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A large river originates from smaller streams. Streams can collect the water from highland lakes, rainfall, 

snow or glacial melt, or discharge from a spring. Water is always in motion. When it is allowed to run its 

course, it is regenerative. Water and life run together.  

As waters run throughout Creation, the image of water runs from the beginning of the bible to the end. 

The River of Life flows through the biblical narrative.   

Our bible begins with Genesis. Reading the pages we follow God hovering over the deep. After God’s six 

day creating activity and one day of rest, we read of the Garden of Eden. The river that waters the 

garden, flowing out of Eden, is the first river of life image, in the second chapter. 

Whereas in the Garden of Eden, water was characteristic of the bountiful and green garden, in the 

biblical narrative, human sin and the Fall results in the expulsion from the garden that corresponds with 

the very ground being cursed, characterized by a lack of water and lack of fertility. In this present 

condition, we look to the New Jerusalem, where the river of life is pictured as flowing through the 

middle of the city. We find this last river of life image at the very end of the bible, in the last chapter of 

the last book, Revelation. 

We are continually reminded in the bible that our help comes from the Lord and not by human hands. 

The Lord is the source of life giving water. Psalm 121 testifies to this: I lift my eyes to the hills, from 

where does my help come? My help comes from the lord, maker of heaven and earth. The hills, so often 

the source of that life-giving water. 

Theodore Hiebert argues in “The Yahwist’s Landscape” that early Israel was embedded in rainfall-

dependent subsistence agriculture. This relationship to rainfall really calls for a radical dependence to 

God who brings the rain. In an information economy that is no-longer directly rainfall dependent; do we 

understand God’s persistent help? Can we?  

Adam and Eve misunderstood self help and self knowledge. They reached out, in defiance of God, and 

were expelled from the garden. Shortly after the Fall, God uses water to flood the earth, removing the 

sinful masses while keeping Noah’s family and two of each kind to repopulate the earth. The flood is a 

reminder of the primordial waters before creation. After the waters subside, God promises to not flood 

the earth again.  

                                                           
1
 This sermon was adapted from an earlier version delivered by the author at Saluda United Methodist Church in 

summer 2014 during a Field Education Placement facilitated by Duke Divinity School. During this summer, Saluda 
UMC collaborated with Saluda Community Land Trust to construct a bench and platform overlooking a waterfall at 
land trust land called Twin Lakes.  



As Noah’s descendants leave the Ark and start to be fruitful and multiply, within only a few generations, 

nations are constructed. It seems that just after humans have a new covenant with God, marked by the 

rainbow, that we are then introduced to the Tower of Babel.  

Now the whole earth had one language and the same words. 2And as they migrated from the east,* they 

came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there. 3And they said to one another, ‘Come, let us 

make bricks, and burn them thoroughly.’ And they had brick for stone, and bitumen for mortar. 4Then 

they said, ‘Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a 

name for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.’ 5The Lord 

came down to see the city and the tower, which mortals had built. 6And the Lord said, ‘Look, they are 

one people, and they have all one language; and this is only the beginning of what they will do; nothing 

that they propose to do will now be impossible for them. 7Come, let us go down, and confuse their 

language there, so that they will not understand one another’s speech.’ 8So the Lord scattered them 

abroad from there over the face of all the earth, and they left off building the city. 9Therefore it was 

called Babel, because there the Lord confused* the language of all the earth; and from there the Lord 

scattered them abroad over the face of all the earth.i 

Come let us, let us. The refrain from their common language sounds like a motto of adolescence. We 

want to make a name for ourselves. This cultural adolescence has been devastating to the other species 

of the earth. It has been devastating to the majority of our own kind on the earth, the global poor.  

The cultural adolescence I refer to is found in the contemporary speech of American agricultural 

industry and policy: Come Let Us Supersize farming. Confirming the achievement of Industrial 

Agriculture in the US, the Secretary of Agriculture from 1971-76, Earl Butz, is remembered for his 

manta’s “Go Big or Get Out” and “Plant fencerow to fencerow”. While productivity has increased, 

hunger persists and wildlife habitat is depleted. We neglect the spirit of the biblical mandate of leaving 

land fallowii or unharvestediii for the poor, the immigrant, and the wild animals as a means of limiting 

exploitation and ensuring care. We want our grasp upon the land to be complete and totalizing. We 

seem to repeat this refrain, come let us make and build for ourselves. But, the cleverness of our self-

facing designs is small and petty in light of the ecological and ethical architecture of God’s Creation and 

God’s Word. 

Have we not grown up, yet? God’s response is come let us go down. God has a covenant with Creation. 

God’s teaching is good and fruitful. God is faithful even when we are not. While the people of God have 

strayed from the word of the Lord, prophets – mediators between God and people – have called us to 

right relationship with God and with neighbor, human and non-human, illustrating faithful lifeways. 

Micah, the 8th century prophet, provides a portrait of hope and trust in the Lord. Into a time of conflict, 

Micah proclaims peace! Micah’s words contrast with those of the Tower of Babel. 

“In days to come 

   the mountain of the Lord’s house 

shall be established as the highest of the mountains, 

   and shall be raised up above the hills. 

