Church Tradition and the Trisagion


“Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy on us!” We sing this short prayer (the Thrice Holy Hymn or Trisagion) at the Divine Liturgy right before we hear the proclamation of Scripture. Up until this point in the Divine Liturgy there have been only a few hymns that find their origin outside Scripture. The Trisagion is one such hymn. Its origin and subsequent placement in the Divine Liturgy, however, is nothing short of miraculous. According to Church tradition, the Trisagion was introduced to liturgical life during a tragic event in the Byzantine Empire. During the reign of Emperor Theodosius II (408-450), earthquakes devastated the capital city of Constantinople for four months. The devastation was so great that even entire islands were submerged in the sea as a result of the intense force by which the earthquake struck. Out of fear of further destruction to the city, and, probably for their own security, the people processed to an open field outside the city where they sang prayers to the Lord.  During their fervent prayer, a miraculous event occurred: A young boy, by unseen forces, was taken up to heaven, where he heard the angels singing “Holy is God, Holy and Mighty, Holy and Immortal.”  In the same manner he was taken up to heaven, the boy returned to earth and instructed the people to sing this angelic praise. Once the people began singing the Trisagion the earthquake ceased. Thus, Church tradition attributes the origin of the Trisagion to this miraculous event. 


One of the most important things that can be taken from the above story is the strong connection that the Trisagion Hymn has to a procession. From the very moment the people were taught the Trisagion by the young boy, they were in constant movement around the city. It is even possible to say that the Trisagion’s implementation in our liturgical worship is a reflection of the way in which it was revealed and delivered to those Christians in Constantinople in the 5th Century. To this day in our services, the Thrice Holy Hymn is connected with liturgical movement. The best example of this might be the Matins service of Holy Saturday (Holy Friday evening) when we process around the temple with the burial shroud of Christ singing the Trisagion. Also, at funerals, when the body is in procession to or from the temple, the Trisagion is sung. When the Trisagion is sung at the Divine Liturgy this processional nature is still very much present. It might be difficult for those in the church temple to see, but, at the singing of the Trisagion, the clergy actually make a small procession to the High Place (the area directly behind the altar) to hear Scripture. Another less tangible, but yet very important aspect of the Trisagion’s processional nature in the Divine Liturgy is its reminder to us that liturgy is one grand procession to meet Christ, who is present with us when we partake of the Eucharist. 

