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The purpose of this paper is to highlight specific ethnic impact of immigrants from former Soviet Union on the believer’s movement in Israel. Since both definitions of “Russian believers” and “Messianic movement” are problematic I decided also to deal with them as well. 

Historical socio-demographic survey 
The influx of immigrants into the Land of Israel during the years 1882-1903 is known as “The First Aliyah.” This was the first large wave of immigrants that were motivated by nationalism. During these years some 25,000 Jews emigrated from Russia and Rumania. 

The Second Aliyah refers to the massive influx of immigrants during the years 1904-1914. Between these years approximately 35 thousand Jews arrived, mainly from Russia and Poland. 

The Third Aliyah was in many ways a continuation of the Second Aliyah, which was halted by the outbreak of the First World War. During the Third Aliyah some 35,000 Jews arrived, the majority from Russia and Poland, with a smaller number from Lithuania and Rumania. 

The fourth major influx of immigrants began in 1924. More than 67,000 immigrants arrived, mainly from Poland, Russia, Rumania, and Lithuania. 

Next 1929-1939 Aliyah was caused primarily by Nazi regime and was dominated by immigrants from Europe. 

The table below shows the number of immigrants coming from FSU during last sixty years. Those numbers are based on Jewish Agency statistics 

Year Number of immigrants 
1948-1988 186,615 1989 12,392 1990 185,227 1991 147,839 1992 65,093 1993 66,145 1994 68,079 1995 64,848 1996 59,048 1997 54,621 1998 46,020 1999 66,848 2000 50,817 2001 33,601 2002 18,508 2003 12,383 2004 10,127 2005 9,378 

Total 1989-2005 960,972 Total 1948-2005 1,147,587 Total from all countries 

1948-2005 2,976,761 Immigration from FSU 35,55% 

Professional make up according to the Ministry of absorption: about 25% (or about 50% of adults) are engineers, doctors, artists and scientists and teachers. 

The number of Russians in the Israeli cities varies from 8% in Jerusalem to 45% in Upper Nazareth. 

Short analysis of the data brought above shows that number of people speaking Russian and sharing to some extent what is called Russian culture constitutes for at least 33% of entire Jewish population of Israel. 

From survey conducted personally and cannot be accurate and still giving the general picture, from 40 to 60% of families cannot be defined as halahicly Jewish. In addition to this fact about 7% of immigrants coming to Israel define them self as followers of Orthodox Christianity. 

Number of Israelis believing in Yeshua and attending Messianic or Jewish Christian congregations can be defined conservatively from 15,000 (internal sur​veys and estimation) to 23,000 (Wikipedia brings this number as related to the middle of 90-th of the last century). It is reason​able to estimate that total number of be​lievers from Russian background in Israel as 60% that is from 12 to 15 thousands. 

1. Russian Jews or Jewish Russians? 
Such question may sound strange but I believe there is solid ground for it. First, the ethnic structure of the people coming from former Soviet Union indicates that good portion of them is not Jewish at all (by different estimations up to 30% of new immigrants do not have Jewish parent). But the second, and this is more important, accumulation of non-Jews creates high density and eventual opposition to the local culture and traditions. As a result we can see many Russian schools, University programs, invasion of Russian pop-music, literature, ethnic clubs etc. Additional challenge is the Hebrew language that under condition of high percentage of Russians becomes sometimes not of the first need and as a result creates enclaves alternative to indigenous culture that in rare cases express some hostility toward Israel sometimes taking sometimes even form of anti-Semitism. 

But even those who are Jewish (at least one parent is Jewish) very often identify themselves as Russians by culture. “The prospect of a permanent class of inferior status half-Jewish or non-Jewish Israelis raises the ugly specter of an Israel increasingly divided by hierarchical definitions of Jewish authenticity, and it has bred a dangerous sense of alienation in certain precincts of Israel 's Russian immigrant community. According to a recent study, 48% feel more "Russian" than "Israeli." (EVAN R. GOLDSTEIN Wall Street Journal, April 13, 2007) 

One cannot expect different attitude having in mind that overwhelming majority of Russian immigrants do not have minor knowledge and understanding of Jewish history, tradition, religion and culture. This is probably the main factor that differs them from immigrants from USA, South America, Ethiopia and Europe. Very often we can observe not just passive rejection of everything that is Jewish and Israeli but active proclamation of superiority of everything Russian over everything that is Israeli. Such tendencies have found certain reflection in the religious life of Russian speaking believers. 

