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Religious Liberty, New Religious Movements and 
Traditional Christian Churches in Eastern Europe! 

INA MERDJANOV A 

The new political, economic and cultural situation in Eastern Europe after 1989, and 
the radical and dramatic transformation towards democratisation, deeply affected all 
strata of society. Inevitably, the search for new foundations of public and private life 
and for new spiritual orientations came to the fore, together with a suddenly emerged 
cultural pluralism and religious diversity, unknown under the confines of Marxist­
Leninist dogma. Initially, this process was connected with a fresh experience of 
openness and freedom for religion after the old restrictions on religious activity were 
abolished. Later, a feeling of cultural shock, a growing sense of insecurity and a loss 
of orientation among a considerable part of population (to a great extent arising from 
the lack of deeply-rooted unifying public ideas and shared values in postcommunist 
society on the one hand, and the challenge of the new religious groups to the 
traditional Christian churches on the other) brought about the urgent need for 
redefinition of the public place and role of religion. This redefinition has several 
aspects: the relations between the state and religious organisations - both mainstream 
churches and new religious movements (NRMs); the interaction between religion and 
politics; the institutional and spiritual influence of the 'national' churches, and inter­
religious relations. The question of religious liberty includes as well specifications 
about the extent to which the state should be involved in attempts to resolve disputes 
between NRMs and other groups and institutions. 

The NRMs in Eastern Europe are not an isolated phenomenon which might be 
investigated in isolation from the overall state of affairs in society; they are to be 
seen as a focus for a wide range of problems, currents and controversies of very 
various backgrounds. They are a conflict-engendering field, but in a restricted sense; 
much more are they to be conceptualised as indicators of societal difficulties and 
tensions which already exist or are in the process of emerging. They might be 
discussed from different perspectives: sociological, historical, psychological, theo­
logical. The pre-eminently cultural-critical approach of this study places NRMs in 
the conceptual and socio-political framework of the right to religious liberty in its 
interconnectedness and interrelatedness with cultural-religious pluralism, as long as 
these two principles are among the conditions indispensable for the (re )construction 
of civil society and real democratisation. The fulfilment of the political project of 
civil society in Eastern Europe is not an easy task and will take much more effort and 
time than was supposed in the euphoria of the first years after the fall of the Berlin 
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Wall. The major impediments have arisen from a deficiency of basic political culture 
among both the general public and many of the governmental elites, as well as from a 
lack of well-functioning legislative regulations and friction-eliminating institutions, 
and last but not least from insufficient societal and individual dispositions towards 
tolerant modes of behaviour. 

In this article I seek to analyse the appearance of NRMs on the postcommunist 
cultural-religious scene and the controversies which their presence has inspired: with 
governmental authorities; with traditional Christian churches; and with the general 
public, whose main sources of information are the mass media and various anticult 
organisations. 

When discussing the theme of NRMs and religious liberty in 'Eastern Europe', I 
am fully aware of the possible shortcomings ensuing from putting together a cluster 
of countries which are of different historical, cultural, and - especially - religious 
backgrounds and traditions, and which are also becoming increasingly different from 
each other economically and socially after the collapse of communism. However, I 
believe that the application of the 'cultural models' approach will produce appro­
priate understandings of how these countries are to cope with the new realities they 
face. This approach involves a study of the newly-emerged religious pluralism and 
the challenges it brings through the perspective of the facts that all these countries 
have belonged to the same political system for a period of half a century; that the 
uniformity of the methods and activities of their governments towards religion at that 
time is reflected today, in one way or another, in the uniformity of the methods and 
activities of the democratising postcommunist states2

; and that at present they meet 
(to a large extent) similar difficulties and problems when defining their attitude 
towards religion, which was under heavy restriction until only just over a decade ago. 

In the last few decades radical cultural and socio-political shifts all around the 
world have produced genuine alternatives to the inherited ecclesiastical institutions. 
A large number of the new forms of religiosity can be interpreted as comprising a 
mixture of secular and religious attitudes and orientations, directed mainly to inner­
worldly issues and decisions. This is to say that, while claiming a religious nature, 
NRMs are often oriented towards largely profane objectives, strategies and practices; 
they employ a variety of secular methods and modem ideas and technologies. 

There is no agreement among scholars as to whether NRMs are a consequence of 
and reaction to the process of secularisation, and therefore a confirmation of secular­
isation hypotheses, rather than a genuine religious revival,3 or whether they are to be 
seen as signs of the exhaustion of the secularisation process and of authentic 
religious and spiritual resurgence: Whether new expressions of 'the great process of 
trivialisation' of the sacred, to use the evocative phrase of Friedrich Tenbruck, or 
manifestations of new spiritual revelations, they have become an integrative part of 
cultural semantics since the 1960s, needing explanation and response. 

The most exploited terminology in the search to define the contemporary religious 
situation hinges on notions such as syncretism, eclecticism and pluralism. Pluralism, 
however, does not always designate a peaceful coexistence and dialogue between 
old and new cultural-religious forms. Unfortunately, it rarely means such co­
operativeness in the social milieu of Eastern Europe. 

It is commonly agreed that only now is Eastern Europe experiencing the 
emergence of a secularism of the western type and that the challenge of pluralism -
especially in the religious sphere - has turned out to be the main cultural phenom­
enon.' The upsurge of religion in the aftermath of 1989 went hand in hand with its 
instrumentalisation. As one writer has commented: 
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Before, the communist ideology was in fact an overwhelming pseudo­
morpheme of religion and full of religious overtones. Now, in the new 
secular atmosphere religion becomes an instrumentalised symbol used 
for legitimisation (or to say with Mircea Eliade and Peter Berger, 'cos­
misation') of a new reality that still lacks order.6 

Gradually, pluralisation became not only a powerful cultural symbol of the process 
of transformation, but also a pledge for its success. 'The success of transition ... 
depends on the fulfillment of two conditions in the cultural setting: legitimation of 
plurality (in a wide sense) and mitigation of one of its manifestations, social 
inequality' .7 

Religion and religious liberty in post-totalitarian society can thus be seen as one of 
the major fields where the dynamics of the current political, ideological and cultural 
transition find their immediate and resonant reflection, insofar as the 'legalisation' of 
religion was and is one of the key tokens of the fundamental changes in Eastern 
Europe. Of course, there are many different positions on the meaning of religious 
liberty; yet, as Kevin Hasson has pointed out, 'What a State sees as the content of 
religious liberty reveals not so much what religious liberty itself is, but rather the 
fundamental attitude of the State toward human rights'.8 In this sense, attitudes 
towards NRMs indicate quite clearly the character and direction both of the political 
'civilising' processes in these countries and of the societal 'normalising' practices (to 
use the language of Michel Foucault) expressed in the way they cope with the 
problem of the 'other', the alien and still unknown. The NRMs, for their part, 
challenge and influence society and government authorities, provoking them to react, 
to put questions and to seek for new interpretative frameworks in order to provide a 
generally acceptable solution to problems posed by the rise of religious pluralism. 

Generally, the issue of religious liberty and NRMs has two aspects: a formal, 
institutional, legal aspect; and an informal aspect, connected with social and personal 
attitudes towards the new forms and manifestations of religiosity. Both aspects are 
mutually interrelated and interpenetrating. 

New Religious Movements and the Postcommunist State 

The relationship between the state and the various religious organisations is normally 
articulated through relevant legal regulations. Though the situation differs from 
country to country, some common features in the policies of postcommunist govern­
ments can be identified. 

One of the first steps of the new governments after 1989 was to pass new laws on 
religion. As Paul Mojzes has emphasised: 

Throughout the region, constitutions and laws were written that contained 
guarantees for human rights and religious liberties, bringing Eastern 
European states in line with the Western democratic civil rights tradition. 
Otto Luchterhandt, in a review of these legal documents, pointed out that 
many of them went even beyond the international human rights and 
religious liberty declarations generally providing a bright future for the 
legal guarantees of religious freedom. 9 

However, the implementation of the new legislation turned out to be a serious 
stumbling-block for policy towards religion. In 1990 in the Soviet Union the Law on 
Freedom of Conscience replaced the restrictive 1929 Law on Religious Associations 
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and guaranteed believers a wide range of religious liberty. It confirmed legally the 
new statute of the Russian Orthodox Church adopted at the 1988 Millennial Church 
Council, which restored the self-governing parish. The law recognised registered 
religious organisations as social organisations with the status of legal persons and the 
right to disseminate their teachings. It declared both religion and atheism separated 
from the state and approved an alternative civil service for conscientious objectors on 
religious grounds. Religion became an optional subject in state schools. The state 
gave full recognition to the central Patriarchate, dioceses and parishes. Charters of 
religious groups had to be registered within one month of application; religions were 
allowed to engage in business and to possess land. 10 

In accordance with this law and the principle that no organisation might be set up 
to decide on questions linked to citizens' religious rights, the Soviet state's Council 
for Religious Affairs was dissolved in January 1991." The Russian Federation's 
version of the same law passed in 1990 was even more liberal. In April 1993, a few 
days before the nationwide referendum on his presidency and the reform programme, 
President Yel'tsin invited to the Kremlin the leaders ofthe Russian Orthodox Church 
and the Russian Baptist Union, and leading representatives of the Old Believers, 
Muslims, Jews and Buddhists. Yel'tsin acknowledged the guilt of the state for past 
persecution of religion, promised to continue to allocate state funds for the restora­
tion of religious buildings and announced a decree inaugurating a programme to 
return property confiscated from religious bodies by the Soviet regime. The patriarch 
and other denominational leaders complained that the authorities allowed too much 
freedom for foreign missions. Traditional religious groups expressed concern that 
legal personality and the corresponding privileges available to religions might be 
gained by any group able to register an association with only ten signatories; they 
said that parishes which existed only on paper were being created overnight. 
Consequently, as Marat Shterin and James Richardson have commented, several 
drafts of amendments or of completely new laws were proposed by various groups of 
different political orientations but were either never discussed by parliament or 
passed but then vetoed by President Yel'tsin. After a series of dramatic debates and 
events, a draft of amendments to the 1990 law which eventually became a completely 
new bill was passed by the Duma (the lower house of the Russian parliament) in 
1997 and then adopted by the Council of the Federation (the upper house). 

The new law signifies a radical departure from the very spirit and concept 
ofthe 1990 Law. The law favors the role of the Russian Orthodox Church 
as an 'inseparable part of the all-Russian historical, spiritual, and cultural 
heritage' and mentions the state's recognition of Islam, Buddhism, 
Judaism, and other religions and local beliefs 'traditionally existing in the 
Russian Federation' (the Preamble). It makes several types of distinctions 
between religious formations. First, between 'religious organizations' 
which are granted all the rights of a legal entity, and 'religious groups' 
which can carry out their activities within the limits of a whole range of 
restrictions. Second, between local and all-Russian religious organizations 
which differ in scope and mode of their operation. It also introduced a 
special category of 'foreign religious organization' which cannot have its 
'representatives' in Russia unless invited by a Russian religious organiza­
tion with permission of the Russian federal government." 

