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Abstract

This paper analyses the adaptation of religious actors to security challenges behind the Iron Curtain. It investigates the authority of religion within atheist regimes and the ways in which human security became a means of survival and adaptation to new political circumstances. It uses as a case study the position of the Romanian Orthodox Church within the Eastern bloc. The paper concludes with public policy perceptions derived from the legacy of church-state relations in the predominant Orthodox commonwealth and the impact of human security on contemporary Europe.

Introduction

The Second World War marked the end of an era. The European continent was deeply divided by political and social fragmentation with large sectors of the population displaced. Although, as previously, post-war Europe followed national lines, the continent did not have its earlier geopolitical structure. East and West were two different worlds; they soon engaged in the Cold War rhetoric that would last almost half a century. In this milieu, religious communities sought a means of adapting to the new political settings by either resisting or collaborating with the rulers. Religious communities were prime actors in supporting human security as they represented a direct relation with previous social structures and political expressions. Their involvement in both domestic and foreign politics as security actors lies at the basis of the contemporary place of religion in the public sphere.   
Religion and Communism
The victor of the eastern front, the Soviet Union was the leading actor that gave the overall direction not only to political but also to religious issues in the Eastern part of Europe. Despite widespread religious persecution in the interwar period, the Russian Orthodox Church, the dominant religious confession in the Soviet Union, acquired a new position in state policy during the Second World War. The 1937 census showed that attachment to religious institutions remained high while the anti-German nationalist stance of the Orthodox hierarchy contributed towards war resistance and, ultimately, to military and political mobilisation.

The sudden change of the Soviet regime towards the Russian Orthodox Church became visible when on 8 September 1943 Stalin had an audience with the last remaining hierarchs in Moscow. Four days later, Metropolitan Sergii was raised to the rank of Patriarch and the Church became fully engaged in cooperation with the regime.
 The Church was allowed to reopen a large number of buildings and religious practices started to recover. While the Church was domestically controlled by being engaged in propaganda , the hierarchy was assigned an international mission to extend the country’s influence in the Orthodox commonwealth. 


By claiming spiritual superiority over other patriarchates, Moscow sent religious delegations to Bulgaria and Yugoslavia in April 1945, Romania in May 1945 and Belgrade in 1946. In 1945 Patriarch Alexius visited the ancient Orthodox Patriarchates of Antioch, Jerusalem and Alexandria and extended the Russian influence towards the Middle East. Furthermore, the Russian diaspora communities in France, Britain and the United States were courted by Orthodox clergy. The Soviets interest employed the Church in its foreign policy by using the Department of External Church Affairs, which was established in 1946; it had the largest number of employees of all the Patriarchate’s departments.
 

The favoured position of the Russian Orthodox Church came at the expense of other religious communities in the Soviet Union. The Latvian, Estonian and Georgian Orthodox churches were incorporated under Russian jurisdiction, while the Polish Orthodox Church was offered an autocephalous status that rejected its previous ties to Constantinople. The pattern of offering autocephaly in the Eastern bloc extended to Czechoslovakia, which had a small Orthodox minority, and, in 1953, to supporting the establishment of the Bulgarian Orthodox Patriarchate. 

The appointment of Orthodox hierarchs in the region followed mandatory visits to Moscow. Metropolitan Timothy of the Polish Orthodox Church visited Moscow in July 1948 and was made head of his Church in November 1948. Metropolitan Justinian of Romania visited in October 1946 and became Patriarch in May 1948, while Bishop Paisi from Albania visited in January 1948 and became head of the Albanian Orthodox Church in August 1949.
 


The political control of churches behind the Iron Curtain was also connected with the oppression of those communities that retained significant networks with the West. The most important church was the Roman Catholic. In the predominantly Orthodox countries in the region, the Greek Catholic Churches were abolished and forcibly integrated in the structures of national Orthodox churches, while the leaders of the Roman Catholic Church suffered severe persecution. An underground religious culture emerged within these churches; it remained significant throughout the Cold War period. In multi-ethnic countries in the region, Protestant communities were allowed to exist as long as their hierarchy were controlled by the regimes and they suppressed contact with the Western world.

