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Rivers of the Bible: The Rivers of Paradise 
 
 
 
Who are we? Where are we? Why are we? 
 
When we open the Bible to the first pages of the first chapter of Genesis, 
we’re brought immediately into the wonder and mystery of those first 
order questions of existence.  
 
“This is the account of the heavens and the earth when they were created.”  
 
Of course, not even the best of our modern scientific knowledge can get 
us back to that very first moment of creation, let alone answer the 
question as to why, or from where such a beginning could come from, and 
so we turn to poetry, metaphor, imagination, history and art to try to get 
close to the beginning, to try to get close to the Source and Origin of l ife, 
to try to get close to the beginning that was with God. 
 
It seems to me that when faced with such questions as Who, Where, Why ,  
we have two major theological options available to us. On the one hand, 
we can use the best of our human creativity, l ike with the ancient poetry 
of Genesis, to reflect on the original creativity of God, and on the other, 
we can turn our attention to creation itself,  wondering about the Creator 
through pondering all  this that God has made. Going as far back as at 
least the 2nd century, theologians have referred to this as the Two Book 
theory of God… That God is the author of two books, the book of nature 
and the book of scripture. And so to learn about God, we need to learn 
how to read about God in nature and in scripture.  
 
For the next six weeks here, we’re going to try to hold these two books 
together, one in each hand as it were, as we embark on a Rivers of the 
Bible sermon series – focusing both on the ways rivers show up in 
scripture and in nature as an occasion to reflect on these basic questions – 
who God is,  who we are, what this world of wonders is that we find 
ourselves within.  
 
If you’ve joined us here over the last few summers, you’l l  recognize this as 
a follow-up to other nature-based Bible studies that we’ve done – 
beginning with the Birds of the Bible a few summers ago, followed by 
Trees, and followed last summer by a study of the Clouds of the Bible.  



 
With our theme for this year, with rivers, we’l l  see I think that rivers 
make for a fascinating Bible study theme as river stories and references 
literally run throughout the whole Bible, from beginning to end, tracing 
the whole landscape of scripture, just as rivers run throughout the whole 
earth, tracing the landscape of the world. A River Runs Through It, the 
beautiful title of Norman Maclean’s classic novel about fly fishing in 
Montana, could I ’ve come to believe, work equally well as a subtitle to 
scripture; The Bible: A River Runs Through It.   
 
Beginning, of course, as we heard in our reading today, at the very 
beginning with the book of Genesis. A full  half of the verses of this 
creation story have to do with water and particularly with flowing water, 
with streams and rivers, with “living water,” as it ’s sometimes called, 
reflecting how rivers have often been felt to be living beings, and even 
considered as gods in many cultures and myths.  
 
“Is there water there?,” for example, is often the first question we ask 
about a new planet that might support l ife, reflecting the basic, essential 
connection between water and life, and particularly clean and running 
water, which rivers represent, which is why in places and cultures ranging 
from the Yellow River in China to the Mekong in Southeast Asia, to the 
Danube in Europe, rivers are often referred to in the local languages as 
Mother. Rivers, l iving, flowing water, as somehow mother, source, 
beginning. I think about Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution, and the 
beautiful last paragraph of On the Origin of Species ,  in which Darwin sits 
by a riverside and ponders what he calls “the tangled bank” of l ife, awed 
by the diversity of forms that spring up on the banks of a river, the plants, 
the insects above and under ground, the birds flitting to and fro in the 
bushes. “From so simple a beginning,” he wrote by that English riverside, 
“endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are 
being evolved.”  
 
Like with rivers and the origins of l ife in general,  so too there seems to be 
a connection between rivers and the origins of our human life on this 
planet. When we think back on it,  it  seems some of the greatest 
milestones of human history have taken place on the banks of rivers. The 
200,000 year-old fossilized remains of our earliest known hominid 
ancestors were found along the banks of Ethiopia’s Awash River. Ten 
thousand years ago the momentous paradigm shift from a hunter-gatherer 
to an agricultural way of l ife happened in the Fertile Crescent valley 
between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers in Mesopotamia, the so-called 
“cradle of civilization.” And then, after having explored and settled much 
of the world by way of river navigation, just a couple of hundreds of years 
ago the rivers of England, and then later here in America, ushered in a 



