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Abstract:
Opened in 1541, the Transylvanian Principality era coincided, in religious
terms, with the move to Protestantism, mostly, of the members of the three privileged nations: Hungarians, Saxons and Szeklers. Supported by the princes and the
Transylvanian Diet members, the Reformation, however, could not impose among
the population mostly Romanian; exception made only social elites of Romanians, who, wishing to preserve old privileges, embraced the Calvinism.
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The defeat of the Hungarian army at the Battle of Mohács of 19 August 1526,
followed by the taking hold of the United Hungarian capital on September 8, generated a long military confrontation between the two aspirants to the leadership
of the remaining unconquered territories: Voivode John Zápolya of Transylvania
and Archduke Ferdinand of Habsburg of Austria. Solved for the time being by the
agreement in Oradea in 1538 – Transylvania and northern Hungary remained to
King John I Zápolya (1526-1540), and after his death they were supposed to pass
in the reign of Ferdinand I (1526-1564) – the conflict reignited in 1540. Ottoman
Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent (1520-1566) recognized the succession to the
throne of the infant Ioan II Sigismund Zápolya; initially under the tutelage of his
mother, Isabella, he was the first Prince of Transylvania (1540-1571). Not even the
re-occupation of Buda on August 29, 1541 by the Turkish and the transformation
of central-southern Hungary in pashalic did not stop these military confrontations,
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the two Christian camps squaring off the supremacy of the Transylvanian political
arena for several decades1. If from the political and administrative point of view in
the history of Transylvania a new stage started, the one of the independent Principality, on the social plan, the situation remained, in general, unchanged; the three
privileged nations (Hungarians, Saxons and Szeklers), established 1437, remained
the holders of the power levers in Transylvania mostly Romanian. After two centuries, the well-known legal code Approbatae Constitutiones (1653) did nothing
but to recognize a state already established, namely the exclusion of the Romanian
nation and its Orthodox faith from the country’s political and religious life2.
Significant changes have occurred in the confessional structure of privileged
Transylvanian states. The gradual weakening of Catholicism position following
the events of the years 1529-1541, coupled with the reluctance of the Transylvanian Society to the Habsburg interfering authority - between 1551 and 1556
Transylvania was the possession of the House of Austria - promoter of the same
imperialist Roman ecclesialism, facilitated the penetration of the new Western
religious renewal. But too few cases were purely religious. The real reason for
the rapid reception of the Reformation ideas was the desire for the emancipation
of the local states both from the centralized royal authority until then, and under
the ecclesiastical absolutism of the powerful Catholic hierarchy, holder of tax,
political and extended land privileges. The fight for strengthening the Principality of Transylvania was thus translated through the open opposition to the Roman
Church, double conflict that broke out between the Transylvanian states and the
Catholicism supported by the Habsburgs thus carried both at doctrinaire-ideological and military level3.
Knowing the permanent tense relations between the Church and the Catholic hierarchy of the Kingdom, the Saxons, by their superior forum, named the
University of Sibiu, in an effort to strengthen its own independent legal status,
were the first inhabitants of Transylvania who joined the Reform. Penetrated by
young people returning from studies, by craftsmen and merchants, Lutheranism,
promoted by the humanists Johannes Honterus (1498-1549) and Valentin Wagner (c.1510-1557) was shortly proclaimed, the official confession of the “Imperial Earth” (“Fundus Regius”), being recognized as “religio/confessio recepta” by
the Transylvanian Diet, gathered in Turda in 1550. On the principle of religious
freedom proclaimed in Diet session in Cluj in 1543, most of the Hungarian nobil1
Istoria românilor, IV (ed. Ştefan Ştefănescu & Camil Mureşan), Bucureşti, 2001, p. 503511; V (ed. Virgil Cândea), Bucureşti, 2003, p. 83-88.
