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From the outset of the Cold War, Mennonites found themselves 
on both sides of the Iron Curtain. As a result, they were forced to 
play a number of roles while adapting to other players in this global 
drama who acted both overtly and covertly. This article is intended 
to give an overview of the situation while focusing on communica-
tions strategies that were shaped by the Cold War information front. 

After the Second World War, North American Mennonites in gen-
eral, and the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) in particular, 
knew little about the condition of their Mennonite brethren behind 
the Iron Curtain. Just one month after the end of the war, the Cana-
dian Mennonite German periodical Der Bote, published in Rosthern, 
Saskatchewan, announced a strategy designed to overcome this in-
formation vacuum. It would begin publishing private letters from 
persons in the USSR written to relatives in Canada.1 A second Ger-
man periodical, Die Mennonitische Rundschau, published in Winni-
peg, picked up the initiative several months later. Over the next two 
decades, the letters section—featuring writers from the USSR—
became a regular feature in both periodicals. 

Already the first letter printed in the Mennonitische Rundschau 
in 1946 revealed great changes among Mennonites who remained in 
the USSR.2 The writer’s return address was from western 
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Kazakhstan, which would have come as a surprise to readers as this 
was an area that had not witnessed Mennonite settlement prior to 
the war. The letter’s author, Justina Martens, was extremely careful 
with her choice of words. Nevertheless, readers could learn that half 
of the former residents of Kleefeld (in the former Molotschna col-
ony) had died after being deported to that location in 1941. Some 
had been conscripted into the Trudarmia labour battalions after 
1942 and died in labour camps. Others had been arrested earlier 
during the Great Terror of the 1930s and had perished. Martens was 
no stranger to religious symbolism: to describe her situation she 
made references to Psalm 137 (“By the rivers of Babylon, there we 
sat down, yea, we wept, when we remembered Zion”). A large part 
of the letter consisted of questions about the whereabouts of rela-
tives and acquaintances. 

A decade later, MCC knew much more about Mennonites in the 
USSR. MCC workers in Europe, namely, Cornelius F. Klassen, be-
gan a card index of Mennonites in the USSR before 1948.3 Compiled 
from a variety of sources, primarily the Red Cross Suchdienst, in 
1956 the MCC index contained 3,907 names. By the end of 1979, the 
index had grown to include 17,719 persons.4 This index formed the 
MCC database of Mennonites behind the Iron Curtain and included 
more or less detailed information about Mennonites in twenty-four 
regions (oblasts or krais) of the country as well as the names of sev-
eral elders and preachers. This database far surpassed information 
sources of other western institutions focused on the Soviet Union. 
Nevertheless, the information could hardly be regarded as repre-
sentative or complete in terms of geographical coverage and source. 
Most information came from people who maintained contact via let-
ters with relatives in Canada or postwar refugees. Persons without 
such connections were largely invisible. Furthermore, this infor-
mation revealed little about church and cultural life. 

With the outbreak of war Mennonites had found themselves dis-
persed throughout the Soviet Union. Traditional social foundations 
had been destroyed during the so-called cultural revolution of the 
1930s. Aggressive anti-church policies completely destroyed the 
church environment. Political purges deprived Mennonites of their 
confessional and teaching elite. Furthermore, the mobilization and 
deportation of ethnic Germans to labour camps at the beginning of 
the war finally put a stop to the existence of separate colonies. Until 
1956, deported Germans in general and Mennonites in particular 
were put under special supervision and were forbidden to leave 
their places of residence. After 1956, an internal migration from la-
bour settlements in the Russian North, the Urals, and Siberia began. 
By the mid-1960s almost half of the Germans who had survived the 



MCC and the Iron Curtain 59 

war found themselves living in Kazakhstan. The largest concentra-
tion of Germans in the USSR occupied the Karaganda region, an 
area with many coal mines and a harsh climate.5 A number of Men-
nonites found themselves in large cities closed to visitors from 
abroad. Others were scattered over vast rural areas. The war thus 
forged a new Soviet Mennonite geography. Of the former colonies, 
only those in the east of the country remained: Orenburg, Omsk, Al-
tai, and a couple of villages in Kyrgyzstan. Chortitza and Molotschna 
lived on only in the memories of the older generation. 

