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Encounters Issue 42: Full edition 

 

Editorial:  Christian Perspectives on Water 
– local and global challenges in times of scarcity and plenty 
 

Andy Kingston-Smith, Lecturer in Justice and Mission at Redcliffe College 

 
A warm welcome to this edition of encounters, focused around the theme of water. A number of aspects 
relating to water are considered in contemporary local and global contexts, and what clearly emerges is the 
need to engage critically (and missionally) with the challenges presented by this most precious of 
resources.  
 
Water is the fountain of life – we can‟t live without it, and we can‟t seemingly manage too much of it. This 
century will see increasing challenges of shortage and saturation, droughts and floods. Water is the bringer 
of life for all, yet a deadly enemy for many. In an unequal world where water resources will increasingly 
become a trigger point for conflict, how should  
Christians engage with the challenges of development, sanitation, climate change and political and social 
unrest? What does the Bible have to say? What should our Christian mandate be in caring for our global 
neighbours experiencing the sharp-end of water-related problems? What might some of the solutions be? 
 
The annual Redcliffe College/John Ray Initiative (JRI) Environment Day conference, held last March in 
partnership with tearfund and Water Aid, provided thought-provoking talks and interactive seminars 
addressing some of these issues, as well as first-hand accounts of how  people in the Global South, in 
particular, are being impacted by water concerns today. The three main talks that day have now been 
transcribed and edited versions below have been reproduced for this edition of encounters. 
 
The first article by Frank Greaves and Sue Yardley (tearfund advisers) takes a snapshot of the global 
situation, before focusing on aspects of sanitation and policy, in the context of  
Tearfund‟s WASH programme. One of the interesting (and tragic!) aspects of water is that so much of the 
physical world is made of water, and yet only a tiny fraction of it is practically available to us for drinking and 
for agriculture. With so much of the stuff around, scarcity can hardly be the culprit, and yet it is the „scarcity‟ 
of fresh water that fuels so much conflict over the scramble for this resource. Ironically, we are deluged with 
it at times, without being able  
to contain the same. Tearfund, and others, are employing innovative techniques and practices in parts of 
sub-Saharan Africa, as part of their mission to help communities become more healthy and self-sufficient in 
their daily use of water. 
 
In the second article, Dr John Bimson takes us through a brief tour of the Old Testament „water-scape‟. It is 
important to note how  significant water was for the biblical Hebrews; the significance of this life-giving and 
life-sustaining liquid was given a theological meaning by Jesus in those well-known words in John‟s 
Gospel. 
 
The third article from the Conference is a fascinating case study of two projects geographically-close 
together in rural Tanzania. Barbara Brighouse provides a critical analysis of the successes, and failures, of 
the water projects she has been involved in, sometimes with surprising results. If one ever doubts how vital 
water is to rural villagers, then the crocodile story shows that for the poor, it really is a matter of life and 
death. 
 
Please note that these three talks have accompanying slides, which illustrate (and make sense of!) the 
content of the articles, so, if you can, do read these in tandem with the pictures – it will help! 
 
The last two articles are contributions from two prolific bloggers, Jeremy Williams (Make  
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Wealth History) and Steve Moreby (Next Starfish), and I have enjoyed following their creative and 
absorbing array of writing topics. In his article Jeremy illustrates the scale of the challenge required to 
contain the ever-advancing Saharan desert, whilst providing biblical examples of the importance of trees in 
the biblical context. Steve‟s appeal is a challenge to the Christian community not to neglect the 
environmental duty to look after precious resources.  Less material consumption and better stewardship 
should be key markers of our love for God and all that He has made.  
 
This is mission, perhaps not as we know it, but the issues raised here inextricably-link the material world 
with human existence. They serve to remind us again of that critical question; „who is my neighbour?‟ How 
do you answer that, and what are the implications for you personally, and your work? 
 
We look forward to receiving your feedback, so please join in the conversation by giving us your critiques, 
comments and questions! 
 
Andy Kingston-Smith 
Lecturer in Justice and Mission, Redcliffe College 
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Water -  

Global Challenges for the 21
st

 Century 
Frank Greaves, WASH adviser, Tearfund together with Sue Yardley, 

Policy Adviser for WASH, Tearfund 

 

(n.b. – this article is an edited version of the talk given by Frank Greaves and Sue Yardley at the JRI Environment Day 

Conference held at Redcliffe College, Gloucester on 3
rd

 March 2012 – ed. There are accompanying slides that 

illustrate aspects of this talk, and there is a link to these on the editorial page above) 

 

Introduction 

Margot Hodson introduced us as being part of „WASH‟.  Now in Tearfund we see water, sanitation and 

hygiene as working together, that for us is good practice and integration and we will be able to show you 

later on how, in fact, it is only by combining these components that we are going to see the full benefits of 

good access to safe water throughout the world.  Sue and I are going to „bat and ball‟ in this article between 

us to try and bring you some variation along the way. 

 

Well, we have all seen in the news advertisements and articles like this – „the scarcity at the heart of the 

global water crisis is rooted in power, poverty and inequality‟. I‟m going to come along to that at the end, 

because we are going to be talking about a lot of physical things to do with how water is so hard to come by 

for many people. Ultimately, it is a power issue and a poverty issue as well.  Before we really launch into 

our presentation, I think it is right to look at a few terms and get some terminology under our belts. 

 

Terminology 

Let‟s start with the term „water scarcity‟. This is a term that we might have used a little bit ad lib, but there 

are actually two types of water scarcity.  First, physical, and this basically occurs when there is not enough 

water to meet our needs. Arid regions are generally associated with physical water scarcity. Then we also 

have economic scarcity and that is probably what affects most of sub-Saharan Africa and parts of Asia. 

That is when there is actually an adequate supply and availability of water, but due to a lack of resources – 

and that might be financial, institutional or human capacity and infrastructure –the people there are not able 

to access it.   

 

Another term to look at is „water stress‟ – this occurs when there is water scarcity. Water stress in itself may 

manifest itself as conflict over water resources, over extraction, poor health and disease. Having talked 

about water stress, it all points to the key about water today, which is water security – or, in fact, water 

insecurity. That is really what we are coming to, talking about how reliable and secure access to water is 

over time. 

 

„Access‟ is another word, taken from the Millennium Development Goals. We talk about „access‟ to safe 

water and sanitation. It is a technical term to do criteria that UN agencies and the international community 

have set that says, „yes, people have enough access, enough resource to water or to sanitation or to 

hygiene.‟ Note that water security does not actually equate to a constant quantity of supply as much as it 

does about the predictability of the supply and that enables measures to be taken in times of scarcity to 

avoid stress. A country in the northern hemisphere is more likely to cope with water scarcity, compared with 

a more vulnerable country in the south. 
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97% of usable water is in oceans and seas – of course, we can‟t really use it, as it is mainly saline. Fresh 

water amounts to 3% but the usable proportion of that, is only about 2.5%. A good deal is polluted water, 

which would be very costly to make into available safe water for populations. Distribution of the remaining 

.003% of water is also extremely unbalanced throughout the world. North Africa, the Middle East and South 

Asia are extremely short of water. In a projection on water scarcity in 2025, it is sobering to see the areas 

that are particularly vulnerable to water stress.   

 

Water use and Global Phenomena 

[note that reference below is made to the slides – ed.] 

 

Water resources – the territory size shows the proportion of all world-wide fresh water resources found in 

these places; the southern corner of America – the Amazon area is still a huge sink of fresh water 

resources. There is a fair amount in North America, but not nearly as much as we would see in the other 

areas of the world that we would expect. 

 

Water use – here the territory size shows the proportion of world-wide water use – the use actually 

occurring there. Here you can see the difference. The Indian sub-continent is bulging because it uses so 

much water, compared to the southern corner of the Americas where compared to what it produces, little is 

used. 

 

Water depletion – the territory here shows the proportion of water that is more than 10% of the renewable 

internal fresh water used in that country. In other words, this is a depleting and eroding picture of water use. 

The southern cone, Indonesia and the Philippines have almost disappeared and it is sub-Saharan Africa, 

South East Asia and India which will be the huge, huge problems of the world. 

 

The world is far from water secure and today one-third of the world‟s population lives in water stressed 

countries. It is predicted that this will rise to two-thirds of the population by 2025.  What I would like to do is 

go through some of the key issues which will cause this water scarcity situation. 

 

Let‟s start with some of the more obvious ones, such as population growth. The population is forecast to 

grow from 6.8 billion today to 8 billion by 2025, 9 billion by 2050. What is the significance of these 

numbers?  It is quite hard to grasp even what a million people looks like. If 6.8 billion people stood as a 

paper chain hand to hand, arm to arm, they would make a line that stretched from the earth to the moon 

and back eleven times over. The important thing here is it is not just the overall increase that we are going 

to see which is going to bring this horrific water stress, it‟s actually also where in the world we are going to 

see this scarcity.  It is the changes in the location of the population as we move towards 2025 that is going 

to have a significant effect on water availability. On a global scale, there will be a slight increase in 

population in northern developed countries, but the significant increase is in the southern countries which 

will experience even further suffering in water scarcity. For example, it is estimated that there could be a 

500% population increase in some sub-Saharan African countries between 2000 and 2100, and 60% of the 

world‟s population growth in this period will occur in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. 

 

Agriculture and the Tension of Urbanisation 

Let‟s super-impose on top of that the increasing move of urbanisation. We are already in a 50/50 situation, 

50% of the world‟s population live in our cities. By 2030 that will have moved to 60%. Cities draw in 

resources from increasingly-wide areas as they grow and, of course, that competes with agricultural water 

and space needed for agricultural growth and water supplies. The growth in mega-cities is expected to 

continue rampantly, with population increases of 60 – 75% predicted, even up to 2015, particularly in the 

world‟s mega-cities in the Global South, such as Jakarta, Dakar and Lagos, so there is huge pressure likely 

there. 
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Looking at agriculture, 70% of water that is available to us is used for agriculture. So that is really where we 

need to focus – it is actually not my passion, but the fact is that it is about agriculture in terms of 

percentage. The world needs to produce another 70% more food by 2050. This is going to have to happen 

on existing agricultural land because of the space that is available to us, and so it is about going beyond 

just rain-fed agriculture, to the need for more irrigated agriculture. 

 

Ironically though, we are already seeing big negative effects on health and environment in water scarce 

locations and livelihoods are already compromised, so really it is down to trade-offs; that is what it is going 

to be about in the next 20 years, trade-offs between production and the loss of ecological and socio-

economic services. 

 

Let me give you an example; for irrigation purposes, there are intensive withdrawals of ground water, 

subterranean water, exceeding the rates of natural replenishment of the ground water, in the key cereal-

producing locations of the world, including North America and various low-income countries. The problem is 

that the declining aqua-flow levels present a growing risk not just regionally, but to global food production. 

That is an horrific scenario; needing more water is a vicious circle, already causing an issue of food security 

for the world in the next 10/20 years. So irrigation is required, but it has to be done effectively and 

appropriately; bad irrigation practice is worse than anything; irrigation practice that is not properly regulated, 

for example, by proper drainage.  

 

This would cause the water table in irrigated lands to rise and ultimately could result in huge salinization. I 

lived four years in Turkmenistan and this is a key example. It was part of the former Soviet Union, one of 

the mono-culture states and in the case of Turkmenistan the key issue is cotton.  During the summer 

months the fields are white – not with cotton (I‟m not talking about September/October when the cotton is 

growing) but with salt. This is both from leakage from the irrigation canals and from poor irrigation practice; 

water settling, condensing and evaporating on the surface leaving huge salt plains. This is going to have a 

huge effect on what can grow and how much. It is an example of how much care we need to take. It is 

about irrigation but also about how much care we need to take in actually making sure that our irrigation is 

effective and appropriate. 

