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Mihai TUDOSĂ* 
 
 

Orthodoxy and orthopraxy 
among Romanians during the Great War** 

 
 
 
 

I. Introduction 
 
The goal of the present study is to highlight the relation between 

Christianity/Christians (in both theory and practice) and military service/war, 
especially regarding the complex case of the mostly Orthodox Romanians during the 
Great War. In the beginning, I will shortly present the history of the phenomenon, as 
I find it very useful as a meaning of contextualization and revealing some highlights 
of the phenomenon’s evolution, establishing a tradition with tangible effects on the 
concerned period. After reaching the more theoretical and doctrinal aspects from 
Antiquity and Early Middle Ages, I will present the characteristics of the Romanian 
Orthodoxy in relations with warfare in an evolutionary way, bringing the narrative 
closer to the times of the First World War. During the chapter regarding the 
concerned conflict, I will present a short, general introduction of the religious 
sentiment in the context of the modern warfare, then I will regard the examples of the 
Romanians from different states (Austro-Hungary, Russian Empire and Romanian 
Kingdom) in separate sub-chapters, presenting the events in a chronological order for 
creating a flowing narration and for facilitating the observation of the similarities and 
differences between the Romanians from different provinces and years, as sometimes 
the course of the war greatly affected their attitudes.  

Such a vast and ambitious project demands a rigorous documentation. For 
the first part, I mostly chosen translated primary sources, alongside a collection of 
old and new studies, interpreting them in a both theological and historiographical 
manner. In the second part, I chose a variety of sources, including studies, official 
documents, press articles and, perhaps the most important, memoirs and journals, 
as they present the events from the most human and personal perspective, in order 
to comprehend the perspectives of the military personnel from different regions, 
backgrounds, educations, military ranks and functions.  

 
* PhD student, Faculty of History, „Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University of Iaşi, Romania; Muzeograf, 
Naţional Museum Neamţ; tudosa_m95@yahoo.com. 
** This study is the result of my research during the André Scrima fellowship of the Institute for 
Ecumenical Research, Sibiu, 2021-2022. 
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II. Christians, military service and war – a historical perspective 

 
In the first centuries after the emergence of Christianity, the relation 

between Christians and army/war was, euphemistically speaking, a complicated 
one. The beginnings and spreading of the new religion are closely linked to the 
larger context of the Roman Empire in its apogee, as many Christians served in its 
armies as legionaries or auxiliaries. In the 20th century, the attitudes of Christians 
on violence, war and military service (mostly applied on crisis periods, the World 
Wars and the Cold War) generated a dedicated literature, most of the schools of 
thought affirming that the beginnings of the Church were essentially pacifist, with 
the belief that military service and Christian faith were not compatible. The origin 
of this perception resides in the Christian tradition of the martyrs from the times of 
the Roman persecutions, (which tended to resent a single type of attitude or, at 
least, a single type worthy of the eternal glory), alongside the Christian self-
awareness of the many physical and spiritual problems generated by the pagan 
Roman army military service. In the last decades, those ideas were countered by 
history sociology studies which showed the variety of the early Christians opinions 
on their role in the world and society, as many of them were eager to conform and 
integrate1. Multiple archaeological, epigraphical and literary sources show the 
presence of the early Christians in the Roman army way before its later 
transformations2. 

The aversion against military service of some early Christians resided, 
besides the possibility of committing killings, in the pagan practices present in the 
Roman Empire, well-established in its army as well. Thus, I could start the 
enumeration by the imperial cult, a practice known to the Israelites since the times 
of Egyptian and Hellenistic dominances, which was firstly represented by the cult 
of Rome goddess and then refined by Julius Caesar and Octavian Augustus3, who 
held titles like Pontifex Maximus (supreme priest) and Divus (divine), with a 
climax reached during Domitian, who proclaimed himself Dominus and Deus4 
(Master and God), which amplified it even more, mostly on the Eastern provinces5. 
Its practical aspects included celebrations of the God or God-like emperor, as well 
as a sacramentum (vow/homage) since the first moments of the enlistment, its 
refusal being passible to the death penalty, as it was the case of the martyrdom of 
Maximilian. The military service in the Roman army also included living together 
with a variety of non-believers from across the Empire, alongside a vast series of 

 
1 Despina Iosif, Early Christian Attitudes to War, London, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2003, p. 9. 
2 John F. Shean, Militans Pro Deo: The Christianization of the Roman Army, Graduate School of the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1998, p. 2. 
3 Great Events in Religion. An Encyclopedia of Pivotal Events in Religious History, vol. I, Prehistory 
to AD 600, edited by Florin Curta and Andrew Holt, Santa Barbara, Denver, ABC Clio, 2017, p. 121. 
4 Ibidem, p. 155. 
5 Edward A. Ryan, The Rejection of Military Service by the Early Christians, in „Theological 
Studies”, 13, no. 1, February 1952, p. 6. 
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pagan practices like the cults of the banners, the triumph, the purifications, 
ovations, ritual sacrifices (performing for the officers and assisting for the lower 
ranks was mandatory) and feasts, haruspices (predicting the future by “reading” 
animal intestines) etc. Last, but not least, the popular image of the Roman soldier 
included violence, gambling, alcoholism, robberies and soliciting prostitutes, all of 
those being opposite to the Christian ethics. 

One of the first figures of the New Testament who assessed the idea of 
military service was John the Baptist, who advised the soldiers to respect a series of 
ethical norms (to avoid intimidating, falsely accusing and to be content with their 
wages)6. According to the Tradition, the subject of the first Christianization of a non-
Jewish person was the centurion Cornelius, an officer of the Roman army probably 
originating in Cornelia patrician gens7, baptized by Peter after both of them 
experienced divine visions8. Later on, some sources mention a miracle performed 
during a campaign of Marcus Aurelius by the Christians from the Legion XII 
Fulminata, whose prayers led to rains which saved the army from thirst, episode also 
sculpted on the emperor’s column9, which shows the official recognition and 
attribution for this event. During the 3rd century, sources mention a soldier sent to 
death because he refused to wear a crown during the Donativum ceremony10, which 
shows not only the existence of decorated Christians in the Roman army, but also the 
variety of the practices which could be regarded as incompatible with the Christian 
faith. It is also worth mentioning that most of the military personnel mentioned in the 
trials, torments and executions of Christians were acting as officiales of the Roman 
administration more than as members of the Roman army. 

