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Abstract

:

What lessons and insights can the broader Church learn from Christian faith leaders in Flint, Michigan, who have been in a sustained struggle for justice amidst the still unfolding impacts of environmental racism? How did the baptismal identities of faith leaders function as a resource in this struggle, and on a broader level how might Christian baptismal practices and theory be a resource for solidarity in the struggle for racial and environmental justice in and beyond Flint? In other words, might the waters of Christian baptism also “bring together” Christians to tangibly resist racism? This essay emerges from a qualitative research project examining baptismal practices amidst the water crisis in Flint, Michigan. Using liberationist methodology and employing conversation as a means of co-constructing theological knowledge, this article seeks to define a baptismal ethic born from the water crisis based upon the lived experiences of Christian leaders and their communities.
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1. Introduction


25 April 2022 marked the eight-year anniversary of the Flint water crisis.



In 2021, reflecting on the impacts of the Flint water crisis, Rev. Dr. Daniel Moore, pastor of The Shiloh Missionary Baptist Church of Flint, Michigan, observed:




One of the things that really prevailed out of the water crisis was the recognition of the fact that we really were all in this together … there was a recognition also that what affects one affects all. There was a real community. I felt real community connectivity [to the point] that we just realized, ‘Hey, water brought us together.’





Moore’s observation that the Flint water crisis—a highly documented manifestation of environmental racism—brought together a number of faith leaders who joined with other community members and organizations in solidarity in the struggle for clean water and justice in Flint, provides an evocative framing of this essay and the research which it reports.1



What lessons and insights can the broader Church learn from faith leaders in Flint who have been in a sustained struggle for justice amidst the still unfolding impacts of environmental racism? How did the baptismal identities of Christian faith leaders function as a resource in this struggle, and on a broader level how might Christian baptismal practices and theory be a resource for solidarity in the struggle for racial and environmental justice in and beyond Flint? In other words, might the waters of Christian baptism also “bring together” Christians to tangibly resist racism?



This essay emerges from a qualitative research project conducted by Daley Mosier and Wymer examining baptismal practices amidst the water crisis in Flint, Michigan.2 This project was generously funded by a Teacher-Scholar Vital Worship Grant from the Calvin Institute of Christian Worship and underwritten by Lilly Endowment, Inc. The data shared in this essay emerges from a phase of the project that sought to: (1) develop and constructively engage a theory of baptismal solidarity with practical implications emerging from the disparities between Christian communities that are and are not impacted by toxic water; (2) consider how baptismal praxis in Christian communities that are not impacted by toxic water might be modified in order to enter into baptismal solidarity with those Christian communities targeted by environmental racism.




2. Methodology


The starting point of this project is a liberationist commitment to the authority of those whose lives and bodies are adversely impacted in given situations, particularly in cases of environmental racism. By initially selecting an adapted liberationist methodology Daley Mosier and Wymer sought to connect with and learn directly from community partners who are faith leaders in the Flint community, with the hope of conducting research in a way that would be mutually edifying. Leonardo and Clodovis Boff describe the foci of liberation methodology as it: (1) “tries to find out why the oppressed are oppressed” (Boff and Boff 1987, p. 24); (2) “tries to discern what God’s plan is for the poor” (Boff and Boff 1987, p. 24); and (3) “tries to discover the courses of action that need to be followed so as to overcome oppression in accordance with God’s plan”.3 Inherent in this approach is an assumption that an ethic of baptismal solidarity manifests in tangible actions and advocacy for justice, as will be demonstrated below and further explored in the third section. While the questions posed to guide the conversation drew from initial findings by Daley Mosier and Wymer, the fluid nature of conversation allows for a shared production of theological knowledge.4



The conversation structure followed a basic liberationist methodological framework, which was reverse-engineered. Instead of following a hermeneutic of seeing–judging–acting, we began with a list of actions from which to discern underlying values and theological commitments in order to reveal connections between the impact of toxic water experienced by the Flint community, responses taken by faith leaders, and baptism. The flow was as follows: (1) reflection on actions taken in response to the Flint water crisis; (2) reflection on the values communicated by those actions; (3) reflection on the biblical texts and theological commitments that undergird those values; (4) reflection on how the function and meaning of baptism informs and is informed by these biblical texts and theological commitments; and (5) reflection on how the baptized outside of Flint can contribute to addressing the ongoing Flint water crisis. Rooting the discussion in the actions and material responses of the community and of the clergy themselves invited us to listen and learn from each other, while also allowing the strength of those actions to flesh out a baptismal ethic.



