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Dear friends, 

First of all, I would like to take the opportunity to thank the organizers of 
this by now traditional conference, which has been exploring over the past two 
decades the role of the Church in this complex – and at times tumultuous – process 
of European integration. To say that this year’s context is a special one would 
certainly be an understatement. As a matter of fact -  to be honest – when Mr. 
Olbrych first contacted me to ask whether I could take part in this panel on behalf 
of the Committee of Representatives of the Orthodox Churches to the EU, I told myself 
that this must be more something like a wishful thinking, and not much probable 
to really be possible to organize. And yet – I hope, God willingly! - here we are 
now, though in a more-or-less hybrid mode, with some of our fellow-participants 
only being able to take part via a web-conferencing platform! 

The topic we are required to reflect on here is vast and complex, as to say 
that the impact of the Covid19 pandemic on ecclesial life is heavy and strong would 
– again! – be an understatement.                      

If you allow me, I will dare say that the title of this panel is not quite 
accurate, as the Church has not been “in the face”, but rather “in the very midst”, of 
the pandemic! The past six months have affected, in various and sometimes hardly 
predictable manners, basically all levels of the life of the Church: from the more 
institutional expressions thereof and up to the utmost personal and inner ways 
people are experiencing and living their faith: as I am also serving as a parish-
priest I can safely say that there are people who are shaken in their faith under 
these current circumstances, but there are also many others who are rediscovering 
and cherishing their faith, and see it with new eyes.  



But, for the sake of clarity – as well as for the sake of our time – I will stick 
to a saying of a very well known Orthodox bishop, who used to advise his priests 
to always try to make not more than three points in their speeches. I do 
wholeheartedly hope that I will not end up making no point at all whatsoever!  

So, how is the CoVid19 pandemic influencing the life of the Orthodox 
Church and how exactly could - and actually does – the Church respond to the 
current situation?   

1. As many of you may well know, we Orthodox are liturgical and 
sacramental par excellance. In brief, “liturgical” means that the life of the Church is 
not only centered on, but constantly made anew (re-created, realized) in the 
experience of the gathering of the people round the altar for the celebration of, and 
the partaking into, the Eucharist. “Sacramental” means that we partake of divine 
grace through the very concrete material things of this world, which we see, hear, 
smell, touch and eat.  

As all of us know, there were precisely these most natural gestures – 
smelling (or breathing), touching or eating – that were deemed to be the best 
occasions for the virus to spread from one person to another. This led civil 
authorities throughout the world to impose to their population various levels of 
isolation, going from only  general advices to keep a safe distance and avoid close 
physical contacts to imposing a general lock-down on the entire country, and 
sometimes even bringing out the military in the streets in order to enforce it. Public 
gatherings were strictly limited or completely forbidden, included therein a quasi-
ban on public worship.  

So, the most obvious – and the most widely felt - effect of the pandemic on 
the life of the Church was that the faithful could no longer gather for communal 
worship, and this precisely during “the highlight” of the liturgical year, i.e. for 
Easter and Pentecost. 

By and large, the Orthodox Churches have followed the regulations. 
Church leaders at all levels quickly realized, and acted upon, their responsibility 
to protect the faithful and the other members of society, and especially the most 
fragile and vulnerable amongst them. New ways were found to alleviate the 
faithful’s longing for worship, encourage and offer them spiritual guidance.  



Moreover, the pandemic conditions generated a setting which intensified 
and made more visible the huge social – or, better said, philanthropic - 
contribution of the Church to the wider world. Priests and parishes became very 
active partakers in the efforts to alleviate the numerous and diverse forms of 
suffering caused by the virus, but also by the side-effects of the measures imposed 
to contain its transmission. As usually, the hardest hit were the poorest and the 
socially marginalized, so it was there that the Church tried to focus its work. 
Millions of euro were spent to this end: medical equipment was bought for many 
hospitals, many monasteries offered accommodation for persons who had to stay 
in isolation, food and medication was offered to the needy, tablets were bought 
for children who had to continue their education online but did not have the 
means to do so, and so on. 

2. Yet – and this brings me to my 2nd point - in many places and in 
numerous cases, the Church – not merely the hierarchy, but the faithful, who are 
at once members of the Church and citizens of the State - was left with a bitter taste 
from the way in which the civil authorities treated it/them, notwithstanding all the 
above mentioned efforts. Moreover, more and more signs pop-up pointing that 
many, if not most, of the European States failed to respect one of the fundamental 
rights which are at the core of what Europe formally stands for: freedom of religion 
or belief. We could safely argue that freedom of belief was preferred over freedom 
of religion, as certain beliefs or opinions were given priority over the right of 
millions to practice their religious faith, of course, in conditions adequate to the 
broader social setting, determined by the pandemic.  

