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Sabina Ispas is the director of the Ethnographic and Folklore Institute „Constantin Brăiloiu” of the Romanian Academy of Bucharest. This study is part of a larger collection entitled „Religiosità Popolare tra Antropologia e Storia delle religioni”, coordinated by Ileana Benga and Bogdan Neagota, published by The University Press of Cluj in 2002. The volume contains various studies presented in June, the 15-17th, 2002 in The Romanian Academy of Rome.

The symbol of  light is one of the wide-spread symbols of paganism and Christianity because it represents the concept of absolute knowledge of  all kinds.The study describes the transition of the symbol from its archaic outlook to the Christian vision provided by the Bible.

The text begins with an etymologic view upon the Romanian notion of „lumina” (light), derived from the Latin word  „lumen”, meaning the same thing.Surprisingly, in Romanian, the word „lumea” (the world) derived from the same Latin word(lumen), unlike the other Romance languages that enherited the Latin word „mundus”.Light is a fundamental refference point in understanding the Romanian traditional culture.

There are three types of representation of the symbol of light as Godhead in Romanian traditional culture: „The fires (wood piles burnt during the year), the votive lights and candles”.In The Old Testament the symbol of light is associated with the means of comunication used by God to import his will to the humans.This way the traditional light symbol has been kept from a Christian vision.

God and Jesus are described in the Bible and in some Saints’ writings as being „The Light”, „The Light Giver”, „The Light of the World”.But this light has a deeper significance then the light of the sun: „If the sun will ever disappear, Christ takes His place and shines”

The votive light and candles are present in many rituals and daily life of Romanian  Christians. The votive light and candles are always present in sign of protection in churches, houses, nearby cemetery crosses and at crossroads.

According to some folk texts and legends, the „wax body” of the candle represents The Holy Virgin and the flame symbolizes Jesus Christ. In Easter, the new fire of the Paschal festival emerges from Jesus Christ’s spechular;it symbolically represents the birth of a new life with the divine presence within itself. The author believes that Jesus is assimilated to a non- creative light, so he cannot be associated to the pagan sun deity.

The practice of kindling fires is not related to the date of equinoxes as in archaic cultures; therefore the author believes that the ancient rites of incinerations for the sun deity have been long forgotten although the kindling fire is still present in most of the important rituals of Christian culture (Nativity and Ressurection of Jesus Christ, the commemoration of the apostles,The Easter of the Blajini)

In The Holy Writ, described in Moses’ Book, the cloud and fire are signs sent to men by God to insure His holy presence but this are not deities themselves. Fire is an instrument of communication, a protector; its light and the smoke rising from it to heaven represent the mystery of trancendenty and the communication channel between the religious comunity and its saviour. In Christmas celebration the divine light has no allegorical and abstract meaning, being the datum of mystical experience. In Saint Gregory Palama’s words, God is an unspoken light and His light trully changes people with a pure heart.

Some orthodox texts speak about the identity of the angels as a second light resembling reflections of the pure light (Saint Gregory of Nazianz).Angels are servants of the light, protecting and guiding human beings. Michael and Gabriel are among the best known figures of the Romanian popular culture. Michael carries a fire sword and in some icons. The Holy Ghost is also represented as a fire tongue. Painters of The Nativity with a special luminosity and surrounded by angels having bodies of light.

The kindling of the log in the hearth of every house is called „Craciun”. The log is used to replace the bloodfull sacrifice with this vegetal reign symbol.” The log called „Crăciun” burning in the hearth is light, Jesus himself”. „The hearth represents the Betleem manger where the body of the new born shines”

In addition the study emphasizes that the symbol of light used in pagan rituals to worship nature deities (the sun, the moon and the stars) transforms itself through a Christian perspective into the symbol of a mystical channel of communication between man and God. During the time of Christmas and Easter rituals, the communication between man and God is open.

Finally, the study proves the importance of the symbol of light in Romanian beliefs across time and the purity of the Christian religions in Romania.The author’s ideas are based on strong arguments provided by rituals and etymologic evidence.

