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On May 2L, 1911 the ship Hanover arvived at Philadelphia
J 3 g ool St A

carrying passengers who had heard oﬁihe bountiful lands of
opportunity which America had to of%er. Numbered among those
voyagers was a couple by the mame of Bader with their young
family., They also had come to seek a new life in this land of
liberty. Behind them lay a homeland which had treated them and
many generations before them as strangers and aliens. They
vere (German Russians who like their forefathers long before,
left their homes and relatives in search of a better life.

5 few short years' delay might have meant the difference
between living in the U.S.A. where personal freedoms are

all too often taken for granted and living in the Soviet

Union where such freedoms are hardly even dreamed of. Many

cuestions may arise in our minds. Why were some 50 bles
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as to come to a.land where we can confess Christ without any

ar of reprisal, while their brothers and sisters endured

(L

harsh and bitter persecution instigated by the government?
“hat exactly is the history of these oppressed Germans who
made Russia.their home, particularly from the religious

point of view? What can we as Christians and WELS Lutherans-
do to bolster the faith of our brothers and sisters in Christ
whom Satan is assailing so ?éhemently with his attacks? The
first of these questions we must leave to the wisdom and
nrovidence of our Almighty God. The latter will be the
subject of this pavper as we atltempt to scratch the surlace

,0f the story of the Volga Germans.
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T. A Brief History of the Volga Germans

Conditions. in Europe

It was during the reign of Catherine the Great, empress
of Russia that the migration of more than 7000 German families
to Russia took place. A brief glimpse into the situation of
the "Holy Roman Empire'" will make it clear why many of the
German people were dissatisfied and looking for a chance for
a new start. Religious differences and lack of feligious
toleration embittered the lives of many people. Following the
time of Luther and the Reformation there was a host of religious
wars desimating the population and devastating the land. The
Peace of Westphalia failed tQ do away with the many problems,
although it ended the Thirty Years War (1618-1648), 'Wwhich
has been branded as the most horrifying and devastating
the history of mankinde”1 Dstimates of the loss of population

range from cone third to one half of tl
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. total populatione.
The sufferings of the two Hessian states and the Rhine

Palatinate were the most severe as they bore the ravages o

[ote}
by

ware The end of this wap touched off the Hessenkrieg, a
struggle between the Hessian states themselves, which was
followed closely by the conquesﬁs of Trench king Louis XIV.

Devastation was again ushered in by the War of Spanish i

Successione. "Thus, at mid-eighteenth century, at least five
generations had been suffering miseries resulting ifrom

o »”2 In

political turmoil in the numerous Germanies.
1756 all Hurope plunged into war again in Austria's war of

revenge known as The Seven Years War.



It goes without saying that the German peasant of 1763
vas groaning under a tremendous burden. The land nad been
crossed, re-crossed, and crossed again during the numerous
conflicts. A host of young men had been impressed into the
fighting forces in the process. Industry and trade were
completely disrupted. Taxes were at an all time high, partially
to support the overabundance of the lavishly living royalty
of the more than 300 states and principalities. Poverty,
unemployment, disease, and malnutrition were the general rule
of the day. "To a Germany thus affected came the agenlts of
Catherine IT of Russia bringing the news of a paradise in

the East.”5

The Manifesto

Farly in her reign, Catherine II had plans to bring
industry and progress to her underdeveloped frantier areas,
noping that the immigrants would set an example for the
Russien peasants. Only twenty-one days after her coronation
in 1762, she issued a vague manifesto inviting foreigners to
settle in Russia. Thisbinvitation had little effect. After
réthinking her plan, on July 22, 1763 she issued a new Manifesto -
which has cqmefto béfasSociated with the birth of the Volga
Germanrminority} This‘was a "master-piece of immigration
propaganda, which became the cornerstone of Russia's colonization
policy for a century,”q This document detailed the broad

spectrum of privileges and benefits teo be granted.
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The ten sections of the document painted en alluring
picture of Russia as an area with large tracts of virtually
uninhabited fertile land, well-watered regions, rich in
minerals and ores waiting to be discovered, and lucrative
opportunities for the establishment of industries. Catherine
added a list of promises which many of the oppressed Garmans
could not resist. Besides this was the offer of thirty

1%

desyatiny (about eighty acres) to each family, the promise of

iy

ree transportation from the German ports of embarkation TO
their destinations, freedom to settle anywhere in the country,
freedom to practice any trade, interest-free loans for ten
years to get established, freedom fpom customs duties, freedom
from taxes for thirty years for those séttling in wilderness
areas, local self-government for those establishing colonies,
freedom from military service, and freedom of religion. All
these privilges were to perpetuate to all of their descendants
as well. To vemove any remaining doubts the potentiel

nhad
immigrants might have’there was also the promise of freedom
to return to their 1énds of érigih'at'any time.

