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Integrating Contemporary Christian Music into Protestant Churches in Russia
A response to Eric Gormly’s[footnoteRef:1] article on the cultural theory of contemporary Christian music in America [1:  Eric Gormly (2003) Evangelizing Through Appropriation: Toward a Cultural Theory on the Growth of Contemporary Christian Music, Journal of Media and Religion, 2:4, 251-265.] 

	Eric Gormly’s article analyzing the contemporary Christian music scene in America offers many valuable insights that can be compared and contrasted with the music culture in Protestant churches in Russia. One major insight that his article offers that can be applied to Evangelical (Protestant) churches in Russia is that: 
American Evangelicals consistently have been quick to embrace the media, technologies, and cultural forms of contemporary society as a way to evangelize the masses… [And] often cite the biblical ‘Great Commission,’ the call to evangelize the nations as found in the New Testament book of Matthew [Matthew 28:19-20] (252).
	He also claims that the secular American media has often been criticized by Evangelicals as adhering to non-Christian values and encouraging immoral behavior, and I would go so far as to add that this is not only true, but also that it attacks Christian values and those who try to fundamental in following its moral system. In the context of post-Soviet Russian society, this is slightly different. Evangelical Christians in Russia don’t outright criticize the secular media, but simply disregard it as not offering any hope for Russia’s future, as well as not presenting any clear moral value system. President Putin spoke out of concern for the future of other progressive nations, saying that Russia has tried to stick to a clear moral value system based on conservative, traditional values.[footnoteRef:2] Although this may be the official policy, many Evangelical Christians in Russia would like to see that in practice, and not just in theory.  [2:  Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly, December 12, 2013. http://eng.kremlin.ru/news/6402.] 

	Evangelical Christians in Russia have thus taken it upon themselves to start the process of implementing those traditional values in everyday life, and have been using contemporary Western forms of expression to offer their own message: one of hope and a bright future for Russia. The most popular forms of artistic expression are music, dance, and theatre. In St. Petersburg in particular, these forms are combined and adapted from what is seen and heard from foreign Christian film and music. These forms of artistic expression are used for both worship purposes during church services and evangelistic outreaches. Holidays such as Christmas, New Years, Easter, and the warm days of summer are taken advantage of and used to conduct small and large-scale evangelism outreaches. The goal of these outreaches is to share the Gospel, the message of God’s love and Jesus Christ’s divine nature through contemporary songs, dance, and various theater performances. 
	In his article, Gormly draws a lot of attention to Christian radio and television programs in America that Evangelicals use as a tool to reach out to the secular public, as well as validate and encourage other believers. This is something that is almost non-existent in Russia, although it does exist and is growing among immigrants in America from the former Soviet Union. For example, they have developed and fund their own Slavic (Russian-speaking) live stream and radio broadcasts, which are conducted mostly by individual churches or groups of churches that work together to run these programs. This has also already started developing among Russian-speakers in former CIS republics such as Estonia and Latvia, where believers generally enjoy a higher standard of living than that of their neighbors in Russia. In other words, they can generally afford to contribute more of their own money to programs like these than their brothers in the faith in Russia. These programs offer a mixture of talk radio, traditional and contemporary Christian music, music videos, and TV programs that use a talk show format to interview their guests. They also air Christian TV shows and movies dubbed from English into Russian, and/or whatever the local language may be. 
	In Russia, this has yet to become a phenomenon, but is already in the works, as many preachers and Christian bloggers have taken their messages to the internet using sharing sites such as YouTube and VKontakte. These sites allow viewers to hear the Gospel free of charge, as many of the authors share them voluntarily without asking for payment, but sometimes requesting that donations be made to the ministry. The social network VKontakte has become a very popular place for believers to share Christian media such as music, spiritually-focused artwork and photography, and videos of sermons and movies. The purpose and goals for these are the same as mentioned above: to be used as both an evangelism tool, and a way to create a sense of community among believers. These tools also provide a very convenient platform for advertising and organizing Evangelical-Christian events and groups, since updates that have recently been posted can easily be seen once the group member logs onto the site. In other words, VKontakte is a great tool for the Christian community to organize events, invite others from their contact lists to various events and outreaches, and get to know other like-minded individuals. For example, groups of Christian musicians, dancers, and theater performers within a certain geographical range can stay informed about practices, organize new materials, and set up performances that they’d like to be involved in. It is also a convenient way for them stay in touch about their own everyday lives. Social networking sites such as VKontakte support the growth of cultural expression among Evangelicals from nearly all economic spheres, since it simply requires access to a computer and the internet, which in Western Russia is very accessible for everyone these days, no matter which part of society they are from. 
	Gormly also shares in his article, “entire industries have grown around cultural artifacts carrying a Christian message: films, self-help books, and a range of items…” (253). Even though this is true in America, entire industries such as those listed above have not yet developed in Russia. That is not to say that these industries aren’t in the process of developing. There are already a small number of Christian publishing houses in Russia, such as Biblieisky vzglyad[footnoteRef:3]. Most of the books published by this company have been translated into Russian from other languages, such as English and Swedish, but more and more Evangelical Russian authors are getting their own works published. Consumerism among Evangelicals in America has existed for many years, according to Gormly (253), but in Russia it is still a very new phenomenon – one which many Russian pastors and preachers feel the need to combat even now. Yet many of these Evangelical leaders also preach and teach about something that is a fundamental Protestant belief: everyone can become like Christ as far as sharing in His divine nature, and when that is combined with a desire and willingness to serve God with ones gifts and talents, God will make the believer successful in all of those things. This is a self-help Gospel in a sense, but more like a ‘rags to riches’ Gospel. This is the American Gospel, which is growing in popularity among Evangelicals in Russia, but it is not yet the Russian Gospel. [3:  http://biblicalview.ru/] 

