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INTRODUCTION

Wilbert van Saane

Water is overwhelmingly present in Lebanon’s natural landscape,
whether one explores the coastline, the snow-capped mountain
ranges with their rivers and waterfalls, or the Bekaa Valley with
its marshlands and lakes. Over the centuries, the flow and the drip
of water have shaped some of the country’s most spectacular
sites, such as the Jeita Grotto and the Qadisha Gorge.

The beauty of the Lebanese waters makes their
degradation all the more painful. The staggering levels of
pollution are evident to anyone with eyes to see. Seawater and
beaches are littered with discarded items and plastics. Rivers are
contaminated with industrial waste and untreated sewage water.

In comparison to other countries in the region, Lebanon is
a relatively water-rich country. If the poor quality and increasing
scarcity of water are a concern for Lebanon, they are even more
pressing in other parts of the Middle East.

Water is a common. Access to clean water is a right for
all. The sixth sustainable development goal of the United Nations
1S “to ensure access to water and sanitation for all”. Therefore,
reflection on water usage should happen at various levels of
society. Governments hold important keys to address the water
issues of our days, but responsibility cannot be relinquished to
them only. Every citizen is called to consider the value of water
and use water in caring and responsible ways.

For many in the Middle East, the water crisis is an
existential issue: it threatens their livelihood. Because religious
faith plays an important role in the life of many in this region,
water is also a religious matter. Water is viewed as a gift of the
Creator to be cherished and enjoyed. Theological reflection on the
water crisis is, therefore, essential.



All these factors prompted Haigazian University to convene a
conference on water and religion. The aim of the conference was
not merely to discuss in a rather pragmatic way how religious
groups and faith-based organizations can contribute to the
protection of water. From the very beginning, the intention was
to dig deeper and look at the symbolic meanings of water in the
different faiths of the Middle East, especially Christianity and
Islam. Behind this was the conviction that cherished religious
convictions can inspire change on very practical levels.

The conference took place on March 2, 2018 and was
entitled “The Symbolism of Water in Religion”. It was an
interdisciplinary meeting that combined scientific insights,
theological reflection and reports of faith-based projects for
environmental care. The speakers presented their material from
different religious perspectives. This volume brings together the
papers and presentations that were offered.

The structure of this book roughly reflects that of the
conference. The first paper that was presented at the conference
was designed to explore the urgency of the water crisis in the
Middle East. This scientific presentation was followed by three
surveys of the symbolism of water in sacred texts and rituals.
After that, a faith-based project for rehabilitation and
conservation was presented. Finally, a panel discussed the role of
faith-based organizations.

The chapter on water symbolism in the Bible was not
presented during the conference; it was written and added
afterwards, because it was felt that the presentations on water in
the Holy Quran necessitated a similar survey of the biblical use
of water imagery.

This book is the first in a series of volumes on religion,
education and contemporary concerns. The aim of this series is to
present fresh perspectives on the contemporary relevance of
religion in education, especially with regard to pressing issues
such as environmental care, peacebuilding, and relief work.

Special thanks goes to Reine Youssef for her important
role in planning and hosting the conference. Dr Antranig
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Dakessian gave guidance and advice during the process of
editing. We also thank the following individuals for their valuable
contributions to the conference and to this book: Tarek Agile,
Wadia Badr, Martin Bernhard, YePrem Boymoushakian, Jana El
Haddad, Asadour Manjrian, and Rima Nasrallah.

On October 28, 2019, Chris Naylor, who contributed to
the conference and this book, died in a tragic car accident in South
Africa, along with his wife Susanna. Miranda Harris, a cofounder
of A Rocha International, also lost her life in this accident. The
Naylors lived and worked in Lebanon from 1997-2009. Chris
cofounded the work of A Rocha in Lebanon and oversaw the
restoration program at the Ammiqg Marsh in the Bekaa Valley, as
well as the development of an environmental education project
and a field research program that resulted in the identification of
eleven important bird areas nationally. Since 2010 Chris served
as the A Rocha International Executive Director, based in the UK.
Chris and Susanna Naylor impacted the lives of many in Lebanon.
They leave behind a legacy of passionate and effective faith-
based conservation. This book is dedicated to their memory.






OPENING WORD

Paul Haidostian

Greetings distinguished guests, colleagues and friends, | welcome
you to Haigazian University. As we open an interesting afternoon
on a less-than conventional topic, | first thank Rev. Van Saane
and Dr. Youssef for long months of planning and thank each
participant for their preparations.

Now to “The Symbolism of Water in Religion”. The crisis
of water and its shortage has been well-known in our region.
Often, those who mourn the situation focus on matters of quantity,
and list quantitative shortages and needs and attach to them
gloomy predictions. What is usually left out of the equation is the
question of quality, and the needed stewardship,
conscientiousness and the local and regional strategies that
should to be developed, funded and implemented. These are
mentality questions much of the time, and we as educators are
closely linked to the changes of mentality.

But religion in our region is also in crisis. Religion is seen
as belonging, exclusion, laws, narrow otherworldliness, and
limitations of domains.

Today, we are all here because we believe that the natural
resources of earth, the sciences of our times, the faithful posture
of the heart, and the wise calculations of the mind should be
harmonized.

If some lenses on religion erroneously show signs of
death, we know that the symbolism of water in religion is more
related to life and purity than to the popular negatives associated
with religion.

With that, | conclude my opening remarks and wish you
stimulating and vital discussions.






OUR WATER... OuUr GoLD?!

Reine Youssef

Water: a free service

We live on a planet that is unique in our solar system. It is unique
because of the presence of water. Our planet is also called the blue
planet. Seen from space it is blue, because of the abundance of
water in all its shapes: liquid, solid, gas. A closer look reveals that
96 percent is salty water, ocean water; 1.7 percent is locked in ice
gaps and another 1.7 in underground aquifers. The liquid
freshwater resources that are readily available in streams, rivers
and lakes are a tiny fraction of all water, less than 0.1 percent.
Freshwater is a scarce resource.

Often | ask my students whether they have ever gotten
billed by a tree. Trees render us a tremendous service. They
produce oxygen through photosynthesis out of water, carbon
dioxide, and minerals in the soil. Without oxygen we cannot
survive; it is priceless. Trees also hold the soil in which we grow
our food. They create microclimates that prevent temperatures
from rising. They are also indispensable for the water cycle. The
ecological economist Robert Constanza has estimated that the
services rendered by one tree are worth $ 276,000 per year. This
is one example of the pro bono services that natural resources
render to all of us. The same applies to water resources. Our
scarce freshwater resources are constantly purified, recycled and
distributed through the hydrological cycle. Our water offers us a
service for free.

Unfortunately, human intervention disrupts the
hydrological cycle. Such intervention occurs when humans
overload the cycle with pollutants and draw more water than can
be replenished. Over-pumping is a well-known problem in
Lebanon, where many wells have become salty. Climate change
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also affects the natural water cycle, because of extreme weather
conditions.

Pressure on water resources

Some regions are rich in water resources, while others are poor.
China is home to around 19 percent of the world’s population, but
the country has only 7 percent of the world’s freshwater
resources. Canada, on the other hand, host 0.5 percent of the
world’s population, but has 20 percent of freshwater supply. The
distribution of water is not even, to say the least. Lebanon is a
water-scarce country. There are various factors that compound
the stress on its water resources. Population growth is a threat to
water resources, as it is to every natural resource. Lebanon has a
very young population. 50 percent is under 29 years of age. This
means that there is a growing need for housing units and,
therefore, a growing consumption of water. Urbanization is
another factor that puts stress on the water resources. Half of the
Lebanese population lives in the Greater Beirut area and more
than 88 percent lives in urban areas. Economic growth also leads
to an increasing demand of water. Finally, the Lebanese water
supply is affected by climate change.

Lebanese water resources including springs, streams and
rivers are estimated to have a capacity of 2,000-2,700 million
cubic meters (MCM) per year. According to estimates the yearly
demand will be 1,800 MCM by 2030. This means that the water
needs of the country can be met. There are, however, two main
challenges: the widespread pollution of Lebanon’s waters and the
substandard water infrastructure. Water pollution is caused by the
discharge of sewage systems, for example off the coast at Ain
Mreisse, where most of Beirut’s sewers are directly discharged,
without any treatment. In addition, the water cycle is polluted by
domestic waste and industrial waste, including heavy metals such
as chromium and lead. In order to meet the needs, Lebanon needs
to expand its use of surface water. This may be done by building
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dams or by transferring water from rivers. These are possible
ways of responding to water stress.

The story of the Aral Sea is instructive. The Aral Sea used
to be the fourth largest saline lake in the world. In the 1960s, the
diversion of two rivers for the irrigation of the cotton fields, where
cotton was grown for the uniforms of the Soviet Army, caused
disaster. Water stopped reaching the Sea and it shrank immensely.
Today an exposed seabed with no sign of animal life or plants
extends for hundreds of kilometres. The wetlands of the area were
eliminated causing many animal species, including fish and birds,
to disappear from the area. This process took only around thirty
years, a scenario as frightening as any science fiction movie.
Fishing villages lie miles away from the water, testifying to the
dying ecosystems and economies that relied on them.

The need for a response

As was argued, one of Lebanon’s main problems is the pollution
of its waters. The sewers are discharged without any treatment.
Plans exist to build treatment facilities along the coastline and
some plants have been deployed, but there is a long way to go.
Scientist John Todd works with vegetation to treat wastewater.
Instead of building expensive water treatment facilities, he
argues, we can treat water with what he calls eco-machines. The
wastewater is routed into ponds that have been planted with native
species of plants that break down various pollutants. After
treatment in several such basins the water is clean enough to be
used for irrigation. No chemicals are added; nature is at work,
using plants and microorganisms. Todd designed an eco-machine
for the city of Fuzhou in China, home to six million people. His
restorer canal solved the city’s problem of an open sewer by using
natural plant species.

In his book Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or
Survive (2005), Jared Diamond identifies five factors that may
lead to the collapse of civilizations. The first four factors are
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human-inflicted damage of the environment; climate change;
hostile neighborhoods; and the collapse of friendly trade
partnerships. The fifth factor is the most crucial one, for it is the
society’s response to these four threats. This prompts us to ask
ourselves: how will our society respond to the present challenges?
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WATER SYMBOLISM IN THE BIBLE

Wilbert van Saane

Water is a pervasive and crucial metaphor in Christianity. It is
difficult to express the Christian faith without any reference to
water. This has been the case from the earliest beginnings of
Christianity, as its ancient sources testify. Another chapter in this
book discusses some texts from Christian history; here the focus
is on the Bible. The rich use of water imagery in the Bible may
provide new inspiration for environmental care in our age of
pollution, degradation and extinction. Mapping the symbolic use
of water in the Bible is, therefore, an important task of Christian
theologians. This chapter contributes to that task.

Water imagery is used in nearly every Bible book, from
Genesis to Revelation. The poets and authors use virtually all
aspects of water, including water in seas, rivers, creeks, lakes,
waterfalls, cataracts, wells, dripping water, rain, hail, snow,
clouds, ice, floods, waves, vapor, springs, etc. Given the rich use
of imagery, it is no surprise that water is used to convey multiple
and layered symbolic meanings. The purpose of this chapter is to
take stock and to describe biblical water symbolism in a
somewhat systematic way. Rather than imposing a system from
outside the Bible, we will trace water by following the
overarching narrative of the Bible itself: creation, salvation and
sanctification/completion. This flow and logic is beautifully
expressed in a Christian hymn written by the American Methodist
minister, R. Deane Postlethwaite (1925-1980). This hymn is often
sung to the melody of ‘Morning Has Broken’.

Water has held us, moved by creation.
Out of darkness, broke forth the light.
Up from the deluge, showing God’s promise,
has come a rainbow, gladdening sight.
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Water has saved us, as the sea parted

for Israel’s children, walled on each side.
This love has held us, helped us in trouble,
on far horizons, God’s cloud our guide.

Water has cleansed, bathed with forgiveness,
has, with clear blessing, washed sin away.
Jordan’s strong currents, God’s Son announcing,
made a beginning, baptismal day.

Water has touched us, fresh on our foreheads,
showing an inward, spiritual grace.

Into God’s fam’ly we have been welcomed.
As sons and daughters, we take our place.

Creation and Water

The Bible writers shared the cosmology of the ancient Middle
East. In this worldview, water was perceived as a threat to the
balance of the world. The waters below and waters above the
earth were always looming. This cosmology was, of course, based
on observation: water came from above in the form of rain and
welled up from below, gushing out of springs or drawn out of
wells. Water represented chaos, the undoing and destruction of
creation. This notion is taking on a new relevance in a time of
melting glaciers and polar caps and rising sea levels.

The Genesis narrative expresses the process of creation in
terms of this worldview. God’s first act is to make the world safe
from the destructive power of water by gathering the waters above
the earth to prevent them from flooding it. “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” (Gen. 1:6-8, NRSV; all
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quotations in this chapter are from this translation). God then
separated land from sea, in order for the land to be safe from the
waters below the earth. “Let the waters under the sky be gathered
into one place, and let the dry land appear. And it was so. God
called the dry land Earth, and the waters that were gathered
together he called Seas. And God saw that it was good” (Gen. 1:9-
10).

While the creation account in Genesis 1 shares in the
ancient worldview of the region, it is also crucially different from
it. The act of creation is not expressed in terms of pantheism and
determinism, but rather in terms of divine freedom. The ancient
Babylonian myth Enuma Elish tells how the god Marduk created
sky and earth out of the body of the defeated goddess Tiamat. This
implies a pantheistic view of creation, in which gods and natural
phenomena are inseparable. The Genesis narrative, by contrast,
attributes the origins of sky and earth to the divine word. The
refrain of Genesis 1 is “and God said”. The divine word is also
viewed as the way in which God sustains and controls the created
order, including its water, as in Psalm 29:3: “The voice of the
LORD is over the waters.” The Book of Job also makes a
connection between God’s voice and breath and water in its
various forms: snow, rain, ice and clouds (Job 37). Belief in
creation (of water) by the word of God implies a separation
between God and nature.

