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Throughout its rich, storied history, 
evangelical Christianity has faced hurdles that 
have hindered it from taking firm root in the 
soil of the world’s largest country: Russia. To 
be sure, Eastern Orthodoxy has been the 
dominant brand of Christianity in Russia for 
centuries, often heavily promoted by the state 
from tsarist times to the present. Indeed, ever 
since Greek-speaking Byzantine missionaries 
converted Prince Vladimir of Kiev to 
Orthodoxy in the tenth century, Russians 
have had an affinity for the Orthodox model 
of the faith and worship, seen in everything 
from its ornate onion-domed churches, icons, 
and chants to its focus on a patriarchal model 
of ecclesiastical leadership. Given Russia’s 
historical trajectory and tradition of autocratic 
governmental and church rule, the 
marginalization of non-Orthodox forms of 
the faith, including Roman Catholicism and 
especially evangelical Christianity, has become 
an entrenched feature of ecclesiastical life.  

Notwithstanding the heavy oppression of 
non-Orthodox Christianity during the Soviet 
era (1922-1991), there were renewed hopes 
that the advent of democracy in Russia after 
the Cold War would usher in a new age in 
which evangelical Christianity would make 
great strides in winning converts.  

Yet in the Putin era, such optimism has 
been borne out with mixed results. Although 
Russia has never had as strong an evangelical 
presence as it does today, powerful forces 
remain at work in the nation that strive to 
blunt evangelism’s impact. In fact, democracy 
in Russia over the past two decades has 
become a facade for a new kind of state 
authoritarianism in which the government, at 
the urging of the Russian Orthodox Church, 
continues to stamp out, with differing degrees 
of success, any perceived opposition to 
Orthodoxy’s position of dominance on issues 
of faith. 

 
The Rise & Dominance of Orthodoxy in 
Tsarist Russia 

The Russian Primary Chronicle dates 
Christianity’s official origin in Russia to the 
actions of Grand Prince Vladimir I of Kiev. 
Specifically, in 988 A.D., the prince made 
Christianity the official faith among the 
Kievan Rus, who historically had been pagans 
and whose collective identity later formed the 
basis of modern Russian identity (Leong, xii). 
At the time of Vladimir’s fateful decision, the 
Byzantine Empire, the cradle of Eastern 
Orthodoxy, was at the zenith of its power and 
international cultural influence, thus serving as 
a model for Vladimir both to gain knowledge 
of Christianity and to forge an importance 
alliance for his kingdom. In the process, 
Byzantium exerted considerable influence on 
the Russian Orthodox Church in terms of 
liturgical development (Leong, 26-27).  

In addition, the Byzantines provided the 
model for the architectural design of Russian 
churches, as the first of such churches 
adopted the cross-cupola (dome) motif 
prominent in Byzantium. Later, Russian 
churches set themselves apart from their 
Byzantine influencers by reducing the number 
of support columns and pillars (Bremer, 11). 

Ever since, the beautifully crafted onion-
domed churches of Russia have remained a 
symbol of Orthodoxy worldwide. To outside 
observers, these churches even today continue 
to serve as a testament to the deep religiosity 
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of the Russian past. The great Orthodox 
cathedrals, such as Saint Basil’s in Moscow, 
remain a major feature that drives tourism to 
Russia. 

 

 
 

St. Basil’s Cathedral, Moscow, Image Credit: Pixabay 

At the same time, however, the state-
sponsorship of Orthodoxy in Russia’s long 
tsarist period of history resulted in the 
marginalization of Protestant Christianity, 
especially in the 1800s. The nineteenth 
century, of course, saw many foreigners travel 
to Russia, some of whom sought to spread 
the evangelical faith.  

One such movement, known as 
Stundism, was influenced by German 
Evangelicalism. The Stundists in Russia, 
known for setting aside an hour each day for 
Bible study, called for the widespread 
proliferation of the Bible among the masses, 
as well as upheld a literal view of the Bible’s 
revelation. They were not surprisingly deemed 
a threat to Orthodoxy’s control, and so a law 
enacted in 1894 under Tsar Alexander III 

outlawed their religious activities (Wardin, 
244).  

