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According to the 19™ and early 20" century Church Historiography, the success of Hungarian
Reformation was bound to the Protestant conversion of the nobility which drove the serfdom
living in villages and in towns (owned by a landlord) to Protestantism.' This paradigm clearly
links the Reformation to the survival of the ius patronatus. Up to nowadays the widespread
view of the Reformation in Hungary is focused on noble courts such as Sarvar or Sarospatak
and the court of the Prince of Translyvania (in particular under the rule of Gabor Bethlen and
George Rékoéczi 1) where Reformed preachers received significant support (also press and
schools) to spread the Gospel. This paradigm has been considered to be right especially when
the landlord was re-converted to Roman Catholicism in the 17" century. E.g.: when Adam
Batthyany was converted to Roman Catholicism in the early 1630’s, he banned his former
private teacher, that time the Reformed bishop of Transdanubia, Janos Kanizsai Palfi from the
town of his noble court in Német(jvar and within a year he prohibited Lutheran and Calvinist
worship in all of his villages and towns.> In the case of Papa a decade after the creation of the
first consistory the landowner family changed to the Romany Catholic Csaky. Later the
Esterhazy aristocrats possessed the town, which made the situation of the Protestants more
and more difficult. However it was not until 1753 that the Protestant worship was banned.’ On
the contrary there are examples also where a Protestant town or village could survive under a
Roman Catholic landlord. The town of Hodmezdvasarhely was the property of the Karolyi
family, who were Roman Catholics, and sometimes their relationship was full of tensions.
However there was no effort to force the town to become Roman Catholics. The one thing the
landlord had done to change religion was to “import” some Roman Catholic citizens in town,
in the late 18" century but it was more to show the town council where their place was rather
than an act with real religious purposes.” In many cases if the landlord was a Roman Catholic
clergyman pressure increased on the Protestant inhabitants, which especially in the first half
of the 18" century often (but not always) resulted in the ban of Protestant worship in that
place. This happened among others in Veresegyhdz, which was the property of the Roman
Catholic bishop of Vac. On the contrary the village of Foktd was the property of the
archbishop of Kalocsa. The inhabitants could keep their Calvinist confession continuously
from the 16™ century.’

Though the Reormation connected to nobles’ courts still survived as a main paradigm, it has
been known for long that not only in Western Europe but also in Hungary the urban areas
were the centres of spreading and keeping the Reformation. However this paradigm did not
give a clear answer to urban Reformation. The free royal boroughs and cities were fewer and
smaller than in Western Europe and primarily were inhabited by German speaking citizens.
Due to their ethnicity these were the first soils for the Reformation and most cases they
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remained Lutheran. In the 1950’s and 1960’ a new paradigm was formed, strongly influenced
by the Marxist social theory. According to that the civil social structures of the Calvinist
reformation met the desire for freedom from feudal lordship of the serf-citizens of the towns.’
Thus the core of the Reformation happened in the towns of the great Hungarian plain. Later,
having abandoned the marxist viewpoint, cases studies were done to prove that connecting the
Hungarian Reformation to towns was still valid.” Most of these towns being under Turkish
rule enjoyed certain freedom from the landlords to decide on their own religion and also to
take the church government in their own hands. In other words the ius patronatus after the
Reformation was gradually taken over by the towns. In many cases this remained in their
hands even after the liberation of the country and the restoration of the landlords’ power.®

More recent historiography has challenged both paradigms. On one hand stating that the local
communities in most cases had a certain freedom to decide on their own religion, the
landlords did not put any pressure on their serfs to abandon the Roman Catholic faith.” Elek
Thurzo, who was one of the richest nobleman in the 16" century and Lutheran himself and
George of Brandenburg, defender of Lutheranism in many ways, himself possessor of vast
properties in Hungary apparently did not pay much attention to his subjects’ confession.'’
Péter Perényi, who was deeply committed to Lutheranism tolerated Roman Catholic mass in
the town of Sarospatak, while he was taking part in Lutheran worship in the castle.'' In the
16™ century there was a real shortage of protestant clergy especially in the villages, which
would have been a limit to the Reformation by the landlord’s order. It seems now that some of
those landlords, especially aristocrats, who were devoted protestants had organized Protestant
“ateliers” in their courtin order to help the spreading of the Gospel but rarely used their force
to change the religions of their subject. On the other hand the paradigm of confessionalism
introduced by Heinz Schilling and Wolfgang Reinhard'? has influenced case studies carried
out by Roman Catholic scholars to prove that there was no significant difference between the
social structures and church life of the Reformed and Roman Catholic towns in Hungary.
Works have been done to show that a Hungarian town could have been just as good Roman
Catholic as Protestant. > This latter has challenged the Protestant Church Historiography but
so far no further studies have been carried out.

