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Egyház és közösség a kora újkorban: A küküllői református 
egyházmegye 17–18. századi iratainak tükrében. [Church and Community 
in the Early Modern Era: the Calvinist Diocese of  Küküllő as Refl ected 
in its Records from the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries] Néprajzi 
Tanulmányok. By Réka Kiss. Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 2011. 300 pp.

It is not easy to offer clear answers to questions pertaining to disciplinary 
measures and punishments meted out by the Church in early modern 
Transylvania. These questions offer insights into some of  the contradictory 
aspects of  everyday religious life, since the cases that were dealt with by the 
Church and/or secular tribunals exemplify (as a kind of  photonegative image 
of  everyday piety) people’s expectations concerning legal practice and the 
means of  asserting community norms. The rulings and verdicts that Réka Kiss 
has made the subject of  her inquiry offer vivid depictions of  the motives 
behind civil legal cases in seventeenth and eighteenth-century Transylvania 
and the explanations of  their religious underpinnings, not to mention the 
criminology of  pastoral transgressions or explanations of  “liberals” who 
sought to escape the punishment of  the Church. Kiss’ study strengthens the 
viewpoint according to which one can glean an understanding of  the era not 
simply from the religious disputes or the correspondence of  a few famous 
writers. Rather, as her study aptly illustrates, a confession, a ruling noted in a 
record of  evidence, or even an Urbarium can offer new interpretive perspectives. 
In this case the historian is not assessing one principle or secular or religious 
maxim in comparison with another, but rather measuring the extent to which 
political or religious expectations are realized in everyday life. In this case, she 
assesses a Church law, which is in principle founded on ideals, in the context 
of  its actual enforcement. 

The book is divided into eight chapters. The fi rst three chapters, which 
comprise roughly a third of  the volume, are historical in nature and provide 
the necessary demographic, sociological, and ethnographical background 
information. The style is precise and energetic. Kiss offers a pithy summary of  
historical, ethnographical, and theological approaches adopted thus far. The 
sources for the three longest chapters (the fi fth, sixth, and seventh, which 
together make up half  of  the book) are the diocesan documents of  Küküllő 
that were preserved and published in part by Imola Küllős and in part by 
Dezső Buzogány, Sándor Ősz and Levente Tóth (records of  partial synods and 
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visitation records, accounts, correspondence, etc.).1 The titles of  the chapters 
are taken from the various problems of  Church discipline in question, as well 
as issues relating to marriages, ethical affairs concerning preachers, and the 
norms of  the community. The last chapter examines the question as to how 
excommunication, as the last disciplinary measure in Church law, was actually 
implemented in practice.

The fi rst chapter offers an overview of  the history of  the scholarship on 
the subject. The second presents the economic, legal, and religious history of  
the Kis-Küküllő region and the estates of  the Apafi  and Bethlen families. The 
question of  discipline within the church has rarely been made the subject of  
study in Hungary, in contrast with scholarship in Western Europe. While English, 
French, German, and Swiss scholars of  Protestantism have long debated the 
topics, methodologies, and wide spectrum of  diverse conclusions, Kiss can 
rely on no similar sources or analyses concerning the situation in Hungary. 
In its assessments of  sources from Transylvanian (and within Transylvania, 
the city of  Kolozsvár, today Cluj in Romania) church archives that have been 
published over the course of  the past fi fteen years, recent scholarship has had 
to build largely on interpretations from the turn of  the century or the interwar 
period.  In part as a consequence of  this, Kiss has accepted the role of  mediator, 
beginning each individual chapter with an introduction of  the history of  
scholarship on the subject, the use of  terminology, and information regarding 
the sources, and then drawing comparisons with international trends. Only 
then does she begin her analyses of  the questions she raises regarding church 
discipline. The reader fi nds stimulating micro-analyses of  the early modern 

