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Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom

The Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom is the most widely celebrated eucharistic liturgy in the

Eastern Orthodox Church and in the Byzantine Catholic Churches. This ancient and sacred service

offers a profound spiritual experience, rich in symbolism, tradition, and theological depth.

Understanding the Divine Liturgy is key to appreciating Orthodox Christian worship, its historical roots,

and its enduring significance for believers. This comprehensive guide will delve into the structure,

meaning, and key elements of the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, exploring its historical

development, the roles of clergy and laity, and the theological underpinnings that make it a

cornerstone of Orthodox faith. We will examine the progression of the service, from the initial

preparations to the final blessing, highlighting the significance of each prayer, chant, and gesture.
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Understanding the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom

The Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom is more than just a religious service; it is a cosmic event, a

participation in the heavenly realm. It is the central act of worship in the Eastern Orthodox Church, a

communal encounter with God through the Holy Eucharist. This liturgy, attributed to St. John

Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constantinople in the late 4th and early 5th centuries, has been celebrated

in largely the same form for over 1500 years. Its enduring structure and rich theological content

provide a framework for Orthodox Christians to express their faith, receive divine grace, and deepen

their relationship with Christ. The service is a dynamic interplay of ancient prayers, scripture readings,

chanting, and symbolic actions, all designed to draw the faithful into the mystery of salvation.

Historical Roots and Development

The origins of the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom can be traced back to the earliest days of

Christianity. While the liturgy is named after St. John Chrysostom, who codified and refined it, its roots

are much older, drawing from the practices of the early Church, the Jewish synagogue service, and

the teachings of the Apostles themselves. The basic structure of the liturgy—the Liturgy of the Word

and the Liturgy of the Faithful—was present from the very beginning. Over centuries, various local

churches developed their own liturgical traditions, but the liturgy celebrated in Antioch, where St. John

Chrysostom served, became highly influential. His contribution was to preserve and organize this

ancient form, ensuring its clarity, theological soundness, and spiritual richness. The liturgy was further

adapted and enriched by other Church Fathers and saints, but the essential character established by



St. John Chrysostom remains.

Early Christian Worship Practices

Early Christian worship was deeply rooted in the Jewish tradition, particularly the synagogue service,

which included scripture readings, psalms, prayers, and a sermon. The Apostles, being Jews

themselves, naturally incorporated these elements into their new faith. The earliest Christians also

gathered for meals, which evolved into the celebration of the Eucharist, the central act of Christian

worship. Accounts from figures like Justin Martyr in the 2nd century provide early descriptions of

Christian liturgy, highlighting the reading of scriptures, prayers, hymns, the breaking of bread, and the

sharing of wine.

The Role of St. John Chrysostom

St. John Chrysostom was a brilliant preacher and theologian, known for his eloquence and pastoral

care. As Archbishop of Constantinople, he played a crucial role in shaping the liturgical practices of his

time. He did not invent a new liturgy but rather refined and standardized the existing one, emphasizing

its theological depth and spiritual purpose. His revisions aimed to make the liturgy more accessible to

the faithful while preserving its sacred character. The Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom as we

know it today is a testament to his dedication to maintaining the purity and beauty of Orthodox

worship.

The Structure of the Divine Liturgy

The Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom follows a well-defined and consistent structure, designed to

guide the faithful through a spiritual journey of encountering God. This structure, developed over

centuries, is divided into two main parts: the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Faithful. Each

part consists of several distinct parts, marked by specific prayers, readings, and actions.



Understanding this framework is essential for appreciating the flow and theological progression of the

service, allowing participants to engage more fully with the spiritual realities being enacted.

The Liturgy of the Word

The first part of the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom is the Liturgy of the Word, which focuses on

the proclamation and teaching of Holy Scripture. It is designed to instruct the faithful, prepare their

hearts for the reception of the Holy Mysteries, and connect them to God's ongoing revelation. This

section includes scripture readings, prayers, and homilies, all aimed at deepening the understanding of

the faith.

