Ctime 613 Letter from Lithuania

For Catholic Times 10th July 2005

Fr Francis Marsden

To the Editor, Mr Kevin Flaherty

“I spit upon Lithuania. What is Lithuania.? It is so tiny, and Russia is so big…..How can they do this to us?” 

I remember these words from my stay with a Russian family in St Petersburg back in 1993. It was the only time in a fortnight that the mother of the household, who was really very kind, expressed any strong political opinion. While reading the paper, I relayed one surprising item of news, that recently independent Lithuania was going to demand $25 visas from Russian citizens wanting to cross her frontiers. The news touched a raw nerve and provoked this angry response. 

The loss not merely of the communist USSR, but of its predecessor, the Tsarist empire – the Baltic States, Ukraine, the Caucasus and central Asia - has left the Russian psyche badly wounded, and with emotions that extremist politicians may be eager to manipulate.

From Lithuania the perspective is very different. This pagan nation - the last in Europe - during the fourteenth century extended from the Baltic to the Black Sea. When Grand Duke Jogaila married the Polish princess Jadwiga in 1386, part of the deal was that Lithuania would accept the Catholic faith –. Polish priests moved in to perform mass baptisms. Later the two nations united to form the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (1569-1795). 

During the Reformation Lithuania retained her Catholic faith, unlike Latvia and Estonia, the other Baltic States, which turned Lutheran. Nor did the Tsar’s attempts to promote Russian Orthodoxy bear fruit, when in 1795, Russia, Prussia and Austria carved up Poland-Lithuania between them. 

After the Bolshevik Revolution, Lithuania regained her independence from 1919-1940. However, under the top-secret protocols of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact between Hitler and Stalin, she fell into the Soviet sphere, and was re-occupied by Stalin’s troops in 1940.  

My first stop was at the Hill of Crosses, Kryziu Kalmis, near the town of Siauliai, not far from the Riga highway.  The rolling meadows were strewn with cut hay. On the low mound and in the surrounding fields are some 100,000 crosses, symbols of suffering and faith. Most are of wood, a few of iron which tends to rust and look rather ugly with time. 

The larger Lithuanian crosses often have the sun, as it were, behind the cross, radiating light from behind the head of Christ. Frequently too a small gable projects to protect the figure of the Saviour. The largest wooden crosses have other figures carved into the design, reminiscent of the high crosses of Ireland and with interweaved designs similar to Celtic and Viking art.

Atop the central mound is a statue of Jesus, carrying a cross adorned with the motto “In hoc signo vinces.” – In this sign you shall conquer. Further along is a statue of Our Lady. On every large cross tens or hundreds more smaller crosses and rosaries are hung, giving the impression of a haystack of crucifixes around the central statues. 

Little pathways and steps wind through this forest of crosses. Some are planted in memory of deceased relatives, others express a prayer for the family. One inscription which at a guess was in Danish read something like: “Dear God stretch out your hand over my family. Let them live in God’s way.” Doubtless many of the Lithuanian inscriptions said something similar, a prayer and a tribute offered during a heartfelt pilgrimage.

The mound, whose proper name is Jurgaičiai, seems to have had hundreds of crosses even in the 19th century. Some were erected in memory of Lithuanian patriots who died in the uprisings against Russian rule in 1831 and 1863. By 1923 there were over 400, and during the Soviet occupation, many more were given to commemorate the many deported to Siberia, murdered by the secret police and the “forest brothers”, partisan freedom fighters who died resisting Soviet rule right into the mid-1950’s. 

Evidently, to the atheists of the Kremlin, the Hill of Crosses was a “locus non gratus,” a most undesirable symbol of Christian resistance. So in 1961 they sent in the bulldozers to flatten and burn the lot. However, slowly the crosses began to reappear, despite Red Army and KGB surveillance of the surrounding area. Repeated destructions were carried out in 1973, 1974 and 1975, in a sense only confirming the Hill’s identity as a place of Lithuanian Catholic resistance to Soviet atheism.

