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Outside the village of Pakalniskiai, Lithuania there is a cross with a figure of Jesus Christ. Aside from the meticulously carved wooden Jesus, it is no different then the many other crosses dotting the Lithuanian landscape. The significance to this particular cross is the story of how it came to reside outside of Pakalniskiai. Whether it is truth or legend, the story demonstrates the important role that religion has in Lithuanian life. 


As told by the locals, the story describes a great plague that devastated the area many years ago. The plague caused illness and death to such an extant, that only one man, Darvydas Ignacas, ably moved around by the third day. One day, while caring for the villagers, Ignacas spots a man coming towards the village carrying a huge cross. Immediately, Ignacas offers to help the foreigner carry the cross to his destination, but he worries about who will take care of the villagers in his absence. The man says he is not traveling far, so Ignacas helps him. The two men carry the heavy cross out of the village for a while until the foreigner says he will stop for the night. Ignacas, being a kind man, offers to help raise the cross and give a bed for the evening. The foreigner declines but tells Ignacas to come back tomorrow morning. So Iganacas travels back home to sleep for the night. The next morning, to Ignacas’s surprise, the whole village is well again. The dead stay dead, but the ill are miraculously healthy. Getting caught up in all the excitement, Iganacas forgets about the stranger that he had met the night before. Finally, around midday, Ignacas remembers and carries food to the stranger. When Ignacas arrives at the spot where the stranger was the night before, he sees the cross, but no stranger. Immediately Ignacas is filled with shame, thinking that the man left after waiting for him. As Ignacas approaches the cross he stops suddenly, staring in amazement. Upon the cross is the same man that he had met yesterday. Instantly Ignacas drops to his knees and recognizes his lord Jesus Christ. Jesus responds, instructing Ignacas to; “Go and tell everyone what happened yesterday. Let all carry their joys, worries, troubles, sins, and repentance and put them on the cross. Good deeds will raise it, and evil ones will press it into the ground.” After speaking, Jesus turned into a wood-carved figure upon the massive cross. The local villagers believe that Jesus sinks lower and lower due to the sins they heap upon his cross. When he sinks low enough that his feet touch the ground, they fear that he will take his cross and move to another place, leaving them as orphans. 


This story, as told by a ninety-two year old local women, illustrates the strong influence faith has in Lithuania. For the villagers of Pakalniskiai the cross is a mainstay. Despite years of deterioration, the cross has remained there for them.
 Likewise, for the Lithuanian Catholic population, their faith is a mainstay. Similar to the cross at Pakalniskiai, the faith of the Lithuanian Catholic population is resilient. Since the first Soviet occupation in 1940 the Lithuanian Catholic Church and its peoples have been suppressed. 
 In the face of this suppression, the Catholic Church remained vibrant. Many things were taken from the Church, but their faith never was. Like the cross at Pakalniskiai, the Catholic Church of Lithuania has endured through the years. Regardless of the circumstances the Church has survived and remained the rock for many Lithuanians. Today, 79% of the Lithuanian population claims to be Catholic.
 The rest of this paper will tell the story of the Catholic Church under Soviet rule in Lithuania. This history makes the percentage of Catholics currently living in Lithuania even more astounding. 

On June 5th, 1940 the Soviet Union invaded Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. Immediately the Catholic Church lost all of its legal rights as the Soviet government instituted its own laws concerning religious denominations.
 The Soviet Union instituted the separation of church and state, confiscated church property, banned religious instruction in schools, prohibited Catholic publications, nationalized printing houses, and removed chaplains
 from prisons, schools, hospitals, and armed forces. Also a substantial amount of priests were arrested and deported.
 This was the beginning of what would be a 50 year struggle between the Catholic Church and Soviet government.
 As Hitler and the German army moved west towards the Soviet Union, they claimed Lithuania. The German occupation initially brought joy to Lithuanians because it brought freedom from Soviet power. 
  This preliminary delight was quickly vanished as German control proved just as oppressive. The German occupation was especially brutal for the Lithuanian Jewish population. By the end of the German regime in 1944 only 10% of the Jewish population remained.
 With the Germans retreating at the end of World War 2, Lithuania once again fell into Soviet hands. In 1944 Lithuania was once again controlled by the Soviet government. The second Soviet occupation would prove to be even more repressive than the first.


