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PERSECUTION OF THE ROMANIAN CHURCH

IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY:

A Historical and Theological Perspective"

byJohn Tipei

INTRODUCTION

The experience of suffering is part and parcel of the

history of the Romanian people. For more than five hundred

years Romania was continuously subjugated and oppressed by two

foreign empires: the Ottoman Empire and the Austro-Hungarian

Empire. The freedom acquired at the beginning of the 20th

century (1918) through the Great Unification of Transylvania with

the rest of the country did not last very long because, when the

lots were cast in the aftermath of the Second World War,

Romania found itself once again given away to a dominating

power, worse than any previous oppressor. Under the rule of

Soviet and then domestic Communism, the Romanian people

faced the climax of all that is described by words like humiliation,
dehumanization, oppression.

The sufferings mentioned affected the lives of millions not

only in terms of civil liberties and elementary human rights but
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also in terms of their religious experience. In the first part of this

paper we will present a brief overview of the persecutions

endured by the churches of Romania in the 20th century. Then, in

the second part, we will attempt to produce a theology of

suffering which emerges from the experience of suffering and

persecution endured by the churches of Romania.

I. Persecutions of the Romanian Christians in the
20th century: Historical Overview

A. Persecution of Romanian Christians before the

Second World War

Many Romanians remember the period between the two

world wars as the best period of the 20th century in the sense that

was a time of prosperity and freedom. It was, probably, the most

prosperous period in over five hundred years. Enjoying full

freedom now in all three provinces of Romania, the Orthodox

Church consolidated her status as the National Church.

Therefore, we cannot talk about persecutions of regular Orthodox

believers during this period. However, after the rise of the Lord's

Army, an Orthodox awakening movement, due to personal

conflicts between the Metropolitan of Ardeal (Transylvania)

Mcolae Balan and the founder of the movement, priest Iosif

Trifa, many adherents to the Lord's Army (known as "soldiers")

felt persecuted by the Orthodox clergy. Father Trifa himself was

eventually stripped of his credentials1 by the Synod of the

Orthodox Church and the movement was officially dissolved.

1 He was restored post-mortem after the fall of Communism, most likely

under the pressure of the Oastea Domnului revival movement.
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This was also the period of Pentecostal beginnings in

Romania. The first Pentecostal congregation was opened on

September 10, 1922. The new movement functioned illegally

between 1922 and 1950 when it was recognized by the

Communist government. For almost 30 years before

Communism, Pentecostals were harassed by the authorities and

forced to meet at night or in the forests to avoid imprisonment

and big fines.2 Those who were caught assembled were beaten,

fined, publicly humiliated and sometimes imprisoned. For Stefan

and Petra Ardelean of Graniceri - Arad, husband and wife (77

respectively 74 years old), the dust on their knees was enough

evidence that they prayed. They were arrested and then

condemned to one year and two months imprisonment and the

younger believers caught with them were sentenced to a 2 years

imprisonment.3 The case of the Pentecostals from Ilva Mare and

Maieru is well known to the Romanian Pentecostals. They were

forced to take turns in pulling a wagon loaded with gravel, having

their necks put in a yoke, like oxen, to the astonishment of the

•villagers. While pulling the wagon, they were whipped until they

started to bleed and their body became black4 Referring to the

incident, a national newspaper wrote: 'We are living in plain Middle

Ages and some are still not happy. They want more. What exactly"? Perhaps

burning stakes!'5 There are only two recorded cases of Pentecostal

martyrs during this period: The first one is Partenie Pera of

Lipova, Arad. The police caught him praying with other believers

in §oimu£, a nearby village. The soles of his feet were beaten with

2 Trandafir Sandru, Tre^it-ea Spirituatd Penticostald din Romania (The Pentecostal

Revival in Romania), Bucure^ti, Editura Institutului Teologic Penticostal,
1997, p. 75.

3/*/</., pp. 78f.
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chains so badly that he died after 2 days in enormous pain. He left
behind a wife and two minor children.6 On September 17, 1942,
another Pentecostal, Voicu Rusin of Lascar Catargiu village, was
sentenced to 25 years of forced labor for refusing to leave the

Pentecostal faith. He died in a prison cell in August 1944, during
the bombardment.7

Between the two world wars, the Pentecostals of Romania

suffered mostly at the hand of the Orthodox Church, because of

their aggressive missionary activity.8 Even though persecutions
were conducted by local or central authorities, it was done either
at the instigation of the Orthodox Church or in the name of

Orthodoxy.9 In a few cases Baptist would cooperate with
authorities against Pentecostals, nourishing grudges for the

churches they lost as a result of their transfer to the Pentecostal
side.

<• Trandafir Sandru, op. til., p. 76; Petru Ardeu, Scurf islork penikostal (A Brief
Pentecostal History), Arad, 2002, p. 228; loan Ceu|a, Miscmm Penticosta/a in
evenimente si relatdn ale secoiului XX (The Pentecostal Movement: Events and

Reports from the 20* Century), Bucure?ti, Editura Lumina Evangheliei, 2002,
p. 163.

Trandafir Sandru, op. cit., p. 78.

8 A reverse situation is now taking place in a village in Bistrita-Nasaud district
where the predominant population is Pentecostal (over 90%). The Orthodox
Church is planning to build a monastery right in the middle of the village, but
faces the opposition of the Pentecostal Church. The Pentecostals share the
same feelings the Orthodox nourished towards Pentecostals. They feel owners
of that place and won't give anything away.

