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Overview 
 

The O Antiphons (also known as the Great Advent Antiphons or Great Os) are short verses 
used before and after Mary’s song, the Magnificat,  in services of evening prayer in the 
last seven days of Advent in the Western Church.  They likely date back to sixth-century 
Italy and became one of the key musical features of the days leading up to Christmas.   

 
The first letters of the titles, from last to first, appear to form a Latin acrostic, Ero cras, 
meaning 'Tomorrow, I will be [there]', mirroring the theme of the antiphons: 

 
17 December:  O Sapientia   O Wisdom 
18 December:  O Adonai   O Lord 
19 December:  O Radix Jesse  O Root of Jesse 
20 December:  O Clavis David  O Key of David 
21 December:  O Oriens   O Dayspring 
22 December:  O Rex Gentium  O King of the Nations 
23 December:  O Emmanuel  O With Us is God 



Each verse echoes Scripture - often different verses (including some from the collection 
of books we know as the Apocrypha) are knitted together to speak of Jesus.   

 
Each verse follows the same structure - 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When You See This Logo This happens 
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We’re just using O Come O Come Emmanuel, 
but use the words on the sheet. 

Music  



Session 1:  O Wisdom, O Lord, O Root of Jesse 

 
O come, O Wisdom from on high,   O come, O come, great Lord of might, 
who ordered all things mightily;   who to your tribes on Sinai's height 
to us the path of knowledge show   in ancient times did give the law 
and teach us in its ways to go.   in cloud and majesty and awe.  
 

Rejoice! Rejoice! Immanuel shall come to you, O Israel 
 

      O come, O Branch of Jesse's stem, 
                unto your own and rescue them! 

                   From depths of hell your people save, 
                     and give them victory o'er the grave. 

 

O Sapientia (O Wisdom) 
 
   O Wisdom, 



about later, humanity is in need of one who will not just show us our foolishness 
but will show us how to stop being fools. 

 
There are moments in the Gospels’ retelling of Jesus’s story that we might perceive 
Jesus’s actions not as wise or prudent but foolish and irresponsible. Yet, just as 
when the one acting the fool knows when to stop, so did Jesus. His folly only went 



call Adonai or Lord. 
  

Our Jewish friends recognise the name of God – the ‘I am’ or Hebrew YHWH - as 
so holy that when reading aloud they use the Hebrew word ‘Adonai’ to express 
their reverence.  Here in the second of the seven Advent Antiphons, the writer 
also uses the Hebrew ‘Adonai’ to pray to the sacred mystery that is YHWH.   

  
That name, YHWH, was given to Moses in the majestic fire of the burning bush.  
There God is revealed as the God of Abraham Isaac and Jacob, but more than 
that: Moses asks for God’s name and the mysterious reply is that ‘I am who I am’ 
(also translated ‘I will be-there’).  Here is a God of past, present and future – an 
abiding presence that brings freedom and liberation.  The Antiphon speaks of the 
giving of the Law at Sinai to bring justice and order and the outstretched arm 
(Exodus 6.1) that lets the enslaved and suffering people of Israel go. 

  
Here, condensed in four lines is the very heart of Israel’s experience of God, but it 
doesn’t stop there.  The verse connects that reality to our own lives now, praying 
that the ‘I am’, revealed to Moses long ago will ‘come and redeem us’.  In this 
Advent time we are led step by step to Emmanuel, the ‘God with us’ in Jesus 
Christ, the ‘I am’ made flesh and blood, born in Bethlehem, suffering with and for 
the world, made present among us today, as Living ‘Adonai’. 

  
The Rev’d Terry Hinks,  

Minister of Trinity, High Wycombe and Cores End URCs 
 

•! Jewish people don’t speak the name of God – seeing it as too holy to say 
aloud.  In the Hebrew text of the Old Testament the vowels are missed out 
to leave the unpronounceable YHWH.  Why do you think there is this idea in 
Jewish theology about not naming God? 

•! Muslims have 99 names for God which describe who God is the All Merciful, 
the Source of Peace, the Guardian of Faith, etc.  (there’s a story that the 
reason the camel smiles is she knows the 100th name of God!)  We use many 
ways of describing God –  Lord, Most High, Ancient of Days, Father, Mother, 
Faithful One, Rock.  Which names do you like to use for God – and why? 

•! Are there any names or descriptions of God you don’t like or feel 
comfortable with?  If so which ones and why?  

