Snapshots from Ukraine 
November 2004 update from Bob & Andrea Burnham, serving with MTW 
 

"Remember the prisoners as if chained with them -- those who are mistreated -- since you yourselves are in the body also."
Hebrews 13:3
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The Persecuted Church
Sunday, November 14 was the International Day of Prayer for the Persecuted Church.  Like our church, your church may have taken the time to pray for those in many nations around the world that do not enjoy the same religious freedoms we do.  In this edition of  Snapshots we'll be focusing on one church that has emerged from persecution, perhaps only for a short time.
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Testimony of Suffering
According to the original Greek, "martyr" means "witness."  Unger's Bible Dictionary states that "in the New Testament the original notion of a witness is exhibited in the special form of one who attests his belief in the Gospel by personal suffering."  The writer of Hebrews exhorts believers in Christ, citing that "we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses [martyrs]" (12:1), and Jesus promises us in Acts 1:8, "You shall be witnesses [martyrs] to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth." During one very cold Ukrainian winter, I had the opportunity to meet many of these witnesses.

 

On this particular Sunday night, about 60 people trudged through knee-deep snow and endured sporadic electricity in a very cold room (warmed only by a wood-burning stove in the middle) in order to hear a young American man (me!) speak about the Bible.  In this traditional Russian church, the women sat on one side, wearing head coverings, while the men sat on the other.  In the picture everyone is smiling, but they weren't smiling when I first got there!  
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This group is an unregistered Baptist church in a small Ukrainian village called Kameshovka.  During the Socialist regime, churches were either registered or unregistered.  The registered churches had to have all sermons approved by the local communist board (guaranteeing that messages from the pulpit were consistent with political propaganda) and all attendees placed on a government list (which often prevented those people from acquiring higher education and job opportunities.)  Unregistered churches were outlaw churches.  It was illegal for them to gather, worship God, or read the Bible, but they met anyway in various locations in the woods.  Whether it was snowing or raining, the members of the Kameshovka church met faithfully each week to pray and study whatever passages of Scripture they had managed to hide from the authorities.  Those who were caught were thrown in jail and often beaten.  The former pastor of the group (shown in the photo below wearing a turtleneck and blazer) was blinded in one eye from the severe beatings he received, but continued to preach to his flock upon release.  

 

Understandably, throughout this persecution church members were unified and wary of anyone they didn't know.  But even after enjoying six years of religious freedom they were still very cautious of me.  When I concluded my talk that night, I asked the congregation if they had any questions for me.  Often I had invited questions from classrooms or groups and received inquiries like, "What kind of car do you drive?" or "How much money do you make?"  Not this group.  One by one they began asking me questions about my beliefs:  "Do you believe in the Trinity?" "Do you believe that Jesus will return for His people?" "How would you interpret this particular passage?" "Do you believe that the Bible is the inerrant Word of God?"  This went on and on, and when they were finally satisfied, the smiles warmed the room.  It was as if they had just learned that I was a close family member -- and in the spiritual realm, I am!  From that point on we truly worshiped God together.

 

You can learn more about churches undergoing persecution by visiting www.opendoors.org or www.persecution.com .

 

Prayer: Pray for those suffering persecution for their faith in Christ and that God's mercy and justice be revealed around the world. 
 

A Closing Window
It's been said that communism prepared the former Soviet Union for a spiritual revival, and that's very true.  Immediately after the Iron Curtain fell, people who had been denied the chance to know about and/or worship their Creator welcomed any teaching or resources they could find.  The government allowed that for a time, but the window of opportunity that encouraged the growth of many churches is now closing. 

 

Belarus is already considered a closed country to missionaries, and Russia is rapidly following.  Two weeks ago I spent the weekend with a Russian pastor, Andre Furmanov.  He told me that the government has threatened people in his town if they rent property to him for church use.  Government officials have attempted to restrict open-air church activities, and have asked Andre to give them the names, addresses, and pictures of people who attend his church.  It is becoming increasingly evident that religious freedom is being squelched in Russia, and Ukraine could soon follow suit.  This week we, along with other Christian and charitable organizations, await a decision in Ukraine that could change everything.

 

Next Sunday, Ukraine's current prime minister and pro-Russian candidate, Viktor Yanukovich, hopes to be elected as Ukraine's next president.   He is challenged by Viktor Yushchenko, whose goal is to move the country away from Russian ties and align more with western Europe.  Yushchenko's desire to change this grossly corrupt nation has made him a threat to many who have been taking advantage of the system to get rich.  Already he has survived one assassination attempt on his life.  Many analysts believe that if Yanukovich wins, Ukraine will follow Russia's lead and religious freedoms will be in great jeopardy.  

 

Prayer:  Throughout this week, please pray that the elections taking place on Sunday, November 21st would be conducted with justice.  Despite several attempts of fraud and intimidation, Yushchenko still holds a very narrow lead.  
 

New Laborers

As we've criss-crossed over the south during the last couple of months, we've been blessed to see some fruit from our work.  After hearing us talk about what God is doing throughout Europe, an Ohio pastor and his family are now visiting with our teams in Ukraine, hoping to join in the next year or two.  A young lady from Pensacola, interested in beginning an orphanage overseas, is now applying to work as an apprentice with an MTW team in Bangkok.  Our time in Tennessee gave us the chance to encourage a woman to actively pursue her interest in serving in Romania.   Several others are praying about how God would use them, and we received this letter from an eager family in Arizona.
Bob,
Thanks so much for your time yesterday.  You have no idea how encouraged I was by it.  Ron and I have been so blessed by this process so far and we are excited about the future.  This morning our youngest asked if we were going to sell our house soon.  We froze, thinking he was sad.  We explained that it could take a very long time and he should not worry.  He said, "but I really want to be a missionary!"  He was hopeful we could go right now.  What an answer to prayer.  We are trusting God with the details and are willing to wait if He says wait and go if He says go....  Thanks again and I hope to talk to you soon.      
God is raising up others too, possibly someone who sits next to you at church each Sunday or maybe that person you see in the mirror each morning!  If you, or someone you know, would be a great candidate for missions, contact me.  I would love to follow up.
 

Prayer: Please pray that God would continue to raise up more laborers for the harvest in Europe!
 

Support-raising update
Our support is steadily growing, THANK YOU!  We are currently at 80% of our necessary support and are able to do more each month as a result.  Traditionally most gifts come at the end of the year.  If you'd like to make a year-end contribution, your tax-deductible gift may be sent to: MTW Donations * PO Box 116284 * Atlanta, GA  30368-6284.   One-time, monthly and annual pledges should be directed to Burnhams / Acct. #010531.  Any gift is greatly appreciated. 

 

Praise: God's faithfulness in providing for our every need!
 

Contest - Name the baby
We are eagerly anticipating the birth of our third child in just a couple of weeks, and likely the next message you'll hear from us will be a birth announcement!   But what will we name the new little bundle of joy??  The winner of this contest will be the one who correctly guesses the baby's name.  If I've already told you, you're ineligible (sorry.)   Here's a hint for the rest of you:  it's going to be a girl, and the names of our first two girls are Abigail and Emily.  There is a pattern in our naming that we plan to continue!  The third person to send the correct answer to BurnhamFamily@Earthlink.net will receive something we discovered during our travels this Fall. (It's really good!)

 

Prayer: Please pray for Andrea and a safe delivery.
 

 Thank you for your faithfulness in supporting us with your giving and encouragement.   We keep you in our prayers, and hope you'll continue to do the same for us. 
Bob, Andrea, Abigail & Emily Burnham
BurnhamFamily@earthlink.net 