In those countries where religion was perceived as indissolubly tied to national identity, political leaders had to ensure that their authority was drawn from politics and religion. Across the region communists appeared at mass rallies together with religious hierarchs mainly because their association with the Church’s representatives strengthened their own political legitimacy. This had a direct effect: by combining religion with politics the regimes prevented opposition and ensured stronger control of the population. 

The communists took advantage of the ecclesiastical organisation of the Church that followed not only the civil law of the state but also its own canon law, parallel to state structures. Political leaders interfered in Church matters and imposed their verdicts while the Church presented itself as independent from politics giving the false notion of religious freedom. Those members of the hierarchy who were seen as undesirable to the regimes were tried by the Church and expelled by their hierarchical fellows rather than by communist authorities. Religious trials were followed by civil trials suggesting that the Church was active in supporting the establishment of a new society.

The Church became engaged in communist discourse and its prayers were invaded by communist slogans. In turn, by combining religious and communist language, communist regimes increased their authority. The portrayal of Stalin as a ‘Saviour of the people’ and the propagandistic construction of ‘a new man and society’ were slogans adopted by both the Party and the Church. This type of language influenced the ways in which the position of the Church and the authority of the communist leadership were regarded, and ultimately the evolution of their political regimes. 

Communists sought control not only through the subservience of Church hierarchs but also through a systematic method of controlling opposition. Following the Soviet model of the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, communist countries developed their own apparatus of surveillance and state security. By censoring every pastoral visit and sermon of the Church hierarchy, the regimes ensured that religion was a method of controlling the people, and especially those who preached or showed public dissatisfaction. Even the space of the Church confessional was no longer private and, in many cases, words uttered there led directly to political and religious persecution.

The Church was effectively transformed into a state department. The employment of religion by the communists had a direct impact on the political evolution of the region and on the place of religion in society. Officially, in all communist countries, people were free to profess their faith, but in practice the state sought to erase and destroy any form of religious belief. 

The regimes’ stance on religion was especially evident in education from primary to university levels where special courses on atheism were taught.
 Atheism was an academic course even in Church seminaries in Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia.
 However, despite anti-religious propaganda, in some cases the regimes reserved a special attitude towards religion. It is still uncertain how deeply anti-religious some members of the party were during communism. For example, in Romania, Prime Minister Petru Groza was the son of a priest and a layman within the Church’s structures; in Bulgaria, Patriarch Kiril was appointed with the help of Prime Minister Valko Chervenkov, one of his former classmates.
 Many communists continued to bring up their children in the Orthodox faith attending religious ceremonies outside their cities where the party could not easily control them. 

Church-State Relations, Authority and Human Security
In analysing the religious factors which have influenced the evolution of church-state relations in European communism, Pedro Ramet has set out six main factors: 

(1) The size of a religious organisation; (2) its amenability to infiltration and control by the secret police; (3) its allegiance to any foreign authority; (4) its behaviour during World War Two; (5) the ethnic configuration of the country in question, and (6) the dominant political culture of the country.

A large religious organisation represented a direct challenge to the spread of communist ideology as it was harder to control or even to destroy than a small group. For this reason, the predominantly Orthodox and Catholic churches in the region continued to exert significant influence in society. The communist authorities found it difficult to control every religious activity of a large organisation and the most efficient means remained the obedience of the hierarchy. In cases where the hierarchy was imprisoned, the authorities established supra-church structures, which became responsible for that particular religious community. 

Religious communities that were not dependent on a foreign ecclesiastical authority seemed to benefit from collaboration with the regimes. Orthodox and Protestant churches continued to receive financial support to various degrees. This financial support was extremely significant for the control of both the hierarchy and lower clergy that were, therefore, at the whim of their regimes. 