	The role of the contemporary Christian music sub-culture among Evangelical’s in Russia is very similar to its role in America. According to Gormly, the sub-culture’s main functions are to evangelize and maintain “a cultural presence” (255). However, the reasons behind these goals are a little bit different in Russia than from their American counterparts. Gormly describes an on-going struggle throughout his essay that has been in American society between the secular media and conservative Christians since the Jesus Movement in the 1970’s. The movement was a Christian reaction to the secular hippy movement that was motivated by “a culture of rebellion” (Gormly 254). In a sense, it was a religious way of protesting the protestors. The question here that applies to the Russian context is: what is the Evangelical sub-culture ‘protesting’ here? 
	An alternative to mainstream culture which is centered more on upholding traditional family values and less on politics is really what the Evangelical CCM sub-culture in Russia would like to provide. Many Russian Evangelicals made their decision to embrace this faith after a lifelong struggle with addiction, family issues, or personal dissatisfaction. In other words, they were living in a secular atmosphere prior to their decision to become an Evangelical Christian, and followed a secular belief system, and listened mostly to ideas presented through mainstream media outlets. Many of them probably watched Hollywood movies, and listened to popular music from secular artists like Alla Pugachova, or if they were more traditional – bard songs. The message today that many of them would like to share is that they still enjoy these types of cultural forms, but want to hear more uplifting and hopeful messages being spoken through them. This is part of the demand for the CCM sub-culture in Russia: an alternative art and music culture, fueled by the desire to have something that is just as enjoyable stylistically as the secular forms of culture that once had a presence in their everyday lives. The primary purpose of CCM is still to provide a vehicle for worship during services, but it is increasingly becoming more like what Gormly describes in American culture as being used in “non-ecclesiastical contexts as those of secular popular music – background music during conversation, dance music, or the live-performance spectacle of a rock concert” (256).
	Gormly also shares that the result of this non-ecclesiastical purpose is to “intermingle with and join the discursive stream, gain a more powerful position, and ultimately steer the cultural discourse in American society” (257).  He speaks of this ‘battle’ as though it were something that has come out of nowhere, since he describes the intents of Evangelical media by using language and phrases similar to this one: “to reform American society to reflect the belief system, ideals, and worldview of evangelical Christianity” (257).  Yet he also mentions that American society was founded on evangelical Christian principles (259). Thus, Gormly describes this battle as though it where one containing Evangelicals as the minority group, when in actuality they were most likely the majority when American society was founded. In essence, this does not match the atmosphere in Russian society, as Russian Orthodoxy was the official state religion for over a thousand years. And as atheism was the state religion during the most recent 70 years of communism, groups in Russian society are not fighting to get back to their Evangelical roots like those in America are. The battle is not the same in these two societies: Russian society has a slightly different moral system as its original foundation, unlike American society. In this sense, Evangelicals in Russia really are the minority and are simply fighting for a place in mainstream Russian society, where they would prefer that stereotypical labels such as ‘sekti’ were forgotten and Evangelical Christians seen as regular people: they also like to go to see movies, rock concerts, and eat at places like McDonald’s. Their battle is one for legitimacy and acceptance as fully human. Whether or not this is possible is another argument, since fundamental biblical preachers teach of Jesus Christ’s own warnings that His followers would often be rejected by their own people, just as He was rejected by his contemporaries.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  See Luke 4:14-30] 