This particular phase of the project intended to bring together Daley Mosier and Wymer with key conversation partners selected from the interview phase and who represent diverse Christian communities within Flint. Reverend Doctor Daniel Moore of Shiloh Missionary Baptist Church of Flint, Pastor Sharon Saddler of Bethlehem Temple Church, Pastor Gregory Timmons of Calvary United Methodist Church of Flint, and Reverend Monica Villarreal of Salem Evangelical Lutheran Church, all accepted the invitation to participate as conversation partners and co-authors. These particular leaders represent a diverse array of Christian traditions, and provide distinct approaches to baptismal theology, in addition to having been actively engaged throughout the water crisis.



While liberation theology and methodology undergirds the overall approach utilized in this project, the actual incident of poisoned water in a city within one of the wealthiest nations on earth contextualizes in complex ways some of the descriptors of “poor” and “oppressed” existent within liberationist discourse. The residents of Flint, Michigan both are and are not the “crucified people”, as theologian Jon Sobrino talks about (See Sobrino 1994). Referencing the words and lives of Bishop Oscar Romero and Ignacio Ellacuría he says, “The victims are more than victims. They are ‘crucified people,’ … ‘Christ crucified in our time.’” (Sobrino 2004, p. 23). The people of Flint can be described as ‘crucified’ insofar as their lives were considered dispensable by dominating systems of greed that consolidated and maintained power in the hands of predominantly white governance. Yet, as the strength of resistance and self-advocacy that emerged amidst the water crisis demonstrates, communities within Flint refused to be silenced and overlooked. As was found during the initial phases of this research project, clergy and faith leaders responded by taking a wide variety of actions on behalf of their communities, neighborhoods, and the city as a whole, both in cases where they and their folks were deeply impacted by toxic water, and in cases where they were more insulated from the full impact.5



This work parallels a growing body of work known as ethnographic theology, where qualitative research approaches are brought into conversation with a field of theological inquiry and set within a particular place (or places) in order to allow wisdom, insights, and the truth of lived experience to surface. “Ethnographic methods provide a path by which truth emerges, rather than a way to apply truth” (Scharen and Vigen 2011, p. 17, emphasis in the original). From studying specific places, congregations, situations, or locations, through a lens of classic theological questions, ethnographic theology starts with the local, particular forms of meaning making in order to speak to traditional universal conceptions of knowledge. Furthermore, such work has the capacity to de-center the traditional role of “the researcher” in such a way as to break down the dichotomy between “researcher” and “subject” and to allow for polyvocal theology to arise. Our aim here is to move into the direction of a more communal constructive theology, open to dialogue and shared learning through conversation.




3. Conversing Together


Actions and Values: “We acted. We had to”.



For clergy and faith leaders it is easy to say that we act out of faith, that our actions are (nearly) always informed first and foremost by our understanding of the biblical message. Yet, in the face of a crisis to which government and city officials—even the medical profession, initially—did not respond, responding to the apparent needs of the community came first. In those moments of attending to individuals and families amidst the water crisis, there was something deeper at work. There was an experience of meeting God in those moments. Then later, the actions of helping, advocating, and serving informed biblical interpretation. This is not to say that the theology was not present in the actions, but rather that in highlighting the actions first we can then see what values undergirded those actions.



Our first session together had a staggered beginning with folks having to juggle prior commitments and extract themselves from their usual obligations. Once we were all together, though, there was a sense of anticipation and hopefulness around what might come of this communal endeavor. From the initial two project phases, Daley Mosier and Wymer had come up with an extensive list of particular actions faith leaders had taken during the water crisis. We then vetted that list with our co-authors, here (Figure 1). One of the most notable additions was the great number of meetings that took place, with representatives from a wide variety of government, city, nonprofit, faith-based, and educational organizations. The dynamics of those meetings had made an impression as folks recounted how much time and effort they required. This speaks to a kind of persistence that refuses to leave the conversation until solutions are worked out for the benefit of everyone.



