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In my brief presentation, I will look at the emerging nexus forged between religious groups and water protection movements. 

I will attempt to show that notions of the sacred surrounding water are now flowing together with notions of social justice and of the common good within religious groups in general and Christian groups in particular in an effort to keep water from becoming simply a commodity, or merely an industrial instrument or effluent dumping ground.

Religion and Ecology: A Deepening Nexus

Religions around the world are re-examining both their precepts and practice in light of ecological concerns. It is almost as if there has been a power failure, and the religious traditions are scouring their respective attics for "candles" from their heritage--a St. Francis of Assisi, the Hebrew notion of Sabbath for the Land, a Buddhist reverence for life--that may help illuminate a new path through our current ecological morass. 

Sundry faith traditions are also linking environmental and social justice issues in cogent ways. The U.N. State of the World Reports over the past decade indicate an alarming statistic--40,000 children before the age of five die daily owing to environmental pollution, particularly tinctured water. From Walkerton, Ontario to Cairo, Egypt, thousands of children are dying before their time owing to the twin death cairns of poverty and pollution. Religions around the world are learning that the ecological crisis is as much about saving children as it is about saving whales. 

From US Christian critiques of environmental racism (the targeting of toxic waste sites in poor minority neighborhoods) to the Redwood Rabbis of California who have successfully lobbied timer companies to preserve ancient redwood forests, to the Thai Ecology Monks who perform tree ordinations with saffron robes indicating sanctity as part of a forest conservation movement, world religions are realizing that the ecological crisis runs along the same fault lines of social, political, economic, racial and gendered oppression.

One creative way religions are dealing with this is through their respective cosmologies.

Scientifically, cosmology entails discerning the laws of the universe and viewing it as an ordered whole. Philosophically, as a branch of metaphysics, cosmology examines the provenance and progression of the created world, and the role of the human within it.

Religiously, cosmology also explores the origins of and human place within the universe, yet it views the cosmos as a sacred space, and strives to articulate the over-arching goal of society--as well as the organizing principles, motivating power, and ultimate purpose or telos of our lives. 

In pondering these questions, "geologian" Thomas Berry, a Roman Catholic priest enchanted by the awe-inspiring mystery of cosmos, claims that the emerging universe should be the our basic cosmological framework. This has been eclipsed, he claims, by another cosmology: consumerism.

Using a cultural and scientific lens, rather than sociological or economic analysis, Berry avers rather than viewing the universe as a "communion of subjects," as many religious traditions traditionally have, a consumerist cosmology sees it as a "collection of objects." What is our role here? To acquire as much "stuff" as possible. What is the goal of society? To have the highest level of mass consumption attainable. Why did God make you? So I can enter the cash-based consumer economy and be competitive in the global market place….

Consumerism, in Berry’s gaze, has become a new catechism.

For Berry, the awesome delight of a magnificent sunset, or the sense of wonder we feel when gazing at an array of stars on a soft summer night, are the sources of the physic energy, the affective power, needed to extricate ourselves from our pathological quest to consume and deface the natural world. Yet these experiences are being increasingly rendered unattainable as pollution smears our twilight horizon, and the ever-increasing urban and suburban glare white out our evening skies. (It was claimed that during a major blackout in Los Angeles several years ago, police received dozens of calls from citizens reporting strange lights in he night sky; it was the first time they had seen stars.)

Here, Berry’s work finds kinship in the analysis of cultural theorist David Loy, who speaks of “the religion of the marketplace,” process theologian John Cobb, who calls this model “economism,” as well as Canadian activist John Mihevc, who speaks of the World Bank’s structural adjustment programs as “fundamentalist theology.”

Water for Life or Profit?

These ecological and cosmological concerns have spilled over into religious resistance to the contamination and commodification of water. Concerned about the increasing privatization of the world’s water supply and delivery systems, and the growing trend to view water as a commodity in the same category as oil, coal, and natural gas, these groups are insisting that water is both a sacred aspect of their traditions and an inviolable human right.

