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Memorandum in opposition to emptying holy water 
fonts during lent 

 
Simon J. Dodd * 

 
 
In recent years, some have urged parishes to empty holy water fonts 

during not only the Easter Triduum, as the traditional practice has been,1 but 
for the duration of Lent.2  I shall refer to this as “the practice” and conscript 
Linda Gibler to speak for its proponents: “Th[e] water is removed for the 
forty days of Lent to recall the Israelites’ forty years in the desert. Through 
water’s absence, the entire season of Lent becomes a time of waiting for 
passage into new life.”3   

 
Gibler’s book lacks an imprimatur—and that’s no surprise, because the 

Holy See has rejected the practice.  The Congregation for Divine Worship 
has warned that “the removing of Holy Water from the fonts during the 
season of Lent is not permitted.”  The Congregation offered two arguments 
supporting its position, both well-taken: It “is contrary to a balanced under-
standing of the season of Lent, which though truly being a season of 
penance, is also a season rich in the symbolism of water and baptism, 
constantly evoked in liturgical texts,” and because “[t]he encouragement of 
the Church that the faithful avail themselves frequently of … her sacraments 
is to be understood to apply also to the season of Lent.”4  And even if we are 
free to evaluate the practice on its merits,5 I submit that its underlying 
analogy fails: The forty days of Lent are meant echo the forty years’ 
wandering to an extent,6 and deserts are dry places, but the wandering Jews 
were bereft of neither water nor God’s grace.7 

 
There is no doubt that the liturgists advancing the practice mean well, but 

it appears to be dubious and illicit. Nevertheless, this parish has emptied or 

                                            
*   Contributing editor, http://www.stubbornfacts.us. 
1   See, e.g., Re Holy Water Fonts, prot.n. 569/00/L (CDW 2000) (hereinafter “CDW 569/00”), available at 

http://www.ewtn.com/expert/answers/holy_water_fonts_and_lent.htm (“[t]he practice of the Church has been to 
empty the Holy Water fonts on the days of the Sacred Triduum[,] … correspond[ing] to those days on which the 
Eucharist is not celebrated….”); DENNIS SMOLARSKI, SEASONS, SACRAMENTS, AND SACRAMENTALS 22 (2003); 
William O’Brien, Sacristan’s Manual for the Extraordinary Form § IV(1)(d), available at 
http://www.sanctamissa.org/en/sacristy/handbook-for-sacristan/handbook-for-sacristan-50.html. Ordos for the 
Ordinary Form recite essentially the same direction, e.g. Order of Prayer in the Liturgy of the Hours and Celebreation of the 
Eucharist 2011, at 95, a direction which presupposes that the fonts are full on Holy Thursday. 

2   See, e.g., MARY BIRMINGHAM, WORD & WORSHIP WORKBOOK 138 (1999). 
3   FROM THE BEGINNING TO BAPTISM 2 n.2 (2010).  
4   See CDW 569/00, supra; accord 2010 SOURCEBOOK FOR SUNDAYS, SEASONS, AND WEEKDAYS 81 (2009); 

PAUL TURNER, LET US PRAY: A GUIDE TO THE RUBRICS OF SUNDAY MASS 12 (2006); JOYCE ANN ZIMMERMAN, 
THE MINISTRY OF LITURGICAL ENVIRONMENT 72 (2004); PETER STRAVINSKAS, THE CATHOLIC ANSWER BOOK 
2 198 (1994).  

5   As I shall assume we are; see infra n.9. 
6   The forty years, yes—but also the forty days in which Christ fasted in the desert, and the season was 

backformed from Easter. See, e.g., Godfrey Mullen & Harry Hagan, The Liturgical Year: The Way of Catholic Spirituality 
in THE TRADITION OF CATHOLIC PRAYER 138 (2007). When a liturgical practice has multiple levels and allusions, 
we should be very careful about hyperfocusing on or exaggerating one of its aspects. 