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ity embraced the new trend, the local councils held at Töröny (1549), Timişoara
(1550-1551) and Ardud (1555) legislating this confessional reality. Almost simultaneously, in Transylvania the Helvetic version of the Reformation spread,
i.e. Calvinism, quickly joined by the Lutheranized nobility and the Hungarian
population. Superintendent Francis David (Ferenc Dávid or David Hertel), a close
collaborator of the Magyarized Szekler from Sibiu Heltai Gáspár (Kaspar Helth),
accepted in 1564, the Calvin Church leadership in Transylvania; then embracing
sociniene antitrinitary ideas became the leader of the Unitarian communities in
Transylvania. As prince John II Sigismund himself adhered to Calvinism, the diets
which met at Aiud (1564) and Turda (1568) recognized as “received religions”
these two new denominations. Comprising the largest number of converts, Calvinism became the “official” religion of the Principality4.
Associated with the Hapsburg Empire, the main political enemy of the Principality, intra-Carpathian Catholicism came at a time of great crisis; the Latin
faithful ones were found only in Szeklerland, on some properties of the unconverted nobles to Reformation and in some cities (Cluj, Alba Iulia, Turda, Oradea, Caransebeş). In response to ephemeral Austrian occupation of Transylvania
(1551-1556), the Diet meeting in Sebeş in 1556 under the leadership of Governor
Péter Petrovics, sealed the fate of the Latin Church in Transylvania for about 150
years. The Catholic Bishops of Alba Iulia, Oradea and Cenad were abolished; in
1618 only the residence of a general vicar was permitted, appointed by Prince
Calvin. Except Franciscan abbey from Şumuleu-Ciuc, the Latin monasteries were
closed and priests and monks expelled. It was also decided the secularization of
the ecclesiastical property and the prohibition of any type of proselytism5.
In terms of chronology, Transylvania met Western ideas of religious reform
in the first half of the sixteenth century. For example, behind the disagreements
which arose between the two owners of Hunedoara castle, the famous monument
of medieval art of the Hunyadi family, namely Deacon Andrei (Catholic) and
Györg Stolcz (Lutheran), will be hidden in reality and some religious reasons.
Moreover, from the errand of the Catholic bishop Kövesszarvi Gosztonyi János
(1524-1527) from Alba Iulia, a commission investigated the complaints of the
Hunedoara Orthodox Romanians, who were patronized by Stolcz missionary ac-
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tion, a protestant sent from Germany by George of Brandenburg, the owner of
Hunedoara domain and of its accessories; the report submitted to the bishop on
13 October 1526, tested the validity of these accusations. In the summer of 1530,
the castle owner was killed by some kneses from Hunedoara6. Early entered and
Lutheranism in Transylvania. Thus, into the seat of Orăştie, the local evangelical
church register opening up with a copy of an act from 15307. Around 1533, the
Franciscan monks were banished8, the meeting of the Saxon University from Sibiu
listing Orăştie, in 1544, between the towns of southern Transylvania passed to the
new Protestant religion9.
Also the Geneve version of Protestantism imposed in the county quickly, this
time the Hungarian communities were won. The years 1556-1571 were defining
for the new configuration of the confessional map of the Principality of Transylvania. The freedom of religion promoted by the royal family, and prohibitions
against Catholicism, favoured the imposition of the Reformation on the greater
part of the “privileged nations”. Once this process was completed, the reformed
missionary efforts began to focus on the majority population of Transylvania, Romanians10, still excluded from any political and religious rights. For the Orthodox
Church, thus, a new crisis was foreshadowed11.
We cannot speak about an official attempt to attract the Romanian population
of the “Imperial Land” to Lutheranism. If there were isolated conversions, they
were nothing but merely the consequence of social desire of the person concerned.