Given their similarities with the Stundists, 
Russia’s small Baptist community feared that 
heavy restrictions on spreading the Gospel 
would affect them as well. Indeed, it appears 
that many Baptists were subject to much 
scrutiny from time to time, given their focus 
on the Bible. Yet, occasionally, Russian 
officials were advocates for the Baptists. “The 
spread of Baptists who recognize the civil 
authorities,” one official wrote in the mid-
1800s, “is in no contradiction with the state 
interests of the empire” (Werth, 96).  At the 
same time, Baptist and Free Church 
missionaries lived in fear, and the type of 
Christianity they promoted was shunned by 
the state.  

Not until the Edict of Toleration (1905), 
enacted under Tsar Nicholas II, did the 
situation significantly improve. With this 
legislation, such evangelicals were now free to, 
among other things, hold religious services, 
produce their own religious literature and 
import literature from abroad, and even own 
property (Wardin, 325). As historian Heather 
J. Coleman writes, “The 1905 Revolution 
launched a period of rapid expansion for the 
Baptists, both numerically and 
organizationally” (Coleman, 25). The situation 
had never looked brighter for evangelical 
penetration of the world’s largest country. 

 

The Bolshevik Revolution: The Soviet 
Persecution of Christians of All Stripes 

Yet hopes for progress were short lived, 
as the Russian Revolution (1917), organized 
by communist agitator Vladimir Lenin and his 
fellow Bolsheviks, ushered in an unforeseen 
and unprecedented age of Christian 
persecution in Russia--the likes of which 
Europe had never seen before. In the tsarist 
period, Christianity had been so ingrained in 
Russian national identity that foreign travelers 
often referenced the intense Christian 
religiosity of Russians. The country, for 
example, was often called Holy Russia, given 
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the widespread presence of churches and 
chapels. But for Lenin’s communist 
Bolsheviks, all religion had to be stamped out, 
as it was viewed as a mere form of social 
control. Karl Marx, the German philosopher 
behind the ideology of communism, had 
notoriously referred to religion as the “opium 
of the masses.” As a virulent atheist and 
devout follower of Marx, Lenin held similar 
views about religion. Lenin’s success in 
establishing military and political control over 
all of Russia by 1922, after a bloody and heart-
wrenching civil war that saw many Christian 
deaths, meant the rise of a new age of terror. 

The Bolsheviks, who changed Russia’s 
name to the Soviet Union, made atheism the 
official new state religion. Realizing that the 
tsars of the past routinely had used the 
Orthodox Church as a tool for social control, 
the Bolsheviks sought to curtail the power of 
the church in order to control the masses 
themselves. Monasteries were shut down, for 
example, and prominent church leaders were 
arrested, including Patriarch Tikhon (Phillips, 
62-63). In addition, the state seized many of 
the churches, blowing up some with dynamite 
and converting others to office space for 
official party purposes. Some Bolsheviks, 
attempting to win over the religious, claimed 
that religion should continue to be a private 
matter.  

It was Lenin, however, who intervened 
with a decree announcing the separation of 
church and state (Bremer, 80). Although many 
nations with robust religious communities 
also have professed a principle of separation 
between church and state, including the 
United States, such rhetoric meant something 
totally different for the Bolsheviks. It meant 
state persecution of Christian communities. 
The government, with its newly created League 
of the Militant Godless, set to task in the early 
Soviet era mocking Christian beliefs as 
superstition in state propaganda (Phillips, 63). 

With Lenin’s death in 1922 and the rise 
to power of Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin, 
religious persecution carried on. Although 
Stalin had once entertained becoming a priest 

in his youth, his later conversion to Marxism 
and murderous ways while in power revealed 
a hostility to faith.   

