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Jesus my Savior, who for the joy set ahead endured the 
cross. Through unspeakable suffering, You rescued us 
from this present evil age and brought us into Your 
Kingdom.

My heavenly Father, who relentlessly pursues the prodi-
gals. Thank You for the privilege of participating in 
the joy of Your harvest and homecoming celebrations.

The precious Holy Spirit, who keeps us and instructs 
us daily. Your supernatural currents of love and joy 
empower us to do what Jesus paid for.

My radiant bride and best friend, Winnie, lovingly called 
Cóco. I treasure your insatiable hunger for the Word and 
prophetic insights into the mysteries and bliss found 
in our marriage union with Christ. You are also the 
inspiration and force behind our ministry to the poorest 
of the poor.

Our beautiful miracle daughter, Yana, whose tender 
heart and compassion helped expand the scope of our 
extravagant love feasts among the nations.

My mother, who bravely raised me in the best way that she 
could as a single mom under very difficult circumstances, 
and my father, who gave me the gift of music. I cannot 
wait to see you both in heaven.
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Foreword

Wow! I love this book, this man and this message! I 
don’t know many people who are as qualified to 
write a book called Joy! as Georgian Banov. The 

joy of the Lord truly is his strength. This book is rich in in-
spiration, but carries deep insights from the Scripture that we 
might grow in authentic grace. Welcome to Joy! Welcome to 
the journey of a lifetime.

The Bible gives us two very different responses to joy. When 
King David brought the Ark of the Covenant into Jerusalem, 
the Bible says he danced wildly before the Lord, worshiping 
Him with abandoned joy. Michal, his wife and Saul’s daughter, 
watched him from the palace and was not impressed. But David 
let her know that his joy in the Lord would not be dampened by 
her disdain. And the Bible says she “had no child to the day of 
her death” (2 Samuel 6:23). She lost the capacity to be fruitful 
by despising a joyful response to God. 

Isaiah depicts a very different relationship with joy. He 
writes, “Shout for joy, O barren one, you who have borne no 
child; break forth into joyful shouting and cry aloud” (Isaiah 
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Foreword

54:1a nasb1995). We all have places in our lives that have been 
affected by barrenness, areas where we have yet to see fruitful-
ness. And this prophetic message tells us to “shout for joy . . . 
cry aloud.” 

The word cry actually means “to scream.” This is not a 
scream of fear; it is a scream of anticipation. It is a deliberate, 
extreme expression of joy. We are commanded to shout for joy 
while our barrenness is staring us in the face. We are to shout 
with extreme celebration before the answer comes. Anticipatory 
joy isn’t reasonable from a human perspective, but it is logical 
from God’s perspective, as joy is the partner of great faith. It is 
common sense when our eyes are locked on the Promise Keeper, 
the One who never lies, the One who is no respecter of persons. 

For when we enter into joy in this manner, the Bible promises 
that we will bear more fruit than the woman who never had 
trouble conceiving. “For the sons of the desolate one will be 
more numerous than the sons of the married woman. . . . Your 
descendants will possess nations and will resettle the desolate 
cities” (Isaiah 54:1b, 3). When we become one with the Lord, 
He brings fruitfulness to our area of greatest barrenness. And, 
because of that, we have every reason to rejoice. 

We must not trust our emotions above the truth of Scripture. 
Equally dangerous is to have a purely intellectual connection to 
God’s Word without an emotional involvement with His pres-
ence. Since the Kingdom of God is “righteousness and peace 
and joy” (Romans 14:17), two thirds of the Kingdom are felt 
realities. Michal rejected the Kingdom when she scorned joy. 
But the barren woman’s feeling of joyful anticipation was evi-
dence of her faith. And that faith brought forth fruitfulness that 
reverberated throughout the nations. The people who choose 
joy before their circumstances change become the ones who 
change their circumstances. 
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I’ve been with Georgian and Winnie in many countries 
around the world. They continually amaze me with their life-
style of joy. I think of him as the “apostle of joy”! Once we were 
deep in the city of Jerusalem, far from the crowd of tourists, 
because the Banovs wanted to take several of us for an evening 
meal at a neighborhood-type restaurant where only the locals 
go. And of course, Georgian brought his violin, which was his 
custom for many of our outings. He got up in the restaurant 
and began to play his joyful music. A party broke out, includ-
ing the chefs and other paid staff, who began to beat on the 
pots and pans as though they were drums. People laughed and 
danced about. It was extraordinary. I don’t know of anyone 
else who would have done that. And I certainly don’t know of 
anyone else who would have considered that normal. Georgian 
and Winnie did. Amazing, wonderful and liberating, it was also 
a little bit embarrassingly fun. But I obviously needed that.

