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Orthodox iconostasis of the town of Szczebrzeszyn.  
Physiognomy of being in an intercultural historical community

Introduction

Orthodoxy, as the second dominant religious group in the Republic of Poland after the 
Roman Catholic Church, also has a deeply rooted presence at the local level. Its func-
tions and manifestations, embedded in the changing discourse on religious culture, are 
undergoing transformations under the influence of social, political, and historical chang-
es. Szczebrzeszyn, as a town with centuries-old multicultural and multiethnic traditions, 
provides an innovative field for research on the evolution of Orthodox culture in both 
structural and symbolic terms. In the course of the processes of individualization of re-
ligious practices, pluralization of worldviews, and secular forms of theology, manifes-
tations of local religious identity undergo various transformations, which raises ques-
tions about many issues in various dimensions. 

The main aim of this article is to present an interdisciplinary historical analysis of 
Orthodox culture in the town of Szczebrzeszyn. Its position in relation to the current 
Catholic and Jewish cultures will also be discussed. The author has adopted a diachron-
ic-sociological approach, which allows him to capture the variability of Orthodox expe-
riences and their current significance in the social consciousness of the inhabitants of 
Szczebrzeszyn. The thesis of the article refers to determining the influence of the Ortho-
dox religion on the everyday life of the town’s inhabitants. In turn, the research questions 
posed for the workshop aim to answer the following: 1) How did the role and presence 
of the Orthodox Christians in the religious and social life of the town of Szczebrzeszyn 
develop, and 2) Is contemporary public discourse, understood as the identification of 
residents in religious terms, more religious or cultural-identity-based in nature?

Methods

The methodology used in this article is based on a research approach aimed at obtain-
ing a multifaceted view of the issue. The article attempts to integrate the dimensions of 
the local level of Orthodox culture in Szczebrzeszyn, such as: 1) a historical reconstruc-
tion of the presence of Orthodox culture in the town, and 2) an empirical analysis of the 
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social perception of the town’s residents on the issue of Orthodox culture. The empiri-
cal part of the research concerns a public perception survey conducted in July-October 
2024 on a sample of 352 adult residents of the town of Szczebrzeszyn.

Orthodox human – a short description

The Orthodox community in Poland is the second largest religious group, sometimes 
identified with national culture, both in cultural and historical terms. Belonging to the 
Eastern Church is based on religious and ideological authority, which was characterized 
by the independence and autonomy of local churches within the Orthodox Church (Zo-
tova, 2023: 323). It should be emphasized that in the context of Polishness, the Ortho-
dox Christians have played a social role for centuries, identifying themselves with the 
national heritage, but also with the symbolic aspects of public discourse.

In terms of historical context, Orthodoxy was officially introduced in 1054 as a re-
sult of the Great Schism (also known as the East-West Schism), when the Church was 
divided (Majcher, 2015: 180). It is worth noting that in the context of Catholic culture, 
which was officially introduced to the Polish kingdom with the baptism of Mieszko I in 
966 (Mironowicz, 2017: 39-46), the Orthodox culture played a secondary role in the 
religious, political, and cultural dimensions of the Polish state, although this varied de-
pending on the historical period. 

The Orthodox Christians in Poland are a religious group that identifies with spirit-
ual teachings, understood as “spiritual life”, inseparable from the Holy Scriptures and 
doctrine, including the Eastern Church, who live in communion with Jesus Christ unit-
ed with the Triune God (Leśniewski, 2002: 54). Despite the lack of an official Orthodox 
capital, this denomination is based on the recognition of secular law, but also internal 
Church law, including canonical, ecclesial, and social norms, which are governed by 
the Church (Ławerszuk, 2023: 48-53). Their characteristic feature is their reference to 
the cults of saints according to types of holiness, but the highest position among them 
was achieved by the Mother of God, who “is the closest to Christ of all living beings” 
(Charkiewicz, 2010: 127).

Contemporary categorization of society requires both a sociological perspective, 
where the Orthodox Christians are seen as bearers of values, but also as a communi-
ty embracing the teachings of the Autocephalous Orthodox Church and their own cul-
tural national identities.

The foundations of Orthodoxy:  
the development of the Eastern Church before the 14th century

With the victory of the Ruthenian princes, the Orthodox Christians began to settle in 
the Cherven Towns. This trend intensified even further during the Tatar invasions of 
Ruthenia in the 13th century (Przysada, 2014: 106). As early as 992, an Orthodox bish-
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opric was established in nearby Volodymyr-Volynskyi, which also included the areas 
between the Wieprz and Bug rivers, inhabited by the Ruthenian population, which was 
conditioned by the establishment of the foundations of the Orthodox Church organiza-
tion here (Prawosławna diecezja chełmsko-lubelska, 2026). After the East-West Schism 
the bishopric officially transferred to the Orthodox Church, and as a result of the Ta-
tar invasions, the Orthodox Christians settled in Szczebrzeszyn, where they found ref-
uge (Przysada, 1999: 74). This influenced the demographic structure of the later town, 
as well as its cultural character. Then, after the Great Schism reached Red Ruthenia, the 
Church of the Mother of God of Uspensky became entrenched and passed into the hands 
of the Orthodox Christians (Przysada, 2014: 106).

In the 13th century, specifically between 1205 and 1265, Daniel Halicki’s government 
subjugated Szczebrzeszyn, including its Orthodox population, increasing their numbers 
in the town (Przysada, 1997: 17). Through Halicki’s efforts, the Ruthenian lands of Kiev, 
Halicz, and Włodzimierz were united into the Duchy of Halicz-Włodzimierz, which be-
came one of the largest states in Central and Eastern Europe at that time (Prawosławna 
diecezja chełmsko-lubelska, 2026). This was caused by the Tatar invasions, during which 
part of the Orthodox population fled and found refuge in Szczebrzeszyn, resulting in 
the adaptation of the Catholic church to their needs (Przysada, 1997: 17). The first bish-
op to take over the Chełm region was Bishop Ivan, but at that time there was already an 
extensive parish network and several monasteries in the Chełm diocese (Prawosławna 
diecezja chełmsko-lubelska, 2026).

The unification of Ruthenia and Poland in the 13th and 14th centuries resulted in 
the creation of a Roman Catholic diocese in Chełm alongside the existing Orthodox 
one. Initially, the Catholic and Orthodox Christians were united by their common reli-
gion, which was reflected in the celebration of liturgy in one shared temple. Even then, 
followers of both religions visited their temples to pray to the commonly recognized 
and revered Mother of God of Szczebrzeszyn, whose icon brought the two faiths clos-
er together. This indicates a process of temporary coexistence, which reflects the com-
plex religious relations in Szczebrzeszyn. As a result, both religious groups increasingly 
showed a tendency towards the unification of the two Churches (Przysada, 2014: 106-
107). This situation could have fostered dialogue, but it could also have generated later 
tensions related to dogmatic and liturgical differences.