The Hebrew Bible reflects a growing understanding that
God transcends the forces of nature, controls them, and sits
enthroned above them (Psalm 103). Yahweh is neither a storm-
god nor a river-god, but is free to give and withhold blessing
through the forces of nature, including water. It is exactly because
God is more powerful than the forces of nature, including the
waters, that He is able to separate them and bring life out of them.
The Second Letter of Peter suggests that it is important to
remember that “by the word of God heavens existed long ago and
earth was formed out of water and by means of water, through
which the world of that time was deluged with water and
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perished” (2 Peter 3:5-6) In other words, God’s word controls and
upholds creation.

Creation is not only an act of God’s power, but also of
God’s love. According to the Reformed theologian Karl Barth,
the very purpose of creation is to be in a loving relationship with
its Creator, which is expressed in the notion of the covenant.
Because creation is essentially relational, the loving act of
creating is the beginning of history and “the irruption and
revelation of the divine compassion” (Church Dogmatics 111.1.41,
p 110). God’s intervention in the primordial waters, as part of that,
is one of the first acts of God’s love.

The story of the flood conveys this message in a powerful
way. After the devastating flood, God establishes a covenant with
humanity and with every living creature. “I establish my covenant
with you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters
of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the
earth” (Gen. 9:11). In other words, God’s faithful love guarantees
that history can begin and proceed and that the waters of chaos
will be kept at bay. The rainbow is, of course, the sign of this
covenant.

In front of the temple of Solomon stood another sign of
God’s promise: a bronze vessel filled with water — the “molten
sea” —whose function may well have been to represent the cosmic
sea (1 Kings 7). If that was the case, its placement within the
temple court was a powerful reminder that God had tamed the
water and, driven by faithful love, made life possible.

Because of God’s faithful love water becomes a blessing
rather than a threat. The powerful Creator who harnessed the
waters is also the one who lovingly irrigates and refreshes the land
by giving water in due season. The Hebrew Bible attributes the
gift of rain to God. “He covers the heavens with clouds, prepares
rain for the earth, makes grass grow on the hills” (Psalm 147:8).
Jesus points out that rain is a sign of God’s faithfulness to all
people, be they righteous or unrighteous (Matthew 5:45). The
Bible also considers rivers as a special blessing for the benefit of
all nature. “You visit the earth and water it, you greatly enrich it;
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the river of God is full of water” (Psalm 65:8). The irrigating
quality of rivers is part of the created order: “A river flows out of
Eden to water the garden.” (Gen. 2:10) Elsewhere in this volume,
Chris Naylor discusses the benefits of water for all creation
according to Psalm 104.

Destructive Water

Just like water is both a negative and positive force in creation,
water imagery plays a role in salvation in several distinct ways.
Water symbolizes the powers from which people are saved; the
process of salvation; and the goal of salvation, which may be
characterized as sanctification, completeness or reconciled life.

The Hebrew Bible tells a number of different stories of
salvation from and through water. In these stories water takes on
an even more sinister role than the chaotic primordial water had:
it becomes a symbol of death. The story of the flood, which has
already been mentioned, is of course the paramount example of
salvation from death through drowning. The water represents not
only the undoing of creation, but also the divine wrath: “For my
part, I am going to bring a flood of water on the earth to destroy
from under heaven all flesh in which is the breath of life” (Gen.
6:17). Life is granted not only to a select group of humans — Noah
and his family — but also to pairs from all animal species. These
representative humans and animals have to make a new, better
beginning on a newly created earth. New creation and salvation
are at their closest here, held together by the conviction that God
is faithful in His love for creation. God is, as we have seen, a
covenant-maker. In its interpretation of the Noah story, the First
Letter of Peter makes a connection between the flood and baptism
and speaks of the patience of God (1 Peter 3:20-21).

In the pivotal Moses narrative, water also represents
death. When the mother of Moses cannot hide her son any longer
from the Egyptian oppressors who have ordered the killing of all
male Hebrew babies, she makes him a basket and places it in the
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river. She surrenders her child to the waters, perhaps hoping for
miraculous salvation and a new lease of life. Little Moses is saved
through the water, foreshadowing the salvation of his people
through the water of the Red Sea (EX. 2).

The story of the salvation of the Hebrew slaves through
water is found in Exodus 14 and 15. After Moses stretches out his
hands and God parts the sea “by a strong east wind all night,” the
sea becomes dry land for the Israelites. They walk on a path of
life surrounded by death, symbolized by “the waters forming a
wall for them on their right and on their left”. God holds back
death to give them new life. This is not the case for their Egyptian
pursuers: “the waters returned and the chariot drivers, the entire
army of Pharaoh that had followed them into the sea, not one of
them remained” (EX. 14:28).

The passing through the Red Sea and the parting of the
waters of death are paradigmatic images of salvation and points
of reference in the Bible. When Israel, led by Joshua, entered the
promised land, “the waters flowing from above stood still” so that
the people could cross “on dry ground” (Jos. 3). In the Elijah cycle
the waters of the River Jordan are also “parted to one side and to
the other” so that Elijah and his successor Elisha can cross on dry
ground (2 Kings 2).

Perhaps the most poetic description of the destructive
power of water is found in the Book of Jonah. After the
disobedient prophet has been swallowed by “a large fish,” in
whose belly he spends three days and three nights, he prays to
God. In the prayer he anticipates his rescue from the forces of
death, which are represented by the deep sea and its waves.

You cast me into the deep,

Into the heart of the seas,

and the flood surrounded me;

all your waves and your billows passed over me. (...)

The waters closed in over me;
the deep surrounded me;
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weeds were wrapped around my head
at the roots of the mountains. (Jonah 2:3 and 2:5)

All the texts discussed above are essential background to
understand the New Testament symbolism of water baptism.
Jesus walks the way of his people Israel, including their way
through the water. But Jesus’ way is deeper: he does not escape
destruction and death, but undergoes and then conquers them in
his resurrection. It is no coincidence that Jesus is baptized in the
Jordan River, going down into it and emerging from it to
announce new life. This is a vivid demonstration of his
identification with and fulfilment of Israel’s story.

The Apostle Paul urges his readers to include themselves
in this story of Israel and Christ by using the image of immersion
in baptism: “Do you no know that all of us who have been
baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?
Therefore, we have been buried with him by baptism into death,
so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the
Father, so we too might walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:3-4).

Life-giving Water

While water represents the powers from which people are saved,
water imagery is also used in a more positive way to describe the
nature of salvation. Images that convey this draw on the life-
giving and refreshing rather than the threatening, destructive
qualities of water. One of the most powerful images, in this
respect, is that of a water spring in rocky terrain. The thirst of the
Israelites in the desert is quenched when God brings water from
arock, in response to their quarrelling (Ex. 17 and Num. 20). The
Apostle Paul allegorizes this story and explains that “they drank
from the spiritual rock that followed them, and the rock was
Christ” (1 Cor. 10:4). Over the centuries, the water spring has
been a favorite theme in Christian poetry and hymnology. The
hymn ‘Rock of Ages’ by the Anglican priest and hymn writer
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Augustus Toplady (1740-1778) is a good example. It alludes to
the water flowing from the pierced side of Jesus after he died on
the cross (John 19:34-35) and the theological interpretation of this
in the First Letter of John (5:6-8), which identifies Jesus as the
one who came by water and blood.

Rock of ages, cleft for me,

let me hide myself in thee;

let the water and the blood,

from thy wounded side which flowed,
be of sin the double cure,

save from wrath and make me pure.

The act of receiving and drinking water interprets salvation in a
very pictorial way. Water scarcity has always been a problem for
Palestine. In an arid land where people know what thirst is, the
image of quenching one’s thirst from an unexpected source
speaks of grace, relief and renewed hope. The new life that God
offers is like the quenching of an intense thirst. This type of
imagery is found in several places in the Hebrew Bible. “As a
deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God.
My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.” (Psalm 42:1-2)
Water did not usually come for free, but God’s faithful love did.
Second Isaiah employs this metaphor of free water: “Ho,
everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that have no
money, come, buy and eat!” (Is. 55:1). In his conversation with
the Samaritan woman at the well, Jesus applies the metaphor of
thirsting to his own work on behalf of the people: “Everyone who
drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but those who drink of
the water that I will give them will never be thirsty” (John 4:13-
14).

The cleansing quality of water is often used as an image
for salvation, and also brings us closer to the notion of
sanctification. Water is a cleansing, healing force in a story about
a high-ranking Aramean officer, Naaman, whose skin disease
drives him to such despair that he decides to go on a pilgrimage
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across the borders, only to be told by the prophet Elisha to wash
in the River Jordan (2 Kings 5). He immerses himself seven times
and is healed, which prompts him to turn from polytheism to the
one God. The Book of Acts tells a rather similar story of an
adviser to the Queen of Ethiopia, who goes on a pilgrimage to
Jerusalem. He too experiences new life through immersion in the
waters of the Jordan River when he is baptized by Philip, a leader
of the early Christian community (Acts 8). In both stories water
iIs a medium in the journey of individuals towards the saving
knowledge of the one God.

Sanctifying Water

The Christian designation of the community of salvation is the
“one, holy, catholic and apostolic church.” Water imagery is used
especially in connection with the trait of holiness. Holiness is an
attribute of God, but in the Bible also characterizes the human
response to divine salvation. Holiness may refer to ritual
cleanness, uncompromised individual ethics, and peace and
justice on the level of the whole society.

In the Hebrew Bible, the sprinkling of water and washings
are required in order to be ritually clean, for example after a death
in the family (Lev. 19). Unlike some of his contemporaries, Jesus
did not observe this rigorous code of ritual purity through
washing. He did, however, call for internal purity. He made it
very clear that to him external washing with water was not
enough: internal sanctification was needed. This is how John the
Baptist announced Jesus: “I have baptized you with water; but he
will baptize you with the Holy Spirit” (Mark 1:8), or, as the
Gospel of Luke has it, “with the Holy Spirit and fire”. In the
ancient world, fire was perceived as a liquid. The image of a fire
baptism implied that fire was, as it were, poured over a person’s
soul, implying a deep moral purification or sanctification. This is
what Jesus called for in his teachings and example.
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When the Book of Revelation speaks of the crowds robed in white
who have washed their clothes in the blood of the lamb, it evokes
a similar notion of purification and dedication to God. The
cleansed clothes are markers of those have been faithful and
internally devoted to Christ’s example and teaching. The Book of
Hebrews also employs the imagery of washing in the context of
exclusive commitment to the crucified and risen Christ. Those
who are dedicated experience inner forgiveness that affirms them
and gives them confidence. “Let us approach with a true heart in
full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an
evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water” (Hebr.
10:22).

Water imagery is also used to characterize the positive and
proactive lifestyle of those who have experienced salvation. The
conversation between Jesus and the Samaritan woman revolves
around this change of life and behavior. After assuring her that
she will never again be thirsty, Jesus tells her that the life of his
followers is radically new: “The water that | will give will become
in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life” (John 4:14).
Here the metaphor of the spring or fountain is inverted. Those
who trust in God do not only drink from the spring, which is
Christ, but Christ becomes part of them in such a way that they
themselves become water springs for others. “Out of the
believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water” (John 7:38). The
Gospel of John explains that this is due to the work of the Spirit
in the life of believers, who fills them with a contagious joy and
compassion.

Finally, water is a prominent metaphor in the Bible’s
eschatological visions of a reconciled and peaceful world. In these
images, water is a power for holiness for all of society and indeed
for all nature. The Prophet Ezekiel sees a river that springs from
the renewed temple. This river flows eastward and enters a sea
with stagnant water (perhaps the Dead Sea), where it makes the
water fresh and good for fishing again.
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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.” (Ez. 47:9 and 12)

The Book of Revelation closes with a vision that is inspired by
the Ezekiel text. Just like in Ezekiel’s prophecy a renewed
Jerusalem and a renewed temple stand at the heart of the
redeemed and reconciled creation. Blessing for all creation flows
forth from this center, which represents God’s presence.

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

The text then continues to assure the readers that, in this
reconciled and peaceful new creation, there will be no more
darkness, “for the Lord God will be their light”. Thus, the Bible
comes full circle and ends with the same assurance that it started
with: God curbs the destructive force of water and guarantees
water for blessing, fertility and refreshment.

Conclusion
The Bible writers use a wide range of metaphors to express
humanity’s dynamic and existential relationship with water, both

on the physical and the symbolic level. Water is a tangible reality
that may threaten or bless human life, but also a medium that
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expresses and mediates God’s involvement with humans on a
spiritual level. Water is a symbol of threat and destruction, but
more often as a sign of God’s blessing and salvation. The human
willingness to receive God’s gracious presence is likened to
washing and thirst-quenching. Human life touched by grace
becomes a source of new hope. This is symbolized by fountains
and rivers flowing forth to bring blessing.

The Bible’s rich symbolic use of water awaits further
exploration by theologians, poets, scientists and activists. It offers
profound images of the threatening and life-giving qualities of
water, of God’s power and care, and also of human responsibility
and involvement. Over-all, biblical water symbolism impresses
on us a message of much-needed, energizing hope in the face of
today’s ecological crisis.
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WATER AS A SOURCE OF LIFE IN THE HOLY QURAN?’

Hosn Abboud

Introduction

Is it necessary for us to believe that water is sacred, in order for
us to respect its rights? In the Holy Quran, God affirms that water
is a source of life.

“We made from water every living thing.”
(al-Anbiya’, 30).

“He it is Who created the heavens and the earth in six
Days — and His Throne was over the Waters — that He
might try you...”

(Hud, 7)

In this paper we will present the different forms of water that are
mentioned in the Holy Quran. We will reflect on their meaning,
from water in creation to water as source of life and power that
God may give or take away. We will also explore the role of water
in the narratives of the struggles of the prophets and the labor of
their mothers, when water was a means for salvation. Finally, we
will discuss the transformation of water into an indispensable
element in the life of believers, especially in rituals of purity,
worship and prayer.

