[image: image1.png]



Liturgy 

of 

Divine Worship

Supplement to the Common Liturgy: 

Explanations, Comments, and Notes
GENERAL COMMENTS/CONSIDERATIONS
In developing a Common EOC Liturgy, several goals provided guidance:  

First, we looked at all the existing Eucharist Liturgies in use among the EOC parishes and tried, as much as possible, to create the Common Liturgy with sufficient flexibility to allow for some of the variations and diversity now in practice to still be possible.  Boxes have been used for text/rubrics that are less critical to the flow and essential content of the Liturgy, allowing for a shorter and longer version to be used within the same document.

Secondly, we tried to stay as true as possible to the existing St. John Chrysostom Liturgy as approved by other Orthodox jurisdictions, except where we have determined these to be excessive in content and repetition.  Our conviction is that if we are going to use the word “Orthodox” in our name we should represent that tradition with integrity and keep the texts and liturgical formulas intact unless there is really good, significant, and agreed upon reasons for departing from them.  That same integrity, of course, should guide also the well thought out places where adaptations are made to more nearly reflect our “evangelical orthodox” sensibilities.
Thirdly, our goal was to accomplish a document that gets us all saying the same things the same way at approximately the same places, in at least all the sections of the Liturgy that are essential to its integrity.

Finally, our goal was to give primary importance to the Chrysostom Liturgy as it was used during the relatively undivided centuries of the Church.  It should be noted that what today is called the St. John Chrysostom Liturgy is really somewhat of a misnomer, for much has been added over the centuries to what St. Chrysostom (347-407 A.D.) actually developed.  His liturgy was really not that much different than what St. Justin Martyr (100-165 A.D.) described in his day.  The main things St. John added were a more pronounced entrance rite and a more pronounced peace greeting.  Most everything else has been added since then or was drawn from other sources, though the Liturgy is still attributed to him.  
So, in trying to unpack the influences on the later developments of the Liturgy and arrive at a Common EOC Liturgy that is not too cumbersome, we focused primarily on those elements that were added during the 1st 800 years or so when the Church was relatively undivided.  Even within that time period, some additions seemed more essential whereas others related more to particularities of culture and how or where the Liturgy was being used; so some of these, even though they were kept, were made optional.  

The following chart from the Liturgical Theology class at St. Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Seminary may be helpful to review at this point, since it shows when various elements were added to the St. Chrysostom Liturgy.
----------

Justin Martyr, First Apology 65, 67 (ca. 150)

· Readings

· Preaching

· Common Prayers

· Kiss of Peace

· Transfer of Gifts

· Anaphora

· [Fraction]

· Communion

· [Dismissal]
John Chrysostom (late 4th century)

· Added a more pronounced ritual for the entrance of the bishop and people

· Added a more pronounced peace greeting

· The rest basically remained as described by St. Justin above
Today (up to the Anaphora)

Various items were gradually added over the next several centuries. The current form of St. John Chrysostom’s liturgy was mostly in place by the 8th – 9th centuries, with a few minor changes made up until the 12 century, as can be seen below.
Enarxis (Beginning/”pre-service” rites)
· Opening Doxology [11th century]

· Great Synapte (Great Litany) [10th – 11th c.]

· Prayer of Antiphon 1 

· Antiphon 1 

        

· Small Synapte (Little Litany)

· Prayer of Antiphon 2

· Antiphon 2                 

· Small Synapte (Little Litany)

· Prayer of Antiphon 3

· Antiphon 3 



· Prayer of Entrance [5th c.?]

· Entrance

· Troparia [after 12th c.]

· Prayer of Trisagion

· Trisagion [5th c.]

Synaxis (Liturgy of the Word)
· Epistle Reading

· Prokeimenon

· Gospel

· Sermon

· Ektene (Augmented Litany) [after 10th c.]

· Litany for the Catechumens [4th c.]

· Litanies and prayers of the faithful [4th c.]  
**This was the original place of the Great Litany

Eucharist: Great Entrance and Preparatory Rites before Communion
· Prayer [8th c. in Basil; 10-12th c. in Chrysostom; 15th c. in Present Liturgy]

· (Washing of hands in hierarchical liturgy) [4th c.]

· Incensation [13-14th c.]

· Cherubic Hymn [573-574]

· Clergy go to Prothesis (Table of Preparation)

Incensation of gifts [8th c.]

· Procession with gifts

Commemorations [13-16thc.]
· Deposition of gifts on altar

Covering of gifts

Incensation [5th c.?]

Troparia (“The Noble Joseph,” etc.) [14th c. ff.]

· Litany and prayer [11th c.]