In 1398, the Szczebrzeszyn County was described by Bishop Jakub Strepa as “ter-
ra inter schismaticorum Rutheneroum”, which means “land among the schismatic Ru-
thenians”, even though this situation had not existed for a long time. Earlier, Dymitr of 
Goraj brought numerous settlers to the area, establishing Roman Catholic pastoral cent-
ers, followed by Bishop Jan Biskupiec of Chełm, who created a network of Roman Cath-
olic parishes in the vicinity of Szczebrzeszyn with the aim of converting the Rutheni-
ans (Krasny, 2010: 17). The efforts to convert the Rusyns were carried out through the 
creation of missions, which was part of the Church’s plan to increase its religious and 
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cultural influence in these regions. According to Aleksander Przysada, Orthodoxy was 
a marginal religion in the town, originally practiced by foreigners fleeing invasions, and 
later by a few Poles (Przysada, 2017: 53).

The Orthodox church in Szczebrzeszyn is one of the two oldest in Poland (Kołodziejczyk, 
2022: 36). It is located on a small hill in the center of the town (Stankiewicz, 2022). In 
1194, there was already a temple here, on the ruins of which an Orthodox church was 
built in the 16th century (Przysada, 1998: 6). According to Zbigniew Stankiewicz, the 
church may have been located on a castle mound, as evidenced by a 12th-13th centu-
ry cemetery, which used to be located right next to the temple (Stankiewicz, 2022). Jan 
Górak, on the other hand, believes that the first Orthodox church in Szczebrzeszyn may 
have existed in 1352, as the town was a “Russian town” (Górak, 1990: 80-81). The research 
shows that the first temple was built in the 12th or early 13th century, i.e. before the Gór-
ka family (Przysada, 2017: 23). The brick church was built in 1494, but there is no evi-
dence as to who was responsible for its construction (Stankiewicz, 2022). This diversity 
of opinions among the researchers indicates the complexity and richness of its history.

The beginnings of the parish organization of Orthodox Church –  
the Reformation in the face of Calvinism’s expansion

The first Russian parish in Szczebrzeszyn appears in a privilege issued in 1588 by Stanisław 
Górka (Krasny, 2010: 15). This was reflected in the foundation of an Orthodox church in 
1560, also established by Stanisław Górka (Górak, 1990: 81). In 1540, the owner of the 
town, the father of the castellan of Międzyrzecz, and Stanisław Górka had their names 
carved on the doors of the church (Krasny, 2010: 15). Probably on June 20, 1560, the 
church was renovated by the starost of Sieradz, Ivan Kmita, as evidenced by an inscrip-
tion on the iron door from 1560. 

In 1560, during the reign of Andrzej Górka in Szczebrzeszyn, the town was in tune 
with the spirit of the Reformation and the Calvinist movement, which resulted in the per-
secuted followers of this movement seeking refuge in Szczebrzeszyn. They felt safe in the 
town due to the political and economic power of Górka, who defended them (Przysada, 
1997: 19-20). Their arrival can also be considered an element of multicultural richness in 
the multireligious image of the town, which was shaped by the Catholic, Orthodox, and 
Jewish religions. Interestingly, in 1565, Górka, a Calvinist, converted the Roman Cath-
olic church into a congregation and founded a school next to it (Przysada, 2014: 26).

The evolution of Orthodoxy with the Roman Catholic Church –  
a process of integration and consolidation of influence

In 1670, Ulryk Werdetum noted that the Ruthenians of Szczebrzeszyn had joined 
the Roman Catholic Church, which seems to have been preceded by Michał Korybut 
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Wiśniowiecki’s privilege regarding the parish of Szczebrzeszyn, as being connected with 
the Holy See, which included the name of priest Stefan Kuryntowicz, the Dean of the 
Szczebrzeszyn Orthodox District, classified as similar administrative units to those of the 
Roman Catholic Church. This fits in with the dynamics of interfaith integration, which 
fostered the building of a local community above religious division. Until the 1670s, the 
Chełm region was the site of disputes between the Uniates and Orthodox Christians over 
the Orthodox churches, which ended with the victory of the Uniates (Krasny, 2010: 16). 

In the 18th century, the Orthodox Church also owned an orchard in Szczebrzeszyn 
next to the church, fields, and pieces of meadows in Deszkowice and Przedmieście Zamo-
jskie (Krasny, 2010: 15). However, at the turn of the 17th and 18th centuries, under pres-
sure from the Catholic Church and state authorities, the Orthodox dioceses were abol-
ished in Poland, with the exception of the one in Mohylew. As a result, most supporters 
of Greek Catholicism converted, and the Uniate Church expanded its holdings to nine 
bishoprics and two archbishoprics (Łepkowski, 1973: 785). In the 18th century, the dean-
ery already included 26 parishes of the Chełm diocese, including a dozen or so villag-
es such as Rozłopy, Brody, Żurawnica, Błonie, and Kawęcznyn, which presented a rare 
example of belonging to the Eastern Church organization in Poland (Krasny, 2010: 16). 

The era of visitations and indulgences as a phase of consolidation  
of Orthodox-Catholic relations in Szczebrzeszyn

In 1720, Józef Lewicki, Bishop of Chełm, visited the Uniate church in Szczebrzeszyn, 
which belonged to the deanery of 22 churches and was richly furnished, but its furnish-
ings were later taken to Vienna by order of Emperor Joseph II (Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, 
Grabacik, 2010: 97-98). This confirms the tendency of centralization of power and sec-
ularization of religious resources within the framework of imperial policy. In the 18th 
century, on January 10, 1722, to be precise, an Orthodox brotherhood was established 
in the name of marginalization and survival on the basis of a document issued by Bish-
op Lewicki (Krasny, 2010: 17).

In 1749, Pope Benedict XIV granted special indulgences to all the faithful who prayed 
before the famous icon of the Mother of God located in the church, as well as to those 
who visited the church in person (Przysada, 2006a: 3). This not only materialized the 
act of integration of the community with the Roman Catholic Church, but also served 
as a tool for spiritual and jurisdictional strengthening. It was a time when, in 1751, the 
Orthodox community numbered 47 people, obliged to take Easter communion (Kras-
ny, 2010: 17).

