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A Hopeful Beginning
Saratov! Sitting on
the banks of the
Volga River, it was
one of the city
centers for the Volga
River Germans, a
population invited to
Russia 250 years ago
by Catherine the
Great to help
develop agriculture.
They prospered and
stayed, living in
German-speaking communities up and down the
river. In August of 1941, the thousands of RussianGermans along the river were rounded up in one
night and shipped off to Siberia, Central Asia and
the Far East as Hitler’s Germany invaded Russia.
They weren’t to be trusted, even though they had
called Russia home for 300 years. When the Soviet
Union collapsed, Germany made it possible for
many of this population to return to the
motherland. Some returned to the Volga River.
The church building of the 19th century had been
destroyed in the 1970s. With the help of German
partners, they began construction on a new
building in 2006. When I visited in 2012, they
were worshipping in a small upper room, because
the sanctuary as yet had no windows. Six years
later, the sanctuary is finished, and various rooms
throughout the very large building are finished, but
much still looks like a building project.

Thank you for supporting Al’s work as
outreach facilitator for minority peoples in
Russia and Ellen’s as regional liaison for
Eastern Europe. Your prayers and financial
support have helped make a difference to the
lives of people living in Eastern Europe.

So, what are the elements that suggest potential for
partnership? What are we looking for when we make
a visit? Since all of the partnerships are ecumenical,
openness to the other is important. Sometimes it
takes a bit of conversation, because Russian churches
have often had guests come in and try to tell them
how to do things better, to try to teach them to think
differently and conform to another tradition. The
Russian churches have grown understandably
cautious. The Saratov church has had less contact
with Americans than Germans, and I think we are the
only contact they have had with Presbyterians. Most
Russians have no idea what a Presbyterian is, let
alone what one believes. I spent a long afternoon
with Pastor Andre talking about partnership, about
our differences, about the goal of twinning. The
conclusion was that it is worth trying.

Unfinished exterior of the church in Saratov with the
Volga in the background.
The finished church sanctuary.

I first visited Saratov six years ago to explore
possibilities for partnership with a church in the
States that had members with ancestors from this
region. We all tried, but in the end, that partnership
failed to develop. There is no fault. It happens. We
are, though, trying again with another
congregation. The potential for partnership is real,
and we hope that something valuable for both
congregations will come together.

Good fellowship is another sign of potential. I was
warmly welcomed to a Friday evening Bible study.
On Sunday, during worship two grandmothers started
chatting with me, thinking I was a casual visitor.
They were delighted to discover that I was an invited
guest and quickly let others around us know. I was
just as quickly invited to the birthday celebration of
an octogenarian after worship. Following worship, I
was whisked into the gathering space and seated at
the table, and served tea and two pieces of cake,
because they were different. Many wanted to talk

with me, most trying first in German. I live in
Germany but I do not claim to speak more than
grocery store German (enough to get by). My
Russian is pretty good, and I kept drawing the
conversation back to that language. The
congregation is largely made up of Volga River
Germans, so they want to try speaking German.
For most, it is the language of their grandparents, a
distant memory. They have German lessons after
church on Sunday, but it is like language lessons
everywhere. If you don’t have a way to use a
language regularly, you cannot develop any level
of fluency.
Two members of the congregation are actually
German. One, from Leipzig, married a Russian
soldier during Soviet occupation. He was
handsome and swept her off her feet and back to
Russia. It wasn’t a particularly happy marriage,
but she never went back to Germany. Another,
from just north of Berlin, has moved to Saratov to
start a bakery. His wife is Russian, and he has
made a home in Saratov and now has residency.
He does not change his citizenship because he
wants to be able to go home to visit his elderly
mother when he needs to.
Another sign of potential is good ministry. The
church in Saratov has the burden of their building.
It may be one quarter finished, but they do not let
that stop them from engaging in ministry to their
neighbors. They gather clothing for the poor. They

reach out with love to the Roma and other
marginalized people. They have a drama group. They
have a summer camp program for children. They did
express a concern that Americans would not want to
come to their camp because they do not have indoor
plumbing. I told them that our Americans had often
dug the latrines in the camps they were helping out in.
We laughed. Another good sign.
Since my first visit, the senior pastor has moved on to
be bishop in Siberia. The second pastor, who was in
place then, is now senior pastor. He is a remarkable
man, not Russian-German, but Armenian. He is a
warm and loving pastor. There are differences
between us, without question, but that has always been
the case in Russia. Our engagement in partnership is
not founded on common theology, but rather on
fellowship as brothers and sisters in Christ.
Throughout my visit, I was surprised, perhaps
bemused, by how little they knew about us. It is a real
beginning, if this moves forward.
The ultimate sign for good potential is the atmosphere
of love that permeates the building, the community,
the life in Christ.
We wish you all a joyful Christmas! May the peace of
Christ be with you.
With love in Christ,
Ellen & Al
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