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February 2003 update from Bob & Andrea Burnham, serving in Odessa, Ukraine 
Winter in Ukraine!

If someone had told me when I was growing up on the warm, sugar-white beaches of the Gulf Coast that I’d be walking to work 5 months out of the year in the cold sugar-white snow and ice of Ukraine, I’d have rolled my eyes in disbelief.  Yet here we are in the middle of our 4th winter in Ukraine.  With a good snowfall this city is transformed into a wonderland.  Children are pulled on sleds down Deribosovskaya Street and people generally smile!  There are those days, however, when the temperature doesn’t rise higher than 15 degrees, Emmy is whiney from teething, Abby is squirelly because she's got cabin fever, and the smell of warmed up sewage water starts cycling through the radiators in our flat!  It’s on these kinds of days that I return home to find Andrea doubling as a jungle gym and frazzled.  As I walk through the door she turns toward me, slowly shakes her head, and looking over her glasses says quietly, "There’s no hope." 
She’s joking, of course. She knows that there is hope, but it’s easy to be moved to despair by our immediate circumstances when we don’t see things from God’s perspective. The cold has been harsh, and at times the days are gloomy, but the relationships are warm and inviting, and we’ve experienced seasons of joy as we see stone hearts brought to life through the power of the gospel. 
This edition of "Snapshots" is about hope.  Andrea and I spent two years helping to start a church in a little town called Izmail, and over the last few months I’ve returned there several times to teach in the new church.  We'll give you a glimpse into the life of the Izmail church, a closer look at one of the people in the church body, and the reason why they have hope. 
Nadezhda!
"Nadezhda" (nah-DYEZH-da) is the Russian word for "hope" and it also happens to be the name of one of the members of the Evangelical Presbyterian Church of Izmail – Nadezhda Pavelovna.  I had the pleasure of meeting Nadezhda last summer while accompanying a short-term team of Americans who set up English language classes as outreach.  

The first word that comes to mind when I think of Nadezhda is "feisty," which is surprising considering she's a 77 year-old woman with arthritis who stands just under 4 ft. 8 inches tall!  From what I understand, she’s always been a live-wire, even back in 1942 when as a 16yr old girl she worked in a Siberian factory making mortar shells during WWII.  The way she tells it, she was working on an [image: image2.jpg]


assembly line when she accidentally put her hand in the wrong place and had her finger chopped off.  She asked around for help, but no one paid any attention to her, so she said, "Enough of this!" and then proceeded to wrap her own hand and catch the next train back to Ukraine.  She spent the next several years of her life working as an electrician setting up power lines (a job usually reserved for men) until she met her husband.  Since he was a sailor they decided to work as a team – just the two of them.  He was the captain, she was the crew, and for years they sailed barges up and down the Danube River.  Don’t try to tell Nadezhda she can’t do something, she’ll prove you wrong.

Years later her husband died, her children moved away, and the Soviet Union collapsed. Even though she had already retired, Nadezhda began working again in the local market to make ends meet.  During this time she also started attending a local church.  Things seemed to go well until the church found out that Nadezhda was selling cigarettes in the market. They told her to stop or they’d expel her from the congregation.  You can guess what she chose.  Not long after that she heard about another church that had been started by some Americans. She visited the church and her first question was, "I sell cigarettes in the market, got any problems with that?" 

The leaders of the Presbyterian Church of Izmail weren’t surprised by Nadezhda’s frankness - the Ukrainian people have no qualms about telling it like it is.  Neither were they surprised by the reason that she was kicked out of her first church.  Legalism is a great problem among churches in the former Soviet Union.  Many denominations will tell you that it’s a sin to drink alcohol and smoke, but also to wear makeup, play cards or dance.  Surprisingly, most Ukrainians don’t mind these rules.  It’s much easier to "earn your salvation" if you know exactly what you can and can’t do.  When our Presbyterian church first began teaching the doctrine of grace – that the perfection God demands has been achieved by Christ alone, and that Christ's perfection is attributed as a gift to those who believe in Him – people weren’t sure how to react. 

A Servant or a Son?
One of the early leaders of the Izmail church, a serious but unapproachable man named Vladislav, rebelled against these teachings of grace.  He believed that teaching about grace would only lead to lawlessness, and insisted that new members be taught how to be holy in order to earn God’s favor.  When this fledgling church was less than two years old a split occurred.  Vladislav led many members away and obtained legal rights to the newly purchased building.  Today he still owns the building, although only two people attend his meetings, and our original church congregation gathers in a rented room of a library.  

What makes this situation more difficult is that, for the last 4 years, there haven't been missionaries living in Izmail to come alongside the leadership and congregation during these challenges.  When the Soviet Union fell, more than 100 people came through Mission to the World eager to help establish reformed churches in Ukraine.  Six churches were started, but after a few years the excitement waned and now only a handful of long-term missionaries continue to come to encourage and equip these new believers.  It is disheartening for us to see such a ripe harvest spoiling for lack of laborers to lovingly gather it.  The Izmail church is one of four churches in southern Ukraine that is struggling to survive without the consistent wisdom of mature Christians.  One of their greatest needs is to have living examples of how grace affects every aspect of daily life and relationships with other people.  Seventy-two years of communism has influenced everyone in this culture, and even though the young leaders of the Izmail church can grasp the idea of the unmerited grace of God, they constantly wrestle against preaching "Do more; try harder."   

