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An attractive topic for historians, theologians, philosophers, writers or journalists alike, the
“Burning Bush”/ “Rugul Aprins” group from Antim benefited from memorialistic and
historiographical recoveries placing it in a general image of exemplarity. Whether it is the
exemplarity of an inherent anti-communism (“spiritual opposition” to communism, “resistance
through faith”), the exemplarity of political detachment (“cultural circle”, “spiritual circle) or the
ideal of “living conviviality” between clerics and scholars (“intellectuals and the Church”), the
“Burning bush” retains its quality of being a paradigm for each of these situations.

The “Burning Bush” defines, stricto senso, a group of intellectuals who in the mid-1940s
were the promoters of a cultural and theological circle gathered around the Orthodox Christian
monastery of Antim in central Bucharest. As a result of lasting friendships and cultural and
religious affinities dating back to the interwar period, the spiritual circle “Burning Bush” also had
an official formula, under the name of “Our Lady of the Burning Bush Association”. The activity
of the association consisted of meetings/conferences open to the public on Sunday afternoons.

The “experiment” proposed at Antim as well as the “solution” found by the Burning Bush
for life during communism remain original enough to intrigue and continue to attract the sympathy
of researchers from various fields. The episode of the imprisonment of the members of the
“Burning Bush” is also representative for the repressive policies of the communist regime of the
late 1950s, which did not target “political” enemies in the common sense of the word - those who
actively sought to overthrow the “state order” - but those who thought, wrote and dreamed of
horizons other than socialism. Therefore, the study of “The Burning Bush” from Antim is at the
confluence of very different thematic historiographies, being able to provide an answer for each
of them.



First of all, the history of the “Burning Bush” coincides with pages from the history of the
Romanian Orthodox Church during the communist regime. It is not only about the “underground”
church, in prisons, but even about the official one: Archimandrite Benedict Ghius was for a short
time patriarchal vicar and abbot at the Antim monastery (1949), he was priest at the Patriarchal
Cathedral between 1955-1958 and 1964-1974, and he was also the confessor of Patriarch Justinian
and his close collaborator.

Secondly, the political detention of the members of the “Burning Bush” connects the
research theme with the universe of the Romanian gulag, with the topics of repression, memory
and suffering. Most of the intellectuals and clerics arrested in the group experienced detention in
Aiud, the prison destined for intellectual and cultural elites, while the young people arrested
generally experienced the Gherla and Periprava prisons.

The life before and after the detention of the survivors of the “Burning Bush”, accurately
documented in the Securitate files, favours explorations from the sphere of daily life and private
life under communism. We cannot neglect the aspects of biography and identity either. The
“Burning bush” can also be discussed in terms of religious identities in communism, since their
anchoring in the mystical and hesychast tradition of Orthodoxy differed radically from the “social
apostolate” Christianity promoted by the Romanian Orthodox Church. In addition to the fact that
the local church tradition was not open to the elitist model of monk-scholar, the new desideratum
of co-habitation with the communist regime had also imposed the promotion of a “mass”
Christianity with anti-bourgeois, anti-elitist and anti-intellectual accents. This explains how, in the
era, other clerics’ perceptions of the “Burning Bush” members sometimes ranged from accusations
of pro-Catholicism and Westernism to “unhealthy” mystical prayer practices. The interweaving of
the mystical side and of the internalized prayer with the rigor of the intellectual study created,
therefore, for the “Burning Bush”, a distinct identity within the Romanian Orthodox traditional
spirituality.

Then, the story of the Burning Bush is also a matter of biographies. Although it is important
to emphasize that the biography of the Burning Bush is more (and at the same time, less) than the
sum of the individual biographies of its members, a prosopography approach could highlight the
typology of the Christian intellectual from the mystical circle of the “Burning Bush”. The common
points of the biographies and long-term spiritual affinities can outline a possible profile of the
participant in the “Burning Bush”, while biographical divergences indicate the different, individual

capitalization of the mystical experience, reflected in each of these people’s destinies.

Motivation of the research



The research started from my interest in intellectuals and clergy who experienced political
detention, an interest starting from my undergraduate research (on interwar intellectual and
cultural typologies) and master’s degree (where | extensively explored the biography of an
interwar intellectual who died during political detention, Mircea Vulcdnescu).

