Sermon by Rev. Csaba Todor  2005 Starr King “Balacs Scholar”

January 2005

Archaism and commercialism

How do we understand our liberal religious tradition  in Transylvania? There are many possible answers to this question – historic, theological, sociological or anthropological. In this sermon I will try to look at the connection between institutionalized and primitive, common, sometimes pagan beliefs. What did the church mean in an archaic, rural society? What is the connection between those pagan elements and religious liberalism?

I start by looking at the archaic life-style of my grandparents, who continue to live this way, even now. The two Homorod-valleys in South-East part of Transylvania have a very specific religious character based on the lack of significance of the meaning of reasonable progress. Postmodern understanding says that there is a connection between significant events, that is, that “if I do this, therefore this will follow.”  But this postmodern understanding of progress is missing from those people lives.  They live instead from event to event, from holiday to holiday, and of course the postmodern deconstruction has no significance. 

Those people had a very specific life-style, handed-down from their parents from the late XIX th century. Basically it’s an archaic-agricultural society.  We have to look at that life style first, to understand what is happening in their untouched deeply religious life.

In early XIX th century the people, especially the villagers in Transylvania had established an order-based society – which means, they created their self-supportive, autonomic life-style. They structured their lands, and every family got a status. It is like this days: everybody has the right to talk, but not everybody is listened. 

What was the status of the church at that time? We look back now, in hindsight, and probably understand much better than we do the current changes to church life. Church was a sanctuary then, in the sacred meaning of the word. It was untouched.

Every family had its own land around the village and a different one, far from the village. My natal village, Homorodalmas is an eloquent example of this structure of life. People finished working in the fields around the village in mid-June, the family, including animals, moved “far away” from the village to the other life place. This far “away” stage was at 7 km (2 miles) from the village, but they called “far” because had a specific mode of life. It was the natural life, a returning to nature. But it also was a means of surviving. 

Relatives became a “large family,” because the land had been handed down from an ancestor, divided among children through centuries. They had a house and a stable there, a fireplace and traditional bread baking by the women of the family in an oven in their garden. The milk consumed came from the family’s goats and cows, eggs from their own hens. They understood this whole time as a big holiday. The ocean or the sea was at the end of the world, the automobile was something strange, probably evil-made crazy.

Every night they would gather around the fire and have dinner, the men would sharpen their sycles, the women would prepare the meal and the children went to gather the animals – the goats, the cows and the hens. If the family had a lot of animals back in the village, the women would go home, tend to the animals at home, wash the clothes and get up early the next morning to cook the breakfast and take it back to the family (2 miles away. 

In the forest, every family had a fire –people were gathering around, singing, talking stories about the war, because the only significant event in their whole life was the war, or the army. 

Saturday morning everybody went home in horses pulled wagons forming long lines across the hill. Sunday morning all the villagers dressed in their clean clothes and went to church. 

The harvest was very special – some owners invited not just the rest of the family to do the job together, but they even paid a gypsy band to play while they worked. The grain was as valuable as gold. 

They supported the minister with grains, wood and volunteer labor. They build the church building. The Unitarian church is the only major denomination in Transylvania which did not get any financial or political support from the nobility. Every building we own was build by people. The forests and fields that belong to the church were donated by members. 

There were woman who were believed to have supernatural capacity to predict. The people also believed in the interpretation of dreams: dreaming of money means revenge, dreaming of  water something good would happen, if it was clean, but very bad if muddy. A gypsy in your dream brings luck, and if you had a broken tooth it meant death. But if somebody dreamed about the death of their father or mother it meant the weather will change.

They have strong traditions: as a sign of mourning they wear a black kerchief for six weeks for a very good friend, for one year a brother or sister, and woman wear black clothes for the rest of their life if their husband dies.

They baptized the children before the child is 1 year old, and coming back from the service they always say, even today, “We took a pagan, and brought back a Christian.”  

In the spring time, when the animals go out for the first time to the grazing ground the owners put a chain on the ground before the gate, for the animal to step over it.  And the wife draws a cross on the bread. Sometimes they don’t even know why they do these things.  It is just tradition.

They respected the old people, they believed in the clarity of love, even though they often lived in marriages arranged by their parents and were not married to a loved one.     

 Communism started by eliminating all privately owned property.  Everybody lost the little house, the fire and probably their imagination too. The church was still in the middle of the villages but it was empty and clean because only a few of  the old people are still wearing the old home-made clothes on Sundays and going to the church. 

They had not theological or academic understanding of God. They  thought about God the same way whether they were swearing or listening on Sunday to the Unitarian minister’s sermon or prayer – probably they don’t know anything about God, even whether there is one or three Gods. They just know the rituals, the depth of the rituals. They have no problem with monotheism or antitrinitarianism, pluralism or cholesterol, the religious authority of bishop or feminism or multiculturalism. The postmodern loss of personality is not important to them…they are living the life not just talking about. 

