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I was fortunate to attend the recent Fall River Fest at Living River, and it gave me the opportunity to reflect on and admire
the beauty of this riverside retreat. Many people appreciate that the property is dotted with cabins, trails, chapels, canoe
launches, ponds and gathering places both formal and informal along the majestic Cahaba River that courses beside the 440
acres. However, the most impressive feature to me as a freshwater biologist is something that can’t be seen. Quite literally it
is the absence of something that draws my eyes to the shallow, rocky shoals at one spot on the Cahaba. Just over 20 years
ago, I stood at the same spot of the river and gazed at a man-made concrete roadway that spanned over 200 feet
from one bank to the other. This massive structure known as the Marvel Slab was 25 feet wide and 6 feet tall with 46
culverts. It was built 55 years ago by a private mining company as a shortcut to allow large trucks to cross the river with their
loads of coal and rock that were being removed from the adjacent lands.

I don’t believe that there was any intent by the mining company to leave a negative impact on the river, but after the mines
were closed the legacy of the abandoned Slab remained. The slab of concrete poured on the river’s bedrock functioned like
a low-head dam. Low-head is just a term that describes a dam without much height, but the six feet of water that was
backed up by this feature  was enough to have an impact on the river. Upstream of the dam, the water was unnaturally
deeper, and the water was more stagnant than God and mother nature had intended. On the downstream side, the
water that spilled over the slab or jetted through the culverts moved more swiftly than was natural and it scoured
the riverbed. The waves, currents, and energy of the hydraulics at times posed a danger to swimmers and boaters.

As an aquatic scientist, I saw problems with the river and for the plants and animals that make their home there. This
concrete dam had been in place for 35 years and without a doubt had degraded the local habit, but it had also
served as a barrier to fish that needed to migrate to complete their life cycle. Fish swim upstream and downstream to
feed, breed, find desirable habitat, and sometimes to escape predators. The Marvel Slab was a vertical wall in the river that
stopped that movement and prevented access to almost a hundred miles of stream in the heart of what should have been
one of the healthiest sections of the Cahaba River.

When the Presbytery purchased the property for Living River, it came with an extraordinary opportunity for the
churches to help the river and the creatures that call it home. Living River was literally a gatekeeper that provided the
much-needed permission and access for a coalition of State and Federal agencies and private conservation groups who
wanted to remove the Marvel Slab and restore the migratory path in the river. In October of 2004, 35 years after the river
was dammed, the Marvel Slab was removed and natural conditions were restored with assistance of the Presbytery.
Very quickly the river recovered, native fish appeared upstream and expanded their ranges as they utilized the habitat that
had been out of reach for decades. Freshwater mussels and snails began to thrive in the shallow flowing waters. These
precious animals include some protected under the Endangered Species Act and some previously thought to be
extinct. The rebound of aquatic life has been described as miraculous. In 2024, 20 years after the Marvel Slab was
removed, the Presbytery and Living River should feel proud of their contributions to one of the most significant
river restoration projects in the Southeast. Accolades for ‘leaving a place in better condition than you found it’, certainly
apply to this project and this property. The fish say ‘thank you’ for being good neighbors and for taking to heart the
stewardship of God’s creatures.

Paul Freeman has had a 30-year career as an aquatic ecologist with conservation organizations and environmental
consulting firms. He currently serves on the Boards of Directors for Cahaba River Society and Friends of Shades Creek.

A Reflection from Paul Freeman, an Aquatic Biologist and Longtime Partner to Living River



Summer Camp Dates and Registration!

Camp Pricing, Scholarship, and
Maximum Capacity

Summer Camp prices increase as the year
progresses. There will again be a limited number of

first-come scholarships available from the Presbytery
of Sheppards and Lapsley for $200 per camper, $75

per You & Me camper. If anyone needs additional
scholarship, there is some available through Living

River. Again this year, there is also a “Bring a Friend”
discount! Please be an advocate for Living River and

encourage your child's friends to attend. Living
River Summer Camp is for all kids and youth

and your recommendation to friends and
family goes the furthest. All are welcome at Living

River! Finally, Living River Summer Camp
sessions will be capped at 60 campers each for

Summer Camp 2025. Thank you!

Apply to be a Summer Camp Counselor or 
share the opportunity with a college-aged young adult. 

The application for first-time counselors will open on Dec. 1st. Interviews will happen every four weeks
until all counselor positions are filled, so don’t wait to apply if you’re interested! 

