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THE AUTOCEPHALOUS STRUCTURE OF THE ORTHODOX
CHURCH IN A HISTORICAL - CANONICAL PERSPECTIVE

Abstract. It is well known that the foundations of Church organization were established by the
Holy Apostles themselves, who were the first to spread the teachings of Christ. They fulfilled this
mission in accordance with the command of the Lord Jesus Christ (Matt. 28:18-19), as they traveled
to various regions to establish Christian communities. Initially, each Christian community, led by
its bishop, constituted a distinct ecclesiastical unit, which may be regarded as the prototype of the
modern local autocephalous Churches. The existence of multiple, distinct, and independent local
Churches does not hinder conciliarity within the Church. On the contrary, the major issues con-
cerning the life of the entire Church were historically resolved through conciliar processes. With
the recognition of Christianity as a legally equal religion under Emperor Constantine the Great, the
organization of Church dioceses began to mirror the administrative divisions of the Roman Empire.
By the 4" century, this alignment was fully realized. In the centuries that followed, the structuring
of local Churches developed gradually, shaped by historical circumstances.
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he systematic structuring of the Church began to take form in the early cen-

turies following the emergence of Christianity, particularly after the first three
centuries, a period traditionally characterized by the persecution of Christians.
This era of persecution came to an end under Emperor Constantine the Great, who
established religious tolerance and restored interreligious peace throughout the
Roman Empire'. The organization of church dioceses closely followed the admin-
istrative divisions of the Roman Empire and, by the fourth century, had become
tully aligned with the imperial structure. Under Constantine’s rule, the Empire was

' S. BRALEWSKI, Was Constantine the Great Aware of the Constantinian Shift?, SCer 9, 2019, p. 157-158.
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divided into four prefectures: Gaul, Italy, Illyricum, and the East - the latter being
the largest. The Prefecture of Gaul encompassed Gaul, Britain, Spain, and Maureta-
nia. The Prefecture of Italy included Italy, Germany, Noricum, Pannonia, Dalma-
tia, Epirus, and Africa, with Carthage as its capital. The Prefecture of Illyricum,
centered in Thessaloniki, comprised Macedonia and Dacia. The Prefecture of the
East included the dioceses of Asia, with Ephesus as its center (also encompassing
the southwestern provinces of Asia Minor), Pontus (with its capital in Caesarea
Cappadocia), Thrace (centered in Heraclea), Syria (capital Antioch), and Egypt,
along with Libya and Pentapolis (centered in Alexandria), as well as the island
of Cyprus.

The imperial capitals - Rome and Constantinople - held special status and,
owing to their primacy, were not included within any of the aforementioned pre-
fectures. Each diocese consisted of multiple provinces®.

The structure of local churches is referenced in several canonical regulations.
For instance, the 6™ of the First Ecumenical Council and the 36™ canon* of the
Sixth Ecumenical Council place the Church of Rome on equal footing with other

2 1. AHrenos, IHonumuuecka ucmopus Ha Buzanmus, Codust 2013, p. 27-29.

> Cr. LIaHKOB, VB. CTE®@AHOB, I1. I1AHEB, [TIpasunama na Cs. [IpasocnasHa uspkea ¢ moaxkysaru-
ama um, vol. I, Codus 1912, p. 282: Ta dpyaia €0n kpateitw, T év Alydntw, kal Apon kai [Tevramno-
\et, dote TOV év Ahefavdpeiq €miokomov avTwv TovTwy éxetv Tiv ¢Eovaoiav- émeldi) kai T@ évPopn
£mokOTw To0TO 0VVNOEG €0Ttv. Opoiwg 8¢ kal katd TV AvTioxelay, kai év talg dAAaig émapyiolg,
& mipeoPeia odleabat taig ékkAnoialg. KabBolov 8¢ mpodnlov éxeivo: &ti, €l TIg Xwplg yvaung tod
{UNTPOTOAITOV YévOLTOo £TioKOTIOG, TOV TOLODTOV 1) HeYAAn ovvodog dpioe pi Seiv elval Emickomov.
"Edv €vToL T} KOWT] TAvTwV Yiew, DAOYw odo), Kai Katd Kavova EKKANoLaoTikoy, dvo, fj Tpeig S
oikelav @uloveikiav avTiAéywot, kpateitw 1) TOV TAeOVWY Yijpog / Let the ancient customs in Egypt,
Libya and Pentapolis prevail, that the Bishop of Alexandria have jurisdiction in all these, since the like
is customary for the Bishop of Rome also. Likewise in Antioch and the other provinces, let the Churches
retain their privileges. And this is to be universally understood, that if anyone be made bishop without
the consent of the Metropolitan, the great Synod has declared that such a man ought not to be a bishop.
If, however, two or three bishops shall from natural love of contradiction, oppose the common suffrage
of the rest, it being reasonable and in accordance with the ecclesiastical law, then let the choice of the
majority prevail.

4 Cr.IJaHKOB, VIB. CTE®AHOB, I1. ITAHEB, IIpasunama na Ce. IIpasocnasHa yopkea ¢ moaKyeaHus-
ma um, vol. I, Codua 1913, p. 188: Avaveolpevol T mapd TOV Ekatov mevinkovTa ayiwv Matépwy,
@V év T Beo@uAdxtw TadTy Kkai BactAidt moAel ouveABOVTWY, Kai TOV £§akooiwy TpLaKOVTa, TAV
&v Xalkndove ovvabpotobévtwv vopobetnBévta, dpilopev, dote 1oV Kwvotavtivovnolews Opovov
@V {owv dmolavewy mpeaPeiwv tod TG MpeaPutépag Pwung Bpdvov, kai év Tol¢ EKKANCLAGTIKOLG,
WG Ekevov, peyalbveoBal mpdypaot, SevTtepov e Ekeivov Ddpxovta, ued Ov tiig Ale§avdpéwv
peyalondrews apBueicBw Bpovog, eita 6 Avtioxeiag, kai petd TodTOV, O TG Teposovputdy TOAEWS
| Renewing the laws made by the one hundred and fifty Holy Fathers who assembled in this God-guard-
ed imperial capital city, and by the six hundred and thirty of those who assembled in Chalcedon, we
decree that the throne of Constantinople shall enjoy equal seniorities (or priorities) with the throne
of older Rome, and in ecclesiastical matters shall be magnified like the latter, coming second after the
latter; after which the throne of the great city of the Alexandrians shall come next, then that of Antioch,
and after this the throne of the city of the Jerusalemites.
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local churches. Particularly noteworthy is the 2" canon® of the Second Ecumenical
Council - which articulated the doctrine of the Church’s unity. This canon explic-
itly prohibited any local church from extending its jurisdiction beyond its assigned
boundaries, in recognition of the Creed’s affirmation of the Church’s unity. Impor-
tantly, the Council did not interpret this unity as submission to a single earthly
authority, such as the Church of Rome. From a historical perspective, at the time
of the Second Ecumenical Council, multiple autocephalous churches existed across
the 14 dioceses of the Roman Empire. Furthermore, the same council’s 3™ canon®,
acknowledged the position of the Church of Constantinople, granting it equal honor
to the Church of Rome. Later, during the Fourth Ecumenical Council, the 28" canon’

