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INTRODUCTION
Water. Essential to life, unequally distributed, ancient, irreplaceable, precious. Water is a complex 
subject, scientifically, ecologically, legally, and ethically. Our faiths know that. That’s why they all 
seem to refer to water in some way or other. Our liturgies use water to express the presence of the 
holy, to initiate and to bless. Our bodies are made up mostly of water, the Earth is mostly water too. 

This curriculum is an effort to know that – to spend time in small groups in our communities of faith  
learning about water, and thinking about the ethical implications of something precious, unequally 
distributed and necessary for life. It is our hope at Faith in Place that you will learn things you didn’t 
know, think about things you hadn’t thought about, and be inspired to care for water differently.

In order to meet the wide-ranging needs of faith communities engaging in reflection on water, this curriculum 
is designed to be flexible and adaptable to your context. There are three versions of this curriculum that 
cover different amounts of content and can be completed in varied amounts of time. 

Strategies for delivering the best content for a given time:

•  7 Weeks – Deep Dive 
•  4 Weeks – Wading Into the Water
•  1 Week – Getting Your Feet Wet

The “Wading Into the Water” 4-Week version is available for download at faithinplace.org. If you would 
like a copy of the 7-Week or 1-Week version, please contact Ramont Bell, Water Preservation Outreach 
Coordinator at ramont@faithinplace.org or 312-733-4640 Ext. 120.

Our Grandchildren’s Water curriculum was prepared in 2012 by Rev. Dr. Clare Butterfield, Executive Director 
of Faith in Place, with the invaluable assistance of an advisory team who came together and shared their 
expertise. Thanks to all of them (they are listed below). Dr. Mark Hicks, Angus Maclean Professor of  
Religious Education at Meadville Lombard Theological School, created the design of each session and 
the approach to group interaction. We are very grateful to him for his contribution. 

The curriculum was updated in 2018 by Dr. Ashlynn Stillwell, Faith in Place Board Chair and Assistant 
Professor in Civil and Environmental Engineering at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign and 
by Ramont Bell, Water Preservation Outreach Coordinator at Faith in Place. 

Errors, of course, belong only to us. If you see any, please let us know about them.

Faith in Place 
info@faithinplace.org
www.faithinplace.org

mailto:ramont%40faithinplace.org?subject=
mailto:info%40faithinplace.org%20?subject=
http://www.faithinplace.org
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CURRICULUM OVERVIEW 
Theory for Transformative Teaching & Learning

• Inquiry and Dialogue
 How did this problem evolve? What’s my experience? What should I know? Why does it matter?

• Collaborative Reflection
 Why is this sacred work? What do others know? What is their experience? What perspective is not included?

• Informed Action
 Based on what’s surfaced, how should I/we act? How and to whom should I/we be accountable? How can  
 I/we be mindful of these issues all the time?

• Repeat
 Go deeper. Based on learning, what still needs to be worked out?

 (Dr. Mark Hicks, Angus MacLean Professor of Religious Education at Meadville Lombard Theological School, 2011)

Outcomes
By the end of the seminars, participants will be able to:
• Articulate a personal and collective understanding of the role of “water” in their lives and in our social world;
• Be more mindful of “better practices” that conserve and protect water
• Show leadership in community dialogues around appropriate usages of water;
• Tease out social justice issues around water (who owns it, how to share it equitably, etc.)

Format
• Includes content, theological reflection with questions, discussion guide for the teacher/leader, and a 

spiritual practice to support the exploration
• Questions for deeper learning, reflection and action
• Resources
• Evaluation of teaching, learning and for next steps

Timing
The Teaching Notes that follow are marked in 00:00 time. For example, 00:10-00:12 indicates the 10th 
minute into the seminar to the 12th minute of the seminar.

Facilitation Notes
Notated in the text of each session are “facilitation notes” - set in brackets [ ] – which are designed 
to help facilitators know how to carry out the lessons of the exercise. Sometimes the notes indicate a 
“mood” or “spirit” that should be used, and at other times the notes are direct instructions. 
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How Facilitators Should Prepare for the Seminars

If possible, choose two facilitators to lead the curriculum. Two facilitators allows the option of dividing 
teaching tasks during the seminars, allowing one person to lead discussions/exercises and the other 
to monitor participants’ experience. Groups that are co-facilitated find that learning becomes deeper 
and more focused. Facilitators need not be “experts” on environmental issues, yet familiarity with these 
issues would be useful. Facilitators must, however, have skillfulness with creating a supportive learning 
environment, interpreting stated and unstated meanings, monitoring group interactions, and keeping 
discussions on task. 

Read the curriculum from start to finish. Contact Faith in Place staff to answer questions or to assist in 
adjusting the curriculum to meet the specific needs of the faith community. 

Collect all the teaching materials WELL in advance of the session. Before each session begins, literally run 
through all the details of the session. 

Facilitators should take extra steps to ensure that every participant feels welcomed and affirmed (serving 
food and beverage help in this regard; consider playing upbeat music softly in the background as  
participants enter). Introduce yourself one-on-one to every person in the room. 

Prepare yourself to be frustrated by not enough time for these rich conversations. We hope that if  
participants have a positive experience with this introductory model, they will be more eager to engage 
at a later date. Facilitators will need to appoint timekeepers who will do their job effectively, and with a 
loving touch! Have a watch or time keeper, perhaps one with a sweet bell or signal. Sand egg timers  
(often from board games) work well, and becomes a visual cue for the entire group. Many discussions 
and check-ins are fashioned for 1 or 2 minutes for discussion. Warn participants ahead of time. People 
from oppressed groups often comments that “people in power talk too much!” Creating a space for  
everyone to share equally is a good way to create healthy multicultural communities. Encourage people 
who process their thoughts aloud (extroverts, for example) to pass, and chime in when they’ve had a 
chance to get whittle their thoughts into the assigned time frame. 

Attend to the physical dimensions of the environment. Make sure people know where restrooms are. Is there 
plenty room for all participants (e.g., people in motor scooters or with canes)? If the session is done in 
someone’s home, be sensitive to pet allergies. Also consider food allergies, mobility issues of guests  
(including blocked aisles and easy access in and out of small group discussions). Take into account 
identity issues resulting from participants’ theological or religious tradition, race/ethnicity, gender  
identification, sexual orientation, age, income, and so forth. Have large print copies of handouts for  
people with visual impairments. People with hearing difficulties don’t often alert facilitators of their  
impairment; be ready to place people with hearing difficulties close to the facilitators. Also, it’s a good 
idea to use a microphone if the group is over 20 people.  

There are many ways a group leader can facilitate discussion. This workshop assumes that facilitators 
are “coaches,” meaning, you have a bit of expertise – if only because you’ve read the materials beforehand. 
Content Experts, as it were in this format, have done an excellent job of placing a set of issues on the 
table. Your job as the “coach” is to help participants make meaning of the content, and connect it to their 
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own lives. Just as a sports coach stands on the sidelines and lets the players try out their moves and 
skills on the field, so too should the coaches for these discussions set up conditions for the “players” 
to fine-tune their thoughts, insights, and skills.  
 
There may well be disagreement about the validity and credibility of the content. Some participants 
may enter with suspicions that this session is a “subtle sales job.” The sessions are not about judging the 
veracity of one opinion over another. Rather, it is to figure out how to create/practice a form of Beloved 
Community that allows space for the multiple voices and realities that ARE our faith community. Avoid 
debates, and take active steps NOT to let radical opinions steer you off course...you have a limited time 
to get all your points across. Likewise, facilitators should take care NOT to voice their own opinions, or  
to appear in favor of one standpoint above another. Rather, they should ask participants to explore 
their assumptions, especially if they seem troubling.  
 
“Challenge” and “Support” 
This curriculum is designed to raise consciousness about issues that have great potential to disrupt 
participants’ sense of security and wellbeing. If successful, it will haunt participants, nudging them to think 
at every turn about HOW they think about water as well as their behavior at home and work. In order to 
shift the mechanics of how we think, the educational experience must both “challenge” the assumptions we 
have (without introducing something “new” learning cannot happen) while also “supporting” the learner 
(if the new information is overwhelming, the learner will shut down and resist the new information). In 
order to shift to a new way of thinking and feeling, a balance of challenge and support much be achieved. 
Each of the experiences in the seminar are framed in such a manner. We know people learn best when 
nested inside a “relationship of care.” As you facilitate these sessions, use as many “relational skills”  
as you possible can – smile, comfort, don’t intimidate, harass, or try to wear down people with “better 
logic” or evidence. Minister to fear and anxiety when individuals and the group think they “got it wrong” 
or struggle with an exercise or idea. Showing that kind of care will go a long way toward achieving the 
kind of change the curriculum seeks. 

Toward that end, when asking the group a question, facilitators should NOT participate in answering the 
questions (unless you are modeling an answer; which you should always be prepared to do if a participant, 
literally, does not understand a prompt). 

Facilitators should share roles in sessions, perhaps alternating responsibilities such as asking questions or 
handling logistics and experiments. 

In advance, think about how you’d answer an outburst. Imagine the person who says, “there’s a building 
body of evidence that all this ‘environmental stuff’ is crap!” Or, if a person hijacks the conversation on his/
her own agenda (e.g., “I want to talk about how the latest election skirted around the privatization of water 
issue”). As facilitators, you want to avoid the seminars turning into “group therapy” sessions. With kindness, 
acknowledge their concern(s) so they know their issues is heard. Then, invite them to talk more later, 
after the session concludes. You might want to point them toward resources in the community that deal 
with the issue, or connect them with a member of the ministerial/program staff for additional support.  

Keeping Time
As you will note, the content for this curriculum is rich, and may require you to make adjustments. Each  
session assumes that participants have done the reading that supports the content; encourage 
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participants to do the reading. Note that many of the learning exercises are designed to incorporate  
readings into the discussion. Thus, those who have not read the materials carefully will still be able to get 
the main points of the session.  

Record your experience as a facilitator, and be prepared to give feedback to Faith in Place, so they can 
better meet the learning needs of future participants. 

Have fun! While these topics carry serious implications for our world, you need not make the seminars 
dreary. When appropriate, laugh and use humor. After all you want people to take on these new ways of 
being. Enjoy the journey!
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Our Grandchildren’s Water
Four Week Session (Revision A)
Format:

Session length: 45-60 minutes per week for 4 weeks 

Note: Send/Distribute “Reading For Session One” to all participants in advance of the first meeting. 

Participants will get the most out of the sessions if they complete all the readings. But, even if they can’t 
complete the readings, there will be “good learning” about the topic. Just do the best you can! 

Readings can become a “meditation”…something to do first thing in the morning or before going to bed. 
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READING FOR FOUR WEEK SESSION - LESSON ONE 
Water is Life
The miracle of life on Earth is precisely determined by our existence at the distance from our Sun (the 
central star of our solar system) that permits water to exist in all three of its phases – liquid, solid (ice) 
and gas (vapor). Without that narrow temperature band and variation, we wouldn’t be here. Our scriptures 
know this. So many of them tell the story of life as emerging from the water. And the fossil record tells  
us the same story. In a very absolute sense, water is life. 

