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AGENDA 

This paper looks at the state of research on church-
state relations in post-communist Romania in order to 
provide an outline of the most important questions 
which need to be addressed in the coming years. The 
article consists of two parts. First, a survey of academic 
studies published over the past two decades on the 
relationship between the country’s churches and state 
after 1990. Secondly, a breakdown of pressing church-
state issues today, accompanied by short discussions of 
existing studies and suggestions as to what future 
research should probe into. 

 

Introduction 

The literature on religion and politics in post-revolutionary Romania 
is, unsurprisingly given the sheer breadth of the subject, very rich – but 
only in quantitative terms. The churches in general, and academic 
theologians in particular, have generated a considerable amount of it, 
mostly in church-edited or -affiliated journals. The academic environment 
has also been particularly productive, as groups of scholars interested in 
religion have organized over the past decade numerous conferences and 
have published the papers delivered there in collective volumes. Some 
activist organizations in the field of human rights have monitored the state 
of religious freedom and issued periodic reports summarizing the 
findings.1 Civil society has flared several times in connection with matters 
of religion and politics – the criminalization of homosexuality, the 
challenges of religious education, the building of the “National” Orthodox 
Cathedral, the contents of religious education textbooks –, and one result 
was short-lived flourishings of magazine and newspaper articles on these 
thorny questions. Meanwhile, academic contributions to international 
journals or internationally-visible Romanian journals in the social sciences 
have been rather infrequent2 and, in the case of homespun periodicals, 
often of average quality. Book-length studies on religion and politics in 
today’s Romania are few in number, although some related subjects, such 
as the churches under communism, have been well represented.3 
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This variety of works on religion and politics obviously gives voice to 
a diversity of perspectives and approaches. Since our aim here is to offer 
suggestions for future research, both empirical and normative, in the field 
of political science and associated disciplines (Section 3), the survey in 
Section 2 and the proposals that follow it are limited to writings which may 
be subsumed to the paradigms or methods of the social sciences. We have 
not considered, for the purposes of this paper, the views of theologians or 
philosophers of religion or of religious pluralism, for example, except to 
the extent to which they are directly relevant to our limited goals. 
Conversely, some reports by civic groups were taken into consideration 
essentially for the empirical results they delivered. The need to distinguish 
between ways of approaching matters of church and state is, in fact, an 
underlying premise of this article. 

An overview of research on church-and-state in post-communist 
Romania 

As suggested in the introductory paragraphs above, in this field of 
study, and especially with respect to domestic publications, quantity has 
triumphed over quality and the debate has been limited in both range and 
depth. Especially after 2000, there have been numerous academic- and 
civil-society-spawned conferences on the intersection of religion and a 
whole range of pressing political issues, from European integration and 
church-and-state to the eternally delayed law on denominations, and from 
the role of religion in a globalized world to the connections between 
Orthodox and national identity. Participants in such events typically 
included a wide range of scholars and activists, from academic theologians 
to clergy, political scientists, philosophers of religion, sociologists, 
politicians, and defenders of Western-style religious freedom. A substantial 
number of volumes promising studies on the issues announced in their 
titles were published. On reading them, the impression is that too often the 
numerous contributors were talking past each other. It was only rarely 
that the debates centered on one or a few clearly defined common issues 
and then deployed scientific expertise to probe them in depth. Most often, 
these conferences seem to have been treated as venues in which the 
association of participants would pursue their individual, chiefly academic 
interests at the expense of a genuine conversation on the subjects which 
provided the pretext. 

As a result, although a lot has been published in Romania in the 
recent years on the interplay of religion and politics, relatively little counts 
as a substantial contribution. The most dependable source on such subjects 
have been a few academically-inclined activists as well as scholars 
affiliated with Western universities and research centers, some of them of 
Romanian background (e.g., Lavinia Stan, Lucian Turcescu, Lucian 
Leuştean). However, and unfortunately, the latter’s analyses played a 
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comparatively limited part in the debates on the home front. Furthermore, 
their works and those of their Western colleagues who have written on 
Romania were colored by the specific interests and biases – we intend the 
latter term neutrally – of the Western community of social scientists 
studying the scientifically promising testing-grounds of the post-
communist world.4 

Specifically, analyses of church-state relations in Romania dating 
from the first decade of the post-revolution era originated primarily in an 
attempt on the part of political scientists to understand the setbacks and 
stumbling blocks of post-communist democratization – the “morning 
after” syndrome, as Ivan Varga aptly called it in a 1994 study on Central 
European churches and politics.5 The relationship between religious 
groups and post-communist political authorities was explored mainly in 
the context of its impact upon the transition process, in particular in 
conjunction to such phenomena as the revival of nationalism, the 
legitimation strategies of the new political elites, the weakness of civil 
society, and resistance to liberal conceptions of human rights.  

