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MEANING AND SIGNIFICANCE
OF THE DIVINE LITURGY

The Divine Liturgy stands at the very heart
of Orthodox Christian life. During the Divine
Liturgy, the sacrament of Holy Communion
takes place. In this mystery, the Lord gives
us His own Body and Blood for our nourish-
ment, uniting us to Himself and to each oth-
er. Our Lord Jesus Christ Himself began this
practice at the Last Supper, on the night be-
fore His suffering and death.

He gathered His apostles, gave thanks to
God the Father, took bread, blessed it, and
shared it with them, saying: "Take, eat; this
is My Body." (Matthew 26, 26). Then He blessed
the cup of wine and passed it to them, saying:
"Drink of it, all of you, for this is My Blood
of the new covenant, which is poured out for
many for the forgiveness of sins.” (Matthew 26,
27-28). He then gave them a command that

Christians have honoured ever since: "Do this
in remembrance of Me.” (Luke 22, 19).

Christians have kept this command ever
since. They come together for the Divine Lit-
urgy (a Greek word, Leitourgia (Aeirovpyic,), mean-
ing a "common work") to give thanks and to re-
ceive Holy Communion. Through the prayers
of the priest and all the faithful, the bread
and wine are changed by the Holy Spirit in-
to the very Body and Blood of Christ. When
we receive the Body and Blood of the Saviour
under the appearance of bread and wine, we
enter into communion with Christ Himself.

The sacrament of Communion is also
called the Eucharist (from the Greek svyapiotio,
meaning "thanksgiving”). In celebrating the Eu-
charist and receiving Communion, we thank
God for saving the human race from sin, dam-
nation and death. This salvation was won for
us through the Sacrifice offered on the Cross
by His Son, our Lord Jesus Christ.



PROSKOMIDIA

The order of the Divine Liturgy consists
of three key parts: first, the preparation of
the bread and wine for the sacrament; sec-
ond, the preparation of the faithful to re-
ceive it; and finally, the celebration of Holy
Communion itself.

This first part bears the name Proskomidia
(from the Greek mpookodn, meaning "an offering”).
Early Christians brought their own bread and
wine to church for the Liturgy. Today, we use
prosphora—loaves baked in two parts,
showing how Christ unites both divine and
human nature. The bread is used together
with wine made from grapes.

Through the priest's actions and prayers,
this part of the service quietly recalls Christ's
birth and His willing sacrifice on the Cross
for the salvation of all people.

The Proskomidia takes place in the altar



area, at a dedicated table, sometimes called
the Table of Oblation.

The priest takes a single prosphoron,
stamped with a seal of a cross and the Greek
letters IC XC NIKA, meaning "Jesus Christ Con-
quers". From this loaf, he cuts a central, square
piece called the Lamb. He sets it on a round
metal plate known as the diskos. He then makes
a cross-shaped incision on its upper side, say-
ing the words: "The Lamb of God is sacrificed,
who takes away the sin of the world, for the life
of the world and salvation.”

From a second prosphoron, the priest
removes a particle in honour of the Mother
of God, placing it to the right of the Lamb.
From a third, he takes nine small particles
for the prophets, apostles, martyrs and all
the saints, arranging them to the left of the
Lamb. From the fourth and fifth loaves, he
takes out pieces for the living and the de-
parted, naming the people for whom prayers

7



have been requested, and arranges them
below the central Lamb.

Arranged this way on the diskos, these
particles show the whole Church gathered.
At the centre is Christ. Beside Him is the
Church in heaven: the Mother of God and the
saints. And with them is the earthly Church:
all of us, the living and the departed—the
righteous and the sinner, the healthy and the
sick, the sorrowful and the lost. Those pieces
taken for our loved ones' health and eternal
rest are dipped into the Chalice with the
words: "Wash away, O Lord, the sins of those
remembered here by Your precious Blood,
through the prayers of Your saints.”

