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"CHURCH BOUNDARIES" AND CANONICAL TERRITORY IN THE CONTEXT  
OF THE AUTOCEPHALIC SYSTEM OF UNIVERSAL ORTHODOXY 

 
The article analyzes the fundamental problem of the corpus of ecclesiastical law – the autocephalous principle of the exist-

ence of the church. The study found that since the time of the Byzantine Empire, state power imposed its own principle of admin-
istrative division and management methods. Already in the II-III centuries, a clear hierarchical structure of church government 
has been formed. It is specified that the foundation of the first apostolic communities took place exclusively on the basis of the 
autocephalous principle. It is determined that the institution of autocephaly has been through a difficult path of formation: from 
the basic state of existence to a church-political phenomenon. 

It has been proved that it is the autocephalous system that is the only acceptable version of the existence of the Ecumenical 
Orthodoxy. Therefore, the struggle of a number of national churches for its independence and recognition is fair. The absence of 
a clear regulation of the procedure for proclaiming a new autocephalous church is specified.  

It is established that the principle of having a "canonical territory" in each of the churches was constantly violated. This is 
due to the problem of "parallel jurisdictions". The problem has been arising after the Fourth Ecumenical Council, when parallel 
hierarchies has been formed on the same territory. Nowadays, the problem of "parallel jurisdictions" is particularly acute in 
Western Europe and the American continents.  

The article establishes that the institutional disputes of the Local Churches, related to the borders and the "canonical territo-
ry", can be resolved only in a conciliar way and with the participation of all Orthodox hierarchs. Existing approaches to solving 
the "temporary" problem of "parallel jurisdictions" have led to the incorporation of existing non-canonical entities into recog-
nized churches. 

The study emphasizes that the borders of the "canonical territory" in the vast majority should coincide with state borders, 
given that the state is politically sufficient, strong and constitutionally capable of supporting the church. Therefore, the church 
needs to return to the initial moment of institutional formation, when church borders corresponded specifically to national bor-
ders rather than territorial ones.  

Keywords: church, orthodoxy, canon, council, metropolitan, autocephaly, ecclesiology, diaspora. 
 

In recent years, the Orthodox Church has been at the 
center of a large-scale confrontation and global misunder-
standing. Preparations for the Great Council, which was 
partially undermined (Crete, 2016), constant struggle for 
supremacy in the system of autocephalous churches and 
granting of the Tomos for Ukraine, caused a significant 
global response. The dissolution of the Eucharistic com-
munion between several Local Churches in 2019 only ex-
acerbated the conflict. The situation around the recognition 
of the "canonicity" of the decision of the Ecumenical Pri-
mate regarding the Ukrainian Church becomes especially 
acute. For example, these days in Cyprus, a number of 
hierarchs have refused to concelebrate with High Hierarch 
Chrysostom due to the prayerful remembrance of Metropol-
itan Epiphanius. In other churches, on the contrary, some 
hierarchs support the recognition of the Orthodox Church 
of Ukraine, while the Synod and the Primate are against it. 
Thus, the situation in Orthodoxy is complex and disputed. 
There is no short-term prospect of leveling it yet. 

One of the key reasons for the multi-vector of the  
Orthodox Church is the lack of a unified approach to un-
derstanding the autocephalous structure. It was in Crete in 
2016 that the landmark document "Autocephaly and the 
ways of its proclamation" was to be adopted, however, due 
to the absence of four Local Churches, the key documents 
never received a general resolution. Autocephaly is one 
of the basic institutions of the church, which has been 
inherent in it since its inception. No doubt, the under-
standing of autocephaly as a church institution has been 
changed significantly over two thousand years of history, 
as has the very status of autocephalous churches. How-
ever, even today this is a fundamental principle of admin-

istrative management, which follows from the very ecclesi-
ological nature of the church. 

The relevance of scientific research lies in highlighting 
the central problem of the modern church – the administra-
tive structure. Autocephalous status and the possibility of 
acquiring it have always been the cornerstone of theologi-
cal debates. The boundaries of jurisdiction and the "canon-
ical territory" are increasingly causing misunderstandings 
between the Local Churches. 