The Synaxis (Gathering)

The service begins with the Synaxis, or the gathering of the faithful. This includes the Great Entrance

procession of the clergy, the singing of introductory hymns, and prayers of preparation. The clergy,

vested in their liturgical vestments, enter the church, symbolizing Christ's presence among His people.

The Trisagion (Thrice Holy hymn) is often sung during this phase, a powerful invocation of God's

holiness.

The Little Entrance

The Little Entrance is a significant moment in the Liturgy of the Word. It involves the procession of the

Holy Gospel Book from the sanctuary to the center of the church, accompanied by hymns and prayers.

This procession symbolizes Christ's manifestation to the world. The Gospel reading that follows is the

heart of this section, conveying God's spoken word to the assembled community.



Scripture Readings

Following the Little Entrance, there are readings from the Epistles (letters of the Apostles) and the Holy

Gospels. These readings are chosen according to a lectionary, a specific calendar that cycles through

biblical texts throughout the year. The readings are typically followed by a homily or sermon, where the

priest or deacon expounds upon the biblical message and applies it to the lives of the faithful. The

chanting of the Apostle and Gospel are sung, rather than read, adding a solemn and reverent tone.

The Creed

The Nicene Creed, also known as the Symbol of Faith, is recited by the congregation after the

scripture readings and homily. This is a powerful affirmation of the Orthodox Christian faith,

summarizing the core beliefs about God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, as well as

the Church, baptism, and the resurrection. It serves as a unified declaration of faith by the entire

community.

The Liturgy of the Faithful

The second major part of the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom is the Liturgy of the Faithful, also

known as the Anaphora. This section is dedicated to the celebration of the Holy Eucharist, where the

bread and wine are transformed into the Body and Blood of Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit.

It is the climax of the service, a profound moment of communion between God and His people.

The Offertory and Great Entrance

The Offertory marks the transition from the Liturgy of the Word to the Liturgy of the Faithful. The gifts

of bread and wine, along with other offerings, are prepared and brought to the altar in a solemn

procession called the Great Entrance. This procession symbolizes the offering of Christ Himself on the

cross. The bread used is usually leavened, reflecting the resurrected Christ.



The Anaphora (Eucharistic Prayer)

The Anaphora is the central prayer of the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, a prayer of

thanksgiving and consecration. It begins with the dialogue "The Lord be with you," and "Lift up your

hearts," leading into the Great Thanksgiving. The Epiclesis, a prayer invoking the Holy Spirit to

transform the bread and wine, is a crucial part of the Anaphora. The words of consecration, recalling

Christ's institution of the Eucharist at the Last Supper, are spoken, signifying the transformation of the

elements.

Communion

Following the Anaphora, the faithful approach the Holy Chalice to receive Holy Communion, the Body

and Blood of Christ. This is the culmination of the liturgy, a moment of intimate union with God. The

communicants confess their sins beforehand through the Sacrament of Confession, preparing

themselves to worthily receive the divine gifts. The bread and wine are administered together, usually

by dipping the consecrated bread into the wine.

Post-Communion Prayers and Blessing

After the faithful have received Communion, there are prayers of thanksgiving and a final blessing. The

clergy offer prayers of gratitude for the gift of the Eucharist, asking for its strengthening and sanctifying

power. The service concludes with the dismissal, where the priest blesses the congregation and sends

them forth to be witnesses of Christ in the world.

The Role of the Clergy and Laity

In the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, both the clergy and the laity play essential roles, each

contributing to the richness and efficacy of the worship. The liturgy is a communal act, and the

participation of all is vital for its fullness. The clergy, ordained to serve the Church, lead the liturgical



actions, while the laity, the baptized faithful, actively participate through prayer, singing, and attentive

listening.

The Clergy's Responsibilities

The clergy, including bishops, priests, and deacons, are responsible for presiding over the Divine

Liturgy. The bishop, as the chief shepherd, is the primary celebrant. The priest, representing Christ,

offers the prayers and consecrates the Holy Gifts. Deacons assist the priest, reading the Gospel,

leading intercessions, and serving the needs of the congregation. Their actions are guided by the

liturgical texts and rubrics, ensuring the sacredness and continuity of the tradition.

