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Today in the Season of Creation is River Sunday. We are invited ‘to honour the
waters that sustain life, shape landscapes, and connect communities’. According to
the liturgical resource we’ve been using this month, ‘rivers are more than channels
of water; they are lifelines that nourish forests, wetlands, farms, towns, and
countless creatures. In Scripture, rivers are signs of God’s generosity and renewal,
flowing from the garden of creation to the river of life in the new creation. They
remind us that life is sustained not by standing still but by continual movement,
generosity, and connection’. This is beautifully expressed. And yet, as you know,
rivers can function not only as lifelines. Sometimes they carry enormous and
terrifying powers of destruction, as in the recent flash flood down the Trishuli River
in Nepal caused by a collapsing glacier, and in flooding in the northern rivers region
of NSW in recent years.

Today’s reading too speaks of another catastrophic deluge — one which is said
to have covered the whole earth. And like those recent floods caused or exacerbated
by humanly driven climate change, the root cause of the biblical deluge is also
attributed to heedless human behaviour. As the story goes: ‘The Lord saw that the
wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination of the
thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually. And the Lord was sorry that he had
made humankind upon the earth, and it grieved him to his heart. So the Lord said, ‘I
will blot out from the earth the human beings | have created — people together with
animals and creeping things and birds of the air, for | am sorry that | have made

them’ (Gen. 6. 5-7).
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| find something deeply poignant in the pained disappointment and remorse
of this God who is imagined as being so ‘grieved to his heart’ over the wickedness of
humankind that he wants to be rid of us all together. | notice too that, in the story,
it’s as if human beings are seen to be so intrinsically connected to all other creatures,
that to blot out humanity necessarily involves blotting out all other life. There’s no
suggestion that the animals and creeping things and birds of the air have themselves
transgressed or displeased God. But somehow they too are caught up in the
consequences of human wrongdoing, and their fate cannot be separated from the
fate of people.

Well, you know what happens next. There is a righteous man, Noah, who finds
favour in the sight of God. He’s thus appointed by God to build an ark and so to save
from the coming flood not only his own family, but representatives of every living
creature so that, in fact, the life of earth will not be entirely blotted out. The flood
comes, time passes, and eventually the waters subside. All who have been saved go
out of the ark, Noah offers a sacrifice of thanksgiving, and, in a remarkable speech,
God recommits to the project of creation. ‘| will never again curse the ground
because of humankind’, says God. This is not because human beings have
fundamentally changed: as God acknowledges, ‘the inclination of the human heart is
evil from youth’ and looks likely to remain so. Nevertheless, never again will | destroy
‘every living creature as | have done’ (Genesis 8. 21).

Not only this, but God promises to sustain the seasonal and daily rhythms that
are the conditions of life’s emergence and sustaining: ‘As long as the earth endures,
seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, shall not
cease’ (Genesis 8.22). And so God tells Noah that he is establishing a covenant, not
only with Noah and his descendants as representatives of the human species, but
‘with every living creature that is with you, the birds, the domestic animals, and
every animal of the earth with you, as many as came out of the ark’. This will be a
lasting covenant, says God, between me and every living creature of all flesh that is

on the earth and its symbol shall be the rainbow in the clouds.



We don’t know what lies behind this story. Does it reflect the memory of an
ancient flood that once devastated the known world? Or does it perhaps express an
ancient insecurity, the atavistic fear that creation could be unmade? Commentator
Robert Alter has noted that the story’s description of the flood as a ‘surge of waters
from the great deep below and from the heavens above is ... a striking reversal of
[Genesis’ account of the] second day of creation, when a vault was erected to divide
the waters above and the waters below’ and so to create dry land.? Yet whatever
nightmarish memory or fear lies behind this tale, what emerges from it theologically
is two-fold. First, there’s belief that God has committed to the ongoing life of the
earth. Second, there’s faith that this commitment is not conditional on human good
behaviour. God is expressly said to recognise that human beings have not
fundamentally changed. Even so, God promises to will for all eternity that life should
go on and be sustained.

At one level, this theological vision seems deeply reassuring. At another, it can
seem like wishful thinking in the face of the processes of decreation now confronting
us in the disruption of seasonal rhythms, in rivers breaking their bounds or drying up
all together, in the catastrophic droughts and deluges faced by communities around
the globe. We know the scale of these events is linked to our human transgression of
planetary limits, and | imagine none of us expects God to intervene from on high to
save us or any other living creature from the rising tide. So what really does this story
of God’s covenant with Noah and with all life offer us now?

Well, here | think it’s helpful to remember how our tradition imagines God to
be involved in the life of the world. Because to a quite remarkable extent, in the
biblical tradition, God is said to act as and like a river. God is not pictured as
manipulating the world from the outside, but as enabling its life from within —
sustaining and shaping landscapes, connecting communities, replenishing and
renewing the parched. In the second creation story in Genesis, a river is said to flow

east out of Eden to water the garden and from there to break into four tributaries to
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water all the lands (Gen. 2:10-14). And in the vision of creation restored, in the book
of Revelation, this river of life is seen to flow out directly from the throne of God
through the midst of the new Jerusalem, while on its banks the tree of life produces
fruit each month, the leaves of the tree for the healing of the nations (Rev. 22:1-2).

The prophets too symbolise God’s presence and renewing power in the world
as a river. Ezekiel imagines water flowing from below the threshold of a
reconstructed temple (47:1). In a vision, he’s shown this river becoming deeper and
deeper, and is told that when its water flows into the sea, ‘the sea of stagnant
waters, [its] water will become fresh’. Indeed, he goes on, ‘wherever the river goes,
every living creature that swarms will live” (Ezek. 47:8-9). Amos likewise imagines
God’s justice rolling down ‘like waters, and [his] righteousness like an ever-flowing
stream’ (5:24), while Isaiah proclaims that on the day of the Lord, ‘With joy you will
draw water from the wells of salvation’ (12:3). Jesus himself drew on this riverine
imagery when he stood in the midst of a corrupt temple, proclaiming himself as the
presence of living water. And John’s gospel goes on to identify this promise of living
water with the Holy Spirit which is to be poured out on believers after Jesus’
resurrection from the dead.

There is in our tradition, in other words, an enduring recognition that the life
of God runs like a current through the world, ‘the dearest freshness deep down
things’ as the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins expressed it. This river of life, this spring
of living water, seems often more like the rivers of central Australia that flow
underground, than the more obviously available watercourses around which we tend
to build our cities. It’s a river that’s often not directly seen, only visible in its effects.
But it is available to all, flows through all, a grace continuously outpoured, a spring
that never fails.

And here is the testimony of faith. When this spring is tapped, when God’s
living water finds channels through human hearts and communities, then it flows out
in ways that bless the earth and her creatures. When its flow is blocked, when hearts

are silted up by selfishness and systems dammed by greed, then the whole world



suffers. The waters dry up in one place; they flood and pollute in others. | do not
believe that the faithful presence of this underground spring guarantees that we will
reverse the processes of planetary disruption already set in motion. But if, as we
trust, the current of God’s mercy and healing love still courses through creation, then
| think we may dare to hope that the more we connect ourselves to this stream, the
more (like Noah) we become those who participate in God’s will to sustain and

restore the whole.



