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Religious Sacraments and Dance in the 
Greek Orthodox Church 

Patricia Riak 

The article analyses the Dance of Isiah as performed during the sacraments of 
Marriage and Holy Orders in the Greek Orthodox Church. The paper is 
concerned with ritual process merging both biblical text and sacramental 
dance. The paper explores sacramental ritual and dance that is 
institutionalised through the patriarchal cosmology of the Greek Orthodox 
Church. The performance of the Dance of Isaiah will be analysed during Holy 
Matrimony and Holy Orders defining “rites of passage” that move initiates 
toward a religious change of status — out of one religious status and in to 
another. The Church perpetuates these religious performances through ritual 
in order to define changing religious identities rooted in the institution of the 
Church. The paper is concerned with the coalescence of ritual process — 
biblical text and sacramental dance — in order to understand ritual initiation 
settings of the Church. 
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Diagram 1: Interior of a Greek Orthodox Church where the sacraments of Holy Matrimony 
and Holy Orders are performed. [Devised by the author from her ethnographic fieldnotes.]  
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Holy Matrimony and the Dance of Isaiah  
(see also Diagram 1 for the detail presented below) 
 
The Church defines the cosmic and Christological sacrament of Holy 
Matrimony as a “dyadic unity” of man and women so that God’s image in 
man is achieved when the two become one. The unity of male and female 
expresses the power of the Holy Spirit and man’s union with God. It is 
through Christ that reconciliation between man and woman can be achieved 
since the Fall, achieving grace and revealing paradise (Zion, 1992:128–129). 
Thus, the tradition is one that the sacrament of marriage defines the human 
condition as “fallen human nature” and “glorified human nature” through 
Jesus Christ in Christian marriage (Zion, 1992:130). However, Zion mentions 
that man’s natural egoism for sexuality and offspring becomes “Eros” when 
he loves another and Eros then becomes both relationship and knowledge. 
This love is then self-transcendent as revealed by the cross of Christ. This 
relationship, Zion notes, is personal or “hypostatic” which then makes it 
possible for man to commune with family that then fulfills the true image of 
love for Christ and his church. This is the transformation of “natural Eros” 
to “true Eros” or “true freedom” (Zion, 1992:135).  

The first stage of Holy Matrimony is the Service of Betrothal that 
emphasises the importance of salvation. Before the marital couple is blessed 
with the matrimonial rings, the priest chants two prayers. The first prayer 
calls for a holy incorporation and blessing of the couple as ordained with an 
eternal love shared with the Holy Trinity. The second prayer unites the 
couple as one through the Holy Trinity. When the priest takes the rings, he 
first blesses them by making the sign of the cross with the bride’s ring over 
the groom and the groom’s ring over the bride saying a blessing three times 
to both – that one is betrothed to the other in the name of the Holy Trinity 
(Evdokimov, 1985:133). Before the Service of Crowning takes place, the 
priest asks God to confirm the promise of their betrothal. It is also mentioned 
that “woman” is a “helper” to man for the procreation of the human race. 
The priest also describes the couple as “servants” who come after other 
servants in the history of betrothal for the Kingdom of God through the Holy 
Trinity. Harakas mentions that God is the author of marriage and that God 
joins the spouses together — not only through a theological position but as 
an affirmation of the holiness of the married state (Harakas, 2005:104). 
Harakas further states that the role of God is explicit when the priest says   
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“Blessed are You, O Lord our God, Holy Celebrant of mystical and pure 
marriage”. At the joining of the couple’s hands, which can be considered the 
“epicletic moment” of the sacrament of Holy Matrimony, the priest prays as 
he joins the hands of the couple: 

 
Holy God, who fashioned man from dust and from his rib fashioned woman, 
and joined her to him as a helpmate for him, for it was seemly unto Your 
Majesty for man not to be alone upon the earth, do You Yourself O Sovereign 
Lord, stretch forth Your hand from Your holy dwelling place, and join 
together (When this is said, the priest joins their right hands) this Your 
Servant (Name) and Your Servant (Name) for by you is a wife joined to her 
husband. (Harakas, 2005:110)    
    

The second stage of the sacrament is the Service of the Crowning where 
the priest signifies that the holy union be “fruitful” with children and the 
home. The priest then recites a prayer that describes God as a fashioner as 
he transformed the rib of Adam into a wife: 

 
It is stressed that it is not good that man should be alone. Let us make a helper 
fit for him. Taking one of his ribs, Thou didst fashion woman; and when 
Adam saw her he said: ‘This is at last bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; 
she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man’.  
 

