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Prologue 
 

In 1997-98 when I was in my early 20’s, I lived in Russia as a missionary.  I became more or less 
fluent in Russian, developed a connection with the people of Russia, and personally witnessed life 
in the aftermath of a Communist regime – the good and the bad.  I saw people embracing a new 
world with more freedoms and opportunities than before, and many who embraced faith.  
 
During the decades of Soviet rule, Christians had been severely repressed.  Those who carried the 
flame of faith in God in their hearts during that time had to do so in silence, or else risk mockery, 
a second-class status, or worse.  As a missionary in Russia, I spoke to people every day about God 
and asked them if they believed in God and would like to know more.  I was surprised that in my 
year and a half speaking with probably a thousand people or more, I only encountered 2 people 
who claimed to be atheists.  The vast majority of people I spoke with professed some belief in 
God, or at least an openness to the possibility.  And there were a few people I met whose faith in 
God was deeply ingrained in them, more so than I had ever seen in my life.  80 years of atheism 
during Communist rule made its mark, for sure.  But it did not destroy the faith of the people over 
the long-term. 
 
When I returned back home to America, I got a dual Master’s in Russian Language & Literature 
(Slavic) and Russian & East European Studies at Florida State University.  I felt inspired to write 
my Master’s thesis on underground Christian movements in the Soviet Union, the tactics of the 
Soviet state to stamp them out, and their tactics to survive and sometimes even thrive. 
 
I always felt there was some purpose for me to undertake this challenging task.  A thesis wasn’t 
required for me to graduate, but I felt compelled to delve into this topic regardless.  Some of the 
material I used for my thesis I had obtained first-hand when studying abroad in Moscow in 2002.  
One evening, the group from my university had tickets to the Bolshoi Theater.  For some reason, 
my seat ended up being separate from the rest of the group.  I sat down alone and ended up striking 
up a conversation with the Russian guy next to me before the ballet began. Of all things, it turned 
out he was a member of the very underground Pentecostal church I was researching for my thesis!  
This church was still operating underground in 2002, but he was able to get me in to participate in 
one of their services.  I was given documents about their history that I was able to translate and 
use in my thesis.  I had the pleasant experience of meeting and talking with some Russian Baptists 
and Jehovah’s Witnesses when I was there that summer, as well.   
 
Over the next two years, I wrote my thesis.  I defended it in 2004, then placed all my materials in 
a couple of boxes and didn’t touch it for years.  Then one day about 5 years later, I began to see 
some disturbing things in our news – a militarized raid with tanks showing up at the gates of an 
unpopular religious fringe group, and all children taken from their parents and put in foster care, 
with no specific allegations against anyone.  This entire religious group was denied due process 
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and given the same type of treatment I had seen happen to the oppressed religious minorities of 
the USSR.  As I looked further, I saw that the state of Christianity in America was not good, and 
much to my surprise, in some ways strikingly similar to what I studied for 2 years and wrote about 
in my Master’s thesis on Christianity in the USSR. 
 
I spent the better part of 2010 writing this book, but then I never completely finished or published 
it.  Recently, I decided that I couldn’t wait any longer for the “right time”, and that I had to 
complete the book and get it out there now.   
 
With Beneath Sheep’s Clothing, my goal is not to sow fear, but to open eyes as to the patterns of 
how the world’s premier Communist regime systematically sought to destroy, dismantle, and also 
co-opt Christianity for the purpose of setting up a totalitarian society devoid of the belief in God.  
I hope to show you how these very same tactics have been in use in America for a hundred years 
or more.  Knowledge is power.  Once we can see these tactics in operation, there are surprisingly 
simple steps we can take to outmaneuver them. My hope is that the information in this book is 
shared far and wide, and that it contributes to an awakening among both Christians and other 
freedom-loving people in America and beyond! 
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Introduction 
 
When Communism comes knocking at the door of a society, it doesn’t say: “Hey, I’m here to 
impoverish, enslave, and murder you!”  Instead, it cloaks itself as a savior and says: “I’m here to 
liberate you from oppression!” 
 
In 1917, the world saw its first Communist revolution take place in Russia, leading to a bloody 
civil war and the formation of the Soviet Union.  Communists harnessed the discontent of the 
impoverished and underprivileged Russian peasantry, promising them “Bread and Land” if they 
would join the cause to topple their nation’s centers of power – the Russian monarchy, Russian 
Orthodox Church, and anyone perceived to be in any way associated with them.  After all, 
Communism is the forceful implementation of Socialism, where the end justifies the means.  And 
any means needed to put all the reins of societal power into the hands of the supposed benevolent 
Communist state were used without regard to their impact on any individual or group standing in 
their way.   
 
About 8 million people perished in the Russian Civil War, with many more millions of untimely 
deaths to come in the early decades of Soviet rule.  These deaths came from famine, execution, 
and forced labor with inhumane and grossly inadequate living conditions in the nation’s prison 
camp system, the Gulag.  Overall, an estimated 20-60 million Russian and Soviet citizens died a 
premature and violent death due to the actions of the Communists.  Prime targets for execution in 
the early days of the regime were sympathizers with the Tsar, political conservatives, other 
socialist revolutionaries who weren’t radical enough, religious clergy, the “bourgeoisie” or middle 
class, and the “kulaks” – peasants who were just a little too well off and didn’t want to hand over 
all their grain and livestock to the Bolsheviks.  Later on, intellectuals and many artists and writers 
also became prime targets for execution and imprisonment. They were just a little too exceptional 
and influential.   
 
The world would subsequently see a similar revolution sweep across China in the latter part of the 
1940’s racking up tens of millions more deaths of people who were in the way of the Socialist 
paradise.  In spite of the carnage, or perhaps partially because of it, Communism would proceed 
to encompass vast swaths of the world.  At its height in 1985, fully 1/3 of the world’s nations were 
led by Communist regimes - specifically, the violent Marxist-Leninist variety of Communism 
envisioned by German political theorist Karl Marx and Soviet Union founder Vladimir Lenin.  
From Eastern Europe throughout Asia, to parts of Africa and Latin America, Communist ideology  
took root.  Communists had become expert in subverting a nation’s ideologies, religions, and 
political systems with their cancerous dogma, then seizing control at the right time and killing off 
the opposition before they could protest.   
 
By the late 1980’s, the cracks in the foundation of Communist USSR were undeniable with failure 
in the Soviet war against Afghanistan and great stagnation of the economy, devoid of any 
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incentivization for workers to excel in their work.   The democratic reforms of President Gorbachev 
in the mid-late 80’s further weakened the hold of Communist rule,  and the Soviet Union disbanded 
quietly and without the shedding of blood just a few short years later in 1991-1992.  The 
Communist Superpower, China, began to reform its economy in the late 70’s, then more in the 
early 90’s, moving away from the Communist command economy and toward a market economy 
leading to robust economic growth and a higher standard of living for its people.  China appeared 
to be Westernizing and changing its ways. 
 
By the year 2000, we still had Cuba and North Korea as repressive Communist regimes, with a 
smattering of other small and relatively uninfluential nations still deeply entrenched.  It seemed 
that perhaps Communism wasn’t such a big threat to America as it had once been.  But it appears 
that was merely an illusion.   
 
In reality, by the year 2000 Communist ideologies had taken great hold in America – not to mention 
Western Europe - and had become part of mainstream education, philosophy, religion, and society 
at large.  Communist-friendly ideologies had already made huge inroads into American culture by 
the dawn of the 21st Century, slowly eating away at its bedrock of faith and freedom.   
 
According to Yuri Bezmenov, a former KGB propagandist who defected to the West in the late 
70’s, the main tool he and other KGB agents used for spreading Communism was the slow process 
of ideological subversion.  About 85% of KGB efforts went toward this grand effort of overt 
brainwashing of societies worldwide to slowly get them to accept Communist ideology.  In this 
way, they could take over the world without people even realizing it, until it was too late. 
 
In a 1984 interview, Bezmonov declared that the United States was already highly subverted.  He 
outlined the step-by-step process that he and many thousands of other KGB propagandists 
painstakingly undertook in foreign nations worldwide.  Step 1 of subversion is called 
Demoralization, in which an entire generation of the populace is exposed to Communist ideology 
and conditioned to look upon it in a friendly manner. He stated that the vast majority of this 
indoctrination takes place not by the KGB or foreign Communists, but by citizens of that nation 
interacting with their fellow citizens.  Most often, these homegrown Communist propagandists 
think they are advocating for good causes and don’t even know what they are actually doing.    
 