new technological age with the mills that powered the Industrial 
Revolution. And it ’s with that thrust of rivers providing both 
transportation and power that we find ourselves here in this town and in 
this place, our proximity to Otter Creek and its powerful waterfalls,  the 
longest river in Vermont, a natural highway connecting Lake Champlain 
to southern New England used for thousands of years by the native 
Abenaki peoples and then by the European immigrants, this river we live 
by which in 1793 was harnessed here in Weybridge as a paper mill  for the 
first time. River as mother, origin, source – it wouldn’t be too much to 
say, I don’t think, that we wouldn’t be here, that this town wouldn’t be 
here, that this church wouldn’t be here, if  it  weren’t for our own mother 
river, the curiously named Otter Creek.  
 

*** 
 
As with the origins of evolution and human history, so too with the 
origins of creation in Genesis, a river runs through it.   
 
“ A river watering the garden flowed from Eden; from there it was separated into 
four headwaters.” 
 
This passage in scripture has long enchanted and perplexed its readers. 
The Garden of Eden – the garden of paradise, the garden of delight, 
speaks to us about our dream of what life should be like at its best. And 
while most of the descriptions of Eden in the Bible feel mythical and 
unreal and dreamlike, when the text takes this meandering turn to 
describe the rivers that flow from Eden, known poetically as the “rivers of 
paradise,” the story seems to take a geographical,  historical,  and literal 
turn that is both intriguing and baffling.  
 
Here’s the basic picture Genesis paints. In Eden, at the very beginning, 
we lived in an idyllic garden setting, everything was beautiful and 
abundant and pure and good and beautiful,  and right through the middle 
of the garden a river flowed, and as it f lowed on and out into the land 
beyond Eden, the river separated into four streams which flowed out into 
the four corners of the world. The four rivers are given names and 
descriptions, and while two of them are clearly and plainly real rivers 
known to the area, the Tigris and the Euphrates, the other two are utterly 
mysterious and unknown Hebrew names, the Pishon and the Gihon. Of 
course this mystery of the other two rivers has only added to intrigue, as 
figuring out the location of these four rivers would seem to hold the key 
to discovering where exactly the garden of Eden was originally located. 
Well,  much like with the Big Bang, we haven’t quite found the original 
Eden yet. The Nile in Africa, the Ganges in India, the Mississippi…, the 
North Pole, even the Milky Way with its four “arms” and with its name as 



the Silver River of Heaven in China… there have been countless theories 
proposed for where and what these four rivers of Eden, these four rivers 
of paradise, represent. In the Quran, the prophet Muhammad was given a 
vision that seems compelling to me, that when the prophet was given the 
vision of the four rivers of paradise, two of the rivers were real and 
visible, in his case they were the Nile and the Euphrates, whereas the 
other two were said to be hidden, and invisible. Spiritual,  rather than 
literal,  rivers of paradise.  
 
To add to the mystery, there’s another conundrum here with our Genesis 
text. The text says that one river flowed from Eden and from there split 
into four tributaries. This is exactly the opposite of how rivers normally 
operate. Normally, a river begins when many tributaries come together, 
and it ends as one main current. The river flowing from Eden, though, is 
said to work otherwise. The four headwaters don’t join and become one, 
but the one river separates and becomes four.  
 

*** 
 
The main question with Genesis, I think, and with the rivers of paradise, 
is the question of source. Where does all  this begin? Who are we? Where 
are we? Why are we? Without knowing the Source, without knowing the 
beginning, these questions seem impossible to answer.  
 
Rivers by their very nature, I think, imply and suggest to us this question 
and mystery of source. Stil ler bodies of water, l ike lakes and oceans, can 
seem self-contained and self-sufficient compared to a river. I can look out 
on a pond and trace the entire outline of it.  A river, on the other hand, is 
more difficult to comprehend in one glance. When I picture a river, I 
picture it in its middle course, a channel of water twisting, turning, and 
meandering through the landscape, sometimes quickly with rapids, 
sometimes slowly with deep pools. But a river is also an estuary where it 
empties into an ocean or a lake. And a river is also its source, wherever it 
begins as a spring or snowmelt or rain runoff.  
 