In this new Mennonite geography, religious policies were shaped 
by the Communist Party and implemented by the Soviet government 
through the Council for the Affairs of Religious Cults. Established 
in 1944, at a time when the Soviet state was modifying its policies on 
religion, the council was intended as the government’s interface 
with all religious communities except the Russian Orthodox Church, 
which had its own council; these councils were merged into the 
Council for Religious Affairs in 1965. The authority of the Council 
for the Affairs of Religious Cults extended to the legalization, or reg-
istration, of churches. The legalization policy was very restrictive, 
especially in the eastern part of the country. For example, out of 
twenty-four Russian Evangelical Christian-Baptist congregations in 
the Kemerovo region in Siberia, only five were registered.6 Regis-
tered churches were entitled to their own houses of worship while 
the unregistered ones were considered illegal and harshly prose-
cuted by law. The legalization process was halted in in 1948.7 Fur-
thermore, in the wake of Second World War, the Mennonite religion 
was considered illegal by definition because of its members’ refusal 
of military service. Only after 1965 could Mennonite congregations 
obtain legal status.  

Yet another central Cold War actor that influenced Mennonite 
communication strategies was the state security service, or KGB. It 
was responsible for monitoring all foreign communications, and do-
mestically it was involved in the supervision of churches, especially 
illegal ones. Between 1947 and 1953, the KGB brutally suppressed 
illegal congregations. During these years sentences of twenty-five 
years in labour camps were typical for individuals arrested for ille-
gal religious activity. Arrests affected on average one in four illegal 
communities.8 

One of the most important confessional players was the All-Un-
ion Council of Evangelical Christians-Baptists. Russian Baptists had 
much in common with the Mennonite Brethren, extending back to 
relations with Russian-speaking Baptists established in the 1860s 
and 1870s, particularly through the Mennonite Brethren minister 
and missionary Johann Wieler. The Mennonite Brethren had also 
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supported the Evangelical Christians, a second-generation Baptist 
movement founded in the early twentieth century. Congregations of 
both confessions were almost entirely destroyed during the 1930s. 
In 1944, their remnants received state recognition as the All-Union 
Council of Evangelical Christians-Baptists, but at a high price. They 
were forced to introduce a rigid hierarchy modelled after the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church. In this way, the state achieved extensive con-
trol over 2,752 of the initially registered congregations in the coun-
try. Even with this concession, official registration did not provide 
guarantees against the closure of Baptist congregations. By the end 
of 1953 their number had reduced by 23 percent to 2,140.9 In this 
climate, the All-Union Council of Evangelical Christians-Baptists 
fought hard for survival. 

MCC’s Postwar Initiatives toward Soviet Mennonites  

 Stalin’s death on March 5, 1953, brought about sweeping 
changes in society, but religion remained the enemy according to 
state ideology. It was not until late 1954 that signs first appeared of 
an easing of tensions between the state and religious communities. 
The cautious loosening of restrictions was apparent on the interna-
tional communications front. At the end of 1955, the official organ 
of the All-Union Council published a major report on the visit of its 
large delegation to the Baptist World Alliance congress in England. 
Special mention was made of the banquet at the Soviet Embassy in 
honour of the church community. The magazine was read not only 
in churches, but also by local authorities, as well as by people over-
seas. The breakthrough of the All-Union Council on the interna-
tional stage took place amid a continuing climate of deep mistrust 
towards the faith community in the Soviet Union. The KGB would 
certainly have monitored this overseas trip.10 