9 Instigations by Orthodox priest are documented in books, official letters and
newspaper articles. They prove that Jandarmeria (the police in charge with
public order) was submissive to the Orthodox clergy. See Pr. Gheorghe
Gomsa, 7\W calaitstf petitni cunoasterea ft combaterea sectelor (A New Guide for
Knowing and Fighting the Sects), Gernica, 1925, p. 74, 75, 77; Trandafir
Sandru, op. tit., pp. 74, 76, 77f., 79-81.
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The worst time of all for the Romanian Pentecostals (and

Evangelicals) was the period 1940-1944, under the rulership of

Antonescu, when all Evangelical groups were declared illegal and

their churches were closed. Hundreds of Evangelicals were

imprisoned.10 They were forced to baptize their children in the

Orthodox Church. Pastor Ungureanu, the secretary-general of the

Baptist Union was constrained to transfer to Orthodoxy and was

made a priest, to serve as an example for all Baptists.11 The

Martial Court of Gala^i sentenced in 1942 eighteen Pentecostal

believers to heavy imprisonment (hard labor) for refusing to be

baptized in the Orthodox Church. A priest was called in the

prison and seventeen accepted to be baptized. They were

acquitted, but the one who refused earned his sentence and died

in the prison.12 Because of the hard persecution, many

Pentecostals transferred their membership to churches recognized

by the government - Orthodox, Lutheran, etc. but others spread

out in the country where the Pentecostal phenomenon was not

known and established new groups, especially in remote villages

with no police forces,

rabbinic

B. Legalization but no Freedom: The Church

under Communism

10 Report nr. 68580 of Dec. 18, 1942 sent by the Ministry of Culture and

Religion to Marshall Antonescu, the ruler of Romania during the Second

World War. Between 1940 and 1942, Marshall Antonescu was heavily

influenced by the the right-wing Iron Guard, a fanatically Orthodox and

fascist group. See Richard Wurmbrand, From Suffering to Triumph^ Grand

Rapids, Kregel Publications, 1991, p. 26.

"T.Sandru, op. «/.,p. 91.

12 Gonstantin Cuciuc, Religii care an fost interfile in Romania (Religions outlawed

in Romania), Bucure^ti, Editura Gnosis, 2001, p. 8If.
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Generalpersecution ofChristians in the 50' and 60*

Soon after the Second World War, the Communists took

over in Romania. Evangelicals resumed the practice of their faith

and the Pentecostals received provisional recognition in 1946 and

became legal in 1950 on the condition of loyalty towards

Communist authorities. During the later years of the Stalinist

period, the Communist regime of Romania launched a campaign

of indoctrination of the population with the Marxist ideology,

planning to eventually eradicate all forms of religion. It was

devised at the beginning a strategy by which the State would take

control of all churches. The new regulations were transmitted

mainly verbally because they were unconstitutional.13

Hundreds, possibly thousands, of Christians were

imprisoned from all denominations, as reactionary elements

against the Communist regime. The strategy of the Communist

regime was to use the church, the institution with the highest

credibility, to convince the population that Communism was the

right way. Priests and pastors were asked to be informers of the

Secret police. A refusal meant imprisonment. Those who accepted

to cooperate with Communist authorities were rewarded with

leadership positions in their own churches.14 So many priests and

ministers were corrupted by the regime that, at the Congress of

All Religions held during the years of Stalinist occupation, Stalin

who was guilty of genocide against Christians was elected the
Honorary President of the Congress.15

13 Iosif Ton, Confmntdriy p. 19.

14 N. Maiini, htoria documentard a Oastei Domnuhti, Bucure^ti, Edituia Societatea
Evanghelica Romann, 1999, p. 393.

15 R Wurmbrand, Strigdlul bisericiiprigomte, p. 16ff.
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The first Orthodox martyr in the 50's was a priest, by the

name of Felea, from Arad who, when asked to cooperate and be

an informer said: "I pledged to Christ to defend the holy cause of

the Church, so I will be loyal to this commitment'*.16 In one of the

following nights he was taken from his home, arrested, and two

years of tortures and interrogations followed until he died in the

prison of Aiud, under a regime of extermination. Leaders of the

"Lord's Army" - Traian Dorz17, Sergiu Grossu18 were imprisoned

with many other priests, especially Greco-roman clergy (a

Romanian Catholic Church which, during Communism, was

forced to join the Orthodox Church) for "illegal activity'.19

"While the religious persecution before the Second World

War was mainly physical (beating, imprisonment, etc.), during the

Communist years it took devious forms by which Christians were

not only physically tortured but also psychologically. The methods

of intimidation and torture conceived by Communists were

diabolical. For example, in the prison of Pite^ti an Orthodox

priest, brought to almost insanity by daily tortures, was forced to

administer the Eucharist with excrements and urine. When asked

why did he do it, he answered: ,,Please don't judge me! I suffered

more than Christ did."20 The psychological torture suffered by a

man of God who is forced to commit such sacrilege is beyond any

capacity of description. Another example is the well-known

16 Nicolae Marini, op. cit., p. 383ff.

17 A well known Christian poet, member of the Lord's Army, who under

Communism, was looked upon as the new leader of the movement.

18 Christian poet and writer, sentenced to 12 years imprisonment and hard

labor for refusing to teach philosophy and for his ,,illegal" activity in the

Lord's Army.

19 N. Marini, op. at., p. 39Off.

20 & Wurmbrand, Strigatul biseririiprigonite (The Cry of the Persecuted Church),

Bucure^ti, Editura Stephanus, 1993, p. 44.
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Lutheran minister Richard Wurmbrand who spent 14 years in

Communist prisons and experienced enormous tortures and pain.

