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Zusammenfassung

Evangelisation und Mission in den Ländern der ehema-
ligen Soviet Union hat ihre Dynamik verloren. Liefen 
noch vor einer Dekade Massen von Menschen in die 
evangelistischen Veranstaltungen der Evangelikalen, 
so sind es heute nur vereinzelte Menschen, die man 
mühsam dafür gewinnt, in einen entsprechenden 
Gottesdienst mitzukommen. Kritisch denkende rus-
sischsprachige Evangelikale sind der Meinung, dass 
der Rückgang des Interesses der Bevölkerung am 
Evangelium vor allem auf das Fehlen einer adäqua-
ten indigenen Missiologie zurückzuführen ist. Nahezu 

alle missionarischen Bemühungen orientieren sich an 
westlichen Vorstellungen und Methoden. Dabei weist 
die Geschichte des ostslavischen Protestantismus faszi-
nierende eigene Entwicklungen auf, die angewandt auf 
die missionarische Praxis im postsovietischen Raum, 
durchaus Potenzial aufweisen, neues Leben in die erlah-
mende Missionsarbeit der Evangelikalen zu hauchen. 
Das missionarische Denken der Väter des ostslavischen 
Protestantismus Ivan S. Prokhanov und Ivan E.Voronaev 
wird an dieser Stelle als potenzielle Quelle und wichtigen 
Baustein einer einheimischen ostslavischen Missiologie 
bedacht. 

Recovering the Missionary Memory: Russian 
Evangelicals in Search of an Appropriate 

Missiology
Johannes Reimer

Résumé

L’évangélisation et la mission dans les pays de l’ex-
Union-Soviétique a perdu de sa dynamique. Il y a 
une dizaine d’années, les gens se pressaient en foules 
aux réunions d’évangélisation organisées par les évan-
géliques. Aujourd’hui, il est devenu difficile de persuader 
quelques individus à assister à de telles rencontres. Les 
évangéliques russophones qui analysent cette situation 
pensent que l’affaiblissement de l’intérêt des popula-
tions pour l’Évangile est dû principalement à l’absence 
d’une réflexion missionnaire adéquate. La plupart 
des efforts missionnaires se sont inspirés des idées et 

méthodes occidentales. En même temps, l’histoire du 
protestantisme slave oriental fait apparaître qu’il s’est 
grandement développé d’une manière qui lui est propre. 
L’application des mêmes principes à la pratique mission-
naire dans les régions autrefois slaves est certainement 
susceptible d’insuffler un nouveau souffle à l’activité 
missionnaire locale des évangéliques. Les idées mission-
naires des pères du protestantisme slave oriental, Ivan 
S. Prokhanov et Ivan E. Voronaev pourraient constituer, 
dans ce contexte, une source prometteuse et un fonde-
ment important pour élaborer une missiologie slave ori-
entale adaptée à ces populations.

Summary

Evangelism and mission in the countries of the former 
Soviet Union have lost their momentum. While about 
a decade ago masses of people flocked into evangelis-
tic meetings organized by Evangelicals, nowadays only 
a few individuals can with difficulty be persuaded to 
join such a service. Critically minded, Russian speaking 
Evangelicals maintain that the decreased interest of the 
population in the Gospel is mainly due to the lack of 
an adequate indigenous missiology. Almost all missionary 

efforts are based on Western ideas and methods. All the 
same, the history of Eastern Slavic Protestantism dem-
onstrates its own fascinating development which, when 
applied to the missionary practice in the post-Slavic area, 
certainly has the potential to breathe new life into the 
waning missionary work of the Evangelicals. In this situ-
ation, the missionary philosophy of the fathers of East-
ern Slavic Protestantism, Ivan S. Prokhanov and Ivan E. 
Voronaev, is considered a potential source and important 
foundation of an indigenous East Slavic missiology.

* * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * *
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(Stamulis is an American Evangelical.) Most of 
the newer publications do not negate the creative 
dialogue with other missiological approaches, but 
seek a close relationship to their own tradition and 
theology. With Missiologia, edited by Alexandr 
Ginkel, the Russian Orthodox Church produced 
its very first textbook of missiology.12 Its authors 
underline the fact that a genuinely Orthodox mis-
siology will only be possible if the church recov-
ers the best stories of its own missionary history. 
They write: ‘What the Christians of our countries 
need is a healing of memory by collecting our own 
history from torn-apart pieces into one whole.’13 
Sure enough, Missiologia and other publications of 
Orthodox authors have not yet reached this self-
set goal.14 The crisis of Orthodox mission theory is 
not yet overcome, as Andrey Kuraev rightly under-
lines,15 but the direction seems properly chosen.

