
The Great and Holy Synod 
And Why It is Important for Orthodoxy 

 
Background Information—The Ecumenical Councils 
In the year 325, the Emperor Constantine convened the First Ecumenical Council in 
Nicea.  Why?  To put order where there was chaos.  In the first three centuries of 
Christianity, the church was underground and persecuted.  When Christianity became 
the legal religion of the Roman Empire in the early 4th century, as the churches of the 
various cities began communicating openly, there was disagreement, even scandal and 
heresy, because there was not agreement on basic tenets of the faith.   
 
The First Ecumenical Council gathered all the bishops of all the churches together, and 
after deliberation and prayer, the result of this Council was the Nicene Creed (our 
confession of faith) and the Canon of Scripture.  Between 325 and 787, seven such 
Councils were held, which have given us the backbone of our Orthodox theology and 
praxis.  For a Council to be truly “Ecumenical”, it means that all the churches are 
involved.  Following the Great Schism in 1054, and now the further fracturing of 
Christianity into thousands of denominations, it is not possible to have a Council that is 
truly “Ecumenical.”   
 
The Autocephalous Churches 
In the Ancient Church, there were five “Patriarchates”—Rome, Constantinople, 
Jerusalem, Antioch and Alexandria.  It is not the Orthodox “tradition” to have one “pope” 
who speaks infallibly for the whole church.  Rather, our system of governance is 
“collegial” or “synodical.” There were, in the beginning, five autocephalous, or self-
governing churches, each being led by a “Patriarch.”  The Patriarch of Constantinople is 
recognized as the “Ecumenical Patriarch.”  While he does not have administrative 
authority over the “Autocephalous” Churches, when all the churches gather together, he 
sits as the “first among equals.”  The Seven Ecumenical Councils, or Synods, were 
convened under the “synodical” system that was the “tradition” among the ancient 
Patriarchates. 
 
There are now 14 Autocephalous, or self-governing churches in Orthodoxy.  Rome is no 
longer one of them.  And the overwhelming majority of them came into existence after 
the time of the Ecumenical Council.   
 
The Four Remaining Ancient Patriarchates (with where they have jurisdiction) 

1. Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople (Turkey, Mt. Athos, Northern and 
Western Europe, North and South America, Australia and New Zealand, 
Southeast Asia and the Diaspora) 

2. Patriarchate of Alexandria (all Africa) 
3. Patriarchate of Antioch (Syria, Lebanon, Iraq and Iran) 
4. Patriarchate of Jerusalem (Palestine [Israel], Jordan, Arabia and Mount Sinai 

 
Ten Additional Autocephalous Churches (date of Autocephaly, jurisdiction) 



5. Patriarchate of Russia (Autocephalous in 1448, Patriarchate in 1589, jurisdiction 
over the former Soviet Union) 

6. Patriarchate of Serbia (Autocephalous in 1879, Patriarchate in 1920, jurisdiction 
over former Yugoslavia) 

7. Patriarchate of Romania (Autocephalous in 1885, Patriarchate in 1925, 
jurisdiction over Romania) 

8. Patriarchate of Bulgaria (Has changed between autocephalous and under 
patriarchate between 917 and 1945, Autocephalous again as of 1945, 
Patriarchate in 1961) 

9. Patriarchate of Georgia (Like Bulgaria, has changed between under a 
patriarchate and autocephalous between 325 and 1917, Autocephalous again as 
of 1917, Patriarchate in 1990, jurisdiction over Republic of Georgia) 

10. Church of Cyprus (431, all of Cyprus) 
11. Church of Greece (1850, all of Greece) 
12. Church of Poland (1924, all of Poland) 
13. Church of Albania (1937, all of Albania) 
14. Church of Czech Lands and Slovakia (1998, Czech Republic and Slovakia) 

 
The Preparatory Work 
Since 1965, with an initial meeting on the island of Rhodes, convened with 
encouragement and work by the late Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras, there has 
been preparation for a “Great and Holy Council.”  There hasn’t been an event like this in 
over 1,000 years.  There have been many meetings held amongst representatives from 
all fourteen churches over the past 50 years in order to come to some agreement as to 
how such a council could take place—what issues would be discussed, what protocols 
would be followed, how decisions would be reached, the timing of the council and its 
location, among many other challenges.   
 
Why is this so challenging?  Because nothing like this has been in the “Church” for over 
1,000 years.  And for the Autocephalous Churches that are less than 1,000 years old, 
which is most of them, this has NEVER happened. 
 
In January 2016, the Ecumenical Patriarch met with representatives of all the 14 
Autocephalous Churches in Switzerland.  And during the course of their meetings, it 
was decided that the “Great and Holy Council” will be held from June 16-27 on the 
Island of Crete.  Next Installment – The Great and Holy Council – June 2016 
 
 


