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On New Year’s Eve it was clear that the most spectacular celebrations were being held in Bucharest and Sofia. Romania and Bulgaria really believed they had something to celebrate, as they entered 2007 and the European Union.


Whether Brussels bureaucracy and Balkan peasant customs will mix happily is yet to be seen. One foresees many disputes about a farmer’s basic right to kill his own pigs. It does at least enable the citizens of these two countries to travel freely around the EU without having to apply for visas every time.


Don’t imagine that “applying for a visa” is just a case of sending off an application form, your passport, a couple of photos and a £40 cheque by recorded delivery, and receiving it back a week later.


In Ukraine, for example, which would very much like to join the EU, those who wish to visit Fortress UK have to apply at the British Embassy in Kyiv in person. There are no visa Consulates in other cities so it may require an 18 hour train ride and a couple of nights’ stay in the capital. You need to join the queue in the early morning or you may not be seen before closing time.


If you have visited Britain before, then provided you have an official letter of invitation and a bank statement to prove your host has funds to support you during your stay, you may receive the visa straight away.

Otherwise you will be invited for an interview, perhaps in three months’ time. Hard luck if you wanted to come for a wedding or to see a dying relative before that date! Recently it has become possible to book an interview slot over the internet, which helps immensely.

You will be quizzed on how you know your host, do you know his family, where did you meet, what are you going to do in England and so on. 

Much of this is evidently to screen out the genuine visitors from others who may be seeking illicit work, or are ready to disappear underground once they pass Dover or Heathrow.

It only takes a few xenophobic articles in the Sun or the Daily Mail, or questions in the House about illegal immigrants, and the whole process is tightened up still further.

If your application is refused, you lose the visa fee which is about £60 –  perhaps two months’ salary for a poorly paid Ukrainian. If you receive the visa, do not yet rejoice. If you intend to travel overland by coach – half the price of an air ticket - you must now shuffle round to the German Embassy in Kyiv to wait for another interview – possibly weeks later - to obtain a Schengen transit visa. This adds about another £40 to the costs.

Finally, you arrive at the White Cliffs of Dover to be questioned all over again, to make sure that you have a return ticket and that your purposes are honest and in accord with the visa you have. Otherwise, sorry, but you are on the next boat back to Calais. 

So no wonder the Romanians and Bulgarians were rejoicing at their new visa-free travel!

Much British TV coverage of these two new EU members focusses on Brits buying investment properties along the Black Sea coast or at ski resorts. They try to do them up for re-sale, or plan to live out there – often with only a few words of the language and minimal knowledge of the culture. Hardly a recipe for a fulfilling life in the community.

From a religious angle, Romania is technically a secular state, but the majority of her 21.7 million are Orthodox (86.8%).  Bulgaria is much smaller (7.5 million) but also overwhelmingly Orthodox (85%) with a 13% Muslim minority.
As majority Orthodox countries Romania and Bulgaria join Greece and Cyprus in expanding the EU Orthodox bloc to 4 out of the 27. They have never been through the experience of the rationalist “Enlightenment” which denied objective Revelation from God and has badly undermined Christian Faith in the west.

For them, the choice has been between the atheistic communism of the Ceaucescu and Zhivkov regimes, or the traditional values of the Orthodox Church. Communism proved to create a hell on earth, so now there is a new springtime for Christianity in both Romania and Bulgaria.


The other ten nations which joined the EU recently were also far more religious in character than your average western country. Malta, Slovenia, Slovakia, Poland, Lithuania are all strongly Catholic. Hungary and the Czech Republic are majority Catholic with large Protestant minorities. Latvia is mixed Lutheran – Orthodox – Catholic. Estonia was the only majority Lutheran nation.


One hopes that these twelve new entrants will find their voice – as Poland is already doing – to challenge the secular assumptions of France, Britain, the Netherlands, Belgium and Sweden. These five countries cannot be allowed to impose their godless political correctness and crusading secularism upon all 27 nations. 

