
A Reflection on the 50th Anniversary of our Autocephaly 
 
As we approach and today celebrate the 50th anniversary of the formal Reception of Autocephaly 
by the Metropolia from the Russian Orthodox Church, clergy and faithful are largely confined to 
home by the threat of the Corona Virus.  All the plans and ideas around “celebration” have had 
to be put on hold due to the present threat.  Instead, our Church has been working diligently, on 
all levels, to assist in guiding us through this difficult time. In the midst of this effort, we are 
reminded that the saving death and Resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ and the witness of the 
Saints who have shown forth in this land are still very much before us, guiding us through their 
light and love during these challenging days, as Orthodox Christians have historically known many 
challenging times.   
 
We first and foremost celebrate this year the 50th anniversary of St. Herman of Alaska, a member 
of the initial monastic delegation sent to the Alaskan territory all the way from Valaam Monastery 
in Finland in 1794!  St. Herman, as a simple monk, was loved by the Native Alaskans as he 
ministered to them through the end of his life in 1837.  While much more could be said about 
him and all the saints referenced in this presentation, St. Herman was canonized just months 
after the reception of our Tomos of Autocephaly, in August, 1970, by the new autocephalous 
Orthodox Church in America (OCA)! 
 
At least two additional commemorations related to this 50th anniversary of our autocephaly are 
now upon us.  We commemorated on March 31st the signing of the drafts of the Autocephaly, 
representing a willingness on both sides to proceed with the execution of the granting of 
Autocephaly, or self-governance, of what is now the Orthodox Church in America.   We will 
conclude the 40 days of the Great Lenten Fast on the eve of the Feast of Lazarus Saturday today, 
on April 10th,  the day the OCA received the Tomos of Autocephaly.  As shining examples of God’s 
light and love present with us through the early years of Orthodoxy in North America, during 
these days we commemorated the repose of St. Innocent, Enlightener of the Aleuts and Apostle 
to America on March 31st, and the repose of St. Tikhon, Confessor Patriarch of Moscow and 
Enlightener of North America on April 7th.   Both of these saints guided our Orthodox Mission 
here in the new land with their respective visions at pivotal moments, and both would later 
return to lead the Church of Russia, facing very real challenges and struggles.  The present 
reflection is focused on points of light, wisdom, Faith, pastoral love, and vision available to us 
from these saints related to our church in North America, during our present challenge, and 
indeed points of connection between them! 
 
St. Innocent began serving in Alaska as a priest in Alaska in 1824, and returned to Sitka in 
September of 1841 as Bishop of Kamchatka and Kuril Islands in Russia and the Aleutian Islands in 
Russian America.  He served as hierarch of the Russian Mission in Alaska, with its see in Sitka, 
until being appointed Metropolitan of Moscow by the Tsar in November of 1867.   He was an 
incredible archpastor in Alaska, developing written languages for many Native Americans toward 
celebrating services in their language and traveling far and wide throughout the territory.  He 
also drafted The Indication of the Way into the Kingdom of Heaven, a missionary introduction to 
Orthodoxy.  The appointment in Moscow was an incredible shock to Archbishop Innocent, who 



was at the very same time contemplating huge changes for the mission here in the new land, as 
the sale of the territory of Alaska from Russia to America was formalized in October of 1867.    
 
St. Innocent recorded his vision for the mission here in the new land in a letter to the Ober-
Procurator, dated December 5, 1867, recorded in St. Innocent, Apostle to America, by Paul D. 
Garrett, (SVS Press, 1979, pp. 275-276).  He indicates hearing rumors that he was against the sale 
of the Alaskan territory, and shares his vision in response: 
 
“I see in this event one of the ways of Providence whereby Orthodoxy will penetrate the United 
States (where even now people have begun to pay serious attention to it).  Were I to be asked 
about this, I would reply: 
 

A.  Do not close the American vicariate, even though the number of churches and missions 
there has been but in half (i.e. to five). 
 

B. Designate San Francisco rather than New Archangel (Sitka) the residence of the vicar.  The 
climate is incomparably better there, and communications with the colonial churches are 
just as convenient from there as from New Archangel (if not more so). 
 