Even the theologians who were opposing the idea of Christian soldiers 
wrote about the benefits of the Roman Empire and its army: Tertullian, who 
elaborated at least two texts against the military profession as a suitable one for a 
Christian (in De Idolatria [On Idolatry], rhetorically asking how it is possible for a 
Christian to bear arms, pointing out that the biblical scene in which Christ disarms 
Peter is a metaphor which applies to all Christians)11, also stated that the Christians 
wish for safety, courageous armies and peace in the world; Cyprian of Carthage, 
who describes war as murder, explains the tragedies of his time by the weakening 
quality and numbers of the army and Origen, another adversary of the idea, 
affirmed that Pax Romana was providentially chosen as a period of preparation for 
spreading the God’s word, another common point of those three theologians being 

 
6 Luca, 3:14, in Biblia sau Sfânta Scriptură, Bucureşti, Editura Institutului Biblic şi de Misiune al 
Bisericii Ortodoxe Române, 2006, p. 1167. 
7 Augustus J. Thébaud, The Church and the Gentile World at the First Promulgation of the Gospel. 
Considerations on the Catholicity of the Church Soon After Her Birth, vol. II, New York, 1878, p. 344. 
8 Fapte, 10, in Biblia sau Sfânta Scriptură, p. 1248-1250. 
9 The Encyclopedia of the Roman Army, vol. I (A-Eas), edited by Yann le Bohec, Chichester, Wiley 
Blackwell, 2015, p. 194. 
10 Ibidem, p. 195. 
11 Arthur Cushman McGiffert, Christianity and War: A Historical Sketch, in „The American Journal 
of Theology”, 19, no. 3, 1915, p. 326. 
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their prayers for the safety of the Empire and the success of its armies against the 
invaders12. We also must keep in mind the differences in opinion generated by the 
subject in its time; for example, Celsus, a Greek pagan philosopher, complained 
about the small number of Christians who wanted to took up arms for defending 
the Empire in the same time Tertullian complained about the allegedly too high 
number of Christians in the Roman army13. In conclusion, I can state that none of 
the pre-Constantinian councils issued any decree against military service, as the 
Church adopted a practical solution, based on tacitly accepting most of the attitudes 
in the waiting for better days, while always accepting military personnel within. 

The turning point was the adaptation of the Christian symbols by 
Constantine, an action justified by the large number of Christians in his army. His 
victories against Maxentius and Licinius modified the image of the Christian God 
as representing not just spiritual victory, but also a physical one, also materializing 
the concept of Militia Christi14. The change can be clearly observed in the text of 
Eusebius, who describes the victories of Constantine as a continuation of the 
victories achieved by the old Israelites, also stating that God is the real friend, 
guardian and protector of the emperor, as the great weapon of faith brings both 
salvation of the soul and protection against enemies, also interpreting the gesture of 
his enemies as not only against Constantine, but also against the Christian God 
Constantine chose and recognized as his protector15.  

The transformations were immediate. The Labarum, a new banner with the 
Chi-Rho symbol on top, quickly replaced the symbolistic of the old Vexillum (also 
keeping its holy status), as we can observe from one of its first depictions (crushing 
a snake, the symbol of the devil)16. Furthermore, the military oath started to include 
Christian elements, pledging to God, Christ and Holy Spirit, as well as for his 
Majesty the Emperor, who, after God, should be loved and praised by the whole 
humanity)17, then, by the beginning of the 6th century, the change was completed. 
Priests were attached to the units for spiritual guidance and the assurance of 
keeping the official cult, the military routine included group prayers, the religious 
holidays affected the campaigns and, sometimes, the Christian soldiers sworn 
allegiance to the official religious doctrines of the Empire (for example, to the 
Council of Chalcedon, during Justin I, even if the Goths were permitted to keep 
their Aryanist beliefs and the Byzantine Empire held some pagan units for most of 
its existence)18. 

 
12 Edward A. Ryan, The Rejection of Military Service by the Early Christians, p. 14. 
13 Ibidem, p. 30. 
14 Ibidem. 
15 Eusebiu de Cezareea, Istoria Bisericească, Bucureşti, Editura Institutului Biblic şi de Misiune al 
Bisericii Ortodoxe Române, 1987, p. 387. 
16 Constantine I. AD 307/310-337. Æ Follis (17mm, 1.60 g, 12h), https://www.coinarchives.com/a 
/lotviewer.php?LotID=1994799&AucID=4722&Lot=955&Val=96419206b6cce143bf7c372ec1fac313 
[June 20, 2022]. 
17 The Encyclopedia of the Roman Army, p. 193. 
18 Ibidem, p. 195. 
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As the Holy Fathers are concerned, the majority was following the realities 
mentioned earlier. Basil of Caesarea had an ambivalent opinion, as he regards the 
killings committed during wartime as different to those committed by civilians, 
but, in conjunction with the other dangers of the military life, smearing the soul of 
the soldier, stating (and later formalizing it by the Canon no. 13)19 that those who 
are returning from war should be stopped from receiving Communion for 3 years, a 
much lighter punishment compared to that reserved to civilian murderers (up to 30 
years)20, also taking measures against the bishops who helped draft-dodgers by 
ordaining them in monasteries21. In the Western Church, Ambrose legitimates war by 
mentioning the victories of the Israelites from the Old Testament, praises the courage of 
those who defend their countries against the barbarians and even states that those who 
are passive against the wounding of their neighbor are as guilty as those who caused it. 
Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas gave a Christian meaning to the concept of 
just war (bellum iustum, pioneered by Cicero)22, revolutionizing the way in which the 
West regards war and with later influences in the laws of war applicable today. From 
their basic principles, I can list the just cause, right intention, competent authority, peace 
as final objective, proportionality and good will, with the aim of making war an affair 
between states, with no extra prolonged conflicts, and without prolonged suffering of 
civilians and military alike. It is worth mentioning that the Christian acceptance of war 
does not imply its encouraging or releasing it from its very nature, because, as 
Augustine stated, “He who can bear the thought of war without great pain has lost 
human feeling”23. 

In the Romanian-inhabited territories, religion played an important role in the 
war imaginary, as a part of the general Orthodox rhetoric; the military banners were 
mostly identical to the religious ones (the most famous being those made during the 
reign of Stephen the Great, with representations of Saint George)24, a way to honor the 
memory of the fallen, Romanians – The Monastery Church of Războieni-Neamț, 
without mural paintings and situated over the bones of those killed during the battle and 
enemies alike – The Cross of Ferencz (Iași), erected over the mass grave of the defeated 
Habsburg troops which invaded Moldavia in 1716-171725. In the times of the Ottoman 
reign, the cross was used as a means of stating the common cause, as Șerban 
Cantacuzino erected a cross at the Siege of Vienna in order to tell the besieged that he is 

 
19 Sfintele Canoane ale Sfântului Vasile cel Mare (†379), https://ortodoxinfo.ro/sfintele-canoane-ale-
bisericii/sfintele-canoane-ale-sfintilor-parinti/sfintele-canoane-ale-sfantului-vasile-cel-mare-%E2%80 
%A0379/ [June 20, 2022]. 
20 Valerie A. Karras, “Their Hands Are Not Clean”: Basil the Great on War and the Christian State, 
in „The Wheel”, Issue 12, Winter 2018, p. 9. 
21 The Encyclopedia of the Roman Army, p. 195. 
22 From just war to modern peace ethics, edited by Heinz-Gerhard Justenhoven and William A. 
Barbieri, Berlin, Boston, Walter de Gruyter, 2012, p. 9-10. 
23 Edward A. Ryan, The Rejection of Military Service by the Early Christians, p. 30. 
24 Cornel P. V. Năsturel, Steagul, Stema Română, Însemnele Domneşci, Trofee, Bucureşti, 1903, p. 1-3. 
25 Alexandru Istrate, Crucea lui Ferentz, http://www.monumenteiasi.ro/monument_memorial. 
php?id=957 [June 20, 2022]. 



