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The proliferation of autocephalous churches in the 19th and 
20th centuries has made the question of what constitutes and 
establishes such a church a central one among modern Orthodox 
canonists. There exists, consequently, a considerable literature 
on the subject.1 Yet, perhaps because of the very urgency of the 
question, this literature has dealt largely with the foundations and 
antecedents of our current constellation of autocephalous local 
churches. As a result, discussion concerning autocephaly has been 
virtually limited to the late medieval and modern periods in 
Church history and has been colored by various nationalistic 
considerations. For example, we are comparatively well-informed 
about the establishment of a Serbian national church in the 13th 
century, or about the circumstances surrounding the establishment 
of an autocephalous Russian church in the 15th century. At the 
same time, we know comparatively little about the term "auto
cephalous" and the reality behind it during the ancient and early 
medieval periods in Church history. This is particularly unfortunate 
since the period in question saw the formation and finest flowering 
of the Orthodox canonical tradition. Therefore, if we are to make 
historically sound applications of the Church's canons to our 
modern situation, further attention to the problem of autocephaly 
in these earlier periods would be desirable. 

In current Orthodox usage, a church is termed "autocephalous" 

*The most convenient introduction in English to the subject is A. 
Bogolepov, Toward an American Orthodox Church (New York, 1963). 
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if it possesses (1) the right to resolve all internal problems on 
its own authority, independently of all other churches, and (2) the 
right to appoint its own bishops, among them the head of the church, 
without any obligatory expression of dependence on another church.2 

The reality behind this term "autocephalous church" is an ancient 
one. The Orthodox Church has always regarded itself as a union 
of sister churches, bound together more by a common faith than 
by a juridical structure. However, the adjective "autocephalous" 
itself over the centuries has had—and still has—a variety of meanings. 
While in the Orthodox canonical tradition, at least through its 
12th century golden age, it is not difficult to distinguish between 
these various meanings, potential for confusion has always existed. 
Hopefully a brief examination of the term "autocephalous" will 
provide a measure of clarity. 

Αυτοκέφαλος ("self-headed") is used occasionally by Byzantine 
historical writers in the non-technical meaning of "politically 
independent." Constantine Porphyrogenitos ( t959), for example, 
uses this term freely to designate the independent cities of Dalmatia.3 

More frequent is the use of the ecclesiastical term αυτοκέφαλος 
αρχιεπίσκοπος, referring to a bishop without suffragante, subject 
directly to a patriarch rather than to the provincial metropolitan. 
Thus, the earliest known Notitia episcopatuum, probably dating 
from the reign of Heraclius (610-41), already distinguishes between 
αυτοκέφαλοι άρχεπίσκοποι (autocephalous archbishops) and 
επίσκοποι επερχόμενοι (dependent bishops).4 Finally, αυτοκέφαλος 
is sometimes used in its current technical meaning, to describe a 
self-governing, independent local church. The earliest such use 
of the word occurs in the Church History of Theodore Lector 
(ca. 540), where the metropolis of Cyprus is referred to as 
αυτοκέφαλος and no longer subject to Antioch.5 However, the 
reality of autocephalous churches existed much earlier. 

As is well known, even before the establishment of Christianity 
as the favored religion of the state, ecclesiastical organization in 
the Roman Empire was modeled along the lines of civü administra
tion. Roughly speaking and with several important exceptions, each 
provincial church, with a metropolitan and his bishops, constituted 
what in effect was an autocephalous church.6 Custom, however, 

2Bogolepov, op. cit. 15. 
sDe administrando imperio 29, edit. Gy. Moravcsik, Washington, 1967, 

p. 126. 
*Expositio praesessionum patriarcharum et metropolitarum PG 

861:798-92, where it is mistakenly ascribed to Epiphanius. On this work, 
and on the origin of "autocephalous archbishoprics," see most recently 
E. Chrysos, "Zur Entstehung der Institution der autokephalen Erzbistümer," 
Byzantinische Zeitschrift 62 (1959) 263-86. 