 

Of course, we now have agricultural practices such as mulching and conservation tillage, which helps to 

retain soil moisture and help to regulate the amount of water that is needed, but at the moment this is 

small-scale; but we are talking about the big picture here and it doesn‟t look brilliant. 

 

Let‟s have a quick look at ground water resources. Why is ground water important? It is because of the 

months with negligible rain with a band right across, not only the Saharan area, but over into South East 

Asia and the Indian sub-continent. So ground water is critical.  1.2 million Billion urban dwellers today rely 

on ground water for their supply so it is crucial, but ground water is a great asset too. Ground water acts 

like a long-term reservoir, like a cushion in the water cycle. Ground water can be a couple of days old, or it 

can be thousands of years old and so it can act as a long-term reservoir. It is critical to us and it is a critical 

component in our water sink; our water resource picture in the next twenty years. The issue is on 

controlling it, understanding it, knowing that so much of it will end up being used in agriculture. 

 

What do we know about ground water? It is quite difficult to say exactly how long the world‟s ground water 

is going to last. I have heard that if you actually put the ground water in North America, on the ground 

surface throughout the land, the land surface of North America would only rise about six inches. It is and 

can be finite. There is replenishment, a re-charge situation, but we don‟t really know it very well. The actual 

interaction between surface water and connections between various subterranean aquifers is quite difficult, 

quite complex and we are not really quite sure of what the outcome will be; we only know that it is an 
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important issue to work on. We need to work on integrated management of ground water and surface water 

systems and any actions to enhance the natural, or artificial, re-charge of the ground water in the world. 

 

A number of countries exercise what we call ASR (aquifer storage and recovery) and this is a process of 

storing the excess water underground and bringing it out, recovering it when supplies are short. It is 

common in the USA, in Australia and a city using it as part of its supply strategy is London – Thames Water 

uses ASR to store water for the future.   

 

There is also the question of pollution of ground water and we haven‟t really got time to go into this, but 

pollution of ground water supplies contributes significantly to water scarcity, with a number of major cities 

already having to switch from ground water supplies to other supplies. 

 

Climate Change, Water and Food 
Climate change – the big unknown, the big question about water scarcity – what is that going to do?  Water 

is at the heart of the change in climate and drives all of the weather patterns that we experience in the 

world. What does climate change mean? What do we know? We know that mean precipitation will increase 

in the tropics and the high latitudes, for example where we are, and decrease in the sub-tropics and low 

latitudes in the future. Precipitation will become more variable, both spatially and temporally, and there will 

be increased run-off in places like East Africa, India and China, but reduced run-off (that is the surface 

overflow) in the Mediterranean and North Africa. Then, we have glacial melt which will initially increase 

water supplies in the short-term, but in the long-term will significantly reduce supplies and alter whole river 

regimes in places like North India, China and the Andes region; so a mixed picture there. 

 

With climate change it is important to remember that water is going to be the medium through which most 

people actually experience that change, be it through drought (through less water) or too much water 

resulting in flooding. 

 

We have heard some of the scarcity and security issues around water, so what are the implications of that? 

I am sure many of you have heard predictions about „water wars‟ so I am just going to explore that in a little 

more detail. Is that reality, or is it hype in the media?  Is water really going to be the new oil over which 

wars are fought?  What are some of the competing needs? We have already mentioned about agriculture 

taking the lion‟s share of water resources. We all have a basic minimum need of water that we require each 

day – 2-5 litres – for food/drink and agriculture, so domestic water use globally is reasonably standard.  

 

However, our diets around the world vary greatly. In many parts of the world maize is the staple diet and to 

produce a kilogram of maize takes about 900 litres of water; that is through the farming and production of 

the maize. A kilogram of meat, or beef, requires 15,500 litres of water; think how much meat, versus maize, 

we consume in the UK. The most recent data I could find, dating back to 2002, stated that in the UK we ate 

about 80 kilograms of meat per person per year. Uganda, for example, consumes more like 12 kilograms of 

meat per person per year. Thus, there is a huge global difference in consumption of those water resources. 

 

Land Rights, Conflict and the Competition for Water Resources 

There are also competing needs and, I am sure you have seen news headlines concerning land grabs. 

Many NGOs, like Tearfund, are working on such issues. Water and land grabs, as they are called, are 

integrally-linked. Countries that perhaps have limited water, or have run out of space for farming and 

agriculture, but have pressing needs to feed their population, might buy land rights to use some land for a 

set period of time (in places like Africa) and often that will include trying to secure the water rights of that 

land as well, because those investors will be wanting land that can produce high volumes of food. So, they 

either want good rainfall, or land that can be irrigated well. 
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There are examples in Mali where those rights are being given in a very haphazard way.  Different 

ministries are liaising with different countries over different industries that want to use that land and there is 

no common way of issuing the rights. They don‟t always take into account the customary, or traditional, 

water usages that are already taking place, or even planning for future water resource management. There 

is little consideration for that, so again, it is another competing source that puts stress on water use. 

 

Another competing need concerns energy and industry. We have heard that agriculture takes about 70% of 

the water resources. Industry is about 22%, but industry coupled with domestic water use has quadrupled 

in the last half of the last century. It is growing twice as fast as farming.  Also, as noted above, more and 

more people are moving into towns. As countries are developing, they want to increase their industry and 

that is having a big impact on water resources. There is a balancing act there, but it is imbalanced around 

the world. Industry in rich countries currently uses about 60% of their water, whereas in the poorer 

countries it is only 10%. Going forward that might change the balance, but they will probably both keep 

growing unless we put some checks in place, or unless we are able to sustain both uses. 

 

What people are talking about in recent years is something called the Water and Energy Nexus.  We need 

water to produce energy and we need energy for water.  So, for water it means extracting it from the 

ground, moving it and cleaning it. That requires energy in some form or another. In terms of the use of 

water for industry, the biggest use is cooling of thermal power generation and also drilling and extracting for 

oil. So, going forward, we need to think of a way in which we can manage that demand and supply for both 

water and energy, two really important resources. We need to manage those in tandem so that we can 

have reliable and sustainable resources for both. 

 

I started by asking „is water the new oil?‟ is it where we are going to see conflicts? We have already 

considered some of the competing needs for those resources. They are not the same type of resource; oil 

can be consumed and rendered incapable for future use. The word „use‟ of water in some instances does 

mean that, particularly for the length of re-charge for some ground water aquifers, there is a time-lag, but it 

is not the same. We can re-use water, even though it is finite.  

 

We have seen already the stresses and the water scarcity issues and we know that some areas are 

chronically short of water, so that will cause some effects, but water is unlikely to be the sole cause of a war 

and any conflict is rarely instigated by one reason alone. However, we do know that it is a source of many 

conflicts, both within countries and between countries. There have been all sorts of conflicts which involve 

water, from the Taliban in Afghanistan threatening water supplies, to a man being killed in Mumbai over 

water cuts, to a fight over water restrictions in Australia, leading to the death of a man. So we know that 

water conflicts are real and they are going to continue, but to what extent remains an unknown. 

 

Water Scarcity and Development 

Tackling water scarcity is going to require; sustainable use of ground water and better understanding of 

aquifers; improved surface irrigation; more efficient industrial processes; better management of water 

supplies and distribution systems (we will have a look at management, the microcosm scale in a moment, it 

is very crucial); improving performance of existing water sources (we mentioned Thames Water earlier, but 

they have admitted that about 30% of what is actually produced currently goes to waste in their area); de-

salination of sea water (we can‟t get away from that either but there are huge energy demands there); 

political will and commitment to engage across all sectors. This latter point is really the crux of it and we 

reject the Malthusian perspective that global water problems are a problem of scarcity and population 

growth – well, they are but not wholly. The availability of water is a concern for some countries, but the 

scarcity at the heart of the global water crisis is rooted in poverty and inequality, not in physical availability – 

back to management, back to politics, back to the commitment of doing something about this. 
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That leads us on to where Tearfund‟s passion is; around working, linking and ensuring that people in 

developing countries have access to water and also to sanitation. For some of the impacts of those links we 

need to look at the total „un-served‟ per country (i.e. those people without access to water) and infant 

mortality per 1,000 live births. This is then plotted against population size and GDP per capita. What it tells 

us is that we have countries with low GDP, a high percentage of people without access to water and also 

high numbers of infant mortality, and there are huge links between water, sanitation and infant mortality.  

 

We have been doing research on diahorrea within Tearfund over recent months and it has a huge impact. 

Yet it doesn‟t get as much political attention, as issues such as malaria or HIV.  Sadly, one child dies every 

20 seconds around the world from diahorrea, so it has a wide-reaching impact.  

 

We have mentioned the Millennium Development Goals. Goal 7 is around environmental sustainability and 

within that Target 10 sets out to halve by 2015 (so not long away), the proportion of the population without 

sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation. Basic sanitation was only added in two 

years after the Millennium Development Goals. NGOs like Water Aid and Tearfund were campaigning to 

get that included because, it got forgotten.  We have new data coming out next week, but so far there is 

reasonable progress globally in increasing access to water.  

 

Sanitation 

Sanitation is a different picture, but in sub-Saharan Africa access to both is really lacking, it is really far 

behind and it might be another century or so before sub-Saharan Africa gets this equivalent access to 

sanitation. Even if we meet those development targets by 2015, which is unlikely in every country, there will 

still be millions of people without access – because that is only reducing by half and, as mentioned 

previously, the population continues to grow and we need to be able to keep pace with that. 

 

Regarding the type of water provision that we do have, what is it that consumers actually want, and why?  

We need to make sure that we are addressing that when we address the poverty needs related to water 

and sanitation. It is vitally important that we understand these issues, rather than doing what we think is 

best. We need ready access, convenience, time, the energy saving; the quantity and the quality is 

important. That is basically for domestic quantity and productive use. The quality as well is important; how it 

tastes and the health impacts need consideration. Also there is the issue of affordability and there needs to 

be a balance between management and the technical upkeep of infrastructure, too. There will be a need for 

external assistance in many places where communities can‟t afford to fully maintain sources. 

 

Sustainability and Water Resources 

The issue of sustainability is critical.  It is not just the hardware sustainability. Sustainability at community 

level, when people are involved, when there is a sense of ownership, when there is a sense of self-

management is important. So, for example, training mechanics and water committees to repair pumps and 

so on, that is critical. Is not just about putting in a bore hole and a hand pump and even just training people 

and then going away; it is the follow-up, the on-going life cost. It is really about how those people have the 

on-going capacity to manage their supply. That is really where we need to put the emphasis, as much as in 

actually what we help to supply.  

 

To us springs are God‟s gifts, because it is water at the surface, (clean water usually) and springs are a 

very important source.  Increasingly, we are going back to the idea of sand-dams (in northern Kenya in 

particular). In a sense going back to the ground water and creating a sort of man-made ground water 

aquifer, and building up in wadis to supply water, which doesn‟t evaporate so easily and is kept free from 

pollution.   
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Another big issue is replicability.  If you think about it and we link it to the Millennium Development Goals, it 

is no good just adding stuff; it is actually about access to water; getting communities to enthuse other 

communities, natural leaders to work in communities to get more people enthused in doing something for 

themselves on water and  sanitation. To replicate stuff that is not technologically-challenging so that 

communities, with help and capacity, can do it for themselves. 

 

The Diocese of Kigasi is one of our gold-standard partners. We have been working with them for years and 

if you go and see some of their work and see some of their physical output, you would think it was made 

last year or the year before; it is so well managed. Then you are told that we did this with your help 16 

years ago and you wonder how on earth these things can look like they do and be managed so well after 

so long. It really comes down to management. The rain water is the most important singular resource in 

Kigasi, but it is not the NGO‟s technicians who are building the rain water tanks; that is not really replicable. 

