Churching Part 11
A Focus on the Mother and the Putative Connection between Impurity and
Childbirth

By Dr. Carrie Frederick Frost

In the late Byzantine era, a pair of new parents makes their way to church. The mother and child
are eager in particular, as they have been absent from church for forty days after she gave birth to
their son. The priest meets them at the door of the church, and says pre-baptismal prayers for the
baby, praying for his health and salvation: “Lord our God,... strengthen your servant by your
power, so that...it may become a child of light and of the day, and receiving the lot of your elect
ones, it may become a communicant of both the precious body and blood of your Christ...”

The priest then turns his focus to the mother with such prayers as, “Purify her, therefore, from
every sin and from every defilement,” and, “Wash away her bodily and spiritual uncleanness, in the
completion of the forty days. Make her worthy also of the communion of Thy precious Body and
Blood.”

For hundreds of years, the Churching prayers were markedly different. They instead focused on the
new infant and served as a pre-baptismal rite for her or him. But, around this time, a new
connection between “impurity” or “defilement” and childbirth was added into these prayers.

This connection was not “new” in the sense that it exists in ancient Jewish tradition, as recorded in
Leviticus, which dictates that women undergo ritual purification after childbirth (and men undergo
ritual purification in other situations). In the Jewish context, certain actions—eating particular
foods, not washing in a dictated manner—meant that a particular person was “ritually unclean,”
which required a purification ritual in order to be in accordance with the Law of Moses and be able
to enter the temple.

The Law of “ritual impurity” was not maintained in the Christian context, even though there was
debate about this in the early Church and in early canon law. It was understood instead that Christ
came to fulfill the Law (Matt. 5:17), and that the spirit of the law, not the letter, was the Christian
rule of thumb (2 Cor. 3:6). It was also understood that a state of “impurity” was a state of willfully
chosen sin. Rather than a ritual state of circumstance, Christians understood sin to be a voluntary
state of “impurity.”

Thus, there had been no connection between childbirth and impurity in the Churching rite prior to
the twelfth, thirteenth centuries, when this notion was added to the prayers. This may have been
because of late Byzantine interpretation of Jewish law, it may have been non-Christian, pagan
superstitions about women’s bodies—the reason that the language of impurity and childbirth was
added to the Churching rite is unclear (the same is true for the Prayers for the First Day After
Childbirth, which originate in this era).

What is clear is that this theologically poor connection between impurity and childbirth “stuck,”
perhaps because the widespread use of the printing press came on the heels of this language being
included in these rites.
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Another part of these rites that got “stuck” around this same time period was a difference in the way
boy babies were churched versus girl babies. Stay tuned for “Churching, Part IIl: The Baby’s Trip
Around the Altar.”

Dr. Carrie Frederick Frost is an Orthodox Christian and a scholar of Orthodox Christian theology, writes on
matters of family and theology, and cares deeply about the Churching rite because she knows it is often the first
and last thing a new mother hears about the Church’s understanding of motherhood.

See Bibliography of Resources on Churching below
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Canaan, PA: St. Tikhon’s Seminary Press, 2000), 10-15.

In this translation, the first prayer for the mother reads:

O Lord God Almighty, Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, Who by Thy word has created all nature, both reason-
endowed men and irrational animals, and has brought all things from nothingness into being, we pray and
entreat Thee: Thou hast saved this Thy servant, N., by Thy will. Purify her, therefore, from every sin
and from every defilement as she now draws near to Thy holy church; and let her be counted worthy to
partake, uncondemned, of Thy Holy Mysteries.
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via: http://www.stnina.org/print-journal/volume-3/volume-3-no-2-spring-1999/orthodox-
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This article was excerpted and adapted from a paper given at the Intra-Orthodox Conference on Pastoral Praxis
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Euchologe Constantinopolitain" (3), OCP (1983), p. 294 for a later practice that included the veneration of
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