At the Divine Liturgy, after the troparion “Only begotten Son” the people sing the Third Antiphon. On most Sundays in the Russian tradition, the Third Antiphon is taken from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:3-11). At first glance, the Third Antiphon might appear to be more like a troparion (a single hymn that is sung from beginning to end without any interruption) than as its title implies – an antiphon. And, why would we think differently? The First and Second Antiphons in most parishes are sung in a “hymnal” style. But, this Third Antiphon (also referred to as “The Beatitudes”), in fact, is an antiphon and its structure tells us this.  

At the very beginning of the text we read, “In Thy Kingdom remember us, O Lord, when Thou comest in Thy Kingdom.” Now, this statement is not part of St. Matthew’s account of the Sermon on the Mount. So, why is it found at the beginning of The Beatitudes, then?  The reason is that this statement once served as a refrain for each verse of The Beatitudes. At the liturgical gathering, the lead singers or chanters would first introduce the refrain (In Thy Kingdom remember us, O Lord, when Thou comest in Thy Kingdom) almost as if they were teaching it to the congregation, and then the congregation would sing it back, affirming that they know it. Then, the chanters would begin to intone the verses of The Beatitudes, and the congregation would respond to each of them with the refrain. This would continue till the end when the chanters would intone, “Glory to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit, now and ever and unto ages of ages. Amen.” This closing doxology (Glory…now and ever…) is characteristic of antiphonal singing. Today, in most churches this ending doxology is omitted when singing The Beatitudes, but some editions do include it. Take, for example, the Typica service sung before Presanctified Liturgy during Great Lent. Here we encounter The Beatitudes sung in its more ancient, antiphonal style, with the refrain sung after each verse and a closing doxology.  

For us, it might not be necessary or important to know all these details about when and how The Beatitudes were sung. What is important, though, is that we understand that singing The Beatitudes – as well as all antiphons – is a community event.  Just as we, as individuals, are united to one another and form one body in Christ when we partake of the Eucharist, our individual voices, when singing, are woven together and exemplify our unity in Christ.  