7   See, e.g., Ex. 17:1-7. 
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otherwise compromised its holy water fonts in years past.8 and in this 
memorandum, I offer some reasons why it should not be done this year.9  I 
will focus first on holy water and then on Lent. 

 
 
Holy water is neither toy nor affectation; it is a sacramental.  It has a 

purpose and an effect.10  “[I]nstituted to assist the faithful at various times 
and in various situations,”11 “by the Church’s prayer [sacramentals] are 
intended to help prepare believers to receive and cooperate with God’s free 
gift of grace.”12  The use of blessed water is of great antiquity, originating in 
the second century if not sooner,13 and its use at the entrance to churches 
seems to be inherited from Judaism: Fr. John Sullivan tells us that “[a]mong 
the Jews a ceremony of purification was required before entering the Temple 
to assist at the sacrifices, and this undoubtedly suggested the Catholic 
practice of using holy water at the church door.” 14  The idea seems to be that 
purification is needed to enter a sacred space, and while prayer alone might 
suffice, an external sign such as a sacramental seems useful, well-adapted, and 
appropriate.  And we think that the custom of placing holy water fonts at the 
entrances to churches, flowing from the understanding just mentioned, was 
established by the fifth century.15   

 
Holy water is also intended to recall our baptism,16 and while it can be 

and is used in homes,17 it is particularly appropriate that it be available in 
church on Sundays, “the day above all other days which summons Christians 
to remember the salvation which was given to them in baptism.”18  John Paul 
II suggests that “[t]he liturgy underscores this baptismal dimension of 
Sunday, … in suggesting as an appropriate penitential rite at the start of Mass 
the sprinkling of holy water, which recalls the moment of Baptism in which 

                                            
8   For example, with the addition of pebbles into the fonts, a perhaps laudable “halfway house” approach. 
9   See 1983 C.I.C. 515 § 519 (pastor’s authority over his parish); BEAL, CORIDEN, & GREEN, NEW 

COMMENTARY ON THE CODE OF CANON LAW 690 (2000) (same). I note that the CDW’s order might be thought 
sufficient to forestall the practice even if its reasoning was not persuasive, see Christus Dominus, no. 9 (2d Vatican Council, 
1965) (“In exercising supreme, full, and immediate power in the universal Church, the Roman pontiff makes use of 
the departments of the Roman Curia which, therefore, perform their duties in his name and with his authority for the 
good of the churches and in the service of the sacred pastors” (emphasis added)); Pastor Bonus, no. 8 and art. 62 et 
seq. (John Paul II, 1988), but for current purposes, I stipulate arguendo that the Congregation lacks binding authority 
to forbid the practice when it issues a rescript without formal Papal approval. 

10   Cf. C.C.C. ¶ 1677. If it was otherwise, the Rite of Blessing and Sprinkling Holy Water would be a vain enterprise. 
11   Directory on Popular Piety and the Liturgy, nos. 124-25 (CDW, 2001) (hereinafter “DPPL”) at 81; see Sacrosanctum 

Concilium, no. 60 (2d Vatican Council, 1963).  
12   Speaking The Truth In Love: Report of The Joint Commission Between The Roman Catholic Church and The World 

Methodist Council, no. 57 (2000), available at 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/documents/rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_071101_speaki
ng_the_truth_en.html; C.C.C. ¶ 1667. 

13   See HENRY THEILER, HOLY WATER AND ITS SIGNIFICANCE FOR CATHOLICS 12 (2003); but compare 
FREDERICK LEE, A GLOSSARY OF LITURGICAL AND ECCLESIASTICAL TERMS 152 (1877) (attributing its origin to 
the apostles) with 7 CATHOLIC ENCYCLOPÆDIA 433 (Herbermann et al., eds. 1913) (noting the absence of extant 
documentary evidence predating the Apostolic Consitutions). 

