From the Cradle to the Grave
Representations of Confessional Identity in Mihály
Cserei’s Writings (1667–1747)
(A Case Study in Historical Anthropology)*

Zsombor TÓTH

ABSTRACT: The aim of this paper is to offer, within the limits of a case study, an example revealing the
determining relation between performing an identity and/while assimilating a confessional identity pattern
in early modern Hungarian Calvinism. Due to the deliberately chosen micro approach, the study focuses
upon one individual and his life course. Thus, the essay interprets certain moments from the life of Mihály
Cserei (1667–1757), especially those, which have been recorded in writing, so that the author can elucidate how religious and confessional stereotypes, gestures, and representations promoted an identity
matrix. The article also reconstructs the impact of Calvinist and English Puritan literary and theological
traditions upon the spiritual life of this seventeenth-century individual. The interpretation of the author,
as a case study relying on the analysis of Cserei’s writing, will not simply enumerate the markers of identification with confessional attributes, but attempts to depict confessionalism as a functional component of Cserei’s mental world and social or cultural existence. Mihály Cserei’ case is remarkable for several
reasons. He was a gifted writer and a diligent reader. Both preoccupations were dedicated to harden
his Calvinist belief and religiosity. Consequently, one can decipher the multifaceted functions of reading and producing texts in early modern Hungarian Calvinist piety. Moreover, Mihály Cserei, as a historian of Transylvania proved his outstanding skills as a story teller, sustained also by his numerous narratives promoting the story of his life. Still, his genuine Calvinist education and religiosity influenced the
manner and the aim of these narrative, which, no matter whether conceived at an early age or as an
old man, were all centered upon a typical Calvinist narrative blueprint, suggesting that Cserei is a martyr-like individual enduring the harshness of life relying solely on his Calvinist creed. In this particular
context, the experience of “religious despair” only partially admitted by Cserei, reveals an almost unknown
dimension of Hungarian Puritan piety. This case study tries to contribute not only to the research related to the writings and life of Mihály Cserei, but also delivers further arguments sustaining the method and
results of historical anthropology for studying the European Reformation in a comparative perspective.
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* This paper was written with the support of the Bolyai scholarship offered by the Hungarian Academy of Science.
Colloquia, volume XV, 2008

Colloquia 2010 bun.p65

44

2/27/2010, 10:25 PM

Conversion, Religious Interaction and Cultural Exchange

T

he historical anthropology of early modern Europe does not only con
sist of witch hunt stories, or case studies dedicated to all kinds of social, cultural, political deviance, but it has, I believe, a chapter reflecting
the anthropological consequences of the Reformation. For the phenomenon of confessionalism1 described by German historians as, ‘confessional
construction’ or ‘confessionalization’ had a determining influence on the
formation of early modern (imagined) communities2 and individuals. It is
almost certain that belonging to a community, whether it was a minority
or represented the majority within a larger (imagined) community, could
easily act as a marker of a certain identity, beyond the quality of Christian or the status of citizen. Thus, one can rightly suggest that by Reformation, in terms of selecting and gathering individuals in certain groups, the
first steps have been made, toward the modern nation and state-building.
Although, this process surely is, one of the most spectacular long-term
consequences of the Reformation, this paper confines its range of interests upon one individual experiencing confessionalism. Therefore, I will
interpret certain moments from the life of Mihály Cserei (1667–1757),
especially those, which were recorded in writing, in order to elucidate how
religious and confessional stereotypes, gestures, and representations promoted an identity pattern. I will also construct the impact of Calvinist and
Puritan literary and theological traditions upon the spiritual life of this
seventeenth-century individual. The aim of this paper, as a case study
relying on the interpretation of Cserei’s writing, is not to simply enumerate the markers of identification with confessional attributes, but to depict confessionalism as a functional component of Cserei’s mental world
and social, cultural existence. Yet, this paper cannot undertake the task
of giving a sound description of Mihály Cserei’s religious life, although I
will often refer to his religiosity, but it will deliver arguments suggesting,
that confessionality can have multiple functions and applications in seventeenth-eighteenth century Transylvanian Calvinism.
As for the method applied in this analysis, I will rely on the methodology of historical anthropology which implies anthropological contextualization of the data resulting from sources. Even though, the mapping of
a seventeenth century individual’s spiritual life might strongly imply the
concept of psychohistory,3 I would rather confine my approach to the
methodological applications of historical anthropology,4 micro history5 and
histoire des mentalités.6 Thus, my interpretation, will deliberately avoid the
use of psychoanalytic concepts and notions, it will deliver an argumentation within the conceptual and vocabulary frame of the above-mentioned
historiographic traditions. Consequently, I will evaluate the life of a single
individual at micro-level, in order to reveal those social, cultural and confessional contexts, which determined the course of his life.
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I. Contexts and concepts