One of the most respected North American Mennonites of the 
time, Harold S. Bender, then serving as president of the Mennonite 
World Conference and a member of the executive committee of 
MCC, learned of this visit while he was also in Europe. On July 28, 
1955, he had a meeting in Birmingham, England, with the leadership 
of the All-Union Council that left him in a state of euphoria. As a 
result of the meeting, he immediately prepared a press release, 
which was printed in full in the Mennonite Weekly Review and the 
Gospel Herald.11 Bender framed this press release as no less than 
“the first authentic report of the status of Mennonites in Russia . . . 
since World War II.” The information obtained from the Russians 
was consistently positive: Mennonites were “still largely farmers 
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and as such are prosperous above other farmers.” Some were work-
ing in industries in the Urals, Siberia, and Karaganda. In the latter 
city, four hundred had Mennonites joined a thousand-member Bap-
tist church. Bender considered it quite possible for Mennonites in 
North America to visit their brethren in the USSR at any time and 
even to preach in Mennonite congregations. 

Along with the press release, Bender shared with his MCC col-
leagues other results of the meeting with Baptist leaders. Their gen-
eral secretary, Alexander V. Karev, agreed to apply to the Council 
for the Affairs of Religious Cults for permission for a Mennonite del-
egation to visit the Soviet Union. Ideally, this would consist of three 
people who would travel across the country, with the visit arranged 
by the state tourist agency, Intourist. Karev, who spoke excellent 
German, even promised to accompany the delegation as an inter-
preter.12  

The news caused a sensation in the Mennonite community. Tem-
pered enthusiasm for the new possibilities was mixed with cautious 
disbelief. The latter prevailed. German-speaking Canadian Men-
nonite newspapers, whose readers were much more connected with 
relatives in the Soviet Union, also printed Bender’s press release in 
full, but prefaced it with words of caution.13 Der Bote even included 
a letter in the same issue from a former resident of Kubanka (Oren-
burg colony), written in a very different tone: “We do not preach as 
we used to in former times, but we sing a lot, recite some poems and 
sometimes someone reads a verse from the Bible and talks about it 
a little bit.”14 Even the editor of the original press release in the Men-
nonite Weekly Review added a subheading reminding readers that 
“Information Indicates All Removed From Former Homes to Ural 
Region.” 

With this news, Mennonites in the Soviet Union now rose to the 
top of the MCC priority list. This was hardly surprising. A large 
number of North American Mennonites had roots in Russia, and 
over 7,000 had managed to reach Canada via Europe in the last ma-
jor emigration, after the Second World War.15 Of the 35,000 Mennon-
ites who had fled westward to Germany at the end of the war, some 
23,000 were rounded up by Soviet forces and deported back to the 
Soviet Union, primarily to Siberia and Kazakhstan.16 A decade after 
this forced separation, Canadian Mennonites now saw the possibility 
of reconnecting with their family members.  

Independent of the Mennonite World Conference, MCC decided 
to support a trip to the USSR by representatives of various Mennon-
ite groups. It also decided to compile and systematize all available 
information about Mennonites in the USSR. MCC immediately de-
tected inconsistences and was aware of the overly optimistic tone of 
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Moscow’s statements. As it considered the truth of the Mennonite 
situation in the USSR, MCC, perhaps naively, still did not seriously 
rule out the possibility of an organized exodus.17 In November 1955, 
Paul Peachey, the MCC director in Europe, submitted a proposal for 
an MCC delegation to travel to the Soviet Union.18 The proposal was 
endorsed by a group of distinguished American Mennonites who 
were by no means familiar with Soviet realities. Peachey’s plan 
called for sending a goodwill team of four to six Mennonites through 
the Historic Peace Churches association, which included Quakers, 
who at that time were allowed entry into the USSR. The team was to 
undertake a six-month tour of the USSR and other countries. Ac-
cording to the proposal, the mission of this visit was to “dispel mis-
trust and spread the message of goodwill to ordinary people through 
contacts with individuals and groups; their Christian message was 
to be one of love and reconciliation.”19 The goal of the team was sup-
port for peace churches and missionaries; its witness was to be apo-
litical. In addition, MCC also proposed sending a group of five vol-
unteers from the US to work for a year in an agricultural or indus-
trial enterprise of the Soviet authorities’ choosing while prayerfully 
spreading the testimony of Christ, repentance, and reconciliation.20 

