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Church and Nation in the Slovak Republic 

TIMOTHY A. BYRNES 

Introduction 

Nationalism has returned to the forefront of East Central European politics. From 
Poland in the west to Bulgaria in the east national identity and national conflict have 
again become central issues, sometimes the central issue, in the politics of the region. 
This resurgence of national politics has been accompanied, not surprisingly, by a 
parallel resurgence of scholarly interest in nationalism. Whereas just recently social 
scientists were writing of the decline of the nation state, today my bookshelf is 
stocked with titles like Nationalism and Nationalities in the New Europe, Europe's 
New Nationalism, and Minorities: The New Europe's Old Issue. I 

This scholarship offers three basic explanations for the renaissance of nationalism 
that has followed the demise of communism. The simplest explanation offered is that 
contemporary nationalism is a reaction to the suppression of national autonomy 
during the Soviet era. The Soviet Union, this argument goes, suppressed nationalism 
throughout the region in the name of international socialism, and when the Soviet 
Union collapsed a reservoir of pent-up nationalism overflowed. A second argument, 
related to the first, is that the communist governments channelled nationalism but did 
not suppress it. Caplan and Feffer, for example, argue that far from 'hibernating' 
during the Cold War nationalism was put to use in support of communist regimes 
throughout the region. 2 When those regimes fell in the revolutions of 1989-91 
nationalism was standing ready to be expressed much more fully and confidently as 
an alternative organising framework for postcommunist governments. The third argu
ment advanced is that the rise of nationalism in the period since the Cold War has 
been the result of defensive political strategies devised and carried out by the old 
communist leadership.3 According to this argument communist leaders have cyni
cally adopted nationalist rhetoric and programmes, and exploited the aspirations of 
battered national populations, to prolong their own discredited status and power. 
Milosevic in Serbia is only the most egregious example of what Roszkowski has 
termed 'nomenklatura nationalism'.' 

My intention here is not to enter into this debate over the genesis of postcommu
nist nationalism. In fact, for my purposes I would stipulate that the explanation is 
some combination of these three arguments, blended in different measures in 
different contexts. Communist leaders and functionaries have certainly exploited 
nationalism for their own political benefit. But they have been able to do so 
effectively only because of the reservoir of nationalist feeling, and in many cases 
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resentment, that survived in East Central Europe despite decades of communist 
domination and manipulation. 5 The question I am interested in exploring here, 
however, is the role that religion plays in this return of nationalism to the centre of 
political life. In historical terms, of course, churches and religious leaders have been 
very closely associated with nationalism in East Central Europe. The Roman 
Catholic Church in Poland and Slovakia and the Orthodox Church in Serbia and 
Romania have been linked with the development and maintenance of autonomous 
nations, with or without the survival of autonomous states. And during the commu
nist era religion, where it survived in a vital condition, served mainly as a source of 
support for national aspirations.6 The Catholic Church in Poland, for example, was an 
influential advocate of Polish independence from Soviet control and an important 
repository of a distinctively Polish culture. 7 Following the demise of communism, 
however, the relationship between religion and nationalism has become far more 
ambiguous. This is especially true where religious leaders have been faced with 
governments headed by communists, or ex-communists, who have now cloaked 
themselves in nationalism. How should Christian churches, led by men who for 
better or worse are deeply committed to their national history and nationalist cause, 
respond to such governments? Should they support nationalist governments in order 
to solidify national political autonomy and advance their individual national culture? 
Or should they object to nationalist governments because of those governments' 
tendency to manipulate and exacerbate ethnic conflict as a tool of national mobilisa
tion? In a related sense, should the still recent memory of institutional and personal 
repression at the hands of the communist system cause religious leaders to distrust 
ex-communist politicians, regardless of the degree to which those politicians claim to 
have been reborn as social democrats, nationalists, or some combination of the two? 