	This is not to say that the entire goal of CCM in Russia is to obtain legitimacy. It is a double-edged sword, one that consists just as much of evangelism as it does of acceptance. The door to evangelism opens up when people are accepting and tolerant. Evangelism outreaches are a high priority among Evangelicals in Russia, and take place using various forms of music and song, dance, and literature distribution. One such Evangelical media source in Russia in Saint Petersburg is the self-published newspaper Faith & Society (Vera i obschestvo). This free newspaper is funded by donations from members of local Protestant churches, and is distributed monthly thanks to the many volunteers who spend their own free-time handing it out to people passing by in parks, on street corners, and outside of metro stations. Its articles are written and edited by local volunteers, with contributors such as pastors, laymen, and members of the local Evangelical youth. They are written primarily to share personal accounts on topics of local and national events and how they relate to faith – be it faith in general, or faith shared through someone’s personal testimony. The newspaper also lists Evangelical events and projects those groups and churches are involved in, inviting people to take part in holidays and other celebrations. More information can be found in Russian on their website, http://www.szohve.org/. 
	In essence, using the medium of a free newspaper is a brilliant cultural form that the Evangelical churches have adapted to contribute to an ‘alternative’ media, since it is relevant to Saint Petersburg’s culture: the locals’ love for reading. On the metro, on buses and in shared-taxis, people can be seen reading whatever they can get their hands on – be it books, newspapers, or magazines – since it helps pass the time during the long commutes on public transportation. In contrast to this, a free newspaper would most likely not be well-received by Americans. Most Americans drive their own vehicles and public transportation is not as wide-spread and reliable as it is in Moscow and Saint Petersburg. The average American also does not like to read while riding in a car or bus, because most believe that reading while in a moving vehicle causes motion sickness. 
	Gormly writes about another function of the CCM sub-culture in America, claiming that “the religious symbols, rituals, and artifacts produced are entering the universal marketplace of symbols and will establish themselves in the broader consciousness via the media sphere surrounding the American public” (258). He neglects to mention what kinds of symbols he is referring to that would become assimilated into the culture, yet in the context of the CCM in both America and Russia, such symbols might be artistic logos and fashions of popular Christian rock groups, such as Skillet.[footnoteRef:5] These groups usually follow fashions that are popular in the secular music scene, as opposed to what Gormly says in the above quote. In other words, they usually don’t create their own symbols, but borrow symbols from the secular arena and adapt them for their own purposes, attaching a new, faith-based meaning to them. The American group Skillet in particular, although it is now more of a cross-over group that is focused on indirectly presenting Christian values rather than directly speaking about Christianity, has so far been successful in Russia. The band has many fans among Russian society’s youth – both Evangelicals and otherwise – and this might be because of their dark and gothic fashion sense, and their edgy, energetic sound. The group has over 5 million fans on their Facebook[footnoteRef:6] page, and nearly 200 thousand followers in their VKontakte[footnoteRef:7] page.  [5:  Skillet’s official website, http://www.skillet.com/]  [6:  Skillet’s Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/skillet]  [7:  Skillet’s VKontakte page, http://vk.com/skillet] 

	The “universal marketplace of symbols” that Gormly refers to is the business marketplace, and he claims that CCM in America has now developed more of a business-oriented mindset thanks to consumerism. Yet in Russia, this is not very developed. Having an entire corner of the music market in Russia devoted to producing only Evangelical Christian music might seem like a pie in the sky idea. On the other hand, there might be hope after all, since the state of the CCM business in Russia currently resembles that of the American market that Gormly describes began with the Jesus Movement during the 1970’s: 
These early musicians found little commercial success in their endeavors, however – religious audiences were cool to the contemporary styles, general audiences were cool to the Christian lyrics, musical recording production was technically inferior, and distribution, mostly through Christian bookstores, was limited and inefficient (254).
	Since then, this tiny little sector of the American music market has developed into a market of its own. With the right conditions, this kind of growth would theoretically be possible in Russia. But right now, most Russian Evangelical musicians make a living some other way, supporting themselves and their families by holding down day jobs. They are able to sell their music when giving concerts, and often perform when traveling to various churches and at the invitation of other Evangelical Christian-sponsored organizations. There are a few groups that are popular enough to make a living exclusively from their music, and are even successful enough to support other worthy social causes. This practice would not fall into alignment with Gormly’s idea of CCM being a market driven sub-culture, instead of a ministry driven one (255). At this point, artists make music because they want to, and not exclusively to make money. Producing a quality album takes a lot of time and funding, so those who do it in the CCM scene in Russia right now do it for their love of music, art, and faith in God.
	Another difference of integrating the CCM scene into Russia is that the forms used in are taken mostly from contemporary Western music, whereas in America these forms are simply taken from standards set by ‘secular’ or popular music. There are also two forms of CCM in Russia: music from foreign artists, and music from Russian-speaking artists. The latter may not reach as many young people though simply because they are singing about their own struggles and victories, and about their faith, which is set in the context of a different time period. In other words, these artists are a bit older, having grown up during the Soviet era and having lived through the instability of the 1990’s, etc. On the other hand, CCM from foreign artists, like Skillet, is in a foreign language – usually in English – and is embraced by the youth more often than the first form. They may or may not understand the Evangelical lyrics, but they understand the contemporary and hip sound of the music, and that is what draws them in: the form itself and not the content. As Gormly puts it, CCM from foreign artists is a potentially useful tool because of its stylistic appeal, and therefore “provides a means of evangelizing to a younger or broader audience in a musical form that carries a greater and more generally accessible appeal” (262).
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