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ABSTRACT 

 

The principal focus of this thesis is on the relationship between the Romanian Baptist 

and Romanian Orthodox denominations in Transylvania since the revolution in 1989.  

It examines some of the reasons for the hostility between them, and looks for ways 

in which these relationships might be improved, for the purpose of providing a more 

united and effective mission to the people of Romania.   It takes as its inspiration the 

dominical command in John 17:20-21:  “that all of them may be one, Father, just as 

you are in me and I am in you.  May they also be in us so that the world may believe 

that you have sent me” (NIV).  It explores what this oneness might mean in relational 

terms between these church traditions, and how a more trinitarian approach to 

relationality and mission may bring healing to divisions and better serve the Gospel 

in Romania. 

 

The historical context is surveyed to expose some influences on the mutually-hostile 

relationships in view of the freedom brought about by the fall of communism.  A 

major contention is founded on different ecclesiologies, out of which arise differing 

understandings of mission.  Aspects of confessional ecclesiology and missiology are 

compared and contrasted, using the work of representative Baptist, evangelical and 

Romanian Orthodox theologians in dialogue, with commentary from interviews I 

personally conducted with Baptist and Orthodox church leaders in order to ground 

theology in current practice. 

 

Key interpretations concerning the nature and purpose of the church are identified, 

and questions raised about the effect these have on their  relationships and 

approaches to mission, leading to the conclusion that confessional theology in 

Romania appears to be mutually exclusive. 

 

The meaning of the concept ‘personal relationship with Christ’ emerges as central to 

misunderstanding and hostility.   In order to recover common theological ground as a 

necessary preparation to a more inclusive missiological approach, the proposal is 

that the church traditions return to a pre-schismatic trinitarian understanding of 

‘person’, which could then inform their understanding, discourse and practice of 

mission.  The work of theologians from different denominations is surveyed, to see 

what agreement there is on an understanding of person, comparing this with the idea 

of individualism.  The concepts of person and relation are shown to be inextricable, 

illustrated in perichoresis, the outworking of which shapes a unity expressed in 

praise and mission. 

 

Using this approach, it becomes possible to suggest that the Romanian Orthodox 

and evangelical churches come together in an enriched understanding of person 

which broadens present assumptions, thus helping to create common ground for the 

discourse necessary to greater unity in mission.  This opens the way for further 

research into the transformative nature of personal relationship as a key concept in 
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both church traditions, and the potential this has for a more inclusive approach to 

mission in the future. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE 

 

This research arises out of five years (2002 – 2007) in Transylvania, Romania, 

working as a mission partner with my husband, an Anglican priest, with the Church 

Mission Society.  It seeks to throw some light on the reasons for the poor 

relationships between the national Romanian Orthodox Church and the evangelical 

churches, commonly known as ‘neo’- Protestants, and the Baptist church in 

particular. It looks for ways to improve the relationships between them, in order to 

provide a more effective and relevant mission to the people of Romania.  The whole 

project is an exploration of what it might mean to take seriously the prayer of Jesus 

in John 17:20-21:  ‘I pray also for those who will believe in me through their 

message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you.  

May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me.’  It asks 

the question, in what might this ‘oneness’ consist, and how may it serve the purpose 

of mission? 

 

The nature of interconfessional relationships in Romania is complex, and there is a 

long history of ill-will between the Romanian Orthodox Church (hereinafter the ROC) 

and others, for example with the Greek-Catholic (Uniate) church.  This research only 

has space to focus on the relationship between the Baptist and Orthodox 

denominations, which is particularly bitter.  The writer is evangelical within the 

threefold order of Anglican ministry, and therefore able to relate to both sides, 

hearing and reflecting on the problems articulated by them.  This enquiry is limited to 

discovering why inclusive Christian mission is considered by Orthodox and 

evangelical Romanians impossible to contemplate at present, and what needs to 

happen for relationships to improve as a precursor to mission as a possibility.  A brief 

look at the historical context will identify some of the major influences on this 

relationship and the reasons for its inimical nature, especially since the fall of 

communism in 1989, because the new freedom ushered in by this event has not 

resulted in better relationships between these two church traditions.   

 

The focus is on Transylvania, where the writer has personal experience of living and 

working. The inimical relationship of these two church traditions is fed by different 

understandings of church and mission, so their ecclesiologies and missiologies will 

be examined to identify similarities and differences, to see what effect this has on 

their relationships with each other and on their approaches to mission.  To ensure 

that this theological reflection is contextualised in the current situation, and to 

establish how theology is understood in practical terms, structured interviews1 were 

conducted with Romanian Orthodox and Baptist church leaders, asking them the 

same questions to elicit both the overlap of and the differences between their 

                                                             
1
 See supporting evidence 
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theological understandings of ecclesiology and mission.  This is developed in the 

context of using the work of theologians who articulate for both sides. 

 

The confessional theology of these two traditions appears to be mutually exclusive, 

so aspects of trinitarian theology, founded in pre-schismatic theology, will be shown 

as able to offer more common ground for a better mutual understanding of the nature 

of mission, which may hold the key to unlocking some of the problems.   

 

Finally, an understanding of trinitarian theology will be proposed which is designed to 

open a way forward to better relationships and possible ways to work together in 

Christian mission. 

 

This research is a piece of extended theological reflection on the lived experience of 

being a mission partner seeking to explore the enmity between fellow Christians.  

The purpose of the research is to understand some of the main reasons for these 

broken relationships, and formulate a proposal for better understanding.  This in turn 

provides a model for a possible way forward, drawing on the common theological 

inheritance of both groups in order to establish the kind of relationship which will be 

more constructive and better able to meet the challenges of Christian mission in 

Romania.  Christian theology and missiology are incarnational, and best served by 

narrative and reflection, approaches inspired by the Gospels. 

 

Resources and methodology 

It has proved very difficult to find resources on the relationships between Baptist and 

Orthodox since the fall of Ceasescu in 1989.  Books on this subject are non-existent, 

so most of the research is in the form of papers and articles.    Baptist scholars2 

confirm that there are no written resources on Romanian Baptist ecclesiology or 

missiology.  For this reason I have used the work of Miroslav Volf, an eastern 

European evangelical theologian, who is known by Baptist scholars and voices views 

that are held generally by evangelicals in Romania including Baptists.    Volf sets 

evangelical ecclesiology in the context of trinitarian thinking, which is key to this 

research, and his work is placed in dialogue with Stăniloae, considered by many 

Romanian Orthodox to be their leading theologian,3 whose book ‘Theology and the 

Church’ ‘gives a dynamic presentation of the Orthodox doctrine of the Trinity as the 

basis of ecclesiology’ (Stăniloae 1980: 7).   These theologians are allowed to speak 

for themselves, with comparisons and comments made on their interpretations to 

shed light on the Romanian situation. 

 

                                                             
2
 Dr James Dahl, Greater Europe missionary, Sibiu:  Dr Danuţ Mănăstireanu, East Europe Director, 

World Vision (Iasi, Romania);  Rev Dr Darrell Jackson, Director, NOVA Research Institute, Redcliffe 
Christian College, Gloucester;  Dr Beniamin Poplăcean, Betania Baptist Church, Sibiu, and others. 
3
 ‘a man whose theological stature has been compared to that of Barth, Tillich, Rahner and 

Schillebeeckx.  Indeed, Stăniloae’s Dogmatic Theology is a uniquely systematic articulation of 
Christian faith by one of Orthodoxy’s most creative voices.’  Miller 2000: 2 
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In terms of missiology, it has again been impossible to find written Romanian Baptist 

resources.  As Baptist scholar Darrell Jackson4 remarked, ‘Baptists are better at 

doing evangelism than theologising about it.’  As a result Lewis Drummond’s writing 

has been selected.  Drummond represents Southern Baptist theology on 

evangelism, as the Southern Baptists have a significant influence on the Romanian 

Baptist church.   Drummond’s evangelistic thinking is trinitarian and therefore 

relevant, and again a dialogue has been created, this time with Ion Bria, the leading 

Romanian theologian on mission who was Deputy Director of the WCC’s 

Commission on World Mission and Evangelism.   Bria also understands mission 

within a trinitarian context.   With one foot in the west and the other in his native 

Romania, Bria is particularly well-positioned to speak for the ROC while aware of 

some of the missiological issues for westerners.  Again, their interpretations and 

approaches are compared, to illuminate the current Romanian situation and to 

consider whether there is any common ground. 

 

There is a major difficulty in finding authentic written Romanian voices representing 

both parties.  Under communism theological research, writing and publication were 

severely restricted or banned altogether, and although all confessions have now 

founded their own publishing houses, given the short time since the fall of 

communism resources on some subjects are still scarce.  There is often also an 

observable hiatus between theology and practice.  Popular Orthodoxy is not always 

identical with serious theological description of Orthodox faith, and it is this gap 

between theology and practice that causes the most concern to Baptists.  However, 

this can also be true of Baptist theology and practice which puts their church 

communities in danger of fracture.  For these reasons, interviews were conducted 

with both Baptist and Orthodox clergy.  The Baptist clergy were confident in English 

but the Orthodox clergy interviews were conducted in Romanian, taped, transcribed 

and translated by the writer and checked by Dr Nelu Balaj5, a native Romanian. 

 

The two Baptist pastors lead the two largest Baptist churches in Sibiu, an old city 

which is one of the most important cultural and religious centres in Romania and was 

designated a European capital of culture in 2007.  Both pastors are actively involved 

in mission with their churches and Poplăcean is also in Baptist Union mission at 

national level.  Of the two Orthodox priests, the Archbishop of Alba Iulia is prominent 

in the ROC for his promulgation of mission.  Dr Mihai Himcinschi teaches mission in 

the Orthodox theology faculty in Alba Iulia where the Archbishop is the Dean, and 

has published a book on trinitarian theology as the basis for mission, to which later 

reference is made. 

 

                                                             
4
 Rev Dr Darrell Jackson is Director of the NOVA Research Centre, Redcliffe College, Gloucester and 

has worked with the Conference of European Churches as their researcher in European mission. 
5
 Dr Balaj received his ThD from Birmingham university in 2004 and is currently a graduate minister of 

the Church of Scotland. 
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It should be noted that the ROC does not consider itself a confession but part of the 

one true apostolic and original Orthodox church6.  The Baptist church in Romania is 

not officially described as a confession but a ‘cult’. 

 

Background to the research 

Since the fall of communism there has been a great influx of western evangelical 

missionaries into Eastern European countries which regard themselves as having a 

national Orthodox Church.  Traditionally, interest in Orthodoxy has been found 

mainly amongst Catholic Anglicans, and it is still rare to find evangelical Anglicans 

working in a mission capacity in partnership with the Orthodox Church worldwide.  

We went to Romania in 2001 as mission partners with the Anglican Church Mission 

Society, to work ecumenically under the aegis of the Cross of Nails7 committed to 

promoting understanding and friendship between the denominations and to 

encouraging them in mission.  We were not inexperienced, having previously trained 

in missiology and subsequently mission partners in Nigeria for ten years8, followed 

by Anglican ordination and fourteen years in parish ministry in the dioceses of 

Chelmsford and Coventry. 

 

We spent 2002–2005 in the city of Sibiu in Transylvania, working ecumenically.   

During this time we learned Romanian, built personal relationships with clergy of 

every trinitarian denomination9, participated in ecumenical events, and opened a 

small Cross of Nails centre in rented rooms.  We began a modest library of English 

theological books, having learnt that there was almost nothing in English in either the 

prestigious Orthodox faculty of theology, or the much smaller Lutheran theological 

faculty.  We gave ecumenical presentations, taught English in a theological context, 

supported young people in holding interconfessional activities in the centre, worked 

ecumenically in social projects and attended and hosted ecumenical events.   We 

started a new initiative, unique in Sibiu, bringing together Baptist pastors and 

                                                             
6 from Section I of the Report entitled 'Presuppositions of Orthodox involvement in the ecumenical 
movement and the WCC’:   Subsection 13: ‘The Orthodox have a common understanding in relation 
to their participation in the WCC. They follow the recommendations of the Third Preconciliar Pan-
Orthodox Conference (1986): “The Orthodox Church...faithful to her ecclesiology, to the identity of her 
internal structure and to the teaching of the undivided Church, while participating in the WCC, does 
not accept the idea of the ‘equality of confessions’ and can not consider Church unity as an inter-
confessional adjustment. In this spirit, the unity which is sought within the WCC cannot simply be the 
product of theological agreements. God alone calls every Christian to the unity of the faith which is 
lived in the sacraments and in the tradition, as experienced in the Orthodox Church” (para 6).  14. 
‘The Orthodox Church believes its own teaching and hierarchical structure to be based on an 
unbroken Tradition, which has been transmitted from generation to generation since the Apostolic 
times through the centuries. It participates through bilateral and multilateral dialogues through the 
WCC and the ecumenical movement. It does this because it is committed to the search for Christian 
unity. Therefore its presence and active participation is not merely a matter of “courtesy”.’ Report of 
the Inter-Orthodox Consultation of Orthodox WCC Member Churches, Chambesy (1991) [accessed 
18 August 2009] <http://www.orthodoxinfo.com/ecumenism/chambesy_1991.aspx 

7
 A worldwide network of reconciliation projects, based at Coventry Cathedral, UK 

8
 1974-84 with Action Partners, then the Sudan United Mission 

9
 Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Greek Catholic, Lutheran (Augsburg Confession), Hungarian Reformed, 

Baptist, Brethren and Pentecostal. 
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Orthodox priests, encouraging them to discuss subjects in a non-controversial way in 

an effort to build more mutual understanding and respect.   

 

At the close of this tour funding failed for the rooms.  During the course of our 

activities we had met Dr Stefan Tobler, founder and director of the newly-established 

(2005) Centre for Ecumenical Research in Sibiu.  Tobler had previously taught in the 

theology faculty at Tubingen and was now at Sibiu Lutheran faculty.   He founded the 

Centre to enable postgraduates of different confessions to study each others’ 

theology.  Because of the overlap of our interests and activities, we joined forces, 

presenting our library to the centre, and holding ecumenical events there. 

 

In January 2006 we returned to Romania after a six-month leave in UK.   Our second 

tour began with the presentation of the Cross of Nails by the then Bishop of 

Coventry, the Rt Rev Colin Bennetts, to the Centre for Ecumenical Research in 

Sibiu.  We created an ecumenical liturgy for this event, which was attended by the 

Orthodox Metropolitan Archbishop of Sibiu, the Rt Rev Dr Laurenţiu Streza, and the 

Lutheran Bishop of all Romania, the Rt Rev Dr Christoph Klein.  For the first time the 

Cross of Nails was placed on a formal and secure ecumenical footing, and continues 

to develop its activities not only through the research centre but also through the Ora 

et Labora project, an initiative in interconfessional intercessory prayer. 

 

We were then invited by the Orthodox Archbishop of Alba Iulia, His Eminence Andrei 

Andreicuţ, to work with him at his theological faculty in Alba Iulia.   I taught English10 

and my husband, Rev Geoff Kimber, team-taught with members of staff in the 

domains of missiology, ecumenics, culture and sociology, catechetics and New 

Testament.  We returned to UK in 2007. 

 

Initial experience of ecumenical relationships  

On our arrival in Sibiu, we were startled to discover just how profound and strong 

was the suspicion between the church traditions, and especially between the 

Orthodox and evangelical churches, dubbed ‘neo’ Protestant.  This made it even 

more surprising that clergy in all traditions assured us that Transylvania was 

considered to be more tolerant ecumenically than elsewhere in Romania.11   

 

Contrary to expectations, we discovered there was no formal basis on which to build 

the Cross of Nails work.  Romanians we met could not understand our purpose.  The 

Church Mission Society had no prior connection with any of the churches in Sibiu. 

Despite this, we set about building relationships with all church leaders, especially 

with Orthodox clergy, the ROC being the major denomination in Romania. 

 

 

                                                             
10

 I also taught English literature and debating in the modern languages departments of both Sibiu 
university and Alba Iulia university, including courses on Christianity and culture. 
11

Cf  Interview 4 in supporting evidence. 
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Initial experience of the Romanian Orthodox:  acceptance and friendship 

Our experiences were mixed.  At a personal level we met with much typically 

Romanian kindness and hospitality.  We were always invited by Orthodox clergy to 

major church festivals and often hosted to meals.   My husband, an Anglican priest, 

was invited to the regular meetings held by the Protopop (Archdeacon) for the 

eighty-plus clergy in the Sibiu ecclesiastical area.  He was frequently asked to join 

the Orthodox clergy behind the iconostasis and at times to preach or lead sections of 

the Holy Liturgy.  His Anglican priesthood was respected.  

 

Liturgically, Orthodox priests were always delighted when we attended their liturgies.    

We were usually offered blessings, blessed bread and anointing with oil along with 

the rest of the congregation.   We were of course barred from taking Communion. 

 

Romanian Orthodox leadership in Sibiu:   rejection and suspicion 

At the episcopal level it was a different story.  We discovered this the hard way 

during our first tour (2002-05), whilst trying to work with a small NGO12 in developing 

the Cross of Nails work.  We learnt that although the board of trustees was nominally 

interconfessional, the absence of formal agreements between the churches meant 

that our work came under great suspicion by the then Orthodox Metropolitan, the Rt 

Rev Dr Antonie Plămădeală.  We went to meet him with a letter of introduction from 

our CMS regional director, himself a Russian Orthodox, which took care to explain 

that our activities were in no way a form of proselytism13.  Having read it, the 

Metropolitan banged his fist on the table, said that he did not believe it and that we 

were certainly there to proselytise.  We were unable to convince him otherwise and 

learned later that he had warned his priests not to support our work, to the extent of 

forbidding them to have English lessons from us.   

 

This attitude extended to the theology faculty, where a number of academic staff 

showed personal friendship; but students who came to us for English lessons told us 

of staff members who warned them against us.  Posters in the faculty advertising 

events at the Cross of Nails centre were defaced or torn down.  An offer by the then 

Dean of the faculty, to host our theological library, was later withdrawn unless we 

promised to hold no interconfessional activities.   

Whilst I was in Sibiu I set up an education programme with a young Baptist 

psychologist for students on the subject of relationships, sexuality and abortion, as 

Romania has the highest abortion rate in Europe.  Learning that an Orthodox staff 

member,  Dr Sebastian Moldovan, was working  with some of his students on the 

same subject, we visited him to see if we could work together.  

                                                             
12

 a non-governmental organisation called ASCENSIUM (now the English charity Share). 
13

 ‘“Proselytism” is now used to mean the encouragement of Christians who belong to a church to 
change their denominational allegiance’.  WCC document, ‘Towards Common Witness:  a call to 
adopt responsible relationships in mission and to renounce proselytism’, International Review of 
Mission, Vol 86, No 343 (October 1997), 463-473 (p 467) 
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Dr Moldovan made it clear that he would only be prepared to work with a Baptist if 

she were willing to attend a panel of Orthodox theologians, and satisfy them on her 

theological views.  He did not think this would be possible.  It became clear that the 

proposed collaboration was unworkable and precluded the possibility of partnership. 

 

Partnership, however, proved possible in other ways.  I was asked by an Orthodox 

priest to teach English to the children in his social project.  We built a good friendship 

with him, and eventually I asked his permission to teach English using a simple Bible 

story.  He sent a message via one of his staff that it was not appropriate.    

 

We learnt that our lack of formal status, our representation of a para-church mission 

organisation rather than of an Anglican diocese, and the apparent absence of 

episcopal oversight for our work created a major problem in Orthodox minds which 

dogged our time in Sibiu. 

 

With this in mind, at the start of our second tour (2006) we invited the Rt Rev Colin 

Bennetts (then Bishop of Coventry) to present the Cross of Nails to the Centre for 

Ecumenical Research in Sibiu in the presence of the Metropolitan of Sibiu, His 

Holiness Dr Laurenţiu Streza, and the Lutheran Bishop of Romania, Rt Rev Dr 

Christoph Klein.  We had learnt from Orthodox priest friends that the Metropolitan 

had forbidden his priests to attend any more ecumenical services, and intended to 

boycott them himself.  Given these uncertainties, we created an ecumenical liturgy 

which had a major emphasis on Scripture as the basis of much common ground in 

all denominations.  The Metropolitan did take part, and publicly professed himself 

moved by the service, citing the use of Scripture and the centrality of the cross.   

 

Experience of the Romanian Orthodox in Alba Iulia 

In 2005 we were invited to the city of Alba Iulia by Archbishop Andrei Andreicuţ, 

specifically to help him with their ‘mission’.  The atmosphere among the faculty staff 

was remarkably open towards us when compared with Sibiu, the legacy of an 

influential friendship between Andreicuţ and a now-retired Archdeacon14 from 

Durham diocese in UK. 

  

As Anglican evangelical mission partners, we wanted to discover how the 

Archbishop understood mission in Orthodox terms and what sort of role he 

envisaged for us.  In our first conversation, the Archbishop asked how the Anglican 

church was dealing with the challenges of secularism, and whether our experience 

could help the ROC, and he arranged for us both to teach in the faculty. 

 

This was remarkable, as non-Orthodox are not usually permitted to teach doctrine.  

Theological study and worship are seen as formative of Orthodoxy in the students, 

and do not stand alone as academic subjects, as they can do in the west.  This 

                                                             
14

 The Ven Granville Gibson, diocese of Durham  
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understanding was jealously guarded:  in Sibiu the Orthodox Dean had explained 

that his reluctance to host events with other confessions was owing to the need to 

educate the students in Orthodoxy first, so that they were theologically equipped to 

assess non-Orthodox thinking.  It is therefore impossible for non-Orthodox to teach 

Orthodoxy, which also explained the refusal of the Orthodox priest in Sibiu to allow 

me to use Bible stories with the children there. 

 

Teaching in Alba Iulia was therefore a learning process for us, enabled by the 

openness of faculty staff. They were clear about the boundaries of our 

responsibilities, and staff attitudes varied from vigorous refutation of the Anglican 

viewpoint to relaxed discussion.   

 

Romanian Baptists in Sibiu and Alba Iulia:  our experience 

Baptist pastors were not overly friendly when we arrived in Sibiu, uncertain about our 

theological stance:  but as time went on they became good friends, inviting us to 

their services and my husband to the monthly prayer meeting of the evangelical 

pastors in the city.  Their churches had established a number of social projects, and 

American and European missionaries were attached to them to encourage 

discipleship, diaconal care and evangelism.   

 

The stories were legion of the ways they felt persecuted by the ROC, the difficulties 

they had with them, the suspicion that each felt about the other, and the history of 

hurt especially since the revolution.  Nobody was able to explain the hostility of the 

Orthodox, apart from the Baptist belief that the Orthodox are not truly Christian and 

that this accounts for their aggressive behaviour.  The fact that we were trying to 

build relationships with the Orthodox as well as the Baptists was something they 

could not understand, and of which they were suspicious.   Although an 

interconfessional prayer meeting had been started after the revolution in Sibiu, 

attended by priests and pastors, eventually the Baptists pulled out although the 

monthly prayer time continued between leaders of the historical churches. 

 

The American and Dutch Baptist missionaries in Sibiu were particularly friendly, 

inviting us to their monthly prayer meetings and social occasions.  They too 

expressed great difficulty in understanding what we were trying to do, clearly 

considering that the ROC was largely non-Christian and impossible to work with on 

the grounds that it did not preach the Gospel nor call people to salvation through a 

personal relationship with Christ.  This was reinforced by such experiences as the 

one I had had with the Orthodox priest who would not allow me to teach English 

through Bible stories, a methodology very common amongst Baptist missionaries.  

An American friend expressed the Baptist response to my decision:  “well, God bless 

you, but I wouldn’t do it.  If we can’t teach the Bible, what are we here for?’” 

Because of Orthodox hostility, the Baptist churches and missionaries were 

determined to promulgate evangelism as if the ROC did not exist.  Western 
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evangelical missionaries running a children’s evangelism project based in Sibiu15 

planned a mission in the mountain village of Râul Sadului outside Sibiu in the 

summer of 2004.  We suggested that, out of courtesy, they meet with the young 

Orthodox parish priest, Rev Adrian Draguşin, whom we knew to be ecumenically-

minded.  The evangelical mission agency refused, on the grounds that the ROC was 

not a true church.   

In Alba Iulia we made contact with Baptists and Mennonite missionaries associated 

with them, but never received any invitations, possibly because their deep suspicion 

of the ROC extended to Anglicans too, particularly as we were known to be working 

with the Orthodox. 

 

Baptists and Orthodox in Sibiu:  coming together 

Building personal friendships in Sibiu across the denominations created a context in 

which we were able to bring Baptist pastors and Orthodox priests together for a 

series of discussions in the Cross of Nails centre.  It was made clear from the start 

that these would focus on aspects of the Christian faith that all the church traditions 

held in common.  To our surprise the Dean of the Orthodox theological faculty 

attended, at which an Orthodox priest friend commented “where else is he able to 

meet neo-Protestants?”  This was illuminating in its suggestion that there were some 

Orthodox at least who did not subscribe to the general condemnation of neo-

Protestants. 

 

Questions arise 

As a result of these experiences, I began to ask questions:  

 

1. Under communism people from all church traditions were in prison together.  

Friendship grew in the shared exigencies of their situation, and there were 

stories of Holy Communion being celebrated in the cells with bread and water, 

in which all partook, regardless of denomination.  Why, in view of the new 

freedom conferred by the fall of communism, were the churches not building 

on the fellowship previously forced upon them by an atheist state? 

 

2. We had been led to believe that the project we had come to develop was 

established ecumenically.  Where was the evidence for the churches being 

involved in the ecumenical movement, and why did it appear to have so little 

effect on their mutual attitudes? 

 

3. What lay behind both Orthodox and Baptist suspicion of and hostility to our 

presence and our motives?  What caused them also to show friendship and 

acceptance? 
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4. What lay behind Orthodox hostility to the Baptists and other evangelicals?   

 

5. What was the Baptist experience of Orthodoxy that led them to believe it 

necessary to evangelise people whom they consider to be nominal members 

of the ROC? 

 

6. Could these two church traditions build better relationships, and what would 

have to happen for that to begin? 

 

7. Would better relationships lead to the possibility of sharing in mission? 

 

Bjork:  a trinitarian model  

The search for answers led me to David Bjork’s book ‘Unfamiliar Paths’.  His work in 

France was the nearest paradigm we found for our own situation in Romania, 

because he was an evangelical in a country with a national church, in his case 

Roman Catholic.   Bjork’s experience caused him to rethink many of his American 

evangelical assumptions about the nature of personal salvation and methods of 

working with a non-evangelical church, concluding that it was possible to introduce 

people to a personal relationship with Christ, without requiring them to change their 

denominational allegiance.  This was a radical new understanding which was not 

shared by his sending church, but continues to prove a fruitful method in France for 

deepening the faith of cradle Catholics. 

 

Bjork discovered that both the evangelical demand of personal relationship with 

Christ, and the national church desire for church members stronger in their faith, 

were met by trinitarian theology as a basis for his ground-breaking approach to this 

task:  

 

My thesis is that a proper understanding of how the One living and true God has 

manifested Himself as a trinity of persons within a fundamental and absolute unity 

(as described by the Greek word perichoresis) furnishes us with a paradigm which 

might inform missionary endeavors in post-Christendom lands. (1997: 118) 

 

In the context of God’s ‘missionary’ activity, Bjork decided not to look at the 

distinctions between the persons of the Godhead, but instead at the ‘lessons that 

can be learned from their interrelatedness’ (1997: 119). He believes that, contrary to 

established evangelical missionary practice in France, it is possible for a French 

person to be saved and yet to remain Roman Catholic.  He points to the prayer of 

Jesus for the unity of those who believe, and he claims that the concept of 

perichoresis can guide evangelicals in their attempts to overcome some of the 

disunity between churches. 

 

Bjork proposes five guidelines to make unity visible:  

1. Unity is interpersonal, not organisational   
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2. it is characterised by constantly interacting cooperation   

3. it preserves the identity and properties of each confession   

4. it builds interdependence between the church traditions 

5. it encourages each confession to pour itself into the other in love.   

 

His thinking suggested a model to apply to the Romanian situation, and this thesis 

will explore such a model and consider whether there are lessons to be learned that 

would also be relevant for the task of building better relationships between 

Romanian evangelicals and the ROC. 

 

These were the questions in my mind when, with CMS support, I approached St 

John’s College Nottingham with the request to do this research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

BROKEN RELATIONSHIPS:  THE CURRENT SITUATION IN ROMANIA 

 

Introduction 

Romania has borders with Ukraine, Hungary, Bulgaria, Moldova, Serbia and the 

Black Sea, and has a population of 22 million, with more than seven ethnic groups, 

of which 89% comprises ethnic Romanians.  The official language is Romanian, with 

Hungarian, German and Rroma also widely spoken.  It is a republic although King 

Mihai of the Romanians, who fled to the UK during World War II and now lives in 

Switzerland, still makes popular visits to his homeland.  It is a poor nation with a 

largely agricultural economy.  Religiously, the ROC claims 86% of the population, 

with all Protestant denominations comprising 7% and Roman Catholic 4% (CIA, 

Romania, 2009:  single para on background). 

 

Historical background 

Romania has been under almost constant occupation since the first century AD 

when the Roman Emperor Trajan vanquished the Dacians.  By the eleventh century 

the area now known as Transylvania was annexed by the Hungarians, who invited 

Saxons to settle in the area, where they built fortified cities against Tatar invasion in 

the Middle Ages to guard the mountain passes.  These cities still retain both their 

Saxon and Romanian names.  The Saxons, a privileged and powerful minority, 

developed trade, commerce, government and education, and also constructed 

fortified churches with Germanic architecture for the protection of local people.  They 

considered themselves protectors of Christianity in south-east Europe against the 

marauding Turks.  The Saxons retain their language and culture to this day.  Saxon 

education is still coveted by educated Romanians for their children, highly regarded 

for its pedagogical standards which contrast favourably with those in underfunded 

Romanian state schools.   The Hungarians also retain their language and culture and 

are associated particularly with the area of Cluj, where until recently there was still 

much inter-ethnic ill-feeling between Hungarians and Romanians particularly as the 

past annexation of Transylvania by Hungary continues to be deeply resented.  The 

Roman Catholic Church is largely Hungarian in its liturgy.  They, like the Lutherans 

and the Hungarian Reformed Church, organised themselves into their own dioceses.  

Transylvania therefore is a melting pot of three distinct cultures, languages and 

confessions, whose history continues to influence mutually negative attitudes and 

decisions at all levels of society. 

The  Hungarian overlords were followed by the Ottoman Turks, and then by the 

Habsburg Austrians.  In 1918 Romania was re-united by the Proclamation of Union 

in the city of Alba Iulia, originally the seat of Roman government.   Until 1938 

Romania was a monarchy, when it entered the Second World War as a German ally, 

fighting against the Russians who had seized territory in the north of Romania.  It 

switched allegiance to the western allies, but was ceded to Stalin after the war at the 

Yalta conference in February 1945.  Soviet occupation after the war led in 1947 to 
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the formation of a communist republic,  and Nicolae Ceaşescu became head of state 

in 1967.  The Ceaşescu regime became increasingly harsh and irrational, 

maintaining power largely through the endeavours of the feared Securitate police 

who infiltrated every section of society and built a complex network of informers.    

The revolution in December 1989 ushered in a democracy that has been a bumpy 

ride.  Romania is an emerging nation, changing fast, unsure at times how to handle 

freedom and discovering that some of its benefits are dubious, and according to Tom 

Gallagher (2005), more interested in raising the standard of living without 

understanding the true meaning of democracy, which helps to fuel ongoing 

corruption.  Philip Walters, in his article ‘Turning Fish Soup back into an Aquarium’ 

(1991), observes 

 

'The market’ in Eastern Europe too often seems to combine the worst features 

of the old system (corruption, nepotism) with a whole range of new 

unwelcome features (lack of job security, inflation, physical danger for the 

ordinary citizen). Many citizens throughout Eastern Europe, especially the 

older generation, are looking back nostalgically to the old days. 

 

This in brief makes it clear that historical, social, cultural, ethnic, political and 

linguistic differences are inextricably bound up with religious affiliation, making 

today’s Romania a complex mix in which it is impossible to separate one category 

from another without doing violence to this fundamental truth.  In order to further 

understand some of the reasons the church traditions are finding it so difficult to 

meet new social challenges together, and instead have returned to old 

interconfessional rivalries, some of the ways in which the denominations responded 

to living under atheistic communism will now be briefly surveyed, as these continue 

to influence mutual attitudes.   

 

 

The Romanian Orthodox Church under communism 

All the churches were very harshly treated in the 1950s, but there appeared to be an 

improvement in the 1960s when the ROC was allowed to organise conferences, 

increase the number of theological students and even go abroad for study.  

However, Anca Şincan argues that this was merely ‘a routinization of the 

relationship.  This can also be related to the quasi-complete success of the state in 

imposing an obedient hierarchy and infiltrating the church with supporters of the 

regime’ (Şincan, 2006: 36). 

 

This infiltration of the church is well-documented, particularly since the Securitate 

files have become available in a limited way to the public.  The ROC, with its roots in 

the ‘symphonia’ understanding of church and state first practised between the 

Byzantine church and the Emperor Constantine, was reluctant to oppose the 

communist government on the grounds that it wished to survive:   
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Collaboration helped the church avoid obliteration but failed to prevent its 

persecution; more important, the partnership was a state-dominated marriage in 

which church leaders could seldom, if ever, negotiate where the boundaries of 

religious activities and freedom were to be drawn.  Not surprisingly, church leaders 

and many of the clergy became morally compromised  (Stan and Turcescu, 2007: 7). 

 

The Communist party controlled the ROC, persecuting dissidents, but did not 

dismantle it altogether as it could be a useful ally in controlling a largely Orthodox 

population.  So the government allowed some activity provided the ROC supported 

its policies, and it appointed patriarchs who, rather than oppose religious 

persecution, ‘turned a blind eye’.  The late Patriarch Teoctist is on record for 

eulogising Ceauşescu immediately before the 1989 revolution.16  There is no doubt 

that many priests were collaborators in some way. 

 

Of the dissidents, one of the most well-known was Gheorghe Calciu-Dumitreasa who 

was imprisoned, beaten, and had his hands broken for celebrating a Holy 

Communion service in his cell.  Western governments pressurised the Ceaşescu 

regime until it exiled Calciu-Dumitreasa. ‘Between 1977 and 1989 twenty-two 

churches and monasteries were demolished and fourteen others were closed down 

or moved to disadvantageous sites’ (Stan and Turcescu, 2007: 25).  The ROC paid a 

high price for its collaboration, which continues to this day with the opening of the 

Securitate files.  In this situation, where the Romanian joke was that if there were 

three of you, one of you was probably an informer, it was almost impossible to live in 

an uncompromised way.  Stan and Turcescu conclude that the ROC was as much 

sinned-against as sinning (2007: 88). 

 

Although outside the scope of this research, it is relevant to mention the relationship 

between the ROC and the Greek-Catholic church as indicative of Orthodox attitudes.  

This relationship is a troubled one, particularly after the secession, as the ROC sees 

it, in 1701 of many Romanians to the Catholic church where they acknowledged the 

Pope but held on to their Byzantine rite.  The Greek-Catholics, (or Uniates)  were 

outlawed by the communist government in 1948 and forcibly returned, with property,  

to the ROC.  This has created continuing anger which has resulted in many lawsuits 

as the Greek-Catholics try to re-possess ‘their’ property and are sometimes forcibly 

resisted by the ROC. (Stan and Turcescu, 2007: 115-117)  Orthodox priests still 

speak slightingly of the Greek-Catholic church.17  Greek-Catholic priests were 

imprisoned and harshly treated.  All denominations have stories of suffering during 

this time. 
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The Romanian Baptist church under communism 

In 1950 ‘the communist authorities ordered the Baptists, the Seventh-day Adventists, 

and the Pentecostals to unite into the federation of Protestant Cults18.  Threatened 

with obliteration, the groups in question could do nothing but obey’ (Stan and 

Turcescu, 2007: 23).  The US Department of State Bulletin documenting human 

rights abuses in Romania under communism (1985: para 1 ff) expressed concern 

over the demolition of buildings, the arrests of people carrying Bibles, and the refusal 

of residence permits and licenses.  The suffering of Baptists and other evangelical 

groups is well-documented also in autobiographical writings.  Paul Negruţ,19 

mentioned in the US State bulletin, gives a vivid description:  

 

   We were not allowed to meet for Bible study. A group of us would meet way 

out in the mountains in bushes to study the Bible in hiding. We were not 

allowed to elect our own pastor for the church. Pastors were imposed on us 

by the Communists. We were not allowed to print or distribute Bibles. The 

Communist giants confiscated Bibles and they would turn them into toilet 

paper. They were determined to destroy Christianity within 20 years after they 

took power (Negruţ, 2002: para 4). 

 

Stories of suffering are legion.  Iosif Ţon, a leading Baptist,20 underwent much 

persecution which is echoed in all the denominations:   

 

When the secret police officer threatened to kill me, to shoot me, I smiled and 

I said, “Sir, don't you understand that when you kill me you send me to glory? 

You cannot threaten me with glory. The more suffering, the more troubles, the 

greater the glory” (Robinson, 2004: interview). 

 

Ţon was exiled to the United States of America in 1981, eventually returning to 

Romania in 1991 after the fall of communism, where he founded the Emanuel Bible 

Institute in Oradea.  

 

However, Ţon is a good illustration of how difficult it is to arrive at a balanced picture 

of what happened under communism, and how even those of good repute amongst 

their own denomination became compromised.  The opening of the secret files has 

exposed collaboration even by such people as Ţon, who on 17 January 2007 

admitted that he had been an informer for the Securitate for a long time, and that 

collaboration was widespread amongst the Baptist denomination.  Another Baptist 

pastor suspects that his father was murdered by them because he refused to spy for 

them any longer (Stan and Turcescu, 2007: 89). 
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It does not seem possible to paint the experiences of the churches under 

communism in black and white, although they do so about each other.  Many 

collaborated, if only for some of the time, and this collaboration may well have 

alternated with prison and fierce privation, an experience echoed by numerous 

believers of all church traditions.  It raises again the question of why the different 

church traditions, having been through such harsh times together, should so readily 

take up old rivalries under democracy and freedom.  The answers to this question 

are complex.  The main issues will be raised in the next section, and examined in 

greater depth in the following chapters.   

