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Editorial

The Theological and Ecclesiastical 
Significance of the Recent Canonizations in 
the Romanian Orthodox Church

In 2025, the Romanian Orthodox Church has witnessed a moment of 
profound spiritual renewal and affirmation through the canonization of 
sixteen new saints — holy confessors and martyrs from the twentieth 
century. This event, proclaimed on February 4, coinciding with the centenary 
of the Patriarchate of Romania, is more than a liturgical formality; it is a 
reinvigoration of memory, identity, and theological continuity in a world 
that has often seemed disorienting. 

One of the most important theological outcomes of these canonizations 
is the recovery of historical memory, especially of those who suffered 
under persecution, totalitarianism, and ideological oppression. Many of 
the newly canonized — such as Father Dumitru Stăniloae, Father Ilie 
Lăcătușu, Father Ilarion Felea, and others — lived through eras of harsh 
repression, witnessing to the faith under great risk. By recognizing them as 
saints, the Church affirms that holiness is possible not only in monasteries 
separated from history but in the thick of historical struggle. This serves 
as a corrective to any spiritual amnesia, reminding faithful Christians that 
suffering for the faith is woven into our recent past, and that sacrifice, 
confession, and martyrdom are not abstractions but real, embodied, often 
painful realities.

The theology of sainthood in Orthodox Christianity holds that saints 
are paradigmatic, both in their union with God and in their service to 
others. The sixteen saints canonized are predominantly confessors and 
martyrs of the twentieth century — those who confessed the Orthodox 
faith despite pressure from communist regimes, ideological atheism, and 
various forms of coercion. Their lives incarnate the patristic emphasis on 
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martyria (witness) and metanoia (repentance), showing that faith in Christ 
is not merely dogmatic assent but lived commitment, often costly. The 
theological significance lies in showing that sanctity is not limited to a 
distant past but a present possibility.

Furthermore, these canonizations emphasize the importance of the 
person in Orthodox anthropology: each saint’s life, decisions, sufferings, 
and interior struggle become part of the Church’s spiritual patrimony. 
They are not legendary heroes but real human beings whose lives testify 
to the grace of asceticism, prayer, and pastoral love. Their inclusion in the 
Calendar means that their feast-days will bring to the liturgical life of the 
Church concrete examples for imitation. 

On the ecclesial level, the canonization of these saints serves multiple 
roles. First, unity: by bringing together the faithful in communities across 
all the Romanian Orthodox eparchies, proclaiming common feast days, 
reading the lives of the saints, and venerating them in common liturgy, 
the Church strengthens its internal communion. The “local proclamations” 
in different eparchies ensure that this is not a distant or abstract event but 
rooted in local memory, local churches, local families. Second, identity: 
this year has been dedicated by the Church as the Anul comemorativ al 
duhovnicilor şi mărturisitorilor ortodocşi români din secolul al XX-lea 
(the Commemorative Year of Romanian Orthodox spiritual fathers and 
confessors of the twentieth century), alongside the Centenary of the 
Patriarchate and the 140th anniversary of Autocephaly. The canonizations 
thus are not isolated honors but part of a broader project of reaffirming 
what it means to be Romanian Orthodox in the modern age: faithfulness 
under persecution, theological richness, pastoral authenticity. They 
reinforce that the Church’s history is not merely political or cultural but 
spiritual. Third, pastoral renewal: saints provide models, encouragement, 
and hope. In an era marked by relativism, secularization, and temptation 
to compromise, having recent saints — figures who lived through modern 
trials — offers believers living examples of how Orthodoxy addresses 
concrete ethical, spiritual, and societal challenges. These saints’ writings, 
sermons, life stories become resources for preaching, teaching, catechesis. 
For example, Dumitru Stăniloae’s theological work continues to influence 
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global Orthodox theology; Ilie Lăcătușu and Ilarion Felea offer models of 
priestly courage and mission. 

Canonization is not just recognition but sacramental in its implications: 
the saints are entered into the Church’s liturgical calendar; they receive 
troparia, canon, iconographic representation. Their relics become points of 
pastoral contact. Their feast days bring liturgies, processions, pilgrimages. 
In Orthodox ecclesiology, saints are intercessors: the faithful believe they 
pray for us now. By canonizing modern confessors and martyrs, the Church 
affirms that intercession is not an ancient, remote doctrine, but a present 
reality. Furthermore, these rituals anchor liturgical time: feast days remind 
us yearly of particular virtues, sufferings, and examples — they punctuate 
the Christian year not just with holidays, but with theological teaching.

Canonization carries also responsibilities. Authenticity is crucial: 
the lives of the saints must be thoroughly investigated; their teachings, if 
written, must be examined for orthodoxy. Some of the newly canonized 
figures have had parts of their lives or public stances that are controversial or 
difficult (especially under complex historical circumstances). The Church 
must hold holy memory with humility, acknowledging that sanctity is not 
coterminous with perfection, but that every human life remains marked 
by weakness even as it is transformed by grace. Additionally, pastoral 
outreach must take advantage of canonizations: the faithful, particularly 
the young, should be educated about these new saints, not merely as 
historical or decorative figures, but as models for Christian living.

The canonization in 2025 of sixteen confessors and martyrs by the 
Romanian Orthodox Church is a deeply theological act with ecclesiastical 
significance. It reclaims history, affirms theological continuity, and 
strengthens the faithful’s sense of identity and hope. In a time when many 
aspects of society are in flux, these newly canonized saints serve as living 
witnesses to the Orthodox path: to love God above fear, to stand firm under 
suffering, to live with integrity and faith even when martyrdom seems 
abstract or distant. Their memory is now woven into the liturgical fabric of 
the Church; their lives are offered as guides, their intercession as comfort. 
Thus, the recent canonizations are not merely events of the calendar — 
they are gifts and calls: gifts of grace, calls to imitate.
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