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Dear friends!

I am a Unitarian minister from Transylvania, Romania. As I speak about our religious heritage and spirituality, I have to tell you about our historical background too. I believe every religion and church is so deeply embedded (embodied) into a particular history and society that we can not understand its dynamic without knowing the environment: why it is as it is, what kind of needs gave birth to it, how it changes and how are its real chances for future.

As most of you may know it, we, Unitarians in Transylvania, Romania we are living today in double minority: national, as Hungarians, and liberal religious. But it was not always like this!

In 1568, when the diet from Torda, Transylvania, for the first time in history, proclaimed that everybody can practice that religion which corresponds to her/his belief because “the faith is the gift of the God” – as Francis David, our church founder and first bishop said, the majority of Transylvania’s population became Unitarian. In those challenging times, a significant majority of population was Saxon (the Transylvanian “Germans”). Kolozsvar had Unitarian preachers for both communities, for Saxons and Hungarians too, for more then 100 years. Later one in the second half of the 17th century when the Unitarians were persecuted from Poland, they found shelter in Transylvania. For years the Unitarians elected a bishop, varying between Hungarians and Polish.  

After the Reformation, during the 17th and 18th centuries of religious intolerance, the Counter Reformation/recatholization, and later political suppression oppressed our church. In these centuries we confronted the difficult and strange forces, on issues like national identity and national values became very important. Being Hungarian and Unitarian in Transylvania for a very long time meant to be part of a progressive church and a “religion of the future”. Yet, in the 1940’s the world-famous composer and ethnomusicologist, Bela Bartok, who chose the Unitarian faith in his adulthood, wrote this about it:    

“The sorriest thing for the Hungarians is that the only (single) Hungarian-founded church, the Unitarian one, which was born in Transylvania in the 16th century, and which with its humanism, religious freedom, and progressive thinking could be significant, it was always a bone in the other Christian denomination’s eye. We can feel this even today. Because of their small number a lot of people don’t know them. And the occasional news is accepted with strangeness and doubt.”

And his words in many ways are still valid today too. We only could be significant… but many times we are a bone. And sometimes we are afraid to be a string! We are Christians and liberal religious. And these notions so far are not complementary but contradictory notions. Our theological language and religious rituals are deeply and exclusively rooted in Christianity, and for those people who approach us, this can be easily confusing. Because it is not unambiguous either what it means to be “Christian” or “Christianity”?! Our main goal is to go back to the clear sources that is Jesus’ teachings and example, to understand a prophet and a world where the words and the tradition had the same meaning for everybody. Today, at the threshold of the 21st century the western world is a low contextual society, which means we have to redefine our words and notions in order to understand the same meaning, thing by them. If we do so, we can use our “traditional words” with more content and less fear, that we will be misunderstood. One of the most powerful experiences of the last year I had, was when I was asked not to mention the name of God in a church. I am not sure why it was such an important request for the person, but I believe that my God exists even if I am not speaking about God. And this God manifests itself every day. 

In our tradition we can celebrate Easter without the resurrection because we believe in the eternal life of the spirit. That eternal life, which we are living already. And the spirit and some teachings do not need resurrection since they are eternal. Our Jesus, the Jewish and historical one, who is the subject of many scholars, who does not want to show up again, he was a prophet, the Master. One example.   

We Unitarians in Transylvania preach according to this faith, but obviously the preaching is not enough. These theological beliefs matter too, but they will not change our life. We have to speak out loudly radical values beside our faith. 

We are Transylvanian Hungarians and we live in Romania. I think this factor influences and defines also the center of our faith. As a larger community we always fight to survive, and in this “battle” our nationality is more important. Yes, we were oppressed and persecuted, yes, maybe we still are sometimes, but we can not live anymore with the fear that we will perish. Yes, we are a small church, but maybe the time has arrived, and the traditional toleration is not enough anymore. We have to face and to accept the reality: if we really care about the Unitarianism, we have to grow over our Hungarian characteristics. We have to be accepting and receptive with every nation, inclusive of the Romanian one. We have a mission and we need to be involved within the society’s life in which we live. By our schools, by the women’s organization, through the tools of the media, with social activity, and if it needs even with services in Romanian language, we have to be present more and more in public life. 

Our most important tradition is the principle of “semper reformanda”, that is the eternal renewing according to the needs of times! It is time to decide what we are doing with our inherited traditions! We conserve them as we got or adapt and recreate them by living.   

That is the progress where people with their spiritual-intellectual possibilities create blossoming. And only this can be our path. May it be, blessed it be!