Most of Russian believers are organized in Russian speaking congregations. From the first glance it may appear as a result of simple limitation in language skills. But in fact the dominating factor is not language but conviction of supremacy of the Russian version of faith versus domestic one. From another hand the cultural factor is also of great importance. 

There are two big groups of Russian believers: one of them consists of those who came to faith back in FSU and they constitute the most conservative and sometimes legalistic trend. The other group is people that came to faith in Israel. Here we can see some tendencies toward Israeli culture with still reservations toward Jewish tradition. 

The Russian congregations usually keep very close relationship with their home churches back in metropolis and ethnic churches in US and Germany (usually very conservative and doctrinally demanding in return for financial support). To some extent it happened because those congregations do not see in Israel in general and in Israeli congregations in particular the worth alternative to their teaching and culture framing. 

There is fundamental ignorance of Jewish roots both ethnical and scriptural. This is easily explained by Soviet authorities treatment of Jews and Jewish life. But effectively this generation of Jews is not bound (for bad and for good) by history, tradition and religion of their fathers. From negative side it weakens their testimony to Israeli society. From positive side it helps to share Good News with Russian immigrants making them open to the Gospel. 

At this point I would like to elaborate more about: 

2. The gap between Russian believers and Jewish tradition and culture. 
The term “Russian believers” serves as umbrella for all the immigrants that came from FSU. But in real life they may be divided into two big groups “Ashkenazi” and “Sfaradi”. 

First group consist out of Jews and their family members from European part of FSU where Russian culture and priority of secular education were two the most domineering factors in formation of identity and worldview. This part of immigrants are characterised predominantly by high level of mixed marriages and confusion in issues of identity and its expression. As a result they are very open to the Gospel in its Gentile expression and very cautious toward traditional Jewish heritage. It is among them the thesis of faithfulness toward everything that is Jewish considered very often as alternative to Christianity and thus finds ultimate expression in certain aggressive hostility to what they call “judaizing”. 

From another hand the Sfaradi group that comes from the Jews immigrated from the Middle Asia countries (Uzbekistan and Caucasus region) is marked by traditional Eastern Jewish culture that is very opposite to the first group and keeps the faithfulness to tradition as of highest value in their life. Percentage of believers from this group is very law and those who came to faith try to keep this or other way traditional Jewish life and culture. Antagonism in the treatment of the Gospel and person of Yeshua may be expressed in ironic statement that was done by the mother of the one of our workers from Bocharan background: “ Yeshua was born Jewish but then he became Russian”. For the most of this group to see Yeshua’s and eventually Christianity’s departure from the Jewishness of any kind is just intolerable and constitutes different from indigenous Biblical Judaism religion. 

In a short survey that was done by me among ten Russian-speaking congregations and was based on two simple questions: a) do you have some classes on Jewish tradition and culture? and b) do you use in the Bible studies some Jewish sources? – nine out of ten answered negatively to both of them. 

To be fair the situation in the Hebrew-speaking congregations for the most part is not very different but in the last time we see some tendencies toward changing this situation. Contrary to this in Russian speaking congregations we did not observe such movement. 

Cultural factor also brought into existence the interesting phenomena of pushing out Israeli Hebrew speaking believers from what once was called Hebrew-speaking congregations (Hesed V’emet, Beit Asaf). And if the moderate number of “Russians” in Hebrew speaking congregations lead to further introducing of them to Israel and Jewishness, the opposite process is observed in the congregations where Russians became majority. In certain sense such tendencies present to wide the wide Israeli public a Messianic movement as Gentile and foreign body and thus does not attract many. It brings us to the next question: 

