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ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Die evangelikale theologische Ausbildung in der frithe-
ren Sowjetunion befindet sich in einer entscheidenden
Phase ihrer Geschichte. Uberall in dieser riesengrofien
Region halten evangelikale Pastoren und akademische
Leiter Ausschau nach jenen Visionen und Werten, die
notig sind, um einen neuen Kurs in eine ungewisse,
aber spannende Zukunft vorzugeben. Dieser Artikel
zielt darauf ab, eine Gesamtperspektive fiir theologische
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SUMMARY

Evangelical theological education in the Former Soviet
Union has reached a crucial phase in its history. Evangeli-
cal pastors and academic leaders throughout this huge
region are seeking the kind of visions and values that are
needed to navigate a new course into an uncertain but
exhilarating future. The aim of this article is to outline the
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RESUME

L'enseignement théologique évangélique dans I'ex-
Union Soviétique a atteint une phase cruciale de son
développement. Les pasteurs évangéliques et les respon-
sables académiques de cette immense région du monde
sont en quéte de la vision et des valeurs qui permettront
de frayer une voie nouvelle vers un futur incertain mais
réjouissant. Cet article vise a dessiner les contours d’une
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1. Introduction

In his thought-provoking article in a recent issue
of the European Jouwrnal of Theology, Johannes
Reimer laments the lack of an ‘appropriate
Evangelical missiology for the Slavic world’.!
Reimer argues convincingly that such a missiol-
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Ausbildung zu umreilen, die sowohl tber eine Bildung
von Weltanschauung als auch ber eine praktische
Ausbildung fiir den Gemeindedienst hinausgeht. Es wird
das Argument vertreten, dass die Entwicklung eines kon-
textuellen missionalen Paradigmas, das dabei hilft, die
evangelikale theologische Ausbildung und Mission in der
friiheren Sowjetunion anzuregen, heute eine der dring-
lichsten Aufgaben evangelikaler Theologie in einem sla-
wischen Umfeld darstellt.

* * * *

contours of a holistic vision of theological education that
goes beyond both worldview formation and practical
training in church activities. It is argued that the devel-
opment of a contextual missional paradigm that could
be used to invigorate evangelical theological education
and mission in the Former Soviet Union is one of the
most urgent tasks of evangelical theology in Slavic con-
texts today.

* * * *

vision holistique de I'enseignement théologique qui irait
au-dela de I'élaboration d’une vision du monde et de
la formation pratique aux activités ecclésiales. L'auteur
soutient que I'une des taches les plus urgentes pour la
théologie évangélique dans le contexte slave est |'éla-
boration d'un paradigme missionnel contextuel qui
pourrait donner davantage de vigueur a |'enseignement
théologique et a I'ceuvre missionnaire dans |’ex-Union
Soviétique.

* * * *

ogy must arise out of ‘a continuous conversation
between Scripture, a discerning community of
believers and the socio-political context in which
mission is being done’.? He calls upon evangelicals
to engage in dialogue with Orthodox believers to
develop a transformative missiology appropriate to
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the post-Soviet context.? Following a well-trodden
path in recent scholarship, Reimer decries what he
calls the ‘mixed blessing of Western assistance’
and claims that the dominance of Western think-
ing and practices has left the evangelical churches
in the Former Soviet Union (hereafter FSU) ill-
equipped to face the missiological challenges.®
Reimer makes the crucial point that the churches
in this region urgently need a contextual theology
that connects with the spiritual, social and eco-
nomic realities of the communities within which
evangelicals live and work.

Building on Reimer’s insights, this article is
written in the conviction that the challenges con-
fronting theological education and mission in the
FSU can best be addressed not merely by devel-
oping new strategies or even by dreaming new
visions; rather, what is needed above all at this
time is a renewed focus on the central component
of the mission of Jesus as depicted in the gospels:
compassion.® Visions and aspirations come and
go, but gospel values endure. Visions and grand
strategies must be sustained by a clear set of values
derived from gospel principles that are lived out
in the context of a community (kowwvia) that is
characterised by service (Siaxovia) and compassion
(ayamn). This argument is simple and may even
sound naive and not particularly ‘academic’ or ‘sci-
entific’, but in the flurry of missionary enthusiasm
that followed the downfall of communism and the
so-called ‘triumph of the West’,” it was easy to lose
focus on the simple message of Jesus’ compassion.
In an earlier contribution to the debate, Reimer
maintained that the early evangelical Protestant
missionary movement in the FSU focused too
much on planning and executing programmes.
Instead of responding with compassion to the
needs of local people and building the Kingdom
of God in contextualised ways, many Western mis-
sionaries created what he disparagingly calls an
‘evangelism industry’.® According to some crit-
ics, considerable missionary energy was expended
on obtaining outcomes that were important to
Western funding organisations, but which had
little positive impact on the local populations of
believers in the FSU.?