And here, I would like to be very clear: While - with very scarce exceptions 
– nobody objected to the necessity for some protective measures to be taken by 
churches, just like any other social actor, many expressed – and still do express – 
a very serious concern when it comes to the proportionality (or, better said, lack 
thereof!) and discriminatory nature of these measures.  

“The right to religious freedom – the argument goes – is not to be mixed 
up with the right to go to the theater or to the tanning salon,” as, unlike the latter, 
the former is enshrined in, and guaranteed by, most European national 
constitutions, as well as by a number of European and International conventions.  



Some other questions being raised: “How exactly did the State determine 
which activities are essential for society and which are not? Does the State have 
the authority to decide upon this matter for all of its citizens? And, when the State 
does decide that religion is not essential to one’s life, doesn’t the State become an 
organ of a secularistic approach to life and society, to the detriment of a religious 
one? And isn’t this precisely the upside-down version of the danger that 
secularism itself claims to want to protect us from, i.e. giving to another the right 
to decide on what  - or who - should I believe in?” Finally: “How justifiable is it 
for a State to allow for the reopening of a multitude of shops and businesses, under 
strict sanitary protective measures, while at once refusing the right of the faithful to 
commonly practice their faith, under those very same protective measures? Which 
exactly is the indisputable argument that should make one believe that shoppers 
going out in (sometimes quite crowded) stores to buy food, clothes or whatever 
else have an ability to protect themselves and others from illnesses, that believers 
going to Church do not possess?”  

At first, all these questions were raised by some lonely voices and were 
generally ignored or easily dismissed by State actors. Yet they seem to have proven 
strong enough arguments for the highest juridical courts in two of the most 
influential countries of the EU - Germany and France – both of which have 
declared the total ban on religious worship illegal, as it is "disproportionate in 
nature" and caused "damage that was seriously and manifestly illegal" (France’s 
Council of State decision). The same conclusion is being reached in a more recent 
Report by the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe on State 
Responses to the Covid19 Pandemic.  

Unfortunately, there still are countries where these facts seem to fall over 
deaf ears, as is the case of Romania, where the authorities just a few days ago 
decided to basically forbid the organization – under strict sanitary conditions – of 
the yearly pilgrimage to the relics of St. Parascheva of Iasy, whom we will celebrate 
early next week. The Metropolis of Iasy had prepared a carefully drafted program, 
that would have facilitated this pilgrimage to be organized under much safer 
conditions than the ones to be found in numerous other public settings; yet, the 
State decided that things can’t go forward at all and access to the Metropolitan 
Complex will only be granted to persons with their official residence in Iasy. The 



effect now already is that, as we are speaking, one can go to Iasy for any other 
reason – to do shopping, for instance - except for going to the Metropolitan 
Cathedral! Police filters are installed at the entrances into the city to question 
people on their destination, while the Cathedral is surrounded by security staff 
which at times actually outnumbers the faithful who still dare to go there.  

3. Finally, the last point that I would like to make is that, as we are now 
most likely, in most European countries, heading for a 2nd peak of this pandemic – 
and only God knows how many other such peaks are still to come! -, we really 
need to carefully and honestly look back and see what we did good and what we 
did not so good in our common efforts to best deal with this virus. I think we could 
safely say that all that is currently going on in the world made ever-more plain a 
basic truth that we, Christians, should have very well know beforehand, namely 
that, in spite of all scientific, technical and medical advances humanity has been 
making over time, we basically remain as fragile and as dependent as ever and our 
knowledge of this world – and even of ourselves – always remains limited. With 
this in mind, we could say that there obviously still is a great deal of information 
to be discovered, refined, confirmed about this new virus, but we absolutely need 
to use what we already found out - and this is a lot more than what we knew just 
a few months ago - in order to arrive at the best balance between limiting the harm 
done by the virus and the harm caused by the measures meant to contain it. (As a 
side notice, maybe we should also look at countries which adopted a significantly 
different path to deal with this challenge, and see whether there is something to 
pick up from there also.) Of course, the guiding principle in this search, from a 
Christian perspective, could only be the unique and priceless value of each and 
every human life. Yet, we find out, for instance, from official sources, that great 
numbers of lives are being lost due to the blocking of the health care systems which 
are unilaterally focused on dealing with the epidemic. Shouldn’t we more 
carefully look into such issues?  

