The Reformed Church in Transcapathia
Information Letter

BACKGROUND: THE REFORMED CHURCH IN TRANSCARPATHIA

Transcarpathia (or Zakarpattia) is the westernmost oblast of Ukraine. The region of Transcarpathia
has a distinct historical identity with numerous minority demographics living together peacefully.
Its administrative centre is the city of Uzhhorod; other major cities are Mukachevo, Khust,
Berehove, and Chop.

The Reformed Church in Transcarpathia (RCT) is part of the greater Hungarian-speaking
Reformed community of the Carpathian Basin, the history of which dates back to the times of
Reformation, and which was united under the Hungarian Reformed Church until the peace treaties
ending World War I. The RCT was founded in 1921, following the transfer of the territory of
Transcarpathia to Czechoslovakia, to unite the Hungarian Reformed people of the region. During
the Soviet era, the Church lost its legal status, and many church-owned properties were seized and
privatised. The structure of the Church did not exist, atheist propaganda was promoted, and many
pastors were deported. Eventually, the fall of the Soviet Union brought relief, and with the help of
Church sponsors, schools and churches were re-opened. Concurrently, reformed communities
across Transcarpathia underwent a subsequent revival. Even today, the resultant strengthening of
church belonging is intrinsic to the community’s identity, manifesting in their vibrant church life
and dedicated social works.

After the fall of Communism, the relationship between the Hungarian Reformed communities,
previously developing separately since 1920, could become closer again. The ties of the RCT have
also strengthened with the other Hungarian-speaking reformed communities, and it became a
constituting member of the Hungarian Reformed Church, established in May 2009 and comprised
of the autonomous and independent Hungarian-speaking reformed communities living in the
different countries of the Carpathian Basin.

The RCT is the oldest Protestant Church in Ukraine. It is a member church of the World
Communion of Reformed Churches, the Conference of European Churches and the Communion
of Protestant Churches in Europe.

The RCT is organised into three presbyteries (Ung, Bereg, and Ugocsa), with 76 pastors serving
across 108 congregations.

INTRODUCTION

As the war in Ukraine persists, so too do the challenges facing the Reformed Church in
Transcarpathia (RCT). Throughout this period, the RCT, its pastors, church leaders, and
parishioners have continued to persevere despite overwhelming uncertainties and obstacles. For
the RCT, the support and solidarity of its international partners provide a crucial well of
reassurance. The multilateral relations and contributions between reformed peoples in Europe



and beyond have sustained numerous activities and social programs in cooperation with the
RCT. In communicating with international partners, gathering and circulating current
information on the situational context of the reformed communities in Transcarpathia is
essential. For this reason, this information letter seeks to illuminate the realities facing the church
in three critical areas of concern: economic developments, pastoral support, and church life.

EcoNomIC DEVELOPMENTS

Since the escalation of the war in February 2022, the prices of basic commodities, such as wheat,
gas, and fertiliser, have risen globally. Ukraine has particularly struggled with inflation and
rising costs due to the war. For the people of Transcarpathia, the rise in prices exacerbates pre-
existing challenges concerning food security and the cost of living. For the RCT, price increases
and rising inflation threaten numerous activities and operations.

Prior to February 2022, the RCT and its Diaconal Coordination Office maintained a diverse
portfolio of social projects and programs aimed at uplifting and supporting the most vulnerable
and marginalised individuals within their communities. This includes Roma afterschool and
kindergarten programs, elderly rehabilitation homes and care networks, social kitchens,
rehabilitation centres for children with disabilities, children's homes, and many more. As the war
escalated in 2022, the RCT expanded and adapted its programs to assist with the influx of
Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) into the region and continue its long-standing projects
among the communities.

The increased price of commodities such as food and gas directly impacts the operation of its
projects and the number of individuals the church can reach with its programs. For example,
rising food prices have made operating social kitchens across the region more expensive,
consequently limiting the number of individuals each kitchen can serve within its budget.

The drastically increased cost of gas exerts further pressure on the church and its institutions. It
is prevalent in Transcarpathia to rely on lumber as a source of heating, yet this is unsustainable
economically and environmentally. Initially, the RCT and its institutions moved to rely further
on generators to ensure reliability and attempt to cut costs. The installation of generators across
its properties and institutions indicates adaptability from the RCT; nevertheless, as the war
persists, costs continue to rise, and power outages become all the more frequent. It is common
for power from the main supply to be out for 8-10 hours a day, making the near-constant use of
generators standard. Generators, however, cannot be a permanent solution; their operation is
costly and dangerous to the environment. Alternatively, the RCT has begun installing an
Uninterruptible Power Supply System (UPS) across various locations. The UPS system includes
a battery that may be charged through the main power supply system and a generator if this
supply is cut. This cuts costs by limiting the use of a generator, as well as proving to be more
environmentally friendly. In the future, this system can be integrated with a photovoltaic system
(PV) to enhance environmental sustainability and decrease generator costs. The emergence of



this project in response to the immediate obstacles facing the church demonstrates the
adaptability and versatility of the RCT. It is standard practice that the RCT and DCO identify a
need, develop a project, implement the project to the best of their financial capacities, and appeal
to international donors for additional support in those projects which exceed their capacity. The
UPS is only one example of the emergent issues facing the reformed communities in
Transcarpathia due to the war.

