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The Church is missionary by its very essence and this 

fundamental attribute is chiefly found in its apostolicity: 

the same way the ecclesiastical cannot exist without 

apostolicity, the latter cannot prevail without the former. 

The Church is nothing but an ”extension of the Christ – 

The dead and risen – and, through Him, of the entire 

Holy Trinity, in all those who believe and acknowledge 

Him as the rightful Head of the Church, partaking of His 
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Grace through the Sacraments and performed by the 

hierarchy of apostolic succession. The command to 

evangelize, namely to convert by way of missionaries to 

other peoples and religions, has been given by our 

Savior, Jesus Christ Himself, Who told His disciples: 

”Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in 

the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Ghost: 

Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have 

commanded you: an lo, I am with you always, even unto 

the end of the world. Amen” (Matthew 28, 19-20).  

Summed up, the essential coordinates of the Christian 

mission are: to evangelize, to partake, by way of the 

Sacraments, of the ecclesial body of Christ (through 

which we participate in the community life of the Holy 

Ghost) and the urge to remain faithful to the one true 

faith (Tim. 1.10), by holiness, confession and ministry. 

The renewal of man and nature in this world is but a 

mere taste of the ultimate renewal in God’s 

eschatological Kingdom. However, that does not mean 

that the Church’s missionary activity becomes thus 

irrelevant; on the contrary, it holds value because it 

follows two main vectors: the external mission (ad 
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extra), namely the preaching of the Scriptures in order to 

convert other peoples, and the internal mission (ad intra), 

through which the Church looks after those already 

baptized, by organizing internal, liturgical and social life 

of a Christian community.   

Argument. This is the theological basis of this paper. 

Without setting out expressly to develop a social 

philanthropic doctrine of the Orthodox Church, the paper 

attempts to dwell on the philanthropic activity of the 

Church in the current Romanian society. Pertinent 

analyzes have shown that, unlike Western or even 

neighboring countries, Romania is the land where 

”religious values still have a significant influence over 

the public and private lives of the inhabitants”.  

This fact is all the more remarkable if we consider, on 

the one hand, the decades of oppression of the Romanian 

Orthodox Church at the hands of the Communist regime, 

when it was compelled to confine its ministry to 

churches, and on the other hand by the powerful secular 

influences which came about together with freedom in 

the 1990s.  
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That being said, neither before December 1989, nor 

after, has the Romanian Orthodox Church betray its 

purpose and mission. Despite all manners of 

provocations and shortcomings, it continued its 

missionary and philanthropic activities, a downright 

”liturgy after the Liturgy”. Of course, in the latter period, 

the socio-historical and cultural factors have made it 

possible for the Church to fulfill its mission to a higher 

degree than before. This is also a reason why we set out 

to write this paper.  

 

Status of research. Pertinent analyzes have shown the 

social activities and orthopraxy of the Romanian 

Orthodox Church in the contemporary society. From a 

sociological perspective, the most relevant are the two 

books published by Ion Petrică at the European Institute 

Publishing House in Iasi: The Church and Social 

Services in Romania and Religiosity and Social 

Institutions in Romania, respectively1. Departing from 

the every-day realities known to us all – the ”Religious 
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Romania” as a defining element of contemporary society 

– the author analyzed the relationship state-Church from 

a scientific point of view, with regards to social services. 

One point had been the legal framework through which 

the Church is seen as being one of the institutions which 

take part, by way of partnerships and conventions with 

the state, in offering social services in Romania. The 

conclusion drawn by the author is that the year 1989 has 

been a milestone for social services in this country, the 

following period bringing about a rebirth and then a 

consistent development, both in terms of higher 

education in the field, but also in terms of institutions 

focused solely on the social concerns. Moreover, the 

Church is one of the decisive factors in all these social 

activities, in the sense that it had looked after both the 

spiritual and material needs of the believers and both 

seen through its ultimate objective, that of salvation unto 

Christ.  

Another paper dwelling on our theme, but from a 

historical and anthropological perspective, is the PhD 

thesis drafter by Iuliana Conovici under the guidance of 

Daniel Barbu, covering post-Communist Orthodoxy in 
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Romania. Setting out to be as objective as possible, the 

author analyzes the involvement of the Romanian 

Orthodox Church in doing God’s work (orthopraxy), 

showing both its successes and failures.   

