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Scripture 

• Ezekiel 47.1-12 
• John 1.19-23 

Nancy Menning is a professed member of the Order of Ecumenical Franciscans and a 
lifelong member of the United Church of Christ. She has a PhD in Religious Studies (2010) 
from the University of Iowa and has taught at the University of Iowa, Mount Mercy College, 
Ithaca College, and the University of Montana. Her scholarly focus is on human-land 
relationships, especially as imagined through myth, narrative, and ritual practice. She has 
written on environmental mourning and the religious imagination, Noah’s Ark and climate 
change, and the settler colonial imagination and decolonization. She’d rather be taking 
long walks in wetlands, reading novels, and watching birds, not necessarily in that order. 

In today’s message, Nancy speaks on the chosen theme — Living Waters — for this year’s 
Season of Creation (Sept 1 thru Oct 4). She places that Season in the context of the annual 
liturgical calendar and speaks about waters as a pervasive biblical feature, but her primary 
focus will be local and embodied. Mindful of this past spring’s failed ballot measure to 
grant “rights of nature” to Lane County watersheds, Nancy speaks about the humility 
needed to vulnerably encounter living waters in this place in which we live and move and 
have our being. Her message ends with an invitation to go to the local waterways — 
repeatedly — during the Season of Creation to o[er prayers of thanksgiving and well-being. 

 

 

Living Waters 

 

Opening 

Good morning, church! 

My name is Nancy Menning. My childhood home was along the shores of the Fox River in 
northeastern Wisconsin, where my ancestors settled on Menominee lands after migrating 
in the mid to late 19th century from what is now northern Germany to what was then the 
newly formed state of Wisconsin. In 1998, 39 miles of the Fox River, including the stretch 
that flowed by my childhood home, was designated a Superfund site, the sediments 
contaminated with polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) from the paper industry. 



I’ve lived many places, but I’ve had the great good fortune to live twice in Missoula, MT.1 
(There’s a footnote here, people, but you won’t know what it says unless you open the PDF 
of this sermon that Dana will post in the daily church email tomorrow morning.) Missoula is 
within the homelands of the Bitterroot Salish, Upper Pend d'Oreille, and the Kootenai. My 
heart still wanders Frog Creek, Rattlesnake Creek, and the great Clark Fork River in and 
around Missoula, MT. In 1992, the Clark Fork River Superfund Complex was designated, 
spanning 120 river miles. Sediments associated with a century of upstream mining activity 
were trapped behind a dam seven miles east of Missoula. Those sediments contained 
arsenic and other heavy metals that were contaminating groundwater that supplied 
people’s drinking water wells. 

What is this “Superfund” I keep mentioning? Superfund is shorthand for a federal program, 
administered by the US Environmental Protection Agency, that cleans up some of the 
nation's most contaminated land, including land contaminated by corporate activity but 
not cleaned up by the corporations responsible for causing the harm. 

For the last five years, I have lived a hop, skip, and a jump from the Roosevelt Channel, 
bone dry at this time of year, in the Long Tom watershed, in the south Bethel neighborhood 
of west Eugene. This is Kalapuyan land. The crows can fly from my front porch in however 
long it takes a crow to fly less than half a mile to the JH Baxter wood treatment facility, 
designated a Superfund site in 2025 due to soil and groundwater contamination by 
pentachlorophenols (PCPs).2 

Church, pray with me: 

God of living waters yearning to run clean, may the words of my mouth and the 
meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our rock and our 
redeemer. Amen. 

 

Who Are You? 

One day last June, I was walking along the Middle and Coast Forks of the Willamette River, 
not far from our beloved Turtle Flats. For two hours I wandered alone, periodically pausing 
to say aloud to the land and waters around me, “Who are you?” The day before, I had read a 
short meditation by retired United Methodist pastor Steve Garnaas-Holmes. He wrote: 

 
1 Dear Lord, may there be a third time. Amen. 
2 A story map of the JH Baxter site is available here: 
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/61e11e3a99a54N784a68NacaccNcc 



…Even the greatest sage 
must learn ignorance, 
must go out again 
and practice not knowing, 
address a stone, 
innocent of all but the word: 
Who are you?...3 

And so I was walking along, asking not only the stones, but the trees and the river and the 
landscape as a whole, Who are you? 

This question echoes throughout the Christian scriptures.4 (Check the footnotes, people, or 
we’ll be here until breakfast tomorrow morning.) Let me o[er just one insight: When this 
question – or some variation upon it, such as Who do you say that I am? – is asked in a 
scriptural or spiritual context, the answer evoked is not merely some labeling of identity 
focused on the isolated individual: imagine me saying, “I’m Nancy Menning.” Instead, the 
question presumes a relationship between the one asking the question and the one being 
asked. And that relationship often brings some demand or challenge: imagine me saying, 
“I’m your neighbor.” 