At his first detention, for more than eight years nobody at home

knew whether he was alive or dead. Several years before he was

released, Secret Police agents, pretending to be former prison-

mates of Wurmbrand, visited his wife to tell her that he was dead

and that they assisted to his funeral.21 It is the same Richard

Wurmbrand who said that during tortures "the soul is the master

of the body". Even when the physical pain was excruciating, says

Wurmbrand, it felt like being remote, because the soul was in an

intimate communion with God and remained untouched by what

was happening to the body.22

Persecution ofevangelicals in the 70'

During this period, Christians outside the Evangelical

churches enjoyed relative freedom. There are not many cases of

persecution recorded against the mainline churches. We can

mention here the persecution of Pr. Gheorghe Calciu Dumitreasa

for his sermons directed against the regime, the harassment of the

Lord's Army and demolishing of a significant number of

churches, especially in the capital city of Bucharest.

After Iosif Ton published his booklet Cine ifi va pierde viata?

in 1973, work that was sent to the Romanian Communist

authorities and to Kenston College in England, the Evangelical

churches regained to a great extant their freedom. Regulations

21 Ibid., p. 41.

22 Ibid., p. 51. For many examples of priests and pastors tortured in

Communist prisons, see the following books by K Wurmbrand: Tortured for

Christ, From Suffering to Triumph and /// God's Underground.
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that choked the church for the past 2-3 years were partially lifted

in 1974. It was, however, difficult for the Communist to accept a

defeat. Soon they were re-launching their attacks, but this time
aiming them to the individual, rather than to the church as an
institution.

In 1975, Romania was represented at the Conference for

Human Rights held in Helsinki. Pledging to observe the

resolutions of this Conference and the Constitution of Romania
which granted each citizen full freedom to choose, practice, and

change his/her religion, the Communist regime of Romania

ceased to attack directly the Evangelical churches. But the

persecution against the Evangelicals did not stop. It was directed

now against the individual believer, taking the following forms: a)

Evangelical believers were identified at their work place or in

schools and were threatened that they will be laid off or dismissed
if they did not renounce their faith. Although they were

announced about the real reasons for their dismissal, the

authorities protected themselves by invoking other reasons in the

official documents, b) Heavy fines were applied to the believers
who were caught assembled in houses for prayer or bible study,
on the charge that they were disturbing the public order. Not all
the police agents were thoroughly instructed about how to carry

out the orders and some have filled in on receipt forms the real

reasons for which they applied the fines.23 c) High school students

were threatened that, if they don't give up their faith, their name

will be given to all colleges and universities of Romania and will

not be accepted for further education.24 Many Evangelical

students were publicly humiliated by their own teachers and peers,

23 On one of these receipts it was written ,,because they prayed without being
authorized" - Iosif Ton, Confmntdn, p. 125.
24 Confruntari, p. 129.
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in an effort to discourage and destroy the faith they practiced. The

present writer was countless times an object of ridicule.

During the Communist period, there is not one case

known of an Evangelical believer to hold leadership positions in
villages, towns, cities, schools, factories, financial institutions, etc.

Those who held such position and later became members of an

Evangelical church were immediately discharged.25 A campaign

was conducted in the mid 70's against those Evangelicals who

held teaching positions in schools. Many teachers were fired in

order to avoid any negative influence on the young people who

were enrolled in a program of atheistic indoctrination.

Because of their connections with the West, Evangelicals

were perceived as dangerous people, spies for and agents of the

Capitalist World, people who undermined the regime and threaten

the national unity. The regime managed to inoculate these ideas in

the minds of most people, so that the "repenters", a derogatory
label for Evangelicals, were looked upon as medieval people, as

the "husk" of the society. Denigration in newspapers, books,
television programs etc., together with pressures to transfer to the

lesser offensive and dynamic Orthodox faith, were methods used

by Communists to discourage the practice of faith. In a document

known as "The Call to the Truth", Iosif Ton describes the
persecutions of that period:

Our persecution starts through the attitude of the authorities

at all levels of the society towards us, the believers. All over
the country, we are looked upon as enemies, as people
belonging to a past which must be eradicated, as being
anachronistic, undesirable. We are frequently told that we

have no place here, that we are dangerous, that we destroy

25 Iosif fon, Conjruntari, p. 130.
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the unity of our nation, that we are agents for Capitalism,

that we subvert the regime.26

Other forms ofpersecution

Other forms of persecution in the seventh decade of the

20th century reflect the tight control of the Evangelical churches

by the Communist regime. The following is mainly a list of these

methods with very brief comments:

a) The pastors of larger churches, especially district

overseers, were forced to present a weekly report to the Regional

Inspector for Religious Affairs (RIRA) about the church services

of the previous Sunday.

b) To preach in a church from another town, a pastor

needed the approval from the inspector or a letter of accreditation

from his superiors. Special approval from the Department of

Cults (a special office in the Ministry of Culture) was needed for

all foreign ministers who visited Romania and desired to preach in

a church. For a short period, the pulpit of a local church was

restricted to the pastor and a member of the pastoral team,

namely people in good standing with the Department of Cults.

c) The lists of candidates for water baptism were approved

by the RIRA. The first ones to be cut off the list were those who

formerly belonged to the mainline churches or were atheists. This

was a real challenge and a problem of conscience for the pastors

because the command to baptize those who believe was given

directly by the Lord. To respect the measures imposed by the

regime meant a conflict of interests, an abandonment of the

26 Iosif Ton, ,,Chemare la adevar" (A Call to the Truth), radio broadcasting on

Free Europe Radio station, April 2nd, 1977.
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mandate given by the Lord Jesus himself (Matt 28:19-20). There

were situations when under the threat of loosing the license, the

Department of Cults imposed that the church would receive back

as members believers who were formerly excommunicated.27

d) The lists of candidates to any ministry in a local church

(even laypersons on the pastoral council) needed to be approved

by the RIRA.

