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Mishkan is the Hebrew word for tabernacle or
dwelling place (John 1:14).

By Jim R. Sibley

On a recent trip to Israel with a group of students, we had the opportunity to
pray with a Russian Jewish immigrant who hopes to plant a new congregation
in southern Israel. As we shared in a time of prayer, he lost control of his
emotions as he expressed his deep burden for the salvation of his countrymen
who are now struggling with their new language, learning about their new
country, and trying to feed their families, but who have yet to meet their
Messiah. This was one of the most moving times for all of us.
In this issue, we turn attention to Russian Jewish ministry, and surely none
would disagree that Jim Melnick is the one to bring this issue of Mishkan
together. For more than twenty years, he has served tirelessly to facilitate
gospel proclamation and discipleship among Jewish people of Russian
background. As a result, this issue will be consulted for a long time as a
vital contribution to the literature about Russian Jewish ministry. We owe a
profound debt of gratitude to Jim for his outstanding efforts, and we pray that
you are encouraged and blessed by this issue.
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An Introduction
to Russian
Jewish Ministry

by Jim Melnick

First of all, I want to thank editor Jim Sibley for granting me the privilege
of organizing this special issue of Mishkan dedicated to examining Russian
Jewish evangelism and the Russian Messianic movement around the world
today. I also thank all of our authors who have made this issue an important contribution to the topic of Russian Jewish ministry.
We have tried to cover a number of key areas in this issue, both thematically and geographically; however, a comprehensive treatment of all
that has happened in Russian Jewish ministry over the past thirty-plus years
and is still occurring today could fill several volumes. Some of the areas
not fully covered here that deserve further treatment include: the breakdown of the Soviet atheistic worldview and how that impacted missions
to Russian Jews; an assessment of anti-missionary activity targeted at Russian Jews and their responses; the influence of Orthodox Judaism, the New
Age movement, and mysticism within the context of sharing the gospel
among Russian Jewish people; and, finally, chronicling some of the exciting
developments—in terms of better understanding and reconciliation—now
taking place between some Russian Messianic believers and various evangelical churches, especially in the former Soviet Union.
In assessing Russian Jewish evangelism and the Russian Messianic movement today, we also recognize the amazing thread that runs through the
generations: we stand on the shoulders of men like Leonid Rosenberg and
Joseph Rabinowitz.
Professor Mark A. Seifrid, writing generally about God’s redeeming work
among the Jewish people, has stated: “There is no reason why God might
not perform a surprising work among Jews in our own time.”1 Well, among
Russian-speaking Jews of this generation, He has! We have seen nothing
like it since the Jesus Movement of the 1960s–70s, when many searching
Jewish young people came to faith. We have seen incredible revival in this
1 Mark A. Seifrid, “For the Jew First: Paul’s Nota Bene for His Gentile Readers,” in To the Jew
First: The Case for Jewish Evangelism in Scripture and History, ed. Darrell L. Bock and Mitch
Glaser (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2008), 34.
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generation among Russian Jews. Within Israel itself, Russian Jewish believers now make up the greatest percentage of evangelical believers, transforming the face of the Body of Messiah in the Land.
But there are gaps in bringing us all together. While there are several
Russian Messianic leaders who are fluent in English and very knowledgeable about the global Messianic movement, there are many others who are
not. In preparing this issue, I approached a number of people, including a
highly respected Russian Messianic leader. I asked whether he would consider writing an article; to my great surprise, he had never even heard of
Mishkan, and I spent time trying to explain the purpose of this journal. That
situation is not unique. Vladimir Pikman wrote about it in 2009 in Mishkan,
when he noted that many Russian Messianic leaders in Germany “were
not able to learn from the Messianic movements in other countries or to
get access to international Messianic communities other than the Russianspeaking ones.”2 One purpose of this special issue is to try to help bridge
that gap, both in understanding and in access. Some of these articles are
already being translated into Russian toward that end.
Avi Snyder of Jews for Jesus opens our issue with a look at “The Fervent
Years”—how gospel outreach to Russian Jews in the former Soviet Union
got underway after the fall of Communism. Dr. Mitch Glaser of Chosen People Ministries introduces us to the recent history of the Russian Messianic
leadership conferences. A special memory for me of that first conference,
held in Berlin in 2006, was the group picture taken on the steps of the Reichstag and our singing there of “Hinei Ma Tov”! The second leaders’ conference, held outside Jerusalem in 2009, included seminars on such themes
as: “What Keeps the Messianic Leader Up at Night?,” “Jewish Prayer and
the Siddur,” and “The Mission to the Jewish People from the 19th Century
to Our Day.” When Dr. David Stern made a special guest appearance at
that conference, it was quite clear how beloved he was to the assembled
delegates. The two-volume Russian edition of his Jewish New Testament
Commentary was published in 2003.
Glaser’s piece is followed by my article on recent changes in resources
available for Russian Jewish evangelism, and then the regional assessments.
The reprinted article by Lawrence Hirsch (Celebrate Messiah, Australia) on
Birobidzhan shows what the Lord is doing today among Jewish people in
that distant land that Stalin once hoped would be an alternative to Palestine and Zionism.
In his paper, Maxim Katz discusses four different integration paths for Russian Jewish immigrant assimilation in Israel today. While Katz is right when
he says that Russian Jews in Israel remain “fully devoted to the Russian language,” there are signs of change. This year (2011) was the first year of my
coming to Israel over the last fifteen-plus years that I witnessed a slight decline in the Russian cultural “presence,” so to speak. Certainly that overall
“presence” is still very strong, but a number of Russian bookstores in vari2 Vladimir Pikman, “The Future of Messianic Congregations in Germany,” Mishkan, no. 58
(2009): 34.
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ous cities that I used to frequent are
Author info:
now gone. Besides the Israeli school
Jim Melnick (A.M., Harvard
system, mandatory service in the IsUniversity) is the president and
raeli Defense Forces requires that
founder of Friends of Russian
immigrants’ children have sufficient
Jewry, Inc., and is also a tentcommand of Hebrew, while Hebrew
maker missionary with Life in
proficiency is also a ticket to wider
Messiah International. He coacceptance in Israeli society. This
founded the first international
natural cultural assimilation trend
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in Israel is also reflected in parallel
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ing countries. Thus, even though
Lausanne Consultation on Jewish
Russian Jewish culture itself remains
Evangelism (LCJE).
very strong and dynamic today, the
info@frji.org
focus of ministry will change over
time as these trends work their way
upon those societies.
A good friend who is deeply involved in Russian Jewish evangelism
around the world has adopted this vision statement for her ministry (and
given me “license” to share it!): “Our vision is to see Russian Jews gathered into vibrant Messianic congregations being a light to the nations.” I
believe that this brief statement encapsulates the heart’s desire of so many
of us who are involved in reaching Russian-speaking Jewish people with
the gospel. May the Lord grant that many more come to faith in Yeshua
and serve as a testimony to the worldwide Jewish community and a light
to the nations!
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The Fervent Years
– Reflections on Jewish Evangelism in the Former
USSR, 1990–95
by Avi Snyder

Introduction: The Rush
The years 1990 through 1995 were fervent years in the field of Jewish evangelism in countries like Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. Early reports of people’s responsiveness to the Good News were so remarkable that they were
sometimes difficult to believe. It is fair to say that none of us laboring in
“Western fields” during the 1980s had seen anything like it before. Older
colleagues were able to draw parallels to how the Lord had worked among
our people during the Jesus Revolution. This movement of God swept over
North America and parts of Western Europe in the 1960s and 1970s, but for
most of us, the opportunities opening up in the Soviet Bloc countries in the
early 1990s were entirely new and irresistibly inviting, so we rushed in, in
varying degrees of readiness. Despite the haste and sloppiness of the rush,
the Lord was pleased to work.
In the paragraphs below, I would like to offer some observations about
the “early days.” I do not intend to highlight any particular accomplishments or individuals. Rather, I would like to offer my impressions about
trends and the tenor of the times. Where I use examples from my own
experience, I am doing so with the understanding that what my colleagues
and I encountered was the norm for anyone laboring in the field.
So what were those “early days” like? Simply put, they were times of . . .

A Great Openness to the Gospel
However, the openness was not uniform. Often, the “openness” arose
from genuine spiritual hunger. But at other times, it stemmed from a curiosity and a willingness to consider anything new. Nor was the openness
unique to our own people. It seemed as though practically everyone in the
collapsing USSR suddenly had ears that were ready to hear anything that
anyone had to say.
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Of course, God was the architect of the genuine openness. But on the
natural level, we can credit the receptivity to at least the following factors:
The Failure of Communism
Communism had been more than a political philosophy. It had been practical theology. It explained why things were as they were, how things would
ultimately be, and how we should therefore live. The collapse of the Soviet
Union exposed the untruthfulness of the “religion” upon which the regime
had stood. Now, people needed to fill the ideological vacuum that the Soviet implosion left in its wake.
The Forbidden Fruit of Faith
The Soviet blackout of all religious instruction and information had turned
the gospel into something of “a forbidden fruit.” People wanted to know
what it was that they had been forbidden to hear and read. One story will
make my point.
In September 1991, my colleague Elizabeth Terini and I took the overnight train from Odessa to Kiev. Jewish people from all over the Soviet
Union had come to that city to mark the passing of fifty years since the
slaughter of 100,000 Jewish people at the hands of the Nazis in a small
wooded area called Babi Yar. We were hardly alone. Workers from a number of Jewish mission agencies had come to Babi Yar with the same purpose in mind—to let our people know about the love of God in Yeshua.
Bibles, New Testaments, and gospel tracts were grabbed up as quickly as
they could be handed out. But at one point, a young boy of ten or eleven
began to run around in a frenzy, crying out, “Missionaries, missionaries!
Don’t read!” An older man, possibly a survivor, halted the boy in his tracks
by pressing his hand upon the youth’s shoulder. With a granite like face
and a resolute voice, he told the youth, “Little boy, I don’t need you, or
anyone else, to tell me anymore what I may or may not read.”
The Thirst for Any Information
Often, the object of interest was not the gospel per se; people were just
hungry for information of any kind, shape, or size. I remember standing
on a street corner in Odessa, stamping a local address onto the back of the
tracts that I was about to hand out. As I readied the tracts, people started
to form a circle around me in order to make sure that they got one of the
papers in my hand. I am certain that many of them had no idea that my
material talked about Yeshua. All that mattered was that it was information, that it was free, and that it was safe to possess and read.
No News Is Good News—Sometimes
Oddly enough, the Soviet freeze on biblical education and religious information had also served to shield our people from the standard objections
to Jesus that we Jews from the West had heard all our lives. In the East, it
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Indecision among Soviet and Post-Soviet Authorities
A “decision-making paralysis” gripped many Soviet and then post-Soviet
officials. As a result, they were often reluctant to prevent people from
hearing whatever they might want to hear. It is not so much that the pendulum on access to information had suddenly swung the other way. Rather,
the pendulum had simply frozen in place. As the Soviet Union unraveled
at the seams, officials did not want to act either “for or against,” because
no one knew what kind of new garment might be sown together from the
remnants.
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the fervent years

was not a “given” among our people that “you can’t be Jewish and believe
in Jesus.”
Whether spiritual or general, whether deep or cursory, an openness and
willingness to consider the claims of the gospel without fear and with an
open mind seemed to characterize the times. But the times were characterized by more. They were characterized by . . .

Efforts to Reverse the New Tide
However, by the summer of 1993, the official reluctance to act began to
wear off. At that time, the Duma, Russia’s legislative body, took its first
steps to repeal the 1990 Law of Freedom of Conscience and Religion. By
the mid 1990s, Uzbekistan had closed up, Belarus found herself writhing
under an ever-tightening authoritarian grip, and the Duma had enacted
legislation that required newly-registered religious bodies to re-register
under much more stringent regulations. To be frank, these new measures
in Russia presented more of a hardship to Protestant Christian groups than
to Jewish missions groups and Messianic congregations. The Russian Orthodox Church wanted to regain her monopoly over the spiritual life of
the people. Protestant groups, whether homegrown or transplants from
overseas, were a challenge to that hegemony. The shift from inaction to
decisiveness on the part of post-Soviet officials helps us understand another element that characterized these times.

Urgency
From the very beginning, a sense of urgency underscored our efforts. Even
before many of the present-day ministries and congregations began, an
event occurred that illustrated just how fragile the times might be. In August 1991, hard-line Communists seized Gorbachev in a last-ditch effort
to resuscitate the dying Soviet regime. By God’s grace, the putsch (coup)
failed, and the doors seemed to swing open even more. But how long it
would be before the doors swung back the other way, no one could tell.
In 1992, an ultra-nationalist politician named Vladimir Zhirinovsky started
to gain a good deal of notice. As this star began to rise, people speculated
about the similarities between the state of affairs in Russia and the socio-
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political conditions that had existed in Germany between the two world
wars. Would there be a sudden Russian shift to the extreme right? Would
it happen overnight? No one knew. So, even though everyone planned
for the future, no one really knew just how long or how short the future
might be.

A Rising and Resurfacing Anti-Semitism
The Soviet regime had never been “Jewish-friendly.” The “doctor trials” of
the Stalinist period and the official stance against Israel and Zionism were
proof enough of that. But as the Soviet Union collapsed, the rise of regional nationalism led to an even more blatant anti-Semitism. Oftentimes, this
anti-Semitic nationalism held hands with anti-Jewish traditions within the
Russian Orthodox Church. As a result, some people began to attack Jewish
evangelists and Messianic Jews, not because we believed in Yeshua, but
simply because we were Jews. If members of the revived “Black Hundreds”1
chose to attack us on the streets, little help could be expected from the
people or from any police standing nearby.

A Hunger for Things Jewish
Despite the heightened anti-Semitism, Jewish people hungered to connect
to the Jewish identity that had been denied them for the past seventy years.
Because both Jewish and Christian education had been severely restricted,
it was easier to present both teachings as belonging to each other. Jewish
people did not have to jump over as many cultural and emotional hurdles
in order to see that Jewishness and “Jesus-ness” go hand in hand. New
Christians were open to Jewish things, and even many traditional Christians from the Baptist and Pentecostal churches wanted to know about the
Jewish roots of the faith to which they had so tenaciously clung.

Competitors
Two Jewish groups vied with us for the hearts of our people: Chabad and
the Sochnut (the Jewish Agency for Israel). Chabad sought to rebuild their
brand of Judaism, and they offered numerous programs to draw Jewish
men and women into their sphere of influence. The Sochnut, on the other
hand, focused not on rebuilding Jewish life, but on redirecting Jews to
Israel. In the past, to be identified openly as a Jewish person was not exactly an advantage in many circles. But now, ironically, everyone suddenly
scrambled to procure the documents that proved they were Jews. The draw
of the Sochnut and the appeal of making aliyah were captured by a cartoon I remember seeing in a Jewish newspaper: A long line of people stood
in front of the Sochnut desk—and at the very head of the line stood Lenin,
1 ������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Editor’s note: The Black Hundreds is an ultra-nationalist movement in Russia often characterized by xenophobia and anti-Semitism.
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Opponents and Opposition
the fervent years

At first, we faced very little organized opposition, though spontaneous
outbreaks were not uncommon. Those who physically and verbally opposed us came from three camps: Orthodox “Christians,” ultra-nationalists,
and religious Jewish leaders who often harassed Jewish missionaries on the
streets and disrupted Messianic services. By the mid 1990s, an indigenous
anti-missionary organization called the Mogen League had come into existence. From the beginning, its purpose has been to stop the evangelization
of our people, and the methods of some of its members and supporters
have ranged from lodging complaints with officials to provoking physical
attacks. Though bothersome, the group was, and still is, essentially ineffective. Its very existence, however, stands as a testimony to the effectiveness
of believers’ efforts to reach our people with the Good News. There would
be no opposition if the gospel were not perceived as a genuine “threat.”