These dynamic interactions among church, state and nation raise fundamental 
questions concerning the nature of politics and society in postcommunist Europe. In 
some cases these interactions bode well for the future; in others they are deeply 
disturbing. But nowhere is the relationship between church, state and nation more 
complicated, or more freighted with implications for the role of religion in post
communist politics, than in the Slovak RepUblic. Church and nation have shared a 
long history in Slovakia. The Catholic Church played a central role in the creation of 
a distinct Slovak national identity in the first place;" Catholic clergy led the first 
nominally independent Slovak state during the Second World War;9 and the current 
Slovak bishops have been, and continue to be, vocal supporters of Slovak sover
eignty and cultural autonomy. 10 

At the moment the Slovak government is headed by Prime Minister Vladimfr 
Meeiar, an ex-communist who has built his political base on nationalism. Following 
the fall of communism in Czechoslovakia in 1989 Meciar fanned the flames of anti
Czech resentment among the Slovak population and presided over the 'velvet 
divorce' from the Czech Republic. Once independence had been secured in 1993 he 
turned his attention to the ethnic Hungarians who were left on the Slovak side of the 
old Czechoslovak-Hungarian border. He used the presence of this 'anti-Slovak 
element' within the borders of the Slovak Republic to solidify his own nationalist 
credentials, and he placed anti-Hungarian policies like the law on the protection of 
the state language and the amendment for the preservation of the republic at the top 
of his government's agenda. 

In one sense, then, the Slovak Catholic hierarchy is faced with the same questions 
that face religious leaders throughout the region. How should a national church relate 
to a nationalist government? Should the Catholic bishops support Meciar as the 
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current embodiment of Slovak national aspirations? Should they, as Christian 
leaders, protest against his use of the Hungarian minority as an instrument of nation
alist mobilisation? Should they trust a government so closely associated in its 
personnel, and some of its policies, with a political system that tried just a few years 
ago to drive an independent Roman Catholic Church in Czechoslovakia out of exis
tence? At another level, however, the circumstances facing the Slovak Catholic 
hierarchy are complicated significantly by the fact that a majority of the ethnic 
Hungarian population living within the borders of the Slovak Republic is itself 
Roman Catholic. As a result the Slovak Catholic hierarchy, unlike that of many other 
churches in East Central Europe, is charged with the pastoral care of a largely unas
similated ethnic population that is, needless to say, deeply alienated from the current 
government. The Catholic Church in Slovakia, in other words, is more than an 
observer of, or even a participant in, ethnic conflict between Slovaks and Hun
garians. It is itself a central arena of that conflict. 

Using Slovakia, then, as an ideal case in which to explore the relationship between 
church and nation in a postcommunist state, I will address two closely related sets of 
questions. First, what is the current state of relations between the Slovak Catholic 
hierarchy and Vladimfr Meciar's government? How important are Meciar's nation
alist rhetoric and policies in determining the church's judgment of him and his 
governing record? Second, does the bishops' relationship with Meciar and his 
government affect in any way their relationship with Slovak nationalism more 
broadly? More specifically, has disillusionment with nomenklatura nationalism led 
the bishops to recast their own attitudes towards Slovak relations with the Hungarian 
minority, particularly the Catholic Hungarian minority, in their own midst? Once I 
have provided at least tentative answers to these questions in the Slovak case, I will 
return at the end of the article to more general considerations of church, state and 
nation in postcommunist Europe. 

The Church and Meciar 

In the beginning, which for our purposes refers to the period of 1992 and 1993 and 
the establishment of an independent Slovakia, Vladimir Meciar enjoyed the support 
of the Catholic hierarchy. The bishops, as I mentioned above, were deeply committed 
to the Slovak national cause, and they endorsed Meciar as the leading proponent of 
that cause in the contemporary context. Over the ensuing years, however, several 
Slovak bishops have become outspoken opponents of Meciar and his government. In 
part this opposition has resulted from the same disillusionment with Meciar's 
imperious governing style and suppression of dissent that has dismayed other former 
supporters of Meciar and his Movement for a Democratic Slovakia. In the case of the 
Catholic hierarchy, however, this opposition also has a more specific genesis. 

