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END OF EMPIRE
The Former Soviet Republics

It’s easy to romanticize the experiences of the underground church 
in the Soviet Union: cool, courageous stories of smuggling Bibles; 
cat-and-mouse games with the KGB; and images of Soviet Chris-
tians worshipping in the forest, their pews fallen logs and their 
chapel walls silver birch with a cathedral ceiling that reached the 
sky. But it was no picnic, no James Bond movie. The Soviet Chris-
tians were brutally persecuted, and their pastors’ preparation for 
ministry usually took place in a prison rather than a seminary.

But the underground church was not underground. Believers 
spoke of Christ and won many to him, even in prison. This was 
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Galina’s story. Galina Vilchinskaya was a twenty-three-year-old 
Sunday school teacher who spent five years in prison for her gospel 
work; but prison, hunger, and beatings could not silence her. She led 
many in her prison to the Lord, so she was transferred to another 
prison—and after that, yet another. For her, these transfers were 
just new gospel opportunities. Finally, Galina was transported by 
prison train to the utter east of Siberia, along with scores of other 
prisoners—the worst of the worst. As the condemned in their cages 
rumbled on through the Siberian vastness, the din of cursing and 
fighting was broken by a clear, sweet voice of singing. It was Galina 
singing of her Savior. A hush fell over the train car. Even the most 
hardened criminals turned their faces away to hide their tears—and 
mile after mile, hymn after hymn, Galina sang the gospel.1

It’s really absurd, though, that the full force of the Soviet Union 
was bent on crushing a Sunday school teacher for the crime of 
“being a Sunday School teacher.” Such senseless hatred, when it 
erupts to the surface, is like opening a furnace door to hell. But the 
gates of hell were no match for Galina’s God. One striking proof 
of that is that today Galina is a pastor’s wife in Siberia, where once 
she was a prisoner of an empire that no longer exists.

The collapse of the Soviet state brought unprecedented free-
dom and gospel opportunity to believers living across the eleven 
time zones of that massive empire. Fifteen new countries rose up 
from the rubble—and new tyrants rose up, too. Persecution has 
returned—but now, it’s not only from tyrannical governments but 
also from resurgent Islam, over a vast swath of central Asia, from 
the Caspian Sea to Kazakhstan.

The rise and crash of nations provides a perfect backdrop for our 
Christ’s unending kingdom and his saving grace—news so good that 
even a starving prisoner couldn’t help but sing of it! Christians in 
these unshackled lands are still singing of Jesus, still speaking of him.

RIGA, LATVIA
This afternoon Sergei and Ilona, friends of mine from Warsaw, 
drove me to the outskirts of Riga. There along the shores of the 
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Daugava, the old Soviet naval base and airfields sit in quiet decay. 
Once the proud vanguard of a great empire, the sprawling military 
complex is succumbing to the ravages of rust and crabgrass. Yet 
many retired veterans still live in the crumbling apartments near 
the base, and that is what took me there today—to look up an 
old friend. I’ve been here before—a dozen years ago. Then it was 
a blustery night with a light dusting of snow. A friend of mine ar-
ranged for me to stay with a Christian, and so I was brought here. 
Nothing looked familiar today, though, until the door of apartment 
38 opened up, and there was Alexei Beloborodov. He was a bit 
grayer, but still ramrod straight with a soldier’s bearing, and he was 
as kind as ever. Twelve years ago he took a stranger in on a cold 
night. I remember he made me a meal of black bread and fried eggs 
with steaming black tea. It was right after the USSR collapsed, and 
the ruble was worthless. I learned later that my host was so poor 
that he only ate one meal a day at that time, but his little one-room 
apartment was a place of joy and hospitality.

How good it was to see Brother Alexei again today! He invited 
us to tea. There have been so many questions I have wanted to ask 
him about his life, and today was my chance. Alexei went to war 
at age sixteen—that was in 1943. As a young tank commander, he 
quickly proved himself in battle, as evidenced by the box of med-
als he brought out of his closet and by his scars. He fought all the 
way to the smoldering ruins of Hitler’s Berlin. He returned home 
in victory, only to find he had no home. His village near Moscow 
had been destroyed in the war and his family all killed or scattered. 
So Alexei returned to the only life he knew—the Soviet military. He 
became a naval intelligence officer, got married, raised children, and 
spent nearly thirty years in the service.

As an officer, Alexei had access to shortwave radio, and he heard 
Christian broadcasts beamed into the Soviet Union. The gospel 
changed him forever! He repented of his sins and received Christ 
into his life. That was 1968. He had no Bible, no church, no pastor, 
no Christian friend—no one to fellowship with, except the Lord. 
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Alexei told me that he would often take long walks deep into the 
woods, where he would pray and weep and sing. His was a lonely 
walk. It was seven years before he met another Christian—after 
he left the military. He said when he first learned the man was a 
Christian, Alexei gave him a big bear hug before he could even get 
the words out to the surprised man!

Yet Alexei’s walk would get even lonelier. Shortly afterward, he 
was baptized, and this public testimony of his faith was a great di-
viding line in his life. His wife divorced him, and his children would 
have nothing to do with him. For several years he was homeless, 
living in a cold, dank basement without electricity or running water. 
He eventually found a job in a factory and a place to stay, but his 
penchant for passing out smuggled tracts and sharing his faith kept 
him in trouble with the KGB during the years of persecution.

For over twenty-five years now—during persecution and dur-
ing freedom—Alexei has never missed church a single time. In fact, 
when he worked at the factory and was scheduled to work on Sun-
day, he would pay a coworker a full day’s wage to take his place!

We talked until dusk, and he took out a little box of mementos. 
Among them were yellowing photographs of a handsome, young 
officer in his crisp uniform, decorated with many medals. He took 
one of them out of the box. Stamped in red on dull silver were the 
Russian words—“for bravery in battle.” He gave it to me, but I said, 
“I cannot take this—it is a treasure won at great cost.” He smiled 
and said, “I am going home soon and will have no need of it there.”

My friend has known so much loneliness in his life, and yet 
the Lord has filled the emptiness with himself. We walked outside, 
prayed together, and parted ways. As I set out for Riga, the last, 
long light of day brightened the birches as old Brother Beloborodov 
turned and walked back alone.

ON THE RAIL, MOSCOW TO KAZAN, RUSSIA
The Kazan Express jostled out of the dusty Moscow rail station 
and lurched eastward, slipping through a sprawling, industrial 
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section of the city cast in hues of concrete gray and rusty red. Out-
side of Moscow, though, even with approaching twilight, there 
was vibrant color—a spring countryside waking from the long 
Russian winter—dappled forests of birch, fresh green fields, and 
little cherry orchards wreathed with white blossoms. Despite the 
unseasonable heat, Pavlo, my friend and interpreter from Kiev, 
fills the teapot a second time. I enjoy another strong, steaming 
cup as we settle in for the evening and our five-hundred-mile trek 
to the east.

KAZAN, RUSSIA
After a long night on the train, I awoke to see the morning sun 
shimmering on the vast Volga River. Thin light fingered through 
birches and maples dressed in the crayon colors of spring. Mist 
hung over the vast swath of the great river, leaving the minarets of 
the White Kremlin in silhouette on the sunrise side of the city.

I think my heart skipped a beat at first sighting this storied 
shore. The legendary city of the Golden Horde was Ivan the Ter-
rible’s prized conquest, the gateway to Siberia and an even greater 
empire. But I had little time to relive the past, for as soon as we 
stepped off the train, we were stuffed into a little Lada and went 
careening through the streets of Kazan with Pastor Mikhail Trofi-
mov. He drives like Jehu, but it was well that he did, for we barely 
made it in time for the Sunday service, where I joined the slate of 
preachers. Typically, there are two or three sermons in a service, 
punctuated with hymns, prayer, and poetry. The morning service 
concluded around noon with the afternoon service following at 
1:30. This proximity is necessary, since few people have vehicles; 
the distances to walk and the cost of train tickets make it best to 
have the two services before and after lunch.

Between services I got better acquainted with Pastor Mikhail 
over a flavorful lunch of pickle soup, smoked sardines, and butter-
milk. Pastor is an intense and energetic man whom God is greatly 
using here in the Kazan region. Because of his commitment to a 
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trained ministry, he has organized a two-week Bible school. I’m 
teaching Pastoral Epistles starting in the morning.

KAZAN, RUSSIA
We have a good group of students at our Bible school, which is 
meeting in a borrowed classroom of a public school. Despite the 
fact that they have seven hours of instruction each day, they are at-
tentive and diligent. We had expected about twenty students, but as 
of today we have thirty-three. Most of them are pastors who, during 
the years of persecution, never had the opportunity for formal Bible 
training. Some of the pastors have traveled considerable distances 
to be here, even from as far as the city of Perm—a seventeen-hour 
train trip to Kazan.

Lectured this morning, and in the afternoon accompanied Pastor 
Gennady Yeliazarov of Kazan to appeal to the commandant over 
all the prisons in Tatarstan to allow us into the strict-regime prison 
on the west bank of the Volga. Gennady also hoped to gain greater 
concessions for his ministry among prisoners, such as having Com-
munion for believers and baptizing new converts.

Gennady, who serves as one of the pastors here, has a great heart 
for prisoners, for he was once a prisoner himself. His crime? Preach-
ing the gospel and organizing choirs in various parts of the Soviet 
Union. When the KGB caught up with him, he was in Uzbekistan, 
training choirs among the underground churches there. Gennady 
was sent to prison in Rostov near the Black Sea. Each cell in his 
gulag held a hundred and fifty men with barely enough room for all 
to stand. The only facilities was a bucket in each cell. When Gen-
nady first arrived, the guard took him to his cell. When he opened 
the door, it was so packed with standing prisoners that Gennady 
said, “There is no room here.” The guard then shoved him in with a 
laugh saying, “Then make room,” and slammed the door. Gennady 
spent three years in this gulag for the cause of Christ.

The irony of our meeting today was that the commandant was 
once the police chief in Gennady’s village. He was the man who 
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had ransacked Gennady’s home looking for Bibles. He was the one 
who had hounded the pastor and his family and flock. He was the 
man who had gathered evidence against Gennady for which he was 
ultimately sent to prison. Now, after all these years had passed, they 
met again—the preacher and the persecutor.

