
divine liturgy of saint john chrysostom
The Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom is a cornerstone of Orthodox Christian worship, a deeply
spiritual and ancient service that has been the spiritual nourishment for millions for centuries. This
comprehensive article delves into the profound significance, intricate structure, and rich theological
underpinnings of this sacred rite. We will explore its historical origins, tracing its development and the
role of Saint John Chrysostom in its shaping. Understanding the Divine Liturgy is crucial for anyone
seeking to grasp the heart of Orthodox spirituality. This exploration will illuminate the symbolism,
prayers, and actions that constitute this vibrant expression of faith. Prepare to embark on a journey
into the timeless beauty and spiritual depth of the Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom.
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The Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom stands as the most frequently celebrated and widely
recognized Eucharistic liturgy in the Orthodox Church. It is not merely a religious service but a living
testament to the faith, a sacred encounter between God and His people. This ancient rite, imbued
with centuries of tradition and theological depth, offers a profound spiritual experience for believers.
Its structure, prayers, and symbolism are meticulously crafted to guide the faithful through a
transformative journey, culminating in the reception of Holy Communion.

For many, the Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom is the primary means of encountering God in a
tangible way. It is a communal prayer, a shared act of worship that binds the faithful together in
Christ. The beauty of its chants, the solemnity of its rituals, and the potency of its prayers all
contribute to an atmosphere of divine presence. This article aims to demystify this sacred service,
providing a detailed exploration of its components, theological significance, and the personal meaning
it holds for Orthodox Christians worldwide.



Historical Origins and the Role of Saint John
Chrysostom in the Divine Liturgy

The Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom, while bearing his name, is not entirely his creation. Its
roots stretch back to the Apostolic era, evolving from the early Christian practices of communal
prayer and the breaking of bread. However, Saint John Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constantinople in
the late 4th and early 5th centuries, played a pivotal role in its compilation, refinement, and
preservation. He was renowned for his eloquent preaching and his deep understanding of liturgical
theology, which he applied to the existing liturgical forms of the time.

Early Christian Worship and Liturgical Development

The earliest forms of Christian worship were deeply rooted in Jewish synagogue services and the Last
Supper. The Apostle Paul's epistles, particularly his first letter to the Corinthians, provide early
insights into the structure and significance of the Eucharist. These early gatherings likely involved
readings from Scripture, prayers, hymns, and the distribution of bread and wine, symbolizing the body
and blood of Christ. Over time, these practices became more formalized, influenced by the cultural
and administrative contexts of the Roman Empire.

Saint John Chrysostom's Contribution to the Liturgy

Saint John Chrysostom was a prolific writer and preacher, and his liturgical contributions are primarily
found in his catechetical homilies, where he expounded upon the meaning of the liturgy. While he did
not write the entire liturgy from scratch, he is credited with organizing and systematizing the prayers
and rites that were in common use in the Church of Antioch, which was a major center of Christian
learning. His masterful revisions brought clarity, theological precision, and a heightened sense of
reverence to the celebration of the Divine Liturgy. The prayers attributed to him, such as the prayers
of the faithful and the anaphora (Eucharistic prayer), are known for their spiritual depth and eloquent
expression of Orthodox faith.

Evolution and Standardization of the Divine Liturgy

The Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom, as it is celebrated today, is the result of a long process of
evolution and standardization. While the core elements remain consistent, minor variations and
adaptations have occurred over the centuries. The liturgical texts were eventually codified, ensuring a
unified and consistent mode of worship across the Orthodox Church. Despite these developments, the
essential spirit and theological message of the liturgy, as championed by Saint John Chrysostom, have
been faithfully preserved.



The Structure of the Divine Liturgy of Saint John
Chrysostom

The Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom follows a carefully structured, symbolic pattern that
unfolds in distinct stages. This ordered progression is designed to lead the faithful from preparation
and repentance to communion with God and sending forth into the world. Understanding this
structure provides invaluable insight into the theological journey of the liturgy itself, highlighting the
transition from the earthly to the heavenly realm.

The Preliminary Services (Proskomedia and Liturgy of the
Word)

The Liturgy begins with the Proskomedia, a private preparatory service performed by the priest in the
sanctuary. During this time, the Lamb (the portion of bread that will become the Body of Christ) is cut
from the host and placed on the diskos (paten). The particles representing the Theotokos, saints, and
living and departed faithful are also cut and placed around the Lamb. This act symbolizes the Church
Triumphant and Militant, united in prayer. Following the Proskomedia, the public part of the Divine
Liturgy commences with the Liturgy of the Word.