Reflecting on the actions it quickly became apparent that, of all the things listed, how few of them represented individual life—it was all about communal purpose. Traversing the crisis required believing in something bigger than oneself or one’s own community. Much of the work happened in meeting rooms and across tables, with any number of agendas initially walking into the room., and just as water finds its own level, individual egos would eventually disperse for the needs of the greater community. In fact, it was only when everyone in the room was committed to working for the greater good that forward movement was made. The anti-racism piece was significant because Flint is primarily a black community, and emerged in part through partnerships within the city between black churches and those with predominantly white congregations.



Following our discussion on actions, we used an online tool where folks could use a QR code to add text to a word cloud, we compiled a list of “values, commitments, or assumptions” that motivated or inspired the actions. The list included the phrases: “fighting for the weak”, “economic justice”, “human rights”, “reinforce grassroot voice”, “hope”, “representing Christ”, “Social justice”, “preservation of life”, “Justice”, “Responsibility”, “public engagement”, “creation”, “Love”, “Life”, “need for action”, “protecting”, “water is life”, “resilience”, “togetherness”, “love of neighbor”, “Organizing”, “Self-preservation”, “Public leadership”, “Action”, “Environmental justice”, “Community justice”, “kindness”, “Black Lives Matter”; with “Anti-racism” and “community and connection” taking up space in the center in enlarged font. We then took a moment to pause and reflect on the words and phrases. Using a visual tool in this way allowed us to see the three most salient values clearly: anti-racism, community and connection, and justice (with justice encompassing a number of related values) (Figure 2).



Theological Commitments: Jesus Among the People



Moving on in our conversation, we asked for “a scripture, an image, or practice that you found deeply meaningful during the water crisis”; four passages from the Bible quickly surfaced in our conversation. For Saddler “love thy neighbor as thyself” (Lev 19:18; Mt 19:19; James 2:8) communicated both the need to be concerned for one another, and reminded people of their own self-worth during a time of intense anxiety and persistent gaslighting by public officials. It communicated the need for people to realize that we are all connected with one another, which seems simple, yet, what was happening was, it was the personification of that very scripture.



Moore shared Jesus’ own call to ministry, as recounted in Luke 4:18–20, drawing attention to how Jesus himself was fully engaged in community. Jesus as the model for social gospel ministry attends not only to the physical and practical needs of the community, but also demonstrates to the church today where and how to present hope. The passage asks of the church and of people of faith, how can I get engaged? We lose church when we forget about community. There is a saying in black tradition, “trouble don’t last always”, and, while it is important to give food, and give water, at the same time, where are you presenting hope that we are going to make it through?6



Villarreal leaned into Isaiah 58:9–12 for its water imagery and how it resounds with God’s call of hope. In considering the redevelopment of Flint and the many historical injustices, what does it mean to be the water in the spring of hope—in a place that was parched, in a place with contaminated water, in a place that was deserted, in a place that has no water and to be the one who is the restorer? There is everything in this passage from justice to reconciliation, to restoration, to repair, to seeing that the strength is in the people—it is already here, and to see that God never left.



For Timmons, 2 Corinthians 6:1–4 was a driving force. The call to work together as ministers of grace belied denominational favoritism and made the work ecumenical. The overarching sentiment became, we are people of God and we have to get this done. Churches who let down denominational walls were able to be effective in driving change, including when working with secular nonprofits and governmental agencies.