M
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ichael Cserei de Nagyajta or Mihály Cserei (1667–1756) is well-known
as the author of Erdély Históriája (History of Transylvania, 1709),
a remarkable combination of two contemporary genres: historiography and
memoir. His unusually long life covers an unhappy and tragic period in
the history of Transylvania, which culminates in the loss of its independence and the Habsburg occupation (1687). Similarly, his family life is full
of tragic events and harsh experiences (he was married twice and lost
several children. His life was mostly a continuous struggle to fulfill his
personal and his family’s needs). Moreover, he was forced very early to give
up his studies (1674–1685), and he had never had the chance to study
abroad at a foreign university. His father was sent to prison, which caused
the economical and spiritual decline of the family. After participating in
the battle of Zãrneºti (Zernest) (1690), after which Transylvania never
regained its status of relatively independent principality, he undertook
different positions in the Habsburg military administration. During the
revolt against the Habsburgs led by Ferenc Rákóczi II, he tried to survive
by being faithful to the Habsburgs. The period between the battle of
Zãrneºti (1690) and his first marriage (1698) is very well documented in
eight calendars (1690, 1691, 1692, 1693, 1694, 1695, 1697, 1698) in
which he noted down the events of his quotidian life-experiences on a
regular basis.
According to his writings, his life was a continuous struggle to survive
natural disasters (fire, lightning, plague) or the economic problems caused
by his rivals competing for identical social positions. Despite these afflictions, he managed to keep his confidence and trust, and never thought
about his life as a failure. In his last written work, The Apology (1747),
as he looked back to previous events of his life, he stated with joy and
Godly confidence that God has reserved for him a special fate, not only
during his earthly life, but in the afterlife as well. It was writing that consequently paralleled, much to our satisfaction, the most important events
in his long life. Thus an impressive corpus of manuscripts had emerged
due to his lifelong disposition to write and record events and experiences.
Moreover, these texts are not only narrating events from his life, but in
the meantime provide a powerful illustration of the complex relation between survival and literacy, or intimacy and the use of written culture.
Consequently, there is a persuasive connection between the evolution of
his life responsibilities, shifting from one social role to another, and the
ever-growing use of writing for various reasons. One can easily confirm
this fact by considering the dates of outstanding events with the dating
of his most important writings.7
Although the quantitative index of literacy levels in early modern
Transylvania is not too high, yet this period coincides with vividly developing reading culture motivated by Puritan religiosity, which was encour-
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aging the use and production of written texts as tools of personal piety.
This explains how a talented young man likes Cserei, although without
any experience of studying at foreign European universities invested time,
money and energy in reading and writing almost everyday. However, he
seems to be an individual who has assimilated those cultural practices
remarkably well, and who moreover attributed several functions and uses
to written culture. Cserei’s manuscripts, displaying an impressive number and types of texts, convincingly demonstrate this statement.
The Hungarian Calvinist-Puritan religiosity, by the time Cserei had the
chance to acquire it, had consumed some forty years of its existence.8 Even
though Puritanism never became the official doctrine or policy of the Calvinist Church in the Principality of Transylvania, Presbyterian ideas about
church organization, or patterns of Puritan practice of piety were fairly
well promoted by contemporary catechisms, sermons, prayers and devotional literature. At the same time, if one attempts to underscore the main
context of religious, and most importantly the confessional identity of an
seventeenth century individual, he/she has to take into account the existing tradition of Protestant spirituality inherited from the sixteenth century. It is, therefore, worth noticing that not only literacy, but orality has
also been the promoter of confessional identity. Furthermore, all kinds of
cultural representations, not only visual, or textual representations, but
also material culture such as clothing, buildings, use of space, furnishings as well as ritual such as the liturgy undertook the function of signaling confessional particularities, that is the collective or individual attributes of self-reflection and identification determined by confession.
Accordingly, the confessional identity of the early modern individuals
is a cultural construct relying on both literacy and orality, but mostly on
the anthropological concept and dichotomy of self versus otherness. The
emergence of confessions simultaneously led to the formation of certain
patterns of identity which allowed the articulation of (micro) communities. Individual confessional identity, in my view, consisted in the assimilation of a cultural repertoire meant to envisage in an antagonistic way,
both the ideal prototype (Godly man or woman) to be imitated and the
deviant prototype (heretics) to be rejected. Beyond any doubt, this performance of identity was not solely related to literacy. Illiterate people
using, and decoding non-textual representations could also decipher confessional otherness or properly represent their confessional identity, using their abilities of interpreting symbolical representations.9
As for Cserei, I believe, it is mandatory to distinguish at least two different but overlapping layers of his confessional identity as a construction. First, he was brought up and educated in the orality promoted by
the popular culture of seventeenth-century Hungarian Calvinism. Therefore, he not only had direct access to the oral tradition of popular beliefs,
but he was also deeply influenced by them. Secondly, his writings and
books containing his notes refer to the determining impact of contempo-
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rary theological and devotional literature, which had an impressive contribution to the shaping of religious self-reflection. Even though, it is almost unavoidable the dichotomy organized along the oppositions of orality versus literacy and popular culture versus high culture, I do consider
that this is not a valid approach. These traditions are not antagonistic,
for they complement each other, because, as Cserei’s case will demonstrate, the cultural existence and conduct of any early modern individual
relies on both traditions.
In the following sections of this article I will survey Cserei’s writings,
mostly the autobiographical narratives, in order to contextualize and interpret the written references to his religiosity as the expression of his
confessional identity. Accordingly, in the first part I will focus upon the
existence and use of religious stereotypes, which display individual religiosity and allow identification with one community or delineation from
another. However, this process of identification or delineation functions
according to the pattern of cultural otherness, involving standards of
normality and deviance. Then, I will explore the practice of Cserei’s piety,
so that I will be able to give a description and interpretation of his religious life, as an expression of his identification with a certain type of cultural representation. Due to the fact that Cserei has written an impressive number of manuscripts and all of them are somehow related to the
major events of his life, there is a great opportunity to consider how literacy was used in order to represent confession.

II. Narrating religiosity
The young man and his calendars (1690–1698)10

T

48

his source has a special feature which makes it of unique importance.
These eight calendars, containing everyday notes covering the period
between 1690 and 1698 can be defined as a special autobiographical narrative. However, the outstanding importance of this source is its reliability. The short notes were written almost simultaneously with the events
discussed. Furthermore, these written notes have never been corrected,
or organized into a coherent narrative organized according to a previously
well defined concept. While early modern Hungarian diaries, composed
usually in later life, ostentatiously declare their sincerity, they in fact
deliver a retrospectively articulated, poetical and linguistic construction
of a life-story. Whilst Cserei’s calendars cannot satisfy such literary and
poetical demands, as sources or narratives of a life-story, they are more
reliable than any other diary or memoir of the epoch. Yet, we still have to
admit, that even these everyday notes as cultural representations are
shaped, to some extent by linguistic and cultural patterns. This is to
underscore the importance of critical reflection of the data concerning
Cserei’s religious life collected from this source.
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The most striking feature of Cserei’s discourse is the permanent use
of a set of stereotypes meant to refer to his religiosity. Cserei mentions
usually God as the almighty, just, and sometimes forgiving Father,
whereas he casts himself into the role of the sinner, not worthy of God’s
love, help and grace. This kind of self-fashioning11 convincingly illustrates
how devotional patterns are imbibed and applied to individual existence.
Cserei’s concern for divine surveillance, that is this particular coram deo
state of the Godly man, turns his life into a permanent fight against temptations or a desperate struggle to follow the right way. This attribute of
his spirituality is not only expressed in a number of short prayers written generally at the beginning of each calendars,12 but also while narrating certain episodes of everyday experiences. On 9 June 1692, he had
become ill and, after a long period, he recovered. Cserei’s description
heavily displays the religious vocabulary of this self-fashioning process:
“June the 9th I have fallen ill and I have stayed in bed for 5 weeks. Nobody believed
that I would ever recover, yet the merciful God took pity on me. After having received
helpful medicines, it was He who has cured me. I got up from bed first on July 13. Hollowed be His name, blessed be He together … with His Son and the Holy Spirit from
here to Eternity, Amen.”13

Sometimes, without any clear connection to any specific events, he just
felt the need of producing a few verses expressing his vision of the Godly
man. After having come back from a journey on June 20th 1693 he wrote
a small poem:
“He who trusts in God is a happy man. / For no one has ever been disappointed by
Him/ where human forces proves their limits/ Divine power breaks through.”14

