Snapshots from Ukraine
October 2001 update from Bob & Andrea Burnham, serving in Odessa, Ukraine
Dear friends and family,
After the events that happened on September 11th and in light of the retaliation that began last Sunday evening, we have often found it difficult to focus on the ministry that we’ve been called to.  Like all of you, however, we have found that life and ministry must go on.  Several have written to us asking about our safety and what the general response has been here in Ukraine.   This newsletter is a little longer than usual, but we wanted to respond to these two questions.  As for our safety, we, like other Americans anywhere in the world, are keeping a low profile and watching closely for any unusual activity.  That being said, we do believe that there is no specific threat to Americans living in Ukraine.  Just to be on the safe side though, our team has put together a contingency plan in the event that we need to be evacuated.  Things are pretty quiet here, although this situation is by far the most common topic for conversation. 
The word on the street…
So what exactly are people in Ukraine saying about the 9/11 attacks? When the Kiev Post asked "How should America respond to the attacks?" some of the responses included:
· "The States is a superpower and it has to act wisely. Their response should not be aggressive. They should change their foreign policy and do everything possible to prevent war, because once it starts, it will involve different countries, including Ukraine and Russia." Anastasia Shashnikova (student, 19)
· "I do not think there should be a retaliation, unless it is something like sanctions. The U.S. claims to be a God-believing country; they have to prove it now. They should not attack any country since many innocent people will die. Even those who now exalt, like the Taliban, should not be killed. They did not do it with their own hands." Vladislav Kapelnikov (camerman, 25)
· What happened is the result of an aggressive U.S. policy. They are not the only ones who should decide how to fight international terrorism. All the world organizations, like the UN and NATO, should make this decision together. But this reaction should not be like in Albania or Iraq. Yury Krymarenko (military surgeon, 50)
· "I can understand why America wants to get revenge on the people that did this to them, even though I know it’s not Christian. But the people in Afghanistan are crazy, and if America responds with violence, then they (Afghanistan) will just respond with more violence. Where will it all end? We (Russia) were there for 10 years and the people that came back from that war were never the same. What’s worse is that America is making trouble for the rest of the world. I understand that Russia has joined in alliance with America so if America goes to war, then so will Russia, and likely Ukraine. Because of America’s desire for vengeance, many of my friends may die." * Julie (26, member of the Evangelical Presbyterian Church of Odessa ) *personal interview
Unfortunately, the sentiment we most often hear is captured in this quote from Iryna Belich (teacher, 25):
· "What should the entire world have done when the U.S. bombed Yugoslavia and Hiroshima? The U.S. should reconsider its own policy. They have infuriated many countries and apparently a country more angry and richer [sic] decided to retaliate. Of course these attacks were inhuman and horrific, but at the same time America’s own policy led to it. The States kind of deserved it."
On the surface, most people are horrified at the attacks, but underneath that emotion there is a feeling of "but they really deserved it."
We DESERVED it??? 
I’m sure you can imagine how disheartening it is to leave family and loved ones behind to take the Gospel to a country, only to hear those words spoken about your homeland. Before your anger starts to rise though, please know that not everyone thinks that way.  We’ve had several people who appeared genuinely shocked and grieved at the events that happened.  Closer friends who work alongside of us even called us over the next few days, some of them weeping as they tentatively asked whether our families and friends were safe.  So, while our first reaction to those that think America "deserved" this was also anger, we’ve spent much time trying to go deeper and understand why a nation could think such a thing.  We’ve found at least four reasons which are closely linked:
1.    Unreliable News Reporting
In America we turn on the evening news or flip on CNN and we expect that what we hear is factual. The same is here, only the Ukrainian news sources have shown time after time to report rumors as well as facts.  Two days after the attacks, I walked into the office and several Ukrainians were discussing the latest news. "Did you hear?" Anya said, "President Bush has announced that he will use nuclear weapons on Afghanistan!" When I asked where she heard that, she responded "on the evening news, isn’t it horrible??" The same afternoon another lady, Sveta, asked me "is your family alright? I heard on the news that everyone in America is rioting because no one wants their country to go to war."   I’ve also been told the media here reported that it has been proven that Osama bin Laden is now living in Chechnya, however America is denying it because they want to attack Afghanistan. We take for granted that our news programs report news, and not hearsay. This nation believes their media too, so it’s only natural that their personal views will be skewed with improper information.
2.    Propaganda

This goes hand in hand with poor news reporting.  We all have heard about the anti-America propaganda that was spread throughout the former Soviet Union.  Just because the Soviet Union has ceased to exist doesn’t mean that the repercussions from that propaganda has!  Mel Pike, an MTW church-planter in the neighboring city of Kherson, told me that he was recently addressing a group of people (many of them educators), and was shocked to find that while all of them had heard about the bomb that was dropped on Hiroshima, none of them had heard of Pearl Harbor.  Many Ukrainians have been told that all Americans carry a gun on their hip (like the old west), police shoot-outs on busy streets are daily (thank you Hollywood!), and that as a nation, our primary goal is to conquer every country in the world. For them, there’s a feeling of justice that the "class bully" has been knocked down.  
3.    Peer Pressure

I recognize that Ukrainians are not the only people to follow crowds, Americans do the same thing.  However, there seems to be a much larger propensity to jump on bandwagons here.  All it takes is for a few key people to say things like "America deserved this," and before you know it the whole country is reciting this mantra.  Andrea and I have had the opportunity to give a more complete picture to many of our friends, and their opinions have completely turned around.  The general public doesn’t seek to know the whole truth, however, and in fact is very eager to join whatever popular chorus is being sung.