In general, autocephalous issues and the concept of 
canonical territory, which has been popular in recent years, 
are important and interesting not only for specialists, but 
also for the general public of those who are interested in 
religious issues, in particular in Ukraine. Granting of the 
Tomos for the Ukrainian Church has significantly raised 
the bar of public interest in church issues. In addition, this 
event caused a great resonance in the world and pro-
found theological discussions. Today, only some of the 
Local Churches have recognized this act as legitimate. 
Moreover, the relevance of the topic is exacerbated by 
the fact that there are a number of national churches that 
also seek their own universal recognition (Montenegrin, 
Macedonian Orthodox Churches). 

The purpose of the article is to shed light on the ques-
tion of the boundaries of the jurisdiction of a particular Lo-
cal Church in the context of the ecclesiological conditionali-
ty of the autocephalous system of world Orthodoxy. The 
very nature of the church, according to Orthodox ecclesiol-
ogy, must be independent of any attempts to usurp church 
authority. Therefore, the study focuses on the very phe-
nomenon of the Church in its historical retrospect. 

The state of scientific development of the chosen topic 
is ambiguous. Hundreds of speeches, public statements 
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and official letters of theologians and hierarchs of various 
Local Churches on autocephalous issues have a pro-
nounced confessional nature. Controversy between repre-
sentatives of different churches leads to distortions and 
twisted interpretations of canons and historical church prac-
tice. In general, with the proclamation of each new auto-
cephaly in Orthodoxy, discussions on the right of primacy of 
the Ecumenical Throne and unification in the context of re-
solving this issue has been intensified. At the same time, the 
signing of the new Tomos for Ukraine also attracted the at-
tention of secular scholars from around the world. 

The classical basis for substantiating the problem of the 
autocephalous system and the canonical territory is re-
vealed in the works of such famous Ukrainian researchers 
and canonists as I. Vlasovsky, O. Kyridon, O. Lototsky, 
Y. Mulyk-Lutsyk and others, who repeatedly drew attention 
to the process of emergence of the institution of autoceph-
aly. This should also include world-renowned scientists: 
V. Asmus, D. Bingham, A. von Harnack, J. Hoffmann, 
J. Ziziulas, I. Isichenko, J. Robertson, A. Kartashev, 
E. Caesarea, N. Milash, E. Smirnov, S. Smirnov, K. Skurat, 
K. Ware, F. Uspensky and others. 

The importance and relevance of the chosen topic is 
evidenced by a number of modern dissertation research-
es, for example, of V. Butynsky, M. Gergelyuk, A. Didkov-
sky, E. Zaremba. The works of the Ukrainian scientist 
Archimandrite Cyril (Govorun), who is one of the best 
theologians in modern Orthodoxy, are particularly im-
portant and profound. He clearly reveals the essence of 
the transformation of the ecclesiological conditionality of 
the modern church structure and the problem of the limits 
of jurisdictional powers. 

V. Bolotov's four-volume book on the history of the for-
mation of the ancient Church is a fundamental research on 
the chosen topic. O. Lototsky's two-volume book reveals 
the very essence and principles on which autocephaly 
should be based. Also, a special place in the system of 
knowledge about autocephaly and the canonical territories 
of the church is occupied by a detailed study of the modern 
American scholar C. Sanderson "Autocephaly as a Func-
tion of Institutional Stability and Organizational Change in 
the Eastern Orthodox Church". The author offers his own 
approach to the autocephalous principle of the administra-
tive system of the Orthodox Church. It consists in trans-
forming the territorial principle of the formation of church 
administrations into a national one. 

Thus, on the one hand, a significant scientific and theo-
logical aspect of the relevance of this issue and the pres-
ence of a number of fundamental works can be stated. On 
the other hand, the problem of acquiring autocephalous 
status and clear definition the boundaries of the canonical 
territory of influence remains open. There is no clear con-
nection in the scientific works between the ecclesiological 
model of the ideal church of Christ and the modern admin-
istrative structure of church life. The presence of a number 
of little-studied scientific problems concerning the auto-
cephalous arrangement of the Ecumenical Church signifi-
cantly actualizes the chosen topic. 

