
Of Water and tlae Spirit 

All that we have said about time and its transformation and 
renewal has simply no meaning if there is no ne.w man to 
perform the sacrament of time. It is of him that we must 
speak now and of the act in which the newness of life and 
the power to live by it are given him. We began, however, 
not at baptism, which is the beginning of Christian life, but 
with the Eucharist and time, because it was essential to 
establish the cosmic dimensions of the life given in baptism. 
For a long time the theological and spiritual interest in 
baptism was virtually disconnected from its cosmic signifi
cance, from the totality of man's relation to the world. It 
was explained as man's liberation from "original sin." But 
both original sin and the liberation from it were given an 

extremely narrow and individual meaning. Baptism was 
understood as the means to assure the individual .salvation 
of man's soul. No wonder that such an understanding of 
baptism led to a similar narrowing of the baptismal liturgy. 
From an act of the whole Church, involving the whole cos
mos, it became a private ceremony, performed in a corner 
of the church by "private appointment," and in which the 
Church was reduced to the "minister of sacraments" and 
the cosmos to the three symbolic drops of water, considered 
as "necessary and sufficient" for the "validity" of the sacra
ment. Validity was the preoccupation-and not fullness, 
meaning, joy. Because of the obsession of baptismal theol
ogy with juridical and not ontological terms, the real ques-
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tion-what is made valid ?-often remained unanswered. 
Lately, it is true, there has occurred throughout the 

Christian world a certain widening of the theology of bap
tism. There has been a rediscovery of the meaning of bap
tism as entrance and integration into the Church, of its 
"ecclesiological" significance. But ecclesiology, unless it is 
given its true cosmic perspective ("for the life of the 
world" ) , unless it is understood as the Christian form of 
"cosmology," is always ecclesiolatry, the Church considered 
as a "being in itself" and not the new relation of God, 
man and the world. And it is not "ecclesiology" that gives 
baptism its true meaning; it is rather in and through baptism 
that we find the first and fundamental meaning of the 
Church. 

Baptism, by its very form and elements-the water of 
the baptismal font, the oil of christmation-refers us 
inescapably to "matter," to the world, to the cosmos. In 
the early Church the celebration of baptism took place 
during the solemn Easter vigil, and in fact, the Easter 
liturgy grew out of the "Paschal mystery" of baptism. This 
means that baptism was understood as having a direct 
meaning for the "new time," of which Easter is the celebra
tion and the manifestation. And finally, baptism and 
chrismation were always fulfilled in the Eucharist-which 
is the sacrament of the Church's ascension to the Kingdom, 
the sacrament of the "world to come." 

I have already said that the tragedy of a certain theology 
(and piety) was that in its search for precise definitions, it 
artificially isolated the sacraments from the liturgy in which 
they were performed. The liturgy was relegated to the cate
gory of secondary, decorative and ritual elements having no 
bearing on the "esse" of the sacrament. By doing so, how
ever, theology lost much of the true understanding of the 
sacramental reality. Baptism in particular has suffered an 
almost disastrous loss of meaning. And we must, therefore 
-in order to recover it-return to the "leitourgia" of the 
Church. 
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In the past, preparation for baptism sometimes lasted as 
long as three years. Now that infant baptism has become 
virtually universal however, this preparation is merely of 
historical interest. And yet it is important for us to remem
ber that a great part of the Church's life was devoted to the 
preparation for baptism of the catechumens, those who al
ready believed in Christ and were now on their way to the 
fulfillment of that faith in baptism. In the Orthodox 
Church, even today, the entire first part of the Eucharist is 
called the "Liturgy of the Catechumens." The liturgical sea
sons of Lent and Advent, the cycles of Christmas and 
Epiphany, the structure of Holy Week and, finally, the 
"solemnity of solemnities"-the Easter vigil-were all 
shaped in their development by the preparation for baptism 
and its celebration. The meaning of all this for us today is, 
first, that the whole life of the Church is, in a way, the 
explication and the manifestation of baptism, and second, 
that baptism forms the real content, the "existential" root 
of what we now call "religious education." The latter is not 
an abstract "knowledge about God" but the revelation of 
the wonderful things that have "happened" and happen to 
us in the divine gift of the new life. 

