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For decades, the so-called "Iron Curtain" divided Europe perpendicularly, right down the middle of the continent. Great nations were divided. The "cold war" between East and West threatened to escalate at any given moment into global war. The stockpiles of conventional weaponry were sufficient to annihilate the entire world population. Nuclear arsenals on both sides of the Atlantic provided potential for multiple "overkills". 

Christianity continued to exist in Eastern Europe during the cold war period of history. Churches either went underground or complied to certain governmental restrictions and controls. In Albania, religion was completely outlawed. Today, we are beginning to learn from Christians in Eastern Europe, what life was really like during those difficult years. 

EASTERN MISSIONS 

During the seventies, I was preparing to open our youth center in Linz, Austria for the evening program when the telephone rang. A man speaking broken English asked if this was the Baptist Church. He was relieved to discover that I was an American missionary. The caller introduced himself as a Dutch businessman, whose car was badly damaged in an accident on the nearby "Autobahn." He was on a business trip to Rumania and had Rumanian Bibles hidden in his vehicle. He had been hospitalized and asked me to get the Bibles from his wrecked car. I was to store them somewhere until he could pick them up. 

This Christian businessman was not affiliated with any mission and had made several successful trips into the East with Bibles and Christian literature. He was typical of many, whose names and unheralded deeds are recorded only in heaven. Because we never kept track of the so-called “Bible smugglers,” There was no way that I could tell if he had ever smuggled literature that I printed in our print shop, but I produced tons of literature and was quite familiar with the operations.
Most church leaders in the East show a deep appreciation for the prayers of Christians in the West. They are particularly thankful for Bible teachers, who traveled to their countries, providing the only available Bible training for church leaders. They are also aware that many Westerners risked imprisonment, smuggling Bibles and Christian literature into the East. 

THE OTHER SIDE OF THE COIN 

In 1974, a migrant laborer from Yugoslavia began to attend our church. He was a fine Christian and his father was a Yugoslavian Pastor. One day, he received a large package from home. It had been sent to our address because it would likely have been stolen if sent to the barracks where he lived. When he opened it, I noticed that the box was full of Bibles in Eastern European languages. I questioned him, and he explained that they were for truck drivers, who passed through Austria. 

I asked how his father in Yugoslavia had obtained Bibles in Bulgarian, Rumanian, Russian and Hungarian languages!  He explained that a large truck left a load of Bibles at their church, with instructions to transport them into the countries marked on the boxes. Yugoslavia had open borders to the West, but it was practically impossible to get the Bibles from Yugoslavia into other countries of Eastern Europe. So the Bibles were simply taking up much needed space in their church. 

I then recalled seeing a photo in the magazine of an Eastern Europe mission. It was the picture of a smiling missionary pointing to "Christians in Eastern Europe, unloading a shipment of Bibles." Here was visible proof of their arrival behind the Iron Curtain! 

"BIG BUSINESS"

During past decades, a number of "Eastern Missions" came into being. The adventurous spirit of "Bible smugglers" won the hearts (and pocketbooks) of many western Christians. Some "Eastern Missions" were collecting millions of dollars annually, yet refused to give clear information about where all that money was going. Mission leaders claimed that the success of their operations was dependent upon absolute secrecy. Ironically, those same organizations also spent millions of Dollars for public relations, including magazines, books, calendars, films, videos and full-page color advertisements in national publications! 

The gospel that some so-called Eastern Missions seemed to be propagating was, "Without money, we can do nothing!" Leaders of two such mission organizations openly accused each other of unethical financial policies. They even took each other to court, but eventually withdrew the accusations when it became apparent that both missions stood to lose more than they could hope to gain.  

ANOTHER PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

Our mission print shop was often called upon to print literature in Eastern European languages. If the typesetting and proofreading was finished, I usually complied. In 1981, a GMU missionary on deputation was approached by the leader of an Eastern mission. The gentleman had heard about our print shop and asked if we would be willing to do printing for them. 

