
An Invitation to Flourish 

2016 Convention Address by Bishop Rob Hirschfeld 

 

They begin as total strangers. [From the gospel account of Jesus and the Samaritan woman he meets at 

the well]  On the surface they have absolutely nothing in common.  She is literally on the fringe of her 

community, out by the water well in a deserted place, alone tending to her business drawing water, which she’ll 

carry back to her household.    

He has ventured into the foreign and even hostile territory of Samaria.  Samaria, a place of religious 

discord to a Jew who traces his ancestry at least as far back as King David himself.  Samaria., a place where, for 

his people, nothing good can come.  A place whose people’s history includes deportation, exile, migration and 

intermarriage with people from foreign lands and odd religious traditions.  In other words, they are not thought 

of as “true” Jews, even if they worshipped the same God.  To a devout Jew like Jesus there are taboos against 

speaking to such a woman. To engage in conversation with a Samaritan would have meant risking to be seen as 

being seen as being socially and religiously defiling. 

But this is precisely what Jesus risks.  This is how Jesus does ministry.  This is how Jesus creates the 

movement that heals the world. Speaking to her by the well is how both Jesus and this unnamed woman will 

practice “true religion,” the religion that knits together a broken and shattered world. Just two people, in the 

desert, drawing the water they both depend on to survive and flourish, is how Jesus shows us how we, even the 

Episcopal Church in New Hampshire, can offer what our broken and divided society so thirsts for.  

Conversation.  Dialogue. Sharing what hurts, what brings hope, what is most meaningful.  This is how God 

chooses to enter our broken world to heal it and to make it flourish.  To flourish, to be fully alive, full of hope 

and joy, freed from shame and fear, is what Jesus wants for this unnamed woman.  It is what Jesus wants for all 

of us. 

Jesus said to her: Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but those who drink of the 

water that I will give them will never be thirsty again.  The water that I will give will become in them a spring 

of water gushing up to eternal life. 

 

It may seem utterly out of season to speak of flourishing in this day and age.  It’s sometimes hard to 

imagine what it might look like for us to actually contain in ourselves springs of water gushing up to eternal 

life. We’ve been in a drought here in New Hampshire, after all. That drought has been more than an absence of 

rainfall, but a kind of cultural, religious, spiritual desert. The political season now reaching its most fevered 

pitch has left many us feeling depressed, frightened and without hope.  The opioid epidemic has taken the lives 

of nearly 500 souls in the Granite State, affecting households of every stratum of our society.  As a whole, the 

Episcopal Church has seen fewer people on Sundays.  Religious observance in New England is the lowest in the 

nation.  There have been several explanations for this trend, but the most compelling to me is the gravitational 

pull of individualistic consumerism that is more concerned with what we “get out” of going to church rather 

than how our presence might actually build and nourish the common good.  “I would go Church, but I don’t get 

anything out of it,” I hear, effectively closing the case, because meeting our individual needs and preferences 

eclipses anything we might give or share to build community, a more lasting and healthful good. 

In addition, we are, both young and old, increasingly glued to our isolated electronic devices. Walk 

down sidewalk or even on your street and more of us are checking email or (anti-)social media rather than 

engages in conversational exchange with neighbors, whose names we don’t know, more and more. Such a 

culture makes gathering to lift up our eyes to worship a God of community, a God who is known as divine 

conversation seem foreign, strange, perhaps even threatening to how our culture is trending.  How to do go from 

this to this? 

But the gospel of Jesus constantly points to the possibilities of joy, in spite of all these things.  The 

Gospel is not realistic, in other words, it will always be counter-cultural.  The Gospel joy--the joy that results in 

the flourishing Jesus promises the woman at the well and you and me, our Churches and our world-- is a joy 

that springs up within us even though we face challenges and hardship, sickness, depression, opposition, and 

even exile within our own society.  It the flourishing spoken of by the psalmist who, except for one psalm (out 

of 150!), always turns from lament or complaint toward thanksgiving and praise. 

 



To flourish is to be pulsating with life, to be grounded in joy, to live in the hope that God’s blessing is 

both just around the corner and right here in the midst of us, even us. For Christians, flourishing is to be rooted 

in the mystery of the passion, death, and resurrection of Jesus. 

Flourishing is woven into joy, and Christianity, according to the theologians, “is a unique religion of 

joy.” (Jurgen Moltmann)  It is rooted in the hope of the resurrection, the triumph of life over the suffering and 

death of the cross.  The parables of Jesus almost always point to abundance of joy, the pivot from shame to 

welcome.  Think of the lavish welcome and party called by the father who welcomes the Prodigal Son in that 

parable.  Think also of how the dour and “reasonable” older brother in that parable is rebuked for not joining in 

the joy of that restored household.  We’re supposed to be like the father in that story, not the joyless, sullen 

older son. 