Georgian is intentional about joy. He understands the value 
it holds in the Kingdom of God; as the Scriptures say, it was 
“for the joy set before Him [that Jesus] endured the cross” 
(Hebrews 12:2). To witness Georgian’s playfulness, his freedom 
and his delight in the Lord and interpret it as frivolity or even 
just a personality trait would be an error. Joy, to the Lord, is 
anything but frivolous. C. S. Lewis said, “Joy is the serious 
business of Heaven.” And, as you will read in these pages, the 
joy that Georgian carries is something for which he has fought. 
He knows, in an intimate and experiential way, the surpassing 
power of joy. 

I encourage people everywhere to read this profound and 
very timely message. It’s more than just a wonderful book, 
although it is that. Georgian and Winnie have taken ground so 
that we, as the Church, might benefit. Their breakthrough is our 
inheritance. And that inheritance is joy. Read their testimonies 
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Foreword

and stories so that you may receive one of the greatest gifts 
Jesus ever gave us: His joy. 

Bill Johnson, Bethel Church, Redding, California;  
author, Born for Significance, The Way of  Life,  

Raising Giant-Killers, The Mind of  God and more
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1
Jesus Encounter

I was born and raised in Bulgaria under the stranglehold of 
Communism. The Communist party used fear and mind 
control to dominate us, and my own sense of personal iden-

tity was elusive. Emotionally, I felt dead inside. While the party 
elite had special privileges, the rest of us existed on rations. 
Meat and fresh vegetables were seldom seen in our stores— we 
were given just enough to keep the cogs in their machine turn-
ing: espresso coffee to wake us in the morning, bread to fill our 
bellies at daytime, and cheap vodka to numb us down at night.

I had fully resolved to escape, even if it meant I would die 
trying. Knowing that the Bulgarian KGB would eventually in-
terrogate every one of my relatives and friends, I could not 
breathe a word about the escape to anyone. If  they were to 
learn about my plans and not try to stop me or report me to the 
police, their lives would be made miserable. Those who resisted 
the Communists ended up in labor camps or, at the very least, 
faced serious civil restrictions and punishments.
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My application for a travel visa had been submitted, and 
I was waiting for my paperwork to arrive. I was scheduled to 
play a gig with a band in one of the nightclubs in East Berlin, 
the Communist portion of Germany. From there I would have 
some mobility and could venture my escape through the Iron 
Curtain. As soon as my papers arrived, my plan would be put 
into motion.

Anxious thoughts and raging fears boiled inside of me. I 
could not sit still at home, so I would go out to take brisk 
walks. It was fall and cold outside. Pacing around the streets of 
Sofia with the chill of the air against my face helped me keep 
it together, somewhat.

During one of my walks, I headed down a side street where 
I found a door slightly ajar. I pushed it open to see what was 
inside. Immediately there was a whiff of warm air mixed with 
a scent I could not identify. I could see a long stairway leading 
underground, so I went inside to get warm and to investigate. At 
the bottom of the stairs there was a little spring of water bub-
bling up into a small pool. The room had an under- the- earth 
kind of smell that mixed with the essence of burning candles 
and smoking incense, which I could see clustered in different 
spots all over the room. There were no authority figures around. 
As I looked across the dimly lit space, I saw only a few old ladies 
putting spring water on their faces as they cried and whispered 
unintelligibly. I was inside an old Orthodox church, and while 
I did not understand it at all, somehow I felt safe.

Walking over to a cubbyhole in the corner to be alone with 
my thoughts, I sat down to take a rest from the cold. Right 
in front of me hung a picture of a man with a halo. Just like 
so many portraits, his eyes seemed to follow me. I looked up 
and whispered, “I know you can’t hear me, but I really need 
someone to talk to right now.”
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I began to pour out my heart to the religious icon on the 
wall. Although I felt ridiculous speaking to a painting, it was 
a much- needed release for me. For the first time I was able to 
verbalize my plans and make sense of everything while offload-
ing some of the pressure that was mounting in my mind. I knew 
that the wall did not have ears, but I felt listened to, and peace 
came to me somehow.

