
Praying with the O Antiphons 
 
What is an antiphon? 
An antiphon is a short sentence sung or recited before and after a psalm or canticle. In this case, it is 
found in Evening Prayer in the Liturgy of the Hours, and prayed before and after the Canticle of Mary, 
the Magnificat (based on Luke 1:46-55). They also are the inspiration for the Advent song, O Come, O 
Come Emmanuel. 
 
The O Antiphons are an ancient sung prayer of the Church, dating back to at least the eighth century.  
Beginning on December 17 and continuing through December 23, they bring together the prophecies 
about the coming of the Messiah found in the Old Testament with the fulfillment of these prophecies in 
Jesus proclaimed in the New Testament.  
 
I invite you to join me in praying with these beautiful and ancient words. They are an excellent way to 
pray and prepare for Christmas Day. 
 
A Suggestion: How to Pray 

1. Begin with your own opening prayer.  
2. Read the antiphon for the day. Pause and consider: What do these words tell you about Jesus?  
3. Read the first reading. Ponder its words. Does something stand out for you? 
4. Read the passage again. Listen for what caught your attention. 
5. Do the same thing with the second reading.  
6. Imagine yourself sitting or walking with Jesus. Share with him what came up for you. Listen. 
Does he say anything? 
7. Consider the reflection questions—does anything more come to mind? If you like to journal, 
you may wish to record your thoughts.  
8. Conclude your prayer time with a brief prayer of your own, an Our Father or Glory Be.  

 
O Antiphons in Song 
There are many variants on these ancient words and many musical settings. Here are just a few: 
 
OPChant offers the O Antiphons chanted in the Dominican tradition.  
 
From the Benedictines: Saint John’s Abbey 
 
O Antiphons from Gloria Dei Cantores 

December 17: O Sapientia 
December 18: O Adonai 
December 19: O Radix Jesse 
December 20: O Clavis David 
December 21: O Oriens 
December 22: O Rex Gentium 
December 23: O Emmanuel 
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December 17: O Sapientia (O Wisdom)  
 
Antiphon: 
 
Wisdom, O Holy Word of God, you govern all creation with your strong yet tender care. Come and show 
your people the way to salvation. 
 
Readings 
Isaiah 11:2-3; 28:29 
Luke 2:41-52 
 
Reflection Questions 
This also comes from the Lord of hosts; 
    he is wonderful in counsel, 
    and excellent in wisdom. Isaiah 28:29 
 And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and man. Luke 2:52 
 
Jesus, God and man, lived a real existence in a real place and time. His wisdom comes from both his 
divinity and his humanity.  

Does Jesus’ humanity help you to relate to God? As Father? As Son? How? 
In prayer, do you ask Jesus for wisdom? How does he answer? How has it helped you in your 
life? 

 
For Further Reading and Meditation: 
It is important to note what Luke says about Jesus’ growth not 
only in stature, but also in wisdom. On the one hand, the answer 
of the twelve-year-old made it clear that he knew the Father—
God—intimately. Only he knows God, not merely through the 
testimony of man, but he recognizes him in himself, Jesus 
stands before the Father as Son, on familiar terms. He lives in 
his presence. He sees him… 
And yet it is also true that his wisdom grows. As a human 
being, he does not live in some abstract omniscience, but he is 
rooted in a concrete history, a place and a time, in the different 
phases of human life, and this is what gives concrete shape to 
his knowledge… 
It becomes quite apparent that he is true man and true God, as 
the Church’s faith expresses it. The interplay between the two is 
something that we cannot ultimately define.1 
 
 
 
 
 

Portion of the Novrogod Icon that depicts the Child Jesus as Emmanuel, Holy Wisdom (16th century Russia).  

 
1 Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth: The Infancy Narratives, New York: Image, 2012, p. 127 
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December 18: O Adonai (O Lord) 
 
Antiphon: 
O sacred Lord of ancient Israel, who showed yourself to Moses in the burning bush, who gave 
him the holy law on Sinai mountain: come, stretch out your mighty hand to set us free. 
 
Readings: 
Isaiah 61:1; 33:22. 
Luke 4:16-21 
 
Reflection Questions: 
The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, 
…to proclaim liberty to the captives, 
    and the opening of the prison to those who are bound; Isaiah 61:1  
And he began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” Luke 4:21 
 
Jesus proclaims he is who the prophet Isaiah said would come. 

What does it mean that Jesus, God come down to earth, wants to free you? 
From what do you want to ask Jesus to free you? 

 
For Further Reading and Meditation: 
Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit Isaiah looked to a time in the future when a prophet would usher 
in a new age of freedom and divine favour. In a twist which 
must have been utterly shocking to all those present, Jesus 
identifies himself as the one to whom the prophet Isaiah was 
referring. Jesus saw in this scripture his own mission as the 
Messiah, the Lord’s anointed One.  

Despite being impressed by Jesus, his announcement and 
pronouncement jars with the synagogue congregation. They can 
only perceive Jesus in human terms… 

In one way the townspeople of Nazareth were right to be 
outraged because the Christian faith is scandalous and shocking. 
Our faith teaches that God became man! Jesus of Nazareth was 
both God and man; he was both divine and human. We are 
called to be prophets of the incarnation – of the true scandal of 
our faith, which speaks so eloquently and beautifully of God’s 
love, mercy and forgiveness.  
 