The Liturgy of the Word

This section of the service focuses on the proclamation and hearing of God's Word. It typically
includes:

The Great Litany (Ektenia): A series of petitions and responses, inviting the congregation to pray
for various needs.

Antiphons: Psalms and hymns sung by the choir or congregation, often reflecting themes of
praise and thanksgiving.

The Beatitudes: Readings from the Sermon on the Mount, emphasizing Christ's teachings.

The Small Entrance: A procession with the Gospel book, symbolizing Christ's presence and the
preaching of the Gospel.

The Trisagion: A hymn of praise, "Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, Have Mercy on Us."

The Readings: Passages from the Old and New Testaments, typically an Epistle reading followed
by a Gospel reading.

The Homily: A sermon or explanation of the readings, delivered by the priest.



The Liturgy of the Faithful (Eucharistic Prayer and
Communion)

This is the climax of the Divine Liturgy, where the Holy Eucharist is consecrated and received. It
comprises:

The Great Entrance: A solemn procession with the holy gifts (bread and wine) from the table of
oblation to the altar, symbolizing Christ's passion and resurrection.

The Anaphora (Eucharistic Prayer): The central prayer of consecration, where the priest,
invoking the Holy Spirit, transforms the bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ.

The Lord's Prayer: The prayer taught by Jesus Christ to His disciples.

The Breaking of the Lamb: The priest breaks the consecrated Lamb into four pieces,
symbolizing Christ's broken body.

Holy Communion: The faithful approach the altar to receive the Body and Blood of Christ from
the chalice.

The Post-Communion Prayers and Dismissal: Prayers of thanksgiving and a blessing to send the
faithful forth to live out their faith.

Key Components and Their Significance in the Divine
Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom

Each element within the Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom carries profound theological weight
and symbolic meaning. From the vestments of the clergy to the specific prayers and actions, every
aspect is designed to convey spiritual truths and facilitate a deeper encounter with the divine.

The Holy Icons and the Sacred Space

The icons adorning the walls and iconostasis of an Orthodox church are not mere decorations; they
are windows into heaven, depicting Christ, the Theotokos, saints, and events from salvation history.
They serve as a constant reminder of the communion of saints and the spiritual reality being
experienced during the liturgy. The entire church building itself is a sacred space, representing the
heavenly Jerusalem, and the altar symbolizes the very throne of God.

Vestments of the Clergy



The vestments worn by the priest and deacons are not simply ceremonial attire but represent the
spiritual state and ministry they perform. For example, the sticharion (like a white alb) symbolizes the
purity of baptism and the resurrection. The epitrakhil (stole) signifies the yoke of Christ, and the
phelonion (chasuble) represents the seamless robe of Christ, or sometimes the cloak of authority. The
orarion (stole worn by deacons) signifies the wings of angels.

The Holy Gifts: Bread and Wine

The bread used in the Divine Liturgy is a leavened loaf, known as prosphora. The central portion, the
Lamb, is specially prepared and cut. The wine is typically red and is mixed with water, symbolizing the
blood and water that flowed from Christ's pierced side on the cross.

Sacred Vessels: Diskos and Chalice

The diskos, or paten, is a shallow silver plate upon which the Lamb and other particles are placed
during the Proskomedia. The chalice is the cup from which the faithful receive Holy Communion. Both
are consecrated vessels, handled with reverence and respect.

Chants and Prayers

The Divine Liturgy is rich with sacred chants and prayers, each serving a specific purpose. The Great
Litany is a series of petitions for the Church, the world, and individuals. The Antiphons are sung
psalms and hymns that praise God and express theological truths. The Trisagion is a profound hymn
of adoration. The Anaphora, or Eucharistic Prayer, is the heart of the liturgy, where the consecration
of the Holy Gifts takes place. The Lord's Prayer is a direct address to God, taught by Christ Himself.

Theological Underpinnings and Symbolism in the
Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom

The Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom is a profound theological statement, encapsulating the
core beliefs of Orthodox Christianity. Its rich symbolism offers a tangible expression of abstract
spiritual realities, enabling the faithful to experience God's presence and work in their lives.

The Incarnation and Redemption

The entire liturgy is a commemoration and re-presentation of the Incarnation, life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. The procession of the Gospel book symbolizes Christ's earthly ministry
and the preaching of the Gospel. The Great Entrance, with the presentation of the gifts, mirrors
Christ's self-offering on the cross. The consecration of the bread and wine signifies His sacrificial



death and victorious resurrection.