Reflecting further on the scriptures in relation to the values, it was clear that here was an instance of God’s word incarnate amidst the water crisis. Scripture as an ever-present guide, even at the subconscious level, was made evident in how Flint clergy responded. Clergy found they cannot hide, cannot separate out actions and values from scripture because, as Timmons observed, “your DNA are those scriptures and those scriptures are now your DNA”. Talking about how Jesus is out in the community comes about from reading that in scripture. Then, in a moment of life imitating text, folks live it and see that sense of the Holy Spirit, that sense of God at work. That the scriptures shared were on folks’ hearts as the first thing that came to mind was a remarkable witness and demonstration of how every one of the (preceding) values shared personifies love and God; and because God is love, these things are personified in all the preceding actions as well. As Saddler so eloquently noted, (amidst difficult situations):




We have to see Jesus in everything and in everybody—the kind of seeing that comes from within, the way that God looks at them. Yes, we get discouraged. Yes, we feel like this is completely overwhelming. But because we can see—as in, discerning from the heart, see the depths of things—we can look at a water crisis and still see Jesus.





While it would have been possible (perhaps even a more obvious step) to begin with scripture and still come up with the same values, moving from values to scripture illuminates just how much these particular passages are a part of each person. It is where we are, who we are as Christians first, as people of God, also as ministers, as theologians, and as people of hope and light in the community. The values, the scriptures, all point to who God is, as well, and it is that knowledge (deep knowing) that kept folks going during the water crisis. Taking time to meet together was very grounding; it filled our spirits, encouraged our fellow clergy partners, and offered some dedicated time for reflection. Where we left off on the first conversation set us up well for the second conversation and more directly addressing the theory and practice of baptism in light of the experience of the Flint water crisis.



On Baptism



From the perspective of Daley Mosier and Wymer, we noticed (and found it notable) that our co-authors referenced passages from the Bible when asked for “a scripture, an image, and/or a practice” that carried them through the water crisis. Word and text remain normative modes of spiritual engagement, which appears to be as true for those coming from a sacramental/liturgical background as it is true for those coming from more Pentecostal and Baptist backgrounds. As Wymer walked us back through those passages at the opening of our second conversation, an overarching theme emerged of Jesus among the people. In other words, wherever people are, God may be found—and a distinct edge emerges especially wherever people are experiencing harm, as has been the case in Flint. Similarly, the notion of justice takes on a deeply communal hue. Here the gospel of Luke and the message that Jesus reads in the synagogue, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me …” (Luke 4:18–19) reverberate for clergy both in terms of encountering God’s spirit of grace poured out (reception), and in terms of acting out the call to preach, heal, and mend (vocation). For clergy, the flow between reception and vocation is present whether consciously or unconsciously—a significant observation as we turn to examine baptismal practice.



In order to identify some potential common ground for discussing baptism, Daley Mosier and Wymer began by summarizing ecumenical themes from Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry (WCC 1982, pp. 1–2). The summary of these themes included: (a) the idea that baptism somehow connects to Christ’s death and resurrection; (b) the idea that baptism connects in some way to conversion, salvation; (c) the idea that baptism connects to the gift of the Spirit in some way, or is related to, in some way—if not as gift—the receiving of the Spirit; (d) this idea that baptism involves being brought into a community, into the body of Christ, or into a community of faith; and (e) the idea that, that shared across a number of traditions, that baptism also is a sign of the future kingdom of God, of an alternative way of being in the world that points God’s order for things and not the order here on earth (WCC 1982, pp. 1–2). Moving from these themes to each participant’s particular baptismal commitments and experiences allowed us to more easily identify what we held in common as well as what was distinctive.



As we shared our experiences of witnessing folks getting baptized, and recounted times when we have had to make pastoral decisions about baptizing or re-baptizing individuals (whether or not such a thing is officially/denominationally supported), we found ourselves describing similarly related facets of baptism. First, there is the desire for change, for connection, or for belonging that compels folk to approach baptism. In some cases there is a sense that this person really wants to change, they feel a commitment to the process of repentance. Other times it is a recognition of having found a place where they belong that draws them to choose to be baptized—or a desire to be brought into the body of Christ more wholly. Baptism becomes a bridge that connects people to community. In other words, desire for community and desire for God draw folks to the water. Then, there is the baptism itself, when exuberant joy washes over the faces of those having just emerged from the water. A spark of connection with God and others becomes a bond to the larger body of Christ, and now, belonging, accepted, and accountable to a community, the task is to live that baptism into the world, to do the things that ‘church’ is called to do. Baptism is a beginning of a new relationship with God, with oneself, and with others. This threefold experience of baptism can be traced back through the actions and values recounted above; (in the end) baptism leads to action.