^Excerpta ex ecclesiastica historia 2.2; PG 861:183-4. 
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had somewhat modified this arrangement. Thus I Nicaea canon 6 
begins: 

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.7 

Often interpretations of this canon emphasize the prerogatives of 
Alexandria, Rome and Antioch as supra-metropolitan powers; but 
it is important to notice the context of these words. The two 
preceding canons both deal with provincial organization and with 
the prerogatives of metropolitans in particular; and after its initial 
acknowledgement of certain exceptions arising from "ancient 
custom," this canon itself immediately continues with a further 
problem of metropolitan organization: 

And this is to be universally understood, that if any one 
be made bishop without the consent of the Metropolitan, the 
great synod has declared that such a man ought not to be a 
bishop 8 

It is also important to recognize the circumstances which produced 
these "ancient customs." Ecclesiastical organization in Egypt and 
Italy had not kept pace with the changes in civil administration 
introduced by Diocletian (t297). As a result, the bishops of 
Alexandria and Rome were, in effect, metropolitans over several 
provinces—an anomaly which the council felt obliged to justify. 
On the other hand, "ancient customs" arising from more strictly 
religious considerations were not sufficient in the eyes of the 
council to permit an exception to their general rule of accommodation 
to the patterns of civil administration. Thus, while the Bishop of 
Jerusalem is to be honored on account of "custom and ancient 
tradition," he still remains subject to the metropolitan of Caesarea, 
the civil administrative center.9 

Concern for maintaining the integrity of metropolitan organiza
tion and authority against encroachment is expressed even more 
forcefully in canon 8 of the Council of Ephesus (431): 

6See particularly Antioch cc. 8,9,11,13,15,19,20, and I Constantinople 
C.2. On this subject of "accommodation" to patterns of civil administration 
see F. Dvornik, The Idea of Apostolicity in Byzantium and the Legend of 
the Apostle Andrew (Cambridge, Mass. 1958) 3-38, and his Byzantium and 
the Roman Primacy (New York, 1966) esp. pp. 27-39. 

7Trans. H. Percival, The Seven Ecumenical Councils, A Select Library 
of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 2nd series, 14:15. 

Hbid. 
9I Nicaea c. 7; trans, cit. p. 17. 
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Our brother bishop Rheginus, the beloved of God, and 
his fellow beloved of God bishops, Zeno and Evagrius, of 
the Province of Cyprus, have reported to us an innovation 
which has been introduced contrary to the ecclesiastical con
stitutions and the Canons of the Holy Apostles [c. 35], and 
which touches the liberties of all. Wherefore, since injuries 
affecting all require the more attention, as they cause the 
greater damage, and particularly when they are transgressions 
of an ancient custom; and since those excellent men, who 
have petitioned the Synod, have told us in writing and by 
word of mouth that the Bishop of Antioch has in this way 
held ordinations in Cyprus; therefore the Rulers of the holy 
churches in Cyprus shall enjoy, without dispute or injury, 
according to the Canons of the blessed Fathers and ancient 
custom, the right of performing for themselves the ordination 
of their excellent Bishops. The same rule shall be observed 
in the other dioceses and provinces everywhere, so that none 
of the God beloved Bishops shall assume control of any 
province which has not heretofore, from the very beginning, 
been under his own hand or that of his predecessors 
Wherefore, this holy and ecumenical Synod has decreed that 
in every province the rights which heretofore, from the be
ginning, have belonged to it, shall be preserved to it, 
according to the old prevailing custom, unchanged and un
injured: every Metropolitan having permission to take, for 
his own security, a copy of these acts. And if any one shall 
bring forward a rule contrary to what is here determined, 
this holy and ecumenical Synod unanimously decrees that it 
shall be of no effect.10 

This canon, quoted here at length because of its singular interest, 
often has been interpreted as granting independence to the Church 
of Cyprus, as though Cyprus formerly had been legitimately subject 
to Antioch.11 The actual wording of the canon, however, makes it 
obvious that the council was not granting independence to Cyprus 
but rather was confirming and preserving Cyprus' independence 
against the illegitimate intrusion of Antioch. Indeed the canon 
expressly attempts to preserve the liberties of all metropolitans and 
their provincial churches against innovations introduced by the 
supra-metropolitan powers. 