Finishing the Proskomidia, the priest pro-
claims Christ as the Heavenly Bread sustain-
ing the world. He prays for all those present
at the Divine Liturgy, as well as for those who
are remembered in this offering.



LITURGY OF THE CATECHUMENS
EXCLAMATION

The second part of the Liturgy begins. It
is named for the Catechumens—that is, those
who were preparing for baptism in the early
Church. In the early Church, not only the Cat-
echumens but also those who were doing
penance and were temporarily unable to re-
ceive Communion could attend this part of
the service. This part of the Liturgy includes
prayers, hymns, sacred ceremonies and teach-
ings to instruct and prepare hearts.

The Liturgy of the Catechumens opens with
a solemn proclamation: "Blessed is the Kingdom
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit, now and for ever, and to the ages of ages."
These words declare that the Kingdom of God
is present with us here and now. Here, we step
beyond ordinary time and space, touching
eternity itself.
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GREAT LITANY

After this opening comes the Great Litany
(the name originates from the Greek word éxteviic,
meaning "extended” or "heartfelt prayer”). Many also
call it the "Litany of Peace", as it begins with
the words, "In peace, let us pray to the Lord.”
The deacon calls out each petition, and the
choir and congregation respond, "Lord,
have mercy.”

The Church teaches us to pray together,
and guides us in the order of prayer. We begin
with what is most essential—our eternal sal-
vation. From there, our prayers expand out-
wards, asking for peace for the whole world,
for unity among all people, for our country, for
those in authority, and for the armed forces.
The Church's prayer embraces the entire world.
We remember all who are in hardship, the ill,
and prisoners. Finally, we bring our own needs
before God, asking His help in our daily lives.
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ANTIPHONS

After the Great Litany is complete, we hear
the Antiphons. These are psalms (or selected
verses) through which the Church praises and
thanks the Lord for His loving care of the
world and all people. The third antiphon con-
sists of the Beatitudes, Christ's words that
show us the path to God and the eternal laws
of the Kingdom of Heaven.

After each antiphon, the priest quietly
reads prayers at the altar. In the first, he con-
fesses the glory and power of God, who allows
us to know and serve Him. The second is a
prayer for the protection of His Church and
her children. In the third, the priest asks that
God will give us, in this present life, a true
knowledge of the Truth, and in the world to
come, eternal life.
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LITTLE ENTRANCE

As the third antiphon is sung, the Little En-
trance begins. A server carrying a candle, the
deacon holding the Gospel Book, and the priest
come through the north door of the sanctuary.
The meaning of this movement is found in a
prayer the priest says quietly then:

"Master, Lord our God, who hast estab-
lished in heaven the ranks and armies of an-
gels and archangels—make our entrance also
to be an entrance with Your holy angels, so
that they may serve with us and join in glori-
fying Your goodness.”

Once the antiphons are finished, the
troparia and kontakia are sung—these are
hymns that briefly recount the life of a saint
or summarise the meaning of the feast being
celebrated that day.




TRISAGION: THE THRICE-HOLY HYMN

The Little Entrance procession finishes
as the choir begins the Trisagion hymn. The
name simply means "Thrice-Holy". Its words
echo the vision of the prophet Isaiah, who
saw God's throne in heaven, encircled by an-
gels crying out to one another: "Holy, Holy,
Holy is the Lord of Hosts."

A revered tradition surrounds this hymn.
In the early fifth century, after a strong earth-
quake in Constantinople, the people gathered
in procession, praying for help. During the
service, a boy saw angels singing: "Holy God,
Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal..." The people
added, "...have mercy on us!"—and the earth-
quake ceased.

At the Little Entrance, we join those an-
gelic choirs, singing the Trisagion and uniting
the Church in heaven and on earth in one act
of praise.




