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The Bowl by the Door

Before You Begin

Most of us meet holy water as a habit we no longer notice. A stone bowl
by the door. A wet fingertip. A small Sign of the Cross that is already
drying before we have found a pew. Children still like it. Adults treat it

as furniture.

Holy water is not a sacrament. Baptism is a sacrament. Holy water is
asacramental: a sacred sign the Church has instituted, in imitation of the
sacraments, to obtain spiritual effects through her prayer. That is how
the Catechism speaks of it. Water is blessed. Salt is often blessed with it.
The bowl by the door is meant to remind us of the font we may not even

see from the porch.

This little book is not a chemistry lesson and not a shop catalogue. It
walks through what the habit conceals: the older blessing of salt and
water, the Sunday sprinkling that still sings Psalm 51, the water of the
Easter Vigil, the mixture used when a church is dedicated, Saint Teresa
of Avila reaching for the stoup when a room felt wrong, and the bottle

carried home at Epiphany.

Read it if you have been dipping your fingers for forty years and
could not say why. Read it if someone has told you the Church invented
a superstition. The water was ordinary. A prayer of the Church was

spoken over it. That is the point.
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The Bowl by the Door

Chapter 1

Not the font, and not a charm

The font and the stoup are related, but they are not the same thing.

The font is where a person is baptised. It stands, in a well-ordered
church, near the beginning of the journey — by the door, or in a
baptistery of its own. Water is poured, or the person is immersed. A
name is given. Original sin is remitted. The person becomes a Christian.

That happens once.

The stoup is the smaller bowl by the door. It holds water that a priest
has blessed. You dip your fingers. You make the Sign of the Cross. You
walk in. Nobody is being baptised. Nobody is being made a Christian

again.

The two are related because holy water is meant to remind us of
Baptism. Most of us cannot remember our own Baptism. The Church
does not want that day to become something we never think about

again. The stoup helps us remember it.

Holy water is also not a charm. It does not work by itself, like a lock
or a password. The Catechism is clear. Sacramentals obtain effects
through the prayer of the Church and through the faith and devotion of
those who use them. If T treat the drop as magic, I have already
misunderstood it. If T treat it as nothing, I have misunderstood it the

other way.
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A Small Reflection

Most Catholics cannot remember their own Baptism.

It happened when they were babies, or so long ago that the day itself has
gone. The Church does not leave them without a reminder. Holy water
is one of the smallest of those reminders. A wet finger at the door can

bring a person back to an event they never saw with adult eyes.

We often think faith is only what we can recall and explain.
Catholicism also works by keeping us in contact with things that
happened before we could speak. The bowl does not replace memory.

It helps when memory is thin.

The next time you touch it, you are not repeating Baptism. You are
being allowed to remember it with your body as well as with your

mind.

A short prayer

Lord, thank you for the Baptism we may not remember. Let the water at
the door bring us back to it. Amen.
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Chapter 2
Water the Bible already knew

Christians did not invent the idea that water can mean more than

washing.

Genesis begins with the Spirit of God moving over the waters. The
Flood is both judgement and a new beginning. Israel walks through the
Red Sea. Naaman washes in the Jordan and is healed. Ezekiel sees water
flowing from the Temple. Psalm 51 asks to be sprinkled and made clean.
Jesus is baptised in the Jordan. Blood and water flow from His side on
the Cross.

None of those passages is a recipe for the bowl by the door. They are

the reason Christians were ready, later, to bless water and use it as a sign.

There is one Old Testament scene the older blessing of holy water
likes to remember. In 2 Kings 2, Elisha throws salt into a spring at
Jericho that was spoiling the land. The water is healed. The older Roman
blessing of salt recalls that moment by name. The Church is not
pretending that every parish stoup is Jericho. She is saying that God has
used ordinary water and ordinary salt before, and that He may do so

again through the prayer of the Church.

Before there was a stone bowl in a porch, Scripture had already

taught Israel and the Church to take water seriously.
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A Small Reflection

God so often uses things we already know.

