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Abstract: The article analyzes the interaction of Orthodoxy and the state and its role in
asserting national identity in the context of Romania’s modernization process. I have
developed the concept of tendential modernity for studying the distinctive nature of
Romanian modernity Modernity in Romania focused primarily on national and
geostrategic problems, due to the absence of a state encompassing all Romanians. The
Orthodox Church had been recognized as a symbol of national identity, therefore it was
included among the basic institutions that would support the national project, in order to
serve the new purposes imposed by modernity.
In the context of the modernization process undergone by Romanian society, the church is
not separated from the state, but becomes a church of the state, a church whose
prerogatives are established by the secular power; thus the church is defined as an
institution that is embedded in the process of modern change decided by the state. As a
matter of fact, modernity itself was ambivalent and ambiguous, which influenced
decisively the role of Orthodoxy in the assertion of Romanian identity.
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Introduction
This article analyzes the relationship between religion and
modernity in a society that underwent a type of modernization process
which is different from the one experienced in the developed societies1. I
intend to explain the specific interaction of Orthodoxy and the state and
its role in asserting national identity in the context of Romania’s historical
evolution.
I start with the assumption that, in the twenty-first century, religion
is viewed as a condition for the preservation of national identity. Studies
on modernity discuss religion as an inherent element to the
modernization processes2 and acknowledge especially the role of
protestantism in starting and sustaining the capitalist development in the
Western world. When the discussion turns to other religions, like
Orthodoxy, it is considered that they have not played any role or have
even hindered the social and economic development of society3.
I attempt a sociological explanation of how the Romanian state,
which was bound to pursue the unification of all the Romanian people in a
single state (the “national issue”) and the preservation of its
independence, sustained and promoted the Romanian identity through
the actions of the Romanian Orthodox Church. I intend to reveal why
Orthodoxy adapted itself to the peculiarities of the processes of social
change taking place in the area where the Romanian nation is located.
The relationship between Romanian Orthodoxy and modernity has
been discussed especially in terms of the adjustment to the norms and
principles of the Western modernity. The thesis of this article is that the
specific nature of contemporary Romanian society and culture cannot be
understood without analyzing the historical context, namely the way in
which national identity and religious identity have conditioned modern
social and cultural changes. In other societies located in the same
geopolitical area, like Greece, the modernization process within the
church and society in the nineteenth century was also influenced by the
nationalist ideologies and the impact of foreign forces, while some of the
essential factors of Western modernity, for instance the ideas of the
Reformation and the Enlightenment, did not play a decisive role4.
Any discussion about Romanian modernity must take into account
the specific nature of Orthodoxy, which is substantially different from
Roman Catholicism and Protestantism. I also have to take into account the
ethnic basis of the two Romanian churches – the Romanian Orthodox
Church and the Greek Catholic Church –, both of whom have promoted the
national idea and the unity of all Romanian people in one state.
The first section of this article examines the increased role of religion
in contemporary society, and the simultaneous recognition of its role in
the public sphere. Then, I will highlight some elements of the relationship
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between Orthodoxy and modernity. The final part of the article discusses
the distinctive nature of Romanian modernity, introducing the thesis of
tendential modernity, that served primarily to create the framework for
preserving national identity and ensuring an independent state.
I would like to stress out from the very beginning the sociological and
anthropological nature of this study, which treats the church and
Orthodoxy as institutions and social facts. My previous studies have
approached national identity as related to religion and especially to
Orthodoxy, as well as the relationship between the church and the state5.

Religion and church in contemporary society
For a long period of time, it was suggested that religion and
modernity exclude each other. In this view, secularization means the
inevitable decline in social significance of religion as a consequence of the
processes of modernization: “Secularization was a necessary part of
modernization and as the world modernized, it would automatically
secularize.”6 Secularization stems from the need for autonomy of the
modern man, who rejects the influence of the church on his own way of
thinking and acting. Furthermore, secularization spreads from the
European countries to all parts of the world, becoming a vehicle of
modernity: “The export of secularization remains unquestioned in so far
as most Europeans assume that as the world modernized, it would
necessarily secularize, a connection profoundly embedded in the modern
European consciousness.”7
Many studies have shown that industrialization, urbanization, and
rising levels of education and wealth greatly reduce the influence of
religious institutions on people living in developed societies:
“The death of religion was the conventional
wisdom in the social sciences during most of the
twentieth century; indeed it has been regarded as
the master model of sociological inquiry, where
secularization was ranked with bureaucratization,
rationalization, and urbanization as the key
historical revolutions transforming medieval
agrarian societies into modern industrial nations.”8
Jürgen Habermas advanced similar ideas as he wrote about the
coexistence of religions. The German philosopher argued that the state
founded on liberal principles should not transform the necessary
institutional separation of religion and state into undue mental and
psychological difficulties for those citizens who follow their faith:
“Under unfavorable circumstances, capitalist
modernization penetrating these societies from the
outside then triggers social uncertainty and
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cultural upheavals. What is more surprising is the
political revitalization of religion at the heart of the
United States, where the dynamism of
modernization unfolds most successfully. Certainly,
in Europe ever since the days of the French
Revolution we have been aware of the power of a
religious form of traditionalism that saw itself as
counter-revolutionary.”9
A study conducted in 152 states revealed that none of these
countries, except the United States, had an absolute separation of state
and religion, to the effect that the state would give no support to religion.
On the contrary, it was noted that the involvement of the state in religion
was increasing. It turned out that the separation of state and religion was
not an essential dimension of democratic societies. The prediction
according to which religion would cease to play an important role in any
state was proven wrong; on the contrary, religion has a prominent
presence in the public sphere10.
The evolution of religion has marked a change in the outlook and
conduct of the modern man in the twenty-first century, bringing to the
fore religious practices that are no longer opposed to modernity. In the
Catholic countries, for instance, while Catholicism is declining, modernity
generates its own forms of religion, since modernity stimulates
expectations that cannot be met without stimulating religious
imagination11. Religious pluralism is considered a hallmark of modernity.
The modern state contributes to the pluralization of the religious sphere,
that is to say it permits religious organizations to enter its territory, it
controls them by granting rights and establishing obligations, it creates
the framework for the peaceful coexistence of various religious groups, it
regulates the religious sphere12. The state defines the standards of
legitimacy for religion in society. In turn, the religious institutions adopt
the principles of bureaucracy that characterize the modern state.
It is significant that, while there is religious pluralism in the United
States, the American people explicitly adhere to one religion, namely
Christianity. Furthermore, America’s national identity is understood as
belonging to Christianity as the dominant religion: “Rather than merely
describing the demographic status quo, statements like ‘America is a
Christian nation’ represent a discursive practice that seeks to align the
boundaries of authentic national belonging with adherence to the
dominant religious faith.”13 Therefore, it has been said that America is an
atypical example, because the modernization of society coexists with high
levels of religious involvement: “religiosity appears to have remained
stable in the United States”14.