Conclusions
So how should we assess those early years of ministry in the former USSR?
I heard one Christian leader dismiss the whole enterprise with the remark,
“Well, we hear about a lot of decisions, but we don’t see many disciples.”
That assessment simply is not correct. If there were no disciples, then we
would be at a loss to explain the existence of Messianic congregations and
Jewish ministries that are led by Jewish believers who came to faith over
the past twenty years. Congregations and ministries under post-Soviet Jewish leadership do not exist only in the former USSR; you will also find them
in Israel, Germany, the U.S., and elsewhere.
I have heard other people call those years “an unprecedented revival.” I
think this characterization is overstated as well. It is still too early to evaluate the scope. According to missiologist Dr. Paul Pierson, full-blown revivals generally include the creation of new leadership models, new types of
ministries, and a new hymnody that springs from the unique experience of
the generation that has come to faith. A consideration of the presence and
extent of those and other revival characteristics among Jewish believers in
the former USSR would make a good topic for another article. But lack of a
definitive word on the extent of God’s work is not grounds for denying the
fact that He has indeed been working these past twenty years.
So what do we know? We know that within five years after the collapse of the Soviet Union indigenous as well as “foreign” individuals and
agencies had proclaimed and were proclaiming the gospel to our people
through street evangelism, evangelistic music festivals, radio broadcasts,
and evangelistic ads in the secular press. Agencies with a focus on humanitarian aid were combining material assistance with the clear proclamation
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of the gospel. Jewish people were
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serving the Lord. Young Jewish men
and women who had come to faith
were beginning to immigrate to Israel, Germany, and the U.S. And, very
significantly, new Jewish believers on the move were bringing the gospel
with them wherever they went. In other words, what had started in the
former USSR was now spilling over into other lands.
We know something else. Despite what seemed to be a seventy-year period of closed doors, God was at work, reaching our people with the Good
News. I know this, not only from the Jewish believers whom I met on my first
trip to “Leningrad,” when the city was still Leningrad and the Soviet Union
was still extant, I also know this from an incident that took place outside
the central train station in Odessa in 1994. As I handed out my tracts, a Jewish woman approached me rather cautiously. After a few moments’ hesitation, she extended her arm, showing me a very weathered pamphlet that
she held in her hand. “Have you seen this?” she asked in Russian. The title
was in Old Russian script. On the back page, I noticed the author’s name, as
well as the date and location of printing. She was holding an original tract,
written by the Jewish missionary Leonid Rosenberg and printed in Odessa
in 1916, one year before the October Revolution. That tract had been “at
work” in the woman’s family for three generations.
Those of us who have had the privilege of laboring in this current harvest
field, both in the previous two decades and at the present time, would
always do well to remember that we are standing on some very broad
shoulders from the past.
Finally, we know that God is not finished with what He intends to do.
Looking back is good, especially if it helps us understand the present and
plan for the future. But we should not idealize, nor should we memorialize,
unless it is for the purpose of thanking God and acknowledging what He
has done. But God is not finished. He is still at work. The gospel continues
to go forth, and Jewish people continue to come to faith. We do not know
how the final chapters will read in missions and congregational history, but
we do know that He who began a good work will finish it until the day of
the Messiah Yeshua (Phil 1:6).
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Mishkan, no. 69 (2011): 13–19

by Mitch Glaser

Introduction
My maternal grandparents came to the United States from a shtetl near
Minsk in the early 1920s. Their house had burned down, and, rather than
rebuild it, my newlywed grandparents were nominated as the “family representatives” to go to America. They were to serve as the family pioneers
and pave the way for the rest of the family to come, as soon as they were
able. But, for one reason or another, my grandparents’ extended family
never came; after Hitler’s minions ravaged the Jewish community of Minsk,
they were never heard from again and presumed killed.
I never especially identified as a Russian Jew (my father’s side was from
Poland) and cannot remember my grandparents speaking Russian—only
Yiddish. I am sure they knew Russian, but even my mother did not remember them speaking Russian at all. The food, however, was a different story. I
grew up eating borscht and various Jewish versions of Russian foods, thinking they were simply Jewish!
So, although I was a second generation American (Russian Jew), I did not
especially identify with that side of my heritage. But that changed rapidly
in the early 1990s, when I was serving the Lord as a missionary to the Jewish
people in New York City and began meeting the multitudes of Russian Jews
immigrating to the United States, and to Brooklyn in particular. I was born
in Brooklyn and lived in Brooklyn (still do!) when the wave of Russian Jewish immigration began its modern day surge. I kept meeting Jewish people
who spoke Russian and were open to the gospel, and soon work among
Russian Jewish people became the focus of my ministry. I had the joy of
leading many Russian Jewish people to the Lord, discipling them, and even
starting a congregation of Russian Jews in Brooklyn.
I did not know the language or the culture, but ah . . . the smell of the
foods as I visited apartment after apartment where Russian Jewish families lived. I was reminded of my grandmother’s house, and—as strange as
this might sound—I felt like I was home among the Russian Jewish immigrants!

Mishkan69.indb 13

2/6/2012 1:25:12 PM

mitch glaser

14

At the time I was working with Jews for Jesus and became an early advocate within that ministry to reach Russian Jewish people. Many other
ministries to the Jewish people, including Chosen People Ministries (CPM),
where I now serve, were experiencing something similar and were attempting, by God’s grace, to respond to this tremendous opportunity. Many of
us began doing all we could to join this incredible movement of the Holy
Spirit among Russian Jews.
I felt as though I was doing for others what I could not do for my grandparents, who, as far as I know, never believed in Jesus. In fact, when my
Minsk-born grandparents found out I was a believer, they never spoke to
me again. It was undoubtedly the most heartbreaking experience of my
forty years of being a believer. So, every Russian Jewish person I touched
for the Lord was personally redemptive for me, as I knew the Lord was using me in the life of someone else’s grandparent, mother, father, or other
family member.
Outreach among Russian Jews not only became a fruitful ministry for me
and my family, but it became what I now see as a consuming passion that
endures until the present day—especially as CPM prepares to move into a
new Brooklyn ministry center in the heart of the Kings Highway section of
Brooklyn, with a very Orthodox community on one side and a vast Russian
Jewish community on the other!

The Spiritual Openness of the Russian Jewish Community
Russian Jews have transformed the landscape of the modern Messianic
movement.1 This is remarkable for many reasons, including the fact that
missions to the Jewish people of Russia was always difficult, not simply
because of the usual Jewish opposition to the gospel, but also because of
the resistance of the Russian Orthodox Church to Jewish evangelism. Once
Communism became dominant in Russia, the difficulty only increased, but
for different reasons. So, this movement among Russian Jews was “a long
time coming”!
This confluence of social and religious forces has provided a divine moment, kairos,2 for the Russian Jews to receive the Jewish Messiah, Jesus. We
sensed an urgency to bring leaders together for a Russian Messianic Jewish

1 There are a few apparent reasons why the Russian Jews are more open to the gospel.
First of all, they are disappointed with atheism and Communism. Secondly, Russian Jews
were not raised with the same prejudices against Christianity as were many American and
European Jews. For example, Russian Jews are more apt to blame anti-Semitism on Stalin
than on Jesus Christ. This is a change from the period prior to the Revolution. Thirdly, both
Jewish and Christian spirituality have been intentionally suppressed in the Soviet Union,
causing many Russian Jews to seek alternative forms of spirituality. Within Jewish culture,
Christianity is viewed as a form of alternative spirituality. There are many Russian Jews
involved in the New Age movement, traditional metaphysics, and Eastern religions, but
Christianity is also one of the alternative expressions of religious thinking that is being
sought by Russian Jews.
2 Editor’s note: Greek, a right or opportune moment.
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The Need for Congregational Planting and Collaboration
There have been many missions and groups involved in evangelism and
church planting among Russian Jews. CPM, for example, has been active in
this ministry since 1989 in Kiev. Our staff began doing street evangelism,
leading many Russian Jews to the Lord, forming a congregation that continues in one form or another until this day. Two of the Russian Jews who
came to the Lord in Kiev went to Germany in 1996. Vladimir Pikman and
Andre Ignatenko are now planting a network of Russian Jewish congregations in Germany and have purchased a facility and established a Russian
Messianic Center in Berlin. In Germany, there are now more than a dozen
Russian Jewish Messianic congregations.
Jonathan Bernis, Mike Becker, Michael Schiffman, Jeff Bernstein, and
many others were used powerfully by the Lord to initiate work in the former Soviet Union during this time of great openness. Today, the largest
Messianic congregation in the world is in Kiev under the leadership of Boris
Grischenko.
In the U.S. alone, more than a dozen Russian Jewish Messianic congregations have been planted over the last decade. Jamie Cowen (UMJC, Tikvat
Israel), missionaries from Jews for Jesus, the Friends of Israel, and many
others have been used by God in this great harvest. This growth has also
occurred in both Australia and Canada.
The Russian Messianic movement has also profoundly impacted the work
of the Lord in Israel, as today there are more than a dozen Russian Jewish congregations that have emerged during the last decade. In addition,
many of the formerly small Israeli Messianic congregations have increased
significantly in size because of the large influx of Russian Jewish believers.
However, as dynamic and blessed as this movement of Russian Jews to
faith in Yeshua has been, there obviously needed to be a more unified and
concerted effort to evangelize Russian Jews and to plant congregations
among them, both in the former Soviet Union and around the world. As
is typical of most revival movements, there has been little coordination
among believers concerned with serving the needs of those being saved in
this outpouring.

15

The Motivation for the Conferences
I attended Fuller Seminary’s graduate school and was greatly influenced
by the great mission thinkers who taught there: Arthur Glasser, Paul Pierson, Peter Wagner, and others. In a class I took on the “History of World
Missions,” taught by Dr. Paul Pierson, I learned many principles that have
shaped my strategy for Jewish ministry. One of these principles, which Dr.
Pierson gleaned from J. Edwin Orr, the famous missiologist, was that the
real fruit of an outpouring of the Spirit of God usually takes place about
twenty years or so after the initial outpouring. He demonstrated this
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through church history, and it made sense to me, as I had been part of the
Jesus movement and clearly that movement led to the creation of new
and renewed organizations and the development of leaders for our new
twenty-first century Messianic movement. I was one of the apples on the
fruit tree of that revival!
In 2004, I realized that we were coming up on the mid-point of the second decade of the Russian Jewish outpouring, and I remembered what Dr.
Pierson had taught. I thought that the time had come to do something to
bring together this global movement of Russian Jewish people coming to
know the Messiah Yeshua.
I discussed this with some of our CPM staff—Vladimir Pikman in Germany, Klaudia Zhelezny and her son Greg in Brooklyn, and Michael Zinn
in Israel—and then began soliciting the opinions of other experts in the
field, like Jim Melnick—and together we decided that the time had come
to bring this global movement together through the vehicle of a conference and to see if we might provide some training for this new wave of
Russian Jewish believers.
We knew there was a great and powerful movement of the Holy Spirit
taking place before our eyes, but the Russian Messianic Jews did not know
one another, and the agencies and Messianic groups seeking to reach the
Russian Jews were unaware of what the others were doing.
By 2004, we had already seen more than a hundred Russian-speaking
congregations formed around the world, and we knew that there would
be more coming and that the leaders and congregations would begin to
more intensively face many of the challenges of leading an ongoing movement. I knew that the greater fruitfulness and maturity of this outpouring
was around the corner, and believed that the time to encourage, connect,
and train the leaders had come.
So, in response to these opportunities and with a great sense of divine
urgency, CPM,3 in partnership with Friends of Russian Jewry4 and a number
of other ministries and congregations, decided to convene a Russian Jewish
Messianic Congregational Conference. It was our goal to bring together
leaders of the Russian Jewish Messianic movement and to help them to effectively reach Russian Jews with the gospel and to increase the number of
Messianic Jewish congregations planted worldwide.

The Goals for the First Conference
It was our goal for the first Russian Messianic Jewish Congregational Conference to draw the various leaders and ministries together for the purpose
of planting additional Messianic Jewish congregations and training leaders for these efforts. Further, we hoped for the first conference (and for
3 CPM has more than a century of experience working among Jewish immigrants. Beginning
in 1894, Rabbi Leopold Cohn, the founder of CPM, utilized varied strategies—language,
employment, and healthcare—in reaching his fellow Eastern European Jewish immigrants
with the gospel in the New York metropolitan area.
4 Friends of Russian Jewry (frji.org) is affiliated with Life in Messiah International.
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the second one as well) that a unified, collaborative approach would be
forged, both in reaching Russian Jews around the world and in increasing
the number of long-lasting Messianic congregations planted. The program
for the conference was designed to foster the planting of Russian Messianic
congregations, the training of pastors, and the development of indigenous
congregational leaders.5
The program committee for the conference consisted of the following
persons: Dr. Mitch Glaser, President, CPM; Percy Johnson, then–Vice President of Overseas Ministries for CPM; Jim Melnick, President, Friends of
Russian Jewry; Ilya Lizorkin, at that time a Russian Jewish congregational
planter working with the Presbyterian Church in America in the Northeast
section of Philadelphia; Vladimir Pikman, CPM Director, Germany; Michael
Zinn, Director of CPM, Israel; Avi Yampolsky, then serving with CPM in Moscow; and Greg Zhelezny.
The first four-day conference was held September 6–10, 2006, at The
Truth Center, in former East Germany, a modest venue with adequate facilities, close to airports and in the center of Berlin. A location was selected
that was most central for approximately 50% of conference attendees, who
came from Europe, Israel, and the former Soviet Union. The conference
was in Russian, of course, with minimal and informal translation available.
The participants were carefully selected, though the planning team had
to do extensive on-site research to discover what ministries were serving
the Lord in a number of areas, especially in the former Soviet Union, and
then determine which of the leaders should be invited to the conferences.
One hundred primarily Russian Jewish and some Gentile congregational
planters and leaders from around the world, representing almost 90 congregations and 20 observers,6 gathered together for teaching, fellowship,
prayer, and strategy planning sessions.
The second conference took place in Israel, in 2009, with many of the
same people involved in the leadership of the effort. We added new leaders of the global Russian Messianic movement to the planning team, such
as Peter Shirokov, Leon Mazin, and others.7

5 The specific goals for the first conference were:
• To provide resources and encouragement to mission leaders and church planters working with Russian Jews;
• To educate and encourage others working in evangelism to Russian Jews;
• To build unity of understanding and commitment to increasing church planting among
Russian Jews;
• To promote follow-up networking and a report to affirm conference results, relationships, and resources; and
• To collaborate on the development of new literature and media tools to promote the
Russian Messianic movement.
6 Non-Russian speakers who had an involvement in the Russian Messianic movement attended, including Sam Nadler, as well as representatives from the Union of Messianic
Jewish Congregations, the International Messianic Jewish Alliance, etc.
7 There were many others who had key roles in the success of both conferences, including
Andre Ignatenko in Germany, but if I continue to list names, I will certainly leave valuable
contributors out. I apologize for not mentioning every person who contributed so much
to both conferences.
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First International Russian Messianic Leaders’ Conference participants,
on the steps of the Reichstag, Berlin, Germany (September 2006)

The conference, held outside of Jerusalem, accomplished much the same as
the first conference, but with some relationships already established, the
fellowship was evidently deeper, and partnerships and collaborative efforts
in the gospel had already begun to become stronger as well. I believe the
best is yet to come, and that is why I am so delighted that we will have a
third conference, in the Jewish heartland of the former Soviet Union—the
Ukraine, scheduled for the fall of 2012.

Conclusion
It has been a great joy to participate in the first two conferences, and I am
looking forward to the third. The collaboration between more traditional
Jewish ministries in coordinating the conferences is an example of how
much more we can accomplish together than we can apart. In effect, we
modeled what we hoped to produce—a sense of greater unity and concerted effort in planting congregations and reaching our Jewish people
for the Messiah.
The fruit of the conferences was also apparent, as many of the Russian
Jewish ministry leaders who attended the first two conferences became
friends, and even those who had heard of one another and were sure they
would not like one another or agree with one another found that, in the
Lord, they had more in common than they ever thought. Ongoing local
fellowship and training have continued in many areas: the United States,
Russia and Ukraine, and Israel, which was one of the goals of the first two
conferences.

Mishkan69.indb 18

2/6/2012 1:25:13 PM

Mishkan69.indb 19

19

a history of the russian messianic congregational conferences

I believe the future of the modern
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A Synopsis of
Current Resources
for Russian Jewish
Ministry

by Jim Melnick

Following is a brief listing of sample materials available for Russian Jewish evangelism, discipleship, the Russian Messianic movement, and related
themes.
In September 1990, Avi Snyder of Jews for Jesus and I organized a conference called the “First Consultation on Soviet Jewish Evangelization,” held
in Pasadena, California. Based on the results of that conference and the
obvious needs that existed then, I launched a Catalogue of Literature and
Resources for Soviet Jewish Evangelism to share with workers in Russian
Jewish evangelism around the world, which I tried to keep updated for a
number of years. As a running bibliography of sorts, it eventually became
too much to maintain—there was a virtual explosion of materials and Web
sites being developed at that time in the Russian language by various organizations and individuals with a Messianic/evangelical perspective, addressing either the Jewish roots of our faith, the testimonies of Jewish believers,
or related themes of interest.

A “Shaking-Out” and Consolidation
That period has now passed. There has been a “shaking-out” over the past
several years, especially with some Internet sites or publications devoted to
Russian Jewish evangelism or Russian Messianic themes, which have since
either migrated or disappeared entirely. At the same time, there has been
a “consolidation” of sorts, as the great move of God among the Russian
Jewish people over the last couple of decades in calling so many to Himself
has entered a more settled phase.
The many books, Web sites, and materials available today related to Russian Jewish ministry are still too numerous to list in their entirety. However,
there is a deep richness of resources now available covering many areas of
interest that were either previously weakly covered or unavailable. Here
is a brief sampling showing the range of topics, resources, ministries, and
publishers currently available.
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Sample Books and Resources on Russian Jewish Evangelism,
Ministry, the Holocaust, Messianic Life, and Discipleship

Books
•

•

•
•

•

•

•
•

•
•
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Blum, Yulia. Zhiv vidyashchij menya (One who sees me is alive).
Jerusalem: Keren Ahvah Meshihit, 2008 (U.S. edition, mknigi.com,
2010). A novel-style testimony of two Jewish children who miraculously survive the Holocaust and find faith in the living God amidst
the horrors of war.
Finto, Don. Your People Shall Be My People (Tvoj narod budet
moim narodom). Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 2001. Pastor Don Finto’s book is based on the book of Ruth, a model of Gentile believers finding salvation in the God of Israel.
Fruchtenbaum, Arnold T. The Feasts of Israel (Prazdniki Izrailya).
Jerusalem: Keren Ahvah Meshihit, 2007.
Fruchtenbaum, Arnold T. Messianic Christology. Tustin, CA: Ariel,
2004. Messianskaya khristologiya. Jerusalem: Keren Ahvah Meshihit, 2007.
Kjaer-Hansen, Kai. Joseph Rabinowitz and the Messianic Movement. Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1995. Iosif
Rabinovich i messianskoe dvizhenie. Jerusalem: Caspari Center for
Biblical and Jewish Studies, 1997 (caspari.com).
Kittredge, Douglas. God’s Plan for Peace in the Middle East.
West Conshoshoken, PA: Infinity Publishing, 2006. Russian edition (2011), Bozhij plan dlya mira na Blizhnem Vostoke (Friends
of Russian Jewry, Inc., P.O. Box 5501, Falmouth, VA 22403;
info@frji.org).
Kto On – Yeshua?: Voprosy i otvety (Who is He – Yeshua? Questions and answers). Jerusalem: Keren Ahvah Meshihit, 2008.
Levy, David. Voprosy, kotorye dolzhen zadavat’ kazhdyj evrej
(What every Jewish person should ask). Bellmawr, NJ: Friends of
Israel Gospel Ministry, Inc., 2004.
McCracken, Ronnie. David Baron: A Prince in Israel (David Baron:
knyaz’ v Izraile). 2nd ed. Jerusalem: Keren Ahvah Meshihit, 2007.
Nadler, Miriam. Sense and Sensibility. Charlotte, NC: Word of Messiah Ministries, 2006. Russian edition (2007), Zamechatel’naya
zhenshchina: tsena ee vyshe zhemchugov (An outstanding woman: Her worth is far above rubies). A book dedicated to womens’
ministry from a Messianic perspective to encourage women in
their God-given roles and discussing woman-to-woman biblical
mentorship.

