Snapshots from Ukraine 
June 2003 update from Bob & Andrea Burnham, serving in Odessa, Ukraine  
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A Time for Change
It's been said that the only one who likes change is a wet baby.  Well, we have a baby, and sometimes even SHE doesn't like it!   God uses change in our lives for our growth, and it's often during these times that we again remember how dependent we are on Him.  The last several months have been full of change for us:  some good -- like seeing the scaffolding that has been adorning our church sanctuary for the last few years finally removed; and some not so good -- like seeing the attitude of Ukrainians toward Americans shift from wide-eyed admiration to disdain and condescension.   In this edition of Snapshots, we'll take a closer look at God's faithfulness in both situations.
Out of the Ruins!
Across from downtown Odessa's beautiful city park, and right next to famous Deribosovskaya Street, a stately church was constructed in the late 1800's.  This wasn't a typical Ukrainian church -- no onion-shaped domes, no gilded icons of austere saints gazing down upon worshipers, and no black-robed priests chanting traditional prayers in the old Slavonic language.  No, this was a Reformed Protestant church, begun by French missionaries sent here to spread the liberating news of Christ's love and grace.   The church congregation grew until 1912, when the Bolshevik Revolution occurred and an era of socialism settled over the land.  This church building, less than 20 years old, became property of the state and was closed as a place of worship.  One of the first acts of the state was to ascend the church steeple and tear down the ornate cross.  The church leaders were then persecuted and the flock scattered until no one remained.   The next 80 years brought dark times and the building that once invited all to worship the living God served other purposes: army barracks, a puppet theater, a school for sailors and an unsanctioned shelter/toilet for homeless people.  None of the occupants made any effort to maintain the building and over time it fell further into disrepair until its graffiti-stained walls were crumbling and scarred.  A worse fate could have befallen the building.  For instance, two blocks away there was a typical Ukrainian church -- complete with onion-shaped domes.  To serve as a symbol of its power, in 1936 the Communist Party packed that beautiful church with dynamite and reduced it to nothing but rubble.  
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In 1989 change began to occur.  The Soviet Union collapsed, religious doors were once again opened, and Ukraine finally gained its independence as a country.   Many religious organizations like Mission to the World sent men and women to Ukraine to help re-establish the beliefs that were prevalent before socialist rule (unfortunately many cults came as well.)  MTW church-planters organized churches in several cities and a new denomination formed -- the Evangelical Presbyterian Church of Ukraine (EPCU).  A few years later another amazing thing happened.  The Ukrainian government decreed that all buildings seized by the state should be given back to their original owners.  The only problem was that the original owners of the reformed church building from the 1800's, and any remnant of their congregation, had been eradicated by the socialist government.  On the basis of being the only group in the region that held true to the values of the original church's theology, the EPCU leaders appealed to the government to release the building to them.   Having a permanent building they could call "home" would be an answer to prayer for the Odessa congregation -- especially after having met for years in rented culture centers, homes, and even a park!   After a very thorough investigation, the government agreed and gave this historic building to the EPCU requiring only that it be restored to meet safety codes and maintain its historic facade -- a massive undertaking.
 

The work began with an incredible discovery.  Before anything could be started inside, the roof had to be replaced.  You can imagine our surprise when the workers stepped up onto the roof and found the steeple's original cross that had been torn down!  Those who removed it had merely cast it aside where it lay, through 72 years of socialism, as if waiting to be restored.
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The restoration of this building has been immense and discouraging at times.  Often when new projects began, we would learn that the building was in much greater disrepair than initially thought.  For example, we had believed that the crumbling walls would need about 15 interior metal supports for reinforcement -- it took more than a hundred.  When the facade was being replaced, the workers found that the concrete dormer windows and steeple were perilously close to toppling over onto the sidewalk below -- and on and on.  Flexibility is the key to living in Ukraine, so, while workers struggled to make repairs, the congregation became accustomed to and even incorporated the extensive scaffolding into worship services.  A huge banner proclaiming "I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life" hung from the scaffolding above the pulpit, and balloons and flowers were attached to the lower bars of the scaffolding (painted white) during weddings!  
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Five months ago Andrea and I were discussing the upcoming year, and what we hoped to see happen.  "One of my biggest prayers," I said "is that God would enable the work to be finished on the sanctuary before we leave in November."  At that time it was almost unbelievable; most of the money given by generous individuals from America had been used, and there was still so much to accomplish.  This was something only God could bring about.  To our joy, God is bringing it about. . . and rather quickly!  Although we haven't raised all the necessary finances yet, we know that God will provide them in His timing.  Money has already come in again from several unexpected sources.  The contractor doing the work told us we can have much of the sanctuary nearly completed by July.  Even now most of the church's weekday meetings and Bible studies are able to use the new space.
 

Everyone is excited about this news, and our best hopes were confirmed when three weeks ago the scaffolding was removed.  Now the floor is being refinished, lighting fixtures have been hung, the plastic sheeting in the balcony has come down to make way for the new windows, the stairs are installed, and the wooden railings nicely stained.   When the entryway, sanctuary, balcony and adjoining school rooms are finished, there will be but one very symbolic job remaining:  placing the ornate cross in its rightful place on top of the church steeple.  I assure you there will be a very joyful celebration when that happens!
 