In early May of 1995 Prime Minister Meciar offered to establish a Catholic uni
versity on the grounds of what is now the University of Trnava." Since this particular 
university was already quite open to the church's influence the bishops saw no 
benefit in trading it in for a formal Catholic university. They wanted to leave the 
University of Trnava as it was, and instead open a fully autonomous Catholic uni
versity in the eastern city of Kosice, under the independent direction of the Slovak 
bishops and the Holy See. The bishops also feared the price that Meciar would exact 
for his 'gift' of a Catholic university in Trnava, and some of them saw his gesture as 
an effort to purchase the church's good will and compromise its independence in the 
days leading up to the pope's visit to Slovakia later that spring. 12 
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More importantly in the long run, however, this controversy over a Catholic 
university took place just as Prime Minister Meciar was engaged in a bitter power 
struggle with Michal Kovac, the president of the Slovak Republic. The details of this 
struggle are beyond the scope of this article, but suffice it to say that by spring 1995 
Meciar was in full attack against Kovac, seeking to eliminate the president as an 
alternative source of political power and constitutional legitimacy. The Bishops' 
Conference, under the leadership of its president Bishop Rudolf Balaz of Banska 
Bystrica, intervened in this struggle on the side of President Kovac. Balaz and a 
number of his colleagues had grown increasingly concerned about MeCiar's efforts to 
increase his power. They decided to express their reservations by issuing a public 
letter criticising the prime minister for his attacks on the president. 13 

As a result of this unusually direct intervention in Slovak politics by the Catholic 
hierarchy relations between the prime minister and the Bishops' Conference, particu
larly as represented in the person of Bishop Balaz, deteriorated rapidly. Charges and 
countercharges were exchanged. The bishops accused Meciar of hijacking democ
racy. Meciar questioned the bishops' commitment to the development of the Slovak 
state. Relations hit a new low late in 1995, however, when Bishop Balaz sold a 
painting, owned by the church, to a Swiss art dealer. The government responded to 
this seemingly innocuous transaction by launching a criminal investigation of the 
bishop, alleging that the sale amounted to the criminal expatriation of a national 
treasure. 14 Supporters of Balaz maintain that the whole episode - the Swiss dealer, the 
offer of purchase, and the sale itself - was concocted by the Slovak intelligence 
services for the purpose of embarrassing Balaz and of associating the Bishops' 
Conference with traitorous 'anti-Slovak' elements in society. The charge of a frame
up has never been proved; but agents of the government did enter and search Bishop 
Balaz' private apartment, while he was not present, in an effort to find (or plant?) 
evidence of his allegedly treasonous activities. 

Not surprisingly, this episode served only further to alienate many of the Slovak 
bishops from Meciar and his government. I interviewed Bishop Balaz during a recent 
trip to Slovakia, and I was surprised by the passion with which he denounced the 
'undemocratic' nature of Meciar's government and the urgency with which he 
warned of the danger Meciar posed to the long-term viability of the Slovak state. IS He 
was very forthright in his general opposition to the government. 

The Church and the Hungarian Opposition 

The fact that Bishop Balaz and a number of his colleagues in the Slovak Bishops' 
Conference have come to oppose MeCiar and his policies is for the purposes of this 
article, however, only the beginning of the story. The more important question is 
whether that opposition has led to any reevaluation of the church's conception of its 
own role in the Slovak nation, or of the church's own relationship with Slovakia's 
Hungarian minority. And the answer to this question is much less clear-cut. As I indi
cated above, nationalist rhetoric and law have been central building blocks of 
Vladimir Meciar's rule in the Slovak RepUblic. The prime minister has used Slovak 
resentment of Czechs and mistrust of Hungarians to solidify his standing with the 
public and to brand opposition to him and his programme as 'anti-Slovak'. Over the 
last couple of years two bills in particular - the law on the use of the state language 
and the law for the preservation of the republic - have been especially significant in 
this regard; and in both cases Meciar has been directly opposed on these bills by the 
Hungarian parties in the Slovak parliament and by the Slovak Bishops' Conference. 
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The language law, passed in 1995, mandated the use of the Slovak language in all 
legal and administrative matters within the Slovak Republic, and made the use of 
other languages (read: Hungarian) in such settings a crime punishable by a sizeable 
fine. Public support for this law grew out of the deep attachment that many Slovaks 
feel toward their language; the fine distinctions between the Slovak and Czech 
languages are after all central to the cultural and political distinctions so dear to 
Slovaks. One problem with the law, however, is that it seems directly to contradict 
the Slovak constitution. '6 For that reason the government has from the start promised 
to reconcile statute law and constitutional law by passing another bill on the legal use 
of minority languages in public matters. At the time of this writing, however, no 
concrete steps have yet been taken by the government in that direction, and few 
people in the Slovak Republic actually believe that such a law will be passed under 
the current government. '7 

