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August 2003 update from Bob & Andrea Burnham, serving in Odessa, Ukraine 

What's Next for Ukraine and the Burnhams? 

The last 10 years have been a roller coaster ride for this country, as well as for us. As I write this, people outside of our flat are celebrating Ukraine's 11th anniversary as a country. Eleven years! Many of you have cars older than this country! With rampant corruption, an unstable economy, and a massive invasion of cults, Ukraine has experienced a turbulent decade. Spiritually, things have been changing as well, but what's next? Many of you have invested much of your time, prayers, and resources into the ministry here.   Has it been worth it?  What has God accomplished here and what are Ukraine MTW missionaries preparing for next?  Some of you have asked what we'll be doing after our mission term ends this November.  In this edition of "Snapshots" we'll be giving some answers to these questions -- and they may not be what you expected.

 

Just a decade ago 
Soon after the Berlin wall fell and the Soviet Union collapsed, MTW teams began strategically working in the broken country of Ukraine, offering the good news of the gospel to those who had been disillusioned by 72 years of lies.  Our experience was rich as we enjoyed strong relationships with school teachers and neighbors.  Bible studies sprung up through these friendships and we witnessed God's gift of faith beginning to grow among these people.  We believe God used the many teams of MTW missionaries in several key cities to raise up a new national denomination, nine churches in seven cities, and a Reformed theological seminary filled with young men eager to learn the Bible and teach its glorious truths to any who will listen. 

 

Spiritually, Ukraine is the most receptive country in Europe – experiencing more than 10% protestant growth each year.  That’s considerably better than western European countries where missionaries can labor for years without ever being able to get a church-plant off the ground.  That’s not saying it has been easy here, however, and a closer look can reveal some serious problems.  Of that 10% growth, the majority of new believers are women.  We praise God for these dear sisters in Christ, but often the ratio in churches is 20 women or more for each man.  What’s needed most right now are men to transform this society by being Godly friends, husbands and father, grace-filled leaders of churches and ministries and careful mentors to the next generation of believers.

 

Abandoning roles
The other day I was meeting with some Ukrainian friends and had brought my daughter, Emily, with me.  I took a moment to tickle and play with her until she was laughing so hard she could barely breathe.  She especially gets excited when I make funny faces and say something like “a-boo boo boo!  I’m gonna GET YOU!!”  At one point I think I was laughing harder than she was – it was infectious!  One of the Ukrainian women there, an intelligent woman in her late 20’s, said “Wow, I can’t believe a man could act like that with a child.”  Another American there asked her, “Haven’t you ever seen a father play with his child like that?”  She thought for a moment, and soberly responded, “No.  Never.”  

 

On a train not to long ago my wife shared a sleeper car with a Ukrainian woman.  Andrea spoke a bit about why our family was living in Ukraine, and in the process talked about me and my role in our family as the spiritual leader.  The woman looked distressed and said, “It’s not right for a strong man to be so involved with religious matters.  Religion is for women and older, weaker people.  I wouldn’t want a man like that.”  So many people, like this woman, have embraced this sentiment; it is reflected throughout many areas of life here. 

 

Yes there are exceptions, but Ukraine is filled with stories of men who have abdicated their roles as spiritual leaders and loving husbands/fathers.  Instead they have become abusive, alcoholic, and apathetic.  How can an entire nation of men spiral down to this level?  They learned it from their fathers, who in turn learned it from their fathers.  The Bible teaches that we are all created to worship something, and when socialist rule over this country discredited Almighty God as the object deserving of worship, these men turned to worship man-centered institutions, or self.  While it is true that godly women have greatly impacted their families throughout this dark time, sons still bear the mark of the enormous influence that their fathers had on them, whether or not their fathers pointed them toward God, or away from Him.  The Bible tells us that it was God's ideal plan for . . .   In the book of Proverbs, Solomon pleads with his son 41 times to listen to his instruction, and the Apostle Paul instructed the fathers of Ephesus to bring up their children in the training and instruction of the Lord.   Likewise, the influence that men have on other men is clear.  Paul wrote to Titus and told him that he purposefully left him on the island of Crete, so that he could physically be there to "set in order the things that are lacking."  He then went on to explain what things were important:

 

TIT 2:1 You must teach what is in accord with sound doctrine. 2 Teach the older men to be temperate, worthy of respect, self-controlled, and sound in faith, in love and in endurance.
TIT 2:6 Similarly, encourage the young men to be self-controlled. 7 In everything set them an example by doing what is good. In your teaching show integrity, seriousness 8 and soundness of speech that cannot be condemned, so that those who oppose you may be ashamed because they have nothing bad to say about us.
These things couldn't be taught in a letter, or even in a seminary course.  They needed to be taught by example and daily teaching.

 

  Looking for a few good men
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We currently have 27 men enrolled in our seminary.  In three years these men will graduate and go on to become ordained pastors in our denomination.   Will they be ready to shepherd a congregation?  Maybe not, not unless they are mentored and discipled by someone who can show them what it means to be godly men.  

 

Most of these new Christians had very poor examples of servant-leadership from their fathers.  Take for example Andre Getz, who is in his second year of seminary.  Andre's father was an atheist leader in the Communist Party.   He remembers his father as a harsh man who rarely showed affection.  Max Tihanov is another pastor-in-training.  His father showed little personal interest in his children, spending most of his time either working or in front of the TV with a bottle of vodka.   It’s going to take years for men like Max and Andre to "unlearn" this negative example and replace it with the positive interaction that Christ has with His followers as recorded in the Gospels.  This change could take root more deeply if they also had a flesh-and-blood friend who displays Christ's character in the events and frustrations of an ordinary day.

