
 

 

Reinhabiting the River of Life (Rev 22:1–2):  Rehydration as Redemption 
(Abbreviated and edited version of an article in Missio Dei Journal, May 2014) 

 

 

“El agua es la vida!” — New Mexican proverb 
 

"The health of our waters is the principle measure of how we live on the land.”   

                             — Luna Leopold 

 

The ancient Christian ritual of baptism articulates an ecological fact: without water there can be 

no life.   We rightly speak of baptismal waters as the symbolic source of renewal in Christ—a 

metaphor predicated in part upon the deep biblical tradition concerning “living waters” I will 

explore below.  Today, however, Christians can no longer responsibly invoke this venerable 

tradition without also acknowledging the ecological realities of our context, which include the 

systematic dehydration of the earth by industrial civilization.   

 

Deepening and interlocking environmental crises stalk our history, including climate destruction, 

species extinction, and declining natural fertility.  Among these, one of the most pressing is 

“peak water.”  Peter Gleick of the Pacific Institute describes this as the critical point, already 

reached in many areas of the world, where we have overtaxed the planet’s ability to absorb the 

consequences of our water use.1 Its global symptoms include widespread desertification, water 

insecurity, declining water quality and the drift toward international water wars.2 The grim 

specter of peak water represents the dark opposite of baptism; it portends only death.  It is a 

keystone “sign of our times” that reveals afresh the old gospel imperative to “turn around” as an 

historic ultimatum. 

 

End-game ecological trends press Christians to re-read our tradition from the perspective of the 

groaning creation, as did Paul in Romans 8:21–22—including and especially our theology and 

practices of mission.  Water is a strategic place to start.  It is the resource we North Americans 

arguably most take for granted—a privileged and unsustainable conceit that must change.  This 

paper will argue for re-centering faith and mission around “watershed discipleship” as a matter 

of social justice, ecological sustainability, and theological fidelity.  This imperative proceeds 

both from ancient biblical visions and current realities of water scarcity. 

 

Prophetic Visions of Redemption as Rehydration 

 

The biblical story begins (Gen 1:2) and ends (Rev 22) in a “waterworld.”  This represents a 

primal scriptural expression of basic ecological truth: water is the single most important 

                                                 

1  See Gleick, The World’s Water, Volume 8: The Biennial Report on Freshwater Resources (Island Press, 

Washington, D.C. 2013); Alexander Bell, Peak Water: Civilisation and the World's Water Crisis (Ruath Press, 

2012).   See also www.pacinst.org; www.peakwater.org; and www.waterjustice.org. 

2  See Brahma Chellaney, Water, Peace, and War: Confronting the Global Water Crisis (Rowman & Littlefield, 

2013); Maude Barlow, Blue Covenant: The Global Water Crisis and the Coming Battle for the Right to Water (The 

New Press, 2009).  If present trends continue, it is estimated that 1.8 billion people will be living with absolute water 

scarcity by 2025, and two thirds of the world population could be subject to water stress.  

http://missiodeijournal.com/article.php?issue=md-5-2&author=md-5-2-myers
http://www.pacinst.org/
http://www.peakwater.org/
http://www.waterjustice.org/
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component in the birth and continuation of life—we might say, the Alpha and Omega of 

creation.  Water thus deserves more careful social, ecological, and theological attention than it 

has received in our churches.3 

 

The first half of this paper will look at John the Revelator’s extraordinary eschatological vision 

of social and environmental restoration through a divine “re-hydration” of the earth.  John was 

clearly nurtured by a recurring strand in Hebrew prophetic literature, so let me begin by 

acknowledging this rich “imaginary” of an ancient desert people.4 

 

It remains a well-kept secret in our churches that the tradition of prophetic judgment in the 

Hebrew Bible articulates divine salvation most often in terms of the renewal—not destruction—

of the earth.  In Isaiah, for example, the imperial civilizations that surrounded (and oppressed) 

Israel are indeed promised demolition by divine judgment; the land, however, is rehabilitated 

through “rewilding,” as undomesticated animals re-inhabit decaying cities (13:19–22), and wild 

birds roost in abandoned fortresses (34:8–15).5 

 

One expression of redemption as the restoration of creation is found in prophetic visions of 

eschatological reforestation.  Israel’s seers may have understood that the arid climate of their 

Palestinian homeland was not natural but rather the result of historic processes of desertification 

due to the relentless imperial economic exploitation of the land. Indeed, ecological archaeology 

has established that the ancient Mediterranean world was largely deforested by the time of the 

eighth century prophets.6 This may explain their rage over the clear-cutting of highland 

hardwood forests (Zech 11:1ff.; Isa 14:3–8, 37:22–24; Solomon was also guilty: 1 Kgs 5:6ff.).  