In their recent statement on “Water for Life,” the World Council of Churches, for example, comprising over 340 Christian denominations in over 100 countries, notes that, biblically speaking, water is the symbol of life and is to be “shared for the benefit of all creatures.” It is of foundational spiritual significance, the source of health and wellbeing, and is thus used liturgically in baptism, the Eucharist, healing ceremonies and devotional rituals. As both source and symbol of life, the statement claims, water is a wellspring of God’s creation.

At the World Water Forum in Mexico City in 2006, for example, representatives of the Canadian Catholic Organization for Development and Peace (CCODP), a social justice action arm of the Canadian Catholic community, participated in the International Forum for the Defense of Water, which will feature non-governmental organizations throughout Latin America opposing the commidification of water, including representatives of the Hopi Nation and other aboriginal groups.

These gatherings come amidst a three-year campaign by CCODP opposing the privatization of water. They have been joined in this effort by Kairos (Canadian Ecumenical Justice Initiatives), and the United Church, whose Lenten focus for that year was water.

The Water Declaration sponsored by these Canadian Christian initiatives has thus far received endorsements from over 300,000 individuals and almost 120 municipalities across Canada. The Declaration states that water is a sacred gift connecting all life; it is a shared legacy; access to clean water is a basic human right; and the value of the Earth’s freshwater is a common good which trumps any possible commercial use. These groups are particularly concerned about indigent communities of the Latin America and elsewhere, where privatization of water services has been at times a condition for debt relief from international lending agencies.

They fear that water privatization deals, like the one brokered in Cochabamba, Bolivia, in 1999, which saw rates rise from 30 to 300 per cent, will leave poor persons basically bereft of water. That deal involving the Bechtel corporation reputedly even banned area residents from collecting rainwater. The Cochabamba deal was eventually scrapped in 2000 owing to mass protests and general strikes. 

The Christian presence in these watery debates is significant. One the one hand, it taps into the church’s social justice and ethical teachings on the notion of the common good and the “preferential option for the poor,” a theme articulated by liberation theologians of Latin America. On the other hand, it builds on the critique of a “consumerist” worldview promulgated by “new cosmologists” such as Thomas Berry and Brian Swimme, who claim that under the worldview of consumerism, everything is for sale. In this worldview, where the universe becomes a collection of objects to be bought, sold, and consumed, rather than a communion of subjects, with whom we are relationship, nothing is sacred, and thus nothing can be held back from the global marketplace. 

While traditionally there has been some discord between social justice activists and new cosmology theorists within Christian circles, the water issue proffers the possibility of both streams flowing together into a common pool of analysis and action. 

In many spiritual and religious traditions, water has sacramental, ritualistic, cosmological value, as well as a commons value.  In Hinduism, for example, the River Ganges as well as the Yamuna River are imbued with sacred identity. Through rapid industrialization, however, both rivers, which flow together in their respective journeys, are becoming horribly polluted. In his fascinating book, River of Love in an Age of Pollution: The Yamuna River of Northern India, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), Hindu scholar David Haberman interviews Mahant-ji, professor of Hydraulic Engineering at Banaras Hindu University, as well as head priest at one of Banaras’s most important temples. Uniting Western science and Hindu cosmology, Mahant-ji in 1982 established the Sankat Mochan Foundation, an NGO dedicated to cleaning up an increasingly toxic but nonetheless sacred Ganges River. Mahant-ji describes his work in deeply religious terms:

“I know all about the pollution, but I cannot leave my mother…. God has given me a heart and mind. There is a road for the heart and a road for the mind. The heart must respond to the goddess, while the mind must tend to the pollution. Religion and science must work together like two banks of a river.” (Haberman 2006, 170-171). 

Mahant-ji’s spiritual activism has a parallel in the work of Riverkeeper co-founder Robert Kennedy Jr.

While much has been written about the rise and role of Christian fundamentalism in U.S. politics-- from the political influence of right-wing evangelizers such as Pat Robertson and Ralph Reed to George Bush himself and his alleged direct line of communication with the "Big Guy" upstairs--less has been said about the ways other Christian voices, in more nuanced but equally faith-based ways, thread their way into U.S. political discourse.