 

Churches since the fall of communism  

Romanian sociologist Dungaciu notes:   

The last census in Romania (2002) indicates that Romania is one of the most 

religious countries in Europe (the same situation has been registered in 1992: 

87.5% of the population declared itself Christian Orthodox – 0,04% atheists! – 

and the level of confidence in the ROC has been constantly high, 80-90%, in 

polls and surveys) (2003: opening para).   

 

Why should this be?  Dungaciu gives an interesting response:  ‘The communist 

regime has been perceived from the beginning as another “occupant” in the long 

series of occupants and dominant regimes, which have marked the history of this 

part of Europe’ (Dungaciu, 2003: 5.3). 

The average Romanian suffered under the communist regime and learned to do 

what was necessary to survive.  The poet Dimitrie Bolintineanu (1818-1872) is 

frequently quoted: “Capul ce se pleacă paloşul nu-l taie”:  “the head that bends will 

not be cut off”.  This accounts for the apparently passive attitude by Romanians 

towards aggression often remarked by foreigners, and considered shameful by many 

Romanians.  However, this attitude masked its own strength.  Collaboration with the 

communist regime was considered the lesser of two evils, but communism did not 

succeed in winning the hearts and minds of the majority of the population.  

Romanians never considered that communism took the place of religion.  This 

means that Romania, in contrast to other post-communist states such as the Czech 

Republic, still appears to be very religious.  Most of the city Orthodox churches are 

full on Sundays, and even Romanians who do not attend church regularly consider 

themselves to be Orthodox.  There has been a growth explosion amongst the neo-

Protestant churches.  Lutherans and Roman Catholics have not fared so well, with 

the majority of their ethnic populations returning to Germany and Hungary after the 

fall of communism; but by contrast the Greek-Catholics are also growing in numbers, 
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winning those who are disillusioned with the ROC but who do not wish to become 

‘pocaiţi’, ‘repenters’.21  

This growth can mask an underlying nominalism, now a major challenge for the 

ROC.  The decades of atheistic ideology under communism and restrictions on 

theological teaching mean that even those who are devout understand very little 

about their belief and there is a noticeable absence of practical application in all 

branches of education.  The influx of western-style media has fed the longing of 

young Romanians for wealth:  

Young people are fascinated with music, movies, video and Western 

television. Individualism, hedonism and pragmatism… have had noticeable 

effects on Romanian society as well. Religious movements and cults have 

flooded the country and especially attract nominal Christians who are most 

vulnerable and susceptible. Freedom has brought not only tremendous 

opportunities for churches, but also competition for people's attention and time 

(Talos, 1998: para 12). 

This has led to a major movement of young people to western countries in search of 

higher wages, denuding villages of this age range. Variations on old social problems 

are emerging, of children who do not know their parents and are being brought up by 

relatives, sometimes leading to the neglect that gave rise to the infamous 

orphanages.   

It can also create a false sense of security particularly for the ROC, as young people 

return for major festivals and churches are packed to overflowing.  Only a handful of 

Orthodox clergy known to the writer were concerned about the future of the church, 

and considered that even if the churches were full, it still meant that only about 20% 

of the population was in church on a Sunday.  They fear that the churches might be 

almost empty in twenty years. 

The surge of growth in some churches masks other negative factors.  The liberty and 

democracy for which all the churches longed under communism seem, to foreign 

eyes, to be squandered in a morass of national and local rivalries.   Attitudes that 

were secondary to the uniting fear and dislike of communism now have free play:   

Before the change (the revolution), people had felt themselves to be a 

community with the same fate … compelled to watch and fear a common 

enemy.  They depended on having a spiritual space outside their own 

circumscribed reality, and this included belief in God and belonging to the 

church.  The new freedom with its unlimited mobility, its promise of rapid 

progress, material and otherwise, in which competition is allowed or even 
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imperative, is experienced as freedom for the individual alone, and this has 

brought about a drastic change in consciousness (Klein,1998).  

The loss of the common communist enemy has also meant the loss of a strong 

unitive factor.  The resultant situation, although it brought freedom, has also brought 

the return of old resentments.  Under communism there was a certain amount of 

ecumenical co-operation, strictly controlled by the state, between the ‘historical’ 

churches:  Orthodox, Lutheran, Hungarian Catholic and Reformed.  The ROC 

refused even then to have any dialogue with the so-called ‘neo-Protestants’:  

Baptists, Brethren, Pentecostal.  It regards these as interlopers, and Baptist pastor 

Poplăcean considers that even under communism his denomination had more 

trouble with the ROC than with the communist regime.22  

Despite this, it is true to say that there was more openness in Transylvania 

immediately following the revolution.  Poplăcean instigated a regular prayer time for 

all clergy in the city of Sibiu which was attended by Orthodox as well as Lutherans, 

Hungarian Catholic and Reformed, Greek-Catholic and Baptists.  This continues, but 

is no longer attended by the Baptists.  Attitudes have hardened, owing to the attitude 

of the ROC to the neo-Protestants, and their response. 

This hardening became more entrenched over the national church issue, following a 

strong debate between Baptist and Orthodox churches concerning the phrasing of 

Article 29 of the Romanian Constitution, concerning freedom of conscience and 

religious belief  (Romanian Constitution, 2003).   Although the Baptist church played 

a full part in these discussions in order to win a fair outcome for all denominations, 

the Holy Synod of the ROC began to insist that it should be described as the 

‘national church’ in the legislation, because the ROC considers that all Romanians 

are Orthodox by virtue of their ethnicity, not through choice as exercised in a pluralist 

society. 

The minority churches felt that this would give the ROC an unfair advantage, which 

was already receiving much state aid for new churches.  2000 new worship places 

were built by the ROC between 1990 and 2004, with another 1000 in the pipeline.  

Orthodox priests also receive a government stipend.  This was offered to clergy of 

other recognised denominations, but the Baptist church decided against accepting it  

(Corley, 2005). 

The ROC’s insistence on being called the ‘national church’ is seen by them as a 

description of reality:  the vast majority of Romanians consider themselves Orthodox. 

Orthodoxy is also inextricably linked with nationalism.  The colours of the Romanian 

flag act as markers in church Bibles, or are painted around the outside of church 

buildings, and many priests consider it their duty to encourage cultural events.   
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ROC is not only allied to nationalism.  It has what Earl A Pope calls “a mystical unity 

between the ROC and the soul of the Romanian people” (1999, para 26).  No 

wonder then that both the historical Protestant churches and the minority neo-

Protestants united in strong opposition to this addition to the constitution, and the 

argument had a very negative effect on ecumenical relations.  Although the ROC is a 

member of the Conference of European Churches, and has signed the Charta 

Oecumenica23 which recognises that ‘every person can freely choose his or her 

church affiliation as a matter of conscience’ (CEC, 2001: section 2, para 3),  it 

appears that this commitment was only nominal.   The discussion continues to the 

present:  a new law was passed just before Romania entered the European Union in 

January 2007, which effectively favours larger denominations such as the Baptists, 

but they claim that it is so vague as to ‘open a very difficult chapter for the 

evangelical churches’ (Blunt, 2007).  It is easy to see why Baptists and others 

consider that the ROC is unfairly favoured by the government, and this exacerbates 

the many negative experiences they have:  ‘our fear is that the ROC will get much 

stronger as a national church and somehow end our activities’ (Ţon, 1993: para 10).  

The Baptist church is not a member of the Conference of European Churches, and 

therefore has not signed up to the Charta, which includes a commitment  ‘to discuss 

our plans for evangelisation with other churches, entering into agreements with them 

and thus avoiding harmful competition and the risk of fresh divisions’ (CEC, 2001: 

section 2, para 2).  It is clear that the opposing lines of these two traditions have 

been drawn almost from the start of the post-communism period.   

Ways in which the Baptists experience the Romanian Orthodox Church 

Baptists:  a gathered ecclesiology 

The Baptists are the oldest evangelical denomination in Romania, the result of 

missionary work by Hungarians and Germans.  The Baptist Union of Romania 

(hereinafter BUR) was formed in 1919, and legally recognised as a ‘cult’ in 1948.  

(The word ‘cult’ is used by the Romanian government to describe non-Orthodox 

Church traditions).  ‘At the end of 1989 the Baptist denomination had approximately 

100,000 baptized members and an additional 200,000 adherents.  Three hundred 

pastors, some with no formal theological training, served 1,400 local churches’ 

(Mănăstireanu, 1998: para 2).  This number continues to rise, with the 2002 census 

showing 129,000 people declaring themselves to be Baptist.  The BUR is the 

second-largest Baptist group in Europe and is a member of the European Baptist 

Federation (hereinafter EBF).  BUR runs publishing houses and bookshops.  Pastors 

are trained at either the Baptist Theological Institute in Bucharest or Emanuel 

University in Oradea.  Significantly for their relationship with the ROC, of which more 
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later, there are also academic links with the Central Baptist Theological Seminary of 

Minneapolis, which has a campus in Arad. 

The Baptist denomination does not consider that certain geographical areas belong 

to it by virtue of its history.  The EBF’s Statement of Identity declares ‘in the Great 

Commission, every believer, empowered by God, is called to be a missionary, 

learning and sharing more of Christ that the world might believe’  (2005: para 15).  

The spread of the Baptists geographically is by evangelism, and belonging to the 

church is an outcome of this, an understanding not shared by the ROC.   

Regarding ethnicity, the EBF Statement affirms ‘that in Jesus Christ all people are 

equal. We oppose all forms of slavery, racism, apartheid and ethnic cleansing and so 

will do all in our power to address and confront these sins’ (2005: para 17).  The 

Gospel is for every race. 

The gathered ecclesiology of the Baptists raises numerous issues with the ROC 

about the nature of the church.  These will be examined in more detail later, but it 

means that the Baptist denomination is still not recognised as a ‘confession’ or 

‘denomination’, either by the ROC or by the government, where it is described as a 

cult.  This is also the term regularly used in a negative way by the ROC.24  

Baptists:  evangelistic 

The EBF has developed the Indigenous Mission Project, which funds suitable 

candidates to become church planters in their own countries.  Many of the 

evangelical churches in Romania, including that led by Poplăcean, subscribe to 

saturation church planting such as that encouraged by DAWN (Eastern Europe) 

ministries.  Their aim is to establish ‘an evangelical congregation for every village’  

(Dawn Ministries, 2008: home page).  Poplăcean’s ambition is to see a church in 

every village made up of “believers who are born again”,25 those with a “relationship 

with Christ on a personal level” (Șeican, Interview 3).  This is fundamental to the 

Baptist position;  Șeican speaks for all Romanian evangelicals when he says that he 

does not think that very many Orthodox  “have a personal relationship with Jesus” 

(Interview 3). 

The ROC considers that the evangelistic efforts of the Baptist and other evangelical 

churches constitute proselytism, which results in its vehement opposition to Baptist 

efforts to build churches.   This is a major issue which will be considered more fully 

later. 

                                                             
24

 Cf Interview 2, where Himcinschi describes all neo-Protestants as cults. 

24 Cf Interview 4 

 

http://www.centralseminary.edu/
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Baptists, Orthodox and religious education 

Orthodox attitudes towards the Baptists and other neo-Protestant groups can be 

most clearly seen in the area of religious education.  Despite the recognition of the 

Baptists as one of the legal ‘cults’ in Romania, and despite the Romanian 

Constitution’s insistence that  ‘ Any forms, means, acts or actions of religious enmity 

shall be prohibited in the relationships among the cults’ (2003: Article 29),  stories 

are legion about the obstruction by Orthodox priests of attempts by neo-Protestants 

to practise their legal rights.   

For example, the government permits religious education but does not insist on it, 

and it  must be denomination-to-denomination.  This appears fair, except that 

minority denominations assert that they face considerable pressure from the ROC, 

which allegedly attempts to block the registration of religion teachers from other 

denominations, and threatens students if they do not attend Orthodox RE lessons.   

Stan and Turcescu quote press reports where students were asked to make the sign 

of the cross in front of icons, regardless of their denominational allegiance:   

In Buzau, an Orthodox religion teacher told students in grades 1-4 that if they did not 

wear crucifixes the devil would inflict evil on them;  another teacher drew the devil on 

the blackboard to scare the students;  students of rural schools were compelled not 

only to attend religion classes but also to go to the local Orthodox Church and buy 

candles;  and one report even claimed that a girl was so scared by the teacher-

priest’s story about burning in hell that she ended up having nightmares  (Stan and 

Turcescu, 2007: 162).   

A similar story is told of access to prisoners, where the Baptist church claims that the 

Orthodox have prevented their working in the prisons (Turcescu, 2004: para 8).  

Although both Poplăcean and Șeican advocate working with the Orthodox on 

matters of common concern, attempts to do so often fail if the approach is not fully 

Orthodox.   

This hostility and prejudice can erupt into violent conflict.  In March 1997 the Baptist 

Press reported that ten Baptists were beaten in the village of Ruginoaşa in Moldova 

in northeast Romania, also reported in the East-West Church and Ministry report of 

Spring 1997: 

Reports in one of the leading newspapers of the city of Montoiorul de laşi and on 

national television April 4 said about 700 people from the village surrounded a house 

used by Baptist believers for worship and another 150 persons came from the 

neighboring village. When nine Baptists came out from the worship service, the 

crowd started to beat them. Among that group, the report said, were women, one of 

whom was a 14-year-old.  Apart from the beating, the reports said local police did not 

act quickly enough to protect the Baptists (Ryan, 1997). 
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One of the biggest complaints throughout the country is that often the police and 

local government authorities are unduly influenced by the ROC, a conclusion also of 

Stan and Turcescu (2007: 143). 

Stories like this are numerous and concern all neo-Protestant groups as well as 

Greek-Catholics.  There are many instances of evangelicals being threatened by 

mobs encouraged by Orthodox clerics, and of worship buildings being destroyed.   A 

2007 report (Patratosu) documents the experience of Pastor Corneliu Peleaşe in 

Slobozia de Argeş, where he built up a small group of Baptists.  When they reached 

fourteen in number he applied to the local authorities for permission to build a place 

of worship on land which had been donated by one of his church members.  

Proceedings were continually opposed by one of the local Orthodox priests, Rev 

Jianu Ionel, who turned up on the day of the hearing at the town hall with a group of 

other priests and a vociferous crowd of 130-150 people.  He was given priority at the 

hearing, accusing the Baptists of being a pagan sect, of trying to steal the souls of 

the people, and of being traitors who had sold their souls for American dollars.  

There was uproar.  When the mayor insisted that the Baptists had a legal right to the 

construction of the church, the priest threatened the mayor with the loss of his job. 

The Orthodox priest then incited his congregation to set fire to the construction 

materials on Baptist land, ‘because it was the church of Satan’.  In May 2007 the 

Orthodox Bishop of Argeş and Muscel sent representatives to pressurise the mayor 

to withdraw building permission.  When he refused he was threatened, but stood 

firm, insisting that the project was legal.   

Things came to a head with the death of the church member who had donated the 

land.  She was refused burial in the Orthodox cemetery.   The crisis escalated to the 

point where the Secretary-General of the Romanian Government became involved.  

Only then did the Orthodox priest agree to a compromise, with the Baptist funeral rite 

being followed by the Orthodox rite in the church.  He used this occasion to pray for 

the soul of the deceased who, he claimed, had died without the true light. The priest 

again launched a virulent attack on the Baptists, saying he would fight with the cross 

against the ‘repenters’, and that nobody would be buried in the cemetery without an 

Orthodox ritual.  He claimed he would never have agreed to the burial if the 

Secretary-General had not become involved (2007:  Patratosu blog).   

It is not always possible to verify the accuracy of such stories, but the 1999 US 

Department of State Annual Report on Religious Freedom adds provenance:   

 

In spring 1999, the Emmanuel Baptist Church of Oradea tried to establish a 

sister church in Marginea and obtained all the necessary building permits from 

government officials. However, the ROC was opposed to the construction of 

the new church and responded with sharply negative articles in the press and 

lawsuits against the church construction. In April 1999, an Orthodox 
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clergyman criticized the Baptists in a newspaper article, accusing them of 

"buying souls," promoting pornography and homosexuality, and desecrating 

graves. In May 1999, a local court agreed with the Romanian Orthodox 

Church's claim and prohibited the construction of the new Baptist church (US 

Dept of State, 1999:  section 2). 

 

This also corroborates the accusation that government officials are sometimes 

complicit in such incidents.  A major issue is the frequent refusal of the ROC to allow 

non-Orthodox to be buried in the cemetery, insisting that ‘repenters’ bury their dead 

‘with dogs and suicides’ (Interview 4).   

Cemeteries are also controversial in a country where the dominant Orthodox Church 

often allows burials in their cemeteries only under Orthodox rites. Many minorities 

and human rights activists welcome the requirement in Article 29 paragraph 2 that 

local authorities provide secular graveyards for all citizens, but fear that without an 

enforcement mechanism local officials may never provide such facilities (Corley, 

2005). 

There are particular difficulties if a Romanian wishes to join the Baptist church.  

Poplăcean cites the case of an Orthodox priest who became ‘pocait’ (a repenter) and 

who was put under great pressure by the ROC (Interview 4).    

Personal morality 

Baptists frequently expressed misgivings about the way of life of many Orthodox, 

particularly their priests.  Alcoholism is widespread in Romanian society generally 

and many village priests abuse alcohol.  Their personal morality is questioned, with 

claims that some priests had fathered children in their parish.  An undercover 

television report showed a priest charging excessive fees for funerals and then 

pocketing the excess.  Other media stories covered scandals in convents, in one of 

which a nun died after being exorcised by a priest.  Such stories build the Baptist 

picture of an immoral church, whose theology of theosis does not touch the lifestyle 

of most of its adherents.  Moral probity is part of the Baptist understanding of a 

Christian way of life, with many being teetotal, and strict rules applying to church 

members regarding clothing, jewellery, make-up and behaviour.  

Although in private conversation Orthodox priests would admit to the challenges, 

they consider that there are extenuating circumstances.  Many villages are small and 

remote, and an educated priest is isolated.  Many priests’ wives work, and some live 

separately from their husbands in order to continue to earn.  Priests are paid by 

church members, topped up by a small stipend from the government; but the smaller 

the parish, the smaller the income.  This fuels Orthodox anger at evangelical pastors 

being funded from the wealthy west.  There appeared to be no strategy for pastoral 

care of priests, and western-style education in pastoral care, influenced by 
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psychological insights, is unknown.  The study of psychology was banned under 

communism, and the late Metropolitan of Sibiu, Antonie Plămădeală, had refused to 

allow staff from a recently-created university department of psychology in Sibiu to 

make any contribution to the teaching at the theological faculty, on the grounds that 

psychology was a threat to the ministry of the priest.   

Diocesan officers are often harsh and authoritarian in their dealings with both priests 

and laity.  In 2005 a couple of priests in the Fagaraş area questioned the instalment 

of their local Protopop (Archdeacon), who had been given the position contrary to the 

wishes of 90% of the clergy.  Plămădeală immediately defrocked them.  There was 

an outcry in the media as this meant they lost livelihood, income and housing, and 

one of the priests had five children.  Such pastoral insensitivity adds to the Baptist 

picture of an authoritarian, corrupt church. 

Ways in which the Orthodox experience the Baptist church 

The Romanian Orthodox Church:   a territorial ecclesiology 

In turn, the ROC believes that Romania was first evangelised by St Andrew, 

following Eusebius’ quotation (ed Knight, 2009: Bk 3, ch 1, para 1) of Origen’s 

assertion that the apostle preached in Asia Minor and Scythia:  

The Romanian Orthodox Church is a Church of apostolic origins, born out of 

the preaching of St Andrew the Apostle, who brought the Gospel in the old 

Roman province of Scythia Minor, the territory between the Danube and the 

Black Sea, present Dobrogea (ROC, 2009: Presentation). 

They consider their church is the only true original church, because ‘The teachings 

and liturgical practices of the Romanian Orthodox Church have remained constant 

and unchanged since the time of the Apostles’.26  They have not experienced either 

the western Reformation or the Enlightenment, which makes them a pre-Reformation 

church with no wish to change and no reason to think it necessary:  ‘Orthodoxy itself 

is nothing more or less than the ancient consensual tradition of Spirit-guided 

discernment of scripture’ (Oden, 2003: 31).   

 

The idea of canonical territory is fundamental to an understanding of Orthodoxy:  

 

It is the ecclesiastical territory, the area sanctified by more or less ancient 

Christian tradition which forms the basis of a metropolitan province ... it is still 

the community of local tradition and of historical destiny (my italics)... which 

                                                             
26

 ‘Orthodoxy:  about the Orthodox Faith’, from the website of the Holy Trinity Greek Orthodox Faith 
(August 2009) <http://www.holytrinity.info/about-orthodoxy/> [accessed 20 August 2009] and 
numerous other sources eg John Meyendorff, ‘Doing Theology in an Eastern Orthodox Perspective’, 
in Eastern Orthodox Theology, ed. by Daniel B Clendenin (Baker Academic 2003), pp 79-96 (p. 86).  
Also Thomas C Oden, The Rebirth of Orthodoxy (Harper Collins, 2003), p 31. 
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determines the formation of these large circles of jurisdiction, the territories of 

which do not necessarily correspond to the political boundaries of a state 

(Lossky, 1957: 15).   

 

This inevitably means that the ROC considers Romania belongs to it by divine right, 

and so other church traditions are there on sufferance.  ‘The Romanian Orthodox 

Church identifies itself with the history of the Romanian people, with the creation of 

the Romanian national identity, and the subsequent unification into a single state’ 

(Muntean, 2005: 86).  A higher level of tolerance is given to the historical Protestant 

churches, provided they serve only their own ethnic groups.  Consequently, a major 

issue between Orthodox and evangelical churches is territorial. 

 

 

The Romanian Orthodox Church:  an ethnic ecclesiology 

The ROC also believes that denominations should only minister to members of their 

own ethnicity.  This was reinforced by communist policy, which adopted an ethnic 

strategy for the churches in Transylvania, with the ROC pastoring Romanians, the 

Lutheran church the Saxons and the Roman Catholic and Reformed churches the 

Hungarians.   This understanding of church denomination by ethnicity affects 

relationships between them to this day.  The Orthodox belief that to be Romanian is 

to be Orthodox is profound and persistent, constantly creating disagreement with 

other denominations. 

The Romanian Orthodox Church and the Baptist church:   ecclesiologically 

different  

This is one of the major theological issues which will be considered in more detail in 

the next chapter.  Orthodox priests repeatedly asserted that Baptists were not a 

genuine church, because they did not have the sacraments or a three-fold ministry 

stretching back to the apostles.  There is much misunderstanding and rumour about 

neo-Protestant churches even amongst the Orthodox theological elite.  Baptists, on 

the other hand, tend not to consider the ROC genuinely Christian,  because of its 

apparent ignorance of Scripture, its failure to preach new birth, its attitude towards 

icons, relics and Mary, and its heavy dependence on tradition that can appear akin to 

paganism (Interviews 3 and 4). 

Another issue is the way that the more enterprising Baptist churches take seriously 

their social responsibilities.  The EBF’s statement on mission makes it clear that 

service is understood to be part of the church’s life and witness.  To this end 

Șeican’s church in Sibiu offered a kindergarten, guest accommodation and a dental 

surgery.  Poplăcean’s church also offers a kindergarten and runs a small pharmacy, 

supplied from America.  This is seen by the Orthodox not as Christian service, but as 

attempts to lure people away from the true church by offering material benefits. 
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By contrast, almost no Orthodox churches in Sibiu diocese had any kind of social 

work.  One priest said that social welfare arose naturally from the Liturgy of the 

church, with beggars being fed from food and wine provided at funerals.  Expensive 

new Orthodox church buildings were being built all over the city, but only one priest 

in the diocese has a social project for disadvantaged children and the poor elderly27 

and constantly struggles to find funding for his work.  This social neglect is seen by 

the Baptists as a form of Christianity more interested in visibility and power than in 

service.  The picture is nationally patchy; for example, the Orthodox diocese of Alba 

Iulia has an interconfessional relationship with the Lutherans and Roman Catholics, 

running more than 30 social projects.   However, evangelical social work adds fuel to 

the flames of division.  Himcinschi considers that the neo-Protestant project in the 

city of Alba Iulia  set up for Rroma28 was done out of rivalry (Interview 2). 

The Romanian Orthodox Church and pluralism 

These misunderstandings arise partly from the fact  that the ROC, having like all the 

churches little contact with the rest of the world under communism, was wholly 

unprepared after the revolution for the inrush of evangelistic activity from the west, 

and the challenge it brought of pluralism and of western individualism which the 

Orthodox find abhorrent.  The realisation that modernism, democracy and freedom 

mean pluralism rather than exclusiveness within a particular nation-state is 

problematic for the ROC.  It tends to react by stressing the principle of autocephaly 

and speaking of the `canonical territory' within which it has first claim on the local 

faithful (Walters, 1999). 

This illumines why neo-Protestants like the Baptists arouse great rage.  They are not 

seen as an indigenous Romanian movement but as a western import, which is not 

culturally authentic and without their own ethnic constituency, making them 

unpredictable and untrustworthy. 

The challenge of proselytism 

Pluralism leads to different church traditions having the right to pursue their own 

religious agendas, which for the Baptists includes evangelism.  This is the major 

issue between Orthodox and Baptist.  Șeican sums it up from the Baptist point of 

view:   

We are still largely regarded as being a threat and a danger because we fish 

from their waters, because we take from their fold their sheep, and we are 

                                                             
27

 Rev Simion Săsăujan is founder and president of the charity Asociaţie Sfântul Nicolae (St Nicholas’ 
Association) Valea Aurie, Sibiu. 
28

 The Rroma, often known as gypsies, are a largely underprivileged minority in Romania and other 
countries, the subject of much prejudice and frequently considered to be the source of many social 
ills. 
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regarded by some of the clergy and by many of their believers as a cult, as a 

sect, as wolves in sheepskin (Interview 3). 

A glance at evangelical ‘saturation church-planting’ material shows immediately that 

planting a church assumes an evangelical church.  Orthodox Churches, usually one 

in every village, are assumed not to be genuine churches.29  This is a very 

widespread attitude amongst evangelicals and their missionaries, and does not win 

them any friends amongst the Orthodox who dislike it for the same reason as their 

own attitudes are disliked:  the apparent assumption that there is only one ‘true’ 

church.   

Poplăcean affirms that he does not evangelise in Orthodox waters, and that the 

people who join the Baptists are people who never went to any church.  However, 

the Orthodox see any attempt to evangelise as ‘proselytism’, a sin against the true 

church, and their opposition to such activities and their rage is hard to overstate.   

Even ecumenists like the late Ion Bria describe western evangelical missionary 

activity as treating Romania like a tabula rasa, a ‘religious vacuum’.  He considered 

that ‘no-one’s-land evangelists’ exploited the situation after the revolution by 

presenting ‘the most intolerable form of counter-witness against the local Orthodox 

communities’ (Bria, 1999: 169).  

The Orthodox would strongly refute Earl A Pope’s comment: 

The majority churches in Eastern Europe make many charges of proselytism, 

and ecumenical agencies frequently agree with them. The question remains, 

however, as to who will have the courage to tell the majority churches with all 

their political and social power that they also engage in forms of proselytism 

by claiming to possess the absolute truth and demeaning other perspectives, 

by creating and communicating caricatures of other religious communities or 

demonizing them, by demanding restrictions on the religious freedom of other 

groups because of their love of power, by instilling false fears regarding the 

subversion of the nation that they maintain they alone can defend against, 

and by encouraging discriminatory actions or even outright violence against 

those who would challenge their religious monopoly (1999:  para 46). 

 

 

 

                                                             
29

 <www.missionconnect.net> [accessed 23 Sept 2010] is one of numerous examples of missions that 
assume that evangelical churches are the only true churches.  The charity ‘Outstretched Hands of 
Romania’: <http://www.handsofromania.org/oh_web/newsletter.jsp?nid=9> [accessed 25 August 
2009] is typical when it assumes that “There are over 100 villages … which have no Christian 
influence.” 

http://www.missionconnect.net/
http://www.handsofromania.org/oh_web/newsletter.jsp?nid=9
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Unfair advantage:   but whose? 

Although the Baptists view the Orthodox efforts to be called the national church as 

an attempt to gain an unfair advantage, the Orthodox in their turn consider that the 

Baptists and other evangelicals are unfairly advantaged, because their churches are 

often built with western money, which also provides living allowances for pastors, 

cars and other goods.30  The Orthodox consider this a threat.  Another Orthodox 

priest, belonging to the Oastea Domnului (Lord’s Army, hereinafter LA), a renewal 

movement within the ROC, told us of evangelical pastor friends encouraging him to 

leave the hardship of trying to work within the ROC and become evangelical instead, 

on the grounds that he would get a decent salary from a western church, help with 

building himself a house, and a car.31  The evangelicals, referred to as neo-

Protestants by the historical denominations, are not above mounting great pressure 

on friends and neighbours to convert from Orthodoxy. 

Adrian Draguşin, a young ecumenically-minded Orthodox priest with a village parish 

in the mountains32,  also illustrated the problems that the Orthodox feel they have 

with neo-Protestants.  Western funding was found to build a small church for a single 

Brethren family in his village parish almost opposite his own church.  Although legal, 

as an Orthodox parish priest this seemed to him an encroachment on his area of 

spiritual responsibility, which adds fuel to the accusations that neo-Protestants 

benefit from western funding and use it to attract poor Romanians away from the 

ROC: 

If Roman Catholicism has exploited the vulnerability of Orthodoxy in the past, 

then [Western] Protestant missionaries are seen [by many Orthodox] as 

continuing in that tradition, with their unequal access to technological power 

and educational privilege and the lavish promises sometimes made to 

potential converts  (ACUTE, 2001: section 3, para 2). 

The neo-Protestants in turn also exercise forms of aggression.  There is no doubt 

that much western evangelical missionary endeavour has been culturally and 

theologically insensitive in Romania.   Missions and charities are set up with boards 

of advisers and finance from the west, who expect to control the work in Romania.  

At first these were welcome in a country struggling to emerge from the ruined 

economy left by communism, and the government only slowly began to put in place 

legal requirements for such organisations.  Gradually though, as Romanian pastors 

gained more training and confidence, resentment grew of western assumptions.   

Danuţ Mănăstireanu complains of a  

                                                             
30

 Șeican is a case in point.   
31

 conversation with Rev Nicu Pavel   
32

 Râul Sadului, near Sibiu 
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sort of theological aggressiveness, even with a form of theological 

‘imperialism’, which can have very serious negative consequences for the 

future relevance of Evangelical theology in a cultural environment totally 

different from the American Evangelical context  (1998: no 3, para 7). 

Evangelical aggression takes other forms.  Draguşin faced a major problem when 

one of the Brethren family in his parish died and wished to be buried in the cemetery.  

As he wished to be ecumenical, he asked for a meeting with the family so that he 

could explain Orthodox Church law to them, which forbids the burial of non-Orthodox 

in the cemetery.  His story is that they mounted a strong campaign against him, 

which included going to the media where he was vilified.   Tim Prochnau comments: 

antagonism is not one-sided. Whatever church is predominant in an area, it 

slanders other denominations. Slander may be the worst element of 

Romanian society that has permeated the church and threatens to destroy its 

purity. The presence of legalism also prevents the supernatural work of the 

Holy Spirit  (2005: para 8). 

It is impossible to claim the moral high ground for any one denomination.  The ROC 

wields much more power in the country at every level of society, and is therefore 

able to create much greater pressure on other denominations.  The latter, while 

feeling victimised, have ways of fighting back which rarely include discussion or 

efforts towards greater understanding.   

 

Different perspectives 

In sum these two church traditions differ from each other in fundamental attitudes.  

The ROC considers that it is the guardian of the existing culture, whereas Baptists 

see themselves as communicating with individuals.  The ROC is influenced by its 

historical understanding of symbiosis between church and state, whereas the 

Baptists consider that pluralism is fundamental to personal freedom.  The ROC 

believes that to be Romanian is to belong to it by right and by baptism, whereas 

Baptists stress the importance of an adult commitment to Christ.  The ROC sees 

itself as the true and original apostolic church, whereas the Baptists believe that a 

church is made up of personally-committed believers.  Volf, addressing these 

different perspectives in an article on proselytism, comments that these differences  

are not simply theological in nature;  they have an important sociological 

dimension.  The internal culture and institutions of the established churches in 

Eastern Europe are to a large extent still more fitted to the pre-modern than 

modern societies, whereas this is exactly opposite for the Evangelical 

churches.  Since the Eastern European societies are caught in transition from 
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pre-modern to modern societies, social conflicts involved in such transition are 

also felt in the life of the church (1996: 27). 

It is now clear that the antagonism between the two church traditions arises out of 

very different self-understandings of their identities and purposes as churches.  In 

the next chapter, these will be examined, to illuminate how their differences influence 

their mutual relationship and their practice of mission.     
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CHAPTER THREE 

BROKEN RELATIONSHIPS:  SOME THEOLOGICAL REASONS FOR DIVISION 

1.  Different ecclesiologies 

 

Methodology 

In order to explore Romanian Orthodox and Baptist ecclesiology, a Romanian 

theological exponent representative of either side were sought in order to provide a 

context for the interviews with church leaders.33  Trinitarian theology is also central to 

this enquiry, so theologians have been selected for whom this is a major theme.  The 

ROC has a notable body of theology available, but as it is not possible to do justice 

to all of it, the trinitarian ecclesiology of Dumitru Stăniloae, considered by the ROC to 

be one of its leading theologians, is considered with special reference to his 

‘Theology and the Church’ (1980), which offers a distinctively Romanian Orthodox 

understanding. 

 

Stăniloae, concerned to free Romanian Orthodoxy from a scholastic approach, 

underwent a ‘profound reorientation’ (Miller, 2000: 16) in his understanding of 

theology during the 1930s.  He developed a theology that respected Romanian 

culture and Orthodoxy, rooted in the patristic tradition, and influenced by 

hesychastic34 spirituality.  During four years in Aiud prison under communism, he 

became concerned that theology should be in touch with ordinary people.  He was a 

key figure in the renewal of Romanian dogmatic theology.  Baptist theologian Danuţ 

Mănăstireanu has described Stăniloae’s work as ‘dovelike’, in comparison with the 

more ‘hawklike’ theologies of other Romanian Orthodox scholars, because of his 

openness to the insights of other confessions not always shared by his compatriots.  

Allchin notes ‘Though he could be severely critical of aspects of Western theology, 

he was always ready to learn and receive from the traditions of Western Christianity 

…. (his) vision was always an open and inclusive thing, never something closed or 

exclusive’  (Miller, 2000: 22).  His ability to speak for Romanian Orthodoxy, coupled 

with this openness, make his work particularly suited to this enquiry. 

 

It has been impossible to find a Romanian Baptist dialogue partner for Stăniloae.35  

Consequently, Miroslav Volf’s ‘After Our Likeness:  the Church as the Image of the 

Trinity’ (1998) is the exemplar of an evangelical understanding of the church in the 

context of trinitarian thinking.   

 

Volf is a worthy dialogue partner for Stăniloae for a number of other reasons.  He is a 

Croat and therefore part of the Eastern European experience, like Stăniloae.  The 

son of a Pentecostal minister, Volf also had the experience of being a Christian 

amongst communists.  He too is deeply influenced by his country’s history, having 

served in the army where he was spied on and interrogated.  He eventually left 
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 Interviews 1 - 4 
34

 A mystical tradition of experiential prayer. 
35

 cf pp 3 and 4 of this thesis 



42 
 

Pentecostalism for the Episcopal Church in the United States, where he teaches at 

Yale Divinity School.  His theology of forgiveness is forged from his experience of 

conflict in the Balkans (Exclusion and Embrace, 1996).  Volf’s evangelical thinking is 

known to Romanian Baptist scholars and he is also well-acquainted with Orthodox 

ecclesiology.  These two orientations to the evangelical and Orthodox worlds make 

his work particularly appropriate for this research. 

 

This thesis creates a dialogue between them in a form which allows for comparison.  

Their theologies are compared to illuminate their differences as well as the areas 

where they appear to overlap, in order to establish both common ground and 

distinctive difference.  This will set the ecclesiological context for an analysis of each 

tradition’s approach to mission.    

 

Orthodox and Evangelical theological approaches:  some influences 

A comparison of the theological approaches of Orthodoxy in general and other 

traditions reveals that the Orthodox approach does not deal in the forensic 

categories current in western thinking.  Stăniloae’s theology is ‘highly integrated’ 

(Miller, 2000: 85) and appears to western evangelicals to be more organic than is 

common in western theology.   Orthodox theology is also characterised by its 

constant return to patristic theology, seeking to interpret current events or challenges 

in the light of it.   Western evangelicals, by comparison, interpret current challenges 

in the light of Scripture, often without recourse to the patristic traditions which are 

sometimes viewed with suspicion as having the capacity to lead the church away 

from the ‘true’ biblical faith.  Carrino expresses such reservations:  

 

The Orthodox Tradition obscures the gospel, for it is itself obscure and 

contradictory, subjective and mutable. It solves nothing that it claims to solve, 

for the presence of Tradition as an Interpreter of Scripture only serves to set 

back the problem one step: if the Bible needs an infallible Interpreter, who 

interprets the Interpreter?  (Carrino, undated, Issue 3, para 13)   

 

The two church traditions in Romania therefore begin their understanding of theology 

from very different viewpoints, and this alone creates a range of misunderstandings, 

with each tradition convinced that their own interpretation is more authentic.  This is 

exacerbated by the Orthodox insistence that they are no mere confession, but the 

true, original church of God from which all other churches have unhappily and 

mistakenly separated:  

 

It is in this understanding that we come to see the essence of what Orthodoxy 

means when it says it is “The Church”. It simply means that it is the 

continuation of that manner of life, that method of healing the soul, that 

unbroken communion which began with Jesus Christ and the Apostles. It is 

this that the Romanian Orthodox Church claims it is when it says it is the 
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Church… It is the joining of Heaven with Earth in individual persons within a 

community, who make up the one Body of Christ (Copple, 2004: para 30). 

 

It is also noteworthy that for Stăniloae theology is never just an academic exercise.  

