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There is so much to recall over the 20-year stretch of the vigil for Soviet Jewry, I will try to 

telescope from my perspective. 

 

For me the journey began in Easton, PA, where I was pastor of a historic downtown center city 

congregation, St. John’s Lutheran Church. I was called in 1960 and the prospects were dire. We, 

my spouse Erna and I, decided to focus on the community, and the glaring issues of injustice 

back in that economically segregated time. We did so, and I came close to being cancelled out of 

the ministry by Christian vigilantes who were on my case for being too sympathetic and friendly 

with Easton’s blacks and poor whites.   

 

St. John’s Lutheran Church was a prestigious and reasonably affluent congregation, but felt 

neglected when community needs became the focus. To do an end run on the critics, and 

maintain a broader vision, we invited the nearest priest and rabbi to our home for dinner. Rabbi 

Norton Shargel of B’nai Abraham and Father Frank Connelly of St. Bernard's Church 

responded.  Before the evening ended, ProJeCt (Protestant/Jewish/Catholic) was born. Easton, 

PA and Phillipsburg, NJ (across the Delaware River) responded with stunning enthusiasm. It was 

1966 and we knew a new era had been born. 

 

In the process of that extraordinary successful experience in an interfaith coalition, I learned the 

Jewish story through history. Rabbi Shargel pointed out how, through friendship, we learned of 

one another’s pain. He even helped us organize an interfaith trip to Israel in 1969 that for me was 

a life “watershed.” Nothing was ever the same thereafter. 

 

ProJeCt captured the imagination of the community, and numbers of congregations of all 

traditions joined in a smorgasbord of programs for/with the poor. It was successful beyond our 

wildest dreams, and forced the hyper pious to retreat or join. Across the city of Easton, they 

joined!  And Erna and I survived to serve several more decades in Washington, D.C. at Luther 
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Place Church and create the Interfaith N Street Village for the Capital’s homeless and strangers 

in need of welcome.  

     

****************************************************************************** 

 Early in 1970, the Steinbrucks all left for a similar center city congregation in downtown 

Washington, D.C. near the White House: (Thomas Circle at 14th Street, a street of infamy back 

then), Massachusetts Avenue and M & N streets, sitting on a 23,000 square foot piece of 

triangular land with an ancient church structure that offered, in my mind, multiple possibilities 

for community service. Also it included a row of houses on N Street that later constituted our N 

Street Village (a smorgasbord of communities serving the hungry, sick, homeless, housing 

elderly mentally ill off the streets, prostitutes of 14th Street). From 1975 on, the church every 

evening and day was wall to wall with homeless---being served and helped by volunteers from 

all the faith traditions. It continues to this day more than three decades later. (The faithful from 

congregations all about metro DC, professionals from government buildings, business persons, 

professors and diverse laity had joined in with us as volunteers.) 

  

About eight months after our arrival I received a call from Brant Coopersmith, of blessed 

memory, and then Director of the American Jewish Committee [AJC] chapter in D.C.  He 

somehow knew of me, and invited me to join a group about to begin a vigil opposite the Soviet 

Embassy on 16th Street. We did so for the next 20 years. The rest is a history of blessings, 

discoveries, and learning.   

 

I remember Ari (a survivor) showing me the belt he was wearing when liberated, into which he 

[had] punctured additional holes as his starvation progressed in the  concentration camps. He’d 

suffered so much, and yet retained a beautiful personality of generosity and kindness and 

openness – even to this 39-year-old Christian who had much to learn. I soon became deeply 

engaged in this struggle for human (Jewish) rights for a people imprisoned behind the Soviet 

Wall, and its notorious Gulag. I would be neglectful not to point out how this worked to help in 

my pastoral teaching of the congregation about Jewish history, and to become aware of the 

historical injustice and oppressive abuse of Jewish people in so called Christian lands and denial 

of their rights as citizens and human beings under both Civil and God’s Law. The congregation 
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was not even aware of Luther’s terrible ‘diatribe’ against the Jewish people of his time, a diatribe 

that could and probably did serve as marching orders for the Nazi movement and its leaders in 

the centuries to come. 