C. Subordinate the vicariate to the Bishop of St. Petersburg or some other Baltic diocese, for 
once the colonies have been sold to the American Government, communications 
between the Amur and the colonies will end completely and all communications between 
the headquarters of the Diocese of Kamchatka and the colonies will have to be through 
St. Petersburg, which is completely unnatural. 
 

D. Return to Russia the current vicar and all clergy in New Archangel (except churchmen) 
and appoint a new vicar from among those who know the English language.  Likewise, his 
retinue ought to be composed of those who know English. 
 

E. Allow the bishop to augment his retinue, transfer its members and ordain to the 
priesthood for our churches converts to Orthodoxy from among American citizens who 
accept all its institutions and customs. 
 

F. Allow the vicar bishop and all clerics of the Orthodox Church in America to celebrate the 
Liturgy and other services in English (for which purpose, obviously, the service books must 
be translated into English). 
 

G. To use English rather than Russian (which must sooner or later be replaced by English) in 
all instruction in the schools to be established in San Francisco and elsewhere to prepare 
people for missionary and clerical positions.” 
 

We can, from the vantage point of our present context, see St. Innocent’s vision, shared on the 
cusp of great change, for him and for the Russian mission in America, as amazingly fulfilled in 
time through “the ways of Providence whereby Orthodoxy will penetrate the United States.”   It 



is incredible to glimpse the prayerful vision of this servant of the Church, through God’s grace!  
Even before unknowingly being appointed Metropolitan of Moscow, St. Innocent had already 
been considering who should continue leading the work of the mission in the new land.   
 
Departing to take up his new post, St. Innocent, now as Metropolitan of Moscow, served 
admirably even through the ravages from his travel in the new land.  His eyesight worsened, but 
he continued to serve until his death on Holy Saturday, March 31, in 1879. 
 
St. Tikhon, at age 33, came to America in 1898 as Bishop of the Aleutian Islands and Alaska.  Like 
St. Innocent before him, he tirelessly sought to minister to the growing diversity of Orthodox 
Christians in North America occurring now through massive immigration, toward the vision of 
one unified Orthodox Church in the new land.  He founded St. Tikhon’s Monastery, orphanages, 
encouraged the opening of the seminary in Minneapolis, and with a growing community of clergy 
who would also be recognized in time as saints, sought to build up parishes and diocesan 
structure during his brief tenure from 1898 to 1907.  Even before leaving for Moscow he was 
present for the First All-American Sobor, held in Mayfield PA, in 1907.  At this sobor a proposal 
was forwarded to the Russian Synod to have both clergy and lay representation at these sobors, 
that would later be passed in the All-Russian Sobor in 1917, unfolding during the Bolshevik 
Revolution. 
 
Again, so much can be said of St. Tikhon and his witness among us.  One example in particular, 
however, connects him with St. Innocent, creating a tapestry of archpastoral guidance that 
remains formative for the present OCA, and indeed for Orthodoxy in North America.  On 
September 27, 1901, St. Tikhon preached a sermon in honor of the 60th anniversary of the arrival 
of St. Innocent at St. Michael’s Cathedral in Sitka.  The text can be found in St. Tikhon:  Instructions 
and Teachings for the American Orthodox Faithful (1898-1907), a compilation of St. Tikhon’s 
Sermons, addresses and suggestions, originally published in the Russian-American Messenger, 
translated and published through St. Tikhon’s Monastery Press, 2016. 
 
In this sermon St. Tikhon initially draws from Moses addressing the Hebrew people near the end 
of his life, before they part company and they enter the promised land.  St. Tikhon recounts 
Moses’ words to his people:  
 

 “If you continue to heed the voice of the Lord, your God, and are careful to 
observe all His commandments, the Lord your God, will raise you high above all 
the nations of the earth.  All these blessings will come to you in abundance … The 
Lord will affirm His blessings upon you, on your barns, and all your undertakings.    
 