This focus reflected the broader concerns of the international 
community, which confronted soon after the fall of communism the 
dangers to social peace and regional stability posed by inter-ethnic hatred 
and authoritarian reflexes. Religious freedom was, by comparison, a 
secondary concern for both a large part of the international community 
and for many political analysts writing on this country in the nineties. 
Admittedly, it is difficult to distinguish, analytically and practically, 
between the broader process of post-communist democratization and the 
comparatively more limited issue of religious freedom. The latter is very 
much a chapter of the former, to the extent to which human rights, 
religious freedom prominently among them, are part and parcel of the 
respective process. Furthermore, religious freedom is in practice often 
linked to such questions, which remain central to democratization in 
Eastern Europe, as the resurgence of nationalism and anti-Semitism, or 
ethnicity-based social tensions. However, as we shall argue additionally 
below, the paramount concern for democratization in formerly communist 
lands oriented church-state research on Romania in such a way that 
particular themes (religion and nationalism, religion and civil society, the 
churches and the making of public policy in areas such as sexual and 
reproductive freedom) were emphasized at the relative expense of others 
(viz., freedom to exercise one’s religion). 

A further disclaimer: this is not to say that the question of religious 
freedom was ignored. Religious minorities, experts and activists (often 
coming from North America), and a few religious freedom organizations 
worked tirelessly to monitor religious affairs and raise awareness.6 
Moreover, as the argument in the previous paragraph intimates, most 
academic works cited in this paper touch at some point, directly or 
indirectly, on matters of religious freedom. Nonetheless, a review of 
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political science literature on our topic suggests that throughout the 
previous decade religious freedom was most frequently discussed in the 
wider contexts of transition politics and general human rights. In this 
respect, scholarship followed policy: while international actors were, 
during the nineties, very responsive to inter-ethnic strife, which they 
monitored closely and to which they reacted promptly, violence motivated 
chiefly by religion was, for example, comparatively overlooked. 

As a result, the topic of church-and-state in post-1989 Romania was 
explored, until the turn of millennium, mainly in the context of religion’s 
“ancillary” role in political legitimation7 or that of policies violating sexual 
freedoms, thus upsetting the fragile new democratic order and diminishing 
the country’s prospects of NATO and EU integration. Analyses typically 
insisted on the ties of the Romanian Orthodox Church (ROC) to the 
“language and symbols of nationalism”8 – even the Church’s unofficial 
position on abortion and contraception was deciphered as being premised 
in part on “ethno-national considerations”9 –, as well as on the informal 
alliances between nationalist political groups and leaders of the majority 
denomination. The connection between the Orthodox Church and inter-
ethnic tensions, with its ramifications in the communist and pre-
communist past, was probably the subject examined most frequently and 
carefully. Other prevalent topics included the participation of Orthodox 
clergy in elections on the ruling party’s electoral lists; the Synod’s 
vacillations on the political involvement of the clergy; the democratic 
opposition’s recourse to religion in order to deal a blow to the self-declared 
“freethinker” Ion Iliescu; the ROC’s disputes with the Greek-rite Catholics 
over formerly Uniate assets confiscated by the communists; and the 
churches’ stance on the criminalization of homosexual relations. 

The alliance between church and state was thus a relevant issue for 
scholarship primarily because it helped explain transition politics. On the 
one hand, ruling politicians with a tainted past but also a democratic 
opposition looking for vulnerabilities in its adversaries sought to enlist the 
culte to further their electoral prospects. On the other, a majority church 
which is considered by analysts apprehensive about modernization and a 
free religious market welcomed political advances as long as they enabled 
it to secure a public voice and conserve or enhance inherited privileges. In 
this alliance, nationalism, the ideological scourge of the Balkans, served as 
a common currency and provided political scientists with a useful umbrella 
concept summarizing the failures of democratization. The link between 
church-state entanglement and religious freedom was, in the Romanian 
case at least, comparatively underemphasized in the nineties. Even in 
Sabrina Ramet’s comprehensive 1998 study Nihil Obstat, a book ostensibly 
written to show that “throughout what used to be called the Soviet-East 
European Region, literally nothing stands in the way of new religious 
movements, groups, and associations”,10 the underlying issue remains the 
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contorted transition to the democratic order rather than religious freedom 
specifically. 

One consequence was that particular aspects of church-state relations 
that were less immediately relevant – though by no means irrelevant – to 
the study of nationalism, ethnicity, or multiculturalism, remained under-
explored despite their central importance to freedom of religion and 
conscience. A topic noticed by some studies is the expanding web of 
financial relations between Romania’s majority church and central and 
local authorities, enabling the former to enlarge its social base11 in spite of 
what appeared to be, in the immediately post-revolutionary months, a 
general disaffection with a Church branded as “collaborationist”. But the 
most telling – because most dramatic – example is that of religious 
education. After an initial struggle against confessional religion classes in 
public schools was lost in the mid-nineties by a small section of Western-
oriented civil society, no study of consequence on the implications of this 
policy surfaced for around a decade. Although in Romania religious 
education was offered in state schools as early as 1990, became established 
a few years later, and proved problematic enough to spark a heated 
argument among a Romanian intelligentsia usually friendly to the 
Orthodox Church, it was accorded little serious attention by analysts until 
well into the new millennium.12 Yet religious education as organized 
almost a decade and a half ago poses, according to some voices in 
Romanian civil society (including the authors of the present article), a 
serious threat to freedom of religion and conscience. Empirical and 
normative studies on its implications for these freedoms, obviously of 
paramount necessity, are only now beginning to emerge.13 