The debate about religion, modernity, and secularization is livelier
than ever since the advent of the secularization theory15. P. Berger, who
advocated secularism in the 1960s, considers the decline of the churches in
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many Western European countries the exception rather than the rule16, a
thesis opposite to the idea about the marginalizing of Christianity in a
pluralistic society17. He has explained why his theory of secularization had
changed:
“Today you cannot plausibly maintain that
modernity necessarily leads to secularization: it
may – and it does in certain parts of the world
among certain groups of people –, but not
necessarily. On the other hand, I would argue that
modernity very likely, but not inevitably, leads to
pluralism, to a pluralization of worldviews, values,
etc., including religion, and I think one can show
why that is. It’s not a mysterious process. It has to
do with certain structural changes and their effects
on human institutions and human consciousness.”18
Mircea Eliade had argued as early as 1957, in his work The Sacred and
the Profane, that the areligious man is a rare phenomenon even in the most
desacralized of modern societies. The modern man, who claims to be
areligious, still carries within himself an entire hidden mythology and a
myriad of degraded ritualisms. Mircea Eliade conceives the sacred as an
inherent element to consciousness, which denies the rationalist approach
that considers the phenomenon of religion to be a prescientific stage of
human evolution. Religion, says Eliade, presumes and asserts the profane,
giving man the possibility to perceive the sacred19. It is not without
interest that any religious belief manifests itself as a way of building one’s
identity in relation to reference groups. Indeed, the sacred, an immanent
dimension of the human being, reverberates throughout the human
world, including the social world: “Religion is a powerful reservoir, as
religious revelations are turned into national shrines, religious miracles
become national feasts, and holy scriptures are reinterpreted as national
epics.”20
Although the thesis of religious pluralism had already emerged in the
1980s, Huntington continued to approach the religious life of the former
Communist countries by relating it to Western modernity21. Huntington’s
idea is invoked as an argument of the religious differentiation between
Eastern and Western Europe:
“Casual observers often notice a divide between a
religious East and a secular West, and many
European politicians have pointed to the public
piety of Hungarians, Slovaks, or Poles as a marker of
backwardness, an indication that they are not quite
ready for full European status. Just as it was once
common to speak of a distinctive (and pathological)
‘Eastern’ form of nationalism, so today many
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commentators perceive a unique, atavistic, notquite-European form of public religiosity in the new
member states of the EU!”22
Peter J. Katzenstein introduces in the study of religion the concept of
,,multiple modernities”, coined by S. Eisenstadt, bringing forth arguments
against the so-called increase in secularism in present-day society:
“Multiple modernities disappoint those searching
for one dominant narrative, such as the growth of
secularism or the inescapability of civilizational
clashes. They are expressed in a variety of cultural
programs that reinvent themselves continuously in
history. These programs adapt themselves to (and
also modify) large-scale historical processes such as
modernization, secularization, industrialization,
and democratization.”23
Recent research indicates a revival of Christianity and an increase in
the number of persons “believing without belonging”, both of which
occurs more often among young people:
“In fact, for the status of religions and Christian
denominations in Europe, the tendency in the last
twenty years has been a reduction of the extremes:
the most secularized countries, such as France, are
tending to grant more recognition to religion
(denominational schooling under state contract,
school curricula content, ethics committees, etc.),
while at the other extreme, official religions, in
countries that have one, are less marked
denominationally.”24
The explanation for the revival of religious feeling within the context
of modernity can be found in facts and events caused by risks derived
from the evolution of contemporary society:
“It is said that we have passed from triumphant
modernity to disenchanted, relativized modernity,
unsure of itself, devoid of collective hope (collapse
of the ‘great narratives’), threatened by economic
insecurity, ecological dangers, and the spread of
nuclear weapons; modernity that, under these
conditions, is making a return –selectively – to
traditions and the contributions of great
civilizations (other approaches to medicine, other
forms of wisdom and religion, etc.).”25
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Orthodoxy and national identity
From my analysis above I conclude that religion has a strong
presence in any contemporary society, be it a developed and modern one
or an emergent one. Undoubtedly, religion occupies a dominant position
in the traditions of a nation, as one of the components of national
identity26. It is significant that the Romanian national identity comprises
the European, as well as the Christian dimension. Therefore, it is
considered that the Church served primarily the interests of the nation
and not the interests of the society and of its every people27. From the
Orthodox point of view, the ideal of the nation can be completely
integrated in the Christian ideal28. Christianity is perceived in Romania as
inextricably linked to nationality29.
The fall of Communism in 1989 restored hope for an evolution
towards modernity that would remove the obstacles to economic
development and to the improvement of life conditions in the postcommunist countries. The subsequent evolution of these countries has not
led to economic performance, but has strenghtened the role of religion in
asserting national identity. Orthodoxy continues to give voice to national
identity in the countries where it is a dominant force. Consequently,
Orthodoxy is part of the religious revival in society today. In this context,
one can say that Orthodoxy has adapted itself to the social changes. As a
matter of fact, this is openly acknowledged: “Orthodoxy is not a static and
changeless system, as many Orthodox like to present it. It can very well
endorse and promote various changes, despite internal criticism and
reactions”30.
Religious, cultural and national identity is associated with the ideals
of independence and sovereignty both in the Church and in the state
affairs, therefore Eastern Orthodoxy is considered more nationalist than
other Christian denominations31.
National identity expresses attitudes, mentalities and collective
behaviors of the individuals belonging to a national state. National
identity is defined by the distinctive, even unique features of a nation,
such as language, culture, religion, but also by the observance of customs,
traditions, and conventions which are specific to a national community32.
National identity in many European countries expressed their objective
existence and the essence of what their people did in order to be
recognized as modern nations. Among the consequences of this process
we mention the sense of belonging to a national community and the
edification of a unique, i.e. national culture, protected from foreign
influences. Today there is a crisis of identities, determined by the
redefinition of cultural identities along different lines than those typical of
the modern period33.
During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, religious identity in
South-Eastern Europe derived from a synthesis between Orthodoxy and
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nation, which led to a merger between local and national traditions, on
the one hand, and Orthodoxy, on the other hand. This identity is part of
the historical trajectory of a mostly Orthodox modernization of South-East
European societies34. It is a close relationship in many cases, between
ethnic origin myths and religious belief35.
The study of the evolution of Romanian identity brought about by
Orthodoxy takes into account the actual social and historical context in
the regions inhabited by Romanians. Thus, while in Wallachia and
Moldavia the Orthodox Church was dominant, though not autocephalous,
in Transylvania, the Romanians being Orthodox, were merely tolerated as
an ethnic group36. Until the second half of the nineteenth century, the
Orthodox Romanians in Transylvania were under the canonical rule of the
Serbian Patriarch of Karlowitz. In the official documents of the period, the
formula “Orthodox” was not admitted and was replaced with the term
“not united”.