The significant fact here, however, is not the government's intentions but rather 
that the government was opposed not only by the Hungarian community within the 
Slovak Republic but also by the Slovak Catholic hierarchy. For their part, the bishops 
reacted very negatively to implications in the original draft bill that all religious cere
monies would have to be conducted in the Slovak language. Along with the 
Hungarian Bishops' Conference in Budapest and the Holy See in Rome they success
fully appealed to the government to exempt marriages, funerals and other religious 
services from the version of the bill that was finally passed into law. The Catholic 
bishops' position had nothing whatever to do with the general language rights of the 
Hungarian population. The bishops simply wanted the church to be left alone by the 
government to carry out its pastoral duties in the manner and in the language that 
they, the bishops, thought best. And, to be sure, the urgency of the bishops' opposi
tion receded once their institutional autonomy had been reaffirmed in the bill's final 
form. Nevertheless, by publicly opposing one of the government's central nationalist 
proposals the bishops robbed the prime minister of a potentially useful ally in 
the 'defence of the state language' and offered support, albeit indirectly, to the 
arguments being put forward in the Hungarian community. 

Similar circumstances have surrounded the government's push for a so-called law 
on the preservation of the republic. This law, one of the most controversial in 
contemporary Slovakia, would make it a crime to criticise the government in certain 
ill-defined ways. IS It is a sweeping law, covering many different kinds and sources of 
dissent, but it is clearly targeted at least in part at Hungarian politicians within 
Slovakia, and in particular at statements those politicians make while abroad, in 
Hungary and elsewhere. The Catholic bishops have been prominent opponents of the 
government on this bill. A number of them released a statement condemning the 
government's proposal in very blunt terms, and Balaz has cited this proposal as 
central evidence of the government's lack of commitment to democracy and an open 
society.'9 Again, the church's opposition to the law on the preservation of the 
republic is basically unrelated to the rights of Hungarians. The bishops who oppose 
this law do so not because it will restrict the freedoms of Hungarians, but because, in 
Balaz' words, they 'can remember how the church was oppressed by similar laws in 
the recent past'. 20 Regardless of their motivation, however, it is again politically 
significant both that the bishops oppose the bill in the first place and that their oppo
sition to the bill allies them with the Hungarian parties against Meciar and his 
Movement for a Democratic Slovakia. 
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The Church and Nationalism 

It is crucial, however, that we neither overestimate the level of comity between the 
bishops and the Hungarian parties (the level is actually remarkably low), nor mis
understand the church's general approach to Slovak national interests. The bishops' 
disaffection with Meciar, and their opposition to some of his policies, has brought 
them some unexpected Hungarian bedfellows. But that does not mean that the 
bishops have eschewed their traditional commitment to Slovak nationalism. 

First of all, not all members of the Slovak Catholic hierarchy have been as 
outspoken as Bishop Balaz has been in regard to Meciar and his policies. Cardinal 
Jan Chryzostom Korec of Nitra and Archbishop Jan Sokol of Trnava, to name two, 
were among the most outspoken supporters of the prime minister in 1992-93, and 
they remain much more positive in their outlook than do many of their colleagues in 
the Bishops' Conference. Sokol, it should be added, is often disparaged, both inside 
and outside the church, for his collaboration with the communist government before 
1989; but that does not change the fact that Balaz, as president of the Bishops' 
Conference, does not speak for the entire Slovak hierarchy.21 

Even on the level of individual bishops, moreover, it is necessary to distinguish 
between a bishop's attitude towards Meciar on the one hand and that bishop's 
commitment to Slovak nationalism on the other. Indeed, Balaz himself has revealed 
his own national leanings by expressing his personal admiration for Fr Jozef Tiso, 
leader of Slovakia's Nazi client state during the Second World War. 22 Balaz has said 
that he has an 'entirely positive' view of this nominally autonomous state, and he has 
called for 'objective' research into Tiso's deportation of Jews to the Nazi death 
camps." To Slovaks, and others familiar with the codewords of Slovak history and 
politics, this endorsement of Tiso also implies support for a particular historical iden
tification between the Slovak nation and the Slovak Catholic Church. 