The EU was founded by deeply Christian statesmen, Adenauer, Schumann and de Gaulle, who desired that Christian inspiration should overcome the enmities which had led to two World Wars.
The Romanians are a Latin people surrounded by a sea of Slavs. Their language resembles Italian and French, but it has absorbed many Slavic words as well.  Two thirds of the country – Wallachia and Moldavia, gained its freedom from the Turkish Ottoman Empire in 1856. Transylvania was ruled by Austria-Hungary until 1919.  

According to a 2006 poll, only 26% of Romanians attend church once a week or more (UK 8%). This fits the Orthodox pattern where everybody celebrates the big religious festivals but is rather careless in between. An additional 58% attend for the major feasts. 88% of citizens say that church is the institution they trust most. 

Romanian Roman Catholics (Latin rite) form a 5% minority. They are the second largest denomination with 1.028 million adherents. However, Roman Catholics Hungarian speakers (580,000) outnumber the Romanian-speakers (350,000). There are also 36,000 Germans and 20,000 Roma people.
Additionally there are 3% Greek Catholics (740,000) who follow the Byzantine-rite liturgical tradition like the Orthodox but are in union with the Pope. They are headed by the Major Archbishop of Făgăraş and Alba Julia. They date from 1698 when many of the Orthodox believers of Transylvania sought re-union with the Holy See.
The Reformed Protestant, Baptist, and Pentecostals taken together total another 5% of the population, mostly in what was Hungarian Transylvania or the Germanic villages around Sibiu. and tiny numbers of Muslims and Jews. In the most recent census only 2,300 people claimed to be of no religion or atheist.

After 1948 the communist Department of Cults refused to approve the standing of the Roman Catholic Church. It took the position that "no religious community and none of its officials may have relations with religious communities abroad" and that "foreign religious cults may not exercise jurisdiction on Romanian territory." This was an denial of Papal authority, characteristic of totalitarian regimes of every shade and hue. 

The communists shut down all Catholic charitable institutions and newspapers. They allowed only 30 senior seminarians per year to rain for the priesthood. The state controlled all clerical appointments, so effective priests were isolated, while those loyal to the regime received higher salaries and better appointments. The brutal Securitate secret police infiltrated parishes and seminaries. Repair work on churches was limited. 
The Greek Catholic Church suffered even worse persecution from the communists. Its then 1.5 million believers were forcibly “re-united” with the Romanian Orthodox Church. All its bishops and many of its priests were arrested and put in labour camps.

The Orthodox Church also suffered terribly. Over 2500 priests and monks  were arrested and 2000 monks expelled from their monasteries. 

Clergy who dissented from communist policy received long prison sentences. Collaborators who informed for the Securitate were promoted and lived well. We have sadly just witnessed the same phenomenon even in Catholic Poland, with the resignation of the nominated Archbishop of Warsaw.

The current Patriarch Teoctist (elected 1986) gave a warm welcome to Pope John Paul II when he visited the country. The Romanian Orthodox are a self-governing church in union with the patriarch of Constantinople. They are the third largest Orthodox Church in the world after Russia and Ukraine, and one of the most favourable towards Rome. 

Despite this, the Romanian Greek-Catholics have had immense difficulty in recovering their churches which were confiscated in 1948 and transferred to the Orthodox Church.
In Bulgaria, Catholics number only 43,800 compared to 6 million Orthodox. Bulgaria became a Christian kingdom under Knyaz Boris-Mikhail in 865 AD. Like Romania, it is now an autocephalous Orthodox Church, headed by a Patriarch (Maxim) but in union with Constantinople.
So if you meet Romanians or Bulgarians, the chances are that they are Orthodox, and by British standards, quite devout. In Rome, several little-used Catholic churches have been leased to the Orthodox – the Romanians have one at Tre Fontane, next to the chapel where St Paul was executed.    

If Europe is to rediscover her Christian roots, then mutual understanding and cooperation between Catholic and Orthodox must be high on the list of priorities. 