  

Our activities as a congregation constituted an agenda (while most consistent with the Christian 

faith), but went virtually unpracticed for 2000 years to say the least. One that emerged from our 

Jewish roots goes back some thousands years earlier. Indeed, we discovered what is all too 

painfully well-known to the Jewish people through the centuries: our ecclesiastical machinery 

had been perverted into an engine of oppression in almost all of Western Christendom, even to 

the use of violence and torture and extermination long before Auschwitz. What we should have 

known put us in shock over the cruelty and inhumanity practiced against those who should have 

been embraced as our “older sisters and brothers” in the Abrahamic family of faith. 

  

Somewhere I read Elie Wiesel, Abraham Joshua Heschel, and from our Jewish and Christian 

scriptural tradition, “mending and amending” were in order. That realization prompted a new 

agenda for advocating for Soviet Jews, and taking such actions that were deemed appropriate.  

Among them: 

1)  Participation in the daily vigil, 12:30 to 12:45pm, across from the Soviet Embassy from 

the steps and site of the AFL-CIO offices [IUE, International Union of Electrical, Radio 

and Machine Workers]. 

2)  Bringing Easter flowers from our church following services to be presented to embassy 

personnel who answered the gate bell (for forwarding to Prisoners of Conscience, whose 

names and addresses in the Gulag we listed). 

3)  Our congregation mailed letters and sent cards on special holy days of the Jewish year 

offering support and prayers for refuseniks seeking to emigrate and gain freedom to 

worship and be who they have been for thousands of years. 

4)  On a couple of Sunday occasions we were helped by a Russian-speaking professor from 

Georgetown University to attempt to put through phone calls to Prisoners of Conscience 

in the various camps, where they were imprisoned for unconscionable long sentences 

simply for declaring their faith and identity as Jews. 
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5)  The congregation adopted Prisoners of Conscience – Valery Kukuy, Anatoly (Natan) 

Sharansky, Dr. Mikhail Shtern, Petr Pinkhasav, plus at least two others. 

6)  We placed a large sign encouraging support for Soviet Jewry out at the point of our 

triangular prominent property facing Thomas Circle, which was traveled by thousands 

and thousands of cars daily. Occasionally our sign was smashed or snatched.  Often I was 

sought out by hostile persons and asked “why?” [why they displayed the sign].  It gave 

me wonderful opportunities to engage in dialog and discover the vehemence of their 

feelings against Jewish religion, and their own feelings of having been violated and 

having lost their homes in Israel. 

7)  On a couple of occasions I was invited to attend International Conferences on Soviet 

Jewry in Brussels and Jerusalem. One Shabbat I happened to meet Rabbi Stanley 

Rabinowitz in our hotel, and he invited me to accompany him walking the walls and the 

length and breadth of Jerusalem. He spoke and taught me the history of the city and 

pointed out walls structures and sites I would never have discovered.  It was a gift of 

inestimable generosity that concluded with an invitation to a meal at the home of one of 

Rabbi Stanley’s family. Again, learning and gaining in sensitivity by the minute and hour 

of the Jewish journey through history, that is beyond words. 

8)  Similarly in an earlier experience in Brussels. Accompanying us were a few celebrities. 

Among them was a friend, a man of deep and profound faith, Reverend Robert Pruitt of 

the Metropolitan Episcopal Church (where Frederick Douglass had been a member). Bob 

was always an enthusiastic supporter of Soviet Jewry, and joined me in whatever new 

effort, such as visiting the Soviet Embassy on 16th Street to deliver flowers for 

forwarding to Prisoners of Conscience, or in dedicating one of our N Street Village 

houses to Raoul Wallenberg in memory of his courageous humanitarian intercessions as a 

Foreign Counsel from Sweden during his watch in Budapest during the dark days of Nazi 

occupation, and the dispatching of Jews to the death camps of Europe. Whenever I asked 

Bob to accompany me to an event, his ‘YES’ could be presumed. Bob later became a 

bishop in the A.M.E. [African Methodist Episcopal] Church and served in Africa and the 

Southwest United States. He died too soon in my opinion. 