He affirms that to do theology is to approach the mystery of God, therefore he does 

not make a division between spiritual and academic.  Fellow Orthodox Lossky 

confirms this:  ‘Christian theology is always in the last resort a means:  a unity of 

knowledge subserving an end which transcends all knowledge.  This ultimate end is 

union with God’ (Lossky, 1973: 9).  Baptist scholar Negruţ observes  

 

For the Orthodox, theology is only a means towards an end, that is union with 

God. Consequently, the emphasis lies not on developing positive theological 

systems, but on the mystical aspect of this union. The whole purpose of 

theological epistemology and ecclesial practice is to help the faithful to attain 

to deification, or mystical union with God (Negruţ, 2004: 14). 

 

This is not an attitude exclusive to Orthodoxy, but western evangelical theologians 

working in secular departments sometimes find themselves on the defensive, trying 

to justify the academic credentials of theology in a context which is foreign to many 

Orthodox theologians:  

 

The adoption of certain critical approaches also enables the adoption of 

particular rhetorical postures which, in turn, facilitate an ideological attack 

upon the Bible and its orthodox interpretation whilst simultaneously disabling 

reciprocal critique (Latham, 2006: 16-17).   

 

Stăniloae addresses what he sees as the challenge of demythologising approaches 

like these, arguing that the ‘words, ideas and literary forms (of Scripture) have been 

transfigured in the very way in which they were combined in order to express a 

content which transcends their normal content’ (1980: 111).  Orthodoxy retains its 

categories, regarding secular objections as irrelevant.  For Western evangelicals this 

is a luxury, unless they write solely for other evangelicals, and this contrast of 

approaches is significant for their conclusions, and is the background to the following 

comparison of their theologies. 

 

Orthodox ecclesiology is rich and complex, so this thesis can do no more than select 

themes relevant to this enquiry and treated by both theologians, comparing them for 

similarities and differences. 

 

The nature of the church:   trinitarian 

For Stăniloae, the church as the body of Christ is also the bearer of the Spirit, who 

rests on the Son, and this means that the church is in relation to the Father.  This 

enables the communication of the faithful in the Son and the Holy Spirit with the 

Father, by grace, using the idea of perichoresis to explain that 
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on account of these interior relations with the others no divine Person is ever, 

either in the Church as a whole or in the individual believer, without the other 

divine Persons …Christ and the Spirit work together to make us sons of the 

Father (1980: 39).   

 

He inveighs against the filioque clause on the grounds that it has led western 

theologians to conceive of the Spirit as human subjectivity,36 comparing it with the 

life of the church as 

 

full of transcendent divine trans-subjectivity which has ultimately become her 

own by virtue of the fact that it is life in that Spirit who is consubstantial with 

and inseparable from the Son (1980: 44). 

 

Volf delineates a trinitarian basis for the church within the parameters of a Protestant 

ecclesiology, while avoiding the accusation of individualism.  He looks at the 

limitations of trinitarian correspondence by stating that the ‘unity of the creatures can 

never correspond to the mysterious unity of the triune Creator’ (1998: 192).   He 

clarifies the limits of social trinitarianism, such as inform Moltmann’s thinking, saying 

that the trinitarian model is not a projection of these.  Person and communion are not 

identical with the understanding of person and communion in the Trinity, but can only 

be analogous to it. Christians are ‘not simply communion, as is the Trinity’ (1998: 

207), but are held together in a covenant, and they can only reflect God’s perfect 

mutual love in a broken fashion as they move from present history to eschatological 

renewal.  In this sense all human concepts of the church are partial and incomplete.  

The church as the body of Christ holds the earnest of its inheritance, which will only 

be fulfilled at the eschaton. 

 

This contrasts with Stăniloae’s view, who sees the church as the real body of Christ 

and therefore a partaker now of the divine life of the Trinity.  Volf is more sceptical, 

pointing out the inadequacies of the argument while agreeing with the fundamental 

understanding that the church, in some mysterious way the body of Christ, does 

indeed partake of the divine life.   

 

Volf understands the unity of God perichoretically, which seeks to do justice both to 

the unity and the distinctiveness of the divine persons.  He defines this as ‘the 

reciprocal interiority of the trinitarian persons’ (1998: 209), in that each divine person 

is distinct but also indwelt by the other divine persons.  He prefers to speak of 

particularity in terms of irreplaceability rather than difference, of ‘mine’ and ‘not mine’ 

being simultaneously true.  The indwelling of the Father, the Son and the Spirit by 

                                                             
36

 Stăniloae, 1980: 42:  ‘When we try to take hold of the Spirit secretly in himself, apart from Christ, we 
are left with only our own pure subjectivity, for the Spirit cannot thus be grasped in himself.  This too 
has happened in the West.’ 
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each other he calls their ‘catholicity’, meaning that only in mutual indwelling is each 

divine person truly itself.   

 

He uses these understandings to inform his thinking about the nature of the church.  

Mutuality presupposes a pre-existing relationship, and therefore the ‘communion of 

persons precedes their catholicity’ (1998: 212).  In other words, relationship is 

fundamental, and everything else flows from it.   Although human beings cannot be 

interior to each other like the Holy Trinity, the Holy Spirit indwells Christian believers, 

creating not a perichoresis but ‘an intimate community of independent persons’ 

(1998: 212).  In this way the local church as an ecclesial community is an icon of the 

relationality of the Holy Trinity. 

 

Stăniloae would agree with this statement while insisting that the presence of the 

Holy Spirit should only be understood as being at one with the presence of Christ.  

He may have argued with the choice of the word ‘independent’, preferring to 

emphasize the interdependence of believers in the body of Christ.  He may also 

have taken issue with Volf’s assertion that catholicity is found in local churches being 

open to one another and seeking to enrich one another, and that if a church is not 

open then it is not truly catholic.  Volf has all trinitarian church traditions in mind:  

many Orthodox theologians would not agree with this.  As Himcinschi says,  

 

The Romanian Orthodox Church in reference to (Baptist) baptism does not 

recognise its apostolic origins nor apostolic succession.  That’s the simple 

answer.  It doesn’t recognise it as being an apostolic church nor standing in 

the apostolic succession (Interview 2).  

 

Stăniloae uses more eirenic language when he considers that Protestant and 

Catholic Christians who are seeking a ‘fully satisfying’ church are beginning to find it 

in Orthodox ecclesiology (1980: 12). 

 

The nature of the church:  the body of Christ 

According to Stăniloae, because the church partakes in the perichoretic life of the 

Holy Trinity and it is not possible to divide the persons of the Trinity, it therefore 

makes no sense to talk about the church being only christological, or only 

pneumatological.  ‘no divine person is ever … without the other divine persons’ 

(1980: 39).  This leads to a view where the institution of the church is understood to 

be no different from the ‘true’ church:   

 

An institution with a weakened spiritual life would give proof of a weakening of 

the actual presence of Christ as well … the institution cannot be compared 

merely to a vessel in which the spiritual life is stirred around … the Spirit is 

active in the church through Christ’ (1980: 40).   
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The Spirit is however transcendent of the being of humanity, while also being the 

only way in which the church may know both Christ and the Father, and this belief 

about the Spirit is fundamental to Stăniloae’s argument: 

 

He proceeds or flows continually from the Father to the Son, and shines forth 

upon the Father from the Son on whom he rests.  He does not also proceed 

from the Son because he remains eternally between the Father and the Son.  

He does not proceed beyond the Son because he has no place to go …but 

(remaining) as the bond between Father and Son, he gathers us together in 

the Son whose face is turned always toward the Father (1980: 63). 

 

Although Stăniloae sees the Spirit as radiating out ‘from the Head of the Church into 

all the members, just as the blood flows through all the cells and unifies them all’ 

(1980: 69), the Spirit is always part of the Holy Trinity and never acts alone.  The 

church is a ‘living organism’ partaking in the fullness of trinitarian life, and therefore ‘it 

becomes impossible to conceive the exercise of any function or gift within the 

Church apart from its relation to the whole ecclesial community’ (1980: 70). 

 

This understanding is common to other Romanian Orthodox theologians:   

 

The Church is a theanthropic reality (my italics): it means that it has both a 

divine and a human element. It is a continuation, through the Holy Spirit, of 

the Mystery of Incarnation, of the hypostatic union, of the communion 

between God and His creation by the full assuming of it within Godself. The 

communion is real not symbolical (Sauca, 2004:  2). 

 

This is a repudiation of any theology that leads to individualism, and Himcinschi 

sums up the trinitarian and communitarian nature of the church when he says 

  

the purpose of the church is to put man in contact with the whole Trinity.  Not 

only with the Holy Spirit as the Pentecostals say, nor only with the Son as the 

Catholics say, as the Pope says and the Vatican – but to put the believing 

man in a life of communion with the love of the Holy Trinity (Interview 2). 

 

Stăniloae, like Himcinschi and other Orthodox theologians, blames the filioque 

clause for what he sees as the weaknesses in western Protestant and Roman 

Catholic theology (1980: 107).   He pulls together the Orthodox understanding of the 

inseparability of the divine persons, their indissoluble unity, the uniqueness of their 

relationships and the distinctiveness of the persons, affirming that all these aspects 

are reflected in Orthodox ecclesiology, comparing it favourably with the western 

approach which he describes as ‘impersonal, juridical ... strictly rational’ (1980: 107).  

Through being bound to Christ, the church is continually being filled with the Holy 

Spirit and is thus the place of continuing Pentecost and eschatological promise.   
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Volf has serious reservations about the Orthodox assertion that the church is the 

actual body of Christ.  He considers that this view of the church loses the particularity 

of the person.  He points to other New Testament metaphors, such as the church as 

bride, to show that there is a distinction.  He prefers to emphasize that the 

identification of Christ with the church takes place in the Holy Spirit.  The person is 

not just passive, being absorbed into the body, but personal faith has both cognitive 

and volitional dimensions, which are indispensable to saving faith.  He appeals to 

anthropology to maintain that each human being has a certain independence, and 

that ‘the free person is constituted through God’s relation to that person’ (1998: 187).  

God redeems the person from their misuse of their God-given freedom, without 

robbing him or her of it.  He considers it essential to maintain the dialectic between ‘I’ 

and ‘not I’, and in order to do so he proposes a category of ‘personal interiority’ 

(1998: 187) which has as its inspiration the mutual indwelling of the divine persons.  

The believer is penetrated by the Holy Spirit while still remaining himself. 

 

Stăniloae’s anthropology is of a different order, based on the theology of Maximus 

the Confessor (c 580-662).  Man is a microcosm, able to mediate between the visible 

and invisible worlds.  The created world is seen as a dynamic gift in the process of 

being transformed by the love of God, a dialogue dependent on mutuality and 

reciprocity.  Humanity must respond to God’s creative initiative because the natural 

order is meant to play its part in God’s self-disclosure and salvation.  The 

transfiguration of the creation and the transfiguration of humanity through the 

salvation of Christ, the God-Man, are held together.  This divine transfiguration takes 

humanity into itself and extends itself through the church to every believer in it.  The 

believer gives himself back to God in a reciprocal process.   

 

Volf is concerned that many trinitarian statements are too vague or too divine to be 

lived by humanity.   In the mystery of coming to faith, each person must understand, 

believe and commit himself in a personal relationship to God, and each relationship 

is unique.  This personal relationship is fundamental and preserves the particularity 

and value of each person who, by undergoing this process through the work of the 

Holy Spirit, realises his true personhood, a fulfilment possible through faith in Christ 

alone.   

 

Volf is as emphatic as Stăniloae on the necessity of the church.  ‘Salvation and the 

church cannot be separated … to experience faith means to become an ecclesial 

being’ (1998: 174).   Personhood is both personally and communally realised, 

reflecting the particularity and community of the Trinity.  In this way Volf guards 

against individualism. 

 

The nature of the church:  sacramental 

For Stăniloae, God has entered history directly in the person of Jesus Christ, foretold 

by the prophets of the Old Testament.  Christ is not just the fulfilment of Old 

Testament prophecy:  he is himself both prophet and fulfilment of prophecy.  He is 
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continually acting upon the world through the Church, which is ‘the place of his 

sacramental but real presence’ (1980: 165).   

 

Stăniloae sees the church as a ‘third mystery’, not to be confused with Christ himself, 

but the mystery where the creation and the incarnation act and react to bring about 

God’s salvation (Miller, 2000: 99ff).  Through the church as his presence, he is able 

to free humanity from sin and to raise it to eternal life, making the believer, as a 

member of his body the church, part of his own hypostatic life through the Holy Spirit:  

a life which not only looks back to the acts of God in history, and forward to the 

coming again of Christ in glory, but is also constantly present and active. 

 

Stăniloae uses this argument to show that through the sacraments ‘we receive a 

pledge of the life of Christ; we receive his grace, his Holy Spirit’ (1980: 167).  The 

sacraments are not mere symbols.  They are imbued with the spiritual life that is 

Christ’s own, active in and through the church, the believers who make up his body 

on earth.  Because God has come down to humanity through Christ and 

communicates himself as a human being, believers are able to enter into ‘the most 

intimate relation with God as man’ (Miller, 2000: 168-69).  This means that all the 

sacramental symbols of the New Testament are real means of communicating the 

divine life of God. Stăniloae uses the word ‘taină’, the Romanian equivalent of 

‘mystery’, for the sacraments.  (Miller, 2000: 83)   Believers’ sharing in Christ’s body 

and blood sacramentally means  that they have already become rooted in his 

uncreated foundation, the divine Logos;  therefore they are already formed into a 

‘symphonic, dialogic unity’ between creature and Creator’ (Stăniloae, 1980:198).   

 

The Eucharist or Divine Liturgy is at the heart of Orthodox thinking.  The movement 

of the liturgy leads to the self-giving of Christ to the believer, and the believer’s 

response in bringing not only the material world to Christ but also the personal self, 

in love and devotion.  Christ includes all believers in himself, and therefore the self-

giving between him and the believer ‘extends to all other believers’ (Miller, 2000: 

102). 

 

Christ is not only the church’s future goal but also the one who perfects it and makes 

it ready for the parousia.  The goal, therefore, of the believers in the church is to be 

forever moving onwards and upwards, to become more like God. To help them, the 

sacraments are not static, but are prophetic and imbue the believer with power to 

lead him to greater spiritual perfection.  Christ actively leads the church closer to 

himself and his kingdom.  The church’s task is therefore continually to invite people 

towards new spiritual efforts which lead to greater intimacy with Christ. 

 

Volf is prepared to say that the two sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper 

belong to the essential nature of the church and are constitutive of it:  without them, 

‘there is no church’ (1998: 153).  However, he insists that they are indispensable 

only if they are an expression of publicly-professed faith by the members of the 
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church.  The grace of the sacraments is tied to personal faith, whereas Stăniloae’s 

focus of interest is the church itself as the body of Christ dispensing the grace of the 

sacraments, which are filled afresh at each Divine Liturgy by the presence of the 

Holy Spirit and therefore are the means of receiving and giving the life of the Trinity.   

 

This difference arises out of Volf’s congregational understanding of the church as the 

place where two or three are gathered in the name of Christ, professing faith and 

having been baptised, in contrast with Stăniloae’s belief in the church as a living 

body where people are born, live and die.   

 

The nature of the church:  God’s self-revelation 

Part of Stăniloae’s argument about the nature of the sacraments includes images, or 

icons.  He considers that words, so important to the Protestant, ‘must always be 

rooted in the perfect image of God which is the humanity of Christ, that is, Christ as 

man.  The icons of Christ serve this same purpose’ (1980: 138).  Because 

Protestants have done away with icons, they leave open the possibility of individual 

believers imagining Christ in ways that are not authentic.  For this reason icons are 

always painted prayerfully and according to strict canons, to reduce the possibility of 

such subjectivism.  Icons and sacraments keep ‘the real, ontological image of God, 

that is Christ … always present and active in the consciousness and lives of the 

faithful’ (1980: 138).  He suggests that the lack of icons in Protestantism have 

contributed to some liberal theologians’ belief that the incarnation is a myth (1980: 

139).  Icons are part of the objective truth of the church. 

 

Volf does not really address the nature of revelation, beyond being concerned to 

produce a theological rather than a biblicist understanding of the nature of the 

church.  For him, ‘thinking about the Trinity … must be shaped primarily by the 

scriptural narrative of the triune God’ (1998: 194).  As a congregational churchman, 

material images are not a necessary part of ecclesiology.  The image that matters is 

the image of Christ as the perfect image of God, and the transformation of the 

Christian person through faith in Christ by the Holy Spirit into true personhood which 

enables human beings to enter into trinitarian fellowship.   

 

The nature of the church:  the means of salvation, holiness and true spiritual 

progress 

Stăniloae is clear on the relational nature of the church with Christ.  ‘the relationship 

between the Father and the man Jesus includes within itself, potentially at first but 

increasingly also in act, all those who believe in Christ’ (1980: 190).  This means that 

the holiness of Christ’s life is available to the believer, and that it is possible for a 

human being to partake more and more of this holy life until he or she becomes a 

saint, someone who is conforming increasingly to the will of God and working for 

brotherhood between all people.  Holiness and humanity are bound together as 

characteristics of the life of Christ in and through the church. 
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Stăniloae is also clear on the exclusive nature of Christ’s death on the cross.  ‘Only if 

Christ is in us as a spotless sacrifice, or if we are in him who alone is in the condition 

of a pure victim, do we also have access to the Father’ (1980: 194).  Humanity can 

only escape death through being rooted in the death and sacrifice of Christ.  The 

cross of Christ is the only means of reconciliation with the Father, and therefore the 

believer should be aware of the reconciling nature of the divine life, and be prepared 

to act it out himself.   

 

Stăniloae never treats the crucifixion apart from the incarnation, resurrection and 

ascension of Christ.  The death of Christ is the means of salvation for humanity, but 

it is paradoxical in that death itself was abolished in his death. The resurrection and 

ascension mean that Christ’s life, and by extension the life he gives the church, is 

one of surrender to God through the Holy Spirit.   

 

Volf’s congregational approach informs his understanding of holiness.  Growing in 

faith means growing in the fruit of the Spirit, which arises out of the 

acknowledgement of Christ as Lord, and commitment to him within the covenantal 

relationship of the church gathered around him.  For Stăniloae, the church is primary 

and the growth in holiness of the believer arises out of the church as both Christ’s 

body and institution.  Salvation is communion in Christ, leading to self-surrender and 

a share in the Spirit’s gifts. (1980:199).   For Volf, the believer’s confession of faith is 

primary and the church is the place where those who share the faith given by the 

Spirit are united and sanctified by him.  Volf’s view of holiness is that the church as 

gathered believers does not depend on the holiness its members can exhibit, but 

rather exclusively on the presence of Christ sanctifying them (1998: 148).  He 

identifies this to be the presence of Christ with his people who gather in his name, 

believe in him as Saviour, and acknowledge him as Lord in order to live in the power 

of the Spirit.   Where he differs from Stăniloae is in his view that the absence of 

holiness does not mean that Christ is absent:  rather, the presence of Christ and the 

fruit of the Spirit are dependent on the genuine, lived faith of the believers.   The 

church is not a club of the perfect, but rather a community of sinful human beings.  

The church is ‘a community of men and women whom the Spirit of God has 

endowed in a certain way for service to each other and to the world in anticipation of 

God’s new creation’ (1998: 231).  Stăniloae lays great stress on holiness as 

something that belongs to Christ and is imparted to the believer through the 

sacraments, and theosis, the end of holiness, is an aspiration for all.  In contrast, 

holiness as such does not play a major part in Volf’s argument although he affirms 

that a trinitarian church is one in which ‘all members serve one another with their 

specific gifts of the Spirit in imitation of the Lord and through the power of the Father.  

Like the divine persons, they all stand in a relation of mutual giving and receiving’ 

(1998: 219).  

 

The major difference between them is that Stăniloae sees the church as perfect and 

holy in and of itself, taking part in the divine life as the body of Christ and imparting 
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holiness to the believers.  Although they themselves are sinners, by being part of the 

church they are in the process of becoming holy as they give and receive from Christ 

through the Eucharist.  Volf does not accept the existence of the church apart from 

the proclaimed and lived faith of the believers. 

 

The nature of the church:   personal, communal and eschatological 

Stăniloae states that  

 

there is no doubt that each man must personally accept salvation and make it 

his own, but he cannot do so nor can he persevere and progress in the way of 

salvation unless he is helped by others and helps them himself in return, that 

is, unless the manner of our salvation is communal (1980: 204). 

 

That salvation is both personal and communal underlies all Orthodox thinking about 

the nature of the church,  two aspects which are not be divided nor put into 

opposition with each other.   

 

Volf’s thesis is also that the church is both personal and communal, which he ties to 

the status of the Holy Spirit:  ‘The relation of person and communion in the church 

derives from the Spirit’s status as personal counterpart and personal presence’ 

(1998:189).  However, where Stăniloae stresses the participation of the believer in 

the life of God through the presence of the Holy Spirit abiding in Christ, Volf by 

contrast talks about distinction:  ‘The Spirit present in Christians is a person different 

from them, just as they are persons different from the Spirit’ (1998: 189). 

 

This goes to the heart of the difference between the two ecclesiologies, as Volf 

believes that the Spirit present in many persons does not make them a collective 

being but a differentiated communion.   This addresses his concern about Orthodox 

theology’s assumption that the church is a single subject, which, he asserts, means it 

is ‘a unity which does not respect the independence of communally determined 

persons’ (1998: 189). 

 

Volf complains of ‘overrealized eschatology (1998: 101) in the work of Zizioulas37, 

and possibly this is true of Romanian Orthodoxy.  Stăniloae speaks of the church as 

the place of continuing Pentecost and eschatological promise, whereas Volf, 

following Romans 8:23, 2 Corinthians 1:22 and Ephesians 1:14 places his emphasis 

on the anticipatory nature of the church.  Only when there is a new heaven and earth 

will there be mutual indwelling of the triune God and the church, as part of the new 

creation. 

 

 

                                                             
37

 Volf holds a dialogue in ‘After Our Likeness’ with the ecclesiology of the Orthodox metropolitan 
John D Zizioulas as well as with the then Cardinal Ratzinger. 
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The nature of the church:  its responsibilities 

Because the church participates in the saving, reconciling, holy and united life of 

God, Stăniloae considers that it has certain obligations to those who are not 

Christians.   These include explanation to the unbeliever of the attractiveness of 

Christ, and help for him to understand that true progress in a fast-changing world is 

towards the Kingdom of Heaven.  The church also has an obligation to meet the 

needs of humanity.  If this is not done, it is a form of despising a fellow human being.  

By implication the church is also to value human life as Christ did, and to serve him 

by serving those who need help.  The church also has a responsibility to be 

intolerant of poverty and inequality, as prompted by the love of Christ, and to strive 

for the kind of reconciliation that brings people into a living relationship with him.  The 

church is also to work for justice, equality and lasting peace on an international 

scale, ‘in order to assure to every man the chance to prepare for his own 

resurrection’ (1980: 211).   Finally, the church must demonstrate ‘the meaning of 

material goods as gifts’ (1980: 211).  The material universe must not be neglected, 

as this too is part of God’s creation and is to be transfigured. 

 

Volf does not address this issue specifically, but it is implied in his themes of mutual 

responsibility and the openness of the church to others.   

 

The Spirit of communion opens up every person to others, so that every 

person can reflect something of the eschatological communion of the entire 

people of God with the triune God in a unique way through the relations in 

which that person lives (1998: 282). 

 

For him, the transmission of faith is of the church’s character and necessary to its 

survival.  It takes place through the people of God, and presupposes how much a 

church’s members identify themselves with their church.  This self-identification 

assumes the participative nature of the Christian community. 

 

The nature of the church:  Orthodox or congregational? 

Stăniloae considers that the Orthodox Church is  

 

in a special way the Church of communion, for according to the Orthodox 

conception the Church and communion in the Holy Spirit are one and the 

same, the Church herself is communion, and where there is no communion 

there is no Church (1980: 220).   

 

This ‘package deal’ ecclesiology is fundamental to Orthodoxy.  Andreicuţ sums it up 

thus: 

 

We Orthodox consider that there is an absolute need of the church, because 

we make contact with God in the church and with the help of the church;   and 

the sanctification of the believers which as I already said is a foundation for 
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the sanctifying of the believers, takes place with the help of the holy 

sacraments which they partake of in the church through the work of the 

sanctified ministers.  And in this way the Lord Jesus is the head of the church, 

pours out grace on his limbs, the grace of the Holy Spirit circulates like blood 

through the whole body, and those who do this work are the holy clergy, and 

therefore, in contrast to the neo-protestants, we consider that the church is 

absolutely essential (Interview 1).  

 

By contrast, Volf believes that  

 

Every congregation that assembles around the one Jesus Christ as Savior 

and Lord in order to profess faith in him publicly in pluriform fashion, including 

through baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and which is open to all churches of 

God and to all human beings, is a church in the full sense of the word (1998: 

158).38 

 

He adds ‘a discriminatory church (is) not merely a bad church, but no church at all’ 

(1998: 158). 

 

Reflection. 

These two identities, Orthodox and congregational, profoundly influence their 

reflection and theology.  Stăniloae sees the church as primarily a spiritual mystery, 

entwined in the life of the Holy Trinity, drawing in the believers who enter into the life 

of God through faith and devotion, partaking in the sacraments and working along 

with the Holy Spirit towards the goal of theosis.   For Volf, the two or three who 

confess Christ as Lord are fundamentally the church where Christ is present.  It is 

their faith which is the gift of the Holy Spirit, and their commitment of themselves to 

Christ in a personal relationship which leads to a sharing of trinitarian life, and which 

creates the conditions for the true church to flourish.  These two theologians 

approach the theology of church from almost opposite viewpoints.  Their 

understandings overlap at certain points, especially in their consideration of the 

church as trinitarian.  In other ways they conflict, for example in their perception of 

the nature of the sacraments.   

 

Volf’s major contribution to the debate is precisely that he comes from a tradition in 

which the idea of the trinitarian nature of the church has been largely absent.  The 

congregational church has been conceived historically as a covenant in Christ – a 

Christological understanding which both Stăniloae and Volf would say was 

insufficient.  Volf considers that faith is a ‘simultaneous incorporation into both 

trinitarian and ecclesial communion’ (1998: 197).  Baptism into the Trinity is the 

‘determining reality of the church’ (1998: 195).  However, he enters a caveat which is 

absent in Stăniloae’s thinking, considering it is possible to overestimate the influence 
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of trinitarian thinking on ecclesial reality.  He does not think that it is possible to draw 

a straight line ‘from above’ (the Trinity) ‘to below’ (church and society) (1998: 194), 

as models of the church and understandings of the Trinity determine each other.  His 

plea is for theological consistency, shaped by the biblical narrative.  Stăniloae 

contemplates the glory of the Trinity and rejoices in the way that the church is part of 

the divine life.  Volf does not fully accept this, seeing a danger in assuming that 

‘person’ and ‘communion’ in God’s being is identical with those in the church.  The 

most he is prepared to say is that the relationship between them is analogous, and 

that human beings can only correspond to God as created beings.  Otherwise the 

church is deified, or God is stripped of his divinity. 

 

The differences in ecclesiology between the two church traditions are complex, but 

enough has been said to show that their self-understandings will inevitably influence 

their approaches to mission.  This has not been given nearly enough attention by 

evangelicals wishing to follow a mission agenda in Romania.  The assumption is that 

all churches think alike on the need for promulgation of the gospel, and much 

confusion and hurt has arisen from the Orthodox resistance to evangelical 

evangelism.  The need to understand the different ecclesiologies cannot be 

emphasized sufficiently as a precursor to the possibility of engaging in mission.  The 

Communique from the 2008 Pullach conference39 states  

 

It is evident that ecclesiology is still a matter of division among traditions … it 

became evident that even among ourselves we are not always fully aware of 

the ecclesiological self understanding of our dialogue partners.  We realize 

that it is incumbent on us all in dialogues to begin to understand the other 

from his or her respective Church tradition.  

 

The Communique continues  

 

More account must be taken than in the past of the fact that dialogue partners 

evaluate the respective importance of theological questions in different ways, 

and that dialogues between church traditions should focus not only on 

traditional systematic themes but also on the liturgical life and witness of our 

Churches in contemporary society (CEC, 2008: 1-2). 

 

This aspect has been noticeably lacking from evangelical thinking about mission in 

an Orthodox country, and also from Orthodox attitudes to other church traditions.  

                                                             
39 The Conference of European Churches Commission Churches in Dialogue invited theologians who 

are members of the Orthodox Churches and Churches shaped by the Reformation and reform 

movements to meet to evaluate past and current bilateral theological dialogues. Two observers from 

CCEE were also present. Participants met in the Pullach seminary of the United Evangelical Lutheran 

Church in Germany, 23-25 June 2008. 
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Evangelical emphasis on Scripture tends to omit an understanding that the church is 

much more than its theology; it is also the way it celebrates and lives out its faith in 

society.  The Orthodox do not take seriously the congregational understanding of 

church, and the emphasis on personal responsibility.  For evangelicals to build 

bridges with Orthodox, there must be a clear realisation that liturgy and spirituality 

play a key role in Orthodox thinking, and serious reflection on their value as part of 

the missionary endeavour.  For the Orthodox there must be a corresponding 

preparedness to respect the fact that for evangelicals the personal commitment of 

the believer to Christ is primary, and the working out of that faith in daily living is a 

non-negotiable understanding of the validated Christian life.  The church stands as a 

fellowship of those with personal faith, seeking to live out that faith in practical ways, 

a place of worship and teaching, where the Holy Spirit is active through the personal 

and corporate faith of the gathered believers. 

 

This enquiry will next observe and assess how these differences underpin the 

Orthodox and evangelical approaches to mission. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

BROKEN RELATIONSHIPS:  SOME THEOLOGICAL REASONS FOR DIVISION 

2.  Different approaches to mission 

 

What is mission? 

The definition of David Bosch, that the Christian faith is missionary by its very nature 

(1991: 9), appears to be common theological ground to all denominations although it 

is understood differently.   It is seen as God’s revealed will for the salvation of the 

whole world through the person and work of Jesus Christ, who is both God and 

human, in the power of the Holy Spirit.  During Christ’s lifetime he sent his disciples 

out to preach the good news of the kingdom of God, and left his followers with the 

command to ‘go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I 

have commanded you’ (Matthew 28: 19-20 NIV).  The command to make disciples is 

fundamental to the work of mission. 

 

Bosch counsels caution in creating a definition of mission.  Ultimately, ‘mission 

remains undefinable; it should never be incarcerated in the narrow confines of our 

own predilections’ (Bosch, 1991: 9).   Church traditions in Romania strive with each 

other because this incarceration appears to have taken place.    Whereas all would 

agree on the universality of the Christian Gospel, ‘the whole church bringing the 

whole gospel to the whole world’ (Lausanne, 1974)40, the missionary task is defined 

in different ways by the different traditions.   

 

For example, evangelism is seen by evangelical churches as an essential part of 

mission.  It is understood as  

 

the proclamation of salvation in Christ to those who do not believe in him, 

calling them to repentance and conversion, announcing forgiveness of sin, 

and inviting them to become living members of Christ’s earthly community and 

to begin a life of service to others in the power of the Holy Spirit  (Bosch, 

1991: 10-11).   

 

In Romania, evangelism is seen by evangelical churches in terms of inviting those 

who do not have a personal relationship with Christ, to commit their lives to him and 

so experience new spiritual birth.  New believers are expected to join the church, 

which in Baptist ecclesiology involves being baptised as a public witness to their 

faith.  The new believer is encouraged to grow spiritually through Bible-reading, 

fellowship and leading a life of probity, and to share the faith with others.  Șeican 

sums it up:   

 

                                                             
40

 also espoused by Lausanne partner the World Evangelical Alliance. 
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So the church’s mission for me in a nutshell is know Christ and make him 

known.  So if you only know Christ then it’s only half the task there.  Nobody 

can make Christ known if he doesn’t know Christ, on the other side.  But to 

know Christ and making him known – that’s the task for the church family 

(Interview 3).   

 

It has been fashionable until recently for evangelical churches to complain that the 

Orthodox Church worldwide does not engage in mission or evangelism, and this is 

still true in Romania.  Șeican says  

 

I would love to see more clearer statements (sic) and more clearer signs of 

new birth in the ROC – new birth that John chapter 3 talks about – so unless 

this is going to happen, I don’t see the ROC as a valid partner for missions, 

because the whole idea of missions is to bring people into such a relationship 

with the Lord Jesus (Interview 3). 

 

It is evident from this that the Baptist church in Romania has a strong definition of 

evangelism and an uncompromising understanding of the need of those considered 

to be without a personal relationship with Christ to be offered the Gospel in that form.  

Poplăcean sees mission in terms of church-planting in places where there is no 

evangelical church witness, a view shared by similar churches.41 

 

This raises a further difficulty in trying to establish definitions of mission.  Western 

evangelistic methodologies come and go, some with more staying-power than 

others.  Common to all is the understanding that evangelism is necessary, even 

urgent.  Its methodology is driven not only by the direct command of Christ himself 

and the nature and purpose of the church, but also by the increasing secularisation 

of society which has become a matter of deep concern for all church traditions in 

eastern Europe, including Romania.  The Evangelical Alliance sees this challenge as 

a call to united action: 

 

we are faced with the challenge of the re-evangelisation of the nation. In the face of 

this daunting task every opportunity should be seized and every avenue explored. 

Prejudice should be set aside and disunity among Christians should be overcome 

wherever possible so that we may make common cause in the gospel (EA, 2007). 

 

It is difficult to define the position of the Romanian Baptist churches alone on this 

subject, in that they are part of the family of evangelical churches42 where there is 

agreement on the need for evangelism.  Indeed, this general agreement can itself 

act as a stumbling block to relationships with the Orthodox Church.  Metropolitan 
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 Cf p 34 of this thesis 
42

 They are members of the European Baptist Federation, part of the Baptist World Alliance.  They are 
also members of the European Evangelical Alliance, a full member of the World Evangelical Alliance. 
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Kallistos of Diokleia asked recently for a definition of evangelicalism43, in order to 

better understand the identity of Christian dialogue partners.  Many evangelicals will 

not understand this, possibly because the tendency to activism in evangelicalism is 

deeply tied to evangelical identity, but the Orthodox are clear that theological and 

ecclesial identity is of fundamental importance in establishing relationships between 

church traditions.  This dialogue between parties with clear theological identities is 

therefore a necessary precursor to any attempt to work in mission with the Orthodox 

Church. 

 

The concepts of evangelism and mission are frequently used interchangeably in 

evangelical and Baptist circles.  However, most Christian traditions consider that 

although they overlap in many areas they are distinct from each other.  The 

Methodist theologian William Abraham quotes Metropolitan Mar Osthathios:  

‘Evangelism is the spreading of the good news by proclamation, whereas mission is 

the outflow of the love of God in and through our life, word and deed’ (1989: 42).  

Although a useful rule of thumb, this would not be seen as fully authentic by 

Romanian Orthodox, of which more later. 

 

Methodology 

Despite the evangelicals’ accusation that the Orthodox Church does not really 

engage in missionary activity, there is now a body of Orthodox material which treats 

mission in its own right within Orthodoxy.  Ion Bria44, the leading Romanian Orthodox 

exponent of mission, developed the concept of mission as the ‘liturgy after the liturgy’ 

(Bria, 1996: 19-22), which embraces an Orthodox understanding of the nature of the 

church, the liturgy as the proclamation of the gospel, the communion of saints, and 

the sending out of Christians from the liturgy ‘to witness in faithful discipleship in the 

common round of daily life.  Their authority flows from their liturgical sending, which 

becomes fruitful through personal authenticity’ (1996: 87).   Bria brings a uniquely 

Romanian understanding of mission to the dialogue. 

 

There are no known written resources on Romanian Baptist missiology, so in order 

to clarify a Baptist understanding of mission consonant with Romanian Baptist 

practice, and compare it with a Romanian Orthodox approach, it is appropriate to 

use the work of Lewis Drummond, a Southern Baptist theologian.  Although there are 

variations in the openness of Romanian Baptists to the ROC, the Transylvanian 

churches are heavily influenced by Southern Baptist theology.  For this reason 

Drummond is an appropriate protagonist.   

 

Mission is a diverse and growing subject, so again, this thesis will only select themes 

relevant to this enquiry and treated by both theologians, comparing them for 

similarities and differences. 
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 Consultation organised by the Fellowship of St Alban and St Sergius, Oxford, 17 April 2008.   
44

 Ion Bria, a Romanian Orthodox theologian, was Deputy Director of the WCC’s Commission on 
World Mission and Evangelism.   
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Mission:  meaning and necessity 

Bria believed that the transmission of the gospel to a new generation was urgent in 

post-communist Romania, because communism had prevented the church from 

disseminating the Orthodox faith among Romanians and this had led to nominalism 

and ignorance.  ‘What is needed is a mission in which people are called to 

participate in making the gospel a concrete reality in human history, to see the 

transforming power of grace in society’  (1995: 4).  The alternative, he says,  is 

empty churches and parallel religious groups. 

 

For Drummond, evangelism is necessary because of the lostness of those who do 

not know Christ, and he challenges the reader directly.  ‘A proper theology of 

evangelism and a deep personal commitment to Jesus Christ will result in a profound 

zeal to win the lost world  … if … this work fails to motivate you to share Christ with a 

dying world, something is radically wrong’  (1992: 337).   Drummond thinks in global 

terms of the necessity of mission, whereas Bria’s immediate concern is for his own 

people. 

 

Bria distinguishes between evangelism and mission.  Evangelistic witness is 

understood as the ‘communication of Christ to those who do not consider 

themselves Christian’ (1986: 30) and is the confrontation of humanity by the 

message, persons and power of the Holy Trinity.  The church does not have the 

option of keeping the good news to itself, and sharing it is an ‘integral part of fulfilling 

the image and likeness of God and the achievement of theosis’ (1980: 31). The goal 

of evangelistic witness is conversion and baptism, and includes better relationships 

between Christians and non-Christians, the acculturalization of the Gospel, the 

penetration of social structures, work against injustice and prophetic challenge to 

secular values. 