The scope of this study would be to examine the establishment and operation of the first
presbyteries. Also trying to study the driving forces of establishing the local Presbyteries
(Church sessions) and their connection to urban settlements.

First we must drove attention to the fact that the Presbyterian church government, unlike the
Huguenots or Scotland, did not come with the reception of the Calvinist confession in
Hungary. There is no remained source or at least a hint that local consistory or church session
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was in operation in any of the churches in the 16™ century. Churches were overseen by
bishops and archideacons. Synods were attended by preachers, if members of the noblitiy
were present was solely to put pressure on the clergy in favour of certain decisions. Church
government followed the Medieval pattern, however the bishops had no absolute power, they
governed their diocese together with a board of senior pastors, the presbyters. Thus in the 16™
century the term “presbyter” was used, however it referred to a certain group of clergymen
that helped the bishop to oversee his church district. This use of “venerabilis presbyterium”
remained until the 18" century. Presbyter as lay leader of the congregation was mentioned
only in the “Tarcal-Tordai” Confession received in Hungary in 1562 and in Transylvania in
1563, which was in fact the adaptation of the Confessio Christianae fidei by Theéodore de
Béze. As a theoretical description'® it followed the Genevan model, however without any
practical implication (eg.: about the election of presbyters), giving the impression that the two
synods did not see it as a real option for church government in their time. >

Church governement in Hungary resembled more the German Lutheran than the Genevan or
the Hugenot model. The influence of patrons remained as strong as before the Reformation.
Thurzé Szaniszld ordered in the mid 17" century that without consultation with him, the
patron of the churches in villages and towns under his lordship, no preacher could be
dismissed or invited in any of the churches.'® The pastor had supreme authority in spiritual
matters. Local churches were oversen my the archdeacon (‘senior’) and the the bishop. The
regional or church district synods were atended by preachers.

The first local presbytery was established in the town of Papa in 1617. The “founding father”,
Janos Kanizsai Palfi imported the ecclesial structure of Heidelberg. The scope of the
consistory of Papa was to help the Pastors to keep the ethics in order, i.e church discipline
which included the Pastors and their families, too. Also the task of the presbyters was to
protect the church and its teachers in case of gossip or any attack from outside.'” The first
local consistory was created with the approval of the Transdanubian bishop and the landlord
of the town. This latter being also Calvinist, stated that he not only supported the operation of
such church council but also will not obstruct its decisions. The church of Papa included the
town and the garrison as well, therefore in the presbytery soldiers and citizens were present in
equal numbers plus four extraordinary presbyters were elected.'® Presbyterian church
government was made obligatory for all churches of the Transdanubian church district by the
synod of P4pa in 1630 in combination with the establishment of presbyteries in church
counties and church districts. In the garrison of Kiskoméarom'®, where Janos Kanizsai Palfi
took on the pastorate after his exile form the Batthyany court, the board of presbyters was
inaugurated. Its records, mainly church disciplinary issues are unique remained source form
the 17" century.”® The local presbytery in Kiskomarom quickly gained such respect that even
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the town council consulted them in respect of tightening the morals. There is a letter form
1650 written by the successor of Kaizsai Palfi,”' that these consistories and presbyteries were
in actual operation. Sources prove that consistories or some kind of church councils were in
operation in the major urban centres (Papa, Gy6r) and in military garrisons (Kiskomarom)®
but otherwise, in particular in the rural areas there is no sign of local consistory until the end
of the 18" century.”