For the Romanian people, Orthodoxy represents more than a
Christian denomination; it is, in fact, identified as belonging to Romanian
ethnicity: “In other words, a Romanian was someone who was Orthodox.
But Orthodoxy was not only a body of doctrine. Rather, it was an amalgam
of faith and religious practices intertwined with ancient folk customs and
beliefs that had been passed down from generation to generation.”37
According to Keith Hitchins, the process of modernization has not led to
the creation of the nation in the areas inhabited by Romanians, since the
nation existed as such before the beginning of modernization:
“The nation discovered and affirmed by
Romanian elites was not a construct; it was not
simply an entity they imagined as a response to the
economic and social imperatives of the modern age.
Rather, the elites of the eighteenth century built on
a sense of community that was already strong in
1700: the memory of shared experiences in the past,
the folk customs and myths, the language, the
Eastern Orthodox religious tradition, and the social
and political exclusion that drew the community
together.”38
From here I can conclude that the nation already existed in the three
Romanian principalities, which were agrarian societies that embarked on
the path to modernity much later than the Western countries:
“The elites’ idea of nation thus had strong roots in
the past. There is other evidence, too, that the idea
of nation was not wholly a product of modernity.
Romanian society and Transylvanian society, in
general, in the eighteenth and the first half of the
nineteenth century were agrarian. They were not
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by any definition capitalist and industrial, even
though changes in the economy of the principality
were accelerating after 1800.”39
Unlike Western modernity, which separated the evolution of the
nation from that of the church, in Eastern Europe, including Romania,
modernity has cemented the unity of church and nation. It is significant
that Orthodoxy has been named a Christian denomination of Greek
origin40. Orthodoxy was adopted by nations forced to survive under the
domination of empires, while Catholicism belonged to independent and
economically powerful nations. This disparity is responsible for the
different social and economic foundation of each Christian denomination.
To belong to Orthodoxy means to have, by birth or choice, a
linguistically, geographically, culturally, and mentally determined
identity. In other words, you cannot simply be an Orthodox, but you can
be a Russian Orthodox, a Romanian Orthodox, or a Greek Orthodox41.
In the Orthodox countries (Russia, Georgia, Romania, Serbia, Bulgaria,
Greece), the modern development and industrialization occurred two
centuries later than in the West. Therefore, capitalism was never a
dominant economic force in those countries. This explains why Orthodoxy
was and remains culturally and theologically different from Roman
Catholicism and Protestantism:
“For all these and other historical reasons
Orthodoxy was and remains culturally and
theologically different from both Roman
Catholicism and Protestantism. For the same
reasons the relationship of Orthodoxy to modernity
and to secularization is specific and ambivalent.
Orthodoxy is premodern not only in a historical
sense but also in the sense that it transcends
Western rationalism and rationalization”42.
This difference between Orthodoxy and the other Christian
denominations leads to a distinctive evolution of modernity.
In our discussion, I put Orthodoxy on the same level as the other
Christian denominations, considering that they form together the unity of
the Christian world. More often than not, the focus is on the dichotomy
between Christianity in Eastern Europe and Christianity in Western
Europe, with the sole purpose of highlighting certain political differences,
for example the attitude towards civil society. It is said that, rather than
being part of civil society, the Romanian Orthodox Church has remained
an ally of the state: “Therefore, instead of positioning itself in the ranks of
civil society and thus contributing to the consolidation of democracy in
Romania, after 1989, the ROC made constant attempts to ally with the state
and to receive advantages from this alliance”43. If I could say that the ROC
is part of the civil society, we should ask ourselves if there is a civil society
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in Romania. In fact, the Romanian Orthodox Church is not an ally of the
state, but an institution which, in its historical tradition, has cooperated
with the state in spiritual and national matters.
The Romanian public sphere is characterized by a resurgence of
religion and by the omnipresence of religious ideas in a space that
pretends at the same time to be inspired by the ideal of modernization. I
can see this dual presence of religion: on the one hand, a massive presence
in the public sphere, on the other hand, a discourse about the failure to
cultivate Christian morality44.
Furthermore, European integration can be perceived as a threat to
the national identity of the new member states, in view of the fact that
national identity and Orthodox identity partially overlap: “the Romanian
Orthodox Church constructs itself as the true and only carrier of
Romanian national identity, defined dialectically by opposition to the
cosmopolitan identity of Western Europe”45.
Recent research has advanced the idea that, in Romania’s case, the
church replaces the political institutions that should bring democracy
closer to citizens46. In the present-day Romanian society, traditional
lifestyles and perspectives persist despite modernization trends in
society47.
Various Romanian authors have studied Orthodoxy and its role in
social life. Among them, I mention N. Iorga, S. Mehedinţi, C. RădulescuMotru, L. Blaga, Nae Ionescu, Nichifor Crainic, V. Băncilă, M. Vulcănescu,
Mircea Eliade, R. Dragnea, D. Stăniloae. In their endeavors to shed light on
national specificity, they looked for those areas that could be relevant to
ethnic particularity. In their writings, the authors mentioned above have
addressed key issues of Orthodoxy and national culture: the religious
character of the old Romanian culture, the role of a protector of
Orthodoxy assumed by the Romanian provinces after the fall of the
Byzantine Empire, the donations made by Romanian rulers to the
monasteries of Mount Athos, their concern for monasteries and other
social institutions in the Romanian regions, the Romanian participation in
coalitions against the enemies of Christianity, the relationship between
religion and nation, the virtues of the ancestral church.
At the same time, it was noted that, with the advent of
modernization, Romanian intellectuals became increasingly estranged
from the Orthodox tradition:
“The break of our intellectuals with the Orthodox
tradition, which had been followed by the
Romanian people in the spirit of the Philokalia,
ocurred in the previous century [nineteenth
century] and was caused by a brutal, hasty and in
many ways damaging modernization that affected
society, and especially thinking, ethics, human
relations. Even before the Revolution of 1848, the
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desire to introduce quickly the values of foreign
civilization led to the abandonment of the spiritual
tradition, so that the Romanians parted ways: on
the one hand, the monks, the villagers and the
simple people living in town continued to live
according to the tradition; on the other hand, a
minority embraced the West and used its cultural,
political and economical power to trigger a new
development in the country for more than a
century. This minority is responsible for the
secularization of our society, for its weakening on a
spiritual level, for its alienation from roots and
past.”48
It is obvious that Orthodoxy followed another path to modernity than
the Western Christian denominations: “The inner spirituality of the
Orthodox people can still be expressed in traditional forms, because it is
still there, available, not disenchanted. In this respect, the Orthodox
religion could be called a post-modern religion.”49 This statement needs to
be amended. Orthodoxy has not been part of the Western modernity; it
has filtered the elements of modernity imported into the countries of
Eastern Europe, though it has not resisted the process of modernization.