 

*** 
 
The question of the source of major rivers, it  turns out, is just as 
complicated and mysterious as the question of the source of l ife. The Nile 
and the Amazon, for example, the two longest rivers in the world—we 
stil l  don’t know for sure, or have scientific consensus about where the 
exact source of these rivers are. In part, this is because there is 
disagreement about the meaning of source. For some, source means the 
longest tributary. For others, it ’s the tributary with the most water, which 



doesn't necessarily mean the longest. The source of the Amazon, for 
example, has seen at least six different serious contenders over the last 
couple hundred years. With the Nile too, there is sti l l  some disagreement 
as to where the actual source is.  According to some theories, the Nile is 
longer than the Amazon if you mark the source one way, but if you mark 
the source another way, then the Amazon is longer than the Nile.  
 
As part of my sermon preparation, I set out to try to find the source of 
Otter Creek this week. At just over 100 miles long, although it ’s 
Vermont’s longest river, it  pales in comparison to the 4,000 miles that the 
Amazon and Nile run, and yet the question of source is just as 
complicated. Most maps trace Otter Creek back to Emerald Lake in 
Dorset, Vermont. I stopped at the small outflowing stream on the north 
side of the lake first,  and it did look just l ike a miniature version of the 
river that we know here – a self-contained stream winding its way over 
and around rocks and trees. I looked at the gps on my phone though, and 
I saw that there’s a stream flowing into Emerald Lake that on some maps 
is also called Otter Creek. I visited that l ittle creek right before it enters 
the lake, and while smaller and more “tangled” with alders and willows, it 
sti l l  looked, again, mostly l ike a miniature version of the Otter Creek we 
know here.  
 
I looked at my phone again and traced the little blue squiggly line 
upstream. Just a couple of miles south of Emerald Lake, the stream takes 
a sharp turn east and north as the tributary climbs up Mount Tabor 
towards its source. 
 
Named after a prominent monodnock in Galilee where the 
Transfiguration of Christ was said to occur, Mount Tabor in Vermont can 
fade in the background as one of many very green, very beautiful 
mountains that rise and fall  north-south along the spine of the state.  
 
Heading south on Route 7 just past Emerald Lake State Park you take a 
sharp left on Bowen Hill road, and then a right for a couple of miles on 
Mad Tom Rd, until  you reach the Mad Tom Orchard with its many 
roadside apple trees that tempt you like Eve to go ahead and reach out 
and take your own bite. Right after you pass the orchard the road draws 
close to the headwater stream of Otter Creek on the East, on your left.  I 
packed a bag with some water and a notebook and an extra apple or two 
from the orhard of Eden. And I set off on foot to find the source.  
 
I should mention that other work duties kept me from getting to this spot 
until  late in the afternoon. And so I was up against time and light. I set 
the alarm on my phone for an hour, figuring that I had a little less than 
three hours of l ight left before sunset.  



 
Well,  Otter Creek is beautiful and clear there at the base of Mt Tabor. It 
looks very similar to the mountain streams that I love to fish closer to 
here for native wild brook trout. And so for the first many minutes, I was 
reading the river as if  I were fishing – are there trout here? Is that bend 
deep enough? How would I position myself to make a cast in this forest? 
Do I see any bugs coming off the water?  
 
After a few minutes of this fishing/dreaming phase, I realized that the 
stream, alas, was too small to support trout. Then I started paying 
attention to that “tangled bank” that Darwin talked about. Especially 
when I found my first patch of golden chanterelles!  But then I thought 
about the setting sun, and given the vigor of the stream, the source I 
thought might be miles away. And so I put my head down, and proceeded 
to bound, as quickly as I could, up the hill ,  up the riverbed. The only 
things slowing me down were the pesky gnats swarming my head, the 
stinging nettles stinging my knees, the frogs spooking and jumping from 
almost every pool, the bruised shin from slipping and crashing into some 
river rocks, the ferns and popple that ruthlessly wrapped around my 
bruised and tender shin, the eerie feeling that I might run into a bear at 
any moment, or step on a porcupine.  
 
I decided to get as high up the mountain and as close to the source as I 
could before my hour alarm went off.  For the first stretch, it seemed 
hopeless, as the rocky riverbed seemed endless. The first sign of hope that 
maybe I could actually make it to the source was when the sound changed, 
from the steady full  rush of the fall ing lower mountain stream, to the 
gentle trickle of the upper mountain stream, a beautiful soft sound that 
felt just l ike the way the late afternoon light was streaming and dappling 
on the river rocks and tangled bank.  
 
