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From the middle of the sixteenth century until the revolu
tionary year 1848, the constitutional organization of 
Transylvania rested on the so-called “ union of the 

three nations” , the Magyars, the Szekelys and the Saxons. 
The Magyars had been the victorious conquerors of the land 
in the ninth century; the Szekelys were a small, autoch
thonous people in the eastern mountains, descendants, accord
ing to legend, of Attila's Huns and akin to the Magyars; 
while the Saxons, on the invitation of the Kings of Hungary, 
had settled in the north and the south-eastern, deserted 
parts of the country in the twelfth century. The former 
two peoples, the Magyars and the Szekelys, were the free 
nobles, the latter, the Saxons, the free burghers. All three 
possessed a wide administrative and judiciary autonomy and 
their creeds were regarded as “ accepted religions". The 
Magyars and Szekelys were Roman Catholics or Calvinists, 
a few among them Unitarians; the German Saxons were all 
Lutherans.

There was, however, also a fourth people in the country: 
the Rumanians.

Rumanian historians maintain that they were the descen
dants of the old Daco-Thracian inhabitants, mixed with the 
Roman blood of the colonists who were settled in the country 
for a century and a half when Transylvania was a Roman 
colony. But there is nothing to prove the authenticity of this 
theory. According to modern historiography, the Rumanians 
of Transylvania filtered into the country from the Balkans 
as a nomadic, pastoral people, from the twelfth century on. 
In the subsequent centuries we find them mentioned as a 
wandering, unruly, disorderly people who roamed about the 
hills with their herds and only with difficulty were induced 
to settle in permanent abodes. The Hungarian Bishop, A. 
Verancsics, wrote of them in the beginning of the sixteenth 
century that they were “ spread over the whole of the coun
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try; they live mostly hidden in the mountains and forests 
together with their cattle. They are clad in rough, brown 
homespun frieze, and their faces are black because of their 
long beards and unkempt hair. Their arms are poor in 
quality, but they can run with incredible swiftness and 
mostly attack their enemies in the forests".

These immigrant Rumanians constantly grew in num
bers in the course of the centuries, but although by the end 
of the seventeenth century they formed half of the popula
tion of the country, they did not participate in the political 
development of the free nations. As serfs, they had no poli
tical organization.

And they all belonged to the Greek Orthodox Church, 
which cfeed was not a “ recepta religio" —  not one of the 
accepted religions.

This political and ecclesiastical disability was the result 
of their cultural and spiritual inferiority, which found its 
expression in their religious life. The Rumanians, as mem
bers of the Orthodox Church, were cut off from western 
influences, and ever since, at the end of the medieval period, 
Byzantium had lost its power as a centre of culture, those 
of the Greek Orthodox faith had been abandoned to their 
own resources. Orthodoxy, based on tradition, was not a 
source of progress.

The faith of the Rumanian herdsmen in the Transylva
nian mountains could not even be called a religion. It was 
a bundle of superstitions, in which belief in the devil was 
as strong as that in God. Bishop Revesz quotes the follow
ing passage from a Rumanian author: “ In the idolatry and 
the sorcery of the Rumanians of the sixteenth century, as of 
the nineteenth, the Christian saints and the pagan gods 
exist side by side and are feared alike. The belief of the 
Rumanian in sorcery is the result of this dualistic creed. He 
believes that before a man can reach his God he is devoured 
by the saints; therefore when in trouble, he resorts to 
artifices which he has inherited from his ancestors and 
which to his mind will compass the good or the evil that 
he desires more directly than can be attained by prayer in 
the aisle of a church".

The Church was powerless to counteract this spiritual
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disposition, ol the masses, owing to its complete want of 
organization. In the Transylvanian Orthodox Church there 
was no established hierarchy; there were priests, but no 
prelates. The heads of some monasteries were given the 
title of “ vladica” or bishop, but they had no fixed jurisdic
tion, no rights and no duties.

The priests were poor and uneducated, hardly above 
the cultural level of the peasants.

Professor Mete§, in his “ History of the Rumanian 
Church", quotes the following lines written by a German 
residing at the Court of the Moldavian Voivod in the middle 
of the seventeenth century: "I often jested with the Ru
manian priests. I tried to discuss religious matters with 
them, but that was impossible. I asked this, he answered 
that. He kept boasting of their two big fasts in the year 
and of the few holydays when he preached a sermon. I 
asked him what he preached, and he took a book and said: 
'this'. So I knew that he only read his sermons. I asked 
him why he did not learn them by heart, but he said that 
men were so wicked they would not believe what he said 
unless he read it out of a book."

Many of these priests could not even read or write, 
and even if they could, were unable to understand the old 
Buigaro-Slav tongue which was the language of the liturgy.

Such was the situation of the Rumanian people and 
their Church at the time of the Reformation. The new move
ment found ready acceptance among the Saxons of Tran
sylvania, who had no sooner fully accepted its tenets than 
they applied their efforts to the conversion of the Rumanians.