In the same way, he emphasized the importance of obedience that is the
invariable consent to all of God’s decisions, without any intention of questioning them or rebelling against them.15 Despite the, somehow, mechanical way of enumerating16 and promoting these stereotypes, they have major
importance in the shaping of individual religiosities and the construction
of confessional identities. For these stereotypes, in fact, are moral, religious and ethical standards and they compose and represent the prototype of the ideal, in Cserei’s vision of course, Protestant man. Moreover,
these stereotypes are easily attainable, basic components of a confessional
tradition, thus they make possible the identification with an ideal, or a
community. After having found and assimilated the individual and collective pattern for confessional identity, the early modern Christian became the member of a confessional community. The next step was to delineate him/herself from the others, because the perception of otherness
made possible a more thorough identification with the chosen pattern.
This is Cserei’s case as well.
Having participated in a Catholic Mass on 21 May 1693, Cserei pointed
out the different character of Catholic preaching, declaring that the priest
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talked in a new and unknown way, like lawyers did during a trial.17 The
comment clearly refers to that specific anthropological process, which is
often displayed in communities where people of different religion, race,
and ethnicity must live together. The idea is simple: the better you grasp
the cultural or confessional otherness, the more you assimilate your own
confessional identity. Therefore, it is possible to conclude that for a better definition or better understanding of the self, it is necessary to know
the ‘other,’ to become familiar with ‘otherness’ so that the resulting contrast would strengthen the initial identity. It is this anthropological mechanism that governs Cserei’s approach to Catholicism.
Another important experience which was probably shared by all his
contemporaries is the sadness and fear connected to the misery of human
condition. The vulnerability and insecurity of the individual was extensively emphasized by early modern Protestant neo-stoicism,18 and as an
antidote, it was recommended the constantia, a kind of religious meditation combined with the ethical wisdoms of stoical tradition. But in Cserei’s
case it seems that beyond the officially pessimistic view of human existence, there is a powerful pressure caused by fears and sadness. These
tormenting experiences, syndromes of a deep spiritual crisis, are rather
difficult to interpret because they were probably not solely caused by the
disturbances of Cserei’s private life. The 8 years between 1690 and 1698
was a tough period for a young man, who could not pursue his studies
abroad, so he was forced to find other ways for survival and social promotion. It was these years during which he had to sustain himself independently, without his father’s help, and he became soon responsible for
obtaining the necessary wealth not only for his existence, but for his newly
found family as well.
It is almost certain that when he referred to March 1697 as dies
infoelicis, tristes19 he expressed not only his disquiet concerning his difficult relation with his father, but he was alluding to a persistent emotion
of religious anxiety. Nonetheless, it is still a difficult question to answer,
why an early modern young man after his betrothal felt a need to write
such a sad prayer:
“My God, my dear God, how long do you want to cause me these sorrow, when do
you send me the time of my consolation and when are you going to turn your face to
me, it is high time that you show some mercy to me or your fatherly heart pities me, it
is high time that you pity all my sufferings and give some joy to my soul.”20

50

This unexplainable sadness felt by Cserei was often paralleled by a certain type of fear. It is this fear that can be associated both with the literary tradition of the Reformation21 and the oral sources of popular beliefs
and which had a major influence upon all early modern culture, because
it alluded to the end of the world. Cserei was also a child of his age. Therefore, it is not surprising that in his outillage mental the signs, the unusual
happenings constituted the ultimate proof of the ever approaching end.
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Jean Delumeau rightly pointed out that fear, as one of the basic mentalities of human societies can be reified in this particular vision of the end.
He also suggests that the financial, ecological, political or military crisis
were always associated with the fearful oncoming end of the world.22
Consequently, Cserei just like all his contemporaries, paid special attention to all unusual events and phenomena. In November 1697 he noticed some strange signs on the sky that he was totally convinced that he
had seen a coded message sent by God.23 Cserei also took the time to
record those strange events or phenomena, which he did not see but they
were told to him by trustworthy men. Thus, we can learn from his calendars that in the Kingdom of Hungary in the year of 1692,24 there had been
all kinds of fearful miracles, fires and comets were seen in the sky. These
strange signs were considered by contemporary literate or illiterate people
as signs foretelling the apocalypse. These clear signs of the Apocalypse
to come were excellent promoters of the idea that repentance and the
practice of piety were the sole activities, which should have been undertaken by everybody in order to survive Doomsday. Nonetheless, the doctrine of double predestination and the obsessive return of the idea of the
Apocalypse had been strongly linked, and managed to project a terrifying view of the near future. Only those people could have felt safe, who
had already been convinced of their election (certitudo salutis) for eternal
happiness.
The conclusion is that this period of eight years, which ends with the
life-cycle event of marriage, is an extremely important stage in Cserei’s
life from both social and religious perspectives. He became a responsible
man as a husband (1697) and potential father so he managed successfully to survive and organize his life and existence according to the demands of early modern society. This kind of evolution, from the financial
instability of youth to the self-sufficiency of adulthood, is only partially
mirrored in his religious self-reflection. Yet, it is still not clear, how this
evolution caused the existence of a special emotion of overwhelming sadness, something more intensive and complicated than the possible stress
resulting from his family problems. While a schoolboy in the Protestant
College of Odorhei (Udvarhely) he had probably assimilated the Calvinist
and Puritan written tradition and spirituality of the epoch. This impact
is convincingly illustrated by his habit of representing his religiosity relying on the (loci communes) originating from the required reading of his
former studies. He also used these stereotypes to delineate his confessional
affiliation from other confessions. The most important conclusion of this
period is that confessionalism is not a rigid construction related to the
individual’s social and private existence, but it develops and changes continuously under the influence of various events and life-experiences.

51

Colloquia 2010 bun.p65

51

2/27/2010, 10:25 PM

Colloquia, Volume XV, 2008
The adult and his masterpiece (1709):
History of Transylvania from 1664 to 1711

