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PREFACE

When compared to the Catholic and Protestant Churches of various
denominations, Orthodox Churches have retained the loyalty of larger
proportions of their respective national populations and have remained
more uniformly conservative and more connected to nationalism. Of
course, one can look to Poland, Croatia,! and Slovakia? for examples of
post-socialist states where declared religiosity among Catholics remains
high (above 80% in the cases of Poland and Croatia). But a wide-ranging
survey conducted by the Pew Research Center in 2015-2016 in seven
post-socialist countries found that belief that there is a God was high-
est in Romania, Bosnia—Herzegovina, and Serbia, followed by Croatia
and Poland (tied for fourth place). Where tolerance of homosexuality
was concerned, the percentage of people who felt that homosexuality
was morally wrong was highest in Romania (82%), Bosnia—Herzegovina
(81%), Serbia (69%), and Bulgaria (58%), with somewhat lower figures in
Croatia (49%) and Poland (48%).3 Even more striking perhaps is the fact
that while declared religiosity declined somewhat in Poland in the years
1991-2015, from 96% in the earlier year to 87% in 2015, in Bulgaria the
proportion of adults describing themselves as Orthodox Christians actu-
ally rose from 59% in 1991 to 75% in 2015.#

The question arises how to account for the tendency in Orthodox
countries to maintain higher levels of religiosity than Catholic countries.
A comparison of rates of religiosity with rates of urbanization, education,
and intolerance of homosexuality is revealing (Table 1).
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Table 1 Rates of religiosity, urbanization, education, homophobia (2015-2016)*
Beliefin God % homophobic ~ Education® % urbanization

Romania 95 82 3.1 54

Bosnia—Herzegovina 94 81 N/A 48.2
Serbia 87 69 3.9 56.1
Bulgaria 77 58 4.1 75

Hungary 59 53 4.6 714
Croatia 86 49 4.6 56.9
Poland 86 48 4.8 60.1
Czechia 29 21 5.8 73.8

Rates for belief in God and homophobia derived from the Pew study, 2015-2016. Other figures
derived from the CIA World Factbook on 7 April 2019 and reflected the latest data
Proportion of the GDP spent on education

What is immediately apparent is that there is a 100% correlation
between belief in God and the conviction that homosexuality is mor-
ally wrong as well as an inverse correlation with the percentage of GDP
spent on education. In other words, the better educated people are, the
less likely they are to believe in God and the more likely they are to be
accepting of homosexuality. By contrast, the level of urbanization is a less
certain guide, even if the country with the highest rate of urbanization,
the Czech Republic, is also the least religious and the most tolerant of
homosexuality.

There have been a number of volumes devoted to the Orthodox
Church published in recent years, among them two edited by Lucian
Leustean, who has contributed the afterword to this volume.® It is our
collective hope, nonetheless, that, by focusing on the themes of conserv-
atism, nationalism, and intolerance, we may shed some additional light
on the world of Orthodoxy.

Saksvik, Norway Sabrina P. Ramet
April 2019
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CHAPTER 1

The Orthodox Churches of Southeastern
Europe: An Introduction

Sabrina P. Ramet

Abstract Whether in Southeastern Europe or elsewhere, the Orthodox
Church has been characterized by profound conservatism and an endur-
ing conviction of its unique monopoly on religious truth. From these
two features spring also an intolerance of other religious bodies as well
as of sexual minorities, who, according to Orthodox doctrine, defy
God’s eternal law. But the Orthodox Church does not restrict itself to
broadly understood theological and moral matters, but has also, across
the centuries, presented itself as the champion of the various nations of
Southeastern Europe. These themes—conservatism, intolerance (extend-
ing to both religious intolerance and homophobia), and nationalism pro-
vide the thematic underpinnings of this volume.

Every religious faith is characterized by both continuity and evolu-
tion. Factors promoting continuity in the Orthodox communion have
included Scriptures, documents adopted to define the faith (such as the
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2 S.P.RAMET

Orthodox Church’s Social Concept!), the formal training of clergy at
seminaries and schools of theology, and the socialization of the young.
To this set of factors promoting continuity, one may add “Clifford
Geertz’s concept of ‘spiritual afterimages’ which refers to ‘reflections,
reverberations, [and] projections’ of religious experience in daily life.
Formed in an earlier point in the nation’s history as moral imperatives
and sentiments that continue to guide national development” these
afterimages “leave a distinct mark on the country’s political, social,
and economic practices.”® Factors promoting evolution have included
reforms (such as Patriarch Nikon’s reform of Russian Orthodoxy in the
seventeenth century), councils at which articles of the faith have been
defined (such as the Council of Chalcedon held in 451, which decreed
that Jesus of Nazareth had two natures—divine and human—rather than
one nature which was simultaneously divine and human?®), and internal
dissent (among which the abortive Living Church movement within the
Russian Orthodox Church in the 1920s may be recalled).

However, Orthodox believers interpret the deliberations of the
councils above all as clarifications or judgments and prefer to stress the
unchanging core of the Orthodox faith, while acknowledging that the
world in which the Church lives continues to change. The Orthodox
are convinced that they hold a monopoly on doctrinal Truth and, for
the Orthodox, doctrine is crucial. The intense quarrel with the Western
(Catholic) Church about the filiogue—whether the Holy Spirit pro-
ceeded from the Father and the Son, as Catholics maintain, or just from
the Father, as Orthodox maintain—was one of two decisive arguments
(the other being the pope’s claim to primacy in the Christian world)
which finalized the split between the Catholic and Orthodox Churches
in the eleventh century* and it is still a point of dispute between these
two ancient Churches. It was, furthermore, and still is a dispute about
doctrinal Truth, and the Orthodox Church, as a body which stresses
doctrine and prizes Truth, wants nothing less than to bring all Christians
into communion with itself, which in practice means that all Christians
should accept Orthodox doctrine.?

The Orthodox Church prides itself on being a conservative Church,
doing its best to safeguard what it considers traditional values. But this
has not prevented the appearance of alternative voices, even currents,
within the Church, such as pro-European moderates within the Serbian
Orthodox Church who appeal to “Orthodox notions of a God-given,
unique personality” and theological arguments to promote the idea of
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a “voter-citizen” in a democratic setting.® More particularly, moderates
anywhere in the Orthodox world do not exclude the possibility that
non-Orthodox could be members of the one true Church—understood
as transcending any earthly embodiments—and argue that “there are
many different ways of being related to this one Church, and many dif-
ferent ways of being separated from it.”” But conservatives, who consti-
tute the majority of Orthodox bishops and ordinary clergy, argue on the
contrary that only the Orthodox are members of the one true Church.
Thus, moderates have remained in a minority; indeed, anti-Westernism
in the Serbian Church, for example, increased between the two world
wars, with Serbian clergy engaging in dysphoric rumination about their
Church’s alleged “centuries-long suffering and martyrdom.”® Against
the moderates, the anti-Westernizers have promoted values of humility,
obedience, and national pride, which is easily translated into nationalism.
Indeed, in viewing the Orthodox Churches of Southeastern Europe, one
can identify three syndromes which are common throughout the region:
nationalism, conservatism, and intolerance of other religious bodies but
also of sexual minorities, both of which are seen as threatening, if not
undermining, traditional values.

Nationalism. On the one hand, it may be conceded that joy in the
achievements of one’s people and care for their welfare is a positive thing
(as the Roman philosopher Cicero, among others, noted). So too are
treasuring of one’s culture and the engagement to remember the history
of the nation (as recommended in his Considerations on the Government
of Poland by Jean-Jacques Rousseau). On the other hand, nationalism,
when understood as entailing hostility or mistrust or resentment toward
other nations or simple prejudice, as well as the claim that the desires
and needs of one’s own nation and its members take precedence over the
rights and needs of other nations and their members, is dangerous. Anti-
Semitism may still be found in the Orthodox Churches of Southeastern
Europe. For example, in Romania, there were reports, in 2014, “of a
range of anti-Semitic incidents, including desecrations of synagogues,
anti-Semitic sermons by Orthodox priests, Holocaust denials, and
events commemorating former pro-Nazi leaders of the Legionnaire
Movement.” But there are also other “out-groups” specific to each
respective Orthodox Church, whether Macedonians and Turks in the
case of the Greek Orthodox Church, Croats and Albanians in the case
of the Serbian Orthodox Church, or the hostility found among at least
some Macedonian Orthodox vis-a-vis the Albanian Orthodox Church.!?
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Where the Bulgarian Orthodox Church is concerned, Spas T. Raikin
has highlighted the nationalism of that religious body as its defining
characteristic.!!

Vladimir Solov’ev (1853-1900), one of the greatest Orthodox theo-
logians of the nineteenth century, distinguished between nationality or
nationhood and nationalism. In an 1884 essay, Solov’ev characterized
nationhood as “a living force, both natural and historical, which itself
must serve the highest idea, and by that service give meaning to and
justify its own existence.”!? Referring to the Gospels, Solov’ev further
argued that nurturing and celebrating one’s own national culture and
people can be positive, so that nationhood “ceases to be a boundary, and
becomes the basis of a positive union” with all the rest of humankind.!3

Conservatism. Whether one thinks of Orthodox Churches in
Southeastern Europe or Orthodox Churches in Russia or elsewhere, the
defense of “traditional values” looms large. Traditional values are usually
understood, nowadays, as including heterosexual marriage, sex for pro-
creation not for pleasure, abstinence from sex before or outside marriage,
hostility to feminism, a ban on abortion, and the doctrine of comple-
mentarity in the roles of men and women.!'* But to this list of contested
values, one may also add honesty, truthfulness, honor, and personal
morality, which have been championed, for example, by the Russian
Orthodox Church.'® Summarizing the perspective of Serbian theologian
Justin Popovi¢ (1894-1979), Mirko Dordevi¢ wrote that

For his theanthropic philosophy of life, death, and the sacred, human
being[s], society, the nation, and the state must accommodate themselves
to the Church as the eternal ideal, but under no circumstances need the
Church seek accommodation with them, and even less should it serve
them.!¢

Just to repeat: for Popovi¢, the Church was not supposed to serve
human beings or society. It is, rather, the Kingdom of God on earth.
Like the Catholic Church and other Christian faiths, the Orthodox
Churches reject the notion that two people of the same sex have any
business sharing a life together, but typically balance this by underlining
that gays and lesbians should not be hated or ridiculed. One example
was a set of “Policy Statements on Contemporary Moral Issues,” issued
by the Bulgarian Eastern Orthodox Diocese of the USA, Canada, and
Australia in 2004. In this document, the Bulgarian Diocese declared that
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“The practice of homosexuality is unacceptable according to the teach-
ings of the Orthodox Church. Nevertheless, those who express hatred,
ridicule or animosity towards people with a homosexual orientation
act contrary to the central Christian ethos of love and compassion for
all people.”!” In Romania, the local Orthodox Church objected vocif-
erously to the provision in the European Convention of Human Rights
(ratified by post-communist Romania), which recognizes the right of
both heterosexuals and homosexuals to choose their partners. Patriarch
Teoctist even “addressed the nation on the state television,...characteriz-
ing homosexuality as ‘a sin that has nothing to do with human rights.””18
Or again, in Macedonia, a representative of the Macedonian Orthodox
Church presented a speech at the fifth session of the National Council
for Euro-Integration in May 2009, denouncing the notion that sexual
orientation be included in the prohibition against discrimination.!® In
consonance with this attitude, Orthodox hierarchs and ordinary clergy
have repeatedly expressed their opposition to gay pride parades, whether
in Belgrade?® or Bucharest?! or Sofia??> or Thessaloniki*? or elsewhere.
While Orthodox hierarchs have repeatedly excoriated gays and lesbians,
they have devoted comparatively little time to criticizing men for beating
their wives. Indeed, in Serbia, wife-beating was even held up at one point
as constituting the essence of the Serbian family.?*

Intolerance. The Orthodox Church is by no means the only religious
association to be convinced that its own religious faith is the one, true
faith and that all other religious faiths are in error, if not abominations.
For the Orthodox, Catholics are schismatics, while Protestants are rel-
ativists.?> The consequence is a fundamental disinterest in ecumenism:
using ecumenical fora to spread the word about Orthodoxy would be
one thing, agreeing to hear other points of view would be quite another.
It was in this spirit that, in the course of 1997-1998, first the Georgian
Orthodox Church and then the Bulgarian Orthodox Church withdrew
from the World Council of Churches and the Conference of European
Churches. Subsequently, the Russian Orthodox Church announced that
it was “suspending” its participation in events of the World Council of
Churches. The Orthodox Church has been happy to collaborate (up to
a point) with Western Christian Churches in criticizing abortion and sex-
ual minorities, for example, even while holding them at arm’s length, but
the European Union, by contrast, is seen by the Orthodox Church, as
well as by the conservative wing of the Catholic Church for that mat-
ter, as involving an assault on conservative and traditional values, the
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promotion of homosexuality and pornography, and the celebration of
allegedly “false” rights and freedoms. Serbian bishops expressed their
concern in this way in their 2008 Easter message: “A monstrous globalist
civilization is being created according to the criteria of a degenerate
morality, without the yeast of the eternal meaning of human life. Such
a civilization cannot survive as long as it is in opposition to resurrected
Christ....”26

Intolerance lies at the very core of the Orthodox faith because the
Orthodox believers are convinced that, in order to achieve “salvation”—
which is to say to be admitted to Heaven after death—they are obliged
to do everything they can to assure that others can also be saved.?” The
Orthodox Church alone, so they say, possesses the Truth. Since admis-
sion to Heaven depends—at least in general—on accepting the Church’s
allegedly true doctrines and breaking with what the Orthodox consider
heresy and schism, it follows, as Serbian theologian Radovan Bigovi¢ has
put it, that “The Church does not support any attempts to relativize the
Truth...She hates sin and deviation from the Truth.”?3

Orthodox clerics speak of reconciliation, of ending disunion, but this
is allowed only on Orthodox terms. As Timothy Ware, also known as
Metropolitan Kallistos of Diokleia, has put it,

Because they believe their Church to be the true Church, Orthodox
can have but one ultimate desire: the reconciliation of all Christians to
Orthodoxy...

Yet there is one field in which diversity cannot be permitted. Orthodoxy
insists upon unity in matters of faith. Before there can be reunion amonyg
Christians, there must first be full agreement in faith.. It is unity in faith
that matters...?°

In those countries where the archives of the respective security ser-
vices (secret police) have been opened to the public—which is to say,
where Orthodox societies are concerned, in Romania and Bulgaria—it
has come to light that leading hierarchs of the Orthodox Churches met
with agents of the communist security services on a regular basis for pur-
poses of sharing information.3° Indeed, after a brutal induction into the
communist system, the Orthodox Churches of Romania®! and Bulgaria3?
found themselves in a symbiotic relationship with their respective com-
munist regimes and, accordingly, the sudden transition to pluralism and
entry into the European Union has been difficult. Under communism,
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it was difficult for foreign-based religious groups, such as Mormons,
Scientologists, and others, to proselytize; after 1989, interreligious com-
petition increased and Orthodox Churches were thrust on the defen-
sive. They have also found themselves on the defensive as regards their
concept of “traditional values,” including their disapproval of same-
sex unions. And the rash of new legislation including ratifications of
European conventions on human rights has threatened these Churches’
claims to a monopoly on moral authority. For all of these reasons, the
Orthodox Churches of the post-socialist countries in Southeastern
Europe have plenty of reasons to be skeptical of the benefits, whether
supposed or real, of local brands of democracy.

Summary. The Churches discussed in this volume include both
cases in which the local Orthodox Church embraces the majority of the
nation’s population (Bulgaria, Greece, Macedonia, Romania, and Serbia)
and cases in which the Orthodox Church is a minority Church (Albania,
and the Czech Lands and Slovakia).

As the figures in Table 1.1 show, the countries with the largest per-
centage of the population belonging to the Orthodox community are
Serbia, Romania, Greece, and Bulgaria.

Chapter 2, written by David Kanin, examines the historical legacy of
Orthodoxy in the region and highlights the association of bishops in
Bulgaria, Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia with their respective com-
munities’ national projects. Kanin introduces the concept of sacred time,
which he defines as “direct perception of individual presence at, partic-
ipation with, and experience of the seminal miracles, events, and state
of mind produced by the contact between the person in question, sacral
personages of a faith, and God.” Sacred time is, thus, an experience of
the supernatural and can be engendered, among other ways, by the view-
ing of relics. The Churches’ nationalism, manifested in the Serbian case
in that Church’s strong stance against Kosovo’s independence, is also a
vehicle for sacred time, thus giving extra force to nationalist claims.

The remaining chapters in this book focus on individual national
Churches, beginning with a chapter on the Romanian case by Lavinia
Stan and Lucian Turcescu. In terms of number of adherents, the
Romanian Orthodox Church is clearly the largest Orthodox community
in the region, with 18.82 million members in 2014, far ahead of sec-
ond-place Greece (with 10.72 million members) and third-place Serbia
(with 6.37 million members).33 As the authors note, the Romanian
Orthodox Church has paid less attention to abortion, which has fired
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Table 1.1 Percentage of each nation belonging to the Orthodox Church (in %)

% Orthodox Year
Serbia 88 2015/16
Greece 81-90 2015
Romania 86 2015/16
Bulgaria 75 2015/16
Montenegro 72.1 2011
Macedonia 64.8 2002
Albania 6.8 2011
Czech Republic 1.0 2015/16
Slovakia 0.9 2014
Poland 0.7 2017

Sources Figures for Albania, Greece, Kosovo, and Macedonia, from the CIA, World Factbook, at https://
www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/ [last accessed on 22 December 2018]; fig-
ures for Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Romania, and Serbia from Pew Research Center, Religious
Belief and National Belonging in Central and Eastern Europe (10 May 2017), at http://www.pew-
forum.org,/2017 /05 /10 /religious-belietf-and-national-belonging-in-central-and-eastern-europe /
[accessed on 29 June 2018]; figure for Slovakia from NationMaster, at https://www.nationmaster.
com/country-info/profiles /Slovakia/Religion [accessed on 22 December 2018]; and figure for Poland
from Study shows 95% of Poles are religious, Radio Poland (13 February 2017), at http://thenews.
pl/1/11/Artykul /293281,Study-shows-95-of-Poles-are-religious [accessed on 22 December 2018 ]

the Catholic Church across Europe and beyond, than it has to defending
conservative values at the expense of same-sex couples. The Romanian
Church continues to display a nationalist countenance while betraying
blanket intolerance of other religious communities.

This is followed by an examination of the Bulgarian Orthodox
Church, which embraced just over 6 million adherents in 2015, accord-
ing to The Sofin Globe.3* As Daniela Kalkandjieva recounts, the Bulgarian
Church proved to be hostile to other faiths and has nurtured an ambi-
tion to regain the ecclesiastical hegemony it enjoyed in pre-commu-
nist times. The Church in Bulgaria has both opposed efforts to extend
some form of legal recognition to same-sex couples and rejected the
Istanbul Convention (drafted in 2011 and signed by 46 countries by
January 2018) on preventing and combating domestic violence against
women. By 2012, the Bulgarian Orthodox Church succeeded in retriev-
ing its property rights over extensive lands, forests, and non-religious
urban buildings which had been seized by the communists more than
half a century earlier. However, as Kalkandjieva relates, the Church was
internally divided from 1992 until 2012 between two rival synods, each
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claiming legitimate leadership. But the Church’s prestige was more par-
ticularly threatened by the revelation in 2012 that 11 of the then-15
members of the Holy Synod had collaborated as informers for the com-
munist-era secret police.

The Serbian Orthodox Church—the subject of Chapter 5—is,
in proportional terms, probably the largest Orthodox community in
the region, with 88% of Serbs reporting that they are Orthodox. (In
Greece, somewhere between 81 and 90% of Greeks are thought to be
Orthodox.) Written by Jelena Subotié, this chapter carefully follows the
themes of this volume, while paying especially close attention to the
Church’s responses to the presence of sexual minorities in the country
and to Kosovo’s status as an independent state. In a striking expression
of its nationalism, the Serbian Church announced in spring 2018 that
it was changing its official name to the Serbian Orthodox Church—
Patriavchate of Pel, signaling its continued recollection of Ottoman
times when the Church had its headquarters in the city of Pe¢ in Kosovo
now known by its Albanian name of Peja.3®> The Ottoman legacy is
also part of the story of homophobia in Serbia since, as human rights
activist Ivan Jankovi¢ has explained, Serbs opposed to Ottoman rule in
their country marshaled accusations of alleged Turkish sodomizing of
young Serbian boys in order to energize outrage and anger against the
Turks.3¢

The Serbian case is the subject also of Francine Friedman’s chapter,
but here the focus is specifically on the relationship between Serbian
Orthodoxy and anti-Semitism. The chapter begins with a retrospective
review of the ideas and career of the still controversial pro-fascist Bishop
Nikolaj Velimirovi¢ (1881-1956), who was canonized in 2003. The
chapter also discusses the current orientation of the Church as regards
the small Jewish communities in Serbia and the Republika Srpska.

Chapter 7, by Altug Giinal and Zeynep Selin Balci, takes up a subject
of the Greek Orthodox Church, noting that it continues to fight secu-
larizing tendencies in society, to portray itself as the protector of Greek
national identity, and to oppose same-sex marriage and LGBT rights.
The Greek Church sided with Greeks who were opposed to admit-
ting Macedonia, even if renamed North Macedonia, into the European
Union and, like other Orthodox Churches, sees itself as keeping vig-
ilance over the eternal Truths handed down centuries if not millen-
nia ago. The Church has also stood firm against same-sex rights, with
Metropolitan Ambrose of Kalvrta, for example, posting a controversial
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blog in 2015 in which he termed homosexuality a “sin” and called on
the faithful to oppose same-sex relations. Posted about the time that
the Greek parliament was voting, by a margin to 193 to 56, to regis-
ter same-sex civil partnerships, the blog became the subject of a lawsuit
resolved only in March 2018, with the acquittal of the Metropolitan of
any intention to incite anti-gay violence.3” In spite of the bishop’s objec-
tion, same-sex partnerships, thus, have legal status in Greece since 24
December 2015.

The only existentially controversial case discussed in this volume
involves the Macedonian Orthodox Church, which is still struggling to
win canonical recognition. As Zachary Irwin relates, the Macedonian
Church has had to face both an external challenge from the Serbian
Church, which views the Macedonian Church as a schismatic body, and
internal problems, such as the case of Bishop Jovan Vraniskovski, who
defected to the Serbian Church. As with the other Orthodox Churches
already discussed, the Macedonian Church displays the typical Orthodox
syndrome of conservatism, nationalism, and intolerance.

This brings us to the two minority Churches: the Albanian Orthodox
Church and the Orthodox Church of the Czech Lands and Slovakia.
Both of these Churches are small, but they are included in this volume in
order to show how an Orthodox Church behaves when it is not hegem-
onic. For the Albanian Orthodox community, as Blumi relates, there
have been three chief challenges since 1990: first, since the collapse of
communism, the country has been exposed in various ways to liberal
values, such as acceptance of same-sex values—an acceptance which the
Church is not ready to embrace; second, there has been a bitter conflict
over properties confiscated from the Church by the communists, which
have been turned to other uses and which ecclesiastical leaders want to
retrieve; and third, there has been the long process of replacing Greek
bishops with Albanian bishops in what is an A/banian Church. On this
last point, Blumi notes that, since 1992, 165 Orthodox clergy have been
ordained, all of them Albanians. The following chapter—contributed by
Frank Cibulka—focuses on the most unique case in this volume: first,
by contrast with other Churches discussed herein, the Orthodox
Church of the Czech Lands and Slovakia is not a hegemonic, major-
ity Church but, on the contrary, a minority Church in both the Czech
Republic and Slovakia; and second, this Church is operating, as Cibulka
notes, “in one of the most secularized and atheistic countries in the
world.” As if this combination of factors were not enough of a challenge,
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the Church has also recently experienced an internal power struggle,
leading the Ministry of Culture to suspend restitution payments to the
Church in late 2014.

Finally, in an afterword for this volume, Lucian Leustean offers his
reflections on the patterns of behavior of these Churches, on the val-
ues they espouse, and on the lessons to be learned. In a striking pas-
sage, Leustean notes that “Orthodox Churches have become politically
stronger when states have failed to provide social support for a popula-
tion in need.” In such circumstances, Orthodox Churches have typically
filled the void.
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CHAPTER 2

Faith, Nation, and Structure:
The Diachronic Durability of Orthodox
Churches in the Balkans

David B. Kanin

Abstract Those in charge of Orthodox Christian Churches have remained
lashed to the national identities they nurtured, and have attempted to revive
the sense that nationalism is modern and progressive—but also an essential
piece of sacred time. The latter concept involves the direct perception of
individual presence at, participation with, and experience of the seminal mir-
acles, events, and state of mind produced by contact between the person
in question, sacral personages of a faith, and God. The constructed, iconic
past associated with sacred time in a nationalist framework is more than “the-
ology” and anything but an anachronistic experience. Religious and nation-
alist entrepreneurs synchronize their visions of sacred times to harness the
imaginations of the faithful and overcome local resistance to nationalism. The
Orthodox Churches of the Balkans have both faith and nationalism in their
tool kits and over centuries have used them to survive religious, social, eco-
nomic, and political challenges—even as they have squabbled with each other.
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The current concern with the efficacy of secular, liberal modernism and
its international order will prove more than a momentary phenomenon.
The material order offers only material benefits—slogans like “freedom”
and “democracy” maintain their appeal only when coupled with a credi-
ble promise of prosperity. Mark Juergensmeyer has pointed out that sec-
ular nationalism fails to inspire the way a combination of religion and
identity can, especially where the secular order has failed to deliver on
promises of political freedom, economic prosperity, and social justice.!

It remains an open question whether even successful political and
economic states can fend oft challenges from faith-based and other com-
munal appeals. Rival communal belief systems have the advantage of
speaking directly to affective, spiritual needs and providing meaning to
peoples’ lives. In this context, the return of organized, muscular reli-
gion as a central concern to governments—underscored by the revival of
the various flavors of Islam as centrally important geostrategic actors—
provides a central challenge to the teleology of civic democracy, multi-
cultural integration, and “rule of law.” Nationalism, in the nineteenth
century viewed by adherents as a component of modernity, now has
become a challenger to it.

The Orthodox Churches of the Balkans have both faith and nation-
alism in their tool kits and over centuries have used them to survive
religious, social, economic, and political challenges—even as they have
squabbled with each other. This chapter will consider the impact of these
churches in their region as diachronic actors able to maintain influence
and/or be useful to successive synchronic political powers.

The backdrop for this analysis is the idea of sacred time, direct per-
ception of individual presence at, participation with, and experience of
the seminal miracles, events, and state of mind produced by the contact
between the person in question, sacral personages of a faith, and God.
For some, this heightened spiritual experience can be inspired by foun-
dational oral narratives, sacred texts, or charismatic preachers, but it is
just as likely to involve an affective sense of personal experience tran-
scending anything associated with religious authority. Sacred time
is not momentary, linear or perishable; it is temporal Platonic form.
Transubstantiation of the blood and body of Christ during the Catholic
mass or performance in passion plays, perceived connection by those
Jews engaged in the study of the written Torah with the tradition of the
Oral Torah—the presence on Mt. Sinai of the souls of all future com-
mentators on the law as that law is being given by God to Moses—or
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a sense of behaving according to the guidance of the Prophet’s closest
companions or carrying out acts of jihad lead people from secular into
sacred time. The viewing of relics associated with any faith can have the
same impact on the faithful. Some erudite, sophisticated, or jaded fig-
ures of faith will recoil from those who embrace or seek out the rapture
of sacred time. Other religious authorities and institutions—no matter
how nationalistic or otherwise “of” this world they become—will seek
to catch this spiritual lightening in a bottle and use the appeal of sacred
time as a bedrock of communal legitimacy. The constructed, iconic
past associated with sacred time in a nationalist framework is more than
“theology” and anything but an anachronistic experience. Religious and
nationalist entrepreneurs synchronize their visions of sacred times to
harness the imaginations of the faithful and overcome local resistance to
nationalism.?

When hundreds of thousands of Serbs communed with the relics of
Tsar Lazar at the battlefield of Kosovo Polje in 1889 and 1989, their
celebration of the events of 1389 gave them a direct connection to what
happened at that spot—the rituals of memory enabled them to believe
they were joining the event’s protagonists right then, right there. The
experience of presence defined the faith and nation that—when in the
appropriate frame of mind—constitutes “Serbia.” Similarly, Greek
Orthodox priests and officers existed in sacred time if it is true they
reconsecrated the church of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople in 1919,
“resuming” the service at the point tradition says it was interrupted by
conquering Ottoman troops in 1453. This possibly apocryphal story
highlights the fact that Athens used the dream of some Greeks for a
reconstructed Greek and Orthodox Empire buttressed by Greek com-
munities in Asia Minor with ancient pedigrees, access to Homeric and
classical literature, the Orthodox faith, and modern Greek nationalism.

Maria Todorova chronicled something along these lines in her narra-
tive on the history of the search for the burial site of the Bulgarian resist-
ance hero Vasil Kunchev—the “Ivan Levsky” celebrated by the Bulgarian
Orthodox Church, Bulgarian Communist party, and Bulgarian national
entrepreneurs.? Todorova’s work included iconic (literally) images of the
1980s that bathed Levsky in angelic halos. The discussion here will con-
sider why the Orthodox Churches in the Balkans have been well posi-
tioned to bring their flocks into sacred time and have so often done so
for the sake of communal cohesion and the interests of the hierarchical
authority of both sacred and secular elites.
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Various appeals to “tradition” can become conceptual cousins to
sacred time. Arno Mayer considered one version as the “persistence of
the old regime.”* His thesis that the aristocracy, not bourgeoisie, drove
Europe in the nineteenth century and into World War One ran against
the teleology of modernism and reexamined the pull of tradition on the
“modernizing” classes. With tongue in cheek, David Cannadine took
a look at a related phenomenon he called “Ornamentalism,”® which
played off Edward Said’s more famous book of a similar sounding title®
to consider how some colonized individuals eagerly embraced imperial
decorations and honors. Faith, honor, and other affective pulls provide
entrepreneurs of community and their targeted communities with ver-
sions of sacred time that provide meaning and orientation.

The struggle for control over sacred time also enables intercommunal
conflict and such endogenous contention as struggle between hierarchs
and lower clergy on national, regional, and local levels. In the Balkans,
the relationship among sacred time, nationalism, and residues of the—
related—Byzantine and Ottoman systems inform translation of (and
resistance to) various forms of Western-imposed modernity.

TaE BAckDROP OF TRADITION

It is fair to say Orthodoxy in the Balkans “embodied and expressed the
ethos of the Serbian people to such a degree that nationality-religion
fused into a distinct ‘Serbian faith’.”” It should be noted that Albanian
Orthodoxy was something of an exception; Christians in that region
divided roughly between Catholic north and Orthodox south after 1054,
with the latter ruled by Greek clergy and Greek-language liturgy.® The
Patriarch in Constantinople still picks the Albanian primate, a Greek,
although Albanians gradually have succeeded to other bishoprics.

This was not modern nationalism, of course, but the idea that
Orthodox Slavs in the Balkans were different from Greek-speaking
elites in the capital clearly already existed. The Peé Patriarchate was dis-
banded after the Battle of Smederevo in 1459, but bickering over the use
of Greek or Slavonic rites continued, even after the Ottomans chose to
inherit the patriarchal establishment as a political and social tool. Bishop
Pavel of Smederevo attempted unsuccessfully to organize a “Serbian”
Church between 1528 and 1533, and the patriarchal title returned to
Peé—with the Sultan’s approval—in 1557. Slavic historians would write
of the “double yoke” of the Ottomans and the Orthodox hierarchy.’
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The Ottomans formalized this relationship in the Taife arrangement
that becomes the much discussed “Millet” system—nothing like this
had existed in a Byzantine Empire in which Jews faced persecution and
Catholic colonies in Constantinople from Venice and Genoa largely were
restricted to residences across the Golden Horn. Multiple authors have
raised objections to facile use of the “Millet” concept,!? but their vari-
ous takes on the historical, economic, and social complexity of Ottoman
structural toleration of “Peoples of the Book” do not negate the fact that
the Empire organized a system of structural religious administration that
helped define communal autonomy and identity.

The Orthodox Patriarch often was more rigid than the Sultan in the
enforcement of Orthodoxy in organizational as well as religious practice,
an issue that would exacerbate the Patriarch’s confrontation with both
nationalism and imperial reform efforts after 1798. Sacred and secular
time among Balkan Christians came under the purview of Greek priests
and the “Phanariot” aristocracy, Greeks who administered much of the
Balkans for the Sultan but also could provide administrative support for
the ecclesiastical interests of a Patriarch who lived in the “lighthouse”
district of the capital that gave the Phanariots their name. It is important to
remember that the patriarchal hierarchy and its Phanariot allies first fought
intensely against nationalism—including Greek nationalism—before
a fractured Orthodox ecclesiastical universe became identified with the
nationalisms and sacred spaces they enabled, nurtured (even under
Communism), and continue to promote today.!!

The Greek War of Independence had an ambiguous impact on the
Ecumenical Patriarch and on religious and secular politics. The cre-
ation of a “Greek” Orthodox Church was a direct challenge to the
Byzantine roots of the Patriarch’s credibility, leading immediately to
tensions between the two establishments.!? This issue became part
of a three-cornered struggle to define Greek identity that lasted until
the defeat of the Greek invasion of Anatolia after World War One.
Phanariots remained Greeks who were loyal to the Ottoman system
that privileged them, and would remain engaged in efforts to pre-
serve an imperial system that since the last years of the eighteenth cen-
tury had proven predictions of its collapse wrong. The Patriarch in
Constantinople had little reason to risk the privileges his hierarchy
enjoyed. The clergy focused largely on protecting its status against the
various nationalisms. Greek nationalists split over the question of how
Greece should be constituted—should it be a modernizing Greek
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national state or the core of a restored Byzantine Empire with its capital
eventually restored in Constantinople?

The Patriarch and the Greek Orthodox Church had in common
their interest in maintaining the Greek-language liturgy, which put
them on the same side of disputes with nationalist or nationalizing
priests in the other Balkan Orthodox Churches. The Patriarchate spent
the nineteenth century in a rearguard action against efforts by Serbs,
Bulgarians, Albanians, and Montenegrins to tie their Churches to emerg-
ing national communities. Successful Serbian and Greek separation from
Constantinople precluded spiritual and, to an extent, administrative
patriarchal obstruction. The effort by Bulgarians to do the same was met
with a much more determined resistance. The Sultan created an “exar-
chate” in Bulgaria rather than an autonomous Church, which satisfied
neither side but dissatisfied the Patriarch more.

The Patriarch refused to accept the principle that the faith could be
divided by national identity and formally anathematized it as “phyletism”
at the Great Council of Constantinople in 1872. Nevertheless, the norm
developed that there can be no more than the single ecumenical church
on any territory and morphed into a conflict between multiple national-
izing Churches for control over local resources, administration, liturgy/
religious services, and education.

Very quickly, Greek and Bulgarian priests helped organize rival estab-
lishments in Bulgaria proper and in “Macedonia,” the territory and
identity of which has been in dispute ever since. As will be discussed
below, the Serbian and Macedonian Orthodox Churches have fought
over much the same ecclesiastical and practical ground ever since Tito
first moved to create an autonomous Macedonian Orthodox Church in
1958. (It declared itself autocephalous in 1967.)

In its “Tarnovo Constitution” of 1879, the Bulgarian government
claimed sovereignty over the Bulgarian Orthodox Church. Church
hierarchs believed something like the opposite was true.!® Those local
Bulgarians who cooperated with their Greek neighbors became saddled
with the epithet “Grakomans” (the Patriarchate called them “Bulgarian-
speaking Greek activists”). A Bulgarian commander was quoted as saying
he did not kill “real” Greeks, just the Grakomani.* The Bulgarian state
helped “its” Church’s cause by defining all Orthodox believers living in
Bulgaria as “Bulgarian,” a practice also observed in Greece and Serbia
but not Russia.!®
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This is a period when the Russian Orthodox had its own problems
with conflicts among national churches in the Balkans. Ebbing Ottoman
power in the region meant Russian clerics could no longer simply appeal
to be the protector of all Christians under the Sultan’s sway. Now they
felt pressure from churches in Serbia, Bulgaria, and Greece—as well
as from doctrinal patriarchal authority—to choose sides. The Russian
Orthodox Church, under the watchful eyes of the government in St.
Petersburg, walked a fine line between, for example, supporting pan-
Slavism among Bulgarian Orthodox clerics and maintaining obedience to
the denunciation of phyletism at the Great Council of Constantinople.1®

The struggle among Orthodox Churches, nationalizers, and resid-
ual Phanariot authority to control popular experiences with sacred time
came to head during the series of uprisings that emerged from the iconic
“Ilinden” events in 1903. Nationalizing clergy, by combining religious
rites with participation in armed activity, brought combatants/parish-
ioners into the sacred time involved in the ritualized trial by fire of the
nation in the struggle against the relevant Other.

Bulgaria stressed its intention to absorb Macedonian identity by
changing the language of its constitution to permit adherence by these
insurgents to “Bulgarian” identity.!” Local Greek and Bulgarian priests
fought with guerrilla bands. In general, the higher clergy tended toward
Greek or Phanariot sympathies, while many priests on the ground tended
to identify as Bulgarian. The patriarchal appointment of a Greek Bishop
(Constantine) to Varna provoked a serious wave of local violence—cit-
izens initially were successful in forcing the ship carrying the bishop
to retreat from the port and return to Istanbul. The Patriarch sent the
bishop back, which ensured that fighting spread to Plovdiv and other
towns with Greek churches; mobs sacked them and local Bulgarian
clergy reconsecrated them with Bulgarian saints’ names.!® Albert
Sonnichsen, an American journalist who accompanied a Bulgarian fight-
ing group in Macedonia during the uprisings, also reported that in 1906
Bulgarians (which was how he uniformly identified the Slavic population
of Macedonia except in the title of his book) refused to permit patriar-
chal bishops to return to their appointed places.!”

However reliable this narrative is, it is clear priests on both sides
fought, urged others to fight, organized spy networks, and otherwise
participated in a lethal competition to control space and define sacred
time. This pattern continued through the Balkan Wars of 1912-1913,
the second of which inundated efforts before and during the first at
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reconciliation among the Orthodox Churches.?? According to the
Carnegie Commission report on those conflicts, the Serbian Orthodox
Church teamed up with the Greeks in Macedonia against the exarchate.
“‘Patriarchism’ and ‘exarchism’ became the rallying cry of the two con-
flicting nations.”?! The report said that the most difficult among com-
batants to “subdue” were the priests.?? Dragostinova notes the pattern
of forced conversions on all sides.?3

The instability and warfare in the decade before World War One car-
ried over into it. The Greek government of Eleftherios Venizelos was
suspicious of patriarchal efforts to react to its being shut out of Bulgaria
by strengthening its hold over the national Greek Orthodox Church.
Memories of Greek atrocities in Macedonia during and after the Second
Balkan War motivated reprisals when Bulgaria occupied Macedonia after
Sofia’s participation in the Central Powers’ invasion of Serbia in 1915.24

The end of the war brought about a Serbian-dominated Yugoslavia,
a divided Greece, and a defeated Bulgaria. The Patriarchate survived
the Ottoman collapse, but Phanariot administration did not. The Greek
government attempted to absorb Bulgarians living in Greece into the
“Greek” Orthodox Church.?®> In the wake of the defeat in Anatolia
and the departure from there of much of the Orthodox faithful in the
population exchange mandated by Treaty of Lausanne, the Patriarchate
became almost a vestigial body. Despite tensions, overall the Greek gov-
ernment and Orthodox hierarchy cooperated. The status of the Bishop
of Athens grew during the 1920s at the expense of a Patriarch who still
lived in Istanbul. The capital’s prelate became the “Archbishop of Athens
and all Greece.”?® The Church worked to minimize state supervision and
opposed enshrining freedom of religion in the Greek constitution.?”

Bulgaria’s church struggled with its state. Aleksandur Stamboliyski,
agrarian politician and strongman until his assassination in 1923, forced
the Holy Synod to call a Church council designed to constrict it. The
hierarchs managed to manipulate this crisis to their advantage, prevent-
ing the government from stacking the Holy Synod with pliant bishops.?8
According to Raikin, Tsar Boris opposed a strong church and saw Peter
the Great’s subordination of the Russia Orthodox Church as his model.
Boris used the Church as a tool in holding oft the appeal of Communism
until World War Two.??

The new Yugoslav state, while ruled by a Serbian King and, initially, by
a constitution promulgated in the sacred time of the Serbian national day,
was more than just a larger Serbia. Disputes among the country’s various
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communities undermined efforts to create a functioning and universally
legitimated state. The Serbian Orthodox and Croatian Catholic Churches
had a tense relationship. The Catholic Church also had to deal with tensions
between its diocese’s hierarchy, based in Zagreb, and Franciscan monks and
priests’ national sentiments propagated an alternative version of sacred time.
Serbian Orthodox prelates, who had burnished their own idea of sacred
time by participating in such wartime events as the iconic retreat of virtually
the entire royal, political, and clerical elite across the battlefield of Kosovo
Polje and Albania in 1915,%° did not hide their desire for a homogeneous
greater Serbian kingdom buttressed by a Serbian patriarchal church.3!

Serbian Orthodox hierarchs bristled at federal legislative efforts to reg-
ulate their activities and were particularly displeased when Belgrade, as
part of its effort to motivate Croatian loyalty to the kingdom, tried to
conclude a concordat with the Roman Catholic Church in 1937.32 Both
national Churches were skeptical of the government’s effort to craft what
became the agreement (Sporazum) under which Serbia and Croatia par-
titioned Bosnia under the federal umbrella in 1939.33 Both Churches
mobilized national feeling as Europe slid toward another war after 1937.
While Catholic Croatia rationalized its relationship with Fascism, the
Serbian Orthodox Church presided at a commemoration of the 550th
anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo Polje; sacred time at that time was
conjured at the Monastery in Ravanica, rather than at the battlefield itself,
unlike similar celebrations of nationalism and faith in 1889 and 1989.3*

The Romanian Orthodox Church hierarchy enjoyed privileges but not
dominance in what was a multi-confessional state, although the head of
the Orthodox Church ascended to patriarchal status as a result of a law
passed by the Romanian government in 1925. This Orthodox Church
was tainted more than other Orthodox Churches by the rise of local var-
iants of fascism. The Church’s link to Romanian national and cultural
identity in a context where it had to compete for souls against Catholic,
Uniate, and Protestant Churches may have motivated especially low-
er-level clergy to associate with the Iron Guard (League of the Archangel
Michael). When Bucharest cracked down on the fascists in 1938, 218
Orthodox priests were among those arrested.3

World War Two narratives of the performances of priests and hierarchs
from all faiths generally follow the patterns evident in previous rounds
of fighting. Debates over atrocities allegedly committed or enabled by
clerics underscore larger stories of perpetrators and victims. Serbian
Orthodox priests attached themselves to royalist Chetniks; one named
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Momdilo Djuji¢ commanded a division of fighters.3¢ Nevertheless, Max
Bergholz’s recent, careful study of violence and identity in and around
the Bosnian town of Kulen Vakuf presents a complicated picture of
wartime intercommunal relations. Bergholz does not deny the meta-
narrative. Even enemies accepted the Orthodox religion as the basis for
being “Serbian”; the Croatian fascist (and Catholic) Ustashe report-
edly excluded Orthodox priests and their families from efforts to con-
vert erstwhile Serbs to Catholicism and—by definition—re-designation
as “Croat.”®” The Croats attempted to separate Serbs from Orthodoxy
by referring to the clerics as “Greek Easterners,” a term Serbian cler-
ics reacted to by “Serbianizing” as much of their message as possible.
The Croatian fascist policy of destroying all things “Serbian” led to the
destruction of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Biha¢.38

Nevertheless, Bergholz also recorded instances of clerical resistance to
violence against neighbors of the other faith /nationality in and near Kulen
Vakuf. His research indicates a Serbian Orthodox priest had defended
local Muslims against a Serbian mob as carly as 1918.3° Intercommunal
tensions grew after the German destruction of the first Yugoslavia in
April 1941, leading to serious local atrocities even before the conflict
among Chetniks, Partisans, Italians, and Germans jelled, but at least some
Catholic and Orthodox priests cooperated to mitigate the horrors as best
they could.*® Anecdotal evidence that efforts to head off violence some-
times did so suggests that research on the relationship between religion
and identity during the series of conflicts marking Balkan history should
consider Bergholz’s findings that violence can inform identity, but that
leadership from committed clerics can enable resistance to violence.

The transition from World War Two to the Cold War certainly stressed
the Orthodox Churches, but—with the exception of Albania—did not
destroy their existence or the integral links between their exercises in
sacred time and partly latent nationalisms. The “People’s Democracies”
practiced versions of cooptation and repression that competed with
but failed to replace the Churches as lodestars of identity. Throughout
the Communist era, the Communists tended to favor lower clergy over
hierarchs, but would not hesitate to use bishops and even patriarchs, if
the times and party strategy appeared to require it. In the view of Janice
Broun, Bulgaria was something of a special case; by 1944, the Bulgarian
Orthodox Church had lost much of its influence and was not equipped
to withstand the onslaught of an atheist regime. The regime was able to
manipulate its succession struggles and outright schisms.*!
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One geostrategic change taking place during the Communist years
was the considerable increase in ideological /political distance between
Greece and the East European Orthodox world as a result of its fall-
ing on the Western side of Europe’s strategic divide after the end of the
Greek Civil War. This also meant the monasteries on Mt. Athos and the
Patriarch in Istanbul also became many steps more distant from East
European clerics and their captured flocks.

This does not mean religion flourished in Greece and withered in the
other Balkan countries. Bulgaria’s new Communist masters enshrined
the Bulgarian Orthodox Church as a “traditional” institution in their
1949 “Law of Confessions,” absorbed the Holy Synod into their own
administration, and enabled it to “inform” the substance and spirit of
a “People’s Democratic Church.”#? Pliant Church officials propagated
state propaganda to the Bulgarian diaspora. When Communist boss
Todor Zhivkov attempted to exclude the Church from his celebration of
the 1300th anniversary of the Bulgarian state, Church officials responded
with quotes from the Communists’ “iconic” founder Georgi Dimitrov
praising the Church as a “solid spiritual bridge.”*3

Romania’s Communists retained closer ties with their Orthodox
Church; like earlier regimes, the Communists recognized that the
Church retained great popularity among the public.** At times, high
state officials entered sacred time; Scarfe noted that Communist offi-
cials baptized their children into the Church and suggested that the
Romanian Orthodox Church retained more influence over cultural
and spiritual life than its counterparts in other East European coun-
tries.*> Party boss Nicolae Ceausescu’s parents were buried according to
Orthodox rites, and the Patriarch had good—perhaps close—relations
with Ceausescu and Elena, his influential wife.*¢

The differences between Tito’s Yugoslavia and the other Communist
states of Eastern Europe provided a unique context affecting the strate-
gies and activities of Serbian and other Orthodox Churches. Yugoslavia
was a federal state, not a country with one clear titular national identity
congruent with a national Orthodox Church.

In general, Tito’s approach was to attempt to ensure Serbs would not
be able to dominate his Yugoslavia, and religion was one tool he used
to limit their traditional hegemony. During the Communist decades, the
Serbian Orthodox Church built a story about itself as God’s especially
suffering Church, assuring that the sacred time associated with the Battle
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of Kosovo Polje—June 28—would remain the Serbian national day, as
it was in interwar royal Yugoslavia. The trek of the Vojvods in
1689-1690, the catastrophic retreat of virtually the entire national elite
across Kosovo and Albania in 1915, the Church’s severe losses of priests
and parishioners in the world wars (Serbia lost more people per capita
than any other participant in World War One), remained—and remains—
central to the sacred narrative.

The Serbian Orthodox Church objected to Tito’s creation of a
Macedonian Orthodox Church, noting claims of jurisdiction over
Macedonian believers partly based on a legal and administrative sta-
tus granted by the Ottoman Sultan and the Ecumenical Patriarch when
Serbs receive their status as a millet atter 1830. A desire to hold on to
church properties also was not irrelevant.*” Macedonian clergy, mean-
while, called for the reopening of the Patriarchate at Ohrid and looked
for some sort of contact with the Vatican.*® Serbian Orthodox officials
called for an ecumenical council to settle the issue, but—given the atti-
tude of the Bulgarian Church—it was far from clear that this would lead
to a result satisfactory to the Serbian side.

Serbian Orthodox hierarchs worried about their social as well as polit-
ical flank. A survey conducted in 1966 suggested Catholic and Muslim
Yugoslav citizens were more religious than their Orthodox counter-
parts.*? Subsequent polls in the 1970s and 1980s had similar results. The
Serbian Orthodox Church only had 1 priest for every 5714 believers in
the 1980s—a worse rate of clerical representation than other faiths.5°
The Church responded by increasing the number of public ritual cele-
brations involving historic sites and publicized hierarchs’ visits to the
Hilandar Monastery on Mount Athos and to Churches in Jerusalem,
Antioch, Alexandria, and Moscow. It was not clear whether this appeal
to sacred time increased Serbian Orthodox religiosity, but in 1974 the
League of Communists of Serbia criticized the Church as being the car-
rier of the “new nationalism.”>!

