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One View of Yugoslav Confrontations 

I live in the Balkans of my own free will. Even though I was born here I could have used my German 
name to leave at any time, including in my youth (1955) when I received a passport while others could 
not, with the West offering asylum for the asking.  

When I married later, my wife who was half German also received her passport and was offered a job in 
Austria. We could have lived with relatives in Graz or in Styria, watching Yugoslavia from outside the 
country. For most of the second half of the 20th century we could have known life without Tito, Milosevic 
and all the known and unknown dictators and their advisors.  

What was the reason of our choosing to remain in this country? Certainly not patriotism. Very early I 
understood that the governments of the Balkans were not proper nor administratively designed to 
preserve and uphold its citizens. Rather they formed a well-oiled machine for selfish use, creating 
everyday hardships and bleak prospects for the future of their people. 

Economics did not play a strong role either in my decision to remain in Yugoslavia. Born and raised in the 
town of Nis, I lived a relatively easy life, even finding a job until I finished secondary school. There was an 
atmosphere of tolerance; no one asked others about their faith or nationality. These things did not appear 
to handicap one’s educational, professional or social opportunities. One could progress according to 
one’s abilities and opportunities. 

Nor was I held back by my parents or relatives. Work and school kept me occupied and I was 
independent even while living at home. My parents understood that my thoughts and decisions were 
made independently from theirs while at the same time trying to get along with them. I’m sure they were 
not all that comfortable with everything I did but those were the times of Stalinism and “Tito-ism” when 
other children were acting contrary to their parents’ wishes. My parents were happy that at least I was a 
dedicated person. 

What has held and kept me on the Balkan Peninsula and what are the causes of trouble here? 

Causes of conflict in the Balkans 

• Absence of the Gospel 

The fact that the Balkans are basically without the Gospel is the first and primary reason that I am still 
here in Yugoslavia. In this region there is only one “official” church, and it sees itself as an instrument for 
the preservation of the nation: national identity, territorial and ethnic integrity, tradition (history, culture and 
archaeology) and military strength. Everything that happens within and by this church must submit to 
these tasks. Not only is there the willingness to sacrifice one’s life for the preservation of the nation, but 
suffering and dying for the nation is synonymous with suffering for one’s faith.  

This represented a challenge for me even before I became a Christian. By my tenth birthday I had come 
in contact with the New Testament and Psalms. Despite two years of wandering through atheism and 
agnosticism, God preserved in me a spark of Evangelical light; I sensed a message that the people of the 
Balkans need the Gospel, and that I could be an instrument in bringing this gospel to them. I became very 
certain of this after my conversion in 1947. 

• Lack of spiritual reform 
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The second reason I stay stems from the first: there was never any spiritual reform in the Balkans. Even 
less so can one speak of any kind of reformation. The influence of the Reformation cannot be felt here. 
Moreover, the churches of the East understand movements like those of Wycliff, Ian Hus, Luther, Zwingli, 
Calvin and others as marks of cor-ruption in Western Christianity. The Eastern Church believes that its 
spiritual advantage is that nothing within it has changed since the ninth century, with the exception of 
changes forced by external circumstances. 

This kind of reasoning places very specific demands on the Evangelical community. We Evangelicals 
cannot change legislature. We are few and cannot have much influence on politics or other social trends.  

So what, in fact, can we do? We can change people; that is to say, we can bring people to God who 
changes them. The official church doesn’t concern itself with this. Rather, in this respect it views the 
greatest accomplishment as someone becoming a monk or a nun. Even then such a man or woman must 
submit to the interests of the nation and politics, be ready to protect these interests and even to go to war. 
For this church a changed person is a person who dies as an individual yielding to the organization, 
having no rights of his or her own regarding decisions, not questioning their appropriateness or even his 
or her own actions. 

We respond to this challenge through the Lord’s church: by evangelization, preaching, teaching and most 
often, with personal testimony. 

• Historical myths 

There is a third reason for the troubles in this region and that is the profusion of historical myths. The 
difference between historical reality and myth is great. In some cases the past is measured by events that 
never took place. That is not only the case with our medieval history. Even events from 1941 - 1950 are 
presented to us in fictional form making it difficult to know what actually happened. (The first non-Marxist 
sociology textbook for the secondary schools of Yugoslavia was published in March 2001.) 

This creation of myths in the place of fact puts several challenges before us. We struggle to protect our 
youth from coming under the influence of mythology and “myth mania”. This is especially important for 
believers who are studying the social sciences. We are trying to present the need to carefully examine 
history and the necessity to search for the truth in the social sciences.  

To summarize: I have quoted three reasons - the absence of the gospel, a lack of values from the 
Reformation and historical myth - why I have stayed in the Balkans and for conditions generating our past 
and present troubles. That is already enough reason to show how traditionally in the Balkans not only 
history but an entire social conscience exists revealing, more or less, a hidden call to reprisal. That is why 
revolt and wars start here when they are least expected. 