 

The task of evangelism is ‘to lead persons to the acknowledgement of God’s saving 

power in their lives’ (1980: 35).  Bria advocates three main principles: in the spirit of 

Pentecost it is essential that people have access to the Gospel in their own 

language:  the church must oppose racism and proclaim positively the gospel of love 

for all:   in keeping with apostolic tradition the culture of new contexts for the gospel 

must be respected. 

 

Drummond believes that the kerygma is the foundation of evangelism, understood as 

proclamation of the powerful content of the Gospel, but working along with the action 

of the Holy Spirit who alone effects conversions through making the kerygma a 

reality in a person’s heart.  The kerygma has historical content, and is not merely an 

existential encounter.  It must preach Christ rather than just appeal to the emotions.  

It must not be confused with social ministries.  While these are a necessary part of 

the church’s ministry, they can dilute evangelism so that it loses its effectiveness.  

Effective evangelism is not dependent only on proclamation, although this is 

essential.  It is an event in which the Holy Spirit meets with the sinner in a personal 
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way and creates transformation.  It is both done and heard in faith and is an activity 

of God. 

 

Transformation is therefore key to the thinking of both theologians.  For Drummond, 

it takes place primarily in the life of the individual as a result of the preaching of the 

Gospel and the work of the Spirit.  Although this is included in Bria’s understanding, 

his approach is more communal, with the work of transformation taking place within 

the church, and through the church into society and culture.  

 

Mission:  the place of trinitarian doctrine 

Bria considers that trinitarian theology has priority in the Orthodox understanding of 

mission, because the sending of the apostles is rooted in the sending of Christ into 

the world by the Father in the Holy Spirit.  Because the Holy Trinity is a life of 

communion, God’s involvement in history aims at drawing the whole of creation, 

including humanity, into this communion.  This implies that mission ‘does not aim 

primarily at the propagation or transmission of intellectual convictions, doctrines, 

moral commands, etc., but at the transmission of the life of communion that exists in 

God’ (1986: 3). 

 

Christ, being both divine and human, is at the centre; the Logos who is the image of 

the Father.  Through his incarnation he ‘has assumed the fullness of our humanity 

into himself’, and he heals and restores humanity by ‘placing it in himself, and 

therefore in the Holy Trinity’ (1986: 4).   Although Christology is central to his 

understanding of mission, Bria also insists that the trinitarian and incarnational 

aspects are held together in order to avoid the danger of christomonism, a charge 

frequently levelled at Protestants by Orthodox theologians. 

 

The incarnation is fundamental, because humanity is renewed and given a new 

relationship with God and power to be free of egotism.  Bria sees the meaning of the 

cross as the inevitable outcome of the fact that Christ’s mission takes place in a 

sinful world where it meets resistance by evil.  Mission therefore takes place in the 

context of a spiritual struggle, and implies conversion of both the individual and the 

created order into a new creation.  ‘Christ’s mission is, therefore, essentially the self-

giving of the Trinity so that the world may become a participant in the divine life’ 

(1986: 5). 

 

The outcome of mission is the defeat of sin and death.  The resurrection of Christ 

shows that this outcome is eschatological in nature.  The church’s mission cannot 

bring in the kingdom of God – it is only able to announce it and point to it 

sacramentally.  Cross, resurrection, incarnation and all the events of the life of Christ 

must be held together, rather than creating a distinct category of ‘theology of the 

cross’ which may be misleading if it is not seen as part of the whole gospel.  

Similarly, Bria insists that the work of the Holy Spirit should be seen as a whole, from 

the time of creation, and that pneumatology must always be held as one with 
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Christology in the context of trinitarian belief.  The Spirit is not just for the individual 

or even for the church, but to renew the whole of creation.  He is not impersonal, but 

is the living Spirit of God who fulfils the sacraments of the church and is thereby 

available to the believer.  He is the witness of Christ in the world by means of the 

church, which he makes the manifestation of Christ.  He unites believers to Christ, 

comes upon them to make them witnesses and thereby enables them to witness 

before others. 

 

Bria draws attention to synergy, the free working of Christian believers with God.   

Continual repentance and faith is necessary for the Spirit to work through human 

weakness.  The absence of these, together with the lack of love and spiritual 

indiscipline of the believer, grieves God and prevents him from doing his work 

through the believer in the world.  In order to mediate the life of Christ, the believer 

must repent and be renewed. 

 

Drummond joins a growing number of Baptist theologians45 who are revisiting the 

doctrine of the Trinity and finding it a fruitful theological foundation for reflection on 

different aspects of Baptist theology and practice.  He argues that the Triune God ‘all 

work together for the redemption of all humanity’, (1992: 197) and that true 

evangelism is rooted in the Trinity.  He surveys some of the attributes of God the 

Father, and concludes that ‘if God is a creating Father, the sort of Father the Bible 

tells us He is, then to become His child is the fulfilment of life’s reason for existence.  

To know Him in filial relationship is what human life is all about’ (1992: 112). 

 

For Drummond, the incarnation of God as a human being is so fundamental to an 

understanding of the nature of God that he declares ‘For the Christian believer, God 

means incarnation’ (1992: 121). He affirms the traditional credal statements about 

Christ and argues that redemption rests upon a right understanding of the 

incarnation.  He understands the cross in terms of penal substitution, and affirms the 

bodily resurrection of Christ, relating this to the Jewish understanding of the material 

universe as created by God and therefore good.   The resurrection means the defeat 

of death, the offer to the believer of sharing in Christ’s resurrection life through faith, 

the possibility of eternal redemption, the vindication of Jesus as ‘the revealed Lord of 

glory’ (1992: 162) and the ushering in of the eschatological future.  The resurrection 

began the transformation of the world of time and space, shared by Christian 

believers who are obligated to share this message with others:  the resurrection 

‘places the evangelistic challenge before all believers’ (1992: 163). 

 

The Holy Spirit embodies all the attributes of both Father and Son but is distinct in 

function.  The Pentecost outpouring of the Spirit is ‘evangelism in action’ (1992: 170). 

The Spirit is essential in the conversion of the unbeliever.  He regenerates new 
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 E.g. Paul Fiddes, Participating in God:  a Pastoral Doctrine of the Trinity (Darton, Longman and 
Todd, 2000) and Stanley J Grenz, Rediscovering the Triune God:  the Trinity in Contemporary 
Theology (Augsburg Fortress Press 2004) 
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believers as members of Christ’s body, and their being in Christ has moral and 

ethical implications.  He strengthens the believer in the struggle against evil, but in 

this spiritual battle Christians do not work towards victory, but from the victory of 

Christ.  Through his indwelling of believers, he is able to make them holy through 

bearing the fruit of the Spirit.  Drummond concludes that the God as Trinity is 

evangelistic. 

 

For both theologians, trinitarian thinking is key to their understanding of mission.  For 

Bria the mission of the church is that of the Trinity, to renew creation, including the 

repentant believer through whom the life of God can be mediated to the world.  For 

Drummond, trinitarian thinking also means the transformation of the creation, which 

obliges believers to take part in this divine enterprise.  The role of the believer in 

Bria’s thinking is always communal, as a part of the church, while the role of the 

believer in Drummond’s work includes a sense of personal responsibility for an 

active sharing of the good news of salvation. 

 

Mission:  meanings of salvation and the kingdom of God 

For Drummond, the content of salvation and the centrality of the kingdom of God are 

primary to his theology of mission.  Salvation is the goal of God’s grace, presented 

through the Bible as historical, ‘present tense’ (1992: 222), and eschatological.  

Redemption will be consummated at the second coming of Christ.  Salvation means 

the forgiveness of sins, made possible by Christ’s death and resurrection, and 

includes deliverance from self as well as from the coming judgement of God.  He 

finds both annihilation and universalist theories wanting, insisting on the reality of hell 

and the real wrath of God.  This is necessary for an authentic understanding of the 

necessity of salvation.  Salvation is only possible through the gospel of Christ, and 

includes justification, redemption and eternal life.  He understands this latter as 

‘moving into the transcendent realm of time and space as the transcendent God 

sees it’ (1992: 251).   Believers are to share the good news of salvation, which is 

eternal life in Christ. 

 

He examines the nature of God’s grace as a theme of the kingdom, using the 

synoptic Gospels to show that Jesus’ constant message was that of the kingdom of 

God, of which he is both herald and first-fruits.  The kingdom is a dynamic, not a 

static reality, and people are able to join the kingdom through faith in Christ, who 

must therefore be preached evangelistically.  The Kingdom is both present and 

future, and its purpose is that of reconciliation between God and humanity through 

Christ.  This reconciliation is both individual and cosmic.  People can only enter the 

kingdom through repentance and faith, which are ‘one act in which redemption is 

effected’ (1992: 271). Drummond insists that evangelism is not just declaring the 

truth about Jesus Christ, but that the Lord himself must be presented and ‘people 

must be called to encounter him personally and dynamically in deep, profound 

repentance and faith …the evangelizer can never confront a person with Christ apart 

from the power of God in the person of the Holy Spirit’ (1992: 274). 
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Bria affirms that the Gospel is Christ himself (1986: 95).  It is a call to salvation, 

meaning the restoration of the relationship between God and humanity, understood 

as theosis.  It has its roots in Scripture, witnesses to Christ as redeemer, and 

includes the relationship between the person and God, and between people with 

each other.  It brings the divine response to the real need of people, both individually 

and communally.  ‘It is the message of human restoration and the divinization of the 

human’ (1986: 30). It is not only a divine message but also conveys a way of living. 

 

Bria considers that a ‘particular understanding of salvation operates in Romanian 

culture’ (1995: 33).   The focus of salvation is not so much the forgiveness of sins 

through moral compensation or the rite of absolution, but more the ‘exposure to 

divine grace, or glorification’ (1995: 33).   He distinguishes three main elements:  the 

renewal of both mind and body through the practices of fasting and blessings at rites 

of passage:   epiphany, experienced in a reverence for the natural world:  and also, 

reverence for the gathering of the Orthodox community both in church and in the 

marketplace, illustrating that life is a unity, without a false distinction between sacred 

and secular.  He illustrates this with the story of the building of the cathedral in 

Curtea de Arges in 1514, where the builders found their daily work destroyed 

overnight until they built into the church walls the living body of the wife of the 

overseer.  Bria sees this as a concrete example of Peter’s image of church members 

as living stones (1995: 34).  

 

Drummond does not understand salvation in these terms, which are also a major 

stumbling-block for Romanian Baptists.  Otniel Bunaciu46, a leading Baptist 

theologian, complains ‘the understanding of tradition in popular Orthodox culture is 

generally reflected in the practising of various traditions which have very little to do 

with the teaching of Jesus’ (ed Randall, 2003: 31) and he laments that he sees very 

little effort made in the ROC to correct such folk religion, which does not come from 

the Bible which is ‘the revealed word of God’ (2003: 38). 

 

‘In conclusion, deification (Orthodox) and justification by faith (evangelical) are two 

distinct ways to salvation. One focuses on mystical union through the uncreated 

energies, while the other deals with the legal aspect of the relationship between God 

and man’ (Negruţ, 2004:21).  The Baptists consider that the Orthodox case for 

theosis is weakened by the lack of evidence for it in the lives of Orthodox believers.  

The Orthodox belief in the church as a theandric reality appears to take up the lives 

of its members into itself, and therefore the everyday quality of those lives appears to 

become secondary.   The Orthodox consider that the Baptist understanding of 

salvation is superficial which seeks to impose a western theological understanding 

on Romanian Orthodox.  This difference evacuates mutual respect and influences 

each church’s outlook on the necessity and means of mission. 
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 Rev Dr Otniel Bunaciu is Principal of the Faculty of Baptist Theology at the University of Bucharest, 
and Vice-President and Professor of History of Christian Thought, Systematic Theology and Ethics at 
Bucharest Baptist Theological Seminary. 
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Mission:  the role of the church in evangelism 

Bria considers that God does his work of human restoration and divinization only 

through his church, both past and present, and therefore God is always evangelizing 

those who do not know him through the witness of his church. ‘The proclamation of 

the kingdom of God lies at the very heart of the church’s vocation in the world.  

Mission belongs to the very nature of the church … for without mission there is no 

church’ (1995: 11).  The outpouring of the Spirit on the church at Pentecost makes 

mission possible through his power, to announce the death and resurrection of 

Christ.   Pentecost is permanently outpoured in each Eucharist, and overflows into all 

areas of the church’s life.  The goal of mission, which to Bria is synonymous with the 

proclamation of the gospel, is the establishment of Eucharistic communities, 

witnessing effectively through the quality of the spiritual life of their members.  

Churches are called to mission and witness whatever their circumstances, 

commissioned by Christ himself.  The church is the primary subject of Christian 

witness, and witness is communal, which is true even when individuals are 

witnessing, because they are related to the witness of the whole church. 

 

The mission of the church is to change secular attitudes so that people understand 

that God is present and active in his world, and that his joy and peace can liberate 

humanity from its anguish.  It is also part of the church’s mission to overcome 

divisions in the world by pointing to the unity of communion with God.  This task 

includes social transformation, a struggle against poverty and oppression, healing for 

the whole of life through diakonia and philanthropy, and working for peace.  This is 

defined as orthopraxy, the practice of the Orthodox faith in everyday life.  It is 

however incomplete, and takes second place to the ultimate mission of the church, 

which is the salvation of people everywhere. 

 

Bria affirms that the true church is made up of those who participate in the Orthodox 

Eucharist, which is the time and place par excellence where the church bears 

witness to the Gospel, and where the spiritual experience of participating in the 

Eucharist overflows in the life of the believer to those who do not know Christ.  The 

Holy Liturgy is itself the proclamation of the Gospel, and it is in the practising 

community of the church with the saints that the Christian faith is experienced and 

passed on in its purest form.  For Bria the Eucharist has two movements:  ‘first the 

people gather for worship, to hear the word of God and to eat the bread of life … 

then, at the end of the liturgy, they are sent out … Here the worshipping community 

becomes an evangelizing community’ (1996: 24).    

 

Bria affirms constantly the necessity of Christian unity for the effective witness of the 

church.  ‘Jesus made a clear connection between the unity of the church and the 

acceptance of the gospel’ (1986: 98).  Although he laments the difficulties in the way 

of Eucharistic fellowship, he is optimistic about what can be done through the 

common witness of ecumenical groups. 
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Drummond does not address the question of ecumenical unity as such, but insists on 

what he sees as a Pauline understanding of the church ‘in its eternal, all-inclusive, 

worldwide perspective… composed of all true believers of all ages’ (1992: 291).  He 

defines true believers as ‘all who are “born again”, (John 3:3 KJV) participate in the 

covenant and thus become brothers and sisters who together receive the grace of 

God’ (1992: 291).  He is clear that ‘the entire church of Jesus Christ is called to 

mission’ (1992: 289).  The universal church is the body of Christ, composed of ‘all 

true believers’ of all ages.  The church has been bought by the blood of Christ, and 

this forms the basic motivation for all its ministry.  It comprises God’s personal and 

redeemed people, a ‘royal priesthood’ (1 Pet 2:9), and a fellowship of the saints.  

The universal church embodies God’s new covenant in Christ, a dynamic fellowship 

of those who have become one.   

 

He therefore insists that anyone wishing to be involved in evangelism must be 

involved in a local congregation as a necessity.  The church ‘stands at the 

fountainhead of proclamation’ (1992: 292) and this proclamation of the Gospel is not 

only the central aspect of local church life but also its primary task.  The Gospel has 

an essential social dimension, and he deplores the severance of proclamation and 

social action, while affirming that evangelism is primary because it meets the 

deepest need of humanity for salvation.  Every member of the local church should be 

involved, and the lack of understanding of the role of the laity is causing the task of 

world evangelisation to elude the church.  This task will only be fulfilled through 

individuals who are wholly committed to Christ and filled with the Holy Spirit.   

 

Despite agreement over the necessity of the church, Bria sees mission as being in, 

through and by the church, primarily in the celebration of the Eucharist but also in the 

witness of the lives of faithful Orthodox.   Evangelism is communal.  Drummond sees 

mission as coming from the church through its members, giving much greater 

personal responsibility for evangelism to each believer. 

 

Mission:  who is the evangelist? 

Those who witness, asserts Bria, must be sent by God and the church, and they 

must be conscious of their own repentance, conversion and salvation’ (1986: 36).  

The witness can only be effective through the energising power of the Holy Trinity.  

The quality of the Christian life observed by others is the main method of evangelistic 

witness.  Witness must not only be personal but also social and political, looking for 

transformation by God of the world.  Although churches have a missionary character 

through the celebration of the Holy Liturgy, Bria advocates a rediscovery of the 

vocation of the laity as witnesses.  ‘All have an apostolic calling to witness through 

the quality of their lives to the experience of the risen Christ’ (1986: 13).  The lay 

person must be surrendered to God, live a life of love and service, be prepared for 

crucifixion to oneself, take part in the Eucharist and develop individual spiritual gifts 

within the fellowship of the church.  Bria, in common with other Romanian Orthodox 
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theologians, distinguishes between internal and external mission.  Internal mission is 

by the church to the church, addressing specific areas needing renewal.  External 

mission is to all those outside the ROC. 

 

For Drummond, the evangelist is a person who should have an intimate relationship 

with God and should understand that God confronts and addresses people through 

the evangelist.  Evangelism is personal – it is not just about the truth, but about 

bringing people into a living relationship with God.  The evangelist should be 

observer, listener and teacher. 

 

These understandings of the character of the evangelist are both similar and 

different.  Both theologians expect the lay believer to be a person of deep spiritual 

commitment to God which is lived out in the quality of his or her life.  But for 

Drummond, some lay people have a particular vocation to the work of the evangelist.   

Bria sees lay believers much more as a whole community, all of whom are called to 

witness by the quality of their faithful lives. 

 

Mission:  the status of the Bible 

Bria states that the Bible and the Holy Liturgy ‘must not be isolated as self-contained, 

autonomous entities.  They were established to remain together, united forever’ 

(1986: 24). Holy Scripture is the basis for the whole life of the church, and finds its 

actualization in the liturgy.  Christ is the unchanging message of the gospel and 

therefore of the liturgy, and within the liturgy the proclamation of the good news is 

‘not just an evangelistic event’ but also an ‘ecclesial reality’ (1986: 24). He argues 

that the liturgy is itself a proclamation, which the Bible invests with deep meaning.  

Sharing in the Eucharist means sharing in the kerygma.   

 

Bria is concerned that the Bible should always be accessible in the mother tongue of 

the people, and that every Christian should have direct access to it.  Readings from 

the Bible in the liturgy need a variety of methods for proclamation, and a greater 

emphasis should be placed on this in theological training.  He advocates longer 

Biblical readings in the liturgy and the stimulation of biblical interest in the believer, 

provided it is under the guidance of the church.  He closely associates icons with 

Bible reading and suggests that icons venerated by the people should be used.  As 

the Bible is alive in the liturgy, he is concerned for a renewal of the preaching and 

teaching ministry.  He assumes that ‘Go and make disciples’ is part and parcel of 

preaching the Gospel.   He does not consider that proclamation should stand on its 

own as ‘an informative preaching of the truth, but rather of incorporating humanity 

into the mystical union with God’ (1986: 28). The proclamation of the Bible is 

synonymous with the message of the Eucharist.  It is for everyone, because the 

incarnation was for the redemption of the whole cosmos. 

 

Drummond asserts that evangelical Baptists have a high view of Scripture as an 

‘authoritative, trustworthy, true, propositional revelation of (God)’ (1992: 62) and it is 
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the starting point for their theology of evangelism.  ‘If redemption truly is the 

heartbeat of the Bible, the church’s responsibility of sharing the salvation message 

rests right at the center of her ministry’ (1992: 67). The Bible is the story of God’s 

pursuit of his estranged people, and Drummond underlines the concept of covenant 

as fundamental to the Bible as a whole.  He draws attention to the redemptive 

purpose of the Gospel writers in the New Testament, ending in the book of 

Revelation with ‘a wide-open evangelistic appeal from our glorified Lord Himself’ 

(1992: 72). The Bible is a book of redemptive evangelism.  He considers that the 

greatest evangelistic efforts were made by those with a high view of Scripture, which 

he traces in the west from Augustine through the Reformation period to recent years.  

‘Whenever a high view of the Scriptures emerges … a commensurate commitment 

to evangelism and missionary activity usually follows.  A low view of the Bible tends 

to arrest it’ (1992: 88).  

 

For Drummond, the call of Christ to evangelism through the Scripture is primary, and 

binding on the true believer.   His desire is to motivate both individuals and churches 

to share the Gospel worldwide.  His theology arises in the context of evangelism, 

and this is the prism through which he reads Scripture.  This is echoed by Șeican:   

 

mission for us starts with presenting the good news of the Bible to an 

unassuming or an ignorant person, continues with the consolidation, or 

answering his questions, or debating or arguing from the Scriptures  

(Interview 3). 

 

Bria holds Scripture and Eucharist together, acknowledging the current weaknesses 

in Scriptural teaching and preaching in the ROC, and urges that the Bible be taken 

more seriously as part of the process of theosis.  Drummond considers that 

Scripture, when proclaimed in the power of the Holy Spirit, is able to initiate the 

process of salvation.  These are significant differences, which are rooted in their 

different understandings of the nature of the church and its authority. 

 

Baptist and Orthodox:  the nature of church authority 

This comparison illustrates the most fundamental difference between the two church 

traditions, of the nature of authority.  For Baptists, ‘sola scriptura’ is the final authority 

for theology and practice.  This is evidenced in the first clause of the Romanian 

Baptist Statement of Faith, on the Doctrine of the Bible, which states ‘We believe 

…the Bible – the word of God written by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit – is the only 

rule and norm of faith and behaviour in this life … In religious matters, the Bible is 

the only authority; it is sufficient for our teaching and there is no need for support 

from tradition’ (Bunaciu, ed G Keith Parker, 1982: 218, my italics).   Significantly for 

this discussion, there is no acknowledgement of the place of the church in 

interpreting Scripture. 
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By contrast, the Romanian Orthodox appeal to both Scripture and to their holy 

tradition.47  Bria sees the tradition of the church as an essential basis for mission 

when he asserts:   ‘Fidelity to the tradition has two focal points:  a defensive, 

conservative role of protecting the tradition received; and a creative, critical, 

missionary role of transmitting the retained tradition’.  He concludes significantly:  

‘The Bible, which is an essential part of the deposit of tradition, cannot be used as a 

principle to introduce discontinuity into the tradition’ (my italics).   ‘Unique though the 

Bible’s authority is in the church, the church also has its own life in Christ which is 

expressed beyond the written testimonies…Tradition … carries the content of the 

gospel.  Tradition is the principle of ‘transmission’ because the faith received is 

always a faith transmitted’ (1995: 37).  

 

Bria’s explicit statement that holy tradition is the final authority, so Scripture should 

be interpreted according to tradition, is rejected emphatically by the Baptists.  Baptist 

leader Negruţ48, in his paper ‘Searching for the true apostolic church’, observes that 

in the Orthodox Church 

 

Holy Scripture is simply part of the Holy Tradition.  Nevertheless, this 

approach calls for clarification concerning the relationship between Tradition 

and Scripture … If the Orthodox Church is infallible, the teachings of its 

churches must necessarily be consistent and coherent (1998).  

 

He concludes that ‘the Orthodox Church has preferred to hide behind the claim that 

the Holy Spirit guards it from errors.  Hence, they fail to argue their claims effectively’ 

(1998). 

 

The differences between the two churches are not only theological, but also founded 

on different approaches to theology governed by their different understandings of 

spiritual authority.  Negruţ’s desire that the Orthodox Church should organise its 

theology is typical of a categorical western approach, and he complains ‘Orthodox 

theologians avoid systematic formulation of their teachings’ (1998).  By contrast, the 

apophatic Orthodox approach ‘lies not in developing theological systems but on the 

mystical union between God and the believer in the absence of all intellectual 

knowledge’ (1998).  These two theological streams have historically different 

philosophical sources, and an understanding of this on both sides is an essential 

prerequisite to any dialogue on the subject of mission. 

 

For the Baptist then, motivation to mission depends on the power of Scripture acting 

on the life of the individual believer in the church as Christ’s body, through the work 

of the Holy Spirit, so that each believer has a personal responsibility to share the 

                                                             
47

 (distinguished from ecclesiastical tradition) 
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 Dr Paul Negruţ is rector of Emanuel (Baptist) university, a leading Baptist scholar and an 
evangelical authority on Orthodox theology.  Emanuel university is the only government-accredited 
evangelical university in Europe. 
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Christian faith with those who do not have that personal relationship with God.  For 

the Orthodox, the church is missionary by its very nature, and although Bria calls on 

church leaders to reinvigorate their understanding of the role of the laity, the same 

commitment to personal responsibility is less important than the role of the church as 

a whole, celebrating the life of the Trinity in the liturgy, encouraging its members 

towards theosis and playing a responsible part in the renewal of society.  

 

Mission in Romania:  whose spiritual responsibility? 

Other elements also play their part in the separation of the two approaches.  Bria is 

in favour of the ROC taking the main share of responsibility in the spiritual renewal of 

the nation.  He asserts the ‘Christian character of the Romanian people and their 

history’ (1999: 164) and the unique role of the ROC as the soil in which Romanian 

culture is rooted.  He pleads the legitimacy of the church’s pastoral concern for 

national integrity and spiritual identity.  He refutes claims that the ROC under 

communism collaborated with the regime, convinced that the priority for Patriarchs 

Justinian (1977 – 86) and Teoctist (1986 – 2007) was the pastoral care of the people 

and the ongoing life of the church.  Although he is clear about the weaknesses in the 

outlook of the church, he calls for a move from ‘Romanian Orthodoxy’ to a ‘territorial, 

sociological approach of “Orthodoxy in Romania”’ (1999: 172) as being more 

appropriate for a democratic and pluralist society.   

 

He insists that the ROC is not just an instrument serving a so-called Christian 

society, and he refutes the understanding of the church in purely sociological terms.  

For him, the ROC is ‘the extension in time and space of the apostolic Pentecost 

community, in which the Spirit of God is at work’ (1999: 170) and that this is the true 

spiritual heritage of the Romanian people.   

 

While affirming freedom for all religious groups, Bria argues that ‘the evangelical 

Protestant movement denies the Christian character of the Romanian people and 

history’ (1999: 164) and what he calls ‘evangelical universalism’ is flawed in that it 

has lost the understanding of the local church.  He inveighs against foreign 

evangelists, who have encouraged a privatized form of religion and the 

deconstruction of Orthodox ‘illusions’ regarding an established church.  He claims 

that they set up false distinctions, conflating Orthodoxy with totalitarianism and 

Protestantism with democracy.  The Protestant understanding of personal 

commitment to Christ is seen as ‘private faith’:  by contrast, the Orthodox 

understanding is that faith is a gift of God to believers, so that God can work through 

them in synergia.   

 

Historical reasons also play a large part in Bria’s reasoning that the ROC should be 

the main instrument of mission and evangelism in Romania.  The Greek Catholics 

are mistaken, he says, in understanding Orthodoxy as a rite rather than as a holistic 

view of life, and the dissemination of their views is a form of proselytism against the 

ROC.  This is important background to the reasons for the anger of the ROC to the 
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evangelistic activity of neo-Protestant groups, who appear to draw away Romanians 

from their ethnic Orthodox Church. 

 

Bria repeats his disagreement with what he sees as the neo-Protestants’ ‘individual’ 

experience of the faith, which is incompatible with the Orthodox understanding of the 

church.  He is unhappy with their lack of concern for canonical territory, their 

understanding of the church as a movement rather than an institution, and the 

attempt of conservative evangelicals in the west to propose economic sanctions in 

order to improve religious rights, which he sees as being against the Orthodox.  In 

particular, he calls for better regulation of religious freedom, for more discipline for 

the neo-Protestant churches and for the condemnation of ‘destructive proselytism, 

intolerant missions, and dangerous sects’ (1999: 172).  He expresses anxiety over 

what he feels is the unregulated onrush of neo-Protestant activity, which is perceived 

as an intolerable threat.   

 

Instead, he wants the ROC to tackle its internal problems and to take more seriously 

its role in the reconstruction of the nation and the place of Romania in Europe.  The 

ROC has a unique part to play in the new Europe and ‘must be prepared to face 

Europe’s idols, fears, uncertainties and abuses of power’ (1999: 173).  He sees 

Romania as being at the crossroads of Europe, and has a vision for its Latin and 

Byzantine Orthodox character, acting as a bridge between east and west.  The 

Orthodox faith is not a matter of evangelization or proselytism, but a treasure to be 

shared.   While accepting that the Orthodox have things to learn from other church 

traditions, he is clear that ‘it is inappropriate to apply Western categories or American 

guidelines for religious life to the Romanian situation’ (1999: 174). 

 

Romanian Baptists remain unmoved by this passionate Orthodox claim to be the 

authentic spiritual guide for Romania.  Their continued concern for those who do not 

have a personal relationship with Christ, and the lack of evangelical witness in the 

villages and towns of Romania, motivate their ongoing evangelistic outreach 

throughout the country.  The opposition of Orthodox priests serves only to confirm 

their sense of the validity of their outreach, illustrating for them a lack of true faith in 

these hostile attitudes, (ed Randall, 2005: 32) and therefore the need for an 

interiorisation of faith in Orthodox Church members. 

 

Romanian Baptist theologians take issue with the Orthodox theological approach.  

They consider that the more optimistic understanding of sin in Orthodoxy inevitably 

leads to a different understanding of salvation from that in Baptist theology, and this 

in turn affects the Orthodox attitude to evangelism.  Bartos returns to the history of 

the development of the two theological traditions, noting that western theology is 

more ‘reserved and pessimistic, humanity being considered corrupt, sinful and in 

need of radical intervention on the part of the Divinity’.  The western hermeneutical 

approach  
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moves from Atonement towards Incarnation, not the other way around.  The 

cross reveals the Son of God as victim; whereby God satisfies His justice 

through the voluntary sacrifice of Jesus; it is the climax of the revelation of the 

divine Logos (ed Randall, 2005: 47). 

 

He contrasts this with the way the Orthodox Church ‘views everything more 

optimistically:  humanity has the potential to continue the process of deification 

started with the creation of human beings and the universe …   This approach to 

hermeneutics moves from Incarnation to Atonement’ (2005: 47). 

 

This is a different understanding of sin and the doctrine of the fall:  ‘The transmission 

of sin was not something sinful and radical, transmitted from Adam to us, but simply 

the transmission of mortality which becomes the cause for sin’ (2005:55-56).  For the 

Orthodox therefore, salvation is primarily victory over death, which includes victory 

over sin.  For the Baptist, it is the other way around. 

 

Bartos goes on to address the question of personal versus communitarian sin.  For 

the Baptist, repentance, faith and salvation must be personal first, for it to become a 

living reality in community.  Although he allows that neither evangelicals nor 

Orthodox are claiming that sin is only individual, or only personal,  

 

the massive authority given to the Church as institution in the Orthodox 

tradition creates the impression that the Church is the one who is taking care, 

not only of the body of tradition but also of members’ spiritual life.  The 

problem, thus, is that personal salvation is too easily replaced by 

communitarian salvation (2005: 57) 

 

and he traces this directly to the Orthodox theandric understanding of ecclesiology.   

If the church itself is a continuation of the incarnation or is somehow the 

personification of Christ in the world and therefore the only place for redemption, 

this, claims Bartos, will affect the way of preaching the Gospel and the moral way of 

living. 

 

The opposition of the two traditions is further exacerbated by the insistence of the 

Baptist on personal appropriation of faith, which is understood by the Orthodox to be 

a form of individualism, in direct conflict with the holistic understanding of the 

individual as only being fully Christian within the community of the Orthodox Church.  

The personal nature of faith is conflated with a privatization of faith, which Bria 

associates with an evangelical form of universalism and a loss of the understanding 

of the local church.  

 

This also raises the question of personal freedom, which Baptists understand as 

each person having a choice as to what they believe.  When they evangelise, they 

offer the Gospel of Christ, but they are always aware that the individual has the right 
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to decide.  The Orthodox find themselves forced to do business with this 

understanding as it is implicit in a western-style pluralist society such as Romania is 

becoming.  However, they consider that such an understanding of individual freedom 

is heavily influenced by western anthropocentrism and post-enlightenment, 

rationalist and post-modern concepts.  They view personal freedom as a theological 

concept, a gift of God to those who believe in him.   

 

Again, this clash of world-views leads to much misunderstanding, but also has much 

potential for mutual study and examination.  What is true Christian freedom?  Both 

would agree it is a gift of God, but it is interpreted differently.  Personal freedom 

bestowed through salvation is not only part of the believer’s identity, as understood 

by the Orthodox, but also brings spiritual responsibility, as in the Baptist 

understanding.  Discussions on the nature of personal responsibility have the 

potential to enrich both sides. 

 

Sufficient has been said about the contrasts to illustrate why the ROC considers it 

has the primary right to be the guardian of the spiritual life of the nation, and why the 

Baptist church considers that the ROC is failing in this responsibility, leading to the 

spiritually ‘lost’ state of many Romanian people.  The Baptists assert that this 

situation demands a fresh approach, emphasizing the reality of sin and the need not 

only for repentance, but for a personal appropriation of salvation, leading to a 

change of attitudes, values and lifestyle.   Hancock-Stefan laments 

 

How often have we Protestants participated in the (Orthodox) baptismal 

service, where the godparents know nothing about Jesus Christ or his 

salvation?  The godparents were not converted, the child was not converted, 

and on rare occasions the priest was not converted either (ed Gundry and 

Stamoolis, 2004: 103). 

 

Consideration will now be given to how these contrasting principles are currently 

worked out in practice, and the impact this has on church relationships. 

 

 

Romanian Baptist and Orthodox mission and evangelism in practice  

A large number of neo-Protestant churches in Romania have links with American 

churches, and American evangelists draw big crowds.  For example, Franklin 

Graham attracted nearly 77,000 people to a week-long event in Timişoara in July 

2008, and included in the programme was the distribution of hundreds of thousands 

of gift boxes by Samaritans Purse, a charity of which he is president.  (Christian Post 

website 2008).   

 

The Romanian diaspora is also influential in Baptist evangelism.  Romanian Baptist 

churches in the United States, such as Biserica Betania in Los Angeles, send 
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evangelistic teams to villages without Baptist churches with the intention of planting a 

church every four years.  (Scop si viziune [Purpose and Vision] website, 2009) 

 

Evangelistic initiatives in Romania regularly take place by American churches, 

partnering with local Romanian neo-Protestants.  Initiatives by Baptist pastors often 

have much support from American Baptists.  Many Romanian Baptist churches have 

a tradition of regular evangelism events throughout the country.   

 

Baptists in Sibiu 

There are several Baptist churches in Sibiu, the largest being Biserica Betania where 

Poplăcean is pastor.  He used to be vice-president of the Baptist Union in Romania 

and is involved in its mission department.  He is also involved with MIR, the 

International Mission of Romania, and with Radio Voice of the Gospel, as well as 

evangelistic television programmes.  American missionaries have worked in Betania 

for many years through the Greater Europe Mission, and it is relevant to consider 

their mission practice, to serve as a contrast with the experience of the writer in 

participating in Orthodox mission, which will follow.  

 

It is normal practice for American missionaries to host teams of young people from 

America to evangelistic summer camps, which take place throughout Romania and 

in all neo-Protestant church traditions.  (Association of Baptists website, 2009)   One 

American couple pastor a very poor Baptist church in the hills near Sibiu, and use 

the opportunities afforded by personal visits to share the Gospel.  They also work 

closely with the Child Evangelism Fellowship in Sibiu and other evangelical churches 

to run Vacation Bible Schools in villages. 

 

Betania church regularly runs evangelistic events, and Poplăcean always co-

ordinates social projects and evangelistic outreach.  In the autumn of 2008 he took a 

team to a village in the south of the country where they spent a day collecting 

rubbish.  In the evening Poplăcean gave an evangelistic message in the courtyard of 

the village clinic, purchased and renovated by the church, which had sent a young 

woman doctor there to work as a medical missionary.  Some Baptist missionaries 

are now working in a more holistic way, living amongst a host community, offering 

practical help and teaching as well as Bible studies and evangelism by personal 

example, seeking to ‘make disciples rather than converts’.49 

 

Orthodox in Alba Iulia 

Archbishop Andrei Andreicuţ of the diocese of Alba Iulia is unique amongst 

Romanian Orthodox bishops for his multi-faceted and vigorous promulgation of 

mission.  In its cause, he founded both a seminary and a theology faculty where he 

is Dean.  He set up a religious publishing house, Reintregirea, and a religious radio 

station.  His quarters house the pilgrimage centre, he built a monastery dedicated to 
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St John the Baptist, and his staff relies on a small convent or ‘schit’ for hospitality for 

visitors.  During Lent he invites visiting speakers to the Casa Cultura, where they 

speak to packed audiences of young people.   

 

The role he gave us was that of teaching.  He saw English as a pathway for broader 

understanding and better dialogue with non-Orthodox.  He sought our views on the 

challenges of secularism to the church, and allowed my husband to team-teach with 

some of his staff members in order to bring an Anglican understanding to this topic.  

Discussions took place with students concerning ways of applying this information 

relevantly to their future ministries.    

 

For Andreicuţ, the goal of mission is through the increasing theosis of the Orthodox 

faithful, sanctifying those around them.50  For this reason he titles one of his books 

‘Can we live in a more beautiful way?’ (‘Mai putem trăi frumos?’ 2004).  His mission 

aim is for people to live more holy lives, as in this way they will shed light in the 

world.   He starts his book with observations about the evils that have come upon 

society, but strongly refutes a pessimistic attitude on the grounds that God created 

the world and it is therefore beautiful, and that human beings are given dignity by 

God.  His premise is that ‘a person with beautiful and healthy ideas will act correctly.  

Do not let us forget the old saying:  ideas are those which bring light’ (2004: 9). 

 

Andreicuţ is an example of the holistic mission approach of Orthodoxy which 

attempts to penetrate every area of life.  At the heart of his understanding of mission 

is the celebration of the Divine Liturgy, expressed also in his often-repeated remark 

‘Christ is everything’.  The clear impression is of someone whose own spiritual life is 

devoted to Christ and whose mission activity arises out of this devotion and 

understanding of the task Christ has given the church, to be sent to ‘make disciples’ 

as he was sent by the Father in his redemptive mission  (Kozhuharov, 2006: 7). 