They longed for Yahweh’s judgment that would save the threatened forests: “The cedars of 

Lebanon exult over you,” Isaiah inveighs against the king of Babylon, “saying, ‘Since you were 

laid low, no one comes to cut us down’" (Isa 14:3).7  

 

The most well-known example of this motif is found in Isaiah 35, which begins with the promise 

that parched lands will once again host “the glory of Lebanon” (Isa 35:1ff.; i.e., the great cedar 

                                                 

3  A recent engagement with this task is Christiana Peppard, Just Water: Theology, Ethics and the Global Water 

Crisis (Orbis, 2014).  

4  As an adjective, imaginary is typically defined as “not real,” or “existing only in the mind or imagination”; the 

noun is traditionally a mathematical (or occasionally artistic) term.  However, given its etymological roots in the 

Latin imago, I here use the noun to suggest the poetic ways in which biblical writers envisioned a redeemed 

Creation as a reflection of the imago Dei—far from fictive, these visions meant to portray the transfigured real.    

5  Modern American Christian apocalypticism’s blithe tendency to anticipate earth’s demise while the church rides 

shotgun with contemporary empire thus has the tradition exactly backwards—with sobering political consequences.    

6  See e.g. K.J.W. Oosthoek, “The Role of Wood in World History,” found at www.eh-resources.org/wood.html.   In 

antiquity, the deforestation that resulted from successive Mesopotamian kingdoms figured prominently in the 

decline of Sumerian Civilization, according to Jared Diamond’s Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed 

(revised ed., Penguin, 2004).  Deforestation exposed the salt-rich sedimentary rocks of the northern mountains to 

erosion; the Euphrates, Tigris, and Karun rivers and tributaries began to fill with salt and silt, clogging up the 

irrigation canals.  After 1,500 years of successful farming, a serious salinity problem suddenly developed; declining 

food production resulted, signaling the beginning of the end for Sumerian civilization.   

7  For an ecological, political and theological exploration of this theme see my “The Cedar Has Fallen! The 

Prophetic Word vs. Imperial Clear-Cutting,” in Earth & Word, ed. by D. Rhoads (Continuum, 2007).    

http://www.eh-resources.org/wood.html
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forests of the north).  The poem goes on to promise not only an end to human physical 

disabilities (35:3–6a) but the healing of creation itself:  

 

For waters shall break forth in the wilderness,  

and streams in the desert; 

the burning sand shall become a pool,  

and the thirsty ground springs of water;  

the haunt of jackals shall become a swamp,  

the grass shall become reeds and rushes.    (35:6b–7) 

  

Restored habitat brings the return of wild animals (see also Isa 43:20). And all this renewal is 

made possible because water is flowing again everywhere.   

 

Second Isaiah echoes the idea that both people (especially those marginalized by empire) and 

forests will be restored:  

When the poor and needy seek water,  

and there is none, and their tongue is parched with thirst,  

I the LORD will answer them, I the God of Israel will not forsake them. 

I will open rivers on the bare heights,  

and fountains in the midst of the valleys;  

I will make the wilderness a pool of water,  

and the dry land springs of water. 

I will put in the wilderness the cedar, the acacia, the myrtle, the olive;  

I will set in the desert the cypress, the plane and the pine together. 

(Isa 41:17ff.)   

Just as Pharaoh’s army was drowned in the old Exodus story (Exod 14), here the travails of 

empire similarly disappear under water.     

 

The promise of rehydration recurs in the proto-apocalyptic oracles of several later Israelite 

prophets.  Joel prophesies that “all the watercourses of Judah shall flow with water, and a spring 

shall issue from the House of the Lord and shall water the Wadi of the Acacias” (Joel 4:18).  

Zechariah portends: “In that day, fresh water shall flow from Jerusalem, part of it to the Eastern 

Sea and part to the Western Sea, throughout the summer and winter” (Zech 14:8).  But the most 

elaborate development of this motif is found in Ezek 47:1–12, the culmination of his lengthy 

description of eschatological Israel, its land and Temple-city (Ezek 40–48).   

