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Overview 
I have been asked to "tell the story" of what is happening in the Former Soviet Union (FSU) in Jewish evangelism today. Though I have limitations based on distance, I do stay in touch with many people, ministries and their reporting, and this overview is largely based on that information and other material publicly available. Along with Chosen People Ministries, our mission, Friends of Russian Jewry, Inc., also recently held a very successful international conference of Russian Jewish ministry leaders in Berlin in September 2006 (see LCJE Bulletin, "Russian-speaking Messianic Conference in Berlin," Issue No. 86, November 2006, pp. 13-18), which provided us some of the freshest and most complete information in many years on the state of evangelism and church-planting in the former Soviet Union today. Indeed, in our planning for that conference, we placed special emphasis on trying to bring to Berlin a very solid contingent of FSU-based Messianic ministry leaders. Thus, we obtained much excellent insight from first-hand discussions. This article is a snapshot of current events and developments, with an attempt to view that story from the broad panorama of history while weaving in various perspectives. 

Revisiting Wiesel's "The Jews of Silence" (A forty-year retrospective) 
To begin, we will start with a retrospective look at Elie Wiesel's classic work on Soviet Jewry, "The Jews of Silence." Wiesel's book was a watershed in bringing Jewish, and later, world understanding to focus on the then plight of Soviet Jews. The book chronicles his trip to the Soviet Union during the High Holy Days in 1965, but it was published in November 1967 after the events of the Six-Day War. Thus, this is an appropriate time for a forty-year retrospective (1967-2007) of what has occurred in the former Soviet Union since Wiesel wrote his famous book. 

What has occurred in these forty years? 
-The Soviet Union is no more -A massive Russian Jewish exodus to the U.S., Germany, Australia and Israel took place -God poured out a great revival among the Russian Jewish people in the years following this exodus from the FSU; many came to the Lord; literature and resources of all kinds were developed as needs grew and believers grew in the faith -A Jewish rennaissance of sorts emerged in some places of the FSU -resurgence of some Hasidic influence, mostly Lubavitcher. 

Within the FSU itself, an equilibrium of sorts in emigration has occurred: most of those who wanted to leave have already done so; those who have remained are often the elderly or those without resources or those fearful of another war in the Middle East. Others have wanted to remain because it is their home and is familiar; they have also heard stories of some of the extreme difficulties some immigrants in Israel have faced. The desperate and growing Russian addict and homeless problem of Tel Aviv and other cities in Israel is certainly not lost on potential immigrants to Israel still living in the FSU. What reason do they have for going to Israel other than the financial incentives that some aliyah groups make to them? As unbelievers, they do not have any spiritual reason or ZIonist impulse to go to Israel; those who do have gone already for the most part. Combined with that is the fact that daily life for Jews in the Russian Federation today, Ukraine and Belarus cannot be compared with what it was in the Soviet period when Wiesel wrote his book. Today, life and daily reality consist of a much different set of circumstances. All of these factors impact the dynamic of Jewish evangelization in the FSU today. It is a population that is more settled and not looking for an excuse to leave their present circumstances but rather to maintain and improve them. 

Russia: The Yeltsin funeral: A watershed event; new pressures in Moscow? 
The recent passing of Boris Yeltsin, Russia's first democratically elected President, is perhaps a good watershed event from which to assess this retrospective. On April 25, 2007, I actually watched his funeral live on Russian TV (NTV) from a hotel room in Beijing while on a trip to China; this seemed amazing in itself! There are many aspects to this event that bear discussion given their potential impact on Jewish evangelism in Russia and the FSU today and in the future. 

Yeltsin's religious state funeral was actually the first of its kind of a Russian leader in over a century. On the positive side, in stark contrast to the official atheism of the past, during the funeral it stirred my heart to hear the traditional words of Resurrection greeting: "Khristos voskres" ​"Von istinno voskres" ("Christ is risen! He is risen, indeed!") -spoken by the attending Russian Orthodox priests and answered by the officials and assembled guests present in the rebuilt Church of Christ the Savior in Moscow. That is a cause for rejoicing -that the Name of our Lord is being lifted up. But there is another side as well, a darker side. The re​emergence and new ascendancy of the Russian Orthodox Church and its close alignment with the political forces of the state could bode more pressure and opposition both to Jews and to Messianic congregations and other evangelical groups in Russia in the months and years ahead. 