There was no animosity from Gennady. None. In fact, he had 
told me earlier that going to prison had been a “good thing.” I was 
puzzled and asked, “How was it a good thing?” “If I had never 
gone to prison,” he replied, “then I would not have been able to 
understand prisoners and reach them with the gospel. The Lord 
has allowed me to lead thirty prisoners to Christ already.” In fact, 
that is why we were meeting the commandant. It would take spe-
cial permission for these men to be baptized and receive the Lord’s 
Supper inside the Soviet-style prison. Only the commandant could 
give such permission. Actually, Gennady had already gone “over 
his head” in asking permission, because he had requested it of the 
Lord in prayer.
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As is typical with these ex-Communist encounters, our meeting 
with the commandant turned out to be a long wait, interrupted oc-
casionally by promises of a meeting. During the wait, we walked 
around Lenin University, named for Kazan’s most famous dropout; 
the impatient revolutionary studied here for only three months. 
Afterward, Gennady and I returned to the prison headquarters. 
When we were finally given admittance, we climbed many flights 
of stairs, and, after more waiting, we were at last escorted into the 
commandant’s office. There he sat behind a desk with so many 
telephones on it that I thought he must collect them. Behind his 
darkened glasses was a hard, oily face. He and Gennady entered 
into a sometimes intense discussion that lasted for nearly an hour. 
I had little to do at the meeting, other than the fact that Gennady 
believed having an American “doctor” present would help the cause 
of gaining concessions.

At the end of the meeting, we all shook hands and were escorted 
out. The discussion had been in rapid-fire Russian, so I didn’t know 
what the outcome was until we walked away and Gennady leaned 
over and whispered, “Slava Bogu” (Glory to God)! God, by his 
grace and sovereignty, turned the commandant’s flinty heart. He 
agreed that we can preach in the strict-regime prison tomorrow 
night, and my brother Gennady may hold baptismal services there 
and strengthen believers around the Lord’s Table. I agree with Gen-
nady—Slava Bogu!

KAZAN, RUSSIA
After lectures today, Gennady, Pavlo, and I took the train out to the 
strict-regime prison, where two thousand murderers, kidnappers, 
and assorted thieves and rapists are packed in behind steel bars and 
razor wire. Among these criminals were those who had accepted 
the Savior, the “Friend of Sinners.” Many of these men came to the 
service, and I believe our visit encouraged them in the Lord.

To reach the meeting place, we had to surrender our passports, 
receive warnings about assaults, and go through three steel doors 
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with our escort. Then we proceeded through a maze of cordoned 
walkways in the prison yard. The men crowded on both sides of us, 
their faces dark, eyes empty, forms shrunken. This is a maximum 
security prison, and, unlike its American counterpart, there is no 
cable TV or air-conditioned fitness center.

It was a privilege to have a service with these prisoners. About 
thirty gathered, of which about twenty-five are professing believ-
ers. We had hymns accompanied by a guitar. I preached, and Pavlo 
interpreted. There was good attention and many expressions of 
gratitude from the prisoners before the guards escorted us out. 
Surprisingly, the officer in charge stayed for the service. He, too, 
thanked us for coming and even invited us back! We returned by 
train to Kazan with much joy, recalling Isaiah’s words, “The Spirit 
of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to 
bring good news to the poor; he has sent me to bind up the broken-
hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the 
prison to those who are bound” (Isa. 61:1).

KAZAN, RUSSIA
Spent much of the day in the city. Gennady took us all around 
Kazan. As far back as the Mongols, Kazan has been an important 
crossroad between East and West. It developed into an important 
industrial center during World War II, as strategic industry was 
moved further east, away from the German offensive. In order to 
supply the resistance, munitions production and aircraft design 
were done here. Today, much of the state industries are crumbling, 
casualties of perestroika. There is one massive plastics factory on 
the outskirts of Kazan. It is a sprawling, black-plumed complex, 
belching fumes into the air night and day. Some of the smokestacks 
look like giant Roman candles, as gas fires lit at the top burn off 
the most noxious pollutants.

In the heart of the city, amid the confluence of the Kazanka and 
Volga Rivers, sits the White Kremlin, a citadel that dates back to the 
time of the Golden Horde. All around the kremlin, the mosques and 
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orthodox churches reflect the religious and cultural divide between 
Tatar and Russian. We entered one mosque, and the imam proudly 
showed us everything—from the pulpit to the washrooms, where 
men ceremoniously purify themselves in preparation for prayer.

One of the great needs in reaching Tatar Muslims with the gos-
pel is to have the Bible and tracts published in the Tatar language. 
A century ago, the Gospels and Psalms were published in Tatar, but 
more needs to be done to effectively reach these six million Tatars!

After visiting the Volga River port, we returned to the apart-
ment to prepare for this evening’s Bible study. When Pastor Mikhail 
introduced me, I was delighted that he did so with a title of accep-
tance and respect by calling me by my patronymic name: “Timo-
thy Carlovitch” (Timothy, son of Carl). I spoke on the subject of 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ, making a careful exposition of the 
theme. I was struck by the attention of these people, who sat for 
an hour on pine board benches and listened closely. Afterward, I 
returned to a believer’s home for supper. Viktor and his wife Lyda 
prepared a fine meal. When our evening together was drawing to a 
close, they asked me to tell a story to their eight children, one that 
would help them learn not to fight and quarrel among themselves. I 
wasn’t sure how to fill such a tall order, but suddenly I remembered 
the story of “The King and the Hawk.” It was fun to see their wide-
eyed expressions as I dramatized this old tale about Genghis Khan, 
who ruled their world long ago . . . and who also seemed to have 
problems with his temper.2

KAZAN, RUSSIA
Preached this morning from the little book of Philemon, emphasiz-
ing God’s love to the least and how we must see people as individu-
als, winning them to Christ one by one. There must have been one 
hundred and fifty people packed into the room, with many standing 
along the walls. It was a good service with wonderful singing, espe-
cially the choir, who sang the Nicene Creed in Russian. During the 
service, two people came forward in repentance and profession of 
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Christ. One was an old woman who for years had sought satisfac-
tion in the dead rituals of Russian Orthodoxy but found none. This 
morning she lifted her voice in confession and thanksgiving to the 
Savior. A young man also came forward in repentance. His troubled 
life has been weighed down with the added guilt from his years in 
the Soviet Army, fighting in Afghanistan. I believe this morning God 
brought peace to his war-torn soul.

After a quick lunch, Pastor and I walked to the town center for 
an evangelistic meeting, with Pavlo interpreting. One town official, 
an old Communist still wearing his Soviet badge, came to the meet-
ing and listened attentively. Three raised their hands, expressing 
their need for Christ, and Pastor Mikhail counseled with them after-
ward. It is interesting to see the older people getting saved. Younger 
people have been so thoroughly indoctrinated with atheism that 
they must first come to a basic knowledge of God. However, the 
older generation heard of God in their youth. Now, despite many 
years under Communism, they have a spiritual hunger to know this 
God personally.

Late tonight, Mikhail arranged for me to meet his friend, Tahir. 
Tahir is a converted Tatar Muslim who was raised in Tashkent, 
Uzbekistan. As a young man, he was led to Christ through the ex-
ample and witness of believers in Latvia. His heart is for winning 
his people—Muslims—to Christ. In Tahir’s words, “You must reach 
Muslims with the language of love.” Then, with his quick smile, he 
added, “Even a dog responds to that language.” And Muslims are 
responding to the love of Jesus Christ, as demonstrated through 
this quiet, courageous evangelist. Tahir has already planted two 
churches in the Kazan region, which are now pastored by men he 
won to Christ and discipled. He is now planting a third church; 
however, like the apostle Paul, “a wide door for effective work has 
opened” to Tahir, but “there are many adversaries” (1 Cor. 16:9). 
He has received violent threats from Muslims and Russian Ortho-
dox leaders, and now the KGB has given him orders to leave Kazan 
within the month. He has already moved his family—his wife and 
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four children—and he will soon join them. For now, he is trying to 
shepherd his little flock and discern what to do next.

Tahir is brokenhearted over being torn from his people, yet I 
don’t think this is the end. The imams, in league with the KGB, may 
think they are through with Tahir—but God isn’t through with him. 
There is one thing that Tahir said to me tonight that still sticks in 
my mind and heart like a thorn of truth. Comparing the response 
to the gospel by Muslims he has reached with the indifference and 
fear of Christians to speak of the Savior, he said, “The world is 
more willing to receive the gospel than Christians are willing to 
give the gospel.”

ON THE RAIL TO MOSCOW
My last day in Kazan. The weather turned cold, and the students ar-
rived for morning lectures bundled against the chill wind. After the 
morning session, we all gathered at the Yeliazarovs for a final meal 
together. There were hymn-singing and special testimonies of how 
the Lord had worked in lives through our time together. One man, 
old Pavel Mayorov, stood with tears in his eyes and said the study 
had brought him back to a love for the Book. Afterward, Brother 
Mayorov asked to meet with me. I knew that he had been a tank 
gunner, an officer in the Soviet Army. He was thrice-wounded in 
fierce battles against the Germans. Shrapnel scars on his neck and 
the large shrapnel still lodged in his hand witnessed to his being in 
the thick of the fight.

Pavel Mayorov is Chuvash. His father, Sergei, was the first Chu-
vash to become a Christian in this remote and fiercely independent 
region of central Russia. He was converted through the ministry of 
the Salvation Army in 1911. At the time, Sergei was stationed in 
Finland in the Czar’s Army, but he joined this “army” too, playing 
the horn and mandolin and sharing his faith in evangelistic meet-
ings. Later as a preacher and gifted musician, he brought the gospel 
to this land and his people.

Sergei’s son, Pavel, was born in 1922 but didn’t embrace the 
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faith of his father until 1977. By then he had retired as an officer 
in the Soviet Army and was a leading Communist Party member in 
Tatarstan. His wife and children had come to Christ, and despite 
his opposition, he could not deny the change in their lives. Finally, 
he went to a house meeting of underground believers to see and 
hear for himself.

He told me that when he heard the gospel preached, he was so 
overcome with its power that he said to himself, “I must resist this 
. . . I must leave or I will not be able to resist.” He got up to leave, 
but there were so many crowded into the room that he couldn’t 
get out. He sat down again and tears and prayers came forth. He 
said, “I do not know how the words came, for I had never prayed 
before; but I cried out to God, and he saved me.” Tears still welled 
up as the old man recalled with joy the day he came to the Savior.

With informants all around, and given his status in the party, 
the KGB was quick to pick him up for interrogation. This was just 
the beginning of ten years of harassment and persecution as Pavel 
Mayorov identified with God’s people. He lost his high position 
and a good income, but he had won Christ—and the old warrior 
never looked back.

One surprising, parting blessing this afternoon was that Gen-
nady became a grandpa again. His son Andre and daughter-in-law 
Luba had a son whom they named Timothy, after me. Andre prom-
ised to send me a picture of my namesake.

Tonight many from the church gathered on the train platform to 
bid us farewell as we set out for Moscow. There were hymn-singing, 
prayers, and embraces as we reluctantly parted ways. They were 
still singing and waving as we slipped away from the station. Their 
voices were soon lost to the distance and their faces to the dusk, 
as my train wends westward, pursuing the fleeting tints of the day.