 

The first part of the oracle narrates in refrain how water is flowing out of the Temple toward the 

four Directions (47:1–2).  Then comes another refrain in which the “rising tide” is measured, 

from ankle, to knee, to waist-deep, to “a river that could not be crossed” (47:3–5).  Implied here 

is the rehabilitation of the Gihon spring that (inconsistently) supplied water to Jerusalem.8 

Ezekiel then imagines Palestine “greened” all the way to the Dead Sea (47:6–12).  But unlike the 

                                                 

8 Theodore Hiebert notes that Gihon is one of the four rivers of the Garden of Eden (Gen 2:13), and shows how the 

biblical literature often seems to identify Eden with the primeval Jordan Valley, before desertification, whose 

restoration was longed for.  See The Yahwist’s Landscape: Nature and Religion in Early Israel (Oxford Univ. Press, 

1996), 53–58.    
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flood of Genesis 7, Ezekiel’s surging river is life-giving, indicated by the explosion of fecundity 

that occurs within and beside it: “everything will live where the river goes” (v. 9). 9  The vision 

culminates with an ever-bearing, perennial riparian forest, providing food and medicine (v. 12).  

This nod to the Garden of Eden story is later re-appropriated by John the Revelator, effectively 

bracketing (like the waterworld image) the biblical story.   

 

Israel during the biblical period was a dry place indeed, with only a couple of major rivers, few 

perennial streams, and unreliable springs.  So these extraordinary visions of redemption as re-

hydration bear witness to the fact that in Palestine, water laid at the heart of environmental 

sustainability, social justice, and divine concern.10 

 

The River of the Water of Life 

 

John of Patmos’s “river of life” (Rev 22:1ff.) is patterned in part on Ezek 47.  A careful 

examination of this image reveals a rich theological and ecological texture.  First and foremost, 

this eschatological river stands in stark contrast to the realities of John’s late first century CE 

readers.  Those living in arid Mediterranean climate were familiar chiefly with the stagnant, 

torpid water found in small ponds, seasonal wells, catchment tanks, ritual baths, or clay pots.  

Domestic water quality was often poor (hence the advice of 1 Tim 5:23).  John’s river, however, 

“shines like crystal” (lampron hōs krustallon; Rev 4:6).  This is not a supernatural assertion but a 

poetic observation: pure water indeed appears crystalline when it is flowing freely (think of the 

dancing silver strands of a mountain stream).  The phrase "river of the water of life" (potamon 

hudatos zoēs) connotes exactly that: the running, bubbling, lively water of a spring or brook.11 

Experiences of such “living water,” as the Gospel of John puts it (hudōr zōn; John 4:10; 7:38), 

were rare indeed for this desert people.  This signals a dramatic restoration of life to the land and 

those dwelling on it, just as the Hebrew prophets had envisioned.   

 

John’s river, moreover, flows “through the middle of the great street of the city.”  The Greek 

term plateia connotes the main thoroughfare (or plaza) of a Hellenistic metropolis.  Poignantly, 

earlier in the Apocalypse this plateia was the space of political violence, where the bodies of two 

prophets murdered by the imperial Beast lay in public view for three and a half days as a 

spectacle of state terror (Rev 11:8–9).  But now this street has become “pure gold, transparent as 

                                                 

9 Interestingly, this rehydration of the valley includes an “ecological” reserve of brackish swamps: “But its swamps 

and marshes will not become fresh; they are to be left for salt” (47:11) 

10  This of course remains true today; on the politics of water in contemporary Israel/Palestine see e.g. 

www.ifamericansknew.org/cur_sit/water.html.  