On May 28, 1956, a delegation of the All-Union Council, invited 
by the Baptist World Alliance to travel to the United States, made a 
stopover in Chicago to meet with more than two hundred members 
of the Mennonite community. The next day, a small meeting was 
held between the leadership of the All-Union Council and leaders of 
MCC and several Mennonite churches. In the meetings, the North 
Americans demonstrated a tremendous interest in the USSR, espe-
cially in the development of religious freedom. The Russians ex-
pressed a positive outlook, but acknowledged that religious legisla-
tion had not changed after Stalin’s death. In keeping with the tone 
of Soviet propaganda, Karev, a member of the delegation, linked the 
cruel suffering of Christians in the USSR to the name of Lavrenti 
Beria, longtime secret police chief, saying that much had changed 
in the country since his death in late 1953. It was only in 1961 that 
the severe persecutions and numerous executions were attributed 
directly to Stalin.  

As a manifestation of the improvement in religious freedoms, Ka-
rev cited the fact that many preachers who had been convicted of 
political crimes had been released from prison. The guests con-
ceded, however, that since Mennonites were not registered with the 
authorities as a religious community, they still had no legal right to 
their own houses of worship. They would meet either in private 
houses or, especially in Central Asia, Siberia, and the Urals, to-
gether with Baptists. Karev, who was very sober in his assessment 
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of the chances for a legally separate Mennonite denomination, an-
swered a question about the prospects for an independent registra-
tion of the Mennonites by referring to an association with the All-
Union Council of Evangelical Christians-Baptists. The Americans 
were impressed by the fact that military service could be refused in 
Soviet Russia, although Karev merely noted that no one had abol-
ished the 1919 decree allowing for religious conscientious objection. 
He cited his own alternative service during the Civil War three dec-
ades earlier as an example, though, beginning in 1955, Mennonite 
young men were compulsorily drafted into military service.21 

The inconsistencies of the Soviet delegation in their answers to 
questions were evident to the decision-makers within MCC. Moreo-
ver, from the very beginning, MCC leadership saw the All-Union 
Council as people who enjoyed the political trust of the Soviet au-
thorities, which, in turn, raised doubts about their reliability.22 On 
the other hand, MCC had few alternatives to working through offi-
cially sanctioned channels, considering that its constituents and 
people on the ground in the Soviet Union were expecting action. 
Meanwhile, for the All-Union Council leadership, North Americans 
Mennonites were merely a sideshow in their struggle for survival. 
Their main focus was the Baptist World Alliance, and particularly 
American Baptists, who had invited the Soviet Baptist leadership to 
visit, the first such delegation since 1928. The 1955 delegation was 
preceded by a visit to the USSR a year earlier by Baptist World Al-
liance president F. Townley Lord. For that visit, the Council for the 
Affairs of Religious Cults had secured permission from the First 
Secretary of the Communist Party Nikita Khrushchev himself.23 

During Stalin’s last year, Soviet political leaders had found that, 
in the context of the global confrontation of the Cold War, religious 
organizations could be instrumentalized to serve their purposes. 
The Baptist leadership in the USSR, in turn, discovered that partic-
ipation in international peace diplomacy was an important factor in 
their own survival. This tendency was more pronounced after the 
death of Stalin, as the Soviet Union became ever more concerned 
with broadcasting a positive image abroad. Religious figures, do-
mestic and foreign, were caught up in this state objective. Naturally, 
the Baptist leaders could only act within narrow limits, set by the 
government, even as they were permitted to travel abroad to the So-
viet Union’s ideological enemy. However, they could hardly be 
classed as passive servants of the will of the state. Their behaviour 
reflected a pursuit of independent goals, different from those of the 
Communist government, and from those of their overseas brethren. 

In courting overseas support, Baptists from the USSR success-
fully employed the proven tool of the charm offensive. Baptist World 
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Alliance representatives accompanying the delegation noted that 
“nowhere had the Baptist delegation talked about conditions in the 
Soviet Union as they did here with the Mennonites in Chicago.”24 In 
an outburst of good feelings, the planned MCC delegation to the 
USSR was advised to confide in the leadership of the All-Union 
Council. 

