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The Massive Growth of the Orthodox Episcopate
Since 2006

In 2006, there were 668 active, canonical Orthodox bishops in the world. Today,
there are 947. That's a net increase of 279 bishops, or 42% — and most of that
growth is coming from the Moscow Patriarchate.

Last week, | published an article estimating the number of Orthodox bishops in the
world. (I've received updated info for a couple of the Churches, so my estimate has
gone up slightly, from 941 to 947.) At this moment, the Russian Orthodox Church
— which includes the autonomous Ukrainian Orthodox Church and ROCOR — has
roughly 40% of all the bishops in the world.

But it wasn’t always that way. In 2006, the Russian Church had 26% of the world’s
bishops — still the largest percentage, but nowhere close to the present day. This
table shows the estimated number of bishops for each autocephalous Church in



2006 and 2019, as well as the net change over the past 13 years:

Church 2006 2019 net
Russia 176 382 206
Constantinople 119 130 11
Greece 97 100 3
Romania 48 g 11
Georgia 34 47 13
Serbia 43 45 2
Antioch 34 4] 7
Alexandria 25 38 13
Bulgaria 32 27 -5
Jerusalem 22 2 1
Cyprus 10 3 7
OCA 13 13 O
Poland 8 12 4
Albania 5 8 5
Czech 4 5 1

From 2006 to 2019, the Russian Orthodox Church had a net gain of +206 bishops
— an increase of 117% over what was already by far the largest number of bishops
in the world. The combined increase for the rest of Orthodoxy was +73 bishops, or
+15%. For some context — the United States has an estimated 24% of the world’s
GDP. This would be sort of like the rest of the world experiencing a 15% increase in
GDP over the next 13 years, while the USA doubles its GDP.

And yet, despite this enormous increase in bishops, the Russian Church continues
to have by far the highest ratio of people per bishop, roughly 435,000 to one. So
you could argue that they’re just trying to catch up to their population; in fact, they
could add another 200 hierarchs and their people-per-bishop ratio would still be
higher than the global Orthodox average.

Orthodoxy’s 947 bishops pales in comparison to the Roman Catholic Church, which



reported 5,353 bishops in 2018. That's for an estimated global Roman Catholic
population of 1.2 billion, which works out to roughly 224,000 people per bishop —
virtually identical to the Orthodox ratio of 234,000 to one.

The table above tells other stories, as well. The Patriarchate of Alexandria has seen
a 52% increase in the number of active bishops, which reflects the continued
growth of Orthodoxy in Africa. The Patriarchates of Georgia and Romania have also
shown significant growth in the number of bishops. Both are centered in formerly
communist countries that now have strong Orthodox populations that routinely
rank near the top of surveys of religiosity among European countries. And we've
seen notable growth in the episcopates of smaller churches such as Cyprus,
Albania, and Poland. Only Bulgaria has fewer bishops today than in 2006.

But the big story is the Church of Russia. If the rates of the past 13 years continue
— big “if,” | realize — by 2037, there will be more bishops in the Russian Church
than in the rest of Orthodoxy combined. That probably won’t happen, but the
changes that have already taken place in recent years have changed the face of
the Orthodox episcopate worldwide.

A note on my sources: For the 2006 data, | relied upon the 2006 edition of the
Orthodoxia directory of bishops. The Orthodoxia directory is now available online,
and it remains a valuable resource. | didn't use it for 2019 data, though, because
the structure of the database makes it difficult to easily distinguish between active
bishops and retired or deceased bishops. For 2019, | relied primarily upon official
lists published by the various autocephalous Churches online.
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