Think of this scene we just saw.  The woman at the well.  Guarded.  Cynical. Closed up.  She is just like 

so many of us sometimes when a change is coming that will demand a conversion, a turning, within us.  A 

skeptical attitude. Perhaps arms folded, head down.  And Jesus speaks to her of a wellspring of life; rushing up 

within her in spite of all the ways she’s been cast aside in her society. At the end of the exchange she runs, 

without shame or fear, to the village where she invites everyone to come and see.  

What images come to your mind when you think of this kind of flourishing, the flourishing that come 

notwithstanding or in spite of our circumstance.  I remember walking in the Holy Land years ago and seeing 

how bright red and purple flowering vines would grow and blossom along the barbed wire on the Security Wall 

that snakes between Israel and Palestine, dividing these peoples in ways that sure must break God’s heart. Or, 

lichen that is nourished by nothing but air and the minerals in granite?   How about human flourishing?  What 

are the attributes of a flourishing life?  Creativity?  Friends. Laughter, health, a neighborhood where we know 

and care for each other, despite our differences?  

What does a flourishing community look like?  Children playing freely in the yard, front stoops where 

people stop and chat, shared meals among strangers who are becoming friends. 

Our church, with its God given-mission of reconciliation, healing, justice, communion, and love of 

neighbor, has a gift for our society that both transcends and supplies anything that we personally may “get out” 

of going to Church. Our Church, the embodiment of Jesus’ ministry of sending, seeking out, feeding, forgiving, 

listening, and healing, upending injustice and oppression, is a gift from God to the world, to our nation, and to 

our communities.  

How are we flourishing in spite of our challenges and because of God’s death-defying love for us in 

Jesus?   

 

 

 

 



Here are some examples: 

 

Discussions around human trafficking where the Episcopal Church was the first to pledge support to a 

state task force to end the scourge of sexual and labor exploitation among the most vulnerable among us.  

The work of Laura Simoes, our Missioner for Community Engagement to continue feeding the hungry 

in Franklin, Tilton and the surrounding towns, but also create a new expression of God’s mission to build 

community where it has been rent apart by economic and social depression, addiction, neglect.  

Flourishing happens when people come together and study scripture together and to worship a God 

whose power of love is stronger than the shackles of addiction.  

Flourishing happens out of a larger church like the Church of the Good Shepherd, that has this past week 

offered its Walking in the Light that connected spiritual leaders with neighborhoods in Nashua, Concord, and 

Exeter in holy conversation, scripture reading, prayer.  What a witness to the light of Christ in this pre-election 

week that has so many feeling anxious and disenfranchised. It reminded me of an old-timey preaching revival 

custom-made to be portable to anywhere in New Hampshire. 

Flourishing happens in a small Church like at St. Mark’s in Groveton where we helped support a 

summer experience for children in that community.  We heard from one child who expressed wonder at God’s 

creation, having visited the ocean for the first time as a result of that program. 

We show signs of flourish when we go beyond our own comfort in order to assist families to find 

permanent housing through the Family Promise movement in the Central and Seacoast Convocations. 

Flourishing happens at Church of the Messiah in North Woodstock whose building is almost eclipsed by 

a large galvanized steel hop silo in the back of a brewery, but who have partnered with the Woodstock Inn for 

its Musicale that brings together comedy, music and people from the whole community in support of the church 

it relies on as its spiritual base. 

We show we are flourishing when we open our churches on this coming Monday and Tuesday, offering 

coffee, hospitality, and a safe space to pray for our nation on Election Day, and then roll up our sleeves and 

work on Wednesday to restore neighborliness after such a punishing political season.  Jesus invited himself to 

the home of Zacchaeus, a political and social pariah.  That simple meal, like all the meals to which Jesus is both 

guest and host, changes the world, moving us from desolation, isolation, to flourishing in God’s Household.  

This afternoon we are going to hear from the chairs of the Mission Resource Commission, the Our Kids 

Commission, and the Commission for Human Dignity and Creation Care who will share some specific exciting 

initiatives that are evidence of that living spring welling up within us. But this morning I want to put the 

question out for table discussion:  

How are we flourishing in spite of our challenges and because of God’s death-defying love for us in 

Jesus?   Our examples don’t have to be headline making; they can be modest.  What is God doing in our 

communities that invites and fosters the joyful flourishing that Christ desires for us? 

We’ll come back after 20 minutes.  Then I’ll ask us to share for a few more minutes in plenary.  In order 

to hear from as many voices as possible, I propose the same format we used at last year’s Convention: 10 Ideas 

in 10 Minutes. Then, fittingly, we’ll continue with the Renewal of Baptismal Vows, prayers and the Great 

Thanksgiving. 

Let’s open this time of sharing of flourishing with a prayer:   

Oh, God, open our eyes to the signs of your presence among us, stir in us the living waters, make them 

well up within us, in stories that convince us that you are drawing this whole hurting and broken world into 

your peace, your joy, your life.  In the Risen Christ we pray.  Amen. 

 


