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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 towards the end of the 1800s and early 1900s during a period of pogroms against the Jewish people across Eastern Europe. I grew up hearing stories about the “Refuseniks” – those Soviet Jews who were denied permission to emigrate abroad by the authorities of the former Soviet Union especially during the period following the Six-Day War. 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 amongst my Jewish and Gentile peers, that prior to the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 that 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 swamp​land in the Far East of Russia, just north of the Chinese border, further east than Siberia and Mongolia. This region was designated the Jewish Autonomous Region and called Birobidzhan. It was established in April 1928, twenty years before the existence of the modern State of Israel. 

Jews from Belarus and Ukraine were given “incentives” to immigrate to Birobidzhan and many moved there in the early 1930’s. Stalin’s communist experiment had mixed results. Like so many other schemes that are hatched in defiance to the Lord of Creation, it began with a measure of success, only to 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 the Stalin’s notorious purges, hundreds of thousands (some say millions) of Jews were sent to the gulags in Siberia and other remote areas across the Far East region like Magadan, Kamchatka and the Sakhalin Islands. We were told but have yet been able to verify that 17 million people died in Stalin’s gulags – three million of them Jewish. 

Since the fall of communism in the early 1990s many Jewish people began to leave Birobidzhan and make “aliyah” (return) to Israel. However, there is a 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 is still a large number of Jewish people in 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 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 that God 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, Valeria and Andre, as they reach out to Jewish people in Birobidzhan and 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 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 community. 

In Vladivostok we made a significant connection with a Pastor Alexey. Pastor Alexey 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 Jewish people and had already established a good relationship with the Jewish Community leader in his city. Alexey was to prove a key contact for future ministry. 

In Birobidzhan we met a Messianic Jewish family, Andre and Valeria. Valeria had been a believer for some time and had worked with the ministry of Ebenezer helping Jews make Aliyah, however, this work was beginning to diminish as fewer Jews wanted to leave. Through the work she had done across the Far East Region, Valeria had met thousands of Jewish people that she now had a burden to reach with the Gospel. Her transition to Celebrate Messiah was fitting and timely. 

Andre’s story is quite typical in some respects. He was born into a Jewish family ravaged by alcoholism and strife and he landed up on the streets by the age of 11 having being beaten up regularly by his step-father. He developed a life of crime and was in prison by the age of 18. During his 23 years in a Soviet prison he came to faith in Messiah after reading a book by the orthodox priest Alexander Mean, who was actually a Jewish believer in Jesus. Andre had an amazing personal vision of Jesus in prison that changed his life. At the age of 41, he was released from prison, and then met and married Valeria. The two of them were very keen to work with Celebrate Messiah in reaching Jewish people in Birobidzhan and a very significant relationship began. 

One of the other significant people we met was a local Rabbi who shepherds a small congregation of what I would describe as a group of poverty stricken Jews. Rabbi Dov was open to contact with us and we enjoyed celebrating Shabbat with his congregation. He 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’ve been without one ever since. 

Ministry developments 
After our first visit to Birobidzhan we began to support and resource Valeria and Andre with Bible teaching and evangelistic materials. Rita, our Russian Jewish outreach worker from Melbourne has followed up and continued to support and encourage the work in Birobidzhan with several visits to the region. 

Valeria and Andre 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 Centre for the Disabled in Birobidzhan. In 2005 they baptised about 20 new believers and last year in 2006, 35 new believers were baptised. They have also been hosting special services for all the Jewish holidays and have started an outreach they call Club Simcha. 

We also knew that we had to do something to try and 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 mini van used to distribute these food parcels to families in the district and to pick up people for services. In addition to this, each month we try and send extra funds for purchasing food hampers to be distributed to the poor together with a Bible as a gift. This has proven a vital part of the ministry in Birobidzhan. 

Training and networking 
Celebrate Messiah enjoys a fantastic ministry partnership with Chosen People Ministries and we are very thankful for the efforts that have been put into training and networking Russian speaking Messianic Jewish leaders. In September 2006 Chosen People Ministries hosted a historical conference in Berlin for over one hundred Russian speaking 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, Valeria and Andre 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. 

