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 I recently saw a tweet that said: “the human body is 70% La Croix.”  At least, in my 

house that’s true.  We’re way too into those sparking waters.  In Colorado, there’s historically 

been a different adage about water: “Whiskey’s for drinking.  Water’s for fighting.”  Because 

Colorado does water like no other state in the nation.  Here’s a crash course in Colorado water 

for the uninitiated: We are the biggest headwater state in the nation, with 2/3 of our water 

flowing right past our borders to supply nine other states and Mexico.  Thanks to the fact that 2/3 

of our water lies on the Western Slope but the population on the Eastern Slope (i.e. us) consumes 

70% of it, we ship much of the water that doesn’t leave our state to the front range across 12 

major transmoutain diversions. Colorado is also the only state with regional water courts that 

settle disputes, a necessity since we treat water as a private property right, not something 

managed by a state-run permitting system.  In Colorado, water is first come, first served.  

Meaning if your family got here first in the 1800s, you’re one of the “water buffaloes” who gets 

a seat at the table making water decisions.   

I knew none of this a few years ago before a member of my former congregation was 

appointed the Water Czar of Colorado.  Of course, that wasn’t his official title, but that’s what 

5280 Magazine dubbed him when he was put in charge of overseeing the state’s first 

comprehensive water plan.  Having the state get involved wasn’t universally popular, but most 

everyone agreed we were headed toward trouble.  With Colorado’s population projected to 

nearly double by 2050 combine with climate change leading to “more of our precipitation 

coming as rain, reducing the largest and most important reservoir in the state – the snowpack –“it 

was estimated as many as 2.5 million people in Colorado would lack sufficient water by 2050.   

So James was appointed.  An interesting thing happened as James drove around the state to meet 

with representative committees from the eight river basins, plus the Denver metro area, 

intentionally bringing together people with different opinions to discuss water: “When 

antagonizing parties actually get to know each other, face-to-face, things change,” wrote 5280, 

and the chair of the Colorado Basin Roundtable said, “This is a new paradigm, where we look 

for a win-win situation rather than a bare-knuckles fight.”  The switch from competition to 

collaboration is no small thing.1   

 The reason water can lead to such ruthless competition is that “we can’t make more of it.  

All of the water that ever was or will be is here on the planet right now.”  Talk about reinforcing 

the idea of a global village.  So, water isn’t just a metaphor for justice.  We don’t just want 

“justice to roll down like a river and righteousness as an ever-flowing stream.”  Water itself is a 

huge justice issue.  It seems Jesus wasn’t speaking metaphorically when he said we are to give 

others a cold cup of water.  Those of us headed to Guatemala in a couple of weeks, God willing, 

                                                           
1 “Can A Water Plan Actually Work?” by Kate Siber, 5280 Magazine, November 2014. 



will see this first hand.  With a government that still hasn’t fully recovered from decades of civil 

war, the water infrastructure is inadequately maintained.  So, sure, there’s water coming out of 

the tap, but there’s no guarantee it’s clean.  No guarantee your kids won’t have chronic diarrhea 

throughout their childhood, preventing their growth and keeping them from attending school.  

Handing a Guatemalan child a clean, cold cup of water throughout their development isn’t just 

life-changing; it has real potential to impact generations to come.   

 As bad as Guatemala’s water infrastructure is, that’s how good South Africa’s is.  Cape 

town has been described as one of the top “green” cities in the world and received prizes for their 

water management.  But that was in 2014.  This year, the relevant date has been Day Zero: the 

day – due to a long drought – the city would lose piped water into all homes and most business, 

forcing 4 million residents to line up at collection point to receive water.  At the beginning of 

2018, Day Zero was expected to hit in late April.  To delay Day Zero, the city mandated each 

resident use no more than 23 gallons of water per day.  To put it in context: you can reach 23 

gallons with a two-minute shower, one toilet flush, one load of dishes and basic cooking, 

cleaning, and toothbrushing.  With such limited water, the government is literally trying to 

convince people that having oily hair is a badge of honor.  Thanks to the drastic reductions, Cape 

Town will make it to their rainy winter season at the end of this month and doesn’t expect Day 