C
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serei wrote this work during the Kuruc riot led by Ferenc Rákóczi II.
Although, it is arguable whether this is the most important work he
has written, for the time being, this is the first published work of Cserei.25
The History of Transylvania is actually a mixture between two genres,
memoir and historical writing. Consequently, it has a very complex and
highly fictionalized discourse, which describes the events between 1664
and 1711. The narrative flow is often interrupted by digression introducing episodes from Cserei’s private life. Even though, this work as a narrative source is not as reliable as the calendars, it is still important, because it refers to Cserei’s childhood. This period between 1674 and 1685
was not documented in any other text written by Cserei. Nevertheless, it
is worth mentioning that this work constitutes a retrospective view of almost 50 years and the narrator is a married man, a father who managed
to sustain his family and his developing household against all kind of difficulties. This fact had a strong impact upon the narrative of the History
of Transylvania.
The most important innovation achieved by Cserei is the construction
of the past from a confessional point of view. That is to say, that Protestant intellectuals of the sixteenth, seventeenth century simply divided the
history of the Hungarian nation into a Catholic period, from the reign of
Saint Stephan (1001–1038) to the battle of Mohács (1526), and a Protestant period starting with the formation of Transylvania as an independent
state (1541). Furthermore, according to Protestant historiography, all
these tragic events, the fall of the Hungarian Kingdom, the terrifying advance of Turkish occupation were the signs of the approaching Apocalypse,
because both the Turks and the Pope represented the Antichrist. This
historiographical model was a little bit modified during the seventeenth
century, the emphasis on the Antichrist was weakened, but the main
concept remained more or less the same: God is still punishing the Hungarian nation for their sins committed during the Papist/Catholic period
of the past. However, in Transylvania a very interesting regionalism
emerged out of this eschatological and historiographical speculation,
which led to the differentiation between the Protestant Transylvania and
the mostly Catholic Hungarian Kingdom.
It is this special context, which makes comprehensible Cserei’s sometimes violent attitude toward Hungarians and Catholics. His confessional
identity, being an ardent Calvinist, was not simply a pattern undertaken
for displaying religious self-representation, but became the main argument
to approach the common Hungarian past in a rather unusual way. Cserei
and a number of Calvinist Transylvanian contemporaries simply divided
and selected the national past according to their confessional interests.
The events of the Papist Middle Ages, the most glorious period of the
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Hungarian Kingdom, were simply neglected or declared the shameful acts
of the Hungarian kings and the nation who deserted God. Although the
sixteenth century, the period when God proceeded to punish this sinner
nation, had started with the unfortunate battle of Mohács (1526) and
culminated with the loss of Buda (1541) was not looked upon as the tragic
period of a common national history. Cserei expressed almost a certain
kind of joy, when narrating the death of the young Hungarian king, Louis
II in the battle of Mohács, because this king was the first who had promoted the persecution of Protestants in the early 1520s.26
Cserei’s case is not only an illustration of the historical process during
which, out of a dismembered, multicultural empire, emerged distinct cultural, administrative and political regions, but is also a valid example of
how confessional identity prepared and promoted (proto)national identity.
Yet, it is quite difficult to use or apply the concept of ‘nation,’ or ‘nationalism’ to these kinds of phenomena, but it is certain that regional self-identification very often relied on the distinctive marker of confessionalization.
The culturally conceived otherness was integrated into the political, historical framework of regionalism. All the same, the History of Transylvania
offers a narrative containing those markers and signs of confessionality,
which had been previously found in the calendars as well. Cserei seemed
continuously interested in pointing out the differences between the Reformed and Catholic liturgy27 then he mentioned a miracle, a sweating
image, which had made him so curious that he went to see it.28
In addition, one should mention his undisguised hatred toward Jesuits, which further complete his confessional spirituality. The adult Cserei
was not simply curious concerning the otherness of Catholicism, but
sometimes he identified Catholics as the enemies of his country and religion. Furthermore, he sometimes gave the impression that Catholic people,
his political enemies or rivals were directly responsible for the harsh experiences he had to endure. Thus, we should admit that early modern
confessional identity contained also violence and hostile impulses as well.
This particular hostility toward Catholicism could have been related to a
strange event of his childhood.
In Cserei’s life, the time when his father was in prison was probably
the most difficult period. Even though, he did not have a very intimate
relation with his father, a problem which persisted in the following years
as well, as a schoolboy he must have experienced a certain despair, anxiety and loneliness because of his father’s absence. The Cserei family faced
a serious financial crisis, due to the mother’s desperate attempt to give
gifts to different influential persons in order to have her husband liberated from prison. Cserei himself was very often taken by his mother on
this kind of trip. Once, according to Cserei’s account, when they went to
ªumuleu Ciuc (Csíksomlyó), the friars started to talk to the little boy, gave
him different images, rosaries and eventually managed to persuade him
to convert. All this was only possible, Cserei reassured his (Calvinist?)
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readers, because at that time he used to be a naive and lonely boy. His
mother might have noticed something, but since she was a Catholic, she
had probably not been worried about this incident.
However, Cserei soon was led toward the only true religion, due to the
effectiveness of his eager teachers at the College of Odorhei. After he had
been caught saying the prayer Ave Maria, possessing rosaries and various images of saints, he was talked round and successfully cured. At least,
this is how Cserei told the story of his near (?) conversion.29 Despite the
fact that Cserei narrated this event as a funny story of his childhood, it
had certainly marked his life. In early modern Transylvania, especially,
in those situations where people of different confession had to live together,
conversion was a very serious issue. Even though, conversion or apostasy
was regarded as a terrible sin by both Catholic and Reformed communities, we have a number of cases when people, for the sake of a better living or promotion, easily gave up their former religion. Nonetheless, Cserei
felt the need to demonstrate his confessional persistence by mentioning
a story, about a failed attempt of count István Apor to have him convert
to Catholicism. In spite of the fact that the count had offered him a huge
amount of money and tempting social promotion, he bravely refused him.
This was supposed to be the unquestionable proof of his true religiosity
and steadfast confessional allegiance.
All the same, the discourse of the History of Transylvania, especially
when it refers to Cserei’s private and religious life, highlights broadly
speaking the same elements as the calendars. The Godly patience and
obedience, the silent and peaceful agreement with all the harsh decisions
of God, excepting one single case, when he was very sick and became
desperate,30 are all meant to construct a prototype, very similar to the one
envisaged by the Hungarian and Latin Puritan devotional literature of the
epoch.31 The unuttered intention of the religious self-fashioning to produce an achieved identity, which would emphasize the Puritan character
of the responsible adult, husband and father aims to the highest type of
Puritan piety. The life-story narrated in the History of Transylvania can
be equated with Cserei’s clearly expressed intention and desire to be considered by his readers a Godly person, and eventually, according to the
theory of double predestination, an elected protestant “saint”.

The adult revisited:
Compendium Theologicum et Politicum (1709)