 

Andreicuţ is not only concerned with local issues.  He and his theological staff have a 

lively interest in Europe and a clear vision of the place the ROC can play in its future.  

Each year he organizes an international symposium of European scholars, with a 

theme reflecting current European concerns, in which my husband was invited to 

take part.  He consciously works within the bigger picture of the ROC both within and 

outside the country:   

 

There is also another aspect of mission in the ROC, with the many 

Romanians who migrate to the west for work.  Now for this reason two 

metropoliates have been set up, one in Paris and the other in Nuremberg…  

This is a special form of mission for Romanians in the west…  I believe that 

the ROC needs to think about mission also in non-Christian lands, for 
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example in Africa or Asia…  Some people say that we haven’t finished yet in 

Romania, but we shall never finish here – never!  (Interview 1)   

 

Andreicuţ sees mission in the historical context of his country, its aim being to renew 

the life of the Romanian Orthodox, to support those who have gone abroad, and by 

implication to use this as a springboard for promulgating the ROC in other countries.  

To engage in mission is to engage in the deepening of Orthodox spiritual life and the 

spread of the ROC. 

 

Mission in terms of ‘evangelism’ was a foreign concept to his staff.  Although teams 

of students went with members of staff to local churches on ‘misiune’, this consisted 

of taking a normal service, the liturgy being seen as the mission.  This raises the 

question of whether some of the problems between the Orthodox and evangelical 

understandings of mission may be linguistic, with certain words carrying 

connotations that are non-Orthodox and therefore unacceptable.  One of these key 

words is ‘evangelism’ itself – this is seen as a western concept, and is associated in 

the Orthodox mind with the preaching of the Gospel to those of no faith at all.  There 

are more acceptable terms for what western evangelicals loosely call ‘evangelism’.  

Orthodox colleagues thought much more in terms of ‘renewal’ or ‘re-catechisation’, a 

calling-back of the lapsed faithful to the centrality of their faith, the building of a 

repentant, humble and devout people. 

 

 

Reflection:  Baptist and Orthodox approaches to mission   

The missionary vision, zeal and even the methods of Andreicuţ and Poplăcean are 

superficially similar, combining a desire to see spiritual transformation with a wider 

vision for mission to embrace both all Romanians and those outside Romania.   

 

Both men combine social projects with spiritual teaching, believing that diakonia is 

an essential part of mission.  It is therefore ironic that the Orthodox continue to 

complain that the Baptists use material aid to entice believers away from the ROC.  

Himcinschi comments  

 

We have a situation even here in Alba, somewhere, there’s a colony of 

Rroma, … where the Orthodox have succeeded in building a church, and a 

Baptist mission exists – one can see their meeting house for prayer, called 

The River of Life, - and tension has been created because every time Baptist 

missionaries come they come with clothes and gifts and ask in return that they 

present themselves at prayer at the Baptist church.  We Orthodox believe this 

is not good that belief should be manipulated with this material aid (Interview 

2).   

 

He does not however see the work of Filantropia, an interconfessional diaconal 

project set up by Andreicuț, as a form of material enticement. 
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There are contrasts between Baptist and Orthodox approaches to mission.  Despite 

the strong confessionalism of the Orthodox, we as non-Orthodox were invited to 

teach with them and they regularly had visiting lecturers from other confessions.  

This however is still unusual. The Baptists on the other hand would not ask non-

Baptists to teach on the grounds that their theology may not be considered 

sufficiently evangelical, and our theological stance as evangelical Anglicans was 

always viewed by them with reservation.     

 

The Romanian Orthodox consider that Romanians should belong to their own 

Orthodox Church, and that mission is encouraging people back to a whole-life 

commitment to God within that church.  The Baptist church works on western 

evangelical lines and considers that Romanians who do not have a personal 

relationship with Christ are in need of hearing about it, regardless of what they 

consider to be often nominal church adherence, and that people have the freedom to 

respond.  Poplăcean’s opinion is that ‘In the theological area we are just so different 

it is almost impossible to work together’ (Interview 4). 

 

It is not difficult to see why the Baptists find the Orthodox concept of mission alien, 

centred as it is in the divine liturgy and radiating outwards through the lives of its 

members in ‘the liturgy after the liturgy’.  By contrast, the evangelism of the Baptists 

and other evangelical churches is experienced as a counter-move by the Orthodox 

to all that they are hoping and working for.  This alienation is further exacerbated by 

what the Orthodox insist is proselytism, which I now explore for its significance as 

the fiercest battleground between the denominations. 

 

The influence of proselytism 

It has become clear that the two church traditions, in promulgating their different 

approaches, were headed for collision from the fall of communism,  most clearly 

illustrated in the battleground of what the Orthodox call proselytism.  This became 

such an issue in Orthodox countries that in March 1992 Orthodox primates from all 

over the world met in the Phanar and produced a pan-Orthodox statement 

announcing that the preaching of ‘certain Protestant fundamentalists’ in Orthodox 

countries was unacceptable,  ‘since in these countries the Gospel has already been 

preached for many centuries.  Proselytism … is absolutely condemned by the 

Orthodox … (it) poisons the relations among Christians and destroys the road 

towards their unity’ (WCC, ed Limouris, 1992: 197).  

 

At the eleventh WCC conference on world mission and evangelism, in Salvador, 

Brazil in 1996, Metropolitan Kirill of Smolensk and Kaliningrad claimed that the 

collapse of communism in Russia had resulted in ‘hordes of missionaries’ who had  

 

rushed in, believing the former Soviet Union to be a vast missionary territory.  

They behaved as though no local churches existed, no gospel was being 
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proclaimed …our fellow Christians … have started fighting with our church …. 

buying people with so-called humanitarian aid  …All this has led to an almost 

complete rupture of the ecumenical relations developed during the previous 

decades (WCC, ed Duraisingh, 1998: 90-91).   

 

This view was frequently expressed to us by Romanian Orthodox clergy, summed up 

by Himcinschi:  

 

After the revolution there invaded in the country more Baptist missionary 

preachers, who, in our opinion, did proselytism.  And tension appeared 

between the Orthodox and the Baptists in certain places where there was no 

Baptist population…    And we believe that, immediately after 1990, it was 

strongly insisted to these Baptist missionaries that, instead of making links 

with the Baptist community and re-evangelising the Baptist communities, they 

should turn their attention on the Orthodox.  This increased the tension 

(Interview 2).    

 

Proselytism is the biggest issue between the Orthodox and other church traditions.  

In response to requests concerning the issue of proselytism51, the WCC Central 

Committee approved this definition:   

 

‘Proselytism’ is now used to mean the encouragement of Christians who 

belong to a church to change their denominational allegiance, through ways 

and means that ‘contradict the spirit of Christian love, violate the freedom of 

the human person and diminish trust in the Christian witness of the church … 

Proselytism is ‘the corruption of witness’.  On the surface, proselytism may 

appear as genuine and enthusiastic missionary activity; and some people 

involved in it are genuinely committed Christians who believe that they are 

doing mission in Christ’s way.  It is the aim, spirit and methodology of this 

activity that make it proselytism (WCC, 1997: 467). 

 

The document catalogues nine characteristics which distinguish proselytism from 

authentic Christian witness: 

 caricaturing the doctrines, beliefs and practices of another church tradition 

 assuming that one’s church is the only true church and that all other baptisms 

are invalid 

 portraying one’s church as being more moral or spiritual than others 

 seizing people from another church when that church is in trouble 

 offering material benefits as an inducement to joining one’s church 

                                                             
51

 eg 1989 request of the Central Committee in Moscow to “take up this issue (of proselytism) for 
further study and action”.  Also 1993 request by the fifth World Conference on Faith and Order, 
Santiago de Compostela, which asked for a “new and broader study of mission, evangelism and 
proselytism.” 
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 using different forms of pressure and historical argument to win people to 

one’s own church 

 taking advantage of people’s ignorance 

 using violence or other forms of pressure to induce people to change their 

church tradition 

 exploiting people’s personal circumstances in an attempt to induce them to 

join one’s own church  (1997: 468). 

 

Proselytism, claims the document, is a perversion of authentic Christianity, bringing 

about strife and division.  However, it is always possible that people freely choose to 

move from one church tradition to another, and this should be understood and 

accepted.  Churches are also challenged to assess their own lives, honestly trying to 

see if there might be a reason for their people wishing to change allegiance.   

 

The document calls for responsible relationships in mission, pointing to the 

constructive nature of common witness, and issuing guidelines for study and 

reflection.  These can, however, be interpreted to suggest the understanding of 

‘canonical territory’ espoused by the Orthodox,  

 

according to which the local church already present in any place is primarily 

responsible for the Christian life of the people there and no other Christian 

individual, group or church may act or establish ecclesial structures without 

consulting and cooperating with the local church (1997: 469). 

 

This inevitably raises major issues for the Romanian Baptist church, with their 

experience of Orthodox hostility.  The Romanian Baptist Union does not belong 

either to the WCC or the Conference of European Churches, and therefore does not 

subscribe to the guidelines, considering that they would infringe their religious liberty.  

As contended by leading Baptist Erich Geldbach52, 

 

Religious liberty includes the right of people to change their religious 

affiliation, or to have none at all, without any civil advantage or disadvantage 

… religious liberty refutes the notion that any church or religion has, by 

tradition, a claim to a geographical area as its own  (1999: 25-26). 

 

This of course runs directly counter to the Orthodox notion of canonical territory.  

Despite this, Geldbach is in agreement that proselytism is unacceptable when it is 

defined as  

 

an attempt to win converts from another religious community by applying 

ignoble means as e.g.  promising money … taking advantage of a person’s 
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 Dr Erich Geldbach is retired Baptist Professor of Church History and Ecumenical Studies at Philipps 
University in Marburg, Germany and a leader in the Baptist World Alliance. 
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health situation to secure a conversion .. threatening a person in legal terms 

…coercing a person into unwanted religious behavior (1999: 27).   

 

This is in agreement with some of the WCC guidelines, and there is another sign of 

hope for interchurch relationships when Geldbach, in common with most Baptists, 

distinguishes between proselytism and evangelism:   

 

Evangelism … is an attempt to preach the gospel to the unchurched.  It is 

done in the hope that people may be converted … all persons have the right 

to evangelize ... it may happen that a person is persuaded to leave his or her 

previous affiliation in order to join another religious group.  Those Christian 

churches who readily voice the charge of proselytism in these cases should 

realize that there are different ways of authentic Christian discipleship or living 

a Christian life (1999: 27). 

 

Geldbach further emphasizes this distinction when he concludes that evangelism is a  

 

special form of Christian witness to the unchurched  … If Baptist evangelists 

try to proselytize among active members of other Christian churches for the 

purpose of increasing the numbers of he Baptist denomination, they fail to 

fulfill their calling  (1999: 28). 

 

Although this appears to offer hope, the distinction between evangelism and 

proselytism is not made by the Romanian Orthodox in practice.  Proselytism 

therefore comes to mean any activity by other church traditions which might result in 

Romanians joining that church rather than attending the local Orthodox Church, and 

this includes Romanians who may not attend any church.  Poplăcean, in common 

with Geldbach, considers that these latter are in need of the Gospel and therefore it 

is legitimate to evangelize amongst them, regardless of Orthodox opposition.53  

Consequently, the two churches are at loggerheads before they even begin any 

mission activity. 

 

This traffic is by no means one-way.  Romanian Orthodox, convinced of the 

authenticity of Orthodoxy, and understanding other churches to be at best 

incomplete, and at worst ‘the gates of hell’54, have no compunction about trying to 

persuade members of other church traditions to consider ‘converting’ to Orthodoxy.  

It is true to say they were the only denomination who tried to recruit us while we lived 

in Romania.   At a Lenten gathering in the city of Alba Iulia a visiting American 

Orthodox told stories of Christians in the United States who had moved from other 

church traditions to become Orthodox, and was strongly applauded. In conversation 

with us he commented “How wonderful to be here as an Anglican –what a wonderful 
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 Cf Interview 4 
54

 the term used by a Romanian Orthodox priest to describe a group of Pentecostals in his parish 
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chance to convert to Orthodoxy”. 55   When we discussed this with Orthodox friends, 

they did not accept that this was proselytism, but simply considered it a form of 

rejoicing because people had come to the light of Orthodoxy.   

 

Effects on mission 

This clash of approaches and mutual antipathy has created what Lutheran Bishop 

Christoph Klein calls ‘a new form of competition’ (1998: 475).  Inclusive mission is 

the casualty of these rivalries.  Although both church traditions consider mission a 

necessity, their actions against each other weaken their effectiveness in spreading 

the Gospel and inviting people into deeper Christian commitment.  The fracture in 

relationship is widened by every polemic.   The issue for Romanian Christians is not 

concerned with making disciples, as all church traditions are agreed on its 

importance.  The underlying issue asks the question ‘what kind of Christian?’, with 

one denomination constantly accusing the other of not being authentically Christian 

and therefore not being fit to call people to faith.   

 

Their argument is also about the process whereby people come to faith, or to deeper 

faith.  Evangelicals understand it as the former:  either a person is a true Christian, 

consciously committed to Christ, or they are not.  ‘One of the reasons so many 

people leave the Eastern Orthodox Church is that, in spite of all the liturgy 

presentations, many do not have an inkling about what it means to have a personal 

relationship with God’ (ed. Gundry and Stamoolis, 2004: 100).  The Orthodox 

disagree, believing that all those who are baptized are already Christian, and the 

challenge is to re-catechise them in order for their faith to become real and active:   

 

In conclusion, the answer to the question of cooperation or confrontation 

between Orthodox and Evangelicals must bear in mind the fact that we speak 

about two distinct worlds. Distinctive theological methods lead to distinct 

theologies (Negruţ, 2004). 

 

Will these disagreements continue to feed mutual antipathy?  Klein regards this as a 

‘new challenge for the churches and especially for their mission’ (1998: 475).  It is 

unacceptable, damaging the missionary responsibility of the churches.  He points 

away from inter-church conflict towards questions which are more important:  how 

should the churches together face the challenges of secularism and nationalism, 

which are common to them all?     

 

Despite Klein’s plea for confessional competitiveness to be set aside in the higher 

interest of mission, Baptist and Orthodox approaches look as if there is too much 

theological disagreement between them for there to be any hope of working 

together.  However, there is an indigenous organization which appears to have the 
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 Kimber family letter 11 March 2007, regarding visit of Dr Tristram Engelhardt, a philosophy 
professor at Rice University and professor emeritus in the Department of Medicine and Department of 
Community Medicine at Baylor College of Medicine. 
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potential to bring the two sides together.  This is Oastea Domnului, or the Lord’s 

Army, which considers itself both evangelical and Orthodox.  

 

 

Mission:  the Lord’s Army, both evangelical and Orthodox 

The Lord’s Army (hereinafter LA) was started in the 1920s by an Orthodox priest, 

Iosif Trifa, in Sibiu, as a renewal movement.  Trifa was deeply challenged by his 

observation that, despite all his pastoral work, church people continued to live 

unspiritual lives.  After a night of prayer he began a movement which recalled 

Orthodox to the confession of Christ crucified and holy living.  ‘The Host of the Lord 

is an army which fights under the flag and leadership of Jesus the Redeemer’ (Trifa, 

1996: 9).  

 

At first Trifa worked with the Metropolitan Nicolae Bălan in Sibiu, but as the 

movement grew and Trifa’s reputation spread, the two men fell out.  Although Trifa 

was a convinced Orthodox and encouraged the LA to be the same, and to bring 

about renewal from within the church, the movement was eventually seen as 

challenging the church’s authority.  LA priests were removed from their posts and 

replaced by traditionalists who circumscribed the freedom of the movement.  Trifa 

himself was defrocked and vilified, (Ţon, 1993) although he has been reinstated 

since the revolution. In response, the LA began to build its own worship rooms, 

which are regarded as challenges to Orthodox authority.  

  

These days the movement is split mainly between those who consider Orthodox 

adherence of primary importance, and those who are more evangelical.  Evangelism 

in the sense of looking for a personal commitment to Christ is carried out by regional 

groups who are much closer to neo-Protestant theology.  They do not necessarily 

support their local Orthodox Churches, (although many do), and consider their own 

meetings an acceptable substitute, although these are services of the word and do 

not include the Eucharist.  There is a strong emphasis on preaching and a style of 

life very similar to neo-protestant practice.  These regional meetings are attended by 

thousands. 

  

Their evangelism takes two forms.  Large meetings are called ‘evanghelizare’ and 

include up to ten preachers.  It is normal for a number of people to go forward at the 

end of the meeting to confess their sins, often with tears, and ‘make a covenant’, a 

sign of personal commitment not only to God but also to the LA.   

 

Their second method of evangelism consists of youth summer camps, which are 

aimed primarily at discipling LA youngsters, but which always include evangelistic 

preaching and opportunities for people to make a personal commitment.  Some of 

these camps are more overtly Orthodox than others, with the campers being taken to 

the local church for confession and communion. 
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The LA would therefore seem ideally placed as a means of inclusive mission, as it is 

not only the evangelistic movement within the ROC, but also a natural bridge 

between Orthodox and neo-Protestant.  They are an indigenous movement and 

therefore cannot be accused of importing non-Romanian culture. 

 

However, they are regarded by the ROC with suspicion.  Orthodox leaders express 

unease about a movement that does not seem to be fully under their authority.  

There is strong suspicion that much of the LA is sympathetic to the neo-Protestants.  

Neo-Protestants are aware of this sympathy, expressed mainly by younger members 

of the LA, and have no compunction about attracting them to their own camps and 

offering gifts in the process.   There are many stories of LA Orthodox becoming 

Baptist, evidenced by George Hancock-Stefan’s experience of his Orthodox parents 

becoming Baptist, (ed Gundry and Stamoolis, 2004:  2005) or joining other neo-

Protestant churches.  This does the LA no good in the eyes of the ROC. 

 

As one member put it, ‘some of the LA are evangelistic first and Orthodox second:  

others are Orthodox first and evangelists second’, and this continues to feed their 

internal divisions with some major leadership rivalries.   

 

Many of the LA challenges arise out of their lack of theological study and reflection, 

with some notable but rare exceptions, and this has been true from the start of the 

movement.  Trifa never clarified the relationship between groups of people with a 

dynamic personal faith and the church to which they nominally belonged.  

Leadership has also always been an issue, with the movement fearing the 

authoritarianism of the ROC under which they have suffered, while at the same time 

holding to their Orthodoxy as being part of their identity:   

 

Since the Lord’s Army does not aim at theological clarification, for the time 

being the main part of their activity is invested in meetings, missions, 

organizations, publishing and charity. In the absence of theological 

clarifications, however, their activism does not resolve the existing tensions 

within the movement’ (Negruţ, 1994).  

 

This illustrates the ambivalence at the heart of the LA.  Despite their claim to 

Orthodoxy, many do not either understand or fully embrace Orthodox ecclesiology, 

nor subscribe to the view that the Holy Liturgy is the expression of the Gospel and 

that participation in the Liturgy brings about a mysterious union with the divine life 

which then feeds the believer and impels him to ‘the Liturgy beyond the Liturgy’.  

Large elements of the LA think in evangelical theological categories, seeing faith in 

personal terms alone and evaluating Orthodoxy as wanting in holiness and devotion 

to God, poor in preaching skills, lacking altogether in evangelism and therefore not 

worthy of respect.  There is very little understanding of the distinctiveness of the two 

confessional approaches; one young leader, who had studied in both Orthodox and 
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Baptist faculties of theology, described the differences as ‘the same mamaliga56 with 

different hats’.    

 

The lack of theological self-understanding, the distrust of the Orthodox hierarchy and 

the attraction of evangelical spirituality while at the same time maintaining a distance 

from evangelical churches, weakens the LA as an evangelistic movement, neither 

fully accepting nor fully accepted by either church tradition.  The disagreements 

within the movement concerning the measure of their Orthodoxy may eventually 

deepen into real divisions.   If they were to understand their evangelistic task in 

terms of Orthodox renewal, they could certainly become an evangelistic force within 

Orthodoxy to be reckoned with.   Until then they will remain on the margins of the 

ROC, and their lack of theological clarity means that the LA as a whole is unable to 

function as a reconciling force between evangelical and Romanian Orthodox. 

 

Despite this bleak assessment, and the continuing deep and angry divisions 

between the church traditions, there are attempts to build better relationships.  These 

will now be investigated, to see if they are sufficient to act as a springboard for 

inclusive mission. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS 

 

Ecumenical context  

The maelstrom of different currents in the development of the churches since the fall 

of communism in Romania, and the very different and sometimes opposing 

understandings of mission, have exacerbated the difficulties between the Baptist and 

Orthodox Church traditions to the point of hostility and even violence.  Accordingly, 

most western evangelical missionaries in Romania encourage the neo-Protestant 

churches to continue their evangelistic activities without reference to the Orthodox.  

The Baptist experience of Orthodox hostility feeds their fear that any attempt to work 

with them will curtail evangelistic activity.  The Orthodox fear that the Baptists and 

other evangelicals are taking away ‘their’ people and consequently weakening their 

church, and view their evangelistic efforts as ‘spiritual colonialism’ (ed Duraisingh, 

1998: 93).  Implicit in these attitudes is an ecclesiological self-understanding that is 

distinctive to each, and which fears compromise.   

 

Yet without good relationships mission is seriously impaired.  There is a spirit of 

competitiveness between the confessions which weakens all parties and does 

nothing for the witness of the church.  If the command of Jesus is taken seriously, 

this is not an option.  His prayer for his disciples was that they would be one, that the 

world may believe (John 17. 20-21).  Jesus ties together mission in the sense of 

bringing people to believe in him, with the oneness of his disciples.  Evangelism and 

a relationship of unity are constitutive of each other. 

 

Is there a way of affirming ecclesiological distinctiveness, yet building better 

relationships as a necessary precursor to the task of mission?  Despite the major 

and fundamental challenges involved in attempting to answer this question, better 

relationships between the churches are necessary for the advancement of mission in 

Romania.  In this at least both Orthodox and evangelical would agree, as asserted 

by Metropolitan Kirill:  ‘If we save the person we will save the culture, civilization and 

our common future’ (ed Duraisingh, 1998: 94).   

 

Ecumenical work between the historical church traditions has been ongoing in 

Romania both before and since the fall of communism, and its strengths and 

weaknesses will now be considered as to whether this is sufficient to make possible 

an inclusive approach to mission.  After all, the WCC was born in 1948 in the belief 

that ‘the scandal of Christian divisions and denominational rivalries hindered greatly 

the impact of their (the missionaries’) message’ (WCC, Mission and Evangelism, 

2005: intro).  The missionary hope of the Edinburgh Conference in 1910 contributed 

to that birth, and was a major historical influence on the planning of the 2010 

centenary.   The Orthodox and evangelical churches are taking part in discussions 

on mission which specifically include the necessity of 
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witnessing together in unity and cooperation – despite differing ecclesiologies – 

within the context of the burning challenges facing churches everywhere today ‘so 

that the world may believe’ (John 17:21)’ (WCC, Mission, 2005: intro).   

 

Even more relevantly, the Third European Ecumenical Assembly was held in Sibiu, 

Romania in September 2007, and the Assembly message made clear the challenges 

that face the churches in Europe and Romania at present:   

 

The light of Christ leads us to live for others and in communion with one 

another.  Our witness to hope and unity for Europe and for the world will be 

credible only if we continue our journey towards visible unity. Unity is not 

uniformity…In Sibiu we again felt the painful wound of division between our 

Churches. This even concerns our understanding of the Church and its unity. 

The distinct 

historical and cultural developments in Eastern and Western Christianity have 

contributed to these differences (EEA3, 2007: 2). 

 

As an illustration of this, the Baptist union did not take part in the Sibiu Assembly.  

The differences between Baptist and Orthodox constantly prove stronger than 

opportunities offered to them to bring them together.  Confessional understandings 

of ecclesiology and mission, which are part of each church tradition’s identity and 

distinctiveness, have already been considered to establish some of the reasons for 

this, and it has become clear that these theologies often appear to be mutually 

exclusive when considering mission, and are fed by deep mutual mistrust.  It is also 

clear that the study of theology on its own is not sufficient to create relationships of 

trust.  The WCC experience has shown that the effort to achieve unity through 

coming together on theological grounds can sometimes prove sterile in practice.  

The resistance by different confessions, not only the Orthodox, to a ‘lowest common 

denominator’ approach to theology is a reality that must be taken seriously. 

 

Despite all this, there is a history of consistent effort in Romania to build better 

interconfessional relationships which will now be evaluated.   

 

Building relationships:  diakonia 

All confessions believe that caring for the needy is a necessary outworking of the 

nature of the church in the task of mission, and with the advent of membership for 

Romania of the European Union (January 2007), they find they need to work more 

closely with the social projects of other confessions in order to access EU funding.  

The long dark night of communism robbed Romanian churches of training and 

expertise in many areas of social ministry, and in this context the ROC is willing to 

learn from western experience.  Anglican and Lutheran confessions are financially 

supportive of Orthodox social projects.   This is proving positive in building good 

relationships through shared concerns, and finding common spiritual ground in the 

process whilst holding to distinctiveness. 
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Chief amongst these ecumenical projects is AIDRom57.    This is a partnership 

between Orthodox, Lutheran and Reformed churches which was set up in 1991 in 

the wake of the revolution with a wide brief, including not only social care but also 

the development of good ecumenical relations and the provision of education for 

reconciliation.  Its activities include theological dialogue and church co-operation, 

and its conferences tackle some Romania’s major social challenges. 

 

Notable by their absence from these ecumenical activities are the Baptists, who do 

not belong to ecumenical groups of historic churches on theological grounds.  

Baptists do however work ecumenically with other evangelical churches, notably the 

Brethren and Pentecostals, creating a second ecumenical stream in Romania.  This 

is not always an easy relationship and often breaks down.  Distinctiveness can be 

held at the expense of unity. 

 

World Vision (hereinafter WV) is an evangelical Christian humanitarian organisation 

working amongst needy children in Romania, in partnership with government 

agencies and also both Orthodox and Baptist denominations.  WV’s creative 

approach to ecumenical relationships has led to the project ‘Gospel Light’, whereby 

they have developed religious instruction materials for use in the ROC58 and training 

for priests and religious instruction teachers.  This is a very rare, if not unique 

example of evangelical input into Orthodox teaching, and works because of its 

willingness to assist the ROC with its own mission of re-catechising its people, its 

respect for Orthodox ecclesiastical authority and its formal support by the Patriarch.59  

The success of this partnership evidences that it is possible for evangelicals and the 

ROC to work together in mission, provided the evangelicals are prepared to 

contribute to the Orthodox agenda.  Although this works for an interconfessional 

evangelical para-church organisation like WV, which has established trust, it is a 

different story for the indigenous churches, who feel they would have too much to 

lose, as this investigation makes clear.  

 

There are numerous other social projects in Romania, both secular and religious.  

Many NGOs claim that they work ecumenically because they appoint members of 

different church traditions to staff positions, but this tends to be a by-product of the 

process rather than the aim.60  Nonetheless, some have been successful in building 
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 Their website can be found at <http://www.aidrom.ro> [accessed 27 August 2009] 
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 World Vision also agreed in October 2009 to support the publication, translation and dissemination 
of ‘The Way’, an Orthodox introduction to the Christian faith written by members of the Institute for 
Christian Orthodox Studies in Cambridge, UK. 
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 More details can be found at the Gospel Light Worldwide website, category Romania at 
<http://gospellightworldwide.org/?cat=19> [accessed 27 August 2009] 
60

Our initial experience, in joining a small NGO in Sibiu which affirmed itself to be ecumenical in 
purpose, was of a staff who claimed nominal affiliation to either Orthodox or Greek-Catholic 
confessions, but who did not attend any church and were secular in outlook.  

http://gospellightworldwide.org/?cat=19
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working relationships between evangelical and Orthodox.  ARAPAMESU61 in Sibiu 

was run by an American Catholic nun, who employed people from all denominations 

and won respect and support from the ROC.  This was not to be taken for granted, 

as the then Metropolitan of Sibiu expressed hostility towards other confessions and 

often forbade his priests to be involved. 

 

By contrast, the diocese of Alba Iulia works ecumenically with the Roman Catholic 

charity Caritas and Lutheran Diakonia in social welfare through the charitable 

organization Filantropia, established by Archbishop Andreicuţ,  which oversees more 

than thirty social projects with children and the elderly.   Again it must be noted that 

this charity is between members of the historic churches and not with evangelicals, 

whose charitable efforts are seen as proselytisation (Interview 2). 

 

Altogether, although there has been some success in evangelical and Orthodox 

working together in diakonia, and some mutual respect on a personal basis has been 

created and maintained, it is observable that it does not necessarily lead to improved 

interconfessional relationships overall.   

 

Building relationships:   Bible translation 

Although the Baptist churches do not believe that the Orthodox honour the Bible, in 

fact Baptists and Orthodox work together on Bible projects.62  The Interconfessional 

Bible Society of Romania has thirteen partners which include both Baptists and 

Orthodox.  As well as working on translations, the Bible Society is active in 

promoting the Romanian Bible in the army, prisons, schools, among children and the 

elderly, and in Braille.  It is presently working on a new translation of the New 

Testament and emphasises that this will be a non-confessional work, and indeed 

their mission statement underlines its non-confessional nature.63 

 

However, in practice the study of the Bible can also create hostility.  There is an 

ongoing argument about translations, with the Orthodox insisting that their own 

translation is truer than the one used by the neo-Protestants, and pointing to some 

evangelical versions where the word for ‘idols’ is translated by the word for ‘icons’.  

This confessional approach is deeply divisive, and is exacerbated by opposing 

understandings of authority, whereby Orthodox must be taught by the church 

through their priests, whereas evangelicals are encouraged to study the Bible for 

themselves.  Even between Orthodox there are arguments about the different 

translations, with members of the LA preferring the so-called ‘Cornilescu’ version, 
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 The Romanian-American Association for the Promotion of Health, Education and Human Services.  
For more details see their website at  <http://www.geocities.com/arapamesu> [accessed 27 August 
2009] 
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 cf p 129 of this thesis 
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 ‘Nu promovează sub nici o formă puncte de vedere cu caracter confesiona’ (‘it (the Society) does 
not promote in any way points of view of a confessional character’) Declaratie de Misiune, Societate 
Biblica, http://www.societateabiblica.ro/Files/misiune.html [accessed 27 August 2009] (para 1) 

http://www.societateabiblica.ro/Files/misiune.html
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whereas the ROC insists on the use of its official version, produced by the ROC’s 

Institute for Bible and Mission in 2001.   

 

Building relationships:  common prayer and worship 

Worship and prayer in common happens in Romania largely in a formal ecumenical 

context.  AIDRom has created an ecumenical commission which has taken the lead 

in establishing country-wide ecumenical events such as the Week of Prayer for 

Christian Unity each year, which includes the Women’s World Day of Prayer, and 

interconfessional and international conferences on such subjects as the Charta 

Oecumenica.   It was a major player in the third European Ecumenical Assembly in 

Sibiu in September 2007.64 

 

In Sibiu, the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity was an interesting example of the 

outworking of AIDRom’s approach.  An interconfessional service was held every 

evening in a church of each tradition in rotation, and included Orthodox, Roman 

Catholic, Hungarian Reformed, Saxon Lutheran and even Greek Catholic.  After the 

service the clergy ate together, hosted by the different churches.  This was the only 

time that the church leaders got together socially and so were able to form 

interpersonal relationships rather than seeing each other merely as confessional 

representatives.  This did not mean that church relationships in Sibiu were always 

good; rather, it could be described as an uneasy truce which held as long as the 

Saxon Lutherans and the Hungarian Reformed confined their activities to their own 

ethnic groups.   

 

Shared prayer in Sibiu was therefore not necessarily a reliable indication of healthy 

relationships between the church traditions, and worked best when confessional 

distinctions were maintained.  A young German missionary, Erika Klemm, started a 

project called Ora et Labora in 2006, with the emphasis on interconfessional prayer 

for the nation.  A year before EEA3 she gained the agreement of all the churches to 

run a week of prayer for that event.  Each confession was responsible for a 24-hour 

period of prayer:  all took part. 

 

This was successful despite the fact that the Orthodox world-wide have expressed 

great unease about ecumenical prayer, feeling that some of the WCC services have 

been theologically unacceptable:   

 

We affirm the need for common prayer in order to heal our ancient divisions. 

Unfortunately… ecumenical worship sometimes has become the platform for 

particular social and political agendas and causes incompatible with the 

Gospel (Orthodox Peace Fellowship, 1998: para 11). 
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Erika Klemm’s approach, to offer each confession twenty-four hours in which they 

could pray according to their own tradition, obviated these difficulties.  There are 

other examples of such cooperation; a resurrection march takes place every Easter 

in Timişoara where all confessions take part, which is attended by ten to fifteen 

thousand people (Elliott, 2003: 5). 

 

Otherwise, ecumenical prayer does not happen frequently.  Orthodox priests are 

forbidden to worship in the churches of other confessions.  Orthodox leaders who do 

break ranks in a bid to form closer ecumenical ties face discipline.  A leading 

Archbishop in the north of Romania had to apologise for receiving the Eucharist in a 

Roman Catholic Church, and was publicly threatened with loss of communion.65  

There are a number of Orthodox clergy who wish to work more ecumenically, and 

this is beginning to happen theologically; but as far as worship is concerned, an 

Orthodox priest wishing to take part in an evangelical service cannot officially do so, 

and Orthodox lay people visiting other countries are forbidden from attending other 

confessions. 

 

Building relationships:  the necessity of mutual respect for ecclesial authority 

Part of the success of the Lutheran-Orthodox partnership is founded on their mutual 

respect for each other’s authority structures, resulting in discussions and agreements 

at episcopal and national levels.  Respect for ecclesial authority is integral to an 

understanding of denominational distinctiveness, which embraces not only the 

theology particular to each confession but also, and especially in the case of 

Orthodoxy, its ecclesiastical structure.   

 

However, this is not so for the Baptist church.  The ecclesial structures of the two 

confessions are an arena for contention, with the Baptists insisting that priests are 

not necessary because the believer has direct access to God through the salvation 

of Christ, and the Orthodox unable to accept a church without a three-fold ministerial 

structure.  Even when there is personal friendship between Baptist pastors and 

Orthodox priests, nothing formal can be done without Orthodox episcopal authority.  

Building relationships in such cases becomes a matter of personality, and although 

this may sometimes lead to warmer friendships locally, it is hard to see how this 

would translate into discussions at leadership level when there is no mutual 

recognition of ministry. 
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Building relationships:  theological enquiry 

Despite the caveat mentioned, mutual theological study is fundamental to the cause 

of relationship-building, the discovery of common ground, and therefore the 

possibility of sharing in mission. Theological enquiry is a lively arena in Romania, 

where the Lutheran church works tirelessly for better ecumenical relations, taking the 

lead in creating ecumenical opportunities and investing German money in buildings 

and projects with the ecumenical purpose of theological study of subjects of common 

concern.  Dr Stefan Tobler’s Institute for Ecumenical Research66 brings together 

post-graduate students studying the theology of confessions other than their own, 

and thus creates greater mutual understanding.67  Evidence of a new spirit of 

ecumenical enquiry in Eastern Europe, with enthusiasm for more ecumenical syllabi 

in confessional theological faculties, and a more positive interest in taking forward 

interconfessional relationships, is seen in the new network for ecumenical theological 

education which arose out of an ecumenical conference in 2007, in which Tobler was 

a contributor (WCC, New Network, 2008: press release). 

 

It is noteworthy that this did not include evangelical churches, but theological study 

between Romanian Baptist and Orthodox exists.  A Baptist foundation, Areopagus68 

in Timişoara, has been running courses for a number of years on theological and 

cultural matters, with an interconfessional staff that includes an Orthodox theologian. 

However, it is difficult to discover how acceptable Areopagus is to the Orthodox 

hierarchy. 

 

A number of Romanian Baptist theologians have made a study of Orthodox 

theology69, and although this has been affirmed by Orthodox theologians70, it has not 

necessarily led to better relationships.  Paul Negruţ’s Christian Research Institute 

paper on ‘What Evangelicals should know about Eastern Orthodoxy’ (1998), which 

questions the theological understanding of evangelicals entering the Orthodox 

Church in the west, has met with angry Orthodox responses.71 

 

This is to be compared with the 2005 publication of ‘Baptists and the Orthodox 

Church:  On the Way to Understanding’72.  Three Romanian Baptist theologians took 

part, 73 looking at the topics of the Bible, the meaning of tradition, and salvation in the 

                                                             
66

 Cf p 5 of this thesis 
67

 Dr Tobler’s first students were an Orthodox nun and a Pentecostal pastor. 
68

 For more information see their website at < http://www.areopagus.ro/> [accessed 6 October 2009] 
69

 eg Emil Bartos, Deification in Eastern Orthodox Theology,  (Paternoster 2002). 
70

 Cf Himcinschi’s comments, Interview 2 
71

 See Joel Kalvesmaki, ‘What Evangelicals should know about Negruţ’s assessment of Eastern 
Orthodoxy’, personal website (2003) <http://www.kalvesmaki.com/CRJ.htm> [accessed 9 September 
2009].  Kalvesmaki is Editor in Byzantine Studies at Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and 
Collection, Washington DC  
72

 The International Baptist Theological Seminary in Prague, Czech Republic 
73

 Dr Octavian Baban, lecturer at Bucharest Baptist Theology Institute:  Dr Otniel Ioan Bunaciu, 
Principal of the Faculty of Baptist Theology, University of Bucharest:  and Dr Emil Bartos, Associate 
Professor of Theology in Romania. 

http://www.areopagus.ro/
http://www.kalvesmaki.com/CRJ.htm


91 
 

Orthodox Church.  Baban, commenting on the authoritarian response of the 

Orthodox Church regarding the authority of Scripture, asks a rhetorical question: ‘Will 

this approach be appropriate?  Will it answer people’s questions, or defend Christian 

faith, or build a new, healed society?’  He offers as the Baptist vision ‘that one should 

read the Scripture individually and in community with a “hermeneutic of participation”’ 

(ed Randall, 2005: 29).  As noted above, the Bible Society in Romania does attempt 

to do this through Bible projects, but there is room here for more.  Can the Baptist 

plea for participative study find common ground with the Orthodox insistence on the 

Bible only being read through the church?  There is a place for examining the 

meaning of participation by both church traditions.  Orthodox constantly return to 

patristic theology in their studies, and the patristic writers were profoundly informed 

by Scripture; another possibility for mutual enquiry, which might also address 

Bunaciu’s concern.  He, in common with other Baptist thinkers, finds it ‘impossible to 

gloss over the difficulty which the view of tradition in Orthodox theology brings to an 

adequate understanding of Scripture and therefore of Revelation’ (2005: 45).   