While the Council of Ephesus did succeed in preserving the 
independence of the Church of Cyprus, it did not check the growth 
of supra-metropolitan organization. The nascent patriarchates, already 
outlined in Nicaea's canon 6, had been strengthened by canon 2 
of the Council of Constantinople (381), which gave official sanction 
to supra-metropolitan organization in the three "minor" civil 
dioceses of Thrace, Pontus and Asia as well as in Egypt and the 

i0Trans. cit. pp. 234-5. 
nE.g. Balsamon. See below at n.22. 
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East. Canon 28 of the Council of Chalcedon (451) carried this 
process further by placing Thrace, Pontus and Asia under the 
Bishop of Constantinople, specifying that metropolitans in these 
dioceses be ordained by him. Since Jerusalem, under its ambitious 
and unscrupulous bishop Juvenal (1458), already had gained 
supra-metropolitan status, organization of the imperial church into 
five centralized patriarchates—Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, 
Antioch and Jerusalem—was virtually complete. 

With the rise of Monophysitism and the Arab conquests, the 
see of Constantinople easily eclipsed Alexandria, Antioch and 
Jerusalem, weakening whatever pragmatic basis this pentarchy 
of patriarchates might have possessed. Nevertheless, particularly 
in the course of the iconoclastic controversy, the theory of the 
pentarchy gained new strength. To combat imperial interference 
in dogmatic matters, iconodules like St. Theodore of Studios argued 
that dogmatic decisions rested not with the Emperor but with the 
Church as represented by all five patriarchs.12 With time this 
theory of the pentarchy acquired a quasi-theological status. Typical 
is a letter of Peter of Antioch (1054), chiding Peter of Grado 
for employing the title of patriarch: 

The body of a man is ruled by one head, but in it there 
are many members, all of which are governed by only five 
senses So also the Body of Christ—that is, the Church of 
the faithful—made up of diverse nations or members and gov
erned in the same way by five senses—by the five great sees 
mentioned earlier—is ruled by one head, Christ Himself. And 
just as no senses other than the five senses exist, so also no 
patriarch of any sort other than the five patriarchs is allowed.13 

Despite this ascendence of the pentarchy as a theory of 
ecclesiastical government, in practice there were already several 
exceptions—local churches other than the five patriarchates with 
the right to appoint all their own bishops and resolve all their 

12E.g. Theodore of Studios, Epist. 124; PG 99:1417: "There is no discus
sion about secular things. To judge them is the right of the emperor and 
the secular tribunal. But [there is discussion] about divine and celestial 
decisions, and these are not committed to others than those to whom God 
the Word himself said, 'Whatsoever you shall bind... .' Who are the men 
to whom this order was given? He who holds the throne of Rome, which 
is the first; he who holds the throne of Constantinople, the second; and 
after them they who hold those of Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem. 
This is the pentarchie authority of the Church; these have jurisprudence 
over divine dogmas. To the emperor and to the secular authority belong 
the giving of assistance and the confirming of what has been decided." 
Trans. Dvornik, The Idea of Apostolicity . . . p. 169. 

13Edi. C. Will, Acta et Scripta quiae de controversiis ecclesiae graecae et 
latinae saeculo undécimo composita extant (Leipzig, 1861) 211-2. 
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internal problems. The exceptional status of one such church, 
that of Cyprus, might be justified by a "pentarchist" on the grounds 
that an ecumenical council's decision had been needed for its 
approval. However, several other such exceptions exist. Foundations 
for the autocephaly of Georgia, for example, were laid in the 5th 
century, when, in exchange for a political alliance and acceptance 
of his pro-Monophysite Henoticon, the emperor Zeno recognized 
the catholicos of the Georgian church as autocephalous, though 
still vaguely dependent on Antioch. At the beginning of the 7th 
century the Georgian church returned to Orthodoxy but retained 
its exceptional status, and by the 8th century it was fully 
independent.14 

Imperial commands effected the creation of two additional 
autocephalous churches. In 666 Emperor Constans II issued a 
Privilegium to the archbishop of Ravenna and to the appropriate 
civil authorities declaring the church of Ravenna autocephalous. By 
677, however, Ravenna's metropolitans again were obliged to 
seek consecration at Rome; and, because of the ephemeral character 
of Ravenna's autocephaly, the case did not enter into the "memory" 
of the Church.15 Of far greater consequence to the Orthodox 
canonical tradition is the case of Justiniana Prima. To honor the 
place of his birth, the Emperor Justinian in 535 issued a novella 
granting to the archbishop of Justiniana Prima virtually patriarchal 
jurisdiction over much of the Balkan peninsula, 

