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Rivers of the Bible: Watershed Discipleship 

 

It’s fitting, as we come to the end of our 6-week sermon series on the Rivers of 
Bible, that we’d find ourselves at the very end of the Bible, the last chapter of 
Revelation, the last book in the Bible. Fitting because the end brings us back to 
the beginning as it were, as we can remember how the Bible also begins with 
river imagery in the book of Genesis, with the “river of paradise” that flows 
through the middle of the Garden of Eden prefiguring and foreshadowing this 
“river of the water of life” that we heard about in Revelation, that flows through 
the middle of the new Eden, the redeemed garden-city of the New Jerusalem.  

“In my beginning is my end,” as the poet T.S. Eliot put it, and “in my end is my 
beginning.”  

Or for another way to think about it, with rivers appearing at the beginning and 
end of the Bible, with rivers bookending the Bible as it were, and with over 
4,000 references to rivers and streams in between, the Bible is a text in which, 
to borrow the title of Norman Maclean’s fly fishing classic, A River Runs 
Through It.  

I won’t review in depth the five river sermons leading up to this last one, but for 
a general overview, we’ve tried to structure the scripture stories in such a way as 
to map onto the general flow and trajectory of a human lifespan, from origin 
and birth to adolescence and adulthood, and finally from late adulthood last 
week, to the end of life this week.  

Part of the fascination with rivers I think is this way in which the journey of a 
river seems to reflect the journey of a human life. Like us, rivers have a 
beginning, a middle, and an end. Like us they grow from small beginnings, they 
fall and tumble and twist, they meet obstacles which they learn to go around or 
persist through, they grow strong through welcoming the waters from other 
tributaries like we welcome the tributaries of our ancestors, mentors, teachers, 
experiences, guides… they meander and turn through their middle phases, 
sometimes taking the scenic route through the landscape… they might have 



deep and straightforward and steady sections… they grow wider and wider, 
deeper and deeper as they continue on, as we might hope to grow wiser and 
wiser, kinder and kinder as we continue on, and then eventually they find their 
end when they empty and dissolve and merge into that which is greater than 
they are.  “Life is like a river always flowing,” as the Buddha was known to 
teach.  Life is like a river… 

*** 

The book of Revelation is a unique text in the Bible in terms of its genre in that 
it is the only complete apocalyptic text that we have in scripture. Apocalypse 
comes from a Greek word meaning “unveiling” or “uncovering,” like when the 
curtains are pulled back in the theater to give the first glimpse of the stage 
setting, or when the wrapping paper is torn off revealing what the gift actually is. 
In the case of Revelation, the apocalypse, the unveiling is an attempt to 
understand or lift the veil on the deep future, on the end of time which is of 
course shrouded with mystery just as the end of life, just as death for us mortals, 
is also shrouded in mystery. That “cottage of darkness,” as poet Mary Oliver 
describes it. So Revelation tries to unveil or uncover what the end will be like, it 
tries to shine a flashlight and peer into the corners of that “cottage of darkness.” 

While there’s much that’s highly imaginative, symbolic, and hard to understand 
about the book of Revelation, there’s at least one glimpse of the deep future 
that’s beautiful and “clear as crystal.” In the end, as the poet of Revelation 
imagines it, there will be a river flowing right down the middle of the city of 
heaven—a river coming from the throne of God—a river on whose banks 
stands the tree of life, yielding fruit for all and with leaves for the healing of the 
nations—“the river of the water of life, clear as crystal.”  

It’s a bright, beaming, beautiful vision of what’s sometimes called apocalyptic 
hope. Apocalyptic hope – a type of hope that’s not necessarily dependent on 
present circumstances or present outlook, but that takes a deep view of time. 
Revelation, for example was written at a time of great despair for the Christian 
community when the Roman Empire was persecuting Christianity and 
otherwise seeming on a crash course to consume and conquer and burn up the 
world. In the face of a reality like that, apocalyptic hope trusts that, while we 
might not be able to see the how or when of it, the ultimate end of things will 
tend towards the good because the ultimate end of things will tend towards 
God…the ultimate end of things, in fact will be with God, and will be God.  



*** 

With our scripture for today in mind, I thought about apocalyptic hope when I 
went to support the climate strike rally on Friday organized by the Middlebury 
College and High School and Middle School students. As the crowd gathered 
and filled the park, holding signs like “There is no planet B,” “Keep winter cold,” 
“The world is God’s Body,” “You’ll die of old age, we’ll die of climate change,” 
suddenly there was a chant that arose from the middle huddle of the young 
people. “We are unstoppable/ another world is possible.” Then the students 
started to give speeches, speaking from the heart about how they’d really rather 
not have to skip class, but that the future demanded that we make a stand and 
that we start making changes now. One young woman ended her remarks 
saying this, she said, “This is a battle for the dignity of our earth and everything 
on it – and if we don’t have that, then what do we have?” The rally ended with 
the students teaching us their newest protest song. “People gotta rise like water/ 
We gotta face this crisis now/ I hear the voice of my great grand daughter/ 
Saying climate justice now.” 

