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How many Tomoi do we need?

Dejan Borisov

1. The history of autocephaly

In the early centuries, the Church adopted an adapted model of diocesan
governance and administration based on the structure of the Roman Em-
pire. The shifting of diocesan boundaries, as well as changes in interstate
borders, motivated the Church to adjust its administrative divisions ac-
cordingly. In essence, the Church adhered to the principle of modifying
its administrative jurisdictional boundaries in accordance with pelitical
and administrative changes in the world. This led to the abolition of
certain existing local churches while also facilitating the establishment
of new ones that had not existed before.

With the decline of Roman imperial power and influence, newly
emerging states on former imperial territories sought to establish their
own ecclesiastical institutions. Over time, under the influence of these
newly formed states, it became widely accepted that a single independent
(autocephalous) Church should exist within the borders of each state.
Exceptions to this principle included Justiniana Prima and the Archdio-
cese of Ohrid. The former was established by imperial decree under
Em peror Justinian, while the latter, after 1018, coexisted alongside the
}’amarchate of Constantinople (Roman Empire), later the Patriarchate of
'amovo (Second Bulgarian Empire), followed by the Serbian Patriarchate
(Medieval Serbian State) and from the late 14" century until its abolition
" 1767, once again alongside the Patriarchate of Constantinople (Otto-
mMan I;mpjrc)_

Chujr)g?ng the medieval period, the absence of an independent local
g }\:Vll‘hm a state signified the nation’s spiritual su?ordmatxon to the
soy e ‘I)bc ecc:les:astlcal Jurfsdwtlon controlled its (_huri:h. That is to
Ear:jcdd, f’cal Qhurch lacked independence, the state itself was also re-

as lacking sovereignty. Through the Church, both religious and
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was exerted, carrying significant implications for Po-
.. nearly every newly established state endegy,.
ored to create its own indCPCndent (.‘hurch. AL ‘frend intensified in the
1o and 20 centuries, coinciding with the formation of modern Europe.
an nation-states and, consequcntly, the contemporary autocephalous (.
. Churches.

Huwixm]t“‘:;}'] he term “national Churches” usua-lly 1% a}voidc?d, ‘being con-
sidered alien to the essence of the Churc‘h and its divine mission — often
equated with ethnophyletism — the r.eallty r.emams that Wlth11'1 pational
state. a national Church operate and it’s not immune to the political pro-
cesses within society. This, in itself, is neither inherently negative nor
erroneous: rather, it depends on how a local Church positions itself with
respect to the secular policies of the state in which it functions.

The Macedonian Orthodox Church — Archdiocese of Ohrid, on its path
to independence and autocephaly, has faithfully adhered to the conditions,
rules, and traditions established by the other autocephalous local Ortho-
dox Churches formed during the 19" and 20™ centuries.

cultural influence
litical life. For this reasot

2. What does autocephaly actually mean?

The term “autocephaly” is used to denote the territorial-administrative
jurisdictional independence of a local Orthodox Church from another
local Orthodox Church. This independence is most visibly manifested in
the free election and consecration of its primate by the bishops of that
Church. Beyond the election of its own primate, autocephaly also entails
preserved apostolic succession and full ecclesiastical jurisdiction within
the territory it covers, including all rights and obligations derived from
this, meaning independent governance and self-administration of eccle-
siastical life within its jurisdictional boundaries.

At 'the beginning, relationships between two or more Christian com-
{:nl:in:lj?;i(; s(ljr: :lif ::It;s i:ze qu(;te stn:aightforward. Each was territo;ially
oy ey St ][])]ccll . )cint iI'rom an.other, havmg ltS| own btm
This last aspect is particular| ebv(:] prgachmg and confessing t1\1e -
oy o o ly ovident n the numerous creedal tgrmula'
i € First Ecumenical Couneil, held four centuries after

- However, this did not imply doctrinal diversity: ity ex-
iversity; rather, unity exX
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Over time, multiplc bishops began formir.lg. ecclgsiastical communi-
es. This 0¢ currC‘d for l-cfasons of greater administrative efﬁc.iency, mark-
o the origins of local Churches, though these early formations differed
Cokn.sidcrﬂhl}' from. con}cmpor.ary o‘nes. By t}?e fourth century, with the
convening of the First Ecumenical ( ouncil, this prf)cess of administrative
adaptation had largely been establi §hed and practiced, yet it still incom-
plete and continues to evolve to this dqy. Indeed, administrative and or-
canizational matters were among the issues addressed at the First and
;Ubscqucm Ecumenical Councils.