I

54

n the same year of 1709, Cserei started to write another work, a col
lection of commentaries and observations on pious life and conduct,
which was to become his Compendium.32 Although it is still an unpublished manuscript, its importance and value cannot be questioned. For
instance, the very first page of the manuscript is an index containing the
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list of authors he had read, before he wrote this impressive work. Due to
this list, it is possible to reconstruct that spiritual and literary tradition,
which represented the theological, ethic and political grounds of Cserei’s
discourse.
The Compendium covers an impressive range of topics, from strictly
religious or dogmatic issues to more general questions concerning politics, ethics and history. Chapter 186 is entirely dedicated to the problem
of religious patience and obedience. This particular chapter, entitled ‘The
Patience of the Godly Man,’33 in fact, is a small treatise on the importance
of patience, that is, the imitation of Job, who, as the Bible testifies, endured all kinds of affliction without revolt against his God. Cserei did not
produce any kind of innovative argumentation; he just compiled the conclusions of his readings. One can say that this treatment perfectly
matched his confession, which, as we have previously seen, strongly promoted this type of conduct. Yet, there is still something very interesting
about this little treatise.
Notwithstanding that Cserei hated the Jesuits, this little treatise seems
to echo the ideas of a Jesuit author, named Jeremias Drexel.34 One of his
very popular books, translated in many languages, and by Protestants as
well, including English Puritans, dealt with the importance of patience,
using the allegory of the school, where the Godly Christian should have
learnt the absolute obedience. The title of this Latin book is, Gymnasium
Patientiae.35 Although, Cserei literally did not mention the title of this work,
we can presume that he had read it, because in his list of authors the name
of Drexel is mentioned.36
Cserei in his treatise, probably compiled from Drexler’s work, reflected
on the importance of the patient and obedient endurance of all harsh
experiences, of misfortune. He also suggested that these afflictions would
teach the Godly Christian to be modest, moderate and wise. Moreover, he
claimed that the ultimate importance of this patient suffering was to teach
Christians how to adjust human will to divine intentions. This idea coincides with the last chapter of Drexel’s work entitled: Afflictiones omnes
perpetiendas esse cum conformatione humana ad voluntatis divinam.37
Another mutual element in Cserei’s and Drexel’s work is the appeal to
stoicism, especially the neo-stoic concept of Constantia, in order to propose a moral and religious standard of behavior. It is this link to the stoic
tradition that made Drexel’s ascetic work so attractive for Protestant readers as well. For this stoic conduct, consisting of the everyday performance
of patience and obedience was a pattern of religious self-fashioning situated above all kinds of confessional differences.
Cserei, of course, did not suddenly become tolerant, he still hated Jesuits, but he probably found in Drexel’s work a religious and moral pattern, which was in accordance to his Calvinist and Puritan demands as
well. Furthermore, this is probably a common feature of Drexel’s Protestant reception, because the English (1640)38 or the Hungarian (1699)39
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translations of the Gymnasium Patientiae relied on the same process of
cultural transformation. That is to say that the ascetic program of Catholic
piety was simply realigned into the neo-stoic discourse of Protestant
martyrology. Thus, patience and obedience became the attributes of Puritan Godly men, who imitating Job and relying on Epictetos or Seneca’s
teachings, acted as the saint or the martyr of God. This association of
Protestant martyrology with Jesuit ascetics through the common tradition of (neo) stoicism was clearly expressed by the Hungarian translator,
János Komáromi, who defined himself not only as the author of the translation, but as the martyr of his country.40
The adult Cserei in these two works, the History and the Compendium,
displays a complex confessional identity. The stereotypes assimilated while
a schoolboy and used in order to distance himself from the otherness of
Catholicism, at a later stage of his life, had turned into a complex and
sophisticated discourse displaying his piety according to Puritan standards. In spite of the fact that confessional otherness still meant a hostile attitude toward Catholicism, he had apparently managed to overcome
his prejudices, and found applicable knowledge for his Puritan piety in a
Jesuit source as well. This was, no doubt, a genuine example of how his
confessional identity was developing with his emotional, spiritual and
biological progress. The more he assimilated experiences, the more sophisticated interpretation he was able to provide. Thus, getting old constituted
for Cserei as a Calvinist, an increasing understanding of his life and confession, too.

The swan-song of an old man:
The Apology of Mihály Cserei (1747)

T

56

he title of his last written work, The Apology of Mihály Cserei Anno
1747. 10 Aug. Aetatis Suae Anno 80, makes clear the outstanding importance of this manuscript.41 It is, unquestionably, the last written message of an extremely long and burdensome life. Cserei had two wives and
ten children, most of them had died before him. During his life, he had
fought to ensure his family a decent existence, although he never received
any important office or social promotion. Beyond the difficulty of these
experiences, he always found time for writing and reading. The list of the
books, which contains the items of his library, also demonstrates his outstanding skills and impressive knowledge, due to the fact that he was
widely read in theology, politics, literature, philosophy and law.
The Apology is a remarkable retrospection and evaluation of his life.
He could not know that he was to live some ten more years, or that he
would spend in bed the last eight of them.42 As he, an eighty years old man,
looked back upon his life, and this is truly impressive, he did not feel the
need of retelling the major events, he mostly reduced his narration to
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comments upon human existence in general. The highly rhetorical approach of his discourse aimed at a moral evaluation, not towards a detailed account of events. Cserei regarded his unusually long life as the
example of divine surveillance, a kind of theatrical performance, which
after its end delivers important messages to the audience, that is, the next
generation of his family. He suggested that the only real stake of human
existence is the afterlife, in terms of what would happen with a man after his death. According to Cserei’s creed, double predestination with the
perspective of redemption or eternal damnation is the most serious consequence of human existence.
Nonetheless, Cserei’s case is a typical expression of applied Puritan
piety. He seemed to be convinced of his election, so he almost waited for
his death, in order to join the heavenly community of Protestant saints.
Moreover, he expressed his strongest conviction about his redemption,
because he had interpreted his long life as a series of trials and exams
which he had successfully passed. Thus, the old man, waited with confidence for his death, because he had reconciled with this mortal world and
all his enemies. He made it very clear
There does not remain anything else to do for me, but to wait confidently for the exit from this mortal world as soon as possible or when the
Holy God wants it, for his measureless mercy offers me eternal happiness
in his holy country. Two kinds of Happiness nobody can have. In this
mortal world or in the other one you can find it. This wicked world did
not give me anything, so I wait for the happiness prepared by God for me.
Amen.43
This last piece of writing, no doubt, represents the peak of Cserei’s religiosity. One can surely claim that this work constitutes the final synthesis
of all those elements, which were present in his former works. One of the
most spectacular results of this synthesis refers to the development of
religious stereotypes and their application. While in the calendars their
task was to delineate the individual from the “deviant” community and
reassure his belonging to the “normal” community, in the Compendium
and, finally in the Apology, these religious stereotypes turned into arguments sustaining the notion of certitudo salutis. That is to say that the
Godly man had been convinced about his elected status, and came to the
conclusion that he had been chosen, by God, for eternal happiness. The
theme of the patient attitude and obedient endurance of all afflictions in
order to achieve a perfect adjustment of human will to divine intention
had been thoroughly debated in the Compendium. This idea was also
brought to the surface in the Apology as well, but this time it became the
illustration of a pious life and most importantly the main argument of the
elected status.
57
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III. Beyond the written confession

