
Typikon: E Pluribus Unum   Posted on March 11, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

Growing up Orthodox in a small city that had a number of 

different ethnic Orthodox parishes, it was easy to be aware 

that though there was a common belief in the unchanging 

nature of Orthodoxy there was a great deal of variation in 

liturgical and pious practice among the different Orthodox 

communities.  Local custom was not always distinguished 

from what was more properly called the Tradition of the 

Orthodox.  Russian Orthodox did things differently than 

Carpatho-Russians, or Serbs, or Romanians or Greeks or 

Arabs.   What I never heard about early on in my life in Orthodoxy was the Typikon, the 

book of liturgical rules that officially guides how services are to be done. 

When I went to seminary the variety of liturgical experience and pious practice was even 

more pronounced – more traditions and variations within different ethnic traditions.  At 

seminary typikonchiks were those few folks fascinated by all of the minutiae of the 

Typikon’s rules and sometimes they became rabidly fanatical about following the rules – 

but disagreements among them indicated there were more than one Typikon to which 

one could appeal as authoritative.  One could for example see that for the most part the 

books governing a baptism in Greek and Russian tradition reflected a similarity in 

services, but the actual parish practices varied greatly. 

 

After seminary I came to appreciate that 

whatever the Typikon might prescribe for 

liturgical practice, the reality was parishes 

followed practices which they had 

inherited, or based on texts available, or 

what the choir could do or the ethnic 

tradition typically did. Different traditions 

and pastors followed different ideas as to 

how to ‘edit’ the services when the parish 

was not able to follow the complete 

monastic Typikon.   Small mission parishes offered challenges for what to do liturgically 

when one doesn’t even have a regular church building.   The Typikon was not designed 

for mission situation, nor for how to be evangelical or introduce new peoples to 

salvation through Orthodox teaching.  The Typikon was designed for monks who are 
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committed to living as full an Orthodox liturgical life as possible, not for thinking how to 

proclaim the Gospel in an Orthodox manner to those not acquainted with Orthodoxy. 

 

Archimandrite Job Getcha’s new book THE TYPIKON 

DECODED offers some historical insight into the development 

of the Typikon but also contains the basic descriptions for the 

liturgical services as they are prescribed in current Orthodox 

practice.   I personally have never been that attracted to the 

mechanics of liturgical practice (what at seminary long ago was 

referred to as liturgics), but was far more inspired by liturgical 

theology especially as taught by Fr. Alexander Schmemann.   So, 

no doubt, I read the book through that same lens.   I was more 

intrigued by his historical comments than the formulae for 

doing liturgical services.  There is in Orthodoxy often a strong 

push for a monolithic interpretation of everything, but that effort to homogenize all 

things liturgical does not completely correspond to the reality of a variety of liturgical 

practices and typikons which have been Orthodoxy’s history. 

In the rest of this blog, I will point out some of the aspects of the book which attracted 

my attention.  First is an understanding of the liturgical books of Orthodox Tradition. 

“These ancient books contained in generally rough fashion liturgical material 

that could be sung, rather than what had to be sung.”  (p 35) 

While today some want the liturgical tradition to be without variation or change, 

historically this wasn’t always true.   The liturgical tradition offered hymns and 

practices that could be done but were not perceived of as laws that must be 

obeyed.  A more rigidly fixed and monolithic idea of tradition is oddly enough the 

innovation. 

“As we know, before the invention of the printing press each monastery or 

church had its own Typikon (ordo) and resolved liturgical issues in its own 

way.  While differences between the various typika were not that numerous, 

liturgical scholars have discerned three large families of typika: Constantinople 

(of the Great Church), Studite, and Sabaite (or Hagiopolite).”  (p 40) 
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“… there were in Constantinople and throughout the empire, and even among 

the Slavs, two different types of daily offices: one used in secular churches and 

following the Typikon of the Great Church, the other used by the monks, which 

followed either the Studite or Sabaite ordo.” (p 54) 

 

So we learn from history that the liturgical books of the 

church underwent many changes through the centuries, 

and the liturgical practices were varied throughout the 

Orthodox world – even though on a grand scale there 

appears to have been commonality between the 

typikons.  Monasteries and parish churches used different 

typikons up until about the 14thCentury when the monastic 

practices became predominant throughout the churches of 

the Orthodox world. 