The latter is proved by the fact that many Orthodox hierarchs and
exegetes studied in the West. Of course, there are not many Catholic
bishops who choose to study at universities in Eastern Europe.
The intensity of religiosity in a certain society is not necessarily the
result of insufficient modernization. The statement that “Romania is one
of the most religious countries in Europe precisely because it has one of
the least modernized social systems on the old continent”50 overlooks the
resurgence of religion in countries that underwent modernization a long
time ago and where the separation of church and state was enacted as a
result of secularization. This has already been discussed above. In fact, the
attempt to derive from the comparison with Western modernization
conclusions about an insufficient modernization in Romania is
unproductive. I cannot compare the reflexive modernity that prevails
today in the Western countries with the Romanian modernity, which is
oriented towards different types of change.
It has been said that there exists a modernization without modernity,
ultimately representing the paradox of the Orthodox world51. I argue that
Romania has been experiencing a type of modernity, namely a tendential
modernity, which can be also characterized as a “survival modernity”.
Unlike Western modernity, oriented towards development, emancipation,
economic and social progress, modernity in Eastern Europe was adopted
as a way to preserve cultural, national, and religious identity, in view of
the pressure coming from outside. Romanian Orthodoxy was a pillar of
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this survival modernity, which laid emphasis on the modern forms needed
to support the internal foundation.
Employing a sociological approach, I try to explain how tendential
modernity has supported the role of Orthodoxy in an agrarian society,
where the fundamental factor with direct influence on modernity is the
perpetuation of a rural civilization and culture which resists solvent
modern values, as well as modernization patterns contrary to the
communitarian spirit of the countryside. Romanian Orthodoxy exists in a
society that still has a strong rural character, therefore this Christian
denomination retains essential rural and popular traits. Almost half of
Romania’s population today lives in rural areas, and some of these regions
have a lifestyle similar to that of the early twenty century.

The church encounters modernity. The relations between church
and state.
The study of the relationship between state and church in the
Romanian society reveals a symbiosis of secularity and religiosity,
necessary for preserving national identity. How can I explain the
cohabitation of these two entities? The answer to this question lies in the
historical and geopolitical context of the area inhabited by Romanians,
essential in the evolution of modernity. Compared to Northern and
Western Europe, the Romanians have lived in an area with different
economic and social rules, where the modernization of society has not yet
been completed and advances slowly, discontinuously, and unsteadily. To
denote this process, I have introduced the term “tendential modernity”52.
The modernization processes were carried out, for different reasons,
by adopting Western laws and imitating Western institutions, without a
critical evaluation of the specific situation of the Romanian society. The
idea of a model of development that should be followed by other countries
proved to be unproductive, because “nothing is so rooted in the historical
particularities as institutions and political actors”53.
Due to the shortage or lack of domestic resources for modernization
(human, economic, administrative, financial, cultural resources),
tendential modernity is an asymptotic form of modernization, that does
not achieve the standards of modernity, even though it may appear to
come very close. As a tentative state of society, modernity does not impose
itself as a certainty at each level of the social organism, because it is
inconsistent and proceeds unevenly in different areas. Therefore, while
there is modernity in Romania, the modern man is present only to a
certain degree.
One of the causes of tendential modernity is the democratic deficit
resulting in a lethargic attitude of the Romanian population, which still
has not outgrown the mentality of expecting aid from the state and the
power groups. The fragility of political life and parliamentary democracy,
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the lack in civic engagement of a large part of the population, the internal
and external constraints to which the society and its leaders must find
solutions, all these are historical legacies. Modernization in Romania could
not rely on a civil society with a genuine capacity for action.
The state only managed to lay the foundations of a tendential, formal,
and politicianist democracy. Tendential modernity is a modernity
accepted by the legal system of society; formally, it includes the direction
to democratization, but the process of modernization is constantly
hindered and blocked by the traditional circumstances, which are more
stable and have a stronger influence on the real workings of society.
In Romania, the modern development was imposed by the state
through its institutional structures, because modernization can take place
only within a centralized state. The modernization of society meant to
create the institutional framework required for the strengthening of the
Romanian nation, which, for various reasons, had not yet managed to
include all the people that identified themselves as Romanians in one
state. The state used modern institutions to accomplish its goals, such as
gaining recognition as an independent country and achieving the
unification of all the Romanian people, it gave priority to the national
project, whereas issues regarding the economic and social development
were postponed.
To support my ideas about tendential modernity, I will bring
arguments pointing to the involvement of the Romanian state in the
administration of religious affairs. Therefore, I will discuss the evolution
of the relationship between state and church in the period following the
establishment of the Romanian national state.
Modernity in Romania focused primarily on national and geostrategic
problems, due to the absence of a state encompassing all Romanians. To
achieve modernization, the state made use of the administrative
apparatus, the army, the police and the educational system, evidently in
order to create conditions for the development of capitalism and the
bourgeoisie. The Orthodox Church had been recognized as a symbol of
national identity, therefore it was included among the basic institutions
that would support the national project, in order to serve the new
purposes imposed by modernity; the church did not take actions to bring
about the restructuring of society, but it endorsed the new concept.
The Romanian Orthodox Church had to go through various critical
situations, as did the Romanian society. Due to the precarious social and
material conditions of the majority of the population, the Romanian
Orthodox Church faced financial and economic difficulties that prevented
it from achieving independence from the state. Moreover, the Romanian
state provided in the past financial support to the church and continues to
do it today, so that the state has become, in fact, a protector of the ROC.
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Shortly after it came into being in 1959, the Romanian state took
measures in order to clarify its relationship with the Orthodox Church,
due to the necessity to unify religious affairs in the two principalities –
Moldavia and Wallachia –, as well as to regulate relations between the
state and its institutions, including the church. Social actors that lacked
the skills to manage a modern national state found themselves under
pressure to make fast decisions, which had important implications for the
regulation of religious affairs.
I will refer briefly to regulations that were essential to the formation
of the Romanian modern state, in order to highlight the accelerated pace
of social change claimed by modernity, which set the framework for
solving the national problems and for achieving state independence. As
noted, the laws governing religious affairs issued by the ruler Alexandru
Ioan Cuza were required by the deep changes occurring in the country54.
The cooperation between the state and the Orthodox Church is
rooted in the effort to preserve the nation. The modern period brought
political reorganizations that profoundly affected the old status of the
church and inaugurated new types of relations between the church and
the state. Alexandru Ioan Cuza’s reforms were intended to promote the
national idea with the support of the Orthodox Church, strengthening its
role as a national institution, independent of any power outside the
country, starting from the fact that historical experience had consolidated
the role of the church as a guarantor of national identity.