7 This is a translation of the original ‘Al-Ma’ Kamasdar LilHayat Fi E1-Quran
El-Karim’. English renderings of Quranic verses have been taken from A.
Yusuf Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Text, Translation and Commentary (1946, 1978).
Translators: Rima Nasrallah, Tarek Agile and Wilbert van Saane.
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Preliminary remarks

In his introduction to the interpretation of the Holy Quran known
as Tafsir el Manar (1905), Sheikh Mohammad Abdah says the
following: “The Quran discusses the nations, the divine sunna
and signs of the heavens and the earth, and things invisible and
spiritual. It is the summation coming from the One Who
surrounded everything with knowledge and ordered us to look at
and think about the earth, so that we may understand it in its
perfect and full detail. If we were satisfied to merely glance at the
earth, we would be like a person who judges a book by its cover
and not by what it contains in wisdom and mercy.”

As we enter the world of water in the Holy Quran, we need
to focus our vision on the nature of the Quran and understand that
it points to scientific foundations of natural phenomena and the
divine sunna, although it is not a dry scientific book, but verses
and signs for worship and remembrance and prudence in faith.
Our need for knowledge of the Quran is coterminous with our
need for knowledge of God.

Furthermore, the reader of the Quran is struck by the
linguistic wealth that points to the different types of water.
Indeed, there is amazing detail found in the Quran, like an all-
knowing person. Water is the main element for creation in the
hands of God Almighty. “We made from water every living
thing.” (The majority of the world is made of water and 70 percent
of our body mass is water.) According to the Quran, water is also
an element for life that God uses in the resurrection of those who
believe in life, death and the resurrection. Furthermore, the Quran
points out that the earth is irrigated with one substance, which is
water, even though its form varies from precipitation from the
heavens to running water to underground water aquifers stored in
layers of earth. Then there is the water of rivers and seas, which
serve humans well. A close study of the stories of the prophets
demonstrates that water is also a symbol of rebirth. A good
example of this is the story of Noah, who boarded the ship of
salvation while the people who blasphemed drowned. The
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element of rebirth is manifest, especially in the exit of Noah and
his family from the ark of salvation. The Quran also promises
believers eternal life in the heavens, where rivers flow
underneath.

Our method of the study of water in the Holy Quran

As we turn to the study of water in the Holy Quran, we have to
distinguish between the Mekka- and the Medina verses on water.
The Mekka verses are the ones that were given before the hijra;
the Medina verses after it. Most of references to water appear in
the Mekka verses, in the beginning of the Islamic dawa. While
water is mentioned 32 times in the Mekka period, it occurs only
eight times in the Medina period. In addition, water also occurs
several times with a possessive pronoun (her, your).

Thus, water was mentioned most frequently when the
Prophet (Peace Be upon Him) showed the foundations of religion
and its characteristics: faith in God; belief in the Day of
Judgement, the angels, the Book and the Prophets; the
renunciation of evil, commitment to doing good; and that one of
the ways of faith is pondering upon the universe and its
phenomena.

After | had listed and ordered these verses in the
chronology of revelation, | started studying them closely. I look
especially at the words that followed the word ‘water’ by using
the Dictionary of the Quran written by the scholar EI Ragheb El
Asfahani. | discovered that, on the one hand, there is ma 'in water,
which flows, is easily collected and used. On the other hand, the
Quran also mentions ghor water, which runs underground and is
does not benefit humans.

“Say: See ye? — If your stream be some morning lost (in
the underground earth), Who then can supply you with

clear-flowing water?”
(al-Mulk, 30)
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In addition to that, there is also ghadak (plentiful) water.

(And God’s message is): “If they (the Pagans) had (only)
remained on the (right) Way,

We should certainly have bestowed on them Rain in
abundance.”

(al-Jinn, 16)
Potable, fresh water is called al-furat:

“And provided for you water sweet (and wholesome)?”
(al-Mursalat, 27)

Extremely salty and warm water is called al-ujaj. These two
types, al-furat and al-ujaj, do not mix in the sea.

“It is He Who has let free the two bodies of flowing water:
one palatable and sweet, and the other salt and bitter; yet
has He made a barrier between them, a partition that is
forbidden to be passed.”

(al-Furgan, 53)

This implies that God, in his eternal will and power, created two
adjacent seas and yet they do not mix.

Furthermore, there is al-salsabil water in paradise, which is of the
utmost smoothness, fluidity and freshness.

“A fountain there called Salsabil.”
(al-Insane, 18)

After considering the linguistic terms that followed water, we also
need to look at the verbs that appear most frequently in
connection with water. The verb “to create” is often mentioned,
especially in connection with the heavens and the earth. Water
repeatedly occurs with the verb “to pour down”, which confirms
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the importance the Quran attaches to rain for drinking water,
irrigation, agriculture and livestock. Here are some verses in
which the verb “to pour down” is used to express how God
supplies water.

“And We send the fecundating winds, then cause the rain
to descend from the sky.”

(al-Hijr, 22)

“... and has sent down water from the sky. With it have
We produced divers pairs of plants, each separate from the
other.”

(Ta Ha, 53)

“And We send down water from the sky according to
(due) measure, and We cause it to soak in the soil and We
certainly are able to drain it off (with ease).”

(al-Mu 'minun, 18)

“... And We send down pure water from the sky.”
(al-Furgan, 48)

Finally, precipitation of rain water is called al-tuhur.

Water gives life to the earth

The verb “to pour down”, which expresses the movement of water
from the skies to earth, is mentioned in most of the cosmic verses.
The movement of pouring is considered to be essential for the
collection of water and its diversity; for giving life to the earth;
and for the survival of humankind, plants and animals. So, water
that pours down from the skies is for drinking, for trees and the
herding of cattle.
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“It is He who sends down rain from the sky: from it ye
drink, and out of it (grows) the vegetation on which ye
feed your cattle. With it He produces for you corn, olives,
date-palms, grapes and every kind of fruit: verily in this is
a sign for those who give thought.”

(an-Nahl, 10-11)

“And do We not send down from the clouds water in
abundance, that We may produce therewith corn and
vegetables, and gardens of luxurious growth?”
(an-Naba’, 14-16)

Thus, God says in the Quran that He poured water and abundant
rain showers from the clouds in due time.

“And He it is Who sends the winds as heralds of glad
tidings, going before His mercy, and We send down pure
water from the sky,- That with it We may give life to a
dead land, and slake the thirst of things We have created,-
cattle and men in great numbers.”

(Furkan, 48-49)

The dead earth is personified in a wonderful and sensational scene
that is worthy of consideration. When God sends water down to
it, the earth shakes and sprouts:

“And among His Signs in this: thou seest the earth barren
and desolate; but when We send down rain to it, it is
stirred to life and yields increase. Truly, He Who gives life
to the (dead) earth can surely give life to (men) who are
dead. For He has power over all things.”

(Fussilat, 39)

The desolation of the dead earth prompts humans to consider their
own death. There is a parallel here: the earth died in humbleness
in front of God and his creation; yet God gives life to the earth by

46



sending rain from the sky. Similarly, when humankind asks who
is able to give life to the earth after its death, only faith in God
will be the answer.

“And if indeed thou ask them Who it is that sends down
rain from the sky, and gives life therewith to the earth after
its death, They will certainly reply, ‘God!””

(al- ‘Ankabut, 63)

Faith in God and his ability to give life to the earth, even after its
death by sending down water, is the logical basis for a complete
faith in resurrection. Just as God gave life to earth after its death
through water, so God is also able to give life to the dead.

The form of a question is often used when the Quran
discerns the divine gift of water in the natural phenomena. Two
examples of such verses are:

“Seest thou not that God sends down rain from the sky?

With it We then bring out produce of various colors.”
(Fatir, 27)

“Seest thou not that God sends down rain from the sky,
and leads it through springs in the earth?”
(az-Zumar, 21)

The Quran even contains the accurate observation that man is
created by means of water, namely the fluid male sperm.

“Now let man but think from what he is created! He is
created from a drop emitted, proceeding from between the
backbone and the ribs: Surely (God) is able to bring him
back (To life)!”

(at-Tariq, 6-8)

In other words, man is created from the fluid male sperm.
Humans, like earth, are in need of water in the process of
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fertilization. In our children we see a gift and mercy from God.
Humble and despicable water, which is present in the male fluid,
is placed in the female womb; it becomes firmly attached and a
fetus is formed during a period of gestation. The Quran describes
this as a sign, which reminds those who reject the truth to come
to tawhid and life. In high religious poetry, it is said:

Have we not created you from a fluid (held) despicable?
The which We placed in a place of rest, firmly fixed, for
a period (of gestation), determined (according to need)?
For We do determine (according to need); for We are the
Best to determine (things). Ah woe, that Day! To the
Rejecters of Truth! Have We not made the earth (as a
place) to draw together the living and the dead, and made
therein mountains standing firm, lofty (in stature); And
provided for you water sweet (and wholesome)?

Ah woe, that Day, to the Rejecters of Truth!

(Mursalat, 20-27)

However, just as water is for creation and new life for those who
have believed, it is also for the destruction of life for those who
have disbelieved the signs of God. An excessive torrent of water
from the sky will destroy crops and vegetation.

“So We open the gates of heaven, with water pouring
forth.”
(al-Qamar, 11)

Putrid water is described as the drink of hell.
“In front of such a one is Hell. And he is given, for drink,
boiling, fetid water.”

(Tbrahim, 16)

There is also water that scorches: tar melted from metals with
boiling oil.
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“If they implore relief, they will be granted water, like
melted brass, that will scald their faces, how dreadful the
drink!”

(al-Kahf, 29)

The conjugation amtarna (“We have made rain”) does not occur
in a context of sending water from the sky to revive the earth, but
rather as punishment by sending stones.

“When our decree issued, We turned (the cities) upside
down, and rained down on them brimstones, hard as baked

clay, spread layer on layer.”
(Hud, 82)

“We rained down on them a shower (of brimstone); and
evil was the shower on those who were admonished!”
(ash-Shu’ara’, 173)

“Rain down on us a shower of stones from the sky.”
(al-Anfal, 32)

“And they must indeed have passed by the town on which
was rained a shower of evil.”
(al-Furgan, 40)

The conjugation amtarna repeatedly occurs in a context of harm,
from the Mecca to the Medina period; the latter began when the
Prophet and the first Muslims emigrated.

“But there is no blame on you if ye put away your arms
because of the inconvenience of rain or because ye are ill.”
(an-Nisa’, 102)
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Sea and surface water is put at the disposal of human beings,
and facilitates the salvation of the prophets and their exodus
to the sea

Just like the water that God sends down from the sky revives the
earth, waters trees and quenches the thirst of animals, the sea
offers benefits to human beings.

“In the sailing of the ships through the ocean for the profit
of mankind.”
(al-Bagarah, 164)

“Lawful to you is the pursuit of water gain and its use for
food for the benefit of yourselves and those who travel.”
(al-Ma’idah, 96)

Thus, the water of the sea and the rivers are placed at the disposal
of human beings.

“It is God who hath created the heavens and the earth and
sendeth down rain from the skies, and with it bringeth out
fruits to feed you; it is He who hath made the ships subject
to you that they may sail through the sea by his command,;

and the rivers hath He made subject to you.”
(lbrahim, 32)

God has made the sea subject to us so that we may eat tender flesh
from it.

“It is He who has made the sea subject, that ye made eat
thereof flesh that is fresh and tender.”
(an-Nahl, 14)
This subjugation of the surface and sea water honors human
beings.
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“We have honored the sons of Adam; provided them with

transport on land and sea.”
(Al-1sra, 70)

We now come to the narratives of the struggles of the prophets
with their people. While the prophets were going through
struggles and misery, their people denied their call to faith in God.
Thus the prophets reflected the struggle of the Prophet with his
people.

Amidst their struggles, the prophets are inspired to take to
the sea in order to escape the assault from their people. It is almost
as if the prophets, while fleeing their unbelieving compatriots,
need water to experience new birth. Thus, Noah took refuge in
the ark in the sea, escaping the flood that befell his people as a
result of their unbelief. This narrative is a dramatic expression of
the sorrow that befalls parents who get separated from their
children, after leaving them behind. In the narrative, Noah calls
on his son to change his mind about staying behind and to
accompany him.

“So the ark floated with them on the waves, like
mountains, and Noah called out to his son, who had
separated himself (from the rest): ‘O my son! Embark
with us, and be not with the unbelievers!” The son replied:
‘I will betake myself to some mountain: it will save from
the water.” Noah said: ‘This day nothing can save, from
the command of God, any but those on whom He hath
mercy!” And the waves came between them, and the son
was among those overwhelmed in the flood. Then the
word went forth: ‘O earth! Swallow up thy water! O sky!
Withhold (thy rain)!” And the water abated and the matter
was ended.”

(Hud, 42-44)

Just like Noah, the prophet Moses had a strong, deep and
existential relationship with water, which entailed sailing into the
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unknown. The sea here has an apparent and a deeper meaning.
When Moses was an infant, his mother placed him in the water
for fear of him being killed by Pharaoh, who was slaughtering all
new-born Jewish boys. Similarly, we have seen Syrian and
African refugees resorting to perilous journeys in small boats.
Some of them are destined to be saved, while other are destined
to drown. Several verses describe the devastation of the mother
of Moses over her child in such an exodus.

“So We sent this inspiration to the mother of Moses:
‘Suckle (thy child), but when thou hast fears about him,
cast him into the river, but fear not nor grieve: for We shall
restore him to thee, and We shall make him one of Our
apostles.’”

(al-Qasas, 7)

There is also the story of Moses and the righteous slave in Surah
al-Kahf, as well as the return of the fish to the sea. Moses’ request
for his food — the fish —which had returned to the sea is a symbol
of the guts of the sea, which is equivalent to the subconscious, the
libido of human beings. Psychoanalyst Gustav Jung has drawn
our attention to the importance of this dimension of the vital
power in the subconscious that imbues us with life, like food. We
also know of the exodus of Moses out of Egypt and the parting of
the sea, as a symbol of the rebirth of his people.