> Cr. l1aHkoB, VIB. CTE®AHOB, II. LIAHEB, [Ipasunama Ha..., vol. I, p. 377: Tovg dnep Soiknowv
£moKOTOVG TalG DIepopiolg ékkAnoialg pf méval, unde ovyyéetv Tag éxkAnoiog: AN katd Todg
Kavovag, Tov uev Alefavdpeiag éniokomnov, té év Alydntw povov oikovopeiv- Todg 8¢ Tiig Avatoliig
£MLOKOTIOVG, TV AVATOANV HOVNV SLOIKETV: QUAATTOUEVWY TV €V TOIG Kavool Toig katd Nikatav
nipeoPeiwy T Avtioxéwv ékkAnoiq- kai Tovg TG Aotaviig S0tk oewg €moKOTovE, Td Katd Ty Act-
aviy povov Stotkeiv- kai tovg Tiig Iovtikig, T tiig [TovTikig povov- kai Tovg Thg Opdkng Ta Tig
Opakikijg Hovov oikovopelv. AkArTovg 8¢ €mokomovg vrgp Stoiknotv pi émPaivery émi xelpotovig,
| Tiow &AAaug oikovopialg ékkAnotaotikais. DvAartopévov 8¢ Tod mpoyeypauuévov mept TV St-
olKNoewV Kavovog, eddnlov w¢ Ta kab> ékaotny énapyiav 1 Tig émapyiag ovvodog dtotknoel, katd
Ta €v Nikaig dpropéva. Tag 8¢ €v Toig PapPapikoig £€Bveot Tod Beod ExkAnoiag, oikovopeiohal xpr
Kata T kpatioacav ovviBeiay Tov Hatépwy / Bishops must not leave their own diocese and go over
to churches beyond its boundaries; but, on the contrary, in accordance with the Canons, let the Bishop
of Alexandria administer the affairs of Egypt only, let the Bishops of the East govern the Eastern Church
only, the priorities granted to the church of the Antiochians in the Nicene Canons being kept inviolate,
and let the Bishops of the Asian diocese (or administrative domain) administer only the affairs of the
Asian church, and let those of the Pontic diocese look after the affairs of the diocese of Pontus only, and
let those of the Thracian diocese manage the affairs of the Thracian diocese only. Let Bishops not go be-
yond their own province to carry out an ordination or any other ecclesiastical services unless (officially)
summoned thither. When the Canon prescribed in regard to dioceses (or administrative provinces) is
duly kept, it is evident that the synod of each province will confine itself to the affairs of that particular
province, in accordance with the regulations decreed in Nicaea. But the churches of God that are situated
in territories belonging to barbarian nations must be administered in accordance with the customary
practice of the Fathers.

¢ Cr. LIAHKOB, VIB. CTE®AHOB, I1. ITAHEB, [Ipasunama Ha..., vol. I, p. 386: Tov pév tot KwvotavTi-
voumohewg émiokomov Exety T TpeoPeia TG TIHRG peTd TOV Tig Popng émiokomov, Std 1o elvat adtiv
véav Pounv / Let the Bishop of Constantinople, however, have the priorities of honor after the Bishop
of Rome, because of its being New Rome.

7 Cr. LIaHKOB, VIB. CTE®AHOB, I1. I1AHEB, IIpasunama Ha..., vol. I, p. 633-644: Tavtayod Toig
OV ayiwv Iatépwv 6potg EmopevoL, Kal TOV ApTiwg dvayvwoBEvTa Kavova TV EKATOV TTEVTHKOVTA
BeogréoTatwy EMOKOTWY, TOV cLVAXBEVTWY €Ml TOD TG evoePodg Hvrung Meydhov Beodoaiov,
T0D yevopévov Pacthéwg év tfj Pacthidt Kwvotavtivovnodews Néa Paun, yvwpifovteg, té adtd Kai
fuels Opifopev te kol Yyn@lopeba mept TV mpeoPeiwv ThHg dytwTtdTng ExkAnoiag Thg avtiic Kwvota-
vtvounodewg Néag Popng: kal yap t@ povw tig mpeaButépag Popng, Sta 10 facthedewy Ty moAwv
¢keivny, ol ITatépeg eikdTwg dnodedwraot & peoPeia. Kai @ adT@® 0KOT® KIVOUEVOL O EKATOV TE-
vtikovta Beo@idéotatol émiokomol, T oo mpeoPeia dmévelpay T@ TG Néag Popung daytwtdtw 8po-
Vo, eDAOYWG KpivavTeg, TV Pactleiq kai ovykAntw Tipndeicav moAw, kai 1@V lowv dmolavovoav
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extended this recognition to include authority®, emphasizing that the Church of
Rome’s preeminence was rooted not in doctrinal superiority, but in the political
significance of the city of Rome as the imperial capital.

When larger Churches have attempted to subjugate smaller local Churches, the
Ecumenical Episcopate — guided by the faithful transmission of Apostolic teaching
and the Spirit-enlightened ecclesial consciousness — has consistently resisted such
efforts by upholding the teaching of the unity of the Church.

A notable example of this in historical context is the dispute between the
Church of Antioch and the Church of Cyprus in the 5% century. Despite the fact
that the Church of Cyprus was founded by the Apostle Paul during his first mis-
sionary journey, the Church of Antioch sought to bring it under its jurisdiction,
in contradiction to ecclesiastical decrees and the canons of the holy Apostles - spe-
cifically, the 35" Apostolic Canon’. This uncanonical attempt at subordination

nipeoPeiwv Tf mpeaPutépa Pacthidt Pwpn, kal €v ol éKKANOLAOTIKOIG WG €kelvny peyalvveoat
npdypact, devtépav pet Ekeiviy dmapxovoav. Kai dote tovg Ti¢ ITovTikig, kai Tig Actavig, Kai
Tiig Opakikiig Slolknoews PnTpomoAitag povovs, €Tt 8¢ kai Tovg év Toig PapBapikoig EMOKOTOVG
TOV TPOELPHEVWY SOk oWV XelpoToveloBal Dmtd Tod mpoelpnpévoy dytwtdatov Bpdvov Tig katd
KwvotavtivoumoAv aylwtdtng ékkAnoiag: Snhadr| ékdotov untpomolitov T@v mpoelpnpuévey Stot-
KHOEWV [ETA TOV TG Emapyiag €MOKOMWY XEPOTOVODVTOG TOVG TiG Emapxiag MOKOMOUG, Kabwg
101G Beiolg kavoot Sinydpevtat XelpotoveloBat 8¢, kabwg elpntal, Todg unTpomolitag T@V mpoeLpn-
pévwv Stotknoewv mapd Tod Kwvotavtivoundlewd dpLEMoKOTOV, YNPLOUATWV CUHPOVWY KATA TO
£00¢ yvopévwy, kal > avTtov dvagepopévwy / Everywhere following the decrees of the Holy Fathers,
and aware of the recently recognized Canon of the one hundred and fifty most God-beloved Bishops
who convened during the reign of Theodosius the Great of pious memory, who became emperor in the
imperial city of Constantinople otherwise known as New Rome; we too decree and vote the same things
in regard to the privileges and priorities of the most holy Church of that same Constantinople and New
Rome. And this is in keeping with the fact that the Fathers naturally enough granted the priorities to the
throne of Old Rome on account of her being the imperial capital. And motivated by the same object and
aim the one hundred and fifty most God-beloved Bishops have accorded the like priorities to the most
holy throne of New Rome, with good reason deeming that the city which is the seat of an empire, and
of a senate, and is equal to old imperial Rome in respect of other privileges and priorities, should be mag-
nified also as she is in respect of ecclesiastical affairs, as coming next after her, or as being second to her.
And. it is arranged so that only the Metropolitans of the Pontic, Asian, and Thracian dioceses shall be
ordained by the most holy throne of the most holy Church of Constantinople aforesaid, and likewise the
Bishops of the aforesaid dioceses which are situated in barbarian lands; that is to say, that each Metro-
politan of the aforesaid dioceses, together with the Bishops of the province, shall ordain the Bishops of the
province, just as is prescribed by the divine Canons. But the Metropolitans of the aforesaid dioceses, as
has been said, are to be ordained by the Archbishop of Constantinople, after the elections have first been
conducted in accordance with custom and have been reported to him (Ap c. XXXIV; c. III of the 2
and c. XXXVI of the 6™).

¢ T IIamaTtoMAc, Cospemennu u 6v0euu npedussuxamencmea nped npsocnaswama yvprea (Mcmo-
puvecKu, eKIUCUONI0ZU1eH U KAHOHUYEH 100x00), ITapammuursa 2019, p. 170.