· Creed

· The rest as in earlier liturgy, except some embellishments to the dismissal

-------

The biggest departure in our Common Liturgy from the current St. John Liturgy as it is in use in other jurisdictions today is found in the omission of the 3 Antiphons at the beginning, and in the consolidation of the Great and Augmented litanies into one litany and the positioning of it at its original place at the end of the Liturgy of the Word.  
Please remember, a judgment is not being made on the value of anything that is omitted.  The intent is to focus on those things that are central and essential to the Liturgy’s primary purpose, and to omit or make optional those things that have already been said in one form or another and may serve to make the Liturgy unnecessarily cumbersome and excessive.  Obviously, that is somewhat relative, which is why some flexibility has been added by using the optional boxes.
SPECIFIC COMMENTS AND EXPLANATIONS
Two books written by the late Fr. Alexander Schmemann, Liturgy and Life, and The Eucharist, are recommended reading, for they are the two primary sources used here for explanations of various actions within the Liturgy.  Many of the comments below are taken directly from these books.  In The Eucharist, Fr. Schmemann refers to the Liturgy and each of its primary movements as sacramental, as the revelation of the genuine nature of all things, as a visible manifestation of invisible mysteries.   The Liturgy is “symbolic,” but that doesn’t mean it merely illustrates past events or absent realities; rather, the Liturgy actually manifests what is present here and now.  Through the Holy Spirit, the Liturgy is a participation in the invisible Kingdom of God.  And we enter into all this by faith, which is the very “evidence of things not seen (Heb. 11:1).” 
The Sacrament of Assembly/Preparatory Rites
The Liturgy is the “Sacrament of the Assembly.”  Christ came to “gather into one the children of God who were scattered abroad” (Jn. 11:52), and from the very beginning the Eucharist was a manifestation and realization of the unity of the new people of God, gathered by Christ and in Christ.  We need to be thoroughly aware that we come to the temple not for individual prayer but to assemble together as the Church, and the visible temple itself signifies and is but an image of the temple not made by hands.  Therefore, the “assembly as the Church” is in reality the first liturgical act, the foundation of the entire liturgy; and unless one understands this, one cannot understand the rest of the celebration.  Fr. Schmemann says, When I say that I am going to church, it means I am going into the assembly of the faithful in order, together with them, to constitute the Church, in order to be what I became on the day of my baptism – a member, in the fullest, absolute meaning of the term, of the body of Christ.  ‘You are the body of Christ and individuality members of it,” says the apostle (1 Cor. 12:27).  I go to manifest and realize my membership, to manifest and witness before God and the world the mystery of the kingdom of God, which already ‘has come in power.’”  
Assembling is not just a necessary step to get to the Liturgy – it is a very essential part of the Liturgy, in deed the very foundation of it, sacramental in every sense of the word.  For in the assembly, what is true but often invisible much of the time – that we are the unified, grace-filled Body of Christ – is made visible.  The rituals that take place as the people of God are assembling – vesting, gathering the gifts to be offered, reverencing icons, altar prayers, censing, singing, antiphons, psalm reading, candle lighting, etc., as well as the very architecture and layout of the temple itself, all serve to reinforce and create an atmosphere that communicates the very purpose of the gathering – the bringing together, yea the assembly, of all creation that we might lift it up in thanksgiving unto God, asking Him in return to bless our offering by His Holy Spirit and make it life-giving.  In doing this, we manifest afresh the reality of who we are – the very Body of Christ – for we are entering into His own love for the Father, and into His ministry for the life of the world.  
Although more will be said about it later when we consider the Sacrament of Offering, a word should be mentioned here about the matter of offering.  As we gather for Eucharist, we do so to offer in thanksgiving everything we are and have, symbols of all creation, in and because of the once-for-all offering of Christ.  He has entered into the “stuff” of our existence and offered it to the Father, restoring all things to their original purpose in His perfect offering.  Expressing the nature of Eucharist in this sense of offering, it is an essential aspect of worship that each member of the church brings something to offer.  Of course, this primarily means our sacrifice of heartfelt praise and thanksgiving and adoration of God.  But such a sacrificial offering is not in “spirit” only – it is tangible.  It is symbolized in the bringing of the first fruits (tithe) of our income, the first fruits of our produce or groceries for the poor, the offering of bread and wine for communion – all of which is an offering of our very selves and all of creation back to God in thanksgiving in and because Christ has restored all these things to His purposes and has so abundantly blessed us.

It is also worth noting that it is somewhat of a unique aspect of eastern worship that when people enter it feels like the service has already begun.  While that may be a little concerning at first to uninitiated visitors, one of its purposes is to remind us that we are joining a “Liturgy” that is already in progress, in fact that is always going on before the throne of God – a Liturgy to which we have been given the awesome privilege of joining our particular worship.
Although there are a number of personal acts of devotion and preparation that one may do upon entering, one practice is worthy of mention – that of marking one’s self with holy water. 

