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Living Water

When our daughter Karin was about
three, we were living in Phoenix. She
and | were in the swimming pool, and she
said, “Mommy, what are those white
thingsin the sky?” | looked up and didn’t
see anything. “What do you mean?’ |
asked. Shereplied, “Those puffy white
things.” Then it hit me. They were
clouds. It had been so many months
since we had seen clouds that she didn’t
remember them. I, on the other hand,
taking clouds so much for granted, didn’t
even notice them. | was struck by how
different her childhood was from mine in
terms of climate.

Asachild, growing up herein Maine, |
took rain, and water for that matter,
totally for granted. | took swimming
lessonsin alake. | went for boat rides on
atidal river. And our drinking water
came from the reservoir up the street.
The water was cold and tasty. |
remember when my grandfather came to
visit, he aways commented on how good
the water was at our house. | thought that
was alittle strange until we would go to
his house, in the city, in Massachusetts,
and their water tasted “funny.”

When, as adults, Ron and | moved west —
to Californiaand then Arizona - my
whole relationship with water changed.
I’d never lived in adesert before. We got
asmuch rain in the storm here this

last week as we might get in awhole year
in Phoenix. When it rainsin Phoenix,
children want to go out and play in it,
because it is such anovelty.

The earth is an amazing planet —with a
wide range of environments, terrains, and
species. We are aware today in ways that
never would have occurred to first
century Galileans that really we share one
interconnected climate on this planet.

Our planetary climate has different
manifestations in specific locales, but
each sub-climate is affected by and
affectsthe whole. Our planet functions
as an organic whole.

Unless you have been on a deserted
island for some time, you know that there
isagreat deal of talk these days about the
changesin climate on planet Earth. In
fact, I’'m amazed how much this
conversation has increased just in the last
year. | suspect Al Gore'smovie, “An
Inconvenient Truth” has had an impact on
the conversation. But also the realities of
climatic “events’ have increased the
dialogue. ThisApril has certainly been
an unusual one for us herein Maine.

Climate change is not new to planet
Earth. The climate changed, and at times
rather dramatically, even before there
were human beings. The question
confronting us today is how much our
own activities are affecting climate
change and how will we live with the
consequences? So, what changes do we
need to undertake in our present lifestyles
and international activities to be better
stewards of our home - planet earth?

Today is Earth Day. Thisisthe thirty-
seventh designated Earth Day. In



recognition of this day, | decided to pay
attention to one particular character in
today’ s gospel lesson. It isthe kind of
character we usually give little attention.
It isthe character St. Francis of Assisi (in
his Canticle to the Sun) refersto as
“Sister Water.”

This character isintroduced right at the
beginning of the story. “Jesus showed
himself again to the disciples by the Sea
of Tiberias.” In the gospels this body of
water is aso known as the Sea of Galilee
or Lake Gennesaret. Today itiscalled
Lake Kinneret. This body of water, this
character, was the setting for much of
Jesus' ministry. Throughout the gospels,
we hear stories set in the fishing villages
on its shore — such as Capernaum and
Bethsaida. We hear about sudden storms
on the waters. We hear about empty nets
and then overflowing nets.

It's hard to imagine the story of Jesus
without the Sea of Galilee.

This“sea,” more properly alake, is
Israel’ s largest freshwater lake. Itisfed
by the Jordan River, rainfall and springs
on the northern side. In surface area, itis
about twice the size of Sebago Lake, but
only half as deep. It holds a special place
in the heart and minds of the Jewish
tradition. Asthe rabbis have said,
“Although God has created seven seas,
yet God has chosen this one as his special
delight.”

So what is the condition of the Sea of
Galilee and water, in generd, in Israel
today? | went to the Israel Ministry of
Foreign Affairs website to see what |
could find. It said, “...water is probably
the one single issue that most people
would givefirst placein the list of
priorities..” of environmental concernsin
Israel today. In the beginning decades of

the modern day Israel, the focus was on
national security and economic
development. Asaresult, little attention
was paid to the consequences for the
environment. Now those consequences
are aproblem for national security and
economic development.

Some of theriversin Isragl are so
polluted that people have died from
falling into the rivers. They didn’t die
from the fall but from the exposure to the
toxic waters of the chemically polluted
river.

Israel currently faces the most serious
water crisisinits history. There have
been several years of drought. The
increased demands from the popul ation
and industry have lead to drastic
measures to reduce water consumption.
The one body of water which has
received particular attention is the Sea of
Galilee, Lake Kinneret. Thereisa
Kinneret Management Committee, which
seeks to protect the lake from pollutants
and misuse. When the level of the Lake
begins to drop to the danger point, which
is does these days, people sit up and take
notice.

The Sea of Galilee, our “ Sister Water,” is
aliteral and figurative symbol of the
quality of lifein Israel. Will it be “living
water” for generations to come? Will this
water, as St. Francis says, be “useful, and
humble, and precious, and pure?’

This character from today’ s story reminds
us of the concerns about fresh water
quality and quantity that face all people
around the world today. Although 71% of
the surface area of this planet is water,
only 3% of that isfresh water. And aswe
well know, alot of that water isn’t very
“fresh” these days.



Asthe world-wide climate shifts, rainfall
patterns appear to be shifting, and there
are predictions that thiswill continue. If
the rainfall continues to decreasein
Israel, will there even be a Sea of
Galilee? What happens to the people
where the rain doesn’t fall anymore? Is
drinking water a human right or a
commodity? What warswill we facein
the future that have to do with access to
water? If you have lived in the western
part of the United States, you know that
“water wars’ are not new. However, it
appears that as the climate continues to
shift, those conflicts will increase
throughout the world.

So, what shall we do? First of all, pay
attention to what is happening. Give
voiceto our concerns—locally,
nationally, and internationally.
Remember that the people have a
powerful voice when they choose to
expressit. Senator Gaylord Nelson, who
initiated Earth Day wrote: “ Earth Day
worked because of the spontaneous
response at the grassroots level. We had
neither the time nor resources to organize
20 million demonstrators and the
thousands of schools and local
communities that participated. That was
the remarkabl e thing about Earth Day. It
organized itself.”

In many respects Earth Day activities
have continued to be a grassroots activity.
In our own congregation severa people
who were concerned about these matters
formed our Earth Care Team about three
years ago. They have since helped usto
learn about and pay attention to many
environmental concerns right here at First
Parish and in our homes. They would be
glad to hear from you.

In particular, in honor of “ Sister Water”,
we can pay attention to the ways we
exercise stewardship of water on adaily
basis. One of those that | have been
shifting has to do with bottled water. The
other day, when | went bowling with the
youth, | bought awater bottle. I’'m trying
to do that less often. | try to remember to
take water with me in arefillable bottle.
There are many issues with bottled water
that | never thought of until the last few
years.
All the plastic for the bottles.
The fuel to transport the bottles.
What happens to the local
environment when the agquifers are
being depleted for bottled water?
With bottled water, are we creating a
perception that water is acommodity
rather than a basic need for a culture’s
infrastructure?

Y ou might ask, “Does NOT buying a
water bottle really make a difference?’
WEell, one of the differencesit is making
for meis helping me to keep the concerns
of “Sister Water” in my consciousness. It
reminds me, regularly, that I'm called to
be afaithful steward of creation.

In today’ s story the Sea of Galileeis
“living water” providing an abundant
harvest of fish. The harvest comes when
the disciples listen to the voice of the one
who earlier in John’s gospel (John 4), in
the encounter with the Samaritan woman
at the well, isidentified as the source of
al Living Water.