Meanwhile, the Serbian Orthodox Church worked to highlight the
collective memory of Croatian atrocities against Serbs during World
War Two while Yugoslavia’s Catholic hierarchy attempted to play down
Croatian and clerical responsibility for war crimes. The two such memo-
ries with perhaps the highest level of attention and symbolism have been
the question of the behavior of Alojzije Stepinac, wartime Archbishop
of Zagreb (he held that office from 1937 until his death in 1960),
who was tried and convicted by the Communists, and the issue of how
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many Serbs and others were killed (and by whom) at the death camp at
Jasenovac. During the Communist years, the Serbian Orthodox scruti-
nized the regime’s treatment of these issues and demanded financial rep-
arations from the Yugoslav Republic of Croatia. After Tito died, these
feuds came into high relief as the durability of the Communist system
came into question. On 2 September 1984, 20,000 Serbs attended a
Serbian Orthodox ceremony at Jasenovac, held as an explicit answer to
perceived efforts by Croats and the Catholic Church to “obliterate” the
fact of the slaughter. The Serbs reportedly were able to attract some sup-
port for their version of events from Yugoslavia’s Jewish Community.>?
The Catholics responded not only with their own narratives of these
controversies, but also with an effort to brand the 1690 trek of the
Vojvods as an Orthodox invasion of Croatia.

Looxing Back To Look AHEAD

The demise of the Soviet system in Eastern Europe disoriented politi-
cal and social life in the Balkans somewhat differently from in the rest
of Eastern Europe. The borders of the Poland and Hungary had been
decided by the World Wars (although Transylvania remains an irritant
between Hungary and Romania), and Czechs and Slovaks agreed on
a peaceful process of separation. As in the rest of “Europe,” the Cold
War diminished Europe’s space and importance. In contrast—no mat-
ter the rhetoric of Western governments and EU paladins—borders in
the Balkans have remained unscttled, Orthodox Church affiliations have
remained contested, and dueling religious/national narratives about
sacred time have ensured these rivalries continue to fester.

As Communism evaporated, Churches pressed their status as definers
of the nation to engage in politics and take positions on intensifying com-
munal rivalries. This was part of an effort to overcome the stain on cler-
ical reputations of collaboration with the Communists (association with
pre-war nationalists and fascists was much less of a problem regarding
clerics’ communal reputations). It also was an attempt to revive the role
Orthodox Churches had played in imperial and national contexts before
the Balkans had been inundated by the German-Soviet and then the
US-Soviet struggles for domination. In addition, the end of the Cold War
brought Greece and Bulgaria (and their Orthodox hierarchies) back into
the “Balkans,” in that the future of the Macedonian piece of a collapsing
Yugoslavia led both countries to pick up where they had left oft regarding
their differing slants on whether “Macedonia” or “Macedonians” exist.
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The Orthodox Churches dusted oft creation myths and moved to
restore their places at the center of communal sacred time and secular
space. Clerics in former Communist countries worked to regain prop-
erties and restore public faith in priests who had collaborated with the
regimes. Meanwhile, the Greek Orthodox Church resisted efforts to dis-
tribute Church properties to needy villagers and faced discontent from
the “Old Calendarists” who had never accepted adoption of the Western
calendar in 1924.53 The Churches received some help from former
monarchs, who looked to connect with traditional elements of national
identity even as they presumed to play the modernizing role in their
countries that King Juan Carlos played in Spain after Franco’s death. The
author saw Simeon Saxe-Coburg-Gotha stand close to a televised Easter
service of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church shortly before the former Tsar
became Bulgaria’s Prime Minister.

The Serbian Orthodox Church had had no use for Tito’s Yugoslavia
and had increasingly played an active role in its demise. Riots in Kosovo in
1968 had sparked public complaint about the regime’s lack of protection
of churches and monasteries in Kosovo—including a letter from Orthodox
bishops to Tito—and intensified the use of processions and other cere-
monies to highlight Serbian spiritual attachment to the province.>* The
Church also joined secular Serbian complaints about alleged forced expul-
sion of Serbs and Montenegrins from Kosovo by ethnic Albanians (and
the provincial party leadership). The decentralization during Tito’s later
years and the decade-long interregnum after his death in 1980 enabled
public disputes between the Serbian Orthodox Church and Croatian
Catholic Church over contrasting narratives of the atrocities committed
during World War Two, and Croatian efforts to use the Catholic shrine
of the Virgin at Medjugorje as a rallying point for sacred time and nation-
alism. A papal reception for nationally minded Macedonian Orthodox
clerics in 1985 did not help matters; the Vatican press intruded in
inter-Orthodox disputes by supporting pretensions to separation from the
Serbian Church expressed by some Montenegrin Orthodox clerics.>®

The Serbian Orthodox Church continued to use the Hilandar
Monastery at Mt. Athos to cement Serbian religious and national
identity in a context of sacred time. Church officials referred to it as
a “living spiritual holy of holies” and said it and other monasteries
were “milestones” of Serbian spiritual space.®® This “religious state-
craft” reportedly did not impress international and NGO observers,>”
reflecting secular modernists’ tendency to underestimate the affective
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appeal of religious identity in conditions where political authorities and
outside notables have little legitimacy.

In the context of strife in Kosovo and separatist movements among
Macedonian and Montenegrin Orthodox hierarchs and believers,
German II—the aging Serbian Orthodox Patriarch—became increas-
ingly nationalistic in his pronouncements and behavior. In 1987, he
and the Serbian Orthodox Church called for the partition of Yugoslavia.
He also opposed dialogue with Uniates (Catholics who celebrate the
Orthodox rite) at a conclave convened by the Ecumenical Patriarch in
Constantinople.®® German and the Church cooperated with Serbian
strongman Slobodan Milosevi¢ in a nationalistic on-site celebration of
the 600th anniversary of the 1389 Battle of Kosovo Polje, attended by
an cstimated 1 million people (although Milosevi¢ reportedly avoided
religious services in favor of a celebration of secular nationalism).>”

The Church had some leverage over the state regarding the use of
Kosovo as a central symbol of the nation. Political authorities routinely
used—and still use—Serbian religious connections with the province to
maintain their territorial claims. Belgrade has consistently continued to refer
to “Kosovo-Metohija”—“Metohija” highlighting the monastic estates asso-
ciated with Serbia’s claim to the place. Once it became clear to many inside
Yugoslavia that the federation was falling apart, the Serbian Orthodox
Church geared up to promote efforts to ensure that post-Yugoslav Serbs in
Croatia, Bosnia, Kosovo, Montenegro, and perhaps Macedonia would live
in a unified political and religious Serbia—there clearly existed a religious
tinge in the nationalists’ slogan, “wherever there are Serbs, there is Serbia.”

This exposed a contradiction in the Church’s approach to politics and
security that widened after 1990. On the one hand, it welcomed the
collapse of Yugoslavia and its Communist, multicultural, non-Serbian
nationalist orientation. On the other hand, in losing the larger context
of Yugoslavia’s borders, the Serbian Orthodox Church found itself strug-
gling to preserve the political basis for its greater-Serbian ambitions. The
Church could pose as the legitimation and spiritual underpinning of
Serbdom, but that did little good when attempting to support the pres-
ervation of a single entity encompassing Serbian communities wherever
they happened to be inside the former federal boundaries. After 1990,
many Serbs found themselves living inside newly minted successor states
dominated by non-Serbs or, in the case of Bosnia-Herzegovina, without
a hegemonic ethnic, religious, or civic community. In addition, the inde-
pendence of Macedonia and sometimes tense relationship between the
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Serbian Orthodox Patriarch and various bishops revived questions
related to the pecking order of the Patriarch, the dioceses, and Serbian
hierarchs in charge of the old Patriarchates of Ohrid and Pec¢.

In January 1992, speaking through their Holy Assembly, Serbian
Orthodox Bishops sent a letter to Western capitals and the Vatican pro-
testing the growing momentum behind the Christian Democratic sup-
port (in Germany, the Netherlands, and elsewhere) for recognizing
Slovenia and Croatia,®® which left the impression of international uncon-
cern about what would happen to the rest of the dying federation. The
Serbian hierarchs also protested Vatican efforts to establish a Ukraine-
like “Uniate” arrangement permitting south Slav Orthodox believers to
declare allegiance to the Catholic Church while keeping their Orthodox
liturgy and rites. There were some efforts to establish an ecumenical dia-
logue between Catholic and Orthodox clerics in Croatia and Bosnia.
However—along with the fighting in Bosnia and Croatia, of course—
the process of separation and war that first created a Serbian (Orthodox)
statelet in the Krajina, but then destroyed that state and the network of
politically mobilized communities that had existed there for 400 years
inundated any hope of an effective interfaith dialogue.®!

Nevertheless, the Church generally greeted the implosion of
Yugoslavia with undisguised enthusiasm. In 1990, Patriarch German
II told a Belgian newspaper that Yugoslavia’s partition was “inevita-
ble” and stressed the Serbs’ need for their own homogeneous state. He
expressed the hope that partition would be peaceful, but Orthodox
clerics in Croatia and Bosnia called for Serbs to arm themselves to pre-
vent a repeat of the slaughter of World War Two. Serbian Orthodox and
Croatian Catholic bishops, echoing their secular counterparts, criticized
cach other for fomenting tensions®? but also met to discuss a partition
of Bosnia between Serbs and Croats along the lines of the agreement
(“Sporazum”™) arranged in 1939 by Prince Paul, Yugoslavia’s royal
regent.%3 The Church was involved with a revival of interest in the gusle,
a stringed instrument used to play folk songs, some of sacred and nation-
alist orientation. As Yugoslavia was falling apart, gusles were given as
Christmas presents, taken oft the walls of taverns and tuned, and appro-
priated by Radovan Karadzi¢, Bosnian Serbian leader, psychiatrist, and
would-be interpreter of national ballads. The same instrument was used
by Croatian and Bosnian Muslim activists, but became most closely asso-
ciated with Serbian efforts to draw their community into religious and
nationalist sacred time.%*
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The Serbian Orthodox Church’s enthusiasm for Yugoslavia’s collapse
likely was accelerated by the realization that the Church quickly replaced
the federal state as a lodestar for Serbian identity. The “Partizan” football
team—representing the Yugoslav National Army and bearing the name
of Tito’s wartime movement—had made a pilgrimage to the Serbian
Orthodox Hilandar Monastery at the foot of Mount Athos (site of mul-
tiple shrines of patriarchal and national Orthodox Churches). Slobodan
Miloevi¢ did the same in 1991.%° Resident Superiors and visitors
would continue to use Hilandar as a venue for political commentary—
Hilandar’s Father Metodije spoke out against Montenegro’s separa-
tion from Serbia via referendum in 2006, and Serbian President Vojislav
Kostunica used a trip there to stress Kosovo’s link to Serbia “through
time.” 60

The Church, while supporting gusle wiclding Radovan Karadzi¢ in
Bosnia and Serbian separatists in Croatia, did not express the same enthu-
siasm for Milosevi¢. German was dying in 1990 and was unable to rein
in bishops who held varying views about a Communist strongman who
appeared to have a hold on the Serbian nationalist constituency. After
German’s death, Pavle, his successor as Patriarch, stressed his support
for the Church’s role as the spiritual guide to a democratic Serbia, but
expressed muted opposition to Miloevi¢.%” Nevertheless, Pavle clearly
was unwilling to directly undermine Milosevié’s stature; he wrote a patri-
archal letter providing authorization for Milosevi¢ to negotiate on behalf
of the Bosnian Serbs at Dayton in 1995. This overawed Karadzi¢’s reluc-
tance to relinquish pride of place when defeats on the ground had led to
deterioration in the Bosnian Serbian position by the autumn of 1995.68

The Orthodox Church became the de facto official religion of the
Republika Srpska (RS), the Serbian entity authorized by the Dayton
Agreement as a constituent piece of the rickety Bosnian state. Orthodox
building projects enjoyed official support in that entity, while Catholic
and Muslim projects did not. The author was present in Banja Luka dur-
ing disputes associated with a long-running effort by the RS authori-
ties to delay as long as possible the rebuilding of the Ferhadija Mosque
in that town—a process that was underscored by Orthodox Church-
sponsored building projects clearly under way in the same city.

The breakup of Yugoslavia, while providing the Serbian Orthodox
Church with an opportunity to resume its role as soul of the nation,
also enabled non-Serbian Orthodox clergy and believers elsewhere in
the former Yugoslavia to continue Tito’s effort to use links with their
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communities to compete with the Serbian Orthodox Church via their
own nation-building processes. Macedonian and Montenegrin Orthodox
hierarchs acted very much as did the Bulgarian Exarchate against the
Patriarch in the 1870s—with Serbian Orthodox bishops and priests play-
ing a role similar to that of the hierarchs in Constantinople during that
period. The Serbian Orthodox Church attempted to retain its author-
ity in both cases—Macedonian prelates rejected their Serbian breth-
ren’s effort to reverse their 1958 decision to “relinquish” authority over
the Macedonian Orthodox Church.®® This time the Greek Orthodox
Church attempted to play a mediating role; no element of the Orthodox
universe had made a serious effort to do so in earlier periods. Its efforts
to bridge the gaps between Serbian, on the one hand, and Macedonian
and Montenegrin prelates on the other were unsuccessful.

They were not helped by the strategy used by some Greek cler-
ics to repeat arguments from the nineteenth century against a separate
Bulgarian or “Macedonian” Orthodox Church in support of Greece’s
post-Yugoslav insistence that the country then calling itself “Macedonia”
had no right to use that name.”® The strength of feelings against Greek
clergy willing to accept the existence of a non-Greek Macedonia was
expressed when Macedonian Archimandrite Nicodemus Barknias was
beaten by Greek border guards in May 1994. This was not the first time
he had been assaulted; this priest also had been dismissed from his parish
because of his views on the Macedonian question.”!

However beleaguered it was by its problems with the Serbian
Orthodox Church, the Macedonian Orthodox Church took the offen-
sive against the religious as well as cthnic identity of Macedonia’s 25%
or so Albanian population. It erected a 66-meter cross on Mt. Vodno in
celebration of 2000 years of Christianity in Macedonia, which no doubt
was meant to convey a provocative message regarding Macedonian
identity. Archbishop Mihailo referred to Macedonian Muslims as “lost
sheep” he hoped would return to the (Christian) fold—an attitude
not too different from that of Catholic and Orthodox officials toward
Bosnian Muslims during World War Two. Church officials identified
Muslims as having an “ethno-linguistic”—but not religious—identity.”?
Ethnic Albanians responded with a mosque graced with 76-meter min-
arets—this structure was a victim of fighting in 2001. Both communi-
ties shoehorned construction projects into the grandiose “Skopje 2014”
project promulgated by the nationalist government then in power. A
call in November 2017 by the Macedonian Orthodox hierarchy on the
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Bulgarian Orthodox Church to become its “parent” signaled that ques-
tions of national identity and sacred time remained open.”3

Milo Djukanovi¢, a one-time Milosevi¢ acolyte who, with interna-
tional support, morphed into Montenegro’s semi-autocratic Big Man,
exploited tensions between the Serbian and Montenegrin Churches. He
needed to prove to the West that Milosevi¢ was acting brutally toward
Montenegro as part of an effort to stage-manage Montenegro’s separa-
tion from the Serbian-dominated federation that was all that remained
of Yugoslavia by the mid-1990s. Skirmishes at the border and at the air-
port in Podgorica—which were as likely provoked by Djukanovi¢ as by
Milosevié—were not doing the trick, so the former highlighted fights
between Serbian and Montenegrin clergy as purported evidence of
Belgrade’s heavy-handed repression.”*

Serbian Orthodox opposition to the NATO bombing campaign over
Kosovo in 1999 was over-determined by the Church’s identification
with a Serbian state under attack, anger at Western assistance to ethnic
Albanian efforts to separate from Serbia, and the presence in Kosovo of
the central shrines of the Serbian Orthodox Church. The author wit-
nessed efforts in the early 2000s by US diplomats to convince Serbian
clerics that they had nothing to fear from a post-Yugoslav Kosovo they
promised would become democratic and multicultural. The prelates
invariably responded by highlighting ethnic Albanian brutality toward
Serbs and the Serbian Orthodox Church and pointing to evidence of
damage done to churches and monasteries by Kosovar Albanians and
the US-led bombing campaign. Serbian Orthodox clerics participated in
successful Serbian efforts to prevent Kosovo from joining UNESCO.”>
When some members of the Serbian government tried to send a “peace
train” into Kosovo in January 2017 to underscore Belgrade’s continuing
hold on vital transportation routes into and out of the lost province, it
festooned its cars with icons and other images connecting the Serbian
Orthodox Church with the Serbian nation—and both with continued
Serbian sovereignty over Kosovo.”®

The Kosovo bombing campaign sparked a new Russian effort to
stake out its claims to the loyalty of fellow Slavs and Orthodox believ-
ers in the Balkans. This predated Vladimir Putin’s coming to power in
2000. Russia and NATO had cooperated fairly well during the Bosnian
War (1992-1995), but Moscow had been dissatisfied with the role the
West permitted it to have after the signing of the Dayton Agreement.
In 1999, a Russian official told the author of Moscow’s dissatisfaction
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with its treatment by Washington regarding Balkans affairs and explained
that Russian troops seized control of the airport in Prishtina without
warning because the USA had reneged on promises to disarm, demilita-
rize, and disband the Kosovo Liberation Army.

ConcrusioN: NATIONAL, NoT ECUMENICAL ORTHODOXY

Efforts to gain the loyalty of Balkan Orthodox Churches have become
an integral part of Russia’s geostrategic approach to the region, but the
Russian Orthodox Church has had little more success forging a uni-
fied Orthodox hierarchy under its guidance than did the Patriarch in
Constantinople in the decades between Greek and Serbian independ-
ence and World War One. Disputes among Serbian, Macedonian, and
Montenegrin Churches have continued unabated and—along with sectar-
ian disputes among other Orthodox Churches—have frustrated occasional
efforts by the Russian Orthodox Church to use a shared notion of sacred
time in connection with Russian diplomatic and public relations efforts to
line up Balkan national Churches in a unified Slavic Orthodox front.

The most significant of these efforts to date was the attempt to arrange
the first Orthodox Ecumenical Council in 1200 years, a meeting decided
on by Orthodox hierarchs meeting in Istanbul in March 2014.”77 Russian
nationalists picked up on this; Viktor Zaplatin, the Russian head of some-
thing called the “Balkan Cossack Army,” declared, “the Orthodox world
is one world.””® These latter-day Cossacks, with representation from
Serbia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Greece, Bulgaria, and the Serbian entity
in Bosnia, called for the partition of Bosnia-Herzegovina. This small
group appeared to reflect a Russian desire to use the notion of Orthodox
ecumenicism to overawe the Ecumenical Patriarch in favor of the pan-Or-
thodox supremacy of the Russian Orthodox Church.

Whatever Moscow’s intention, the ecumenical effort was made still-
born by the myriad disputes inside Christian Orthodoxy, of which Balkan
squabbles were only a part. The Bulgarian Orthodox Church pulled out
over a number of procedural issues—and in the wake of its continuing dif-
ficulty achieving internal unity.”® The Bulgarians also had a spat with the
Macedonian Orthodox over which should possess the bones of medieval
Bulgarian (or Macedonian?) Tsar Samuel. Russian and patriarchal spokes-
man clashed over (among other things) Russian insinuations that the
Patriarch had betrayed Orthodoxy when Byzantine Emperor John VII
agreed to submit to papal supremacy at the Council of Florence in 1439.80
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Serbian and Romanian Orthodox Churches attended, but squabbled
over jurisdictional issues. There were comments about the “sly Greeks”
from some Slavic quarters.8! The Russians finally decided not even to
come, but took the opportunity to clash with the Ukrainian Church over
the conflict in eastern Ukraine. Long-standing rivalry soured the dis-
course between the patriarchs of Jerusalem and Antioch. Some Churches
bolted over their disagreement with the idea of referring to Catholics and
Protestants as anything but “heretics.” National Churches refused to give
equal status to clerics representing mere ethnic groups—the national prin-
ciple also was protected on its other flank by removing the meeting from
Istanbul to Crete, ostensibly because of ongoing tensions between Russia
and Turkey.3? Moscow tried to smooth things over with selected Balkan
Churches; the Russian and Serbian Patriarchs met as the Ecumenical
Council was losing attendees, and the Russian Orthodox Church returned
relics of St. Luka to its Bulgarian Orthodox counterpart.83 The Russian
Orthodox Church welcomed the results of the meeting, but refused to
term it “pan-Orthodox.” There were reports Russian schools intend to
add courses in “Orthodox Culture.”84

Inter-(or is it Intra-?) Church politics continued to roil after the less
than successful meeting ended. The Macedonian Orthodox Church hier-
archy asked its Bulgarian counterpart to become its “Big Brother,” which
reopened the issue of Macedonian identity and the clerical turf wars of
the nineteenth century. The Bulgarian Patriarch urged his Holy Synod to
“take the hand extended to us by our Macedonian brothers,” but—after
strong letters from the Ecumenical Patriarch and the Serbian Orthodox
Church—the Bulgarian Synod voted 8-5 against accepting this offer.8
This consideration of a Bulgarian/Macedonian religious alliance, while
abortive, threatened to reinforce the traditional Bulgarian claim that the
closeness of their languages means Macedonians are actually Bulgarians.

The decision by the Ecumenical Patriarch to recognize the autoceph-
aly of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church had a considerable impact on the
Balkans, given demands by the Macedonian and Montenegrin Orthodox
Churches for similar status. The Patriarch was careful to underscore
the distinction between a Ukrainian Church acting in accordance with
Constantinople’s version of sacred time and Church history, and the
formal subordination of the Archbishop of Ohrid to the Archbishop of
Pe¢.86 Nevertheless, the Patriarch’s support for a separate Church in Kyiv
undercut Constantinople’s traditional argument against phyletism, cost
the Patriarch any residual authority over the half of Orthodox believers
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who are faithful to the Russian Orthodox Church, and reinforced the
cases for autocephaly in Macedonia and Montenegro.

Meanwhile, the Russian Orthodox Church’s attempts to maneuver
among the conflicting interests of the Serbian, Bulgarian, Macedonian,
and Montenegrin Churches have presented Moscow with problems
somewhat akin to those it faced in the 1870s. Russian efforts to organize
a common Orthodox view of sacred time ran up against the struggles to
build nations and national Orthodox Churches during that earlier period
that remain centrally relevant to current disputes.

Those in charge of Orthodox Christian Churches in the Balkans
have remained lashed to the national identities they nurtured and have
attempted to revive the sense that nationalism is modern and progressive—
but also an essential piece of sacred time. Politicians continue to seek
clerical support as keepers of the national flame,3” and the Byzantine-like
icons remain a flourishing art form.3® Nevertheless, there are limits to
Orthodoxy’s influence—the Serbian Orthodox Church failed to prevent
newly clected President Aleksandar Vuci¢ from appointing Ana Brnabid,
the country’s first openly lesbian Prime Minister.3?

The Churches have succeeded in turning communal memories of the
formation of national feeling into a sort of primordial celebration of what
has become the sacred time of the nineteenth and earlier centuries. In
this sense, their stance is somewhat similar to that of religious Zionists on
Israel, with the important exception that, while Christian Orthodoxy was
linked to nationalism from the latter’s modern inception, many Orthodox
rabbis initially were skeptical of the Zionist movement and continued until
relatively recently to feel alienated from what started out as a largely sec-
ular Israeli state. At the same time, while Jewish Orthodoxy has skillfully
used the commotion that is Israeli politics to capture that state, Christian
Orthodox Churches remain very much junior partners in contemporary
national politics—much as they were during the Byzantine and Ottoman
centuries. When comments from hierarchs anger politicians, the formers’
spiritual status will not prevent the latter from slapping them down.?°

Nevertheless, the spiritual and emotional pull of sacred time will con-
tinue to serve both clerical and political authorities in the Balkans and
elsewhere, especially if the largely material appeal of liberal institution-
alism continues to decline. As nations are imagined, whatever is sacred
about their constructed pasts will remain in the foreground of politics
and security, and will continue to confound Western nation-building and
conflict management dogma.
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CHAPTER 3

Conservative Orthodoxy in Romania

Lucian Turvcescu and Lavinia Stan

Abstract This chapter considers the topics of nationalism, conserva-
tism, homophobia, and religious intolerance in the Romanian Orthodox
Church (RomOC, hereafter) after the collapse of communism in 1989.
This analysis begins with a brief historical overview of the Church during
the pre-communist and communist periods, and then turns its attention
to presenting and assessing the above topics in post-communist times.

THE LEGACY OF THE PAsT

In Romania, the communist regime (1945-1989) was more repressive
than in many other Eastern European countries with, perhaps, the excep-
tion of Albania and the Soviet Union. Private property was drastically
curtailed, as much as 95% of the economy was state-owned, and politi-
cal parties other than the Communist Party were banned. The Churches
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were persecuted during the first two decades of communism in order
to force them to collaborate with the authorities in the establishment
of the socialist state. Numerous bishops, priests, and lay believers were
imprisoned or conscripted for hard labor and, if they came out of prison
alive, were coerced into becoming informers for the dreaded secret
political police, the Securitate, which acted as the repressive arm of the
Communist Party. Many others chose to collaborate with the Securitate
out of conviction or opportunism. As the party was aware of the impor-
tance of the RomOC for the Romanian population, it tried to use the
Church as a most important pawn both with the Romanian citizens and
with Western governments, in its foreign policy. The RomOC, in
turn, was happy to oblige when the communists, following orders from
Moscow, decided to disband the Greek Catholic Church in 1948 and to
transfer its places of worship to the Orthodox. The past continues to cast
a long shadow over the present, even three decades after the collapse
of communism. The names of many collaborators became public only
in the 2000s. Some of them were declared non-collaborators, despite
overwhelming evidence that they had served the regime and its agents.
There is no lustration law in the country, and this is why former collabo-
rators have continued to occupy important positions in the Church hier-
archy and theological schools.

NATIONALISM

The scholarly literature dealing with nationalism as an ideology promot-
ing loyalty to the nation-state has distinguished between Western and
Eastern nationalism in Europe. Thus, Paul Latawski wrote about the
“political,” “social,” and “territorial” nationalism of the West and the
“cthnic” nationalism of the East.! Martyn Rady added that, in the West,
notions of nationhood were grafted onto older concepts of citizenship,
natural rights, and popular sovereignty, all protected by strong states.
In the East, by contrast, these concepts were less developed and states
lacked the civic and political institutions to protect them when they
started to appear in the nineteenth century. As a result, there the nation
subsumed the individual, and civic rights took second place to the doc-
trine of national rights.?

Due to its medieval commitment to use Old Church Slavonic as a
liturgical language and the Ottoman millet system that allowed the patri-
arch of Constantinople to have control over Orthodox Churches in the



3 CONSERVATIVE ORTHODOXY IN ROMANIA 43

Balkans, the Orthodox Church in Wallachia and Moldova did not play a
role in the country’s nation-shaping process. In the middle of the nine-
teenth century, Romanian Orthodox Metropolitan Andrei Saguna of
Transylvania, alongside Greek Catholic leaders, championed the inter-
ests of the oppressed and politically underrepresented Romanian majority
at a time when his province was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.
Inspired by Saguna’s efforts, the autocephalous RomOC (established in
1885) started borrowing, and by the 1920s monopolized the nationalist
discourse centered on the Latin character of the Romanian language and
descent, which had helped Transylvanian Romanians to imagine them-
selves as a nation similar to the Romanians of Wallachia and Moldova.
In their turn, Romanian communists abandoned the internationalist dis-
course of Soviet communism and adopted a heretical version of national
communism soon after the death of Joseph Stalin in 1953. In the pro-
cess, they used the contribution the RomOC had already made to the
nation-building process (of course, without giving it credit) in order to
acquire additional legitimacy.?

Nationalism has been present in the Orthodox religious discourse
and practice before, during, and after communism. While aiding the
nation-building process, it also promoted an understanding of the
Romanian nation as an ethnic, Orthodox nation. Nationalism still
played a significant role in Romanian politics during the first decade of
post-communism. In the 1990s, the RomOC used nationalism to restore
its credibility that had been affected by collaboration with the com-
munist regime. The Church’s discourse underscored the link between
Orthodoxy and Romanianism, and the importance of preserving the
Romanian national identity in the face of growing modernization, glo-
balization, secularization, EU integration, and religious competition.
Nationalist messages were delivered through pastoral letters, public
declarations by the clergy, theological publications, and the statements
released by organizations set up under the Church’s aegis. One spectac-
ular manifestation of nationalism occurred on 21 June 1992, when the
Holy Synod, RomOC’s collective leadership body, undertook the can-
onization of nineteen Romanian saints and declared the second Sunday
after Pentecost the “Sunday of the Romanian Saints.” Numerous politi-
cians attended that ceremony, which included the canonization of Prince
Stephen the Great (ruler of Moldova in 1457-1504), a national hero
known for his intrigues, marital infidelity, and cruelty more than holiness.
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The RomOC also unilaterally established the Bessarabian
Metropolitanate in 1992 in the independent Republic of Moldova and
launched the project of a Cathedral of National Salvation in Bucharest.
The Bessarabian Metropolitanate’s creation attempted to counter Russian
religious influence in the neighboring republic, in the hope that the
Republic of Moldova (Bessarabia, as it is known in Romania) would return
to Romania, of which it had been a part during the interwar period. The
establishment of a religious institution in another country led to a ten-year-
long conflict between the new Metropolitanate and successive Moldovan
governments, tense relations between Bucharest and Chisinau, and sen-
sitive relations between the Romanian Patriarchate and the Patriarchate
of Moscow that continue to this day. Eventually, the Bessarabian
Metropolitanate was legally recognized in 2002 by the Moldovan gov-
ernment, but only after the Council of Europe threatened to terminate
Moldova’s membership in that European body if it did not implement the
13 December 2001 decision of the European Court of Human Rights that
ordered the recognition of the Metropolitanate. Even after the official rec-
ognition, the clergy of the Bessarabian Metropolitanate faced numerous
obstacles and discrimination in their activities.*

Another nationalist project is the building of the large Cathedral
for National Salvation. The project has received intense attention in
Romania, especially because the cathedral is dedicated to “national
salvation,” not to Jesus or a saint, as is customary in Orthodoxy.
Entertained by the RomOC for over a century, when it became evident
that the small metropolitan church of Bucharest was unfit to serve as
RomOC?’s cathedral, the project was shelved several times due to lack of
financial and political support. It was resurrected by Patriarch Teoctist
Arapasu in 1995 on the occasion of the Church’s 70th anniversary
since its recognition as an independent Patriarchate by other Orthodox
Churches. After much bickering and opposition to the project com-
ing from politicians and various atheistic civil society groups, a final
location was agreed upon in February 2005 and the land was handed
over to the Church. Dealul Arsenalului (Arsenal Hill) lies just behind
the Romanian Parliament (formerly, the House of the People), a total-
itarian piece of architecture built by Nicolae Ceausescu in downtown
Bucharest. Construction of the cathedral is now in full swing, as the cur-
rent Patriarch Daniel Ciobotea hoped to officially inaugurate it in 2018,
the year marking the centenary of the creation of Greater Romania, and
thus to underline again the important connection between Orthodoxy
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and the Romanian nation.®> As of the writing of this chapter, the invest-
ment costs for the building of the cathedral were estimated at 80 million
euros, most of which was contributed by successive Romanian govern-
ments from public money.®

CONSERVATISM

Like all the other Orthodox Churches around the world, the RomOC
takes pride in being a conservative church, teaching its continuity with
the early Church of 1800 years ago, promoting some of the misogynistic
views of the Church fathers with regard to the roles of men and women
in society, and allowing the use of moral and disciplinary rules (known as
“Church canons”) of 1500 years ago for the regulation of its members’
private and public lives. One of the traditional views widely encouraged
in Romania is heterosexual marriage. Defending the cause of hetero-
sexual, as opposed to homosexual, marriages has become a much larger
project embraced by the Coalition for Family, an umbrella organization
bringing together NGOs and a variety of religious groups. The Coalition
demanded a referendum to change the country’s constitution in order
to explicitly state that marriage is only between a man and a woman, not
between “spouses,” a term which currently leaves open the possibility
for homosexual marriages to take place. The Coalition had widespread
support in Romania, including from the RomOC and the country’s gov-
ernment (a coalition of the Party of Social Democracy, PSD, and Party
Alliance of Liberals and Democrats, ALDE). Some of the RomOC hier-
archs actively encouraged their priests to participate in a campaign to col-
lect three million signatures, while others insisted that it was an initiative
of individual priests, and not an official order of the Church leadership.”
The referendum was held on 6—7 October 2018 and was declared inva-
lid (and the cause thus defeated) since only 21% of the population par-
ticipated in it and the minimum participation threshold of 30% was not
attained.® The opposition parties have accused the government of trying
to score political points at a time when it should deal with other impor-
tant issues, including judicial reforms.

Another issue pertaining to family life and sexuality is that of abor-
tion. In 1966, Ceausescu introduced a draconian ban on abortion in
order to increase the country’s workforce. The ban lasted until 1989 and
led to numerous women losing their lives by attempting to obtain ille-
gal abortions, tens of thousands of unwanted children being abandoned
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in orphanages where they suffered from endemic abuse and neglect, and
doctors being arrested if they provided abortions. Since 1990, abortion
has been legal in Romania as an elective procedure until the 14th week
of pregnancy, and available later in the pregnancy for medical reasons.
While 1990 recorded close to 1 million abortions in a total population of
22 million, by 2010 that figure declined to under 100,000 abortions and
it tended to stay low in subsequent years.” After legislation was intro-
duced by the Nastase government in June 2003, women must undergo
a psychological checkup before having an abortion. Obstetricians
may not perform abortions without notes from psychologists attesting
to the mental fitness of the pregnant woman. According to doctors in
southeastern Constanta County, the psychological checkup is meant to
convince women to carry the pregnancy to term. Women interviewed
by local journalists reported that the psychologist could do nothing to
change their minds and that the checkup was another method of raising
money from a cash-strapped population.1?

The RomOC is opposed to abortion, but it has a nuanced posi-
tion determined by its adoption in 2005 of the recommendations of a
National Bioethics Committee it set up as an advisory board. Drawing
on biblical texts and contemporary scientific knowledge, and taking into
account social, psychological, and moral issues, the document offers the
following main points with respect to abortion:

a. If'a pregnancy endangers the mother’s life, the woman’s life should
be given priority over the child’s. This is not because her life is
more valuable in itself. Rather, it is due to her relations with and
responsibilities for other persons.

b. If genetic investigation reveals an unborn child with abnormalities,
we recommend carrying the pregnancy to term thereby observ-
ing his right to life. However, this decision belongs to the family
after [its members] have been informed by their physician and their
father confessor of the crucial moral and physical issues involved.
This decision must be made with an eye to the redeeming pres-
ence of a disabled [human] being in the life of every person and
community.

c. The risk of abortion due to rape or incest must be avoided first of
all through education, by teaching citizens not to commit such
sins. When pregnancy occurs as a result of rape or incest, the child
must be born and given up for adoption, if necessary.
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d. Neither a family’s economic situation, nor conflict between pro-
spective parents, nor the career of the future mother, nor her phys-
ical appearance are moral justifications for abortion.!!

Thus, the pronouncement is not a blind condemnation of abortion.
While not endorsing abortion, the document recognizes instances when
abortion may be acceptable. Although titled Abortion, the pronounce-
ment also deals with contraception. Contraceptive pills, devices, and
surgical procedures to induce temporary or permanent infertility are
all condemned because their use is allegedly no less sinful than abor-
tion itself: “The Orthodox Church has always considered the ingestion
of medication to cause abortion a grave sin, whose gravity is equal to
the sin of abortion.” Following the pronouncement, the use of contra-
ception is condemnable also because of the risks it poses to the life and
dignity of the woman. No mention is made of risk-free contraceptive
methods like the use of condoms, or the Ogino method accepted by the
Roman Catholic Church. Since practical considerations like the health of
the woman figure prominently in the document’s recommendations, it
would seem that risk-free contraceptive methods are acceptable and less
sinful than other methods. Like the Roman Catholic documents of its
kind, Abortion does not distinguish theologically between degrees of sin-
fulness and therefore fails to differentiate between the prevention of con-
ception through the use of contraceptives and the abortion of an already
conceived fetus.

HomMorHOBIA

In our 2007 book Religion and Politics in Post- Communist Romanin, we
argued that due to the extremely sensitive nature of the issue of abor-
tion, the RomOC did not dare to protest against its legalization in 1990
in order not to alienate the women who had to endure Ceausescu’s
anti-abortion policies. Thus, in order to assert its interest in the area of
regulating sexuality, right after 1989, the RomOC chose to focus on
homosexuality instead, protesting its decriminalization by parliament in
2000 and encouraging Romanians to protest against it. For decades, gays
and lesbians kept their sexual orientation secret for fear of prosecution,
and many endured long prison terms for the slightest infringement of
the communist moral code. After 1989, gay and lesbian groups began
lobbying against the ban on homosexual behavior, but their demands
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met with fierce resistance from the general public, political elites, and
religious groups. Several polls conducted after 1990 revealed that a
large majority of Romanians (over 60%) did not like homosexuals as
neighbors and did not think that the decriminalization of homosexual-
ity was in the country’s national interest. Annual US State Department
human rights reports reveal that opposition to homosexuality in
Romania continues to be high.1?

In its opposition to the decriminalization under Article 200 of the
Criminal Code, the RomOC mobilized numerous resources, from press
campaigns to letters sent to MPs and theological writings denounc-
ing homosexuality. Patriarch Teoctist repeatedly came out against “the
acceptance of the degradingly abnormal and unnatural lifestyle as nor-
mal and legal” and tried to influence the outcome of the parliamentary
vote on lifting the ban. True, all of the other religious denominations in
Romania came out against decriminalization, but the RomOC was the
most vocal of them. The pressure not to decriminalize homosexuality
was extraordinary and we documented the many efforts to ban homosex-
uality in our 2007 book. At one point, Archbishop Nifon of Targoviste
announced that the RomOC Synod had decided to ask President Emil
Constantinescu not to sign the changes into law, should the Senate also
vote for decriminalizing homosexuality, as the Chamber of Deputies
had just done. In the end, international pressure from the Council of
Europe, which threatened to resume monitoring the Romania’s human
rights record, played the decisive role in the parliament’s decision to
decriminalize homosexuality.

It is ironic that a Church that disavows homosexuality was recently
rocked by several public scandals involving homosexuality among its
clergy. While we want to keep homosexuality separate from pedophilia,
it should be noted that some of the clergy mentioned below were not
too concerned with the age limit when seeking to engage in sexual rela-
tions with younger males. This is perhaps only the tip of the iceberg and
many more such scandals will surface, as was the case with the Roman
Catholic Church during the recent years. Cristian Pomohaci is a for-
mer parish priest, divorced from his wife some ten years ago. In a secret
recording that became public in 2017, Pomohaci attempted to attract
underage males to have sex with him. The telephone recording con-
tained numerous intimate details about how the two were to have sex. As
a result, Pomohaci was defrocked by RomOC, although he continues to
have, in the village where he served, numerous supporters who refuse to
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recognize his defrocking, and who still appreciate him as a hugely pop-
ular folkloric music singer.!® In the other case, Bishop Cornel Onila of
Husi was blackmailed by two priests, who wanted to recover the money
they had offered to him as bribe in order to get their parishes. To do
that, they used several video recordings which also became public. These
recordings showed the bishop having sex with male seminary students.
Presented with that incontestable evidence, Onila resigned his position
as bishop, was defrocked, and remained a simple monk, but continued
to deny that it was he in the recordings. Two other bishops are also
rumored to have been involved in a homosexual relationship with one
another. If that turns out to be true, then a Church that in theory is so
opposed to homosexuality, in practice, has to deal with several cases of
homosexuality among its clergy and monks, an aspect that does not bode
well with its faithful.

In its nationalist drive and fight against the decriminalization of
homosexuality, the RomOC was vigorously supported by the extremist
Party of Romanian National Unity and the Greater Romania Party, for
which Orthodoxy and moral cleanliness represented the quintessence of
Romanianism. MPs belonging to those parties proclaimed that Article
200 of the Criminal Code prohibiting homosexual behavior and punish-
ing it with prison term was too lenient toward that “sexual aberration”
that was damaging to national pride.

RELIGIOUS INTOLERANCE

Due to space limitations, we will mention here only one significant inci-
dent of religious intolerance manifested by the RomOC. In its 1996
annual report, APADOR-CH presented in detail the campaign launched
in Romania against the Jehovah’s Witnesses at the instigation of the
Orthodox Patriarch Teoctist. On 24 June 1996, Teoctist issued a press
release against the intention of the Jehovah’s Witnesses to organize an
international religious congress in Bucharest on 19-21 July that same
year. His protest launched a massive campaign of denigration against
the Jehovah’s Witnesses, which was conducted by the majority of the
mass-media outlets (both printed and audio-visual), including the state-
run national television TVR, as well as by politicians and Orthodox asso-
ciations. The Witnesses were accused of everything from being heretics
to being an apocalyptic cult which leads the world to secularization to
being a criminal gang and a satanic cult that tries to take over the world
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in a global conspiracy that represents a big threat to predominantly
Orthodox Romania. As a result of the month-long campaign, the con-
gress was moved to other, less prominent venues in the cities of Brasov
and Cluj-Napoca. However, the damage was done and Romanians had
learned in messages widely disseminated by the printed and audio-visual
media that the Jehovah’s Witnesses were nothing but a dangerous cult
which was strongly opposed by the Orthodox Church leader.1*

CONCLUSION

The Romanian Orthodox Church has had a history of conservatism that
has touched on the way in which it views nationalism, Romanianness,
and the body (including abortion and homosexuality). The present
chapter has provided some examples to document the conservatism of
Orthodoxy in that country, but further research will be able to show a
more detailed and nuanced picture of it.
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CHAPTER 4

The Bulgarian Orthodox Church: Authoring
New Visions About the Orthodox Church’s
Role in Contemporary Bulgarian Society

Daniela Kalkandjieva

Abstract This chapter examines the visions which have been advanced
by the Bulgarian Orthodox Church to expand and secure its influ-
ence in society after fall of communism. While the end of the athe-
ist rule inspired the Church’s hierarchy to seek a restoration of the
pre-communist dominant status of Orthodoxy as the majority religion,
the newly adopted understanding of freedom of conscience and belief as
a just and equal treatment of all religious communities impeded the real-
ization of this goal. As a result, the promotion of the Church’s positions
on the communist past, the form of political governance, nationalism,
and traditional values have turned out to be a dynamic process that pro-
vokes ambivalent reactions not only in society but also in the community
of Orthodox believers.

In 1989, the fall of communism in Bulgaria released the local Orthodox
Church from the chains of militant atheism. The change allowed its return
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to the public arena, thus inspiring the Holy Synod to dream about a return
to the pre-communist dominant status of Orthodoxy. This ambition, how-
ever, has not been fully realized. While in tune with the search of Bulgarian
society for continuity with the pre-communist past, the Church has
entered into conflict with the effort of people to establish real democracy
in their country, which presupposes a just treatment of all local religious
denominations. The tensions between these two tendencies are reflected
in the legal status of the Orthodox Church in post-communist Bulgaria.
Although the new Bulgarian Constitution of 1991 did not recognize
Orthodoxy as the dominant faith, it did describe it as the traditional reli-
gion in the country (Article 13.3). According to the Constitutional Court,
this characterization of Orthodoxy “expresses its cultural and historical role
for the Bulgarian state, as well as its present significance for the state life
and especially by its impact on the system of official holidays” and does not
infringe on the rights of the other religious communities in the country.!
In 2002, however, the Religious Denominations Act granted ex lege rec-
ognition to the Orthodox Church (Article 10.2), while requiring the other
religious communities to obtain court registration (Article 15).2

In 2018, a new amendment of the same bill made another gesture of
favor to the Orthodox Church by introducing new rules for state subsi-
dies to the local religious organizations. They distinguish between those
religious denominations whose adherents exceeded 1% of the popula-
tion in the most recent census and those with smaller memberships. In
addition, the state subsidy for the denominations from the first group
is estimated as a product of the number of their adherents multiplied
by 10 levs (about 5 curo), but could not be less than 15 million levs
(7.5 million euro). Meanwhile, state support for those from the sec-
ond group will be administratively assigned (Article 28). As the
2011 Bulgarian census registered a population of 7,364,570 citi-
zens, this means that, until the next census, the first group of reli-
gious denominations includes only those that have over 73,646
members. Only two religious communities have such a membership:
the Orthodox with 4,374,135 believers or 59.4% of the country popu-
lation and the Muslims with 577,139 (or 7%).% In short, in 2019, the
Orthodox Church should receive a subsidy of about 44 million levs
(22 million euro).*

Furthermore, the political change in 1989 allowed the restitution of
those economic assets of the religious communities which had been “nation-
alized” under communism. As a result, between 1992 and 2012, the
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Bulgarian Orthodox Church retrieved its property rights over arable
lands, forests, meadows, candle industries, and non-religious urban
buildings that significantly improved its economic status. Due to the lack
of public registers of these assets, however, society has had no clear idea
about their size. Still, there are no doubts that the Orthodox Church has
become the biggest landlord in the country after the state. Furthermore,
its financial affairs also benefited from a set of laws that decreased the
taxation of religious communities. In 2006, the goods and services pro-
vided by religious communities in the religious, social, educational, and
health sphere were exempted from the VAT.? In 2013, churches, monas-
teries, mosques, and prayer houses were also exempted from local taxes
and fees.® Despite this financial alleviation, the Orthodox Church refuses
to provide information about its income and expenditures. In 2018,
the Holy Synod declared that the Church had obtained its possessions
mostly through donations and bequests, which as acts of deeply intimate
character require that their donors remain anonymous.” Such claims,
however, contradict the Church’s ancient tradition to register the names
of its donors and to commemorate them in public during church ser-
vices. Besides, in addition to personal donations, the Bulgarian Church
receives donations in kind and money from national judicial entities
as well as from foreign bodies, e.g., from the Greek and the Russian
Orthodox Churches.

Although this legal and economic status of the Bulgarian Orthodox
Church reveals an increased potential to exert influence on society, it
was not accompanied by an increased number of regular churchgo-
ers. According to sociologists, they vary between 3 and 7%. Besides,
until 2018, the Holy Synod of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church failed
to solicit broad social support for its initiatives. The situation changed
in 2018 when the protests of the Orthodox hierarchs against the rati-
fication of the Istanbul Convention on Preventing and Combating
Violence against Women and Domestic Violence led to its announce-
ment by the Bulgarian Constitutional Court as incompatible with
the 1991 Constitution. To understand the reasons behind this pro-
cess and its dynamics, this chapter analyzes the visions promoted by
the Church’s leadership and the corresponding reactions of society.
They are organized around four major issues dealing with the atti-
tudes of the Orthodox Church and Bulgarian society to the com-
munist past, the form of political government, nationalism, and
traditional values.
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THE SHADOW OF COMMUNISM

The end of the rule of militant atheists in Bulgaria allowed the Holy
Synod in Sofia to assume full control over all Orthodoxy-related insti-
tutional and religious matters. Between 1992 and 2012, however, its
authority was shaken by two crises of distrust. The first of them erupted
in 1992 when the secret decision of the Politburo of the Central
Committee of the Bulgarian Communist Party from 8 March 1971
for the promotion of Metropolitan Maxim of Lovech as Patriarch of
Bulgaria was publicly announced.® Not only was his reputation affected
by this discovery, but also that of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church. In
particular, it provoked a split in the Church’s leadership into two rival
bodies: Maxim’s Synod and the so-called Alternative Synod. The fight
between them alienated many Bulgarians from the Church. Besides, the
anathema declared by Maxim’s Synod on the Alternative one shook the
positions of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church in world Orthodoxy.” In
1998, the heads of all Orthodox Churches came to Sofia in an attempt
to heel the schism. By taking part in the so-called Holy Expanded and
Suprajurisdictional Pan-Orthodox Council (31 September-1 October),
initiated by Patriarch Maxim, they de facto recognized him as the canon-
ical leader of Orthodox Bulgarians.!® Under these circumstances, the
members of the Alternative Synod agreed to return under Maxim’s juris-
diction. The truce, however, lasted only a few days. As soon as the for-
eign churchmen left Bulgaria, the Alternative Synod revived its activities.
In 2002, the Bulgarian state made another attempt to heal the schism—
this time by means of law. The new Religious Denominations Act
granted an ex /ege recognition to Maxim’s Synod as the proper leadership
of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church (Article 10.2), while the Alternative
Synod had to obtain court registration (Article 15). Two years later, on
the grounds of this bill, the properties of the Alternative Synod were
transferred to Patriarch Maxim.!! The attempts of the former to restore
its positions by filing a case at the European Court of Human Rights
were in vain.!? The case was won, but the properties were not returned.
Left without means of living, the bishops and priests from the Alternative
Synod began to return under Maxim’s jurisdiction. In this way, the
schism was over by 2012.