14   JOHN SULLIVAN, THE EXTERNALS OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH 158 (1919); accord M. FRANCIS MANNION, 
PASTORAL ANSWERS 161 (2002); 5 NEW SCHAFF-HERZOG ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGIOUS KNOWLEDGE 333 
(Jackson, et al, eds. 1909); cf. JAMES STEVENS CURL, THE EGYPTIAN REVIVAL 457 (2005). 

15   See ibid., but cf. BERNARD PRUSAK, THE CHURCH UNFINISHED 204 (2004) (situating it four centuries later). 
16   C.C.C. ¶ 1668. 
17   E.g., ALEXANDER KLAUDER, CATHOLIC PRACTICE AT CHURCH AND AT HOME 214-15 (6th ed. 1899). 
18   Dies Domini, no. 25 (John Paul II, 1998) (footnote and internal quotations deleted);. 
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all Christian life is born.”19  When asperges is not done, the holy water fonts 
provide for the same function.  

 
We can also contemplate the practice in terms of Lent’s purposes.  It is 

“a time for heart-searching, turning away from sin, and crying to God for 
pardon.”20  It “is a time to hear the Word of God, to convert, to prepare for 
and remember Baptism, to be reconciled with God and one’s neighbor, and 
of more frequent recourse to the arms of Christian penance: prayer, fasting 
and good works.”21  And it is a time when we are called to an “attitude of 
internal penance” in preparation for the renewal of our baptismal promises at 
Easter.22  I have already mentioned why holy water is placed at church 
entrances in the first place; perhaps we can justify the practice if those 
reasons are outweighed by the peculiar concerns of the season?  But that is a 
false dilemma, for the two are not in opposition to one another.  The ancient 
custom of the Church is to use holy water on entering a church “as a 
purification for the reception of the Eucharist” and so “[t]hat the faithful, in 
using it, may beg of God to purify them, that their prayers may, in the 
Church, be more pure and efficacious.”23  Are these uses in tension with the 
nature of Lent? No. 24 The former is a concern for all seasons, and the latter 
becomes, in fact, even more apt in a penitential season. 

 
Perhaps we can justify the removal of holy water as a way of jolting 

people out of ordinary time, breaking into the consciousness of parishioners by 
breaking into their habits.  All will agree that during Lent, the faithful should 
be put in mind “of the need to turn the mind towards those realities which 
really count, which require Gospel commitment and integrity of life which, 
through self denial of those things which are superfluous, are translated into 
good works and solidarity with the poor and needy.”25  Perhaps the practice’s 
constructive disruption of habit will help that goal?  Let us assume that this is 
sound in principle.  Why, then, stop with Lent?  Why not empty the fonts 
during Advent, for instance?  And even if John Sullivan is correct that many 
people simply follow the ingrained habit of “dip[ping] their fingers into the 
water, mak[ing] a mysterious motion in the air, and pass[ing] along,”26 will a 
season without the habit make people any more or less attentive in their 
habits for the balance of the year? Of that there is no evidence.  And even if 

                                            
19   Ibid. (footnote and internal quotations deleted). 

20   John Scarborough, Repentance in LENT: THE HOLY SEASON 30-31 (Galt, ed. 1902). 
21   DPPL, supra note 11, nos. 124-25 (footnote, citation, and internal quotations deleted). 
22   Ibid.; see also Circular Letter Concerning the Preparation and Celebration of the Easter Feasts, no. 6 (CDW, 1988) 

(quoting Caeremoniale Episcoporum, n. 249.), available at 
www.catholicliturgy.com/index.cfm/FuseAction/DocumentContents/Index/6/SubIndex/0/DocumentIndex/319 

23   STEPHEN KEENAN, CATECHISM OF THE CHRISTIAN RELIGION 484 (2003); accord GREG DUES, CATHOLIC 

CUSTOMS AND TRADITIONS 183 (2006) (purification and recollection of baptism) 
24   By contrast, one could argue that draining fonts is. “All Lenten observances should be of such a nature that 

they also witness to the life of the local Church and foster it,” Paschalis Sollemnitatis, no. 16 (CDW, 1988) (internal 
quotation marks deleted), and draining the fonts doesn’t accurately witness our view of sacramentals, giving an 
impression that holy water is superfluous, an ornament to be given up for Lent in the manner of tea or cigarettes. 