In 1759, another visitation to the Orthodox church of the Blessed Virgin Mary took 
place, led by Maksymilian Ryłło, the Bishop of the Uniate Diocese of Chełm, during which 
the church had a wooden belfry and iron doors (Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, Grabacik, 2010: 
98). Subsequently, on September 2, 1775, Uniate Bishop Ryłło appointed Father Karol 
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Lipowiecki as parish priest in Szczebrzeszyn, which was approved by Jakub Zamoyski 
on October 11 of the same year. The evolution of relations between the Uniates and the 
Roman Catholics in Szczebrzeszyn was quite smooth due to the 18th-century belief that 
the Roman and Greek rites belonged to the same Catholic Church. Father Paszkows-
ki lived in harmony with the Uniate parish priest, as evidenced by his making the par-
ish’s property records available and writing down the earliest history of the churches in 
Szczebrzeszyn. The Catholic community also united the faithful of both rites, which re-
sulted in Roman Catholics attending Orthodox services. These facts show that formal 
confessional boundaries were crossed in the town, with mutual support within the lo-
cal community. Therefore, the inhabitants of Szczebrzeszyn and the surrounding area 
made pilgrimages to the Orthodox church to ask for favours and graces. Interestingly, 
after Austria took over the town, foreigners were also sure of the unity of the Greek and 
Roman rites, as evidenced by the behaviour of the Hungarian Choderży and the tsarist 
soldiers, who were followers of the Russian religion, believing that they would experi-
ence a miracle through the icon of the Virgin Mary.

Father Lipowiecki pointed out that although the Uniates were not denied to be rec-
ognized as Catholics, they were promoted as the Catholics who were not fully united 
with the Roman Church, as those of a lower category due to their different liturgy. Ac-
cording to Piotr Krasny, there is no information on whether such behaviour was wide-
spread in the town or whether it affected relations between the Roman Catholic and 
Uniate churches, but the problem of Polish-Russian marriages was evident in the town, 
which was the source of serious conflicts between the two rites. Also the social position 
of the Uniates was rather low due to poverty they were living in, to the extent that the 
Uniate church was mockingly called the peasant church. However, according to Father 
Lipowiecki, the economic situation of the Uniates and Roman Catholics did not differ 
to such an extent as to divide the religious communities. The priest mentioned finan-
cial problems, which, according to Krasny, were caused by expenses for the repair of the 
church, but the priest could compare himself to some of the minor nobility in the county 
and was no worse off than the Roman Catholic parish priests in the Szczebrzeszyn area. 
Subsequently, Father Lipowiecki’s activities revolved around the affirmation of the Ru-
thenian religion in Szczebrzeszyn, with the aim of promoting the culture known from 
the town of the miraculous icon of the Mother of God and writing down the Gratitude 
of Mary’s Graces. This served to strengthen local religious authority, while at the same 
time attracting pilgrims (Krasny, 2010: 11-32). 

Religious tolerance and the economic prosperity of Orthodox culture –  
tradition and ritual in a wave of transformation

Between 1778 and 1793, the church was rebuilt using funds provided by parish priest, 
Andrzej Karpiński, changing the entire structure of the building. This conveys the mes-
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sage that there was an adaptation to dynamically developing architectural process-
es, which corresponded to the religious and social needs of the Orthodox community.

 

Picture 1. Orthodox Church of the Dormition of the Mother of God in Szczebrzeszyn,  
with a wooden fence, bell tower, and iron doors.

Source: Kowalczyk, 2025.

On Christmas Day in 1777, the roof of the church began to collapse, so a decision 
was made to renovate it (Krasny, 2010: 11-32). In the following years, there were many 
changes at the church. In 1779, the church already had a fenced cemetery, which had 
been in need of reconstruction for many years, resulting in a conflict between the faith-
ful and the Church authorities, who were considering punishing them with fines and 
a ban on burying bodies. This type of pressure from the population highlights the com-
munity’s involvement in the maintenance and development of sacred places. However, 
the parish priest’s threats indicate tensions in the relations between secular and spiritu-
al authorities regarding control over decision-making processes. In 1779, a presbytery 
was added to the church (Sroczyńska, Szponar, 1981: 13-26).

In 1783, 32 silver votive offerings were hung on the icon of the Virgin Mary, but they 
were later confiscated by the Religious Fund, along with the crowns and dress (Przysa-
da, 2006a: 3). Nevertheless, by 1808, the church was in need of another thorough and 
immediate renovation, which resulted in a decision in 1818 to do it, and the work be-
gan in 1828.

In 1816, 924 people attended the Orthodox church; in 1820, 972 people; in 1829, 819 
people; in 1845, 819 people; and in 1886, 1,190 people (Sroczyńska, Szponar, 1981: 14-
15). Overall, in 1822, the town had a population of 3,233, and in 1927, there were 3,233 
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people, including 1,083 of Jewish origin (Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, 2011: 107). In 1816, Jan 
Iwaszkiewicz became the parish priest of the Orthodox church, and performed his spir-
itual duties with distinction. At that time, the parish ranked second in terms of the num-
ber of parishioners among the sixteen parishes of the entire deanery (Sroczyńska, Szpo-
nar, 1981: 14-15). During Father Iwaszkiewicz’s presence in 1816, the Uniates lived in 
harmony with the Catholic community of the town, as evidenced by the funeral servic-
es for the souls of deceased students and professors, in which the Uniates and the Cath-
olic population of Szczebrzeszyn participated together. At that time, in Szczebrzeszyn, 
there was a custom during the week after All Souls’ Day to hold a service for professors 
and students who had died since the founding of the Zamość Academy, in which sev-
eral visiting Roman Catholic and Uniate priests participated, as well as Father Iwaszk-
iewicz, who celebrated Mass. It should be noted here that the established mechanism of 
social cooperation is an example of functional religious pluralism in local conditions. 
According to Regina Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, the Uniates of Szczebrzeszyn were not en-
tirely convinced that the Greek Catholic rite satisfied their spiritual needs, which is why 
they returned to the Church of their fathers, i.e. the Catholic Church, which continued 
throughout the 19th century. Nevertheless, the Uniate faithful of Father Iwaszkiewicz 
lived in harmony with the Catholic community of Szczebrzeszyn (Smoter-Grzeszkie-
wicz, Grabacik 2010: 100). Amidst these events, discussions about renovations contin-
ued. Father Aleksander Górski, Iwaszkiewicz’s nephew, sought materials and contrac-
tors to build a fence around the church.

In the 1820s, the buildings, including the church, fell into disrepair again, account-
ing for one-third of all churches in the deanery. However, between 1828 and 1836, the 
long-awaited renovation took place, and earlier, in 1818, a bell tower and a frame for 
the bells were built. Nevertheless, due to the opposition of Stanisław Zamoyski, the roof 
of the church and bell tower remained without boarding until 1848, which led to their 
complete destruction. Therefore, in 1837, there was a need for another renovation due 
to the poor condition of the roof, the floor in the presbytery, and the sacristy.

