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Stories

Leslie Woods
Earlier in the spring, the city where I live

held elections for a new mayor and city

council. By and large, the most important

issue discussed in the campaign was our

water system: the source of our water, its

treatment and whether to maintain

ownership of our own system or sell it to

the adjacent county. I remember hearing

one candidate say, “Water is going to be

one of the greatest issues of our time: in

our county, in our country, in the world—

clean drinking water.” Even in a

municipality of only 20,000 people, the

issue of access to clean, fresh drinking

water is inescapable and serious.

Likewise, access to and preservation

of fresh water are important for the

church. The 219th General Assembly

(2010) “affirm[ed] that all living creatures

require potable water to live; that water,

being essential to life, is a human right

that must be accessible to all people.”3

Not only is clean water essential to all life

on this earth and an integral part of the

amazing abundance of God’s Creation,
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Water

Introduction

Water makes up about 60 percent of the human body,1 and oceans cover

71 percent of the Earth’s surface.2 We have all heard the admonition to

drink eight glasses of water a day. Most of us use water every day, not

only for drinking, but for bathing, washing dishes, watering plants and

cleaning clothes. Water is a huge part of our lives, but we may only

rarely consider it as connected to justice and peace issues.
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but water is also central to our theological

connection to the world. It is by water

that we are baptized. Water is a part of

our ministries, our liturgies, and our lives.

As a nation, we have made a

commitment to water. Forty years ago,

the U.S. Congress enacted the Clean

Water Act (CWA), and a couple of years

later, the Safe Drinking Water Act

(SDWA). These bills were landmark

pieces of legislation that empowered the

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)

to make sure that our water supply is

safe. But the EPA’s authority under the

CWA and SDWA was limited by the

Energy Policy Act of 2005, which

prohibited any regulation of the natural

gas extraction technique known as

fracking. 

There is great disagreement over the

technique and its consequences, but one

thing is clear: it uses an immense amount

of water. And that water is mixed with

undisclosed chemicals. As the national

appetite for combustible fuel continues

unabated and extractive industries take on

more extreme methods to obtain fuel at

any environmental cost, the question of

the downstream effects on our water

ought to be considered seriously. The

PC(USA) has no position on fracking, but

it does have a theological and a social

justice commitment to clean water. 

This fall, as we mark the 40th

anniversary of the passage of the Clean

Water Act, let us work to restore the full

authority of the EPA, empowered by the

CWA to clean up and keep our water safe.

Leslie serves as associate for domestic

poverty and environmental issues for the

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Office of Public

Witness in Washington, D.C. 

Cassandra Carmichael
I am on my third glass of water for the

morning, trying to keep “my supply” up.

Since my daughter’s primary source of

nourishment comes from breast milk, 

In the sidebars throughout this issue are three stories from

Presbyterian women about different aspects of water justice. One

focuses on U.S. legislation, the EPA and fracking; one on the

contaminants and chemicals we put into our bodies and our water on a

personal level; and one on the use of bottled water. Continue reading 

for statements from the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) on water justice; 

a Bible study about water; and action steps you can take!

What�Does�Our�Church�Say?

Recommendation�on�water�quality�from�“Resolution�on�Restoring

Creation,”�adopted�by�the�202nd�GA�(1990)5

A. Basic Policies in Support of Water Quality

1. Increased federal, state, local, and private funding for the

investigation of air, water, and ground contamination . . .

2. The pursuit of a three-pronged strategy—education,

regulation, and economic incentives—to combat

environmental pollution.

3. Greater coordination of legal jurisdictions, reliance on the

concept of watershed or groundwater basin in identifying the

jurisdictions to be coordinated, and the use of integrated

approaches in planning and action.

4. Placing the burden of proof that water quality is not degraded

on those who discharge or introduce potentially harmful

substances to the environment.

B. Implementation of Policies

1. The vigorous protection of remaining wetlands through the

enforcement of existing laws.