1 Gyülekezeti élet és vallási szokások a Küküllői Református Egyházmegyében [Congregational Life and 
Religious Customs in the Reformed Diocese of  Küküllő], ed. Imola Küllős, Vallási néprajz 7 (Budapest: 
Református Egyház Teológiai Doktorok Kollégiumának Egyházi Néprajzi Szekciója, 1995); A történelmi 
Küküllői Református Egyházmegye egyházközségeinek történeti katasztere [The Historical Cadaster of  the Parishes 
of  the Reform Diocese of  Historical Küküllő], 1648–1800, vols 4,  ed. Dezső Buzogány, Sándor Előd 
Ősz, and Levente Tóth, Erdélyi Református Egyháztörténeti Adatok 1 (Kolozsvár: Erdélyi Református 
Egyházkerület, 2008–11); A hunyad-zarándi református egyházközségek történeti katasztere [The Historical 
Cadaster of  the Reform Parishes of  Hunyad-Zaránd], 1608–1807, vols 3, ed. Dezső Buzogány and Sándor 
Előd Ősz, Erdélyi Református Egyháztörténeti Adatok 2 (Kolozsvár: Erdélyi Református Egyházkerület, 
2003–2007); A Hunyad-zarándi Református Egyházmegye parciális zsinatainak végzései, 1686–1718, 1815–1820 
[The Decrees of  the Partial Synods of  the Reform Parish of  Hunyad-Zaránd, 1686–1718, 1815–1820], 
ed. Dezső Buzogány, Sándor Előd Ősz, and Levente Tóth, Erdélyi Református Egyháztörténeti Adatok 4  
(Kolozsvár: Erdélyi Református  Egyházkerület, 2007); A Küküllői Református Egyházmegye parciális zsinatainak 
végzései, 1638–1720 [The Decrees of  the Partial Synods of  the Reform Parish of  Küküllő, 1638–1720], ed. 
Dezső Buzogány, Sándor Előd Ősz, and Levente Tóth, Erdélyi Református Egyháztörténeti Adatok 6 
(Kolozsvár: Erdélyi Református Egyházkerület, 2008). 
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model of  weddings and marriage (which differs considerably from that of  
today), the history of  church and secular legal structures in Hungary (which 
often intersected), and legal and practical changes in profanity and divorce, 
which can be discerned in the period dating from the time of  Peter Melius 
(who served as Bishop of  Debrecen from 1558 to 1572) to the eighteenth 
century. Specifi cally because she has adopted this approach, which shows due 
consideration for her readership, Kiss’ book is something of  a milestone for 
specialists in the fi eld. As she raises questions, she acquaints her reader with 
the fundamental aspects of  the history of  the Reformation, both in Hungary 
and Transylvania, by providing information about the history of  scholarship 
on the subject, and she always keeps pace with the international historical, 
ethnographical, and theological secondary literature. 

The third chapter presents the history of  church discipline in the Reformed 
Church from the Reformation to the eighteenth century. The fourth chapter 
complements this presentation with comparative statistical data. It touches on 
the history of  the differences and divisions between the church tribunals and 
secular courts regarding matters of  discipline and punishment, changes that took 
place in the interpretation of  the principle of  Presbyterianism, and the linguistic 
schematism and potential uses and limitations of  the sources. At the end of  the 
fourth chapter the author notes that in the case of  Transylvanian Protestantism 
differences in the sheer numbers of  sources are very signifi cant in comparison 
with data on dioceses in Western Europe. While in the west one fi nds a rich 
array of  sources dating from the sixteenth century, in the case of  Transylvania 
one must wait until the eighteenth century to fi nd anything comparable. 
Furthermore, not only does one sometimes fi nd ten times as many sources in 
the west as in Hungary or Transylvania, these sources are also far more detailed 
and consistently organized. As administrative documents, the sources in the case 
of  Hungary and Transylvania seem far more contingent and haphazard. The 
thematic difference is also interesting, as Kiss has illustrated with a table. In the 
cities of  Nîmes or Geneva, for instance, questions regarding church discipline 
were raised (and committed to paper) more times in a single year than in the 
city of  Ebesfalva (today Dumbrăveni, before 1930 Ibaşfalău in Romania) over 
the course of  the entire period in question. They also were given a different 
order of  importance in Emden (for instance) than they were in Sövényfalva 
(today Corneşti in Romania). An analysis of  the Transylvanian data from the 
eighteenth century reveals that affairs related to marriage, scandals involving 
church offi cials, and transgressions of  communal norms were considered the 
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greatest offences, though of  these, affairs related to marriage were the most 
common, even among the cases addressed by the church tribunal. 