97% of the water on the earth is salt water. Your body is about 70% water. Think of your tears and your 
sweat. You’re full of salt water too.

How Much Water Is There?
How much water is there? Vast amounts. 1.4 billion cubic kilometers.1 But that water isn’t all available 
for use by humans and other livings things who require fresh water. The freshwater reserves of the world 
are estimated at about 35 million cubic kilometers, but most of that is frozen and inaccessible. 

If the water in the world were a five gallon bucket, two cups of it would be fresh water. Of that, one and a 
half cups would be frozen and inaccessible. Only a half cup would be available fresh water. Of that half 
cup only a drop is accessible fresh surface water. The rest is deep aquifers, or water vapor.2 

There are graphics that help us visualize these relationships at http://water.usgs.gov/edu/earthhow-
much.html for an example. If you have access to the internet, they are worth a look.

So there is a lot of water on the earth, but only a little of it is currently available to us for drinking. Repeated 
use of that available water impinges on its quality, and may render what we do have unfit for drinking.  
Already, 663 million people (1 in 10) on the earth lack access to drinking water, and 2.4 billion (1 in 3)  
people lack adequate sanitation. In fact, globally more people have cell phones than have toilets!3 

Water in many areas is particularly compromised – where sanitation is inadequate water quality tends to 
be extremely poor, and people tend to drink whatever water is available to them, often contaminated by 
human and animal waste. [WW6]

Water is not really in limited supply. What is limited is the availability of adequate clean, drinkable water 
supplies for humans where they currently live. We can desalinate ocean water and make it usable for 
drinking, and a number of countries already do this. But it is very expensive and energy (and, therefore, 
carbon) intensive, and is typically used only when water is so scarce that its value exceeds the cost (both 
in money and in energy). [WW9]

Theological Reflection: Seen and Unseen
Reflecting on water is a good time to understand the seen and unseen presence of the divine in our lives.  
Water is all around us, it is in us – it is everywhere. We are in a state of absolute dependence on it for our lives. 

1 This and other data is taken from the Island Press report The World’s Water 2008-2009 and will be cited as WW with a page number). [WW 5]
2 This exercise was adapted from the Hands On Save Our Streams Teacher’s Manual, September 1995, published by the Izaak Walton League of America and  
 reproduced as part of the Sacred Waters 5-Week Adult Christian Education Course by Beth Norcross, which is reproduced in the National Council of Churches in  
 their water resource, downloadable here: http://www.creationjustice.org
3 See http://water.org/water-crisis/water-sanitation-facts/

http://water.usgs.gov/edu/earthhowmuch.html
http://water.usgs.gov/edu/earthhowmuch.html
http://www.creationjustice.org
http://water.org/water-crisis/water-sanitation-facts/
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Water is abundant in the world, though much of what is here is here for other purposes than to serve our 
needs, and therefore is unavailable to us for drinking. And all the water we drink is the same water that 
anything has ever drunk – and the same water that any living thing will ever drink in the future. It is a 
mysterious thing, this water. A miraculous thing. And it makes our lives possible.

What teachings or scripture in your traditions speaks to our needs being met through what we can see 
and what we can’t see? How like our relationship to God is our relationship to water? Is there something 
about the immanence and necessity of water that reminds you of the presence of the holy? 

How shall we respond as people of faith to the fragility of this gift, and to the reality that the way we deal 
with it will impact the ability of all future generations to drink?
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WATER IN OUR WORLD
FOUR WEEK SESSION - LESSON #1
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES FOR SESSION ONE
• Introduce the major concepts of the curriculum (e.g., no new water; we are accountable for how we 

treat and use water today);
• Form a “learning community” among participants – bonding around “water”
• Recognize that I am literally drinking my grandchildren’s water
• There is no new water – all water is prehistoric and recycled endlessly. However much there is, we 

must take care of it. It belongs to the future. 
• Create a visceral sense of accountability to “water” through the experiential Two-Gallon Challenge

MATERIALS
1. Nametags
2. Projector and laptop (to show Hydrologic Cycle Diagram) or handouts with diagram

ROOM SET-UP
Chairs arranged in circle with ability to project image of Hydrologic cycle 

TIME: 
45-60 minutes (depending on the length of the group discussion) 

Learning Agenda

0:00-0:10 Welcome 
  • Welcome participants
  • Facilitators should introduce themselves, welcome each person as s/he enters the room
  • Participants introduce themselves and explain why they are participating in this curriculum 

0:10-0:15 Opening Mediation on Water 
Choose a passage to read aloud from scripture or some other appropriate text from your 
tradition that refers to water and its essential life-giving nature. Suggestions for Jewish, 
Christian, Baha’i, Muslim, Hindu and Buddhist traditions are found in Appendix A

0:15-0:16 Life-Giving Water 
  [FN: Facilitator Read Aloud] 

Reflecting on water is a good way to understand the seen and unseen presence of the 
divine in our lives. Water is all around us, it is in us – it is everywhere. We often talk about 
the limited amount of petroleum oil we have on earth, yet we can find ways to live without 
oil. We literally can’t survive without water. We are in a state of absolute dependence on it 
for our lives. Water is abundant in the world, though much of what is here is here for other 
purposes than to serve our needs, and therefore is unavailable to us for drinking. And all 
the water we drink is the same water that anything has ever drunk – and the same water 
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that any living thing will ever drink in the future. It is a mysterious thing, this water.  
A miraculous thing. And it makes our lives possible.

0:16-0:40 Group Discussion/Theological Reflection 
• What teachings or scripture in your traditions speaks to our needs being met through  
 what we can see and what we can’t see?
• How is our relationship to God like our relationship to water? 
• Is there something about the immanence and necessity of water that reminds you of the  
 presence of the holy? 
• How shall we respond as people of faith to the fragility of this gift, and to the reality that  
 the way we deal with it will impact the ability of all future generations to drink?
• What questions or insights arose from the readings for the session? 

0:40-0:43 There is No New Water on Earth 
  [FN: Facilitator Read Aloud] 

We don’t know how the earth’s water came to be here. Some scientists speculate that it 
came from outer space as part of asteroids that once bombarded the earth. But we do 
know that all the water that is now here on Earth has been here for at least many hundreds 
of millions of years. It may have changed forms or run through things but it hasn’t left. 
Water is endlessly recycled. We are made of water, we drink water, we excrete, cry and 
sweat water. Every other animal tells the same story. Plants clean our water the way they 
clean our air. Plants and soil extraction clean water before it goes back to the shallow 
water aquifer, or flows back to the stream, where it is recycled back through the system 
again. The hydrologic cycle of precipitation, infiltration, runoff, evapotranspiration, and 
condensation is a recycling system.

There is no new water on the earth, only very old water. Let me repeat that again: there is 
no, new, water on earth.

Every drop you drink has been used before by some living thing, and must be used again. 
Therefore we must be careful that our use of water does not compromise the ability of 
those who come after us to use it again. We can’t destroy water, but we can ruin it for 
drinking and other essential uses. We owe it to our children and grandchildren to use  
water responsibly so they can use it in the future. 

Think about it, the very same water your grandparents drank has been recycled again and 
again and again. And because they took care of it, it is here for you to use today. Can you 
say with confidence that your grandchildren will be able to say the same?

We’re going to explore those issues in these sessions. We’re going to think about what 
we need to know, why it matters, and what we can do in order to keep water available for 
future generations.
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0:43-0:50 Overview of The Hydrologic Cycle
[FN: Project the diagram of the Hydrologic Cycle using a laptop and projector, or pass 
around print copies for participants to view.]

[FN: Facilitator read aloud and point to the corresponding arrows on the diagram.]

The water cycle depicts water moving through the atmosphere and on and under the  
surface of the earth. Another term for the water cycle is hydrologic cycle. Water moves
• downward as precipitation, into the soil and through the unsaturated zone as infiltration,  
 and through the saturated zone to shallow and deep aquifers as recharge;
• laterally on the surface as surface runoff to lakes, wetlands, streams, and rivers and  
 underground as groundwater flow;
• upward as evaporation and evapotranspiration from lakes, wetlands, streams, and  
 rivers, plants, soil, and groundwater, and as groundwater discharge to surface waters; and
• laterally aloft as atmospheric moisture, where condensation forms clouds.

Arrows depict movements in the water (hydrologic) cycle.
(Graphic and text taken from Illinois State Water Survey website and used here with  
permission http://www.isws.uiuc.edu/docs/watercycle/picview.asp?p=hcycle1.jpg)

Process Points:
• All the parts of the hydrologic cycle are connected; therefore tampering with one will 
affect the others. 
• If the lake in the image above were to drop, it might no longer feed the water table, but 
instead draw water from it. That could result in the drying of the wetland further to the 
right in the chart. 

http://www.isws.uiuc.edu/docs/watercycle/picview.asp?p=hcycle1.jpg
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• Sometimes impacts on the water supply are not easy to perceive, so we must remember 
that all parts are connected and care for each part is care for the whole cycle. 

0:50-0:55 Introduce Readings for Session 2 and Optional Two-Gallon Challenge
  [FN: Facilitator to Read Aloud]

We believe water is both sacred and essential. Yet, residents of Illinois live largely under the 
impression that there are vast quantities of water for daily use. In that way, water is viewed  
as unlimited. Given the size of Lake Michigan, such an idea seems reasonable, especially when 
dependable, clean water is as close as the tap in your bathroom and kitchen. Clean water as an 
abundant, eternal resource, however, is a myth, and we’d like for you to spend time considering 
how you use water, how much you use on a daily basis, and to also think about “water” as an 
issue of social justice, fairness and equity. We want you to take the Two-Gallon Challenge!
  
The (optional) challenge is this: for the next 24 hours, only use 2 gallons of water.

  [FN: Distribute “Two Gallon Challenge” worksheet]  

0:55-1:00 Closing
  Water Blessing 

  [FN: Please say a blessing on the course and the two-gallon challenge intention that is  
  fitting for your religious tradition.]
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Two-Gallon Challenge
Water Usage Log

Name:  ___________________________________ Group/Faith Community _____________________________________

Date doing 2-Gallon Challenge: __________________________________________________________________________

Activity Amount of Water Used

What water activities did you do, but did not count in the tally above?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

OPTIONAL HOMEWORK:
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The Two-Gallon Challenge: Can You Do It?

Instructions:
Draw two gallons of water to use for the next 24 hours. As you prepare to take this challenge, think 
through how you normally use water over the course of a day. The average person in the United States 
uses between 80-100 gallons of water per day, the highest usage rate in the world! Begin by literally 
writing down how you use water (what are your daily routines?). The glass of water to quench your thirst 
in the middle of the night. Think about flushing the toilet, brushing your teeth, bathing, cooking, how you 
use ice, wash dishes, and so forth. Now, with your list in hand, think about how you would curtail your 
usage. What could you live without? What is essential? To help gauge what you’d cut down, know that: 
 
• Toilet flushes range from 1.3 up to 6 gallons per flush
• 5 minute showers equal about 13 gallons with low flow shower head
• A typical car wash uses 32-50 gallons of water
• Brushing teeth uses 2 to 5 gallons
• Washing the car takes about 50 gallons
• Using the dishwasher takes 8 to 15 gallons
• Running the washing machine uses 35 to 50 gallons (each load) 

• Before you go further, know that if you have safety or health needs, you should not put yourself at 
risk. Use water as you need, but keep a record of how much you use. We know activities such as using 
washers are expensive water-users; if you do decide to run the dishwasher, for example, just mark that 
usage down on your Log. 