There is a major exception to the observations above. One religious 
freedom issue commanded a lot of attention in the 1990s and enjoyed some 
coverage in the literature on religion and politics in Romania. Starting 
from the early 1990s, the question of the coming law on the status of 
religious groups proved a constant concern of the international 
community, partly in response to the apprehensions expressed by non-
traditional culte and religious minorities. The situation mirrored that in 
other Eastern European lands with an Orthodox majority which had to 
replace their communist-era laws – and did so, for better or for worse, 
after delays and tense negotiations among the denominations. In the case 
of Romania, the anxiety among religious and non-religious actors lasted 
longest because the law came last, in December 2006. The 17-year span 
between the fall of communism and the passing of this anticipated act was 
rife with inter-denominational arguments and recriminations, 
international pleading and arm-twisting, and unexpected turns of events.14 
This anxiety was reflected in the academic literature on religion and 
politics in Romania.15 Nevertheless, by comparison with the outpour of 
analyses of the 1997 Russian law, for example, the output on its Romanian 
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counterpart, before and after it was passed, has been limited in both 
international and domestic literature. 

The interest in the relationship between religion, on the one hand, 
and nationalism and illiberalism, on the other, has persisted to this day. 
Sabrina Ramet’s recent synthesis of East European Orthodoxy, in which she 
discusses the ROC alongside three sister churches, listed as its main 
concerns the Orthodox Church’s “deeply ingrained homophobia, its 
inward-looking sacralization of the nation, its hostility towards liberalism 
and cosmopolitanism, and its consequent hostility towards both 
ecumenism and European unity.”16 Ramet also deals with Orthodox-
organized violence against minority faiths, but chiefly as an extension of 
Orthodoxy’s broader suspicion of ecumenism, rather than – as somebody 
focusing on religious freedom would most likely do – as a facet of the 
majority churches’ efforts to stem religious competition, whether by law, 
by forging alliances with central and local authorities, or by intimidation. 
Since nationalism, ethnicity, and minorities remain academically engaging 
and profitable subjects of research, it is unlikely that they will lose their 
hold on the study of religion and politics in Romania. However, we feel that 
over the coming years freedom of religion and conscience “for their own 
sake”, so to speak, is an open field for the academic researchers. 

In part, this is because of the radical improvement in the country’s 
democratic prospects. The nationalist hysteria of the nineties has slowly 
but surely faded. While the development of Romanian-Hungarian inter-
ethnic relations was touted as an international model, Vatra Românească 
and the Party for the National Unity of Romanians (PUNR), commonly 
included in the ultra-nationalist camp, were experiencing internal crises 
and disintegrating. Vadim Tudor’s surprising electoral achievement in 
2000 represented, as subsequent events demonstrated, not a peak of 
nationalist sentiment but the swan song of ultra-nationalism. Soon after, 
Romania became a full member of NATO and of the European Union. The 
former neo-communist camp in Romanian politics re-invented itself, as did 
the anti-communist side – to such a degree that the straightforward 
political labels of the nineties no longer apply. 

Consequently, the intersection of religion and politics in the specific 
context of state-sponsored ethno-nationalism and government-stoked 
ethnic conflict is no longer as scientifically interesting as it used to be. 
While in the nineties the political project of the Romanian state was under 
the pressure of ethnic nationalism, after 2000 this pressure has been 
coming, in our view, mainly in the form of Orthodox nationalism. The 
position of the Romanian Orthodox Church enables it today to forge new 
relations with public authorities and state-run institutions, to control the 
public agenda and define public values. It is significant, for instance, that 
over the past years, in practice as well as by law,17 the denominations have 
been replacing civic organizations as social partners of the state. On 
questions such as abortion, euthanasia, or stem cell research, the voice of 
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the churches has started to dominate the public debate at the expense of 
expert opinion and professional ethics. Or, to supply another example, the 
question of the ROC’s collaboration with the communist Securitate has 
been partially wrested from the public domain and turned into an internal 
affair of the Church. In light of the new context, in which Ortho-
nationalism gains precedence over ethno-nationalism as a threat to liberal 
democracy, we need a shift of focus and a new impetus in church-and-state 
research. 

Below, we attempt to provide a list of subjects that have not been, in 
our opinion, sufficiently addressed by social scientists. Our analysis of 
research priorities concerning religion and politics is guided by our 
particular belief that today, after two decades of transition, freedom of 
religion and conscience and societal power structures remain, for 
academic research, the main outstanding issues of church-state relations. 

