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The Orthodox Church in medieval Moldavia did not take vast spiritual 
disciplinary action to regularize and systematize faith in the rural world, by 
eliminating pre-Christian elements and unifying liturgical acts. Unlike the Latin 
civilization area1, the lower clergy in rural parishes was closer to the popular 
religion than to the scholar one. Most clerical staff remained anchored in the 
popular religious teaching2.  

The main sources on popular religiosity of the medieval and pre-modern 
Moldavia came from the Catholic missionary field and in a lesser degree from the 
Protestant one, though both denominations knew significant expansion to the 
Orthodox world since the second half of the 16th century and first decades of the 
next one. After the battle of Mohács on August 29, 1526, when the kingdom of 
Hungary, which was the main political tutelage of the Latin Church to the east and 
south of the Carpathians, disappeared and the religious reform made significant 
progress, particularly in Moldavia, where the Catholic communities were more 
numerous and better organized, the political power proved tolerant, generally 
speaking, except for the reigns of Stephen Rareş and, to some extent, of Alexander 
Lăpuşneanu. In their times and under the influence of the high clergy, a reaction 
towards the proselytizing reform occurred and turned into a policy of persecution 
of all confessions that threatened Orthodoxy. The Lutheran propaganda was not 
confined to the Catholic population, but also expanded the conversion action to the 
Orthodox population, using Romanian writing in doing this3. Since the early 16th 
century, a movement of the “Orthodox reform” took place, in its dual spiritual/ascetic 
and political component. In Moldavia, this manifested itself mainly in the form of 
religious persecutions, fostering links with Eastern Christianity and religious 
proselytizing4. This trend coincided with the Roman Church’s action of restoring 
the Protestants in Eastern Europe within the apostolic community, so as to determine 
the Orthodox world to join the cause of the religious union. The Church projected 
                                                 

1 Raoul Manselli, La religion populaire au Moyen Âge. Problèmes de méthode et ďhistoire, 
Paris, 1975, p. 30. 

2 Francis Rapp, «Reflexions sur la religion populaire au Moyen Âge», in La religion populaire 
dans ľOccident chrétien. Approches historiques, Paris, 1976, p. 53. 

3 Gheorghe Pungă, Ţara Moldovei în vremea lui Alexandru Lăpuşneanu, Iaşi, 1994, p. 178–179; 
183–185. 

4 Maria Crăciun, Protestantism şi ortodoxie în Moldova secolului al XVI-lea, Cluj-Napoca, 
1996, p. 90–97. 
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by the Council of Tridento would be a missionary one, not influenced by the 
secular power in a great effort of building local seminars and publishing catechism 
in vernacular languages. An essential role in the Latin missionary offensive of the 
mid 17th century was played by the Congregatio de Propaganda Fide, especially 
by the College of the Propaganda, founded in 1622. It was meant to train the clergy 
for missions in countries on and off the continent5. A special role was also played 
by the Multilingual Typography (Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis6), founded in 1626, which 
ensured the dissemination of Catholic propaganda works in almost all the languages 
spoken in the mission territories. 

During the 17th century, the Catholic courts imposed new requirements to the 
missionary effort, and a new territorial reorganization of apostolic missions and offices 
was undertaken. By 1655 there were 14 provinces, led by two cardinals each, and 
in 1657 Pope Alexander VII proposed a new division, with Moldavia and Wallachia as 
part of the fifth province under the jurisdiction of the Apostolic Nunciature in Vienna. 
Since 1644 Moldavia was no longer under the Apostolic Vicariate of Constantinople, 
but under the newly established Archbishopric of Marcianopolis, while the Episcopacy 
of Bacău was under the patronage of the Polish king. These jurisdictional changes 
resulted in an increase of the number of missionary monks who spoke Italian, whom 
the Catholics rejected because they didn’t know their language and saw them as 
lacking morality7. Since the Polish bishops were often missing from the bishop’s 
residence in Bacău, the Holy See tried to end this unnatural situation for the sake of 
the diocese. By the end of the century, the Polish patronage on the episcopacy of 
Bacău proved to be an ineffective legal solution, as the hierarchs were absent and 
mediocre as administrators8. This contrasted with the Sacred Congregation’s desire 
to ensure a permanent communication with Moldavian parishioners. In order to do so, 
knowing the language of the native Catholic population was a fundamental condition, 
both for spiritual assistance (meaning the administration of the sacraments and 
confession) and predication.  