The most important event for MCC’s emerging Soviet project was 
the visit by Harold Bender and the Canadian Mennonite Brethren 
David Wiens (who had emigrated in 1924) in the fall of 1956.25 
Bender’s plans for the trip were ambitious but he was ultimately 
disappointed. They were travelling through the USSR on a tourist 
visa, so their visit there was not considered official. Instead of visit-
ing Mennonites in different places in six provinces as planned, the 
two delegates only met with a few individuals in hotels in Moscow 
and Alma-Ata. However, they did arrange extensive meetings with 
the leadership of the All-Union Council to whom MCC offered a pro-
gram of comprehensive support. This included financing for the 
construction of prayer houses and the extension of an official invi-
tation to the Mennonite World Conference to be held in Germany in 
1957 and a separate peace conference in the Netherlands. Unfortu-
nately, Bender and Wiens were denied an audience with the Council 
for the Affairs of Religious Cults due to the death of its chairman ten 
days earlier. 

Despite the limitations of the trip, Bender returned home full of 
hope. A series of special church meetings in North America, where 
both delegates reported their impressions, were attended by a total 
of 40,000 people.26 As a result, MCC adopted a new strategy for the 
USSR. Reflecting the importance of the project and its prospects, a 
separate department was established within MCC for Mennonite af-
fairs in the USSR. Its tasks were to include family reunions, peace 
efforts, aid projects, the organization of a peace conference in Eu-
rope, and the exchange of delegations. A second delegate visit of fif-
teen to twenty people was also planned for 1957.27 

In the Soviet Union, Karev submitted a report on Bender and 
Wiens’s visit to the Council for the Affairs of Religious Cults two 
weeks after their departure. He demonstrated his loyalty by dis-
taincing himself from the two men even as he reported on their ac-
tivities. Most alarming for the state would have been Karev’s disclo-
sure that Soviet Mennonites intended to establish their own Men-
nonite Union in the USSR, regardless of whether it would be offi-
cially registered; this detail was later highlighted by a reader of the 
report. Karev also gave the names of the most active Mennonites in 
the country. For his part, Karev recommended to the government 
that Mennonites be admitted to the All-Union Council of Evangelical 
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Christians-Baptists, while permitting them to preserving their spe-
cific practices, such as baptism by pouring. Karev’s report con-
cluded with a phrase about the guests’ regret “that they could not 
speak of the religious freedom afforded to Mennonites living in the 
USSR, since they had not had the opportunity to see this freedom.”28 

The voiceless majority of Mennonites in the USSR also benefited 
from Bender and Wiens’s visit, which sent the Soviet state a strong 
signal that there was considerable interest in their situation in the 
West. This occurred only a few months after Mennonites had been 
given freedom to choose their own place of residence voluntarily. As 
a result, the Council for the Affairs of Religious Cults began to pay 
special attention to this religious confession, which still had no legal 
status.  

Bender’s individual hopes for future relationship-building came 
to an abrupt end. In 1957, he was denied a visa and the MCC’s plans 
were put on hold. Over the following year, the MCC was forced to 
respond to events in the USSR in other ways. In 1958, a new wave of 
religious persecution began, which would only subside somewhat in 
1964, when the state made some concessions and significantly ex-
panded the range of legal religions. It was during this period of 
greater openness to religion that the first Mennonite congregations 
were registered with the state in 1966. Some of them joined the All-
Union Council of Evangelical Christians-Baptists as Karev had pro-
posed earlier. Furthermore, a regular exchange of delegations be-
tween Mennonites in the West and the All-Union Council began to 
take place. 