When the Soviet government again ruled Lithuania, it reinstated its harsh policies in regards to religion. Before the first occupation in 1940, the Lithuanian Catholic Church enjoyed very active participation. There were many programs for the laity
 to witness their faith to the public. 
In other words, the church had influence over the Lithuanian people and the Soviet government craved sole authority. For the Soviet regime to successfully impose its will, they needed to eradicate Catholic influence. The Soviet rulers realized that Catholic tradition was deeply embedded in Lithuanian culture. The Catholic Church had a 600 year history in Lithuania and would not relinquish its power easily.
 
The Soviets started to debase the Church by removing its heart and soul, the priests. The Soviets’ policy was enacted quickly. Within the first years of occupation 180 priests were deported to labor camps in Siberia. In 1939, before World War 2, there were 11 bishops in office. By 1946 the Bishop of Panevezys
, Kazimieras Paltarokas, was the only bishop still around. The other bishops either died in prison or were tortured to death. The bishop of Telsiai, Vincentas Borisevicius, suffered death by torture. The archbishop of Vilnius, Mecislovas Reinys, died in prison. Bishop Teofilis Matulionis and Pranciskus Ramanauskas were deported to Siberian camps.
 By removing the heads of the Catholic Church, the Soviet government hoped to take away Church leadership. This process would continue for the rest of the Soviet regime. By 1949 over 50% of the Catholic clergy
 had been killed.
 By 1951 all eleven of the Catholic bishops in Lithuania were liquidated. 
 Bishop Palatrokas, previously the only remaining bishop, was forced to hide with an underground organization in the Baltic country.
 The Soviets did not limit themselves to removing only the highest ranking Catholics. Almost every priest was required to undergo an interrogation, where demands were made for loyalty to the Soviet Union and a promise to spy on other clergy. These interrogations took place at 480 centers located throughout Lithuania. This system of fear instituted by the Soviets caused great damage.
 Out of 2,200 priests, only 200 were still performing their duties in 1951. The 2,000 “missing” priest were either forced into hiding or performed their duties through the quickly developing Catholic underground. 
 The priests and bishops of the Catholic Church faced extreme circumstances of oppression during initial Soviet occupation. Their whole lives were altered by the new regime they now lived under. But the Catholic leaders were not the only components of the Church that the Soviets wanted to destroy. They attacked many other aspects in their aspiration to minimize the strong Catholic influence in Lithuania. 
The Soviets knew that removing the leaders of the Church would not be enough. They also took control of Catholic churches, chapels, seminaries
, monasteries, and convents
. By 1947 all monasteries and convents were closed. 
 By 1951 all 6 of Lithuania’s seminaries were shut down. 
 By closing the seminaries Soviets were removing all potential priests. Therefore, the Soviets not only removed all current practicing priests, but any hopes of becoming an ordained priest. The Soviet government imposed its will in numerous other ways as well. Many of the Catholic churches throughout Lithuania were taken by the state. Once possessed, the churches were simply destroyed or turned into state run buildings. All over Lithuania churches were converted to warehouses, theaters, museums, factories, lumber yards, and store houses. 
 The church of St. Cashmir, the patron saint of Lithuania, became the Museum of Atheism. In the city of Vilnius
, 38 churches were possessed by the government, with the Cathedral of Vilnius became the Gallery of Paintings. The government allowed a Catholic church to be built in Klaipeda, but upon completion it was seized and turned into a music hall.
 If Lithuanian Catholics were allowed to keep their churches, they faced heavy taxation. Much of the priesthood found it challenging to keep the church open with high taxes. Any priest who failed to raise taxes was deemed an enemy of the state and deported. 
 With fear of deportation and the pressures of running a church, life for a Catholic priest was not easy under Soviet rule. Circumstances were difficult for the Catholic laity as well. 
Along with their churches and priests vanishing, Lithuanian Catholics faced other difficulties. Moral pressures were constantly being used to attack the Catholic population. The Soviet government used mass recruiting to convert the population into informers for the KGB. The offering of bribes and career advancement were not uncommon. Those who did not comply risked various punishments. 
 These tactics created secrecy and fear among the population. A story of a Jesuit
 provincial illustrates this. A would-be Jesuit had to wait 20 years before being allowed to take his final vows. The long wait was attributed to a Jesuit provincial who wanted to make sure the potential “newcomer” would not betray the society. 
 The Soviet constitution itself discriminates against religious citizens by not allowing the communication of faith. 
 Therefore all Christian publishing ended and printing houses became state ran. Religious books disappeared from library selves. Also, the instruction of religion to children was forbidden under Soviet Law, but children were forced to join atheist and Communist Youth organizations. 
 Neither the Soviet Constitution nor Law guaranteed the freedom of religion. Instead, it permitted liturgical
 exercise in complete isolation from society and under strict controls. The government officially supported atheism, promoting it in place of religion. 
 