The Holy Trinity

The doxologies and prayers often invoke the Holy Trinity: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The
invocation of the Holy Spirit during the Anaphora, known as the Epiclesis, is crucial, as it is believed
that the Holy Spirit effects the transformation of the gifts into the Body and Blood of Christ. The
Trisagion hymn directly addresses the Holy Trinity.

The Church as the Body of Christ

The Divine Liturgy is a manifestation of the Church as the mystical Body of Christ. The participation of
the clergy and laity, united in worship, demonstrates this interconnectedness. The particles offered
during the Proskomedia, representing the faithful, further underscore the unity of the Church on earth
and in heaven.

The Heavenly Liturgy

Orthodox theology teaches that the earthly liturgy is a participation in the heavenly liturgy, as
described in the Book of Revelation. The angelic hosts and the saints are seen as present and
worshipping alongside the faithful. The beauty and solemnity of the Orthodox liturgy are intended to
reflect this heavenly reality.

Sacrifice and Communion

The liturgy is understood as both a sacrifice and a communion. It is a spiritual sacrifice, a re-
presentation of Christ's one-time sacrifice on the cross, offered to God the Father for the salvation of
the world. Simultaneously, it is a communion, a divine meal where the faithful partake of the very
Body and Blood of Christ, receiving spiritual nourishment and divine grace.

Participation and Meaning for the Faithful in the Divine
Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom

Active and prayerful participation in the Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom is essential for the
spiritual growth and fulfillment of the Orthodox faithful. It is not a passive observance but a vibrant
engagement that nourishes the soul and transforms the believer.



Understanding and Prayerful Engagement

For the faithful, the Divine Liturgy is an opportunity to deepen their relationship with God.
Understanding the meaning behind the prayers, chants, and actions enhances the prayerful
engagement. This can be achieved through pre-liturgy preparation, post-liturgy reflection, and
consistent attendance. The liturgy provides a structured framework for prayer, allowing believers to
offer their joys, sorrows, and petitions to God.

The Role of Holy Communion

Receiving Holy Communion is the central act of the Divine Liturgy. It is believed that through the
reception of the consecrated Body and Blood of Christ, the faithful are united with Him, receive
forgiveness of sins, and are strengthened in their spiritual life. Proper preparation, including fasting
and confession, is emphasized before approaching the Holy Chalice.

Living the Liturgy

The spiritual transformation experienced during the Divine Liturgy is meant to extend beyond the
church walls. The faithful are called to "live the liturgy," embodying the love, compassion, and
holiness of Christ in their daily lives. This involves serving others, practicing forgiveness, and striving
for spiritual growth in all aspects of their existence.

The Community of Faith

The Divine Liturgy is a powerful expression of the Church as a community. By worshipping together,
the faithful experience a profound sense of unity and fellowship. The shared prayers, hymns, and
reception of Communion strengthen the bonds of love and mutual support within the Christian
community. It is a reminder that they are all part of the one Body of Christ.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of the Divine Liturgy
of Saint John Chrysostom

The Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom remains the vibrant heart of Orthodox Christian worship,
a timeless testament to the enduring power of faith and tradition. Its meticulously crafted structure,
rich symbolism, and profound theological underpinnings offer a transformative spiritual experience for
countless believers across the globe. From its ancient roots to its contemporary celebration, this
sacred rite continues to nourish souls, foster community, and draw the faithful into a deeper
communion with God.

The legacy of Saint John Chrysostom is profoundly evident in the clarity, beauty, and spiritual depth of



this liturgy. It serves not only as a central act of worship but as a comprehensive teaching tool,
conveying the core tenets of Orthodox Christianity through its prayers, chants, and sacred actions.
For those who participate, the Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom is an encounter with the divine,
a participation in the heavenly realm, and a call to live out the Gospel in the world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some key differences between the Divine Liturgy of
St. John Chrysostom and other Orthodox liturgies?
While the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom is the most commonly used, other Orthodox Churches
also have their own liturgical traditions. For example, the Divine Liturgy of St. Basil the Great is used
on specific feast days and is generally longer and more elaborate. The Divine Liturgy of St. James is
even older and more rarely celebrated. The core structure and theological meaning remain similar,
but there are variations in prayers, chants, and rubrics.

What is the significance of the Anaphora in the Divine Liturgy
of St. John Chrysostom?
The Anaphora, also known as the Great Thanksgiving or Eucharistic Prayer, is the central part of the
Divine Liturgy. It's where the consecration of the bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ
takes place. It typically includes a dialogue, thanksgiving, remembrance of Christ's saving acts, the
epiclesis (invocation of the Holy Spirit), and prayers for the Church and the departed.