so that the present most holy head of our native place, 
Justiniana Prima, might be not just a metropolitan . . . but an 
archbishop and that other provinces might be under his 
authority... that your beatitude and all the heads of the 
church of Justiniana Prima shall have the rank of archbishop 
and enjoy the prerogatives, the power, and the authority over 
other bishops which that title gives: that your holiness shall 
ordain them; that you shall have the highest sacerdotal 
dignity in the above mentioned provinces; that this high dignity 
and these great honors shall be inherent in your see; that 
these provinces shall have no other archbishop; and that you 
in no way shall be dependent upon the archbishop of 
Thessalonika.... When, however, your holiness departs from 
this life, your successor shall be ordained by the venerable 
council of the metropolitans of your see... ,16 

The terms of this novella, reiterated in novella 131, clearly 
describe what today would be termed an autocephalous church, 

14On the Georgian church see esp. M. Tarchnishvili, "Die Entstehung und 
Entwicklung der kirchlichen Autokephalie Georgiens," Le Muséon 73 
(1960) 107-26. 

15F. Dölger, Regesten (Corpus der friechischen Urkunden des Mittelalters 
und der neueren Zeit, Reihe A, Abt. 1) nos. 233, 238. 

16Nov. 11. 
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even though the word "autocephalous" itself is not used; and 
although the very location of Justiniana Prima was soon forgotten 
as a result of the 7th century Slavic invasions of the Balkan 
peninsula, this legislation concerning Justiniana Prima continued 
to play an important role in the ecclesiastical politics of the Balkan 
peninsula throughout the Middle Ages. 

During the period of the first Bulgarian Empire Byzantium 
occasionally recognized the existence of an independent Bulgarian 
patriarchate, but this was due to sheer expediency rather 
than to an application of the terms of Justinian's novellae. 
However, the situation changed following the destruction of the 
Bulgar state (1014) by Emperor Basil II. Although the Bulgarian 
primate, John of Ochrid, was compelled to exchange the title of 
patriarch for that of archbishop, a series of imperial novellae 
confirmed to him the same jurisdiction which he formerly had 
possessed.17 On the death of Basil (1025) John was replaced by 
a Greek, and increasingly Greeks came to dominate the higher 
clergy. Yet, almost paradoxically, a chief pursuit of the Greek 
archbishops of Ochrid was the defense of the ancient privileges 
of their see against the encroachments of Constantinople. For 
example, Theophylact of Ochrid (ca. 1075)—a former cleric of 
Haghia Sophia—at one point complains: 

Why is the patriarch of Constantinople participating in the 
affairs of the Bulgars, since he does not have the right to 
select or ordain their autocephalous archbishop nor does he 
have any other privileges among them?18 

Similarly John Comnenos, nephew of Alexius I, resurrected for 
himself the title of Archbishop of Justiniana Prima (ca. 1143).19 

Ochrid's vigorous defense of the privileges of Justiniana Prima, 
along with the continuing existence of autocephalous churches in 
Cyprus and Georgia, is significant for Byzantium's 12th-century 
golden age of canonical thought, if only because commentators 
on ecclesiastical organization felt obliged at least to mention such 
anomalies. Sometimes these autocephalous churches receive only 
grudging attention. For example Nilus Doxopatres, who in 1143 
dedicated a treatise on ecclesiastical geography to King Roger 
of Sicily, devotes one paragraph each to Cyprus and Bulgaria, both 
of which are described as "autocephalous, not subject to any of 
the greater sees, governing themselves on their own authority, and 
ordaining their own bishops."20 Then with a note of impatience 
he announces: "And so much for these," and immediately he 

17Dölger, Regesten nos. 806-8. 
18Epist. 27; PG 126:428. 
19Mansi 21:837. 
Z0Notitia thronorum patriarchalium; PG 132:1097. 
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continues with an exposition of the theological significance of 
the pentarchy, the five senses of the Church's single head, instituted 
by the Holy Spirit Himself.21 Professional canonists, on the other 
hand, devote somewhat more attention to these exceptional cases. 
For example Balsamon, perhaps the greatest Byzantine canonist, 
offers a stimulating account of the origins of the churches of Cyprus, 
Georgia and Bulgaria. In his commentary on I Constantinople canon 
2 he writes: 