Lithuanian Catholics encountered continual oppression during the reign of Joseph Stalin
. They lost their churches, priests, and freedom. The Soviet government, under Stalin, viewed the Catholic Church as the major obstacle in absorbing Lithuania into the Soviet Empire. 
 Nearly 90% of the Lithuanian population was Catholic.
 This could account for the Soviets determination in destroying the Church. Perhaps Stalin appreciated how embedded the Catholic Church was in Lithuanian culture. To Lithuanians, the church was identified with the state. It’s the nation’s oldest religious and social institution. As one speaker states; “Through the centuries it has merged with the people and remains the people’s institution for which political substitutes simply do not exist. As such, it is a depository of religious as well as national traditions and culture.”
 
With the death of Stalin in 1953, Lithuania welcomed Nikita Khrushchev
 as the new Premier of the Soviet Union.
 The Soviet government’s stance towards the Catholic Church changed minimally under Khrushchev. His views on religion were expressed in a visit to the United States. Khrushchev declined attending church with President Eisenhower because “it would be a shock to his people”. He asserted the existence of religious freedom in the Soviet Union but downplayed its significance. Khrushchev cited curiosity for the high attendance rates at churches. “Many of our young people hear about God, saints, and ceremonies and they have a curiosity about them. Even if each one goes to church only once, the churches would be full and the doors would never close.” 
 Other communist leaders were not as candid in expressing their views of the church. In Lithuania, a communist official declared that the Catholic Church “still holds part of the population” under its influence. In an appeal for more intensive aesthetic propaganda, the party official urged party members to, “not forget about the reactionary international role of the church and religion, especially Catholicism with its cosmopolitan and extremely anti-communist ideology and policy.” He stressed that the main task of atheistic propaganda was “to unmask the Vatican as a center of world reaction and to show how zealously the Catholic Church defends capitalist slavery.”
 During the reign of Khrushchev, the Soviet government stood sternly opposed to the Catholic Church in Lithuania. There are less reports of open oppression against the Church during the Khrushchev era, but this does not mean the Church was given full freedom. In 1964, Khrushchev was removed from office in a political coup.
 With the death of Khrushchev, the Soviet Empire ushered in the Leonid Brezhnev
 era.  Although a new leader existed, the same problems would plague the Catholic Church. The Soviet Union still opposed the Church and sought to suppress its influence on Lithuanian life. 