Demoralization takes 15-20 years to complete, and Bezmenov stated that this phase was 
sufficiently completed in the U.S. by the early 1960’s, and wildly beyond overfulfilled by 1984.  
He said that once people have been demoralized by Communist ideology, the process is 
irreversible.  Then when these ideologically subverted individuals come of age and fill the ranks 
of power in the nation’s government, education, and other institutions, there is little hope of turning 
the tide.  Demoralization can only be reversed on a society level by educating a new generation to 
reject the enemy ideology and accept an ideology compatible with that nation’s sovereignty.  
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Step 2 of ideological subversion, according to Bezmenov, is Destabilization, which takes 2-5 years 
to enact.  In this phase, a nation’s economy, foreign relations, and defense systems come under 
attack in order to shake the nation at a foundational level.  Step 3 is Crisis, which only takes 6 
weeks to complete.  After this period of crisis, the nation has fallen to a new Communist regime 
and the phase of “Normalization” sets in indefinitely.  This phase consists of ongoing totalitarian 
Communist rule and the execution of intellectuals, artists, heads of churches, conservatives, people 
with too much money, and anyone else who would be construed as an enemy of the new regime.     
 
In 1984, Bezmenov stated that there was precious little time remaining until the U.S. would be at 
risk of suddenly falling into tyranny.  Perhaps the collapse of the Soviet Union slowed this process, 
but it’s hard to look at the alarming explosion of blatantly Marxist political and societal trends in 
America in the last decade or so and not see the writing on the wall.  From Black Lives Matter led 
by self-proclaimed Marxists, Antifa thugs engaging in riots against institutions of authority and 
sowing mass chaos, political correctness gone mad with cancel culture, and blatant Marxists 
pushing blatantly Marxist policies in Congress, we certainly appear to be teetering ever closer to 
the point of no return as a society.  How can we stand by and allow the freest and most prosperous 
nation the world has ever seen – our beloved, though imperfect America – be hung out to dry by a 
few very bad apples along with masses of our own well-meaning but ideologically subverted 
citizens? 
 
This book explores just one relatively narrow, but crucial aspect of Communist subversion – the 
replacing of faith in God and religious expression with a new, born again-like faith in the socialist 
state, the persecution of the most “troublesome” elements of the religious, as well as the infiltration 
and subversion of the churches themselves.  We will first explore how this took place in the Soviet 
Union through much of the 20th Century, and then take a good hard look at how this has also been 
happening in America right under our noses.   
 
Beyond just saving any one nation such as America, if we wish to preserve freedom at all in our 
quickly-changing world, we would do well to heed the lessons of history, open our eyes to what 
can only be called evil plots going on in our nation today, and take quick and decisive action to 
become part of the solution. 
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Part I – Christianity & Communism  
in Russia/The Soviet Union 

 
 

Chapter 1 - A Brief History of Christianity in Russia &  
Early Soviet Years 

 
In the year 988, Vladimir the Great Prince of Rus’ decreed that the people of his growing empire 
should be baptized into Orthodox Christianity.  It wasn’t long before this early Christianity from 
Byzantium merged with local pagan beliefs to form a unique amalgam of folklore and faith that 
Russia and the Eastern Slavic lands have long been known for.   
 
As the Russian Empire developed through the centuries, the Tsar (king) stood at the head of both 
the government and the Russian Orthodox Church.  The land-owning nobility and vast populace 
of serfs who worked the land as little more than slaves knew their place in society, and their duties 
to serve God through obedience to the Tsar were frequently reinforced by their local Orthodox 
priests.  Religious life was a dominant part of the life of the people, so much so that the Russian 
word for peasant is krestyanin, only slightly differing from the word for Christian khristyanin.    
 
Russians usually had a religious icon - an ornately decorated image of Mother Mary and Jesus or 
some saint or another - in the “sacred corner” of their home, along with some candles and perhaps 
a cross.  They attended liturgical services at their local Orthodox church where the sermon was 
chanted in a different language - Old Church Slavonic - and  where many gold-encrusted icons 
and images of Bible stories on the  iconostasis, or  screen of icons, instructed and inspired them.   
Religious services were frequent with sometimes more than one on any given day.  There were 
special services on religious holidays, which were frequent.   
 
The largely illiterate peasantry of Russia had no ability to read the Bible, which was not even fully 
translated into Russian until the 1880.  But they could pray, attend services, listen to the liturgies 
and beautiful choirs singing in Old Church Slavonic, and have their senses further engaged with 
candles, incense, ringing church bells, and bread and wine for the sacrament.  All major life 
changes for the people of Russia - weddings, the birth of infants, and funerals - were made more 
meaningful with the pomp of Russian Orthodox rites and rituals.   
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The iconostasis of the Cathedral of the Nativity. 

http://rolfgross.dreamhosters.com/USSR-Web/Vladimir-Suzdal.htm 

 
For centuries, Russia had a robust monastic culture where both monks and nuns embraced a life 
of poverty, celibacy, and spiritual seeking.  Russian Orthodox priests and deacons who oversaw 
liturgical services, on the other hand, were usually married and more integrated into the social 
fabric of their locale. 
 
Unlike Western Europe, Russia never experienced a Reformation, so the political ties between the 
Russian monarchy and Orthodox church continued strong until the early 20th century.  Religious 
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minorities in Russia in the late 19th century included Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Catholics, “Old 
Believers” - a persecuted offshoot of Orthodoxy, and a relatively tiny number of “foreign” 
Christian churches including Baptists, Pentecostals, and 7th Day Adventists.  Any faith other than 
Orthodoxy was considered illegal, but was tolerated among the non-ethnically Russian populace 
of the Empire.  It wasn’t until 1905 that the Tsar decreed that ethnic Russian adherents of non-
Orthodox churches could hold church services without fear of reprisal. 
 

Religion Meets Marxist-Leninism 
 
In 1917 the once-great Russian Empire experienced a revolution that would transform the nation 
from a Tsarist autocracy where the church and state were intimately linked, to the first atheist 
communist state the world had ever seen.  When Lenin and his Bolshevik band seized the reins of 
power, the privileged royal families of Russia found themselves as targets of terror and death.  The 
Tsar Nicholas II and his family were executed.  Civil War between the old aristocratic class and 
the Communists (Bolsheviks) stretched on until 1923.  As the Communists gained a foothold in 
Russia not only did those loyal to the Tsar have to go, but Orthodox priests and devout believers 
had to be taken out in order to make way for the new kid on the block, the Soviet Socialist regime. 

After 900 years of co-mingled Christianity and mysticism, the Russian religious ethos was not 
going to vanish or transform overnight.  But the Communist machine definitely tested its ability 
to demolish, destroy, and execute it to oblivion. 

The unabashed goal of the Soviet State was to eradicate religion in every form.  Religion was 
considered “the opium of the people”, an alluring and deceptive system intoxicating to those who 
fall under its influence with false hopes in a glorious hereafter, curtailing true progress in the 
material world by instilling belief in some imaginary god and fear of offending him. Not only was 
religion in the Soviet Union ridiculed as archaic and repressive, but it was also an openly-admitted 
enemy to the establishment of Communism.  Any and every measure possible began to be 
employed in order to suppress religious expression, curtail the dissemination of religious faith, and 
punish the uncooperative. 

Thousands of church buildings were demolished, icons burned, many remaining churches were 
desecrated and then repurposed into secular buildings including museums of religion and atheism.  
Thousands of clergymen and nuns were tortured, arrested, and executed in the course of the 
Russian Revolution and subsequent Civil War.  Tactics during this early era were particularly 
brutal and barbaric.  There was a report of nuns executed by being placed in boiling cauldrons of 
tar.  One Orthodox priest had his cheeks and eyes gouged out and paraded through town before he 
was buried alive.  If the priests weren’t executed or imprisoned, they would find it nearly 
impossible to find someone to rent them a place to live or any secular job.   Many turned to begging.  
They were forbidden to minister to the poor, the sick, and the imprisoned.  The wives of priests 
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were encouraged to divorce their husbands so as to be able to find employment and avoid 
homelessness.   
 
During the Stalinist purges of the late 1930’s to early 1940’s, at least 106,300 members of clergy 
were executed.  Millions of Christians were arrested, tortured, and left for dead in the prisons and 
Gulag during this grim and gruesome time.  Overall, a staggering 12-20 million Christians were 
either executed or perished in the Gulag throughout the history of the Soviet Union. 

 

Demolition of the Cathedral of Christ the Savior in Moscow, 1931 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Persecution_of_Christians_in_the_Soviet_Union 
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Translation: “The Introduction of the ‘Day of Industrialization’”  

Cover of the magazine “The Godless”, 1929 

Having found their place in the great work of Soviet industrialization, factory workers dump 
Jesus and the emblems of his sacrament out of their wheel barrow while another worker takes a 

sledge hammer to a church bell (3). 

Besides murdering and imprisoning religious leaders, destroying church property, and reducing 
religious freedom to a right granted merely on paper, the Soviets also engaged in massive 
propaganda efforts against religion of every type.  
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Life in the Gulag was one of inadequate food, clothing, and shelter – all while undertaking grueling 
hard labor usually in the far north of Siberia, frozen to negative 80 degrees Celsius in the winter 
and overwhelmed with mosquitos in the short and intense summer.  Political prisoners, particularly 
those of a religious variety, were at the bottom of the Gulag totem pole while the criminal class 
ruled the roost.   Prisoners were usually treated with harshness by the guards and could be at risk 
of execution if they failed to perform.   
 