Socio-political priorities of the Orthodox culture in the aftermath of the November events – 
rebuilding and reshaping the discourse

In 1830, during the November Uprising, the temple lost two bells, which were taken to 
Janów and then to the Warsaw Arsenal (Sroczyńska, Szponar, 1981: 10-16). In addition, 
Father Iwaszkiewicz was accused of conspiring against the tsar due to earlier events, when 
a note with the words “Grateful to the Son of the Fatherland” was found on the door of 
Mordi Szpera and Lejzor Lama’s house, along with a proclamation after the name day 
of Tsar Alexander II (Kuźma, 1996: 28-29).

After the events of November, in 1839, the building of a bell tower began, and then 
in 1867-1868, the church was rebuilt on the initiative of Górski (Krasny, 2010: 32). Ear-
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lier, Jan Hasiec, on behalf of the residents of Szczebrzeszyn, wrote a petition about the 
excessive contributions collected for the repair of the church, the fencing of the ceme-
tery in the town, and the construction of a house for the parish priest in Rozłopy, but 
the parish priest referred those interested to the mayor, who did nothing about it. This 
practice confirms the existence of local mechanisms for respecting administrative ju-
risdiction, while at the same time ensuring institutional cooperation. Interestingly, in 
1840, the mayor of the town ordered a significant part of the land from the cemetery 
next to the Orthodox church to be removed, which contributed to the dispersion of the 
land, exposing human remains, which were not reburied, causing outrage among all the 
town’s inhabitants. This event reveals a clash between the emotional dimension, which 
balanced religious and sacrificial anxiety.

In 1843, the Greek Catholic parish was poor due to the small number of parishion-
ers (Kuźma, 1996: 19-36). In 1847, the renovation was still ongoing, as evidenced by the 
lack of plaster on the walls. The scope of this infrastructure, but also the performance 
of pastoral functions, reflected not only economic problems, but also the scope of con-
servation activities. These years were also not favourable for the parish, as evidenced 
by the neglect of the church by Father Iwaszkiewicz, who began to “cause general scan-
dal, especially among the simple people, by neglecting his parish duties and behaving 
in a manner inappropriate and offensive to the priesthood” (Sroczyńska, Szponar, 1981: 
17). As a result, Górski was appointed parish priest. After the change of parish priest, 
another renovation was carried out in 1854 due to the crumbling walls. Due to the col-
lapse of the presbytery in Szczebrzeszyn, the new parish priest lived in Rozłopy, where he 
sought to build a branch chapel or Orthodox church (Sroczyńska, Szponar, 1981: 17-18).

In 1860, 44 houses in Szczebrzeszyn belonged to the Orthodox population (Kuźma, 
1996: 36). At that time, some residents of the town converted from the Uniate rite to 
the Roman rite due to difficulties related to the Greek-Uniate priest’s trips to deanery 
meetings, which resulted in difficulties in obtaining confession (Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, 
2000: 55). This reflected the process of adaptation to the dominant religious and admin-
istrative culture, often resulting in social pressure. At that time, the cemetery was over-
flowing with graves, which resulted in its expansion from private land, purchased at ex-
orbitant prices (Sroczyńska, Szponar, 1981: 18). Moreover, during this period, Father 
Górski repeatedly appealed to the Zamoyski family to restore the church, signing his 
letters as “Parish Priest of Szczebrzeszyn and the Orthodox Parish” (Kuźma, 1996: 36).

The Union of Brest and religious changes: sacred transformations –  
the conversion of churches and the socio-political context

Since 1863, during the January Uprising, Orthodox Bishop Eulegiusz wanted to exclude 
counties such as Chełm and Zamość from the Kingdom of Poland and create the Chełm 
Governorate as an administrative unit of “Chełm Rus” (Przysada, 1997: 27). As a result 
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of the lack of a roof and its use, the ecclesiastical authorities proposed demolishing the 
church and building a popówka, which was opposed by the Ministry of Internal Affairs, 
that did not agree to this proposal. However, at the same time, Konstanty Zamoyski allo-
cated materials for the construction of new organs for the church in Szczebrzeszyn, but 
due to the removal of collation from the owners of the estates and the planned change 
in the building’s purpose, the project was not implemented (Sroczyńska, Szponar, 1981: 
20). This donation identified the Zamoyski family with the local religious heritage.

In the 1860s, after the abolition of the Union of Brest, the Greek Catholic church 
in the town was renamed an Orthodox church, due to the probable end of the Uniates’ 
activity in the town (Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, Grabacik, 2010: 100), which took place in 
1867 (Pieczykolan, 2022: 36). Cooperation among the Uniates was particularly evident 
when they supported the January Uprising in 1864, until its end, when they were per-
secuted by the tsarist regime.

In the 18th century, the parish did not have its own morgue, thus using the Evan-
gelical one at the neighbouring cemetery and the chapel of Saint Leonard (Sroczyńska, 
Szponar, 1981: 14). This confirms the prevailing religious tolerance, but also the possi-
bility of using a sacred place for burials. Subsequently, as the last Uniate parish priest, 
Górski took care of purifying the liturgy in Szczebrzeszyn, but without enthusiasm (Pr-
zysada, 2014: 107). In addition, in the 18th century, the Uniate Church had many prob-
lems with its functioning, but at the beginning of the next century, the prospects for the 
Szczebrzeszyn community were not too bad, as evidenced by the occupation of Gali-
cia by the Austrian authorities and the resulting attempt to raise the status of the East-
ern rite. This gave rise to hopes of halting the process of new believers converting to the 
Latin Church, but the short period during which the town was within the borders of the 
Duchy of Warsaw and/or the Congress Kingdom was a peaceful time for the function-
ing of the Uniate parish until the fall of the January Uprising. However, in the 19th cen-
tury, specifically in 1866, the Russian authorities appointed Father Józef Wójcicki as the 
new administrator of the Chełm diocese, tasking him with purging the Eastern rite of 
elements borrowed from the Roman Catholic tradition and aligning it with the Ortho-
dox liturgy. The assigned actions did not please many priests, forcing them to protest in 
order to block the liquidation of the Uniate Church in the Congress Kingdom and its 
subordination to the faithful and organizational structures of the Orthodox Church. It 
is important to emphasize the importance of the priests who resisted other radical pol-
icies, which symbolized courage among the clergy. However, after numerous protests, 
a prison was prepared in the liquidated Bernardine monastery located in Radecznica, 
at the territory of the Uniate parish of Szczebrzeszyn. This was part of a deep crisis of 
institutional authority, as it violated traditional spatial functions.

In 1875, the partitioning powers abolished the Uniate Church, forcing the faithful 
to convert to Orthodoxy, despite the lack of enthusiasm of the last Uniate parish priest. 
Therefore, on May 27 of the same year, representatives of the Uniate parish in Szcze-
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brzeszyn converted to Orthodoxy, but not everyone felt obliged to do so (Krasny, 2010: 
19). The mass conversion of the faithful to Orthodoxy in an urban context testifies to 
profound changes in religious identity, conditioned by political pressure. It is worth not-
ing that earlier, in 1872, a new fence was built, and the church and bell tower were reno-
vated, but in 1873, as a result of two storms, the roof of the church was torn off and the 
building was abandoned until 1886 (Sroczyńska, Szponar, 1981: 20).