Their first care was to distribute religious books, in the 
Rumanian language, to the priests and to those who could 
read. The Catechism published in 1544 in Nagyszeben was 
the first book printed in Rumanian.

This was followed by another Catechism and in 1561 
by a Rumanian translation of the Gospels, printed in Brasso 
in Cyrillic characters but in the Rumanian language. Several 
biblical and liturgical books were also printed, but after, 
that the zeal of the Saxons waned and their efforts remained 
without results.

Their activities were taken over, and pursued with
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more fervour and persistence, by the Princes of Transylvania, 
whose efforts were supported by the Diets and by the 
Magyar and Szekely nobles. The Diet of 1566 declared the 
necessity of converting the Rumanians to Protestantism 
because “ their shepherds, blind men leading the blind, are 
going themselves and taking their flock straight towards 
disaster." It was also declared that Rumanians opposing the 
Protestant faith and clinging to orthodoxy would be 
severely punished.

These efforts at conversion made, however, little pro
gress in the sixteenth century. Prince John Sigismund was 
a strong champion of Calvinism, but various circumstances 
obstructed his efforts. He appointed as bishop of the Ru
manians a certain "George” who was unable to make the 
Orthodox priests obey him. Some of the latter failed to 
attend the 6ynods; others refused to preach their sermons 
“ in the Vlach language of the community, but spoke instead 
in a foreign Slav tongue; “others again agitated ceaselessly 
against the bishop, “using ugly and heinous words and 
uttering various sinister imprecations to the scandal of the 
community and the other priests.”

The Prince ordered that “the foolhardy and disobedient” 
priests who disregarded the bishop's orders should be 
coerced, because their behaviour was the source of "confu
sion and lawlessness in the Rumanian communities.”

But the opposition of the priests and the inertia and 
apathy of the masses effectively hindered these endeavours, 
and there was little time, for in 1571 a Roman Catholic 
Prince came to the throne in the person of Stephen Bathory, 
who later became King of Poland, and with whose reign 
there set in a campaign for the re-conversion of the 
Protestants. The missionary work was thereby arrested for 
the time being.

With the advent of the seventeenth century the move
ment was revived, and only stopped with the collapse of 
the independent Principality in 1690.

Prince Gabriel Bethlen, that great champion of religious 
liberty, was too preoccupied with the religious wars of the 
West to give full attention to the Orthodox question. All 
the more zealous were his successors, the two Rakoczis,
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George the First and George the Second, and Michael 
Apaffy.

There was, however, a great difference between the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as regards the character 
of the movement. Whereas, in the sixteenth century, it was 
based on coercion, official pressure being used to induce 
the Rumanians to embrace Protestantism, and the recalci
trant being made to feel the power of the State, the reign
ing Princes of the seventeenth century discarded all attempts 
at compulsion and tried instead to win the Rumanians over 
to Protestantism by raising their cultural level, and gradually 
weaning them from their superstitions. They regarded as a 
moral and religious obligation the task of leading the Ru
manians into the fold of a purer and more elevated Church; 
such a task, in their eyes, excluded compulsion. In Septem
ber 1640 Bishop Gelei Katona wrote to Prince George 
Rakoczi: “Even the Rumanians are human beings, after all, 
stupid though they are, and it is Your Highness' duty to 
take care of their souls as far as that is possible with people 
so obstinate in their ignorance . . .  I am afraid God will hold 
us responsible if we neglect them. Your Highness must do 
all that is possible, and if they persist in hardening their 
hearts, you will find salvation before God and they them
selves will be doomed.”

The trend taken by the missionary work of the Transyl
vanian Princes in the seventeenth century is shown by the 
so-called “ conditiones”  which the newly appointed “ vla- 
dicas” were called on to accept, and which contained regula
tions concerning administrative, dogmatic and liturgical 
questions.

For example, the conditiones submitted to S. Simono- 
vitch on his appointment in 1643 contained, among other 
items, the following:

Divine service must be held, and a sermon preached 
in the Wallach tongue, every Sunday and holy day.

The doctrines of the Calvinist Church shall be accepted 
by the bishop and caused to be accepted by his clergy.

Baptism shall be performed according to the command 
of Jesus Christ, with water only, in the name of the Father, 
the Son and the Holy Ghost.
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Neither the Cross nor other pictures or emblems in 
the church shall be worshipped, but shall be regarded simply 
as ornaments sacred to the memory of our Lord.

The burial of the dead shall be performed according to 
the usual Christian rites and not amid superstitious usages 
fit only for old women.

A General Synod shall be held every year, and if a 
particularly difficult question arises, the opinion of the 
Calvinist bishop shall be asked.

The last conditio contained a declaration to the effect 
that the future bishop should “always remain loyal to the 
Prince, a friend of his friends and a foe of his foes.”