3. Messianic Jews or Jewish Christians? 
I am not willing to write here on this very controversial issue. Many would say that there is no etymological difference between above two names. Many would insist that difference exist just in ecclesiology or missiology areas. Some would claim that there is fundamental need in two definitions because they express two different hermeneutical approaches etc. My goal here is nothing from above but simply to address two main divisions among Russian speaking believers in Israel. And if one group of them is almost unobservable and small another one is overwhelmingly big. For the sake of this paper (and just for that) I would offer to define the congregations that at least consider Jewish heritage of big value in their walking with God as Messianic. For the same purpose I would call all others as Jewish Christians. As far as I know from more than 60 Russian speaking congregations just 3 will fall under Messianic Jews criteria. As Jew believing in Yeshua I cannot be but happy seeing many Russian-speaking immigrants became believers. But in the same time I cannot be but depressed seeing as they distant themselves from our rich heritage. This gap is widening and found its expression in creating Russian homogenic ghetto type protestant churches that just cannot suite as worship place for any other cultural ethnic bodies (Ethiopian Jewish congregations are another example). It resulted, for instance, in creating whole denomination in the north of the country, which consists from more then thousand believers. And though they sing Hebrew songs in their worship they remain essentially Russian in their culture, tradition, theology, relationship with outside world and treatment of the Gospel as alternative to the OT revelation. The issue of OT-NT discontinuity though finds its support also among Hebrew speaking believers never reached such almost unanimous backing as within Russian believing community. 

4. Some congregational challenges 
One of the problems Russian believing community face is financial one. The problem of integrating into new community became for many a challenge that is very difficult to deal with. As it was mentioned before Russian community is highly educated. But language and cultural problems pushed many of them to the sidewalks of the nation of Israel. Many engineers, teachers and others with university degrees never found the job and corresponding earnings. As a result a big portion of the members of Russian speaking congregation lives on welfare and feel very disappointed. On the good side it resulted in bigger trust on God but for the part (it is especially true for the elder generation -the percentage of such people is usually double in Russian congregations in comparison with Hebrew speaking) of this group the congregation became a social club where they can share their problems and hopes rather than the place of worship and studies. 

Additional distinctive of Russian speaking congregations is high per cent of broken families particularly the women and their children. Historically (and even now) women constitute a big portion in the congregation but in Russian speaking body this percentage is much higher. 

Facing all these difficulties people need to work extra hours to support their families. This leaves them less time for the ministry. That is why very often Russian speaking congregation is centred around few people in the leadership who basically do almost all work in the congregation. Of course with time there is more and more people in the congregation that start to take some responsibilities. Still this process is slow enough and requires huge commitment from the pastor and elders. Worth to notice that historically and culturally Russian people are used to the very centralized system of leadership and are ready to give to the hands of pastors both ministerial responsibilities and sometime entrust in their hand authority that looks as dictatorial to the westerners. 

One of the weak sides of the Russian congregation leadership is almost no formal education among elders. The teaching and counselling is done with great deal of enthusiasm and commitment but is short of professional expertise and vision. In their teaching they usually rely on almost never reconsidered doctrines and paradigms they brought from their home churches in Russia or learned from missionaries coming to teach to Russia under given cultural environment. Being used in Israel such tools may be contra-productive in the long range. 

5. Commitment 
One of the most positive thrusts brought by Russians into Messianic movement in Israel is commitment and readiness to bare consequences of their faith in Yeshua. Traditionally back in Soviet Union the church was under heavy persecution. Many hundreds of ethnically Russian believers spent dozens of years in the prisons and labour camps and often died for their faith. The life of Russian speaking congregation in Israel is rich by the stories of their lives sometimes shared by eyewitnesses. But ironically Russian communist propaganda even played for good for believers. From the very childhood people were taught to the sacrificial life. So when many of those later came to faith they sincerely imitated the Paul’s example in their personal walking with God. 

But if such behaviour is relatively common among Russians it is rather rare occasion in Israeli congregation. The Russian inclination in Hebrew congregation brought some fruit in the area of sacrificial evangelism, holy leaving and commitment. 

Another positive example is modern day Russian immigrants soldiers. It is not a secret that for rather last decades the moral of the Israeli Army went down. The number of the young people trying to skip military service is growing and many of those who eventually go to serve try to do it on the low profile and not to take part in the combat units. Same time the percentage of the Russian immigrants serving in such units is 2,5 times higher than among native Israelis. 

