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The term liturgy is a Greek word that means “the work of the people.” It should be clear, 

then, that participation is the key word here. In order that a liturgy can be experienced to 

the fullest, the entire congregation needs to actively participate in worship, including the 

children. Only then does the liturgy become a common act of prayer, worship, teaching, 

and communion of all those who constitute the Church. 

 

Since the times of the New Testament, Christians have believed that when worshipping 

God, we who are earthbound enter by the spirit into “heavenly places.”  In worship we 

can step out of the chaos of time into the peace of eternity.  Therefore, everything in our 

worship has heaven as its point of reference.  This heavenly focus by no means turns 

worship into a mental religion.  A human being is not merely soul or spirit.  Being human 

involves the unity of soul, body, intellect, and psyche.  Accordingly, worship calls for the 

action not only of the mind, the emotions, and the will, but also of the body with all its 

senses. In other words, the Church has consciously incorporated the entire human being 

into worship immersing the whole person not only into the intangible reality, but enabling 

one to see, hear, touch, taste, and smell things.  Our whole being is to participate actively 

in worship – “Because He is your Lord, worship Him!” (Psalm 45: 11) 

 

 

Physical Characteristics of Public Worship 

 

It is important to understand that in our faith no distinction is drawn between the Body of 

Christ in heaven and those on earth. Both parts of the Church are inseparable and are 

always together in continuous worship of God. This unity of earth and heaven is brought 

to the attention of the faithful in every possible way so that they are continually reminded 

through all their senses of the heavenly state of the Church. 

 

 

Sight 

 

One of the most striking aspects of our worship is its visual peculiarity. The characteristic 

shape of our buildings, the striking colours of icons that surround us, candles, banners, 

vestments, as well as other liturgical paraphernalia used to decorate this sacred space 

convey the various phases and moods of the Church both as they change throughout the 

liturgical year and in individual services. 

 

Icons 

Icons are used to bring the worshippers into the presence of those who are in heaven, that 

is, of Christ, the Mother of God, the angels and the saints. Important to grasp is that icons 

do much more than visually remind the viewer of the fact that there are saints in heaven – 

icons actually act as “windows” into heaven through which we see the invisible Church 

that prays with us. It is for this reason that God the Father is traditionally not represented 

in icons because He has never revealed His form to us. Also, it is because we understand 

this connection between the icon as a sacred object and the fact that it allows us to 

connect with those who have attained the blessedness of the eternal life that we venerate 

icons with a kiss, much like one would greet a good friend. 
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An icon (meaning an image) is a constant reminder that there is infinitely more to reality 

than what we perceive in our daily existence. Icons help impart the presence of heaven to 

us in our worship. Many Churches display photos and relics of their missionaries so that 

they may keep them in mind. The Church displays those who faithfully “fought the good 

fight” so that we may keep them in mind and draw our inspiration from their example. 

And by honouring these images and relics displayed in our churches we believe that the 

honour given to the holy objects passes on to the person it images. One of the functions 

of icons is similar to that of the pictures of loved ones you probably have in your wallet – 

visual images that represent real people and significant events. The exception is that icons 

are far from simple visual aids in our worship – they are actual “windows to Heaven.” 

 

Architecture 

Both the internal and the external forms of our churches are designed in imitation of 

heaven. The internal layout consists of three main parts: the narthex (the entrance to the 

church building and not yet the actual “church” proper), the nave (the main and largest 

part of the church building), and the altar (the sanctuary separated from the nave by the 

icon screen). The nave is often shaped in the form of a rectangle in the back, opening into 

two wings forming a cross toward the front. This is where the faithful pray. Through the 

iconostasis we can see the altar. This area is considered the most holy of the whole 

church and utmost reverence must be shown when entering it. The altar is square 

(completing the cross shape of the entire church building) and at its center is the holy 

table on which should rest only holy objects such as the tabernacle, the antimension 

(where needed), the gospel book, chalice and diskos with the holy gifts and the 

communion spoon. No other books should be placed on the holy table. There is no direct 

entrance from the outside of the church to the altar – there are only the deacon’s doors 

and a door to the sacristy. 