Autocephaly is the first basic institution of functioning 
and arrangement of church communities. On the one hand, 
it is archaic, and on the other hand, it has preserved, albeit 
in a transformed form, its significance in modern Ortho-
doxy. Characteristically, that in different historical periods 
the church considered this institution in a new way. From 
the natural state of existence, to the privileged political sta-
tus. Professor Archimandrite Cyril (Govorun) claims, and 
one should agree with his opinion, that during each period 
the church have been invented the institution of autocephaly 
as a new one, only similar to previous iterations [5, p. 38]. 

The very idea of autocephaly had no special justification, 
no one invented or substantiated it. It existed simultane-
ously with the first communities. The communities that had 
been founded by the apostles did not report to anyone ex-
cept the apostles themselves, and were completely self-
sufficient. Complete equality between such communities is 
a particularity of early Christian period. However, over time 
and the spread of Christianity, the church took over the 
imperial form of government and administrative division. 
Depending on the location site, more and less privileged 
communities have been formed. The last ones become 
dependent on the first ones. 

At the end of the third century, only some privileged 
churches retained autocephaly due to political influence 
and administrative significance in the empire. Instead, the 
remaining autocephalous churches were to regulate the 
administrative and ecclesiastical life of their dependent 
communities. First of all, it concerns the ordination of new 
bishops. Over time, some communities, such as the 
Church of Carthage, have lost their independence. Thus, in 
the early Christian period there is a transition from the 
basic state of the autocephalous system, to the privileged 
one. Only a few churches remained autocephalous, which 
were located in the largest administrative centers of the 
empire. Thus, a clear hierarchical structure of the church 
has been formed, which had not been inherent in it from 
the moment of its foundation. It should be noted that auto-
cephaly has been transformed from an exclusively church 
phenomenon into a church-political one. In fact, it has re-
mained so to this day [5, p. 38]. 

Today, the structure of the Ecumenical Church looks 
quite organized from the outside, as any textbook on the 
history of the church, or an article on the current state of 
Orthodoxy is unambiguous. Now there are separate Local 
Churches, the territory of which is specifically defined, and 
they are completely independent from each other. Howev-
er, this situation only from the outside. In fact, there are a 
number of unresolved issues that globally undermine the 
functioning of the Orthodox Church, whose main mission is 
to care for human souls. The first and probably the most 
difficult issue, which is the quintessence of all other prob-
lems, is the number of mutually recognized churches. First 
of all, it must be clearly understood that there is no unani-
mous ecclesiological understanding of the structure of the 
Ecumenical Church. Currently, there are two approaches: 
Greek and Slavic (Moscow). The first approach advocates 
the principle of having a certain "gathering point" and coor-
dination of churches – the Ecumenical Patriarchate, which 
regulates Orthodox life of other Local churches. The sec-
ond – convinces that the Local Churches are completely 
independent, and any decisions of world scale can be 
made only at the General Council [6, p. 67]. That is why the 
problem of obtaining the status of autocephaly arose. Thus, 
the proclamation of independence of the Autocephalous 
Church of America was recognized by only a few Churches. 
The signing of the Tomos for the Ukrainian Church at the 
end of 2019 is considered a legitimate act so far only by four 
Local Churches. Therefore, even in terms of quantity, it is 
impossible to give an unambiguous answer today. A number 
of churches around the world, such as the Macedonian and 
Montenegrin, are fighting for their own recognition. 

The next fundamental question that expresses the es-
sence of all conflicts in modern Orthodoxy is the clear 
definition of the boundaries of the jurisdiction of each 
church. This is connected with the relatively new principle 
of ecclesiastical demarcation, which in modern theology 
is called a "canonical territory". There is currently no clear 
definition of this term due to its absence in modern reli-
gious dictionaries. However, this concept is considered to 
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appear as the specific territorial boundaries of the Local 
Church, which are completely under its control and fall 
within its unique jurisdiction. 