For example, an email report in late March 2007 discussed a recent visit by Russian Federal Security Service (FSB) agents to the premises of a Moscow-based Messianic congregation that has been leased in a portion of a former cinema building for at least two years. There was no warning prior to the visit, during which time government agents opened a locked door, searched the entire premises and also took some materials. The next stage in this drama is still unknown. However, given the closer ties between the Russian Orthodox Church and the state and the traditional anti-Semitism of that nexus, as well as some of the hostility shown toward evangelical Christianity (let alone Messianic Jewish congregations!), this is a troubling development. 

Positive developments 
The "Omega Project": "A Bible for every Jewish household in Russia" 
On the positive side, besides what has been occurring with the establishment of Russian Messianic Jewish congregations in many countries of the FSU, Bible distribution through the "Omega Project" is one of the most exciting recent developments in the region, especially when one considers the remnant of Russian Jews left behind or sometimes forgotten in many of the cities of the Russian Federation. The "Omega Project" organized by MediaServe under Frank and Leena Arthur, as of March 2007, had distributed more than 347,000 Bibles to Russian Jews worldwide since the program's launch in 1994. Within Russia itself, 690,000 postcards have been mailed to Russian Jewish homes; of these, some 25,500 have asked for Bibles (MediaServe March 2007 Newsletter; www.mediaserve.org). These then need to be delivered. Frank Arthur presented the "Omega Project" at the last LCJE International conference in Helsinki, and I also shared about it in Berlin with the assembled delegates and asked if there were any Russian Messianic congregations or workers in various Russian cities who could help in following up on some of the Russian Jewish families who had requested Bibles. And that is exactly what happened in one case! Currently, the ministry's goal "is to reach at least 1,000 new households each workday with the offer of a Bible. The area now being targeted is the Central Black Earth region of Russia -south from Moscow and west of the Ural Mountains." (MediaServe March 2007 Newsletter). Please pray for this very vital ministry! 

The Russian Far East: Vladivostok, Birobidzhan and the nearby regions 
Pastor Alexey Mishchenko from Vladivostok, who also attended the Berlin conference, has helped plant some 60 churches in the region of the Russian Far East and has a real heart for reaching Jewish people with the Gospel. We were thrilled to have him with us at the conference in Berlin. Meanwhile, Lawrence Hirsch of Celebrate Messiah in Australia has given us a wonderful picture of Jewish life in Birobidzhan today, that faroff region and city in Russia where Stalin wished to send all the Jews into exile from the European Soviet Union. Lawrence writes that the combined Jewish population of Birobidzhan plus Vladivostok and Khabarovsk comes to around 70,000 people (Lawrence Hirsch, "Outreach to the Forgotten Jews of Far East Russia," LCJE Bulletin, Issue No. 87, February 2007, pp. 4-7; see also "Jewish Ministry in Far East Russia," The Chosen People, Vol. XIII, Issue 3, April 2007). He also mentions the Messianic Jewish ministry of Andrei and Valeria in Birobidzhan to these people. I had the great privilege of meeting this extraordinary couple at our worldwide conference in Berlin in September 2006. Andrei is one of the gentlest men I have ever met, and his wife is the very symbol of a help-mate. Their love for the Lord exudes from them to people. But you have to know more of the story to know how truly extraordinary this is. Andrei's body is covered with the tattoos of Soviet prison life -he is a former zek (prisoner). But his hardened life as a former criminal is behind him -now he radiates the love of Jesus. To passersby on the street this is not immediately evident -as I witnessed while walking with him one day in Berlin -yet, as a true servant of the Lord, he receives insults and stares with grace and meekness. 

