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Rivers of the Bible: Stream of Consciousness 
 

If you’ve joined us at all over the last month, or as a little context for those who haven’t, we’ve 
been taking as our theme the idea of the Rivers of the Bible – that is, focusing on some of the 
great stories in scripture that feature rivers, as a way of trying to read what in theology is called 
the “Two Books” theory of God – that God is the author or creator of two masterpieces—first, 
the book of nature, and second, the book of scripture. Just as in a natural landscape rivers join 
the two sides of a valley together, so too for us theologically, focusing on rivers can help us bring 
these two books of God back together.  

In addition to being interesting and beautiful expressions of God in and of themselves, (“a river 
gives glory to God by being a river”), for us humans rivers also present a particularly powerful 
metaphorical lens or mirror through which to understand our own selves and lives. Like us, and 
unlike, say, mountains or trees, rivers move at a noticeable pace through the world, and like us 
their journey has a beginning, a middle, and an end—for us, birth, life, and death; for rivers the 
upper course near the source and headwaters, the middle course with its bends and meanders, 
and finally the lower course with its mouth opening and emptying into lakes or oceans.  

And so too our journey through the Rivers of the Bible has taken a similar, natural course of 
tracing the arc of a human life. We began with the search for the origins and source of things, 
with the river of paradise that flowed through the Garden of Eden. Next we looked at the story 
of Moses, who as a newborn infant was placed in a basket and left to the care of the Nile River. 
Next we jumped ahead to the adolescent phase of things, focusing on the prophets in the Bible 
who used the metaphor of a river to give voice to their angst and idealism in their strident calls 
for “justice to roll down like a river, righteousness like an ever flowing stream.” And then finally 
last week we made it to adulthood, with the story of the 30 year old Jesus being baptized into his 
life’s work and calling by John in the Jordan River. 

Today with the story of Jacob by the Jabbok River, in terms of the human lifespan, we’re 
continuing on to the time period that’s sometimes called mature adulthood, or late middle age, 
perhaps even right at the beginning of “the golden years.”  

At this phase of his life Jacob has amassed significant wealth and resources. We heard about his 
hundreds of goats and sheep and his camels and donkeys and servants and wives. What we 
didn't hear is the background about how Jacob acquired all this wealth. That story takes us all 
the way back to Jacob’s birth as the second-born twin of Esau to parents Isaac and Rebecca. The 
name “Jacob” literally means “heal-grabber,” or “leg-puller,” because the story goes that he was 
born grabbing and pulling his older brother’s heal. Jacob is one of the prime cases in history in 
which the meaning of his name holds a powerful sway over his life and insight into his character, 



as pulling other peoples legs, as it were, being a trickster, a hustler, a con-man in a sense, is how 
Jacob’s life unfolded, from its beginning up until this point. First he tricked his desperately 
hungry older brother Esau into trading him his birthright for a hot bowl of soup. Next he 
tricked his blind father right before his death, by pretending to be Esau as Isaac mistakenly 
conferred his final blessing upon Jacob, rather than Esau as he was intending. This stolen 
blessing trick enraged the older brother, who drove Jacob out of town and vowed to kill him if 
he ever returned. Exiled from his homeland, Jacob set up shop with his uncle, where he married 
twice and raised 12 children and eventually, over the years, tricked his uncle out of almost all of 
his livestock and wealth. At this point in the story his uncle had run him out of town, and Jacob 
has no choice but to try to return home to where his brother Esau lived. And so he’s on the road 
trying to get back home, and we heard him strategizing again how to trick his brother into 
welcoming him back, scheming up all sorts of bribes and ways of splitting up his resources so as 
to make it out ahead again. At this point in the story, quite frankly, it’s hard to find many 
redeemable qualities to Jacob. At this point, even though he’s an older man with much wealth, 
it’s nearly impossible to recognize him as the greatly revered father of the twelve tribes of Israel, 
one of the greatest patriarchs and prophets of the Jewish faith.  

*** 

And so Jacob reaches the banks of the Jabbok River, which is the second largest tributary of the 
lower Jordan River that flows in from the east, beginning from a mountain spring near the 
capital Amman in Jordan. From his camp there, first he sends scouts and gifts ahead of him to 
try to “pacify,” his brother as we heard, until all that’s left is him and his family. That night, he 
takes his family and he crosses the ford of the Jabbok River with them. After crossing the stream, 
he sends them on their way. As I imagine it, and as the text seems to imply, Jacob returns back 
across the river to where the camp was already set up. And he spends the night there by the 
riverbank alone.  

For someone born a twin, who had multiple wives and hundreds of animals and a dozen 
children…being alone must not have been what Jacob was used to. Being alone…alone 
alone…just Jacob and the lonesome stars above and the babbling brook beside him with its river 
language whispering all night in the moonlight.  

*** 

Through many hours spent fishing and hiking near rivers, and through many summer nights 
camping and sleeping by rivers while on canoe trips, I’ve come to know that the flowing waters 
of a river tend to present a particularly powerful occasion for contemplation and for deep 
philosophical, psychological, spiritual thought. It could very well be that the whole Western 
tradition of philosophy itself was born on the banks of a river, as the most famous utterance of 
the ancient Pre-Socratic philosophers is probably Heraclitus’s teaching about how “you can’t 
step in the same river twice.”  



Given that his nickname was “the obscure,” it’s fitting that we still don’t know exactly what 
Heraclitus meant with this fragment, which is one of only a few dozen of his enigmatic 
teachings that remain. The general philosophical consensus is that he was the first to teach 
about the principle of flux in nature—the first to teach about how things in this world are 
forever changing, flowing, transforming, from one thing into another. A couple hundred years 
after Heraclitus, Plato is one of the earliest sources of this quote that’s attributed to him. In his 
dialogue the Cratylus, he writes, “Heraclitus, you know, says that everything moves on and that 
nothing is at rest; and, comparing existing things to the flow of a river, he says that you cannot 
step into the same river twice.” Here we see how the river is used as a general metaphor for 
everything that exists—that just as a river is always moving, always flowing, always changing, so 
too everything that exists find itself in a state of change and flux.  