Come to Session #2 ready to share your experience. Bring your Water Usage Log, too (on the flip side of 
this page). As you reflect on your experiment, think about and jot down your emotions as you go through 
your day. What kind of feelings does this experience evoke for you?
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READING FOR FOUR WEEK SESSION – LESSON #2 

Deep Water Aquifers
A lot of the water that does exist on earth is effectively non-renewable because it exists in places that 
renew themselves much more slowly than humans would be inclined to use them, or much more slowly 
than humans already are using them. These are the fossil aquifers or deepwater aquifers – stocks of 
water located deep beneath the surface of the Earth. Our state sits on a number of large aquifers. Even 
Chicago, which has the Lake in its front yard, sits over more prehistoric sources of water (if we drew the 
aquifers down far enough we would find salt water – the remnants of the prehistoric sea that covered 
our entire region). 

Deepwater aquifers formed over millions of years, and they recharge very slowly if at all. Much like fossil 
fuels, sometimes this water is called fossil water. Extracting water for drinking or for agricultural uses 
can compromise future use of these sources, because they don’t exist as big pools of water under the 
earth, but in cracks and crevices in the rocky layers of the Earth’s lower layers. They are recharged only 
through slow infiltration (as little as an inch per year) through the rock from surface sources. These  
can only move a small amount of water at a time, so even if the area of the watershed gets a big rain, 
only a very small amount of that water will make it through these little spaces – the rest runs off into  
the shallow groundwater aquifers and some to the local streams, following the topography of the  
local watershed. 

The Ogallala Aquifer illustrates this problem painfully well. One of the largest aquifers in the United 
States, the Ogallala lies under several Great Plains states. This aquifer was filled during the last ice age, 
and does not recharge appreciably now. In spite of the lack of recharge, vast portions of the Great Plains 
draw on the aquifer, largely to support agricultural uses. The water level in the aquifer drops over a foot 
each year through use without recharging, and water plans for the water districts within the aquifer do 
not have a way to address this loss, other than to slow it down. The net result is still complete depletion 
of the aquifer, just later.4 More locally, East Central Illinois relies on the Mahomet Aquifer. This aquifer is 
the most well-studied source in Illinois aside from the Great Lakes. While the Mahomet Aquifer is generally 
healthy, the eastern portion of it does experience some draw-down, and there are questions about how 
well the aquifer would fare if the expected additional 90,000 people find their way to East Central Illinois 
in the coming decades.

While the Mahomet Aquifer could sustain a draw of 400,000 mgd (million gallons per day), recharge 
varies across the aquifer, which is a principal water source for most of East-Central Illinois. Most of the 
withdrawal from this aquifer is for agricultural use in the western part of the region, but the area where 
water levels are declining is in the east. The quality of water is good, but the future growth of the region 
could result in heavier draw downs in the part of the aquifer where recharge is slowest. These are the 
kinds of long-term issues that must be considered when we think about whether or not we have a water 
problem in Illinois.5 

There is also the issue of oversupply, i.e., flooding. Increased severe rain events in recent years have shown 
us across the state that it is not only a lack of water that can impinge on quality of life for our state.

4 For example, see: http://northplainsgcd.org/aquifer-management-rules/district-management-plan/ the management plan for the North Plains Groundwater  
Conservation District
5 http://www.isws.uiuc.edu/gws/archive/mahomet.asp

http://www.isws.uiuc.edu/gws/archive/mahomet.asp
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The Great Lakes
The Great Lakes are huge water resources, and two of them in particular, Michigan and Superior, are so 
large that river recharge is a nominal source of replenishment. Even discounting the impact that reversing 
the Chicago River has had on recharging, both these vast lakes are recharged principally by water that 
falls on their surfaces as rain or snow. This is why their levels change so slowly; however, several  
sequential wet years can appreciably raise the lake level. Evaporation is the principal withdrawal, and so 
climate change (hotter summers with fewer, but more violent, storms) might result in overall lower lakes. 
Less ice in the winter will also allow for more evaporation in the cold months. Lake Michigan provides 
more than half the drinking water in Illinois, even though a very limited part of the state borders the lake. 
(A map of the northeastern Illinois Lake Michigan water supply found at http://drinkingwater123.metro-
planning.org/meet-your-water-an-introduction). Reversing the Chicago River means the water that used to 
flow back toward the lake now flows away from it, toward the Mississippi, so water taken for use by Chicago 
and the surrounding region is not returned to its own watershed but sent away from it as a permanent 
withdrawal. 

Stormwater Discharge and Runoff
Stormwater discharges have as large an impact on waterways as do the point source process/wastewater 
discharges that have been regulated since 1972. From an agricultural practices standpoint, the effects of 
nutrient as well as pesticide runoffs are deep concerns in not only rural areas but suburban ones as well. 
Chemicals that make “healthy” lawns and pest free gardens can be detrimental to all living beings. Often 
storm sewers transport rain and melting snow to the nearest river, lake, stream or wetland. This water 
often contains materials found on streets and parking lots such as oil, antifreeze, gasoline, soil, litter, 
pet wastes, fertilizers, pesticides, leaves and grass clippings. Thus, stormwater is a major contributor to 
water pollution in urban areas. When added together, storm runoff pollution concentrations often exceed 
the limits established for industries and wastewater treatment plants. 

The City of Chicago has invested in a “deep tunnel” solution to expand storm sewer capacity during  
significant flood events. The $3.4 billion Tunnel and Reservoir Plan (TARP)6, implemented under the 
leadership of the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District, was originally conceived in the late 1970s and 
has been constructed in phases. When complete in 2019, the system will be designed to handle most 
combined sewage and runoff overflow, storing the untreated liquid until it can be sent for secondary 
treatment at a wastewater treatment plant. Severe rain events, however, overwhelm the TARP. Current 
capacity is exceeded if rain falls at the rate of 1 inch per hour, at which point the TARP is closed, and  
water flows wherever the surfaces of our area take it. Even with the completion of the reservoir, questions 
remain about the efficacy of the TARP because water cannot move quickly enough from the northern 
part of our region (heavily built-up and impermeable) to the south part of the region where the storage 
capacity is being built, without overwhelming the channels available to take it there. Flooding will still be 
an issue, and we might do well to pay attention to green infrastructure options that will soak up much 
more water where it falls, rather than continuing to invest quite so heavily in storage solutions.

Do You Know Your Watershed?
What’s a watershed? It’s simply the area defined by where water goes when it rains. If you live in a place 
where, when the rain comes down, it drains from your property to the Des Plaines River, you live in the 
Des Plaines watershed. 
6 http://www.werf.org/liveablecommunities/studies_chic_il.htm accessed 9/20/10 

http://drinkingwater123.metroplanning.org/meet-your-water-an-introduction
http://drinkingwater123.metroplanning.org/meet-your-water-an-introduction
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In theory most of the people who live near the shore of Lake Michigan in Illinois live in the Lake Michigan 
Basin. However, there is a human-made exception to that natural law. Because the great and ingenious 
history of Chicago includes the reversal of the natural flow of the Chicago River away from the lake 
(when it naturally discharged toward the lake), we are the authors of the most significant ongoing withdrawal 
from the Lake Michigan Basin. In a storm, water that flows into the Chicago River would naturally  
recharge the lake, but because we’ve reversed the flow, it now recharges the Illinois River, and, ultimately, 
the Mississippi. So while those in the Chicago River watershed are naturally located in the basin, they’re 
not effectively in the basin any more (unless they live right next to the lake or we decide to turn the river 
back around).

Taking Water from the Watershed
Does water we use have to stay in the watershed? Water does not naturally stay in a watershed (it  
naturally evaporates or flows away). But, when we use it, it is important to return it to the same watershed 
from which it was withdrawn and to disrupt its normal flow pattern as little as possible. A system  
emerges based on the natural flow of any watershed, and many living things come to rely on that system. 
Human disruptions can interfere with the ability of other living things to rely on the water being where 
they expect it to be.

One notable historical example of a withdrawal from a watershed is the reversal of the Chicago River 
in 1900. Until the river was reversed, Chicagoans drew their drinking water from Lake Michigan and 
returned their sewage and runoff to the Chicago River, which then flowed back into the Lake. Eventually 
Chicagoans noticed that their intake cribs were sitting perilously close to discharged sewage. Typhoid 
outbreaks helped to draw their attention to the undesirability of this proximity. To repair this human-created 
problem, they adopted a human-created solution – rather than cleaning up the sewage, they reversed the 
flow of the river by cutting through the high point of land between the Chicago and Des Plaines Rivers and 
incorporating a series of locks at the mouth of the Chicago River, using gravity to cause the water to flow 
backwards, away from the lake (and, of course, toward downstream cities such as Peoria).

The impact of this reversal on the watershed is significant. It means that much of the land in Illinois that 
had been in the Lake Michigan watershed, so that rainwater would drain from that land into the branches 
of the Chicago River and then back into the Lake, now drain into the branches of the Chicago River and 
then into the Des Plaines River and away from the Lake. The effective Lake Michigan basin in Chicago 
has been reduced to a narrow sliver of land along the lakeshore. 

Illinois is limited by a Supreme Court decision (in 1967) that set our allowable diversion from Lake Michigan  
at 3,200 cubic feet per second7 or about 2 billion gallons per day. Nearly one third of that allocation is 
currently used by stormwater runoff, because any rain that falls within the original Lake Michigan Basin 
and does not run back into the lake is counted against the allocation. Managing stormwater so that 
more rainfall within the basin did rejoin the lake would help the Chicago area to meet its water needs in 
the future. This is particularly important if the Chicago region sees the growth (perhaps of an additional  
3 million people) that is expected in regional planning forecasts.8 Before the Wells Run Dry is a very  
detailed look at the water supply of the region and the state, and is an excellent resource for further study.

7 Before the Wells Run Dry Recommendations Report 2009, Metropolitan Planning Council and Openlands joint publication, 10. Download available at  
http://www.metroplanning.org/multimedia/publication/370, accessed 10/11/10.
8 Ibid, 6.

http://www.metroplanning.org/multimedia/publication/370
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Climate Change and Water Supply
While climate change modeling must account for huge numbers of variables, and therefore cannot be 
absolutely precise, there are some consistent trends in the projections for the impact of climate change 
on the Illinois water supply. Our overall amount of rainfall is not expected to change greatly, at least in 
the next 100 years or so of temperature increases, but the pattern of rainfall is expected to shift. Fewer, 
more severe rain events are anticipated, with longer dry periods between them.9 

In addition, less ice on Lake Michigan and the other Great Lakes implies that there will be more evaporation 
from the lakes in winter, resulting in overall lower lake levels. So while we can continue to anticipate  
that Illinois will be a water-rich state, comparatively speaking, we can also anticipate that the pattern  
of rainfall will be more difficult to manage, and will include more floods and less usable rainfall. We have 
already seen a number of two-day rainfalls in excess of 7 inches in Illinois, and events of this magnitude 
were previously more rare. 