IN FLIGHT TO ÜLAN ÜDE, RUSSIA
Pavlo and I flew from Moscow to Irkutsk—deep in Siberia—and 
are now in a vintage prop plane to Ülan Üde. The carpet is worn 
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down to the plywood floor, and our seats are crumbling sponge 
with threadbare covers. The air is thick and sweaty. This flight is 
not luxurious, but it is cheap and fast—merely sixteen dollars for 
the forty-five-minute flight (versus twenty-five dollars for a ten-hour 
train ride). The view from here is better, too. The endless green taiga 
forest suddenly plunges into the boundless blue Baikal. Along the 
eastern shore at Kadane, there is a strange frozen delta, a slurry of 
brown ice and spring green, laced with rivers and rivulets feeding 
the great lake.

We are flying over Buryatia. Buryats are Mongols living in Rus-
sia. There are perhaps a million of them—most of them concen-
trated here near the Mongolian border. Beneath us, little villages 
dot the landscape, and from our altitude some are clearly arranged 
in circles, reminiscent of the old encampments of the mighty Khans.

LATE NIGHT, MUHORŜIBIR, RUSSIA
I’m sleeping tonight on the porch of the home of Vasily and Sera-
phima Udintsev, a village house at 4 Communist Street, Muhorŝibir, 
in the Russian Republic of Buryatia, somewhere north of outer 
Mongolia. The Siberian summer gets quite cool in the evening, and 
so I am bundled up for bed tonight. A few lines about today . . .

The drive from Ülan Üde provided us with a good glimpse of 
Buryatia. The villages and towns look like frontier settlements with 
small log houses and stockade-like fences enclosing their gardens 
and corrals. It is a rich and remote land. The road follows the 
Selenga River, which flows up from Mongolia. It curves its way 
through a green valley, where sturdy Mongol youths herd cattle and 
black hawks loft in the wind. Our Buryat taxi driver stopped the 
car, and we climbed a little ridge for a better view.

This raw, pristine beauty, though, masks a hard and unforgiving 
land. Winters can get to -50° here. It’s now June 7, and I noticed 
remnants of ice that are still three feet thick near the river. A family’s 
survival depends on what their gardens yield and what their cows, 
pigs, and goats can contribute. With just two and a half months of 



The Former Soviet Republics

37

frost-free days, life is intense, and words like “harvest” and “sur-
vival” are synonymous.

Such hardness and remoteness made this an excellent place to 
exile men of faith. One of those men was Vasily Udintsev, my host 
here. A pastor in Gorky and a skilled mechanic, he spent five years 
underground, cobbling together printing equipment for the secret 
presses that turned out copies of the Bible. For this crime, he was 
sentenced to five years in prison here. Like sparks from a fire, he 
and his dear wife Seraphima were cast into this distant corner, and 
ever since, they have brought light to those who sat in darkness.

About midnight tonight I went to find the outhouse. Along the 
way, I found Seraphima at the edge of the field. The only light was 
from a little fire with which she was boiling some gray goop, and 
then ladling the steaming gruel into a kettle of dandelions and wild 
greens. She was stirring this stew and filling buckets with it. I re-
ally didn’t know what she was doing—maybe making breakfast 
for the morning, I thought! We couldn’t communicate, but I had a 
flashlight to find the path and helped carry the buckets for her. She 
led me to the pigpen, and then I happily realized this was not my 
breakfast, but rather the pigs’ supper. They seemed equally pleased! 
We worked at this for about a half hour and have just come in. Days 
are long and nights short here. The labor of living demands it.

A big yellow moon rises over Mongolia, and I think of my home 
so far away. Pavlo said to me today, “Now we are really in the 
middle of nowhere,” and so we are. So goodnight from nowhere.

MUHORŜIBIR, RUSSIA
Had open-air meetings in the market this morning. The young peo-
ple of the church—Sasha, Natasha, Zhenna, and Tanja—set up a 
table with Bibles and gospel tracts. They sang and recited poetry, 
and Pavlo and I preached. The gatherings were small, but still we 
were able to share the Word of Life with several folks. Two in par-
ticular showed great concern for their souls and promised to come 
to the Sunday service.
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Tonight we had a preaching service and examination of bap-
tismal candidates that lasted four hours. During that time, a vio-
lent windstorm struck, knocking out power and stripping branches 
from trees. The lights went out and the shutters banged, but we 
carried on.

Had a late supper. Seraphima’s supper table is always filled with 
discoveries—most of them pleasant. There were mushrooms from the 
forest and greens from the field in the soup, salted fish from Baikal, 
potatoes and onions from the garden, wild currants from the moun-
tains—they all found their way here. Young women and boys gathered 
just beyond the doorway to watch and to listen to talk of faraway 
places, of an outside world.

MUHORŜIBIR, RUSSIA
The Lord’s Day. The baptismal service, despite the wind and rain, 
was held at a lake near Muhorŝibir. We walked about two miles 
down the main road and then another two miles to reach the lake. 
Much of the path was through a forest of paper white birch. Along 
the way, folks picked bouquets of wildflowers for those being bap-
tized. The flowers were strange to me—but very beautiful. There 
was a brilliant orange one called zharkee, found only in Siberia. 
Zharkee means “little flames” and is well named. There were also 
wild roses called shepovnyk and bundles of bluebells.

Three believers were baptized: Ana, an older lady of sweet dis-
position; a young man named Sasha; and Tanja, a young Buryat 
lady. Tanja and her mother had abandoned the empty rituals of 
Buddhism and found life and meaning in Christ. Tanja’s hair is like 
black silk and nearly reaches her knees. She tied the tresses up and, 
in the face of a cold, driving rain, walked barefoot into the Siberian 
lake to join her pastor. She never flinched, but it made me shiver 
just thinking about it! Afterward we all gathered on the bank, and 
Russian voices lifted in song—“Happy day, happy day, when Jesus 
washed my sins away.”

There is only one little car among all the church members. While 



The Former Soviet Republics

39

it shuttled people back to the church, the rest of us began walking 
until it was our turn. I preferred to walk than wait, and so I covered 
another four miles back to the church, where in the late afternoon, 
a Communion service was held. I preached from John 1—the same 
message that John the Baptist preached after a baptismal service: 
“Behold, the Lamb of God!”

The service today started at ten in the morning and lasted over 
seven hours. It has been a good day but a long one, and I’m begin-
ning to wonder why I’m still up scribbling, for I can hardly raise 
my pen.

ÜLAN ÜDE, RUSSIA
Our last night in Buryatia. It is eleven o’clock, and it is still light in 
the west. From my hotel window, the hammer and sickle that rise 
over the city square are silhouetted against a saffron sky. Last night 
we had our final service in Muhorŝibir. The believers here in this 
Siberian town are so isolated—few foreigners have ever been here 
before—that when Zhenna composed a farewell poem for us, she 
described me as “a man from Mars”! But the blessings here are their 
hunger for the Word and our fellowship in Christ that transcends 
language and borders. One lady, dear Galya, who is always smiling, 
wept over our farewell. The smile, thankfully, soon returned—for 
with Galya it can’t stay away long. The last time I saw her, she was 
riding her bicycle back to her village four miles away. Until recently, 
she covered the distance on foot—and never missed a service, even 
in subzero weather.

We drove back to Ülan Üde this afternoon in the Udintsev’s 
ancient van. Yesterday we were heading to a village to preach, and 
it broke down at the edge of town. After a night of triage, they as-
sured us it would get us here. The gears crunched and the engine 
moaned—and once even quit—but it finally made it. I hope Vasily 
made it back home okay.

Despite all that, it was a beautiful afternoon. The summer sun 
is waking the land (and the mosquitos!) from a long sleep. Rich, 
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dark earth is spattered with little, green shoots of wheat. Mongol 
cowboys drive their herds to shimmering streams, and we passed 
village after Buryat village where the gospel has yet to reach.

Spent the evening getting better acquainted with Ülan Üde. With 
four universities and a population of about four hundred thousand, 
this seems to be the best place to begin a work—and from here, 
reach out into the villages. A city official, a gentleman named Sergei, 
was very helpful. He is a friend of a friend of a friend, but he turned 
out to be a good contact. Like most Buryats, he is Buddhist, yet he 
seems curious about Christianity and promised to help us find a 
meeting place if Pavlo is able to organize a Ukrainian evangelistic 
team to come back here. Sergei took us on a nice walk of the city 
center, which ended at the main square, where sits a massive head of 
Lenin—thirty to forty feet high! It is a modern Ozymandias. How 
does that poem go?

Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
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Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed:
And on the pedestal these words appear:
“My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings:
Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair!”
Nothing besides remains.
Round the decay of that colossal form boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.3

Sands of change have swept over Lenin’s evil empire. And here 
in this distant corner of it, another kingdom is rising—one which 
shall never end.

TASHKENT, UZBEKISTAN
Reached Tashkent this morning. A man named Asad met us late 
tonight at the hotel where we are staying. We had never met before, 
but we have a mutual friend in Tahir. As foreigners meeting with 
Uzbek believers, Pavlo and I must be careful; so Asad is our quiet, 
critical link. He drove us across the city to meet a wonderful Uzbek 
Christian family. Amir and his wife Hadeel and their extended fam-
ily shared supper with us. We all sat on the floor on bright tapestries 
and pillows around a low table. Amir poured out steaming black tea 
and then offered a prayer of thanks. As is the Uzbek custom here, we 
prayed with open hands (a sign of our need to receive blessing and 
help from the Lord). Then at the conclusion of the prayer, we raised 
our hands to our heads and down over our faces (an acknowledg-
ment of the blessings that flow down from our heavenly Father).

Amir, the eldest son, was the first in his family to come to Christ. 
That was in 1995, after several years of spiritual struggle. Because 
Uzbek families are so tightly knit, with large, extended families 
living together in a mahalla or community, an Uzbek Christian’s 
first persecutors are the most painful and personal—his own fam-
ily. Amir’s father, a man named Hasan, was furious. He cursed and 
beat his son often. Amir’s mother was ashamed of him; his brothers 
and sisters scorned him.
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And yet, because the family is close-knit, if the light of a trans-
formed life shines there, despite every attempt to snuff it out, then 
it will crack the darkness and other family members will come to 
Christ! After a year, Amir’s brother Timur came to the Lord, then his 
sister, then his brother-in-law, then several nieces and nephews. An-
other sister couldn’t wait until spring to be baptized. With snow still 
on the ground (I saw the pictures), she and Amir waded into the icy 
river to give public testimony of her faith in Jesus Christ. Two years 
ago Amir baptized his mother, who is now no longer ashamed of her 
son or her Savior. Hasan, the man who cursed and beat his grown 
son with his fists, sat next to me at the table. Two months ago, he 
gave his heart to Jesus. As he told the story tonight with great joy, 
the passage in Galatians came to my mind. Speaking of the apostle 
Paul, it fits my new brother as well: “They only were hearing it said, 
‘He who used to persecute us is now preaching the faith he once tried 
to destroy.’ And they glorified God because of me” (Gal. 1:23–24).