A few days later I returned and had another talk with my 
friend on the wall. All that I knew was that this guy was help-
ing me to stay sane. Talking with him gave me the courage 
that I needed to combat the nagging fear that I was not going 
to make it. I was definitely encountering some sort of strange 
connection with something or someone, only later to find out 
that it was Jesus Himself. All along He had been right there, 
listening. He had been guiding me and giving me the strength I 
needed to make my escape. I needed to be free. I needed to live.

∙∙∙∙∙∙
We all need life— real life with real joy that can come only 

from Jesus. While I grew up in a system absent of God, today 
I experience God’s vibrant presence daily, which has given me 
an ecstatic joy I love to express wherever I go. Perhaps you have 
picked up this book because you are looking for this kind of 
joy. True exuberant joy begins when you encounter the living 
Jesus. Let me share with you some of my backstory and my 
initial encounter with Him.

Born into a Joyless, Godless Land

In 1944, just four years before I was born, a violent revolution 
began tearing up many of the eastern European countries, and 
Bulgaria was one of them. My grandfathers on both sides of 
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the family had been successful. One was a banker and the other 
owned a large refinery. The Communists stepped in and con-
fiscated their businesses and their properties. This happened 
to all business owners, and those who resisted were murdered, 
many by public execution. While my grandfathers were allowed 
to live, they were jailed and beaten. No one dared to tell me 
exactly what had happened. I knew nothing about my family 
history or identity. Everything was hush- hush. Only the official 
Marxist propaganda could be spoken aloud.

We were living and breathing, but it felt as though we were 
buried alive inside a giant societal tomb. We were closed off 
from the West, and the government, media and KGB enforced 
our entombment. Suspicion was looming everywhere. We knew 
that eyes and ears were always watching and always listening, 
just waiting for us to say or do the wrong thing. One of my 
school friends was arrested and interrogated until they found 
out how he got the fancy shoes he was wearing. The shoes were 
foreign, and that had made him a suspect. The logic was that 
if someone gave you a pair of foreign shoes, then you must be 
colluding with the West. After all, capitalism was corrupt, evil 
influences needed to be blocked, and those shoes posed a real 
threat.

Religion was another threat. They called it “the opiate of 
the masses,” and we were all brainwashed to be good atheists. 
Bibles were confiscated before I was born, and the printing 
plates for the Bible were destroyed so that no one could ever 
make another copy. I never heard the Scriptures growing up. I 
never heard the Lord’s name spoken aloud.

Just like everyone else’s, my family was poor. We lived in a 
little room inside my grandparents’ apartment on my father’s 
side of the family. Each night we cooked a pot of potatoes, 
sat together and peeled them while they were hot, and then 
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sprinkled them with spices. We ate together, and yet I do not 
remember my mother being with us. My parents rarely spoke 
to one another. Somehow, she stayed away from my father and 
his family.

By the time I reached five years of age, my mother took me 
to live in a small room in someone else’s apartment. My parents 
got a divorce, and I never saw my father much after that. My 
mother continued to move me around the city. We moved fifteen 
times during my childhood; I switched schools twelve times in 
eleven years. This made it nearly impossible to make friends or 
grow roots. No matter where we lived, the neighborhood boys 
playing ball outside my window were far out of reach because 
my mother insisted that I take violin lessons and spend my 
afternoon practicing scales and arpeggios instead. Without my 
father, and without any connection to the kids at school or in 
the neighborhoods, I was left with a tremendous void inside.

At school, nothing made sense. I was left- handed, and be-
cause this was illegal and forbidden by the Communists, the 
teachers forced me to learn how to write with my right hand. I 
could never understand why. When I asked my mother, all that 
she could say was, “Well, that’s what they want you to do, so 
go ahead and learn to use your right hand, Georgi.” My grades 
dropped. I was practically failing out of school. Everything 
seemed pointless. I was barely existing and became growingly 
detached from life itself.

Discovering Freedom in Music

When rock- and- roll music hit Western Europe in the early 
1960s, I discovered the Beatles. Most summers, my mother 
sent me to live with her parents. It was always a big break for 
me. I enjoyed my time with them, plus away from my mother’s 
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watchful eye, I got to play outside with my cousins and other 
boys from the neighborhood instead of practicing my violin 
every day.