The union of Churches and conversions to Orthodoxy:  
restructuring Church administration in the context of liquidation

In 1875, Tsar Alexander II announced the abolition of the union between the Greek 
Catholic Church and the Roman Catholic Church, thereby forcing the Uniates to con-
vert to Orthodoxy, which resulted in a dramatic struggle for the right to practice the 
faith of their fathers (Przysada, 1999: 79). Szczebrzeszyn was also to be included in this 
circle, as evidenced by the abolition of the Greek Catholic bishopric in Chełm in 1875 
and the recognition of the Uniate population as Orthodox. An order was issued to liq-
uidate the Uniate church in Szczebrzeszyn, and the Church of the Dormition of Moth-
er of God was converted into an Orthodox church. A few years later, the Franciscan 
monastery of the Holy Trinity was taken away from the Catholics and converted into an 
Orthodox church (Przysada, 1997: 27). According to Father Wadowski, the bells rang 
so loudly that both the sick and the healthy suffered from headaches due to their con-
stant noise. This reflected the mood that prevailed in Szczebrzeszyn at the time (Smot-
er-Grzeszkiewicz, Grabacik, 2010: 101).

The church was renovated in 1875, when the Uniates converted to Orthodoxy, num-
bering up to 500 people (Kuźma, 1996: 37). From that year onwards, the population of 
Szczebrzeszyn was forced to convert to Orthodoxy during the partitions, including the 
conversion of the Uniates with the help of the military police and Cossack sotnias. This 
is evidenced by the baptismal records kept in Russian by the Orthodox priest Timofiel 
Tracz, who attempted to baptize all children in Russian as Orthodox Christians, there-
by taking the Church of St. Catherine away from the Catholics and converting it into 
an Orthodox church (Kołodziejczyk, 2022: 35). The introduction of Russian as an offi-
cial language was a tool of religious Russification, aimed at integrating the faithful with 
Orthodoxy in the name of a symbolic language code.

In 1877, the Szczebrzeszyn deanery was abolished, incorporating the town into the 
Zamość deanery, and the Chełm diocese was replaced by the Orthodox Lublin diocese 
with a new territorial organization, which resulted in the reduction of the Szczebrzeszyn 
parish and the transfer of the town to the newly created parish in Radecznica. Accord-
ing to Piotr Krasny, some Uniates from the town had been asking to be admitted to the 
Roman Catholic Church for several years, while their Orthodox priest, Father Tracz, 
tried to win them over to the Orthodox parish because of their devoted service to God 



138

Przegląd Narodowościowy / Review of Nationalities 
nr 15/2025

Daniel Łukasz Kita

(Krasny, 2010: 19). This situation illustrates not only the tension and established identi-
ty, but also the mechanisms of institutional coercion characteristic of the religious pol-
icy of the era under analysis.

In 1877, the parish in Szczebrzeszyn existed only in name, along with its parish priest 
Górski, who was solely concerned with his farm (Krochmal, 1993: 172). This was part of 
the process of secularization of the priesthood and the erosion of clerical authority. His 
position was taken over in 1878 by his Orthodox successor, Father Tracz, who moved 
to Szczebrzeszyn. As a bitter enemy of Poles, he was responsible for combating Cathol-
icism. He was said to “denounce whoever he wanted and bury whoever he wanted in 
a coffin” (Przysada, 2010: 108). During his 32 years in the town, he destroyed all mani-
festations of Catholicism and Polishness, persecuting its followers. He tried to convert 
as many people as possible to Orthodoxy, using administrative and police coercion as 
well as Cossacks, who pacified the disobedient in Żurawnica near Szczebrzeszyn. He 
also destroyed the Roman Catholic faith by keeping church records in Russian, thanks 
to which he ordered officials, under penalty of law, to record newborn Catholic chil-
dren as Orthodox in the registers. What is more, this violence became a tool for legiti-
mizing spiritual authority. Acting against the will of Catholic parents who did not know 
Russian, he wrote all documents in that language and accused the most resistant among 
them of conspiring against the tsar. For their resistance, they were punished with im-
prisonment or fines. Jan Nepomucen Grabarski, the parish priest of the Catholic par-
ish of St. Nicholas in Szczebrzeszyn, also opposed these activities and was considered 
by Tracz to be a “dangerous enemy of Orthodoxy, inciting Catholics against the tsarist 
regime” (Przysada, 2010: 108). As a result, Tracz gathered evidence against Grabarski, 
but did not use it due to his death in 1909. This demonstrated the deep intertwining of 
religious structures with mechanisms of state control, where clergymen become both 
tools of systemic oppression and its victims.

The Catholic residents of Szczebrzeszyn hated Tracz for his actions, while many Or-
thodox Christians did not approve of his methods. Their relationship resulted in two 
funerals for Tracz. After the first one, the body was laid to rest in the crypt of the Or-
thodox church, from where the coffin was thrown out onto the street at night. The sec-
ond took place in the Catholic cemetery, but the monument was damaged and then de-
stroyed shortly afterwards. These events also testify to the deep polarization of the local 
community, where even death does not stop identity disputes, but only intensifies them 
in the form of ritual symbolic violence. 

Tracz’s activities were mitigated by a manifesto of tolerance issued by Tsar Nicholas 
II on June 30, 1905, which allowed the Uniates to return to the Roman Catholic Church. 
People forcibly incorporated into the Orthodox Church in Szczebrzeszyn immediately 
joined Catholic parishes (Przysada, 2017: 69-109). Their escape was a form of collective 



139

Przegląd Narodowościowy / Review of Nationalities 
nr 15/2025

Orthodox iconostasis of the town of Szczebrzeszyn. Physiognomy of being in an intercultural historical community

resistance to the imposed religious transformation, where political coercion met with 
religious opposition. It is interesting that, despite everything, in 1885, Tracz performed 
19 weddings and baptized 52 children, recognizing that Orthodoxy was flourishing in 
the town (Sroczyńska, Szponar, 1981: 20). This not only emphasized the creation of ur-
ban identity solely within the Orthodox Church, but also disrupted the discourse cre-
ated over centuries by various denominations.

Monastic communities and socio-economic changes:  
impact on regional development and the role of the Jewish community

In 1883, by decree of the Governor General, the Orthodox nuns were brought to Szcze-
brzeszyn to replace the Daughters of Charity, who had been caring for the Church of St. 
Catherine (Przysada, 1998: 74). The arrival of the Orthodox nuns in place of the Cath-
olic sisters was a deliberate exchange of personnel as part of a broader strategy of con-
fessional homogenization. In 1885, the Szczebrzeszyn parish belonged to the Zamość 
deanery and had Orthodox churches (Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, 2011: 90). A year later, the 
Orthodox clergy took over the monastery, converting it into an Orthodox church ded-
icated to the Dormition of the Mother of God, but it remained empty, and so the Or-
thodox neglected the church without destroying its furnishings. 