The new law on religion has met with heavy criticism from human rights activists, 
social and political scientists and representatives of minority religions. Its adoption 
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has been a 'legislative and political step backwards from building a lawful demo­
cratic society', according to Sergei Filatov, who points out that the law places rigid 
restrictions on the religious activity of foreign missionaries in Russia; he sees the law 
as in some ways 'a repetition of the Soviet experiment'. In fact, the law does not 
limit the activity of the so-called totalitarian sects and destructive cults, as its 
supporters claim it does, because they carry on their activity even without legal rights 
and are experienced in ignoring bans. It affects primarily both religious organisations 
of normal law-abiding citizens who find it unnatural to operate in semi-clandestine 
conditions and members of international religious communities with active relation­
ships with fellow-believers outside Russia. The law thus discriminates first of all 
against Christian minorities such as Catholics and Protestants, and not against foreign 
and 'nontraditional' religions. 13 According to Lawrence Uzzell, 'Russia has become 
to a great extent a non-law-governed state with regard to state-church relations' .14 

In Bulgaria the first noncommunist constitution after the Second World War, 
passed in 1991, prohibits any restriction on rights or privileges on the grounds, inter 
alia, of race, ethnic identity, religion and opinion. Article 13 protects the freedom of 
religious practice, declares the separation of religious institutions from the state, 
proclaims Orthodox Christianity to be the traditional religion and prohibits the use of 
religious denominations, institutions and beliefs for political ends. Article 37 states 
the inviolability of freedom of conscience, freedom of thought and free choice of 
religious or atheistic views, but prohibits the practice of religious freedom to the 
detriment of national security, public order, public health and morals, or the rights 
and freedoms of others. The constitution also protects freedom of expression, 
including the publication of religious materials. However, the legacy of the 
communist regime still influences relations between the state and religious groups, 
especially in the highly controversial matter of registration. Up to 1989 only the 
Orthodox, Muslim, Jewish and Armenian-Gregorian denominations were officially 
registered. One of the most contested issues has been the registration of religious 
denominations, which is a necessary condition for the use of public space (buildings, 
parks, street processions), the opening of bank accounts, the ownership of property 
and tax exemption. Under the system which existed until early 1994 religious 
organisations could operate as legal entities if they were registered as 'religious 
denominations' with the Directorate of Religious Affairs at the Council of Ministers, 
under the Religious Denominations Act of 1949, or as non-profit organisations under 
the Person and Family Act of 1951. In April 1994 the government initiated measures 
for the streamlining of religious procedures, requiring registration of all organisations 
undertaking religious activity under the Religious Denominations Act of 1949. Some 
30 denominations and 22 associations and foundations were registered, including the 
International Society for Krishna Consciousness (lSKCON), but the applications of 
24 of the formerly registered organisations were not successful, among them the 
White Brotherhood, Angels of Salvation, Soldiers of Christ, Soldiers of Justice, 
Wassan, Emmanuel, Gedeon, Salvation and Jehovah's Witnesses. The new pro­
cedure for registration was met with sharp criticism from human rights groups 
because of the total discretion it granted to government officials to define which 
activities were religious, as well as to cancel previous court decisions on registration 
without any hearing. 

In Hungary two laws protecting the freedom of religion and conscience and 
promoting religious activity were passed in 1990 and 1991. Religious groups needed 
only 100 declared adherents to be eligible to register with the court and share the 
funds provided for religions. The 1990 Act guarantees the autonomy of religious 
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institutions, prohibiting the establishment of any organisation for their supervision, 
and treats the violation of religious freedom by force or threats as a criminal offence 
punishable by up to three years' imprisonment. One of the conflicts connected with 
the rapid development of new religious groups after 1989 has concerned state 
support. In 1993 parliament debated whether every registered religion seeking state 
support was worthy of it. State support was refused to three of them (the Unification 
Church, the Church of Scientology and the Jehovah's Witnesses). In the debates on 
whether the 1990 law needed to be modified to include criteria on the basis of which 
an institution could be considered for registration as a church, the traditional 
churches insisted that law should require a membership of 10,000 adherents and 
allow registration only of groups established before 1991. The opposition parties 
argued that lists of adherents constituted an invasion of privacy and it was discrimi­
natory not to allow newer groups to operate. Thus there is currently no limitation on 
the free operation of religious groups. The long parliamentary debate in 1990 
concerning compulsory religious education ended with a decision in favour of 
an obligatory moral education programme without any explicit link to Christianity; 
religious education was declared to be a matter of parental choice. 

In Poland in 1994 there were already 80 officially registered churches and 
religious organisations. When compared to the citizens of most of the Eastern 
European countries, Poles can be seen as more deeply committed to their traditional 
religious faith. The Roman Catholic Church in Poland was allowed to continue a 
relatively active institutional life during communism, with the freedom to organise 
religious instruction for children and adults through its parishes and through its 
university in Lublin and academy in Warsaw, publishing houses and clubs of 
Catholic intelligentsia. The concordat signed in 1993 between the government and 
the Vatican specifies that church and state are 'autonomous and independent' but 
implicitly gives a privileged status to the Catholic Church. This has aroused much 
controversy as well as fears and negative attitudes among the minority religions. 
Catholic religious instruction has been introduced into state schools and religious 
symbols have been restored in the army. 

In Romania the 1991 constitution guarantees fundamental human rights, including 
freedom of religion and belief. It proscribes religious enmity and proclaims that 
religious organisations 'shall be autonomous from the state and shall enjoy support 
from it, including the facilitation of religious assistance in the army, in hospitals, 
homes and orphanages'. The Romanian Orthodox Church was not accorded a special 
place in the constitution, but an informal alliance between the Orthodox Church and 
the National Salvation Front (former communists) opposed the disruption of the 
existing power alignment in church and state. Nationalists, who have been repre­
sented in government since 1994, have demanded the formal recognition of the 
special status of the Romanian Orthodox Church. The Ministry of Religious Affairs, 
which had existed for only six months, was reduced to a secretariat in 1990. A draft 
law on religious freedoms issued by the State Secretariat for Religions in 1992 
provoked various objections which still have to be addressed. The draft law defines 
the Romanian Orthodox Church as the 'national church', proposes a system of state 
registration of religious faiths, lists 14 of them as having fulfilled the conditions and 
requires other religions applying for state recognition to 'respect the constitution, 
laws and conventions' of the Romanian state. Article 4 provides that 'religious 
denominations are equal amongst themselves and before the public authorities 
without any privilege or discrimination'. However, the influx of foreign preachers 
has been a cause of concern to the authorities. An invitation by a Romanian organisa-
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tion has been made a necessary condition for admittance to the country. Foreign 
religious groups should not engage in 'religious propaganda or proselytising 
activities, which could offend the religious faith of Romanian believers'. The draft 
law allows the churches to organise educational institutions, provided 'legal 
provisions are respected'. Religious education is protected by law and is available 
through the state school system. Confession-based seminaries and theological 
institutes have already been established in the country. However, the educational 
domain is a matter of particular concern to religious minorities. Confessional schools 
were the first to be established in Romania: some Hungarian Catholic and Protestant 
schools have a centuries-long history; German and Romanian confessional schools 
were founded in the sixteenth century. In 1948 the communists nationalised 1600 
confessional schools, and the draft law would leave them under state control. This 
provision has met with strong opposition from the Hungarian minority. New 
Protestant faiths have also expressed fears that their freedom to organise church 
schools may be considerably curtailed. 

This brief survey of the situation in some of the postcommunist countries shows 
the radical change in state policy towards religion in Eastern Europe and the intro­
duction of a new issue in this policy - the presence of new religious groups and the 
necessity of dealing with them in accordance with the European Convention on 
Human Rights (1948) and the United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief (1981). The 
governments of the postcommunist countries have undertaken broad legislative 
measures in order to come to terms with the new reality and with the provisions of 
basic human rights documents. However, the passing of a law does not guarantee its 
immediate implementation. 

Obviously, one of the major problems concerning the attitude of the post­
communist state towards NRMs is a lack of understanding and agreement on the 
matter. There is no clear, noncontradictory definition of what exactly a New 
Religious Movement is. As a rule, the 'traditional' churches are taken to be the point 
of reference; these are typically the faiths which have had an officially recognised 
character for a relatively long period (most commonly from the time before the 
communist takeover) and have already been 'accepted' as a natural part of the 
country's religious landscape. Those groups which have appeared since the fall of 
communism and which generally have foreign origin (though in certain cases 
they could be of domestic creation) are usually designated as 'new'. However, in 
countries which are relatively homogeneous ethnically and religiously, and where the 
traditional faith has a historically approved role and place in the national self­
definition, the common perception places all religious denominations and groups 
other than the 'traditional church' in the list of NRMs, no matter how long they have 
been present in the respective country. A very salient example has been reported 
from Poland. As Halina Grzymala-Moszczynska has commented, 

In the Polish context the established religion means Roman Catholicism . 
... The category of New Religious Movements functions in the social 
consciousness in Poland as a generic term for all non-Roman Catholic 
groups. The majority of Poles so identify not only various Buddhist 
groups, the Hare Krishna Movement, the Unification Church, which were 
established in Poland in the late 1970s, but also Christian Orthodox and 
Muslims (present in Poland since the fourteenth century), Protestant 
Churches (Lutheran, Calvinist - present since the sixteenth century), 
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Baptists and Adventists (present since the nineteenth century), and 
Pentecostals and Methodists (present since 1920).15 

In situations like this all religions except the 'incumbent' faith are deemed to be alien 
to the prevailing national ethos and often become the target of accusations of betrayal 
of national interests from nationalistically-minded circles. At best they risk becoming 
objects of hidden societal intolerance. 16 

This scenario is an immediate repercussion of the general postcommunist agenda 
connected with the need and search for symbols, myths and narratives helping people 
to orient and positively identify themselves in the new circumstances. Inevitably, the 
traditional Christian faith and the culture moulded historically by its ideas and 
practices are seen as an important aspect of this identification, especially when the 
church has played a crucial role in the formation and preservation of nationality 
during past periods of foreign domination. The following questions therefore arise. 
First, how is the proclamation and affirmation of religious liberty and pluralism in 
Eastern Europe to be effectively combined with the search for national self-definition 
and intra-societal integration? Second, can the noncritical application of universal 
concepts of western political theory such as democracy, liberty and human rights, 
provide for their real functionality in the considerably different socio-cultural context 
of Eastern Europe? Tolerance of religious diversity and genuine religious freedom 
can hardly be introduced through abstract legal frameworks and governmental 
provisions expressing the postcommunist endeavour to become more modern and 
more European. They need creative and careful development in accordance with the 
positive features of the cultural background and certain historical manifestations of 
tolerance in the society, notwithstanding how rare such cases may be. Here we touch 
on questions of the role of religion in the public life of the 'nascent democracies', 
and the vital necessity for religious organisations to become part of the emergent 
civil society rather than to seek unhealthy political alliances with the state. 