Father God, teach me to be a prophet of the incarnation. Teach me to cherish and revere this truth of our 
faith and fall down on my knees before Jesus who was full of wisdom, knowledge, understanding and fear 
of the Lord. 2  

 
2 Daily Reflection, 1 September, 2014, Duns Scotus Bible Centre, Hong Kong, 
http://www2.dsbiblecentre.org/dailyreflection/Sept2014.pdf 
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December 19: O Radix Jesse (O Root of Jesse) 
 
Antiphon: 
O Flower of Jesse’s stem, you have been raised up as a sign for all peoples; kings stand silent in your 
presence; the nations bow down in worship before you. Come, let nothing keep you from coming to our 
aid. 
 
Readings: 
Isaiah 1:1; 11:10 
Romans 15:11-13 
 
Reflection Questions: 
In that day the root of Jesse shall stand as an ensign to the peoples; him shall the nations seek, and his 
dwellings shall be glorious. Isaiah 11:10 
 
In Romans 15:12, Jesus is proclaimed to be the root of Jesse in whom the Gentiles will find hope. In verse 
13 is the prayer:  
May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit 
you may abound in hope. 

How does knowing Jesus fill you with joy and peace? 
Have you experienced new hope this Advent season? 

 
For Further Reading and Meditation: 

 
 
 
 
“While some translations use the word “flower” for the Latin 
“radix,” I prefer the more literal “root” because it signals clearly the 
Mystery being invoked in this prayer. The point of this ancient 
antiphon is to identify the coming Messiah as the very root and 
foundation of creation and covenant. Our connection to Christ and 
to the world is not a superficial grafting onto a minor branch of the 
family tree, but to the very root itself. We are grounded, connected 
and vitally linked to Christ”3 
 
  

 
3 Deacon Bill Ditewig, PhD, “’O Radix Jesse’:Foundations”, Deacons Today: Servants in a Servant Church, 
https://billditewig.blog/2015/12/18/o-radix-jesse-foundations/  
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December 20: O Clavis David (O Key of David) 
 
Antiphon: 
O Key of David, O royal Power of Israel controlling at your will the gate of heaven: come, break down 
the prison walls of death for those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death; and lead your captive 
people into freedom.  
 
Readings: 
Isaiah 9:6, 22:22 
Revelation 3:20 
 
Reflection Questions: 
And I will place on his shoulder the key of the house of David; he shall open, and none shall shut; and he 
shall shut, and none shall open.—Isaiah 22:22 
 
Tomorrow will bring the fewest hours of daylight for 2020. Jesus, the Key of David, stands before us, 
desiring to dispel the darkness of our lives and our hearts.  

What light do you pray for Jesus to bring into your heart?  
Where have you found the light of Jesus in your prayer and your life this Advent season? 

 
For Further Reading and Meditation: 
 
During these days, Bethlehem becomes the place on which all believers 
focus their eyes. The representations of the nativity scene, which popular 
tradition has spread to every corner of the earth, help us to reflect better on 
the message which continues to radiate from Bethlehem for all humanity. 
In a poor grotto, we contemplate a God who for love makes himself a 
child. He gives joy to those who welcome him and reconciliation and 
peace to the peoples. The Great Jubilee, which we are celebrating, invites 
us to open our hearts to the One who unlocks "the gates of the kingdom of 
heaven" for us. 
 
Preparing ourselves to receive him requires first and foremost an attitude 
of intense and trusting prayer. Making room for him in our hearts demands 
a serious commitment to convert to his love.4 
  

 
4 St. John Paul II, General Audience, December 20, 2000, http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-
ii/en/audiences/2000/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_20001220.html  
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December 21: O Oriens (O Rising Sun)  
 
Antiphon 
O Radiant Dawn, splendor of eternal light, sun of justice: come, shine on those who dwell in darkness and 
the shadow of death. 
 
Readings 
Isaiah 9:1-2 
Matthew 4:12-17 
 
Reflection Questions 
The kingdom of God is not a concept, a doctrine, or a program subject to free interpretation, but it is 
before all else a person with the face and name of Jesus of Nazareth, the image of the invisible God.5  
 
 Has the light of Jesus brought you peace, hope, joy this Advent season? Which one? When? 

What comes to mind for you when you read, “Kingdom of God”? What does Jesus show you 
about the Kingdom? 
 

For Further Reading and Meditation 

The truth is that only in the mystery of 
the incarnate Word does the mystery of 
man take on light. For Adam, the first 
man, was a figure of Him Who was to 
come, namely Christ the Lord. Christ, the 
final Adam, by the revelation of the 
mystery of the Father and His love, fully 
reveals man to man himself and makes 
his supreme calling clear. It is not 
surprising, then, that in Him all the 
aforementioned truths find their root and 
attain their crown. 