“Then We told Moses by inspiration: ‘Strike the sea with
thy rod!” So it divided, and each separate part became like
the huge, firm mass of a mountain, and We made the other
party approach thither. We delivered Moses and all who
were with him; but We drowned the others. Verily in this
is a sign: but most of them do not believe.”
(ash-Shu’ara’, 63-67)

Just like Noah and his people took to the sea and Moses and his
people went out through the sea, so did the Prophet and the first
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Muslims exit Mecca to Medina during the hijra, which lasted
thirty years. In the symbolism of the sea as salvation to the
prophets, the sea with its great and continuously moving waters
becomes an extension of God’s unending words.

“Say: ‘If the ocean were ink (wherewith to write out) the
words of my Lord, sooner would the ocean be exhausted
than would the words of my Lord, even if we added
another ocean like it, for its aid.” Say: ‘I am but a man like
yourselves (but) the inspiration has come to me that your
God is one God. Whoever expects to meet his Lord, let
him work righteousness, and in the worship of his Lord,
admit no-one as partner.’”

(al-Kahf, 109-110)

In this context, polytheism (shirk) is not necessarily idol worship,
as in the days of ignorance, but a form of polytheism that we see
today: corruption on land and at sea because of the worship of
money — like mixing business and politics in Lebanon — making
money, and not water, a new god apart from God.

Rivers run under the paradise of the believer

The term ‘rivers’ occurs in 48 Meccan and Medinan verses.
Rarely do we read about a river in the singular form. Rivers occur
in the context of paradises (in the plural) as a way to emphasize
the bounty that God has promised the righteous. These rivers are
perennial. They neither stop flowing nor will they deplete. In
today’s Lebanon we see many rivers that have been polluted and
have become stagnant. Flowing water in the rivers are a symbol
of life. Therefore, flowing rivers are an image of eternity in
paradise. The flux and murmur of water gives rest to the soul.
Muslim architects and the great lawyers of Islamic culture have
understood this. They emphasized the contemplative power of
water in fountains in homes and bimaristan hospitals, as this
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brings peace and quiet to the soul. The following verses contain
promises of paradises under which rivers flow:

“For the righteous are gardens in nearness to their Lord,
with rivers flowing beneath; therein is their eternal home;
with companions pure (and holy); and the good pleasure
of God”

(Al-Imran, 15)

“Those who obey God and His Messenger will be
admitted to gardens with rivers flowing beneath.”
(an-Nisa’, 13)

These promises of gardens with rivers flowing beneath are paired
with the promise of forgiveness for the believer (Al-Imran, 136),
repentance (al-Ma’idah, 85) and a removal of any lurking sense
of injury (al-4 raf, 43). These paradises have been called the
Garden of Eden. Eden is in South Yemen. Before Islam, it was
known as Arabia Felix, the Happy Yemen.

“Gardens of Eternity, beneath which flow rivers: they will
dwell therein, for aye, such is the reward for those who
purify themselves.”

(Ta Ha, 76)

The rivers in these paradises are diverse. There are rivers that are
not putrid, rivers of milk whose taste never changes, rivers of
sweet wine, rivers of pure honey. The unbelievers will receive the
opposite: boiling water that will cut up their bowels.

“(Here is) a Parable of the Garden, which the righteous
are promised: in it are rivers of water incorruptible; rivers
of milk of which the taste never changes; rivers of wine, a
joy to those who drink; rivers of honey pure and clear. In
it there are for them all kinds of fruit; and grace from their
Lord. (Can those in such bliss) be compared to such as
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shall dwell forever in the Fire, and be given to drink,

boiling water so that it cuts up their bowels (to pieces).”
(Muhammad, 15)

Life in Medina stabilized after the success of the call of the
Prophet Mohammad to Islam. The destiny of the Muslims was
secured and, therefore, water entered the life of Muslims and
Muslimas in their daily worship rituals. Water became part of
jurisprudence and took on the practical function of ablution
before the act of prayer (An-Nisa’, 43). The companions of the
Prophet began to wash face and hands as a way to purify
themselves before prayer.

Conclusion

God created water as a blessing and a sign. It has multiple
functions and forms, reflected in a wealth of Quranic terms for
water: azba, main, ghadak, furat, dafika, tuhur, and salsabil. The
Quran describes water as gushing from the cracks of rocks and
the sources of rivers. We are given water on land and in the sea.

Unfortunately, human corruption spoiled God’s good gift.
We see this today in the pollution of the biggest river in Lebanon
that springs from and runs through its land and merges into the
sea, the Litani River, along whose banks factories are built and in
which dirt and pollution is being dumped. “Corruption has
appeared on land and in the sea from the hands of people.”

At the beginning of this paper | asked the question
whether it is necessary to consider water as sacred. | can now
answer this question affirmatively. Is there a necessity to believe
that water is sacred? Yes, it is necessary, so that we respect the
rights of water. | have demonstrated that it is fully in accordance
with the Islamic faith to view water as a sacred gift from God.
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RELIGION AND WATER: A TAWHID POINT OF VIEW!®

Sheikh Sami Abilmona

A tawhid point of view!® does not differ from the Islamic
perspective, nor from that of religion in general, for tawhid is the
truth revealed in monotheistic religions and it does not separate
from the religions. The Druze confession has its own
particularity, which is the tawhid way of life — for this indeed is
what it is: a way of life. It is not an independent religion, but it is
a way of life, and it delves into religious teachings until we reach
their higher reality and purpose. This is wisdom and this is
tawhid.

All religions profess to believe in water as a divine grace
given by the holy Creator to humankind and to all living things.
It is the pulsing vein of existence and the source of life for all
living creatures. The Most High said in the Holy Quran: “Do not
the Unbelievers see that the heavens and the earth were joined
together (as one unit of creation), before we clove them asunder?
We made from water every living thing. Will they not then
believe?” (al-Anbiya’, 30)

Water is the mystery of life. Where there is water, there is
flourishing life; and where there is no water, there is no life. Water
is the nerve of life and the sustaining presence of all living
creatures on the face of earth. God created water in sufficient
quantity, if used fairly and equally. But unfortunately, most of it

18 This is a translation of the Arabic original al-din wa al-ma ": wajahu nadhar
tawhidiye. Translators: Jana El Haddad, Asadour Manjrian, Rima Nasrallah
and Wilbert van Saane. The English rendering of Quranic verses is from A.
Yusuf Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Text, Translation and Commentary (1946, 1978).
19 As a major emphasis of the Druze faith, tawhid refers to both the attestation
to the oneness of God, and within that divine context to the unity of the
universe in all its domains.
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IS going to waste or getting polluted, which limits its benefits and
creates an imbalance in water’s perpetual existence.

God the Most High caused the universe to abound with a
wealth of living creatures and elements and he gave reasonable
human beings dominion over them. He distinguished human
beings with the grace of reason and honored them by putting all
that exists at their disposal, so that they can preserve what has
been given to them by grace and accomplish their humanity and
the purpose of their existence. “We have honored the sons of
Adam; provided them with transport on land and sea; given them
for sustenance things good and pure; and conferred on them
special favors, above a great part of our creation.” (al-Isra’, 70)
Therefore, it is humanity’s responsibility to wisely manage and
work with what God has granted: the instrument of our body, the
natural environment and, above all, the grace of water. Humans
shall carefully make use of it, for if they abuse and waste it, it is
as if they are irresponsibly violating this divine grace. Such
behavior contravenes religion and nature’s 1aws.

Water in the Holy Scriptures

Water is the main source of purity and hygiene. Water itself is
pure in origin, as God said: “We send down pure water from the
sky” (al-Furgan, 48). Islam prohibits prayer without prior
ablutions, and purity originates from water. And if ablutions are
not possible with water, they should be performed with earth. For
this reason, water must be kept clean and pure. This applies to
other religions as well. Water is important in Judaism, as the
following examples show. The Old Testament mentions how the
Spirit of God hovered over water. It also orders the washing of
hands with water before having a meal. Similarly, for Christians
the Jordan River is important, because Jesus was baptized there
at the hands of John the Baptist. Baptism as full immersion in
water continues to be essential to many Christians.
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As for Islam, many regulations and laws were given to protect
this precious grace of water from pollution and waste. Islam
reminds believers that seas and rivers are essential to the life of
humankind as sources of many goods. As the Most High says: “It
is God Who has subjected the sea to you, that ships may sail
through it by His command, that ye may seek of his Bounty, and
that ye may be grateful.” (al-Jathiyah, 12) And in another place:
“and the rivers (also) hath He made subject to you” (Ibrahim, 32).
The Quran also stresses the importance of water as a source of life
for humans, animals and plants. Their existence depends on the
presence or the absence of water. The Almighty said: “Behold! in
the creation of the heavens and the earth; in the alternation of the
night and the day; in the sailing of the ships through the ocean for
the profit of mankind; in the rain which God Sends down from
the skies, and the life which He gives therewith to an earth that is
dead.” (al-Bagarah, 164) Also, “It is He Who sendeth down rain
from the skies: with it We produce vegetation of all kinds” (al-
Ana’am, 99). And: “Thou seest the earth barren and lifeless, but
when We pour down rain on it, it is stirred (to life), it swells, and
it puts forth every kind of beautiful growth (in pairs). (al-Hajj, 5)
Water raining from above or welling up from below has a
unique quality that the Quran describes in many verses. “And do
We not send down from the clouds water in abundance, that We
may produce therewith corn and vegetables, and gardens of
luxurious growth?” (an-Naba’, 14-16) It is gentle and healthy:
“and provided for you water sweet (and wholesome)?” (al-
Mursalat, 27) It is blessed: “And We send down from the sky rain
charted with blessing.” (Qaf, 9) The Quran warns that any harm
to the environment in general and to water in particular causes
destruction and disruption of the original balance of nature. “So
eat and drink of the sustenance provided by Allah, and do no evil
nor mischief on the (face of the) earth.” (al-Bagarah, 60) And the
Most High said: “Mischief has appeared on land and sea because
of (the meed) that the hands of men have earned.” (al-Rum, 41)
Although the Almighty Creator allowed believers to enjoy
the bounty of food, drink and clothing, he did not leave us without
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boundaries but ordered us to enjoy without indulgence. “O
Children of Adam! wear your beautiful apparel at every time and
place of prayer: eat and drink: But waste not by excess, for God
loveth not the wasters.” (al-Ara’af, 31) Just like the Holy Quran
affirms this, so the respectable Sunna insists on the protection of
water, considering that “peoples are partners in three things:
water, food and fire”. The Sunna also forbids pollution of stagnant
water, washing with stagnant water, and overusing it. The Prophet
said: “Do not overuse water, even if it is water of a flowing river.”

The disruption of the ecological balance

God the Most High created the environment with an abundance
of different species and entrusted it to humans, forbidding
devastation and exhaustion of the environment, including water
and energy. Harming the environment threatens the balance that
God made, in which every creature has a unique role and all these
roles complement each other, so as to form one balanced system
of life. A disruption in one of its parts causes a disruption to the
whole system.

Damage and violation of the environment increased
throughout the centuries as science and technology progressed.
Moreover, the proliferation of consumerism, the culture of
luxury, and competitive industries harmed the environment. Over
sixty years ago, Kamal Jumblatt warned against the dangers of
environmental degradation: “The world is moving towards
disaster. If we continue to harm and disrupt the laws of nature and
life, we might find ourselves in a situation far worse and
dangerous than we can imagine. We might not be able to realize
this danger until we arrive to a point of no return.”

It is puzzling to see how people are jeopardizing their own
future through rampant pollution and devastation, and “organized
annihilation,” with which they arm themselves in fighting bugs
and plants and animals and trees; and the exhaustive wasting of
water and energy and “the trespassing of norms and natural
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boundaries,” and “the insane ambitions,” that they got
accustomed to. Humanity is committing suicide without even
knowing it, “and makes nature commit suicide with him too.”

All nature is interconnected with humans in a uniquely
balanced ecosystem, an existential harmony between earth and
heaven, a complementarity that we call a cosmic system. This
system was desired, willed and intricately crafted by God in all
its details. In his book Ethic for Life, the British poet Thompson
said that we cannot move a flower without shaking one of the
stars. Kamal Jumblatt, who was not only a politician but also a
philosopher, lamented the bygone days when humans did not use
agricultural chemicals to protect their crops. We lament with him.
He compared such toxins to viral infections which are invisible at
first, but later become manifest and grow stronger and stronger.
Jumblatt deplored the disappearance of the beautiful harmony of
manifold creatures with their different colors, sounds and life
patterns. He sensed the effect of harmful poison and other harsh
attacks on nature. He foresaw that the disrespect of nature and
ecosystems would have disastrous consequences. It would attack
the foundations of creation and life and it would disrupt the
interaction of opposites: Jumblatt reminded his readers that “they
should not forget that life is born out of the balance and
interaction of opposites, which leads to a comprehensive
coherence and unity.” He emphasized that we need to respect this
delicate balance of different species and categories which we call
life.

Human ignorance is the root cause of environmental
problems. As long as there is ignorance there will be daily
violations of the world’s ecosystems. At the present, human
behavior is causing the rapid death of our planet, including the
death of non-human species. Our consumer cultures are to be
blamed. The remedy for all this is respect for creation while we
interact with it. We need ethical guidelines for our interaction
with nature and the ecosystems that God created.
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Restoring the balance

Water is the most important element of life. Water was considered
sacred in many ancient civilizations. Ancient pantheons included
gods who were especially connected to the water of rivers, seas,
clouds and rains. Some of them were linked with fertility. The
ancient Egyptians even glorified the Nile River as one of their
gods. Later, Egyptians used to say that Egypt is the gift of Nile.
Water is considered to be one of the mysteries of life; a gracious
gift of God; a means for the healing and protection of humans; a
symbol of renewal. Because water is the origin of life, an
existential relation between water and life emerged.