Bryan Wilson distinguishes four major points at which the teachings and practices 
of new religions l7 may bring them into conflict with state authorities: (1) when the 
NRMs directly challenge the authority of the state; (2) when the ideas of the NRMs 
are considered to contradict particular aspects of public policy; (3) when the NRMs 
are deemed to endanger even the rights of their own adherents; (4) when the civil 
authorities are constrained to defend conventional morality and to protect the 
public. IS General commitments to human rights norms and agreements and 'the spirit 
of expanding religious toleration which in broad measure has been evident 
throughout the Western world'19 do not deter even the most liberal western states 
with their prevailing atmosphere of tolerance from undertaking surveillance of new 
religions and restriction of their activity when this is thought to be appropriate. The 
Cottrell Resolution, for instance, based on a report on the activity of certain NRMs 
within the European Community and approved by the European Parliament in 1984, 
explicitly recommended such measures. The European Parliament expressed concern 
about the infringement of human rights by some NRMs and suggested specific 
criteria for investigating their activity, simultaneously insisting on the principle of 
religious freedom. In 1992 the Council of Europe issued a report on NRMs which on 
the one hand admitted that their presence and activities could lead to social problems, 
and on the other hand stressed freedom of conscience and religion. 20 

Discussing religious liberty in Western Europe, Massimo Introvigne is concerned 
that 
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The Solar Temple incidents have been used as a catalyst in a number of 
countries to propose actions against literally hundreds of groups thrown 
together under the label of 'cult'. In the wake of the Solar Temple, a 
dangerous ideology, hostile to religious minorities in general, seems to 
have made inroads in political and administrative circles.'21 

Bryan Wilson's conclusion that toleration towards the new religious phenomena 
'probably and paradoxically owes more to the rationalisation of modem societies and 
its implicit marginalisation of spiritual concerns than to the liberalism which these 
societies espouse as part of their civic creed'22 brings to the surface a serious issue 
which is usually overlooked when the virtues of western liberal democracies are 
advertised in Eastern Europe. The question of how deep, authentic and effective is 
the western governmental authorities' commitment to the project of human rights in 
general and religious liberty in particular has to be given serious consideration, 
discussed, analysed and proved against the reality." The question has hardly been 
debated in the prolific western social and political science literature on human rights 
and religious liberty. As this is an issue going far beyond the theme and aims of the 
present work, I will limit myself to a reference to the cautious warning of Bryan 
Wilson that reality is often fairly resistant to the political projects about it: 

The consciously created state - such as the United States - may, after all, 
order its affairs in accord with abstract, rational principles, but most 
modem states - those of Western Europe, for instance - are what may be 
designated as continuing societies, not consciously created so much as 
merely evolving from pre-political systems. These societies inherit a 
customary commitment to a particular tradition of religious faith which is 
identified with the political, social, and cultural patterns of the people's 
way of life. That religion may have acquired formal legal status - often by 
a process of the accretion of custom, as well as by legal enactment - may 
have accumulated a wide variety of privileges and assumed, unchallenged, 
and even automatic rights. Such religions are preferred religions, enjoying 
advantages not available to other faiths, or, if available, then available 
only as concessions. The rational principle of religious equality is almost 
everywhere qualified by the actual historically determined practices, 
procedures and dispositions of each society and its people. The law of any 
country is not quickly responsive, and perhaps not at all responsive to 
those bland and unexceptionable pronouncements, somewhat facilely 
promulgated by international organisations, which commend religious 
freedom on the basis of abstract, general, rational, and liberal assumptions 
about what a society might be like.24 

If 'getting rid' of cultural-religious inbuilts in the constitutional provisions on 
religious liberty is so much of a problem in Western Europe, then, what is to be said 
about Eastern Europe, where for historical reasons the processes of nation-building 
and national self-determination have typically included the active participation and 
even leadership of the traditional churches, and where consequently national 
identification was (and still is) closely interrelated with religious affiliation. These 
inbuilts are much deeper than the libertarians are prepared to accept, and cannot be 
eradicated overnight by a bill proclaiming the full equality of all religions - old and 
new, traditional and non traditional. The guarantee of equal rights to all of them is a 
sine qua non for the processes of democratisation in postcommunist society. At the 
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same time, the historically and culturally privileged position of the faiths perceived 
as national - although this privileged position should not be constitutionally pre­
supposed - is not to be overlooked or underestimated in a detailed assessment of the 
situation. In a nutshell, the constitutional and the cultural establishment (and dis­
establishment) of a religion are fairly different things. 

Problems in Postcommunist Legislation 

Let me summarise briefly the major problem areas with regard to postcommunist 
legislation on religious freedom. 

The Claims of 'Traditional Religions' 

There is a general agreement on the necessity for constitutional guarantees for the 
protection of the freedom of religion and belief. New legal frameworks were 
proposed immediately after the change of the political constellation in 1989. This has 
not been an easy process: in some countries, such as Romania for example, the draft 
law is still under discussion; in Russia, as already commented, an amendment to the 
1990 law generally considered to be restrictive to the operation of NRMs in the 
country was passed in 1997 after vigorous arguments, including President Y el'tsin' s 
veto of the first two drafts. Experience shows that the framers of the postcommunist 
constitutional provisions for religious liberty generally tend to interpret the notion of 
religion in Christian terms and even in the terms of the Christian church(es) 
traditional for the particular country. This trend is nurtured by a common lack of 
religious culture, not to say ignorance in religious matters, understandable after 45 
years of atheistic indoctrination, but hardly justifiable at the level of state policy. One 
possible interpretation of the favoured treatment given to the traditional Christian 
faith is that this is a conscious attempt to endorse a new 'state' ideology on the 
pretext of 'the need to fill up the spiritual vacuum25 after the collapse of Marxism­
Leninism'. Criticising the theological, psychological and sociological non­
sustainability of 'talk of some "spiritual vacuum" left by communism', Fr Innokenti 
Pavlov identifies the threatening fact that what is actually hidden behind such talk, as 
well as behind expressed anxiety about 'spirituality' and 'traditional moral and 
cultural values', is the ambition of particular circles to approve Russian Orthodoxy as 
a new compulsory 'national' ideology in the empty place of the old one.26 

In this situation, NRMs are perceived as inconvenient and intrusive mediators of 
alien interests and foreign policies. 'Politicians recognise the implicit threat of 
enclaves in which alien values are nurtured, even if, in practice, they need rarely fear 
that such movements will effectively challenge the operation of the state and 
economy.'27 The fact that NRMs are in principle multinational, that most of those 
present in Eastern Europe have made their way there via Western Europe and 
originally came from the USA, has frequently been emphasised by their opponents, 
especially when appealing to the state authorities to take measures against 'foreign 
religions' in order to defend national security. 

On the whole, postcommunist laws on religion are more favourable towards 
individual than towards corporate religious freedom. The reason for this is to be seen 
primarily in politicians' fear of institutional opposition. An 'organised religion' is 
deemed to be much more 'dangerous' than nonorchestrated searching for transcen­
dence by individual persons. 
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Registration 

A highly controversial issue in state policy towards NRMs is that of the conditions 
for their registration. As Eileen Barker has found, 

One way that the State may control religious minorities and, to some 
extent, religious majorities also, is through registration. States differ in the 
extent to which they consider that this is necessary and/or desirable. 
Sometimes the law makes it particularly difficult for minority religions to 
register and there are great disadvantages in not being registered ... . 
While there are ways in which registration will provide positive assistance 
to a religion by giving it money or subsidies, and permitting it to act as a 
corporate body in law, registration can also function as a means of 
curtailing the activities of the religion - dictating, for instance, how the 
children are to be educated .... States do not need to pass discriminatory 
laws to contribute to a society's discrimination. Even if the legislature 
does not discriminate against minority religions (and several post­
communist Constitutions are scrupulously exemplary in their care not to 
do so), the actual implementation of the law may be discriminatory, and 
there are numerous instances of a non-discriminatory law being grossly 
violated.28 

A closer look at the laws on religion in Eastern Europe shows that many articles 
deal with the conditions for registration and that these are sometimes very restrictive, 
imposing requirements which are nearly impossible to fulfil. For instance, in some 
countries, such as Hungary, one of the criteria proposed is that the religious organisa­
tions must have been established before 1991, which according to George Chryssides 
'is a source of serious concern for many new groups, since it seems effectively to 
rule them out'. Although 

refusal of registration does not entail a prohibition on religious activities 
. .. for several NRMs registration provides a formal recognition of their 
own perceived identity: they see themselves as religious groups, perhaps 
newer and smaller than the established ones, but nonetheless religions -
not business companies or political organisations. Second, registration 
entitles a religious group to be eligible for government finance - not a 
large amount (100,000 forints, which is roughly £625 sterling) - and for 
tax exemption. Finally, registration entitles a religion to become a legal 
entity and own its own property.29 

Minority religions thus often have to struggle for a redrafting of the law if they 
want to operate legally. In 1999 four evangelical churches in Macedonia, supported 
by local human rights groups, successfully opposed some restrictive elements of the 
1997 law. The Constitutional Court voided six of the eleven articles they challenged, 
namely Article 3, which banned 'religious work and rituals' by unregistered groups; 
Article 10, which required at least 50 adult members before a religious group could 
be formed; Article 11, which required that detailed information about the groups be 
presented to the Office for the Affairs of Religious Communities and Religious 
Groups; Article 13, which established an official register of legal religious groups; 
Article 14, which granted legal status to a religious group from the date it was 
recorded in the official register; and Article 22, which required permission from the 
Office for the Affairs of Religious Communities and Religious Groups for the 
construction or acquisition of religious buildings. 3D 
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Defining a 'Religion' 

It is obvious that religious freedom cannot be guaranteed without limits or specifica­
tions. There are a number of cases when religious groups have perpetrated serious 
crimes (the tragedies of lonestown in 1978 and Waco in 1993, and the suicides and 
homicides in the Order of the Solar Temple in Switzerland in 1994, in France in 1995 
and in Canada in 1997, for example). Undoubtedly those responsible have to be 
brought to justice. In a general sense, alongside nonendorsement of any particular 
religious views, constitutional provisions on freedom of religion should include 
clauses preventing the possibility of its misuse, for instance through criminal 
behaviour presented as religious activity. Laws on religious freedom have a specific 
regulatory function: they should restrict activities deemed to be incompatible with 
other laws, with the rights of other people or with the general welfare of society. 
Topical in this respect are also questions of the autonomy of religious organisations 
and the extent to which the state should be involved in resolving controversies 
between them and other institutions, religious and nonreligious. 31 

In this context, the issue of the liability of the state authorities to define what is 
religion and what is not arises. This issue is often connected with the wish to prevent 
the misuse of privileges granted to religious organisations by groups claiming 
religious status illegitimately. However, state authorities may also make an instru­
mental use of the privilege to endorse their own definitions of religion and to 
discriminate against particular religious groups by denying their religious character.'2 
Echoing Roland Robertson, lames Beckford has pointed out that NRMs 'lacking 
long-established credibility and deep roots in communities, are ... the first victims of 
the increasingly restrictive definition of religion for legal purposes'. 33 Beckford has 
expressed his fears that 

despite the protections afforded by various constitutional guarantees of 
religious freedom, religious organisations have been adversely affected by 
the growing capacity of the State to influence and monitor more and more 
of the activities of the citizens. The tensions between agencies of the State 
and various NRMs34 are but one relatively small aspect of much larger 
problems concerning the disputed frontier between the public and private 
spheres of life." 