How has the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom evolved
over time?
While the core structure has remained remarkably consistent, the Divine Liturgy of St. John
Chrysostom has undergone some minor developments and adaptations throughout history. These
include changes in the language of celebration (from Koine Greek to vernacular languages), the
introduction of certain hymns or readings, and variations in musical styles. However, the fundamental
theological and spiritual content has been preserved.

What is the role of the faithful during the Divine Liturgy of St.
John Chrysostom?
The faithful are not passive observers but active participants. Their role involves offering prayers,
singing hymns, listening to the readings and sermon, and, most importantly, receiving Holy
Communion. Their participation is considered essential for the full realization of the liturgical mystery.

What are the main sections of the Divine Liturgy of St. John
Chrysostom?
The Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom can be broadly divided into three main parts: 1. The Liturgy
of the Word (including the preliminary rites, readings from the Old and New Testaments, and the



homily), 2. The Liturgy of the Eucharist (which includes the Anaphora, consecration, and communion),
and 3. The concluding rites (including prayers of thanksgiving and dismissal).

Why is St. John Chrysostom so closely associated with this
particular Divine Liturgy?
St. John Chrysostom, an influential Archbishop of Constantinople in the late 4th and early 5th
centuries, is credited with compiling and refining the liturgical texts that form the basis of this widely
used Divine Liturgy. While the liturgy likely has roots in earlier traditions, his work standardized and
popularized it, making his name inextricably linked to it.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom, each with a short
description:

_1. The Divine Liturgy: An Explanation_
This accessible guide delves into the theological significance and historical development of the Divine
Liturgy as celebrated in the Eastern Orthodox Church. It breaks down each section of the liturgy,
offering insights into the prayers, gestures, and symbolism that enrich the worship experience.
Readers will gain a deeper appreciation for the spiritual depth and communal nature of this ancient
service.

_2. Treasury of the Divine Liturgy_
A comprehensive resource for understanding the Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom, this book
offers extensive commentary on the text and rubrics. It explores the scriptural foundations, patristic
interpretations, and the liturgical tradition that has shaped this central act of Orthodox worship. It
serves as both a devotional aid and a scholarly exploration for those seeking a profound
understanding.

_3. The Beauty of the Orthodox Liturgy_
This title focuses on the aesthetic and spiritual dimensions of the Divine Liturgy, highlighting its rich
tradition of chanting, iconography, and sacred space. It aims to convey the awe-inspiring beauty and
transcendent nature of Orthodox worship. The book invites readers to experience the Divine Liturgy
not just intellectually but also emotionally and spiritually, fostering a deeper connection to God.

_4. Unveiling the Divine Liturgy_
This book provides a clear and insightful exploration of the structure and meaning behind the Divine
Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom. It demystifies the various parts of the service, from the opening
anaphora to the final blessing. The author unpacks the theological concepts and practical application
of the liturgy for the faithful.

_5. The Mystical Theology of the Divine Liturgy_
This profound work delves into the deeply spiritual and mystical aspects of the Divine Liturgy, viewing
it as a participation in the heavenly realm. It examines how the earthly worship mirrors the celestial
realities and the transformative power of the sacraments within the liturgy. The book is for those who
seek a deeper, more contemplative understanding of the liturgy.

_6. The Liturgy of the Word: An Orthodox Perspective_



Specifically focusing on the first part of the Divine Liturgy, this book meticulously analyzes the
readings from Holy Scripture, the homily, and the prayers of petition. It highlights the importance of
the Word of God in preparing the faithful for the Holy Eucharist. The author explores how the Liturgy
of the Word nourishes the soul and guides the faithful.

_7. The Liturgy of the Eucharist: A Patristic Study_
This scholarly volume offers a detailed examination of the anaphora and the consecration of the Holy
Eucharist within the Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom. It draws heavily from the writings of the
Church Fathers to explain the theology of the real presence and the sacrificial nature of the liturgy. It
is an essential read for those interested in the historical and theological underpinnings of the
Eucharist.

_8. Through the Liturgy: A Spiritual Journey_
This book takes readers on a personal journey through the Divine Liturgy, offering reflections and
meditations on its spiritual significance. It connects the liturgical rites to the spiritual life of the
believer, providing practical guidance for participating more fully in the worship. The aim is to
transform worship into a deeply personal encounter with Christ.

_9. The Divine Liturgy in Action: Understanding Orthodox Worship_
This practical and informative guide explains the Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom for those
new to Orthodox Christianity or seeking to understand it better. It covers the basic elements of the
service, the roles of clergy and laity, and the overall meaning of communal worship. The book aims to
make the liturgy accessible and relatable for all.
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