In Papa the Protocollums before 1720 were lost in the early 18" century. The ban of
protestant worship in town between 1752-1783 did not cease the operation of the presbytery.
Though the protestants were not allowed to have public meetings in town, in 1755 the
presbytery was re-elected and the statutes of 1660 were confirmed. Even the title on the
protocollum has no reference on the prohibited status of the church. The supreme curator was
entitled to call the meetings. The presbytery continued its operation until Protestant worship
was allowed again in 1783. The presbytery primarily dealt with financial issues, however the
two elected sextons ‘egyhazfi’ had the duty to support the ill and needy Calvinists.** In the
city of Gyér the first Protocollum was started in 1730.*> On the first page it records the
meeting of the presbytery where the 1699 rules for consistory were modified. We do not
know the beginning of its operation; however in the first decades apparently no written
document was produced. It seems strange taken the fact into consideration that the church had
a school as high as that of P4pa and the presbytery had elected various officials: inspector (to
watch over the work of the pastor and school teachers) curator, perceptor and gazda. The
presbyters in Gydr never called themselves presbyters but ‘honourable members of the Holy
Church’ (“Szent Ecclesia érdemes tagjai”) and their board was called convent. Protestant
public worship was prohibited between 1749 and 1783. However some noble members of the
former Reformed congregation and later their sons regularly met as “convent” to discuss the
status of the Protestant citizens. They guarded and increased the money of the congregation.
Also the supported financially remained Reformed congregations, in particular the one in
GyOdrszemere the closest where Reformed worship was allowed and Schools and students on
their way to Western European Reformed Universities, too. Moreover, they organized an
illegal Reformed school in a rented room a decade before the edict of tolerance was issued by
the emperor Joseph II in the early 1780’s.%

In most cases local presbyteries were not called presbyteries and their members presbyters
until the late 18th century. In Papa they were often called ,,el6ljard uraim” in other places like
Kiskunhalas ,,ecclesia assessorai”, and their meeting ,,ecclesiai gytilés” or ,,consistorium”.

In Eastern Hungary and Transylvania the creation of local presbyteries had an entirely
different road mainly due to the political differences. There the promoters of presbytrianism
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were those who studied in England and in Holland in the 1630’ and became the Hungarian
representatives of the puritan spirituality. They aimed for the completion of the Reformation
in Hungary including re-ordering church services in particular the way of the Lord’s Supper
and establishing Presbyterian church government. The first leader of the puritan movement in
Hungary was Janos Tolnai Dali, who aimed for a rapid and profound change in the church
life. The wrath of the supporters of the existing order flowed on him. Unfortunately only few
of his writings were preserved to today’s age. Tolnai’ successor, Pal Medgyesi produced
substantial writings®’ in favour of presbyteries in all local congregations. His main argument
was first Biblical: he regarded the Presbyterian church government as God’s command to the
churches.” Second the ineffectiveness of the existing ways of church discipline®”, which was
sought to be improved by the board of local presbyters. Reformed clergy of the seventeenth
century was committed to church discipline regardless to their relation to puritanism.
However according to Medgyesi their words had little authority and they often received
curses or inadequate response to their efforts. The task of the presbytery would have been to
provide support to the pastors and authority to put the decisions in effect.’® In spite of their
enthusiasm and the Biblical argument of the puritans most of the pastors took a stand in
objection to Presbyterianism. Similarly most of the nobility disagreed with them unwilling to
sit in the same board with citizens without nobile status or even serfs.’' In addition news came
about the English revolution which made the prince of Transylvania Gyorgy Réakdczi 1. to be
very cautious about presbyteries.’> Later his son, Gydrgy Rakoczi II. regarded the puritan
preachers as a direct threat to his rule, especially after the execution of Charles I in 1649.%
Thus in his collection of law he banned all church reforms unless it gained full approval from
the wordly magistrates and patrons.*® The ‘side-effect’ of the puritan movement was the first
“National™*® Synod of Szatméarnémeti in 1646. The statements of the synod, later called
“Geleji-canons”, were phrased and published by the Reformed bishop of Tiszantul, Istvan
Geleji Katona.”® In the XCIX canon he acknowledged the positive nature of presbyteries,
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however considered it as not apt for the Hungarian social and political structures. One could
hardly miss the above mentioned political pressure from Rakdczi behind it. In spite of this the
political settings have changed after the removal and death of George Réakéczi II. The third
and fourth generation of puritan preachers however managed to establish presbyteries in some
of the towns, but there is no known continuous record of any of them.”’

