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Editorial 

Two of the articles in this issue of RSS, those by Mitja Velikonja and Daniel Payne, 
are concerned with aspects of the relationship between two identities: religious and 
national. Velikonja compares the 'religio-national mythologies' of Poland and 
Slovenia. He points out that religio-national mythologies are always a political 
discourse, with three main functions: integrative (inwardly inclusive and outwardly 
exclusive); cognitive (interpreting the most important past and present events and 
foretelling future events); and communicative (providing specific rhetoric). Payne 
considers Greece, in the context of the Huntington thesis about the 'clash of civilisa
tions', and finds that in Greece today not only is there a close identification, as in 
Poland, between a particular faith and the nation, but that there is a further dimension 
to consider. The Orthodox tradition produces a different understanding of man's place 
in the community from that prevalent in Western Europe. 

In examining the religio-national mythologies of two predominantly Roman 
Catholic countries, Velikonja applies the methodology developed by the American 
sociologist of religion Michael Sells in his analyses of the 'Christoslavic' religio
national mythology of the South Slavs, particularly the Serbs. Payne also makes 
reference to Sells, quoting Sells' own definition of 'Christoslavism': 'the belief that 
Slavs are Christians by nature and that any conversion from Christianity is a betrayal 
of the Slavic race'. 

Velikonja observes that nation-building processes in Central and Eastern Europe 
differed considerably from those in the West: cultural, linguistic and religious 
elements were of vital importance. Payne analyses this difference. In the West, he 
argues, from the time of the Renaissance and Reformation 'the church as an 
institution had less and less control over defining the identity of that individual; this 
function fell increasingly to the nation-state .... As national identity was increasingly 
emphasised, religious identity became ever more privatised.' Thus 'national identity 
was secularised and religion became a secondary attribute of the individual'. In the 
East, by contrast, where many of the nation-states emerged only in the nineteenth 
century, national identity was not separated from religious identity. Payne quotes 
Ina Merdjanova ('In search of identity: nationalism and religion in Eastern 
Europe', Religion, State & Society, 28, 3, 2000, pp. 233-62) who argues that eastern 
nationalism 'was based to a great extent on religious-cultural differences, it 
developed within and through religious communities and institutions, and it used 
religious symbols and certain elements of religious doctrines'. In Greece, says Payne, 
'The conflation of nationality and religion was consolidated by the rise of the nation
state, and this brought about a synthesis of state, nation and religion that affected 
understandings of citizenship and identity' . 

Within this general pattern of Eastern European nation-building processes there are 
of course differences among the various nations. Velikonja points out that while in 

ISSN 0963-7494 printlISSN 1465-3975 online/03/030227-04 © 2003 Keston Institute 
DOl: 10.1080/0963749032000107045 



228 Editorial 

Poland Catholicism was identified with opposition to the communist regime, 
particularly from the time of the rise of the Solidarity movement, 'the situation in 
Slovenia in the 1980s differed starkly ... the Catholic Church was "ready to sacrifice 
much, including its open support for the opposition" for the sake of being in "partner
ship" with the regime after the difficult postwar period'. In Slovenia the protagonists 
in the democratisation process in the 1980s were mainly civil society and cultural 
movements rather than Catholic movements. In general, Velikonja finds that the 
religio-national mythology of Slovenia has historically dramatised Slovenia as the 
bastion of 'European culture' rather than (as in the case of Poland) of 'Latin 
Christendom'. In Slovenia, 'It is clear that other components such as language and 
culture came to the fore: the religious factor itself was not as strong in the nation
building process ... '. 

As noted above, Payne points to another area of differentiation. He argues that in 
countries with an Orthodox tradition a distinctive understanding of human rights has 
developed, different from that of the western tradition. He describes how in Greece 
the Orthodox understanding of human rights has come into conflict with the norms 
required by the European Union. 'This conflict can be understood as a conflict 
between the Orthodox understanding of the identity of the human person deriving 
from the collective and the western liberal understanding of the human person as an 
autonomous individual.' At its final reduction, this means that 'the right of religious 
freedom as interpreted in Greece is not the right of the individual to believe as he or 
she desires, but rather it is the freedom of the church to exist. This understanding is 
reflected in the Greek law forbidding proselytism.' 