The administrative jurisdictional organization of the Chureh into dis-
tinct local Churches was relatively straightforward in its early period,
primarily due to the fact that most of them operated within a single state
_ the Roman Empire and were founded either by one of the Twelve
Apostles, the Apostle Paul, or their disciples. However, as the Church,
expanded, administrative modifications became increasingly necessary,
and such adjustments were deliberated in council. Among other decisions,
these councils established that in a city there should be only one bishop,
arule that is not strictly observed today. Further, at the councils the status
of the Church of Cyprus and that of Justiniana Prima were determined,
as well as the jurisdiction over non-Christian (barbarian) peoples within
and beyond the borders of the Roman Empire, assigning them to the
jurisdiction of the Patriarchate of Constantinople. Seem like that this
particular canon from the Fourth Ecumenical Council is exploited today
'tj}‘ the Patriarchate of Constantinople to impose its jurisdiction on Chris-
Han nations with a predominantly Orthodox population where an estab-
lished, legal, and legitimate ecclesiastical jurisdiction already exists.
During the 19% and 20" centuries, conciliar decision-making concerning
tﬁtlesiastical jurisdictional adjustments ceased. This shift occurred due
10 the dissolution of empires and the emergence of independent national
;’:ﬁ‘?s ““_Jf ﬁt?ld of interest is Europe). These newly formed states, fol-
o4 ’(T Jﬁ :l?}tlorlcal ccelesiastical practices, established !helr own mdgpeqd-
Scr)a}atc;L :s, H(m‘/ever, the local C'hurch from whlgh t‘hese territories
P Oi}efl resisted acknovyledgmg thg new re‘ahty .to‘r dec.ades, but
htgrudgj rylnlidted with the practical impossibility of administrating them,
ful] $y

- vonceded and issued the appropriate Tomos granting them
ccclesiasticql independence’,
Jp Most cages, |
Jgnsdjclion ove
lime of the Oy,

! was the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople that received

I the Balkan Peninsula and parts of Southeastern Europe during the
Yman Empire,
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How. in fact, was the Church divided into New
local Churches? What were the reasons for this
and what were the conditions for it?

7S

The earliest Churches did not need to prove their independence to anyone
nor seek recognition; their existence and authority were grounded in ghe
authority of their founder, most often one of the Apostles or their coliah.
orators. However, after the Edict of Milan, which granted Christians the
freedom to practice their faith within the Roman Empire, the Church
appeared to imitate the empire not only in territorial administration by
also in ecclesiastical governance. As a result, the human factor became
increasingly evident in the life of the Church, with Roman rulers inter-
fering in Church affairs, along with certain bishops seeking power and

dominance. This had a negative impact on ecclesiastical life, particular-

ly in administrative governance. Recognizing this issue, the Church

sought to curb bishops who exceeded their diocesan boundaries and au-

thority through conciliar decisions. Although these canons were univer-

sally accepted, they did not lead to a long-term resolution of such ten-

dencies, which can still be observed in the Church today.

The division of jurisdictions occurred at Ecumenical or Local Coun-
cils, in accordance with the will of the local episcopate and laity, with
the primary motive being the more effective propagation and preservation
of Christ’s teachings among the population of a given territory. From the
earliest times, it was evident that no autocephalous local Orthodox
Church had the right to grant autocephalous status to a part of another
autocephalous Church. Such an action contradicts established Church
order and tradition and constitutes direct interference in the jurisdiction
and internal life of another Church.

- Secular authorities, emperors, kings, tsars, generals, and after the
French Revolution, presidents, parliaments, and governments, have of-
ten interfered in ecclesiastical governance, at times unilaterally declaring
the autocephaly of Churches whose jurisdiction extended over their €
ntonies. However, the Church officially sanctioned such interference &
early as ( anon 12 of the Fourth Ecumenical Council, though neither
;c/clgsnasucal nor sccqlar authorities have always respected this canon.