It is women‟s groups – 26 to 30 or so women‟s groups, and by now they have built well over 1,000 tanks 

themselves on a voluntary basis. But also they get a bit of income, because they do a bit of work for the 

government as well. There are Christian women from a local church working in their ministry to help the 

poor gain access to water. It is about the local church helping people to work it out for themselves and to 

work on responses which are sustainable and replicable. 

 

Bio-san filter is a home-based version of san filtration. The reason that home-based treatment methods are 

important is that it is becoming increasingly difficult to find that one year-round water source which is not 

going to dry up, whether it is a spring or a well. But, of course, even if it is there in part of the dry season, in 

the rainy season as more polluted water comes nearer to people‟s homes, they are going to choose that 

rather than walk to wherever the improved source is. Many people are forced to use many sources; having 

a home-based filtration system is the underlying safety net and it is a very good way forward. 

 

Conclusion; the Role of the Local Church 

I‟d like to end by going back to the role of the church in water and sanitation because we are emphatic that 

the church has a role. The church has a tremendous role in water and sanitation and in the „H‟ of WASH, 

the hygiene-behavioural change. For a number of reasons the church is a messenger; it will give, and does 

give, great messages about cleanliness (see Deut. 29) and from that there is teaching that the church can 

bring to the population.  The church can be a demonstrator; it can demonstrate a new latrine or how to 

manage a new latrine and the wonderful thing is, that this latrine is not going to be something that is very 

costly. The church itself is made up of the poor, and it is going to be something that is more appropriate for 

the community.   

 

As an implementer, many of our partners are actually arms of the church, like the Dioceses in Uganda, 

Tanzania and so on. The church as an advocate will speak out. If I had a proposal across my desk looking 

at a very good intervention in terms of hardware, but there was no advocacy component, then we wouldn‟t 

tend to pass that proposal to a donor. Let‟s bring an advocacy component in because we believe that the 

ultimate service provider is local government, and we spend an awful lot of time building the capacity of 

governments and trying to enable them to work with communities to take on water supplies and sanitation. 

 

Finally, the church is the guardian. At the end of the day when we all go home (one day Tearfund won‟t be 

there) we and our partners will go their separate ways. I have heard it said are not the days of the northern 

NGO numbered?‟ At Tearfund we are concentrating, as an organisation, on wanting to set up our strategy, 

placing our offices closer to where the problems and our partners are. But who is the ultimate guardian in 

the communities that we work in? When we have all gone home, it is the churches there, the faith-based 

groups in general terms; they are there bringing the good news, sustaining the ways forward and sharing 

the benefits of what we do in water, sanitation and hygiene promotion.  This is our passion, it is not just 

about water and sanitation, the church has a role in this. 
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and water resources management and leads the advocacy work of the organisation in this 

area. Sue has been with Tearfund for 3 years and prior to that has lived and worked in 

Uganda for a WASH NGO as well as being a Programme Manager for a Local Authority in 
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‘Has the rain a father?’  

A biblical theology of water      
Dr John Bimson, Tutor in Old Testament, Trinity College, Bristol 

 

(n.b. – this article is an edited version of the talk given by Dr Bimson at the JRI Environment Day Conference, held at 

Redcliffe College, Gloucester on 3
rd

 March 2012 – ed. There are accompanying slides that illustrate aspects of this 

talk, and there is a link to these on the editorial page above) 

 

Introduction 

 

In the Bible, water – as rain, dew, springs, streams or rivers – is recognized as vital for life, both human and 

animal. And as God is seen as the creator and sustainer of all that exists, water is generally regarded as a 

blessing from God; its absence in a time of drought is often seen as God‟s rebuke to his people. The Bible 

is rich in language about water, either the real thing, or water as a metaphor for spiritual sustenance.  

 

Before we look at a selection of biblical texts, it will be helpful to put them in their geographical and cultural 

context. The Bible‟s interest in streams, rain, dew and so on is entirely understandable in a land of marginal 

rainfall. Rain had to come in the right amounts, and at the right time, for crops to grow and for people to 

thrive.  

 

In Israel/Palestine the rainy season begins in October and lasts until April, with the heaviest rainfall coming 

around the middle of that period. Southwesterly winds predominate during this season and as a 

consequence rainfall tends to be heaviest in the North and West, becoming lighter towards the South and 

East, with higher regions receiving more rain than lower ones. Jerusalem gets an annual average of 

560mm (24 inches) – about the same as London‟s! The big difference is that Jerusalem receives its rainfall 

in a total of about 50 days, most of those concentrated in December, January and February. 

 

Mid- or late-October brings the really effective rains, from the farmer‟s point of view, referred to in the OT as 

the „former (or early) rains‟ (e.g. Joel 2:23). The onset of the autumn rains can be dramatic; downpours 

over the hills can become flash floods on lower ground, sometimes strong enough to sweep people away. 

But in biblical times the early rains were vital to the success of the wheat and barley harvests, so their 

arrival was longed-for and celebrated (Ps 65:9-13). The last showers of the season, in April, are referred to 

as the „latter rains‟ (Joel 2:23), and were equally vital; it was important that the rain persisted through to this 

time or the grain harvest, usually in April-May, would fail (Amos 4:7-8). The latter rains are followed by five 

or six months (usually May-October) when no rain falls at all. As the prophet Joel shows us, if the latter 

rains failed, this summer drought could be disastrous for crops and animals; 

 

„The seed shrivels under the clods, the storehouses are desolate; 

The granaries are ruined because the grain has failed…. 

Even the wild animals cry to you because the watercourses are dried up….‟  

(Joel 1:17 & 20, NRSV) 

 

Failure of the grain harvest naturally meant the threat of famine when the previous year‟s harvest ran out. A 

shortened rainy season also meant that many people could not collect enough water in their cisterns to get 

them through the long dry summer. 
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Apart from human efforts at water-storage and irrigation, crops which grow during the summer months (e.g. 

olives, figs, grapes) are dependent on dew. Dew-fall in Israel/Palestine depends on moist air drawn in from 

the Mediterranean and is therefore heaviest near the coast and on the western side of the central hill-

country. Dew and rain are often mentioned together in the Bible, because in the dry season dew is a very 

significant source of water; on the coastal plain it contributes up to 55mm annually. 

 

 

Water in Genesis 1 

We meet our first biblical reference to water in the opening verses of Genesis; 

 

„The earth was without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep;  

and the Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters.‟ (RSV; also KJV, NIV, JB) 

 

Or; 

 

„…a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.‟ (NRSV; JPS) 

 

„Spirit of God‟ is the widely-preferred translation, but even „a wind from God‟ may be a metaphor for God‟s 

action by his Spirit.  

 

The Spirit was over the primeval waters – but doing what? The verb rhp is difficult to translate because it 

only occurs three times in whole OT. Some commentators translate „brooding‟ (cf. Syriac), which, if correct, 

suggests the waters as the source of life, as in other ancient Near Eastern creation texts where everything, 

including deities, emerged from the primeval waters. In fact some biblical theologians (e.g. Brevard Childs) 

have suggested that the deep/the waters in this verse are an uncreated, primeval chaos, from which God 

brings order. But it‟s probably better to understand Genesis 1 to mean that the waters, the deep, are simply 

part of „the heavens and the earth‟ that God created; „the heavens and the earth‟ in v. 1 being an all-

embracing phrase that means „everything that exists‟. These waters by themselves can‟t generate anything. 

Only when God says „Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures‟ (v.20) do they become full of 

aquatic life. 

 

In any case, it‟s more likely that the Hebrew verb refers to some kind of motion, and this is what the 

majority of translations express. Hence NIV& REB have the Spirit „hovering‟ over the waters. This 

translation is supported chiefly by the use of rhp in Deuteronomy 32:11; 

 

„As an eagle stirs up its nest, and hovers over its young…‟ (NRSV) 

 

But as a bird-watcher I have problems with the idea of an eagle „hovering‟ over its nest. Hovering is hardly 

characteristic of eagles (even less of vultures, an alternative translation of nesher, preferred by some in this 

verse), except for Short-toed Eagles which hover when searching for prey. „Soaring‟ is suggested for this 

verse by some commentators, which would make more ornithological sense.  

 

The image in Gen 1:2, says Terrence Fretheim, „suggests that which has an ever-changing velocity and 

direction…‟ [1]. Since crossing the Drake Passage last year I can‟t read this verse without thinking of an 

albatross gliding and careening, apparently without effort, as it quarters the ocean (not that the author of 

Genesis 1 is likely to have ever seen an albatross!).  

 

So the Spirit moved (in some sense) over the face of the waters, a guarantee of creation‟s fruitful and 

ordered outcome. 
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Gen 1:6-7: “And God said, „Let there be a dome in the midst of the waters, and let it separate the waters 

from the waters.‟ So God made the dome and separated the waters that were under the dome from the 

waters that were above the dome. And it was so. God called the dome Sky.” (Genesis 1:6-7) 

 

In v.9 God commands the waters under the sky to be gathered together so that dry land can appear; „and 

the waters that were gathered together he called seas‟. 

 

Here we‟re a long way from modern conceptions of the universe. We are in the split-level universe of Gen 

49:25, Ex 20:4 (= Deut 5:8) and Deut 33:13, in which there are waters above the sky-dome, waters on the 

earth and (apparently connected) waters under the earth (and cf. Ps 136:6, God „spread out the earth on 

the waters‟). In Gen 49:25, „the deep‟ (tehom, as in Gen 1) provides life-giving water for the earth.  

 

Biblical writers seemingly make no distinction between the sources of salt & fresh water in these passages.  

 

 

Rivers and Temples 

In Gen 2:10 we read of a river flowing out of Eden; 

  

„A river flows out of Eden to water the garden, and from there it divides and becomes four branches‟ – the 

Pishon, the Gihon, the Tigris and the Euphrates. 

 

There is little point trying to find the river that flowed out of Eden on a map, because the language here is 

symbolic, with Eden‟s waters supplying the whole world. In fact, in recent years a growing number of 

scholars (e.g. Wenham, Barker, Walton, Middleton) have recognized that the description of Eden contains 

a lot of temple imagery. It seems that the writer is aiming to portray Eden as a temple, God‟s earthly 

dwelling-place, in which case the river that flows out of Eden gets an interesting re-boot in Ezekiel 47, 

where water streaming from a future Jerusalem temple gives life wherever it flows; 

 

„…Water was flowing from below the threshold of the temple toward the east…‟ (47:1). 

 

4000 cubits downstream it becomes „a river…deep enough to swim in, a river that could not be crossed‟ 

(47:5). 

 

„He said to me, “This water flows toward the eastern region and goes down into the Arabah; and when it 

enters the sea, the sea of stagnant waters [i.e. the Dead Sea], the water will become fresh. Wherever the 

river goes, every living creature that swarms will live, and there will be very many fish, once these waters 

reach there…. On the banks, on both sides of the river, there will grow all kinds of trees for food. Their 

leaves will not wither nor their fruit fail, but they will bear fresh fruit every month, because the water for 

them flows from the sanctuary. Their fruit will be for food, and their leaves for healing.”  

(47:8-12.) 

 

In Zech 14:8, „living waters shall flow out from Jerusalem‟ both to the East and to the West. 

 

The same image is re-worked yet again in John‟s vision of the new Jerusalem (Rev 22:1-5); 

 

„Then he showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of 

the Lamb…[NB „its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb‟, 21:22]. 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.‟ 
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In short, we find the same temple and river imagery applied to both creation and new creation.  

 

And in John‟s gospel, the gospel in which Jesus most explicitly claims to be the replacement temple (2:19-

22), Jesus says he is also the source of the water of life; 

 

„Those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty…‟ (John 4:14). 

 

„Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in me drink…‟ (John 7:37-8). 

