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religiously. Even those 
churches which fought 
against Luther’s teaching 
of the Gospel have come 
under its sway to a sur-
prising extent, even with-
out meaning to.

In Russia as well the 
Reformation has a long 
and illustrious history. 
Only a few years after its 
inception, the Reforma-
tion came to Russia. Be-
cause Russia was officially 
an Orthodox country, the 

spread of Lutheranism among na-
tive Russians was extremely limited. 
Nevertheless, there were many ethnic 
Scandinavians, Germans, Estonians 
and others who brought with them 
their Lutheran faith. As the number 
of immigrants from Europe increased 
under Catherine the Great and her suc-
cessors, the influence of Lutherans in 
Russia increased. By the 19th and early 
20th centuries Lutherans held high po-
sitions in government and were vastly 
influential in education, science and 
culture. If you are a lover of Russian 
classical literature, you will have no-
ticed this influence both directly and 
indirectly in the works of such writers 
as Dostoevsky and Chekov.

Even the Russian czars found an 
attraction to the Lutheran confession. 
Although by law no czar could be any-
thing other than Orthodox by confes-
sion, Ivan the Terrible liked to discuss 
theology with Lutheran pastors. After 
him, Peter the Great even attended 
Lutheran services, which he found in-
triguing. Catherine the Great, a Ger-
man princess who married the heir 
to the throne and later became ruler 
herself, converted to Orthodoxy, yet 
brought many German immigrants to 
Russia and gave them special religious 
privileges and financial support, as did 
some of her successors.

In short, the Lutheran Church had 
an indirect influence on Russian so-
ciety. Nevertheless, until shortly be-
fore the Revolution there were severe 
restrictions on proselytizing among 
baptized Russian Orthodox. Thus the 
actual Lutheran faith was largely con-
fined to ethnic groups within Russia.

The Revolution and Its Effects
With the Russian Revolution and 

the anti-religious ideology it brought 
with it, the relative freedom Luther-
ans had had in Russia came to an 
end. More and more, Lutherans knew 
the pressure that was felt by all reli-
gious groups within the Soviet Union, 
whether Christian or non-Christian. 
During the Stalinist purges of the 
1930s, all Lutheran pastors were re-
pressed—imprisoned in camps and 
shot. Churches were confiscated. The 
Lutheran Church was left without 
clergy and existed only underground, 
as people retained their Bibles and 
Catechisms.

During World War II, Stalin, need-
ing to establish good public relations 
with America for the war effort, gave 
limited rights to two Christian groups: 

Revolution or Reformation?
This October marks the 500th an-

niversary of the Reformation. Coinci-
dentally, October of this year is also 
the 100th anniversary of the Russian 
Revolution. Both events are being 
widely celebrated around the world—
obviously, by very different groups. 
The question arises, “Which of these 
two history-changing events has had 
and will have a greater impact on Rus-
sia and the world?” In the final tally, 
will the revolutionary Gospel of salva-
tion by grace alone through faith in 
Christ be more world-changing than 
the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917?

The Reformation and Its Rich History
The Lutheran confession of faith 

has changed the world to an incred-
ible extent, in untold ways. Next to the 
Lord Jesus and St. Paul, Martin Luther 
is the subject of more biographies and 
historical and scholarly studies than 
any other personage—a sure sign of 
the immeasurable effect he has had. 
Lutheran theologians and hymn-
writers and musicians and poets and 
authors have revolutionized how we 
look at the world, both culturally and 
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the Gospel in its purity. Many have not 
heard that Christ died for their sins and 
rose again for their justification. We 
are free as never before to make this 
known among them.

I personally am seeking to do all I 
can in the place where the Lord has set 
me. I faithfully preach and teach the 
doctrine of Christ that I have received. 
I pass this on to my students so that 
they may teach others. When I am no 
longer here, I will have left behind a 
legacy of printed lectures and writings 
that others can read and learn from. 
This is a critical moment in history in 
which even a few faithful preachers 
can make a huge difference. When the 
Gospel goes forth in purity, the Holy 
Spirit makes it far more effective and 
convincing than a utopian ideology 
that has no chance of final success.

Which will leave a deeper impres-
sion on Russia: the Revolution or the 
Reformation? In the long term the an-
swer is clear. Christ will prevail, while 
His enemies will come to nothing. In 
the short term, we know that the free 
gift of eternal life, won for us by the in-
nocent suffering and death of Jesus, is 
what sinful humans need most, both 
in Russia and in the rest of the world.

the Russian Orthodox and the Baptists. 
(It was told to me that he chose the 
Baptists when he learned that this was 
the largest religious group in Ameri-
ca.) Lutherans, of course, received no 
rights during this time. Even after the 
death of Stalin, Christianity continued 
to be frowned upon, and church at-
tendance (where it was possible and 
where it was allowed) was not the way 
to advance your career.

The Post-Soviet Era and Its Changes
In 1992, after 70-plus years, the So-

viet Union dissolved and the official 
ideology of Marxist-Leninist Com-
munism was no longer official. In 
comparison to the 1000-year history 
of Christianity in Russia, and even to 
the 500-year history of Lutheranism 
in Russia, the Soviet era seems just a 
blip. I am constantly intrigued, though 
no longer surprised, by the deep-root-
edness of Christian culture in Russia, 
which even an aggressive effort by the 
Communists could not eradicate.

Christian culture, however, is not 
quite the same as Christian faith. 
Happily, there is no longer an official 
religion in Russia. There are no laws 
limiting the proclamation of the Gos-
pel to ethnic Russians. Today there 
are three major Lutheran church bod-
ies at work in Russia: ELKRAS, which 
is ethnically German; the Lutheran 
Church of Ingria, with Finnish roots; 
and the Siberian Evangelical Lutheran 
Church, which is mostly made up of 
ethnic Russians. Yet even the histori-
cally ethnic Lutheran church bodies 
today have a large number of non-eth-
nic, that is, Russian members.

Compared to the 
Russian popula-
tion, the percent-
age of Lutherans is 
quite small. Many 
Russians today are 
unaware of the 
prominent history 
that Lutheranism 
has in their coun-
try. This is some-
thing we are trying 
to change.

The Future and Its Challenges
One of my students once recount-

ed how someone had asked his his-
tory professor about the impact of the 
French Revolution on the world. The 
professor’s answer: “It’s too early to 
tell.” That revolution began in 1789! If 
it’s too soon to decide how the French 
Revolution changed the world, it’s 
surely too soon to determine the final 
effect of the Russian Revolution, which 
took place a short 100 years ago.

In the 1990s it seemed that Marxism 
was, well, past history. Alas, such is 
not the case. Marxism is quite alive in 
the world, though sometimes it comes 
in disguise. My observations cause 
me to conclude that it is less alive in 
Russia than in, say, America. Yet even 
here many people are beginning to 
look back on their Soviet past with 
nostalgia, remembering the good and 
forgetting the bad. After all, these are 
the years in which they loved and lost. 
There was poverty but security. Most 
who are alive today didn’t taste of the 
Stalinist cruelties. The worst thing 
they remember is Perestroika, when 
life really was hard, and this they 
blame partly on the West. While right 
now it doesn’t seem as though Com-
munism will make a comeback in Rus-
sia, anything is possible in the future. 
Indeed, it’s too early to say.

On this 500th anniversary of the 
Reformation, we have unprecedented 
opportunities to make Christ known 
to Christless people. The Revolution 
did leave its mark on the Russian 
population. Many still have not heard 
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