one at a time, to speak a single word or phrase into the silence that follows the reading. Although it will be helpful if each person has a copy of the reading, at this point it is better if everyone just listens to the Word, allowing themselves to connect with a particular word or phrase, rather than following it on the page. It does not matter if some people do not say anything out loud. Nor, at this point, is any explanation necessary for why someone has spoken a particular word. Just let anyone who wants to repeat back to the group the word or phrase that has struck them.

If this way of reflecting on Scripture is new to you, then you may find it takes a couple of weeks for the group to get into it. But persevere – it is a good way of listening to God’s Word, based upon an ancient, monastic way of reading the Bible, known as lectio divina (divine reading).

Deepening our understanding of Lent

After some discussions that link the word or phrase people have identified with the chapter’s themes, there are some questions on how our observation of Lent can foster our growth in faithfulness to Christ and involvement in God’s mission in the world. These are followed by a reading and a prayer the group can either incorporate into a time of prayer at the end of the session, or individuals can use after the meeting during the week.

A prayer for the keeping of a holy Lent

Lord, bless me this Lent.

Lord, let me fast most truly and profitably,

by feeding in prayer on thy Spirit:

reveal me to myself

in the light of thy holiness.

Suffer me never to think

that I have knowledge enough to need no teaching,

wisdom enough to need no correction,

talents enough to need no grace,

goodness enough to need no progress,

humility enough to need no repentance,

devotion enough to need no quickening,

strength sufficient without thy Spirit;

lest, standing still, I fall back for evermore.

Shew me the desires that should be disciplined,

and sloths to be slain.

Shew me the omissions to be made up

and the habits to be mended.

And behind these, weaken, humble and annihilate in me

self-will, self-righteousness, self-satisfaction,

self-sufficiency, self-assertion, vainglory.

May my whole effort be to return to thee;

O make it serious and sincere

persevering and fruitful in result,

by the help of thy Holy Spirit

and to thy glory,

my Lord and my God.3

A prayer

Son of Man, who endured in your body

the agony of thirst in death,

and in your spirit thirsted

for the world’s salvation:

deepen our understanding of your sufferings

by which our redemption was secured,

and increase in us those spiritual longings

which you alone can satisfy;

that hungering and thirsting after righteousness

we may be filled with all the fullness of God

and serve and praise you evermore.4
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