People do many things to help them remember important or life-changing events in their lives.  Diplomas and certificates help us remember graduations and other milestone achievements.  Pictures help capture special moments.  Likewise, when God parted the waters of the Jordan River so the Israelites could pass through into the Promised Land, He then told them to mark the event by taking 12 stones out of the Jordan and piling them up on the river bank.  He said it would be a memorial to help them and future generations remember the miracle.  
Furthermore, Jesus, at His baptism in the Jordan, reclaimed water as a vehicle of God’s grace.  The primary place where that is most visible is in the waters of baptism, through which we are now delivered from bondage to sin, death, and the devil, and made citizens of the Kingdom of God.  The miracle of God’s deliverance and radical conversion granted us by faith through the waters of baptism is an even greater event than the water-related deliverances of the Old Covenant.  And one of the primary ways we remember our baptism is by marking ourselves with holy water when we enter the temple for worship. Every time we dip our fingers in the bowl and make the sign of the cross on our foreheads we remember and thank God for the glorious transfer from darkness to light that He accomplished at our baptisms, and we commit ourselves anew to our baptismal covenant.  And, through the action of the Holy Spirit, this liturgical “remembrance” makes a past event a present and living reality that we enter into all over again.  
This action, together with the practice many have of lighting a devotional prayer candle, going around and kissing certain icons, etc, does not make God more present to us per se; it helps to make us more present to Him, and more aware of His abiding presence.
The Liturgy of the Word
Sacrament of the Kingdom/Call to Attention and Worship
The Liturgy of the Word begins when the celebrant takes the Gospel Book from the altar and, making the sign of the cross with it over the altar, proclaims “Blessed is the Kingdom of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit…”  The kingdom of God is the real “theme” of the Eucharist, for it is the reality of the kingdom that will be manifested and communicated to us in the Eucharistic celebration.  Jesus began His public ministry proclaiming, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand.”  Thus, this blessing announces with joy that the eternal Kingdom of God has indeed come and is the direction, the ultimate goal of the movement which now begins, of the mystical “procession” which is now on its way.  We have already left the earth with all its earthly cares; we are going to join Christ in His eternal passage from this world to the Father. 
The congregation responds with Amen, manifesting its acceptance of and participation in this goal.  Amen means “so be it” or “let it be so.”  The Gospel Book is used in the blessing because it is a symbol of Christ, the Logos of God, in whom the Kingdom comes to us.  To bless the kingdom is to confess it as our highest value, the object of our desire, love, and hope, to witness before the world that Christ’s reign is here. 
Immediately following the Kingdom proclamation, the Beatitudes – the attitudes or virtues that adorn citizens of the Kingdom of God – may be said or sung, then an opening prayer is offered and a call to attentiveness is issued by the Deacon.  All that we are getting ready to do is the true wisdom of God, though it may seem as foolishness to the world.  “The Lord has built a house.  He has set a table.  He has invited us to participate in a royal feast and walk in the way of wisdom.  Let us enter with full attention.”  It is a call to recognize the utter and incredible awe and wisdom of what we are about to do, and to respond with single-minded attentiveness and devotion.  These words from Proverbs 9 expand the original simpler phrase ‘Wisdom! Let us attend!” in order to give a little more understanding of what is being called for by the deacon. 
Sacrament of Procession/Little Entrance and Trisagion
After or as Psalm ninety-five or some other call-to-worship song is sung and the clergy and assistants are in their places, the priest may announce a theme for the day or lead the congregation in saying or singing antiphonal festal verses, then the procession or little entrance takes place.  Whether it begins from the back and involves all clergy and assistants or whether it is the celebrant only and is a simple procession in front of the altar, this is primarily the entrance of the Church in Christ, who has entered into the very depths of our humanity and made His ascension back to the Father; raising us with Him.  We enter in Him and with Him, symbolized by the procession of the Gospel Book, to the very heavenly Sanctuary.  In this “Little” Entrance we make a crucial step forward: gathered on earth, as a human community, we are now approaching the glory of the Throne of God, we are being introduced into His ineffable Presence.  It is not so much that He descends to our altar as that we ascend to His throne, for that is where our true life is hid with Christ. 
Except on special occasions, such as at Easter, the priest primarily performs the entrance, the deacon preparing the space before him with incense and an attendant bearing the cross by which Christ removed the barrier and rent the veil that separated us from God.  But even though the priest performs the entrance - since he stands as the head within the local Body, (not apart from it) - spiritually the whole congregation enters with him and in him.  When the people turn and face the entrance and bow they are primarily doing so as a sign of their participation, as if to show their understanding and acceptance of the fact that they also are entering into this procession with full assent.  As the Thrice-Holy Hymn or another entrance song is sung, the procession makes its way toward the altar.  “Holy, Holy, Holy…” we sing, verbalizing and experiencing that strange mix of emotions: trembling in the presence of the Pure and Wholly Other, and at the same time filled with deep joy and peace because He has made us holy in His Son and now welcomes us into His presence.  Words cannot describe that; it can only be experienced through the Spirit in the Liturgy.
Sacrament of the Word/Scripture Readings, Homily
The climax of the Liturgy of the Word is reached when, after the Gospel Book “enters” and the celebrant greets the people with “Peace be with you,” the assigned Scriptures are introduced, read, responded to, and explained.  As Fr. Schmemann declares, “God will speak to us, his eternal Word will be given to us again and we will receive it.”  
The Liturgy of the Word proper includes: The peace greeting; The introduction of the Old Testament passage and its reading, followed by the opportunity for the people to respond to it in song; The introduction and reading of the Epistle (and more opportunity for song if it is the custom); The singing of the Alleluia and the censing of the Gospel Book by the deacon; The reading of the Gospel Lesson by the priest; The sermon by the bishop/priest or another appointed by him to explain the Scriptures that have been read, especially the Gospel.  
In reference to the reading of Scripture in the Liturgy, a word should be said.  The origin of such reading developing into an ordained office in the church is unclear.  It is known that in antiquity when illiteracy was widespread and few could read, those who could read were held in high esteem, and this was true in the Church as well.  Whether this fact or the more stylized and formal character of cathedral worship, or some other factor, led to the office of Reader in the Church, we do not know.  In Jewish tradition, which likely carried over in some form in the early Church, once a child reaches the age of 12 or 13 Bar Mitzvah occurs, a kind of spiritual coming-of-age ritual.  After a young person goes through this ritual he or she is considered responsible for his or her spiritual life, and is granted the privilege of sharing in all the practices of the Jewish community – including the public reading of the Torah.

