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Religious Tolerance in Lithuania


There is little historical debate about the sheer significance of the Reformation—it was massive. It divided Europe, forever changed the class structure and standard of living, and ushered in a new era and political landscape—effecting nearly 500 years of continental history, the impact of which is still evident today.
 Many countries across Europe were torn, and fought wars—at least ostensibly—over the differences between Catholicism and Protestantism. For years, historians studied these wars and the actions of various continental princes when looking at the Reformation. More recent scholarship has considered the movement from a different angle. In his groundbreaking and critically acclaimed 2003 book, The Reformation: A History, Patrick Collinson makes two major claims about the Reformation and the events surrounding it. First, the nobility fought the Reformation, both in words and on the battlefield, for political, not religious, reasons. In other words, for the most part, opportunistic factions, not true believers, instigated the civil and international wars.
 Second, and relatedly, the religions of the people were not necessarily in line with that of their leader. The theory of cuius regio eius religio, directly translated “who’s leader, their religion”—in other words, that the leader’s faith made the state’s—was not true in many places; and for the most part, the leaders did not care.
 

With that in mind, one of the many European states worth closely reexamining is Lithuania, for a number of reasons. To begin with, prior to the Reformation, it had a history of religious tolerance, most notably toward the Jewish faith. Jews made up a sizable minority of the country’s population and enjoyed freedoms with minimal displacement. In addition, Lithuania was a nation-state. It was more independent than its Baltic neighbors to the north, modern-day Estonia and Latvia, but it was tied in a commonwealth status with a Catholic Poland that clearly had the upper hand. Finally, Lithuania’s geographical location merits its further study, because it is centered in the Baltic near a number of Lutheran states, but also acted as a buffer state between the central European powers, and the Russian schismatics of the time. It was a historically difficult conquest in Christendom’s attempts at European domination, all of which contributed to the country’s religious attitude.
 Taking another look at this within the context of Collinson’s new theory, Lithuania's geographical location, history of comparative acceptance towards Judaism, and status as a quasi-independent, autonomous commonwealth tied to another religiously tolerant kingdom, made it necessary for the government to create an unwritten policy of religious tolerance, quietly allowing the Protestant Church to flourish for a period of time in a “Catholic” nation.

Consider first geography. In 1517, when Martin Luther nailed his theses to the door of a church, he did so in what would become Germany, in Wittenberg. At that time, Germany was not unified, and bordering the eastern boundaries of the German states were Poland and Lithuania. Furthermore, Luther’s ideas easily spread to the many neighbors of the German states via trade and the economics and politics of the powerful Hanseatic League.
 Given the natural proximity to the source, as well as this surrounding of Lithuania by numerous Protestant princes, Luther’s ideas should have made their way into the country. This is not direct evidence of that happening, but rather to say that if there is evidence that it did, the reason is obvious, and  similar conclusions can be drawn about religious life based almost solely on a country’s geography. 


With 18th-century liberalism came the notion that people in a “western” Christian society were able to make religion a private matter insulated from affairs of state.
 But in Lithuania, that notion of religious tolerance—one of the second reasons the country is worth reexamining—appears to have begun much earlier. Before even the Reformation, “Jews had a long and rich history in Lithuania, dating back to Grand Price Gediminas’s” reign, when he invited them to come into his territory to stimulate the economy.
 Although estimates range as high as 40% at certain times during the country’s history, the consensus, which is at best an educated guess, is that about 30%, or a little less than a third, of the country was Jewish or of Jewish origin.
 

Compared to other nations in Europe, Lithuanian Jews were relatively mobile and free from harassment, partially due to the fact that the majority of Jews were city dwelling, making their home in Vilnius. Some of those who did not live in the city, for example, made up some of the wealthiest farmers in the countryside, even owning their own serfs at times;
 and after the union with Poland, they had representation in the country’s Parliament, the Sejm.
 Comparably, at various times in history, throughout the rest of Europe, Jews had been persecuted—in every country but Ireland, which at no time in its history, save modernity, has allowed the Jewish faith to be practiced within its borders.
 In most other European countries, when they were allowed to live, they were rarely allowed to work, save money lending, and almost always persecuted or purged when a handy scapegoat was needed. There are a few, rare exceptions. 

Considering the stark contrast, it is little leap of faith to say that, compared to the rest of Europe (except Poland) Lithuania was more accustomed to religious tolerance, and when the ideas of the Reformation were exposed within its borders, more likely to passively allow than forcibly dissuade them. That is not to say that the country did not make some attempts to civilly discourage Protestantism, several bans were enacted.
 But, given its past history, it was not as likely Lithuania would squash the trend violently like France or Spain, and that by definition would allow it to at least somewhat flourish—if it would make it there.

Finally, Lithuania is worth reconsidering because, unlike its neighbors to the North, modern Estonia and Latvia, both of which were tied to Sweden when Martin Luther rose to power, Lithuania was fairly independent, ruled by a series of dukes in the first part of the Sixteenth century and then tied to Poland, which also had a history of religious tolerance.
 This meant that Lithuania got to make the relative decision as to allowing Luther’s ideas and thus Protestantism within its borders, as well as all relative decisions as to the level of tolerance/persecution allowed once in. Compared with sister states Estonia and Latvia, which were pulled with master Sweden into Lutheranism, not to look back, 
 this allowed for freedom of choice in Lithuania, and if given the proper circumstance and setting, the relatively peaceful, but prevalent introduction to Protestantism. 


Those circumstances were further enabled with Lithuania’s mid-century union with Poland in 1572. Poland, like its neighbor had a history of comparative tolerance toward Jews and a sizable Jewish population. And when Protestantism came to Poland, the King “ambiguously flirted with” it, according to a Catholic-leaning historian,
 and flat out tolerated it for a time, according to more independent but Polish observers.
 Since Poland had the upper hand on the relationship, the same would have been true in Lithuania. And while we do not have a precise gauge on how deep the Protestant ideas would have saturated the peasantry, we do know access to Protestant ideas would have been easily enabled by and because of the nobility.