Zero to hit until 2019 now.  But do you know how hard it was to convince people to cut back “in 

one of the world’s most unequal societies, where access to water reflects Cape Town’s deep 

divisions”?  “In squatter camps, people share communal taps and carry water in buckets to their 

shacks.  In other parts of the city, millionaires live in mansions with glistening pools.”  And in 

2018, they each – squatter and millionaire alike - had 23 gallons per day.  As scary as their water 

situation is, there is also great hope in that this deeply divided city came together to row their 

collective boat in the same direction.  When a millionaire with a pool abides by the same 

restrictions as a squatter with a communal tap, justice just may roll down like a river.2    

 On each side of the river [of the water of life], Scripture says, stood the tree of life…, and 

the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.  May it continue to be so.   

 

 

Isaiah 44:2-3, John 3:5, John 4:10, 2 Samuel 22:17,  

                                   Revelation 22:17, Psalm 63:1, Jeremiah 17:8 

  

Alongside the bucolic images of a mountain river that open A River Runs Through It, young 

Norman Maclean begins his family’s story: “In our family,” he says, “there was no clear line 

between religion and fly fishing.  We lived at the junction of great trout rivers in western Montana, 

and our father was a Presbyterian minister and fly fisherman.  Though it’s true [in our family] that 

one day a week was given over wholly to religion, even then [our father] told us about Christ’s 

disciples being fishermen, and we were left to assume, as my brother and I did, that all first-class 

fishermen on the Sea of Galilee were fly fisherman and that John, the favorite, was a dry-fly 

fisherman.   

“In the afternoon, we would walk with [our father] as he unwound between services.  He 

almost always chose a path along the Big Blackfoot, which we considered our family river.  And 
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it was there he felt his soul was restored and his imagination stirred.  As a Presbyterian, my 

father believed that man by nature was a damned mess and that only by picking up God’s 

rhythms were we able to regain power and beauty.  To him, all good things, trout as well as 

eternal salvation, come by grace.  So, my brother and I learned to cast Presbyterian-style: on a 

metronome.”   

The movie A River Runs Through It, and the book it’s based on, are the semi-

autobiographical story of the author, Norman Maclean, who was homeschooled by his 

Presbyterian pastor father.  Perhaps that’s why Norman begins his story at the water.  Because all 

of our stories rightfully begin at the water – whether physically in the womb, or spiritually in 

baptism.  But we don’t leave water behind as we’re carried away from the baptismal font.  

Instead, we’re carried away to be planted, rooted, in our faith.  “They will be like a tree,” 

Jeremiah says, “planted by the water that sends out its roots by the stream.  It does not fear when 

heat comes; its leaves are always green.  It has no worries in a year of drought and never fails to 

bear fruit.”   

As Nick and I spent our weekend adjusting and readjusting our sprinklers, noticing what 

parts of the garden are dry and wilted and in need of more water on these 90 degree days, there’s 

wisdom in asking where your spirit feels dry or wilted.  There’s wisdom in noticing where you 

echo the words of Psalm 63: “I thirst for you, O God, my whole being longs for you, like in a dry 

and parched land where this is no water.”  And there’s also wisdom in noticing where God has 

led you beside still waters, how God has restored your soul.   

There is an Ignatian practice, coming from Ignatius of Loyola that invites us to do just 

that and rather than describe it to you, we will all take a moment to practice it together.  It won’t 

require you to move or to speak, so do not be afraid.  Rather the practice has you take a small 

bowl when you wake up in the morning and slowly fill it to the brim, and as it’s being filled, you 

reflect on the particulars of your life: the people with whom you share your time, the state of 

your health, whatever problems you face, your skills and strengths, your disappointments and 

successes, your home and possessions, your losses, your history.  So, let’s do just that now.  

After it’s full, you move the bowl to a special place in your home and dedicate it to God.  In the 

words of Ignatius: All that I have and all that I hold, you have given me.  The bowl sits there all 

day until bedtime when you empty it into the earth, praying, To you, O Lord, I return it.  Then, 

the empty bowl is set aside, ready to be filled again the next morning, just like us, a reminder that 

the Spirit says, Let anyone who is thirsty come; and let the one who wishes take the free gift of 

the water of life.3  Amen. 

 

                                                           
3 “Water Offering,” God In All Things by Andy Otto, 2014. 