Meanwhile, Maxim’s victory was darkened by another crisis of dis-
trust. In January 2012, the Committee for Disclosing the Documents
and Announcing Affiliation of Bulgarian Citizens to the State Security
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and the Intelligence Services of the Bulgarian National Army during the
communist era announced as agents eleven out of the fifteen then act-
ing members of the Bulgarian Synod.!3 In the next years, the Church’s
leadership succeeded in stifling this investigation by refusing to sub-
mit the personal data necessary for the identification of other Orthodox
churchmen and theologians who had formerly collaborated with the com-
munist secret services.!* Despite this obstruction, however, the efforts
of individual researches brought to light new details about this dark
side of the recent history of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church.!® Their
studies revealed that not only members of Maxim’s Synod collaborated
with the former atheist regime, but also those of the Alternative Synod.
They also provided evidence that the work of the representatives of the
Bulgarian Orthodox Church at the World Council of Churches had
been coordinated not only by the national secret services but also by the
Soviet ones. !¢

Furthermore, the silence of Orthodox episcopate on the canoni-
zation of a score of churchmen who had suffered persecution under
communism became another source of discontent in society. Raised
by the Union of Orthodox Priests in the first years after the collapse
of communism, this issue found the support of the Alternative Synod
when it became clear that the new Religious Denominations Act would
favor Patriarch Maxim. On 24 October 2002, the former canonized
120 priests and monks murdered by the communist regime.!” In its turn,
Maxim’s Synod refused to join this act with the argument that it had
been performed by a schismatic body. The end of the schism, however,
revived the debate about the canonization of the Church’s victims from
the communist era. In 2014, the Holy Synod set up a special commission
for this purpose. After two years of work, it announced the start of an
investigation aimed to lead to the canonization of Metropolitan Boris of
Nevrokop, killed by a defrocked priest in 1948.18 Scheduled for 2018,
this act had to coincide with the 130th anniversary of Boris’s birth and
the 70th anniversary of his death. Both dates passed, but nothing hap-
pened. In this way, civil commemoration remains the only opportunity
for Orthodox Bulgarians to pay tribute to the Church’s victims from the
communist times.

While leaving open the question about the religious veneration
of these clerics, the Holy Synod of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church
glorified Archbishop Serafim (Sobolev)—a Russian émigré hier-
arch who found asylum in Bulgaria after the Bolshevik Revolution.
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In 1921, he was appointed by the Russian Synod Abroad in Sremski
Karlovci (Yugoslavia) as the ruling bishop of the Russian émigré com-
munities in Bulgaria. When the Soviet Army occupied Bulgaria in
September 1944, he did not flee and soon afterward was accepted under
the jurisdiction of the Moscow Patriarchate.!® In 1946, he became
a Soviet citizen. As such, he continued to run the Russian parishes in
Bulgaria and died peacefully in Sofia on 26 February 1950.

During his Bulgarian exile, Archbishop Serafim became especially
famous among Russian émigrés for his mysticism. On his deathbed,
he instructed his disciples to write letters to him, to leave at his grave.
Thus, when he was buried in the crypt of the Russian Church St.
Nikolay the Wonderworker in Sofia they set up a mailbox there. In 1952,
the temple was transformed into the podvorie of the Moscow Patriarchate
and started functioning as its ecclesiastical embassy at the Bulgarian
Orthodox Church. Meanwhile, Sofia citizens also began to seek Serafim’s
help by leaving letters at his grave. This custom continued after the end
of the communist system, and in 2007, the Russian Orthodox Church
set up a special commission to discuss the canonization of Archbishop
Serafim.? As a result, two books appeared that paved the road to this
act. The first of them was a short history of the Church, written by Olga
Reshetnikova, the wife of Leonid Reshetnikov, a key figure in the Soviet
secret services and Director of the Russian Institute for Strategic Studies
(2009-2017).2! The other was a biography of Archbishop Serafim by the
Russian Church historian Andrey Kostryukov.??

The next step was made in 2014 when a Bulgarian-Russian
Ecclesiastical Working Group was set up to discuss Serafim’s canoni-
zation.?? The Russian team was headed by Metropolitan Hilarion of
Volokolamsk, the Chairman of the Department for External Church
Relations of the Moscow Patriarchate, while the Bulgarian one by
Metropolitan Yoan of Varna. Another milestone in the realization
of this project was the centenary of the consecration of the Russian
Church in Sofia celebrated there by a joint Bulgarian-Russian liturgy on
30 November 2014. It was followed by a campaign for the collection
of evidence about miracles performed with Serafim’s assistance.?* On 3
February 2016, in the presence of a Bulgarian Church delegation, the
Sacred Bishop’s Council of the Russian Orthodox Church, held in the
Moscow Cathedral of Christ the Saviour, decided for the canonization
of Archbishop Serafim.?® Three weeks later, on 26 February, he was glo-
rified by the Bulgarian Orthodox Church as “Sofia Wonderworker.”2¢



4 THE BULGARIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH: AUTHORING NEW VISIONS ... 59

This act was not only a demonstration of the sacred bonds between the
Bulgarian and the Russian Orthodox Church but created a new spiritual
link between the Orthodox Bulgarians and Russia at a moment when the
image of the latter was seriously darkened by the annexation of Crimea.

The fall of communism implied changes in the attitude of the
Bulgarian Orthodox Church vis-a-vis Western Christianity as well.
According to the Sofia Synod, the local Orthodox Church was the only
religious body able to save the souls of Bulgarians, who had lost their
link with God under communism. Therefore, the Orthodox hierarchs
and clerics were especially irritated by the quick spread of new evan-
gelical Churches in post-atheist Bulgaria. As the post-communist state,
guided by a liberal understanding of freedom of religion, was not able
to secure the monopoly of the local Orthodox Church, Maxim’s Synod
looked for a religious solution. In 1998, following the example of the
Georgian Orthodox Church, it discontinued the membership of the
Bulgarian Orthodox Church in the World Council of Churches (WCC).
This act was motivated by disappointment with the WCC’s inability
to stop the proselytism in the former communist countries, where the
Orthodox identity of the believers had been seriously injured by the
promotion of atheism by the communists during their years in power.?”
According to some observers, this step was provoked by the Synod’s dis-
trust in the Church’s representatives, appointed with the consent of the
former communist regime at international ecumenical organizations.?8
Their hypothesis, however, fails to elucidate why Maxim’s Synod did not
replace them with more trustworthy persons. It also does not explain
the strong anti-ecumenical position of the contemporary Bulgarian
Orthodox Church’s leadership, which resembles Stalin’s ban on the
membership of the Orthodox Churches in the countries under Soviet
control in the World Council of Churches.?? On 21 April 2016, the
Bulgarian Synod demonstrated once again its anti-ecumenical stance by
declaring its disagreement with “Relations of the Orthodox Church with
the rest of the Christian World”—one of the key documents of the Holy
and Great Council in Crete, scheduled for 16-27 June.3? Expressing a
strong disagreement with its ecumenical spirit, the Bulgarian Synod
called for the postponement of the pan-Orthodox forum and later on
refused to send a delegation to it.3!

Meanwhile, the post-Cold War Bulgarian Synod developed a more
flexible attitude to the Catholic Church: The former has not fully inter-
rupted the contacts with the Vatican. This approach was demonstrated
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during the visit of John Paul II (23-26 May 2002), when the Bulgarian
Patriarch agreed to give an audience to the Pope, on the condition that
he would welcome the latter as a head of state and not as a religious
leader.?? During his stay, John Paul II visited the Patriarchal Cathedral
of St. Alexander for the Feast of Saints Cyril and Methodius as well as
the famous Rila Monastery.33 In the next years, however, the dialogue
between the two Churches did not become easier. On 5-7 May 2019,
Pope Francis also paid a visit to Bulgaria. This time, however, the Holy
Synod characterized his trip as entirely a state initiative and warned the
Orthodox clerics not to attend the events on the Pope’s program.3* As a
result, Francis’s contacts with representatives of the Bulgarian Orthodox
Church were limited to an audience with Bulgarian Patriarch Neofit.
The only Orthodox site that was visited by the Pope was the Patriarchal
Cathedral of Saint Alexander Nevski, where he had a private prayer
before the throne of Saints Cyril and Methodius.3®

PLAYING WITH MONARCHY

Another debate in which the Orthodox Church has been involved after
the end of the totalitarian regime concerns the country’s mode of gov-
ernment. Although most Bulgarians chose the road toward Western
democracy, the monarchy also won popularity among some social
groups. It gained many supporters among high-ranking Orthodox
churchmen tempted by the idea of restoring the pre-communist union
between Orthodoxy and monarchy. In particular, they praised Tsar Boris
IIT (1894-1943) under whose rule the Bulgarian state and Orthodox
Church reached the climax of their territorial development. In 1940,
the Treaty of Craiova allowed the peaceful return of South Dobrudja
to the Bulgarian state and the restoration of the Bulgarian Church’s
jurisdiction over this area. A year later, as an ally of Nazi Germany,
Bulgaria received the control over territories situated in contempo-
rary Serbia, North Macedonia, and Greece, namely the region of Nis,
Vardar Macedonia, and Aegean Thrace. These circumstances allowed the
Bulgarian Orthodox Church to restore its activities in dioceses which had
been under its jurisdiction between 1870 and 1913. At the same time,
the praise for Boris III was in tune with particular monarchist sentiments
in post-communist Bulgarian society, which were nurtured by his mys-
terious death on 23 August 1943. The fact that the Tsar had died a few
days after his meeting with Hitler inspired many rumors. Some of them
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claim the Nazis poisoned him because of his refusal to send Bulgarian
troops to the Eastern Front, while others suggested that this was done
by the Soviets because Boris’s popularity would not allow them to
include Bulgaria in their postwar zone of influence. All this surrounded
the Tsar’s name with an aura of martyrdom, which, in post-communist
Bulgaria, was able to bring together people from the leftist and the right-
ist political spectrum.

Furthermore, the popular veneration of Boris III assisted the attempts
of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church to regain its most prominent reli-
gious site—the Rila Monastery. The quest for its return was launched by
Orthodox monks and clerics immediately after the fall of communism.
The initiative received the unconditional support of society due to the
double significance of this shrine. On the one hand, it is a sacred place
that keeps the relics of the most venerated Bulgarian saint, Ivan of Rila.
On the other hand, it was a significant landmark of the pre-communist
era as the last Bulgarian Tsar, Boris 111, was buried there. Loved by peo-
ple during his lifetime, he did not lose their love after death. Thus, even
when the communists came to power, his grave remained a popular pil-
grimage site. To halt this practice, in 1946, the communists ordered
the exhumation of Boris’s remains and their reburial in the Vrana Royal
Residence, near Sofia. Three years later, they blew up the new grave.
The cult of the dead Tsar, however, persisted. People continued to visit
his empty grave at the Rila Monastery, thus linking together the cult to
St. Ivan and that of the late monarch. Perceiving this custom as an act of
double protest against their regime, the communists undertook another
step. In 1961, the Rila Monastery was nationalized and transformed it
into a state museum, while the monks were expelled. In 1967, however,
under international pressure, the atheist rulers had to allow the function-
ing of a small monastic community there but imposed a ban on the pub-
lic performance of religious rites.3® Therefore, when the question of the
return of the Rila Monastery was raised, it received the support of the
entire society. In May 1991, it became the first religious site returned
to the Bulgarian Orthodox Church. In parallel, a special commis-
sion set up at the National Assembly started investigating the case with
Boris’s remains.?” It found out that only the Tsar’s heart was preserved
separately after his autopsy. In 1993, his grave was made anew in Rila
Monastery, and his heart was reburied there. In this way, this main reli-
gious shrine of the country again bridged the devotion to Orthodoxy
with the idea of monarchy.
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The mutual affection between the Orthodox Church and the
Bulgarian Royal House was demonstrated once more when the son of
Boris III, Simeon Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, returned to Bulgaria to serve as
Prime Minister (2001-2005). The Religious Denominations Act (2002)
adopted during his tenure secured the exclusive place of the Orthodox
Church on the religious map of Bulgaria. On 15 December 2014, the
Holy Synod demonstrated a new devotion to the idea of the monarchy
during a solemn liturgy performed by Metropolitan Nikolay of Plovdiv
at his diocesan monastery Saints Kirik and Julita. It was organized to cel-
ebrate the Metropolitan’s victory in a court case for the restitution of
this religious site, previously used as a recreation house of the Union of
Bulgarian Architects. On this occasion, in the presence of the Patriarch,
the Synod, and Simeon Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, Nikolay promoted his
vision of symphony in contemporary Bulgaria:

.. when the Tsar of Bulgarians is present here, this means that the very
idea of statehood is here; that statehood in its transcendent essence stays
side by side with the Church in standing up for its rights. ... the Church
always has the King in its prayers; and thus the King, i.c., statchood, is
always within the Church; and they pray together for Bulgarians and
Bulgaria.3®

Several months later, on 29 April 2015, the Bulgarian Synod decided
to pay liturgical homage to Simeon Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. According to
the Synod, Simeon’s name had to be mentioned during liturgy as the
“Tsar of Bulgarians” before the reference to the Orthodox Bulgarian
people and their government.3 The change was justified by the act of
royal anointment which Simeon had received together with his baptism
in 1937.49 In order for this decision to enter in force, however, it had to
be written down in the minutes of the next summer session of the Holy
Synod and approved by its members.

Regardless of this requirement, on 2 May, Patriarch Neofit used the
non-approved formula in a solemn open-air liturgy dedicated to the
1150th anniversary of the baptism of Bulgaria.#! Concelebrated with
27 hierarchs from all Orthodox Churches, this act left the impression
of a pan-Orthodox recognition of Simeon as a Tsar.*? In addition, per-
formed in the presence of the President, the Prime Minister, and many
high-ranking state officials of the Republic of Bulgaria as well as in
that of the ambassadors of Russia, Greece, Ukraine, and Georgia, this
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religious homage looked like as a political act.*3 Furthermore, its direct
transmission by the Bulgarian National Television and Radio multi-
plied its effect on society. All this provoked a heated debate on the
Church’s attitude to the secular state. Some observers suggested that
the Orthodox hierarchs regarded Simeon as an alternative head of state
and even defined their behavior as an attempt to contest the established
republican order.** Asked by journalists to comment on the situation,
President Rosen Plevneliev responded:

As the head of the state, I firmly support the constitutional order of the
state. I am a republican president. As a humble Christian, I will pray the
Holy Synod to reconsider its decision, which has a symbolic meaning
and may risk splitting up the Christians in Bulgaria into monarchists and
republicans.

The motives for this monarchist drive of the Church’s leadership
remain an enigma. The fact that this ecclesiastical innovation had dis-
appeared when Plevneliev stepped down from his presidential man-
date gives grounds to think that it had been designed as an attack on
him. Besides, the Synod’s monarchist turn coincided with the attacks of
pro-Russian political circles against Plevneliev’s systematic support for
the international sanctions against Russia after the annexation of Crimea.

TaE CHURCH’S MULTIFACETED INATIONALISM

Despite the different assessment of the interplay between Orthodoxy and
nationalism, there is a general agreement among scholars that modern
Orthodox Churches presenting the religious majorities in their nation-
states have played a key role in the promotion of nationalism in their
countries at the religious, cultural, and political level. In this regard, the
fall of communism in Bulgaria reveals new developments that call for a
more careful investigation. It seems that the response of post-communist
societies to the religious nationalism of their local Orthodox hierarchy
has become much more selective than it was in previous times.

This discrepancy is well demonstrated in the case of St. Nedelya
Church in Batak—a town situated in the diocese of Plovdiv. Built in
1813, the temple occupies a special place in Bulgarian national mem-
ory as a witness of the tragedy of hundreds of Bulgarians, murdered
by Ottoman mercenaries in 1876. For this reason, after the Liberation
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of Bulgaria, it was unanimously declared a museum-ossuary. Neither
the Holy Synod nor the diocesan hierarchs sought its re-consecration
and reopening as a parochial church. In 2007, however, the Batak
church-museum appeared in the epicenter of passionate public debate,
provoked by media publications about a project on the case of Batak
as a lien de mémoire.*® Realized with the financial support of German
educational institutions, it involved German and Bulgarian scholars.
They planned to close it with a scientific conference at the Institute of
Ethnography of the Bulgarian Academy of Science and an exhibition at
the National Gallery for Foreign Art in Sofia.

In 2006, one of these scholars, the art historian Martina Baleva,
shared her findings in the Bulgarian weekly Ku/tura.*” The article pro-
voked another Bulgarian historian to publish another article there, accus-
ing Baleva of overestimating the role of foreigners in the building of
the image of Batak as a place of national memory and neglecting that
of Bulgarians.*® In turn, she used her right to respond, and the discus-
sion seemed to be over.*? A year later, however, when Bulgaria joined the
European Union, many well-established domestic university professors
and politicians fiercely criticized Baleva, accusing her of grant-seeking
and national betrayal.’® The media also joined the debate by playing with
the colloquial meaning of the word “myth.” In this way, they created an
impression that Baleva had tried to present the Batak atrocity as a fake
story. Soon she and the other Bulgarian participants in the project were
labeled traitors of their nation. In the end, the planned conference and
exhibition in Bulgaria were canceled.

In the next years, the debate slowed down its intensity but did not
lose its significance for Bulgarian society. In 2011, the Holy Synod
decided to canonize the victims of the Batak massacre together with
those of another atrocity that had taken place in the village of Novo
Selo.®! In its turn, the municipality of Batak donated the museum-
ossuary to Metropolitan Nikolay of Plovdiv. This act triggered a new
dispute because the building had the status of a national museum and
only the central state authorities were authorized to change its status.>?
The metropolitan, however, did not lose time and transformed the
ossuary into a parochial church. The interior was changed, the build-
ing was consecrated anew, and regular liturgies began to be performed
there. The changes provoked sharp criticism on the part of the museum
experts who appealed for the restoration of the authentic appearance
of the building and its status as a museum. They pointed out that the
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washing of human bones with wine and holy myrrh during the canoniza-
tion of the Batak martyrs had caused them to become moldy.>? In their
turn, the inhabitants of Batak also protested, but on different grounds.
They agreed with the canonization of the Batak victims but refuted the
introduction of regular liturgies in the temple because it violated the
wish of their ancestors. Although their petitions remained without an
answer, the people of Batak found a way to demonstrate their respect
for the church-ossuary—nobody has chosen it for a baptism, wedding, or
funeral.>* The reactions of museum experts and ordinary people revealed
the limits of religion-induced nationalism, which the Holy Synod tried to
promote in post-communist Bulgarian society. It turned out to be dou-
bly restricted by the authority of science as well as by people’s respect for
the will of their forefathers.

At the same time, the tensions between the nationalism of Orthodox
hierarchs and that of laymen have obtained international dimensions in
the debate on the self-proclaimed Macedonian autocephaly. Both parties
perceive the non-canonical Macedonian Orthodox Church as a child of
the Bulgarian Orthodox Church. This approach is supported by refer-
ences to Bulgarian state and Church history. In particular, both church-
men and laypersons stress the role of Ohrid as a major Church see in
Medieval Bulgaria, the active part played by the Bulgarians in Macedonia
in the nineteenth century struggle for the establishment of an independ-
ent Bulgarian Church, and the jurisdiction exercised by the Bulgarian
Exarchate over the Orthodox dioceses in present-day North Macedonia
between 1870 and 1912. What divides Bulgarian laymen and their hier-
archs is their attitude to canon law. In particular, the Bulgarian Holy
Synod is obliged to respect the agreement signed with the Ecumenical
Patriarchate of Constantinople on 22 February 1945 as a condition for
the grant of autocephaly to the then schismatic Bulgarian Orthodox
Church. By this agreement, the Bulgarian Church gave up its pretensions
over its former dioceses in Aegean Thrace and Vardar Macedonia, thus
limiting its jurisdiction within the postwar borders of Bulgaria.

Therefore, while the disintegration of Tito’s Yugoslavia and the estab-
lishment of the independent state of Macedonia (now called North
Macedonia since June 2018) inspired many lay Bulgarians to call for
closer relations between their Orthodox Church and the Macedonian
one on the grounds of their common Bulgarian origins, the Holy Synod
in Sofia has abstained from official engagements with the Orthodox
Church in North Macedonia. Besides, the 1945 agreement signed with
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the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople has obliged the Bulgarian
hierarchy to respect the jurisdiction of the Serbian Patriarchate estab-
lished over the Macedonian dioceses in the 1920s. Furthermore, the rap-
prochement of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church with the Macedonian
one became additionally complicated in 2002, when the latter split into
two bodies: the Macedonian Orthodox Church—Ohrid Archbishopric
and the Orthodox Ohrid Archbishopric of Metropolitan Jovan
(Vranishkovski). Recognized as a judicial entity by the government in
Skopje, the first of these two bodies was proclaimed schismatic by the
Serbian Patriarchate. Meanwhile, the archbishopric of Metropolitan
Jovan did not receive a similar legal status from the state authorities of
North Macedonia but was granted internal autonomy as the canoni-
cal branch of the Serbian Patriarchate in North Macedonia, i.c., it can
rely on the support of all canonical Orthodox Churches. This situation
provoked different responses in the Bulgarian Synod and its lay flock.
In particular, the hierarchs are obliged to observe the canonical ban on
liturgical communion with schismatics. Had the Sofia Synod entered into
such relations with the non-canonical Macedonian Orthodox Church, it
would have become schismatic itself and that would have doomed the
Bulgarian Church to isolation from the other Orthodox Churches.

In their turn, lay nationalists neglected canonical issues.?® In their view,
the refusal of the Serbian Patriarchate to recognize the self-proclaimed
Macedonian autocephalous Church has created an opportunity for
the Bulgarian Synod to resolve the Macedonian schism by acting as the
“Mother Church” of Orthodox Macedonians. In 2014, the Bulgarian-
Macedonian cultural rapprochement allowed concrete steps to be under-
taken in this direction. On 11 May, the day on which the Bulgarian
Church celebrates the feast of Saints Cyril and Methodius, a delegation
of the Macedonian Academy of Science and Arts arrived in Sofia together
with Archbishop Stefan of Ohrid, the head of the Macedonian Church.
On this occasion, he attended a liturgy served by Patriarch Neofit at
St. Alexander Nevski Cathedral in Sofia, but in agreement with canon
law, he did not take part in it.>® In May 2015, Archbishop Stefan paid
another visit to Sofia.’” The intensified contacts stimulated a further
elaboration of the idea of the parental rights of the Bulgarian Orthodox
Church as derived from the “Bulgarian origin of the official Church in
Macedonia.”>® At the same time, the lay advocates of this view defined the
autonomous Orthodox Ohrid Archbishopric of the Serbian Patriarchate in
North Macedonia as a historically and canonically groundless body.
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At the end of the year, the rapprochement between the two Churches
was hindered by the engagement of Patriarch Neofit with the cause of
the autonomous branch of the Moscow Patriarchate in Ukraine. On
15 December 2015, he sent a letter of protest to Petro Poroshenko,
then President of Ukraine. The latter was warned that the attempts of
the non-canonically recognized Kyiv Patriarchate to take away the Kyiv
Pechorsk Lavra and the Pochayiv Lavra from their legitimate owner—the
autonomous Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate—
would destabilize the situation in Ukraine and would prevent “the
Orthodox episcopate, clergymen and faithful persons from foreign coun-
tries from visiting the aforementioned sacred places, as we do not hold
any Eucharistic and Prayerful communion with schismatic structures.”>
Broadcast in English, Russian, and Bulgarian in Orthodox media,
this position of the spiritual leader of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church
in defense of the autonomous branch of the Moscow Patriarchate in
Ukraine against the local “schismatic autocephalies” made impossible the
recognition of another schismatic body, namely the non-canonical auto-
cephalous Macedonian Orthodox Church.

Indeed, the relations of the Bulgarian Patriarchate with the
Macedonian Orthodox Church of Archbishop Stefan were frozen for
more than a year. In November 2017, however, the Macedonian hier-
archs expressed their readiness to recognize the Bulgarian Patriarchate as
their mother church, if the latter agreed to become the first Orthodox
Church recognizing their autocephaly. In their turn, Bulgarian lay-
men appealed to their Holy Synod to recognize the autocephaly of
the Macedonian Orthodox Church. They insisted that this would
be “a distinctive achievement of the historical ideal of unity with the
Macedonian people in the spiritual realm, a recognition of the com-
mon spiritual, cultural and national roots of the two countries.”®® At
the same time, they pointed out that an eventual grant of autoceph-
aly by the Serbian Orthodox Church would allow the inclusion of the
Macedonian Church in the orbit of influence of the Moscow Patriarchate
and respectively of Putin’s authoritarian regime. On these grounds,
they insisted that the acknowledgment of Macedonian autoceph-
aly by the Bulgarian Church was “the only way to counteract Russian
geopolitical interests in the region.”®! What they failed to take into
account, however, is the capacity of the Ecumenical Patriarchate
of Constantinople to offer a canonical solution to the Macedonian
question.
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The lay appeal was heard. On 27 November 2017, the Bulgarian hier-
archs responded to their Macedonian colleagues with an equally condi-
tional letter. They promised a hand of help if the Macedonian Orthodox
Church recognized the Bulgarian Patriarchate as its mother church.%?
From a canonical point of view, however, such an act would be canoni-
cally null and void due to the schismatic status of the former. At the same
time, the willingness of the Bulgarian Patriarchate to act as the mother
church of Orthodox Macedonians fueled criticism from the Holy Synods
in Serbia and Greece, who reminded themselves about the existence of
canonically recognized Orthodox hierarchy in Macedonia, presented
by Archbishop Jovan (Vranishkovski).®® The Bulgarian lay nationalists
were not satisfied either. They accused their hierarchs of refraining
from an open demonstration of the motherhood status of the Bulgarian
Church. Finally, the Sofia Synod agreed to intercede for the abolishment
of the schismatic status of the Macedonian Church within a canonical
framework.** Accordingly, the two Churches continued the dialogue
without entering into liturgical communion. In 2018, the delegation
of the Bulgarian Synod that had been visiting the Church of the Holy
Sepulchre in Jerusalem every year to fetch the “Holy Fire” for the Easter
liturgy started sharing it with the Macedonian Orthodox Church.%®
Such gestures are welcome by the Bulgarian laity. Meanwhile, the rec-
ognition of the autocephalous Orthodox Church in Ukraine by the
Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople in January 2019 presented
another dilemma for the Bulgarian Holy Synod—to recognize or not the
Ukrainian one.

PrROMOTING TRADITIONAL VALUES

The promotion of traditional values is a recently emerging area of activ-
ities of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church. Until 2012, the Church’s
efforts in this direction were badly impeded by the schism. Besides,
not all visions of the Bulgarian Synod meet the requirements of the
post-communist national legislation for the respect of freedom of reli-
gion and conscience. As a result, not all attempts of the Holy Synod to
impose its visions on the public arena have been successful. This devel-
opment is well illustrated by the failure of the Orthodox hierarchs to
introduce mandatory religious instruction in public schools. In 2007,
the achievement of this goal was additionally complicated by Bulgaria’s
membership in the European Union. Therefore, the Holy Synod had to
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modify its tactics. Its Concept for the Study of the Discipline “Religion” in
Public Schools (2008) underlined the right of the Orthodox Church to
intervene in the affairs of public school on the grounds of its historical
role as “a mother-guardian of the Orthodox Bulgarians,” but admitted
the rights of Bulgarian citizens to choose whether their children should
study Orthodoxy or not. In an attempt to preserve the principle of man-
datory study of religion, the Concept proposed the introduction of three
sub-disciplines: “Religion-Orthodoxy,” “Religion-Islam,” and “General
Religious Studies” among which students would choose.®® In the next
years, the Holy Synod issued a series of statements and organized round
tables, religious processions, and other public events to persuade the state
authorities to introduce mandatory confessional and non-confessional
study of religion in public schools. The results, however, are far from the
expectations. The Ministry of Education and Science introduced elective
classes in two religious disciplines: “Christianity” and “Islam” for all 12
grades of the public school, which take place only if a sufficient number
of students have opted for them. Today, they are attended by 1% of all
students.®”

Nevertheless, the end of the schism increased the chances of the Holy
Synod enhancing the Church’s influence on society. In 2012, it adopted
a Strategy for Spivitunl Enlightenment, Catechization, and Culture that
addresses the main challenges faced by the Orthodox Church in the
contemporary epoch: secularism, globalization, family values, youth
morality, etc.®® Unlike the previous policy of the Orthodox hierarchy, its
present efforts are not limited to school students but target the entire
society. In addition, the Synod’s plans for the implementation of this
strategy rely not only on the Church’s human resources (episcopate,
clergy, and laity) but also on cooperation with the state and municipal
authorities working in the sphere of education and culture. Indeed, in
the last years, the Orthodox hierarchs abandoned their previous prac-
tice of sporadic statements on various social issues and developed a more
systematic approach that allows them to take an active part in all public
debates on family and traditional values.

As in the case of the education-related statements of the Holy Synod,
those on family also provoke different reactions in society. For exam-
ple, the Orthodox visions on assisted reproduction, surrogate mother-
hood, and abortion drew fierce criticism among many Bulgarians. It was
fueled by the Synod’s rejection of the methods of assisted reproduction
and surrogate motherhood as incompatible with Christian teachings
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about family as a union between a woman and a man. In this regard,
Orthodox hierarchs have claimed that by involving a third person in
the creation of the new life these methods undermine the traditional
family.®® On these grounds, they have prescribed the childless faithful to
obey their destiny, to rely on God’s wisdom, and not to search for the
assistance of contemporary medicine. The only exception permitted is
“in vitro fertilization,” when the genetic material is taken from spouses
of the same family.

Following this logic, the Bulgarian Synod regularly issues state-
ments of protests against the Gay Pride parades organized every June
by the Bulgarian LGBT community. According to the Orthodox hier-
archs, “homosexuality is a passion against nature which unconditionally
causes damages to human personality, family and society and which has
pernicious consequences not only for the physical and psychic condi-
tions of people but also for the spiritual one.””? Although this position
is shared by other religious communities, the pride parades receive the
support of many citizens who regard them as a human rights manifesta-
tion. Similarly, the issue of abortion also divides the liberal and religious
sections of society. The former group of citizens emphasizes wom-
en’s rights, while the second relies on the religious teaching of one or
another faith tradition to stress the rights of unborn children. According
to the Holy Synod, the child receives his/her body and soul together at
the moment of conception. Therefore, it condemns abortion as an act
of murder and protests against the use of such terms as “embryo” and
“fetus” in legal and medical documents, which use disregards the baby’s
soul.”!

In 2015, the migrant crisis created more favorable conditions for
the promotion of traditional values. The appeal of the Holy Synod to
the national government to stop the entry of migrants into Bulgaria
became its first initiative that gained popularity not only among
nationalist circles but among the main political parties as well as
among many ordinary people.”? The fear of the non-Christian iden-
tity of refugees reinstated the role of the local Orthodox Church as
the guardian of Bulgarian national identity. In parallel, the disagree-
ment between the member-states of the European Union on the
migrant crisis nurtured euroskeptic moods among Bulgarians. All
this facilitated the Synod’s efforts to promote its traditional values.
In July 2017, invited to a conference dedicated to the 25th anniver-
sary of the present Bulgarian Constitution, Patriarch Neofit stressed
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before its participants that only legislation that stands upon on the
solid fundament of traditional values can be truly effective.”? He
also pointed out that the Orthodox Church and the state must work
together for the preservation of moral values that guarantee justice,
peace, family, patriotism, and the mutual respect and love between
people. In this way, his stance seems to be strongly influenced by the
model of a Church-state collaboration set up in Putin’s Russia as well
as by the Moscow Patriarchate’s Basic Values: The Fundaments of All-
National Identity.”*

Several months later, the head of the Synod’s Public Relations Office,
Aleksandra Karamihaleva, reported that the Orthodox Church had
become an equal partner of the state in many areas of public life. She
also pointed to the changed positions of Western and Eastern European
societies regarding Christian values—an idea promoted by Putin in his
speech at the Valdai Discussion Club Summit (September 2013).7% If
Western Europe used to protect Christianity when it was suppressed
by the communist regimes in Eastern Europe, today, the former is dis-
tancing itself from its Christian roots, while the latter has become the
last bastion of Christian values, traditions, and morality. Therefore, the
contemporary Orthodox Christians bear “the exclusive responsibil-
ity to guard, uphold, remind, and spread throughout the secularizing
European continent the evangelical truth and Christ’s ideal as a meas-
urement and model for human behavior.””¢ In this regard, Karamihaleva
also referred to the words of the Bulgarian Patriarch that “the Orthodox
churchmen, politicians, and public figures from different countries
as well as all people of good will around the world should unite their
efforts in defense of the original Christian moral values and norms of
behavior.”””

The endorsement of traditional values reached its climax in 2018
when the Bulgarian Synod made a bold statement against the ratifica-
tion of the Istanbul Convention on Preventing and Combating Vielence
against Women and Domestic Violence. This international act was con-
demned as incompatible with the teaching of the Orthodox Church
about the “two sexes” created by God and Bulgarian public order.”8
The Orthodox hierarchs categorically protested against the introduction
of any gender-related concepts and terminology in Bulgarian national
legislation. This time, their position was shared by the other religious
denominations who issued similar statements. It was also supported by
the president and the main political parties. The last word in the dispute
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on the Istanbul Convention was given to the Constitutional Court which
found it incompatible with the Bulgarian Constitution.”’

In 2019, however, some traditional values were put under ques-
tion during the public debate on the Draft Strategy for Child Defense.
According to Orthodox hierarchs, the traditional family is the only
proper place for child upbringing, while the planned strategy will allow
state officials to intervene in family affairs easily and even to take chil-
dren away from their parents. In their view, by emphasizing the chil-
dren’s rights and treating the child as an autonomous person, the
adoption of this strategy will undermine the hierarchical character of
the children-parents relations in the traditional Bulgarian family.8 What
fueled the criticism by society of the Synod’s position was its disa-
greement with the ban on physical child abuse. In addition, many
Bulgarians contest the Synod’s view that Western liberal methods of
education and upbringing are “far from the healthy and conservative val-
ues of Christianity” and debauch the morals of youth. As a result, the
Holy Synod withdrew its statement on the strategy with the excuse that a
Church official had announced it without the necessary consent.

Two months later, it issued a new position.8! The Synod preserves the
thesis about the priority of parental rights in the upbringing of children.
It also retains its critical remarks about “good European practices.” This
time, however, the hierarchs pay more attention to the religion-based
arguments in support of their position. They reminded Bulgarians
that the Church and family have been established by God to secure
the terrestrial and eternal life of man. They also referred to the Bible
(1 Corinthians 16:19) to draw a parallel between the Church as the
spiritual family of all believers and the family as a “small domestic
Church.” Finally, the Synod stresses that God has blessed marriage as
a union of a man and woman whose love for and care of children are
sacred. Thus, no “transitory and fickle political ideologies or ideologi-
cal projects for redefining the family, reconsidering the parenthood or
reshaping child’s rights” should infringe God’s model after which family
has been created. This edited position attracted less criticism in society.
It seems that the Church’s vision of traditional family is widely shared
by Bulgarians, though not always on the grounds of Orthodoxy. What
divides the Orthodox Church and society is the issue of the child. Most
probably, the reason is the Church’s greater regard for the autonomy of
human personality and children’s rights, developed in Bulgarian society
in the course of its democratization and eurointegration.
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CONCLUSIONS

Thirty years after the end of the communist rule in Bulgaria, the local
Orthodox Church has obtained a special place on the country’s reli-
gious map. As a representative of the constitutionally recognized tra-
ditional religion in Bulgaria, it succeeded in 2002 in gaining an ex lege
recognition by the Religious Denominations Act and, more recently,
a significant state subsidy. In parallel, the post-communist restitu-
tion of the economic assets of the religious communities in Bulgaria
transformed the local Orthodox Church into a noteworthy economic
factor in the country. Finally, the victory of Maxim’s Synod over the
Alternative Synod allowed the leadership of the Bulgarian Orthodox
Church to undertake more systematic measures for expanding its influ-
ence not only on its community of believers but also over the entire
society. Still, the Holy Synod of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church has
faced difficulties to promote its visions in the public arena. The com-
munity of Orthodox Bulgarians is not satisfied with the failure of its
spiritual leaders to secure a proper religious commemoration of the cler-
ics persecuted under communism. Although the Bulgarian Orthodox
Church continues to be seen as a major bearer of national identity in
post-communist Bulgaria, tensions have appeared between hierarchs
and laymen provoked by their different understandings of nationalism.
At the same time, the canonization of Archbishop Serafim seemed to
be the most successful policy of the Bulgarian Synod in terms of its
flock. This act also pointed to an expanded relationship between the
Bulgarian and the Russian Orthodox Church: Based on the common
faith, blood, and history during the times of the Soviet domination in
Eastern Europe, today makes use of the newly established sacred bonds
between the two Churches.

The reaction of Bulgarian society to the behavior of the Orthodox
Church’s leadership in the public arena is not unilateral either. The
majority of citizens condemn the past collaboration of Orthodox hier-
archs with the former totalitarian regime and have called for further
investigation of this issue. The society also does not accept the mon-
archist sentiments demonstrated by the Holy Synod. The close rela-
tions of the Bulgarian Synod with the Moscow Patriarchate provoke
concerns among some Bulgarian citizens, as well. At the same time,
society has adopted a selective approach to the traditional values pro-
moted by the Orthodox Church. On the one hand, there is general
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support for its vision of marriage as a union between a woman and a
man, but attempts to impose other limits on the rights and freedoms
obtained by Bulgarian citizens after the fall of communism are not
welcome.
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CHAPTER 5

The Church, the Nation,
and the State: The Serbian Orthodox
Church After Communism
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Abstract My chapter focuses on the role the Serbian Orthodox Church
has played in Serbian politics since 1989, but especially since 2000,
with the end of the authoritarian rule of Slobodan Milo$evi¢. Centering
the discussion on four principal dimensions that capture the Serbian
Church’s influence in this period—nationalism, conservatism, homopho-
bia, and religious intolerance—this chapter pays special attention to two
main social and political fault lines in post-2000 Serbia and the Church’s
central role in them: the status of its LGBTQ community and the con-
tinuing contention over Kosovo’s secession. The chapter concludes that
the SOC continues to serve as a political force in Serbian society—a
foundational source of Serbian national identity and an organization
deeply immersed in contemporary Serbian politics. It is a Church that
is deeply conservative, opposed to change, and primarily interested in
preserving its status and privilege in Serbian society.
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The Serbian Orthodox Church (SOC) emerged from World War Two
devastated economically, physically, culturally, and with no clear role to
play in communist Yugoslavia. The new regime was hostile to religion,
and with a series of laws marginalized and further weakened all religious
organizations in the country, including the Orthodox Church, dramati-
cally limiting the Church’s role in society.! The SOC was, for all intents
and purposes, placed under the control and authority of the state.? The
relationship between the Church and the communist state improved some-
what in the 1960s with the general liberalization of Yugoslav society, which
also brought a period of renewed cooperation on the part of the Church in
official matters.? The Church was run by the pragmatic Patriarch German
who attempted to compromise with the communist order.*

Ideologically, and not in the least bit surprisingly, the SOC
remained fundamentally anti-communist and nationalist. The episco-
pate had a hostile view of communism, perceiving it—correctly—as
anti-religious. Instead, historically it supported Serbian nationalists and
anti-communists, most directly—the Yugoslav Homeland Army (specit-
ically the Chetniks of Draza Mihailovi¢) during World War Two.® This
would become important in the run-up to the wars of Yugoslav suc-
cession, when the Church came to fully support the Serbian nationalist
project and link it, ideologically, to its historical support of the Yugoslav
Homeland Army.

NATIONALISM

The Role of the Church in Nationalist Mobilization

The Church became more politically assertive in the 1980s, when the
radical anti-communist and anti-Western current started to gain strength
within the SOC leadership. A precipitating event for this new Church
activism was a series of student demonstrations in Kosovo in 1981, when
Kosovar Albanians organized to demand stronger autonomy within
the Serbian republic. Specifically, the protesters demanded that Kosovo
be elevated to the status of one of the constituent republics instead of
remaining an autonomous province within Serbia and asked for improve-
ment of general social conditions in the province.® The demonstrations
in Kosovo shook the Serbian political leadership, emboldened Serbian
nationalists within the communist ranks and also opened up the space for
the SOC to assert itself in the political arena.”
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An important marker in this overt politicization of the SOC was the
publication of the Appeal for the Protection of the Serbian Populace and Its
Holy Sites in Kosovo in 1982, in which 21 leading priests and theologians
expressed their concern about the “necessity of protecting the spiritual
and biological being of the Serbian people in Kosovo and Metohija.”® In
this open letter to the Presidency of the Socialist Federated Republic of
Yugoslavia (SFRY) and other high state institutions, the priests declared,
“For Serbs the Kosovo issue is not only a biological one or about
‘region,” ‘province’ or ‘republics’ [...] it is about the spiritual, cultural
or historic identity of the Serbian people,” and warned that “Kosovo
is our memory, our hearth, the focus of our being. And to take away
from a nation its memories means to kill it and destroy it spiritually.”
The Appenal advanced the idea—which has since become a regular trope
in Serbian nationalist discourse on Kosovo—that Kosovo is for Serbs
what Jerusalem is for the Jewish people who, “because of necessity of
survival among the living and the miracle of their unremitting memory,
even despite the logic of history, return, after two thousand years, in suf-
fering, to their Jerusalem. Likewise, the Serbian nation continues to fight
its Kosovo battle, thus fighting for such a memory of its identity, for a
meaningful life and survival on this land, ever since 1389 until this day.””
Although the state media called the Appeal a “dangerous step” and a
“nationalist challenge,” Atanasije Jevti¢, one of the SOC leaders behind
the document (who later went on to be consecrated as Bishop), disclosed
that it was very well received by the Serbian government.!?

From 1982 on, the SOC took on the care of the remaining Serbian
population in Kosovo, but also in Croatia and Bosnia—Herzegovina, as
its primary responsibility.!! Throughout the mid-/to the late 1980s,
the Serbian Church press focused relentlessly on the issue of Kosovo
and what it argued was the neglect and abuse of the Serbian minor-
ity at the hands of the Albanian majority. The key Orthodox Church
leader in the construction of this narrative was Atanasije Jevti¢, whose
articles, published between 1982 and 1984 in the SOC’s main publica-
tion, Pravosiavije, included increasingly graphic and gruesome imagery
of alleged crimes committed against the Serbs by Albanians in Kosovo.!?
Two central themes of these highly influential articles were the suffering
of the Serbian nation and the sacred land of Kosovo, represented as “the
cradle and the tomb” of the Serbian people.!?

Throughout the 1980s, this SOC rhetoric intensified. In 1987, the
official statement from the session of the Holy Synod of the Serbian
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Orthodox Church for the first time used the term “genocide” for the
plight of Serbs in Kosovo.* It is at this time that the SOC truly incor-
porated the narrative of the “victim” (for the Serbs generally, but also
for the SOC itself) of various foreign nations, religions, and movements,
most often the Vatican, the USA or, more generally “the West.” The
SOC began to frequently recall Serbia’s difficult past and warn against
future threats and misfortunes, including, ultimately, a new genocide
against the Serbian nation looming on the horizon. To make these
threats and challenges appear truly existential, the looming disaster to
befall the Serbian people was often compared to the destiny of Christ
himself.!5

The SOC also conflated Orthodoxy with Serbian national identity. In
1991, the Church’s official publication Glas crkve published a statement
that “Serbhood grew on Orthodoxy and without it there could be no
Serbhood. Serbs who stopped being Orthodox stopped being Serb.”16

The SOC and the Serbs in Croatin and Bosnin—Herzegovina

The nationalism pushed by the Serbian Orthodox Church was, however,
not only related to Kosovo. An equally significant part of the Church’s
nationalist project was the construction of Serbian victimization in
Croatia and mobilization of their protection.

As early as 1984, Church publications began to write about the
catastrophe that had befallen the Serbian population in the Independent
State of Croatia (Nezavisna Drzava Hrvatska—NDH) during World War
Two. In 1990, the SOC issued two statements on the difficult, “almost
occupation-like conditions” the Serbian Orthodox Church had faced in
Croatia and Slovenia.!” This was followed by a campaign of exhumations
of Serbian victims of the NDH regime in the republics of Croatia and
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and their official, SOC-led, reburials through-
out 1990 and 1991.18

On the eve of the Croatian war in 1991, the SOC intensified its pub-
lic presence as well as its international activism. In October 1991, the
newly enthroned Patriarch Pavle wrote a letter to Lord Carrington, pres-
ident of the International Conference on Yugoslavia (and a similar one
to all participants in the Peace Conference in the Hague), in which he
claimed that, due to the past genocide against the Serbs in Croatia, as
well as current problems, Serbs cannot remain in any future independ-
ent Croatia, but must live in Serbia, across Serb lands as “the victims
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of genocide cannot live together with their past, and perhaps also their
future perpetrators.”!?

In this period, World War Two-era Croatian death camp Jasenovac—
the site of the murder of some 86,000 Croatian Serbs, Jews, and
Roma?’—became newly sacralized, with the Serbian Church beginning
to treat it as a religious heritage site, a site of Orthodox mourning. What
the SOC did with this move, however, was to memorialize wartime
atrocities, especially atrocities committed by the Croatian fascist Ustasha,
as primarily atrocities against the Serbs.

But many members of the SOC establishment did more than just
give speeches. They visited soldiers in barracks, as well as Serbian par-
amilitary troops, including a group of paramilitaries led by the noto-
rious organized crime boss turned war criminal Zeljko RaZnatovié
Arkan.?! The most notorious example, however, was the blessing Serbian
Orthodox hieromonk Gavrilo gave to the brutal Serbian paramilitary
group “Scorpions” right as they were about to go to Potocari, outside
Srebrenica,?? and embark on the preplanned and systematic genocidal
extermination of Bosniac boys and men in July 1995.23

The SOC also officially encouraged Serbs in Croatia (as well as
Bosnia—Herzegovina) to leave the territories no longer under Serbian
military control.?* At the same time, it directly asserted its authority over
all Serbs, everywhere, as in this official May 1996 Holy Synod of Bishops
statement: “Notwithstanding the dissolution of Versailles Yugoslavia,
i.e., the Socialist Federated Republic of Yugoslavia, the jurisdiction of
the Serbian Orthodox Church still extends to all the Orthodox on that
territory.”2®

The SOC clearly understood its role to extend far beyond the pastoral
care of the Orthodox population within Serbia. As the next section indi-
cates, this expansive view of the Church’s spiritual jurisdiction had direct
consequences on the political negotiations of the disputed sovereignty of
Kosovo since 2008.

The Role of the SOC in Kosovo Negotiations

In addition to their teachings, sermons, and publications, SOC lead-
ers often made directly political claims related to the status of Kosovo.?¢
In 1992, Bishop Irinej of Backa famously said that Kosovo is “the most
precious Serbian word,” and as such, presumably, non-negotiable.?” This
sacralization of Kosovo was part of the larger objective of the Serbian
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Orthodox Church to extend its control over all Orthodox Serbs, regardless
of whether they lived in Serbia or in the independent states that emerged
from the breakup of socialist Yugoslavia.?® But the claim that Kosovo is
non-negotiable is an extension of the Church’s position that Kosovo’s
independence is not only politically, but morally unacceptable. In his inau-
gural speech, Serbian Patriarch Irinej warned political actors not to commit
a “sin” of denying the Serbian people their right to Kosovo?® and in a later
statement claimed that “we should suffer for Kosovo if need be.”3?

This SOC position on Kosovo’s non-negotiability has continued
throughout the diplomatic crisis in the aftermath of Kosovo’s 2008
declaration of independence. While Serbian political elites have de
facto—but not rhetorically—accepted the reality of Kosovo’s independ-
ence,3! as the political negotiations were underway, the Patriarch pro-
claimed, “Kosovo is, will be and will remain Serbian as long as it is in our
thoughts.” Once again, the Patriarch brought up the Kosovo/Jerusalem
comparison, as in this statement: “If some audacious power makes us
lose Kosovo and Metohija, we will always have an example of the Jewish
people who waited for Jerusalem for 2000 years and finally got ahold of
it.”32 All of these proclamations further institutionalized the notion of
Kosovo as “sacred” and as lying under the purview of the SOC, first, and
the Serbian state, second.33

The Church’s policy on Kosovo continues to be one of the biggest
purveyors of Serbian nationalism. Its stance on Kosovo has remained
rigid. The SOC continues to present Kosovo as the sacred land of the
Serbian people: “What Jerusalem is for the Jewish people, Kosovo is
for the Serbs. Like Jerusalem, Kosovo is not only about geography or
demography. It is about national, spiritual, cultural, Christian and human
identity [...].”3* The SOC also requested that the new Serbian consti-
tution stipulates, “nobody ever has the right to relinquish Kosovo and
Metohija as it is the inseparable territory of the Serbian nation, Serbian
state and Serbian Saint Sava’s Church.”®® In the words of Bishop
Artemije of Raska-Prizren, “Kosovo is not about geography, but about
ideology, it is an ideal [...] whoever thinks differently is only biologically
a Serb, but not [a Serb] in the spirit.”3¢

In the view of the Church, Kosovo is not simply a part of Serbia’s
(desired) territory; it is, above all else, its sacred covenant.?” In their 2008
Easter message bishops called upon all Orthodox Serbs to implement the
Kosovo covenant: “If we fulfill this covenant,” bishops reassured their
flock, “no one can take Kosovo and Metohija from us, not in this or in
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any other century, just as nobody could take away from the Jewish people
their holy Jerusalem.”38

More directly, the Synod—the Church’s governing council—has con-
sistently urged Kosovo’s Serbs to abstain from participation in Kosovar
political institutions and consider loyalty only to Serbia’s political insti-
tutions.?® In 2004, Bishop Artemije appealed to the US Congress not to
support the independence of Kosovo: “The independence of Kosovo, in
a situation where most elementary standards of rule-of-law simply do not
exist, would lead directly to the final eradication of the Serbian Christian
presence in the historic heart of its nation. It would further destabilize
the region which is so desperately in need of peace and stability.”*?