a synopsis of current resources for russian jewish ministry

This list is by no means exhaustive but provides an overview of the types
of resources and materials currently available. If the Russian edition is exclusive or came first, it is listed first; otherwise, the original English title is
listed first.
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Ostrovsky, Solomon. Zapreshchonnaya glava: Diaspora i iskuplenie
glazami Isaji, syna Amosona (The forbidden chapter: The Diaspora
and redemption in the eyes of Isaiah, son of Amoz). Jerusalem:
Keren Ahvah Meshihit, 2008.
Portnova, Anna, ed. Probuzhdeniye (Awakening: Articles and Stories about Jews and Yeshua). Baltimore, MD: Lederer, God’s Grace
Foundation, 1997 (Baltimore, MD: Lederer Publications, 1992). A
compilation—originally produced in Russian—of Jewish believers’
testimonies and related stories. Available from Friends of Russian
Jewry.
Pritz, Ray. Biblical Ethics (Biblejskaya etika). Jerusalem: Caspari
Center for Biblical and Jewish Studies (caspari.com)
Pritz, Ray. Epistle to the Hebrews (Poslanie k Evreyam). Jerusalem:
Caspari Center for Biblical and Jewish Studies (caspari.com).
Roos-van Hessen, Frieda E. Life in the Shadow of the Swastika:
An Incredible Story of Survival, Bravery, and Renewal. Traverse
City, MI: Harvest Day Books, 2006. Russian edition (2008), Potryasayushchaya istoriya very i khrabosti. Produced by Natalia Fomin,
Ahavah Publishing (ahavahpublishing.com; nataliafomin@yahoo
.com; natalia@wordofmessiah.org).
Rosenberg, Joel. The Ezekiel Option. Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale
Publishing, 2005. Russian edition (2008), Variant Iezekiilya. This
well-known novel, Rosenberg’s second, is based on the biblical
prophecy of Ezekiel. The setting includes Israel, the U.S., Russia,
Iraq, and forces involved in political power intrigues, including the
supernatural struggle between good and evil. The Russian edition
includes a blurb by Nathan Sharansky, former Soviet Jewish prisoner and Israeli politician, and is available from mknigi.com.
Roth, Sid. They Thought for Themselves: Ten Amazing Jews. Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image Publishers, Inc., 1996. Russian edition (1999), Oni zadumalis’: smelost’, protivostoyat’ zapretnomu
(info@frji.org). This is Roth’s well-known 1996 book of Jewish believers’ testimonies.
Santala, Risto. Messiah in the Old Testament in the Light of Rabbinical Writings. Jerusalem: Keren Ahvah Meshihit, 1980 (Hebrew);
English edition (1992); Russian edition (1995), Messiya v Vetkhom
Zavete v svete ravvinisticheskikh pisanii, “Bibles for All,” St. Petersburg, Russia.
Stern, David. Jewish New Testament Commentary: A Companion
Volume to the Jewish New Testament. Clarksville, MD: Messianic
Jewish Resources International, 1992. Kommetarij k Evrejskomu
Novomu Zavetu. Tom I & II. Rovno: A. Dolbin, 2003.
Stern, David. Messianic Jewish Manifesto (Messianskij evrejskij
manifest). Russian translation (2005), published in Moscow. This
book reflects the history, development and ideas of the American Messianic movement but can be useful for assisting the Russian Messianic movement today, which, as one online assessment
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Russian Messianic Internet Resources
•
cis.jewsforjesus.org (Jews for Jesus [Evrei za Iisusa] Russian language site). This site is aimed primarily at the former Soviet Union.
It is connected to many social networks, including Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and others. Numerous publications in Russian are
also listed in the multimedia section at cis.jewsforjesus.org/index
.php/multimedia/publications/.
•
mknigi.com (Messianic books in Russian). Many of the books listed
above can be found at this site.
•
orhaolam.org (Messianic information site)
•
ieshua.org (Russian language Kiev Jewish Messianic portal); Kiev
Messianic Jewish Congregation (Pastor Boris Gritsenko; KEMO: Kievskaya Evrejskaya Messianskaya Obshchina, which is also the largest Messianic congregation in the world (also baruhaba.org.ua).
•
beithesed.org (Beit Hesed [Dom Milosti]—House of Grace)
•
vemo.org.ua/ (Vinnitsa Jewish Messianic Congregation)
•
mashiah.info/ (Russian Messianic Online Radio site). Launched in
April 2009, this is the first online Russian Messianic radio site. It
includes archives of some past broadcasts, information in Russian
on Jewish holidays, and other resources.
•
messianic.ru (Messiah info). This site includes articles and links
to videos on Russian Messianic conferences and other Messianic
themes.
•
frji.org (Friends of Russian Jewry, Inc.)
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•

states, is now passing through a “stage of development” experienced in part in the American Messianic movement earlier on and
thus has useful lessons that can be gleaned from it (mknigi.com).
Strazhik, Viktor. Zabytaya maslina: Vzaimootnosheniya Izrajlya i
Tserkvi (The forgotten olive tree: Inter-relations between Israel
and the Church). Lawrenceville, GA: My Zion Productions, 2011
(mknigi.com). The author analyzes the connection and inter-relations between the church and Israel and the particular place
of the Tanakh in the life of the Christian, as well as helping the
reader look at the Bible in a Jewish way.
Taine, Paul. The King of the Jews (Tsar’ Iudejskij). Jerusalem: Keren
Ahvah Meshihit, 1993.
Zhelezny, Yegor (Greg). Messiya v istorii evrejskikh pisanij (Messiah in the history of the Jewish scriptures). Sacramento, CA: Joy
of Freedom Publishing, 2007.
Zhelezny, Yegor (Greg). Kak Odin iz nas (As one of us). According to an online review (mknigi.com), the author looks at many
aspects of ancient Jewish life and the nuances of Jewish culture.
Zhelezny masterfully submerges the reader in the world of Judea
and ancient Nazareth in Yeshua’s time.
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Newspapers and Publications
•
International Messianic Newspaper (Mezdunarodnaya messianskaya gazeta). Friends of Russian Jewry, P.O. Box 5501, Falmouth,
VA 22403 USA. Began publication in 1994 as the first global Russian Messianic international newspaper. Occasional publishing
schedule at present—printed copies. For back issues contact info
@frji.org (Jim Melnick).
•
Oasis (Oazis). 28 Herzellia St., Haifa 33301, Israel; oasis-magazine
.com. With a mostly online newspaper/magazine format at present, Oasis recently celebrated its tenth anniversary. Its excellent
Web site has many resources available. See also related blogs on
facebook.com, vkontakte.ru, odnoklassniki.ru, and mail.ru (Leon
Mazin and staff).
•
Mir Izrajl’yu (Peace to Israel). A monthly printed Russian newspaper published by the Sacramento Messianic Center “Shalom La
Israel.” Managing editor, Sergey Dubyaga. 6733 Fair Oaks Blvd.,
Carmichael, CA 95608 USA; Aleks Adamov-Shiman, technical editor (alex77shalom@yahoo.com).
•
Mishpokha (Mishpochah). Jews for Jesus. PDF files of some past
issues available at cis.jewsforjesus.org/index.php/multimedia
/publications/40-.
•
Moj Ierusalim (Jerusalem of My Heart). P.O. Box 4735, Jerusalem
91046 Israel; Michael Zinn, editor (bethsar@zahav.net.il). Journal
of Russian language Messianic articles and similar pieces of a historical-cultural nature related to Jewish themes.
•
Nashi vesti (Our News). P.O. Box 14472, Mill Creek, WA 98082 USA;
Anatoliy Sholom, publisher (sholompublisher@yahoo.com). This
printed newspaper carries various articles of interest, as well as
ads for Russian Messianic congregational meetings—mostly in
Washington State in the U.S. Pacific Northwest, but also for other
parts of the United States.
•
My Zion Productions. 930 New Hope Road, Suite 11-106, Lawrenceville, GA 30045; myzion.net. Publisher of Messianic books,
music, and media in Russian.
Videos and Audio Resources
•
Jews for Jesus (Evrei za Iisusa). YouTube videos with the testimonies of Jewish believers, Jewish holidays, and related themes (you
tube.com/user/jfjincis).
•
Jews for Jesus. Audio sermons in Russian by Jewish believers for
download to an iPod or MP3 player (cis.jewsforjesus.org/index
.php/multimedia/audio-sermons).
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Additional Resources of Interest

Hebrew-Russian New Testament. Evrejsko-russkij Novji Zavet—prorocheskoe izdanie (Prophecy edition). This beautiful new edition, put out by
Hope of Israel Publications, features beautiful gold lettering inlay on the
cover, including symbols for the twelve tribes of Israel. Available through
Hope of Israel Publications, P.O. Box 1700, Powder Springs, GA 30127 USA;
hopeofisrael.net.
Messianic Siddur. Derekh Shalom (The Way of Peace). Lawrenceville, GA:
My Zion Productions, 2010. A Russian language Messianic Siddur—Jewish
prayer book—that includes the core of the traditional service complete
with full transliteration, adaptations, and Messianic passages. It was put
together for Russian congregational prayer meetings, especially for Russian
speakers who may not be familiar with traditional Jewish prayer books.
This Russian Messianic Siddur grew out of the practical experience gained
over a two-year period at a Russian-speaking congregation in New York.
Available from mknigi.com

a synopsis of current resources for russian jewish ministry

Passover Haggadahs—Russian Messianic
•
Messianskaya paskhal’naya agada (Messianic Passover Haggadah)
by Sam Nadler. Charlotte, NC: Word of Messiah Ministries, 2000.
Available from Word of Messiah Ministries, P.O. Box 79238, Charlotte, NC 28271 USA; wordofmessiah.org.
•
Out of Egypt: Messianic Passover Haggadah. Lawrenceville, GA:
My Zion Productions, 2011. This Haggadah follows the traditional
fifteen-step Seder, with some omissions and Messianic adaptations. It is simple enough for beginners (commentary and instructions), but also traditional enough for those familiar with the
Seder. The Afikomen section is designed for sharing the meaning
of Yeshua’s sacrifice. All Hebrew sections are supplied with transliteration. Available through mknigi.com.

25

Russian New Testament (Star of David/Menorah cover). MediaServe/
InterMedia edition; MediaServe, P.O. Box 2980, Swindon SN6 7WR, UK;
mediaserve.org/web/en/OmegaProject.php. This wonderful edition has
been distributed in tens of thousands of copies around the world and includes a special section on scriptural promises to the Jewish people. For
more information contact info@mediaserve.org.
Tanakh—Torah, The Prophets and the Writings. In parallel Russian and
Hebrew text; 1,800 pages. Available from Society for Distributing Hebrew
Scriptures, Joseph House, 1 Rectory Lane, Edgware, Middlesex, HA8 7LF,
England, UK.
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Please contact the ministries listed
above first regarding the current
availability of their resources. The
author can be reached at info@frji
.org (Friends of Russian Jewry, Inc.),
for more information on these resources in general.
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Jim Melnick (A.M., Harvard
University) is the president and
founder of Friends of Russian
Jewry, Inc., and is also a tentmaker missionary with Life in
Messiah International. He cofounded the first international
Russian Messianic newspaper
in 1994. He also serves as the
international coordinator of the
Lausanne Consultation on Jewish
Evangelism (LCJE).
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A Journey through
Siberia
by Ruth Johnson*

If one were to ask how I, a Gentile believer from the United States, ended
up ministering to Jews in Siberia, I would have to say that the journey
began when I was watching the film Doctor Zhivago for the fourteenth or
fifteenth time. I had been living in Moscow for four years and ministering
to the Jewish community there, when I decided one night to watch Doctor Zhivago once again. Seeing the beautiful scenery as the train traveled
through the Ural Mountains gave me a desire to take the Trans-Siberian
railway from Moscow to the Far East of Russia. In actuality, my dream was
not just to see the scenery but to stop in cities where there were Jewish
communities in order to pray and get a feel for what God was doing among
His people in Siberia.
In May 2008, my teammate and I headed out of Moscow on the train
and stopped in three cities in Siberia before finishing our journey in Birobidzhan (the Jewish Autonomous Region of Russia1). One thing that struck
me as we visited these various cities was the lack of ministry among the
Jewish community of Siberia. For many years, I had prayed that God would
send someone to minister to the Jewish community of Siberia. At last, God
seemed to be answering my prayers, but it was not the answer I was expecting. I had a strong sense God was calling me to leave the ministry I had
in Moscow and to begin a work in a large city in Siberia. So, in obedience
to that call, several months later my cats and I moved to Siberia.
Before I visited Siberia, I had the same pre-conceived ideas that many
others have had—never-ending winter, residents who were exiled there in
previous times, small towns, and, of course, snow!
What I found was very different. While winters are very long and cold,
there are four seasons in my city, and although summer is relatively short,
it is beautiful. I have met very few people who were exiled to Siberia. Most
* A pseudonym used by the author.
1 Editor’s Note: See the companion article in this issue by Lawrence Hirsch on Birobidzhan
and the Russian Far East. Birobidzhan was the region in Siberia to which Stalin intended
to send all the Jews in order to create a socialist Jewish homeland in the former Soviet
Union.
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of the people I have met settled here voluntarily. It seems that many people
are second or third generation Siberians who have no desire to move to
other places. The city in which I live is one of the largest cities in Siberia
and has a large Jewish population. Our city has a public transportation
system, an opera and ballet theater, plenty of malls, and a very prestigious
university. In fact, in many ways it is as developed as Moscow but with a
considerably smaller population.
The Jewish population in Russia differs from the Jewish populations of
other countries in the Diaspora in many significant ways. During Soviet
times, the Jewish community, as well as other faith communities, was not
allowed to actively practice its faith. As a result, in the course of seventy
years under Communism, the Jewish community as a whole became very assimilated
Although officially there is
into Russian society. Up to eighty percent
freedom of religion in Russia,
of Jews married non-Jews. The majority of
today the Jewish community
the Jewish population did not attend synremains very secular and
agogue, celebrate Jewish feasts and festiintegrated into the Russian
vals, or practice their religious traditions.
community. Synagogues
Although officially there is freedom of reare re-opened, and Jewish
ligion in Russia, today the Jewish commuorganizations are actively
nity remains very secular and integrated
working to reach out to the
into the Russian community. Synagogues
Jewish community; neverthehave re-opened, and Jewish organizations
less, most Russian Jews have
are actively working to reach out to the
little, if any, contact with
Jewish community; nevertheless, most
the Jewish community as a
Russian Jews have little, if any, contact
whole.
with the Jewish community as a whole.
This situation makes it a challenge to
reach out to the Jewish community of Siberia. The first challenge is to find
them. When I first arrived in my city, I located the synagogue, Jewish agency,
and Israeli cultural center and took on the task of prayer-walking around
these locations. I went into the Jewish agency, which teaches Hebrew, and
inquired about taking a class. Although I told them that I was not Jewish,
they said if I was prepared to pay for the lessons, they were happy to have
me in their Hebrew class. And so, just a few weeks after moving to Siberia,
I began to meet members of the Jewish community. Relationships began
to develop as I invited members of our class over to my home for tea. No
one could understand why in the world a non-Jewish American would voluntarily choose to live in Siberia. As I shared about why I came, doors were
opened to share my faith as well.
When I lived in Moscow, I started an English club in my home as a way to
reach out to the Jewish community. There we celebrated Jewish holidays,
talked about Israel, and even studied some of the Old Testament Scriptures.
This ministry proved to be an effective way to reach Jews who had a desire
to study English. After living in Siberia for several months, I decided to start
an English club there as well. I invited the friends that I had made in my
Hebrew class to participate. I also put up notices in a Jewish community
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center inviting individuals to free English lessons with native English speakers. Our group started out with twelve or fourteen people—about half of
them Jewish or with some Jewish connection.
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Studying the Bible Together in English
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Over time, the original group dwindled, but new people joined, and the
joy of building relationships began. When we first began our group, we
met at my teammate, Steph’s, home and split into two groups—one for beginners and one for intermediates. One of the women in Steph’s group was
Ella. She was someone I had met at my Hebrew class who had come along
with her friend Masha. Ella’s passion is Irish step dancing. Steph had always
wanted to learn how to do this kind of dancing. Ella quickly agreed to
teach her, but it turned out that Ella was a much more enthusiastic teacher
than Steph was a student, so after a few lessons, Steph suggested that
they forget the dancing, but instead meet together to study English. Ella
agreed, in spite of the fact that Steph suggested that they study New Testament stories together. As Steph began to get to know Ella better, she found
out that although she was Jewish on her father’s side she had a strong interest in New Age teachings and had even been part of a Mormon church
for a time. Steph and Ella met for many hours every week and had many
interesting and lively conversations about faith. Later, Steph had to return
to the States for medical reasons. When she was diagnosed with a very
aggressive form of cancer that was going to require many months of treatments, all hope of an immediate return to Siberia flew out the window.
It seemed God was at work in Ella’s heart, so I asked her if she would like
to meet with me to study English. She was thrilled, and for many months
we met together to study the Bible in English. She later suggested that
we study the Book of Revelation. In my opinion, the Book of Revelation is
difficult enough for believers to understand, but since it was something in
which she was interested, I agreed. Our conversations became deeper and
deeper, and I was often challenged by the questions she asked. One day
when she came to our meeting, she was very upset. I asked her what was
wrong, and she said that she felt like two people. One part of her wanted
to get closer to God, and the other part of her wanted no part of Him. I
explained that what she was experiencing was spiritual warfare. Satan was
busy doing everything he could to keep her from putting her faith in Jesus
as her Messiah. The two of us met with the pastor of my church and another one of my colleagues to discuss this issue further. After that meeting,
I sensed that God was doing a deep work in her life. She agreed to read
the Gospel of John before our next meeting and to be prepared to discuss
it. Much to my surprise, she read the whole Gospel in the course of a few
days. I did my best to answer her many questions, and then I asked her a
question: “What is the main message of the Book of John?” She replied,
“To believe in Jesus.” I asked her if she was ready to do that, and she said
she was. So I had the great joy of leading her in a prayer of repentance and
commitment to Jesus as Lord.
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During the next several weeks, we continued to meet, and I attempted
to answer her many questions and encourage her to grow in her faith.
However, I felt as if there were a barrier that was keeping her from growing deeper in her relationship with God. One day I received an email from
her telling me that she had decided that “Christianity was not for her.”
Needless to say, I was very sorry to hear her say that. I assured her that I
still considered her a friend and wanted to meet with her as often as she
desired. She answered that she also still considered me a friend.
Several months have now passed, and we have not met. I sensed that
Ella needed some space and time to reflect on her faith journey. I pray that
the God who loves her and is drawing her to Himself will become the passion of her life.