11  In Genesis 26:19 the Hebrew chay, which normally connotes “living” (often in terms of breath, as in the creation 

story), is used to describe a spring discovered by Isaac’s people while digging in a wadi, which provides living 

water, as opposed to stagnant or “dead water” (as an Arabic phrase puts it).   Similarly, James 3:12 contrasts “sweet” 

spring water with that which is “bitter” or “salty.”  The pejorative phrase “waterless springs” (2 Peter 2:17) suggests 

that such disappointment was common. 

http://www.ifamericansknew.org/cur_sit/water.html
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glass” (Rev 21:21).12  The New Jerusalem’s main street has dissolved into a river of life that 

washes away the blood of empire.13 

 

There is another way in which this river symbolizes liberation from empire.  Elsewhere in 

Revelation the water of life is depicted as a spring (pēgē).  The martyrs who live “before the 

throne of God . . . will not hunger or thirst anymore, nor will the sun or any heat strike them; for 

the Lamb who is in the center of the throne will shepherd them and lead them to springs of living 

water” (zoēs pēgas hudatōn; Rev 7:16ff.).  This is a pointed recontextualization of Isa 49:10, an 

oracle of emancipation.  Moreover, this spring is a “gift” (Rev 21:6; tēs pēgēs tou hudatos tēs 

zoēs dōrean); “Let the one who thirsts come forward, and . . . receive the gift of living water” 

(22:17; hudōr zoēs dōrean).  Here is more midrash on the subversive vision of second Isaiah—

“All who are thirsty, come for water, even if you have no money” (Isa 55:1)—which was a 

rebuke of the currency-dependent commodity markets of empire and a reassertion of the gift 

economy of nature.14  

 

Yet, these living waters are not springing up from the ground, but “proceeding from the throne of 

God and of the Lamb” (Rev 22:1).  This primal notion of YHWH as a cosmic fount, too, is found 

in several places in the Hebrew Bible.  “For with You is the spring of life,” sings the Psalmist (Ps 

36:9; MT, chay maqowr; LXX, pēgē zoēs).  And Jeremiah laments: 

 

My people have committed two evils: 

they have forsaken Me,  

the fountain of living water (MT, mayim chay maqowr;  

LXX, pēgēn hudatos zoēs)   

and dug out cisterns for themselves, 

cracked cisterns that can hold no water (Jer 2:13).15 

 

Lastly, as in Ezekiel 47, John’s freely and abundantly flowing river provides habitat for the tree 

of life, which yields spectacular fruits each month (Rev 22:2).  Its twelve crops correspond to the 

central symbolic number of the Apocalypse (in which dōdeka appears 20 times).  This figure also 

represents the restored nation of Israel, hearkening back to its roots in the tribal confederacy (a 

theme also explicitly addressed in Ezek 47:13–48:35).  But for John of Patmos, this is an 

inclusive political vision.  As in Ezekiel, the leaves of the tree are for healing, but here 

specifically for the nations, including presumably the "kings of the earth" who have been 

                                                 

12  See also 15:2.  “Glasslikeness” (Gk hualinos) has already been identified by John with water: God’s throne is 

perched upon “a sea of glass like crystal” (Gk hōs thalassa hualinē homoia krustallō, 4:6; cf. 21:11, 18).  In the 

N.T., hualos/hualinos and krustallos/krustallizō appear only in Revelation, but may infer the older meaning of “ice” 

(as in Homer and Herodotus). 

13 Not to mention the raw sewage that would typically have run down the gutters of an ancient plateia.  

14  This is echoed in John’s depiction of how precious stones and metals become as common as cobblestones in the 

New Jerusalem (21:11,18-21); here the ecology of grace has triumphed over Rome’s predatory trade in those very 

same resources (18:12).  

15  Note the irony: Judeans are abandoning fresh streams for the stagnant waters of leaky catchments (see also Jer 

17:13).  This biblical vocabulary is also linked to fertility: maqowr can be a euphemism for a “fount” of descendants 

(e.g. Ps 68:27; Prov 5:18; Is 48:1), and “living waters” (mayim chay) is a euphemism for a woman’s sex (Song 

4:15). 
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welcomed into the city (Rev 21:24).  Even empire is healed in the end—but only when eclipsed 

by the ecology of life. 

 

The Revelator has cosmically “transplanted” both tree and river from the primeval garden (Gen 

2:9ff.) into the heart of the eschatological city.  But the former has transfigured the latter: it is 

unrecognizable as an urban space—at least as defined by our civilization, which builds cities 

over and against nature.  The New Jerusalem has been thoroughly “permaculturized,” a lush 

food forest taking the place of the hard urban jungle.  And all because the world has been 

resaturated with the waters of life. 

 

These prophetic visions represent profound articulations of social and environmental restorative 

justice from a people for whom dehydration was a daily reality.  They speak equally sharply to 

today, in which our lands are again parched and compromised by imperial hubris.  Hostage as we 

are to the specter of “peak water” and resource wars, we would do well to reconsider such old 

wisdom. 