A New MCC Strategy 

In 1973, MCC adopted a new strategy for the Soviet Union that 
included cooperation with agencies critical of communism. The 
main reason for this was the waning interest of the Baptist World 
Alliance in believers in the USSR.29 The first Western confessional 
centre Mennonites chose to cooperate with was Michael 
Bourdeaux’s Centre for the Study of Religion and Communism 
(CSRC), south of London, the future Keston College.30 Bourdeaux, 
an Anglican priest, who by then had published several books, had a 
reputation as a voice for those behind the Iron Curtain who were 
persecuted for their faith.31 Although he was disliked by the World 
Council of Churches, Bourdeaux was not known as an anti-Soviet, 
unlike, for example, Richard Wurmbrand, the unapologetically anti-
communist leader of Voice of the Martyrs. Despite his more moder-
ate stance, the MCC feared cooperation with Bourdeaux’s centre 
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could cause complications in its relations with the Soviet authorities 
and might even completely block its path into the USSR.  

Nevertheless, MCC officials sent a young Canadian doctoral stu-
dent named Walter Sawatsky to the CSRC. Sawatsky, a grandson of 
Russian Mennonite immigrants, was then working on his disserta-
tion on the Russian nobleman and Pietist proponent Alexander Go-
litsyn (1773–1844).32 He was thus well-versed in Baptist-Mennonite 
as well as Orthodox themes, and gained the highest academic status 
among the centre’s permanent staff. By assigning him to the CSRC, 
MCC leadership not only gained access to a breadth of information 
about the USSR, but also gained a channel of influence to related 
denominations in the West that were also working in the Soviet Un-
ion. During his appointment, Sawatsky read the popular newspapers 
Soviet Russia and Kazakhstani Truth daily; he also read the latest 
bulletins of the Council of Prisoners’ Relatives, formed to support 
families of unregistered Baptists imprisoned for their religious ac-
tivities, not to mention the periodicals of the official religious cen-
tres and atheist literature. The centre’s staff were in close working 
contact with Western missions illegally working in Eastern Europe. 
Bourdeaux himself was active in the British Council of Churches 
and was a friend of the head of the Anglican Church. 

A priority for Sawatsky was making his own trips to the USSR. 
In 1973, shortly before taking up his post at the CSRC, he was able 
to spend a month as a student in Leningrad. A year later, while a 
staff member and a doctoral candidate in history, he spent two 
months in the Soviet Union as part of a Soviet–Canadian cultural ex-
change program.33 While working in the archives and libraries of 
Leningrad and Moscow, he also immersed himself in Baptist church 
life as much as he could. He spent about a month in Moscow, where 
he studied in detail the work of the All-Union Council. Prior to that 
he had been to Novosibirsk, Tashkent, and Alma-Ata, where he first 
met Soviet Mennonites, including their representative at the Union, 
Jakob Fast. When Sawatsky mentioned his work at the CSRC, Fast 
quickly changed the subject. 

The question of Mennonite emigration and family reunification 
was always important for MCC. When significant German emigra-
tion from the USSR to West Germany began in 1972, MCC immedi-
ately established close contact with immigrants from both legal and 
illegal churches. However, long-term cooperation with them did not 
materialize, despite the best efforts of the North Americans. The So-
viet policy of détente was reflected in the fact that Sawatsky’s three-
year participation in the Centre for the Study of Religion and Com-
munism had no negative consequences for MCC or for himself. Both 
Sawatsky and his direct supervisor at MCC, Peter Dyck, were 
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invited as guests to the congress of the All-Union Council in 1974.34 
In 1976, the relationship between MCC and the All-Union Council 
improved further: for the first time the USSR was visited by a Men-
nonite delegation of five people on an official invitation. In Kazakh-
stan, they were even allowed to visit two churches outside the capi-
tal, although Kyrgyz authorities, in defiance of their Moscow supe-
riors, refused to allow them to visit Kyrgyzstan. Mennonites at-
tached particular importance to their reception at the Council for 
Religious Affairs, where the delegation was received by Deputy 
Chairman Titov, who had represented the Soviet Union for five 
years at the UN in human rights discussions. The MCC delegation 
presented Titov with a list of 179 prisoners of conscience. The Soviet 
government preferred such behind-the-scenes meetings to street 
demonstrations in the West.35 

MCC’s strategy proved successful. Sawatsky became an im-
portant MCC source on believers in the USSR. His materials were 
published not only in the CSRC’s journal Religion in Communist 
Lands, but were also sent out as MCC press releases to the Mennon-
ite and non-Mennonite denominational press. Moreover, Sawatsky 
proposed to the MCC the idea for a book on the modern history of 
the Russian evangelical movement, and he offered his services to 
produce one.36 After defending his dissertation and completing his 
work at the CSRC in 1976, Sawatsky remained in Europe and as-
sumed the position of research scholar within the MCC office.  