On three sections of the cultural and religious life of 
the Transylvanian Rumanians was this reforming activity 
specially centred, and here it proved of durable value: the 
language question, the schools, and the printing of books.

It has been shown above that the liturgical language of 
the Orthodox Church was the ancient Bulgaro-Slav tongue, and 
that it was in this language that divine service was conducted 
and that sermons were preached. The Princes, faithful to 
the principles of Protestantism, demanded and ordered that 
the mother tongue of the Rumanian people should be used 
both in the churches and the schools; they threatened with 
severe punishment the priests who "would not give over 
their Servian jabber” , and allowed no person to preach who 
could not speak Rumanian. We find this demand for the 
use of this people's mother tongue reiterated in every set 
of conditiones. Prince George Rakoczi the First commanded 
the Rumanian bishop to see that “his priests shall preach in 
the language of the poor Wallachs, so that they shall receive 
therefrom daily edification and be led from the darkness 
of superstitious error into the light of morality.”

In the educational domain we find a similar eagerness 
to raise the cultural level of the Rumanian people. Not only 
the Princes but also Magyar landowners founded schools, 
especially in the southern counties of Transylvania, in which 
the language of instruction was Rumanian. The princely 
domains of the county of Fogaras were at all times the 
property of the wife of the reigning Prince. Here Susanna 
Lorantffy, wife of Prince George Rakoczi I, founded a big
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Rumanian school. In her deed of gift, which has come down 
to us, she writes: “Remembering the unspeakable ignorance 
of the Rumanians in our domains, both of the common people 
and of the boyars, and even of those whose duty it would be 
to instruct the others, and inspired by a Christian purpose, 
we have ordered that in this our town of Fogaras a Ru
manian school shall be erected for their benefit."

And she gave instructions that the Rumanian school 
should be built close to the Magyar school, in order that 
the Magyar and Rumanian teachers and pupils should 
be able to hold intercourse with each other and thus learn 
each other's language.

This Rumanian school existed until the collapse of the 
independent Transylvanian Principality.

How seriously the educational problem was taken by 
the Princes is shown by an Act of Gabriel Bethlen, which 
imposed a fine of 300 florins on any landlord who kept the 
children of his peasants from going to school.

The third element in the reforming policy of the Princes 
was the printing of books, inaugurated by the Saxons.

Only four Rumanian books have come down to us from 
the sixteenth century, but in 1620 Prince Gabriel Bethlen 
caused printing works to be set up in Gyulafehervar which 
issued a number of works written in Rumanian. The year 
1648 saw the first Rumanian version of the New Testament, 
and three editions of the Catechism of Heidelberg, while 
the Psalms were published in 1651. In 1658 the printing 
works were partially destroyed, but a few years later they 
were again at work and issued a further number of Ruma
nian books.

We know altogether of forty Rumanian books published 
in the course of these two centuries under the aegis of the 
Reformation.

But these efforts of Saxons and Magyars, of Princes, 
Diets and landlords, all proved equally fruitless. In the last 
decade of the seventeenth century Transylvania as a Prin
cipality ceased to exist, and with it ended the Reforma
tion among the Rumanians. The rationalistic spirit of Cal
vinism had no attraction for them, addicted as they were
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to an oriental creed teeming with superstitions. Not one of 
their vladicas had sincerely embraced Protestantism; they 
had much too strong a sense of their affinity with oriental 
Orthodoxy and with the Rumanian peoples beyond the 
Carpathians.

The movement aroused bitter hatred and enmity in the 
two Rumanian Principalities, Wallachia and Moldavia. In a 
work entitled: “Book Called an Answer to the Calvinist 
Catechism” , the author, the Orthodox Metropolitan Varlaam 
wrote: “ Should there be found one among you who tried to 
move you by his soul-murdering teachings to abandon the 
Gospels of Christ and the true tenets of our Church and to 
embrace his wicked heresy, be he whosoever, be he an 
angel from Heaven, do not believe him, but curse him and 
forsake him."

Thus the Reformation had no results among the Ru
manians. But it had a great influence on their cultural 
development. A  few years ago Professor I. Lupas wrote: 
“ It is undeniable that the Reformation was responsible for 
eliminating the ecclesiastical use of the Slav tongue and 
introducing Rumanian as the language both of the Church 
and of literature. Rumanian works gradually forced from the 
field the Slav liturgical books, and thus, under the protec
tion of the Protestant Princes of Transylvania, there started 
a literary and cultural current which soon overflowed into 
the Rumanian Principalities and awakened the Rumanian 
spirit from its secular torpor.”

The foundations of Rumanian cultural development both 
in Transylvania and Rumania were laid by Hungarian 
Princes and by a Hungarian religious movement.

No sooner had the Protestant Transylvanian Principality 
come to an end, than the Rumanians were drawn into the 
sphere of a much more powerful factor, the Roman Catholic 
Church, whose influence on their development, both cultural 
and political, proved more enduring.

But that will have to be told in another article.
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