SAMARKAND, UZBEKISTAN
The Silk Road was not so smooth getting here, but the way is decked 
in spring. Fresh green fields are dotted with chocolate-colored sheep. 
Shepherdesses with leathery faces, their heads covered with bright 
chadors, lay beneath apricot trees now flecked with white buds 
that fall like snow in the spring breeze. At times the scenes make 
me think I’m in another century, when this was a major caravan 
route, part of the old Silk Road. Alexander the Great and Marco 
Polo crossed these plains, but I am abruptly returned to the pres-
ent by a militsia checkpoint and the choking clouds of diesel fumes 
that follow lumbering transports vying for space with donkey carts.

Rain clouds gather over the Turkestan Range—the Tajik bor-
der—and darken the way to Samarkand. At a mountain pass along 
the way, we stopped by a roadside stand for lunch, which hung 
fresh from meat hooks—strips of this mutton were cut off and 
grilled forshashlyk. Put with large loaves of naan bread and a thick 
yogurt drink called kefir, it was a tasty meal. This was the kind of 
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“restaurant” where there are no menus, and the bill is settled after-
ward with something just short of a fist fight.

Reached Samarkand, the city of kings and khans, in midafter-
noon. The old city is dominated by the Registan, with its turquoise-
domed mosques and brightly-tiled madrassahs (Islamic schools) 
built centuries ago by Tamerlane, when he made Samarkand the 
capital of his great empire. The Registan mosques face three sides 
of a grand courtyard and are covered with a bright bric-a-brac of 
tiles set in ornate geometric patterns.

A couple of bucks secured the help of a guard in unlocking the 
iron gate to the minaret of the oldest mosque, Ulugbhek, which is 
one of the sacred sites of Islam. The climb up was steeply winding, 
dark, and narrow. From the top of this tower, the muezzins have 
for over five hundred years cried out the call to prayer, “There is 
one god, Allah, and Mohammed is his prophet.” Today, though, 
from the top of this minaret, I proclaimed the truth instead. With a 
loud voice I said, “For there is one God, and there is one mediator 
between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as 
a ransom for all” (1 Tim. 2:5–6).

A cold wind swept the words out over the huddled rooftops 
below. I prayed that God would help us to be bold in proclaiming 
this message and not concede this land and its millions of souls to 
death.

As dusk settled over the city, we purchased several large, round 
loaves of naan, still hot from the tandir ovens. Dipping the warm 
bread into the honey we had earlier bought along the mountain 
road, we had our supper for the long, rainy drive back to Tashkent.

ON THE BORDER NEAR OSH
Spent the day with Lena and her team in the city. Theirs is the 
dangerous work of telling young people about Jesus. Ten years ago 
the Muslim government passed a law forbidding such evangelism. 
Yet Lena continues to reach hundreds of Muslim kids in Christian 
camps each summer. Camp is usually held for twelve days in widely 
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scattered areas to the east. Each camp has about 120 young people, 

and 80 percent are Muslim.

Lena is the daughter and granddaughter of Christian prisoners. 

She knows what real fear, loneliness, loss, betrayal, hunger, and cold 

are. She knows what it’s like to live in hiding—and to win souls. 

Her courage and her ministry have inspired a dedicated team to 

help her. Some of the boys and girls she led to the Lord years ago 

have now taken up the work with her.

Correspondence courses are one of the most effective tools of 

outreach in a Muslim country. Of course, the militant Islamists 

know that as well, and so Lena’s post office boxes were confiscated 

years ago. Yet the Bible correspondence courses continue “under-

ground.” I met several from Lena’s team who do this work—Tima, 

Sirah, Ruth, Zukra. They are the “sparrows” who quietly slip into 

neighborhoods, taking the Bread of Life to hungry children. It is a 

ministry that is conducted house-to-house and hand-to-hand, one 

that takes quiet courage—and for that they have a good teacher.
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BAKU, AZERBAIJAN
Two days ago, reached Baku. Once Azerbaijan was considered a 
backwater borderland of the old Soviet Empire, but today it is oil-
rich and strategically positioned between Russia and Iran.

I’ve found a little side street café called Ali & Nino’s. It’s an 
intimate space with plump couches covered in cordovan. Its smoky 
walls are decked with old photographs of men sporting fezzes, 
swords, and enormous mustaches. The only reminder here of 
what century I am actually in is a flat screen TV that has somehow 
elbowed its way in among the portraits and is blaring the latest 
Spiderman movie, dubbed in Russian.

It’s a gray day in Baku. Azerbaijan is Persian for “land of fire,” 
but today, a storm front is coming out of Iran, raking the city with 
cold winds and an occasional shower. Ali & Nino’s offers a retreat, 
a cappuccino, and, from my table, a little window to the city and 
its people. Old babushkas, burrowed in fur from head to boot and 
looking so much like large muskrats, bend into the Caspian wind, 
as the younger set in the latest thing emerge from tony boutiques 
and brush past them.

Because the country is floating on oil and cash, Baku is a rich 
city—at least its rulers are. Everything here in the city center screams 
of conspicuous consumption—from the faux Versailles-style build-
ings to the poodle in a parka, squatting on the designer lawn nearby.

A ubiquitous sight here is the dictator Heydar Aliyev, portrayed 
on billboards, shop walls, and hotel lobbies—no words, just the 
old man wearing an awkward smile, as if he had little practice. 
There’s something almost reptilian about it—like a snake that just 
swallowed something. Of course, Aliyev is grinning from the grave, 
because ten years ago he went to where all good dictators go. His 
son now looks after the “family business.”

Azerbaijan is a post-Soviet police state—just one of many Stalin-
ist spin-offs, complete with a dictator and a brutal secret police 
force. That, combined with a 99 percent Muslim population, makes 
the opportunities for gospel work bleak, and the percentages seem 
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to add up to failure. All of that would be true if the Lord was sty-
mied by statistics, but the gospel is “the power of God for salva-
tion” (Rom. 1:16) and cannot be stopped.

This morning I met Pastor Huseyn, who shepherds a flock of 
over two hundred in Baku. We met in an abandoned dacha on the 
outskirts of the city, along a windswept stretch of the Caspian. 
Because of sophisticated surveillance technology, Huseyn and I dis-
abled our cell phones and left them in another location. However, 
despite our precautions, Huseyn didn’t look or sound hounded. 
In fact, Huseyn was jubilant, as if he knew something the govern-
ment doesn’t—the fact that Christ has already won! Despite con-
stant pressure from the KGB—threats, fines, interrogations—the 
believers here are spreading the fame of Christ. Huseyn said that 
recently a law was passed raising the fine for passing out gospel 
tracts to three thousand dollars—about a year’s wage. Not long 
ago some believers in his church were arrested for giving a tract 
to a man who asked for one—and then betrayed them. The po-
lice officer asked the Christians why they were breaking the law. 



The Former Soviet Republics

47

They replied, “Because we are telling people about Jesus’s love.” 
The officer asked, “Did Jesus pass out tracts?” They looked at him 
puzzled. Then he said, “Just tell them about Jesus, but don’t give 
out tracts.” This gives “What Would Jesus Do” a whole new mean-
ing. Huseyn laughed with delight in telling of our God’s stunning, 
sovereign surprises—how he could turn a trip to the police station 
into a gospel strategy session!

These Christians are finding, making, and taking every opportu-
nity to speak of Christ. One way was their outreach to the blind—
people who in this society are shunned and helpless. These Azeri 
Christians found them, fed them, and taught them basic skills to 
care for themselves. And they told them about the One who loved 
the blind. So many of these blind Muslims came to Christ that the 
government has now prohibited this outreach—better to keep them 
blind in every sense of the word.

Since that door has closed, Huseyn’s church is now reaching 
mentally disabled children who live in horrific state institutions. 
They are showing them love and sharing Christ with these young 
men and women. Now, whenever the pastor comes to visit, the kids 
shout, “Jesus is here!” Not only have many of these young people 
entered the kingdom as a little child, but several staff members 
have, too. They have no category for the kind of love that these 
Christians are showing week after week, month after month. Cal-
vary love opened their eyes and hearts, and then Christ broke the 
chains of Islam off of them. Huseyn added, though, that they are 
already getting pressure to stop going to the asylums because the 
gospel is turning things upside down.

So here, on the edge of the old empire, history repeats itself. As 
the Muslims do just what the Communists did before them—make 
every effort to crush the church by expending their resources to pre-
vent Christians from doing things like feeding the blind and loving 
kids with Down syndrome—these new tyrants should know better. 
Their failure is as certain as that of the old Soviet Empire. Christ is 
building his church here—and there is no stopping him.
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CHILDREN OF CAIN
The Balkans

There is something dark about the Balkans. Sure, there are many 
places of light and beauty—I think of the picture-postcard scenes 
along Croatia’s Dalmatian Coast, where red-tiled towns and amber 
shores meet the bottomless blue waters of the Adriatic. But the 
darkness I speak of is something deeper. It is dark—like charred 
rafters and bloodstains and widows’ dresses.

Dame Rebecca West visited Yugoslavia in the 1930s and man-
aged to squeeze six weeks of travel into some of the best eleven 
hundred pages of travel writing in the twentieth century. But the 
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tragic history of the people is concisely captured in a single passage, 
in which she wrote:

Were I to go down into the market-place, armed with the pow-
ers of witchcraft, and take a peasant by the shoulders and whis-
per to him, “In your lifetime, have you known peace?” wait 
for his answer, shake his shoulders and transform him into his 
father, and ask him the same question, and transform him in 
his turn to his father, I would never hear the word “Yes,” if I 
carried my questioning of the dead back for a thousand years.1

In the wake of the Cold War, the Communists’ grip on Yugo-
slavia loosened, and a country the size of Wyoming with three re-
ligions and twice that many major ethnic groups simply could not 
contain itself. Wars of nationalism and ethnic cleansing involving 
Serbs, Croats, Bosniaks, Albanians, Montenegrins, and Macedo-
nians left more than one hundred thousand dead, displaced two 
million, and produced seven new countries. As it has often been said 
of the Balkans, “Too much history, too little geography.”