 

 

Water as literally life-giving. This is a recurring theme in the OT; 

 

„You make springs gush forth in the valleys; 

they flow between the hills, 

giving drink to every wild animal; 

the wild asses quench their thirst. 

By the streams the birds of the air have their habitation; 

they sing among the branches. 

From your lofty abode you water the mountains; 

the earth is satisfied with the fruit of your work.‟ (Ps 104:10-13.) 

 

The psalmist here mentions ground water (springs), surface water (streams) and rain („from your lofty 

abode you water the mountains‟). Together these ensure the fruitfulness of the earth, indeed the flourishing 

of a range of ecosystems and hence of biodiversity, celebrated in the verses that follow: cedars, storks, wild 

goats, coneys, lions…; „O Lord, how manifold are your works!‟ The order in which things get mentioned in 

this psalm underlines the primary importance of water if all these are to flourish. But water has to be 

correctly distributed, hence the earlier verses of this Psalm talk about God rebuking the waters to keep 

them within limits: „At your rebuke they flee…. You set a boundary that they may not pass‟ (vv. 7 & 9). 

 

All this contrasts sharply with Canaanite mythology, in which the god Baal had to defeat the sea-monster 

Lotan/Litanu in order to ensure fertility. In Psalm 104, all Yahweh has to do is to rebuke the deep and 

stability, regularity and fruitfulness follow. Here the sea-dragon Lotan, in Hebrew Leviathan, is demoted to 

the status of a mere creature in v. 26: „Yonder is the sea, great and wide…There go the ships, and 

Leviathan that you formed to sport in it.‟ 

 

Job 14:7-9, the mere „scent‟ of water brings life to a felled tree. 

„For there is hope for a tree, 

   if it is cut down, that it will sprout again…. 

Though its root grow old in the earth, 

   and its stump dies in the ground, 

yet at the scent of water it will bud, 

   and put forth branches like a young plant.‟ (Job 14:7-9 NRSV) 

 

Job sees this in sharp contrast to the human condition; 

 

„But a man dies and is laid low; 

   man breathes his last and where is he? 

…a man lies down and rises not again.‟ (Job 14:10 & 12)  
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The writer of Job is (characteristically) introducing a note of irony here, with an echo of Ps 1, where the 

righteous are „like trees planted by streams of water‟; 

 

„They are like trees planted by streams of water, 

which yield their fruit in its season, 

and their leaves do not wither.‟ (Ps 1:3) 

 

Likewise Jeremiah: 

„They shall be like a tree planted by water… 

It shall not fear when heat comes,  

and its leaves shall stay green….‟ (Jer 17:7-8) 

 

Returning to the Book of Job, its author appears to have had a quite sophisticated understanding of the 

water-cycle. In words placed in the mouth of Elihu; 

 

„For he [God] draws up the drops of water; 

he distills his mist in rain,  

which the skies pour down 

and drop upon humans abundantly.‟ (Job 36:27-8) 

 

David Clines suggests (rightly, I think) that this passage concerns the changing of salt water in the sea to 

the fresh water which falls as rain; the cycle of rain formation „begins with God “drawing up”…“drops”, i.e. 

vapour, from the sea.‟ [2]  

Elihu is concerned here with the provision of water for human beings, but when God speaks about the rain 

(Job 38:25-27) his emphasis is quite different – his provision of rain is extravagant, prodigal, and not just for 

human benefit; 

 

„Who has cleft a channel for the rain, 

    and a way for the thunderbolt, 

to bring rain on a land where no one lives, 

    on the desert devoid of human life, 

to satisfy the waste and desolate land, 

    and to make the ground sprout with grass?‟  

 

The quotation in my title („Has the rain a father?‟) is from the next verse; 

 

„Has the rain a father, 

   or who has begotten the drops of dew? 

From whose womb did the ice come forth, 

  and who has given birth to the hoarfrost of heaven?‟ (Job 38:28-9.) 

 

These rhetorical questions are expecting the answer „No!‟ or „Nobody!‟ The point, as Clines puts it, is that 

„the rain, along with all the other forms of moisture, has no…father or mother…being nothing but the 

product of divine acts or, less probably, the operation of natural laws (cf. v 33).‟ [3]  

 

In the New Testament Jesus says; 

 

„Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in 

heaven; for he…sends his rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.‟ (Matthew 5:45)  
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Here in the UK we have to remind ourselves that in a land of marginal rainfall this refers to rain as blessing, 

not to God dealing out disappointing, miserable holidays to all & sundry! 

 

 

Water as life-threatening and destructive 

The Old Testament recognises that water can be life-threatening and destructive as well as life-giving. The 

classic illustration of this is, of course, Noah‟s flood, sent by God as his judgment on a world ruined by 

violence. But the Psalms contain plenty of examples of water as a metaphor for life-threatening events from 

which the psalmist needs to be rescued; 

 

„Save me, O God, for the waters have come up to my neck…. 

I have come into deep waters, and the flood sweeps over me.‟ (Ps 69:1 & 3) 

 

Here the waters are a metaphor for persecution by enemies, as is clear from the rest of the psalm. Likewise 

Ps 18:16 – „he drew me out of mighty waters‟ – where the waters are a metaphor for the „strong enemy‟ 

mentioned in the next verse. And in Ps 124; 

 

„If it had not been the Lord who was on our side, 

   when our enemies attacked us… 

Then the flood would have swept us away, 

   the torrent would have gone over us.‟ (Ps 124:2-4) 

 

Probably the image here is of a flash flood, which can suddenly fill a dry wadi, drowning anyone unlucky 

enough to be walking through it at the time. 

 

The seas/the deep are often seen as a potential threat to the divinely-ordained order, hence God‟s rebuke 

to the waters in Ps 104, noted earlier. 

 

Job 38:8-11 also speaks to this theme; 

 

„Who shut in the sea with doors  

   when it burst out from the womb,  

when I made the clouds its garment 

   and thick darkness its swaddling band… 

and prescribed limits for it, 

   and set bars and doors,  

and said, “Thus far shall you come and no farther,  

  and here shall your proud waves be stayed”?‟ 

 

Indeed, God‟s ultimate control of this element is never in doubt; 

 

„The floods have lifted up, O Lord, 

   the floods have lifted up their voice; 

   the floods lift up their roaring. 

More majestic than the thunders of mighty waters, 

   more majestic than the waves of the sea, 

   majestic on high is the Lord!‟ (Ps 93:3-4) 
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There is a strong echo of these verses in the accounts of Jesus‟ stilling of the storm when the waves on the 

Sea of Galilee threatened to overwhelm the boat he & the disciples were in (Mat 8:23-27; Mk 4:35-41; Lk 

8:22-25). 

 

In Rev 21:1, in John‟s vision of the new heavens and the new earth, „the sea was no more‟ – which I 

personally hope is metaphorical! 

 

In fact the sea is not always portrayed as something hostile to God‟s purposes or needing his control. In Ps 

98:7-9 we have a picture of the sea praising God & welcoming his presence; 

 

„Let the sea roar, and all that fills it,  

   the world and those who live in it; 

Let the floods clap their hands; 

   let the hills sing together for joy 

at the presence of the Lord, for he is coming to judge the earth….‟  

 

Finally, water does not have to be a threat to human life in order to be seen as destructive. The author of 

the book of Job, with characteristic irony, switches in a few verses from his image of water bringing life to a 

felled tree to this cheery observation; 

 

„The waters wear away the stones; 

   the torrents wash away the soil of the earth; 

   so you destroy the hope of mortals.‟ (Job 14:19) 

 

 

Our responsibility 

Surprisingly, perhaps, the Bible has little to say about our responsibility to manage water and use it wisely. 

This may be because its emphasis is on water as God‟s generous provision, a gift that makes human 

flourishing – in fact all of life – possible. But we can certainly deduce that the right use of water, along with 

the right use of all natural resources, is part of our stewardship of the earth.  

 

Can we go further? Douglas Green [4] points out that in the Ancient Near East it was the mark of a good 

king to be able to make the land fruitful, and the creation of an irrigated pleasure-garden was often a 

symbol of this. So we find that in Ecclesiastes, „the son of David, king in Jerusalem‟ lists among his great 

works;  

 

„I built houses and planted vineyards for myself; I made myself gardens and parks, and planted in them all 

kinds of fruit trees. I made myself pools from which to water the forest of growing trees…‟ (Ecc 1:1; 2:4-6).  

 

We read that good king Hezekiah, „made the pool and the conduit and brought water into the city‟ (2 Kings 

20:20; cf. 2 Chr 32:30). This was the kind of thing an Ancient Near Eastern monarch was expected to do. 

Hezekiah‟s near-contemporary, king Amminadab of Ammon (7th Cent. BC), listed his accomplishments as 

„the vineyard and the garden and the irrigation channel and the reservoir‟. [5]   

 

„The botanical garden, filled with exotic trees and flowing streams, was the parade example of the king‟s 

life-giving role as gardener, and visible proof that his wise rule brought fertility and fruitfulness to his whole 

land‟ (Green, p. 273). 

 

As Green goes on to point out, all this has interesting implications for what God provides in the Garden of 

Eden, and for Adam‟s royal role of working and keeping the garden (Gen 2:15). If Ps 8 with all its royal 
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imagery – crowned with glory and honour, with all things under our feet – is a portrait of humanity in the role 

of monarch (or at least viceroy) on the earth, then there is a further implication that management of its 

water, both for beauty and for fruitfulness, is one of our God-given responsibilities. 

 

A concluding quotation from George MacDonald:  

 

„There is no water in oxygen, no water in hydrogen: it comes bubbling fresh from the imagination of the 

living God, rushing from under the great white throne of the glacier. The very thought of it makes one gasp 

with an elemental joy no metaphysician can analyse. The water itself, that dances, and sings, and slakes 

the wonderful thirst – symbol and picture of that draught for which the woman of Samaria made her prayer 

to Jesus – this lovely thing itself, whose very wetness is a delight to every inch of the human body in its 

embrace – this live thing which, if I might, I would have running through my room, yea, babbling along my 

table – this water is its own self its own truth, and is therein a truth of God.‟ [6]  

 

Notes 

[1] T. Fretheim, God & World: A Relational Theology of Creation, 2005, p. 36 

[2] D.J.A. Clines, Job 21-37 (Word Biblical Commentary), 2006, p. 870 

[3] Clines, Job 38-42 (Word Biblical Commentary), 2011, p. 1111 

[4] D. Green, „When the Gardener Returns: An Ecological Perspective on Adam‟s Dominion‟, in N. J. Toly & D. I. Block, eds., 

Keeping God‟s Earth: The Global Environment in Biblical Perspective, Apollos, 2010, pp. 267-275 

[5] The Tell Siran Inscription, quoted by Green, p. 272 

[6] George MacDonald, Unspoken Sermons, third series, „The Truth‟, quoted in C. S. Lewis, George MacDonald: An Anthology, 

Bles, 1946, extract 188 
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Just Add Water: transforming communities  

by providing the missing ingredient 
Barbara Brighouse, Director, Christian Engineers in Development 

 

(n.b. – this article is an edited version of the talk given by Barbara Brighouse at the JRI Environment Day Conference 

held at Redcliffe College, Gloucester on 3
rd

 March 2012 – ed. There are accompanying slides that illustrate aspects of 

this talk, and there is a link to these on the editorial page above) 

 

Introduction; is water the only missing ingredient? 

You may have come across this product in a well-known supermarket in the months leading up to 

Christmas; this is Mary Berry‟s traditional cake mix. Mary Berry says “so here it is, my Christmas cake in a 

bag, ready for you to get baking.” I have to tell you that I had already made my cake at this stage, but being 

curious and also a bit of a sceptic when it comes to food like this, I thought I‟d have a look and see what it 

said on the packet. Now we all know that when we buy dry mix like this we have got to add some sort of 

fluid, but I thought that there is probably a bit more to it than that. So I was surprised to see that this is what 

it says on the back; it gives you a shopping list. So for the cake you need 4 medium eggs, one orange, one 

lemon and 210 grams of unsalted butter. For the icing you need another egg and a teaspoon of lemon 

juice; that is your shopping list but then you have got some equipment and you need to have this as well. 