In 1886, attempts were made to obtain permission to build a popówka (Przysada, 
1998: 20-74). This was an example of the strategic use of sacred architecture as a tool of 
prestige and political and social influence. In the 19th century, the church was one of the 
most impressive buildings in the town due to the taxes it paid. It owned 117 morgens 
of arable land, which distinguished it from other Uniate churches in terms of wealth.

As mentioned, in 1877, the Szczebrzeszyn deanery of the Uniate Church was dis-
solved, and the Uniate church was converted into an Orthodox church. In the 1880s, 
the church properties of the former hospital, rectory, and school no longer existed, and 
the priest lived in a military building far from the church. At that time, the church stew-
ard and the sacristan rented rooms from Jews (Sroczyńska, Szponar,1981: 15-20). This 
proves that the Orthodox Christians had good relations with the Jewish population at 
that time, which would confirm neighbourly ties, as the church stood on the same street 
as the Jewish synagogue.

It is worth recalling that in 1888, the Orthodox Christians were given a second 
church – the occupied Holy Trinity Church at the monastery of the Daughters of Char-
ity of Saint Vincent de Paul, whose parish priest in 1903 was Jan Grabarski, whose vic-
ar was Feliks Biały (Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, 2011: 90). The rivalry for the dominant re-
ligion should be emphasized here, as this type of transformation was evidence of the 
processes of redistribution of symbolic power.
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The tsarist manifesto and religious policy:  
the activities of the Orthodox clergy during the period of repression

In 1905, following Tsar Nicholas II’s edict of tolerance, the Church suffered serious loss-
es, losing not only Jews but also people who converted to Catholicism (Kołodziejczyk, 
2022: 35). In the Szczebrzeszyn parish, 12,000 people converted to Catholicism (Przysa-
da, 2006c: 4). The act of conversion speaks not only of limited religious autonomy, but 
also of the strong influence of state power, where individuals were under tsarist rule. At 
that time, from an administrative point of view, the church was subordinated to the Or-
thodox clergy of the Chełm diocese (Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, Grabacik, 2010: 102). Tracz 
threw himself into the fight to save the dying institution by any means possible, but he 
was unable to revive the Orthodox parish, which had only a dozen or so members left. 
Some families, in order to erase traces of their previous religious affiliation, changed 
the Russian inscriptions on gravestones in cemeteries to Polish ones (Knyt, 2017: 95). 
Replacing the inscriptions was not only a symbolic act of regaining religious identity 
by the local population, but also reflected the process of restitution and deimperializa-
tion within the sacred sphere.

As mentioned, Tracz wrote that Orthodoxy was spreading in Szczebrzeszyn, but de-
spite his efforts, on April 30, 1905, Tsar Nicholas II issued a manifesto of tolerance al-
lowing former Uniates to return to the Catholic Church only in the Roman rite, which 
showed the parish priest’s efforts to be ineffective (Krasny, 2010: 19). The next parish 
priest was Monsignor Grabarski, who was popular for his philanthropic activities, which 
also included Jews, resulting in prayers being said for him (Knyt, 2017: 95). Such gestures 
indicated a shift towards a conciliatory and inclusive form of identity in Szczebrzeszyn.

Between 1905 and 1941, Elogiusz Gieorgiejjewskij, a supporter of the Russification 
of the entire Chełm and Podlasie regions, was the bishop of the Chełm diocese and con-
tributed to the separation of the Chełm region and former Congress Kingdom in 1912. 
The Orthodox church in Szczebrzeszyn served as a parish church, and the town, as the 
deanery of the Orthodox parish of Chełm, was divided into 13 parishes. The Ortho-
dox church in Szczebrzeszyn, located in the Church of St. Catherine, functioned un-
til 1917, when, after the end of World War I, it was reconciled (Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, 
Grabacik, 2010: 102).

In 1913, the Orthodox Christians constituted only 4.2% of the town’s population, 
which translated into 346 people. However, in 1915, the last priest fled the town along 
with the Russian army (Przysada, 2006c: 4). As a result, in 1915, after the Russians with-
drew from the town, the Orthodox church was closed and its furnishings were dispersed 
(Krasny, 2010: 10). Consequently, the Orthodox identity in the town practically disin-
tegrated, and the building lost its sacred function.
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The disappearance of religious culture during the interwar period:  
prayer practices in small communities

During the interwar period, the Catholic population in schools did not differ greatly 
from the Orthodox population (Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, Grabacik, 2010: 102). Their less 
visible presence in the town indicated gradual assimilation or concealment of their iden-
tity due to political and cultural pressure. Therefore, in 1938, the campaign against Or-
thodoxy intensified, resulting in the desire to dismantle the roof of the former Ortho-
dox church by the faithful themselves (Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, 2011: 90). 

Around the 1930s, there were 3,394 Roman Catholics, 26 people without religious 
affiliation, 4 Greek Catholics, and 2 Evangelicals in Szczebrzeszyn (Kita, 2000: 8). It 
was the time of persecution of Orthodoxy, when the Orthodox peasants were persuad-
ed to convert to Catholicism (Knyt, 2017: 113-118). The pressure to change faith was 
a mechanism for imposing the dominant denomination, and this revealed the instru-
mentalization of the religious sphere, as it was a tool of social control. At that time, Fa-
ther Cieśliński and engineer Aleksander Waligóra began dismantling the roof , which 
was ultimately demolished. It was only the Lublin conservator, dr Józef Dutkiewicz, who 
ordered the demolition to be stopped to great gratitude of the old townspeople of Szcze-
brzeszyn who had a great fondness for the temple, which their Uniate fathers had once 
attended. It was a time of anti-Orthodox and anti-Ukrainian propaganda, based on al-
leged lawlessness and violence of their behaviour (Glauza, 2004: 45-46). Orthodoxy was 
fought against and Catholicism was promoted (Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, Grabacik, 2010: 
100). At that time, the census of the Orthodox Christians was also demanded, as well 
as the persecution, suppression, and combating of the Orthodox influences on a large 
scale in Szczebrzeszyn. Interestingly, even some Orthodox officials began to convert to 
Catholicism (Glauza, 2004: 44-45).

In 1940, an Orthodox service was held in the roofless church, led by a young priest 
(Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, Grabacik, 2010: 101). Additionally, on September 22, 1940, the 
former church was consecrated, which attracted a large audience, including Catholics, 
who came to attend the service in the deserted church amid the rubble and ruins (Knyt, 
2017: 234-235). Interestingly, the presence of the Catholic population during the cere-
mony showed the connections between the two communities and the potential for in-
terfaith dialogue, despite their differences and the occupation of the monastery. Other 
services were held in St. Catherine’s Church from time to time by an Orthodox priest 
during the occupation.