In addition to rising costs, the government has increased the military tax on income almost
threefold from 1.5 to 5 per cent. This increase was not accounted for in budgets, and now there is
pressure to cut costs in other ways. For example, churches and institutions are now faced with
the dilemma of accommaodating this tax increase when assessing their employees' salaries.

PASTORAL SUPPORT

In Transcarpathia, pastors serve as the backbone of many communities. Not only do they
perform pastoral work, but they are also involved in various aspects of community life. For
example, it is common for pastors to be involved in local volunteer fire brigades or to help in the
administration of institutions and social projects. A significant aspect of their job is for pastors to
offer mental and spiritual support to their parishioners. However, as the war wages on, pastors
begin to feel its effects even more.

In many cases, pastors themselves have experienced family separation resulting from migration
out of the country. It is also the case that male pastors cannot leave the country to visit their
families.

Previously, pastors and men working for the church held de facto exemption from military
service subject to the discernment of military authorities. De jure exemptions include men with
numerous young children (3+ under 18 years old), single-parent households, or men with
disabled children. However, as the war continued, the government altered the conscription laws
numerous times. All men between 18 and 65 must formally register with the military for possible
conscription. As a result, pastors and men employed by the church are increasingly anxious
about possible conscription. The situation is exacerbated by the development of a military
watchlist, to which pastors may also be included. With the constitution suspended due to the
national state of emergency, there is no legal remedy for exemptions of clergy or religious
conscientious objection. The rules are often applied arbitrarily or are under constant change.

Pastoral care is an essential aspect of community life, with pastors acting as the keystone of the
community. The mental health and safety of its pastors is an increasingly imperative dimension
of the resulting consequences of pastoral care during wartime. The financial pressures and acute
alteration to traditional church life resulting from the war are compounded by the looming threat
of conscription. The RCT endeavours to support its pastors and remains critically conscious of
their mental health.



SOCIAL DEVELOPMENTS: CHURCH LIFE IN WARTIME

At the beginning of 2022, the RCT had developed plans to implement certain programs and
activities across its churches. When the war began, churches were forced to do away with their
plans and adjust to the drastically altered reality. The war has fractured traditional church life
within the reformed communities across Transcarpathia. Initially, many families left or were
forced to separate with fathers leaving the country. In many cases, the elderly or disabled were
the ones left behind. It is common for mothers and their children to commute across the border
on weekends. Furthermore, there was an influx of IDPs moving from the eastern regions of the
country into Transcarpathia. The demographic shift both in the region and in churches
specifically has presented the RCT with another set of challenges.

The RCT is committed to programs for children, youth, women and elders. Now, church pews
are disproportionately filled with these demographics, with a visible dearth of men. This
demographic shift results in a multitude of consequences. Foremost, there is a lack of manpower
in the local workforce, with women now shouldering many burdens. Furthermore, there are
significant implications for the mental health of the congregations. It is enormously draining for
families to experience such prolonged separation. It is also common for young men to leave the
country before they turn 18 to avoid being drafted.

For these reasons, it is imperative for the RCT to organise programs and activities to support
children, youth, and women, particularly in these times of struggle and uncertainty. The mental
health of their parishioners is increasingly important for pastors. It is also vital to remain
connected with those who left. Many parishioners living abroad continue to tune into services
online to stay connected to their church. Additionally, military checkpoints now make it more
difficult for pastors to travel to their congregations. As a result, churches are rethinking ways to
preserve a vibrant church life by using a scaled-down approach, focusing on individual churches
as units rather than the entire presbytery. What results from this is a centralised church life,
inhibiting the connection parishioners feel across the communities.

Amidst a landscape riddled with obstacles, the RCT remains committed to programs for children,
youth, women, and the elderly. This results in many bible camps, youth camps, activities for
elders, and a strong network of women’s conferences. In September 2024, the RCT prepared
over one thousand back-to-school packages for children entering grade school, demonstrating
that hope for the future remains despite difficulties.

CONCLUSION

The conflict in Ukraine is soon approaching its third year, compelling the eyes of the war to
return to the devastating humanitarian crisis. It is a natural consequence of enduring strife that
fatigue sets in; nevertheless, the Reformed communities in Transcarpathia continue to need our
prayers, support, and solidarity.