 The story of Reverend Juozas Sdebskis exemplifies the struggle many Lithuanian Catholics dealt with. On September 16th, 1971 Reverend Sdebskis was arrested for teaching the doctrines of faith to children in the Church of Prienai
. Sdebskis was preparing the children for reception of their First Holy Communion
. At his trial, Sdebskis argues he was arrested for performing his duty as a Catholic priest. He contended; “If priests are permitted officially to exist as priests, then, in that, permission is contained for priests to operate in their basic functions… It follows then that I am being judged for having fulfilled my rightful duties.” Sdebskis could be a priest, but could not perform priestly duties. To him religious freedom in Lithuania could be “equated with permission to live, but not to be born.”  Sdebski also saw inconsistency in the enforcement of Soviet Law. It disallowed religious teaching to children in schools, but Sdebskis was arrested for teaching in a church. In addition to oppression against Catholics, Sdebski disputed the beneficial treatment of atheist. “The laws of the Union of the Soviet Socialist Republics, in matters of freedom of conscience, separate the Church from the State. However…the Church experiences no separation from State, but contrarily, is bent to the atheist’s interests, to better serve their purpose.” Sdebski describes this discrimination further; “The faithful feel their inequality before the law in that atheists publish their own newspapers and have their own schools, while this to the faithful is forbidden.” Despite his rebuttal, Sdebski was sentenced to one year in prison.
 Sdebskis’s fate was not exclusive. Four other Catholic priests were sent to labor camps or fined because they prepared children for their First Communion.

These cases were no different then ones that occurred under Stalin’s regime. The difference existed in the ability to have their voice heard. In Sdebski’s case, 2,000 of his own parishioners
 wrote a letter in protest to Soviet leadership.
 A movement of human and religious rights began in the 1970s. During this same period, the Soviet regime eased its restraint on the Church. While making no direct concessions, the government allowed a limited number of Church texts to circulate.
 These factors allowed 1970s Catholic dissidents to voice their discontent louder then ever. Increased resistance towards the Soviet government resulted. In 1970, forty Catholic priests signed a declaration that charged persecution of the Church by Soviet authorities. The declaration protested the restrictions put on seminaries. Only five or six priests were ordained annually, while 30 died. They also objected to the Church’s non-use of state-controlled newspapers, radio, and television.
 In 1972, over 17,000 Lithuanian Catholics signed a document that alleged discrimination. They claimed that Catholics were losing their jobs based on their faith. This document was, at the time, the largest collective protest against the Soviet Union.
 During the summer of 1972, two Lithuanian Catholic youth burned themselves in protest. A third attempted self-immolation but was stopped by police.
 The anti-Soviet acts caused rioting in Kaunas
, which led to the arrest of 200 Lithuanian youth. These acts and petitions demonstrated how significant freedom of worship was to Lithuanian Catholics. 
 But the Catholic community expressed its discontent in other ways as well.
In 1971 Catholic clergy and laymen started publishing The Chronicle of the Catholic Church in Lithuania (hereafter referred to as The Chronicle). The Chronicle appeared quarterly and usually consisted of 30 typed pages. It published texts on a variety of issues. Issues had statements by believers and clergy denouncing Church suppression by Soviet authorities.  Surveys and interpretive articles were printed, as well as the court proceedings of Catholics on trial for participation in religious activities.
 The Chronicle was illegal, but Catholic activists continued printing to document religious activity and its suppression.
 Their persistence proved important for the Catholic cause as The Chronicle became influential on the international level. 
 Its material was broadcast through the Vatican Radio and leaked to the West, thus The Chronicle reached a vast audience. 
 Consequently, the Soviet government was forced to lessen its attacks on the Church and Lithuania.
 By 1977, there were seven Catholic journals being periodically published.
 Even though it was an underground journal, The Chronicle was the most influential. It served as the main information source regarding Lithuanian Catholics. It allowed the outside world to see Lithuanian’s plight and gave the Catholic community a voice. However, due to its success, The Chronicle met resistance.