An agenda for church-and-state research 

By circumstance, the Romanian Orthodox Church is the most 
important agent of Romanian religious life. It is also the most active 
religious actor in the public sphere and stands closest to the state, with 
which it has formed over time a strong alliance. There are a number of 
factors which explain this privileged status: its being nominally the 
confession of a majority of this country’s people; a sense of 
representativeness grounded in history and the historical imaginary; a set 
of doctrines (autocephaly, symphonia etc.) which has developed through 
the eons and may be construed in ways that justify an ever closer 
identification with the secular establishment. Finally, regardless of where 
we stand on the question of the ROC’s repression under versus 
collaboration with the communist rulers, it remains incontrovertible that, 
as Tom Gallagher noted, the “Orthodox Church was the only major 
national institution whose inner life [was] not destroyed by the party in 
order to conform fully with communist norms.”18 

As a result, as soon as the fleeting post-revolutionary hangover 
caused by the Church’s passivity in communist times passed, the ROC was 
left competing on an almost equal footing with the state in terms of the 
latter’s real-world authority. “With the sole exception of the three counties 
inhabited by a Hungarian majority,” one analyst observed, “the ROC is 
present institutionally in all Romanian communes and cities, while in 
many remote or small villages it is the only active institution in the 
community – religiously, socio-culturally, and even politically. Which is to 
say that, if we leave aside law enforcement and local administration, the 
ROC is demographically and administratively far ahead of any other 
institution of the state or civil society.”19 It is a position which the 
Orthodox Church has been striving to maintain and improve since the 
early 1990s. 
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This explains why any analysis of church-state relations in Romania is 
largely one about the Orthodox Church and the state. This is not to say that 
other churches, even though frequently at odds with the majority 
denomination, are not sometimes eager to indulge in questionable 
practices or to sponsor problematic ideas or initiatives. Minority religious 
groups have capitalized on the political and social influence of the ROC to 
promote their own agendas even when they were directly or indirectly 
detrimental to freedom of conscience or religion. Some denominations, 
such as the admittedly beleaguered Greek-rite Catholic Church (GCC), have 
often affirmed their support for the state’s direct financing of culte, even 
though the ROC, an arch-nemesis of sorts, reaps most of this policy’s 
benefits. Greek Catholic priest and senator Ioan Moisin requested in 1998 
that philosophy and biology curricula in public schools be revised to 
comply with religious education (his dream came true in 2007).20 When 
asked in 1995 by the Constitutional Court to offer their views on the 
Criminal Code’s ban on homosexuality, the Orthodox, Greek Catholic and 
Old Calendar churches and representatives of the Jewish, Muslim, 
Adventist, and Pentecostal communities “without exception condemned 
homosexuality and upheld the ban.”21 

This list could go on with examples involving sexual education classes 
taught in public schools, the content of religious education textbooks used 
by some minority culte, and other matters. Very significantly, the issues 
discussed here in relation to the Orthodox Church deserve to be examined 
in the context of the Hungarian minority in Romania and its churches. Just 
as the Romanian Orthodox Church has an important impact on Romanian 
political life, the Hungarian churches have considerable political influence 
within the Hungarian community, the most evident example being the 
career of bishop Tőkés László. 

The above notwithstanding, the part played by minority religious 
groups supporting policies detrimental to freedom of religion or 
conscience remains secondary to the paramount role of the Romanian 
Orthodox Church. It is the latter which acted as a prime mover in most of 
the cases cited above, as it alone had the necessary political clout. 
Conversely, on almost every issue in which the ROC and another minority 
denomination were at odds, the former either prevailed or scored a draw – 
even in such cases as the restitution of the GCC’s communist-confiscated 
assets. For these reasons, the list of church-state concerns presented below 
will inherently focus on the majority Church. 

 
Captive audiences 
One subject which has recently come to the foreground of the church-

state debate and whose importance cannot be overstated is that of 
denominations’ activities involving “captive audiences” – hospitalized 
individuals, members of the military and army draftees, detainees, and 
public school students. For instance, it has been argued that Law 195 of 6 
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November 2000 on the establishment and operation of the army chaplaincy 
is discriminatory and bestows on the Orthodox clergy unacceptable 
competences in the field of raising the armed forces’ civic and patriotic 
spirit.22 However, so far there is no empirical research on the nature and 
extent of the work of army chaplains. 

Detainees are the subject of a 1997 Protocol (updating a similar 
document from 1993) on religious assistance within the Romanian 
penitentiary system concluded between the ROC Patriarchate and the 
Ministry of Justice. Inmates’ exercise of their right to enjoy religious 
assistance was shown to be potentially hampered by the provisions of this 
understanding, which gives the ROC the freedom to engage in 
poselytization activities incompatible with detainees’ captive condition.23 
Ministry of Justice regulations on religious assistance in detention centers 
dating from February 2006 formally ensure religious freedom and 
pluralism, but no empirical studies of the situation either before or after 
2006 exist.  

The question of religious education in public schools has been, 
however, the subject of several investigations in recent years. While 
normative analyses predominate, some data offering a quantitative image 
of the issue have been collected.24 Studies covered the question of religious 
ceremonies organized periodically in state schools, the contents of religion 
textbooks,25 the inspectorates’ responses to complaints concerning 
religious education, and cases in which students were forced to attend 
religion classes. 

