
Water of Life

Genesis 8:20-22; 9:12-17; Psalm 104:27-33; Revelation 22:1-5; Matthew 28:1-10

I have been blessed twice in my life time to live in a place that is in close proximity to a river.

The community of Genelle, B.C. where I moved with my parents at the age of two was on the banks

of the Columbia River. At the place where we lived the river was a mile wide and the current was very

swift. You had to be a very good swimmer or find a quiet pool like an oxbow where there was enough

water to swim in on hot summer days when the creek where we swam for the first part of the summer

dried up.

My friend Robert and I would often spend a Saturday afternoon on the rocks of the river bed.

We would build a fire (kids were allowed to do that back then) throw a big can of beans on the fire

and when they were hot, attack the can with the vigour that only 10 year old kids could and then pass

the time in contentment.

My mother was an avid swimmer and she later told us that when she was 17 they used to

swim at a spot in the river near Trail where there was one place that had a strong undertow in the

rapids. It would pull you under the water and spit you out a little further down stream. I don’t recall her

ever suggesting we try it though!

One of the things I like about living in “Paris of the Prairies” our beloved Saskatoon, is the fact

that the South Saskatchewan River runs through the middle of our city and provides habitat for

wildlife, trails and parks for humans to also enjoy, and provides us with water which a staple for daily

life for all of God’s Creation.

Rivers also play an important role in the Bible. The Garden of Eden had four rivers flowing out

of it, the names of two of them, the Tigris and Euphrates, are still known to us today. The people of

Israel crossed over the Jordan River to enter the promised land. Jesus was baptised by John in the
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Jordan. Our reading from the Revelation of John this morning, speaks of the “river of the water of

life.”

Revelation is apocalyptic literature – which means an extended vision or revealing (hence the

name Revelation). We don’t know much about John, the named author who is presenting this vision

of the coming of God’s reign, of God’s “new heaven” and “new earth” (Revelation 21:1). Revelation

22:1–5 is the end of John’s vision. John presents it in highly symbolic language. 

The river of John’s vision rises in Genesis 2:10, where it flows out of Eden to water the garden.

It flows on through the vision of Ezekiel, who sees the water flowing from below the temple sanctuary

where God dwells (Ezekiel 47:1). Ezekiel sees trees on both sides of the river and hears the promise

that wherever the river goes, every part of creation “will live” (47:9). 

In Revelation, Ezekiel’s vision is fully realized with the presence of Christ, the Lamb, on the

throne with God. As if to underscore restoration of Eden, the trees on either side of the river are now

producing twelve kinds of fruit for the healing of the nations. Those who have waited for this moment

share in God’s holiness. The faces of God’s faithful ones mirror God’s light, the only light required. 

In the ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia and Egypt, mighty rivers truly were the waters of life, an

expression of divine love. The agriculture, industry, religion, economics, and cultural life of whole

nations depended on the f lood cycles of the rivers. Rivers symbolized the saving action of God, a

reminder of the divine presence. No wonder that the great mythologies and sacred texts of the Middle

East, like the Bible, reflect the interconnectedness of all life with the river! 

The story of the great flood is one such story. In Genesis 8:20–22; 9:12–17, the waters of life

rise and fall predictably within the banks and flood plains of the great rivers. But the waters of

destruction will not be contained and will go beyond their designated courses.  I can remember a

number of years before dams were put in on the Columbia to control the flow and to produce hydro-
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electricity that the Columbia often overflowed its banks in spring, submerging houses under water

and wreaking havoc in low lying areas. And in recent days we have all heard of the dangers of

flooding in Puerto Rico after a second hurricane has hit the region. In the story from Genesis, after

emerging from the ark that survived the great flood, Noah reaches out to God for a new beginning.

We read that it was the smell of burnt offerings turns God’s heart. There will be no more wilful

destruction by God; creation will be preserved and as a sign, every time we see a “bow in the clouds”

we are to be reminded of God’s promise.

The problem for us is that we see rivers as another thing in creation to be exploited. We use

them to get rid of our sewage, our toxic chemicals, our garbage. We use their flows to generate

electricity while we destroy the habitat of other creatures by creating huge lakes and burying

countless natural treasures under water. When I was growing up on the banks of the Columbia, the

river eventually became so polluted from the chemicals of the pulp mill upstream and the sewage it

was carrying, that it was no longer safe to swim in the river.

The good news of Revelation is that it offers a vision of a redeemed world in which the city and

the land are brought together at the fertile banks of the waters of life. Waters of life, not waters of

death and destruction. It’s a vision of a restored world co-created by humans and God. But we have

to be willing to work with God and recognize God’s hand in creation.

A terrible storm came into a town and local officials sent out an emergency warning that the

riverbanks would soon overflow and flood the nearby homes. They ordered everyone in the town to

evacuate immediately.

A faithful Christian man heard the warning and decided to stay, saying to himself,“I will trust

God and if I am in danger, then God will send a divine miracle to save me.”

The neighbours came by his house and said to him, “We’re leaving and there is room for you
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in our car, please come with us!” But the man declined. “I have faith that God will save me.”

As the man stood on his porch watching the water rise up the steps, a man in a canoe paddled

by and called to him, “Hurry and come into my canoe, the waters are rising quickly!” But the man

again said, “No thanks, God will save me.”

The floodwaters rose higher pouring water into his living room and the man had to retreat to

the second floor. A police motorboat came by and saw him at the window. “We will come up and

rescue you!” they shouted. But the man refused, waving them off saying, “Use your time to save

someone else! I have faith that God will save me!”

The flood waters rose higher and higher and the man had to climb up to his rooftop.

A helicopter spotted him and dropped a rope ladder. A rescue of ficer came down the ladder

and pleaded with the man, "Grab my hand and I will pull you up!" But the man STILL refused, folding

his arms tightly to his body. “No thank you! God will save me!” 

Shortly after, the house broke up and the f loodwaters swept the man away and he drowned.

When in Heaven, the man stood before God and asked, “I put all of my faith in You. Why

didn’t You come and save me?”

And God said, “Son, I sent you a warning. I sent you a car. I sent you a canoe. I sent you a

motorboat. I sent you a helicopter. What more were you looking for?” 

God indeed gives us the gift of the water of life. God’s Spirit comes to us like a refreshing cup

of cool water in a world that can appear hard and calloused so the question we are left with is: In a

world that uses fear of scarcity to drive consumption, how can we share God’s abundance more

freely? How can we be givers of the water of life? Thanks be to God. Amen.
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