 
Prayer 
 
God of many names, but one reality  
we thank you for reaching out to humanity time and time again, 
speaking words of grace and liberation. 
Come redeem us from all that traps and imprisons us. 
Stretch out your mighty arm 



O Radix Jesse (O Root of Jesse) 
 

O Root of Jesse, 
standing as a sign among the peoples; 
before you kings will shut their mouths, 
to you the nations will make their prayer: 
Come and deliver us, and delay no longer.  (the O Antiphon) 

 
"the Root of Jesse shall stand as a signal to the peoples" (Isaiah 11:10) 

 
"kings shall shut their mouths because of him" (Isaiah 52:15) 

 
"him the Gentiles shall beseech" (Isaiah 11:10) 

 
Reflection 

 
Last year, after I was ordained and we’d moved into the manse, we discovered a 
patch of garden, that had been cleared, was once home to fruit trees. Our 
neighbours told us of their relief that they’d been cut down, but I felt sadness for 
the loss of all that fruitful potential. This set me on a mission to look for 
replacement trees – hopefully some that might not grow too large so as not to 
disturb the neighbours. Experienced gardeners will know of the horticultural 
technique to ensure a smaller fruit tree. A fruiting species is grafted onto the 
rootstock of another smaller species – the roots being the most significant 
determinant of a tree’s eventual stature.  

 
When we read of the Root of Jesse in Isaiah (sometimes translated as the Stump of 
Jesse), we are offered an image of the state of the nation of Judah following the 
exile in Babylon – a nation so ground down all that is left is a stump of roots. The 
promise that the Messiah would spring forth from Jesse’s stump, both recognised 
the nation’s desperate state and need to be delivered from their oppressors, while 
affirming that it would be from the royal Davidic lineage that the Messiah would 
come.  

 
The O Antiphons beautifully frame the springing forth of Jesus, the Messiah as both 
originating from and embodying the Root of Jesse. The provenance of Jesus’ origin 
is a clear fulfilment of prophecy. It is on the rootstock of this nation, this chosen 
people of God that the Messiah has come – an emblem of God’s love for all 
peoples’ and in whose presence oppressors will be brought low.  To return to the 
image of fruit trees, the principle of grafting for eventual size can also act in 
reverse. And so it is with us – as we are grafted into Christ, it is in and through 
Emmanuel (God’s own rootstock in human form) that we can reach our fullest 
human stature.  

 
The Rev’d Jonnie Hill,  



Minister in the NW Synod 
•! The Biblical writers were faced with 



 
Session 2:  O Key of David, O Day Spring, O King of the Nations 

 
O come, O Key of David, come 
& open wide our heavenly home. 
Make safe for us the heavenward road 
& bar the way to death's abode. 
 

O come, O Bright and Morning Star, 
and bring us comfort from afar! 
Dispel the shadows of the night 
and turn our darkness into light. 

Rejoice! Rejoice! Immanuel shall come to you, O Israel. 
 

O come, O King of nations, bind 
in one the hearts of all mankind. 

Bid all our sad divisions cease 
and be yourself our King of Peace. 

O Clavis David (O Key of David) 
 

O Key of David and sceptre of the House of Israel; 
you open and no one can shut; 
you shut and no one can open: 
Come and lead the prisoners from the prison house, 
those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death.      (the O Antiphon) 

 
"I will place on his shoulder the key of the house of David"    (Isaiah 22:22) 

 



For the most part the Bible refers to prisons in a matter-of-fact way.  References 
are made to people being imprisoned without judgement about how or why.  The 
antiphon we take for our reflection today picks up a theme that runs through the 
Bible that prisons are places of darkness to be freed from.  No judgement is made 
whether the prisoner deserves their freedom or not.   

 
There is a tendency to read verses like this in a metaphorical sense that everyone 
has some sort of mental/emotional/spiritual prison from which they need release 
to thrive.  Perhaps this is so.  But what about people incarcerated in actual prisons, 
without getting into moral or political judgements about why they are there?  



O Oriens (O Dayspring) 
 

O Morning Star, 
splendour of light eternal and sun of righteousness: 



•!



Castle.  You can imagine the hoo-haa.  



Session 3 O Emmanuel 
participants will need Bibles, pens and paper for this session 

 
O come, O come, Emmanuel, and ransom captive Israel 
that mourns in lonely exile here until the Son of God appear. 
 
Rejoice! Rejoice! Immanuel 
shall come to you, O Israel. 

 
O Emmanuel, our king and our lawgiver, 
the hope of the nations and their Saviour: 
Come and save us, O Lord our God.  (the O Antiphons) 

 
"Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him 
Immanuel"                                                                                                        (Isaiah 7:14) 

 
"we have our hope set on the living God, who is the Saviour of all people"  

(1 Tim 4:10) 
  Reflection 
 





Prayer 
 
     Advent God, 

We give thanks for your constant presence 
and for the renewal, each year, of the assurance of your Son, Emmanuel. 
Open our minds to the breadth of this promise, 
that you are God with us; 
God in and through all, 
God renewing and recreating all. 
So be it. Amen 

 
 
 
 
 