The priest then takes the crowns and recalls the martyrs or witnesses of 
Christ saying the servants of God are crowned to each other in the name of 
the Holy Trinity. The Crowns are a biblical symbol of victory over death. 
The priest then chants: 

 
Do you not know that in a race all the runners compete but only one receives 
the prize? So run that you may obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control 
in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we are 
imperishable (1 Cor. 9:24–25). Do not fear what you are about to suffer. 
Behold, the devil is about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be 
tested, and for ten days you will have tribulation. Be faithful unto death, and 
I will give you the crown of life. (Rev. 2:10)  
 

The crowns bestowed upon the couple take the couple to martyrdom 
through marriage as a ritual journey during the singing of the troparion of 
the Holy Martyrs. It is a foundational theme within the Orthodox liturgical 
setting. Yet, the fundamental liturgical meaning of the blessing is giving   
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thanks to God for the union of the couple and a public sign within the church 
that it is a union approved by God (Zion, 1992:112):  

 
Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, be subject to your 
husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is 
the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior. As the church is 
subject to Christ, so let wives also be subject in everything to their husbands. 
Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up 
for her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of 
water with the word, that he might present the church to himself in splendor, 
without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without 
blemish. Even so husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He 
who loves his wife loves himself. For no man ever hates his own flesh, but 
nourishes and cherishes it, as Christ does the church, because we are 
members of his body. ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother 
and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’. (Ephesians 
5:20–33) 
 

From the Eucharist, there is a connection that incorporates the Kingdom 
of God and marriage where the Ephesians in Ephesians 5 emphasise the 
obligation of the marriage bond and the indissolubility of the alliance as 
legal concepts (Harakas, 2005:106): 
 

On the third day there was a marriage at Cana in Galilee, and the mother of 
Jesus was there; Jesus also was invited to the marriage, with his disciples. 
When the wine failed, the mother of Jesus said to him, ‘They have no wine’. 
And Jesus said to her, ‘O woman, what have you to do with me? My hour has 
not yet come’. His mother said to the servants, ‘Do whatever he tells you’. 
Now six stone jars were standing there, for the Jewish rites of purification, 
each holding twenty or thirty gallons. Jesus said to them, ‘Fill the jars with 
water’. And they filled them up to the brim. He said to them, ‘Now draw 
some out, and take it to the steward of the feast’. So they took it. When the 
steward of the feast tasted the water now become wine, and did not know 
where it came from (though the servants who had drawn the water knew), 
the steward of the feast called the bridegroom and said to him, ‘Every man 
serves the good wine first; and when men have drunk freely, then the poor 
wine; but you have kept the good wine until now’. This, the first of his signs, 
Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested his glory; and his disciples 
believed in him. (John 2:1–12) 
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The change of water into wine at Cana points to a transfiguration of the 
old into the new, a passage from death to life. Harakas mentions that Christ’s 
public ministry was inaugurated with the miracle of transforming water to 
wine as one of the petitions puts it, calling the congregation to pray “That 
this marriage may be blessed as was that of Cana in Galilee”. This affirms 
the propriety of marriage. Harakas also mentions that in Byzantine marriage 
rituals, the Christian spouses are seen as joining the whole line of holy 
married figures in sacred history. The prayers envisage a parade of married 
persons beginning with Adam and Eve and including both Old and New 
Testament couples and at the end of which the church places the marriage 
of those whose marriage is taking place. The couple is also made part of the 
history of salvation, when prayers are offered that God preserve them as he 
protected “Noah in the ark, Jonah in the whale and the Three Holy Youths 
from the fiery furnace”. The prayer also connects the bridal couple to the 
discovery of the True Cross by St. Helena and the Forty Holy Martyrs who 
received crowns from heaven. Harakas adds that it is clear that this prayer 
functions to associate not only marriage but the specific married couples of 
the history of salvation, reassuring the sanctity of the married state (Harakas, 
2005:106). The crowning rite indicates that prayers and liturgical actions are 
connected intimately to the Holy Trinity. After the Amen, the Priest holds 
up the Crowns and says three times: “The Servant of God (Name) is crowned 
for the servant of God (Name), in the Name of the Father and the Son and 
the Holy Spirit Amen”.    

