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A Glass of Water

How do you make a glass of water? In the words of Carl Sagan, who 
talks about making an apple pie, “You must first invent a universe.”

And for that matter, how do you make a change? How do you make 
things happen?

Our family gathers around meals, and I love to cook. So when my 
grown children asked me to write a cookbook for them, I set about 
finding out which of my recipes they wanted me to include. As the 
requests stacked up, so did the giggly jests about how I would write 
out the measurements when I never measure anything in the kitchen. 
My kids said things like, “She will probably write, ‘just add some of 
this and a little of that.’” 

They were not wrong. 

I felt a thud in my belly at the thought of dissecting the amounts and 
timings of making these meals — something felt off.

Nobody would ever write a recipe for a glass of water, and yet perhaps 
that is exactly the angle from which to begin.

While recipes are treasures, and I love to read them, they are not how 
to cook. The “how” of cooking lies elsewhere, and it is vitally wrapped 
up in a lifelong learning of how to be alive, how to be human, and 
how to perceive and respond to the beautiful and painful moments 
of a life. 

The codification of a recipe is convenient. Without a practice of 
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affection for the infinite details in the gesture of something as simple 
as making a glass of water, a recipe can be dangerous.

While that may sound like hyperbole, perhaps it is a small peek into 
the possibility of shifting some of the deep insidiousness of a world 
plagued with appetites for destruction, control, and manipulation. 
The rush to grab a quick fix and a one-size-fits-all how-to is a non-
trivial dismissal of much essential learning. 

Learning the rhythm of one’s own body, the smell of the seasons, the 
weight of devotion — these are not written in the recipe. Do not 
mistake the recipe for the meal, the harvest, the ancestors, and the 
future.

Any artisan will tell you that their materials and their tools are not 
merely materials and tools — they are intimate relationships with ever-
shifting circumstances that must remain able to be responsive. Some 
days the leather is cold, and the workshop must be warmed before it 
can stretch; some days the wood is dry, and the woodworker must use 
the right instrument for dry wood. Some tomatoes are sweeter, and 
more salt will be needed; every aspect of the project requires learning 
to sense contextual shifts.

Pouring a glass of water is both a movement that is habituated into 
a familiarity of thoughtlessness, or automated action, as well as an 
honoring of primal and sacred contact within the waters upon which 
all of life relies. The action of reaching for water is shared with the 
roots of plants and the long neck of the giraffe. 

A glass, a vessel, a holding of that water is both as banal as any other 
item in the cupboard and as profound as the carrying of life from 
one generation into another through the mysteries of membranes that 
allow water to cross. It’s just a glass of water. Why on earth would you 
need a recipe for that? 
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Perhaps there’s another realm to attune to just behind — or beneath 
— the recipe. The way each action is steeped in detail speaks of who it 
is possible to be. There is a kind of violence in hacking at the respect 
held in the many stories of each “doing.” And yet, in a culture addicted 
to ease and quick formulas, this violence becomes breakfast.

Facilitation, while appealing as a concept of making things easier, also 
disrupts the necessary depth of consideration across all relations, from 
the glass of water to the family, to sex, to world politics, and the entire 
idea of an economy. The faucet has made it easy to grab a glass of 
water. Hidden behind the shiny knobs lies the world of pipes and the 
remarkable feat of the development of plumbing. 

The faucet has also removed relationships from the carrying of water, 
the noticing of the rushing of the river, the conversations with others 
gathering water, the weaving of the reeds, the making of gourds, and 
tending the path to the water source. The glass can be a beautiful and 
practical designed artifact, cupped to the size of a hand, made from 
the remarkable process of heating sand — and while the glass is in 
itself a thing of beauty, the cupping of hands that scoop down to bring 
water to your face, your lips, your hair … is also a remembrance of an 
ancient prayer to that which is central to life, water.

Be careful of ease, it can erase. The erasure is gushing with unthinkable 
destruction — a consequence, perhaps, of thoughtlessness. Utility 
that hacks the hard work and discomfort of thoroughness comes with 
consequences. Ease can also be the fruit of discipline and rigorous 
depth of practice. 

Discernment is crucial. The difference between buying a plastic picnic 
cup and studying the art of ceramics for decades — knowing which 
clay to use, holding wet clay over the wheel, painting a cup, waiting 
for the kiln ... is a difference of saturated knowing. Not that there is 
anything wrong with plastic picnic cups, but that they are placeholders 
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for another knowing, not replacements. 

Tickling habituated assumptions may seem like a frivolous task in these 
times when the rush to get from one day to the next is in hyperspeed. 
And yet, there is exactly this need to unravel the disregard, banish the 
laziness, bring fascination where neglect took root, sensitize to the 
seductions of indifference, and hold, taste, breathe, and offer from the 
wild generosity of integrity. The toil is not a waste of time; it is contact 
with the effort needed to remember what matters. What matters? 
Every ancient culture has sayings about the recklessness of hurry.

This book became a recipe instead of a book of recipes — not to make 
the food on a plate, but of the grace of food, as it moves through 
generations, metabolisms, ideas of what an action is, an attunement 
to life. Each glass of water, each meal, each morsel that enters the 
mouth’s universe of taste buds and travels the labyrinth of digestion is 
a portal to being alive within the gift of life. It is an offering of nothing 
less than a glass of water. 

What is in the refrigerator is not just what is in the refrigerator, but 
an entire cosmos within which to discover being alive together in the 
softness of the belly.
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I have no model for peace, only glimpses of 
it, metaphors for it, similes to what I cannot 
fully grasp and hold. Among them: a bowl of 
clear water. A boat drifting on a slow river. A 
lake among hills. The vast depths of the sea. 
A drop of water at the tip of a leaf. The sound 
of rain. The sound of a fountain. The bright 
dance of the water-spray from a garden hose, 
the scent of wet earth. (Le Guin, 2016, Blog 
post 119)
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Fig. 44. Mats Qwarfordt. (2023). [photograph]
A kitchen full of chanterelles from the backyard. [Nora Bateson]
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