Note from the present canon that once all metropolitans 
of the provinces were autocephalous and were ordained by 
their local synods. This, however, has been changed by canon 
28 of the Council of Chalcedon, which determined that the 
metropolitans of the dioceses of Pontus, Asia and Thrace 
along with a few others mentioned in that canon were to 
be ordained by the Patriarch of Constantinople and subject 
to him. But if you find yet other autocephalous churches, 
like that of Bulgaria, that of Cyprus, and that of Iberia 
[i.e. Georgia], do not be surprised. For Emperor Justinian 
honored the archbishop of Bulgaria.... The third synod [i.e. 
the Council of Ephesus] honored the archbishop of Cyprus.. . . 
Likewise a decision of an Antiochene synod honored the 
archbishop of Iberia. For it is said that at the time of the 
most holy patriarch of the city of God great Antioch, lord 
Peter, there was a synodal dispensation that the church of 
Iberia, then subject to the Patriarch of Antioch, should be 
free and autocephalous.22 

While Balsamon's account does not entirely accord with the results 
of subsequent historical scholarship,23 his basic position is clear: 
that churches become autocephalous in a variety of ways, whether 
by decision of an ecumenical council, by action of the mother 
church, or by imperial fiat. 

This pragmatic view of ecclesiastical organization is found in 
Balsamon's discussion of the patriarchates as well. The church of 
Jerusalem, for example, had been founded by St. James;24 never
theless it was subject to the Metropolitan of Caesarea, until I Nicaea 
canon 7 honored it on account of Christ's death and resurrection.25 

Even the church of Rome, though founded by St. Peter,26 owed 
its prerogatives and privileges to the decisions of ecumenical councils 
(e.g. I Nicaea canon 6) and above all to the so-called Donation 

21lbid. 
22PG 137:317-20. 
230n the question of Georgia's autocephaly see above at n. 14. Balsamon's 

"lord Peter" perhaps is Peter the Fuller, monophysite Patriarch of Antioch; 
thus Tarchnishvili, op. cit. 

2*Meditatum de patriarcharum privilegiis; PG 138:1013. 
25Commentary on I Nie. c. 6; PG 137:252-3. 
26Meditatum ... ; PG 138:1013. 
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of Constantine.27 Constantinople, on the other hand, could claim 
no illustrious founder;28 but because it was the imperial city, I 
Constantinople canon 3 and Chalcedon canon 28 had conferred 
on it all the privileges possessed by Old Rome, including those 
conveyed by the Donation of Constantine.29 Balsamon's position 
leaves little room for pentarchie theory, at least in its more 
metaphysical aspects. While Balsamon devotes an entire treatise 
to describing and defining the powers and prerogatives of the five 
patriarchates, he does not attribute their existence to some cosmic 
necessity or to a special revelation of the Holy Spirit. Rather, for 
Balsamon patriarchates, primacies, special prerogatives, and other 
such aspects of supra-episcopal organization are established by 
means of essentially juridical acts, like conciliar canons and imperial 
decrees. These juridical acts, in turn, have been framed in order 
to express certain special circumstances. These circumstances may 
involve religious considerations, though no particular regard is paid 
to circumstances surrounding the foundation of a given church 
(e.g. apostolic origin). Thus Jerusalem is honored as the site 
of Christ's passion, not because it was founded by St. James. But 
far more important are political circumstances: Constantinople, like 
Rome before it, is honored because it is the imperial city. 

This awareness of the importance of political circumstances 
for ecclesiastical organization is very much in the tradition of 
the early canons' emphasis on accommodation to patterns of civil 
administration and enables Balsamon to account for the existence 
of a variety of autocephalous churches. At the same time there are 
obvious dangers in too closely linking ecclesiastical organization to 
the whims of secular politics. Balsamon, for one, is aware of the 
problem and tries to provide a greater measure of stability by 
stressing the juridical acts requisite for effecting any changes in 
a church's status and, more specifically, by invoking canon 37 
of the Synod in Trullo, which preserves the rights and status of 
bishops unable to enter their dioceses on account of barbarian 
incursions. It is principally on these grounds that he defends the 
prerogatives of the patriarchates which have fallen into the hostile 
hands of the Latins, his own see of Antioch among them.30 

Unfortunately for the history of Orthodox canon law, Balsamon 

27E.g. commentaries on I Cple. c.3 (PG 137:321) and Antioch c.12 
(PG 137:1312). 