Not only were Christians targets but 
other faiths as well. Given increasing Soviet 
tension with Japan in the 1930s, for example, 
Buddhists in particular were singled out for 
scrutiny, with many facing accusations of 
spying for Japan. Indeed, it seemed that 
Stalin’s paranoia knew no bounds. Against 
this backdrop, Christians too faced 
persecution in the early Stalin era as well. Yet 
it was largely sects on the margins, such as the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, that often found 
themselves in the notorious labor camps, 
known as gulags (Rappaport, 227). In addition, 
the Russian version of the Salvation Army, 
the Armiya Spaseniya, was disbanded in 1923 
and only allowed to reemerge officially 
decades later (Merritt, 478). Perhaps 
somewhat surprisingly, there were still 
approximately one-half million Baptists in 
Russia in 1927 (Rappaport, 227).  

As the Soviet Union industrialized and 
became a superpower under Stalin, the Soviet 
government increasingly co-opted the 
Orthodox Church for state purposes. If Stalin 
could not wipe out the faith of the masses, he 
reasoned, he could at least control it to 
promote his own ends.  

The first prominent incidence occurred 
during the Second World War, known in 
Russia as the Great Patriotic War. Stalin relaxed 
restrictions on the Orthodox Church after the 
Nazi invasion of Russia wreaked havoc on 
Soviet morale. As a result, the Soviet 
leadership encouraged church attendance to 
unite the masses and provide a boost in 
national confidence. “The Russian people 
accepted this war as a holy war, a war for their 
faith and their country...., Metropolitan 
Nikolai even proclaimed, “Patriotism and 
Orthodoxy are one” (Miner, 51).   

In 1944, amid the war, the Union of 
Evangelical Christians and Baptists 
(AUCECB) also came into existence. As 
historian Constantine Prokhorov writes,...“a 
single Evangelical Christian-Baptist body was 
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easier to control” (Prokhorov, 17). This union 
included not only Baptists but also later 
Pentecostals and Mennonites, among others. 
The religious differences, along with the 
centralization, led to a rupture of the Union 
by the 1960s (Ibid., 17-18).  

 
 

Khrushchev & the Closing of Churches  
Notwithstanding such developments, 

Stalin’s death in March 1953 marked an end 
to one of the worst eras of violent persecution 
in Soviet history. His successor as leader, 
Nikita Khrushchev, made history in 1956 by 
denouncing the cruel state excesses associated 
with Stalin and his cult of personality. The 
process was known as De-Stalinization, an 
informal repudiation of the past. 

Yet while many Christians may have 
reasoned that the time was now ripe for fertile 
evangelical activities, they were badly mistaken 
about Khrushchev’s toleration of religion. 
The new leader’s vow to defeat the West in 
the Cold War, along with his unpredictable 
rhetoric, produced renewed anxiety.  

In fact, Khrushchev launched a major 
anti-religious campaign, one of the most 
restrictive in Soviet history. He was especially 
effective, more so than any other Soviet 
leader, in closing churches. Indeed, more than 
five thousand churches were closed under 
Khrushchev’s rule (Marsh, 82). The 
government had introduced so much red tape 
that it was extremely difficult for even 
Orthodox churches to register for approval. 
In fact, some 4, 219 Orthodox Christian 
societies were stripped of their official 
registration between 1961 and 1966 (Davis). 
Such was life during Khrushchev’s anti-
religious campaign. 

 
 

An Era of Contradictions: The Brezhnev 
Period 

Perhaps a sigh of relief among 
Evangelicals came in 1964 when Khrushchev 
was removed from power in a bloodless coup 

led by communist party strong-man Leonid 
Brezhnev.  