 

Bartos is optimistic about future dialogue with the Orthodox on the grounds that 

‘many Orthodox are sincerely searching for salvation’ (2005: 63).  This evidently 

means salvation understood in terms of a personal relationship with Christ, and 

refers primarily to lay Orthodox rather than theologians.  Although he says that 

evangelicals must understand the Orthodox Church better in order to avoid cultural 

mistakes, he also affirms that they have the responsibility to proclaim the gospel of 

salvation to all.  It is clear that he too, in common with evangelicals generally, 

assumes there is no knowledge of salvation within the Orthodox Church. 

 

It is significant that there is no Orthodox contribution to this publication, and it would 

be difficult to find a Romanian Orthodox theologian who would think it worthwhile to 

study Baptist theology.  One of the greatest difficulties for the Orthodox worldwide is 

to understand the process of reception in evangelical churches, by which theological 

decisions are made and disseminated.   The unwillingness of the ROC to accept that 

the Baptist denomination is a true church means that even if there is some 

theological agreement, they are unable to take seriously the difference this should 

make to their relationships with each other, as they have no acceptance of the 

theological and ecclesiological validity of a congregational structure.  Needed here is 

not just intellectual affirmation of confessional distinctiveness, but a willingness to 

develop ways of building more mutual understanding of how each other’s tradition 

works, with the expressed proviso that this understanding should lead to greater 

respect despite disagreement.  These are necessary precursors to the possibility of 

greater unity, from which might come a more inclusive approach to mission. 

 

Building relationships:   the necessity of reconciliation 

The damage caused by the communist regime, and the history of aggression 

between church traditions, have created a need for healing of the past.  Healing of 
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memories has begun to take place in Romania74, and the Baptist Union has agreed 

to participate in this process along with the ROC.  This project is still in its early 

stages, creating in 2008 the Foundation for Reconciliation in South-East Europe 

(RSEE) as an outcome of the WCC Ecumenical Conference in Sibiu in 2007.  In May 

2009 RSEE organised an international conference of Healing of Memories Church 

Initiatives, and plan to establish educational courses in the Greek Catholic seminary 

at Blaj and the Orthodox theology faculty in Cluj.  Church leaders trained on these 

courses will then moderate local seminars on healing of memories throughout the 

country, a project planned to begin in 2010. 

 

This initiative is to be welcomed for its serious efforts to bring church leaders 

together across the confessional divides, and to encourage them to communicate 

openly about the wounds of history, although even at this early stage there are signs 

that it will be a difficult process.75  Nonetheless, in ecumenical terms reconciliation 

has become an agreed paradigm for mission, as a response to other missionary 

methods considered aggressive in Orthodox countries.  ‘The problems created by 

aggressive methods of missionary activity encourage us to seek a reconciliatory 

spirituality for mission’ (WCC, Towards mission, 2005:  para 7).  This needs to 

include a spirit of repentance for past wrongs inflicted on the other, which in turn 

presupposes a willingness to admit to being wrong.  There is no sign of this in either 

denomination at present, implying that reconciliation is far off. 

 

It raises another question.  How much do Romanians wish to remember and reflect 

on the past?  Do they prefer to close the door on it and move forward into a more 

hopeful future? This would lead to the danger of not learning the lessons of history 

and therefore not fully understanding the present nor making decisions about the 

future informed by past experience.  Such unexamined attitudes continue to feed 

historical enmities.  Theological reflection from all denominations would help to pave 

the way towards greater mutual understanding, but the larger question is whether 

confessional churches are prepared not only to reflect on the wounds of the past, but 

also to be challenged and changed by the process. 
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Building relationships:  sufficient for mission? 

Lessons from all these aspects are needed in an attempt to build relationships 

sufficient for joint mission activities.  Working together in social projects is not 

sufficient, but a shared passion for the needs of others certainly creates a bond.  It is 

not sufficient to quote the Bible as the final authority, but a shared passion for 

Scripture creates fellowship.  Taking part in ecumenical worship is all very well, but a 

joint consciousness of being in the presence of God during prayer transforms an 

outward ritual into a shared spiritual experience.  However difficult it may be to 

respect different ecclesial authorities, both traditions need to do so in order for 

progress to be made.  Theological enquiry may lead to further dissonance unless it is 

done within the context of the love of God and the mutual confession of Christ as 

Saviour in the power of the Holy Spirit, with the conscious purpose of bringing about 

better understanding.  Neutral territory is useful, but agreeing on joint spiritual 

territory as a starting-point is more so. 

 

It is clear that the church traditions are prepared to work together despite their 

differences, when they share an agreement about the value and necessity of a joint 

task.  But how can they move from working, studying or praying together as a means 

to an agreed end, towards sharing their commitment and passion for Scripture, 

diakonia and worship such that these are not simply a means to an end, but 

transformative of attitudes in the encounter?  Until both church traditions are ready at 

leadership level to move towards each other in an eirenic agreement to reinterpret 

some of their mutual assumptions and evangelistic methodologies within the larger 

context of mission, it is unlikely that mission will be considered as an appropriate 

shared task.   

 

However, if Christ’s expressed desire for both unity and mission is to be served, then 

finding a way out of these entrenched positions is necessary if both traditions are to 

be faithful to the Gospel they share.  Confessional theologies have led to bitterness, 

and the Orthodox Church generally considers that other traditions have deserted the 

true apostolic faith, beginning with the Great Schism and proliferating through the 

centuries since.   

 

The proposal of this thesis therefore is that a return to aspects of pre-schismatic 

theology may create a fresh context for Romanian theologians and church leaders to 

explore areas foundational to their common Christian heritage.   Coming together to 

examine what unites them does not imply a denial of what is distinctive to each, but 

encourages a re-examination of mutual historical attitudes and assumptions.  

However, the success of this enquiry must be predicated on the building of 

relationships of sufficient trust for differences to be affirmed without becoming 

destructive.   

 

With this in mind, aspects of trinitarian theology will now be explored which may 

prove fruitful in the search for such common ground. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

DIVINE RELATIONSHIPS 

 

A trinitarian proposal 

My argument has made it clear that the flashpoints between Orthodox and Baptist 

are founded in their different ecclesiologies and understandings of their identities and 

purposes.  Above all the meaning of ‘a personal relationship with Christ’ has proved 

to be an intractable point of difference.  Time and again Baptists and other 

evangelicals complain that the Orthodox do not invite people to a personal 

relationship with Christ, and this method of offering the possibility of a saving 

relationship to the unbeliever is non-negotiable for them, to the extent that 

evangelicals who convert to Orthodoxy take it with them, illustrated in this exchange: 

 

A student recently converted to Orthodoxy asked:  ‘I was a little surprised 

when Archbishop Chrysostomos recently wrote me with some critical words 

about my experience of Jesus Christ as my personal Savior within the context 

of the Orthodox witness....It seems to me that accepting Jesus as our 

personal Lord and Savior is what Christianity is really about....I find Jesus in 

Orthodoxy and I can find no reason to look at His saving Grace any differently 

now that I am Orthodox than when I was a Protestant’. 

 

Chrysostomos replied: 

‘As I pointed out to you earlier, the concepts of personhood and salvation in 

the Orthodox Church have absolutely nothing to do with these notions as 

Protestant Evangelicals understand them... When we turn to the living witness 

of the Fathers, we capture a fullness of Christian teaching that is neither 

related to the Evangelical understanding of personal salvation in Christ, nor in 

any manner captured by that understanding, save in the undoubtedly well-

intentioned strivings of those who seek the ineffable within the tragically 

limited boundaries of an existential mystery reduced to a verbal affirmation’ 

(Chrysostomos, 2000).  

 

This strong language defines a traditional Orthodox attitude to evangelicalism, one 

which continues to reinforce the barriers between the confessions and holds out no 

hand of friendship or respect. 

 

Despite this, it will be argued that a fresh approach to an understanding of ‘personal 

relationship with Christ’ holds crucial possibilities for better mutual relationships and 

therefore for a more inclusive approach to mission.  Evangelicals understand this 

relationship in terms of the conscious decision by a person to commit their life to 

Christ, and they expect and teach that this commitment should affect attitudes and 

lifestyle as a result.  However, this deeply-held assumption, although it is always 

backed by Scriptural texts, does not usually consciously connect with historical 

trinitarian theology held by the whole Christian church.  This lack of theological 
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content is partly why the Orthodox take exception to it, although it is apparent from 

the quotation above that there is sometimes an Orthodox tendency to make 

unwarranted assumptions about evangelical theology and spirituality which are either 

incomplete or erroneous, and this is also true in reverse.   

 

However, Orthodoxy holds to a complex trinitarian theology that embraces the 

concept of personal relationship.  It is therefore of major relevance to revisit this vital, 

fundamental and central tenet of Christian belief in order to explore its potential for 

establishing commonalities of agreement, clearing misunderstandings and creating 

less trammelled ground for mutual enquiry. 

 

Although the Orthodox consider the evangelical understanding of ‘personal 

relationship with Christ’ unduly individualistic and superficial, it has been clearly 

shown that they possess an understanding of the meaning of ‘personal’ and ‘relation’ 

which arises out of their interpretation of trinitarian theology.    There is therefore 

justification for the hope that, by returning to relevant trinitarian concepts, it will be 

possible to find grounds for greater theological mutuality. 

 

For this reason the work of pre-schismatic theologians, notably the Cappadocians, is 

particularly appropriate, and some of their trinitarian understanding of ‘person’ and 

‘relation’ will be scrutinised on the grounds that this theology is common to all 

Christian traditions.  Their work will be considered through the prism of leading 

theologians of the twentieth century, to establish that there is much common 

understanding between the major confessions which can serve as ground for mutual 

dialogue.  It will be shown that the trinitarian theology of person is central and crucial, 

and that it can and should serve as a reconciling factor between the church 

traditions.  In doing so, it will become clear that a trinitarian understanding of person 

is non-negotiable for Christian mission and evangelism. 

 

This approach has been selected because trinitarian theology has been experiencing 

a serious re-awakening in the west and was the basis for the WCC’s mission 

conference in 2010.  It is therefore relevant to this enquiry as it is common to all 

Christian confessions, and is currently driving the global ecumenical agenda. 

 

Up to this point the work of theologians who are able to represent the two 

constituencies in Romania has been surveyed, and it has been concluded that 

confessional theology appears to deepen differences.   A common foundation for 

discourse on mission and evangelism will now be constructed, showing how and 

where there is general agreement between theologians of different church traditions 

on relevant aspects of trinitarian theology.  The proposal is that the Romanian 

Baptist and Orthodox dialogue should build on the rediscovery of the trinitarian 

agreement that predates the Great Schism.   
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Research on early church trinitarian understandings is well-developed and 

documented elsewhere so this ground will not be covered again.  Instead, a pre-

schismatic Cappadocian trinitarian understanding of the concept of person will be 

considered,  illumined by contemporary contributors on this subject, in order to 

suggest sufficient grounds for agreement as a necessary preparation for discourse 

on mission.  Returning to these ancient trinitarian understandings and agreements is 

not only part of Orthodox thinking but is also finding increasing favour with Baptists 

worldwide, including in Romania where trinitarian concepts such as perichoresis 

have been the subject of Baptist doctoral dissertations76.  By doing this, it will be 

possible to suggest sufficient theological mutuality to act as foundation for further 

work on a more trinitarian and therefore a more united approach to the divine task of 

mission. 

 

Relevant aspects of this theology will then be considered.  First, the understanding of 

‘person’ in selected theologies will show that the concept of individualism, so divisive 

in Orthodox-evangelical relationships, is in fact rejected by theologians of all 

traditions as hostile to a trinitarian understanding of the personal.  This in itself 

should help to clear much disputed theological territory.  It will then be shown that 

the measure of agreement in some of the work of these theologians on the meaning 

of ‘person’ and ‘personal’, can act as a conduit for better understanding. 

 

The idea of the ‘personal’ is truly trinitarian only within relational thinking, and this is 

of major relevance to this enquiry.   The concept of perichoresis is inspirational to 

this understanding, as it is a relevant pre-schismatic approach with unifying potential.  

The importance of distinctiveness in a trinitarian understanding of person will then be 

considered, and its relevance to inter-church relationships. 

 

The argument will show that a personal, relational and distinctive theology gives rise 

to doxology, and that this is the common currency of all traditions and therefore has 

potential for greater unity.  Finally, it will be seen that such an understanding of 

person is most true to its trinitarian source when it is outward-flowing in mission and 

evangelism. 

 

 

Trinitarian theology:  common, current and relevant to all traditions 

Many theologians have charted the neglect of trinitarian thinking in the western 

church over the centuries, in contrast to the Orthodox claim to have held firmly to the 

teaching of the Cappadocian fathers.  However, trinitarian theology is enjoying a 

renaissance in the west, partly due to Orthodox influence.  Leading missiologists 

Bevans and Schroeder observe:  
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Since the 1980s … there has been a genuine renewal in trinitarian theology in 

Catholic, Protestant, Evangelical and Pentecostal theology, and it is possible 

to say that the understanding of mission as rooted in the trinitarian mission of 

God in the world is once again at the forefront of missiological thinking 

(Bevans and Schroeder, 2004: 291). 

 

Pre-schismatic trinitarian theology is fundamental to the beliefs of all trinitarian 

confessions.  Guidelines arising out of evangelical/Orthodox discussions affirm 

‘Since the early Fathers have been appealed to by Protestants as well as Orthodox 

and may fairly be regarded as the possession of the whole church, East and West, 

we believe that joint study of their writings is needed’ (ACUTE, Guidelines, 2001).  

This tenders the possibility of common ground for discussion, on which to build a 

more inclusive understanding of mission and evangelism.  Orthodox theologians 

agree: 

 

The common ground, or rather the common background of existing denominations, 

can be found, and must be sought, in the past in their common history, in that common 

ancient and apostolic tradition, from which all of them derive their existence. This kind 

of ecumenical endeavour can be properly denoted as ‘ecumenism in time’ (Limouris, 

Visions, 1994: 30-31). 

 

Leading Orthodox theologian John Meyendorff is also positive:   

 

It is both characteristic and refreshing … that those modern theologians of the 

West who are most concerned with making Christian theology again as 

kerygmatic and appealing as it was in another age are suggesting a return to 

the pre-Augustinian concepts of God (1983: 189).   

 

This has been particularly the case for Orthodox and evangelicals since 1993, when 

their meeting at Stuttgart arose out of joint concerns following the CWME77 (WCC) 

meeting at the Canberra Assembly of the WCC in 1991.  During Canberra the 

evangelical participants and both the Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox ‘discovered 

areas of common sensitivities, concerns and sometimes agreement’ (Tsetsis, 1994: 

press release).  These joint concerns led to their statement that ‘we have found an 

affinity we had not known before’ (Tsetsis, 1994).  Their emerging rapprochement 

was described as a ‘love story’ (Newbury, 1998) at the WCC Eighth Assembly in 

1998, despite many areas of difference.   

 

Unfortunately this basis of agreement was not widely disseminated, although it is an 

important resource for dialogue.  The informal alliance of these different church 

traditions emerged from their theological conservatism:  ‘Both adhere to the truths 
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expressed by the creedal declarations of the early church, especially by the Nicene 

Creed and the Chalcedonian Definition’ (ACUTE, 2001: 29).   The Board of the Faith 

and Order Commission of the WCC approved the publication of a Study Guide on 

the apostolic faith, on the grounds that  

 

The ancient Creed of AD 381 (the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed) was 

chosen as a “symbol” or “focus” of the faith … its phrases focus our attention 

on the core of the Christian faith (1996:  intro). 

 

This was therefore not intended to be merely a study, but to help ‘ecumenical and 

denominational groups enter … increased recognition’ … which ‘would move us 

towards witness to the faith in liturgy and life’ (1996: para 6, intro).   Both Baptists 

and Orthodox were involved in the consultations which led to the Study Guide, thus 

making it clear that there exists sufficient mutual recognition of trinitarian truth to 

form a basis for discourse. 

 

Although the different developments in eastern and western church traditions have 

led to different emphases in trinitarian theology, and although such an approach 

cannot be simplistic in terms of world ecumenism, the time is therefore right for such 

a discussion.  The trinitarian basis of mission was the leading theme for the WCC 

centenary in 2010 of the Edinburgh 1910 World Missionary Conference:  

‘Approaching mission spirituality will request to articulate (sic) a motivation and 

dynamic for mission that is rooted in God’s trinitarian identity and led by the vision of 

God’s kingdom’ (WCC, Mission Themes, 2006). 

 

This approach not only finds favour with the Orthodox Church generally, but also 

with evangelicals, and therefore is already offering, in global ecumenical terms, a 

firm basis for interconfessional discussion on the central importance of trinitarian 

theology to an understanding of mission.  The Evangelical Alliance Report confirms 

that   

 

evangelical theologians have been rediscovering the fact that mission lies at 

the very heart of God’s being, as seen supremely in the incarnation.  Indeed, 

Kirk talks …of a mission Trinitatis or ‘mission of the Trinity’; The Orthodox 

may find much that resonates with this evangelical rediscovery (ACUTE, 

2001: 136). 

 

It is therefore clear that trinitarian thinking has major potential for greater mutual 

understanding and agreement between the churches, and can act as common 

ground for fresh thinking about mission in Romania. 
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Trinitarian theology:   a basis for mission thinking in Romania 

Trinitarian theology has not been prominent in Baptist theology in the past, but this 

situation has changed.  Despite the lack of published Romanian Baptist resources on 

this subject, Baptists worldwide are significantly engaged in trinitarian thinking.  

Stanley J Grenz, a leading Baptist theologian78 remarks  

 

The doctrine of the Trinity is not merely a theological construction that 

Christians occasionally confess.  It constitutes the foundation for vital 

Christian living.  The conception of God as triune ought to inform and shape 

all aspects of Christian life and practice79 (ed Cupit, 2005: 11). 

 

The Confession of Faith of the Romanian Baptist Churches affirms that  ‘In the Bible 

we discover God as the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, completely one in their being 

and not separated in their being and not separated in their oneness’ (ed Parker, 

1982:  218-230).  This statement is congruent with pre-schismatic trinitarianism and 

therefore offers common ground for dialogue.  It has already been seen that for 

Romanian Orthodox theologians Bria and Stăniloae trinitarian theology is at the heart 

of their thinking, and this is also true of evangelical theologians Volf and 

Drummond80.   It is therefore theoretically possible that both church traditions would 

be open to such discussions, on the grounds that ‘the one Lord in whom we believe 

unites us and calls us beyond the divisions that still exist between the Christian 

churches … we are bound to seek koinonia’ (WCC, 1996: part 1 para 13).   The 

WCC Study Guide invites both communities to this search when it continues  

 

The relationship of Father, Son and Holy Spirit in the Trinity, a perfect 

communion (koinonia), a unity in diversity, becomes an inspiration for the 

human community which is called to the same unity in diversity (cf 2 Cor. 

13:14)’ (1996: para 35). 

 

The idea of God as three persons whose unity is understood as being–in-relation is 

thus agreed by all trinitarian confessions to be fundamental to the Christian faith.  

This is foundational to Christian identity, both personally and as church.  If God is 

three persons in one, and has always revealed himself as such, and if he made 

humanity in his image, then it is critical that Christian believers understand 

themselves as only being truly persons when members of Christian community.  The 

concept of person has always been and is still fundamental to church life and 

mission, and therefore to relationships between church traditions.  If the confessions 

are prepared to dialogue on the meaning of person, and allow that to inform their 
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understanding of ‘personal’, then they would take a long step towards each other 

and therefore towards working together as laid upon them by the dominical 

command of Jesus Christ.   

 

By returning to pre-schismatic theology, it will be shown how theologians from main 

Christian church traditions agree significantly on areas of early trinitarian theology 

relevant to the understanding of personhood.  An examination of this creates the 

context for a more constructive discussion between Orthodox and evangelical 

Baptist on its meaning, and on the relevance of this meaning to the purposes of 

mission and evangelism. 

 

Returning to pre-schismatic theologians:  background 

It is not appropriate to this enquiry to look again at the complex issues surrounding 

the developing theology of the trinitarian persons in the disputes and councils of the 

church in the first six centuries, which have been documented elsewhere.  Suffice it 

to say that the understanding which distinguished ousia from hypostasis and 

declared Jesus to be homoousios, fully God and fully human, arising out of the work 

of the Cappadocians amongst others, became enshrined in the ‘Nicene’ Creed.  

Those confessions like the Baptists who do not explicitly declare the Nicene Creed 

as a regular part of their worship, nevertheless have statements of faith which are 

informed by it (ed Parker, 1982: 218-230), and its tenets may therefore provide a 

place for mutual enquiry and dialogue.  ‘Since the Nicene Creed is the most 

important ecumenical creed ever formulated, I doubt that a clearer, more universally 

confessed affirmation of evangelical identity could be given’ (ed Gundry and 

Stamoolis, 2004: 40). 

 

If the different confessions are to explore jointly the concept of person in relationship, 

foundational to all understandings of mission, then it is fruitful to return to pre-

schismatic theologians like Gregory Nazianzen, who expresses his own profound 

understanding of the persons of the Trinity in his Oration 39:  On the Holy Lights (5 

January 381 AD):   

 

For us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things, and one Lord 

Jesus Christ, through whom are all things, and one Holy Spirit, in whom are 

all things.  The phrases “from whom” and “through whom” and “in whom” do 

not divide natures … but rather express the peculiar characteristics of one 

unconfused nature’ (Daley, 2006: 133). 

 

This is the faith into which all trinitarian confessions baptize their members, and it is 

significant that in his Oration on Holy Baptism (6 January 381 AD) Gregory 

elaborates further:   

 

This I give you to share, and to defend all your life, the One Godhead and 

Power, found in the Three in Unity, …No sooner do I conceive of the One 



101 
 

than I am illumined by the Splendour of the Three;  no sooner do I distinguish 

Them than I am carried back to the One (ed Knight, 2009: para 41).  

 

It is clear that the theology of the undivided and unconfused persons of the Trinity 

was considered by Gregory to be foundational in the discipling of converts before 

their baptism, recognizably the task of mission as given by Christ at the end of 

Matthew’s Gospel (Matthew 28:18-20), and it is also foundational to Christian identity 

as enshrined in the Nicene Creed and in Baptist statements of faith. As such, it is 

therefore a non-negotiable concept for all confessions, essential to any Christian 

understanding of person, and therefore is able to inform all understandings of 

‘personal relationship’. 

 

Aspects of this theology are of course differently understood by the confessions, 

which have led to division in the past and still raise problems today, most notably the 

Orthodox insistence that the procession of the Spirit from the Father invalidates 

filioque theology.  However, if the churches are to be true to their common 

inheritance, and to the divine call to unity, then it is time to shift the focus of attention 

away from differences and disagreements and towards greater efforts to take more 

seriously the aspects of common ground which can lead to greater understanding. 

 

To do this, the concept of individualism will be surveyed as one of the major causes 

of current disagreement between eastern and western church traditions which 

muddies the waters of a trinitarian understanding of person.  Drawing on what 

twentieth-century theologians from different church traditions say about this, it will 

become clear that the Cappadocian theology of person shows there is considerable 

agreement both on the nature of individualism and on its hostility to a trinitarian 

understanding of person.  The purpose of this exercise is therefore to expose how 

the trinitarian tenets of the Christian faith common to all Christian traditions form a 

sufficient foundation for developing an ongoing discussion between them about the 

nature of person, and to examine the impact this has on their different 

understandings of personal relationship and how this relates to mission.  Because of 

the paucity of specifically Baptist sources, the work of other leading theologians will 

be examined, whose thinking is influential on evangelical understanding, and who 

therefore enrich the dialogical context for the Baptist and other evangelical churches 

in Romania and the ROC. 

 

The Orthodox theologian Bradley Nassif, an ex-evangelical, concurs with this 

approach as a fruitful one for creating common ground: 

 

The theological treasures of Byzantium are just beginning to be discovered by 

Colin Gunton's reappropriation of classical Byzantine christology, and 

Miroslav Volf's and the Torrance brothers' work on Cappadocian trinitarian 

theology, to name just a few of the better known Evangelicals  (2000: 22). 
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Using this methodology, it will first be considered how individualism differs from a 

trinitarian understanding of person, and how both eastern and western theologians 

alike insist on the necessity of understanding person as being relational, especially in 

the idea of perichoresis.  Next, the response this should evoke in the churches will 

be examined.  Praise, certainly:  but also mission which is part of the nature of the 

persons of theTrinity and therefore an essential part of the life the Trinity bestows on 

the person of the believer in the church. 

 

 

Personhood, not individualism 

It is critical to note that a very strong distinction is being drawn in both the west as 

well as the east between the idea of person and that of individualism, and 

understanding this distinction is germane to the possibility of better understanding.  

Western-influenced evangelicals in Romania do not understand the difficulties 

inherent in the Orthodox mind concerning these concepts, and indeed are not often 

even aware of these distinctions.  It is therefore vital to draw attention to it in the 

attempt to create common cause in mission. 

 

This is because the idea and practice of individualism is a major source of contention 

between these denominations81.  The BCC Study Commission Report considers that 

the chief source of the problem of disunity is the ‘pervasive individualism’ of the 

Western tradition, and goes on to say that this has led to the equation of the person 

with the individual, (BCC, 1989: 19) leading to the loss of the person in modern 

consumerist society or totalitarian regimes, and the replacement of community by a 

culture of self-fulfilment.   It is therefore key to ask what individualism is, and how it 

arises.    It is one of the main charges constantly brought by the Orthodox against 

the western church, a privatization of faith which they find unacceptable and which 

fuels the ongoing enmity in Romania (Bria, 1999).  

 

However, contrary to Orthodox assumptions, enquiry shows the Orthodox are 

certainly not alone in their concerns.  The Protestant Jurgen Moltmann blames ‘the 

modalistic reduction of the Trinity to absolute personality’ for the modern cultivation 

of the individual:   

 

The other person is the only thing that limits the development of one’s own 

personality and the realization of one’s own self ….Is it possible to become a 

personality solely in our self-relationship? (1993: 155) 

 

His answer is negative, because a person is only God’s image in fellowship with 

other people:  ‘In the image of God he created him; male and female he created 

them (Gen 1:27)’.  He states the case more strongly in his discussion of human 

freedom, where he speaks of individuals as mutual competitors,   ‘who do not disturb 
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one another but who are themselves solitary.  No one determines the other, 

everyone determines himself’ (1993: 215). 

 

Church of Scotland evangelical theologian, James Torrance, also affirms that   

  

What is needed today is a better understanding of the person not just as an 

individual but as someone who finds his or her true being in communion with 

God and with others, the counterpart of a trinitarian doctrine of God… We 

need to recover … a relational ontology to have a better doctrine of God and 

human personhood (1996:  28). 

 

Torrance sees individualism as a distortion of the true understanding of personhood, 

having its roots in an anthropomorphic view of the universe, where humanity as 

individual replaces God as Person.   Orthodox theologians see this very clearly and 

consider it a weakness in western theology.  In this regard the Orthodox contribution 

to interconfessional discussion has been influential on the western church’s view of 

itself. 

 

Colin Gunton (United Reformed and evangelical) considers the difference between 

individualism and the person in the context of society.  He traces individualism from 

the philosophy of Descartes on the nature of person, which identifies the person with 

the mind, and which generates an individualist and dualist view.  He continues:   ‘to 

treat the person and the individual as the same thing – to define the person as an 

individual – is to lose both person and individual’ (1991: 88). 

 

Gunton acknowledges his debt to Orthodox theology when he compares Augustine’s 

view with that of Basil of Caesarea, who taught that the being of God ‘unfolds’ in the 

relations of the persons.    He thinks that the Cappadocian tradition preserves the 

uniqueness of each person, without the ‘destructive lapse into individualism’ (1991: 

97), a stance very similar to modern Orthodoxy.  Echoing Torrance and others, he 

claims   

 

self-fulfilment is the myth of the modern world.  To be a person is something 

more than being a mind encased in flesh or an individual seeking our own 

self-fulfilment.  It is to be one whose being is bound up with other persons 

(2003: 14). 

 

From the Romanian Orthodox viewpoint,  Stăniloae’s discussion of the divine “I” and 

“Thou” firmly places the notion of self-sacrifice and ‘continual mortification of the “I”’ 

as necessary for understanding the nature of the divine persons:   

 

The absence of these qualities gives birth to individualism.  And it is the sin of 

individualism that hinders us from understanding fully that the Holy Trinity is a 
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complete identification of “I’s” without their disappearance or destruction 

(1980: 89). 

 

Romanian Orthodox scholar Mihai Himcinschi claims that individualism is not 

possible in the church, 

  

because the same Spirit, who in the Trinity unites the Father and the Son in 

love, brings communion and love on earth between people.  You cannot be an 

individual before God the Father, only a person in communion with fellow 

creatures (2004: 340).   

 

It is only in the context of faith which is not divorced from membership in the church 

as the body of Christ, that a human being can become a true person.   

 

In this context, evangelical theologian Miroslav Volf comments on voluntarism and 

egalitarianism, maintaining that they are 

 

goods that must be preserved, but they must be redeemed from their own 

dark shadows – from the false autonomy of self-enclosed individuals whose 

relationships are at bottom contractual  (1998: 3). 

 

He concludes  

 

The individualist lacks what I call the subjective dimension of the catholicity of 

person, namely, one’s self-understanding as a relational being and the 

conscious attempt to live one’s own relationality within a community of mutual 

giving and receiving (1998: 281). 

 

The concern expressed by all these church traditions for the negative effects of 

individualism on the theology and life of the church surely offers sufficient overlap for 

dialogue between them, and this is even more the case when all confessions 

contrast individualism unfavourably with a trinitarian understanding of person, which 

will now be considered. 

 

Personhood:  intrinsic to trinitarian understanding 

The theme of personhood, shrouded in the mystery of God’s being, is fundamental to 

trinitarian faith.  Its development from the Cappadocian Fathers and the Council of 

Nicaea (AD 325) onwards is necessarily very complex.  It is outside the scope of this 

thesis to cover this well-trodden ground again, except to affirm that its centrality is 

common to all trinitarian confessions.   

 

In order to be faithful to both Cappadocian writing and twentieth-century theology, 

the idea of personhood will be treated largely in relational terms, with an emphasis 

on the theme of perichoresis.  This has been selected for its commonality to both 
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ancient and modern trinitarian thought, for its theologically unitive potential, and for 

its inspiration in modern interconfessional mission when the missionary is 

evangelical but working with a national church of a different tradition. 

 

Distinctiveness in personhood will also be examined as being both trinitarian and 

relevant to church identities and therefore to inter-church relations, and it will 

become clear that  the trinitarian understanding of person emerging from this enquiry 

leads to both shared worship and shared mission.  This will subsequently be applied 

to the Romanian situation. 

 

The work of Lucian Turcescu82, a Romanian theologian working in the USA, will be 

used to examine the concept of person in the pre-schismatic theologians who are 

part of the joint Christian inheritance of both east and west.  Turcescu is both 

Orthodox and aware of western theological stances and therefore peculiarly suited to 

this study because, as he asserts,    ‘It was the Cappadocian fathers who provided 

the first fully developed view of the person’ (2005: 46).  This theology of person is of 

fundamental importance to the whole Christian church and therefore common to all.  

The church fathers are of course most notable for the distinction they make between 

person and substance, which is now assumed by most Christian churches and which 

will not be considered here as the flashpoints between the evangelicals and 

Orthodox lie elsewhere.  Instead, it is relevant to note that the church fathers insist 

on taking Scripture seriously, something which is non-negotiable for evangelicals.  In 

addition, they affirm the personal nature of faith, central to Baptists and other 

evangelicals in Romania.  Turcescu quotes Gregory of Nyssa in Contra Eunomium:    

 

The universal God often becomes personal to the one who calls upon him, in 

the way we may hear the holy ones making the supreme nature personal to 

them.  “Holy is the Lord God” (Rev 4:8) is as far as it goes unrelated … But if 

someone adds “our” (Rev 4:11) he no longer allows the name to be 

understood by itself;  he has made the meaning personal in relating it to 

himself (Turcescu, 2005: 88, quoting Nyssa, NPNF 1893: CE I, 572-573).   

 

This scriptural and personal approach therefore has the potential to appeal to 

evangelical theologians whilst also being firmly embedded in Orthodoxy, and this 

theme of person will take aspects of both traditions into account in order to elicit 

potential for greater agreement. 

 

Revisiting the idea of ‘person’ as illumined by patristic trinitarian theology is one 

which continues to gain currency in east and west alike and is therefore fruitful to this 

enquiry.  Although Gregory of Nyssa treats primarily of the difference between 

person and substance, his explanation is always relational and as such keeps 
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person and substance together in trinitarian understanding:  ‘Every activity which 

extends from God to the creation, and is named according to our variable 

conceptions of it, has its origin from the Father, and proceeds through the Son, and 

is perfected in the Holy Spirit’ (Turcescu, 2005: 65). 

 

 

Turcescu sums up his thinking:   

 

although distinct, the divine persons are not separated from each other.  

Moreover, they imply one another… it is the communion among these 

persons that makes them persons.  The dynamics of communion are 

expressed not only in relations of origin among the divine persons but also in 

their love for each other, perfect knowledge of each other, perfect accord of 

will, and all other perichoretic activities … (this) permanent and perfect 

communion with one another … makes them be living persons (2005: 59-60). 

 

Modern trinitarian thinking is necessarily influenced by the patristic approach, both in 

Orthodox and evangelical theology.  Volf acknowledges his debt to the church 

fathers when he says 

 

It is only in this particular freedom of created being, grounded in the creative 

freedom of a personal God, that makes creaturely personhood possible.  This 

grounding of personhood is the fruit of the identification of hypostasis and 

person by the Greek fathers.  Only an absolute person could have created the 

world in freedom and in this way rendered human personhood possible (1998: 

80-81). 

 

Such a patristic understanding of person is consonant with the Orthodox approach.  

Stăniloae closely follows patristic teaching in his discussion of the Holy Spirit as 

divine person, when he argues for trinitarian personhood, and affirms  

 

The Holy Spirit must be a Person in order to make us grow as persons 

ourselves, yet he must be the equal of the transcendent God in order to lead 

us into his presence and, by divinizing us, give us a place as true partners 

with God (1980: 75). 

 

Moltmann also emphasizes a Nyssan relationality of the divine persons in his 

discussion of the immanent Trinity, when he comments ‘The Persons do not merely 

‘exist’ in their relations; they also realize themselves in one another by virtue of self-

surrendering love’ (1993: 174).  His development of the idea of the ‘social’ Trinity is 

therefore founded on an understanding of person 

 

in relation to other men and women.  It is not the completed and fulfilled 

individual personality that can already be called the image of God on earth; it 
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is only the completed community of persons.  But this does not point to an 

‘absolute personality’ in heaven.  It points to the triunity of the Father, the Son 

and the Spirit (1993: 156). 

 

He concludes that the idea of person is unique but determined relationally:    

 

The three divine Persons exist in their particular, unique natures as Father, 

Son and Spirit in their relationships to one another, and are determined 

through these relationships.  It is in these relationships that they are persons.  

Being a person in this respect means existing-in-relationship (1993: 172). 

 

Gunton suggests that the Eastern Fathers developed a ‘logically irreducible concept 

of the person as one whose uniqueness and particularity derive from relations to 

others’, which he considers  

 

to be desperately needed in our fragmented and alienated society.  A person 

…can be defined only in terms of his or her relations with other persons, and 

not in terms of a prior universal or non-personal concept like species-being 

(1991: 97-98).  

 

This has implications for the ‘lostness’ of humanity and therefore for mission:   

 

We are in our world subordinating the life of persons to the impersonal 

demands of market forces….. Our civilization continues to be deeply confused 

about the nature of life, especially human life, because we are confused about 

what personal being truly is (2003: 10 and 13).  

 

Gregory of Nyssa’s reflections, according to Turcescu, are therefore able to provide 

a relevant, scriptural, personal basis for the thinking of evangelical and Orthodox 

Church traditions on the subject of person; but always in a relational context, which 

will now be explored. 

 

Personhood:  essentially relational 

It has already been noted that Gregory of Nyssa’s thinking about divine persons only 

makes sense when it is understood in the relations between Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit.  They are mutually defining.  Therefore, in order to be faithful to Cappadocian 

trinitarian thinking, the concept of person does not stand alone but must be held in 

tension with that of relationality.   

 

In order to illumine this in a way that is both faithful to patristic thinking and relevant 

to this enquiry, the discussion will be confined to relationality in terms of perichoresis, 

on the grounds that it is deeply relevant to developing a mission methodology that 

might be acceptable to both Orthodox and evangelical.  Illustrative of this is the work 
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of David Bjork83, who considers the concept of perichoresis as inspirational for his 

efforts, as an evangelical missionary, when working in France with the national 

Roman Catholic Church.  This idea will be examined more closely, to see if it can 

also sustain indigenous Romanian interconfessional relationships and provide them 

with similar inspiration such that they are willing to re-consider their negative 

assumptions about each other. 

 

The Greek term perichoresis was translated into Latin both as circumincessio, 

meaning to ‘move around’ in an active sense, and also as circuminsessio or to ‘sit 

around’ in a passive sense.84  It was most developed by John of Damascus (c675 – 

c750) who, at the end of his Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, explains  

 

The subsistences dwell and are established firmly in one another.  For they 

are inseparable and cannot part from one another …For the Son is in the 

Father and the Spirit:  and the Spirit in the Father and the Son:  and the 

Father in the Son and the Spirit, but there is no coalescence or commingling 

or confusion (OF 1.14) (ed Knight, 2001: bk 1, ch 14).  

 

 He sees the mutual indwelling of the persons or subsistences as a biblical doctrine, 

as in John 14:11 ‘I am in the Father, and the Father in Me’, a viewpoint which has 

appeal to both evangelical and Orthodox.   

