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The faithful are lighting candles in front of the gilded casket of St John of Riga. From the immense cupola overhead, decked out with cherubim and seraphim, the evangelists gaze down benevolently upon us, Matthew with his hand raised in blessing, Luke reading from his Gospel. At the other side of the crossing, up a flight of red carpeted steps and beneath a gilded canopy, domed and turretted, is a gold-encrusted icon of the Virgin and Child. Above it the emblem, O Most Holy Mother of God, save us! 
Where the sunlight streams in through the high windows, the iconostasis gleams brightly with the apostles and saints, and the Great Feasts. Besides the easily recognisable Virgin and Christ and John the Baptist, the deacons Stephen and Laurence, there are specific saints of ancient Rus', Dmitrii Donskiy, Alexander Nevskiy, Prince Vladimir and Olga from Ukraine. 
Thin young women in white veils and modest clothes are busy mopping the tiled floor continuously. The piety stall down the nave is doing a flourishing trade in small icons, crosses, holy pictures and prayer books. 
The atmosphere is hushed. Tourists stroll in but soon become subdued by the reverential aura and the obvious prayerfulness of regular worshippers, who stand motionless and absorbed before the icon of St Nicholas of Myra and add their candles to the many already burning. 
The great chandelier in the crossing must hold over one hundred lightbulbs, in seven tiers. I find myself distracted, wondering how on earth they change the blown bulbs – dangerously up a lofty ladder, or does the whole apparatus descend on a pulley? No sign of that. 
The frescoes cover almost every available wall-space. St George has overcome the dragon, and leads the tamed beast to a prison - a suitable image for the Christian learning to dominate and harness unruly passions. Opposite, the Archangel Michael on his winged steed has less mercy on Satan. In an underground cavern, the towers of the city of hell are toppling. The devil lies speared and barbecued amidst the flames, while the sun and moon, and Christ at an altar, look down approvingly from the heavenly sphere. Meanwhile, in the upper world, churches crown the hilltops. The composition teaches us the effectiveness of prayer. 
Two priests appear - well, one at least is a priest, bearded and in the tall Russian cap. The other is clean shaven and wearing a very western looking cassock - perhaps he is a cleric of the lower orders.
In the side aisle, large barrels of holy water stand available for the faithful to fill their own containers.
Heaven upon earth. That is the Orthodox theology of a church building. Sacred space, where we are in the presence of God and his saints, to worship the Most High.
The Riga cathedral is not ancient. It was erected between 1876 and 1884, when Latvia was part of the Russian Tsarist empire. For decades under communist rule it functioned as a planetarium and a venue for scientific lectures. Now again it is the House of God, open every day from 8 till 7, well-frequented. Riga's population is 50% Russian, and since Latvia's independence, they find themselves exiles in a strange land - although more than happy to be citizens of the European Union, with all the economic advantages that brings. 
CREDO comes to you this week from the Baltic States, some of the most recent and smallest entrants to the EU. Little independent nations on the fault line between the power blocs of Russian and Germany, torn apart by Hitler and by Stalin. Further back in history, the Poles and Swedes also had their fingers in the Baltic pie. 
Courtesy of Easyjet I had flown from Liverpool to Berlin to Riga, capital of Latvia. Only 2.5 million people in a country the size of Ireland. About one-third of the ethnically Latvian population claims church membership, equally divided between Catholic and Protestant. As in England, the Latvian Catholics lost most of their buildings at the Reformation. 
Catholic history however goes back further. Riga was founded by a German Catholic Archbishop, Albert of Buxhoeveden, in 1201. It was all part of the Baltic crusade, proclaimed in 1199 by Pope Innocent III, to convert to Christianity the last remaining heathen tribes in Europe. This Baltic crusade was to be considered "equal before God to the crusade to Jerusalem." 
Bishop Meinhard in 1180 had made the first attempts at evangelisation, but it seemed the Gospel needed to be backed up with muscle and iron. An order of crusading knights was formed, the Brotherhood of the Sword, committed to living by a semi-monastic rule, and to protect Catholic missionaries and priests. 
However, economic motives soon wormed their way in - at least that was how it seemed to the native tribes, the Livs and the Latgals, the Zemgals and the Cours, as one by one during the thirteenth century they were subjugated.

The Teutonic Knights, as the invaders became, built castles, fortified towns and trading posts. They formed a Germanic elite ruling over the Baltic agricultural tribes, and no intermarriage was allowed. The original ideals of chivalry and bravery which animated the Brotherhood, are ideals which we 21st century Christians should be slow to criticise, since we ourselves are seldom outstanding in such virtues for the sake of the Gospel. 
However, noble ideals are easily contaminated by the baser motives of the old Adam resurgent. By the time the Reformation arrived on Latvian soil, the Knights had weakened in their Catholic convictions. The townspeople moreover saw in Lutheranism the chance to cast off the power and the taxations of the Catholic bishops. 
In 1524 the Master of the Knights, Albert von Plettenburg, welcomed Protestant reformers to the city, declared religious liberty and protection from the Catholic bishops. An iconoclastic mob trashed the Catholic churches, destroying centuries-worth of religious art and sculpture, and drove out the monks and nuns from the city. 
By 1554 the same Master declared Protestantism the state religion, and Catholicism was proscribed. So much for religious liberty! Within ten years the Teutonic Order had collapsed entirely. Very soon Muscovy and Sweden were invading and dividing the spoils. 
If there is a lesson to be learnt from all this, it is perhaps that of the great danger posed when once valiant Catholic religious orders and institutions, fail to live the faith, become Catholic in name only, and then lose the Faith entirely. By such a route, entire nations are lost to the Church for centuries.
The results can be seen in Riga's original Cathedral, now Lutheran. It is the largest cathedral in the Baltic region, a mountain of red brick and High Gothic. Once you have paid to enter - during the rather limited opening hours, that is - the interior is starkly disappointing. The high brick vaults are impressive, but the lack of ornament saddens. During the communist era it was closed for 30 years, but the renovation since services resumed in 1988 does not seem to include much decoration. 
There is just one image of Jesus in a stained glass window at the back of the chancel, behind a small communion table. The nave piers are decorated not with statues of saints, but with German heraldic emblems of the great merchant families. Around the walls are not icons or frescoes, but the immense stone funeral slabs again of the German merchants. Apparently, the more money you had, the nearer the chancel you could be buried.
That holy and mystical exuberance, so vivid in the Orthodox cathedral, is here replaced -it seems, by the veneration of sober Lutheran commerce and mercantile success. For all the Protestant criticism of images and the cult of the saints, in Riga's Russian Orthodox Cathedral plenty people were praying. In the Lutheran cathedral, I saw nobody praying. But then there is no Blessed Sacrament, no icons. You might as well stay at home and read the Bible alone. It is hard to see how such a stark presentation of Christian faith can re-evangelise this ex-communist country. I had a similar impression in Estonia too. 
Where then are the Catholics? We have the medieval Church of St Jacob as our cathedral, but it is presently mostly closed for renovation. It was originally Catholic, then Lutheran, then Jesuit, then a Swedish garrison church, and since 1922 Catholic again. Churches here seem to change hands quite regularly with changes in political power. 
One final question. Perhaps the lack of the vernacular in the medieval Church, the fact that all services were conducted in Latin, facilitated Latvia's conversion to Protestantism in the 16th century? One wonders whether Catholic vernacular worship, more deeply rooted in their own Baltic culture, would have prevented the reformers from making such an impact? The Orthodox Churches of Russia and Greece, which have so long used an ancient form of their vernacular tongues, have permeated their societies far more deeply with Christian culture.
Next week, on to Catholic Lithuania.