Moreover, not holding the political -administrative, legislative and judicial levers
of the Principality, the Saxons could not even force the Lutheran creed. Then, as
privileged people, a possible shift in the Evangelical Church of the Romanians,
in an age in which confession begins to confuse ever more with the nation and
vice versa, would have endangered this status12. In exchange, Calvinism, the new
“official” religion of the Principality of Transylvania, was a “combat” confession
by definition; bringing the Christians contaminated by the Roman and Eastern
Pavel Binder, Începuturile Reformei din Transilvania şi românii din Hunedoara, Limba
Română, Bucureşti, XX (1971), 3, p. 275; Iosif Pataki, Domeniul Hunedoara la începutul secolului
al XVI-lea. Studii şi documente, Bucureşti, 1973, p. XXX.
7
Anton Romoşan, “Evoluţia Bisericii româneşti din Scaunul Orăştiei până în secolul al XVIlea”, Mitropolia Banatului, Timişoara, XXXV (1985), 9-10, p. 661.
8
Anton E. Dörner, Documente şi cronici privind istoria oraşului şi scaunului Orăştie, I, ClujNapoca, 2003, p. 212-213.
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Române, Cluj-Napoca, 2000, p. 33.
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“heresies” to the pure, primary “Christianity”, was the declared program of its
missionary goal. Success seemed to be assured as long as the principles and the
Transylvanian Diet members belonged to this confession13.
You can find more ways of spreading the Reformation among the Romanian population in Transylvania. The main supporters of the reformed “program”
were the princes of Transylvania themselves. For example, during John II Sigismund Zápolya, the idea of a bishop for the Romanian-Orthodox who switched to
Calvinism was put into practice. Weakened in the last three decades of the 16th
century, under the Catholic principles of the Báthory family – Stephen (15711576), Christopher (1576-1581), Sigismund (1581-1599; 1601-1602) and Andrew
(1599)14 - reformed missionary retained enough force to be felt in the life of the
Transylvanian Orthodox Church through the decisions of the Transylvanian Diet,
composed mostly of representatives of the Calvin confession. The unification of
the Romanian provinces under Michael the Brave (1599-1600), the attempts to
catholicize Transylvania implemented by General George Basta (1601-1605), the
political anarchy during Stephen Bocskai (1605-1606) and Sigismund Rákóczi
(1607-1608), as well as and religious tolerance policy of prince Gabriel Bathory
(1608-1613) failed to brake, only for a moment, the expansion of the Reformation15. After 1620, during the European Protestantism weakening conditions, a
process generated when 30- year war broke out (1618-1648), Transylvania received more and more the bastion status of the Reformation, playing an active
part in the Catholic Habsburg field. This is the beginning of the second phase of
the spread of Calvinism, whose role was the attempt of total subordination to the
Romanian Orthodox Church to Hungarian Reformed Diocese. Principles patronized this action again16.
In an attempt to unify the three Romanian provinces into one political entity, Protestant “Dacia”, Gabriel Bethlen (1613-1629) initiated a dialogue bridge
with the Ecumenical Patriarch Kyrillos Lukaris (1612, 1620-1635, 1637-1638)17;
the response letter of Constantinopolitan hierarch of 2 September 1629, the only
preserved, contains both the initiation reason of this correspondence, namely to
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obtain consent for the Orthodox Romanians in Transylvania to pass to Calvinism,
and the list of causes of the inefficiency of the prince’s plans, including the unity
of faith, of language and origin of the Romanians in Transylvania with their brothers outside the Carpathian arch18. George I Rákóczi (1630-1648) made a further
change of tactics, namely imposing, at the confirmation of each new metropolitan
of Transylvania, a variable number of “conditions”, whose observance would have
led, according to the prince, to the whole calvinization of the Orthodox Church;
the example was followed by the following principles: George II Rákóczi (16481660), Barcsai Ákos (1658-1660) and Michael I Apafi (1661-1690)19.