And the Typikon itself as a book is the most recent 

development of all in Orthodox liturgical books. 

“… the Typikon is the most recent among the liturgical 

books , because it implies the existence of all the other 

books it seek to regulate.” (p 40) 

So the Typikon is part of that evolving tradition of the Church. 
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Typikon: A History of Change   Posted on March 12, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 2nd blog in this series on the Typikon, reflecting on the 

bookTHE TYPIKON DECODED by Archimandrite Job Getcha.  The first 

blog is Typikon:  E Pluribus Unum. 

 

Orthodoxwiki.org says the Typikon “is a book of directives 

and rubrics that establishes in the Orthodox Christian Church the order 

of divine services for each day of the year. It assumes the existence of 

liturgical books that contain the fixed and variable parts of these services.”  The 

Orthodox free-content encyclopedia acknowledges, “There are a number of major 

typikon traditions, but there are also many local variations, often codified into an 

official typikon.” 

 

A few historical facts gleaned from Archimandrite Getcha’s book the Typikon give us the 

sense of the changing nature of the Typikon.   The Typikon associated with the Church 

of Constantinople is referred to as the Typikon of the Great Church.  It was used from 

6th until the 15th Century in cathedral and parish churches in Byzantium and Russia.   It 

is also called the ‘cathedral rite’.  While it governed the rite of cathedrals and parish 

churches, it did not determine the liturgical rubrics in monasteries which followed their 

own Typikon tradition. 
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The first major monastic Typikon tradition is the Studite Typikon.  Developed in 

Palestine, it was used in urban monasteries from the 7th century.  In the 10th Century, the 

Studite Typikon spread to Russia where it was in use in the 11-14th Centuries 

The second major monastic Typikon is the Sabaite Typikon which also originated in 

Palestinian monasteries.  Beginning in the 12th Century the Sabaite Typikion began to 

replace Studite Typikon.  The Sabaite Typikon then spread rapidly in the 14th Century 

largely replacing the Studite Typikon. 

 

 

 

Simultaneously in the 14th-15th Centuries, the liturgical reforms in the Orthodox world 

made parish liturgical practice conform to monastic ones.  Thus the Sabaite Typikon 

became the norm throughout the Orthodox churches. 

 

“It thus appears once more that the spread of the Sabaite Typikon beginning in 

the fourteenth century led to revisions in the liturgical books and, in the present 

case, of the Typikon.” (p 221) 

 

Finally, in the 19th Century a new parish typikon spread throughout Greece and the 

Balkans (first appearing in 1838).   This new parish Typikon reintroduced for pastoral 

reasons, Getcha tells us, some of the older Studite  rubrics and the more ancient 
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“asmatic” practices.  This partially explains why Greek practice is different from Russian 

practice in some liturgics. 

 

So while some like to uphold 

the Typikon as preserving the 

unchanging nature of 

Orthodox liturgics, it is 

obvious that the Typikon itself 

has undergone changes 

through history.   Varied 

liturgical practices were 

normative in Orthodox, and 

that the Church changed its 

practices for various reasons 

including pastoral ones is also 

attested to by history.   God is 

not a God of God of confusion, St. Paul tells us (1 Corinthians 14:33).  The Typikon as 

well as the other liturgical books of the Orthodox Church were meant to bring a certain 

catholic order to the church, but obviously there was room for variation and allowance 

for change as well.  Considering that both the Studite and Sabaite Typikons were of 

monastic origin and importance, we can also see that variation and change are much a 

part of the monastic tradition as well. 