 

Vestments 

All those ordained to a certain rank of holy ministry wear some form of vestments to 

distinguish their office. There are many offices and each has their own distinctive 

vestments which become increasingly elaborate as the clerical rank increases. All these 

vestments are made of richly coloured and decorated cloth. The colours of vestments  (as 

well as altar coverings) change according to the feasts and fasts of the Church, thus 

expressing the mood of the liturgical calendar. 

 

Candles 

Candles are used extensively throughout the church both during services and after. They 

are viewed as continual, inanimate prayers offered by those who light these candles to 

God or saints usually on behalf of a third party, although they can be offered for any 

purpose. Candle stands are placed in front of particularly significant icons throughout our 

churches. Such candle stands usually have a central candle burning on behalf of the 

church as a whole but have room for the faithful to place their own candles – their prayer 

intentions. In particular, candle stands are placed in front of the four principle icons on 

the iconostasis: the icon of Christ, the Mother of God, John the Baptist and the temple’s 

patron. Candles are also used during liturgies, in processions, a candle is kept burning 
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above the Holy Doors in the iconostasis, there are candles in a seven-branched 

candelabrum on the Holy Table, and many other instances at various times in the 

liturgical year, such as for bishop’s trikirion and dikirion on special occasions. 

 

 

Sound 

 

One of the distinguishing marks of our worship is that we do not make use of any 

instruments, safe for our voices and bells. The fact that every word of the services, except 

for sermons and announcements, is either chanted or sung by the readers, congregation, 

and the choir emphasizes the importance of what is being prayed and heightens the 

beauty of worship. After all, our services (and especially the text of the Divine Liturgy) 

are imbued with citations from the Old and the New Testaments. 

 

Chanting 

Chanting in the eastern tradition can be described as being halfway between talking and 

singing – it is musical, but is not music. Only few notes are used in chanting at a steady 

rhythm. The notes and rhythms used vary according to what the occasion is, but generally 

chanting is relatively low-toned and steadily rhythmic creating a calming sound. 

Chanting is not only conducive to a calm and elevated state of mind but allows chanters 

to read through large portions of texts (such as Psalms, Epistles and Gospels) more 

clearly and quickly than with normal speech while conveying the poetry meaningfully. 

Worship at its heart is a song, and as such is beautiful. Therefore, the words of liturgies 

should not be simply said but need to be melodiously chanted or sung. as this expresses 

the true nature and purpose of the words. 

 

Singing 

Singing developed naturally from chanting. Besides specific melodies for various 

prayers, our Church uses an adapted musical system based on the eight tones established 

by the Byzantine tradition. Just as chanting and vestments, singing is varied and multi-

faceted in its forms. It changes with liturgical “seasons” of commemoration, thus singing 

during Great Lent is sombre, during Holy Week it nearly becomes a sorrowful dirge, but 

Pascha elicits joyful, quicker and lively singing. The power of vocal music is used in our 

services to its full effect in order to bring about spiritual renewal in those who hear it. 

 

Bells 

Even though nowadays bells seem to be a commodity, they, nonetheless, constitute a very 

important component of public worship. The main function of bells is to “announce” the 

Good News. The size of bells can vary widely as can their number and complexity of 

timbre. Generally they are rung to mark the beginning and end of services, or to proclaim 

especially significant moments in the services. They are not used as musical instruments 

in the strict sense – they are not used in conjunction with a choir or as a part of worship. 

 

 

Scent 
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Because our Church intentionally includes our entire being in worship, even the sense of 

smell is used to enlighten our minds and hearts, bringing them into closer communion 

with God. This is done primarily through the use of incense, however, it is not 

uncommon at certain times of the year to decorate the interior of the church with 

aromatic flowers and herbs. 

 

Incense 

Incense is burned essentially at every service, usually multiple times. This is always done 

by burning granulated incense on a hot coal inside a censer. The censer consists of two 

metal bowls suspended by chains and which can be raised and lowered to allow more or 

less smoke out. Incense is burned, in accordance with Old Testament, as part of worship, 

and more importantly, as an essential form of penitential offering to God. Consequently, 

we burn incense as a sign of reverence to objects of sanctity such as relics, icons, clergy, 

and the congregation, thus sending a cloud of aromatic smoke towards those being 

censed. More specifically, the altar is censed because it represents the throne of God; the 

icons are censed because they depict God’s Son and the saints through whom God 

worked; and the people are censed because each of them is made in the image of God. 