The more our landscaping is designed to hold water where it falls, and to permit recharge of the local 
aquifers in a heavy rain, the better we will adapt to these changes in weather patterns. However, we may 
also find that plants to which we’ve become accustomed cannot adapt to higher temperatures and more 
extreme rain events, so that the overall ecosystem shifts in response to these changes in ways that we 
do not currently anticipate.

Invasive Species
Illinois waters are strongly affected by the presence of several non-native species which are considered 
“invasive” because they are not native to the region and because they have negative effects on the  
local ecosystem. 

The Zebra Mussel (Dreissena polymorpha), a notorious invasive, is a small mussel originally from Russia. 
In 1988, this animal was transported to North America in the ballast water of a transatlantic freighter 
and colonized parts of Lake St. Clair. In less than 10 years, Zebra Mussels spread to all five Great Lakes 
and into the Mississippi, Tennessee, Hudson, and Ohio River Basins.10 To date there is no technology 
available to remove the mussels from a body of water once they have been established and no biological 
method has been discovered either. It appears that Zebra Mussels suffer population loss through lack 
of their food supply, plankton. Planktonic food supplies in the Great Lakes have declined over the last 
decade with adverse effects on other species as well. 

Zebra Mussels clog water supply intake pipes. In 1989 the Town of Monroe, Michigan, lost its water 
supply for three days due to massive numbers of Zebra Mussels clogging the city’s water-intake pipeline. 
Water users such as power companies, manufacturing plants, and city water suppliers have had to apply 
chemical treatment (primarily chlorine) to prevent Zebra Mussel related problems. The U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service estimates the potential economic impact of the Zebra Mussel infestation at $5 billion 
from 2000 to 2010 to U.S. and Canadian water users within the Great Lakes region alone.11

 
Our waterways are threatened by the infestation of harmful nonindigenous aquatic nuisance species. 
Since the 1800s, at least 146 known nonindigenous aquatic organisms established themselves in the 

9 Illinois Findings from Confronting Climate Change in the Great Lakes Region, Union of Concerned Scientists Report,
https://www.ucsusa.org/sites/default/files/legacy/assets/documents/global_warming/greatlakes_final.pdf accessed 10/18/10
10 https://nas.er.usgs.gov/queries/FactSheet.aspx?speciesID=5 accessed 9/11/18
11 https://nas.er.usgs.gov/queries/FactSheet.aspx?speciesID=5 accessed 9/11/18

https://www.ucsusa.org/sites/default/files/legacy/assets/documents/global_warming/greatlakes_final.pdf
https://nas.er.usgs.gov/queries/FactSheet.aspx?speciesID=5
https://nas.er.usgs.gov/queries/FactSheet.aspx?speciesID=5
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Great Lakes. The estimated current rate of invasion is one new organism annually. Far and away, the 
largest source of unintentional introductions is maritime commerce. Ocean vessels originating in 
foreign ports release water from their ballast tanks that sometimes contain organisms that become 
invading species. 

Asian Carp
During large floods in the early 1990s, many catfish farm ponds in the southern U.S. overflowed their 
banks, and the Asian carp (imported by catfish farmers in the 1970s to remove algae and suspended 
matter out of their ponds) were released into local waterways in the Mississippi River basin. The carp 
have steadily made their way northward up the Mississippi, becoming the most abundant species in 
some areas of the River. 

Asian Carp are a significant threat to the Great Lakes because they are large, extremely prolific, and  
consume vast amounts of food. They can weigh up to 100 pounds, and can grow to a length of more 
than four feet. They are well-suited to the climate of the Great Lakes region, which is similar to their 
native Asian habitats, though their suitability to Lake Michigan itself is unclear. Researchers expect that 
Asian carp would disrupt the food chain that supports the native fish of the Great Lakes. 

Due to their large size, ravenous appetites, and rapid rate of reproduction, these fish could pose a significant 
risk to the Great Lakes ecosystem.12 They have already markedly changed the relationship of humans to 
the rivers they have colonized, because of their tendency to leap out of the water and into boats, striking 
people as they do so. Many leisure uses of the Illinois waterways have been rendered permanently  
unsafe because of the size and force of these fish when they jump. The visual images may amuse us, 
but they are the images of a ruined river.

What is Water For? The Soft Path
Another way to understand water is by thinking, not of the actual water – the molecules, drops, streams, 
rivers and more – but of the ways that living creatures utilize the water to sustain life. Thinking of water 
this way, we trace what the authors of The World’s Water refer to as a “soft path” for water. This path  
emphasizes looking to the services we need to obtain from water rather than the water itself, and looking 
particularly to wring any waste out of the system. These emphases are in contrast to the “hard path” 
which delivers water by constructing huge infrastructure projects like dams. 

The soft path in water is a comprehensive approach to water management, planning, and use that uses 
water infrastructure, but combines it with improvements in the overall productivity of water use, the 
smart application of economics to encourage efficiency and equitable use, innovative new technolo-
gies, and the strong participation of communities and local water users in making decisions. Rather 
than seek endless sources of new supply, the soft path matches water services to the scale of the 
users’ needs, and it takes environmental and social concerns into account to ensure that basic human 
needs and the needs of the natural world are both met.

A key insight behind the soft path for water is that people don’t want to ‘use’ water – they want to drink 
and bathe, produce goods and services, grow food, and meet human needs.” [WW 13-14]

And swim, we could add. And fish. And look at water.

12 https://www.epa.gov/greatlakes/invasive-species accessed 9/20/10
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While many people in the world currently require more water for adequate sanitation, sanitation needs 
can be met without using water to move or dilute sewage through the use, for example, of composting 
toilets. Where the sanitation need can be met as well without water as with it, the water that is available 
can be used for drinking, cooking, cleaning clothing, and generally treated as the precious, life-preserving 
resource that it is. 

The word “wastewater” should be banned from our vocabulary (perhaps instead we should call it “used 
water” or “greywater” if it’s lightly used and “blackwater” if it contains sewage), and we should remember 
that all water in a system is being used, though a lot of it isn’t being used by human beings.

Paving Over and Tiling Under Illinois
While water is the subject of this study, a lot of things affect it. How we treat the surface of the earth has 
profound implications for what happens to the water system around us – particularly for what happens 
when it rains.

All over Illinois, farm fields have been drained through the use of drainage tiles and drainage ditch systems. 
Many natural wetlands have been removed through this means, and natural hydrologic systems altered. 
According to the few surveys that have attempted to quantify the extent of drainage, in Illinois more  
than 30% of the farmland has some kind of added drainage mechanism (subsurface tile or other kind  
of drainpipe to channel water away from the field, or drainage ditches, or both). 90% of the drained land 
in Illinois is farmland.13 This means that when we look at the farm fields across the central part of our 
state we are looking at an intense human experiment in altering the natural flows of water, though  
much of the experiment is out of sight, below the surface.

In Cook County, the most populous county in Illinois, approximately 42% of the land is covered by some 
kind of hard (“impervious”) surface – a surface that water cannot flow through.14 When it rains a little, the 
water runs off these surfaces and finds its way to the “pervious” ones – gardens, yards, parks, ditches by 
roads, gravel streets, and surfaces paved with pervious concrete or paving stones, and into local sewers. 
When it rains a lot, there is too much water for these areas to soak up or contain, and the water has to 
find other places to go. It washes into the combined storm drain/sewer system operated in Cook County 
by the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District, but if it fills the sewers and even fills the Deep Tunnel 
extension designed to hold a heavy rainfall (which it will in the first half hour of a heavy downpour, now 
relatively frequent events), then it will go out the locks and into Lake Michigan along with the untreated 
sewage in the system, and into basements, into the street where it will sit without draining, and anywhere 
else it can flow.

Our human impact on the land includes agricultural, residential, commercial and industrial development 
in the state of Illinois on a grand scale, and all have impacted the flow of the hydrologic cycle.

What can we do to make this better? We can do everything we can to allow the water to return to its natural 
pre-settlement courses. Rivers that have been straightened can be “re-meandered” to hold floods in a 
wider anticipated flood plain, better than the engineered ditches do. Tiling can be removed from some 
natural wetlands in order to create holding places for the first hard flow of rain. And in residential areas, 
green infrastructure can do a great deal to improve how water is held where it falls. 
Green Infrastructure
13 https://ohioline.osu.edu/home
14 http://www.debrashore.org/annualreport2008.html

https://ohioline.osu.edu/home
http://www.debrashore.org/annualreport2008.html
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According to the website of the Center for Neighborhood Technology in Chicago, “Green infrastructure  
is the interconnected network of open spaces and natural areas, such as greenways, wetlands, parks, 
forest preserves and native plant vegetation, that naturally manages stormwater, reduces flooding risk 
and improves water quality. Green infrastructure usually costs less to install and maintain when compared 
to traditional forms of infrastructure. Green infrastructure projects also foster community cohesiveness 
by engaging all residents in the planning, planting and maintenance of the sites.”15 In other words, “green 
infrastructure” views natural systems as part of the urban infrastructure, and analyzes them for the  
services they provide in managing such things as high intensity rain events. 

Seeing a tree or a native plant rain garden as providing a valuable service as well as being intrinsically 
beautiful may help to encourage people to prefer the kinds of city-scapes that handle rain well, and that 
give us living things to look at rather than acres of asphalt. Green infrastructure does more than hold 
the first burst of a heavy rain. It also cleans the water that does run off after a rain, holding pollutants 
from the street or roofs and allowing the natural processes of the plants to remove them or fix them 
away from the water supply. Green infrastructure also helps to mitigate the urban heat island effect – all 
that asphalt and the dark roofs on older buildings absorb heat, so the temperature in a city from these 
human-built things can be significantly higher than it would be without them. Replacing some of these 
hard, dark surfaces with plant materials helps to cool things off. So the “services” provided by the plants 
in your rain garden are many and valuable.16 

15 http://greenvalues.cnt.org/green-infrastructure.php accessed 9/14/10
16 https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2014-03/documents/our-built-and-natural-environments.pdf accessed 9/23/10

http://greenvalues.cnt.org/green-infrastructure.php
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2014-03/documents/our-built-and-natural-environments.pdf
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WATER IN THE HOME
FOUR WEEK SESSION - LESSON #2
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES FOR SESSION TWO
• Recognize that we are literally drinking our grandchildren’s water and that there is a finite supply
• Understand at a local level where our water comes from and discuss the justice issues in taking more 

than our fair share
• Humanize the shared experience of how easy it is to use water excessively in our daily lives
• Reinforce the notion that water is a sacred gift that we must honor
• Introduce factual content about how water is used in everyday life

MATERIALS
1. Nametags
2. Projector and laptop (to show Hydrologic Cycle Diagram) or handouts with diagram

ROOM SET-UP
Chairs arranged in circle with ability to project image of Hydrologic cycle 

TIME: 
45-60 minutes (depending on the length of the group discussion) 

Learning Agenda

0:00-0:03 Welcome 
  Welcome participants

0:03-0:25 Discussion of Two-Gallon Challenge
• (Looking at Water Use Log)
  - What kinds of uses did you exempt, if any?
 - What choices did you make?
  - What were the challenges?
  - What were the joys?
• What did you learn about yourself through this exercise?
• What surprised you?
• How did the Challenge shift the way you think about personal water usage?