Medgyesi did not regard the ius patronatus as objection to presbyterian church government.
However he urged the patrons that in all decisions, especially in the dismissal or appointment
of the pastor should consult the local presbytery.”® A different issue was when the landlord
used his or her patornage to promote the estalishment of presbytery. The town magistrates of
Sarospatak regarded the Presbytery as it had been forced on them by Zsuzsanna Lérantffy and
the presbyters had been appointed by her without the their consent. When Zsé6fia Bathori
became th3€9: landowner they asked even the Roman Catholic patroness to bring the presbytery
to an end.

Records of local presbyteries are few and far between form the 17" century. This is in part
result of the oral culture that was widespread even two centuries after the Reformation.The
synod of Kocs in 1713 which ordered the establishment of Presbyteries in the
Felsédunamelléki church district also ordered the congregation to purchase a Protocollum
book to record the ecclesial issues.*” In the town of Szabadszallas, the presbytery ordered to
produce a written document of all decrees only in 1782, after decades of operation.*'

We do not know of any writing from the 18" century that tried to give an argument for
presbyteries like Medgyesi did a century before. The establishment of presbyteries was more
driven by practical reasons. As a summary the main cause for establishing presbyteries in the
17" cetury was the church disipline. This function of the presbiteries remained in the 18"
century however the religion policy of the Habsburg emperors, in particular Charles VI and
Maria Theresa caused the Reformed towns to use the local presbytery as a mean of self
defence. From the 1750’s bans of Protestant worship (and capture of Reformed church
buildings) decreased. Instead, as a mean of soft reformation Roman Catholic migration to the
Protestant towns and towns was encouraged. Soon these inhabitants were included in the
senate of the towns.* This threatened the churches of those places that were previously
governed by the local municipality. As sign of the strong connection between church and
town oaths the town officers had to take were often recorded in the church registry books.*
Thus the presbytery that before had been considered unnecessary and only the cause of
turbulence then became a way to protect the Reformed church from the influence of Roman
Catholic senators of the town.
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In the town of Nagykéros presbytery was only created in the end of the 18™ century, the town
council decided in all ecclesiastical issues. The whole town being Calvinist, the town council
regarded themselves as naturally the leaders of the church, too. This included the maintenance
of schools, appointment of teachers and pastors, the election of curator (usually among
themselves) and the egyhézfi (usually an ordinary citizen). Church discipline issues were
decided by the town’s court* as part of the sentence.*”’ In towns like Nagykéros or Cegléd
presbytery was thought to be unnecessary as the town council of operated as a presbytery.
However its membership was very narrow as the members of the town council often came
from the same families, often related to one another. Naturally their personal religious
devotion was not a criteria for becoming a council member.

Similarly the town council of Debrecen called themselves ‘Reverend Council’” (“Tiszteletes
Tanats””) and made final decisions in all issues of the Reformed church, including liturgy,
school statutes and supporting the poor as well.** Even Medgyesi in the 17" century
acknowledged that the way church discipline and appointment of pastor had been done in
Debrecen, in the city council and the pastors joint meeting was a some kind of remnant of
presbytery.*” The first written record of the consistory is from 1739, and the first statutes are
from 1749. However it was officially finalised only at the synod of Buda in 1791. The Roman
Catholic Church was re-established in 1716, however the municipal council did not interfere
in the appointment of the Roman Catholic priest.* The reason for establishment was to create
an autonomous board of church leadership to protect the church from conflict between the
city and the Roman Catholic emperor. However the members were the whole city magistrates,
pastors, the professors of the college and the city doctor. The chairmen were the mayor of the
city and the senior pastor.*’

The Reformed towns of the Jaszkun district could keep their confession even in the period
when their freedom was suspended and were possession of the German Knights and the
Invalides order until 1745. The town of Kiskunhalas was completely Protestant until a Roman
Catholic chaplain was sent to the local garrison in 1761. Soon the number of Roman Catholics
moving in the town started to increase. Until then the town council dealt with the employment
of pastor and also church discipline issues. In 1764 Presbytery was formed in order to prevent
the church form Roman Catholic influence. However, the municipal council kept the right to
decide on the pastors and school teachers’ office until 1770. Their decisions were copied into
the chruch’s protocollum. The church meeting or consistory (as they called themselves)
consisted of the pastor, the mayor of town, the notary of the town, four senators and two
“honourable” citizens. In 1771 every (Protestant) member of the town senate and four
representatives of the citizens were included.”® There is no reference to any model or even to
Biblical passages about presbytery. When the presbytery was fist formed it was also reasoned
that the church matters give too much occupation to the senators of the town.”' The members
of the presbytery were elected at the first time (the “honourable citizens by the whole
community) and it was a lifelong duty. If anybody died or the numbers were to be increased

* Often the court consisted of local senators and two or three invited Calvinist senators from the nearby Cegléd
and Kecskemét)

* Pest Megyei Levéltar Nagykorosi Fidklevéltara. I. Varosi Tanacs Jegyzékonyvei

“© NAGY, 2008, vol. II. p. 419-420.

