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I. Introduction 

After completing my studies at the Protestant Theological 
Institute in 1995, then Bishop, Rev. Dr. János Erdő assigned me 
to head the Archives of the Hungarian Unitarian Church in 
Kolozsvár, (Cluj) Romania. I had visited the Archives previously 
as a researcher. After starting my job as its Archivist, putting in 
order and processing some of its historical documents, I came to 
realize that – in spite of the destruction due to our stormy history 
and the forced nationalization by the communist dictatorship, this 
small institution had managed to maintain an extremely rich and 
highly significant collection, preserving Unitarian materials from 
the 16th century forward. 

Prior to my employment, Lajos Kelemen was the last 
qualified Archivist of the Unitarian Church (1908–1918). Known 
for collecting, analyzing and publishing sources, he was decidedly 
not preoccupied with putting the Archives in good order. 
Professor Dr. Zsigmond Jakó is quoted as having said of his 
famous predecessor, that Lajos Kelemen's most important, and 
only organizing principle was his incredible memory. 

Lajos Kelemen played a decisive role in determining the 
direction of Unitarian church historiography even prior to WWI. 
His intent was to publish all Unitarian resources that passed 
through his hands, but personal problems forced him to abandon 
his plan. Later, the censorship of the Romanian authorities made 
such publishing impossible. For this reason, researchers did not 
have access to the documents preserved in the Unitarian Archives 
at Kolozsvár and, even today, we are confronted with the residual, 
stereotypical assumption that Unitarians do not own any 
manuscripts other than those transferred to the nearby Romanian 
Academy Library in Kolozsvár (Cluj). It is, further, often stated 
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that the Unitarians did not maintain the practice of bishop’s 
visitations and therefore have no records of such proceedings. 

To compensate for these misconceptions and to honor the 
legacy of Lajos Kelemen by continuing his work, I launched with 
Rev. Dr. Sándor Kovács in 2001 a publication series entitled The 
Archives and Library Series of the Hungarian Unitarian Church. 
By the year 2018, we had published nine volumes, among them 
the monumental work of Kénosi–Uzoni–Kozma: The History of 
the Transylvanian Unitarian Church comprising three volumes.  

My personal ambition, moreover, was to provide national 
and international research access to the Archives and – in addition 
to bringing order to its extensive holdings – to reveal and publish 
previously unknown segments of Unitarian church history. In 
parallel, my aim was to reexamine, based on new sources, some 
of the assertions rooted in the Unitarian identity that have become 
mythic, in order to establish a more nuanced perspective on the 
institutional system and the history of the church. 

The Doctoral School of Literature at the Faculty of 
Humanities and Social Sciences of the University of Szeged 
provided a great opportunity to focus my research on the early 
modern bishop’s visitation system of the Unitarian Church, a 
subject not well known by researchers. One unanticipated product 
of the organizing work I began in the 1990s was visitation records 
kept by bishops and deans remembered, but thought to have been 
lost. These records give us from the second half of the 17th 
century a glimpse into both the financial and the moral/spiritual 
circumstances of the historic Unitarian church, as well as of 
contemporary litigation systems and practices. 

The Unitarian visitation records encompass centuries and 
comprise several volumes. The first visitation record, which is 
almost complete, includes all the congregations associated with 
Bishop Rev. Mihály Homoródalmási-Gergely. The Bishop visited 
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all salient congregations between 1692–1725, among them the 
Háromszék (Three seat) District which, from the time of prince 
Gábor Bethlen, were under the jurisdiction of the Calvinist 
bishops for about 70 years. These particular congregations 
returned to Unitarian jurisdiction only after the termination of the 
Transylvanian Principality. I have appended the voluminous 
record written during Bishop Rev. Homoródalmási’s visitations 
to this dissertation. 

II. Theme and Research Method  

First, I proposed to give an account of the historical background 
of the visitations as they occurred over several decades of the 17th 
and 18th century. I was curious to discover the political nature of 
the moving force that allowed Calvinist Bishop Rev. János 
Keserűi Dajka to supervise the Unitarians in the Háromszék 
(Three seat) District. I examined the topos according to which, 
following the Transylvanian reformation up until the 17th 
century, all Protestant congregations in Háromszék (Three seat) 
were Unitarians. Conversion to Calvinism took place only after 
the proselytizing of Rev. Keserűi in 1619. 

During the research phase and throughout most of the 
dissertation, I applied qualitative methodology, but completed the 
analysis using quantitative strategies as well. I examined the 
tradition of the bishop’s visitation that can be traced back to 
apostolic times, with qualitative methods, using native and 
international literature in order to achieve an in-depth 
understanding of the similarities and differences between the 
Catholic and the Protestant visitations. In the process of problem 
formulation, I undertook the analysis of an interrogation 
document from 1630, which clarified to some extent the number 
of Unitarian congregations in Háromszék (Three seat) at the turn 
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of the17th century. I provide an historically contextualized 
discussion of the events described. 