° Cr. Januxos, VIB. CTE®AHOB, I1. IJAHEB, [Ipasunama Ha..., vol. I, p. 104: Eniokomov pr| ToApdv
£Ew TV Eavtod dpwv XewpoToviag oteiobat, eig TG pry DIOKEIEVAG DT TONELS, Kol xwpag: € 8¢
é\eyxOein TODTO MEMONKWG, TAPA THY TOV KATEXOVTWY TAG TOAELG EKEIVAG, Tj TAG XWPAG, YVWHNY,
kaBatpeioBw kai avtog, kail odg €xetpotovnoev / Let not a bishop dare to ordain beyond his own
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was promptly addressed by the Third Ecumenical Council, which, through its
8" canon', condemned the act as an unwarranted innovation that infringed upon

limits, in cities and places not subject to him. But if he be convicted of doing so, without the consent
of those persons who have authority over such cities and places, let him be deposed, and those also
whom he has ordained.
1 Cr. IIaHKOB, VIB. CTE®AHOB, II. I1AHEB, IIpasunama Ha..., vol. I, p. 468-470: TIpayua mapd
ToUG EKKANOLAOTIKOVG BETHONG Kal TOUG Kavovag TOV Ayiwv ATOOTOAWY KALVOTOHOVHEVOV, Kai TG
navtwv élevBepiag antopevov, mpoonyyethev 6 Beo@iléotatog cuveniokomnog Pryivog, kai oi odv
avt® Beogihéotatol émiokomol Tiig Kumpiwvy émapyiag, Znvwv kai Evayprog. ‘O0ev, émeidn ta kowva
nafn peilovog Seitan tiig Bepameiag, d¢ kal peilova v PA&Pny eépovta, kai pahiota & unde €0og
apyaiov mapnkohovOnoey, ®ote TOV €mickonov Tig Avtioxéwv moAewg Tag év Kbmpw moteloBat xet-
potoviag, kaBa St T@v MPEMwY kail TV oikelwv pwvdv édidakav oi evdapéotartot &vdpeg, oi Thv
npdcodov Tf) dyia cuvodw Mo oapevol, EEovat TO dvennpéaoTov Kai dPiaatov ol TV dyiwy EKKAN-
oL@V, TOV katd thHv Kompov, mpoeotdTeg, katd Todg kavovag Tov ociwv Iatépwy, kai Thv dpxaiav
ovvrBetay, 8t VTV TAG XeLpOTOVIAG TOV EDAAPECTATWY EMOKOTWV TTOLOVUEVOL TO 88 avTO Kal £l
TOV AAAWV SlolKAoEWY, kal TOV amavTayod Emapxdv mapaguiaxOroetal dote undéva Twv Beo@t-
Aeotdtwv émokdnwy énapyiav £Tépav, ovk odoav dvwdev kai € dpxiig 01O Y avTod, fj YoV TV
npo avtod Xelpa katakapPavery AN ei kai Tig katéAafe, kol DY’ EaVTOV TemoinTAL, BLACAUEVOG, TAD-
mv anoddovat tva pi) t@v Hatépwv oi kavoves mapaPaivwvtat, unde &v iepovpyiag mpooynuatt,
¢Eovoiag TOPOG KOOHIKRG TiepeladinTal, undé AaBwpev v éevbepiov katd pkpoOV dmolécaveg, fiv
NV €dwpnoato @ idiw afpatt 6 Kopiog fiu@vIncovg Xptotog, 6 mavtwv avBpwnwy éAevbepwtng.
"Edofe toivuv Tfj ayig kai oikovpevikf] ovvodw, odleaBat ékdotn emapyia kabapd kai dfiaota T&
avtf] tpoadvta Sikawa £§ dpxig kai dvwBev, katd TO maka kpatfjoav €00g, ddetav éxovtog EkaoTov
pnTpomoAitov Td oo TV MEMpaypévwy TPog TO oikelov doaleg ékhaPetv. Ei 6¢ Tig payxopevov
TOTIOV TOTG VOV WPLOPEVOLS IPOOKOpiooL, dkupov TobToV elvat E8o&e T dyia don Kal OikoLHEVIKT
ovvodw / Our fellow Bishop Reginus, most beloved by God, and with him the most God-beloved Bish-
ops of the province of the Cypriotes Zeno and Evagrius, has announced an innovation, a thing which
is contrary to the ecclesiastical laws and the Canons of the Holy Apostles, and one which touches the
freedom of all. Hence, since common ailments require more drastic treatment, on the ground that they
do greater damage, and especially in view of the fact that the Bishop of Antioch, far from following the
ancient custom, has been performing the ordinations in Cyprus, according to information given in libelli
and by oral statements made by most pious gentlemen who have approached the Holy Council; there-
fore those who preside over the churches in Cyprus shall retain their privilege unaffected and inviolate,
according to the Canons of the Holy Fathers and ancient custom, whereby they shall themselves perform
the ordinations of the most reverent Bishops. The same rule shall hold good also with regard to the other
diocese and churches everywhere, so that none of the Bishops most beloved by God shall take hold of any
other province that was not formerly and from the beginning in his jurisdiction, or was not, that is to
say, held by his predecessors. But if anyone has taken possession of any and has forcibly subjected it to his
authority, he shall regive it back to its rightful possessor, in order that the Canons of the Fathers be not
transgressed, nor the secular fastus be introduced, under the pretext of divine services; lest imperceptibly
and little by little we lose the freedom which our Lord Jesus Christ, the Liberator of all men, has given
us as a free gift by His own blood. It has therefore seemed best to the holy and Ecumenical Council that
the rights of every province, formerly and from the beginning belonging to it, be preserved clear and
inviolable, in accordance with the custom which prevailed of yore; each Metropolitan having permis-
sion to take copies of the proceedings for his own security. If, on the other hand, anyone introduce any
form conflicting with the decrees which have now been sanctioned, it has seemed best to the entire holy
and Ecumenical Council that it be invalid and of no effect (Ap. c. XXXIV; cc. VI, VII of the 1% c¢. XX
of the 2"; cc. XXX VI, XXXIX of the 6 c. IX of Antioch).
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the independence of another Church. The Council described such interference
as a social malady requiring immediate correction, due to the significant harm
it inflicts upon both the instigator and the broader ecclesial body. The provisions
of this canon are not limited solely to the specific case of Cyprus but apply univer-
sally to all Churches with canonically recognized autocephalous status''.

Another significant canonical moment in the history of the Church of Cyprus
occurred when its head, Archbishop John, was compelled - for political reasons
- to seek refuge in Constantinople along with his clergy and faithful. In defense
of the Church of Cyprus’s full independence, the Sixth Ecumenical Council issued
the 39" canon'?, reaffirming its autocephalous status.

From the examples presented thus far, it becomes evident that, like any other
public institution, the Church of Christ - following its establishment on earth - is
subject to specific organizational requirements and must possess a defined external
structure. This point is crucial to emphasize, as the canonical framework outlined

W Anone JUAspwI, Msmounume uepapxuu, IIB 2, 1911, p. 4. Adolphe d’Avril was a prominent
French diplomat and writer. The monograph was originally published in the French diplomatic jour-
nal “Revue d’histoire diplomatique” (2, 1901, p. 293-314).