9)  On two occasions I made trips to the Soviet Union to make contact with Jewish faithful 

being abused and who had applied to leave for the west and freedom. On the first [visit], I 
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accompanied a courageous person who had acute awareness of the purpose of the mission 

and was prepared to act appropriately in the event of an emergency. Bert Silver’s account 

of the mission is as complete as possible, and I will include it with other documents and 

photos pertinent to the vigil throughout the years along with these remembrances.  

 

Suffice it to say that we made personal contact with not only refuseniks in Moscow, Kiev, and 

then Leningrad, but also with the Anabaptist Christians that were held in the USSR against their 

will, and having applied for visas somehow broke through the Soviet guards and got inside the 

American Embassy. This created a difficult situation for the Soviets. We were the first 

westerners to meet with them in the embassy basement apartment, and to directly discuss their 

plight. I recall that outside the high small basement windows we could see the boots of the Soviet 

guards on the sidewalk. We were told by the families holed up that at times, during the wee 

hours, they would kick the windows and warn that ultimately they would be back in their hands 

and all that promised! It did not happen and ultimately a face-saving way was found for them to 

leave to travel to the west (Canada?) and religious freedom.   

 

We shared gifts that aided the survival of the Jewish refuseniks, whose professing of their faith 

caused the loss of their employment and ended their careers.   

 

When we moved on to Kiev, we offered prayers at Babi Yar and visited with refuseniks in that 

Ukrainian (then Soviet) city.   

 

An early 'human rights' venture from back in 1980 well before the Wall came down.  When the 

KGB [USSR’s Committee for State Security] grabbed me, I thought maybe I would finally be 

given the sabbatical I'd long hoped for (Yeah right!). But my friend Bert pushed the right 

buttons: American Embassy, American media, and the Soviets backed off. This was the year of 

the Olympics in Russia and they did not want the publicity of holding two non-entities when 

trying to attract Americans with $$$$$$$$$$ to attend the festivities and games coming up a few 

months later.   
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Anyway, hard to believe such an oppressed world ever existed, the horrors of which we will 

never know. Some forty million Soviets disappeared into the frozen wastes of Siberia. As a by-

product of the trip, after The Washington Post published the story, no one (fellow Christians 

included) ever again accused me of being a “Commie.” 

 

This article below is written by Bert Silver as a contribution to the history collection of materials 

and documentation of the struggle to free Soviet Jewry by Jewish faithful, and a few 

Christians, by maintaining the “daily vigil” as it came to be known. It was held daily in front of 

the Soviet Embassy in D.C. on 16th Street just north of the White House.  The vigil was 

maintained from December 10, 1970 (Human Rights Day) until 1991. The Wall had been torn 

down and Jews and others were now free to leave the USSR.   

 

Bert was the key leader in our little group. A man of wonderful faith and courage, and of a life-

long commitment to the struggle for Human Rights everywhere, and in his professional work he 

fought racism at home in the USA.   

  

Steinbruck inserted Bert Silver’s “Account of Mission to USSR” since he was on the same 

trip and shared the experience. To read, view Silver’s Memoir. 

  

John Steinbruck’s Account of Second trip to USSR-- January 1985 

It came about unexpectedly as a result of sitting next to a Howard University professor, A.C. 

Byrd. He was active in an organization named something like the Vienna Dialog that met 

occasionally, and apparently was the “world’s fair” of leftist ideologies. He’d been neglectful in 

putting together a delegation and impulsively invited me. I politely refused, but after discussing 

it with Brant Coopersmith we thought ‘why not’ since it was being paid for by the Soviets and 

would include a visit to Moscow, and enable visits to Soviet Jews on the Soviet tab! 