As far as scholars can decipher it, Heraclitus’s original utterance was something more literally 
like… 

“Upon those who step into the same rivers, different and again different waters flow.” 

Or in another version,  

“No person ever steps in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and they’re not the same 
person.”  

*** 

As with the birth of philosophy, so too with the birth of modern psychology, the metaphor of 
the river or the stream has played a foundational role.   

William James, brother of novelist Henry James, is often credited with founding the modern 
American field of psychology with his 1890 text The Principles of Psychology. In that book he 
used the river metaphor that Heraclitus used to describe the nature and mystery of human 
consciousness. “Stream of consciousness,” is the famous term he coined to describe the way that 
our brains work—how one thought or impression or memory or feeling flows right into another, 
one after another, on and on, seamlessly and naturally, thoughts flowing through our mind as 
water flows through a river. “Consciousness,” he wrote, “does not appear to itself chopped up in 
bits. Such words as ‘chain’ or ‘train’ do not describe it fitly as it presents itself in the first instance. 
It is nothing jointed; it flows. A ‘river’ or a ‘stream’ are metaphors by which it is most naturally 
described. In talking about it hereafter let us call it the stream of thought, of consciousness, of 
the subjective life.”  

*** 

I picture Jacob there, that night by the Jabbok River. There he is, a single human individual, 
alone in the cosmos. Alone with his thoughts. Alone with his memories of the past, full of that 
strange mix of gratitude and grief, of guilelessness and guilt…alone with his worries about the 



future, whether his family would be safe, what would happen to his possessions, what would 
happen to his own life in the hands of his brother he twice tricked… Alone with only the sound 
of the river as his companion, whose ever babbling waters call him back to attention in the 
present moment, that stream of time in which past flows through present and into future, to 
that in-the-moment feeling of being a part of the flux of things, the water ever flowing, the 
thoughts ever flowing…the river ever changing, the self ever changing…  

In other words, as I read this story with the presence of the Jabbok River in mind, it seems that 
the stream that he had just helped his family across is now the occasion for Jacob to reckon with 
the stream of his own conscience and consciousness… 

Or in other words, the scene by the riverbank at night is the setting for a great wrestling match. 
A man reckoning with the mistakes of his past that have finally caught up to him. A trickster 
who’s ran out of tricks. A leg puller who’s ran out of legs to pull. The self thrown back on itself. 
The stream of the river turning Jacob inward to contend with the stream and river of his own 
life.  

The scripture is wonderfully vague here. All it is says is that “a man wrestled with him until 
daybreak.” Was this an actually person? Esau maybe, or his secret agent? Was this a demon? An 
apparition? A ghost? Was this an angel, as most of art history has imagined it? Or was this God? 
Which, of course, in the end, is how Jacob interprets it, when, after day break, after contending 
blow for blow, moment for moment, Jacob has his hip yanked out of joint, the leg puller has his 
own leg pulled, and Jacob realizes that this is no ordinary person he’s wrestling with. Jacob asks 
this special being for a blessing, and the stranger asks Jacob’s name, and he says “Jacob,” 
admitting that up until this moment that’s who he’s been, a heel-grabber, a blessing-stealer, a 
trickster… “No,” the stranger says, “Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you 
have struggled with God and with humans and have overcome.” 

*** 

Day breaks. The morning sun glimmers on the shallow waters rippling across the ford of the 
Jabbok River. Jacob is alone again. Alone still with the stream of the ever-flowing waters of the 
Jabbok and the ever-flowing thoughts of his mind. Alone still but not the same. Something, by 
daybreak, is different.  

For one thing, after the midnight wrestling match he’s limping at the hip as he crosses the 
stream a second time. For another, he’s seen God “face to face,” as he says, and he’s survived. 
And so he steps in to the river again, and he crosses over to face whatever awaits him next.  

“No person,” Heraclitus said, “ever steps in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and 
they’re not the same person.”  



And so it is that when Jacob crosses the river this second time, the river’s not the same, and he’s 
not the same. Camping by the river it seems, has taught Jacob something about how he too is 
here on earth to change and to flow. About how he too is part of the great flux of things.  

*** 

This chapter of Jacob’s story ends when the two brothers meet again shortly after Jacob crosses 
the river. Maybe it’s his more humble, more hobbled gait. Maybe it's the hard won river wisdom 
newly etched into his sleepless face. Maybe it’s his gesture of respect as he bows down before his 
older brother when they meet. Something about the change in Jacob’s character leads Esau, with 
his 400 men still behind him, to embrace his younger, wayward brother.  

In language echoing the father in the Prodigal Son parable that Jesus would later tell, Esau runs 
to Jacob when he sees him, he throws his arms around his neck, and he kisses his younger 
brother. Both Jacob and Esau weep at meeting again like this.  

In welcoming him like this, I imagine Esau saying to him, using another river image, “Brother. 
It’s like water under the bridge. Water under the bridge. I forgive you. I love you.”  

And Jacob, for his part, says, “to see you is like seeing the face of God.”  

 “It is only when Jacob learns to wrestle with God,” as Rabbi Arthur Waskow has written in his 
commentary on this text, “that it becomes possible for him to make peace with his brother.” 

In the end, the heel-grabber has become the God-wrestler has become the brother-reconciler.  

So too, I think, with us. Like rivers, none of us are ever done with our changes. Throughout the 
river-journey of our lives, each day, each moment, different and again different waters flow.  

 


