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Rivers of the Bible: Living Waters 
 
 
Scholars are pretty confident that Jesus was about 30 or 31 years old when 
he made the trek south from Nazareth in the Sea of Galilee region, heading 
downstream along the Jordan River until he made it to the spot where the 
prophet John was baptizing people in the lower course of that river. Al-
Maghtas is the Arabic name that’s used today for the likely spot, meaning 
literally “immersion,” and so by extension, “baptism.”  
 
There, along a wild and scenic stretch of the river a few miles upstream 
before it empties into the Dead Sea1, John was preaching a message of 
radical life-change, one that he marked by having people submerge and 
reemerge from the deep waters of the flowing river. With religious roots 
going back to the Jewish mikva practice of taking a ritual bath to purify 
oneself, the type of baptism that John was practicing was understood in quite 
dramatic, existential terms to be a literal death and rebirth ritual…a dying to 
the old self and the old ways, as one held one’s breath underwater as an 
experience of drawing close to death, and then coming back up and out from 
the waters, reborn from the waters, gasping for breath as if for the first time, 
looking out at the world wild eyed and curious as if for the first time, 
renamed sometimes, renewed, reborn.  
 
One way I’ve come to think about what John was up to, and what Jesus was 
drawn to be a part of, to use a contemporary ecological term, John was “re-
wilding” the traditional Jewish mikva practice. Again, the mikva was and is 
still practiced today as a ritual bath of purification. Unlike Christian baptism 
which is practiced as a one-time only thing, the mikva ritual immersion in 
water could be done again and again whenever one wanted to re-purify 
oneself. After touching a corpse, for example, would be a traditional 
occasion for a mikva bath, or after eating non-kosher food, or for women 
after menstruating, or for couples before marriage, or for converts to 
Judaism to mark their conversion. While usually these baths are self-

																																																								
1	 Or, I should say, a stretch of the river where during the time of Jesus was full and 
flowing, but today flows at only 5 % of its historical flow, and faces significant pollution 
and climate challenges.	



contained indoor structures, the one key ingredient for a traditional mikva is 
that they contain at least a portion of “living water,” (Hebrew: mayyim 
chaim) meaning natural, flowing water as from a spring or river. “Living 
water,” is a key term in the Hebrew Bible, and also in the New Testament as 
a phrase that Jesus used, both literally representing rivers and streams, but 
also metaphorically, “living water” is used on multiple occasions as a name 
for God, like in the prophet Jeremiah, when God calls Godself “the spring of 
living water.” (Jeremiah 2: 13) 
 
In inviting people to gather outside by the riverside, and by inviting them 
literally in to the middle of the river, I imagine John’s invitation was 
something like—Do you want to encounter and be blessed by real living 
waters? Do you want to encounter the Creator through total immersion in 
Creation? Do you want to be blessed by the source or spring of living water 
within all living things? Do you want to be baptized into the utter wildness 
and sacredness of this world? If so, join me down by the riverside.  
 
And so many did, including Jesus, at this key moment in his own life. Again, 
30 or 31 years old. Right about to begin his public ministry of teaching and 
healing. And so maybe, as I imagine it, longing for a type of rite of initiation 
into adulthood, or ordination into the mission of his life’s work, Jesus 
journeyed downstream to find the wild prophet wearing camels hair and 
eating locusts and wild honey. And there he had John dunk him down under 
those living waters of the river—immersion being the general scholarly 
consensus for the method of baptism here—and when he came back up, it 
was as if he was reborn—born this time not in a Bethlehem manger but in 
the Jordan River. And immediately after emerging from the river, Jesus 
experienced the heavens opening and God’s Spirit like a dove descending 
upon him, and the newly baptized was renamed and reclaimed as God’s very 
own—God saying “You are my child. I will call you Beloved, because in you 
I am well pleased.”  
 

*** 
 
With this being one of the key stories in our Rivers of the Bible series, one 
of my big wonderings when I think about Jesus’ baptism is how this moment 
in the Jordan River—literally the water-logged moment in the river itself— 
colored or shaped the rest of his life. I wonder how often he thought about 
this moment. What he learned from it. What wisdom he took from the river, 
from the living waters that dripped off of him as he reemerged, reborn.  



 
Martin Luther, for example, said that he thought about his baptism every 
morning when he washed his face. He said that there was no greater 
assurance in life than the assurance of baptism. He said that in baptism the 
God who cannot lie said Yes to him. Said, “You are my child. I will call you 
Beloved.” In the prayer that he wrote for the baptismal liturgy, his so-called 
“flood prayer,” Luther compared the living waters of baptism to the flood 
waters from the time of Noah, saying that rather than being a flood of wrath, 
baptism represents a flood of mercy, a flood of grace. “Through the Baptism 
in the Jordan of Your beloved Son,” he wrote, “You sanctified and instituted 
all waters to be a blessed flood, and a lavish washing away of sin.” I’m 
struck by the “all waters” idea. That baptism means that all water is holy 
water, that God’s grace is mingled with and streams through it all. Luther 
also famously said this about baptism. He said that in baptism “every 
Christian has enough to study and to practice for an entire lifetime.” Again, I 
wonder about Jesus, and his baptism in the Jordan. What did that experience 
give him to study and to practice for the rest of his life? How did his 
experience in the Jordan River shape the flow and course of his own life and 
ministry? 
 