If the evangelical churches in the FSU are to offset
the trend of decline and deterioration, they must learn
from the mistakes of the churches in Western
Europe, and develop radically new ways of living
missionally in the rapidly changing cultural con-
text. If they are to develop a contextually appropri-
ate missiological paradigm, then Slavic evangelicals

must not uncritically adopt the categories and
concepts that have dominated the missiological
discourse in Western Anglophone settings. Rather,
as Reimer rightly insists, Russian and Eastern
European evangelicalism will need to ‘collect its
own mission-historical memory’'® to engage with
the scriptures and to develop a post-Soviet missio-
logical paradigm that will invigorate the missional
practice of the Slavic evangelical churches. This
article is offered as a contribution to an ongoing
conversation concerning the characteristics of an
appropriate missiology for Slavic evangelicals.'!

2. The need for a contextual missiology

Contextual theology teaches that shifts in theo-
logical paradigms invariably occur against a back-
ground of broader cultural change. Contextual
theological engagement occurs not when theo-
logians posit theories from their armchairs, but
when communities of believers ask the question,
‘What would be a meaningful and empowering
gospel message for the particular people in this
specific culture that God has called us to serve in
this particular region?” Contextual theology seeks
to impart the gospel ‘in the light of the respond-
ent’s worldview and then adapting the message,
encoding it in such a way that it can become mean-
ingful to the respondent’.'? One of the most per-
sistent themes of scholarship on mission in nations
of the Former Soviet Union has been the lament
over the lack of contextualisation of theological
curricula and missional practices and methodolo-
gies.'? Surveying the recent literature produced by
Slavic evangelicals themselves on this issue, one of
the most common themes in these writings is that
of ‘crisisl:}:

Addressing this lack of a contextual post-Soviet
missiology, theological education should, accord-
ingly, be directed towards equipping people to
relate effectively to the hopes, fears, anxieties and
aspirations of the local people whom it serves. The
first task of mission is not to build churches but
to plant the seeds of the gospel by creating com-
munity. When Jesus came to proclaim the good
news of the Kingdom, he did so not by establish-
ing an institution, but by building community and
by reaching out to those who, for various social,
political and economic reasons, were marginalised.
Whereas mission was once understood as synony-
mous with ‘evangelisation’ and ‘planting churches’,
there is now a widespread acknowledgement that
mission encompasses a whole range of vocations

E[T'23:2 = 105



* JOSHUA SEARLE *

and gifts. Mission is nowadays acknowledged as a
task that involves not only proclamation, but also
community and service.'® Mikhail Cherenkov, a
young Ukrainian Baptist philosopher who has
arguably done more than anyone else in recent
years to develop a robust contextual Slavic mis-
siology, insists that the evangelical communities
of the FSU require a new missional paradigm that
‘responds to the needs and questions of people
beyond the walls of the Church’. Moreover, this
paradigm must be able to serve as a ‘matrix for
appropriate theologies’ and ‘bring together the
inner world of the church and outer world of cul-
ture, overcoming the spiritual and social dichot-
omy’.' On the way towards mapping the contours
of a transformative contextual missional paradigm,
this article will draw on archetypes from the recent
history of the FSU in order to illustrate the trans-
formative potential of an integrated vision of ‘the-
ological education as mission’.'”