The indisputable expression of the regulatory intervention of the
Romanian state in religious affairs is the law on the secularization of
monastery estates, which, together with the land reform, was one of the
reforms that made a crucial contribution to the modernization of
Romania. Starting with 1859, the Cuza regime began to draft a legislation
that would allow the transfer of church properties to the state. In the
same year, the estates of the monasteries Neamţ, Secu, Agapia, Văratec,
Adam, and Vorona were put under the administration of the Ministry of
Religious Affairs. The law on the secularization of monastery estates,
issued on December 17/29, 1863, proclaimed that the properties of the
submitted churches and monasteries in the country, as well as other gifts
or properties transferred by testamentary disposition “belong to the
Romanian State, and revenues generated by these establishments will be
included in the general budget of the state”55. The state established in
1859 had to issue this law in order to assert its national identity. A quarter
of the country’s arable land belonging to the Romanian monasteries,
which were primarily under Greek influence, became the property of the
Romanian state. In this way, foreign monks had to comply with Romanian
laws. The secularization law was not accepted by the Patriarchate of
Constantinople who found strong supporters in Turkey and Russia. For the
Romanian state, the takeover of these properties meant annual revenues
of approximately 7 million francs delivered to its budget, a clear sign that
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the state exercised control over the revenues belonging to its territory.
These revenues provided some of the resources needed for the modern
development of the country. Unlike other countries, the Romanian state
had only internal resources for its projects of modernization. An aspect
worth mentioning is the failed proposal that the Romanian state should
provide financial compensation only for the secularized estates of the
submitted monasteries. The refusal to provide compensation for the
secularized estates of the submitted and indigenous monasteries
expressed the will of the Romanian state to decide autonomously on all
matters of the country, including religious ones. This attitude illustrated
the existence of a modern Romanian statehood.
During the rule of Cuza, the country witnessed the enactment of the
first laws to establish the governing structure of the Orthodox Church
within the Romanian state, protecting their autonomy against any foreign
power. The Organic Decree adopted on December 3, 1864, and
promulgated three days later by Cuza laid the legal basis for a central
ecclesiastical authority; this act established the United Synod of the
Churches in Moldavia and Wallachia and created the conditions for the
appointment of a primate metropolitan as head of the Romanian Orthodox
Church56. In Article 1, the new law stipulated: “The Romanian Orthodox
Church is and remains independent of any foreign ecclesiastical authority
in matters of organization and discipline”. Thus, the autocephaly of the
ROC was officially proclaimed. Article 3 of the same law stated the
following: “The General Synod of the Romanian Church maintains the
dogmatic unity of the holy Orthodox faith with the Great Eastern Church
by agreement with the Ecumenical Church of Constantinople”. On January
11, 1865, the Metropolitan of Wallachia gained the title of primate
metropolitan; the new status of the highest hierarch of the Romanian
Orthodox Church played a key role in the unification of the church
administration within the framework of the Romanian national state.
The law concerning the appointment of metropolitan and diocesan
bishops, promulgated on May 11, 1865, served to further strengthen the
authority of the state. Article 1 stated:
“The metropolitan and diocesan bishops in
Romania are appointed by the Prince, following a
presentation of the Ministry of Religious Affairs,
after deliberations of the Council of Ministers”. This
regulation put an end to the old canonical election
of bishops. In order to impose as quickly as possible
the new Romanian national identity, it was decided
that the bishops would be invested by direct
appointment. The Romanian state took no
measures to separate itself from the church, as did
European countries in the nineteenth century, but
intervened in the organization of the church. The
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protest of the clergy against this decision was called
“the struggle for canonicity”57.
In March 1863, a new law established the compulsory use of the
Romanian language in all churches. The Council of Ministers decided that
the church service should be celebrated in the national language, which
had been replaced over time by Slavonic or Greek. In this way, the
Romanian identity was directly expressed by the church through the
official language of the state. I should also mention the reorganization of
theological education. The Public Education Act of 1864 transformed the
theological seminaries in state institutions. It is no exaggeration to say
that the church represented in the nineteenth century an important
channel of public communication in the Romanian language. Thus, the
Romanian people found themselves in a position to assert their national
identity, in a context very different from the past, when the Romanian
elites had a cosmopolitan attitude towards foreign languages and cultures,
to the detriment of the Romanian language: until 1700, the official
language used in administration and church was the Slavonic language,
between 1711 and 1821 its place was taken by Modern Greek, which also
became the language of salon gatherings, and in the second half of the
nineteenth century, French became the language used in the salons and
also, to a certain extent, in the press and the theatre.
In order to consolidate its position in the modernization process, the
state took over institutions and missions that had belonged to the ROC:
“the transfer of ecclesiastical education under
the guidance of the state; the taking-over of the
registry papers from the Church, transferring them
to the city halls, the religious marriage ceasing to
be compulsory, including the reduction of the
kinship degree (from VI degree to IV degree) at the
contract of the marriage; the transfer of the
divorces from the jurisdiction of the Church courts
to that of the civil courts; the involvement of the
state in the naming of metropolitan and diocesan
bishops”58.
The intensity of monastic life decreased after the secularization of
monastery estates (1863) and the enactment of the decree (late 1864) that
regulated the monastic problem and imposed limits on the number of
monks in each monastery59, meaning that only those having theological
studies and vocation could become monks, providing the basis for
selecting the members of the high clergy. Men aged at least 60 and women
aged at least 50 were excepted from this rule and could become monks or
nuns undergoing certain formalities. These decisions aimed to create an
educated and trained Orthodox clergy.
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Through his actions, Cuza pursued the goal of transforming the
Orthodox Church into an advocate of the national interest and a carrier of
ethnic identity; the state controlled religious affairs in order to block the
interference of foreign powers (Russia and the Ottoman Empire) in
Romanian politics. The political independence pursued by the new
Romanian state needed to be augmented by a canonical independence
from the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, regarded solely as an
instrument of the Ottoman Empire. Cuza tried to reorganize the church by
obvious state intervention. There is no doubt that the political power
exercised its control over the church, leading ultimately to the
appointment of the bishops by the Prince, but this way of acting must be
judged within the context of the time. The Romanian Orthodox Church did
not have the necessary power to achieve on its own independence from
the Ecumenical Patriarchate. With the support of the state, the ROC gained
its autocephaly, an indispensable condition if it was to become a national
institution capable of promoting the Romanian identity. In February 1885,
the Ecumenical Patriarchate recognized the autocephalous status of the
Romanian Orthodox Church.
The Cuza regime set a framework for organizing and conducting
religious affairs that would provide the basis for all subsequent
regulations in this area. All these regulations are a further proof that the
new state, established in 1859, had to develop its own institutions in order
to gain internal and external legitimacy. Unlike previous periods, for
instance the Middle Ages, when the ruler and the church were the two
major factors of power, after 1859 the church no longer had the power in
the state.
Over the following years, religious affairs in Romania were subject to
further regulations. The status of the ROC was regulated in the first
Romanian Constitution (1866), in Article 1, paragraph 4: “The spiritual,
canonical and disciplinary affairs of the Romanian Orthodox Church will
be subject to regulation by a single central ecclesiastical authority,
according to a special law”, and Article 1, paragraph 5: “The election of the
metropolitan and diocesan bishops follows a procedure set out in a special
law”.