28Meditatum. . . ; PG 138:1013. Though Balsamon at this point links 
St. Andrew with Thrace, he does not claim him as founder of the church 
of Constantinople, nor does he account St. Andrew's disciple Stachys as 
first bishop of Constantinople. On the legend of the Apostle Andrew see 
Dvornik, The Idea of Apostolocity ... esp. pp. 138-264. 

29Thus the passages cited n. 27 above. 
™Meditatum . . . ; PG 138:1032. 
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did not live long enough to comment on the full range of 
ecclesiastical problems which can arise from complete disruption 
of political circumstances. In 1204, within a decade of Balsamon's 
death, a western crusading army captured Constantinople itself, 
making it the capital of a Latin empire; and hard upon political 
collapse followed ecclesiastical chaos. 

With the Latin conquest, the remnants of Byzantine ecclesiastical 
and political organization were placed in an awkward position. On 
the one hand, the importance of the imperial will and presence 
for ecclesiastical organization had always been recognized in 
Byzantium. But where was the Empire now? Several Greek successor 
states had been established on former imperial territory, but none 
possessed unquestioned legitimacy of dynasty, preponderance of 
physical power, or (most importantly) the imperial city of 
Constantinople. On the other hand, crowning and anointing by 
the Patriarch had come to be considered essential to the making 
of the emperor.31 But now a Latin was enthroned as patriarch in 
Constantinople, and the pre-1204 patriarch, John X Camateros, 
had taken refuge in Bulgaria, pointedly ignoring invitations to the 
court of Nicaea, the leading Greek successor state. Byzantium's 
delicate balance of Church and Empire now had degenerated into 
a frustrating state of paralysis. Disputes over ecclesiastical jurisdic
tion raged but achieved no definitive resolution, at least on the 
level of theory. Many central canonical questions were raised but 
left unanswered—or else left with too many answers. A detailed 
discussion of the ecclesiastical politics of this period would be 
out of place at this point,32 but a brief sketch of some of the 
canonical issues involved perhaps will suggest some of the reasons 
why autocephaly, comparatively clearly understood in earlier periods, 
now comes to be a subject for debate and confusion. 

The lead in restoring the forms of the old Byzantine court 
was taken by Theodore I Lascaris of Nicaea. Patriarch John 
Camateros, who had rejected Lascaris' overtures, died in 1206, 
and the patriarchal throne remained vacant until 1208 when, 
after winning the support of most of the Anatolian metropolitans, 
Lascaris arranged for the appointment of Michael Autoreianos 

31On Byzantine imperial coronation see the brief bibliographical orienta
tion in G. Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State (New Brunswick, 
N.J., 1957) 56 n. 2 On anointing of emperors, most of the relevant texts 
are assembled by A. Michael, "Die Kaisermacht in der Ostkirche (843-
1204)," Ostkirchliche Studien 2 (1953) 10-3. 

32The subject will soon be treated in a Yale University PhD dissertation 
by Mr. Apostólos Karpozilos, who kindly provided the present writer with 
many helpful suggestions concerning the problem of autocephaly in this 
period. For the historical narrative which follows and additional bibliography 
see Ostrogorsky, op. cit. 371-91. 
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as patriarch. Immediately thereafter Autoreianos crowned Lascaris 
emperor. Thus by a kind of allelogenesis, a Greek emperor and 
patriarch now held court in Nicaea. Needless to say, the other 
Greek states were not quick to accept these new arrangements. 

In distant Trebizond, where David and Alexius Comnenos, 
grandsons of Emperor Andronicus I, had established a little empire, 
the local metropolitan became in practice autocephalous. Ecclesi
astical relations with the patriarch at Nicaea were restored only 
in 1260, when Patriarch Nicephorus II, to assure Trebizond's 
cooperation in Emperor Michael Palaeologos' coming campaign 
to recapture Constantinople, recognized the church of Trebizond's 
right to handle all its own internal affairs and to appoint its own 
bishops and metropolitans on the condition that a representative 
of the patriarch of Constantinople be present at the consecration 
of the metropolitan of Trebizond.33 A similar pattern was followed 
in Epirus, where the Angeloi were proving worthy rivals of Nicaea's 
Lascarids. Metropolitans like John Apocaucos of Naupactos, ignoring 
the claims of Nicaea's patriarchs, assumed control of stauropegiac 
monasteries (monasteries subject directly to the patriarch rather 
than to the local bishop) and proceeded with the ordination of 
bishops and fellow-metropolitans. 

