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 I wonder, as a kid, how did you picture heaven?  I didn’t spend much time 

wondering about heaven when I was little but the awe and wonder was firmly planted 

in my head.  I can see the Sunday School picture even now—a gleaming heavenly 

palace, streets of glimmering gold, pearly gates; embedded gems ruby red and 

emerald green, bright blue sapphire and diamonds thrown in for good measure.  It was 

something akin to my vision of a fairy tale castle with kings and queens, or what 

Buckingham palace might be—or much like a very large jeweled crown plopped on a 

cloud, floating around in the middle of the sky.  Add to that a bunch of heavenly beings 

falling down at the throne in worship 24 hours a day?  As someone who loves music 

and singing and worship—can it get any better than that?  Are there traces of this kind 

childhood vision and wonder left in your picture of heaven?  I hope so.  

 Well, however you picture it—and there are many views and understandings 

which come in part at least from Revelation; whatever you understand that “place” of 

heaven to be, I wonder is water—is there a river in your picture?  Oddly, it never was in 

mine.  Yet today as we read the last chapter of Revelation—the book of our scripture 

ends with a different picture.  OK, the river is still bright, sparkling as crystal.  I’ll give 

you that.  But that’s just it.  The river.  Water, life, abundant, available to all—the river is 

central—flowing right down the center of that city, right down the middle of those 

streets paved with gold—on either side, the tree of life, fruit in abundance, healing for 

the nations.  And no matter your childhood vision or imagination—from the very 

beginning of creation to the very end and the beginning of God’s new creation—from 

start to finish God is turning our collective imagination toward hope, toward life.  And in 
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the middle of it all—a river.   “Look!” says the Lord.  “Do not consider the things of old 

for I am about to do a new thing!  Don’t you see it?”  Let us pray. 

 The river.  It had always been the center of his life.  The ebb and flow.  The 

waves rushing and rising and dissipating once more.  As a boy he came here often.  

Splashing in its waves; skipping rocks from the shoreline; wading in to catch minnows 

and chase water striders who marked their path in ripples dancing and spreading in 

ever-widening circles sparkling and glistening like diamonds on the water’s surface.  

The reeds in emerald green in graceful sway beneath the waves; the water lilies in full 

bloom like polished gold; the silvery blue trout with flickers and flecks of sapphire; the 

ruby red of the salmon rising and springing from the depths like a glorious gem 

embedded and uncovered from the ground.  He cupped his hands to raise the water to 

his lips.  Cool.  Fresh.  Clean.  Thirst quenching.  He longed for that water now as he 

shivered in the darkness.  The darkness of exile, of slavery, and a people—God’s 

people of promise—dragged into captivity to a foreign place in a foreign land where the 

river, where the promise seemed so far away. 

 He shivered once more and huddled in closer as he tried to remember.  Fresh 

trout cooked over an open fire.  The stars that shone like sparkling diamonds in a 

midnight sky; the cool nighttime breezes as the water flowed and lapped against the 

shore.  And his father would draw him close him close in firm and muscular embrace; 

the coarse whiskers of a greying beard scratching his cheek; the strong scent of a 

working man’s sweat beading and sparkling like dew on furrowed forehead; his hands 
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rough and weathered; his voice deep baritone like the thundering of a waterfall—his 

father told the tale of a wilderness people—and the God who led them.  A small band 

of nomad peoples wandering in the desert; a people fleeing the slavery of one kind, 

thrown into the perils of hunger and thirst and the daily threat of survival and their God 

who was calling them to a new place, new promises, new hope.  Leading them into 

something totally brand new even when they wanted to turn back.   

As he spoke, his Papa’s eyes twinkled and glistened like twinkling stars, his hope 

like diamonds glistening on the water in the setting and waning of the sun.  And now 

his thunderous voice too, waning into the whisper of awe and wonder—“My boy,” he 

said, “Water always flows forward from where it came.  It cannot go back, but only 

toward a new future just around the bend.  So it is with God.  God doesn’t have to work 

the same ways as in the past.  Because God is always doing something new!”  Manna, 

quail, a new land, a new hope and a new promise—and in the center of it all—water.  

In the center of the promise, in the center of their lives—even when it seemed most 

scarce.  Water all around.  Water, abundant and flowing for all.  The parted waters of 

the Red Sea.  Water to save.  Rivers and springs flowing in deep underground water 

tables, rising and springing from the rock.  Streams in the desert.  Cool. Fresh.  Clean.  

Thirst quenching.  Water for life.  Water of life.   