The fourth stage of the wedding ritual is the Common Cup – that was 
once Holy Communion. The priest asks God to bless the Common Cup so 
that the marital couple may drink from it three times through the Holy 
Trinity. A chant from the Psalms is spoken “I will drink from the cup of 
salvation; I will call upon the name of the Lord” (Psalm 116:13). Harakas 
argues that although this refers to participation in the Eucharist by the 
marital couple, its association with the Common Cup as a shared cup of 
ordinary wine continues the affirmation in principle that marriage and 
salvation are mutually exclusive (Harakas, 2005:109).   

The fifth stage of the matrimonial ritual incorporates the Dance of Isaiah. 
After having drunk from the Common Cup three times, the groom and the 
bride begin the Dance of Isaiah. After circling the Royal Table three times, 
the priest stops them and takes the crown of the groom and says “Be exalted 
O Bridegroom and be blessed like Isaac and multiply like Jacob, walking in 
peace and keeping God’s commandments in righteousness”. He then takes 
the crown off of the bride and says “And you O Bride: Be exalted like Sarah,   
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and exult like Rebecca and multiply like Rachel and rejoice in your husband, 
fulfilling the conditions of the law, for this is well-pleasing to God”.  

The Dance of Isaiah is performed as a way of preserving sacred unity 
during Holy Matrimony. The Bible is taken from the Royal Table and held 
by the priest and the couple guided by the priest perform the Dance of Isaiah 
as a triple procession. With every circle completed, the performance stopped 
three times, signifying that the word of God is at the center of their lives as 
they take their first steps as a married couple. Symbolically Christ is at the 
centre of the performance represented by the Bible; firstly resting on the 
Royal table and then held by the priest as he guides the triple procession. 
The symbol of the circle represents religious eternity and that marriage is a 
lifelong commitment. As an expression of joy and celebration the choir 
chants: 

 
O Isaiah dance your joy, for the Virgin was indeed with child; 
And brought to birth – a Son, Emmanuel,  
Who came both as God and man; 
Day-at-the-Dawn is the name he bears, 
And by extolling Him, We hail the Virgin is blessed 
Hear Us you martyred Saints, who fought the good fight, gaining crowns 
Entreat the Lord to shed His tender mercy on our souls. 
Glory to You, O Christ our God, Your Apostles’ proudest boast and treasure 
of 
Your Martyrs’ joy, Who to all proclaimed the Consubstantial Trinity 
Sacrament of Holy Matrimony. (Harakas, 2005:105) 

 
The hymns during the Dance of Isaiah refer to the prophet Isaiah 

prophesising the birth of Christ. They also refer to the Apostles and early 
Christian martyrs bearing witness to Christ and his Bible by their preaching 
and teaching – even at the sacrifice of their own lives (Isaiah 7:14). The 
prophesy of Isaiah speaks of “God with us” – Emmanuel. God is with the 
new couple as they have invited him into their marriage by receiving the 
holy sacramental blessing. The mention of the prophecy is also a reminder 
of the miraculous way the holy word – the true icon of God – took flesh from 
a virgin. The incarnation reaches into the very depths of human existence, 
making the whole of human life an epiphany of the eternal. Just as it is 
because of the Incarnation that icons may be written, so husband and wife 
can be icons by conceiving Christ in their hearts. Finally, the prophecy is a 
reminder of fruitfulness — the fruitfulness of Mary as a result of the agency   
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of the Holy Spirit, and the fruitfulness of the couple as a result of their 
cooperation with God. This circular procession, a solemn “dance of joy”, is 
an image of life in Christ. Husband and wife take their first steps as a 
married couple in the Church, following a path marked by the good news of 
the Bible. The Greek word martyria means to witness. The newly married 
couple is called to witness the coming of the Kingdom of God, which came 
about through the birth of the son of God from the Virgin Mary. The joy that 
is celebrated through this uniting of man, woman and Christ is to parallel 
the joy that Isaiah had when he said, “I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my 
whole being shall exalt in my God” (Isaiah 61:10). 

When the triple procession of the Dance of Isaiah is completed, the bridal 
couple return to their places. The priest then takes off their crowns and gives 
his blessing to them. The priest prays asking God who came to Canna and 
blessed there the marriage feast to also bless his servants who through his 
divine providence are now united together in Holy Matrimony. The 
procession before the crowning therefore signifies an entrance into the 
Kingdom of Christ – human love will acquire a totally new dimension by 
being identified with the love of Christ for his church. The closing prayer 
says “Receive their crowns into Thy Kingdom, preserving them spotless, 
blameless and without reproach unto the ages of ages”. 