The Laity's Participation

The laity are not passive observers but active participants in the Divine Liturgy of St. John

Chrysostom. Their participation involves singing hymns, responding to the prayers, making the sign of

the cross, and, most importantly, receiving Holy Communion. Through their devout presence and

prayerful engagement, the laity offer themselves to God and strengthen their spiritual connection with

the community and with Christ.

Symbolism and Meaning in the Divine Liturgy

The Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom is replete with rich symbolism, each element carrying

profound theological meaning. These symbols are not mere decorations but are integral to conveying

the mysteries of faith and drawing the worshipper into a deeper understanding of God's salvific plan.

From the vestments worn by the clergy to the arrangement of the church, everything speaks of

heavenly realities.



The Altar: Represents the tomb of Christ, the place of sacrifice and resurrection.

The Iconostasis: The screen separating the sanctuary from the nave, symbolizing the veil

between heaven and earth, and the icons depict saints and events of salvation history.

The Vestments: The ornate robes worn by the clergy symbolize the divine glory and the

sacredness of their ministry.

The Incense: Represents the prayers of the faithful ascending to God and the presence of the

Holy Spirit.

The Candles: Symbolize the light of Christ illuminating the world and the prayers of the faithful

burning brightly before God.

The Antimension: A cloth placed on the altar, inscribed with the burial shroud of Christ and the

implements of His passion, signifying the altar as the place of sacrifice.

Theological Significance

The Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom is a profound expression of Orthodox theology. It is not

merely a ritual but a lived theology, a participatory experience of the Christian mystery. The liturgy

emphasizes key doctrines such as the Trinity, the Incarnation, the Resurrection, and the salvific work

of Christ. It teaches about the Church as the Body of Christ and the Eucharist as the true presence of

Christ.



The Eucharist as the Real Presence

A central tenet of the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom is the belief in the Real Presence of Christ

in the Eucharist. Orthodox Christians believe that through the power of the Holy Spirit, the bread and

wine truly become the Body and Blood of Christ, not in a symbolic or memorialistic sense alone, but as

a substantial transformation. This belief underscores the transformative power of the liturgy and the

intimate union believers share with Christ through Communion.

The Church as the Body of Christ

The liturgy also highlights the Church as the Body of Christ. The assembled faithful, united by faith and

participating in the same divine mysteries, are a manifestation of the Church. The prayers for the

Church, for the world, and for all people emphasize the communal nature of salvation and the

interconnectedness of believers. The Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom fosters a sense of unity

and shared spiritual life.

Experiencing the Divine Liturgy

To truly appreciate the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, active and prayerful participation is

essential. For newcomers, the service may seem complex, but its beauty and spiritual depth unfold

with familiarity and focused attention. Understanding the basic structure, the meaning of the prayers

and chants, and the symbolic actions can greatly enhance the experience.

Preparing for Worship

Before attending the liturgy, it is beneficial to prepare oneself spiritually. This may involve prayer,

fasting, and reflection on one's relationship with God and fellow human beings. Approaching the

service with a humble and open heart allows for a more profound encounter with the divine. It is also

helpful to familiarize oneself with the basic order of service beforehand.



Engaging with the Service

During the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, one can engage by singing the hymns, listening

attentively to the scripture readings and homily, and praying along with the liturgical texts. Making the

sign of the cross at appropriate moments and standing for key parts of the service are traditional ways

of showing reverence. The ultimate goal is to allow the liturgy to shape one's inner life and draw one

closer to God.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main parts of the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom?

The Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom is broadly divided into two main parts: the Liturgy of the

Word (which includes readings from Scripture, homily, and prayers) and the Liturgy of the Eucharist

(the anaphora or Eucharistic prayer, consecration, and communion).

What is the significance of the Trisagion hymn?

The Trisagion, meaning 'Thrice Holy,' is a hymn sung during the Divine Liturgy that extols the holiness

of God ('Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy on us'). It is a central moment of praise

and adoration.

