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The Blessing of Waters at Theophany   Posted on January 

5, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

 According to Nicholas E. Denysenko in his book, The 

Blessing of Waters and Epiphany, it is in the 4th Century 

that we first see references in the Patristic authors to the 

practice of blessing waters. 

“John Chrysostom, in his homily De Baptismo Christi 

preached in Antioch in AD 387, testifies to the practice of 

drawing sanctified water: 

‘For this is the day on which he was baptized and sanctified the nature of the waters. 

Therefore also on this solemnity in the middle of the night all who are gathered, having 

drawn the water, set the liquid aside in their houses and preserve it throughout the year, 

for today the waters are 

sanctified.’”  (Kindle   Loc. 612-16) 

 

However the first reference to the blessing of 

waters from texts dealing with liturgical 

rubrics comes from the 8th Century. 

“The earliest occurrence of the ritual for the 

blessing of waters in the Eastern liturgical 

tradition is in the Euchologion Barberini 

336 (BAR), which dates to the eighth 

century.”  (Kindle Loc. 603-5) 

Denysenko reports that the rubrics mention an order for the services which we have followed 

in our own parish when the Feast of Theophany falls on weekday: 

“… beginning with the arrival at the Church at the ninth hour on January 6, immediately 

followed by Vespers and a Eucharistic liturgy.  After the liturgy, the assembly departs for 

the blessing of waters…”  (Kindle Loc. 694-97) 

The 9th Hour is about 3pm.  The services done were Vespers, the Divine Liturgy and then the 

blessing of water.  One of the prayers listed for the service is the following beautiful prayer 

which recounts the deeds which God has done using water for the salvation of humankind: 
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“For you are our God, who have renewed through water and the Spirit 

our nature grown old through sin (John 3);  You are our God who 

drowned sin through water [in the days of] Noah (Genesis 7, 8);   

You are our God, who in the days of Moses set free the Hebrew nation 

through the sea from the bondage of Pharaoh. (Exodus 14);  You are our 

God who cleft the rock in the wilderness: the waters gushed out, the 

streams overflowed, and You satisfied Your thirsty people (Exodus 17);   

You are our God Who by water and fire through Elijah brought back 

Israel from the error of Baal (2 Kings 10:18–28);  Our God, who healed 

the bitter and barren waters by the salt of Elisha (2 Kings 2:19–22); Our 

God, who received the inseparable concord of the Trinity in the Jordan and who manifested the 

single paternal essence of your Godhead to us in it.”   (Kindle Loc. 2572-79) 

Theophany: Blessing Water and the New Creation     Posted on January 6, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

The blessing of water is a prayerful statement about what water is and what God 

created water to be.  The blessing water, the notion of Holy Water, is that  we are 

reclaiming and transfiguring creation for it to have the spiritual characteristics 

God intended creation to have from the beginning.   Author John H. Walton in his 

book, The Lost World of Genesis One: Ancient Cosmology and the Origins 

Debate, calls upon us to not only embrace the notion of the new creation in Christ 

but to change our thinking about what it means to be “created.”  He writes: 

“Since in our culture we believe that existence is material, we consequently believe that 

to create something means to bring its material properties into existence. Thus our 

discussions of origins tend to focus on material origins. . . . 

Most of us never consider alternative ontologies.   Our culture has 

given us our beliefs about what it means for the cosmos to exist 

(material ontology; existence is material; creation is a material act) 

and many of us would not realize that these beliefs are the result of 

a choice. It is a testimony to the pervasive influence of culture that 

this material ontology seems so obvious as to prevent any thought 

that it is open to discussion. . . .  however, there are alternatives. If 

we are going to understand a creation account from the ancient 

world we must understand what they meant by ‘creation,’   and to 

do that we must consider their cosmic ontology instead of supplying our own. It is less important 

what we might think about ontology. If we are dealing with an ancient account we must ask 

questions about the world of that text: What did it mean to someone in the ancient world to say 
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that the world existed?   What sort of activity brought the world into that state of existence and 

meaning? What constituted a creative act? 