Ministry highlights 
For Louise and I, 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 called Victor we travelled to Vladivostok, Birobidzhan and Magadan. During this visit we say 18 people come to faith in Yeshua, 14 of them being Jewish. 

In Vladivostok, Pastor Alexey had organised a conference that was attended by over 200 people -60 of them were pastors from around the Primorye Region. We were very moved by the willingness displayed by these humble pastors to reach out to Jewish people living in the small towns scattered throughout the region with the love of Messiah. 

During our time there we visited a number of rehabilitation centres that had 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 19 chil​dren and care for them with such love and dedication in a two-bedroom apartment. 

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 through to the square you come face to face with a beautiful fou​ntain decorated with a huge golden Meno​rah. Even though the Jewish population is a minority in the region, Jewish symbols and Hebrew lettering are all over the town. 

At the first meeting that we attended we met several beautiful, elderly Jewish ladies who remembered coming to Birobidzhan in the 1930’s under Stalin’s rule. Klara, one of these ladies, says 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 can’t tell you how wonderful it was to hear how these ladies had come to faith in Yeshua just a few months before, and it was also a joy to witness them singing praises to Yeshua for his salvation. At that meeting we also had the privilege of leading 10 more Jewish people to faith in Yeshua. 

A personal highlight was an occasion to visit with Rabbi Dov 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 introdu​ced them to a Rabbi in the Scriptures called Nicodemus and spoke of his encounters with Yeshua in the Gospel of John. What a privilege this was. 

One of the most disturbing things that Rabbi Dov told us about was that many homeless Jewish people take up overnight residence under veranda of his synagogue in minus 35°C. 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 orphanage. One of them was a Jewish girl whose mother had just been arrested for murder. She was awaiting an aunt from Israel to arrive and hopefully take her back with her to Israel. 

One of Valeria’s friends is Sonia, a Jewish lady who has a 27 year-old handicapped son who spends all day couped up in a barren room. Sonia also looks after her daughter’s child who was born with a similar disability and yet, they did not have enough money for electricity for the next few months. Our hearts went out to Sonia and her plight as we too have a disabled child that 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 virtual non​existent social support from the Russian government. 

Valeria and Andre continue to minister especially to the disabled and destitute. They have developed a wonderful network of friends and helpers even going as far as soliciting the help of the military to transport disabled people to meetings. This ministry has recently grown to the surrounding areas around Birobidzhan. Recently, 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. 

Ministry in Magadan 
Our team travelled together with Valeria to Magadan. The region of Magadan is notorious for Stalin’s gulags, work camps. Millions of people were worked to death in freezing cold conditions building roads, railways and digging in the many mines throughout this mineral rich region. Magadan is literally built on people’s bones. 

Valeria had spent several months travelling this region working for Ebenezer and she knew a number of Jewish people in the city and surrounding areas. 

Our time in Magadan was also truly remarkable. We were absolutely surprised to discover a vibrant church led by a messianic Jewish believer and his family ​Pastor Nicolai. The worship services at this church were dynamic messianic praise in Russian and in 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 
But the highlight of our time in Magadan, and perhaps the entire trip was the time we spend at the Jewish community centre. God made a way for us to share a Shabbat dinner with about 30 members of the Magadan Jewish community. During the evening I shared about who we were and why we had come to Magadan and Rita shared her personal testimony of how she came to faith in Yeshua. 

After the service, one of the Jewish ladies present was clearly very moved about what she had heard. Louise shared with her about the parable of the Lost Sheep and how we had come to Magadan to find the “forgotten Jews” of Far East Russia. She lifted up her index finger and said with tremendous conviction in her voice, “I am that lost sheep, I am Jewish and I want to receive Yeshua as my Messiah.” With tears streaming down her face, she prayed with us, right in the Jewish community centre, 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 
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, being interviewed on television and 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 Centre 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 centre for Jewish believers in Yeshua. 

We ask you to please pray for the ongoing ministry in this region and especially for our workers Valeria and Andre in Birobidzhan. Please pray too for our upcoming trip in October back to Birobidzhan for further ministry to the Jewish people in Birobidzhan and also to 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. Does he not 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) 
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