0:25-0:28 Reading on Water 
  [FN: Facilitator Read Aloud or ask participants to take turns reading paragraphs] 

Where is Illinois’ Water?
The most visible source of water in the state of Illinois, of course, is Lake Michigan. The 
Great Lakes represent 95% of the freshwater of the United States. They are 20% of the 
fresh surface water of the world. And while Illinois has a rather limited amount of shoreline 
against the lake, almost half the people in our state of 13 million drink Lake Michigan water. 
Illinois is a particularly water rich state, with aquifers and rivers crossing, bordering or 
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underlying most of our land. Besides the lake, we have many other sources of water 
that serve the people who live away from the northeast corner of our state. According 
to the Illinois State Water Survey, Illinois has sufficient water resources to meet future 
needs, except in places where population growth is rapid (largely, the suburban areas of 
Chicago). Demand for water in Illinois includes both “off-stream” and “in-stream” uses. 
Off-stream uses include uses that take water out of its natural pathway, such as public 
water supplies, industrial and commercial uses, power generation, and agricultural uses. 
Agricultural uses and power plants represent the biggest withdrawals of water from its 
system. In-stream uses include navigation, wildlife, aquatic habitats, and dilution of waste 
discharged from waste treatment plants.46 

Regions of Illinois that are pushing the limits on their available water supply include 
northern Illinois. Many of the outer-ring suburbs would like to be served by Lake Michigan 
water, rather than their local groundwater supply for reasons of cost, water quality or  
consistency of supply. Also, in southern Illinois, many communities rely on rivers where 
flow height varies seasonally. 

For further study consult the website of the Illinois State Water Survey: http://www.isws.
illinois.edu/.

How Much Do You Need?
How much water do you need each day? That seems to depend on where you live.  
Approximately 2 liters of water a day are needed for adequate hydration of an adult 
human being. This is approximately equal to a half-gallon. We may meet some of this 
through the food we eat. We also need some amount of additional water for hygiene  
and bathing. But Americans use approximately 100 gallons of water per day per person.47 
So some significant percentage of the water we use is beyond our need for sustaining life. 
The two-gallon challenge used to start this time of reflection offered you enough water  
to sustain your life, with a little left over for your cooking and bathing needs. 

Did you know that 1/3 of the world lacks regular access to enough clean water to sustain 
life every day? With climate change that number is expected to grow greatly, and water 
shortages (not to mention floods) are expected to cause large-scale migrations of people.

Refer back to the diagram and description of the hydrologic cycle from the previous lesson. 

As you can see from the diagram, all the parts of the hydrologic cycle are connected; 
therefore tampering with one will affect the others. If the lake in the image above were to 
drop, it might no longer feed the water table, but instead draw water from it. That could 
result in the drying of the wetland further to the right in the chart. Impacts on the water 
supply can be hidden, and care must be taken because of the connection of all the parts.

46 https://www.isws.illinois.edu/illinois-water-supply-planning accessed on 9/23/10.
47 http://catskillcenter.org/sense-of-place/ , module 1 at: https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54984d33e4b0fd2ebe2b6881/t/55881463e4b09925a6d-
5f0e3/1434981475138/Module+I+%28Water+Resources%29.pdf

http://www.isws.illinois.edu/
http://www.isws.illinois.edu/
https://www.isws.illinois.edu/illinois-water-supply-planning
http://catskillcenter.org/sense-of-place/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54984d33e4b0fd2ebe2b6881/t/55881463e4b09925a6d5f0e3/1434981475138/Module+I+%28Water+Resources%29.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54984d33e4b0fd2ebe2b6881/t/55881463e4b09925a6d5f0e3/1434981475138/Module+I+%28Water+Resources%29.pdf
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0:28-0:40 Discussion
• How much more than two gallons did you really need to get through the day? 
• What would it be like not to be able to wash yourself, or your clothes?
• What would it be like to haul the water you used by hand from a distance?

0:40-0:42  Theological Reflection: Connection
  [FN: Facilitator Read Aloud]

Studying the hydrologic cycle and the ability of movement of water in one place to im-
pact the flow of water somewhere else, we are reminded how everything is connected to 
everything else. A disruption as great as the reversal of the flow of a river affects things in 
every direction – where stormwater flows in a rain, where living creatures go who invade 
the local ecosystem and how far they can travel, and who is left with the burden of clean-
ing up waste – those who produce it or those downstream from them. Surface water is 
connected to water systems in the ground, and all of life is connected to the availability of 
water. Everything is connected to everything else in this universe. 

0:42-0:55  Discussion
• What are our obligations once we realize that we cannot take action without impacting 

those around us? 
• How do the needs of others restrict our ability to do what we please? 
• What claim do other human beings have on us? 
• What about non-human living things? 
• Connection is another way of describing relationship. What do your scriptures have to 

say about what your relationships with others are supposed to be like?

0:55-057 Introduce Readings for Session 3

0:57-0:60 Closing Words
  [FN: Facilitator choose and read a passage from the holy text of your faith tradition to  
  close the session.]
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READING FOR FOUR WEEK SESSION – LESSON #3 

The Mystery of Water
Life on Earth is possible because the distance from our planet to its star, the sun, is such that water  
exists here in three phases. If we were closer to the sun all the water would boil off and there would be 
no atmosphere. If we were further away we might have water, but only in the form of ice. Because we 
have water as a liquid, a solid, and a gas, we have life in great diversity and great abundance. The band  
of temperature that permits such flourishing is very narrow. It is a remarkable thing that we are here at 
all. Thus far we have been unable to discover another planet remotely similar to ours (though we’re starting 
to find a candidate or two for three-phase water – which still only points out how extraordinary the  
experience of Earth is in the history of the universe).

Such a remarkable event requires a response of deepest gratitude and respect. Our faith traditions seem 
to understand that. And the idea that life is possible because of water – that water is life – is reflected in 
many if not all of them.

Water has both purifying and destructive power. We use it to wash away unworthiness or sin. We use it 
to prepare ourselves for prayer. We welcome newcomers into faith with water, and we prepare them for 
burial with it. Water marks our coming in and our going out.

And water is a sign of God’s favor or disfavor. When God brings the rain in Hebrew Scripture it is a sign 
that God’s people will flourish. Without water they die. But when God is displeased he sends a flood that 
destroys everything upon the earth. Flood stories exist in Jewish and Christian scripture, and in many 
other traditions as well.

From Genesis 1:
In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness 
covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. Then God said, 
“let there be light”; and there was light…On the fifth day, God said, “Let the waters bring forth swarms of 
living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth across the dome of the sky.” So God created the great 
sea monsters and every living creature that moves, of every kind, with which the waters swarm, and 
every winged bird of every kind. And God saw that it was good.”

Water is the source of life, the mother of life, and every faith on record seems to regard it as such.

In Hebrew Scripture there is a constant emphasis on God as the provider of rain. Early battles between 
the worshippers of the Baals and the worshippers of Yahweh hinge on who can bring the rain down  
(see the story in Kings in which Elijah challenges the Priests of Baal by showing whose god could bring 
fire down – the ultimate outcome of the story is that Elijah’s God brings rain and the drought ends  
1 Kings 18:44.)

There is a wonderful poem by the Sufi mystic poet Rumi about the man who came to see the Caliph and 
who brought with him a gift of water. It opens this way:
Someone who doesn’t know the Tigris River exists
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brings the caliph who lives near the river
a jar of fresh water. The caliph accepts, thanks him,
and gives in return a jar filled with gold coins.
“Since this man has come through the desert,
he should return by water.” Taken out by another door, 
the man steps into a waiting boat
and sees the wide freshwater of the Tigris.
He bows his head, “What wonderful kindness
that he took my gift.”

This poem reflects the ethic in Islam that no water may be wasted, even if you live by a river. The use 
of water in Islam for bathing before prayer reflects its sacred quality. There is even an exemption in the 
bathing requirement to permit the use of clean sand when water is not available. 

Every faith has something to say about a resource as essential to life as water, whether that is through 
literal or metaphorical reference in scripture, or use of water in sacred rituals. 

In Christianity, baptism readily comes to mind as an incorporation of water into sacrament. The origin of 
Christian baptismal practice probably has its roots in Judaism, where proselytes were baptized, but also 
in the practice of John the Baptist. Jesus was baptized by John, and may have baptized his followers later, 
but the tradition of admission into Christianity through baptism probably mostly looks to the post-death 
appearance reported in Matthew 28:19-20 in which Jesus instructs his disciples to baptize in the name 
of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.17 Baptism takes many forms within Christianity, including baptism of 
infants and adults, baptism by sprinkling and by immersion, but in all cases the element used to perform 
the sacrament is water. 

Hinduism is laced with so many references to water, and water plays such a sacred role in the faith,  
that it is difficult to summarize. Water is one of the five basic elements in Hinduism, and the major rivers 
of India are sacred and play a role in the mythic history of the faith and its followers. Krishna is said  
to purify water in many stories of Hindu scripture, and religious qualities such as compassion are said  
to originate in the sacred rivers (for example, the Yamuna is the River of Love).18 
 

17 The Oxford Dictionary of World Religions, Baptism (Oxford University Press, Oxford, UK) 1997 at 125. 
18 Haberman, David L., “River of Love in an Age of Pollution,” in Hinduism and Ecology, (Harvard University Press; Cambridge, MA), 2000 at 348.
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WATER IN OUR WORSHIP
FOUR WEEK SESSION - LESSON #3
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES FOR SESSION THREE
• Water is sacred
• The sacredness of water is expressed in most faith traditions
• Our faith calls us to respond to water injustice

MATERIALS
1. Nametags
2. Projector and laptop (to show Hydrologic Cycle Diagram) or handouts with diagram

ROOM SET-UP
Chairs arranged in circle with ability to project image of Hydrologic cycle 

TIME: 
45-60 minutes (depending on the length of the group discussion) 

Learning Agenda

0:00-0:03 Welcome 
  Welcome participants 

0:03-0:08 Study #1 Water and Equity 
  [FN: Facilitator Read Aloud or ask participants to take turns reading paragraphs]

As a universal religion born initially in the harsh deserts of Arabia to complete the message 
of former prophets and convey the divine revelation in its last testament (Qur’an), Islam 
ascribes the most sacred qualities to water as a life-giving, sustaining, and purifying 
resource. It is the origin of all life on earth, the substance from which God created man 
(Qur’an 25:54). The Qur’an emphasizes its centrality: “We made from water every living 
thing”(Qur’an 21:30). Water is the primary element that existed even before the heavens 
and the earth did: “And it is He who created the heavens and the earth in six days, and his 
Throne was upon water”. (Qur’an 11:7). 