No one knew that my grandfather owned an illegal short-
wave radio, which he kept hidden in the basement. I discovered 
his secret and would often sneak downstairs late at night while 
everyone was sound asleep. Turning the radio on quietly and 
cautiously, I could hear illegal broadcasts piped in from the 
West. As I fiddled with the dials, all of a sudden, I heard the 
music of John, Paul, George and Ringo for the very first time 
in my life. They took my breath away. I was mesmerized by 
their irresistible melodies and rhythms, instantly bringing some 
excitement and joy into my miserable life.

Even though the Communists jammed the frequencies with 
ear- splitting noises and interruptions, nothing could discourage 
me from listening. These radical new sounds were captivating. 
Eventually I shared this forbidden pleasure with three musician 
friends, and it ignited the fire of our youthful passions. In 1964 
we formed the first official rock band in Bulgaria and called 
ourselves Srebyrnite Grivni (the Silver Bracelets). I played the 
drums and sang.

In 1965 we made our debut on national television. Instantly 
we became an overnight sensation for we were the first of our 
kind. Youth everywhere were drawn to this new electric sound. I 
am sure the managers of the television station thought nothing 
of broadcasting our seemingly harmless teenage band.

Because there was only one television channel in all of Bul-
garia, the entire nation saw us on prime time. Now the cat was 
out of the bag; youth everywhere were immediately drawn in 
by this new sound. Rock music became a vehicle my generation 
could use to build our own identities. It also offered us an op-
portunity to rebel and vent all of our frustrations. We had never 
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wanted to claim Lenin as our father; with this new Lennon, we 
identified with someone cool, wild and free.

We pushed against the limits every chance we could get. 
The Communists had given us a temporary license to play soft 
melodic folk music only. Our concerts were always under their 
supervision. They would turn our levels down whenever they 
thought we were too loud, and they restricted our audience 
from clapping during our songs; it was only after the song 
had ended that they would be allowed to “applaud.” At heart 
we were a progressively raw, wild and rebellious, rock- and- roll 
band— and that forced us underground so that we could be true 
to our music. We were plugged in, pulsating and loud. Young 
people, hearing about us by word of mouth, came to our illegal 
concerts in droves. They shouted, danced, clapped and raised 
their hands throughout our entire performances.

Word must have gotten out, because shockwaves hit the Bul-
garian Communist party. We were now a serious threat. It was 
as if invisible sparks were inciting our crowds. Fearing that our 
concerts were starting to smolder with the fire of revolution, 
the government banned us from playing in public and outlawed 
our music.

Plotting My Escape

This pushed me beyond my limits. There was absolutely no way 
that I could go back to the colorless life the Communists had 
plotted out for me. Rock music had allowed me to breathe fresh 
air for the first time; I simply could not be sealed back inside that 
stifling tomb again. Even though I had to go through the mo-
tions of daily life, I never lost my determination to find a way out 
of their clutches. From the moment they shut down our music, 
escape was always on my mind. I began plotting my way out.
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It took me a couple of years to come up with a formidable 
plan. In the meantime I served in the army and went to college. 
I never felt like a rebel or a revolutionary; I simply felt like a 
slave. In due time, I was going to find out that it was actually 
God Himself who fueled this yearning for freedom deep inside 
of me. It was also God who equipped me with everything I 
needed to make my escape.

When I received my two- year degree from music college, 
my mom decided to send me to East Germany as a reward for 
graduating with honors. She also needed me to buy some art 
supplies, which could only be found in Germany. So to East 
Berlin I went.

One evening I wandered into a nightclub where I bumped 
into an old rock- and- roll friend of mine, a guitarist from Bul-
garia named Mitar. We were both surprised to see each other. 
He told me that he was playing with a German band at one 
of the clubs.

“By the way,” he said, “we could really use a drummer. Want 
to join the band?”

My first thought was, I’m looking for freedom, not more 
of  the same restrictions, but I kept my thoughts to myself and 
agreed to meet him for lunch the next day.