Ukraine 
The Jews for Jesus Newsletter has regular updates on "Bits from the Branches" concerning outreach and testimonies from throughout the former Soviet Union. For example, the March 2007 Newsletter (p. 6) had a wonderful article by Mira Gracheva titled, "Purim in Moscow," in which Mira shared the story of how 25 guests, plus four staff and volunteers, crowded into her small one-room apartment to hear the story of Purim and the Good News of Yeshua. Of those, five Jewish guests prayed to receive the Lord, as well as one Gentile woman married to a Jewish husband. 

Besides the key branch in Moscow, the bulk of these are in Ukraine: in Odessa, Kharkov, Dnepropetrovsk and Kiev. Since this article is also a "retrospective," I want to honor the pioneering efforts of my dear friend and veteran Jews for Jesus missionary, Avi Snyder, and the enormous impact his life and ministry have had on Jewish ministry in the FSU. I well remember driving around in the car with him in Pasadena, California, in September 1990 (we had just had one of the very first national meetings in the U.S. for those involved in Russian Jewish ministry). Avi shared his dream of going to the Soviet Union and wanting to start out in Odessa, where his grandmother had emigrated from, to share the Gospel. What extraordinary things have happened since that time. Avi was also the person who "recruited" me into LCJE; otherwise, I would not be writing this article today! 

Kiev 
The Kiev Jewish Messianic Congregation, led by Boris Gritsenko, is thriving and is having an enormous impact in Ukraine. The congregation (website: baruhaba.org; e-mail: shalom_kjmo@voliacable.com) currently has some 1,200 members and attendees, making it, by far, the largest Russian-speaking Messianic congregation in the FSU and globally as well. It supports or assists six rehabilitation centers for drug addicts and down-and-outers in Ukraine, ministers in 3 prison camps and to some 70 homeless children (according to a DVD distributed by the congregation). A daughter community called "Mishpaha" has a service "aimed at youth, teenagers, children and their parents," and also pays specific attention to the needs of handicapped children (Brochure of the Kiev Jewish Messianic Congregation). The congregation also has a very active Messianic concert, dance and drama program made up of numerous groups that give presentations in various cities of the FSU. There is also an "academic center of the congregation called 'Besora' that prepares true servants of the New Testament (New Covenant)." (Congregational website). 

Odessa 
Messianic Jewish Bible Institute (MJBI) Update 
The Messianic Jewish Bible Institute (MJBI) in Odessa graduated its first class in 1998, in the wake of the major outreach campaign by Hear O Israel Ministries in that historic Jewish city. Graduates now serve in ministry throughout the former Soviet Union. According to the MJBI website, "the Odessa school has satellite Russian-speaking video schools in approximately 20 other cities in Ukraine, Russia and Central Asia." Also, besides its school in Odessa, in 2005 MJBI opened another school in St. Petersburg, Russia under the direction of Mike Becker and the assistance of other graduates and staff of the Odessa MJBI school (www.mjbi.org). There is also an MJBI Affiliate school now in Almaty, Kazakstan (see below). 

The Kharkov Example: Reaching Evangelical Churches with the Messianic Jewish Perspective 

Also in Ukraine, in the city of Kharkov, I would like to tell the story of a brother in the Lord named Vlad, who is partially disabled and comes from a family of Holocaust survivors. Vlad is an example of one who has been having a very successful ministry among many evangelical churches in the area telling them about the Messianic roots of our faith. His ministry has been very well-received, and I believe this continues to be an area for fruitful development between mature Messianic believers who can share with traditional Baptist and Pentecostal churches in the former Soviet Union more about the Messianic Jewish roots of our faith, while combating anti-Semitism and misconceptions even within the Church. This is a vitally important ministry -ministry to the churches -and I think many evangelical churches in the FSU are hungry for this kind of interaction. It is so very much needed, both by the Gentile churches that want to learn more about the Jewish roots of the faith, as well as by the Messianic movement. 