e) All pastors had to be approved by the Department of

Cults. Intellectuals and those perceived as hostile to the regime

had no chance to be promoted to the ministry. The spiritual

problem created by this measure was discussed by Iosif Ton in

one of his books.28 To accept pastors who are imposed by the

regime means to give up the work of the Spirit and the Lordship

of Christ in the church. The book is an appeal to all Baptists from

Romania to refuse to accept the measures imposed by the

Communists. The acceptance or rejection of such measures was,

according to Ton, a test of loyalties. Were Baptists loyal to Caesar

or to Christ?

f) The applicants to theological studies needed to be first

approved by the Department of Cults. Those who were graduates

of colleges and universities were automatically cut off the list.

g) The Department through its inspectors controlled the

financial operations of local churches. The pastors were required

to ask approval to purchase cult objects, musical instruments,

etc.29 Building a new facility for the local church was practically

impossible. While all building projects were stopped, the regime

was engaged in a campaign to destroy many church buildings. The

27 See the case of Simeria baptist church. Cf. Iosif Ton, Confruntari, p. 73.

28 Iosif Ton, MGne-§i va pierde viaja?" (Who Will'Loose His Life?), included
now in Conjruntari^ pp. 11-77. See especially pp. 65-69, 74.

29 Iosif Ton, Confruntari, 71-72.
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„reason" was the urbanization of the Romanian cities and towns.

In this area, the Orthodox Giurch suffered more loss than any

other church. In Bucharest only they demolished or moved over

20 church buildings.

h) The Sunday School, a program rival to the

indoctrination program of the government, was prohibited.

i) The Department of Cults dictated that each pastor must

serve several churches, depending on their membership. By this

measure the number of approved ministers was limited. The right

of the deacons to administer Eucharist was lifted by the

Department, so that the pastors (now regional pastors) were

forced to run from one church to another and function as

„administrators of the Eucharist".30

j) The government refused to authorize new local churches

that satisfied all the legal requirements.

k) The government prohibited totally the printing of the

Bible and severely controlled the printing of other religious

literature.

1) Through the Department of Cults the government

established the hours for church activities (including divine

services) and prohibited any religious manifestation outside the

church building, except for funerals.

We have mentioned just a few names of priests and pastors

who, in the face of the most atrocious persecution did not give in,

but showed the most beautiful spirit a human being can show.

Hundreds of them from all denominations were thrown in prison

in the 50's. Many others risked enormously in their stand for

freedom of worship. Among the most prominent leaders who,

during this period, fought for religious rights from inside the

country we mention: Orthodox priest Gheorghe Calciu

30 Iosif Ton, Confruntari, p. 72.
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Dumitreasa and Evangelical ministers like Iosif Ton, Aurel

Popescu, Paul Nicolescu, Constantin Caraman, Silviu Cioata,

Vasile Talo:?, Vasile Branzei, et. a/.

At the other end of the spectrum, there were hundreds and

perhaps thousands of priests and pastors who, especially in the

years of Ceausescu's personality cult, stepped overboard in

praising the regime, pledging loyalty, affirming that Communism

and Christianity are essentially similar, and acclaiming the

government for the freedom of worship they enjoyed. This was

true for simple priests and pastors and for national leaders of
almost all denominations.31

C. The Outcome of the Persecution on the
Romanian Church

It was expected that the spiritual vacuum created during

the long years of persecution against the church in Romania

would trigger a significant and long lasting revival after the fall of

Communism. Such spiritual revival announced itself from the first

days of the new post-Communist era when, overwhelmed by the

astonishing changes, the multitudes promised to turn back to

31 As already mentioned, the highest position in the Orthodox Church was
occupied twice by men chosen by the Communist Party. The second one,
Patriarch Iustin Moisescu who succeeded Iustinian Marina (already
mentioned), from a layperson (teacher in school) was made Metropolitan of
Ardeal (rom Mitropolit) in four days. Shortly after this he was made

Metropolitan of Moldavia and finally Patriarch. During his tenure, only in
Bucharest more than 20 churches were demolished. Cf. N. Marini, op. at., p.
393. Evangelicals are more reserved in discussing freely about the corruption

of their leaders than the Orthodox, but it is a know fact that those who gave
in and ,,played the game" of the Communists were not just a few.
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God. Unfortunately, the momentum didn't last for a very long

period. The vacuum was rapidly filled with preoccupation for the

new opportunities created especially in the area of economics and

entertainment. Caught unprepared to handle the freedom brought

by the Revolution, soon Romania would face a real spiritual

regress. Although a remarkable progress has been made in new

areas like: social assistance, chaplaincy, home-missions, missionary

activity, theological education, etc., and some Evangelical

churches report an increase of their members, numbers and

physical growth tell little about the real life of our churches. There

is a lot of apathy reflected in a decrease in both church attendance

and participation to the life of the church. The spiritual regress

made by Romanian churches translated in apathy and moral

decline, seems to indicate that freedom is a more efficient sift than

persecution. Unlike persecution that tends to fan one's passion for

Christ, unlimited freedom comes with a package of alternatives

that will accurately test one's priorities and the depth of his/her

faith. Some who had passed the test of persecution failed

lamentablythe test of freedom.

It was also expected that the past experience of suffering

together at the hand of an atheistic regime would strengthen the

ties between the churches of post-Communist Romania. Some

progress has been made here especially in areas like: theological

education, translation of the Bible and conferences on social

issues.

The long years of persecution on all churches in Romania

shattered the trust of many Christians in their spiritual leaders.

Since the great majority of ministers are still active after

Revolution, there is a lot of suspicion going on about their former

collaboration with the Secret Police. To the present writer, as

Evangelical, it is interesting to see how the mainline churches
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reconcile this lack of trust in their leaders with the view of the

apostolic succession as the means by which not only the apostolic

tradition is transmitted but also the priestly grace.