The year 1872 witnessed the promulgation of the Organic Law for the
election of metropolitan and diocesan bishops, as well as for the
establishment of the Holy Synod of the autocephalous Romanian Orthodox
Church. This law stipulated that metropolitans and bishops will be elected
by the members of the Synod and by all incumbent deputies and senators
of Orthodox religion, which created discontent among the hierarchs. The
participation of the Orthodox deputies and senators in the election of the
hierarchs further demonstrates the direct involvement of the state in
religious affairs. The appointment of hierarchs by decree was a practice
that had emerged before the second half of the nineteenth century. I can
see here a perpetuation of an older tradition, which entitled the Romanian
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rulers to confirm the election of metropolitans in Moldavia and Wallachia
by handing the crook – the symbol of investiture. The Ecumenical
Patriarch of Constantinople approved the nomination by giving his
blessing. The metropolitan, as head of the Church, could be appointed or
discarded by the Prince, if his actions were hostile to the secular power.
The state intervened directly in the nomination of hierarchs to make sure
that they would be faithful to the process of modernization needed to
sustain the nation.
The Romanian Orthodox Church came into being in 1872, when the
Holy Synod was established in Bucharest. This event marked the
transformation of the Romanian metropolises and bishoprics from entities
belonging to the Patriarchate of Constantinople to constitutive parts of
the new autocephalous ecclesiastical structure60. The metropolitan of
Ungro-Wallachia, who was also archbishop of Bucharest, was elevated to
the rank of primate metropolitan of Romania. Fitting into the modern
paradigm of autocephaly, the canonical independence of the ROC was
accepted by the clergy and state authorities as a prerequisite for political
independence. The separation of church and state was not possible in
Eastern Europe due to two historical legacies: the Byzantine tradition and
the experience of Ottoman domination61. Without the support of the
modern state, the Romanian Orthodox Church could not have gained its
autocephaly.
The great Romanian reformer Spiru Haret has made fundamental
contributions to the regulation of the relations between state and church.
We should mention in passing that the studies in the history of the
Romanian Orthodox Church do not discuss the measures taken by Haret to
regulate religious affairs.
Spiru Haret has a distinctive approach to modernization; he does not
share the perspective that modernization is a process imposed in a topdown fashion by elites and political parties – a perspective that led to a
partial and limited modernity, which had no real effects on society and
especially on the peasantry. The actions undertaken by Haret are based on
the assumption that the path towards modernization starts from the
village and its peasantry, where he discovers the capacities required for
modernization62.
In Haret’s view, the church is an institution of the Romanian state,
and both the autonomy of the church in front of the state and the support
given by the latter derive from the coexistence of church and state. The
autocephaly and autonomy of the church in terms of organization and
operation are reinforced by its relationship with the state:
“The church is an organism of the state, the most
important one; the church exists together with the
state, contributing to its life, receiving at the same
time support from the latter. Hence, one cannot
conceive a total divorce between the two; this
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would be called the separation of church and state,
and we don’t have it, and should not have it. There
are circumstances when the church must work
hand in hand with the state, especially in difficult
moments” 63.
Spiru Haret introduced the law on the establishment and
organization of the House of the Holy Autocephalous Romanian Orthodox
Church, which was promulgated through the Royal Decree no. 255 on 21st
January 1902. Following the pattern of the law on the House of Schools,
this act stipulated the founding of an institution for supervising the
administration of the assets of the Church and religious establishments, as
well as the administration of the funds granted to the Church in the state
budget. This law shows clearly that the state assumed, through one of its
institutions, unconditional control over the religious patrimony,
excepting the funds of large trusteeships64. Article 11 stipulated that the
House of the Church would use its own funds to provide aid to the poor
churches, if these were unable to bear the costs required for their
maintenance. Haret’s undertakings aimed at strengthening the position of
the main agents of modernization in the Romanian villages. Along with
teachers, priests were designed to play an important role in the act of
culturalization in the countryside, because their words “were listened to
even more than the words of the teacher”65; thus, Haret attempted to
create conditions that would bring the servants of the church closer to the
people.
Moreover, he asked the king to sign the draft decrees by which
certain teachers and priests were awarded the medals “Merit for Services
to the School” and “Merit for Services to the Church”, for the way they
had acted during the Peasant Revolt of 1907. Spiru Haret noted that the
1907 revolt showed the big mistake made by ignoring the social role of
teachers and priests and by failing to take into consideration their state of
mind.66
As a matter of fact, Haret wrote about the role of the church in
elevating the cultural level of the peasants67.
In order to democratize religious life and the relations between
clergy and believers, Haret proposed the modification of the Synodal Law,
drawing on the Organic Statute of the Romanian Orthodox Church in
Transylvania, imposed by the Metropolitan bishop Andrei Şaguna. It is not
without interest that, while Al. I. Cuza legislated the relations of the
Romanian state with the Orthodox Church, in Transylvania, Andrei Şaguna
achieved on December 24, 1864, the re-establishmment of the old
Metropolis of Transylvania, dissolved in 1701. In the fall of 1868, Şaguna
convoked a national ecclesiastical conference in Transylvania, which
discussed and approved the draft for the Organic Statute of the
Transylvanian Orthodox Church. The power of the constitution of the
Transylvanian Orthodox Church lies in its modernity and democracy,
Journal for the Study of Religions and Ideologies, vol. 12, issue 34 (Spring 2013)

191

Constantin Schifirneţ

Orthodoxy, Church, State, and National Identity

based on the “synodality” (collaboration) between clerics (1/3) and
laymen (2/3) in all the three administrative areas – parish, archpriestship
and diocese –, in the following fields: ecclesiastical, educational and
economic68. All this shows the social transformations that were ocurring in
the regions inhabited by Romanians. These principles provided the
foundation for the organizational statutes of the entire Romanian
Orthodox Church in 1925 and in 1948.
In the first version of the bill on the modification of the Synodal Law
of 1872, Haret envisioned a composition of the Synod resembling that of
the Transylvanian Orthodox Church69. But he soon realized that it was not
possible to absorb the ideas of the Metropolitan bishop of Transylvania,
because the conditions were not favorable for the participation of laymen
in the life of the church70. Haret wished to revise some of the provisions
introduced by the law of 1872 in order to democratize the relationships
within the church, investing the lay clergy with a social status – a proper
thing to do in a modern state:
“Let us try to transform the clergy into a social
power, alive and active, in the service of the nation;
let us try to bring the upper clergy and the lower
clergy as close as possible in order to facilitate their
common action, allowing them to know and
appreciate each other better, enhancing the
authority of the former and the self-assurance of
the latter.” 71
Haret expressed clearly the difficulty of harmonizing the ideas and
patterns of behavior found in the Old Kingdom with those prevailing in
the other Romanian provinces, an argument that supports the
discriminative view on the modernization processes occurring in the
regions inhabited by Romanians, even in a common area, i.e. the
relationship between the Romanian Orthodox Church and society.
