Renewing Minds

Through God’s Word
in Kyrgyzstan

Believers of numerous ethnic groups, including a Tatar woman, left, and a Russian,
right, worship together at CC Renewal in the diverse nation of Kyrgyzstan.
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Worship continued unabated, as believers
of mostly Kyrgyz, Russian, and American
descent praised God together at CC Renewal
in Kyrgyzstan’s capital, Bishkek. Aside from
the excitement and confusion of being the
church’s first week in a newly-rented, larger
facility, the Sunday morning seemed typical. Only afterward, recalled co-Pastor Jed
Gourley, did the worshipers learn of the
near-disturbance: “The SNB—modern
Kyrgyzstan’s equivalent to the former USSR’s
KGB—went to the old building to raid us.
But the owner didn’t know where our new
building was. So he could honestly say he
didn’t know where we were.” To the believers’ joy and surprise, the attempt to locate
them was never renewed. A successful raid,
Jed concluded, would probably have temporarily or permanently prevented the group
from meeting. It could have also caused
CC Renewal’s church-planting team to be
deported from the Central Asian nation.

Because you have made the Lord,
who is my refuge, even the Most
High, your dwelling place, no evil

shall befall you … For He shall
give His angels charge over you, to
keep you in all your ways.
Psalm 91:9-11
In April 2006, three couples began CC
Renewal: George and Pam Markey, Jed
and Renée Gourley, and Paul and Melanie
Billings. Renée and Melanie are sisters, and
the Markeys are their parents. All three
families moved to the former Soviet republic of Kyrgyzstan from Ukraine, where the
Markeys had served since 1992. George
led the fledgling Bishkek church until passing away in 2007, after which Jed and Paul
began pastoring together. Pam, meanwhile,
moved to Hungary. “The church is composed of a huge variety of people,” remarked
co-Pastor Paul. “Many are former Muslims
or atheists with no previous exposure to
Christianity. Others came from churches
with superstitious, unbiblical teachings. But
as people learn God’s Word, He is changing them.” The church comprises about 200
adults and 75 children in the 80-percent
Muslim country.

Sasha, right, listens as co-Pastor Paul Billings of CC Renewal explains God’s Word during a midweek Bible study in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. Sasha and his wife have been part of
the fellowship for approximately two years and host this weekly Bible study in their home.
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For by grace you have been saved
through faith, and that not of
yourselves; it is the gift of God, not
of works, lest anyone should boast.
For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works,
which God prepared beforehand
that we should walk in them.
Ephesians 2:8-10

From Crisis to Catalyst

Ravil and Lianora’s question displayed sincerity and desire: “We’ve heard you talk
about the importance of teaching your
kids to love the Lord. But tell us practically—exactly how do you do that?” the
two asked Paul and Melanie, parents of
five, in April 2012. Paul recounted, “When
Ravil and Lianora began coming to the
church a few years ago, they were already
believers but weren’t grounded in God’s
Word. Persecution for the faith was wearing on him, they weren’t reading the Bible at
home, and they were having marriage problems. But gradually, we’ve seen God’s Spirit
change them. Lianora has noticed him

beginning to help her with tasks at home,
which never happened before—especially in
this culture, where it’s considered taboo for
a man to serve his wife. And Ravil is so hungry for God’s Word. He gets up early twice
a week, after working late into the night, to
come to our 6:30 a.m. men’s Bible study.”
Melanie remarked, “He sees changes in
Lianora as well, including beginning to read
the Bible daily. And they’ve started seeking to learn to instill God’s truth into their
kids’ lives. They want their family to be
Jesus-centered.” Paul and Melanie answered
the couple’s questions the way they always
do: Emphasizing parents’ practical, daily
example of living in the Lord’s presence.
“You can’t tell your kids, ‘Love the Lord;
He’s important,’ if they can look at how you
spend your free time and see He is not the
highest priority in your life,” Melanie continued. “And look for constant opportunities
to talk to your kids about God and His character. We need to show our kids by praying
with them about their hardships that God is
real and we can call on Him anytime.”

“Before his conversion, Ravil used to sing
the call to prayer five times daily from the
mosque. He was a leader in the Muslim
community.” Since marrying a Christian
and giving his life to the Lord, Ravil has
experienced opposition from his family
and threats from the Dungan community.
Though the resulting tension once threatened to destroy the couple’s marriage, biblical teachings on being filled with and controlled by the Holy Spirit have transformed
their reaction to hardship.

Kyrgyzstan

many. And the realization that good works
result from salvation, rather than leading to
salvation, changed lives.”