Surveying this research, it is apparent that further studies are needed 
and that public debates, even though heated and protracted, have not been 
terribly informative. Consider the question of religious displays in public 
schools: as yet, there has been no adequate study of their compatibility 
with the relevant jurisprudence of the European Court of Human Rights. 
Does or does not the current organization of religious education in 
Romania turn confessional subjects into quasi-mandatory classes, thus 
rendering them incompatible with freedom of religion and conscience as 
protected by the ECHR? Is or isn’t the Romanian state in breach of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child? The answers to these questions may 
have far-reaching implications, but they have not been pursued 
systematically. 

This being said, empirical studies remain the most severely lacking 
type of research. Wide-ranging polls are needed to establish the frequency 
of particular practices and phenomena where captive audiences are 
involved. So far, all we have are either anecdotes and case studies or, in the 
field of education, pilot surveys. One cannot answer even with 
approximation whether, for example, the alarmingly low percentage of 
public school students who believe in the theory of evolution is mainly a 
result of years of confessional religious education, or of the home 
environment, or of something else. We remain almost completely in the 
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dark with respect to the religious environment in which children are 
raised in the countryside. Although minority faiths have made numerous 
complaints about religious discrimination in education, there is still no 
reliable academic study of the topic. Last but not least, there is no analysis 
of the relation between the religious beliefs with which students come in 
contact and their micro- or macrosocial behavior. 

 
Relationships with state institutions 
Following 1990, the old rapport of subordination-cohabitation 

between the churches and the communist state has diversified. The 
churches have secured a degree of autonomy, defined their interests, 
enhanced and broadened their resources, and made numerous contacts. All 
religious actors have developed, and a few have attained considerable 
growth. Part of this expansion was made possible by capitalizing on 
existing relationships with the state, whether formal or informal. These 
connections become visible especially in the context of transfers of 
resources from the latter to the churches, but also when government and 
church cooperate to place religious symbols in public spaces, provide 
religious assistance in state-run institutions, or assume responsibilities 
concerning religious education. 

All of these are specific issues of church-state relations and deserve to 
be treated separately. However, distinctive questions arise in connection 
with institutions which seem to have a special interest in and particular 
affinities with the majority church. Perhaps the most obvious case is the 
bond between the Romanian Orthodox Church and the Army. Several 
volumes promote, often in militant terms, the “historical connection” 
between the two organizations.26 Starting with 2000, this connection has 
been formalized and codified though the institution of the army 
chaplaincy, which, as noted, may raise constitutional concerns.27 Besides 
the normative matters, other developments have still not become a subject 
of study despite their noteworthiness. One involves the hiring of former 
army apparatchiks as chaplains. How was this achieved? Were there any 
formal or informal agreements between the two institutions in this 
respect? What roles do these individuals play in the Army-Church 
connection? 

Other empirical issues are the construction of Orthodox places of 
worship inside military compounds, or forms of assistance by the army for 
the church (e.g., military helicopters were used on several occasions to 
assist the ROC with its endeavors). How frequent and extensive is such 
assistance, and to what extent is it legal? Finally, what is the relation – if 
any – between the elective affinities of the two institutions and the 
population’s high level of trust in the army and the church, respectively? 

Another apparently special bond ties the majority church to central 
or local executive agencies – even apart from their electoral intersection. 
How significant and how open are the channels of communication? It is 
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striking that ROC-government meetings are customarily held not at the 
headquarters of the latter, but at those of the Church. This suggests a 
relationship of authority which is certainly symbolic, but may also have a 
practical dimension. It is worth recalling here that during the 1999 
mineriad the “peace” between the miners bent on toppling the regime and 
the government was brokered by the Orthodox Church. Also, at least on 
occasion, the prime minister and the Patriarch use the military mail 
service to write to each other.28 How do the high-ranking dignitaries and 
the hierarchs view this relationship? How symmetrical is it, in view of the 
fact that hierarchs have been systematically involved in state ceremonies? 
Are specific procedures followed, or are the relations part of an informal 
administrative culture? There are numerous anecdotes in the field, but no 
systematic investigation. 

Finally, one should look not only at cases of church-state collusion, 
but also at instances of church-state collision. In 2007, for instance, the 
Romanian Orthodox Church started a campaign against the National 
Council for the Study of Securitate Archives (CNSAS). The contents of the 
files of ROC hierarchs were declassified and the Council had to respond to 
the several requests, some dating from as early as 2000, to make public the 
nature of the collaboration of Church leaders with the communist agencies 
of repression.29 After the first assessments were made, several important 
high-ranking clerics were confirmed as “collaborators of the Securitate as 
political police” (archbishops Andreicuţ, Pimen, and others). The ROC 
responded by denying the right of state agencies to pass any judgment on 
the collaboration of its members and, invoking the autonomy of 
denominations, established its own “truth commission”. How far-reaching 
were the Orthodox Church’s pressures on political leaders to keep the lid 
shut on Church collaboration? Were subsequent decisions, which went as 
far as the disestablishment of the CNSAS after an incoherent ruling of the 
Constitutional Court,30 determined among others by a pro-Orthodox lobby 
to keep hidden the revelations in the files? What the archives may disclose 
about the collaboration between the churches and the communist regime 
is a research subject that is only now beginning to take off.31 Its 
significance cannot be underestimated. 