I would add a few notes regarding the topics of  the three longer chapters, the 
fi fth, sixth, and seventh. The majority of  matrimonial cases in the seventeenth 
century consist of  issues pertaining to the making and breaking of  marriages, 
that is engagement and divorce. These documents pertain to the broadest social 
layer, and the goal of  the church authorities in general was arbitration. They had 
a variety of  tools at their disposal, ranging from reprimands through refusals to 
dissolve the marital bond in question to fi nes. Perhaps not surprisingly, the language 
of  complaints and accusations refl ects the language of  a kind of  subculture 
and is rife with profanity, insinuation, and aspersion. Reasons for ending an 
engagement or dissolving a marriage included estrangement, differing physical 
or spiritual desires, and licentiousness (or allegations of  licentiousness leveled 
against a woman accused of  reveling in taverns, in other words a stereotype), 
though Church records from seventeenth-century Debrecen (for instance) 
are swarming with mention of  indications of  the use of  magic or witchcraft 
(including possession by the devil, meddling by Gypsy sorcerers, slaves bought 
from the Turks, secret baptisms, etc.).2 In other words, in comparison with the 
mild stories of  village marriage and divorce that Kiss has uncovered through 
her study of  the Küküllő sources, one fi nds, in the same period, a shockingly 
medieval urban world. In Gógánváralja (today Gogan Varolea in Romania) and 
Debrecen one discerns signs of  folk piety, Protestant trends notwithstanding, 
and even references to the use of  white and black magic. Thus a reader who 
fi nds Kiss’ book an engaging inquiry will want to continue study by examining 
additional sources.  

The affairs of  preachers constitute 12 percent of  the Küküllő sources, and 
other religious cases make up another 15 percent. Kiss has given due attention 
to the social status of  the people who played signifi cant roles in the church, 
their fi nancial circumstances and incomes, and their rights and obligations as 
appointed representatives of  the Church. She also provides a precise assessment 
of  the motives behind the various decisions. She concludes (quite astutely) that 
often the archdeacons and visiting church offi cials ruled prudently and with 

2 Debreceni Református Egyházmegye közgyűlési jegyzőkönyvei [Assembly Records of  the Reformed 
Diocese of  Debrecen], see: A Tiszántúli Református Egyházkerület Levéltára [The Archive of  the Reformed 
Diocese of  the Trans-Tisza Region] (Debrecen), I. 31. a) 2. k. (1655–1737); Debreceni magisztrátusi 
jegyzőkönyvek [Magisterial Records of  Debrecen], see: Hajdú-Bihar Megyei Levéltár [Hajdú-Bihar County 
Archive] (Debrecen), IV. A. 1011/a, 14–17. k. (1656–1670).
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restraint, endeavoring through sentences of  public penance, for instance, to 
bring the lost lamb (as it were) back into the fold. Kiss has shrewdly discerned 
possible interpretive tendencies in the seemingly schematic language of  the 
ascertainments and the rulings, citing the opinions and assertions of  both 
sides of  a case and fi nding, in the dense Church records, explanations for the 
events. 

One notes that in the eighteenth-century Küküllő sources one fi nds little 
trace of  cases that had frequently surfaced in the Church records a century 
earlier, such as the question of  devotional inclination (the opposition of  
Orthodox and Puritan, or over-zealous pietist). Given the historical and social 
context, other problems arose, such as debates regarding the scope of  authority 
of  given representatives of  the church (between preacher and cantor) and the 
lure of  local customs (the tension between economic practices and religious 
proscriptions, such as the proscription against working on Sundays). Most of  
the time the cases involved recidivists whose opposition to the administration 
of  justice by the Church must have been diffi cult to subdue. For instance, the 
authorities struggled for some thirty years to discipline a couple, Mr. and Mrs. 
Kocsis from Balsavár apparently with little success, and the case of  Mihály Kendi, 
who because of  the lack of  qualifi ed people continued to serve as a member of  
the clergy in spite of  the fact that he had been the cause of  numerous scandals, 
also indicates the diffi culties the Church had with the effective administration 
of  discipline. 