*" MEDGYESI, 1650. p. 189.

®RACZ, 1997, p. 96-97.

* BARATH Béla Levente — OROSZ Adrienn: A presbiteri egyhdzkormanyzas kalvini értelmezése és hatésa
Magyarorszagon, Debreceni Szemle 2009 (XVII) 3-4. p. 371.

*% Raday Levéltar D 87 Kiskunhalas Reformatus Egyhazkoség Protocolluma Vol. 1/2. p. 67.

> Raday Levéltar D 87 Vol. 1/2. p. 15.



the presbytery followed the usual pattern of that age in Hungary™*: they themselves decided
the candidates and in the next round they voted on them. In terms of church discipline there
was a clear continuity after the establishment of presbitery. The (in)famous shame stone was
kept in use until the end of 18" century. The local town laws strictly punished immorality,
however it may not functioned perfectly because on the very first meeting of the presbitery in
1764 the members devoted themselves to strengthen the church discipline. The presbitery in
its first years was mainly occupied with moral issues. From the mid 1770’s the majority of the
discipline issues were the immorality of the teachers of the local Reformed school. In 1778
the personal responsibility of presbyters in not ignoring sin was underlined, however no actual
decision was recorded.”® The agenda of the presbytery was becoming more filled with
financial and school matters.>* The way the consistory operated and the members were elected
in Kiskunhalas (and also in other localities) clearly followed the pattern of town councils of
their time. It is no surprise, because that was the only model of a self-government body that
they could model in practice.

The Presbytery in Reformed church of Szabadszallas, another town of the Jaszkun district was
established in 1758 with eight members form the town senate and six members form the
community. Here the founding page is full of Biblical references and followed by a detailed
description how they should watch the good order and the morals of the church. A list of
offences was also recorded for which the presbytery had to reprove the sinner twice and if
there was no change of behaviour public penitence was effectuated.”

In the town of Kecskemét uniquely the Roman Catholic and Reformed community have lived
side by side since the 1564 agreement between the two congregations.”® By the mid 18"
century the number of Roman Catholic inhabitants significantly exceeded the Calvinists.”’
Though they lived under the lordship of the devoted Roman Catholic Kohary family™® it
seems that the town council, which consisted of both Roman Catholic and Calvinist senators
tried to be balanced in supporting both churches. Presbytery was established in the mid 17"
century’” however records start only from the 18" century. Prior to that the town’s magistrate
decided on church discipline including public penitence (eklézsiakovetés)®™ for major sins
such as adultery or blasphemy.®' In fact church discipline was part of the sentence. From the
18" century, when disciplinary issues were decided by the presbytery the close link remained
between church discipline and the town’s arbitrary decisions. The presbytery did not
investigate but accepted the investigation of the town’s court or the landlord’s court and
decided on a complementary ecclesiastical sentence.®” Even so the magistrates’ court referred
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to the law of Moses in the Bible in some cases, e.g. when they asked the landlord to execute
some persons who committed adultery in 1692.* The first remained decisions of the
presbytery date between 1715 to 1718 are rather notes written down by the pastor on the
blank pages of the church matricula. He only recorded issues that deserved the standing on the
shame stone, most of which was adultery. After some decades of silence the presbytery was
re-organized in 1755.%* Apparently according to the significant number of arbitrary issues
recorded that year the magistrate of Kecskemét was concerned about the moral status of the
town.®> The presbytery met in three subsequent days. On the first day they re-established the
statutes of presbytery and decided on liturgical matters. On the second day the presbytery
decided the general rules of church discipline. On the third day decisions were made on
specific issues.®® Church discipline became much more differentiated, not only focused on the
public penitence but on the reconciliation also. Such issues were the majority of the agenda in
the 1750 and 1760’s. Later moral issues became more rare until ceased completely form the
records of presbyters’s meetings in the 1780’s. The presbytery of the late 18" century
Kecskemét consisted of both citizens of the town and nobles living in town. The presbytery
elected the church officials (clergy, teachers and laity: curator and egyhazfi).