Witnessing to David and Hosting Shabbat Dinners
Over the course of my English club ministry, God has brought other Jewish
people into my path. One of those people is a man named David. David
is an unusual man in many ways. One thing that distinguishes him from
most Russian Jews is the fact that he regularly attends synagogue. He has
learned some Hebrew and gained some insight into Jewish holidays and
traditions, but he is not yet an Orthodox Jew. One of the outgrowths of
my English ministry has been the hosting of Shabbat (Sabbath) dinners on
Friday evenings. I can always count on David being a part of these celebrations, and not only David, but some of his Jewish friends from the synagogue as well. We have had several discussions about the identity of Jesus,
and, while he has not yet come to accept Him as his Messiah and Lord, he
does not shy away from our conversations about New Testament faith. I
believe that David could be a key person in reaching the religious Jewish
community here in Siberia, if he would come to faith in Jesus. How I pray
for the day when David’s faith will be completed through Jesus!
Over the past year or so, I have invited people from my English club into
my home to celebrate Shabbat. Initially one or two Jewish people would
come, and the rest were non-Jews who enjoyed a home-cooked meal and
warm fellowship. However, over the course of several months, I noticed a
change in our group. Several Jewish people, whom I did not know before,
began to come to my Shabbat dinners. I realized I needed to be more intentional in steering the conversation towards spiritual things, but sometimes when I have ten or twelve people gathered around my table, speaking Russian at the speed of light, the conversation takes on a life of its own.
At the same time, I realize that God has allowed me to create a safe place
for Jews and non-Jews to fellowship together, and I believe that this could
be the beginning of a core group of Jewish and non-Jewish believers fellowshipping together, just as in New Testament times.
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God Does an Amazing Thing: Outreach to B City
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Just a week or so before I moved to Siberia, when I was speaking to a fellowship for Jewish believers about my calling to Siberia, God did an amazing thing. After the service was over, two Russian women approached and
told me they were from the city to which I was planning to move. One of
them had begun a group for Gentile believers who wanted to reach out to
the Jewish community. She was preparing to move to Israel, but she gave
me the phone number of the woman who was now leading the group.
According to her, the group was small and had a big desire to reach out to
the Jewish community, but they needed someone to help them know how
to reach their goal. Only God could have orchestrated that meeting and
the many that followed.
When I moved to Siberia, I was able to contact and meet with Olga, the
leader of this group. I was so blessed to see the great passion that God
had given her to reach out to the Jewish community of Siberia. One of
the ministries, which she had begun several months earlier, involved sending out holiday greetings to Jewish people all over this region of Siberia
around each major Jewish holiday. These holiday greetings also included
a very well done explanation of what the holiday was all about. Since the
majority of Russian Jews are assimilated into Russian culture, they are usually not aware of the significance of their own Jewish holidays. God is using a Gentile believer to help them learn
more about the Jewish roots of their faith.
Since the majority of Russian
Whenever Olga would send out these holJews are assimilated into
iday greetings, she would receive phone
Russian culture, they are usucalls or letters in return, thanking her for
ally not aware of the sigthe cards. Several of the Jewish people
nificance of their own Jewish
who responded to her letters live in a city
holidays. God is using a
just an hour south of the city where we
Gentile believer to help them
live. In spite of the fact that the city is relalearn more about their Jewish
tively large and the Jewish population is
roots of their faith.
not small, there are no synagogues or Jewish organizations there, so we decided to
begin an outreach in this city.
Our first attempt to reach the Jews of B City was a Rosh Hashanah (Jewish New Year) celebration. We planned music, teaching about the holiday,
and traditional foods, and invited more than forty Jewish people. A total of three people came. This was not the kind of turnout for which we
had hoped, but it certainly did give us a good opportunity to interact with
those who had come. We have celebrated many holidays in B City over
the past two years, and Vera, one of the three people who attended that
first celebration, has attended nearly every celebration that we have organized. Our next celebration was Hanukkah, and by then our group had
doubled in size. One of the men who attended that Hanukkah celebration
is named Artom. He is a retired professor who is almost completely blind.
I first became acquainted with him when, after receiving one of Olga’s
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holiday cards, he called me to see if I might be able to get him a special
cane from America. After several discussions about what kind of cane he
needed (who knew there were so many options?!), I was able to order one
for him and had it sent to me. When Olga and I came to his home to present him with this cane, he was deeply touched. He shared with us about his
life journey that had led him from southern Russia to Siberia. Although he
is not a practicing Jew, he does know a great deal about Jewish traditions
and history and always has something interesting to add to our celebrations. Over the past two years, as we have celebrated Jewish holidays in
B City, many different people have come, and our programs have varied.
At times, Olga has had an opportunity to clearly present the gospel in a
Jewish-sensitive way. At other times, Jewish believers have shared their testimonies of how God has led them to Himself.
One woman, Lena, who comes to our celebrations, is quite influential
in the Jewish community in her city and is an avowed atheist. She told
Olga that she would be happy to come to our celebrations, as long as we
did not talk about God. Olga explained to her that if one left God out of
the celebrations, the only thing left would be empty traditions. Olga has
continued to speak about the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who has
given us these holidays, and Lena continues to come to our celebrations
and even invites others. Members of the Jewish community have not been
the only guests at our celebrations. We have also had Gentile believers
from local churches who have come to celebrate with us. Our prayer is that
God would raise up believers in that city who might be willing to take over
this ministry and develop it more fully. Time constraints and distance keep
Olga, me, and others from being able to deepen relationships with the
Jews of B City, but I am trusting that God will use believers in that city to
reach the Jewish community there with the gospel.

Celebrating Passover
Passover is one of the most important holidays on the Jewish calendar.
Among Jews in most parts of the world, this is the most widely celebrated
holiday. However, here in Russia, many Jewish people have never had the
joy of celebrating Passover. One of the outreaches that has developed in
Siberia is the celebration of Passover. Each time we celebrate Passover, we
take the opportunity to tell how Jesus, the Passover Lamb, has fulfilled
Passover through His death and resurrection. Most of the Passover celebrations I have hosted in Siberia have been in small groups that have met in
my home. However, this year we decided to extend the invitation to members of my church, as well as the Jewish and non-Jewish people who study
English with us. Much to my surprise, nearly one hundred people came to
our celebration. The youth choir from our church led us in singing traditional Hebrew songs, and several of us read through the liturgy of the Passover Seder. My Jewish friend David invited at least eight people from the
synagogue who attended our celebration! Afterwards, he reported that
he and his friends all agreed that our Passover Seder was more interesting
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Not Alone
During the time I have lived in Siberia, I have been excited to learn that I
am not the only person God has called to reach out to the Jewish community here. In my city there are other believers, both Jewish and non-Jewish,
who are taking steps to share the gospel with the Jews. God has also called
individuals and churches in other cities in Siberia to reach out to the Jews
who live among them. How exciting it is to be a part of the work that God
is doing to reach His people all over Siberia! As I look back on the ministry
in which I have been involved over the past three years, I never could have
imagined the path on which God would lead me. He has truly done above
and beyond what I could have asked or imagined! Now, as I begin a new
year of ministry in Siberia, I look with anticipation to what God will do. Is
this the year that we will see dear friends like Ella and David come to faith?
Is this the year that God will call out Russian believers to take over the ministry that God led me to begin? Will this be the year when God will give me
the joy of establishing a congregation of Jewish believers who will meet
together to pray and study His Word? I continually pray I will be a vessel
God can use and that I will have the great blessing of seeing Him gather
in a harvest of Jewish souls in Siberia, in the rest of Russia, and all over the
world. Will you join me in prayer?
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than the one at the synagogue. While he could not say exactly why this was
true, I believe that they each experienced the presence of God’s Spirit as
we celebrated together. God promises that His Word does not come back
void, and so I pray that the truths that were shared at that celebration will
bring these Jewish men and women into a relationship with the Living God
through His Son, Jesus.
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Outreach to the
“Forgotten Jews” of
Birobidzhan and
Far East Russia*

by Lawrence Hirsch

A Soviet Zion?
I grew up in a Jewish home in South Africa. My forebears had all come to
South Africa from Latvia, Lithuania, and Russia in the late 1800s and early
1900s, during a period of pogroms across Eastern Europe. I grew up hearing stories about the “refuseniks”—Soviet Jews who were denied permission to immigrate abroad by the authorities of the former Soviet Union,
especially during the period following the Six-Day War in 1967. However,
in general, I knew very little about Soviet Jewry.
I never knew—and I have since discovered that I am not alone in my
ignorance among my Jewish and Gentile peers—that, prior to the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, Stalin created his own communist
version of “Zion.” His solution to the “Jewish problem” was to give the
Jewish people a homeland—a barren stretch of mosquito-ridden swampland in the Far East of Russia, just north of the Chinese border, farther east
than Siberia and Mongolia. This region was later officially designated the
Jewish Autonomous Region and more popularly called Birobidzhan.1 It was
formally established in May 1934, some fourteen years before the creation
of the modern State of Israel. However, the effort to try to transform it as a
place for Soviet Jewish agricultural resettlement began some years earlier,
after the publication of a decree to that effect in March 1928.2

* Editor’s Note: Lawrence and Louise Hirsch, who lead the Celebrate Messiah ministry in
Australia, recently shared about their amazing ministry (in partnership with Chosen People
Ministries [CPM]) in Birobidzhan and the Russian Far East at the Ninth International LCJE
Conference at High Leigh, near London, in August 2011. An earlier version of this article,
which has been updated and modified for Mishkan, originally appeared in LCJE Bulletin No.
87, February 2007.
1 The “Jewish Autonomous Region,” or “J.A.R..” was the official name. For more background
on the history of Birobidzhan, see, generally, Robert Weinberg and Bradley Berman’s Stalin’s
Forgotten Zion: Birobidzhan and the Making of a Soviet Jewish Homeland: An Illustrated
History, 1928–1996 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).
2 Ibid., 152–58.
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Jews from Belarus and Ukraine were given “incentives” to immigrate to
Birobidzhan, and many moved there in the 1930s. Stalin’s communist experiment had mixed results. Like so many other schemes that are hatched
in defiance of the Lord of Creation, it began with a measure of success,
only to see those early results fade away. Stalin began to crack down on
Jewish culture, and pogroms broke out. By 1948, the Jewish population
had peaked at 45,000, with Yiddish schools, theatres, publications, and
synagogues.
During the decades of Stalin’s notorious purges, hundreds of thousands
(some say millions) of Jews were sent to the gulags (work camps) in Siberia
and other remote areas across the Far East region, places like Magadan,
Kamchatka, and the Sakhalin Islands.
With the fall of Communism in the early 1990s, many Jewish people began to leave Birobidzhan and to make aliyah (immigration) to Israel. However, there is an amusing story told of when the last Jew of Birobidzhan
was about leave on a train—bound, ultimately, for Israel—that twenty-five
of his relatives came to say goodbye!
The reality is that there are still a large number of Jewish people living
in Birobidzhan and smaller numbers of Jews scattered across the entire
region of Far East Russia. In these times, many Jewish people have decided
to stay in the Far East of Russia because of the volatile situation in the
Middle East. We estimate that the combined Jewish population of the cities
of Vladivostok, Khabarovsk, and Birobidzhan together total about 70,000,
and there are smaller numbers of Jewish people scattered across the region
in Magadan, Kamchatka, and the Sakhalin Islands.
These are the people whom God has placed on our hearts to reach out
to with the gospel of Yeshua—Israel’s true Messiah. The vision to reach
these “Forgotten Jews” was first placed on the hearts of Chris and Nicole
Malcolm, friends of Celebrate Messiah. Since then, my wife, Louise, and I,
together with Rita Ivenskis (our Russian Jewish outreach worker) and our
mission teams from Celebrate Messiah, have made several trips to the Russian Far East. Today we support a Messianic Jewish couple as they reach
out to Jewish people in Birobidzhan and the surrounding areas through
an evangelistic ministry and humanitarian aid. This is part of our ongoing
story of outreach to the “Forgotten Jews” of Far East Russia.

The Early Beginnings
It all started in September 2004, when Celebrate Messiah took a missions
team to Far East Russia. The mission began in Vladivostok, then moved on
to Khabarovsk, and finally to the Jewish Autonomous Region of Birobidzhan. During that first visit, the team identified key people for future Messianic ministry in the region and made significant contacts with prominent
people in the Jewish and Christian communities.
In Vladivostok we made a significant connection with Pastor Alexey. He is
a young Russian pastor who has planted over sixty churches across the Primorye Region around Vladivostok. He has a great love and respect for the
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Jewish people and had already established a good relationship with the
Jewish community leader in his city. Alexey has proven to be a key contact
for future ministry.
In Birobidzhan we met a Messianic Jewish couple. The husband’s story is
quite typical in some respects. He was born into a Jewish family ravaged by
alcoholism and strife, and he landed on the streets by the age of eleven,
having been beaten up regularly by his step-father. He adopted a criminal
lifestyle and was in prison by the age of eighteen. During his twenty-three
years in a Soviet prison, he came to faith in Messiah (after having had an
amazing personal vision of Jesus that changed his life and reading a book
by the well-known Russian Orthodox priest, Alexander Men, who was actually a Jewish believer in Jesus). At the age of forty-one, he was eventually
released from prison, and then met and married his wife. The two were
very keen to work in reaching Jewish people in Birobidzhan with the gospel, and a very significant relationship with them began.
One of the other significant people we met was a local rabbi who shepherds a small congregation of what I would describe as poverty-stricken
Jews. This rabbi was very moved when we gave him a gift of a small Sefer
Torah scroll. Their Sefer Torah had been stolen several years before, and
they had been without one ever since.

Ministry Developments
After our first visit to Birobidzhan, we began to support and resource our
friends with Bible teaching and evangelistic materials. Rita, our Russian
Jewish outreach worker from Melbourne, followed up and has continued
to support and encourage the work in Birobidzhan with several visits to
the region.
Our friends began by visiting Jewish friends and contacts, sharing with
them the good news of Yeshua. Within weeks, several Jewish people came
to faith and a Messianic Shabbat service began in a center for the disabled
in Birobidzhan. In 2005, about twenty new believers were baptized, followed by thirty-five new believers in 2006. Our outreach became known
as Club Simcha, which also began hosting special services for the Jewish
holidays.
We also knew that we had to do something to help alleviate the suffering of impoverished Jewish people in the region. In addition to fellowship
and encouragement, Celebrate Messiah has also gathered and given practical aid, such as the sum of $10,000 to purchase a minivan used to distribute food parcels to families in the district and to pick up people for services.
In addition to this, each month we try to send extra funds for purchasing
food hampers to be distributed to the poor, together with Bibles as gifts.
This has proven to be a vital part of the ministry in Birobidzhan.
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Training and Networking

Ministry Highlights
For Louise and me, the most challenging and rewarding time of ministry
occurred during our visit to Far East Russia in October 2006. Together with
Rita and another Russian-speaking worker named Victor, we travelled to
Vladivostok, Birobidzhan, and Magadan. During this visit, we saw eighteen
people come to faith in Yeshua, fourteen of whom were Jewish.
In Vladivostok, Pastor Alexey had organized a conference that was attended by over two hundred people—sixty of whom were pastors from
around the Primorye Region. We were
very moved by the willingness displayed
We were very moved by
by these humble pastors to reach out with
the willingness displayed
the love of Messiah to Jewish people living
by these humble pastors to
in the small towns scattered throughout
reach out with the love of
the region.
Messiah to Jewish people livDuring our time there, we visited a
ing in the small towns scatnumber of rehabilitation centers that had
tered throughout the region.
been set up by Pastor Alexey’s network of
churches. We were also exposed to their
ministry of taking abandoned children off the streets and into Christian
homes. We visited a family that had adopted nineteen children and cared
for them with extraordinary love and dedication in a two-bedroom apartment.

outreach to the “forgotten Jews” of birobidzhan and far east russia

Celebrate Messiah enjoys a wonderful ministry partnership with CPM, and
we are very thankful for the efforts that have been put into training and
networking Russian-speaking Messianic Jewish leaders. In September 2006,
CPM hosted a historic conference in Berlin for over one hundred Russianspeaking Messianic Jewish leaders from around the world; all sessions were
taught, in Russian, by Messianic pastors/rabbis or practitioners in Jewish
missions. We were able to send our missionaries from Birobidzhan, and
Rita from Melbourne, to participate. Pastor Alexey from Vladivostok also
attended the conference as an observer. This was a tremendous success in
vital training and networking and a great blessing for our workers, who
can feel very isolated and far from the rest of the Messianic world.

Salvation in Birobidzhan
We then travelled by overnight train to Birobidzhan—the Jewish Autonomous Region. The first thing that one sees is the word Birobidzhan emblazoned in Russian and in Hebrew on the façade of the station building. As
you walk to the square, you come face to face with a beautiful fountain
decorated with a huge golden Menorah. Even though the Jewish population is a minority in the region, Jewish symbols and Hebrew lettering are
all over the town.
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Menorah fountain in Birobidzhan (courtesy of Lawrence Hirsch)

At the first meeting we attended, we met several beautiful, elderly Jewish
ladies who remembered coming to Birobidzhan in the 1930s under Stalin’s
rule. Klara, one of these ladies, said that she came to Birobidzhan as a child,
and she remembered Birobidzhan as a vibrant Jewish town, full of Jewish
life, with singing and dancing in the streets. I cannot tell you how wonderful it was to hear how these ladies had, just a few months earlier, come to
faith in Yeshua, and it was a joy to witness them singing praises to Yeshua
for His salvation. At that meeting, we also had the privilege of leading ten
more Jewish people to faith in Yeshua.
A personal highlight was a visit with a local rabbi in his small apartment.
He gave me an opportunity to teach a small group from his synagogue a
Bible study from the New Testament. I introduced them to another rabbi in
the Scriptures called Nicodemus and spoke of his encounters with Yeshua,
recorded in the Gospel of John. What a privilege this was!
One of the most disturbing things he told us was that many homeless
Jewish people take up overnight residence under the veranda of his synagogue in -35°C (-31°F) weather. During the night, thugs often walk around
looking for homeless people to beat up. A couple of people had already
been bashed to death.