12 Cr. LIaHKOB, VIB. CTE®AHOB, I1. I1AHEB, [Ipasunama na..., vol. II, p. 197-199: Tod 48eh@od Kol
oLAAettovpyod HdV Twavvov, Tod tiig Kumpiwv vijoov mpoédpov, dpa td oikeiw Aad, émi Th)v'EAAN-
onovTtiov émapyiay, Sid te Tag PapPapikdg épodovg, Sid e 6 TG E0vVikAG EAevBepwbivar SovAeiag,
Kal kaBap®g TOIG CKNTTPOLG TOD XPLOTIAVIKWTATOV KPATOVG DTOTAyfval, TG elpnHéVNG HETAVATTA-
VTOG vjoov, ipovoiq Tod gthavBpwmnov Oeod, kai poxBw Tod LhoxpioTov Kai evoeBoig fUwV Paot-
Mwg, ovvopdpey, dote dravotounta StaguiaxBijval ta mapd T@v év'E@écw T mpdTtepOV Guvel-
Bovtwv Beogopwv Iatépwv 1@ Bpdvw Tod mpoyeypapuévov dvdpog napaoxedévta mpovopua, dote
v véavIovotviavovnohty o Sikatov €xetv ¢ Kwvotavtivovnodews, kai tov ém” avtii kablotdye-
vov BeopiAéoTatov Emiokomoy, Taviwy mpoedpevety TV Thig EAAnonovtiwy énapyiag, kai Ho t@v
oikelwv €mokonwy xeipotoveioal, katd THY dpxaiov cuvnBetav. Ta yap &v éxaotn éxkAnoiq £0n,
Kai ol Beopopot fiuwv Iatépeg mapagurdtteadat Sieyvakaot, Tod Tig Ku{iknvadv molewg émokdmov
OIoKeIUEVOL TQ TTPoESpw TiG elpn VNG TOVOTIVIAVOVTIONEWG, (U TEL TOV AOITOV ATTAVTWY ETUOKO-
Twy, TOV V1O TOV AexBévta Beopiléotatov mpoedpov Iwavvny, be o Xpeiag kahovong, kai 6 Tiig
avtiig Kuliknvav nodewg éniokomog xeipotovndnoetat / Seeing that our brother and fellow minister
John the president of the island of the Cyprians has departed thence with his laity and has come to the
eparchy of the Hellespont, both because of barbarian assaults and because they have been freed from
heathen slavery and have become subject to the ruling powers of the most Christian empire, by the prov-
idence of the philanthropic (or man-loving) God, and by the hard work of our Christ-loving and pious
emperor, we see fit to concur in decreeing that the privileges conferred upon and granted to the throne
of the man aforesaid by the God-bearing Fathers who convened in Ephesus long ago shall be preserved
without any innovations, so that the new Justinianopolis shall have the right of Constantinople, and the
most God-beloved Bishop appointed over it shall preside over all those in the eparchy of the Hellespon-
tians and be ordained by his own bishops, in accordance with the ancient custom. For our God-bearing
Fathers have already decided that the customs obtaining in each Church are to be continued, the Bishop
of the city of the Cyzicenians being subject to the president of the said Justinianopolis, in imitation of
the rest of all the Bishops who are under the said most God-beloved president John, by whom, if the
need arises, the Bishop of the same city of the Cyzicenians shall be ordained (Ap. c. XXXIV; cc. VI, XII
of the 1% cc. IL, III, VIII of the 2"%; c. XXVIII of the 4"; c. XXXVTI of the 6"; c. IX of Antioch).
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here will continue to underpin the analysis throughout this study. Before address-
ing the specific conditions under which ecclesiastical independence is granted, it is
necessary to clarify the etymology of the term autocephaly. The designation “auto-
cephalous Church” began to appear in the early 5™ century. The term is of Greek
origin and is composed of two elements: ad10g (itself) and kepalr| (head), denot-
ing an entity — whether secular or ecclesiastical - that is led by its own authority
and is independent of any higher or sovereign authoritz".

In the writings of Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus (1959) and the chronicler
Theophanes, autocephaly is associated with the notion of political sovereignty.
In the sense of possessing “full rights”, the term also appears in the works of Theo-
dore the Reader (1525)", Epiphanius of Constantinople (+535), Theophylact of
Ohrid (+1107), and Theodore Balsamon®. The Latin equivalent of autocephaly is
rendered as libera ac sui juris, meaning “free and of one’s own right’, or simply
independens — “independent”®.

Theodore Balsamon identified all provincial metropolitans as autocephalous
during the time of the Second Ecumenical Council. Epiphanius of Constantinople
distinguishes autocephalous archbishops — those who are independent — from t@v
¢mokonwv émhopévwy, that is, bishops subordinate to other bishops. He further
identifies six autocephalous Churches within the Byzantine Empire. The term
avtoképalog came to denote the title of archbishops presiding over independent
Churches, such as the primate of the Church of Cyprus. Over time, this title was
extended to other bishops once their Churches achieved jurisdictional indepen-
dence'. An official catalog of autocephalous Churches was published in April
1855 in the Athens Syntagma. This list enumerated ten Orthodox autocephalous
Churches, beginning with the Church of Constantinople and concluding with
the Church of Greece (Hellas)'®.

Prior to the adoption of the term autocephalous Church, which emerged at
a later stage, local churches were identified by their geographical location. The
apostolic epistles refer to churches in Asia (1 Cor. 16:16), Macedonia (2 Cor. 8:1),
Thessalonica (1 Thess. 1:1), Ephesus (Rev. 2:1), and other regions®.

B T. CpBEB, Camocmoiina HapoOHOCMHA UppK6ea 6 cpedHosexosHa boneapus. CunodanHo usdamern-
cmeo, Codua 1987, p. 222.

' J. ERICKSON, The Autocephalous Church, [in:] The Challenge of Our Past, New York 1991, p. 96.
1> T. Paaas, M. [ToTAH, Z0vTayua Twv Oeiwy Kl 1epdv Kavovwy TwV Te apiwy Ko mavevpiuwy Amo-
OTOAWY, Kau TWV LEPWY KL OLKOVUEVIKWY KAL TOTUKWY Zvvodwy, Kol Twv KAT& pépos ayiwy Hatépwy,
vol. II, ABrjvau 1852, p. 171-172.

16 T. CbbEB, A6mokeanus u nampuapuiecku UHCMUmMym 6 yospkosHomo ycmpoticmeo Ha IIpaso-
cnasHuA usmox, [in:] Jyxosna kynmypa, vol. XI-XII, Codus 1963, p. 59.

7 Cr. JAHKOB, Hez080 braxcencmaso ex3apxem enasa iu e Ha boneapckama ysprsa, LIB 3, 1911, p. 4.
'8 T. Paaan, M. IIoTAH, Zovtaypa twv Oeiwy. .., vol. V, 1855, p. 513-530.

1 P. ITontonopros, Asmokepanus u asmonomus Ha Llepxeama, [in:] Boeocnoscka mucon, vol. 11,
Codus 1997, p. 26.
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However, it must be acknowledged that not all churches that identified them-
selves as autocephalous were, in fact, de jure autocephalous. The autocephalous status
of several churches has been contested since antiquity — sometimes without suf-
ficient justification. For instance, in the 4™ century, St. Basil the Great questioned
the autocephaly of the Armenian Church, and in the 6™ century, the Pope of Rome
(Pope Vigilius) similarly challenged the status of the Church of Justiniana Prima®.
In the 13™ century, Archbishop Demetrius Homatian of Ohrid disputed the auto-
cephaly of the Serbian Orthodox Church*. Between 1185 and 1234, the Patriarchs
of Constantinople did not recognize the independence of the Bulgarian Orthodox
Church, and from 1346 to 1375, they likewise contested the autonomy of the Serbian
Orthodox Church. In 1355, Patriarch Kallistos even attempted to demonstrate
that the Bulgarian Church’s claim to autocephaly was uncanonical®. A particularly
turbulent period concerning the canonical legitimacy of autocephaly for numer-
ous churches - including the Bulgarian, Greek, Serbian, Romanian, Albanian,
Georgian, Czechoslovakian, Polish and Macedonian Churches — was the 19" and
20™ centuries®. These disputes often disrupted harmonious relations among the
Orthodox Churches, leading to confusion and disillusionment among the faithful,
while providing cause for satisfaction among non-Orthodox observers. Given the
historical and ecclesiological complexity of these disputes, it is essential to clarify
the canonical prerequisites for the granting of autocephaly - both in terms of its
historical emergence and the structural organization of autocephalous churches.

The earliest founders of autocephalous churches were the holy apostles, as
evidenced by numerous authoritative sources, including the Apostolic Decrees,
the Epistles of the Eastern Patriarchs (Article 10), and the decrees of the Coun-
cil of Jerusalem in 1672 (10" canon)?. Historical records indicate the existence
of a view according to which only those churches established directly by the apos-
tles possessed the right to autocephaly. This notion gave rise to disputes regarding
the legitimacy of autocephaly in churches that emerged after the apostolic era. For
example, Popes Leo the Great and Nicholas I did not recognize the independence
of the Church of Constantinople, as it was not believed to have received direct
apostolic foundation or blessing®.

% V1. CHETAPOB, Mcmopust na cnassnckume Ilpasocnastu yvpxeu, Codbns 1960, p. 135-136.

2 1. KAMINIS, Academic Reasearch on Saint Sava of Serbia in Greece, OPREE 44, iss. 9, article 2, p. 6.
Cf. Vin. VInues, Oxpudckama apxuenuckonus u novpeéume éaalemenu Ha 65306H08eHOMO 6eapcko
yapcmeo, [J11 2006, p. 95.

2 C. Tronuknii, O yepkosHoti asmoxeganuu, JXMII 7, 1948, p. 37.

# [I. KATIKAHIDKMEBA, IIpeocmucnate Ha asmokedanusma: céemckume 61acmu Kamo agmoxepa-
nomsopen paxmop, XK 2 (199), 2025, p. 40-43.