The establishment of presbytery in the town of Hodmezdvasarhely in 1757 was considered
necessary because of the negligence of town council members towards church business. But it
caused a real tension between the church and the town council. The town leaders were not
present in any of the meetings. In spite of the support of the landlord and his Protestant
bailiffs the first attempt to establish Presbytery failed after two years.®” In 1768 the visiting
archdeacon George Szikszai urged the town that the ecclesiastical matters should be
considered by a board meeting in the vicarage rather than by the town council.”® The next
record of coonsistory meeting is from 1778. This meeting was chaired by Benjamin Szdnyi,
local senior pastor and that time archdeacon of the Békés county. The members of hta
consistory were the two pastors and the town magistrates who that time did take part in the
meeting. They decided on the person of curator and on financial matters, and stated they
should meet regularly amplified with representatives of the ordinary citizens. However there
is no record of any consistory meeting until 1790. Meanwhile the town’s magistrates had
brought a suit against pastor Szényi. Church matters again had been recorded in the registry
of the town council. The third attempt under the leadership of the new pastor, Andreas Kiss
was proved to be sucessful. Meetings of the local Presbytery were held regularly
complemented with the representatives of the ordinary citizens. However the distinction
remained between the ‘outside leaders of the church’ (“eklézsia érdemes kiils6 el6ljaroi”) ie.
the town magistrates and the ordinary members. ®

So far it seems that the establishment of presbyteries was connected to the Reformed towns.
Medgyesi in regard to the uneducated status of serfdom suggested that presbyteries should
have been established in major towns, and then the light of these would spread to other
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areas.”’ Does that mean also that this stregthens the link between the Hungarian town and
Protestantism?

In the case of Gyongyods the town council was involved in the financial issues of the Roman
Catholic Church as well as in the appointment of the new priest or school teachers in the same
way as in the Reformed towns of Hungary.”' The town council was open only for Roman
Catholic citizens thus sometime the town interfered in church matters. In the 16™ and 17"
centuries the town council often protected the Roman Catholic church properties or Jesuits in
suits or form the anger of the Turkish authorities. In the late 17" century the Roman Catholic
priest successfully tried to reduce the dominance of the town’s magistrate on church
economics.”> When the Jesuits entered in the town of Gyongyds, the first thing they organized
was the religious education, which seemed to be successful.”” This function of the Jesuit order
clearly resembles the emphasis put on education by the Protestantism. The finances of the
Roman Catholic parish and the Franciscan monastery was run by lay “egyhdzfi” or syndicate
similar to the two curator’s office in the Reformed church. According to Molnar these go back
to the late medieval office of vitricius which was widespread in the towns and cities in
Hungary.”* The syndicate of the Roman Catholic parish was elected by the town council, thus
they had some control of the church’s finances, which often caused conflict with the priest.
These syndicates were usually citizens with nobility showing the high esteem of the office.”
The finances of the Jesuits in Gyongyds was based on will and donations from landlords and
the bishop of Eger, similarly as of the Protestant Church. The curators of the Reformed church
were usually nobles as well. In the years of ban of Protestant worship between 1711 and 1783
the Calvinist noblemen living in town met every year, wrote down an inventory of the
preserved belongings of the Reformed church and elected two caretakers who would keep
these for the following year.”® Molnar’s conclusion is that the administration by lay people of
both the Roman Catholic and Reformed churches was the development of late medieval town
administration and it was only the result of the minority status of the Calvinists that their
administration was not done by the town’s magistrates but by elected curators.”’ Also free
royal towns under Roman Catholic magistrates such as Szeged, Gydr, Pest, etc. had the right
to appoint their own Roman Catholic priest until the late 19" century.78 However presbytery
as an autonomous board of church members gathering in particular to discuss ecclesial
matters with representatives from the comunity also was absent from the Roman Catholic
towns and cities of that time. If there was any diference betwen the two confessions in terms
of function than it was the presbytery and especially its focus on church discipline.
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