The Orthodox approach names the issues. An 
appropriate Evangelical missiology in Eastern 
Europe in general and Russia in particular will not 
only have to look back to the revelation in the Holy 
Scriptures to establish a proper biblical theology of 
mission, but also ‘collect its own mission-historical 
memory’ in order to define a missiological theory 
for today. Peter Penner is right when he states: ‘In 
order to understand the present und prepare for 
the future, we need to look at the past history of 
mission in the FSU [Former Soviet Union]’.16 And 
this will have to include the whole of Christian 
mission, in all branches of the Christian Church 
– Evangelical as well as Orthodox and Roman 
Catholic, Lutheran or Reformed. An appropriate 
missiology is the product of a continuous conver-
sation between Scripture, a discerning commu-
nity of believers and the socio-political context in 
which mission is being done. This conversation is 
imbedded in history and its varied developments. 
Leaving out the historical background of a scrip-
tural understanding, of community development 
and cultural change will lead to the adoption of 
foreign ideas which are in principle unable to 
touch the heart of a given people. An appropriate 
Evangelical missiology for the Slavic world must 
therefore recover its historic mission memory. This 
article will consider the potential.

2. Evangelical mission to the Slavs – an 
indigenous movement

Evangelical mission to the Slavs goes back to 
Western17 as well as Eastern sources.18 For cen-
turies Russia has invited migrants to settle in the 

1. The need for an appropriate missiology
Mission in post-Soviet countries is slowing down;1 
the growing excitement of the 1990s is gone. Some 
hundreds of thousands of Evangelicals have left 
the Commonwealth of Independent State (CIS) 
for the West. The Evangelical churches which they 
left behind have proved inadequate for the task 
of mission. Catherine Wanner, who studied the 
situation in Ukrainian Churches, emphasizes the 
disinterest and inability of these churches to bring 
their missionary activity into relationship with 
the socio-cultural situation of the people around 
them.2 Ever more Evangelicals are becoming aware 
of the urgent need for change. The quest for what 
Charles Kraft called ‘appropriate Christianity’3 has 
started, and with it comes a growing awareness of 
the need for an appropriate missiology. Michael 
Cherenkov, a Russian Baptist missiologist, states 
that the Slavic Evangelical churches have not yet 
formulated their own missiological paradigm.4 
That does not mean that Russian Evangelicals 
have no access to missiological literature – the 
opposite is the case. During the past twenty years 
an impressive library of books and articles has 
been published in Russian. But almost all of these 
are translations of Western origins.5 A number of 
courses in missiology are offered in Bible schools 
and seminaries as well as online.6 Here too, how-
ever, the models and curricula are Western.7

This staggering development raises questions 
about the dominance of Western missiological 
theory. Russian mission leaders seem to be devel-
oping a clearer understanding of the mixed blessing 
of Western missionary assistance and the obvious 
dependency of Russian mission on Western sup-
port.8 As a result of this Western influence the 
Russian Evangelical Church is not in a fit state to 
do evangelism, the leader of the Russian Baptist 
Mission Agency, Ruvim Voloshin, claims.9 It is 
high time for them to develop their own Russian, 
or at least Slavic, missiology. 

The proponents of an independent missionary 
theory point to recent developments in the Russian 
Orthodox Church. In contrast to the Evangelicals 
in the country, the Russian Orthodox Church 
has published only a few books on missiology 
which depend on Western models, among which 
Vladimir Fiodorov’s book Provoslavnaia Missia 
Segodnia (Orthodox Mission Today)10 is the most 
adapted version, since most of it simply contains 
the translation of Jacob Stamulis’s doctoral disser-
tation on the mission of the Orthodox Churches.11 
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then this memory will have to include a care-
ful analysis of the Western as well as the Eastern 
sources of Evangelical mission history in Russia 
and the CIS. It is often frightening to see how 
little the contemporary Evangelical mission lead-
ership is aware of the missionary theory and prac-
tice of their forefathers. Ruvim Voloshin, a Baptist 
mission leader, for instance, describes the faith of 
‘our forefathers’ as ‘bogoborcheski bolshevism’, 
a militantly driven God-bolshevism.31 It would 
be hard to be more negative than that. History, 
however, proves Voloshin and like-minded people 
wrong. The Evangelical mission in Russia and in 
the early years of the Soviet Union was not a copy 
of Western protestant missiological models; the 
opposite seems to be the case. Any historian of 
mission will discover many elements of an indig-
enous movement with its own original settings 
and beliefs.