# Hukooum (Munaw), en., IIpagocnasHo ywprosro npaso, Codus 1904, p. 359.

» B. 31ATAPCKY, Vcmopust na Beneapckama 0vpicasa npes cpednume éexose, vol. I, IIspsomo 6v-
2apcko yapcmeo, pars 2, Om cnassuuzayusma Ha ovpicasama do nadarnemo xa ITepeomo yapcmeo
(852-1018), Codust 1927, p. 105. See more on this issue: Responsa Nicolai I papae, cap. XCII,
[in:] FLHB, vol. II, Codus 1960, p. 118: nam Constatinopolitanam ecclesiam nec apostolorum qui-
squam instituit nec Nicena sinodus.
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Similarly, the Church of Antioch refused to acknowledge the autocephaly of
the Georgian Church, arguing that no apostle had preached in those regions. Pope
Gregory the Great went even further, asserting that ecclesiastical authority should
be divided among the Roman, Alexandrian, and Antiochian Churches - those
believed to be founded by the Apostle Peter — while criticizing other churches
for claiming apostolic origin without historical evidence®. For example, both the
Churches of Constantinople and Georgia traced their apostolic lineage to Saint
Andrew. However, this theory does not align with either Holy Scripture or the
canonical tradition of the Church. The apostles did not divide the world into
a fixed number of churches, nor did they limit the establishment of future churches.
Moreover, many autocephalous churches arose after the apostolic period. Even
some of the churches founded directly by the apostles eventually lost their auto-
cephalous status, either temporarily - as in the cases of Jerusalem and Athens - or
permanently. Of the eighteen churches identified as autocephalous in the Apostolic
Decrees, only five have retained their independence?.

While it is undisputed that many churches were indeed founded by the apos-
tles, those established later remain integral components of the same apostolic tra-
dition. They are branches of the one great tree — the Church of Christ - participat-
ing fully in its life through apostolic succession. For this reason, all churches are
equal in dignity and status.

A key canonical principle concerning the independence of local churches is
that the holy apostles entrusted their full ecclesiastical authority to the episco-
pate of the Universal Church. Consequently, the authority to establish new auto-
cephalous churches belongs collectively to the episcopate, which expresses its will
through the Ecumenical Councils - the highest governing bodies of the Church.
Indeed, the Ecumenical Councils have repeatedly addressed matters of auto-
cephaly. The First Ecumenical Council, through its 6™ canon?®, recognized the
autocephalous rights of the Churches of Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch, and
addressed the status of the Church of Jerusalem in its 7* canon®. The Second Ecu-
menical Council, through its 2" canon®, affirmed the jurisdictional boundar-
ies of the autocephalous Churches of Alexandria, Antioch, Asia, Pontus, and
Thrace. The Third Ecumenical Council defended the autocephaly of the Church

% Responsa Nicolai I papae..., p. 118: Constatinopolitanus autem et Hierosolymitanus antistites, licet
dicantur patriarchae, non tantae tamen auctoritatis quantae superiores existunt.

¥ C. Trounixut, O yepkosHoli. .., p. 38.

% T. PaaaH, M. IToTaH, Z0vTtayua twv Oeiwv..., vol. II, 1852, p. 128. See more Cr. L]aHKOB, V1B. CTE-
®AHOB, I1. LIAHEB, [Ipasunama Ha..., vol. I, p- 283.

¥ Cr. LIaHKOB, VIB. CTE®AHOB, II. IIAHEB, IIpasunama Ha..., vol. I, p. 296: Eneid; ovvriBeta ke-
KpATNKe, kal mapddootg dpxaia, dote TOV €v Ailiq énmiokonov TipdoOat, éxétw TV dkolovbiav Tiig
TG Tf) pntponolet cwlopévov tod oikeiov dfibpartog / Since custom and ancient tradition have
prevailed that the Bishop of Zlia [i.e., Jerusalem] should be honoured, let him, saving its due dignity to
the Metropolis, have the next place of honour.

% T. PaaaH, M. IToTag, X0vtayua twv Ogiwv..., vol. I, 1852, p. 169-170.
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of Cyprus in its 8" canon®', while the Fourth Ecumenical Council, through its
28™ canon®, confirmed the autocephaly of the Church of Constantinople and
placed the churches of Asia, Pontus, and Thrace under its jurisdiction. The Sixth
Ecumenical Council further established the hierarchical order of the five major
patriarchates in its 36 canon® and reaffirmed the autocephaly of the Church of
Cyprus in its 39" canon®.

It must also be acknowledged that neither the Holy Apostles nor the Ecumeni-
cal Councils can be regarded as regular or standard authorities for resolving ques-
tions related to the autocephaly of a particular Church. The Apostles lived during
the formative period of the earliest Christian communities, while the Ecumeni-
cal Councils represent exceptional events, convened in response to doctrinal or
ecclesial crises affecting the entire Church - not for the resolution of localized
or administrative matters such as the status of a particular Church.

The stance of the episcopal institution regarding the granting of autocephaly
is another important consideration that should not be overlooked. The episcopate
of the already existing autocephalous Churches plays a central role in addressing
this canonical issue, acting collectively on behalf of the episcopate of the Universal
Church. This is carried out through the Church’s primary decision-making mecha-
nism: the synod or council. The authority of Ecumenical Councils extends over
the entire Church, whereas the jurisdiction of a synod within an autocephalous
Church is confined to its own ecclesiastical territory. Such a council may grant
autocephaly only to a part of its own Church or relinquish its jurisdiction to facili-
tate the incorporation of that part into another autocephalous Church. Ecclesiasti-
cal history provides numerous examples of such processes.

It is evident that the institution of autocephaly has developed gradually over
time. By decree of the Synod of the Church of Constantinople, several Churches
were proclaimed autocephalous: the Bulgarian Church in 1946, the Serbian Church
in 1218 and again in 1879, the Russian Church in 1589, the Greek Church in 1850,
the Romanian Church in 1885, and the Albanian Church in 1938%. The Georgian
Church was granted independence in antiquity by the Church of Antioch, and
later received recognition from the Russian Church, which also granted in recent
times autocephaly to the Orthodox Church in America®. Of course, some Churches
obtained their autocephalous status during the era of the Ecumenical Councils,
such as the Armenian Church in 354 and the Church of Justiniana Prima in 537.

31 T. Paaan, M. TTotaH, Zovtayua twv Oeiwv..., vol. 11, 1852, p. 203-204.

32 T. Paaas, M. TTotas, Zovtayua twv Oeiwv.. ., vol. I1, 1852, p. 280-281.

¥ T. PaaaH, M. TIoTaH, Zovrayua Twv Oeiwv..., vol. I1, 1852, p. 387.

3 T. PaaaH, M. IToTas, X0vtayua twv Ogiwv..., vol. I, 1852, p. 395-396.

> P. TIonToi0POB, A8mokepanus u a6MmoHOMUs. .., p. 29.

* Formerly an autonomous church under the Russian Orthodox Church, it was granted the status
of an autocephalous church in 1970. This status has not been recognized by some of the canonical
churches, including the Ecumenical Patriarchate (author’s note).
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There are also numerous historical instances of the merging of several autocepha-
lous Churches into a single ecclesiastical body. For example, in the first half of the
4™ century, according to the testimony of Theodore Balsamon, the Churches of
each Roman province were functionally autocephalous®”. However, by the time
of the Second Ecumenical Council, these metropolitan sees were grouped into
larger ecclesiastical units — Exarchates — parallel to the 14 civil dioceses of the
Roman Empire, as confirmed by the Council’s 2™ canon®. Because the imperial
capitals (initially Rome, and later Constantinople) held privileged status, they came
to exercise authority over multiple dioceses. By the 6™ century, only six autocepha-
lous Churches remained within the boundaries of the Greco-Roman world. A sim-
ilar process of ecclesiastical unification can be observed in modern times. In 1920,
several autocephalous Churches - the Serbian, the Church of Sremski Karlovci,
and the Montenegrin Church - along with portions of the Churches of Constan-
tinople and Bukovina-Dalmatia, as well as the autonomous Church of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, were united into a single Serbian Orthodox Church. Simultaneously,
three separate autocephalous Churches were integrated into a unified Romanian
Orthodox Church®.