J

58

udging only from these written narratives, seemingly, Cserei’s confes
sional identity could be described as a continuous and progressive development, from the spiritual insecurity of youth to the strong creed of
election. Attila Molnár, analyzing the relation between the theory of Max
Weber and the Hungarian Protestant ethic, claimed that Cserei’s religiosity, just like all his contemporary Hungarian Calvinists, did not consist
of crises, and moments of spiritual decline and pressure. He also suggests
that in the culture and spirituality of Hungarian Calvinism there were no
signs of fears or despair associated with the doctrine of predestination.
Consequently, he argued that Puritan books might have been read, but
their reception never resulted in severe and sometimes fearful ethic of
English Puritanism. Thus, he concluded that the memoirs and diaries
written in the seventeenth century could not contain references to religious crises, because the cultural pattern for these kinds of experiences
did not exist among Hungarian Puritans.44
Even though, Molnár’s arguments contain some truth, it cannot be
simply applied to Cserei’s case. It would be far too simplistic. It is arguable to suggest, relying on the account of written narratives, that Cserei
was a religious man, who had never faced crises, or any kind of despair.
Nonetheless, these written sources, with the exception of the calendars,
were all produced from a retrospective view, and referred to a well-defined,
interpreted past period of human existence. The written representations
imply the idea of publicity, therefore they very often function as examples,
or illustrations of a previously formulated truth or idea. Thus, the readers are not offered the problems, or crisis of a religious life, but only the
examples of how these problems had been solved by a godly person. The
written account, therefore, creates the illusion that readers are invited to
explore the private life of the author, because, they could see only those
aspects of private life which were presented with a certain purpose. These
are, in fact, the stereotypes and commonplaces of Puritan piety originating from the devotional literary tradition or the orality of the epoch.
Yet, in Cserei’s case there are some elements, which could allow a different interpretation and evaluation of his confessional identity. While
analyzing the calendars, strangely enough, there were some notes, verses
which referred to fears, despair and hopelessness. These could not be
interpreted in the context of events which had previously taken place.
Moreover, in the History of Transylvania, Cserei, while narrating anecdotes
of his early childhood, mentioned the humorous (?) case of his conversion.
He also wrote about count Apor’s failed attempt to convert him. The first
conversion took place, when he was a schoolboy at Odorhei, sometimes
around 1678, the second case, mostly a temptation not an act of apostasy, around 1699. It is worth underlining the fact that the first conversion took place before he started writing in his calendars. Therefore, the
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religiosity represented in the calendars, even though there is no reference
to it, might have been shaped by the experience of the conversion too.
The History contains another very important remark. Cserei narrates
the story of his extremely serious sickness, which kept him in bed for more
than 40 days. He also mentions that
“The godly András Nánási spent a long time with me praying and encouraging me,
because I got into despair concerning my redemption.”45

The reference to despair is actually a very serious confession. We have seen
that Puritan piety continually strives to identify obvious signs of election,
which emerge into the creed of redemption. Cserei seemed to experience
the absolute negative extreme of this process. This is, undeniably, a major religious crisis. Moreover, this is not the only occasion, when Cserei
seemed to be preoccupied by this problem of despair. Lewis Bayley’s book
entitled, The Practice of Piety, is one the classics of seventeenth century
English Puritanism. This conduct book had a spectacular reception not
only among English puritans, but in Hungary as well. Pál Medgyesi translated this book into Hungarian in 1636, which became shortly after one
of the most important bestsellers of the age. Cserei also had this book in
his library and, according to his handwriting,46 came into his possession
on 22 March 1715.
Although, this book does not contain marginal notes written by Cserei,
yet there are some clear signs of Cserei’s reading, as he underlined the
relevant sentences, or wrote short notes.47 The book later passed into the
possession of another person, but the new owner of the book did not write
anything at all in this book, therefore the underlined passages belong to
Cserei. Another argument in the favor of this supposition is that Cserei
had this habit of underlining passages in his books, the existing items of
his library confirm this. However, Bayley’s translation contains not only
advice, rulers and patterns of prayers and meditations for all categories
of people and for every situation or season, but it also contains small treatises about religious issues. A whole chapter is dedicated to the extremely
important problem of religious despair.48 Every sentence of the whole chapter was underlined by Cserei, sometime after 1715.
The conclusion is, perhaps, unavoidable that Cserei, as we could have
expected, gave publicity only to the bright aspects of his piety, that is, he
applied a certain censorship to his religious privacy, only previously selected events and experiences were made accessible to outsiders. There
is nothing unusual in this. Yet, it remains a highly debatable question,
how to evaluate his confessional identity given these contradictions between his piety and the conversion or this persisting problem of religious
despair. In order to deliver a pertinent answer, it is important to consider
the importance and meaning of religious despair.
59

Colloquia 2010 bun.p65

59

2/27/2010, 10:25 PM

Colloquia, Volume XV, 2008
The religious despair in early modern Europe

A

lthough the emotion and experience of despair was known in the
middle ages, denoting the special status of the damned man, during
the Reformation it became a terrifying element in the religious psychology of the epoch. The emergence of different confessions and confessional
communities, of course only to a certain number of individuals, implied
the question of religious choice. Strictly related to this choice was added
the burden, which resulted from the acceptance or refusal of Reformed
religion. Thus the conversion from one confession to another became a
very difficult choice with unexpected consequences. Moreover, the various motivations, which could have determined one’s decision to join the
newly Reformed confession, or afterwards to turn back to the catholic
religion again, this phenomenon was very common it those times. Consequently, this phenomenon was labeled apostasy and it was defined as
a mortal sin, directly responsible for men’s eternal damnation.
The famous example of an Italian lawyer, called Francis Spira,49 who
after having found in the Reformation, the true Christianity he always
longed for, was forced to convert again to Catholicism, had an enormous
impact upon religious mentality in Europe. This apostasy caused a tragic
end for this unfortunate lawyer. For, this individual was so deeply convinced that because of his conversion to Catholicism God would punish
him with eternal damnation that he simply refused to live. Francis Spira
fell into despair. He tried to commit suicide and refused not only food, but
to talk to Jesuits priests, who tried to made him change his mind. In spite
of the fact that he was consoled by famous Catholic scholars, like Vergerio
or Gribaldi, he argued with them so successfully that after his death, these
two scholars converted to Protestantism. Spira, after a torturing period
of eight weeks, simply starved to death. Nobody could change his conviction about the apostasy, which Spira defined as the mortal sin against the
Holy Spirit placing the individual beyond the Lord’s mercy.50 The story of
Spira’s tragic end went along with the development of early modern European confessionalism.51
Even though, in the discourse of Catholic spirituality of the Middle Ages
the reprobate man, as a person who had been possessed by the devil, was
more or less a well-known example, it was the Reformation that attributed to this figure special significance. Since confessionalism shaped the
dogmatic and spiritual differences of the age, despite its common ethical,
moral and religious features, like the case of neo-stoicism, the concept of
the new Christian imposed a set of rules for everybody in everyday life.
The example of Geneva, which turned into reality the Calvinist ideas of
Reformation up to an almost unimaginable extent, was very difficult to
be similarly applied everywhere.52 In spite of this, the Reformation, or
rather the social control exercised by the reformed clergy, wanted to build
60
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up not only communities of true believers but morally reformed Christian
societies as well.
It was this multiple and complex religious, moral and socio-economic
Reformation which urged for cultural and moral patterns meant to shape
a new type of believer, the one, who is totally dedicated to his confession
as his religious tradition and community as well. While the prototype of
the sinner doomed for eternal damnation was very often contrasted with
the new Christian, the Puritan or the martyr, religious despair was similarly opposed to the idea of certitudo salutis. Consequently, during the
sixteenth century religious despair was still strongly connected to the act
of apostasy, which implied the early modern individual’s refusal to identify him/herself with true Christian belief. Nevertheless, the further
radicalization of Reformation, the clash between Calvinist orthodoxy and
religious non-conformism, especially after the Synod of Dordrecht (16181619), opened a new chapter in the evolution of the concept of despair.
Although the spectacular English reception of the Spira case was signaled
by the impressive number of translation and adaptations to other genre,
Puritanism imposed a different view upon the phenomenon.
Sixteenth-century English and Hungarian Puritanism both laid a special emphasis upon the conscience and the continuous need for its evaluation and analysis. William Perkins, William Baxter and William Ames, the
most important representatives of this theological tradition, connected the
dogmatic concept of via salutis and casus conscientiae, in order to set
about a continuous self-reflection subordinated to the only important issue: redemption. This was, of course, a long-term process with moments
of despair and hopelessness, for instance, a number of people chose suicide on these grounds in early modern England. The fear of being reprobate, since certain individuals did not manage to find the reassuring signs
of their election, could have led to a tragic end. Yet, there were others,
including Puritan divines, who were able to overcome moments of despair
and hopelessness, consequently their reward was the conviction that they
were elected to eternal life.
It was Puritanism, therefore, that promoted this reevaluation of despair,
which became, in contrast with its previous definition, somehow a positive and compulsory element of the Puritan practice of piety. Furthermore,
the existence of despair was actually the very first sign of Puritan godliness, since it underpinned the existence of self-reflection concerned with
salvation. One can easily understand the connection between the concept
of martyrology, the prototype of the martyr or the godly man, who must
have undertaken the spiritual torments of this terrifying experience in
order to earn the right to face divine justice, whether it was damnation
or salvation. Those, certainly not many, who found the religious and
emotional resources to successfully survive this exam, must have been
happy and confident about their fate. They received the gift of certitudo
61
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salutis, the conviction of salvation. As Michael Macdonald rightly pointed
out, though it sounds fairly strange, religious despair was essential to their
salvation.53

