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 WILBERFORCE FACT SHEET

Restriction on Religious Freedom in Russia

Challenges to Religious Freedom
THE RUSSIAN GOVERNMENT
Russia recognizes a number of religions and allows for their freedom of practice 
and expression, however, in recent years the Kremlin has begun to show 
preferential treatment to certain religions. Within recent reporting periods, 
the government has cracked down on what it deems “non-traditional” religions. 
Restricting religions through difficult registrations, limiting access to places of 
worship, blocking foreign ministers and limiting internet based evangelizing are a 
few of the forms of persecution. Jehovah’s Witnesses, Evangelical Christians, and 
Jews are three of the groups targeted by recent increased persecution limiting the 
free passage of information and worship. 2

JEHOVAH’S WITNESSES
In early 2017, Russia labeled the Jehovah’s Witnesses group as an “extremist” 
organization, effectively banning the religious group from practicing in Russia.3 An 
anti-terrorism law lets the government disband religious groups that the Kremlin 
says promote “extremism.”4 The government has liquidated and disbanded the 
headquarters of the Russian Jehovah’s Witnesses since the authorities supposedly 
found more evidence of extremism; the law is written in such a way that any print 
materials of the organization could quickly be used as evidence of extremism once 
the declaration is made. 

EVANGELICAL CHRISTIANITY
In 2016, Russia implemented a law that disallowed Evangelicals from spreading 
their faith outside of government sanctioned churches.6 This outlawed Christians 
from meeting in their homes for prayer groups, emailing invitations to church or 
participating in unsanctioned religious activities. Without a government issued 
permit, Christians are unable to evangelize freely and practice their faith in public.

JUDAISM
Throughout the past decade, Russia has worked to exile and deport prominent 
Jewish leaders.7 In an effort to consolidate control of the Jewish communities 
under Russian backed rabbis, the Kremlin has listed influential Rabbi, Ari Edelkopf 
and his wife as national security threats. 

 → Government:   
Semi-Presidential 
Federation   
 

 → President:                
Vladimir Vladimirovich 
Putin  
 

 → Population: 
142,355,415

 → Ethnic Groups:   
Russian 77.7%, Tatar 
3.7%, Ukrainian 1.4%, 
Bashkir 1.1%, Chuvash 
1%, Chechen 1%, other 
10.2%, unspecified 3.9%

  
 → Religions:  Russian 

Orthodox 15-20%, Muslim 
10-15%, other Christian 
2%10.4%2

Country Overview: Russia

CIA World Factbook 2017
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Testimony of Persecution
Dennis Christensen 
(Jehovah’s Witnesses) 
In the wake of Russia banning 
Jehovah’s Witnesses as an “extremist 
group,” Danish national and Jehovah’ 
Witnesses, Dennis Christensen, was 
arrested during a police raid. Russian 
officials confiscated his Bible, religious 
literatures, laptops and hard drives 
containing religious materials. Officials 
say he was arrested for committing a 
“serious crime.” However, Christensen’s 
lawyer claims they arrested him for 
reading his Bible with worshippers. 
According to a spokesman of the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses Headquarters, 
followers worldwide “are now even 
more concerned about our fellow 
worshippers in Russia.”8

[1] https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world- factbook/geos/rs.html
[2] https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/171717.pdf
[3] https://www.mnnonline.org/news/religious-freedom-jehovahs-witnesses-russia/
[4]https://www.jw.org/en/news/legal/by-region/russia/decade-long-attack-religious-freedom-intensifies/
[5]https://osce.usmission.gov/russias-misuse-terrorism-extremism-laws-restrict-freedom-thought-conscience-religion-belief/
[6]http://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2016/june/no-evangelizing- outside-of-church-russia-proposes.html
[7]http://www.jta.org/2017/02/13/news-opinion/world/rabbis- expulsion-rattles- russian-jews-fearful-of-kremlin-crackdown
[8]https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/2017/05/27/danish-man-arrested-russian-raid-jehovahs-witness-service/102231826/

Call to Action
STUDY

Reflect on these passages pertaining 
to persecution in light of religious 
freedom in Russia.
• James 1:12
• Hebrews 13:3 
• 2 Corinthians 12:10

PRAY

• That the Russian government will 
stop persecuting people for their 
religious beliefs

• That the people of Russia will stand 
up in defense of their countrymen’s 
freedoms 

• That Putin would change his 
policies and protect his citizens’ 
religious freedom

• For the international community to 
continue to show their support of 
the persecuted.

LEARN

• Read The Persecutor by Sergei 
Kourdakov

• Read more about the USCIRF 
Report on Russia at uscirf.gov. 

STAND
Stand in solidarity with these people 
of faith by becoming informed 
and subscribing to Wilberforce’s 
e-newsletter at 21wilberforce.org, like 
us on Facebook or follow us on Twitter 
@21Wilberforce.

As religious freedom advocates, 
we mobilize and equip partners, 
including Christians, activists and 
people of other faiths, to promote 
global protections and reforms 
through Advocacy, Capacity 
Building and Technology. 
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