The protracted ecclesiastical and political duel between Nicaea 
and Epirus took a new turn in 1211, when Nicaea's Patriarch 
Germanus II consecrated Sava, saintly son of the King of Serbia, 
as autocephalous archbishop of Serbia. Since the six ecclesiastical 
provinces comprising the Serbian church until this point had been 
under the jurisdiction of the autocephalous archbishop of Ochrid, 
the canonicity of the patriarch's action was immediately questioned. 
In a letter of reprimand to the new Serbian primate, Demetrius 
Chomatianos—archbishop of Ochrid, distinguished canonist, and 
partisan of the Despotate of Epirus—claimed that by ordaining 
Sava the patriarch had violated I Constantinople canon 2, Apostolic 
canon 35, and Antioch canon 13 (all directed against bishops 
performing ordinations outside their own jurisdiction), Chalcedon 
canon 12 (against setting up two metropolitans within a province 
by recourse to the civil powers) and Ephesus canon 8 (defense 
of the Church of Cyprus against interference by the Patriarch of 
Antioch).34 

Needless to say, the canonical merits of Chomatianos' position 
were ignored both in Serbia and in Nicaea. However, Chomatianos 

33On this episode see L. Petit, "Acte synodal du patriarche Nicéphore II 
sur les privilèges du métropolitain de Trébizonde (1er janvier 1260)," 
lzvestia Russkago Arkheologicheskago Instituía ν Konstantinopole 8 (1902) 
163-71. 

34Edit. J.-B. Pitra, Analecta sacra et classica spicilegio solesmense parata 
7 (Rome, 1891) 381-90. 
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soon was able to even the score somewhat. In 1224 Theodore 
Angelos, Despot of Epirus, captured Thessalonika from the Latins, 
proving that his state was a serious contender in the race to 
recapture Constantinople and restore the empire. Theodore's 
ambitions were literally crowned by Chomatianos, who crowned 
and anointed him Emperor, in direct opposition to the claims of 
Nicaea's Lascarids. As one might expect, Patriarch Germanus II 
questioned the legality of Chomatianos' act, chiefly on the grounds 
that only a patriarch could bless the μύρον (chrism) used for 
anointing the emperor.35 In reply, Chomatianos argued that as head 
of the autocephalous church of Justiniana Prima he certainly could 
bless the chrism.36 In addition he suggested that, in view of the 
radically changed circumstances brought about by the Latin conquest, 
Patriarch Germanus should confine himself to Anatolian affairs and 
that he, Demetrius, would handle Balkan matters. Not without 
sarcasm he bemoans the fact that old Constantinopolitan customs 
must now be continued in distant Bithynia and asks, "Whenever 
has one heard of shepherding the metropolitan of Nicaea himself 
and at the same time being called patriarch of Constantinople?"37 

Epirus' triumph was short-lived. In 1230 Theodore Angelos 
was decisively defeated in battle, captured, and blinded by the 
Bulgarian czar, John Asen II. Though the Epirote state survived, 
it no longer was a serious contender for Constantinople, and in 
its place Nicaea was able to assert its authority in ecclesiastical 
as well as political matters. As a sign of the changing times, a 
patriarchal exarch visited Epirus in 1232, and Metropolitan John 
Apocaucos, one of the leaders of Epirote ecclesiastical separatism, 
was forced to retire to a monastery. Chomatianos retained his see, 
and Ochrid remained autocephalous; however, its importance and 
geographic extent was considerably diminished. Even before the 
Serbian church withdrew from Ochrid's jurisdiction, the church of 
the revived Bulgarian empire, likewise made up of provinces 
formerly under Ochrid's jurisdiction, had become de facto auto
cephalous under its own patriarch at Trnovo; and in 1235, ignoring 
Ochrid's claims, the Patriarch of Constantinople at Nicaea, along 
with the other eastern patriarchs, had granted official recognition 
to this new patriarchate. 