The quantitative method was used to examine population 
statistics of the visitation record, comparing them with similar 
demographic sources from the same period, the most important 
among them being the census of paterfamilias and widowers in 
the Unitarian Church in 1766.  

III. The structure of the Dissertation 

The dissertation is composed of ten chapters, the last two being 
case studies. Both case studies are based on the visitation record 
from 1692–1737, appended to the dissertation. 

In the first chapter, the literature of the international, as 
well as Hungarian and Transylvanian research history of the 
“canonical visitatio” is reviewed. Analysis led to the conclusion 
that, while the research of these European resources has a long 
history, not until the second half of the 19th century were such 
efforts made in Hungarian-speaking areas. Early Catholic 
researchers had taken the lead but, in the 1920s, Gyula Szekfű 
promoted this type of research. Unfortunately, after the 
installation of the communist government in 1948, the publishing 
of church history sources ceased almost entirely. Following the 
change of political system in 1989, new research organizations 
were initiated and old ones reorganized, making more common 
the research of church visitation documents. This revitalized 
interest was reflected across the range of Protestant churches 
(Calvinist and Lutheran) in Hungary.  

The research and publishing of visitation records in 
Transylvania, however, has been insignificant compared to 
modern research thus dedicated in Hungary. The reason for this 
discrepancy is that ongoing Romanian censorship did not allow 
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the publishing of such records – not (as often supposed) because 
these records were missing in church collections and archives. 
The volumes published after the “revolution” in 1989 provide 
evidence that the work was begun and has continued, as possible, 
since then. From the Unitarian side mainly, Lajos Kelemen was 
who processes these visitation records, but nothing to date has 
been published from this multivolume collection. 

Discussed in the second chapter are the visitation records 
of the renewed Catholic Church after the Tridentine (1545–1563). 
The Council of Trent decided to entrust the bishops with enforcing 
discipline in the church districts, and the bishop’s visitations 
played an important role in implementing the reforms imposed by 
the Synod. The visitations in Hungary and throughout territories 
under Turkish rule are mentioned, briefly, as well. 
Confessionalism and the visitations of the other Protestant 
churches in Europe (Lutheran, Calvinist) are also described. 

Presented in the third chapter is a more textured 
discussion of Confessionalism, as embraced by Transylvanian 
Protestants. Following is a comparison to the visitations 
mentioned earlier within the system of the Unitarian bishop’s 
visitations. The focus has been on those church polity strategies 
important in setting up the institution of the bishop’s visitations. 
After outlining the historical background, an assessment of the 
first visitation regulation of 1614 is provided. Efforts were made 
to discover the sources which comprised its basis. 

In the fourth chapter, the persecution of the Sabbatarians 
under the reign of Gábor Bethlen is discussed in light of the fact 
that Calvinist Bishop Rev. János Keserűi Dajka received 
permission, instead of the Unitarians, to visit the Sabbatarians and 
force them to convert. The Calvinist Bishop took advantage of the 
situation and started an attack against Unitarians in 1619, setting 
off on a general visitation in Háromszék (Three seat). During that 
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time, the Unitarians and Calvinists in Háromszék (Three seat) 
coexisted peacefully together. They had agreed that, if the 
congregation had a Calvinist minister, the school master had to be 
Unitarian and vice versa. The Bishop ended this peaceful 
symbiosis and, according to tradition, after his fierce 
proselytizing, the Unitarians lost 62–70 congregations. This 
tradition has since become a topos, and a critical analysis is 
therefore offered. 

In the fifth chapter's further review of the historical 
context, the Unitarian Disciplina Ecclesiastica (1626) and its 
decision about visitations is discussed. 

In chapter six, the historical background of the 
Complanatio Desiana of 1638 is analyzed. As a result of this 
edict, the Unitarian Church was gradually marginalized. A 
censorship decree was established against Unitarians, and they 
were forced to sign a pact leading to a dogmatic unification, 
which, on the surface, meant the giving up of core Unitarian 
beliefs. (Unitarians were forced to believe in the divinity of Jesus 
and to pray to Jesus; they were also required to baptize in the name 
of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit). Also discussed is the 
visitation mandate issued in 1642 for the Unitarian Bishop Rev. 
Dániel Beke, following the Complanatio. 

Chapter seven includes a review of all the complaints 
made by the Unitarians after the Complanatio, for which they 
sought legal remedy. One of these complaints was that the 
Unitarians from Háromszék (Three seat) were still under the 
jurisdiction of the Calvinist bishop and they want to forcibly 
convert the Unitarian believers of Szeklerland to their own 
religion. Those who defied it were imprisoned.  