The aim of theological education is not to pro-
duce narrow academic specialists who can become
experts in a minute area of Christian theology, as
determined by Western practices of micro-com-
partmentalisation of theological research. Rather,
the goal is to teach a holistic knowledge of God’s
work of salvation so as to imbue in students such
a sense of missional vocation that they will be
inspired to participate in God’s plan to save the
world through the redemption wrought in Christ
and realised by the Holy Spirit.'® The develop-
ment of a holistic vision of theological education
is particularly pertinent to Eastern Europe and the
FSU. The notion of compartmentalisation tends
to be alien to the Eastern Slavic mind-set which,
as distinguished commentators from Berdyaev
to Zernov have noted, inclines more towards
integration than to atomisation of segments and
components.'” Moreover, the contextualisation
of mission and theological education will neces-
sitate a radical overhaul of the individualist modes
of evangelisation that were exported to Eastern
Europe, Russia and Central Asia by Western mis-
sionaries following the demise of the USSR, but
which were unsuited to the communitarian con-
text of the FSU.?°

3. Worldview versus integral formation

Another unfortunate aspect of the importation of
North American educational approaches to Eastern
Europe and the ESU since the early 1990s has
been an over-emphasis on the concept of ‘world-
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view” and a concomitant neglect of the integrated
formation of character that determines one’s pre-
critical orientation to the world.*' Conservative
evangelicals from North America have defined
‘worldview” as ‘a tapestry of interdependent ideas,
principles and metaphysical claims that are derived
from the Hebrew-Christian Scriptures’.?> It has
further been argued that, ‘If the Christian world-
view can be restored to a place of prominence and
respect at the university, it will have a leavening
effect throughout society.”*® The task of theologi-
cal education was thus said to consist in forming
students in ‘#he Christian worldview’ through
the teaching of abstract principles pertaining to
Christian ethical norms and metaphysical postu-
lates, supposedly derived from Scripture.

The basic problem with an educational approach
which has as its primary goal the induction of stu-
dents into a Christian worldview is that it is pos-
sible for learners to obtain intellectual cognition
of Christian concepts in a way that does not shape
their pre-critical orientation to life as embodied
beings in the world. Over-reliance on ‘worldview’
can lead to a reductive presentation of Christian
faith as a system of propositional truth claims
rather than as a comprehensive mode of being
that radically alters one’s material participation in
the world.** Theological education must be con-
cerned not only with the ‘life of the mind’,*® but
also with the formation of hopes and passions and
the transfiguration of the imagination in ways that
correspond to the Kingdom values of the gospel,
which ‘evoke a radically transformed life of loving
enemies, giving away worldly goods, and standing
up against injustice’.®

This is not to suggest that ‘worldview’ is not an
important aspect of formation or that the intellect,
like the imagination, does not need to be trans-
formed. But as James Smith rightly maintains,
‘human beings are not primarily “thinking things”
and cognitive machines’.?” Moreover, Ernst Bloch
claimed that to be human is to hope and that voli-
tion is determined primarily not by intellectual
abstraction, but by vision and hope and an under-
lying ‘passion for the possible’.?® If we accept that,
‘behind every pedagogy is a philosophical anthro-
pology’,?? and that to be human is to hope, then it
tollows that theological education must go beyond
inducting students into a Christian worldview
through the impartation of facts and concepts and
should take seriously the role of dreams, visions
and the imagination as basic realities governing
human volition.*
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The need for an integrated transformative con-
ception of theological education is even more
critical in the Former Soviet Union. The idea
of an armchair theologian engaging in detached
academic speculation is alien to the philosophi-
cal orientations and historical experience of the
Slavic peoples. There has historically been a bias
towards ‘practical philosophy’ to the extent that,
‘Pure philosophy, in the sense of exclusively the-
oretical inquiry, never flourished in Russia.”®
Nikolai Berdyaev (1874-1948) explained that for
those living in the shadow of the Marxist-Leninist
ideology, which asserted ‘an indissoluble union
between theory and practice’, the ultimate sin
was the attempt to distinguish between ‘philoso-
phy and politics, between speculation and social
building’.*> He castigated the ‘limitless social day
dreaming, with no connection with actual reality’,
which he found in the intellectual life of parts of
Europe.?