 

Anointing 

The beautiful fragrance of the aromatic spices in holy oil help us remember God’s grace 

and loving-kindness. There are different kinds of holy oil used for specific occasions. For 

example, chrism is the holy oil consecrated by the bishop on Holy Thursday and used for 

Chrismation of the newly baptized. Its other notable use is in the consecration of church 

buildings, where it is used to anoint the walls. Myron is the more “common” type of 

blessed oil which is used for the anointing of the sick, for the anointing of the faithful on 

various feast-days, as well as for the anointing of the walls of a home that is being 

blessed for the first time. 

 

 

Taste 

 

In keeping with the early tradition of Christian worship, our services often involve 

communal eating. Besides the precious Gifts in the Holy Eucharist, bread, wine, boiled 

wheat, fruits and other foods are eaten at a number of special services. By nourishing our 

bodies in this sacred atmosphere, even our sense of taste beckons us to worship. 

 

Bread 

Bread is by far the most common repast in our worship, and is always leavened. Bread is 

viewed theologically as the quintessential food, the symbol of sustenance and life. As 

such, it is also considered to be the central component of communal meals and a 

foundation of fellowship. Although its use for prosphora and in the Eucharist are ancient 

and universal, there are numerous other kinds of ecclesial breads used and distributed at 

different services: lytia bread at Vespers (a sweet bread); kolach at Parastas and 

Panakhyda; paska and babka at Easter. 

Wine 
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The continual companion of bread in the Church is the wine. Wine is a symbol of joy and 

happiness which God gives to His people. As such, it is also thought of as the essential 

component of meals for the community. After all, to “drink of the same cup” is a 

theological allegory indicating intimate spiritual union. In its various local usages, wine is 

always taken with the bread, usually poured over it or used for dipping as with prosphora 

or lytia bread. 

 

Wheat 

As the corollary to bread, wheat is very frequently seen in our services as well. Though it 

does not hold nearly as central a place theologically or in use, it is seen as a symbol of 

resurrection and rebirth because a grain of wheat must “die” and then be “born again” 

with new growth and life. Due to its symbolism, boiled wheat (kolivo) is often seen, and 

subsequently eaten, at the prayers for the deceased. 

 

Fruit 

Fruit is yet another food that we partake of in our church. The most common use of fruit 

is on the feast of the Transfiguration of Our Lord and at the prayers for the deceased. 

Because fruit is a symbol of new life, it is very appropriate that it is blessed and 

consumed on the feast when the apostles beheld transformed Christ and thus glimpsed the 

new life, the life that we are all called to. Similarly, it is the new life that the soul of the 

deceased embarks on, the life that God intended for us before the Fall. Hence, the fruit 

placed in the basket at the prayers for the deceased should remind us of the luscious fruit 

of the garden of Eden. 

 

Water 

As wheat is to bread, so water is to wine or even more so because it holds a much more 

prominent place and use. Because water is essential to our existence, we bless it in order 

that it my vivify us. Water is added to wine in commemoration of water and blood that 

gushed from Christ’s wound. At baptism, one dies in it and is raised to life in Christ. At 

certain services, particularly at Theophany, water is blessed and the whole community 

partakes of the holy water. Holy water is used extensively for many sanctification 

purposes – by its sprinkling we have our homes blessed (and all those living in it), our 

icons, rosaries, and crosses, our cars, barns, fields, and livestock – truly everything that 

surrounds us.  

 

 

Touch & Bodily Movement 

 

Our Church is fully conscious of the importance of the physical aspect of human body. 

As a result, public worship does not neglect to fully engage the body and to enlighten the 

worshippers through it as through any other medium. 

 

The Sign of the Cross 

From the beginning, the most prominent symbol of Christianity has been the cross. The 

cross draws us to remember God’s supreme expression of love for us – the crucifixion of 

Jesus Christ, while invoking the Holy Trinity. Christians commonly display the cross in 
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their churches, on their pulpits, around their necks, on their Bibles, and in their homes. 