Beloved, do not think it strange
concerning the fiery trial which is
to try you, as though some strange
thing happened to you; but rejoice
to the extent that you partake of
Christ’s sufferings, that when His
glory is revealed, you may also be
glad with exceeding joy.

1 Peter 4:12-13

Ravil comes from a minority people group
called the Dungan, who are nearly 100 percent Muslim. “Of the small population of
Dungan scattered across Central Asia, only
a tiny percentage are believers,” Paul stated.

Ravil, a Dungan believer whom persecution had once nearly silenced, shares God’s Word with a young woman. Also of Dungan
ethnicity, she had just received Christ. She was soon sent to live in a different city when her relatives learned of her conversion.

Transforming Truth

Jed recalled with a chuckle, “When we first
started, we would say, ‘Turn to 1 John’—and
the majority would consult the index in the
front of their Bibles. Now people have a
much greater grasp on God’s Word. And as
minds change, lives do too.”

And do not be conformed to this
world, but be transformed by the
renewing of your mind, that you
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may prove what is that good and
acceptable and perfect will of God.
Romans 12:2
One of the missionaries’ first activities
was distributing Chuck Smith’s Why Grace
Changes Everything in Russian, one of
Kyrgyzstan’s main languages. “Many people
with traditional Christian backgrounds
got ahold of that book, and it revolutionized lives,” Jed stated. “Even today many are

continuing to experience renewal, as they
trade magic and superstitions for what the
Bible teaches.”
Melanie added, “At the beginning, the concept of grace was a huge revelation for people. For months it seemed that Ephesians
2:8-10 was at the center of everything. The
idea that it’s not good deeds that save us, but
God’s undeserved love, was so new. That
God wants a loving relationship with us—
for us to know Him in faith—astounded

Local believers Anya and Gulnara share Jesus at a special-needs orphanage that CC
Renewal visits every other week. On this trip, two children gave their lives to Christ.

Kids hug each other at the orphanage,
from which children are released at
age 16. Many end up on the streets,
but many believers are praying about
becoming foster parents to help the
youngsters transition well into society.
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The Luxury of Challenge

“The contrast is so sharp,” exclaimed
Melanie. “Life here reminds me of how the
missionary Isobel Kuhn described her home
in China and Thailand: ‘physical hardness
and spiritual luxury.’ Ministry here is like
that—challenging and exhausting, but so
rewarding. It’s difficult to get and keep visas;
we frequently get mysterious sicknesses. But
it’s such a privilege. We see God’s faithfulness and power more clearly than ever
before, and that’s a luxury. We are witnesses
to His ability to do impossible things.”
In June 2009, Paul was summoned to a government office where his passport was confiscated and visa was altered. “I had five days
to leave the country,” Paul explained. “There
was no reason; I had not broken a law. We
visited some lawyers and no one could help
us, because the officials who changed my
visa are above the law. Two days before my
deadline, I was offered a chance to stay if we
paid a bribe. But we decided it wouldn’t be
right, so I left the next day.” Paul stayed with
his brother-in-law in Ukraine while he and
Melanie sought his re-access to Kyrgyzstan.
And the believers prayed.
Melanie, pregnant with twins and mothering three other children in Bishkek, met
incessantly with officials and any other
influential person she could find. After
about six weeks, a friend of Paul’s family
who worked for the Alliance Defense Fund
heard of the situation. “He asked members of the European Parliament to write
to Kyrgyzstan’s prime minister asking why
I had been deported,” summarized Paul.
“Soon, I was offered a renewed visa.” Paul
returned on his birthday in August 2009.

For with God nothing will be
Luke 1:37
impossible.
A Lasting Change

Because Paul’s deportation only underscored what the missionaries already knew—
that their time in Kyrgyzstan may be limited
by factors beyond their control—they have
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focused from the beginning on preparing
the church to stand strong in the future
without them. They do this in two ways:
by training local leaders, and by equipping
parents to train the next generation in godliness. “There has recently been more of a
sense of ownership regarding the ministry among the local people,” Melanie said.
“That’s the goal; we’ve always sought to follow the model in Acts of planting a church
and then passing it on to them.” For parents,
she continued, “We’ve had child-rearing
seminars, but the most important thing is
that we provide them an example—just like
we direct them to do with their kids. People
need a model to follow.”

Kyrgyzstan

“Ravil’s heart for those lost without Jesus,
especially his people group, has recently
begun growing,” Melanie said. “He has just
started sharing the Gospel with them—
which is scary for him. But the Lord has
given him great opportunities. He has even
impressed on the church body a desire to
reach the Dungan.”