4. The Soviet system and its legacy

The Soviet system likewise inherited this long-
established disdain for abstract theorising and the
aims of Soviet philosophies of education went far
beyond inducting students into the worldview of
Marxism-Leninism. This becomes immediately
apparent when one reads the Soviet atheist text-
books for students and teachers.®* Examples of
such works include a dense textbook, entitled The
Cultivation of an Active Atheist Position among
Young Students, published by the Soviet authorities
in 1982:

The Communist Workers Party regards educa-
tion as an important front in the struggle for
communism. One of the objectives of its pro-
gramme is the holistic formation of the individ-
ual and the development of the whole character,
subject to the conditions and requirements of
the communist society, and the ability to make
use of all communism’s material and spiritual
blessings. ... Organising the construction of a
new society and purposefully carrying out this
process, the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union has created a coherent system of com-
munist education for all workers, covering all
social strata and groups, and using every form
of economic, political and, above all, ideological
influence on the masses.>>

In addition to the repeated use of the term
‘scecmoponnuir’ (‘holistic’ or ‘comprehensive’, /iz.

‘all-sided’) in its description of the educational
task, the book consistently argues for the need
for active participation in communist practices
that will change people’s material reality. Another
Soviet tract, entitled Atheistic Education in Higher
Learning, published in 1982, elucidated the main
aims of communist education in terms of inculcat-
ing active and comprehensive participation in the
building of socialist values:

... through a system of higher education in our
country many millions of Soviet youth repre-
sentatives and new generations of educators are
being trained through active labour and politi-
cal activities to become the creators of new cul-
tural values.>®

The Soviet system of education was concerned
not merely to change students’ worldviews, but
aimed additionally at the development of ‘socially
active, spiritually rich, harmoniously developed
character[s]’ through the comprehensive transfor-
mation of people’s material practice.®”

Although the Soviet Union no longer exists as
a political entity, the Soviet aversion to abstract
theorising remains an important characteristic of
post-Soviet intellectual life. That being the case,
evangelical theological education should relin-
quish its fixation with questions of knowledge and
worldview and should instead be conceived as a
holistic and integrated task that is directed towards
the transformation of those ‘material practices
that shape the imaginative core of our being-in-
the-world’.*® The efforts of Christian institutions
of higher learning in the Former Soviet Union
should, accordingly, be directed towards not
merely producing thinkers with a Christian world-
view, but forming agents with a Kingdom mission.
As Smith notes, ‘the end (zelos) of Christian edu-
cation is action: the Christian university is a place
from which students are sent as ambassadors of the
coming kingdom of God’.*

The crucial point is that the centralised Soviet
education system recognised what one com-
mentator calls ‘the supremacy of experience over
purely theoretical constructions’.* Education was
directed not so much towards forming people
in a Marxist-Leninist worldview, but rather was
aimed at equipping them to participate actively
and energetically in the building of a utopian
communist society in ways that were concrete,
tangible and materially transformative. Berdyaev
maintains that the communists’ search for ‘a syn-
thetic philosophical system wherein all theory and
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practice shall be indissolubly unified” was ‘admira-
ble in many respects’. Tellingly, Berdyaev argues
that Christians ‘must do the same — but in quite
another name’. Just as the Communists aimed
to produce ‘a new man, a new psychic entity’, so
too, according to Berdyaev, should Christians put
their hopes in ‘the birth of a new man’.* The term
‘new man’ was promoted by Marxist-Leninist ide-
ology in the form of the ‘new Soviet man’ (Hosgwil
Cosemckuiivenosex),* a concept developed to
promulgate the idea of a new generation of people
who would be endowed with Soviet virtues of
discipline, selflessness, hard work and intelligence
as a result of being nurtured in a Soviet culture
and formed according to the material practices
of Marxism-Leninism.** Ironically, this term has
subsequently been lampooned by some post-
Soviet commentators as depicting a new type of
human being** known as homo sovieticus,*® which
is characterised by a degraded sense of self-worth,
a distorted code of ethics and a deformed social
conscience.