The presence of Islam 

In order to understand a situation like this, it is crucial to examine a separate source of new myths as well 
as hatred: the presence of Islam in the Balkans. 

According to Islamic international law, the countries of the world are divided into two categories: dar-ul-
islam, (a country where the Muslims hold power, though not necessarily a majority) and dar-ul-harb (a 
country where Muslims are not in power and therefore where one could expect the use of force in order to 
establish an Islamic government). Ottoman Turks came to the Balkans on the basis of such principles. 
Due to the insurrection of local populations and the intervention of Russia and Great Britain, Ottoman 
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Turks had to give up territory all the way to Istanbul. The Ottoman Empire disintegrated after World War I. 
There has been a non-theocratic republic since 1928, but the pan-Islamic and pan-Turkish positions have 
not been abandoned. A desire to re-establish authority and dominance (or at least control) is present in 
the mindset of Balkan Muslims. In the world today, Islam is often known for generating terrorism and 
revolt. In democratic countries, Muslims use their numbers and the underground to their advantage; in 
dictatorships they use dissension. Among Muslims any type of nationalism must be subordinate to Islam, 
while Christian Europe destroys itself by inventing new kinds of nationalism. This is especially true for the 
Balkan peninsula. 

Byzantine mentality 

Opinions and actions today stem from historical myth and from history itself. The dominate attitude among 
both politicians and intellectuals as well as the common people is a Byzantine mentality: no tolerance of 
opposition, determination by the government of what to think and believe and no acceptance of blame. 

Neither the Orthodox Church, Islam nor the Roman Catholic Church tolerates opposition. A similar 
situation exists within secular politics. Even before 1941 there were no organized associations; political 
parties have been allowed since 1990 but in reality have only existed in the shadow of the multi-talented 
Tito. A united democratic opposition has been in power in Yugoslavia now since October 2000, but it is 
united only in bringing down the old regime (Milosevic & company). All other actions have been either sad 
or ridiculous, and proposals for serious changes are not always as explicit as other countries expect. 

The situation with Montenegro is ironically similar. Separatism has always been present in the Balkans. 
Byzantium seceded from the great Roman Empire. Small tribal territories of Balkan Slavs seceded from 
Byzantium. The Greeks have also divided themselves. Albanian tribes detached themselves from 
Byzantium, and also later from the Serbian kingdom (after its disintegration in 1371). During the XIX and 
XX centuries the Serbs, Croats, Bulgarians, Greeks, Hungarians, Albanians and the territory of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina were all separated from the Ottoman Empire and the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. Tito 
invented the Macedonians, Bosniaks, a separate Kosovo and Vojvodina. 

Separatism as a way of thinking has its stronghold in the official church. It is against universality, is bound 
to the nation and demands separation from other people on the basis of state and ethnic qualification. 
That is the reason why the Macedonian Church was created in defiance of the Serbian Orthodox Church. 
And why for the very same reason present day politicians in Montenegro created a Montenegrin Orthodox 
Church. The leaning toward separatism is so strong that Muslims from Bosnia, Herzegovina and one part 
of western Serbia would not cooperate with the rest of the Muslims from the world at the Islamic center in 
Brussels but insisted on their own separate house of prayer. 

In the countries of the former Yugoslavia and in Albania, the majority of the population doesn’t believe 
that authority comes from God; instead, at least subconsciously, they regard their “authorities” in place of 
God. For everyday life this means that the governing party determines what an individual should believe 
and think and how he or she should behave and conform. 

Perception of the enemy 

In the Balkans the governments have their own picture of the world. Regardless of reality or the truth, 
their own view is forced upon the people through the media and educational system. In their depiction of 
the world, everything is politicized and divided - others can either be for or against them. That is why they 
always think an enemy exists: the enemy is anyone who does not think and believe in the same way as 
they do. All Evangelical Christians in the Balkans region have been persecuted for many years now for 
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these very reasons. The “official” church views them as sects or cults. The “official” theologians, for 
instance, know who Baptists are (some of their bishops are my colleagues from the theological faculty) 
but nevertheless consider us sectarians. It is a no win situation: if we do not serve in the military, we are 
undermining military service, but if we do serve, then we are “infiltrated spies”, an internal threat or 
“hidden enemies” etc. 

People in the Balkans spend much time and energy finding and inventing enemies. I say this not only in 
reference to history and the myths about which I have spoken. I also mean individuals, institutions and 
communities. Thus for a time in Serbia, the Academy of Sciences and Arts was an official enemy. For 
many people, “the enemy” was located on Francuska Street No. 7 (the Serbian Writers Association). In 
Montenegro many see the Metropolitan Diocese as an enemy, and in Macedonia it is the illegal Albanian 
University in Tetovo. 

