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WATER RITUALS

A Symbol of Life’s Complexity

Christian baptism

BY JiM PROFIT

have always been fortunate to have lived by water.

The Marden Creek meanders through the Jesuit
farm north of Guelph, Ontario, where I currently live,
creating a significant wetland before it meets the
Speed River. I am also beside water in my earliest and
most pleasant memories, for I grew up on an island
where the ocean was never far away.

One day in my teens, I was travelling with an
older cousin and we stopped by his in-laws’ farm next
to the ocean. They were just getting ready to make
hay, the last of the season. We spent the day helping. It
was a hot day and the barn loft, as always, was dusty
and stuffy. When we finished, we ran to the beach and
jumped into the ocean. I can still feel the refreshing
sense of the water and the celebratory atmosphere.
The hay was done. Our bodies were hot and tired. For
the few moments we played in the sea, as we experi-
enced the refreshing and renewing feel of the waves,
our troubles seemed far away. We left the ocean,
walked back to the house and ate the feast that was
awaiting us.

I would not have thought of it as a religious ritual
at the time, but I look back on that moment now and
realize that it was one of the more significant religious
moments that summer. It had all the characteristics of
good religious ritual: joy, celebration, renewal, com-
munity and food. The essential element of this cele-
bration was water.

Water — refreshing, cool, life-giving, indeed the
source of all life. It is so easy to see why water serves as
the great symbol that it is for many of the world’s reli-
gions. For the Judeo-Christian tradition it is the sym-
bol of life, the purity of God and renewal. The biblical
tradition speaks of justice flowing as a mighty river. It
is the symbol Christians use for the sacrament of bap-
tism, reminding us of the renewal, of the goodness
and purity of God that we seck. For Aboriginals, water
is considered the blood of Mother Earth. When I am
asked to “bless water” in our religious rituals, part of
me is always uncomfortable, for water is already sa-
cred and a source of blessing for me.

Water, the symbol of life, of purity, of God. Or is it
really? A few years ago, in the small community of

Walkerton, Ontario, seven people were killed and
2,300 people became sick from drinking water. Water,
with its e.coli, became the instrument of death. Rivers,
laden with farm runoff and pollutants from factories,
are killing fish. Water, the perfect solvent, consumed by
humans and other animals, is a source of heavy metals
and carcinogens within our bodies. The Atantic is
overfished by an industrialized fishery causing the near
extinction of the cod. Water, privatized and sold to
poor customers in the Third World, is becoming a
symbol of injustice, not life. Thomas Berry writes, “If
water is polluted it can neither be drunk nor used for
baptism. Both in its physical reality and its psychic
symbolism it is a source not of life but of death.”
When I worked in Jamaica, our church was lo-
cated next to the sea. Many times I prayed next to the
sea, absorbing the beauty of what lay before me, and
felt drawn closer to God. During the first Easter Vigil
service I celebrated, we had a baptism of immersion,
done in the sea. We began by lighting the fire outside,
reminding ourselves that Christ truly is the light of
the world. Seated in the church, we heard the many
readings recounting salvation history. Then we pro-
cessed outside, and I and the adult candidates for bap-
tism entered the sea. As people sang choruses in the
background, I immersed each candidate one by one,
symbolizing their dying to their old life. As they came
up out of the sea, they emerged as new people of the
resurrection, renewed and committed to living in the
purity of God. It was one of those moments when one
could almost touch the beauty and goodness of God.
Yet as I left the sea, I could not help but recall the
only other time I had been in that sea beside our
church. Daily, children would come and play in the
ocean. Occasionally they would be joined by some
adults. But I had always been told that I should not
swim there, because the ocean was polluted by the sew-
age of the ghetto neighbourhood. On one hot and
sticky summer afternoon, I could no longer stand the
sounds of joy coming from the water and not also par-
ticipate in the fun. I left my office and jumped into the
sea with the kids. Two nurses saw me leave the water.
Separately, they both told me in no uncertain terms
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