 

The Typikon as noted in the previous blog is the most 

recent of the Orthodox liturgical books as noted in the 

previous blog.  It governs those other books, but because it 

assumes their existence, obviously came into existence only 

after the other books already existed.  The Typikon thus 

recognizes that change occurs in Orthodox liturgical 

practices through history and guidance is needed in 

adapting these changes in an orderly fashion in the 

Church.  The Typikon thus doesn’t forbid change but rather 

recognizes it happens and tries to assure it occurs in an 

orderly way.  The Typikon as such is part of the pastoral life 

of the Church – recognizing change and the need for change it tries to help Orthodox 

experience the fullness of the faith through the liturgical life of the Church in a world of 
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constant change.  A Typikon is not a covenant between God and His people, but rather is 

a way of helping to maintain liturgical order in the ever changing needs of the church. 
 

Typikon: A Few Notable Changes in Practice  Posted on March 13, 2013  

 

This is the 3RD  blog in this series on the Typikon, reflecting on the 
bookTHE TYPIKON DECODED by Archimandrite Job Getcha.  The first 
blog is Typikon:  E Pluribus Unum, and the previous blog is Typikon: A 
History of Change. 
 
The Typikon as noted in previous blogs is the most recent of the 
Orthodox Church’s liturgical books for it governs the use of all the other 
books and so only comes into existence after the others already 
existed.  The Typikon endeavors to guide the use of the other books 

which have undergone significant change over time and which reflect a wide variety of 
practices.  For example if one considers the many “euchologies” (books which contain 
the prayers of Orthodox clergy for liturgical and sacramental rites) which exist in 
Orthodox tradition, we find diversity and variation is the norm. 
 

“The Russian liturgical scholar A. Dmitrievskii showed that, of the 162 
euchologies he examined, no two are identical in either content or size.  This 
tremendous variety in the rites contained in the manuscripts witnesses to the 
evolution of liturgical practice and makes practically impossible the publication 
of a single, critical edition of the Byzantine Euchologion.” (p 48) 

 
The same is true of the liturgical books which were 
developed for the seasons of Great Lent and Pascha. 

“As we have just seen, 
the Triodion and Pentecostarion are a compilation of 
texts assembled over a period of ten centuries and 
which underwent considerable redaction before 
reaching their contemporary form.   … the Triodia of 
the tenth and eleventh centuries are so varied in both 
form and content that it is impossible to establish a 
genealogy on the basis of a single original.”  (p 37) 
 
We can compare the themes for the Sundays of Great 
Lent in the more ancient rubrics with the 

contemporary Typikon and note the following differences.  The ancient Typikon had no 
pre-Lenten Sundays of preparation while the modern one does – some of which are the 
Gospel Lessons from Great Lent now displaced to the pre-Lenten period.   The themes 
for the Sundays of Great Lent in ancient and contemporary practice: 

http://frted.wordpress.com/2013/03/13/typikon-a-few-notable-changes-in-practice/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2013/03/13/typikon-a-few-notable-changes-in-practice/
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Typikon
http://www.svspress.com/the-typikon-decoded-an-explanation-of-byzantine-liturgical-practice/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2013/03/11/typikon-e-pluribus-unum/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2013/03/12/typikon-a-history-of-change/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2013/03/12/typikon-a-history-of-change/
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Euchologion
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Triodion
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Pentecostarion
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Great_Lent
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Great_Lent
http://frted.files.wordpress.com/2013/02/typikon-decoded.jpg
http://farm9.staticflickr.com/8030/8041978033_1706c0db00.jpg


Ancient Triodia                         Contemporary Triodia 
1  Holy Prophets                             Sunday of Orthodoxy 

2  Prodigal Son                                St. Gregory Palamas 

3  Publican and Pharisee              Cross 

4 Good Samaritan                          St. John Climacus 

5 Rich Man & Lazarus                   St. Mary of Egypt 

6  Palm Sunday                               Palm Sunday 

 

What can be noted, and consistent with the history 
previously presented about the Typikon, we see an 
increasing “monasticization” of the Typikon.  The 
more ancient  biblical themes for the Sundays of 
Great Lent are replaced by more monastic 
themes.   Additionally Great Lent itself underwent 
numerous changes. 
 