2024 Counselor Quotes:
“Working at Living River had a huge impact on me this summer. It was an honor to work with an amazing staff and
wonderful kids. I learned so much about leadership, and working with others to accomplish a common goal: creating a
fun and engaging environment, so the campers could have the best experience possible. Working at camp was not
always easy, but I will never forget the lessons I learned, and the people I met. It was truly a blessing to work at Living
River this year!” -Linley Byars, First-time Counselor

“Living River has been a great place for me to grow in my faith, leadership skills, and sense of responsibility. I started
coming to Living River in middle school for church retreats and saw it as a place for me to learn about my faith. As I got
older I had the opportunity to work as a counselor for the summer camp. This opportunity to facilitate others growth
and learning only strengthened my understanding of my own faith and continued to instill leadership abilities and a
sense of responsibility.” -Rush Ahnert, Returning Counselor

 Visit our website, www.livingriver.org, for more information.



Living River’s Need for Donors like You!

Giving Tuesday Children’s Bibles Drive! Become a Bedrock Sustaining Donor
The best way to support Living River is to become a
Bedrock Sustaining Donor. Bedrock Donors give a
minimum of $25 a month or $300 annually, strengthening
Living River’s foundation! Donations

Book a Retreat for 2025

Living River needs Children’s Bibles! Living River does
not have any Children’s Bibles so we plan to buy new
Bibles. That way each child will be referencing the same
page number, etc. This Giving Tuesday, please consider
donating to Living River to help fund its purchase of new
Children’s Bibles. A donation of $50 or more, designated
“Children’s Bibles,” will give you the opportunity to add
a dedication to one. Donations of any size are welcome
for this campaign! Visit livingriver.org for more info.

Joint Confirmation and Elder Training Retreats in 2025

Please take a minute and look at Living River’s budget below. There’s much to celebrate! Living River’s “Program”
revenue (rental groups and Living River’s own programs like Summer Camp and year-round events) has
outpaced what was anticipated for this year! That means Living River is growing in exciting ways. Like was
mentioned above, at least 35 weekends of 2024, Living River will have been used by an outside retreat group or
for a Living River program! Weekend rental business can only grow a limited amount more from here so, Living
River is focused on growing its Summer Camp program and discerning other outlets like environmental
education. This is hard, but exciting work! Also, notice the “Donations” revenue line.

Living River depends on donations from
donors like you who care about Living
River’s mission to make up a little over
half of its budget. Just like Living River’s
programs have to grow year by year to
reach their potential, Living River’s donor
base needs to grow year by year too
until, together, we reach the goal of
covering the bare bones operational
costs of Living River. A small staff supports
Living River’s mission now, but as programs
grow, operational costs will grow. As we
grow in that direction, please consider
supporting Living River and donating
monthly or annually, enabling Living
River to continually steward a sacred
space on the Cahaba for meaningful
connection for all people.

can be made online using this QR code, by
visiting our website, livingriver.org, or by mailing
a check. Sustaining Donors are recognized
annually. Please share this opportunity with
others you know who would support Living
River alongside you!

Over 2024, Living River will have been used for at least 35 weekends! Retreats are amazing, transformational ways to
accelerate community and trust among groups within a congregation or organization. “The Salt and Light Sisterhood, a
newly formed women’s group at Edgewood Presbyterian Church, Homewood, AL, has enjoyed two weekend
retreats at Living River.  In this beautiful, natural setting, we were able to pursue our theme, ‘Pause, Pray, and
Play.’  We are truly thankful for Living River and are already planning our next retreat.”  -Karin Bell, Edgewood
Presbyterian member. Reach out if you’re interested in booking Living River for a group or organization you’re a part of!

In partnership with congregations within the Presbytery of Sheppards and Lapsley, there will be a joint confirmation
retreat open to any congregation/youth, Jan. 24-26. We hope this will be an annual retreat that can help congregations!
Living River is also beginning to plan an elder (re)orientation retreat for early in the Fall of 2025 that would be open
to any congregation. If you are interested in either for your congregation, email Assistant Director, Rachel Mathews!



2000 Living River Parkway
Montevallo, AL 35115 

Executive Director’s Corner

We were reminded by many of our environmental partners just how rich and biodiverse our stretch of the
river is, and what a unique act of collaboration brought about the Marvel Slab removal. Several of our
speakers emphasized the regeneration of life in our stretch of the river. Looking back at our ten years of
programming, we are reminded of the many students who have connected with nature at Living River first
through the Cahaba Environmental Center programs, and now through collaborations with environmental
partners. We are reminded of the campers and staff members who have connected with God and each other
at the 9 summer camps (the 10th will be summer 2025). 

Several years ago I attended a conference where the Sankofa bird was the logo and
the theme of the conference. The Sankofa bird is associated with a Ghanaian
proverb which speaks to the need to look back in order to move forward. This
Fall we have looked back at the beginnings of Living River as we celebrated two
anniversaries: the removal of the Marvel Slab 20 years ago, and the full opening of
Living River for programming 10 years ago this fall. 

We give thanks for the many groups who
have chosen Living River as a place to
retreat. Now it’s time to move forward,
and dream and plan for all the amazing
things that God has in store for Living
River. We hope you will join us as a
partner as we discover what’s next!

Living River’s first Summer Camp after its buildings opened, 2015.


