
 

Miss Behavior Sings the Antiphons                   December 17, 2017 

 
Dear Miss Behavior:  
 
I have noticed that at least four Advent hymns have similar words. The hymns are “O Come,  
O Come, Emmanuel,” “Christ, Circle Round Us,” "Blessed and Holy," and “My Soul in Stillness 
Waits.” Is there some significance to this coincidence? Maybe it is not a coincidence?  
 
Sincerely,  
Olivia  
 

 
 
Dear Olivia:  
 
The words to these songs are based on the O Antiphons, seven antiphons (refrains) that  
are spoken or sung during Vespers. Vespers is one of the services of the Liturgy of the  
Hours, prayed by priests, monks, nuns, and the laity throughout the day and throughout the 
year. Vespers occurs in the evening and is sometimes called Evening Prayer or Evensong.  
The O Antiphons occur just before the singing or reciting of Mary’s hymn of praise, the 
Magnificat. These antiphons are used during the Octave (eight days) before Christmas, from 
December 17 to 23.  
 
The O Antiphons are quite ancient and are mentioned by Boethius, a Christian philosopher  
who lived at the end of the fifth and the beginning of the sixth century. We do not know when 
they originated or who wrote the antiphons, but we know they were being used in Rome by  
the eighth century.  
 
Each antiphon addresses the Messiah by a title or a metaphor: O Wisdom, O Lord, O Root of 
Jesse, O Key of David, O Rising Sun, O King of Nations, and O Emmanuel. Each of these terms 
recalls the prophecies of the prophet Isaiah. It has been said that Benedictine monks arranged 
these original Latin words in a particular order so that if we go backwards from the last one—
Emmanuel, Rex, Oriens, Clavis, Radix, Adonai, Sapientia—and use the initial letters, we arrive 
at a Latin sentence, “Ero cras,” which is often translated as “Tomorrow, I will come”; the literal 
meaning is “I will be tomorrow.”  
 
Let us meditate on these ancient words as we too await the coming of the Messiah.  
 
Yours for all times and seasons,  

 

Miss Behavior 


