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THE DIVINE WATER AND ITS SYMBOLISTICS

The essay is, as its title announces, an essay of religious anthropology in which the author, Patricia Vidrigolan analyses the symbolical relations between water and sacred as these relations appear in the three main cultural systems: Judaism ,Christianity and Islam. The imagery of water governs both  the systems of the three monotheistic religions and their own rites.Deciphering” the  grammar of water”, the essay aims to frame the individuality of the  systems, specific to monotheistic cultures. The writing style the author choses perfectly matches the theme of the essay. The symbolical images and their decripted meaning speak about  worlds more or less close to  human beings. 

The author, specialized in  historical and religious anthropology  signals through the second title “An essay of religious anthropology” the vastity of the subject , acknowledging the fact that an exhaustive work is quite impossible to write. The conclusion that is being reached  after reading this essay of religious anthropology points out the fact that “ even if the sybolististics of water is a universal one and there are themes that are common to all mythologies, each society has its own cultural configurations,social practices and philosophical systems.

What is common to the three monotheistic rites is the  desideratum for purity ,which is possible with unculturalised water  for Islam and Judaism, but with culturalised water  for Christians. This fact is proven by the interest of Canadian and French Jews for ritual bathing ,by the interest of German and Dutch Muslem people for ritual pools.

The essay is structurally ordered into three distinct sections,which correspond to the three monotheistic religious beliefs.  Each chapter has a suggestive title   : 1. At the springs of Eden 2. From Jordan River to baptism 3. The message of albutions. Each of it has another subordinated subchapters.

What I intend to do next is to present several marks according to which th eimagery of water is ordered for each culture that is discusses. This way, in the center of Jewish cutumes and rituals there are the practices of spiritual purification by immersion into profane water, on religious holidays, on  important moments of human existence or on every day moments. Everything justifies the the old rituals of purification : the masculine and feminine waters, the separation of waters,the flood,the motif of Noah’s ark.

The poetic and semantic imagery underlines the principles of moral and phisical purity which have been transmitted by the cultural and ritual system, fact that gives a legitimation to the relations between the symbolical representations of water and the rites. The water is a divine law , a symbol of fertility , a sign of mesianic hope. Bathing in natural water, even if it is done today by immersion,purification sends to a multitude of senses,even if in the course of history the concept of moral purification was more important. Object of spirituality, the water from purification rites invokes the edenic river and brings man and God back together.

The chapter that deals with the symbolistics of water for Christian rites shows the smplification of these rites which causes the symbolic load of day-water dicrease. Water is connected to the redemption of humankind , foreshadowed by Jonas’ coming out of the whale’s stomach ,by the image of Moses, by the flood etc .

For Christians, the water spring is a synonim of divinity ,thirst represents the desire for spirituality,, which can only be quenced by Christ’s teaching. Baptism and salvation are a subject minutely disussed. Baptism is a unanimous rite,but it has different theological conotations and it is differently put into practice. It is a purifying act, followed by a sacramental formula ;it provides forgiveness and eternal life.The baptising water is a culturalised,sanctified water,it regenerates and can heal all diseases. Unlike the Jewishpurifying water which is a natural one, the Christian water must be processed to obtain certain proprieties. It must be culturalised through a symbolic operation “ so that it is ackowledged as Christian by expressing common signs to all believers.

The last chapter,dedicated to the  Muslem world, shows the ritual implications  of bathing as a process of sacralisation and concludes that the notion of ritual purification impilies  cleanliness at a material level and at a spiritual level it implies prayer. Then the discourse is centered on the five fundamental religious obligations of Muslem people and the symbolistcs of water in all these five Muslem rites. The divine water becomes the symbol of the eternal spiral , whose basis is the rite itself.The funeral rites are also analysed as well  as the acvatic imagery of Paradise, which is visible in the sophisticated architeture of the gardens.

The idea which  the author had in mind and developed afer a solid documentation(the basic books of the three religions ),the questionnaires applied to the religious elite as well as to ordinary people  enligtens the fact that every culture preserves its own connection to water, a fact that can be historically explained.The permanence of some rites, however, does not mean the persistence of their sense.

The author’s concern for the readers to  understand the essay is visible in the abundance of footnotes and in the initiative to attach a glosary at the end of the essay.

The importance of the essay consists in the attempt to recuperate and explain religious realities of the three monotheistic religions in the light of the symbolistics of water and of the rites involving water.