Along with the princes of Transylvania, some of superintendents of the Reformed Church – Keserűi Dajka János (1618-1633), Geleji Katona István (16331649), Csulay György (1650-1660), Kovásznai Péter (1668-1673), Tiszabecsi
Nagy Gáspár (1673-1679) and Tofaeus Dobos Mihály (1679-1684) – were directly involved in schemes to attract the Romanian Orthodox to the new religion.
At their insistence, the princely authority imposed Orthodox metropolitans, at the
ordination, respect for that set of calvinization “conditions”. Naming themselves
the “Wallachian bishops”, they set up for being rulers of the Transylvanian Orthodox Church, considered as a mere canonical-administrative annex of the Reformed Diocese. And they are also artisans of the wide range of measures aimed at
calvinization of the Transylvanian Orthodox. Promoters of the Reformation were
also the Transylvanian Diet members, mostly representatives of the Hungarian reformed nobility, in whose sessions the legislative framework of the proselytizing
Calvin was established20. In south-western Transylvania, supporters of this program of reconvertion were members of the Calvinized and Magyarized Romanian
families: Kendeffy, Nalaczy, Csulay, Ribiczei etc.21
Overall, two distinct phases are specific for the Calvin Missionary. If in the
16th century, it was tried to bring together all Romanians into a Calvinist diocese,
in the next century priority was the transformation of the Orthodox hierarchy in
a simple annex of the Hungarian Reformed Diocese. The political-administrative
bodies of the Principality gave all the competition. The Diet, whose members
Augustin Bunea, Vechile Episcopii româneşti ale Vadului, Geoagiului, Silvaşului şi
Bălgradului, Blaj, 1902, p. 84-85; Ioan Lupaş, Documente istorice transilvane (1599-1699), I, Cluj,
1940, no. 72, p. 177-179; Nicolae M. Popescu, “Ciril Lucaris şi Ortodoxia românească ardeleană”,
Biserica Ortodoxă Română, Bucureşti, LXIV (1946), 7-9, p. 425-446; M. Păcurariu, Istoria Bisericii
Ortodoxe…, II, 2006, p. 55-56.
19
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20
P. Filimon, Protestantismul şi românii…, p. 48; M. Păcurariu, Istoria Bisericii Ortodoxe…,
I, p. 439 şi II, p. 56-60, 68-78.
21
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p. 48-49.
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were mostly Calvinists, formulated and strengthened through its orders its legal
framework of the new Protestant missionary activities22. The propagation of the
Reformation continued after 1571, despite the fact that Transylvania was ruled
by three main Catholic princes of the Báthory family23. Replaced for a moment by the Catholic offensive, promoted by the new administration of General
George Basta, the Calvin proselytism then went on unhindered after 1605, fencing even more the rights and freedoms of the Transylvanian Orthodox Church24.
Under prince Gabriel Bethlen, it entered a new phase. Faithful to the dictum
made in Augsburg (1555), “cuius regio, eius religio”, all principles of the 17th
century felt that imposing Calvinism to his subjects of another denomination
was a legitimate action and, therefore, absolutely necessary. As the innovations
such as doctrine and worship hit the Orthodox traditionalism, reluctant to any
change imposed from outside and the religious links between the three Romanian provinces had been strengthened after 1595, the Hungarians superintendents and princes of Transylvania realized the need for a change of tactics. In the
new vision, in the foreground, there were not the outright actions of abolishing
the Transylvanian Church, but its gradual subordination to its total annihilation.
Legislation in force and the “conditions” imposed to Metropolitans at their recognition in chair favoured the new direction25.