He explained that a mission with offices in Vienna had been doing their printing, but it seemed to be expensive. The GMU missionary sent me a sample copy of a Bulgarian brochure and asked me to respond. Imagine my surprise to recognize my own printing! I had printed 10,000 copies for an Eastern Mission in Vienna, with no idea that the job was for another mission. The second mission paid three times what I had charged! I would not be surprised, if both missions included the 10,000 brochures in the number of "Bibles and pieces of literature distributed."

Although refugee camps in Austria were constantly overflowing with Eastern Europeans, missionaries from Eastern missions seldom bothered to visit these places. Several times, I asked the leader of one mission if they could send workers or at least literature to help reach these people for Christ. The refugees had plenty of time to read, and were open to the gospel. I was upset by the mission's response: "We must give priority to getting Bibles behind the Iron Curtain. We don't have enough workers or materials for the refugee camps."

CURTAINS FOR THE CURTAIN!

In the autumn of 1989, Hungarian and Czechoslovakian authorities began to remove mine fields and roll up the barbed wire along the borders that led to the West. At the time, there were at least a hundred missionaries stationed in Vienna who worked with Eastern Europe missions.  One might think that the removal of the Iron Curtain would have caused a mass eastward movement of missionaries. But few of these workers spoke an Eastern European language. A good percentage of them worked in well equipped, modern offices, preparing public relations materials. Eastern Europeans began to stream through open borders into the West, but little was done to take advantage of the new opportunities to give these people the gospel, but film crews and photographers were sent to record anything of value for making public appeals. 

The leader of one evangelical denomination in Czechoslovakia (now Czech Republic) told me that their churches were visited by numerous "Fact-Finding Commissions" during 1990.  Many photos were taken and articles printed in mission publications about the "new open doors in the East." This church leader said that the only result that his churches had experienced, was the loss of several qualified workers. They were hired by what he called "Western Missions" (perhaps a more appropriate term!) as "Regional Secretaries."  The salaries paid were usually under $200 per month, but that was well above what most Czechs earned. These "Regional Representatives" were often outfitted with a car, computer and cameras, important for collecting useful public relations material. The Pastor of a small group of newly converted Christians in Tirana, Albania had to contend with dozens of Westerners in most services. They insisted upon videotaping and photographing every aspect of "the Albanian revival," even during the sermon and prayers. 

WHAT A DIFFERENCE IN NEW TESTAMENT TIMES

We read in Acts 16 about a woman, who followed Paul around, calling out, "These are servants of the most high God, who preach the way of salvation!"
Paul soon put a stop to the “free public relations”. Paul knew the power of pen and ink. He wrote many epistles, but his writings were not primarily appeals for money. In II Corinthians 8, for instance, he encourages the Corinthians to give generously. But in chapter 2, verse 17, we read: "Unlike so many, we do not peddle the Word of God for profit (money). On the contrary, in Christ we speak before God with sincerity, like men sent from God." The third chapter begins: "Are we beginning to commend ourselves again? Or do we need, like some people, letters of recommendation to you or from you?" (I Corinthians 3:1) Paul then answers his own question in verses 5-6. "Not that we are competent to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God. He has made us competent as ministers of a new covenant - not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life." 

If Paul was living in Europe today, he might have written: "Are we starting to toot our own horn again? Do we need public relations materials, photos and eyewitness reports like other missions? We are not eager to claim credit for our mission organization. God has equipped us with the Holy Spirit and entrusted us with the task of preaching the gospel. Public relations propaganda kills, but the working of the Holy Spirit gives life!" 

THE OPPORTUNITY OF A LIFETIME! 