The actions of Catholic reconversion and religious union, carried out in the 
context of the efforts of resuming the fight against the Turks, found the Romanian 
countries in the centre of these convergent initiatives. Tolerating and even encouraging 
the efforts of the Church of Rome in the last three decades of the 16th century, 
particularly during the reigns of Petru Şchiopul and Petru Cercel, should be seen also 
from the perspective of the Romanian rulers’ desire to weaken the pressure of 
suzerain powers by establishing direct and permanent connections with Western 
Christian circles interested in the anti-Ottoman fight. However, these rulers’ policy 
                                                 

5 Rafael-Dorian Chelaru, „Iniţiativele Sfintei Congregaţii „de Propaganda Fide” pentru 
eficientizarea activităţii misionare a Bisericii Catolice (sec. XVII)”, in Acta Bacoviensia, II/2007, p. 61.  

6 Violeta Barbu, Purgatoriul misionarilor. Contrareforma în Ţările Române în secolul al XVII–lea, 
Bucureşti, 2008, p. 388–398. 

7 Marco Bandini, Codex. Vizitarea generală a tuturor Bisericilor Catolice de rit roman din 
Provincia Moldova (1646–1648), Traian Diaconescu (ed.), Iaşi, 2006, p. 236, 256. 

8 This is documented in detail by Marco Bandini, Codex, p. 148–156. 
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of tolerance for Latin clergy, especially to Jesuit missions, was often seen by the 
Catholic officials as a desire to adopt the Roman confession9. Despite these maximal 
expectations, the narrations of missionaries who came into contact with the Romanian 
space revealed the gap between the desire of conversion and the real possibilities of 
action available for the Catholic propaganda. Moreover, the missionary effort was 
often interrupted by frequent political changes on the Moldavian throne. This 
instability involved a series of hostile actions against Catholics, such as the ruler 
Aron-Vodă’s decision to dissolve the Jesuit mission in Moldavia in November-
December 159210. Despite the revitalization of the Catholic Episcopal seat in the 
late 16th century, the apostolic missionary of the first three decades of the next 
century set as objectives to avoid the conversion of faithful to Orthodoxy and Reform 
and to recover the recently converted communities. The latter goal proved illusive, 
as the Catholic communities were facing specialized clerical staff shortage. Moreover, 
the Orthodox confession seemed to offer the Catholics the perspective of a less 
rigorous spiritual conduct.  

Most sources belonged to Catholic missionaries who arrived in Moldavia, 
and the information focused on the situation of the Catholic communities in danger 
of losing their religious identity. Most themes in these writings concern demographic 
aspects, the status of places of worship, their endowment with religious objects and 
the intellectual and moral situation of the ecclesiastical personnel. From a 
methodological point of view, we propose an approach that takes into account that 
these writings are mainly subjective, as the witnesses exaggerate the inaccuracy of 
the spiritual life of the Orthodox, arguing that this situation determines Catholics to 
convert to Orthodoxy11.   

The writings of Catholic clergy are dominated by a series of stereotypes 
regarding how the Orthodox confession was practiced. According to them, the 
Eastern faith was dominated by pagan practices and popular superstitions, and the 
believers showed superficial attitude to sin and did not understand the meaning of 
sacraments. The repetition of these stereotypes can be interpreted in many 
complementary ways. The first one was opened by the studies confined to the 
historiographic direction of imagology. Since the beginning of the research on the 
image of the other, there occurred the opinion that cultural stereotypes were formed 
due to the recurrence of several impressions resulting from direct contacts and to 
the spreading of beliefs that authors inherited in their areas of origin12. As the 
contacts between the Catholic missionary circles and the Orthodox world east of 
the Carpathians became deeper and more diverse, the spreading of these themes 
was increasingly meant to justify the action of the conversion failure. The key way 
                                                 

9 Liviu Pilat, “Ortodoxie, catolicism și Contrareformă” în Moldova la mijlocul secolului 
al XVII-lea”, in Etnie şi confesiune în Moldova medievală, coord. Ion Toderaşcu, Iaşi, 2006, p. 144–145.  

