
The Theme o f Incense and Fragrances in the Bible and in the Liturgy

THE TABLE OF CONTENTS

In troduc tion ...........................................................................................................9

1. Incense as a na tu ra l p ro d u c t.......................................................................13

1. 1 Botanic description o f  incense ................................................................13

1. 2 Chemical analysis o f  incense .................................................................. 14
1. 2. 1 Oliban resin and medical indications............................................. 15
1. 2. 2 Disinfecting, antiseptic and antiflogist effects o f incense -  
clinical studies................................................................................................ 15

1. 3 The land o f  incense.................................................................................... 16
1. 3. 1 Collectors o f  incense resin.................  17
1.3 .2  The value o f incense.......................................................................... 17
1. 3. 3 Etymological notion o f incense....................................................... 18

1. 4 The three dimensions o f  the symbol o f  incense.................................... 19
1. 4. 1 Fire as a basic element o f incense...................................................19
1. 4. 2 Incense smoke and its sym bolism .................................................. 20
1.4.3 Fragrance as the most important criterion o f incense.................. 20

1. 5 Incense in ancient cultures...................................................................... 22
1. 5. 1 Ancient Arabia................................................................................... 22
1. 5. 2 Egyptian culture................................................................................. 23
1. 5. 3 Mesopotamia..................................................................................... 23
1. 5. 4 G reece................................................................................................ 24
1. 5. 5 Rome.................................................................................................... 24

2. Incense in the biblical texts of the old testam en t..................................26

2. 1 Grease offering .......................................................................................... 26

2. 2 Pastry offering ..........................................................................................27

2. 3 Offering o f  fragrant substances.............................................................28
2. 3. 1 The story o f Aarons sons.................................................................30
2. 3. 2 Offering o f fragrant substances as a privilege o f priests.............31
2. 3. 3 Name o f the incense in Leviticus..................................................32

2. 4 Conserving o f  incense in Israel.............................................................33

2. 5 Incense in psalm s..................................................................................... 34

2. 6 Incense altar and sacrifice according to Exodus 30 ..........................34
2. 6. 1 Aromatic ingredients according to Ex 30:34-38........................ 36

5



The Theme o f Incense and Fragrances in the Bible and in the Liturgy

2. 6. 2 Reason and venue o f the construction o f an incense a lta r  38

2. 7 Prophetic criticism o f  the cu lt................................................................39

2. 8 Profane usage o f  incense in the Old Testament...................................40

3. Incense and frag ran t substances in the new te s ta m e n t.......................41

3. 1 Incense — a gift o f  the magi from  the East.............................................41
3. 1. 1 Adoration o f the magi as the fulfillment o f  the prophecy
of Is 60 :6 ..........................................................................................................41
3. 1. 2 Did the magi from the East bring two or three aromatic 
substances to Jesus?.......................................................................................42

3. 2 Spikenard oil in John ’s gospe l..............................................................43

3. 3 Myrrh -  its price and symbolism ...........................................................43
3. 3 . 1  Characteristics and effects o f  myrrh............................................... 44
3 . 3 . 2  The aromatic mixture o f myrrh and aloe....................................... 45

3. 4 Christ’s approach to sacrifices............................................................. 46

3. 5 Fragrance in Corpus Paulinum ............................................................46
3. 5. 1 Epiphania Dei in the image o f God’s fragrance......................... 47
3 . 5 . 2  Philippians and Ephesians................................................................48

3. 6 The Apocalypsis and the symbol o f  incense ........................................48

3. 7 Christian sacrifice in the New Testament tim es...................................50
3. 7. 1 Purpose and symbolism o f sacrifice............................................50
3. 7. 2 Perspectives in the First Letter o f Peter.........................................50

4. A pproach of the Christians tow ard incense in the first cen tu ries .... 52

4. I The liturgy in the apostolic and post-apostolic tim es .........................52
4. 1. 1 Christian celebration o f Sunday......................................................54
4. 1. 2 The conquering o f the Jerusalem T em ple.................................... 54

4. 2 Incense in the patristic literature ..........................................................54
4. 2. 1 The Letter o f Barnabas....................................................................55
4. 2. 2 Testimony o f St. Justin ....................................................................55
4. 2. 3 Legatio pro Christianis....................................................................56
4. 2. 4 Tertullian............................................................................................ 57
4. 2. 5 St. Clement o f  Alexandria and O rigen......................................... 57

4. 3 Incense in confrontation with paganism and Christianity in the time
o f  persecutions................................................................................................... 58

4. 3. 1 Paganism as a danger for Christians..............................................58

6



The Theme o f Incense and Fragrances in the Bible and in the Liturgy

4. 3. 2 Persecutions.......................................................................................59
4. 3. 3 Absence o f incense in the liturgy o f the first centuries............. 60
4. 3. 4 Libelli and certificates on incense sacrifice in the pagan cult... 62

4. 4 The edict o f  Milan and change in the empire....................................... 62
4. 4. 1 First mentions o f incense in the liturgy........................................66
4. 4. 2 Incense as a g if t ................................................................................66
4. 4. 3 Incense as an expression o f respect.............................................. 68
4. 4. 4 incense in Jerusalem as described by the pilgrim Egeria 69
4. 4. 5 Apsida San Vitale in Ravenna and the Roman regulation 71

5. Incense usage in the Christian litu rg y .......................................................72

5. /  Incense in the liturgy o f  the Eucharist....................................................72
5. 1 . 1  Incense for In tro it.............................................................................. 72
5 . 1 . 2  Incensation o f the book o f gospel................................................... 74
5. 1. 3 Incensation o f the sacrificial g if ts .................................................. 76
5 . 1 . 4  Incensation o f the a lta r ..................................................................... 77

5. 2 Incensation ofpersons and incensation o f  the church ........................ 79
5. 2. 1 Theological substantiation................................................................79
5. 2. 2 Incense in the processions................................................................80

5. 3 The usage o f  incense in other liturgical events....................................80
5 . 3 . 1  Incense in the Eucharistie adoration.............................................. 80
5. 3. 2 Incense at the cult o f the Eucharist outside the M ass.................81
5. 3. 3 Incense and Christian funeral.........................................................82
5 . 3 . 4  Incense and the sacrament o f matrimony...................................... 82
5 . 3 . 5  The sacrament o f  reconciliation......................................................83

5. 4 The usage o f  incense in benedictions and consecrations.................. 84
5. 4. 1 Consecration o f the church and the altar......................................... 85
5. 4. 2 Benediction o f a bell......................................................................... 87
5. 4. 3 Benediction o f a cross, pictures and statues o f the sa in ts.......... 87
5. 4. 4 Benediction o f a cemetery and burial places................................. 88

5. 5 Prayer over incense................................................................................. 88

5. 6 Incense in today 's liturgy ........................................................................90
5. 6. 1 Reform o f the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965)............... 90
5. 6. 2 The usage o f incense according to Caeremoniale episcoporum 92
5. 6. 3 Acoustic perception o f incense...................................................... 93

7



The Theme o f Incense and Fragrances in the Bible and in the Liturgy

Conclusion............................................................................................................ 95

Resources............................................................................................................ 100

Sources.............................................................................................................. 100

Bibliography.....................................................................................................100

ABBREVIATIONS

AAS -  Acta Apostolicae Sedis

nr. -  number

art. -  Article

ed. -  editor

etym. -  etymological

chap. -  chapter

cf. -  compare

y. -  year

p. -  page

vol. -  volume

8