An 18 or 20 cm round cake tin, non-stick baking parchment, foil and a cake board or a flat plate, and if you 

want your cake to look like Mary Berry‟s you also need some holly and some red ribbon. So I thought my 

skepticism was well-founded; it is not quite a Christmas cake in a bag, is it? 

 

What about this one; this is Aunt Bessie‟s traditional Yorkshire pudding mix and Aunt Bessie says “I always 

use the best ingredients to create my perfect Yorkshire pudding mix.” Aunt Bessie says “just add water” so I 

thought that this is going to be better. And it is, you have only got to add water – but that is not quite the 

whole story is it? Because you need a whisk, you need a bowl, you have got to have the right sort of cake 

tin and you have got to have an oven; otherwise you have just got a soggy mess!   

 

So, quite apart from those issues then of the ingredients and the equipment, if you were to take one of 

these bags away and make a Christmas Cake – and we all did that and then came back to compare our 

cakes, I am willing to bet they wouldn‟t all be the same, because there is that human element that comes in 

as well. That is a bit like water projects. You see, as Frank [Greaves] and Sue [Yardley] have already 

stated [in the article above – ed.], it is not just the water that is the missing ingredient. I, perhaps rather 

glibly, called this talk “just add water …... how adding that missing ingredient can transform communities”.  

And I believe it can and it does transform communities, but actually it is not quite that straightforward. 

 

[refer to slides – ed.] 

 

CED projects - Tanzania 

I want to illustrate that today by talking about a couple of projects that CED have been involved with in 

Tanzania. I am sure that many of you here know Tanzania much better than I do, but here is a map for 

those not quite so familiar. You will see that on the coast the major city is Dar Es Salaam, the capital, and 

just about in the centre of the country is Dodoma.  Just south of Dodoma is Iringa. Our partners in Tanzania 

are the Anglican Church of Tanzania and, more specifically, the Diocese of Ruaha, and Iringa is where they 

are based.  To give you some idea of scale, from Dar, on the coast, to Iringa is about 500 kilometres. 
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I am going to refer to these two projects as the Kilolo and the Pwaga projects, they had rather more fancy 

titles than that, but we‟ll keep it simple today. The design population for one is 13,000 and the other 22,500, 

so these are quite sizeable projects. Perhaps, to put it into context, towns around here like Cirencester, or 

Witney, have populations of around 22/23,000, so it is a significant number of people.  

 

The cost per person of these projects was roughly the same.  It is shown in Euros because most of our 

funding came in Euros. The Pwaga project cost a little bit more than the Kiloli per person and you will see 

later on why that was. Our major funders were the EU, and we are very grateful to them, and also to 

tearfund for their significant support as well as all the other groups. I have already said that the Diocese of 

Ruaha were our partners on both of these projects. We worked quite closely with the District Water 

Department and so their technicians were involved on both of these projects. The communities were also 

expected to be involved.  They weren‟t expected to contribute financially, that would have been very hard 

for them, but they were expected to contribute their labour; digging the trenches for the pipes, helping carry 

materials where it wasn‟t possible to get them there by vehicle, and perhaps digging sand out of river beds, 

wherever they could. Both water supplies were supplied by gravity, via a pipeline, to storage tanks in the 

communities and then from there to tap stands. 

 

Again, as you have already heard this morning, not just water, but sanitation is needed as well as health 

and hygiene education too; these again were necessary elements for both of these projects. The way we 

brought improved sanitation to these communities was by selecting a group of women from each of the 

villages that were served and provided them training to make concrete pit latrine slabs. So the project 

provided the training, provided the materials, the women then got on with making these slabs themselves. 

They could sell them in their communities at a subsidised rate and they kept that money themselves; the 

idea being that after the project had finished, they could buy more materials and they could carry on and, 

hopefully, the up-take of these latrine slabs would carry on long after we had left.  Health and hygiene – the 

education was delivered by quite an extensive programme of seminars, again exactly the same for both 

projects. 

 

The differences in the projects 

Now, there are some very important differences, because whilst both of these project areas are within easy 

striking distance of Iringa, they are very, very different. Kilolo is south of Iringa, it is in the southern 

highlands, it is at a height of 1600/1700 metres above sea level and really it is a very pleasant climate. 

Pwaga, on the other hand, is north of Iringa and it is down in the Rift Valley – not nearly so pleasant. 

Because of those very different locations, obviously there are very different amounts of rainfall that these 

communities are receiving – almost twice as much in Kilolo as in Pwaga, and you will see that I have said 

that in the case of Pwaga it is a semi-arid area; 700-800 millimetres of rain per year is not an insignificant 

amount.  It is similar to what much of the UK receives; in fact in the South East of the UK we probably get 

less than that. However, in Pwaga – as I have said already – it is very hot, the evapotranspiration rates are 

very high and so it is classed as a semi-arid area. 

 

The water source is also very different. In Kilolo we made use of springs, high up above the communities; 

some located in a forest reserve, so nice and protected. In Pwaga, really the only choice was to use water 

from the Little Ruaha River and down in the valley it is really quite dry for much of the year; different water 

sources and very different situations. With the spring water no treatment is required, so nice and simple; 

but the river water carries a very high sediment level (particularly in the rainy season) and it gets heavily 

contaminated so it has to be treated. This is something you normally want to do on a community water 

project, but there was no choice. The treatment that it will receive is coagulation, adding alum to the water 

and mixing it in, allowing the sediment to settle out in a sediment tank, then passing it through a slow sand 

filter and then adding some chlorine. It all goes through that system by gravity. There is nothing there that is 
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very difficult, technically, but of course it is all adding quite a lot to the capital cost and also to the running 

cost, since the communities have got to be able to buy those chemicals that they need. 

 

I‟m trying to give you some idea of scale and layout of the two projects. The Kilowo project is where you 

can see on the right hand side a green area, [refer to slides] which is the forest reserve, and you may make 

out the four squares which represent the four springs that come together to a small break pressure tank 

and then that pipeline goes on down to a village. To give you some idea of scale, from the break pressure 

tank down to the lowest tank is about 17 kilometres. There are four villages, so there is one tank in each 

village, plus a small tank for the people living outside one of the villages along a track. There is also one at 

Kilolo secondary school, which is also run by the Diocese of Ruaha. From those tanks there will be a 

distribution system within each of the villages. 

 

On the map for Pwaga, [refer to slides]  the river runs from south to north, the black square shows the 

water treatment works, and the black dots represent the eight villages that are being served by this supply; 

the blue dots are water tanks. As well as the blue dots, there are a couple of tanks that were there already 

and which have been refurbished to be used in this scheme. You may also see a couple of arrows which 

indicate future extensions. This project serves eight villages, but there are actually fourteen villages in the 

Pwaga area. To try and build a scheme that could cope and serve all of those villages all in one go would 

have taken us well over the grant limit that the EU were offering, so we had to scale back but are hoping to 

do the second phase of this project before too long. The main delivery pipe that runs from the intake 

towards the point marked „K2‟ is designed to carry the full flow that is required for all fourteen villages. It is 

about 24 kilometres from intake to the end of the pressure pipe.  Most of it is pvc, but in some places it has 

to be cast iron; it depends on what the ground is like. 

 

Rather than giving you more statistics, I thought I would give you some comments from the community 

members as to what life was like for them before these projects, because I think that probably speaks to 

you more. 

 

Why were they afraid?  Girls at risk of molestation and rape, risk of attack from animals, especially in 

Pwaga, with a threat from crocodiles in the river – something not to be taken lightly. In one of the villages 

that we hope will be reached in the second phase of this project, we discovered that about five people a 

year get eaten by crocodiles while collecting water. It is a case of people knowing what they ought to do, 

but not being able to do it. The need to collect water occupies people‟s time and thoughts and it saps their 

energy. 

 

[Refer to slides]. See the slides with photos taken after the water project was completed; a tap stand at 

Kilolo primary school; at the dispensary in Kilolo, an improved latrine – before there would just have been 

some rough bits of wood, some branches laid across the hole; not really safe at all and certainly not 

possible to keep clean. See the photos of the slabs that the women would have been making; an outcome 

from some of the health and hygiene education seminars – a tipi-tap (a simple device, some sort of 

container filled with water and mounted on a stick and then the lower stick is used as a foot lever; depress 

that with your foot, the container tips up and out comes enough water to wash your hands). Two really good 

things about this are that, first of all, your hands don‟t have to touch anything else apart from the water itself 

and the ash, or soap, that you are using and, secondly, it is very economical on water. Apparently you can 

use as little as 8 teaspoons to wash your hands.   

 

Photos of solar disinfection; the easiest way of disinfecting water – recommended by the World Health 

Organisation, and it just uses ordinary plastic bottles (with their labels removed) put out in the sun where 

UVA light does its work. It is usually recommended that they are left in the sun all day (this depends a little 
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on conditions, if cloudy it needs to be longer). They are placed on a reflector, because the higher the 

temperature, the quicker the process is.   

 

Another advantage of treating water in this way is that the water is already in a container. A lot of 

contamination is introduced by people, once they have got their water – it is clean when they get it – but 

then they introduce contamination by tipping it into other containers and dipping other containers into the 

main water container. If you can keep the water in the bottle you have treated it in, it is one other risk you 

are eliminating. You may wonder why the people are still treating their water. Government policy is to tell 

people that they should boil their water whatever. This is not always possible, and also people don‟t like to 

do it in any case, because they say they don‟t like the taste. If people don‟t like the taste they are not going 

to do it. This process doesn‟t affect the taste so that is a good thing. The other thing is that, up to now, the 

water treatment works hasn‟t been fully operational, so they did still need to treat their water. 

 

[Refer to slides]. Here are a couple of photos of outcomes of the project that perhaps you wouldn‟t initially 

be looking for, but really they are just examples of people having more time because they don‟t have to 

spend hours collecting water. You need time to put plants around your house; they are not growing them 

for food, but just to make the place look a bit nicer. In Pwaga if you visit now, you will see piles of bricks 

everywhere and half-built buildings as well – again evidence of people having more time and, of course, the 

availability of water to do this sort of thing. 

 

The challenges in the projects 

I could finish here, but it wouldn‟t be giving you a complete, or an entirely honest picture, because not 

everything went very smoothly and there are still issues to resolve in Pwaga.  There are also marked 

differences between these two projects. By and large, the Kilolo project went quite well, not without its 

problems, but it did go fairly smoothly. It was completed on time and within budget. There was one 

particularly enthusiastic group of latrine slab makers, there was a good Water Users Association committee 

and that is what you need for sustainability. I should, perhaps, say that it is national policy in Tanzania that 

every rural water supply is managed and maintained by the communities, so one of the first things that 

needs to be done in any project is to set up that Water Users Association and elect a committee.   

 

Things at Pwaga were not quite so straight forward. This was mainly due to the human element. We put in 

the same ingredients, if you like, but we didn‟t get out quite the same result. [Refer to slides] This is an 

intake on the Little Ruaha River; it is the intake for an irrigation canal and it has been there for some time.  

At the start of our project in April 2008 it was agreed that we could use this intake for our water supply. That 

was fine, but in February 2009 the Irrigators Users Association changed their minds. I don‟t know why, or 

what happened in that time, but they became convinced that somehow if we took water at the same place, 

they were going to have less water – which wasn‟t going to be the case at all, but they couldn‟t be 

convinced. They could have been made to let the community use the same point for their intake, but we felt 

that it wasn‟t worth pushing that because any disputes in future would jeopardise the whole sustainability of 

the project – after all if you have got no water, you have no water project. That was in February, the middle 

of the rainy season, and so it wasn‟t until July that any work could be started on a new intake, so we were 

already a year and three or four months into the project. Nothing started on the intake and also this was 

adding considerably to the cost. We have a new intake, downstream of the irrigation canal, and it is in a 

side-channel of the main river. It added considerable cost to the project and is quite a big construction. 