It’s no wonder that, especially in Serbia, Bosnia and Croatia, organizations such as the European Union, 
International Monetary Fund, UN Security Commission, the Open Society of the SOROS foundation and 
others including the International Bible Society and our own humanitarian associations, “Bread of Life”, 
“Tabita”, and “Love Your Neighbor” are counted as enemies. 

Looking to the future 

First, believe in God’s promises. I will mention one from the Old Testament and one from the New:  

• “When you pass through deep waters, I am with you, when through rivers, they will not sweep you away; 
walk through fire and you will not be scorched, through flames and they will not burn you.” (Isaiah 43:2) 

• “And be assured, I am with you always, to the end of time.” (Matthew 28:20) 

Our faith sets us apart from the majority who have forgotten the promises of God. By faith we influence 
the people around us, liberating ourselves from pessimism, false optimism and reliance on human power 
or skill. In the same way, by our faith we destroy hostilities and break down myths. 

Secondly, we need to help all who work at distributing the Holy Scriptures. It is not necessary to create a 
new organization or program; it is enough to get involved with existing groups such as The Bible Society, 
Scripture Union and A Bible for Each Home. Churches and Christian associations here will face 
opposition from the “official” church, but that does not mean that the average citizen would not be willing 
to receive a Bible. 

Third, we need to direct our prayers: 

• toward overcoming conflicts as soon as they emerge and wherever they appear; 

• toward fulfillment of the will of God in circumstances of unrest and dispute as well as in everyday life; 

• toward specific activities which would include all the Evangelical Christians; 

• toward a better and more relevant understanding of the Scriptures, in agreement with the will of God; 

• for leaders and important individuals, that they would guide the people honestly, with love and 
competence; 
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• and toward breaking down and eliminating prejudices, myths, lies, negative emotions and selfish 
interests. 

Fourth, get rid of moderate, “safe” or indirect preaching. Our voice must be sincere. Truth includes many 
diverse colors, but it is never gray. Gray is the color of ambiguity, and in vagueness there is neither truth 
nor lie. Life in the Balkans is full of contradiction. Although the Orthodox Church tends to make it mystical, 
even mysterious, our life is really just complicated. It may be our duty to simplify it, but we must present it 
as we received it, in all its different colors. Perhaps this means that it will not always be pleasant when we 
speak in public, but it will be healing. It must be healthy, otherwise we ought not preach. 

Fifth, in all other aspects of life we should seek simplicity. If two theological opinions are equally biblical, 
we should chose the one which is more straightforward. If two ethical positions have an equal biblical and 
philosophical basis, we should chose the one that is less complicated. If two political solutions are offered 
and both have the same ethical value, we should regard as better the less complicated resolution. 

It should be noted, though, that our idea of what constitutes simplicity is dependent on personal 
preference and previous experience. As everything else is subjective we may be deceived in our logic. 
Therefore we should rely on collective experiences in order to avoid extremes that are offensive and 
rudimentary. 

Sixth, we mustn’t close our eyes to the Muslim world. In the Balkans, the Orthodox and Muslim peoples 
have suffered the most. There is a terrible silence concerning the suffering of Muslims. Their political 
actions often put forth the need to set right injustices and to seek revenge. Muslim thinking can deny the 
basic human right of religious freedom. However Islamic beliefs can have more serious consequences - 
namely, according to the Saria Law, the penalty for forsaking Islam is death. That means that one should 
seek to provide every convert from Islam a place of refuge from Islamic governments and power 
structures. 

This poses two tasks for Evangelical Christians: 

• to understand and know Islamic peoples and 

• to gain favor with Muslims. This is certainly a formidable task. Though there are no “instant” answers, 
we must strive to find solutions - in the interest of the Gospel. 

Conclusion 

The Balkan Peninsula is in crisis. There are many causes. The politicians speak loudly, but neither they 
nor their priests - alas! - understand (or want to understand) that there are spiritual causes to the 
problems we face. Overlooking spiritual factors is the basis of our troubles, and I have tried to show how 
unfortunate that is. 

What I cannot discuss here are the actual circumstances in the region. This is not possible because 
everything is changing so quickly and the situation cannot be controlled. We hope for stability, but it will 
not come about until all sides of the conflict admit that all people and their everyday lives depend on the 
One whose hand directs all circumstances. 

My wish is that just as Evangelical Christians have contributed to the relief of material difficulties, they will 
contribute as well to the easing of spiritual distress. May the “Bread of Life” be uniformly “bread” and “life”. 
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Translated from the Serbian by Sladjana Duljic and Strahinja Lukic, with assistance from Holly Carden. 
TRM 
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