502                                                   Mihai Tudosă 
 
in fact against the sultan and wants to support them26. Naturally, the military campaigns 
included the presence of local or attached priests, who performed the necessary religious 
ceremonials and encouraged the soldiers.  

The legislation on the integration of the Church in the Romanian army started 
during the reign of Alexandru Ioan Cuza by establishing churches at the headquarters of 
the important units and predicted the creation of the regimental priests (preot de polc)27. 
Later on, in April 1870, by High Decree no. 603, The Regulation for clergy of the 
permanent army is legislated28. It stated that all the regiments and independent 
battalions must contain a priest (assimilated with an officer rank, a very inspired 
decision, as the spiritual authority of the priest managed to extend itself in the military 
hierarchy, with great effect on the peasants, for whom the priest and teacher were the 
most respected members of the community) according to dominant religion of the 
troops, so after annexing Dobrudja, the Turk minority had imams for religious 
assistance29. 

During the Romanian War of Independence, the fighting against Muslim 
Turks and especially against religious fanatics like Circassians and Bashi-bazouks, 
contributed to the creation of a specific image for the enemy, who was especially 
called pagan. Killing of the prisoners was called pagan custom30, highlighting the 
religious character of the war and the moral superiority of the Christian side. In 
some accounts, the civilians from Southern Danube, who were held under Ottoman 
domination for almost 500 years at that time, told the Romanian soldiers that Is 
perhaps the time for the pagans to get their payback31. When the enemy fire caused 
damage along the Romanian lines, the temperamental soldiers cursed the 
Ottomans, calling them polluted pagans or devil’s pagans32. However, the most 
extreme attitudes are found in the testimonies of prisoners, for whom the 
combination of adrenaline, hunger, thirst, shame and insecurity led to absolute hate 
against the enemy with the religious differences acting as a pretext for outbreaks: 
Let those pagans be swallowed by Hell’s entrances! 33. 

Alongside the military priests, who stood next to the Romanian soldiers in 
their moments of glory and agony, the clergy also did its duty by creating and 

 
26 A. D. Xenopol, Istoria Românilor din Dacia Traiană, vol. IV, Istoria Modernă (de la Matei 
Basarab şi Vasile Lupu până la Fanarioţi, 1633-1821), Bucureşti, Editura Ştiinţifică şi Enciclopedică, 
1985, p. 200-201. 
27 Valentin Beţiu, Preotul militar – Slujitor al lui Dumnezeu şi al oştirii creştine, in „Anuarul 
Academiei Forţelor Terestre”, no. 2, 2002-2003, p. 518. 
28 Ibidem. 
29 Mehmet Ali Ekrem, Din istoria turcilor dobrogeni, Bucureşti, Editura Kriterion, 1994, p. 79-81. 
30 In original, “obicei păgânesc”. Mihail Sadoveanu, Panciuc, in Povestiri din Război, Bucureşti, 
Editura Tineretului, 1960, p. 69.  
31 In original, “Poate a venit acum şi pentru păgâni ziua răsplăţii”. Mihail Sadoveanu, Călăraşul, in 
ibidem, p. 46. 
32 In original, “păgâni spurcaţi/păgânii dracului”. Ştefan Georgescu-Sergent, Amintirile mele din 
Răsboiul pentru Independenţă, Bucureşti, 1913, p. 71, 84. 
33 In original, „Înghiţi-i-ar gurile iadului de păgâni!”. Mihail Sadoveanu, Dascălul Irimia, in Povestiri 
din război, p. 78. 
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maintaining certain mindsets (for example, the event was described in a religious 
key by calling it The Holy Independence)34, alongside medical and religious 
assistance in hospitals, material aid for the wounded (in fact, the Red Cross was 
regarded as another point of the Christianity moral triumph)35 etc. Last, but not 
least, it is worth mentioning the Russian commemorative medal for the 1877-1878 
war36, also awarded to members of the Romanian army, which presents a Psalm 
fragment and the Russian cross positioned on top of the crescent as a symbol of the 
Christian triumph. 
 
III. Religious practice and sentiment during the Great War 

 
The horrors of modern warfare led to an imperious need of psychological 

relief, finding a meaning or a support being the most used responses. Many people 
abandoned their faith as a revolt against the world that generated the Great War, 
but most of them kept some rudimentary forms of spirituality (superstitions). Ernst 
Jünger, one of the most decorated German soldiers from the Western Front, 
presents several common practices in his diary: sheltering in new formed craters 
(as part of the belief that two shells cannot land in the same spot) and taking 
additional precautions after receiving a light wound or after dreaming about being 
wounded37; Benito Mussolini, firstly known about his militant atheism, recounts 
how many soldiers worn miscellaneous talismans for protection (icons and crosses 
were most commonly used) and how he made no exception as he was wearing a 
ring made from a horseshoe needle for luck when arriving on the Alpine front38. A 
combination between religion and superstition can be found in Revista Teologică, 
published in Sibiu in 1915, with a story about a soldier saved by a religious book 
given by his mother, which managed to stop a shrapnel; the later commentary 
specifies that such wonders are not universal, but prayer books always help for 
salvation39. 