25   DPPL, no. 125. 
26   SULLIVAN, supra note 14, at 161. If in doubt that liturgical habits can become ingrained, simply observe how 

many people genuflect to an empty tabernacle on Good Friday.  This tendency was lampooned by a priest who 
recounted the time when he said to the congregation “just a minute, I need to get something from the sacristy,” to 
which the congregation replied “and also with you.” 
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there was: Why, then, stop with holy water?  If absence indeed makes the 
heart fonder and the understanding sharper (the argument’s essential 
premise), why not urge parishioners to go one further and stop making the 
sign of the cross, for example? 

 
Along similar lines is the argument that Lent is a season for fasting and 

living more simply, and if there is good in abstaining from food and luxury, 
there must be good in abstaining from other things, too.  That’s true, so far 
as it goes; there is.  But sacramentals are not luxuries, and the rationale of 
fasting is not implicated.27  Unsurprisingly, this argument was specifically 
rejected by the Congregation for Divine Worship: “The fast and abstinence 
which the faithful embrace in this season does not extend to abstaining from 
the sacraments or sacramentals of the Church.”28  Who, after all, would 
suggest that Catholics abstain from the Eucharist, or Reconciliation?   

 
 
Finally, having considered Holy Water as a sacramental and Lent in its 

seasonal peculiarities, I pause at their intersection.  We do not have to go so 
far as to say, as it was in ages past, that “Holy water is the great foe of the 
Devil; he fears it so much, he scarcely approaches a place or a person 
sprinkled with it.”29  That borders on superstition (and wishful thinking) 
rather than piety.  But we do believe that blessings have a sanctifying power, 
even if transient; why else would we bother?  And we also believe that our 
enemy shrinks from the sacred.  A more modest observation might be that 
Holy Water “put[s] to flight and stay[s] the power of the devil”30—something 
one might think useful when entering the sacred space of a church.  And all 
the more so when we are under siege!  Cardinal Bernardin noted that Lent “is 
very much a desert experience.”31  But just as Christ was tempted in the 
desert,32 his eminence added that lent is a season when “we are invited into 
the desert where our faith and strength will be tested. We will wrestle with 
demons who try to lure us away from the Lord and his Gospel.”33  This is 
not a season in which to disarm ourselves.   

 
 
In sum, the reasons advanced for the practice do not hold water, and the 

Holy See has rejected the practice.  Either of these would suffice to decline 
the practice; cumulatively, they certainly do so.  For the aforesaid reasons, I 
respectfully submit for your consideration that we should not empty the holy 
water fonts this year until the traditional time for doing so, Holy Thursday. 

 

                                            
27   Cf. DPPL, at 126 (internal quotation marks omitted). 
28   See CDW 569/00, supra note 1. 
29   SAMUEL MORSE, CONFESSIONS OF A FRENCH CATHOLIC PRIEST 186 (1837); cf. AUGUSTINE THOMPSON, 

CITIES OF GOD 348 (2005). 
30   THEILER, at 14; cf. GABRIELE AMORTH, AN EXORCIST TELLS HIS STORY 117 (1999) 
31   Joseph Card. Bernardin, Homily on the First Sunday of Lent, 1991, reprinted in SELECTED WORKS 368 (Spilly, 

ed. 2000) (emphasis in original). 
32   E.g. Mk 1:12-13. As I noted above, supra n.6, the desert allusion is not simply to that of the wandering Jews. 
33   Bernardin, supra, at 370. 


