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Stanislav Alexiev, Pastor, Christian Witness to Israel, Bulgaria 

Dear Brothers and Sisters in the Lord, I am grateful for the invitation to address this session of the conference and it is a great privilege for me to share with you some aspects of my work among the Jewish people in Bulgaria. 

Historical background 
Bulgaria is situated in the southeast of Europe. It is a beautiful country, rich in natural resources, where the dominant religion is Eastern Orthodoxy. Bulgaria is a former Communist country and was very loyal to the Soviet Union but its government and economy are now based on democratic principles. 

Bulgaria was established in 681 A.D. when the Bulgars conquered the country but there were Jewish people living in this part of Europe long before that. History tells us that the first Jewish settlements were established in our land after the destruction of Jerusalem and the Second Temple in 70 A.D. Since then there has always been a Jewish community in Bulgaria. 

The largest Jewish migration to Bulgaria occurred in 1492 when Ferdinand II expelled the Jews from Spain. At that time Bulgaria was under the yoke of the Ottoman empire and during the Ottoman reign the Jews lived a very peaceful and free life. The price of freedom, however, was high taxation but the Jews enjoyed their liberty and classified their 500 years under Ottoman rule in Bulgaria as an “earthly Zion”. 

During the Second World War, although Bulgaria was allied to Germany, the Bulgarian people and the Orthodox Church resisted Hitler’s attempts to deport its Jewish community. Bulgaria was one of only two countries in Europe – the other being Denmark – whose entire Jewish population was saved from extermination. Not one Jew who lived under the jurisdic​tion of the Bulgarian state was deported to any of the Nazi concentration camps. Indeed, it has been noted that during the Second World War the Jewish population of Bulgaria actually increased in number by more than a thousand. 

In 1948, when the world recognized the establishment of the new State of Israel, many Bulgarian Jews wanted to settle there and to give of their best for the building up of the nation. So between 1949 and 1951, 45-48,000 Bulgarian Jews made aliyah, leaving only 4-5,000 in Bulgaria. Those who emigrated to Israel were Zionistic and anti-Communist; those who remained were secular and convinced Communists. 

During the Communist era, Bulgaria broke off diplomatic relations with the Jewish state because of Israel’s links with the USA on the one hand and Bulgaria’s ties with the USSR on the other. During that time, there was discrimination against the Jews; although they were not persecuted they were not allowed to occupy high positions in the government. After the fall of Communism in 1989, so many younger Jews left Bulgaria that the average age of the 3,000 who currently live in the country is now 80. The Jewish community is diminishing steadily and it is not easy to reach these elderly Bulgarian Jews with the gospel. 

My approach 
I shall describe my evangelistic approach to under three headings: (1) Individual, (2) Scriptural and (3) Communal. 

1. Individual 
Because the Jewish population of Bulgaria is spread thinly throughout the country and there are no so-called “Jewish” areas where one might engage in door-to-door visiting or organise special evangelistic events, my approach to Jewish people is mainly individual and personal. That is why I try to establish friendships with individuals and, in most cases, they then introduce me to their friends and relatives. This is how I develop most of my contacts. Through this approach, my Jewish friends are able to observe both my character and the way I live for the Lord, Messiah Jesus. It is interesting to see their reactions; even though I make many mistakes, they see God at work in my life and the difference He makes. For me, this is the most powerful way of sharing the faith. 

2. Scriptura 
My approach involves using the Word of God. I enjoy making friends but my concern is to take my friendships with Jewish people to a higher level. I buy copies of the Bible and give them as presents to my friends and so far no one has refused this gift! Then, when my Jewish friends experiencing difficulties I try to explain God’s perspective on their problems and also his solution from their Bible. By this means they will hopefully see that they have the answer to their problems in their homes! 

As I mentioned before, the Jewish people in my homeland are quite elderly. When I ask them if they ever read the Bible, they usually say something like, “I am very old and cannot see well”. That is why I offer to read the Bible to my friends when I visit them. With some this approach works, with others it does not but, gene​rally, it yields results. For example, when I began to read the Bible to the Mashiah family, Mr Elijah Mashiah was very suspici​ous. However, after a few weeks of read​ing from the Gospels, whenever I visited the family, he would ask me to read the Bible right away and after that we would speak about other things. Then Mr Mashi​ah insisted on coming to church with me and said that he would like to believe in Je​sus as his Messiah. I am now almost cer​tain that Mr Mashiah has been born-again. 

3. Communal 
My approach is community orientated. Although Bulgaria is now a member of the European Community, the standard of living for most people in the country is modest and many live in poverty. The Jewish people are no exception. Although some Jews are reasonably wealthy, others do not even have daily bread. That is why I have developed a small programme for delivering humanitarian aid to the needy. This way of reaching the community has proved to work well and through it I have made many contacts. 

Due to the influence of the Orthodox Church Bulgarian society has many traditions. These traditions are so deeply rooted that they have found their way into Jewish minds also. I try to be sensitive to that and on one occasion Mathilda called to ask me to visit her and her husband. When I arrived at their house, Mathilda told me that many bad things were happening to her family and asked me to consecrate the house because she believed that some evil spirits were probably in control of them. Consecrating a house is an Orthodox tradition but I decided to use the occasion to share the gospel with Mathilda and her husband. I said I would consecrate the house but not in the way an Orthodox priest would. Instead, I read Psalm 91 to them and told them that if they would like to have peace in the house, they must have peace with God first. They asked me how to do that and I explained that the only way this could happen was through Jesus the Messiah. I then asked Mathilda the question, “What do you think of Jesus? In your opinion who is He?” She gave me the most unexpected answer: “He is the Son of God.” When I asked if she really believed what she had told me Mathilda replied, “Yes!” Then we prayed and she and her husband received the Lord into their hearts. It all started with a simple tradition! 

Conclusion 
When I first discovered that Jesus was a Jew and that He lived and preached as a Jew, it amazed me! The discovery turned my world upside down. I realised that Jesus had lived in history and was like many other Jewish people in the first-century world. But, being the Lord in flesh, He was so devoted to God and knew His will so well that He was able to explain God’s story in such a way that it reached the hearts of many people. 

We are called to do the same; to live in this world but never to forget that we belong to another Kingdom and are commanded to tell the story of Jesus “to the Jew first”. 
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