The city was divided by the Berlin Wall, which separated 
the Communist East from the democratic West. We were at 
the height of  the Cold War. The United States, the United 
Kingdom and France were all protecting their interests on 
the Western side. On the Eastern side, the Soviet Union con-
trolled the border guards, and they were ruthless. It was like 
standing in the middle of a showdown, a clash between two 
worlds at war. In addition to the Wall, anyone who fancied 
a venture to West Berlin faced a high-voltage electric fence, 
trained attack dogs and machine guns at every block ready 
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to shoot you. All in all, this was the most suicidal spot to 
attempt an escape.

I met Mitar for lunch that next day at a rotating restaurant 
atop the Fernsehturm, a television tower and the tallest struc-
ture in Germany. From that height you could see West Berlin. 
On my side of the wall, everything was gray and pale like death. 
Looking over to the other side, into freedom, I could see that 
people were filled with life. It seemed as though they were pul-
sating with energy and vibrant colors. I had never seen freedom 
before, and I wanted it.

I said to my friend, “Why play in East Germany when we 
could play with the free people over there, where everything 
would be so much better?” At that moment we secretly agreed 
to escape together.

I went back home to Sofia saying that I would be applying to 
the musical conservatory in Berlin. In actuality, I had just got-
ten a six- month contract to play in a German band with Mitar, 
and this would give us the time that we needed to work out the 
details of our escape. I turned in my band contract at the visa 
department in Sofia and waited for my papers to be processed.

It was during this time that I wandered into the warmth of 
that old Orthodox church in the cave. I was in great turmoil 
knowing that I would soon leave everything I had known be-
hind, for good, and that I would be putting my life on the line 
to find freedom. Whispering to that picture of the man with a 
halo gave me the strength and courage I needed during my wait.

Finally, in 1972, my visa came in. I packed my little bag and 
fought back tears as I kissed the Bulgarian girl that I had fallen 
in love with goodbye. We had been planning to marry, but I said 
goodbye to her, my mom and my relatives and headed for Berlin.

It did not take Mitar and me long to come up with our 
plan. Looking back at the series of twists and turns that would 
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ultimately take us to freedom, it becomes obvious that the Lord 
was charting our course.

We had decided to make our way out through the Yugo-
slavian border. Because of a rift between dictators Tito and 
Stalin, Yugoslavia had managed to maintain autonomy from 
the Soviet Union. Her borders were soft when compared to 
others. The guards would certainly try to catch you, but Tito 
forbade them to shoot anyone. So if  they could not catch you, 
you were free.

The hard part was getting into Yugoslavia from any of the 
countries tightly sealed behind the Iron Curtain. If we could 
make it through, we knew that we would be able to cross over 
to freedom in Vienna very easily.

And that is what happened. Through a series of crazy- 
miraculous events, my friend and I followed a secret black 
market route through Yugoslavia into Austria, and escaped the 
Iron Curtain.

Austria was an anomaly during the Cold War. While con-
nected to the West culturally and economically, it was politi-
cally restrained from joining NATO. That meant we could not 
stay. We were allowed only six months to find asylum before 
we had to leave the country. The problem was, as we went 
from embassy to embassy Mitar and I were turned down. Hol-
land, England, West Germany and Canada rejected us. Perhaps 
their quotas were already full, but, regardless, we were growing 
disheartened.

Welcome to America, Boys

In our minds there were just two more embassies to try: Australia 
and the United States of America. Australia seemed much too 
far away, while America was known to be much more generous 
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in accepting immigrants. The Russians, however, had indoctri-
nated us to believe that the Americans were our worst enemies, 
and that America was the most evil place on earth. Feeling as 
though we had no choice, we headed reluctantly to the American 
embassy. We were frightened to death.

As we told our story to the guards at the gate, they con-
nected us with someone inside the embassy. Before we knew 
it, we were standing in front of the consulate. Listening to our 
escape story, he stood up with open arms and said, “Welcome 
to America, boys. We like your kind. You risked your lives for 
freedom, and that is what America is built on: immigrants 
just like you.”

I gasped and tears filled my eyes. In that moment my fears 
were melted by this warm and sincere welcome. Suddenly our 
enemies were not our enemies at all. I was undone.

In due time I was aboard an American plane with my friend 
Mitar. We were flying over the Atlantic Ocean with one- way 
tickets for New York paid for by the Tolstoy Foundation. I was 
very eager to go to Hollywood, where I thought the action 
was, for my heart was set on pursuing rock and roll. Because 
I did not speak English, the foundation was going to help me 
find a job.