 

This is a development of the work of the Cappadocians.   Basil of Caesarea who, 

with his brother Gregory, had earlier postulated the concept, maintains 

 

See how sometimes the Father reveals the Son, other times the Son reveals 

the Father … thus the entire Godhead is revealed to you sometimes in the 

Father, other times in the Son and in the Holy Spirit (Stăniloae, 1998: 264).    

 

As John of Damascus would do later, Gregory of Nyssa based his thinking on John’s 

Gospel (chapters 14-15 and 20), I Cor 2:10, Phil 2:6, Heb 1:3 and other biblical texts, 

and taught that there is no divergence of will between the Father and the Son:  

 

If the Father wills anything, the Son who is in the Father (John 14:10) knows 

the Father’s will.   Because of this coinherence (perichoresis, as it was called 

later), the Son has everything that belongs to the Father and … is himself the 

Father’s will (Turcescu, 2005: 93).   
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This relation is equally strong between the Holy Spirit and the other two divine 

persons.  Gregory cites I Cor 2:10 when he says that ‘the Holy Spirit requires no 

instruction to know what God wills, as he is the one who searches the deep things of 

God’ (Turcescu, 2005: 93). 

 

These are key Scriptures for interconfessional dialogue, fundamental to the universal 

Christian understanding of the Holy Trinity and thereby also fundamental to 

understandings of mission, seen in terms of the declaration of salvation through 

Christ, in the power of the Spirit and to the glory of the Father. 

 

Stăniloae draws heavily on patristic theology in his examination of the nature of 

trinitarian unity and relation, concluding that they mutually constitute each other:   

 

The divine all exists within an ontological dialogue among the three … Each 

sees himself only in relation to the other, or regards only the other, or sees 

himself only in the other … This is the circular movement of each “I” around 

the other as center (perichoresis = circumincessio).   … Thus in each 

hypostasis the other two (persons of the Trinity) are also visible (1998: 264). 

 

The Baptist academic Paul Fiddes takes a radical look at the idea of person and 

perichoresis with his own theology of ‘persons as relations’, movements of divine 

relationship which draw in humanity.  He argues that the image of the dance  

 

makes most sense when we understand the divine persons as movements of 

relationship, rather than as individual subjects who have relationships  …we 

are not trying to observe personal agents on the ‘ends’ of relationships, but 

we are sharing, in speech and worship, in the flow of relationships themselves 

(Fiddes, 2000: 72). 

 

He deals with the objection that this means a loss of particularity by affirming that 

‘understanding the persons in God as relationships precisely recognises their 

“concrete particularity” …known through participation’ (2000: 83).  This thinking 

contrasts not only with the Orthodox view, but also with Moltmann’s, who affirms the 

idea of Father as arche, guaranteeing both the unity and the three persons of the 

Godhead:  

 

the Father is defined by his fatherhood to the Son, but this does not constitute 

his existence; it presupposes it …Person and relation therefore have to be 

understood in a reciprocal relationship.  Here there are no persons without 

relations; but there are no relations without persons either (Moltmann, 1993: 

172). 
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He would consider Fiddes’ view to be essentially modalistic, and his own stance is 

certainly closer to Romanian Orthodox understanding and echoes Stăniloae’s work, 

who says:   

 

Each person knows and actualizes himself perfectly and eternally.  This is due 

to the dynamic reciprocal interiority of the persons, what is called the 

perichoresis.  … It consists in the fact that each person is intentionally open to 

the others (Stăniloae, 1998:  203). 

 

Colin Gunton, in his discussion on the Cappadocians’ development of a relational 

conception of the person, notes that they have a biblical focus on the unity and 

diversity of God’s action, and so  

 

have brought the concept of the person into the position of logical priority  … 

A person, we must learn and relearn, can be defined only in terms of his or 

her relations with other persons, and not in terms of a prior universal or non-

personal concept like species-being (1991: 97f). 

 

Volf echoes this thinking:   

 

Perichoresis refers to the reciprocal interiority of the trinitarian persons.  In 

every divine person as subject, the other persons also indwell; all mutually 

permeate one another, though in so doing they do not cease to be distinct 

persons (1998: 209). 

 

Broadly speaking, with the exception of Fiddes, these arguments affirm that: 

 

1. God is person, and personhood is the meaning of being.  Personhood is the 

ultimate ontological category, otherwise the distinctiveness of the persons 

dissolves.  Volf declares that ‘person enjoys precedence over substance 

(1998: 81). 

 

2. This has relevance for humanity.  It is because God is person that humanity 

has the potential to become true persons.   

 

3. Perichoresis is a way of understanding true personhood as the being-in-

relation of the Trinity, indwelling each other in a dynamic movement in which 

persons and relations are mutually constituted.  This is not a ‘closed’ relation, 

but one which is continually open to the other.  

 

4. Humanity therefore finds its true personhood only in Christ, through putting on 

Christ who shares both divinity and humanity in his person. 
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This has profound implications for the relationship of Christians with each other, as 

those who share true personhood in Christ.  Perichoresis is not just an inspired way 

of understanding the co-inherence of the Trinity.  If people only become true persons 

through faith in Christ and share the divine life through his incarnation, death and 

resurrection, then their relations with each other, moving closer to Christ and 

therefore closer to each other, are also part of the divine dance and therefore a way 

of defining spiritual community.  For Moltmann, perichoresis has a correspondence 

in the community of Christ’s people filled by the Spirit, and in a just society. 

 

However, caution is needed.  The church cannot look at the Trinity as a model, and 

seek to emulate it.  If the church is saved by Christ, to the glory of God the Father, 

and filled with the Spirit then it already partakes in the divine life in a way that is both 

within and beyond human understanding.  The current of divine life flows through the 

church which as creation is both other from it as well as mysteriously made a part of 

it, bringing about transformation through the love that the Persons of the Holy Trinity 

have for each other and for humanity. As Bauckham observes, in his work on 

Moltmann’s thinking: 

 

We cannot stand outside the trinitarian fellowship and see it as a model for 

our own relationships.  We can only enter it and experience the Spirit’s 

relationship to the Father and the Son as our own relationship to the Father 

and the Son (1995: 163). 

 

Volf concurs with this in his argument for the catholicity of the divine persons:   

 

Human beings can be in the triune God only insofar as the Son is in them 

(John 17:23; 14:20) …because the Son indwells human beings through the 

Spirit, however, the unity of the church is grounded in the interiority of the 

Spirit (1998: 209-213). 

 

This has potential for much interconfessional reflection.  In what way may each 

church tradition reflect the perichoresis of the Holy Trinity in its relations with others, 

and thus move closer together in a willingness for greater love and unity?  

Developing answers to these questions would challenge the churches on the current 

absence of mutual trust and respect, laying on them the divine command to move on 

to the common ground of their trinitarian faith, thereby making common cause more 

possible.   

 

Personhood:  implicitly distinctive 

These theologies all have implicit in them the importance of distinctiveness in 

thinking about the trinitarian persons.  The particularity and distinctiveness of the 

divine persons, found in the understanding of persons-in-relation illustrated by the 

co-inherence and divine movement of perichoresis, has relevance for the church as 

sharer in divine life yet still ‘other’ than the Trinity in that it is created, not divine.  It is 
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also relevant to confessional relationships, in that the different church traditions are 

distinct from each other, yet through Christ share the same godly life. 

 

Turcescu comments that Gregory of Nyssa refutes the tendency to depersonalisation 

of the Godhead by Eunomius, and is of the opinion that greater attention should be 

paid to the titles Father, Son and Holy Spirit, since they were revealed by the Lord 

himself.  Gregory explains the distinctiveness of the persons of the Trinity in terms of 

relationality:  

 

God the Father is immutable and eternally identical to himself, he has always 

had a Son … the Son is from all eternity to be contemplated in the Father … 

since the Son is eternally contemplated in the Father and the Spirit is the 

Son’s Spirit, the Spirit too is eternally contemplated in the Father … the three 

divine persons are strongly united with each other, but at the same time they 

are to be distinguished from each other (Turcescu, 2005: 89). 

 

Stăniloae closely follows patristic reasoning by holding together distinctiveness and 

relationality.  ‘The pure intersubjectivity of the three persons also finds manifestation 

in their reciprocal affirmation of one another as distinct persons’ (1998: 263).  He 

develops this line of thought in his discussion of God’s joy:  that each person of the 

godhead participates in the joy of one other, and that the Spirit, proceeding from the 

Father and shining and resting on the Son, makes it possible for believers to 

participate in the same joy.  He quotes Athanasius:  ‘”But we apart from the Spirit are 

strange and distant from God, and by participation of the Spirit we are knit into the 

Godhead”’ (1998: 277).  This is essential reasoning for any discussion on the nature 

of both unity and mission, in that the Spirit makes the church a participant in the life 

of God and therefore in the life of each other, and that life is outward-going. 

 

Gunton elucidates the idea of distinctiveness as a way of understanding the personal 

being of the Trinity, as each person confers and receives particularity from one 

another. ‘The other remains essentially other.  Each realises himself in and through 

the other’ (1991: 197).  Gunton’s argument that each person ‘remains essentially 

other’ safeguards uniqueness, a quality reflected in an understanding of the Trinity.  

Holding to this reference point means resistance not only to individualist tendencies, 

but also to communistic tendencies where all is uniform.  This is a critical insight, 

held firmly by the church fathers, and highly relevant to ecumenical discussion.  At 

present confessional distinctions are seen as negative.  A greater understanding of 

the distinctiveness of trinitarian persons can act as inspiration for greater attempts at 

mutual respect, because it leads to an understanding of confessional distinctiveness 

that can be regarded as something which safeguards and clarifies the uniqueness of 

each church tradition.   

 

Volf comments: ‘A person’s particularity is constituted by its being irreplaceable 

within the community rather than by being delimited as an individual opposite other 
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individuals’ (1998: 83).85  This acts as an antidote to individualistic thinking about the 

Trinity, using the idea of irreplaceability to describe particularity, rather than 

oppositional difference.  He also insists that, although trinitarian persons and 

relations cannot be separated, they must be distinguished from each other, 

otherwise the persons ‘seem to dissolve into relations’ (1998: 206).  He affirms 

Moltmann’s thesis that persons and relations are complementary and mutually 

essential, each Person of the Trinity ‘manifesting their own personhood and affirming 

that of other persons through their mutual relations of giving and receiving’ (1998: 

205).  He too holds together personhood and particularity when he argues that each 

divine person is only truly so because each is indwelt by the others:   

 

it is only in this indwelling of the persons within it is it the person it really is.  

The Son is Son only insofar as the Father and the Spirit indwell him; without 

this interiority of the Father and the Spirit, there would be no Son.  The same 

applies to the Father and to the Spirit (1998: 209). 

 

Thus particularity and relations mutually constitute each other.  Using this 

understanding to gloss John 17:16 and 21, he argues that when Jesus says ‘my 

teaching is not mine’ it is important to hold both ‘mine’ and ‘not mine’ together in 

tension, and emphasize both equally.  ‘Within personal interiority, “mine” is 

simultaneously “not mine” without ceasing to be “mine”, just as “not mine” is 

simultaneously “mine” without ceasing to be “not mine”’ (1998: 209).    

 

Reflection 

This argument has profound implications for interconfessional relationships.  It 

upholds and respects the other as ‘other’, while affirming and honouring what is 

‘yours’ and ‘mine’ in faith.  It removes the fear of the churches of losing their 

confessional distinctiveness if they move towards each other.  Trinitarian thinking 

shows that in moving towards the other a person, and indeed a church, becomes 

more truly his or her own distinctive self.   

 

The main question concerns understandings of distinctiveness.  At what point do the 

distinctions between the confessions become unacceptable to the other, and why?  

How much are Orthodox and Baptist prepared to accept each other even as 

Christian?  For the Baptist, a truly Christian church is one that includes an invitation 

to those who hear the gospel to enter into a personal relationship with Christ, whose 

Holy Spirit alone gives faith, and this brings the believer into a filial relationship with 

the Father.  A church that does not do so, like the Orthodox, is therefore not truly 

Christian.   

 

For the Orthodox, the true Christian is a baptised member of the Orthodox Church, 

(almost regardless of lifestyle, as it seems to Baptists) because the church itself is 

                                                             
85

 Cf p 56 of this thesis 
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the guarantee of true Christian faith.  This makes all other churches, at best, only 

partly Christian; and a neo-Protestant church neither Christian nor acceptable in any 

way.  

 

Would both confessions be prepared to accept that the trinitarian faith into which 

both baptise their members, is sufficient to recognise the other as being sufficiently 

Christian for dialogue?  How far would the Orthodox be prepared to accept Baptist 

insistence on personal interiorisation of faith as being a valid understanding of 

trinitarian distinctiveness, without their fear of proselytism ruling their response?   

Conversely, how far would Baptists be prepared to accept Orthodoxy as a distinctive 

but valid participation in the life of the Trinity?  The underlying question is whether 

the confessions are prepared to accept each other’s distinctiveness as being 

authentically Christian.  

 

Distinctiveness raises other major questions also.  Does Orthodoxy pay sufficient 

attention to the outworking of personal responsibility as a quality of true personhood, 

one who by faith participates in the divine life?  Or does its well-grounded dislike of 

individualism and its theandric ecclesiology influence its understanding of personal 

distinctiveness, such that this is in danger of being absorbed by the life of the 

church?  This would go some way to explaining why Orthodox laity are not given the 

same sense of personal responsibility for faith-sharing as Baptists. 

 

Conversely, is the Baptist understanding of faith sufficiently communal and inclusive, 

where members of the church reflect the relationality of the Trinity?  Or does their 

insistence on personal faith bear scrutiny when charged with individualism?  Is there 

room here for an understanding of church membership as those who have not only 

made the decision to belong to their local church, but who also share the divine life 

with other Christian confessions? 

 

These theological differences have created deep divisions, but trinitarian theology 

shows that relationship precedes theological agreement and distinctiveness is part of 

a trinitarian understanding of relationship.  ‘I need you in order to be myself’ 

(Stăniloae, 1998: xx).  The acceptance of distinctiveness can only be found in love 

and trust, grounded in the mutuality of the Holy Trinity whose life is shared in Christ 

by the believer.  Humanly, although there appears to be great risk in such a 

movement towards another confession, in Christ the risk can transform relationships 

in love, and offer fresh ways of understanding unity.   

 

While this is true, in interconfessional terms how far may it be pushed?  The 

Orthodox representatives asked this question in Chania in 2000:   

 

The Orthodox affirm that unity is not uniformity.  Unity entails diversity.  

However, in WCC theological discussion, they fear that every diversity 

appears to be welcomed and celebrated as “healthy”.  The Orthodox often 
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perceive a lack of willingness within the fellowship to discern appropriate limits 

to diversity, or make use of the vital concept of “heresy” – a term which in the 

WCC is widely interpreted only as exclusive, oppressive, and therefore 

unhelpful or unacceptable (WCC, 2000: sec B para 4). 

 

This is a real question, and one which carries many challenges to interconfessional 

relationships.  Interestingly, the Orthodox presence meant a re-establishing of 

trinitarian theology as a basis for discussion, with the sub-committee recommending 

to the WCC Central Committee that:  

 

each member church engage in a process aimed at reaffirming the trinitarian 

basis of their membership, and bringing their trinitarian faith to bear on all their 

doctrinal discussions  (2000: section C II A). 

 

However well-intentioned this is, it does not automatically solve the problems of 

trying to work and think interconfessionally, as Simon Barrow contends:  ‘trinitarian 

models are shaped and used to sanction a wide range of mission proposals and 

soteriologies  …This should be enough to confirm that doctrine does not provide its 

own hermeneutical key or solutions’ (Reflections, 2000: 13 para 2).  

 

It is naïve to assume that trinitarian theology is a panacea for interconfessional ills, 

but it offers the resources for better dialogue.  The Romanian churches see doctrine 

as a battleground, leading to polemic and violence.  But if they believe that their 

common faith in the Trinity includes as essential the divine command to be united, 

this gives hope to the Orthodox-evangelical matrix.   

 

Distinctiveness as integral to personhood, and relationality as expressed in 

perichoresis, are themes that surface constantly in both eastern and western 

theologians with much common understanding, suggesting their positive potential as 

a context for mutually-enriching dialogue on the meaning of person and relation, 

which could in turn add theological content to the meaning of personal relationship 

with Christ. 

 

The place of doxology 

However, even should there be general agreement on the meaning of these 

concepts, it is not sufficient to create the kind of relationship for the church traditions 

to work together in mission.  Trinitarian mission presupposes that the persons and 

relations in the Trinity are outward-flowing, towards humanity, in salvation through 

Christ.  In order to remain true to trinitarian thinking, discussion on the subject of 

unity and mission should therefore be purposeful and lead the churches towards 

greater agreement on the necessity and meaning of mission.  The discussion of 

personhood, therefore, necessarily includes the concept of bringing humanity, 

through Christ, into participation in the life of the Trinity, which is the task of mission 
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and evangelism.  Personhood is also expressed through its worshipful response to 

God, which makes worship an integral part of mission. 

 

Participation in the divine life expresses itself in the church primarily through praise 

and worship.  Moltmann stresses that doxology is an integrative part of theology, and 

that ‘real theology ...finds expression in thanks, praise and adoration...There is no 

experience of salvation without the expression of that experience in thanks, praise 

and joy’ (1993: 152).  He maintains that doxological theology is responsive theology, 

to the experience of salvation:  

 

In grateful, wondering and adoring perception, the triune God is not made 

man’s object; he is not appropriated and taken possession of.  It is rather that 

the perceiving person participates in what he perceives, being transformed 

into the thing perceived through his wondering perception (1993: 152).  

 

Gunton suggests that the fallenness of creation derives from a disabling of its ability 

to praise its creator, and therefore the Father’s ‘giving up’ of the Son and the Son’s 

self-giving is a sacrifice of praise to mend the brokenness.  This enables the human 

creation, through the Spirit and the sacrifice of Christ, to offer back itself as a 

sacrifice of praise to which all life is called. 

 

Alan Torrance (Church of Scotland), however, critiques Moltmann’s view as a 

subjective, anthropological response.  Doxological participation is an event of grace, 

and not any natural human innate capacity. He locates worship as being ‘the gift of 

participating in the human priesthood of the Son through the presence of the Spirit’ 

(1996: 323).  James Torrance believes that the prime purpose of the incarnation is to 

bring the believer into participation in the triune life, which he describes as 

 

 a double movement of grace ….which is at the heart of the ‘dialogue’ 

between God and humanity in worship… grounded in the very perichoretic 

being of God… fundamental for our understanding of the triune God’s 

relationship with the world (1996: 21). 

 

He therefore challenges the individualistic notion of worship, as something which is 

between ‘God and me’, and he draws closer to the Orthodox theology of Eucharistic 

worship being the place of sacred unity between the believer and the Holy Trinity.  

As Stăniloae puts it:   

 

this prayer which the Spirit offers within us, he offers to himself in our name, 

and into this prayer we too are drawn.  Through grace the Spirit identifies 

himself with us so that, through grace, we may identify ourselves with him 

(1998: 248).   
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It is of course axiomatic that the Orthodox understand Orthodoxy as both right belief 

and right glory, or doxology (Ware, 1963: 8). 

 

Praise is therefore an integral part of a trinitarian understanding of person, living in 

communion, sharing the divine life through the Holy Spirit, and expressed in worship. 

 

Personhood expressed through worship:  a place for all confessions 

In interconfessional terms this gives rise to mixed responses.  The Anglican Church 

is eucharistically hospitable to those of other trinitarian confessions, and so acts out 

the reconciliation of God with humanity in Christ.  The Orthodox Church in general 

however considers that it cannot have Eucharistic fellowship with those who do not 

share its theological understanding of the Eucharist, and therefore worship can 

become a dividing line. 

 

Even so, their joy in their liturgy as the timeless moment when believers become part 

of the worshipping life of heaven, and the Orthodox welcome to members of other 

confessions to be part of it, can mean that although this participation may be 

incomplete, it can create a uniting of spirits in the worship of God, and a partial 

sharing in the trinitarian life to which all Christians are called through baptism.86 This 

is only possible, according to Anglican theologians Ford and Hardy, if the problems 

between the confessions are not permitted to be the defining situation:     

 

It is wrong to start from problems, or even problems solved.  The beginning is 

with a basic reality which is good, attractive and generous.  To begin to see 

this is to be drawn into appreciation and delight that leads into deeper 

understanding and relationship and so on into the spiral of love (2005: 93). 

 

Ford and Hardy create space for interconfessional sharing of praise by seeing 

human dignity as part of trinitarian distinctiveness:   

 

At the heart of human dignity is the free respect given by one person to 

another, recognising their otherness, their distinctive life, the irreducible 

pluralism of being persons in relation.  The other must be allowed to speak, to 

act, to understand, to be free to respond or not (2005: 95). 

 

In the absence of such a response, they appeal to Philippians 3 and the kenosis of 

Christ as motivation for    

                                                             
86 Robert Jenson also locates the Eucharist as the place where trinitarian worship and praise brings 

the congregation into sharing the life of God:  ‘From the beginning and to this day, the congregation 

gathered at the Supper gives trinitarian thanks to God.  He is praised as the giver and doer of all 

good.  The good that he does is Christ.  And of that good will come the final good, present and 

anticipated in the Spirit.  Thereby, the congregation shares the very triune life of God.’  R W Jenson, 

The Triune Identity: God according to the Gospel (Fortress Press 1982) p 33 
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respecting others, and to take the role of a servant to the point of rejection 

and death.  It is when we are willing to do this that we discover its subversive 

power, in the way that it works not only to create relationship in positive ways, 

but also to challenge individuals and groups in their self-esteem and attitudes 

to each other (2005: 96). 

 

They link this directly with the movements for mission and renewal throughout 

Christian history, commenting that  

 

the investment of people in their networks of recognition and respect is so 

large that the most stubborn resistance and retaliation is almost bound to 

follow.  Above all, the effort is made to separate the praise of God from its 

social and practical consequences.  Everything is tried to undo that knot 

(2005: 96). 

 

This investment includes ways of worshipping.  Just as Romanian Baptists are 

deeply uncomfortable in the Orthodox liturgy, feeling that aspects of it are sub-

Christian, so Romanian Orthodox feel that a Baptist service is inadequate.  These 

are real difficulties, but the solution is not to focus on them, but to be aware of 

standing ‘in the presence of Jesus Christ’ (Ford and Hardy, 2005: 96) when sharing 

worship.  This results in the kind of praise which ‘recognises the primacy and reality 

of the love of God, and in its desire to share delight in this it becomes evangelical 

and missionary’ (Ford and Hardy, 2005: 189). 

 

Reflection 

This view of praise as being overflowing and joyful with spaces for the free 

movement of the Holy Spirit in some ways overlaps with the Orthodox understanding 

of worship, and in some ways challenges it.  Ford and Hardy claim that when the 

way of doing worship becomes more important than worship itself, then the life of the 

Spirit is stifled.  Orthodox theologians would deny this because they do not divide the 

content of worship from its form, as western Christians do, and they point to the 

comments of Vladimir, Prince of Kiev in the Russian Primary Chronicle as still being 

true of their liturgy.  On arriving in Constantinople and attending Divine Liturgy at the 

Hagia Sofia, he wrote   

 

We knew not whether we were in heaven or on earth, for surely there is no 

such splendour or beauty anywhere upon earth.  We cannot describe it to 

you:  only this we know, that God dwells there among humans, and that their 

service surpasses the worship of all other places.  For we cannot forget that 

beauty (Ware, 1963: 264). 

 

Worshipping the Trinity in the ‘beauty of holiness’, being willing to acknowledge 

differences but not allowing them to define the interconfessional relationship, 
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standing together in Christ in the belief that his presence, real and active in the 

world, brings creative and reconciling possibilities, are all fruitful ways towards the 

building of a spiritual friendship that would allow Christians from different traditions to 

work together.  The question is not whether this is true, but whether the confessions 

are willing to forego mutual prejudice sufficiently to show hospitality in worship 

without an underlying agenda.   

 

The proposal is therefore that each church be willing to show hospitality to other 

churches in worship, to enable all to share in the worshipping life of the Trinity, in 

whom there is both distinctiveness and unity.  This should not just be a hope, or 

even occasional, but should characterise interconfessional relationships if it is to take 

seriously the Trinitarian vision. 

 

Ioan Sauca, Romanian Director of the Ecumenical Institute at Bossey,  comments 

that the caricatures and prejudices that Orthodox and evangelicals have concerning 

each other are capable of being transformed when they are on ‘safe’ and neutral 

ground and able to share worship and theology.87  This offers hope for such a task. 

 

 

Personhood:  outward-flowing in mission 

The outward-flowing love of the personal and relational Trinity not only catches up 

the church in divine praise through Christ, but purposefully empowers it for the task 

of sharing that love with all others.  For this reason the Holy Spirit came upon the 

apostles at Pentecost, filling them with praise and driving them on to the streets in 

proclamation of Christ, working in them towards bringing the whole creation to glory 

(Romans 8:20-21).   Mission must always be seen as part of the greater cosmic 

picture of the renewal of creation at the return of Christ.  If mission is understood in 

eschatological terms, with the whole of creation in praise of God, would eastern and 

western traditions find themselves on common ground? 

 

It is certainly true for Stăniloae:  ‘The material universe, like mankind itself, is 

destined for transfiguration through the power of the risen body of Christ’ (1980: 211) 

and also for Moltmann, who concludes ‘the whole creation will be transfigured 

through the indwelling of God’s glory’ (1993: 105).    

 

This means that mission, the overflowing of God’s love to the world, can be 

understood in trinitarian terms as part of the nature of God, epitomised in Moltmann’s 

theory that   

 

The Trinity which is discernible in the sending formulas has an analogous 

form.  The Father sends his Son.  The Son is sent by his Father.  Through the 
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 From Sauca’s unpublished introduction to proposed publication of reports on Orthodox-evangelical 
encounters at Bossey,  in private email November 2009. 
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sending, the fellowship of the Father and the Son becomes so all-embracing 

that men and women are taken into it, so that in that fellowship they may 

participate in Jesus’ sonship and call on the Father in the Spirit (1993: 71 and 

82). 

 

Baptist theologian Stephen Holmes believes that the sending of the Holy Spirit 

created the possibility for the apostolic mission to stand in continuity with Jesus’ own 

mission, sent by him as he had been sent by the Father.  This indicates that there is 

‘sending’ within the life of God:  ‘the work of redemption is initiated by the Father, 

carried out through the incarnation of the Son, and brought to completion by the 

Spirit’s work in the church’ (2006: 80).  It is appropriate to affirm this because it is a 

pattern that mirrors rather than contradicts the eternal relations of Father, Son and 

Spirit.  

 

Despite the argument as to whether the works of the Trinity ad extra are congruent 

with what the Trinity is ad intra, Holmes contends that Jesus’ assertion about 

sending his disciples as he himself is sent by the Father is a reflection on the ‘eternal 

inner-triune relationships of love which Father, Son and Spirit share, and in which the 

church is called to participate’ (2006: 82).  This means that the apostolic mission of 

the church is a reflection of inner-trinitarian life, and not only economic.  If that is so, 

then there must be an ‘eternal movement of sending and being sent‘ (Holmes, 2006: 

82).  

 

Therefore to speak of God as missionary is ‘to assert that in the eternal begetting of 

the Son, and the eternal procession of the Spirit, there is not just a movement of 

origination, but also a movement of purposeful sending’ (Homes, 2006: 86).  This is 

implicit in the idea of perichoresis, that it is not only a ‘circular’ movement between 

the persons of the Trinity drawing in humanity, but is simultaneously and necessarily 

also a movement outwards, through the Son, towards humanity and the whole of 

creation.  It is a purposeful, creative and redeeming movement, because this is the 

nature of love as revealed by Christ.    The sacrificial suffering of the Son of God out 

of love for mankind defines eternally the nature of divine love.  ‘It specifies that God 

does not just regard his world with benevolent interest and concern … But that he 

exerts himself in a pattern of cruciform self-sending to bring about his loving 

purposes’ (Holmes, 2006: 88). 

 

Holmes claims that a missionary, sending Trinity, as opposed to God who ‘has’ a 

mission, can only be worshipped by a missionary church.  ‘A church that refuses the 

call to mission is failing to be the church God calls it to be just as fundamentally as a 

church that refuses the call to be loving’ (2006: 89).  He too sees mission as 

eschatological, in that it is centred on the cross of Christ, and that in eternity the slain 

Lamb of God is at the heart of the New Jerusalem in everlasting proclamation of the 

outward-flowing, ‘sending’ love of the Trinity. 
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The idea of ‘sending’ creates common ground between eastern and western 

traditions.  The continuing argument over the ‘filioque’ addition to the Nicene Creed 

does not necessarily preclude this.  The International Commission for Anglican-

Orthodox Theological Dialogue affirm in their Cyprus statement:  

 

If our trinitarian theology fully expresses the mutual relation of the three divine 

Persons, we can properly witness to the inseparable connection between the 

work of the Son and the work of the Holy Spirit in achieving our salvation, 

without having recourse to the filioque (2009: 22). 

 

There is a clear distinction in the Orthodox mind between ‘proceeding’, proper only to 

the relationship between the Father and the Holy Spirit, and ‘sending’, and this 

creates an entry point for dialogue on mission.  Himcinschi, while dwelling on the 

inadequacies of filioque, is quite prepared to say that the Father sent the Son, and 

the Son sent the Spirit, and the Spirit sends the believer.  He sees the Spirit (quoting 

Stăniloae) as resting in the Son and therefore in believers, making them holy and 

lifting up humanity ‘to the level of sanctified partners with the Father and the Son, in 

love, through the Holy Spirit’ (2004: 366, my translation).  Through indumnezeire 

(being made holy), people become a new creation through the Spirit in the body of 

Christ, uniting them in a way that is ‘only possible in and through the Church, the 

medium which assures reciprocal love between us and God’ (2004: 367).  

 

Himcinschi’s argument covers well-trodden theological ground concerning the 

Orthodox view of mission as trinitarian, but fails to contextualise his theology with 

any reflection on the challenge of nominalism to the ROC.  Consequently there is an 

absence of discussion on the means to re-catechise lapsed Orthodox, except to see 

the task as teaching people to understand what it means to be a full participant in the 

life of the church, and evangelicals consider this inadequate. 

 

His thinking builds on Bria’s work, who says  

 

Mission belongs to the very nature of the church, whatever the conditions of 

its life, for without mission there is no church, because the church continues 

the work of humankind’s salvation revealed and achieved by Jesus Christ our 

saviour…The coming of the Holy Spirit in the church is not an isolated historic 

event in the past but a permanent gift which gives life to the church (1986: 

12).    

 

Bria is much clearer on methodology of mission, although always within the context 

of the Orthodox church.   

 

Colin Gunton, in the context of talking about the mission of the Spirit, says that his 

sending from the Father is to create an outward-looking, outward-reaching church, 

reflecting the Trinity:   



122 
 

 

we need to recover again a sense of the Church as the holy people of God, 

called first and last to praise his – threefold – name in all the ways that it can 

be done:  formal worship, holy living and the proclamation of the gospel in all 

the world (2003: 89). 

 

The Pentecostal theologian Seng-Kong Tan88 asserts that missions ‘are a 

participation, through the Spirit of God, in the mission of the anointed Christ’ (2004: 

284).  He holds in tension the theology of God as missionary in eternity, and the 

insistence that the holy life of the church is the proper locus and means of mission, 

when he says ‘We cannot be in and speak with the world regarding God except by 

being and becoming Christ-like, in both his character and anointing’ (2004: 284).  His 

argument echoes Bria when he says ‘A Christocentric missiology requires not only 

multiple ways of speaking, but also deeds that accompany words’ (2004: 286).  He 

stresses the centrality of Christ as ‘the eternal centre that connects everything else 

to the beginning and the end…the missionary church must be both the agent and 

sign of God’s reconciliation in Christ by the Spirit’ (2004: 287).  

 

The non-Orthodox theologians, while firmly trinitarian in their understanding of the 

nature and task of mission, do not see the church as the completion, but the means 

of mission.  Mission indeed should take place in and through the church as the body 

of Christ on earth, and the aim of mission is to bring people to know and love the 

Father through the Son and in the Holy Spirit, which implicitly means bringing them 

into the life of the church.  But their understanding of the meaning of church is more 

diverse than in Orthodoxy, and their attitude is more functional than ontological. 

 

The Orthodox approach is the reverse.  For them, mission is ontological, and takes 

place only within the context of the church where the Holy Liturgy is celebrated 

among the people of God.  The sending forth of the Trinity is also a ‘circular’ 

movement, with the people of God returning in love and worship:    

 

A Christian is the one who, wherever he looks, finds Christ and rejoices in 

Him.  And this joy transforms all his human plans and programs, decisions 

and actions, making all his mission the sacrament of the world’s return to Him 

who is the life of the world’ (Schmemann, 1973: 151). 

 

 The Holy Spirit dwells in the church, says Stăniloae, to gift all its members for the 

common good:   

 

The Church, and theology too, must be unceasing in their efforts to unfold in 

the light of Christ and his Gospel the meaning of this constant ‘exit’ or going 

forth, these continual invitations to new understanding and new efforts on the 
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 Seng-Kong Tan is teaching fellow at Princeton Theological Seminary. 



123 
 

road that leads towards intimacy with Christ and the fulfilment of his Gospel 

(1980: 39-40). 

 

Ion Bria describes the process as   

 

the privilege of all the members of the Eucharistic communities .......to 

participate in the ongoing mission of God .... all have an apostolic calling to 

witness through the quality of their lives to the experience of the risen Christ.  

The emphasis, therefore, lies on the realization of the vocation of the whole 

people of God to live as a corporate witnessing community (1986: 13). 

 

For Stăniloae, Schmemann and Bria, mission is about the continual outpouring of the 

Holy Spirit through the sacraments of church life, and about witnessing through 

being a faithful member of the church.  The church is where Christ is, through which 

he works, to which he brings erring humanity. 

 

However, this ‘revolving-door’ understanding of mission, whereby God the Holy 

Trinity sends out God’s people to share their faith and thus bring others to faith and 

thereby into the community of God in the church, is not exclusive to Orthodoxy.  

Baptists would subscribe to this view, but are much clearer about the personal 

responsibility of each believer in sharing the Gospel, not primarily in order to bring 

another to the church, but to faith in Christ and, only consequent on this, into the 

church as the body of believers.  

 

 

Reflection 

These eastern and western theologians agree that an understanding of person is 

fundamental to trinitarian theology, and that this is different from individualism, which 

is anthropocentric rather than theocentric.  They also agree that a theology of the 

Trinity should be approached through holding together the concepts of person and 

relation, and the patristic image of perichoresis is inspirational in delineating the 

dynamic relationship between person and relation.  They are further agreed that 

distinctiveness is an essential and Scriptural attribute of the persons of the Trinity, 

conferring particularity so that the persons are neither separated nor confused.  

Perichoretic thinking shows that the movement of the persons of the Trinity are not 

only towards, through and in each other in perfect unity and love, but also outwards 

towards humanity and the whole of creation, in salvation and renewal of people into 

true persons belonging by faith and baptism to the trinitarian community of the 

church as the body of Christ.  All this is relevant to a discourse on what it means to 

have a personal relationship with Christ. 

 

Despite these major agreements, the different emphases of Baptist and Orthodox 

confessions, imperfectly understood on both sides, take centre stage in Romania.  

The freedom endowed by distinctiveness is seen as individualism or an invalid form 
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of Christianity.  Person has been divided from relation.  Forms of worship have 

become a battleground.  Far from taking part in the perichoretic dance that draws 

persons together in love and unity, differences have become defining factors in 

relationships, creating disharmony and distrust. 

 

Although the different traditions may identify the same task, a major difficulty for 

Romanian Baptists remains the fact that for the ROC all mission takes place within 

Orthodoxy.  It cannot be otherwise where there is such a strong nationalist self-

understanding of the church. This enables the national church to understand mission 

as ‘re-catechisation’ of those who are already Christian and Orthodox, but who are 

‘ignorant’ (Andreicuţ) of the depth and richness of faith in Christ and who therefore 

do not understand that the Holy Spirit is given for personal transformation within the 

doctrine of theosis.    

 

This appears an insuperable obstacle to evangelical churches such as the Baptists, 

apparently stripping them of their fundamental belief in the necessity for the personal 

appropriation of salvation in Christ.  It seems incompatible with the way the Orthodox 

understand mission so emphatically as part of the communal nature of the church.  

Another obstacle for evangelicals is that non-Orthodox have no place in teaching the 

faith to Orthodox.  Orthodoxy does not subscribe to western denominationalism, 

which in evangelical circles is secondary to the personal commitment to Christ which 

precedes but is also a constitutive part of being part of the body of Christ, the church.  

Confessionalism in this view is weaker, seen as different rooms in the same 

Christian household, where individuals may pick and choose the forms of church 

government and liturgy which suit them best. 

 

Orthodoxy, with its fundamental resistance to individualism, rejects this 

understanding completely.  There is no dividing line between the faith and the church 

because they are one.  It is a holistic way of thinking and believing, a set of shared 

spiritual values understood in specific ways which do not allow for individual opinion.  

The Christian faith can therefore only be taught by Orthodox. Baptists find this 

unacceptable, as it is part of their mission and evangelism to teach and encourage 

the Christian faith in evangelical terms.  In order to be faithful to their vocation they 

therefore feel they have to distance themselves from Orthodoxy, which in turn is 

intolerant of non-Orthodox forms of Christianity. 

 

It has been shown that understanding the concept of person and personhood in a 

trinitarian context can be a sound basis for building a feasible theological foundation 

for Orthodox and Baptist to come together.  Personhood can only be understood 

relationally, and trinitarian thinking therefore offers true personhood to humanity 

through faith in Christ that expresses itself in praise and outward-flowing mission.  