Here’s how one Jehovah’s Witness adherent described his experience in the Gulag – 
 

“In 1947, I was arrested because I would not get involved in politics.  They took me to a 
maximum security prison in Luts’k, Ukraine, where I had to sit straight with my hands in my lap 
— I couldn’t extend my legs.  I sat like that for three months.  A man in a black coat interrogated 

me.  He wanted me to tell him about the brothers taking the lead in the work.  He knew that I 
knew, but I refused to tell him.  

On May 5, 1947, the military tribunal sentenced me to ten years of confinement in remote 
maximum-security camps.  . . . They shipped us in cattle wagons to Vorkuta, which is in the 

remote north of Russia.  From there they loaded us into a steamship, and we sailed for four days 
right up to the Kara Strait. 

There was little life there, only tundra and dwarf Arctic birch.  From there we were forced to 
walk for four days and nights.  . . . Finally, we arrived at our destination. . . . But we came to an 
open area of deep moss.  The guards said:  ‘Get yourselves settled.  This is your place.’  . . . We 
spent the night on the moss.  The rain was pouring on us.  I woke up in the night and looked at 

the 1,500 people, and I saw steam rising off all of them.  I woke up in the morning, and my whole 
side was in water. . . . There was nothing to eat.  We were told that we had to make an airfield so 
that an airplane could land and bring us food. . . . A light plane brought flour.  They mixed the 

flour with boiled water, and that’s what we ate.  

The work was backbreaking.  We worked to build a road and laid railroad track.  We were like a 
human conveyer belt, carrying heavy stones.  During the winter, it was dark all the time and very 

cold. . . . 

The lice virtually bit us to death.  They weren’t just on the body, but all over our clothing — big 
ones and little ones.  It was terrible.  You’d come back from work and lie down, they would gnaw 

at you, and you would scratch and scratch.  You’d sleep, and they’d eat you up. 
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. . . the temperatures were regularly minus 20 degrees Fahrenheit.  Well, the cold weather eased 
somewhat, and they brought a portable disinfection station.  But it was 5 degrees below zero, 
and the tent was all torn.  ‘Undress,’ we were told, ‘you’re going to wash.  Undress.  We’re 

going to disinfect your clothes.’ 

They brought us boards, and we used them for a floor.  As I was sitting on those boards, I looked 
at my body.  What a horrible sight!  And I looked at the man beside me.  The same.  No muscle 
whatsoever.  Everything had withered.  We were nothing but skin and bones.  I couldn’t even 

climb into a freight car.  I was exhausted.  Nevertheless, I was classed in the first category — a 
healthy, young worker. 

I thought that soon I would die.  Many died — young men.  Now I was really praying to Jehovah 
that he would help me because there seemed to be no way out.  Some who were not Witnesses 

would deliberately let a hand or a leg freeze and then chop it off to get out of doing this work.  It 
was dreadful, horrible.” 

–  Ivan Lytvak, Jehovah’s Witness, imprisoned for his faith from 1944-1953, 8 years of which 
were in labor camps in the far north of Russia (10) 

**************************************************** 

In summary, in the course of just a few decades the Soviet state attempted to relegate Russia’s 
religious heritage to the realms of history.  By the early 1940’s, most open worship of God had 
been effectively suppressed. This was done through oppressive anti-religious legislation, 
persecution, terror, propaganda, and control that left an immense amount of carnage on the path to 
the glorious future promised by Communism. 

But it didn’t work. In fact, too often it backfired.   

After World War II, the Soviet State decreased its more sadistic tactics for suppressing religious 
expression, continued with the anti-religious tactics that had worked the best in the early years of 
the Communist state, and incorporated one new extremely effective tactic - infiltration of the 
churches.   
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Chapter 2 - Communist Indoctrination & Antireligious Propaganda, USSR 
Edition 

“Our life — the life of the Soviet people — is grand and diverse.  The Soviet man diligently looks 
at life with merry, yet intelligent eyes and rejoices in life, ponders life.  He is amazed with life, 

and in love with life.  His spiritual world is limitless.  His concern is the plight of Africa; his joy 
the victory of scientific discovery.   He listens to Tchaikovsky, . . . and exults in each minute of 

life.  His thirst for knowledge is unquenchable.  His intellect is winged and audacious.  His 
glance is bold.  This is how we live.  

But among us lurks a group of people indistinguishable at first glance.  Their life is small, 
wretched, and terrifying. . .” . . .”  

- quote from This Alarms Everyone, anti-Pentecostal “documentary” (1) 

Throughout the years of Soviet rule, Communists worked diligently to discredit religion and the 
churches by means of the media (propaganda) as well as through public education, while 
simultaneously promoting the new alternative to religion - Marxist-Leninism.  In film, newspapers, 
magazines, and prolific propaganda posters, Communist propagandists portrayed Christians as 
backward and simple-minded on one hand, and a threat to society on the other.  All religion was 
targeted, but the most severe anti-religious propaganda was reserved for those on the fringes - the 
“foreign” Christian sects including Baptists, Pentecostals, 7th-Day Adventists, and also Jehovah’s 
Witnesses.   

Secularization was forced upon the populace, with the creation of the new religion of scientific 
atheism.  In order for the Soviet state to succeed, the minds of the people needed to be shaped to 
accept the new system and leadership and reject old power structures, including religion.  Marxist-
Leninist philosophy was clear that as socialism was implemented, the masses would naturally be 
happier in life and would no longer need an outdated belief in God to give them hope.  Religion 
would slip away into the realms of history as the “New Soviet Man” arose from the dust of past 
religious and bourgeois chains.  A new society would arise where all would share in the abundance.  
Nobody would suffer or be left behind.  
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Translation: “Harmonious relationships and mutual respect between people.  Man to man, 
friend, comrade, and brother!”(11) 

Propaganda Technique: Common Man — The “plain folks” or “common man” approach 
attempts to convince the audience that the propagandist’s positions reflect the common sense of 

the people (12). 

The natural human tendency of revering leaders and worshiping a deity was utilized to the full 
extent in turning the hearts and minds of Soviet citizens to worship of their government 
leaders.  Lenin and Stalin, in particular were deified in portraits, statues in practically every town, 
and song.  Lenin’s body was even mummified and interred in an atmosphere-controlled 
mausoleum at Moscow’s Red Square so that his remains could be revered through the eternities. 
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Translation: “Lenin lived.  Lenin lives.  Lenin will live on!” 

http://naxalrevolution.blogspot.com/2006_10_01_archive.html 

Propaganda technique — Cult of Personality — “A cult of personality arises when an individual 
uses mass media to create an idealized and heroic public image, often through unquestioning 

flattery and praise.” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Propaganda 

In Schools & Other State-Run Institutions for Children 

Soviet authorities were keenly aware of the need to capture the minds of people at the earliest of 
ages, and so public schools and other institutions for children played a key role in leading the 
masses to abandon religion and replace it with an adoration of the state.  A strong atheist school 
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curriculum as well as young atheist clubs in the schools were used to indoctrinate school children 
from the earliest ages. 

Children learned from the youngest of ages that humankind evolved from monkeys.  They learned 
about how horrible life was outside of the USSR.  And if any of the children were raised with 
religious beliefs, they learned to doubt those beliefs.  

Soviet teachers were trained to indoctrinate their children into atheism.  One tactic would go like 
this:  The teacher asks the children who would like some candy.  The children all raise their hands 
enthusiastically.  She asks them to close their eyes and pray to God to bring them candy.  After a 
few moments, she asks them to open their eyes and notice that no candy has appeared.  She then 
asks them to close their eyes again and ask Lenin to give them candy.  While their eyes are closed 
and they pray to Lenin, she pulls out a bag of candy and places a piece on the desk of each 
child.  Again, she asks them to open their eyes and exclaims — “Look children!  Lenin has given 
candy to each and every one of you, but God didn’t do a thing!  So you see, there isn’t any god at 
all.  But aren’t we grateful for Uncle Lenin!?” 

Soviet schoolchildren would also learn about Yuri Gagarin, a Soviet citizen and the first man to 
orbit Earth.  When Gagarin traveled to space, he reportedly commented on the beauty of planet 
Earth and remarked:  “I looked and looked, but I didn’t see God!” 
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Cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin declares from space  “There is no God!” while churches and mosques 
back on earth fall into disarray and obscurity. (Soviet Poster ID ____, “  “.  Date.  Keston 

Digital Collection, Keston Archive and Library, Baylor University.  Accessed 6/18/11.) 