In 2008, the Serbian Patriarchate issued its Easter message in which
Kosovo was again portrayed as the heart of Serbia that mighty powers
wished to take away from the Serbian people and thus spiritually destroy
it. The message states: “Kosovo and Metohija is not only about Serbian
territory. Above all, it is about our spiritual being, because we used to be
born with Kosovo and Metohija, we used to grow and live with it as indi-
viduals and as a people, we lived and died with the Kosovo covenant [... ]
this is why the question of Kosovo and Metohija is so vitally, psychologi-
cally, spiritually and mystically important for each and every one of us.”*!

The Serbian Orthodox Church has made it a centerpiece of its public
role to oppose any Serbian compromise on the status of Kosovo. Church
officials, from the Patriarch on down, issue almost daily statements,
speeches, and public calls to Serbian political authorities to “never give
in” on Kosovo, to keep the territory under Serbian control at all cost.*?
In fact, the SOC continues to organize Kosovar Serbs, especially in the
north, to set up independent Serbian political institutions and not par-
ticipate in Kosovo elections at all.#3 Even during the intense March 2013
negotiations between Serbian and Kosovar leaderships on the final sta-
tus of Kosovo, the Patriarch issued a stern statement opposing any such
deal.** The SOC has, therefore, become the principal political backer of
Kosovo Serbs in the ongoing Kosovo-Serbia negotiations and as such
one of the principal obstacles to the Kosovo problem’s resolution.

CONSERVATISM

While initially offering enthusiastic support for Milosevié’s nationalist
program, as the wars of the 1990s went on, however, the SOC increas-
ingly distanced itself from the Milo$evi¢ regime, mostly on account of
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Milosevié’s willingness to cut loose the Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia
in exchange for a peace deal. After almost a decade of full support of
Milosevi¢ and his policies, this renewed opposition was then recast as
being consistent with the Church’s deep anticommunism. This break
with Milo$evi¢ on nationalist grounds—the SOC felt Milo$evi¢ had lost
his commitment to the nationalist cause—then allowed it to assert itself
directly, and with great authority, into the post-Milosevi¢ political life
after 2000.

Although the SOC had supported the efforts of the Milosevié
regime’s nationalist program in the early 1990s, and, as outlined above,
had been the principal purveyor of nationalist mobilization around the
Kosovo myth, it turned against it when it became clear that the pro-
ject had in fact failed. Morcover, Milosevi¢ was increasingly scen as “an
ugly remnant of communism.”*® This rejection of Milosevi¢, however,
coincided with the increasing clericalization of Serbian state and soci-
ety, which encompassed not only a much more pronounced presence
and influence of religion in society, but also a much more direct SOC
involvement in state affairs.*6

While the Serbian Orthodox Church played an instrumental role in
Milosevié’s rise to power by aligning its national priorities with those
of Milo$evi¢’s state-building project,*” the true hold of the SOC over
Serbian society became even more visible after the 5 October 2000 rev-
olution, when Milosevi¢ was overthrown by a popular revolt over fraud-
ulent clections. Many leaders of the anti-Milosevi¢ opposition who came
to power in 2000 built their careers as anti-communist dissidents. Their
problem with Milo$evi¢, therefore, was primarily that he was a commu-
nist autocrat. His nationalism was much less of a problem for the new
leadership, who in fact absorbed much of Milo$evi¢ era nationalist rheto-
ric throughout the post-2000 period including, especially on the issue of
Kosovo.*8

In many ways, it was the fall of Milosevi¢ and the seeming “democra-
tization” of Serbia that truly revitalized the SOC and gave it a renewed
and extremely dominant position in Serbian society. This re-establish-
ment of the Church’s social presence has to do in part with the fact that
post-Milosevi¢ eclites (especially the first post-2000 president, Vojislav
Kostunica and, to a somewhat lesser degree, first post-2000 Prime
Minister Zoran Dindi¢) delegitimized Milosevi¢ primarily as a “commu-
nist” and brandished their own nationalist, anti-communist and corre-
spondingly, devout believer, credentials. It was, therefore, important
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for the post-Milosevi¢ government to demonstrate its reverence for the
SOC. In fact, the introduction of religious classes in schools was one of
the new government’s first orders of business in 2001.%°

The SOC allied with the conservative political parties, primarily the
Democratic Party of Serbia (DSS), which formed the government in
2004. The new post-Milo$evi¢ democratic clites restored the Church’s
nationalized property and granted the SOC privileged status among
Serbian religious communities. Orthodox priests became omnipres-
ent at many official state public events. Moreover, for the first time the
SOC established a strong presence in the universities through clerical-
nationalist student organizations, such as Dignity Patriotic Movement
(Otaiastveni Pokret Obraz), the St. Justin the Philosopher Student
Association (Udruzenje Studenata Sveti Justin Filozof), the “Doorway”
Serbian Assembly (Srpski Sabor “Dveri”), and the Serbian Orthodox
Youth (Srpska Pravoslavna Omlading).

All Serbian military units now have designated chaplains and their
own patron saints, and the SOC has also organized collective baptisms
for the soldiers and pilgrimage journeys of military brass to Serbian
religious sites, such as the Hilandar monastery in northern Greece.>”
Members of the Orthodox far right, such as the organization Obraz,
have infiltrated the ranks of the army, which is increasingly seeing its mis-
sion in religious, and not secular terms.>!

Most Serbian political parties now also have patron saints—a prac-
tice that is quite new and is now increasingly accompanied by a Serbian
Orthodox priest’s blessing the party on its Saint’s Day. Many politicians
have adopted the habit of traveling abroad on official state visits accom-
panied by a religious figure. Priests are routinely appointed to executive
boards of public companies, inaugurations of local political leaders are
accompanied by religious ceremonies, a new chapel was opened at the
main dormitory of the University of Belgrade, and celebrations of patron
saints (s/ava) are now akin to public holidays where various public as well
as private offices now observe them.5? The Serbian state has also pro-
vided financial support for the extraordinary expansion of new church
construction throughout Serbia.>3

This neo-conservative revival and clericalization of public life have
been expressed quite clearly by the army leadership, as editorialized in
the army magazine Vosska: “The SOC has outlived numerous states and
remained one and the same, while society changes all the time. There
is now an awareness that democratic society has to recognize the SOC
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as a constant. It is an organism which is permanent and a guidepost for
the state.”®* The SOC, therefore, has become what Radmila Radi¢ and
Milan Vukomanovi¢ referred to as the cultural and ideological “flag
keeper” of the state.>®

Serbia, as a country, has become much more religious than it has ever
been—measured less by church-going and more by religious holidays
observance.>® There is an increasing conflation of Serbian national iden-
tity and Orthodox Christianity.>” This relationship, however, is compli-
cated and not straightforward. According to Radi¢ and Vukomanovi¢,
“religiosity is on the rise in Serbia, even though the majority of its citi-
zens link this notion to their belonging to the nation or tradition, and
not to God,”®® which means that increasing religiosity is really nation-
alism expressed through religious symbols. Serbia, in other words, has
undergone profound social desecularization, which is clear in the increas-
ing importance and influence of religion in everyday life, but more
significantly in much greater participation of the SOC in the affairs
of the state.

The introduction of religious teaching into public education has
also brought a particular nationalist construction of gender, with a very
strong Orthodox view of the role of women in society which revolves
around “unconditional love and sacrifice for others; subservience and
modesty; and biological and spiritual motherhood.”%?

Since the 1990s, the SOC has also led a campaign to ban access to
abortion. While during the 1990s, the anti-abortion movement was
couched in the larger pro-natalist policies, which understood wom-
en’s reproduction as part of building the nation,®! since 2000 the
anti-abortion movement is best understood within the Church’s increas-
ingly active role in re-traditionalization of Serbian society.®> In 2006, the
first single-issue pro-life group was formed in Serbia—the Movement for
Life, established by the SOC-affiliated student organization Dyer:.%3

This revival of the Church’s significant role in Serbian society has been
exclusively along extremely conservative lines. The SOC has directly
inserted itself in the social life in Serbia by, for example, in 2009 lobby-
ing for the overturning of the antidiscrimination laws because they pro-
vide protection to sexual minorities. The SOC has also embarked on a
full-on campaign against atheism, birth control, and women’s equality
and has opposed Serbia’s European Union bid, on account of European
liberal values, which are deemed incompatible with the teachings
of the SOC.%*
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More disturbingly, the SOC has largely sanctioned or condoned
routine violence and discrimination against various minority groups—
religious minorities, the Roma, civil society leaders, dissident intellectu-
als and, increasingly, the LGBTQ population—all human rights abuses
largely tolerated by the state. There are a number of extremely violent
right-wing groups associated with the Serbian Orthodox Church (Obraz,
Dweri, Pokret 1389), which attack minorities and political opponents with
criminal impunity.®® For example, one of the leaders of Obraz issued a
statement confirming that “not one of his organization’s activities was
carried out without the support and blessing of the Church.”%¢

These far-right Christian groups—especially Obraz—are also openly
anti-Western and frequently anti-Semitic.®” They base their manifes-
tos and activities on the teachings of Nikolaj Velimirovi¢, the cele-
brated Serbian bishop of the interwar period and an overt racist and
anti-Semite, whose strong anti-Western positions also provide these
groups some of their political inspiration.®® They have also maintained
their legitimacy by tying themselves to the SOC, which often grants
them access to its premises to hold meetings or public presentations.%?

HomMorHOBIA

Perhaps the most socially visible campaign in which the SOC has been
central is the regulation of the private sphere, most notably the regu-
lation of sexuality. To the extent that the SOC has a coherent view of
homosexuality, it begins with the argument that it is a sinful, degrading
behavior imported from the “decadent” West—and not indigenous to
Orthodoxy or to Serbia.”® The SOC and SOC-affiliated extremist groups
have been dominating the public discourse over LGBTQ rights, an issue
that regularly comes up every year around the time of efforts to stage a
Gay Pride Parade.”!

The story of the Pride Parade is a difficult one, and it begins in 2001
when the first ever parade was held in Belgrade.”? This event ended
quite brutally when SOC-affiliated thugs and extremist soccer hoo-
ligans attacked the parade participants and beat them up.”® Nine years
later, in 2010, LGBTQ activists tried again, and with the same result—a
brutal attack by the clerical right.”* In fact, while the SOC nominally
opposed any violence, by so clearly aligning itself with the extreme
right, it provided institutional and moral legitimacy for homophobic
violence.”®
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One of the many paradoxes here, of course, is that these violent
attacks were all carried out during the ostensibly “reformist” govern-
ment of the Democratic Party (DS). In fact, it is precisely the more
“pro-European” rhetoric of the DS government that allowed LGBTQ
activism to develop important international linkages with activists abroad
and open up more of a domestic political space for the fight against insti-
tutional discrimination.”® Ironically, then, the various Serbian govern-
ments since 2000 onward have used declared “pro-European” policies
to rhetorically accept international norms of sexual equality, but then
effectively resist these norms by couching the Pride Parade as an issue
of “security,” over which domestic police, not European overlords, have
control.”” The Pride Parade has repeatedly been canceled by the Serbian
government in 2011, 2012, and 2013, always under the pretext of “pro-
tecting the safety and security of Serbian citizens.””® In 2014, the small
Parade was finally held, but it was restricted to a very short itinerary
pre-approved by the government, and was completely cordoned oft by
an excessive level of police security, which included water cannons and
military transportation vehicles. The heavy police presence prohibited
any citizen or passer-by to either see the Parade or join it at any point.

The SOC has been an active instigator of all of this violence. In
2010, influential Archbishop Amfilohije Radovi¢ compared the Pride
Parade to Sodom and Gomorrah.” In 2011, the Patriarch of the Serbian
Orthodox Church Irinej weighed in, calling for the cancelation of what
he called “The Shame Parade.”® He also stated that, “[w]e have had
enough of humiliation and meeting external expectations. This unnatu-
ral freedom offered to us by ‘gay pride’ is foreign to our history, tra-
dition and culture.”®! Amfilohije Radovi¢, the powerful Metropolitan
of Montenegro and the Littoral, has similarly argued, from the position
of the Church’s deep conservatism, that homosexuality is something
imposed by modernity. In 2010, he said after the small Gay Parade fol-
lowed by anti-LGBTQ violence, “yesterday we saw what kind of stench,
worse than uranium, poisoned and polluted the capital Belgrade. The
worst sodomite stench this modern civilization elevated to the pedestal
of deity. And, you see, one violence, the violence of these ungodly and
degenerate people provoked the other violence.”$?

On the eve of the 2011 Parade, the Serbian Patriarch called for ignor-
ing the Parade and stopped short of advocating anti-LGBTQ action.
However, a leaflet calling for an Orthodox rally against a “shame parade”
was distributed to all Belgrade’s churches.? In fact, so prominent to
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contemporary Serbian Orthodox practice is this extreme and often
physically violent xenophobia that homosexuality has become the prin-
cipal demarcation point on how the SOC defines who is and is not
Orthodox.84

Throughout 2010, the main SOC publication Pravosiavije con-
tinued to publish a series of articles on the threat posed by homosex-
uality. Various Orthodox scholars wrote articles in this publication
with titles such as “The Circle of Death on the Streets of Belgrade,”
“Homosexuality is Unnatural and Sinful,” and “The Violence of Infidels
Provokes More Violence.”$?

This attitude on the part of the Serbian Orthodox Church finds a
lot of support among the general public, which continues to display an
extremely high level of homophobic prejudice. A survey in 2008 found
that 70% of Serbian citizens view homosexuality as a disease.8¢ In 2012,
an updated survey discovered that Serbs feel the greatest social distance
toward the LGBTQ population. As many as 79.5% would prefer not to
have an LGBTQ person in their family, 58.8% as a teacher, 46.2% as a
friend, and 30.02% not even as a neighbor.8” And while homophobia is
often understood as a generational issue that will “go away” as the soci-
ety ages and liberalizes, the opposite trend has been the case in Serbia.
A comprehensive study of Serbian high-school students showed that
more than 70% of them held strongly homophobic views, 41% thought
the LGBTQ population was “sick,” and as many as 22% agreed that
LGBTQ persons “deserve a beating.”®® A 2014 report, while noting
some improvements in the treatment of LGBTQ population, especially
the now relatively peaceful holding of annual Pride Parades, also empha-
sized that the “LGBT population remains one of the social groups that
are most exposed to violence and intolerance in society.”%?

The Church’s attitude toward homosexuality has also been tied quite
directly to its attitude toward the continuing crisis in Kosovo. In 2011,
Patriarch Irinej accused the organizers of the Gay Pride Parade of divert-
ing the people’s attention from the Kosovo crisis: “Bearing in mind the
announced parade in Belgrade, we come to the conclusion that one
wants to cover up and obscure the tragic position of Serbian people in
mournful Kosovo and Metohija.””?

But it is not just Kosovo. The Serbian Church has tied any misfor-
tune—real or perceived—to befall the Serbian nation to the rise in
acceptance of homosexuality. In 2014, Patriarch Irinej blamed homo-
sexuality for the catastrophic flooding, as it occurred at the same time
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the Gay Pride Parade was being planned—a gathering which, Irinej said,
“represents great lawlessness and a despicable vice, in which they declare
pride and assert their dignity and democracy, yet which entirely opposes
god and the law of life.”1

While the SOC has taken a hard stand against homosexuality, it has
at the same time completely ignored and covered up a series of pedo-
philia scandals in its own ranks. Bishop Pahomije Gaci¢ of Vranje, Bishop
Vasilije Kacavenda of Zvornik-Tuzla, and the Abbot of Novo Hopovo
monastery Ilarion Misi¢ were all accused of sexual abuse of children,
accusations denied and never investigated by the SOC.2

It is worth noting, however, that since 2015, there has been evident
progress in the guarantees of physical rights of LGBTQ population, at
least as far as the Pride Parade is concerned, which has been held under
much tighter police security. This meant that the number of people par-
ticipating has gone down (as participation is more tightly controlled),
but episodes of violence have become much less frequent. In 2017, Ana
Brnabi¢ was appointed Serbia’s Prime Minister, becoming the first ever
openly gay person to hold such a high office. While Brnabi¢ has shown
very little distance between herself and Serbia’s quite conservative gov-
ernment on matters of policy, she has made overt gestures of support of
the LGBTQ community, such as walking in the Pride Parade alongside
other participants.”3

The Church’s position on homosexuality, however, remains
unchanged.”* Most of the mainstream media have continued to report
uncritically on the Church’s position on homosexuality and have per-
petuated the reverence with which the general population views the
SOC and trusts it to be the principal moral arbiter in Serbian soci-
ety.”% Instead of the SOC reflecting the changing norms in society, the
SOC has actively worked to reverse any progress in social values, and
make Serbian society more conservative, more intolerant, and more
exclusionary.

RELIGIOUS INTOLERANCE

The SOC continues to have fraught relationships with religious minor-
ities, and the issue of anti-Semitism is analyzed in depth by Francine
Friedman in this volume. In this section of the chapter, I instead focus
on the continuing problem of the SOC ethnophyletism as it relates to
the SOC relations with other regional Orthodox Churches.
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While the SOC continued to assert its authority over the entire
Serbian Orthodox world—inside as well as outside Serbia—it has also
engaged in ongoing conflict with canonically unrecognized Churches in
Montenegro and Macedonia. The Serbian Church has made a tremen-
dous effort to prevent these Churches from having their autocephaly
recognized.

In the case of Montenegro, an Autocephalous Church was proclaimed
in 1993, as a result of a civic initiative.”® This move was broadly rejected
by the SOC which accused the Montenegrin Church of creating a new
schism. This split, however, needs to be understood within the political
context of Yugoslav succession and increasing desire of Montenegro for
its own statehood. It is also an example of the Church’s political nation-
alism, as the argument that Montenegro should not have its own Church
followed directly from the argument—widespread among Serbian
nationalists to this day—that no such nation as “Montenegro” exists that
can be distinguished from the Serbs. The opposition to the Montenegrin
Church, therefore, was based primarily on nationalist grounds. One of
the leading SOC leaders, the aforementioned Metropolitan Amfilohije
Radovi¢, led this charge, at times referring to the Montenegrin Church
as a “so-called Church” or a “pseudo-Church.”””

It is important to note, however, that the position of the Montenegrin
Church is especially tenuous because, unlike the Macedonian Church
which is a hierarchy (episcopate) in schism, the Montenegrin Church
has not met some of the key requirements for asking for recognition of
its autocephaly, such as a clear hierarchy which can persuasively claim
apostolic succession. Further, it is a minority denomination even within
Montenegro, where the majority of self-identified Montenegrins decided
to remain within the Serbian Orthodox Church.?®

But this conflict was not only rhetorical, it also included violent
clashes over church property through the late 1990s and early 2000s.
The Serbian Orthodox Church has continued to deny the Montenegrin
claim to autocephaly and in doing so, it seems to have a majority of
Montenegrin believers on its side. In a March 2018 opinion poll, the
Montenegrin Orthodox Church has the lowest level of public trust
in the country of any public institution (22.4%), while the Serbian
Orthodox Church had the highest (62.3%).%°

The relationship with the Macedonian Orthodox Church is equally
fraught, and the conflict is even longer-standing. Unlike Montenegro,
Macedonia had an established (autonomous) Church even during the
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socialist period (the Macedonian Church declared autocephaly in 1967),
but one that was still unrecognized by the SOC. As Yugoslavia collapsed,
the Serbian Church was anxious to take the Macedonian Church under
its wing, but a proposed canonical unity between the two Churches was
rejected by the Macedonian Church in 2002190

The conflict between the Churches escalated in 2002, when the SOC
initiated an internal schism within the Macedonian Orthodox Church,
by consecrating Jovan (Vraniskovski) as Archbishop of Ohrid. Tensions
further increased in 2003, when the SOC issued an ultimatum to the
Macedonian Church, threatening demotion of its metropolitans unless
the Macedonian Church would recognize SOC authority. In 2003, the
SOC denied access to the Prohor Pcinjski monastery to a Macedonian
delegation on the Macedonian national holiday, the 100th anniversary of
Ilinden uprising, even though this has been the long-standing location
of Macedonian national holiday celebrations. Since then, the SOC con-
tinues to deny Macedonian official celebrations to be held at the mon-
astery, which it manages (because it is on the territory of the Republic
of Serbia). In response, Macedonia built a memorial center on its side of
the border.10!

While the SOC remains steadfast in its refusal to recognize
Macedonian autocephaly, the Macedonian Church turned to the
Bulgarian Church in search of a sponsor.192 The Macedonian Orthodox
Church was hoping that by recognizing the Bulgarian Church as a
“mother Church” it would gain recognition of its autocephaly and lobby
for its recognition internationally. However, this has not happened.

This has, then, further fueled the Serbian Orthodox Church’s intran-
sigence and anger at the Macedonian Church.1% In 2018, Serbian
Patriarch Irinej sent a letter of protest to the Ecumenical Patriarch
Bartholomew of Constantinople over his interference in what he con-
siders a question to be dealt with by the Serbian Patriarchate alone. In
the letter, Irinej complains, “The heresy of ethnophyletism is one of the
essential misfortunes of contemporary Orthodoxy,”1%* completely ignor-
ing the fact that this very “misfortune” of ethnophyletism (the conflation
of Church and nation)!%> has been one of the guiding principles of the
SOC as it relates to its own understanding of what it means to constitute
a Serbian nation.

Patriarch Irinej did not only go after the Macedonian Church, but
also placed the conflict over autocephaly within his larger set of griev-
ances about increasing secularism and atheism: “The States, population
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and ‘peoples’, among which autocephaly is requested today, actually
foster ‘political schisms’ and openly justify their disastrous activity by
invoking state and national interest (Ukraine, ‘North Macedonia’,
Montenegro). These states, he argued, were created by the communists,
and most of them are allegedly led today by atheists, as is the case of the
non-baptized and atheistic ruler of Montenegro.”!% These rulers do not
ask for an Autocephalous Church as alleged loyal members of it, “but
[act] with an opportunistic or rather untimely purpose, using it to con-
solidate a secular ideology, in fact an atheist one, as well as their petty
interests. It is ultimately a maltreatment of the Church and of faith.”107

CONCLUSION

The Serbian Orthodox Church has developed its political identity as
inseparable from the Serbian nation and, since the collapse of the social-
ist Yugoslavia, from the Serbian state.!%® It has long seen itself as a
national and not only religious institution.!%? This idea that being Serb
means being Orthodox is deeply ingrained in SOC doctrine, which
makes its criticisms of other Churches’ ethnophyletism that much more
hypocritical. It is a Church that is deeply conservative, opposed to
change, and primarily interested in maintaining a political role in Serbian
society, especially since the democratic transformation, or the hopes of
democratic transformation in 2000.

The SOC has built its legitimacy on the foundation of its strong
nationalism and has maintained a form of veto power over any negoti-
ated solution to the Kosovo sovereignty dispute. It has chosen not to
play a constructive role, but one that is intransigent and extreme.
Its refusal to compromise has, in fact, made the political future of
the remaining Serbs in Kosovo that much more difficult. In fact, the
Church’s rigid position on Kosovo has created a rare rift between the
SOC and the Serbian government. In 2018, Metropolitan Amfilohije
accused Serbian President Aleksandar Vuci¢’s Kosovo policy (which
includes negotiations over territory and sovereignty of Kosovo) as “lead-
ing to the betrayal of Serbia and Kosovo.”!19 Vudi¢ then reminded the
SOC that “Serbia is a secular country... in which the most important
political decisions should not be made by the Church.”!!! A few months
later, in a possible effort to silence the Church’s criticism, the Serbian
government approved a 10 million euro grant to the Church for recon-
struction of the St. Sava Church in Belgrade.!1?
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But the Serbian Orthodox Church has reserved its strongest stance
for the regulation of the private sphere, especially sexuality. It has placed
LGBTQ issues front and center to its entire social agenda. It has pro-
moted violence, fostered intolerance, and made it impossible for LGBTQ
Orthodox Serbs to feel like they could, also, belong to their Church. It is
this violent and intolerant legacy of the Church’s post-2000 activism that
will remain one of its longest lasting stains.
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CHAPTER 6

Orthodoxy and Antisemitism:
The Relationship Between the Serbian
Orthodox Church and the Jews

Francine Friedman

Abstract This chapter explores conflicting claims about the relationship
between the Serbian Orthodox Church and the Yugoslav/post-Yugoslav
Jewish community. It focuses particularly on complaints about, and inci-
dents suggesting, that there are antisemitic tendencies in contemporary
Serbia, also briefly considering Republika Srpska’s record with regard to
Jewish-Orthodox relations.

The dynamic of antisemitism has been characterized by Charles Y. Glock
and Rodney Stark as movement along a continuum—from belief (con-
cealed animosity) to feeling (openly demonstrated animosity) to action
(ideologically based discrimination eventually manifested in violence
against Jews).! Individuals with a propensity to resent Jews (belief)
may or may not proceed to feeling and action. However, individuals
are less likely to be able to move to action; that usually takes a group.
This chapter examines allegations that an influential faction within the
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Serbian Orthodox Church is complicit in provoking antisemitic action by
encouraging violence against Jews.

Laslo Sekelj identified three stages of antisemitism in Yugoslavia.? The
first stage, from 1945 to 1967, was characterized by only rare displays
of antisemitism. From 1967 to 1988, antisemitism was manifested as
“anti-Zionism.” The years 1988-1991 as Yugoslavia collapsed recorded a
process of what Sekelj called “republicanization” and “functionalization”
of the Jews.

Contrary to Sekelj’s analysis of the existence of Yugoslav antisemitism,
some claim that “Serbs never hated the Jews.” A 1994 research pro-
ject, “The Pulse of Yugoslavia 94,” showed that 46% of Serbs (exclud-
ing those living in Kosovo) had a positive view about Jews, while 21%
had a negative view. The rest had neither a positive nor a negative view.3
However, others point to such iconic Church leaders as (now canonized)
Bishop Nikolaj Velimirovi¢ (1881-1956) as “the true face of the Serbian
Orthodox Church” in his expressions of fascism and antisemitism.
I examine here the contemporary responses of the Serbian Orthodox
Church to the Jewish community in Serbia and in Republika Srpska seek-
ing to determine if the Church continues to display a fractured response
to its Jewish neighbors or if it has resolved that tension into one univer-
sal reaction.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN JUDAISM AND ORTHODOXY

Antisemitic rhetoric peddled by the Christian right over the past cen-
tury consists of themes originating in the medieval demonology of
Jews. Nineteenth-century antisemitic conspiracy theories and racial
antisemitism are ideas that have been assimilated into the discourse of
anti-Judaism.

One Russian scholar of Christian Orthodoxy has offered a description
of the complex relationship between the Orthodox Christian and Jewish
religions. Since the New Testament is undoubtedly grounded in the
Hebrew Bible, Orthodox Christians believe that Judaism before Jesus
Christ “is also the religion of the Orthodox Church.”* However, because
the Jews did not accept Jesus as the messiah, they unilaterally dissolved
their covenant with God, even though God did not forsake His eternal
bond with them. The advent of Jesus Christ meant that God made a new
covenant with humanity, which included Jews but also “spiritual Jews,”
i.c., Christians.®> The fact that the Jews denied that Jesus was the messiah
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was not a crime, and they should not be persecuted for it. In fact, they
should be honored for having transmitted the “holy religion” over the
centuries. Therefore, antisemitism “is not compatible with Christianity,”
and a racist/antisemite “dissolves his side of the covenant with God.”®

While Orthodox leaders contend that “Jews are often suspicious and
sense antisemitism where there is none,”” Christians are, indeed, among
those responsible for attacks against the Jews, which contradict the
teaching of the Church.® On the other hand, Church leaders mitigate
this somewhat by saying that past vocal and written hostility by Church
leaders, such as St. John Chrysostom and others, was a product of histor-
ical conditions or a particular situation during a particular period.’

The above description of Orthodoxy is rather general. However, the
Orthodox religion is not centralized like the Roman Catholic Church is.
That is, the Orthodox Churches are autocephalous and, as such, have
no figure like the pope, who speaks for the entire Catholic religious
hierarchy.

Having said this, it is acknowledged that, while efforts of the Catholic
Church have been slow and, in many ways, inadequate, the Vatican has
taken significant steps toward improving Catholic-Jewish relations.
However, the Orthodox world has not moved as far along that road as
the Catholic Church. Both the doctrinal and the ecclesiastical perspec-
tives of the Eastern Churches continue to maintain an implicit view of
Christian anti-Judaism, which persistently assures the continuance of
“medieval preconceptions” of Jews in contemporary Orthodox culture.
While the Orthodox faithful do not reflect on a daily basis on Jews as
Christ-killers, Orthodox Christianity’s official religious doctrine and
liturgy do seem to allow for the perpetuation of this view.

THE SERBIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH AND THE JEWS

Ethnic and religious tolerance over the past decades has been preva-
lent in the relationship between the Jewish community and the Serbian
Orthodox Church, continuing a long tradition of amiable Christian-
Jewish relations there (aside, of course, from the Holocaust).!® While the
Orthodox Church leadership has not revised its official position on Jews
and Judaism, the Serbian Orthodox Church has distanced itself from the
occasional overt expression of antisemitism within its ranks, usually in
response to public pressure.
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On the other hand, antisemitic expression does have a long history in
Serbia. After the 1804 Serbian insurrection against Ottoman rule, Jews
were expelled from the Serbian interior and could live only in Belgrade.
Because it was believed that Jews were secret agents of the Turks, Jewish
merchants could not travel freely for commercial purposes.

However, one of the conditions for granting full independence
to Serbia at the Congress of Berlin in 1878 was the guarantee of legal
equality for all people without regard to nationality or religion. Thus,
Article 23 of the Serbian Constitution granted equality to all citizens,
including Jewish citizens. This was the first time that Serbian Jews were
equal before the law. But antisemitic propaganda was encountered in
Serbia up to, and including, the period between the Congress of Berlin
and the issuance of the Constitution of 1888. In fact, Article 132 of the
Serbian Constitution denied Jews the right of domicile. The Serbian
Parliament took eleven years to remove those restrictive decrees from
Serbian law. In 1879, Nikola Jovanovi¢ complained that Europe was try-
ing to force Serbia to grant its Jews, who were a non-Serbian element, all
the rights that native Serbs had acquired.!!

In the interwar period, the Serbian Orthodox Church was relegated
to being the representative of only one of the recognized religions,
according to the 1921 Vidovdan Constitution (Paragraph 12). This
challenge to its position as Yugoslavia’s leading spiritual force may have
been one of the reasons why its clergy became so involved in the state’s
politics,!? often to the detriment of other religious groups. For example,
there was resistance to the change in the status of Serbian Jews.

One of the roots of interwar Yugoslav antisemitism was economic
competition. However, in the Serbian Orthodox area of Yugoslavia, the
economic role of the (mostly Sephardic) Jewish community was second-
ary. Thus, Jews were mostly tolerated and well established in Serbian
society. The same could have been said of Bosnia’s Sephardic Jews,
although its Ashkenazic population worked mostly in commerce and the
professions.

There was a lack of explicit antisemitism in everyday life in the early
years of interwar Yugoslavia. In fact, political antisemitism was not nearly
as important as the conflicts among the South Slav nations. On the other
hand, antisemitism was at least implicitly present in interwar Yugoslav
politics. For example, in the Yugoslav Kingdom, the media outlets of
the rightist Serbian nationalist groups (e.g., Balkan and Vreme) regu-
larly published antisemitic articles. There was also some state-sponsored
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antisemitism, encouraged by German and Italian pressure on Yugoslavia,
which, as World War Two drew near, accused the Jews and the

Freemasons of causing all of the troubles of the world, especially in
Serbia.

NIKoLAJ VELIMIROVIC

Representing the ideology of interwar Serbian fascism was the Orthodox
Bishop of Ohrid and Zi¢a, Nikolaj Velimirovi¢. From the 1920s, his reli-
gious writing expressed a clerical nationalist, anti-modernist, anti-demo-
cratic, and antisemitic strain. Regarding the Serbian nation as messianic,
he claimed that it had its own mission in world history, based on the
link between Orthodoxy and Serbian-ness.'3 His writings helped to for-
mulate the Serbian populism of the 1930s upon which several notable
fascist movements were based. In 1934, pro-Nazi politician, Dimitrije
Ljoti¢, utilizing elements of Velimirovi¢’s ideology, founded Zbor,
which became a collaborationist Serbian organization during the fascist
occupation.

Velimirovi¢’s xenophobic political outlook negated many of the prin-
ciples of the Enlightenment, including individualism, parliamentary
democracy, and science. His clerical nationalism considered Orthodox
values to be spiritually superior and antithetical to those of the West.!®
Admiring Hitler’s regime, he noted in 1935 that the Nazi leader “real-
ized that nationalism without religion is an anomaly, a cold and inse-
cure mechanism.”!® Not surprisingly, Velimirovi¢’s writings portrayed
Jews in the most negative light: as Christ-killers and satanic conspirators
against Christian Europe. But he also considered the Jews responsible
for the worst ills of society, including both socialism and capitalism, as
well as atheism. Serbia’s Church authorities never officially condemned
Velimirovi¢’s antisemitic tendencies, and, in fact, continue to regard him
as one of the Church’s most respected national religious figures.!”

Although Velimirovi¢ had demonstrable ideological links with, and
“significant intellectual influence” on, Ljoti¢ in the pre-World War Two
years,!® unlike Ljoti¢, the bishop refused to collaborate with the Nazis
during the occupation. Suspected of supporting the Chetnik resistance,
he was placed under house arrest in July 1941 and incarcerated in a
Serbian monastery. When the Partisans were making significant inroads
against the Germans, in September 1944 Velimirovi¢, along with Serbian
Patriarch Gavrilo Dozié, was transferred for almost three months to the
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Dachau concentration camp, where they were designated “honorary
prisoners.” Their release in December 1944 appears to have been part
of a political deal struck between the Serbian collaborationist govern-
ment of Milan Nedi¢ and the German envoy for the Balkans, Hermann
Neubacher.!?

In recent decades, Velimirovi¢’s supporters have published biograph-
ical accounts of his brief imprisonment at Dachau portraying him as
enduring “enormous suffering and torture,” despite the fact that he was
an “honorary prisoner.” However, this account ignores the fact that, at
Dachau, Velimirovi¢ wrote some of his most antisemitic material, even
while Germans and Serbian collaborators were murdering Serbian Jews
for alleged anti-Serbian crimes.??

Velimirovié’s notes from Dachau, which he is said to have written sur-
reptitiously on scraps of toilet paper, were collected and edited only in
the 1980s. The principal message of the book assembled on the basis of
those notes is that World War Two was the “inevitable consequence of
the secularisation of ‘godless Europe’.” Velimirovi¢ castigated the Serbs,
who suffered so much during the war, for their “betrayal of God and
Christian traditions” for “secular European culture.”?! The latter phrase
seems to have been a code for malign Jewish influence, for Velimirovi¢
claimed that “all modern ideas including democracy, and strikes, and
socialism, and atheism, and religious tolerance, and pacifism, and global
revolution, and capitalism, and communism are the inventions of Jews,
or rather their father, the Devil.”?? Thus, Jewish suffering during World
War Two might be seen as divine retribution for the murder of Christ.
Velimirovi¢ also called for the establishment of an Orthodox Christian
society, based on a uniquely Serbian form of religious nationalism and
monarchism, which rejected Western traditions, such as individualism,
equality, religious tolerance, and democracy.

Velimirovi¢ died in 1956 in the United States, to which country he
had immigrated. In Yugoslavia, the communist authorities had revoked
his citizenship, calling him a traitor and a “clerical-nationalist.” Because
the Yugoslav authorities considered him a fascist and even a war criminal,
his work could not be openly published in the country.??

Velimirovi¢’s rehabilitation began in the late 1980s when Serbian
nationalism gained traction. Nationalist theologians within the Serbian
Orthodox Church—Amfilohije Radovi¢, Artemije Radosavljevi¢, and
Atanasije Jevtié—who were ordained as bishops by 1991, along with
the Serbian Academy of Arts and Sciences and the Serbian Union of
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Writers, represented the voice of Serbian chauvinistic nationalism. The
bishops began an intensive public program to restore Velimirovié’s rep-
utation, which included publications by him and about him, as well as
commemorations dedicated to him. There was also a campaign to canon-
ize him, preceded by the transport of his remains from the United States
to Serbia in May 1991. This flurry of activity on Velimirovi¢’s behalf
was meant to portray a groundswell of popularity and adoration, which
would bolster the progress toward his canonization, even though, in
reality, only a relatively small proportion of the population attended the
various functions.?*

Nevertheless, in 1990, the commission appointed to investigate
the issue of Velimirovi¢’s canonization, headed by the newly elected
Patriarch Pavle, rejected that request—at least temporarily. Patriarch
Pavle argued that Velimirovi¢’s reputation of sanctity was not quite as
faultless as a saint’s should be. He cited, for example, Velimirovi¢’s well-
known smoking habit. What he did not mention as working against his
sainthood, however, was Velimirovi¢’s antisemitic political opinions.

Despite the previously cited concerns and controversies surrounding
the bishop, in 2003, the Council of Bishops of the Serbian Orthodox
Church finally announced its decision to canonize Velimirovi¢. This
placed his memory as a “martyr” during World War Two and his writ-
ings, including his antisemitic tracts, in a position to be utilized by
adherents of the Serbian right wing. They parroted his contempt for
Jews, citing his prophetic assertion that the Holocaust was God’s retri-
bution against their rejection of Christian teachings, which rendered
them, in effect, “godless.”?®

In spite of the controversy surrounding his life and work, many
Orthodox Serbs regard Velimirovi¢ as “one of the most important
national religious figures since medieval times” and approve of his reli-
gious philosophy. For example, Serbian right-wing antisemitic liter-
ature finds its ideological roots in his writings and directly invokes
Velimirovi¢’s power of prophecy to support the assertion that the
Holocaust represented divine retribution against the “godless” and
“treacherous” Jews.

However, the canonization drew, in response, attacks on Velimirovié¢’s
reputation, because of the blatant antisemitism of his writings from
Dachau. The Serbian Orthodox Church responded with the typi-
cal Christian claim that Velimirovi¢ was only reiterating the age-old
Christian theological stance toward the Jews that they repent and return
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to the path of Christ, drawing on the traditional Christian antisemitic
premise that the Jews killed Christ and have drawn upon themselves
eternal damnation until they begin to pursue the correct (i.e., Christian)
path.

THE SERBIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH AND THE JEWISH
ComMmMmuUNITY TODAY

A formal interfaith dialogue between Jews and Orthodox Christians
began in 1972, although Lavoslav Kadelburg, a prominent leader of the
Yugoslav Jewish community until his death in 1994, did remark that
“the Orthodox Church’s dogma against the Jews is ‘still on the books’.”
He further commented that “where there is indoctrination there is also
collusion between the state and the Church.”2¢ But, later, after the col-
lapse of Yugoslavia and during the Wars of Yugoslav Succession, there
were occasions when the Serbian Orthodox Church made special efforts
to engage with the Jewish community. For example, in the January
1992 edition of its newspaper Pravosiavije, the official publication of the
Serbian Orthodox Patriarchate, there was a decidedly antisemitic article
entitled “Jews Are Crucifying Christ Again!”, which claimed that Jews
in Israel were persecuting Christians there. The article maintained that
the intolerance of outsiders displayed by certain ultra-Orthodox Jews in
Jerusalem’s Mea Shearim quarter was “endemic to Israelis and that Jews
generally are anti-Christian.”?”

Following protests from the country’s Jewish community, the Synod
of the Serbian Church dismissed the newspaper’s editor-in-chief. The
Serbian Orthodox Church Patriarchate approached the president of the
Serbian Jewish community, Jasa Almuli, with an apology. Furthermore,
at a conference following the incident, Patriarch Pavle, the head of
the Serbian Orthodox Church, assured the Jewish leadership that the
Church Synod was not antisemitic. The Church representatives offered
to establish a joint committee to cleanse Serbian religious educational
textbooks of any material that might elicit intolerance and antisemi-
tism. Finally, the Serbian Orthodox Church expressed its willingness to
support the establishment of a branch of the International Council of
Christians and Jews in Serbia.?8

On 5 October 2000, Slobodan Milosevi¢ was forced to resign as pres-
ident of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. The aftermath was supposed
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to signal the introduction of a democratic and civil society ending the
bloody ultra-nationalist and ethno-national trajectory that the state had
pursued for the previous ten years. Indeed, Serbia appeared to be lib-
eralizing, which made it all the more puzzling to observe a rise in the
number of antisemitic vandalism, graffiti, and the like, despite the mod-
est number of Jews remaining in the country and their inconspicuous
economic and political profile there.

It is interesting to note that post-World War Two antisemitic hate
crime had been an infrequent occurrence in Serbia. Even during the
1990s, which were fraught with xenophobia and ethnic intolerance
there, anti-Jewish prejudice was on display only with far-right groups.
Criminal acts against Jews were almost nonexistent.?? Therefore, it is
likely that Serbian antisemitism may be found “in the interplay between
the conspiratorial character of anti-Semitism and the specific features of
the ideological and political milieu in post-Milo$evié Serbia.”30

On the other hand, in certain respects, the upsurge in Serbian anti-
semitism parallels the above-mentioned phenomenon of antisemitism
without Jews being experienced in Western Europe, as well as other
locales.?! Yet, recent developments in Serbia cannot be explained sim-
ply as part of this broader, pan-European political trend. Britain’s Chief
Rabbi, Professor Jonathan Sacks, identified three sources of the “new
antisemitism”:

Once Jews were hated because of their religion. Then they were hated
because of their race. Now they are hated because of their nation state.
The second difference is that the epicenter of the old antisemitism was
Europe. Today it’s the Middle East and it is communicated globally by the
new electronic media.

The third is particularly disturbing.... Throughout history, when people
have sought to justify anti-Semitism, they have done so by recourse to
the highest source of authority available within the culture. In the Middle
Ages, it was religion. So we had religious anti-Judaism. In post-Enlighten-
ment Europe it was science. So we had the twin foundations of Nazi ide-
ology, Social Darwinism and the so-called Scientific Study of Race. Today
the highest source of authority worldwide is human rights. That is why
Isracl—the only fully functioning democracy in the Middle East with a free
press and independent judiciary—is regularly accused of the five cardinal
sins against human rights: racism, apartheid, crimes against humanity, eth-
nic cleansing and attempted genocide.
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The new antisemitism has mutated so that any practitioner of it can deny
that he or she is an antisemite. After all, they’ll say, I’m not a racist. I have
no problem with Jews or Judaism. I only have a problem with the State of
Israel. But in a world of 56 Muslim nations and 103 Christian ones, there
is only one Jewish state, Israel, which constitutes one-quarter of one per
cent of the land mass of the Middle East. Isracl is the only one of the 193
member nations of the United Nations that has its right to exist regularly
challenged, with one state, Iran, and many, many other groups, committed
to its destruction.3?

Rabbi Sacks’ remarks, however, do not necessarily reflect conditions in
Serbia. First, radical Islamists from the Middle East are relatively absent
in Serbia. Second, Serbian antisemitic rhetoric does not usually mention
Isracl or Middle Eastern conditions, and, therefore, does not share an
ideological tradition with left-wing antisemitism. Third, Serbian anti-
semites do not call for the elimination of Israel or publicly support the
Palestinian cause. In contrast to the contemporary European or Middle
Eastern antisemitism, Serbian antisemitic verbiage is entirely focused on
how the international Jewish conspiracy is victimizing Serbs, harking
back to the tradition of Serbian right-wing ideology of the 1930s.33

The NATO bombing of Yugoslavia was particularly invoked to illus-
trate the belief'in a Jewish conspiracy. Byford described the abstract qual-
ity of antisemitism at this stage,®* when the proliferation of conspiracy
theories did not, yet, lead to anti-Jewish hate crimes.?®> However, after
Milosevi¢’s ouster, when the belief in a Jewish conspiracy became more
concrete and less abstract, the local Jewish population began to suffer
antisemitic violence.3¢

In 2001, Serbian bookstores stocked an edition of the Tsarist-era
torgery, Protocols of the Elders of Zion, prefaced by an introduction that
alleged that Jews had masterminded the NATO bombing of Yugoslavia;
the document had been previously published in Greater Serbin (No. 16)
in 1994.37 The Federation of Jewish Communities filed a lawsuit against
the publishers, alleging incitement of ethnic hatred. The lawsuit failed
because the district public prosecutor, Milija Milovanovi¢, declared that
neither the book nor its introduction “contain elements of the stated
criminal offence.”3® This decision failed to make the connection between
the conspiracies supposedly being perpetrated by the Jewish elite men-
tioned in the Protocols and the damages being suffered by the contem-
porary Serbian Jewish community at the hands of those who bought the
book and interpreted it as the truth.
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Until the turn of the century, post-communist Serbia had suffered
relatively little institutionally backed antisemitism.?® Those who fos-
tered antisemitism were a relatively small number of activists, found on
the margins of political expression. Their nationalist and religious pub-
lications, such as Logos, Pravoslavni Misionar (Orthodox missionary),
Kruna (The Crown), Glas Srpske (The Voice of Srpska), Ovde (Here),
and Velika Srbija (Greater Serbia), as well as magazines with a more mys-
tical orientation, such as Treée Oko (Third eye) and Nostradamus, had
only limited impact on Serbian public opinion.*?

However, the NATO bombing in the spring of 1999 brought
anti-Jewish themes, which had been largely absent from the mainstream
press until then, to the fore. Surprisingly, Politika, Serbia’s oldest and
most trusted daily newspaper until becoming a vehicle for Milosevié’s
propaganda, which had not published antisemitic political ideas, sud-
denly in June 1999, in the final days of the NATO bombing campaign,
published articles that accused David Rockefeller, alleged to be Jewish,
of orchestrating a Satanic conspiracy against Serbia.*! Known antisem-
ites were given a platform in the same publication, demonstrating that
the antisemitism that had been kept on the margins of Serbian society,
by the spring of 1999 had penetrated the country’s mainstream political
and media culture, becoming an acceptable and plausible explanation of
Serbia’s predicament.*?

Thus, Byford correctly situates this Serbian antisemitic discourse, not
as a result of a turn to the right by the Milosevi¢ regime, which actively
promoted Serbian nationalism, but as part of a re-emergence of right-
wing conspiratorial myths in the late 1990s that harkened back to
Serbia’s conspiracy culture dating from the mid-nineteenth century until
the end of World War Two. This conspiracy myth was traditionally, any-
where it surfaced, dominated by the notion of a Jewish plot to rule the
world, and Serbia, always believing itself to be the subject of anti-Serbian
plots, was fertile ground for the connection between anti-Serbian con-
spiracies and antisemitic conspiracy theories. Thus, says Byford, “a con-
spiracy theorist, even if not overtly antisemitic, operates in an ideological
space with an antisemitic legacy that cannot be easily discarded...[and
cannot easily evade] the legacy of the conspiratorial cultural tradition.”*3

Formerly marginal conspiracy-minded ideologues now gained regu-
lar access to the mainstream media. For example, Ratibor Durdevié, who
has been called “Serbia’s most virulent antisemitic author,”** gained an
audience despite his admitted World War Two engagement in “national
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service of General Milan Nedi¢” and as a “transmitter of missionary-ide-
ological work” on Draza Mihailovi¢’s staff.*> For example, he was able
to write a piece for Pravosiavije. Despite the more open expressions of
antisemitism in print, the Serbian Jewish community did not, at least
initially, suffer increased violence. In fact, it is likely that conspiratorial
antisemitism served as an indirect way to criticize Western values, as it
did for Velimirovi¢ in the 1930s and 1940s, rather than precisely call for
antisemitic actions.

An abstract usage of “Jew” without all of the racial inflection showed
up, for example, in an interesting quotation by Durdevi¢ in 1999:
“We do not blame all Italians for the crimes of the Mafia, or all Irish
Catholics for the crazy bombings and murders committed by the IRA.
In the same way, ordinary Jews must not be blamed for the crimes of
Judeo-bankers.”#® In this way, he drew a distinction between “ordinary
Jews” and those Jews who were part of the evil conspiracy to create a
new world order.

Similarly, in 1997, Durdevi¢ had referred to Serbia’s Jewish commu-
nity as “our Jews, adapted to life in the Balkans [who] do not pose a
threat to Serbs, or any other people on Yugoslav territory” in contrast to
“Judaists,” upon whose heads he heaped numerous calumnies.*” The lat-
ter were those who personified for Serbian society the popular anti-West-
ern sentiment that prevailed in Serbian society at the time, which meant
that Serbian antisemites were not expressing hatred of all Jews, only the
“evil Judaists.”

While Milosevi¢ remained in power, detying the Western pow-
ers and values and claiming that he was defending Serbia against the
whole world, “Judaists” (meaning simply “the West”) were an external
enemy being kept at bay. As a matter of fact, Aca Singer, president of
Yugoslavia’s Federation of Jewish Communities, described meetings he
held with Milo$evi¢, who promised to try to stop sporadic antisemitic
incidents in Serbia, although he did not publicly denounce them.*® But
when Milosevi¢ was overthrown and the external enemy remained unde-
feated, conspiracy theorists turned to a quest for the internal enemy. At
this point, the distinction between Jews and “Judaists” began to break
down for them, as it became difficult for the antisemitic press to separate
imagined characteristics of “the Jewish people” from those of “the evil
Judaists” in a conspiracy to create an anti-Christian “New World Order.”
Thus, “the good” Serbian Jews, whose ancestors had fought side-by-side
with other Serbian patriots during World War One and World War Two,



6 ORTHODOXY AND ANTISEMITISM: THE RELATIONSHIP ... 123

now were seen as linked to “the Judaists,” at least through their religious
and ethnic characteristics. Serbian Jews began to be looked at askance
as potential enemies of Serbian Christian values—as possibly part of the
global Jewish conspiracy.