Understanding, and most importantly the correct appli-
cation of this principle is essential for an interchurch dia-
logue. From the history of the formation of the early church, 
it becomes obvious the formation of a clear hierarchical 
structure, as mentioned above. The general model of gov-
ernment was reduced to the principle of "one city – one 
bishop – one church." Thus, already in the first centuries, 
clearly defined area has been bonded to a particular bish-
op. Without the permission of the senior bishop of the dio-
cese or province, another bishop could not perform sacred 
acts at the same land. The modern understanding of the 
principle of a "canonical territory" is based exactly on this 
principle. Although this topic is not directly raised in Scrip-
ture, its ecclesiological understanding stems from the admin-
istrative structure of the early church. It is important to state, 
that such an understanding of the church hierarchy was not 
artificially invented. It comes naturally. After the apostolic 
preaching "to all tongues" an extensive system of individual 
communities has been formed. There is a need for a "per-
manent priesthood." Canonist Nikodim (Milos) indicates in 
the comments to the "Apostolic Rules" that with the for-
mation of the first church regions (dioceses), it became nec-
essary to determine the territory of each of them [8, p. 74]. 

The 17th rule of the Fourth Ecumenical Council fixes 
the general norm of the ratio of church territory to state 
distribution of administrative management. The rule states 
that after a city has been established, the division of par-
ishes should follow civil and land orders. This rule has final-
ly confirmed the identity of the church and state delimitation 
into administrative units. Therefore, bishops who had 
chairs in cities of political importance received considerable 
privileges. This was the reason for the formation of ancient 
patriarchates, as the capital cities had a relatively inde-
pendent status [7, p. 128]. Thus, the very way of church life 
has changed.At an early stage, individual churches and 
communities communicated with each other solely on the 
basis of love. Over time, the institution of hierarchical man-
agement has been formed. It wasn't touching the church 
norms of internal life established by God, but it was regulat-
ing and coordinating the system of inter-community interac-
tion. This happened in the process of forming the first dio-
ceses, and especially metropolitan areas. The external 
aspects of the church life have changed, church began to 
use ordinary human law for internal relationships [7, 
p. 136]. The church and the state were reduced to a com-
mon denominator, especially under Justinian. This signifi-
cantly deepened the hierarchy of the internal church com-
ponent by analogy with the power structures of the empire. 

Ancient "apostolic canons", as well as other documents 
of the early period, testify to the inadmissibility of violating 
the above principle. In particular, here are the main claims 
of the "canons": a bishop cannot ordain outside the parish 
(Canon 35), a bishop  cannot move to another parish by his 
own will (Canon 14), the clergyman, without the will of the 
bishop, cannot move to another parish, otherwise he loses 
his dignity (Canon 15) and so on [4]. Such exact postulates 
were later enshrined in the canons of the Ecumenical and 
Local Councils. Obviously, these statements have not lost 
its canonical weight today. 

It is important to know, that the early church took over 
the administrative system of the empire, which was based 
on the territorial principle of division. It was this method of 
forming diocesan churches that was optimal at the early 
stage of the formation of church legislation. Thus, the pro-
totype of the "canonical territory" is found at the very ori-
gins of church canonism. The church had been existing in 

such conditions until the end of the 19th century, when the 
principle of church jurisdiction and the question of the 
boundaries of the church became relevant again due to the 
growth of a new phenomenon of the "Orthodox diaspora". 
Prior to that, it was clear that the jurisdiction, i.e. "canonical 
territory", for example, of the Church of Alexandria is the 
territory of Africa, of the Church of Antioch – Syria and 
Lebanon. The history of the church knows a significant 
number of cases when the boundaries of church jurisdic-
tion has been violated, but the phenomenon of the diaspo-
ra has posed completely new ecclesiological challenges to 
the Orthodox community. 

Significant geopolitical changes and wars of the late 
XIX – early XX centuries have changed the situation in the 
world dramatically. The collapse of powerful empires redis-
tributed the spheres of influence of the Orthodox Churches 
into separate territories. A number of national churches, 
such as Helladian, Bulgarian, and Polish, received auto-
cephalous status, thus reducing the territorial jurisdiction of 
the chiarchal (mother) churches. Labor, political and eco-
nomic migration of the population led to the formation of 
entire dioceses in non-Orthodox territories. The "scattering 
people" raised in a new way the question of the ecclesio-
logical boundary of the church and the observance of the 
principle of the "canonical territory". 

