BLESSED WATER

― Some General Information ―
―Part One ―

by Metropolitan Ephraim of Boston

The use of consecrated water for the purpose of blessing, healing, purifying and driving away evil from the people of God has a long history.

In the Book of Numbers, we are told that God commanded Moses and Aaron to take a red heifer without spot and on which no yoke had ever been placed, and to slaughter it in a clean place outside the camp and burn it to ashes. Then, a priest who had been ritually purified was to combine the heifer's ashes with water. As Numbers tells us, "it is a water of sprinkling, a purification" (Numbers 19:9). For every object that was esteemed unclean in the eyes of the Law:

They shall take the burnt ashes of purification, and they shall pour upon them running water into a vessel. And a [ritually] clean man shall take hyssop and dip it into the water and sprinkle it upon the house, and the furniture, and all the souls that are therein.
                                                                       (Numbers 19: 17-18)


The tradition of blessing the "home and all the souls therein" continued in the New Israel, among "the race of the Christians" as they are called in the Church's hymnology. But now, the ashes of a red heifer were replaced by the sign of the precious and life-creating Cross, the symbol of Christ's triumph over Satan and death.

In the Fourth Book of Kingdoms (5:9-14 LXX), we read the following, which tells us of the use of blessed water, which is also a prefiguring of Holy Baptism:

Neeman, a captain of the king of the Assyrians, came with his chariots and horses, and stood at the door of the house of Elisseus. And Elisseus sent a messenger to him, saying: "Go, wash seven times in the Jordan, and thy flesh shall return to thee, and thou shalt be cleansed." And Neeman was wroth, and departed, and said: "Behold, I said: He will by all means come out to me, and call on the Name of the Lord his God, and lay his hand upon the leprous place, and take it away from my flesh. Are not Abana and Pharphar, rivers of Damascus, better than all the waters of Israel? May I not go and wash in them, and be cleansed?" And he turned and went away in anger. And his servants came near and said to him: "If the Prophet had spoken a great thing to thee, wouldest thou not have done it? Yet he hath but said to thee: 'Wash and be cleansed.'" So Neeman went down, and immersed himself seven times in the Jordan, according to the word of the man of God; and his flesh returned to him as the flesh of a little child, and he was cleansed.

We know from the 65th Canon of the Quinisext Council (+692) that some pagan customs still prevailed among the populace. Among other forms of divinization, some people would resort to wells, or lakes, or rivers at the beginning of every month in order to discern what the future held for them, which they thought to detect from the movement of the waters. The teachers of the Christian Faith warned everyone against these heathen customs, and ordained instead that the believers should, at the beginning of every month, bless themselves with water that had been sealed with the sign of the Cross of Christ. This tradition is still kept especially in monasteries, convents and parishes of the Orthodox christian countries.

Below, with God's help, we will see what some ancient texts have to tell us about this tradition of the use of blessed water in the Church of God.

In his book, Against Heresies (vol. 1, chap. 12), Saint Epiphanius of Cyprus (+4O3), a convert from Judaism, tells us about another convert to Christianity from Judaism, Josephus, who lived during the time when Saint Constantine the Great (+336) was emperor of the Roman Empire. It seems this Josephus was eager to bring many other fellow Jews to Christianity, and so he wanted to build Christian churches in areas where many Jewish people lived. Consequently, he wanted to build a church in Tiberias, by the Sea of Galilee, but this project was hindered by some sort of magical spells and demonic conjurations cast by the Jews who resisted Josephus' efforts. Many Jews had gathered to see what Josephus would do about this.

Saint Epiphanius tells us that Josephus took a vessel of water and, with his finger, made the sign of the Cross over it while calling on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,   saying the following: "In the name of Jesus of Nazareth, Whom my forefathers, and the forefathers of all those here present crucified, may power be given to this water so that every spell and charm which has been cast may be annulled, and effective power be given to the fire [needed to prepare the materials needed for building the church], so that the house of the Lord may be built."

Straightway, Josephus sprinkled the blessed water on the fire and also on the lime-kilns. Immediately, the fire ― which before this had been hindered by the demonic spells ― flared up and began to heat the lime as was needed.

Ultimately, the church was constructed and many of the Jews believed. 

In addition, we learn from Theodoret of Cyrus (+458) about a certain Bishop Marcellus of Apamia, who wanted to cast down a certain pagan temple dedicated to Zeus, but, by some demonic power, was unable to do so. The temple itself was massive and well-constructed, reinforced with iron rods and molten lead to secure the joints.

Again, the plan was to set fire to some of the temple's supporting beams but, by God's permission, a demonic power hindered the fire from consuming the beams.

At this point, Theodoret tells us the following in his Ecclesiastical History (Book V, chap. 20).

Marcellus forthwith hurried to the church, ordered water to be poured into a pail, and placed the water upon the divine altar. Then, bending his head to the ground, he besought the loving Lord in no way to give in to the usurped power of the demon, but to lay bare its weakness and exhibit His own strength, lest unbelievers should hence​forth find excuse for greater wrong. With these and other like words he made the sign of the cross over the water, and ordered Equitius, one of his deacons, who was armed with faith and enthusiasm, to take the water and sprinkle it in faith, and then apply it to the flame. His orders were obeyed, and the demon, unable to endure the approach of the water, fled. Then the fire, affected by its foe the water as though it had been oil, caught the wood, and consumed it in an instant. When their support had vanished, the columns themselves fell down, and dragged another twelve with them. The side of the temple which was connected with the columns was dragged down by the violence of their fall, and carried away with them. The crash, which was tremendous, was heard throughout the town, and all ran to see the sight. No sooner did the multi​tude hear of the flight of the hostile demon than they broke out into a hymn of praise to God.

Theodoret tells us about the holy man Aphraates also, who healed the Emperor Valen's favorite horse by blessing a vessel of water with "the symbol of the saving cross" and giving it to the horse to drink. Then, calling upon God's assistance, he blessed some oil also and rubbed it on the horse's belly. Straightway, the horse was healed (History of Those Who Love God, chap. 8). 
(To be continued)
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