Propaganda Technique — Appeal to Authority — “Appeals to authority cite prominent figures to 
support a position, idea, argument, or course of action.” 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Propaganda 

In the Soviet Union, most children belonged to the Young Pioneers, an organization much like the 
Boy and Girl Scouts, but with the agenda of promoting Soviet ideals and instilling mindsets 
friendly to the furtherance of the state.   
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Translation: “Long live the Young Pioneers — the worthy generation of the Leninist-Stalinist 
Communist Youth” (21) 

Propaganda Techniques — Cult of personality; Common man; Flag-waving — “An attempt to 
justify an action on the grounds that doing so will make one more patriotic, or in some way 

benefit a country, group or idea . . .”  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Propaganda 

As children became adolescents, those who had been stalwart Pioneers would be recommended to 
join the Komsomol — Communist Youth — where they would continue to enjoy state-approved 
fellowship and activities and prepare for a life-long belief in scientific atheism and perhaps, 
someday, become official members of the Communist Party. 

Holidays and Rites of Passage 

The Christian heritage of much of the USSR included not only faith and worship in churches, but 
holidays and rituals beloved by most of the populace that needed to be “adjusted” to better suit the 
New Society.   Religious holidays such as Christmas and Easter were supplanted by secular 
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replacements including New Year’s Day and May Day.  The official and processional nature of 
some Orthodox holidays gave way to the pomp and circumstance of political speeches by Soviet 
leaders, and parades and processions of the Red Army. 

Similarly, the Soviet state created secular rituals for every major life event to replace those of the 
church.  Instead of baptism in the Orthodox Church, Soviet citizens would register their new babies 
with the state during which the state official would give a short “sermon” exhorting the parents to 
raise their children to be model Soviet citizens.    

Lengthy and ornate Orthodox weddings were replaced by a relatively sterile legal transaction 
where couples would appear at the proper state bureau and sign their names on a piece of paper 
before a magistrate after waiting in a long line.  When this ritual failed to capture the public’s 
fancy, secular Wedding Palaces were created where couples and their guests could enjoy an 
aesthetically-pleasing wedding free of any churches or priests.  And upon death, good Soviet 
citizens could be remembered in a secular Soviet funeral and have their grave marked with a red 
Soviet star as decor instead of the traditional Orthodox cross. 

In contrast to the pure and joyous depiction of secular Communist life that was continually in the 
face of each Soviet citizen, Christians and other religious people were portrayed as backward, 
deranged, and even dangerous.   

In the early days of the Soviet Union, antireligious propaganda consisted of heavy-handed, 
blatantly one-sided, and cartoonish attempts to discredit religion via propaganda posters, 
magazines, and  newspaper.  Just as icons had conveyed powerful religious messages to the 
Russian Orthodox masses worshiping in the churches for centuries, the Soviet propaganda machine 
employed a multitude of artists to portray the evils of religion in visually-appealing ways. 

“One poster showed the pregnant Virgin Mary looking at a billboard advertising a film on 
abortion.  In the caption, she exclaims:  “Oh, why didn’t I know that before!” (13) 
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Translation: “Religion is Poison.  Protect the Children” 

In this poster, a sinister-looking Russian Orthodox “babushka” (grandmother) attempts to drag 
her granddaughter into a decrepit Orthodox church out from which hangs an Orthodox priest 

who bears a strong resemblance to the boogeyman.  Meanwhile, the granddaughter attempts to 
escape and run off to a secular school, where a bright new Soviet day is dawning (14). 

Propaganda Technique — Demonizing the enemy — “Making individuals from the opposing 
nation, from a different ethnic group, or those who support the opposing viewpoint appear to be 

subhuman, worthless, or immoral, through suggestion or false accusations.” (15)  
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Unwitting, simple-minded Soviet citizens risk getting “hooked” by religious sects (ie cults) with 
the bait being a ticket to the Kingdom of Heaven.  Text of poster — “A cunning, well-thought-out 

lie:  ‘When you die — you’ll go to heaven!’  When you die — you don’t come back in order to 
refute this lie!” 1975. (Soviet Poster ID ____, “  “.  Date.  Keston Digital Collection, Keston 

Archive and Library, Baylor University.  Accessed 6/18/11.) 
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Translation — “Hoorah, we have the power of the cross with us!” 

Ecstatic worshiper taken on a gurney from a home labeled “Shaker sect” to an ambulance.  He 
went crazy because of religion.  1965. (Soviet Poster ID ____, “  “.  Date.  Keston Digital 

Collection, Keston Archive and Library, Baylor University.  Accessed 6/18/11.) 
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Translation — “Self-Immolation”  Artist G. G. Myasoyedov 

“The artist resurrects this wild and terrible episode.  Under the influence of fanatical sectarian 
pastors, these individuals committed suicide by fire.  Frenzied faith in life beyond the grave and 

persecution from the official [Orthodox] church drove schismatics into the fire quite 
frequently.  They would gather to die with their children and households at an appointed time, 

deceived and frightened by their spiritual mentors. 

Submission to the ‘will of god’ due to the principle of blind faith preached by the church would 
lead to fanaticism, causing one to commit acts of barbarism.  Those who became sacrifices of 

this were rank-and-file believers.” 

 

Anti-religious efforts weren’t left to artists alone.  The magazine Bezbozhnik (The 
Godless/Atheist) was established in 1922 to broadly disseminate information on the dangers and 
silliness of a belief in God and the many virtues of scientific atheism.  Members of the Communist 
Party were given the responsibility to preach atheism in the schools and on the job.  Some chose 
to join the “League of the Militant Godless” which was founded in 1925 and charged with 
converting the vast Soviet populace to scientific atheism.  Anti-religious zealots stormed the 
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factories and schools to reeducate the masses.  They used the same tactics of group and one-on-
one proselytizing as Christian missionaries. 

Atheist clubs for adults held screenings for the latest anti-religious films or staged productions of 
anti-religious plays in addition to holding lectures and meetings promoting atheism.  Museums of 
art, history, and science across the vast Soviet state, not to mention the museums of religion and 
atheism, all promoted scientific atheism and held religion up to ridicule (16). 

“We cannot and we must not remain indifferent to the fate of children on whom parents, 
fanatical believers, are in reality inflicting an act of spiritual violence.  We cannot allow blind 

and ignorant parents to bring up their children like themselves and so deform them.”  

– Leonid Brezhnev (7) 

From the 1960’s and on, film was used widely in the USSR to promote Soviet ideals, including 
denigrating religion and “exposing” people of faith as deranged and dangerous to society.  The 
standard villain of such films was often a pastor or priest convicted of multiple crimes.  Scenes of 
gross religious fanaticism were usually depicted.  

The anti-Pentecostal film “This Alarms Everyone” bemoaned the fact that the religious sectarians 
“force” their children to pray even before they are old enough to read, thus corrupting them for 
life.  Minutes later in the film, there are clips of Pentecostal children removed from their parents’ 
care and placed in state custody.  These children are happy, smiling, climbing monkey bars on the 
playground, and flourishing since being removed from their “hostile”, Pentecostal homes (9).  The 
same film further depicted an innocent adolescent girl’s search for happiness leading her into the 
grips of dangerous religious fanatics who would seek her harm.  As she skulks off into the woods 
with women clad in long skirts and old-fashioned kerchiefs to meetings held in cramped, 
“unsanitary” conditions at someone’s small wooden home, a scene of modernly-dressed Soviet 
youth dancing gaily in the city streets flashes on the screen in stark juxtaposition. 

In this same film, Pentecostal leader Ivan Fedotov was filmed side-by-side with his mentally-
handicapped brother Leonid.   Camera angles and lighting reminiscent of a horror film alternate 
between Leonid making strange faces and his brother Ivan looking on with a smile that is portrayed 
as villainous.   The narrator implies that Leonid had lost his sanity by virtue of his association with 
his Pentecostal brother who had tried to “make him into a saint” with his “wizardly eyes”.  In 
reality, Fedotov’s brother had sustained a head injury while serving in the Soviet military. 

According to Soviet anti-religious films, dabbling in religious faith could even result in death.  In 
one film, Pentecostals are shown engaging in mass suicide and the murder of innocent children, 
while the film “Clouds over Borsk” shows a new convert to the Pentecostal faith crucified by her 
new coreligionists and nearly killed in the process (17).    
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From the anti-Pentecostal pamphlet “In the World of Nightmares”.  

Translation:  “During prayer, Pentecostals strive for ‘communion’ with god.  This usually 
occurs towards the end of the prayer, when the nerves of those present have been completely 
strained and believers are on the edge of hysteria.  A state of religious ecstasy advances, then 

‘conversation with god in the tongue of angels’ takes place.  This practice has its origins in the 
Biblical legend where on the 50th day after the ‘resurrection of Christ’ [the Pentecost] . . . the 

‘holy spirit’ came upon the apostles and they started to talk to god in the ‘tongue of 
angels’.  Pentecostals believe that the ‘holy spirit’ can come upon every person. 

On the surface, the act of ‘communing with god’ looks repulsive:  believers wail, thrash about in 
hysterics, and utter senseless, unintelligible sounds.  Weak and unstable  people are more 
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susceptible to the hysteria.  Less impressionable cult members are not always able to fall into 
ecstasy.  But, fearing to appear unworthy to god, they develop their own special act, exhaustively 

shouting out a set of disjointed words in imitation of ‘speaking in tongues’.” 

