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Introduction

The date of 4 February 1925 is an important one for the Romanian Orthodox 
Church,1 as it marks the moment when the Church was recognized as a Patriarch-
ate. The recognition came after a few years defined by a complex process of inte-

gration involving the different ecclesiastic structures that became part of Romania after 
1918 and of institutional uniformization (in Bukovina, Bessarabia,2 and Transylvania3). 
Priests like Fr. Gheorghe Ciuhandu4 and Ioan Lupaº5 played an important role in this 
complex process, and bishops like Miron Cristea, Pimen Georgescu, and Nicolae Bãlan 
each brought their own contribution. 

While the general context of the founding of the Romanian Orthodox Patriarchate, or 
its consequences, have been already investigated, especially in ecclesiastic historiography, 
local contributions have been less tackled by historical research. Therefore, in the follow-
ing pages, we will focus on the way in which the Romanians from Bistriþa-Nãsãud County 
contributed to the founding of the Romanian Patriarchate.

The Romanians from Bistriþa-Nãsãud County  
and the Founding of the Romanian Orthodox Patriarchate

S ituated in the northern part of Transylvania, Bistriþa-Nãsãud County links Maramureº 
and Bukovina, two areas with beautiful landscapes and a rich history. At the same 
time, it has its own peculiarities, related to both inter-confessionalism and the relation-

ship between people of different nationalities. The documents show that the county had a 
Romanian majority, and Hungarian and Saxon minorities. At times, there were parts of the 
county that had a Greek Catholic majority, in the 18th and 19th centuries, and at beginning 
of the 20th. However, Orthodoxy remains relevant given its contribution to the education of 
an Orthodox elite. Later on, we will present some of its representatives.
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When speaking about the founding of the Romanian Orthodox Patriarchate, one 
would be tempted to consider as the main source of information the collections of the 
Romanian Orthodox Deanery found at the Bistriþa-Nãsãud Directorate of the National 
Archives. Nonetheless, upon a closer look at the said collections, one would be disap-
pointed. Busy with the building of the Three Holy Hierarchs Cathedral, the Romanians 
barely noted the founding of the Romanian Orthodox Patriarchate or greet the new Patri-
arch Miron Cristea. Hence, the question is: how did the Romanians from Bistriþa-Nãsãud 
County contribute to the founding of the Romanian Patriarchate? We must clearly look 
for an answer elsewhere. For instance, Archpriest Grigorie Pletosu (1848–1934),6 who 
had a certain age when the Romanian Orthodox Patriarchate was founded and was also 
overwhelmed by sadness following the death of his youngest daughter, Lucia, in the Unit-
ed States,7 was not that much involved in the actual event, but played an important role 
in the period preceding it. 

Moreover, the Nãsãud Border Gymnasium was the place where some of the most 
important personalities of the Romanian Transylvania from the second half of the 19th 
century and the first half of the 20th century were educated. Founded as a Greek Catholic 
school, it benefited from the activity of teachers like Grigore Pletosu, who was a professor 
there from 1878 to 1909, when he retired. 

Therefore, the main contribution of the Romanians from Bistriþa-Nãsãud County to 
the founding of the Romanian Orthodox Patriarchate resides in the fact that the first 
Romanian Orthodox patriarch, Miron Cristea, and Metropolitan Nicolae Bãlan of Tran-
sylvania studied there. In what follows, we will further dwell upon these two personalities. 

Patriarch Miron Cristea and Bistriþa-Nãsãud

The destiny of the first Romanian patriarch, Miron Cristea (1848–1939), is related 
to Nãsãud and Bistriþa-Nãsãud County. Born in Topliþa, which currently belongs 
to Harghita County, he studied both in the Evangelical Gymnasium of Bistriþa (be-

tween 1879 and 1883) and in the Nãsãud Border Gymnasium (between 1883 and 1887), 
being, for a short period of time, a schoolmate of the Romanian writer George Coºbuc 
(1866–1918), who was also studying there. While there is only little information about the 
period when he studied in Bistriþa, the time spent studying in Nãsãud is more substantially 
documented. 

Young Ilie (his lay name) was the president of the Virtus Romana Rediviva literary 
society of the school for one year, between 1886 and 1887.8 Among other activities, like 
reading the most important Romanian literary creations of the time, analyzing them and 
producing their own, original creations, the students also had their own manuscript journal, 
called Musa Someºanã.9 At the meetings of the society, Miron Cristea read Prosit, a story with 
a deep moral message, later published in the Familia Românã journal of Oradea.10 Due to 
his activity as a student of the school, but also thanks to his interventions at the meetings of 
the society, young Elie Cristea, the future patriarch, was very much respected in the area.11