Consider the last chapter of the gospel according to John. Jesus has already been killed, 
put in a tomb, and resurrected. He’s already shown up a couple times – post-resurrection – 
to his disciples, really putting their worldview into question. Now he’s shown up on the 
shore of the waters on which they’ve been out all night fishing. He’s cooked them breakfast 
on the beach. The gospel says: 

Jesus said to them, “Come and eat breakfast.” None of the disciples dared inquire of 
him, “Who are you?” knowing that it was the Lord.5 

The disciples’ world was in complete disarray. That this guy who had just been killed keeps 
showing up is going to change everything for them. It’s not that they don’t need to ask Who 
are you? because they already know it’s Jesus. The gospel says they don’t dare to ask the 
question. They know how vulnerable they are; everything about their lives is changing and 
they can’t see yet where it’s going. 

That scene is from the last chapter of John’s gospel. This morning, Georgia read a passage 
from the first chapter of John. Here, the religious authorities come to John the Baptist, 
asking him repeatedly, Who are you? Remember: everyone here is Jewish, John the Baptist 

 
3 https://unfoldinglight.net/2026/06/04/whiz/  
4 Exodus 3.13-14; Ruth 3.7-9; Matthew 16.13-20; Luke 9.7-9; John 8.25; John 18.4-8; Acts 9.5-6; Acts 19.13-15. 
5 John 21.12. 



– and for that matter, Jesus – included. The Jewish people expected a messiah, and their 
tradition suggested the messiah would be preceded by a prophet of some kind. Now 
everyone is flocking to the Jordan River to be baptized. Might the long-awaited messiah be 
here? If so, that’s really going to upset some existing power structures! 

It doesn’t seem to me that the religious authorities who went out to question the Baptist 
were practicing not knowing or learning ignorance as Garnaas-Holmes might have 
counseled. As I read it – and others will di[er – they had preconceived ideas about who 
John the Baptist might be, they wanted to test his authority, and they seemed to be 
concerned that he might disrupt their current way of living. John to his credit was humble, 
claiming no authority for himself. But he did believe big changes were coming. He was 
doing his part to prepare the people for that change and to give witness to what he heard 
and saw when he encountered Jesus. 

As I was walking along the shores of the Willamette River in June, asking the trees and 
water and land Who are you?, I was trying to ask the question with more openness and less 
political guile than the folks interrogating the Baptist. I was trying to set aside my 
preconceptions and my ingrained ways of thinking about the natural world. I was trying to 
learn ignorance and practice not knowing. I was listening for some response to my 
question. 

And I was thinking about Robert Macfarlane. Three days earlier, Macfarlane had been the 
invited guest of the McKenzie River Trust in their Upstream lecture series.6 (Many of you 
were there at the Shedd Auditorium; I saw you.) In 2025, Macfarlane had published Is a 
River Alive?, a New York Times-bestselling book in which he explores the global “rights of 
nature” movement through in-depth, travelogue case studies of river advocacy in Ecuador, 
India, and Canada.7 In his book, he writes of walking his son Will to school one morning. 
“Will asked me,” Marfarlane writes, “the title of the book I was writing. ‘Is a River Alive?’, I 
told him. ‘Well, duh, that’s going to be a short book then, Dad,’ he replied, ‘because the 
answer is yes!’”8 

Ah, the innate wisdom of youth! If only we adults weren’t so forgetful and needing to be 
reminded so frequently of what we intuited so easily as children. 

 
6 https://mckenzieriver.org/upstream/  
7 In May 2026, 38% of Lane County voters cast ballots to support Measure 20-373, the Lane County 
Watersheds Bill of Rights. If it had passed, the measure would have recognized the rights of watersheds, 
ecosystems, and natural communities within the county to naturally exist, flourish, regenerate, and evolve. 
The measure was motivated by citizen concerns about the environmental and human health impacts of the 
herbicides and pesticides sprayed on industrial logging operations. The rights of nature movement is a half-
century old now, with increasing success. See: https://www.centerforenvironmentalrights.org/timeline  
8 Macfarlane, Robert. Is a River Alive? W.W. Norton & Company, 2025; page 16. 



Season of Creation 

It is in this context that I want to say a few words about the Season of Creation. 

Over the last forty years, several groups have worked to establish the Season of Creation as 
part of the Christian liturgical calendar.9 The liturgical calendar is the annual cycle of 
holidays and seasons that structures Christian worship. Advent leads us into Christmas 
and Epiphany. Lent carries us to Holy Week and Easter, which extends until Pentecost. 
Then there’s a long “season after Pentecost” when nothing much seems to happen until the 
next Advent. 

The Season of Creation is placed inside this long, slow season that spans half the calendar 
year. It begins each year on September 1, which is the beginning of the church year for 
Eastern Orthodox Christians, and ends on October 4, the Feast Day of Saint Francis of 
Assisi, the patron saint of all those who care about ecology. In between, we are invited to 
turn our attention to our earthly home. One might argue we could be doing more of that all 
year long, but just like Advent and Lent invite us to deepen our reflections and try out new 
practices, these five weeks beginning in September are an opportunity to make a special 
e[ort to transform our relationship with the living, more-than-human world, to remember 
what it is to be a creature amidst a wide diversity of other creatures. 