In addition to Ramet’s main factors in church-state relations, a significant role was played by international religious contacts. These contacts were initiated with the support of the communist regimes that aimed at controlling diaspora opposition and influencing public perception in the West. However, in the long term, the contacts increased the mobility of religious elites and the anti-regime support. The membership of Orthodox and Protestant communities in the newly established World Council of Churches (1948) and the Conference of European Churches (1959) led to the recognition of these churches. Although meetings in these bodies remained dominated by the Cold War divisions, they represented a significant step in the survival of the institutional communities. 

Behind the Iron Curtain, religion survived atheist indoctrination mainly because religious institutions continued to retain a significant authority over the general masses. This authority was different in each particular religious confession; however, it followed a comparable pattern throughout the region. In the case of Orthodox churches, authority was moulded on the concept of symphonia that suggests concord with the political realm. The claim that ‘every regime is the will of God’ led church hierarchs to cooperate with the regime, despite anti-religious persecution. In the case of Protestant churches, the authority was confined to the actions of their pastors. In the private space of religious meetings and prayers of Protestant congregations, the dissociation from politics increased the authority of these churches and growing dissent.
 In the case of the Roman Catholic churches the authority remained closely connected with the Vatican’s stance against the communist regime and, ultimately with the personality of the pope. The pope remained a figure whose authority transcended that of national frameworks of church-state relations and who, fundamentally, would become extremely significant for the fall of the communist regimes. 

 As Paul Froese argues, religious pluralism after the fall of communism did not automatically lead to a religious revival, which he associated with two factors: firstly, the atheist indoctrination of societies in Eastern Europe and, secondly the favoured position of some churches within church-state relations.
 Froese argues, “Interestingly, years of religious repression have given rise not to new levels of religious freedom but a return to pre-communist relations between church and state.”
 The return to previous forms of church-state relations is connected with the public authority of religious communities acquired during the Cold War period. Despite various degrees of persecution, religious communities were significant actors for human security. 

The authority of religious institutions was crucial for their survival throughout the Cold War and was amplified after the fall of communism. The abundance of religious symbolism expressed in hymns, liturgies and prayers which combined folk elements with national imaginary proved crucial for the authority of Orthodox churches behind the Iron Curtain. The private Orthodox space was moulded by a combination of religious symbolism and national characteristics and led to the church’s survival.

In the case of the Roman Catholic Church, the establishment of the Polish Solidarity movement, which combined religious with civic organisations, had a direct impact on the extension of the church’s authority.
 As Maryjane Osa claims, Solidarity became more successful when it was associated with Polish nationalism.
 Despite being a transnational institution, the authority of the Catholic Church was closely connected to that of the leading national figure of the church, namely the Polish Pope. In a comparable way to that of Orthodox churches, human security in predominantly Catholic and Protestant regions was associated with the ways in which churches were nationally organised rather than their transnational structures.

The relationship between religion and human security behind the Iron Curtain was particularly visible in five areas, namely political legitimation, infiltration, propaganda, competition, and jurisdictional reorganisation:

First, by being politically controlled and engaged in various forms of propaganda, churches offered legitimacy to the communist regimes. However, this legitimation gradually changed when the communists obtained complete power. In those cases where legitimation was no longer necessary, religious communities faced harsh persecution and even complete annihilation (such as in Albania), while where the regimes wanted to assert a semi-autonomous voice in the communist bloc, religious communities had official state support (such as in Romania and Serbia).

Second, the hierarchies were infiltrated by communists and pro-communist sympathisers and their societal role followed strict party control. A particular place in promoting human security by churches was the personality of some religious leaders and their close contact with the communist leadership. Patriarch Justinian in Romania, Patriarchs Alexius I and Alexius II in the Soviet Union, Patriarch Kiril in Bulgaria and Patriarch German in Yugoslavia had close contacts with communist authorities and their influence extended over the hic et nunc of ordinary religious ceremonies. 