Lithuania was the only Catholic republic in the Soviet Empire.
 There the Catholic community offered a natural organization that other Soviet dissident movements lacked.
 Therefore, if Soviet authorities wanted to truly absorb Lithuania into the Soviet Empire, they needed to quiet the Catholic dissident voice. The KGB persecuted those affiliated with Catholic publications. The case of Nijole Sadunaite serves as an example. Sadunaite was sentenced to serve three years in a strict regime camp to be followed by a three year exile. Sadunaite’s crime was typing some issues of The Chronicle. Petras Plumpa-Pliuira also suffered for his involvement with The Chronicle. He served a seven year sentence for duplicating four issues of The Chronicle and other samizdat
. 
 Nonetheless, The Chronicle and other underground Catholic literature continued to be circulated. With persistence, Catholics in Lithuania believed they could possess religious freedom in the future.
The election of a Slavic pope in 1979 offered hope to Lithuanian Catholics heading into the 1980s.
 Pope John Paul II organized special events to commemorate the Lithuanian Church. In 1984, Lithuania celebrated the 500 year anniversary of the death of Saint Cashmir, its patron saint. In 1987, they celebrated 600 years of Christianity in Lithuania. Both events were held under the strict control of Soviet government, even so they drew the world’s attention to the Church’s difficulties. 
The real change for Lithuanian Catholics, and all Soviet dissidents, came with Mikhail Gorbachev’s rise to power in March 1985. Restrictions on the Church began to lessen with Gorbachev’s emphasis on perestroika and glasnost.  For the first time since before World War II, KGB approval was not needed for admission to seminaries. 
 With Gorbachev’s increased emphasis on democratization, the Pope and church leaders pressed the Soviet Premier for religious liberties. The Pope would not visit Gorbachev until substantial changes were made in the Lithuanian Church’s ability to conduct a range of activities, such as ordaining priests, or teaching Catholic doctrine to children. 
 By 1988, Lithuania was forming its own independent political parties in response to Gorbachev’s call for increased democracy.
 On March 11, 1990, Lithuanian Parliament officially declared re-establishment of the Lithuanian Republic.
 With independence, the 3 million Lithuanian Catholics were finally granted religious freedom. 

In Lithuania’s struggle for liberty, the Catholic Church played a vital role. Over 80% of Lithuania’s population claimed to be Catholic when independence was declared.
 This high number of Lithuanians used the Catholic Church as a means to voice their discontent on religious and national issues. The Church even drew support from secular Lithuanians who viewed the Church as not only a religious institution, but also as an institution that was vital to Lithuanian nationality. For instance, The Chronicles of the Catholic Church in Lithuania did not exclusively deal with Church issues. Many non-practicing Catholics wrote for The Chronicle, writing about important national issues.
 All Lithuanians, believers and atheists, recognized the power the Lithuanian Catholic Church possessed. It offered organization and a connection to the West, with its ties to the Vatican. Catholicism and Lithuania’s nationalism were so intertwined that in order to suppress Lithuania, the Soviet Union needed to suppress the Church.
 For many, Lithuania’s national identity was the Catholic religion. One communist writer quotes a priest as saying; “Lithuanians have strong faith. As long as the flame of faith burns, as long as it is kindled, Lithuania will live on.” The writer goes on to accuse the Church of trying to “instill the idea that the words “Lithuanian” and “Catholic” are synonymous.”
 Though both sides have different views, this instance shows how interwoven Lithuanian nationalism and the Catholic religion were.
From the first Soviet occupation in 1940, till the re-establishment of the Lithuanian Republic in 1990, the Catholic Church withstood constant oppression. Through those 50 years, Lithuanian Catholics had their priests, churches and rights taken away from them. As 40 priests stated in a declaration; “The Catholic Church in Lithuania is condemned to die.” 
 Despite persecution, the Church served as a beacon of light to the predominantly Catholic population. The autonomy of the people was linked to the survival of the Church. Together, through all oppression, the Catholic Church and Lithuanian people survived.   
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