But if you do not hearken to the voice of the Lord, your God, all these curses will 
come upon you… you will have defeat and frustration in every enterprise you 
undertake until you are speedily destroyed for the evil you have done in forsaking 
Me.  You will be oppressed and robbed continuously with no one to come to your 
aid. …    
 



All of this will come upon you and overtake you; you shall be left small in number, 
whereas you were as numerous as the stars in the sky.  Only a few of you will be 
left, because you would not hearken to the voice of the Lord, your God.”  
(Deuteronomy 28:1-62, condensed, pp. 96-97) 
 

St. Tikhon addresses the faithful presently gathered about this text:  “This, brethren, is how 
Moses warned the Jews, and his words came true for them with astonishing accuracy.  But do his 
warnings concern only the Jewish people?  Do they not also concern the Christian people, and 
could they not come true for them as well?” (p. 97)  This is a most profound question for us to 
contemplate at this anniversary celebration, in the midst of our present pandemic. 
 
St. Tikhon goes on to address the 60th anniversary celebration:  “Today with prayer we recall how 
60 years ago on this day the ever memorable Hierarch Innocent entered this city for the first time 
as Bishop of the Aleutians.  No more than five people are left here of those who witnessed his 
memorable arrival.  As the years go by, the bright personality of the enlightener of this land 
recedes further and further from us.  Fewer and fewer people are left here who heard his words 
and saw his deeds!” 
 
There are several important points referenced here.  First and foremost, St. Tikhon identifies five 
remaining eyewitnesses of St. Innocent’s “bright personality, heard his words and saw his deeds”.  
Given what we know of St. Tikhon, he more than likely spoke with one or more of these 
eyewitnesses, creating a living link between these two saints!  In referencing his enlightening 
works, St. Tikhon here calls for the creation of the repository and museum that still exists today 
as a testament to the life and ministry of St. Innocent! 
 
But St. Tikhon does not stop here.  “But, my brethren, while taking care to preserve the material 
artifacts relating to Innocent, we should take care to preserve his spiritual inheritance even 
more.”  St. Tikhon relates how St. Innocent left his homeland, first with his family, to come to the 
new land, and relates his “love and service and faith and patience” (Rev. 2:19), as well as the 
hardships he endured.  He writes of this witness:  “The hearts of all of us are filled with love, 
gratitude, and reverence for this amazing hierarch.  But most of all, we will prove all our kind 
feelings for him if we observe the heritage that he spread and left here for us …” he references 
here Jesus’ words: “if you love me, obey my commandments” (John 14:15) (p. 97), or for us as 
pastors today, if you love me, “feed my sheep” as he said to Peter (John 21:15-17).   
 
Then St. Tikhon references St. Innocent with his people, as Moses with the Hebrews: “Is it 
necessary to persuade you to keep Innocent’s commandments?  It seems so.  History has 
preserved for us a witness of how the Most Reverend Innocent sometimes used to say to his 
contemporaries in Sitka a ‘tough word’; And their descendants needed it even more.”  (p. 97) The 
next portion of this sermon becomes increasingly prophetic to St. Tikhon’s own journey and even 
to us alive today.  
 
“While living in Moscow, Innocent learned how, with the transfer of Alaska to the Americans, and 
the lack of authority and the disorder that came with that, the lowliest of passions – which before 



had been held back by the strictness of the Russian authorities – burst out in Sitka. … And amidst 
the Orthodox themselves one could notice a cooling in many of them towards the Faith and the 
Church, a betrayal of the paternal traditions, and an acceptance of alien ideas and customs.” (p. 
98) 
 
“Therefore, to the former flock of Innocent one can say the same thing that God told the angel 
of the Ephesian Church:  ‘I have this against you, that you have left your first love.  Remember 
therefore from where you have fallen:  repent and do the first works, or else I will come to you 
quickly and remove your lampstand from its place – unless you repent.’ “(Rev. 2:4-5, Orthodox 
Study Bible, St. Athanasius Academy of Orthodox Theology, 2008, a little clearer version of the 
text here than the quoted version in the homily) 
 
As stated above, the last portion of this sermon becomes increasingly prophetic to his own 
journey to Moscow, and in fact to us today.  St. Tikhon left North America to return to Moscow 
in 1907, and was elected the first patriarch of Russia at the All-Russian Sobor in 1917, since 1721 
when Peter the Great abolished the patriarchate.  He would see at the same gathering the 
ratification of the proposal from the American mission for clergy and lay representation at 
sobors.  And we hear from others, such as St. Luke the Beloved Physician, of St. Tikhon’s tireless 
efforts to support the mission here and lead the Russian Orthodox Church in the wake of the 
revolution and the related activity of the “Living Church”, a movement to infiltrate the Orthodox 
Church and seize control of property in Russia, and elsewhere including here in North America.  
 