10 Maria Crăciun, Protestantism şi ortodoxie, p. 168. 
11 E.g., Marco Bandini, Codex, p. 408. 
12 Hélène Ahrweiller, Ľ image de ľ autre et les mécanismes de ľ altérité, in «XVIème Congrès 

International des Sciences Historiques», Rapports I, Stuttgart, 1985, p. 60–65. 
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to highlight this inability lay in exalting the cultural and religious differences, 
which made it impossible to attract the Moldavians to the Church of Rome. Latin 
writings showed that Orthodox believers retained their ancestral faith primarily 
because of their ignorance regarding the meanings of religious practices and of 
truths of Christian morality. Guilty of this situation was the Eastern clergy, who 
had a very poor theological education.  

In the view of the Catholic clergy, the main obstacle for the two confessions 
to become closer was the way the Orthodox understood to relate to the main events 
in the life of a Christian. In his correspondence sent from Moscow in 1642, the 
conventual minorite missionary Bartolomeo Bassetti characterized a pagan custom 
as wandering13, thus referring to the fact that some Catholics wanted their children 
to be Christianized by a schismatic14. During the ceremony, the godfather cut the 
child’s tuft of hair and kept it, after which a banquet followed. According to this 
witness, the worst situation occurred when the child’s parents died and the child, 
who had a spiritual godfather, adopted the latter’s rite15. Baptism also helped in 
converting the unfaithful and attracting Catholics and Protestants to the Orthodox 
confession. Such a case was narrated by Paolo Bonnicio, in Narration on Moldavia, 
showing that if an Orthodox would put a Catholic to be baptized again in the 
schismatic faith, he was said to be forgiven for all sins16. This was the reality in 
contact areas of Orthodox and Catholic communities, and it spread as an Eastern 
Church program of recovering the communities that embraced the Roman confession. 
In support of this statement was a letter sent on October 3, 1642, from Iaşi, by 
Bartolomeo Bassetti, who narrated that a woman who converted from Catholicism 
to Orthodoxy came to confess to him, but the Orthodox priest who had converted 
her learned about this action and intervened in the Catholic church trying to 
interrupt the confession, which degenerated into a violent scene. Bassetti reported 
the incident to the sovereign, which determined a controversy, as the Catholic 
priest claimed that the woman willingly came to confession, while the Orthodox 
priests said that she was brought by force. The ruler summoned 12 priests to the 
court to testify. After the investigation, the priest who baptized the woman again 
was imprisoned for a month, while the woman was applied 115 sticks. This did not 
end the conflict, since Bassetti showed that the Orthodox priest’s supporters assaulted 
him the next day17. This spectacular incident must be seen as an isolated one, since 
the clergy who served the Moldavian majority confession practiced rather a 
spontaneous proselytizing. Thus, Orthodox priests responded to the discontent 
among the faithful of the Roman rite, and did not always make the baptism to be 
                                                 

13 Nelu Zugravu, Geneza creştinismului popular al românilor, Bucureşti, 1997, p. 535. 
14 Călători străini despre Ţările Române, vol. VII, Maria Holban (ed.), M.M. Alexandrescu-

Dersca Bulgaru, Paul Cernovodeanu, Bucureşti, 1980, p. 51. 
15 Ibidem, p. 54. 
16 Ibidem, vol. V, 1973, p. 24. 
17 Ibidem, vol. VII, p. 50–51. 
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the ultimate goal, which could had been achieved by coercive means. On the 
assimilation of Catholics narrated Paolo Bonnicio, a conventual minorite monk, 
companion and rival of Andrei Bogoslavič, whom he replaced as confidential 
secretary of prince Radu Mihnea18. In his nine years spent in Moldavia, he became 
a connoisseur of the language and the reality here, leaving a statement, remarkable 
by its seriousness and moderation19.  