4.    Perception of Arrogance

A common theme in our movies is to portray a girl in high society -- beautiful and rich, untouched by the struggles of others, and extremely haughty -- snubbed by the hero who favors another girl -- usually pretty but poor and humble, having survived setbacks with grace.  While the rich girl stomps her feet in disbelief and maybe falls into a mud puddle, the audience applauds.  Why?  Because there's something satisfactory in seeing the proud being brought low.  Even though most Ukrainians desire the chance to come to the States for the resources and opportunities to make money, most hold a certain degree of contempt for Americans because they perceive us as that high society girl -- having everything, self-absorbed, shallow, getting fat off our wealth, and extremely arrogant.  It's not just because we have more than they do.  There are other countries, like Switzerland, as wealthy as America.  Nobody here has contempt for Switzerland.   America is not a quiet, impartial nation -- and that comes with advantages and disadvantages worldwide.  Last week I had a Ukrainian pastor tell me that "America helped us when we were struggling, and now that America is collapsing, we will come and help you."  Underlying his sympathy I sensed a contentment in his statement that America was "collapsing" and needed help.  (I did explain to him that America was not collapsing.)
Hard questions
Having insight into the rationale of those we’re ministering to has been very helpful.  It also enables us to focus on the real issues rather than just responding in anger to what we hear.  We are hoping the events in September give us an open door to discuss with people what God teaches us through His Scripture about very important issues. Some of the questions that we can discuss are: 
· Why does God allow such horrible things like this to happen?  What should a Christian's response to evil be, and should the response of government be different than the response of a Christian individual?
· What does the Qu’ran teach? Do we worship the same God that Muslims worship? What’s the difference? What about other religions?
· What is God's view of war?  How does a nation practice justice and still leave vengeance to the Lord? 
· What would happen if you and Osama Bin Laden were standing side by side before the judgement seat of God?  Would God treat you any differently than bin Laden?  Why?
The above questions help us to focus on personal responsibility and the sovereignty of our God.  As my former pastor, Scotty Smith, used to say, "There is a heaven, and this isn’t it." Sometimes we forget that. September 11 was a severe reminder that we are always living in a war, and that war is not against flesh and blood, but "against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms." (Ephesians 6:12)  We’re thankful to have many spiritual warriors supporting us here, and hope that you will continue to fight the good fight.

 Ministry
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As usual, things have been hopping here.  Although hospitality is not part of our official job description, we're happy to say that our home has seen a steady stream of American and Ukrainian guests -- including a Ukrainian woman who has moved in with us temporarily until she can afford an apartment, and another woman who is a somewhat regular guest while she receives two months of tuberculosis treatments at a nearby hospital (she’s not contagious).  
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The regional Ukrainian presbytery met last week and discussed several issues relating to its now SEVEN churches!  And it was annouced in that meeting that the Evangelical Presbyterian Church of Ukraine has been able to receive its registration as an official Ukraine denomination! We are encouraged to see and hear about many of the Ukrainian leaders growing in wisdom as more and more responsibility is given to them.   In nearby Kiev, our seminary now has 22 full-time students, and our Odessa book translation department is in the final stages of editing several new works (including the Shorter and Larger Catechism, as well as Covenant of Grace by John Murray.)   
Unfortunately, as a result of our nation's tragedy, one short term worker and three medical teams that were supposed to work with our clinic in Belgorod have cancelled.  Bob is supposed to leave in two weeks to attend a Leadership conference in the States, and we're now wondering if that will be postponed.  As it looks now it won't be postponed, so please pray for him and the many other MTW team leaders as they travel.
Andrea's pregnancy is coming along well -- she's almost 5 months pregnant now -- and Abby is finally starting to grow some hair just in time for winter!  Our little 15 month old is still not speaking words yet, but she's added something akin to Japanese and a pretty good rendition of a chicken to her repertoire of barnyard impressions.  We had a couple of weeks of cooooold weather, but the last week has been very mild and we've enjoyed getting out more often.  The forecast is for a harsh winter, so we're enjoying whatever warm days we can. 
CONTEST
Andrea and I have decided to add a monthly contest to our newsletter!  The first person to respond with the right answer to the question below will win a special prize that will be mailed to you from Ukraine!  A BONUS prize will be sent to you if you include a scanned picture of you or your family with the answer.  Here's the October question:
In America, if the Fall is warmer than usual, we call it "Indian Summer."  What do Ukrainians call a warm Fall season?
Be sure to get your answer in soon!  The winner will be notified by e-mail and the answer will be given in our next newsletter.

Please note, Mission to the World has a new address for donations, and a new phone number for any questions you may have:
Mission to the World
P.O. Box  116284
Atlanta, GA  30368-6284
678-823-0004
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
 