 

Many of us have had a pastor or sunday-school teacher who invested in us and strove to be Christ-like.  None of these men grew up in a church, there was no church.  Government and community leaders haven't been appropriate role models either.  Most were and are severe, leading with a Stalinistic style of “desk-pounding, 'do what I say!'” control.  In the States, men are often influenced while in seminary, but that’s difficult here.  For several reasons (lack of funds, location of students, family, etc.) our seminary packs a year’s worth of teaching into eight grueling weeks.  Four times a year the men meet in a rented building for two weeks at a time to be taught.  That’s just not enough time for missionaires and visiting professors to truly invest in these students and change what has been drilled into them all their life.  Many of the students, like Andre, don’t even live in a city where we have MTW personnel.  We travel to their cities when possible, but there’s often not enough time or men to accomplish anything long-term.  Ukraine is not the “hot spot” it used to be, and with the world in turmoil and the economy uncertain, not nearly as many people are coming to the mission field.   Our personnel is at about 30% of what it was five years ago.

 

Ultimately the only perfect example that these men can follow is that of Christ serving the church.  It’s still very necessary though for these men to have living examples of godly men, who can show what it means to shepherd a family or lead a church with a servant’s heart.  Otherwise, in a crunch many of these men will tend to fall back on what they know – legalism, indifference, or harshness.  Even worse, they’ll pass on to yet another generation of men the sins of their fathers.   Now, while the church is still small, is the ideal time to invest in these leaders.  The denomination is on the verge of exponential growth.  Our prayer is that, as it expands, it will be characterized by love and grace and not by legalism and harshness.

 

Within the next three to five years we hope to begin new churches in five cities: L’vov, Odessa, Cherkassy, a suburb of Kiev, and Donetsk.  Within the next fifteen years we hope to begin 32 new church-plants throughout Ukraine.  That is an exciting vision, but in order to realize that we must have more men.   It’s an aggressive goal, but there is a reason why we feel that now is the time to move forward dynamically.

 

A Closing Window of Opportunity
Spiritual interest is higher here than the rest of Europe, but it’s getting less each year.   When we first arrived, many wanted to learn about the Bible.  Now after the exhiliration of newfound freedom has worn off and after receiving so many conflicting versions from the ever-present cults, many are becoming disillusioned with spiritual matters.  It’s very possible that in a short time Ukraine could become just as uninterested as the rest of Europe. 

 

Another factor is the opportunity we have with other countries in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS).  All the former Soviet countries understand the Russian language right now, and we have the capability to send Russian speaking missionaries and material throughout the CIS.   Each country, however, is slowly reverting to their original language (Ukrainian, Uzbek, Byelorussian, etc.)  A generation from now it will likely be much more difficult and expensive to share the gospel in these countries.  It’s crucial to act now while we have the possibility and there is still interest.


What’s Next for the Burnhams?
After considering the incredible need that exists in Ukraine (and Europe), the decision was pretty easy for us to make.  In December we’ll return to the States and make the transition to Career Missionary status.  That will involve about a year of going through more testing, training, and of course, support raising.  Coming back was the easy decision, what we will do as career missionaries was the more difficult decision.   My heart’s desire is to see more Godly men raised up to advance God’s kingdom here, but how to do that most effectively? 

 

The answer came after meeting with Bryan Deringer, MTW’s Coordinator for Europe, and the MTW Europe Team Leaders.  We all agreed that someone from our Europe team needs to temporarily act as a liaison to our churches and seminaries in America – to deliver a message of this great need and make a personal appeal to pastors, seminary students, and other Christian men to come and help with strategic positions.  Because of my former job in MTW’s headquarters as Director of Recruiting, I was asked to spend two to four years of our first career term in this role.  It’s an extremely strategic position that has the potential for greatly helping the advancement of our work here in Ukraine and other European countries as well  In addition my responsibilities would be to help new missionaries transition to the field, and to help create partnerships between churches in America and churches in this part of the world.

 

Andrea and I have agreed to take this on, and after completing our transition and support raising, we hope to begin in this new position by Fall 2004.   We’ll be visiting churches when we return and hope to meet with many of you personally to share more of what God is doing over here, and to hear how God is working in your lives.

 

HELP!
In the first couple of months that we’re back, we’ll be settling in.  If any of you know of a missionary house that’s available for two months (preferably within 200 miles from Atlanta) or of a good, dependable car for sale (did I mention “cheap”? :-) please let us know.  This a big transition for us and we’re trying to make it go as smooth as possible.  Any help would be greatly appreciated.

 
Contest Winner!
Congratulations to Jean Odom in Gulf Breeze, Florida.  Her question to us was "How do you use the arts in your ministry, especially with the childen?"
 

Good question!  There is a high value placed on the arts in Ukraine, so we try to use every opportunity we can.  We've done many musical concerts (including traditional music from America, Handel's Messiah, Mendelsohn's Elijah, and soon Bach's B minor Mass), plays, mime, and this Fall we're even putting together a photo exhibition with scripture in the lobby as a way to bring more people into the church.  We also have programs for children involving puppetry, crafts, and performance as a more effective way to teach them.
 

New Contest
Send in your question about us or our ministry, and you may be the next contest winner!  
Please send your question to: bburnham@mtwukraine.org 
We keep you in our prayers, and hope you'll continue to do the same for us. Thank you for your faithfulness in supporting us with your monthly giving and encouragement. We miss and love you all!

In His glorious grace, 

Bob, Andrea, Abigail & Emily Burnham 
 

** If you would like to have your e-mail address added, removed, or changed, please send your request to bburnham@mtwukraine.org and we'll do so.