Wamings that the NRMs might be the first victims of the total secularisation of the 
state and the expanding of its monitoring aspirations have already been articulated in 
the context of the modem western liberal state, and they are not to be ignored or 
hastily dismissed as inadequate to the Eastern European situation, especially after the 
experience of totalitarianism.36 

Relations between Religions and the State 

Church-state relationships in the postcommunist countries have been undergoing a 
process of radical redefinition. While constitutional provisions explicitly favour the 
model of separation between church and state (in all Eastern Europe except for 
Poland), this separation is articulated within the terms of the 'accommodationist' 
approach - that is, of what Mark Howe calls 'the liberal principle of tolerance', in 
contrast to 'the radical principle of religious liberty' .37 The 'accommodationist' 
approach has been preferred in European legislation (with some exceptions), and it 
has also emerged as suitable to the historical background and socio-cultural context 



Religious Liberty and NRMs in Eastern Europe 277 

of the new Eastern European democracies. In practice, however - not unlike the 
situation in Western Europe - a preference is given to the traditional churches. In 
other words, the constitutionally promulgated state neutrality towards religion does 
not mean indifference and, for instance, this was explicitly declared in 1993 by the 
Constitutional Court in Hungary.3" Identifying four types of church-state relationships 
- endorsement, cooperation, accommodation and separation - Helen Hartnell defines 
the Hungarian system in mid-1994 as 'a cooperationist one, with some accom­
modationist undertones, enhanced by occasional separationist rhetoric'. She finds 
that 'the limitation on the principle of neutrality appears designed to recognize the 
Catholic Church as "first among equals" .... Neutrality, in other words, does not 
mean inactivity, nor does it require the state to neglect religion.'39 The frequently-met 
constitutional references to the historical role of traditional churches in Eastern 
Europe as a whole;o the introduction of religious education, which almost inevitably 
implies the endorsement of the positions of the majority religion, and, in the extreme 
case of Poland, the concordat with the Vatican and the refusal to separate constitu­
tionally the state from the Polish Roman Catholic Church4l all contribute to the 
assessment of postcommunist freedom of religion in terms of 'positive liberty' and 
probably cast fresh doubt on the general applicability of the 'negative liberty' project 
(to use the terms of Isaiah Berlin42

) in the (Eastern) European context. As Helen 
Hartnell has argued, 

While civil libertarians throughout the world share similar views on many 
fundamental aspects of religious freedom, there is one important 
difference between the American and the other mentioned formulations. 
The V.S. Constitution is framed solely in terms of a limit on the govern­
ment's power to affect religion, whereas the Hungarian and international 
formulations impose some obligation on government to promote or protect 
thought, conscience or religion. This difference between 'negative' and 
'positive' rights points up an important difference in attitude towards the 
role of the state in religious life. In its grossest form, the difference is that 
an American expects the state not to interfere at all in religious life, 
whereas the others expect the state to enable it. Traditional American 
notions of autonomy run deep.43 

Roman Herzog points out that the constitutional right to religious liberty takes into 
account the human search for meaning and spirituality. He sees this fact as a proof 
that the free democratic state which acknowledges constitutionally the fundamental 
principle of human dignity and the need for spiritual orientations cannot be 
indifferent to, or simply reject, the churches and religious communities whose most 
important function is precisely to provide for such orientations.44 

The trend towards an explicit or more often implicit favouring of the traditional 
faith is thus not limited to postcommunist law. It can be found across much of 
Europe, although in the West it is not backed up by an urgent search for self­
definition and common spiritual and moral values which could bind the nation 
together. Religion still remains in many societies an important constituent of 
legitimation, as John Markoff and Daniel Regan have emphasised. 

Even constitutions which contain neither an explicit statement framing the 
operations of constitution-making with an eye on eternity nor specific 
institutional mechanisms assuring the primacy of ultimate values over the 
works of man may nevertheless provide for at least a fleeting reminder 
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of a transcendental authority .... There is a gap between trends in the 
generalised content of constitutions on the one hand and their religious 
particularities on the other. Such a gap suggests the importance of 
religious questions to governing elites. They try to appropriate religion, 
through the constitutions that both constrain and empower them, for 
political legitimation:' 

The question whether these new manifestations of a predominantly utilitarian and 
instrumental approach towards religion are at all appropriate in a secular society, and 
especially in a society aiming at 'modernisation' and 'democratisation', is too 
complex and comprehensive to be discussed at length here. It is my contention that 
the attempt at a postcommunist use of traditional religions is to a certain extent 
comparable to the promoting of the idea of civil religion in the USA at the end of the 
1960s, despite the differences in the context and in the content of Robert Bellah's 
adaptation for a new life of the old vision of Jean-Jacques Rousseau:6 According to 
Roy Wallis, 

Bellah claimed to be able to identify an institutionalized collection of 
beliefs and symbols embodying the common elements of all major creeds 
in America, and providing the basis for integration around a common 
system of beliefs and symbols, and a set of rituals, such as Memorial Day, 
Thanksgiving, Veterans' Day, etc. through which common identities and 
commitments could be reaffirmed.47 

However, it is worth remembering that only a few years later Bellah announced 
American civil religion, a series of 'covenants' which shaped society and its self­
understanding, to be an 'empty and broken shell':" Drawing on Michael Novak, 
James Beckford notes: 

The career of the Civil Religion concept exemplifies a drift away from the 
organic, meaning-conferring functions as delineated by Robert Bellah in 
1967 toward a concern with the struggle waged by numerous interest 
groups to acquire power for their particular (and often exclusive) version 
of the concept:" 

One of the most vigorous critics of the vision that civil religion integrates society, 
Richard Fenn, emphasises the distinction between cohesion and integration. 
According to him, civil religion might provide only for societal cohesion at the 
expense of minority cultures.'o 

It is also noteworthy as Bryan Wilson has argued, that 

The law tends to have a limited view, requiring that all religions be neces­
sarily recognizable by reference to established or received traditions: thus, 
the law in Europe maintains its distinct monotheistic bias with its 
attendant assumptions about the necessary styles and forms of religious 
activities, entrenched in the law of 'worship'." 

The author distinguishes 'two radically divergent positions': on the one hand, the 
rational position of the international agencies claiming full equality of all religions 
before the law, and on the other hand, the conservative contention insisting that 

The law of any country should seek to reinforce historical cultural values, 
the spiritual inheritance of the people, and to protect these in the face of 
the mounting pluralism of what might be held to be morally disruptive 
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phenomena which bring uncertainty, contradiction and unrest in the 
religious and cultural sphere. 52 

Postcommunist legislation on religion provides a recent illustration of the ongoing 
cultural-political clash between these two attitudes. 

New Religious Movements and Traditional Churches 

Undoubtedly, in postcommunist societies interreligious relations are to be considered 
in the light of the new position gained by religion in general and by the traditional 
Christian churches in particular. 

When discussing religion in Eastern Europe we cannot avoid taking into con­
sideration two fundamental facts: the thoroughgoing atheistic policies of communist 
rule, and the complex and radical processes of political, economic and cultural trans­
formation at work today, which directly and indirectly influence the (new) place and 
role of religion in the region. 

The question of the 'unfreedom' of religion during communism has been widely 
and abundantly elaborated by scholars in the West and more recently in the East as 
well. Numerous books, based on a great deal of documentary evidence, have 
presented the simultaneous endorsement of the Soviet model of atheisation in all the 
countries which found themselves in the Soviet sphere of influence after the Second 
World War. Here I shall limit myself to a brief description of the process of forceful 
secularisation. I choose this notion because it focuses both on the universal character 
of the historical phenomenon under consideration (secularisation is a worldwide and 
not only Eastern European phenomenon) and also on the procedural practices of its 
application in communist society (deliberate campaigns to outlaw and marginalise 
religion through persecution, steady repression and constraint). 

In general, secularisation is considered to be 'that process by which religious 
thinking, practice and institutions lose social significance and become marginal to the 
operation of a social system' ,53 or 'a societal process in which an overarching and 
transcendent religious system is reduced to a subsystem of society alongside other 
SUbsystems, and the overarching claims of which have a shrinking audience' .54 Social 
scientists usually link the declining social significance of religion with the processes 
of industrialisation, bureaucratisation and urbanisation,55 modernisation, social differ­
entiation, societalisation and rationalisation.56 The 'dissolution of the traditional, 
coherent sacred cosmos' renders religion 'invisible' ,57 and bears upon radical trans­
formations of its influence at the societal, individual and institutional levels. 58 

Another theoretical approach to secularisation suggests that in its radical version it 
could hardly give a proper description of the relationships between politics and 
religion during the last two centuries, notwithstanding the fact that Christianity has 
partly lost its predominance in the cultures moulded by it. 59 Although the inter­
pretation of secularism as a part and as a result of societal processes of differentia­
tion60 has persisted, the secular-religious character of these societal, political and 
cultural processes has often been pointed out,61 and some authors go so far as to insist 
that all important notions of the modem doctrine of the state are secularised theo­
logical notions62 and even claim back an acknowledged place for religion in politics.b3 

In principle, it seems to be agreed that not only has the sacral been secularised but 
that the secular has also undergone a partial sacralisation.M 

The diversity of definitions and interpretations of secularisation and secularism65 

displays the complexity of the phenomena under consideration, which resist one-
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dimensional definitions. However, all theorists agree that modernity brought about 
radical changes in the position of religion in society. 