This formulation did not appear in the mainstream media after
Milosevié’s departure, as the press began to write about the new Serbian
conditions in the post-Milosevi¢ era. There was a greater focus on
Serbia’s external relations, not internal conspiracies, which, again, placed
Orthodox Christian right-wing ideology at the margins of society. Thus,
the promoters of antisemitic conspiracy theories were no longer welcome
in the public press and interpreted the change of regime and its new
focus on promoting good relations with the West as a win for Serbia’s
enemies, including “the Judaists” in their quest for world domination.
And these “Judaists” now were not only external, but also lived within
Serbia—all the better to undermine the country and its values with the
assistance of the new political elite, the media, secular educational organ-
izations, and even parts of the Serbian Orthodox Church.*?

The response to the perceived threat posed to the Serbian peo-
ple by these now-deposed radicals was the increased activity of several
ultra-right organizations, such as Obraz (Dignity) (founded in 1997),
St. Justin, and Dveri (Doors). These groups shifted their focus from
“Judaists” to individual members of Serbia’s Jewish community. And
their activity morphed from verbal and written to physical. Belgrade’s
Jewish cemetery and a synagogue were plastered with swastikas. Similar
manifestations appeared in northern Serbia. While Obraz denied involve-
ment in the cemetery and synagogue vandalism, its rhetoric, especially an
online “Letter to Our Enemies,” supports antisemitic, anti-Roma, and
anti-gay violence. These activities increasingly appeal to Serbia’s youth,
who see their future as hopeless in the wake of the ruin of Serbia during
the Milosevi¢ era. It is casy to be led to blame “the Roma, the Jews, the
Croats or the Albanians” for the bad economic and political situation.>®
The Christian right’s antisemitic graffiti (“Death to Jews,” “Jews out,”
etc.) reflects a shift to a concrete internal enemy who can be blamed for
Serbia’s current ills.

The authorities appear to have found little concrete proof that any of
the Christian right-wing groups, which propagate a Velimirovié-type reli-
gious ideology, were directly implicated in the aforementioned instances
of antisemitic violence. Nonetheless, Obraz, St. Justin, and Dveri are
widely recognized as the principal purveyors of anti-Jewish prejudice
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in post-Milosevi¢ Serbia. Most importantly, representatives of the local
Jewish community perceive the continuing presence of the Christian
right as the greatest threat to the peaceful existence of Serbia’s Jews.
Abusive graffiti, threatening phone calls, and antisemitic remarks in the
media have increased. Singer noted that “we are so insignificant in the
social and political life of the country that it is surprising that we are
under great pressure and attacks.”®! This is partly because state author-
ities continue to treat Obraz and similar organizations as legitimate
patriotic political movements, while the representatives of these groups
consistently deny that they engage in religious and racial hatred. Singer
suggested that, while the leaders of the Serbian Orthodox Church have
condemned antisemitism, “perhaps they did not do so as vigorously as
they could.”®? Thus, Christian right-wing groups seem to maintain close
organizational and ideological links with influential mainstream Serbian
institutions, including the Serbian Orthodox Church and the right-wing
element of the new Serbian political establishment. This connection fos-
ters an environment for acts of anti-Jewish violence and intimidation.

In 2005, in reaction to antisemitic posters and graffiti that appeared
on 22 March in Belgrade, the Holy Synod of Bishops of the Serbian
Orthodox Church issued a statement condemning “every manifestation
of antisemitism,” calling it theologically and morally unacceptable. They
called on state authorities to take proper measures to ensure that such
actions were not repeated. The statement also reiterated that the Serbian
people, of all people, should be able to understand how devastating the
Holocaust was to the Jewish people and rejected any attempt to mini-
mize it, even by members of its own clergy.>® Nor did the Holy Synod
accept the calumny that Jews were all psychologically criminal.

In 2015, outside Athens, Greece, 38 leading Jewish and Orthodox
Christian scholars engaged in a discussion on relations between the two
religions. This was the eighth round of discussions since 1972. However,
demonstrating how much more work on inter-religious relations there
is to do, while the rapport was reportedly warm and friendly through-
out most of the meeting, the atmosphere changed when the head of the
Jewish delegation, Rabbi David Rosen, called on the Orthodox leader-
ship to deny that God had rejected the Jews. The Orthodox response
was only to call for greater people-to-people contacts and more engage-
ment with youth. Thus, the Orthodox Church was as yet unwilling to go
as far as the Catholic Church had in rejecting collective Jewish guilt for
the killing of Christ.
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REPUBLIKA SRPSKA AND THE JEWS

While Republika Srpska maintains very close relations with Serbia, its
religious establishment follows a more independent path. As relations
between Republika Srpska and Israel have developed, Jewish centers
(including synagogues in Banja Luka and Doboj) have been reopened in
recent years.>*

Contrary to the rather subdued response of the Federation gov-
ernment to Holocaust commemorations, Republika Srpska has taken
several recent initiatives. For example, on 22 April 2007 (the anniver-
sary of the liberation of Jasenovac), in Banja Luka, capital of Republika
Srpska, a monument called “Poplar of Horror” was erected to the vic-
tims of Jasenovac. The inscription is in Serbian, English, and Hebrew.
Furthermore, the workers’ collective of a local factory in the District
of Bréko, a special arca outside the jurisdiction of the Federation or
of Republika Srpska, although claimed by both, erected a monument
near the site of the World War Two shooting of around three hundred
Jewish refugees from Austria. Also, the Federation of Soldiers, in coop-
eration with the local government, raised a memorial on the bridge on
the Sava where, in December 1941, around 130 Brc¢ko Jews were killed
by the Ustase and thrown into the river. When the Jewish cemetery was
destroyed as part of the town’s urbanization plan, an Orthodox parish
priest requested permission from the Sarajevo Jewish community to res-
cue four tombstones that he turned into a Holocaust memorial, which is
now located in the Bosnian Serb cemetery.

CONCLUSION

The antisemitism discussed in this chapter is not an example of “routine
bias,” linked throughout the ages to Jewish economic or cultural com-
petition.®® Instead, contemporary Serbian Orthodox antisemitism goes a
step further. It claims that powerful Jews are supposedly plotting a vast
international conspiracy to destroy the contemporary international order
to be replaced by a new world order hearkening back to the roots of
the Enlightenment that would unite all of the enemies of Christianity,
including communism, capitalism, freemasonry, the Catholic Church,
and Islam.

Contradicting Pierre-André Taguieft’s three-part description of rac-
ism in his study of prejudice,”® Zygmunt Bauman has contended that
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the persistence of anti-Jewish hatred, such as manifested by influential
Serbian Orthodox leaders, requires an explanation that goes beyond the
notion of intergroup relations and resentment and that distinguishes
between antisemitism and everyday prejudice or “heterophobia.” In
Bauman’s view, anti-Jewish hatred may be hard to distinguish, either ide-
ologically or psychologically, from a belief in a Jewish conspiracy and the
omnipotence of Jewish economic and political power. Therefore, Jews
must be isolated and /or annihilated to “render them harmless.”5”

The Jewish minority may be the only ethno-religious group in the
world that has been continually accused of planning world domination.
Such conspiratorial charges occur even where there are no Jews present
in the culture, particularly, but not exclusively, in Eastern and Central
Europe.58

In contemporary Serbia, too, this conspiratorial type of antisemitism
has been reflected in an increasing number of anti-Jewish hate crimes
in the aftermath of the ousting of Slobodan Milosevi¢ in the autumn of
2000, despite some liberalizing tendencies. Thus, after the collapse of
Yugoslavia, there was a re-emergence of traditional antisemitism in Serbia
as that society utilized (or “mis-used”) its Jewish population in the pro-
motion of the Serbian nationalistic agenda.>®

In conclusion, post-Yugoslav Serbia entertains a mixture of apprecia-
tion of its Jewish population with a reluctance by the Serbian Orthodox
Church to travel too far down the road of full acceptance of the Jewish
religion as anything other than “the wrong road to God.” The Serbian
Orthodox Church has within its ranks both the most welcoming and the
most exclusionary visions. Thus, its relations with its domestic Jewish
population are likely to vacillate with respect to external, but also to
internal, factors and pressures.
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CHAPTER 7

The Orthodox Church of Greece

Altug Giinal and Zeynep Selin Balc

Abstract The Greek Orthodox Church has a crucial role in identifying
“Greekness” in a quite exclusionary manner. Today the Church combats
secularization by using a religious discourse, and Westernization by using
a nationalist discourse, viewing itself as the guardian of Greek identity.
Aligning itself with the right and extreme right wing’s policies, it has
come into conflict with leftist governments from time to time—the dis-
pute on the removal of the religion section in the identity cards being
the most serious one, there has never been a hostile stance toward the
Church from any Greek political party. Having said that, the adherents
of the other faiths in Greece are still deprived of many of their rights
and even though tolerant voices can be heard from clergymen from time
to time, the Church of Greece does not differ considerably from other
Orthodox Churches in its negative approach toward LGBTQ rights.
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In 1833, shortly after the Greek independence from the Ottoman
Empire, the Orthodox Church of Greece (OCG) proclaimed its auto-
cephalous status. Even though the Phanar Patriarchate in Istanbul did
not concede this until 1850, since then, it has been ruled by its own
Holy Synod under the de jure presidency of the Archbishop of Athens
and all Greece. Today not only is it regarded as the sole state church, but
it also has a great amount of influence on all segments of life, culture,
and politics in Greece.! Maintaining a belief that it is authorized by God
to speak on his behalf, the Church nonetheless delivers binding messages
to a lesser extent than political ones.?

For some, while the OCG is seen as the sole protector of Hellenism
against the hostile or at least the unfriendly West,® many other Greeks
believe in secularization and see the Church as the source of backward
tradition that holds Greece back from a “globalised secular modern state
identified with the West, Europe or the EU.”* (The latter usually pro-
jects the Church as a fundamental and traditional nationalist institution,
conservative and hostile to minorities and other denominations as well as
intolerant of sexual minorities.)® For advocates of European modernity
and cosmopolitanism, the OCG does not have the will to adapt to the
changing world and new global political and cultural reality.®

In the newborn Greek state which was largely governed by for-
eign interests and a foreign imported king, the Church became sub-
ordinated to the State while popular Byzantine culture constituted
a central element of the Greek ethnic identity.” However invented
Helleno-Orthodox identity may be, it represented cultural continuity
and provided a bond between ancient Greece, Byzantium, and Modern
Greece, but also created a source of confusion as to where to place
Greece in the minds of Europeans. At the time of Greece’s accession to
the EU, Prime Minister Constantinos Caramanlis had said: “at last the
belonging of Greece to Europe, with which it shared a classical Greek
and Christian heritage, was realized.”® Archbishop Christodoulos of
Athens and all Greece was more assertive: “Europe would not exist with-
out us. Not only is its name Greek, but its civilization too.” From 1981
until 2004, Greece remained the only Orthodox member of the EU and
tried to be a bridge between the EU countries and the other Orthodox
countries of Southeastern Europe.1?

However, since Greece started its EU integration process in the
1970s, the state has faced with numerous challenges in implement-
ing the required EU reforms. Mainly because of the OCG’s influence
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and resistance, Greece still has difficulties in adopting and enforcing
laws that are fundamental for the protection of human rights and free-
doms above all. The Church does its best to counter the effects of the
“Westernization” of Greece, among other ways by appealing to nation-
alism. It portrays itself as the guardian of the “Greek identity” and feels
justified in intervening in Greek political affairs. It has directly opposed
the spirit of secularization and left/center-left parties of Greece such
as PASOK. As summarized by The Economist “Intelligence Unit,” the
Church has been criticizing the socialists’ adoption of an increasingly
secular stance in order to achieve European and international acceptance
for many years, which the Church says has undermined the unique Greek
cultural heritage which has been protected by the Church for centuries.!!

Samuel Huntington’s famous work, The Clash of Civilizations, gave a
stimulus to studies on the Church of Greece. According to Huntington,
even though Greece was situated in the Western camp during the Cold
War, and was an EU member as well, in the new post-Cold War con-
text the lines of division run along civilizations rather than between com-
peting ideologies. Accordingly, as an Orthodox country, Greece now
belongs not to the Western Bloc but to the Eastern Slavic Orthodox
one. Huntington’s identification of Greece as an “anomaly” because of
its religious background stirred great controversy in Greece.!? In a word,
the civilizations approach attributes the problems Greece faces on EU
reforms to its belonging to a different civilization.

In the light of the aforementioned evaluations, this chapter will exam-
ine the OCG’s influence over Greek politics, identity, culture, and society
from the past to the present. More weight will be given to the post-1974
period which began with the end of the traumatic Junta rule. Moreover,
starting with a discussion of nationalism and identity, this chapter will
also try to reveal the Church’s attitude toward conservatism, religious
freedoms, homophobia, and contemporary challenges.

ON NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY

The “nation is an imagined political community”!3 and collective mem-

ories and narratives of a future destiny are its most important buttresses.
No doubt, religion plays one of the fundamental roles in nation- and
state building, not only for interpreting the communion but also in
determining the criteria for being an insider or outsider. In this respect,
Christianity played a very important role in the founding process of the
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European nation-state system. National Churches had become an essen-
tial element in cementing and mobilizing the nation around a particu-
lar religion.!* In this context, broad discussions in the literature have
taken place about the roles of various actors in the construction of the
Greek national identity. In spite of a few objections from some authors
such as Anna Koumandaraki, who highlights the Greek state’s role in
consolidating Greek nationalism and identity while undervaluing the
Church’s,!® there is a broad agreement that the Greek Church played
a vital role in the construction of Greek identity and the fomenting of
Greek nationalism.

Orthodox populations under Ottoman rule, as well as ethnically
diverse citizens of the Byzantine Empire, were defined by their faith. The
Ottoman Sultan had recognized or indeed put the Orthodox Church in
charge of representing the Orthodox Millet in both secular and religious
terms. So the Church, while acting as a civil authority over the Orthodox
millet, also had the spiritual responsibility for the preservation of the col-
lective identity of Orthodox believers.1®

The creation of the autocephalous Church of Greece and the inde-
pendent Greek state coincided in time. In the process of nation-building
and identity formation, different discourses competed to acquire a
hegemonic position.!” However, when the idea of independence from
the Ottomans emerged, an important question emerged: in what way
was the new Greek nation-state ancient, and how was its Byzantine and
Ottoman past going to be defined? The Christian New Testament was
written in Greek and the language of Orthodox rites and liturgy was and
is also in Greek. As an answer, an endeavor to merge classical Hellenism
and Byzantine Christianity produced the notion of Helleno- Christianity.
With this ethno-religious invention, historical continuity starting from
ancient Greece was asserted. The term Helleno-Christianity /Orthodoxy,
not only excluded the Ottoman past and interdigitated Hellenism,
Christianity, and contemporary Greece, but also embraced the cultural,
historical, and spiritual heritage which have together constructed the
modern Greek identity and acted as “an adhesive body holding together
the national unity of Greece.”!® In Anthony D. Smith’s words, “it
attempted to incorporate classical antiquity, along with the Byzantine
Empire, in a single coherent narrative of ‘the Greek nation’ from the
Mycenaeans to modern Greece.”!?

Orthodoxy was recognized as an integral part of Greek identity,
socially and culturally. Thus, it could be seen in official and unofficial
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public discourse, with historiography, education, folklore, literature,
art, and architecture, as well as in everyday practices and customs.?? As
expected, Helleno-Orthodox nationalism was successful in creating a
durable segregation between insiders and outsiders, or more precisely
Greeks and non-Greeks, and thus “provid[ing] the newborn nation with
a solid collective identity.” Associating the identity with only the reli-
gious component would not be enough to distinguish Greeks from other
Orthodox populations with an Ottoman past. On the other hand, rely-
ing on Hellenism only would not encompass the ethnically, linguistically,
and culturally fragmented Christians that together constituted the Greek
nation.?! This fusion of religion, ethnicity, and nation made the designa-
tion of Greek identity’s domestic and foreign enemies more relaxed as
well. For Greeks, this enemy has come to be known as Islam and the
Ottomans, Islam’s former strongest flagship. Even today’s political dis-
putes related to Islam, Turkey, or Muslims in Greece are heavily under
the influence of this Ottoman past and interpretation of it.??

In the late Archbishop Christodoulos’ words, “our people easily and
naturally accept that their physiognomy in history was shaped by our
religion i.e., Orthodoxy and its conjunction with Hellenism for twenty
centuries.”?® This narrative of a long history that connects ancient
Greece and modern times via the Byzantine Empire was backed and
sustained by the Orthodox Church of Greece. On the other hand, the
Greek state legitimised these historical claims and the religious connec-
tion to Greek identity with the 1822, 1823, and 1827 constitutions
adopted after the 1821 revolution.?* In all, a Greek citizen was defined
as an autochthone who believed in Christ so that there was “no clear
distinction” between a Greek citizen and a Greek Orthodox Christian.?®
Since then, close ties between the OCG and the Greek nation have been
strongly preserved. In the words of former Prime Minister Constantinos
Caramanlis, “The nation and Orthodoxy...have become in the Greek
conscience virtually synonymous concepts, which together constitute our
Helleno-Christian civilization.”?6

As Elisabeth Diamantopoulou points out, Orthodoxy remains deeply
nationalistic in orientation and is rooted in nineteenth-century interpre-
tation and the construction of Greek national identity. This process has
made Orthodoxy and Greece and, by the same virtue, being Greek and
Orthodox, inseparable.?” Miinir Yildirim claims that there is no other
country where nation and religion are so tightly intertwined.?® As Teuvo
Laitila points out, for nation-building reasons, it turned out that one
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could not be a Greek, without being a member of the Greek Church.??
In May 2000, Archbishop Christodoulos reinforced this view, claiming
that “For Greeks, to be an Orthodox Christian [is] a defining attribute
of their identity.”3% The historical interpretation that the OCG served
as the protector not only of the Greeks but also of the Greek identity
and language has been sown deeply in the collective consciousness of
Greeks.3! The OCG seized the opportunity to remind Greeks whenever
possible of this diachronic role.3?

Being the leading factor for identity, the OCG re-emerged as a power-
ful social and political institution, with strong influence on Greek society
and politics. Furthermore, it has also undertaken the duty of legitimat-
ing nationalist projects. In Nikolaos Chrysoloras” words, “the presence
of a national religion in Greece made Greek nationalism a moral as
well as a political project.”®3 Besides the Church’s religious monopoly
on a substantially homogeneous population, its Byzantine ideal, espe-
cially after politician Ioannis Kolettis” speech in the National Assembly
in 1844, paved the way for the reinterpretation of Greek history and
the birth of irredentist Greek ideology, which is to say the radical pro-
gram of regaining once Greek Orthodox lands, from the Aegean Sea to
the Mediterranean, including the western part of today’s Turkey. After
1859, the Orthodox Church of Greece endorsed this irredentist vision
of the Megali Idea or in other words the restoration of the Byzantine
Empire, in order to underline the so-called organic continuation of
ancient Greece.3* After they were united with the political aspirations of
the Megali Idea, the OCG and the Greek State struggled through the
political turmoil of the twentieth century together.3®

In 1923, after the Greek defeat in the Turkish War of Independence,
religion and nationality were equated or substituted once more. Under
the compulsory population exchange agreement signed in Lausanne
in 1923, the Christian Orthodox population of Turkey was considered
Greek and was sent to Greece. In exchange, the Muslim population in
Greece was counted as Turkish and sent to Turkey.3¢

Koumandaraki, however, argues that it was only after the Civil War
(waged during 1946-1949) that national homogeneity was achieved,
that the Left was defeated, and that the power of the “nationally-think-
ing” Greeks became unquestionable. Communists who could oppose
or question this program were deported and an extensive state educa-
tional mechanism reconstructed national history on the glorious past
and inspired strong nationalist feelings in the educated. The political
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regime accepted the national rhetoric as it was set free and unchallenged.
“The construction of a rigid national identity did not leave any room for
the ethnic variety within the Greek borders to be acknowledged either
by the Right or [by] the Left.”3”

It is clear that Orthodox Christianity is not simply a religion for
Greeks but rather an integral part of Greek identity. National holidays
overlap with religious days and state celebrations with particular reli-
gious feasts. Their association is appearing in religious feasts such as
Easter or other symbolic events such as marriage, funeral, and baptism.38
However, this close relationship of nationhood and nationalism experi-
enced periods of cracks over the time.

In the beginning, the OCG enjoyed privileges granted by the consti-
tution. During the dictatorship of 1967-1974, the Church was rewarded
by the junta with the motto “Greece of Christian Greeks.” For instance,
attendance at church services on Sundays became compulsory for chil-
dren and their teachers. However, the OCG had failed to assume its
historical role of protecting fellow Greeks, who were actually being tor-
tured, imprisoned, and persecuted by the regime. This was a breaking
point for the Church’s decline in the eyes of Greek people. For them,
it was the Church that supported the junta and sided with the oppres-
sors. In reality, the OCG was used as a pawn, although some members
sympathized with the junta. Meanwhile, the Metaxas regime exploited
the OCG through its doctrines and religious practices.?® The Zoe
Brotherhood, a movement of theologians founded in 1907 and follow-
ing the doctrines of the excommunicated nineteenth-century religious
personality Apostolos Makrides, was an important tool for the colonels
to infiltrate OCG ranks. With the indoctrination of the Church, the Zoe
Brotherhood and the Junta were able to damage the OCG’s reputa-
tion as a trustworthy institution, which would protect the Greeks in any
eventuality.*0

The destructive effects of the junta period can be recognized
from the church-going ratio of Greeks, which used to be 63% in
1960 but declined to 29% by 1980. Attendance at liturgy and inter-
est in the missionary movements of “Zoe” and its successor “Soter”
(Saviour) declined as well.#! In addition, priests lost their popularity
and the “organic” link of Church with national identity of people was
attenuated.*?

In the post-junta era, the Church wanted to regain its old position,
though it was not easy. Nevertheless, the OCG could have a chance to
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regain its constitutional position thanks to democratization.*3 With the
1975 constitution, which is still in force today with considerable amend-
ments in 1986, 2001, and 2008, the Church regained some rights and
lost others. The constitution reaffirmed Orthodoxy as the “prevail-
ing religion” in its 3rd article.** That fact notwithstanding, the clause
devoted to the “prohibition of proselytism” was removed from Article 3
where it used to mean “proselytism by other religions,” to Article 13,
which is about human rights, changing the meaning to refer to prose-
lytism at the expense of any faith. In this way, Article 13 guaranteed reli-
gious freedom and equality for all faiths. In Article 14, offense against
not only the prevailing religion but also any other religion in media was
punishable by imprisonment.*> Article 16 of the constitution was, on the
other hand, more of an accomplishment for the OCG because it sets the
goal of developing religious consciousness for youth in national educa-
tion. Additionally, it was settled again, as it had been after 1945, for the
state to pay the salaries and pensions of clergy, pastors, and lay employ-
ees—which gave clergymen the status of civil servants. Furthermore,
the Church gained tax exemptions, with state holidays to be based on
the religious calendar; the Archbishop of Athens and all Greece would
preside over opening sessions of the Parliament, blessing members of
Parliaments with Holy Water and presiding over state events and national
holidays jointly with the head of state.*®

Besides adopting constitutional amendments, the state lost its former
interest in controlling the Church and tried to downgrade its influence.
Despite being in favor of the separatism of Church and state, both Prime
Minister Karamanlis*” and major political parties emphasized the impor-
tance of the Church’s role in Greek society. Moreover, even the decision
of the Highest Administrative Court of Greece (hereafter the Council of
State) in favor of separation remained incomplete.*8

The 1975 Constitution granted suitable rights to the OCG to safe-
guard society’s traditions. The OCG also plays a dynamic role in
Greece’s international affairs that was strengthened with the coun-
try’s accession to the European Community in 1981. By the Church
Charter of 1977, the Church’s independence was guaranteed in the
name of democratization. Thus, the state emancipated the Orthodox
Church internally while keeping it accountable. However, due to globali-
zation, states were no longer the only masters in their home, and this
would weaken Church too because the state was also the protector of
the Church. The new actors in internal matters, which could come into
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conflict the Church as well, were the European Community (later the
European Union) and its human rights principles, with the EC starting
to blame the Church for violations.*?

As a part of the accession procedure in 1981, the newly elected
Socialist Government (PASOK) initiated reforms and legal amendments.
PASOK adopted its election manifesto for an “administrative separation
of Church and state” with the pledge nonetheless to preserve the
Church’s bonds with the nation. In addition, there was pressure from
the EU on secularization. However, it would not be as peacefully man-
ifested due to the inextricability of religious culture, ethnicity, morality,
identity, and even civil code.>”

Following EC accession and the spreading effects of globalization,
Greece became more of an immigrant society than a source of emi-
grants. This resulted in a change in the composition of Greek society,
in addition to religious minorities recognized in the constitution, such
as the Muslims of Thrace, Jews, and the recognized religions of Roman
Catholics, Protestants, and Jehovah’s Witnesses. By hosting immigrants
in the country, the Church’s importance in its traditional role of preserv-
ing the linkage of Greek national identity with Orthodox Christianity
increased in the eyes of the Church hierarchy.?!

EC membership was a part of the Westernization and modernization
of Greece as well as democratization. However, as the evolution of Greek
national identity depended upon Eastern Orthodoxy, with moderniza-
tion, it was the OCG that would simply lose its independence and evolve
into a state mechanism. According to the OCG, Western Catholic influ-
ence had blinded Greek people and convinced them to apply Western
traditions which led them gradually to abandon their own traditions.
As the Eastern Orthodox Church is the inspiration of a communal life,
unlike Western individuality, supporting the role of the Church that
binds people with the state through rituals and public celebrations,
became irrelevant. This change in society’s expectations and the role of
the Church, however, created a contrast in the traditional way of living
for Greeks. With modernization, the religious character of the “new”
imagined community started to weaken.>2

The beginning of the 1990s, however, was the dawn of a new phase
in Greece as well as around the globe. For the world at large, the col-
lapse of socialism eased multiculturalism and pluralism. This, on the
other hand, would challenge the relative homogeneity of Orthodoxy
in Greece by allowing Orthodox believers from neighboring, formerly
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socialist countries, to move to Greece. In addition to high numbers
of immigrants already before the 1990s, there were Orthodox immi-
grants coming from Bulgaria, Romania, Ukraine, and Georgia as well
as non-Orthodox immigrants who comprised the majority among total
immigrants. Adding the two up, where the OCG was responsible for
protecting Orthodoxy as Greek national identity, the Orthodox immi-
grants created complexity for the equation of Orthodoxy with Greek
identity in the society while the non-Orthodox immigrants, already
changed the composition of society and altered the nationalistic image of
the OCG.%3

Having in mind that Orthodoxy was a component of Greek nation-
alism, the alliance with other Orthodox communities or pan-Orthodox-
ism was observed as a necessary understanding for every Greek citizen.
During the War of Yugoslav Succession (1991-1995), the OCG pub-
licly supported Serbia with the purpose of creating a Balkan Orthodox
axis. The reason for this religious association can be traced to the times
when the two nations lived under Ottoman rule. Without the title of
Archbishop of Athens at that time in 1992, Christodoulos had defended
this nationalistic and even irredentist alliance against Muslim commu-
nities who fought against Orthodox Serbian sisters. He also proposed
a united bloc bringing together Greece, Serbia, and Russia to build an
“Orthodox-Axis against Islamic fanaticism.”®* Another important issue
came up with the dissolution of Yugoslavia. One of socialist Yugoslavia’s
six constituent republics had borne the official name “the Socialist
Republic of Macedonia.” When socialist Yugoslavia broke up and social-
ism was abolished, the erstwhile Socialist Republic of Macedonia thought
it could simply drop the word “Socialist” from its name. However, both
the Greek state and the Orthodox Church of Greece objected, insisting
that the country adopt a new name. The OCG was and still is against
the usage of the term “Macedonia,” even within the compromise name
“Republic of North Macedonia” (agreed in June 2018), because the
Greeks lay exclusive claim to the Macedonian cultural heritage.5®

In 1998, nationalism in Greece started to gain traction with the elec-
tion of charismatic Archbishop Christodoulos as the head of the OCG.
This post-1998 era is also known as “new-Orthodoxy” or “Orthodox
revival,” in which Greek national identity has once more been identified
with Orthodoxy. Despite the fact that he was chosen as the spiritual leader
of Orthodox Greeks and defender of faith and morality, his popular-
ity was associated in the first place with his being an outspoken guardian
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of national identity which he claimed was threatened by Islamism,
Westernization, globalization, and modernization. He reassumed the tra-
ditional position of Orthodox clergyman as a national leader. His belief
in Orthodoxy depended on the Church being the indispensable factor in
Greeks’ national identity. His focus in his speeches was mainly on Greek
national consciousness, which had been shaped in part by the trauma of
1204, when Constantinople, the Byzantine capital, fell to the crusad-
ers of the Fourth Crusade, as well as by that of 1453, when this time
Constantinople fell to the Ottomans. Recalling the first of these catastro-
phes, Christodoulos demanded an apology, on behalf of the Greek
people and the Orthodox Church of Greece, from the Papacy. In con-
sidering the latter context, he always insisted that Turkey had no place in
Christian Europe.®

INFLUENCE ON PoLrITICS

We are not interfering in politics, we just care for the nation.5” —Archbishop
Christodoulos

The political engagement of the Church is not of recent vintage. Since
the days of the Byzantine Empire, it has had an important political role
in the Balkans and therefore acquired the status of the “state approved
Church.”®® Its independence from the Ecumenical Patriarch in Istanbul
established a type of state Orthodox Church functioning as an irreplace-
able supplement to the state’s authority and its ideological device.?”
Successive Greek governments thereafter benefited from the Church in
order to realize their projects and consolidate their power.®® After all, it
is hard to deny the legitimating power of the “will of God” which is sup-
posedly identified with the Church. It claims to carry a divine legitima-
tion, which, it asserts, places it above positive law and supposedly renders
it immune to criticism.!

In a broad sense and in conformity with its historical role, the
Orthodox Church of Greece has developed both nationalist and con-
servative discourses and allied itself with right-wing governments.%? As
the government became more nationalist, its practices became even more
authoritarian.®3 In 1916, the Church excommunicated and anathema-
tised reform-oriented Prime Minister Eleftherios Venizelos in an act of
support for the King. As an institution supporting the nationalists against
the communists during the Civil War of 1947-1949, the Church acted



142 A GUNAL AND Z. S. BALCI

in harmony with the “Greece of Christian Greeks” motto of the brutal
military Junta that ruled Greece between 1967 and 1974.4

However, while the state depends on the OCG as a homogenizing,
legitimating, and unifying force, the Church in turn expects patronage
and legal and financial protection from the state. Many Archbishops had
close relations with the state in order to enhance the Church’s inter-
ests, such as exemption from taxation or priests’ salaries and so forth.%®
Moreover, Orthodox clergy are frequently invited to officiate at military
parades, national celebrations, and prisons and during high-level states-
men’s inaugurations.®® However, it is necessary to stress that the political
role of the Church is also associated with the political ambitions of the
higher clergy.%”

ON CONSERVATISM AND CONFRONTATIONS WITH STATE

The question of Greek Church-state relations, and of the future sep-
aration of Church and state, is a highly polarized subject in Greece.58
The main areas of conflicting interest between the Church and the state
involve the articles of the Civil Code governing the family, education,
freedom of religion, tolerance, cultural pluralism, Church lands and
property, the financial affairs related to the Church, democratisation,
and secularization. The Church typically believes that these areas should
fall within its own jurisdiction or interest area and accuses the state of
unjustly intervening in the Church’s legitimate sphere of activity.®’

The 1980s were delicate times for the Greek state to complete its
transition to democracy after the end of the Junta regime and the coun-
try’s accession to the EC. In this respect, political leaders had to seek
compromises with the Church, while in the meantime trying to pass
reforms aiming, at least to a degree, at achieving the separation of the
Church from the state. Even though full separation started to be dis-
cussed as early as 1975, no government has pursued this goal to the
conclusion. However, there have always been confrontations between
Church and State on this matter.

In 1982, with the passage of the law regarding civil marriage, although
its real purpose was to replace the religious marriage with a civil one or
at least make it a prerequisite to a Church-conducted marriage, the state
could achieve civil marriage only as an alternative to a church marriage.”®

Further reform proposals, which followed in 1985, were met with
hostility. The PASOK government claimed that using its funds to cover
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the Church’s expenses was becoming more and more of a burden to the
state budget and demanded that, in compensation, the Church cede part
of its vast ecclesiastical property to the state. Antonis Tritsis, the Minister
of Education and Religious Affairs, introduced a law on the Regulation
of the Issue of Church Estate (law 1700,/1988) “yielding forest and
agricultural estates of monasteries of [the] Church of Greece to [the]
public.””! Following this, the Church took the issue to the Council
of State. After the decision was in favor of the government’s decision,
Archbishop Seraphim threatened the government with declaring publicly
that the Church was held under prosecution. After a series of negotia-
tions between the Church and state officials, the law was defeated and as
a result of this defeat, Tritsis resigned.”?

In the meantime, a law permitting abortion up to the 12th week of
pregnancy was finally introduced in 1986, although it was not coming
on the initiative of women’s organizations at that time. Meanwhile, the
risks of illegal abortion were high. The Justice Minister pointed out
that, even though there had been a legal ban on abortion, abortions
had continued “under unsuitable medical conditions,” leading to health
complications and eventually impacting the country’s demographics in
a negative way. By law, the costs would be covered by state or private
insurance plans. In addition to demographic and health-related prob-
lems, illegal abortion has also drained the economy due to the fact that
the physicians do not report that they have performed illegal abortions
and, therefore, do not pay tax on their abortion-related fees. Speaking
from a conservative perspective, the Minister of Justice accused women
of citing the ban in order “to blackmail their partners into marriage.””3
The OCG opposed any relaxation of the ban and, together with the
support of conservative political parties, managed to postpone the deci-
sion for five years. The Orthodox Church equates abortion with mur-
der, in other words a mortal sin. Nonetheless, the OCG has expressed
itself as obdurately as the Catholic Church has done. When the OCG
lost some support on the issue from conservatives, PASOK was able to
pass the law liberalizing restrictions on abortion.”* The change to the law
notwithstanding and in spite of the passage of some years, many clergy-
men still think abortion is unacceptable. Some still consider it murder
while others have started to think that legal abortion is the reason for
the decline of Greek morality and more importantly paves the way for a
more flexible and tolerant society vis-a-vis other challenging issues such
as homosexuality.”®
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After the 1980s, the popularity of the OCG increased thanks to the
private efforts of Archbishop Christodoulos. When there were propos-
als for constitutional revisions aimed at secularization, the position of
Christodoulos as a conservative charismatic leader of the Church became
prominent. Before the reform packages, he did not pursue antagonistic
attitudes toward the state, acknowledging that it would only harm the
people of Greece, whose values he was responsible to protect.”® The
dangers he identified were Islamism, alienation due to EU membership,
Panturkism, Panslavism, and papal [i.e., Catholic] expansionism.””

The reform packages issue started when Foreign Minister George
Papandreou appointed an advisory group on religious issues regard-
ing Church-state relations, religious instruction in the schools, and the
identification of a person’s religious affiliation on ID cards; the listing
of religious affiliation on ID cards reminded some people of the Nazi
requirement that Jews wear the six-pointed Star of David.”® Other con-
troversial issues included proselytism, oaths, and the preconditions for
the construction of houses of worship. Not all of these points were under
the jurisdiction of the foreign minister, according to the Archbishop.
However, Papandreou defended his position by referring to the require-
ments of the EU and the European Court of Human Rights. Trials
against Greece or the OCG were internationalizing the issues, and there-
fore putting these issues under his jurisdiction. Nevertheless, the OCG
kept up its objections and parliament decided not to proceed with the
separation of Church and state. As it was, it seemed like the Archbishop
won, but there were still some reforms to be made. In the schools, pupils
could be exempted from compulsory religious instruction only if they or
their families made an official request, declaring difference in faith. In
addition, the Council of State ruled that any reduction in the hours of
religious instruction would be unconstitutional. On the issue of con-
struction of religious buildings, with the exception of Thrace,”® local
communities could gather signatures in support of a request to build a
new religious facility. Meanwhile, the OCG always reserves the author-
ity to decide on the construction of Orthodox buildings without inter-
ference from civil authorities. The issue of cremation in Greece, on the
other hand, is another symbol of intolerance vis-a-vis other religions.
It was prohibited by law. However, as some people wanted to be cre-
mated and the OCG strongly opposed, Greek officials had to find a solu-
tion. In the end, it became possible for non-Orthodox to be cremated if
it was carried out outside Greece. Bringing the remains back to Greece,
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though, could be possible only on the condition that it was proved that
the dead person was a non-Orthodox.80

There were public confrontations of Church and state on some of the
aforementioned and other reforms. The first was the desire of Muslims
to construct a mosque in Athens. In the neighborhood of Athens, there
were 120,000 Muslims who demanded the right to construct a mosque.
However, the local bishop responded by calling on people to struggle
against the “...establishment of foreign, dangerous and heretic elements”
in their region. Bishop Epifanios emphasized that, in his view, the Greek
Orthodox people were not ready to see minarets in their Orthodox
state’s capital, while Foreign Minister Papandreou admitted that Athens
was the sole European capital lacking an operational mosque.8! In the
meantime, the Church had found a more valid excuse to oppose the
construction of a mosque. The OCG and local bishops were against
the location of the mosque, which was supposed to be built next to the
Athens Airport. The OCG claimed that constructing it there would
cause direct harm to Orthodoxy and irrationally contended that foreign-
ers arriving at the airport and seeing a mosque might think that Greece
was a Muslim country. Even the thought of this possibility was a way to
“hurt Greeks’ religious feelings.”8?

The second issue which stirred up controversy between the OCG
and the state concerned the state identity cards. In April 2000, Prime
Minister Costas Simitis appointed a non-parliamentarian, Michalis
Stathopoulos, to head the Ministry of Justice. His reform ideas started
with the abolition of the religious oath in court, followed by an option
for secular funerals, and lastly the exclusion of religion from the iden-
tity cards. This was “naturally” unacceptable for the OCG even though
the inclusion of religion on identity cards was in fact inherited from
the times of Nazi occupation, in order to distinguish the Jews from
non-Jews. Moreover, since 1993, Greece was already convicted by the
European Court of Human Rights of discrimination against religious
minorities because, although Article 13 of the Constitution already
accepted religious equality before law, the law was applied in an unequal
way, favoring the Orthodox.33

The issue became a crisis when the Hellenic Data Protection
Authority convened and unanimously decided on the exclusion of reli-
gion together with other sensitive personal data, such as occupation, age,
and sex which could lead to discrimination. After parliament announced
that it would implement the decision, Christodoulos declared that this
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could not be merely an administrative decision because ID was the proof
of one’s selthood which should not be differentiated from Greece’s reli-
gious identity as Orthodox. It was an understandable reaction, consider-
ing that the OCG embraces the logic of ethnic nationalism and equates
Greekness with being Orthodox.3* This step was characterized by the
Archbishop as a “coup d’état.” He made public speeches declaring that
“laws are not unchangeable” and asserting that “when the People do not
want a law, it is not applied.” He also initiated an attack on the liberal
democratic foundation of the state. He also launched a signature cam-
paign together with mass rallies in Thessaloniki and Athens. Through
his appearances on mass media, his speeches had significant political
impact.8®

Although approximately 3 million signatures were collected against
what was understood as the exclusion of religion, there was a legal fact
which could not be undermined: Any referendum for change or opposi-
tion to the legal package could be decided only by parliament, according
to the Constitution of Greece, and the OCG’s petition was not legally
sufficient.8¢ As the Constitutional Court rejected the appeal, the President
of Greece, Constantine Stephanopolous, held a meeting with the
Archbishop and the Holy Synod, which ended with a declaration that the
conditions for a referendum had not been met.3” However, there were
also some gains made by the OCG after this crisis. For instance, with law
2873,/2000, the tax-free limit of donations to the Church was increased
to €3000 from €300. Moreover, in 2004, right before the parliamentary
elections, the agreement about the obligation of the Church to contribute
35% of its revenues to the state budget toward coverage of a part of the
clergy’s salaries paid by the state was abolished.38

ON OTHER RELIGIOUS FATTHS AND ENTITIES

The Church is not ready to survender its own rights in the name of the human
rights of any other people. We don’t carve who likes us, We are Greek Orthodox
Christians.3° —Archbishop Christodoulos

Article 9 of the European Convention for the Protection of Human
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (1950) guarantees that freedom of
religion is a basic human right and a fundamental freedom. All EU and
Council of Europe member-states are signatories. Moreover, the protec-
tion of minority rights is also a fundamental component of democratic
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pluralistic societies.”® However, Greece has clearly lower standards in
religious freedoms, compared with other Western democracies.”! There
are a series of discriminatory and biased legal and administrative prac-
tices related to the rights of religious groups.”? As a result of the sequen-
tial waves of mostly Muslim immigration in the last 20 years, the issues
of religious minorities, freedom of religion, and implementation of
human rights have become even more challenging for Greece.”® The
9/11 attacks by radical Islamist terrorists on New York’s Twin Towers
and on the Pentagon, and ensuing radical Islamist terrorist attacks,
have stirred Europe-wide concerns; but Greece has reacted even more
strongly than most other European states. Indeed, there has been a
climate of fear in Greece, both because some Greeks recall the centu-
ries of Ottoman occupation and because of Greece’s geographic posi-
tion, making it relatively accessible for illegal immigrants. Right- and
extreme right-wing circles have exploited the opportunity to stir fear
of Islamic terrorism to their advantage.”* Unfortunately, it is not easy
to address the status of Muslims in Greece simply in terms of reli-
gious freedom, since most of the Muslim citizens are Turks who live
close to the border with Turkey. For many Greeks, Turks and Turkey
are the most dangerous enemies that constitute a permanent threat to
Greece’s sovereignty. Therefore, it is also a matter of foreign policy and
indeed national security.”®> This irrational historical approach is inescap-
ably reflected also in the state’s policies toward its Muslim population
particularly.?®

Issues of religious freedom are interconnected with the Orthodox
Church’s anti-Western critique as well. The Church’s criticism has spe-
cifically been expressed in regard to the European Union, since it has
been considered a Western product, which serves Western objectives
while discounting Orthodox sensitivities.”” For instance, Archbishop
Christodoulos (1939-2008) saw the West as “heretical” and as an “exis-
tential enemy” of Greek society.?® In this context naturally, the state has
opposed the Orthodox Church of Greece by introducing the necessary
EU reforms on human rights. For Payne, “this conflict can be under-
stood as a conflict between the Orthodox understanding of the identity
of the human person deriving from the collective and the western liberal
understanding of the human person as an autonomous individual.”*® He
defends the view that, rather than individual human rights, group rights
should come to the fore in Orthodox political culture and here, the
group involves only Orthodox.!%0
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From another perspective, the fact that Greece has one “prevail-
ing religion” recognized by the constitution is highly controversial in
terms of religious freedom and tolerance. It is often discussed whether
having a recognized state religion leads to religious discrimination
against others or does not represent an obstacle to religious tolerance.
One position emphasizes that state religion would eventually cre-
ate religious intolerance or even compulsory conversions.!®! Special
Rapporteur of Sub-commission on Prevention of Discrimination
and on the Protection of Minorities, Odio Benito underlines that,
when there is an official state religion, the policies of the state might
be affected or proceed in the same line with that religion, so that it could
involve some violation of religious freedom.!%2 Another position, on
the other hand, supports the idea that the presence of an official state
religion is not decisive by itself as the local culture is more determi-
nant. Moreover, as long as the institutions of state religion do not act
as a state agency, it is possible to maintain a high level of religious tol-
erance.!% However, considering the fact that Greece is ranked first in
the European Court of Human Rights for violations of religious free-
doms, it is necessary to look at the OCG’s attitude toward other reli-
gions. Although religious freedom is constitutionally guaranteed in
Article 13, declaring Orthodox Christianity the prevailing religion
in Article 3 makes it look like Orthodoxy is the sole truly free religion
in the country. However, it should be noted that there are three offi-
cially recognized faiths of legal persons in public law: Orthodoxy, Islam,
and Judaism. The Roman Catholic Church, the Jehovah’s Witnesses,
and Protestant Churches are considered to be “legal persons in
private law.”104

As the Archbishop started to face the realities of globalization and
Westernization, his attitudes toward other religious institutions mod-
erated. Since the biggest rival of the OCG in representing Orthodoxy
in the international arena, the Patriarchate in Istanbul, had already
opened offices in Brussels, Christodoulos decided to give up his efforts
to prevent a planned papal visit and, in May 2001,'% Pope John Paul
II finally came to Athens. Moreover, despite some opposition from the
Church, the Archbishop reciprocated the Pope’s visit by visiting Rome,
in order to show the OCG’s readiness to represent the Greek nation in
“inter-faith dialogue.” Instead of fighting and alienating it, the OCG
claimed to undertake the role of building a common European home.106
Eventually, after opening a permanent representation office in Brussels,
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the OCG finally started to act as an independent actor, within the scope
of European integration, with the purpose of restoring an emphasis on
the Christian roots of Europe.1%”

ON INTOLERANCE AND CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES

Apart from ID crisis, the OCG started to lose power in general terms
with changes in “hot issues” such as the “prohibition of catechism, [the]
public operation of mosques and denominational churches, [the] issue of
cremation and the issue of burial rites and baptism for individuals who
have chosen to have a civil wedding ceremony instead of a religious cer-
emony.”1% Additionally, as the OCG has weakened against the state and
in terms of churchgoers, it has faced more challenges.

In 2005, some bishops, priests, and high-ranking clergymen were
caught in criminal acts, revealing a decline in the Church’s morality.
Although being under oaths of chastity, an aged bishop and some bish-
ops were caught initially in sexual relations with women and later in
homosexual relationships. Considering the OCG’s declaration of homo-
sexuality as an “abomination” and “sin,” the tapes were evidence that
these clergymen had violated the Church’s own ethical code. As if that
was not bad enough, there were priests and even senior clerics arrested
on drug dealing charges or linked in trial-fixing scandals and bribing
judges. Furthermore, it was revealed that an archbishop had helped
Apostolos Vasilis, who was arrested on drug smuggling, to elect a cleric
to the post of patriarch of Jerusalem in 2001 and even Archbishop
Christodoulos himself was on the list of suspects of drug smuggling.
With these revelations coming out one after another, Archbishop
Christodoulos made public apologies by guaranteeing the suspension of
these clerics and the trial of criminals.!%?

After the crisis and the compulsory change of Archbishop, due to the
death of Christodoulos, the relationship between the state, the OCG,
and society softened. The new archbishop, Hieronymos II, adopted
a “controlled compromise” strategy which earned him the sobriquet
“sacred cow” among conservatives. Yet his purpose was to make the
OCG more spiritual and less politicized. However, while he tried to
bring the OCG closer to the Orthodox tradition of “humility and love,”
he also had to face some challenges.!1?

The first challenge he chose to address involved the Republic of
Macedonia, as Greece’s northern neighbor was still calling itself.
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The OCG called this the “Skopje issue.” As the OCG claims to protect
the national identity and territorial integrity, it does not accept the use
of “Macedonia” by a bordering country, which can lead to irredentist
ambitions in the future. The Church therefore organized mass rallies
against the Greek state because its leading clerics had not been con-
sulted on the issue. Although in June 2018 the governments of Athens
and Skopje agreed that the erstwhile Republic of Macedonia might call
itself North Macedonia, with this agreement even ratified in the respec-
tive parliaments in early 2019, the OCG denounced the agreement as a
betrayal of Orthodoxy. On the other hand, although the Church in now-
North Macedonia gave up on “Macedonia” in order to be recognized,
it has applied to the Ecumenical Patriarchate for recognition under the
name “Archbishopric of Ohrid.” Nonetheless, the Ecumenical Patriarch
denied its application by forwarding it to the Serbian Orthodox Church
from which the Church in what is now-North Macedonia had originally
declared its autocephalous status.!1

With the economic crisis starting in 2008 and subsequent auster-
ity measures, the Holy Synod declared the creditors from EU and
IMF foreign occupiers who should not be allowed to collect the debts
owed to them. As a part of austerity measures, in 2010, Socialist Prime
Minister George Papandreou wanted to tax the OCG and the issue on
Church’s ownership of property was brought to the agenda. Archbishop
Hieronymos declared that, since 1821, the Church had lost many assets
and was left with only 4% of its original properties; indeed, the state had
already confiscated much of its property. Although the Church is known
to be the second-largest landowner in Greece, after the state, the Holy
Synod defended itself as having mostly forests. Explanations by the OCG
closed the issue and, with support from conservative parties, the issue
was resolved with the grant of an exemption to the Church from the aus-
terity measures.!1?