3. The great void – a church without 
missiology

The negative reception of their own missionary 
history by Russian-speaking Evangelical churches 
seems to derive its momentum from the immediate 
Soviet past. The church under state pressure, a con-
tinuously persecuted church, was unable to debate 
or develop its own missionary theology. Heinrich 
Klassen, who has carefully analysed most publica-
tions of the Evangelical Christian Baptists of the 
Soviet period,32 comes to the conclusion that little 
to nothing has been written on classical mission 
theology. The literature reveals a deep void regard-
ing such issues in official publications like Bratski 
Vestnik33 or in underground literature.34 Klassen 
concludes: ‘It appears that evangelical churches in 
the Soviet Union did not have time and energy for 
theological treatises on the subject of missions.’35 
Leonnard Frank, who analysed the literature of the 
Pentecostal churches over the same period, comes 
to a similar conclusion.36

The absence of mission theology, however, does 
not mean that there has been no missionary praxis. 
Even at times of severe persecution the church was 
witnessing to its faith, but most cases through its 
alternative lifestyle rather than through strategic 
evangelism. This was repeatedly noticed by athe-
ist authors. Klassen summarises his findings as fol-
lows:

The largest missionary power was perceived 
to lie in healthy Christian families. The family 

country. Many of them were Protestants and some, 
the German Mennonites for instance, were Bible-
believing Evangelicals. Their role in the establish-
ment of a genuine Eastern European Evangelical 
movement has been well researched and estab-
lished.19 But the unprecedented success of the 
Evangelicals in Russia is predominantly the result 
of developments within the context itself. Renewal 
movements inside the Russian Orthodox Church 
such as Clysty, Pryguny, Molokan, Tolstovcy and 
others entered into a missionary conversation 
with Western Evangelical migrants and became 
the main pool from which the young Evangelical 
movement drew its members.20 

Baptist, the periodical of the Russian Baptist 
Union, reported about Molokan groups in the 
Baku region who in 1908 practised believers’ bap-
tism similar to the Baptist praxis between 1840 
and 1850 out of their own convictions which they 
had won by reading the Bible.21 A certain Wasilij 
Sotnikov brought this teaching to the Volga region 
where he baptised a number of Molokans in the 
Prišib. This Molokan group was known as ‘wather-
ing Molokan’. The baptism of the Molokan Nikita 
Ivanovič Voronin by the Baptist pastor Martin 
Kalweit on 20th August, 1867, in Tiflis (Tbilisi) is 
officially the birthday of the Baptist movement in 
Russia.22 Voronin, who later became the pastor of 
the Tiflis Baptist church, predominantly evange-
lised his own Molokan people.23 The Molokan root 
of the Baptist movement in Russia is obvious. A 
similar development is reported about the work of 
the first Pentecostal missionaries of the Smorodin 
branch, the so-called ‘Evangelical Christians in the 
apostolic spirit’.24 Their mission was exceptionally 
successful wherever they approached members of 
the Orthodox renewal movements.25 

Mission and evangelism in Russia and the 
Ukraine is in the first place an indigenous story26 
and it is, as Kuznetsova justly says, a ‘multifac-
eted movement’27 with its own unprecedented 
originality, tracing its origins back to Eastern as 
well as Western sources.28 And it is the Eastern 
source which provides the crucial conditions that 
allow the movement to flourish.29 The majority 
of the Evangelical leadership in nineteenth-cen-
tury Russia came from Molokan background, for 
instance; Ivan Prokhanov is only one example.30 
Prokhanov was, in all respects, the spiritus rector of 
the Evangelical revival in the Soviet Union in the 
first decades of the twentieth century. 

If the way towards an appropriate missiology 
presumes the recovery of missionary memory, 
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4. Evangelical mission theory in the 
writings of the foundational fathers

The Evangelical story in Russia and the Soviet 
Union is, first and foremost, a story of mission, 
claims Walter Sawatsky.42 And this story is to a 
great extent the personal story of some extraordi-
nary men and women whose lives are well docu-
mented. They are its foundational fathers. 43 Let 
us examine two of them, Ivan Prokhanov for the 
Baptist wing of the Soviet Evangelicals and Ivan 
Voronaev of the Pentecostal wing.

4.1. Ivan S. Prokhanov
The formation of the Evangelical mission move-
ment in Russia and the Soviet Union is in every 
respect related to the work of Ivan Stepanovich 
Prokhanov (1869-1935). Prokhanov wrote exten-
sively on different mission issues so that an analysis 
of his writings allows for a detailed reconstruc-
tion on his theology of mission. I presume that 
Ivan Prokhanov is the most important Evangelical 
name that an appropriate Evangelical missiology 
will have to recover; modern historians such as 
Bachinin urgently ask even the Russian church as a 
whole to study Prokhanov’s insights, valuing them 
as crucial for Russia’s search for a future.44

Prokhanov’s vita has been published in his own 
autobiography45 as well as in a number of mono-
graphs,46 the most extensive of which is the work 
of Wilhelm Kahle.47 He was born into and social-
ised in a Molokan family, baptised in a Baptist 
church, educated in a leading Russian university, 
the Technological Institute of St. Petersburg, and 
a student of theology at the Baptist College in 
Bristol and the Congregational Hampstead New 
College, England, as well as at the Faculty of 
Protestant Theology at the University of Sorbonne 
in Paris and the famous Faculty of Theology at 
the Berlin Humboldt University. He took classes 
with the world famous historian of mission, Adolf 
Harnack, and was deeply interested in the refor-
mation of the Russian Orthodox Church. Due 
to all this, Prokhanov ideally represents the type 
of east-west Evangelical who drew intensely from 
both sides of the theological divide. He calls 
Martin Luther and Charles Spurgeon his spiritual 
and theological fathers, but even more so Jan Hus, 
the Czech reformer. He was so influenced by the 
Hussite movement that he asked for his ordination 
by the Hussite brethren in 1924 in order to estab-
lish a link between the Hussites and the ‘Russian 
reformation’. 