Consider, for example, the same, above-mentioned pair of Polish historians who note that in an effort to move up in a predominantly Polish society, Lithuanian nobles “Polonized” or tried to be as Polish as possible.
 That situation is particularly interesting considering the case of Nicholas Radziwill, one of the most influential Lithuanian Protestant nobles during the Reformation. This “Polonization” did not seem to have an effect on Radziwill—who went to school in Krakow and came from a noble family that spent time in the Polish royal court—at least not the religious part of it.
 Or, more likely, considering both pairs of evidence, a tolerant king and society did not easily dissuade him, and he felt the need and freedom in the end to practice the religion quietly but openly.

Having discussed why the Protestant movement was enabled, another anecdote—of biblical circulation and printing—concerning Radziwill’s later actions, is a perfect demonstration of how the Protestant movement in Lithuania was enabled. Radziwill used his influenced to help publish the first bibles in Lithuanian, while, in the political forum, eventually rising to the rank of “de facto ruler for 15 years.”
 Although the state was never officially Protestant, the translation of the bible made its way through much of the Lithuanian nobility, a large percent of which at least started looking at Catholic reform, if not flat out personal Protestant transition.
 

Outside of the nobility, however, it is entirely uncertain—there is virtually no evidence of—how much of the translated bible made it into the hands of the peasantry. Suziedelis argues that the movement was only existent in the upper classes, but, his book evidences some clear Catholic-leaning biases (one could even argue it was used as a bit of anti-communist propaganda during the days of the Iron Curtain). William Urban makes mention of this phenomenon as well, noting that, although it was short, that a large enough percentage of the population flirted with Protestantism for long enough to consider it more than a fad or cult.
 The determining questions remains exactly how long and, more importantly, how many. Few other historians comment on the matter, but having considered the evidence, we can say with some certainty that the all the possibilities needed for the book to trickle down to the literate peasantry all existed within the country’s borders. The combination lends probability to exposure of Protestant doctrine to at least more than just the nobility.


We can, gain more insights by looking directly at a closely related primary source, the Postil
—a copy of which can be found online.
 This book of sermons, and later hymns, was printed in Lithuania in Lithuanian, over 10 copies of which still exist. This printing was revolutionary: not only was it in the vernacular—one of the trademarks of Protestant and Reformation ideas
—but it also demonstrates and Protestant demand. This is evidence to further confirm the fact that the book was at least sold and in the hands of the nobility, a large percentage of which found it worth talking about, despite their so called “Polonization” and its official designation as a Catholic country. And while there is little evidence of the total circulation, the fact that the book was constantly printed for at least the rest of the decade
 demonstrates that at least a certain percent of the population at least heard of the book and its ramifications. 

Furthermore, the one other primary source on the subject from that era is a Protestant leaning manuscript—the first thing every printed in the Lithuanian language—printed in Prussia and distributed to Lithuanian speakers.
 Two insights about the depth of Protestantism are evident in this manuscript. First, by simply looking at the title, we can guess that Mazvydas was hoping the manuscript would be read by more than nobility as it was supposed to speak to both the “high and low Lithuanians.” This means, that in the least, Mazvydas was living in an environment where he thought he could spread the Protestant word, and at best, it was already starting to sink into the general populace. And second, it, like the Postil, was published in the vernacular, which again means there was a market of Lithuanian readers, and while this is again not certain, we can likely assume this market was more than just the nobility simple by looking at philology. For the most part, the nobility spoke and documents of state at the time were written in German, later maybe Polish, but they did not speak the vernacular, Lithuanian.
 So, if the market was only nobles as someone like Suziedelis contends, why would the manuscript be published in a language they did not use and many could not even read and write?   

Furthermore, as occurred in Lithuania, it was not uncommon, in many Central and Eastern European countries, for an underground press to translate the bible into the vernacular. And while the repression of freedom of speech was regrettable, the result was that a most literal, uncensored translation was provided, allowing the members of society who could read to see exactly what the bible said. This was particularly true in Lithuania.
 This sits in contrast to other Western European states where the translation was made available to the public via government censors—with all the questionable bits removed.
 The former naturally allows for a thorough critique of Catholicism, and, as occurred in Lithuania, a strong Protestant underground. And, it only serves to further the theory that these ideas were alive and well in much of the Lithuanian population that was supposedly living in a loyal, Catholic country at the time.

Like so many things from early Baltic history, there is little we can say for certain about the unsanctioned spread of Protestant ideas in the Catholic nation. We know the ideas spread through the nobility, and that powerful families like the Radziwills subscribed to them, a point that continues to dismantle the theory of cuius regio eius religio. We also have certain evidence that the movement stayed in the country through the Counter-Reformation, and on to today.
 The movement was quelled for a bit by the Jesuits and later the Polish nobility, according to some; while others think it slowly died out as Poland gained more control and Lithuania lost more national identity.
 Regardless, we know it existed without being violently persecuted.

And while we cannot say for certain, we have solid evidence that it made it at least to the upper echelon of the peasantry, if not further down. But we do not know for certain, for how long, or how far the trickled-down went.  Further study could easily shed light on this and validly add to it since the conflict between Catholicism and Protestantism was lengthy. At the very least, Lithuania’s example lines up nicely with Collinson’s new theories—the Reformation in the country was a relatively peaceful and political remodeling, and rather than sticking to the common theory of keeping their leaders’ religions, the people of Lithuania were given the opportunity to experiment, and consequently a relatively unprecedented amount of religious freedom by European standards.
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