 

So the intake was the first problem. The settlement tank at the treatment works had a nice safety handrail 

all the way round the tank, but someone came along with a hacksaw and helped themselves to part of the 

railing. I don‟t know why, but they obviously thought they could put it to better use, or get some money for it. 

It is not critical, but it is very disappointing when things like that happen. Not just there, but at the pipeline 

crossing the Ho Ho River – quite a substantial river – somebody helped themselves to some of the bolts 
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from a flanged joint and, of course, the pipe is leaking. As we went round looking at some of the tap stands, 

we were very disappointed to see that they weren‟t all connected up. There would be a pipe coming to near 

this nicely constructed tap stand, but it wasn‟t actually joined. Again, this was not shoddy workmanship, but 

another example of theft. The stop cocks had been used, made of brass, and people were stealing these to 

melt down the brass to make bullets.  There were quite a lot of herdsmen in the area and on at least two 

occasions already they have speared the pipe to get water for their cattle. Obviously they need water for 

their cattle, that is fair enough, but they were invited right at the start of the project to join in with the rest of 

the community (with all the various mobilisation seminars, etc.), to be involved and have their say but, for 

whatever reason, they didn‟t turn up. 

 

The other disappointing thing at the moment – remember the solar disinfection – was that when the 

evaluators visited Pwaga last July, they were really quite enthusiastic and said „everywhere you go you can 

see water bottles in the sun‟. I was there in January and despite looking quite hard, I didn‟t see a single 

water bottle. I asked what had happened and apparently because it was then the rainy season people were 

out working in the fields most of the day, away from home, and they were worried that if they left their 

bottles out in the sun they would disappear; so they have stopped. Obviously, a little bit more hygiene-

education is required. 

 

There is some good news. The Water Users Association committee has employed a Water Manager and 

both the committee members and the Water Manager are very strong personalities, very committed and 

they are already tackling some of these issues. That is very good – they are tackling them, not us, and not 

the Diocese.   

 

Not everything is quite as it should be in Kilolo either. During the course of the Kilolo project the 

Government decided that Kilolo would become a District. Before that, it had been a part of Iringa District. 

So when we knew there were going to be a lot more people coming into the area, with a new town being 

built, we wanted to make it quite clear that this project was for the rural community only.  That was agreed.  

However, the new District Offices in Kilolo are located above the storage tank in the village and the officials 

have decided that they can‟t wait for the town‟s water supply. The District Commissioner, no less, has 

arranged for a pump to be installed that takes water from that tank up to the offices. That is a very difficult 

situation for the Water Users Association committee. The District Commissioner is a powerful man, and 

there is not much they can do about it. So, with the best will in the world, you don‟t always know what is 

going to happen. Some things you can plan for and others you can‟t. 

 

Christine, the Diocesan Development Officer on the Pwaga project, is a very experienced lady who had 

been doing that job for a long time and her forte is community mobilisation. When she says that this is the 

hardest project she has ever worked on, it does say something about the project. The other thing that 

Christine used to say, with a sigh, was “Ah, these people in Pwaga – they are just not like the people in 

Kilolo.” The people are not that far away from each other – but they are different; one tribe up in Kilolo, and 

more of a mixture of people in Pwaga – and they reacted in different ways. Kilolo people are very engaged 

and enthusiastic and their enthusiasm has spread to communities around. It is much harder to get people 

engaged in Pwaga. 

 

I want to ask you a question. I wonder when the last time you lost sleep over something was. Do you have 

something on your mind? I don‟t know about you, but what I was worrying about a couple of weeks ago, 

was quite different from I am worrying about this week – because life for me is like that, there is always 

some issue to deal with, but it gets dealt with and then you are on to the next problem. But maybe some of 

you have got more long-term issues that you are facing, something on your mind perhaps that is not just 

going to go away and which you feel a bit powerless to do anything about. I wonder if you could put a price 

on having that anxiety removed. If you could put a cost on it what would it be worth to you if someone could 
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remove that anxiety? If you remember one of the first comments I put up [refer to slides], someone said, 

“we weren‟t sleeping because of water, all our thoughts were on water.”  It just occurred to me that that 

£40/45 per person that it has cost to remove that anxiety is worth it, just for that reason, never mind all the 

other benefits of more time for income-generating projects; better health; more time for school for the girls; 

all those things – but just for that one thing. A lot of anxieties can‟t be removed, we can‟t do anything about 

them, but this is one we can do something about. 

 

So to finish on a more positive note, here are comments that people made after the project finished, talking 

about the difference that it has made [refer to slides]. 

 

This last one is my favourite, “the water project has brought some kind of revolution; the life we live now is 

very different from the life we used to live.”   

 

So, just add water – oh yes, water can transform communities, but it is not always quite that easy.    

 

Questions and Answers – from the floor 

 

Q.   You have obviously explained how the people benefit physically from the water project in the sense 

of more time, can they see fairly soon the health benefits as well as the sanitation and the hygiene – is that 

apparent to the local people themselves? 

 

A. It does take longer and that is one of the problems we face really. If funders want an evaluation, 

they want it within the life-cycle of the project, whereas what you really need to do is evaluation two, three, 

five years afterwards. So at the end you can start to see some improvements, yes. Ideally, what you want 

to do is get the community to carry on doing their own evaluations, their own monitoring and then, in that 

way, there is more chance that they themselves do see the benefits going on. You do see from the 

comments that somebody could tell already that their health had improved, but it is not always apparent 

because there are other factors coming into play. 

 

Q. What about the communities…and issues further down the supply chain? 

 

A. This is only just starting, because of various issues. There is a sense in which that is not – we don‟t 

know yet quite how that is going to work out.  The important thing is, I think, that the community has been 

working with the District Water Department right from the start.  One of the technicians has now been 

allocated to the community for the next year, so he is going to stay there and help sort things out. That sort 

of linkage is what is very important, because they have got someone to whom they can go if they have got 

any issues. We are not going to be there, the Diocese is still there of course, but it is the District Water 

Department that is going to help them out. There is a Treatment Plant in Iringa town and they are getting 

their chemicals nearby, so yes it is possible. The Water Users Association is collecting money from 

households on a monthly basis which will cover the cost of those chemicals and two operatives for the 

Treatment Works. 

 

Q. What is the logistics of, every so often, having to clean out filters; is there a back-up system they 

can use whilst they are getting cleaned out, or do you have to shut down for a few days? 

A. There are some treated water tanks at the Treatment Works, so you have a bit of back-up just 

having that water stored there. We are hoping to extend the Treatment Works anyway, so there will be 

more than one sand filter, so that when one is being cleaned, the other is in use. 

 

Q The damage that has been caused as a result of vandalism, is that recorded and solutions sought 

before the next project, by designing in vandal-proof pipes? 
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A. There is a limited amount that you can do. One thing ideally that you would do is that on any valve 

chamber you would put a padlock, so that people can‟t come and adjust the valves so that their particular 

village gets more than their fair share of water. That is relatively easy, but for some of these other things 

there is not a lot you can do. But you just reminded me of one thing that I didn‟t say – you remember that I 

said that the herdsmen had speared the pipe in a couple of places – when I was there recently we came 

across some members of the Water Users Association committee and the Water Manager and they had 

just come from a meeting with the herdsmen to try and address that issue. That was a good sign in itself 

and they had agreed that some cattle troughs would be provided. There is a slight issue around that really, 

I know cattle need water, but it somehow didn‟t seem quite right that community members were paying to 

treat water that was then to be given to cattle. But what we hadn‟t realised (had they come to the meetings 

at the start we might have done) was that because of the irrigation canal, the extent of the land that is being 

cultivated has grown and whereas the herdsmen used to be able to take their cattle to the river to water 

them, the river is actually becoming cut off to them more and more as time goes on, so they do need water.  

These are issues that are not immediately apparent, unless people tell you. 

 

Q. What about the on-going maintenance and the wear and tear, how does that get resolved?  Do they 

have to pay rent for the water, or do you have funded an extra project? 

 

A. There is a levy on each household, something like if you are a member of the Water Users 

Association - 1,000 shillings (which is only just over 40p per month). You pay more if you are not a member 

of the Association. Because it is quite a big population that we are talking about, there are sufficient funds 

to cover that sort of thing. 

 

Q. Are the populations there primarily Christian, or if not, how has that changed any relationship 

between the church and the local people? 

 

A. Both of these communities are quite mixed, I don‟t know exact statistics, but it is probably half 

Christian and half Muslim. That would certainly be fairly typical in Tanzania.  We have had comments that 

say that now they see the church in action, they understand more what it is all about, so yes, hopefully it is 

changing perceptions and the Diocese‟s principle is that it is there to serve whole communities. 

 

Q. Tell us something about the organisation as a whole and how Christian engineers relate to it; is it a 

network, or is it a charity, or just a few individuals? 

 

A. CED has been running since the mid-1980s and basically we are a membership organisation, so 

nearly all our members are engineers of one sort or another and we don‟t initiate projects, people come to 

us and we might help by doing feasibility studies and then doing design work. Then perhaps we have to get 

involved in fund-raising and then we oversee projects. So we tend to have overall responsibility, if we are 

fund-holders we have to have that overall responsibility, but obviously as much as possible it is local people 

and organisations that are doing the work.  There is some literature available to find out more. 

 

Q Can you tell us about the way in which there were negotiations over the use of the land for putting 

the piping in – or perhaps there wasn‟t any negotiation at all?  

  

A I don‟t think that is actually much of an issue, except locally in certain places where the route of the 

pipe had to be negotiated with local people if it was on the edge of a compound, or something like that, but 

the overall route was not really disputed very much. 
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Q I lived some years ago in rural Ghana and we had a situation in the village where I lived, where the 

chieftancy was in dispute with all sorts of problems, but we had a very nice water system which had fallen 

into disrepair and it was really interesting, We worked with tearfund at that time and talking to people there 

was a strong resistance to repairing the pumps and the whole system. They had lots of reasons, one was 

they liked the taste of the green river water and they also enjoyed (they said) the time away from their 

husbands, going down to the water. How much of that do you really encounter in your work, that resistance 

and the „we like it the old way‟ or was it just that our particular village was unusual? 

 

A No, I don‟t think I have come across that. People‟s perceived need is for ready access to water. 

They don‟t perceive a need for sanitation or health and hygiene education in the same way, but water – 

yes, because it is such a big part of their lives. 

 

Q Can you say anything more financial collection, or has that literally just started where people are 

paying a little bit towards the upkeep of the system. 

 

A In Pwaga they have only just started collecting it, the project has really only just finished. It is the 

responsibility of the Water Users Association committee to do that. I don‟t know more than that really, I 

don‟t know if they will encounter difficulties or not. At Kilolo they would have had the same principle; the 

people would have to pay something and certainly they got that fund going earlier actually.  Again, it is 

different communities – in Kilolo local leadership donated some money right at the start, so people could 

see that they were really behind this project, so the fund was actually reasonably substantial before the 

project was finished. The leaders there did just take that bit more initiative; good role models. 

 

Q In my experience it is not always as easy to persuade people that, even though they have got a new 

system like that, they should start to contribute on a regular basis and there are logistics and there are 

cultural barriers, so I wondered if there was any sense of history on how regularly it was being collected? 

 

A As far as I know it is not an issue in Kilolo. Pwaga have not gone far enough to find out, but it is the 

sort of thing that would have been tackled in the seminars, the mobilisation seminars and the maintenance 

seminars too. 