The actual baptismal service as it is celebrated in the 
Orthodox Church begins with what was in the past the 
final act of the "catechumenate" : the exorcisms, the re
nunciation of Satan and the confession of faith. 

According to some modern interpreters of Christianity, 
"demonology" belongs to an antiquated world view and 
cannot be taken seriously by the man who "uses electricity. "  
We cannot argue with them here. What we must affirm, 
what the Church has always affirmed, is that the use of 
electricity may be "demonic," as in fact may be the use of 
anything and of life itself. That is, in other words, the ex
perience of evil which we call demonic is not that of a mere 
absence of good, or, for that matter, of all sorts of existen
tial alienations and anxieties. It is indeed the presence of 
dark and irrational power. Hatred is not merely absence of 
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love. It is certainly more than that, and we recognize its 
presence as an almost physical burden that we feel in our. 
selves when we hate. In our world in which normal and 
civilized men "used electricity" to exterminate six million 
human beings, in this world in which right now some ten 
million people are in concentration camps because they 
failed to understand the "only way to universal happiness," 
in this world the "demonic" reality is not a myth. And 
whatever the value or the consistency of its presentation 
in theologies and doctrines, it is this reality that the Church 
has in mind, that it indeed faces when at the moment of 
baptism, through the hands of the priest, it lays hold upon 
a new human being who has just entered life, and who, ac
cording to statistics, has a great likelihood some day of 
entering a mental institution, a penitentiary, or at best, the 
maddening boredom of a universal suburbia. The world 
from which the human being has received his life, and 
which will determine this life, is a prison. The Church did 
not have to wait for Kafka or Sartre to know it. But the 
Church also knows that the gates of this hell have been 
broken and that another Power has entered the world and 
claimed it for its true Owner. And that claim is not on souls 
alone, but on the totality of life, on the whole world. Thus 
-at the beginning of baptism-the Church makes that 
claim. The priest "breathes thrice in the face" of the cate
chumen, "and signeth his brow and his breast thrice with 
the sign of the cross and layeth his hand on the head saying : "  

In Thy Name, 0 Lord God of Truth, and in the Name of 
Thine only-begotten Son, and of Thy Holy Spirit, I lay my hand 
upon Thy servant, who has been found worthy to flee unto 
Thy Holy Name, and to take refuge under the shelter of Thy 
wings. . . . Remove far from him his former delusion, and fill 
him with the faith, hope and love which are in Thee ; that he 
may know that Thou art the only true God. . . . Enable him to 
walk in all Thy commandments and to fulfill those things which 
are well pleasing unto Thee, .for if a man do those things, he 
shall find life in them. Make him to rejoice in the works of his 
hands, and in all his generation that he may render praise unto 
Thee, may sing, worship and glorify Thy great and exalted Name. 

The exorcisms mean this : to face evil, to acknowledge its 
reality, to know its power, and to proclaim the power of 
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God to destroy it. The exorcisms announce the forthcom
ing .baptism as an act of victory. 

Then the Priest turneth the person who is come to Baptism 
to the west, unclad, unshod, and having his hands uplifted, and 
he says,-

"Dost thou renounce Satan, and all his Angels, and all his 
works, and all his services, and all his pride ?" 

And the catechumen makes answer, or his sponsor for him, 
and says · ·1 do." 

The first act of the Christian life is a renunciation, a 
challenge. No one can be Christ's until he has, first, faced 
evil, and then become ready to fight it. How far is this 
spirit from the way in which we often proclaim, or to use a 
more modern term, "sell" Christianity today ! Is it not usu
ally presented as a comfort, help, release from tensions, a 
reasonable investment of time, energy and money ? One has 
only to read-be it but once-the topics of the Sunday 
sermons announced in the Saturday newspapers, or the 
various syndicated "religious columns," to get the impres
sion that "religion" is almost invariably presented as salva
tion from something-fear, frustration, anxiety-but never 
as the salvation of man and the world. How could we then 
speak of ttfight'' when the very set-up of our churches must, 
by definition, convey the idea of softness, comfort, peace ? 
How can the Church use again the military language, 
which was its own in the first days, when it still thought of 
itself as militia Christi? One does not see very well where 
and how "fight" would fit into the weekly bulletin of a 
suburban parish, among all kinds of counseling sessions, 
bak.e sales, and "young adult" get-togethers. 