The foundation of Islam is summarized in Al-Imran, 104:
“Let there arise out of you a band of people inviting to all that is
good, enjoining what is right, and forbidding what is wrong; they
are the ones to attain felicity.” In accordance with this verse, the
tawhid way of life, which emerged from Islam and delves into the
monotheistic truth revealed in all heavenly religions in all their
manifestations as well as humanistic thinking of old, resolved to
protect nature from harm. Tawhid thinking requires the protection
of water resources and avoiding pollution. It plants in the heart of
each person a sense of responsibility, so that anyone who has faith
and religious zeal cannot ignore the environment and cannot but
contribute to its protection.

The Quran forbids the corruption of the earth “To the
Madyan people We sent Shu'aib, one of their own brethren: he
said: ‘O my people! worship Allah. Ye have no other god but
Him. Now hath come unto you a clear (Sign) from your Lord!
Give just measure and weight, nor withhold from the people the
things that are their due; and do no mischief on the earth after it
has been set in order: that will be best for you, if ye have Faith.””
(al-4ra’af, 85) Thus, the Islamic teachings clarify that whoever
protects the environment, keeps it clean, cares for it, and avoids
harming it, may expect great rewards from God. According to the
tawhid approach, humans consist of soul, mind, and body.
Humans should, therefore, act in accordance with their priorities:

70



the purity of the soul and the sanity and the health of the body.
They are also required to embrace ethics that enable them to
protect the environment. Humans are called to tend to their
internal wellbeing — the wellbeing of the soul — so that they can
also tend to the wellbeing of their environment. However, when
humans do not sustain their internal system and disrupt their
internal balance, they risk the dissipation of their selves and their
environment. Because human beings are God’s creation on earth,
they must commit to all the divine principles that govern the
relations among them, with their environment and other creatures.
If human beings are indeed in control on earth — due to their
distinctive quality of reasoning; their ability to gain knowledge;
and their ability to use their environment to satisfy their needs;
and if they consider all this as a gift from the Creator — they must
appreciate and maintain the earth.

The approach of believers to the environment is friendly
and respectful. They avoid harming nature and refuse to destroy
it. Nature, it is to be remembered, was not created for one
generation and one place. Environmental degradation does not
only harm nature, but also violates the rights of future
generations. Therefore, our religious and ethical duty requires us
to consider the environment as a gracious gift from the Creator,
who placed ecosystems at the disposal of humanity, including
water, air, soil, trees, animals, and all other species, seen and
unseen “Do ye not see that God has subjected to your (use) all
things in the heavens and on earth, and has made his bounties flow
to you in exceeding measure, (both) seen and unseen? Yet there
are among men those who dispute about God, without knowledge
and without guidance, and without a Book to enlighten them!”
(Lugman, 20)

Accountability to ourselves and to God

Water is a gift. So how shall we benefit from it? How shall we
maintain it? What are our attitudes towards wasting water? The
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questions that we ask in this and other seminars are manifold, but
the answer is one: the stars move by the movement of the flower,
as the poet Thompson said. Thus, human conscience is
influenced, even when one drop of water flows into the wrong
place. And the tawhid wisdom says that whosoever commits
small sins will lapse into big ones. If anyone does not care about
a grain of wheat — cares about preserving it and using it to feed
the hungry — God, in return, will not care that this person is
destined for hell. Whosoever does not use his mind for his own
benefit and the benefit of those around him, society and humanity,
will spend himself in aggression towards himself, his society, the
environment and the whole world. There is a big difference
between those who mindfully care for creation and those who do
not.

All of us are accountable: first to ourselves, and then to
our societies and to God our Creator. Our responsibility begins by
ensuring correct upbringing in families, schools and universities.
The media and society are also responsible. Religious discourse
and religious institutions play an important role. And major
responsibility lies, of course, with the government. The
government should care for its people and show responsible
towards them and their lifestyles. On the government’s shoulders
rests the greatest responsibility in planning, guiding, monitoring
and maintaining ecosystems. When the shepherd is righteous, the
community will become righteous as well. But if the lord of the
house is negligent, the household is lost.

Just as tawhid is the truth deposited in all religions, and
wisdom the purpose of all revealed books and all deep human
thoughts; so is water the grace of the earth and the gift of heaven;
even more, it is the bond between them. It is the source of life and
a sound means to achieve its ends. Water is the most abundant
grace that flows on the face of the earth and carries the earth, so
that it can rest on it. In its purest form it flows inside the earth and
bursts from its sources. Both the visible waters on the earth and
the hidden waters inside the earth are means for human beings to
pursue their true destiny. Reaching our true destiny is: to live our
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humanity in its fullness; to achieve happiness and safety for our
societies, and for the world at large. This is what the Holy Quran
means when it says: "So eat and drink and cool (thine) eye. And
if thou dost see any man say | have vowed a fast to (God) Most
Gracious and this day will | enter into no talk with any human
being.” (Maryam, 26). This is also the purpose of all nutrition and
quenching of thirst.

May God help us and help you achieve the aim of this
conference. This is what we aspire: to attain the level of respect
that religion requires; that science and logic impose; and that life
demands from us in our human responsibility.
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WATER AS A SIGN OF RECONCILIATION IN THE
CHRISTIAN FAITH

Caleb Hutcherson and Wilbert van Saane

Water is a potential source of division and conflict in the Middle
East. The increasing threats to water security and the existence of
several transboundary water resources have caused conflict in the
past and may do so again (Petersen-Perlman, Veilleux and Wolf
2017). In the case of Lebanon, there have been tensions with
Israel over the Hasbani-Wazzani water system and with Syria
over the Orontes River, as Farajalla (2010) demonstrates. He also
shows that water has been a chief victim of violence and war, such
as the 2006 war, which caused damage to the Lebanese water
infrastructure and pollution of ground and marine water.

Religious groups may offer resources that help prevent
and resolve conflicts and promote creation care. The majority of
citizens of Middle Eastern countries, including Lebanon, identify
themselves as members of religious groups. Religious leaders are
opinion-leaders and wield considerable political influence. In
light of the water stress in many parts of the Middle East it is,
therefore, vital to revisit the sources of the different religious
traditions, and to read the sacred texts with an ecological
hermeneutic.

In this paper we explore the reconciliatory aspects of
water symbolism in the Bible and in Christian traditions. In doing
S0, we argue that water imagery in the Bible has conciliatory and
redemptive significance that has often been deemphasized by our
respective Protestant traditions’ hermeneutical tendencies and
church practices. That being the case, we contend that a re-
centered, holistic understanding of water ought to be recovered in
evangelical theology and practice. To do so, we draw from a
variety of Protestant and Baptist (and Orthodox) sources, in
reflection of the multi-denominational context of ecclesial life in
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Lebanon. Finally, based on this renewed evangelical Christian
perspective of the reconciliatory power and material value of
water, we will point to some implications of a more robust
theology and practice concerning water that could support
creation care and reconciliation in Lebanon and the Middle East.

Our contribution to the expanding field of ecotheology is
specific and contextual. We will focus on water in Protestant
theology and baptismal practice. We are concerned about water
and conflict in the Middle East and especially in Lebanon, where
we work in the service of evangelical churches. Our angle on this
subject is historical-theological and missiological. Our
theological position owes much to 76pera76n Dei theology,
which was revived in the theology of Karl Barth and which, in
recent years, has been adopted and developed by a number of
evangelical theologians. We understand 76pera76n Dei as an
essentially Trinitarian concept, which describes God as a
relational being and conceives the world — human and non-human
—essentially in terms of relations. Water is part of that network of
creational relations, which God is at work reconciling to Himself
(Wright 2013, 419-420). As we reflect from and on our
evangelical tradition, we aim to treat this subject in an ecumenical
spirit, aware of the importance of water symbolism in other
religious traditions.

Water symbolism in Christian history

In the Bible, water takes on multiple meanings. At times, water is
a power of chaos and destruction that threatens life, as in the story
of the flood (Genesis 7). At other times, water enhances life and
signifies fertility, salvation or peace. A few examples of these
latter uses of water imagery are the rivers that irrigate the Garden
of Eden (Genesis 2), the crossing of the sea (Exodus 14) and the
twenty-third Psalm, whose poet famously wrote: “He leads me
beside still waters. / He restores my soul.”
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The key moment in the New Testament that involves water is the
baptism of Jesus at the hands of John the Baptist. The Gospels
describe this as a joyful, very physical event. It occurred in a
liminal place, in international waters — Jordan River —and amidst
creation. It brought together “all the people” (Luke 3:21). It was
a moment of reconciliation between God, human beings and the
non-human creation.

In its 2,000 years of history, the Christian tradition has
dwelt heavily on the biblical water imagery in its songs, rituals,
prayers, sermons and theologies. But nowhere is the symbolism
of water as pervasively present as in Christian baptism. Baptist
theologian Paul Fiddes (1996, 49ff) has brought the different
biblical connotations of water into focus by pointing to five
Christian motifs: birth, cleansing, conflict, refreshment and
journey. He argues that, in the historical practice and theology of
baptism, all these motifs are present. Fiddes goes on to explain
that baptism does not merely picture these experiences of being
in the world, but enables and interprets them as participation in
God’s creative-redemptive work.

The baptismal theology of the early church emphasized
the motif of birth and rebirth. In a sermon on baptism, preached
on 6 January 380 CE, Gregory of Nazianzus explains that the
Scripture recognizes three births: the natural birth, baptism and
the resurrection (Hamman 1967, 89). These traditions often
compare the waters of baptism to the womb of the church, out of
which the believers enter into a new life. Bridal imagery also
plays a role here, as in the Hymn of the Baptized of Ephrem the
Syrian.

Your garments glisten, my brethren, as snow;

and fair is your shining in the likeness of angels.

In the likeness of angels you have come up, beloved,
from Jordan’s river, in the armor of the Holy Ghost.

The bridal chamber that fails not, my brethren, ye have
received:
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and the glory of Adam’s house today ye have put on.
(...)

Glory to them that are robed, glory to Adam’s house!

In the birth that is from the water, let them rejoice and be
blessed!

Although the motif of birth and rebirth has not been absent in the
later western theological tradition — Augustine was fond of the
metaphor of the church as mother and baptism as her womb — it
has laid more stress on the motif of conflict, especially the conflict
of death and resurrection. The focus in baptism moved from the
Incarnation of Jesus and his identification with the whole cosmos
to the atoning death and resurrection, which were the ground for
the justification of the believer. Baptism was increasingly viewed
through the lens of Easter rather than Epiphany. In the fifth
century, Pope Leo the Great advised that baptisms should no
longer take place during the Feast of Epiphany, but rather at
Easter and Pentecost: “It is appropriate that the power of baptism
should change the old into the new creature on the day of the death
of the Crucified and the Resurrection-day of the Dead.” (Hamman
1967, 232)

The Protestant tradition cemented this preference for the
imagery of conflict and struggle between the powers of death and
life. Protestant baptismal theologies included little reflection on
Epiphany and the baptism of the Lord, so cherished in the eastern
traditions. The Epistles of Paul to the Galatians and the Romans
became favored texts to explain the meaning of baptism. Martin
Luther consciously foregrounded the conflict motif: “Baptism,
then, signifies two things — death and resurrection, that is, full and
complete justification. (...) It is therefore indeed correct to say
that baptism is a washing away of sins, but the expression is too
mild and weak to bring out the full significance of baptism, which
is rather a symbol of death and resurrection.” (Quoted in Hodgson
and King, eds., 1985, 277) Likewise, in his Institutes (1VV.15) John
Calvin argued that baptism not only attested the forgiveness of
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sins — the motif of cleansing and purification — but also showed
“our mortification in Christ and new life in him”.

The Reformers vehemently resisted the idea that the water
of baptism had any divine power in itself. They argued that the
water of baptism, like the elements of the Eucharist, did not infuse
grace and could not be characterized as ex 79pera operato, that
is, effective when performed in a valid way. The Heidelberg
Catechism, for example, raised the question whether the “outward
washing with water itself washes away sins”. The answer was an
emphatic no, for “only the blood of Jesus Christ and the Holy
Spirit cleanse us from all sins”. In Reformed thinking, baptism
did not alter the fact that humans were sinners: justified sinners
maybe, but still sinners. The water only signified washing. The
conflict between death and new life was a life-time reality for
Christians. In this conflict, baptism had a lasting significance. In
Luther’s famous words: “The only way to drive away the devil is
through faith in Christ, by saying: ‘I have been baptized, | am a
Christian.”” (Oberman 1989, 105)

Desacramentalization and dualism

This brief survey of water symbolism in Christian history show
two problematic tendencies in the portrayal of water (and nature
along with it) in  western  Protestant  theology:
desacramentalization and dualism.

First, water was desacramentalized—that is the spiritual
effect of the physical substance of water was devalued. This
tendency was already present in Scholastic theology, which
emphasized the exalted, rather than the incarnate, Christ and
rationalized Christ’s sacramental presence with the help of
Aristotelian philosophical categories. The Reformation launched
a trajectory that radically revised sacramental theology, denying
any sacramental value to the elements of water, bread and wine
in themselves. These desacramentalizing tendencies contrasted
starkly with the theology of the eastern churches, which continued
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to emphasize the incarnation, while retaining a more sacramental,
poetic and flexible approach. Conversations within the
Ecumenical and Liturgical Movements of the twentieth century
helped Protestants to recover a more sacramental understanding
of baptism (Fowler 2002; Cross et al. 2007).

Second, and as a result of such desacramentalizing
tendencies, Protestant baptismal theology became more
vulnerable to a cosmological dualism. Dualism has been present
in both western and eastern theologies throughout Christian
history, but in the predominantly Protestant nations in Europe it
arguably had more devastating effects, especially since the
Industrial Revolution. In Protestant theology and praxis, dualism
was perhaps also more concealed than in eastern baptismal rites,
which included an explicit renunciation of the devil. In the
following section, we will try to identify some aspects of
Protestant baptismal theology that carried this dualistic tendency
and are in need of revision.

