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Water of Life, Water of Death
The Bible is filled with stories and images of water, many of which

speak to its importance for survival. After the Hebrews were freed
from slavery in Egypt, they accused Moses of threatening their lives by
bringing them into the waterless desert. When Moses cried out to God,
God directed him to strike a rock; and refreshing water flowed from
it for the people (Exodus 17:1-7). In the New Testament, Jesus told his
followers that even those who engage in the simple act of giving a cup
of cold water to a child will receive their reward (Matthew 10:42).

Today, water is still important for our survival. According to the
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), over 884 million people
in the world do not have access to clean drinking water. Closely related
to the lack of drinkable water is unsuitable sanitation, which spreads
disease. In fact, 2.5 billion of the world’s people do not have adequate
sanitation. Together, these two facts explain why 3.6 million people
die each year––most of them children––from water-related diseases
such as diarrhea. These diseases kill more children each year than
AIDS and malaria combined.

The lack of safe drinking water affects women and girls in partic-
ular. In developing countries, carrying water is generally a woman’s
task. On average, girls and women walk six kilometers a day, carry-
ing 20 liters of water. This reduces the time that girls have for school
and that women have for other work. Because girls and women tend
to have a greater need for privacy in their personal hygiene, some girls
stop attending school, especially after they begin their menstrual cycle,
due to the lack of proper, gender-specific sanitation facilities.

The Millennium Development Goals
In 2000, 189 nations met at the United Nations headquarters in

New York City for the Millennium Summit, where they adopted what
are known as the Millennium Development Goals. The eight goals
that were outlined relate to the world’s development needs and are to
be achieved by 2015. One of the goals includes cutting in half the per-
centage of people who do not have access to safe drinking water and
basic sanitation.

A 2006 report card on water and sanitation by UNICEF found that
the world was generally on track to meeting its goal for access to
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drinking water (though some regions were falling behind), but
adequate progress was not being made toward access to sanitation.

While the objective of cutting this massive problem in half may seem
ambitious, UNICEF points out that meeting the goal would only cost an
additional $11.3 billion per year. According to the World Health Organ-
ization, each dollar invested in reaching the goal will yield returns to
nations of $3–$34, depending on the area of the world.

WASH for Lent
Dozens of Christian service organizations, including the United

Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR), are encouraging their mem-
bers to learn about and act on issues of clean water and sanitation
through the WASH for Lent initiative. WASH stands for water, sanitation,
and hygiene. Those taking part in the program are encouraged to sacri-
fice so that they have more to give to an organization ensuring clean
water and adequate sanitation for the world’s poorest people.

A reflection available as part of the program reminds Christians that
the fasting that we are called to engage in during Lent should be a fast
from injustice. The writer asks participants to “remember our complic-
ity in the crisis”  through overusing water and to approach learning about
the issues “with a broken and contrite heart, open to the Spirit of God,
through whom we can respond to the needs of people around the world.”

Water Privatization
The 2008 film FLOW: For Love of Water examines issues around

the world’s decreasing supply of fresh water. One of these issues is the
increasing drive to turn control of water supplies away from govern-
ments and to private corporations. According to FLOW, water is now a
$400 billion industry worldwide, the third largest after electricity and oil.

Corporations involved in water privatization argue that they are pro-
viding services, such as massive upgrades of water infrastructure, that
municipal governments cannot afford. The fact that these companies
must make a profit can also mean that their charge for water services
puts them far above the reach of poor people.

FLOW follows protests in Cochabamba, Bolivia, after a loan from
the International Monetary Fund required the city to privatize its water
supply in 1998. Because of rate hikes by the private company and the
removal of government subsidies for drinking water, Cochabamba resi-
dents saw their water bills increase by 200–300 percent. This occurred
despite the company’s promise that rates would only increase by 35 per-
cent in order to cover infrastructure upgrades.

Residents responded with protests that shut the city down for four
days and spread into months of actions, which turned deadly for some of
the protestors. Eventually the company withdrew its contract, but it has
sued Bolivia for damages. Residents took over the water supply, saying
that access to water is a human right. However, because investments are
not available to improve the water supply, services have not been

Core Bible
Passages

Second Kings 2:19-22 describes
how the prophet Elisha cleansed the
waters of Jericho. The people told him
that while the location of their city was
good, the water was bad, causing the
land not to bear fruit. Throwing salt
into a spring of water, Elisha delivered
God’s message that “from now on nei-
ther death nor miscarriage shall come
from it.”  The water remained clean
according to Elisha’s promise.

