          We Sing of Rivers
Nature is the world we live in, sometimes as familiar as our own back yard, sometimes as distant and forbidding as the Himalayas. But for many of us one great constant is our rivers, from backyard creeks to streams big enough for sailboats.  Rivers are important features of our personal lives, but also our economic, political, and spiritual lives.

From time out of mind rivers have divided us, our tribe on this side, your tribe on that side.  Thousands of years ago Jews sent as captives to Babylon regarded rivers  as major features of their estrangement, writing in Psalm 130, “By the rivers of Babylon there we sat down and wept when we remembered Jerusalem.”  The Rio Grande separates Texas and Mexico as a border of contention, a last barrier to freedom for those fleeing oppression.  Many of our states are defined by river borders, such as the Red River separating Texas from Oklahoma or the St. Mary’s River between Florida and Georgia.
The old song, The Water is Wide, laments the singer’s inability to get across this stream to his love, wishing for a boat large enough for two.  He recognizes the chance of his hope being fulfilled is as likely as “cockle shells turning silver bells.” or  when “roses bloom in winter’s gloom.” Rivers are barriers despite our technology and our dreams.

   

anthem: The Water is Wide

Rivers are also part of our romances, associated with love and memory.
Even the most artificial county fair tunnel of love can’t do without a stream and a boat.  Think of all the classic paintings in our museums that feature young people with straw hats and fancy umbrellas in their rowboats floating down a river in dappled sunshine.  It’s the very stuff of courtship.  Rivers run deep in the memory of childhood, as in that sweet memoir, “A River Runs Through It”. They define our neighborhoods and much of our childhood recreation.  A rope hung from a tree on a river bank can provide a whole afternoon’s diversion.
The Scottish poet, Robert Burns, penned an appreciation for the familiar river of his youth, the Afton, which is forever connected to his affection for Mary.

He recalls their afternoon walks where “the sweet scented birk shields my Mary and me.”  He wanders daily down that river to “Mary’s small house where the green meadows lie”.

             anthem: Flow Gently, Sweet Afton

Rivers have long been designated as sacred places.  The River Lethe is said to be the river of forgetfulness we all cross to enter heaven.  Charon, the boatman for the River Styx, conveys us to places less amenable.  The Jordan River is the river of baptism, the washing away of sin for beginning a new life.  Generations of parents bought vials of Jordan River water for their children’s baptism ceremony.  For centuries the Nile was the sacred provider of flood-bourn soil for planting Egypt’s annual crops.  The Pharoah, as a god, was delegated the duty to insure this process.  From the healing waters  of the ancient Greek physician, Asclepius, to President Roosevelt’s Warm Springs retreat, rivers have served as a nexus of health, often from a divine source.

The old American hymn, Shall We Gather at the River, was once a favorite when whole churches gathered by some convenient stream to dunk the unchurched and welcome them to salvation.  It pictures the chosen stream as a “crystal tide  that flows by the throne of God.”  We are to “wash our sins upon the tide” and “gather there with the saints when life is but a dream.” 



anthem: Shall We Gather by the River?

Rivers have been throughout time part of our commercial activities.  Most rivers large enough for boats have served as means of transportation.  Jacksonville became a sustainable city because of pine trees cut down and moved downstream by barge or sailboat.  The Nile remains the water highway that knits Egypt together.   China’s Yalu River, India’s Ganges River, and Germany’s Danube River have been the critical elements in developing their civilizations, linking people and useful goods over long distances.  An incalculable number of people have lived much of their lives working on or because of rivers.
The classic river work song created in 1927 for the musical, Show Boat, is Old Man River.  Its first lyrics portrayed the slave-like conditions of Black workers under the “white man boss”.  Many text changes have presented various heroes and villains in current fashion.  In our choral version “people all work on the Mississippi” and “get no rest ‘till the Judgment Day.”  Penalties for upsetting the norm can be as severe as the originals: “talk about Unions, you land in jail.”
But as it did a century ago, that river just keeps rolling along.



anthem:  Old Man River

The latest way we have come to know our rivers is as a barometer for the health of our planet.  Especially here in Florida, our media report on the spread of algae, fish kills, and dying manatees.  We read about leaking septic tanks and creeks with dangerous levels of fecal bacteria.  Years ago our city’s new sewage treatment plant inspired our mayor to water ski on the St. Johns River to boast about the resulting reduction in river poisoning.  We have a number of watchdog groups that report on the health of everything from dolphins to reed beds.  We have come to understand the health consequences of careless disposal of fertilizers and plastic bags.  

Our anthem, “Hymn to the River” cites the river’s reflection of time and change as “holy lessons”, part of the “wisdom of waters”.  It asks the river’s help in teaching us about the “world beneath your waves” and expresses our longing to go back to a more pristine state in “river, take us home.”



anthem:  Hymn to the River 