The dimensions of converting Catholics to Orthodoxy are revealed in a Letter 
to Giovani of Frata, the Patriarchal Vicar of the East, on April 24, 1630, which 
Bonnicio began by emphasizing that, because of the lack of priests and their great 
misery, Catholics lived like animals20. As a result, they began to convert massively 
to Orthodoxy because of the absence of parish priests, especially when on the 
deathbed21. Paolo Bonnicio highlighted that there was an idea widespread among 
the Orthodox, that the one who determined a Catholic to be baptized again in the 
schismatic faith was forgiven for all sins22. This finding may suggest that attracting 
the Catholics towards the majority faith, in exchange for spiritual rewards, was 
common in Moldavia during the 17th century. However, evidence was not preserved of 
the fact that the Orthodox Church promoted such a strategy of proselytism. 
Bonnicio himself did not reject the spirit of tolerance, as he was acquainted with a 
popular concept, shared by some Orthodox priests, that every believer could be 
saved by his own confession23. Until the late 18th century, Catholics turned to 
Orthodox priests especially in urban areas to bless their second marriage, without 
being forced to adopt the majority faith24. In reality, the two communities lived 
together, causing numerous contaminations in religious practices. 

The Orthodox population in medieval Moldavia did not follow strictly the 
requirement of yearly confession. The confession was sometimes seen as a boundary, 
like baptism, meant to end the existence of a Christian in the world. This is why 
Niccolò Barsi showed that death was the only time when Orthodox revealed their 
sins25. In this regard, the narration of Paul of Aleppo, a character belonging to the 
Eastern Orthodox circles, originating from an old family of Syrian clergy, should 
be also mentioned. He arrived in Walachia and Moldavia in the mid 17th century, 
during a journey of Patriarch Antonie in search for financial aid in the Orthodox 
area. On this occasion, he noticed the importance of the confessors’ presence in the 
last moments of the believers, as the confession and distribution of worldly goods were 
compulsory sequences that prepared “the great passing”. Both moments claimed 
                                                 

18 Ștefan Andreescu, Mărturii inedite ale unor misionari catolici, în Istoria românilor: cronicari, 
misionari, ctitori (sec. XV–XVI). Ediția a doua revăzută și adăugită, Cluj-Napoca, 2007, p. 135–138. 

19 Călători străini despre Ţările Române, vol. V, p. 11–13. 
20 Ibidem, p. 15. 
21 Ibidem, p. 16–17. 
22 Ibidem, p. 24. 
23 Ibidem. 
24 Emil Dumea, Catolicismul din Moldova în secolul al XVIII-lea, Iaşi, 2003, p. 212–213. 
25 Călători străini despre Ţările Române, vol. V, p. 78-79. 
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the presence of a cleric, the only one able to restore the balance among people and 
to pave the way for the life beyond26.  

In their turn, the priests in the communities under the Roman Church were 
poorly trained and bound to face multiple material constraints, which led to the 
amplification of the phenomenon of Catholics converting to Orthodoxy. This was 
expressed eloquently by the Jesuit Giulio Mancinelli, who arrived in Moldavia in 
the ninth decade of the 16th century, sustaining the thought of the Churches’ union, 
and showed, disappointed, that many Catholics chose the Orthodox rite because the 
lack of priests27. Several missionaries of the early 17th century also reminded about 
the Catholic priests’ custom to marry, as an expression of Orthodox contamination. 
In his narration of 1644 on Moldavia, the Magyar Jesuit Paul Beke mentioned the 
temptation to defect to those in schism even for the Catholic monks in Moldavia. 
The main motivation came from the way of life of the Orthodox clergy, the 
representatives of the Roman denomination being attracted especially by the prospect 
of marriage and ownership of property. Shortly thereafter, the conventual minorite 
Francesco Maria Spera, a missionary in Moldavia, noticed the same phenomenon 
of transition to Orthodoxy, motivated by the more relaxed canonical discipline in 
terms of divorce and remarriage28.  