Likewise, in the EOC we have counted all adult members – young and old - of our church communities as eligible to read the Scriptures in our liturgical services, if they have a desire to do so and are able or willing to be taught to read them well.  Thus, all orders of the Church take part in the Liturgy of the Word.  The text of the Scriptures is given to the whole Church, but its interpretation is primarily the special “teaching office,” which belongs to the bishop/priest, or someone they appoint.   The liturgical sermon, which was considered by the Fathers to be an essential and integral part of the Eucharist, is the main expression of the teaching ministry of the Church.  It must be neither neglected (for it is an organic preparation for communion in the Body and Blood of Christ) nor deviated from its unique purpose: that of conveying to the people the Word of God, by which the Church lives and grows.  The genuine sermon is neither simply an explanation of what was read by knowledgeable and competent persons, not a transmission to the listeners of the theological knowledge of the preacher, nor a meditation of the gospel text.  In general, it is not a sermon about the gospel, but a preaching of the gospel itself.
This is also as good a place as any to mention a few words regarding music in the church.  Fr. Schmemann speaks of two kinds of singing that have significant precedence in the Church’s history.  Psalmodic music was more focused on content, which the melody served, such as the singing of Scriptural texts.  This music expressed the more verbal nature of worship.  Melismatic music, however, was more focused on the experience of worship as a real contact with the transcendent, and thus the melody took precedence over word.  The repetitive singing of “alleluia” before the Gospel reading, for instance, is an example of melismatic music.  From this simple history lesson we gain a great insight into choosing music for our own worship.  It would seem that music that is primarily designed to convey truth as well as music that is primarily designed for experiencing and having a real encounter with God both have their place.  Of course, “content” music should have a melody that supports it well, and “experience” music should still express what is true.
Finally, it is also important to note that the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Faithful – or as some refer to it, Word and Sacrament – are not isolated or disconnected from each other.  They are an organic whole.  The Liturgy of the Word presupposes its fulfillment in communion with the Word.  The Word speaks to us and we listen, and our response is to take Him, His life, into our hearts and lives through participation in His Body and Blood.  Although for teaching purposes the Liturgy of the Word may be considered separately from the Liturgy of the Faithful, each loses something when it is separated from the other.  The Liturgy of the Word prepares us for the Liturgy of the Faithful, but there is a sense in which communion takes place in both; for we take the words of Christ into our minds and hearts as food, which prepares us to take Him into our mouths and bodies in the bread and wine that has become for us a participation in His Body and Blood, His very life.
Sacrament of Intercession
“In peace, let us pray to the Lord.”  The traditional EOC Litany actually consists of 2 litanies that have been combined.  The first part, from the prayer that begins “For the peace…” to the prayer that begins “For orphans…” is an adaptation of the original Great Litany.  The remaining prayers which are specifically for our parish and local community, are adaptations of the original Augmented Litany.  The Great Litany has been restored to its original place in the Liturgy – at the end of the Liturgy of the Word/beginning of the Liturgy of the Faithful.  The litany used in the main text of the Common Liturgy is actually an EOC adaptation that has been used from the earliest days of our communion and has become rather fixed in the practice of most of our parishes.  For those wanting to use the “official” litany commonly used today in St. John’s Liturgy, that litany and others have been placed in the back for optional use.  

Of the Great Litany, Fr. Alexander Schmemann says this: “…we offer common supplications made with one accord.  Do we understand the entire significance and, chiefly, the entire newness of these prayers – prayers of the Church herself?  Do we understand that this is not ‘simply’ the prayer of a man or a group of people, but the prayer of Christ himself to His Father, which has been granted to us, and that this gift of Christ’s prayer, of his mediation, of his intercession is the first and greatest gift of the Church?  We pray in Christ, and He, through His Holy Spirit, prays in us, who are gathered in His name.  ‘And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, Abba! Father!’  We can add nothing to His prayer, but according to His will, according to His love, we have become members of His body, we are one with Him and have participation in His protection and intercession for the world.  
The apostle Paul, urging the faithful ‘First of all…that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all men,’ adds: ‘For there is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the man Jesus Christ.’  And that is why the prayer of the Church is a divine-human prayer, for the Church is Christ’s humanity, with Him standing at its head: “I in them and thou in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that thou hast sent me.’”  So, we stand with uplifted hands, the ancient priestly stance, and we enter into Christ’s own intercessions, who “ever lives to make intercession for us.”

Our Litany, combining the Great Litany and the Augmented Litany present in contemporary Orthodox Liturgies, holds in proper tension two equally important truths.  On the one hand each person and the local parish are called to die to themselves and lay down their own private or personal needs and enter into the intercession of the Church for the whole world.  Yet, on the other hand, once we have done that, another truth is quickly brought home to us – that Christ cares for each of us personally and for our local parish, and thus personal and local needs are prayed for as well.  Christianity is both directed to the whole, and to each unique person.
At the end of the Litany a final transitional prayer is prayed that prepares the way for the Liturgy of the Faithful, the Eucharist proper: “And now enable us to worship You blamelessly in awe and love, and share in Your holy Mysteries without condemnation…”
The Liturgy of the Faithful (Communion)
As the Liturgy of the Word draws to a close, the deacon leads the prayer for “visitors, catechumens, penitents, and all seekers of truth.”  This is because in antiquity those who were not allowed to partake of communion were prayed for and dismissed.  Thus, the second half of the service was referred to as the Liturgy of the Faithful, because only the faithful remained in the temple.  Even though in contemporary practice we don’t dismiss anyone - i.e. those who don’t commune are allowed to remain and are even invited up to come forward and receive a blessing - it is still good to remember that the Liturgy of the Faithful is just what it says: for the “faithful.”  