It is this identification, of course, this distinctively Catholic nationalism, that lies at 
the heart of the hierarchy'S relationship with the Hungarian minority within the 
Slovak Catholic Church. If the Catholic bishops' own nationalism is receding, either 
because of their experience under Meciar or for any other reason, then we might 
expect there to be a lessening of ethnic divisions within the Slovak church itself. The 
available evidence on this question is admittedly limited and impressionistic, but the 
picture it paints is not a very hopeful one. 

Hungarian Catholics in a Slovak Church 

The territory that comprises modern day Slovakia was for centuries part of the 
Kingdom of Hungary. The Slovaks were a linguistically and in part culturally distinct 
people, but the territory on which they lived was considered an integral part of the 
Hungarian state. Following the First World War and the Treaty of Trianon, however, 
that Hungarian state was disassembled and the Slovak people, along with a good 
number of Hungarians living in Slovak territory (or what they called Northern 
Hungary), joined the Czechs in the Czechoslovak Republic. This ethnic configuration 
was problematic from the very beginning, as Slovaks spent the interwar years 
resenting Czech dominance and, with some justification, fearing Hungarian irreden
tism. That is why so many Slovaks welcomed the creation of an 'autonomous' 
Slovakia during the Second World War, regardless of how illusory the autonomy 
actually was. 

After the reconstitution of the Czechoslovak state following the war, and after the 
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imposition of communism, these simmering disputes, along with any number of 
other ethnic conflicts in Yugoslavia, Romania, and elsewhere, were subordinated in 
one way or another to the dictates of international socialist solidarity. The Czech
Slovak dispute reemerged in 1989, of course, and resulted in the split of 1993. The 
Slovak-Hungarian ethnic conflict endures in Slovakia, however, as a result of the 
fact that the Slovak Republic inherited from the Czechoslovak federation the 
Hungarian communities stretched along the new Slovak-Hungarian border in the 
south. 

Speaking to Slovaks and Hungarians about this history, and about ethnic relations 
in today's Slovak Republic, is a dizzying experience. The interpretations that the two 
sides place on history, and the ways in which the two sides perceive current circum
stances, are often diametrically opposed to one another. Listening to these interpreta
tions and perceptions is like reading two entirely different histories or like experi
encing two entirely different contemporary realities simultaneously. Significantly, 
these differences are no less apparent within the Slovak Catholic Church than they 
are in Slovak society at large. There is no disputing the fact that Slovaks dominate 
the Catholic Church within the borders of the Slovak Republic. The disputes arise 
over whether or not that dominance implies repression or mistreatment. Basically, 
there are three related issues of contention: the lack of a Hungarian bishop in the 
Slovak Bishops' Conference; the shortage of Hungarian priests in Southern Slovakia; 
and the availability of services and sacraments for both Hungarians and Slovaks in 
mixed ethnic communities. 

First of all, there is no distinct Hungarian diocese in the Slovak RepUblic. The 
Hungarian popUlation is spread out along a wide swath in Southern Slovakia, resi
dent in a number of separate dioceses. Moreover, there is no bishop of 'Hungarian 
blood','· explicitly authorised to serve the specific pastoral needs of the Hungarian 
Catholic community. That community, or to be more exact, elements of that commu
nity, have expressed dissatisfaction over the lack of a Hungarian bishop. Petitions 
calling for either a Hungarian diocese or a specially constituted Hungarian bishop 
have been circulated and sent to the pope; pressure has been applied on the Slovak 
hierarchy to support these requests; and annual prayer meetings in southern Slovakia 
have turned into mass demonstrations in favour of the establishment of a diocesan 
seat in the city of Komarno.25 