¢ can observe ongoing discussions on this issue at the First, FO

&}i]?dt()mmbcm Councils, emphasizing its persistent relevance throughout
story,



How many Tomoi do we need? 143

A necessary condition for a local Church to att
ws is its ability to fullﬁll Chris.t’s fundamental ¢
Apostles, that is missionary activity and the spre
well as its capacity to independently organize e
+« territorial jurisdiction. Additionally, a high-ranking clergy is required
lawfully and legitimately consecrated bishops and in accordance w]'ﬂ—;
Apostolic Canon 1, their number must be no fewer than twe,

Feclesiastical jurisdiction held by a local Orthodox Church at a given
historical moment does not guarantee its permanence; it may be lost due
to changes in the conditions that initially led to its establishment. How-
ever. this does not preclude the possibility of reclaiming lost jurisdiction.
Such is the case with the Church on the territory of Macedonia. Histori-
cally. this region was home to the Church of Justiniana Prima, later the
Archdiocese of Ohrid. At various times, jurisdiction was also held by the
Patriarchate of Constantinople, which first partially lost its authority in
1784 following a referendum in which the local population expressed its
decision against it. Later through military conquests during the Balkan
Wars and World Wars of the 20" century, the jurisdiction over it was
gained by the Serbian Orthodox Church, the Bulgarian Exarchate, and
the Albanian Archdiocese. In 1945, at a Church-People’s Assembly, the
Macedonian people formally declared that ecclesiastical jurisdiction over
People’s Republic of Macedonia would be held exclusively by the Mace-
donian Orthodox Church, as the sole canonical successor to the Arch-
diocese of Ohrid. :

ain autocephalous sta-
ommand given to the
ading of the Gospel, as
cclesiastical life within

4. How many Tomoi are required for the
Macedonian Orthodox Church —
Archdiocese of Ohrid to be autocephalous?

Following the precedent set by newly established local Orthodox Church-
°%. their recognized practices, and the methods through which they atl-
“ined autocephaly in the 19" and 20 centuries, while also adhertnal; 2
“anonical regulations, the Macedonians, in their country: the People’
Republic of Macedonia, convened the First Macedonian Church-Peop :5
Assembly on March 4-5, 1945, with 300 delegates in étw“d“"c?bfm‘j
Assembly passed a Resolution that restored the Archdiocese ot ate
Under the title Saint Clement s Archdiocese of Ohrid, with Its prim
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bearing the title Archbishop ‘?/‘()h’.:jd' "I‘hc decisions Of this Agge
were sent to the Serbian ()rthqdox Church, but were rejecte(.i, despi
Serbian Church no longer havn}g any real control over the dioceseg
in the newly created Macedonian s}ate“ :

The appeal was directed to the Serl:nan ()rthqdox Ch}xrch because, iy
the Tomos of autocephaly granted to 1t by the' Ecumenical Patriarchate
of Constantinople in 1922. the dioceses that in thgt p.eri-Od Were in the
People’s Republic of Macedonia were placed under its jL!rlSdiCtiOI‘l. How.-
ever, this jurisdiction was lost during World War I, with ecclesiastica|
sovernance over these dioceses temporarily assumed by clergy from the
Rulearian Patriarchate. No appeal was made to the Bulgarian Patriar.
chate. as it had never obtained jurisdiction over these dioceses legally or
canonically, according to Church tradition, but rather through military
occupation and force.

In 1946, the Macedonian request for the recognition of autocephaly
for Saint Clement’s Archdiocese of Ohrid was altered to a request for
autonomy. When Vikentije became Patriarch of the Serbian Orthodox
Church in 1950, the Macedonians agreed to recognize Serbian jurisdiction
under three conditions:

1. Two bishops must be appointed: Bishop Dositej (Titular Bishop

of Toplica) and Protoiereus Toma Dimovski (to be consecrated as
a bishop).

2. The Macedonian language must be used in all ecclesiastical ad-

ministration and record-keeping within Macedonia.

