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 “We’re really quite blessed. And we know that because this is a problem. … 
There are a lot of people […] from countries where that’s just what it is normally. 
So, I think we don’t always appreciate a lot of the advantages we have over 
here.” (Jenkins) 
 
As Unitarian Universalists, we speak a lot about being justice-seeking, justice-
oriented, justice-driven. We are advocates for racial justice, economic justice, 
gender justice, reproductive justice, and more. For each of us as individuals, we 
have different relationships with different issues. And when we’re in the culturally 
dominant group—the group with the most power and influence and within 
whose identity the status quo is rooted—we have the luxury of choosing 
whether or not to give our attention to a particular injustice.  
 
We who are White-identified have the luxury not to think about racism when we 
tire of it.   
 
We who are cisgender have the luxury not to think about transphobia and safe 
bathroom access. 
 
We who have adequate, secure resources to meet our basic needs—not to 
mention we who have actual wealth—have the luxury not to think about 
poverty and the burdens of economic inequities. 
 
And in the case of environmental injustice—and, in particular, our topic today 
of World Water Day and access to clean, safe water—we in the United States 
have the luxury not to think about the issues of water inequities. “I think we don’t 
always appreciate a lot of the advantages we have over here,” as Anthony 
said.  
 
We can count on having clean drinking water, water for sanitation and hygiene 
and growing things, water to play and luxuriate in, and for most of us, the 



 
resources to pay for it. We can count on easy access to it—turn on a tap, take 
a drink; flush a toilet, sewage is taken somewhere we never have to see or think 
about it; face a global health crisis, wash hands as often and for long as 
desired.   
 
That’s certainly my experience, anyway. And probably most of yours, too. It is 
not, however, the experience of millions—maybe billions—of people around the 
world. In fact, according to the human service organization World Vision, 
“Globally, 844 million people lack access to clean water.”  
 
And our faith insists that we resist the luxury of ignoring the problem. Our faith 
reminds us that we are part of a global community; what touches one affects 
us all—it calls us not to turn away from issues of injustice simply because they 
don’t affect us directly.  
 
Global humanitarian organization World Vision teaches that,  

 
Without clean, easily accessible water, families and communities are locked 
in poverty for generations. Children drop out of school and parents struggle 
to make a living. 
 
Women and children are worst affected — children because they are more 
vulnerable to diseases of dirty water and women and girls because they 
often bear the burden of carrying water for their families… [But also, after 
reaching adolescence, girls and young women are affected because of 
inadequate sanitation to deal with menstruation and childbirth.] 
 
Access to clean water [they say] changes everything; it’s a stepping-stone to 
development. When people gain access to clean water, they are better 
able to practice good hygiene and sanitation. Children enjoy good health 
and are more likely to attend school. Parents put aside their worries about 
water-related diseases and lack of access to clean water. Instead, they can 
water crops and livestock and diversify their incomes. Communities no longer 
vie for rights to a waterhole. 
 
[a few more quick facts from World Vision to help paint the picture of the 
water crisis around the world:] 



 
• The average woman in rural Africa walks 6 kilometers every day to haul 40 

pounds of water. 
• Every day, more than 800 children under age 5 die from diarrhea 

attributed to poor water and sanitation. 
• By 2050, at least 1 in 4 people will likely live in a country affected by 

chronic or recurring fresh-water shortages. 
• 2.3 billion people live without access to basic sanitation. 
• 892 million people practice open defecation. 
• One of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals aims to 

provide universal access to clean water and sanitation by 2030. 
• 90% of all natural disasters are water-related. 
 

These are some of the facts, and they are sobering. And there is plenty of 
information available to explain why there’s a global water crisis. We know, of 
course, that human behavior (and especially human behavior in the form of 
capitalist industry) is a significant and critical factor in climate change and rising 
temperatures and so-called “natural disasters”. 
 
But also, there are factors such as the international trade economy that 
contribute to the water crisis, beyond just global warming. For example, one 
writer says, “In a global economy, drought can be a big issue even in water-rich 
countries, because of a growing dependence on imports.” And many exports 
“could be produced using far less water. … It starts with what [one expert] calls 
the most important water management strategy: grow and produce things in 
the right place. In other words, water-intensive crops like rice and cotton should 
be grown in water-rich regions.” (Leahy (Nat Geo)) 
 
I could go on and on—there is far too much information for a single sermon. But 
the facts are sobering and the evidence is clear: It is a global crisis. 
 
And, despite my claims earlier, it is not just a crisis in other countries, in 
developing nations. It is also a United States crisis.  
 
Writing for The Water Project, Shannyn Snyder reflects,  
 

It seems impossible that a powerful river, like the Colorado River, is beginning 
to run dry in places. It seems farfetched that a huge body of water like Lake 



 
Mead in Arizona might become obsolete, but these and other dramatic 
changes are facing the United States.  
 
Some researchers claim that Lake Mead, which currently supplies water to 22 
million people, may be dry by 2021. 

 
Too often, though, we neglect to attend to the even more insidious ways that 
the water crisis impacts people … and it’s critical that we give our attention to 
more than just the loss of beautiful natural resources.  
 
For example – as one science writer wrote just last month, 
 

In the past, water scientists and planners focused on natural disasters such as 
floods, but the future may be marked by the presence of “utility disasters,” 
[according to scientist Martin Doyle].  
 
