Why do we Chant Scripture?

Immediately after the singing of the prokeimenon, the assembly hears the first of two readings from Holy Scripture. This first reading, most commonly called the “Epistle,” (although not necessarily always an “epistle” reading) is read by the same person who introduced and led the prokeimenon. There are a few minor points that should be noted here.

In most Orthodox Churches that follow the Russian tradition, the Epistle is chanted from the center of the nave facing the altar. The chant that is used can either be very plain and simple or more elaborate, using melodic structures to emphasize certain portions of the text. Some readers pick a very comfortable area in their upper register and chant the text on a single pitch, while others like to display their wide vocal range and start in their lower register and ascend step-wise. No matter how the reader chants the Epistle, it is important, though, the he or she understand the reasons behind the chanting of Scripture at the liturgical gathering. 

For Orthodox Christians, Scripture is the word of God. There are thousands and thousands of words that make of the entire corpus of Scripture. We believe that when these words are pronounced (in a coherent sequence, of course) at the liturgical assembly God is revealing Himself to us; He is becoming present with us through His audible word. Such being the case, it is vital to us that we hear these words. This is one of the reasons why Scripture is chanted. Chanting or singing is not only a natural way to project the voice, but also a way to “massage” the text so that it is understandable as well. Chanting gives one the ability to slightly change the pitch on portions of text that merit more emphasis. In other words, chanting is simply an enhanced form of reading, and it renders the text more audible to those who hear it.

Also, chanting Scripture at the liturgical assembly is much more aesthetically pleasing than simply reading it. Almost everything in the Orthodox Church is done prayerfully and with reverence. We don’t just have pictures of saints, but we have icons of them (sometimes even decorated with jewels and gold!). The clergy don’t just wear normal clothes, but wear multi-colored vestments with beautiful patterns. We don’t just gather in a shack to celebrate the Divine Liturgy, but meet in a magnificent temple garnished with breath-taking designs, colors, and shapes. Everything is done to the very best of our ability as an offering to God. This is yet another reason why we take the time to chant the Scripture readings in the Orthodox Church.