I hear the voice of my great granddaughter … a battle for the dignity of earth 
and everything on it … the radical trust that “another world is possible”…  

That’s apocalyptic hope. That’s “Then I saw ‘a new heaven and a new earth.’” 
That’s “Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as 
crystal…”  

*** 

“Clear as crystal.” That’s option A on the field data sheet. A) clear; B) cloudy; 
C) foam; D) muddy (brown); E) silty (gray); F) tea; G) unnatural. Standing in 
muck boots in the thick clay of the Lemon Fair River early one morning a few 
weeks ago, my only real choice was between options D and E. “What do you 
think?”, I asked my sampling partner. “Is it muddy brown today, or silty gray?” 
We settled, as we usually did, on D) muddy brown. Fitting for a river that is 
most probably named after the French phrase for making mud, “Limon Faire,” 
although other theories are that it’s from a Yankee pronunciation of the French 
phrase for Vermont’s Green Mountains, “les Monts Verts,” or perhaps my 
favorite etymology, legend has it that an early settler, after getting stuck in the 
muck, cried out “What a lamentable affair!” Lemon Fair, then as a shortened 
version of that cry.  



I find myself standing in the muddy Lemon Fair from time to time because for 
the last handful of years, during the warmer months around here, from April 
through September, I’ve enjoyed being a volunteer sampler for the Addison 
County River Watch Collaborative. Heidi is one of the main organizers of this 
effort, as I’m simply one of the foot soldiers who heads out to the rivers in our 
area every month to collect a few samples, which are then sent off to a lab in 
Burlington where they’re tested for things like turbidity, nitrogen, e-coli, 
dissolved phosphorus and total phosphorus. I couldn’t tell you much about the 
science of it, but I do it because I enjoy the early morning wake up call and 
invitation to go stand in a river, listen to the birds, and hold a pole, which when 
I think about it, sounds a lot like why I enjoy fishing too. And while not a river 
ecologist or scientist, I’ve also slowly, slowly found myself coming to the 
awareness that rivers are one of the very key indicators of total ecosystem health. 
The health of a river, as I’ve heard it put, is like a report card on the health of 
the entire watershed.  

*** 

Contemporary theologian Ched Myers has developed an interesting notion of 
Christian spiritual practice that he calls “watershed discipleship.” By this phrase 
he means at least three things. One is that, as followers of Jesus as one who 
incarnated in a specific body in a specific time and place, we’re always called to 
be Christians in a specific place as well, and since there’s nowhere on this earth 
that is isn’t a part of a specific watershed, we cannot escape the fact that our 
Christian discipleship necessarily takes place in and is shaped by and shapes a 
local watershed.  

Second, he uses watershed as metaphor, like when we talk about our historical 
moment as a “watershed moment,” like with Climate Change for example. A 
watershed moment, a critical moment, a turning point moment. Like how one 
raindrop can fall on one side of the Continental Divide and end up in the 
Pacific Ocean, while another can fall just over on the other side of the divide 
and end up in the Atlantic.  

The third meaning of watershed discipleship focuses on the meaning of 
discipleship itself – a word which means being a student, and particularly in the 
Gospels, being a student of the rabbi or teacher Jesus. As Myers puts it, we 
need to be disciples of our watersheds. We need to be students of the place we 
live in. We need a “catechism of place.”  



“We won’t save places we don’t love,” he says, quoting Sengalese 
environmentalist Baba Dioum, “We can’t love places we don’t know.” And “We 
don’t know places we haven’t learned.”  

How well, I wonder—as we come to the end of our river series—do we know, 
do I know, our own place, our own watershed? If a drop of water fell on our 
church roof, where would it go? What other waters would it join up with? 
Would they be waters of life? What trees of life would the waters nourish? 
What fish would swim in them? What insects, what plants? What song do our 
rivers sing? What sermons do they preach? Where would these waters begin? 
And where would they end? Would we swim in them? Would we as a church 
baptize someone in them, full immersion style, like Jesus in the Jordan? Or 
would the e-coli levels be too high? Would we fish and eat the fish from these 
rivers? And if not, should the eagles and osprey? What will these rivers of ours 
look like in 10 years, 100 years, 10,000 years? What do we want them to look 
like? What’s our apocalyptic hope? What’s our vision of our own new Eden, our 
new Jerusalem, our heaven, our local watershed of God?   

*** 

“This is a battle for the dignity of our earth and everything on it – and if we 
don’t have that, then what do we have?” 

“On each side of the river stood the tree of life…and the leaves of the tree are 
for the healing of the nations.” 

“People gotta rise like water…I hear the voice of my great grand daughter…” 

Then I saw “a new heaven and a new earth,” for the first heaven and the first 
earth had passed away… 

 “We are unstoppable/ another world is possible.” 

Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal… 

*** 

As scripture imagines it, a river was there in the beginning of all things, and a 
river will be there at the end of all things. And in between the waters flow on 
and on and our lives flow on and on. And in the end it’s all a part of the sacred 
watershed of God. This garden earth of ours. Planet A….And a river runs 
through it.  