There are three primary factors that contribute to the canonical establishment
of an autocephalous Church: the will of the Apostles, the decisions of the Ecu-
menical Councils, and the authority of the episcopate of an already established
autocephalous Church. In canon law, these are recognized as the direct factors
in the creation of ecclesiastical autocephaly*. No other mechanisms are deemed
sufficient to enact such a canonical act. Nevertheless, throughout history, vari-
ous attempts have been made to obtain autocephaly through means closely related
to, but ultimately distinct from, these direct sources. These are referred to as sec-
ondary or indirect factors. They include the involvement of state authorities, the
episcopate of a group separated from an existing autocephalous Church, and
the Church of Constantinople acting outside the boundaries of its canonical
jurisdiction.

Canonically, an autocephalous Church is one that has received its indepen-
dence either from the Apostles themselves, from an Ecumenical Council, or from
the autocephalous Church within whose jurisdiction it previously existed. Of these
three sources, only the third - the will of the mother autocephalous Church
- remains applicable in the contemporary context. This raises an important ques-
tion: What criteria should guide an autocephalous Church in granting indepen-
dence to a particular portion of its jurisdiction? As with all matters of ecclesiastical

7 T. Paaan, M. IToTaH, Zovtayua twv Oeiwy..., vol. II, 1852, p. 171: Ei 8¢ kai étépag ekkAnaoiag
AVTOKEPAAOVG EVPIOKELG.

3 T. Paaan, M. TToTaH, Zovtayua twv Oeiwv..., vol. I1, 1852, p. 169-170.

¥ V1. CHETAPOB, Mcmopus Ha..., p. 134.

0 P. TIonToioPOB, Asmokedanus u asmoHoMus. ..., p. 29.
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administration, including the granting of autocephaly, Church authority must be
governed by a single overriding principle - the spiritual and pastoral benefit of the
Church itself. The ecclesiastical authority has the obligation to discern whether
the prevailing conditions serve the fulfillment of the Church’s salvific mission.
In considering the question of autocephaly, the mother Church must take into
account, first and foremost, the expressed will of the episcopate and faithful of the
region seeking independence. Secondly, it should consider the stance of the civil
authorities, and thirdly, the geographical, cultural, and historical context that may
affect ecclesial governance and pastoral care®’.

In addition to the three previously mentioned conditions, one must also con-
sider whether a given ecclesiastical community possesses the structural and insti-
tutional capacity to function independently in a manner consistent with the true
nature of autocephaly. It is important to note that the essence of autocephaly is
not always fully understood, even among canonists and church historians, who
at times conflate autocephaly with autonomy. Since apostolic succession is the sole
source of sanctification, unity, and authority within the Church, only that ecclesial
body can be considered truly autocephalous which possesses its own indepen-
dent source of authority — namely, its own line of apostolic succession. In con-
crete terms, this means that only a Church whose bishops, including its primate,
are elected and consecrated by its own episcopate — without external involvement
from bishops of another Church - can rightfully be considered autocephalous.
Canonical sources consistently regard this capacity for independent episcopal
governance as the core characteristic of autocephaly.

This understanding is clearly reflected in the 8" canon of the Third Ecumeni-
cal Council, which defended the autocephaly of the Church of Cyprus. The canon
does not refer to any other ecclesiastical rights or privileges beyond the right of the
Cypriot bishops to receive ordination from within their own hierarchy. This prin-
ciple was subsequently accepted as normative across all other local Churches. The
canon states: Let the leaders of the holy Church of Cyprus have the full and undis-
puted right, according to the rules of the holy fathers and according to ancient cus-
tom, to appoint reverend bishops for themselves. Let the same be observed in other
regions and in all dioceses*. A contrasting example is found in the 28" canon®
of the Fourth Ecumenical Council, which revoked the autocephalous status of
the Churches of Pontus, Asia, and Thrace, while granting them full autono-
my. The canon does not enumerate any additional restrictions on their ecclesial
rights except the loss of the authority to ordain their own metropolitans - this
prerogative being transferred to the Church of Constantinople.

4 C. Trouuxknit, O yepkosHolii..., p. 43.
2 T. PaaaH, M. IToTaH, X0vtayua Twv Ociwy..., vol. I, 1852, p. 203-204.
# T. PaaaH, M. TToTaH, Z0vtayua twv Oeiwv..., vol. I1, 1852, p. 280-281.
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All authoritative interpreters of ecclesiastical canons identify the essence of
autocephaly with the right of a Church to ordain its own bishops. As Theodore
Balsamon emphasizes in his commentary on the 2™ canon of the Second Ecu-
menical Council: Pay attention, he advises, that according to this rule, all metro-
politans of provinces were autocephalous and ordained by their own councils*. This
is the true essence of autocephaly, and it constitutes the foundational structure of
all fully independent Churches.

Following the example set by Christ’s teaching, authority in the Church was
not conferred upon individual apostles in isolation, but collectively upon all the
apostles. The Founder of the Church promised to be present among them so long
as they remained united (cf. Matt. 18:20; Mark 9:34-35; 1 Pet. 5:2-4). Therefore,
supreme ecclesiastical authority in the Church is not vested in a single bishop but
emerges from the collegial unity of several bishops. The New Testament provides
clear testimony to this conciliar model of apostolic succession. Episcopal ordi-
nations were performed collectively, as evidenced in Acts 13:1-3 and 1 Timothy
4:14. The canons of the Church likewise affirm the conciliar principle in the elec-
tion and ordination of bishops. The 4" canon® of the First Ecumenical Council
stipulates the participation of all bishops in the election of a new bishop, while
the 13 canon of the Council of Carthage allows for the participation of many

“ T.PaaaH, M. IIoTAH, Z0vtayua twv Ogiwy..., vol. V1, 1852, p. 258: yap ol apxiepeig vmo tdv iStwv
eMOKOTWYV XelpoToveiohal elwBaoty.

* Cr. IIaHKOB, VB. CTE®AHOB, I1. IT1AHEB, [Ipasunama Ha..., vol. 1, p. 262-263: Enickonov npo-
onKeL LaMoTa PEY OO TavTwV T@V év Tij énapxia kabiotacBar i 8¢ Suoxepig €in 1O Tol0DTO, 1} Stdt
Kateneiyovoav avaykny, 1 St pikog 6800, €€ dmavtog Tpeig €Mt TO aVTO CLUVAYOUEVOVS, CUUYPWY
YWopévwY Kai T@V AmovTwy, Kal ouvTifepévav Std ypappdtwy, ToTe TV Xelpotoviav moteichat T
8¢ kDpog TV yevopévwy Sidoobat kab> ékaotny énapyiav T@ untpomnolity / It is by all means proper
that a bishop should be appointed by all the bishops in the province; but should this be difficult, either on
account of urgent necessity or because of distance, three at least should meet together, and the suffrages
of the absent [bishops] also being given and communicated in writing, then the ordination should take
place. But in every province the ratification of what is done should be left to the Metropolitan.

6 V1. CTE®AHOB, [Ipasuna na Ceéemama IIpasocnasua LJoprea. Céema eopa, AtoH 2004, p. 277:
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éniokomov xetpotovijoovatv. Ei 8¢ dvdykn yévnrtal, tpeig €niokomol, év olwdnmote &v ténw dot, T¢
T00 MpwTtedovTog Tapayyépatt xelpotovijoovat Tov éniokomnov. Kai éav Tig &v Tvt évavtiwbi T
idia opoloyia fj T vOypaPT}, AVTOG EavTodV dmooTeprioet Tiig Tiwis. That a bishop should not be
ordained except by many bishops, but if there should be necessity he may be ordained by three.
| Bishop Aurelius said: What says your holiness on this matter? By all the bishops it was answered: The
decrees of the ancients must be observed by us, to wit, that without the consent of the Primate of any
province even many bishops assembled together should not lightly presume to ordain a bishop. But
should there be a necessity, at his bidding, three bishops should ordain him in any place they happen to
be, and if anyone contrary to his profession and subscription shall come into any place he shall thereby
deprive himself of his honour.
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bishops. Similarly, the 23" canon? of the Council of Antioch and the 6" canon*
of the Council of Sardica require the involvement of a council of bishops. Accord-
ing to the canonical tradition, the minimum number of bishops required to elect
a new bishop is three (First Ecumenical Council, 4" canon)*, while at least two
bishops are necessary for the act of ordination itself (1% Apostolic Canon)>.

