Litanies are an integral part of worship in the Orthodox Church. They come in many different forms and several different titles. During the Divine Liturgy, for example, some litanies use a triple “Lord, have mercy” as a response to each petition, while others use the simple prayer “Grant it, O Lord.” Despite these differences, there is a common element to all litanies that is difficult to ignore: all of them take the form of a dialogue between the clergy, who led our divine services, and the people, who can be thought of as co-celebrants at these same services.  

As in any good and healthy conversation, a few things are necessary. Foremost, there must be at least two parties. A dialogue comprised of only one speaker is not only very difficult but most probably fruitless. Likewise, litanies are a type of liturgical structure that consists of dialogue between the clergy and the people. In order for this interaction to work appropriately, this conversation must consist not only of the priest or deacon chanting petitions, but of the people responding. In fact, a large portion of the Divine Liturgy is structured around a dialogue between the celebrating clergy and the people who have gathered in worship. Probably the most poignant example of such a dialogue is the anaphora. The content of these prayers implies and rests upon the very fact that the congregation is present and that it actively participates, praying each petition as a single body.  The celebrant exclaims: “Let us lift up our hearts to the Lord,” and the congregants respond, “We lift them up to the Lord.” Then, continuing the dialogue, the celebrant intones, “Let us give thanks unto the Lord.” The people reply with an emphatic yes, saying: “It is meet and right!”  

So, from the Great Litany at the beginning of the Divine Liturgy to the very end when the priest says “Glory to Thee, O Christ our God, glory to Thee!” we have many different streams of dialogue between the clergy and people. Each one of these dialogic elements in the liturgy affords us an opportunity to unify as a community, forming the body of Christ. 