This entire ordinance inflicts colossal harm to the health, leads to mental illness, and gives rise 
to crime carried out ‘in the name of god’. 

Anti-religious articles written by various “experts” hostile toward religion and featured in 
newspapers and magazines were common, as were articles written by people who had recently 
renounced their faith.  In such articles, former Christians would reveal how they had been deceived 
and would expose their former faith as a sham. Letters to the editor written by individuals 
concerned with family members caught in religion’s trap were also not uncommon. 

__________________________________________________ 

Anti-religious propaganda together with secularization in the Soviet state were quite successful 
overall.  First, it succeeded in helping take a previously religiously-minded populace and turning 
them against religion.  Second, Soviet propagandists successfully converted the majority of their 
populace to a secular and godless world view, viewing their Communist society as wholesome, 
pure, and joyous.  Third, Soviet propagandists very successfully “otherized” those who clung to 
religious faith, and they came to be viewed as either naive simpletons or dangerous fanatics.   

With control of education and media at all levels, and with the ability to promote only those who 
would strictly adhere to the Soviet program, a uniform message throughout all aspects of Soviet 
society rang loud and clear — there is no god other than the Soviet leader, and all hopes and dreams 
in life will be provided by the benevolence of the Soviet state. 

Religious expression, for most of the Soviet populace, went underground.  A very small minority 
of Soviet Christians continued to worship openly.  More often than naught, those who clung to 
faith would prefer to pray in secret. There are a multitude of stories of grandmothers baptizing 
their grandchildren in the forest away from the watchful eye of the state.  And some audacious 
people dared to organize underground churches where entire groups of the faithful attempted to 
fully practice their religion, even with the looming threats of government reprisal.  
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Chapter 3  - Persecute the Fringe Groups, USSR Edition 

The Communist system attempted to suppress religious expression in the Soviet Union through 
persecution of the religiously faithful, particularly those worshipping in churches considered 
illegal and who were on the fringes of religiosity in Russia.   Reform Baptists, True & Free 
Adventists, underground Pentecostals, Jehovah’s Witnesses were four illegal underground 
religious movements in the Soviet Union that received particular attention from authorities.  It was 
they who suffered the most for their faith, as they continually persisted in defying the state.  They 
were also largely unrelatable to mainstream Soviet society, so the cost of oppressing them was 
low.  The word for religious sect in Russian, secta, has the connotation of “cult”, and the 
persecution of these “cult members” would not raise eyebrows or arouse compassion from their 
fellow countrymen.  But it would send a strong message to anyone who might consider straying 
onto the path of illegal and unsanctioned religious practice.   

Quality of Life 

Out of all groups of people living in the Soviet Union, in the latter half of the regime, there was 
nobody compelled to have a lower quality of life than that of the underground Christians.  They 
were banned from institutions of higher education and also found it difficult to find good jobs – 
similar to a convicted rapist in the U.S.  Most of them had to take menial jobs that nobody else 
wanted.  They were poor, more so than the average Soviet citizen.  They were unfashionable. They 
often had large families because they didn’t get abortions – the only form of birth control available 
in the USSR.  Their children were subject to constant mockery at school, and some were even 
taken from their parents to be raised in state-run atheist orphanages.   

These underground Christians were essentially the scum of the earth in Soviet society, lower than 
thieves or murderers.  An on top of their horrific treatment by their society was their oppression at 
the hands of their own government.    

Torture of Christians 

Though the torture and execution of Christians in the Soviet Union became considerably less 
common after World War II, there were still some accounts of torture of underground Soviet 
Christians even into the 1960’s and 70’s. 

Nikolai Khmara and his wife Maria of Kalunda in the Siberian Altai Region had converted to the 
Baptist faith in 1963 and had associated themselves with the underground Reform 
Baptists.  Khmara, his brother, and two other associates in the faith were arrested, tried, and 
sentenced to terms in labor camps for “bringing up minors in isolation from social life”, “calling 
on believers to reject their responsibilities as citizens,” and “inciting citizens to disobey the 
auxiliary police, to refuse to join trade union” (23)  In addition, they were condemned for 
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“[holding] illegal prayer-meetings at night, in insanitary [sic] conditions and with minors present,” 
and for the “reactionary” nature of their activities since 1961 after they broke with the AUCECB 
(24).  . . .  After only two weeks of imprisonment, Nikolai Khmara’s wife Maria received word of 
her husband’s death.  When his body was recovered shortly thereafter, signs of gross physical 
abuse revealed the nature of his death: 

“On his hands was the evidence of handcuffs; the palms of his hands were burned, as were his 
toes and the soles of his feet.  The lower part of his abdomen showed marks of deep wounds 

made by the insertion of a sharp jagged object; his right leg was swollen; the ankles of both legs 
seemed to have been beaten; on his body were black and blue bruises.” (25) 

In addition, his family and friends were horrified to discover that Khmara’s tongue had been cut 
out (26). 

 

Rag being removed from the mouth of Nikolai Khmara’s corpse.  January 1964. (Keston 
Photograph Collection, Keston Archive and Library, Baylor University) 
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It is discovered that Nikolai Khmara’s tongue had been cut out. January 1964. (Keston 
Photograph Collection, Keston Archive and Library, Baylor University) 

19-year-old Yakov Dolgotyor, part of the underground 7th Day Adventist group the True & Free 
Adventists was found to have illegal Adventist publications on his person on 29 January, 1978.  He 
was questioned by the KGB regarding the source of the printed material, and upon his refusal to 
cooperate, Dolgotyor was badly beaten: 

“They beat me by turns, first one, then the other.  They beat me on the head, the face, and the 
jaws; they beat me on the neck, being careful to raise the collar of my shirt each time so that 

there would be no marks. . . . They beat me under the ribs and near my kidneys, each time 
cursing and repeating, ‘Tell us where you got it and who gave it to you, or else we’ll show you 

what Soviet power is!’  They suspended me by the neck with a scarf and beat me under the 
ribs.  They stood on either side of me; one of them beat me from one side and the other from the 
opposite side, so that I bounced like a ball between them.  They stood me against the wall and 
beat my face so hard my head was smashed against the wall. . . . Several times they beat me 

unconscious and then revived me with cold water.  They made me squat down as many as 500 
times.  They used a kind of chemical preparation, which they made me smell and then sprinkled 

on my left arm.  It turned red immediately and began to swell.” 

After this, Dolgotyor was thrown in a cold room infested with bed bugs and then taken so a 
psychiatric prison the next day for interrogation at the hands of “doctors”, who threatened him 
with “the arrest of his father, with the electric chair, with castration, and with a long sentence for 
‘distributing anti-Soviet literature.’”  After a month of torture and interrogation, Dolgotyor was 
released.  He was re-arrested a month later after he had reported his treatment to foreign 
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correspondents in Moscow.  He was convicted of organizing an underground printing press and 
sentenced to four years in the Gulag (CCE, no. 48, p. 118; List of Political Prisoners in the USSR, 
1 May 1982, USSR News Brief, in Alexeyeva, pp. 238, 239). 

Raids & Disruptions of Church Meetings 

The underground Soviet churches commonly held religious services in private homes or in the 
forests, sometimes late at night so as to avoid detection.  But government surveillance and raids 
on meetings, weddings, and baptisms was commonplace. 

In July 1978, a group of Baptist youth in Omsk, Russia and the surrounding regions organized a 
joint service to take place in a forest where they would be discreet and out of the way.  This is 
what happened when Soviet authorities caught wind of their plans: 

“The day before, the traffic police had already blocked all approaches to the place where the 
service was to be held and were stopping and turning back cars, checking the documents of all 
drivers, taking their numbers and fining them.  Those who managed to reach the place held a 

service for about two hours in relative peace, but then the clearing in the forest was surrounded 
and tractors were brought up, which began to tear up the ground, trying to run people over and 

drowning the prayers with their powerful engines.  In the end police and vigilantes began to 
provoke a fight.  Despite the fact that the believers did not physically resist, they filled the Black 
Marias [cars used by the KGB to transport prisoners] with those arrested and drove them to a 
police station, where they were detained until the evening.  The rest were dispersed with insults 
and violence:  rough wrestling methods were used – they were dragged by the hair, beaten with 

sticks, threatened with fire-arms [sic].  The food, dishes and other things which had been 
prepared for supper were confiscated and taken away.  The tractors broke down shrubs and 

saplings while chasing through the wood after the Baptists.  Many of the vigilantes were drunk.” 
(10) 

Shortly after the incident, one local Baptist family was fined 1,800 rubles to reimburse the 
government for the repair of the pastureland damaged in the tussle (11). 
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KGB disturbs and breaks up a Pentecostal service, Date unknown (Keston Photograph 
Collection, Keston Archive and Library, Baylor University) 

