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“But those who drink the water I give will never be thirsty again. It becomes a fresh, bubbling 
spring within them, giving them eternal life.” John 4:14 (NLT) 
 
Imagine waking one morning to find your child ill, weak and dehydrated. There are no doctors or 
pharmacies in your village. You walk to the outskirts of town to collect water from a rain basin: 
a glorified bucket at the bottom of a hill frequented by locals and animals and often used for 
bathing by both. Unknown to you, this is the original source of the illness. 
 
The symptoms worsen, the dehydration is becoming more and more apparent, and you 
contemplate more serious measures of survival. The nearest source of “clean” water—a relative 
term in your corner of the world—is a small creek half a day away. 
 
That water supply also has problems. Sewage and arsenic and fluoride are too potent even for the 
fish to survive. But this is your only option, and this is your child suffering. 
 
After walking for an entire day, you arrive home only to find the child taken by the dehydration 
and lying breathless in the bed. 
 
You’re too late. 
 
Compounding your sorrows, imagine laying that child to rest without the comfort of ever tasting 
the Living Water and its spring of eternal life. 
 
For the estimated 1.1 billion people around the world without access to clean water, this scenario 
is an all too frequent and entirely preventable tragedy. The World Health Organization estimated 
in 2002 that 17 percent of the world’s population lacked improved water sources, and 2.6 billion 
were without basic sanitation. 
 
In addition to this basic physical need, many of these individuals lack access to the basic spiritual 
need: the opportunity to hear about Christ’s living water from God’s Word. More than 193 
million people still do not have adequate Scripture, denying them access to the ultimate spring of 
life. 
 
Jerry and Donna Ohs want to help meet both of these needs. 
 

 



 
The Ohs first heard about Wycliffe Bible Translators and its work around the world at a Wycliffe 
Dinner Theatre banquet years ago. Without telling each other, Jerry and Donna each signed cards 
indicating an interest in short-term mission trips. 
 
The Ohs began to develop their relationship with Wycliffe, becoming supporters through 
Wycliffe Foundation and attending overseas trips. Shortly after the banquet, their own missions 
journey became more specific and defined. 
 
“I’ve always had an interest in water,” Jerry explains. Born and reared on a cattle ranch, Jerry 
was familiar with agriculture and irrigation, pumps, wells and working with his hands.  “We 
went to a Lifewater International conference in Pasadena, Calif., and we both got pretty excited 
about clean water.” 
 
Lifewater International is a Christian development organization that works to provide safe water, 
sanitation and hygiene education to those needing it around the world. Jerry and Donna became 
interested in a bio-sand filter originally developed by the Danvor Corporation already at work 
and employed by numerous organizations. 
 
The Ohs realized that they could combine their love for God’s Word with their passion for clean 
water to help provide both of these to those without either one. 
 
Designed specifically for poor, rural villages, the bio-sand filter is typically inexpensive to 
assemble and constructed from local materials.  According to Lifewater International, the filters 
effectively reduce the concentration of organisms and require little more than sand, gravel and 
concrete.  A bio-sand filter can produce up to 100 liters of clean water each day. 
 
“We’re looking at over 4 billion people in the world, and yet 1.1 billion are drinking unsafe 
water,” Jerry said.  While he was learning how to assemble and construct the devices, Donna’s 
interest in hygiene education grew. 
 
“Hygiene works really well with the bio-sand filter,” she said.  “They sort of go hand-in-hand.  It 
wouldn’t do much good to give them clean water if they don’t know how to handle it.” 
 
Now in retirement, Jerry and Donna devote their own time and resources to finding ways that 
this tool can be used along with Bible translation, linguistics and literacy efforts around the 
world.   
 
Building on the training he received from Lifewater, Jerry developed his own method of 
construction for the filters with the goal of providing greater access for translators to build them 
in the field.  Instead of heavy steel and welding, Jerry’s design can be built from light-weight 
galvanized metal in half the time of the original design—a process that volunteer teams or 
translators can easily replicate. 
 



“We leave the molds and materials in the village, and they can continue to make these molds,” 
Donna explained.  Once the locals learn the process, they can build as many as one filter per day, 
exponentially increasing their supply of clean water. 
 
“The verifying testimony is when a mother comes back and says ‘You know, since we’ve been 
using it, my children haven’t been sick’,” Jerry said. 
 
The Ohs collaborated with Wycliffe Associates to find locations where Wycliffe translators need 
adequate, clean water, and the local people group also needs Scripture. 
 
“Now we’ve got another tool to open the door—a new way to get into the country,” Jerry said. 
 
In 2006, Jerry and Donna led a team to Manila, Philippines to build and install one of the first 
bio-sand filters in the field. They had been contacted by a Wycliffe translator working at a small 
rural school, and many of the students were bringing dirty water from home to drink. “The kids 
were so excited about [the filter],” Jerry said. 
 
While Jerry and the team were constructing the filter and sharing the building process with the 
nationals, Donna led a course on hygiene to many of the women. 
 
“We have found out that a child dies every eight seconds from dehydration or water-borne 
diseases, so we know that we need to go in and show them why, and that it doesn’t have to be 
this way,” she said. “The child can survive this.” 
 
“It was an encouragement to see 170 students drinking clean water,” Jerry said.  “It’s so neat to 
go in and show the people. Even though we don’t speak their language, there’s a translator there 
that can do that and do the communicating for us.” 
 
Since education is such a large part of the process, they were skeptical how the filter would be 
used once the team left the village. 
 
“We have been told from the translator that they are using it,” Donna said. 
 
In addition to getting these tools to the field, the Ohs also concentrate on sharing their knowledge 
so the filters can be built and developed quicker by more people in more places. 
 
“The more training there is, the quicker [the filter] can get out there and have a ripple effect,” 
Jerry said. 
 
In October, Jerry and Donna led a three-day conference on the bio-sand filter for 25 participants 
at the Wycliffe USA headquarters in Orlando. Jerry taught courses on transportation and filter 
construction and demonstrated many of the innovations he had developed, while Donna provided 
insights on global hygiene issues and ways to use the filter safely and cleanly. 
 



 
 
“We pray that we’ve given this instruction to the right people that can keep this going once we’re 
gone,” Donna said after the conference. 
 
“The goal is to teach the nationals to do this in their own village,” Jerry added. “We’re hoping 
that this workshop is just the start. We pray that the participants can be excited about it and go 
and teach it.” 
 
While Wycliffe translators continue to work around the world to provide access to the Living 
Water and God’s Word, Donna and Jerry Ohs hope to use their passion for clean water to open 
doors to Bible translation opportunities. They see these tools as a catalyst for those still waiting 
to hear—and taste—His blessings. 
 
After all, only He can eternally quench their thirst. 
 
 


