Snapshots from Ukraine
December 2001 update from Bob & Andrea Burnham, serving in Odessa, Ukraine
Merry Christmas
For many of us, the events of the last several months have changed our lives greatly.  In the first century, the first Christians also lived with the very real threat of personal attacks and even death.  What gave them comfort during that time?  When the apostle Paul was undergoing persecution, he wrote to the other Christians in Rome and confidently reminded them that our God is sovereign over all, and that He is working everything together for His purposes.  Paul's letter goes on to remind us that even when things look their worst, nothing, nothing, can ever separate us from God's love.

"For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. Romans 8:38-39
This month we celebrate an unbelievable event -- a very REAL event -- the God of the universe being born as a man to rescue and comfort His people!  It may not be politically correct to worship the birth of Christ in this season, but without Christ, this holiday season is without meaning, and without hope.  We invite you and your family to join us in the worship of our Savior during this special time of year.

The second Tom
Last month we wrote about Dr. Tom Stewart and how he helped us to begin a new ministry to the thousands of children living on the streets of Odessa.  Well, the same week we also hosted a second Tom – Tom Saxon, minister of music at Covenant Presbyterian Church in Birmingham, Alabama. The two Tom’s ministries are very different, but as you learn more about the history of Odessa, you’ll see that each serves an important role in the kingdom of God.

A little over 200 years ago, Catherine the Great gave instruction that the port city of Odessa be built, and in 1803 the French nobleman Duke de Richelieu was nominated to govern the city.  De Richelieu had a dream of making Odessa’s beauty surpass that of Paris, so he assembled a team of the finest architects in Europe.  With little taxation on goods imported into Odessa, the city grew quickly with people from all over Europe coming to make their fortunes.  The port location, the trade, and the beauty of this area all contributed to Odessa becoming known as "the pearl of the Black Sea."  Nearly 100 different nationalities made this southern Ukrainian city their home, and they left their mark.  Today you can sip coffee in outdoor cafés on beautiful tree-lined cobblestone streets with names like Polish Street, French Boulevard, and Italian Boulevard. The arts also flourished here and buildings such as the Odessa Opera House sprang up -- now counted as one of the top three most beautiful opera houses in the world!  Odessa was the place to be.

Then came communism. Most trade was stopped, foreigners fled, and this beautiful city began to fall into disrepair. Because religion was outlawed, classical works that included any reference to God were also banned.  The arts were encouraged under communism, but when the worship of God was stripped from music and theatre, the performances lacked the ability to truly satisfy the spiritual hunger of the people here.  Thankfully, however, while communism took away the freedom to worship, it could never take away the desire that is within all of us to know and worship God. 

In the early 1990’s, after communism fell and westerners first began to arrive in the former Soviet Union, an interesting dichotomy was found – a culture of people that was far advanced in their appreciation of the arts, yet was starving for a way to connect with God.  Even now as we talk with people, we find that the number of classical books that they’ve read is usually greater than the number of movies they’ve seen; their knowledge of American, European, and Russian authors is immense.  Almost everyone has either had classical training on some instrument, or they have studied multiple languages.  When most westerners think about Ukraine, they envision extreme poverty, cold weather, and long lines to buy bread -- the appreciation of the arts is very rarely thought of.   While it's true that poverty is widespread, it's necessary to understand the Ukrainian's love for the arts to effectively reach out to them on all levels with the Gospel.  That's where Tom Saxon comes in.

Tom Saxon, a friendly guy with a mischievous grin and a father to three teenagers, has led several trips to Ukraine with groups from his church.  While being involved with evangelism and children's ministry originally, he took note of the wonderful opportunity that lay before him to tap into the artistic community.  His desire was to merge the performance of the world’s most beautiful works of music with an invitation to a personal relationship with the God of the universe.  For his first attempt, he chose Handel’s "Messiah."

Because "Messiah" can only be performed in German or English, Tom started by establishing relationships with Odessa’s German culture center (which includes a first rate choir) and also with Igor Shavruk, conductor of the Odessa Philharmonic Chamber Orchestra.  He then made arrangements for all of them to work together in performing Handel’s "Messiah" in Odessa’s historic Philharmonic Hall -- the first time that "Messiah" has been peformed in Odessa for almost four generations!

Tom’s vision went beyond the performance, however.  For two weeks Tom had a captive audience of musicians who were singing about the great love God has for His people.  From the beginning, Tom gave out Bibles with the scriptures used in "Messiah" highlighted.  He told his singers to "study the Bible every day" because "if you’re going to sing these words with the appropriate feeling, you need to understand what they mean first!"  Every day as the soloists or group rehearsed, he would often stop and give further explanations about how the Hebrew people had been in captivity, and how they cried for their God to save them, and how we are like them, in captivity to sin, and how WE need our God to save us. 