It took me a full year to make my way across the United 
States; Mitar and I parted ways in pursuit of our respective 
dreams. First, I worked in Sarasota, Florida, where I dug ditches 
in the hot sun every day and then washed dishes at night for a 
seafood place. I went up to Detroit to work on an automobile 
assembly line, where I could work overtime and make lots of 
money quickly. Once I had saved enough to make my way to 
California, I started my journey in an old beat- up mail truck. 
Little did I know as I drove out West that the God I did not 
believe in was waiting for me there.
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Encountering Jesus People in Hollywood

I was finally living in a free country, but somehow I still did not 
feel very free on the inside. I could not understand the dull ache 
gnawing at me. After all, I had made it to California and was 
now free to pursue my dreams. But the truth was I was still look-
ing for something beautiful and fulfilling. Nothing was turning 
out the way I thought it would be. I walked Hollywood’s Walk 
of Fame and saw drug dealers and prostitutes everywhere. I even 
witnessed winos vomiting on the stars on the sidewalk.

I thought, Wow, I risked my life to get here. This is not worth 
living and dying for.

God waited for my dreams to crash, and then He introduced 
me to some young hippies on the streets of Ojai, California— 
real Jesus freaks. It was the tail end of the Jesus movement in the 
early 1970s, and revival was breaking out among many young 
people. This group in particular went out on the streets every 
day, sharing the joy and peace they had found in Jesus. They also 
ran a house for people recovering from drug and alcohol abuse.

Every time I saw them, they said things like “Jesus loves 
you—He really does” and “He died for you!”

I remember thinking, What kind of  drugs are they on? They 
would smile and look at me with dreamy stares. Later on I would 
understand that God’s joy, peace and love were pouring out of their 
eyes and radiating irresistibly in the frequencies of their voices.

I think they realized that this Bulgarian guy’s love language 
was food. I may have been a total atheist, but I was also broke 
and always famished. They invited me to come and eat with them 
the next day. I certainly did not believe in anything they were 
talking about, but I was happy to join them to eat a good meal.

Once they learned that I was a musician, they pulled out 
their instruments and began playing their music for me. I was 

_Banov_Joy_NS_jck.indd   30_Banov_Joy_NS_jck.indd   30 12/7/20   8:11 AM12/7/20   8:11 AM

Joy! • Georgian Banov 
Chosen Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 used by permission



Jesus Encounter

31

astounded, but not in a good way. Their guitars, their piano 
and their flute were all painfully out of tune.

As they played, I was thinking, What is wrong with them? 
Don’t they know how bad they sound? It drove me nuts. I was 
cringing inside, hoping that they would stop and take a tun-
ing break. To make matters worse, all of their songs used only 
three chords (C, D and G) and they rotated between these three 
chords all night long.

My thoughts kept churning: They should be crying right now 
after playing such pathetic music. Yet for some reason they are 
excited, and behaving as though they are playing for a sold- out 
stadium.

They did not seem to notice my reaction because they were 
completely lost in their music. I, on the other hand, was wondering 
what was wrong with this picture. I had a musical background, but 
I sat there feeling completely miserable. They were clearly not ac-
complished musicians, but they were filled with joy and happiness.

When they finally finished, they put down their instruments 
and asked, “So what did you think, Georgian?”

I desperately wanted to say, Give me whatever drug you are 
on that makes you feel so good for no reason; I want it right 
now! Instead, I mumbled something just to be polite. After 
all, dinner was about to be served. They were persistent in re-
minding me at every opportunity, “Jesus loves you,” and they 
continued inviting me to dinner.

God Encounter on the Mountain

Every day I would think, Endure all of  that just for a free meal? 
No way!

But by six o’clock the hunger pains would hit, and I would 
find myself back in their house listening to really bad music just 

_Banov_Joy_NS_jck.indd   31_Banov_Joy_NS_jck.indd   31 12/7/20   8:11 AM12/7/20   8:11 AM

Joy! • Georgian Banov 
Chosen Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 used by permission



Joy!

32

so I could fill my belly with their good food. After two months, 
I finally said to myself, I can’t do this anymore. I don’t believe 
a word of  what they are saying about this Jesus. I’m just eating 
their food. It’s time to go down to Hollywood to pursue my 
career in rock music. But out of  respect for all of  their efforts, 
I’ll give it a chance— just in case there is some truth to what 
they are saying.