¥ Cr. IaAHKOB, VIB. CTE®AHOB, I1. IIAHEB, [Ipasunama Ha..., vol. II, p. 768-769: Eniokomov uf|
¢Eeival avt’ avtod kablotav étepov éautod Stadoxov, kv TTpog Tij TehevT]) TOD Piov Tvy)XaAVY: € §¢
TL, TOLODTOV Yyiyvorto, &kvpov eivan TNy kataotacty. uhdttecBat 8¢ 1OV Beopudv TOV EKKANOLAOTIKOV
TiepLEXovTa, pn Setv AANwg yiveoBat émiokomov, fj petd cuvodov Kal £MmKpioEws EMOKOTWY, TOV HETA
TNV Koipnoty Tod dvamavoapévov T éovaiav éxovtwv tod npodyecBat tov &&ov / It is unlawful
for a bishop, even as his life draws to a close, to appoint his own successor. If he does this, his appoint-
ment is void. Church law must be obeyed. Only a council held under the jurisdiction of the bishops may
appoint a bishop. Only they have the authority to appoint a man who is worthy to succeed a bishop who
has fallen asleep and rests from his labors.
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Twv d&lwbelc Tapayévitar, pite piy avtypdgot, o ikavov Tf] fovAnoet Tod mAnBovg xpn yevéohal.
Xpr) 8¢ petakaleiobat kai TOLG dmd TG TANCLOXWPOL EMapXiag EMAKOTOVS, TPOG THV KATAGTACLY
T0oD TG unTpondAews Emiokomov. M €etvau 8¢ amAdg kabiotdv émiokomov €v kwun Twi fj Ppoxeia
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avThv kai émokoniic vopileoBal, AapPavétw. Ei taow dpéokel Todto; Amekpivavto mavteg Apéokel
| Bishop Hosius said: If it happen that in a province in which there are very many bishops one bishop
should stay away and by some negligence should not come to the council and assent to the appointment
made by the bishops, but the people assemble and pray that the ordination of the bishop desired by them
take place - it is necessary that the bishop who stayed away should first be reminded by letters from the
exarch of the province (I mean, of course, the bishop of the metropolis), that the people demand a pastor
to be given them. I think that it is well to await his [the absent bishop’s] arrival also. But if after sum-
mons by letter he does not come, nor even write in reply, the wish of the people ought to be complied
with. The bishops from the neighbouring provinces also should be invited to the ordination of the bishop
of the metropolis. It is positively not permitted to ordain a bishop in a village or petty town, for which
even one single presbyter is sufficient (for there is no necessity to ordain a bishop there) lest the name
and authority of bishop should be made of small account, but the bishops of the province ought, as be-
fore said, to ordain bishops in those cities in which there were bishops previously; and if a city should
be found with a population so large as to be thought worthy of an episcopal see, let it receive one. Is this
the pleasure of all? All answered: It is our pleasure.

¥ See footnote 41.

* Cr. IIaHKOB, VIB. CTE®AHOB, I1. ITAHEB, IIpasunama Ha..., vol. I, p. 3: Eniokomnog xeipotoveiobw
o émokonwv 0o fj TV / Let a bishop be ordained by two or three bishops. See more on this issue:
Hukooum (Munaw), en., IIpasocnasto..., p. 356.
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Furthermore, for the consecration of a bishop in a widowed diocese, at least four
bishops must be present. This number is also the minimum required for conduct-
ing an ecclesiastical trial against a bishop. The requirement for each autocepha-
lous Church to have at least four bishops arises from the fundamental ecclesio-
logical principle that the highest authority within the Church must be exercised
collegially. The primate of an autocephalous Church is not an absolute ruler but
functions as primus inter pares — first among equals — within the synod. However,
while four bishops represent the canonical minimum, this number is often insuf-
ficient for the effective and stable governance of Church affairs. To ensure proper
ecclesiastical administration and to avoid structural deficiencies, it is advisable
that each autocephalous Church maintain a larger number of bishops.

When discussing the independence of autocephalous Churches, it is important
to recognize that such independence is not absolute. This is due to the unique and
sacred character of the Church itself. The autonomy of a particular autocepha-
lous Church should not be equated with the political sovereignty of a nation-state.
Despite ecclesiastical divisions into distinct administrative jurisdictions, the Uni-
versal Church remains one, united in faith, sacraments, and apostolic tradition.
The division of the Universal Church into separate autocephalous Churches arises
from the distinctive nature of ecclesial unity and the practical limitations inherent
in the governance of the global episcopate. Given the logistical and pastoral chal-
lenges, it is not feasible for the entire episcopate of the Universal Church to jointly
and continually address all ecclesiastical matters. Therefore, the existence of auto-
cephalous Churches reflects an administrative necessity rather than a breach in the
unity of the Church®.

It follows that each autocephalous Church is obliged to act not as a completely
separate entity, but as a part of the one Universal Church, with which it remains
in permanent union. On the other hand, since the necessity of separating a partic-
ular local Church is dictated by practical requirements that often change, the cor-
responding autocephalous Church, in the process of separation and identification,
is not considered an invariable part of the Universal Church. Thus, some auto-
cephalous Churches have lost their independence, such as the Churches of Jeru-
salem, Serbia, Bulgaria, and Greece. Other local Churches have fallen out of unity
with the Early Church due to doctrinal differences, as is the case with the Roman,
Armenian, and Persian Churches.

The limits of the independence of autocephalous Churches in various areas
of ecclesial activity — such as doctrine, legislation, worship, administrative regula-
tion, and judicial proceedings — depend on the nature of each specific sphere®*.

1 B. TanasuH, Coboprocmy u asmoxepanus, JXKMII 7, 1959, p. 54.

*2 Today, according to Orthodox tradition, a Church is considered autocephalous if it possesses:
1) the right to resolve all internal matters independently, through its own authority, without de-
pendence on other Churches; 2) the right to appoint its own bishops and to elect its primate from
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It is well established that, in the realm of dogmatic teaching, there is no scope
for independent action on the part of autocephalous Churches, because the
deposit of faith was entrusted to the Universal Church by the holy apostles, who,
in turn, received it from the founder of the Church - the Lord Jesus Christ — and
it remains unchanged in the Church’s consciousness. This affirms that the Ortho-
dox Church rejects the Roman Catholic concept of doctrinal development within
church teaching™.

The Universal Church has formulated the teaching of Christ, and its assimila-
tion is obligatory for all autocephalous Churches, which are required to preserve
and transmit it perpetually. Likewise, for autocephalous Churches, the canonical
tradition of the Church is unchangeable and binding, insofar as it is grounded
in the dogmatic teaching on the structure of the Church. With regard to the freedom
of the Churches in the sphere of worship, limitations are observed only in its relation
to dogmatic teaching, which reflects the intention to preserve the integrity of that
teaching. The commemoration during the Divine Liturgy (as prescribed in the
15™ canon of the Council in Trullo)* of the name of the primate by the other
bishops of the same Church serves as a liturgical expression of both the indepen-
dence and unity of the autocephalous Churches. Absolute independence of the
autocephalous Churches can be spoken of only in their administrative sphere.
The Church canons require full unity in matters of dogma, regarding individuals
who do not accept conciliar dogmatic definitions as being outside the Church
- that is, as heretics and schismatics.

Bishops are granted the freedom to make decisions on ecclesiastical matters
of an administrative nature, with the requirement that such decisions be made by
majority vote, following the precedent set by the 5" canon of the First Ecumenical
Council™. At the same time, the canons safeguard the administrative independence

among them, without any obligatory expression of subordination to another Church; 3) a more or
less homogeneous ethnic community within a defined national or ecclesiastical territory; 4) the right
to maintain local customs and liturgical rites; 5) the right to consecrate holy chrism; 6) the right to
canonize local saints.