In the West evolutionary secularising processes resulted in the separation of 
church from state and the formation of the modem liberal secular state. In Eastern 
Europe, however, the spontaneous development of these trends was interrupted by 
the forceful attempt at implementation of a socialist secular state model. This model 
was constructed according to official Marxist-Leninist ideology and religion came to 
be seen as a rudimentary survival of the 'old bourgeois system', an opiate or super­
stition which was to be eradicated from the new society in the name of reason and 
progress. Religious instruction was excluded from the school curriculum and later 
'scientific atheism' was introduced. Most of the religious schools were closed. Those 
which remained open were put under the firm control of the state. Militant anti­
religious propaganda was overwhelming: atheist campaigns in the media and 
'scientific works' explaining the defects and the harmfulness of religion; and in most 
Eastern European countries schoolchildren were enrolled in communist youth 
organisations which became vehicles for atheisation.66 An eloquent example of this 
strategy is the youth initiation ceremony Jugendweihe, introduced in East Germany 
in 1954 as an atheist substitute for Christian confirmation in which young people 
professed their loyalty to the state.67 

In other words, then, the communist state implemented a systematic policy aimed 
at the devastation of religious communities. Clergy were systematically repressed 
and persecuted. In Russia the number of the clerics killed during the Soviet years is 
reported to be about 200,000, while another half million underwent repression;"H in 
Romania the number of Orthodox clergymen jailed between 1946 and 1964 is 
estimated to be about 6000.69 Not only were the churches financially impoverished 
by the 'nationalisation' of their buildings, lands, charities and property, or by the 
destruction of many of their worship houses, but they were in practice deprived of 
their position in society and pushed to the margins. Believers could not be members 
of the Communist Party, which in itself barred them from pursuing prosperous 
careers. Those attending church were in most countries under the surveillance of the 
security agencies and persistence often meant a job loss. No wonder that believers 
gradually came to be seen as second-class citizens. 

The new legislation on religion and the policy of the communist regime towards 
the religious organisations in each country followed the general lines of Soviet 
legislation and policy, so I shall present them only briefly.70 The decree of the Soviet 
of People's Commissars on Separation of Church from State and of Schools from 
Church of January 1918 proclaimed that 'in all official documents every mention of a 
citizen's religious affiliation or nonaffiliation shall be removed'. It granted citizens 
the right to 'confess any religion or profess none at all', free performance of religious 
rites 'as long as this does not disturb public order or infringe upon the rights of 
citizens of the Soviet Republic' and the right 'to receive and give religious instruc­
tion privately'. The decree, however, revoked virtually all the rights of religious 
associations, not only those of a religious character such as the administration of 
oaths, the sanctification of public ceremonies and the registration of marriages and 
births, but also the rights to hold property, to organise schools and to seek legal 
protection. It denied categorically 'the rights of a legal entity' to all ecclesiastical and 
religious associations. Access to the confiscated property was granted only for the 
performance of 'religious rites'. Implicitly, the decree outlawed all types of activities 
of religious associations except the performance of rituals: for example social 
service, missionary work, political action and religious publishing. 
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Although the decree of 1918 did not mention atheism, the constitution of 1936, 
and especially that of 1977, granted a kind of establishment to atheism by according 
the leading role in Soviet society to 'the Communist Party armed with Marxist­
Leninist doctrine' (Article 6) and by giving atheists the right to conduct atheistic 
propaganda (Article 52). 

The Soviet approach was applied by the communist parties in Eastern Europe 
immediately after they came to power, without taking into account the specific 
historical and cultural contexts of each country. However, some differentiation in the 
policy towards the churches in the different countries and in the way the 
churches responded to restrictions and oppressions became gradually visible. The 
religious organisations were forced to pledge their loyalty to the government. Non­
cooperation meant persecution and harassment; there were numerous cases of 
imprisonment, exile to remote places, and murders of clergy and hierarchs, especially 
in the first years ofthe communist regime.71 The results were gradually seen: 'Church 
attendance dropped off in most of the countries, reaching the lowest levels among 
East Germans, Czechs, Serbs, and Bulgarians. In Albania the government simply 
closed all churches and mosques in 1967 and declared religion "abolished". 
Gradually the number of registered adherents dropped.'72 Naturally, the imposition of 
atheism was most successfully accomplished in those countries where the churches 
were traditionally weak.73 

A radical consequence of communist policy towards the mainline Christian 
churches was their use for political and practical purposes. Procommunist 
propaganda exploited the churches to promote the interests of the state, especially 
after the change of climate in the 1960s, as well as in times of national calamity. 
During the Second World War the Russian Orthodox Church experienced a kind of 
revival in consequence of the shift in Stalin's strategy and his decision to use the 
church's willingness to help defend the country against the Nazi invasion. A number 
of concessions thereafter (including the election of a new patriarch two decades after 
the death of Patriarch Tikhon and the reopening of many churches) contributed to a 
limited revitalisation of church life. In Bulgaria, as well as in Romania and Serbia, 
the Orthodox Church was a faithful ally in the nationalist aspirations of the govern­
ment. By the mid-1980s the communist regime in Bulgaria had reduced the 
church 'to a state of absolute impotence. While this is more or less the case for all 
churches in Eastern Europe, in Bulgaria this policy has been carried to the point of 
total annihilation of religious freedom.' 74 

The Main Problems Facing the Churches in Postcommunist Society 

Today the mainline churches in Eastern Europe find themselves in a complex 
situation. On the one hand, they have to recover from the spiritual and institutional 
stagnation they experienced under communism. On the other hand, they have to 
come to terms with the new social realities they face and to respond to the new 
challenges, the greatest of which is perhaps that of religious pluralism. 

Let me outline the major problems confronting the traditional churches in post­
communist society. 

Persistence of a 'Fortress Mentality' 

The 'fortress mentality' typical of communist times is still widely persistent. This 
specific stereotype of behaviour by a church was aimed at gathering all its spiritual 



282 Ina Merdjanova 

and institutional powers in order to enable it to endure the oppression imposed by the 
totalitarian regime. The communist socio-political system was seen as the major 
enemy before which the unity of the church had to be preserved. For a long time the 
churches eliminated and repressed all inner tensions and differences. Discussing the 
Polish Roman Catholic Church, David Martin has pointed out that 'the paramount 
need for unity' silenced the interpretation and implementation of the reforms of the 
Second Vatican Council, 'because this could create divisions for the government to 
exploit' .75 The situation was, however, skilfully exploited by the hierarchy to main­
tain discipline in the ranks and to 'exert pressure against those who break ranks over 
the issue of "traditional" versus "transformed" Christianity and to mute the divisions 
consequent on different receptions accorded to the Vatican Council'. 76 The 
experience of the Hungarian Roman Catholic Church was similar. As George 
Chryssides comments, 'The oppression of the Christian faith under communism has 
tended to make the churches somewhat static, at a time when, for example, the 
Roman Catholic Church in Western Europe was enjoying a new freedom in the form 
of the post-Vatican 11 liturgical innovations.' 77 

Unfortunately, new expressions of the old 'fortress mentality' are frequently 
encountered today, particularly in the attitude of some mainstream churches to non­
Christian religions and even to other Christian denominations. 

Churches Identified with the Regime 

The mainline Christian churches in Eastern Europe were involved in close co­
operation with the communist regimes, initially in order to survive repression and 
later because the practice turned into a kind of routine assuring particular advantages. 
Of course the modes of collaboration and the extent to which the churches 
compromised their authentic vocation varied from one country to another. However, 
as David Martin warned a long time before the end of the Cold War, 'a church 
straightforwardly incorporated in the power structure will be involved in the ruins of 
that structure'.78 The churches have consequently been seriously affected by the 
collapse of the communist system and have experienced a specific identity crisis. 
The need for repentance and renovation has often been disregarded by the church 
hierarchies and this has caused serious problems, and even divisions, within the 
churches and has had a very negative impact on their postcommunist image, in the 
eyes of believers and unbelievers alike. 

The systematic political use of the churches by the communist regimes has 
perpetuated the model of 'functional religion'. Closely related to this model is the use 
of political manoeuvres and flirtation with the powers of the day on the part of the 
church hierarchy for allegedly religious aims. The Bulgarian Orthodox Church has 
turned into a sad illustration of this trend. Immediately after 1989 Khristofor Subev, 
who suddenly emerged as a leader of the movement for revitalisation of the 
Bulgarian Orthodox Church and a political activist in the Union of the Democratic 
Forces and was subsequently defrocked, used to declare that 'up to now the church 
has been used for political aims, but from now on politics will be used for the aims of 
the church!' The results were soon evident. In 1992 the Bulgarian Orthodox Church 
went through one of the most tragic experiences in its history. It was divided into 
two, not without the active help of the state authorities, which registered and thus 
legitimated an alternative Synod. So far, most attempts to resolve the controversy 
have failed, with disastrous consequences for the church. 
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Outdated Social Teaching 

The outdated social teaching of the churches generally does not answer the needs of 
the day and complex new phenomena such as postcommunist cultural plurality and 
religious diversity. The churches which were more independent under the totalitarian 
regimes and more active in the life of society played a considerable role in the 
opposition movements and in the transition towards democracy.79 They also have a 
real chance to play an active role in the reconstruction of civil society in the region. 
Unfortunately, they are not always able to rise to the challenge. The need for updated 
social teaching is particularly to be felt in the Orthodox churches because their 
doctrine is traditionally focused on the soteriological role of the church in terms of 
eschatology. In this regard, Veniarnin Novik has warned: 

We need to interpret new socio-political and economic realities, but there 
are no significant conceptual precedents for this in the Holy Tradition. 
This being the case, social doctrine might remain on the level of non­
committal phrases of a general nature about the necessity for reconcilia­
tion, peace and other similarly good things about which there was a great 
deal of talk in the pre-perestroika period.8o 

A belated or completely absent critical response to events and developments 
incompatible with the Christian world-view and morality has been a weak point for 
many of the traditional churches in the postcommunist period. The Russian Orthodox 
Patriarch Aleksi, for instance, has been criticised for failing to condemn 'either 
extremist elements in his church or morally questionable state policies, such as the 
Chechen war'. According to Elena Chinyaeva, 

despite the proclamation of neutrality toward the state, some of the 
Patriarchate's actions provided grounds for concern. Two issues in par­
ticular - the tendency by some within the church to sympathise with so­
called red-brown political forces and the Patriarchate's attitude toward 
foreign religious missions - have caused major controversy."l 

The church hierarchy has also been reproved for taking a nondemocratic position and 
waging a 'tough political battle' in connection with the preparation and adoption of 
the 1997 law on freedom of conscience."2 According to Stan Markotich, the Serbian 
Orthodox Church in rump Yugoslavia 'has played a prominent role in politics 
throughout the recent period of a regional conflict. Generally speaking, the church 
has lent its support to Serbian expansionism, endorsing those policies and politicians 
that have advocated creating an enlarged, or "greater", Serbia.'83 The failure to 
develop a relevant theological understanding and explanation of the new processes 
and to react properly to them could have grievous results for the traditional Christian 
churches in Eastern Europe. 