In this book I propose that people in the ancient world believed that 

something existed not by virtue of its material properties, but by virtue 

of its having a function in an ordered system. Here I do not refer to an 

ordered system in scientific terms, but an ordered system in human 

terms, that is, in relation to society and culture. In this sort of functional 

ontology, the sun does not exist by virtue of its material properties, or 

even by its function as a burning ball of gas. Rather it exists by virtue of 

the role that it has in its sphere of existence, particularly in the way 

that it functions for humankind and human society. In theory, this way 

of thinking could result in something being included in the “existent” 

category in a material way, but still considered in the 

“nonexistent”   category in functional terms …. In a functional ontology, 

to bring something into existence would require giving it a function or a 

role in an ordered system, rather than giving it material properties.   Consequently, something 

could be manufactured physically but still not ‘exist’ if it has not become functional.”  (Kindle 

Loc. 210-12, 219-22, 222-32) 

If we follow the argument and thinking of Dr. Walton, we can understand how sacramental 

prayer bestows upon the things of the earth – water, bread, wine marriage – the blessing of 

functionality.  The sacramental prayers bestow on the things which are being sanctified a holy 

and godly function.   Thus they become (come into existence)  the mystery of creation which 

God intended them to be.  We in the church in the sacramental and prayer life become what 

God intended us a humans to be in His creation:  co-creators with Him of reality.  When we 

bestow proper functionality on things that exist, we working with God to create the world as 

God would have it be.  In the fall of humans, our sinfulness took away from us this functionality, 

and thus creation suffered and has groaned itself because its function had been taken away 

from it. 
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Hymns of Theophany: In His Baptism Christ Washes Away our Sin 

Posted on January 7, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

The Orthodox hymns surrounding the Baptism of Christ (Matt 3:13-

17; Mark 1:9-11; Luke 3:21-22; John 1:29-34) are an abundant source of 

theology (dogmatic and poetic) as well as biblical commentary.   The 

Jordan River, mentioned more than 180 times in English Bibles, is not 

only a geographical reality but it is a mystical location involved with 

numerous Old Testament theophanies. 

The Troparion of the Eve of Theophany says: 

“Of old, the River Jordan turned back before Elisha’s mantle at Elijah’s 

ascension.  The waters were made to part in two so the wet surface 

became a dry path.  This was truly a symbol of baptism in which we cross 

through mortal life.  Christ has come in the Jordan to sanctify the waters!” 

 

In the above hymn we get a sense of an Orthodox reading of scripture.  The events of 2 Kings 

2:13-14 (Elisha parting the River Jordan with Elijah’s mantle) are referenced, but the 

significance of the story is not that it proved that Elijah’s power had passed on to Elisha but the 

story is read as “a symbol of baptism.”  The meaning of the story is not merely God acting in 

history or the charismatic office of the prophet, but rather is found in Christ.  Without Christ, 

the story’s most important meaning remains hidden.  The events in the story are understood as 
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a symbol of baptism, meaning they help us to understand what baptism is.  Thus the events of 2 

Kings 2 are significant not so much as ancient history telling us about something God did long 

ago, but because they help us to understand Christ and our life in Him. 

 The hymn specifically connects baptism to crossing “through mortal 

life.”   This is also an interesting interpretation of baptism itself which is 

not a one time ritual we experience, but rather is a passage through this 

life into the life of the world to come.  Baptism is something we live – as 

we pray in the liturgy that we might spend the remaining time of our life 

in peace and repentance.  We pray that we might live out our baptismal 

experience. 

Additionally in the hymn we encounter in the last line an idea that is 

pervasive in Orthodox hymns – Christ in His baptism is sanctifying 

water.  The idea is that the water is not washing away His sin (He is proclaimed to be sinless!) 

but rather water is receiving a sanctification from contact with the Lord in which the water of 

the Jordan becomes the spiritually cleansing force that it was always intended by the Creator to 

be.  Water which only washes dirt away is the water of the fallen world.  In Christ’s baptism, 

water is recreated and thus receives from the Lord of creation a sanctification that it has been 

missing since the fall of Adam and Eve.  The water in which Christ is baptized becomes the 

water in which we are baptized – as we pray at each baptismal service when we bless the water 

before the baptism asking God to give the water in the font the grace of Jordan. 

Here is an interesting idea:  at the Great Flood (Genesis 6-9) God is said to drown the 

wickedness, violence and all sin of humanity.  Is it possible that the waters which washed the 

world of sin through the Great Flood are at Christ’s baptism themselves being purified of 

sin?   Is this the restoration which the incarnate Word of God brings about on earth? 

While Christ is understood to be sanctifying the 

waters of the River Jordan, simultaneously He is 

using those waters to rid us and the world of 

sin.  Consider the following hymns from the 

Prefeast of Theophany and from the Eve of 

Theophany: 

1)      “Christ comes to baptism; Christ approaches 

Jordan!  Christ now buries our sins in the waters. 