Harakas mentions that the Dance of Isaiah is the most striking illustration 
of the affirmation of the sanctity of the marital union. He describes the Dance 
of Isaiah as a liturgical procession1 around the Royal Table and in front of 
the iconostasis (icon screen). He states that there have been offered various 
interpretations of this ritual but what he says is clear is that the 
circumlocution led by the priest sometimes holding the Bible calls for hymns 
that connect the names of Isaiah, the Virgin Mother and her Son Emmanuel, 
who came as both God and man, the holy martyrs and the apostles to the 
marriage and to the married couple. He adds that the couple is surrounded 
by divine and holy persons, affirming the sanctity of their new union 
(Harakas, 2005:105). The priest ends with reference to God blessing the 
marriage feast of Cana in Galilee and to receive these crowns into His 
Kingdom. There is also a reference to the God Crowned Constantine and 
Helen (Evdokimov, 1985:148). 
  

                                                           
1 Fitton mentions that Ancient Greek processional dances seemed to have involved less 

expressive movement and represented more of a female character (Fitton, 1973:262). 
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Holy Orders and the Dance of Isaiah  
(see also Diagram 1 for the detail presented below) 

 
Major Orders of the Church are defined through Jesus Christ who 

ordained the Twelve Apostles to spread the word of Christ and perform 
major ordinations of bishophood as well as baptising Christians. An apostle 
was sent out to proclaim the Bible through preaching, teaching and bearing 
witness to the Kingdom of God through miracles coming through the Holy 
Spirit. The apostolate had a sacramental responsibility through Jesus who 
conveyed to them the Holy Spirit, through which the invisible power and 
authority of his ministry would be forever united to their mission, visibly. 
As eye witnesses of the death and resurrection of Christ, they became 
confessors of the truth of the Bible and received the authority to manifest the 
invisible presence of the risen Christ in their respective ministries.  The 
highest visible action of this Mystery was the authority to preside over the 
Eucharist (the celebration of the Lord’s Supper in Holy Communion) and to 
administer membership into the Body of Christ through Baptism, as well as 
oversee the other Sacraments of the Church. However, as this generation of 
the Apostles die, the authoritative witness of the risen Christ had to be 
transferred from one generation to another. The church had to preserve the 
purity of this witness to the faith. Just as Jesus appointed or ordained his 
apostles, the apostles in turn ordained their successors through the 
sacrament of hirotonia or ordination. Ordination is a sacrament of the church 
acting through the Holy Spirit to transfer the apostolic ministry to successive 
generations. Their successors were the bishops, presbyters and their 
assistants the deacons. These three orders of clergy are called Holy Orders 
(Harakas, 2005:200). 

As its name signifies Holy Orders is the appointment by God to organise 
the leadership of the church of Christ. The sacrament was carried out 
through the Apostle’s prayer and the “laying on of their hands” upon the 
head of the ordained. Through the “laying on of the hands”, the Holy Spirit 
descends upon the candidate for Holy Orders, sanctifying him to administer 
the sacraments and to guide initiates toward salvation. The first initiates that 
were ordained by the Apostles were seventy bishops (Harakas, 2005:202). 
The Greek word for bishop (episkopos) means overseer. The Holy Orders 
are a calling to “oversee” the teaching and sacramental presence of Christ in 
the church. The bishop is seen as the father of the local church – he manifests   
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the place of Christ in the church, and carries in his ministry the doctrinal and 
sacramental fullness of the Bible. These Bishops then appointed the Holy 
ranks of priest and deacon, and gave them the authority to perform the 
duties of bishops, only they cannot ordain. These ranks cannot ordain 
because of the Holy Right of the Twelve Apostles to ordain. The priest was 
appointed to preside over the Eucharist and the sacraments in the local 
church (with the exception of ordination itself) in the absence of the bishop. 
The local priest is the bishop’s representative in the Eucharistic Assembly of 
the local Church. The philanthropic ministry and the assisting of the bishop 
and/or priest in the Divine Liturgy were entrusted to the deacons who were 
specifically ordained for this ministry (the deacon cannot preside over the 
Eucharist in the absence of the bishop or priest). Deacons can perform liturgy 
on their own but they typically assist the holy ranks of priest or bishop 
(Harakas, 2005:206). 