III. 1. Romanians from Austro-Hungary. Religion and nationalism in the crucible 
of the war 

 
The first Romanians that took part in the Great War (from the Orthodox 

and Greek Catholic Churches) were those who lived in the provinces which were 
 

34 In original, „Sfânta Independenţă”. Sergiu-Grigore Popescu, Aspecte privind contribuţia bisericii 
din Oltenia la Războiul de Independenţă. Sprijinul pentru spitalele înfiinţate în timpul campaniei din 
1877-1878 în dreapta Oltului, in „Misiunea”, II, no. 1, 2015, p. 38. 
35 G. Sionu, Crucea rosia, in „Transilvania”, 10, no. 24, 15 Decembre 1877, p. 287.   
36 A Russian Imperial Medal For The Turkish War 1877-1878, https://www.emedals.com/a-russian-
imperial-medal-for-the-turkish-war-1877-3895 [June 22, 2022]. 
37 Ernst Jünger, În furtuni de oţel, Bucureşti, Corint, 2017, p. 85, 117, 376. 
38 Benito Mussolini, Jurnal de război 1915-1917, Bucureşti, Editura Militară, 2018, p. 75. 
39 Ionela Zaharia, Cărţile de rugăciuni pentru soldaţi – vademecum spiritual şi cultural în timpul 
Marelui Război, in „Astra Sabiesiensis”, no. II, 2016, p. 100. 
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part of the Tsarist Russia and Austro-Hungary. For the youth who wanted to elude 
the military service, entering theological seminaries (whose students were excepted 
from the draft) was a suitable strategy. That was the case of Lucian Blaga after a 
discussion with Lionel, his older brother, who came home during a permission and 
told him about the futility of sacrifices in the KuK army40; however, during his 
years in the seminary, the young Lucian was restless and anxious, greatly affected 
by the imposter syndrome and thinking if he is worthy of evading the military 
service because his choice was based on fear and not on piety, as he mostly 
regarded himself as agnostic41. Initially, the majority of the Romanians from 
Transylvania, Banat and Bukovina supported their country’s cause, hoping for a 
better social position. Later on, when the opposite effect was observed, they started 
to attack the loyalist authorities, including Vasile Mangra, the Orthodox 
Metropolitan of Transylvania, by saying that the spirit of István Tisza (the 
Hungarian Prime-Minister) resides in his person42. 

Many Romanian priests from the Austro-Hungarian provinces were 
considered dangerous by the authorities and deported to Western Hungary. Their 
sufferings were filtered by their obvious religious beliefs, regarded in a spiritual 
sense by following the examples of Christ and his martyrs. Their testimonies 
contain touching episodes, such as the celebration of The Exaltation of the Holy 
Cross with an improvised Liturgy performed in the field, mentioning that the cross 
is the great symbol of salvation from suffering or the funeral rites for a Romanian 
soldier who died in a Hungarian hospital, without vestment, censer or Euchologion, 
but with open souls43. 

The tragic condition of the Romanians under Habsburg rule, discriminated by 
the imperial policies and forced to fight in a foreign war was often interpreted in a 
religious way, as the religious practices and the clergy were two of the few possibilities 
of psychological, humanitarian and national help available. Octav Codru Tăslăoanu 
wrote that the Romanian peasants were mostly silent, enduring their fate like martyrs44. 
In another memoirs, a former Great War officer relates how, during the check-up 
of the sentinels, he saw many soldiers without caps who kept their rifles in the left 
hand and the prayer books in the right hand, regarding them as martyr-like45.  

In the Habsburg (and later Austro-Hungarian) army, the army religious service 
originated in the 18th century, its main objectives being to legitimate the military actions, 

 
40 KuK (the abbreviation of kaiserlich und königliche Armee) is a term regarding the joint army of the 
Austro-Hungarian state, differentiating it from the Austrian Landwehr and the Hungarian Honvéd 
armies. 
41 Lucian Blaga, Hronicul şi cântecul vârstelor, Bucureşti, Humanitas, 2012, p. 153-244. 
42 Sebastian Stanca, Amintirile unui cleric exilat, in Marele Război în memorialistica românilor din 
Sebeş, edited by Mihai-Octavian Groza, Cluj-Napoca, Editura Argonaut/Mega, 2018, p. 127. 
43 In original, “fără patrafir, cădelniţă şi molitvelnic, dar cu suflete curate”. Ibidem, p. 121-123. 
44 Constantin Băjenaru, Făgărăşenii şi Primul Război Mondial. Memorie şi istorie (I), in „Ţara 
Bârsei”, no. 13, 2014, p. 119. 
45 Valeriu Leu, Nicolae Bocşan, Marele Război în memoria bănăţeană 1914-1918, Cluj-Napoca, 
Presa Universitară Clujeană, 2012, p. 552-553. 
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invoking the Divine help for victory and to encourage/console the troops. During the 
Great War, the military religious service of Austro-Hungary covered 3 religions and 
5 Christian denominations, its leader being the apostolic vicar of the army at Vienna, 
who was in charge of the Catholic and Greek Catholic troops, the others being 
subordinated to their religious forums and to the highest-ranking officer of their army 
corps. The military priests also had some “special” tasks like giving speeches to the 
soldiers in order to keep their subordination with their superiors and cultivate their love 
for emperor, officers and empire, alongside cultural activities, with the belief that prayer 
and lecture can bring the best comfort for the soldiers’ souls. For the Romanian troops, 
the national element was more important than the religious one, as a discussion with a 
priest or the receiving of a religious book (from whichever Christian confession) was a 
great joy (as the priest Romulus Anușa related: When I handed them pocket books 
written in their sweet language, the joy of our lads was indescribable, then relating that 
sometimes, in the military hospitals, the priests were the only persons with whom the 
wounded could speak Romanian and naming the religious books comforting balm for 
the wounds of the soul)46, the later one being a common reason for some illiterates 
wanting to learn the alphabet. From 1917 onwards, the number of prayer books in 
national languages grew rapidly as an effect of an imperial order. The Romanian prayer 
books stood out by having a well-shaped national element, even pan-Romanian before 
1916 (as Vasile Mangra edited Cuvinte sufletești, a pamphlet written by Carmen Sylva, 
the pseudonym of Queen Elisabeth of Romania), then having many traditional songs, 
Christmas carols and much less patriotic songs or messages of the emperor in 
comparison with those published by other nationalities from the same empire47. 

In the autobiographical writings, the religious notes were almost a leitmotif. 
One of the best examples is the frontline diary of Ilea Andronic, which includes the 
Beatitudes, prayers to the Virgin Mary, prayers for the dead, a prayer for travelers, 
Christmas carols and a religious song possibly specific to Oastea Domnului religious 
organization48. The diary of Petre Ugliș Delapecica clearly shows the complexity of 
the official and personal religious life in relation with the war realities. In the 
beginning, he is investigated, found innocent but sent to the frontline because of 
the false denunciation of the priest Vasile Miloș, Delapecica and his attorney called 
the priest scoundrel priest, criminal priest, brother trafficking priest and devil 
dressed in the beautiful priestly vestment49, which shows that the image of the 