Let us sing His praises with exceeding joy: He is the 

good One For He has been glorified!” 
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2)     “Let the clouds rejoice! Let them drop down eternal gladness. Jesus Christ comes forth to 

drown the rivers of sin in the streams of Jordan, Granting enlightenment to all.” 

The words of the hymns offer these vivid images:  Christ burying our sins in the waters and 

drowning the rivers of sin in the streams of the Jordan.  Long before His crucifixion Christ is 

ridding the world of our sin.  This is a rich theology of salvation, not opposed to the Cross, but 

enriching our thoughts about redemption.  Salvation is not merely a juridical dealing with sin, 

but is also a cleansing from sin.  Perhaps the Christian West too narrowly focuses on one aspect 

of salvation, the Cross, and so loses the wealth of images offered to us by Scripture as to how 

God deals with the sin of the world.   Christ takes on the sin of the world in order to forgive our 

sins: not only on the Cross but also in the River Jordan at His baptism.  And this is true because 

He took on our sin at the incarnation when divinity united itself to the flesh of fallen, sinful 

humanity.   This is ancient Christian theology, far richer and more diverse in the imagery used to 

understand the salvation of the world in Jesus Christ than many Christians imagine. 

“Wishing to bury our sins with water in the streams of Jordan, Christ our God comes forth in His 

compassionate mercy, and us who had grown corrupt He forms anew 

through baptism.” 

The above hymn from the Eve of Theophany reiterates that the very 

reason Christ the Incarnate God desired to come into the world was “to 

bury our sins with water in the steams of the Jordan.”  Thus the events 

of Theophany are done for us and for our salvation.  In Christ’s baptism, 

Christ who took on the sins of humanity when He became incarnate and 

united divinity to our sinful flesh, our sins are washed away.  Thus in the 

incarnation and in His baptism, Christ is restoring fallen human nature by 

doing away with sin.  Every aspect of Christ’s life, not just His crucifixion 

is about the salvation of all the people of the world. We then participate in this cleansing of sin 

when we are baptized in those holy waters over which the Church prays calling God to make 

the waters in the baptismal font those of the River Jordan. 

Hymns of Theophany: The Jordan Fleeing God   Posted on January 8, 2013   

The previous blog, Hymns of Theophany: In His Baptism Christ Washes Away our 

Sin, considered what it means that Christ, the incarnate God, was baptized for 

us and for our salvation. In the Incarnation God is, even before the Cross of 

Christ, dealing with the sin that had become the enmity between God and 

humanity.  In this blog we will consider an example of how the Orthodox Church 

Christologically reads the Old Testament as prophecy of the Christ. 
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The hymns of Theophany offer examples of ancient biblical exegesis as they explore the depths 

of the meaning of God in the flesh being baptized in the River Jordan.  The baptism of Christ 

raises questions about what is the River Jordan that God chooses to be baptized there?   What 

does it mean that the holy God incarnate is baptized – a ritual clearly associated with the 

washing away of sin?   Such questions move us into a symbolic mode of thinking, for literally 

the questions are not answered in any one scriptural passage. 

One of the hymns from the Matins for Theophany says: 

“The sea and cloud in which the people of Israel once were baptized by the lawgiver 

Moses as they journeyed from Egypt, prefigured the wonder of the baptism of God!  The 

sea was an image of the water and the cloud an image of the Spirit by which we are 

initiated and cry aloud: Blessed are You, O God of our fathers!” 

We see in the hymn beautifully woven together images of the creation 

of the world (The Spirit hovering over the waters in Genesis 1), as well 

as the Exodus story in which Moses led the Hebrew people on the path 

of salvation from slavery.  The Israelites were led by the cloud and 

passed through the waters which saved them from the Egyptians.  All 

of these images are being seen within a theme of baptism – Christ’s 

and our own.  This reading of the Old Testament Scriptures gives us a 

sense of how all of the Scriptures might be open to us through the lens 

of Christ’s own life.  For all that He did was done for our salvation. 

Consider this hymn from the Matins of the Eve of Theophany: 

“Today the prophecy of the Psalms swiftly approaches its fulfillment:  “The sea looked and fled: 

Jordan was driven back” before the face of the Lord, before the face of the God of Jacob!  He 

came to receive baptism from His servant, so that our souls washed clean from the defilement 

of idolatry, might be enlightened through Him!” 