Wanting to be alone, I followed some trails that took me 
up one of the nearest mountains. Unsure of what to do or say 
exactly, my mind was going crazy: What are you doing? How 
can you talk to someone that you don’t believe is there? This 
is so stupid; I don’t know what to say.

I had already had full conversations with that painting of 
a man on the wall back in Sofia, so I am not sure why I was 
having so much trouble.

Then unexpectedly, a question floated up in my mind: God, 
do You exist?

I thought, Great, a perfect question. It will prove that He 
really doesn’t exist. Go ahead. Say it and get it over with. So, 
alone on that mountaintop, I said it out loud, certain that no 
one could hear me: “God, do You exist?”

Boom! As soon as I uttered those words, something hap-
pened. It felt as if  I got covered by a canopy or blanket of 
some sort. I was stunned. I could feel someone or something 
all around me. Even the acoustics of the mountain air changed. 
The presence that surrounded me became thicker and more 
palpable. I began to shake.

“What is happening?” I cried out. Suddenly, the revelation 
that God actually exists ran through me like a lightning bolt. All 
of my life, I had listened to the Communist’s lies. They had lied 
about everything; it should have dawned on me that they would 
lie about God, too. It was unmistakably true: God does exist!
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I shook so hard that I fell down into the dirt. I shook and 
cried all day on that mountaintop, merely from the discovery 
that there really is a God.

“Who are You?” I cried out. “What are You? I can’t see You, 
but I can tell that You are there!”

The more I talked, the thicker the presence became. I was 
crying loudly, desperately wanting to know more about this 
invisible God whose presence I could somehow feel. I had an 
overwhelming desire to know everything immediately.

Hours passed. Finally, I realized that it was starting to grow 
dark and cold. While there was still enough light to find my 
way down the mountain, I knew that I had to go to the house 
where the Jesus People were.

My eyes and face were swollen from crying all day. They 
opened the front door, took one look at me and smiled know-
ingly. “Ahhh, Georgian, come on in!” This time, I did not go 
to the kitchen. I wanted to join them in the living room where 
they played their music because I now understood the joy of 
playing for this invisible God.

The Hands of Jesus and the Holy Spirit

They began playing their guitars energetically and singing loudly. 
This time I did not care what they played or how it sounded 
because I could now sense they were connecting with the God 
I had just experienced. After two months of their witnessing, 
this Bulgarian was finally getting it, and my new friends were 
ecstatic.

As they were shouting praises, I saw a vision: The hands of 
Jesus came toward me. I could not see His face, but I could see 
His hands. I fell right into them and landed facedown on the 
carpet as Jesus wrapped His loving arms around me. His peace 
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and love melted me and filled me. From that moment on, I had 
an insatiable hunger and thirst for His presence. Once I had 
tasted these things, the thought of never having them again was 
unbearable. He became my oxygen.

The following day my friends said, “We are so excited for 
you, Georgian. Now you should ask the Lord to fill you with 
the Holy Spirit.”

“The Holy Spirit?” I asked. I had no idea what they were 
talking about.

“Oh, yeah, ask God to baptize you in His Spirit and power. 
Just you wait and see. It’s going to be great!”

I did everything that I could think of to ask for the Holy 
Spirit, but nothing happened. I returned to my friends to ask 
them what was wrong.

“Nothing is wrong,” they said. “Just keep asking and soon 
you will feel Him.”

I walked away and asked again for the Holy Spirit. I waited 
but still nothing happened. I came back and questioned my 
friends again, “Is this Holy Spirit part of God or what?”

“Yes, yes,” they told me, “Wait, you’ll see. Just ask Him to 
fill you.”

I continued asking over and over again for nearly a week, 
but nothing happened.

Finally, I said to my friends, “Be honest and tell me what’s 
wrong. Something has to be wrong with me because I’m asking 
but I’m not getting anything.”

They said, “Chill out, Georgian, there’s nothing wrong with 
you, man. You’ve been a Communist all your life. It’s been less 
than a week, you have to just keep asking and—”

“Don’t tell me to chill out!” I shouted. “I lost my family and ca-
reer because of those Communists. I want everything I’ve missed 
out on, and I want it all right now! Is it for me and is it good?”
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“Yes,” they replied.
“Well, then, I want it now!” I said emphatically. “Don’t talk 

to me anymore about this Holy Ghost unless I get it. I need to 
have it right now, or I don’t want to hear another word about 
it.”

