The Cherubikon

Over the course of many centuries, the way the Great Entrance has been done at the Divine Liturgy has changed. One element of its change is found in the way the troparion has been sung when the clergy move the bread and wine to the altar table. For close to 1500 years, the Church has been singing at the Great Entrance the Cherubic Hymn or Cherubikon (Let us who mystically represent the cherubim…). This troparion was introduced by Emperor Justinian II in the sixth century in Constantinople. 
It is necessary to remember that, at the Great Entrance, the most important thing happening is an action: the “gathering” or transfer of the bread and wine (gifts) to the holy table. At the liturgy almost all “actions” are accompanied by the chanting or singing of liturgical prayers and hymnody. At the entrance with the Gospel book, for example, we sing “Come, let us worship.” And, when the clergy make their entrance to the High Place behind the altar table, we sing the Trisagion. So, it is possible to say that in the liturgy there are first “actions” and then to accompany these actions we have liturgical song. Therefore, when Justinian introduced the Cherubikon to the Divine Liturgy at the time of the movement of the gifts to the holy table, he was only following an established liturgical norm. 

It is important to note, though, that the Cherubikon is not sung the same way today as it was in the sixth century. As we have mentioned before, in the early Church antiphonal singing was very popular. If we have forgotten, antiphonal singing is a tool used at the liturgical gathering that invites and encourages all present to be part of the worship service. In essence, two choirs are needed. Each choir sings, in turn, a selected psalm verse or troparion. The choir then ends with a common refrain so that the entire congregation can sing along. It is believed that soon after it was introduced to the liturgy, the Cherubikon was sung antiphonally. The common refrain that the people sang was the triple “alleluia,” which is still present at the end of the troparion today. 
As you can see, the Cherubikon was sung much differently many years ago. But, why is this so? Well, to help answer this question we need to better understand the magnitude of the action – the physical gathering of the wine and bread, as well as the things necessary for their consecration as the Body and Blood of Christ – that took place at the time of the Great Entrance. In the sixth century the process of gathering all necessary items for the consecration of the gifts was much more involved than it is today. It wasn’t a simple movement of the clergy with the gifts from the north deacon door through the royal doors like we have today. In the sixth century many baptized Christians brought bread with them to church that would be used in the consecration of the gifts. The deacons were assigned the task of gathering and guarding this bread. Also, all the necessary tools that were needed for the consecration of the gifts, like the chalices, spoons, and knives, were stored in a separate building and needed to be collected as well. Again, it was the job of the deacons to collect all these things, present them to the presiding presbyter, and then he would place them on the altar. To even make it more complicated, all this took place not at a church with 75 or 100 members, but in an enormous cathedral with thousands of members. So, you can see that this probably would have taken a long time! This is part of the reason why the Cherubikon was sung in a much different way than it is today. 