According to Haret’s bill, the Episcopal Synod would decide on all
dogmatic and ritual problems, leaving the decision on other matters to a
mixed Synod (comprising the Episcopal Synod, representatives of the
secular clergy, a delegate of the Faculty of Theology, and two
representatives of the monasteries). This mixed Synod was supposed to be
the “Upper Ecclesiastical Consistory”. The bill enlarged the circle of the
persons eligible for the positions of a bishop or metropolitan. Haret
pointed out that by establishing the Consistory he wished to provide a way
for bringing together all the levels of the Romanian clergy in religious
affairs, so that there would be not only hierarchical relations between
shepherds and flock, and they would come and talk to each other about
the problems that concern the entire Church, maintaining, of course, the
rights reserved exclusively by the bishops, according to the canons.72
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The bill on the modification of the Synodal Law, promulgated in
March 1909, was supposed to come into operation. The Synod elaborated
the regulations of the Consistory in May 1909, but on October 6, 1909, the
Bishop of Roman, Gherasim Safirin, presented a memorandum to the
Synod, claiming that the new law “overthrew the doctrine of ecclesiastical
hierarchy, the doctrine of the relationship between bishops, priests and
deacons, the doctrine of the center of Church authority” and announcing
that, “if his brothers in God will persist in contesting the doctrines”, he
would apply Canon I of the Seventh Ecumenical Council, namely “I will
break any canonical relationship with them, I will ban them, I will
anathemize them as if they were heathens and publicans”.73 Because of the
bishop’s persistency in refusing the Consistory and of the support given to
him by the Conservative opposition and also by various representatives of
the upper clergy (although the latter initially had supported the minister),
the act on the modification of the Synodal Law did not come into
operation. The act was amended during the 1911-1912 parliamentary
session, on the initiative of the Conservative minister C. C. Arion, by
eliminating Article 20, which stated that the members of the Upper
Ecclesiastical Consistory could only be judged by the Consistory.
In the period 1909-1911, the church went through a crisis, leading to
conflicts between the state and the clergy and to the resignation of two
primate metropolitans and a bishop. The political class and the press
proceeded to inflame the conflictual state, being not interested in the
principle of the separation of church and state, but in political
partisanship.
In short, the hierarchs and the political class refused a modern
provision stipulating a communion between the hierarchs and the secular
clergy, that would have met the needs of the Romanian state and society
and would have actually strengthened the national edifice of the Romanian
Orthodox Church74. Haret argued for a cooperation of state and church, but
not for an autonomy of the church to the prejudice of the state.
As a reformer, Haret understood that, since the critical mass
sustaining modernization in Romania was rather precarious, the church
had an essential role. In the absence of a bourgeoisie in towns and villages,
modern transformations could be accomplished only by the social groups
available in Romanian society; notable among them were the teachers and
the priests. Haret never denied the principle of church autonomy in
ecclesiastical matters, but, at the same time, he noticed the negative
effects of a separation of church and state, “if it [the church] would not
acknowledge the great services rendered by the state on numberless
occasions, and especially in the most difficult moments”75.
Haret insisted that the measures taken by the state were meant to
support the church, and this idea was, in fact, a guiding principle of his
project to modernize the Romanian society, a project that revolved around
the reformation of rural society. Referring to those who advocated the
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separation of church and state, he blamed them for imitating a concept
taken over from other cultures: “They heard this phrase elsewhere and
thought that repeating it here would be a smart thing to do.”76 Haret
considered that the separation of church and state was a “phantasy”.
The specific conditions of Romanian culture and history made it
impossible to accept a separation of church and state:
“We must keep a just measure and beware of
going beyond certain limits; the collaboration
between state and church is fateful and inevitable,
as long as they meet on common ground, as long as
the state and the church have the duty to work for
the people and for their well-being. This
collaboration must be coordinated through comity
between the two factors, and therein lies the
intimate relationship that should exist between
church and state. Once this relationship no longer
exists, antagonism comes in its place, and it is a
historical truth that, whenever the church was not
with the state, it was against the state. No
reasonable man could wish this.”77
Haret recognizes the particularity of the transformation processes
that take place within the institutional frameworks of the church: “By its
own nature, the church does not adapt to frequent changes; therefore, if a
change must be made, it should be made so that you don’t need to get back
to it any time soon.”78
After the establishment of the national unitary state on December 1,
1918, the next step was to unify, in spring 1919, the ecclesiastical
structures by admitting the hierarchs from the newly integrated
provinces to the Synod of the Romanian Orthodox Church. It must be
emphasized that it was imperative to strengthen the unification
accomplished in 1918. Along with political and economic emergencies, it
was necessary to achieve spiritual solidarity in order to consolidate the
Romanian state, which governed now a larger territory and population,
with an ethnic, religious, economic and cultural composition different
from that of the Old Kingdom.
In the context created after the Great Union of 1918, the church
continued to assert and promote national identity, but its involvement in
this process required new strategies, because society itself had been
liberated from the effort that went into achieving the ideal of reuniting all
the Romanian provinces. The discourse on national identity claimed a
more direct communication with all social actors and agents. First of all,
the country’s elite had to be convinced to continue to identify itself with
Orthodox spirituality in the new context. The view on the role of the
Orthodox Church was integrated into the broader concept of the modern
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development of the country after World War I. As in other historical
moments, the Romanian elite, especially the intellectuals, had not
developed alternative programs before the unification of 1918. The
prevailing view was that everything would sort itself out, that the
administrative organization of the state could be easily achieved because
the population, consisting mainly of Romanians, not only belonged to the
same ethnic group, but also had a common spirituality that would quickly
remove the differences between the Romanian provinces, which had been
influenced over the centuries by various cultures and civilizations.
The followers of secularization, especially those living in some of the
provinces integrated in the new Romanian state, were clearly interested in
clarifying the status of the national church. Moreover, the existence of
other denominations within the Romanian state was an opportunity to
debate the religious issue considering the status of all denominations
operating in Greater Romania. Among other things, this new situation
aroused negative opinions regarding the idea of a dominant church,
resulting also in a critical, even disparaging attitude towards Orthodoxy.
After 1918, the Romanian state was facing a new problem, that was
difficult to solve with the concepts and methods of government of the Old
Kingdom. In the fall of 1920, Octavian Goga, the Minister of Religious
Affairs, submitted to the Parliament the draft law and statute for the
organization and operation of the Romanian Orthodox Church, but the
deliberations on the bill were postponed because the Metropolitan of
Transylvania, Nicolae Bălan, requested a special law, wanting it to be
specified in the new Romanian Constitution. Indeed, the Constitution of
1923 provided in the last paragraph of Article 22 for the enactment of a
special law for the organization and operation of the Romanian Orthodox
Church. The representatives of the denominations accepted the legal
regulation of their relations with the Romanian state after the new
Romanian Constitution was adopted in March 1923, assuring that the
special religious legislation was based on the principles enshrined in the
fundamental law of the state, the most important of which was the
principle of the autonomy of the church; the stipulation of the “dominant”
character of the Orthodox Church and the reference to the participation of
laity in church administration, next to the clergy, were also important79.