The assertion of the principle of "parallel jurisdictions" 
caused a worldwide resonance, because it directly violated 
the ancient hierarchical postulate "one city – one bishop – 
one church." The diaspora has become an alternative form 
of organization of the church system. Although it contra-
dicted the traditions of the church, it was justified by the 
special historical conditions that prevailed in the twentieth 
century. Local Orthodox churches could not coordinate 
their joint activities in time due to political instability, con-
stant military conflicts and revolutionary changes. There-
fore, they were forced to respond to the requests of the 
flock and create church structures in the diaspora inde-
pendently of each other. The historical claims of the Ecu-
menical Patriarchate for the sole care of the world diaspora 
became especially relevant after the Turkish-Greek war. It 
was then when Fanar lost most of the parishioners due to 
migration to Western Europe [10, p. 311]. However, this is-
sue remains open at the moment. At the All-Orthodox level 
(Crete, 2016), the document "Orthodox Diaspora" was 
adopted, which proposed to conditionally divide the diaspora 
into 13 regions, which to be governed by interchurch Epis-
copal meetings [2, p. 61-70]. In fact, this has finally consoli-
dated the existence of "parallel jurisdictions", at least in 
those countries that have not historically been the area of 
spread of the Orthodox faith. Although the document itself 
refers only to the temporary nature of such measures. 

It should be noted in this context that the principles of 
the "canonical territory" of each of the churches have not 
changed. The existence of "parallel jurisdictions", mainly in 
non-traditional Orthodoxy-spreading countries, does not 
contradict the principle of "canonical territory", i.e. the his-
torical jurisdiction of each of the Local Churches. Ob-
servance of this ancient law is fundamental for modern 
Orthodoxy. For example, in polemical speeches and 
statements related to granting the autocephalous status to 
the Ukrainian Church, the concept of "canonical territory" 
has been used very often. Both the Russian Orthodox 
Church and Fanar expressed their own views, citing vari-
ous evidence and historical documents, about their own 
jurisdiction over Ukrainian territory. In particular, the Ecu-
menical Patriarch has repeatedly stated that: "Ukraine has 
not ceased to be a canonical territory of the Patriarchate of 
Constantinople, and has not belonged to the Russian 
Church."[1]. That is, in order to make any decision in a par-
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ticular territory, it must be under control, within the jurisdic-
tion of a particular church. 

To a large extent, Ukraine has become hostage to the 
concept of "canonical territory". It can be argued that the 
concept inself was justified by theologians including for the 
sake of obtaining the Ukrainian territory. After all, the very 
term "canonical territory" has only recently came into theo-
logical usage [4]. It is this concept that prevents the har-
monization of relations between Ukrainian churches, and 
neutralizes all the efforts of Ukrainian society to organize 
its own Local Church. The speakers of the Russian Ortho-
dox Church, same as its current head, have repeatedly 
stated that Ukraine is the canonical territory of the Russian 
Church. The phrase "Canonical Territory" was introduced 
in modern terminology by Russian theologians in the 90s of 
the XX century, i.e. when the Soviet Union collapsed. It is 
obvious that with the proclamation of a new autocephaly, 
the "canonical territory" of the mother church decreases. 
The new church takes over jurisdiction within the nation 
state. It is logical that Russia strives to keep the territory of 
Ukraine in its own jurisdiction as much as possible, be-
cause the recognition of Ukrainian autocephaly by the 
Russian Orthodox Church will automatically reduce its "ca-
nonical territory" of influence. 

The principle on which the Russian Orthodox Church 
theoretical doctrine of "canonical territory" is based is a 
united beginning one. That is, the canon "one city – one 
bishop – one church" should come into force. Russia tradi-
tionally wants to consider Ukraine as its ownership. How-
ever, this approach directly contradicts the 34th well-known 
apostolic canon, which states that the clergy of every na-
tion (state) needs to know their first hierarch. We state that 
after the first significant division of the Eastern Church in 
451 (Chalcedon), the theory of a united beginning could no 
longer be implemented in practice. Gradually, a new princi-
ple of "parallel jurisdictions" is being formed, which took 
root in church life in the 20th century with the spread of the 
diaspora phenomenon. Now in Ukraine there is a stale-
mate, when two churches operate in parallel. Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church – Moscow Patriarchate, which is recog-
nized by hierarchy, but not by autonomous status. As well 
as the Orthodox Church of Ukraine, which gained inde-
pendent status at the end of 2019, and currently is recog-
nized by only four Local Churches. Representatives of Lo-
cal Churches have serious complaints not only about the 
sole procedure for signing the Tomos, but also about the 
"canonicity" of the clergy. Therefore, in order to better un-
derstand the current situation in world Orthodoxy, it is nec-
essary to pay attention to the period of formation of the 
church tradition and canons. 