From a legal perspective, representative of the drawing of the religious climate of princely Transylvania are the well-known provisions of the code of laws
Approbatae Constitutiones kingdom Transilvaniae et Partium Hungariae eidem
anexarium (promulgated by Prince George II Rákóczi on 15 March 1653, it consisted, in a systematic way, of Diet articles during the years 1540-1653)26 and
Compilatae Constitutiones Regni Transilvaniae et Partium Hungariae eidem anexarium (an integration of the previous corpus with laws adopted between 1654
and 1669 by the Transylvanian Diet, prepared at the initiative of Prince Michael
I Apafi)27. Here are just some of the provisions concerning the Roman Church:
“Although the race of the Wallachians was not considered in this country neither between states, nor between religions, not being between accepted religions,
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however, for the benefit of the country, are tolerated. The Wallachian bishops,
deans and priests during the visits must not interfere with the service of secular
officers, not squeeze the poor, not manage things foreign from the church [...], but
only to visit their priests and clerks, churches, cemeteries and burial sites; both
the union and separation of the people who get married, church services according to their rites, ecclesiastical duties and other similar tasks, which regard only
their function and their condition, in all these decisions to get used to the country and not interfere in secular punishment and amendment. Wallachian priests
coming from other countries are obliged to go to the archpriest, and they themselves or through their bishop, are obliged to bring them for research in front of
the officers in those counties, cities or closest seats. For the property of landlords
not to be endangered [...], Wallachian priests are obliged to give a yearly fee
[...] according to their state and value [...]. That brotherhood, whose carers are
called monks, was not accepted, on the contrary, it was denied. Therefore, even
now, the country and the principles are free, when they see it fit or necessary, to
eliminate them completely”28.
Transylvanian Orthodox traditionalism, sprung from the observance of specific religious Romanian customs29, was the main impediment to the imposition
of new Calvin precepts. In the view of the Protestant princes and superintendents of Transylvania, this obstacle could be overcome only by removing the old
Slavonic language used in worship. In other words, adopting the language used
in religious practice would have constituted a breach in the wall of Orthodox
traditionalism, breach through which the Calvinist doctrine would have spread
rapidly30. Hence, the express provisions regarding the need for printing religious
books and the establishment of schools in Romanian, favourite infusion means of
the Protestant dogma31.
Therefore, the spread of the reformist current resulted only in a series of
individual conversions among the Romanian nobility, before Catholicization, and
part of the clergy32. For the former, this religious option was not the result of a
need for radical reform of the Catholic Church, but the alignment to the confesConstituţiile Aprobate ale Transilvaniei (1653) (ed. Alexandru Herlea et alii), Cluj-Napoca,
1997, p. 58-59, 155.
29
P. Filimon, Protestantismul şi românii…, p. 23; Ioan Lupaş, Istoria unirii românilor,
Bucureşti, 21993, p. 26.
30
Alexandru Papiu-Ilarian, Istoria româniloru din Dacia Superioară, I, Viena, 1851, p. 62; G.
Bariţiu, Studii şi articole…, p. 70; P. Filimon, Protestantismul şi românii…, p. 19.
31
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LXXXVI (1968), 9-10, p. 1083; M. Păcurariu, Istoria Bisericii Ortodoxe…, II, p. 72-73.
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sional “fashion” of the time33, the only way to preserve social status, properties
and public functions which derived from this34; suggestive in this respect of this
is the conclusion of the Diet in 1577: “Today especially the nobles, left the Greek
law [Orthodox faith], for gifts and dignities that they received”35. Indicative of
these mutations are the birthday (mostly biblical names, specific to reformed environments) and the religious art (the removal of “idolatry” traces from the places
of worship located on the properties of Calvinized noble families)36. The Protestantization process of the Romanian social elites was translated through their total
Magyarization37. For example, for the Haţeg Country, out of 30 existing noble
families in 1694, very few can be suspected as Romanian, a sign that the process
of denationalization was over38. And among priests, Calvinization recorded some
successes. On the one hand, the threats and restrictions of all kinds on the Orthodox clergy, on the other hand, the material advantages and the promise to preserve
the superior social status already owned (in the case of noble priests) led many of
the servants of altars to embrace the Reform39.