The prophecy to which the hymn refers is a particular reading of Psalm 114: 

“When Israel went forth from Egypt, the house of Jacob from a people of strange language, 

Judah became his sanctuary, Israel his dominion. The sea looked and fled, Jordan turned back. 

The mountains skipped like rams, the hills like lambs. What ails you, O sea, that you flee? O 

Jordan, that you turn back? O mountains, that you skip like rams? O hills, like lambs? Tremble, O 

earth, at the presence of the LORD, at the presence of the God of Jacob, who turns the rock into 

a pool of water, the flint into a spring of water.” 

http://oca.org/orthodoxy/the-orthodox-faith/worship/the-church-year/epiphany


The Psalm in turn is praising God for the events of Exodus in which the Israelites were led out of 

slavery in Egypt and into the Promised Land.  The final entrance into the Promised Land was the 

miraculous crossing of the River Jordan which is described in Joshua 3-4.  When the priests 

carrying the Ark of the Covenant stood in the midst of the Jordan, the flow of its waters was 

stopped so that all of Israel could pass through the riverbed as on dry 

ground. 

The Psalm is referring to what the Scriptures present as a historical 

event.  But interestingly, the hymn reads Psalm 114 not as merely telling 

what God did in the past, but as prophecy: foretelling what God would 

accomplish in His Christ.   The Psalm assumes the presence of the Lord in 

His Ark, whereas the Theophany hymn sees the Ark as being a prefiguring 

of the real presence of the Lord in the Jordan.  The Lord’s presence 

actually only occurs when Christ, the incarnate God is standing in the 

Jordan River at His baptism by John.  The Ark is thus interpreted to be a sign of God’s presence 

in the Jordan, whereas at the baptism of Christ, the Lord is fully present in the River.  When 

Christ enters the waters of Jordan, the River literally encounters the face of the Lord.  Or, in a 

slightly different framework we can say that Christ is revealed as the true Ark of the Lord, which 

was merely prefigured in the days of Joshua. 

And as the hymn says it is in the Theophany event of Christ’s baptism that idolatry is exposed, 

but in Christ we realize the actual presence of God on earth, and all previous theophanies 

involving the Jordan River as prefiguring the truth.  The hymn strongly suggests that failing to 

see the those Old Testament events as prefiguring Christ and prophecies of Him causes us to 

make idols of them.  The Ark thus instead of being a symbol and sign of God (and a prophecy of 

the incarnation) becomes an idol, an object of worship. 

 

Another hymn from the Prefeast of Theophany 

connects the awe and uncertainty the 

anthropomorphized River Jordan must have felt 

when it actually did encounter its Lord and 

Creator in it. 

“Sins were washed away in Noah’s day, when 

Your word opened the floodgates of heaven. If 

Jordan recognizes You, how could He bear 

You?  His streams turned back when they received less than You!” 
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The Jordan stopped its flow when it encountered the Ark of the Covenant, the symbol and sign 

of God’s presence with the Israelites.  So what could it do when it actually encountered its Lord 

and Creator in the incarnate Christ? 

Many hymns of Theophany meditate on the scene described in Matthew 3:14-15, where it is 

assumed that the Forerunner John trembled at the thought 

that he was to baptize Christ because he knew he needed to 

be baptized by Christ.  The hymns portray a humbled John 

doing what the Lord wished to occur for righteousness 

sake.  So too in the hymns we see the hint that the River 

Jordan also reluctantly washed over in baptism the body of 

its Creator.  The waters obeyed their Master! 

As sin was washed away from the earth in Noah’s day in the cataclysmic flood, now with the 

Creator standing in the waters of  Jordan, our sins are being washed away not only without the 

loss of life, but in a life-giving manner.  We can meditate on one final hymn from the Matins of 

Theophany: 

“We know that in the beginning You brought the all-destroying flood upon the world, 

causing the terrible destruction of all things.  O God, You reveal strange and mighty 

wonders!  And now, O Christ, You have drowned sin in the waters for the comfort and 

salvation of mortal man.” 

No longer is it humans who are destroyed by sin, but sin itself is destroyed when the Incarnate 

Word of God allows Himself to be baptized in the Jordan.  God shows Himself to love the 

sinner, but hate the sin.  Thus it is that sin is drowned in the baptismal waters of the Jordan. 