After the fall of Epirus, Nicaea's emperors and patriarchs 
had no serious rivals in the Greek world. The jurisdictional chaos 
of the period 1204-30 effectively came to an end; and after 
Constantinople was recaptured from the Latins (1261), emperor 
and patriarch moved from Nicaea back to the imperial city, restoring 
some semblance of the status quo ante. However, since 1204 

35Ibid. 484-5. 
**Ibid. 493-4. 
"Ibid. 489-90. 
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changes had taken place in ecclesiastical organization, seriously 
affecting the term "autocephalous." If nothing else, ecclesiastical 
geography was different. In addition to the autocephalous churches 
described by Balsamon—Ochrid, Cyprus and Georgia—there now 
existed an autocephalous Serbian church under the Archbishop 
of Pec and an autocephalous Bulgarian church under the Patriarch 
of Trnovo. 

These two churches possessed a number of features in common, 
distinguishing them from earlier autocephalous churches. At least 
at the time of their establishment, the autocephalous churches of 
Justiniana Prima and Cyprus—and indeed the five ancient patri
archates as well—were part of one empire and achieved juridical 
confirmation of their status by the unilateral decree of an emperor 
or an ecumenical council. The new foundations, on the other hand, 
came into existence as one facet of bilateral treaties between two 
civil governments. This reflects a tendency to regard autocephaly 
chiefly as the sign of an independent national state. Formerly 
autocephaly had meant independence on a more strictly ecclesiastical 
level from interference from an outside ecclesiastical authority. Now 
autocephaly meant above all the capacity for consecrating the μύρον 
needed for anointing an emperor. As one curious result of this 
virtual redefinition of terms, autocephaly increasingly became (at 
least by the standards of previous centuries) conditional and partial, 
limited by treaty. Thus, in exchange for autocephaly (i.e. permission 
to consecrate the μύρον) the Serbian and Bulgarian churches both 
agreed to commemorate the Patriarch of Constantinople first in the 
liturgy and to pay him an annual tax. 

Another feature peculiar to these new autocephalous churches 
is that ecclesiastical recognition of their status came in the first 
instance from the Patriarch of Constantinople. Balsamon, at this 
point representative of the earlier canonical tradition, had recognized 
that churches can become autocephalous in a variety of ways—by 
the decree of an ecumenical council, of the mother church, or of 
the emperor—but attributed no special prerogatives in this regard 
to Constantinople. Now, however, because the question of auto
cephaly had become so deeply entangled in the immediate political 
situation of rivalry between Epirus and Nicaea, the claims of the 
mother church were ignored and the authority of the patriarchate 
of Constantinople was extended. Autocephaly assumes an ad hoc 
quality, less affected by the Church's canonical tradition than by 
the political exigencies of the hour. In part this is because virtually 
all parties involved were not above juggling canons to suit their 
own private ends; but it partly is because the canons themselves, 
predicated for the most part upon the existence of one Christian 
empire, failed to provide consistent and unequivocal answers to 
the problems of the day. The political and military triumph of 
Nicaea, by restoring the empire, provided a respite from jurisdictional 
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chaos and assured continuation—and indeed expansion—of the 
authority of the Patriarch of Constantinople, the New Rome. 
However, the canonical problems raised by the collapse of the 
empire remained, and still remain, unresolved. 

With the 13th century the problem of what constitutes and 
establishes an autocephalous church takes on much of the complexity 
and confusion that characterizes modern discussions of the subject. 
The ancient church had been well acquainted with the reality of 
the autocephalous local church, sacramentally and juridically self-
sufficient. With the rise of supra-metropolitan imperial forms of 
ecclesiastical organization, local churches were integrated in wider 
"patriarchal" structures. Churches like Cyprus and Justiniana Prima 
survived as remnants of the past, overshadowed on the theoretical 
level by the idea of a pentarchy of patriarchs and on the practical 
level by the growing power of the patriarchate of Constantinople. 
However, with the turmoil following the fall of Constantinople to 
the Latins, new "autocephalies" immediately arose, challenging the 
imperial "pentarchie" system. We today are heirs not only to the 
canonical riches of the earlier centuries but also to this canonical 
chaos of the 13th. There is no Empire able to impose its own 
solution. Shall we regret it, or rather look for the original norms 
of church organization, which our canonical tradition, with its wise 
pragmatism has learned to adapt to the changing streams of historical 
development? 
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