For Orthodox Christians, Constantinople and the Byzantine Empire occupy an important place in the development of our liturgical tradition. Even the so-called “First Antiphon,” which we have been talking about for the past couple of weeks finds its origin in the liturgical practices that developed in the empire’s capital city, Constantinople.

Fifteen hundred years ago in the Byzantine Empire, on special feast days the Divine Liturgy was celebrated not at the city’s main cathedral, Hagia Sophia (St. Sophia), but at a church in the city that was dedicated to the feast being celebrated that day. So, for example, on Transfiguration, if there were a church in the city dedicated to the Transfiguration of Our Lord, liturgy was celebrated at this church instead of at Hagia Sophia. However, for such feast days, the faithful, along with the clergy, first went to the cathedral. From Hagia Sophia they walked in procession to the church where liturgy was to be celebrated. In anticipation of what was to happen, namely the celebration of the Divine Liturgy, the people while in procession sang hymns, which outlined the main events of the feast they were celebrating that day. These hymns were called troparia (singular: troparion) and were sung antiphonally. 
A very important thing that cannot be overlooked in this practice is the celebratory nature of the procession. Its purpose was both practical and pedagogical. Practical, because what else would the people do while they proceeded to the church on foot?  Filled with the joy of the feast and with anticipation of the great gift they were about to receive in the Eucharist, the people from their hearts sang praises to God. It was also pedagogical because the words that they were singing, as well as hearing from the cantors leading the antiphons, were teaching them about the feast. This practice of singing troparia antiphonally by the faithful on their way to church is the origin of the current practice of singing the First, Second, and Third Antiphon at the Divine Liturgy.  