3. Only Macedonian clergy may be appointed across the dioceses.
In 1951, with approval from the new Serbian Patriarch, Bishop Dositej
visited Macedonia. In 1954, the Serbian Patriarchal Assembly applm'ed
the election of bishops for the Macedonian dioceses, but instead of two
bishops, only Dositej, who had previously served as the Serbian Patri-
arch’s vicar, was appointed.

In 1956, the Serbian Patriarch was formally accepted as administrator
of the Macedonian dioceses (Skopje, Ohrid-Bitola, and Zletovo-Strume
ca), and on May 27, 1957, the Patriarchal Assembly granted pel‘mlssm
to‘rcsolve thg church guestion in Macedonia, allowing for the ordination
(.l)(i) m_dr:’_r;’a” bishops. Next year, Serbian Patriarch Vikentije, Bishop
duringothc ilr ’v?:i? l:)'s;;(‘m. Chrysostom of Ni¢evac confirmed this fieclst::
to Serbia, on May 10 ld‘;?:oma ]‘n 1958 vl ‘HOWever, vpor R ed
“ prc-w,a . posili e r b , the Scrhlan.l’atrlarchal Assembl.y l‘eafﬁ'm

’ sing to recognize the Macedonian initiative:

mbly
te the
With.
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I response to this, and after more than a decade of
roval 0 ¢ r\qm\cdnniu’s‘ request for autonomous/autoceph
of the Archdiocese of Ohrid in the newly formed Peo
Macedonia, the Second Church-People’s Assembly was cony d
October 4-6, 1958. This Assembly reestablished the Archdi(f:e ™
Ohrid under the name Macedonian Orthodox Church, with its reiii :f
itled Archbis hop of Ohrid and Skopje, and Metropolitan of Mac]:zdoniae
within the Federative People’s Republic of Yugoslavia, tHe Serbian Pa-.
iriarch remained the supreme ecclesiastical authority,

The Assembly elected Dositej (Bishop of Toplica) as the first Primate
of the Macedonian Orthodox Church, Toma Dimovski as Bishop of Zle-
tovo-Strumica, and Nikola Trajkovski as Bishop of Ohrid-Bitola, and
enacted the Church Constitution. The Serbian Orthodox Church was no-
tified of these decisions, and on June 24, 1959, convened a Patriarchal
Assembly, which formally acknowledged that:

waiting for ap-
alous restoration
ple’s Republic of

“The dioceses of Skopje, Ohrid-Bitola, and Zletovo-Strumica, at the Church-People’s
Assembly held on October 4-6, 1958, in Ohrid, have separated into an independent
Macedonian Orthodox Church, governed by the Constitution adopted at that Assem-
bly, while continuing to maintain canonical unity with the Serbian Orthodox Church
through its Primate.”

This decision legally affirmed the restoration of the Archdiocese of Ohrid
as the Macedonian Orthodox Church, while also recognizing that the
Synod of the Macedonian Orthodox Church, according to its Constitution,
would serve as the highest and final ecclesiastical court for all matters
within its dioceses.

In 1959, Serbian Patriarch German, Bishop Nikanor of Backa, and
Bishop Visarion of Banat, together with Archbishop Dositej, consecra!:ed
Clement (Nikola Trajkovski) as Bishop of Ohrid-Bitola at St. Mina
Church in Skopje on July 10, and Naum (Toma Dimovski) as Bishop of
Zletovo-Strumica at St. Nicholas Church in Stip on July 26.

Serbian Patriarch German notified Ecumenical Pauiaryh Ad_lenag‘)filiz
by letter (Synod No. 515/May 31, 1959), explaining that, t‘ollowmg Wor
War 11, Macedonia had been recognized as a nation with agtonomgau;
Lepublican governance, and at the request o; clergy and believers,

een granted ecclesiastical autonomy in 1939. "

On May 25, 1962, in the Church of the Most Ho{y Mother 0;%:‘::