 
46 In original, “Bucuria ficiorilor noştri a fost de nedescris, când le-am împărţit cărticelele scrise în 
limba lor dulce; acest balsam alinător al ranelor sufleteşti”. Dorin Goţia, Din corespondenţa preoţilor 
români răspânditori de cultură naţională pe fronturile şi spitalele Primului Război Mondial, in 
„Mitropolia Ardealului”, no. 7-9, 1981, p. 625. 
47 Ionela Zaharia, Cărţile de rugăciuni pentru soldaţi-vademecum spiritual şi cultural în timpul 
Marelui Război, p. 100-103. 
48 Ilea Andronic, Carnet cu însemnări de pe front, manuscript, accessed on https://www.europeana.eu 
/de/item/2020601/https___1914_1918_europeana_eu_contributions_21322 [December 10, 2022]. 
49 In original, ticălos de popă, criminalul preot, popă vânzător de frate, dar şi drac îmbrăcat în 
frumoasa haină preoţească, pe care o necinsteşte. Petre Ugliş Delapecica, Jurnal de război. Pagini de 
suferinţă şi glorie în Austro-Ungaria, ed. Ioana Rustoiu et al., Editura Hoffman, 2018, p. 21-31. 
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priest was not mentally or psychologically extended to the image of the Church as 
a whole, of which they kept a great deal of respect. Moreover, his writings offer 
precious clues about the religious sentiment common to the Romanian troops in the 
Austro-Hungarian armies, regardless of their rank or education: when they 
embarked in the trains to the frontline, all of them made the sign of the cross and 
said Doamne ajută (God willing); during Christmas, he went with the soldiers for 
the Holy Liturgy, confession and Eucharist (the cases of refusal were very rare, as 
I found just an example: in the frontline diary of Iustin Sohorca, who regarded 
going to religious ceremonies as a great joy as its psychological help and as a 
variation of the monotonous frontline service, mentions a sergeant who refused to 
obey the order for going to a Mass, stating that he is a social-democrat)50, and 
helped with the chanting at the lectern; when he and his subordinates decided to 
defect to the Italians, he gave a mixed command, peculiar for those unfamiliar with 
the condition of the soldier: God willing! Forward march! Who dares to run will 
take a bullet!51. Similar information can be found in the Journal of Horațiu Deacu, 
killed in action during the war, who mentions that the sign of the cross, alongside 
the expression Va fi cum va vrea Dumnezeu (It will be as the good God wills it) 
was used by the Romanian troops embarked in the military trains, explainable as a 
strategy to fight the thoughts about the dangers of the future, then, before taking the 
long march to the frontline, his unit made a common confession, after which 
everyone chose a canon, were blessed by the priest and received the Eucharist, 
mentioning that it was the first time in his life when he experienced such a 
moment, dominated by prayers and piety, as every soldier wanted to go to the 
frontlines reconciled with themselves and with God52. 

Similar attitudes can be found in the accounts of Ilie Stricatu, a 
Transylvanian Romanian who decided to flee from the Austro-Hungarian army to 
neutral Romania, who wrote that, before the start of his journey, his guides told 
him to take his hat off in order to pray together, stating that he never felt the power 
of God so close to him like in the moments they told the Lord’s prayer53. Last, but 
not least, religion played a key role in the formation of The Romanian Legion from 
Italy, composed by prisoners who decided to fight against the Austro-Hungarians 
and later had a major part of the Great Unification and the events from 1919. The 
prisoner priests alongside Vasile Lucaciu, Greek-Catholic priest who came from 
Romania, did propaganda for the Legion, comforting and advising the troops that it 
is not the case of breaking the military oath for the Austro-Hungarian emperor, 

 
50 Iustin Sohorca, Jurnal de front (1914-1915), manuscript, 1986, p. 140, accessed on 
https://dspace.bcucluj.ro/handle/123456789/118741 [December 10, 2022]. 
51 In original, “Doamne ajută! Înainte marş! Cine cutează să fugă din rând, capătă glonţ!”. Petre Ugliş 
Delapecica, Jurnal de război, p. 81. 
52 Horaţiu C. Deacu, Ziarul unui erou. Însemnări făcute pe câmpul de luptă din Galiţia, între 12 August -
21 Octomvrie 1914, ziua în care autorul a fost ucis de un glonte duşman, Gherla, 1930, p. 16-28. 
53 In original, “Niciodată n-am simţit puterea Dumnezeiască aşa aproape de mine, ca în clipa când 
ziceam cu toţii «Tatăl nostru»”. Ilie Stricatu, Pe cărările destinului. Romanul unei vieţi trăite, Sibiu, 
1940, p. 23. 
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even using religion as a potentially threat, telling the prisoners that those who 
refuse the new enlistment will be told on to their families after the ending of the 
war, in order to be expelled from their communities like the leprous from the Bible, 
in another speech being even threatened with the Anathema54. 

Octav Codru Tăslăoanu, who fought for three months on the Galician front, 
narrates many episodes of mutual disbelief between Christians from his unit and 
Jews from the army or plain civilians, as the Christians were called with the 
pejorative goy and the Christians cultivated an image of the Jew as profiteer and 
coward for those in the army and as of great cowardice against the Russians for the 
civilians, most probably as a result of the Tsarist pogroms. He also offers 
disturbing images about the lower limits of the human condition during wartime, 
narrating how, inside of a church transformed into a dressing station with wounded 
from both sides, firstly called a band of injured beasts (in original, o ceată de fiare 
schilăvite), the situation went from a pacific one, in which the name of God could 
be heard in many languages (Gott, Bog, Isten, Doamne), to a conflictual one after 
the news of the Russian counteroffensive success, in which the soldiers started by 
cursing each other, a Jew drank Eucharist wine from the Holy Chalice, the scene 
ending with a generalised fighting inside the church which was transformed into a 
hell of human savagery (in original, un iad al sălbăticiei omenești)55. Another story 
about the mirrored images augmented by the war is found in the memoirs of Eugen 
Goga, who, also on the Galician frontline, narrates some episodes in which the 
Jewish civilians were characterized by fear and hate against Orthodox people in 
general and Russians in particular, as a Romanian NCO is offered free products 
from a Jew trader because he lied about his nationality (saying that he is Hungarian 
and not Romanian), alongside some Hassidic Jews who decorated the exterior of 
their houses and stores with Orthodox icons, hoping that the Russians would think 
that they are Orthodox and will not loot them56. 

III.2. Romanians from Bessarabia. The duality of the Church and the effects 
of the Revolutions 

 
For the Romanians of Bessarabia, with an inferior cultural and national 

conditions to those of Romania and Austro-Hungary, the religion played an 
ambivalent role, as it was firstly used by the authorities as a means of 
denationalization. The best examples are the bishop Pavel Lebedev, who used 
Romanian religious books as a source of fire for heating his residence57, and the 
Metropolitan Serafim Ciciagov, who, after he fainted during the ceremonies of the 
annexation centennial, was attacked by the Romanian press. Nicolae Iorga stated 

 
54 Petre Ugliş Delapecica, Jurnal de război, p. 196. 
55 Octavian C. Tăslăuanu, Hora obuzelor. Scene şi icoane din răsboiu, Bucureşti, 1916, p. 150-155. 
56 Eugen Goga, Două Siberii. Din însemnările unui Ardelean, fost soldat Austro-Ungar şi prizonier în 
Rusia, Bucureşti, 1916, p. 52-59, 145. 
57 Constantin Scorpan, Istoria României: enciclopedie, Bucureşti, Editura Nemira, 1997, p. 57. 
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about him, that he is praying to a Russian god, with an Gendarmerie of bishops and 
priests who have the sole purpose of cutting the hair of the natives in the Cossack 
style, also using some apocalyptical metaphors for creating an image of the 
archetypal Russian monster as a combination of religious and military terms (the 
gold of the vestments mixed with the gold of the military uniform, the Paterissa 
transformed into a bayonet and the smell of incense being actually that of 
gunpowder)58. On the other hand, the Moldavian priests were a key part of the 
national movement, Alexei Mateevici, military priest during the Great War59, wrote 
the poem Limba noastră, one of the most important symbols of the Bessarabian 
fight for national liberty. 

