Melodies for Litany Responses

In addition to the various melodies in the eight tones, the prostopinije tradition provides traditional
melodies for readings, prayers, and the people’s responses at the Divine Liturgy, Vespers and Matins,
and other services. This handout explains the response melodies use for litanies; these melodies usually
come in pairs, to be sung in alternation, or involve repetition.

Lord, have mercy (once)

A litany consists of a series of directives for the faithful to pray for a particular intention, followed by a
priestly prayer, and a concluding Amen. Litanies occur in practically all services of the Byzantine Rite.

In most litanies, the faithful respond to each petition that is intoned by the deacon (or in his absence, by
the priest) with a single, sung “Lord, have mercy.” In most cases, a pair of melodies is used, in
alternation. This provides variety in the singing, and helps us maintain our focus on the intentions
being named.

As with the priest’s prayers and blessings, the deacon’s petitions at the litanies set the scale and starting
pitch for the litany responses.

At the Litany of Peace, the deacon intones, “In peace, let us pray to the Lord”, and the faithful respond:
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...let us pray tothe Lord. Lord, have mer - cy.

Note that this response does not begin, as do most of the simple responses, on the deacon’s ending pitch;
instead, it starts a perfect fourth down (from do down to so).

Then the deacon intones the next petition (“For peace from on high...”), and the faithful respond:
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Lord, have mer - cy.

This petition starts major second up from the deacon’s ending pitch, on re.

These two responses are sung in alternation; the Divine Liturgies book indicates which response is used
for each petition by placing the numbers, circled, after the petition.



Finally, the deacon invokes the Mother of God and the saints (“Remembering our most holy, most pure,
most blessed and glorious Lady.... let us commit ourselves... to Christ our God.”), and the faithful
respond:
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To you, O Lord.

Finally, at the end of the priest’s prayer, the faithful sing the short Amen:
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Note: there are also special melodies for responses to petitions for the departed; these are not used at the
Sunday Divine Liturgy, and will be covered when we discuss commemorations for the dead.

There is also a different “Lord, have mercy” which is sung (once) at the end of the Divine Liturgy,
before the Ambon Prayer:
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Grant it, O Lord

Certain litanies contain a series of petitions for the needs of the faithful and of the world, to which
response at each petition is, “Grant this, O Lord.”

The response to the first such petition is:
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Grant this, O Lord.



The response to the second is:
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Grant this, O Lord.
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These two responses are sung in alternation after the “Grant this, O Lord” petitions; notice that they only
differ in the first note.

As with “Lord, have mercy”, there are “Grant this, O Lord” melodies for the departed which will be
discussed later on in the course.

Lord, have mercy (three times)

At certain litanies, the faithful respond with a triple “Lord, have mercy.” In general, rather than having a
pair of such melodies, the prostopinije tradition provides several response melodies which are used in a
certain order.

Thus, at the Litany of Fervent Supplication which follows the Gospel and homily in the Divine Liturgy,
the first responses are the normal melodies for “Lord, have mercy”, sung once. Then the deacon
intones, “Have mercy on us, O God... hear and have mercy”, and the faithful respond:
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Lord, have mer-cy, Lord, have mer-cy, Lord, have mer - cy.

This response is sung for the next petition as well. When the deacon intones, “Again, we pray for our
holy father (name), Pope of Rome...”, the faithful respond with a different melody:
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Lord, have mer - cy.

Again, this response is sung for the next petition as well.



If there are special petition intoned at this point, then the following response melody is sung after each
one:
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Lord, have mer -  cy.

The final petition is always, “Again we pray for the people here present...”, and the response is the same
triple “Lord, have mercy” that began the litany:
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Lord, have mer-cy, Lord, have mer-cy, Lord, have mer - cy.

Note the progression: the first melody consists primarily of scalewise motion; this melody is also used
as a response before Holy Commnion:
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The Lord is God and has re-vealed him-self to wus.

The next melody is still scalewise, but includes several ornamental “leaps”. The third melody, for
special petitions, is the most ornate. The final occurrence of the first melody brings us “back to earth”
for the priestly exclamation that concludes the litany

There are also triple “Lord, have mercy” responses sung at the Litany for the Deceased, which will be
covered along with the commemorations for the dead.
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