Ministry to the Disabled and Fatherless
On one of our visits, we were introduced to several children who had just
been brought into the local orphanage. One of them was a Jewish girl
whose mother had been arrested for murder. She was waiting for an aunt
from Israel to arrive and, hopefully, take her back with her to Israel.
In another situation, a Jewish lady had a handicapped adult son who
spent all day cooped up in a barren room. This woman also looked after
her daughter’s child, who was born with a similar disability, and yet they
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did not have enough money for electricity for several months. Our hearts
went out to her and her plight, as we, too, have a disabled child whom we
dearly love. We found that God used our testimony about our daughter,
Sarah, to minister to people who have experienced similar circumstances,
yet with many more hardships, because of the virtually non-existent social
support from the Russian government in this distant and mostly-forgotten
region.
Ministry to the disabled and destitute continues. A wonderful network
of friends and helpers has developed, even going so far as soliciting the
help of the military in transporting disabled people to some meetings. This
ministry has grown to the areas surrounding Birobidzhan. In March 2007,
they held an outreach in a small town called Smidovichy, visiting Jewish
families and distributing food. They reported that seven people came to
faith that day.

39

Our team next travelled to Magadan. The region of Magadan is notorious
for Stalin’s gulags. Millions of people were worked to death in extremely cold conditions—building roads and railways and digging in the many
mines throughout this mineral-rich region. Magadan is literally built on
people’s bones.
Our time in Magadan was truly remarkable. We were absolutely surprised
to discover a vibrant church led by a Messianic Jewish believer and his family. The worship services at this church were dynamic, with Messianic praise
in Russian and Hebrew. The dance team was truly outstanding, mixing Russian and Jewish dance steps. This church, too, is very keen to work with us
in reaching the Jewish people who are still scattered across their region.

Lost Sheep Found
The highlight of our time in Magadan, and perhaps of the entire trip, was
the time we spent at the local Jewish community center. God made a way
for us to share a Shabbat dinner with about thirty members of the Magadan Jewish community. During the evening, I told about who we were and why
Louise shared with her the
we had come to Magadan, and Rita gave
Parable of the Lost Sheep
her personal testimony of how she had
and how we had come to
come to faith in Yeshua.
Magadan to find the “forgotAfter the service, one of the Jewish laten Jews” of Far East Russia.
dies was clearly very moved by what she
She lifted up her index finger
had heard. Louise shared with her the Parand said with tremendous
able of the Lost Sheep and how we had
conviction in her voice, “I am
come to Magadan to find the “forgotten
that lost sheep, I am Jewish,
Jews” of Far East Russia. She lifted up her
and I want to receive Yeshua
index finger and said with tremendous
as my Messiah.”
conviction in her voice, “I am that lost

Mishkan69.indb 39

outreach to the “forgotten Jews” of birobidzhan and far east russia

Ministry in Magadan

2/6/2012 1:25:16 PM

lawrence hirsch

40

sheep, I am Jewish, and I want to reAuthor info:
ceive Yeshua as my Messiah.” With
Lawrence Hirsch is the director of
tears streaming down her face, she
Celebrate Messiah in Australia.
prayed with us, right in the Jewish
lhirsch@celebratemessiah.com.au
community center, to receive the
Messiah. What a moment! If we had
embarked on this journey just for
this one lost sheep, it would have been worth it. That night, however, another Jewish lady also prayed to receive the Lord. Hallelujah!

Extraordinary Opportunities
A ministry to the “Forgotten Jews” of Far East Russia represents an extraordinary opportunity to reach Jewish people with the gospel message
of Yeshua. We have been given the opportunity to meet with government
officials and have been interviewed on television. God has put together a
network of Messianic Jewish believers and Christians who have a heart to
reach Jewish people.
It is the vision of Celebrate Messiah to establish a Messianic center in Birobidzhan that would be a place of ministry to the disabled, disadvantaged,
and homeless Jewish people in the region, as well as a worship center for
Jewish believers in Yeshua.
We ask you to please pray for the ongoing ministry in Birobidzhan and
also for the scattered Jewish people on the peninsula of Kamchatka and
on the Sakhalin Islands.
Then Jesus told them this parable: “Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Doesn’t he leave the ninety-nine
in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it? And
when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders and goes home.
Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice
with me; I have found my lost sheep.’ I tell you that in the same way
there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents
than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.”
(Luke 15:3–7, NIV 2011)
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Snapshots
of Russian
Jewish Ministry
Developments in
Australia and the
Former Soviet Union
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by Jim Melnick

Here are some additional snapshots of Russian Jewish ministry activity and
developments of note in the former Soviet Union and Australia. These are
also by no means exhaustive but give a sense of what is occurring today in
evangelism and outreach among Russian Jews, as well as in the Russianspeaking Messianic movement. The first section on Australia was prepared
by Kostya Michailidis.

Australia: Russian Jews from Down Under
Census figures are unclear, but it is generally agreed that there are about
110,000 Jews in Australia. Of those, according to Jewish sources, about
25,000 to 30,000 are from the former Soviet Union. About half of these are in
Melbourne, and a bit less than half, probably about 12,000, live in Sydney.
Many of those in Sydney have settled in the Eastern suburbs, such as Bondi, and in the inner city areas of Redfern, Waterloo, and Surry Hills, where
there is cheap, subsidized government housing. In Melbourne, the pattern
is similar, with people settling around Caulfield and St. Kilda.
Rita Ivenskis, as part of Celebrate Messiah and partnering with Chosen
People Ministries, operates a ministry to Russian Jews in Melbourne and
holds regular meetings. A second ministry, called “Way to Heaven,” is led
by Yura Perov. They hold weekly meetings in the St. Kilda area. Both of
these ministries have been operating for many years, and a number of Russian Jews have come to the Lord. Yeshua Tsidkenu (Jesus our Righteousness) is the sole ministry to Russian Jews in Sydney. These three ministries
are the only specifically Russian Jewish ministries in Australia, although
some Russian Jews attend other evangelical Russian churches. Many of
them were originally evangelized through the ministry of these Russian
Jewish ministries.
Ministry among the Russian Jews in Sydney began at the end of 1994
with Bible study groups. One of them was in the home of the Michailidis,
of a young couple who were being “courted” by Jehovah’s Witnesses. At
this stage, some people from Manna International (a ministry to the Jews)
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began to deliver bread to homes where they knew Russian Jews lived. At
the same time, two Russian Messianic Jewish couples formed a group with
Kostya and Natasha Michailidis as friends, but with the purpose of forming
the nucleus of a future Messianic congregation.
That group joined with Manna and a Christian and Missionary Alliance
(C&MA) pastor to form a congregation. The congregation was named Yeshua Tsidkenu. It began monthly meetings in 1997, and by 2000 was meeting every Shabbat, with Kostya Michailidis as pastor (ordained by C&MA).
The congregation grew rapidly at first, with many ethnic Russians (not
Jews) also wanting to be a part of it. Many soon left for other congregations because of Yeshua Tsidkenu’s distinctive Jewish atmosphere, its teaching against replacement theology, the celebration of the feasts, and regular
prayer for Israel. Shabbat attendance has been stable (in the 20s) for years.
There is an emphasis on biblical preaching, mid-week Bible studies, and
fellowship and prayer meetings. Evangelism has mainly taken the form of
quarterly meetings of a “Club of Eternal Years,” where films, testimonies,
music, and a gospel message are presented. Jewish holidays are celebrated
with a Messianic interpretation and with a view to inviting those who do
not regularly attend.
The population of Russian Jews is aging, and many are now entering
nursing homes. This has created a great need for visitation, but few are
able to fulfill this need. The Russian Jews in Sydney are quite secular, but
the community’s recognized leader is a Lubavitcher rabbi who works closely with an anti-missionary organization, which has sent a rabbi to set up a
base in Sydney in order to actively oppose the work of telling Russian Jews
about Jesus as Messiah.

The CIS: Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and Central Asia
Jews for Jesus in the CIS
Some readers may not know or remember the acronym “CIS” (Commonwealth of Independent States), but when Avi Snyder first left the U.S. to
go to Odessa to launch the ministry of Jews for Jesus in the former Soviet
Union, the CIS was being established in the wake of the demise of the
USSR. That is why, when one goes to the main Russian language Web site
of Jews for Jesus, it has “cis” in the link: cis.jewsforjesus.org.
According to Snyder, European director of Jews for Jesus, “The work of
Jews for Jesus in the former USSR began a little over twenty years ago,
just as the Soviet Union was falling apart. Today, all our mission workers
and leaders are indigenous to the former Soviet Union, and a new generation of missionaries is beginning to serve in the work. Currently, workers
are serving out of mission stations in Moscow, Kiev, Odessa, Kharkov, and
Dnepropetrovsk. We also have a missionary family serving in Belarus. Like
our colleagues in other Jews for Jesus branch offices, we ‘exist in order to
make the Messiahship of Jesus an unavoidable issue to our Jewish people
worldwide.’ We pursue that goal by presenting the gospel in a loving but
straightforward manner through a variety of methods such as literature
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distribution, one-on-one visits, Bible studies, web and Internet evangelism,
and more.”

The Omega Project: “A Bible for Every Russian Jew”
Frank and Leena Arthur of the organization known as MediaServe
(mediaserve.org)1 have been laboring for many years in the vineyard of
Russian Jewish ministry in Russia itself (and now Ukraine, as well) through
their Omega Project, which has as its motto: “A Bible for Every Russian
Jew.” Postcards have been sent out to hundreds of thousands of Russian
Jewish households in various Russian cities and regions, offering a free
Bible to those who request one (these are Russian translations with a menorah and Star of David on the cover, as well as special introductory articles
titled “The Promises of God, Given to the Jews” and “The New Testament
Supports the Promises Given by God to the Jews”).
At the Russian Messianic leadership conference in Berlin in 2006, Frank
Arthur shared the following figures in terms of the Bibles and postcards
that had been distributed at that time throughout the Russian Federation
(this is a sampling):
Ekaterinburg		
Irkutsk		
Krasnoyarsk
Novosibirsk		

3,100		
299		
2,616		
1,788		

Omsk		
Perm		
Tomsk
Vladivostok

2,241
314
670
432

At that point in 2006, some 570,000 postcards had been sent out.
More recently, in their November 2011 newsletter, the Arthurs reported
that the Omega Project has now been extended to Ukraine. Postcards with
offers of a free Bible have been sent to some 200,000 Ukrainian Jewish
households since May 2010, and already nearly 6,000 Bibles have been sent
out to those who requested them.
This is a very exciting ministry that the Arthurs and those working with
them have been faithfully conducting year after year, reaching many thousands of Russian-speaking Jewish families in the former Soviet Union with
the Word of God.

snapshots of russian jewish ministry developments in austrailia and the former soviet union

Russian Messianic Union
In July 2009, a “Messianic Union” was established, based in Moscow and
consisting of leaders of various Russia-based congregations and Messianic synagogues in Moscow, Rostov-on-Don, Nizhnij Novgorod, etc. The
founding document for this Messianic Union includes among its goals the
“propagation of the Messianic (Christian) faith, educating believers, and
evangelical teaching/instruction in spiritual unity.” The initial registration
for this Messianic Union runs for a period of four years (2009–13).

43

1 MediaServe, based in Sweden, uses Empower Ministries International as a partner for U.S.
based donations. Empower (emintl.org) is an organization that is involved in supporting
the work of various international missions and national church movements.
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Ukraine
In connection with discussion about Ukraine, as mentioned in Mitch Glaser’s article on the Russian-speaking Messianic leaders’ conferences, the
third such conference is now scheduled to be held near Kiev, Ukraine, in
the fall of 2012 (the first and second conferences were held in Berlin and
Jerusalem, respectively, in 2006 and 2009). At least a hundred or more Russian-speaking Messianic pastors and leaders are expected. Chosen People
Ministries is the primary sponsor of these conferences. Smaller, former Soviet Union-based regional conferences of leaders have also been held in
Moscow, also organized primarily by CPM, working with local congregational leaders.
Highlights of “A Call from Ukraine.” Hilary Lind, Director of the Jewish
World Office, Ukraine, of Youth With a Mission (YWAM), brought a report
to the Ninth International LCJE Conference in High Leigh, near London, in
August 2011 (via “A Call from Ukraine”) in which she detailed other recent
developments in Ukraine.
Some recent ministry developments in Ukraine with which YWAM has
been involved include:
•
•

•

Sending a Russian translation of Don Finto’s book Your People Shall Be
My People to many pastors and Messianic leaders in Ukraine;
Teaching about the Jewish roots of Christianity in various places in
Ukraine and Belarus, including at a seminar with nearly forty pastors
in the Poltava region of Ukraine; and
Assisting with clean-up of a Jewish mass grave in the town of
Torchyn.

Shalom Ministry Association. The Shalom Ministry Association has been
active for a number of years in supporting soup kitchens and providing
medical care and other social support in various Ukrainian towns, especially
to sick or elderly Jews who are unable to immigrate to Israel and who are
largely forgotten. This ministry is discussed in more detail in the LCJE Bulletin, no. 103 (February 2011).
Kiev (KEMO). The Kiev Jewish Messianic Congregation, led by Pastor Boris
Gritsenko, is the largest Messianic congregation in the world. Its Russian
language acronym is “KEMO” (Kievskaya Evrejskaya Messianskaya Obshchina). The congregation’s Web site is baruhaba.org.ua, and it also has a
presence on Facebook and VKontakte. KEMO conducts numerous ministries and also sponsors pastoral and leadership retreats to discuss the role
of the Messianic movement in Ukraine.
Belarus and Ukraine—CJF Ministries
CJF Ministries (CJFM) has been very active in Belarus and Ukraine. In Belarus, CJFM reported in August 2010 that in the larger cities of Minsk
and Bobruisk their “established Messianic congregations meet regularly

Mishkan69.indb 44

2/6/2012 1:25:16 PM

Moscow Conference Planned in 2012 with Ukrainian Pastors
As they did in Kiev, CJFM (cjfm.org) is also planning a special conference in
Moscow in September 2012, with possibly as many as two hundred Russian
pastors from the region. The goal is to help “stimulate the hearts of those
spiritual leaders” with love toward the Jewish people, the need to share
the gospel with them, and God’s future plan for His people, Israel.
Central Asia (“The ‘Stans”: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan,
Tadzhikistan)
Central Asia remains a very sensitive area, and not much can be shared
publicly about ministry at this time. Perhaps some of the stories can be told
in a future issue of Mishkan; they are stories and testimonies that need to
be told.
Today, Central Asian Jews can be found scattered in many parts of the
world. There is a community of Bukharan Jews in Queens, New York, for
example, and various groups of believing Jews from Uzbekistan and elsewhere located in Israel. Central Asia itself has a very ancient and diverse
Jewish history.
One of my most memorable experiences from the conference of Russianspeaking Messianic leaders in Jerusalem, in 2009, was the time of prayer
with our brothers and sisters from Central Asia. The Lord has been working
mightily among some of these leaders. Jeff Bernstein, of the Gates of Zion
ministry (gatesofzion.net), has had a major impact in helping a number
of these leaders in past years. Some leaders have moved between various
countries within Central Asia or made aliyah to Israel. Additionally, one of
the congregations publishes a Russian language Messianic vestnik (herald),
titled Zera/Semya (Hebrew/Russian for “Seed”).
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The Communities of
Russian-speaking
Believers in
Germany and Russia