But now that dream, that water, that promise, that hope, was so very far away.  A 

nomad people dragged into exile and into slavery once more.  Marched hundreds of 

miles from the river that was central to a young boy’s childhood, central to his faith and 
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the promises of God.   And the most vivid memories of the vibrant colours, the vibrant 

promises of God dwelt only in his mind.  The boy, now a man, lay in the darkness of a 

foreign land that held no promise.  Were there stars overhead?  Sure.  But this night 

they seemed to no longer sparkle or shine.  Was there water in this land?  Sure.  But it 

tasted brackish, bitter.  He swallowed it.  It burned down his throat and into his belly.  

His belly that ached, his heart that ached to go back.  To return to that land where 

God’s promise glistened, to the place where he splashed and played at the river of his 

childhood; for the paradise now so far out of reach. If only he could be that boy now.  

That boy whose gaze and imagination was turned to hope, to water, to life that flowed 

around and within him; to the creative imagination and activity of God, leading, moving 

flowing to the future and something brand new.  It was the wisdom of his father he 

could not grasp or fathom as a child.  What he could not fathom or believe now as a 

man. 

But suddenly in the darkness, into the darkness, deep within the hopelessness of 

his heart, a voice rising, thundering, cascading like a rushing waterfall.  The voice of a 

prophet, like the voice of his father, like the voice of God rumbling and thundering. 

“Behold!  I am about to do something new, now it springs forth, don’t you see?  In the 

wilderness of your hunger and thirst, in the dry and barren desert of your hopelessness 

and longing and need there will be water.  Cool.  Fresh.  Clean.  Thirst quenching.  

Water for life.  Water of life.  See I will make rivers to flow in the wilderness, springs to 

rise from the depths of the desert.  Behold!  I am about to do something brand new!” 
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And once again water was in the center of the promise, in the center of their 

lives—even when it seemed most scarce.  No matter how badly they wanted to; they 

did not need—they could not go back to the paradise of their childhood—but still God 

would once again act, not necessarily as God had done in the past.  Not to bring them 

back to the garden of creation, to the rivers and dreams of his childhood that splashed 

in his dreams; but even in the places of exile, of slavery, of scarcity and thirst; right 

here in this place, in this night the promise would come.  That God is always acting, 

always turning the collective gaze and the collective imagination of a people in exile 

toward hope, toward life.  And in the center of it all—water.  Streams in the desert.  

Springs gushing and rising from deep in the ground.  “Behold!  I am about to do 

something brand new!” 

But now generations have passed once more.  Now we are the people in exile, a 

people shivering in the darkness of a disposable and disposing world; our rivers and 

streams oozing with sludge and oil and discarded bottles and old truck tires and toxic 

waste.  Minnows and waters striders poisoned, reeds and water fowl choking.  Our 

rivers and streams dammed, diverted, exploited, evaporating.  Water as commodity, 

bottled, sold for profit; hoarded in a thirsty world where the poorest among us have no 

access to clean water and cannot find drink.  In our world where giving a cup of cold 

water is spiritual but as much or even more the very real, very physical, earthly 

incarnational act.  In our thirsty world that does not understand the centrality of water.  

In the ways we live that forget the centrality of God’s promise that trickles and seeps 

from flowing streams.  The centrality of God’s promise that gushes and splashes in the 
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rushing river.  The centrality of God’s promise that bursts and crashes, and tumbles in 

the roar of thundering waterfalls.   Could God yet be creating something new among 

us?  Can God yet create anew our rivers and streams, our hearts and lives?  We have 

been dragged so far away into exile; we drag ourselves away… so far from the dream, 

the promise, the imagination, we cannot even begin to fathom, to believe that even 

now the creative activity of God is moving, flowing, leading our thirsty world, our thirsty 

lives into a new future, into something brand new.   

But water always flows forward from where it comes from.  It cannot go back, but 

only toward a new future just around the bend.  And so it is with God.  And once again 

we hear it.  In the middle of our darkness, in the middle of our exile, rising and rumbling 

from the depths of our hopelessness.  The promise of God beading and sparkling like 

dew, glistening like diamonds on a Son’s furrowed brow.  The promise of God like ruby 

red, gems embedded in rough and weathered nail-scarred hands.  In God’s voice deep 

baritone rising and rumbling from an emerald green hill.  From the beginning of 

creation to its end and its beginning again God thunders, “Look!  Behold!  See!  I am 

about to do a new thing!”  And once more the collective gaze and imagination of a 

world in exile is turned.  Turned to hope, hope gleaming and shimmering in threads of 

sapphire blue.  Hope in what God is about to do.  And in the middle of it all.  Cool.  

Refreshing.  Clean.  Thirst-quenching.  Seeping, rising, gushing, splashing, flowing. 

Water.  Streams in the desert.  Springs gushing and rising from the ground.  Water 

physical, spiritual, incarnational.  Water, abundant for all.  Water for life.  Water of life!  

Thanks be to God! 