The principle of managing the early church shows the 
significant influence of the empire on church administration. 
At the end of the pre-Nicene period, the administrative 
structure of the church completely coincided with the terri-
torial division of Byzantium into provinces and regions. 
According to this division, dioceses were formed, headed 
by a senior bishop (metropolitan). Church traditions and 
rules testify to the identity of the borders of the state and 
the national church. Modern Local Churches received au-
tocephaly on such exact grounds. For example, the bound-
aries of the jurisdiction of the Polish Orthodox Church coin-
cide with the state border, a similar situation is in Romania 
and Georgia. It is a bit more difficult, as this issue is cur-
rently unresolved at the All-Orthodox level, to understand 
the situation when the empire is falling apart and the 
church is claiming the old "canonical territory". Thus, after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Russian Orthodox 
Church considers all post-Soviet republics to fall under its 
jurisdiction, blocking in every way the desire of national 

churches to obtain autocephalous status. A similar situation 
developed after the collapse of Yugoslavia. Today, the 
Serbian Orthodox Church is preventing Montenegro from 
gaining church independence. However, the late head of 
the Orthodox Church of the Czech Lands and Slovakia, 
Archbishop Christopher (Pulec), stated at an international 
meeting that, after the collapse of Czechoslovakia, their 
church was not divided [9]. Thus, the question of "canoni-
cal territory" and the boundaries of church jurisdiction has 
put a fork in front of modern ecclesiological church exist-
ence. On the one hand, the church authority of the Local 
Church coincides with the borders of the independent 
state, as were the cases with new national autocephalies. 
On the other hand, significant geopolitical changes in the 
twentieth century have led to a situation where, after the 
collapse of empires, such as Yugoslavia, the church is in 
no hurry to give back historically controlled land. This slows 
down the process of proclaiming new autocephalous 
churches, such as Montenegrin and Macedonia. 

In the historical formation of the modern system of the 
Ecumenical Church, the institution of autocephaly has sig-
nificantly influenced the model of relations with the state. 
Sometimes, the very question of autocephaly decided the 
vector of relations between states. Thus, from a purely 
internal, imperial phenomenon, autocephaly has been 
transformed into a powerful geopolitical factor of interna-
tional importance. It can be argued that it has become part 
of diplomacy. Within the empire, the capital's Constantino-
ple chair became the monopolist in matters of church ad-
ministration, with the support of the emperor. [5, p. 39]. 
Constantinople chair has played a significant role in the 
geopolitics of the Balkans and the Middle East for several 
centuries. A typical example is flirting of the Byzantine Em-
pire with Bulgaria and Serbia. The leadership of these 
countries rightly considered the autocephalous status of 
the church to contribute to the formation of political self-
sufficiency. Autocephaly from the Ecumenical Chair has 
become the subject of bidding. It is important to note that it 
was provided within the borders of the then Bulgaria and 
Serbia. That is, the "canonical territory" of the newly pro-
claimed church was to coincide with the borders of state 
power. A characteristic feature of that period in the history 
of the church was the granting of autocephalous status 
exclusively by state authorities, and purely for political 
reasons. Without the consent of the church, the Senate, 
headed by Emperor Roman Lecapen, granted Bulgaria 
autocephaly in the 10th century. King Peter of Bulgaria 
addressed the Byzantine emperor with a church question. 
During the Byzantine-Bulgarian War, the emperor single-
handedly revoked the status of the Bulgarian Patriar-
chate. Thus, we state that from the church-political phe-
nomenon, which it was in the early Middle Ages, autoceph-
aly has been transformed into a purely political phenome-
non. [5, p. 39]. It remains so today. 