Despite Catherine's alluring invitation disseminated
throughout Europe by:postefs, fliers, and proclamations, the
response frbm the déstitutéxﬁdpulations was still rather
disappointing; Thus the Empress introduced a new set of
recruiting techniques. The Russian governmeﬁ@lmade agreements
vith enterprising individuals who agreed to bring & Speéified

’

number of immigrants to Russian in exchange forspecial

‘privileges in the new settlements.and other considerations.



Most of the new recrulters, called Menschenfaenger (people

catchers) or Seelenverkaeufer (soul sellers), were IFrenchmen

of doubtful background. They wisely worked thé areas of

Germany which were especially oppressed by poverty and forced
conscription for foreign wars. Many proved to be unscrupulous
in their behavior by misleading "both the Russian government

and the Germans they signed up for Rusgia¢”5 A short time later
the Crown set up its own government controled recruiting
organization in addition to the foreign service salesmen.
Mnally, after the stream of immigrants had swollen int® a
river, Emperor Joseph II (of the Holy "Roman Empire) became
alarmed and forbad all  further emmigration from Germany in

1768. During the four years before that time, during 1764~
1767, the bulk of the Volga Germans made their move to
"paradise.'" It was just as well that the immigration ceased

as the response to the Manifesto was far greater than anticipated

and the colonization program had slready run out of fundse

The Move to Russis

Catheriﬁé had'set up a sﬁpervisbry body in St. Petersburg
to arrange for the réception and eventual settlement of fhe
Gérman"iﬁi@grénts.';Arréﬁgéments aﬁd?tempdparyfagcommddations
along the way were the first of many disilluéionments to
.come, To the. consternation of the colonists, they soon
learned that they were not free to go where they wished as
Volga River region. In spite of fhe fact that ”barely half

P
of the colonizers were farmers,"’ they were all expected to



wvork the land, another breéch of contract. In reality, the
settlement dn the Volga region, in violation of tne colonists!
rights, probably helped to save the colonists from extinction
in their early struggle for survivale.

The journey to their new homeland proved to be a lqng and

arduous one. Thelr hardshops included travéling in the bitterly
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cold vieather of late fall, sdickness, and frequently des
elong the way. Some were forced to winter with Russiean

peasants where they got a firsthand experience of the customs

of thelr new homeland. If they could hawe, many probebly would
have returned to Germany immediately. However this was im-
possible. Added to the problems was the fact that the author-
ities were far from ready to receive the steady stream of

settlers that had begun to arrive. iAlong with the Lacik of
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organization came tremendous shortfalls in supvnlies arid
equipfment. What little there was in the way of vprovisions
was usually not distributed equally but was practiczlly up
tor grabs to the first takers.

As the government leader would lead the wagon trains through
the trackless steppe for weeks on end he would deliberately
steer clear of the already established "villages" of %ents and
huts in order not téybring furfher disiliﬁéionment 10 the
colonists., At avconvénient time (for him) he would order the
train to stop in the middle of nowhere; they had arrived at
their destination! Thus the harsh realities learned on the
treck were only the beginnings of thelr probl

These colonists who had come from the oppressive 1ife



in Germany, some for religious freedom, some for free land,

some for freedom from military service and burdensome taxes,

and some failures who were lazy and shéftless and looking

for an easy life, were fppced to dig in and build a new life.,

The land of wealth and life of ease remained only a far

away dream. |
Altogether during the four years the emigra qte numbered

more than 7000 femilies, "an estimated 25,000 to a?,OOO

people.”7

A large per cent of these were from Hesse, but other
parts of southwest Germany seemed to be well represented also,
with a sprinkling of other areas of Germany and some neighboring

countries.

Congueringz the ILand

Housing was the most pressing problem that the colonists
Taced. Although Catherine's agents had promised housing
ready on arrival, in most cases the newcomers found neither
shelter nor lumber. Lumber was a precious resource and had
to be floatedidown the Volga from far away. Meanwhile
Russian s yle mud huts had to serve as home for the first
several years before houses could be bullt.

Much needed domestlc anlmale were usually in short
supply and farm implements were of the crudest nature.