This understanding can inform discourse on the meaning of personal relationship, 

and revisiting these areas of common faith would help to clear the theological 

ground. 
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It has also been shown that when trinitarian theology is seen through confessional 

lenses it can act as a way of reinforcing disagreement, particularly regarding the 

meaning of personal commitment.  As this is fundamental to disagreement about 

mission, the argument so far will now provide a basis for exploring a fresh approach, 

which may hold the key to a way out of this impasse. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS 

 

A new proposal 

This research has shown the reality of the deep antipathy between Orthodox and 

Baptist traditions in Romania.  It has explored the historical and theological reasons 

for this.  It has posed the question, can aspects of trinitarian theology offer a more 

constructive way forward for Baptists and Orthodox to explore the possibility of 

working together?   

 

This would only be a beginning, for theological study is not enough.  There is a larger 

necessity to build better relationships of mutual respect, for as has been clearly 

shown, trinitarian theology rests on God’s oneness in love, and all Christians are 

called by Christ to be one.  Part of the challenge is that the Baptists put evangelism 

ahead of building good relationships, and the Orthodox put Orthodoxy first.  Good 

work is still being done, but at great cost to relationships and to obedience to Christ’s 

command to be one. The first trinitarian imperative, then, is for both sides to affirm 

that oneness and unity with diversity is not an optional extra, and that determined 

effort is necessary to move towards this goal, however distant it may seem.  In this 

endeavour the role of personal friendship between Baptist and Orthodox should not 

be underestimated as a way of learning greater respect for the other’s tradition. 

Şeican says that the arrival of freedom meant that some Orthodox priests ‘were 

ready to befriend us or make contact with us and attend some of our projects.  Not 

very many though’ (Interview 3).    

 

Although the church traditions do not start from this position, if they are to be faithful 

to the mutual love and unity of trinitarian life then each side will need to acknowledge 

failure in this endeavour.  An appetite for this is doubtful at present, but without it the 

renewal of relationship according to trinitarian principles will not take place.  Can the 

Orthodox broaden their understanding of ‘smerenie’ (humility) to admit their hostility 

to the Baptists flies in the face of perichoretic love, instead of justifying it?  ‘The 

Orthodox are in a stronger position of influence than are Evangelicals and therefore 

they bear the heavier weight of responsibility for achieving Christian unity in 

Romania’ (Nassif: 2000).   Can the Baptists also take up the perichoretic challenge 

of recognising and affirming the love for God which is at the heart of Orthodoxy, and 

respect their sense of spiritual responsibility, instead of deploring Orthodox 

attitudes?  David Bjork89 accurately sums up through his own experience in France 

the general attitude of Baptists and evangelicals in Romania towards the ROC:   

 

When I arrived in France I assumed that true followers of Christ either did not 

exist in the Catholic Church, or that if they did exist, they were spiritually 

weakened and compromised by their involvement in that religious 
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 cf pp 18-19 of this thesis 
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environment …I assumed that true believers in Jesus Christ could not remain 

practicing Roman Catholics … This conviction … is held by many of my 

evangelical missionary colleagues (1997: 121).   

 

This assumption is so widespread amongst Baptist churches that a major paradigm 

shift is necessary for evangelicals in Romania:  ‘One cannot minister for Christ very 

long in a post-Christendom land … without coming to the realization that … God has 

obedient members of His household who are very happy to remain in the historic 

church of the land’  (Bjork, 1997: 120).  This has to be the context for theological 

discussion, along with a willingness to listen to each other.  The primary 

understanding, held by both church traditions, is that theology is not only an 

academic exercise, but the pursuit of the truth about God, which can only be learnt in 

the context of faith.  If this primary understanding were articulated from the start then 

it should create a strong foundation for theological exchange.  Both traditions need to 

take a more responsible and constructive attitude towards the other for there to be a 

chance of healing the long hostility:  

 

 Nothing less than courageous initiatives by Orthodox leaders, lay and 

ordained, can break the decades of hatred, fear and ignorance toward 

Evangelical Christianity which continue to dominate the perceptions of the 

Romanian Orthodox peoples. Similarly, nothing less than bold initiatives by 

Evangelical leaders, lay and ordained, that may risk offending their Protestant 

constituency will be able to move Evangelicals beyond the misconceptions 

and popular abuses of the Orthodox faith (Nassif, 2000: 4, final para). 

 

If it were possible to agree on these principles as a context, then theological 

discussion would be more constructive in the service of mission, and should take 

place within the context of shared prayer, in order to be true to the doxological 

participation in trinitarian life.90   For this, Baptists should try and understand the 

meaning of the Orthodox liturgy, and be willing to invite Orthodox priests to pray on 

suitable occasions.  The Orthodox, in turn, should be willing to accept the reality and 

power of the Baptist practice of extempore prayer. 

 

Personal relationships:  a trinitarian imperative  

Distinctiveness, divorced from relationality and personhood, has led to the disunity 

and mistrust currently true of most interconfessional relationships in Romania.  

Negruţ’s comment, that distinctive theologies lead to different outcomes, shows 

again that theology on its own can act divisively.  Also militating against good 

relationships is the constant tendency to lose the personal in the institutional, to 

allow theological linguistics to take the place of personal language, to hide behind 

confessional categories of thought instead of seeking genuine relationships of 

understanding. There seems to be a consistent trend in the development of 
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trinitarian thinking in many traditions to posit abstract terms in place of personal 

ones.  As James Torrance remarks:   

 

 The liberals appeal to contemporary self-understanding or self-expression in 

formulating their ideology.  The conservatives appeal to ‘evangelical 

experience’ … Where the one group, by selecting certain relevant ideas and 

abstracting them from the gospel, can detach them from the person of Jesus 

Christ, the others can sometimes so identify faith with subscription to orthodox 

doctrines, that they can substitute abstract dogmas for the living person of 

Jesus Christ (1996: 106-107). 

 

Although dogmas are ways of beginning to understand the Trinity, there is an 

inherent danger in moving the viewpoint away from the Trinity as revealed to 

humanity through Christ in the profoundly personal terms of God living as a human 

being and building personal relationships. The prayer of Christ, that his followers be 

one so that the world may believe, and that without him nothing can be done, (John 

15:5) binds those followers to the Jesus Christ whom they experienced in personal 

terms.  To take refuge in technical theological language can strip the profoundly 

personal from a Christian understanding of the Trinity, which reinforces differences 

rather than seeking to overcome them. 

 

Personal relationship, so critical to an understanding of the nature of the Holy Trinity 

as revealed through Christ, is just that – personal relationship.  ‘If this is forgotten, 

impersonal categories enter our language about the Trinity and distort it’ (Cyprus, 

2006:  Section 1, para 18).  When this understanding is lost, then barriers are built 

and maintained, faith becomes institutionalised and nominal, friendships between 

confessions are defined only by personality, and the life that Christ offers is not 

appropriated and does not transform the life of the believer, integral to both Orthodox 

thinking about divinisation and evangelical thinking about sanctification. 

 

This is trinitarian, but needs a practical outworking if it is to lead to the kind of love 

and trust that is willing to take risks.  Both theology and experience point to the 

absolute necessity of building good relationships between confessions in such a 

spirit of love.  Meeting in formal ways is useful, but can lead to a reinforcing of 

prejudice rather than the bridge-building which only becomes possible with the 

growth of personal trust.  

 

Personal relationships:  with each other 

The constant stumbling block for the evangelical is the apparent lack of insistence in 

Orthodoxy on the need for the sort of personal relationship with Christ, non-

negotiable in evangelicalism, without which salvation is not appropriated and the 

presence of the Holy Spirit in the believer, bringing growth in holiness, is not 

possible.  Theologically, this should not be a problem.  All trinitarian confessions 

affirm that it is the work of the Holy Spirit to bring people to faith.  However, it would 
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not be the first time that language has obscured rather than clarified a doctrine held 

by the different confessions.  The vocabulary of personal relationship can be very 

different according to tradition and is an area of major importance for dialogue.  What 

do evangelicals really mean when they speak of ‘having a personal relationship with 

Christ’?  Is it fair for the Orthodox to consider this unduly individualistic? 

 

Having established that the concepts of ‘person’ and ‘personal’ are non-negotiable to 

the Christian understanding of God as Trinity, it becomes clear that evangelicals do 

not always fully understand the meaning of person within the context of relationality.  

They insist that relationality with God depends on personal commitment to Christ 

through the work of the Holy Spirit, but this is only half the story.  The personal 

nature of this commitment joins the believer not only to the Trinity, but also in 

relationship with all those who believe, in all Christian churches.  If this step is not 

taken then the personal nature of the relationship does indeed become 

individualistic. 

 

By contrast the Orthodox do not always seem to realise fully the personal 

implications of the relational nature of the believer with God in the church, and can 

be scornful of the evangelical insistence on ‘personal relationship’ as superficial.  

The primary relationship in Orthodoxy is with the triune God who is indeed personal, 

but it is only possible to share the life of God through the Orthodox church, and this 

supersedes, and often seems to replace the personal element in the relationship of 

the believer with God. 

  

However, despite its apparently monolithic character, Orthodoxy varies, and in the 

Romanian context it is critical to note that Stăniloae lays emphasis on the personal 

nature of salvation in the incarnate Christ:   

 

Christ did not bring us salvation so that we might continue to live in isolation, 

but that we might strive towards a greater and ever more profound unity which 

has as its culmination the eternal Kingdom of God…. We see this reflected in 

the fact that we cannot gain salvation if we remain in isolation, caring only for 

ourselves.  There is no doubt that each man must personally accept salvation 

and make it his own, (my italics) but he cannot do so nor can he persevere 

and progress in the way of salvation unless he is helped by others and helps 

them himself in return, that is, unless the manner of our salvation is 

communal.  To be saved means to be pulled out of our isolation and to be 

united with Christ and the rest of men’ (1980: 204). 

 

This sort of language is recognisable to western evangelicals, although it embeds 

the appropriation of salvation firmly in the life of the Orthodox Church.  Despite this, 

Stăniloae does not emphasize the personal process through which the believer 

makes a distinctive response in practice to the revelation of God’s salvation.  

Because in Orthodox theology the life of the believer is only viewed in the context of 
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the church, the personal, distinctive response of the believer appears to be 

overtaken by the communal life of the church.    Although it is trinitarian to insist on 

the church as the context for the life of the believer, this gives the impression to the 

evangelical of being less than personal.  Again, there is potential here for re-

examining the Orthodox understanding of the person as over against the individual, 

and for asking whether the fear of individualism holds the danger of robbing 

Orthodox thinking of the distinctive nature of personal response.   

 

There appears to be room for this in Romanian Orthodox thinking:   

 

Everyone has his or her own spirituality which reflects a personal identity 

shaped in communion and solidarity with others; and the Spirit helps us to 

discover our own personality within communion with God … The Holy Spirit 

whom Christians confess is a personal God who recognizes the value and 

meaning of each person (Bria, 1996: 8, 9).   

 

Andreicuţ states:  ‘This faith which I received in my spirit through the preaching of the 

word of God determines my actions, the transformation of life’ (Spiritualitate, 2002: 

61, my translation).   For Andreicuţ faith is clearly deeply personal, and his books 

evidence that he is well aware that a change of heart is needed before people can 

begin to lead a truly spiritual life. 

 

When Baptists were challenged to accept that this is the same personal faith that 

they are looking for, they were reluctant to do so.  They offered no theological 

reflection,91 but implicit in Andreicuţ’s observations are two concepts which are 

foreign to Baptist theology.  One is the grace given to people by baptism, which is 

why he sees unspiritual behaviour as ‘schizophrenia’.  God is present in the young 

people he observes, but they are so heavily influenced by unhealthy media input that 

they do not live as if this were so.   It is as if they are leading two lives, one where 

God is present and one as if he were not.  Baptists do not accept infant baptism, nor 

that the grace of God comes upon a person simply through the act of baptism.  It 

must be met with faith in the believer to have efficacy92.  It follows that they would not 

accept that it is possible to lead two such lives:  either a person is a committed 

Christian, or they are not.  The Orthodox find these distinctions simplistic. 

 

The other major area of disagreement is also theological.  For the Orthodox, the 

renewal of a person’s faith can only happen through the church.  The Baptist 

understanding of the process of coming to personal faith includes a stage that is not 

present in Orthodox theology.  For Baptists, the primary relationship is between each 

person and Christ.  Once this takes place, the person concerned needs to make 

public witness in baptism, and in so doing openly completes his membership of the 
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church, the body of Christ. This outworking of Baptist ecclesiology is unacceptable to 

the Orthodox. 

 

It would appear that even this central tenet of the Christian faith, that of the 

relationship of the person with God the Trinity through Jesus Christ, is replete with 

disagreement.  The disagreements are not only about the reality of personal 

relationship in the other, judged confessionally; they are also about its process.  

Necessary to joint evangelism is sufficient conviction that people may genuinely 

know Christ in different confessions, and that those confessions may be equally 

valid.  Both sides would demand evidence of this validity, and each would look for 

such validation in different ways.  The Baptists look for probity of lifestyle, habits of 

personal prayer and Bible study.  The Orthodox look for commitment to Christ shown 

in devotional ways through fasting, confession, veneration of icons and saints, and 

attendance at the Liturgy.  These are major differences and cannot lightly be set 

aside. 

 

Other differences also seem insuperable.  Although the Orthodox are prepared to 

work with others on such projects as Bible translation, recognisably fundamental to 

mission in all confessions, their fear of confessional contamination is never far away 

and unless they themselves are in charge of the project the co-operation is often 

pragmatic and short-lived.  This means that all missional efforts with them must take 

place under their jurisdiction, and the Baptist democratic outlook would never 

concede this, believing as they do that pluralism is necessary and means freedom of 

choice for each person.93   Baptist attitudes, superficially similar in many ways to the 

Orthodox, are not comfortable working with Christians from other confessions, 

apparently from a fear that their understanding of the Gospel will be misrepresented 

or contaminated in some way.  Fear of contamination plays a major part in this 

scenario, which is why the creation of personal friendships, as well as greater 

understanding of each other’s theology, are key to the dismantling of such fear and 

the possibility of co-operation.   

 

Another major difficulty arises when the question is asked, in what would the 

preaching of the Gospel consist?  The Baptists would always call for repentance that 

leads to a personal turning to Christ, evidenced in deeds as well as words, whereas 

the Orthodox would expect repentance to lead to confession and greater spiritual 

devotion in the church.94  For mission to take place there would have to be sufficient 

trust between the missioners to respect the freedom of each person to make a 

unique response.  The Orthodox insistence on the necessity of Orthodoxy being the 

only authentic form of Christianity for Romanians obviates this, and the Baptists have 

the greatest difficulty in believing that an Orthodox person is truly Christian. 
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Further, even if it were possible to share the preaching of the Gospel95, which church 

tradition would embrace those coming to faith in Christ?  Baptists would never 

believe that such converts could grow in their personal faith in the Orthodox system, 

and Orthodox would never cede them to neo-Protestants.  At every turn the situation 

leads to stalemate.  Even when personal friendship and trust is established and co-

operation possible, evangelicals working with the Orthodox have further challenges.  

For instance, an evangelical might find it very difficult to attend such Orthodox feasts 

as the Dormition of Mary, because they consider it to be a tradition rather than 

biblical.  The Orthodox would find it difficult to attend Baptist services which include 

the Lord’s Supper, because of the absence of priests and liturgy they consider 

essential.  In order to be faithful to trinitarian love and mutuality, distinctiveness must 

not be allowed to supersede relationality.  Personal friendship involving mutual trust 

and respect must be allowed to embrace theological distinctiveness, rather than 

being defined by it.    Although Volf is right in saying that a direct line cannot be 

drawn from trinitarian relationships to those between the churches, perichoresis 

should be allowed to inspire mutual relationships especially when each tradition 

faces the challenge of learning to understand the other, when their theology and 

practice is mutually offensive.  Awareness of perichoresis has the potential to 

transform attitudes to distinctiveness, so that fractured relationships may be 

embraced. 

 

Such difficulties are real, and constantly threaten and undermine interconfessional 

relationships. Conscious efforts to work towards relationships of trust in which 

person, relation and distinctiveness are held together are a necessary precursor to 

working together in mission, but are not sufficient for the task. If the focus is on the 

task itself then it is likely to fail when the process is inevitably weakened in some 

way.  This is a major stumbling block between confessions, especially when 

narrowly-defined as in some missiological approaches96.  It can also be defined in 

such mystical language that its essential practicality in the life of the believer is no 

longer accessible.   

 

However, if working together in mission and evangelism is to become possible, it is a 

critical task to establish and define working terms to describe the nature and purpose 

of the personal relationship of the believer with Christ because this language is at the 

heart of Orthodox/evangelical disagreement.  At present terms are used polemically, 

so any move by church traditions towards each other can only bear fruit if they are 

willing to agree on such a definition.  This thesis has established that there is such 

common ground which is recognisable to both traditions, and could serve as a 

starting point for such a discussion, which will now be outlined. 
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Personal relationships:  with God the Holy Trinity 

 

Personal relationships:  personal because God the Holy Trinity is personal 

Unless the salvation offered through Christ by God the Father is personally 

appropriated through the grace of the Holy Spirit, faith can become nominal, as held 

by the evangelicals.  It has been shown that the Orthodox do not necessarily 

disagree with this:  ‘Being in a personal relationship to God is at the heart of knowing 

about God’ (Cyprus, 2006: 1, para 33). 

 

This aspect of trinitarian theology could then prove immensely creative.  The 

historical Orthodox patristic understanding of the importance of person is 

foundational to interconfessional discussion.   Now needed is for the Orthodox to be 

prepared to consider seriously the evangelical insistence that the personhood and 

relationality of God mean that a believer’s faith should also be personal, in the sense 

of being interiorised, in order to enter more fully into the divine life.  In so doing, they 

may come to see that this might not mean a privatisation, but a realisation of faith.  If 

so, this would have enormous impact on their mission, for it is a method of 

understanding the interiorisation of faith that leads to deeper commitment to God.  

Certainly the Romanian Orthodox concern for ‘re-catechisation’ of the people would 

be sympathetic to an evangelical insistence on the interiorisation of faith. 

 

The Baptists in turn should be willing to concede that a personal relationship with 

Christ can happen in different ways to different people, that there are Orthodox for 

whom Christ is central and who seek to follow him in humility and repentance, and 

that this is an authentic form of Christianity.  The question for them both is about 

process, and discussion should focus on the means by which a nominal believer 

may be led to interiorise the faith in Orthodoxy.  Although the Orthodox Church 

provides the means, in terms of offering confession and encouraging attendance at 

worship, these do not necessarily lead to lives lived more christianly.  Evangelical 

insistence on personal commitment has something relevant to bring to this dilemma.   

 

It is the communion between each believer and the Trinity and therefore also with 

other believers that makes them truly persons.  Impaired communion leads to 

impaired persons, and therefore renewal of communion must include the renewal of 

each believer’s understanding that he or she is loved by the Trinity as a unique 

person, as part of being a member of the church.  If the church traditions are able to 

agree on this meaning of person, then they have a basis for discussion on the 

meaning of ‘personal relationship’. 

 

Linguistics are as pertinent here as theology.  Where the evangelical talks about the 

personal relationship with God, it is native to Orthodoxy to speak in terms of a holy 

intimacy with God, as a child with its father.  Stăniloae confirms this:  ’Through the 

incarnate Son we enter into filial communion with the Father, while through the Spirit 

we pray to the Father or speak with Him as sons’  (1998: 248).  This filial relationship 
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is central to both church theologies:  the sticking point is the means by which this 

relationship is interiorised in the life of the Christian.   

 

Despite this, both church traditions agree on the necessity of the personal as non-

negotiable in the salvation relationship of the believer in Christ, and this opens the 

door to a fresh discussion in two ways.  Firstly it would be fruitful to consider the 

subject of the personal from the linguistic point of view, asking what each confession 

understood by this concept.  Secondly, the fundamental trinitarian nature of the 

personal demands that the confessions agree to be open to hearing from each other, 

with the express purpose of creating mutual understanding on the meaning of the 

personal.  Bjork remarks 

 

Personal contact is critical … Jesus lived out this perichoretic principle … Just 

as Jesus “fed his intimacy” with the Father, so we must work at developing 

intimacy with other members of God’s family  It is only as we deepen informal 

interpersonal relationships with believers of other groups that more visible, 

formal opportunities will present themselves  (1997: 125).   

 

His thinking shows that the Christian unity for which Christ prayed is not exclusively 

organizational, but, inspired by perichoretic thinking, is primarily interpersonal. 

 

 

Personal relationships:  relational because God the Holy Trinity is relational 

It is significant that Gregory of Nyssa only developed his view of person in relational 

terms.  ‘Gregory makes communion among the three persons (of the Godhead) the 

important factor that transforms them from mere collections of properties into 

persons’ (Turcescu, 2005: 58).  The divine persons are relational; their personhood 

and their relationality mutually constitute each other.  Although divine generation is 

‘an eternal mystery inaccessible to human comprehension’ (2005: 85), Turcescu 

concludes that ‘all three persons rejoice eternally in the presence of each other and 

know each other perfectly.  This is communion, and it allows for both the distinction 

of each person and the perfect unity among them’ (2005: 117). 

 

Grounding the discussion in Gregory’s thinking moves it firmly away from secular 

western categories in which ‘person’ is understood as ‘individual’.  The concept of 

the Trinity as person-in-relation leads inevitably towards the realisation that if 

Christian believers are those who share the life of the Trinity through Christ, then that 

life is both personal and relational.  This presses the church traditions into an 

admission that they are not truly reflecting the life of God if their own relationships 

with each other are impaired.  Impaired relationships also call into question the 

security of confessional identity.   
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Personal relationships:  distinctive because God the Holy Trinity is distinctive 

The complex meaning of personhood embraces distinctiveness as well as 

relationality.  Distinctiveness is a fundamental aspect of Christian identity, which is 

understood in Romania in confessional terms.  Although confessional identities are 

battlegrounds, identity is neither fulfilled nor secure unless it is inspired by 

perichoretic relationality.  The identity of each tradition is critical, because one of the 

fears of both churches is that somehow their identity or their beliefs will be 

compromised or weakened by the other.  On the contrary, it is an essential part of 

the encounter because distinctiveness is part of the nature of the Holy Trinity, and 

true unity involves a recognition of what makes each party different from the other.  

However, a perichoretic understanding of distinctiveness challenges the confessions 

to affirm that difference does not imply inferiority, and trinitarian love welcomes all 

believers in Christ equally. 

 

It is clear that although distinctiveness may be non-negotiable, its power to build 

relationships or dismantle them lies not in itself, but in confessional attitudes towards 

both their own distinctive identity and the identity of another confession.  Co-

operation in mission entails a conscious and mutual refusal to allow distinctions to 

become the defining factor.  In so doing, each confession finds, sometimes to the 

surprise of the participants, that they become more truly themselves and that their 

identity clarifies through contrast with the other.97   Bjork confirms this:   ‘If our 

relationship with other believers is patterned after the perichoretic unity of the Trinity, 

then it will entail no reduction of (evangelical) convictions or loss of identity’ (1997: 

126), which is also true of Orthodox identity.  This, however, is not sufficient if the 

relationship is to be creative rather than destructive.  It needs further delineation of 

what is both ‘mine’ and ‘not mine’98  for deeper unity to take place, enabling deeper 

sharing in mission.   Where the Eucharist is concerned, this means at present a 

willingness to at least share sorrow over confessional division on the grounds that all 

confessions are called to share the divine life with each other.  Deliberate choice is 

needed to build sufficient trust, not in each other but in the grace of God, to pray and 

work towards greater mutuality.   

 

Church traditions therefore speak to each other from within their own unique tradition 

and this certainly finds favour with some Orthodox.  Orthodox Archbishop Andreicuţ 

affirms ‘in a multicultural world, in a world divided into different confessions as our 

Europe is becoming, in order to carry out a conversation with somebody else it is 

very important to know yourself’ (2006: introduction). 

 

Contrary to the assumptions made by so many people of all confessions, Andreicuţ 

sees confessional distinctiveness as being part of Christian unity, not opposed to it.  
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 As in a conversation with an Orthodox student of theology interested in ecumenical activity, who 
explained that faculty staff were nervous she would lose her Orthodox understanding by taking part.  
“The opposite happens.  I am more Orthodox and more aware of why I am Orthodox.” 
98

 Volf, as argued in chapter 3 of this thesis 
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‘And this dialogue is necessary because we are all children of the same God. … It is 

certain that all the Christian confessions have their own identities, their own 

theology.  Christ is their hope as He is our hope’ (2006: 5, 8).  He considers that an 

acceptance of each other as ‘other’, ‘if we love one another and confess Christ 

together’, is sufficient to form the common witness of the multi-confessional church 

to those who are outside it.  

 

Despite Baptist pastor Șeican’s doubts about the validity of Orthodox Christianity, he 

echoes this belief:  ‘the authentic church for me is made up of people who have the 

same Lord over their hearts and minds. I don’t look to labels, names or 

denominations – I know that there are believers in all denominations.’99   Here the 

idea of perichoresis proves fruitful.  Just as the Holy Trinity is distinct in person and 

yet wholly one, so churches are called to be both distinct and united in their common 

faith in Christ:  to cease focussing on differences and instead for each confession to 

‘point beyond itself to Jesus Christ, the one Lord of the church to Whom all of us are 

subject’ (Bjork, 1997: 128).   

  

This is certainly a trinitarian understanding of both distinctiveness and unity, 

integrated and worked out through the love of God in Christ.  It is both an Orthodox 

and Baptist approach to dialogue and mission.  Quoting John 15:12 and Maximus 

the Confessor, Andreicut continues  

 

we can be healed through love from our selfishness…The Christian who lives 

in the postmodern world, and has had very little Christian teaching, needs to 

understand that  “We know and believe the love God has for us.  God is love, 

and he who abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him.”  (1 John 

4:16).  Unfortunately, he knows God very little and thus, he does not know the 

love that sacrifices everything (Identitate, 2006: 7 my translation).   

 

Again, Baptist pastor Seican echoes this when he speaks of the church’s mandate 

‘to be a light in the world and to minister to the world, and to bring light into the dark 

world and to bring the hope of Christ into the world.’100   This shared passion for 

those without personal knowledge of God’s love in Jesus Christ is a creative factor 

which will be developed later, and has the potential for transforming distinctiveness 

from mutual antipathy to mutual enrichment in the shared task of mission. 

 

 

Personal relationships:  missional because God the Holy Trinity is missional 

Both parties agree that the Father sent the Son, the Son sent the Spirit, and the 

Spirit sends the believer (Interview 2).  This avoids the battleground over filioque, 

which in any case does not perturb Baptists as they do not declare the Nicene Creed 
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 Interview 3 
100

 cf Interview 3 
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in worship although, as previously shown, it informs their own basis of faith.  The use 

of the word ‘sent’ clarifies common ground on the missional nature of the Trinity.  

This sending does not however only mean some believers.  It is an imperative on all 

the churches to be missionary in nature and in outlook, theologically and in reality.  

What means are there of envisioning the faithful of both church traditions to 

understand such a task?  Bjork suggests:   

 

our interaction with other believers is to be one of cooperation.  By this I mean 

that we must be willing to work together for the common end of reaching 

those who have not yet heard, believed, and confessed that Jesus is Lord … 

This perichoretic principle is brilliantly displayed in the Trinity where each 

Person of the Divinity works together to reconcile mankind to the Creator … It 

is amazing that so few of us have recognized the importance of cooperation 

with other believers in our outreach for Christ (1997: 126). 

 

I am not convinced that the traditional disagreements, misunderstandings and 

misrepresentations make the task of trying to do mission together impossible.  

Trinitarian theology, as common ground and not battleground, is capable of bringing 

about transformation and mutuality, and of being a common basis for thinking about 

mission. It must be so, for it is the basis of all Christian faith and life.  It not only 

describes Christian identity, it makes Christians truly persons in relation.  The Spirit 

who gives common life in Christ is able with grace and power to transform the 

attitudes of each church to the other.  There is no other way, and indeed there is no 

choice if Christ’s desire for oneness is to be fulfilled, that the world may believe.  

Theology, as so many theologians of all confessions have said, means nothing 

unless it is lived; a view expressed by Gunton:  

 

 ‘because the theology of the Trinity has so much to teach about the nature of 

our world and life within it, it is or could be the centre of Christianity’s appeal 

to the unbeliever, as the good news of a God who enters into free relations of 

creation and redemption with his world.  In the light of the theology of the 

Trinity, everything looks different.  (1991:7) 

 

Personal relationships with God the Holy Trinity - transformative 

With this in mind,  the different confessions need to explore more fully a re-definition 

of the meaning of mission as a way of offering the Gospel to the world such that it 

leads to transformation, firstly in the person and finally in all creation.  This 

exploration of personal transformation as the work of the Holy Spirit is a re-definition 

that would find favour on all sides,101 and is trinitarian in its understanding.   

Common spiritual ground becomes visible in the nature of life-changing and 
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 ‘The material universe, like mankind itself, is destined for transfiguration through the power of the 
risen body of Christ.’  Stăniloae, 1998: 211. 
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transforming personal spiritual experiences, in which believers instantly recognise 

the movement of God in one other as authentic and familiar. 

 

The importance of personal testimony is fundamental to evangelicalism but not 

common in Orthodox tradition, except in terms of the life stories of saints.  Used in a 

humble way to share personal experience of Christ through the Spirit, it can prove a 

powerful means of illuminating spiritual unity. 

 

When this happens, it creates a spiritual bond of mutual understanding which 

deepens relationship in a way that reflects the sharing of trinitarian life in the love of 

Christ.  Fr Rafael Noica says  

 

I have met many who have been converted, and even if they have not 

become Orthodox, I have recognized in their experience as they have talked 

the same moment I experienced myself when God convinced me that He 

exists and that the Orthodox Church is the true one.  I have recognized that 

moment in their stories.  Essentially, the conversion to God is the thing that I 

have known in all of them, even if it had taken different forms.  God enters into 

a personal dialogue with each man (Andreicuţ, 2006: Introduction).  

 

Having quoted this, Andreicuţ goes on to say  

 

The meetings between people that have really “been converted to God” can 

be effective.  Dialogue can be effective when we hold in our hearts a strong 

faith in God and an eternal hope in Christ, who unites us.  The Orthodox 

Church does not want to impose its authority upon anyone... it does not wish 

to command anybody, nor to humiliate any Christians; it wishes to be able to 

hear everybody saying the same thing that ancient Christians used to say:  let 

us love one another so that we might confess the Father, the Son and the 

Holy Spirit (2006: introduction). 

 

This Orthodox approach resonates with Seican’s statement about mission:   

 

The core is this, work to make people aware that God loves them, and that he 

desires a personal relationship with them for eternity.  It’s not just about Jesus 

dying, it’s not just about the forgiveness of sins, it’s more like entering into his 

family, entering into a new dimension of spiritual life that changes somebody’s 

mind, changes somebody’s heart, their perspective, future, hopes, desires, 

outlook for life and everything, and eternity (Interview 3). 

 

Building relationships which include mutual sharing of the transforming power of 

God’s love is faithful to the trinitarian ideal of outward-looking unity, and is prior to 

the task of mission.  It should make working together in mission more possible 

because the same Spirit experienced by both parties gives common concern for the 
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name of Christ and the glory of the Father in the world.  It should lead to a shared 

concern to take seriously Christ’s command to preach the Gospel and reconcile 

people to the Father, and a shared desire to see the Holy Spirit active in 

appropriating the good news in the lives of people.  Mutuality is discovered in the 

kind of grief experienced by both sides in their concern for those who have no faith in 

Christ, or for those in whom faith does not have a transforming significance.  Such a 

concern is rooted in mutual response to the love of Christ and mutual desire to serve 

him, and so models perichoretic love.  

 

Church leaders who hold such a vision are critical to this task, for they recognise that 

the transforming nature of deep spiritual experience creates mutuality and builds 

bridges, recognizably the sign of Christ at work who ‘has made the two one and has 

destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility’ (Eph 2:14).  The reality of the 

personally transforming work of the Holy Spirit in a person throws into relief the 

situations where belief is nominal only, and causes the kind of grief and desire for 

transformation that is common to those who long ‘that the world may believe’.  This 

grief and desire is ages old but always new, reflecting the eternal longing of the Holy 

Trinity for humanity.  It is fertile ground to enable Baptist and Orthodox to come 

together in greater openness, to heal and enrich the mission of the Gospel to the 

Romanian people.   

 

While this is not the case at present, profound concern for those who either do not 

believe or who do not practise their belief is at the heart of the evangelistic task.  

Although it may be expressed and approached very differently, this experience is 

common to all confessions.  To the evangelical eye the Orthodox may not seem 

concerned, but this is not the case, and their concern has a long history going back 

to the Cappadocian Fathers and Basil of Caesarea:  

 

 Despite Basil’s careful preaching, the lives of the people in his churches were 

not being renewed in the gospel.  He was particularly concerned that after 

feast days his flock was indulging in drunkenness and the resulting 

licentiousness and debauched behaviour.  To put it simply, Basil wanted to 

develop the whole worship of the Church to embody the reality of the Trinity, 

so that the people would not just be preached at, but trained in holiness 

(Gunton, 2003: 8). 

 

This concern is still part of Orthodox experience.  Andreicuţ, giving an example of the 

spiritual ‘schizophrenia’ of some Romanian Orthodox, says  

 

Near the Archbishop’s quarters is the Military Centre.  Sometimes a 

discotheque is held there.  Late at night healthy and attractive young people 

emerge.  Sadly, they shout loudly and obscenely.  However, when they reach 

the cathedral entrance they piously cross themselves.  What can be said 

about these realities? (2004: 14 my translation).   
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Such Orthodox concerns about nominalism and the need to ‘re-catechise’ their 

people in the faith to lead holy lives can surely be acknowledged by evangelicals as 

a genuine way of understanding the mission task of bringing people to a transformed 

personal faith in the Holy Trinity through Christ.  

 

 

The possibility of inclusive mission:  some practical proposals 

This thesis has traced the main theological, ecclesiological and practical reasons for 

the deep divide which exists currently between the Baptist and Romanian Orthodox 

churches. It has also made clear that although the wounds are deep, positive signs 

are now emerging. There is interest among young theologians in learning more, from 

and about each other.  The ecumenical movement is still playing a critical role and 

consideration should be given as to why Baptists and other evangelicals have 

removed themselves from its processes, and how the desire for unity that underpins 

the work of this movement can be interpreted in a way that will include them. This 

thesis has proposed that the current emphasis of the WCC on the trinitarian nature 

of mission would help this process forward, as Christians throughout Europe are 

influenced by it in developing their complementary roles to enable them to offer the 

spiritual contribution that can and should be made.  The personal friendships which 

have developed play an 'undercover’ role in creating better understanding.   

 

This helps to construct a positive background for the biggest challenge faced by the 

church traditions in this context, which is to create a praxis where trinitarian beliefs 

held in common are allowed to have an active and positive impact on both theology 

and relationships.  This thesis has sought to make clear that without this, any 

progress will be extremely difficult if not impossible.  

 

1.  The proposal is that both church traditions should begin by identifying what they 

have in common, in particular their understanding of the Trinity, so that inspired by  

divine love and obeying the command of Jesus Christ to be one, they can begin the 

task of creating more constructive attitudes towards each other. Each needs to 

discover in this theological groundwork, that mutual respect and support is not an 

option but a necessity.   Each tradition should work towards an agreement that 

authentic Christianity is found in both traditions.  This would be a major step forward, 

and would open the door to greater possibilities.   It should lead to an acceptance 

that people may genuinely know Christ in different traditions.  The theological work 

must be founded in shared prayer, respecting both traditions, on the grounds that 

confessional distinctiveness is trinitarian in inspiration and is a gift of identity that 

each brings to the process.  

 

2.  Meeting on theologically neutral territory, such as the Ecumenical Institute at 

Bossey, is already giving this process a greater chance of success, so that each can 

discover afresh that the present hostility is unfaithful to both trinitarian life and to the 
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dominical command to be one. In such a context, each may begin to explore their 

impaired relationships as a basis for building ones that are inspired by trinitarian love 

and unity.  For instance, a forum could be set up for people to share their personal 

spiritual experiences.  This would help to build greater mutual respect, and would be 

a working out of the mutual understanding that true Christian belief is transformative. 

In this context an agreement that differences must not be the defining factor can 

spring out of the distinctiveness and unity offered by trinitarian inspiration.   

 

3.  It is vital to affirm that difference does not imply inferiority, and so the third stage 

must be to deepen the mutual listening concerning those confessional elements 

which each finds difficult or unacceptable in the other, with the purpose of 

dismantling false assumptions and building greater understanding, even where 

theological agreement may not be readily available.  In this process personal 

friendship will play a key role as conversation partners see each other in personal 

terms, rather than merely confessional representatives.   

 

4.  Specific areas which are notoriously divisive, such as those named in this thesis, 

will need to be addressed in due course. This would be part of a larger theological 

enquiry on the meaning of personal relationship with Christ.  Discussion of 

theological linguistics is valuable here to enable greater mutual understanding.  Each 

tradition should be willing to learn from the other, so that Baptists are prepared to 

accept that a more intimate and filial relationship with Christ is possible in terms of 

the interiorisation of faith in Orthodoxy, and Orthodox accept that the Baptist 

insistence on personal relationship is precisely because such an understanding is 

transformative.  Further discussion should elicit what is needed in both traditions to 

encourage such faith to issue forth in holy living and missional activity.   

 

5.  If this process were to gain the support of national church leaders, and was led by 

those with passion and vision who are prepared to repudiate the scandal of 

interconfessional division, then the creation of more fruitful relationships, inspired by 

trinitarian unity and love, would have the potential to bring healing from the past and 

transformation in the future for Romania. Consideration as to how this transformation 

can spread more widely needs to take place, so that proposals can be made, 

supported by the national leadership, to encourage churches at grass-roots level to 

learn mutual and respectful listening as a precursor to greater understanding and 

cooperation.   

 

There is no doubt that there are many major obstacles in the way of 

interconfessional mission in Romania and there are no grounds for naive 

optimism.   But this thesis has shown that trinitarian theology not only offers common 

theological ground, but also has the potential to transform attitudes and bring about 

greater understanding and cooperation in a dynamic process of personal 

relationships in which people relate to each other and work together from within their 

distinctive identities.  If the opposing confessions were willing to take the risk of such 
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a trinitarian approach to mission, then they would open themselves to the 

transformation that is necessary if they are to draw closer together in the work of 

mission that is not primarily theirs, but the work of God who is Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit. 
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