The Bishop of Marcianopol, Marco Bandini, Apostolic vicar in Moldavia, 
showed that the Catholics’ conversion to Orthodoxy was determined by the fact 
that the clergy did not know the Hungarian language used by the majority of the 
faithful and not even the Romanian, which could have eased communication29. For 
example, in the area of Trotuș, parishioners refused to be led by a missionary 
monk, showing unequivocally that they preferred a priest who spoke their 
language30. According to the same author, the decline of the Catholic community in 
Vaslui was caused by the absence of missionaries of the Roman Church31. For the 
city of Bârlad, he turned to the historical memory of the inhabitants who claimed that 
they had never seen missionaries in their town and no bishop had been there32. 
Following the same direction of reconstructing the past, Marco Bandini showed 
that the traces of the existence of a Catholic community were completely erased in 
Tecuci, so that “Valachi” occupied the land of the church and the cemetery33. 
Neither in the city of Trotuș he could find a man old enough to remember the visit 
of a bishop, and the author interpreted this hiatus in the historical memory by means of 
                                                 

26 Paul din Alep, Jurnal de călătorie în Moldova și Valahia. Studiu introductiv, ediția manuscrisului 
arab, traducere în limba română, note și indici de Ioana Feodorov. Cuvânt înainte: Răzvan Theodorescu, 
București – Brăila, 2014, p. 257–258. 

27 Călători străini despre Ţările Române, vol. II, 1970, p. 524. 
28 Ibidem, vol. V, p. 389. 
29 Marco Bandini, Codex, p. 110, 252. 
30 Ibidem, p. 128. 
31 Ibidem, p. 102. 
32 Ibidem, p. 104. Aceeași este situația și în alte localități vizitate de către ierarh (p. 140). 
33 Ibidem, p. 112. 
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the fact that hierarchs who had been there used the town only as a night stop on 
their trip to Bacău, which was the bishop’s residence, and was just one day away34.   

The narrations of the Catholic clergy who came into contact with religious 
realities east of the Carpathians mentioned that the differences in cult practices had 
been exacerbated and transformed into insurmountable obstacles in the way of any 
approaching. Following this trend, the Apostolic missionary discourse on the 
Orthodox piety and the activity of Church representatives generated a stereotype 
for a prolific posterity. For example, Marco Bandini showed that local Orthodox 
believers had many superstitions. They did not swear in the name of God, but 
blamed on misfortune, by curses and by invoking the beard and eyes. For example, 
he showed that if someone had lost an ox or a cow, when he found it, he was forced 
to swear by taking the animal’s tail in his hand. The narrator showed that he witnessed 
when a Moldavian priest, who was seeking for his lost cow, found another one, 
which looked like his, and the man had to swear that he owned it, by taking up the 
cow’s tail; however, another peasant sustained by his fellow villagers showed that 
it was the cow that he had raised, and that it had been always his, which led to the 
rejection of the priest’s claim, which became subject of derision35. This episode seems 
to refer to the old means of probation, which probably had a pre-Christian background. 
Beyond the partial feature of narrations, one can see the dynamics of these 
derogatory images, with unquestionable roots in the facts of Orthodox life. In the 
Eastern religious area, there was no coherent action of regularization and 
systematization of faith by eliminating pre-Christian elements and homogenizing 
liturgical practice.  

