Liturgy and the English Language

Before we move any further in our explanation of the Divine Liturgy, it is interesting to point out that this responsorial phrase the congregation sings, “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit: the Trinity, one in essence and undivided” possibly suffers more detachment from its introduction, which is intoned by the deacon (“Let us love one another that with one mind we may confess.”), simply because of our English language. First, let me preface what is about to be said by saying that I am not arguing we return to a language other than the vernacular for liturgical use. What I am trying to do is point out places in the Divine Liturgy, such as this one, that might not be immediately understood to those who are worshiping. 

In the original Greek, as well as in Slavonic, this responsorial phrase by the congregation, I would argue, is absolutely understood to be the continuation of what the deacon had just intoned (instead of what possibly could be understood as simply a Trinitarian statement). The reason for this is that in older European languages (such as Greek, Slavonic, and Latin) the direct and indirect objects of sentences are identified by changes or additions to the endings of words. So, if we were using liturgical Greek or Slavonic in our services, the phrase that the people sing, “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” would have changes made to the ends of the words, which identifies them as the object of the sentence. In other words, in older and more conservative languages there was no mistake as to who was confessing what and whom one was confessing. In English, though, we rely mainly on word order to convey the subject and object of ideas. In this particular instance, since the people only sing the second half of the sentence (i.e. beginning with the object), it can be misconstrued as the subject and, thus, simply a stand-alone Trinitarian statement. 

So, knowing this, how can we overcome this problem we face in English, especially when dealing with responsorial elements in the liturgy? It is important to remember that “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit…” is part of the same thought started by the deacon. Also, remembering this, it is important that the text be sung to an appropriate melody, somehow reflecting this dialogue. If, for example, the choir (and I say “choir” because it would be impossible for the whole congregation to respond in such manner) were to respond with a very operatic arrangement, with many leaps in the melody and high pitches, this would not reflect the simple dialogue taking place, nor would it make the text readily understandable to the people. 