Third, the involvement of religious communities in the peace movement from the 1950s until the fall of communism showed the interest of communist regimes in the human security promoted by churches. The theme of peace suggested that the political system of the Soviet Union was the most viable human system in history, while peace acquired an eschatological perception. Churches organised national petitions, which were signed by large numbers of people and thereby engaged them, particularly at a rural level, in state policy.  Protests against the war in Vietnam or the atomic bomb remained prime subjects that brought together the religious and political leaderships.

Fourth, the spiritual conflict over the primacy of patriarchates within the Orthodox commonwealth, and particularly the clash between Moscow and Constantinople, led to the mobilisation of a wide range of religious communities from both East and West. In this conflict, churches acted as messengers of national voices behind the Iron Curtain. The communists attempted to change the very foundations of Orthodox Christianity by summoning Councils which could rewrite the theological doctrine, such as the Pan-Ecumenical Conference in 1948 and the Pan-Synodal Conferences in the 1960s, were elements which indicated that the communist regimes were interested in the human societal contribution of their churches. The communist authorities realised that only a dramatic transformation of the roles of churches could lead to their better control.

Finally, the jurisdictional reorganisation of religious communities during the Cold War followed the decisions of the communist authorities. In most cases, this was achieved in a process that described the interests of the regimes. For example, the Uniate churches were incorporated in the Orthodox structures, the Old believers were banned, while Orthodox churches were encouraged to assimilate ethnic communities within national frameworks. The recognition of the jurisdictional reorganisation led to the institutionalisation of religion that was perceived as a partner in dialogue by the state. This decided the fate of the religious community and in the long term the survival of religious community within the church-state framework. 

Case Study: the Romanian Orthodox Church 
Under the military and political influence of the Soviet Union, Romania became a People’s Republic on 30 December 1947 and remained a communist state until 22 December 1989. During the communist period the Romanian Orthodox Church, the dominant religious confession, was used as an instrument to control the population through which the regime extended its propaganda and identified its possible dissidents.

The regime enjoyed good relations with the hierarchy and ensured that those who were suspected of conducting anti-communist activities were replaced. At the same time, the state pursued strong anti-religious propaganda aimed at reducing the influence of the Church in society. The regime allowed the Church to continue its activity mainly because the hierarchy was politically controlled. By having their own people in the hierarchy and fostering internal clerical clashes for ecclesiastical power, the communists sought domination of the entire Church. The Church was actively engaged in the propagandistic message of the battle for peace, and the Holy Synod adopted regulations and elected hierarchs imposed by the regime.
 

Despite state control of the Church, the hierarchs promoted a nationalist discourse, which was in contrast to the fierce Sovietization of the country. For example, the decision to canonise the first Romanian saints in 1950 showed that, by preserving references to the national past, the Church was interested in promoting a position which would make it stronger. The regime initially opposed the celebration of canonisation, but after the rise of Gheorghiu-Dej and the implementation of state policy on constructing a Romanian road to communism, public festivities were permitted. The October 1955 canonisation proved that the Church continued to have a tremendous impact on the people, a sign that was clearly indicated by the attendance of around 10-15,000 people at Cernica monastery, most of whom had walked 17 kilometres from Bucharest. 

While the Church restructured its ecclesiastical organisation and important hierarchical figures were deposed or suddenly died, Orthodoxy remained strongly rooted in the lives of ordinary people. Even the communist activists, who travelled to villages to convince people to join collectivised farms and of the political benefits of the new regime, declared themselves religious. Despite political interference in the nomination of the hierarchy, the Orthodox faith remained strong and throughout the communist period people remained attached to their Church. 

The Orthodox Church suffered its greatest persecution in 1959 when the regime decreed the modification of the regulations regarding monastic life. The Orthodox monasteries were seen as centers of resistance sheltering former political dissidents and as places through which the Church attained its influence in society. 