And yet it is, indeed, the necessary condition of the next 
and decisive step. 

"Dost thou unite thyself unto Christ ?" says the priest, 
when he has turned-has converted-the catechumen to 
the east. 

Then comes the confession of faith, the confession by 
the catechumen of the faith of the Church, of his accept
ance of this faith and obedience to it. And again it is diffi
rult to convince a modern Christian that to be the life of 
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the world, the Church must not "keep smiling" at the 
world, putting the "All Welcome" signs on the churches, 
and adjusting its language to that of the last best seller. The 
beginning of the Christian life-of the life in the Church
is humility, obedience, and discipline. The last act of prep
aration for baptism, therefore, is this order : 

"Bow down also l>efore Him." And the Catechumen answers, 
"I bow down before the Father, and the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit." 

3 

Baptism proper begins with the blessing of the water. To 
understand, however, the meaning of water here, one must 
stop thinking of it as an isolated "matter" of the sacrament. 
Or rather, one must realize that water is the "matter" of 
sacrament, because it stands for the whole of matter, which 
is, in baptism, the sign and presence of the world itself. In 
the biblical "mythological" world view-which inciden
tally is more meaningful and philosophically consistent 
than the one offered by some "demythologizers"-water is 
the "prima materia," the basic element of the world. It is 
the natural symbol of life, for there is no life without water, 
but it is also the symbol of destruction and death, and 
finally, it is the symbol of purification, for there is no cleanli
ness without it. In the Book of Genesis creation of life is 
presented as the liberation of the dry land from the water
as a victory of the Spirit of God over the waters-the chaos 
of nonexistence. In a way, then, creation is a transformation 
of water into life. 

What is important for us, however, is that the baptismal 
water represents the matter of the cosmos, the world as life 
of man. And its blessing at the beginning of the baptismal 
rite acquires thus a truly cosmic and redemptive signifi
cance. God created the world and blessed it and gave it to 
man as his rood and life, as the means of communion with 
Him. The blessing of water signifies the return or redemp
tion of matter to this initial and essential meaning. By ac-
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cepting the baptism of  John, Christ sanctified the water
made it the water of purification and reconciliation with 
God. It was then, as Christ was coming out of the water, 
that the Epiphany-the new and redemptive manifestation 
of God-took place, and the Spirit of God, who at the be
ginning of creation "moved upon the face of the waters," 
made water-that is, the world-again into what He made 
it at the beginning. 

To bless, as we already know, is to give thanks. In and 
through thanksgiving, man acknowledges the true nature 
of things he receives from God, and thus makes them to be 
what they are. We bless and sanctify things when we offer 
them to God in a eucharistic movement of our whole be
ing. And as we stand before the water-before the cosmos, 
the matter given to us by God-it is an all-embracing eu
charistic movement which gives the baptismal liturgy its 
true beginning. 

Great art Thou, 0 Lord, and marveious are Thy works, and 
there is no word which sufficeth to hymn Thy wonders . For 
Thou, of thine own good will, hast brought into being all things 
wh;.:h before were not, and by Thy might Thou upholdest 
creation, and by Thy providence Thou orderest the world. . . . 

Before Thee tremble all the Powers endowed with intelligence. 
The Sun singeth unto Thee. The moon glorifieth Thee. The stars 
meet together before Thy presence. The light obeyeth Thee. The 
deeps tremble before Thee. . . . 

Thou didst come and didst save us ! 
We confess Thy grace. We proclaim Thy mercy. We conceal 

not Thy gracious acts . 