had to be influenced, to be changed and to be 
retrained in order to stop the missionary mes-
sage. The communist government certified that 
the Christians had an active missionary com-
mitment. In the atheists’ view, mission was not 
understood as proclamation expressis verbis in 
the first place, but as living a changed life.37 

This is generally true for all Evangelicals in the 
USSR including the Pentecostals. Their phenom-
enal growth is less due to mission and evangelism 
than to winning other people over, as Leonnard 
Frank proves.38 Harsh persecution has not stopped 
the Evangelicals from being generally mission-
minded. Nikol’skaia quotes atheist observers who 
complain that the ‘persecuted, wherever they had 
been banned to, developed their missionary activ-
ity and managed to turn some of the citizens into 
adherents of their faith’.39 

With the change of religious policy during 
Gorbachev’s perestroika and the growing mis-
sionary access of Western mission agencies, the 
absence of a written theology of mission was soon 
interpreted as missionary ignorance. The result 
was a rapid orientation towards Western concepts 
and a tendency to negate the missionary history 
of their own tradition. And Western missionary 
forces simply overran the Eastern church, offering 
help as far as the eye could see.40

Overcoming the crisis of Evangelical missiology 
in the CIS by means of recovering the missionary 
memory of the Church will only be possible by 
going past the Soviet story. The Orthodox fore-
runners look into the centuries of their history, 
and rightly so. Evangelicals working towards an 
appropriate missiology will have to examine the 
history of mission in their countries in general, 
but primarily the constitutive decades. For the 
Evangelicals we may consider the period between 
1870 and 1930 as such a time. Walter W. Sawatsky 
has even suggested calling this period of sixty years 
the Golden Age for East Slavic Evangelicals.41 

It is, of course, impossible to describe the total-
ity of such a proposed research project in an article 
like this. It will take time to carefully examine our 
own history and we shall not accept shortcuts in 
research. Here I will only provide examples of the 
potential of such a venture by concentrating on two 
foundational leaders of the Evangelical movement 
and their theologies of mission: Ivan S. Prokhanov 
for the Evangelical Christian Baptist Churches and 
Ivan E. Voronaev for the Pentecostal Christians of 
Evangelical Faith. 
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the centrality of love in Christ, which determines 
the foundation of true Christian spirituality and 
the missionary power of the Church. In a letter 
to V.A. Pashkov, Prokhanov reflects on his expe-
rience with the theological diversity of Western 
theologians and resumes that only the love of 
Christ can be the source of strength and life for the 
Church.58 Prokhanov states that for him the teach-
ings of Christ represent the only way to a complete 
renewal of the individual as well as the society and 
the whole of humanity.59

3. The mission of God is clearly correlated to 
educating the people in God’s word and will. 
When the Church does not preach the gospel and 
promote the reading of God’s word, the nation, 
even a Christian nation, loses its moral and spir-
itual strength and cultural vitality.60 The preach-
ing of the gospel is central to the mission of the 
Church.61

4. Mission in an Orthodox country like Russia, 
according to Prokhanov’s perspective, is first of all 
the reform and revival of the nation. This clearly 
includes all believers, all members of the body of 
Christ, men and women. A gender separation in 
the leadership of the Evangelical Christian Church 
is not acceptable. In ‘The Evangelical Call’ they 
ask the Orthodox Church for an inclusive policy 
on the role of women in the church and its mis-
sion.62

5. Mission as reformation means moving 
towards the people, to those in need. In his auto-
biography, Prokhanov reports a personal dream 
which defined his theology to a great extend. In 
this dream he saw Jesus returning to the earth and 
throwing gold coins at the people. As he started 
to collect them, they immediately passed him and 
flew on to the poor and needy.63 For Prokhanov 
this dream became a lesson for life – his life was 
now for ever devoted to the people in need.