The practice of divorce was probably quite common in Moldavia. One can 
understand why the German Protestant humanist Johann Sommer said that the 
Moldavian ruler Despot tried to end this phenomenon. This measure was determined 
by the fact that many women, who desired to re-marry, accused their husbands of 
minor offenses36. The reasons for divorce invoked by men were also considered as 
frivolous by most of those who came into contact with the realities of east of the 
Carpathians. Thus, Antonio Maria Graziani noted that men often used to end 
marriage after trivial domestic disputes, sending wives cards of divorce and paying 
the treasury twelve dinars37. While deploring the state of Catholic communities in 
Moldavia in danger of being assimilated by the Orthodox in the late 16th century, 
Bernardino Quirini noticed how great was the temptation to re-marry, as the 
Orthodox did38. Johann Sommer also argued that this practice was imitated by 
Hungarian and Saxon minorities, most of Catholic confession39. Certainly, authors 
often exaggerated the frequency of the phenomenon, like Johann Sommer, 
                                                 

34 Ibidem, p. 130–132. 
35 Ibidem, p. 408–409. 
36 Călători străini despre Ţările Române, vol. II, 260. 
37 Ibidem, p. 382–383. 
38 Ibidem, vol. IV/I, 1972, p. 43. 
39 Ibidem, vol. II, 260. 
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according to whom many people had three or four spouses, with whom they had 
children40. In his report to the pontifical seat on the state of Catholic communities 
in Moldavia, written in 1599, Bernardino Quirini supposed that Orthodox priests 
baptized again all the Catholics who married Orthodox women or wanted to live by 
following this rite41. Among some possible causes of transition to Orthodoxy, he 
also identified the Catholics’ desire to marry again, as the Orthodox usually did. 
This aspiration was sometimes fulfilled by “false vicars”, who gave Catholics 
approval for divorce, assuming an Orthodox model42. Under these conditions, 
Bernardino Quirini admitted that if he declared the second marriage null and forced 
them to return to the first spouses, they would prefer to be excommunicated and 
refused obedience immediately. They would also prefer Orthodoxy, which allowed 
such a marriage after divorce43. As witness to these realities, the Roman cleric did 
not dissimulate his disappointment, as the situation determined him to accept a 
compromise and make an effort to adapt to local realities44. In Narration on Moldavia, 
Paolo Bonnicio showed the ease of obtaining divorce, the fact that separated spouses 
received the sacrament of marriage, and that concubinage was tolerated45. This 
situation was also revealed by the correspondence sent from Moldavia in 1642 by 
the conventual minorite missionary Bartolomeo Bassetti, who noticed the transition 
of Catholics to Orthodoxy and that they married a second time under Orthodox 
influence. Facing the situation, he admitted that they threatened to move to 
Orthodoxy when he expressed the intention of separating them46. This reality found 
a detailed expression in one of the provisions of the diocesan synod of Cotnari, 
which showed that there had been established a reprehensible practice in Moldavia, 
that if the wife took Orthodoxy, then the husband was allowed to marry another 
wife, even if the first one was still alive. The cleric found that this habit was against 
the Divine law, but if not allowed to do so, they denied their faith and embraced 
Orthodoxy, because they did not want to live without wives47.  

The dimensions of the transition to Orthodoxy as a result of mixed marriages 
determined some clergy to look in the past for explanations. Thus, Nicolo Barsi, a 
monk who travelled in Moldavia twice between 1632–1639, said that, in comparison to 
his times, under earlier sovereigns when a Moldavian married a Catholic, the ruler 
ordered immediately the first to be put a circle of hot iron on the head, which 
caused his/her death48. The same cleric also stated that when a Catholic passed to 
Orthodoxy, the Moldavians baptized him again, saying that what he had received 
before was not real baptism. If the converted one wanted to return to the previous 
                                                 

40 Ibidem. 
41 Ibidem, vol. IV/I, p. 43. 
42 Ibidem, p. 44. 
43 Ibidem. 
44 Ibidem, p. 186.  
45 Ibidem, vol. V, p. 24. 
46 Ibidem, vol. VII, p. 51. 
47 Ibidem, p. 54–55. 
48 Ibidem, vol. V, p. 79. 
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confession, the ruler could have had him burned alive49. The circulation of such 
allegations is explained by the desire of missionaries to depict the insurmountable 
difficulties which they faced in pastorating the Catholic population of Moldavia. 
Moreover, invoking such cruel practices was the manner in which the impossibility 
of converting Moldavians and the passing of Catholics to Orthodoxy was justified 
to Roman authorities.  

