
Eve of the Theophany (Kreshchenskyi Sochelnik) 
Commemorated on January 5 

The following is an explanation of the Ritual of Theophany, both liturgical and in village homes 
as found in the Priest’s Book of Instruction by Nikolsky, printed in the 1890’s.   I have edited it 
to make for easier reading and to conform to contemporary practice.  However, certain 
explanations remain to add depth for the reader…. (Fr. Roman, Jan. 4, 2017) 

The Eve of Theophany anticipates the feast. Through the hymns and the readings of the Eve 
in the Royal Hours, Vespers and the Liturgy, the Church presents from both testaments of the 
Holy Scripture everything from the Old Testament prototypes and prophecies concerning 
baptism, the very existence of baptism and its fruits. As on the Eve whatever day of the week it 
falls, the Ustav (Rubrics) requires, for the sake of the blessing by sprinkling and the tasting of 
the holy water, a fast and the need to eat "scalded seeds (grain), or kutya with honey", as this 
evening of the Baptism ordinarily is called Eve of Theophany or Christmas Eve. 

Not that if the Eve of the Feast falls on a Saturday or Sunday, the order of Services is 
changed. 

On the Eve of the Theophany of the Lord in the temples "The Order for the Great Blessing 
of the Waters of Holy Theophany" is performed which consists in remembering the 
prophecies concerning the event of Baptism, the very event and its signs, of the prayers of the 
blessing by God over the water and the infusion of the Holy Spirit in it for granting to it the 
power of cleansing and healing, from the triple blessings and the triple immersions of the cross 
in it, in the paradigm of the immersion of the Lord in the waters of the Jordan. The Blessing of 
the Water ends, on the one hand, with the clergy and all the people kissing the honorable 
cross and their sprinkling with holy water; on the other hand, by the invocation of the faithful to 
the great glory of the acts of God, manifested in the Baptism of the Lord and the blessing of 
water, and the final invitation to the use of this water for salvation: "for upon those that draw in 
faith, the grace of the Spirit is invisibly bestowed by Christ God and the Savior of our souls.".  

Done on the Eve of Theophany, the blessing of water serves as a memorial that in antiquity on 
the eve of Theophany the blessing of water for the baptism of the catechumens was 
performed, and is why it is done in the temples where the catechumens were baptized. This 
blessing of water is called great, in comparison with other blessings, called lesser (done on 
Aug. 1 and other days), because of the special solemnity of the rite, and the penetrating 
memory of the baptism of the Savior. The beginning of the custom to bless water on the eve of 
the feast coincides with the beginning of the feast itself. Tertullian and St. Cyprian already 
remember these things. The Apostolic Constitutions also contain prayers, said at the blessing 
of water. St. Epiphanius sees the beginning of the practice to draw a little water from the 
springs in memory of the miracle at the marriage in Cana of Galilee and this practice is called 
ancient. St. Basil the Great asks: "on what writings do we bless waters of baptism?" and he 
answers: "From the Apostolic Tradition on the succession of the mystery". St. Chrysostom 
mentions the special property of the water blessed on this day, noticed already in the ancient 
church and accepted with faith even today, the property not to spoil with the duration of time 
and keeps completely fresh during the whole year and even two and three years. Christians 
since ancient times have great awe for the blessed water.  The Church uses this holy water for 
the sprinkling of temples and homes, appoints to drink that which cannot be allowed up to holy 
Communion. Pious Christians from of old also have the custom on the eve or on the feast of 
Baptism to draw a little of the blessed water for domestic use and to keep it over the holy 
icons. 

Troparion Before the Blessing of Water, tone 8 



The voice of the Lord is upon the waters:  
Come and receive the spirit of wisdom, 
The Spirit of understanding,  
The Spirit of the fear of God,  
O Christ who is made manifest. 

Today the nature of water is sanctified, 
The Jordan is divided and returns its flow,  
Seeing the baptism of the Master. 

As man Thou didst come to the Jordan,  
O Christ, our King,  
To be baptized with the baptism of a servant:  
For our sins, O Lover of man.  

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit,  
Both now and ever, and unto ages of ages. Amen.  

Thou didst come, O Lord, to the voice in the wilderness  
Crying: prepare the way of the Lord. 
Thou didst come as a servant 
Desiring baptism of John even though Thou art free from sin.  
The waters saw Thee and were afraid, 
The Forerunner was trembling and cried:  
How can the candlestick illumine the light?  
How can the servant place his hand on the Master? 
Sanctify the waters and me, O Savior, 
Who takest away the sins of the world. 

For the performance of this blessing of water, the priest, during the singing by the clergy: "The 
voice of the Lord upon the waters", goes out through the Royal Doors "carrying on his head 
the precious cross, the candle-bearers going before him, and the Deacon with the censer", to 
the well-adorned table on which there is bowl prepared with water, and stand around it with 
candles, and they give candles to the brotherhood". The blessing of water is done in this 
manner: the rector, "blessing the water crosswise with the precious cross, immerses it straight 
down, going down into the water and rising up, holding it with both hands, singing the 
Troparion in the first tone: "When Thou was baptized in the Jordan". And the second time in 
like manner the rector signs the water with the cross, and also the third time, singing the 
Troparion himself, singing with him are the other priests: and on the fourth time they and the 
choir sing the Troparion. The rector takes the bowl with holy water, and turning to the people 
on the West, holding the precious cross in his left hand, and the basilisk (brush) in his right 
hand, sprinkles crosswise on all sides". After that the concelebrants, and behind them the 
laymen approach for the kissing of the cross and the rector sprinkles them "on the face" with 
holy water "crosswise". During this time we sing the Troparion many times, until the end of the 
sprinkling of holy water. 