Seed grain was always late, and the essential cold weather
clothing was constantly lacking., Shortages of food and
clothing nrevailed everywhere. Profiteering Russian officials

unscrupulously took adwantage of the colonists by cutting



rations of the few things that they did have. The forces
of nature added to the burden with the bitterly cold winters
and spring fépads which washed away their mud huts. Crop

:
after crop failed in the dry bldzing summer sun. It took
years of trial and error to learn how to coax the soil to
producela satisfactory crop. It was nolt until nearly ten
years later that a good crop was harvested which made them
less dependent on government help. Meanwhile huge amounts in
debts had beenaccumulated,

The freedoms promised by the Manifesto were, for the most
part, nonexistents.  "Any kind of initiative on the part of a
colonist was discouraged.”8 Every detail of life was regulated
and restricted including travel, and even the buying and selling
of livestock. It is no wonder that discontent and disillusionment
were the fule of the daye.

Lnother scourge were the bands of outlaws that flourished
along the lower Volga. To travel alone or in small groups
was to 1invite a murderlnv rald by these criminals, deserters
’and —serfs., At tﬁmes entlre colonles were forced to form
rosses to seek out the stronghélds of the bandits and avenge

L

their lOoS@o. hms problem pla ued Lhe colonlsts for nearly

a centuryrbefore 1t was remedled to some extent.
The 1mm1grants were forced to dig in and make a 1ife-

in théair new homeland, Hands which had never done manual

vork learned to master the farming tools. "Cerman imgenuity

]

and technigues brought from the homeland improved on the

\ oo .- ade -
methods of the Russian peasant and finally M&%® {the land
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prodyctive, which was Catherine's original intent. The
older and weaker soon died off but the younger and stranger
strove to improve thefr lot in life in the savage~iand.
From the fires of trials they eventually forged the "wasteland"
into the land they called home. These German colonists were
giving birth to a new people, the Volga Gefmans, an ethnic
branch with its own proud identity. Although a stray Russian
vord crept into their native dialects, the winter survival
garb of the Russian peasants were quickly adopted, and vodka
supplanted Rhine wine and beer as a stronger household drink,
the Volga Germans clung tightly to the essential character of
the German culture so that they did not lose their identity
as a distinct ethnic group.

Pr. Sidney Heitman points to four important factors
which have united the Volge Geramns by certain common bonds,.
A 10

imong the more that 100 Soviet nationalities the Volga

sermans comprise a minority with a distinctive :

c-!'

ory.

FP

he same bonds remain important factors in uniting Volg

Germans Lo thls day in the Sov1et Unlon as well as in other

countries around the world. They are: '"their common history
and traditions, theﬁ 1anguage, théxr reldigions, and their

radl-ways, "'

Religious Iife -

One can hardly speak of the Volgs Germans without an

insight into their religious life. The relis glous freedom

promised by Catherine in the Manifegtovwas undoubtedly an

important factor in determining whether these people would
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immigrate to Russia or not, at least for many. The Impress,
although she confessed an "everyone gets to heaven in their

own way" philosophy, was hardly a pioneer in the religious
freedom line of thought. In fact her own people of the
Christian faith were subjected to a rigidly controled state-
church. Already in 1702 Peter the Great had issued a manifesto
proclaiming: "We . . . gladly concede that every Christian shel
be responsible to make the concern for his salvation his (own)

12
business."

lven with this Peter was anticipated by Ivan v,
the Terrible. It was already in 1576 that the first Lutheran
church was built in Russia, located in a Moscow suburb he
had created for hrofessional and technical immigrants recruited
in the German states. The only right excluded was the right
o proselytize among the Orthodox.

The Dbulk of the Germans who answered the invitation of
Catherine were deeply devout people. Their lives revalved -

around the seasonal needs, caring for their flocks and field

o)

3
and their religious calendars. Their social lives were
completely‘interwoven With bhe German churches and the
activities of the congregations. Of particular interest to
us here is the rellglous makeup of the 1mmrgrants. Adam
Gliesinger: stateo that ”about 76 per cent were Protestants of
the Lutheran faith.”1q Of the remaindqu15~20 per cent

vere Catholics with Mennonites, Reformed, and a few other
sects mixed in, The religious repression of Jestern Lurope
made Catherine's gateway to Paradise seen appealing to quite

a number of religious denomination.
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Because of the trying conditions among the Volga
Germans it is not difficult to see why there was a shortage of
pastors Ifrom the beginning. As hard as it was to get a
pastor, it was even more difficuit to keep him there. The
demands made on them were often simply too much to bare.
The Russian government recognized the religious needs of the
colonists {from the beginning and tried to provide for them.
Already in llovember of 1763 the decision was made to recruit
two Protestant pastors, one Lutheran, the other Calvinistic,
and a Catholic priest, for the planned Volga settlement.15