Another book that has been immensely useful in our 

efforts has been the collective volume published by the 

Basilica Publishing House of the Romanian Patriarchate, 

coordinated by Prof. Priest Constantin Pătuleanu, PhD, 

bearing the name Social-Philanthropic and Medical 

Assistance Organized by the Romanian Orthodox 

Church in the Past and Nowadays. The volume covers 

topics such as: the liturgical dimension of social 

services, the scriptural footing of Christian philanthropy, 

the relevance of patristic confessions regarding the social 

involvement of the Orthodox Church, the relationship 

between love and ministry, the definition of the social 

doctrine of the Church as ”integral Christianity”, social 

ethics nowadays, challenges faced currently by the 

missionary side of the Romanian Orthodox Church. All 

of these aspects fall under the incidence of the main 

theme of this paper, orthopraxy, and shall therefore be 

analyzed below.  
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Objectives of research. Looking methodology and 

objectives, this paper sets out to perform an 

interdisciplinary research of the aforementioned theme, 

orthopraxy and the ministry of the Church in the 

Romanian contemporary society. Consequently, unlike 

the works mentioned above, we shall focus on the 

biblical and theological bases of Christian orthopraxy. 

Then, we shall attempt to widen the frame of the 

research by also including a historical analysis of what 

philanthropy represented in the Byzantine Empire and in 

the Romanian space before the XX-th century. We must 

bear in mind that the Romanian Orthodox Church is part 

of the Orthodox Churches, which means it has aspects 

common to the Byzantine tradition – including in terms 

of social services –, and, on the other hand, that it 

possesses special characteristics, pertaining to national 

Romanian specificity. We hope that this pluri-

disciplinary analysis will synthetize and show the 

outstanding contribution made by the Church to the 
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contemporary Romanian society, in the aftermath of 

1989.  

Furthermore, a decisive contribution was and is also 

made by His Excellence, Father Daniel, the Patriarch of 

the Romanian Orthodox Church, who devotes special 

attention to the development of the philanthropic 

activities of the Church he shepherds. And this fact is by 

no means an accident: in an emotional portrayal of the 

one who served as his model of meekness, priest 

Dumitru Stăniloae, the Patriarch stated that the latter 

would realize, in his late years (about 1992-1993), that it 

is important to connect further his theology to social 

activities, to helping his fellow man. Constantly 

dissatisfied with his achievements and full of meekness, 

Father Stăniloae regretted not having joined enough 

spiritual theology with the missionary one. It is almost 

certain that this regret was ungrounded: the Patriarch 

Daniel himself noted that we are well aware of his 

missionary achievements brought about by his deep 

theology, especially with regards to the theological 

education of parish, monastery and university 

priesthood.  
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As ungrounded as his regrets were – and probably 

arising from his meekness –, the ministry of father 

Stăniloae sheds new light on the missionary dimension 

of Orthodox theology. Besides, one of the major 

accomplishments of the one also called ”the Patriarch of 

Romanian theology” is the synthesis between the 

spiritual, social and ecological. The crisis faced by the 

world around us mirrors man’s inner crisis, the lack of 

moral landmarks and of a spiritual aim. Father Stăniloae 

has been the one who, based on the works by the Holy 

Fathers, had rediscovered the liturgical vision of 

existence. He had tied the old texts of the Scripture and 

of the Holy Parents to the new historical context of 

Christian life and it is our task to continue with his 

legacy. We deem it certain that this is the legacy 

assumed by Patriarch Daniel and he must become a 

model for all those who are part of the Church: 

hierarchs, priests, monks and even laymen. It is only in 

unity that the ecclesiastic body can serve God and their 

fellow man, namely exercise the ”good behavior” (I Pt. 

2.12) that shall compel other to follow the path of 

holiness of Christian life.  
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Method of research. In our paper, we set out to perform 

an interdisciplinary theological analysis and to that end 

we shall employ several research methods. The main two 

are: the historical method and the comparative method.  

The historical method will help us evoke the most 

important stages of the missionary history of the 

Orthodox Church, spanning from the era of the apostles 

until present days. This trip down history lane is 

necessary in order to identify the fundamental principles 

and the results which defined the Orthodox mission.  

The comparative method will help us better understand 

the specificity of the Orthodox mission in Romania. Of 

course, this mission is and has been determined by the 

social and historical conditions, but one should never 

lose sight of the ecclesiological principles upon which 

the missionary activity is built, principles which are 

unchangeable. Consequently, each place and historical 

period determines discontinuities, but without altering 

the essence of the Church’s mission.  

The analytical method helps us identify and analyze the 

different layers in which the internal mission of the 



12 
 

Church has taken place in Romania after 1990. 

Moreover, it supplies data relevant for emphasizing the 

”strong” and ”weak” points of these activities, as well as 

ways of future improvement and development.  