One such voice is Robert F. Kennedy, Jr., son of the celebrated, assassinated former U.S. Attorney General, who, like his father, is both a lawyer and a Roman Catholic. Rather than targeting organized crime, however, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has chosen to focus on environmental trespasses, and has become senior attorney for both the Natural Resources Defense Council and chief prosecuting attorney for the Hudson Riverkeeper, Inc.

Yet Kennedy explicitly is motivated not solely by a love of the Earth, but by his Catholic faith, which has helped provide him not only with a sense of service but also of a common good, a common good which is jeopardized in his view by corporate polluters and the politicians who abet them.

In June 2004, in a keynote speech at the University of Toronto's Natural City conference, Kennedy spoke of wilderness as "the undiluted work of the Creator," and averred "God spoke to humanity with the greatest richness and joy through nature." He also suggested that with each species rendered extinct, we are losing a manifestation of the divine presence on the planet.

.

Not exactly the rhetoric of a secular environmental humanist. 

Such spiritual reflections are also found in his 1997 book, The Riverkeepers (co-written by John Cronin), which details how the Hudson River which flows through New York City, the U.S. largest city, is now, thanks to cleanup efforts, the only major U.S. waterway with all its original fish stocks, and beavers have now returned to the East River on the shores of the South Bronx. Kennedy’s blend of faith and activism is deepened in his more recent title, Crimes against Nature: How George W. Bush and His Corporate Pals Are Plundering the Country and Hijacking Our Democracy (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2004), in which he gives special thanks to St. Augustine and Kateri Tekakwitha, the first native American to be beatified by the Catholic Church. As the book's subtitle suggests, RFK Jr. does not beat around the bush identifying the bad guys, though the Bushes definitely take a beating.

In this voluminously researched work, which blends legal facts with spirited political diatribe, Kennedy directs a literary blowtorch at George W. Bush's environmental record, as well as the corporate allies it has favoured.

He shows how Bush, as Governor of Texas, saw Houston outstrip Los Angeles as the U.S.'s most smog-laden city, and enabled Texas to take first place in toxic air emissions from industry, cancer-causing pollution, and chemical accidents. But the environmental horrors were no accident, according to Kennedy. They were a carefully contrived strategy involving closed door meetings with corporate donors, reliance on pseudo-scientific "studies" by righting think tanks, and emasculation of environmental regulations.

Kennedy records how these strategies were brought into the White House with George W. Bush. Under the Bush administration, bowing to corporate pressure, government scientists such as Robert Watson of NASA, a leading climate expert, and James Zahn of the Department of Agriculture, were forced out owing to their findings on soil and air pollution, findings which conflicted with Bush eco-policy.

Like his own church punishing Copernicus and Galileo to suppress their scientific findings, Kennedy argues that the Bush Administration is similarly twisting and battering science to consolidate power. He writes: 

"The Bush White House is suppressing studies, purging scientists, and doctoring data to bamboozle the public and press. It is a campaign to suppress science arguably unmatched in the western world since the Inquisition."

For Kennedy, this is a threat not only to the science and free scientific inquiry, but also to democracy and civilized culture.

"Science, like theology, reveals transcendent truths about a changing world….Corruption of this process undermines not just democracy but civilization itself."

What Kennedy is suggesting is that another Bush term would not only spell disaster for the environment, but for an entire democratic, post-Enlightenment way of life, where religious faith is practiced, not through an autocratic theocracy, but through the democratic process; where scientific research is evaluated on the grounds of truth and not political expediency; and the common good, human, cultural and ecological, is preserved, in the words of Robert Frost, for "heaven and the future's sakes."

For Kennedy, a crisis in democracy is a spiritual crisis, and thus Bush's crimes against nature are really crimes against Creation.

Such spiritual approaches to water are of course endemic to many spiritual and religious traditions. In the Christian communities, for example, water has sacramental value.  It is used in some traditions in the mingling of the wine to form the Eucharist, the body of Christ.  It is used in baptism to initiate Christians into their membership of the community.  And some of it is blessed and used as holy water in healing and other rites and ceremonies.  