 

Theology and Geography 

 

In a society characterized by (and dependent upon) the relentless commodification and 

privatization of the primary gift of life, how might we embrace the radical and compelling 

biblical hope that every thirst will be quenched?  The task facing us is both theological and 

practical. 

 

If all talk about God is necessarily metaphorical, then surely water is a primary theological trope, 

as suggested by the frequent biblical imagery identifying water tightly with the divine.  Four 

essential characteristics of water certainly pertain also to the Creator. 

 

First and foremost, as noted, there can be no life without water.  It is the primary building block 

of creation, covering 71% of the Earth's surface and constituting on average 60% of the human 

body.  It restores but cannot be destroyed—though if it is degraded it can lose its healing 

character.   

 

Second, water is the only natural element that can exist in all three common states: liquid, solid 

and gaseous.  Moreover, in the hydrologic cycle it circulates from the heavens (condensation, 

precipitation) to earth and beneath (infiltration), to the sea and other large bodies of water 

(surface runoff, groundwater discharge), and finally back to the heavens (evaporation).  These 

many forms represent a great circle of life—which one might argue also characterizes the 

circulation of the Spirit.16 

 

Third, water manifests a spectrum of traits often attributed to the divine.  It can be patient and 

accommodating, flowing around obstacles, yet also has the power to wear down the greatest 

physical structures (or burst them apart through expanding ice).  Water makes hard things 

smooth over time; it is also an amazing solvent and thus is rightly used in purification.  It can be 

                                                 

16  To push the analogy, the molecular structure of H2O could even be characterized as “Trinitarian”: one oxygen 

and two hydrogen atoms, connected by covalent bonds (the stable balance of attractive and repulsive forces between 

atoms when they share electrons) represents an elegant and unique model of balance and relationality. 
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still and gentle but also relentless and ferocious.  Surface water has the capacity to carry but also 

to drown—immersion can lead either to life or to death (the Bible is full of examples of both).   

 

Finally, water is a symbol of justice.  It is most substantial and alive when fluid, but can turn 

morbid if stagnant.  It wants to flow downward, seeking level, a poignant metaphor of divine 

concern for the “lowest.”  Thus Amos famously appeals for “justice to flow down like a 

perennial stream” (Amos 5:24).17 

 

Water thus provides a kind of 

metaphorical “map of God.”  This may be 

why it also figures fundamentally in maps 

of creation.  At right is an aerial 

photograph of the San Rafael Swell on the 

Colorado Plateau in Utah.18  It shows 

clearly that even in the most arid climate 

on the continent, the single most 

distinctive and defining feature is the way 

water flows.  A theological reading of this 

universal geographical truism would 

conclude that water patterns are the chief 

design features of a creation that has not 

been re-engineered by human society.  In contrast, the patterns typical of modern urban sprawl 

make it difficult to discern where water flows (though easy to see where automobile traffic 

flows.  The profound differences between these two design patterns capture the essence of what 

is ecologically unsustainable about industrial civilization.  If our defiance of nature in urban 

artifice has brought us to the brink of collapse, then a radical response is called for—that is, one 

that goes to the roots of how the earth was/is made.  We have lost our way as creatures of God’s 

biosphere. Only the map that is woven into creation can lead us home—and that map is defined 

by water.  

 

Watershed discipleship seeks to partner with God’s mission of healing.  Key to Creator’s 

ecological and eschatological redemption of Creation is the renewing power of the water of life.  

This is previewed in Christian baptism, which in turn animates our mission to inhabit and 

incarnate that blessed hope in a thirsty world.  Watershed discipleship can and should help define 

the shape of that mission in this historical moment of crisis.   

 

                                                 

17  The Hebrew ‘eythan when used in conjunction with water connotes a never-failing flow (see Deut 21:4).  The 

seventh month is called “Ethanim”—the season of continual water (I Kg 8:2).  Psalm 74:15 praises YHWH as the 

One who “releases springs and streams, and who makes perennial rivers run dry.” 

18  Photograph at: http://plantsandrocks.blogspot.com/2012/04/field-trip-plans-swell-surprise.html.   

http://plantsandrocks.blogspot.com/2012/04/field-trip-plans-swell-surprise.html