During the interwar period, the Orthodox population would go to the Wieprz River 
on Zwierzyniecka Street during the Jordan holiday to solemnly celebrate this occasion 
(Smoter-Grzeszkiewicz, Grabacik, 2010: 101-102). This confirmed the continuity of Or-
thodox identity despite the displacement and adaptation of sacred space.
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On April 8, 1942, a new Orthodox church was consecrated in the Church of St. Cath-
erine, which resulted in the celebration of Orthodox rites (Knyt, 2017: 299). This was 
somewhat of a dissonance, as the Orthodox population had a small number of believ-
ers that did not have the financial means to renovate the church. It is worth noting that 
in 1944, shortly after the liberation of Szczebrzeszyn, the Church of St. Catherine was 
returned to the Catholic population (Przysada, 1997: 51). This symbolized the process 
of restitution of property to the Catholic population, but also a correction of earlier re-
pressive actions. During the interwar period, the role of Orthodoxy gradually weakened, 
until the 1950s, when a dozen or so remaining people converted to Catholicism, attend-
ed Mass in other Orthodox parishes, and went into hiding until the church was rebuilt.

Renovation and reclamation of Orthodox churches as part  
of the reconstruction of cultural heritage in the post-war period

In 1952-1953, the church was secured by the conservation service, which covered it 
with shingles and reinforced the slopes and walls. Shortly after securing the church, the 
Conservation Commission decided to convert it into a community center with a large 
auditorium and concert hall. The aim was to secularize the sacred space, but also to re-
distribute resources. Moreover, this action is in line with the growing value of sacred 

Picture 2. Orthodox church without a roof in 1940s.
Source: Prawosławna diecezja chełmsko-lubelska, 2026.
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conservation as means of historical memory. The work was to include many changes 
inside, from the vault to the floor, but the project was never implemented, and in 1965 
the church was converted into a “Peasant Self-Help” organization, which set up a scrap 
metal warehouse there and partially replaced the walls. Despite the poor condition of 
the building, which required a major renovation, there were plans to convert it into a li-
brary or regional museum after its reconstruction. Despite these measures, the Ortho-
dox population continued to organize itself, probably participating in Mass in other Or-
thodox parishes in marginal numbers.

In 1972, the idea of adapting the temple into a community center hall was also re-
vived, but ultimately it was handed over to the Lublin Village Museum as a field ware-
house in the late 1970s (Sroczyńska, Szponar, 1981: 21-22). Since 1981, the conserva-
tion work had been ongoing in the church with the aim of renovating the temple. After 
World War II, the church was owned by the State Treasury, and after 2006 it was re-
turned to the Orthodox Diocese of Lublin-Chełm, where it served as a branch parish 
of the Mother of God parish in Zamość (Krasny, 2010: 33). This confirms that, despite 
various state activities, the church had its own land, which was sanctioned by the state.

 

Picture 3. Orthodox church in Szczebrzeszyn in the 1980s.
Source: Sroczyńska, Szponar, 1981: 50.

In 2006, the church was returned to the Orthodox Church, who, with the support of 
a financial mechanism created by Norway, Iceland, and Liechtenstein, the Ministry of 
Culture and National Heritage, the municipality of Szczebrzeszyn, and the EU funds, 
carried out a thorough renovation of the place of worship. Just two years later, the tem-
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ple enjoyed new walls and decorations, renovated inside. Therefore, this investment re-
flects contemporary trends towards the protection of the multicultural religious land-
scape as a place of national and local identity.

Currently, services are held in the temple several times a year for a marginal group 
of Orthodox believers led by an Orthodox priest who is not based in Szczebrzeszyn, but 
in Biłgoraj, where, since 2019, the church has been part of the Zamość deanery of St. 
George in Biłgoraj, constituting its branch in Szczebrzeszyn.

Since 2022, after their arrival in Szczebrzeszyn, several dozen Ukrainian men and 
women have been participating in Orthodox services. It should be added that this phe-
nomenon demonstrates the integrative role of religion, including the importance of li-
turgical practices, as a form of cultural resilience. Therefore, with the arrival of people 
from another country, the Orthodox culture in the town has been enriched by a doz-
en or so people, which highlights the increase in the number of Orthodox believers, al-
beit in a small growing line. Today, the presence of Orthodoxy has primarily a cultural 
and commemorative dimension, maintained by a small local community of Poles and 
Ukrainians who support its local cultural, social, and conservation initiatives. 

Orthodox life in the 21st century:  
the perception of Orthodox culture by the residents of Szczebrzeszyn

Szczebrzeszyn, a town of three religious cultures, is one of the places that contribute 
to shaping the cultural discourse in Polish history. The aim of this study was to show the 
internal perception of residents through the implementation of the first detailed socio-
logical study on social perception in the context of the town’s history. 

The selection of participants was based on their demographic affiliation and willing-
ness to participate in the study. The respondents were selected randomly using a strati-
fied sampling method, which ensured their representativeness according to criteria such 
as age, gender, and religion. After calculations with a sample calculator, with a popula-
tion of 4,156 residents of Szczebrzeszyn in 2023 (2,200 women ( 53%) and 1,956 men 
(47%)), with a confidence level of 95% and a maximum error of 5%, the sample size 
was set at 352 people. The survey did not include people under the age of 16. The sam-
ple was divided into different age groups, including:
–	 people aged 16-20 (11 women and 10 men);
–	 people aged 21-40 (52 women and 57 men);
–	 people aged 41-60 (54 women and 53 men);
–	 people aged 61-80 (57 women and 42 men);
–	 people aged 81-100 (12 women and 4 men).

The interviews were conducted in the form of a set of survey questions. The partic-
ipants were selected using the quota method, taking into account various demograph-
ic data, which allowed for a representative sample in terms of the structure of the ur-
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ban population, including variables such as gender, age, level of education, and place 
of residence.

With regard to the survey, it should be emphasized that only 16 respondents (ap-
prox. 4.5%) are atheists. In contrast to the Roman Catholics, whose number accounts 
to 335 (approx. 95%), only one person (approx. 0.2%) is Orthodox. It is important to 
note that 63 people (approx. 17.8%) believe that the Orthodox Christians play an im-
portant role in the town of Szczebrzeszyn. On the other hand, as many as 154 people 
(approx. 43.7%) believe that they do not play an important role at all, and 135 people 
(approx. 38.3%) found it difficult to answer this question. Taking into account the age 
range, these answers are distributed in the context of ‘no’ answers, with the highest num-
bers in the 81-100 and 61-80 age groups. Interestingly, only 9 people were non-believ-
ers, and the rest were Roman Catholic.