The Reaction of the Mainline Churches to New Religious Movements 

Lacking experience of competing religious organisations and communities, the post­
communist churches have reacted to the influx of new religious groups from the 
West with anxiety and fear. Commenting on the situation in Russia, Dimitry 
Pospielovsky writes: 

Churches competing with each other, trying to outdo each other, taking 
advantage of the economic bankruptcy of the Orthodox Church and, as it 
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were, buying converts by offering free English-language classes, credits to 
businessmen, and food parcels for converts, in which American funda­
mentalists are actively engaged, makes religions in the eyes of the average 
Russian no better than traders in the marketplace.84 

This anxious response to NRMs is, not confined to the Eastern European churches. 
Discussing theological approaches to the new religions in the West, John Saliba has 
found that 'Christian reactions to the presence of the new religious movements 
have been sporadic and at times vociferous. There is no consensus among Christian 
writers about the meaning of the new movements and the proper way a Christian 
should respond to their successful missionary activities .... '85 The author dis­
tinguishes three general types of response by the mainline Christian churches to the 
new religions: neglect, the apologetic approach and the dialogue approach. While 
recognising that the most common reaction has been to ignore the NRMs in both 
theory and practice, Saliba insists that this attitude 

fails to recognize that a major religious shift might be occurring in 
Western culture and that the ideas which the new religions propagate 
might influence Christianity, even if they do not survive ... Neglecting the 
study of new movements might be a form of escapism from the issues that 
Christians are facing towards the end of the second millennium.86 

The apologetic approach focuses on the defence of the Christian faith. It takes two 
forms: positive apologetics, which 'expounds and clarifies the tenets of Christianity, 
pointing out how they differ from, and excel over, all other religious claims'; and 
negative apologetics, which 'attacks other religious beliefs, pointing out their weak­
ness and inconsistencies'. 87 A refusal to see any positive features in the non­
traditional religions does not explain why people join them, however. Thus, 
apologetics can hardly provide an effective tool for the objective assessment and 
understanding of these newly-emerged religious phenomena. Among other dis­
advantages:8 it can easily 'degenerate into an attack against both the new religions in 
general and the honesty and intentions of their leaders and members',"9 and thereby 
produce antagonism and animosity. The only theological method conducive to an 
understanding of the 'other religions' and to the development of interreligious 
relationships is the dialogue approach. It has acquired actuality since the early 1960s 
through the efforts of the World Council of Churches and the Second Vatican 
Council and has gradually become the officially declared position of the majority of 
the Christian churches.90 

In its Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions 
the Second Vatican Council recognises the long spiritual traditions of the world's 
great religions, and gives consideration to what human beings share and what 
promotes mutual conversation and fellowship. In its Declaration on Religious 
Freedom the Council emphasises the need to respect individual conscience even 
when people maintain unorthodox religious beliefs. It calls upon Catholics to 
abandon the attitudes of suspicion, prejudice and hostility to other religions, and 
acknowledges that a personal commitment to Christian truths and values in daily 
living is a more effective and convincing way of spreading the Gospel than forceful 
proselytising. 

In 1986 the Vatican published a preliminary report which focused on the recent 
emergence of NRMs and their impact on Christian faith. The report promotes the 
Second Vatican Council's principle of dialogue recommended in interfaith relations. 
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Though the report expresses concern that many Catholics are joining new religious 
groups, it emphasises the dignity and inviolable rights of the human person in 
accordance with the Council's Declaration on Religious Freedom. It denounces the 
use of psychological and/or social pressures to convert other people as an infringe­
ment of the right of individuals to religious liberty. The authors recommend genuine 
and meaningful communication with the members of NRMs, and focus on the 
lessons that can be learned from the success of the NRMs. 

Interfaith relations and the principle of religious liberty have been among the 
issues of central concern to the World Council of Churches and the theme of many 
discussions held under its auspices. The prevailing attitude is that the Christian 
mission to preach the Good News is irreconcilable with any political, economic, 
psychological or religious pressures on non-Christians to abandon their religious 
convictions and traditions. There is a shared understanding that the search for unity 
of the Christian churches does not have as a final goal creating one new church to 
replace all denominations, nor is it to be achieved by forcing any Christian church to 
accept a new identity. A range of documents discusses the dangers of compromising 
the authenticity of the Christian faith and warns against syncretism. The Summary 
Statement and Recommendations prepared jointly by the World Council of Churches 
and the Lutheran World Federation at a consultation in 1986 stresses the need to 
understand the NRMs and to protect their right to religious liberty, even if their 
beliefs and world-views are radically different from those of Christians. The state­
ment, like the 1986 Vatican report, is evidence of the search for reconciliation.91 

At an international ecumenical consultation held in Switzerland in 1998 the World 
Council of Churches issued a statement on human rights in which it expressed its 
concern for the situation after the Cold War. The statement pays special attention to 
the difficulties experienced in Eastern Europe and to the dramatic repercussion they 
are having on the ecumenical movement. 

Today ... religion has re-emerged as a significant and sometimes 
dominant factor in internal conflicts and in national and international 
politics .... The list of countries that have declared an official state 
religion grows, giving to religion constitutional and legislative powers and 
privileges. In a number of these cases, the freedom of citizens to choose 
and practice the belief of their choice is more and more severely restricted. 
The secular and plural basis of the state is under widespread assault, and 
religious extremism and intolerance is on the rise. Former Communist 
countries struggle to revise or adopt new basic laws on religion and 
religious practice under pressure to pattern such legislation after Western 
models, creating a 'free market' of religions. Churches and other faith 
bodies argue for protection against an invasion of exogenous religious 
movements and proselytism as they seek to recover from decades of 
oppression and atheist rule. Difficult new questions arise for the 
ecumenical movement which has declared opposition to proselytism, and 
at the same time advocates for religious freedom based on the provisions it 
has been instrumental in having included in international human rights 
standards.92 

Two main negative trends are generally to be observed in the policy of the mainline 
Christian churches in Eastern Europe towards alternative faiths. 

First, they usually claim a special status, most commonly presented in terms of a 
'national church'. The basis for this claim is seen in their centuries-long religious 
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tradition and the fact that they represent the majority of believers in a particular 
country. They claim that this status should guarantee them maximum privileges, such 
as special state funding, greater access to the mass media and the introduction of 
religious instruction in schools, but above all that it should bring them the benefits 
connected with what David Robertson calls 'the enormous persuasive influence of 
any state-wielded symbol' .9' In connection with their endeavour towards a monopoly 
position, the mainline churches often insist on including anti proselytising provisions 
in the law on religion: that is the limitation of the activity of the 'newcomers' in a 
territory and among populations over which the churches claim to have 'historical 
rights'. Exemplary in this respect are the initiatives of the Russian Orthodox Church. 
At the same time, the approval of restraint on the activities of NRMs in Russia is not 
at all limited to the Orthodox Church. 

Remarkably, sociological polls reveal that 60 per cent of Orthodox and 
Muslim believers, as well as 30 percent of Catholics and Protestants, 
approve of restrictions on non-traditional denominations. Meanwhile, 80 
percent of Muslims and 30 percent of Orthodox respondents would like to 
see a closer union between the state and the Orthodox Church.94 

Second, lacking any experience of secularisation and pluralism, the traditional 
churches in Eastern Europe are not inclined to enter into dialogue with NRMs, or 
even to negotiate with them over matters of common concern; rather their strategy is 
connected with a search for ways to influence governmental authorities to curtail the 
advantages of the new faiths provided by postcommunist laws on religion. In its most 
negative manifestation this leads to the rejection by a church of everything outside its 
particular Christian tradition: it will treat the other Christian denominations with 
suspicion and fear, and relate the non-Christian religions and NRMs to Satanic 
powers. As Vladimir Fedorov has noted, no theological dialogue today could be 
conducted on the basis of arguments such as those used by Feodosi Pechersky, who 
in the eleventh century denied the Latin faith with the comment that the Latins 'eat 
with dogs from the same bowl' .95 Comments and attitudes at this level promote 
new 'us'l'them' boundaries and foster animosity to the 'other', and thus deprive the 
traditional churches of their authentic role, to witness to the Truth and to unite people 
in the name of Christ. 

The Social Controversy over New Religious Movements 

The presence of NRMs in the societies of Eastern Europe, which are economically 
unsettled, socially disintegrated and culturally fragmented, raises a number of 
questions. Do the 'guests' just add to the difficulties, or do they simply contribute to 
the inevitable concomitant of democracy - a 'market' of world-views, faiths and 
ideologies? What are their similarities and differences with regard to their western 
'prototypes'? What is the psychological and social profile of their recruits? 

In searching for an answer to these far-from-easy questions, I take the view that, 
despite prevailing explicit and implicit hostility to NRMs in Eastern Europe, and 
despite the warnings of some authors that the emerging religious landscape could 
well result in a redefinition of the particular social values articulated in these 
societies and that this in turn might intensify social tensions,96 their appearance is, in 
fact, a challenge which may be assessed in positive terms. If democracy is considered 
to be 'a system based on the principles of political choice and social tolerance' ,97 the 
presence of NRMs gives society the opportunity to test the genuineness and level of 
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its democratisation. It gives the traditional churches the chance to prove the 
relevance of their response to the new socio-political environment and to show in 
practice the advantages they claim for their message. A multicultural and multi­
religious environment gives people an opportunity to overcome the dogmatic visions 
and stereotypes inherited from communism and to acquire new perspectives for 
understanding themselves and the other. 

Discussing the social controversy over NRMs in the West in the 1980s, J ames 
Beckford has emphasised some points which seem to have become pertinent to post­
communist societies as well. 

The issues raised by the controversy are probably more significant for the 
future of western societies than are the NRMs themselves .... In par­
ticular, they have inadvertently and indirectly helped to reinforce (a) major 
cultural and social boundaries between images of the normal and 
abnormal person, (b) legal definitions of the limits of defensible action to 
be taken against an individual's wishes but allegedly in his or her own best 
interests as determined by agents of the states or close relatives, and (c) 
new ideas about the extent to which the economic base of religious groups 
can benefit from protection by the law on charities. In these, and other, 
respects the cult controversy is a barometer of changes taking place in a 
number of different societies. NRMs represent an 'extreme situation' 
which, precisely because it is extreme, throws into sharp relief many of 
the assumptions hidden behind legal, cultural and social structures. The 
operation of many NRMs has, as it were, forced society to show its hand 
and to declare itself. . .. At a deeper level of analysis, the presence, 
methods of operation, and problems of NRMs can help to trace changes 
and tensions in whole societies. To adapt the argument of Leger and 
Hervieu,98 NRMs can be seen as microcosm of their host societies.99 

In other words, questions about the societal response to NRMs, most generally 
assessed in terms of tolerance or intolerance, focus on fundamental problems which 
refer to the mode of existence of a given society and to the direction of its develop­
ment, that is to its normative system, its values and its aims. 