What is the Great Entrance and what does it symbolize?

The Great Entrance is the procession where the Holy Gifts (bread and wine) are brought from the

prothesis (side table) to the altar. It symbolizes Christ's own Passion, His burial, and His eventual

triumphant return.

What is the Anaphora and why is it considered the heart of the



Liturgy?

The Anaphora is the Eucharistic prayer, the solemn invocation of God over the gifts of bread and wine.

It is considered the heart of the Liturgy because it is here that the consecration of the Eucharist

occurs, transforming the gifts into the Body and Blood of Christ.

What is the role of the Cherubic Hymn?

The Cherubic Hymn is sung as the Great Entrance takes place. It focuses on the unseen angelic hosts

worshipping God and the mystagogical nature of the Liturgy, preparing the faithful for the reception of

Holy Communion.

How does the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom connect the

earthly church with the heavenly realm?

The Divine Liturgy is understood as a "heaven on earth." The prayers, hymns, readings, and the

presence of the Holy Trinity are believed to create a tangible connection to the heavenly Church, with

the faithful participating alongside the saints and angels.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, each beginning with "" and

followed by a short description:

1. Illuminating the Divine Liturgy

This book offers a comprehensive exploration of the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, delving

into its historical development and theological underpinnings. It unpacks the symbolism behind each

gesture, prayer, and element of the service, aiming to illuminate its profound meaning for the modern

worshipper. Readers will gain a deeper understanding of the rich tradition and spiritual essence of this

ancient Christian worship.



2. Understanding the Liturgy’s Heartbeat

This accessible guide breaks down the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom into its constituent parts,

explaining the purpose and significance of each section. It focuses on the lived experience of

participation, offering insights into how the liturgy engages the mind, heart, and soul. The book aims to

foster a more meaningful and devotional engagement with the sacred worship.

3. The Mystagogical Journey of Chrysostom’s Liturgy

This title delves into the mystagogical nature of the Divine Liturgy, guiding readers through a spiritual

journey of initiation and understanding. It examines how the liturgy unveils deeper spiritual truths and

transforms the believer through participation. The book uses patristic insights to reveal the hidden

mysteries within the familiar rites.

4. Echoes of Heaven: The Divine Liturgy Explained

This work presents a vibrant and accessible explanation of the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom,

portraying it as a window into the heavenly realm. It unpacks the symbolism of the vestments, vessels,

and chants, revealing their profound theological and spiritual significance. The book seeks to foster a

sense of awe and wonder in the sacred worship.

5. A Liturgical Companion: Praying the Divine Liturgy

Designed as a practical companion for worshipers, this book provides guided reflections and

explanations for each part of the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom. It offers historical context and

theological commentary to enhance personal prayer and understanding during the service. The aim is

to enable a more conscious and prayerful participation.

6. The Sacramental Tapestry of St. John Chrysostom

This scholarly yet engaging book meticulously traces the sacramental theology embedded within the

Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom. It explores how each liturgical action points to deeper realities

of grace and communion with God. The book provides a rich theological framework for appreciating

the sacramental life of the Church.

7. Following the Lamb: A Study of the Divine Liturgy



This insightful study focuses on the central theme of Christ as the sacrificial Lamb within the Divine

Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom. It examines how the various prayers and actions direct the faithful

towards encountering Christ in the Eucharist. The book offers a Christocentric perspective on the

entire liturgical celebration.

8. The Beauty of Divine Order: Chrysostom’s Liturgy

This title explores the aesthetic and spiritual beauty found in the structured and ordered celebration of

the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom. It highlights how the harmony of prayer, chant, and ritual

creates an environment conducive to encountering the divine. The book celebrates the rich tradition

and artistry of Orthodox worship.

9. Unveiling the Celestial Banquet: The Divine Liturgy

This book offers an in-depth exploration of the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom as a foretaste of

the heavenly banquet. It explains the symbolism of the offerings, the consecration, and the

communion, emphasizing their connection to the eschatological reality. The work aims to inspire a

deeper appreciation for the transformative power of the Eucharist.
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