Tom would often return to our flat late at night.  Although most days were spent in long rehearsals, he'd walk in still charged with excitement from the practices and conversations over dinner with members of the choir and orchestra.  Daily he would bring home an account of the questions the musicians had and the truth of the verses they would discuss.  He would also keep us entertained with stories about the enormous talent he encountered, the struggles with translation or cultural differences, and (our favorite) the Russian diva who he had to battle for control.  One night, as Tom sat in our dining room closely peering at scores by candlelight (our power had gone off), Bob brought him a cup of coffee and mistakenly set it down on one of the newly marked scores.  Immediately when Bob started to move it, Tom stopped him and with a sideways smile said, "no, leave it -- coffee rings on scores are really chic."  About a week before the concert, we were happy to receive to Odessa Tom’s wife and three other singers from his church, who also planned to sing in the performance.

The night of the performance those of us on the Odessa team walked into the hall amidst a sea of Ukrainian people dressed in their finest.  Ushers in suits greeted us with beautiful, glossy, 15-page programs in the Russian language.  Each program included information on the performers and pieces to be performed, as you would expect.  However, woven throughout were the accompanying scriptures for each piece as well as a vivid commentary explaining, not only the historical settings from the Bible, but also Handel's delicate threading together of the story of the long-awaited Messiah and its consequences for those who believe in Him.  For our Ukrainian friends, these programs became instant souvenirs.  Before the performance started, pastor Goric Khadyan from our church stood to welcome everyone and explain in what ways the Evangelical Presbyterian Church of Odessa was involved in hosting such a magnificent event.  He then invited the audience to worship God, the Messiah, at our new location every Sunday.  Then, for the next three hours as we sat in the ornate hall, reading the words in our programs and hearing the stirring music (albeit sung in German), each audience member was offered a chance to grapple with the reality of the message pouring gloriously over them - that God has reached out to connect with each of them through His Son, Jesus Christ.
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The event was well publicized and free to all who wished to attend.  Afterward we discovered that the hall had been packed ("packed" in Ukraine has a completely different meaning than "packed" in America!) and it was estimated that more than 500 people had been turned away for lack of room.  Thankfully the concert was recorded in its entirety for future televising.  Due to the overwhelming success of the event and the outreach, Tom and his wife are already planning another trip and another performance.  Our thanks go out to them, as well as to those who funded them, and we look forward to having their church partner with our Odessa team again! 

Sometime this Christmas season you’ll probably hear a performance of the Hallelujah chorus from Handel’s "Messiah."  When you do, I hope you’ll take a moment to thank God for the work He’s doing in Odessa, and pray for the continuing work of the church here.

CONTEST
Congratulations to Glenn Goldsmith for sending in the first correct answer to last month’s contest!  He knew that the former Soviet Union celebrated the beginning of the "October Revolution" on November 7th!  Actually, the revolution began on October 25th, however Russia maintained an older style of date-keeping at the time.  When they changed their calendar, they chose to celebrate the actual day -- not the date -- that the revolution began.   The Goldsmiths will soon receive two hand-made items, one of which should add international flavor to their Christmas decorations.  (Can't give you details in case they haven't received it yet!) 
Honorable mention goes to Jon Levy, who correctly answered the contest and then posed this additional question regarding the old Russian calendar: How long were dates considered to be fresh under the old style of Russian date-keeping? 
Here's the new contest question:
What is the last piece performed in Handel's Messiah, and what scripture is it based on?
Send your guess to burnham@paco.net – the first correct answer will win a special Ukrainian prize, and if you send a scanned or digital photo of yourself, you’ll receive a bonus prize!

Just In Time For CHRISTMAS!!
If you're looking for the perfect gift for that person who has everything, you can make a financial contribution to either the Odessa Orphanage Ministry or the Odessa Street Children ministry in someone else's name!  
· The Odessa Church orphanage ministry works with five different homes, housing more than 1,200 children whose parents have either died, are in prison, or are unable to provide for them.   We provide these children with medicine, food, school supplies, clothing, and toys.  We also teach them regularly through Bible studies, take them on outings and picnics, help them celebrate special occasions -- and most of all, our church gives love to these precious children.   Currently the ministry only has funds to last another 3 months -- they could definitely use your donation!
· The Odessa Church Street Children Ministry is gaining momentum.  The ministry's new director, Oksana Kaminskaya, has assembled a team of volunteers and has begun training them to work with these children.  We have also drawn up plans for a center to feed and clothe these children, a summer camp to get them away from the city, and a shelter to house the children we are not able to find families for.  This is a brand new ministry and currently has no financial support, your gift could really make a difference.
All donations are tax-deductible (MTW will send you a receipt) and can be sent to:

Odessa Orphanage Ministry OR Odessa Street Children Ministry 
Acct # 95981
Mission to the World
P.O. Box  116284
Atlanta, GA  30368-6284
The person you name will receive a special e-certificate stating that a gift to the Odessa Orphanage Ministry or Street Children Ministry was made on his or her behalf.  For that person to receive the certificate, please send an e-mail to refin@paco.net stating:
 (1) your name, (2) the name of the person you're giving on behalf of, along with their e-mail address, (3) which ministry you're contributing to, and (4) the amount of your gift.
Next month's "Snapshots" will focus on our orphanage ministry and you'll get to learn more about the children you're helping.   
 

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.
MERRY CHRISTMAS!
In His glorious grace,
Bob, Andrea & Abby Burnham
Burnham@paco.net
Mission to the World
P.O. Box  116284
Atlanta, GA  30368-6284
678-823-0004