On first view, it may seem perverse even to sug-
gest that Christians in post-Soviet countries today
could learn from the methodologies of Soviet
ideologues from the communist past. However,
like a rebel army that captures the weapons of an
tyrannical oppressor and uses them against him,
post-Soviet Christians might also be able to adapt
some of the educational philosophies of the Soviet
Union in order to understand the importance
not only of changing students’ worldviews, but
of transtorming their material practices in ways
that serve the building of the Kingdom of God
rather than the Marxist-Leninist utopian society.
And although the atheist-materialistic ideological
content of the Soviet education was flawed, the
methodologies pursued by Soviet pedagogues
were remarkably effective in so far as they were
directed towards peoples’ material practices rather
than merely focusing on abstract ‘worldviews’.
The Soviet authorities aimed to inculcate not
intellectual acquiescence to an ideological system,
but pro-active conformity to an applied social phi-
losophy that would transform the material reality
of those living under the system.*®

5. AUCECB materials

As long as theological education was confined
to the formation of a ‘Christian worldview’, the
Soviet authorities perceived little threat to their
ideological hegemony. It is therefore under-
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standable why permission was granted to the All-
Union Council of Evangelical Christians-Baptists
(AUCECB) in the 1960s to run a part-time theo-
logical correspondence course for trainee evangeli-
cal pastors. Topics included in the first curriculum
were Christian Doctrine, Exegesis, Introduction
to the Bible, Preaching, Pastoral Care, Histor

of the ECB, and the Constitution of the USSR.*

When one looks in more detail at the lecture notes
for this AUCECB course, the theoretical content
soon becomes apparent.*® Apart from brief appen-
dices containing summary biographies of Tolstoy
and Dostoevsky, no attempt is made to connect
the material to the Russian or Eurasian context.
It is possible that these lecture notes were in fact
Russian translations of a work previously published
in English, although it is not clear what the origi-
nal source might have been. The lack of contextu-
alisation of the topics covered in this course may
also be attributable to the strict state censorship on
all material used by the AUCECB under the Soviet
system, but it nevertheless illustrates the point that
some evangelical theological programmes, even
before the collapse of the USSR, were largely
focused on the formation of a ‘Christian world-
view’.

This is not to say, however, that all the Baptist
training programmes were concerned solely with
the issue of worldview. The courses appear to have
been clearly focused on church practices, most of
all on preaching. Alexander Popov, a young Baptist
theologian who teaches at Moscow Theological
Seminary, states that Baptist theological education
in the USSR was ‘first of all focused on training
preachers and, secondly, it addressed certain spe-
cific questions about particular ministries in the
church’.# Furthermore, Heinrich Klassen claims
that the courses offered by the AUCECB in the
time of the USSR were mainly concerned with
mission (or witness).*® Referring to Soviet Baptists,
Klassen maintains that ‘Christianity effected [sic]
the daily life of members in Christian churches
and presented [in] this way a danger for social-
ism.”®! However, if this was the case, then judging
by the content of the material for the AUCECRB
training programmes, this was in spite of — rather
than because of — the training thatr Baptist lead-
ers received from the Correspondence Course.
Whether these initiatives were concerned with
shaping students’ worldviews or whether they
aimed at improving competence in the perfor-
mance of certain church practices, neither of these
objectives translated into subversive social trans-
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formation for the sake of the Kingdom of God.
They posed no great risk to the authorities and
were thus to some extent tolerated by the Soviet
system.

Whereas these kinds of evangelical educational
initiatives were tolerated by the authorities and
even began to flourish,* those learning communi-
ties that went beyond the notion of ‘worldview’
or training in specific church practices and which
aimed to instigate a transformation of the mate-
rial reality of contemporary society through the
development of a radical Christian anthropology
were mercilessly — and often brutally — suppressed
by the KGB. One such initiative was the Christian
Seminar, which represented a contextual utopian
vision that drew deeply from the wells of the Slavic
literature, theology and philosophy.

6. Building a utopian community through
education: the Christian Seminar

As a learning community that rcprcsentcd an
attempt to embody ‘God’s truth in the language
and culture of a people’ %3 the Christian Semi-
nar offers some important lessons for leaders
of all churches and seminaries (evangelical and
Orthodox) in the FSU. The Christian Seminar
was founded by young Orthodox intellectuals in
1974.5* Explaining its founding, one of the key
carly leaders remarked that

As we were dissatisfied with the mere perfor-
mance of a religious cult, had had no opportu-
nity to receive a religious education and needed
to establish brotherly Christian relations, we
began in October 1974 to hold a religious and
philosophical seminar.®®

