Snapshots from Ukraine
November 2001 update from Bob & Andrea Burnham, serving in Odessa, Ukraine
 

Two Toms
Greetings from cold Ukraine! Winter has definitely arrived here and we are enjoying very blustery days and even some snow. The icy air may have slowed down some of the activities that we enjoyed during our warm autumn, but it definitely hasn’t slowed down ministry. Since our last newsletter we’ve had the pleasure of having several "Toms" in our home.  They came to help us with outreach and ministry, but those ministries are very different from one another!  In this issue we’ll focus on one, and next month we’ll tell you about the other. 

Dr. Tom
Dr. Tom Stewart looks like the sort of man you would expect to be living in a small town – a tall, slender man with a genuine smile and just old enough to have that "dignified look."  Bob can imagine him working as a family doctor who still makes house calls with his little black bag – taking the time to kneel down and ruffle some youngster’s hair. Perhaps that’s what he would be doing if God hadn’t called him to work as the director of MTW’s Street Children Ministry. He still takes the time to kneel down and hug children, but rather than just hugging children in a small town in America, he finds himself hugging children in places like Peru, Africa, Thailand, and now Ukraine. 

In many countries the casualties of economic difficulties and the AIDS epidemic usually include children.  When times get tough, often parents will abandon their children (as young as 3 or 4 years old) in the middle of a bustling city – leaving them to fend for themselves or to die.  Other countries have orphanages that are exploding in growth as a result of the millions of people dying of AIDS. Still more children live on the streets to escape from alcoholic, abusive parents.  Whatever the reason, Dr. Tom is there to help the local church reach out to these children and show them the love of Christ.

We hit the ground running when Tom arrived in Odessa. His Austrian Airlines flight touched down on a cold Thursday afternoon, and later that evening after we enjoyed one of Andrea's hearty dinners, gave Abby a bath, and tucked her into her nice warm crib, Bob and Tom began their work.  Here's the evening through Bob's eyes:

We met with Oksana, a young lady from our church who has already begun working with Odessa’s street children and would act as our guide into this new world.  Dressed in gloves, thick coats, and hats we went down to meet these children where many of them live -- the train station. The first child we met was Sasha.  Oksana recognized him and called him over to us, but he was reluctant to come because he thought that Tom and I were policemen.  While most children are taught to go to policemen for help, these children avoid them at all costs because they may be beaten or taken to detention centers.  Finally he came to us but it took him much longer before he would trust us.  He was dressed in filthy clothes and had a habit of constantly looking over his shoulders to see if anyone was coming too near him.  I asked him how old he was and he just shrugged – I found that many of these children have no idea when their birthday is or how old they are.  Oksana said he was probably around 13 years old, but he looked too small to be that old.  Her reply was that he’s probably been on the streets for several years, and sniffing glue the whole time.  Most of the children here sniff glue as an escape – it’s cheap, easy to get, and puts them into a euphoric high, far away from the harsh world they live in.  However, in addition to destroying their brains, it also stunts their growth.  That’s probably why Sasha looked so small.

After some time Sasha felt more comfortable around us and agreed to take us to where his friends were. He led us through the back of the train yard into a dilapidated section of town, littered with the semi-conscious bodies of drunken men and women on the street. We entered a run-down building into a squalid room where we found about 13 other children, boys and girls ranging in age. The only "furniture" in the room was a couple of cardboard sheets (used for sleeping), and there was no heat – although it was warmer than the outside air.  These children were also cautious of us, but less so when they learned that we were Americans. They immediately wanted to talk to us about current events and the war in Afghanistan. When we asked them how they knew about the war, they proudly stated "We may not have homes, but we’re not stupid! We listen to radios on the streets or watch TV’s on display in stores!" The more we talked with them, the more we learned that they exist by either stealing, begging, or prostituting themselves – usually all of the above.  I thought about Abby sleeping soundly in her warm bed, or Savannah and Dylan – my nephew and niece that are the same ages as these children – and I just shook my head in disbelief and grief. 
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Alcoholism is a huge problem in Ukraine, and we learned that most of these children ran away from their homes because they were being beaten, sexually abused, or forced into prostitution by their own family members.  As we talked they learned that Tom (who was busy hugging – and being hugged) was a doctor.  Several of them began to ask him if he could help them with health problems they were having. As he asked them what their symptoms were, it became obvious that most of these children likely had tuberculosis and/or venereal diseases. Because they live together in such cramped close quarters, it doesn’t take long before they all start showing the same symptoms.  Dr. Tom asked them if they smoked – most said yes, they steal cigarettes whenever they can.  His best advice was for them to quit smoking.  He told me that their young lungs are equipped to fight off tuberculosis up to a certain point, but smoking greatly inhibits that.  He then urged them all to stop sniffing glue (as our young guide, Sasha, had been secretly doing the whole time we were with him.) 