6. Mission as reformation of a nation becoming 
a nationwide movement is what Prokhanov aims 
for.64 It is a task for all believers in the country, 
including the members of the Orthodox State 
Church. And every Orthodox believer, espe-
cially clergy, who turns to the Lord, becomes a 
living testimony for the reformation-in-process.65 
Prokhanov repeatedly invited Orthodox fellow 
Christians to join forces in winning Russia back 
for Christ. In Bratski Listok he replies to his critic, 
the Orthodox missionary Bogolyubov: ‘Christians 
should not quarrel with each other in front of 
unbelieving Russia. We should work hand in hand 
in the ministry of preaching living in Christ and 

Prokhanov shared this excitement for Hus with 
many Russian intellectuals of the nineteenth cen-
tury. In Hus they saw a Slavic reformation voice 
pleading not only for religious but also for a social 
and political reformation in his country.48 Hus 
was an important figure of identification espe-
cially among the Slavophiles, even in Orthodox 
circles.49 Prokhanov looked up to him from his 
youngest years on, as he wrote to his friend, 
Professor Marcinkovsky: ‘The life of Jan Hus, this 
fighter for the Gospel, already fascinated me in my 
young years.’50 And this excitement stayed with 
him throughout his life. Prokhanov’s missiology 
certainly does not reside with Protestant models 
only; in his search for an appropriate missiology, 
he turns to the Czech renewal movement of the 
Hussites.51

Prokhanov’s excitement for Hus contrasts to his 
experience with Western European Protestants. 
He studied theology under Harnack and Otto 
Pfleiderer in Berlin,52 read much Protestant the-
ology and became very sceptical towards a theol-
ogy which (in his view) ‘generates unbeliefs’ and 
a church which separates itself from its historical 
roots in Orthodoxy and Catholicism.53 Prokhanov 
admits, however, that his theological knowledge 
is limited and uncompleted, due to the shortness 
of his studies and his insufficient knowledge of 
German and French.54 His interest in closer rela-
tionships to the historical European Protestant 
churches grew, however, after he left the Baptist 
World Alliance, disillusioned by the American 
Baptist support for the Evangelical Christian 
movement in Russia. In 1931 Jakob Kroecker, the 
director of the mission union ‘Light in the East’, 
reported that Prokhanov had asked him to help 
establish formal relationships with the Churches of 
the Reformation.55

An article does not offer enough space to 
examine Prokhanov’s theology of mission in 
depth; some characteristic insights may encour-
age more elaborate studies in the future. How did 
Prokhanov view mission?

1. Mission is not simply a task of the Church, 
but rather a divine gift to the Church.56 It is God, 
the triune God, who is deeply concerned with the 
state of his world. He is the creator of the Church; 
he is the prime agent of transformation and 
renewal of people and their cultures. It is his spirit 
who motivates for mission, his Son who lays the 
foundation for mission and his love which moves 
his strong hand towards the needy world.57 

2. Mission requires a deep understanding of 
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cal convictions and it is not an organised venture 
of the official state church, but rather a move-
ment from below, a movement of people led by 
individual Christians.76 Prokhanov compares his 
own Evangelical Christian movement to the time 
of the apostles. Here too, the movement of God 
started with the lower classes of society, reaching 
the whole of society through revival.77

9. Mission is God’s holistic venture. Prokhanov 
writes: 

We steadily believe that Christianity is not just 
word, but also works, not just teaching, but also 
a transformed life. Therefore the Evangelical 
movement in Russia must express itself not only 
in preaching, but also in the creation of new 
forms of socio-economic life.78 

In his programmatic article on ‘The New or 
Evangelical Life’, published in Christianin, 
Prokhanov mentions a number of areas of indi-
vidual and social, educational and economic life of 
a people which in his view will have to be trans-
formed by the gospel.79 He claims the transfor-
mation of people’s lives, the cities and villages of 
Russia as the historic task for the mission of believ-
ers.80 He wants to see at least half of all members 
of the Russian Academy of Science as coming from 
the Evangelical Christians.81 Christians will have 
to be the better citizens of Russia, who produce 
better economic results82 and organise their eco-
nomic structures in a gospel manner, so that they 
become instruments of transformation. He even 
made plans for a new Gospel city, a project which 
never started due to the beginning Stalinist repres-
sions.83 But mission as an act of social transforma-
tion can never be a result of a social revolution, 
but rather of a ‘spiritual revolution’ carried out in 
a spirit of love and social care, motivated by God 
himself.84 Mission introduces justice into all prac-
tical relationships between people85 because Jesus 
has made justice possible.

10. The mission of the Russian Evangelical 
Church does not limit itself to its own country, 
but rather accepts the universal task to become 
an example and witness of renewal to the global 
church, especially the Protestant churches of the 
West, inviting them to return to the apostolic 
spirit of the original Christianity.86 Soon after the 
revolution and the new freedom of speech and 
religious activity, Prokhanov and his Evangelical 
Christians sent missionaries not only to a number 
of non-Russian peoples inside of Russia, but also 
to India and China.87

morally renewing our motherland. We invite you 
cordially to do so.’66 In 1922 Prokhanov and 
the leadership of the Union of the Evangelical 
Christians formulated the famous ‘Evangelical 
Call’,67 inviting all orthodox believers to partici-
pate in a spiritual reformation of Russia. In 1928 
another nationwide appeal was launched in what 
Prokhanov called ‘Resurrection call’, inviting all 
Christians to participate in a holistic renewal of 
faith and culture in Russia.68 This document is also 
ecumenical in spirit, but, as Puzynin rightly com-
ments, it less directly targets the Russian Orthodox 
Church.69 Prokhanov seems to lose hope of seeing 
the Russian Orthodox Church reformed. Mission 
is an ecumenical venture of God. It is not done in 
a spirit of sectarianism. Prokhanov states: 