In the new era, the paradigm of autocephaly has 
changed substantionally. In the XIX century, the "parade of 
autocephaly" significantly changed the very understanding 
of this archaic institution. The political identification of entire 
nations has changed. The collapse of the Ottoman Empire 
led to the revival of the institution of autocephaly in a new 
guise. The new Orthodox states that emerged on the map 
in the early XX century: Greece, Serbia, Bulgaria, Roma-
nia, considered their main motive to be fighting with the 
empire. The path to independence has been lying exclu-
sively through national consciousness. The autocephalous 
status of their churches greatly contributed to the assertion 
of their political self-sufficiency. This is where the logic and 
inner understanding of autocephaly has changed. In the 
Byzantine era, autocephaly was a deterrent against the 
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emergence of new states. It was the mainstay of the em-
pire. And in the new era, autocephaly on the contrary, act-
ed as the identity of the nation, respectively, the imperial 
allegations were completely denied [5, p. 40]. Due to the 
events in the Balkans, the Ecumenical Church was forced 
to come into a period of active reorganization. 

It is noteworthy that the role and place of the state in the 
process of autocephaly has not changed. During the Ecu-
menical Councils, state power, in the person of the emperor, 
directly interfered in church affairs. The church became one 
of the important social institutions of the empire. There are 
known examples of direct and brutal imperial power man-
agement of exclusively religious issues (granting autoceph-
aly to Bulgaria, the arrests of the Patriarchs, etc.). In the new 
era, again, the state power becomes the initiator of the 
church movement for independence. It was the governments 
of the Balkan countries, as well as Poland, that determined 
the church's status in the international arena. Political pres-
sure on Constantinople led to the autocephalous status of 
the new national churches. 

Thus, the Balkans events actually revived the ancient 
institution of autocephaly. It was reanimated and adapted 
to the conditions of modern social life. In the context of the 
struggle of a number of countries for independence, auto-
cephaly becomes a powerful means of de-imperialization. 
A striking example is the Polish autocephaly, which 
demonstrates the struggle of the national government 
against the newest empire of the Soviet Union. 

Summing up, we note that the institution of autoceph-
aly has come a long way. From the basic state of exist-
ence, as it was during the early church period, to the 
church-political phenomenon that it became during the 
early Byzantium period. In the tenth century, the institu-
tion of autocephaly was transformed into a purely political 
phenomenon, and became the subject of international 
trade and a significant lever of influence on in the interna-
tional arena. The revival and new transformation of auto-
cephaly has taken place already in the new era in the 
Balkans. The territorial principle of autocephaly is chang-
ing to a national one. XX century characterizes autoceph-
aly as a means of struggle against the construction of the 
empire. It determines the cultural and national maturity of 
the nation. Thus, the church repeatedly invented the insti-
tution of autocephaly, and several times rearranged it 
according to the requirements of the time. 

As for the concept of "canonical territory", it directly de-
pends on the definition of the status of a particular church. 
Autocephaly means self-government of the church in a 
specific territory. Historically, the church division was 
formed according to the territorial principle. The boundaries 
of the first dioceses and metropolitanates coincided with 
the administrative-territorial division of the empire. Such 
adherence to the state division is clearly regulated by the 
canons of the Ecumenical Councils. We can state that the 
external boundaries of the church are projections of its 
administrative structures. The church boundaries structure 
the church organization, providing it with concrete integrity. 
On the other hand, most modern conflicts between Local 
Churches arise out of a desire to change these church 
boundaries. It is to influence the internal as well as external 
church territories that Russian theologians have proposed 
a new term "canonical territory" in recent decades. This 
concept indicates a theoretical sphere of influence on cer-
tain lands, that historically belonged to the jurisdiction of a 
particular Local church. On the other hand, the boundaries 
of the church need to be critically rethought, because the 
Church cannot limit itself to the non-Church. The ecclesio-

logical nature of the church contradicts the theory of state 
administration. Thus, the problems indicated in the article 
are too relevant to address a number of acute issues of 
modern universal Orthodoxy. Therefore, the chosen topic 
requires further fundamental scientific research. 
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