*** 
The Jordan River begins its journey somewhere deep in the mountains that 
form the border between Syria and Lebanon. It starts as a tiny mountain 
stream at an elevation of approximately 9, 232 feet. The upper course flows 
south and drops rapidly over its first 60 miles, tumbling and crashing down 
the mountainside before entering the Sea of Galilee, which lies at about 685 
ft below sea level.  The river exits the other side of the Sea of Galilee and 
continues south for 80 miles over a much less steep gradient, dropping only 
another 700 feet until it empties into the Dead Sea, near where Jesus was 
baptized, which is in fact the lowest point on earth at nearly 1,400 feet below 
sea level. 
 
Given the steep decline and gradient especially of its upper course, it makes 
sense that the word Jordan itself, in its Hebrew etymology, means “to go 
down,” or “to flow down.” 
 

*** 
Earlier this week I hiked up into our Green Mountains here in Vermont and 
sat myself down along the banks of a clear mountain stream. Well I should 
say first I found a deep pool and jumped in, to feel first hand and experience 



my own immersion in living waters experience. But then I sat down and 
listened and watched the river as I thought about the Jordan and John and 
Jesus.  
 
To go down, to flow down. Of course that’s what rivers naturally do. “The 
water seeks its own level,” as the saying goes, as the living waters of a river 
seem irresistibly self-propelled on their journey downstream, which means 
their journey down, their journey of descent. 
 
I wonder about all the downward momentum, the imagery of descent that we 
find with the story of Jesus’s baptism. He had to journey downstream from 
Galilee to find John. He found John down near the mouth of the Jordan, 
which was down near where the river emptied into the Dead Sea, down near 
the very lowest spot on this whole planet. I think about how Jesus had to go 
down the riverbank to John. How in the river John plunged him down under 
the flowing water, totally immersing him under it. And then when Jesus 
comes up for breath, the heavens open and God’s spirit comes down, God’s 
spirit descends upon him.  
 
To go down, to flow down. It makes me wonder about the direction of God’s 
activity and God’s energy in the world. I think there’s a significant strand of 
religion and spirituality that is what I would call a theology of ascent. The 
idea that the direction of God is up and beyond. That we get to God by going 
up, by lifting our thoughts above this earth, and eventually by having our 
souls ascend up to heaven after death. 
 
But when I hold this theology up to Jesus, I wonder if a theology of descent 
more accurately describes what he was up to, and what God’s Spirit was up 
to, working in and with and through him. 
 
I think about how Jesus was always moving and teaching not up towards the 
mighty and the powerful, but down towards the last and the least. “Blessed 
are the poor in spirit,” “Blessed are the meek or humble,”—our English 
word humble coming from the Latin humilis, ‘low, lowly,” from humus 
‘ground’.  
 
“When someone invites you to a wedding feast,” Jesus once taught, “do not 
take the place of honor…But when you are invited, take the lowest 
place…For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who 
humble themselves will be exalted.” (Luke 14: 8-11) 



 
I think about his love for the littlest and least, the mustard seed, the little 
children. I think about Jesus bending down to wash his disciples feet at the 
Last Supper. I think about Mary Magdalene, bending down the wipe Jesus’ 
feet with her perfumed hair and tears. I think about the incarnation that we 
celebrate at Christmas – what is that but a story of the love of God 
descending here to earth, seeking out the lowest and the least as the place of 
God’s birth into this world? And finally I think about, after his death, Jesus 
being placed underground in the tomb for three days. I think about how the 
Apostle’s Creed described this as Christ “descending into hell,” descending 
into the depths of the earth and the underworld.  
 

*** 
 
A theology of descent. The way the living waters of a river tend to flow 
down as teaching something, expressing something, preaching something 
about how God’s energy, God’s love, God’s mercy also flows down and 
floods every tiny little corner of creation, seeking out the littlest and the 
least.  
 
“The supreme good,” according to a beautiful passage from the ancient 
Chinese text the Tao Te Ching, “is like water, which nourishes all things 
without making any effort. Water is content with the low places that people 
disdain. Thus it is like the Tao, or the Way, or the Truth.”  
 
“The supreme good is like water…content with the low places.” 
 
Or as Jesus taught it, drawing as I imagine now on the wisdom from those 
downward flowing waters of his baptism in the Jordan River - “those who 
exalt themselves shall be humbled, and those who humble themselves shall 
be exalted.” 
 
Thinking this beautiful thought while sitting next to a wild and scenic river 
as the living waters sidestep and dance over and around rocks and ledges 
making their way ever down, down, down… 
 
Luther was right. This flood of grace…This river sermon from the living 
waters… It’s enough to study and practice for a lifetime.  
	