The population of Bessarabia was recruited in the Imperial Russian Army 
from 1870-1871. In the collective memory of the veterans, the wars in which they 
participated were fought for the cross and our emperor60, a process explained by 
their participation in wars against non-Christians (against Turks in 1877-1878 and 
against Japanese in 1905-1906). Even if the majority of Bessarabian Romanians 
who were soldiers in the Great War fought against another Christians (including 
Orthodox Romanians from the Austro-Hungarian army), the image of the enemy as 
non-believer remained in their collective beliefs, as the letters with references to 
the enemy referring to them as litvă/liftă păgână61, an old Romanian word used 
initially to describe the Lithuanians, the last Indo-European nation brought to 
Christianity, then generally used for describing all the non-Christians. 

The mentality of the Bessarabian peasant was strongly linked to the holy 
time. In the letters sent home by the soldiers, the religious expressions used in non-
religious situations are common, for example to wait [a letter or a package from 
home] like the Easter day62, with the purpose of describing a strong wish, 
especially after a period marked by scarcity. The brutality of the Russian army 
military service (even in the peacetime) was well known, so the honorable 
discharge from the army was considered being a proof of divine providence63. 
Later on, even if they were fighting under a foreign flag, Teodor Inculeț, in that 
time aide-de-camp of an infantry regiment, mentions the qualities of his conational 
soldiers and writes that those who fell heroically gained martyr wreaths64, most 
probably a religious metaphor regarding their national fight. During the 
Revolutions in 1917, a part of the Romanian troops from the Russian army were 
attracted by the new propaganda, resulting in a hate against priests who, alongside 

 
58 Nicolae Iorga, Accidentul Vlădicăi Ciceagov, in „Neamul Românesc”, VII, no. 64, apud Basarabia 
Română. Antologie, edited by Florin Rotaru, Bucureşti, Editura Semne, 1996, p. 61. 
59 Ion Văduva-Poenaru et al., Enciclopedia marilor personalităţi din istoria, ştiinţa şi cultura 
românească de-a lungul timpului, vol. III, G-O, Bucureşti, Editura Geneze, 2003, p. 338-339. 
60 Constantin Stere, Cimitirul, in Marele Răsboiu şi Politica României, Bucureşti, 1918, p. 87. 
61 Petre Ştefănucă, Din graiul războiului şi revoluţiei într-un sat din Basarabia, in Cornova 1931, 
edited by Dimitrie Gusti, Chişinău, Editura Quant, 2011, p. 459. 
62 Stepan, Pismo (scrisoare) 1915-go Iulea, 23-dnia (ziua), in Cornova 1931, p. 99. 
63 Pismo (Scrisoare), na 1916 Aprilie 6 dnta (ziua), in Cornova 1931, p. 476.   
64 Theodor C. Inculeţ, Basarabenii în Războiul Mondial, Chişinău, 1926, p. 11. 
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the boyars, bourgeois, policemen and politician, were considered representatives of 
the old world, who wanted to destroy the lower classes, the revolutionaries even 
conceiving plans for threatening them to fight in the trenches or to face 
execution65. However, in the consulted letters, including those written during the 
Revolutions, the soldiers mentioned God, especially as part of greetings to their 
loved ones (for example, wishing good health from God and from themselves) and 
also saying personal prayers to God (in one of them, a soldier mentions that he is 
praying for survival, in order to see the outcome of the Revolution)66, which really 
shows the limits of Bolshevik propaganda between the traditionalist Romanian 
minority from the Russian Empire. 

III.3 Romanians from the Old Kingdom. From official preparations to 
personal and collective religious sentiment 

 
In the Old Romanian Kingdom, especially in the Moldavian region, the 

clergy was prepared for the war long before the official actions. During the 
episcopal ministry of Metropolitan Pimen Georgescu, his collaboration with Spiru 
Haret aimed to transform the clergy into a model professional class, with a superior 
education and a wider implication in the social life of their communities, in order 
to be prepared for the great events ahead. Since the start of the Great War, even if 
Romania did not choose a clear path yet, the Church was prepared for the 
interventionist variant. The internal legislation for military priests who served in 
the Great War was adopted in 1915, the suitable candidates needed a university 
degree, alongside a suitable age (30-45 years old) and capabilities considered 
suitable for the conditions of a military campaign67. In total, 252 priests (both 
married and monastic) were mobilized, many more contributing to the war effort at 
home. One of the pamphlets elaborated by Pimen and edited by the prestigious 
Socec publishing (which gave it a quasi-official character, that exceeded the 
borders of the Archdiocese of Moldavia and Suceava) is Jurământul și Cuvinte 
Ostășești (The Military Oath and Words for the Troops). Alongside the common 
military oath, which begun by the words In the name of the all-powerful God, as a 
means to strengthen the oath to king and country even more, the pamphlet included 
some easy to understand teaching, in which the wars were called great days (zile 
mari) and regarded as periods favorable for showing heroism and virtue and the 
earthly military society is regarded as an adaptation of the military society of 
Heaven68. The Romanian religious books contained many military ceremonies 
(besides the more common ones like prayers for soldiers and victory) like 

 
65 Steopa, 4 Maia, 17 go goda, in Cornova 1931, p. 464.   
66 IV 20-go. Apr. 1917-goda, in Cornova 1931, p. 102. 
67 Protosinghelul Maior Justin Şerbănescu, https://mausoleedinromania.ro/protosinghelul-maior-
justin-serbanescu/ [July 1, 2022]. 
68 Pimen, Jurământul şi Cuvinte ostăşeşti, Bucureşti, 1914, p. 5. 



510                                                   Mihai Tudosă 
 
consecrating the battle flags and weapons69, which aimed to encourage the military 
spirit and to add a profound religious significance to military life and combat; 
moreover, the funeral and remembrance ceremonies had the aim to reassure and 
console the survivors by respecting the traditional ordinances with which they were 
accustomed to. In some cases, the priests could accompany the fighting troops 
during an attack or a defense, with the stole on and with the cross in hand. One of 
the most extreme gallantry examples shown by military priests is the one of 
protosyncellus Iustin Șerbănescu. During the defense of Predeal, after the majority 
of the officers were unavailable and the troops were scattered after the enemy 
attack, he managed to gather many retreated soldiers, form an improvised company 
and continue the fighting, being wounded for 2 times but refusing to be evacuated 
in order to continue leading his men. Up to this day, he is the only priest who 
received the Order “Mihai Viteazul”, the highest Romanian military decoration. 