When it comes to knowledge about the faith, the survey showed that only 121 peo-
ple (about 34.3%) knew the places and dates of the most important Orthodox holidays 
in Szczebrzeszyn. As many as 182 people (approx. 51.7%) did not know this informa-
tion, and 49 people (approx. 13.9%) found it difficult to answer this question. The high-
est percentage of people who did not know this information was in the 16-20 and 21-
40 age groups. When it comes to the faith, just like in the previous question, most of 
the people who did not think it was important were Roman Catholic, and only 12 were 
non-believers, which is about 3.4% of the respondents.

The places of worship of the Orthodox religion are also related. Only 14 respondents 
(approx. 3.9%) did not know where the places of worship are located. This percentage 
was mostly among people aged 21-40, accounting for approximately 2.27% of respond-
ents. All of these results were from people of the Roman Catholic faith. It is important 
to note that as many as 329 people (approx. 93.4%) said they knew where the places of 
worship were located, while 9 people said it was difficult to answer this question. 99% 
of the people in this group were Roman Catholic.

When discussing personal experiences related to the Orthodox cultural traditions, 
it is worth referring to the results in this area. As many as 165 (approx. 46.8%) of the 
respondents have no contact with these traditions, but 46 people (approx. 13%) would 
like to learn more about them. This group was most common among people aged 21-40, 
which amounted to 23 people. Interestingly, the respondents in the group who would 
like to learn about these traditions included people (approx. 89%) who were Roman 
Catholic. It should be emphasized that 130 people (approx. 36.9%) participate occa-
sionally in the Orthodox practices, and 11 people (approx. 3.1%) participate frequently.

The issue of cultural heritage in the context of Orthodox culture was similarly di-
vergent. For 73 respondents (approx. 20.7%), it was completely unimportant. Similar-
ly, for 51 people, it was rather unimportant. It is worth noting that this group consisted 
mainly of people aged 81-100. However, 183 people (approx. 51.9%) considered it to be 
an important issue without much significance. Only for 45 people (approx. 12.7%) was 
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this issue very important, as it was an integral part of their identity. This group consist-
ed mainly of the Roman Catholics, with only 2 non-believers. Interestingly, the Ortho-
dox Christian respondent did not select this issue, being the only respondent of that 
faith among the survey participants.

The transmission and preservation of Orthodox cultural traditions in the town also 
sparked much controversy. As many as 132 people (approx. 37.5%) said they had no 
opinion on the matter, while 41 found it difficult to answer this question. What is more, 
only 4 people from this group were non-believers. However, 112 (approx. 31.8%) be-
lieved that social and cultural changes pose a challenge to the preservation of traditions, 
while 67 (approx. 19%) believed that traditions are exceptionally well preserved and nur-
tured. Interestingly, the majority of people in this group were aged between 61 and 80.

The influence of the Orthodox culture on the social life of the inhabitants of Szc-
zebrzeszyn was more divergent. As many as 121 respondents (approx. 34.4%) stated 
that it had no influence and that traditions were completely neglected. What is more, 
as many as 106 respondents (approx. 30.11%) considered that the influence was insig-
nificant and that traditions were strongly marginalized. Similarly, 109 (approx. 30.7%) 
of the respondents stated that the influence was moderate and that traditions were pre-
sent but not dominant. Only 16 respondents considered this influence to be significant 
and traditions to be strongly rooted in the everyday life of the residents. Interestingly, 
all members of this group were Roman Catholic, and the age range was dominated by 
the 21-40 and 41-60 age groups.

Greater involvement of the local community in preserving and promoting Ortho-
dox culture was similar to the question of maintaining cultural traditions in the town. 
As many as 125 people (approx. 35.5%) said they had no opinion on this issue. On the 
other hand, 59 people felt that this was not the responsibility of the local communi-
ty. Interestingly, only 9 people in this group were non-believers. It is worth noting that 
as many as 138 people (approx. 39.2%) stated that the local community should active-
ly support these cultures. Interestingly, only one person from this group was a non-be-
liever. The last group of respondents, numbering 30 people, found it difficult to answer 
this question, which were mostly people in the 21-40 age range.

Conclusions

To sum up the above historical overview and research on the social perceptions of the 
residents of Szczebrzeszyn, several important issues should be emphasized. A review of 
the historiography of the Orthodox culture in the town has shown that although this 
culture is rooted in the town’s identity, it is less fundamental than the Catholic identity 
due to the historical turmoil of the region and generational knowledge. The perception 
of the culture by society has shown that its symbolic durability stems from the second-
ary view in today’s world of issues of identification with one’s own worldview, with the 
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simultaneous dominance of Catholic culture in the town of Szczebrzeszyn. The domi-
nant Catholic code in the town’s public discourse indicates the deep-rootedness of Cath-
olic values while respecting the world of Orthodox culture. However, taking into ac-
count the fragmentation of continuity, it should be emphasized that the normative and 
historical sphere played a very important role due to the process of internalization of 
religious practices, which were minimized in the 21st century. The culture today plays 
a symbolic role alongside the continuous spectrum of Orthodox culture, without com-
promising the Catholic system of meanings in the town, while at the same time under-
going a process of cultural individualization. Ultimately, the analysis revealed ambiv-
alence, as in the article on Catholic culture, where, on the one hand, in the Orthodox 
culture dimension, the perception of religion is conditioned by the political and histor-
ical context, which results in social ambivalence and a low level of integration. On the 
other hand, this raises potential challenges in the context of the town’s diverse heritage, 
which for centuries has been a center of freedom, despite historical turmoil.
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Abstract: The article examines the dynamics of the Orthodox community in the historic and multicultural 
town of Szczebrzeszyn, located in the southwestern part of the Lublin Province. The Orthodox religion 
is presented as an important element uniting local identity in both historical and contemporary terms. 
Particular attention is paid to the importance of the Church in defining the cultural identity of the 
town and its influence on relations between different religious groups. In addition, a general outline 
of the historical strengthening of the position of Orthodox Christians is presented, starting from the 
15th century, through the period of the partitions, to the socio-political transformations of the 20th 
and 21st centuries. The study was based on a review of literature, documentation, and an analysis of 
the opinions of Szczebrzeszyn residents. The conclusions point to the important role of Orthodoxy in 
preserving local tradition and adapting to changing social conditions. In addition, the text emphasizes 
the importance of the Orthodox religion as a foundation for shaping the multidimensional identity of 
the town’s residents in the context of social challenges. The article also highlights the complex influence 
of the Church on the socio-cultural and spiritual levels and the importance of interfaith dialogue in 
social integration and the protection of the town’s cultural heritage.
Keywords: Orthodoxy, discourse, development, communication, diversity
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