The Free Evangelical Church in Russia has 
nothing to do with a sect. It exists in the spirit 
of ecumenicity. It is typical for a sect to claim 
salvation through belonging to the sect only. 
The Free Evangelical Church does not accept 
such a narrow view.70 
For Prokhanov salvation is offered even in those 

churches ‘which may not be properly organised’.71 
The Evangelical Christians will seek immedi-
ate cooperation with all bodies of Christian faith 
which are interested in the mission of transforma-
tion.72

7. Mission presupposes unity among Christians. 
Prokhanov spent most of his energy trying to unite 
the different renewal movements in his country 
and he strongly believed in the transformative 
power of Christian unity. In an article written in 
Bratski Listok, he states: 

The Evangelical movement aims towards 
renewal of all religious life of the Russian 
people. If the movement is to fulfil its task, all 
its branches will have to unite. If they do not 
unite, however, they will dry out and turn into 
separate sects and die spiritually. When they 
unite, they become strong and will effectively 
influence the reform of all religious life of the 
Russian people.73

8. Mission as reformation, says Prokhanov, will 
never copy the church in other countries, but lead 
people in the nation to renewal and revival.74 It 
presupposes contextualisation. Mission must be 
done in a way that is understandable in the peo-
ple’s language.75 It will be carried out among the 
people by spiritually renewed individuals from the 
people itself. Mission as reformation of a nation 
does not come from importing Western theologi-
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shed light on his praxis and the theory beyond, 
and we will consider some.

1. Mission in Voronaev’s conception is God’s 
mission. The triune God is the initiator and main 
actor of mission; it is he who calls and sends people 
into mission.94 He is the redeemer in Jesus, the 
Christ; the Spirit of God is the ‘initiator, motiva-
tor and supervisor of world mission’.95 Without 
a deeper theological discussion Voronaev lays a 
trinitarian foundation of mission, something that 
was unusual in Western Protestant thinking of his 
time. 

2. Involvement in God’s mission presupposes a 
personal call of God and a personal relationship. 
Voronaev himself returned to his home country in 
times of distress, leaving the save haven of the USA. 
Prayer as an immediate conversation between God 
and his sent one is the most important ministry in 
effective mission. In one of his articles on prayer 
Voronaev writes: 

Take time for prayer. I do not know of any other 
habit, which brings more blessing into the life 
of a Christian than the morning prayer. Am I 
ready to pay the price to develop such a habit, 
which is so closely connected with victory and a 
fruitful spiritual life?96 

For Voronaev mission and personal spirituality are 
interwoven; it is the changed life of a person which 
becomes an agent of change. It is the person per-
sonally touched by God who is able to touch the 
lives of others. Only Spirit-led mission is worthy 
to be called mission. And the Spirit leads his mes-
sengers to the people in the world.

3. The Church is God’s prime missionary agent. 
It has no reason for existence except the mission of 
God. All members of the Church are called to mis-
sion; Voronaev states: ‘You cannot be a Christian 
without being a missionary.’97 The missionary 
Church follows the example of Christ98 whose 
life was marked by mission, and consequently the 
Church of Christ has to be essentially mission-
centred.

4. Mission in Voronaev’s conception aims 
towards evangelism and conversion of people to 
God. The aim of all mission is conversion of sin-
ners to God and as a result transformation of life 
in its totality.99 Whatever the Church does, it has 
to lead people to Christ and to a fulfilled life in 
the Holy Spirit. The transformed individuals build 
the new people of God, the Church of the elect 
and redeemed. This leads to active church plant-
ing, which is seen as participation in God’s divine 

4.2. Ivan Efimovich Voronaev
The second founding father of the Eastern Slavic 
Evangelicals is the founder of the Slavic Pentecostal 
movement, Ivan Efimovich Voronaev (1885-
1937). It was his work and writings which formed 
and defined the movement theologically. Voronaev 
was born in the Orenburg region on April 16, 
1885. He converted to Christ in 1908 and almost 
immediately started to preach the gospel in the 
Baptist churches of Irkutsk und Krasnoyarsk. 
Persecution forced him to leave Russia in 1911; 
via China he moved to the USA where he served 
as pastor of a Russian speaking church in San 
Francisco.88 Between 1912 and 1915, Voronaev 
studied theology at the Berkeley Theological 
Seminary while still serving his Baptist church as 
pastor and evangelist in Los Angeles (1913-1916) 
and then in Seattle (1916-1917), where he met 
Ernest Williams, one of the prominent leaders of 
the Assemblies of God. Williams introduced him 
to Pentecostal theology and praxis.89 In 1917 
Voronaev moved to New York where he pastored 
a Russian Baptist church until 1919, the year in 
which he and twenty other members of the Baptist 
church experienced the baptism with the Spirit and 
received the gift of speaking in tongues. On July 1, 
1919, they founded the first Russian Pentecostal 
church in New York.90 A number of other church 
plants in the USA followed. In the midst of this 
exciting mission, Voronaev received a call from 
God to return to Russia. A year after founding the 
Pentecostal church in New York, on July 15, 1920, 
Voronaev and two other families, the Saplyšnych 
and Koltovič, left for Constantinople in Turkey, 
heading for Odessa.91 On August 12, 1921, he 
returned to Soviet Russia as a missionary, after he 
personally sensed a clear prophetic call from the 
Lord.92 In less than ten years he organised and led 
a missionary movement, which reached 25,000 
members in 400 churches by the year 1930, the 
year of his imprisonment.93 Voronaev was killed by 
the Bolsheviks in 1937. 