READING OF THE APOSTOLIC EPISTLE

As the Trisagion is sung, the clergy go up
to the high place behind the altar. This area
represents the Heavenly Throne of God. The
priest's movement calls to mind Christ's own
Ascension into heaven, to the Father. Then, we
hear a reading from the Apostolic Epistles. In
the Church's early days, the apostles and their
immediate disciples taught the first commu-
nities in person about Christ and His teachings.
Later, they wrote letters to their disciples. To-
day, a reader steps into the centre of the church,
taking the place of an apostle coming to the
community to announce the salvation that the
Lord has brought into the world.

As the passage is read, the sweet smoke
of incense fills the air. It is a sign that the
life-giving grace of God, spread through the
Gospel's message, reaches everyone.
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READING OF THE GOSPEL

Before the Gospel reading, the choir sings
"Alleluia”. This joyful exclamation expresses
the delight of those who witness the Lord
Himself as He approaches. For in the Gospel,
the Word of God—our Lord Jesus Christ—is
made present to us. We meet Him not only in
the bread and wine of Communion but also
in the words of Holy Scripture. By listening
with faith to the living Word of the living God,
our souls can drink from that "fountain of
water springing up into everlasting life".

The deacon carries the Gospel Book in
procession, accompanied by lighted candles.
The flames show our reverence for God's
Word and represent the light of understand-
ing given by the Gospel, which shines in the
hearts of those who listen, revealing the mys-
teries that lead to salvation.
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LITANY

After the Gospel, the fervent litany is sung.
The clergy and the congregation pray for the
needs of the entire world and each person in
it. The Church calls on everyone present, cler-
gy and people alike, to turn their whole being
towards God, seeking help and protection from
Him alone. This is followed by the Memorial
Litany, where we pray for our departed relatives
and friends.

The next set of prayers is for the catechu-
mens—those preparing for Baptism. In the
early Church, at this point in the service, they
would have been asked to leave. Today, while
this formal separation no longer happens, the
prayer for them remains.
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LITURGY OF THE FAITHFUL
GREAT ENTRANCE

The third part of the Liturgy—the Liturgy
of the Faithful—opens with two brief litanies.
Then, the Royal Doors at the centre of the
icon screen are opened, and as the choir be-
gins the Cherubic Hymn:

"We who mystically represent the Cherubim,
and sing the Thrice-Holy hymn to the life-giving
Trinity, let us now lay aside all earthly cares.”

During the singing, the Great Entrance
takes place. The priest carries the bread and
wine—the Holy Gifts—in a procession from
the Table of Oblation to the Holy Table (the
main altar). The clergy pause on the ambo (a
raised platform before the altar screen), to re-
member all members of the Church. This mo-
ment shows that the Gifts are being brought
as an offering to God, on behalf of everyone
who has just been remembered.
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THE CREED

Once the Gifts are resting on the Holy Table,
another set of prayers, the Litany of Supplication,
is said. In these prayers, the priest asks the Ho-
ly Spirit to descend upon the consecrated bread
and wine, and upon the people. Then comes
the exclamation: "Let us love one another, that
with one mind we may confess..." And the choir
continues: "Father, Son, and Holy Spirit: the
Trinity, one in Essence and Indivisible."

The message is clear: we can only be unit-
ed with God, and with each other in Him, when
we share a common love and a single, undi-
vided faith. For this reason, everyone in the
church now confesses their faith together by
reciting the Creed. While the Creed is sung, the
priest stands before the altar and gently waves
a large veil, known as the aer, over the Holy
Gifts. This delicate movement represents the
breath of the Holy Spirit.




EUCHARISTIC CANON (ANAPHORA)

After the Creed, the priest calls out, "Let us
stand well, let us stand in awe, let us be attentive,
that we may bring the holy offering in peace.”
With these words, he invites everyone to stand
with careful attention and reverence, for the
most important part of the Liturgy is about to
begin—the Eucharistic Prayer, or Anaphora
(meaning "offering”). During this prayer, the bread
and wine are mystically changed into the Body
and Blood of Christ.

The priest prepares everyone with brief
exclamations: "The grace of our Lord Jesus
Christ, the love of God the Father, and the com-
munion of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Let
us lift up our hearts. We give thanks to the Lord.”