Concerning its ultimate goals, the Christian
Seminar aimed to become part of a mass youth
movement that would culminate in ‘a new type
of human community’. A document dating from
1979 expresses the utopian aspirations of those
who founded the Seminar:

We are all in need of a deeper and warmer
type of communication: the force of active
love must transfigure the world around us ...
It has become impossible to go on living in
falsehood. An unbearably aimless existence
in a frenzied world, dull attendance at useless
jobs, meaningless debilitating disputes, faceless
socialist culture, newspaper pathos and lies, lies,
lies. Corrosive, destructive, humiliating lymg
motivated by tcar which some justify as cau-

tion, others as inevitability, others as wisdom ...
From the moment we are born, socialist culture
presents us with a complete, finished, essentially
absolutely false image of the world. This world,
excluding tragedy, compassion and in effect all
Christian values from life, sets the pattern of
one’s life from birth to death with the inevita-
bility of fate.>®
This vivid and lucid critique of life under Soviet
communism can be applied just as pertinently to
contemporary life under post-Soviet consumer
capitalism. The eschatological language employed
by the participants in the Christian Seminar has
a profound resonance with some key themes in
Slavic history and philosophy and the indebted-
ness of the Seminar’s leaders to figures such as
Berdyaev, Dostoevsky, Solovyov and Kavelin is
apparent from their samizdat®’ publications.®®
Despite their deeply pessimistic appraisal
of their situation, the leaders of the Christian
Seminar looked to the Christian faith, in particular
to the peculiar synthesis of Christian eschatology
and nationalistic messianism that was expressed
in the so-called ‘Russian Idea’, associated with
Dostoevsky and Solovyov:

We feel that we are that living material out of
which Christ will make all things new: a new
community, a new culture, a new family, a
new kind of man and a new kind of woman.
Essentially, he is creating a new people out of
us. But at the same time this is a return to the
primal roots of the Russian national soul, which
is trustingly thrown open to receive God s
world and all the nations which live in it.®

Particularly noteworthy was the Christian Semi-
nar’s reliance on eschatological themes, which
related to key elements of the literary and philo-
sophical heritage of the Slavic peoples. Berdyaev
wrote that

there are two dominant myths which can
become dynamic in the life of a people — the
myth about origins and the myth about the
end. For Russians it has been the second myth,
the eschatological one, that has dominated.

He thus described Russians as ‘a people of the
end’ (napookonya).*® Sergei Bulgakov likewise
spoke of ‘apocalypse’ as the defining aspect of the
‘sociology of our time’.%! The Christian Seminar
was thus able to contextualise its message and con-
nect it with deep themes in Russian history. The
literature produced by the Christian Seminar testi-
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fies to the philosophical sophistication and theo-
logical erudition of its authors. It is perhaps owing
to the erudition and sophistication of its academic
content that the Christian Seminar never became
a mass movement.

The Christian Seminar, however, represented
a lucid critique not only of the Marxist-Leninist
worldview, but also of the mundane material prac-
tices on which the existence of the whole Soviet
system depended.®> This critique drew heavily
on the resources of Christian theology, particu-
larly eschatology and utopia, and can serve as a
model and inspiration for contemporary faith-
based critiques of post-Soviet society. The essence
of the social critique consisted in the indictment
of Soviet society’s neglect of human values that
had been articulated by Russia’s great literary and
philosophical figures such as Dostoevsky, Solovyov
and Berdyaev and which was encapsulated in such
concepts as mir (peace or world)®, obschschina
(community)®* and, above all, sobornost (univer-
sal brotherhood).®® Bringing these concepts into
material reality would result in a ‘transvaluation of
values’ (‘nepeoyenxa yennocmeir’) — a Nietzschean
term used by the members of the Christian
Seminar to depict a wholesale transformation of
society that would undermine all the tacit assump-
tions and material practices upon which the con-
tinued existence of the Soviet system depended.®
Perhaps recognising the grave threat to their ideo-
logical hegemony posed by these cultural critiques,
the Soviet authorities suppressed these educational
initiatives with disproportionate brutality that
involved the detainment, torture and forced con-
finement to psychological correction institutions
of their leaders.®”