by Vladimir Pikman

Germany
In the minds of Jewish people and those with an understanding of history,
Germany remains the country where the Holocaust was initiated, was scrupulously planned and carried out, and ended in the murder of six million
Jews. Therefore, for many it remains very strange to see how the Jewish
community in Germany has revived over the past twenty years. Since 1989,
about 230,000 people have come to Germany as “Jewish refugees” from
the countries of the former Soviet Union. Together with Jewish emigrants
from other countries (including Israel), they have caused the Jewish population to grow ten times as large, from 30,000 to about 300,000.1 These
very same “Russian Jews”2 have not only brought about the revival of the
Jewish community in Germany but have also brought back the issue of
Jewish outreach and the Messianic movement to this country.3 Thousands
of Jewish people have become believers in Yeshua (with at least 5,000 integrated within various Messianic and Christian groups), and more than forty
Messianic congregations and groups have been established over the past
fifteen years. This put Germany back on the map of significant countries in
this regard, while Russian Jewish believers still remain the majority within
the Messianic movement in Germany.4
1 “Migration and Integration: Aufenthaltsrecht, Migrations- und Integrationspolitik in
Deutschland (Migration and Integration: Right of Residence, Migration and Integration
Policy in Germany),” (Berlin: Federal Ministry of the Interior, October 2011), 148–55. By
“Jewish,” we do not necessarily mean members of an official Jewish community or those
with a Jewish mother. In our understanding, a “Jew” is a person with a Jewish background, similar to a person who falls under the Law of Return in Israel.
2 This term is used within this article to describe Jewish people with origins in the countries
of the former Soviet Union, where the dominant language adopted by the Jewish people
was Russian.
3 For a long time, no one considered Germany to be a country for Jewish outreach, and no
one was able to seriously speak about the Messianic movement there because of its very
small Jewish population.
4 We would be happy to provide more detailed written historical information (office
@beitsarshalom.org).
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The cultures of Russia and Germany, being very different from each other,5
result in a gap between German-speaking and Russian Jewish believers.
Russian Messianic Jews are generally separated from German Christians,
and both sides have difficulties even considering fellowshipping with one
another. Even today, the Messianic movement in Germany is considered
to be Russian by both Christians and Jewish believers. The preconception
is embedded within the minds of many Russian Messianic Jews that if it is
German and not Russian, it is not Messianic.
“Russians,” in general, are viewed negatively within German culture. This
is rooted in history, with Russians seen as “occupiers” and “Soviets.” In East
Germany, this is related to the Soviet regime, while in West Germany, it
brings to mind memories of the Cold War. In Germany, the Russian language, the Russian accent in German, and Russian origins do not give rise
to any positive feelings toward Russian Jews. While Germans are very sensitive to everything Jewish, Russian Jews are seen more as Russians than as
Jews. This creates distance on the part of Germans.
At the same time, the view held by Russian Jews toward Germans is typically very “Russian,” which is to say, negative. This is also generally due to
the fact that Germans were seen as those who started the terrible war and
tried to occupy Russia. Memories of the Holocaust only contribute to these
feelings. Thus, the perspectives of Russian Jews and Germans as influenced
by history only foster the deep separation between them.
This situation, however, has begun to change in recent years. We see
more German Jewish people and German Christians starting to attend Messianic congregations that were traditionally Russian-speaking. In addition,
the second-generation Russian-speaking Jewish believers speak better German than Russian. This makes the Messianic congregation an extraordinarily multicultural place. It certainly brings new challenges for participants,
among speakers of both Russian and German. For many Russian-speaking
believers, their Messianic congregations were a kind of comfortable cultural “ghetto,” in that they could fellowship with those from their own culture. Naturally, such congregations were resistant to integrating Germanspeaking Jews and Gentiles in their midst, unconsciously trying to defend
this comfortable fellowship. However, not being able to find any reason
not to allow German-speaking believers to join the congregations without
compromising their biblical mandate, the formerly Russian-speaking Messianic congregations are pushed to include Germans in their midst. Losing
their Russian stronghold and being pushed to adjust culturally to the German newcomers are seldom pleasant experiences. It is especially frustrating
for elderly people who are unable to fellowship easily in the German language and on German cultural terms. At the same time, the situation is also
not pleasant for Germans who, being very concentrated on their culture,
are joining a culture completely foreign to them. It will take hard work to
cultivate the unity needed within Messianic congregations in the future.
5 A detailed written comparative study of the two cultures can be provided upon request
(office@beitsarshalom.org).
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Russia
The great revival among Russian Jews in the 1990s brought many thousands
of Jewish people to faith in Messiah. No one has been able to come close
to calculating the exact number, which seems to be huge. The “children”
of that revival immigrated to different countries along with other Jewish
people, becoming members of local churches or forming their own Messianic congregations. This revival, unfortunately, has been over for about
ten years now. However, in the past few years, we have been able to see
new pockets of revival in more unreached parts of Russia, such as Siberia
and the Russian Far East, leading to the establishment of new Messianic
congregations in those regions. Even today, it is difficult to approximate
the number of Jewish believers and Messianic congregations in Russia. It
is probable that different people would provide different statistics. Russia
is large and unpredictable, making it difficult to gain a general overview
of what is taking place there. The best we can hope for in this regard is an
accumulation of reports on the part of different mission agencies and Messianic movements within Russia that will eventually provide a more complete overall picture. Nevertheless, the number of Messianic congregations
within the country seems to be significant. We can see this mirrored in
the examples of Moscow (with its eight congregations) and St. Petersburg
(with its fourteen congregations).
The situation of Jewish people in Russia is different from those in Germany. They are clearly distinguished from everyone else as soon as it becomes
evident that they are Jewish. Anti-Semitism is very strong in Russia and in
the rest of the former Soviet Union.
Jewish identity is an issue for Russian Jews in general, and for Messianic
Jews in particular. In order to avoid danger, many Jewish people keep their
identity a secret. Additionally, many of them are not interested in reconnecting with their Jewishness and the Jewish culture; neither are they particularly interested in visiting a Messianic congregation. Even those who
believe in Yeshua may not feel the urgency of joining a Messianic congregation. Rather, due to anti-Semitism, assimilation into Russian culture, and
fears of entering a sect, Jewish believers attend established churches—the
churches attended by their friends, and even the Russian Orthodox Church,
where many Russian Jewish believers can be found.
Jewish people are well aware of anti-Semitism and try to keep their identity secret if they are in churches. Messianic congregations often feel disregarded and rejected by the church. At the same time, we can observe
a trend among some Christians to respect and appreciate Israel and the
Jewish roots of Christianity. This automatically leads to a greater respect
for the Jewish people in general. It motivates some Christians to find out
if they have Jewish ancestry, and some even convert to Judaism, either by
becoming proselytes or by changing their names and documents in such a
way that the documents indicate they are Jewish. This new trend may lead
to a time when Jewish people will feel positive about being Jewish within
the sphere of the church. This will take years to happen, however, due to
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Common Characteristics
Due to the reasons listed above as well as others, Russian Messianic Jews
are often isolated from other Christians in Germany and in the countries of
the former Soviet Union. Being very zealous for the Lord, following Yeshua, and reaching out to others, they are often left on their own within their
communities. This sometimes leads congregations and groups to become
more sectarian in nature. Not having enough access to solid education in
terms of faith and ministry, they often remain, at best, self-educated, that is,
unrecognized by Christians and Messianic believers of other backgrounds.
Due to their lack of foundations, a number of Russian Messianic believers
have left their faith or developed strange heretical theological views in
recent years. The absence of a uniting structure and fragmentation among
the Messianic movement and groups complements the feeling of loneliness
and weakens the movement in general. However, the Russian Messianic
movement remains very Bible-based and oriented toward righteousness,
having a high regard for the biblical ethic and commandments (although
we see many differences in what is understood by commandments). There
are many things that Messianic believers of other backgrounds can learn
from Russian Messianic believers and be blessed by them as a result. There
is also excellent potential for the Russian Messianic Jews in Europe to become a very strong and influential part of the Messianic movement and
Christianity in general. We are the children of the great “Russian” revival,
and we have a great calling and role to play.
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and Jews within the church. The situation is similar in other countries of the
former Soviet Union.
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The Russian
Messianic
Movement
in the U.S.
– Somewhere between Perm and Anatevka

by Peter Shirokov

When Westerners think of Russia, some of them subconsciously visualize
certain scenes from Boris Pasternak’s famous novel, Doctor Zhivago. When
they hear of Russian Jews, images from Fiddler on the Roof may come to
mind. In reality, most Russian Jews of the Soviet era never lived the shtetl
life of Anatevka; their lives most resembled Pasternak’s depictions of the
city of Perm, which he called by another name, Yuriatin, in his book. In fact,
the current generation of Russian Jews belongs to an entirely different
time. Most of them grew up in the idealistic socialist world of the Soviet
Union, which was not meant to last. It certainly did not reflect the values
of Anatevka. With the coming of perestroika1 came a measure of religious
freedom and ample opportunities for Jewish families to leave the former
Soviet Union. Many did so without hesitation, settling in America, Israel,
Germany, Canada, Australia, and other open countries. Since the fall of the
Iron Curtain, they have had opportunities to interact with Judaism, to be
exposed to Jewish literature and the culture of the synagogue. They have
had opportunities to send their children to religious schools and participate
in various religious events of the greater Jewish community. Yet for many,
this interaction was only on the surface; the majority remained Jewish culturally but remained mostly secular, living somewhere between the worlds
of Anatevka and Perm.
The Russian Messianic movement was born out of freedoms afforded by
perestroika. In many ways, the development of this movement can be mirrored in the development of many Russian evangelical churches. From the
inception of this loosely organized movement, there was much friendship
and cooperation with traditional Christians, because the message of the
gospel was the binding force. In the eyes of many, the gospel was meant
to be for everyone, universal, and that meant even for the Jews. I state it
like that because, for emerging Russian evangelicals, the gospel going to
the Jewish people was more of a side effect and an afterthought and rarely
1 Perestroika means “restructuring” and refers to the Communist period in the USSR under
Mikhail Gorbachev when he sought to “restructure” Soviet society and its economy.
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the primary goal. Jews were just one of many people, and, since the gospel
was for everyone, it was for the Jews as well. For the most part, the universal message of the gospel in that era was stressed—almost in an equalitydriven, internationalist, Soviet kind of way, and, generally speaking, the
unique mission to the Jews was not recognized or seriously considered. So
it should not be surprising that it was Westerners, who possessed the idea
of particular mission to the Jews, and Messianic Jews from the West who
were the most intentional in Jewish outreach. They brought this understanding to the former Soviet Union and it naturally became a fundamental understanding for those whom they reached and discipled.
As the movement slowly gained momentum in the former Soviet Union, it
As the movement slowly
was this understanding of particularism
gained momentum in the
and expressions of Messianic Jewish conformer Soviet Union, it was
gregations that caused some separation
this understanding of parbetween Russian evangelicals and Russian
ticularism and expressions
Messianic Jews. The movement was not
of Messianic Jewish congreyet established, but it was already splingations that caused some
tering and fragmenting. As Russian Jewseparation between Russian
ish families migrated all over the world, so
evangelicals and Russian
did new ideas about Yeshua. Thus, Russian
Messianic Jews.
Messianic groups appeared, grew, and immediately began to shrink due to active
aliyah and immigration to the West. Yet, in spreading across the world,
Russian Messianic Jews—wherever they settled—began to interact and
contribute to the global Messianic movement as well.
America was one of the most hospitable countries to which Russian Jews
could immigrate, in my opinion, mainly because of substantial economic opportunities, the active role of the American Jewish community, and
America’s ability to welcome large numbers of immigrants with ease and to
integrate them seamlessly into American society. Because of these factors,
America is a unique social environment for Russian Jews. As time progresses, it would be logical to assume that the fate of Russian Jews in America
and the dynamics of the Russian Messianic movement in the U.S. will differ
from those in Israel, Germany, and other places that welcomed Jews from
the former Soviet Union.
This brings us to the current state of the Russian Messianic movement
in America. The U.S. has about a dozen Messianic Jewish congregations
where Russian is the primary language of worship. That is not many, considering the size of the Russian Jewish population in the U.S., but Russian
Messianic conferences help these congregations stay together. Of course,
not all existing groups are a part of our developing Russian Messianic conference network. In an ongoing effort to include everyone, leaders in the
U.S. constantly seek out new groups and try to stay informed about the
founding of new fellowships. It is certain that many new, smaller groups
are not aware of others similar to them and remain off the radar. Many
small groups exist as Russian elements of the American Messianic move-
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ment at large; some are independent, others are found within evangelical
churches. Unlike some in other countries, Russian Jews in America have
many choices of where to express their faith in Yeshua, as the U.S. has
the largest number, at present, of established Messianic congregations and
evangelical churches that wholeheartedly support Israel. Perhaps for that
very reason, in relative terms not as many Russian Messianic congregations
were planted in the U.S. compared with other places. The American value
of melting-pot integration is another possible reason why so few independent Russian Jewish congregations exist today across the U.S.
Non-Messianic Russian Jews have also been subject to a very similar situation. There are very few non-Messianic synagogues across America with
Russian-speaking rabbis and in which Russian is the language of instruction.
Russian Jews are generally expected to integrate into the greater American
Jewish community, just as it was with earlier waves of immigration.

History of Russian Jewish Messianic Conferences in the U.S.
As noted, one of the catalysts supporting the growth and development of
these indigenous Russian Jewish Messianic congregations in the U.S. and
beyond are regional and global conferences. In recent years, these have
been organized primarily by staff workers of Chosen People Ministries. This
effort was very purposeful and intentional from its inception. The concept
of organizing a network of fellowship conferences for leaders was conceived around the year 2000. Some like-minded individuals who worked in
Russian Jewish evangelism in the U.S. had already been getting together
for various meetings before that.2 These current conferences, however, are
based on an entirely different concept. They are primarily for the leaders
of Russian Messianic Jewish congregations and for those interested in congregational planting among Russian Jews.
These initial Russian Messianic leadership conferences were designed for
leaders, in order to bring the diverse visions together and also to acquaint
leaders with each other. Introducing leaders to each other and allowing
friendships and mutual interests to develop were the driving goals of the
initial stage of these regional conferences. This effort was spearheaded
across the entire globe with annual regional fellowships for leaders of existing and emerging Russian-speaking Jewish congregations. After leaders
met with each other locally and developed a rapport with one another,
plans for bringing everyone together on the global level were realized with
success in Berlin and later Jerusalem.3 The smaller regional meetings have
kept the congregations in touch with each other and informed about the
most current news in between the large-scale global conferences. Ameri2 These included various Russian Jewish evangelism networking meetings held in Brooklyn
during the 1980s and the “First Consultation on Soviet Jewish Evangelization,” held in
Pasadena, California, in September 1990. A special Russian Messianic conference was also
held in Denver in 2002.
3 Mitch Glaser, “A History of the Russian Messianic Congregational Conferences,” Mishkan,
no. 69 (2011): 13–19.
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can regional conferences are usually not large (20–30 people), since they
are limited to the leadership and members who are actively involved in
congregational work. American conferences are focused heavily on learning and professional development. Maturity in all aspects is a big priority in
the growing Russian Messianic movement.

Conferences are usually held over weekends. Spending Shabbat together is
particularly meaningful to participants. Usually, the conference program is
loaded with peer-taught seminars and workshops, yet the entire program
pauses for Shabbat. Most Russian Messianic congregations in the U.S. are
somewhat traditional. Most use some Hebrew liturgy in worship. Many use
Jewish ritual garments and most follow the parashot calendar. Thus, for
several years at Russian Messianic conferences in America, the Friday evening dinner is followed by a Saturday morning service with aliyot and three
short drashes (Torah, Haftorah, and Brit Chadasha), which are usually given
by three different leaders. Afternoon is reserved for rest or a scenic walk
with friends, and then participants spend havdalah together.
The regional conference seminars are usually divided into three main areas: theology, practical ministry, and Messianic vision. There are also roundtable discussion sessions, Q&A sessions, and news updates at each conference. One should not be surprised that, since the Russian Messianic movement is so diverse (theologically and in practice), and relatively new, much
time is usually allotted to working out a common vision and struggling
with self-definition and identity. Everyone knows that there will often be
disagreement on many facets, but, for the most part, leaders are open to
hearing different perspectives. Sometimes several different scenarios are
discussed by the group at the same time. There is enough common ground
to work together, and, though opposing views and disagreements inevitably arise, they are minimized. From the beginning, the vision of these
fellowships has been to concentrate on promoting unity, yet to deliberately abandon the dream of trying to make everyone march to the same
drumbeat.
Because the conference sessions are peer-taught and all events are peerled, no one who wants to express himself or herself is left out, and that
ensures a diversity of opinion and broad definitions, as well as varied topics
and terminology. It is also not uncommon to have an occasional American
guest speaker at Russian conferences, who teaches a seminar in some relevant area of expertise that no one in the group possesses. Often, the participants are briefed on new ministry materials that have become available
in Russian. In the spirit of networking, people share all kinds of useful information with one another. Often, attendees leave conferences with new
books and discs in their hands. It should also be noted that the conference
is recorded, and, a couple of months later, participants receive digital files
of the sessions so that they can share them with others at their discretion.
Beyond all that transpires at these gatherings, new friendships are made
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these conferences has been overpshirokov@chosenpeople.com
whelmingly positive.
Many of the attendees did not
grow up following Jewish traditions,
but they are building Yeshua-following congregations that reflect a good
measure of Anatevka values. Even those who would not define themselves
as following the Jewish tradition in worship do not mind tradition, and
they see a positive value in traditional expression at the conferences. Perhaps this dynamic exists because most Russian Jews have not had opportunities to practice a traditional Jewish life, such as depicted in Joseph Stein’s
Yiddish Anatevka, and feel that their identity at present resembles Russian
Perm to a greater extent. Perhaps being in the Diaspora has a lot to do with
it. Historically, Jews in the Diaspora remained more traditional. The greater
Messianic movement is certainly full of similar examples, and Russian Jews
are not alone in seeking to be rooted in their Jewish identity.

2/6/2012 1:25:18 PM

i

mi

nistry

ia

n

w

sh

russ

The Integration of
Russian-speaking
Messianic Jews in
Israeli Society*

je

Mishkan, no. 69 (2011): 55–60

by Maxim Katz

Definition of Integration and Integration Paths
In order to discuss “spiritual integration” among Russian-speaking Messianic Jews in Israel, we must first define the term “integration.” There
are two approaches to understanding this term. Our understanding of the
spiritual integration of emigrants from the former Soviet Union will be
determined by the approach that is chosen.
Our first approach is the assumption of emigrant assimilation. This is
the natural process of emigrants becoming like native Israelis. Within the
Jewish community, there is a minimum of four different potential integration paths for Russian emigrants. These are based on the most influential
groups residing in Israel. The first group, historically the most dominant
one, is the Ashkenazi community that established itself in Israel decades
ago. The second group consists of secular people from Eastern European
countries. This group is the most active and aggressive in influencing the
spiritual and political lives of Israeli communities. The third group, whom
I will call the “national religious” sector, consists of persons who carry on
Jewish traditions by their lifestyles. In the early years of the aliyah of Jews
from the former Soviet Union, this group was very active in influencing
their spiritual practices and integration into Israeli society. The fourth group
is the most complicated—these are the “ultra orthodox,” the haredim. This
group is sub-divided into smaller groups that often have differing views
and divisions in their spiritual lives.
A second approach to defining integration is seeing it as a dynamic process. In this case, emigrants become a part of an existing community, but
influence and change the community they join, creating a new structure
and lifestyle. Seen from this perspective, the Russian-speaking community
may heavily influence most other sectors of Israeli society.