Once more the world is proclaimed to be what Christ 
revealed and made it to be-the gift of God to man, the 
means of man's communion with God. This water is mani
fested to us as "the grace of redemption," the remission of 
sins, the remedy of infirmities. "For we have called upon 
Thy Name, 0 Lord, and it is wonderful, and glorious, ter
rible to adversaries."  

It i s  in this water that we now baptize-i.e. , immerse
man, and this baptism is for him baptism "into Christ" 
(Rom. 6 : 3) .  For the faith in Christ that led this man to 
baptism is precisely the certitude that Christ is the only 
true "content" -meaning being and end-of all that exists, 
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the fullness of Him who fills all things. In faith the whole 
world becomes the sacrament of His presence, the means of 
life in Him. And water, the image and presence of the world, 
is truly the image and presence of Christ. 

But "know you not that so many of us as were baptized 
into Jesus Christ, were baptized into his death ?" (Rom. 
6 : 3) . Baptism-the gift of the "newness of life"-is an
nounced as "the likeness of death." Why ? Because the new 
life which Christ gives to those who believe in Him shone 
forth from the grave. This world rejected Christ, refused 
to see in Him its own life and fulfillment. And since 
it has no other life but Christ, by rejecting and killing 
Christ the world condemned itself to death. Its only ulti
mate reality is death, and none of the secular eschatologies 
in which men still put their hope can have any force against 
the simple statement of Tolstoy: "And after a stupid life 
there shall come a stupid death." But the Christian is pre
cisely the one who knows that the true reality of the world 
-of this world, of this life of ours-not of some mysterious 
"other" world-is in Christ ; the Christian knows, rather, 
that Christ is this reality. In its self-sufficiency the world 
a,nd all that exi.sts in it has no meaning. And as long as we 
live after the fashion of this world, as long, in other words, 
as we make our life an end in itself, no meaning and no 
goal can stand, for they are dissolved in death. It is only when 
we give up freely, totally, unconditionally, the self-suffi
ciency of our life, when we put all its meaning in Christ, 
that the "newness of life" -which means a new possession 
of the world-is given to us. The world then truly becomes 
the sacrament of Christ's presenc�, the growth of the King
dom and of life eternal. For Christ, "being raised from the 
dead, dies no more ; death has no more dominion over him�" 
Baptism is thus the peath of our selfishness and self-suffi
ciency, and it is the "likeness of Christ's death" because 
Christ's death is this unconditional self-surrender. And as 
Christ's death "trampled down death" because in it the 
ultimate meaning and strength of life were revealed, so also 
does our dying with him unite us with the new "life in 
God." 
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The meaning of this "newness of life" i s  manifested 
when the newly baptized person is clothed, immediately 
after baptism, in a white garment. It is the garment of a 
king. Man is again king of creation. The world is again his 
life, and not his death, for he knows what to do with it. He 
is restored to the joy and power of true human nature. 

4 

In the Orthodox Church, what we call today the second 
sacrament of initiation-that of chrismation (or confirma
tion) -has always been an integral part of the baptismal 
liturgy. For it is not so much another sacrament as the very 
fulfillment of baptism, its "confirmation" by the Holy 
Spirit. It can be distinguished from baptism only insofar as 
life can be distinguished from birth. The Holy Spirit con
firms the whole life of the Church because He is that life, 
the manifestation of the Church as the "world to come," 
as the joy and peace of the Kingdom. As institution, teach
ing, ritual, the Church is indeed not only in this world, but 
also of this world, a "part" of it. It is the Holy Spirit whose 
coming is the inauguration, the manifestation of the ulti
mate, of the · "last things," who transforms the Church into 
the "sacrament" of the Kingdom, makes her life the pres
ence, in this world, of the world to come. 