He Who is "the image of the invisible 
God" (Col. 1:15), is Himself the perfect 
man. To the sons of Adam He restores 
the divine likeness which had been 

disfigured from the first sin onward. Since human nature as He assumed it was not annulled, by that very 
fact it has been raised up to a divine dignity in our respect too. For by His incarnation the Son of God has 
united Himself in some fashion with every man. He worked with human hands, He thought with a human 
mind, acted by human choice and loved with a human heart. Born of the Virgin Mary, He has truly been 
made one of us, like us in all things except sin.6   

 
5 St. John Paul II, Redemptoris Missio, 18, http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-
ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_07121990_redemptoris-missio.html  
6 Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, 22, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-
spes_en.html  
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December 22: O Rex Gentium (O King of the Nations)  
 
Antiphon 
O King of all the nations, the only joy of every human heart; O Keystone of the mighty arch of man, 
come and save the creature you fashioned from the dust.  
 
Readings 
Isaiah 2:2-5 
Luke 1:30-32 
 
Reflection Questions 

Where has your journey with Jesus taken you this Advent season? To the mountaintop? Valley? 
Darkness? Light?  

 How have you experienced His Presence during this time? 
 
For Further Reading and Meditation 
 
Jesus wants to make it understood that 
above political power there is another 
greater one, which is not obtained with 
human means. He came on earth to 
exercise this power, which is love, 
“bearing witness to the truth.” It’s 
about divine truth that in the end is the 
essential message of the Gospel: “God 
is love: 1 John 4:8), and He wants to 
establish in the world His Kingdom of 
love, justice, and peace. This is the 
Kingdom of which Jesus is King, and 
which extends until the end of time. 
History teaches us that kingdoms 
founded on the power of arms and lies 
are fragile and, sooner or later, 
collapse; but the Kingdom of God is founded on love and is rooted in hearts — the Kingdom of God is 
rooted in hearts –, conferring on one who receives it peace, freedom, and fullness of life. We all want 
peace, we all want freedom and we want fullness. And how does it come about? Let the love of God, the 
Kingdom of God, the love of Jesus take root in your heart and you’ll have peace, you’ll have freedom and 
you’ll have fullness. 
Today Jesus asks us to let him become our King. A King that with His word, His example and his 
immolated life on the cross, has saved us from death, and this King points out the way to lost man; He 
gives new light to our existence, marked by doubt, by fear, and by everyday trials. However, we must not 
forget that Jesus’ Kingdom is not of this world. He can give new meaning to our life, sometimes harshly 
tried also by our mistakes and our sins, only on the condition that we do not follow the logic of the world 
and of its “kings.”7 
  

 
7 Pope Francis, Angelus, November 25, 2018, https://slmedia.org/blog/pope-francis-angelus-for-the-solemnity-of-
christ-the-king  
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December 23: O Emmanuel (God with us)  
 
Antiphon 
O Emmanuel, king and lawgiver, desire of the nations, Savior of all the people, come and set us free, Lord 
our God 
 
Readings 
Isaiah 7:14 
Matthew 1:18-23 
 
Reflection Questions 

Has Jesus, Emmanuel, God with us, shown himself to you this Advent? Where? When? 
What new understanding of Jesus do you take into Christmas? 
 

 
For Further Reading and Meditation 
No one can fail to see that the divine Eucharist bestows an incomparable dignity upon the Christian 
people. For it is not just while the Sacrifice is being offered and the Sacrament is being confected, but 
also after the Sacrifice has been offered and the Sacrament confected—while the Eucharist is reserved in 
churches or oratories—that Christ is truly Emmanuel, which means "God with us." For He is in the midst 
of us day and night; He dwells in us with the fullness of grace and of truth.8  
 
 
 
 

 
  

 
8 St. Paul VI, Mysterium Fidei, 67, http://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-
vi_enc_03091965_mysterium.html  
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The journey does not end when Advent ends… 
 
As you approach Christmas Day, consider stopping by a nearby church (if it is open) and sitting in a pew 
before the tabernacle or visiting an Adoration chapel.  
 
Remember: Jesus is present: body, blood, soul and divinity, in the Blessed Sacrament. The same Jesus, 
his very person, born on Christmas Day, Emmanuel, “God with us” is present to us in the Eucharist in the 
tabernacle or the Adoration chapel. 
 
Take a few moments to recall where you have been with Jesus during this Advent season.  
 
Recall your prayer with the O Antiphons—is there a particular passage, phrase or image that stands out?  
 
Stay with Jesus. Share with him what you learned about yourself…and Him…during this season. 
 
Think about Jesus’ coming that we will celebrate on Christmas. Jesus not only came in the manger but 
comes to us each waking moment of our lives. Which begs the question: do we recognize His Presence 
and invite Him to stay with us?  
 
Before you end your time with Jesus, consider this prayer, declaring your openness to His coming during 
the Christmas season. You can pray any of these, or your own prayer of openness: 
 

• God, if you are real and present, show yourself to me. 
• Jesus, help me to recognize your presence in the coming days. 
• Lord, help me to be open to your invitation and purposes for me. 
• Jesus, I want to follow you.  Help me to grow as your disciple. 
• Jesus, show me how I can be an instrument of your love and provision for others. 

 
 
 