And somehow related to this last point, I would like to highlight the 
pressing need for the people to have accurate and reliable information on the 
evolution of this situation. It is only on this basis that we will be able to address 
the challenge in an efficient manner, as coherent societies. Given the above 
mentioned gaps in our knowledge of this virus, it is but natural to have a concert 



of perspectives on how we should best deal with it. Appropriate space should be 
created in the public fora for these – at times concurrent – perspectives to be 
debated and thus allow the outlining of the best, most efficient way forward. The 
hasty labelling as “fake news” of any piece of information that contradicts the so-
called official narrative might prove to be totally counterproductive in ensuring 
social consensus. And this is especially obvious when we all know that this very 
“official narrative” has – naturally, under these circumstances - changed 
repeatedly, and sometimes even drastically over the past few months, whether we 
talk of national or international organizations.  

 

To conclude with, let me ask you a question. We all know that this is not 
the first time humanity faces a pandemic; much worse and certainly much deadlier 
plagues had ravaged the world over time. We also know that, usually, whenever 
we are facing critical challenges, we tend to turn back to our forefathers, and 
especially to the early Christian communities, in search for precedents and 
genuine Christian models of behavior. The question then would be: how would 
one of them react to a situation like the one we are currently experiencing?  

Well, as a matter a fact, we don’t need to speculate too much, for we actually 
know of a few such instances. The earliest that I am aware of is a plague that has 
swept into most of the cities of the Roman Empire, for a bit more than a decade, at 
the middle of the 3rd century. It is known by historians as the Plague of Cyprian, 
after the at that time bishop of Cartage, in today’s Tunisia. How serious was this 
disease? We have some numbers recorded: in 13 years, it more than halved the 
population of Alexandria, in Egypt, from half-a-million  to less than 200.000 
people. On the other side of the Mediterranean, at the height of the outbreak, 5,000 
people a day were said to be dying in the city of Rome alone!  

Interestingly enough, historians have observed that the available sources 
lack on precise information on the clinical symptoms associated to this illness. 
They could not find any data on this in medical records. The most detailed 
information on the manifestation of the disease are to be found – surprisingly? – 
in the writings of a… bishop – none other than St. Cyprian of Cartage. His accounts 
suggest the presence of a highly contagious, very aggressive and highly lethal 
hemorrhagic viral infection. The outcome of this were scenes of horror, with 



endless rows of dead bodies lined up on the streets of cities and a majority of the 
population desperate to escape from this ordeal at any cost: 

“At the first onset of the disease, the pagans pushed the sufferers away 
and fled from their dearest, throwing them into the roads before they 
were dead and treated unburied corpses as dirt, hoping thereby to avert 
the spread and contagion of the fatal disease; but do what they might, 
they found it difficult to escape…” 

For all that, in many of the cities there was a small body of believers - often 
times despised and looked upon as “atheists” (because there were no idols in their 
homes and assembly places) or “Galileans” – who managed to “break the ranks” 
and somehow run into the opposite direction. Let us turn now to the account of 
another bishop of that time – Dionysios of Alexandria:  

“…Most of our Christian brothers and sisters showed unbounded love and 
loyalty, never sparing themselves and thinking only of one another.  Heedless of 
danger, they took charge of the sick, attending to their every need and ministering 
to them in Christ, and with them departed this life serenely happy; for they were 
infected by others with the disease, drawing on themselves the sickness of their 
neighbors and cheerfully accepting their pains.  Many, in nursing and curing others, 
transferred their death to themselves and died in their stead…” 

What was the effect of this attitude?, you might wonder. Many of those 
Christians have indeed died, having been infected themselves while carrying for 
the sick, but many others of them, as well as some from amongst those – rather 
few – being cured, survived the plague and became very dynamic witnesses to, 
and bearers of, their faith, and this way another sort of “contagion” started to take 
place, namely with the Christian faith. There are Church historians arguing that 
this decade-long episode and the attitude and actions of Christians at that time 
constitutes one of the most important factors in the explosive growth of the 
Christian church in that period, in spite of the still ongoing persecutions against 
Christians in the empire, for another half-a-century, until the Edict of Milan was 
issued in 313.  

So, what do we have to learn from all this? I will answer – and conclude - 
with a few words that Patriarch Daniel of Romania addressed to the faithful a few 
months ago, and which very well encompass the Orthodox perspective on times 
such as these: “At present, the state of pandemic could be also understood as a 



test or a verification of the spiritual state of people, especially of the intensity of 
their love towards God and fellow human beings. 

In the pandemic state, prayer is a spiritual source of peace and hope, while 
spiritual and material solidarity with those who are suffering is a source of 
courage and joy. 

The state of pandemic calls us to transform suffering into hope and 
isolation into a desire for more communion among people.” 