Further south, Albania was shaking off five centuries of Ot-
toman rule, capped by a Communist era led by a brutal, bizarre 
tyrant named Enver Hoxha. Hoxha adored Stalin and successfully 
modeled his repressive regime after North Korea and crushed all 
religion. In 1992, when Communism fell, there was not a single 
church in the entire country. Ironically, the decade that followed 
was one of lawlessness, looting, wars on the northern border—and 
the rapid advance of the gospel!

Today gospel light is penetrating the darkness of the Balkans and 
transforming lives. The following journal entries trace the paths of 
two light-bearers: Pastor Miŝko in Croatia and Bosnia during the 
last year of the war and, more recently, David in Albania. David was 
one of the first to take the gospel into Albania, and he has discipled 
many over the years, multiplying the light of Christ’s endless life 
and relentless grace on both sides of the northern border. Through 
these efforts, Christ is powerfully bringing men and women to him-
self in this bloodied region.
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Should Dame West ask her question today: “In your lifetime have 
you known peace?” through the power of the gospel, there would 
be many here among the children of Cain who would answer, yes!

SOMEWHERE OVER THE ATLANTIC
The Virginia shore has long since slipped beyond the dark sea. Like 
an old man, these days the winter sun retires early, pulling a dusky 
blanket over his head as he beds down just beyond the horizon. My 
night flight takes me back to the Balkans, a land crushed beneath 
the boot print of war. For now, in the wake of a cease-fire, the 
Bosnian bloodletting has subsided. Whether this is peace or pause, 
only time will tell. Bosnia is a powder keg blanketed in snow right 
now, but great needs and, therefore, great opportunities are ahead. 
It is a weary hour, so enough for now.

DARUVAR, CROATIA
Miŝko met me at the snowy Zagreb airport. It’s good to be with my 
dear friend again. Whenever I travel with this pastor and see how he 
stops and turns to—not away from—homeless, suffering refugees, 
whether Muslim, Croat, or Serb, I feel I’m on a bomb-cratered 
Jericho Road with the Good Samaritan.

Over supper we discussed Bosnian outreach—the urgency to get 
the gospel into Bosnia now, while there is less consolidation of Islam 
and greater openness among the war victims. One Croat mission-
ary is already in Bosnia, in Novi Travnik, witnessing and gathering 
a little flock. If the snow and the Serbs permit, Miŝko and I will 
go to Novi Travnik in a few days. We must appeal to the Lord to 
send more courageous laborers into the Bosnian harvest—to Bihac, 
Banja Luka, Mostar, Gorazde, Zenica, Tuzla, Sarajevo—and to a 
million lost, shattered souls between. All of these unreached cities 
and more were on Miŝko’s lips, as he prayed forcefully tonight.

Misˆko was raised in a poor, godless home here in northern Croa-
tia. At the time, this was still part of Communist Yugoslavia, and the 
dictator Tito ruled with an iron fist. Misˆko grew up an atheist. Yet, as 
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a teenager, he was shocked by the sudden death of his fourteen-year-
old niece and haunted by the question, is there anything after death?

At the age of seventeen, looking for a better life in the West, 
Miŝko eluded the border guards and slipped into Italy. Being under-
age, he was held by the Italians in a refugee camp and later deported 
back to Yugoslavia, where he was promptly imprisoned. After his 
release, he was sent into the army and assigned to a kind of “Dirty 
Dozen” battalion made up mostly of ex-convicts.

Among his comrades was a man named Simo, who seemed to 
stand out from the rest. Miŝko and Simo soon struck up a friend-
ship. Seven months passed before Miŝko understood why Simo was 
different—he was a Christian. Witnessing and having a Bible were 
criminal offenses, but one evening they talked quietly in a field 
about life and death. Simo told Miŝko the simple gospel story about 
how there was a God who loved him so much that he gave his Son 
to die for him and offered him eternal life. Miŝko immediately em-
braced the truth.

The change in this young soldier’s life was dramatic. He took his 
entire month’s wage to purchase a smuggled New Testament, and 
he read it through six times! He then borrowed a whole Bible and 
read it through. The Word was like water, cleansing sinful habits 
from his life. Miŝko also became bold in his witness to the other 
soldiers and to his family. Despite the fact that his father disowned 
him, his heavenly Father did not. Even in the face of persecution, 
God gave him boldness. Though there was opposition, there was 
also great hunger for the Word of God. Once a fellow soldier invited 
Miŝko to come to his village in Bosnia with the good news. It was 
winter, and heavy snowdrifts delayed his arrival. Miŝko hitchhiked 
as far as he could and then walked all night in waist-deep snow, 
reaching the town at four in the morning. Rather than finding the 
villagers asleep, they were still waiting up for him! By five o’clock, 
he had thawed out enough to preach, and the people of the town 
of Modrica received the Word with great gladness.

The years that followed have not dulled the kind of determina-
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tion it took to push through the snow on that lonely, winter night 
long ago. Since Pastor Miŝko has been both a soldier and a refugee, 
it is an ironic providence that his church, during the first two years 
of the war, was thrust on the front line of fighting, and now he and 
his dear wife Mira continue to bind up the physical and spiritual 
wounds of the refugees. They have led Croats, Serbs, and Bosnian 
Muslims alike to the only peace that will last beyond this war.

It is nearly midnight, and too soon my alarm clock will call me 
out from beneath warm covers for a chilly meeting with the last 
day of the year.

DARUVAR, CROATIA
Arose early. After breakfast Miŝko and I drove about twenty miles 
out of Daruvar to the village of Korenicani. There we held Sunday 
services with some village folk who meet in the back room of an 
abandoned Orthodox church that is spattered from small arms fire. 
The little corner woodstove was the only source of heat on this 
frigid morning. Several walked a considerable distance through the 
snow to reach the church. Among the gathering were black-draped 
old women who were stooped and broken, weighed down from the 
hard labor of living. There were also some men and several young 
people—altogether more than a dozen in this little flock. Three 
years ago the war swept through this village. After the dead were 
buried, the refugees fled, and the young were called to arms, only 
two Christians remained in this church. So though the numbers 
are small, the growth is encouraging—a sign of life in this battle-
scarred village.

I was asked to preach, and Miŝko interpreted. My text was 
Mark 5:24–34. The woman, who seized her single opportunity to 
get to the Savior, is a picture of all of us—poor, needy, and dying. 
Because of the intense cold, Miŝko and I both kept our heavy coats 
on in the pulpit, our words punctuated with frosty breath.

Afterward, Miŝko and I visited Hajrudin, his wife Behija, and 
their daughters. This Bosnian Muslim family lost everything in the 
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war and were forced to flee to Croatia. They ended up in a refugee 
camp near Daruvar, and through the compassionate help of Miŝko 
and the church, they opened their hearts to the gospel.

Behija was pleased to learn that we will attempt to reach Sara-
jevo when we travel to Bosnia in a few days. She has two brothers 
there—Ibrahim and Muradif—whom she has not seen since the war 
began. It will be great if somehow we can see these two Muslim men 
and give them some supplies, family news, and the gospel!

Over thick Turkish coffee, we talked until well into the night. 
While they have found new life here, they are also trying to figure 
out how to pick up the pieces of the life that has been forever 
crushed by war. Add to that, Hajrudin and Behija are under con-
siderable strain these days over the care of Hajrudin’s sick mother. 
The old woman lay quite still under some ragged quilts in a corner 
cot and appears to be near death.

NOVI TRAVNIK, BOSNIA
Set out for Bosnia this morning. It is now nearing midnight, with 
the occasional sound of heavy weapons firing to provide assurance 
that I am really here. I will try to record something of this day of 
providences as Miŝko and I set out from Croatia.

From funds Christians provided in the States, we brought just 
over five thousand dollars with us for refugee ministry. In addition, 
I purchased several kilos of coffee in small packages for gifts. This 
is a treasured commodity here! We drove through a light snow to 
Zagreb and then to Karlovac but found the more direct road to 
central Bosnia too dangerous to take. Instead, we were forced to 
make a ten-hour trek, traveling roughly southward to Knin, then 
looping northward through central Bosnia.

The road from Karlovac to Knin is heavily marked by war. This 
was the Serbian-occupied region, where fierce and strategic fighting 
took place this past August when the Croatian Army liberated the 
territory. Some signs of recovery appear—the bombed-out bridge 
over the Korana River has fortunately been repaired, and we were 
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able to cross without delay. In Slunj, a single strand of Christmas 
lights across the cratered main road gave the place a flicker of life. 
With the minefields cleared at Plitvice, the resort was open; so, we 
warmed ourselves with good cappuccinos before continuing on the 
icy road. Further south, though, the destruction was complete. At 
Gracac, the only sign of life was the digging of fresh graves for 
newly discovered corpses. Here and there along the road, discarded 
ammunition boxes were strewn in the haste of battle, and bullet-
riddled cars still litter the roadside.

Got a quick supper and kept moving, conscious of the descend-
ing night. Drove to Novi Travnik by way of Bugogno along a treach-
erous, ice-packed, bomb-cratered road. The mountain pass was even 
more complicated because of a NATO convoy of tanks and mine-
sweepers stalled by a jack-knifed transport. Reached our destination 
late and checked into the “Hotel Novi Travnik”—what luxury! The 
elevator is broken, and one wing destroyed by artillery fire. But it’s 
really OK—I have clean sheets and running water and electricity, 
which is better than what many have in this ravaged land.
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After checking in, we visited a refugee family in Novi Travnik. 
Radovan and his wife Blazenka are some of the first fruits of the 
gospel here. Blazenka, whose name means “grace,” received Christ 
after hearing the testimony of a Bosnian refugee who had been 
saved after fleeing to Switzerland. When this woman returned to 
her village, she witnessed to her neighbors, and Blazenka heard the 
gospel and believed. Blazenka then hastened home to tell her fam-
ily what Jesus had done. Radovan heard his wife’s testimony and 
immediately responded that he, too, wanted to be saved. The Lord 
had been preparing Radovan for two years for this moment. This is 
what Radovan told me tonight: When the war first swept through 
this region, he and his family were forced to flee their home to an-
other part of the city, where they hunkered down in an abandoned 
apartment. One of the few things left there was a Bible—a book 
that, as a Communist, Radovan had always despised. However, 
because of snipers, the only time that he could leave the apartment 
for food or firewood was at night—he had long days with little to 
do but read. So Radovan picked up the Bible and read—he read it 
through three times! The Lord was plowing up the hard heart of 
a disillusioned atheist, preparing it for the good seed of Blazenka’s 
gospel witness. Radovan has now taken up that Bible he found and 
is sharing Christ, bringing light to this very dark place.

It is late now, and with occasional shots ringing out, maybe I 
should turn out the lights in my room before someone does it for 
me! Whether we will reach Sarajevo tomorrow is unclear, but we 
set out at first light.