Kamensko, Ohrid, the Russian Patriarch Alexy, Serbian Patriare

* Decisions No, 47/1959 and 6/1959, Record 57:
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man. and Archbishop Dosite;] of Ohrid served together in liturgjcal com-

munion. 3
Following the developments, one might assume that the matter of the

independence of the Macedonian ()rllhudox Church was settled, but that
was not the case. In 1966, the Serbian Orthodox Church’s Patriarchal
Assembly revised its June 24, 1959 Decision recognizing the autonomy
of the Macedonian Orthodox Church, asserting that no constitutional
changes could be made without the approval from the Serbian Holy Syned,

In response, the Holy Synod of the Macedonian Orthodox Church sent
a formal letter (Synod No. 226/July 5, 1966) requesting recognition of
its autocephalous status. The reply was a threat of sanctions against the
bishops of the Macedonian Orthodox Church, leading to the Third
Church-People s Assembly, held on July 17, 1967, where autocephaly
was proclaimed.

On July 18, 1967, the Holy Synod of the Macedonian Orthodox
Church issued a Decree declaring autocephaly, thereby establishing the
autocephalous Macedonian Orthodox Church, led by an Archbishop with
the title Archbishop of Ohrid and Macedonia. The decree also defined its
jurisdiction, which encompassed the territory of the Socialist Republic
of Macedonia at that time.

On August 31, 1967, the Holy Synod formally notified the Serbian
Orthodox Church of its decision. In response, at an extraordinary session
held on September 14-15, 1967, the Patriarchal Assembly of the Serbian
Orthodox Church declared the bishops of the Macedonian Orthodox
Church schismatic, disregarding the fact that if the bishops were schis-
matics, then the Macedonian people would also be considered schismat-
ic, since the decision to declare autocephaly had first been debated and
supported at the Church-People’s Assembly on July 17, 1967.

Over the following decades, numerous discussions were held between
the Clef gy of the Serbian and Macedonian Orthodox Churches to overs
come disagreements regarding the latter’s status, but without success. NO
other locgl Orthodox Churches were officially involved in resolving the
ﬁzfzndc();l;mccle‘siastical issue, Ne‘vertheless,‘ the clergy of the Mace-
L u;.(/hu;ch. co-‘scrvefj with glergy from other local Orthqdox
the canonical ulr?f dl. _‘[’_“’e of the Ecumenical Patriarchate. However, sinee
e Tomu: bel(i; ion over the‘ du.)ceses in Macedonia, as per the

. ged 1o the Serbian Orthodox Church, no other

e : :
. urch‘ attempled 10 intervene, as it was regarded as an internal matter
of the Serbian Patriarchate,
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For decades, the {11att:e1‘ remained unresolved. Why? Because the Mace-
donian CCL‘]CSi’dSUCal'lSSUC was not 'rr'lerely a Church matter, it was deep-
lv entangled n the history an'd politics of the region. In April 2018, the
Holy Synod of the Macedonian Orthodox Church appealed to the Ecu-
mmiical patriarchate, seeking intervention as a court of appeal, since for
more than half a century, the Serbian and Macedonian Churches had
failed to reach a mutual agreement on the Macedonian Orthodox Church’s
status.

In 2022, a breakthrough was finally achieved, thanks to meetings and
discussions between His Holiness Patriarch Porfirije of the Serbian Or-
thodox Church and His Beatitude Archbishop Stefan of the Macedonian
Orthodox Church, who, in the spirit of Christian love, addressed the
Macedonian ecclesiastical issue solely within the framework of Christ’s
Church.

As a result, on May 9, 2022, the Holy Synod of the Ecumenical Pa-
triarchate, issued an official statement announcing that “we receive into
Eucharistic communion the hierarchy, clergy, and people of this Church
under Archbishop Stefan,” “while leaving the Most Holy Church of Ser-
bia to arrange administrative matters” with the Macedonian Orthodox
Church, “within the framework of the Holy Canons and ecclesiastical
tradition.”

Unfortunately, the Ecumenical Patriarchate and its Primate, who is
the first among equals in the Orthodox Church, failed to demonstrate
genuine Christian love, instead allowing the Macedonian issue to remain
entangled in secular politics. Not only is the name of the Church, Mace-
donian Orthodox Church — Archdiocese of Ohrid omitted from the state-

ment, but it also implied that the term “Macedonia™ and any derivative
of it should be excluded from its official designation. All of this despite
the fact that the only nation officially bearing the name “Macedonian™
. the Macedonian people, and the only state that officially use name
Macedonia” is the Republic of North Macedonia.