Divisive dualism

Having traced historical motifs for the symbolism of water in the
Christian tradition and identifying two major problematic
tendencies in western Protestant theology, we know focus in on
the specific problem of cosmological dualism in Protestant
evangelical theology. Simply stated, holding to a cosmological
dualism leads to a separation between creation and redemption.
Redemption then becomes primarily concerned with the human
soul; the rest of creation remains outside the economy of
salvation. This tendency is not exclusive to western Protestant
theology, a point that ecotheologian Michael Northcott helpfully
makes when he traces its roots back to the presence of Platonic
dualism in Augustine’s writings (1996, 215). Then as now,
dualism tempts us to neglect life-affirming water imagery in
baptismal praxis and leads to destructive perspectives on the
relationship between humans and the world (Ashworth 2007, 19).
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In this section, we highlight the presence of this destructive
dualism in various Protestant evangelical traditions.

To begin, it is helpful to point out that the Reformed
tradition never had a negative view of creation itself. It presented
“the book of nature” as a source of revelation. However, this
notion did not penetrate the Reformed understanding of baptism.
Even for the nature-loving Calvin, the world was merely a theatre
for the glory of God: it displayed the glory of the Creator, but
salvation lay beyond it. Consequently, Reformed baptismal texts
and sermons articulated the washing of “our impure souls” and
the incorporation into the death and resurrection of Christ in
mildly dualistic ways. Northcott observes that, while “Calvin still
held to the divine intention to restore creation as well as the souls
of the elect in the future time of salvation, this view is eclipsed in
the strengthening individualism and anthropocentrism of other
and subsequent Reformation theologians.” (1996, 219)

In a similar way, the Lutheran tradition demonstrates
dualistic tendencies. A good illustration is Luther’s flood prayer,
which has been used in Lutheran and Reformed churches ever
since Luther —who was of course an Augustinian monk — wrote
it in the 1520s. While emphasizing the potentially holistic motif
of the journey through water, this prayer has strongly dualistic
related overtones. It highlights the destructive nature of water and
interprets the baptism of Jesus in terms of the flood. The prayer
explicitly states that, in the flood, God destroyed “the unbelieving
world” and petitions that “all waters be a blessed flood”. It is
worth quoting in full.

Almighty and eternal God, according to your strict
judgement you condemned the unbelieving world through
the flood, yet according to your great mercy you preserved
believing Noah and his family, eight souls in all. You
drowned hard-hearted Pharaoh and all his host in the Red
Sea, yet led your people Israel through the water on dry
ground, prefiguring this washing of your holy baptism.
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Through the baptism in the Jordan of your beloved Son,
our Lord Jesus Christ, you sanctified and instituted all
waters to be a blessed flood, and a lavish washing away
of sin. We pray that you would behold (name of candidate
for baptism) according to your boundless mercy and bless
him/her with true faith by the Holy Spirit that through this
saving flood all sin in him/her which has been inherited
from Adam and which he/she himself/herself has
committed since would be drowned and die. Grant that
he/she be kept safe and secure in the holy ark of the
Christian Church, being separated from the multitude of
unbelievers and serving your name at all times with a
fervent spirit and a joyful hope, so that, with all believers
in your promise, he/she would be declared worthy of
eternal life, through Jesus Christ, our Lord.

It is notable that Luther’s prayer makes no reference to the
covenant that God established with Noah after the flood. “I
establish my covenant with you that never again shall all flesh be
cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a
flood to destroy the earth.” (Genesis 9:11) The ecological
implications of the post-flood covenant are evident and have been
noticed by many theologians. In addition to that, although
Luther’s prayer mentions the sanctification of “all waters”, it is a
sanctification to serve as purification only. There is no reference
to the quenching and refreshing qualities of water.

Likewise, the Baptist tradition has been vulnerable to a
cosmological dualism. Baptist baptismal theology emphasizes the
conflict motif, especially highlighting baptism as dying and rising
with Christ through faith. The Baptist tradition of full immersion
upon the confession of faith is a powerful enactment of this. From
an ecological perspective, the practice of immersion in rivers,
lakes and seas is promising. Baptism in the Baptist tradition often
takes place in “living water”. Yet Baptists too have fallen prey to
a one-sided emphasis on the individual soul, overlooking the
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communal aspects of the conflict motif as well as its more
universal dimensions of confrontation with cosmic, systemic,
political and economic powers (Fiddes 1996, 48; Ashworth 2007,
19).

We conclude this section with the observation that these
dualistic theological tendencies are interwoven with evangelicals’
practices of baptism. Like the theologies, these practices
emphasize the conflict and purification motifs related to water in
ways that often foster cosmological dualism and individualism.
This emphasis on conflict and purification motifs comes at the
expense of other motifs such as birth and rebirth, the journey, and
refreshment that might help construct a more holistic and
relational understanding of baptism and the water that is so central
to its practice.

Reconciliation begins with repentance. Therefore, we
acknowledge how our own traditions have engaged and
sometimes perpetuated divisions among humans and between
humans and non-human creation.

Reconciling baptismal water

Having outlined the dualistic tendencies, we now turn to the
question of how Protestant evangelical baptismal theologies can
recover a more conciliatory and holistic use of water imagery, one
that promotes care for all of God’s creation. In our view, the
answer does not lie in exclusively foregrounding one particular
motif or group of metaphors. That would mean an exchange of
one lopsided baptismal theology for another. We advocate, rather,
a new unlocking of the full range of biblical and historical water
metaphors.

Holding the various motifs from the Christian tradition
together, Paul Fiddes argues that water might be understood as “a
place in the material world of ‘rendezvous’ with the crucified and
resurrected Lord” (1996, 57). It is at and in the water where
reconciliation takes place so that, in baptism, the whole person is
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inaugurated into a “new web of relationships that God weaves
with His whole creation” (Fiddes 1996, 59).

What are the characteristics of this “new web of
relationships™ that baptism signals and inaugurates? First, the
ritual of baptism knows no class or hierarchy, but puts all on the
same level. This becomes very clear in the baptism of Christ,
which subversively and confrontationally took place in the wild,
away from the centers of power (Perkinson 2017, 470-473). The
evangelist Luke placed the baptism of Jesus and Jesus’ followers
in a decidedly universal context. All needed baptism. And all
were baptized in the same water. For Luke, there was no
distinction between women and men, Jews and Gentiles,
ministers and house slaves.

The Apostle Paul also presented baptism as a levelling
ritual. In a context of divisions and quarrels, he asked the
rhetorical question: “Were you baptized into the name of Paul?”
(1 Corinthians 1:13) The assumption here was that all members
of the Christian community of Corinth were equal, because all
were baptized, not in the name of any apostle or teacher, but in
the name of Jesus. No one could elevate themselves over others.
Equality in baptism cleared the ground for reconciliation and
unity. In order for equality to be established, the self needs to find
its appropriate center. In the words of Miroslav Volf, “[t]he self
is both ‘de-centered’ and ‘re-centered’ by one and the same
process, by participating in the death and resurrection of Christ
through faith and baptism” (Volf 1996, 70).

The second characteristic is that baptism signifies
reconciliation and inaugurates reconciled life. Without equality
there can be no reconciliation. Because all are fundamentally
equal in humbleness and in their need of God’s grace, they can be
reconciled. The water ritual is an appropriation of the
reconciliation that Christ effected. It is a turning-point that marks
the beginning of a common journey characterized by
reconciliation with God, others and indeed all creation. This is
vividly illustrated in the ancient practice of stripping candidates
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for baptism prior to their immersion and clothing them in white
afterwards (Beasley-Murray 1993, 61).

This understanding of baptism as reconciliation with God,
others and creation is also found in the writings of Paul, which
have often been read in a dualistic way. According to Paul,
baptism signified that the old life — characterized by strife, power
abuse, and conflict — had been left behind. Baptized followers of
Jesus lived a life that was, instead, characterized by reconciliation
(katallage). For Paul, reconciliation was not only a vertical, but
also a horizontal affair; it has both individual and communal
dimensions; all creation waits for and shares in Christ’s
reconciliation (Romans 8:19ff; Martin 1981, 119-120;
Constantineanu 2010, 99-140). Paul’s famous words on baptism
in the Epistle to the Romans, which have often been taken to
imply a cosmological dualism, are upon closer inspection
intensely life-affirming and community-building.

We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer? Or don’t
you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ
Jesus were baptized into his death? We were therefore
buried with him through baptism into death in order that,
just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory
of the Father, we too may live a new life. (Romans 6:2-4)

Third, baptism unifies. This idea builds on the previous two. Since
all are fundamentally equal and, by baptism, enter a life
characterized by reconciliation, all are fundamentally one in
Christ. The river of baptism is no longer a boundary, but a nexus
(Perkinson 2017, 472). The Epistle to the Ephesians states this
unequivocally. “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were
called to the one hope of your calling; one faith, one baptism, one
God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all.”
(4:4-6) Even though Christian communities may have
domesticated baptism, baptism is not an esoteric privilege for a
few, but a hospitable ritual that extends to all nations and
expresses the fundamental unity that Christ embodied. The
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Gospel of Matthew concludes with this universal vision: “All
authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (28:18-
19).

Thus, rather than a source of division and conflict, the
water of baptism is a symbol of the fundamental equality of all
human beings; of their reconciliation with each other and with all
nature through Christ; and of the essential unity that Christ gives.
Baptismal theology finds its biblical center not in a cosmological
dualism that disregards matter, but in a vision of one creation
being reconciled to God and to itself through Christ. Fiddes’ five
water motifs — birth, purification, conflict, journey and
refreshment — make much more sense when they are viewed
against this background of reconciliation and unity rather than a
soul-matter dualism.

It is the humble, tangible, material substance of water that
reveals these truths. Staying on the shores is no good; we need to
go “down in the river to pray” to learn these lessons. Through the
centuries, Orthodox and Oriental theologies have far better
preserved an understanding of God’s revelation in and through
the material world. Evangelical churches need to renew their
appreciation of the physical, material aspect of baptism. This
includes embracing that God has seen it fit to ordain the use of
water (material creation) for baptism (physical/spiritual
regeneration). By reemphasizing the material aspect of water, a
new joy may be found in the rebirthing, washing and refreshing
aspects of the physical experience of encountering God by faith
in the water of baptism.

Implications for creation care
In this final section, we contend that this re-centered Protestant
baptismal theology, which we described above, has important

implications for how we protect water, and the broader
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ecosystem, in Lebanon. In what follows, we trace these
implications and offer some practical recommendations for
renewing liturgical, ecumenical and missional practices.
Evangelical churches in Lebanon, although small in number, may
thereby contribute to addressing and resolving conflicts and crises
related to water and the environment.

Before outlining some of these implications, we reiterate
that renewal starts with repentance. It is essential that evangelical
leaders lead their communities in confessing that God’s good
creation has been and continues to be destroyed and that Christian
communities are complicit. Our confession includes the
acknowledgement that our one-sided theologies and Christian
praxes have contributed to environmental degradation — or have
at least not voiced enough protest against it. This cannot remain
mere theory.

Liturgical implications
A re-centered baptismal theology will touch churches on a deep
level, in their weekly worship. In most evangelical churches,
water only has a place in worship when baptism is celebrated.
This may take place quarterly or even less frequently, as opposed
to Catholic and Orthodox worship, in which water is actively used
on various occasions and ever-present at the entrance of many
sanctuaries. A re-centered theology of water guides us towards
incorporating water symbolism more frequently in our weekly
services. Recovering symbolic practices such as foot-washing,
anointing, blessings involving water, when accompanied by even
a simple explanation of the full significance of water, can lead to
transformed understanding and practice in the congregation.
Over the past decades, ecotheology has already led to the
revision of Protestant baptismal texts and hymns. A good
example of this is the following prayer found in Common
Worship, published for the Church of England. In comparison to
Luther’s flood prayer it celebrates water as God’s good gift and
is remarkably comprehensive in its use of biblical water motifs,
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including birth/rebirth, purification, refreshment, journey and
conflict.

We thank you, almighty God, for the gift of water to
sustain, refresh and cleanse all life. Over the water the
Holy Spirit moved in the beginning of creation. Through
water you led the children of Israel from slavery in Egypt
to freedom in the Promised Land.

In water your Son Jesus received the baptism of John
and was anointed by the Holy Spirit as the Messiah, the
Christ, to lead us from the death of sin to newness of life.

We thank you, Father, for the water of baptism. In it we
are buried with Christ in his death. By it we share in his
resurrection. Through it we are reborn by the Holy Spirit.
Therefore, in joyful obedience to your Son, we baptize
into his fellowship those who come to him in faith.

Now sanctify this water that, by the power of your Holy
Spirit, they may be cleansed from sin and born again.
(Common Worship 2006, 69)

Furthermore, by giving attention to how we perform baptism
itself, we can enact a re-centered evangelical theology of creation.
Local communities have also redesigned their baptismal spaces
so as to reflect more accurately the various symbolic aspects of
water. Liturgical scholar Benjamin Stewart describes how
Lutheran churches in the United States have shaped baptismal
fonts so as to evoke the image of an oasis, of water flowing on
dry land and of deep, pooled water (Stewart 2011, 23-24) In his
view, there is a need to make the rich water symbolism from our
theological traditions visible and audible in worship. Throughout,
the performative practices of the church — whether speaking,
praying, or singing — are understood to actualize our theology of
Creation. By imbuing these practices with a more holistic
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theology related to water, we guide our communities to value all
of God’s physical creation.

Ecumenical/interfaith implications

The equalizing, reconciling and unifying nature of baptismal
water, as described above, has unmistakable ecumenical and
interfaith implications. As the story of the baptism of Christ in the
River Jordan suggests, our participation in baptism may lead us
to renew our relationship with others, even if they are inhabitants
of the land across the river or across the sea. It is vital that we
begin to view water bodies — rivers and seas — as God-given nexus
rather than boundary. This awareness of sharing in water may
lead to a new perception of “ownership” of water resources. It
may also give us new perspectives on trans-Mediterranean
migration.