Another outcome that emerges not only from the sad

experience under Communism but also from the long history of

political domination of Romania is the reluctance of some

Evangelical churches to accept integration in larger Christian

organization. They fear not to be dominated again. But, on the

other hand, Romanian Christians need the expertise of churches

from the West, in areas like management and leadership. They

also need substantial material help. The few who integrated with

denominations from the USA have benefited immensely. Many

Evangelical leaders find it difficult to reconcile their cry for help

with their refusal to integrate.

Finally, at the level of affections, many Christians who

suffered bitterly during Communism received the power to

forgive their oppressors and their brothers in Christ who

contributed to their suffering. A general reconciliation is a remote

aspiration and will not take place before the Secret Police files will

be published and those who sinned against the Church or

individual Christians will assume responsibility for what they have

done.

II. A Theology of Christian Persecution

French philosopher Pascal expressed the reality of

suffering in the following words: "Christ is in agony until the end

of the world." Although risen and glorified, the eternal Son of

God bears the suffering of the fallen world, and particularly of

those who surrender their own suffering into His hands. Christian

persecution is not a new experience of the Church. It can be
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traced to the beginnings of Christianity. Jesus Himself suffered at
the hand of governments and dignitaries and bore witness to the
clash between God's Kingdom on earth and temporal earthly
kingdoms. He warned his followers that this tension would result
in discrimination, hatred, physical harm and even death. Jesus
said: "No servant is greater than his master. If they persecuted me,
they will persecute you also" (John 15:20; Cf. John 16:1-4, 33).).

The subject of suffering in general is too diverse to be
discussed in this paper. Therefore, our discussion will be limited
to one aspect of the idea of suffering for the Gospel, namely to

Christian persecution. It is a well-known fact that followers of
Christ are persecuted all over the world simply for what they
believe. It is estimated that Christians in over 60 countries face the
realities of massacre, rape, torture, family division, harassment,
detention, discrimination in education and employment, and even
death. It is also estimated that more Christians were martyred in
the 20th Century than in the other nineteen centuries combined.32

This section aims to present a theology of Christian
persecution that springs out of the suffering experience of the

Romanian church. Such theology includes the pragmatic
definition of persecution itself.

A A definition of Christian persecution

The notion of "Christian persecution" refers strictly to the
type of suffering that is inflicted upon Christians by others. From
a pragmatic standpoint, it is not always easy to discern if a certain
Christian is experiencing persecution or some other type of
suffering. For example, we might not be too off track in claiming

32 AW. Pink, "The Problem of Peisecution", online article -
http://www.mountzion.org/fgb/Fall96/FgbF2-96.html
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that even in some western, democratic countries Christians

experience some milder persecution, especially in the form of

discrimination and limitation of their full expression of faith.

Even when witnessing atrocities like arrest, torture, enslavement

and martyrdom, we cannot tell a priori if such extreme situations

can be classified as "Christian persecution". We need to learn

more about the circumstances that brought about such incidents.
Therefore, we consider that it is appropriate to start our

discussion bypointing out what is not Christian persecution.

Apostle Peter says in IPeter 4:15 that some people suffer

because they are "troublesome meddlers". At first glance the term

appears to be rather obvious: A troublesome meddler describes

the person who is always interested in everyone's business but his

own. Tlie term, however, requires closer examination to fully
understand it in relation to our theme.

So often Christians suffer mild persecution entirely

because of their own foolishness, because of something that is

either in themselves or in what they are doing. But this is not

Christian suffering. To exemplify, many times we can create for

ourselves difficulties which are quite unnecessary or can bring

endless suffering upon ourselves, because we have some rather

foolish notion of witnessing and testifying. In his study on the
Sermon on the Mount, Martyn Lloyd Jones says: "We are slow to

realize the difference between prejudice and principle; and we are

so slow to understand the difference between being offensive, in a
natural sense, because of our particular make-up and

temperament, and causing offence because we are righteous ...

Fanaticism can lead to persecution; but fanaticism is never

commended in the New Testament."33 Christ's disciples did not

33 Martyn Lloyd Jones, The Sermon on the Mount, rom. transl. Predica depe tmmte,
Oradea, Cartea Crestina, 2002, p. 83.
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look for trouble, but did what was right. When the state authority

and the biblical principles conflict with one another, the Christian

should follow the example of the apostles who said "We must

obey God rather than men" (Acts 5:30).

There are some people who deceive themselves in

believing that they suffer for the righteousness' sake when, in

reality, they are persecuted for a certain cause. It is true that the

two notions can sometimes become one. Often people suffered

and died for both righteousness' sake and for a cause. It is

possible that Christians are discriminated against, are imprisoned

and suffer terribly for religion, however without suffering for the

righteousness' sake. Christian persecution is not always identical

with one's suffering for his or her strong convictions. There is

always this danger that people develop a spirit of martyrdom. In

sticking to their own ideas, they almost court martyrdom. Without

naming any particular Christian leader mentioned above, it is

obvious that Romanian Evangelicals (and perhaps mainline

Christians too) have had amongst them people moved by such

spirit. Another noble cause is the activity of some antiabortion

groups. Making the government aware of the genocide, as some

pro-life groups do, is one thing, but recurring to acts of civil

disobedience, is quite a different tiling. Being persecuted for acts

of civil disobedience, expressed sometimes through violence and

even murders, is not Christian persecution. Some Romanian

Christians engaged themselves in a battle for human rights or

religious rights, without being provoked by the Communist

government and, in doing that, attracted not only the attention of

the authorities, but also their reaction which affected negatively
the lives of many other believers.