Following this, the Macedonian Orthodox Chureh formally appealed
10 the Serbian Orthodox Church, declaring a return to autonomous status,
as confirmed in 1959, On May 16, 2022, the Serbian Orthodox Church

: he (,;(’mm““iqué from the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, the Commu-
f' ‘ue from the Holy Assembly of Bishops of the Serbian Orthodox Churgh, as well
‘(‘5 thc text of the Tomos for the autocephaly of the Magedonian Orthodox Church -
iy Archbishopric, were published in: Bechux, cayx@en aucm na Maxedonexama
"Pasocnasna ypreq, 11 purogen 6poj, loguna LXIV, 2022 ropuna,
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socepted this and confirmed “the establishment of full liturgica and cq
nonical communion, granting the widest possible autonomy and COmplete
ternal independence” to the Macedonian Orthodox Church,

Sienificantly, the Serbian Orthodox Church’s statement clearly ep.
phasized that in resolving the status oi'l.hc Maced(.)m'an ()'rthodox Church,
“realpolitik, geopolitics, church politics, anq similar imposed factors
would not be considered [...] nor unilateral initiatives [...] and no exter-
nal influences or pressures would be tolerated.” The inclusion of such 4
disclaimer indicates that these pressures do indeed exist; otherwise, there
would be no need to mention them.

Three days later, on May 19, at St. Sava Church in Belgrade, the
Primates of the Serbian and Macedonian Orthodox Churches co-celebrat-
ed the Divine Liturgy, alongside clergy from both Churches.

On May 24, 2022, the feast of Sts. Cyril and Methodius, at the Arch-
bishop’s Cathedral of St. Clement of Ohrid in Skopje, His Holiness,
Serbian Patriarch Porfirije, announced the Serbian Orthodox Church’s
decision to grant autocephaly to the Macedonian Orthodox Church.

The next joint liturgical service between the two Primates took place
in Belgrade on June 5, 2022.

From June 9 till 13, a delegation from the Macedonian Orthodox
Church, led by His Beatitude Archbishop Stefan, visited the Ecumenical
Patriarchate in Istanbul. On June 12, during the Feast of Pentecost, His
All-Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew and His Beatitude Arch-
bishop Stefan of Ohrid, Macedonia, and Justiniana Prima co-celebrated
the Divine Liturgy at St. George Church in Phanar.

Despite all these events, the restoration of Eucharistic communion with
Ecumenical Patriarchate, the resolution of the schism between the Set-
bian and Macedonian Orthodox Churches, the issuance of the Tomos of
autocephaly, and co-celebration of the Primates of these Churches, the
autocephalous status of the Macedonian Orthodox Church still appears
to be an ongoing matter,

‘ All local Orthodox Churches recognize the Macedonian OrthodoX
Church as an autocephalous Church, yet some dispute the content of the
To,r;:(?s'gramcd by the Serbian Orthodox Church, while others disagre®
with its hame, even though they all co-celebrate with its clergy. ;
Ca”:h;azgl;brl_az .Ifa.triarchatc is the lnnly Church that legally and caqoﬂl'
il Juris lL:ll()r'l over the territory and dioceses of the Repu{’“c b

onia, making it the sole authority entitled to issue the act of SeP&”
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ation. designating part of its jurisdiction as an independent local

dox Church. Over 50 years, no other Orthodox Church off "_‘35:' O‘ﬂho-

vened in resolving the issue, &s it was considered an infcernalma g s

the Serbian Patriarchate. Now that the Tomos of autoce halpr: -

issued, many other local Orthodox Churches seemingl r;'eely a_sl been

dictate its content and name, positioning themselves as ;odfatgmlt i

Macedonian Orthodox Church ~ Archdiocese of ()hri;l ers to the
In the spirit of Christian love, the mission of Christ’s teachings

the Macedonian people, and the preservation of eccles;iastical fni:;"t)t?ii

Tomos is sufficient. Anything beyond this risks diminishi
n o i s diminishi
hinds the faithful. ng the love that