For Saddler and her community, baptism is preceded by a process of repentance, where an individual experiences a change of mind, a change of heart, leading up to the act of baptism. The water washes, and the Holy Spirit fills the baptized person, leaving a distinct residue of joy and exuberance. Baptism is the culmination of an express desire to be changed, to be washed clean, and in that encounter with water and Spirit among community, the baptized are met with the joy of new beginnings. The community teaches that when baptism candidates emerge from the water, that is the beginning. The next thing to do is to reach out to other people with this new love. So it is that the desire to change, to be changed, is catalyzed in water and Spirit in order to live out a life that shows love, compassion, service, leadership, and whatever else the baptized persons senses to be their vocation. The inward change, for baptized persons, is directly linked to outward facing love in thought, word, and deed. The experience of joy at one’s baptism is meaningful because it communicates a moment of profound encounter and profound change.



Villarreal shared some observations around folks who discover a sense of belonging in a community—many who had not experienced the same kind of acceptance elsewhere—and it is that sense of community and sense of belonging that spurs their choice to be baptized. Related to this, she shared one of the practical tensions that many within the Lutheran tradition are experiencing: that is, that how often folks find meaning when they come weekly for Holy Communion, which then prompts them to choose to be baptized. That it is through the profound experience of encountering Christ in the Eucharist—among community—that draws folks to the waters of baptism. Traditionally, only baptized persons may receive the Holy Supper. Furthermore, at baptism, the rite itself does not fully reflect the reality of living in such a way that connects baptized persons with the world. For her, the liturgy is very internally focused. The baptismal vows conclude with language about care for others, the world, and works of justice and peace, only after multiple points on individual salvation. This begs the question, how do we live baptism in the world? How do we bring the table to the world? Here, we see an instance where the practice of baptism only hints at what it means to act as a baptized person in the world.



For Timmons, baptism is a twofold action of emulating Jesus Christ, and being brought into the body of Christ. Baptized persons are free to be the hands, the feet, the mouth of Christ—members of the body of Christ here on the earth. This then flows into a sense of accountability and responsibility for the wellbeing of others, as well as a responsibility for acting in such a way that is aligned with what we believe is God’s justice—caring for the poor, the orphan, the widow. To live out one’s baptism is to live humbly, to actively pursue the common good for those beyond the church walls as much as for those within. For his community, baptism is often by individual choice (with baptisms of young children occurring less frequently than older children and adults). Bridging the traditions of baptism by immersion and baptism by pouring or sprinkling, he shared that their church has both a font and a pool. What matters most, though, is the actions and commitment of baptized persons to work for the good of the community; to live out one’s vocation joined with fellow sibling in Christ.



Moore shared with us his shift in perspective on baptism from seeing it merely as an outward sign of an inward change, to reflecting more deeply on how it is through baptism people feel genuinely connected with the church. Having grown up in the Baptist tradition and even when moving into leadership roles, he noticed that baptism itself was rarely a topic of preaching or teaching. Similarly to what Saddler described, though, he noticed people’s excitement when they came up out of the water. Here again, witnessing the lived reality of baptized persons suggests that baptism is the bridge that connects people to community. People feel part of the church body when they are baptized, and when they feel part of the larger body then they feel a need to follow up with action and outreach—because this is what the church does. Caring for others moves from solely an individual responsibility to a shared, communal response.



Wymer posed the question, drawing from what Moore had said earlier, if water can bring us together, can baptism do the same? This is in some ways a difficult question to answer. The water crisis provided a focal point that required a communal effort to address and correct. Yet, as we demonstrate here, that communal effort was undergirded by the values and theological commitments that emerge from living as baptized persons, taking the words of Jesus seriously and acting out of the love of God. As baptized persons we recognize an interconnection across human communities; what affects one directly affects all indirectly. Water as an essential element highlights common needs that cut across denominational, socioeconomic, religious and even political differences.