Recovering from this challenge, the OCG, with its new moder-
ate Archbishop Hieronymos II, decided to shed its image as a finan-
cial burden on the state. He disbanded NGO “Solidarity” which was
caught in fraud scandals and established a “mission” for the rehabil-
itation of drug addicts, and care for homeless people and the elderly.
Hieronymos II and the Ecumenical Patriarch, together, authorized the
provision of charity meals for the needy, declaring that their obligation
was to help the people who could not feed themselves, comprised mostly
of Muslim immigrants. Meanwhile, the OCG criticized itself as well as
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politicians and admitted the Church’s mistakes intervening in political
matters and neglecting its original responsibility to lead people along
the way of God, instead of leaving them to become mere consumers
of products.!13

Other than economic problems, the OCG had to deal with more
state reforms. In spite of the opposition of the Orthodox Church, a
cohabitation law, establishing civil partnership of same-sex couples, was
adopted in 2015. In the course of protests on the part of clergy, Bishop
Ambrosios, Metropolitan of Kalavryta and Aigialeia, posted a comment
on his personal blog, emphasizing that politicians should have acted
responsibly for their voters who had chosen them to “take the helm of
the country.” He condemned the politicians supporting the law and
declared homosexuality a “diversion from the Laws of Nature” and “a
social felony,” excoriating homosexuals as “scums of society.” He warned
society not to approach or listen to them and even advised heterosexuals
to “spit on them.”!* When the law passed anyway, the bishop declared
two days of mourning, while a bishop at the Ecumenical Patriarchate
supported him and pointed out that there were no gay marriages in
any of the religions having only one Holy Book. On the other hand, he
acknowledged that the law aimed to provide social security.!1?

Afterward, Greek Minister of Education Konstantinos Gavroglou
changed the curriculum in order to prevent sexual prejudice, homo-
phobia, and transphobia from being disseminated among youth, with
instructions about “sexuality in adolescence.” For the Church, this was
to “distort [the] natural state of children” and “promote debauchery and
perversion.”!1¢ The bishop’s concerns notwithstanding, the government
passed a bill “On the Free Change of Sex” which provoked outrage in
conservative sectors of society and the OCG alike. It let any 15 years
old and older legally change his or her gender upon a written notifica-
tion to the authorities, without the requirement of approval from fam-
ily or medical experts. The Church declared that “sex is a sacred gift...
gender is neither freely chosen nor altered at will,” and said that all lib-
eralization in matters of sexuality would bring the end of faith and of the
spiritual integrity of Greeks. The OCG also feared that, at some point
in the future, gay/lesbian couples might be granted permission to adopt
children.!!”

Moreover, morning prayer in schools was canceled in 2016.11% On
October 2018, Greece’s declared atheist prime minister Alexis Tsipras
agreed in principle with Hieronymos II to end the government’s salaries
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for 10,000 clergymen. In this way, the clergy of the OCG would no
longer be civil servants and their salaries and pensions would be paid
from a joint fund of €175 million, generated from the Church’s prop-
erties. As clerics felt threatened and betrayed, they started to march and
after a series of talks between the Archbishop and the government, it
was agreed that clergymen would remain on the civil service payroll after
all.'? Furthermore, the Syriza government’s attempt to revise the con-
stitution by removing the clause on the country’s “prevailing religion”
(in Article 3) passed with the necessary vote of 151 in the second vote,
if not at first. However, the final decision is left to the next parliament
to be elected in October 2019. The OCG strongly opposes this meas-
ure, calling it a red line and, in this, was supported by the Ecumenical
Patriarchate.!20

CONCLUSION

As a historical institution which protected Hellenism for centuries and
played a leading role in the nation-building process of Greece since
the 1830s, the Orthodox Church of Greece has a deep, incontestable,
and irreplaceable place in Greek identity, collective memory, culture
and politics. However, even though it was subordinated to the state and
has been used as a legitimizing mechanism for Greek governments, it
would definitely be a misevaluation to see its role as simply a state pup-
pet. Instead, Orthodoxy promotes a way of living for Greeks, and the
Orthodox Church has been influential not only in the daily practices of
the Greek people or in low politics but also in important national secu-
rity and foreign policy matters. In the nineteenth century and early
twentieth century, the Church was the leading actor that brought inde-
pendence but later also catastrophe to the Greek nation due to its sup-
port for the Megali Idea of reviving the Byzantine Empire. Today, the
Church can still be strongly influential in the Greek government’s poli-
cies on Turkish/Muslim minority rights, the Cyprus Issue, relations with
Turkey, the EU, the Vatican, (North) Macedonia, and so on. For many,
charismatic ex-Archbishop Christodoulos had almost undertaken the role
of an ethnarch. Furthermore, it was not only the high-ranking clergy
who were influential or consequential in politics. For instance the priest
of Kilimli/Kalymnos Island was among the protagonists who escalated
the dangerous crisis with Turkey over the Kardak/Imia Islets, which
brought the two states to the brink of war.12!
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The OCG believes that political issues, like much else, are related
to religion, and therefore need the Church’s guidance. In Olimpia
Dragouni’s words, maintaining a belief that it possesses God’s authority
to speak categorically, the Church delivers “divine” messages to a lesser
extent than political ones.!??> However, for Christodoulos, this could not
count as interfering in politics but rather as caring for the nation. Thus,
the Church feels justified about reacting to or influencing political deci-
sions of the government. In some cases, the OCG was able to dissuade the
government as it was the case in the partial expropriation of the Church’s
properties which caused the responsible minister to resign in reaction to
the government’s retreat. In some other cases, like the law on compulsory
civil marriage or on abortion, the OCG was able to partially change or
postpone the government’s decisions. On the other hand, there are also
cases such as the cohabitation law and the law on gender change, in which
the OCG’s protests were not able to alter the result. The Church was
defeated also in the identity cards issue; however, by being able to organ-
ize one of the biggest protests in Greek history against the government’s
decision, it proved its mobilization power.

Regarding religious and sexual tolerance, the OCG can be labeled
neither completely intolerant nor tolerant of the other faiths in Greece.
Since the OCG equates Greekness with Orthodoxy, it evaluates any
improvement in the rights of other faiths’ as a threat to national iden-
tity. After 9/11 and following religiously motivated terrorist attacks
in Europe, the OCG has become firmer in its stance against granting
Muslims more rights. Nonetheless, Roman Catholics, Protestants, and
Jehovah’s Witnesses and Jews are not given the rights they demanded
as well. Homophobia, on the other hand, is openly manifested by the
OCG’s clergy. The Church sees homosexuality as a disease and a threat
to society. In this regard, the clergy do not respect homosexuals and try
to prevent the government from granting the rights gays and lesbians
demand, like cohabitation and same-sex marriage. Unsurprisingly, the
Church denounces the Gay Pride Parades in Greece and calls on Greek
people not to attend them. On the other hand, the clergy is always repre-
sented in the protests against LGBTQ rights.

With the enthronement of moderate Archbishop Hieronymos II in
2008, the OCG admitted its mistakes, such as dealing too much with
politics, and focused more on religious matters. Particularly since the
2009 economic crisis, the OCG has leaned more on its charity respon-
sibility and has fed needy people, who are mostly Muslim immigrants.
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Moreover, the OCG tried to lead people along God’s path in order to
alleviate the deterioration of the economic crisis as it defended its view
that the crisis stemmed from caring only for earthly matters rather than
for the ethereal life.

There is no reason to believe that the disagreement between the part
of the society that sees the Church as the sole protector of Hellenism
against Western or Eastern challengers and the other part that sees it as
the source of backward and intolerant traditions which prevents Greece
from Europeanizing will end in the near future. Due to the Church’s
objections, stemming from concerns about the nation’s losing its dis-
tinct Greek identity which was constructed across the centuries, Greece
still has difficulties in adopting and enforcing laws that are fundamen-
tal for the protection of human rights and freedoms, as expected from a
respectable EU member. The Church will likely continue to counter the
effects of the “Westernization” of Greece and globalization by appeal-
ing to nationalism and intervening in Greek political affairs. However,
despite the conflict of civilization arguments, the Church’s perpetual
objections to EU reforms and the Helleno-Orthodox identity of Greece,
there is no doubt in Europeans’ minds as to where to position Greece
anymore. Even though Greek-EU relations have had their ups and
downs, Greece has been recognized as an equal member of this Western
organization with high symbolic value. Furthermore, from 2004 onward,
Greece is not the sole Orthodox country in the EU and other Orthodox
sister Balkan states—Serbia, North Macedonia, and Montenegro—are
in the queue. The Church is definitely aware that being a EU member
strengthens the country’s position vis-a-vis its historical and religious
foe, Turkey. However, in addition to benefiting from the advantages, the
Church should also come to terms with the responsibilities of being a
respectable civilized European family member and should ease its reser-
vations about the rights of other believers of different faiths and sexual
minorities.

In the current situation, although still holding onto nationalism
and conservatism and neglecting basic human rights such as religious
freedom and sexual tolerance, the Orthodox Church of Greece is in a
position that is becoming less effective in the decision-making pro-
cess compared to its past. By turning more to its religious and spiritual
responsibilities, the Orthodox Church of Greece can act more in compli-
ance with its spiritual razson d’étre and cope better with the challenges of
the contemporary globalized world.
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CHAPTER 8

The Macedonian Orthodox Church in the
New Millennium

Zachary T. Irwin

Abstract This chapter examines the political challenges, potential,
and environment of the Macedonian Orthodox Church during
the twenty-first century. It interprets the Church’s place in shaping
Macedonian identity, expressed by the idea of Church as a national “pillar,”
and support of its quest for acknowledged “autocephaly,” proclaimed uni-
laterally in 1967. The chapter develops several themes. First, it examines
the Macedonian Church’s relations with the Serbian Orthodox Church,
the abortive “Ni§ Agreement,” and Serbian formation of a rival Orthodox
entity under Bishop Jovan Vraniskovski. Second, the chapter comments
on a “syndrome” of attitudes and values associated with the Macedonian
Church: intolerance, homophobia, nationalism, and conservatism. The
final section considers Archbishop Stefan’s offer to the Ecumenical
Patriarch, to rename the Church the “Archbishopric of Ohrid,” possi-
bly in connection with the “Prespa Accord,” resolving the “name dis-
pute” with Greece. A conclusion speculates whether an autocephalous
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Macedonian Church might diminish espousal of those aforementioned
values conflicting with Macedonia’s EU membership.

The values of conservatism, nationalism, homophobia, and religious
intolerance inspire and underpin Orthodox Church politics in the
Balkans. Owing to the Orthodox Church’s centrality in the national
identity of several of the Balkan states, conservatism and nationalism lie
at the core of the dominant political culture of Orthodox societies in the
region. Moreover, levels of homophobia and intolerance figure as lim-
its to each state’s potential for integration in the larger European pro-
ject, whether we think of Romania and Bulgaria, which were admitted to
the European Union in 2007, or Serbia, Montenegro, and Macedonia,
which are still hoping to join the EU. Where the Macedonian Orthodox
Church is concerned, its claim to autocephaly and the Serbian Orthodox
Church’s denial of that claim and insistence that it retains jurisdiction
over ecclesiastical affairs in Macedonia (renamed North Macedonia)
represent what is probably the single most important challenge to the
Macedonian Church. I shall return to the four values after discussing
their context in the development of Macedonian identity.

This chapter is broadly divided into six sections. In the first, the strug-
gle over the autocephaly of the Macedonian Orthodox Church and its
troubled relations with its Serbian counterpart are discussed. In the
second section, I look at the changed legal framework following the
collapse of the Socialist Federated Republic of Yugoslavia and establish-
ment of an independent Macedonian state. This is followed by a discus-
sion of the case of Bishop Jovan Vraniskovski, who swore his allegiance
to the Serbian Patriarchate. Then, in the fourth section, I take up the
theme of religious inequality and religious intolerance, followed, in
the section “Conflating Nationalism and Conservatism,” by an analysis
of the dynamic of nationalism and conservatism. Then, in the penulti-
mate section, I discuss manifestations of homophobia in which the
Church is complicit, followed by a conclusion.

AUTOCEPHALY IN THE CONTEXT OF MACEDONIAN IDENTITY

As Sabrina Ramet has noted, “[t]he term awutocephalons comes from the
ancient Greek and means that the body in question has its own head and
is therefore independent or self-governing.”! Thus, ecclesial autocephaly
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entails that the given Church is subject to no higher authority than God.
Autocephaly entails not only juridical authority within the Church but
also political symbolism and canonical consequences neither fully con-
sistent nor obvious.? The status of an Orthodox community depends on
the tradition and meaning of the concept as understood by the Church
leadership, and for Macedonia, a population within Macedonia and its
diaspora beyond (chiefly in the English-speaking world). General recog-
nition of an autocephalous Macedonian Orthodox Church would affirm
Macedonian nationality and confirm its canonical regularity. However,
recognition of autocephaly requires consent by the community of auto-
cephalous Churches, and in Macedonia’s case, by a “Mother Church,”
implying close historical association. Were the Serbian Orthodox Church
or the Ecumenical Patriarch to recognize the Macedonian Church’s
autocephaly, the result would affirm legitimacy unlike similar action
by other Orthodox Churches. However, the Macedonian Orthodox
Church’s claim to autocephaly has no foundation other than its unilat-
eral declaration in 1967, unless one appeals to the long-standing tradi-
tion that every nation is entitled to have its own autocephalous Church.
But that raises complications in another dimension since the Bulgarian
Orthodox Church and the Bulgarian state claim that Macedonians are
merely the western branch of the Bulgarian nation, while there have
been Serbian Orthodox clerics in the past who described Macedonians as
“South Serbs.”

The quest for Macedonian ecclesiastical autocephaly developed
both after and coincidentally with the claims of a Macedonian lan-
guage and nationality distinct from Bulgarian. The first mention of the
Macedonian nation is associated with Georgi Pulevski (1817-1893)
and Kiril Pejchinovich (1771-1865). Work on Pejchinovich affirms
his “important role” in the “development” of a “Macedonian ethnic-
cultural identity.”® Significantly, the ethnographer Krste Petkov Misirkov
(1874-1926) affirmed the existence of a Macedonian national identity
separate from other Balkan nations and attempted to codify a standard
Macedonian language based on the Central Macedonian dialects. It is
difficult, however, to separate nineteenth-century linguistic, literary, and
historiographic scholarship from broader regional rivalry, especially that
in opposition to Greek, and later, Serbian influence.

Disputes about the distinctiveness of the Macedonian language rein-
forced claims for a separate Macedonian Church. While the Macedonian
language enjoys a claim of difference from Bulgarian arguably greater
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than recent claims on behalf of “Serbian, Bosnian, or Croatian,”
Serbia’s dominant relationship with Macedonia reinforced the impor-
tance of a distinctive Macedonian Orthodoxy. The Macedonian
Church’s claim to authenticity has been emphasized through the his-
toric Archbishopric of Ohrid.# The latter had existed as an autonomous
Orthodox Church under the tutelage of the Ecumenical Patriarch of
Constantinople between 1019 and 1767. The Ottoman Sultan abol-
ished the Archbishopric in 1767. During the nineteenth century, the
idea of a distinct patriarch in an autocephalous Macedonian Church
using the Macedonian language was revived by the claims of Teodosij
(Theodosius) (Vasil) Gologanov (1846-1926); the latter was Bishop of
the Exarchate of Skopje in 1885. The Metropolitan favored restoring
the Ohrid Archbishopric as a separate Macedonian Church in which the
Macedonian vernacular would be used in the religious service.® Greek
opposition to this goal brought Gologanov to establish contacts with
Rome, to explore the question of a Uniate confession. Teodosij’s efforts
to separate the Macedonian dioceses from the Bulgarian Orthodox
Church resulted in 1892 in his dismissal from his post as bishop. Serbian
Bishops were appointed to sees in Macedonia, an outcome actuated after
the Second Balkan War and World War One.® During the interwar era,
dioceses in “South Serbia” (as Serbs were apt to call Macedonia) and
Montenegro were conjoined to the Serbian Orthodox Church.

Contacts between Macedonia’s clergy and the Partisan resistance orig-
inated in clerical disillusionment with Bulgarian occupation and found
a receptive response in Partisan appeals to “all nations and faiths.””
The Partisan ideal of a Macedonia separate from Serbia implied separa-
tion of its Church from Serbian hegemony. Thus, the first assembly of
Macedonian clergy in modern times was held near Ohrid in 1943 under
the auspices of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia. The origins of the
meeting are unclear. Stella Alexander considers it “probable” that the
clergy took the initiative, since the Antifascist Council for the National
Liberation of Macedonia (ASNOM) made no mention of a Macedonian
Orthodox Church at its first meeting in 1944.3 During the follow-
ing year, an “Initiative Board for the Organization of the Macedonian
Orthodox Church” was officially formed. In 1945, the First Clergy and
People’s Synod adopted a Resolution for the Restoration of the Ohrid
Archbishopric as a Macedonian Orthodox Church. The Resolution was
submitted to the Serbian Orthodox Patriarchate, since, after 1919, the
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Serbian Church had been the sole Church in Vardar Macedonia (i.c., the
portion of Macedonia which had come under Belgrade’s rule).

The Serbian Church refused to recognize the Macedonian Church,
possibly because of the protection of the Serb communist Aleksandar
Rankovi¢, who served as deputy prime minister from 1949 to 1963 and
vice president from 1963 to 1966. Any polemics were confined to the
respective hierarchies and the priests’ associations. Clearly, promoting
a Macedonian autocephalous Church was unacceptable in some circles.
Gradual rapprochement between Belgrade and Athens after the Soviets
expelled Yugoslavia from the Cominform in 1948 allowed the Serbian
Church to resist more easily accommodation with Orthodox hierarchs
in Skopje. As early as January 1952, Greek State Radio broadcast an
account of Macedonia’s quest for a Church separate from Serbia’s to
be a Soviet-inspired ploy intended to be “the first move” in a bid for
Macedonia to secede from Yugoslavia.” In a similar spirit, Serbian and
Macedonian clergy associations, despite their differences, pledged com-
plete cooperation with communist efforts to reconstruct Yugoslavia.

However, the Macedonian Church required consecrated bishops to
achieve canonical status, which in turn seemed to require the coopera-
tion of the Serbian Orthodox Church. The postwar Serbian Church con-
stitution recognized the use of languages other than Serbian in Church
services in “exceptional circumstances,” but dioceses in Macedonia
were still listed as dioceses of the Serbian Orthodox Church.!® A com-
promise was achieved, recognizing Serbian Church administration of
the Orthodox Church in Macedonia, and providing for elevation of
the Macedonian Serb, Dositej, as Metropolitan. Macedonian clergy
and laity met in October 1958 to proclaim the reestablishment of the
Archbishopric of Ohrid and, without Serbian Synodal approval, to elect
Bishop Dositej as Metropolitan of the Macedonian Church. After initial
refusal, the resolution for a separate “autonomous” Church was accepted
by the Serbian Patriarchate only on 17 June 1959.

The 1966 ouster of Aleksandar Rankovi¢ may have removed the prin-
cipal obstacle to the Macedonian Church’s unilateral declaration of auto-
cephaly. Thus, in 1967, on the 200th Anniversary of the abolition of the
Ohrid Archbishopric by Ottoman Sultan Mustafa III, an assembly of the
Church proclaimed autocephaly, along with two new dioceses: (1) Velika
Makedonija and (2) America, Canada, and Australia.

Meanwhile, the new Macedonian Church enjoyed positive relations
with the communist regime at all levels. The Church became a useful,
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if passive party to the historical “debates” about Macedonian iden-
tity with Greece and Bulgaria in the Yugoslav press during the 1970s.
Much of the reason for the status of the Church centered on the nag-
ging question, “who are the Macedonians?” Vjekoslav Perica, a Croatian
historian and member of Socialist Yugoslavia’s Committee for Relations
with Religious Communities from 1985 to 1990, suggested an answer;
“Macedonians are members of the Macedonian Orthodox Church.”!!
No Macedonian government or Church official might publicly agree,
among other reasons because Macedonian President Boris Trajkovski
(1956-2004) was a Methodist, but Perica’s viewpoint suggests why an
autocephalous Church was vigorously defended, even given the presence
of Muslims, Methodists, and members of other religious bodies.

There was little change for half a century after the proclamation of
autocephaly, but in May 2018 Archbishop Stefan offered to drop the
name “Macedonian” in applying for reconciliation with the Ecumenical
Patriarch.!? The Church would become the “Archdiocese of Ohrid.”
Prime Minister Zoran Zaev endorsed the request in an accompany-
ing letter to the Ecumenical Patriarch. The change could have satisfied
certain Church objectives. First, the “Archdiocese of Ohrid” would
have harmonized the Church’s identity with the Prespa Agreement
reached between Athens and Skopje in June 2018, ending the “name
dispute” by renaming the country North Macedonia. Second, invok-
ing the “Archdiocese of Ohrid” would have recalled the Church’s title
during the height of its historic influence (1018-1763). Third, through
recognition on the part of the Ecumenical Patriarch, the Church would
effectively have denied the Serbian Orthodox Church’s claims to super-
ordination. Associations with “Ohrid” have a relation to Macedonian
identity that could be compared with the historical and religious signif-
icance of “Cetinje” for Montenegro. On 25 January 2019, the Greek
Parliament ratified the Prespa Accord recognizing “North Macedonia,”
as the resolution of the long-standing “name dispute.” (At this writing,
it is not certain that the Prespa Agreement will overcome continued
resistance within both Greece and Macedonia.)

A New ReALITY IN THE PosT-YuGosLAv ErA?

The demise of Socialist Yugoslavia presented both new opportunities for
the Macedonian Orthodox Church and new threats. Introducing reli-
gious education in public schools occasioned a proposal by the Council
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for Religious Education to reform the curriculum.!® In 2009, the
VMRO-DPMNE (Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization-
Democratic Party for Macedonian National Unity) government pro-
posed that religious instruction be introduced as an elective in public
schools. The curriculum would have offered both Orthodox and Islamic
versions along with a secular alternative” (“Getting to Know Religions”).
Parents objected that children were required to declare their religious
identity, and the Constitutional Court declared the curriculum an
unconstitutional violation of the separation of Church and state, that is,
exceeding “the academic and neutral character of primary education.”!*
Authorities replaced the curriculum with one allegedly more neutral,
“The Ethics of Religions.” However, parents found little substantive dif-
ference from the repudiated religious education class.'®

The European Court of Human Rights examined the question of reli-
gious freedom in Macedonia. One case involved the distinct identity and
property rights of the Bektashi Muslims from the larger Islamic Religious
Community. Ruling in favor of the Bektashi in 2014, the European
Court limited the application of Chapter 8 of the Law on the Legal
Status of Churches, Religious Communities, and Religious Groups. The
law recognized a single religious entity representing a particular tra-
dition. The Court held that such constraints must be based on “public
order, health or morals, or [serve] for the protection of the rights and
freedoms of others.” More generally, it maintained that a “democratic
society presupposed religious pluralism” with the result that registration
of religious entities would be transferred from the executive to the judi-
ciary.1® This decision would become relevant to relations between the
Macedonian and the Serbian Churches.

After Macedonia’s 1991 declaration of independence, tension
between Belgrade and Skopje focused on the status of the Serbian
minority and Macedonia’s decision to accept a small contingent of
American troops intended to block a plan for Greek-Serbian parti-
tion of Macedonia.!” Relations worsened between the Macedonian and
the Serbian Churches; without an avowedly anti-religious communist
party, religious conflict became a matter of political interest. As early
as 1993, Macedonian President Kiro Gligorov (1917-2012) deplored
the Serbian Church’s “pure spiritual aggression” in seeking to “impose
its authority” on the Macedonian Church.!® Meanwhile in 1994, the
Macedonian Church reaffirmed its autocephaly through a new con-
stitution as a “Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church, which protects
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the dogmas, canons, and unity of the divine services with the Eastern
Orthodox Ecumenical Church.”!® In response, the Serbian Church
called on Macedonians “to enter into the [Serbian] Church canons and
canonical order, appointing Bishop Pahomie of the Eparchy of Vranje as
“administrator of Macedonian eparchies.” This demand had the great-
est impact on the Serbian minority. Consisting of about 35,000 persons
living in and around Kumanovo, the Serbian minority had boycotted
Macedonia’s 1991 independence referendum. Instead, many of them
had organized Serbian parties and interest groups, including some
associated with the Serbian Radical Party. The latter sought to cre-
ate a “Serbian Autonomous Region of Kumanovo Valley and Skopska
Crna Gora,” an ambition that found little resonance in Belgrade.?? The
Helsinki Committee for Human Rights found no formal evidence that
Skopje sought to provoke the Serbian minority, although the question
of separate Church organization was, of course, an irritant for at least
some Serbs.?! In 1993, Macedonia’s Minister of the Interior, Ljubomir
Frckovski, insisted that Serbs enjoyed equal status, but that the right of
the Serbian Orthodox Church to “to form its own diasporic unit was
another matter.”?> Not only did the Serbian Orthodox Patriarch appoint
a Bishop for Macedonia, but the Serbian Church also sought to infil-
trate Serbian priests across the border into Kumanovo, persons who
would be expelled subsequently for the crime of fostering “religious
hatred.”?3 Serbian and Macedonian Metropolitans met, only to disagree
vehemently.

THE VRANISKOVSKI THREAT: THE MACEDONIAN CHURCH
ON THE DEFENSIVE

Instead of a challenge from the Serbian minority, the Macedonian
Church confronted that of the Bishop of Veles, Jovan Vraniskovski,
who announced his loyalty to the Serbian Church. Vraniskovski raised
a fundamental threat—as loyalty to Serbian Orthodoxy could no longer
be assumed to be an attitude exclusive to ethnic Serbs, but appealed
apparently also to some Macedonian clergy. The episode constituted
a direct challenge to the status of the Macedonian Church, and in the
Orthodox tradition, the destabilizing threat of schism. Left unresolved,
Vraniskovski’s action would have posed a threat to the very existence
of the Macedonian Church. Bishop Vraniskovski, born in 1966, had
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graduated in civil engineering from the University of Skopje and had
earned theological degrees at the University of Belgrade’s Faculty of
Orthodox Theology. In 1995, he started his master’s studies, ultimately
completing a doctoral dissertation on “The Unity of the Church and the
Contemporary Ecclesiological Problems.”?* In 1998, he was ordained
as Bishop of Dremvitsa and was assigned to be a vicar to the Bishop of
Prespa and Pelagonia. In March 2000, he was elected Bishop of the dio-
cese of Veles.

However, the Macedonian Church was also changing. After a decade
of state independence, some Macedonian Bishops sought to compose
their differences with the Serbian Church. In 2002, three Macedonian
Bishops (Metropolitan Petar of Australia, Metropolitan Timotej of Debar
and Kicevo, and Metropolitan Naum of Strumica) negotiated and signed
the Ni$ Agreement, a divisive document rejected by the Macedonian
Church Synod. The agreement had sought to recognize broad but for-
mal trappings of the autonomy of the Macedonian Church, but the
agreement included the following controversial clause: “The Primate
represents his Church before the Serbian Orthodox Church, and the
establishing of the Eucharistic communion and canonical unity with
the Serbian Orthodox Church is the witness for Church unity with the
remaining local Orthodox Churches.”?® In addition, the document
anticipated “brotherly agreement” for the “correct pastoral care” of
members of the respective nationality in each state. The two Churches
would provide for the appointment of priests “of the same national-
ity” under corresponding jurisdictions. Finally, the agreement provided
for the creation of single Church under Serbian administration, whose
Primate would officially bear the title of Archbishop of Ohrid and
Metropolitan of Skopje.

This outcome stirred an unprecedented public conflict in which the
three bishops were accused of “treason” by more conservative clerics.
The Synodal Chair, Bishop Georgi Naumov, spoke about the loss of sta-
tus were the agreement to be implemented, as one of “degradation ...
without the name ‘Macedonian Orthodox Church’, its head will auto-
matically lose the status of Archbishop of Ohrid and Macedonia, and will
have to ask for permission from the SPC [Serbian Orthodox] Patriarch
for all of his activities.”?® The Macedonian Synod’s rejection might
have ended temporarily this phase of relations, but Bishop Vraniskovski
decided to align his allegiance with an ecclesial entity anticipated but
uncreated by the Ni§ Agreement. That is, Vraniskovski became the new
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Serbian Orthodox-sponsored Archbishop of Ohrid and Metropolitan
of Skopje. In 2005, the Serbian Patriarch and the Serbian Orthodox
Synod confirmed the new Archbishop of Ohrid and Metropolitan of
Skopje. In response, the Serbian Synod demanded the ouster of Bishop
Jovan, an outcome, possibly accelerated by his public appeal to other
clergy to follow him in unity with the Serbian Church.?” In addition,
the Macedonian Church altered its name to prevent any confusion with
the Serbian-sponsored Church; it became the “Macedonian Orthodox
Church-Ohrid Archbishopric (MOC-OA).”?8 The new entity in union
with the Serbian Orthodox Church left little room for negotiation or
compromise. In 2004, Serbian Patriarch Pavle described Macedonian
Church autocephaly as having been responsive to the “needs of the
Communists (sic)...to break up the unity of the Churches in the former
Yugoslav regions in order to control it better and to destroy it system-
atically [and] to control the Macedonian diaspora that could not have
been controlled by any other state apparatus.”?® That comment, rel-
evant to established Macedonian communities in North America and
Australia, gratuitously implied that somehow a Macedonian Church pres-
ence overseas had permitted control of émigré communities by Socialist
Yugoslavia.

Meanwhile, three new bishops were elevated to the Synod, who pre-
sumably would not waiver on the matter of autocephaly. According to
Zoran Bojarovski a journalist with ALFA TV Skopje, “these bishops
belong to a new generation, which has a more progressive stance com-
pared to the old members of the synod.”3? Apparently “progressive”
meant less willing to compromise. Bishop Vraniskovski was stripped of
his clerical rank by the Macedonian Synod and in early 2004, arrested
for holding an unauthorized service outside a church.?! Further pros-
ecutions followed. Vraniskovski was charged with serious offenses,
including “causing national, racial or religious hatred, discord and intol-
erance” under Article 319 of the Criminal Code and embezzlement of
Church funds. Outside Macedonia, the case raised questions of human
rights. The World Council of Churches, Helsinki Watch, and Amnesty
International took up the Bishop’s cause. The Commission of the
Churches in International Affairs of the World Council of Churches
(CCIA-WCC) summarized his case as one based on “unfounded
charges” in which the defendant was denied the “basic right to
defense.”3?
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Although the WCC report had been included in the case “at the
request” of Serbian Patriarch Irinej (Patriarch since 2010), the result
implied a violation of the “essential right to freedom of religion or belief,
as guaranteed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.” Amnesty
International had adopted Vraniskovski as a “prisoner of conscience” in
2004.33

The issue became relevant to European Union accession. As early
as 2005, the EU’s “analytical opinion” considered the case a viola-
tion of freedom of conscience, citing Article 8 in the Law on Religious
Communities to the effect that any national community was entitled to
only one Orthodox Church, thus, creating “particular difficulties for the
‘Ohrid Archbishopric’.”3* The finding criticized Vraniskovski’s sentenc-
ing for incitement of national, racial and religious hatred, advising, “[I]t
is essential to intensify dialogue between the MOC and the SOC in good
faith and based on respect for religious tolerance. In addition, all legal
avenues must be pursued to resolve this matter in a manner that reflects
the established principle of religious tolerance.”®® Finally, in November
2017 the European Court of Human Rights rendered its opinion.
Acknowledging the “utmost importance [of the] autocephaly and unity
of the Macedonian Orthodox Church, the decision was unequivocal:

This cannot justify, in a democratic society, the use of measures which, as
in the present case, went so far as to prevent the applicant comprehensively
and unconditionally from even commencing any activity ....[T]he role of
the authorities in a situation of conflict between or within religious groups
is not to remove the cause of tension by eliminating pluralism, but to
ensure that the competing groups tolerate each other.3¢

The Court found a violation of Article 11 of the Convention, interpreted
in light of Article 9.37 Clearly, the human rights community perceived a
denial of religious freedom.

For Skopje, the political value of an autocephalous Church exceeded
the possible diplomatic gain of its abandonment. Moreover, the election
of conservative Nikola Gruevski (b.1970) in 2006 as Prime Minister,
may have invigorated elements in the Macedonian Church who consid-
ered Vraniskovski especially dangerous and desired his further imprison-
ment. Belgrade had no obvious way to break the impasse between the
two Churches despite the diplomatic cost of the situation which had
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no silver lining for Serbia. Macedonian Church statements professing a
desire for “dialogue” with the Serbian Church were ignored.

Ultimately, however, Vraniskovski would be released before finish-
ing his prison sentence, an outcome which, nonetheless, did not signify
inter-Church reconciliation. Secular officials were involved in the dispute
from the start, and among the first announced, discussion involved a
meeting between President Boris Trajkovski and the Serbian Chairmen
of the BK [Bra¢a Kari¢] Group and the Belgrade Commercial Bank.
The former sought Vraniskovski’s release while the latter “welcomed
efforts for an equal dialogue between the two Churches.”®® One rea-
son for Serbian interest in resolving the dispute emerged from Skopje’s
then-uncertain attitude concerning the issue of recognition of Kosovo.
Soon after his election, Gruevski raised the issue of Serbian recognition
of the MOC-OA with the speaker of the Serbian Parliament, but to no
avail.?® Gruevski persisted, but talks suffered from excessive publicity
and inconsistent positions. The Serbian President in office at the time
of Vraniskovski’s release, Tomislav Nikoli¢ (b.1952), allegedly offered
to recognize Macedonian Church autocephaly in exchange for a com-
plete pardon of Vraniskovski.*? Such an outcome, assuming it could have
been delivered, could have left the Ohrid Archbishopric intact. How
could so emphatic a conviction as that meted out to Vraniskovski be eas-
ily pardoned? In fact, the Vraniskovski question was resolved differently.
Secret talks started in 2009 between the two Churches, although they
soon foundered over the proposal for a guaranteed amnesty in exchange
for a written promise by the Serbian Church to recognize autoceph-
aly.*! Neither side may have satisfied the other’s objectives. Ultimately
Vraniskovski received “clemency,” i.c., neither an amnesty nor a pardon,
nor was there a public promise to recognize the Church’s autocephaly.
Vraniskovski was released on 2 February, after missions to Skopje and
Belgrade by Russian Bishop Illarion, head of the International Relations
department of the Russian Orthodox Church. The Macedonian Holy
Synod recommended clemency for Vraniskovski after Bishop Illarion
met with leaders of Church and State in December. Any constraints on
Vraniskovski’s future activity were not revealed. A committee charged
with the goal of resuming relations also emerged, however, doubtful its
mandate.

A postscript to the conflict with Serbia took place in November 2017.
The Macedonian Church advised the Bulgarian Orthodox Church Synod
of its readiness to recognize the Bulgarian Patriarchate as its Mother
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Church, to be followed by the latter’s recognition of its autocephalic status.
Qualifications for a “mother Church” involve the political character of
autocephaly, yet one without obvious precedent. Some of the ambigu-
ity has emerged from the Bulgarian Church’s willingness to hold talks
with its Macedonian counterpart, despite the Greek Orthodox Church’s
“concern” over the development.*? Sofia and Skopje signed a Friendship,
Neighborhood, and Cooperation Agreement, but clerical relations did not
advance.

RELIGIOUS INEQUALITY AND RELIGIOUS INTOLERANCE

Article 19 of the 2001 Ohrid Framework Accord (OFA) specifies that
religious communities are “separate from the state and equal before
the law...[and] are free to establish schools and other social and char-
itable institutions, by way of a procedure regulated by law.”*3 T have
mentioned religious education. Controversy has centered on the ques-
tion of an earlier draft of the Ohrid Framework Accord that identified
the Macedonian Orthodox Church, the Islamic Religious Community
(IVZ),** and “other religious communities.” Zhidas Daskalovski has
observed that any provision mentioning specific religions enjoying rights
and prerogatives “on an equal basis” would symbolically rank the mem-
bers of religious communities mentioned in the document higher than
the citizens of different religious beliefs.#> Instead, disagreement about
Church and state has been more challenging than multi-confessional
equality.

Separation of Church and state, in the Ohrid Framework Agreement,
was not definitively accepted by the Church. Rather, the Church enjoyed
the rhetorical support of the then-ruling VMRO-DPMNE, and con-
versely, Social Democratic governments, more respectful of the separa-
tion question, appeared politically vulnerable. In 2009, VMRO-DPMNE
spokespersons vehemently criticized the Constitutional Court for prohib-
iting religious instruction in Macedonian primary schools. Beyond the
Court itself, there was criticism of former President Branko Crvenkovski
(b.1962) for having allegedly “orchestrated” a decision based on
“party and politically motivated rulings.” In turn, Crvenkovski rejected
VMRO-DPMNE’s position as an “unprecedented attack on the integ-
rity” of the Court. VMRO spokesmen equated “attacks” on the Church
with attacks on the Macedonian nation and its statchood, demand-
ing that Crvenkovski’s government “abandon the ignorant relation
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[to the Church] and more actively to support the MOC.”#¢ The
meaning of “support” was unclear. The Church sought specific objec-
tives, e.g., further denationalization of Church property, inclusion of
the Orthodox Theological Faculty and high schools in the country’s
educational system, as well as inclusion of religious communities in
the preparations for a new law on religious communities.*” This “wish
list” was not a practical agenda for any political party, but engaging the
Macedonian Church in conflict could be politically unwise since public
trust in the Church far exceeded trust in political institutions.

Some 68.7% of the ethnic Macedonians and 6.5% of the ethnic
Albanians expressed “trust” in the MPC-OA, whereas 81% of the eth-
nic Albanians and 19.7% of the ethnic Macedonians trusted the IVZ.48
Neither major Slavic party could express disinterest in the autocephaly
issue or alienate Church spokesmen. In 2007, on the 40th Anniversary
of its proclamation of autocephaly, then-Prime Minister Gruevski eftu-
sively praised the Church as a “pillar” of the nation the restoration of
which had “mended a great historic injustice of 1767.”%° On the same
occasion, Social Democratic leader and Macedonian President, Branko
Crvenkovski, used the identical word “pillar” to describe the Church
as a “guardian of Macedonian identity [and its] spiritual and cultural
treasure.” He also mentioned the “role in nourishing the [ Macedonian]|
diaspora.”®® By contrast Serbia’s Democratic Party (later the New
Democratic Party) leader and President Boris Tadi¢, dismissed a role for
Belgrade in mediating the inter-ecclesiastical conflict because “the state
does not interfere in Church affairs.”?!

Although survey data from Macedonia and Eastern Europe are not
conducive to precise comparison, they identify the key role of religious
belief in public life. In Macedonia, 83.5% of Slavic Macedonians con-
sider themselves members of a Church; of these 81.9% believe in God
and 45.8% are “strongly attached” to their religious community and
only 12.6% “faintly attached.”? These figures are similar to figures for
other Balkan nationalities and distinctive from figures from elsewhere in
Eastern Europe. Broadly speaking belief in God corresponds with belief
in the importance of religion for national identity. For example, 59%
of Hungarians believe in God and 43% consider religious belief “very
important” for national identity. In Serbia, 87% are believers and 78%
consider religious affiliation to be “very important” in being a member
of their community.>® The data for Macedonia express high levels of
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trust in their religious communities—68.7% for Macedonians and 81%
for Albanians.

Research conducted by Ruzica Cacanoska between 1996 and 2012 on
religious affiliation in Macedonian society found increasing rates of “pos-
itive religious affiliation.” The trend could be associated with a decline
in the “cross-cutting cleavages” that lessen social polarization. Cacanoska
also confirmed a “disintegration” of the community, which is “burdened
with disputes, [and] conflicts, particularly in the period after independ-
ence.”® The study revealed a strong and continuous association of eth-
nic and religious identification. Another survey contrasted the attitudes
of Slavic and Albanian Macedonians in response to the question whether
religion was “essential” for the existence of the nation. A majority of
Slavic Macedonians (67%) “definitely agreed” or “agreed,” but only 13%
of Albanians did so.® Differences may arise from the existence of the
state of Albania and its distinctive language.

The distinction in attitudes concerning the Macedonian Church
between Macedonia’s Social Democrats (SDSM?%) and VMRO-DPMNE
appears relatively subtle since both have praised the Macedonian
Church’s role in the nation. But there is nonetheless a difference in
attitudes of the SDSM and VMRO-DPMNE concerning the Church.
Alexandar Spasenovski, a VMRO-DPMNE official, explained the dis-
tinction obliquely, arguing that the Social Democrats advocated “more
strongly” for the separation of Church and state than did the VMRO-
DPMNE. “[T]his means that [the Social Democrats] do not interfere
in religious institutions,...[while] at the same time making it impossi-
ble for religious communities to interfere in the work of [other] insti-
tutions.(sic).”®” However, a broader spectrum of issues has involved
the VMRO-DPMNE government of Nikola Gruevski including some
issues of interest to the Church, if not those affecting it directly. More
exactly, attitudes about toleration and gender equality have become
more prominent as have unfavorable demographic trends involving Slavic
Macedonians.®® One critical study points to the tendency to “dissolve
secularism” through such actions as “the carnival in the Vevcan village
near Struga, the building of a church in the Skopje Fortress, and the
erection of giant crosses in the Skopje Municipality of Aerodrom.”®® In
2009, the Gruevski government passed legislation intended to increase
birthrates in areas of low fertility, i.e., Slavic areas. The Court annulled
the subsidies as discriminatory against areas with high birth rates.%?
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The Macedonian Church continues to express particular concern
about the demographic situation, if less emphatically than Serbian
Patriarch Irinej’s comment that “Serbian women [were] obliged to give
birth.”¢! The Macedonian Church supported passage of a more restric-
tive abortion law in 2013. Revising a 1972 law, the Gruevski govern-
ment’s “Law on the Termination of Pregnancy” required a formal
request for the procedure, as well as mandatory counseling, and a wait-
ing period. A report submitted to the UN Human Rights Commission
considered these and other provisions discriminatory and effectively, to
stigmatize women secking an abortion.®? The Church took part in an
extensive public campaign equating abortion with murder.%3

Church affiliation strengthens with the decline of civic values. That
decline may be demonstrated by the failure of the 2017 elections to
improve civic trust. One indication that avoids direct identification with
any MOC issue involves recent elections. Nikola Gruevski’s VMRO-
DPMNE government was defeated by Zoran Zaev’s SDSM.

CONFLATING NATIONALISM AND CONSERVATISM

Nationalism is a politically assertive attitude toward collective identity,
and as frequently, a political response that assumes that the value of iden-
tity itself is in jeopardy. Conservativism, distinctively, elevates traditional
social practices and values over “rational” attempts devoted to social
improvement or innovation and is typically critical of what qualifies as
“post-modern.” Observations about these concepts require a contextual
qualification within a specific setting. The conflation of nationalism and
conservatism has been a feature of Macedonian politics since the state’s
independence. Briefly, what is meant by the relation of the two is useful
in understanding why policy toward the Macedonian Orthodox Church
hardly changes regardless of which party or coalition holds power.

As Sabrina Ramet has explained, the historical experience of Orthodox
Churches and their emphasis on the early experience of Christianity
has made them “less disposed to liberalization and habituated them
to thinking in terms of threat and survival.”®* The result presumes an
“idyllic” past, a decadent present, and a future of imperative “repurifi-
cation, revival, and regeneration.” As communism once attributed its
perceptions of social pathology to “[Western] capitalist survivals,” so
Orthodoxy is inclined to blame Western influences on similar behaviors,
with additional distrust of internal dissent and ecumenism. The result
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is a resonance between Orthodoxy and conservatism evident in polit-
ical parties on the right. However, attitudes about the past and corre-
sponding attitudes about national revival have particular meaning in
Macedonia, i.e., restoring the Archbishopric abolished in 1767. Likewise,
comparing party attitudes with other predominantly Orthodox coun-
tries requires caution. For example, both the “conservative” Macedonian
VMRO-DPMNE and the less conservative SDSM claim to have sought
membership in the European Union, but the former is more skepti-
cal of universal “European” civic values in conflict with perceptions of
Macedonian tradition. The distinction is less clear where the Macedonian
Orthodox Church is concerned. In view of Macedonia’s aspirations for
EU membership, openly expressed distrust in Western liberalism may
be less prominent than in other Orthodox Churches. However, cler-
ical use of the social media site “Facebook” has been condemned as
undesirable.?

Since the 2001 Ohrid Accords, Albanian parties have looked to con-
stitutional innovation and ethnic quotas as a means of preserving and
asserting national identity. Slavic parties have, perhaps unconsciously,
promoted similar policy versions of common values shared by all politi-
cal systems. Harold Lasswell identified such values as power, enlighten-
ment, security, and well-being.®® Each value offers corresponding policy
choices shared broadly by both Macedonian Slavic parties, e.g., anti-
corruption reform (power), language and culture (enlightenment), état-
ism (well-being), and the name dispute (security). Notwithstanding dif-
ferences between party leaderships, similarities in governance link and
affect the character of “conservatism” and “nationalism.” As mentioned,
this linkage embraces the attitudes of the two parties concerning the cen-
trality of the Church as a “pillar” of the nation. Similarly, I have men-
tioned the high level of public trust in the Church compared with political
institutions.®” The level of public trust implies that neither the VMRO-
DPMNE nor the SDSM could afford to alienate Church spokesmen by
neglecting the autocephaly issue.®® Practical policy differences between
the parties appear more strident than substantive. Despite Church opposi-
tion, neither party has sought to revise the notion of separation of Church
and state in the Ohrid Accords despite the greater rhetorical support for
the Church expressed by VMRO-DPMNE spokesmen. Despite the par-
ties” policy similarity, high levels of support for the Church ensure its poli-
tics will remain contentious.
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HoOMOPHOBIA AND INTOLERANCE: SEEKING SUPPORT
ON THE CHEAP

Homophobia is manifested, inter alia, in government statements and
policies that denigrate or disadvantage persons who are not of heterosex-
ual orientation. Intolerance may also affect ethnic minorities negatively.
Unlike discrimination, intolerance is more likely a social phenomenon
than a deliberate policy, although intolerance is promoted by distinct
policies. Governments express intolerance and homophobia through
passive sanction or by policies that make legitimate such attitudes in
society. Typically, homophobia has been manifested, for example, in
insufficient police response to a 2013 Macedonian gay pride parade and
the Macedonian Church’s vehement condemnation of non-heterosexual
relationships. British Human Rights advocate, Peter Tatchell “considered
that such violence has been encouraged by the silence and inaction of
the Macedonian government and police.”®® Archbishop Stefan considers
that gay marriage “is not only a violation of the holy will of God but ...
an introduction and a prerequisite for the dissolution of the family as the
basic cell of every civilization and society.””? Such assertions are a com-
monplace trope among homophobes outside Macedonia. Comparing
non-heterosexual unions to the practice of bestiality, Bishop Petar of the
Pelagonija-Prespa Diocese remarked, “We should not ruin the morality
of the whole state just to please a handful of people.””! According to
representatives of some non-governmental organizations (NGOs), there
is a “holy matrimony” between the Church, Muslim leaders, and the
government on LGBT issues in the sense that all three actors strongly
oppose the rights of LGBT persons.”? Slavcho Dimitrov, an authority
on the history of LGBT policy in Macedonia, considers the Church’s
position especially important because of its claim to “ultimate moral
authority.””3

Arguably the Church finds sanction for intolerance and homopho-
bia in the actions of elected officials. Nikola Gruevski’s government
(2006-2016), for example, adopted homophobic policies, seeking elec-
toral support in actions indirectly affecting Church concerns. Policies
and statements involving ethnic toleration, gender inequality, and reli-
gious symbolism have promoted values appeasing Church supporters, yet
involve little material cost to the government.”* Non-discriminatory poli-
cies have been identified with secular values; conversely, homophobia has
been correlated with certain expressions of religiosity. One critical study
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points to the tendency to “dissolve secularism” through such actions as
the aforementioned sponsorship of the carnival in the Vevcani village
near Struga, building of the church in the Skopje Fortress, and erection
of giant crosses.”?

The problem of homophobia represents a particular subset of policies
the origins of which probably should be traced to “populist” homopho-
bic attitudes.”® Some 61% of Macedonian adults said they would not
vote for a political party that championed the rights of LGBTI people.
The VMRO-DPMNE promotes the homophobic image of a “real man”
as representative of its supporters.”” Both VMRO-DPMNE and the
Macedonian Orthodox Church have elevated homophobia to an institu-
tional value. There was also substantive controversy concerning the 2010
Law on non-discrimination whose final version excluded an explicit sec-
tion on sexual orientation as a basis for determining discrimination.

Intolerant attitudes are varied and include the Macedonian Church’s
opposition to recognition of an Albanian Orthodox Church in
Macedonia. Branislav Sinadinovski, an adviser to the President of DUI
[Democratic Union for Integration], claims that some 70-75,000
Christian Orthodox Albanians live in Macedonia and that merely hold-
ing services in the Albanian language “does not solve the problem of
Orthodox Albanians. Registering an Albanian Orthodox Church in
Macedonia could be a way out. We expect support from the MOC as
the establishment of an Albanian Orthodox Church in Macedonia can
only be to the benefit of the MOC.””® Bishop Timotej, Metropolitan
of the Diocese of Debar and Kichevo, dismissed the request as a “typi-
cal political manipulation” [that is] a chauvinistic and nationalist project
[that has] “nothing to do with religion.” Dissenting religious minori-
ties such as Bektashi Muslims and the “True Orthodox Christians” have
been denied the right to register under the 2007 Law on Religious on
Registration, despite the aforementioned decision of the European
Court of Human Rights.”®

Despite the inclusion of Albanian parties in governing coalitions,
policies favoring Slavic Macedonians have been adopted, I have men-
tioned the 2009 effort of the Gruevski government to increase birth
rates in areas with a higher Slavic population as well as the restrictive
law on abortion adopted under the Gruevski government in 2013. In
June 2018, the Social Democratic Minister of Health Venko Filipce
announced that a revised law would “put women’s wishes first” by
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requiring only consultation with a gynecologist on abortion during the
first 12 weeks of pregnancy.8?