Even from the Church’s earliest days Christians have freely and frequently made the sign 

of the cross on themselves. Using the sign of the cross gives us a personal, physical, and 

visible means to fulfill Saint Paul’s scriptural admonition to “glory in the cross.” This can 

be meant for protection from adverse powers, in reverence for something or someone, in 

compunction or love. The sign of the cross so frequently used in worship is truly a 

“handful of divine truth.” 

 

Standing and Kneeling 

To express the respect and fear of God which is congruent with the worship of Him, we 

stand while in worship as if we were in the presence of a king. Kneeling is done in 

expression of penitence and deep compunction and is done almost exclusively during 

Lenten services. For instance, during the Liturgy of the Pre-sanctified Gifts (a Lenten 

liturgy) there are numerous times when both the clergy and the congregation kneel and 

even prostrate themselves. In contrast, no kneeling is ever done during the celebratory 

Paschal season or during Sunday liturgies which are always commemorations of Pascha, 

because with our bodies standing erect with symbolize the strength and life which we 

received by grace through Christ’s death and resurrection. 

 

Bowing and Prostrating 

A bow (or metania) consists of a person making the sign of the cross and then bowing 

from the waist extending as low as they can. This action is an expression of reverence 

and subservience to God. A prostration is the action in which a person makes the sign of 

the cross and, going down on the knees, touches the floor with their head. Due to their 

penitential implication, prostrations are used most profusely during Lent and Holy Week. 

Because prostrations express to an even greater degree the reverence evinced by a bow, 

together they are both used as tools to involve the entire body in reverence of God. 

 

Processions 

Consonant with most actions in our worship, processions are most often used to 

commemorate events, to display items of religious significance, and to edify the 

congregation by giving glory to God. Processions are usually led by a number of altar 

servers bearing candles, ripidia (ornamented fan-like discs with angelic visages 

represented), crosses, icons, and banners or other processional implements relative to the 

occasion. After them come the subdeacons, deacons and archdeacons with censers, then 

priests, archpriests and bishops, following whom come cantors, singers and the people. 

Processions need not be this elaborate – given the occasion and parish setting, they can be 

much more modest. Nonetheless, processions serve as a beautiful and powerful witness 

not only to the worshipping community, but also to all those who may see the procession 

and in it the conviction and the commitment of the faithful. 

 

Greetings and Blessings 

Similarly to how the faithful venerate icons, relics, and church buildings in general as 

holy physical objects filled with divine grace, so too they greet one another. In other 

words, greetings among the faithful are, just like the veneration of icons, expressions of 

love and reverence for the person being greeted. It is important to note here that when 



 - 7 - 

laity greets priests or bishops, they may ask for a blessing by folding their hands (right 

palm placed upwards over the left) while the priest or bishop make the sign of the cross 

in the air with their hand over the folded hands of the lay person and then place their hand 

on the folded hands of the faithful so that they may kiss it. We kiss the hands of the 

presbyters because we view the priestly office as the one through which Christ lives with 

his people. In this manner, the blessing is the essential bestowing of Christ’s love and 

grace through His priests to the person being blessed. Blessings like this are also used 

during services to signify the approval of Christ and the Church for certain actions such 

as at the point of kissing the cross that a priest holds up for us to venerate, or when 

receiving prosphora from a priest’s hand. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Public worship can be described as faith in action. Georges Florovsky makes this point 

very lucid when he notes that, “Christianity is a liturgical religion. The Church is first of 

all a worshipping community.” One can argue that this is the case because our liturgy 

engages all aspects of the human person. We have explored how our outward senses are 

constantly reminded of and actively involved in worship of God. Likewise, our intellect 

is edified through the powerful prayers that we can reflect on; our memory is refreshed 

by and we are allowed to absorb and learn the significance of what is being prayed by 

frequent repetition; our emotions and psyche is healed through confession; and our “self-

esteem” re-built by God’s forgiveness and unconditional love. One may even suggest that 

if we took the time to immerse ourselves in the significance of our worship and really 

focussed to absorb every word uttered in liturgies, we would become very balanced and 

psycho-spiritually healthy persons. It is clear, then, that it is the entire person that is 

invited to fully participate in and enter into the realm of the divine, so that by God’s grace 

we too may become “partakers of the divine nature.” (2 Peter 1:4) 