There are some people who confuse being persecuted

because of righteousness with being persecuted for "religious-
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political" reasons. Tlie term "political agitation" refers to a
revolutionary activity that seeks to disrupt and interfere with the
function of the existing government. If the term "trouble
meddlers" used by Peter is intended to cover also this sort of
activities, then Peter is calling for Christians to live as good
citizens in non-Christian, even hostile cultures. It must be said
boldly and loudly that Christian faith is not essentially anti-
Communist, as many believe. On the contrary, the apostle Paul
teaches the Roman Christians that "all authorities that exist have
been established by God. Consequently, he who rebels against the
authority is rebelling against what God has instituted" (Rom 13:1-
2). It is not uncommon that people suffer persecution for mixing
their religion and politics. But this is not being persecution
because of their righteousness. To exemplify from the Romanian
context, when countless orthodox priests and monks were
sympathizers of the "Iron Guard", a fascist society formed mainly
of Orthodox fanatics, the persecution directed by the Communist
government against them was not Christian persecution^ se* In
conclusion, suffering for political and social reasons might be a
noble act, but the blessings spoken of Jesus in the Sermon on the
Mount (Matt 5:10) do not apply to people involved in such
activities.

What then is Christian persecution? In the Sermon on the
Mount, Jesus blesses only those who suffer ,,for the sake of
righteousness" (Matt 5:10). Being righteous or practicing the
righteousness really means to be like Christ. Therefore, the term

* For documents that attest the political involvement of many Orthodox
priests with the Iron Guard, see C Paiujan and R Guceanu, Biserica Ortodoxd
Komana sub ngimul comunist, vol. I, Bucure?ti, Institutul National pentru Studiul
Totalitansmului, 2001.
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Christian persecution can be properly applied only to those who

suffer for being like Him.

B. Causes of persecution

In our attempt to find the causes for persecution from a

human perspective, we look first to the persecutor. In most

situations, the persecutor is another religion, another church or

some church leaders who have different views. Biblical examples

abound! In the case of the apostles, the persecutor was the state

religion through its representatives - high priests and theologians

of that day (e.g., Saul the Pharisee). Romans were not very

interested in the Christian religion, their only precaution being the

safety of their political domination. They got involved only when

Jewish authorities alarmed them about the possibility of a political

destabilization caused bythe new Christian religion.

Looking at Christian persecutions from a human

perspective, in most cases believers are persecuted because they

are looked upon as enemies. It is very important that, under any

circumstances, the Church would not give any government or

religious system reasons to believe that she has a hostile attitude

towards the establishment. As mentioned above, the apostolic

teaching on this issue is opposed to the view of many Christians

who still believe it is a matter of faith to fight Communism.

Christians are also persecuted because they are different.
The righteous may not say anything to condemn the world, but

there is an unspoken word of condemnation in what they are and

what they do. So the world hates them and tries to find fault with

them. This was the principle at work that determined the Jews to
kill Jesus.
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From God's perspective, evil exists, in part, not only

because of the deeds of perpetrators but also because God is self-
restrictive in this world.35 Jesus announced his disciples that
persecution is typical rather than unusual:

Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the
earth and dies, it remains by itself alone; but if it dies, it bears
much fruit. He who loves his life loses it; and he who hates
his life in this world shall keep it to life eternal. If anyone
serves Me, let him follow Me; and where I am, there shall My
servant also be; if anyone serves Me, the Father will honor
him (John 12:24-26).

Stephen's martyrdom follows the prophetic pattern Jesus
taught His disciples. Stephen was falsely accused and brought
before the council where he was given utterance and wisdom
which none of his opponents could refute. It was not Stephen
speaking; it was the Holy Spirit. It was the opportunity for his
testimony. He was hated on account of Jesus' name and he was

put to death. And yet, through his death he bore much fruit for,
as Tertullian said, the blood of the martyrs is the seed of

Christianity. Today in many parts of the world the typical pattern
established by the Lord has become an unusual situation.
Predictably, a sudden persecution would ravish many churches.

According to Bill Green, Christian suffering can only be

properly understood and undertaken from a biblical view of

eschatology.36 He maintains that the opponents in 2 Corinthians

35 John E. Thiel, God, Evil, and Innocent Suffering: A Theological Reflection,
New York, Crossroad, 2002, p. 131.

36 Online article buffering and Eschatology", http://www.kerux.com
/documents/KeruxVUNl A3.asp. See also his Master's thesis entitled
"Suffering and Eschatology: A Critical Study of 2 Corinthians 4 with
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appear to have been teaching that suffering in the Christian life

was evidence of a lack of the presence of the Spirit, and thus

Paul's apostleship was in question, since he obviously suffered

wherever he went!37 The suffering of the Christian, is far from

showing a lack of the power of the Spirit. On the contrary, says

Paul, suffering for the Christian is proof of his unity with Christ.

The very weakness of the Christian is the channel by which God

manifests his grace and power, and so Paul says that he will boast

in his weakness: "for when I am weak, then I am strong" (2Cor

12:10). By being transformed in spite of their weaknesses,

Christians testify to the truth that "the all-surpassing power is

from God, and not from us." (2Cor 4:7)

C. The Function of Christian persecution

Suffering and martyrdom are ways used by which God

accomplishes his purposes with humankind. Through suffering

and martyrdom, God acts in two directions:

a) God accomplishes his purposes in history

Through the suffering, torture and martyrdom of Christ,

God "showed us that suffering and self-sacrifice are His specific

methods by which He solved the problem of rebellion, evil and

human sin."38 The children of God are called to solve the

Particular Emphasis on the Relationship of Suffering and Eschatology in

Paul", submitted to Calvin Seminary in May 1989.