Because the “Burning Bush” is not an entirely unknown topic to the Romanian public and
has benefited from so many recoveries in the public sphere, in memory, and in memorialistic
literature, a historical research focused exclusively on reconstruction would not have decisively
enriched knowledge in the field, therefore | decided to place the focus of my analysis on
interpretation. Thus, the thesis aims to bring originality through method and interpretation:
working with oral history sources, understanding and analysing Securitate documents through
discourse analysis.

The intrigue of my research started from the finding that, despite the fact that more than 20
years have passed since the opening of the archives of the National Council for the Study of
Security, the publication and capitalization of numerous documents, occasionally result in a use of
the documents without an appropriate methodology. Of course, this is not an indispensable
requirement for working with Securitate archives, but the fact that some researchers either do not
identify ideological interpositions as such in the language of the files or, on the other hand,
exaggerate them (this leading to a bias on their interpretations and reconstructions) led me to an
attempt of understanding how ideologization and instrumentalization function within the
Securitate documents. In this regard, the research has experimented with various methodological
solutions in order to properly explain how the language of these documents works: their semantics,
narrativity and argumentation, the consequences and the impact on the content of the archive, its
operation and the meaning of terms. At the same time, the methodological explorations within the
thesis represent a useful exercise for a better understanding of the realities of the era, which directly

influenced the production of the discourse of the files.

Research objectives

The research pursues two major objectives: the reconstruction of the history of the
“Burning Bus” and the interpretation of the Securitate archives with the help of discourse analysis.
The research aims at recovering the history and memory of the “Burning Bush" with the help of a
rigorous critique of the archive document but also of the memorialistic literature or oral sources,

within a conscious recovery of the narrative element and the quality of history as a representation.

Short history of the topic



The “Burning Bush” from the Antim monastery is one of the examples of ideological,
cultural and spiritual opposition towards the values of the communist regime. Asserting itself as
an association that gave birth to a cultural and spiritual effervescence in Bucharest in the 1940s
around the Antim monastery, the creation of the “Burning Bush” started from friendship and from
cultural and spiritual affinities dating back to the interwar period and the Second World War.

A first initiative of “spiritual retreat” took place in Chernivtsi in 1943, at the initiative of
Metropolitan Tit Simedrea. Simedrea had previously studied at Oxford, from where he returned
with ideas regadring the need for a “regeneration”, a “recovery” of Orthodoxy through a deeply
Christian life, with deep respect for dogmas, etc. This religious and cultural project and its values
were blisfully transposed in the space of the Antim monastery. The Antim group also held a legal
existence, in the form of the “Our Lady of the Burning Bush Association”, which aimed at “a
deeper research and experience of Orthodox teaching and piety.” The historical context captures
the period of transition and the aggressive expansion of communism, as well as the group’s
approach - a combination of spirituality and culture, centred on the prayer of the heart (also called
the heart prayer, the unceasing prayer, or the Jesus prayer).

In 1948 the association was disbanded and the meetings in Antim stopped, with the
replacement of abbot Vasile Vasilache with Valerian Zaharia, agreated by the communist regime.
Patriarch Justinian's decision to disperse the most important monks from the Antim group across
the country could be explained by Justinian’s attempt to ensure their protection from direct
Securitate surveillance: Sandu Tudor/ ieromonk Agaton moved to Crasna monastery, and Benedict
Ghius and Andrei Scrima to Neamt (1950-1954). The Securitate would go on to stage a trial for
alleged war crimes against Hieromonk Agaton, who is detained at the Danube-Black Sea Canal
between 1949-1952. Following his imprisonment, Sandu Tudor entered Slatina monastery,
eventually becoming the abbot of the Rarau hermitage. From time to time, he descended to
Bucharest to reassert the spiritual connections with his friends from Antim, especially after 1954-
1955, when Benedict Ghius also returns to Bucharest, initially as a minister priest at the Darvari
monastery, and then at the Patriarchal Cathedral.