 

Q Now most local households have to pay for their water, what happens to those households that 

aren‟t really able to pay for the water – are they still having to go over to the river? 

 

A I don‟t actually know in this case how they would resolve that issue, but that is going to be the case 

in any community; there are some people who just cannot afford to pay.  I‟m not sure how they are tackling 

that, sorry. 
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Introduction 

This year, ecologists in Senegal began an ambitious new project. 

They are planning to plant a 9-mile wide band of trees that spans 

the whole width of Africa. They can‟t do it alone, of course. With 

support from the African Union, it will carry on past Senegal‟s 

borders into Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso and on across the 

continent. The forest will be 4,000 miles long, will cross 11 countries 

and end in Djibouti on the East coast. Dubbed „the Great Green 

Wall‟, it has one purpose; to stop the southwards march of the 

Sahara desert. [1]  

 

I don‟t know enough about forestry to know if it will work or not, even if 

it is ever completed. The Sahara is advancing at 30 miles per year, so I don‟t know if it will happen fast 

enough, but if it succeeds, it may turn out to be one of the iconic projects of the climate change age. It is a 

symbol of cooperation in the face of creeping ecological disaster, and of hope that the Sahara‟s advance 

can be halted. For me, it has a spiritual echo too.  

 

There are many deserts in the Bible. As you might expect for a book with Middle Eastern origins, it has a 

certain preoccupation with water, and the lack of it. Abraham deals with squabbles over water rights [2]. 

Genesis tells us in some detail about the wells that Isaac digs [3]. Both Jacob and Moses meet their future 

wives by watering their flocks, perhaps returning the favour for Isaac, where the story is reversed and 

Rebekah drew the water [4]. Moses goes on to face a thirsty and mutinous rabble more than once, leading 

the people of Israel from one waterhole to the next, with miraculous intervention in between [5].  

 

In an arid land, water cannot be taken for granted. It is a matter of life and death, and it‟s hardly surprising 

that it bubbles over into poetry and metaphor too. The book of Job celebrates a God who waters the land 

even when nobody lives there [6]. The psalmist thirsts for God [7]. Jesus describes himself as living water 

and invites us to drink [8]. Revelation includes rivers and springs in its depictions of paradise [9].  

 

Deserts happen 

Water is a sign of blessing, of settlement, safety and home-making. Conversely, drought and desertification 

are curses, the two sides of the equation spelled out in no uncertain terms in Moses‟ covenant. “The Lord 

will open the heavens,” says Moses of an obedient people, “to send rain on your land in season.” 

Disobedience reaps the opposite. “The sky over your head will be bronze, the ground beneath you iron. 

The Lord will turn the rain of your country into dust.” [10]  

 

http://www.sgmlifewords.com/
http://www.makewealthhistory.org/
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Amid the threats of invasion and disease, the prophets‟ warnings have an unmistakeably ecological 

dimension. Neglect the law of God, abandon the ways of the forefathers and you can expect the rains to fail 

and the land to dry up. Expect the olives to drop before they ripen. Expect jackals and thistles.  

 

A desert isn‟t just a place; a desert is also a process. Deserts happen and there are reasons why. A dry 

land can quickly turn to desert when it is over-farmed or over-grazed. Soil loses its fertility and dries out, 

blowing away in the wind. As the ground dries and compacts, new rain that falls washes away instead of 

soaking into the ground. Age-old cycles of wet seasons and dry seasons, dieback and new growth, can be 

broken. Ecosystems that have lasted for millennia are suddenly disrupted, thrown out of balance and 

destroyed in a matter of years. Deserts can be created by geological events. More often they are the result 

of short-term thinking, an attitude of exploitation rather than stewardship.  

 

Good land management is a relationship, and the people of Israel held their promised land on the condition 

that they preserved it for future generations [11]. It was not just a gift to them, but an inheritance for all time. 

They held it in trust, passing it on to their children and their children‟s children. If they failed to honour that 

long-term perspective and overworked the land, then erosion and desertification would be the very natural 

result. The land would become unfertile, uninhabitable, and the people would have to move. One 

generation‟s recklessness would ripple into the next, an inheritance squandered.  

 

If the people do not take care of the land, the land will take care of the people, as the end of 2 Chronicles 

sadly notes. Jerusalem falls, its citizens dragged away to exile in Babylon, and “the land enjoyed its 

Sabbath rests; all the time of its desolation it rested.” [12] 

 

 

Out in the wilderness 

If you‟ve wrecked your land, you might find yourself wandering in the desert, and the Bible is full of these 

stories too. Cain is condemned to wandering [13]. Hagar and Ishmael are sent away into the desert, 

illegitimate and placeless [14]. Moses flees into it for 40 years, then leads the escapee Israel around it for 

40 more [15]. It‟s a place for rebels, and runaway prophets, a place to hide, to lie low, to be alone [16].  

 

As the inevitable consequence of disobedience, the desert is a place outside God‟s covenant promise. East 

of the garden, on the wrong side of the Jordan, the scapegoat on the Day of Atonement - the wilderness is 

where „wrong‟ ends up [17].  

 

Fortunately, the wandering is a process too. The desert can be a purifying experience, a place of testing 

and burning away the undesired. That‟s certainly the impression we get with Moses and his 40 years as a 

shepherd. The same is true for Nebuchadnezzar, who experiences the strange occurrence of his kingdom 

and his sanity being stripped from him, and then spends seven years living wild, “until his hair grew like the 

feathers of an eagle and his nails like the claws of a bird.” [18] Both Moses and Nebuchadnezzar had been 

accustomed to the riches of the palace court, and both saw it taken away and replaced with the harsh 

realities of life in the wilderness. When the time came for them to return, the work had been done; they 

were older, wiser, humble and ready to be used by God.  

 

Jesus goes willingly into the desert, but his 40 days there are also a time of testing [19]. It‟s the decision-

point, where he turns down the easy option of serving himself, and commits to the harder road that he 

knows is right.  

 

There always seems to be a way back from the desert. When the time is right, God makes Himself known 

and brings people home. Even Cain, the first of the Bible‟s villains, doesn‟t wander off into the sunset. He is 

last seen building a city, and Genesis records seven generations of his line [20]. 



Encounters Mission Journal Issue 42 October 2012 29 of 35 
 

 www.redcliffe.org/encounters  

 

 

 

Deserts can be undone 

Deserts can be a place of encounter with God and a place of transformation; but the deserts themselves 

can be transformed too. The desert is a dead place, and what could be more symbolic of God‟s redemption 

than the return of life? What better picture of God‟s restoration, His new heavens and a new earth?  

 

Psalm 107 describes God turning rivers into dry ground for the wicked, but for the righteous “He turned the 

desert into pools of water and the parched ground into flowing springs”. [5] Ezekiel, who also sees a valley 

of dry bones brought back to life, sees a river run from the temple [22]. 

 

Isaiah is full of desert imagery. He sees a day when “the desert and the parched land will be glad; the 

wilderness will rejoice and blossom.” [23] He sees the Spirit poured out, the desert becoming a field and the 

fields becoming a forest [24]. Isaiah even contains a rather detailed reforestation project: 

 

“I will turn the desert into pools of water, and the parched ground into springs.  I will put in the desert the 

cedar and the acacia, the myrtle and the olive. I will set junipers in the wasteland, the fir and the cypress 

together, so that people may see and know, may consider and understand, that the hand of the Lord has 

done this, that the Holy One of Israel has created it.” [25] 

 

Planting trees in the desert, it transpires, is God‟s own work.  

 

Deserts don‟t have to stay deserts. The curse can be overturned, and the land healed and brought back 

into balance. Wrongs can be righted, and God specialises in renewal and second chances. He has 

promised to make things new, to restore his creation and glorify his son. A vast creeping desert is just a 

larger canvas on which to paint resurrection. 

As climate change takes its toll, we may find our world altered and increasingly hostile. We may have 

cause to regret our attitudes to the land, and the attitudes of previous generations. The choice is always 

open to us - between blessing and curse, stewardship or exploitation.  

 

Senegal is making that choice now, and there is a prophetic side to their decision. Those planting the trees 

today may not be around long enough to benefit, and they can only anticipate a future in which the forest 

has grown and matured. One tree at a time, „the Green Wall‟ will be planted in defiance of the desert, in 

hope that future generations will enjoy a more hospitable landscape.  

 

Lying deep in the mountains of Chad and Sudan are rock paintings that date back 6,000 years. They show 

giraffes, hippos and elephants, suggesting that the Sahara was once grassland, and that people lived and 

hunted in places that are now barren and desolate. [26]  

 

If the Sahara was once full of life, perhaps it can be again.  

 

 

Notes 
[1] The Great Green Wall, Bobby Bascomb, The Ecologist, July 6th 2012, viewable online at 

http://www.theecologist.org/investigations/climate_change/1470663/the_great_green_wall.html (subscription required) 

[2] Genesis 21:25 

[3] Genesis 26:12-33 

[4] Genesis 29:9, Exodus 2:16-17, Genesis 24:19 

[5] Exodus 15:23-25, 17:1-7, Numbers 20:1-13, 21:4-18 

[6] Job 38: 25-27 

[7] Psalm 42:1-2, 63:1, 143:6 
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[8] John 4:10 

[9] Revelation 7:17, 22:1-2 

[10]Deuteronomy 28:12, 23-24 

[11] Deuteronomy 11:8-21 

[12] 2 Chronicles 36:21 

[13] Genesis 4:12 

[14] Genesis 21:8-21 

[15] Acts 7:30, Numbers 32:13 

[16] 1 Samuel 23:14, Leviticus 13:46, 1 Kings 17:2-4 

[17] Genesis 3:23-24, Deuteronomy 3:21-28, Leviticus 16:10 

[18] Daniel 4:33 

[19] Matthew 4:1, Mark 1:12-13, Luke 4:1-13 

[20] Genesis 4:17-18 

[21] Psalm 107:35 

[22] Ezekiel 37:1-14,47:1 

[23] Isaiah 35:1 

[24] Isaiah 32:14-16 

[25] Isaiah 41:18-19 

[26] Green Sahara, Peter de Menocal et al, Nature, 2012, viewable online at 

http://www.nature.com/scitable/knowledge/library/green-sahara-african-humid-periods-paced-by-82884405 
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Us and Them: A Personal Take on Environmental 

Justice from the Perspective of Everyday Life 

 

Steve Moreby, Chartered Environmentalist and Writer of Next Starfish blog 

www.nextstarfish.com 

 

Introduction 

It‟s funny the things that seem to stick in your mind. 

 

I remember a short conversation I once had back in the mid-1990s, at a University Fresher‟s Fayre, an 

event where all the various clubs and societies try to encourage you to sign-up. I was stopped by an over-

keen representative of a particular student political society, and he asked what causes and issues I felt 

strongly about. Answering that I was studying Environmental Science, he replied “The Environment is just 

like living in a shared student house – no one likes living in dirty home, and no one likes having to tidy up 

someone else‟s mess”. 

I clearly remember feeling a little „put-out‟ that he was deliberately over-simplifying what I thought was a 

much more complicated subject - I was about to start studying my Environmental Science Masters course 

after all! But now, twenty years later, I think he actually put it rather well. 

He‟d made a link that I hadn‟t back then; that issues of „the Environment‟ aren‟t just about the what, where, 

how and why, but also who - who is responsible for damaging and depleting the environment and who is 

suffering because of it ? In other words, it's not only about how messy the house has become and how 

much food is left, but also about who made the mess, who has to live in it and clean it up, and who's been 

raiding the fridge. 