The fact that most of the NRMs in Eastern Europe are 'imported' from the West 
requires the use of comparative method, the drawing of parallels between their 
activities and strategies in the West and in the East, the audiences and problem fields 
addressed, the resolutions suggested and the social tensions provoked. However, the 
following considerations seem to be significant and need to be borne in mind when 
searching for similarities, distinctions or possible interpretations. First, the immense 
differences between the liberal-democratic societies with their relatively high level of 
political stability and cultural integrity and the societies in transition groping after 
their democratic self-determination are very persistent and put their imprint on the 
ways both types of society react to new religious phenomena. Second, the NRMs are 
signs of societal difficulties and tensions already existing, and not the cause of them, 
or to quote Bryan Wilson, 'The NRMs, however they may be evaluated ... are 
responses to the malaise, not the symptoms or its source'. 100 Third, the NRMs are in 
no way imaginable as a unitary and semi-mythical 'multinational' phenomenon, 
moving across continents, borders and societies. They have come into being because 
of a specific constellation of cultural, political and economic conditions in the 1960s, 
and their spread is to a great extent connected with the processes of globalisation and 
the internationalisation of culture.101 Nevertheless, they are hugely diverse ,02 in their 
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teachings, orientation, organisation and operation,103 and at the same time they are 
constantly subjected to modification and development in terms of growth or decay: 
that is, they experience changes which are functions of a range of external and 
internal factors. 

Trying to outline the social and psychological profile of adherents of the alterna­
tive religions in the West, some theorists have pointed out that NRMs in the USA, 
for instance, are often middle-class phenomena, similar to the new left, feminist and 
ecology groups of the period. I04 Some writers have seen the new forms of religiosity 
as symptoms of social stress associated with 'the fragmentation of the cultural 
symbol system' in the later 1960s and the lack of 'clear standards for sexual, social, 
and political behavior' among young people.105 The potential of NRMs to facilitate 
the adaptation of young people to the societal environment has also been emphasised. 
Eileen Barker has drawn an interesting comparison: while the new religions in 
the West have appealed mostly 'to young people who have not been socially, 
economically or politically disadvantaged, but who might claim that they have been 
spiritually oppressed', in postcommunist societies they attract people who have not 
only been brought up in spiritual vacuum but who have also 'suffered from relatively 
severe economic and perhaps social and political oppression'. The motivation for 
joining an NRM is thus totally different in West and East: postcommunist members 
'wish to espouse the very rewards of capitalism - consumerism and materialism -
from which the Western membership wanted to escape'.IO<i According to an analysis 
by the Christian Interdisciplinary Centre for the Study of NRMs in St Petersburg, one 
of the major reasons in the East for joining new religious organisations, especially 
those funded from abroad, is purely pragmatic: they provide 'free seminars with 
meals, books, etc.' .107 Young people find especially attractive the possibility of 
receiving free instruction in the English language, and even funding for study 
abroad. HlH Some minority religions, such as the Jehovah's Witnesses and the Lord's 
Church (Bulgarska bozhiya tsurkva) in Bulgaria,109 are apparently also having success 
in recruiting people from the marginal sectors of society such as the Roma, because 
of the social welfare facilities (mainly food and clothes) they provide for them. I 10 

In the USA it has been reported that some NRMs are typically absorbing repre­
sentatives of the counterculture of 1960s - from disappointed students with left-wing 
orientations to hippies and former drug addicts (for instance Synanon and The 
Children of God). Thomas Robbins argues that the development of new religiosity in 
American society started in the mid-1960s. The period to the early 1970s was 
characterised by diffuse counterculture activity in the form of student protest, 
psychedelic utopianism, the hippy movement and so on. From the end of the 1960s 
radical political activism waned and countercultural values were assimilated into the 
dominant culture; new religio-therapeutic movements, successors to the broader 
countercultural protest, came to the fore. In the 1970s the controversy over 
'destructive cults' increased, anticult movements emerged and 'deprogramming' 
entered the English language. This period is characterised by an increase in 
'financially and commercially diversified ... movements'. The later growth of 
'conservative' and evangelical churches and denominations in the USA has been a 
basic religious trend for over two decades. I11 Roy Wallis, for his part, argues that 
'only a limited range of new religions can reasonably be presumed to have played a 
reintegrating role with the decline of the counter-culture'. He sees them more in 
terms of 'a stage between it and the final return to conventional society for indi­
viduals who had become thoroughly alienated by the failure and decay of hippy life, 
radical politics, drugs, and secular communitarianism'.112 Concerning the political 
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attitudes of the devotees of new religions, Robert Bellah finds that those attracted to 
oriental religions tend to be distinctly more radical politically than those attracted to 
neo-Christian movements. 'The major theoretical resources of left-wing thought do 
not allow it to take religion seriously, even when there is some recognition of 
religious communities as sources of potential allies in the political struggle'. I" The 
lack of statistical data concerning the political orientations of the adherents of NRMs 
in Eastern Europe impedes conclusions in this area, though it is logical to assume 
that people who follow a minority religion would favour the further democratisation 
and liberalisation of society as presumably providing more guarantees for religious 
liberty. 

A society which is experiencing enormous economic difficulties and cultural and 
moral disorientation, and which also lacks traditions of tolerance, may easily 
embrace intolerant attitudes and modes of behaviour. A 1993 sociological investiga­
tion into the prevailing social views on NRMs in Bulgaria showed that 68 per cent of 
those interviewed held that the activity of alternative religions in the country should 
be forbidden. The most tolerant were young people between the ages of 15 and 24. 
The age groups 25-34 and 45-54 had the most negative attitude, while half of all 
those interviewed were convinced that new religions had no place in a democratic 
society.114 In general, the investigation revealed a higher level of negativity among 
women than among men. It also produced a picture of the typical Bulgarian member 
of an alternative religious group: two thirds of them were male, many of them upper­
or high-school students, many of them middle-aged, with a good education and 
regular work,II' not necessarily married. Relatively few were retired, unemployed or 
young mothers. Most of the adherents of NRMs lived in small towns rather than in 
the capital or in villages. Most expressed themselves not fully satisfied by their 
membership of the NRM. 116 

The investigation revealed clearly the prevailing intolerance and lack of under­
standing among the general Bulgarian public about the nature of the processes of 
democratisation. People are not ready to accept the legitimisation of alternative 
religious formations or to coexist peacefully with them. 117 They are not generally 
religious, but fall into a position of religious chauvinism alongside ethnic and racist 
manifestations of intolerance. The language and the rhetoric of an official statement 
of the ultranationalist Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organisation (Vutreshno­
makedonska revolyutsionna organizatsiya (VMRO)) in connection with their hostile 
actions against the participants in a national Christian conference, organised by the 
United Churches of God (Obedineni bozhii tsurkvi) and the Union of Evangelical 
Pentecostal Churches (Suyuz na evangelskite petdesyatni tsurkvi) in May 1997 in 
Sofia, are highly indicative in this respect. 

Our aim was to demonstrate somehow that we belong to an ages-old 
civilisation and culture with its own history of struggle and suffering in 
establishing its identity, and not to something that is being imported from 
God knows where. We protest against this second wave of hooking and 
zombying people, which is in progress with frankly pecuniary aims. Our 
action was to show to the people that we are here, that we belong here ... 
We wanted to remind some people across the Atlantic that they must 
conform to certain phenomena of the Bulgarian political and historical 
reality.ll" 

This dangerous kind of attitude is often unconsciously or deliberately overlooked by 
the state authorities and even fuelled by nationalistically-minded circles among the 
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political elites. In the light of the persisting economic depression, rising unemploy­
ment, insecurity and alienation it seems to be extremely difficult to overcome 
attitudes of this kind, and at the same time an urgent task. As Sabrina Ramet has 
warned, 

an intolerant society is more threatening to the preservation of personal 
autonomy than an intolerant state ... Without freedom in society no 
constitutional provisions for the political sphere can make much 
difference. These considerations point to the most serious challenge 
confronting the Eastern European political system in the wake of com­
munism's collapse. 119 

My contention is that the attitudes of intolerance and animosity persistent among 
the public at large in Eastern Europe are to a great extent connected with the social 
mentality developed under communism. The 'brainwashing' metaphor provides a 
more or less accurate description of the way political propaganda operated during 
totalitarian times. An existence in conditions of constant fear and suspicion, and the 
promotion of an 'us/them' mentality, made people not only psychologically and 
spiritually unfree, but intolerant as well. It will take a long time and much effort to 
overcome these dispositions, especially taking into consideration the lasting hard­
ships of the transition. 

Elements in the Predominantly Negative Response of Postcommunist Society to 
NRMs 

Media Hostility 

The wider public, including journalists in the media, do not have much knowledge 
about the teachings and practices of the various new religions and do not see great 
differences between them. Quite often they arbitrarily impute characteristics of one 
faith to another, or apply ready-made abstract negative paradigms, such as 'brain­
washing' or 'mind control', and evaluative notions such as 'destructive cults' and 
'totalitarian sects', to all the alternative religions. The allegations spread in the mass 
media against the NRMs typically remain unproved and often turn into inflammatory 
propaganda. They thus seem to reveal a search for sensationalism on the part of the 
journalists rather than a sincere concern for supposed infringements of law, order and 
morality. Hostility towards the NRMs is articulated mainly with regard to their 
practices - real or imagined - rather than to their ideas and doctrines. 12o Massive and 
often fairly aggressive recruitment campaigns by some movements have provoked 
much controversy and enmity. Penny Morvant writes on the situation in Russia: 

By the early 1990s, evidence of their activity was everywhere: pamphlets 
and posters were littering the metro, while several radio and TV stations 
were broadcasting their shows. Today, Russian media reports say 
hundreds of thousands of Russians belong to 'cults' (or what Russians 
term 'totalitarian sects'). One account has even put the figure as high as 5 
million, or 3 percent to 4 percent of the population, but it is not always 
clear what is meant by 'totalitarian sects', and that figure most likely also 
includes members of Christian fundamentalist denominations and 
religious sects.121 

The NRMs, for their part, seek to answer the hostility orchestrated against them in 



Religious Liberty and NRMs in Eastern Europe 291 

the media. Their limited (or altogether nonexistent) access to the public tribune 
usually leads them to seek help and collaboration from human rights organisations. 
Some of them enter into close partnership with other NRMs in order to build an anti­
anti-cult front and to lead a common struggle for their judicial and cultural 
legitimisation. The 'Word of Life' Church (Tsurkva 'Slovo na zhivota') is widely 
attacked in Bulgaria and did not succeed in reregistering under the new provisions 
for registration introduced in 1994. One of its members told me that 'the activity of 
the media only improved our relationships with the other churches'. At the same 
time, however, fundamental and irreconcilable differences between their teachings 
and practices, and their exclusivist value-systems and modes of behaviour, often 
prevent the NRMs from establishing more comprehensive and multifunctional 
collaboration. 