Further on in our conversation together, Daley Mosier asked the others, “What would you teach people (pastors, ministers, seminarians) about baptism in light of the water crisis, in light of a pandemic, in light of these times of crisis?”



For Villarreal, there is a crucial need for baptism to be taught alongside public leadership. Seminary training needs to include a public leadership course to begin with—one that incorporates a variety of aspects and approaches to prepare folks for more direct community engagement. Just as baptism is discussed in church history courses and theology courses, similarly it needs to be paired with public leadership. There is a vital and essential connection between being baptized and being a leader in the church with the level of responsibility one holds in the public sphere. If we are to be the arms and legs of Jesus in the world, then seminary training needs to take seriously the level of engagement that is required outside church walls.



Moore noted how he is still thinking in crisis mode when it comes to baptizing, and so what he would teach others is: do not be foolishly spiritual. Do not pray over the water and put the people in it anyway; be conscious. Some people have had to wait over a year to be baptized, but during the pandemic they have been practicing social distancing. Keeping the overall needs of the community requires attending to physical, material realities—such as avoiding toxic water in a water crisis, and keeping safety measures in a pandemic. Do not compromise those things in the name of being (foolishly) spiritual.



Saddler summed up the sentiment with the phrase, “don’t be so heavenly minded you’re of no earthly good”. We have to be cognizant of the body, the soul and the spirit. If the best practical approach to keep people physically safe is to use filtered water, bottled water, or to change the timetable of when baptisms occur, then we do so as a way of continuing the mission of Jesus Christ. Doing so is an expression of love for the people and serves as a witness to who God is—God is love.



Timmons encourages ministry leaders and pastors to hold fast to their vocation and sense of call from God. In light of that, do not give up the power and influence and responsibility to the community when trouble hits. Serving in the church is a holy calling. Baptizing people is a sacred act. A significant aspect to Christian leadership is to share Christ and serve as a leader with a sense of deep trust that God provides internal and external resources for such a role, and so it is important that we know who we are, and that we know that we are called, and we continue to operate amidst difficult circumstances.




4. Baptismal Solidarity: Observations


“Flint is still broken”. Media attention has long since turned its eyes away from the town of Flint, Michigan, yet the impact of toxic water continues to percolate throughout the communities. Long term impacts of exposure to lead in infants and children have begun to surface as legal settlements and court battles make their way through belabored systems and broken structures. With the COVID-19 pandemic, the water crisis appears all but buried while residents continue to wonder if the water is really safe and leaders question where their former collaborators and partners went. Reflecting together on the actions, values, commitments, and practices that emerged from this specific instance of environmental racism, we constructed a baptismal ethic of solidarity that is grounded in the lived realities of impacted communities and that contributes both to theological discourse and ecclesial practices.



Contrary to a “common sense” definition of solidarity, which has the potential to “[dissolve] into a cliché, an empty sign signifying nothing authentic or essential”, theologian M. Shawn Copeland observes, “A theological understanding of solidarity realizes itself in intelligent and effective compassionate action, in doing, in discipleship” (Copeland 2018, p. 143). She continues, “What does solidarity require? Compassionate action… Compassionate action entails attentive consciousness of others, informed and critical awareness and understanding of others and their condition, and acts with them to resist unjust suffering, to liberate and heal the human spirit, and to repair breakdowns in the natural, religious, cultural, social, and interpersonal realms” (Copeland 2018, p. 144). Copeland’s definition maps well onto the experience of clergy and leaders of communities of faith during the water crisis as many found themselves having to advocate for the needs of the people, learn strategies for communicating with local and state governments, develop public leadership skills, and a myriad of other ways to resist injustice and continue to care for congregations and communities. Many found themselves examining their own understanding of baptism—what it is, what it means—during a time when the water was a sign of dehumanization and environmental racism. The call to pastoral care rapidly expanded outward as folks recognized a need to act beyond the church walls.