In the EOC we do not believe we are the only “faithful,” therefore communion is not refused to faithful members of other Christian churches who may be gathered with us – but neither is our welcome to them treated flippantly.  As our guidelines say, “faithful” means “those who: are baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; are dedicated to living a holy life by God’s grace; are able to freely confess the ancient creedal essentials of the Faith; believe that the bread and wine become for us, in a mystery, the Body and Blood of Christ as He himself said; are committed to and regularly offering oneself in the midst of a local Christian community of faith (in other words tangibly accountable); and are at least respectful towards the practices of our tradition so that our communion is shared in peace.”  It is important that each of our own faithful be responsible to make sure any visitors they bring understand both that we are glad to have them with us, and that there are guidelines for entering into communion with us.  They need to be aware of those guidelines in order to make an informed decision about partaking.  It is also important that we who are communing members hold ourselves to the same standards we expect of others and that we bear well the title of “faithful,” walking faithfully in that life which is ours in Christ.  
This second part of the service, The Liturgy of the Faithful, is the most intimate gathering of the family of God, gathered in Christ before the throne of God, by the power of the Holy Spirit.  As such, the faithful enter both solemnly and with tremendous joy and gratitude into that awesome reality into which they have been granted an eternal participation.  Even though in contemporary practice we don’t lock the doors with only communicants inside, it is still important to recognize that the Liturgy of the Faithful is by necessity an intentional withdrawal from the world.  But it is a withdrawal that is very much for the salvation and life of the world; for we gather to offer the once for all offering of Christ for that very purpose.  

This Eucharistic offering is a priestly work in which the whole Church participates.  It is not the work of the priest/bishop in which everyone else is a spectator; it is the work of everyone together as the Church entering into the offering and intercession of Christ for the life of the world, recognizing that we have been made worthy to do so only by His grace.
Sacrament of Offering/Offertory, Presentation of Gifts
The Cherubic Hymn, the censing of the Altar and congregation, the preparation of the altar to receive the gifts, the movement of the Gospel Book to the altar (if not already there) and the procession of the eucharistic elements to the Altar (Great Entrance) constitute the first essential “movement” of the Liturgy of the Faithful: the Offertory, which is the sacrificial act of the Church offering to God the oblation of our lives.  We speak very often of the sacrifice of Christ, but so easily forget that the sacrifice of Christ requests and implies our own sacrifice, or rather our “uniting ourselves” to the sacrifice of Christ, for we are His Body and the partakers of His Life.  A sacrifice is the natural movement of love, which is the gift of oneself, a self-denial for the sake of the Other.  Thus, the life of the Church, being His life in us and our life in Him, is necessarily a sacrificial life, a movement of love towards God.  As such, it is possible for us to realize that, at this first stage of the eucharistic movement, the Bread and Wine that are being offered in the rite of Offertory stand for us, i.e. for our life, for the whole of our existence, for the entire world created by God for us.  They are our food, but food is what makes us live, is that which becomes our body.  By offering it to God,               by sacrificing it to Him, we show that our life is “given away” to Him, that we join Christ, our Head, in His movement of total love and sacrifice.  As was mentioned earlier, this sacrificial aspect of our worship begins to be manifested when we first gather – for that matter even before we gather – as we each prepare our own tangible symbols and expressions of our offering with us – our tithes and offerings of money and food or other sacrificial gifts for the life of the church and the world.
Let us stress again – our sacrifice in the Eucharist is not distinct from that of Christ; it is not a new sacrifice.  Christ offered Himself once and for all, and His sacrifice, being full and perfect, makes any new sacrifice needless.  But it is precisely the meaning of our eucharistic offering, that in it we are given the priceless possibility of “entering” into Christ’s sacrifice, of being participants of His unique offering of Himself to God.  Or, in other terms, His unique and perfect Sacrifice has made it possible for us – the Church, His Body – to be restored and readmitted into the fullness of true humanity: the sacrifice of everything back to God in praise and love.  The one who has not understood this sacrificial character of the Eucharist, who has come to receive but not to give, has not accepted the very spirit of the Church, which is above everything else the acceptance of, and the participation in, Christ’s sacrifice.  He is the Offerer and the Offered, the Receiver and the Received.  Thus in the procession of Offertory our very life is being brought to the Altar, presented to God in an act of love and adoration in the gifts of bread and wine and in the first fruits of God’s provision and blessing, for in Christ’s offering our very life has become offering and sacrifice.  
The Confession of Love and Faith 
Since the sacrifice of the Church is the sacrifice of love, the movement of the offertory is completed, “sealed” by the Exchange of Peace.  “Let us love one another that we may make our offering in peace and with one mind confess: The Father, The Son, and The Holy Spirit! The Trinity, one in essence and undivided!”  Christ told his disciples that if they brought their gift to the altar and there remember that they had given cause for their brother to have something against them that they should leave their gift and be reconciled to their brother first, then come back and offer their gift.  Since the sacrifice we come to offer is a sacrifice of love and communion, it would be hypocritical to offer it when we have knowingly injured love and communion with one of our brothers for whom Christ sacrificed Himself.  So, as we come to offer ourselves in the once for all offering of Christ, we do so in the love and peace His sacrifice has demonstrated and made possible for us, and we affirm that in the exchange of peace.  
Then, after expressing our unity of love, we express, in the Creed, our unity of faith.  The unity of the Church is not a partial, limited, human unity (national, social, emotional, etc.).  It is the unity of Truth: the divinely revealed, total, and absolute Truth.  The one who does not accept it, does not belong to the Church, for he has preferred something else to the Truth; he has blinded himself and is still the slave of the “old life,” with its errors, darkness and sins.  Of the Truth, the Creed is the confession and thus, the criterion.   It is a symbol, giving tangible expression to an absolute truth that ultimately can’t be limited to or contained by the words themselves, but provides a touch-point of grace with something greater than our ability to fully comprehend.
The Anaphora 