Belarus 
The Lord continues to do amazing things in Belarus. The ministry of Stewart and Chantal Winograd and Shalom Network International blessed many in Belarus for a number of years and developed outreaches in various cities. A "Messianic Perspectives" article published by the Christian Jew Foundation Ministries (CJFM) in early 2007 discussed the CJFM's ongoing ministry in Minsk, where some 80 people -most of them Jewish ​attended just one Shabbat service. CJFM also has ministry workers in Bobruisk, as well as in Dnepropetrovsk, Ukraine. As the author, Jonathan Singer, concluded: "Ministry to the Jewish people in this part of the world -for so long cut off from a Gospel witness with any Jewish flavor -is relatively new. Now, with indigenous Jewish congregations taking root, the feeling is palpable that history is being made." (Jonathan Singer, "Sharing the Gospel of Yeshua the Messiah in Belarus: Where History Haunts the Jewish People," Messianic Perspectives, CJFM, Jan./Feb. 2007, p. 5). 

Kazakstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan. The controversy over "Aliyah-Buyers." 
Many exciting things are happening in Jewish ministry in Central Asia. I think that it is also important to recognize the pioneering efforts of our brother, Jeff Bernstein, of Gates of Zion, who has done so much to minister in the Central Asian regions and to open up that world to the rest of us through introducing us to the beloved brethren there. As mentioned above, an MJBI Affiliate school has been established in Almaty, Kazakstan. It has about 50 students and meets in the evenings three times per week (see also article by Wayne Wilks, Jr., "Central Asia and Messianic Jews," The Open Window, MJBI Update, March/April 2007). 

As I shared in my earlier LCJE Bulletin article about the conference, there were several representatives from various Central Asian countries of the FSU who attended the Berlin conference, and they brought exciting and fascinating news of developments in evangelism and congregation-planting in those countries (LCJE Bulletin, Issue No. 86, pp. 15-16). Though small in number in comparison with the Jewish communities of Russia and Ukraine, these nations and cultures have very ancient Jewish communities that have survived through the centuries under Moslem domination. Many of the Jews in these countries are open to the Gospel and/or have not been infected with anti-Christian prejudices. 

Specific details of what is occurring cannot be shared due to the sensitivity of the situations. However, some of the highlights include a special audio and video course in one country that has been used both for new believers and in evangelism for non-believers. Some fellowships are quietly thriving, and in one situation, three former rabbis have come to faith! Though street evangelism in one situation would likely lead to immediate arrests, quiet door-to-door evangelism has been very successful -resulting in some 150 Jewish families responding to the Gospel. An issue of great concern, however, that I also discussed in my previous article (Ibid., op. cit., p. 16) is the confusion wrought by some Western groups pushing aliyah among Central Asian Jews in return for gifts or other offers of inducement. This very destructive practice has made it much more complicated for those who are actually sharing the Gospel, as opposed to those groups who care only about getting Jews to Israel no matter how they do it. As I have previously discussed (Ibid., op. cit., p. 16), how this happens is this: when real believers sharing the Gospel come knocking on the door, they are often met with the question, 'What have you brought for us?' Thus, those who are sharing the Good News of Life are placed at a disadvantage because -though they seek and want to help those who are in need ​they do not want to be placed in a position to have to "buy" a hearing in order to present the Gospel. Worse than that, some of these un-Biblical outside groups even seek to undermine directly in various ways the sharing of the Gospel with these Jewish souls of Central Asia. 

Internet developments 
There continues to be much activity of interest on the Internet related to Jewish evangelism in the FSU. One of the best known is Messianic.ru, registered to Kirill (Simkha) Polonskiy. This site has been in existence since at least 2004 and, in Russian, is called the "Common Russia Portal for Messianic Jews." It includes lectures by Avi Yampolskiy in Moscow (one of the leaders and speakers of the Berlin conference) and a host of Messianic books in Russian, including Simkha Polonskiy's latest book, "Times and Seasons." Some of the other books available in Russian include: David Stern's "Jewish New Testament" and "Messianic Jewish Manifesto," as well as the book titled,"A Rabbi Talks with Jesus," a modern rabbinical view of Jesus' teachings by Jacob Neusner, who tried to put himself into the first century to interact with Jesus. 

The site also includes the latest online 

editions of the newspaper "Shoresh." The May 2007 issue of "Shoresh" included a selection from Simka Polonsky's new book titled "Times and Seasons," an article by the very popular Russian historian Vladimir Solovyev (1853-1900) that was a continuation of his work, "Jewishness and Christianity" (published in 1897), as well as a poem titled "Pavel" ("Paul") by a poet in Moscow named Felix Segal about the Apostle Paul and how his life was transformed by the Lord Jesus. 