In defining solidarity, liberation theologian Jon Sobrino offers a distinction between “aid” and “solidarity”. He notes, “aid (especially official, international aid) can be a quasi-mechanical, unilateral reaction immediately after the catastrophe. It can be a way of soothing the conscience, maintaining social control, and evading the responsibilities of justice, because it will not challenge us to overcome selfishness, especially structural selfishness” (Sobrino 2004, p. 18). In contrast, “solidarity means not only giving but self-giving… Solidarity means letting oneself be affected by the suffering of other human beings, sharing their pain and tragedy” (Sobrino 2004, p. 19, emphasis in the original). Sobrino, here, is reflecting on catastrophic events that were easily recognizable as tragedies. The catastrophic change to the water in Flint, however, was contested until a state of emergency was officially declared, twenty months after the fact. This form of “slow violence” calls for a contoured form of solidarity that sees outside aid as a form of love—especially prior to official rulings—and that can hold together expressions of solidarity across neighborhoods, cities, and bioregions (See Nixon 2011).



The baptismal ethic constructed out of our conversation connects with our understanding of baptism in that it demonstrates how baptized persons responded in a crisis to the needs of a community beyond the congregational directory list, and why. Out of the particularities of the Flint water crisis, we have constructed something that could be applicable in a great variety of places and under any number of circumstances. The acute suffering brought on by this particular crisis should not overshadow the more pervasive impacts of systemic racism and slow violence of mundane ecological degradation. Rather, it should shine a light on dirty water everywhere. Through this project we identified localized and inter-regional facets to solidarity—localized, in that, clergy and community leaders developed connections across neighborhoods and ecclesial lines in order to organize aid and advocacy efforts; and inter-regional, in that, clergy and community leaders developed connections beyond the city limits of Flint and beyond the Flint River watershed.



The call to baptismal solidarity begins the moment we emerge from the baptismal pool or font having received the cleansing waters of new life and the gift of the Holy Spirit, and it is renewed with each baptism we witness. Walking out that call means that we embrace our responsibility to one another to pursue the common good, particularly in times of trouble and in crisis. Steeped in the Jesus tradition and instructed by the gospel stories, we are sent out to offer Jesus in the form of prayer and truth-telling words; grace and love manifest in actions for the sake of others, just as Jesus taught. To rely solely upon those who are most impacted, or who appear most committed to changing systems and the status quo is to relinquish our responsibility to this earth and the communities in which we live. God is love, and love is an action.




5. Conclusions


The faithful witness of a number of faith leaders—including four of the authors of this essay—provides the broader Church and society with rich examples of sustained solidarity in response to environmental racism. As Reverend Doctor Moore stated, “The water brought us together”.



Amidst the Flint water crisis, baptism provided a point of commonality that helped Christian faith leaders identify their connection as fellow Christians and provided a starting point for entering into mutual relationships of solidarity across denominational and racial boundaries. The waters of baptism also provided a shared point of identity from which Christian leaders came together in sustained solidarity against environmental racism. Baptismal faith and identity were expressed in networks of solidarity that both facilitated church parking lots piled high with pallets of water and sustained those who sat around countless tables in tense rooms demanding accountability and justice.



In coming to define a baptismal ethic born from the water crisis, Jesus formed the compelling center that we understand invites Christians to express their love in actions and the pursuit of justice. Baptismal solidarity invites us to ask the question “who is my neighbor?” to continue in the prophetic proclamation of Luke, “the Spirit of the Lord is upon me” to proclaim justice, to heal, and to mend. In the wake of environmental racism such as in Flint as well as a host of other injustices, the baptismal flow of dying and rising with Christ invites all baptized persons to shift our perspective in such a way that opens our eyes to see localized instances of environmental racism and oppression within our own watershed region and municipality. Who are those who are, but are not crucified in my own neighborhood, and how might I enter into solidarity and the mutual pursuit of justice?
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Notes


	
1

	

In the preface for Unequal Protection, Benjamin Chavis, Jr. defines environmental racism as “racial discrimination in environmental policy-making and enforcement of regulations and laws, the deliberate targeting of communities of color for toxic waste facilities, the official sanctioning of the presence of life-threatening poisons and pollutants in communities of color, and the history of excluding people of color from leadership of the environmental movement” (Bullard 1994). See also Bullard (2002).