Kiss has made thorough use of  the sources and established quite persuasively 
that even within the region there were varying models of  discipline within 
the Church. As historians we have systematic records at our disposal from 
the seventeenth century (sources from the region west of  the Tisza river and 
manuscripts from Debrecen) and the eighteenth century (for instance sources 
from the region west of  the Tisza River, which were published by Dénes Dienes), 
and also sources from Transylvania (which were published by an active group of  
historians and theologians from Kolozsvár).3 One can fi nd ample confi rmation 
of  Kiss’ contention according to which in the early modern period a model 
evolved in Hungarian Calvinist regions that differed signifi cantly from the West 
European Calvinist models. This is true of  other aspects of  church institutions 

3 On the assembly records of  the Reformed Diocese of  Debrecen see the second footnote. Dénes 
Dienes, ed., Református egyházlátogatási jegyzőkönyvek, 16–17. század [Records of  the Visitations of  the 
Reformed Church, Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries] (Budapest: Osiris, 2001). For the publications 
from Cluj see the fi rst footnote.
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and the practice of  law in Transylvania and Royal Hungary, as English historians 
have already noted (such as Robert J. W. Evans and Graeme Murdock). In other 
words one arrives at entirely different conclusions if  one studies the other 
sources according to the same approach, since the context in the case of  the 
city of  Debrecen, for instance, is entirely different in its social background and 
ethnology, and therefore in its unwritten laws and religious customs (in particular 
in a Presbyterian region west of  the Tisza River). And one could also mention 
individual aspects and differences, since in some cases the emergence of  the 
new model of  the era of  personalities is plainly evident in the notary’s choice 
of  subjects, the comments on particular cases, or the deliberations themselves 
(one thinks for instance of  Bishop János Dadai or the administrative attitude of  
György Simon Bonyhai, a reformed bishop of  Transylvania).

One can only fully grasp the signifi cance of  these church inquests and rulings 
if  one considers them in comparison with the secular administration of  justice. 
Let me offer an example of  one such comparison. In Debrecen in the middle 
of  the seventeenth century a thief  who had also been convicted of  murder was 
sentenced to have his hands cut off, his body fl ayed and broken on the wheel, and 
fi nally burnt at the stake on the main square of  the city. This was all performed 
according to a theatrical ritual held where the crime had been committed and 
in the presence of  the family members of  the victim and accompanied by the 
sacred text of  a public confession and repentance. In comparison, an unmarried 
woman who was pregnant was denounced by the preacher. Following this 
public denouncement, she had to sit on the stone of  shame and was forbidden 
to take the place that she would have had in the Church in accordance with 
her social position for three weeks. She then had to perform public penance, 
which in the culture in which she lived may well have been comparable with 
spiritual torture. But by the eighteenth century the secular tribunals did not use 
the same medieval deterrents, and in tandem the Transylvanian Calvinist church 
order, which was facing increasing pressure from the Catholic Church and the 
Habsburg government, was unable to be as severe in its measures as it had been a 
century earlier. In other words, in the new historical context questions pertaining 
to disciplinary measures within the Church had to be dealt with differently, and 
this demanded wisdom and minimal use of  the principle of  subsidiarity. There 
were individuals who took advantage of  the legal lacunae in this seemingly weak 
discipline and simply ignored the admonitions of  the Church.

Réka Kiss’ monograph offers a persuasive picture of  the prevailing 
circumstances of  Calvinist life in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
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and the gradual shifts in these circumstances from the evolving process of  
confessionalization until the Enlightenment. Using the records of  diocesan 
synods and visitation records, she has conjured an image of  a bygone world as 
seen from the perspective of  church discipline, a frontier in scholarship on church 
history, legal history, and ethnographical history in Hungary in Transylvania. 

Translated by Thomas Cooper
Dávid Csorba
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