Other instances of intolerance involve perceived anti-Islamic discrim-
ination. Such episodes increased under the Gruevski government. The
Islamic Religious Community (IZV) refused to take part in the World
Religions Conference held in Podgorica (Montenegro) in October 2014
under the theme “Islam, Religions and Pluralism in Europe.” The 1ZV
leader Sulejman Rexhepi demanded guarantees for the construction
or restoration of several mosques and the return of Albanian-claimed
assets in the Old Bazaar in Skopje. At the Conference, a professor at the
South Eastern European University in Tetovo, Ali Pajaziti, referred to
a “Macedonian Culture War” initiated by VMRO-DPMNE upon com-
ing to power in 2006. “A key point of this strategy was the ‘defense of
the Macedonian ethnos’, the national iconography, the MOC...the rac-
ist law on fertility (in which only Macedonian zones would have bene-
fits), the re-reading and re-writing of Macedonian history, morality, and
[the defense of] politics.”8! Tt is difficult to know if the Albanian public
shared these opinions or identified the Macedonian Orthodox Church
with the Gruevski government.

Conflict between public attitudes and Macedonian aspirations to
enter the European Union further complicates the issue. The latter pre-
sumes that successful candidacy entails robust legislation supporting
non-discrimination. Ivo Vajgl, Member of the European Parliament,
author of the report on the Republic of Macedonia, and Member
of the Parliament’s LGBTI Intergroup, remarked that “Macedonia
has the dubious honor of having one of the worst records on LGBTI
rights of all Balkan countries.”? The report expressed concern about
Macedonia’s Commission for Protection against Discrimination. The
Chairman had complained about the Commission’s inadequate budget,
the “widely spread” toleration of hate speech, violence, and intoler-
ance in Macedonian media and state agencies, and the lack of “human
resources” for legal investigation.33 The European Parliament’s investi-
gation has been more emphatic in its condemnation and “reiterate[d]
its call for the Anti-Discrimination Law to be aligned with the acquis as
regards discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation.”%*

It is likely that the Macedonian Orthodox Church would not oppose
EU membership and demands from Brussels as the probability of mem-
bership increases. The Church’s apparent decision not to oppose EU
membership may have resulted from the high level of public support for
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accession, that is, between 77% in 2014 and 80% in 2016. Similarly, the
high levels of existing support for the Church in Macedonia indicate that
criticizing liberal values would yield only a slight increment in popular
approval of Church policies.$3

Intolerance is related to the dominant place of ethnicity in identity.
The journalist Radmila Zarevska has described this phenomenon in the
context of religious authority.

Let us not forget that every conflict in our state is immediately put into an
ethnic-religious context, even when it has nothing to do with any kind of
intolerance.... [T]he religious communities must work on the ground ....
Only in this way can the believers become acquainted with the possible
consequences of riots on religious grounds and avert major conflicts.8¢

Ironically, Zarevska’s observation is compatible with Church claims on
behalf of its overarching role in Macedonian society. The Holy Synod has
elevated the Church as the “spiritual mother of all Orthodox Christian
believers and all others, regardless of their national and ethnic back-
ground. Taking a protective role as a parent, it is advocating [that it is
ready] to defend [the] national, ethnic and religious dignity of every
community.”¥” Such a role for Orthodoxy that transcends ethnicity ena-
bles the Church to defend a privileged position for the Macedonian lan-
guage and culture, typically in the census and public instruction.

CoNcLUDING THOUGHTS

Intolerance, homophobia, nationalism, and conservatism are interrelated
and mutually reinforcing. Macedonian social attitudes toward homosexu-
ality, clerical insecurity concerning Western values, and the identification
of nationalism with conservatism collectively shaped a reinforcing com-
plex of values and attitudes hostile to change. To be a nationalist, at least
in the Balkans, is to be a conservative and, more often than not, also
a homophobe. I have suggested that the Church’s strength is derived
from its place in defining national identity. Neither the alternation of
parties in power nor the Ohrid Accord, has threatened to change those
values defended by the Church. Moreover, outspoken views of diaspora
Macedonian Orthodox clerics reinforced the situation in Macedonia.
Nevertheless, I believe that the Prespa Accord may contribute to
altering the Church’s political environment. Assuming the Accord’s
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implementation, Skopje would confront the choice between membership
in a wider European Union and defending values incompatible with EU
membership. Indeed, the coincidence of the Accord with Archbishop
Stefan’s willingness to seek reconciliation with the Ecumenical Patriarch
in omitting reference to “Macedonian” in the Church’s title suggests
Church involvement in the Accord’s negotiation.

Further considerations suggest a distancing of the Church from
traditional stances of intolerance and homophobia. First, the prospect
of Macedonia’s admission to the EU sharpens the conflict between tra-
ditional Church attitudes and overwhelming public endorsement of
European institutions. Second, the defeat of VMRO-DPMNE in the
December 2016 parliamentary elections and the conviction on charges
of involvement in an illegal purchase of a luxury Mercedes of its former
leader, Nikola Gruevski, removes a governing alternative that had sought
legitimacy, among other ways, in an intolerant Church policy. Finally,
should the renamed “Archbishopric of Ohrid” attain autocephalous sta-
tus, the influence of other Orthodox primates on Macedonia in resist-
ing change in the Church’s status would be diminished. However, a less
“traditional” Orthodoxy would still not have surmounted the legacy of
“Caesaropapism,” as it is generally understood, that is, a potentially dis-
ruptive relationship between Church and state. The idea of a Church-
state “symphony” did not transfer well from fourth-century Byzantium
to the multiple Balkan sovereignties. The Macedonian Church confronts
an enduring challenge beyond its political environment described gen-
erally in H. Richard Niebuhr’s classic work, Christ and Culture, that
interprets various outcomes of the collision of secularism and Christian
values.3% Among those outcomes is one in which Christian Churches
are “institutionalized” in a “temporal embodiment” that deliberately
overlooks the “radical evil present in all human work.” Arguably this
assertion could be relevant to criticism of other Orthodox Churches by
qualified comparison with a Church’s political context.

The four themes highlighted in the introduction to this volume are
clearly part of a single syndrome. There may be such a thing as a “lib-
eral nationalist,” depending on how “nationalist” is defined, but there is
no such thing as a liberal homophobe or an anti-nationalist conservative.
In association, these four elements work against change, keeping, in this
case Macedonia, moored to a foggily remembered past, imagining the
Macedonian community as surrounded by currents which are not to be
tolerated.
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CHAPTER 9

Navigating the Challenge of Liberalism:
The Resurrection of the Orthodox Church
in Post-Communist Albania

Isa Blumi

Abstract Surviving the Balkans’ twentieth century was no simple task
for Albanian Christians. Facing a regime of capitalism that absorbed
the socialist Balkans in the 1990s, the efforts of Albanian Orthodox
Christians to adapt seem inadequate. This chapter explores how one
may read the struggles of the post-communist Albanian Autocephalous
Orthodox Church that confronted the “universal” liberal enterprise in
the context of the concurrent tensions within Albanian circles seeking
the reaffirmation of ethno-nationalist concerns. In questioning how the
rebuilding of the Church reflected an aggressive missionary approach led
by Greek-born Archbishop Anastasios Yannoulatos, it will become clear
how necessary it is to read this ongoing process of rebuilding on several
institutional and ideological /spiritual planes.
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198 1. BLUMI

Subject to persistent violence—physical, psychological, and material—
those inhabiting the southern fringes of the Albanian-speaking world
have a particularly difficult twentieth-century story to tell. Targeted
by competing ethno-national states hoping to steer individual loyalties
toward Athens, Constantinople, Belgrade, Sofia or Tirana’s orbit, the
affiliations of Albanian Orthodox Christians (AOC) have taken numer-
ous convoluted paths. In the last century, many insisted that conces-
sions given to other “national peoples” by the Ecumenical Patriarch in
Constantinople /Istanbul—recognizing  autonomously  administered
churches like the Bulgarian Orthodox Church—also applied to them.
The problem was that pan-Hellenist advocates, many deeply invested
in the expansionist Greek state realizing the “Megali Idea,” refused to
surrender the claim that Albanian Christians were culturally Greek. The
resulting struggle to utilize local Albanian to disseminate the Church’s
teachings shaped much of the subsequent history of the region. The
conflict has served as the enduring question that informs recent attempts
at reconstituting the Orthodox Church leadership destroyed by dec-
ades of state persecution under the communist regime of Enver Hoxha
(1944-1991).

In the following, we explore how in this distinctive post-communist era,
Albanian Christian struggles to reconstitute a community otherwise evis-
cerated from the cultural terrain reflects an enduring tension about the
subsequent role of the Church’s foreign-born leadership. Complicating
the process is the rise of Euro-American liberalism in the Balkans, both
economically and culturally. The underlying task of reconstituting a com-
munity of believers in face of globalization has complicated a transitional
story repeated often in the literature on the Balkans today.! While parallels
are evident, the Albanian case proves unique.?

BEFORE THE RESURRECTION (NGJALLJA)

For much of the period from the 1880s until World War One, Albanian
members of the Orthodox Church sacrificed life and limb to practice
their faith in a manner that reflected their distinctive cultural heritage.
Crucial to this struggle was countering the ideological and theological
denial of the existence of an Albanian Christian community explicitly
made by Greek, Bulgarian, and Serbian nationalists. A component of
this hostility to Albanian national rights was the collaboration between
Constantinople-based authorities and their locally based allies such as
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the Metropolitan of Kastoria, Karavangjelis. This collusion to enforce
Hellenist cultural hegemony included using Ottoman authorities to vio-
lently persecute Albanian-speaking priests using their mother tongue
during mass. Papa Kristo Negovani, for instance, was murdered on 12
February 1905, just two days after performing a sermon in his native
Tosk Albanian in front of the outraged Metropolitan Karavangjelis. This
act of defiance and the formal institutional response served as the plat-
form for a generation of would-be nationalists to invest in collaborative
activism across the world.?

Following Negovani’s lead, Petro Nini Luarasi defied Church authori-
ties by translating many critical Christian texts into local Tosk Albanian.*
While today celebrated, these efforts, repeated throughout the larger
Mediterranean world where Albanians lived, provoked considerable
debate at the time. Well into the interwar period, Albanian-speakers in
the diaspora struggled to conjoin their spiritual needs with the necessity
to adjust to a new liberal political order that broke apart multi-ethnic
empires. The investment toward securing some ethnic national home in
the Balkans meant greater collaboration among various Albanian diaspo-
ras against the pan-Hellenist creed of the Church. In part because the
Church’s cultural politics became indistinguishable from Greek nation-
alism, the nature of this deadly struggle for a multifaith Albanian home-
land would prove the primary reason that AOC members have remained
alienated by Constantinople’s rigid cultural politics, no matter how “uni-
versalist” Constantinople may claim to be.

By the end of the Ottoman Empire, Albanians realized they too
would have to secure autonomy from the various religious institutions
like the Diyanet in Kemalist Turkey and the Orthodox Church, now
co-opted to serve as extensions of an ethno-national state building pro-
ject in “Greater Greece” and Serbia. From as far away as Boston, Cairo,
or Bucharest, AOCs laid the foundations for the establishment of an
Autocephalous Albanian Orthodox Church (AAOC) in the 1920s.5
Cairo-based activist Milo Dugi (1870-1933) spent most of his life seek-
ing to mobilize AOC in Egypt to secure separation from the increas-
ingly Greek nationalist clergy ministering there. Among his activities was
serving as president of an organization called Vellazerise Shqipétaréve,
or Albanian Brotherhood, which promoted the cultural preservation of
Albanians in Egypt. He also edited various publications, including Besa,
in collaboration with Thoma Abrami, and Shgipéria, written specifically
for AOC members living in Cairo. By 1922, Dugi had also arranged for
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the creation of the publishing company Shoqgéria botonjése shqiptare/
Société albanaise d’éditions to help distribute translated religious texts
produced by priests such as Luarasi. In apparent coordination with activ-
ists from Boston and throughout the Balkans, Dugi’s publications of cru-
cial religious texts translated into regional Tosk Albanian corresponded
with the distribution of aid the diaspora collected to build schools in the
homeland. The efforts to help teach Christianity in the native language
of the Western Balkans’ inhabitants would carry on beyond the truncated
and besieged Albania’s formal independence.®

By this time, the AOC elite that emerged around the charismatic
activism of men like Boston-based Theofan (Fan) Noli declared during
the Berat Congress of 1922 an Autocephalous Church. With considera-
ble pressure applied from the sizable diaspora in the Americas and Egypt,
by 1937 the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople could no longer
resist and recognized its autocephaly.” The hard-earned distinction, how-
ever, would face devastation under Enver Hoxha’s regime.

This latter period of persecution and the resulting destruction of the
institutional and intellectual superstructure of Albanian religious prac-
tices prove invaluable to understanding the current status of Albanian
Orthodox Christians living under the authority of their hesitantly recon-
structed Church, led by Greek-born Archbishop Anastasios Yannoulatos
(b. 1929) appointed by the Ecumenical Patriarchate in 1991. Crucially,
the context of “the reconstruction from ruins of the fully disintegrated
Autocephalous Church of Albania,” was enduring fears of Greek irre-
dentism. As much as xenophobic “afterimages” afflicted Albanians in
an era rapidly shifting from communist rule to Euro-American hegem-
ony, Greek, Montenegrin, Macedonian, and Serbian nationalism proved
equally resilient. Indeed, the enduring pressure from Greek nationalists
since World War Two accounts for much of the visceral nationalism in
communist-era Albania and its aftermath.®

Facing a NATO state along its southern border that persistently
claimed that the Orthodox Christians living in Albania were ethnically
Greek, much of the investment in destroying associations with Hellenism
required a heavy dosage of Albanian particularism.® In this respect,
the subsequent post-communist “afterimage” of strident nationalism
among Church members reflected suspicions that Greek nationalism was
behind the aggressive push by Church authorities, led by Greek Priest
Sebastianos throughout 1991-1992, to tie a resurrection of the Church
with “Greek” rights. For this, the appointed Greek-born leadership has
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since been under suspicion, a legacy of fear that obviously shapes much
of the current state of disconnection between the Church and many
Albanian Orthodox in Albania today.

PreEacHING TO THE WRONG CHOIR

The particularly devastating consequences of state-imposed atheism in com-
munist-era Albania proved to be the disappearance of indigenous clergy,
especially vital for the AOC in the context of a post-communist period of
regeneration. The lack of indigenous clergy, at a time when the old regime
was collapsing and religious organizations were flooding the country, meant
the entirety of the rebuilding process would be in the hands of foreign
(Greek-born, no less) personalities. The simple fact so few Albanians alive
were “qualified” to lead the rebuilding process gave Church authorities the
justification to push for what many believed was a renewed campaign by
Greek nationalists to annex southern Albania.

Contributing to the struggle over hearts, souls, and minds was the
“victorious West.” As a project to subordinate/integrate the region to
service the new regional hegemon based in Brussels/Washington, “inte-
grating” the Balkans into the West’s sphere has had a deep impact on
how several hundred thousand Albanians have made spiritual choices.
In the face of severe austerity and the emigration of millions to the
West, many Orthodox Albanians proved more resolutely nationalist and
refused to blindly offer their fealty to an Orthodox Church leadership
that initially could not hide its pan-Hellenist colors. The aggressive, and
ineptly public, campaign by Church officials throughout 1991-1992
had the effect of alienating the very Albanian Christians targeted by
the program of “resurrection” promoted by the Church. Worse, many
sources interviewed for this chapter connect efforts to exploit Albania’s
post-communist chaos by the “Greek” nationalist leadership to the larger
imposition of neoliberal economic (dis)order.!?

What Albanians associate with globalism has been both deindus-
trialization (with the concomitant unemployment and massive demo-
graphic shifts as Albanians emigrate) and new expectations of cultural
liberalization (and thus denationalization). To those desperately seek-
ing to protect what was left of the Albanian nation, the waves of fellow
citizens fleeing to Italy or Greece (often to continue onwards to larger
Western Europe) opened the door for irredentists to renew the “Megali
Idea” agenda long associated with the conservative factions in civic and
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spiritual Greek life.!! For many, the agendas of irredentist Greeks and
the liberals pushing the discourse of tolerance and open markets were
intertwined. Often, those signaling a need to adapt to “Western” values
of tolerance, especially in respect to embracing “minorities” in society—
cultural, economic, and ethnic—seemed closely associated with efforts to
subdue the Albanian nation. To many, even among the first generation
growing up since the fall of the Hoxha regime, nationalism and religious
tradition were equally evil remnants of the past. In sum, fears of neigh-
bors exploiting the chaos associated with globalism ignited a reactionary
wave of the three often mutually reinforcing “syndromes”—nationalism,
conservatism, and intolerance—as itemized by Ramet in the introduction
to this volume.

For members of the Albanian Orthodox Church interviewed over the
last year, the new, almost entirely uncontested liberal order imposed on
their homelands at the material level has its spiritual equivalent. To many,
their wish to regain their faith while retaining their ethnic distinctiveness
and strengthening their nation clashes with the Church administration
that since the early 1990s has adopted “contradictory agendas.” This
tension is largely unreported in sanctioned Church material but legible
indirectly when reading between the lines of official statements. Such
readings are made possible further by the eager help of numerous AOC
interviewees who point out the divergence of needs respective to the
post-communist project of rebuilding the newer Autocephalous Albanian
Orthodox Church.

At the heart of the enduring mistrust of the Church leadership is the
fact that much of the past 30 years has been clouded by the lingering
impression pan-Hellenist agendas are still being served. The reported
“lack of indigenous clergy” and the subsequent, “opportunistic”
appointment of a Greek-born Archbishop, despite the explicit demands
that the AAOC be led by native-born clergy, has clearly upset those
hoping for a Church that explicitly serves the nationalist instincts of its
people. In this respect, it is interesting to monitor how official Church
media respond to these accusations. Rather than dutifully engaging in a
search for suitable clergy, for instance, the choice by the primary repre-
sentatives of the Church has been an attempt to smear dissenters as mere
“communists.” 12

In the face of this debate tactic, some seclf-declared faithful feel
alienated by a “foreign” leadership unable to communicate to them
as Albanians. For many, the Catholics are the working model of a
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nationalist church. Under the leadership of Archbishop Rrok Mirdita,
long serving the powerful Albanian Catholic diaspora in the Bronx,
New York, the Catholic Church’s reconstruction since the early 1990s
reflects the right combination of openly nationalist and religiously
responsible leadership.!® Indeed, according to those supporting an
Elbasan-based opposition to the current AAOC leadership, failure from
the start to make it clear that the Church, as it was being rebuilt, would
follow the Catholic lead, has meant a significantly divided constituency.

The opposition has had two principal concerns, largely silenced in the
official media of the Church. The first is the underlying principle estab-
lished in 1929 that only an Albanian national can serve as Archbishop
of the AAOC. Obviously, the appointment of Greek-born Archbishop
Anastasios did not fit this criterion. Faced with much the same criticism
directed at Sunni Muslim institutions rebuilt with Saudi and Turkish
money, the AAOC leadership has been consistently accused of being
under the influence of “foreign” powers. It has not been reassuring
to see how adamant “the Church” has remained with its choice. The
struggle over the initial arrival of foreign-born clergy would last until
1998 but many claim the Church has done little to assuage the con-
cerns that they are serving foreign agendas after this agreement with the
government. 14

Perhaps the greatest ongoing tension is with the aggressive campaign
to retrieve Church properties. Led largely from abroad via organizations
close to Greece, Serbia, and Russia, the efforts to reclaim properties con-
fiscated in the Hoxha-era meant those either living or working in these
facilities faced eviction and unemployment. More damning still was the
way foreign Church officials characterized the resistance from local com-
munities affected by these legal battles over property. Periodic clashes
with local government and civic courts over properties the Church
(again, supported by foreign entities) loudly claims as its own is generally
accompanied with crude references to an Albanian hostility to European
traditions, reflecting their cultural backwardness. What Church declara-
tions fail to acknowledge is that the efforts to enforce local court rul-
ings that seek to limit the AAOC’s claims on municipal properties, in for
instance to southern town of Pérmet throughout 2014, are applauded by
Albanians of all religious backgrounds.

These clear conflicts of interest that pitted civil society against the
“Greek” authorities had become international scandals.!> They also
reignited an undercurrent of opposition to the Archbishop in particular,
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a discomfort to which the Church regularly responds by characterizing
those raising concerns as infected with “sick fantasies” that hark back to
old tropes about the Albanian Church circulating in some circles.!¢

Subsequent efforts through sympathetic newspaper editorials to
defuse the scandal focused on the accomplishments of this Archbishop—
from building the largest cathedrals in the Balkans to receiving human-
itarian awards in the US. These narratives, however, failed to impress.
Worse, the tone of the communication was considered condescending
and neocolonial. It is pointed out, for instance, that the Russian and
Serbian Orthodox Church webpages regularly reported on “Albanian
thuggery” when the locals resisted the huge land grabs by “the Church.”
Coupled by the equally ostentatious construction projects of massive
cathedrals visited by thousands of foreign pilgrims as well as Serbian,
Russian, and Greek dignitaries, the subsequent lecturing from official
Church media about the need to embrace the global agenda adopted by
Archbishop Anastasios proved especially corrosive.l”

Worse still is the concern that the leadership has failed to stand up to
the moral collapse of Albanian society as it faces the tidal wave of lib-
eralism. Far from creating a strengthened moral and theological barrier,
the AAOC leadership is accused of being far too “liberal” in its embrace
of interfaith dialogue and the “western discourse” of tolerance. The
explicitly ecumenical and “inclusive” narrative promoted by Archbishop
Anastasios thus directly contradicts the sensibilities of Albanians feeling
their nation is “under siege.” Sources tied to the Elbasan-based opposi-
tion to the current AAOC leadership complain that their struggle against
the hegemony of liberal discourses and the associated liberal hostility to
exclusive ethno-national, homophobic, hegemonic religious paradigms
is directly undermined by Archbishop Anastasios’ widely distributed
lectures on ecumenical tolerance. To many, the messages distilled in his
numerous published interviews and lectures all seem to at best indirectly
respond to demands from Albanians for the AAOC to reflect first the
concerns of Albanians, not those in the rest of the world.!® With a large
group of missionaries from the US aiding in projecting this universal
message from a pulpit Albanians feel is exclusively meant to address their
needs, there remains a strong divide that periodically manifests itself in
open defiance of the hierarchy on the part of the ordinary clergy and
civilian population.t?

In short, a strong contradiction exists between official Church doc-
trine that openly tries to accommodate a “liberal” sensibility and the
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frustrated expectations of self-identified Albanian laymen fearing foreign
influence. The tension over losing the youth to immorality is especially
crucial to fully appreciate the multiple pressures peoples affected by these
transitions are experiencing. One reflection of this has been an apparent
residual mistrust of formal organized religion among Albania’s popula-
tion; the results of various (albeit disputed) polls and censuses seem to
suggest Albanians have not recovered from the old regime’s allergy to
religion.?? Albanians have consistently made it clear to pollsters, aca-
demics, and state census takers that they believe in God while being
hostile to the institutions representing their faith. In fact, the numbers
for the Orthodox Church in particular have proven consistently dismal.
A 1999 study conducted by sociologists at the University of Tirana
found that only 3.1% of those asked went to a place of worship once a
week, even if 90% believed in God.?! These numbers would be reflected
again in a 2011 census that specifically exposed Orthodox Christians as
being detached from their faith.

Laypersons wishing to see a more pro-active, national Church that
would resist the evils of a liberal culture infecting their children seem the
most disappointed today. While their voices are largely shut out from the
official documentation produced by the Church, the manner in which
their combined fears as a dying Albanian Christian community facing
predatory foreigners and their corrupted local politician allies stealing
their property, in tandem with the flight to Greece of tens of thousands
(and their “conversion for papers”), many AOC have expressed quite
visceral forms of the syndromes as outlined in the introduction to this
volume.??

The most evident manifestation of this is the blaring islamophobia
that operates within the larger context of xenophobia directed at Saudis
and Turks and extended to Greek, Slav, Vlach, and Macedonian minori-
ties. There is also a cultural /lifestyle dynamic in the growing displays of
intolerance among the frustrated members of the AOC. As throughout
the Balkans since the rise of liberalism in the 1990s, there is an element
of homophobic regressive back-tracking in this segment of Albanian
society.?3

That said, research on the ground both in the Balkans and among
North America’s sizable Orthodox Christian diaspora suggests a far more
present concern. There is an apparent realization that the AAOC may in
fact represent what has long been a stated fear preached by the former
regime: religious institutions and their clergy are nothing better than
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“agents of foreign states” seeking to destroy the unity of the Albanian
people. Albania’s sectarian diversity, long deemed a weakness by neigh-
bors and imperialist powers alike, seems to have come to surface since
the mid-1990s and more and more beleaguered, reactionary members
of the AOC community want an aggressively nationalistic and sectarian
clergy.

While many Orthodox Albanians had hoped for an explicitly nation-
alist Church to arise from the debris left behind as the former regime
collapsed, the actual policies of the Greek and American-born lead-
ers appointed by Constantinople point to a different trajectory.?*
Interlocutors constantly stress the contradictory public statements made
by clergy, especially those of Archbishop Anastasios. They lament that
the process of resurrecting the Church—building massive, expensive
cathedrals that rarely fill—appears to have promoted a decisively “univer-
salist” agenda and therefore antidote to the explicit needs of a threatened
nation.

The simple explanation for why the Church is not responding to
Albanian interests is that the Hellenistic Ecumenical Patriarch in Istanbul
appointed an explicitly non-ethnic oriented clergy. More suspicious still is
the fact that the members of the team supporting Archbishop Anastasios’
reign in Albania all come from a “missionary” background. Indeed,
many, including Archbishop Anastasios himself, previously served in
Africa or seminaries in North America, addressing a decidedly “foreign”
audience with missionary passion for a universal faith.2> That a seasoned
Greek-born missionary in Africa would be, after considerable hostility
from the government of Sali Berisha, given the responsibility of resur-
recting the AAOC proved immediately suspect. The consistent preaching
of a universalist message, even with a suggested Greek-centric underpin-
ning, has only exasperated Albanian nativist fears.?%

The problem for Albanians when observing “foreigners” preaching
tolerance toward some of the same minority Greek and Macedonian
communities actively championed by irredentist projects in neighboring
states is self-evident. To many, the project since the Archbishop formally
assumed his present office in 1992 after a long political battle with then
Prime Minister Sali Berisha has been to deemphasize the particularities of
a Church serving a nationalist cause. In its place, the Church is promot-
ing a universal spiritual message, repeated often as the Archbishop travels
the world proclaiming his role in bringing peoples together.?” It is the
general concern that surrendering to this “new” doctrine of tolerance
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and universalism, unhesitatingly associated with the parallel expansion
of the “West,” suggests that the hard fought-for autonomy of Albanian
spiritual institutions prior to World War Two has now been lost.

The suspicion that the Church no longer invests in the required for-
tifying role of consolidating the nation seems warranted when one con-
siders the public statements and the heavy investment in emphasizing
the “diversity” of practising Christians in Albania by the official Church.
The equally celebrated global presence of the Archbishop’s personality
extends to being the honorary President of the Conference of Religions
for Peace (the largest interfaith organization in the world) and thus
exhibits a self-declared goal to be “present in various ecumenical activi-
ties and contributing to efforts for peaceful cooperation and solidarity in
our region and beyond.”?® To Albanian nationalists of all varieties—prac-
tising Christians or not—these gestures are incongruent to a nationalist
position necessary in face of regional challenges.

The Church organizations busily building new infrastructure in
Albania seem remarkably tone-deaf to the demands of Albanians for a
Church reassuring them of their national heritage. Rather than see-
ing homegrown leaders taking the mantel of protecting the nation
from globalism, liberalism, Greek irredentists, and other threats, it
is American-born missionaries who are the most active advocates of
the Church in Albania today. Like Archbishop Anastasios himself,
when holding mass and speaking to the larger community via various
media, the feeling is that these men have adopted the kind of patron-
izing attitudes about which Albanians often complain when deal-
ing with Protestant Evangelical and Turkish- or Saudi-trained imams.
Especially problematic is the constant reiteration of the discourse of
“tolerance” and “inter-faith dialogue” associated with the liberal insti-
tutes funded by International Organizations and western-based NGOs
that have flooded Albania since 1991. As with those other foreign
organizations, the “aggressive imposition” [imponim aggressive] of for-
eign ideals by the official Church leadership frustrates Albanians for
the utter lack of any nationalist underpinnings in the liturgies of their
religious institutions. Tied to an equally unrepresented political class
ruling Albania since the early 1990s, the frustrations with an ineffec-
tive AAOC have translated into open street protests that point to many
culprits today.?’

According to those close to the Albanian-born clergy and the lead-
ers, or “guardians” (mbrojtés) of what remains of the AOC community
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that is opposing the current AAOC leadership, the transition led by an
Archbishop with no nationalist credentials has ruined a critical branch
of Albanians’ ecumenical national heritage. In response, AOC leaders
publicly lament the waves of younger Albanians who, seen at one time
as potential adherents, now aggressively resist overtures to return to the
Church on precisely these partisan, nationalist concerns. Preferring to
embrace secular nationalism, or simply fleeing the homeland in search
work, those responsible for what Albanian nationalist Church officials
suggest is an “anti-religious” generation have become unequivocally
associated with “the West.” In this respect, the immorality promoted by
Westernization is the result of a generation of Albanians who eagerly seek
to shed their “traditions” that include associating with an ethno-national
community. The demand among many Albanians for a Church clergy that
devotes its teachings to reaffirm the distinctive Albanian cultural heritage
is thus in direct contradiction to a message of universal love for others,
regardless of language and national association. In other words, Albanian
Christians have been pitted against new forms of social engineering via
either a market-driven commercial apparatus or a selective use of universal
(and not exclusively Albanian) Christianity that itself proves to be strug-
gling in face of lingering nostalgia for the old communist party.

The story of rebuilding a once threatened tradition seems to have
taken less precedence as clergy and community leaders are pressured
to reposition their faith and institutional capacities to suit the larger
demand of the European Union to embrace diversity, not reinforce
national distinctions. The result has not been reassuring as Albanians
report alienation from the Church leadership that deemphasizes their
unique historic place in Christianity. While constantly hoping to convey
the opposite, many point to the census of 2011 as evidence that this for-
mula of deemphasizing the Albanian presence in the liturgy of the (for-
mally) Autocephalous Church has turned people away. No longer the
standard bearer of 10-15% of Albanians presumably willing to accept
their affiliation with a Church preaching tolerance for non-Albanians
and non-Christians, a new ideological struggle has infested the haphaz-
ardly reconstituted Church infrastructure in the early 1990s. Again, the
seeming contradiction of roles expected from the layman, both seeking
to regain some spiritual guidance as Albanian Christians and fending off
the onslaught of Greek irredentism many believe the current Archbishop
facilitates, leads many to conclude that there is no recourse but to leave
the community.
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How this Church’s leadership mediated these challenges facing the
local populations becomes relevant once policies of survival are more
closely observed through the challenges brought by a new era of open-
ness. A new sensitivity toward ethnicity, history, and authority over the
interpretation of their relevance to the lives of the faithful reflects the
syndromes Ramet highlights in her valuable introduction.

KrisHTI U NGJALL (CHRIST Is RISEN)

One may read the transformation of the post-communist AAOC through
the works of its primary agents of “rebirth” as they haltingly emerge
around the personality of Archbishop Anastasios. New publications
of spiritual guidelines for Albanian Christians confronted by the liberal
world order fall short, according to sources, in part because the specifici-
ties of the Albanian struggle are rarely addressed. They are tired of being
told they are but part of a larger phenomenon, a Third World problem.
Indeed, Archbishop Anastasios refers to the challenges facing Albanians
as akin to, if not even worse than, what he witnessed over decades of
missionary work in Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda:

The experience of these last years in Albania has revealed to me the kind
of surprises God reserves for us in our effort to live the global vision of the
spreading of the Gospel. During the first phase of my missionary search
and diakonia, the words “to the ends of the earth” were rather colored by
geographical meanings - the depths of Africa or Asia. I had never thought
that “the ends of the earth” could be so near geographically. That it could
be in Albania, where for decades the breath of Hades reigned, where they
had crucified and buried Christ again, and where an obstinate commu-
nist regime socially and spiritually brought the country to the ends of the
carth. ... In Africa or Asia, at least people never stopped addressing God,
in their own way, as a supreme reality.

The large majority of the [Albanian]| people, including the new gen-
cration, are still imbued with the theories of Marxist atheism, which for
almost fifty years dominated the country. This is an element that makes
them rather close with the other former socialist countries. Through the
recent democratic and financial changes, a speedy secularization is creating
problems and situations similar to those that are faced by the Orthodox
Churches living in western cultural areas. At the same time, the finan-
cial situation is so low that it is creating phenomena known mainly in the
Third World.3°
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Such statements by the Church are being interpreted as the product of
a lingering Eurocentric chauvinism that is simply inserting one mission-
ary’s current project—Albania—into a normative frame that conservative
Albanians resent (despite being xenophobic and borderline racist them-
selves). The comparison with “the Third World” confirms the larger
criticism of Archbishop Anastasios that he and his foreign allies regard
Albanians as mere objects. The focus on Albania’s alien place in the
community of Christians has left the country’s faithful exposed to what
many identify as a patronizing disregard of all things that make Albanians
distinctive. In the end, their Archbishop is indeed rebuilding a Church,
but one that explicitly classifies Albania and its people as culturally alien,
and thus targets for neocolonial missionary work. The result of this crit-
icism is that most of those opposing the leadership of the Church can-
not entirely embrace what has been accomplished to date, no matter how
often they are celebrated by friendly media.3!

From the heavy investment in rebuilding the infrastructure of the
Church (1608 Churches and missionaries were in ruin by 1991), to
adopting an aggressive missionary approach vis-a-vis the larger Albanian
population, both in the Balkans and in the diaspora, many think of their
opposition over the last 20 years as an indigenous retort to globalist agen-
das that include the attempt to reinstate foreign spiritual authority over
Albanians. While it was a clearly stated demand from the Berisha govern-
ment and likely the majority of Albanians that the leader of the resurrected
AAOC be Albanian, the insistence from the Patriarchate that it would be
a Greek national continues to vex even the most loyal among Albanian
laypersons. That struggle lasted from August 1992, when the Archbishop
was initially “enthroned” in Tirana, to late 1998. Periodic subsequent
attempts to dislodge Archbishop Anastasios were all justified on the
grounds he was a Greek and thus his underlying mission was suspect.

Official Church narratives about this period speak of unity in the
Church despite the acknowledged fact that Albanians were not “of one
mind.” This concession seems justified in that a year and a half later
some members of the Albanian clergy quietly supported Sali Berisha’s
rash call for a referendum to redraft the Albanian Constitution so
that the law would insist the Archbishop must be native born. While
the 6 November 1994 referendum did not pass, once again in 1996
the Albanian government and a wide range of civilians and local clergy
resisted the arrival of Greek-born Bishops the Patriarch insisted would
serve in Albania.3?
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In a process lasting until July 1998, the Ecumenical Patriarchate,
via arbitration from Albanian members of the AAOC, agreed with the
Albanian state to form a Synod consisting of two Church leaders of
Greek origin and two of Albanian heritage. The ongoing question was
why such a long process was necessary when the available Albanian
leaders eventually were, as a compromise granted by the Patriarchate,
allowed leadership roles? Joan Pelushi became Metropolitan of Kor¢a
and Kozma Qirjo became Bishop of Apollonia. To many, these battles
constituted a principled intransigence on the part of a government trying
to protect the Albanian Church and an equally resilient insistence by the
Grecocentric leadership in Istanbul. Unfortunately, the tensions have not
been resolved, regardless of the public exclamations otherwise.

The subsequent decade resulted in some significant gains for the
Church. The reconstruction of hundreds of structures and the devel-
opment of a seminary at Saint Vlash have produced results that even
the most vocal opponents must concede. The clergy seem to have con-
solidated and were able to rewrite a Constitution for the AAOC in
November 2006. The resulting expansion of the Church, with the ele-
vation of three archimandrites to a metropolitan—Gjirokaster—and two
Bishops, Nicholas Hyka of Apollonia and Anthony Merdani of Kruja,
reflects the internal development of Albanian clergy. All three were
trained at the “Resurrection of Christ” Theological Academy in the pre-
viously mentioned St. Vlash institution, located in Durrés. By November
2008, relations with the Albanian state improved to the point that the
two institutions signed an agreement that became state law after ratifica-
tion by the Albanian parliament.

As such, the consolidation and settlement have resulted in several
“elevations” to Bishop since 2009, leading to a current composition of
the Holy Synod of the AAOC consisting of 8 members, the first in the
history of the Church. Able to establish parishes in most towns, the pub-
lic ordination since 1992 of 165 clergymen, all Albanian nationals, was
possible because of investment in their training locally. While the general
consensus among otherwise hostile interlocutors is that the infrastruc-
ture of the Church in regard to education and rebuilt churches has been
commendable, the enduring questions about the larger quality of life and
the deterioration of morals remain a problem in need of far more direct
attention.3® In this respect, Albanian clergy are much more eager part-
ners to engage with local civilians, report critics of the AAOC in gen-
eral. They are, however, regularly “interrupted” by American or other
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“foreign” visitors whose “missionary” zeal entirely reflects an under-
standing of local conditions in terms of inter-ethnic strife. What many
conclude, therefore, is that the primary problem is a heavy investment
in a message of “tolerance” and “brotherhood” that extends beyond the
Albanian context.

Again, the Archbishop is a global personality, with years of experience
preaching to large audiences a message largely deemed insensitive to
specific, parochial Albanian needs. By traveling the world and preaching
unity with “others,” the needs of local Christians-as-Albanians are frus-
trated. Drawing on this palpable critique of the whirlwind activities of
Albania’s globalist Archbishop, many believe an undercurrent of resent-
ment still exists within even the inner circles of the AAOC, evidenced
in recent interventions by the Archbishop in the form of statements on
Ukraine. In a case where local nationalist Ukrainians seek separation
from the Russian Church, Archbishop Anastasios has taken a public
position to declare it anathema to seek to divide the jurisdiction of the
Ecumenical Patriarchate.3*

Some account for these extensive, recent statements not only as
demonstrations of loyalty to the recognized structures centered around
the Ecumenical Patriarchate, but also as reflecting an attempt to address
enduring internal dissension. By voicing fears and laying out a legal
argument to deny Ukrainian Orthodox Christians the right to sepa-
rate, it may be a public attempt to pre-empt a direct challenge to the
Church leadership within Albania. Indeed, interlocutors loyal to the fac-
tion of opposition based in Elbasan hint that a challenge to Archbishop
Anastasios” jurisdiction will include a similar act of separatism.

Another cloud hovering over the leadership today is the perception
that it has failed to protect the community from hemorrhaging mem-
bers, either by way of conversion to more effective evangelical groups or
as a result of cultural alienation. These criticisms draw from the results
of various polls and a national census, the last being in 2011, which all
indicate that the numbers of the AOC are dropping. In response, the
AAOC official media have regularly published declarations penned by
the Archbishop, with supplementary public letters, to protest the faulty
methods of the last few censuses that consistently report only 6.75%
Albanians see themselves as Orthodox Christians. The arguments against
these results are revealing. They took the form of formal declarations
with extensive explanations on the official website and print/radio media,
as well as large segments of books published over the last several years.
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RESPONDING TO THE CENSUS

The 1990s proved especially difficult for Church authorities as they
had to fight constant legal battles initiated by nationalists in Tirana, a
realignment that left its inner core at odds with the obvious needs to
“update” a message to a youthful society with little to no moral founda-
tions that tolerate Church dictates. This was apparent with the census of
2011 which reported that only 6.75% of the population see themselves
as belonging to the Orthodox community. The shock of these numbers
required an immediate response from the Church already suspect for fail-
ing to rebuild the community among the most nationalist factions of the
indigenous clergy and laypersons.33

The response from the Church was revealingly desperate. The mes-
sage it wished to convey in challenging the numbers was not only to sug-
gest that Albanians were far more loyal to the Orthodox Church than
indicated by the statistics, but oddly it emphasized that a good number
of those not counted were in fact non-Albanian minorities. The message
has long been conveyed by the leadership that it wanted to integrate
other national groups, a small minority by any count. In the Church’s
communiques, however, the language was problematic for Albanians
seeking a nationalist leadership; instead of challenging the results along
straight-forward lines of argument, the Church statements tried to puff
up the numbers of Greeks (whom, it is claimed, state authorities never
count). More still, there is a lingering insinuation in the text of the offi-
cial Church statements that “certain groups” want to undermine the
authority of the Church and, more importantly, deemphasize the pres-
ence of these uncounted Greeks:

. it is surprising and to be wondered at why certain groups attempted
to show with various manipulations that the Orthodox population has
been reduced by two-thirds...All the evidence supports the fact that the
vast majority of those who were registered as “did not answer 13.79%” and
“undefined believers 5.49%” are Orthodox Christians. This would include:
a) Those who willingly chose not to answer the questions regarding faith
and religious affiliation, i.e., most of the Greek minority, as well as mem-
bers of the Vlach, Montenegrin and other ethnic minorities; [and] b) those
who avoided a direct declaration of their religion because of psychological
pressure created by some extremist groups and threats in connection with
the optional declaration of religion and ethnic identity.
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The Advisory Committee considers that the results of the census
should be viewed with the utmost caution and calls on the authorities not
to rely exclusively on the data on nationality collected during the census
in determining its policy on the protection of national minorities. It is a
well-known [fact] that in the country national minorities are affiliated with
a concrete religion. Based on the above facts: We denounce the unscien-
tific method followed for this sensitive religious issue. We protest the lack
of professionalism, ignoring international standards. We do not recognize
the final results regarding religious affiliation of the population given by
INSTAT. Plans and actions of this type undermine the religious coexist-
ence and harmony for which we strive.

The search for the truth is foundational for a civilized society, especially
in a case as sensitive as the religious identity of the citizens. Only the truth
can help Albania on its journey towards a united Europe and, in general,
for progress in the twenty-first century.3°

CONCLUSION

As discussed throughout, what constituted a new opportunity proved
a complex experience for Albanian Christians of the Orthodox faith.
Faced with persistent questions from erstwhile rival “ethnic” churches
laying claims on the faith of so many of Albania’s inhabitants, the story
of the AAOC at the end of the twentieth century forewarns a danger-
ous shift toward marginality for one particular constituency and larger
structural confusions for others. With the spread of liberal secularism,
the institutions seeking reentry into the lives of Albanians have been
laboring to field a compelling message to youthful audiences who were,
until the 1990s, free of any formal education on what it meant to be
Christian. The sole recourse for authorities outside Albania, whose priv-
ilege extended to the fact no living Albanian could take on the role of
leading a resurrection of the Orthodox Church (unlike the case with
the Catholic community), has proven to be an opportunity to reassert
non-Albanian authority over a once short-lived pestilent nationalist chal-
lenge to traditional authority based in Constantinople.

It is not difficult to see how open conflicts between nationalist pro-
jects elsewhere in the Orthodox world necessarily were submerged with
the appointment of a Greek-born Archbishop with a long history of mis-
sionary work in Africa.3” The Albanian case is thus a story of navigation,
one that requires wondering aloud how the Orthodox community could
survive in the face of the plethora of challenges the end of the commu-
nist era introduced.
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There is a seemingly unbreachable chasm created by what others in
the context of Muslim societies call liberal secularism with the arrival of
Euro-American economic and political power. I suggest here that what
is analyzed in Muslim societies by Talal Asad, Saba Mahmoud, and
others warrants similar investigation in the Balkans among Orthodox
Christians.?® Unlike, however, the narrowed Muslim-majority confines
in which scholars studying liberal secularism are forced to operate, it
may be argued that the Balkans offers us a unique context to analyze
the postmodern world. Indeed, as noted with this case of Albanians
navigating the post-communist arena created by the resurrection of the
Orthodox Church, how many invest in retaining what Sabrina Ramet
correctly identifies as afterimages of the twentieth century, principally
ethno-national identity or nationalism, does reflect unique tensions con-
trastive to those found in, for instance, the Middle East. In as much as
we are inspired by those Asadian affiliates exploring how accurate “sec-
ular” sensibilities clash or complement “traditional” or “revivalist” ones
in an entirely different socio-political setting like Egypt today, the cases
in Albania and perhaps elsewhere in Southeast Europe reflect different
sensibilities and concerns.?? For one, the project of identifying ontologi-
cal others as much as creating/reaffirming what it means to be Albanian,
Greek, or Serb seems indelibly challenged with the arrival of liberal sensi-
bilities constantly restated in Archbishop Anastasios’ lectures on universal
values.

In this regard, the project here is perhaps entirely reserved to opening
up suggestively new channels of inquiry, with some preliminary obser-
vations of what the unique Albanian context offers us as we position the
transitions from post-communism within a study of the role of institu-
tions of faith as critical as the various national Churches. According to
interlocutors, it is a secularism that seems to, in affective spirit, take
form in the iterations of the nation’s Orthodox Church. This secularism
constitutes a pervasive Western liberalism that is behind a fundamental
disconnect between very powerful, now opposing sensibilities festering
inside an Albania facing new waves of economic austerity. Paradoxically,
as much as the official statements from the Church media reassure
a global audience that their project not only addresses the fears of sec-
tarian intolerance and associated violence (never a problem in Albanian
society), but also is winning over the hearts and minds of previously
“atheistic” devoutly secular people (rarely identified as Albanians), con-
sultations with sources on the ground suggest a far less successful ten-
ure in post-communist Albania. The teachings of the Orthodox Church
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as articulated currently (and, to be fair, those of most religious institu-
tions in Albania today) are incapable of confronting a wave of activism
promoting “lifestyle” choices deemed antithetical to traditional moral
values. Indeed, the open embrace of “others” and the preaching of tol-
erance have been viewed as an ambiguous but nevertheless “contradic-
tory” position on increasingly charged debates surrounding globalization
and the cultural “innovations” and “infringements” associated with it. As
much as the Archbishop wishes to indulge these liberal values, it is still
coming from a moralizing entrenched patriarchal institution with equally
dubious Albanian nationalist credentials.

The difficult task of keeping internal criticism from undermining the
authority of already precarious roles suggests clergy should embrace a more
nuanced appreciation for what is happening within the larger commu-
nity. Their sensitivity requires being not entirely faithful to the ideological
cracks within Orthodox traditions and more willing to hint at concessions
through “modern” designed webpages. It is when the researcher consults
these sources that perhaps reading against the grain of discourse is neces-
sary to appreciate the actual depth of the tensions within the Church.

In other words, all efforts to instill confidence while also navigating
new “innovative” waters may require our not seeking clear-cut answers
as to how the Albanian Orthodox Church is faring locally. Investigating
more deeply how its message conflicts with more resilient affiliations
that do indeed prove to have an “afterlife” in Albania has compelled
entrenched leaders to accept that different interests within this insti-
tution are possible when presented as ecumenical and universalist, but
never also as Albanian.

The previous accounting of this process of adaptation and perhaps
fundamental reorientation reflects the larger forces of change afflicting
the Balkans and its inhabitants of all faiths. Far more than a sectarian
issue, however, the experience of AOC can serve as an interesting entry-
point to appreciate better the larger structural, existential, and ideologi-
cal underpinnings of traumatic changes in the region for the entirety of
the twentieth century and now well into the present day. By examining
specifically at how the values of the Albanian Orthodox Church have
evolved to fit external political, socioeconomic, and cultural forces far
greater than its own, it is possible to introduce a new set of analytical
tools to appreciate change in a region perhaps most directly impacted by
events over the last century, events whose “afterimages” resonate in ways
familiar to those who have studied the Balkans for some time.
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CHAPTER 10

The Orthodox Church of the Czech Lands
and Slovakia: Survival of a Minority Faith
in a Secular Society

Frank Cibulka

Abstract This chapter will focus on the fortunes of the autocephalous
Orthodox Church of the Czech Lands and Slovakia in the aftermath of
the collapse of the Czechoslovak communist regime in 1989 and the
creation of new nation-states in Prague and Bratislava in 1993. The
topic generates a special set of questions stemming from the fact that,
not only does the Orthodox Church in the successor states of former
Czechoslovakia represent a minority faith existing on the periphery of
the post-communist societies, but it does so in the case of the Czech
Republic, in one of the most secularized and atheistic countries in the
world. Among the topics examined will be the strength of its member-
ship and of its present societal role, its relationship with key governmen-
tal institutions, its leadership strife, social conservatism and religious
tolerance, the impact of church restitutions, and its position on the
evolving schism between the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople
and the leadership of the Russian Orthodox Church over the issue of
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granting of autocephaly to the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. Finally, the
question of foreign influence or control over this minority Church will
also have to be addressed.

This chapter begins by thoroughly addressing the ambiguous historical
context of the Orthodox Church in the territory of former Czechoslovakia
in terms of the question whether it can be considered a natural religious
creation within the national life, rooted in the castward orientation of
Christianity dating back to the Saints Cyril and Methodius, or a reli-
gious transplant from the powerful Slavic neighbors. The ambivalent
early spatial orientation of the Church within the multinational First
Czechoslovak Republic, its near-destruction during the Nazi occupation
in World War Two, along with the nature of its accommodation with the
Czechoslovak communist regime will also be explored. The analysis of
the Church’s historical journey in the seemingly alien heart of Europe is
absolutely inevitable for achieving full understanding of its contemporary
situation.