During Holy Orders ordination occurs on three occasions: when lay 
person is ordained to deacon, when deacon is ordained to priest and when 
priest is ordained to bishop.2  

                                                           
2 The clerical titles are: Patriarch. This is the title borne by the heads of certain autocephalous 

(self-heading – i.e., independent) Churches. At the present time the heads of the Churches 
of Constantinople, Alexandria (Pope and Patriarch), Antioch, Jerusalem, Russia, Serbia, 
Bulgaria and Romania bear this title. The heads of the other Churches are entitled 
Archbishop (i.e. Greece, Albania, and Cyprus) or Metropolitan (Poland, Czechoslovakia 
and the Orthodox Church in America [OCA]). The head of the autocephalous Church of 
Georgia is entitled the Katholicos. Metropolitan, Archbishop: originally a Metropolitan 
(from metropolis) was the Bishop of the capital of a province, while Archbishop was a more 
general title of honor given to Bishops of special eminence (e.g. Bishops of long tenure), the 
Church of Russia still generally uses these titles in the original way, but the Greek Churches 
(except Jerusalem) give the title Metropolitan to every Diocesan Bishop and grant the title 
Archbishop to those who formerly would have been styled Metropolitans. Thus, an 
Archbishop now ranks above a Metropolitan in the Greek Churches, but in the Slavic 
Churches tie rank of Metropolitan is pre-eminent. Archimandrite: originally this title was 
given to a Monk supervising several monasteries or who was the superior of an especially 
important monastery. Now it is usually given as a title of honor for distinguished Priest-
monks. Abbot (Hegumen or Igumen): originally a Priest-monk who was the Superior of a 
monastery was entitled Abbot (a practice strictly adhered to by the Greek Church), but in 
the Russian Church, this is more often a title of honor given to Priest-monks. In the Russian 
Church, an Igumen ranks below an Archimandrite. Archpriest, Protopresbyter: these are 
titles of honour given to non-monastic Priests, and are generally equivalent to that of 
Archimandrite. Hieromonk: a Hieromonk is a Monk who happens to be a Priest. 
Hierodeacon: a Hierodeacon is a monastic Deacon. Archdeacon: this is a title of honour 
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Ordinations to the Major Orders always occur during the course of the 
Divine Liturgy. A college of bishops (at least two or three) is necessary to 
consecrate another bishop. A bishop is ordained in the Altar Room, in the 
midst of the congregation before the singing of the Trisagion (Holy God). 
Thus, the reading of the Bible is done already with his blessing. The priest is 
ordained after the singing of the Cherubic Hymn before the sanctification of 
the Holy Gifts. The rite of ordination to the deaconate is less solemn and 
takes place before the singing of the Lord’s Prayer, when the sanctification 
of the Holy Gifts has already taken place, since the deacon only assists at the 
performance of the sacraments and does not perform them.  

As all clerics are initiated to the priesthood in the church a documentation 
of this ordination will ensue. The ordination of a priest is conducted by a 
bishop along with two priests assisting him, one of which is the first or senior 
priest. During the Divine Liturgy, after the completion of the Cherubic 
Hymn following the Great Entrance, the two priests exit, and bring the 
deacon before the bishop.  They stand on the Soleas facing the bishop who 
stands in the Royal Doors. The first or senior priest exclaims “Command” 
and the second priest exclaims “All command” and the first or senior priest 
exclaims “Command, holy Master, the one who is now being presented to 
you”. The bishop then exclaims three times “In the name of the Father, the 
Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen”. The deacon addresses the bishop and 
the bishop then counsels the deacon. Afterwards the deacon is brought into 
the Altar Room and led to perform the Dance of Isaiah while being held by 
the two priests around the Royal Altar. As the Dance of Isaiah begins, the 
bishop is seated at the Royal Doors facing the congregation in the Nave. The 
two priests hold the initiate on each side and guide him around the Royal 
Altar three times for the triple procession. Every time he completes a circle 
he kisses all four corners of the Royal Altar and the bishop’s hands. After he 
has completed the Dance of Isaiah, the two priests take him back out to the 
Soleas where he is taken to the left of the iconostasis screen and kisses all the 
icons on this side of the iconostasis screen. The two priests then take him to 
the Royal Altar where the bishop is now standing and awaiting him. When 
the initiate encircles the Royal Altar three times for the triple procession, the 
clergy chants: 

  

                                                           
given to monastic Deacons-usually those attached to a Bishop. Protodeacon: this is a title of 
honor given to non-monastic Deacons - usually those attached to cathedrals or to Bishops. 
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Hear us, you martyred Saints who have fought the good fight and received 
crowns, entreat the Lord, to have mercy on our souls. Glory to you, Christ our 
God, the Apostles' boast and pride, the Martyrs' fervent joy whose preaching 
is the consubstantial Trinity. O Isaiah dance with joy, for the Virgin is indeed 
with child and brought forth a son, Emmanuel.  Who came both as God and 
man, Day-at-the-Dawn is his name, and by magnifying him, we call the 
Virgin blessed. 