The response of the Slovak Bishops' Conference to these efforts has been a collec
tive shrug of the shoulders. There is simply no need for a Hungarian bishop, they 
argue, because the needs of the Hungarian communities are being met perfectly well 
by Slovak bishops. They point out that the diocese of Trnava, which has a high 
percentage of Hungarian residents in the areas surrounding the cities of Bratislava 
and Komarno, already has two auxiliary bishops, Bishops T6th and Filo, who speak 
perfectly good Hungarian. 26 And they conclude that the whole question of a 
Hungarian bishop on Slovak territory is (a) a political provocation on the part of 
Hungarian politicians both in Slovakia and in Hungary itself, and (b) moot, since the 
Holy See has clearly refused to structure diocesan jurisdiction on ethnic linesY 

This argument over a Hungarian bishop also stirs up sharply divergent interpreta
tions of the history of Slovak Catholicism under Hungarian rule, particularly in the 
nineteenth century. Hungarians tend to stress that many Slovaks rose to the rank of 
bishop in the old Hungarian state, and that at least one Slovak bishop even served as 
primate of Hungary. Slovaks, on the other hand, prefer to point out that these Slovak 
bishops advanced only because they spoke the Hungarian language and accepted 
Hungarian cultural hegemony. Indeed, they argue that advancement in the church 
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was used as an instrument of 'magyarisation', the carrot offered with the stick of 
forced assimilation of Slovaks into the Hungarian nation. 

The second dispute, closely related to the first, concerns the shortage of ethnic 
Hungarian priests within the Slovak Republic. Some Hungarians argue that the 
shortage is a result of Slovak discrimination, both during the communist era, when 
the Slovak hierarchy kept Hungarians off the very short list of young men admitted 
to seminaries, and today, when those seminaries continue to refuse to offer theo
logical training in the Hungarian language. The Slovak bishops and their supporters 
argue that the problem, insofar as they admit there is a problem, results from one 
simple factor: a lack of priestly vocations in the Hungarian community. The reasons 
offered for the shortage vary from a low Hungarian birthrate to Hungarian secularism 
and anticlericalism, but all agree that the vocation crisis is driven by factors internal 
to the Hungarian population rather than by Slovak discrimination.2

" The bishops 
maintain that Hungarians are welcome at Slovak seminaries (to study in Slovak, of 
course), and that Hungarian candidates are free to travel to Budapest for training and 
then to return to take up pastoral duties in the Hungarian and mixed communities of 
Slovakia.29 

Finally, there is the issue of the actual provision of services and sacraments in the 
ethnically mixed cities, towns and villages of southern Slovakia. Again, some 
Hungarians contend that the Slovak priests assigned to these communities speak little 
or no Hungarian; that services in Hungarian are either not offered at all or offered at 
inconvenient times; and, in an echo of earlier Slovak complaints of magyarisation, 
that the church is a witting instrument of assimilation rather than a voice in support 
of ethnic diversity. Slovak Catholic leaders counter that all Slovak priests assigned to 
the south speak Hungarian competently; that sufficient services are offered in both 
Slovak and Hungarian; and that the Slovak priests are instructed by their bishops to 
treat all their parishioners, Slovak or Hungarian, equally, as members of one Slovak 
church. Some outside the Bishops' Conference, clearly with a political axe to grind, 
go even further and argue that it is actually Hungarian priests who are discriminating 
against Slovak parishioners in these ethnically mixed communities.30 