37 See Scott Hafemann's published doctoral thesis, Suffering and the Spirit
(Tubingen: J. D. B. Mohr, 1986).

38 Iosif Ton, Snferinta, martiraj p mspldtire in ar, Oradea, Cartea Qe^tina, 1999,

p. 449. (A translation into Romanian of Iosif Jon's Suffering Martyrdom and
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problems of this world through the same sacrificial love (agape)
which expresses the nature of God. Jesus is still sending His
disciples the same way He was sent by the Father, i.e. by the way
of the cross. As representatives of Christ, God's children have to
share the treatment Jesus received. Their cross does not always
mean martyrdom, but it always implies suffering. There is no
other way because it was Jesus who warned the disciples that in
the world they would know sorrows. That if they did these things
to Him, how much more His disciples will suffer. (2Tim 3:12).
Martyrdom creates opportunities for the Truth of God to triumph
in the world. If personal suffering of the righteous is a means by
which Satan is defeated (e.g. Job) and God's name is glorified, so
much more is accomplished through suffering for the sake of the
Gospel. It is a known fact that one role of the suffering and
persecution is to bring the church to unity, maturity and growth.

The Redemptive Nature of Suffering: Sharing in the sufferings of
Christ

The apostle Paul says that God has set things up so that
the suffering of His creation is redemptive. The whole creation is
said to be groaning as in the pains of childbirth, straining toward
the purposes for which God has designed it. It is not just the
elect/chosen of creation who suffer redemptively, the whole
creation suffers redemptively. The suffering of individual
Christians is. integral to the general suffering of the creation,
known as ,,the groaning of the Creation" (Rom 8:22-23).

According to Father John Breck, "suffering remains a
mystery in the popular sense of the term precisely because we

Rewards in Heaven, a PhD thesis accepted by the Evangelical Theological
Faculty of Haverlee, Belgium, 1999.



Persecution of the Romanian Church in the XXth Century 95

cannot explain— or explain away— its ultimate origin or meaning.

This is precisely why it is suffering, and not simply pain, hurt or

grief. ... It remains a crushing, perplexing, unexplainable and

apparently unjust weight of anguish, loss and pain."39 But, for a

Christian, it is also a mysterion^ notes Father Breck - it acquires a

sacramental value:

We are members of the Body of Christ. This is our most

basic identity and it defines our most basic calling (Rom 12;

1 Cor 12). "If one member suffers," St. Paul tells us, "all

suffer together" (1 Cor 12:26). Yet the Head of the Body

suffers as well. This means that whatever we experience is

never experienced in isolation. We never suffer alone.

Although other members of the Body may be oblivious to

our suffering, Christ the Head bears it to the full. He drinks

the cup of suffering— His own and ours— to the bitter dregs.

We know that He even longs to assume our suffering, to

assimilate it to His own, in order to transfigure it and

ourselves into the image of His glory.40

According to Fr. Breck, all suffering endured by a

Christian person can be transformed into a mysterion by a simple,

sacramental gesture, accomplished through prayer: that is to

surrender it - whatever its cause, whatever its form - into the

hands of the Crucified One.41 In our view, while all suffering of

Christians may have a sacramental value, it is evident that the

suffering as mysterion applies first of all to Christian persecutions.

It is in suffering for being a Christian that one identifies himself

39 Fr. John Breck, "On the Mystery of Suffering", online article -
http://www.christianity.com/partner/Article
40 Ibid.

41 Ibid.
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or herself with the suffering of Christ. It is this suffering in which
the Christian is asked to rejoice (Rom 5:3-5).

Jesus did not suffer so that the Church does not have to

suffer anymore. On the contrary, it is through His suffering that
the Church could suffer in His power and authority, and thus

overcome Satan thereby demonstrating God's wisdom through

the Church to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places.
This is one of God's purposes for the suffering of the Church.

If Christian's suffering together with all God's creation is
redemptive, so much more is his suffering for Christ. Jesus
Himself said about Paul the apostle:

He is a chosen instrument of Mine, to bear My name before
the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel; for I will show
him how much he must suffer for My name's sake (Acts
9:15-16).

Our own salvation attest to the fact that Paul's suffering
was redemptive. The salvation of others may one day attest to our

willingness to suffer, as the apostle did, so as to fill up the
sufferings lacking in the Body of Christ.

Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh
I do myshare on behalf of His body (which is the church) in
filling up that which is lacking in Christ's afflictions
(Colossians 1:24).

Paul's suffering and ours is redemptive in the sense that it

is God's channel by which His redemptive purposes in the world

are accomplished. If Paul had a share of suffering to fulfill, we all

have our own share. With a greater call to suffering comes a
greater grace to endure. Since God has decided that additional

worldly suffering is needed to fill up what He considers lacking in
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His affliction, there is nothing the Church has to offer in this but

her consent. Laying down our lives is for a redemptive purpose. A

seed brings forth a hundred-fold as it falls to the ground and dies.

We are called to offer ourselves as living sacrifices, as sheep to be

slaughtered. For precious in God's sight is the death of His saints.

Clinging to our lives will cause us to lose them; laying our lives

down will allow us to gain them. In this manner the Church will

crush Satan underfoot. We must begin absorbing these truths of

God, rather than the things of men, and begin moving toward this

glorious destiny.

b) Through suffering the Christian is transformed

Through suffering and sacrificing one's own life in the

work of God, character traits are produced which are

transforming the child of God in the likeness of His Son.42 Christ

Himself was made perfect through suffering (Heb 2:10). When a

Christian suffers at the hand of those to whom he brings the

saving Truth, He shares the fate of Christ who was crucified by

those whom He came to save. The believer understands that, like

Christ, he too has to pray for those who persecute him, forgive

them and bring them the saving Truth.

According to the apostle Paul, persecutions and afflictions

are methods used by God to purge, purify and refine the Christian

so that he/she might be made worthy of the Kingdom of God:

42 Iosif Jon, Sufetinfd, martiraj si raspldtire in cer, p. 446 si urm.; Philip Yancey,

Where is God When it Hurts, Grand Rapids, Zondervan, 1977, p.