As we prepared to leave, a miracle happened.  I asked the children if they would mind if I took a picture of them.  They agreed and as I pulled out my camera, these hardened, stern children became real children again. They began to laugh and smile as they pushed and shoved to be in front of the camera, and I realized that there was still some hope left in their little hearts. When we finally had to leave to return home, I felt like I was leaving family behind – indeed, these children who have received so little love, latched onto us like a life preserver in a storm.  Needless to say, it was difficult to leave them.

There are an estimated 15,000 of these children living in Odessa and this night-time visit was only the first step in a long process.  Our goal is to equip and empower the local churches here to help get these kids off the streets and into homes. We would also like to see the church transforming lives in the community so fewer children run away from their homes. It’s not something that can be done quickly, and not all the children can be helped, but a difference can be made.  We’ve already begun this work by meeting with other leaders in the community who want to help, and by finding people within the church who would like to join Oksana in this ministry.  Providentially, the same day Tom and Oksana met with others in the community to discuss this ministry, we learned of a nationwide conference dedicated to this subject and were able to make it possible for Oksana to attend!  As our supporters, you are already a part of this ministry.  However, if you would like more information about this ministry – or others like it around the world – you can call Tom Stewart at (678)823-0004 or write him at Tstewart@mtw.org . We’re hoping that by next summer our Odessa team will have some special 2-week outreach projects that you and your churches can be involved with directly.

Another Tom 

Another Tom that popped into our lives this past week was Tom the turkey!  Especially after beginning this ministry to street children, it was even more evident how much God has blessed us.  The two of us hosted a pot-luck Thanksgiving dinner in our flat for the 36 American missionaries either directly related to our team or living here in the center of Odessa.  We all crammed in together to celebrate God's provision to our forefathers and worship that same God Who is still, continually providing all we need "for life and godliness...." (II Peter 1:3) During our 3-hour mealtime (all good ol' American traditional holiday foods!) we each shared the Scriptures and events God has been using this last year to reveal Himself and His ways in our individual lives.  Afterward we gathered to sing hymns of God’s grace for about an hour. Then, like the fun-loving Americans we are,  we sat around playing games until we thought we just couldn’t laugh anymore. All in all it was an incredible time together -- we hope that your Thanksgiving was also a blessing!

At the Thanksgiving gathering, Bob read a portion of Psalm 67 – how God has blessed us so that we might be a blessing to the nations, so that HE would be glorified.  We are very thankful that each of you have given of your prayertimes and resources to join us in extending the healing touch of the gospel (in word and deed) to many wonderful, but hurting, people of Ukraine. May God bless you richly and be glorified through you!

Coming to America - HELP!
Andrea is about to hit the 7-month mark in her pregnancy, and since the airlines won’t let her fly after that time, our family will be returning to the States on December 11th.  We’ll be in Atlanta from Dec. 12th  through Dec.18th and then spend Christmas and New Years with her family in Colorado – which leads us to a big request. We’ll spend that first week in Atlanta visiting doctors, but don’t have a car yet.  If you (or someone you know) have a reliable car that we can use during that time, would you contact us by e-mail? Thanks very much!

Contest

Congratulations to Catherine Shaw for sending in the correct answer to last month’s contest!  She knew that when Ukrainians have a particularly warm fall (like our "Indian Summer"), they call it "Old Woman’s Summer," or "baba lyetoh" in Russian. She had to call her grandfather, now living in Canada, to get the right answer, and for her hard work she has received a hand-painted Ukrainian brooch and a copy of An Intro to the People & Food of Ukraine cookbook.  Honorable mention goes to those of you who answered that a warm Ukrainian fall is called "a miracle!"   A "bolshoi spaciba" (big thank you) goes to those of you who sent in your photographs for our prayer journal!

Here’s the contest question for November:

In 1917 the Socialist Regime began their move toward power with the famous October Revolution. On what date did Soviets celebrate the "October Revolution"? [hint: it wasn’t in October!]

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 you and your family, you’ll receive a bonus prize!
It may have taken you a while to download this issue -- sorry about that!  The attached photo of the Odessa street children is worth the wait though -- it was taken the night that Tom and Bob first met them.  Please remember to pray for them when you see the picture.

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 & Abby Burnham
Burnham@paco.net
Mission to the World
P.O. Box  116284
Atlanta, GA  30368-6284
678-823-0004