In 1991 Lithuania regained her independence. In 1993 Pope John Paul II visited the Hill of Crosses. His gift was a large stone cross now erected at the front, inscribed: “Thank you, Lithuania, for this Hill of Crosses, which testifies to the nations of Europe and to the whole world the faith of the peoples of this land.  7.9.93 Pope John Paul II”

He also instigated the building of a Franciscan Friary behind the Hill. He persuaded the Monastery of La Verna, in Tuscany, where St Francis received the stigmata, to sponsor a new monastery at Kryziu Kalmis. In the chapel, behind the altar through a huge plate glass window, one looks out directly onto the Hill of Crosses. 

As the friars suggest, “the world needs places like Siauliai to express its pain and weep for its losses, yet in hope and firm faith of new life.” For twenty litas (four pounds), pilgrims can buy their own crosses to inscribe with their intentions and to erect wherever they can find a space.

As Cardinal Sladkevičius of Vilnius said: “These crosses are our communication with the Lord, our prayer and gratitude to Almighty God, like the Heart of Lithuania open for the Most High.”

It is certainly a place of deep peace and prayer, a living witness to wars, occupations, repressions, exiles and other disasters, but also to the less dramatic sorrows and tensions of everyday life – offered in union with Christ upon the altar of the cross. 

My next stop was in the capital, Vilnius, which is very much a city of churches. The most famous goal of pilgrimage is the so-called Ostrabramska icon of the Blessed Virgin, in a chapel above the “Dawn Gate”, the only remaining medieval gate in the city walls. Nearby is the Polish church of St Teresa. At an ordinary Tuesday evening Mass, the fervour of the singing was deeply moving. With heart and soul the old women sang their Polish hymns, the organ played on, the rococo angels danced, the golden tabernacle glistened, the young priest chanted and at every opportunity the choir roared in.

The Baltic nations have a deep love of singing. It was the song and prayer of millions like these which eventually proved stronger than all the military might of the Soviet Empire. It was this holy song, the song for freedom, the song in praise of the living God of the Exodus, which ultimately defeated millions of Red Army officers and conscripts, intercontinental ballistic missiles and nuclear warheads, and all the arsenal of atheist propaganda and gulags.

I remember one night in 1991 by chance listening to a short-wave English language broadcast from  Lithuanian radio. The situation in Vilnius was critical. Soviet tanks had moved into position around the radio and TV tower, where hundreds of demonstrators had gathered to protest.

An hour later, the BBC was reporting that the tower had been atttacked.  I tried again for Radio Lithuania but it had disappeared from the short wave frequencies. Later it emerged that thirteen unarmed civilians lay dead and hundreds injured by Soviet troops opening fire, in Gorbachev’s last-ditch attempt to crack down on the independence movements inside the USSR. The rest, as they say, is history. The world outcry dissuaded Gorbachev from any further military intervention, and the USSR disintegrated.

In Vilnius, if you have tired of the many churches, you can visit the old KGB headquarters, now the Museum of Genocide of Lithuanians. It contains documentation on the hundreds of thousands who were deported to Siberia, or just arrested and shot, during Stalin’s era. Atheists are such tolerant people.

Down in the cellars you can see where those who dared think differently from the Communist Party were tortured. One cell is dedicated to the clergy who were murdered, among them three Archbishops and one bishop. The execution cell is on view - the KGB had severe problems disposing of up to forty bodies a day without attracting attention. Over 700 corpses were recently unearthed in one of Vilnius’ parks and picnic spots.

A happier treasure of Vilnius is found in the Dominican Church - a large picture of Jesus of Divine Mercy - one of the first in 1934 that Sister Faustina asked the painter Eugeniusz Kazimirowsky to paint. She tried to describe exactly how the Lord appeared to her in her visions. The painting is striking. Jesus is just lifting the edge of the white robe across his chest, and the white and red beams are streming out from within. St Faustina agreed the picture was excellent, but it could never depict the full beauty of the Lord as she saw Him.

The future is European, not Soviet. One hopes that even small Catholic nations – Lithuania has 3.5 million people – will be ready to defend Christian principles in the corridors of Brussels, and once again not be silenced by their large atheistic neighbours. 