It was for this reason that I returned to Izmail to preach a series that clearly explains the Gospel: Jesus' parable of the prodigal son.*  There is a moment in the parable that particularly grabbed the hearts of the Izmail congregation.  The prodigal son finds himself painfully alone, destitute and hungry, ready to eat the scraps fit only for "unclean" animals.  Confronted by the consequences of his waywardness and needing help, the young man repents and devises a plan to make amends for all the social injury and financial loss he has caused his father.  Prepared to work as a servant in his father's household, the boy returns to his home.  However, instead of finding an insulted man who begrudgingly allows him to work for room and board, the son is overwhelmed to see his distinguished father unashamedly running toward him!  What's more, his father warmly embraces him, forgives all his debts and lavishes the full rights of a beloved son on his astonished boy!  It is then that the boy realizes he could never give enough to repay the father - and he rests, enjoying for the first time a father who loves him.  That’s the story for all of us, but it’s a story that the Ukrainian people can especially relate to.  They’re broken and have nothing to give.  For many who have grown up under the works-oriented teaching of the Russian Orthodox Church, they slowly are coming to the realization that God desires relationship with them more than their service. 

 

After I finished speaking I noted several people weeping as the truth of this good news sank deeply into their hearts.  Later, many members of the church expressed how God used characters in the story to uncover identical issues in their lives.  Nadezhda confessed that she reviewed her entire life during the sermon and found a lot of pain she'd never confronted or offered to her loving Father for healing.  She said that she’s beginning to understand now what it means to rest, and place her hope in Christ alone.  

 

Not too long ago an elderly woman with cancer came to the church, stating that she had nowhere to live. The leaders asked if there was anyone willing to take her in.  Nadezhda, the poorest woman in the church, whose apartment (according to other Ukrainians) is "about the size of a pumpkin," stood and said, "Come live with me."  Yes, it was inconvenient.  Yes, it was difficult for her, but Nadezhda knows what it’s like to be welcomed home, and with a heart of gratitude she’s welcoming others home as well.  This is the hope of the Izmail church.

 

*The outlines for the sermon series were borrowed from Pastor Duane Cory of Deer Creek Community Church (PCA) in Littleton, CO.  Thanks Duane!!!
Update on Tanya and Sergei Baranov

After having her lung removed because of tuberculosis, Tanya is back in Odessa and continuing to make great progress.  Everytime I see her she's beaming with life and it's an ongoing effort to slow her down to get the rest she needs!  Last  month, however, another blow struck the Baranov family.  Her husband, Sergei, began coughing up blood.  The Baranov family feared that his tuberculosis had returned, and risked an overnight train ride to Kiev for weeks of thorough examinations.  Thankfully, the doctors found that Sergei wasn't having a relapse after all, but due to a coughing fit during a recent cold, he had ruptured a portion of his already fragile lungs, allowing in blood.  The few weeks of rest in a hospital allowed Sergei to make a full recovery, as well as build a friendship with a fellow patient and lead him to know Christ!  Meanwhile, back in Odessa, Tanya and some friends from the church continued the weekly Drug and Alcohol Addicts meetings.  God did a miracle in the hearts of two people attending - He healed them of their addictions and gave them faith in Him!  Please continue to keep the Baranov family and ministry in prayer.
Thanks!
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In our last newsletter we mentioned that for various reasons our support level had dropped and our ministry account was in deficit.  A very heartfelt thank you to all of you who gave extra, or gave for the first time, to this ministry.   Under the current giving levels, it looks like we'll be able to finish out our term without any further financial problems.  We daily thank God for all of you who make it possible for us to continue in building God's kingdom in Ukraine.  
Contest

I know this sounds rigged, but believe it or not, Andrea’s MOM won the last contest!  She correctly guessed that the latest James Bond film, "Die Another Day," was translated literally into Russian, "We’re Gonna Die, But Not Right Now!" (answer "B").  She’ll be receiving a special gift from Odessa (I’m sure she’d like to receive a couple of grandaughters as well!)
This month’s contest question is going to be a little different.  Since Valentine's Day just passed, we want to know which of our readers is the most creative!  Maybe you or your spouse did something very romantic, maybe your child made something special, or maybe your friend did something thoughtful for you.   Whatever it is, If you’ve got a neat Valentine’s story, tell us about it.  Please limit your entry to 350 words, and in addition to receving a very special treat from Ukraine, the winner's entry will be posted in the next issue of "Snapshots." 
Please do not hit "reply" when you write or send in your entry.  Send your story in a new message to: burnham@paco.net .   
 

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 

Burnham@paco.net 

** If you would like to have your e-mail address added, removed, or changed, please send your request to burnham@paco.net and we'll do so immediately!