 
When the two priests bring the initiate to the bishop, the initiate kneels 

down and holds the Royal Altar with his right hand. He then places both his 
hands on the Royal Altar and his head upon his hands. It is at this point that 
the two priests let go of him and remain kneeling close to the ordained. The 
bishop who is standing next to the deacon places his front vestment on the 
head of the ordained and atop his hand and makes the sign of the cross three 
times over the deacon’s head. After the first or senior priest proclaims, “Let 
us be attentive!” the bishop with his hand on the head of the deacon recites 
the prayer “The divine grace, which always heals that which is infirm and 
completes that which is lacking, ordains the most devout deacon (name) to 
the office of priest. Let us, therefore, pray for him, that the grace of the All-
Holy Spirit may come upon him. The clergy in the Holy of Holies exclaim 
three times ‘Lord have mercy’”. The bishop then recites a prayer: 

 
O God without beginning or end, Who are before every created thing, and 
Who honors with the title of Presbyter those whom You deem worthy to serve 
the word of Your truth in the divine ministry of this order. You, the same 
sovereign Master, preserve in purity of life and in unswerving faith this man 
whom You have been pleased to ordain through me by the laying on of hands, 
graciously imparting to him the great grace of Your Holy Spirit, making him 
wholly Your servant, well-pleasing to You in all things, and worthily 
exercising this great honor of the Priesthood which You conferred upon him 
by the power of Your wisdom. For Yours is the kingdom, and the power, and 
the glory, of the Father, the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, now and always, and 
to the ages of ages. 

 
At the end of the prayer the chanters chant “Amen” and the first or senior 

priest recites the following petitions in a low voice while the clergy in the 
Holy of Holies slowly respond “Lord, have mercy”. The first or senior priest 
then recites a prayer:  
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In peace let us pray to the Lord. For the peace from above and the salvation 
of our souls, let us pray to the Lord. For peace in the whole world, for the 
stability of the holy churches of God, and for the union of all, let us pray to 
the Lord. For our Archbishop (Name), and our Bishop (Name) for his 
priesthood, sustenance, sojourn, peace, health, salvation, and for the works of 
his hands, let us pray to the Lord. For the servant of God (Name of the new 
presbyter), who has now been ordained a presbyter, and for his salvation, let 
us pray to the Lord. That God who loves mankind will grant to him a pure 
and blameless priesthood, let us pray to the Lord. For this parish and this city, 
for every city and country, and for the faithful who live in them, let us pray 
to the Lord. For our deliverance from all tribulation, wrath, danger, and 
necessity, let us pray to the Lord. Help us, save us, have mercy on us, and 
protect us, O God, by Your grace. Commemorating our all-holy, pure, most-
blessed, and glorious Lady, the Theotokos and ever-Virgin Mary, with all the 
saints, let us commit ourselves and one another and all our life to Christ our 
God. 

 
Once the prayer is complete, the chanters chant “To You, O Lord” and 

the bishop exclaims “For to You belong all glory, honor, and worship, to the 
Father and to the Son and the Holy Spirit, now and always, and to the ages 
of ages”. The Chanters then chant “Amen”. While the first or senior priest 
intones the petitions, the bishop reads the following prayer with his hand 
still on the ordained deacon’s head: 

 
O God, great in might and inscrutable in wisdom, marvelous in counsel above 
the sons of men: You the same Lord, fill with the gift of Your Holy Spirit this 
man whom it has pleased You to advance to the degree of Priest; that he may 
become worthy to stand in innocence before Your altar, to proclaim the 
Gospel of Your kingdom, to minister the word of Your truth, to offer to You 
spiritual gifts and sacrifices; to renew Your people through the font of 
regeneration, that when he shall go to meet You, at the second coming of our 
great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, Your only-begotten Son, he may receive 
the reward of good stewardship in the order given to him, through the 
plenitude of Your goodness, for blessed and glorified is Your all-holy and 
majestic name, of the Father and the Son and of the Holy Spirit, now, and ever 
and to the ages of ages. 
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The chanters then chant “Amen” and all in the church stand. The bishop 
proclaims the newly ordained priest “Axios!” [worthy] to which the 
congregation also responds “Axios!” The bishop will hold up each item of 
the ordained priests’ new vestments (totaling three) and again proclaim 
“Axios!” to the congregation. Each time this is done by the bishop, the 
congregation responds with “Axios!” This is done because the rite is one of 
God and has to be accepted by the people of God.  The ordination continues 
as the three vestments are placed on the ordained priest by the bishop. 
Ordination as described for the ordination of the first seven deacons in the 
Acts of the Apostles, was an action of the whole Church, as the Body of 
Christ, through the prayer and affirmation. Today, ordination occurs in all 
three orders, as it did in the beginning, not as a private appointment but as 
an action performed in the Divine Liturgy, and affirmed when the 
congregation proclaim Axios! The fact that every Orthodox bishop, priest 
and deacon can trace back their priesthood to the Apostles through 
Apostolic Succession, is a very significant testimony to an undivided church 
that has always existed since apostolic times (Harakas, 2005:212). 