Like most women in developing
countries today, the Samaritan woman
likely had to travel long distances to
gather water from a well (John 4:4-15).
At first she was skeptical of Jesus’
promise of living water, assuming that
he meant water from the well. Jesus
promised that the water he offered
would forever quench her thirst. The
woman’s eagerness to have this water
so that she would “never be thirsty or
have to keep coming here to draw
water”  pointed to the centrality and
importance of water in her life.

Revelation 22:1-5 describes a
beautiful image of the New Jerusalem
that is coming in which “ the river of
the water of life” will flow from God’s
throne. Fruitful trees with leaves that
will heal the nations will line either
side of the river. In this place of peace
and abundance, all people will be
guided by the light of the Lamb of
God.
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expanded. This situation prompted the PBS series Frontline to ask, “Did
anyone really win the water war?”

Shortage at Home
While crises over the availability of clean water are most serious in

the developing world, drought and water contamination are also issues
of concern in the United States. The Christian Science Monitor points out
that between 1990 and 2009, the number of states reporting “water-stress
conditions” has grown from 30 to 45 states.

Water shortages are especially acute in dry areas where populations
are growing rapidly, such as Tucson, Arizona. Tucson receives less than
12 inches of rain per year yet adds thousands of residents to its city every
month. A look at Tucson’s water policies demonstrates how government
actions can have a significant effect on individuals’ use of water. Tucson
officials have spent the past several decades using conservation pro-
grams, as well as higher water rates, to encourage less water use. Since the
mid-1970’s, per person consumption has fallen twenty percent, while con-
sumption in Phoenix, which also receives little rain, has only dropped
slightly.

Tucson residents are increasingly using desert landscaping instead of
grass in order to reduce water use. The city also has a “Beat the Peak” pro-
gram to encourage conservation during periods when water use is highest.

Clean Water in the United States
A New York Times analysis of federal data on water safety found that

more than 20 percent of the nation’s water-treatment systems have bro-
ken federal water-safety laws in the last five years. Even though regula-
tors knew of these violations, only six percent of the water systems that
violated the law received a fine or some other type of punishment.

Some people fearful of the safety of their local water supply have
turned to bottled water. However, according to the Natural Resources
Defense Council (NRDC), more than one quarter of bottled water comes
from municipal water sources. A 1999 NRDC study found that of more
than 103 brands of bottled water, at least one third had bacteria or chem-
ical contaminants, including carcinogens, that exceeded state standards.

Although the Food and Drug Administration is charged with regu-
lating bottled water, it is not required to test the safety of bottled water
that is packaged and sold in the same state. The NRDC charges that this
leaves the majority of bottled water untested.

Christian Stewardship of Water
Water is precious because it sustains life. For Christians, the sacra-

ment of baptism also makes water a symbol of grace and salvation. Jesus
used water to describe himself and the gifts he offers us when he told
the Samaritan woman at the well he would give her “living water” that
would become “a spring of water gushing up to eternal life” (John 4:10-14).

Ministries
of Clean Water

Mission groups are partnering with
people in developing countries for
cleaner water. The Missouri Confer-
ence of The United Methodist Church
works with Lifewater International in
Mozambique to drill wells. United Meth-
odist Bishop Joao Somane Machado
has described how much the wells mean
to the communities there. At one dedi-
cation ceremony for a well, an elderly
woman touched the water and declared,
“This is life. This is living water. I want
to be part of a church that offers living
water.”

One of the first tasks that the United
Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR)
took on in Haiti after the earthquake
was water purification. UMCOR deliv-
ered six million packets of PUR, a
water-purifying powder, each of which
cleans 2.5 gallons of water of “germs
and worms” that can be deadly. When
the packets are used, the water can
be strained through a cloth; and the
dangerous bacteria are left behind as
sediment.