Now the movement which began with the initial blessing of the Kingdom has brought us to this supreme moment in which that which is human will be totally assumed by the Divine, transformed into the Divine, and given back to us for our communion with the Divine, our participation in the Kingdom of God: “Let us stand with dignity, let us stand in awe…”  
First, there is a dialogue between the priest and the people: “The Grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God the Father, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you.”  “And with your spirit.”  The whole movement of salvation is this grace of Christ uniting us to the love of the Father, the love of the Father pouring on us the Holy Spirit – the new, the abundant, the eternal life.  “Let us lift up our hearts.”  “We lift them up unto the Lord!”  We have been moving constantly upwards in the movement of Ascension.  And here we are now, out of time, out of the world, in the glory of the “new aeon,” in the ineffable Presence of God.  There is but one thing we can do, one reaction we can give to this Presence, one last and ultimate act: “Let us give thanks unto the Lord.” – Eucharistisomen!  
When a man stands before God, face to face, when he has been accepted into this Presence, when his sins are forgiven and he has recovered his pristine beauty, the Eucharist – thanksgiving, adoration, worship – is truly the ultimate and the total expression of his whole being.  Man was created for Eucharist – for the pure love of God, for the sake of God, for the recognition of God as the content of his very life, as the Goal of all his goals, the Answer to all his questions, the Purpose of all his desires, the Object of all his knowledge, the Fulfillment of all his power and his thirst for love.  
Eucharist is the Divine element, the Image of God in us.  But in sin, man has lost that pure Eucharist.  He has directed his life, his love, his care towards other objects; he has become incapable of Eucharist. i.e. thanksgiving, which is the state of man in paradise.  But Eucharist was restored by Christ.  His whole life was eucharistic – made of love and adoration, totally ordained to God.  He offered Himself to His Father, a total, complete and pure Eucharist, the only one worthy of God.  Therefore, there is no other Eucharist but Christ’s and there is no other Eucharist but Christ.  And, once more, we are given it, we are united to it, it has become our Eucharist, because we are His Body, we are of “His bones and of His flesh.”  He assumed our humanity and offered His Eucharist on behalf of all and for all, making us – sinful and unworthy as we are – partakers of it.
The Great Thanksgiving Prayer and the Song of the Angels 

The Great Thanksgiving Prayer, which gives thanks to God for Him and all His works of Creation and Redemption, declares the whole purpose for which we have gathered, the very meaning of eucharist – to give thanks.  It is only possible by those who are poor in spirit, for only the poor in spirit recognize that nothing is their own, everything is a gift from God.  The proud cannot give thanks because they never think they have as much as they deserve.  Only the poor in spirit can truly give thanks.  Therefore, just before the Great Thanksgiving Prayer, in the initial words of the Anaphora, when the Priest says, “The Lord be with you,” the people answer, “And with your spirit.”  The meaning of this response is the very issue of poverty of spirit mentioned above.  In other words, “May the Lord give you and all of us poverty of spirit that we might truly give Him thanks.”  
In the middle of the thanksgiving prayer comes the song of the angels, the Sanctus.  “Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God of Hosts.  Heaven and Earth are full of your glory.  Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord.  Hosanna in the highest.”  It’s singing within the Eucharistic prayer signifies the heavenly character of the Eucharist, means that the Church has ascended with Christ and offers His Eucharist in the “new age” of the Kingdom.  We sing the angelic hymn because we stand with the angels and “angels” mean heaven, the Presence of God and His ineffable glory.  The supreme, the highest point of the service has now been reached: that of the total Ascension, the complete acceptance of the Church into the heavenly Sanctuary.  The movement of Sacrifice and adoration has reached its fulfillment.
The Words of Institution and Remembrance 

It is the Eucharist of Christ that has brought us to heaven, and we have followed Him in His perfect love and ascension to His Father.  But now, as we stand in the joyful Presence of God, we have nothing to offer Him but Christ, the Offering of all offerings, the thanksgiving of all thanksgivings.  He made it possible for us to recover Eucharist (the offering of everything back to Him in thanksgiving) as the one essential relationship with God, and He also filled it with its absolute content: with Himself, the Perfect and Divine man, the Perfect and Absolute Sacrifice.  The Eucharist of Christ is thus fulfilled in Christ as Eucharist.  He is the One who offers, and the One who is being offered.  
The Great Thanksgiving Prayer, after it has resounded with the glorious sound of the Sanctus, becomes now remembrance (Greek: anemnesis) of Christ – of His Coming to us and of the fulfillment in Him of the whole purpose of salvation.  His Life, His Death, His Resurrection: one movement of sacrifice, of love, of dedication to His Father and to men – this is the inexhaustible content of our Remembrance.  All this is our Eucharist which we “show forth” before God, which we “remember” before Him.  “Do this in remembrance of me” means: “What I alone have done, I give it now to you – the perfect Eucharist of My Life, My Humanity totally deified.  The food which we now eat together in unity of love, let it become your participation in My Body and Blood, in My Sacrifice, in My Victory…”  That’s what “anemnesis” means.  It’s more than a historical remembrance of something past; it is a participation in it here and now.  To remember is to enter in, to participate, to take into ourselves Christ and all that He has accomplished for us.  
Food is always the gift of God, for it is always and essentially “sacramental,” for through our communion in it, it is always transformed into our body and blood, into our life.  But now this Sacrament is fulfilled, attains its new and ultimate meaning.  It becomes the gift of New Life, the one which Christ achieved personally and which, in His love for us, He gives to us.  There is no life without food, there is no new life without new food, and this new life being the life of Christ, it is Christ Himself that becomes the gift of food.  “Unless you eat of the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in you” (John 6:53).
The Elevation and Epiclesis 