SARAJEVO, BOSNIA
My journey to Sarajevo began this morning with a man from Kath-
mandu. We found the NATO outpost somewhere near Travnik, 
where we asked a Nepalese soldier attached to the British NATO 
command here about the road from Kiseljak. He gave us the all-
clear, and so we went on. There was some problem on the road 
with Serbs slowing traffic, but a detachment of the French Legion 
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cleared the way, and we continued on to Kiseljak, where a swarm 
of Karadzic’s troops milled about the road. We were then within 
Serbian lines.

Entering Sarajevo was like driving down a corridor of hell. 
The towering apartment buildings are now high-rise horrors—
blackened, blasted hulks, some even teetering on collapse. The 
ample avenue that enters the city from the west is a wasteland. 
Battle-scarred, abandoned, bullet-riddled streetcars are lined up 
waiting for no one. Here and there in the median of the avenue, 
pathetic little garden patches, hastily planted during the siege, lay 
wilted beneath the winter mud. Sniper Alley was quiet this after-
noon, but just this morning a NATO soldier was shot here by a 
sniper—another easy, anonymous killing.

Stopped briefly at the Sarajevo Holiday Inn and the defiant office 
tower of the newspaper Oslobodenje. Here the killing began four 
sad years ago, when snipers fired on a peace demonstration. This 
became the flashpoint for Bosnia’s war, the first draw of blood that 
since has claimed tens of thousands of dead and wounded.

Continued on to the city center, near the mortar-pocked square 
where the Marketplace Massacre occurred. We stopped for sup-
per at the Ragusa Taverna, a dark inviting café surrounded with a 
parapet of sandbags. This gave us a base from which to place calls 
and have meetings. While at the Ragusa, I befriended a little boy 
named Mirza, and through him got acquainted with his parents. 
Mirza, whose name means “for peace,” was born ten days before 
the war began. He has known nothing but the siege, despite his 
hopeful name. His parents were very warm and even helped us 
contact Behija’s brothers. Before leaving, I gave this Muslim family 
a “Jesus” tract.

While waiting for Behija’s brothers, Ibrahim and Muradif, to 
reach the Ragusa, Miŝko and I took a walk in the waning light. 
Flurries fell as we walked the narrow cobblestone street of Saraje-
vo’s old Baŝcarŝija district, where I purchased a little silver ibrik for 
Debbie. Power was restored ten days ago, so there was light—and 
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hope—in the air. One shopkeeper, upon learning I was an Ameri-
can, gave me a gift of a little brass plate etched with the name 
“Sarajevo.” She said she gave it to me because America had done 
so much for her city and for peace.

Along the way, I found the Sarajevo street corner where on June 
28, 1914, a Bosnian Serb assassinated Austrian Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand. This murder along the muddy Miljacka River in an ob-
scure corner of Europe ignited the twentieth century’s First World 
War—sending the Great Powers to the trenches of France and Flan-
ders, and millions, like the prince, to an untimely grave.

I noticed that this fateful avenue was pocked with craters from 
mortar grenades rained on Sarajevo during this war. On that spot 
I picked up a piece of shrapnel—a hard, sharp reminder that “the 
war to end all wars” ended nothing.

Walked back to the Ragusa in time to meet Ibrahim and Mura-
dif. Over supper we heard their siege stories, passed along family 
news and a photograph from Behija, and Miŝko shared the good 
news with them. It’s late, but we can’t stay in Sarajevo. We’ll catch 
the coattail of some NATO convoy and head back to Novi Travnik 
tonight.

ON THE ROAD SOMEWHERE IN WESTERN BOSNIA
Miŝko and I slipped out of Sarajevo last night under a cloak of dark-
ness, thankfully without incident. Yet a strange sense of frustration 
hangs over me, especially knowing that soon I’ll be on a plane, 
headed back home, leaving Miŝko and Mira, Radovan, Blazenka, 
and others to minister among the ruins and ruined. I must return.

Because of a rockslide near Gornji Vakuf, we took a narrow, 
ice-packed, mountain passage called the Emerald Road. It turned 
out to be a treacherous trek—a twisted ribbon of ice on which vehi-
cles, including those of a British NATO convoy failing to reach the 
summit, slid backward. But by God’s grace, we cleared the Komar 
Range.

We are in western Bosnia now. My seemingly tireless friend is 
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showing the strain, and fuel is a concern—perhaps another hour to 
the Croatian border. But our sense of isolation—of the enormity 
of the desolation—settles over us with sickening silence. This land 
is as lifeless as a moonscape. Lusnic, Sakovic, Crni Lug, Bosansko 
Grahovo—every village, every town, every home, in every direc-
tion—destroyed. Like open sepulchers, the roofless dwellings shel-
ter their dead. The wind in this valley, which has long since carried 
away the shrieks of the murdered, now plays among the abandoned 
tanks, discarded ammunition boxes, and charred walls. Otherwise, 
it is quiet—absolute, terrible silence.

TIRANA, ALBANIA
Arrived in Tirana about noon. David and Kristi were there to wel-
come me. David is a dear friend and brother, a frontline soldier in 
the kingdom’s advance in Albania. We have shared much together 
since his earliest days here.

After storing my gear, I took a walk to the old square in the heart 
of the capital. The impressive statue of Skanderbeg keeps watch 
over the bustling center. The heroic Skanderbeg defended Albania 
against the Turks, stalling the advance of Islam during his lifetime. 
Ironically, his equestrian figure sits in the shadow of a mosque, for 
Islam now claims much of the country. Nearby are the remnants of 
Albania’s disastrous years of Communism. Facing the square is a 
huge mosaic of men and women from every corner of the country. 
Their adoring faces look down upon—or rather used to look down 
upon—a giant bronze image of the dictator Enver Hoxha. Hoxha 
brought a brand of Communism and cult worship that would have 
been the envy of Stalin or Mao. He declared the religion of Albania 
to be atheism—but Hoxha was a cheap cheat who cleared the deck 
of all other gods so that he alone would be worshipped. School 
children even wrote love letters to him addressing Hoxha as their 
“daddy.” He destroyed the mosques and churches, burned the Bi-
bles and every scrap of religious literature. He cut Albania off from 
the outside world, and in a kind of national psychosis, he convinced 
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his people they were under threat of imminent attack from America. 
He told them that their poverty was wealth and their hope was 
Hoxha. It was one of the longest and most successful lies in history.

After Hoxha’s death, Albania slowly shook off its shackles. It 
was the last of the Iron Curtain dominoes to fall after the Berlin 
Wall came down. Pulling down Hoxha’s statue was the grand finale. 
The white marble pedestal where it stood is now cracked, littered, 
and smells like a latrine. The people have moved on, pursuing other 
gods of their own making.

Returned to David and Kristi’s home and had a quiet evening 
with the family after a long day.

SHKODRA, ALBANIA
Up early. I awoke to hungry breakfast smells—the aroma of cin-
namon rolls, eggs, and good coffee. Kristi was already busy in the 
kitchen, getting breakfast ready. She would make Martha Stewart 
jealous. Her table is always one of grace and good taste. Kristi is a 
pretty, petite lady, but inside she’s rock solid. I recall once during the 
time of anarchy that Kristi was feeding her little girl Sophie when 
shooting started in the street below their window. She calmly moved 
the highchair away from the window, and continued spooning in 
the rice cereal without missing a beat!

After breakfast we headed north to Shkodra, stopping briefly to 
stock up on supplies for our long journey into the mountains—a 
trail mix of sardines, Snickers, and cans of cold coffee. Reached 
Shkodra about noon, and met Beni and his wife Linda. Pastor Beni 
was the firstfruit of David’s work in Shkodra, when he came here 
sixteen years ago. David had been here for only six weeks when he 
met Beni, who was then a junior in high school. Of course, David 
wasn’t much older when he came to Albania—just twenty-one, just 
out of college, just over from America. David led Beni to Christ and 
then went deep into the mountains to his village to share Christ with 
the rest of Beni’s family. Beni now holds a doctorate in American 
literature from a university in Austria. He is a tentmaker—teaching 
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at the University of Shkodra and pastoring the church that David 
planted here. Beni’s leadership, humility, and joy attract the lost to 
Christ and also reflect David’s mentoring.

Went on to Rozafa Castle—one of my favorite places. It’s a 
strategic, stubborn citadel that keeps watch over Shkodra. Invaders 
could not ignore it—nor easily take it. Over the centuries, thou-
sands tried and failed to conquer what was called “the eagle’s nest.” 
It usually finally fell only through hunger or treachery. From its 
battlements, we had a magnificent view of the rivers that breach the 
mountains to the east and north and of Lake Scutari, which lay in 
silver light. David and I talked of fishing—and of fishing for men. 
This is his Mount of Olives, his place to pray over the city.

SHKODRA, ALBANIA
David and I met up with Theresa this morning. For years she has 
reached the women of the mountains—the women that are hard 
to get to. These women are often regarded as no more than beasts 
of burden—good mostly for carrying things like babies, water, and 
firewood. Theresa has loved many of them into Christ’s kingdom.
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On the drive, Theresa told me how the Lord led her to leave 
America and serve him here in Albania. Really remarkable, because 
in part, it began on the worst day of Theresa’s life—it was the morn-
ing she learned her husband was divorcing her. Her heart was shat-
tered beneath the weight of the pain. Later that morning, Theresa 
was driving to the school where she was a teacher. Naturally, she 
was crying and thought, “I’ll be at school soon. I have to compose 
myself.” She pulled up to a stoplight, and looking down, she saw a 
long-stemmed rose wrapped in paper lying next to her car. Since the 
light was still red, she got out and picked it up. The red petals were 
perfect, fresh, and fragrant. The light was still red; so she looked 
it over. There was no name of the giver or recipient—not even the 
florist—on it; but tucked down in the paper was a little typed note, 
which said simply, “I love you, you are special.” Theresa took the 
rose as from the Lord’s hand and thought, “He is saying to me, as 
it were, I will be your husband. I will give you roses for the rest 
of your life.” From there, the Lord would lead her step by step to 
Albania, where she has served for a dozen years now, ministering to 
orphans and working among poor, trodden-down village women—
everywhere spreading the fragrance of Christ and a passion for her 
Beloved. The rose has its thorns, but Jesus said, “Whoever loses his 
life for my sake will find it” (Matt. 10:39). And here, with joy, The-
resa has found her life in the rugged borderlands of High Albania.