In Islam, major importance is placed upon purity and cleanliness, but also the essential 
role water plays in Islam. Purification through ablution is an obligatory component of  
the Islamic prayer ritual; prayers carried out in an impure state are not valid. This means  
Muslims are obliged to carry out ritual ablution before each of the five daily prayers. In addition, 
a more thorough ritual is required on specific occasions. The Prophet Muhammad (peace 
be upon him) urged moderation and thriftiness in the use of water during ablution. 

The harsh desert climate of Arabia, the Near East, and Saharan North Africa makes water 
a highly valuable and precious resource. Islamic Law goes into great detail on the subject 
of water to ensure the fair and equitable distribution of water within the community.



34

Water is a gift from God. It is one of the three things that every human is entitled to: grass 
(pasture for cattle), water, and fire. Water should be freely available to all, and any Muslim 
 who withholds unneeded water sins against God: “No one can refuse surplus water with-
out sinning against God and against man.” The Prophetic Traditions say that among the 
three people God will ignore on the Day of Resurrection there will be “the man who, having 
water in excess of his needs refuses it to a traveler.” [Reported by Bukhari, on the website, 
The Message of Islam, http://english.islammessage.com/Articles_Details.aspx?id=305

0:07-0:17 Discussion Question
  As water is central to Islamic beliefs, how might that commitment be honored in  
  environmental terms?
 
0:17-0:21 Study #2 Water and Baptism
  [FN: Facilitator Read Aloud or ask participants to take turns reading paragraphs]

To baptize something, in the Biblical sense, means to literally put that person wholly  
under the water. 

Water baptism for the Christian symbolizes and appropriates the death, burial and resurrection 
with Christ. It infers identification with Christ. “Therefore we were buried with him through 
baptism into death, that just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, 
even so we also should walk in newness of life.” (Romans 6:4). 

The practice of water baptism appears in the Bible first with the appearance of John the 
Baptist. “John came baptizing in the wilderness and preaching a baptism for the remission 
of sins. And all the land of Judea, and those from Jerusalem, went out to him and were all 
baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.” (Mark 1:4,5) 

Baptism in those days was understood to be a rite of initiation into something new. To  
be water baptized was a sign of adherence to the teachings of the respective teacher. 
John taught repentance for the remission of sins. Those who received his teaching had to 
repent (turn from sin), confess their sins (Mark 1:5) and “bear fruits worthy of repentance” 
(Luke 3:7,8). There had to be a change of heart before John would willingly baptize the 
people coming to him for baptism. 

In many Christian traditions, baptism is a dedication to follow the Lord Jesus Christ and 
to be His disciple. (Mathew 28:19). To be baptized, you must do something practical. You 
must humble yourself. In Christian baptism, you must identify yourself with Jesus Christ. 
You make a covenant with God to submit yourself to obey the Spirit of God to the point of 
death, dying to the deeds and lusts of the body and all that is old, to let the past be buried 
and to rise up to live to fulfill all righteousness - not through your old life but in the new  
life given by God. 

http://english.islammessage.com/Articles_Details.aspx?id=305
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0:21-0:31 Discussion Question
As the act of baptism is so central to strands of Christianity, how might that commitment be 
honored in environmental terms?

0:31-0:36 Study #3 Water and Communion
  [FN: Facilitator Read Aloud or ask participants to take turns reading paragraphs]

The Water Communion, also sometimes called Water Ceremony, was first used at a  
Unitarian Universalist worship service in the 1980s. Many UU congregations now hold 
a Water Communion once a year, often at the beginning of the new church year in  
September. Members bring to the service a small amount of water from a place that is 
special to them, often from places of distant travel or from a beloved pond or river. During 
the appointed time in the service, people one by one pour their water together into a large 
bowl. As the water is added, the person who brought it tells why this water is special to 
them. The combined water is symbolic of a shared faith coming from many different 
sources. It is often then blessed by the congregation, and sometimes is later boiled and 
used as the congregation’s “holy water” in child dedication ceremonies and similar events.

0:36-0:46  Discussion Question
  As a symbolic gesture that connects people of faith from around the world, how might a 
  ceremony such as this reveal new insights and connections?

0:46-0:55 Introduce Readings for Session 3

0:55-0:60 Closing Words
  [FN: Facilitator choose and read a passage from the holy text of your faith tradition to 
  close the session.]
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READING FOR FOUR WEEK SESSION- LESSON #4 

The Assurance of Grace
Theological ethics, at least in the Judeo-Christian tradition, combine a notion of the reliability of God’s 
goodness and our gratitude with that goodness, and a notion of God’s moral seriousness and the flawed 
nature of our characters. We are reliant on Grace because we are flawed, and we must take that seriously, 
but we are also, through whatever theological narrative, assured of Grace. This status suggests moral 
peril, and it conveys moral obligations. They are ontological – they relate to the condition of being human. 
Religions have gotten at this in various ways, sometimes rather crudely, but it remains a powerfully  
important idea.

Kantian and Utilitarian Ethics
There are two main schools of modern ethical thought – Kantian and utilitarian. Kant taught us that we 
should “act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become 
a universal law.” This is a pretty high bar when you start thinking about it, and limits a lot of activity, but a 
lot of religions are Kantian in orientation. Under this view, duty to the larger society comes before personal 
happiness – we do only what we would want everyone else to do. So what is morally right can be derived 
independently from what promotes human happiness. This is, not surprisingly, frequently the point of 
departure from religion for the modern person. But it’s worth thinking about. Especially if we take that 
dependent on grace/assured of grace status seriously.

Utilitarianism comes largely out of English and later American democratic philosophy, and it says that 
moral issues should be decided by determining the aggregate good that comes from them – greatest 
good for the greatest number and least harm for the fewest. Utilitarian theories emphasize what results 
from the behavior – how much good flows from it, and good includes health, wealth and happiness (it’s 
ok to be a hedonist under this philosophy as long as you don’t hurt anyone) as well as general welfare. 

The virtue of these systems is that they are relatively neutral. Democracies make use of them because 
they allow us a relatively even public square in which to make decisions that favor the majority but 
protect the minority. A point of neutral public appeal is useful where people begin their analyses from 
vastly different presuppositions, which, in any kind of diverse society, people do. Those presuppositions, 
especially when they have their roots in a religious tradition, are very much not neutral. They can be the 
subjects of so much passion that an appeal to some neutral ground is the only way of continuing a  
productive conversation.

The virtue of both systems taken together is that they balance each other. Utilitarian ethics allow us to 
move with some pragmatism toward a workable solution that offers the greatest good to the greatest 
number, but Kantian ethics remind us that things have intrinsic value and that such values are violated  
at a cost to our souls. 

Basic Human Needs and Tendencies
There are other kinds of goods in the ethical scheme of things. There are things that are considered 
good because they satisfy a basic human need, or a basic human tendency. A basic human tendency, for 
example, might be to encounter only problems that can actually be solved. An example of a basic human 
need would be two liters of clean water every day.
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Two liters of clean water every day. It’s not just a good idea. It sustains healthy human life. Its absence 
impinges on that healthy human life – and the availability of unclean water can imperil life, just as too 
little water or no water will imperil life.

So the distribution of the good, water, among all the humans who rely on it (not to mention all the 
non-humans that rely on it) is fraught with ethical considerations. 

Recognizing the Intrinsic Value of Water
Water has intrinsic value, ecologically and morally speaking. It is beautiful, it sustains all life – all life 
comes from it. We know this now biologically, but our narrative traditions show that it has long been 
known. Each of them has a story about water as the source of life – and the interaction between the 
Gods and water seems to be a consistent theme in the creation story of every faith. Valuing water  
intrinsically – in other words, understanding its preciousness – should help us to make the more  
utilitarian decisions we need to make about how to share it successfully.

There is enough water on the planet to supply the needs of our species, if we are careful about how we 
use it. And, perhaps, if we put a high enough value on it, to derive it in expensive ways such as desalination. 
Treating water as valuable will also help us to stop using it instrumentally where there is any alternative. 
Dilution as the solution to pollution uses water instrumentally to bring the levels of human pollution 
down to an acceptable or legal norm. That’s an instrumental use that we just shouldn’t tolerate, and 
wouldn’t if we saw water as intrinsically valuable.

Seeing the intrinsic value of water is particularly important where we live here in the Great Lakes region. 
It’s particularly important because if there is one thing we are not visibly short on, it is water. And yet, a 
third of the people in the world lack adequate clean water, and many parts of our own country are short 
on water, or heading toward shortage. People die without water. Meanwhile, we sit here adjacent to our 
part of the Great Lakes, which together represent 95% of the fresh water of the United States, in a state 
that is also richly furnished with aquifers.

Supply and Demand
The supply and demand question still allows us to deal rationally and scientifically with water, based on 
what we know about the operation of watersheds. Water leaves the watershed through natural means 
all the time – through evaporation and through the flowing of rivers. But that water is replaced through 
equally natural means and generally at the same rate within those systems. Deepwater aquifers don’t 
recharge at the rate that they’re depleted in most cases, and some of them, distressingly enough, don’t 
recharge at all. But groundwater does when we don’t tinker overmuch with the natural system operation. 
Loading up railcars with bottled water though, or building pipelines, or, for that matter, reversing the flow 
of a river that naturally feeds the watershed water back to the lake as its source, those can impact a 
system beyond its ability to recharge. From a scientific point of view, the implication of our ability to so 
negatively impact a system is that human beings shouldn’t ship water out of the watershed. 

If You Can’t Move the Water You Might Have to Move the People
From an ethical point of view though, given that water is necessary for life, if we can’t ship water out of a 
water system, we will have to welcome water-deprived people into the watershed as they need to relocate 
to where the water is. 
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We may be great believers in putting agriculture under where the rains fall down, and the people where 
the drinking water already is, but if we think about this ethically and not merely rationally, it does have 
implications for welcoming the stranger into our midst.

Criteria for Decision-making
A preface to a 2004 report by the Sub-Commission on the Ethics of Freshwater Use of UNESCO suggested 
a range of criteria for ethical decisions about water. These include human dignity, participation in decisions 
(especially by women and the poor), human equality, common good, stewardship, transparency and  
access to information, and inclusiveness. They also suggest that social justice questions should be  
decided by equity, fairness, and access between and across generations.

Interestingly, their criteria only include the human community. Some inclusiveness for non-human living 
things that are also dependent on water seems wise – though perhaps this is included in the criteria of 
stewardship. Note that these ethical criteria don’t really answer any question. People may have a cultural 
tradition of degrading the waterways, and the criteria won’t solve that problem, they will only give us 
some direction in how to solve it – who should participate, and how their relative input should be valued 
when making a decision.

Ethically and politically, who gets to decide is often the underlying question on any issue. Think about 
that for a minute and you’ll realize that it is often the question behind the question. Ethics has as much 
to say about that as it does the ultimate outcome. But in order to give all of life the intrinsic value that it 
is due, someone must be assigned the task of speaking up for the non-human elements of the biosystem, 
because they can’t speak for themselves and a decision that does not take them into account at all is 
not an ethical decision. So access to the process by non-human living things is another criteria for ethical 
decision-making – and access for their own sakes, not merely in order to be evaluated for their utility  
to human beings. Who should be appointed to provide that access is a hard question, and also deserving 
of serious ethical analysis.