Confirmation is thus the personal Pentecost of man, his 
entrance into the new life in the Holy Spirit, which is the 
true life of the Church. It is his ordination as truly and 
fully man, for to be fully man is precisely to belong to the 
Kingdom of God. And again, it is not his "soul" alone-his 
"spiritual" or "religious" life-that is thus confirmed, but 
the totality of his human being. His whole body is anointed, 
sealed, sanctified, dedicated to the new life : "The seal of 
the gift of the Holy Spirit," says the Priest as he anoints the 
newly baptized, "on the brow, and on the eyes, and the 
nostrils, and the lips, and on both ears, and the breast and 
on the hands, and the feet." The whole man is now made 
the temple of God, and his whole life is from now on a 
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liturgy. It is here, at this moment, that the pseudo-Chris
tian opposition of the "spiritual" and the "material ," the 
"sacred" and the "profane," the "religious" and the "secu
lar" is denounced, abolished, and revealed as a monstrous lie 
about God and man and the world. The only true temple 
of God is man and through man the world. Each ounce of 
matter belongs to God and is to find in God i ts fulfillment. 
Each instant of time is God's time and is to fulfill itself as 
God's eternity. Nothing is "neutral." For the Holy Spirit, 
as a ray of light, as a smile of joy, has "touched" all things, 
all time-revealing all of them as precious stones of a 
precious temple. 

To be truly man means to be fully oneself. The confirma
tion is the confirmation of man in his own, unique "person
ality." It is, to use again the same image, his ordination to 
be himself, to become what God wants him to be, what He 
has loved · in me from all eternity. It is the gift of vocation. 
If the Church is truly the "newness of life" -the world and 
nature as restored in Christ-it is not, or rather ought not 
be, a purely religious institution in which to be "pious," to 
be a member in "good standing," means leaving one's own 
personality at the entrance-in the "check room"-and re
placing it with a worn-out, impersonal, neutral "good 
Christian" type personality. Piety in fact may be a very 
dangerous thing, a real opposition to the Holy Spirit who is 
the Giver of Life-of joy, movement and creativity-and 
not of the "good conscience" which looks at everything 
with suspicion, fear and moral indignation. 

Confirmation is the opening of man to the wholeness of 
divine creation, to the true catholicity of life. This is the 
"wind," the ruah of God entering our life, embracing it 
with fire and love, making us available for divine action, fill
ing everything with joy and hope. . . . 

5 

We have already mentioned that in the past baptism took 
place on Easter-as part of the great Paschal celebration. Its 
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natural fulfillment was thus, of course, the entrance of the 
newly baptized into the Eucharist of the Church, the sacra
menf of our participation in the Pascha of the Kingdom. 
For baptism opens the doors of the Kingdom and the 
Holy Spirit leads us into its joy and peace, and this 
means into the eucharistic fulfillment. Even today, baptism 
and confirmation are immediately followed by a procession 
-which now has the form of a circular procession around 
the baptismal font. Originally, however, it was the proces
sion to the doors of the Church, the procession of the 
entrance. It is significant that the Introit hymn of the Pas
chal liturgy is the same which we sing as we lead the "neo
phyte" in the baptismal procession : "As many as have been 
baptized into Christ, have put on Christ. Allelulia ! "  It is 
baptism, it is the baptismal Pentecost that originates the 
Church as procession, as entrance, as ascension into the 
eternal Pascha of the Lord. 

And then, for eight days-the image of the fullness of 
time-the newly baptized were in the church, and each of 
those days was celebrated as Easter. On the eighth day took 
place the rite of the washing off of the holy chrism, the 
cutting of hair, and the return into the world. From the 
fullness of time and joy into the time of the world as wit
nesses and bearers of that joy-such is the meaning of these 
rites, identical to the meaning of the eucharistic dismissal , 
"Let us go forth in peace." The visible signs of the sacrament 
are washed off-the "symbol" is to become reality, the life 
itself is now to be the sacramental sign, the fulfillment 
of the gift. And the cutting of hair-the last rite of the 
baptismal liturgy-is. the sign that the life which now 
begins is a life of offering and sacrifice, the life constantly 
transformed into the liturgy-the work of Christ. 