* This article, slightly modified by the editor, was presented by the author at the Ninth International LCJE Conference, held at High Leigh, outside London, on August 8, 2011.
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Cultural Aspects Unique to Russian-speaking Emigrants
In order to more fully assess the integration of Russian-speaking Jews into
Israeli communities, we must examine what kind of spiritual and cultural
“baggage” these communities carried with them from former Soviet countries. These Jewish people come from many different heritages. We will
sub-divide them into three categories.
The first are the children of Jews born in the nineteenth through the beginning of the twentieth centuries. These emigrants experienced the cultural influence of a pre-Soviet Jewish tradition, most often through their
grandparents. Most had a Jewish education of some kind, yet their cultural
backgrounds varied. They came from different Jewish cities and villages.
Some lived in territories that became a part of the Soviet Union after World
War II, such as western Ukraine, Lithuania, Latvia, and so forth. Unfortunately, most of these Jews died during the war. Those who managed to
survive the Holocaust left or were exiled to distant places in Russia.1 Such
families, like my own, have a different Jewish mentality from most Soviet
Jews.
The second group is the most common—the children born to Jews in
the 1920s and later. Most in this group relocated to cities, and, as a result,
most Jewish emigrants from the former Soviet Union were urban dwellers.
Some received a Jewish education, yet this trait was diminished among this
group.
The third group, Jews from Central Asia and the Caucasus region, come
mostly from Sephardic communities, not Ashkenazi. These Jews lived a traditional lifestyle and practiced Jewish religious rituals while also maintaining a strong identification with the communities in which they lived—for
example, Tajik or Uzbek in Central Asia, or Georgian in the Caucasus.
Overall, given these differences, one must draw the conclusion that the
Jewish communities in the former Soviet Union had only one common tie,
and that was the Russian language. The Russian language was common to
all, yet the communities were divided along various lines. All of this has
influenced the integration of Russian-speaking Jews into Israeli communities.

Contemporary “Russian” Communities in Israel
Emigrants from the former Soviet Union today form the largest ethnicmulticultural community in Israel. The Jewish emigration wave of the 1990s
was foundational in this respect. There is a population of approximately 1.5
million people belonging to this group. They were the driving force that
pushed the traditional Israeli communities toward a more multicultural ex-

1 Editor’s Note: The story of the Holocaust on the territory of the former Soviet Union is documented in great detail in Ilya Ehrenburg and Vasily Grossman, The Complete Black Book
of Russian Jewry, trans. David Patterson (Piscataway, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2003).
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pression. This group represents a complex and large-scale sociological challenge for assimilation and integration.
As already noted, emigrants from the countries of the former Soviet
Union are diverse in their cultural, ethnic, and religious beliefs. Many factors can be observed that impact the integration of “Russian” Jews. Some
of these include the emigrants’ choice of
where to live, as well as education, occupaOne must note that the most
tion, army service, etc. One must note that
important, influential, and
the most important, influential, and crucrucial factor for integracial factor for integration into Israeli life
tion into Israeli life is the
is the ability to know and speak Hebrew,
ability to know and speak
and even English. Nevertheless, these
Hebrew, and even English.
Jews remain fully devoted to the Russian
Nevertheless, these Jews
language. Most commonly, Russian is used
remain fully devoted to the
with their families and in every day comRussian language.
munications with one another. The preservation of the Russian language seems to
be a very important value.
Today, the Russian-speaking community in Israel plays a very influential
role in everyday life. There are movie theaters, publishing houses, radio stations, and television channels in Russian. There are even Russian-speaking
political leaders like the Foreign Minister, Avigdor Liberman, and the Minister of Tourism, Stas Misezhnikov, and many other influential community
leaders.
Regarding the internal state of the Israeli community, we must consider
the second and third generation of this emigrant population. As the second generation was not born in Israel, but rather came to the country as
children or teenagers, these groups are “stuck in the middle,” so to speak.
Due to this, second generation emigrants often find themselves caught
somewhere between the Russian and Israeli cultures. They may have a poor
knowledge of both Russian and Hebrew and refuse to adapt to the value
systems of either one. I believe that the third generation, those who are
born here, will likely have different cultural values, a different lifestyle and
mentality, and will certainly have a good grasp of Hebrew.

Messianic Jews: Integration and Perspectives
There is no exact statistic on how many Messianic Jews now live in Israel,
yet the number is estimated to be around 15,000 to 20,000. At least 60%
of them are Russian-speaking Jews.2 More Jews who immigrated to Israel
from the former Soviet countries have chosen to follow Yeshua than any
other specific group in the country. Also, at the beginning of the last century, a number of Jews adopted Russian Orthodoxy (Pravoslavie in Russian)
and were called “Cross followers.” Today in Israel there are about 2,000
2 Editor’s Note: The percentage may be even higher. Anecdotally, this editor has also heard
the figure of 70% from a leading Russian Messianic leader in Israel.
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Russian Orthodox believers of Jewish background (of those 2,000, some
400 are in Jerusalem). Earlier, in the former Soviet Union, Jews obtained
certain rights when converting to Christianity—rights to have a chance to
live outside prescribed areas, to study, to be a part of the army, etc. These
days, as a Messianic Jew, one obtains no privilege. Furthermore, upon accepting Yeshua, a Jew outside of Israel may lose his or her most privileged
right, that is, the “Right of Return,” or, in other words, the right to make
aliyah. Therefore, the decision to receive Yeshua is a carefully considered
one today.
There are many different types of congregations of believers in Yeshua
in Israel today. Some of these differences are more noticeable and explicit,
and some are more implicit and less noticeable, yet nearly all congregations have one thing in common—that is, nearly all of them call themselves
“Messianic Jews.” In most other countries, in the past, when a Jew chose
to accept Yeshua, he or she often had to give up all ties to the former
Judaic religion of his or her ancestors. In
other words, he or she “switched” reliIn Israel we find a differgions. However, in Israel we find a difent model—those Jews who
ferent model—those Jews who accept
accept Yeshua, especially
Yeshua, especially in Israel, do not leave
in Israel, do not leave their
their Hebrew heritage behind but rather
Hebrew heritage behind but
seek to express it. Israeli teacher Aleksandr
rather seek to express it.
Zanemonecz stated in one of his lectures
that mikva (baptism) of Jewish people often leads them to be more spiritual and more aware of their Jewish heritage. This also awakens in them an interest in Jewish history and in their
Jewish background.3
There are two levels of integration among the Russian-speaking Messianic Jews in Israel today. The first level of integration is integration into the
local community. Most Russian-speaking Jews prefer to create their own
congregations where services are in Russian. These gatherings are very
similar to those of evangelical churches in the former Soviet Union. People
in such congregations generally have a more difficult time integrating into
Israeli society. The most distinctive trait of such congregations is the age of
its members. Most are senior citizens and middle aged people who barely
speak Hebrew and do not know any Israeli traditions.
There are also mixed congregations. In such congregations, in addition to
the Russian-speaking members, one often finds Jews from other countries
and even native-born Israelis.4 It is much easier for people in these types of
congregations to integrate into Israeli society. They speak Hebrew better,
are open to multi-cultural communication, and even manage to know and
3 For more information see echo.oranim.ac.il/main.php?p=personal_id&id_personal=14.
4 Editor’s Note: On an October 2011 visit to Israel, this editor visited two Messianic congregations where the services were conducted jointly in Russian, Hebrew, and English in a
seamless and edifying fashion. Though both groups have a majority of Russian speakers in
their congregations, they would fall more into the category of “inter-mixed” congregations that the author mentions rather than being “all-Russian” groups.
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observe some Jewish traditions. These types of congregations generally
have more young people as well.
The second level consists of social integration into Israeli society. As a
rule, the first generation of emigrants identify themselves as belonging to
the “Russian” community. Their descendants, the second generation emigrants, on the other hand, identify themselves more as native Israelis. As a
result, there are many conflicts between parents and children. This second
emigrant generation participates more in Israeli society and culture than
their “Russian-speaking” parents, who are commonly misunderstood by
this younger generation. This generation, educated in the Israeli school
system, is also influenced by service in the army and other types of nonRussian community socialization.
Today’s Messianic youth more commonly identify with native Israelis.
Many were found not to be Jewish according to the law of Halacha, and
some decided to undergo a “giyur” ceremony to officially convert to Judaism. These factors have influenced Russian Jewish integration into Israeli
society at large and also continue to influence the future of Messianic congregations in Israel.
Will Russian-speaking Messianic Jews be able to preserve and pass their
values on to the next generation or will their descendants need to make a
choice between those values and other ones? The answer will depend on
a few factors. First of all, it will depend on how the Israeli government as
well as the greater Russian-speaking community will treat Messianic Jews.
Second, the positions and community roles Messianic leaders take in the
future will have a tremendous impact.
Based on social statistics, Russian-speaking Jews as a whole are more
tolerant toward Messianic Jews than their counterparts, such as native Israelis or American Jews. According to the studies of Gitelman, Zvi, Valeriy
Chervyakova, and Vladimir Shapiro, only one out of five Russian-speaking
Jews has resentment toward Messianic Jews and only one out of three
judges their choice negatively.5 Therefore, it is hard to say yet how Messianic Jews will be looked upon in the future; overall, the perception of
Messianic Jews by the government and the attitudes of local Israeli communities toward Christianity itself are becoming increasingly negative.
As far as the leadership of the Messianic community is concerned, more
and more Russian-speaking Jews consider themselves to be a part of Israeli
society. They live, work, and study among other Israelis, serve in the army,
and often hold right-wing viewpoints concerning political and internal affairs. Today, most Russian-speaking Messianic congregations conduct their
services in both Russian and Hebrew, which also draws more youth. In the
future, many congregations will transfer to Hebrew-only, which will open
the door to further integration of Messianic Jews into Israeli society.

5 Gitelman, Zvi, Valeriy Chervyakov, and Vladimir Shapiro, “Natsional’noe samosoznanie
rossijskikh evreev (The National Self-Consciousness of Russian Jews),” http://www.igpi.ru
/monitoring/jewish_world/investigations/articlepart1.pdf.
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have had a major impact on Israeli
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conforming and changing. For example, there are today Hebrew-speaking congregations that have Russianspeaking leadership. Therefore, I believe that there will be a successful
integration of Russian-speaking Messianic Jews into the native Israeli Messianic congregations in the future. This will provide additional, and much
needed, support to both communities for growth and advancement.
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– And the Opportunities!
by Jim Melnick

The Strength of Russian Culture in Israel
Maxim Katz has written a companion article in this issue that discusses the
strength of Russian culture in Israel. Author Misha Glenny, in his illuminating book on global crime—McMafia: A Journey through the Global Criminal Underworld—also discusses the immense strength of Russian culture
in Israel and also how Russian Jewish culture has been much more resistant to Israeli cultural absorption than some other Jewish immigrations.
He writes:
The Moroccan, Iraqi, and Ethiopian Jews had no choice but to learn
Hebrew and submit to Israeli culture in order to survive. But the Jews
from Russia and Ukraine were very different—they came in huge
numbers in a short space of time, and they had a strong Russian cultural identity that was often more ingrained than their Jewishness. In
the profoundly secular Soviet Union, Judaism and Zionism remained a
minority interest at best among Russian Jews.1

I do not know if I would agree with Glenny’s characterization of Russian
Jewish interest in Judaism and Zionism as being a “minority” one among
Russian Jews—it takes on a different character because of former Soviet attitudes—but he is certainly on target with respect to the strength of Russian
culture itself in Israel. It has been that strength, in part, which explains both
the staying power and the resiliency of the Russian immigration in Israel
and its connections back to Russia and the rest of the former Soviet Union.
This latter factor also helps explain how some elements in Russian Jewish
society have fostered ties to the larger Russian criminal underworld.

1 Misha Glenny, McMafia: A Journey through the Global Criminal Underground (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 2008), 102.
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A Look at the Dark Side
The ties back to the former Soviet Union were originally forged under very
difficult circumstances at a time when many Russian Jews had to be extremely resourceful just to survive and take care of their families. Most
suffered some form of discrimination or worse. Though alienated from
most of Soviet society, they also learned how to take advantage of their
circumstances. In spite of many obstacles and challenges, they were able
to create links with others who would help them, including, in some cases,
criminal gangs or similar elements. Thus—as strange as it may seem—the
spectacle of Russian Jewish criminal enterprises was born. Russian Jewish
ministry in Israel and elsewhere sometimes encounters a dark side, and this
is part of it.
Besides some Russian-speaking Jews who are criminal leaders or businessmen who operate in the shadows, there are many more Russian Jews who
are victims or who are otherwise impacted by the economic structures and
cultural expectations that the former groups have created. Within Israel
itself, there is also the very troubling reality of poverty and destitution in
some areas. For example, in some of the run-down neighborhoods around
the Tel Aviv Central Bus Station one finds an area full of prostitutes, drug
addicts, homeless or destitute immigrants, and foreign or illegal workers
without current papers—cast-offs from Israeli society.2 While this picture
is disturbing, it is also reality. This is not
to overly criticize Israeli society—all counNevertheless, our desire, as
tries have their problems, and these are
the Body of Messiah, should
just pockets; there are far worse places in
be not to run away or to hide
the Middle East. Nevertheless, our desire,
from this reality but to join in
as the Body of Messiah, should be not to
partnership with those who
run away or to hide from this reality but
are seeking to help those in
to join in partnership with those who are
need.
seeking to help those in need.3 One might
2 Some of these have included Sudanese refugees in Israel, hundreds of whom fled violence
and near-certain death in Sudan and trekked their way to what became a deplorable
life in the slums of Cairo, Egypt. Some, including many who were believers, later tried
to make the hazardous journey of crossing the Sinai desert and illegally entering Israel.
If they were not shot by Egyptian border guards but made it into Israel, they were often
rounded up and jailed—later released on human rights grounds and the intervention of
people like Holocaust survivor and famed Jewish author Elie Wiesel. Many who made
that incredible journey from Sudan viewed Israel as the Promised Land and hoped for a
better future there. Their amazing and deeply moving stories are outlined in Judy Pex’s
new book, A People Tall and Smooth: Stories of Escape from Sudan to Israel (Greeley, CO:
Cladach Publishing, 2011). Judy and her husband, John, have been ministering to these
Sudanese refugees for some time now at The Shelter in Eilat, Israel. They have opened
their arms to them, as they previously opened their arms to many Russian Jews and others
seeking a “shelter” in Israel.
3 This reminds me of a conversation I had in Chicago in 1979 with the director of a local
Jewish Community Center (JCC) regarding our ministry, at the time, to very needy Soviet
Jewish immigrants who were then pouring into Chicago. She told me, “We hate you” [because we were sharing the gospel with them as well]. I replied to her, “Well, we don’t hate
you, and perhaps there is some way that we can work together to help these people.” She
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The Prostitutes
On another occasion a few years ago, while witnessing on the street with a
group of believers who had come to this run-down area of central Tel Aviv
to minister the gospel to the prostitutes and drug addicts, I was stunned to
see what appeared to be an Orthodox Jew (or at least someone wearing
a yarmulka proclaiming his Jewish identity) go in to a prostitute in broad
daylight without the slightest shame or hesitation. I asked the leader of
our group if this was unusual, and he answered that no, in fact, he has
even seen rabbis go in to prostitutes. I was completely taken aback at the
blatant immorality on the part of some who claim to be “religious” and
who apparently engage in such behavior on a regular basis; my friend said
that such men, a number of whom are married, attempt to “justify” their
actions with the assertion that they are “giving their wives a break” and
other absurd rationalizations that I will not go into here. Suffice it to say
that there is a very perverted logic at work here that is similar to the perverted logic that our Messiah condemned when he discussed how some of
the so-called “religious” of His day violated the God-given commandment
to honor and take care of their parents by claiming that what they would
otherwise have provided for their parents’ support was already korban (or
“given to God” [Mark 7:11–13]). Now, instead, we see a similar twisted logic with respect to the definition of adultery and going in to prostitutes.
Sadly, all of this—the prostitution and drug addiction—is a side of Israel
that most tourists never see and could scarcely imagine. Nevertheless, it is
part of daily life in at least one segment of Israeli society. We dare not avert
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also ask—where would our Lord be, if He were ministering in Israel today?
Would He not be coming here?
I remember a very enlightening evening spent in Petah Tikvah a few
years back, when several of us climbed many flights of stairs to the top
floor of an old apartment building, where we shared our faith with several Russian-speaking drug addicts. I was surprised by their openness and
directness. One of them, a young woman with a serious heart condition,
was especially intense and hard-edged in her questions and comments. She
and her husband later came to faith, and a year or so later, my wife and I
had the joy of meeting this couple again under better circumstances. I have
no doubt that her faith was sincere—she told me about local opposition
to the faith and even showed me some Russian language anti-Christian
brochures from Yad L’Achim, which she dismissed. Sadly, she later passed
away from her heart condition, but I rejoice that she is now with her Lord
and Messiah!

was quite taken aback, and most of the tension in the room seemed to dissipate at that
point. Although no “partnership” emerged from that conversation, what did come out of
it, I think, was a healthy “competition” between the local Jewish agencies in their Russian
Jewish social work and our center in terms of helping those who were in need. I also was
always pleasantly amused when our ministry center would sponsor some event or activity
or other and then it would be replicated a week or month later by the JCC!
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our gaze—this is the reality that we must face, if we are going to have a
fuller understanding and picture of Russian Jewish daily life, and if we are
going to bring the gospel more effectively to some of the hardest-to-reach
groups.
According to Glenny, many of these prostitutes are Russian. Some are
there because everything else seems hopeless to them; others are the victims of human trafficking (or were lured to what they thought were legitimate jobs). They are virtual prisoners in the brothels to which they have
been brought. In some cases, these women have reportedly been smuggled across the border from Egypt into Israel by Bedouin gangs who then
reportedly sell them to Russian-Israeli criminal enterprises. Those women
who try to escape during the journey are sometimes shot in the knees and
left to die in the desert.4
Glenny, who visited a number of these brothels himself, outlines a tragic
story of degradation and hopelessness among so many of these women, as
well as violence and intrigue on the part of those who exploit them. The
only ray of hope in this cauldron of human despair is the fact that some
believers are now coming to minister the Good News in these very dark
places, telling of the One who came to redeem us from sin. That is the
exciting part of the story!