 

The Bad News… 

We all know the bad news; the world is facing some troubling statistics: 

When I was born in 1969 the population of the world was 3.6 billion; [1] it has nearly doubled during my 

lifetime, recently passing the 7 billion mark. [2] That means we've another 22,000 mouths to feed every 

dinner-time, and were likely to add another 2 billion people before population stabilises. [3] That‟s a lot 

more food, water, sanitation, clothes, homes, healthcare, schools and jobs the world‟s going to have to 

provide, if we‟re to give everyone a remotely-decent quality of life. 

Unfortunately, as well as population growth, there are two more things happening at the same time. 

 

Firstly, we‟re all consuming far more than we used to. Our societies are more developed than they‟ve ever 

been before; our supermarkets are fuller and our roads and skies are busier. In the rich world most of us 

now take any number of things for granted, from body-scanners to high-speed internet, which didn‟t even 

exist only a generation ago. 

It‟s not just our societies that have been changing, but also we, ourselves. Consumerism has been on the 

rise for over 50 years, as we‟ve all increasingly sought to „buy our way to happiness and meaning‟, partly as 

a response to the erosion of close family units, social structures and communities, caused by the pace and 

fragmentation of modern life, leaving many with a sense of anxiety and lack of fulfilment. 

http://www.nextstarfish.com/
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This dream of material happiness has been sold through advertising and entertainment around the entire 

world, who now all want to drive a car, own an ipad and eat like an American. Who can blame them? 

Secondly we‟ve started to run-up against limits - the world simply isn‟t an infinite larder of resources. [4] 

Just as the Easter Islanders must have discovered that they‟d cut down almost all their trees, [5] or 

Mauritius sailors discovered that they‟d eaten almost all the dodos, [6] we are now starting to realise there 

aren‟t that many more fish left in the sea after all, [7] and there aren‟t that many minerals left in the ground. 

[8] 

 

More Lessons from the Student House 

Returning to our student house metaphor again; we have more students crowded into rooms than ever 

before, everyone wants more and more stuff, quite a few of the rooms are by now, frankly, a bit of a tip and 

the cupboards are starting to look bare. 

It‟s a bleak enough picture, even without mentioning the prospect of global warming, but there is something 

else we need to know to get the full understanding. 

Many of the students are hungry and uncertain where their next meal is coming from, and a couple are 

actually starving. Most of them don‟t get to use the toilet for their daily business and a couple of them don‟t 

even get to drink clean water from the tap; only the dirty water from the garden. 

Yet a couple of the students are very well fed, in fact one eats so much they‟re unhealthily overweight, 

hoarding most of the food delivered to the house for themselves. They‟re stronger and more powerful than 

the other students, and get to call most of the shots when it comes to sharing things out, and have done 

rather well for themselves, with several of the poor hungry students working hard to make things for the 

richer, more powerful ones, just so they can get enough to eat. 

It‟s not just that the size of the world‟s pie is getting smaller; it‟s that all the slices are so uneven. 

This is the point where environmental science gives way to environmental justice. 

 

Environmental Justice (and Social Justice too!) 

 

There are still too many dismissive, or critical, voices of any kind of focus on „the environment‟, or of action 

directed towards protecting it. Anyone championing environmental, or green causes is often still portrayed 

as a tree-hugging, bleeding-heart liberal, campaigning to „save the whale‟ and trying to convert everyone to 

eating knitted soya muesli, no doubt at the cost of „real world jobs and growth‟. Regrettably, many of these 

detractors are Christians, perhaps wary of any suggestion of holding „Mother Earth‟ in too elevated a status, 

or perhaps too unfamiliar with the science to appreciate the connection between poverty, resources and the 

environment, or, most regrettably of all, perhaps too complacent in their own isolated religious 

communities, ignorant of the plight of millions around the globe, as well as in their own back-yards. 

The reality, of course, is that if in our compassion with others we want the best for people, for them to live 

fulfilled, happy, healthy lives, free from disease, conflict, terror, abuse and material need, then we must do 

what we can to maintain and improve the environment that sustains them. That means clean water to drink 

and irrigate crops, decent sanitation to safeguard health and prevent disease, fertile soil to grow sufficient 

food, unpolluted air to breathe, a fair share of the world‟s natural resources to develop economies, jobs and 

futures, and, ideally, the ability to do it all without destroying every last remaining refuge of the natural 

world, with its accompanying diversity of life. 
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I believe environmental justice and social justice are inexorably linked, and we cannot remedy, nor sustain, 

one without the other. 

 

Personal Responses and an Eco-missional Strategy 

So what should we do? 

There is clearly great need for help and support in impoverished communities throughout the globe, not 

only in the developing world, but also, in all likelihood, within 10 minutes‟ walk from where you‟re sitting 

right now. There are facilities to be built, systems to be put in place, training and education to be delivered, 

money, food and resources to be given, and most of all compassion, friendship, solidarity and love to be 

shared. 

We‟ve learned the lessons of the past; we know we shouldn‟t think of it as us and them; that we can‟t 

simply arrive as arrogant outsiders from the rich world professing to have all the answers. We know it‟s 

important to work with local people if they are to feel a sense of „ownership‟, in order for „solutions‟ to be 

sustainable. We know we must be culturally-sensitive, and take care to learn as much from them, as they 

learn from us. 

I believe that when done well, mission of this kind, working closely with the poor, whether in the developing 

world, or struggling communities closer to home, is immensely valuable. 

But I also believe there is another, equally important, type of mission we are also called to engage in; being 

an advocate for change in the lives of those of us fortunate enough to live in the rich world. After all, the 

main reason many are so poor, is that a few of us are so rich. When it comes to the world‟s wealth, it is 

undeniably a case of us and them. 

It‟s also a sad fact that most of us will affect the world far more through how we spend our money, than by 

what we personally do. One way of looking at the „footprint‟ of our lives is to consider how much land, 

energy and water is needed to grow the food we eat (and waste) and to make the stuff we buy.   

Technology and cheap energy have shrunk the world. We can drive to our „local‟ supermarket 20 miles 

away and stock-up on apples from South Africa, sweetcorn from Chile and wine from New Zealand. While 

we‟re there we can buy some prawns, originally caught off Scotland, flown to Thailand for hand-shelling 

using cheap labour, before being flown back to the UK. [9] We can also buy a new mobile phone handset, 

containing rare earth metals hand-dug from an unsafe mine in the Democratic Republic of Congo by 

workers with very few protections. [10] We can also pick up a few cheap white T-shirts to replace the old 

ones we‟ve just thrown out, made by Bangladeshi women earning 3p per hour. [11] Finally, we can treat 

ourselves to a bar of chocolate at the till, made using cocoa grown and harvested with child slave-labour in 

the Ivory Coast. [12] 

Even without the presence of direct exploitation, our purchases have significant impacts, affecting the lives 

of millions far away – every bunch of Kenyan flowers we buy has been sprayed with pesticides, grown in 

soils bolstered by fertilizers, watered in heavily-irrigated fields, wrapped in plastic cellophane and 

transported by air freight and truck direct to a bucket of water in your local store; all for sale at £3. The 

chemical inputs, the energy requirement, the use of fertile land, the use of clean water, the carbon footprint, 

the waste dumped – do we really want tropical flowers that much ? Ironically, as many of ours are now 

endangered, perhaps we do! 

It‟s true that many of us donate generously in order to develop drinking water boreholes and local irrigation 

schemes in water-stressed parts of the world, important work, but it‟s interesting to think we might at the 

same time be buying back the water from many of these same places. It takes over 800 litres of water to 

produce a disposable nappy, over 10,000 litres of water to grow the cotton in a pair of denim jeans, and 
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over 15,000 litres of water to produce a kilo of beef. [13] This so-called „virtual water‟ is being effectively 

used at our behest by producers of these commodities, often with the result of local insufficient water 

supply elsewhere. 

We teach our children to turn off the tap when brushing their teeth in order to save water (and so we 

should), but the reality is that we live in a relatively wet country, with a well-developed infrastructure and, 

ultimately, the ability to invest whatever money it takes to ensure the taps don‟t run dry! As many others 

around the world are not so fortunate, should we, perhaps, also encourage our children to eat a little less 

meat and imported agricultural produce, buy fewer new pairs of jeans, and consume less in general, in 

order to create a far more significant reduction in global water demand? 

The complex nature of these various interconnections can seem baffling and overwhelming, seemingly 

reducing every decision to a moral conundrum. Is it even possible to live a fully ethical life in our modern 

globalised society? 

 

Conclusion; Stark Biblical Choices 

I personally believe awareness of these issues is tremendously important, as it opens up meaningful 

choices for us, but it‟s also important to feel a sense of connection with the people our choices are 

affecting. However, none of us can be fully aware of all the unintended consequences of our decisions, and 

keeping in mind a couple of well-used maxims might also serve us well as we wrestle with our ethical 

dilemmas: think global, act local and live simply so that others might simply live.  

 

As I near the end of this personal perspective piece, I suspect there is something you‟ve noticed - that I‟ve 

hardly mentioned God so far at all. This is of course deliberate. 

Perhaps strangely for a scientist, I do enjoy debating theology and philosophy, no doubt much to many of 

my friends‟ and colleagues‟ bemusement. But I just don‟t think any kind of complex or scholarly discourse 

on God and man‟s relationship with creation, or the imperative of good stewardship, is necessary, or 

important, in understanding and engaging with issues of environmental justice. 

The Bible and the words of Jesus, in particular, are filled with more than 2,000 verses expressing concern 

and compassion for the poor; 

„He who is gracious to a poor man lends to the Lord‟ (Prov.19:17),  

„Give to him who asks of you, and do not turn away from him who wants to borrow from you‟ (Mat. 5:42), 

 And John the Baptist would answer and say to them „Let the man with two tunics share with him who has 

none, and let him with food do likewise‟‟ (Luk. 3:11), 

„Is this not the fast which I choose, to loosen the bonds of wickedness, to undo the bands of the yoke, and 

to let the oppressed go free, and break every yoke? Is it not to divide your bread with the hungry, and bring 

the poor into the house; when you see him naked, to cover him and not hide yourself from your own flesh?‟ 

(Isa. 58:66). 

Jesus‟ commands to „love our neighbour as ourselves‟ and „do to others as we would have them do to us‟, 

are surely two of the clearest and most unambiguous commands to be found in the Bible. It seems obvious, 

at least to me, that they apply as much to not messing-up the house and not drinking all the milk from the 

fridge, as to anything else. 

This is a message I think those of us with a heart for environmental justice should take more to our own 

churches, as well as to the wider world. 
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[1] World Bank Population Data, via Google Data, viewable at http://bit.ly/RYTPo8  

[2] United Nations News Centre, viewable at http://bit.ly/RYUciD 

[3] United Nations Economic & Social Affairs Division, World Population Until 2300, viewable at (http://bit.ly/V36ieG 

[4] BBC News Reporting: Resource Depletion, Opportunity or Looming Catastrophe (2012), viewable at http://bbc.in/QjvM7b  

[5] Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Survive, Jared Diamond (2005) 

[6] Wikipedia Article: Dodo, viewable at http://bit.ly/Nyixzo  

[7] United Nations: Turning the Tide on Falling Fish Stocks, viewable at http://bit.ly/QjvDRl 

[8] BBC News Reporting: China Warns Rare Earth Reserves are Declining (2012), viewable at (http://bbc.in/QjvSf0 

[9] BBC News Reporting: Seafood Company to Shed 120 Jobs (2006), viewable at http://bbc.in/OU0ykh 

[10] Blood in the Mobile Documentary (2010), viewable at http://bit.ly/nXelrI 

[11] The Independent News Reporting: The Real Price of Cheap Clothes (2006), viewable at http://ind.pn/OU1Z21  

[12] CNN News Reporting: Child Slavery and Chocolate (2012), viewable at (http://bit.ly/OU2NDW  

[13] Wikipedia Article: Virtual Water, viewable at http://bit.ly/Nya4fq 
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