After the ordained priest has been dressed in his new vestments, the 
ordained priest stands beside the bishop at the Royal Doors, together facing 
the congregation with the first or senior priest next to the bishop and the 
second priest next to the ordained. After the consecration of the Eucharist, 
the bishop places the body of Christ into the new priest's hands with the 
following admonition “Receive this Divine Trust, and guard it until the 
Second Coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, at which time He will demand it 
from you”. At the conclusion of the Liturgy the first or senior priest 
approaches the congregation in order to read the prayer before the Ambo 
and the newly ordained priest to say the final litany, these actions being the 
first external signs of their ministry.  

In all cases of ordination to the Major Orders, there is a “laying on of the 
hands” on the head of the initiate, and the grace of the Holy Spirit is invoked. 
A priest who intends on being ordained to bishop cannot marry. A 
layperson must marry before being ordained as a deacon or a priest because 
they must assert to the church that they do not want to continue to the Holy 
Rank of bishop or high priesthood. Each of these is defined by its own 
ordinance performed by a bishop.  

There are “two lifestyles” that define the cleric in the Eastern Orthodox 
Church: one is “sacramental marriage” and the other is “monastic life” 
(Najim, 2001:225). Sacramental marriage for the diaconate, presbyterate and 
the episcopate is possible as the Book of Genesis defines the woman as being   
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of the man. Adam conceives of Eve as an innermost component of himself 
before the Fall of humanity and after the law of humanity was created to 
restore harmony and life in communion. The Fall occurred when Adam and 
Eve were spiritually immature and so this restorative church law embraces 
the clergy in the “micro-church” of the family, where they live daily through 
the recurrence of communion with the Holy Gifts and nourish true Eros 
(Najim, 2001:227). Najim goes on to mention that an everyday life in 
marriage is seen as a “royal priesthood” and a “holy nation” and that the 
Holy Spirit dwells in this royal priesthood and that each “micro-church” 
(family)3 receive the Gifts of the Holy Spirit. The micro-church then is part 
of the church or “mega church” and reflects “oneness” in that it is an organic 
unity; it is “holy” because it is a community of saints, the sons and daughters 
of God’s household; it is “apostolic” because it builds itself upon Jesus Christ 
and on the teachings of the Apostles and; “catholic” because its members are 
united in a community that gathers in unity (Najim, 2001:231). It is the duty 
of the married cleric to translate his spiritual experience of family or “micro-
church” to the church or “mega-church” or congregation. With regard to 
apostolic succession, all but Paul and John were married men (Najim, 
2001:233). For Najim, monastic life is clerical life that is represented through 
celibacy to the church and hence Kingdom of God. The choice of clergy to 
devote their life and soul to God, as explained through the New Testament, 
defines that celibacy anticipates an angelic life. Saint Basil the Great was the 
first legislator of monasticism and called for the formation of monastic 
worshipping communities to rekindle brotherly mutuality and so monks 
entered the community of the monastery living an ascetic life, that is, a 
monastic life within the monastery. The ascetic life separates the monk from 
clergy because unlike clergy, monks are not elected and ordained to perform 
the apostolic mission in the public world, that is - outside of the monastery. 
Unlike the clergy, monks live in seclusion of the outside world and this is 
what defines the ascetic lifestyle. In this way, the monk devotes his life to 
God to achieve deification or theosis (Najim, 2001:37). 