jim melnick
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The Drug Addicts
Additionally, there are also various Russian Messianic believers, congregations, and ministries that are already seeking to reach out to the many drug
addicts in Israel. There are soup kitchens and outreaches to the needy run
by various ministries. As one Russian-speaking pastor friend of mine, Dov
Bikas, who has founded several Russian-speaking congregations and house
groups in the Negev region of Israel, stated in his October 2011 newsletter,
when he first began his own ministry with drug addicts, he saw it “as just
another work among the poor and the sick.” But now he says that he sees
these ministries as “one of the most effective and fruit-bearing activities in
today’s Israel. Why?”
Dov is quick to answer his own question:
“Whoever has been forgiven much, loves
“Whoever has been forgiven
much.” This, of course, is a spiritual prinmuch, loves much.” This, of
ciple. Often, he continues, former addicts
course, is a spiritual principle.
are “more dedicated, serious and zealOften, he continues, former
ous believers and grow faster than their
addicts are “more dedicated,
brothers in the Lord with a ‘normal’ backserious and zealous believers
ground.” When he looks at them, he says,
and grow faster than their
“I see future leaders and pastors of Mesbrothers in the Lord with a
sianic congregations in the Land.”5 Let us
‘normal’ background.”
pray with our brother Dov that this is so!
4 Cf. Glenny, 99–110, esp. 105–09.
5 Dov Bikas ministry newsletter in Israel: “Ministry Update—October 2011.” For more infor-
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The ever-vigilant anti-missionary group Yad L’Achim, of which self-confessed American Jewish terrorist Jack Teitel claimed to once have been a
part, has not failed to try to have an impact in this area of Israeli life as
well.
While some Messianic ministries and a few other Christian groups have
sought to reach out to these prostitutes and drug addicts with the gospel, as well as with food and support, anti-missionaries have been quick to
pounce on even the slightest appearance of someone offering something
of substance—say, a meal, perhaps, or a change of clothes—along with the
sharing of one’s faith with that person as a potential violation of Israeli law,
under the provision against “bribing” an individual to change his or her
religion. Although this may be an absurdity to us (one which is offensive
on many levels), this is the current level of anti-missionary paranoia, siege
mentality, and hair-splitting over appearances that could influence some
Israeli government officials and the courts with respect to believers helping
those in need in Israel today. Even though, as Israeli attorney Calev Myers
has pointed out in Mishkan, “no Messianic Jew in the history of the State
of Israel has ever been indicted, tried, or convicted of illegal missionary
activity,”6 it is better to stay on the safe side as much as possible. Just like
the rabbinical division separating dairy products and meat for kashrut, the
act of helping the needy should be bifurcated or separated out, as much as
possible, from the act of sharing one’s faith with such people, so that they
are viewed and understood, by both the recipients and any third parties
looking on, as two separate sets of activities (which we understand them
to be anyway, even if we give, or do, something for someone “in Jesus’
name”). As another Russian Messianic pastor recently shared with me and
others, this is not such a bad thing in one sense, in that we never want to
give the impression to those to whom we are ministering that our help
is predicated on the expectation that they need to accept our faith as a
result. We hope that they will accept Yeshua, of course, and that God will
call them to Himself, but that is the work of the Holy Spirit. We do not give
help to people in exchange for, or expecting, or requiring that they become
believers. Besides being completely contrary to what the Bible teaches, as
noted, this anti-missionary view is an absurdity anyway; most reasonable
people recognize that no one can “buy” what is in the heart of a person
or control his or her spirit, unless that person is trapped in some sort of cult
where they are threatened if they attempt to leave.
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mation on this ministry, please contact him at dovbikas@gmail.com.
6 Calev Myers, “Civil Rights in a Fledgling Democracy,” Mishkan, no. 63 (2010): 18.
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A Brief History of Russian Jewish Mafias: The Oligarchs
and Israel as a “Safe Haven”
Returning to the issue of criminality itself, how did there get to be Russian Jewish mafias, one might ask, or at least criminal enterprises in which
Russian Jews are prominent? The full story is a long and fascinating tale
beyond the scope of this article, but a few points of explanation will help
to lay out a general understanding of how this phenomenon developed.
Part of the explanation can be found in classic Russian Jewish responses
to anti-Semitism in Russia in the formative years leading up to, and following, the Russian Revolution in 1917. During this time, some Russian Jews refused to remain passive in their ghettos and shtetls in the Russian “Pale of
Settlement” and began taking matters into their own hands, some of them
turning to criminal means. The famous Jewish writer Isaac Babel celebrated
one of these gangsters, Mishka Vinnitsky, known as “Yaponchik,” as a kind
of Jewish Robin Hood in a silent Yiddish language film called Benya Krik in
1926. The original Yaponchik was the Jewish organized crime boss of the
city of Odessa, one of the most significant cities of Russian Jewish culture
in the world, as well as being an important trading hub. Babel admired
Yaponchik for his toughness, since he used his resources and gangs to protect the Jewish community of Odessa from anti-Semitic Gentile thugs.7
Beyond this criminal past in Odessa, some of the explanation for the
existence of Russian Jewish mafias can also be found in the continuing discrimination against Jews in the former Soviet Union, where some Russian
Jewish elements had to become extremely resourceful. They learned how
to get things done “on the side”—usually outside of normal channels, often because those were the only channels open to them. Many Jews were
originally idealistic about the new, Soviet socialist society, but they later
learned the hard truth that, being Jewish, they could never be fully accepted in the USSR—even as atheists and loyal Communists—in what was
still a deeply anti-Semitic society.
Thus, many eventually learned to “exploit” socialism in any way they
could. As famed Russian Jewish author and former Soviet refusenik Ephraim
Sevela (whom I once met, when he lived in Brooklyn) wrote in his book
Farewell, Israel!, “As the saying goes, we Soviet Jews have forgotten more
about socialism than the rest of the world ever knew.”8

7 Neal Karlen, The Story of Yiddish: How a Mish-Mosh of Languages Saved the Jews (New
York: William Morrow, 2008), 179.
8 Ephraim Sevela, Farewell, Israel!, trans. Edmund Browne (South Bend, IN: Gateway
Editions, Ltd., 1977), 170. Sevela also discussed issues related to what he called the “two
faces of Israel” with respect to some of the slums and poverty that existed then in Israel
(cf. 179–80), some of which continue to this day. As an aside, regarding the current anticapitalist climate being fostered in the U.S. by elements of the American Left—seen in
some of the “Occupy” urban camps in the fall of 2011—many Russian Jews have already
“seen that movie” played out to its worst extremes in the former USSR. It is also very sad
and extremely troubling to see the anti-Semitic overtones of some of the anti-capitalist
propaganda being spewed out by various leaders in some of these gatherings of the
“Occupy” movement.
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Outside of Israel
Russian Jewish mafias or related criminal groups also exert a powerful influence on many Russian Jewish communities in the Diaspora. Brighton Beach,
in Brooklyn (“Little Odessa”) in New York City, is perhaps best known in this
regard; so much so, that it is often used as a backdrop for television shows
and movies that involve the Russian criminal underground. Brighton Beach
has the highest concentration of Russian Jews in the United States.
Decades after Yaponchik’s death in Odessa, another mobster, Vyacheslav
Kirillovich Ivankov, widely respected in the criminal underworld as a vor v
zakone (Russian for a “thief-in-law”), took upon himself the “Yaponchik”
moniker11 and sought to bask in the reflected glory of his namesake’s past.
He set up shop in Brighton Beach and was highly feared; he was later deported back to Russia and was assassinated in Moscow in 2009. His funeral
was attended by hundreds of gangsters from all over the former Soviet
Union.12 Ivankov, who was ethnically Russian, had previously been a partner or lieutenant of reputed Jewish crime boss Semion Mogilevich, who is
number four on the FBI’s “Ten Most Wanted” list and is considered “one of
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Then, when the shackles of Communism were thrown off, and capitalism
came to Russia and the rest of the former Soviet Union, some of these men
were like kids in a candy store—they thrived under the new opportunities
afforded them. On the other hand, outside of this class, many regular Russian Jews, while appreciating their new-found freedoms, did not make the
transition to capitalism so easily.
Thus, there were some Russian Jews who emerged at the very pinnacle of these syndicates or international conglomerates—the so-called oligarchs. As Glenny notes, “A disproportionate number of the most influential Russian oligarchs and gangsters were Jewish.”9 Many other Russian
Jews ended up at the bottom of the financial pyramid—often the victims
of some of these same enterprises, or possibly under their “protection.”
At any rate, these two sides of the coin form part of the reality of Russian
Jewish life today in various parts of the world.
Within Israel itself, a famous meeting is said to have taken place in 1995
at the Dan Panorama Hotel in Tel Aviv, where it was reportedly decided
by the syndicate bosses that Israel itself would be mostly off-limits, a “safe
haven” so to speak, in terms of potential territorial struggles between the
groups.10 They would not fight each other in Israel (obviously, the drugs,
prostitution, and human trafficking rings were not a problem, but these
would be rather small-scale in comparison with global crime operations).

 9 Glenny, 112.
10 Ibid., 114.
11 The name had a double meaning—besides recalling the former crime boss of Odessa,
the name “Yaponchik” itself means “little Japanese” in Russian, which was also a way of
describing Ivankov, who had slightly Asian features.
12 Stephen Eke, “Russian Crime Boss Laid to Rest,” BBC News, October 13, 2009, http
://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/8305571.stm (accessed November 11, 2011).
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the most dangerous men in the world.”13 Mogilevich, still in Russia, reportedly also still holds an Israeli passport.
When my wife and I ministered in Chicago in the late 1970s and early 1980s, one Russian Jewish teenager, who later came to faith, used to
hang out previously with persons associated with a local Orthodox synagogue and an anti-missionary group, who sought to shut down our ministry center (we came under intense opposition; our center was vandalized
many times;14 Russian Jews, who showed interest in the gospel, were often
threatened with possibly losing their jobs or financial aid); parallel to that,
this same young man was also involved at the time in some sort of criminal
activity under a local Russian “boss.” I never knew the details and did not
pursue the issue. He left that life behind when he came to faith, but it was
quite an interesting “mix” of activities at the time! He was very confused
and troubled—until he gave his life to Yeshua.

The Russian Concept of the Krysha (Coming under a
“Roof” of Protection) and Its Application to Evangelism
To paint a fuller picture of the Russian criminal underground, while some
Russian Jews are very prominent in some groups, they also make up only
a segment of a very broad Russian criminal empire whose tentacles stretch
around the world. There is a multiplicity of syndicates and gangs in many
countries involved in many different types of criminal activity.
Most Russians who have been impacted in some way by the Russian mafias or other gangs are very conscious of the concept known as the krysha
(or “roof,” in Russian). It is the Russian way of talking about “protection”—
that one comes under the “protection” or “roof” of the group to whom
one has paid protection money or to which a person or group is otherwise
connected.
This is a well-known concept to most people from the former Soviet
Union. I believe that this criminal concept can actually be adapted to a
presentation of the gospel. In the spirit of looking for “redemptive analogies” in hard to reach people groups (see missionary Don Richardson’s book
Peace Child, for example),15 I believe I have found one here!
Yeshua, in fact, has become our own Krysha, the Covering over us, our
Protection, our own Kapparah (“How blessed is he . . . whose sin is covered” [Ps 32:1]). We do not have to pay “protection” money to Him; in
fact, there is no amount of money in the world that can buy what He offers
to us freely. Instead, He has paid the protection price demanded of us and
bought us with His own precious blood. How much better analogy to the
gospel could there be?!
13 FBI, “‘Ten Most Wanted’ List,” http://www.fbi.gov/wanted/topten/ (accessed November
11, 2011). Cf. also Glenny, 75.
14 “Jews Turn Protective of Their Atheists from Russia,” Christianity Today, October 10,
1980, 77; Jack Houston, “Russian Jews find woe in land of free,” Chicago Tribune, April
30, 1981.
15 Don Richardson, Peace Child (Ventura, CA: Regal, Gospel Light, 2005).
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I hope this short look at the Russian Jewish criminal underworld
and those who are its victims will
spur you on to pray for these lost
souls who so desperately need our
Messiah and for those seeking to
reach them with the Good News of
Yeshua!
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Mark Kinzer. Israel’s
Messiah and the People
of God: A Vision for
Messianic Jewish
Covenant Fidelity.
Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock,
2011. xxviii, 222 pp., $28.00, paper.
This volume collects seven of Mark
Kinzer’s essays written over the past
twenty-five-plus years—though most
are more recent—all of which have previously appeared as printed articles or
conference papers. Under the editorship
of Jennifer Rosner, it is an easier and
better entrée into Kinzer’s thought than
his Postmissionary Messianic Judaism
(PMJ) and has the advantage of clarifying much of the argumentation of that
book. Included is an extended introduction to Kinzer’s thought by Rosner and
a follow-up essay at the end reflecting
on the response to PMJ since its 2005
publication.
The essays comprise three parts: first,
the “Vision for Messianic Judaism.”
• In this section we have a 1982 essay in
which Kinzer explains his family background and personal journey to faith
in Yeshua. Here he tells of seven ways
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in which he experienced his faith as a
fulfillment of Judaism, much of which
many Jewish believers in Yeshua
would resonate with.
• The second essay in this part is “Toward a Theology of ‘Messianic Judaism,’” which reprints his 1999 booklet
The Nature of Messianic Judaism.
Here he articulates his view that Judaism is the genus of which Messianic is
the species. The term Judaism comes
to imply identification with both
the Jewish people and with Jewish
religious tradition. There is included
a helpful section on why the designation “biblical Judaism” is problematic
as a self-descriptive label for Jewish
followers of Yeshua.
The second part of the book is “Judaism
from a Messianic Perspective.”
• In this part we first have “Messianic Judaism and Jewish Tradition
in the Twenty-First Century: A Biblical Defense of Oral Torah.” This is a
significant essay for understanding
Kinzer’s thought. After explaining
why the concept of “Oral Torah” is
“repugnant” to many Messianic Jews,
the heavily exegetical chapter goes
on to describe Oral Torah within the
Pentateuch itself, building a case for
the institution of authority for giving supplemental Torah instruction as
invested in the people of Israel “as a
whole.” Next is the role of Oral Torah
in rabbinic Judaism, wherein Kinzer
argues against the “naïve” version
that the Oral Law came to Moses directly at Sinai, and understands it in
a more nuanced way which is said to
be the way the Talmud largely understands the concept. Again, the role of
the Jewish people as a whole receives
emphasis. Third is Oral Torah in the
apostolic writings, which explores the
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The third and final main section is the
counterpart to the second: “YeshuaFaith from a Jewish Perspective.”
• The first essay here is “Beginning with
the End: The Place of Eschatology in
the Messianic Jewish Canonical Narrative,” which explores various Jewish
and Christian approaches to eschatology in terms of to what extent
they see a continuity or discontinuity
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between this world and the world to
come. Judaism contains within itself a
“proleptic” or anticipatory eschatology in the weekly Sabbath and the
establishment of kedushah, holiness,
in daily life. Similarly, Yeshua has
brought an anticipatory eschatology,
though in contrast to earlier modes, in
Yeshua holiness no longer needs “protection” but rather reaches outwards,
as also in Hasidism. Both in the ekklesia and in rabbinic tradition, Yeshua
shows Himself present and active.
• Next, in section three, is “Final Destinies: Qualifications for Receiving an
Eschatological Inheritance,” which is a
biblical-theological look at three New
Testament “traditions”—that of Peter/
James, that of Paul, and that of John.
Here Kinzer builds a case that each
tradition allows for those without explicit faith in Yeshua to (surprisingly?)
inherit the world to come, as the importance of works takes precedence
over bare “faith.” To put it another
way, faith implies faithful discipleship.
Disbelief, particularly in John, is to be
distinguished from non-belief. Evangelical Christianity has been too negative, too private, and too spiritualized
and needs correction according to the
biblical pattern. One quote is worth
repeating here: Kinzer writes, “Only
God can distinguish between a disbeliever and a non-believer; however,
even if the distinction were evident to
human eyes, the extraordinary circumstances of Jewish history would incline
one to extreme caution in assessing
the destinies of individual Jews” (p.
151).
• The final chapter is on “Lumen Gentium, Through Messianic Jewish Eyes.”
This paper came out of a 2008 Roman
Catholic–Messianic Jewish dialogue,
and engages with a Vatican II document which explicates the church’s

71

book reviews

New Testament attitude to the Pharisaic traditions. Working with Matthew
23:1–3 and other passages, Kinzer
concludes that both the Pharisaic and
Messianic Jewish communities had
authority, but that their relationship
is not explained within the New Testament. There thus remains a tension
between the two. Lastly we are given
Oral Torah in theological-historical
perspective, synthesizing the previous
conclusions: both Messianic Jewish
and Pharisaic/rabbinic halakhic authority are each incomplete without
the other, yet remain in tension. Interestingly, though it has been commented that Kinzer’s approach to halakhic
authority resembles that of Conservative Judaism, he concludes that his
approach allows for a spectrum of
Messianic Jewish halakha from Orthodox to Reconstructionist.
• The second essay in section two is
“Prayer in Yeshua, Prayer in Israel:
The Shema in Messianic Perspective.”
Kinzer here explores the Shema and
its accompanying blessings to show
how the prayers of the siddur can
reveal Yeshua at the same time as the
faith of Messianic Jews “reconfigures”
Judaism. For the entire Jewish community, a “genuine” recitation of the
Shema is also a prayer “in Yeshua,”
who has a “mysterious” centrality in
Jewish life.
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role in being a “light to the nations.”
Kinzer finds it problematic in that it
still reflects supersessionist ideas but
hopes for a better development in the
future.
The closing Epilogue interacts with
responses to PMJ. Here Kinzer clarifies that PMJ was essentially a book on
ecclesiology, and affirms the centrality
to his argument of a covenantal obligation for Jewish believers in Yeshua to
follow Torah in the context of Jewish
tradition. Those in Christian missions
and many Diaspora Messianic Jews find
the authority of Jewish tradition to be
problematic; Christians for their part
have similar problems with the idea of
the bilateral ekklesia. Kinzer hopes in
the future that a conversation will continue among five groups: the Messianic
Jewish congregational movement in the
Diaspora and (secondly) in the Land;
Christian missions to Jews; the Christian
church; and the mainstream Jewish
community.
Each essay begins with a summary
by Rosner. An extended bibliography is
included.
For those unfamiliar with Kinzer’s
thinking, which has generated much
conversation—and conflict!—within the
Messianic Jewish community, this book
is a good starting point. Kinzer’s trajectory is quite different from that of many
Messianic Jews, perhaps fitting more
into a contemporary “post-liberal”
theological scene than into the “evangelical” community, whose theology
he finds lacking in the areas addressed
by this book. For that very reason, he
is gaining a hearing in circles that wish
to affirm both Judaism and a post-supersessionist Christian theology. Those
who may disagree with Kinzer even on
foundational points will nevertheless
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be challenged and find a great deal of
value here.
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