Snapshots from Ukraine
September 2006 update from Bob & Andrea Burnham, serving with MTW in Odessa, Ukraine
(prayer requests in red)
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End of Summer
You've probably heard about Europeans enjoying long vacations.  We can assure you, it's all very TRUE!  During the month of August most things come to a screeching halt as hordes of people leave town or migrate each morning to the narrow beaches of Odessa, and then to the hillsides for picnics and shashleek (shish-ka-bob).  

 

We got out this last weekend and enjoyed a camping trip with our team at the "dacha".   (You can see more of the camping shots by clicking here.)  August has ended and September 1st marked the beginning of children back in school and parents back at work.  

 

About 35 children are attending "Dawn" Christian Day School, an extension ministry of our church.  The school was created to unite Christian families with Christian teachers so that children can receive an exceptional elementary education with a God-centered perspective, prioritizing the foundational truth of the Word of God.  While it was started for the families of our Evangelical Presbyterian Church, it also serves the broader Christian community in Odessa. The school is subsidized with financial gifts from donors, but it's still difficult for some individual families to pay the $60/month tuition per child.  

 

One of the families that we've gotten to know is Sergei Serbinuk's.  He three sons attend Dawn School and are just one of many families financially struggling.  We had hoped that reading about their life circumstances would compel some of you to sponsor the boys' Christian education.  However, during his interview with Sergei, Bob realized that their story is more shocking and disturbing than he originally understood.  Because of their huge need for prayer and finances, we decided to still print a basic account, but with many of the more grim details omitted.
****Because of adult content, please use discretion before sharing this newsletter with your family.****
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The Serbinuk Family
Sergei Serbinuk is an exceptional man in many ways.  I've met him several times, yet at each encounter I'm impressed by his humility, his quiet strength, and most of all, his love for his children.  The open expression of affection he shows his boys is rare in this society.  On this particularly cool September evening he was arriving to pick up his sons Dima (10), Slavik(6) and Vanya (5).  They all ran to him as he knelt down and took them in his arms in a great big bear hug.  The boys have the same quiet demeanor as their father, and their love for him is evident.  Their mother, Ina, was removed from them and currently lives 10 hours away in Dneprepetrovsk at a mental institution for the criminally insane.  
 

Sergei and Ina have been married for nine years, the first six, of which, he believed they had a perfect marriage.  They had four sons and in 2004 they found themselves pregnant with yet another son.  When Ina was eight months pregnant, however, things started to unravel.  "At first," Sergei told me, "she just started asking forgiveness for everything, and then later she started thinking that she needed to protect and save me from something."  Through her eighth month of pregnancy her mental condition rapidly deteriorated.

 

One Friday afternoon Sergei met with the Elders and Deacons from his Baptist church in his home.  When his wife saw them, she argued with them about how women should have dominance over men and then proclaimed, "Wait!  Today you will see that I am a prophet!"  Sergei knew this wasn't her normal attitude, but wanted to give Ina time to cool down before confronting her.

 

The next day, as Sergei drove home from the garage where he works, he called his wife to ask if she needed him to pick up anything.  Ina answered the phone breathing heavily, as if she had run from somewhere, and angrily replied, "Man does not live by bread alone!"  Sergei hurried home and found all of his children hungry and weak.  They hadn't been fed all day and the baby hadn't been changed.  He made dinner for them and invited his wife to join them, but she stormed into the room and told them, "Today you are all eating slop (the food that the prodigal son ate), and tomorrow you will betray me and leave me!  We will all DIE!"  Sergei pleaded with her, "don't talk like that, especially in front of the children.  Can't we please talk this through and pray together?"  She refused and left.  She began to speak using bits of Scripture, but distorting it out of context.  She also accused Sergei of being a spy.  "Don't spy on me because I am a grieving mother!" she said over and over.

