“Blue Mind”
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	Livvy Williams, daughter of Marianne and Greg and a veteran of our church school, was over in Paris for an educational program this summer. Word came back that she was housed in a fourth floor walkup, which of course had no air-conditioning. It brought to mind memories of a similar experience a ways back.

	At the kind invitation from some Belgian friends we had made over the years over at Martha’s Vineyard, the Baer family went off for a lovely week-long vacation in Brussels a decade ago. It was an amazing visit: our hosts were extremely gracious, they introduced us to their friends from around the world, we ate the world’s best chocolates, tried one or two varieties of the famous Belgian beer, and saw lots of sites. 

We walked a lot. 

We even went to Paris by high-speed train one day, and again saw the sites, and again, walked a lot. 

It was the perfect trip, the perfect day, except for one thing – Europe was in the grip of a record-breaking heat wave. Blazing sun, baking sidewalks, hot hot hot.

	And then we entered a little square on the Right Bank, the Place des Vosges: pleasant stone buildings from the early 17th century on all four sides, in the middle, an oasis of green, featuring no less than four majestic fountains. 

Off came the shoes, up rolled the pants, down we settled on the cool rim. The clear, swirling waters cooled us down; the light breeze sent occasional clouds of mist over us, softening the glare overhead; the fountains bubbled and gurgled, masking the city-sounds; we were renewed and transformed. After an hour of sheer relaxation, we were ready to find a sidewalk café and cool beverage or two.

	You know the power of water to heal your mental state, to even vanish your physical woes. 

It may be settling into an inner-tube and drifting lazily down Scorton Creek towards Cape Cod Bay on a summer afternoon; 

it may be a walk along Sandy Neck early in the morning, the small waves lapping on the shore; 

it might even be just a winter’s day drive down to Craigville Beach and sitting in the car in that deserted, windswept parking lot, watching the breakers roll in from the sound. 

Closer to home, it might be the joy of watching the kids play in the tub at the end of the day, sporting with their little bathtub navy or making shapes with the bubble bath. Or just the pleasure of a long shower or bath alone.

	The quotes we read earlier all testify to the power of water to heal. Ishmael, the protagonist in Melville’s Moby Dick, knows just what he needs when he has been ashore too long, whenever it is “a damp, drizzly November” in his soul – he needs to get back to sea. 

The other authors find mental healing in a bath, in time at the seashore, or just near water.

	It is water imagery which lies at the heart of the 23rd Psalm, a much loved psalm which for many has always been a source of healing, of calming, of rest and refreshment. 
“He makes me lie down in green pastures” – we can almost feel the soft, luxuriant grass, made that way because it is well-watered. So even as that phrase makes no explicit mention of water, it is present, just under the surface. 

And then the next phrase takes us right down to the riverside: “he leads me beside still waters.” The psalmist, amid all the struggles we have in life, takes our imagination away to the banks of the river, the shores of the lake, the strand by the sea, and unconsciously we make the connection, our heart rate slows, the fear and anxiety ebb away, a sense of peace finds its way in. 

	And then the psalmist makes the connection explicit: “he restores my soul.”

Life these days can be full of stress. If you are raising a family, you know all about the many varieties of stress that are just part and parcel of the whole parenting deal: trying to juggle career and family; dealing with the challenges faced by your children; striving to keep alive your relationship with your significant other, if you have one, and trying to make a go of it as a single parent if you don’t; handling the unexpected illnesses which keep your child from school or camp; and so on. 

There is all the stress around health issues, your own, and those of your parents, your spouse, your children. 

There is the stress around work and finances. And on and on.

	We live in a time of constant stress, and we live in a time when we are told just what to do about it: medicate. Better living through pharmaceuticals. And yes, often properly prescribed, properly used medications have their place in effective health care.

	And yet science is learning something that we humans have intuited down the millennia – the healing power of water. 

It is no accident that the television sets in hotels are often on when you arrive in your room, tuned to a channel that resembles an aquarium, with tropical fish finning contently through coral seas – the hotel knows that guests, stressed out from the demands of travel in a strange place, find this relaxing. 

It is no accident that a beer company sets its ads at a tropical beach – studies show that associating beer with seaside settings promotes sales, as people make the imaginative connection between that brand and a sense of relaxation. 

It is no accident that the Romans built spas at the sites of hot springs. Water heals.

	In his seminal work, Blue Mind: The Surprising Science that Shows How Being Near, In, On, or Under Water Can Make You Healthier, Happier, More Connected, and Better at What You Do, Wallace Nichols compiles much of the neuroscience, evolutionary biology, and medical research which reveal the physiological and brain processes that underlie this connection to water. The bottom line: proximity to water can calm anxiety, relieve stress, amplify creativity, and improve performance in a variety of fields.

	We are blessed to live in a place where water lies all around. So perhaps when we are feeling overwhelmed, stressed-out, or just plain down, we might make that extra effort to take a walk on the beach, a dip in the lake, a kayak down the creek, or just a break from the driving around to just watch the waves go by.

	But we are also blessed to be part of a community formed by the transformative power of water. We carry the blessing of that water and its power within us. We are sometimes called a people of the Book – referring, of course, to the Bible and its centrality in our life of faith – but we are equally a people of the water. We are a people of the water, a people drawn together, and healed, and empowered, by the blessing and power of our baptism.

	Baptism is often thought of in the sense of a washing away of sin. In the Roman Catholic tradition, there is the belief that it is through baptism that the stain of original sin is washed away. We Protestants don’t believe that – we believe that God’s forgiveness precedes anything we do, including even baptism – but we retain the general sense that somehow in baptism, through those waters of blessing,  God once again makes us clean, or at least affirms our original goodness. 

	And yet we know the power of water vastly exceeds the power to clean – it also has the power to heal, to restore, to renew, to energize. Just as Jesus received the power of the Holy Spirit at his baptism – you remember that part about the Spirit descending upon him like a dove – so too at our baptism, through that sacrament of water and spirit, we received the sign and seal of God’s power in us. You carry that healing power within you, wherever you go.

	Proximity to water? You got it. Those still waters of Psalm 23, they are right there with you, within you, whether you are walking along the seashore or stuck in a traffic jam on Rt. 3 north or waiting anxiously in the hospital’s waiting area. 

Whenever you feel that damp, drizzly November in your soul, remember that you are a child of blessing, baptized with the Spirit’s sign, and with that water God has sealed you unto love and grace divine. 

Feel that power, connect with that power, and rise refreshed, 
rise healed in body, mind and spirit,
 rise empowered to new life. Amen. 
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