BARESHNOOM

A Theological and Historical Reassessment within
Zoroastrian Tradition

Introduction

The Bareshnoom purification ritual occupies an important place within later Zoroastrian
religious practice, particularly in the preparation of a Navar (initiate into priesthood).
Over time, however, it has often been misunderstood.

Popular interpretations sometimes suggest that Bareshnoom originated as a response to
poor hygienic conditions in ancient times, or as a method to ward off black magic, evil
influences, or unseen spirits. In some explanations, even the role of dogs in related rituals
is interpreted in a literal or supernatural sense.

Such explanations, while widespread, do not accurately reflect the theological foundation
of the Bareshnoom ritual. This paper seeks to clarify the meaning, purpose, and historical
development of Bareshnoom by situating it within the broader evolution of Zoroastrian
thought, from the Gathic teachings of Zarathushtra to later priestly codifications in the
Avesta tradition.

Meaning of Bareshnoom

The term Bareshnoom is derived from the Avestan/Zand tradition and is commonly
understood to mean “top of the head.” The ritual is so named because purification begins
from the head, symbolically the highest and most significant part of the human body.

Bareshnoom is traditionally performed during the Havan Gah (from sunrise to noon), a
period considered ritually appropriate for acts of purification and consecration.

The Gathic Foundation: Ethical and Spiritual Purity

The Gathas, attributed directly to Zarathushtra, represent the earliest and most
authoritative stratum of Zoroastrian scripture. They emphasize:

« Ethical living through Good Thoughts, Good Words, and Good Deeds
o Alignment with Asha (truth, order, and cosmic harmony)

o Personal responsibility and moral discernment through free will
Importantly, the Gathas do not prescribe:

« Elaborate ritual systems
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e Detailed purity laws
o Structured purification ceremonies such as Bareshnoom

This absence is significant. It indicates that Zarathushtra’s original message focused
primarily on inner ethical and spiritual transformation rather than external ritual
regulation.

The Emergence of Ritual Codification

Bareshnoom is described in later Avestan literature, particularly the Vendidad, which
belongs to the Younger Avesta tradition.

This reflects a later phase in Zoroastrian development characterized by:
o Increased ritual codification

o Emphasis on purity laws and social-religious regulation

« Systematization of priestly practice over time

Thus, Bareshnoom should be understood historically as part of the evolutionary
development of Zoroastrian ritual tradition rather than a component of the original Gathic
teaching.

The Concept of Ritual Purity: Asha and Druj

At the theological core of Bareshnoom lies the fundamental Zoroastrian duality:
o Asha: truth, order, harmony

e Druj: falsehood, disorder, impurity

Within this framework, Bareshnoom is concerned with the removal of nasu, a term
referring to ritual impurity, particularly associated with death, decay, or contamination.

It is essential to clarify that:
o Nasu is not moral sin
« It is aritual-cosmological condition that disturbs alignment with Asha
Bareshnoom therefore functions to:
« Remove deep ritual impurity
« Restore ritual and spiritual fitness
o Prepare the individual, especially a Navar, for sacred responsibilities

Structure and Discipline of the Ritual
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Controlled State of Purification (Pavi Condition)

Bareshnoom places the individual in a strictly regulated ritual state. During this period,
the initiate is separated from ordinary life and placed under conditions of controlled
purity.

Water is avoided in ordinary contact because it is not merely a physical substance in
Zoroastrianism, but a sacred creation (4van) associated with life, purity, and divine order.

Restriction of Water Contact

Contact with water is restricted (except for drinking) for the following reasons:
o Water is sacred and must not be casually engaged during ritual transition

« The initiate remains in a controlled purification state

o The process requires separation from ordinary, unregulated life

Drinking water is permitted because it is essential for sustaining life and does not
constitute external ritual interaction.

Preventing Ritual Contamination (Nasu Control)

The Bareshnoom process is structured in stages to symbolically and ritually remove nasu.
Water used in ordinary or uncontrolled contexts is avoided to prevent symbolic
reintroduction of ordinary ritual states before completion of purification.

Preservation of Ritual Discipline

The restrictions, including limits on water contact, environment, objects, and social
interaction, serve to:

e Maintain ritual sanctity

« Reinforce discipline and mindfulness

« Sustain focus on spiritual transformation

Gradual Transformation: From Physical to Spiritual Readiness

Bareshnoom is not merely physical cleansing. It represents a progressive transformation
of state:

e From ordinary human condition
 To ritually purified status

o To readiness for sacred responsibility (Navar initiation)
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The discipline involved ensures that purification is not abrupt but gradual, structured, and
complete.

Bareshnoom-gah (Ritual Site)

The Bareshnoom is performed in a specially designated area known as the Bareshnoom-
gah.

This space is traditionally:

e An open ground covered with sand

« Marked with sets of five and three stones known as Pahadias

« Arranged in sequence from west to east

« Often located within or adjacent to fire temple premises

The design reflects order, orientation, and controlled ritual environment.
Hygiene and Misinterpretation

Although Bareshnoom includes washing, isolation, and structured cleansing, it would be
incorrect to interpret it primarily as a system of hygiene.

Its true orientation is:

« Symbolic and theological

« Focused on spiritual readiness

o Concerned with ritual purity rather than public sanitation
Any hygienic benefit is incidental rather than foundational.
Reconsidering Black Magic and Evil Influences

Zoroastrianism recognizes the presence of negative forces under the concept of Druj.
However, Bareshnoom is not designed as a defense against practices such as black magic
or evil influences.

Its actual purpose is:

« Removal of ritual impurity (nasu)

« Restoration of alignment with Asha
e Preparation for sacred function

Associations with black magic or occult protection reflect later cultural interpretations
rather than scriptural foundations.

JalP. 4




The Role of the Dog (Sagdid)

The presence of the dog during Bareshnoom in related ritual contexts, particularly
Sagdid, has also been widely misunderstood.

In Zoroastrian tradition:

o The dog is regarded as a spiritually perceptive and righteous creature
« It plays a protective and ritual role in death-related ceremonies

« Its gaze is symbolically associated with the dispelling of nasu

This function is symbolic and theological, not based on literal perception of spirits or
supernatural entities.

Bareshnoom as a Rite of Transformation
Bareshnoom ultimately represents:
o A structured spiritual discipline
o Arite of purification and transformation
« Preparation for sacred service, particularly priestly responsibility

It reflects a worldview in which purity is both inner and external, and where ritual practice
reinforces alignment with Asha.

Conclusion

Bareshnoom should not be understood as a response to primitive hygiene conditions,
superstition, or belief in black magic. Rather, it is a later-developed ritual system rooted
in the Zoroastrian concern for purity, order, and sacred readiness.

While absent from the Gathas, it emerges within the Vendidad as part of the broader
codification of priestly practice. This development reflects a historical shift from the
ethical and inward focus of Zarathushtra’s original teachings to a more structured ritual
expression of religious discipline.

A clear distinction between these layers allows for a more accurate and respectful
understanding of Bareshnoom, one that acknowledges both the Gathic foundation of
ethical spirituality and the later evolution of ritual tradition within Zoroastrianism.
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