His interest in Romanian literature and culture was cultivated by his professor, the Or-
thodox Archpriest Grigore Pletosu. As an Orthodox priest in a Greek Catholic school, Ple-
tosu knew not only how to behave in order to avoid conflicts, but was also respected for 
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his professionalism and academic skills. Having studied in Sibiu, Leipzig and Budapest, the 
professor and author of handbooks,12 studies and articles on theology and pedagogy left an 
important mark on the education of the future patriarch. This explains why, when he was 
delegated to this part of Transylvania, he visited his former professor and, in certain situa-
tions, collaborated with him. This was the case with the Sãliºte parish, at the beginning of 
the 20th century. As a delegate of the Sibiu Archdiocese, Miron Cristea visited the parish and 
talked to the people who were intending to leave the Orthodox Church to join the Greek 
Catholic one.13 Likewise, on the occasion of his 80th anniversary, in 1928, he decorated 
Pletosu with the Steaua Românei order, on behalf of the Royal Family of Romania.14 Later, 
in the 1930s, Miron Cristea also helped Pletosu with the construction of the Three Holy 
Hierarchs Cathedral of Bistriþa, where Pletosu was the parish priest.15

Considering their special relationship and the fact that the Romanian patriarch always 
showed a deep respect for the Nãsãud area and for his former professor, we can definitely 
conclude that, by contributing to the education of Miron Cristea, the Romanians from 
Bistriþa-Nãsãud County contributed to the later founding of the Romanian Orthodox Pa-
triarchate. The event took place on 4 February 1925 and its first patriarch was the former 
student of Fr. Grigore Pletosu. 

Metropolitan Nicolae Bãlan and Nãsãud

Another important ecclesiastic personality that is related to the Bistriþa-Nãsãud 
area is Metropolitan Nicolae Bãlan (1882–1955). Together with Miron Cristea 
and Nichita Duma (1864–1936)16 of Argeº, he was also a student of the Nãsãud 

Border Gymnasium who later became one of the heads of the Romanian Orthodox Church 
during the interwar period. Besides these three, there were other priests and theologians 
who studied there and, through their work and activity, contributed to the founding of the 
Romanian Orthodox Patriarchate. 

Born on 27 April 1882 in the village of Blãjenii de sus, in Bistriþa-Nãsãud County, he 
studied in Nãsãud and later at the Faculty of Theology of Cernãuþi and Breslau. In 1905, 
he received his doctorate in Theology17 from the same Faculty, known for the training of 
Romanian intellectuals who had an important word to say in the interwar period (such as 
Fr. Dumitru Stãniloae, for example).18 Afterwards, he became professor at the Sibiu Semi-
nary, where he remained until 1920, when he was elected Metropolitan of Transylvania. 
During these years, he published several studies and articles on theology and was among 
the founders of the Revista Teologicã (Theological review) of Sibiu (1907), together with 
his former professor Grigore Pletosu.19 Moreover, in 1918, he founded Gazeta Poporului 
(The people’s gazette) and had a contribution to the Great Union. On 27 February 1920, 
he was elected metropolitan bishop of Transylvania and, on 30 May, his investiture took 
place in the Sibiu Cathedral. As a bishop, he had a complex contribution to the develop-
ment of the Romanian Orthodox Church of Transylvania, the schools of Transylvania, and 
the ecumenical field.20 Between 1892 and 1900, the metropolitan bishop and member of 
the Romanian Academy had also studied at the Nãsãud Border Gymnasium. Here, the 
same priest and Professor Pletosu, who later became his collaborator in the establishment 
of Revista Teologicã,21 helped him discover Romanian literature and culture and introduced 



268 • Transylvanian Review • Vol. XXXIV, Supplement No. 2 (2025)

him to the activity of Virtus Romana Rediviva, the literary society of the school. Although 
he did not become the president of the society, like George Coºbuc or Miron Cristea, 
Nicolae Bãlan actively contributed its activity. The manuscript journal Musa Someºanã con-
tains some of his works from that period.22 They are short poems which speak about the 
later writer and theologian, but also about his concerns regarding the Romanian culture 
and its values. At the same time, his relationship with professor and Archpriest Grigore 
Pletosu, who spent an important part of his life in Nãsãud (1878–1909) and another 
one in Bistriþa, as dean (1909–1934), proves the contribution that, through his work 
and activity, the professor had to the training of a future head of the Holy Council of the 
Romanian Patriarchate. 

Conclusions

A s we have tried to show, despite the fact that, in 1925, and close to the found-
ing of the Romanian Patriarchate, the Orthodox Romanians from Bistriþa and 
Nãsãud—like, for instance, Gheorghe Ciuhandu—were not very much involved 

in the event, due to the fact that they were rather concerned with local problems,23 they 
were interested in it and had previously contributed to it. The role played by priests like 
Grigore Pletosu in the education of the first patriarch, Miron Cristea, or of the Metropoli-
tan of Transylvania Nicolae Bãlan is proof of this contribution. Moreover, the fact that a 
Greek Catholic school trained the future elite of the Romanian Orthodox Church is im-
portant evidence of the good cooperation that existed between Romanians in the Nãsãud 
area. It also shows that the national ideal was a reality for whose accomplishment they 
worked together. The role played by associations like the ASTRA (The Transylvanian As-
sociation for Romanian Literature and Culture of the Romanian People), where Pletosu 
was president of the education section24 between 1902 and 1911, was also important, if 
we consider, for example, the effort it made to give scholarships and to print Romanian 
works of literature and culture. 
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