 
Confessionalization 
As noted, the ROC’s cooperation with a variety of state actors – army, 

clinics, schools, penitentiaries – poses a set of distinct religious freedom 
problems because of the nature of these exposed, fragile communities. 
Furthermore, the denominations’ newly acquired status as preferred 
partners of the government (see below in this section) suggests that in the 
future the churches may gain a stronger voice in the formulation and 
implementation of policy. It is therefore fit to ask: are we dealing with a 
larger process of confessionalization – by which we mean the development 
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of a structural linkage of church and state such that the religious 
worldview becomes a criterion in the making of public policies?32 

Some developments might point in this direction. In the field of 
education, for instance: not only did catechizing religious education 
curricula fail to adapt to the broad goals of public schooling, but the 
curricula of other disciplines (biology and philosophy) were amended to 
diminish possible conflicts with the religious worldview. Despite the public 
outcry caused by the belated discovery of such curricular amendments, 
nobody knows how the changes were brought about or why. Were there 
any formal requests by the denominations? Was there any concealed 
pressure from the culte? More generally speaking, how are such faith-based 
policy decisions reached, how do the actors involved interact, and what are 
their channels of communication? 

A related topic on which little research has been done so far is that of 
theological higher education. This field may have been redesigned after 
1990, when theological institutes were integrated into state universities, 
with the goal of confessionalization in mind. Until the introduction of the 
so-called “Bologna system”, Romanian universities offered such 
uncommon specializations as “Theology and foreign languages”, “Theology 
and philosophy”, “Theology and communication”, “Theology and history”, 
“Theology and geography”, and so on.33 Theological schools in public 
universities still offer specializations which double “secular” ones (e.g., 
social assistance). Some authors who cannot be dismissed for being 
unsympathetic to religion regarded this as “a hidden way to erect a 
confessional university within the public higher education system…”34 An 
equally legitimate question is whether this is a hidden way to 
confessionalize the public education system as a whole. Are theologians 
trained to become teachers of foreign languages, geography, humanities, 
or social sciences in Romania’s public schools? What are the implications of 
the increasing output of theology graduates? More generally, what is the 
relationship between theological education and primary and secondary 
education and, taking the long term view, the making of faith-based 
policy? 

Last but not least, under the 2006 law on religious freedom and 
denominations the culte enjoy, by default, the de jure status of “public 
utility associations”. Conversely, a new law amending Government 
Ordinance 26 of 2000 on associations and foundations has made this 
desirable status even more difficult to reach or maintain by secular NGOs.35 
The numerous protocols concluded between the ROC and the Romanian 
government involving the Church in a series of partnerships (on religious 
assistance in state-run institutions, public and parochial religious 
education, “health and spiritual assistance”, religious broadcasting etc.) 
are by now familiar. The question arises: to what extent have faith-based 
organizations started to replace NGOs as preferred partners of the state? 
What are the future implications for public policy? 
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The Church’s wealth 
Government funding for the recognized religious groups constitutes a 

central component of the Romanian state’s religious policy. Public money 
flows to the culte – except for a few Protestant groups refusing it – though 
numerous channels. Some types of allocations are transparent: 
disbursements for clergy salaries, for impoverished parishes, for religious 
education and theological higher education, for church construction, 
upkeep and renovation. Other types involve taxes forgone by the state, the 
culte’s monopoly on the manufacturing and sale of “cult goods” and, under 
the law on religious freedom, the exemption “from the dues normally 
owed to [Intellectual Property] authorities” for the “use of musical works 
in the activity of recognized denominations”. 

The above constitutes only the relatively visible part of state 
provisions. Over the past years, there have been hundreds of allocations 
from the Government Reserve Fund (used for emergency or ad hoc 
expenditures), as well as occasional funding from state institutions (e.g., 
the National Bank), state-owned companies (for example, pre-OMV 
Petrom), the army etc. Add the sums given to individual parishes by local 
authorities, either as direct subsidies or in other ways (building materials); 
the public land leased, usually for 99 years, either for free or for symbolic 
amounts; or other public property granted at no charge, from the use of 
which parishes derive financial benefits (e.g., public graveyards, forests).36 
This list is, in all likelihood, incomplete. It would be useful to 
comprehensively chart the public sources from which the churches receive 
money, as well as the amounts received over the past two decades.  

Government funding for the denominations remains debatable under 
a system in which the state allocates the money from the public budget 
based on an abstract formula, instead of serving as a vehicle through which 
religious taxpayers donate willingly (as in the case of Germany). The 
system favors the majority denomination, stifles religious competition, 
reinforces existing monopolies, and encourages alliances – both transitory, 
around election time, and lasting – between politicians and church leaders. 
In the Romanian case, government financial assistance is premised on the 
apparently widely shared belief that some traditional churches would fail 
to survive or dwindle impermissibly without sponsorships. No research 
proves this – or otherwise. What would be the implications of shifting to a 
different system of financing for the denominations? Would the 
denominations get less or more money if they relied on taxes collected by 
the state and paid by adherents who give knowingly? 