There is also discussion on the Messianic.ru website of establishing a "Moscow Community Center" for Messianic believers. For more information, the email address shoresh@mail.ru is given. As far as general Russian Jewish resources are concerned, to better understand Russian Jewish life in the FSU today (a "virtual tour," so to speak), one can visit www.jewish.ru, a site that has many resources and items of interest. To burrow down even deeper, one can even take a virtual tour of the Moscow Jewish Community Center! (http://www.mjcc.ru). 

In Belarus, the congregational website "Messianic Belarus" (http://www.messianicbelarus.net/) is the site of the "Star of Bethlehem" Messianic congregation in Minsk. A Russian language discussion of its purpose says that it is "...a place for coming together of Messianic believers. Here you can get acquainted with us and our ministry, ask questions or participate in what we do. You can tell about yourself, find friends and those who are like-minded. Here you have access to various useful resources for the believer....Don't forget to drop in on the site more and more often and always be in the course of Messianic life of Belarus." 

Just in general, it is worth noting some of the amazing changes that have taken place in communications and connectivity with respect to evangelism, I received an email message recently from a brother in the Lord who has a Russian Jewish ministry in Moldova (the former region of Josef Rabinowiz). This came via SMS message from a cell phone and I read the message via Web mail, actually, while I was in Beijing! What would Josef Rabinowitz himself think of these amazing opportunities today?! 

Remembering the prisoners But it is also true that most Jewish evangelism in the FSU today is occurring through traditional tried and true methods, not necessarily via the latest advances in technology. Most Jewish people in the FSU in real need do not have direct access to the Internet but will be reached or ministered to either in person or via letters and literature in the mail. This kind of ministry is as vitally important as ever. For example, I have been in touch over the last couple of years with two Russian-speaking Jewish brothers in the Lord, Vlad and Sasha, who are in prison in Ukraine. I do not know what their crimes were, but these brothers truly love the Lord and are in need of our prayers and encouragement. They are very much desirous of and thankful for any Russian Messianic literature that we can send them. The same is true of a Jewish brother in the Lord in Latvia named Peisekh and many others. Our ministries to Jewish believers and unbelievers in the FSU must continue with these traditional means as well as seeking ways to use new technologies to reach others, especially the young. 

Collaboration with Jewish groups 
Another theme that I want to briefly touch on that impacts Jewish evangelism in the FSU today and is actually quite amazing is the collaboration that exists between some Messianic believers and various local Jewish groups. I do not have statistics, only anecdotal information; however, again and again, one hears stories of Messianic believers having excellent relations with some local Jewish leaders -especially in areas where Jewish culture and life are under assault. This is certainly not true throughout the FSU; indeed, in some locations, Hasidic groups and anti-missionaries have done everything they can to try to shut out a Gospel witness. 

Nevertheless, the fact that such cooperation and cross-communication is occurring at all in some places is remarkable. 

Conclusions 
This has been a snapshot of key issues and recent developments related to "telling the story" of Jewish evangelism today in the former Soviet Union. I certainly cannot "tell it all" within the brief confines of this paper. The political and spiritual landscapes of Jewish life, Yiddishkeit, and opportunities for evangelism have changed dramatically in the forty years since Elie WIesel wrote his classic work on Soviet Jewry, The Jews of Silence. Today, despite latent anti-Semitism at times, local opposition to the Gospel, or even draconian measures in some cases, there are still many opportunities for evangelism in the former Soviet Union, from Birobidzhan to Belarus to Central Asia and everywhere in between. In some cases, this does not mean that the Gospel can be presented openly and freely -often, it must be done quietly or with some new creative approach. Nevertheless, much has changed since the days of the Soviet Union when it was nearly impossible. For that, we are very thankful to the Lord, since we are witnesses of the incredible transformation that has occurred in the countries of the former Soviet Union since the fall of Communism in opening up new avenues and opportunities for evangelism to the Jewish people. 
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