The church then sings: "It is meet and right
to worship the Father, and the Son, and the
Holy Spirit: the Trinity, one in essence and in-
divisible.” Meanwhile, the priest says the main
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Eucharistic prayer quietly before the altar. In
ancient times, the whole of this prayer was
spoken aloud, but today the congregation
only hears parts of it as the priest raises his
voice at key moments. In this prayer, he gives
thanks to the Lord for all His blessings, both
those we know and those we do not. He prais-
es God for His work of salvation, and remem-
bers Christ's Second Coming in glory.

The priest declares: "Yours, of Your own, we
offer to You for all and for everything.” As he

says this, the deacon lifts the diskos with the
bread and the chalice with the wine above the
Holy Table. He crosses his arms to form the
shape of a cross, reminding that this offering—a
"bloodless sacrifice"—is made in memory of
the Saviour's death upon the Cross.




OFFERING OF THE GIFTS

The sacred hymn is sung:

"To You we sing, to You we bless, to You
we give thanks, O Lord, and we pray to You,
our God!" To these words, the priest calls
the Holy Spirit upon the gifts of bread and
wine. He prays to God the Father directly
with these words:

"And make this bread the precious Body of
Your Christ, and that which is in this chalice
the precious Blood of Your Christ, changing
them by Your Holy Spirit. Amen. Amen. Amen.”

Three times, the priest blesses the Holy
Gifts. By the power and work of the Holy
Spirit, the bread becomes the true Body of
Christ, and the wine His true Blood. Both
priest and deacon bow low in worship, for
the Lord Himself now rests before them on
the Holy Table in His Body and Blood.




“IT IS TRULY MEET"

Once the Gifts have been consecrated,
the priest remembers the saints who have
pleased God from the beginning of time—
those who lived before Christ and those who
followed Him. He then urges the people to
give particular thanks for the Most Holy
Mother of God, for she has received from
God a unique honour greater than any oth-
er saints. On behalf of everyone gathered,
the choir sings a hymn of praise to the Moth-
er of God, beginning, "It is truly meet...".

Meanwhile, the priest quietly prays for
both those who have died in faith and for
the living. For those who have departed, he
asks God to grant eternal rest; for the living,
he seeks every blessing needed for the Chris-
tian life.
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"OUR FATHER"

The service now moves into a litany, pray-
ing that God, having received the consecrated
Gifts upon His heavenly altar, will send His
divine grace and the gift of the Holy Spirit to
everyone present. At the same time, the priest
silently prays in the altar, asking that both he
and all those preparing for Holy Communion
may approach this sacred mystery without
judgement and with a pure conscience.

The litany ends with this petition: "Hav-
ing asked for the unity of the faith and the
communion of the Holy Spirit, let us commit
ourselves and one another, and our whole life,
to Christ our God.” Then comes the exclama-
tion: "And grant us, O Master, to be bold with-
out condemnation to call upon You, the Heav-
enly God the Father, and to say.” Then
everyone together with the choir sings the
Lord's Prayer, "Our Father.”
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BREAKING OF THE BREAD

Next comes the call: "Let us attend!"—
a reminder to be attentive. The priest lifts the
Holy Lamb—the consecrated Bread, now the
Body of Christ—and declares, "Holy things to
the holy!" The choir responds: "One is Holy, One
is Lord, Jesus Christ, to the glory of God the Fa-
ther. Amen."” The priest then breaks the Holy
Lamb, first dividing it crosswise into four piec-
es. One of these four pieces, marked with the
letters IC XC for "Jesus Christ", is placed in the
Chalice with the words, "The fulfilment of the
Holy Spirit", a sign of the mystery in its fullness:
the Body of Christ is united with His divine
Blood. Warm water is then poured into the
chalice. The clergy in the sanctuary receive
communion from the particle marked XC. The
two remaining portions, inscribed IC and KA,
are then divided and placed in the Chalice for
the Communion of the congregation.
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