Water is not rare. It is in the tap, the river, the font and the stoup.
Scripture keeps giving it a second meaning without taking away the
first. It still washes. It still keeps us alive. It also becomes a sign of death

and life, judgement and mercy.

Catholic faith is built on that habit. Bread remains bread until it is
consecrated. Oil remains oil. Water remains water. The created thing is

not despised. It is taken up.

If T want a religion of ideas only, holy water will always look strange. If I

believe God became flesh, a blessed drop is no longer surprising.

A short prayer

Lord of creation and of the Jordan, teach us to see ordinary water without

contempt. Amen.
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Chapter 3
Salt, and the older blessing

In the older Roman Ritual the priest did not simply bless water. He first

blessed salt. He used prayers that are called exorcisms.

That word needs care. An ordinary reader hears “exorcism” and
thinks of a possessed person and a long, rare rite. The older blessing of
salt and water is not that. It is a prayer over a created thing, asking that it

be set apart from any use that is not of God, and then used for blessing.

The salt is blessed. The water is blessed. They are mixed. The prayer
remembers Elisha. It asks that the mixture be a defence for body and

soul. Then the water may be used in the church and taken home.

The present Book of Blessings has a simpler form. Salt may still be
used. Some communities continue to use the older text where that rite is
lawfully celebrated. It is not helpful to treat the older form as brave and
the newer form as timid. Both ask God to bless water through the

Church. Both refuse to treat the water as magic.

What disappeared from many parish porches was not the water. It
was the explanation. People still dipped their fingers. Fewer people

could say why salt had ever been involved.
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A Small Reflection

Salt disappears into water. You cannot see it afterwards. It is still there.

Many prayers leave no visible change in the room. A priest blesses
water. The family goes home. The week may still be difficult. That does
not mean nothing happened. It means Catholics do not need a

dramatic sign afterwards in order to believe that prayer matters.

We are used to results we can photograph. Sacramentals often leave no
photograph. They depend on the prayer of the Church and on the faith

of the person who uses them.

If T only trust what I can see afterwards, I will empty the stoup of

meaning long before anyone empties it of water.

A short prayer

Lord, bless what we cannot see in the water, and keep us from needing a

spectacle before we will pray. Amen.
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Chapter 4
Sunday sprinkling

On some Sundays, especially in Easter time, the priest sprinkles the
people with holy water at the beginning of Mass. The rite is a reminder

of Baptism. It is not a second Baptism.

In many places the chant is still Asperges me — “Sprinkle me,” from
Psalm 51. “Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.” In Eastertide the
chant often changes to Vidi aquam — “I saw water.” That text looks
back to Ezekiel’s vision of water flowing from the Temple, and to the
water that flowed from Christ’s side. Easter is the season when the
Church most wants us to remember that we have already passed through

water with Christ.

Children notice the sprinkling at once. Adults pretend not to.
Someone receives more drops than they wanted. A coat is marked. None
of that is the point, and none of it is a problem. The rite is physical.
People are actually touched by the water.

The priest is not trying to measure holiness by how wet you become.
He is doing in the aisle what the bowl does at the door. He is putting
Baptism back within reach of people who were baptised years ago and
have since thought about other things.

11
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A Small Reflection

Catholic worship does not only speak to the mind.

A few drops of water can remind someone of Baptism more quickly
than a long explanation. That is not because thought is useless. It is
because we are bodies. We stand, kneel, eat, drink, and walk through
doors. The Church uses those things instead of pretending we are only

souls with coats on.

If T treat the sprinkling as a mild inconvenience, I have missed the
reminder. If T treat the extra drop on my sleeve as a prize, I have missed

it the other way.

The useful question is simpler. Did I remember, even for a second, that

I have already been washed?

A short prayer

Sprinkle me, Lord, and I shall be made clean. Wash me, and I shall be

whiter than snow. Amen.
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Chapter 5

The water of the Easter Vigil

At the Easter Vigil the Church blesses water in a way that is larger than
the porch.

This is baptismal water. People may be baptised in it that night. The
prayers speak of the Flood, the Red Sea, the Jordan, and the water from
Christ’s side. The Vigil is celebrating the night when Christians pass
from death to life.