Christian institutions of higher education in
the FSU today that are looking to go beyond
the ‘worldview’ model of theological formation
could learn from the example of the Christian
Seminar. Future evangelical initiatives in theo-
logical education should not be based on Western
models of evangelism that emphasise the impera-
tive of individual conversions and which promote
pre-packaged versions of Christianity that are
designed to sell to mass audiences on an open
consumer market.®® By importing individualis-
tic methods of evangelism, Western missionar-
ies unwittingly created sub-groups of ‘wannabe
Westerners’,* people who were attracted not only
by the message of salvation in Christ, but also by
the opportunity to escape the often difficult living
conditions of post-Soviet society.”® Theological
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education offered by Western missionaries in the
FSU has been seen by many as a bridge between
the poverty of post-Soviet society and the afflu-
ence of the Western consumer society.”! In order
to avoid the problem of a lack of integration of
educational methods and local cultural contexts,
Christian institutions of higher education in the
FSU should recognise ‘the cultural dependency
of all forms of gospel witness’”* and become out-
ward-looking, boundary-pushing communities
that infiltrate the surrounding population with
the transformative message of the gospel. Such an
approach to theological education would facili-
tate the process whereby the church, as Michael
Frost and Alan Hirsch put it, lives out the gospel
“within its cultural context rather than perpetuat-
ing an institutional commitment apart from its
cultural context’.”® Connecting this insight to the
example of the Christian Seminar and applying it
to contemporary models of theological education,
the emphasis should be placed on the concepts of
mir, obschschina and sobornost. In particular these
concepts can be used to connect the message of
the gospel with the realities of contemporary cul-
ture in regions throughout the FESU. Any initiative
that were to be built on such a foundation would
not merely be more relevant and applicable to the
history and traditions of Eastern European Slavic
cultures, but would arguably be much more faith-
ful to the message of the gospel — a gospel which is
concerned not solely with individual conversions,
but also with the creation of redeemed commu-
nities of men and women inspired with a vision
to transform the wider world for the sake of the
Kingdom of God (Rev 11:15).

7. The limits of contextualisation

It may be objected that this article’s allusion to
generalised terms such as ‘Slavic missional para-
digm’ and ‘Eastern Slavic mind-set’ contradicts
the main argument concerning the necessity of
developing contextualised models of mission and
theological education in the FSU. While acknowl-
edging the obvious diversity between the various
independent nation states, many of which have
their own distinctive cultures, histories and lan-
guages, we nonetheless think that they have much
in common. The cultural and linguistic differ-
ences between, for instance, Russia and Belarus or
between Ukraine and Bulgaria are relatively minor
compared to the differences between any of these
countries and the United Kingdom or the United
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States of America. Therefore, even if a ‘Slavic mis-
sional paradigm’ cannot be applied uniformly to
every context of theological education in the FSU,
if such a model were applied in this way, it would
still be immeasurably more in tune with the local
context than a model imported from the UK or
the USA. Moreover, although missiological chal-
lenges and opportunities are always shaped by
specific local factors, they can be meaningfully
addressed only by a creative application of timeless
biblical principles and imperatives, such as com-
passion, which require careful, sensitive and crea-
tive application to specific contexts.

Contrary to the misguided assumptions of
some evangelical critics, contextual theology is not
about being conformed to or imitative of culture;
rather, a truly contextual theology is a flexible par-
adigm that is rooted in the Scriptures and is able
to provide a critical lens through which to refract
contextual realities in the light of the gospel.
Recognising that ‘cultures differ significantly in
their reception of the word of God’,”* contextual
theology attempts to grapple with the question of
what a meaningful and empowering gospel would
look like for people in a particular culture or com-
munity.”® As one Orthodox theologian helpfully
remarks:

In the same manner in which it was necessary
for the Second Person of the Trinity to assume
human flesh to communicate the message of
salvation, the truth of God must assume a form
in which the message of salvation can be com-
municated. The Living Word became incarnate;
thus the written word must also become incar-
nate.”®

Moreover, the notion that contextual theology,
paradoxically, can and should be applied universally
is predicated on the understanding that the gospel
of hope and new life in Christ has universal and
cross-cultural meaning. Therefore compassion, as
the universal and timeless principle of the gospel
message, must be applied and practised in specific
contexts in order to address particular needs.