  

Hymns of Theophany: Creation, Creator, New Creation   

Posted on January 9, 2013  

 

This is the last blog of three looking at the imagery found in 

the Orthodox hymns ofTheophany.  The previous blog:  Hymns 

of Theophany: The Jordan Fleeing God.  In this blog we will 

consider disparate images from various hymns which are used 

around the Feast of Theophany in the Orthodox Church. First, from the Theophany Matins 

Canon: 
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With the trembling and wonder of heaven, the angelic powers stood by the 

Jordan, beholding God’s great condescension: how He Who holds dominion over the 

waters above the firmament stood in the waters in bodily form!  He Who is the God of 

our fathers! 

One of the common themes of Theophany hymns is the incarnation:  God is 

in the flesh standing in the Jordan River.  In the hymn above it is the angels 

who marvel over the mystery of the Lord of creation standing in the waters 

He created.   Theophany theologically affirms the incarnation of God: God is 

present in the midst of His people.   The Forerunner John when baptizing 

Jesus is physically immersing a human in the waters.  And, the hymn affirms 

that this Christ is not merely like God but is fully God: for standing in the 

river is the One who has dominion over the firmament of the heavens and 

the chaos the waters symbolize. 

From the Matins of the Eve of Theophany, Christ again is affirmed as the creator of Adam: 

“You fashioned the first-created man; now he is cleansed by baptism, O Christ!  You have 

wrapped the vault of heaven in clouds, You are clothed with light as with a garment, yet 

now You are seen naked in Jordan’s streams.  You uphold all things in Your hands, but 

now You are held in the Baptist’s grasp.” 

Christ as God creates Adam at the beginning of creation and then 

recreates the fallen Adam in the incarnation.  Adam’s sins are washed 

away in Christ’s baptism.  Here again we see the ancient Christian idea 

that it is not the crucifixion alone which saves us, but from the time of 

the Annunciation, we are being saved in and through the 

incarnation.  Christ as God is clothed with light as with a garment, and 

yet as man is also clothed in human flesh and stands naked in the 

Jordan, reminiscent of Adam’s own nakedness before God after the fall. 

“Once You clothed the shameful nakedness of our forefather Adam; now You are 

stripped naked of Your own will!  You covered the roof of heaven with waters; Now You 

wrap Yourself in the streams of Jordan, only merciful Christ.” 

The hymns of Theophany continue a pattern of thinking which we see at Christmas and which 

was popular in early Christian thinking:  in every way imaginable Christ undoes what Adam did 

in the Fall.   Adam through sin lost his glorious robe and stood naked before God.  Orthodox 

thinking usually attributes the anthropomorphic acts of God found in the Old Testament to the 

pre-incarnate Christ.  It is Christ who clothed the naked Adam long ago, but who now 

voluntarily humbles Himself and appears naked before all in His baptism.  We see in both of the 



above hymns the contrasts between Christ who created the heavens and the earth (Hebrews 

1:2,10; 11:3) and the Christ who appears humbly as a human, though still the incarnate God. 

Theophany not only affirms the incarnation but also proclaims the theology of the the Holy 

Trinity.  Christ is one of the Holy Trinity who has become incarnate.  Christ comes to save not 

only humanity but all of creation.  Theophany is completely a feast of Trinitarian theology.  For 

we encounter in the Feast the voice of the Father, the Spirit in the form of a dove, and Christ 

the incarnate Word of God. 

“The same waters that existed at the beginning of the Old Creation are present at the 

beginning of the New Creation, only they must now be exorcised of the demonic 

presence. It is not that Christ’s body is cleansed in the Jordan, but, rather, it is that Christ 

purifies the waters and prepares them for the Holy Spirit, who sweeps over them to 

engender new life within them as it did in the beginning.”  (Vigen Guroian, The Melody 

of Faith: Theology in an Orthodox Key, Kindle Loc. 226-29) 

A final image from Theophany:  a couple of weeks ago I offered a blog 

which looked at the relationship between the light and the lamp and the 

differences between them as presented in the scriptures, Lamp and 

Light.  In Proverbs the lamp is called the commandment while the light is 

the teaching.  In Revelation, the lamb of God is the lamp and the glory of 

God is the light.  In one of the hymns from the 1st Royal Hour of 

Theophany, we encounter another lamp and light image: 

The Forerunner cried out with trembling, saying: “How shall the lamp 

illumine the Light?” 

Christ is the Light of the world – baptism is called holy illumination in Tradition.  Christ at 

Theophany in His baptism illumines the world. 
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