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This important book by Heather J. Coleman explores the religious life and social 

relations of Russian Baptists from the edict on religious toleration in 1905 to the pro-

hibition of religious associational life in 1929. Coleman views that period as a time of 

great religious possibility and expression for all denominations but particularly for the 

Baptists, whose emphasis on personal conversion and witness encouraged them to ne-

gotiate their identity and manage the difficulties of a rapidly changing society. Fur-

thermore, the articulation of a social order based not on inborn national, religious, or 

class identities but on freedom of conscience drew Baptists into the forefront of de-

bates on cultural pluralism in Russia. This work is the first scholarly attempt in Eng-

lish to historicize the Baptists of revolutionary Russia. Coleman marshals an array of 

primary sources, including state archives, published sources, and firsthand Baptist ac-

counts. By combining personal accounts with institutional records, Coleman success-

fully sets personal religious experiences within a broader socio-political context.  

The 1905 edict on religious toleration and the October Manifesto ushered in an era 

of evangelical expansion, as Baptists presented themselves as the harbingers of cultur-

al pluralism. Through conversion, the establishment of egalitarian communities of 

faith would transcend the static religious, national, geographical, social and gendered 

boundaries of the Russian Empire. Nevertheless, this modern understanding of social 

structures was not without opposition. Fearing the emergence of a democratic society 

in Russia that eschewed traditional notions of identity, acceding to Orthodox demands 

to tighten the leash on religious sectarianism, and acknowledging the breakdown in 

social order due to popular violence against evangelicals, the imperial regime departed 

from the liberal policies of 1905. Moreover, to be non-Orthodox was to be non-

Russian, so church and state authorities branded Baptists as cultural and political ille-

gitimates on the grounds of inauthentic national identity. Not to be deterred, evangeli-

cals navigated this oppositional political terrain as if they had already secured the in-

dividualistic freedoms they desired. They adopted Russian national mythological lan-

guage and imagery in an attempt to establish what Coleman calls “a native Russian 

version of an imported Baptist faith” (p. 95). Simultaneously, Baptists challenged the 

very notion of citizenship and the popularly held belief that Russianness was bound 

inextricably to Orthodox Christianity. The government, however, used the pretext of 

World War I to halt these evangelical advances and silence debate, accusing Baptists 

of bearing Western allegiances and of encouraging pacifism detrimental to the war ef-

fort. Certainly, the war exposed the regime’s inability to satisfy democratic demands 

and to adequately address pressing issues of modernity. 

Revolution in 1917 rekindled Baptist hopes for genuine social change. Baptists 

tried to harness missionary activity to the prevailing political movement. Employing 

the vocabularies of democracy, revolution, and Christianity, evangelicals infused so-

cialist language with religious content in an effort to present themselves as “partners 
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in the building of socialism” while calling for a revolution of the spirit (p. 156). The 

post-revolutionary goal of the Baptists was a Bolshevik Russia grounded in evangeli-

cal socialism. Several prominent Bolsheviks even seized upon this evangelical desire 

to promote socialism. The most notable was Vladimir D. Bonch-Bruevich, secretary 

of the Council of People’s Commissars and a Bolshevik expert on religious sects, who 

attempted to defuse suspicion of religious sectarians by interpreting the recalcitrance 

they had shown toward tsarist authorities as political protest couched in religious 

terms. Thus, evangelicals could be allies in revolution and partners in socialist exper-

imentation.  In the wake of the economic devastation caused by World War I and civil 

war in Russia, the early Bolshevik regime encouraged sectarians to establish religious 

agricultural communes on abandoned estates. These model communes suited Bolshe-

vik efforts to socialize the countryside and Baptist strategies to expand their religious 

territorial communities. At a time when Bolsheviks had difficulty implementing vol-

untary socialization throughout the country, the success of these model communes 

was an important validation for evangelicals of the possibility for Christian socialism. 

Nevertheless, as Coleman points out, success was a double-edged sword. Although 

the government sanctioned the communes, their religious orientation precluded ad-

mission into the national association of collective farms. 

Co-optation into the communist social experiment was a “mixed blessing” for 

Russian Baptists. Although early Soviet society allowed for an acceleration of Baptist 

associational life and missionary activity throughout the 1920s, the regime continually 

harassed the movement, leading Coleman to deem it “hasty to suggest that these de-

velopments were thanks to the Bolshevik government rather than in spite of it” (p. 

179). A good example is the response to the January 1919 decree granting alternative 

service for the mandatory military term to religious conscientious objectors. This law 

reflected Bolshevik efforts to win allies through political concessions, but Baptists 

saw the law as an opportunity to influence government policy. In practice, the law led 

to unexpected consequences for both Bolsheviks and Baptists. Due to the prevalence 

of religious conscientious objectors, the Bolsheviks had to entertain matters of per-

sonal conscience, whereas the law tested Baptist civic loyalties to the fledgling state 

(p. 181). Certainly political collaboration had complex ramifications for all parties in-

volved. Another “mixed blessing” was the parallel emergence of both religious and 

Bolshevik organizations. The Bolsheviks designed voluntary associations to dissemi-

nate Soviet values, while the Baptists developed evangelical organizations as an alter-

native to those associations. But just as the Bolsheviks feared public confusion about 

their endorsement of sectarian communes, the regime expressed concern that the pop-

ulace might fuse religious and Soviet identities through associational life. That con-

cern motivated a semantic shift in the spring of 1928 that applied Bolshevik language 

to Baptist organizations, referring to Baptist youth groups as Bapsomol, in order to 

construct an enemy worthy of repression. Confronted with the limitations to their at-

tempts to impose social control, the Bolsheviks treated evangelicals as a religious 

threat, rescinded political concessions to the Baptists, and targeted religious associa-

tional life in their campaign to eradicate popular religiosity in Russia. Thus, despite 

having advanced the cause of spiritual revolution during the early NEP era, Baptists 

failed to establish evangelical socialism. The April 8, 1929 law, “On Religious Asso-
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ciations,” which effectively outlawed religious community life, sealed the shift in 

Bolshevik policy from courting loyal religious organizations to pursuing their absolute 

destruction (p. 217). Since Coleman’s sources allow for only a short afterword, the 

story of Russian Baptists throughout the remaining Soviet period remains largely un-

told. 

Coleman convincingly shows that the Baptist predilections for freedom of spiritual 

conscience, the right to congregate voluntarily, and communication with a vast public 

audience threatened both Imperial Russian and Soviet definitions of the nature of citi-

zenship. She concludes that evangelicals fomented a religious revolution that was not 

“untouched by and uninterested in the political questions of its day” (p. 223). By 

demonstrating a convergence between sectarian evangelism and the politically 

charged atmosphere of the revolution, Coleman’s book makes an important contribu-

tion to the literature on individual Soviet experiences, sources of religious legitimacy, 

and the challenges of social manipulation. 
 

Benjamin J. Stellwagen                                                Indiana University, Bloomington 