53 B. Tanasus, Coboprocmo..., p. 54.

** U. CTE®AHOB, [Ipasuna na Ceemama..., p. 353-354.

> Cr. JAHKOB, VIB. CTE®AHOB, I1. I1AHEB, [Ipasunama Ha..., vol. I, p. 274-275: ITept T@V AKOVw-
VTV YEVOUEVWY, elTe TOV €V KANPW, lTe TOV &V Aaik® Tdypatt, brd T@V kad> ékaotny émapyiav
£MOKOTIWY, KPATEITW 1) YVWHN, KATA TOV Kavova Tov dlayopedovta, Tovg Ve £Tépwy dnoPAndévtag
0@ étépwv pn mpooiesbat. Egetalécbw 8¢, pny wkpoyuxia, fj tlovewkia, 1 vt Totad Ty andig tod
¢mLOKOTIOV, drocuvaywyol yeyévivtat.“Tva odv todto Thv mpémovoav éEétacty Aappdvol, kahdg
et £80fev, ExdoTov éviavTtod, kab ékdotny énapyiav 8ig Tod £Tovg ovvddoug yiveaBal tva kowi
TAVTY TOV EMOKOTIWY THiG Emapxiag £mi 10 adTO cuvayouévwy, Ta totadta {tipata egetalntat, kai
0B TWG 0l GLONOYOVUEVWG TIPOOKEKPOVKOTEG TQ EMOKOTIW, KATA AOYOV AKOLVWVNTOL TAp& TTACLY Elva
Sowat, puéxpis &v T@ Ko TV Emokonwy §O&n Ty elavBpwnotépav Hep avT@V ¢kOEcaL Yigov.
Ai 8¢ ovvodot yveoBwoay, pia pev mpo tiig TeooapakooTiis, (va Taong Pkpoyvxiog Avalpovpévng,
10 d@pov kabapov mpoopépnTal T® Oe®- Sevtépa 8¢, Tepl TOV TOD PeTOMWPOL Katpov / Such as have
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of each autocephalous Church by prohibiting a bishop of one Church from ordain-
ing or exercising jurisdiction within the boundaries of another Church (Second
Ecumenical Council, 2™ canon®®; Council of Antioch, 13™ canon)?’.

Autocephalous Churches also possess full independence in the field of judicial
proceedings, wherein even the head of a Church may be judged by the other bish-
ops. A Church with the minimum number of bishops may be compelled to seek
assistance from other Churches if a bishop, condemned by a local council, wishes
to appeal to a higher council, a right granted to him by canon (Second Ecumenical
Council, 6™ canon)*®.

It should be noted here that the issue of autocephaly and the procedure for its
proclamation within the Orthodox Church has remained on the agenda of inter-
Orthodox dialogue for many years. This topic is discussed alongside a number
of other unresolved questions - such as those concerning autonomy, the status of
the Orthodox diaspora, the ecclesiastical calendar, and others. An illustrative ex-
ample can be found in one of the most recent forums of the Inter-Orthodox
Preparatory Commission, held in Chambésy from 21 to 27 February 2011. During
four consecutive sessions (two on 22 February and two on 23 February 2011), an
attempt was made to reach agreement regarding the manner in which the Tomos
of autocephaly should be signed. At the outset, the representatives of the Ecu-
menical Patriarchate stated their consent that the Tomos be signed by all Primates
of the Local Orthodox Churches, thereby expressing pan-Orthodox consensus.
The Chair proposed that the signing be accompanied by the expressions amogai-
vetau (“proclaims”) in reference to the Ecumenical Patriarch, and cvvanogaivetou
(“co-proclaims”) in reference to the other Primates.

been excommunicated by certain bishops shall not be restored by others, unless the excommunication
was the result of pusillanimity, or strife, or some other similar cause. And that this may be duly attended
to, there shall be in each year two synods in every province-one before Lent, the other toward autumn.
% See I. KAMINIS, Academic Reasearch..., p. 9.

7 Cr. IJaHKoB, VIB. CTE®@AHOB, I1. ITAHEB, IIpasunama Ha..., vol. I1, p. 748-749: Mndéva éniokomov
TOApAY 4@’ £tépag émapxiag el £tépav petafaivery, kal xelpoTovelv év €kkAnoia Tvag eig mpoa-
yoynv Aertovpyiag, undé i ovvendyotto éavtd étépoug, el mapakAnbeig deikotto S ypappdtwy
ToD Te UNTPOTIOAITOL Kal T@V GLV adT® €MOKOTWY, OV €ig TNV Xwpav mapépyotto. Ei 8¢ pndevog
kahoDvTog dméABot dtaxTws €Ml XelpoBeaiq TIV@Y, Kal KATACTACEL TV EKKANCLACTIKOV TTPAYUATWY,
Ui} TPOONKOVTWY adT®, dKkvpa HeV T& DT’ ADTOD TPATTOpEVA TUYXAVELY, Kal avTov ¢ DIéxelv TG
araiag adtod, kai TG Mapardyov Emixelpnoews THv Tpoankovoav Sikny, kabnpnuévov évtedbev
{01 010 Tiig dyiag cvvddov / No bishop shall presume to pass from one province to another, and ordain
persons to the dignity of the ministry in the Church, not even should he have others with him, unless he
should go at the written invitation of the metropolitan and bishops into whose country he goes. But if
he should, without invitation, proceed irregularly to the ordination of any, or to the regulation of eccle-
siastical affairs which do not concern him, the things done by him are null, and he himself shall suffer
the due punishment of his irregularity and his unreasonable undertaking, by being immediately deposed
by the holy Synod.

8 T. PaaaH, M. TIoTaH, Zdvrayua twv Oeiwv..., vol. I1, 1852, p. 180-182.
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The Russian Orthodox Church, however, objected to the first point and offered
an alternative proposal: The Tomos of autocephaly should be signed by all Primates
in the order of the Diptychs, without any additions to their signatures. Consequently,
the discussion focused on whether the role of the First Hierarch (the Ecumeni-
cal Patriarch) should be emphasized by distinguishing him in some way from the
other Primates, or whether full equality among all should be maintained.

The Ecumenical Patriarchate upheld its proposal that the Tomos be signed
by the Ecumenical Patriarch with the addition of the words: I proclaim together
with all the Primates of the holy Orthodox Churches (&mo@aivetal petd mavTwy
@V Ipokabnuévov t@v aytwtdtwv OpBoddéwv ExkAnowwv)®. However, this
proposal did not achieve unanimous approval. Thus, the question concerning the
methodology for the proclamation and implementation of autocephaly within
the Orthodox Church remains unresolved to this day.

According to Archimandrite Cyril (Hovorun), due to the absence of a clearly
defined statutory methodology for granting autocephaly, Orthodox practice often
exhibits ambiguity both regarding the procedures by which it is achieved and con-
cerning its canonical status — whether it constitutes autonomy, autonomy with
extended rights, or full autocephaly®.

This prevailing uncertainty presents a considerable challenge to the autocepha-
lous institution, particularly when considered in the context of ecclesiastical devel-
opments in Ukraine and North Macedonia over the past several decades®. But
a comprehensive analysis of this issue lies beyond the scope of the present study.

In conclusion, from the aforementioned historical facts and events, it appears
that the initial bold and arbitrary assertions of independence in the ecclesial life of
nearly all Orthodox Churches that emerged after the era of the Ecumenical Coun-
cils - particularly following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in the 19" century
— are especially striking. Although these actions were not coordinated with other
local autocephalous Churches, they may be regarded as natural steps toward the
ultimate goal: independence in the structure and governance of these Churches.
However, this historical pattern reveals a troubling trend — namely, that initial
non-canonical actions have, not infrequently, led to the attainment of canonical
recognition regarding the independence of Local Orthodox Churches. This raises
a fundamental question: Is this not the result of the absence of uniform criteria
concerning autocephaly and the method of its implementation within the Ortho-
dox Church? The history of the Church answers this question in the affirmative.

% V1. VioBuEB, A6monomus—asmokedanus u Hauun Ha nposv3enacsearemo um (c oened na Maxke-
donckama cxusma), Codust 2021, p. 230-233.

% CyriL (HovoRUN), archim, The Status of the UOC Today: What are Hovorun-like Talkers Talking
About?, https://shorturl.at/OwPyI [7 XI 2025].

1 IT. KANIKAHJDKMEBA, [Ipeocmucnstne Ha asmokedpanusma. .., p. 44-45.
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