Parishes sometimes allow people to take some of this water home.
Customs differ. In some places people speak of “Easter water” as if it
were a third kind of liquid. It is better to keep the distinctions simple.
Baptismal water is blessed for Baptism. Ordinary holy water is blessed as
a sacramental for daily use. Water taken home after the Vigil is a way of

carrying the feast into the house. It is not a private sacrament.

The bowl by the door all year is connected with that night, but it is
not the same thing. Most Sundays we cannot see the Vigil from the
porch. The stoup is one way the Church keeps the memory of Baptism

close at hand.
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A Small Reflection

Faith does not have to stay inside the church building.

A small bottle taken home after Easter can sit in a kitchen and still
belong to the feast. The family is not repeating the liturgy. They are
refusing to treat Easter as something that ended when the lights were

turned off.

Catholic life is supposed to cross the door in both directions. We go in
to pray. We go out still marked. Holy water at home is one of the
quieter ways of saying that.

It will not tidy the house. It may remind the people who live there that

the house has already been placed under God’s care.

A short prayer

Risen Lord, let the water of Easter reach the rooms where we actually live.

Amen.
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Chapter 6

Gregorian water

There is a mixture most parishioners will never see.

When a church or an altar is dedicated in the older Roman tradition,
the bishop blesses what is called Gregorian water. It is named after Pope
St Gregory the Great, who is associated with the use of this water in the
consecration of churches and altars. It is not ordinary holy water. Salt is
blessed. Ashes are added. Wine is added. The mixture is used to sprinkle
the altar and the walls.

The present rite of dedication of a church still uses blessed water and
still anoints the altar. It does not always use this exact mixture. The older
form remains in use where that rite is celebrated. Either way, the point is
the same. A church is not only a hall that happens to contain an altar. It

is a building the Church asks God to set apart.

Gregorian water is a good example of how particular Catholic things
can be. Most of us will never mix wine and ash into a bucket. We do not
need to. The Church has used blessed water in several different ways.

The bowl by the door is the everyday one.

15
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A Small Reflection

God is everywhere. So why set a building apart?

Catholics do not bless a church because they think God cannot be
found in a kitchen. They bless a church so that there is a place ordered
toward Him on purpose: a table for the Eucharist, a font, walls that

have been prayed over.

A dedicated church does not imprison God. It gives people somewhere

to come when they need the ordinary world to stop talking for an hour.

The porch with its small bowl belongs to that larger act. The building

was set apart. The door is how we enter it.

A short prayer

Lord, bless the houses of prayer we did not build, and teach us to enter
them as if they had been asked for. Amen.
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Chapter 7
What Teresa reached for

Saint Teresa of Avila wrote about holy water in the thirty-first chapter of
her Life.

She said that from long experience she had learned there was nothing
like holy water to put devils to flight and prevent them from coming
back. They also flee from the Cross, she said, but return. So holy water
must have great virtue. Whenever she took it, her soul felt a consolation

she could not easily describe.

She also told particular stories. Once an appearance vanished when
she flung holy water toward it. Another time, after hours of torment, the
sisters brought her holy water. When it was sprinkled toward the place
of the trouble, the oppression lifted.

Teresa was not a superstitious woman playing with a charm. She was
a Doctor of the Church who trusted the prayer the Church had spoken
over the water. She also said something quieter and easy to miss. She was
glad to find that the words of the Church were so powerful that they

made blessed water different from water that had not been blessed.

Most of us will never need the nights she described. We may still need
the help she trusted.

17
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A Small Reflection

Some Catholics spend a long time looking for unusual devotions.

Meanwhile an old sacramental sits beside the church door, unused or
hurried past. Teresa did not despise the ordinary helps of the Church.
She used them.

That is not an argument against every other devotion. It is a warning
against restlessness. The Church has already put some of her oldest

prayers into water, salt, oil and the Sign of the Cross.

Before looking for something new, it is worth noticing what has already

been given.

A short prayer

Saint Teresa, teach us to use the belps the Church has already placed by
the door. Amen.
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Chapter 8
Epiphany, and the house itself

At Epiphany many Catholics still bless their homes.