Peoples shall stream to it,  
2   and many nations shall come and say: 

‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, 
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   to the house of the God of Jacob; 

that he may teach us his ways 

   and that we may walk in his paths.’ 

For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, 

   and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.  
3 He shall judge between many peoples, 

   and shall arbitrate between strong nations far away; 

they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, 

   and their spears into pruning-hooks; 

nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 

   neither shall they learn war any more;  
4 but they shall all sit under their own vines and under their own fig trees, 

   and no one shall make them afraid; 

   for the mouth of the Lord of hosts has spoken.”iv 

Here again, as in the tower of Babel, the people say “Come and Let us”2 but it is to go up to learn from 

the Lord so the people may walk in God’s paths and settle within limits instead of building a tower 

upward transgressing those limits. 

Micah provides a vision of people from all over3, STREAMING/FLOWING up the mountain Zion to learn 

from God’s teaching. The word for streaming here is again nahar which usually means stream or river.  

The future movement of the people is imagined like water flowing in a stream. We can imagine also, 

water flowing down the mountain in the future when Micah says God’s teaching will go forth from Zion 

and he will judge between many peoples and nations.   

Thus, the streaming of the people up the mountain is mirrored by God’s teaching and word going forth 

down the mountain. This reminds us of the river going out of Eden in Genesis. Recalling a time when 

God’s rule was met harmoniously with human obedience. So serene yet powerful, Imagery borrowed 

from water seems to be the best thing available to describe God’s teaching with its granting of peace. 

The imagery from water is beautiful:  Deut 32:2 says 

“May my teaching drop like the rain, 

    my speech condense like the dew; 

like gentle rain on grass, 

    like showers on new growth.” 

Or listen to Isaiah at the conclusion of the first chapter after making it known that offerings and festivals 

are futile ways to please God when seen in light of the need to be good and do justice, Here Isaiah 

lyrically concludes: “though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be like snow.”  

 

Here we should stop and reflect on what God’s relationship to water actually means for our relationship 

to water. When we read this poetic language, it can help us appreciate the majesty of God, but we 

should not be tempted to confine God’s intimacy with water, with creation, and with us to words on the 
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 Following the NRSV translation 

3
 He says many nations, vahalcu goyim 



page. We need to remember that we need living water daily in the related material and spiritual senses. 

 

What does it mean for God’s teaching to be imagined like water dropping like rain, like showers on new 

growth, or flowing down the mountain like a river? Imagine if this Deuteronomy text stated, may my 

teaching drop like acid rain, my speech dam up like an impoundment; like hurricanes on cities, like 

storms on human development.  

This sounds like the news, but it is not the good news! 

Water is often God’s blessing in the bible but we should remember in human sinfulness, it is also turned 

into a curse. However, a faithful remnant always persists. There is the flood, but Noah’s ark safeguards 

the next generations from rising waters. Then, there is the plagues upon the Egyptians and Pharaoh’s 

rule, but Moses liberates the Israelites under God’s providential hand. The first plague to contact 

Pharaoh’s hard-heart was the turning of the water into blood. The seventh was rain turned to hail. 

When Pharaoh did not repent, 

God appointed Moses (MOSHEH the one drawn out of the water) to draw out God’s people from the 

house of oppression under Pharaoh in Egypt. At God’s decree, Moses raises his hand and the red sea 

was parted allowing a gate to flee the oppressed land and begin life anew, entering a period of 

wilderness wandering. In this wilderness, God was faithful, providing water to God’s people like a 

shepherd watering his flock. At a place named for having bitter water, Moses threw a piece of wood into 

the water and it becomes sweet for the thirsting Israelites. Later, Moses strikes a rock with his staff, and 

water flows out of it for a people whose trust in God has nearly evaporated.v 

The desert is the antithesis to the Promised Land: a place removed from God’s blessing. The Israelites 

were even longing to return to the oppressive Egypt, where juicy foods were plentiful. But God’s people 

were being prepared to seek the life water that is God’s law, and God’s rule that offers the water of 

life.vi The water we still thirst for today on this side of the river of life. 

How do we live into Micah’s vision and turn from building towers of disobedience? How would this 

practically reshape our relationship with water? 

Micah’s vision is like that of a time when “justice (will) roll down like waters, and righteousness like an 

ever-flowing stream.” You may know this from MLK Jr’s I have a dream speech but it’s from Amos 5:24. 

Instead of building up a tower to make a name for ourselves, Micah speaks of going up to learn from 

God. And instead of being scattered and our languages confused, Micah speaks of settlement and 

peaceful resolution. 

Micah’s hope is for a mature population, mature in obedience to God. Mature in placing limits on our 

self-boasting desires and domineering sense of control over the world.  

Micah’s future vision, which harkens back to Edenic conditions, reminds us of what seems to be Adam’s 

first task: naming the creatures. Naming is a way of using language that allows us to enter into 

relationship with the other. By giving a name, not only does one begin to classify other creators, the 

environmental basis of cognitive development, but it makes an internal imprint in us, cognitive 

development itself and the basis of education. 