Structure. The thesis contains four main parts: 

1. The doctrinal grounds of the divinity-human 

community within social activities: we emphasize here 

the basis or origin of the missionary activities (the 

triadological character), the created and gregarious 

character of human beings (anthropological character), 

the solidifying of the Christian mission by and following 

the model set by Jesus Christ (Christological character), 

the performing of the mission as an extension of the 

Church (ecclesiological character), the performing of the 

mission by and through the Holy Mysteries (sacramental 

character) by the members of the ecclesiastic community 

and, last but not least, the correspondence between the 

holiness of missionary service and its effective 

performance (ascetic-mystical character).   

2. Orthopraxy and Orthodoxy – biblical and historical 

aspects: the initial point refers to the relationship 

between orthopraxy and Orthodoxy, both in the Old 
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Testament and in the New Testament, which trigger the 

occurrence of philanthropic activities in the ancient 

Greek world. We then pass to Old and New Testament 

orthopraxy and culminate with philanthropic assistance 

in the Early Church and Byzantine Empire.  

3. Social activities and orthopraxy in Romania: here, we 

opted for the following organization : 1) Philanthropy 

from the beginning and until the Communist regime; 2) 

The Romanian Orthodox Church during the Communist 

era : persecution and survival; 3) The philanthropic 

activity of the Romanian Orthodox Church in the 

Romanian society after 1990. We dwelled at length on 

this last part, analyzing themes such as the relationship 

between Church and State in post-Communist Romania, 

the presence of the Romanian Orthodox Church in the 

military structures, in penitentiaries and orphanages and 

in the Romanian school system.  

4. The mission and work of the Holy Ghost in helping 

man concretely: deals with themes such as philanthropy 

in the context of secularism, the fundaments of deacon-

philanthropic services in the current context or social 

service in the sense of Christian spiritual expression.  



14 
 

The last part, the 5-th, also includes a practical parts, 

with the following components: 1) Philanthropic 

perspectives in the Romanian Orthodox Church; 2) 

Ecclesiastic service among turmoil and accomplishments 

in the parish, deanery and the NGOs under the patronage 

of the Romanian Orthodox Church The moral 

commandment of the New Testament, condensed in the 

love towards God and the neighbour equalliy, is rooted 

in the moral commandment of the Old Testament, which 

it brings to perfection. The primordial dual model is the 

sacrifice of Adam’s sons: “Not as Cain, who was of that 

wicked one, and slew his brother. And wherefore slew 

he him? Because his own works were evil, and his 

brother’s righteous” (1 John 3, 12). The moral distinction 

is not done after a rigid, legal rule, but after the personal 

conscience. Hypocrisy can annihilate the “good doing”, 

just as the sincerity of a gesture can add value to any 

gesture: “Take heed that ye do not your alms before 

men, to be seen of them: otherwise ye have no reward of 

your Father which is in heaven” (Matthew 6, 1). 

One important aspect of the orthopraxy is represented by 

input brought to the Church’s mission in the world. 
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Since the Pentecostals, when the Church has become the 

seen community of the sinners who are redeemed, 

Christians have asserted themselves through the power 

of example. The proclamation of the Gospel was 

reasoned by preach of the good deeds. Paradoxical, we 

are not redeemed through the good deeds, but we are not 

redeemed without the good deeds either. Preaching the 

Gospel represents a fundamental act of the ministration – 

in the New Testament, being a deacon was inseparable 

from “ministering the Word” and from the Doxology. 

One can affirm that the Churches mission as deacon has 

from the beginning been nothing else but continuing the 

orthopraxy of the Savior’s mission. The basis of the 

Christian orthopraxy has been laid through the 

embodiment and the ministration of our Lord Jesus 

Christ both through word and through deed.  

In the subchapter regarding the orthopraxy in the 

Primary Church and in the Byzantine Empire 

(Orthopraxy in the Old Church and in Byzantium”), we 

have developed historical aspects of the development 

and of the cultural-religious irradiation of the byzantine 

orthopraxy model. Since the beginning of its work, the 
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Church has taken care and has embroiled itself, through 

the Apostles and their apprentices, through the prophets 

and evangelists, through the priests and the deacons and 

through the whole community of Christians, in assuring 

the everyday bread of the poor people. Moreover the Old 

Church has fulfilled its indebtedness both towards its 

believers and towards strangers. We will enumerate the 

main institutions for social assistance of the Old Church. 

In a casual order, these have been the homes for the 

elderly, for widows, for abandoned or found children, 

the hospitals, the orphanages, the anchorage for virgins, 

the guest houses for strangers and the homes for the 

poor. 

Social assistance seen as orthopraxy, as an element of 

byzantine civilization, describes the love of the human 

for everyone in his near, not only for his relatives and 

friends. The Greek conception regarding social 

assistance and orthopraxy has been adopted by the old 

Christian community, who has grown to maturity in the 

intellectual and social Hellenistic medium. Ever since 

Constantine the Great, the Church has assumed the 
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functions of an agency for social assistance, by doing 

many acts of benefaction for groups of persons in needs.  