2. Tighter restrictions on point sources of water pollution and

illegal dumping.

3. Increased efforts to address the problem of pollution from 

urban and rural runoff.

4. Research on methods of preventing and controlling ground

water contamination.

5. Consistent application of national water quality standards.

6. Continued study and greater control of acid rain and airborne

contaminants that enter surface water , in coordination with 

air quality authorities.

7. Increased federal funding for national estuary planning 

and action.

8. The upgrading of municipal water systems.

Statement�on�the�use�of�non-disposable�food�service�items6

The Presbytery of Heartland overtured the 218th General Assembly

(2008) of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) “to direct the General

Assembly to request Presbyterian congregations and individual
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I live in constant worry that I won’t

produce enough milk. And it isn’t only

quantity that I am concerned about; it is

also quality, for what I consume or am

exposed to environmentally passes on to

her through my breast milk.

I recently had a meeting with another

colleague and was struck by how “put

together” she looked. She wore her

cosmetics beautifully. And of course, as a

mother of a much older child, she didn’t

have that tired look in her eyes that

plagues any mother of a child under two.

I was so struck by how great she looked

that, as I looked at my haggard self in the

mirror that evening, I promised myself

that for my next important meeting, I, too,

would look as fabulous. 

Two weeks later I got my chance. I

had an important meeting scheduled with

some religious leaders. I brought out my

best suit and rummaged through my

cabinet for my cosmetics, forgetting that I

had discarded them while pregnant

because I found out that they were laced

with toxic cancer-causing chemicals such

as phthalates and parabens that go

virtually unregulated by the Food and

Drug Administration. 

Stubborn in my quest for beauty, I

went immediately to the drug store and

purchased some replacement cosmetics.

After all, it was only one meeting. The

morning of my meeting, I pulled my

purchases out onto the counter. But I

couldn’t apply them. I kept thinking of

my daughter, knowing that whatever I put

on my skin would potentially end up in

her breast milk. In the end, I put on some

members to highly encourage the use of non-disposable food service

items, and to refrain from the use of disposable food service products,

particularly styrofoam and other non-biodegradables; to use non-

disposable bags for packing items purchased in the commercial

market, and to refrain from using plastic bags; to choose tap or home

or church-filtered water instead of bottled water or soda, and to refrain

from purchasing those liquids in plastic bottles. Even though this

represents only a part of what we can do to live in a more

environmentally just manner, it is extremely important in beginning 

to live sustainable, healthy lives.” The item was approved.

The�219th�General�Assembly�(2010)�affirmed�that�.�.�.

“. . . concern for God’s creation is, for every Christian, an essential

way of living faithfully in Christ's world that will necessitate personal

study of, attention to and engagement with emerging and new

environmental concerns that are persistent, acute, and pressing.

. . . the best available science should inform our care for God's

creation, shaping the direction of responsible programming and policy,

especially with respect to public witness concerning emergent

environmental issues such as global climate change, desertification

and access to potable water, and wetlands/coastal erosion.

. . . all living creatures require potable water to live; that water,

being essential to life, is a human right that must be accessible to 

all people.”7

What�Does�the�Bible�Say?

Begin a study by doing a brainstorm together, perhaps recording

responses on a chalkboard or large sheet of paper for all to see,

answering this question:

What�Bible�stories�can�you�think�of�that�involve�water?

(Examples include the creation stories in Genesis 1–3, the Israelites

crossing the Red Sea in Exodus 14, Moses drawing water from a rock

in Exodus 17:1–7, mentions of water in the Psalms 1, 42, 65 and 107,

the Baptism of Jesus in Matthew 3, and blood and water flowing from

Jesus’ side at his crucifixion in John 19:34.)

You may want to look up some of the stories and read through them.

Discussion

• As you read through your brainstormed list, what do you notice

about water?  

• What role does it play in our lives?  

• What role does it play in our lives of faith?



