The beginnings of Orthodoxy in Ireland;

The Romanian Orthodox Parish of the Annunciation 

and The Sunday of the Romanian Saints, Dublin

Here, in the Land of Saints and Scholars found at the extremity of Western Europe, Orthodoxy is both Old and New.
Old because the simple and prayerful theology of St Patrick the Enlightener of Ireland (+461) as well as the local Celtic monastic spirituality which covers most of the first Christian millennium is, in its substance, Orthodox.
And New, because when compared with Western Europe which by Greek and white Russian presence came to know about Orthodoxy relatively early, in Ireland, the re-connection with Orthodoxy was made as late as the 70s of the last century.

The beginnings of Romanian Orthodoxy in Ireland therefore ought not to be detached from its connections with both the multitude of the local Saints: Abbots, Abbesses, Monks and Nuns dwellers of the great monastic centres    such as St Brigid of Kildare (+525) St Ciaran of Clonmacnois (+549) or St Kevin of Glendalough (+612) to name only some of them,  as well as the more recent Orthodox witness in Ireland in its multi-ethnic context.

In 1978 there came to Dublin the first two Romanian deacons Fr Irineu Ilie (later ordained priest by His Eminence Archbishop Adrian Hritcu in London) (+1988) and Fr Teofil Panait (+1996) who took up post-graduate studies at the Pontifical University in Maynooth. They represent the first academic orthodox presence in Ireland, who in addition to their studies, have  witnessed to Orthodoxy by their service under the umbrella of the recently founded first multi-ethnic Orthodox Parish (24th May 1981) under the jurisdiction of the Ecumenical Patriarchate. Before them, Ireland only knew the brief service of two priests, one Russian Fr Nicholas Courris and the other a Frenchman converted to Orthodoxy, Fr Michael Beaumont, in the mid 70.s.

In 1981 coming to Ireland also to complete my post-graduate studies, with the blessing of Patriarch Justin of Romania and by request from Archbishop Methodios of Thyateira I was appointed Parish priest of the newly founded Greek Orthodox Parish of the Annunciation. Together with the other two Romanian Clergy, we served Orthodoxy in Ireland as it made its first steps into Irish society. On completing their studies, after one year, the two Romanian clergy left Ireland, one going to Jerusalem where he was appointed Superior of the Romanian House there, the other going back to Romania where he was appointed Abbot of the Holy Monastery Secu in Moldova. The witnessing to Orthodoxy in Ireland continued by serving as sole Orthodox priest in Ireland for close to twenty years. At that time there was one Altar, one Liturgy and one common witness to Orthodoxy by a small but multi-ethnic community made up by Greeks, Cypriots, Irish, English, French, Scottish, Americans, Palestinians, Lebanese, Russians, and Serbs... The Divine Liturgy was celebrated in several languages with emphasis on the essentials of the ecumenical Orthodoxy. Then, this unity of the Faith was celebrated in a plurality of ethnic forms especially on the occasion of great Feasts.

Feeble at first then becoming more confident, the voice of Orthodoxy was beginning to be heard in Irish society. If up to the 80s rarely one would have heard that there existed an Orthodox Church in addition to Western Catholic and Anglican Churches, slowly but surely the voice of Orthodoxy begun to be heard in Irish Theological circles, generating interest in our Orthodox Liturgy and its spirituality and in turn receiving calls to teach ‚part time’ in Irish Colleges or simply to address assemblies on various Orthodox topics pertaining to Dogmatic, Moral, Sacramental Theology, the Spirituality of the Orthodox Icon, Monasticism, Ecumenism and so forth. Later on, Orthodoxy started to be represented in Irish Church life, at inter-confessional level as well as in social life (Inauguration of the President, National Day of Commemoration.)

There are at least three outstanding moments in this respect: 

the Consecration of the first Orthodox Church on Irish soil on 6th November  1994 an event involving large participation of Irish State Officials, Academics, the Ambassadors of all Orthodox Countries accredited to Ireland; 

The attendance to Orthodox Liturgy by the President of Ireland, Her Excellency Mary MacAleese, on 16th January 2000 and 

The historical visit to Dublin and our Church by His Holiness Bartholomeos the Archbishop of New Rome, Constantinople and Ecumenical Patriarch on 31st January 2005.

Following the fall of communism in Russia and Eastern Europe, and being attracted by the then robust Irish economy titled as ‚the Celtic tiger’, in unexpectedly large numbers many easterners have made their way to Ireland bringing with them also their Orthodox faith. Thus our Church in Arbour Hill was increasingly becoming not only ‚the Bethlehem of Orthodoxy’ in Ireland but also the Spiritual Mother of many Orthodox Christians regardless of their ethnic background or language spoken.