 Highlighted in chapter eight are the hopes of the 
Unitarian Church that, after the termination of the Transylvanian 
Principality (1690) and integration into the Habsburg Empire, the 
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rights guaranteed them in the Diploma Leopoldinum would 
contribute to the consolidation of their church. After some initial 
years of optimism, it became clear, however, that the principle of 
the recepta religion was only formally maintained and the 
Unitarian denomination became merely tolerated. 

Nonetheless, the legacy of the consolidation process was 
the return of the Unitarians in Háromszék (Three seat) to the 
jurisdiction of their own bishop in November of 1692, after more 
than 70 years of forced interruption. Then the Bishop, Rev. 
Mihály Homoródalmási-Gergely, started off for visitation 
immediately in the whole Church and, in February of 1693, he 
arrived in Háromszék (Three seat). In ten days, he visited all of 
the ten congregations in Háromszék (Three seat) that had 
preserved their Unitarian identity. 

The visitation record appended to this dissertation is a 
result of this visit, and this is the first document in the history of 
the Unitarian Church to give a full account of the financial and 
moral/spiritual situation of the congregations.  

Chapters nine and ten each include a case study, based 
on data from the record, highlighting the value of these documents 
as sources of value.  

The first case study's processed demographic data are 
presented. Employing mathematical-statistical methods, these 
data were compared to other similar Unitarian sources to 
determine the demographic tendencies from the end of the 17th 
century to the middle of the 18th century. The reason these 
seemingly insignificant data are examined is because no known 
similar processing, either in Unitarian church history or in other 
church historiography, has been published.  

The second case study encompasses the investigation of 
a disciplinary action in the Unitarian School at Torda in 1719. 
This was during the time of the Catholic restoration; several 
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church and school buildings were taken from the Unitarians, and 
drought, plague disease, and famine swept everywhere. There 
remained few teachers at the school, when some students who had 
been expelled from the Unitarian College in Kolozsvár incited 
three students from the Torda School to disobey their teachers and 
the school regulations. Their aspiration was to have the school 
break away from congregational authority. Examination of this 
second case has yielded insight into the address of a local 
disciplinary circumstance aimed at avoiding disruption to the 
denomination. Contemporary litigation procedures involving the 
church are also exposed and explained. 

IV. Thesis Results 

1. This study of the Unitarian bishop’s visitation system has 
revealed sources contradicting several of the (erroneous) claims 
consistent in the literature. The position that the Unitarian Church 
was not conversant with the practice of bishop visitations or, if 
such visits were indeed made, there exists no written proof of 
them having taken place prior to 1750, is simply untrue. The 
oldest visitation records date to the middle of the 17th century, and 
in these we find references to visitations made in 1620. There is 
further evidence that Bishop Rev. Máté Toroczkai visited 
congregations as early as 1614. 

2. During the period in which Rev. Máté Toroczkai 
served as Bishop, in 1614, visitation regulations were created and 
have been determined here to be one of the oldest such regulations 
proclaimed in Hungarian-speaking territories. No previous 
researcher has addressed the origin of this regulation system or 
the circumstances that contributed to its creation, nor raised the 
issue of the sources reporting it. The Diet of Medgyes issued a 
decree concerning the bishop’s visitations, namely that the 



9 
 

bishops and deans could visit their congregations without 
constraint. This accommodation was made under the reign of 
Gábor Bethlen, in 1614, and became the legal basis for 
Toroczkai’s visitations, but the Unitarians needed to create a 
regulation that provided a specific framework for the visitation. 
Concluded here is that, in creating the regulation, the Unitarians 
used the work of the 16th century Calvinist theologian, Wilhelm 
Zepper: De politia ecclesiastica .... The reception of Zepper’s 
works in Transylvania is not yet known; we provide momentum 
for researchers interested in undertaking this work. 

3. In Unitarian church historiography – from the time of 
Bishop Rev. Mihály Szentábrahámi in the 18th century to that of 
Rev. Kénosi–Uzoni, Rev. János Körmöczi, Rev. Sándor Székely, 
Ferenc Kanyaró and Bishop Rev. Dr. János Erdő in the 1990s – it 
has been accepted that, during his visitation in 1619, Calvinist 
Bishop János Keserűi Dajka converted almost all of the 
Háromszék (Three seat) District, encompassing 62–70 Unitarian 
congregations, to Calvinism. Initially curious to discover what led 
to the idea that Háromszék (Three seat) was Unitarian, I 
discovered a passage in Rev. Mihály Szentábrahámi’s church 
history manuscript that quotes a sermon of Bishop Enyedi 
György, delivered in 1595, claiming that there were more than 62 
Unitarian congregations in Háromszék. 