Christianity is, after all, a profoundly earth-based tradition. Our core mythologies speak of 
adam – humankind, us – as being formed from the adamah – the land, the soil, the ground 
itself. We are earth-dwellers, formed of the earth itself, placed here among all the other 
creatures to share a common home.10 Time prohibits a thorough unpacking of how water 
plays in all of this. Friends, see the footnotes!11 

If Christianity is an earth-based tradition and we are kin to all the other creatures in God’s 
good creation, perhaps we might begin to trust that claim more deeply and act more surely 
out of it. We are kin with creation 365 days a year, but the Season of Creation is a time to 
bring those relationships to the front of our awareness. 

 
9 See Lund, Aksel Johan. "Greening the Church Year: A History of the Season of Creation." Studia Theologica - 
Nordic Journal of Theology 79, no. 2 (2025): 144–61. 
10 What about the breath, you say? Aren’t humans special because God breathed into us? Well, reader, God 
gives breath to the other creatures, too. Check out Psalm 104.29-30. 
11 Water accompanies us from the opening chapter of creation (Genesis 1) to the final chapter of Revelation, 
when – in a callback to Ezekiel 47 – we read again of waters flowing from the throne of God (Revelation 22.1-
2). In between, there is the story of the great flood (Genesis 6–9) followed by an account of the ancient 
Hebrew people escaping slavery in Egypt by passing through the waters of the Red Sea (Exodus 14–15) and a 
similar tale of the people, having wandered with God in the wilderness for 40 years, crossing the Jordan River 
into the promised land (Joshua 3–4). In the gospel accounts, we have the opening ministry of John the Baptist, 
Jesus’s long sojourns with his fishermen friends, and the water pouring from Jesus’s side at his crucifixion. 



Each year, an international committee selects a scripture passage and a theme for the 
current year’s Season of Creation.12 This year, they chose the theme “Living Waters” and 
the passage from Ezekiel that we heard read earlier. Ezekiel is a prophet who wrote around 
the time of Israel’s Babylonian Exile, following the thorough devastation of Jerusalem in the 
6th century BCE. In this passage, Ezekiel is given a vision of God’s temple renewed, waters 
flowing from it, healing the people and the land. 

The image isn’t altogether reassuring. At first glance, the temple and surrounding 
landscape seems to be under flood. Water is flowing from below the thresholds of the 
various temple gates. As Ezekiel is led further from the temple itself, the water goes from 
being ankle-deep to knee-deep, to being uncrossable. But Ezekiel is told that the waters 
will renew the land, allowing trees and fish and people to thrive. There will be fruit for food 
and leaves for healing. 

I invite you to wonder at this abundance of water, perhaps a bit unsettling at first, but 
ultimately exactly the healing we all need, human and other-than-human creatures alike. I 
invite you to ponder whether God’s good creation isn’t always pouring out an overflowing 
abundance of goodness for our flourishing, if we could only become like children, learning 
again to perceive it, to receive it, to behold it for a while, and to release it again, trusting that 
more will come when we need it. 

 

Call to Action 

Friends, what might you do during this upcoming Season of Creation? 

During this Season of Creation, I invite you to ponder the rivers among us. Just as you might 
decide during Lent or Advent to focus your spiritual practice in a particular way for a few 
weeks, let this September 1 to October 4 be an opportunity for you to see the waters and 
watersheds here in Lane County in a new way. 

Let what you do be simple. Just go be with the waters. Try this: As you draw near the place 
you’ve chosen, pause and say: You, in whom I live and move and have my being, I come in 
humility. May I draw near? Then wait until you are sure the answer isn’t ‘No.’ Once you arrive 
at the water’s edge, focus on being present, rather than being knowing. Learn ignorance. 
Practice not knowing. There is nothing to figure out here. The call now is to listen. Give it 
space. Give it time. 

 
12 I’m working here from this website: https://seasonofcreation.org/. There is another variant of the proposed 
Season of Creation, with a set three-year cycle of lectionary texts. See: https://seasonofcreation.com/. 



Between September 1 and October 4, spend time with one or more of the rivers that 
accompany us here. Put your hands into the water. Ask gently, Who are you? And wait 
patiently for a response that may or may not come. Pray that you be led to trust in the still-
living waters of God’s good creation. Consider staying in the ankle-deep waters for now 
(metaphorically or actually), gaining trust that you might be able to draw on when the 
waters seem to be rising dangerously. 

Pause to o[er gratitude and thanksgiving for the waters you are with here, and for the 
waters that accompanied you at other times in your life. Pray for their well-being. 

Willamette River, thank you. Be well. 

Fox River, thank you. Be well. 

Frog Creek, Rattlesnake Creek, Clark Fork River, thank you. Be well. 

Roosevelt Ditch, thank you. Be well. 

All living waters, thank you. Be well. 

Amen. 