Indeed, Brezhnev’s long rule of the 
Soviet Union (1964-82) was characterized by 
considerable improvement with the West, 
with implications for greater religious 
toleration. Indeed, the 1970s was the era 
known as detente: a relaxation of tensions 
amid the Cold War marked by the de-
escalation of the nuclear arms race and 
unprecedented communication between 
Moscow and Washington. Significantly, the 
high point of detente was Brezhnev’s signing 
of the Helsinki Accords in 1975, a document 
that gave the impression that the Soviets 
would begin respecting human rights--a 
supposed marked break from the 
authoritarian past. 

And, indeed, in some ways, Brezhnev’s 
detente benefited Baptists within the Soviet 
Union. For starters, Brezhnev was far less 
likely to use violence to curtail the activities of 
Baptists. Rather, it seems his government 
focused on winning over the masses to 
atheism through the school system and 
education (Jones & Randall, 53). During 
Brezhnev’s rule, Baptists in the Soviet 
Republic of Moldavia even obtained official 
sanction to publish some 8,000 Bibles and 
hymn books (Ubeivolc, 41). 

At the same time, Baptists still sometimes 
gave their life for their faith, as evidenced by 
the 1972 murder of Vanya Moiseev. A soldier, 
Moiseev eagerly shared his evangelical faith 
with family and fellow soldiers, in the process 
gaining converts. Although uncultured, 
Moiseev claimed to see visions of angels, a 
testament to his personal religiosity. Yet he 
was beaten and stabbed to death by fellow 
soldiers (Wurmbrandt, 53), a development 
that led many to view Moiseev as a true 
modern-day martyr. “Are you a believer? Be 
ready to die!” became a slogan among some 
Baptists in this contradictory era of official 
tolerance but unofficial suppression 
(Prokhorov, 108).  

Interestingly, the presidential rise of 
Jimmy Carter (a Baptist) in 1977 encouraged 
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Soviet Baptists to file applications for 
emigration. Perhaps they mistakenly believed 
that the United States now would eagerly take 
them in. Baptists and Pentecostals had filed 
35,000 of such applications by 1977, even 
though no major departure wave among such 
Christians and others seeking religious 
freedom ensued until the late 1980s 
(Hardwick, 129). Yet the Brezhnev 
administration, thanks to the intervention of 
Carter, did release from prison in 1979 Soviet 
Baptist leaders Gennadii Kryuchkov and 
Georgii Vins and allowed their emigration to 
the United States (Johnson, 324).  

 
Gorbachev, Glasnost, & Christianity 

No doubt, Mikhail Gorbachev’s rise to 
power in the Soviet Union in 1985 ushered in 
a new era of change. In many ways, 
Gorbachev marked a dramatic break from the 
heavy-handed rule of the past. He introduced 
the concept of glasnost, or openness, that gave 
Russians freedom to speak their minds and 
discuss the negative features of the Soviet 
past, including the issue of religious 
persecution. In addition, Gorbachev 
renounced the Brezhnev Doctrine, which had 
been an explicit Soviet threat to intervene 
militarily in Eastern-bloc nations that sought 
democratic reforms. Gorbachev believed that 
the nations of Eastern Europe under Soviet 
control, such as East Germany, Hungary, 
Romania, Czechoslovakia, Poland, and 
Bulgaria, all had the right to chart their own 
course of development, free from Soviet 
coercion. 

Against this backdrop, several positive 
developments ensued for Evangelicals during 
Gorbachev’s stint in power (1985-91). The 
Salvation Army was allowed to reopen, and 
the Soviets allowed religious believers, who 
had faced persecution, to emigrate. Not only 
that, 1988 marked Christianity’s 1000-year-
presence in Russia. The Gorbachev 
government, one historian notes, approved of 
the celebration of this pivotal event, “which 
signaled the end of the period of State militant 
atheism” (Prokhorov, 16). 