Finally, how rich are the churches actually? The number of Orthodox 
places of worship has expanded greatly over the past years, and grand 
cathedral projects have been undertaken in the capital and major cities, 
suggesting an organization that thrives financially. Churches own stock, 
exploit resources ranging from agricultural plots to forests to hotels, and 
operate private businesses. Anecdote – especially as reported in the 
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mainstream press – has it that many parishes condition religious rituals on 
the payment of a fee which is infrequently reported to fiscal authorities. 
Protestant religious groups are said to receive considerable amounts from 
sister churches in the West. Such disparate details are known, but no 
general picture of the churches’ wealth is available. Attempts to offer a 
glimpse, such as a 2003 investigation by the financial publication Capital or 
a more recent one by the Business Standard, are in fact guesstimates based 
on undependable extrapolation.37 If the funding policy of the Romanian 
state is to be even partly justified, one has to know whether the public 
money is needed to stave off unacceptable decline or merely to make some 
denominations richer and stronger with taxpayer money. 

 
The Orthodox Church and Romania’s international relations 
The cooperation between the communist state and the churches was 

systematic and, as documented by a number of historical works,38 served to 
promote the former’s interests. This relationship suddenly increased in 
complexity after the toppling of the totalitarian regime, as the churches 
gained the ability to further their own pursuits. In this respect, as in 
others, the Orthodox Church has been the most energetic religious actor 
on the scene. The nature of its previous relations explains the connections 
with the state after 1990. One example: in 1995, Patriarch Teoctist made a 
tour of Yugoslavia and used the opportunity to visit Pale, the Bosnian 
Serbs’ capital. This was an overt sign of opposition to the West’s policies in 
the region.39 To what extent was the Patriarch’s friendliness to the Serbian 
state correlated with the involvement of the Romanian secret services in 
the breaches of the Western embargo against Yugoslavia?40 

Another subject mired in obscurity concerns the connection between 
the ROC and the Bucharest authorities in the context of the country’s 
relationships with the Republic of Moldova and, respectively, the Russian 
Federation. The Metropolitanate of Basarabia, tied to the Romanian 
Orthodox Patriarchate, was established in 2003 after a decision by the 
European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg. The Court had sanctioned 
in 2002 the Moldovan state’s refusal to recognize the Metropolitanate. The 
issue has been dealt with from a militant and legal perspective,41 but never 
from a political science or international relations paradigm. Tensions 
between the authorities in Romania and the Republic of Moldova mounted 
again in early 2008, when three Romanian bishoprics, including the 
Dubasari Diocese with authority over the Trans-Dniester, were reactivated. 
The Russian Orthodox Church, as expected, called this development a 
brutal infringement of the Russian canonic space. 

Clearly the most important issue in the post-socialist period has been 
the tensions between the Romanian Orthodox Church and the ample 
political effort of European and Euro-Atlantic integration. The ROC was 
itself home to conflicting opinions, for and against integration. Some 
important hierarchs and active Orthodox organizations promoted a 
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strongly anti-European message.42 Eventually, the Church was mobilized to 
defend the country’s interests and affixed its signature on the May 2000 
Denominations’ Statement in Support of European Integration. Since the 
pro-European stance was unanimously shared by the other culte, research 
has focused on the Orthodox Church.43 

However, the ROC’s place in Romanian international relations after 
NATO and EU accession has been much less documented and even less 
understood. The Romanian state was involved directly, financially and 
otherwise, in establishing Orthodox churches and branches abroad (a 
Brussels office, among others). The political mobilization of Romanians 
outside the country’s borders, especially after their number reached 
several million, intersects with the attempt to turn Orthodox churches into 
centers of community life. How present are these churches and what is 
their role in the lives of Romanian communities in Italy, Spain, Germany or 
the United States? What is the extent of the cooperation between 
Romania’s diplomatic offices, political parties, intelligence services, and 
the clergy working abroad? 

The relationships between the ROC and the government are 
influenced by the bond between the former and other Orthodox Churches 
in the region. “Orthodox unity” instills patterns of behavior which are 
sometimes hostile to liberal democracy. The recent protests against 
biometric chips initiated by conservative members of the Church closely 
mirror, down to the use of the “666” symbology, the campaign of the Greek 
Orthodox Church against the ratification by Greece of the Schengen 
Convention.44 One should inquire into the effects of the regional Orthodox 
alliance on the international relations of the Romanian state. Moreover, 
how does this process interact with the worldwide integration of religious 
groups in politics? 