Here in Lebanon, it should inspire evangelical
communities to consider acting in common with “others”— other
Christian and Muslim communities — to respond to our
environmental crisis with a view to the common good. Churches
and mosques may find that they have much common ground in
their view of water as a gift from God for life and renewal. Too
often, we act in self-interest rather than with a holistic view to the
inter-related interests of all who share God’s world (Weaver
2007, 50).

Following on from this, we argue that this holistic view of
water should shape how we think about and pursue public policy
related to water and the environment. In recent history, privatized,
small-scale solutions to the environmental crisis in Lebanon seem
to have been more effective than large-scale public projects. The
danger in these privatized solutions is that we all carry with us is
our own “inward bent,” the twisting of our interests that looks to
our own material needs, protecting our “own” family and
religious group at the expense of “others.” In turn, this lack of a
sense duty to the common good puts pressure on water systems
and perpetuates the water and ecological crisis. So, purely
privatized solutions cannot be the only the solution. On the other
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hand, centralized public projects have been problematic. Any
centralized solution must involve transparency and accountability
so that those at the margins of social, political, and religious
power are not penalized or excluded. An interfaith coalition of
people of faith might advocate and hold accountable our various
“religious” politicians to consider and look after the needs of the
people in Hermél, Akkar, or Chatilla as carefully as they do the
people in downtown Beirut or the Baabda palace. It also means
that no country or people in the Middle East may be excluded
from negotiations about water and other natural resources. The
resources are so scarce that we simply cannot afford to compete;
we must cooperate.

Missional implications
Finally, this re-centered understanding of water has implications
for how we evangelicals envision and practice mission. By
drawing on a fuller symbolism in baptism, we proclaim that
baptism is not merely a public confession or blessing that we
receive; it is also a commissioning into participation with the
Creator’s limitless love for and reconciliation of the whole of
creation to Himself (Wright 2013, 419). The reconciling
dimension of baptismal water is a reminder that non-human
creation is equally part of that commissioning. In baptism,
Christians envisage the reconciliation of “all things, whether on
earth or in heaven” (Colossians 1:20). Historically, evangelicals
in Lebanon have understood their mission in terms of witness,
education, social and medical work. By renewing our
understanding and practices related to baptism, we are also
reminded that our mission of reconciliation includes the
threatened, scarce, and polluted waters and environment of
Lebanon. Borrowing a term from an ecumenical conference,
baptismal water makes us envisage and work for an ecological
healing or “eco-ciliation” (Matthey, ed. 2008, 83).

Practically speaking, this renewed perspective should
transform our practice of “mission.” Our mission of reconciliation
should seek to preserve and enhance the environment, as well as
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coming up with strategies that reduce our impact and destruction
the environment. Practically speaking, such reconciling work
might begin with, though should not be limited to, conducting
environmental audits of our practices and physical presence in our
local communities. This allows us to become aware of and then
turn away from the destructive ways we relate to our
environment. Following on from this, we might continue by
annually reviewing our performance, and also invite external
accountability and constructive criticism from others. At both an
institutional and individual level, we may well incur higher “short
term” costs for caring for the environment. Recycling takes more
effort than throwing away everything in the general vicinity of a
green or gray bin on the street. Long-term water solutions are
costlier in time, money, and effort, than the short-term “gray
market” solutions. But, if we take seriously our mission of
reconciliation, then we must act in ways that reconcile humans
with our environment, protecting and restoring it, and ending our
selfish destruction of it.

In addition, as we practice eco-ciliation, we must be
motivated by “other” interest, rather than self-interest. This will
require us to practice self-limitation, considering the needs of our
“other” along with our own. In our system of governance,
religious communities ought to hold our political leaders
accountable if and when their policies serve to preserve personal
or confessional power and benefit at the expense of the
environment and other confessional groups. In all these ways,
practicing eco-ciliation in Lebanon depends on people of faith
and hope working together.

Conclusion
In this paper we explored some ways in which renewed
understanding and practices related to water by evangelicals

might contribute to protecting and caring for water and related
ecosystems in Lebanon and the Middle East at large. We have
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done this in a spirit of contrition, since we are convinced that
reconciliation begins with confession. Christians cannot claim
any moral high ground when it comes to creation care and
reconciliation. Evangelical theologies and practices related to
water have at times perpetuated carelessness towards the
environment and a devaluation of water.

We have argued that the quest for life-affirming
theologies requires a thorough rereading of the Scriptures and
Christian history in the hope of overcoming dualism and
recovering water imagery that serves more sustainable and
reconciliatory Christian practices. By renewing a holistic, robust
understanding of the symbolism of water, we might open up
ecumenical and interfaith avenues of reconciliation. A renewed
understanding of water imagery carries profound implications for
our liturgical practices, for our interactions with other
confessional groups, and for how we think about and practice
God’s mission of reconciliation in the world.

The underlying question we have explored is whether
religion, for us that is our evangelical faith tradition, has anything
to contribute to protecting the environment and resolving conflict
over key resources like water. We have argued that, indeed,
theology and religious practice can answer this question
positively—but with a complex “yes.” To answer this question
positively requires both a confession of the ways that evangelical
theologies and practices have contributed to conflict and the
degradation of the environment, as well as the ways that, in
renewing our theologies and practices related to water, we might
contribute to eco-ciliation — ecological healing and care based on
who we understand God to be. By expanding and enriching our
theologies and liturgical practices related to water, especially
baptismal water, we can and should promote reconciliation in
relationship to the environment for the benefit of all of God’s
creation.
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WATER, BRINGER OF LIFE FOR PEOPLE AND WILDLIFE

Chris Naylor

(God) makes springs pour water into the ravines;
it flows between the mountains.

They give water to all the beasts of the field;

the wild donkeys quench their thirst.

The birds of the sky nest by the waters;

they sing among the branches.

He waters the mountains from his upper chambers;
the land is satisfied by the fruit of his work.

He makes grass grow for the cattle,

and plants for people to cultivate—

bringing forth food from the earth:

wine that gladdens human hearts,

oil to make their faces shine,

and bread that sustains their hearts.

The trees of the LoORD are well watered,

the cedars of Lebanon that he planted.

(Psalm 104, 10-16)

Water for wildlife and people

This Psalm, from the Bible, is a wonderful ancient song of praise
drawing inspiration from the habitats of Mount Lebanon to praise
God. Perhaps the most obvious thing we notice is that there is a
clear link between God’s blessing and water; God makes the
springs pour water, and it is from this water that consequential
blessings flow. But the question | would like to consider briefly
is —who is the water for?

The Psalm speaks of God as provider. Throughout this
Psalm, God gives: he makes springs pour water; he gives water;
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he waters the mountains; he makes grass grow; he gives plants
and so on. But who is it all for? In the second section of the Psalm
the answer is for mankind. Plants are for people to cultivate; oil
is to make the face shine. But the first answer, and the answer in
the passage above is that God gives, God provides for the beasts
of the field: the donkeys so they can quench their thirst; the birds
of the air. In other words, this Psalm has a very integrated
understanding of God’s provision. Using water as a picture, the
passage speaks of God providing for mankind, certainly, but for
wildlife too.

We may think we know the Bible’s stories well. We tend
to think they are all about what God has to say to us and about us.
We often overlook the wider creation when we zoom in on what
we think is the only narrative in the Bible — that is the one that is
all about people — all about us.

I will give you another example of what | mean, again
using water. This time water is not the provider of life it is the
great destroyer. Let’s look at Noah, the ark and the flood. God
sends a cataclysmic flood wiping out life on earth except the life
preserved in the ark — Noah — his family and the animals. In the
book of Genesis, after the flood, when God gave the rainbow as a
sign who did he make the covenant with? The covenant that he
would never again destroy the earth? Was it with Noah? Noah and
his family? The whole human race? The answer is perhaps a
surprise — the covenant was between God and the Earth. “I have
set my rainbow in the clouds, and it will be the sign of the
covenant between me and the earth.” (Genesis 9, 13) Now, | am
sure humanity is included and so explicitly is “every living
creature” But scripture actually says the covenant is between God
and the Earth. God cares about the Earth — the Bible message is
not all about humanity — it is not all about us.
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Christian responses to the ecological crisis

Although it is true to say that through much of modern Church
history “Care for Creation” has been lost as part of the Gospel
message, today the church is again waking up to this more
integrated, holistic — more authentically Biblical Faith. As an
example the Anglican Communion set out in what it sees as the
role of the Church one of the five marks of mission as: To strive
to safeguard the integrity of creation, and sustain and renew the
life of the earth.

As the environmental crisis deepens so Christian
responses gain momentum. Many groups are involved in practical
action. While theological enquiry is informing the pulpit, deeply
held materialist attitudes in many Christian communities are
slowly changing. Certainly the environmental crisis is deepening.
Scientists now describe the present time as the Anthropocene.
That is, the current geological age is viewed as the period during
which human activity is the dominant influence on climate and
the environment.

Currently, all environmental statistics are frightening. The
WWF & ZSL (Living Planet Report 2014) catalogue a 52%
decline in wildlife populations since 1970. That is a halving of
life on earth in less than 50 years! But for freshwater wildlife
populations the decline reaches a staggering 76% decline since
1970!

The case of the Aammiq wetland

It seems water is an early casualty in a landscape in crisis. That is
certainly what I discovered when I lived in the Bekaa in the early
1990s when the Aammiq conservation project was born. Much of
the water that sustains the Aammiq wetland in the West Bekaa
starts as snow on the Barouk Mountain Ridge. The snow melts
through the season to recharge the aquifer and then at the spring
line burst out of the ground to form the pools that drain into the
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wetland and eventually into the Litani River. As the water makes
its way to the river, it creates habitats: open water, reedbed,
flooded pasture, riverine, avenues of trees, and rich farmland.
Historically the wetland covered a huge area all the way to Zahle
but by the end of the Lebanese civil war only a remnant patch
work of seasonal pools remained, close to obliteration.

The Christian Conservation Organization “A Rocha”
Lebanon, together with the landowners, local municipality, tenant
farmers, the Ministry of the Environment and the neighboring Al
Shouf Cedar Reserve worked to restore and protect the wetland
for people and wildlife. Among the wildlife that depends on the
Aammiq wetlands are huge numbers of migrating birds such as
storks. The Aammiq wetland is particularly important as a
roosting stopover for migrating birds on their pan-continental
journey. But other species also benefit from the wetland: reptiles,
amphibians, mammals, fish, and other birds. The natural flow of
the river into the wetland profits people as well, especially in the
following ways: it creates grazing areas for cattle; sponge for
water for crops; a microclimate; soil health and maintenance of
aquifers. Among the problems that had to be faced in the project
were hunting, pollution, over-extraction of water, over-grazing,
and habitat loss. Through years of hard work, A Rocha and its
partners achieved that the wetland no longer dried up during the
summer months, but contained water all year long.

The role of faith-based NGOs

What do faith-based NGOs bring to the water conservation story?
I have thought long and hard about this question. One key
component badly lacking in the world of conservation is hope.
Faith brings hope and as faith-based conservation NGOs we need
to bring it to the party. If you go to Aammiq you can join in that
party and celebrate at Tawlet Aammiq. This eco-restaurant was
born out of the A Rocha conservation project. Designed to provide
an eco-tourist entry to the wetland and Shouf Cedar Reserve,
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employment opportunities for the different sectarian communities
of the West Bekaa and cash for the conservation of the precious
habitats of marsh and mountain it is a place to celebrate, have
hope and a great meal.

Returning to Psalm 104, there are five species animal
mentioned by name that were breeding in Lebanon at the time the
Psalm was written. Today three are extinct in Lebanon, one still
migrates through but no longer breeds and one still breeds. But
there is hope! The lion is extinct and is unlikely to be
reintroduced! The wild donkey is extinct and the Bekaa plains are
now too populated for it to be reintroduced. The wild goat or ibex
still lives in Jordan and there are plans to reintroduce it as a wild
animal to the Shouf Cedar Reserve. The white stork now regularly
summers in Aammiq, if hunting remains under control there is no
reason why it should not breed. The rock hyrax or coney is still
found as a breeding mammal on the mountains of the Shouf.
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PANEL: PRESSING ISSUES AND THE ROLE OF FAITH-
BASED NGOs

The panel was moderated by Dr. Arda Ekmekji. The panelists
were Dr. Désirée El Azzi, Dr. Nadim Farajalla and Mr. Bjorn
Zimprich. This section includes the texts submitted by Dr.
Farajalla and Dr. EI Azzi prior to the conference. It also contains
atranscript of Mr. Zimprich’s presentation on a project in the field
of water and religion in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan.
Finally, a short impression of the discussion is given.

The panelists were asked to address the following two questions:
1. What are the most urgent/pressing needs when it comes to
water in Lebanon?
2. What role do you see for (faith-based) NGOs in the
protection and management of water?
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Faith-based organizations and water protection in Lebanon

Désirée El Azzi

Water and religion are closely linked throughout the history of
Lebanon. As a testimony of this solid relationship, numerous
prayers and rites revolve around water. Sadly, water is nowadays
a struggling resource facing anthropic pressures (agriculture,
waste dumping, industrial use, etc.) that lead to water scarcity and
pollution.

The negative balance between the annual water
requirements in Lebanon (average daily requirement of 300
L/inhabitant) and the average annual rainfall (8200 mm3) is one
of the most pressing concerns in the country especially with the
rising population. Another major concern is water quality. In fact,
in the absence of environmental resource management strategies,
Lebanese water is constantly exposed to infiltration of pollutants
from intensive agriculture, wastewater, septic tanks, industries,
etc. Recent studies show that streams are enriched with inorganic
pollutants such as Cd, Zn, Cr and Ni. These same waters are used
for irrigation and for human consumption. The country is
therefore facing a significant risk of toxicity.

Faith-based Organizations (FBOSs) are a natural actor for
the protection of the society against this risk. While working on
the spiritual well-being of their members, FBOs worldwide are
more and more concerned about the physical health of individuals
as well. A clean environment is indispensable for the emotional,
psychological and spiritual health of individuals.