The priest, or in some places the family using holy water already
blessed, prays that Christ will be present in the house. Chalk is often
used to mark the lintel. The letters are familiar: C + M + B, with the year
split around them. People explain the letters in two ways. They may
stand for Caspar, Melchior and Balthasar, the traditional names of the
Magi. They may also stand for Christus mansionem benedicat — May
Christ bless this dwelling. Both explanations are used. It is not necessary

to pretend that one of them is the only original.

The Magi found a house. The blessing asks that this house, with its

actual rooms and its actual people, be a place where Christ is welcome.

A blessed house is not a perfect house. The blessing does not promise
that nobody will fall ill, that nobody will argue, or that nobody will die
here. Blessing is not spiritual insurance. We ask Christ to be present in
the home we actually have, not in the home we will have when

everything is tidy.
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A Small Reflection

We postpone blessing until the house looks ready.

The beds should be made. The children should be calm. The argument
should be finished. Then, we think, we can ask Christ in.

Epiphany does the opposite. The Magi did not wait for a palace. The
Church does not wait for a perfect family. She marks the door of the
real house.

If T will only ask for a blessing when I no longer need one, I have

misunderstood what a blessing is for.

A short prayer

Christ, bless this dwelling. Come into the house we actually have. Amen.
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Chapter 9
What holy water is not

Holy water is not Lourdes water.

Lourdes water comes from the spring at the grotto where the Church
recognises the apparitions to Saint Bernadette. People drink it, bathe in
it, and take it home with devotion. It has its own history. It is not the
same thing as water blessed by a priest in a parish using the Church’s
ordinary prayer. Both may be used with faith. They should not be

confused.

Holy water is not a sacrament. It does not forgive mortal sin. It does
not replace Confession. It does not replace the anointing of the sick. It

does not replace medicine.

Holy water is not a guarantee. Using it does not mean that nothing
hard will happen. Teresa herself was not spared difficulty because she

kept a stoup near.

During times of infection some churches empty the stoups for a
while. That is a practical decision. It does not change the teaching. When

the bowl is filled again, it is the same sacramental it was before.

The two mistakes remain the ones we started with. Superstition
treats the water as a machine. Embarrassment treats it as a toy. The

Church stands between them and goes on blessing water.
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A Small Reflection

The same bowl can be used in two different ways.

One person is trying to control what happens next. Another is asking
God to bless what happens next. The gesture may look identical. The

meaning is not.

Superstition wants a result it can demand. Faith uses the sign and then
leaves the result with God. That is why the Church is careful with
sacramentals. She wants the first attitude refused without throwing the

second away.

If I notice that I am using holy water in order to feel safe, I can still use

it. I may need to change what I am asking for.

A short prayer

Lord, keep us from treating Your gifts as charms, and from being too

proud to use them. Amen.
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Chapter 10

The wet Sign of the Cross

The gesture itself is very small.

You dip your fingers. You touch forehead, breast, left shoulder, right
shoulder. In the Latin West that is the usual order. You may say the

words. You may say nothing. Then you walk in.

You do not need a long explanation every time you use holy water.
The Church trusts a movement the body can learn before the mind has a
vocabulary. Children can do this years before they can explain a

sacramental.

The Sign of the Cross is already a short creed: the Trinity, the Cross,
the body marked. Water adds Baptism to that creed. A familiar gesture
can sometimes help bring the mind back to prayer. That is not magic,
and it is not a substitute for attention. It is how a habit can serve faith

instead of replacing it.

Some older customs added small gestures — touching the wet fingers
to the lips, for example. Such customs exist in places. They are not
required, and they should not be treated as secret extra rules. The
Church’s ordinary request is already enough. Remember Baptism. Mark
yourself with the Cross. Go in.

23
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A Small Reflection

We do not only think our faith.

We stand and kneel. We eat and drink. We touch water. We make the

Sign of the Cross. Catholicism assumes that the body is part of prayer,
because the Word became flesh.

A person who has forgotten every explanation can still remember the
door. That is one reason the Church keeps placing bowls where hands
will find them.