Beginning with the VIIth century and until the XIIth 

century, the Church has been one of the richest 

institutions in the Byzantine Empire. The emperors have 

offered it protection and other types of material 

assistance. Added to the imperial support, there existed 

many devouted members of the Church who have made 

big donations in form of money, gold, silver or grounds 

and a big part of these belongings have been used in 

scopes of social assistance and for the moral change of 

the people who have benefited of the help, aiming a 

radical transformation of the moral life of society, with a 

potential of renewing the whole state. In the social 

activity of the Byzantine Church appears in the elder 

writings the order of the deaconesses. These women, 

together with the widows and the virgins were cited 

since the time of the Apostles. One important factor 

regarding the charitable activity of social assistance 

related to the financial part was formed, as we discover 

from the writings, by the collections. The proofs from 

the Churches of the IIIrd century show the fact that the 
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bishop had since then the right and the obligation to hold 

and control a special collection, for sustaining the works 

of alms of the Church. 

The second element of social assistance in the Old 

Church and in Byzantium was consisted of the 

institutions whose object of work was charity. This was 

institutionalized early in the Old Church, where the 

churchly institution, the state and the private benefactors 

have established many charity institutions. At the same 

time, the Church has issued special canons for raising 

hospitals, homes for the poor and similar units, for 

organizing and administrating them. 

The people from Byzantium, under the influence of the 

Church, have given a special concernment to the people 

who suffered of leprosy, of whom they took care, 

according to the teachings that the human is God’s 

image. Thus Saint Basil the Great considered that the 

people who suffered of leprosy should not be cast away 

or left untended from medical point of view. He 

personally gave an example of medical care through the 

fact that he anointed them with his own hands. John 

Golden Mouth has repeatedly asked rich people to offer 
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their help to the ones suffering from leprosy, just as has 

Saint Gregor of Nyss has done in his preachings in the 

name and for the poor. For the people from Byzantium, 

the medical care of the sick was a sacred duty. The 

Romanian Orthodox Church is the heir of the thinking, 

the practice and the spiritual values of byzantine 

civilisations. There exists a direct bound over time 

between the spirit and the charitable institutions of the 

Old Church, of Byzantium and the Romanian 

Orthodoxy. The Orthodox Romanian Church, who stood 

under the juridical-churchly influence of the Byzantium 

has organized its deaconical orthopraxy, as one would 

have expected, after the byzantine model. 

In the third chapter of our work (“Social activity and 

orthopraxy in Romania”) we have showhn that, before 

the constitution of the Romanian modern state, the 

orthopraxy was organized around the churches and the 

monasteries. Along with the churchly estates, the 

donations of the boyars and of the bourgeois aussured 

the material sustaining of the social endowments. These 

were consisted of hospitals, homes, asylums, 

orphanages, endowments for the sick, the strangers, the 
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orphans. Spontaneous people in sufferings or in needs 

would gather around the churches and monasteries who 

had holy relics or wonder-doing icons. The orthopraxy 

of the monasteries was sustained by the donations of the 

regnants or of the boyars. 

The orthopractical-deaconnal activity during the 

communist period (subchapter “The Romanioan 

Orthodox Church during the communist period: 

oppression and survival”) has become an angle of the 

martyrdom for faith. The legal and material condition, 

the religious oppression and the ideological terror have 

transformed a normal activity that was inseparable of the 

Church in the world, in an act of bravery, performed in 

extreme conditions. Romania under the communist 

regime was assembled to an “isle in the Gulag 

Archipelago”. The social activity of the Romanian 

Orthodox Church was organized around two theortetical 

conceptions: “the social apostleship” of the Patriarch 

Justinian and “the serving Church” of the Metropolitan 

Antonie Plămădeală. 

The Holy Gospel remains the only bench-mark for social 

responsibility. The Church has to protect the dignity of 
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every human and to be a real presence in everyday life. 

The Church doesn’t have the role to antagonize the 

political life. On the contrary, Christians have the 

obligation to participate in public life. The moral sense 

of the existence of the state consists in the authority to 

sustain the good. The moral sense of the relation 

between the Church and the state is to separate the works 

of the Church from those of the state and to offer the 

state the behooved allegiance. The limits of obeying the 

state are marked in the written Revelation, in the Holy 

Scriptures: “Then Peter and the other apostles answered 

and said, We ought to obey God rather than men” (Acts 

5, 29). Then when the orthopractical activity of the 

Church is stopped or arrested by the state, the Church 

has to have the power to continue through its own 

means. 
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