In 1765 the building of a church in each colonist

district was made possible by a loan from the crown, and six
years later twelve churches, along with parsonages and schools,
stood in the Volga region. The government even went so far as
to pay the first two years' salaries for the clergymen, whereas
later on a tax was collected for this purpose. In 1769 the
gsovernment issued "Instruktion' which set forth in great
detail the religious duties of the colonists and the clergy
under the threat'ofﬂharsh;punishmeﬁts for deviations from this
standard. Such taxes and regulations were strongly resented
by the Germansiwho had been prqmised freedoms from such
restrictidﬂ3§ ' . | SO |

In spite of the governmenﬂs clergy recruiting program
there were dire shortages of pastors in the early years of
settlement. "It d1s said that between 1764 and 1772 there were
but six ministers to serve 7% Lutheran and Reformed colonies.
w16

Ey 1820, the number had increased only to 17. The huge,

widely scattered congregations in a region of harsh climate,



where roads were nonexistent and transportation both primitive
and dangerous, were probably least inviting for the church
worker. In return for his strenuous labor the pastor often
received a salary too meager to support his family.
Doubtlessly it was difficult for a Volga pastor to be

dedicated to his work and a dedicated family man too, for he
was always on the go. Vith only a handful of clergymen, large
circuits for each to care for, and difficult travel in between,
the clergymen were, in reality, more preachers than pastors.
Thka contact between pastor and congregation was little more
than the worshop service and special services such as weddings
and baptisms, which were often performed in larger groups.
The average number of parishioners in a circuit was over
15,000 members]/go time for individual calls was extremely
limited or nonexistent., Koch describes the typical Sunday
visit this was:

As a rule, the pastor arrived in a village on

Sunday morning an hour or so before the ten o'clock

service and proceeded to the schoolmaster's residence

to inAform himself about the state of the community.

The Worshipe:SﬂfipsigsaW;himfwhen he'enteredgtheichancel

from the vestry and stepped before the altar during

the final stanza of the opening hymn. Following the

benediction, he wbuldirdtreat into the sacristy. . . .
By the time the congregation had sung the last verse

of the closing hymn he usually had already disappeared =

”intd?thé?S@hoblmaSter!thﬁmé‘a?goss the street where
he was to be the dinner guest. ' e
It appears that, at least in the early years, ''there

were not many outstending meun among the pastors who served

in the Volga colonies."19

o
-
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reason for this may have been
the kind of pastors that were attracted to the colonies.

some may well have been those who had encountered problems
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in their congregations in Germany or could not obtain a
desirable éssignment there and thus immigrated to get a fresh
start. Added to this was the problem that the pastors were not
native to the colonies but came from a diversity of backgrounds
and religious training schools, Differenced in practice and’

even doctrine resulted. "Frequently there was an aura o

AR

aristocracy. . othat could not readily attunc to t

fa—

& cconamic,

-
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spcial, and unscholarly status of the colonists."” '
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factors contributed to the rather fast turnover of pastors as
many returned to thelr héme regions.
The government must shoulder a portion of the bdame for
placing a wedge between pastor and parish because of the
Se

insufferable limitations the bureaucracy placed on pastors

The previously mentioned "Instruktion" of 1769 strictly limited

the functions of pastors to spirituald matters and ordered

them not to become inVélved in any kind of sSecular affairs.

The guidelines established in this matter were quite arbitrary.
For example the planning and construction 0f a church building
was chSidered'td be‘étrictly'a Sééulér'affair.

One can hardly speak of the religious life of the Volga
Germ&ns without at least a. brlef con81deratlon of tqe role of
‘the school.i The ochoolmaster served an 1ntegral part dn the
spiritual 1ife of the colonists, especiall¥ since there was
such a shortage of pastors. At the_time of Immigration the

school system was well established

).J.

n the German states and

the coloniszsts brousht this system along with then During

the

long weeks of absence of the non-resident pastor/the saeho0ol~
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master was called on to perform most of the ecclesiastical

functions. He often was also a decon, village registrar,

9

counselor (spiritual and secular) ,town clerk, and even first-
aid officer.21
It usually fell to the duties of the schoolmaster to

copduct most of the church services. If there were six Congre=—

[ A

gations in a parish, he was required to officiate on five

5]

the same, the svhoolmaster was not allowed to preach his own
sermon., Rather he could select and read a sermon from the

church's Predigtbuch. Since he was not ordained, he was

forbidden to officiate from the pulpit so he delivered his
message from a lecturn. Neither was he allowed to give the
benediction nor make the sign of the cross. Since the school-
master maintained such close contact vith the parishioners
however, he was often more of a spiritual shepherd than the
egular pastor was.