Yes, the emerging of this historic church in a once "godless society" is remarkable, but the church of Christ is not a building.  The church is made up of people who have been set free from their chains of sin, and adopted as beloved children of God.  It's important for us to remember that the people of God, adorned with Christ's righteousness, are infinitely more beautiful than this building will ever be.  Over the last few years we've shared stories of people like Tanya & Sergei Baranovi and Nadezhda, as well as those who are involved with ministries like the soup kitchen and orphanages.  Please pray for God to continue to strengthen them as they worship him here and use the newly renovated building as a tool to better reach out to their community with His good news.  Please also pray for God to raise up more believers to come help reap this incredible harvest -- we greatly need more people!   Throughout Ukraine lives are being changed by the gospel, new leaders are being raised up, and out of the ruins the church is emerging glorious.
"We don't like Americans"
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Those were the words Andrea and I heard while we were shopping in the market not too long ago.  The elderly woman sitting by the booth had looked at us with a big smile and said, "I see you're foreigners, are you from England?"  We smiled back and said, "No, actually we're from America."  Her smile disappeared and with contempt she shook her head and said, "oh, we don't like Americans."  She was no longer pleasant as she started to argue with us about our president's recent decisions.  Her associate tried to distract us, fearing, I think, that the woman's comments would drive away our business.  Throughout the weeks following, the same reaction toward us was played over and over again - with the director of Abby's kindergarten, with employees in the stores or bank, and, to an extent, with our Ukrainian co-workers in the office!  We gained a small understanding of what it feels like to be judged based on nationality, and not considered for who we are as individuals.

 

While it isn't surprising that Ukrainians side with Europe in their opinion of the United States' actions, it was a shock to us none-the-less to be treated with such derision.   In the several years previous to the war, our American nationality almost guaranteed us an eager audience to hear whatever we might say, including communicating the gospel openly in schools!  In smaller towns especially, people came from all over to attend our classes or listen to our seminars because, they reasoned, "America is the land of freedom where dreams come true -- they lead the world in research and technology, therefore, these Americans ought to know what they're talking about."  In one village that I visited during the dead of winter, more than a hundred people crammed into a small, cold room for two hours and hungrily listened as I told them about Jesus Christ -- simply because I was an American. 

 

What was once referred to as American "strength," is now considered "arrogance."  What was touted as "expert news coverage," is now called "propaganda," and what once was believed to be America's "sacrifice to help others" is now seen as a "desire for domination."  The nicest thing many of our own friends (who have worked alongside us for years) tell us is that we are being good, loyal citizens to support our country even when it has obviously acted with greed as its motivation.  This is due in part to the news reporting this country receives, much of which sounds remarkably like the news reports given by the Iraqi (mis)Information Minister.  For example "Americans are targeting civilians, hospitals, and orphanages," "Ukraine will likely be attacked next," and "America is trying to expand its borders and take over countries rich in oil."  The people believe that what they're hearing is truth, and they're responding accordingly.  Even now, after seeing images of Iraqis celebrating and tearing down statues of Saddam, the average Ukrainian is quick to tell you that our country did not make the right decision, acting without the approval of the rest of the world, and has indeed committed an atrocity.

 

How have we been dealing with this?   Occasionally we find it wise to keep silent, however, when given the opportunity to have a civil discussion with someone on this topic we try to do so.   Unfortunately we've yet to see anyone here change their views, even when presented with facts from the other side.  This can be discouraging, but we keep reminding ourselves that we are here primarily as ambassadors of Christ, not ambassadors of America.  We hope to follow Paul in his example recorded in I Corinthians 2:1 "For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified."   It is our hope to use all discussions about this war as a way to point to God's sovereignty in world events.   We are hopeful that this war has opened the door for many to hear the news of Christ in Iraq.  Through our Savior and through Him alone, there is hope to bring true peace to the individuals of Ukraine and the rest of the world.

Contest Winner!

Hmmm.  Either a great majority of our readers were too shy to send in their "meaningful Valentine story," didn't care to enter, or just plain lost that creative flair!  Hardly anyone entered!  What's going on out there??  We did receive a couple of entries, however, that sounded quite charming.  Honorable mention goes to Darren & Jennifer Wells, who bought a house on Valentine's Day and didn't have enough money left over to exchange cards!   Another honorable mention goes to Glenn and Kim Goldsmith, who had a lovely Valentine's weekend in New York -- spending time with family and going to the theater.  But our winner is Jeff Thompson, who took his wife, Caroline, on a sacrificial date.  According to Caroline, "Jeff and I went to a very girly tea room and had a wonderful time.  Jeff is extremely secure in his manhood to go to tea rooms with me! "  Way to go Jeff!   Andrea was thinking it would be appropriate to send you some hand-crocheted doilies from Ukraine, but I'll send you something really manly!  
 

New Contest Question

This month's question is a little different -- instead of us asking you a question, we want you to ask us a question!  We've been telling you about our ministry here in Odessa, but there's much more to tell!  What do you want to know about?  It could be a question about us, our ministry, our friends, our life in Ukraine, etc.  Whoever sends in the question that we use in the next newsletter will receive something special from Ukraine!

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 burnham@paco.net and we'll do so.