On the other side of the Soviet state in Odessa, Ukraine, Baptists were warned that their religious 
services could last no longer than two hours.  Government officials were on hand on May 2, 1979 
outside a Baptist worship services to interrupt every few minutes by announcing through a 
megaphone how much time remained.  When their two hours were up, a fire truck with a pressured 
water hose was used to forcibly disperse the meeting.  Several devout Baptists were arrested 
afterward for their participation in the overly-lengthy worship service (12). 
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Baptist service disturbed and attendees arrested at Dedovsk in Autumn 1978 (Keston 
Photograph Collection, Keston Archive and Library, Baylor University) 

Those on the religious fringes were at risk of being harassed not only during worship services and 
church events, but at other times as well.  On July 23, 1977 the home of an underground Adventist 
by the name of Konev in Kharkov, Ukraine was besieged by eight individuals composed of KGB 
agents, MVD (police) officials, and voluntary militiamen.  Mr. Konev was at home with his 
children and sick mother when the following occurred: 

“The raiders climbed over the fence and demanded to be let in to the house.  The owners did not 
open the door.  For three-and-a-half hours the raiders drummed on the windows and doors, 
swore at the owners and threatened them with reprisals.  Then they caused a short-circuit, 

cutting off the electricity supply to the house.  This very nearly caused a fire.  The guardians of 
law and order trampled beds of tomatoes near the house, picked cherries and apples in the 

garden, and, getting into the hen-house, sucked eggs. . . .This was repeated on 17 December 
1977, only this time there were 15 officials engaged in the activity in which ‘they tried to break 

down the doors, broke a window and wanted to climb through it into the house, but stopped 
when they saw that the owners were photographing them’” (13). 

These are just a few of thousands upon thousands of similar stories. 

Psychiatric Detention & Forced “Treatment” of Christians 

One of the most horrifying approaches to curtailing the efforts of the underground churches was 
forced internment in psychiatric institutions, often accompanied by forced administration of 
psychotropic drugs for treatment of such faux psychiatric illnesses as “religious delirium” (28). 
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One day in 1960 during church services in the woods that Ivan Fedotov was conducting, several 
visitors from the Moscow Pentecostal congregation were in attendance.  At one point a woman in 
the audience whom Fedotov had never met began screaming at him and accusing him of attempting 
to murder her daughter in a ritual of human sacrifice.  Government photographers emerged 
immediately on the scene and began snapping photos (4).  Three days after the fiasco, Fedotov 
was arrested and sent to the notorious Lefortovo prison in Moscow.  An article appeared in the 
Moscow newspaper Pravda shortly thereafter “exposing” Fedotov and his murderous ways (5). 

During his pre-trial imprisonment, Fedotov was sent to psychiatric prison because he was hearing 
“voices”  (ie. the voice of the Spirit) (6).  State psychiatrists found him to be sane, and he was 
summarily put on trial and sentenced to ten years of imprisonment in a “strict-regime” camp of the 
Gulag (7) for allegedly influencing sect members to commit murder (8).  While in jail, Fedotov 
ministered to other prisoners, praying with them and teaching them of God and his ways.  He 
testified of Jesus in both word and action.  During the course of his sentence, Fedotov experienced 
confinement in a solitary cell over 20 times — 15 days in a small room with enough space only to 
sit or stand and which was so cold that one would freeze to death if he were still for more than a 
few minutes. Over all, Fedotov spent 18 years imprisoned for his faith (10). 

19-year-old Pavel Yakimov was arrested in 1975 for refusing to take the military oath.  Before his 
sentencing to four years in the Gulag, he was held in a psychiatric hospital in Siberia for 
“treatment” (29). 

Latvian Pentecostal Teofil Kuma was arrested and sentenced to a labor camp in 1980 for 
distributing hundreds of religious leaflets at a school, a bus stop, and a park.  He was later 
transferred to the Leningrad Psychiatric Hospital for this “deranged” behavior (31). 

Arrests of Church Leaders, Show Trials, and Imprisonments 

Great efforts were made to shut down leaders of the independent religious movements, including 
frequent arrest and incarceration.  Lay members found to be especially active in outlawed religious 
activities were also at risk.  Following are just a few of very many accounts of arrests and 
imprisonments of those in the religious fringes. 

In 1982 Ivan Kovalenko, pastor of a Pentecostal congregation in the Donestk region, Ukraine, was 
sentenced to 5 years in a labor camp plus 5 years of exile for refusing to register his congregation 
(15).  N. Khrapov, a Reform Baptist leader, spent 34 years of his life in Soviet labor camps 
(16).  His children visited him shortly before his in-camp death in 1982 and reported that his health 
had deteriorated to the extent that he did not even recognize them (17). 

After his third arrest in 1979, Baptist Mikhail Khorev, who was aged and almost blind, was 
sentenced to five years in a strict-regime camp during which he was subject to beatings so severe 
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that he spent part of his sentence hospitalized.  On November 22, 1984 Khorev was rearrested in 
camp and put in a special punishment cell.  On January 28, 1985 – the day he was to have been 
released – he was sentenced to an additional term of two years in a strict regime camp (18). 

Jehovah’s Witnesses who were found to be in possession of the Watchtower magazine were 
sentenced to up to ten years of hard labor.  Much to the chagrin of the authorities, however, 
Watchtower magazines were routinely smuggled into the camps where prisoners would read, hand 
copy, and share them with others, bringing more souls into the faith (19). 

Nikolai Bychkov, a KGB informer assigned to infiltrate the Jehovah’s Witnesses, ironically ended 
up joining their faith after attending meetings several times and finding answers to personal 
questions about life.  He was later arrested and charged with the crime of taking his sons to church 
meetings and teaching them the Bible, and was sentenced to three years of imprisonment as a result 
(20). 

Baptist choir leader Nikolai Popov received a sentence particularly out of proportion to his level 
of activity.  Popov was sentenced to 5 years in a strict-regime camp for his involvement in 
conducting the choir in the Ryazan’ Reform Baptist congregation, leaving his wife and 8 children 
to cope with their poverty without him (21). 

Children Removed from Christian Parents 

It is unknown how many Christian parents were deprived of custodial rights of their own children 
in the latter half of the Soviet regime, but they are likely to number in the thousands. 

On July 18, 1975, militiamen and other local authorities showed up at the home of Seventh-Day 
Adventist Maria Vlasyuk in the village of Starosinyavsky demanding to see her 10-year-old 
daughter Svetlana.  Several months earlier, Maria Vlasyuk had been accused by authorities for 
being a “destructive influence” on young Svetlana for keeping her home from school on Saturdays, 
forbidding her to participate in some social aspects of school, “physically exhaust[ing] her in fasts 
and religious rites”, “depriv[ing] her . . . of animal products”, and “inspir[ing] in her anti-scientific, 
distorted perceptions of life and her surroundings”.  Authorities found that Svetlana “stubbornly 
and automatically repeats the religious dogma suggested to her” and was “withdrawn, irritable, 
repressed” and “exhausted” as a result of her religious upbringing and lack of meat in her diet.  It 
was suggested that she be taken from her mother and raised by the state. 

The Sloboda family from Belorus became converted to Christ through reading the Bible and illicit 
foreign radio broadcasts, and began to associate with the Reform Baptists in Belorus.  The mother 
told relatives about God, and as a result, two of her children were taken by the state and placed in 
an atheistic boarding school.  The mother was arrested and served a four-year sentence of 
imprisonment, leaving her husband to raise the younger three children on his own.  Through the 
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course of time, each of the remaining children were also removed by the state because they were 
being raised as faithful Baptists (Vins, 3 Generations of Suffering, pp. 94-95). 

Countertactics of Underground Churches 

You can’t write a book about the underground Christians in the Soviet Union and not at least 
mention the oftentimes bold countertactics they used in order to continue to worship and practice 
their religion under extraordinarily difficult circumstances.   

There was a great shortage of Bibles and other religious literature in the Soviet Union, and so the 
underground Christians engaged in illegal printing operations of various kinds, known as samizdat.  
The True & Free Adventists had a contraband printing press, much to the dismay of the Soviet 
state, which they used to print Bibles, hymnals, and essays promoting religious freedom and other 
human rights.  Even without printing presses, as previously mentioned, underground Soviet 
Christians frequently copied religious materials by hand.  They were also known to copy religious 
texts onto extremely tiny handmade books that could be smuggled to prisoners in the Gulag.   

Several leaders of the underground Soviet Christian movements lived in safe houses and would 
move from place to place in order to evade arrest.  Reform Baptist head Gennadi Kryuchkov lived 
out 19 years of his life away from his family in secret locations, hoping to preserve the reform 
movement from dissolution by maintaining at least his own position at the helm.  He managed to 
serve only one 3-year sentence in jail during an almost 25-year period while some of his colleagues 
would serve multiple sentences (19).   

Vladimir Shelkov, head of the underground True & Free Adventists, spent 23 years imprisoned 
for his faith in barbaric and horrific circumstances of the Gulag, and had even been sentenced for 
execution in 1945.  But after a couple of months his sentence was reduced to ten years in a labor 
camp.  After release from this first sentence, Shelkov went underground and lived in various secret 
locations in a network of safe houses until 1979 when his location was finally discovered by 
authorities (Alex, p. 233). 