What we are witnessing now in the Canadian Christian communities is a seizure of both the sacramental and social justice dimensions of water to oppose its commodification, as well as its widespread pollution.  This is expressed in documents that have been coming out from the Canadian Catholic and Canadian Christian communities.  On October 4, 2003, the Canadian Bishops published a Pastoral Letter on the Christian Ecological Imperative.  “Living water or private community” was one of the subtitles. The Social Affairs Commission of the Catholic bishops wrote, “Water is the source of life and a primary symbol in religious traditions.  It cleanses, purifies, refreshes and inspires.  The bible speaks of living waters, of becoming a fountain of living water, of longing for running water, and of justice flowing like a mighty river.”  The Bishops talk about how, today, water is threatened almost everywhere on earth.  “Many water systems are over-saturated with contaminants and carcinogens, and the diversion and damming of rivers has resulted in drought, in deserts where lush ecosystems once thrived, and the diminishment of ground water where aquifers are mined.”  

They support the Millennium Developments Goals that Canada is committed to achieving by 2015, to reduce by half the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water.  They also write in the end of this section, “Such a basic human right as access to water cannot be left to the whims of market forces to deliver.  In our own country, Canadians should insist on government action to ban bulk exports of water, exclude water services from international trade agreements, ensure high quality standards of drinking water for all and guarantee that water utilities remain public rather than private entities.  And they ask people to support the Development and Peace campaign of the Catholic Church, which has a letter-writing campaign to members of government to ensure that water is not privatized.  

We see this now through most of the mainline churches in Canada who recently kicked off a major water campaign, joining the Canadian Catholic Organization for Development and Peace.  They have started this campaign as an ecumenical group, involving almost all Christian denominations in Canada—Evangelical Lutheran, United Church, Mennonite, Presbyterian, Quakers, etc., and they are now joining this campaign to stop the privatization of water. They have issued statements, and also supported manoeuvres and public protests to stop this.  In addition to their social action, they’re building reflection, Lenten, spiritual kits around this.  The United Church, for example, has recently come out with its Lenten campaign, and it’s all around water.  And what’s fascinating about this are reflections on the spiritual, cosmological, and liturgical dimensions of water, juxtaposed with social action and demonstration and letter-writing against the privatization of water.  What we’re seeing here, in the Canadian Christian context, is a fascinating blending of the common good tradition and the social justice tradition of people having access to water.  Without water we die, therefore it’s a fundamental human right.  But it’s being chained to another dimension of the cosmic, liturgical, metaphysical, spiritual importance of water for a religious tradition.  And this gives many people hope.  This is not simply a social justice issue.  It’s not simply a religious issue.  It combines both at a fundamental level, and I think this is one reason why so many Canadian Christian organizations have gotten aboard.  

What I want to introduce at the end of these remarks is a proposal, because what we’re finding, as you well know, is that we can change laws and we can change policies, but if we don’t change our ethics, if we don’t change our value systems, the most beautiful ecological legislation in the world can be ignored or torn up by different political parties when they get into power.  Unless it becomes a habit of the heart, as Alexis de Tocqueville would say, it’s not going to go anywhere.   In the 1940s, Aldo Leopold, a wildlife conservation biologist, wrote “The Land Ethic” in his A Sand County Almanac.  And, because of this, he’s often referred to as one of the progenitors of environmental ethics.  Leopold claims “a thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, beauty and stability of the biotic community.” He also avers that the human must shift from the role of “conqueror to “just plain citizen,” and that we must develop a “love, respect, and admiration” for the land.  He saw that land cannot simply be looked at in economic terms, because that will lead to the destruction of our soil.
So I wonder, what might a water ethic look like?  What if we developed a water ethic to maintain the “integrity, beauty and stability” of the aquatic community?    What would it mean if we were to develop “a love, respect and admiration” for the waters?  How would we implement that?  Could we put this under a covenant? Could we preserve and respect the integrity of waters, from either a social justice secular perspective, or a religious cosmological perspective.

The commodification of water underscores that both types of analyses—socioeconomic and cosmological--are perhaps essential in confronting ecological concerns from a religious perspective. Religious groups may well require both cosmological critique and social economic analysis if they are going to be effective in addressing ecological concerns, and in showing publicly that those who wish to treat water as just another commodity, rather than something deserving our “love, respect, and admiration,” are perhaps all wet.
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