But if we look at these criteria for making determinations about water – fairness, equity, compassion, 
access to the process by humans and non-humans, transparency and free access to information, justice 
across generations – they suggest that a profit motive (which, among other things, privileges owners 
over non-owners, the present over the future, and practically mandates the privacy of certain inside 
information) cannot be a part of an ethical water decision. 

Privatization of water delivery systems is not the same as selling the right to water, but it does raise very 
hard ethical questions that need to be discussed publicly and with great care.

Public decisions still leave plenty of room for ethical debate. There are complex issues of metering,  
public rate-paying, rates that incentivize desired behavior, leakage in the public distribution system, 
stormwater treatment, questions of non-native invasive species and how to keep them out of the water, 
which is, after all, being used by the native species as well as by human beings. And then there is the 
question of how to deal with all that human waste. 

Chicago is famous for reversing the Chicago River and dumping its untreated waste on the next town 
downstream. Obviously, if all the right people (and fish, and mollusks) had been present when that  
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decision got made it would have come out very differently. It was engineering genius, but ethical disaster.

We can only hope that our future decisions are guided by better, more transparent and more inclusive 
processes. That we might make such decisions mindful of our need for Grace but also assured that it is 
available to us could also be helpful. Humility, justice, equity, confidence and compassion together are 
likely to bring us to a better place than confidence alone. 

Personal Practices of Conservation
A way to begin living with the knowledge you have acquired over the weeks that you have devoted to  
this curriculum is to conserve water and electricity at home, in your personal life, as much as you can. 
The main water use in the typical home (on the order of 30%) is toilet flushing, so any flushes that you 
can eliminate will be helpful. Replacing older model toilets with the new low-flow fixtures helps conserve 
a great deal of water.

The next biggest use of water is either showering or washing clothes, depending on how many people 
there are in your home and how often you do either. So make sure you take short showers (under 5 
minutes), and wash only full loads. (If you do your laundry on cold you can also save energy, which also 
saves water.)

Then pay attention to the water that you leave running, when you don’t need to. Turn off the faucet while 
you brush your teeth or scrub a pot. Attach a hand-held automatic shut-off valve to your hose when 
washing your car. Instinctively set the handle to off, rather than on, while you are doing something involving 
water, and only let it flow when you actually need to.

And because the number one use of water nationally is to produce electricity, employ all the same kinds 
of practices to the electricity you use. Adjust your thermostat, turn lights off when you leave a room, use 
energy-efficient appliances, and don’t use them unless you need them.

Landscaping
Water use outside your home can be as important as the water you use in the building. Landscaping that 
encourages rainfall to soak in where it falls helps to hold storm water runoff, to prevent overloading the 
sewer system, and to prevent releases of untreated sewage into the water supply. And storing rainwater 
for use in the dry times helps too. Install a rain barrel or a series of them on the downspouts off the roof 
of your house, and use the water to water your garden or to wash your car. Don’t water your grass at all. 
If it goes dormant in a drought, it’s just doing what it was designed to do. It will come back when it rains.
So plant rain-gardens and consider permeable surfaces wherever you can. If your municipality doesn’t 
permit a permeable driveway under its building code, go to city hall and see what you can do to get that 
changed. 

Bottled and Embedded Water 
Obviously, bottled water is drawn from someone’s watershed and exported to your grocery store. 
Embedded water refers to the water that is used to produce a good other than water – an indirect use 
of water. Everything we consume has some embedded water associated with it. A watermelon, for 
example, is mostly water, and the water in it comes from wherever it’s grown. If we’re having floods and 
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Georgia is having drought, the growing of watermelons in Georgia for export to Illinois might not be the 
best balance of use. Besides, watermelons (and water in general) are heavy and shipping them requires 
a lot of energy. And energy uses water.

Every manufacturing process you can think of uses water at some point as well. We tend not to count 
those things, but they put the average daily water use of a person in a developed country way beyond the 
average daily use for a person in a developing country. We also have to think about whose water we’re 
drinking or consuming indirectly through embedded use.

It takes, on average, 39,090 gallons of water to manufacture a new car and its four tires.  62,600 gallons 
of water are needed to produce one ton of steel. It takes 1,500 gallons of water to make one barrel of 
beer and 9.3 gallons to process one can of fruit or vegetables. Producing one gallon of bottled water 
requires 16 gallons of water.  Much of the water industry uses is privately treated and returned to surface 
water systems. 

Bottled water is obviously from somewhere (and may be nothing more than the tap water from wherever 
it’s bottled, as Pepsi’s Aquafina brand turns out to be19), but it’s important to see the water that lies beneath 
anything that contains it, and to think about where that water is from and who might need it more than 
you.

If you don’t like the taste of your tap water put a filter system on it, but drink your own water from your 
own municipal water supply. It’s the cheapest water you can buy and it’s the most tightly regulated also. 
And you know where it comes from and whether or not there is enough of it in your region.

Eat locally and don’t overeat. That’s another way to conserve water. And lowering your consumption level 
generally, and of meat specifically, will help to conserve embedded water.

Water Conservation at your Place of Worship
Many of the streams, rivers, and lakes in northeastern Illinois are affected by pollutants carried in the 
rainwater that runs from our urban landscape. These pollutants include excess nutrients and pesticides 
from lawn chemicals and pet waste, as well as oil and heavy metals from our parking lots, roads, and 
driveways. Not only are the pollutants harmful to our waterways, but the large amount of water that 
rushes through the storm sewers and into the streams and rivers erodes the banks and causes downstream 
flooding. By capturing and even utilizing rainwater where it falls, we can reduce the volume and velocity 
of stormwater runoff from urban areas and keep many pollutants from impairing the health of these 
important ecosystems. Following are some ways to use rain as a resource (provided by Erin Tuttle,  
The Conservation Foundation):

• Rain Barrels: Positioned under the downspouts, rain barrels catch rain as it runs from the roof and 
hold it for later use. This water is great for vegetable gardens and birdbaths, pet care, and even washing 
the car. Congregation-wide rain barrel sales provide people with a positive first-step in water conservation, 
and can even be used as a church fundraiser.

• Native Plants: These tough and beautiful plants sponge up rainwater with their extensive root systems 
(and attract a myriad of native birds and butterflies). They are able to withstand the heat and drought 
of Illinois summers, and the biting winds of a Chicago winter. They hold their own and earn their keep, 

19 http://www.alternet.org/environment/58604/

http://www.alternet.org/environment/58604/
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needing no special treatment while providing beauty and stamina all summer long.
• Rain Gardens: This is a bowl-shaped garden strategically-placed to catch rainwater that would otherwise 

run off to the nearest storm drain. Rain gardens are the perfect place to plant water-loving native 
plants that will thrive in damp soil and serve to soak up the excess water. Not only do rain gardens  
improve the health of our local waterways, they also give food and shelter to wildlife and provide beauty.

• Bio-Swales: Consider planting an existing drainage ditch with native plants to create a bio-swale. The 
plants intercept water as it runs through, and are able to filter most pollutants.

• Rainwater Harvesting Systems: The age-old practice of holding water in an underground cistern has 
been updated. Rainwater harvesting systems capture any water that falls on your roof, and holds it in 
an underground compartment. That water can be accessed later with a simple motor and pump for 
watering gardens, washing cars, and performing other household chores. Best of all, the system can 
be beautiful, with a variety of above-ground water features.

• Permeable Paving: There are many materials and techniques for creating paved surfaces (like driveways) 
that allow precipitation to percolate through materials that would usually be impervious. Whether it is 
pervious concrete, porous asphalt, paving stones, or bricks, these permeable materials allow stormwater 
to infiltrate into the soil below.
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THE ETHICS OF WATER
FOUR WEEK SESSION - LESSON #4
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES FOR SESSION FOUR
• Discern who deserves clean water.
• Who should make those decisions and how?
• Gain familiarity with justice issues around water 
• Celebrate our learning and bless our work going forward

MATERIALS
• Large flip-chart paper 
• Markers
• Definitions of Kantian and Utilitarian logic
• M&M’s, Bingo chips, or other small items for voting at end of exercise. (Four per participant.) 

ROOM SET-UP
• Tables and chairs for small group
• Facilitator writes definition of Kantian and Utilitarian logic on flip-chart paper or white/chalk board.
• Festive mood, decorations!  
• Refreshments on a side table
• Place large sheets of paper (flip chart size) on the walls, to make a mural

TIME: 
45-60 minutes (depending on the length of the group discussion) 

Learning Agenda

0:00-0:02 Welcome
  Welcome participants as they enter the room
  
0:02-0:05 Check-in
  Facilitator’s Check-in Prompt: What insights or lingering questions have you had since our  
  last session?   
 
0:05-0:10 Group Process:
  Point attention to the definitions of:

• Kantian: we do only what we would want everyone else to do
• Utilitarian: do what provides the greatest good for the greatest number and least harm 

for the fewest.
  Do you understand what these phrases mean?
  
  Example:

• Kantian:  It is never right to steal from another person (i.e., “do unto others as you would 
have them do unto you.”

• Utilitarian:  It is ok to steal a loaf of bread if your mother is dying of cancer and needs 
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food.  (i.e.,  to do justice demands that we pay attention to issues of impact)

0:10-0:15 Role Play Exercise:  Who Deserves Clean Water? Who Decides?
• Divide participants into four groups
• Each group has a focus:

1. Green Grocer Industries
Corporate farmer that grows 30% of all the green veggies in the USA.  Wants the water  
for irrigation, production of fresh veggies.  Employs 3,000 full-time workers, plus the  
corporate office.

2. Native Americans 
Native Americans who were granted free-access to the land via a Treaty with the United 
States government.  The land is on their reservation.  

3. Co-op of Family-owned Farms 
Co-op of family-owned farms, in a financial partnership since the Great Depression,  
growing locally grown organic fruit and vegetables

4. Land Developer
Land Developer who wants water rights in order to build a futuristic 500-home community 
that would be a pilot for self-sustainability using alternative forms of energy, transportation, 
and social life.  

0:15-0:25 Each group creates arguments why they should get water rights. In your discussion,  
  define how your group’s usage/right to water promotes:

-Equity
-Fairness; and 
-Access between and across generations

Each group presents argument (just a few minutes for each group). Hand each person 
four small items (such as M&Ms, Bingo chips, or other small items)

After all four presentations have been made, each person gives a chip (or multiple chips!) 
to the group s/he thinks is the most deserving (based on either Kantian or Utilitarian principles).  

0:25-0:40 Whole Group Discussion
  Questions:

• What did you learn about how decisions are made?
• The emphasis of ethical decision-making is on who participates and how transparent 

the process is. How are decisions about water being made now, in your area and elsewhere?
• Are the right people playing a part in these decisions?
• Who might be missing, and how might they be included in the future?
• What do these decisions have to do with “social/environmental justice”?
• Why do these decisions matter?



45

0:40-0:55 Celebration!
Write and/or draw your responses to the following prompt: What is ONE idea about what 
we can do differently as a community of faith? 
• “I want a world that....”
• “We should be responsible to...”