It is known that an Orthodox couple could be separated only by the decision 
of an ecclesiastical court. Catholic writings highlighted that these separations were 
approved by Orthodox hierarchs very easily. Paolo Bonnicio noticed the habit of 
bishops to give judgment of divorce. The author stated that when spouses did not 
want to live together anymore, they offered the bishop a sum of money, by agreement. 
Thus, the separation was done immediately and each could remarry, with the condition 
of giving the bishop a certain amount of money during the Lent50. Similarly, 
referring to the Bishop of Roman, Petru Bogdan Bakšić noted that, when he wanted 
to dissolve a marriage, he first claimed a sum of money51. Beyond exaggerating the 
ease of such a separation, the source also testified that the principle of free agreement 
between spouses was recognized by the Moldavian society. Niccolo Barsi was also 
surprised to find out that when an Orthodox did not like his wife anymore, whether 
she was ugly or just unpleasant, the husband offered the Metropolitan a cow in 
order to approve the divorce, even if they had children. The hierarch then 
consented the marriage to whomever they wanted, provided that the future partners 
not to be Catholics52. All these accounts showed that ecclesiastical courts were not 
guided by rules when taking decisions on couples, and that the relations between 
Christians and clergy had a commercial nature. Therefore, the message sent to higher 
courts of the Roman Catholic Church was that the Orthodox proved refractory to 
the propaganda aimed to attract them to the Western confession, because their spiritual 
leaders were accomplices in the failure to respect the Christian rules. According to 
Marco Bandini, sexual temptations determined the Catholics to abandon their 
confession53. He showed that some Catholic priests in Moldavia ignored the 
prohibitions on divorce and a second marriage, and he also noted that many believers 
were in their second or third marriage54. 

The most virulent remarks of the above mentioned sources concerned Orthodox 
priests. In most cases, their ignorance resulted from a comparison with the state of 
the Western Catholic clergy, an idea presented explicitly in The Anonymous Description 
of Moldavia in 1587, which stated that Romanian priests were less educated and 
not at the level of the Roman-Catholic ones55. The Orthodox secular clergy, of 
overwhelmingly peasant origin, was integrated socially and mentally to the horizon 
                                                 

49 Ibidem, p. 80. 
50 Ibidem, p. 24. 
51 Ibidem, p. 244. 
52 Ibidem, p.79. 
53 Marco Bandini, Codex, p. 102, 224. 
54 Ibidem, p. 158, 274, 278. 
55 Călători străini despre Ţările Române, vol. III, p. 205. 
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of the rural world, meeting vaguely the authority of higher ecclesiastical courts. In 
addition, the ”Orthodox reform” foreshadowed by the ecclesiastical elite involved 
rather the reformulation of the monastic model of piety and was directed to a lesser 
extent towards a reflection on the spiritual mission of the secular clergy. In the 
Romanian Orthodox world, the absence of manuals for regularizing confessional 
practices and penances administration could not be replaced by the suggestions 
found in several theological polemical works. The clergy had to prescribe spiritual 
punishment according to cannons, but most times the application of penitence was 
up to confessors56. The Orthodox clergy’s ignorance was a favourite theme in travel 
narrations, and the usually poor litteracy skills of some clergy seemed insufficient 
to some trained people like Marco Bandini57.  

The lack of a solid upper hierarchy and the vacancy of the episcopate led to 
the moral decline of Catholic priests, who estranged themselves from their believers 
and took over many vices, among which the most obvious were drunkenness and 
lust58. Some of them adopted occupations incompatible with their clerical status, 
such as usury and commerce59. Marco Bandini narrated how an old Transylvanian 
Saxon asked on his deathbed to renounce Catholicism in favour of Orthodoxy because 
of the moral decay of the Roman clergy60. The author also mentioned the flagrant 
precariousness of ecclesiastical instruction, which prevented the clergy to administer 
the sacraments properly61. He made an investigation in the town of Trotuș, asking 
the elders of the Catholic community if they remembered priests with exemplary 
conduct, but to his grief the answer was negative62.      