During the 1950s, the meetings between the remaining members of Antim took place either
at the Plumbuita monastery, or in the house of Alexandru Mironescu, or by visiting Father Benedict
Ghius at the Patriarchate. The activity that had consecrated the Antim group: conferences, lectures,
debates inside the liturgical frame continued on a much smaller scale after 1948, at Plumbuita
Monastery, “where, for almost ten years, there were much smaller meetings, small-circle lectures,
more like exchanging impressions and reviews of the few specialized magazines that entered the

country”.



In the summer of 1956, Architecture student George Vasai (who first met Sandu Tudor
/Father Daniil in 1952-1953), went on a trip to the monasteries of Moldova along two other
colleagues of his, Nicolae Radulescu and Emanoil Mihailescu; while at Slatina, Vasai urged his
friends to visit together hieroskemamonk Daniil and the Rarau hermitage/skete. Once there, the
three friends become captivated by Daniil’s personality and by his huge culture, so after their
return to Bucharest they decide to occasionally visit the house of the Mironescu family, to listen
to Daniil and meet with him. In the summer of 1957, hieroskemamonk Daniil organized a
symposium at Rarau, proposing a spiritual program after the model of the 1943 Chernivtsi spiritual
retreat. Both this initiative and the meetings in the Mironescu house were documented
informatively by the Securitate, who finds out about the activity of the “mystic circle” members’
meeting at Alexandru Mironescu’s home and starts the verifications in order to follow up.

After a year and a half of informative tracking, in June 1958 most of the members who
formed “Burning Bush” group were arrested, even if some were related to the meetings in the
Mironescu house or not; even if they were only acquaintances or if they had seldom met. The
members of the arrested group are (in the order in which they appear in the Criminal files of the
Securitate): Sandu Tudor, Alexandru Fageteanu, Benedict Ghius, Roman Braga, Sofian Boghiu,
Felix Dubneac, Arsenie Papacioc, Alexandru Mironescu, George Vasai, Serban Mironescu,
Nicolae Radulescu, Grigore Dan Pistol, Gheorghe Dabija, Vasile Voiculescu, Dumitru Staniloae,
Emanoil Mihailescu. The trial took place in October 1958, and the sentence was given in early
November: the sentences ranged from 5 to 25 years in prison.

The fact that the group included people who had nothing to do with the meetings held in
the Mironescu house (such as Fageteanu, Papacioc, Braga) indicates that the composition of the
group was supposed to prove a legionary plot against the state (those above-mentioned had
previous legionary affiliations, abandoned and not further pursued). The narrative underlying the
sentence claims that these “legionary elements” (including Sandu Tudor), “and others, to hide their
past, entered the monastery and became monks.” The issue is broader, because the repressive
reasoning is linked, in this case, to the measures taken by the regime against the monasteries for
the same reasons. In this context, the meetings in Bucharest are assimilated to “religious gatherings
that carried out an intense legionary activity”, despite previous reports that spoke about the
subversive activity of a “mystical religious circle”.

The period analysed in the thesis occupies especially the years 1945-1958 (the year 1945
marking the official beginning of the Antim meetings, and 1958 - the arrest, trial and conviction
of the group), with some extensions until the 1970s, for certain case studies that include the
biographies of some members. In addition to all the aspects mentioned regarding the novelty and

importance of the research topic, the reconstruction of the history of the “Burning Bush” group
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from Antim is also an attempt at microhistory, at the intersection with reference moments from the
history of Romanian communism.

The methodology chosen for the analysis of the files borrows ideas and concepts from the
sphere of discourse analysis, applied to the field of history. The research aims to represent a unique
contribution in the process of historical reconstruction, based on written testimonies, oral and
documents, and especially aims to become an original initiative in understanding the Securitate
documents on the “Burning Bush”. It is also worth mentioning that the reconstruction of some pre-
and post-detention biographies for some of the “core” members of the “Burning Bush”, based on
unpublished documentary sources, is part of a more general trend of recent historiography to return
to biography as a historical genre.

Despite limitations related to the physical aspects of research in archives and in the field,
the expected results include: the use of original documentary sources from the Securitate archives,
as well as oral testimonies from people who participated directly in the phenomenon; the
reconstruction of biographies and events, based on the information from the archives; also the
identification of some ideas and concepts from the sphere of discourse analysis that could represent
a valid methodological framework useful for the historian and researcher working with the

Securitate archives.
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