The war preparations included the monastery clergy too. The duty of the 
old ones was to pray for the military successes, whereas the young ones were 
prepared to be a part of the medical corps70. The military priests (consisting in both 
married and monastic clergy, mobilized like all the other troops and being 
assimilated to the ranks and privileges of Lieutenants), were present near the 
soldiers during all the stages of the war, being a real moral and psychological help. 
However, not all of the military commanders were supporting the idea of military 
priests, some believing that the priests would have been more useful to the nation if 
they would stay in their parishes and prepare the youth, in order to be sent at the 
right time to the military garrisons already having prepared souls and well-shaped 
characters71. The young people from the monasteries raised some questions too 
during wartime. While the young officer Vasile Scârneci marched with his 
company near Neamț Monastery, he noticed a great number of young monks, 
described as lazy and well fed, commenting: “How good would they fit as 
recruits!”72. Even so, the anti-Church attitudes are very rare in the Romanian war 
literature. Even the mention of events in which priests and/or their families were 
doing shameful actions like espionage for the enemy73 as totally exceptional show 
the high respect and expectations of the authors about the priests. 

The beginning of the mobilization and war in Romania (14/27th-15/28th 
August, 1916, around midnight) was marked by tolling the bells of the churches, 
which made the people gather near the places of worship to find the reasons and 
ultimately receive the big news. The next morning, in all the churches and 
synagogues special ceremonies and prayers for the encouragement of the mobilized 

 
69 Evhologiu Bogat, Bucureşti, 1896, p. 374-381. 
70 Pimen, Jurământul şi Cuvinte ostăşeşti, p. 44. 
71 I. Manoilescu, România nouă din punct de vedere militar, in „România eroică”, VII, no. 1, 1926, p. 12. 
72 In original, „Ce bine le-ar fi stat cătane”. Vasile Scârneci, Viaţa şi moartea în linia întâi. Jurnal şi 
însemnări de război 1916-1920, 1941-1943, Bucureşti, Editura Militară, 2013, p. 75. 
73 Ion Raşcu, Jurnalul meu din timpul războiului pentru întregirea neamului, Focşani, Editura Pallas 
Athena, 2007, p. 121. 
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and the victory of Romania and the Entente were started. The prayers continued 
even after the Armistice of Compiegne74. In several cities, the reservists going for 
the train stations were accompanied by priests who blessed end encouraged them75. 
Octavian Goga, who voluntarily enlisted in the Romanian army, recounts the 
departure of his regiment, the troops being accompanied by Orthodox, Catholic and 
Jewish clerics, regarding the differences between their styles of prayer as the 
evolution of the monotheistic cults from the last 3000 years, as the Jew shouted and 
dangled, the Orthodox did nasal chanting and the Catholic murmured his prayers76. 
Those religious events were countered by Vasile Mangra, who sent a circular letter 
to all the Romanian parishes from Austro-Hungarian unoccupied territories in 
which he sharply criticized Romanian joining of the Entente and its attacking of 
Austria-Hungary, regarded as treacherously breaking its seal of allegiance 
(referring to the Defensive Treaty signed between the two countries in 1883) and 
taking up arms against the good king and emperor (Franz Joseph) and against their 
brothers (the Romanians from the Double Monarchy) who were valiantly fighting 
for two years against the enemies of their state77. 

Alongside the special religious ceremonies for the beginning of the war, 
the funeral ceremonies (funeral and commemoration rites) constituted opportunities 
for the assembly of people from different regions (and sometimes different 
confessions, too), under the same cross as a symbol of suffering and hope. For 
example, Nicolae Costăchescu, a university professor mobilized as Lieutenant in an 
infantry regiment, touchingly narrates the episode of the funeral service of another 
Romanian officer in the graveyard of a Transylvanian village during the offensive 
campaign of 1916, in which numerous peasants took part. They were described as 
crying with candour, a very different cry to that of the professional mourners78 (a 
Romanian tradition), as a proof of their belief that his sacrifice was made for them. 
The official mourning of the medical personnel of the French military mission was 
a sui generis case of ecumenism, as a colossal assembly (in original, lume 
colossală)79 consisting of Romanians, French, Russians and other foreigners (with 
Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant and even Mosaic religious beliefs) prayed for the 
eternal rest of those felt in the fighting against typhus. Also, during the complicated 
Russo-Romanian relations, the sharing of the same religious belief constituted the 
base of most of the rare moments of mutual admiration and harmony. With the 

 
74 Mitropolitul Pimen al Moldovei, Rugăciune pentru isbânda Aliaţilor, in „Acţiunea română”, Iaşi, 
6 noiembrie 1918, p. 1. 
75 Glenn E. Torrey, România în Primul Război Mondial, Bucureşti, Meteor Publishing, 2014, p. 56. 
76 Octavian Goga, Însemnări zilnice, in Viaţa de front în scrieri personale, edited by Anemari Monica 
Negru, Târgovişte, Editura Cetatea de Scaun, 2019, p. 46. 
77 Mitropolitul Vasile Mangra despre intrarea României în război împotriva Austro-Ungariei (8/21 
septembrie 1916), in Istoria românilor în texte, edited by Bogdan Murgescu, Bucureşti, Editura 
Corint, 2001, p. 273-275. 
78 Neculai Costăchescu, Jurnal de front 1916-1917, ediţie îngrijită de Constantin Cloşcă, Iaşi, Editura 
Ştef, 2009, p. 29. 
79 Ion Raşcu, Jurnalul meu din timpul războiului pentru întregirea neamului, p. 116. 
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occasion of the Russo-Romanian memorial services held in Iași in 1917, during the 
great battle of Mărășești, general Ion Rașcu offers diary notes with a great change 
from the usual ones, as they were characterized by peace and piety, in great 
contrast with the pressing problems of the German offensive and Russian 
defection, remarking that, even if the ceremonies were held in an improvised 
chapel, they were very beautiful, with a select assistance and a remarkable piety of 
the priests80. 

In a description of the moods specific to infantry troops during an attack, a 
medic mentions how, from the receiving of the attack order to the deployment in 
the firing line, the soldier thinks about his life, suddenly becoming religious, some 
tell themselves that they will die soon and others that they will survive; from the 
formation of the firing line and advancing to the first bullets flying against them, 
the troops become machine-like, acting by instinct and drill, as the fear disappears, 
the self-confidence grows larger and everything becomes natural and conducted by 
fate; after the critical moments of the attack, that effect starts to fade, as the troops 
became again deeply preoccupied with their thoughts81. Another interesting aspect 
of the effects of religion on war can be found in the context of horrible effects of 
modern warfare, as many soldiers were referring to artillery barrages or duels as 
Apocalyptic-like (The sounds of the cannons, the machine-guns and rifles gave the 
impression that the mouth of hell was opened right there and that a combat 
between humanity and death is taking place)82, others making references of the 
weapons they feared the most as the tools of hell. As artillery is regarded, I can also 
recollect the account of Iustin Sohorca, who mentioned that, during Easter, the 
sound of the firing cannons triggered discontent for those educated and religious, 
in other passage mentioning a church shelled by the artillery because of its usage as 
an observation post, noting the miracle that the cross and statuette of Christ were 
not touched by the shells83. 

