Blessing of the waters

Sunday morning found the Symposium at the meeting of the waters, the great space where the black river, the Rio Negro, meets the white, the Solimoes, to become the Amazon. 
A dozen or more boats were grouped together in the open water, sterns together in a rough semicircle, facing a broad, flat, floating platform topped with big gazebos and decked with greenery and loudspeakers. From our boats we watched in the bright morning sun as the religious leaders – the patriarch, cardinals, archbishops, bishops and others - performed a solemn ceremony. 

To the music of pipes, an indigenous religious leader blessed us. He recounted some traditional stories of the rivers and he observed that, illiterate though he was, “I can cure diseases that the white man can’t”. On behalf of the Amazonas government, state secretary Virgilio Viana welcomed the patriarch and repeated a message of the night before: that he should be considered “the patriarch of the Amazon”. Then His All Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholemew spoke. He talked of the annual commemoration, in the Orthodox church, of the Baptism of Our Lord in the Jordan River, and of the cosmic vision which implies that humanity is only a part of Creation. “In blessing the waters of the great Amazon,” he said, “we proclaim our belief that environmental protection is a profoundly moral and spiritual problem that concerns all of us.” 
A tourist boat passed. A helicopter turned overhead noisily, carrying television crews. No river traffic was impeded; the waterway was too vast for that. And beneath, the black and white waters mingled lazily, with 1,600 kilometres still to go before they reached the sea.  