Servants in Faith and Technology
(SIFAT) is also working in Haiti to
purify water on a larger scale. The
organization is bringing water purifiers
that run on car batteries and can be
recharged using solar panels. The puri-
fiers can cleanse water for up to 10,000
people a day using only electricity and
table salt. SIFAT will be training
Haitians on how to use and maintain
the purifiers, which will last for several
years.
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Clean water sustains life, but contaminated water leads to millions of
deaths every year. These realities cause us as people of faith to ask ourselves
hard questions: How can we who have plentiful access to water be
responsible stewards of God’s gift so that future generations also have
enough to live? What actions can we take as individuals, as churches,
and as nations to bring life-giving water and decent sanitation to the bil-
lions of people who live without them every day?

Perhaps the most important question for Christians to ask ourselves,
however, is one posed by the WASH for Lent initiative: “How does
Christ’s life, death, and resurrection require us to respond to those who
drink the cup of suffering every day?”

United Methodist
Perspectives

on Water

Resolution 1029, “Protection of
Water,”  was passed by the United
Methodist General Conference in 2004
and updated in 2008. Referencing Isa-
iah 55:1, the resolution reminds us that
God offers water as a free gift without
price. Because water is part of “God’s
radical expression of God’s love to all
humanity,”  it cannot be privatized or
hoarded. The resolution also highlights
the disparity between water use in dif-
ferent countries, noting that one toilet
flush uses as much water as the average
person in a poor nation uses for an
entire day to clean, cook, eat, and drink.

The resolution calls on United
Methodists to educate persons that
water is a basic human right, to develop
ways to protect our water supply, to
support the Millenium Development
Goal to cut in half the number of people
who do not have access to safe drink-
ing water, to encourage companies to
provide money and services to clean
the waters they have polluted, and to
urge all countries to be responsible in
their use of water.

Resolution 1023, “Environmental
Justice for a Sustainable Future,” empha-
sizes that water is a basic human right
that should not be sold for profit. The
resolution encourages the church to
“support integrated, sustainable man-
agement”  in an effort to eliminate the
factors that limit the quantity and qual-
ity of water.
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Water Conservation
The following list contains ways to conserve water:

! Check for and repair leaks right away. A small drip caused by a
worn faucet washer can waste 20 gallons of water a day.

! Turn the tap off while you brush your teeth, and fill the sink with
water when you shave.

! Check your toilet for leaks by placing a few drops of food coloring
in the tank. If the color shows up in the bowl during the next half
hour, you have a leak.

! Spray taps and faucet aerators can be added to your sinks to reduce
the volume of water flowing from the tap.

! Use a low-flow shower head.
! Wash only full loads of clothes in the washing machine.
! Insulate hot-water pipes so it takes less time for water to heat up.
! Use a rain barrel to collect water to irrigate your garden.
! Water your lawn early in the morning or at night so less water evap-

orates. For flower beds, use a soaker hose that drips out small
amounts of water.

! If you are building a home, look for Water Sense-certified plumb-
ing fixtures. Water Sense is a program of the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency, similar to its Energy Star program for appliances.



OPEN the Session
Pray Together

Pray the following prayer, or use your own: God, we praise you and the
river of life that flows from your throne. You make bitter water clean,
you wash us in the waters of baptism, and you call us never to turn away
from one who needs a cup of cold water to drink. Help us understand the
experience of our brothers and sisters who do not have the water they
need, and cause us to listen for your call for justice and mercy. Amen.

Celebrate God’s Gift of Water
Explain that today’s FAITHLINK focuses on the need for clean water.

As we think about people who do not have clean water, our faith
reminds us that God provides abundant, cleansing water meant for all
people. Celebrate this by singing or reading aloud the verses of “All
Creatures of Our God and King” (The United Methodist Hymnal, 62).

EXPLORE the Topic
Explore the Consequences of Unclean Water

Read “Water of Life, Water of Death” and “The Millennium Devel-
opment Goals” (pages 1–2). On a markerboard or a large sheet of paper,
list the problems that result from a lack of clean water and sanitation.
Add other consequences you can think of, and discuss the following
questions: How do you react to the statistics about the number of peo-
ple who do not have clean drinking water or sanitation facilities that
prevent the spread of disease?