  

We stayed in a fine hotel opposite the Hapsburg suburban palace.  (Leftists live well?)  At times 

my questions upset the Soviet delegation, who wanted to know who I was. Our leader Dr. Byrd 

was concerned and spoke with me, but the Soviets figured it was better to include me and 

continue with me than to create a fuss. Mistake on their part. 
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We finished in Vienna and flew to Moscow for the second phase of the trip. We passed through 

Moscow airport customs without exam and straight to transportation to hotel.   

  

Interesting in that only a couple years earlier the KGB pulled Father Gene Brake and myself 

aside in the airport for interrogation into a private poorly lit room with a single light bulb (like a 

Hollywood script) with about five goons surrounding me, as reported by Bert Silver above.   

 

My name did not ring a bell on their computer? And we passed through like VIPs...  KGB 

matches our FBI in inefficiency? 

 

I have complete copies of itinerary and summation of trip that I will include. The roster of 

attendees read like the world list of communists and leftists of every persuasion, and from the 

four corners of the earth, and me! Also will include list of our delegation. 

 

Suffice to say that on several occasions I again had the opportunity to query and upset the 

Soviets. Merely asking about specific persons, like Dr. Alexander Lerner and others, angered the 

Soviet peace committee. 

 

I also managed to make it through Moscow on one cold snowy night (using subway with stops 

announced over speaker that I could not understand and signs in language I could not read, but 

by luck, I chose [the one] that seemed to sound right, got off, and after a bit of a search by 

miracle I found Dr. Lerner—or he found me—waiting at head of escalator.)  

 

Such an honor to have visited with him in his apartment. And bringing him some gifts. 

When leaving Dr. Lerner's apartment he offered to walk with me to search for a cab.  Weather 

being nasty with biting winds, I said I would be fine.  I walked a few blocks through the blowing 

snow that pinged my cheeks, a strange feeling late at night thousands of miles from Luther Place 

Church in D.C. And then another miracle, I turned a corner to see a car parked with a blue light 

on the roof.  I knocked on the window and the driver was very agreeable to make the rather long 

trip down to the hotel.  
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The next morning, at a reasonably high level meeting (Soviet peace committee commission for 

liaison with religious peace coalition--us), I again brought up his name. The meeting was ended 

in a state of Soviet consternation: meeting’s end was declared!  And we were taken straight to 

the airport for flight to Tbilisi in Georgia.  Meeting refuseniks and disturbing the Soviet officials’ 

peace made the peace trip worthwhile. I can’t imagine the cost to the USSR. 

 

By then the portion of our group from Berkeley, CA (Jesse Jackson’s “rainbow coalition”), 

was quite infuriated with me for having "rudely" annoyed the Soviet hosts. It seemed they felt 

ingratiated to their hosts after having been wined, vodka-ed and dined as never in my life (one 

could not see wood on the table for an incredible spread of foods and bottles of every 

persuasion). In fact, wherever we went, the tables were a dieter’s nightmare. I felt that “Henry 

the VIII is alive and well and lives reincarnated in the USSR.” 

 

I responded to our delegates from Berkeley, “Are we not all friends? And cannot friends trust 

and speak freely with one another, even critically so?” I had earlier suggested to the Soviets that 

“in our country (USA), if someone is not happy, we politely show them the door and wish them 

well somewhere else on earth." Professing that "I could not understand why anyone would be 

unhappy in this wonderful land, but if Jewish citizens were displeased, then tell them not to let 

the door hit them from behind as they departed."  

  

That finished me with the rainbow peace group, except for a couple of Jewish folks who also 

somehow were in the delegation who continued to speak with me through the rest of the time in 

Tbilisi and the USSR. I was relieved when our plane crossed over Finland heading west over 

Norway towards the USA. 

 

 