Having been constrained by the Communists for most of my 
life, I had a very intense attitude about getting those things I 
had missed.

The Throne Room

“All right, Georgian,” they said. “We will pray for you.”
Before they started to pray, I began hearing a sound. It grew 

louder and surrounded me. I heard thousands of cheering 
voices, louder than a stadium full of yelling fans. Then I saw 
a curtain open, and when I looked through it, I could actually 
see heaven. I was at the edge of the throne room and started 
to enter.

There were swarms of angels, swirling and squealing in un-
contained ecstasy. They had their backs to me, and even though 
I could not see their faces I could hear the sounds of ecstatic 
pleasure coming from them. God was on His throne and com-
pletely surrounded by adoring angels.

Wow! I marveled. They’re having a really good time.
Next, I saw lightning and fire come out of God. It hit the 

angels, who could barely handle all of the pleasure. Their wrig-
gling and fluttering swelled with every jolt they received from 
Him. I had never read the Bible, of course, and no one ever 
told me about Psalm 16:11, which says, “In Your presence is 
fullness of joy; in Your right hand there are pleasures forever.”

Awestruck, I continued watching, and without warning one 
of the lightning flashes from God headed toward me. As it 
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neared my chest and before it struck me, I saw it as a grapefruit- 
sized fireball. Then it went inside my body.

It is difficult to find words to describe what I experienced. It 
was as if fire, love, joy and pleasure entered me all at once. It 
was amazingly good, but, in a way, it was too good. I actually 
wished God would tone it down a notch or two. I could not 
handle that much. Yet before I knew it, a second fireball was 
coming straight at me.

Now it was getting very intense. As this deluge of plea-
sure passed through me, I began acting just like the angels— 
wriggling, jumping and spinning around.

Bob was the person standing and praying behind me. I turned 
and hugged him hard and said, “Bob, I love you! I love you! I 
really love you!” I was squeezing him and raving, “I have this 
love, Bob! Can’t you tell?”

He said, “Ah, yeah, man, I know you love me.”
“Oh, no, Bob,” I said. “Can’t you feel it . . . the fire and the 

love? I have this amazing new love. It’s the love of God. There’s 
this fire everywhere. Can’t you see it, can’t you feel it, Bob?”

It was getting hotter and stronger, so I ran outside to cool 
off, but it only increased. Then I panicked because of the inten-
sity of my experience, and asked the Lord to stop. He stopped 
immediately. Once released from that incredible feeling, I was 
instantly sorry and asked myself, Why did I panic like that? It 
was so good! My friends had never mentioned the fire, so I was 
not sure if I was getting the right thing. Their instructions were 
about tongues, not fire. I could not speak in tongues at that 
point. All I could do was scream. I had really thought I would 
die if God had turned it up one more degree.

I learned an invaluable lesson from this: Never ask the Lord 
to stop. Now I know to say, “More, Lord. Just strengthen my 
inner man to handle Your consuming presence.”
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After that experience with the Lord, my life would never be 
the same. He baptized me with His fiery love, and my heart was 
forever branded with an insatiable hunger for Him. Someone 
bought me a Bulgarian Bible and I began to devour His Word. 
I spent hours and hours every day reading, meditating on every 
page and talking with God. Each Old Testament story was like 
watching a movie. It was as if the Lord took me back in time to 
observe every scene unfold. I encountered Jesus in His people, 
through His presence and in His Word.

Encountering Jesus

Starting life in a brand- new country did not complete my es-
cape. I often tell people that even though you could take me 
out of  Communism, it was an entirely different matter to take 
Communism out of  me!

It was not until I gave my life to Jesus that I found the free-
dom, peace and joy that I had been yearning for. Bottom line, 
the greatest thing on earth is to encounter Jesus— everything 
else pales in comparison. Maybe you haven’t? Each one of us 
has a story; we have all experienced some sort of Iron Curtain 
situation that we need to be rescued from. What He came to 
do for me, He will do for you, too. Why not ask Him now if 
you have not already? He is waiting with open arms and ready 
to help you, too.

In the pages ahead, I will share how eager I was to be His 
grateful servant, willing to do anything for Him. But He was 
about to show me what it meant to be His friend.
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