If water-related diseases kill more children than AIDS and malaria
combined, why do we not hear more about these diseases in the news?

How do you respond to the Millennium Development Goal of cut-
ting in half the number of people who do not have clean water and ade-
quate sanitation by 2015? What steps do you think should be taken to
achieve this goal?

Consider Water Privatization
Read “Water Privatization” (pages 2–3) and “United Methodist Per-

spectives on Water” (page 4). Discuss the following: Have you heard of
the debates over water supplies being privatized in a city in the United
States or in another country? What pros and cons were described about
privatization, and who made arguments for or against the effort?

How do you respond to the United Methodist General Conference’s
resolution asserting that because water is a free gift from God, it should
not be privatized?

Reflect on Biblical Stories of Water
Form three teams. Ask each team to reflect on one of the passages

listed in “Core Bible Passages” (page 2). For the team reading 2 Kings
2:19-22, discuss how the bad water in Jericho affected the people’s lives
and how this compares to those who go without clean water today. How
was Elisha’s action a sign of God’s hope to the people of Jericho?
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the session.

How does Christian
faith guide the

decisions we make
regarding water?



For the team reading John 4:4-15, talk about what a typical day might
have been like for the Samaritan woman that Jesus met at the well. How
does Jesus’ promise of living water compare with her experience of water?

For the team reading Revelation 22:1-5, discuss how they imagine “ the
river of the water of life” and the landscape surrounding it. Why would God
use this image of a river to express the beauty and hope of the new
Jerusalem?

Discuss a Christian Response
Read “WASH for Lent”  (page 2) and “Christian Stewardship of Water”

(pages 3–4). How can participating in an initiative such as WASH for Lent
change or deepen your faith as you prepare for Easter? What are Christian
responses to the issues of clean water and sanitation that will help urge
action from individuals, churches, and local or national governments?

Examine Water Issues in the United States
Read “Clean Water in the United States”  (page 3). In terms of the effect

on your family, how do rank your concern over the safety of your water?
Do you drink bottled water? If yes, is it because of safety concerns or for
other reasons such as convenience? What do you believe should be done
to guarantee the safety of water in our communities?

Explore Your Water Use
Distribute sheets of paper to each participant, and ask them to list the

ways they use water each day. Ask them to try to estimate how many gal-
lons they use for each task. Remember to include water used to clean (your-
self and your home), to cook, for sanitation, and for lawn care.

After everyone has finished, tell participants that according to the US
Department of the Interior, the average American uses 80–100 gallons of
water a day, mostly for flushing the toilet and bathing. Ask: Does this fig-
ure seem high to you? If so, what are some ways we can help reduce that
amount?

Close the Session
Make a Commitment for the Week Ahead

Invite participants to choose a partner and name one way they will be
more conscious of their water use this week and how it is a gift of God’s
love. Invite everyone to be in prayer throughout the week for the intention
they have made, as well as their partner’s intention.

Pray Together 
Close with the following prayer: O God, help us not to forget that your

living water is meant for all. Each time we drink a glass of water or wash
our hands this week, remind us of your gracious gift that cleanses our thirst
and keeps us free from sickness. Each time we are touched by drops of
water, let a prayer rise up within us for those who are thirsty and sick. Lead
us to walk the path of discipleship so that we might work for our neighbors
to share the blessings that we have each day. Amen.
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Teaching
Alternatives

♦ Arrange for a viewing at your
church of the film FLOW: For Love
of Water (flowthefilm.com). After-
ward, share with your group the calls
to action suggested at the film’s web-
site (flowthefilm.com/takeaction).

! Use the reflections provided
by the WASH for Lent initiative
(washforlent.wordpress.com) to help
your group or church come up with
ways to sacrifice and to be in soli-
darity with people lacking clean
water and sanitation. Choose a mis-
sion organization such as UMCOR,
Church World Service, SIFAT, or
others to donate money you have
saved through your Lenten sacrifice.

Next Week in
FAITHLINK

Essentials of
Christian Faith
A recent study reports that many

people mix elements of multiple
faiths. What are the essentials of
Christian faith and the unique
emphasis of The United Methodist
Church? In our diverse religious cli-
mate, how do United Methodists
reclaim and practice the essentials
of our faith?