The underground Christians sometimes held large gatherings in public in the light of day as an act 
of defiance against their unjust government. In August of 1977, Reform Baptists in the Ukraine 
held a large public baptism on a lake.  As if to taunt the authorities, a brass band played hymns 
from a location that would be hard for policemen to reach — a homemade raft floating in the 
middle of the lake.  105 individuals were baptized that day in spite of the risks such a bold event 
entailed (17). 
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A brass band plays at a mass baptism of Reform Baptists in the Ukraine from a raft in order 
to avoid arrest, 1977.  Sails on the raft read “Believe in God” and “Obey the Scriptures”. 

(Keston Photograph Collection, Keston Archive and Library, Baylor University) 

In spite of the hazards, some underground Soviet Christians also participated in acts of protest. 
The Pentecostal Vashchenko family of Chernogorsk, Siberia had 13 children and suffered 
immensely because of their beliefs.  Throughout the years of the Soviet regime, members of their 
family experienced practically every type of persecution the government doled out to the 
independent Christian groups.  Pyotr and Avgustina Vashchenko were two of the earliest 
Pentecostals in their town and helped found a congregation there during the 50’s revival.  One of 
their uncles, Andrei, was killed in a labor camp in 1966 because of his faith.  Pyotr was 
incarcerated in a psychiatric hospital in 1968 after attempting to gain an audience with American 
officials at the Embassy in Moscow concerning his family’s desire to emigrate from the 
USSR.  During that time, Avgustina was arrested and imprisoned leaving all of her children to be 
raised by extended family and church members for a couple of years.  Of the Vashchenko children, 
born from 1951-1974, each of the four oldest girls spent a few years in state institutions after being 
abducted from their family by state officials because of their faith.  Three of them escaped at 
different points, but were summarily forced to return.  The oldest son, Sasha, was imprisoned for 
refusing military duty in 1977.  All were routinely subject to beatings at school and harassment 
and persecution at the hands of government officials.  None in the Vashchenko family was able to 
make a good living.  Pyotr worked in the coal mines (33), while Lidia, the oldest daughter, had the 
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unenviable job of working at a hospital crematory where she once rescued a baby aborted late-
term from being burned alive (34). 

The Vashchenko family became active in a campaign of Pentecostalists and other underground 
Christians seeking to emigrate to the United States or anywhere they could.  They participated in 
the two most incredible and high-profile Pentecostal demonstrations carried out during the Soviet 
period.  In January 1963 they were among 32 Pentecostals who stormed the American Embassy in 
Moscow.  They presented American officials with a stack of petitions delineating their grievances 
against Soviet religious policy and desperately pleaded for asylum.  They urgently protested the 
loss of their children to the state (35).  Asylum was not granted at that time, and these individuals 
were transported back to their Siberian town of Chernogorsk where persecutions against them 
escalated (36).  In 1978, 8 Pentecostalists from Chernogorsk, including 6 members of the 
Vashchenko family, stormed the American Embassy in Moscow a second time.  This time, 7 of 
them succeeded in rushing past the guards.  Only Ioann Vashchenko was caught, detained and 
assaulted by the Soviet armed guards.  These so-called “Siberian Seven” petitioned the U.S. for 
asylum and again, it was not granted.  However, this time they refused to leave the Embassy 
grounds without exit visas to the U.S. in hand (37).  They proceeded to spend the next 5 years 
camping out in a small basement room of the American Embassy, some of them staging hunger 
strikes before they were finally permitted to emigrate to America in 1983 (38). 

 

The Siberian 7 in 1979 in the American Embassy, Back left to right — Maria Chmykhalova, 
Avgustina Vashchenko, Pyotr Vashchenko, Front left to right — Timofei Chmykhalov, Lidia, 
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Lila, and Lyuba Vashchenko.  (Keston Photograph Collection, Keston Archive and Library, 
Baylor University) 

__________________________________________ 

It’s hard to say how effective the severe persecution of the Soviet underground churches was.  On 
one hand, it must have put a huge damper on the activities these churches would have otherwise 
engaged in.  On the other hand, it served to galvanize the faith of the most faithful, inspired actions 
of defiance, caused these groups to operate with ever greater stealth. 

Without the next tactic we’ll discuss, I believe that persecution of and propaganda against the 
churches would have been much less effective in decimating faith and religiosity amongst this 
segment of the Soviet populace. 
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Chapter 4 - Infiltrate & Subjugate the Churches, USSR Edition 

In the mid-1950’s in the aftermath of World War II and the death of Stalin, the new Soviet leader 
Nikita Khrushchev began to relax some of the more blatantly oppressive tactics of Soviet rule, 
including some measures against religious believers.  Tens of thousands of prisoners were released 
early from the Gulag as a sign of goodwill to the populace, beleaguered by Stalin’s terrors and the 
Great War.  Among these were preachers, pastors, priests, and believers.  A sort of renaissance for 
the churches ensued as leaders important to the causes of the churches were back home and 
emboldened by their new relative freedom.  But the Soviet state also had a new trick up its sleeves 
in its quest to squash religion.  Rather than continuing to destroy all the churches outright, they 
introduced the new highly effective tactic of infiltrating the churches in order to control them from 
within.   

Perks to the Registered Churches 

From the 1960’s through the demise of the Soviet state in the early 1990’s, the Soviet government 
allowed some religious organizations to register with the state.  Those who registered enjoyed a 
variety of perks and freedoms that allowed them to function with relative ease.  First of all, unlike 
their independent counterparts operating underground and illegally, the registered churches were 
no longer targeted for intense persecution.  These mainstream religious bodies including the 
Russian Orthodox Church and the registered Baptists were let off the hook and exempted from the 
continued persecution inflicted upon the fringe groups.  Orthodox Christians attending services or 
participating in Easter celebrations, for instance, were still mocked by society at large and barred 
from membership in the Communist Party, but no longer did they have need to fear for their 
lives.  Similarly, Baptist and Pentecostal believers who chose to worship in congregations 
registered with the government and abide by its regulations enjoyed worship services free from 
harassment.  Pastors of such congregations were in no danger of arrest as long as they stuck to the 
rules they were given.  Members were permitted to meet in churches and other state-sanctioned 
places of worship.  No longer were they obliged to meet in the woods in the dead of winter, or the 
cramped quarters of someone’s home or apartment late at night in order to avoid detection. 

Unlike the persecuted independent churches, registered Soviet churches were given access to some 
Bibles and hymnals printed by the Soviet state.  They were allowed some limited theological 
training for their clergy.  Lastly, the Soviet government even allowed some clergy of the registered 
churches to hold and attend religious conventions, even overseas in some cases. After World War 
II, the uppermost two leaders of the Russian Orthodox Church were permitted to join the World 
Peace Council and travel overseas in their duties to this organization (Sword & Shield, p. 
486).   Baptist and Evangelical Christian believers worshiping with the government-sanctioned 
body were allowed to hold a national convention in October 1963 (Religious Dissent in the USSR, 
Fletcher, Slavic Review, p. 309). 
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But Freedom Wasn’t Free 

Soviet authorities wanted to keep the beliefs and practices of its registered churches as innocuous 
as possible.  Therefore, certain manifestations of extreme faith had to be outlawed.  In 1960, 
authorities banned baptism for children under age 18, the use of certain musical instruments such 
as guitars in worship, speaking in tongues, the ordinance of foot-washing, preaching or 
proselytizing outside of the walls of the church, inter-congregational outreach and service, 
religious services in the home, and teaching religion to one’s own children. Further, individuals 
over the age of 18 who wished to be baptized had to go through a required 2-3 year probationary 
period before they could take that step.  (Alexeyeva, pp. 202-203) 

Since children and youth under the age of 18 could not legally be taught religion, there was no 
further need for special children or youth organizations in the registered churches.  Women’s 
groups were also banned.   

As a result of these measures, the number of official baptisms on record decreased sharply.  Many 
congregations and churches closed down by the mid-1960’s as their number of adherents 
dwindled.   

Infiltrate and Co-opt Leadership of Registered Churches 

Besides passing laws designed to all but cut off the possibility of the registered churches from 
gaining new members, the KGB infiltrated and/or co-opted up to 20% of the Soviet church leaders.  
(“Bishops Were Spies for KGB, Felix Corley, UNI 2.2.92).  Some of this infiltration took place as 
KGB agents posing as devout believers entered the Orthodox seminaries, then spread across the 
vast nation and ascended to positions of power within the church.  This also occurred with KGB 
agents recruiting legitimate Russian Orthodox and other clergy to work for the government, in 
exchange for pay.  (Ispoved’ byvshego agenta, Argumeny i fakti, Feb. 1992).  Baptist preachers in 
the Gulag were approached and offered an early release from imprisonment in exchange for their 
service to the government.  Not all, but some accepted these offers (Alexeyeva, pp. 201-202). 