 
Religiosity, trust, growth, and other statistics 
The Romanian Orthodox Church’s claim of precedence on the 

Romanian religious market is underpinned by several statistical claims. 
They have been constantly cited by religious leaders to justify a series of 
practices (state disbursements, the “national church” status) and to lure 
politicians into electoral alliances. One statistics comes from the national 
census, in which almost 87 percent of Romanians declared themselves 
Romanian Orthodox; another from studies such as a 2003 Gallup poll or the 
Eurobarometer, according to which trust in the Church is very high (over 
80 percent), as well as the highest among major institutions.45 

These statistics have been accepted rather uncritically. They were 
also uncritically acknowledged as a basis for religious policy. They are most 
likely deceptive. Despite the numerous criticisms leveled against them,46 
they remain superficially convincing because we lack in-depth studies on 
how representative Romanians hold the churches to be on a number of 
issues on which the latter are outspoken. The little we know suggests a 
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different picture. The aforementioned Gallup poll and the World Values 
Survey (WVS), for example, tell us that only 45 percent of the respondents 
stated they go to church at least once a month. Other researchers quote a 
figure of one third of the adult population.47 Only around 50 percent of the 
Gallup respondents believe in such central Christian tenets as life after 
death and hell. Cross-national studies of religiousness48 indicate that, while 
Romanians report the highest percentage of church membership (at 96 
percent) out of a group of 26 European countries, church attendance per 
year (with a mean of 14) is lower – and in some cases significantly lower – 
than in 8 lands, of which two used to belong to the Eastern bloc.49 

Studies also suggest that many Romanians do not trust the churches 
on a variety of policy questions. According to the Gallup and the WVS, 
almost four Romanians in five agree with the statement that “Priests 
should not influence the way people vote”, and about just as many with the 
statement “Religious leaders should not influence government”. Around 
two thirds believe that “Priests should not run in elections”. In another 
study, when asked who should teach children how to be good parents (as 
well as spouses, friends, citizens, and neighbors, respectively), only 
between one and three percent of the respondents selected the church.50 

The comments above suggest that while some statistics on religious 
life in Romania are available, they are of the very general variety and 
ultimately uninformative as to specifics. What are Romanians’ expectations 
from the churches? Besides the answers to questions such as those posed 
by the WVS, not much is known.51 Do Romanians follow the churches on 
sexual education, abortion, euthanasia, stem cell research, contraception, 
or biometric passports? Does the level of trust square with the practice (for 
example, the large number of abortions performed in this country)?  

Furthermore, even the existing data refers to the population as a 
whole and is not disaggregated according to denomination (and only rarely 
according to country region). It would be enlightening to obtain figures for 
the ROC specifically, especially since supply-side theories of religion 
suggest that religious participation is correlated negatively with religious 
market share (at least for church members).52 What are the levels of 
religious participation inside the Romanian Orthodox Church? What is the 
relation between religious belief inside the church and quasi-religious 
beliefs outside of it? 

Finally, one other question concerns rates of growth and abandon 
inside the ROC. According to some studies, 4 percent of Romanians agree 
that they now belong to a church but had not in the past, while only 0.5 
percent say they gave up belonging altogether.53 It is relatively easy to 
assess the dynamics of minority churches which maintain statistics and 
publish periodic yearbooks.54 But the Orthodox Church does not publish 
such figures. What percentage of Romanians who were unreligious or 
belonged to a different church in the past have entered the fold of the 
ROC? How many have abandoned it and what do they believe today? 
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Conclusion 

We have advanced in this paper a set of research questions that would 
hopefully reveal more about the condition of church-state relations in 
today’s Romania. An immediately obvious conclusion is that, after a lot has 
been written and debated on the topic, what church-and-state research 
currently lacks most is extensive empirical studies, including detailed polls 
and surveys. Given this deficit in academic research, and the lack of 
interest of theology scholars in quantitative and qualitative inquiries, the 
field investigations of some civic organizations remain, for better and for 
worse, a significant though limited source of knowledge on the matter. 
Without empirical data, even the most reliable synthetic efforts available, 
such as Stan and Turcescu’s recent Religion and Politics in Post-Communist 
Romania, can only go so far. 
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Notes 

 
1 For instance, the human rights NGO Asociaţia pentru Apărarea Drepturilor 
Omului în România (APADOR-CH) or organizations affiliated to religious minorities 
(in particular, the Greek-rite Catholic Church, Adventist Church, and the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses). 
2 Lavinia Stan and Lucian Turcescu have published regularly on the topic for more 
than a decade. On the other hand, academic articles on religion and politics by 
authors reporting a Romanian institutional affiliation have been relatively scarce. 
This is also a reflection of the dearth of such publications in the social sciences 
more generally. Among political scientists writing in Romania, a noteworthy 
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contributor has been Daniel Barbu. See, e.g., “De la jurisdicţia ecleziastică la 
comunitatea politică. O speţă din 1391,” Analele Universităţii din Bucureşti. Ştiinţe 
Politice 1 (1999); “Etica ortodoxă şi ‘spiritul’ românesc”, in Despre firea românilor, ed. 
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religious) and, as far as anecdotes can tell, poorly trained interviewers. 

As for the trust scores, subsequent polls have borne out the notion that a very 
large majority of the population trusts the church (Evenimentul, “Românul din 
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economic debacle (the parliament, the government, the unions) and those 
perceived as disconnected from the economy (the church, the army, the EU) – and, 
indeed, from daily life: only 44 percent in the Gallup poll claimed the church can 
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for the Study of Religions and Ideologies 15 (2006). 
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53 Pollack, “Religiousness Inside and Outside the Church,” Table 2. This is itself an 
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