Paul and Melanie’s 6-year-old son Titus
attends Kyrgyz public school. Paul said,
“We pray with Titus regularly for his teachers and the other kids, and he is developing a burden for them. He frequently talks
about trying to tell them about Jesus. That’s
important to us, that he’s involved and sees
himself as a missionary. We want to guard
against a mindset that the kids ‘have to live
here’ because their parents are.”
After a recent hike with the church’s youth,
Jed testified of the long-term effect of modeling godliness: “Eighteen-year-old Sasha
grew up without a father involved in his
life. But as he talked to various men on that
hike, positive fruit of the Gospel that he’d
seen in the church over the years began to
click in his mind. He said recently that since
then, he sees Scripture as more relevant. He
has begun serving in practical ministries,
like cleaning up after events and preparing
slides for worship. We see God changing
him from the inside out.”
Vitalic began becoming interested in the
Lord in 2009. Though initially disoriented
by several visits to a nearby church that he
“knew was just after money,” Jed explained,
Vitalic persevered in learning about Christ
and attended an inductive Bible study
seminar at CC Renewal. “Soon, he started
bringing his wife and children to the church
and coming to all our school of ministry
classes and prayer meetings,” Jed continued.
“Through faithfulness to God and studying His Word, he has grown tremendously.
Recently, he’s begun teaching and leading
Bible studies.” Vitalic’s eye problems, however, have claimed about 40 percent of his
vision, “So it’s hard for him to read notes
while teaching,” Jed stated. “So far, the
machine needed for the eye operation he

Co-Pastors Paul Billings and Jed Gourley baptize an American man who recently rededicated his life to Christ. CC Renewal is occasionally visited by U.S. military personnel
stationed on Manas Air Base near Bishkek.

Youth Pastor Dave Markey, right, teaches a Bible study in Ukrainian teammate Zhenya Kucherov’s
home. Dave intends to leave Bishkek soon, after which Zhenya plans to lead the youth group.

Renée Gourley helps a believer find her place during the women’s Bible
study she leads in her home. This woman was recently baptized and
continually prays for her family, which is experiencing great difficulty.
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Pam Markey, left, and Melanie Billings pray for Jibek, a young mother who was
preparing to move to Russia. Jibek faithfully attended and translated sermons,
despite opposition from her family. Many people leave Kyrgyzstan to find jobs.

People enjoy a church picnic in a park on Resurrection Sunday. The missionaries say the believers love spending time together,
close-knit, relationally oriented cultures.
needs is not working, but we hope he can
get surgery and regain his vision soon. He’s
faithful to take the youth camping and hiking and has encouraged many of the young
people in the church to seek God.”

Becoming One
and Reaching Out

Kyrgyzstan is home to 80 ethnic groups,
two of which are heavily represented in
Bishkek: Kyrgyz and Russian. Generally
in Kyrgyzstan, explained Paul, “Churches
are for either Kyrgyz or Russians, and
speak either Kyrgyz or Russian. We’re the
only church we know of that sings in both
languages and translates the teaching so
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it’s accessible for both.” This has sometimes made unity difficult, since animosity between the two people groups is longstanding. But on a recent church leaders’
retreat, Melanie said, “It was exciting to
see people catching the vision to see lives
changed to the glory of God.” Though that
means putting away both personal aggrandizement and ethnic prejudices, Melanie
continued, “The believers are getting it.
I felt the oneness. That’s something the
Lord does; we can’t. That was always Jesus’
desire when He prayed for us. And it has
taken a while, but God is bringing them
together now.”

“That they all may be one.”

–Jesus’ prayer, John 17:21

In 2008 and 2009, the team was joined by
one more American and three Ukrainians—
“spiritual fruit of the work in Ukraine years
before,” explained Jed. Today in Bishkek,
Paul commented, “Part of the fruitfulness
of the ministry is because there is a missionary team serving together. The ministry
would never have expanded like it has if not
for each person. … The Lord has brought
workers at the exact needed times.”
Renée and Melanie’s brother, Dave Markey,
is the church’s current youth pastor, though

a trait which reflects Kyrgyzstan’s

he and his wife intend to move soon with
their two children to Siberia. In Bishkek,
Dave related, “Local people are taking
more initiative recently to serve in ministry. A Ukrainian missionary began taking
a group every other week to an orphanage
for special-needs children, and interest in
participating has been growing. We share
the Gospel openly. Even though the orphanage directors are Muslim, they have allowed
that so far. One time that I went, two boys
approached me afterward to pray. They
wanted forgiveness from sin and help not to
‘act crazy’ anymore—that they would stop
hitting people, etc. They’re seeing Jesus and
desiring to be like Him.”

A blind Kyrgyz man is led by a young boy as he plays a komuz, Kyrgyzstan’s
national instrument. He is playing near a local market in order to make a living.
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