• As you read through Leslie, Cassandra, and Rebecca’s stories,

what did you learn? What connections do you see between the

biblical stories involving water and these women’s stories?

• Name one action you will take as a result of what you 

learned today.

Get�Involved

• Incorporate a practice of prayerful�mindfulness into your daily

life. Notice when, where and how you encounter water. Say a

prayer of thanks for easy access to clean, safe water where you

find it. Say a prayer for water justice when you encounter water

that is unclean, not shared or used unwisely.

• Download�ecumenical�resources from

http://nccecojustice.org/resources/#waterresources, including:

• A bulletin insert including liturgical pieces on water

• An action guide including sermon starters and suggestions for

getting involved

• Local watersheds guide for churches.

• Learn�more about health, chemical contamination, and cosmetics

with ecumenical resources from the National Council of Churches

at http://nccecojustice.org/health/cosmetics.php.

• Join the “Think Outside the Bottle” campaign

(www.thinkoutsidethebottle.org) by taking the pledge, or make

your own pledge to drink public tap water and forego bottled

water. Purchase a reusable nonplastic or BPA-free plastic bottle

(like one with PW’s logo, which can be ordered from PDS at

http://store.pcusa.org). Fill with water and carry with you when

you exercise, hike or travel. You can take the empty bottle through

airport security and fill it with tap water on the concourse.

• JSign up for PW’s justice and peace email list at

http://gamc.pcusa.org/subscriptions/lists/justice-and-peace-links.

For more information, contact Meagan Manas, justice and peace

specialist for Presbyterian Women, meagan.manas@pcusa.org or

718-839-3782.
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mascara and dug around in my drawer to

find some nontoxic lip balm, wishing that

there were more nontoxic cosmetics

available. I headed out to my meeting,

not feeling very glamorous and looking 

a little tired, but knowing that, in the end,

I would rather focus on my daughter’s

health.

As people of faith, we know we were

made beautiful in God’s image (Genesis

1:26). We also know that we are called to

care for our bodies as if they were

temples to the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians

6:19). So I sit at my desk without a scrap

of makeup on, drinking my water and

focusing on providing both quantity and

quality nutrition for my daughter.  

Cassandra serves as director of the Washington

office of the National Council of Churches,

U.S.A., as well as their eco-justice program.

Rebecca Barnes-Davies
When I submerge myself at the lake each

summer, I am thankful to God for the gift

of water. When I hand a glass of cool

water to my sweaty kids when they run

inside from playing in the hot sun, I am

thankful to God for the gift of water. In

my own prayer time, in reading scripture

and in communal worship, I’m reminded

of the immense grace of God that comes

to us through the gift of water. I

remember the Spirit of God that hovers

over the waters of creation. I believe in

the new life we are promised in Christ

when the waters are splashed into the

baptismal font. Somehow, this grace 

of God surrounds our lives and buoys 

our faith!
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It is harder to reflect on God’s grace

in the natural world when it comes in a

sealed, plastic, “disposable” bottle. It is

harder for me to praise God when I know

that the waters I’m using to quench my

thirst may be causing thirst in other

communities (where local water sources

have been privatized by a company who

bottles water for global sales). It is harder

for me to accept the sacred blessing of

water when I think of the garbage heap

(larger than the state of Texas)4 that floats

in the ocean, comprised mainly of empty

water bottles thrown away. Only 14

percent of plastic bottles ever get

recycled.

Presbyterian Women has decided to

stop using bottled water at events, and

women in churches across the nation are

filling pitchers with tap water (rather than

purchasing bottled water) for church

functions. While my children are still

convinced that bottled water is trendier

and more convenient, I am happy to teach

them this part of my Christian

discipleship. We fill and pack our own

reusable bottles (and/or coffee mugs) for

sporting events and long trips. This is a

way we care for all God’s creation and a

reminder to always be thankful to God

for the blessing of water. 

Rebecca serves as associate for

environmental ministries in the PC(USA)’s

Compassion, Peace and Justice office.