	
2

	

This project was independently reviewed and approved by the Community Ethics Review Board of the Community Based Organization Partners (CBOP) of the Healthy Flint Research Coordinating Center, which is a joint collaboration with the National Center for African American Health Consciousness (NCAAHC) with the support of Michigan State University, the University of Michigan–Flint, and the University of Michigan.






	
3

	

(Boff and Boff 1987). Other notable models that correspond with this general pattern can be found in: Segundo ([1975] 2022) and Gutierrez ([1971] 1973).






	
4

	

The phrase “production of theological knowledge” is in reference to the work of Wigg-Stevenson (2014).






	
5

	

For a report on the initial phases of the project and further description on our strength-based approach, see (Mosier and Wymer 2022).






	
6

	

Contractions are used throughout to render the conversational nature of the discussion and in order to be faithful to our methodological approach.
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Figure 1. Actions: an image of the list of actions taken by Flint faith leaders. 
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Figure 2. Values: an image of the slido poll capturing values underlying the above actions. 






Figure 2. Values: an image of the slido poll capturing values underlying the above actions.



[image: Religions 13 00716 g002]













	
	
Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.











© 2022 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).






nav.xhtml


  religions-13-00716


  
    		
      religions-13-00716
    


  




  





media/file3.png
What values, commitments, or assumptions motivated or inspired these 0 0 4

actions?

Fighting for the weak and Economic justice

Human Rights Reinforce grassroot voice Hope

Representing Christ  Social justice ~ Preservation of life

Justice

Anti - raCism Public engagement .o u00

Responsibility

Need for action

o o Love
s Community & Connection
Protecting Urgency Water is life  Resilience Love of Neighbor
Helping Social change Togetherness
s Public Leadership Brotherhood
Organizing

Self-preservation :
Personal purpose  Action

- Partnershi
Kindness 0 Environmental Justice

Community justice Black Lives Matter






media/file1.png
What actions did churches take?

public protest; crisis-informed preaching; preaching hope for the
congregation; contextualizing liturgies; water distribution to the
community; water and water filter distribution; meal ministries; community
connections; partnerships with church agencies and other churches; direct
community education projects; special events oriented toward health concerns
(skin care, infant care); community gardening; community outreach; POD S ;
providing health information to neighbors; offering health screenings; so many
meetings; outreach/presentations outside Flint; coordinating water deliveries
coming from outside (denominational) resources; [disaster] relief efforts; fiscal /
monetary management; Flint ReCAST (Resiliency in Communities after Stress and
Trauma); trauma-informed community events; working with national Black Social
Workers org, CDC; educating teachers (educators), superintendents, principals
on impact of lead on children; deepening connections with national
denominational organizations






media/file0.jpg
What actions did churches take?

public protest; crissinformed preaching; preaching hope for the
congregalion; contextualizing liturgies: water ditibufion fo the
community: water and water fifer distrbufion: meal minities; Community
‘connecions: portnerships with church agencies and ofher churches; direct
community education projects; special events oriented foward health concerns
(skin care, infont care); community gardening; community oufreach; P O DS ;
providing health information fo neighbors; offering heath screenings; so many.
meefings; oufreach/presentations oufside Fin; coorainating water deliveries
coming ffom outside (denominationai) resources; discster] reief efforts; fiscal /
monetary management; Fint ReCAST (Resliency in Communifies affer Sress and
Traumal; rauma-informed community events; working with national Black Social
Workers org, CDC; educating teachers (educators), superintendents, principais
onimpact of lead on children; deepening connections with naional
denominational organizations






media/file2.jpg
What values, commitments, or assumptions motivated or inspired these 00
actions?

Fighting for the weak and  Economic justice

Human Rights Reinforce grassroot voice  Hope

Representing Chrst _Socialustice  Preservation of e

Responsiy ANEI=racism  puicengagement  crepion

Need for action

w Community & Connection

Protecting  Urgeney Waterislife Resiince Love of Nelghbor

Helping Socialchange Togetheress

Brotherhood
Public Leadership.
Cooms Self-preservation

Personal purpose  Action

: [—
Kindness P Environmental Justice:

Communityjustice Black Lives Matter