Applications: the case of Mihály Cserei

A

62

ccording to the History of Transylvania, Cserei, while struggling with
a long-lasting disease in 1703, became so exhausted that he fell into
despair. This is the only direct allusion to the experience of this special
state of mind. We can also suppose that the underlined sentences of the
Praxis Pietatis referring to those who had got into despair, could be a further proof of this serious and probably long-lasting crisis. Even though
Cserei did not make any obvious allusion to the presence of despair in his
life, except the moment from 1703, it had probably been a serious problem, which preoccupied him even in his declining years as well. It can be
hardly imagined that, while approaching his death, this man, so ardently
concerned about theological issues, would not have thought about his salvation.
Still, it is an important challenge to decipher the possible motivations
or causes of this despair. Despite the fact that he was, at least, two times
tempted to convert to Catholicism, first in 1678 and then in 1699, these
cannot be considered as the sole causes of his despair. Furthermore, as
we have seen, by the seventeenth century, conversion was no longer directly responsible for this extreme experience. Cserei was certainly not
proud of his momentary error in 1678, but he considered this an unhappy
incident, which could have occurred because of his naivety and childish
vulnerability. In this context the narrative about count Apor’s failed attempt to attract him to the Catholic side, had certainly functioned to demonstrate his loyalty, moral integrity and reliability as a Calvinist believer.
Thus, we can conclude that the experience of the conversion might have
caused Cserei’s remorse of conscience, yet this cannot necessarily mean
that it certainly caused him religious despair, too.
The devastating effect of religious despair54 upon seventeenth century
Protestant believers, according to John Stachniewski, was due to the socalled persecutory imagination, which emerged out of the ruthless, severe
and highly popularized puritan piety. He asserts that Calvinism, in terms
of double predestination having transposed into the puritan theological
discourse, reached a certain moral extremism illustrated by the haunting terror of the reprobate state. Frustrations and religious crises were
quite often the result of Puritan discipline, which implied obsessively continuous surveillance, control and most importantly punishments, from the
very early age of childhood up to adulthood. Stachniewski suggests that
the puritan family and the contemporary pattern of childrearing implied
the strongest conviction the disciplining children must be the first prior-
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ity of education.55 Though, Steven Ozment denies the almost legendary
severity of early modern fathers, he seems to agree with the observation
that obedience toward parents, teachers and educators or rulers was one
of the major goals of the process of education.56
It was probably the figure of the father, as Stachniewski claimed, who
represented the authority within the family toward which every family
member should have approached with respect and obedience.57 Thus, the
father and husband very often became the family despot, lording over his
wife and his children. Moreover this latter relationship between father and
children could have been sometimes truly problematic. In order to grasp
its complex links toward religious mentality and the particular question
of certitudo salutis, it is extremely important to admit that it was more than
the mere challenge of paternal authority by early modern teenagers. Fathers, acting sometimes excessively rigidly in matters of education or
through the repeated use of beatings, could influence in a frustrating way
the self-formation of children. The teenage years typically a period of quest
for identity, were burdened by an excessive discipline, which did not actually make any character more resilient or better, but simply frustrated
these young people. Stachniewski reminds us that Puritan parents were
advised, when beating children, to tell them that it was against God that
they had sinned.58
This particular disciplining method, the applied beating and the delivered explanations, did not made children godly and obedient persons, but
influenced their self-reflection in a negative way. Children might probably
tend to identify themselves as sinners or even reprobates, whose relation
to the father, the strange resemblance is not a mere coincidence, must be
limited to the endurance of divine justice. Of course, eternal damnation
as well, could have easily been regarded as an expression of unquestionable divine justice. The experiences and emotions of alienation, cast off
or desertions were probably related to problematic relations between fathers and children. Stachniewski explained that the experience of divine
rejection, which caused acceptance of reprobate status and implicitly led
to despair, was often related to feelings about fathers or social hierarchy.59
It is almost certain that religious despair in sixteenth-century Calvinist
and Puritan culture was not caused by conversion, but it was closely related to the malfunctioning of social network within the nuclear family.
Given this context, it is worth re-examining Cserei’s account of his
family, especially his relationship towards his father. Notwithstanding that
he first mentioned his despair associated with a special physical and moral
exhaustion, his sickness in 1703, it is his childhood, which could explain
the presence of those fears and sadness in the period of 1690 and 1698,
recorded by his calendars. Although, the period narrated by the calendars
was, of course, more related to his childhood, these, due to their special
character, do not contain references to his early years. The History of
Transylvania is the only written source, which recorded some events,
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presented as anecdotes from his childhood. Though, as we have previously
seen, this narrative may not be the most reliable one, due to the selective character of memory, yet it surely has a special significance, which
was kept in the memory of the 42 year old man, about his childhood, and
his relation to his father. Even though, Cserei hints only to very few moments, I believe, their significance cannot be questioned.
“My father raised me in a terrible discipline, for up to the age of 14 I was not allowed to serve myself from the dishes brought to the common table. I was usually given
a piece of meat and I had to be satisfied with it. Furthermore, a peasant servant of my
father, named Jancsi, but called by my father Ficzko, always stood behind me. When
my father had cautioned him, he slapped me, no matter how many people assisted to
this scene.”60