On a 8’x10’ mural-type sheet of paper, draw an image that reflects your hopes and dreams 
around the fair and just use of “water” in our social world.

Gallery Walk
Encourage everyone to view mural, ask questions of others, tweak their own writing and 
drawing, etc.

0:55-0:60 Facilitators call everyone together. Bless the hard work. Blessings and go forth!
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Four Week Session – Appendix A
Jewish Tradition
Genesis 1
In the beginning when God created* the heavens and the earth, 2the earth was a formless void and darkness 
covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God* swept over the face of the waters. 3Then God said, 
‘Let there be light’; and there was light. 4And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the 
light from the darkness. 5God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was evening 
and there was morning, the first day. 

Isaiah 12:3-6
With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation. 
4And you will say on that day:
Give thanks to the Lord,
   call on his name;
make known his deeds among the nations;
   proclaim that his name is exalted. 

Christian Tradition
John 4:7-15ff
A Samaritan woman came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, ‘Give me a drink’. 8(His disciples had 
gone to the city to buy food.) 9The Samaritan woman said to him, ‘How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of 
me, a woman of Samaria?’ (Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans.)* 10Jesus answered 
her, ‘If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, “Give me a drink”, you would have 
asked him, and he would have given you living water.’ 11The woman said to him, ‘Sir, you have no bucket, 
and the well is deep. Where do you get that living water? 12Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob, 
who gave us the well, and with his sons and his flocks drank from it?’ 13 Jesus said to her, ‘Everyone who 
drinks of this water will be thirsty again, 14but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never 
be thirsty. The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.’ 15The 
woman said to him, ‘Sir, give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty or have to keep coming here to 
draw water.’

Revelation 22:1, 2ff
Then the angel* showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God 
and of the Lamb 2through the middle of the street of the city. On either side of the river is the tree of life* 
with its twelve kinds of fruit, producing its fruit each month; and the leaves of the tree are for the healing 
of the nations.  

Muslim Tradition
Qur’an 16:65
And Allah sends down water (rain) from the sky, then He revives the earth therewith after its death.  
Verily, in this is a sign (clear proof) for people who listen (obey Allah).

Qur’an 50:9-11 
And We have sent down blessed rain from the sky and made grow thereby gardens and grain from the 
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harvest, And lofty palm trees having fruit arranged in layers - As provision for the servants, and We have 
given life thereby to a dead land. Thus is the resurrection.

Qur’an 6:99, And it is He who sends down rain from the sky, and We produce thereby the growth of all 
things. We produce from it greenery from which We produce grains arranged in layers. And from the 
palm trees - of its emerging fruit are clusters hanging low. And [We produce] gardens of grapevines and 
olives and pomegranates, similar yet varied. Look at [each of] its fruit when it yields and [at] its ripening. 
Indeed in that are signs for a people who believe.

Bahá’ Tradition
“O Divine Providence! All existence is begotten by Thy bounty; deprive it not of the waters of Thy generosity, 
neither do Thou withhold it from the ocean of Thy mercy. I beseech Thee to aid and assist me at all times 
and under all conditions, and seek from the heaven of Thy grace Thine ancient favor. Thou art, in truth, 
the Lord of bounty, and the Sovereign of the kingdom of eternity.” (Bahá’u’lláh, Prayers and Meditations 
CLXXIII , pages 264-265)

Hindu Tradition
Bhagavad Gita 7:8-9, 
I am the taste in water, O son of Kunti, and the radiance of the sun and the moon. I am the sacred syllable 
Om in the Vedic mantras; I am the sound in ether, and the ability in humans. I am the pure fragrance of 
the Earth, and the brilliance in fire. I am the life-force in all beings, and the penance of the ascetics.

Buddhist Tradition
Tao Te Ching  chapter 8 – 
The highest good is like water.
Water gives life to the ten thousand things and does not strive.
It flows in places men reject and so is like the Tao.
Tao Te Ching - Lao Tzu - chapter 66
Why is the sea king of a hundred streams?
Because it lies below them.
Therefore it is the king of a hundred streams.
If the sage would guide the people, he must serve with humility.
If he would lead them, he must follow behind.
In this way when the sage rules, the people will not feel oppressed;
When he stands before them, they will not be harmed.
The whole world will support him and will not tire of him.
Because he does not compete,
He does not meet competition.
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APPENDIX A 

Want to Learn More? 
Island Press report The World’s Water 2008-2009

Hill, Libby The Chicago River: a natural and unnatural history - Lake Claremont Press, 2000

Simon, Paul Tapped Out: The coming world crisis in water and what we can do about it - Welcome Rain  
Publishers, 1998

Cronon, William Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West - W.W. Norton & Co. 1991

Great Lakes Water Waters, Peter Annin - Island Press, 2006. 
 
Great Lakes for Sale, Dave Dempsey - University of Michigan Press, second edition in paperback, 2009. 
 
The Living Great Lakes, Jerry Dennis - St. Martins Press, 2003.
 
The Great Lakes: The Natural History of a Changing Region, Wayne Grady - Greystone Books, 2007. (This  
is a combination atlas and small coffee table book. Not the type you’d read cover to cover but a good 
reference with great pics. Recommended.)
 
Pandora’s Locks: The Opening of the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence Seaway, Jeff Alexander, Michigan State  
University Press, 2009. 
 
Thirst: Fighting the Corporate Theft of Our Water, Snitow, Kaufman, and Fox. Wiley, 2007. 
 
Blue Covenant: The Global Water Crisis and the Coming Battle for the Right to Water, Maude Barlow, The New 
Press, 2007. 
 
Lake Effect: Two Sisters and a Town’s Toxic Legacy, Nancy Nichols, Island Press, 2008.

Bottlemania: How Water Went on Sale and Why We Bought It, Elizabeth Royte, Bloomsbury, 2008. 

Cadillac Desert, Marc Reisner, Viking, 1986.
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Websites

US Geological Survey website on watersheds – link to Chicago area watershed data sets:
http://water.usgs.gov/lookup/getwatershed?07120003/www/cgi-bin/lookup/getwatershed

http://www.creationjustice.org - Creation Justice Ministries water resource for faith communities 

http://greenvalues.cnt.org/calculator/calculator.php - CNT’s great tool to calculate the effects of “green 
infrastructure” on storm water management.  

http://www.h2ouse.org/tour/index.cfm - an interactive virtual house that points out ways to conserve  
in your own home. 

http://www.worldwatercouncil.org/ - their mission is “to promote awareness, build political commitment 
and trigger action on critical water issues at all levels, including the highest decision-making level, to 
facilitate the efficient conservation, protection, development, planning, management and use of water  
in all its dimensions on an environmentally sustainable basis for the benefit of all life on earth.”

http://www.wateruseitwisely.com/ - a good resource for conservation, offers a lot of “simple tips” advice
 
https://www.nrdc.org/resources/whats-tap-grading-drinking-water-us-cities - If you believe your tap water 
is unsafe to drink, find out. Chicago’s and other major cities water has been reviewed by the National  
Resource Defense Council and has received a good review. To find out about your community’s tap 
water and the health of your watershed you can write or call you supplier for your right-to-know report  
they are mandated to give you by law under the safe drinking water act. 

http://canfeinesharim.org/sukkot/ - a Jewish resource for water conservation and the religious connection 
to the holiday of Festival of Sukkot. 

https://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/compassion-peace-justice/hunger/ - Presbyterian  
Hunger Program has water resources on it’s website that focus on global justice issues

http://www.creationcare.org/ - Evangelical group that included water as one of their environmental 
concerns, the website includes a guide to doing a Sunday service featuring oceans service, youth actives 
and other facts about water degradation. 

https://cwsglobal.org/our-work/global-development/water/ - Church World Service is a faith-based  
organization transforming communities around the globe through just and sustainable responses to 
hunger, poverty, displacement and disaster. They work on water access issues in Asia and Africa.

http://greenbeltmovement.org/- The Green Belt Movement is one of the most prominent women’s civil 
society organizations, based in Kenya, advocating for human rights and supporting good governance 
and peaceful democratic change through the protection of the environment.

http://water.usgs.gov/lookup/getwatershed?07120003/www/cgi-bin/lookup/getwatershed
http://www.h2ouse.org/tour/index.cfm
http://www.worldwatercouncil.org/
http://www.wateruseitwisely.com/
http://www.creationcare.org/
https://cwsglobal.org/our-work/global-development/water/
http://greenbeltmovement.org/
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http://www.rwspc.org/ - The East Central Illinois regional water planning document – besides Lake Michigan 
the Mahomet Aquifer in East Central Illinois is the best-studied water system. This link takes you to the 
site for planning about water supply in the future.

http://www.cmap.illinois.gov/watersupply/default.aspx -The Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning  
facilitated a water user stakeholder group which prepared a very complete study and proposal for planning 
for the future water use of the Chicago region. The comprehensive study, titled Water 2050, is available 
for download at this link.

http://www.isws.uiuc.edu/gws/archive/mahomet.asp - The Mahomet Aquifer is the main source of water 
for East Central Illinois. This link gives an overview of the aquifer from the Illinois State Water Survey, 
housed at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign.

http://www.isws.uiuc.edu/gws/ - This site contains information about recent regional water supply planning 
efforts in northeastern and east-central Illinois. Includes background information on water resources in 
those areas. 

http://www.rwspc.org/
http://www.cmap.illinois.gov/watersupply/default.aspx
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Organizations for Help

THE CONSERVATION FOUNDATION
www.theconservationfoundation.org

If you are located in northeast Illinois, a representative of the Conservation@Home program can visit 
your home or business and offer creative suggestions for encouraging wildlife, reducing pollution runoff, 
and conserving water.  Through this program, you can also schedule a speaker to offer a presentation to 
your garden club, Home Owners’ Association, or community event.

Become Certified!  Homes and businesses incorporating native plants and water-saving techniques into 
their landscape are eligible for C@H certification.  Each certified location is awarded a signpost, identifying 
it as a wildlife haven and environmentally friendly landscape. Conservation @ Home provides participants 
with educational information and contact with local landscape professionals.  

Every little thing we do makes a difference in providing natural habitat, cleaning our water, and creating 
a healthy environment. Contact Jim Kleinwachter at The Conservation Foundation for more information 
(630.553-0687 x 302 / jkleinwacther@theconservationfoundation.org) or visit the website:  
theconservationfoundation.org.

Based in Naperville, Illinois, The Conservation Foundation is a non-for-profit organization, dedicated to 
the preservation of open space and natural lands, the protection of rivers and watersheds, and the promotion 
of environmental stewardship.

PRAIRIE RIVERS NETWORK
www.prairierivers.org

Prairie Rivers Network is Illinois’ statewide leader in river protection, conservation, and restoration. Prairie 
Rivers Network strives to protect the rivers and streams of Illinois and to promote the lasting health and 
beauty of watershed communities. By providing information, sound science, and hands-on assistance, 
Prairie Rivers Network helps individuals and community groups become effective river conservation leaders.

http://www.theconservationfoundation.org
mailto:jkleinwacther%40theconservationfoundation.org?subject=
http://theconservationfoundation.org
http://www.prairierivers.org