Thus, on the Feast of the Elevation of the Holy Cross 1991, the first 

12 Romanians took refuge to Ireland being followed by others who have immediately attached themselves to our Church attending regularly our Sacred Services. In order to meet their spiritual needs, with Archbishop Gregorios blessing, we commenced the celebration of the Divine Liturgy in Romanian on the last Saturday of each month.

On 28th October 2000 Fr Calin Popovici came to Ireland with the Blessing of His Eminence Archbishop and Metropolitan Joseph of Western Europe in order to organize the Romanian Parish of the Elevation of the Holy Cross (remembering the first 12 Romanians arriving here at this Feast in 1991). 

Fr Calin celebrated the Romanian Liturgy first in our Church in Arbour Hill   and then, on 7th January 2001, moved to a Jesuit College Chapel in Dublin 1, where he organised the Parish rightly placed under the jurisdiction of our Mother Church in Bucharest. As expected, very many faithful left us then becoming parishioners of the newly created Romanian Parish. A small number of Romanians have, at the same time, remained with us being connected with the Church in Arbour Hill by Sacramental ties: Christenings, Weddings and especially by Confession. The same situation has happened also in the case of other parishioners: Russians, Georgians or Serbs   who have remained as our parishioners even after their own parishes were formed following the year 2000.

2001, in fact, marks a change in our approach to Orthodoxy in Ireland, by the organisation of its witness according to ethnicity and thus creating several Orthodox parishes on ethnic lines: Romanian, Russian, Georgian, Serbian, Antiochian, all of them functioning under the jurisdiction of their own Local Churches rather than under the jurisdiction of the Ecumenical Patriarchate as it was the case from 1981-2001.

Thus between 2001-2010 the Romanians who have counted themselves as our parishioners, have been served with dedication, for them commencing as early as 2003, the regular Sunday celebration of the Divine Liturgy in Romanian with the Blessing of Archbishop Gregorios. The load of pastoral work was eased off by the ordination to the deaconate (2004) and priesthood (2007) of our spiritual son Fr Tom Carroll with whom we have shared our Parish responsibilities in Arbour Hill. The service to the Romanian parishioners implied firstly the promotion of the Orthodox life cantered on the Divine Liturgy and then the caring for the education: religious and patriotic of our children. Thus the Romanian National Day, for instance, has been celebrated in Church without interruption since 1990 at first with the adopted children from Romania and their Irish parents, whom we still have very close, and later with our co-nationals in a truly patriotic fashion.

Thus, without even realising, by the will of God, a new Romanian parish was being conceived within the multi-ethnic community in Arbour Hill, which thanks to the providential Appeal from the Holy Synod of Romania (dated 11th February 2010), came into existence in the bosom of the Romanian Orthodox Church.

The Birth Certificate of our new Parish, registered under No 2070/5.5.2010, is signed by our new Archbishop and Metropolitan Joseph, whom we first commemorated in the Liturgy, as our Archbishop, on Easter Sunday 2010.

In the short spell of time that elapsed since then, with God’s help we were graced with the celebration of our second Patronal Feast The Sunday of Romanian Saints on 5th June 2010 presided over by our Archbishop and Metropolitan. On this occasion, our much loved Deacon Fr Petru Ioan Vlaic was ordained as a Priest on account of our Parish. This was the first Pontifical Liturgy in Arbour Hill be celebrated by a Romanian Hierarch. The Liturgy was con-celebrated by priests of the Romanian Deanery of Ireland led by our Dean Fr Calin Florea. In attendance we were privileged to have His Excellency Mr Iulian Buga the Romanian Ambassador to Ireland and many Parishioners vested in their beautiful Romanian traditional costumes carefully brought from Home to mark a very special occasion.

It was also the day that restored the unity amongst Romanians in Dublin after years of jurisdictional separation.

In addition to this celebration, as Parish, we have managed to compile our own Register, to organise the Parish in accordance with our Archdiocesan Constitution being served by a Parish Council of 12 members both men and women under the leadership of the two serving priests. Our Parish is also acknowledged by Irish Authorities as a charitable organisation.

Since by our detachment from the Community at Arbour Hill we have lost the Church, we are still functioning here as tenants for the time being hoping to find our own Place of worship, which under the present economic circumstances proves to be a difficult task.

Yet, we stand before our Tri-Une God as a Living Church of men, women and children  who are willing one thing  namely to precise Orthodoxy and to hear the Praise of God in our native tongue, an evident spiritual need during our temporary existence in the hospitable land of Ireland.
Fr Dr Ioan Irineu CRACIUN