With the rise of national communism in the early 1960s and the redefinition of Romanian national security, the Church promoted more assertive theological and nationalist discourses. The contact between the Church and churches abroad and the nationalist message inside the country helped the regime to promote an independent position within the communist bloc. Romania officially declared an independent path of communism at the Party Plenum in 1964; this position was long anticipated and the Church was one of the institutions that supported this type of message. 

The development of Ceauşescu’s ultra-nationalist dictatorship took into account the societal position of the Church during Gheorghiu-Dej’s period. References to the national past and the rise of the cult of personality, which presented Ceauşescu as the leader with mythical features, were also visible in the Church’s nationalist discourse. In the 1980s Ceauşescu was promoted as a semi-divine leader whose place in Romanian history would be equal to that of the rulers of the Middle Ages and the founders of the Romanian state.
 The Church continued to praise the political leadership, combining national communism with its own theological discourse.
 

During the Cold War period, the Church could be seen as acting differently at the level of the hierarchy from that of the ordinary clergy and people. In relation to political power, it was the religious leadership alone and its particular characters, that stood for the Church. For this reason, Patriarch Justinian’s strong personality and his contacts with the top communist officials managed to gain for the Church an important position in society. In his meetings with foreign religious leaders Justinian claimed to be a socialist and not a communist and that he was doing everything in his position to preserve the Church. The results of his policy were clearly indicated by the fact that, despite persecution and anti-religious propaganda, at the time of Justinian’s death in 1977, the Church still had around 8,500 priests, a similar number to that of the first years after the Second World War. At the lower clergy level, the Church was based on the preservation of folk traditions and religious ceremonials. At a time when churches were being demolished or transformed into museums, local communities turned to religious symbolism and folk traditions that kept the Church alive. Human security at grass-roots level was connected with the very societal foundations of the Church that were extremely difficult to influence by political decisions.

The communists allowed the Church to continue its spiritual activity mainly because they saw that using the Church was more profitable than persecuting it. The Church contributed towards the welfare of the state by engaging the high number of religious in monasteries in lucrative activities. The monasteries’ output brought significant financial revenue to the state while at the same time they encouraged the reintegration of those clergy who were against the communist authorities. Secondly, the Church continued to preserve the religious sentiments of the people ‘supporting’ the claim that the regime allowed complete religious freedom. Thirdly, the Church had important connections abroad and the regime encouraged religious tourism to Romania, thereby promoting the idea of a free and civilised country. Fourthly, the Church helped the regime to foster a Romanian road to communism and consequently the rise of Romanian national communism. 

By being closely connected with the political realm, the Church served its followers closely. The sanctification of the first Romanian saints, subsidies for rebuilding churches and paying the salaries of the clergy, personal contacts between the Church hierarchy and top government officials, contributed to Romanian church-state relations. For these reasons, the party gained enormously through the subservience of the Church as public religious opposition was minimal in Romania.
 At the end of Ceauşescu’s regime, due to its combination of national communism and close contacts with the political leadership, the Church was one of the most influential actors in the social and political life of the country.
 

Comparable to other Orthodox churches behind the Iron Curtain, the relationship between human security and the Romanian Orthodox Church was visible at the levels of political legitimation, infiltration, propaganda, competition, and jurisdictional reorganisation. By supporting the regime, the Church offered political legitimation in front of the faithful. The Church was infiltrated by the regime which transformed it successfully into a state department and a propagandistic agent. Special relations with the regime motivated the Church to obtain a favoured position in competition with other churches, particularly the Greek Catholic Church which was forcibly incorporated into its structures. The jurisdictional position within the communist system of church-state relations had an impact on the re-emergence of religion after the end of the Cold War. The church which had promoted human security before 1989 had a considerable advantage in the battle for souls in post-communist Romania. 
Public Policy Perceptions 
The evolution of churches and human security behind the Iron Curtain reveal that religion was closely connected with the political sphere. This trend continues to have a deep impact on the post-1989 political realities for multiple reasons:

First, religious communities are prime factors in the transformation of societal and political realms. The adaptation of religious communities to political power according to national lines during the Cold War has had a direct impact on the current structure of church-state relations. After the fall of communism, religious communities became extremely active in Eastern Europe. At the time of uncertain political systems, churches were perceived by the faithful as stabile societal actors. In most countries in the region, political leaders engaged in dialogue with religious communities and religious references fostered political support. In the long term, the ambivalence of religious and political leadership in asserting a clear path benefited both institutions. Religious leaders saw an increase in church membership while political leaders came closer to religious institutions in search of electoral support.

Second, the comparative analysis of churches behind the Iron Curtain shows that human security is closely linked with religious symbolism, folk traditions and national identities. The symbolic repertoire of nationalism was extremely important for the adaptation and survival of religious communities. Eastern Europe remained a predominantly rural society in which traditional religiosity was coupled with local identities. 
Third, the authority projected by religious communities is fundamental to their survival and adaptation to new regimes. An understanding of the history and influence of religious communities in society is necessary in order to have a better perception of religious presence. Despite widespread anti-religious propaganda, religious leaders retained significant societal and political authority. 
Fourth, there remains no single rule on the adaptation to political power for politically subservient churches and state dependent churches. Both types of churches obtain their authority from religious symbolism and national elements rather than from imposing a strict political control or subservience. While religious communities can be grouped in various patterns of adaptability to the political realm, each Eastern European country witnessed various degrees of religious control. The authority of religious communities remains closely associated with transformations within theological and national discourses.
Fifth, there remains an increasing competition among religious groups for power, resources and societal influence. This is particularly visible in the reorientation of religious communities towards other sources of political power, particularly the increasing number of national lobbying groups in Brussels and Strasbourg. The fall of communism led religious communities to engage with new political sources of power, particularly in the context of European enlargement. 
Sixt, there remains a direct competition for supremacy between patriarchates in the Orthodox commonwealth. Moscow continues to argue for a prime role clashing with the traditional centres of spiritual power, particularly with the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople. Relations between the two patriarchates remain strained. After 1989, the Ecumenical Patriarchate recognised the autonomy of various churches in Eastern Europe and extended its influence outside traditional centres, with new communities in Asia, Australia and Western Europe. In addition, the migration of Orthodox believers to the West posed challenges to national Orthodox churches which began establishing new diasporic communities.
Seventh, social, political and economic security are enhanced in the long term by churches which find the means of adapting to new regimes. This was the case throughout the Cold War period and is so today. Churches are searching for innovative theological models to assert a stronger place in society. After the Second World War, Orthodox churches promoted the doctrine of social apostolate that justified their relations with the state. After the fall of communism, they welcomed the declaration of doctrine of social fundamentals by the Russian Orthodox Church in 2001. 

Eight, relations between the Russian Orthodox Church and the Vatican remain significantly strained. While the pope was allowed for the first time to visit the predominantly Orthodox countries of Romania (1999), Ukraine (2001) and Bulgaria (2002), there remains mutual distrust, accusation of proselytism and difficulties in the restitution of the properties of the Greek Catholic Churches. 
Finally, the increasing religious network between East and West has its roots in the religious contacts made during the Cold War period. The enlargement of the European Union to countries of the former bloc has led to a significant movement of populations from Eastern Europe to the West. Eastern religious communities play a significant role in reshaping the religious configuration of the West. Recent polls show an increasing number of active Polish and Czech Catholics in Britain, Ireland and Germany, Romanian Orthodox in Spain and Italy. These migrants have brought with them an influx of religiosity and have begun a significant project of building places of worship. The human security promoted by religious communities is no longer a local issue but acquires a transnational dimension. 
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