Theresa, David, and I went to Lać to visit Mark and his daugh-
ter Dava. Mark was recently bedridden from a terrible accident, in 
which he was knocked from a high ladder by the force of an electric 
shock. This was the first time after his fall that Theresa had seen the 
man she affectionately calls “Bać”—“Daddy.” It wasn’t always this 
way. In fact, Mark once threatened to kill Theresa because Mark’s 
youngest daughter, Prenda, had become a Christian. David had led 
her to the Lord, and Kristi and Theresa had discipled her. Mark was 
furious. He beat his daughter—and even told her he would rather 
she were a prostitute than a Christian. Dava was equally hateful 
to her sister, taking Prenda’s Bible and tearing it apart. Dava told 
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me, “For some people, coming to Christ is a war—for me it was a 
war.” With laughter she added, “Theresa was ‘fishing,’ but when 
she caught me, she hooked a shark!” Dava said this as if she were 
talking about another person, which she was!

In the war for her soul, Dava surrendered and became a radi-
cally different person—like being born a second time. Her son, 
Ervis, believed too, and it was actually Ervis’s calm but persuasive 
witness that finally led his grandfather to Christ. It was winter, and 
the woodstove was making the room dark and smoky. Ervis said 
to his grandpa, “Your life is like this room. Why don’t you open 
your life to the light and the fresh air of Christ?” Mark, broken 
by the weight of his sin, flung open the window of his heart and 
received Jesus. The clouds lifted, darkness became light, and hate 
was changed to love. The man who once threatened to kill Theresa 
now loves her like a daughter, and Dava loves her like a sister, which 
she is! The Bible-ripper now embraces the Christian magazines that 
Theresa brought for her. In that little room was the glow of the 
gospel; their stunning faces were brightened by joy because they 
have met Jesus. Between them and with their Savior are bonds of 
forgiveness deeper than blood, stronger than death.

Went on to visit Dila, another sister of Prenda’s. We were warmly 
received in Dila’s village. Theresa’s love has opened the hearts of so 
many here. While helping them plant a garden, she adds seeds of 
her own from Scripture. Sitting with them while they tend sheep, 
she tells them how “all we like sheep have gone astray” (Isa. 53:6) 
and how the Good Shepherd brings us to himself.

Many gathered and greeted us with singing and playing of a 
two-stringed, long-necked, lute-like instrument called a ciftili, and 
there were grapes and figs and laughter and sharing in the Word 
together. Theresa told me afterward that one of the girls said to 
her, “You have come to visit me! I am so happy I feel I could fly!” 
Theresa has won their hearts, and they have won hers, too. Far 
from the headlines, though very much on the front lines, Theresa’s 
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simple gifts of time and acts of love have brought the kingdom of 
Christ to another mountain village.

One more visit before nightfall. Near Rubik, we crossed the 
Fan River by footbridge. Theresa took some clothes and school 
supplies for the children of a sister in Christ named Dalina. Her 
husband Nikoll still needs the Lord. David took the opportunity on 
this visit to speak clearly and directly to Nikoll of his need. While 
David was in one room witnessing to Nikoll, Theresa, Dalina, and 
the kids were in another room. The children sang gospel songs, but 
they were also praying for their daddy that he would receive Jesus.2

BAJRAM CURRI, ALBANIA
David and I bedded down for another night on the kitchen floor, but 
sleep is difficult tonight. It seems that on certain nights—this being 
one of them—it is open season on stray dogs, and a small bounty 
is paid for them. Out in the street, the gunfire, drunken laughter, 
loud curses, and cries of wounded dogs all combined to make sleep 
difficult—so I will try to catch up on my writing instead.

Yesterday, we took the ferry to Tropoja, which chugs up a 
flooded gorge, turning a stomach-churning, cliff-hanging, all-day 
road trip into a two-hour tour of Albania’s magnificent mountains. 
We docked at Fierze and drove on to Bajram Curri, the main city 
of the rugged Tropoja region that borders Kosovo. Bajram Curri is 
a hard place, where Islam and guns rule. An al-Qaeda cell here has 
added to the violence and to the hatred of the cross.

We’re staying at the home of Astrit and Vjollca. Astrit pastors 
the little group of believers that dot this region like candles. I love 
this faithful couple—I love to see their love. In Albanian culture, 
a man can beat or rape his wife, and it’s considered normal. Men 
sometimes even get their wives by kidnapping them—and usually 
their relationship goes downhill from there. But Astrit is a Christian 
husband, and Vjollca is a Christian wife; and so their marriage is a 
new creation in Christ, too. Astrit is also a Christian father, so he 
loves his daughters as he loves his son. In the culture here, girls are 
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generally unwelcomed and unwanted, but the gospel is transform-
ing that kind of thinking every day in this home. Vjollca is a special 
lady who has endured the death of a son and threats upon their 
lives. Yet their doors and cupboards are always open to strangers 
and poor children. Vjollca’s name means “purple flower,” like those 
growing by her doorstep. The perfume of her life is broken and 
poured out to the Lord, and its fragrance fills a city that has only 
known the stench of death.

Today is the Lord’s Day. Went early to a nearby town to meet 
with believers in a little room of an apartment overlooking the Val-
bona River. This church was born out of a simple three-step process, 
as David puts it in uncomplicated actions items: Pray. Meet people. 
Tell them about Jesus. For four years he prayed as he made trips 
by ferry up the river. The first believer here was a young woman 
named Migena. She has never lost her first love. After she believed, 
Migena immediately, spontaneously told people about Jesus, and 
they believed. She first led her brother to Christ, and then others 
came, too. They met by the riverbank. They had two Bibles and no 
hymnbooks, but that didn’t matter to them—they were so glad to 
have Jesus! Migena taught them the songs she had memorized in 
Shkodra, and they took turns reading the Bible and sharing the joy 
they were discovering.

Joy is still the hallmark of this simple church. Astrit led the 
service this morning, and I preached from Isaiah 53 of Christ, our 
Passover, who took our sins upon himself that we might live. Af-
terward, three were baptized in the cold Valbona. They shared the 
river with cows wading in for a drink. We had to keep a low profile, 
for there are much opposition and hateful, malicious, ridiculous 
rumors about these Christians. Rumors like: “They baptize naked.” 
“Their worship is an orgy.” “They poison children.” Interesting 
that these are the same vicious lies that circulated among the Ro-
mans against Christians in the first century. Why is it the Devil 
doesn’t need a new lexicon of lies after twenty centuries? Because 
the old ones still work. David says, though, that the best way to 
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fight lies is with truth. The liars then have to modify their lies in 
order to remain credible. And so light scatters darkness, and joy 
shatters fear. I saw it in their faces today.

BAJRAM CURRI, ALBANIA
It is late as I take up my pen. My usual dilemma—I need to sleep, 
and I need to write. I’ll write. I awoke this morning at five o’clock 
to the sound of a rushing, mighty rain. My heart sank for it seemed 
our plans to go up into the mountains were washing away like the 
torrents that beat on the roof. I lay in bed and prayed for an hour 
that the Lord would fulfill his purposes for the day, and that I would 
trust him with the answer. He gave me peace.

Although our original plans had to be canceled, the sky began 
to break in the east, and even though drizzle fell, Astrit decided we 
could still make it to a village that had yet to hear the gospel. After 
breakfast we loaded up some Christmas boxes that had been left 
over from the distribution earlier this year and set out for Appripe, 
a village scattered over the face of one of the mountains along the 
river. As we drove, Astrit greeted truck drivers and truant school-
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boys out fishing, and he gave a hitchhiker a ride. Astrit is soul-
conscious, always reaching out to people. These are his mountains, 
the place where he was born; and these are his people, the ones he 
has been sent to tell good news.

The way was rugged but beautiful. At one point along the crest 
of the road, the river was a perfect mirror. It was as if the world 
were upside down—with the sky below us and the clouds like ice-
bergs floating in liquid jade. A boat’s bow cut through this canvas 
and broke my reverie.

We took the Land Rover as far as she could go and then hauled 
the boxes down to the river, where boys from the village had al-
ready brought a boat over to meet us. On the farther shore, we 
loaded a donkey with the Christmas boxes. The path was steep, 
and we had a good climb. I thought of the verse in Isaiah, “How 
beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him who brings good 
news” (Isa. 52:7). I think that applies whether it’s two feet or four 
hooves! The switchback trail led us to a schoolhouse and some 
scattered dwellings. The donkey was rewarded with a little grass, 
and he seemed happy enough. I was happy, too, for this was the 
first time the gospel has gone to this village. Forty-five children 
plus teachers were packed into the little schoolhouse. Astrit shared 
Christ with them all and encouraged the students to work hard at 
their studies. We gave the gifts to all the children, and Astrit gave 
New Testaments to the teachers. Outside, David witnessed to shep-
herds. With all the bright packages, shepherds, students, and their 
wisemen hearing the “good news of great joy that will be for all the 
people” (Luke 2:10)—and even a donkey, thrown in for good mea-
sure—it seemed I had a little glimpse of Bethlehem. Despite what 
the calendar says, this was their first real Christmas. But I think of 
all the other unreached villages, pocketed deep within the Tropojan 
range—places that have never had a day like this, never heard the 
gospel—there it’s another Narnia, where it’s “always winter and 
never Christmas.”3

On the way back we turned off the road and went to Arvej and 
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to the remnants of the house where Astrit grew up. It’s now aban-
doned and ruined. It was an emotional time for David and Astrit. 
More than just the house, this was the place where David hiked to 
many years ago, and this is where he led Astrit to the Lord. These 
are the fields where David discipled a shepherd boy who, like him, 
became a gospel pioneer and pastor. And this is where we prayed 
and praised the One who called us and gave us such a beautiful day 
of ministry.

Tonight we plotted the way we will take in the morning. The 
war in Kosovo gave missionaries in Albania opportunities for a 
bold advance to reach Albanians there. A new road cuts from here 
through the mountains into Kosovo—and from there into Monte-
negro—giving access to some of the least-reached parts of what was 
Yugoslavia. That’s the road we will take.

PEJË, KOSOVO
Crossed the border into Kosovo without incident. Two things stood 
out as we entered Kosovo—signs of life and signs of death. It is the 
first week of school, and so giggly girls with pink, sparkly Barbie 
backpacks were walking to school—walking past cemeteries of the 
war dead and monuments of the mass murders that took place in 
town after town. It’s the wake of war that Serbia unleashed against 
the Albanians in Kosovo in a campaign of ethnic cleansing. Eventu-
ally NATO bombs and troops quelled the killing, but not before ten 
thousand were dead and a million more were displaced.

Stopped in Dečani to pay respects at one of the memorials. All 
the men and teenage boys here were gathered and murdered on a 
single day, April 1, 1999, by Serbian soldiers—well, more like serial 
killers in uniforms.