A fact which complicated the religious scene was that
the Proteutant 1mm1grants Were by no means unified . in theéir
religious bellOLD. The pletlsth and rationalistic divisions
of LULheranlsm found in the Patherland were brought along by
the colonlsts.‘ A mlnorlty of Reformed also existed, who some-
times founded their ownm paiishes and even colonies. The first
generation of settlers generally lived peacefully together,
although they remained apart eccles siastically. Soon hovever
the seeds of conciliation and unionism were sown. This was

brought eabout by a combination of factors including local

uccessive Sundays. Although the order of service was virtually



circumstances, a Tsar with Protestant sympathies, and the
instrumental work of a man naemed Ignaz Aurelius Fessler.22

He redivided the parishes into regionzi districts without regard
for denominational differences. Holy Communion, celebrated

only twice a year, was soon mdde available to both groups
differentiated in the manner in which the sacrament was
administered, namely serving each demomination as a separate
group and allowing the Reformed to eat and drink by their

own hands.
kducation

The German Russians had barely finished their crude

dwellings when they organized classes for the instruction of

thelr children. This was in stark contrast to the Russian

0

culture where even the members of the elite class were largely
illiterate. Thus even though the schools were primitive
in comparison to the Qne_room‘schools of the American fromtier
tradition, the pard"'?ch;ifai”’séhbbls Btood out as a shocking
cultural innovation. Catherine's Manifestoy which seemed to
cover nearly eVery_detail Offlife, was silent on the subject
of education. E R | ” |

Among the original immigrants there were enough well
éducated persons that virtually every colany could select a
well qualified teacher. However these men were limited by the

Tact that the government expected them, like all colonists

=9

to farm thelr portion of the land. Consequently school was



held only in the winter months. By the turan of
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when economic conditions were improving for the German
colonists, one might expect educational advance as well,.
However the opposit was the case. As the first generation of
teachers passed away, their successors had to be drawn from the
ranks of men with only docal parochial school traininz.

For the most part these were far from cuslified to serve

as schoolmasters.

An adding factor to the problem of qguality of the teacher
was the manner of hiringe. It was the place of the citizen-
pnarishioners to hire the teacher, who unfortunately o ten gave
the Jjob to the teacher who "offered his services #for the least

money, who had a loud, strong voice to cutshout & room.of

i

voungsters, and who could wield a sticlk.""™ His gualifications

vere usually a secondary consideration. Thus the quality

of education degenerated alarmingly after the first generation
of teachers. With a usual classroom size of 200-400 youngster

=
[0

in a olngle room w1th a 51ng1e ueac el,,it is no woadﬂr that

it took years to brlng the Standard of educatlon up tc what it

nad been in the early days. In spite of these manifold

1nadequac1es the sysnem accompllshea a 5reat dea1.~ "It

'can be said thai most men and women were abie to read and that

in later years writ 1ng too became a relctlvcly common skill, nelh

Vorld VWar and Changze

“n 191k rumors began making their way throu
Conjecture and speculation was the topic of the day. By
. | . PR =2 .i? : . o - .
midsummer the continents principal nations were embroiled

in Vorld War I. Anti~German agitations intensified qui
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and in January of 1915 a governmenlt decree bhanned the use of
the German language in church, school, and other public
places. But before the bam could be put into effect by the
disorganized monarchy, Kerensky'svoverthrow nullified the
interdicte. Within the year however, the Bolshevik revolution
struck down the new moderate Kerensky rule. '"One imminent
crippling blow to the Volga CGerman ethnic structure had
been averted--but the expected relief was only at the eye
of a hurricane;”25

Communist doctrine demsnded the destruction of religion.
Marx termed religion the "opiate of the people! which rulers

used to keep their subjects in submission and subjection.

