
The Organ and Orthodox Spirituality 
by Fr. George Metallinos 

 
 

Τὸ ἄρθρο ποὺ ἀκολουθεῖ εἶναι στὰ ἑλληνικά. Παραθέτουμε 
ἐδῶ στὰ ἀγγλικὰ μιὰ σύνοψι τῶν περιεχομένων τοῦ ἄρθρου: 
 
 

Introductory Statements 
 

• Orthodox hymnography and Byzantine music are genuine ex-
pressions of the Orthodox Church, whereas Western music is 
not. 

• We can be certain of the worth of Byzantine music because it 
has withstood the test of time in the Church. 

• Every new composition of ecclesiastical music must be a con-
substantial product of existing ecclesiastical music in order for 
our worship to be protected from elements that are foreign to it. 

• I (Fr. George) am from Corfu and have studied Western music 
systematically. Thus, my opinions are not a result of predispo-
sitions or due to a dislike for foreign things or out of ignorance. 
 
 

Purpose of Ecclesiastical Music 
 
• Orthodox hymnography is dogmatic, and therefore the music 

used for it must assist in conveying those dogmas. Although 
music itself is not dogmatic, it indirectly affects man and his 
salvation. Only when we view our worship as the time and 
place for our union with God will we give our music its true 
meaning. 

• Byzantine music is not excessively pleasant to the ear, but just 
pleasant enough to serve its purpose and not harm the essential 
part of the hymns, which is the words. When ecclesiastical mu-
sic becomes excessively pleasant, the soul attaches herself to it 
and loses compunction and repentance. According to St. Basil 

the Great, the pleasure of ecclesiastical music should be such 
that it instills chaste thoughts. Otherwise, it can drag one down 
to carnal passions. St. John Chrysostom says that "The church 
is not a theatre where we listen for pleasure." Thus, the purpose 
of ecclesiastical music is not to give rise to pleasure. 

• Zigabenos, basing himself on St. John Chrysostom and St. 
Basil the Great, stated that just as the devil destroyed man 
through deceptive pleasure, God has ordained that through the 
simple [not complex] pleasure of ecclesiastical music, man 
would be saved. An attempt to make it excessively pleasant 
would conflict with the simple, Orthodox spirit of the hymns. 

• There is a tremendous difference between what we like and 
what is appropriate, in terms of church music. 
 

 
 
Historical Use of Organ 
 
• The organ existed in Byzantium but was never used inside the 

church. Julian the Apostate wrote that he heard the organ being 
played outside the church for a litany. 

• According to the Byzantine music historian Wellesz, Byantine 
music was entirely vocal from the beginning. Fr. George pre-
sents dozens of quotes that support this theory. 

• The Holy Fathers never allowed instruments in church, not 
even during the years of iconoclasm. B. Kotta fails to prove 
that they were allowed then, because he lacks sufficient evi-
dence.  

• The Holy Fathers preferred to weep over souls outside the 
Church rather than admit them to the flock along with their de-
lusions. In this way the Church would remain the Ark of salva-
tion for those in delusion. 

• Even Thomas Aquinas and many other Roman Catholics admit 
that genuine ecclesiastical music is a capella. 

 
 



Spiritual Problems of Instrumental Music 
 
• The Holy Fathers dealt with instrumental music as a moral 

problem, not as an aesthetic problem. They were not against 
the instruments themselves but against their use in worship. 

• Many Holy Fathers (Sts. Clement of Alexandria, Theodoretos, 
Gregory the Theologian, and John Chrysostom) explicitly for-
bid the use of instruments in worship and condemn the intro-
duction of worldly customs in worship. In particular, the Holy 
Fathers opposed instruments in worship for three reasons: 1) 
Musical instruments have a negative effect on the mood of 
worship by distracting the mind, numbing the soul with beauti-
ful sounds, and hindering compunction; 2) Instruments were 
widely used in idolatrous [i.e., worldly] settings; and 3) The 
faithful must not have anything during worship that ties them 
to the world. 

• Many ask, "Why shouldn't we have an organ also in church?" 
The Holy Fathers reply with one voice that the faithful himself 
is a spiritual organ that is appropriate for spiritual worship. 
 
 

Old Testament Use of Instruments 
 
• Why were instruments used in worship in the Old Testament? 

St. John Chrysostom explains that this was due to their gross-
ness of mind and recent conversion from idolatry. St. Isidore of 
Pelusium and St. Theodoret of Cyrus also say that God allowed 
it to attract people away from idolatry, but it was still only the 
lesser of two evils. 

• The use of organs in the Old Testament steadily decreased after 
the Babylonian Captivity. 

 
 
 
 
 

Western vs. Eastern Emphasis 
 
• In the Orthodox East we have melodists, whereas in the West 

we have composers, which is the same thing wordly music has. 
The Western Church uses the terms "cantus," "cantare," "can-
tor" for both ecclesiastical and worldly songs. In Greek, how-
ever, we have two separate terms: "psallo" and "tragoudo."  

• A composer in the West overemphasizes the musical aspect of 
hymns, while neglecting the words. One could say that the 
words of Western hymns are like children's compositions in 
comparison to Byzantine hymnography. 

 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
• God has given us the lofty honor to be guardians of His true 

faith and worship. It is our sacred responsibility to preserve 
them as they are. 
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