Brothers and sisters, here is where St. Tikhon’s exhortation to the Native Alaskans may apply 
even to us here today.  “And is this candlestick being removed from your land?  Has something 
from the above-mentioned prophecies been happening to us for our sins and apostasies?  Have 
the scarcity, and hunger, and destruction, and sickness, and boils, and plunder, and offenses from 
strangers prevailed over us due to our evil undertakings?”  Let us hear St. Tikhon’s “tough word” 
and exhortation to us as we commemorate 50 years of autocephaly. 
 
“Let us fear, brethren, the righteous wrath of God directed at us.  And while remembering today 
the ever-memorable [Saint] Innocent in prayer, let us remain true to his legacy [and for us to the 
legacy also of St. Tikhon].  Let us preserve the Orthodox Faith, in faithfulness and obedience to 
our Holy Church, that ‘we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and reverence. (p. 
99) [For this is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior.]’ (I Tim 2:2-3, again from the 
Orthodox Study Bible).   
 
St. Tikhon continued to lead the Orthodox Church in the turbulent period of the 1920’s, especially 
after a famine led to the communist government confiscating ecclesiastical property.  When St. 
Tikhon spoke out against this, his protest was framed as a criminal act, and he was considered an 
enemy of the state, and placed under house arrest in 1922-23.  He fell ill and was hospitalized in 
1924, and after celebrating his last Divine Liturgy on April 5, reposed on April 7th, the Feast of 
Annunciation.  His efforts to lead the Russian Church through such perilous times at great risk led 
to his being commemorated as Confessor-Patriarch of Moscow and Enlightener of North 
America. 



While not yet proclaimed a saint, a reflection on this 50th anniversary would be remiss without 
the mention of the significant contributions of the ever-memorable Metropolitan Leonty, of 
blessed memory.  Then Fr. Leonid Turkevich was brought here from Volhynia, where he was born 
and later ordained a priest in 1905, and appointed rector of the new seminary in Minneapolis by 
St. Tikhon.  We have his written reflection of theological education here in North America, related 
to this early effort, as well as to St. Tikhon’s and St. Vladimir’s Seminaries that would begin 
pastoral formation in 1938 through action of the Sixth All-American Sobor.   
 
Fr. Leonid led the aforementioned First All-American Sobor.  He brought there an initial draft of 
parish bylaws.  He would later be among the representatives of the Russian Mission here, at the 
1917 All-Russian Sobor, to receive acceptance of the clergy and lay representation at all-
American councils mentioned above, and participate in the very election of the Confessor 
Patriarch, St. Tikhon.  His journals recounted how sessions were conducted amidst the gunfire 
related to the revolution unfolding around them.  It would take him two years to make his way 
back to North America at the conclusion of that sobor. 
 
In being elected Metropolitan in 1950, serving until his death in 1965, now Metropolitan Leonty 
oversaw some of the dialogue leading up to the granting of Autocephaly, that was in fact initiated 
by the Russian Orthodox Church.  He also, however, drafted the first Statute of the Orthodox 
Church in America that was in fact a blueprint for the very structure of our OCA that we enjoy 
today!  While he himself did not see the granting of autocephaly, Metropolitan Leonty 
contributed significantly to the very steps we remember and commemorate on this 50th 
anniversary of receiving our Autocephaly. 
 
As we prepare, in the isolation related to the present threat of the Corona Virus, to celebrate the 
Raising of Lazarus, the Entrance of our Lord into Jerusalem, and from there to our Lord’s saving 
death and Resurrection during Holy Week and Pascha, let our prayer likewise be to  St. Herman 
and these archpastoral pillars of the Church in North America slightly restating the end of St. 
Tikhon’s sermon:   
 
And you Saints Herman, Innocent, and Tikhon, together with all the saints who have shown forth 
in the new land, even after departing from us, strive for us in front of the Throne of God, that we 
“… be even more diligent to make your call and election sure, for if you do these things you will 
never stumble;  for so an entrance will be supplied to you abundantly into the everlasting 
Kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. (2 Peter 1:10-11)  May they ensure that we always 
have a reminder of these things.  (2 Peter 1:15, the end of St. Tikhon’s homily) 
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