6 

It is only in the light of baptism that we can understand the 
sacramental character attached by the Orthodox Church to 
penance. In its juridical deviation, sacramental theology 
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explained this sacrament in terms of sheer "juridical" power 
to absolve sins, a power "delegated" by Christ to the priest. 
But this explanation has nothing to do with the original 
meaning of penance in the Church, and with its sacra
mental nature. The sacrament of forgiveness is baptism, not 
because it operates a juridical removal of guilt, but because 
it is baptism into Jesus Christ, who is the Forgiveness. The 
sin of all sins-the truly "original sin"-is not a transgres
sion of rules, but, first of all, the deviation of man's love 
and his alienation from God. That man prefers some
thing-the world, himself-to God, this is the only real sin, 
at1d in it all sins become natural, inevitable. This sin destroys 
the true life of man. It deviates life's course from its only 
meaning and direction. And in Christ this sin is forgiveo, 
not in the sense that God now has "forgotten" it and pays 
no attention to it, but because in Christ man has returned 
to God, and has returned to God because he has loved Him 
and found in Him the only true object of love and life. And 
God has accepted man and-in Christ-reconciled him with 
Himself. Repentance is thus the return of our love, of our 
life, to God, and this return is possible in Christ because 
He reveals to us the true Life and makes us aware of our 
exile and condemnation. To believe in Christ is to repent
to change radically the very "mind" of our life, to see 
it as sin and death. And to believe in Him is to accept the 
joyful revelation that in Him forgiveness and reconciliation 
have been given. In baptism both repentance and forgiveness 
find their fulfillment. In baptism man wants to die as a 
sinful man and he is given that death, and in baptism man 
wants the newness of life as forgiveness, and he is given it. 

And yet sin is still in us and we constantly fall away from 
the new life we have received. The fight of the new Adam 
against the old Adam is a long and painful one, and what a 
naive oversimplification it is to think, as some do, that the 
"salvation" they experience in revivals and "decisions for 
Christ," and which result in moral righteousness, soberness 
and warm philanthropy, is the whole of salvation, is what 
God meant when He gave His Son for the life of the world. 
The one true sadness is "that of not being a saint," and how 
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often the "moral" Christians are precisely those who never 
feel, never experience this sadness, because their own "ex
perience of salvation," the feeling of "being saved" fills them 
with self-satisfaction ; and whoever has been "satisfied" has 
received already his reward and cannot thirst and hunger 
for that total transformation and transfiguration of life 
which alone makes "saints ." 

Baptism is forgiveness of sins, not their removal. It in
troduces the sword of Christ into our life and makes it the 
real conflict, the inescapable pain and suffering of growth . 
It is indeed after baptism and because of it, that the reality 
of sin can be recognized in all its sadness, and true repent
ance becomes possible. Therefore, the whole of the Church 
is at the same time the gift of forgiveness, the joy of the 
"world to come," and also and inescapably a constant re
pentance. The feast is impossible without the fast, and the 
fast is precisely repentance and return, the saving experi
ence of sadness and exile. The Church is the gift of the 
Kingdom-yet it is this very gift that makes obvious our 
absence from the Kingdom, our alienation from God. It is 
repentance that takes us again and again into the joy of the 
Paschal banquet, but it is that joy which reveals to us our 
sinfulness and puts us under judgment. 

The sacrament of penance is not, therefore, a sacred and 
juridical "power" given by God to men. It is the power ot 
baptism as it lives in the Church. From baptism it receives 
its sacramental character. In Christ all sins are forgiven 
once and for all , for He is Himself the forgiveness of sins, 
and there is no need for any "new" absolution. But there is 
indeed the need for us who constantly leave Christ and ex
communicate ourselves from His life, to return to Him, to 
receive again and again the gift which in Him has been 
given once and for all . And the absolution is the sign that 
this return has taken place and has been fulfilled. Just as 
each Eucharist is not a "repetition" of Christ's supper but 
our ascension, our acceptance into the same and eternal 
banquet, so also the sacrament of penance is not a repetition 
of baptism, but our return to the "newness of life" which 
God gave to us once and for all . 