How did Voronaev view mission? He received 
his theological education in the USA and he fol-
lowed the classic Pentecostal teachings of the 
American Pentecostals. How did this affect his the-
ology of mission? Was he different to Prokhanov, 
the Westerniser among the Evangelical fathers? 
Voronaev left us no written missiology; he merely 
wrote some articles. Others reflected on his min-
istry and teaching – enough at least to propose a 
direction of thought. A number of crucial insights 
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vention. They counted on the miraculous work of 
the Holy Spirit in healing, wonders and signs.110 
In fact prayer for divine healing became an integral 
part of Pentecostal services and mission work.111 
‘The ministry of healing was considered as an 
empowerment of proclamation as well as non-ver-
bal proclamation par excellence.’112 

7. Voronaev strongly believed in mission as an 
organised and strategically executed venture. After 
summarising the missionary work of Voronaev, 
the Soviet historian Moskalenko states: ‘Voronaev 
motivated through conferences and trained some 
of his followers for mission in a relatively short 
period of time.’113 For him mission was obviously 
the first priority and he organised the mission work 
of his young church with a sharp vision and strate-
gic competence.114 In Evangelist he wrote: 

It is the responsibility of every member of the 
church to preach the gospel. And this preaching 
must be done with courage and in the power of 
the Holy Spirit.115 

It is amazing to see how strategically he started his 
work, moving first to the most responsive people 
among the Molokan and Dukhoborzy. Through 
his ministry many Molokan und Dukhobor 
Christians accepted Pentecostal beliefs.116 Soon his 
church grew in number and allowed him to enter 
other strata of society.

8. Mission and evangelism presuppose a church 
trained for its task. Voronaev, himself theologically 
trained, working hard to establish a missionary 
training school but his vision could not be real-
ised due to the political circumstances.117 Frank 
points to other tools of missionary training such as 
publications and congresses which Voronaev used 
extensively to establish a missionary culture as well 
as a missionary understanding in his churches.118

4.3. Recovering the missionary memory – 
towards an appropriate missiology

The East Slavic Evangelicals have not developed 
an adequate system of theological training119 and 
as a consequence they have no written missiology. 
This does not, however, in my opinion, mean that 
there were no missiological foundations under-
girding their missionary praxis. We have examined 
the voices of two of the forefathers of East Slavic 
Protestantism. Their Evangelical Protestant mis-
siological roots are evident. In his inspiring study, 
Puzynin assumes that there was especially an 
Anglo-Saxon revivalist influence in their work120 
but the forefathers, especially Prokhanov, go far 

act.100 The appointment of evangelists and church 
planters in the young movement clearly under-
lined this priority. At the first congress of the newly 
founded All-Ukrainian Union of Christians of the 
Evangelical Faith, of which Voronaev became the 
first president, thirty male and five female union 
evangelists were commissioned to foster evange-
lism in all of the USSR.101 More were sent in the 
next years.102

5. It is fascinating to see how Voronaev devel-
oped his mission work. While evangelism and 
church planting formed the heart of what he 
understood to be the mission of God, he con-
sciously combined evangelism with social respon-
sibility, ensuring a culture of a caring community. 
Typical for him are his sermons concerning the 
economic situation in the country, in which he 
directly calls Christians to invest their lives in serv-
ing the hungry and the needy.103 Under his leader-
ship the young Pentecostalism in the Soviet Lands 
served the spiritual as well as material and social 
needs of the people. Characteristic is the decision 
of the Pentecostal churches in Western Ukraine, 
Belarus and Poland, stating: ‘Help needs to be 
given to poor people, who face famine, sickness, 
thievery and whose houses are burned down.’ In 
such cases the churches were asked to assist imme-
diately and without any delay.104 The material and 
social ministry to the needy of Voronaev’s newly 
established churches was, in the judgment of the 
Soviet historian Mel’nik, decisive for the growth 
of the Pentecostal churches.105 Under Voronaev’s 
leadership Pentecostal churches offered the people 
around them effective assistance by helping them 
to run their everyday lives in difficult economic 
and political situations, incorporating them in 
what the Soviet historian Klibanov calls their own 
well established social ‘family net’.106 It is this 
combination of social ministry and caring fellow-
ship which determined their missionary success.107 
Mel’nik adds: ‘Every family with material need 
can count on help from a Pentecostal church.’108 
Although the Soviet regulations strictly prohib-
ited any humanitarian aid by the church, Mel’nik 
nonetheless summarises: 