The eucharistic movement upwards ends with the elevation of the Gifts by the priest: “We offer you your own from what is your own, on behalf of all and for all…” and the prayer of Epiclesis (invocation of the Holy Spirit), in which we ask God to send down His Holy Spirit and to “make this Bread the precious Body of Your Christ” and the wine in the chalice – “the precious Blood of Your Christ,” transforming them, “changing them by Your Holy Spirit.” The Holy Spirit fulfills the action of God, or rather; He is this very Act in Person.  He is Love, Life, Fullness. The Church lives by the Holy Spirit, and in her life everything is achieved by and is a gift of the Holy Spirit.  His fulfilling action in the Eucharist, in the transformation of our Eucharist into the gift of Christ to us, means that the Eucharist has been accepted into the Kingdom of God and takes place in the new age, that of the Spirit.  
The transformation of the elements into the Body and the Blood of Christ, takes place on the heavenly altar, in the Kingdom of God, which is beyond time and the “laws” of “this world.”  This transformation is itself the fruit of Christ’s Ascension and of the Church’s participation in His Ascension, in His new life.  This happens not because of some strange and miraculous power left by Christ with some people (priests) and who therefore can perform this miracle by virtue of their power, but because we – the Church – are in Christ, i.e. in His Sacrifice, Love, Ascension, in the whole of His movement of deification, of transforming His Humanity by His Divinity; because, in other words, we are in His Eucharist and we offer Him as our Eucharist to God.  
And when we do this, as He told us we should, we – the Church – are accepted where He has entered.  And being accepted, “we eat and drink at His table in His Kingdom” (Luke 22:30) as He said we would.  Since the Kingdom is He Himself, the Divine Life communicated to us at this heavenly banquet, we receive Him as the new food of our new life.  For “this world” for which the Kingdom of God is yet to come, for its “objective categories,” the Bread remains bread and the Wine remains wine.  But in the wonderful and transfigured reality of the Kingdom, revealed and manifested in the Church, they are truly and totally the Body and Blood of Christ.
The Commemoration and The Lord’s Prayer 

Standing before the Gifts, in the fullness of joy of God’s presence, we prepare ourselves for the last act of the Divine Liturgy: the acceptance of these Gifts in communion.  There remains, however, one last and necessary act: Commemoration and Intercession.  Standing before the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world, we first commemorate the Mother of God, St. John the Baptist, the Apostles, the Martyrs and the Saints – the innumerable witnesses of the new life in Christ.  
The Church is not divided into two parts, the “heavenly” and the “earthly.”  She is one Body and whatever she does, she does on behalf of the whole Body and for the whole Body.  We begin our prayer of intercession by mentioning the Mother of God and the Saints because the presence of Christ is also their presence, and the Eucharist is the supreme revelation of the “communion of Saints,” of the unity and interdependence of all the members of the Body of Christ.  The Eucharist transcends the hopeless difference between the “living” and the “dead” because it transcends the limits between “this age” and the “age to come.”  On the one hand, we all “are dead and our life is hid with Christ in God” (Col. 3:3), yet, on the other hand, we all live, because Christ’s life has been granted to us in the Church.  The departed members of the Church are not mere “objects” of our prayer, but, through their membership in the Church “actualized” in the Eucharist, they are alive, and pray, and offer and receive with us.  Thus, although there is a place and need for the commemoration of everyone and of everything in the Liturgy, its only valid “intention” is to unite all and everything in the Love of God.
It is the Lord’s Prayer, “Our Father…” that constitutes the preparation for Communion in the deepest sense of the word.  For whatever human effort we make, whatever the degree of our individual preparation and purification, nothing, absolutely nothing, can make us worthy of Communion, i.e. adequate to the reception of the Divine Gifts.  The one who approaches communion in a spirit of self-righteousness has failed to grasp the spirit of the Liturgy and of the whole sacramental life.  Nothing can abolish the abyss between Creator and the creature, between the absolute perfection of God and the created life of man, nothing and nobody, except the One Who, being God, became Man and in Himself united the two “natures.”  
Of this unique and saving “function” of Christ, the prayer which He gave to His disciples is both the expression and the fruit.  It is His prayer, for He is the only-begotten Son of the Father.  But He gave it to us because he gave Himself to us.  And in Him, His Father has become our Father and we can address Him in the words of His Son.  This is why we pray: And count us worthy, O Master, that with boldness and without condemnation we may dare to call on You…as Father…  
The Lord’s prayer is the prayer of the Church, of the redeemed People of God.  In the early Church it was never revealed to the non-baptized and even its text was kept secret.  It is the gift of the new prayer in Christ, the expression of our own relation with God.  This gift is our only door to Communion, the only basis for our participation in the “holy things” and, in this sense, our essential preparation for Communion.  It is in the measure in which we have accepted, made ours this prayer, that we are prepared for Communion.  It is the measure of our unity with Christ, of our being in Him.”  …Hallowed be Thy name, Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done...: to mean all that is implied in these solemn affirmations, to realize the total God-centeredness of our whole life expressed in them, to make these desires of Christ our desires – such is the goal of our sharing in His Chalice.
The Peace Blessing and the Call to Worshipful Obedience 