TaE HistoricaAL CONTEXT OF THE CZECHOSLOVAK
OrTHODOX CHURCH

The heart of Europe does not constitute a fertile environment for
Orthodox Christianity and this is true also where the Czech Republic
is concerned and, to a somewhat lesser extent, in the case of Slovakia.
The 2011 population census indicated that the autocephalous Orthodox
Church in the Czech Lands and Slovakia (Pravoslavni cirkev v ceskych
zemich a na Slovenskn) numbered just under 70,000 believers: only
20,533 in the Czech Republic and 49,133 in Slovakia.! In addition,
the status of the Orthodox Church in former Czechoslovakia has been
undermined by episodes of power struggle, allegations of misbehavior on
the part of the top Church leadership, and very real instability of the top
leadership.

The religious history of the Czech Republic or of its traditional ter-
ritory of Bohemia presents a dramatic story of alternating fortune
for Roman Catholicism and Protestantism, stemming from the stun-
ning legacy of the Czech reformist priest and theologian Jan Hus
(c.1369-1415) and from the Bohemian Reformation movement, an
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early fifteenth-century attempt to reform the Christian Church. The
myths of the nineteenth-century Czech National Revival almost all
center around the nation’s dramatic fifteenth-century history—the
burning of Jan Hus at the stake as a heretic, the stunning success of
Hussite military machinery in resisting the Crusades, and the legacy of
one of the religious factions which emerged out of the Hussite religious
movement—the Unity of the Czech Brethren (Jednota Bratrskd), best
known because of its last bishop pre-exile, the theologian and educator
Jan Amos Komensky (1592-1670). The one exception through which
the Czech nation turns its eyes to the East was the role played in the
ninth century by the Byzantine Christian missionaries, Saints Cyril and
Methodius, Greek brothers from Thessaloniki, sent in the 862 by the
Byzantine Emperor Michael III to help evangelize the population and
reduce the Frankish influence in Greater Moravia. In fact, the Slav
polytheist religion had for some decades been in retreat given the rapid
spread of Christianity. But the Byzantine missionaries not only translated
the Bible from Greek into Old Church Slavonic but invented a Glagolitic
alphabet for it. The expulsion of their disciples from Greater Moravia
by its ruler prince Svatopluk after the death of Saint Methodius in 885
signaled a turning toward a western version of Christianity.

But that was an exception. As Derek Sayer wrote in the Coasts of
Bobemin: “Since the times of Cyril and Methodius, Czechs had been
variously Catholic and Protestant, but never Orthodox; their language
has been written in Roman and Gothic scripts, but never Cyrillic.”? The
defining event in the life of the nation was the defeat by the army of
the Habsburg Emperor Ferdinand II at the Battle of White Mountain
in 1620. This tragic event in Czech national history resulted not only
in the loss of the sovereign statehood and in widespread repression, but
also, in the context of the Habsburg Counter-Reformation, in the forced
re-Catholization which endured for the next three centuries. During
the nineteenth-century National Revival, this period was referred to as
the Age of Darkness (Temno), for example, in the works of the nation’s
pre-eminent writer Alois Jirasek. The period of intense myth-making
during the Czech National Revival and the early years of independence
included an emphasis on the Slavic nature of the Czechs and Slovaks,
the promotion of Pan-Slavism, and fellowship with Russia. These themes
often figured in the works of prominent Czech artists, such as in Alfons
Mucha’s series of monumental historical paintings, the Slovanskd epopej
(The Slav Epic), painted from 1912 to 1926. As Sayer writes about this
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masterpiece, “The overall effect of Slovanskd epopej is to (re)locate
Czech history squarely in the pan-Slav context, while placing the Hussite
drama at the heart of both. That Mucha freely mingles pagan, Orthodox,
Catholic and Protestant references in a paean to Slavism is interesting.
On one level his indiscriminate plundering testifies to the ascension of
the national and the ethnic into the realm of the sacred.”?

The creation of the independent Czechoslovak Republic in 1918
coincided with the crisis and the rapid decline of the Roman Catholic
Church in the country. In 1910, 96% of the Czech population were
Roman Catholic. This figure declined to 82% in 1921, but, by 2011,
had sunk to only 10.4% or 1.3 million Catholics out of a population of
10.6 million in the Czech Republic. Many factors were responsible for
this trend, including subsequent religious repression by the communist
regime and secularization and atheization of the second half of the twen-
tieth century. In the immediate post-World War One years, the return of
religious freedom and an attendant reaction against the Catholic Church
which was seen as pro-Habsburg and anti-national played their part.
A revival in 1918 of the Jednota katolického duchovenstva (Association
of Catholic Clergy), originally founded in the Czech lands in 1895 in
the context of Catholic modernism, resulted in demands for a reform of
the Catholic Church, including democratization of the Church, crea-
tion of a Czech national patriarchate, an economically more equal treat-
ment of the clergy and the elimination of their mandatory celibacy.*
The Vatican’s refusal of the demands of the reformist clergy resulted
in an exodus from the Catholic Church and the eventual creation in
1920 of the new national Church, the Czechoslovak Hussite Church
(Ceskoslovenska cirkev husitskd), which had the evident support of
much of the governmental elite. This Church initially prospered, reach-
ing a half a million members in 1921 and almost a million (946,300)
in 1950. It created an excellent opportunity for the growth of religious
Orthodoxy since the new national Church had undergone a divisive
search for theology and institutional orientation and for a while seriously
considered adopting Eastern Orthodox identity. This search and internal
power struggle were only definitively resolved in 1924 with the victory
of the first patriarch of the Czechoslovak Hussite Church, Karel Farsky,
who opposed unity with Orthodoxy.?

During the initial years of Czechoslovak independence, the number
of Orthodox believers grew and came largely from four sources. One
was the small number of Orthodox believers who had existed in the
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Czech lands during the Habsburg era. In 1910, this figure was placed
at 832 in the Czech Lands, 210 in Moravia and 21 in Silesia. The sec-
ond group were the defectors from the Roman Catholic Church who
chose to join the Orthodox Church rather than the Czechoslovak
Hussite Church. The third and by far the largest group came from the
autonomous region of Carpathian Ruthenia, where some 30,000 admit-
ted being Orthodox in 1912.° in spite of repression from the politi-
cally dominant Ruthenian Greek Catholic (Uniate) Church. The fourth
group came from the influx of political refugees coming out of Russia
during the early 1920s, following the end of the Civil War. According
to the Czechoslovak government, there were some 30,000 Russian
refugees living in the country in 1926,” and the vast majority were
Orthodox believers. In 1930, the total number of Orthodox believers in
all of Czechoslovakia was 145,583, with some 24,573 in Bohemia and
Moravia-Silesia,® and the rest in Carpathian Ruthenia and in Slovakia.

During the early years of the Czechoslovak Republic, the Orthodox
Church found a significant source of support in the country’s first Prime
Minister during 1918-1919, Karel Kramar (1860-1937), a Russophile
and an advocate of nco-Slavism, who had a Russian wife and converted
to Orthodoxy because of his marriage.

During World War Two, the Orthodox Church suffered catastrophic
repression following the assassination of the Acting Reich Protector
Reinhard Heydrich in May 1942 by a group of Czechoslovak parachut-
ists dispatched from London. The parachutists were allowed to hide
in the crypt of the Orthodox Church of Saints Cyril and Methodius in
Prague, where they were eventually discovered by the Gestapo and killed
in a firefight. In a brutal reprisal, the Germans arrested and tortured the
Metropolitan Bishop of the Church, Gorazd, and in September 1942
all the Czech Orthodox properties in the Protectorate of Bohemia and
Moravia were confiscated by the Germans. With the churches closed, the
Orthodox priests were removed to Germany to perform forced labor.”
Bishop Gorazd (Mat¢j Pavlik, 1879-1942), who had headed the Church
since 1921 was executed on 4 September 1942. It is somewhat ironic
that today the perception of the Czech general public of the Orthodox
Church is probably most closely associated with this tragic episode in the
country’s history.

Following the liberation from the German occupation in 1945,
Stalin annexed Carpathian Ruthenia and Czechoslovakia was left with
only about 20,000 Orthodox believers, with about 9000 consisting of
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former Uniates in eastern Slovakia and the remainder being Russian
émigrés and converts to Orthodoxy. There were about twenty
Orthodox priests left and subsequently, in 1946, the Church broke
away from the patriarch of Constantinople and the Serbian metro-
politan and placed itself under the jurisdiction of the patriarch of the
Russian Orthodox Church instead.!'® During the years of communist
rule, the Orthodox Church in Slovakia participated in the repression
of the Uniates, but was itself treated with relative benevolence, escap-
ing the severe persecution of the Roman Catholic Church.!! As Pavel
Marck has written, “...the Orthodox Church in Czechoslovakia, in
the period after Second World War, enjoyed support from the state;
this trend deepened after February 1948, reaching a stage of full con-
trol over the Church, of its directing and control by the party and state
organs, and the Orthodox fulfilled tasks and orders assigned to them by
the communist party, aiming at the building of the socialist system.”1?
The Moscow Patriarchate granted autocephaly to the Czechoslovak
Orthodox Church in 1951, but this was recognized by the Ecumenical
Patriarchate of Constantinople only in 1998. The period of the 1950s
was a time of the greatest numerical strength of the Orthodox believ-
ers in socialist Czechoslovakia. While the 1950 census reported some
57,000 believers, the realistic estimates a year later revealed the presence
of 350,000-370,000 Orthodox believers in the country.!® This was due
to two factors: The mass forced conversions from the Greek Catholic
Church in Slovakia and the return of some 40,000 Volhynian Czechs
after World War Two, the vast majority of whom were Orthodox in
their religious identity. These were descendants of the Czech migrants
to the Volhynia region of Western Ukraine during the second half of the
nineteenth century. However, the numbers of Orthodox dropped dur-
ing the second half of the twentieth century down to 90,000 in 1981
and 53,000 in 1991 at the end of the communist regime.'* Much of the
drop in membership can be explained by the relegalization, during the
1968 Prague Spring, of the Greek-rite Catholic Church and subsequent
return of many of the Orthodox believers to their original spiritual
home. The alien nature of the Orthodox Church was underscored by
the fact that its leadership was until 2000 in the hands of Russian-born
metropolitan bishops. It has existed on the fringes of the Czech and
Slovak societies, and its reputation among the population has not been
helped by the evidence of secret police links on the part of some of its
leaders.
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THE CzEcH AND SLOVAK ORTHODOX CHURCH
AND THE STATE AND SOCIETY SINCE 1989

In the period since the fall of communism, the Orthodox Church has
been able to retain and even increase its membership more effectively
than other Churches in the country. This is in part due to the dynamic
ethnic base of the Church and to the continuing strength of the domi-
nant Russian Orthodox Church to the East. The official figure of 70,000
believers is misleading as it does not include visitors and migrant work-
ers from Ukraine and other Orthodox-majority countries, such as Russia
and Bulgaria, and church attendance is therefore larger. The Orthodox
Church claims to have around 100,000 Czech and Slovak adherents and
an additional 180,000 foreigners residing or working in both states, who
are adherents of the Eastern Orthodox faith.!> Another set of figures
effectively demonstrates the “foreign” nature of the Orthodox Church.
It has been reported that, in 2017, there were 120,000 Ukrainians liv-
ing permanently in the Czech Republic and another 50,000 residing
there on short-term visas. Both the Russian Orthodox Church of the
Moscow Patriarchate, with 6000 believers and headquarters in Karlovy
Vary (Karlsbad), and the former Ukrainian Orthodox Autocephalous
Church (later absorbed into the new Orthodox Church of the Ukraine)
also operated in the Czech Republic at one time. At the same time,
the “vast majority” of Orthodox believers in the Czech lands were
also Ukrainians.'® In 2001, the Orthodox Church reported to the
Ecumenical Council of Churches that it had 82 parishes in the Czech
Republic, served by 76 priests.!” It has been alleged that, during the
election of the new primate of the Church, the Ukrainian clergy were
able to provide the two-thirds majority support of the delegates needed
for election at the eparchial convention and have at times been subjected
to pressure and blackmail to support candidates favored by Moscow
Patriarchate.!8

A few prominent Czech individuals have recently been identified as
being Orthodox Christians. The best known is Jaromir Jagr, who is con-
sidered one of the greatest professional ice hockey players in history.
Jagr, who converted from Catholicism, was baptized by Metropolitan
Krystof in 2001 and his Orthodox faith was further strengthened
when he played for Avangard Omsk in Russia during 2008-2011. He
later stated that, “At least I am improving my Russian in church. It is
attended by such an unusual group of people who believe in something
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and whose energy is so strong that one feels well there.”!® He also
recalled his experience while working in Omsk. “It was endearing how
Russians accepted my faith. I was somehow closer to them and they
to me as well. It helped me to better adjust to the country, its people.
We understood each other better.”2?

After the dissolution of Czechoslovakia on 1 January 1993, two sep-
arate and equal Churches have emerged, but they have maintained
canonical unity through a shared Holy Synod and through a common
primate of the Church. The Orthodox Church in the Czech Lands and
Slovakia is divided into four eparchies: In the Czech Republic, these
are the Archdiocese of Prague and the Czech Lands, and the Diocese
of Brno and Olomouc, while in Slovakia we find the Archdiocese of
Presov and Slovakia and the Diocese of Michalovee and Kosice. The
Church’s primate, with the title of Metropolitan of the Czech Lands
and Slovakia, is elected from among the two archbishops, and currently
the post has been held since January 2014 by 41-year-old Archbishop
Rastislav (Ondfej Gent) of the PreSov and Slovakia Archdiocese.?!
The Metropolitan, according to the Church constitution, “carries
out together with the Holy Synod (composed of all the active bish-
ops) the spiritual administration of the Church.”?? There are some 82
Orthodox parishes in both states and the training of priests takes place
at the semi-independent Orthodox Theological Faculty of the University
of Presov, with a branch for distance study in Olomouc. The unity of
the Czech and Slovak Orthodoxy is no doubt motivated by the con-
straint of needing to retain autocephalous status. According to the dis-
tinguished Church historian Pavel Marek, “The two Churches formerly
functioned in a more connected way during Metropolitan Krystof’s
term as primate. Today they are in fact two Churches, each in reality
acting independently and having only a common name.”?3 This should
not be surprising given the great differences in religiosity of the two
states. The Czech Republic has earned a reputation as the most atheis-
tic state in Europe, while Slovakia’s population remains much more reli-
gious, due to the strength of the Roman Catholic Church. While 63%
of the Slovak population are Roman Catholics and 69% claim that they
believe in God, only 29% of Czechs say that they believe in God and
72% are religiously unaffiliated. The Roman Catholic Church still rep-
resents by far the strongest religious faith in both republics. The overall
figures of attendance at religious services are far lower than the Church
membership in both countries, with only 31% of Slovaks and 11% of
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Czechs attending monthly.?* The Orthodox Church certainly has a
stronger position in Slovakia than in the Czech Republic, but ranks as
only the fifth largest among Slovakia’s Churches, with just under 1% of
the population, after the Catholic Church, the two Protestant denomi-
nations—the Evangelical Church of the Augsburg Confession in Slovakia
and the Reformed Christian Church—and the Slovak Greek Catholic
Church. The Slovak Orthodox can be found mostly in eastern Slovakia
and arcas with Ruthenian populations. Even in Presov County, the site
of the Slovak Archdiocese, Orthodox believers counted for only 4% of
the population in 2002 and the highest concentration of Orthodox
believers can be found in remote mountain villages of eastern Slovakia,
where the proportion of the Orthodox population can range from 20
to 30%.%> In the Czech Republic, the Orthodox believers constitute the
fourth most numerous group with 0.2% of the country’s population;
after the Roman Catholic Church, the Evangelical Church of Czech
Brethren, and the Czechoslovak Hussite Church. The area of greatest
concentration of Orthodox believers in the Czech Republic is in the spa
town of Karlovy Vary (Karlsbad), where there has long been a strong
Russian community. It is also the site of the oldest and largest Orthodox
church in the country—the Saints Peter and Paul Cathedral, next to
which are located the offices of the rector of the Russian Orthodox
Church representation in Karlovy Vary, the influential Archpriest Nikolay
Lischenyuk.

It is ironic that, at the time of religious decline in the Czech Republic,
the country does not have a constitutional separation of Church and
state. The current model, common to both Czechoslovak successor
states, is centered on the financing of religious organizations by the
state. This function is delegated to the Department of Churches of the
respective Ministries of Culture and includes also other key control func-
tions, especially the task of registering Churches and religious organiza-
tion. The Department of Churches (Odbor civkvi in the Czech Republic
and Cirkevny odbor in Slovakia) continues in a significantly more benign
way at least some of the functions of the communist-era Secretariat for
Church Affairs (Secretaridt pro véci cirkevni), which was part of the
Czechoslovak Ministry of Education and Culture. The importance of
the state management of religious affairs has grown substantially with the
approval of religious restitutions, as the amount of money distributed to
various Czech organizations increased. The Czech department has since
2006 been headed by its director Jana Bendova.
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The top bishops of the local Orthodox Church do participate to
some degree in the public life of the Czech Republic and Slovakia and
appear alongside the countries’ political and religious leaders during
formal occasions of state. Metropolitan Krystof kept a particularly high
profile in that respect. Many of the public, non-religious occasions in
which they take part are nevertheless often connected to the world of
Orthodoxy. For example, Archbishop Michal of Prague and the Czech
lands in January 2019 hosted a New Year reception in one of Prague’s
hotels for the ambassadors and other representatives of select coun-
tries, all of which had a majority of Orthodox believers: Serbia, Belarus,
Moldova, Greece, Ukraine, Russia, Bulgaria, Romania, and Cyprus.?®
But he also attended in December of the previous year a reception on
the occasion of Austria’s national holiday, and here he met the former
Czech President Viclav Klaus.?”

THE POwER STRUGGLE WITHIN THE CHURCH
AND RELIGIOUS RESTITUTIONS

Two very likely interrelated aspects of the recent history of the Church
need to be addressed: The religious restitutions and the crisis which
gripped the Church after the April 2013 resignation of Metropolitan
Krystof (Radim Pulec), who had served as Archbishop of Prague and
the Czech Lands since 2006 and as Metropolitan of the Czech Lands
and Slovakia since 2010.2% The subsequent scandal and power struggle
divided the Church into various factions and reached an international
dimension.

Metropolitan Krystof has been a complex, contradictory, and contro-
versial figure. He is a person of great charisma and erudition, an active
scholar with doctoral degrees in theology and philosophy and with fluent
knowledge of several foreign languages. He has brought unprecedented
dynamism into his leadership role and to some degree re-oriented the
Church from an almost exclusive Eastward orientation back to the Czech
and Slovak societies. His ambition was not limited to the survival of the
Church, as he genuinely believed that he could make missionary inroads
in the mainstream domestic societies. In an interview, dating to 2011
and remarkable for its directness and ambition, he claimed that, “the
number of the Orthodox in the Czech Republic is increasing every day”
and that “many Czechs come to be baptized Orthodox; the Orthodox
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Church is a refuge for all.” He went on to say that “all Orthodox
churches are full, even on holidays the people fill the church, even over-
flowing outside. Meanwhile the Catholic churches are empty.”?* He took
aim at the country’s dominant Catholic Church and explained its decline
by the decline of the rural population and by historical factors:

Catholicism was implanted by force, with almost the same methods as tra-
ditionally practised by the Nazis and the communists. If you were diso-
bedient, they would take your property and send you into exile, and they
may have even put an end to you...Of the 150,000 rural families there are
only 30,000 left. It seems clear that the Czechs do not like Catholicism.
So, Czechoslovakia became independent country, with about one mil-
lion people leaving the Catholic Church and the establishment of the
Orthodox Church of Czechoslovakia. More and more people today in the
Czech Republic and Slovakia prefer the Orthodox Church. We now need
to boost their morale, especially among the young people and teach them
the truth that they did not know.3°

At the same time, there has always been an apparent dark side to
Metropolitan Krystof. He has been reliably identified as an agent of the
former State Security (StB), even though he was eventually cleared by a
1997 court decision. His economic activities have also come under scru-
tiny and suspicion due to his role in the IKONOSTAS company which
was involved in the management of the Church property.

His tenure as primate came to an abrupt end in 2013, in the same
year that the restitutions of religious property in the Czech Republic
came into effect. They provided for almost US$4 billion in return of
property confiscated by the communist regime in 1948 and US$3 bil-
lion in financial restitution to be spread over a period of thirty years. The
bulk of these funds was provided for the Roman Catholic Church while
the Orthodox Church was granted 1.16 billion Czech crowns (about
US$60 million), not counting limited property restitution. It has been
speculated subsequently that this has fueled a power struggle within the
Orthodox Church. Metropolitan Krystof, as the primate of the Church,
controlled the Church’s property, but he resigned as a result of allega-
tions of sexual impropriety in April 2013. He retreated to a small mon-
astery in Tésov, in western Czech Republic. He concentrated, with some
success, on clearing his name and has retained significant support among
the faithful.
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The entire dramatic episode in the life of the country’s Orthodox
Church was the result of a complex combination of factors including
human frailty of character, financial motives, struggle for power, and
finally an involvement by foreign actors. Its beginning predates the
restitution legislation. Apparently, Mctropolitan Krystof lost the sup-
port of the Russian Orthodox Church when in 2011 he complained in
a letter to the Ecumenical Patriarchate that he had come under pres-
sure from Moscow to take part in the celebration of the 60th anniver-
sary of autocephaly, which was granted to the Czechoslovak Church by
the Moscow Patriarchate (but not by the Ecumenical Patriarchate at
that time) in 1951. Krystof was subsequently criticized for being disloyal
to the Russian “Mother Church” and this episode apparently marked
the beginning of the process of his removal from his posts.3! Allegedly
motivated by the prospect of control over the restitution funds, the pri-
mate’s rivals, allegedly with the support of the Moscow Patriarchate,
took advantage of his known but hitherto ignored personal weaknesses
and engineered his ouster on charges of violation of his priestly vows.
In April 2013, television station TV NOVA came out with allegations
that Krystof had had sexual relations with several women and a number
of illegitimate children. While denying the allegations, Krystof resigned
both his posts on 12 April for the good of his Church.3? The admin-
istration of the Church, as Locum Tenens, was placed in the hands of
Archbishop Simeon of the Olomouc-Brno diocese, and he struggled
without success to remove the administrator of the Church property, the
controversial priest Martin Marek Krupica, who now became the tempo-
rary administrator of the Prague Diocese. The situation developed into
a full-blown struggle between the two senior clergymen for the control
of the Church. Archbishop Simeon, weakened, completed his ten-
ure as an interim administrator of the Church following the election in
January 2014 of the new primate, Metropolitan Rastislav, who in turn
attempted to remove the 87-year-old Archbishop from his post in the
Olomouc-Brno diocese. At the same time, while the election of Rastislav
was embraced by the Moscow Patriarchate, it was not recognized,
on procedural grounds, by the Ecumenical Patriarchate in Istanbul till
2016. It has been alleged in some circles that Metropolitan Hilarion
of Volokolamsk, the chairman of the Department of External Church
Relations of the Russian Orthodox Church, during his visits to Prague
had managed to engineer the election of Rastislav.33
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The conflict gained intensity as the first payment of 38 million Czech
crowns was about to be delivered to the Orthodox Church and the
struggle over the control of the funds continued. There were accusa-
tions of “connection with podvorje,” a representative organization of the
Russian Orthodox Church, which defends Russian interests. In April,
the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew was sufficiently concerned about
the matter that he sent a letter to the then Czech Minister of Culture
Daniel Herman.?* The issue drove the Church factions further apart and
led to allegations, for example, by Marek Martin Krupica, of an involve-
ment of “dark forces,” such as of the former StB secret policy person-
nel or even Russian intelligence services.®® The situation reached the
point where the Czech press reported that, in late 2014, the Ministry
of Culture suspended the restitution payments to the Orthodox Church.
The 40 million Czech crowns which were to be transferred to the
Church the following January were potentially headed into temporary
court or notarial custody for safeckeeping.3® Minister Herman declared,
“I did what was necessary to prevent misuse of the funds,”?” and Krupica
subsequently reacted on 24 October by filing a police complaint against
the Minister, drawing in turn a condemnation of his own action from
Archbishop Simeon.3® But the matter is shrouded in confusion because,
according to a recent statement by the Ministry Department of Church
Affairs director, Pavla Bendova, the money was ultimately paid on time.
She wrote, “I am unaware that Minister Herman would have suspended
the payment to the Orthodox Church. All Churches, including the
Orthodox, were paid their financial compensations at the same time,
exactly according to the existing law.”3 Krupica was eventually removed
from his key positions, moved to priestly duties in Litomerice and died
in a traffic accident in November 2018. Subsequently, the Orthodox
Church experienced another major crisis, caused by the struggle for the
control of the Diocese of Prague and the Czech Lands.

Roman Hrdy (born 1973) was elected Archbishop of Prague, in
January 2014, as the successor to Metropolitan Krystof; in this new
post, he took the name Archbishop Jachym. However, due to procedural
issues, his election was not accepted by much of the country’s Orthodox
community or by the Ministry of Culture. It was also rejected by the
Ecumenical Patriarchate, but not by the Russian Orthodox Church.
A new election took place in November and Archbishop Jachym was
defeated for his post by Michal Dandar (born 1947), who was enthroned
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in March 2015 as Archbishop Michal of Prague and of the Czech lands.
Archbishop Jachym kept his rank and was removed to a titular post as
Archbishop of Beroun. His successor, Archbishop Michal, who had spent
time working for the Russian Orthodox Church in Germany, was identi-
fied as a former agent of the Czechoslovak StB; he has been regarded as
being strongly Russian-oriented.

It is not easy to interpret the power struggle within this minority
Orthodox Church. The Orthodox Church in Czechoslovakia’s suc-
cessor states has been secretive and its inner developments have been
non-transparent even for experienced observers of Church history. It is
certainly difficult to believe that Metropolitan Krystof has been accused
completely unjustly of the many episodes of violation of his priestly
vows. At the same time, it is hard to believe that the accusations against
him were not exaggerated and that they were not politically or finan-
cially motivated. The episode was very costly for the Orthodox Church
because it damaged its reputation in both countries, and because it
resulted in the removal from the scene of an erudite and charismatic
leader who appeared to possess a vision of a greater societal role for the
Church within the Czech and Slovak societies and who wished for the
Church to break out of its historical, regional, and ethnic constraints.
In the wake of his ouster, disturbing trends continued to be manifested
in the Orthodox Church of the two countries. For example, there were
reports that the original Czech and Slovak priests were being replaced by
new ones coming from among migrants from the Ukraine, Russia, and
Moldova, who have been more compliant with the new pro-Russian ori-
entation of the Church.*? It does seem, however, unlikely that the rich
Russian Orthodox Church would attempt to strengthen its influence or
even control over the Orthodox Church of the Czech lands and Slovakia
in order to get access to the restitution funds. On the contrary, it has
provided generous funding for the projects of the Czech Church, such
as the renovation of the archbishop’s residence. In Prague, Archbishop
Jachym has argued that “The Russians certainly do not seek to get our
money and never interfered in our internal Church matters. It even
sounds comical that the Russian Church, rich in comparison with us,
should be dealing with the finances of our local Czech Church which
barely secures its own operations.”*! It appears likely that, rather than
for financial gain, the Moscow Patriarchate seeks greater control over the
Czech and Slovak Orthodoxy in order to strengthen its position in the
global Orthodox Church in relation to the Ecumenical Patriarchate in
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Constantinople, as well as in order to ease the political penetration of
the Russian state. In fact, the Orthodox Church has already been labeled
“the Kremlin’s Trojan Horse in the Czech Republic.”*?

Eventually, the leadership situation began to settle down, with the
resolution coming in January 2016, during the visit of Metropolitan
Rastislav to Istanbul, during which he met a delegation led by
Metropolitan John of Pergamon at the Orthodox Patriarchate in Phanar.
A communique stated that Rastislav “apologized for his statement against
the Ecumenical Patriarchate and Greek People, thus decisively influenc-
ing the solving of the problems that the Orthodox Church of the Czech
Lands and Slovakia has been facing.” He was subsequently recognized in
his post by the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew. Furthermore, formal
relations between Rastislav and Archbishop Simeon, the former Locum
Tenens, had been restored, with Simeon remaining as the Archbishop
of the troubled Olomouc-Brno diocese.*? In a further indication of his
international acceptance, Rastislav was received by Pope Francis in Rome
in May 2018, as part of the Vatican’s ecumenical agenda.**

THE CHURCH AND SOCIETY: THE EXPECTED CONSERVATISM

It remains to examine the attitude of the Church toward key social
issues such as gender equality and homosexuality. The positions taken
up by the hierarchs of the Orthodox Church of the Czech lands and
Slovakia are consistent with the established views of world Orthodoxy,
although articulated in a somewhat softer fashion than by the Russian
Church figures. One important factor is that the Orthodox Church in
the Czech Republic and Slovakia functions in the environment of a dem-
ocratic polity and vibrant civil society, while being largely dependent on
the government for its funding. This may serve as a moderating influ-
ence. In fact, the Church Constitution, adopted in 1999, states that,
“This Constitution respects the constitution in the territory of the Czech
Republic as well as all legal norms of the Czech Republic, and in the
territory of Slovak Republic the constitution and all legal norms of the
Slovak Republic, the Declaration of Human Rights and Freedoms, and
other state, international and religious norms related to the activity of
the Orthodox Church.”#5

The Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew expressed the official posi-
tion of the Church on the issues of homosexuality and same-sex mar-
riage during a homily in Tallinn, Estonia, in September 2013: “To our
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Lord Jesus Christ, who blessed families through the Mystery of Marriage
at Cana of Galilee and changed water into wine, that is, into joy and
feasting, and to his Body, the Orthodox Church, the partnering of the
same sex is unknown and condemned, and they condemn the contem-
porary invention of ‘mutual cohabitation’, which is the result of sin and
not the law of joy.”*¢ The Orthodox Church of the Czech lands on 9
February 2005 issued a lengthy proclamation on the subject under the
title “God Loves the Sinner, but Hates Sin. A statement of Bishops
of the Orthodox Church of the Czech Lands Regarding the Issue of
Homosexual Unions and About Some During Current Times Wide-
Spread Sins.” The statement was signed by the then-Prague Archbishop
Krystot and Bishop Simeon of the Olomouc-Brno diocese and contained
a clear message: “Homosexual relationships are from the point of view of
the Bible and also from the point of view of the teaching of the Church
a sin which separates a man from God.”*” But remarkably, the state-
ment continued to say, “But it would be a big mistake to select from
many sins, to which people today surrender and which are very wide-
spread, only one (for example the practice of homosexual unions), not
to speak about many others, which are today considered acceptable,
not only in today’s society but sometimes even in the Church,” list-
ing “widespread selfishness and individualism, forgetting God, as well
as in the widespread practice of extramarital relations, marital infidelity,
divorces, and frequent abortions which have neither medical nor social
justification,” and also the “intemperate indulging in alcohol and addic-
tive substances...In the forefront also emerges the sin of the consumerist
lifestyle, resulting in its consequences in the destruction of Divine crea-
tion.”*8 In a sense, the issue of homosexuality seemed almost marginal-
ized in the wide-ranging indictment of the Czech society.

Another example of the conservatism of the Church came in early
2015, when the Holy Synod of the Orthodox Church of the Czech lands
and Slovakia expressed its support for the Referendum for Protection
of the Family (Referendum o ochrané rodiny) in Slovakia, which was
set declared by President Andrej Kiska for 7 February of that year. The
referendum was initiated by the conservative Allzance for the Family
(Aliancia za rodinu). The Holy Synod requested that the citizens par-
ticipate in the referendum and “thus show in a legitimate democratic way
their Christian view in the form of triple ‘yes’,” because, “for Orthodox
Christians, marriage has always been a union of one man and one woman
who promise each other mutual respect and love before God and the
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Church community.”*® The three propositions called for confirmation
that only the union of one man and one woman can be considered a
marriage, that same-sex couples or groups should not be allowed to
adopt children, and that schools could not require participation of chil-
dren in sex education or education about cuthanasia, without their or
their parents’ agreement with the content of the curriculum.®® Slovakia’s
LGBTI community opposed the referendum and requested its boycott.
Ultimately, the referendum failed in its purpose and was declared invalid
because of low voter participation of only 21.4%. However, the actual
vote showed support ranging between 90 and 95% for the three referen-
dum questions,®! clearly displaying the enduring conservatism of Slovak
society.

The final example deals with the opposition of the Orthodox Church
of the Czech lands to the legislative ratification of the so-called Istanbul
Agreement, which is to say, the Council of Europe’s 2011 Convention
on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women and Domestic
Violence. While the convention was signed by the Czech government,
it has not yet been ratified. In June 2018, the Czech Orthodox Church
joined as a signatory of a letter, prepared by some of the main religious
institutions in the country and led by the Roman Catholic Church, call-
ing on the Czech legislators to reject the convention. The letter tried
to demonstrate that the convention is unnecessary for the states of the
European Union and stated that “Gender harmony, meaning equality in
dignity and acceptance within the framework biological or socio-cultural
difference, is the correct goal, but the repression or hostile contest of
power, is not the correct way to it.”2

THE MiNoriTY CHURCH BETWEEN THE SECOND
AND THIRD ROME

It is precisely because of the status of the Orthodox Church of the Czech
lands and Slovakia as a minority Church suspended between the great
Orthodox Sea in the East, consisting of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus,
and the ancient Orthodox lands of the Balkans, with Greece, Serbia,
Romania, and Bulgaria prominent among them, that it presents such a
valuable case study. To be more precise, the Czech and Slovak Church
has long been located in the geographical and historical void between
the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, as the fading ghost of
Christianity’s Second Rome, and the increasingly more powerful Third
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Rome of the Moscow Patriarchate of the Russian Orthodox Church.
One can identify several key aspects of its minority status:

First, the Czech and Slovak Orthodox Church lacks the ability to
address the Czech and Slovak societies regarding key issues and values, as
its reach is limited to its baptized believers. It has no political clout and
it has no political parties and interest groups within the political system
that could articulate and promote its position on key issues. The dom-
inant Roman Catholic Church can, for example, still successfully play
such role in more religious Slovakia, but not in the highly secular and
atheistic Czech Republic.

Secondly, the Czech and Slovak Orthodox Church is with its small
membership limited in its ability to generate financial support from the
ranks of the faithful, and is even more than other religious groups, heav-
ily dependent on the Czech and Slovak governments for its funding. The
supervision by the Ministry of Culture is a stark reality for the Church
and serves as an inevitable constraint in the absence of the separation of
Church and state. Thirdly, it has been able to preserve and even increase
its core of believers through migration rather than through conversion or
missionary activity among the Czechs and Slovaks.

Thus, it has become, to a significant degree, a “foreign church” with
the majority of those attending religious services in the country being
Ukrainians and Russians or citizens of various Balkan countries. The sit-
uation is further aggravated with the influx of foreign priests into the
country. This can also be seen in the intensification of contacts between
the Czech and Slovak Church hierarchs and the religious and politi-
cal leaders in the Ukraine and Russia. Fourthly, as a minority Church,
it is more vulnerable to being buffeted by power struggles within the
world of Orthodoxy, and especially by the intensified competition and
newly arisen conflict between the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew of
Constantinople and the powerful Patriarchate of the Russian Orthodox
Church in Moscow. It has become obvious that the Czech and Slovak
Orthodox hierarchs are increasingly drawn into the orbit of the “Mother
Church” in Russia, while remaining unwilling to sever their ties to the
Ecumenical Patriarchate in Constantinople.

The Eastern Orthodox Church may currently be undergoing one of
its most serious crises since the Great Schism of 1054; the current cri-
sis began in the aftermath of the grant of autocephaly to the Orthodox
Church of the Ukraine by the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew. This
act has had strong implications for the political and military conflict
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between Russia and the Ukraine and can even be placed in the context
of regenerating East-West tensions. Given the political and international
context and consequences of this action, it is not surprising that it has
provoked a fierce reaction, not only from Patriarch Kirill of Moscow,
the Primate of the Russian Orthodox Church, but also from the Putin
regime in the Russian Federation. Following Patriarch Bartholomew’s
confirmation in October 2018 that he would grant autocephaly to
the Orthodox Church of the Ukraine, the Russian Orthodox Church
severed its full communion with the Ecumenical Patriarchate in
Constantinople.

Like a majority of Europe’s Orthodox Churches, all the Czech and
Slovak Orthodox bishops, including even the retired primate of the
Church, Metropolitan Krystof, have supported the position of the
Moscow Patriarchate, but without severing their ties to the Ecumenical
Patriarchate in Constantinople. Metropolitan Rastislav stated that, “the
split was provoked by human egoism, which can be overcome only
through penitence and return to the embrace of the Church,” expressing
the view that autocephaly can be achieved only through consensus.®?® In
a meeting with Patriarch Kirill in Moscow on 31 January 2019, Rastislav
stated: “There was a meeting of the Holy Synod of the Orthodox Church
of the Czech Lands and Slovakia two days ago, and the members of the
Holy Synod place on my shoulders the duty to appeal to the Primates of
all Local Orthodox Churches to hold a pan-Orthodox meeting on the
Ukrainian issue.”®* He also expressed his view that the restoration of rela-
tions between the Patriarchates of Moscow and Constantinople is impos-
sible without dialogue.>® Subsequently, in February, Archbishop Michal
of Prague and of the Czech lands issued a directive labeling the auto-
cephalous Orthodox Church of the Ukraine as non-canonical and pro-
hibiting his own clergy and believers to participate in common religious
services with it.5¢ It can therefore be concluded that, caught in the con-
flict between the Constantinople and Moscow patriarchates, the Czech
and Slovak Orthodox Church has supported the position of the Moscow
Patriarchate but has so far displayed a degree of independence.

CONCLUSION

The Orthodox Church of the Czech Lands and Slovakia remains a minor
religious component in one of the most atheistic countries in the world,
but it is also a part of a vast religious community of perhaps as many
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as 300 million Orthodox Christians. Its role in Czech society, although
less so in eastern Slovakia, has been one of a largely alien institution with
very limited relevance for the majority community. It has not been able
to rely on a fitting past for Czech national myth-making, with the sole
exception of Saints Cyril and Methodius, who came to Greater Moravia
two centuries before the Great Schism of 1054 in the Christian Church.
The Church’s historical role during the century since the creation of an
independent Czechoslovak state has only once manifested heroism and
martyrdom: In the face of the Nazi German repression after the assassi-
nation of Reinhard Heydrich, while during the forty years of the com-
munist rule the Orthodox Church engaged in active collaboration with
secular authorities. This was probably unavoidable, given its ties to the
politically compliant Russian Orthodox Church in Moscow, but it was
also shameful in the eyes of much of Czechoslovakia’s general popula-
tion. The tenuous anchor of the Orthodox Church in the Czech and
Slovak societies would always have to be connected to the ideals of Slav
unity and Russophilism. These ideals were, however, greatly damaged
by the August 1968 Soviet-led invasion and occupation which ended
the Prague Spring reform movement. There were two historical oppor-
tunities for the Orthodox Church to significantly strengthen its status
within Czechoslovak society: one during the early 1920s when the
newly formed Czechoslovak Hussite Church considered adopting the
Orthodox faith and the other, soon after World War Two, when strong
sympathies for the Soviet Union coincided with, but did not cause, a rap-
idly increasing membership base of the Orthodox Church. In both cases,
the Church authorities were unable to take advantage of the situation
due to factors such as the annexation of Carpathian Ruthenia by Stalin
in 1945. The recent widespread reports of corruption and persistent
internal infighting within the Czech and Slovak Orthodox Church have
further constrained its ability to engage in missionary work in the two
states. Its leadership remains strongly oriented toward Russia and the
Ukraine and its churches are filled mainly with foreign nationals. For this
reason, during the past thirty years, the local Orthodox Church has dis-
played an impressive ability to maintain its core membership believers, at
least in comparison with the Roman Catholic Church which has been so
badly hurt by the rise of secular values and atheization, especially in the
Czech Republic. The future survival and status of the Orthodox Church
in both states are secure and it will continue its marginal presence in the
Czech and Slovak societies in the twenty-first century.
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AFTERWORD: WHY ARE ORTHODOX CHURCHES
PRONE TO POLITICAL MOBILIZATION TODAY?

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Sabrina P. Ramet was at the forefront
of the study of religion and politics in the communist and post-com-
munist world. Her many publications, pioneering in their high level of
detail and policy insights, have continued to be extensively referenced
since then. In her 1989 publication Religion and Nationalism in Soviet
and East European Politics,' she summarized the communist engagement
with religion as follows:

Communist religious policy is determined by at least six factors: (1) The
size of a religious organization in question; (2) the organization’s disposi-
tion to subordinate itself to political authority and its amenability to infil-
tration and control by the secret police; (3) the question of allegiance to a
foreign authority; (4) the loyalty or disloyalty of the particular body during
World War Two; (5) the ethnic configuration of the respective country;
and (6) the dominant political culture of the country.?

Ramet’s typology remained valid during the early post-1989 politi-
cal realities. Religious communities increased in size; predominantly,
Orthodox churches in the region became more politicized; the process
of lustration, namely removing clergy associated with the communist
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authorities, was largely non-existent; most religious leaders looked back
to the interwar period in attempting to reinstate legislation; religious
and political leaders regularly scrutinized the role of religion in shaping
the ethnic composition of their country; and religion/church-state rela-
tions continued to be defined by the political culture. One particular area
remained controversial, namely ‘allegiance to a foreign authority.” While,
during the Cold War period, allegiance to a religious community based
in the West was likely to be subject to persecution, after 1989, free-
dom of religion and religious competition became the norm. The Greek
Catholic Churches were re-established, Church leaders in exile returned
to their country, and religious communities multiplied. Issues related
to property disputes and the national status of predominant confessions
shaped debates on implementing religious legislation. In many cases,
contact with high clergy, particularly from the West, was perceived with
the fear of proselytism and the inevitable loss of religious influence in
society. A number of Orthodox Churches (the Bulgarian, Georgian and
Russian) even revoked (or suspended) their membership of international
ecumenical bodies.> At the same time, religious affiliation increased
across the region to the extent that the 2017 Pew Research Forum
survey showed that, as a whole, predominantly Orthodox countries in
Eastern and Southeastern Europe constituted one of the most religious
regions in Europe.* The upsurge of religious and national identifica-
tion across the Eastern Orthodox world has resulted not only in societal
transformation but also in the politicization of religion.

Why are Orthodox Churches prone to political engagement today? Is
it due to the structure and nature of Orthodox Churches or to the ways
in which societies emerged from the Cold War period? Ramet’s present
volume, Orthodox Churches and Politics in Southeastern Europe, builds
on the legacy of religious policy behind the Iron Curtain and adds new
insights into these questions. The concepts of power, agency and author-
ity, at the regional, national and geopolitical levels, have been present in
both the religious and political spheres. After the fall of communism, the
Orthodox world has witnessed an exacerbation of religious and political
symbols in the public domain. Religion was present in the dissolution of
former Yugoslavia and continues to be present in the corridors of power
in national parliaments, in mobilizing the masses in the name of tradi-
tional values and in electoral processes.

As Ramet wrote in the Introduction to this volume, while religious
and national identification exist in other religious confessions, three
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key elements have characterized the political mobilization of Orthodox
Churches in Southeastern Europe, namely nationalism, conservatism and
intolerance. The association of these words is not intended to imply that
every single member of the Orthodox community is inherently ‘intoler-
ant,” a ‘right-wing nationalist’ or ‘supporting conservatism.” On the con-
trary, each Orthodox Church has been defined by a multitude of voices
from local clergy, bishops, top hierarchs and the lay movements. As an
institution, the Church is not summed up by public statements from
clergy but by the wider mobilization of the faithful sharing the same
doctrinal and liturgical practices. Orthodox Churches are both institu-
tional structures and communities of the faithful as an expression of local
culture and communities of beliefs. The distinction between the insti-
tutional character of the Church and the everyday lived experience of
the faithful is fundamental to understanding how political messages are
conveyed and received. Political messages are expressed through the fol-
lowing means of communication, all of which are deeply rooted in state
building processes.

First of all, political messages from ecclesiastical circles, either at the
local or at the national level, emerge in light of the institutional struc-
ture of the particular Church. Reaching a position in a Church hierarchy
entails engagement with social and political actors. As a general rule, it
is impossible to become a dean, bishop or patriarch without the politi-
cal realm exerting pressure on the most appropriate candidate alongside
national and party politics at the local or central levels. Close relations
between religious and political authorities are most symbolically sug-
gested by the location of buildings. In Romania, during the commu-
nist period, the Patriarchal Cathedral was only a few meters away from
the Grand National Assembly, the legislative body. In recent years, a
Cathedral of National Salvation was built near the House of the People,
the democratic legislator of the country, with both buildings among the
largest administrative complexes in the world. In Bulgaria, the location
of St. Alexander Nevsky Cathedral is comparably sited, only a few meters
from the National Parliament. In Kyiv, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
is facing St Sofia Cathedral, a symbol of national unity and the newly
rebuilt St. Michael’s Golden-Domed Monastery, which also houses the
Theological Academy of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (previously
known as the Kyiv Patriarchate).

Second, from the nineteenth century, the nation-state building pro-
cesses in Southeastern Europe brought Orthodox churches close to
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government and political authorities. The ‘invention’ of states and
nations in the region was achieved through taking into account the reli-
gious substratum, ethnic competition and political cultures. Contact
between religious and political leaders has characterized various pat-
terns of church-state relations, ranging from ‘entangled authorities’ to
the concepts of the (in)compatibility between modernity and sympho-
nin.®> Orthodox Churches stood out in the religious composition of
each country by having a prime role in shaping their political cultures.
The canon law of the Orthodox Church was applied at times together
with that of the state authorities. Issues related to divorce, marriages
and social mores were perceived through religious lenses before the
secular state imposed its own norms. In the clash between the Church
and state norms, the Church was not an easy opponent. The seculariza-
tion of monasteries in Southeastern Europe in the nineteenth century,
the expulsion of Greek-speaking clergy and favoring of nativist author-
ities are examples of this long legacy. It is therefore no surprise that
the Orthodox Church of Greece and the Romanian Orthodox Church
have constantly claimed over the last two decades that they would like
to acquire the privileged position as landowners in order to be able to
administer the faithful successfully.

Third, Orthodox Churches have become politically stronger when
states have failed to provide social support for a population in need. The
concept of state failure is crucial to understanding the ways in which
Orthodox Churches respond at times of crisis. When faced with external
challenges, across Southeastern Europe, the Orthodox Churches took
on state functions in supporting populations affected by violence and
conflict mainly because the state did not have the resources and capa-
bilities. The social mobilization of Orthodox churches has taken differ-
ent forms across the region. In Greece, at the peak of the 2015 crisis of
refugees arriving from Syria and across the Aegean Sea, parishes worked
with nongovernmental organizations; similarly, the Serbian Orthodox
Church drew on its experience of reaching people affected by flooding
and mobilized in support of the refugees crossing the Balkan route.®
However, in Bulgaria, the Church has remained passive and even con-
demned the arrival of refugees as an ‘invasion’ of their country. In all
of these countries, when states failed to provide support to refugees, the
Church entered the public space. The Church responds to crises in the
name of protecting the ‘nation’ (thus the very close link to nationalism)
and searches for the most appropriate means to take on state functions
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by looking back into history as an example of reaching mutual and bene-
ficial collaboration with the state.

Fourth, and perhaps most important, as a ‘lived religion,” Orthodox
Christianity provides a fascinating journey into social expressions. For
the faithful living in towns and villages, the ritual practices of Eastern
Orthodoxy give meaning and sense to life to the extent that no state
bodies would be able to achieve. Religious gatherings marking birth,
marriage and death strengthen social cohesion by drawing on local tra-
ditions which date back centuries. Many clergy do not engage with
political issues and focus solely on administering the faithful. During
the communist period, the private character of Orthodoxy ensured the
survival of religion during atheist persecution. That the ‘lived religion’
remains an important factor today has been evident in the state and
Church mobilization in relation to the 2018 referendum on family in
Romania. Despite institutional calls from top hierarchs and politicians
that the population should vote for changes to the Constitution which
define marriage as the unity between man and woman, the Orthodox
faithful refused to endorse the vote. Believers in ordinary churches leav-
ing the Sunday liturgy where in his sermon the priest encouraged people
to go to vote for the referendum stated their dissatisfaction with the
political involvement of the Church. The refusal of ordinary believers to
follow institutional structures was a reminder of an old saying that ‘do
what the priest tells you to do not what he does,” namely to follow the
Christian teaching and not the clergy’s example. In other words, the pri-
vate character of Orthodoxy was more important than the institutional
mobilization from both religious and political authorities.

In conclusion, the political mobilization of Orthodox Churches
remains embedded in both the structure of Eastern Orthodoxy and the
ways in which societies in Southeastern Europe engage with religion. As
Sabrina P. Ramet’s study has eloquently explored, this mobilization takes
different forms not only according to historical patterns of the politi-
cal culture in each country but also due to the ways in which religious
communities adapt to political regimes. The adaptation of Orthodox
Churches, at the institutional level, relates to the legacy of religion-state
relations during the Cold War period and to the ways in which religious
communities have been included in the process of nation-state building.
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