Flint [Michigan] was a massive utility disaster, and the most well-known, but 
there have been many others... Multiple cities have faced crises involving 
lead in their water, and harmful algal blooms have shut down utilities from 
Florida to Oregon to Ohio. And an increasing number of utilities have been 
affected by contamination from “forever chemicals” such as PFAS (per- and 
polyfluoroalkyl substances). 
 
As with the problem of water affordability, utility disasters raise the question of 
whether the federal government should play a larger role, Doyle said. (Frueh) 

 
As we consider the crisis in Flint, Michigan, we must look also beyond the fact of 
the utility disaster, because the disaster itself was not merely broken equipment. 
Looking through the lens of justice, we can see that the Flint disaster is rooted in 
inequitable systems of power.   
 
As “Arthur Horwitz, co-chair of the Michigan Civil Rights Commission, said…, ‘We 
are not suggesting that those making decisions related to this crisis were racists, 
or meant to treat Flint any differently because it is a community of color. Rather, 
the response is the result of implicit bias and the history of systemic racism that 
was built into the foundation of Flint.’” Berg (Shared Justice) 
 



 
But it’s not only Flint. “Nearly half a million households in the United States lack 
the basic dignity of hot and cold running water, a bathtub or shower, or a 
working flush toilet, according to the Census Bureau. The absence has 
implications for public health in the very population that is the most vulnerable.” 
(Tavernise (NYT)) 
  
In Lowndes County, Alabama—largely African-American, and one of the 
poorest counties in one of the poorest states—"Local government won’t pay to 
build infrastructure to connect [many of its residents] to proper wastewater-
disposal lines, so they’re left to deal with the myriad problems caused by living 
in sewage that bubbles up into showers and bathtubs. A 2017 study of county 
residents found that 34% of participants suffer from hookworm, a parasitic 
infection contracted by walking barefoot on soil contaminated by fecal matter; 
among the issues associated with the disease is slow development in children.” 
(Worland (Time)) 
 
AND… “More than 30 million Americans lived in areas where water systems 
violated safety rules at the beginning of [2019], according to data from the 
Environmental Protection Agency. Others simply cannot afford to keep water 
flowing. As with basically all environmental and climate issues, poor people and 
minority communities are hit hardest.” (Worland (Time)) 
 
As one member of the Society of Environmental Journalists writes,  
 

Lack of safe, clean drinking water kills people in many parts of the world. 
Every year diarrhea, caused mainly by lack of sanitation and clean water, 
takes the lives of some 525,000 children under five. 
 
It’s not just a problem in developing nations. In the United States, health risks 
from drinking water also afflict the poor, ethnic minorities and people in 
remote rural areas. 
 
But it’s also an undercovered environmental justice story — one that takes 
different forms depending on where in the United States you are. Reporters 
can find unique stories in urban areas, minority communities, border colonias, 
migrant farm labor camps and isolated regions. (Davis, SEJ)  
 



 
Again, I could go on and on. The facts are sobering and the evidence is clear: 
There is a global water crisis. We are all affected. AND the must vulnerable 
populations are disproportionately harmed.  
 
But it’s not hopeless. Tools do exist to address the crisis. And together the global 
community of which we are a part does have power to effect change.  
 
“Environmentalists suggest low-cost but immediate solutions for managing 
drying waters, such as digging ponds or underwater receptacles. These low-
tech fixes already help farmers in China. Still, water conservation and volume 
promotion needs to be a joint partnership effort and governmental agencies, 
land-owners, environmentalists and conversationalists. Outdated damming and 
gauges result in billions of gallons of lost water, but a quick fix for one local 
population might harm another downstream. One agency's priorities could 
harm another's. These facts highlight the need for shared information and 
cooperative effort.” (Snyder (The Water Project)) 
 
Change begins with awareness, education. When we know better we do 
better. Of course it’s morally prudent to make changes in our own habits to limit 
the wasteful use of water. But, like with all issues of systemic injustice, the global 
water crisis—the United States’ water crisis—isn’t going to be fixed simply by 
individuals changing their behaviors to conserve water in their private lives. 
Those individuals must acknowledge the broader systems—political systems, 
economic systems—by which we’ve been shaped and within whose power 
we’re functioning and then must exert their power to influence political will, so 
that laws and policies will change, so that industries will be pressured or forced 
to change their behaviors, so that resources will be mobilized to address the 
systemic problems.  
 
 
In late 2019, Andreea Sterea—editor of the Water is a Right project—wrote , 
 

Fortunately, the U.S. water crisis hasn’t reached the levels seen in more arid 
regions of the world. But it is a crisis nonetheless — spreading silently and 
deadly, accelerated by a broken or corrupt political system. 
 



 
Speaking truth to power is the first step. But it needs to be all of us, and it 
needs to be now. (Sterea (Common Dreams)) 

 
So, educate yourself by reading some of those articles that we’re going to post 
on the website. Look at the World Water Day and The Water Project and the 
United Nations websites and support the organizations who are on the ground, 
addressing needs, exerting political pressure.   
 
No one should be accustomed to a lack of access to affordable clean water. 
There is work to be done, and we have the power to make change.  
 
As Rev. Rebecca Parker wrote,  
 

None of us alone can save the world. 
Together—that is another possibility, waiting. 

 
So may it be. Amen.  
 