 
 

The New Era: Democracy & the Hopes 
for Russian Evangelical Ascendancy 

The end of the Cold War and the 
breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991 were 
among the most momentous historical 
developments of the twentieth century. 
Against this backdrop, evangelical 
missionaries hoped for unprecedented 
opportunities to win over converts in the 
once again newly renamed Russia. Indeed, 
Christianity, in this early post-Soviet era, 
seemed to experience somewhat of a 
Renaissance. After all, seventy years of state-
sponsored atheism, with all of its spiritual and 
societal plagues, had left the masses alienated. 
Not surprisingly, then, the early years of 
Russian democracy under Boris Yeltsin’s 
leadership (1991-99) saw a flourishing of 
Baptist missionary activity, both foreign and 
domestic.  

The fear of growing Baptist influence, 
however, led the Russian Orthodox Church to 
seek to stamp out evangelical activities. 
Bending to pressure by 1997, Yeltsin made a 
deal with the Russian Orthodox Church to 
favor Orthodoxy. In return, he expected and 
indeed received the Orthodox Church’s 
powerful support of the political class, 
including endorsing his candidacy in elections. 
(Steinberg & Wanner, 285-86).  Thus, a new 
era of privileging Orthodoxy and 
marginalizing Evangelical Christianity had 
emerged  

This ‘I-will-scratch-your-back-if you-
scratch-mine” relationship between Russian 
political and Orthodox Church power has 
continued during the more-than-decade long 
rule of Vladimir Putin (1999-2008, 2012-
present). 

This special relationship, however, has 
not always meant that the Orthodox Church 
simply does the bidding of the Putin 
administration. Sometimes the situation works 
in reverse. Patriarch Alexy, the current 
patriarch’s predecessor, was a respectful critic 
of Putin’s efforts to change the Russian 
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pension system a few years back, a 
development that led Putin to change course 
“Alexy did not damage his relationship with 
Putin,” John and Carole Garrard write, 
“because he did not challenge state authority” 
(Garrard, 249). 

Still, in recent years, non-Orthodox 
Christian missionaries have faced new 
burdens in spreading the faith. In particular, 
2016 saw a dramatic turning point in terms of 
new restrictions in Russia on Protestant 
evangelization efforts. That year, a law came 
into effect that prohibited the sharing of the 
Gospel in people’s homes and on the 
Internet. The only legal space to share one’s 
faith, according to the law, was the confines 
of a church building. The Russian Orthodox 
Church, however, has been exempt from the 
law, a position that clearly demonstrates the 
privileging of Orthodoxy by the state. This 
law, known as the Yarovaya law, played a role 
in the US Commission on International 
Religious Freedom’s designation of Russia as 
one of the worst places in the world in terms 
of freedom of religion (Shellnutt).  

 
 
 
Conclusion 

The history of Russia, both in the distant 
past and today, has been characterized by the 
privileging of Orthodoxy and the 
marginalization of Evangelical Christianity. 
No doubt, the worst era was Soviet rule, 
which saw the persecution of not only 
Baptists but also Orthodox Christians. At the 
same time, the tsars, with the qualified 
exception of Nicholas II, also favored Russian 
Orthodoxy as a tool to promote state 
interests. Today, the situation is very similar to 
the way it was in the past. Christians are no 
longer ridiculed, as they were during the 
Soviet era. However, Putin depends on the 
Russian Orthodox Church’s approval to hold 
onto power. Not surprisingly, then, laws are 
enacted in such a way as to promote Russian 
Orthodox interests above those of other 
Christian faiths.  

In light of the new restrictions in Russia 
imposed on evangelical activity, what is the 
Bible-affirming Evangelical Christian to do? 
First, it is important to pray to God for 
positive change in Russia. To begin, we 
should pray that the Russian leadership will 
become more open to the missionary work of 
Baptists and other Evangelical Christians. We 
should also pray that the Russian citizenry 
demands greater religious toleration. If the 
latter occurs, the Russian political class would 
be forced to allow greater freedom of religion 
in Russia, a development that has never 
occurred in the nation’s long history. Lastly, 
we should pray for courage and perseverance 
in the face of opposition. At present, 
missionaries must adapt to the current 
circumstances, even if it means the risk of 
deportation. God expects no less of his 
children. 
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