I do not intend here to determine or even to assess the veracity of these claims and 
counterclaims. Such a task, to be done properly, would require lengthy residence in 
southern Slovakia, and careful examination of schedules of masses, linguistic skills 
and pastoral practice. I will, however, say that on the face of it both sets of 
contentions appear to have some validity. Hungarian politicians both in Slovakia and 
in Hungary certainly do use issues like the lack of a Hungarian bishop or the shortage 
of Hungarian priests as tools in an ethnic mobilisation programme that has little 
directly to do with the pastoral needs of Hungarian Catholics. Indeed, many of the 
arguments I have recounted above were made most forcefully to me by Hungarian 
politicians in the Slovak Republic. On the other hand, however, the Slovak bishops' 
claims of evenhandedness, comity and pastoral concern for 'their' Hungarians seem 
rather disingenuous, if not patronising.31 The petitions to the pope, the entreaties to 
the Slovak Bishops' Conference and the mass prayer meetings, to cite a few 
examples, are not made up by Hungarian politicians. They are real. In an important 
sense, however, any independent judgment I might offer on these three areas of 
conflict would be largely beside the point. The very fact that the arguments I have 
recounted take place - and they do - is enough to establish that ethnic conflict 
persists within the Catholic Church in the Slovak Republic. Even discounting for 
Slovak platitudes and Hungarian hyperbole, we are left with a church that continues 
to divide itself institutionally, linguistically and pastorally along ethnic lines. 
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Conclusion 

What conclusions, then, can we draw from this review of relations among church, 
state and nation in the Slovak Republic? First of all, it seems clear that the leadership 
of the Slovak Catholic Church, or much of it anyway, has grown weary of Vladimir 
Meciar's rule and has become willing, even anxious, to express forthright opposition 
to the prime minister and his policies. Some bishops do remain close to Meciar, but 
for the formal leadership of the Bishops' Conference neither Meciar's nationalism 
nor his attempts to ally himself with the church's institutional interests have inocu
lated him from criticism. On the contrary, the proposals and policies that are most 
transparently designed to excite the national pride and resentments of the Slovak 
people (for example the language law and the law on the preservation of the republic) 
are just the proposals and policies that have been opposed most strenuously by 
Bishop Balaz and his colleagues. Indeed, this fact may be the most hopeful aspect of 
the whole scenario in terms of the prospects for ethnic reconciliation between 
Slovaks and Hungarians. As I mentioned above, the church's statements and actions 
pertaining to these issues have robbed the government of a potentially influential 
nationalist ally. Bela Bugar, chairman of the Hungarian Christian Democratic 
Movement in Bratislava and Jan Gabor, director of the Slovak Foreign Ministry's 
Division of 'Countrymen and the Human Dimension', agree on very little, particu
larly when it comes to ethnic relations in the Slovak Republic. But each used the 
same word - 'calming' - to describe the effect they thought the church was having 
on ethnic tensions in the south.32 At the same time, however, the leadership of the 
church, including Balaz and his supporters, seems still to be wedded to a kind of 
national Catholicism that reflects rather than reconciles ethnic divisions. The bishops, 
in short, remain deeply committed to the Slovak national cause, and to the special 
historic relationship between that cause and the Catholic Church. As a result, they are 
willing to tolerate the Hungarians in their midst, and even happily to offer them 
pastoral services - so long as those Hungarians remain members of a Slovak Catholic 
Church. In practice, then, the Catholicism that unites so many citizens of the Slovak 
Republic has apparently not overcome the national identities that divide them. 

It seems to me that this last, less hopeful, observation is the aspect of the Slovak 
situation that is most directly relevant to the relationship between religion and nation
alism in postcommunist Europe more generally. The Slovak Catholic Church, after 
all, would seem to be among the most likely of churches to play a constructive role in 
the ethnic politics of postcommunist Europe. In the former Yugoslavia, for example, 
Orthodox Serbs square off against Catholic Croats and Muslims in Bosnia. In 
Romania, Orthodox Romanians have to live and come to terms with the Calvinist and 
Catholic Hungarian populations of Transylvania. The fact that religious identity has 
not been able to subordinate national identity in Slovakia, where much of the 
majority and minority belongs to the same church, does not bode well for the poten
tial influence of religious leaders in these other cases where the religious and national 
cleavages reinforce each other. 

Religious leaders in other states may join Slovak Catholics in rejecting ex
communist governments and their nomenklatura nationalism. In fact, they have done 
just that in both Serbia and Romania. But the experience of the Catholic Church in 
the Slovak Republic suggests that those religious leaders are not so likely to reject 
the nationalism and ethnic divisions that those ex-communist governments have 
manipulated so successfully. Renewed conflict between church and government, in 
other words, does not necessarily imply new distance between church and nation. 
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