However the Communist leaders recognized the strength that the
church, especially the Orthodocx churc ch, had on the peconle,

A direct move toward immedieted destruction of relision would
have .brought about their own end. Thus the narts
"employed the maneuver of attrition rather than an asc
The goverpmont qulckly Dlezed all bank accounts and any
other maLerlal pOSGSSlODS of the churches. Huge rental fees
vere charged to congregations for the use of their own
buildings.‘ Immedlately antlrellglous propaganda was ~circulated

throughout the land.‘ Early on, nany pastors were. 51ng1ed

out as enemies of the state and were accused of counter-

L

revolutionary propaganda. They were heavily taxed, evicted

from thelr homes, and arrested on the flimsiest

o
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Ly many were de

o

T

(u

in Dussials

o

ported to slave lahor camps

polar regions, while the church buildings were closed or
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turned into dance halls, theaters, or granaries,

A brief reprieve came in the 1920's when the Volga Germans
enjoyed ”their own autonomous administrative units.”27
The-=persecution again intensified in 1928 under Satain's
ive Year Plan. Courses in atheism were an essential pert of
training for military recruits. Schools were converted from
nonreligious to antiweligious institutions. 4 .C%ﬁaign against
the observance of Christmas was soom launched. Many other
colonists besides clergymen were shipped off to forced-labor
camps in the Ural mountain forests and mines.

Despite the loes of their spiritual leaders, devout
Lutherans continued to meet clandestinely in small groupe at
irregular times. Laymen conducted the devotions, performed
baptisms and marriages, and for a time, instructed the children

1

from the catechism at home. This was an extremely hazzardous

practice because leaders were often subjected to charg:

(D

of counterrevolutionary activity.

Although Lhe perlod of tlme between the wars was an
upheaval which effectlvely uprooted Germans and- deSLroyed
much of their culture, Lspe01a11y on Lhe religious scene,

there Were perlode when the pressure on the Volga colonlsLs

cased a blt. Por a tlme’there were nearly twenty German
autonomous districts (though under Communist heaouhwp )

It was in the mid-thirties, soon after the rise of Hitler
and the circulation of German propaganda promoting Russia as

-

handy Lebensraum that the Volga CGermans viere nul under thao
' " %] £

heaviest yoke of oppression. Undoubtedly Stalin's fear of the



Hitler menace was one of the causes of the great purge of 1936-
19%8. In 1935 the Germans were forbgdden correspondence
with any foreign contact under penalty of traitor chafges.
The Germen autonomous units were dissolved and many of their
inhabitants deported to the east. Soviet Germans were purged
from any status they had attained in the Party. Schools and
institutions of higher education were closed and publication
brought to a hault. Leaders and potential leaders vere system~
atically removed from the German villages and put safely
away . in slave labor camps.

The August (1941) decree which banished the German population
“some 2000 miles to the east, to the Omsk and Novosibirsk
regions in western Siberia, the Altal region of the Kazakhstan
republic and "neighboring localities rith in land”g8 continucd

to be carried out during and after the Second Vorld ar,

exile or in Furopean Russia. Nearly the entire German pop-
ulation was trénsplénﬁed."The;move of the estimated pcopulation
of up to one million people was a brutal one, which decimated
the number of Germens as some half a million perished along
the‘wéy;’29 |

When the deportation began nearly all the personal
posessions of the victims were siezed. They were heﬁrded
into cattle or freight cars at railroad stations vhere femily
members Vere purnosely separated from one another. Pocking

LO~-60 people in each car, the Soviets often had to let a



train stand for up to a week before leaving as pedple were getting
harder and harder to capture. Many died before the train even
left on the 2-3 week treck because of lack of water and sanitary
conditions. To make matters worse the strong who survived the
trip were not allowed to re-establish themselves as family
groups. The working age men particularly were taken away

frem thelr families and sent 1o other slave labor camps.

Pregent Day Situation

After 1955 conditions gradually improved for the German
Russlans as they established new homes and lives. To an

extent they began to revive their old traditions. Although

ct
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the situation may have improved there are many forces
Woﬂk‘todﬂy in the Soviet Union which are putting pressure on

the Germans toward Russification. "The rise of a new generation
of Soviet Germans, born during or since the war, educated

in Soviet schools, reared without the traditional cultural
influences of homogeneous German communities, employed in

modern factorles, farms, and OfflCeS along31de non-Germans,

and e/posed to a ceaseless barrage of Sov1et propaganda has

all accelerated the processes of a851mllatlon and threatens

erthe eventual dlsappearance of German culture ’30 .
The one facet of German culture whlch is most 1mportant

the Soviet government does not yield, and that is religion.
Although the constitution of the U.5.5.R. states in Article
52 "Citizens of the U.5.5.R. are guaranteed the freedom of

consclence, thal is the right to profess or not to profess

any religion, and to coanduct religious worship or atheistic



propaganda. Incitement of hostility or hatred on religious
grounds is prohibited,”31 any true measure of religious freedom
is nonexistent. The Soviet govermment is still an atheistic
regime which ebstructs and harasses borh preachers and believers.
The handful of old clergymen who did survive the long internment
of slave laebor camps were not permitted to resume their ministries.
L& they tried they did =0 under the cpnstant threat of
re-~imprisonment.