The regulation of the relations between the state and the ROC was
done in a certain order of priority. The Law and Organizational Statute of the
Romanian Orthodox Church were promulgated on May 6, 1925, recognizing
the ROC as the dominant church in the Romanian state. The establishment
of the Romanian Patriarchate was decided by the Holy Synod80 and then
passed by the Parliament.
The investiture of the first patriarch was staged as a reinforcement of
the close association between church and state. The investiture of
Patriarch Miron took place at the Royal Palace, not at the Patriarchate’s
Hill. King Ferdinand pronounced the solemn words: “I entrust you with
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the crook of Patriarch, so that you will shepherd the flock of the Romanian
Patriarchate.” In his speech, the Patriarch Miron stated that a direct
support from the state was important for a flourishing religious life within
the new organizational structure of the church. The same idea can be
found in King Ferdinand’s speech, who stressed the centuries-old bond
that enabled the state to grow together with the Church. The voivodes
were defending the Church, and the Church was the comfort and
encouragement of the voivodes. The language was created, unseparated,
through the Church and across temporary boundaries… And the national
spirit followed this unitary development of language and culture […]. The
great national works in thinking and feeling arise out of the unification of
the souls, and our Church, which will help the people to achieve this
earthly goal, will receive its well-deserved reward.81
Once the position of the ROC had been clarified, the next thing to do
was to establish a unitary regime for the minority religious groups, which
were so diverse in terms of religious doctrines, rituals and interests as to
constitute a genuine challenge for governmental politics. In 1928, the
following historical religious groups existed in Romania: the Romanian
Greek Catholics, the Catholics of Latin, Greek and Armenian rite, the
Calvinists, the Lutherans, the Unitarians, the Jews, and the Mahomedans.
The sovereign and independent Romanian state had to regulate as soon as
possible the status of this wide range of religious groups. Al. Lapedatu, the
Minister of Arts and Religious Affairs, expressed this idea very clearly
when he presented the reasons for the new law: “Now that the law for the
organization of the Orthodox Church has been passed, the task to establish
a unitary regime for the other religions in the country has become a
matter of great importance in our effort to further organize the state, a
matter that requires without delay a legislative solution.”82 Therefore, in
the period 1926-1928 the Romanian government sought to regulate the
status of the other denominations in Romania by following the principles
of sovereignty and commitment to democracy, as laid out in the Romanian
Constitution of 1923. On this basis, Lapedatu said:
“The Romanian state wants to establish a new
regime for the denominations. This regime cannot
be that of states long gone, of medieval and clerical
nature, but must take the form of the Romanian
state and of the principles of freedom, nationality
and democracy that emerged in revolutionary
Europe in the first half of the nineteenth century.
The organization of the new Romanian state builds
on its old traditions, for these were and still are the
basis for the political and historical development of
the Romanian nation. We must bear this in mind
when we elaborate the new Romanian legislation.
We are not the repositories of someone else’s past
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and destiny, but the repositories of our own past
and destiny.”83
Lapedatu expressed plainly the will of the Romanian government to
establish the legal framework for the denominations in accordance with
both the national traditions and the imperatives of the age.
The state was also facing some international pressure to adopt the
Denominations Act. I may mention here the Concordat between the Holy
See and the Kingdom of Romania signed on May 10, 1927, or the insistent
demands of the Baptist church that the Romanian government legally
recognize this denomination – to achieve his goal, the Baptist church
asked N. Titulescu for support, the representative of Romania to the
League of Nations.
The Denominations Act of 1928 contained the following provisions:
the state shall assure that the activities of the denominations will not
endanger the public order and the safety of the country; the heads of the
denominations shall be recognized only after approval by the King of
Romania; state control over funds allocated from the budget to ensure
that the funds were spent appropriately; regulation of the status of
religious orders and congregations; mandatory use of the Romanian
language in all correspondence between church representatives and state
authorities; mandatory study of the Romanian history, language and
literature in denominational educational institutions. The Denominations
Act regulated the relations between the state and all religious minorities
in Romania, so that the existence of these religious groups would not
jeopardize the normal functioning of society. Note that the state exercised
important prerogatives, being the fundamental institution governing the
relationship between the denominations and the authority that controled
the activities of religious groups in accordance with legal norms. The
Denominations Act of 1928 was a modern law, based on the historical,
spiritual and religious realities of Romania and on the rules of
international law. Although the Act was permeated by the national spirit
and increased the prerogatives of the state, the Orthodox Church was
dissatisfied with it, claiming that the Act did not take into consideration
its legitimate demands: “A new opportunity for doing injustice to the
Orthodox Church came in 1928, when the Parliament passed the General
Denominations Act. This act also created a system favoring the other
denominations in the country, especially the Catholic one.” 84
The deliberations leading to the passing of the General
Denominations Act in 1928, illustrate the state’s ability to meet the claims
of modernity, coming from religious minorities supported by institutions
and groups from abroad. Although in itself it was a modern law, the state
encountered difficulties in the actual application of its provisions because
of local religious traditions.
The Communist regime abrogated the 1928 Law on the Status of
Denominations in Romania, as well as the Law for the Organization of the ROC.
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On August 4, 1948, the authorities promulgated the Law on the General
Status of Denominations, which provided the basis for the Organizational
Status of the Romanian Orthodox Church, elaborated by the Holy Synod in
October 194885. The law promulgated in 1948 did not recognize the Greek
Catholic Church.
In 2006, the Parliament of Romania adopted Law 489/2006 on the
Freedom of Religion and on the General Status of Denominations, which
recognizes in Article 7 the standing of the Orthodox Church: “The
Romanian state acknowledges the important role played by the Romanian
Orthodox Church and by the other recognized churches and
denominations in the national history of Romania and in Romanian
society.”

Conclusions
The evolution of the relations between church and state in the
modern period highlights the involvement of the state in religious affairs,
so that in Romania I cannot speak of a separation of church and state, as
has happened in France in 1905. It is therefore difficult to accept the idea
of secularization in Romanian society, except for the Communist era,
when the state formally declared itself atheistic, but at the same time
approved the nominations of the hierarchs, including the Patriarch.
In the context of the modernization process undergone by Romanian
society, the church is not separated from the state, but becomes a church
of the state, a church whose prerogatives are established by the secular
power; thus the church is defined as an institution that is embedded in the
process of modern change decided by the state. As a matter of fact,
modernity itself was ambivalent and ambiguous, which influenced
decisively the role of Orthodoxy in the assertion of Romanian identity.
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