 

Sergei grew more and more alarmed - should he take her to the hospital right away?  to their pastor?  He decided to ask his pastor for help the next morning at church.  Eventually the family all fell asleep, but at 4am Sergei awoke suddenly, sensing someone approaching him.  He was afraid and began to pray for himself and his family, but then realized it was Ina.  She turned, left the room and seconds later Sergei heard his oldest son, Dima, scream.  He jumped out of bed, ran into the other room, turned on the light and found Ina trying to cut Dima's throat with an extremely sharp instrument, used for slaughtering large animals.  Dima, only eight at the time, fought to free himself and she ended up deeply cutting his chin instead.  Sergei wrestled the knife from her and began herding Ina and the boys into the car to take them all to the hospital.  When he dashed back in for their one year old baby, Sasha, he discovered him already dead.

 

Eventually, the authorities abandoned any suspicions that Sergei was involved with his son's murder.  His wife was found mentally incompetent to stand trial and was admitted to an insane asylum in eastern Ukraine -- an institution, Sergei is told, from which no one ever returns.  He is only allowed to visit Ina once every three months, and he has, faithfully, ever since the incident.  She tells him each time, "I did the right thing - I had to do it - my god told me!"  She explains that the earth opened and someone with green eyes commanded her to kill the entire family, including herself.  She had fasted for three days in preparation for Saturday night.  

 

We don't know when or how, but her pregnancy was terminated.  For months his three boys woke up often from nightmares, screaming and vomitting, and Sergei had an enormous fear of knives.  "If it weren't for the grace of God," Sergei confessed, "I would have killed Ina, or lost my mind as well.  Pastors from different churches regularly came and prayed with us.  When they prayed, it helped the boys to sleep better.  The boys pray every night for their mom's health to return."  

 

Sergei is grateful for his mother's help in taking care of his sons so that he can take a full-time job.  As we walked outside I asked the boys if they have a pet.  They excitedly started talking about their dog, cat, turtle, bird, and fish!  Their father sheepishly explained that he allowed them to have as many pets as they wanted so they could learn how to love and take care of things appropriately.  

 

It was only last year that Sergei learned about the our church and school.  "I'm so glad there's a Christian School where I can take my children.  I want them to have Christ as the foundation for everything in their lives.  When they are grown and leave school that will be a foundation that no one can shake."

 

Sponsors for the Dawn Christian Day School

We currently have four families who need help with tuition costs.  The parents are required to cover at least $60/month/child.   If you are interested in helping a family with a portion of their children's tuition, please contact me at Bob@BurnhamSnapshots.com and I'll send you more information about how to give, as well as a photograph and information about the family you're helping.  All donations are tax-deductible through Mission to the World.
 

The Month in Pictures
Our format has changed a bit, but to see a few of last month's highlights in photographs, click here  and then click on "August, 2006."  The pictures are best viewed by clicking "slideshow."
 

Coming to a church near you. . .maybe.
Next week a wonderful event will take place --. all the Team Leaders from MTW's church-planting teams around the world will meet in one place to discuss our work, share stories, encourage one another, and have fellowship.  It's a "family reunion" type event I always look forward to, to seeing old friends, sharing global resources, hearing the many ways God's Kingdom expands in every corner of the world, and to better understand how we can lead our churches and teams.   We'll be meeting from September 18 - 23, would you please pray for successful meetings?  I'm actually going to be flying out of Odessa in about 12 hours, please pray for Andrea and our girls as well while I'm gone.   She's going to have her hands full!
 

While I'm in the States I'll also be visiting some churches and would love to see you.  My cell phone number will be (205) 243-0847 and here's my schedule:

 

Sept. 17 Ivy Creek Church, Lawrenceville, GA

Sept. 24 McIlwain Presbyterian Church, Pensacola, FL

Oct. 1 ChristChurch Presbyterian, Atlanta, GA

 

 

New E-mail Address
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Please note that our e-mail address has changed to: Bob@BurnhamSnapshots.com 

 

Contest
Congratulations to Sharon Bain who won our last contest. . .click here to see and enter the current contest question! 
 

We can't thank you enough 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 & Iris Burnham
Please see our prayer requests and more information at
www.BurnhamSnapshots.com