As I got higher, and as the water got smaller, I noticed that there were 
stretches of the stream in which the river seemed to disappear, where the 
water when underground, or under rock for a bit,  only to reemerge in 
another small pool and small cascading stream.  
 
Interesting, I thought, as I pushed on and on under the darkening forest 
canopy. Five minutes left on my phone. Stil l  plenty of water. Stil l  a frog 
jumping in each pool. Head down, I thought, as close to the source as I 
can get.  
 
A little delirious at this point from the stinging nettles, the gnats, the bug 
spray, the immense, imponderable mystery of the Source and the question 
of Life and God in my head… I went up and up and up, my footing 
slipping and twisting but somehow not breaking any bones and getting 



trapped and dying alone on Mount Tabor. And then the alarm on my 
phone sounded. Time to stop. And so drenched in sweat, I sat down for 
my first drink of water. And when I sat down, I noticed that it was quiet. 
Deathly quiet, as they say. Quiet as in no insects, no frogs, no birds. 
Quiet as in no water.  
 
I had somehow went past the source without even knowing it.  Or had I? 
the riverbed seemed to continue indefinitely up the mountain. And on my 
left and on my right, rocky tributaries seemed to be coming in, except 
without any water. But it was quiet, there was no water. Without realizing 
it,  I had missed the source. I had walked right past it,  l ike a moth flying 
right past the flame of its desire.  
 
After catching my breath and rehydrating, I started slowly and gingerly 
back down the mountain, on hyper alert for where exactly this river 
system started. I saw some dampness in a mossy patch just below me, 
which looked more like a fairy home than a spring, but there was no 
standing or flowing water. Seeing where the water began proved more 
difficult than listening to where the water began, as the drip drip drip I 
heard a bit downstream turned out to be the closest thing I could find to a 
source. A thin flat rock the size of my hand wedged between two lumpy 
boulders turned out to be as close as I could get to the source of Otter 
Creek. After minutes of careful attention, I can’t say that I can say where 
exactly the water came from. I don’t know if it  was a spring, or the 
moisture from snow and rain. Truthfully, the water seemed to seep out of 
the rocks itself,  and then collect on this rock wedged between the 
boulders, from which water started dripping in well-defined droplets l ike 
water from a leaky faucet. Drip, drip, drop, drop. Steady like the 
metronome by which the Presbyterian father taught the young Mclean 
brothers to cast a fly l ine, with a four-count rhythm.  
 
I sat there for awhile, close to what may or may not have been the source 
of Otter Creek. I l istened and listened, wondering—Who are we? Where 
are we? Why are we?  
 

*** 
 
From somewhere near where I was on the side of Mount Tabor in 
southern Vermont, many little streams and tributaries come together to 
form Otter Creek, which flows north for over 100 miles, with larger and 
larger river tributaries entering it,  cascading over falls and ledges and 
eventually emptying into Lake Champlain. It ’s the most visible river in 
our town. It ’s our Tigris and it ’s our Euphrates. It ’s our Nile and our 
Amazon.  
 



But I wondered and I wonder stil l  this – just l ike with the rivers of 
paradise, there are visible and maybe there are also invisible rivers running 
through the world. The visible rivers seem to flow one way. Many 
tributaries, many possible sources, flow into one stream. But in Eden we 
hear about other, invisible rivers that flow too. In Eden, in paradise, 
there’s one source river that flows out into the world into four branches.  
 
And four, that’s a classic symbol of wholeness. Four represents everything. 
The four corners of the earth. The four directions of heaven. Which 
means that the river that flows out from Eden flows everywhere. Which 
means that all  of l ife, in some way, receives its l ife from paradise. This 
isn’t to say that everything is perfect, of course, but like a drop of water in 
the river, maybe everything has God’s original perfection streaming 
though it.   
 
As we begin our Rivers series, and as I end today, I invite you to think 
about that the next time you cross a river driving, or walking, or hiking, 
or paddling or swimming. Think about that the next time you take a drink 
from the flowing water of your faucet. Drip, drip, drop, drop.  
 
Who are we? Where are we? Why are we?  
 
Maybe, if  we listen, rivers will  have some wisdom from the source to 
teach, because maybe in some way every river sti l l  comes from 
Eden…maybe every river sti l l  comes from God…maybe every river is a 
river of paradise. 
	