To these humiliating experiences were added further strange punishments
by an exceedingly severe father, such as, the prohibition to sleep in bed,
thus the little boy had to sleep together with his father’s dog. Moreover,
because once he had accidentally trampled one of his boots, his father
ordered him to go to school barefoot, in wintertime.61 Consequently, he
remembered that
“I was frightened by my father so much that I did not dare to look in his eyes, sit
down in his presence or just say a single word. He, however, always swore at me, and
used to call me a Saxon. He also ordered my teacher to punish me as often as it was
necessary. Consequently I became frustrated and overwhelmed by fear to such an extent that, even as a young man, it took me some years to get rid of it.”62

64

Memory of childhood, envisaged with a prominently dominant and extremely severe Father-figure, whose practices of education left deep marks
on Cserei’s self-confidence, confirms the possible relation between the
frustration of childhood and the religious crises of youth. In addition to
these confessions two important incidents should be added. First, after
he had studied for six years, from 1678 to 1684, in the Protestant College of Odorhei, he had to interrupt his studies. Normally, according to
the practice and common custom of the epoch, those students who finished with good final results in their studies, with the help of patrons,
continued their studies abroad. Although, it was a difficult experience,
which required not only intellectual skills and considerable financial effort, but endurance and all kinds of privation, it was worth undertaking.
Returning students, who more easily obtained an important job with a
good salary, and, in general their social promotion was more straightforward.
Thus, Cserei was deprived not only of the experience of peregrinatio
academica, but also the opportunity of social advancement, when his father decided for him to become a valet at Mihály Teleki’s court instead.
Though, Cserei disagreed, he did not dare to contradict or challenge his
father, at least, not yet. However, this remained a major disappointment
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– he remembered it several times as the lost opportunity of his life. He
sadly expressed this, as a 42 year old man, in the History of Transylvania
“I wish my father did not allow me to leave school, because I might become a better man.”63

The importance of the episode, compounded by recurrent references to this
particular moment of his life in his later writings,64 shows that this relation between father and son, evolved toward an unavoidable conflict. It
was in 1693, when his father, after he had discovered Cserei’s scandalous love affair with a peasant girl, had a quarrel with him. This time,
Cserei revolted against his father, and after having released the peasant
girl, who was sent to prison by his father, he left his father’s house. Even
though, he was not legally disinherited, he was forced to sustain himself
independently, without any help from his father. Their relationship probably improved, especially after his first marriage in 1697, because Cserei
had certainly not neglected his old and sick parents. He could not allow
himself such a deviant gesture, which would have surely been against the
mentality and moral demands of the age.
These incidents, as the elements of a very complicated puzzle, although
they shed light only on some aspects of the overall picture, yet they
strongly support the idea that the religious despair experienced by Cserei,
during his disease in 1703, did have precedents. It is, therefore, quite
possible that the syndromes or references to sadness, fears and spiritual
crises, beyond the contextual explanations, allude to the existence of religious despair, as a more or less constant presence in the religious life of
this individual. The extremely difficult period between 1690 and 1698
seems to me a veritable rite de passage, during which Cserei managed to
find strategies of survival, which, even against the paternal will and authority, granted him social and moral promotion. Becoming a man and
being accepted as a responsible adult, husband and father in early modern culture and society was not a simple achievement. Beyond the lack
of moral and financial support of his family, Cserei had to undertake,
handle and even solve the burden of being rejected, alienated and refused.
One cannot even imagine the terrible price of self-sufficiency, freedom and
responsibility chosen by this young man, against the mentality or demands of his society. He must have had doubts about his decision, moreover he must have undergone terrible crises of despair and spiritual tortures due to remorse. Everybody and probably everything, the customs,
the common sense, the mentalities, and even the books he had read stated
the same judgment: a son must never revolt against his father.
Nevertheless, after his father had died, he presumably faced social,
financial crises, which could easily tempt him to fall again in despair. Not
only terrible sickness, but certainly all his various problems he confronted,
had an impact upon his confessional identity. All events, whether they
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were positive or negative, were all connected with his salvation, and were
possible arguments of a possible rejection of salvation. Thus, no one can
pretend that Cserei, after he had declared in his Apology strong convictions about his salvation, he never felt despair during the following ten
years, out of which the last eight years he would spend in bed.
Therefore, it is possible to conclude that Cserei carefully selected events
and experiences to make public in his writings. The idea of publicity,
writing for an audience is an important and constant element in his cultural practice of using literacy. Most of his manuscripts are dedicated to
an audience, which probably included not only his family members. Moreover, the same need for publicity can be observed in his reading practice
as well. He wrote marginal notes not only in his calendars, but in almost
every book he possessed. These are notable signs of a carefully designed
self-fashioning, which imitated the cultural patterns of Puritan devotional
literature and strove to offer an example of godly piety and excellence.
Cserei’s self-censorship sought to eliminate or discretely hold back the
confession of those emotions, experiences which might contradict the idealistic example promoted by his writings and readings. It was the accumulated fear and frustration of childhood, which betrayed him.

IV. Conclusions

T

66

here is an impressive analogy between the anthropological perspec
tive of the three lifecycle events; birth, marriage, death, and the confessional evolution of the individual, who more or less produced written
representations of his confessional self-reflection after almost every ritual,
biological and social change in his life. Thus the young man, the adult and
finally the old man had covered not only a ritual journey along the markers of his life, but made comprehensible his religious evolution as well.
For this process of self-fashioning, produces a confessional identity which
cannot be separated from the biological, social, cultural or political identity of the individual.
Consequently, Cserei’s confessional identity, in this micro historical
reconstruction, seems difficult to grasp, because it underwent that process of evolution, which resulted in the shaping of the personality of Cserei.
What is the core of this confessionality? The frustrations of the childhood,
the difficult quest of the youth or maybe the confidence of the old man?
Probably, all these three options simultaneously. However, all these are
only anthropologically relevant representations concerning the early modern individual’s special conduct and performance in the system of belief
he inhabited. Cserei’s confessional identity, not necessarily reflects only
his particular state, it seems to be a further example of how Puritan piety envisaged the dialectic of hope and despair in the life-long experience
of struggle for survival.
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At the same time, all these writings represent at least two important
issues. First of all, they are sources and illustrations of how a Hungarian early modern individual interpreted English Puritanism. Secondly, in
a historical anthropological perspective, they allow the interpretation of
how literacy, as a cultural practice, performed a ritualistic function of
creating survival strategies and intellectual means to overcome spiritual
crises. The existence of religious despair in Cserei’s religious discourse
modifies our existing image65 of Cserei’s spiritual life, and demonstrates
the existence of religious despair in the discourse of Hungarian Puritanism. This second consequence has an outstanding importance, since the
history of Puritanism both in literary history and theology was defined as
the mere and poor reception of English Puritan ideas, without the religious
and moral burdens associated with them. This article, hopefully, not only
contradicts but also delivers further arguments which sustained the
method and results of historical anthropology for studying the European
Reformation in a comparative perspective.
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