Practical Preparation for the Lord’s Supper
As many of us see and experience every Sunday, there are liturgical moments at the Divine Liturgy that stand out more than others. The Great Entrance can be considered one of these moments. At this time the choir is singing very slowly and solemnly a troparion called the Cherubic Hymn or Cherubikon. Eventually, after the reading of a few prayers, the clergy exit the altar holding the gifts of wine and bread. The clergy, then, face the people (one of the few times this is done) and pray for our Church leaders, us, those who are sick, and those who have died. Then, while the choir begins singing the (approximately) second half of the Cherubikon, the clergy re-enter the altar area and place the gifts on the holy table. 

This description of the Great Entrance was probably not a surprise to most of us. What we don’t realize, though, is that this description of the Great Entrance describes the Great Entrance from, let’s say, only the eleventh or twelfth century up to our present day. In other words, the way the Great Entrance has been done in the Church has changed over time. Before we talk more about how it has changed over the centuries, what we cannot forget is that, simply put, the Great Entrance is a just an entrance. There’s nothing complicated about it; bread and wine, which are offered by us at the anaphora, need to be moved to the altar table so that we can make this offering. To make an analogy, it is similar to an elegant meal. When we prepare food for guests, it is necessary that we first, gather the ingredients to make the food. We might have to drive to the store, or walk out into the garden to get what we need to prepare the meal. Once we have gone and found everything that we need, only then can we begin preparing the food. The Great Entrance is very similar to this. It is at this time that we gather the food and take it to the altar so that it can be prepared for our spiritual nourishment. The Great Entrance is simply a movement – or a gathering – of the bread and wine to the holy altar table. In fact, in some churches over 1000 years ago, it was the deacon’s job during liturgy to gather offerings in the form of bread from the people who were in the church. This is really an interesting point, because we see more deeply that this offering (or gathering of the bread and wine) was not something left only to the clergy, but rather it was an act of the whole community. 

The singing of the Cherubikon at this time is a later development. It is probably safe to say that gathering all this bread and wine was not a short exercise. It probably took a long time. As we have almost certainly realized, in the Church, there is rarely any liturgical motion that is not accompanied by singing. When we process around the church building we sing. When we process to communion we sing. At a wedding, when the bride and groom process into the church, we sing. And, when we process with the bread and wine into the church (the Great Entrance) we sing. The Cherubikon is a troparion (a composed hymn) that helps the congregation reflect prayerfully on what will soon happen at the anaphora while the bread and wine are being transferred to the holy table by the clergy.  