8. Learning from the past to re-imagine
the future

One lesson that we learn from the history of theo-
logical education in the FSU since the collapse of the
USSR is that there are no quick fixes to the current
crisis. Such is the complexity of this vast issue that
this article has inevitably left several questions unan-

swered. Among the issues not addressed here is the
practical question of how a programme of theological
education pursued along the lines suggested above
could obtain meaningful accreditation. Given the
resonance of the Christian Seminar and the concepts
of mir, obschschina and sobornost with Orthodox
theology, it may be possible for evangelical learn-
ing communities to move towards closer ;)artnership
with Orthodox theological seminaries.”” Perhaps
evangelical seminaries in the FSU could aspire to a
meaningful form of internationally recognised peer-
accreditation.”®

This article has maintained that in order to
chart the course for theological education in
the FSU, it is necessary for evangelicals to situ-
ate themselves historically within the context of
broader trends of their regional histories. The
leaders of evangelical seminaries would gain con-
siderable insight and wisdom from reading about
the history, not only of their predecessors in the
Baptist movement, but also of educational initia-
tives that originated out of different traditions,
such as the Christian Seminar. Unlike the Bible
Correspondence Course of the AUCECB — and in
contrast to other previous short-lived evangelical
theological residential courses established in the
carly years of the USSR”® whose educational aims
were limited to the training of pastors and preach-
ers — the Christian Seminar offered a more com-
prehensive vision of holistic theological education.
It is important that its vision should be revived
and contextualised for the contemporary setting,
because its social critique and profound connec-
tion to the history and spiritual reality of Russia
and Eastern Europe are as relevant and necessary
today as they were at the height of Soviet power.

Nevertheless, a valid criticism can be made that
the Christian Seminar was too idealistic and uto-
pian in its outlook and that its aims - i.e. building
‘a new community, a new culture, a new family,
a new kind of man and a new kind of woman’ —
would have been unfeasible, even in the most aus-
picious social and political conditions, and utterly
impossible in the adverse context of Soviet cen-
sorship and oppression. The evangelical leaders
of the AUCECB may have set out fairly limited
educational aims (i.e. training pastors and preach-
ers for ministry to local congregations),®’ but they
were at least achievable, even in the unfavourable
circumstances created by the Soviet regime. The
challenge for the next generation of evangelical
leaders in the education sector working in the
regions of the FSU is to learn from the example
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of groups such as the Christian Seminar and the
AUCECB and to develop new and creative pro-
grammes of theological education that will equip
people with the conceptual resources to engage
in cogent philosophical critiques of culture (in
the tradition of the Christian Seminar), whilst still
attending to the immediate pastoral and missional
needs of churches (as the AUCECB sought to do).

9. Conclusion

The salient question that arises from the forego-
ing reflection is a simple one: Would it be pos-
sible to combine 1) the idealism and passion of
the Christian Seminar and 2) the attention to the
immediate pastoral and missional needs of local
churches demonstrated by the AUCECB with
3) the focus on the transformative dimensions of
material practice evinced by the Soviet educational
philosophies? In engaging with this question, the
aim is not to adopt uncritically the methods of the
past, but to re-envision them from the perspective
of the Kingdom of God in order to invigorate mis-
sion and theological education in the FSU today.

It is clear that the development of a missional
paradigm that can refract the real lived experi-
ences, hopes and fears of the people and nations of
the FSU in the light of the gospel is a most urgent
task of evangelical theology in Slavic contexts
today. In fulfilling this task, we must remember the
tremendously high stakes involved: if the churches
and Christian institutions of higher education
fail to work together in developing an adequate
social philosophy that can connect meaningfully
with the material realities of their host cultures,
then the nations of the FSU could be plunged
into a new dark age. If, on the other hand, the
churches can fulfil their vocation by becoming a
transformative presence for the renewal of cul-
ture, then the evangelical communities of the ESU
could lead the way towards building strategic out-
posts of the Kingdom of God throughout Eastern
Europe, Russia and Central Asia. The hope that
has inspired this article is that the generation of
the students that I taught at Donetsk Christian
University will be able to witness and experience a
new movement of the Holy Spirit that will sweep
through the nations of the FSU bringing new life,
redemption, reconciliation, renewal and compas-
sion in its wake.
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