In 1980, Sawatsky was tasked with organizing a Mennonite World 
Conference delegation to the USSR. At first it had been planned 
through the All-Union Council, but due to the US-led boycott of the 
1980 Olympics, all religious delegation visits had been cancelled, 
and a decision was made to travel to the USSR through Intourist. 
Sawatsky and the secretary general of the World Conference, Paul 
Kraybill, were welcomed in Moscow by a delegation of the All-Un-
ion Council. At the Council for Religious Affairs they had an hour-
and-a-half conversation with the head of the non-Orthodox depart-
ment, E. A. Tarasov, to whom they laid out the plan for their forth-
coming trip around the country and the prospects they saw for in-
ternational cooperation. Tarasov had no objections to their plan. 
Sawatsky and Kraybill went on a trip around the country as tourists, 
without the usual escort from the All-Union Council. They spent two 
days in Alma-Ata from May 28 to 30. On the first day, they spoke 
extensively with Baptist representatives. On the second day they 
had their first (and last) meeting with Mennonites in their prayer 
house, which was not attended by any of the Baptist leadership. 
Twenty Mennonite ministers from Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan at-
tended. The free three-hour fellowship continued with a two-hour 
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dinner at the same location. It left a lasting impression on the Amer-
icans. A similar meeting was held a few days later in Novosibirsk.37 

The meetings in Alma-Ata in a free atmosphere caused an explo-
sion of indignation among the local authorities. The Council for Re-
ligious Affairs commissioner in Kazakhstan, K. T. Begimov, gave 
the Baptist and Mennonite leadership a stern warning, and two 
weeks later he reported to his supervisors in Moscow with a set of 
anti-clerical claims: “The arrival of foreign Mennonites helped to 
intensify religious life among Baptists and Mennonites, aroused in-
terest among young believers in the situation of religion in the West, 
and to some extent led to the excitement of nationalist sentiments 
among believers of German nationality. In connection with the in-
creasing frequency of trips of Sawatsky and Kraybill to Kazakhstan 
with missionary purposes, I consider it expedient to raise the ques-
tion before the appropriate agencies to limit them.”38  

Neither MCC nor Sawatsky were aware of the protest from Ka-
zakhstan. In September 1980, Sawatsky was promoted to secretary 
of the MCC for Europe. In 1981 he published his well-known book 
Soviet Evangelicals since World War II. To this day the five-hun-
dred-page monograph remains the only volume on the history of the 
Soviet postwar evangelical movement written in a confessional dis-
course. Unfortunately, after a series of refusals for a Soviet visa, 
MCC concluded that Sawatsky had inexplicably become inadmissi-
ble to the USSR. For this reason he had to leave Europe in 1985 and 
look for a new job. However, his problems with the Soviet authori-
ties were not a serious obstacle to MCC’s projects in the East. With 
perestroika and the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Eastern direc-
tion of MCC’s work was given new emphasis, although this was soon 
curtailed. 

Conclusion 

The postwar activities of MCC in the USSR are vivid testimony 
to the power of confessional solidarity. The agency found ways to 
penetrate the Iron Curtain and formulate its own strategy. Though 
not in line with Soviet religious policy, these actions were neverthe-
less accepted by Soviet authorities. This example from a marginal 
confessional community also illustrates the evolution of Soviet reli-
gious policy, from one of total suppression of religion to one of tol-
erance under the influence of international forces. Some Mennon-
ites still reside in Russia and hold a memory of MCC’s postwar as-
sistance. There are many details of this process that could be the 
subject of further study. 
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