“In Jerusalem, a fast of six weeks was observed 
originally, or the equivalent of 40 days before 
Pascha.  Later, the practice evolved to eight weeks, 
with five days of fasting per week, because in 
accordance with Apostolic Canon 64, one did not 
fast on Saturday or Sunday.  … at the beginning of 
the fifth century, Palestine shifted from an eight-
week to a seven-week fast.” (p 152) 

The notion that the Orthodox do not fast on Saturday or Sundays of Great Lent is 
mentioned as late as the 15th Century.  St. Symeon of Thessalonika (d. 1429AD) 
mentions in his anti-Latin polemics that the Latins have abandoned the ancient 
canonical practice of not fasting on Saturdays and Sundays and keep Saturdays as a fast 
day during Great Lent. He says the Orthodox do not fast on Saturdays even during Lent 
as we honor the Creator – a foretaste of the new creation of the Resurrection. 
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And there was not in the ancient church complete 
agreement on how to keep Holy Week, or when the 
Lenten fast was to end.  According to Archimandrite 
Getcha (p 230-231),  St. Dionysius of Alexandria 
(3rd Century) notes there is no common practice 
among Christians throughout the Empire or in any one 
city regarding how to keep holy week.  Some fast 6 
days, some 2, some 4, some not at all.  And when 
exactly does the fasting end?  Christians who kept a 
fast in Alexandria broke the fast soon after sunset on 
Holy Saturday, while in Rome they did it at sunrise on 
Sunday morning.   The Council of Trullo (692AD) 
decreed the fast should be broken at midnight on Holy 
Saturday perhaps as a compromise between these 
various times. 
 

As for the celebration of Pascha itself, Archimandrite Job notes, “The ancient Typika 
say nothing about a procession.” The current practice of a midnight procession which 
for most Orthodox is THE liturgical rite of Pascha, is apparently  a modern addition to 
Orthodox practice.  Some of the most popular rituals for Holy Friday and Pascha first 
appear in the Typikon only in the 19th Century.  They no doubt reflect what had become 
customary practice by that time, but they don’t reflect the more ancient Tradition of the 
Church.   The fact that the Typikon in various centuries changes to reflect what had 
become current practice also tells us that the Typikon does not always govern practice 
but sometimes follows it.  The Typikon changes to keep up with the times rather than 
proscribing practices which had become normative. 
 
 
Following Pascha there also have been 
notable changes in the way the Paschal Feast 
and cycle were kept. 

“Indeed, in conformity with the ancient 
tradition of the Church, the 50-day paschal 
period was a time of rejoicing, during which 
both fasting and kneeling were 
eliminated.  Egeria, St. John Cassian, as well 
as Canon 20 of the Council of Nicea, all 
testify to this.”  (p 283) 

The return to normal fasting practices on 
Wednesdays and Fridays after Bright week is 
thus a more recent innovation in church 
liturgical practice and doesn’t reflect the more 
ancient and even canonical practice. 
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Finally, a note about a change that has occurred in the way Christmas is kept.  Today in 
most Orthodox cultures, following the more recent monastic practice, Christmas Eve, 
December 24, is now considered a strict fast. 

“In the ancient Studite tradition, as it is found in the Typikon of Alexios the 
Studite, we see that the eve was a day of feasting… In contrast, in the Sabaite 
tradition it was a strict fast day.” (p 131) 

 
 
Thus by studying the Typikon we come to recognize that change in liturgical practice 
and piety has been a regular part of the history of Orthodoxy.  We can see that there 
have been through time a variety of liturgical experiences, but today our liturgical 
practices are dominated by one current in monastic practice that rose to prominence 
throughout the Orthodox world in the 14th Century.  As the Orthodox Byzantine world 
was collapsing under the onslaught of the Turks, Orthodox liturgical practice became 
more fixed in the Sabaite monastic tradition. 
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