Besides, FBOs have long fought against poverty and for
the basic needs of human beings. They have always shed light on
the moral, ethical and spiritual importance of human equity and
rights to shelter, good quality water, food and air. Therefore, their
role as the voice of the voiceless can be put in action very easily
in Lebanon. It is worth stating here that people who suffer most
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from polluted and scarce water are the poor. The fight for their
rights is a basic role of FBOs.

Furthermore, it is in the scope of FBOs to be a voice of
moral authority. They can easily create a link between people and
the government just like any other NGO. But, because 80% of the
world’s population professes religious faith, FBOs can have more
impact on society. Moreover, FBOs are often more efficient than
governmental bodies due to their flexibility, creativity and long-
term thinking. Thus, they would probably be able to muster more
participation and a greater impact for global changes. This is
particularly true in countries like Lebanon where religion plays a
major role in the everyday life of citizens.

Accordingly, the role of FBOs can be summarized as
follows:

- Spreading awareness about the situation of water pollution in
Lebanon. This could be done through environmental education
(training, capacity building among teachers, etc.) in schools and
universities.

- Collecting information to assess environmental conditions and
monitor the compliance with environmental agreements and laws.
- Implementing and helping to fund demonstration and pilot
projects for depollution and continuous monitoring of water
bodies.

- Promoting community and individual actions.

- Advocating justice and rights for water of good quality. This can
help in pushing for changes in policy decisions when possible. To
achieve this, FBOs should be more involved in international
organizations and meetings. They must be included in national
delegations, international conferences and in ongoing policy
development with the governmental ministries involved.

More individuals strive for spiritual principles and in this scope,
improving the conditions of the community and its integrity
becomes a necessity. FBOs can be a powerful driving force
actively mobilizing public opinion and support especially in
countries like Lebanon impregnated by religious beliefs.
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Pressing issues and faith-based organizations

Nadim Farajalla

The water sector in Lebanon is under pressure from an increasing
population coupled with an uncontrolled urban sprawl and a
changing climate, which reduces the recharge of groundwater.
The management of the sector which has been less than stellar has
compounded these stressors into, at times, crises.

| believe that there are three basic tracks that should be
followed, concurrently, to quickly address this growing problem
in Lebanon. First, there is a need for management of the demand
for water through the reduction of water waste in both urban
networks and in agriculture. This could be done through urban
networks. Examples of management water in urban networks are
metering at the household level and at the source; reduction of
(significantly) illegal tapping of networks; and upgrading and
rehabilitating networks to reduce leaks. Examples of water
management in agriculture are the use of more efficient irrigation
networks; training of farmers to better manage their irrigation
systems in terms of when to apply water and how much (irrigation
management is completely lacking at the present); and promoting
rain-fed agriculture.

For both areas above, one common control measure that
is critical would be the application of a tariff for water use in a
fair and equitable way, and one that protects the low income
bracket of society, but at the same time ensures that costs sunk
into the sector are recovered.

The second track that should be followed is the
improvement of water supply. An integrated water storage plan
should be developed at the regional and national levels through
the construction of dams (small and large) and hill lakes to
capture snowmelt and runoff. The key is for the plan be
integrated, whereby large dams come in as a last choice after
small structures and hill lakes in combination have been utilized.
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Furthermore, the over-exploitation of groundwater should
be countered and access to it be restricted. At the same time,
alternative sources of freshwater should be developed, especially
treated sewage effluent and rainwater and dew harvesting. Water
supply will also significantly improve when pollution of sources,
surface and subsurface, is reduced. This can be done through the
construction of wastewater treatment facilities; better zoning so
that industries can be grouped together to ensure treatment of their
effluent before discharge; and the introduction and
implementation of the “polluter pays” regulation by setting clear
and “painful” penalties (financial and other) to reduce
uncontrolled discharge into waterbodies. Finally, agricultural
practices need to be improved by less reliance on synthetic
agrochemicals, utilization of integrated pest management, etc.

The third track that should be followed is a more effective
and inclusive governance of the sector. This includes a
continuous revision and updating of the National Water Sector
Strategy; the implementation of the Water Code; the revision and
improvement of Law 221 to reintegrate municipalities in the
management of the sector; a better cooperation between the
Regional Water Establishments (RWEs) and the Ministry of
Energy and Water (MEW); the employment of well trained staff
for the RWESs and the MEW - especially training in the various
aspects of water resources management, sector operation, etc.;
and the development of business plans to aid in the operational
and strategic guidance for the RWEs.

In all the above, a new thought process needs to be
followed in that the water sector should be managed as part of
national development so that water is integrated in the planning
of the agriculture sector, the energy sector, tourism,
infrastructure, etc. The best vehicle for this is the Water-Energy-
Food Nexus approach.

The main role for NGOs should be in support of the above.
The best niche for faith-based NGOs is sensitizing people to the
fact that water is precious and must not be wasted — waste must
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be viewed as a sin practically. The moral high ground that religion
occupies would enable faith-based NGOs to succeed.

Guidance in technical training programs is the second
aspect that comes to mind. Promoting and supporting integrity in
operating the water sector and all projects within is a task/role that
should be undertaken by such NGOs.
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Saving water through religion

Bjorn Zimprich

Over the past few years, development organizations have
increasingly cooperated with religious authorities, also in the
areas of biodiversity and the protection of nature. Within German
development organizations questions have been raised as to the
added value of working with religious authorities. We have
concluded that religious authorities are important multipliers.
They have different target groups than NGOs. In many cases,
religious organizations are less donor-driven, because they
dispose of large funds themselves and have many active
members.

In 2016, the German government adopted a new strategy
in which religion is viewed as a partner in development
cooperation. Religions are acknowledged as important, since
more than 80 percent of the world’s population is in some way
affiliated with a religion. We also see religions as an important
source of moral and spiritual values. These values should be
incorporated into joint projects.

One of these projects started in 2015. It is called “saving
water through religion”. The key partners in this project are
religious authorities, who are viewed as multipliers. We are
dealing with imams and female preachers as well as priests and
nuns. In their Friday sermons Muslim religious authorities have a
wide reach. In Jordan, approximately four million people listen to
the weekly Friday sermon. So if you are able to convince imams
to preach about the protection of natural resources and water, you
will reach out to this large audience.

We are focusing on religious authorities as water
ambassadors. We have developed a training guide in cooperation
with the Jordanian Ministry of Religious Affairs and the Ministry
of Water and Irrigation. We have already trained 2,000 female
preachers and imams, which is one third of all religious
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authorities in Jordan. They have received a two-day training in
which they learned how water-scarce Jordan is and how one can
practically save water in the mosque and at home. We try to help
the participants realize that this is a very serious issue for the
future of Jordanian communities and that action is urgently
needed.

With more than 1,000 imams we have visited the Azraq
Oasis. This is an oasis in the Eastern Arabian Desert. It used to be
an important station for bird migration. It fell completely dry in
the 1990s. The groundwater of the oasis was gradually pumped
away to meet the water needs of the Jordanian capital Amman and
was used for irrigation. Yearly over-pumping caused it to fall dry.

At the Azraq Oasis the water scarcity is evident. There
used to be a big natural lake; now there is only a small, artificially
maintained lake left. Many imams who visited the oasis
commented that they used to visit the place in the past, swam in
the lake, and enjoyed the waters of the oasis. They were saddened
to see what was left of it. Water scarcity can also be demonstrated
by visiting the Dead Sea. The yearly decline of 90 centimeters of
the surface of the Dead Sea can be observed. By 2070 it may fall
completely dry.

With the Ministry of Religious Affairs, we prepared four
Friday sermons. In Jordan, imams are expected to preach on
topics suggested by the Ministry. In 2018, four of the Friday
sermons were devoted to the issue of water scarcity and protection
of natural resources. Even specific issues such as rainwater
harvesting were discussed in the sermons.

We do not only look at mosques as centers of awareness-
raising, but also as places of water consumption. We have pilot
projects in several mosques and shrines for rainwater harvesting,
especially in arid areas. With mosques we are also piloting the use
of “gray water,” the water used for ablution, after treatment, for
irrigation of mosque gardens. This makes mosque gardens
community friendly spaces where children can play.
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A short impression of the discussion

Dr. Ekmekji introduced the panelists and started the discussion
with a reference to two examples of water symbolism in the New
Testament. The first one was that of Pontius Pilate washing his
hands. The second one was the example of Jesus washing the feet
of his disciples. In both cases water was used in a symbolic way.
The former used water to symbolize disengagement. To the latter,
water signified commitment, involvement, leadership, humility
and love. Faith-based NGOs take their cue from the example of
Jesus, Dr. Ekmekji explained.

Dr. El Azzi expressed that she was happy to hear the word
“hope” used by people from other disciplines. Scientists are quite
depressed when it comes to the situation of the environment,
especially in Lebanon.

El Azzi looked back on the genesis of her book, O Liban
au fil de I’eau (2017). Some years ago she began to notice that
people were not receptive to the idea that the environment is in
danger. The difficulty of depolluting the environment was not
understood, she observed. Many people did not see the urgency
and believed that things could be depolluted once we reached a
point-of-no-return. This prompted El Azzi to engage with people
on ecology not only along the lines science, but by looking at
spiritual matters as well. The idea of her book was to touch
people’s identities, especially the link of the Lebanese people
with water throughout history.

In her book she described the Lebanese landscape,
especially the presence of water, and the link between water and
the population centers. EI Azzi described what Lebanon’s waters
used to be like and what they are today. She illustrated it with
photographs; compiled proverbs; described religious rites and
prayers, some of which exist in Christianity and Islam. She also
looked at place names and names of rivers. She found that people
were much more receptive to this than to purely scientific
messages.
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El Azzi underlined that faith-based organizations are important
for environmental care because they bring hope. People need to
hold on to hope, she argued, especially in Lebanon. Beyond the
task of science, environmental awareness needs to be carried
forward. For that reason, FBOs have an important role to play in
motivating people to take action, EI Azzi explained.

Dr. Farajalla agreed that the faith-based approach is
especially relevant when it comes to changing mentalities. A
change in behavior is needed, he argued, and this change will
occur when water will be viewed as a precious resource that we
cannot afford to waste. Unfortunately, Farajalla lamented,
Lebanon is still wasting both fresh water and waste water.

Farajalla related how he often urges students to start by
changing their own habits. People need to start saving water in
their everyday routines of washing, bathing, brushing teeth. This
change in behavior is closely related to our morality, Farajalla
pointed out, especially the moral high ground of faith, if truly
followed. Moral action is the heart of religion, he argued. In this
respect religion is inclusive: all are called to moral actions,
including care for water resources. As the Bible says, water is for
everybody, humans and non-humans. We share the same
resources.

Farajalla explained that he has been inspired by
Lebanon’s ancient traditions. In the Lebanese mountains people
used to come together to divide the water and to share
responsibility for cleaning the canals and the reservoirs. Their
cattle had to share in the water as well. This is our native
knowledge, Farajalla pointed out, which we should apply in urban
contexts today.

Bjorn Zimprich added that people can be reached through
spiritual meanings. He explained that the German development
corporation GIZ sees a role for itself in bringing together the
water sector and the religious authorities in Jordan. These two do
not always communicate. Zimprich recounted how the Ministry
of Religious Affairs told GIZ that imams tend to focus on purely
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spiritual subjects and that there was a need for them to see other
perspectives. On the other hand, Zimprich argued, engineers who
focus on technical work with water tend to forget how important
the spiritual aspect is. The intervention of a development
organization can bring these two perspectives together.

114



CONTRIBUTING AUTHORS

Hosn Abboud is a Lecturer in Literature at the American
University of Beirut. She holds a PhD in Islam and Islamic
Philosophy from the University of Toronto. She has published in
the areas of Quranic Studies, Mary in the Quran and Islamic
feminism.

Sheikh Sami Abilmona is the General Secretary of the IRFAN
Institution and the President of the Cultural Committee in the
Druze Community in Lebanon. He holds an MA in Christian-
Muslim relations and a PhD in religious studies from Saint Joseph
University in Beirut. He also has a post-graduate degree in Arabic
language and literature from the Lebanese University.

Arda Ekmekji is Dean of Arts and Sciences at Haigazian
University, where she is also a Professor of Intercultural Studies
and Archeology. She holds a PhD (doctorat) in archeology from
the University of Paris | — Sorbonne.

Désirée EI Azzi is Assistant Professor in Hydrology, Soil and
Environment, Faculty of Agricultural Sciences, Holy Spirit
University of Kaslik, Lebanon. She holds a PhD from the French
National Center for Scientific Research. Her doctoral research
focused on pollutant transfer in soil and water.

Nadim Farajalla is Director, Climate Change and Environment,
Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs
at the American University of Beirut. He holds a PhD in
environmental engineering from the University of Oklahoma.
Much of his academic work concerns the impact of waste and
climate change and sustainable solutions for the Middle East.

115



Paul Haidostian is President of Haigazian University. He is an
ordained minister in the Union of Armenian Evangelical
Churches in the Near East and holds a PhD in theology from
Princeton Theological Seminary.

Caleb Hutcherson is a Lecturer in Historical Theology at the
Arab Baptist Theological Seminary. He holds an MTh from
Dallas Theological Seminary and a degree in Agribusiness from
Arizona State University. He is a PhD candidate in theology at
the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam.

Chris Naylor (d. 2019) was the Executive Director of A Rocha
International. He joined A Rocha in 1997 working, until 2009,
as Lebanon Director where he cofounded the work.

Wilbert van Saane is Campus Minister and Lecturer in Religion
at Haigazian University. He is an ordained minister in the
Protestant Church in the Netherlands. He holds a PhD in religious
studies from Utrecht University.

Reine Youssef is a Lecturer in Environmental Science at
Haigazian University. She also lectures at the American
University of Beirut and the Lebanese American University. She
holds a PhD in environmental education from the Goethe
University Frankfurt.

Bjorn Zimprich is Team Leader Improvement of Communal
Water Efficiency through Cooperation with Religious
Authorities, Deutsche  Gesellschaft  fiir  Internationale
Zusammenarbeit (G1Z). He studied Geography, Political Science
and Islam at the Freie Universitat Berlin.

116