The religious vacuum in Eastern Europe lasted forty years. Nowhere in the world, was there a fortune teller, prophet or astrologer who predicted the dramatic changes which came over Europe at the turn of this decade. Still, the Moonies, Mormons, Jehovah's Witnesses, Hari Krishna and other religious sects reacted spontaneously. These groups had plenty of money and manpower at their immediate disposal. Like dried up sponges, Eastern Europeans began to soak up anything that even appeared to be religious. Unfortunately, evangelical Christians were extremely slow to respond with much more than token aid and empty promises. 

WHAT SHOULD WE BE DOING?

Western Europeans are doing a good job of providing material aid and expertise needed to rebuild the economy in Eastern Europe. Although literature and material assistance is certainly needed, I do not believe that these represent the most urgent needs. Modern print shops that once turned out communist propaganda are now hurting for jobs. Bibles and Christian literature can be printed by Eastern Europeans in their own countries at a fraction of what it costs to print them in the West. This was a major reason why we closed our printing operations a few years later.
Bible Schools and Seminaries are also definitely needed in Eastern Europe, however, these institutions tend to produce leaders rather than workers and witnesses. 

In my opinion, the most urgent need is for effective witnesses. The gospel of Jesus Christ must be preached and shared personally with as many people as possible. It needs to be shared in a manner which is understood by those who have grown up under Communism and which can be  easily copied by national Christians.

At first glance, one might conclude that we should provide salaries for national workers. National Christians don't need to learn the language or culture. They can live on a small income. Although the idea seems logical, it has seldom worked to simply send money for the support of nationals. And even if it did work, where can we find national Christians, who after 40 years of Communism, are effective witnesses? Christians either belonged to "legal" churches which agreed not to witness in exchange for a certain freedoms, or they went underground and lost touch with the masses. Many still live in fear of reprisal. Most Christians who spent years in the underground, have trouble communicating the gospel to a generation which grew up in an atheistic society. 

What is needed most in Eastern European countries today, is dedicated and spiritually mature missionaries who can demonstrate Christianity at work. The gap between Americans and Eastern Europeans is seemingly too great to bridge, yet no greater than the gap between Christians and non-Christians of these formerly communist countries. Such missionaries need to be willing to accept a living standard which is lower than what westerners are accustomed to. They need to learn the local language enough to communicate and disciple national Christians. By “discipling”, I mean to teach by example, not just with words. Workers produce workers; witnesses produce witnesses!  Missionaries are "cross cultural disciplers." This is exactly what is needed today.  

REFUGEE WORK

Another fantastic opportunity in Europe is evangelism and discipleship training among refugees and displaced persons. Most refugees live in refugee camps, where they have little or nothing to do. Being removed from their normal environment causes them to be more open to new ideas. Many are even seeking answers to questions about the purpose of life. Muslim refugees are often disenchanted with their religion. In many cases, it was fellow followers of the prophet Muhammad who persecuted them or forced them to flee their homeland. 

Refugees from Iran, Albania, Africa and other countries that were or are still closed to the gospel have been converted and discipled through GMU refugee ministries. Now that democracy and freedom have been restored to some of their homelands, many desire to return and share their new faith with fellow countrymen. One young Albanian and a Czech are receiving Bible training here in Austria prior to service in their homelands. An Iranian family has migrated to Canada, where they are reaching other Muslim immigrants with the gospel. 

There are perhaps a million people who migrated to North America from Eastern Europe in past decades. Some are believers; some have perhaps received Bible training. The admonishment of Mordecai to Queen Esther may be applicable: “Who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?” (Esther 4:14). Short term workers are needed, who can teach Bible and English in the public schools in a number of formerly communist countries including Russia and the CIS. A crash course in the local language is usually sufficient for this kind of work. 


Ralph V. Harvey
CHURCH GROWTH STATISTICS: In 1976, the number of Baptists in Western Europe decreased by 2,944 members, but increased by 5,600 in Eastern Europe. In 1975, 89.9% of Austrians were Catholic but 95.6% of babies born were baptized into the Catholic faith. There were nearly as many Baptist churches in Romania as there were Baptist members in Austria (622 vs. 635).
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