In general such behaviour and social involvement makes their testimony very powerful and helps both to bring up the status of Russians among Israelis and testifies about faith in Yeshua. 

6. Social area 
One of the notable successes of new immigrant believers is their involvement in numerous humanitarian and social projects undertaking by congregations and Christian organizations. They are actively participating in both raising and distributing funds among needy believers, taking part in advisory boards and helping in the field. 

One of the most significant areas of social help is establishment of rehabilitation centres through all the country. To be fair the most of the patients are also of Russian background but activity of these places overgrow just the ministry to Russians. This trend is very encouraging because helps to the Russian believers to feel as the part of the larger body of the people of Israel and from another hand establishes their high profile testimony among Israeli citizens and local authorities. 

Very essential is the work among divorced and abused women. And though again they deal mostly with their own community the native Israelis are also involved. 

As it was shown above Russians brought the big number of talented musicians and artists. The worship in the congregations all around Israel became of much better quality. Russian believing musicians and singers do not limit their ministry just to believers but present to the wide Israeli public using their talents as powerful evangelistic tool. 

7. Role of Russians in mixed congregations. 
Good sign of integration is new immigrants ministry in the mixed congregations. With time going on and achieving good results in language some of the Russian believers started to serve in elder’s positions in originally Hebrew speaking congregation. And though majority of those congregations consist of Russian believers, still worship and teaching is done there in Hebrew. In congregations like Ohalei Rahamim, Beit Asaf, Hesed V’emet and others we can see number of Russian believers that lead services and enjoy respect from the Hebrew speaking community. It became possible because of their willingness to change narrow sectoral views of serving just to particular group of people to the understanding of necessity of becoming part of Israeli community and due to the vision that some Israeli leaders have. As a result those mixed congregations show essential growth in both numbers and spirituality. 

Worth also to notice that many Russians obtained leading positions in the international ministries working in Israel. Among others these are Campus Crusade for Christ, Chosen People Ministries etc. 

On the positive side involvement of Russians in Israeli congregations raised interest in sharing Gospel overseas in Russia and eventually in other countries. Once being self-centred Israeli ministers and congregations started to look beyond the borders and became ready to fulfil the God’s command to be the light to the nations. I believe it is very positive tendency that make Israeli believers an integral part of the universal body of Messiah. God used Russian believers to widen Israeli ministers horizon and to extend their helping hands to other countries. First it helped very much to creating of new believing communities among Jews back in Russia and promoting ideas of Aliyah as God’s mitzvah but also set a paradigm for understanding that blessings in local congregations are dependent on the work among the Gentile churches around the world. 

8. Second generation of Russian believers. 
By second generation of Russian believers I mean children of those wo came to Israel in 90-th from both believing and unbelieving families. Those young men and women posses some distinctive features that make them available to multi-ethnic ministry. This group of young believers is distinctive by certain qualities necessary to bring new souls to faith: 

-high motivation -cultural flexibility -speaking two or more languages -high educational level (according to some survey almost 70% of them study at universities and colleges) -Zionist's ideals -social involvement 

I really believe that bringing up this generation is the biggest priority in transforming closed Russian believer's groups into integral part of believing community in Israel. Those new believers do not have the limitations of their fathers and may effectively serve among Hebrew speakers as equal among equals. With time they will be ready to take over the leadership in the local body and present the new kind of leadership disctinct by bigger sensitivity and flexibility. 

9. Summary 
In the presented paper I tried to show the impact of Russian believers on the believing community in Israel. The impact is two-fold and based partially on cultural and historical distinctives from one hand and processes of integration form another one. The impact can be summarized in two directions. On the negative side it is: -distancing from local community as result of cultural and historical difference -sticking to the Gentile protestant church model rather than to Jewish Messianic congregation as a result of ignorance of Jewish roots -certain centralization in leadership model 

On the positive side it is: -cultural flexibility -value of education in general and Biblical in particular -younger generation active involvement -high level of commitment. 

Looking thru all these pro's and contra's I believe that eventual impact of Russian believers in Israel will be very fruitful and the weaknesses of present day mainly related to the objective factors will be successfully dealt in the new future. 
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