4. After this clarification, the next goal was to find out 
how many Unitarian congregations there could have been in 
Háromszék (Three seat) at the beginning of the 17th century. 
Based on the analysis of an interrogation record that investigated 
the circumstances of Keserűi’s visitation in 1630, it became 
possible to demonstrate that, at the given time, only 14 of the 70–
71 Protestant congregations in Háromszék (Three seat) had a 
Unitarian history. Reckoning with the topos that the entire 
Háromszék (Three seat) was Unitarian and that Bishop Rev. János 
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Keserűi Dajka converted them to Calvinism, Keserűi managed to 
ascertain that Unitarians in Háromszék (Three seat) lived under 
the jurisdiction of the Calvinist bishop until the termination of the 
Transylvanian Principality. 

5. Following the assertion of the Complanatio Desiana 
in 1638, the Unitarians submitted several letters of complaint, or 
gravaminas to their respective sovereigns. It is important to note 
that in these letters they refer back to earlier offenses that were 
not resolved. When they refer back, they always add extra 
information about the offense and, if they sense injustice, they 
include that in the gravamina. Based on research reported here, 
the last and most complete letter of complaint was submitted to 
the newly elected prince, Ákos Barcsay, at the beginning of 1659. 
It becomes clear that there had been continuous complaint about 
the situation in Háromszék (Three seat), in particular that the 
Unitarian bishop was not allowed to visit there. Some of the 
abuses of the Calvinists are presented as well: the taking away of 
the church in Hídvég and the proselytizing of the Unitarians in 
Bölön. Those who were in opposition, e.g., the Unitarians from 
Bölön, Kissolymos and Szenterzsébet, faced retribution and were 
imprisoned in the castle of Görgény and Fogaras. 

6. In the gravamina of 1659 was discovered a published 
tract about the Unitarian communion. It is possible that references 
made are to Bishop Rev. Valentinus Radecius’s book published 
in 1638: Formula administrandi Coenam Dominicam…. If this is 
the case, the probable publishing date can be narrowed to the 
period between the 23rd of May and the 1st of July. 

7. After the termination of the Transylvanian 
Principality, an important effort of the Unitarians was to bring 
back the congregations from Háromszék to the jurisdiction of 
their own bishop. It became clear from this research that a request 
pertaining to this matter was submitted to the Gubernium and the 
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leaders of the Calvinist Church. The Gubernium, a lay authority, 
some of whose members were also typically lay leaders of the 
Calvinist Church, placed Háromszék (Three seat) under the 
jurisdiction of the Unitarian bishop. The Calvinist bishop, on the 
contrary, opposed both this decision as well as the idea of 
Unitarians having their own printing press. This process explains 
the supremacy of the lay authority over the Church; the Calvinist 
Church did not have the power to override the equitable decision 
taken by the lay authority. This could be interpreted as beginning 
evidence for Foucault’s theory of the division of church and lay 
authority/power. 

8. The 170-page manuscript that is the visitation record 
of Bishop Rev. Mihály Homoródalmási-Gergely between 1692 
and 1725 covers every existing Unitarian congregation. In 1922, 
Lajos Kelemen wrote that, “it is a highly precious and complete 
volume that in better times [a reference to Trianon when 
Transylvania was annexed to Romania] would deserve to be 
published”. Almost a hundred more years has passed; through 
publication of this dissertation's appendix, this invaluable 
visitation record finally has been made universally accessible. 

9. There is a visitation regulation copied in the record; 
after analysis, it is concluded that it is the rewritten copy of the 
regulation from 1614 with minor variation. The comparison of the 
two offers an insight into the development of the Unitarian 
bishop’s visitations.  

10. No one else previously has undertaken the analysis 
of historic Unitarian demographic data. Appreciating this novel 
opportunity, comparisons of data from 1692 to similar, later 
Unitarian data (1726, 1731–1734 and 1766), as well as to Catholic 
data from 1763, Calvinist and Orthodox data from 1766, and 
Greek-Catholic data from 1767 were all pursued. By this inclusive 
method, not only were the denominational, but also the ethnic data 
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illuminated. Based on this more comprehensive data, it was noted 
that only 38 out of 200 places (19%) were completely Hungarian, 
and only 17 places (8.5%) were homogeneous Unitarian in the 
18th century. There were 25 villages in which the Unitarians were 
the only Hungarians. In parallel, there were 44 places where the 
Hungarians formed a minority. 

11. Inclusion of the disciplinary case recorded in Torda 
(1719) contributes to enhanced knowledge of the history of that 
institution. 
  