In Transylvanian villages where Christians lived together, both Romano-Calvinists, and Orthodox, there was a special phenomenon, documented especially in
the current Hunedoara space, namely the sharing of places of worship and cemeteries, a similar situation occurred in case of mixed Romanian-Hungarian communities. A bi-ritualism like this is attested in Land of Haţeg40. The issues related
to how to conduct divine services in churches was not established accurately. Data
from the 18th century seem to suggest an alternative use of these liturgical spaces,
except the icons were turned facing the wall on the days when the Reformed community served the abode. Thus, even apparently, religious tolerance worked. But,
there were also cases where things took another turn. At Galaţi, the iconostasis,
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altar table and frescoes were removed; the ornament painting of the churches from
Densuş, Ostrov, Suseni-Colţ etc. was vandalized41.
In terms of the content of the Romano-Calvinist worship communities, the
information stored does not provide too many details. On the one hand, the massive presence of versified Psalms, books of prayer and Calvinist song, all translated into Romanian, indicating substantial changes in liturgical level42. On the other
hand, in the letter addressed by Bishop Athanasius Anghel (1698-1701) to Cardinal Leopold Karl von Kollonich (1631-1707), on 22th October 1700, it was stated
that, although they said that they were part of the Reformed Church, the Haţegan
protesters priests actually maintained all ordinances of the Orthodox worship:
“What kind of Calvinists are these priests who continue to maintain Orthodox
icons, to do Orthodox liturgy, keep jobs and Orthodox holidays?”43 Eloquent is the
case of priest Iov Ţirca, fled in 1700 in a Romano-Calvinist parish from Land of
Haţeg, where he served freely the Orthodox liturgy, which indicates again keeping
the Eastern cult44.
So, we can talk only about circumstantial Calvinization, reduced to the adoption of elements outside the Reformed liturgical practice. For example, from the
complaints of the “Calvin” clergy from Haţeg, addressed to the leading fora of
Transylvania during 1699-170045, it is clear that the membership of these communities in the Reformed Church was a strictly formal one46, and the application to
stay within its jurisdiction does not mean anything else than the desire to preserve
the individuality of the Romanian Orthodoxy in front of the attempts of being
attracted to Catholicism47. After 1701, these Romano-Calvin communities knew
a gradual dissolution process as the new parallel religious identities emerged: Orthodox and United48.
The failure propagation causes of the Reform among the Romanians were
multiple. Responsible were, largely, even the privileged in Transylvania. On the
one hand, the patriciate Saxon, from the desire to maintain their elite status, was
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totally uninterested in attracting Romanians to Lutheranism49. On the other hand,
the great Hungarian nobility associated the conversion of the Romanians with
their tendency to social emancipation, being hostile especially to the idea of existing a priesthood empowered with the right to free removal, the beneficiary of
tax breaks, as well as the payment of tithes50. Then, weakened by the CounterReformation51, the Calvinist offensive hit, inevitably, the Orthodox conservatism
of a population resistant to any innovation that occurred in the religious sphere52.
In other words, the dialogue between the Calvinist Reformation and Transylvanian Orthodoxy had some beneficial consequences, which facilitated the integration of the Romanians in the cultural fashions of the time53. In other words, the
Reform was behind many of the initiatives of translating and printing of religious
books in Romanian54, but not for everyone55. We must not make the mistake to
attribute it entirely, denying from the start, the action of internal factors, a fundamental matter in issue appearance of writing in Romanian56. Today we know that
the first translations of some scriptural texts – Psalter prototypes manuscripts of
the 16th century – were made in Transylvania, and this happened with at least half
a century before the formalization of the Protestant denominations from the Principality of Transylvania57.
Looking back at things, we find, therefore, the Reformation promoters did not
reach their goal58. This reality was found by a Saxon chronicler of the time, Lutheran
George Haner: “Romanians, at least if they had promised to be the listeners of the
Calvinist superintendent, they would not have left their faith and law”59. The same
idea states a current Protestant author: “[Calvinism] had no theological sustainable
influence, as long as, at present, there is no Romanian Reformed Church”60.