In both sacraments, sustaining Holy Matrimony and Holy Order a 
member of the church can only perform the Dance of Isaiah three times. If a 
Christian marries, they can only perform the Dance of Isaiah another two   

                                                           
3 Evdokimov explains that the sacred act of anointing or the sacrament of chrism was extended 

to all Christians. A Christian is called “a priest of the royal priesthood” and this anointing 
or chrism is the belonging to the priestly people. Thus, being a priest in this sense means 
being a priest of Christ and that the difference is not of “being” but of “function” hence the 
difference between “lay” (layperson) and “cleric” (Evdokimov, 1985:86). 
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times. A deacon has married; he has danced it once during Holy Matrimony 
and can only dance it twice in Holy Orders, which means that the highest 
rank attained in Holy Order is Priesthood. However, an unmarried Deacon 
can perform the Dance of Isaiah three times for Holy Orders and attain the 
ranking of bishop. Thus, Greek “holy men” will enact a sacred dance of the 
church when initiated through holy rank. However, they may also choose to 
dance in the instance that they marry which will only enable them to achieve 
the holy rank of priesthood. Priests and deacons are divided into two distinct 
groups – the married (white robed or parochial) clergy and the monastic (or 
black robed) clergy. The monastic clergy are by nature unmarried, but one 
seeking ordination to the ranks of the white clergy may now choose to be 
celibate (unmarried) or married, but must make the choice prior to 
ordination since under Greek Orthodox Canon Law one may not marry after 
ordination. A celibate priest or deacon may not later marry and a married 
priest or deacon whose wife dies may not remarry. Also, one who has been 
divorced may not be permitted to be ordained. Bishops are drawn 
exclusively from the ranks of the monastic clergy, although a celibate or 
widower may be consecrated bishop after having taken monastic vows.  

The Dance of Isaiah is a triple procession performed toward the end of 
both Holy Matrimony and Holy Orders as a performance marking the 
change in religious status for an initiate of the church. During Holy 
Matrimony it is performed encircling the Royal Table. The bridal couple 
drink from the Common Cup, and prayers express exaltation and salvation. 
During Holy Orders, it is performed around the Royal Altar after the new 
priest has been dressed in religious vestments. The bishop who ordained the 
initiate, proclaims them worthy, marking exaltation and salvation. For the 
initiates of both sacraments, the Dance of Isaiah acts as “a procession of first 
steps” where the initiates proceed into new religious statuses hence lifestyles 
defined by the church for both married and priestly members.    

Performing the Dance of Isaiah during both sacraments also establishes a 
sacred solidarity for the Holy Trinity by the symbolic use of the number 
three. For Holy Matrimony it is a triple procession and with every circling 
priest who is guiding them forward in the procession. The sacred 
significance of the number three is also seen in other sacred practices of Holy 
Matrimony such as drinking from the Common Cup three times, the 
switching of the crowns on the heads of the bride and the groom three times 
during the Crowning Service. Also according to Orthodox Canon Law, 
members of the church are only allowed to perform the Dance of Isaiah three   
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times for Holy Matrimony. For Holy Orders, the sacred significance of the 
Holy Trinity is firstly represented in three major categories of cleric within 
the church: deacon, priest and bishop and, that the Dance of Isaiah is 
performed for all three categories during ordination. The sacred significance 
of the number three is also observed when the bishop proclaims the 
ordination three times when he makes the sign of the cross three times on 
the deacon’s head just before “the laying on of the hands” to ordain. When 
the deacon is ordained a priest, the word Axios or worthy is expressed by 
the bishop to the church congregation three times and the church 
congregation answers the bishop by replying with the word Axios three 
times after three vestments are placed on the ordained priest by the bishop. 
The Dance of Isaiah is also performed as a triple procession during 
ordination for Holy Orders. The difference is that during Holy Matrimony 
the marital couple is guided by one priest while during ordination for Holy 
Orders the ordained priest is guided into the triple procession by two priests. 
During Holy Matrimony it is one priest that guides the marital couple 
during the triple procession and during Holy Orders an initiate for 
ordination is led during the Dance of Isaiah by two priests. Women cannot 
be ordained in the Eastern Orthodox Church so the Dance of Isaiah can only 
be led by religious men. During its performance for Holy Matrimony, the 
female follows the male and the male in turn follows the priest. This filing 
order represents patriarchal cosmology especially with regard to the woman 
being last in line for the procession because she was born of man and 
fashioned through the rib of Adam to be a helper to man, as a wife. Woman 
is also second in line when the Common Cup is given to the marital couple 
to drink from during the service of the Common Cup. 

This paper has given definition to a sacred performance known as the 
Dance of Isaiah. The form of the dance is a triple procession that is circular 
like secular Greek dances symbolising solidarity. However, the scope of the 
paper is to offer a definition of this triple procession through biblical and 
canonical interpretations of the church which incorporates it as a religious 
expression for initiation practices of the Greek Orthodox Church.        
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