For those wishing to read the Scriptures on this occasion: 

Imperial hours. 1) Paramoea: Is. 35:1-10. Epistle: Acts 13:25-32; sel. 33. Gospel: Mt. 3:1-11; 
sel. 5. 3) Paramoea: Is. 1:16-20. Epistle: Acts 19:1-8; sel. 42. Gospel: Mk. 1:1-8; sel. 1. 6) 
Paramoea: Is. 12:3-6. Epistle: Rom. 6:3-11; sel. 91. Gospel: Mk.1:9-15; sel. 2. 9) Paramoea: 
Is. 49:8-15. Epistle: _i_. 2:11-14; 3:4-7; sel. 302. Gospel: _t. 3:13-17; sel. 6. 



Vespers: Paramoeas: 1) Gen. 1:1-13. 2) Ex. 14:15-18, 21-23, 27-29. 3) Ex. 15:22-27-16:1 4) 
Joshua 3:7-8, 15-17. 5) 4 Kings 2:6-14. 6) 4 Kings 5:9-14. 7) Is. 1:16-20. 8) Gen. 32:1-10. 9) 
Ex. 2:5-10. 10) Judges 6:36-40. 11) 3 Kings 18:30-39. 12) 4 Kings 2:19-22. 13) Is. 49:8-15. 
Epistle: 1 Cor. 9:19-27; on Sat. and Sun. 1 Cor. 10:1-4 9); sel. 143. Gospel: Luke 3:1-18; sel. 
9. 

Great Blessing of Water: Paramoeas: 1) Is. 35:1-10. 2) Is. 55:1-13. 3) Is. 12:3-6. Epistle: 1 
Cor. 10:1-4; sel. 143. Gospel: _ark: 1:9-11; sel. 2. 

As the holy water serves "for the cleansing of souls and bodies, and for the blessing of 
houses", the clergy on the eve and on the feast of Theophany go to the homes of 
laymen to sprinkle them with holy water. 

2) The day of the Eve of Theophany was especially solemnly honored by our ancestors and 
was a day that was extremely holy in the people's consciousness. Being occupied with 
dressing and fortune telling, on the Eve of the Baptism was considered a great sin. On the Eve 
of the Baptism everyone considered it an indispensable sacred obligation to visit the temple. A 
strict fast is observed. 

3) On the Eve of Theophany as on the day of the blessing of water with the cross, we have 
received the custom to trace out crosses with chalk on the doors, windows, etc. prominent 
places of the building, for protection from harmful action of the evil spirit. But in some places of 
Lithuania they write in Latin letters G. M. _., which are the first initials of the magi: Gaspar, 
Melchior and Balthasar, who brought gifts to the born Savior, and only, if they are illiterate, 
write instead of these letters three crosses. And in Kholm, Belarus and some places in Ukraine 
a large candle called "hromnitsia" is kept in each home which the hostess, being sent to 
church, takes with herself for the blessing, after returning with the holy water of the Jordan she 
lights this candle, and with its flame "smokes" on the beam and above the doors the form of a 
cross so that the evil one will not dwell in the hut. And for each member of family she burns a 
pinch of hair on the head "In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit". 

4) By the way, during an earlier time, according to the witness of the Domostroi (Manager), we 
had the custom to wash with holy water everything found in the house of holy icons. During an 
earlier time there existed also a custom in which the old slavic love for the needy was so 
clearly expressed: on the eve of Theophany early until dawn our ancestors went to the prisons 
and the homes of poor men with bountiful alms. On this day our Slavic ancestors considered it 
an obligation to give some food to the needy, so that poor men had something to break the 
fast with on the next day. Unfortunately, the piety of our ancestors was easily reconciled with 
pagan customs and superstitions, which even until now are in some places strong in our 
people. 

In villages, on the Eve of the Baptism, elderly women collect snow from the piles, in full 
confidence that as one can bleach linen cloth by dipping in lye and sun, then the water will not 
need to be done with sun and lye. The snow collected on the evening of the Baptism, 
according to the belief of the peasants, can protect the artesian well water all year: all that is 
necessary is to bring in the snow from the field, to purify it in the artesian well, and then from it 
will be help and under this help which lasts all year, even if there isn't a drop of rain all 
summer. With the snow collected on the Eve of the Baptism, peasants in the villages heal 
infirmities as paralysis in the feet, dizziness and spasms. 

The Baptismal supper is called "shchedra", and among the Ukrainians "hungry evening", or 
kutiya. This "hungry evening" supper as some people think, is so called because the peasants 
did not eat anything all day, but at the evening meal use up everything that is prepared. The 
belief exists, that at midnight on the Eve before Theophany the water is stirred, in 
commemoration of the Baptism of the Lord done at this time. This is why some people go to 
watch for this, and try within that instant of this imaginary wonderful commotion of the water to 
take the water in jugs, reverentially keep it, considering it something that does not spoil and 



attributes to it some special healing qualities. 

5) At the end of the blessing of water, usually everyone vies with each other to try to scoop the 
holy water, assuming that the water scooped earlier possesses more curative properties, or 
being afraid that there will not be enough of the prepared water for all. To eliminate these 
disorders during the ladling of the consecrated water it is advised, having made the people 
accustomed to the situation, the time and the place, and having assured them that there will 
be enough water for everyone, to forbid them to take the water themselves, but to distribute it 
through the members of the church clergy.