If I wait until I feel fully recollected before I use the stoup, I will often

walk past it. The gesture may come first. Understanding can follow.

A short prayer

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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Chapter 11

The stone that remembers fingers

Holy-water stoups have a history of their own.

Some are carved from stone and worn smooth by centuries of hands.
Some are shaped like shells. Some are fine marble. Some are a simple

bowl on a nail. The blessing does not increase with the price of the stone.

In parts of Britain and Ireland you can still see empty niches or
broken stoups in older churches. After the Reformation many were
damaged or removed, because they belonged to a Catholic use of
sacramentals that the new order did not want. The fact is part of the
history of these islands. It does not need to be turned into an argument

with the neighbours who now pray in those buildings.

A dry stoup in a living Catholic church is a different problem.
Sometimes it is emptied for health. Sometimes it is simply forgotten.
The porch then has a bowl that no longer does its work. Filling it is not

nostalgia. It is the same small pastoral act as unlocking the door.

An expensive stoup is not holier than a plain one. A chipped bowl

that is used is doing more than a beautiful one that stays dry.

25
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A Small Reflection

We often notice a habit only when it disappears.

A dry stoup can make a person realise, for the first time, what the wet
one had been doing. That is not a reason to pretend that every old
custom was better. It is a reason to ask what small practices are teaching

us now, before we lose them without noticing.

The question is not whether the past was golden. The question is

whether this bowl, this week, is still allowed to remind us of Baptism.

If it is empty, someone can fill it. If it is full, someone still has to use it.
A short prayer

Lord, repair what we have emptied without thinking, and keep us from
treating old stone as decoration. Amen.
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Chapter 12

Living as if the threshold matters

When you next enter a church, use the holy water if it is there. Make the
Sign of the Cross carefully. Remember your Baptism.

If your church also uses the stoup as you leave, do the same on the
way out. Keep a little holy water at home if that helps your family pray.
Use it with faith, not as a charm. Sprinkle a room without waiting for a
crisis. Teach a child the Sign of the Cross slowly enough that the water

has time to mean Baptism.

Refuse two cheap pictures of this practice. One is the Catholic who
thinks a drop is a spell against bad luck. The other is the adult who has
become too educated to touch a wet stone. Both miss the same fact. The
Church has always used poor signs — bread, oil, salt, water — because

God has used poor signs.

If your parish stoup is ugly, use it. If it is beautiful, use it. If it is dry,
say so. Easter and Epiphany return every year with the same offer: water

blessed, a house marked, a memory put back into the hand.

The font is behind you, years ago, or it is still ahead for someone you

love. The bowl is the reminder you can reach today.
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A Small Reflection

Sometimes rediscovering Catholic faith does not mean finding

something new.

It means noticing something that was there all along. The bowl by the
door is one of those things. Most of us have walked past it for years. We
knew, in a vague way, that it was holy water. We did not know, or had

forgotten, why the Church put it there.

The next time you enter a church, the bowl will probably still be where
it was. After these pages you will know what it recalls. You do not need

anew devotion. You need a wet finger and a moment of attention.

That is a small enough request. It is also how many of the Church’s

treasures work.

A short prayer

Lord of the threshold, let us come in as people who have been washed, and
g0 out as people who have not forgotten. Amen.
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A last word

The next time you enter a church, there may be a bowl of holy water

beside the door.

You will know now that it is not the font, and not a charm. You will

know that it recalls Baptism.

Dip your fingers. Make the Sign of the Cross. Go in to Mass.

A prayer

St Jobn the Baptist, pray for us. St Teresa of Avila, pray for us. Holy
Michael, pray for us. Amen.
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A word of thanks

These pages are free to read.

If they have helped you notice the bowl by the door, a gift through
Silent Homilies is welcome. Please give only if you wish, and only if you

can. It is never a charge for a blessing.
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Printing this book

This booklet is designed in A5 format.

For best results print double-sided on AS paper, flipped on the short
edge. Recommended paper: 80-100 gsm.

Written to be read in one or two sittings.

31



