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The Historical Significance of Epiphany

The Feast of
Epiphany, celebrated
on January 6, com-
memorates the baptism
of Christ. In the early
i Church, Epiphany was

h a day of baptism: those

catechumens whao

were prepared to enter the Church were

baptized on the eve of this feast. For this

reason, it is also known as the *day of the
lights.’

In the homilies of the best-known
Greek Fathers of the Church, delivered on
Epiphany, the themes most stressed are
the purification of water and, through it,
of all material creation. Christ’s baptism
has a cosmic significance. The descent of
the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove upon
Jesus implies the coming of the Spirit
upon all of us. For the Son of God
assumed our body, Saint Athanasius
stresses, and in His baptism we too have
been baptized. He was baptized to sancti-
fy and purify water for the healing of all.
Heaven, which Adam through the Fall
closed for himself and his posterity, is
now opened with Jesus’ coming out of the
water. These themes are expressed in the
Church's celebration on this day,

Due to the importance of the feast,
the day before, January 5, is kept as a
vigil, with a strict fast. This day is known
as “Protagiasis” the day prior to sanctifi-
cation, The Church celebrates the
Vesperal Liturgy of Saint Basil and per-
forms the Great Agiasmos. According to

Clement, the first Christians gathered at
night on January 5, the day before
Theophany, and read passages from the
Holy Bible. They remained throughout
the night in the house of worship, pray-
ing, chanting and glorifying the Lord
within the context of this feast.

It is customary to hold the Service of
the Blessing of the Waters on this day. In
ancient times, there were two blessings:
one, the blessing of the water intended for
the baptism of those who were about to be
received into the Church and the other
blessings for bodies of water. This laner
blessing was in imitation of the custom of
the Christians of Jerusalem who went to
the Jordan River to celebrate the festival in
memory of the consecration of the waters
at the time Christ was baptized therein,

Archbishop Theophilos of
Alexandria (4th century AD.), tells us
that Christians observed the feast of
Theophany from the fifth of January,
abstaining from every food, The services
started from the ninth hour, 3 p.m.
However, for economy of time, the
Church introduced the baptism of the new
catechumens on the day before
Theophany, after the services. Thus the
custom of celebrating the “Great
Blessing™ also on the eve of the feast pre-
vailed. Both services are exactly the same
in content and duration. There is absolute-
Iy no difference between the Holy Water
of the Feast Day and the Water blessed
the day before the Feast, contrary to what
some of our people believe,

In the days following the Epiphany,
it is customary for the priest to go about
and bless the homes of the faithful with
the Holy Water and pray for the spiritual
and material welfare thronghout the year
to come. This is usually the practice in the
smaller parishes: obviously, it is almost
impossible in the larger parishes, such as
ours, where the priest visits homes only
by invitation.

The Feast of Epiphany speaks of the
restoration of the pure human image, as
well as of all material nature. The true
nature of water has its destiny in the sal-
vation of man and the world. The Church
reminds its members of the historical
character of the Incarnation and the goal
of Christian existence “to become partak-
ers of the divine nature.”

On the Feast of Epiphany when the
waters are blessed, Orthodox Christian
may carry the blessed and holy water
home, knowing that it has extraordinary
powers. The holy water that is given at
Epiphany can be used to sprinkle the fam-
ily for health, life, peace, prosperity and
salvation, Family members can drink of it
with reverence throughout the year during
times of illness or when one cannot attend
the Liturgy and receive Holy Communion,

May God’s grace, by the sprinkling
of this holy water, flourish in your midst
and remind you to re-dedicate yourself to
the service of God. May vou truly give
witness to Him who made you a member
of His family, by the Sacrament of

Baptism.






