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Praying the O Antiphons in Advent

Few Catholics nowadays—except, perhaps, devotees of Gregorian chant—even know

about the beautiful seven O Antiphons which the church chants in the last seven days of

Advent, beginning on Dec. 17. Most of us, of course, are familiar with the last of these O

Antiphons, frequently sung, to a different tune, as a popular Advent hymn: “ O come, O

come, Emmanuel”.  I was amazed, recently, when I asked a choir director, at a nearby

Catholic parish, if he had planned to sing any of them for the fourth Sunday of Advent.

He surprised me by asking: “ Just what are the O Antiphons? I never heard of them. “ I

had to tell him that they were probably the best way, at the end of Advent, to prepare,

longingly, for the coming of Christ. I also remarked that they are, arguably, the oldest

Advent devotions in the church.
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The O Antiphons may date from as early as the time of Boethius ( c.480-524) who

makes a passing reference to them. At the Benedictine Abbey, in what is now Saint-

Benoit-Sur-Loire, the abbot and other community leaders recited these antiphons, as they

gave modest gifts to each member of the monastery. By the eighth century, the O

Antiphons became an integral part of the liturgies in Rome. Chanted at Vespers ( from

the sung Divine Office), just after Mary’s Magnificat prayer, the O Antiphons present,

each day, a different title for the coming messiah: O Wisdom; O Leader of Israel; O Root

of Jesse; O Key of David; O Rising Sun; O King whom all the peoples desire; O

Emmanuel. In the Latin musical form of the Gregorian chant, those O’s are quite

prolonged and almost sighing , as a way to express our genuine longing ( and need) for

the coming of the messiah. In the original Latin, the first letter of each of the seven

antiphons form an acrostic acronym which spells the words: Eras Cras—I will come

tomorrow!

 Each of the short chanted prayers evoke rich passages from Isaiah, Micah and

other Old Testament prophets who foretold the coming of Jesus. To this day, the O

Antiphons are sung in Catholic monastery choirs and at Evensong in the Anglican

liturgical tradition, during the last week of Advent.

It strikes me that praying the O Antiphons each day from Dec. 17 through

December 23 is an excellent way to prepare for Christmas, perhaps especially if, earlier

in Advent , we had not yet found any way to enter really into the season. They might be

prayed as a grace before meals; as a prayer in homes which light, each night, the candles

on an Advent wreathe or, more basically, as prayer words to linger over in our daily
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prayer for that last week of  Advent. Let me present each of the O Antiphons for each day

( with some brief indication of some of the scriptural passages they evoke or presume).

December 17:     “ O Wisdom , you come forth from the mouth of the Most High

and reaching from beginning to end, you ordered all things mightily and sweetly. Come,

and teach us the way of prudence”. This antiphon echoes Sirach 24:3: :” From the mouth

of the Most high I came forth and like mist covered the earth” and Wisdom 8:1: “ She

reaches from end to end mightily and governs all things well.” Wisdom is personified as

present with God at the beginning of creation. This is a pre-figurement of Jesus, the

eternal Word of God, whom John the evangelist vividly presents to us as God’s Wisdom

for Us.

December 18:  “ O Adonai and Ruler of the House of Israel, you appeared to

Moses in the fire of the burning bush and on Mount Sinai gave him your law. Come, and

with your outstretched arm, redeem us.”  This antiphon echoes Exodus 3:2 about the

burning bush and Exodus 6:6  where God instructs Moses to tell the people in God’s

name: “I will rescue you by my outstretched arm and with mighty deeds of judgment”.

The Israelites, in later exile, pined for another prophet like unto Moses who would free

them ,  just as Moses freed them from bondage in Egypt. Jesus is that promised prophet.

Indeed, he is called Adonai, the Hebrew word for God.

December 19:  “ O Root of Jesse, you stand as a sign for the peoples; before you

kings shall keep silence and to you all nations shall have recourse. Come, save us and do

not delay”. This antiphon echoes the great Isaiah prophesy that another stem from Jesse,

like David, would arise. At the annunciation, itself, the angel said to Mary: “ The Lord

God will give him the throne of David his father.”  Again, as in Isaiah, there is a note of
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universalism. Jesus is messiah for all nations. There is, as well, a note of urgency:

“Come, save us and do not delay.”

December  20: “ O  Key of David and Scepter of the House of Israel; you open

and no one closes; you close and no one opens. Come and deliver from the chains of

prisons those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death”. Echoes can be heard in

this antiphon of Isaiah 22: 22 which refers to the key of the House of David and of

Revelations 3:7 which says of Jesus: “ The holy One, the true, who wields David’s Key”.

In this title, Jesus who was earlier seen as Wisdom, eternally dwelling with God; and, as

a prophet, is now also praised as a king and ruler.

December 21:  “ O Rising Dawn, Radiance of the Light eternal and Sun of

Justice: come and enlighten those who sit in darkness and the shadow of death”. Isaiah

had predicted that the people who walked in darkness would see a great light.

Jesus—early on—was seen, in the church, as the Dayspring, the rising dawn from on

high. Jesus was also preached as the true light that enlightens everyone who comes into

the world. Often in the early church, the eucharist was celebrated explicitly facing east (

from where the rising sun arises) as an expectation of Jesus, our Dayspring.

December 22:  “ O King of the Gentiles and the Desired of All, you are the

cornerstone that binds two into one. Come and save the humans whom you fashioned out

of clay”. In  Ephesians 2:14  Paul speaks a  similar sentiment: “ He it is who is our peace

and who made the two of us one by breaking down the barrier of hostility that kept us

apart”. Jesus, our cornerstone, unites Jews and gentiles into one, making peace between

them and breaking down the walls between nations.
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December 23: “ O Emmanuel, our King and Lawgiver, the Expected of the

nations and their savior: Come and save us, O Lord our God.”. Isaiah ( 7:14) had

predicted : “ Therefore the Lord himself will give you this sign: the virgin shall be with

child and bear a son and you shall name him Emmanuel.”  Emmanuel means, of course,

God with us, God dwelling in our midst. Much more intimate as a title for Jesus than

king, lawgiver, prophet, Emmanuel reminds us of those piquant words in John’s gospel:

“The Word took on and became flesh and pitched his tent amongst us.”

In medieval times, the O Antiphons were such a mainstay of Advent that monks

would say to one another: “ Keep your O antiphons”. I am suggesting, as a profound

devotional way to enter Advent, that we linger, prayerfully, in our genuine longings

(God knows our present world needs deliverance still!) during the last week of Advent

over these seven O Antiphons.