Infiltrating and co-opted clergy of the Russian Orthodox Church as well as other registered 
churches would be expected to report church activities back to the KGB, deemphasize doctrines 
unpalatable to the Communist order, and reimagine church doctrines in a way that correlated with 
Communist goals. 

“State atheism used the KGB to poison the souls of Christians, tear them away from God, and 
make them pliable instruments in the warfare against God.  First, the KGB tries to pull into its 
atheistic net those who are wavering, not firm in their faith, fearful servants in the church, and 

even pastors and preachers.  They try to secretly compromise them morally, blackmail them, and 
then use them to destroy the church.  Broken ministers, now secretly in KGB service, take on the 
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appearance of an ‘angel of light, ministers of righteousness’ (2 Corinthians 11: 13-15), 
continuing to use the title of minister or pastor, even preaching and visiting churches 

abroad.  Typically they slander Christian prisoners and the persecuted church, echoing the 
hostile words of the official Soviet press.  Such actions correspond with the actions of the KGB, 

the main persecutors of the church.”  

– Georgi Vins, Underground Soviet Baptist leader (Vins, p. 5) 

Co-opted and infiltrated church leaders trained and instructed both church members and other 
clergymen in new, more Communist-friendly doctrines.  This infiltration was obvious to some, 
and it fueled the underground churches even more as disenchanted Christians and church leaders 
sought to express their faith without such obvious subversion, and preferred illegal worship that 
was true to their faith over state-controlled pseudo-worship. 

Registered Church Leaders as Soviet Shills 

“The Russian Orthodox Church supports the totally peaceful foreign policy of our government, 
not because the Church allegedly lacks freedom, but because Soviet policy is just and 

corresponds to the Christian ideals which the Church preaches.”  

– Patriarch Aleksi of the Orthodox Church, 1955, (Sword & Shield, pp. 486-87) 

Leaders of the registered and therefore highly infiltrated Soviet churches were expected to act as 
shills for the Communist state, and did incalculable damage to the cause of religious freedom in 
the Soviet Union.  Not only did they not expose the government’s anti-religious agenda, but they 
assured the world that religious freedom in the USSR was alive and well. 

KGB infiltrates in the World Council of Churches were successful in getting the “right” leaders 
into this world body who would be sure to ignore the plight of Christians in the USSR and other 
nations hostile to Christians, and instead focus their attention on other matters. (p. 7) 

These KGB infiltrates also worked with the National Council of Churches in the U.S., traveling 
throughout America and “educating” Americans on the joys of religious freedom in the USSR. 

Pastor Aleksei Bychkov who was the head of the registered Baptist and Evangelical Christian 
church in the Soviet Union in the early 80’s made a number of statements that denied the 
persecution of Christians in the Soviet Union.  He claimed that unregistered Baptists were to blame 
for their persecution as they refused to obey the laws of the land (Globe and Mail, Toronto, July 
12, 1980, in Vins, p. 9).  At a conference for the European Baptist Federation, he objected to an 
amendment that would call for Baptists throughout the world to acknowledge and condemn the 
Soviet Union for incarcerating sane Christians in psychiatric prisons (Vins, p. 7).  It’s very clear 
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that Bychkov was not working on behalf of Soviet Christians, but on behalf of the Communist 
Soviet state. 

The Soviet State worked hard to get prominent world Christian leaders in their camp.  In 1982 
after American Evangelist Billy Graham visited Moscow and toured pre-selected churches, he 
made statements praising the degree of religious freedom and religious tolerance he observed while 
there.  Understandably, the underground Soviet Christians were hugely deflated by this.  

“The Soviet government is trying to ingratiate itself with Billy Graham, to use his authority and 
influence.  They need him to say that there is religious freedom in the Soviet Union in order to 

deceive the world about the situation of religious persecution in the Soviet Union.” 

- Georgi Vins, (Vins, p. 3) 

 

“U.S. Baptist clergyman Billy Graham and Russian Orthodox Church official Metropolitan 
Filaret embrace and kiss three times in traditional Russian fashion in a ceremony 5/7/1982, 

welcoming the American evangelist to the Soviet Union.” 

http://www.upi.com/topic/Soviet_Union/photos/pg-2/ 

Infiltrated church leaders were also called upon to castigate world leaders not on board with 
Communism.  On April 3, 1983, “His Holiness” Patriarch Pimen of the Russian Orthodox Church 
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(and KGB infiltrate) penned an open letter to President Ronald Regan that somehow ended up in 
the New York Times.  President Reagan had called the Soviet Union an “evil empire”, and 
undercover KGB agent Patriarch Pimen castigated Reagan for warmongering, called him to 
repentance in obeying the commandment “thou shalt not kill”, and lauded the Soviet Union as 
fulfilling prophecies of scripture in promoting harmony worldwide.  (New York Times, April 3, 
1983, Page E16, article, pp. 12-13) 

Infiltration and Attempted Destruction of Underground Churches 

One of the more successful tactics the Soviet apparatus used to bring ruin to the independent 
churches was creating distrust and schism within the membership ranks of the underground 
churches.  The state attempted to create a split among Jehovah’s Witnesses after the death of Stalin 
by arresting and spying on all active men of the faith and offering them bribes.  If the men would 
consent to spying on the activities of their fellow believers and carrying out acts of sabotage within 
the faith, they would be given money, career advances, luxury apartments, or automobiles. Those 
who refused these offers were usually imprisoned (39).  At one point, authorities succeeded in 
temporarily creating two opposing Witness factions by inventing false allegations against an 
imprisoned Witness leader and discrediting him in the eyes of a substantial portion of the church 
(40) 

Soviet authorities were also instrumental in creating a schism within the True & Free 
Adventists.  The KGB had successfully infiltrated the leadership ranks of the secretive church and 
then organized mass arrests of True Adventists throughout the USSR in the late 70’s.  They also 
staged a raid on the safe house where church head Vladimir Shelkov had been residing. 

“They brought in crow-bars, spades, tongs, axes, pincers, saws, mine-detectors, metal hoists, 
probes, powerful lights, cameras, firearms, walkie-talkie radios, motors and so on.  They broke 
through the ceilings, demolished the chimneys, breached and took up the floors, hollowed out 

and pulled down walls, tearing down the plaster; they dug huge, deep holes under the floors . . . , 
broke up the asphalt paving, dug up the whole courtyard and breached ceilings, walls and floors 
in neighbouring (sic) buildings.  They investigated all cesspools and toilet bowls.  In a word, it 

was as if a bomb had gone off.” –  

- Dina Shelkova, daughter of V Shelkov, describing the search of the family’s home (D. V. 
Lepshina and V. A. Shelkov, “Otkrytoye pismo”  (Open Letter), (samizdat: 19 March 1978), pp. 

1-2 in Sapiets, pp. 85-86 

During the course of the 3-day search, Shelkov was arrested and put on trial for “slandering the 
Soviet state” and “encroachment on the rights of Soviet citizens under the guise of performing 
religious rites” (Sapiets, p. 102).   During his trial in Jan 1979, Shelkov was 84 and in poor 
health.  The prosecution told him “he should have thought about that before.” (Sapiets, p. 103)  A 
couple of witnesses claimed he gave crazed speeches with his hair standing on end, and so the 
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judge found Shelkov guilty and sentenced him to another sentence of hard labor in the Gulag — 
one that at his age, he surely could not have been expected to survive. 

 

85-year-old Vladimir Shelkov, leader of the True & Free Adventist Church, incarcerated in the 
Gulag, in 1979 shortly before his in-camp death 

On January 27, 1980 Vladimir Shelkov perished at the age 85 in a notorious death camp in the Far 
North of Siberia (Quoted in The Christian Beacon, April 3, 1980) 
http://adventistalert.com/aawwn/eight/zero-js.htm)  He had caught a chill earlier that month while 
working outdoors in temperatures of minus 50 Celsius, and wasn’t admitted to the camp hospital 
until ten days later when he was feverish and experiencing attacks of vomiting.  When his family 
came to retrieve his body, they were told that it must remain at the camp until the end of his prison 
sentence (Sapiets, pp. 218-220).  After Shelkov’s death, the remaining True Adventist leadership 
split into two different factions due to the distrust that was bred amongst them through the 
government infiltration.  By the late 80’s, the Soviet apparatus successfully shut down the True & 
Free Adventist Church.  It either disbanded completely or became so obscure as to no longer be a 
threat.   
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__________________________________________________________ 

The tactic of infiltration of the churches, combined with intensive persecution of the religious 
fringes and constant anti-religious propaganda, served the Soviet state well.  Though they did not 
succeed in eliminating God from the minds and hearts of all the people, by the 80′s it is estimated 
that only 25% of the Soviet populace held to a belief in God.  Had the USSR not collapsed due to 
a bloated military and stagnating economy, it is possible that through the course of time, the role 
of religion in Soviet society would have been reduced further still. 
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Part II - Christianity & Communist Tactics in America 

COMING SOON! 

 

PART III – What Can We Do? 

COMING SOON! 

 
 

Chapter by Chapter Citations 
 

COMING SOON! 
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