Generally speaking, the social tensions which emerge in connection with the 
activity of the NRMs are not religiously based. NRMs are usually considered to 
present 'a deviant and abnormal threat to the conventional, generally a-religious 
social practice'.122 However, the rejection of alternative religions as 'totalitarian 
sects' and 'destructive cults' is in no way a solution to the controversy. Although the 
structure and modes of operation of some of them display certain authoritarian 
features, we need a balanced and informed assessment on the basis of a close study 
of the doctrine, organisation, activity and methods of recruitment of each particular 
NRM in its particular environment if we are to understand what motivates people to 
join it and the reasons for its success or failure and for the specific tensions arising 
between a particular NRM and society at large. 

Anticult Collaboration 

Although it is possible to argue that the strongest and most explicit negative attitudes 
to NRMs are expressed in this or that quarter (traditional churches, media, recruits' 
families for example) with the aim of organising an anticult'" response intended to 
influence the state authorities to limit or prohibit their activities, a very typical 
tendency seems to be the facile and unproblematic relocation of negative attitudes 
from one sector of society to another. Consequently, a mutual influencing and 
reinforcement of negative dispositions among the distinct anticult formations is to be 
observed, as is the building of a common front for 'struggle with the sects' - that is, a 
strategic collaboration among the concerned parties - in some countries with strong 
anticult feeling, such as Russia. 124 As James Beckford has noted, 'the fact that the 
public response is more evident and better documented than the movements them­
selves is a revealing comment on their status. Very few people have taken the trouble 
to study them closely, but many more people are prepared to organize defences 
against them.' 125 

Generally, the anti cult movements in Eastern Europe follow the strategies and 
language of their counterparts in Western Europe, a fact which leads some authors to 
claim that they are 'imported' from the West, as are the NRMs themselves. 

Perceived Threat to Political and Social Stability 

In Eastern Europe the NRMs do not usually have political aspirations and do not 
endanger the state; just the opposite: most of them openly declare their willingness to 
abide by the law and work for the wellbeing of society. However, in general in 
Europe they are often 'felt to threaten certain cultural and social norms'. 126 Gradually, 
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the theme of conspiracy has received widespread currency,127 and negative attitudes 
to NRMs in postcommunist countries are increasingly being articulated in terms of 
nationalist protectionism. As Eileen Barker has commented, 

While the hostility that the new religions have experienced in the West has 
been largely, although not exclusively, due to their being new and their 
questioning the social and political status quo ... the hostility that is 
extended to the new religions in Central and Eastern Europe is more likely 
to be because ... the movements are perceived as foreign, a threat to the 
security of the countries and in direct competition with the traditional, 
national religions. 12" 

Most often, they are deemed to be an unwelcome import of American culture. In 
Hungary, for instance, as Helen Hartnell has noted, 'Despite the absence of formal 
investigations, Parliament considered allegations that certain "destructive" organisa­
tions (for example the Jehovah's Witnesses, the Church of Scientology, the Unifica­
tion Church, and the Hare Krishna Society) were breaking up families and posing the 
danger of "Americanisation" to Hungarian society' .'29 Such attitudes are fostered by a 
lack of proper information about the economic policies and practices of the new 
religions and by the fact that they are typically sponsored from abroad. The financial 
capacities of some of them have raised fears that they could establish a kind of 'state­
within-a-state' . 

Overestimation of Strength 

The numerical strength of the NRMs has commonly been exaggerated. One reason 
for this is that the NRMs themselves claim a larger membership than they in fact 
possess in order to justify their presence and acquire a more sound social standing. 
At the same time, it is obviously in line with the aims of the anticult formations to 
emphasise that alternative faiths pose a threat to society because of their growing 
popularity, apart from any other negative impact they may have. According to a 
recent reference book published by the Missionary Department of the Moscow 
Patriarchate of the Russian Orthodox Church, entitled Novyye religioznyye 
organizatsii v Rossii destruktivnogo i okkul'tnogo kharaktera (New Religious 
Organisations of Russia with Destructive and Occult Character), the 'adepts' of 
'religious sects' in Russia are thought to number between 3 and 5 million, 500,000 of 
whom are under 18, and one million between 18 and 25 years old. Between 500,000 
and 900,000 of all sectarians are said to be 'adepts of destructive religious organisa­
tions'. The book maintains that even these data are incomplete, because some 
'destructive religious groups have been registered as social or business organisa­
tions', and a great number have been operating without registration. A general view 
of the situation abroad presents a picture which is in no way less threatening: 
'600,000 adepts of 400 new religious and pseudoreligious movements' in 'relatively 
small Italy', 400,000 in England, 15 million in the USA where the number of the 
'destructive cults' is reported to be between 2500 and 3000, and so on. 13(1 

In fact, a considerable decline in the influence and significance of NRMs seems 
already to be an emerging trend in Eastern Europe. In 1995 I interviewed the director 
of the Bulgarian government's Directorate of Religious Affairs (Direktsiya po 
veroizpovedaniyata) who pointed out that the smaller alternative religious groups had 
started to join some of the larger organisations. The influx of NRMs and the rapid 
rise in their membership in the first years after the fall of the Berlin Wall had ceased. 



Religious Liberty and NRMs in Eastern Europe 293 

According to data quoted by Neli Hadzhiiska,131 in 1993 about one per cent of the 
Bulgarian population, that is about 85,000 people, had been registered as members of 
alternative religious movements. The approximate number of adherents of NRMs 
which I counted up on the basis of data given by Todor Petkov132 for the different 
religious communities in a book of interviews with their leaders showed that their 
membership had dropped to about one tenth of what it had been a decade earlier. I 
relate this decline to the fact that Bulgarian society is fairly highly secularisedlD and 
to growing material hardship, physical insecurity and overall stress caused by the 
difficult transformation process. In Bulgaria at least, people are overwhelmed by the 
daily struggle for survival and do not seem to have time and energy to concern them­
selves with their spiritual salvation. 

Clashes about Values 

As most writers on NRMs will agree, 'The conflicts between NRMs and the rest of 
society must be understood as the result of clashes between different sets of 
values.' 134 In other words, in the sphere of religion-related interactions and con­
troversies different interest groups are to be discerned. They compete for the power 
to decide about what religion is, whether and when religious freedom may be limited 
or curtailed, what model of church-state relationship should be followed, and so on. 
In this respect, Bryan Wilson discerns two radically different positions: on the one 
hand, 'the formally rational position adopted by high level (but remote) international 
agencies: that all men are to be regarded as equal, so their religions should be so 
regarded'; and on the other, 

the alternative, conservative contention is to suggest that it is appropriate 
that the law of any country should seek to reinforce the historical cultural 
values, the spiritual inheritance of the people, and to protect these in the 
face of the mounting pluralism of what might be held to be morally 
disruptive phenomena which brings uncertainty, contradiction and unrest 
in the religious and cultural sphere. 135 

The painful need for consensus about basic social values in postcommunist society 
often prompts the mainline Christian churches to promulgate paradigms by which 
they seek to overcome diversity in world-views and morality by enforcing their own 
'traditional'136 patterns of religious and social behaviour. However, the integrative 
effects they claim to ensure become contestable in the light of the external 
difficulties and internal controversies and divisions they experience when struggling 
to come to terms with a complex multireligious and culturally diverse environment. 
A vivid description of the situation in Romania by Ion Bria is relevant to the rest of 
Eastern Europe and the traditional faiths there as well: 

Despite the immediate euphoria following the end of the communist era, 
the predominant mood of Romanian Orthodoxy today is not one of utopia 
or jubilation ... Life in society and church alike is distorted and 
incoherent. Nobody has yet offered an adequate description of the new 
reality, and as a result the image of the country is becoming anonymous. 137 

Social theorists seem to agree on certain functions performed by religious symbols 
at a time of perceived moral crisis. Some authors such as Anthony Wall ace have 
argued that times of grave crisis and social disorganisation make a society receptive 
to new forms and expressions of religiosity.138 Another has suggested that 'a cultural 
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shift that discredits the assumptions of the old religion and a social collapse that 
renders the society vulnerable to NRMs' may 'facilitate the replacement of one 
religious tradition by another' .'39 However, the situation in Eastern Europe is unique, 
and its peculiarity is to be seen inter alia in the fact that the 'old' churches 'entered' 
the suddenly pluralised religious market after 1989 simultaneously with the new 
religions. Therefore, in a particular sense, they turned out to be 'new' for many 
newly converted people, or people who for the first time in their life could take a 
closer look at religion. The 'old' Christian churches, despite the political collabora­
tion of some of them with the communist regimes, are much better off than the 
alternative religious movements in terms of their centuries-long historical presence 
and the fact that they have been explicitly or implicitly favoured by political and 
cultural elites. The NRMs in Eastern Europe, at least in the present socio-cultural 
environment, could hardly provide either the language needed for 'an adequate 
description of the new reality' or the symbols for the integration of society. Benton 
10hnson has mentioned that NRMs lack an 'adequate theory of society', which 
makes them unlikely to produce the social change they themselves seek. '40 Bryan 
Wilson has emphasised that NRMs do not have much chance to 'become a source of 
new values for society as a whole ... if they appeal only to sectional minorities ... if 
they remain so widely diverse in orientation and structure ... if they fail to acquire 
purchase on any facet of the institutional order' .'4' 

The new religions in Eastern Europe could have some success by responding to the 
specific needs, aspirations and grievances of the people who are bearing the burdens 
of a transitional period; indeed, some of them have already demonstrated certain 
abilities to help with adaptation and the overcoming of identity crises and to provide 
maintenance for the social sphere. Hardly any of them, however, are in a position to 
propose a comprehensive and long-term response to societal anomie and the destruc­
tion of the 'meaning-system'. At the moment they are acting as specific mediators 
between public problems and the fragmented private ways in which members of 
society try to cope with them, but their ad hoc pragmatically oriented approach to 
postcommunist reality is mostly piecemeal and highly uncontextualised. In this way 
they contribute to the further fragmentation of the social and cultural structure 
exactly at a time of urgent need for the unifying of public forces. Last but not least, 
the lack of a dominant culture, in confrontation with which the subculture choices 
could be constructed and routinised, '42 makes their future in Eastern Europe fairly 
uncertain. Or, to quote the apt phrase of Rodney Stark, they attempt 'to spread the 
wrong message in the wrong time and place' .'43 

In this respect the traditional Christian churches, despite their deficiencies, which 
are not to be overlooked, seem still to have their chance. However, they have to 
accept that 'freedom of religion' means rights for all faiths, not only for their own, 
and that their place and role in postcommunist society are not to be taken for granted 
and/or constitutionally safeguarded, but have to be fought for day by day. The 
competition presupposed by the new situation of religious liberty and pluralism is a 
challenge which could bring them to a genuine revival, if taken in positive terms and 
met with responsibility, dignity and honour, rather than with hostility, fear and a 
search for new alliances with the state. 
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