
I grew up in an officially atheist country- in the Soviet occupied territory of Latvia.
Churches were more or less forbidden and many church buildings were converted
into storages, sport halls or even stables.

My grandmother was an organist for the Lutheran church throughout the Soviet 
years – despite of it being dangerous.

It was a very brutal, oppressive system with closed borders. More than 200,000 
people are estimated to have been deported from the Baltic states to Siberia in 
1940-1953. In addition, at least 75,000 were sent to Gulag, many of them church 
people. 10 percent of the entire adult Baltic population was deported or sent to 
work camps. They were transported in trains meant for cattle, not humans- no 
water, no food, many died on the way, including the closest friends of my family. 
Others, including the leadership of the Lutheran Church of Latvia escaped to the 
west.

You can get an overview on wiki: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sovietization_of_the_Baltic_states#cite_note-
Black_book-12

My grandfather was the exact opposite of my organist grandmother: an atheist 
and convinced that the Soviet was the most wonderful system of all. Interestingly
he still helped my grandmother to play the organ by threading the pedals that 
brought air into the instrument (before an engine was installed). Strange 
“ecumenics” in the very childhood home!

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sovietization_of_the_Baltic_states#cite_note-Black_book-12
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I joined the underground church when I was 15 and the Singing Revolution for 
independence from the Soviet, for freedom of thought and faith when I was 17. It 
was an “all faiths and none” movement and all the existing churches joined in 
striving for independence, justice and freedom. Many of the churches in the city 
were transformed into hospitals for the wounded during the barricades in 1991. 
We joined hands in a living human chain through all the 3 Baltic countries all 
churches and people together in singing, praying and fighting for freedom.

As soon as the borders opened I joined the ecumenical youth meetings in 
European cities organised by the Taizé community: in Budapest, Vienna and 
others. It was so wonderful to meet other young people from all around Europe, 
to sing, pray and celebrate together. 

Around the same time we founded an Ecumenic student movement in Latvia 
(pictures attached).



In ’97 I had the pleasure of being part of the Ecumenical Forum in Graz, Austria. It
was like a foretaste of heaven- people from everywhere and of every colour 
coming together, the whole city transforming into an open, welcoming place. The
cafes and restaurants would not take money but coupons. People who had the 
means would pay for themselves and others beforehand - as much as they could 
afford- and people from poor countries would get them for free. This way 
everyone was equal for some days. No one knew who was rich or poor. People 
living in Graz opened their homes and hearts. I remember an old lady giving out 



apples through an open window. We had a triple rainbow over the open air 
opening service the first night!

Unfortunately mid ‘90s the new head of the Lutheran Church Vanags announced 
that “the ecumenics in Latvia were to be that they all are against women’s 
ordination and LGTB people” and so I lost my church home.

Since then my journey has continued to be ecumenical- in many places and 
countries. I worked in ecumenical and interreligious dialogue in Germany, did 
student work in Norway and Germany, was one of the 2 only Protestants in the 
Jesuit institute I did my PhD at

and this year, 2020 during the lockdown, I became a full member of the 
ecumenical Iona Community.



What I have learned from this journey is: everybody is valuable and worthy. 
Everybody has a voice. Everybody has something to give and to share. And we 
can do it – together!