99/101Romanian translation.
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We ourselves speak proudly of you among the churches of

God, for your perseverance and faith in the midst of all your
persecutions and afflictions which you endure. This is a plain

indication of God's righteous judgment so that you may be
considered worthy of the kingdom of God, for which indeedyou are
suffering (2Thess 1:2-5).

The Christian's suffering during persecution is a test of
his/her loyalty to Christ and, thereby, of his /her worthiness to
inherit the Kingdom. The soteriological aspect of suffering and
persecution is mentioned also by apostle Peter (IPeter 1:6-7; 4:12-

13; 5:10), James (1:2-4) and in the Epistle to the Hebrews (2:10).

D. The attitude of Christians in persecutions

One's suffering during persecution affects not only the
body, but the person as a whole. It touches especially the
psychological dimension of the human being. When personal
actions and decisions affect the lives of your family or of the

Christian community, it is not always easy to choose the right
thing. One cannot know a priori how he or she will behave in
suffering. After experiencing various forms of persecution, the
apostle Paul said that sufferingfor Christ is a grace (Phil 1:29). It is a
grace only when the Christian comes out of it triumphantly! It is
precisely because suffering for Christ is a grace that makes it
difficult for us to predict how people will behave during
persecution. The assurance that one will stand fast in suffering for

Chnst has to rest on a life of commitment prior to the outbreak
of persecution. God will not give ,,the grace" of overcoming the
trials to those who were ,,Christians of circumstances". ,,In order
to overcome, the spirit must be nourished in order to free itself



Persecution of the Romanian Church in the XXth Century 99

from the constraints of the human body", said Philip Yancey.43

Even this sort of Christians may go sometimes through some

collective type of persecution, but the history of the Church has

shown that, most likely, such Christians would renounce their

faith or put it aside for a while, depending on the nature of

persecution. As soon they do this, the persecution ceases for them

and it also ceases to be a grace.

The apostle Peter exhorts Christians not only to accept the

persecution, but also to rejoice when it comes:

Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal among you,

which comes upon you for your testing, as though some

strange thing were happening to you; but to the degree that

you share the sufferings of Christ, keep on rejoicing, so that also

at the revelation of His glory, you may rejoice with exultation (l

Peter 4:12-13).

Although the rejoicing in suffering goes against the human

nature of a person, the Christian has a special reason to rejoice:

he/she gets a share in the sufferings of Christ. The phrase "but to

the degree that you share the sufferings of Christ" used by the

apostle means that we are privileged, when persecuted for

righteousness, to enjoy the fellowship of our Lord's suffering. It is

a grace that not every Christian has. When Christ suffered, his

eyes were fixed on "the joy that was set before him" (Heb. 12:2).

The text shows that the grounds for rejoicing in suffering is

outside the experience of suffering. Our rejoicing is not to be connected

with thepain or difficulty itself, but with the ramifications ofit.

In the mist of suffering, the Christian knows that he is not

alone. The One who initiated the suffering for the Church is

43 Philip Yancey, Where is God when it Hurts, Grand Rapids, Zondervan

Publishers, 1990, ch. 15 (p. 276 in the Romanian edition).
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constantly on the via dohrosa^ alongside those who choose to

engage in this pilgrimage. The Christian must understand that

nothing will touch him on this journey, except that which is allowed

by his loving Father. If the sufferer does not see this, his/her faith

will be shaken in the times of trouble, and will be tempted to fall

away, not trusting and understanding a God Who allows such

things to bear on His children. It will indeed be God's love,

although perhaps not our short-term sentimental view of it.

Apostle Paul clearly understood this when he wrote to his Roman

fellow- Christians:

Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall

tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or

nakedness, or peril, or sword? Just as it is written, "For Thy

sake we are being put to death all day long; we were

considered as sheep to be slaughtered." But in all these

things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved

us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor

angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to

come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other

created thing, shall be able to separate us from the love of

God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord (Romans 8:35-39).

Conclusion

Persecution should be looked upon as something which is

allowed by God for two main reasons: as a means by which He

accomplishes His purposes in the world and as a means by which

the Church in general or the individual Christian is tested,

transformed and made worthy of the Kingdom of God. As the

apostle Paul tells us in Romans 8:28, God can work out good in

any and all circumstances. He can use cancer to confront

someone with his or her own mortality and to bring that person



in Christ But that doesn't mean we glorify cancer.

^
nWhat6VIfr unable, persecute is something that should be

accepted for the collective and personal benefits that it brings^
ba Lwn fact that persecution leads to church grow*. In gt
rf dS reality, some Christians in the West ask^ernseWe^they
should really be working to stop persecution. The Bible also says
tte the poor will always be wkh us, but at the same time it urges

S to give food to the hungry and clothes to the naked
aredearly called to seek justice and to engage in acts of

(7*ru\™h 7-9 Luke 11:42, Matthew 25). In

^ fi t t h h
7-9 Luke 11:42, )
t art to show mercy .those who

ld f fh (1 Cbthians
LZ^T^ stfeiple t art to show mercy .
are sXnng, especially to the household of farth (1 Cbnnthians
12-26-27) While throughout history Christianity has grown

tremendously after periods of persecution, we need tc> keep• m
mind that this is not always the case. The persecuted Church is
not always strong and pure, and persecution can lead to a dam*
that is divided, demoralized, compromised, and embittered.
Therefore, we must be careful not to romanticize persecution.

The opinion of the present writer is that Chnsuans around the

« The Apostle Paul, when facing persecution from religious leaders for
preaching the gospel, tried to avoid it by invoking hs Roman cit^nsbp and
demanding a hearing before the political leaders in Rome.
« John White, The Cost ofCommilmmU Leicester, IntensityPress, 1971, p. j4

35.
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