
Rebuilding the Ingrian Lutheran Church in Petrozavodsk 

(Lutheran Church of the Holy Spirit) 

 Brief History: Many “saints” kept the faith alive during the 
communist era. Here is a brief history of one such Saint, Maria 
Kajava, as chronicled in her biography, Maria Kajavna—PITKÄ 
TAIVAL (KARAS-SANA, Helsinki).  Her family was shipped from 
their home near St. Petersburg to Siberia in the late 1930s, her 
husband was taken away one night, never seen or heard from again, 
both daughters died. Maria and others were allowed to return home 
in the late 1950s; many were relocated to the Petrozavodsk area 
where workers were needed. Maria was one of the leaders in the 
“underground” church, meeting in cemeteries and elsewhere; they 
eventually secured a meeting in 1969 with the official in the Kremlin 

who had the authority to 
grant their request to 
register their church. She said that she was scared to 
death, but when it was her turn to enter the official’s 
office she put her hand on the doorknob and said 
“Jesus, you go first.” Her request was granted and a 
small wooden house was bought to use as a church in 
1970. This was of great historical significance: the 
first Lutheran congregation in the Soviet Union 
allowed to be registered! But, the house was much 
too small and permission was granted to construct a 
church building in 1980. 

In 1969 membership was more than 1,000. However, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, over 
the period of ≈ two decades, although good ministry was occurring, membership declined 
because of deaths, emigration, poor location, and shortage of trained leadership in the ELCIR. 
And, the old church building fell into disrepair and was scheduled for condemnation by the end 
of 2011 unless repaired. “Jesus, you go first”—a mantra for the rebuilding of the ELCIR! 

 Rebuilding of the Petrozavodsk Congregation—People: Like the ELCIR, the 
Petrozavodsk church is in the process of “rebuilding” and God has raised up new spiritual 
leadership. Though our connection with the Petrozavodsk congregation dates back to 1991, the 
genesis of the current Vision Petrozavodsk partnership began to take shape in 2004 as a result of  
acquaintance withNadia and Alexei Krongolm , two young members of the Petrozavodsk church 
who had become Christians.    
  
Nadia became a Christian during her teens while at the University—a young friend in the 
church, and youth retreats at the seminary were instrumental in her faith journey. As a young 
public school teacher of English, Nadia felt called to volunteer in youth ministry work at the 
ELCIR church in Petrozavodsk. This caught the attention of the Director of EEMN, who invited 



Nadia to co-direct the first “Lutheran” Friendship 
English Language Camp (FELC) in June, 2004. 
Nadia has since participated in various capacities of 
youth and family ministry, supported for a time by 
financial support from what became Vision 
Petrozavodsk. Nadia continues to partner with Alexei 
in their church’s ministry work in Petrozavodsk and 
Karelia, and to teach English in the Public School, 

developing relationships with kids. And, she and Alexei are proud new parents —Ingrid was 
born in the winter of 2018! 
  
As a youth, Alexei and a group of friends visited the 
Petrozavodsk church out of curiosity and were welcomed to 
a youth gathering and invited back; thus began his journey 
to faith. After training as a woodworker, Alexei elected to 
attend seminary—among other things, reading Augustine 
was a milestone on his journey to faith. Alexei graduated 
from the ELCIR seminary in January, 2007. Recognizing 
that Alexei was a gifted young man called to ministry, the 
ELCIR Youth Committee, with encouragement from the 
ELCIR Bishop and the Rector of the Seminary, called 
Alexei to serve as Youth Pastor for Karelia with partnership 

support from Vision Petrozavodsk. The same Vision 
Petrozavodsk partnership has and continues to help 
support Alexei’s ministry, as ELCIR Youth Pastor for 
Karelia from 2007-2010, and currently as of January 30, 
2011, Pastor of the Petrozavodsk Ingrian Lutheran 
Church. (The term Vision Petrozavodsk now used to 
describe the consortium of current partnering ministry 
churches took on its full significance in 2011 when Alexei 
became pastor of the Petrozavodsk church and financial 
support was made directly to the church). 
  
 

Youth ministry work by Nadia, Pastor Alexei, and 
others over the past decade has provided new young 
leaders in the Petrozavodsk congregation who are, 
for example, teaching Sunday School; leading 
youth groups; visiting orphanages and nursing 
homes; heading up new initiatives; volunteering as 
a Deacon in small area congregations without a 
pastor (see Pictorial  Going Forth Today).  
 
  
  

 

 

 

 



Rebuilding of the Petrozavodsk 
congregation—a new church building: A 
fund-raising plan was put in place in 2004 by a 
Building Committee from Finland for a building to 
serve as both a church for Petrozavodsk and an 
educational center for Karelia. Some funding 
support came from the U.S. (NE MN Synod), but 
the majority came from churches in Finland, a huge 
and magnanimous effort, for which the Petrozaodsk 
church is grateful. When the building was handed 
off to the Petrozavodsk congregation in October 
2011, the city required that the road in front of the 
church be completed within 2 years at a cost of 
$180,000, a sum far beyond what the congregation 
alone could possibly raise. But, the Petrozavodsk 
congregation, by negotiating a compromise with the 
City and providing in-kind work, together with 
financial support from Vision Petrozavodsk 
partnering churches, was able to complete the work 
in one year — God provided! The congregation has 
subsequently been creative in making modifications 
to make it a more functional building, e.g., 
furnishing the flat in the building, providing 
telephone and internet connections, improving the 
sound system to functionality, modifying a very-expensive-to-operate electric boiler system, 
reconfiguring space with dividers for meeting space and a drop-in library for the community, and 
landscaping and play area for community children—most of this work has been done by 
members.  
 
Having the attractive new church building is 
obviously a wonderful benefit, especially given 
that the old facility built in 1980 was condemned 
and had to be abandoned by the end of 2011. The 
location of the building is superb—easy walking 
distance from the railway station, the University, 
and the city center; surrounded by a large 
population center; set near a beautiful rushing 
stream; close to another major population center 
within walking distance or easily accessible public 
transportation. All of this is in contrast to the 
condemned old facility located at the edge of the 
city, way beyond walking distance with limited 
public transportation.  
  
 

 

 

 