The tragic condition of the war prisoners made religion even more important, 
considering the necessity of psychological resistance by giving a meaning to their 
suffering, as well as a glimmer of hope. Ilie Stricatu, a Romanian officer who 
deserted the Austro-Hungarian army, then joined the Romanian army and was 
subsequently taken prisoner by the Austro-Hungarians, recalls the moment of his 
capture as praying in his head (Help me, God, and relieve me of my enemies and the 
enemies of my nation and let Your justice shine! Give victory to my nation and 

 
80 Ibidem, p. 150. 
81 S. Demetrescu, Însemnări zilnice din Războiul româno-ungaro-bulgar, in Viaţa de front în scrieri 
personale, p. 259-260. 
82 In original, “Bubuitul tunurilor, răpăitul mitralierelor şi pocniturile de armă dădeau impresia că 
acolo s-au deschis gurile iadului şi se dă o luptă între omenire şi puterea morţii”. Ilie Stricatu, Pe 
cărările destinului. Romanul unei vieţi trăite, p. 48. 
83 Iustin Sohorca, Jurnal de front (1914-1915), p. 130, 142-143. 
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relieve all those who are praying to you from their perils!)84. During his captivity in 
a German prison camp, he relates that in his darkest time, as he was sick and weak 
from malnourishment, during Easter Eve he read the Bible and determined that the 
Great War was a clear sign of the Apocalypse, then, after the Easter Liturgy, he burst 
into tears. Another prisoner, caught by the enemy because of his wounds, recalls that 
he firstly thought if it was better than the bullets would have killed him, changing his 
mind after some moments by believing that the captivity could act as penitence time 
for relieving him of his sins85. Another interesting religious episode from war 
captivity was found in the memoirs of George Topîrceanu, who, alongside his 
comrades worked in an uninhabited area of Bulgaria, without any source of 
information, decided to celebrate Easter (by praying together and coloring eggs took 
from the nests of wild birds) according to a dream of a fellow soldier86. 

Post factum, Constantin Kirițescu, the author of a monography on the 
Romanian campaigns in the Great War and in the Hungarian Campaign, wrote a 
shorter history of the events, especially adapted for the Romanian peasants and 
schoolchildren, called The Story of Our Holy War (Ro: Povestea Sfântului Nostru 
Război). In the book, every event is regarded as directed by God with a precise plan; 
for example, the event of the Great War is explained as fire which can lead to 
enlightening, comparing it to the furnace of a steel factory, whereas the defeats from 
1916 and the other burdens of the conflict are regarded as the way of the unknown 
ways of the God to not let the Great Unification to take place without hard labour and 
sorrow, in order to be accordingly valued by the Romanians87. Also, the ending of the 
war resulted in the recognition of the great deeds made by the clergy during the 
conflict. Alongside praises received home, various war decorations and promotions, in 
1924, at Alba Iulia, the city of the Great Unification, the Diocese of the Army was 
established. The fallen soldiers were mostly commemorated as a whole, not according 
to each and every one’s religion of nation/nationality, as they were considered to be 
equals under the cross of the suffering and commemoration, which is also the symbol 
of the triumph over death and the waiting for the universal resurrection. The condition 
of the soldier, who often needs to hurt or be hurt, kill or be killed, often induced a 
superior understanding in the hearts of the veterans, who made peace with their former 
foes, sometimes in the amazement of their civilian counterparts, as it was mentioned in 
a post-war text in which a war disabled veteran placed a wreath in the German war 
cemetery from his town with the occasion of the Easter88. 

 
 

 
84 In original, “Ajută-mi Doamne şi scapă-mă de toţi duşmanii mei şi ai neamului meu şi fă ca 
dreptatea Ta să strălucească. Dă biruinţă neamului meu şi scapă din primejdie pe acei cari se roagă 
Ţie”. Ilie Stricatu, Pe cărările destinului. Romanul unei vieţi trăite, p. 62. 
85 Ioan Ciulei, Jurnal de front, in Viaţa de front în scrieri personale, p. 185. 
86 George Topîrceanu, Memorii de război, ediţie de Daniel Cain, Bucureşti, Editura Humanitas, 2014, 
p. 197. 
87 Constantin Kiriţescu, Povestea sfântului nostru război, Bucureşti, Editura Saeculum I.O., 2018, 
p. 19, 49. 
88 Ion Plopu, Într-o zi de Paşti, in România eroică, IX, no. 4, Bucureşti, Aprilie 1928, p. 10. 
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IV. Conclusions 

 
After a sinuous beginning in the first centuries CE, the Christian religion found 

its immovable place in the military world, including war and everything related. Even 
if the Church representatives served sometimes in legitimating wars and military 
occupations, we can regard the religion as a mostly positive factor in military service 
and warfare, as, without eluding of forgetting its evil nature, it cultivated a type of war 
in which killing and suffering could be kept at the bare minimum possible. For the 
common soldiers, the Christian religion had both a frightening and comforting role, as 
it imposed rules of conduct, but also helped them relieve the longings, sorrows, fears, 
horrors and regrets caused by their military life, as even the unfaithful starting to adopt 
religious practices in various degrees, ranging from adopting specific superstitions to 
rekindling of their long lost faith. In the case of the Romanians during the Great War, 
the Orthodox doctrine, deeply carved especially in the souls of the peasants, played an 
important ethno-national role, as it especially helped forging the national identities and 
fights for domestic rights (and then for unification) of the ones fighting for the Austro-
Hungarians and Russians, also keeping their souls closer to their homes by practicing 
(more or less the same, depending of the external conditions) their accustomed prayers 
and rituals. The Orthodox clergy quickly adapted to the war conditions, even carefully 
preparing for the war in the Old Romanian Kingdom. Religion and priests were present 
to encourage and comfort the soldiers in all the main stages of their military life, the 
common Orthodox belief even being one of the very few ways of strengthening the 
unlikely alliance between Romanians and Russians. 
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After a complicated relationship during the first centuries of Christianity, the 
concepts of military service, war and religion found a compromise in which the 
later one had the role of limiting (if possible) and comforting the physical and 
psychological damages of the war. During the Great War, most of the Romanian 
troops felt very attached to the military priests, alongside religious books and 
rituals, as an effect of the traditional spiritual society, as well as an effective way 
of dealing with the psychological struggle exacerbated by the horrors of modern 
warfare. The clergy was actively contributing to the war effort, being near the 
troops in their best and worst moments, also helping civilians in need and, in many 
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the Unification. Under the cross of common suffering and hope, many soldiers 
considered Christianity as more important than nation and denomination.  
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