Although there is now a very limited toleration the regime
never ceases to exert pressure agalnst religious beliefs.
Special efforts are made to win the youth to atheism and thus
assure belief in God will die out. The education system

propagates atheism in schools. The law forbids the teaching
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of religicn t© undar th
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ila rddiculeg religlon as a superstition accertable only to
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the dlgnorant and gullible. Any person striving for a position

in the Party, edication, or any other position of success

must not only never be seen in a religious service, but must

actually work to prOm¢te{antireligion among theif follow

citizens. ‘Such eifforts undoubtedly are have their effects,
specrailg among Lhc younger Germans and thooe who are located

more in Lho urban arpas.k One Scholar states, "most Soviet

Germans have abandoned thelrialth”3 in the face of such

pressures.

) , . .o
Many of the JSoviet German: drifting svay from their
&
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the path of defiance and pesistance to the aunthority of man



-~

in order to listen to the authority of God. They vpersis

m

't dn
worshipping the Lord in the face of the harsh consequences
threatening themn. G@ﬂ singer has this to say about their

worships

The typical religious congregation among Soviet
Germans now is a group of like-minded DeGUWe

e o « led by an older layman of strong faith,
Vi o moet for prayer and Bible sltudy in a
private home. The leader preaches, baptizes,
wvitnesses marriage ceremonies and buries the
dead. If the group is large, the meeting place
is often a cemetery, where the meetings are
usually not interfered with. Churc¢h buildings
are generally not available. « .05

Several notorious cases of martyrdom among Goviet Germmns
were glven wide publicity in the West German press, but little’

has resulted from it. "The Germans are all but alone in

-

. Sl
their CO""”COUb defiance,"" "

IT. ILinked to Lutherans through the Airwaves

The plight of these Soviet Germans who share the heritage
of the Reformatlon W1Lh Amerlcan Lutherans has not gone
‘completolj unseen and unheard. In August mf 1983 the Torty-

seventh Bvennlal WLLS Conventlon adop%ed a memorlal with the:

,trongthanlng and} erv1ng the nearlf two mllllon

Sov1et Gefman w1th the Goopel. The resolution was intended
to serve to celebrate the quincentenary of TLuther's birth in

a special way, by sharing the blessings of the Reformation

i
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with those Germans in Soviet Central Asia who have undergone

such affliction for the faith. With the rassing of this
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resolution the Central Asia Radio Committee was appointed by
President Mischke.

At the present time this is an ad hoc committee cbnsisting
of Pastors Delmar Brick, John Brug, Kirby Spevacek, John
Trapp, and James Werner. This committee had consulted also
1 both the Synod's Interim Coumittee and the executive
secratayry of the Vorld Mission Roard. The committee subdivided
into two smaller committees} a program committee to direct
the actual production of the broadcasts, and a research com-
mittee 10 investigate and engage a reliable broadcasting
companye

After researching the field the committee contracted for
the broadcasting services of Far Bast Zroadcasting Company
of Californila, an independent corporation which owns and -

operates a network of transmitters. This company (an all

! el
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igious Christian broadcasting company) was selected hecause
it allows freedom to send out our own material. At a cost of

under $16,000 the Commlttee purchased 52 hours of prime air

time (30 mlnutes per ‘week on botﬂ a shortvave station broad-

:
{

casting from ualpan and an AM otatlon broadcastlng from

South'KOrea). Durlng Lhe past three nths the Far LaSb

Broadcasting Company has graceously 1n¢reased the broadcaotlng
time from one to seven hours per week in order to give the nevw
program as much exposure as possible by re-running the
broadeast at various other times,

Dhe program committee decided to use a format of a

nalf-hour German worship service. The program consists of



an sbbreviated liturgical service, Scripture readings paced

to facilitaté -copying by hearers, hymns, and a ten to twelve
minute sermon. A customized musical introduction and closing,
based on an original theme by Mr, John Barber and written by
Pastor Trapp, was recorded in performance by the Master Singers
of VWisconsin ILutheran College in Milwaukee. The program 1s

entitled "Dies ist der Tag' pased on Psalm 110, and was first

broudcast on Epiphany uunoa January 6, 1985. A ready source
of materiels and recorded hymns was. found in the files of a
Sunday German radio broadcast which has been aired for nearly
a half century on KNUJ in New Ulm, Minnesota.