The humanitarian help of Pentecostals has 
never ended despite all state prohibition. The 
diaconal ministry is the most effective evidence 
of the work of the Holy Spirit in a Pentecostal 
church.109

6. In offering social help Voronaev and his fol-
lowers directly combined human and divine inter-
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their own churches.124 During the last decade the 
missionary excitement of many Slavic Evangelical 
Churches has lost its momentum.125 At the same 
time the Islamic da’wa has developed an enormous 
missionary energy. In the city of Moscow, for 
example, the Muslim population has grown 250 
times in the last ten years.126 It is time to regain 
the lost missionary dynamic of our fathers. Maybe 
Orthodox missiologists will point the right way.

As to the Russian Orthodox Church, the devel-
opment of its recent mission theory goes back 
to the decision of the Episcopalian Sobor of the 
Church in 1994 to establish criteria for a Russian 
Orthodox missiology; a working group presented 
its results in 1995. On this basis the current text 
of the ‘Conception of missionary activity of the 
Russian Orthodox Church’ was finalised and 
passed by the Holy Synod.127 In 2009 the first 
textbook on missiology from a Russian Orthodox 
perspective was finalised by the Mission Office of 
the church and published.128 There are many ques-
tions that can be asked about the book, both from 
a scholarly and from a missiological perspective, as 
Andrey Kuraev, one of the authors, rightly states.129 
In his estimation, the textbook is an ‘expression of 
the missiological poverty’ of the Church.130 The 
missionary statement of the Russian Orthodox 
Church sees mission as a movement of the Church 
towards the world, with the declared aim to change 
and renew the world according to the gospel of 
Jesus Christ.131 Modern day Russian Orthodox 
missiology derives from the missionary praxis of 
the Church Fathers, but especially from their own 
missionary history in the nineteenth century, here 
especially from the Altai and Japan missions.132

To be sure, the Orthodox are still far away from 
the set goal of formulating an appropriate mis-
siology for their context. But they have started. 
Without a doubt, the Evangelicals should now 
follow and they may do so in conversation with 
the Orthodox. The first possible step will obvi-
ously be to recover the missionary legacy of our 
own tradition.

Dr. Johannes Reimer was born and grew up in the 
former Soviet Union. He serves as Professor of 
Missiology at the University of South Africa and the 
Theologische Hochschule Ewersbach, Germany, 
and is president of the European Association for 
Higher Learning and Research.

beyond the Protestant models on the following 
points: 

1.	A clear trinitarian foundation of the Church 
and its mission,121 which was in no way 
typical for the Evangelical missiology in the 
Protestant West of the time. 

2.	A society-transforming framework of mis-
sionary thinking, which Prokhanov calls ref-
ormation, which was absent in Pietistic and 
Anglo-Saxon revivalist groups. 

3.	Church-centred mission, unlike most of the 
Western faith missions of the period. 

4.	A clear sense of contextualisation and inde-
pendence from imported models and a search 
for an indigenous way.

5.	A pneumatological dimension, especially in 
Voronaev’s teaching, but also in Prokhanov’s 
idea of a ‘spiritual revolution’, which goes 
beyond the classic Western concepts of mis-
sion at the time.

Those and similar convictions reveal Eastern roots, 
which may have added to the enormous success 
of the Evangelicals during the golden years of 
their mission between 1917 and 1929. Reading 
the Slavic Evangelical fathers, I was constantly 
reminded of David Bosch’s ‘emerging postmod-
ern paradigm of mission’.122 All but two of Bosch’s 
thirteen elements of an emerging ecumenical para-
digm123 are present in the writings of the fathers. 
They too speak of mission as God’s mission, of a 
Church with others, of mediating salvation, of acts 
of justice, evangelism and contextualisation, lib-
eration and inculturation, of witness acts of hope 
for a nation. For the fathers mission was evidently 
a ministry of the whole people of God. To be sure, 
there was less talk about theology and less inter-
religious dialogue, but this was a direct result of 
their unique setting. 

Slavic Evangelicals may and should look back 
to their heritage. Too much missiology has been 
lost along the Soviet path. After years of persecu-
tion the Church has become ingrown; it is pre-
occupied with internal affairs and the cultivation 
of otherness, separating itself from the people 
around them. The vast majority of the Evangelical 
churches have almost completely lost the holistic 
understanding of mission which their forefathers 
had. Issues are still being raised, but they are now 
internally focused. The Evangelicals may still care 
for the needy, but first and foremost for they own 
members; they may still expect God’s Spirit to 
heal the sick, but in the first place the members of 
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