Instead of using language to lift up human sense of self, seen in the edifice of a massive building project, 

a tower, Micah envisions language bringing people together to direct humans to God’s teaching. Instead 

of “Come let us make a name for ourselves” in making a tower. Micah’s vision is of people saying: 

“Come let us go up…. That he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths”. The difference 

is stark, the consequences are critical. 

Language is utilized as a tool for human obedience rather than human aggrandizement.  

I’m suggesting that the river of life at the beginning and end of the bible is not just an accident. It is 

central to our faith. In keeping our covenant with God, in trust and worship, God provides our provision 

in life to the full. This same river of the water of life is the living water that is offered by Jesus when he 

encounters the Samaritan woman at a well. 

John points out the tension in this interaction by saying that Jews do not associate with Samaritans. It 

seems at this time that Samaritans located their cultic center on Mt. Gerizim in Samaria while the Jews 

looked to Mt. Zion or Jerusalem. Jesus’ time is classed as second temple Judaism, where the temple was 

still open to sacrifices. John’s gospel was probably composed after the destruction of this temple. Jesus’ 

statement to the Samaritan woman that there will be a time when you will not worship God on this 

mountain or Jerusalem, but in spirit and truth, is immersed in this context of shifting geographies of 

devotion and meaning.  

Today’s religious landscape in America is a bit different than 1st C. Judea and Samaria. As the often-cited 

Pew Studies point out, there are growing categories of “spiritual but not religious” or “nones” the 

spiritually none of the above. I would guess that people who have been categorized in this way would 

not identify with any cultic center, certainly not Mt. Gerizim or Zion. They are probably much more 

comfortable with worshipping in spirit and truth than the Samaritan woman.   

Today’s context is quite a bit different than it was in Jesus’ time. It is both a challenge and opportunity, 

as always, to do Christian ministry today. It can be a challenge for us to move outside of our own cultic 

centers that we try to keep set apart, whatever they may be. We know that God doesn’t just work in the 

church building, but it is a challenge to engage wide partnerships outside the church. Moving forward in 

spirit and truth is an opportunity to participate in God’s wider redemption plan for all of creation. 

Participating in these partnerships reaches out and provides new vistas for those outside of the church 

to see in. Opening ourselves up to these partnerships can help the church to stay ‘missional’ and 

relevant to responding to real needs in the community. It keeps the church accountable to material 

needs and helps the church not just seem concerned with spiritual things. Our reading of scripture, in 

turn, will also be more attentive to the material directives in the text, which will again direct us to act in 

the community. 

This week a letter was placed in my mail box from Living Waters for the World, which is a ministry of the 

Synod of Living Waters. The synod is the body one scale up from the presbytery in our Presbyterian 

Church polity. The letter was a thank you note to Warner Memorial for its support in their installation of 

clean water systems at churches in places where water access is limited. Our VBS curriculum this 

summer utilized ‘Water All around the World’ from this group. As Christians practicing Watershed 

Discipleship have noted, there are lessons in clean water to teach us about faithfulness to God and 

stewardship of Creation.  



In Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman, he doesn’t have a bucket and he’s the one offering living 

water. This passage seems spiritual and not like it has anything to do with real water. However, in the 

text, Jesus is playing with double meanings. The word for living water can also mean running water. It 

seems Jesus is both thirsty without a bucket to draw water to quench his immediate thirst and that 

Jesus is the source of living water, the spiritual life that overflows into the everlasting. We should pay 

attention then to the gift that is running water and living water, and the common source of each. 

We should see this water as connected to the river in Genesis and Revelation. The river which flowed 

out of Eden and formed the headwaters of other rivers, such as the Tigris and Euphrates, which we still 

locate on a map, which we can still get into. I also believe, we are not called to live out an abstract hope 

for the future river of the water of life in Revelation, but now look to the rivers of life that really flow 

and meet our daily needs, knowing that all Creation groans in wait for its Redemption and that the 

Christian resurrection hope is for the resurrection of the Body. 

From the first mention of the river of life, out of Eden, to the last, in the New Jerusalem, we have a 

history and a future in God’s providential care along the river of life. Baptized into these living waters, 

Jesus, the Christ our Savior, is there to meet us at the well with water that sustains and nourishes, 

becoming a spring in us which will flow up to eternal life.  

Come, then, let us go up to drink from the well of salvation. Come let us go up to learn from the Lord’s 

instruction. Come let us share God’s gift of living water, of running water, of clean and sweet water. 

AMEN 
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v
 Also consider the significant use of water in ritual, such as in Leviticus 8:6 where Moses washes the priests (Aaron 

and his sons) before they make their offerings. 
vi
 Consider Deuteronomy 8:6-10.   

6 Therefore keep the commandments of the Lord your God, by walking in his ways and by fearing him. 7 For the 

Lord your God is bringing you into a good land, a land with flowing streams, with springs and underground waters 

welling up in valleys and hills, 8 a land of wheat and barley, of vines and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of olive 

trees and honey, 9 a land where you may eat bread without scarcity, where you will lack nothing, a land whose 

stones are iron and from whose hills you may mine copper. 10 You shall eat your fill and bless the Lord your God 

for the good land that he has given you.  

 