The committee selected Pastor Helmut Flegel to serte as
the regular radio speaker, with the possibility of guest
preachers from time to time. Pastor Paul fckert was chosen to

be the nrogram announcer. The executive producer is Professor
Py fen)

6]
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Delmar bBrick and Mr. Jahn Barber is the sound engineer and
chief broadcast consultant. The estimated cost of maintaining
the existing proglau of pfodu01ng and broadcasting to the
1solated Sov1et German Chrlsulans 15 $25,000,’wh1ch is funded
by non-budgetary gifts.‘ This seems to be a rather modest

‘.

p“lce tag when compared to the llutenlng potentlal OL more

tian a m17llon souls.:

A question that might qulahly arise is thS' "Who, if
anyone, 1s listening to the broadcasts?" It is probably too
early to Zell at the present time. Some correspondence has

reached the pozt offilce box which the broadcest mentions

veekly, but little has been heard from the Soviet Union,



i

Mo
.1
1

-

Letters have arrived from as Ta; T as Vest Germeany s0 it is
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certain that the message is, at least at times, getting
through. The Jjamming conducted by the Soviet government is
one factor which must be contended with, however that is
concentrated mostly around the larger Cities; areas which our
broadcast is not particularly simed at. Because of ths enormous
distances involved in the remote areas, the Soviel government
itself uses short wﬂave to broadcast its regular programing
in the areas in which most of the Cerman Russians are
concentrated, so there:}eady access to short wave radios in
these localities. (The broadcast from Saipan is on short
wave.) There is also some indication that programs are tape

; )

recorded and are thus more widely
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sssible then to only

those who near the o

H

dginal btroadcast.
The problem which causes the lack of feedback from the

German Christians is the continued

o]

ersecution. To attempt to
slip a letter through the closely censored Soviet mail is a
hazzardous thing espe01ally when it is addressed to a destin-
ation in the U. S A.s Iu‘would certalnly be a needless risk

ror the Soviet believer to take, with little to;actually

be gained by the rlsk. The ﬁope is uhat through personal

”eorrospondence of rel tlves afOUﬂd the world the‘message abeut
the times and stations broadcasting can be spread more widely.
This effort is being made by placing notices in publications

of Germen Russlan historical societies here in America and in

Y R e R T R T Ll T L T e O ST A A N S S
25T seMany o0 thet relatvives cen i-form thelir Soviet

]

German redation sabout Lthem.



Vhat the future holds for the Central Asla Radio broadcasts
only the Lord of the Church knows. It is hoped that the Central
Asia Radio Committee and its work of broadcasting to bolster
the faith-of the persecuted and isolated brothers and sisters
in the faith will be made .a . permanent paft of the WELS
vorld mission program. Perhaps the work can be expanded to
include a greater number of the scores of nationalities
which make up the U.5.5.R. in more of an evangelism outreach
vrogram in the futune.

By the wisdom and providence of God, and by his grace,
we are largely ignorant of what it is like to confess Christ

under a-regime whose aim it is to stamp out religion. We

nrey that the Lord of the Church would spare us Lromfhat cross
and strengthen those who are currently bearing it so that they
can stand up under it. We would do well to search our own

hearts and ask haw readily we would confess our Savior who
sacrificed himself for the sins of the world if we were asked

to make the sacrlflces that the ov1et Germans have. According

'bO the Great Comma551on our Workils clear. The'work of the-
Central Asia Radio Committee is a first step in supporting

 Lhose‘whovare 1e11~he1rs of the Reformatlon in the Sovzet

 ,Un1on.i
Thlo is a brief look at who the Volga Germans are. It

attempts to give some insights into what this people has

endured and how history has affected theilr situation,

sarticularly in the field of thelr religious belicfs. It
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is the hoze of this writer that this brief overview of the
history and current spiritual plight of this predominantly
Lutheran~background Soviet minority wdll move us to thank the
Lord for the libertiesvhe has granted us and move us to assist
‘those who are resisting the atheistic pressures of the

Soviet government, by our prayers, by our broadcasts, and by

vhatever means the Lord places before us.
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