With the entry of Greece into the European Union the state has been obliged to 
adopt the various institutions and values of Western Europe. Payne argues that the 
Orthodox tradition of regarding the state as the protector of the collective tradition 
and way of life of the nation, compounded with the distinctive Orthodox under
standing of 'religious freedom' , means that the current tensions are particularly acute. 
'The church now sees the state as a betrayer of Greek national identity and is 
reasserting its own role as caretaker of that identity. ' 

One Eastern European country with its own distinctive character as far as religious 
identity is concerned is Ukraine: here no exclusive 'religio-national mythology' has 
developed. As Catherine Wanner points out in her article in this issue of RSS, 
'Ukraine means "borderland", and its strategic and valuable location as a crossroads, 
as a bridge between diverse cultural traditions, has created and perpetuated a tradition 
of religious pluralism'. 

Wanner argues that today's rivalry among numerous competing confessions and 
jurisdictions produces a situation in which 

de facto there is a greater degree of freedom for other faiths to exist and for 
individuals to worship as they choose ... . As all the national churches 
compete among themselves for dominance, a new space is opened up for 
non traditional faiths and new religious movements to establish roots in 
Ukraine. 

In this context she examines the factors that lead individuals in Ukraine to convert to 
various forms of Evangelical Protestantism. Amongst these she identifies the fact that 
Protestant services are highly participatory, with individual contributions welcomed, 
and that converts tend to build mutually supportive communities that not only affirm 
members' faith and offer moral support but also provide an economic and material 
safety net in the unpredictable and morally corrupt Ukrainian public arena. 
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Wanner sees conversion as a process involving more than just a reorientation of 
religious belief: it equips the individuals involved with new tools and perceptions for 
dealing with the world around. Conversion 

can be a swift means of redefining concepts of self and other through 
cultural appropriation and of marking this new collective identity with 
group membership and the subsequent behaviour modification this 
mandates. By becoming a believer, one redefines fundamental cultural 
categories, such as familiar and foreign, space and time, power and agency, 
and gender and class. 

She also argues that Ukraine has traditionally known a high level of religious 
observance. Pointing out that some sociologists of religion believe that an active and 
competitive 'religious marketplace', such as Ukraine has become, itself generates 
high levels of religious participation (on this subject see Steve Bruce, 'Modernisation, 
religious diversity and rational choice in Eastern Europe', Religion, State & Society, 
27, 3/4, 1999, pp. 265-75), Wanner concludes that religion in all its variety will be 
increasingly important in Ukraine. She goes on to consider the social implications of 
the growth of Evangelical Christianity in Ukraine. She notes the increasing presence 
of clergy in prominent public arenas, and in political life. 'Over time, along with other 
aspects of western culture and ideology which are indigenously adapted to local 
cultural values and practices, evangelical communities will contribute to the social 
fabric and a new moral order in Ukraine.' 

Velikonja points out that religion has played a paradoxical role in Eastern Central 
Europe: although it has contributed to the process of democratisation, it has also 
frequently acted as an undemocratic force, particularly in Catholic countries. He 
quotes Grace Davie to the effect that the Catholic Church in Poland 'repeatedly tries 
to dominate the democratic process rather than participate as one partner among 
many', and Sabrina Ramet as describing contemporary Polish society as 'democratic 
but not liberal'. Nevertheless he discerns a range of different views within the 
Catholic Church in both the countries he is studying: from modernist to traditionalist, 
from open and conciliatory to fundamentalist. 

The two countries studied by Velikonja, Poland and Slovenia, are about to become 
members of the European Union. The question of the role of religious communities in 
shaping the future of these countries is therefore calling for a swifter resolution than 
in Ukraine. 

Catholicism in both nations stands at a crossroads: between the principle of 
universalism and the claims of local national culture; between its intimate, 
moral and social dimensions and the (meta)political dimension; between 
'ecclesiastical absolutism' ... and sincere acceptance of cultural and 
religious pluralism; between patronage and openness; between the tempta
tion of Catholic reconquista and aggiornamento; between traditionalism 
and modernism; between exclusivism and a conciliative orientation; 
between serving and ruling. The Catholic Church must adapt to new, 
increasingly differentiated situations and accept the fact that religio
national mythology is only one of many mythological constructions and 
perceptions in contemporary Slovenian and Polish societies, and that it 
cannot count on monopoly. 

In Payne's perspective, many of the items in this list of alternatives confront the 
Orthodox Church of Greece; and here the issue is made more urgent of resolution 
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still, since not only does Orthodoxy bring an alternative light to bear on central issues 
such as human rights, but Greece is of course already a member of the European 
Union. 

May 2003 PHILIP W ALTERS 
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