Went on to Pejë, which the Serbs call Peć. During the war, nearly 
every home here was destroyed, and there are still a few remnants 
of the bombings, but for the most part the red tile roofs mark the 
rebuilding—a city coming back to life—but now under Albanian 
control and NATO protection.
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Here, David introduced me to his friends, missionaries Keith 
and Pam. After a quick coffee, Keith took us up to the Christian 
camp they are building high in the mountains. The rugged road 
to the camp begins with a NATO checkpoint bristling with razor 
wire, followed by rockslides, occasional landmine markers, hairpin 
curves, and a couple of narrow log bridges over rapids the color 
of turquoise ice. The camp is set among snowcapped peaks and is 
slowly taking shape through the vision and just plain hard work of 
Keith and Pam.

Keith and Pam’s preparation for missionary service wasn’t done 
in a seminary, but rather on a farm in Iowa, where they raised corn 
and five kids. But farming turned out to be preparation for another 
kind of plowing and sowing and reaping. They came to Albania a 
dozen years ago, in the middle of life, first making short-term trips 
and then, like the parable of treasure in a field, with joy they sold 
all to follow Christ here. Soon after arriving in Shkodra, the war in 
Kosovo sent thousands of Kosovar Albanians streaming into their 
city. Keith and Pam went to the widows and orphans in their need, 
loved them, wept with them, and told them about Jesus. When the 
killings and bombings stopped, they returned to Kosovo with them 
and helped rebuild their homes. They are still here visiting the wid-
ows and fatherless in their affliction (James 1:27). This will be the 
third summer they have hosted Kosovar kids at this mountainside 
camp. Some are orphans of the war dead; many are poor children 
from the villages; most are Muslims—and all hear the gospel and 
see it lived out. Keith and Pam give me hope in this land of untimely 
graves. Their love in action is transforming a mountainside and 
drawing children to Jesus—a generation that has known only war 
and fear.

Returned to Pejë at last light in search of supper and a bed.

EARLY MORNING, PEJË, KOSOVO
A pesky rooster, in league with a Muslim belting out the first 
call to prayer of the day, all conspired to wake me early. That’s 
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when I found there was no electricity. I can’t sleep anyway, and 

I can’t forget a widow named Floria, who I met yesterday. I had 

asked Keith if I could see some of the houses he had rebuilt after 

the war and visit with the families. And so we drove out toward 

the Serbian border near the town of Izbic´—a sleepy, picturesque 

place now forever stained by the massacre that occurred there. 

That’s where I met Floria. She and her daughter Rezmia were 

home. We brought them some groceries and left some money, and 

we talked and prayed; but for me it was a time to mourn with 

those who mourn.

I asked to see a photograph of Floria’s husband. His name was 

Hamdi Tamaj, and I learned we were the same age. He and Floria 

had six children. When the Serbs came, they pulled his daughter 

from his arms and took him away with the other men of Izbic´. 

Half the men and boys they gunned down, and the other half 

they burned alive packed in the village schoolhouse. Altogether 

in a single day, every man in the village was killed—one hundred 

and forty of them. On that one day, March 28, 1999, Floria lost 

her husband, her father, her three brothers, and her husband’s 

brother. Floria then fled fifty miles to Albania on foot with her 

six children—and gave birth to her seventh along the way of her 

trail of tears.

We went on to walk through the killing fields of Izbić. Wooden 

stakes in the Muslim fashion marked the graves. Rotted wreaths 

added their decay to this hopeless, senseless place. Here are fathers 

and sons and brothers, buried as they died—side by side, a torrent 

of souls rushed into eternity. I felt the sting of death there—I still 

feel it. There was no cross raised on that hillside, no reminders 

of grace. Their blood cries out from the ground, and I have no 

answer for them except unspeakable sadness over this tearing of 

life. This place is haunted by silence—or perhaps I am haunted 

by my own.
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BUDVA, MONTENEGRO
Cold rain was falling in Pejë as we set out for Montenegro. Stopped 
at a pastiqerie on the edge of town for a quick breakfast. We in-
tended to grab and go, but the alluring pastries and the aroma of 
coffee persuaded us to savor the moment! Afterward, we started 
our ascent to the border. The roads were slick as we swung around 
switchbacks, and the engine groaned and struggled as we made our 
crab-like climb to the summit to the border crossing. Landmine 
markers were reminders to keep on moving.

Montenegro means “black mountain,” but “black” was also 
the name given by its invaders—Turks and Venetians whose armies 
were swallowed up by the impregnable ranges. Black was the dark-
ness of death and despair, for here men lost their courage, their 
way, and their lives in these tangled mountains. Our road took 
us through a range called Prokletije, which means the “accursed 
mountains” or “mountains of the damned.” It’s an old name, it’s an 
old curse, and yet it’s ironic that these mountains wall up a people 
that are among the least reached with the gospel in all of Eastern 
Europe. And so our prayer was that we find these people, particu-



Children of Cain

72

larly ethnic Albanians in Montenegro, having heard of enclaves of 
Albanians living deep within the mountains about Gusinje.

Last night we prayed that the Lord would direct our very steps 
today. David and I were in these mountains last year, but we found 
no Albanians and only a closed door. So we are continuing to knock. 
If we find ethnic Albanians in Montenegro, believers in Albania can 
make cross-border contact and share the gospel with them. There’s 
a new road being cut from here to Tropoja, and David anticipates 
that in time, border crossings will ease up for Albanians. But at 
least for today we were warned we could be shot if we took the new 
road—so maybe next time.

The “accursed mountains” form a high wall around people who 
have yet to hear the good news, but the walls are coming down! 
I thought of the verse in Isaiah where it says, “I will make all my 
mountains a road” (Isa. 49:11). As we drove along, a little Albanian 
flag on a grave caught David’s eye—a sure sign of Albanians! So 
David pulled off the road near a school and planned to talk to the 
teacher. As we crossed the road, a lady was walking a boy home 
from school. David greeted her in Albanian, and she greeted him 
back in Albanian!

Her name was Fatima, and she invited us to her brother’s home, 
where she lives. So a door was opened to us! There we met Feris and 
Drita and their children. They offered us wonderful hospitality, wild 
blueberry compote, and cups of chestnut honey, which we washed 
down with Turkish coffee that was just as thick and sweet. While 
we got acquainted and savored such sweet providence, Fatima sat 
taking long drags on one cigarette after another—and hanging on 
our every word.

I noticed a covered cradle—in it Feris and Drita’s daughter was 
sleeping. She looked like an angel, auburn ringlets framed her face, 
which was as clear and fair as porcelain. She was swaddled, bound 
from her shoulders to her feet with strips of cloth. It was interesting 
to see this old custom still practiced here and then to see her mother 
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loose her and set her free! Her name is Era, which means “wind” 
and, with the help of some M&M’s, we became friends.

Amazingly, we learned Drita’s sister went to school with Pastor 
Beni’s aunt. This is significant, for here ties of family and clan are 
stronger than lines on a map. David spoke to them, not of religion 
but of being born-again. Hearing this was a first for them, but 
the door is open to more gospel conversations. David and Feris 
exchanged phone numbers and promises to see each other again.

I think of David’s simple formula for planting churches: pray, 
meet people, tell them about Jesus. Last night we prayed over this 
day. We gave God a day that was unarranged, and he took it and 
designed it as only he could. With grace and, I think, his wonder-
ful sense of humor, God used a chain-smoking, Muslim woman 
named Fatima to open a closed door. The Lord worked on both 
sides of that door, ordering our steps and seconds to bring us to 
this beginning.

As we began our journey back to Albania, we drove along the 
canyon that walls the Moraća River with soaring stone. David and 
I came across an old, rotting footbridge that spanned the river. 
Even though we had miles to go before we sleep, we couldn’t resist 
exploring it and enjoying the growing expanse of land and sky.

We followed the river path to the sea, and the road led us out 
to where the mountains plunge into the Adriatic. Its colors exhaust 
my vocabulary to name every hue of blue. The sea breeze felt like 
freedom, and my heart is as light as the hawks that wheeled in the 
wind. We have seen Christ write another page of his acts today. The 
first open door to a family deep within the Black Mountains was a 
beginning—perhaps a small one, but like a clear mountain spring 
that falls and flows, gathering force until it joins the sea; so Lord 
Jesus, gather these also into your great kingdom!

SHKODRA, ALBANIA
We were out early this morning. Today brings the Muslim fasting 
month of Ramadan to a close, and so the streets were bustling in 
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preparation for the celebration of Eid. David had a few errands 
to run, and so we walked and talked and invited people to church 
tomorrow.

Afterward we visited Fredi and Prenda. I was able to tell Prenda 
about our visit with her dad and with her sister Dava last week. 
Prenda is a trophy of grace, and her joy is contagious. Persecution 
never silenced her witness nor diminished her love. Her decision 
to follow Christ as a twenty-year-old college student has directly 
or indirectly resulted in over forty of her family members also 
trusting Christ—the gospel is viral! She and her husband, Fredi, 
minister to orphans in the city and to the poor, scorned gypsies on 
the outskirts of it.

Fredi and Prenda also demonstrate a counterculture view of 
family—one that reflects transformed thinking. Daughters, espe-
cially if they are the firstborn, are a mark of bad luck in many Al-
banian homes. The father curses, and the mother weeps, knowing 
the hardships the girl will face. Fredi and Prenda’s first child was 
a girl. Rather than cursing, they blessed her with the name Edona, 
which means, “she is loved.”

Early evening—an imam’s long sermon, marking the end of 
Ramadan, mingled with the city sounds in the darkening streets. 
David, Fredi, and I drove out to a settlement of Shiite gypsies. The 
gypsies are outcasts, and so are their dwellings. Their tents and 
shacks are set along the Buna River amid a dump that is bordered 
by an open sewer. The door to this dump was opened with warm 
greetings to David and Fredi, familiar friends here. Their place is 
called “Chadrat,” which simply means, “the tents.” Recently, ten 
families were burned out of their homes here, and so the Christians 
in the Shkodra church gave wood to them to rebuild their homes. 
Our visit was the first time to see the finished work.

We were welcomed to their world because Fredi and David and 
their families have spent countless days with them. They have em-
braced them, taught their children, sang their songs, danced their 
dances, grieved over their graves, and told them about the Savior. 
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These people are scorned, hated, and dismissed as dirty beggars 
and thieves. Actually, that’s what some of them are, but dirt never 
stopped Calvary love!

The gypsy children quickly adopted us. They are ragged, beau-
tiful children with eyes that dance while they sing, and we had a 
good time singing. Sidi, a brother, played guitar for us. He, too, 
comes here often—he has a heart for these poor ones. We sang “ai 
me ngazelloi, ai me ngazelloi.” “He has made me glad, he has made 
me glad. I will rejoice, for he has made me glad.” And our joy was 
added to tonight when one of the gypsy men, Ghazi, who David has 
patiently and repeatedly explained the gospel to, said he wanted to 
publicly identify with Christ!

The first stars rise above the old castle, and I can say over this 
day and over all the days here, “He has made me glad!”
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