They probably don`t  know anything about the very hard problems of Western philosophy, and the human community is not something they have to build, it just exists. They are independent. Their independence is not just a religious freedom. Nobody gave them this independence. Their deep beliefs sometimes aren’t even Christian, but they don`t worried about. Their religion is the ritual. They don`t ask about the meaning. 

They don`t feel they have to do something for the world. They don`t feel they have to change the world. They don`t want to keep the whole world under control. 

They know that something exist above them. They know and feel that their life is stable, even though the cost of living has increased. They don’t have extra products to sell. They do not understand the competitive market based economy.

What is the connection between these beliefs and religious liberalism?

Religious liberalism means something natural, uncontrolled. The religion is not just a theory it is a practice - a practice with roots in conceptions.  Do we believe theologically, that there is something beyond our religious practice as humans, or do we believe in just the here and now of our humanity?

The Unitarian Universalism as practiced in America is a very good example of putting humanism first, and excluding the transcendent. In my vision, these pagan, archaic beliefs drove religious practice in the villages and towns of Transylvania. This is our Transylvanian paradox- we said theologically we have one God, who is one entity, a rational truth on one hand, but on the other hand, there are the irrational customs and archaic believes, beyond the “official church” conception, as institution. 

American liberal religious thinking has had two significant impacts on Transylvanian Unitarianism.  The first is the theologically impact of Channing in the 19th century and the second is the institutional impact in the 20th  century of  American cultural humanism and enlightened secularism.

In Transylvania the Unitarian church was founded on a very archaic base, therefore it could survive many, many centuries, and attacks by other religions and by political and social “isms” (like communism), and actually is intact now. The problem is this archaic base is forgotten or hasn`t been handed down to the younger generation. The fact that everybody in Transylvania is “eternal” Unitarian, gives the church a kind of stability - a power of surviving. Now, in this neo-communism, or secular atheism the old traditions of religion are forgotten by the next generation. The eternal value of the church is changing. The strong, centralized institutional structure is changing. 

In 1638 the Calvinist church had a very strong impact on our church, damaging our religious liberalism, and forcing a semi-dogmatic liturgy in our church life. In 1711 the Catholic Church started to get back its institutions, then the two wars and communism have not let our church think liberally.  We actually needed this strong institutional structure, in order to defend ourselves. But now, communism is gone, the Catholic Church is preoccupied with the challenges of postmodern un-personalized view of the human being. Now Unitarianism is free to grow and prosper.  I`m afraid it is not prepared for this theological and religious practice freedom. But this freedom is necessary for the practice of liberal thinking. It isn`t enough to have just the theory or theology or the liberal thought – the most important challenge is to practice, to make ideals a reality. 

The Unitarian church in Transylvania has a liberal structure- the synod Presbyterian structure of the church. This means that in theory the church is lead by congregations, coordinated by the General Assembly. The question is how can we make this structure practical and effective? I think we have to give back the church to the people, and make them believe that the church is theirs.  Nobody knows better than they do what is good for them. I know that our people had a bad experience with communitarian thinking and communism- but with education and tolerance we can practice this wonderful idea.

American congregations could help us to do this, because here every church is run by the people and for the people.

We have our theological issues, - God is one, Jesus is not divine and humans are created for goodness. Our worship targets the divine. Actually is not a problem if the fundamental churches define us as a non-Christian church - we have to define ourselves. The Unitarian church is a liberal Christian church based on reason and the freedom of  conscience. We serve people first with our mission to announce the evangelium, the good news, the gospel.

We have to realized that in XIXth centuries the role of the church in society is changing. The role of the minister is changing – from the link between the people and God to a server of the congregation.. We have to balance the ideal with the real, the past with the future through the present

American UU’ism is a real challenge for religious thinking. What can we take from American belief?  How far does the freedom go -  the pragmatism and religious relativism? Now the political, economical and social context in Europe is favorable to our hidden treasure. It is a good time to be liberal in a very conservative and sometimes idiotic society such as Eastern Europe, fill with foggy historical events, to show the real face of Christian liberalism founded in Transylvania by people who brought the ideals from the West. This continues today with people who are learning now in West. The  scholarship program of Starr King is a real help for this goal.   

On the other hand, only we can decide if want to live just in customs and become a historical museum of liberal religious thinking. We have just to share with people who we are, to tell the about ourselves, show them our treasures. Or as Jesus said in the parable of the rich young man: “But if you want to enter into life, keep the commandments….The young man said to him: all these things I have kept from my youth. What do I still lack? Jesus said to him:  If you want to be perfect, go sell what you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven;”   Amen
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