Several voices of Latin missionary brought the antinomy between the two 
confessions so as to challenge the existence of the local churchly elite. Thus, Petru 
Bogdan Bakšić claimed that Orthodox clergy with minimum theological knowledge 
was only around the ruler and this, too, consisted of Greeks. He also said that the 
only concern of those who pastored different ecclesiastical provinces was to spread 
among the believers the idea of a total and final separation between the Catholic 
and Orthodox churches63. Besides that, he overlooked the existence of several 
personalities such as Petru Movilă or Anastasie Crimca, and made reference to a 
situation specific to the Romanian Orthodoxy: the absence of outbreaks of large 
theological irradiation able to impose a unique model of piety. Although there were 
some reasons for such a harsh judgment, Petru Bogdan Bakšić and other co-
religionists intended to highlight that Catholic missionaries faced insurmountable 
                                                 

56 Liviu Pilat, „O privire asupra relaţiilor adulterine în Moldova secolelor XVI–XVII”, in 
Analele Universităţii „Alexandru Ioan Cuza” din Iaşi. Istorie, XLIV–XLV/1998–1999, p. 7.  

57 Marco Bandini, Codex, p. 408–409. 
58 Ibidem, p. 92, 110, 132. 
59 Liviu Pilat, Comunități tăcute. Satele din parohia Săbăoani (secolele XVII–XVIII), Bacău, 

2002, p. 167. 
60 Marco Bandini, Codex, p. 224. 
61 Ibidem, p. 160. 
62 Ibidem, p. 132. 
63 Călători străini despre Ţările Române, vol. V, p. 225. 
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difficulties in their apostolic work. These difficulties came from the conjunction of 
two elements: the spreading of some non-canonical practices among the faithful, 
with the complicity of higher clergy, and the propaganda of Orthodox hierarchs 
against the Roman faith. 

The notes of Orthodox clergy on the religious situation in Moldavia since the 
mid 16th century until the end of the 17th one showed that the effort to convert 
Orthodox to Catholicism experienced a complete failure. Moreover, supporters of 
the Roman confession often manifested the temptation to pass to the majority faith, 
being attracted by the fact that they could comply easier with the Moldavian 
Orthodox way of life. Most likely, the transitions from Catholicism to Orthodoxy 
took place voluntarily, because of the restrains of the Roman spiritual model. It 
should be also taken into account the people’s desire to take advantage of practicing the 
Eastern faith. From this last point of view, the great temptations were represented by 
the lightness with which spiritual duties were accomplished and the easiness to 
obtain divorce, followed by the possibility of a new marriage. There should also be 
mentioned the intellectual and moral scarcity of missionaries, as reflected in their 
inability to be cultural guides and spiritual reference points. 

Abstract 

THE OBSERVANCE OF THE CONFESSIONAL IDENTITY 
OF THE MOLDAVIAN CATHOLIC POPULATION  

IN THE 16th–17tH CENTURIES 

During the 16th–17th centuries, the Roman Church used an intense propaganda, meant to 
convert the Moldavian Orthodox population to Catholicism. Despite these efforts, there was a continuous 
decrease in the number of believers who were obedient to the papacy. This situation was determined 
by the fact that Catholic communities faced specialized clerical staff shortage, and the Orthodox 
confession proved more attractive, since it allowed a less rigorous spiritual behaviour. According to 
Marco Bandini, the limitation of Catholic communities, up to the danger of their disparity, especially 
in urban areas, had two main causes: the lack of priests able to convey Christian teaching in the 
parishioners’ language and the moral decline of the clergy, whose sinful acts were not punished.  

Keywords: Moldavia, confessions, Church, conversion. 