The celebrant gives the peace blessing then the deacon calls all to bow their heads.  Communion, as also the whole life of the Church, is the fruit of the peace achieved by Christ.  The bowing of heads is the simplest, yet the essential, act of worship, the very rite of obedience.  We receive Communion in obedience and by obedience.  We have no right to it.  It transcends all our desires and possibilities.  It can only be a free gift of God, and yet we are ordered to receive it.  
There exists a wide-spread but false piety which refuses Communion on the ground of unworthiness.  There are priests who openly teach that a layman should not receive “too often.”  
But all this is false piety and false humility, it is indeed human pride.  For when a man decides how often he should receive the Body and Blood of Christ, he sets himself as the measure of both the Divine Gift and his own “worthiness.”  It is a malicious interpretation of St. Paul’s words: “let a man examine himself…”  St. Paul did not say, “Let him examine himself, and if he is not satisfied, let him abstain from Communion.”  He meant exactly the opposite: Communion – having become our food, the essence and the source of our life in the Church – is now what we must live up to, lest it become our condemnation.  But we are not relieved of this condemnation.  Therefore the only valid, traditional and really Orthodox approach to communion is that of obedience.
The Call to Communion and the Communion of the Faithful 

The priest takes in his hands the Divine Bread and lifts it up saying, “Holy Things for Holy People.”  This ancient rite of Elevation is the original form of the call to Communion.  In its perfect concision it expresses the antinomy, the supra-rational nature of the act of Communion.  It forbids anyone who is not holy to partake of the Divine Holiness.  But – none is holy, but the Holy One.  And so the people respond, affirming it: Only one is holy!  Only One is the Lord Jesus Christ…!  We come and receive, for He has sanctified us with His Holiness, has made us His holy people.  Again and again the mystery of the Eucharist is revealed as the mystery of the Church, the Body of Christ in which we eternally become what we are called to be.  
The Priest then says “Broken and distributed is the Lamb of God; broken, He is never disunited; ever eaten, He is not consumed, making holy those who in faith receive Him.”  Though we break the bread in honor of Him who was “broken” for us, yet in reality His body can never be other than one, for He is one.  And though He is eaten across the face of the earth and throughout all the ages, He is never consumed.  And this partaking of Him makes one holy, not by magic, but by faith.  This word “faith” is not in the “canonical” eastern liturgy, but was added by approval of our bishops to remind us that we must receive it with at least the faith of the tiniest mustard seed, for it is not magic.  The deacon then calls all to taste and see that the Lord is good!  Indeed He is.
Now everything is ready for the last Eucharistic act: Communion.  Let us stress again: for the early Church this action was the organic fulfillment of the whole service, the sealing of the Eucharist, our offering, sacrifice and thanksgiving by our corporate participation in it.  The Divine Gifts were received by the body of the Church, transforming it into the Body of Christ.  Even though in much of Christendom this corporate and liturgical understanding of Communion has been replaced by an individualistic understanding, this is not the teaching of orthodox Christianity.  
We must pray continually that in the crisis which today so deeply marks the life of both the Church and the world, we will constantly remember that in Communion lies the only real center of the whole Christian life, of the whole Church’s life – which is the Divine Community Life of the Trinity.  While it is richly personal – each of us receives Christ personally into our hands, into our mouths, and into our very being – it can never be individualistic.  
Communion, then, is the essential food of the Christian, strengthening his spiritual life, healing his diseases, affirming his faith, making him capable of leading a truly Christian life in this world.  “If you abide in me, you will bear much fruit.”  This is the central way in which we abide in Him.  Communion is the “token of life eternal,” an anticipation of the joy, peace, and fullness of the Kingdom, a foretaste of its light.  It is both a partaking of Christ’s suffering, the expression of our readiness to accept his “way of life,” and a sharing in His victory and triumph.  It is a sacrificial meal and a joyful banquet.  His Body is broken and His Blood is shed, and, partaking of them, we accept His Cross.  Yet “by the Cross joy has entered the world,” and this joy is ours when we are at the Lord’s Table.  Communion is given to me personally in order to transform me into a “member of Christ,” to unite me with all those who receive Him, to reveal the Church as a fellowship of love.  It unites me with Christ, but through Him I am in communion with the whole Church.
Thanksgiving and Return
After all have communed, the priest lifting up the chalice proclaims: Blessed is our God always, now and ever and unto ages of ages.  He blesses us with the Chalice, a sign and assurance that the Risen Lord is with us, now, always and forever.  Then we sing “Let our mouths be filled with Your praise, O Lord. …Keep us in sanctification.”  In other words, “As we prepare to depart, help us to do so with thankful hearts.  Keep us for the days to come, preserve us in this wonderful experience of holiness and sanctification.  Now as we go back to daily life, give us the power to transform it.”  
Then follows a time of celebration for having been counted worthy, though unworthy, to partake of the Holy Mysteries, and for all the good gifts of God.  And finally, having collected our praises and thanksgivings, we receive Christ’s blessing through the Priest and His dismissal through the deacon to return – to return from heaven to earth, from the Kingdom of God into time, space and history.  But as we return we are deeply different from what we were when we began the movement of the Eucharist.  Therefore, Christ sends us back, as witnesses of what we have seen, to proclaim His Kingdom and to continue His work. He is in us and we are in Him.  We return into the world knowing that He is present.  We go in peace, true Kingdom peace, to love and serve the Lord.  As we leave the church and face our life, the Eucharist remains with us as our secret joy and certitude, the source of inspiration and growth, the victory that overcomes evil, the Presence which makes our whole life a life “in Christ.”
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