Snapshots from Ukraine

September 2002 update from Bob & Andrea Burnham, serving in Odessa, Ukraine

"My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness. Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me." II Corinthians 12: 9
A Nation of Addiction

What do you think of when you think of the Russian people? Long winters and big furry hats, or maybe cold war and hot borsch? If you’re like most people, one of the first things you’ll think of is vodka – and for good reason. Vodka is sometimes cheaper here than bottled water, and at just about any celebration you’ll find it flowing freely. Obviously this has consequences, and while a large number of the population here is addicted to alcohol, the addictions often range to more harmful substances.

In a two-part series, we’ll introduce you to another ministry of the Presbyterian Church of Odessa, the counseling program for those addicted to drug and alcohol addiction. It’s an amazing story, however, just as amazing is the story of the woman who began this program, Tanya Baranova.  In less than 24 hours, Tanya will undergo a life-threatening operation in Kiev.  In this issue we’ll take a look at her story of struggle and God’s love.

Tragedy

When Tanya reflects on her life growing up in Odessa, she smiles. With wonderful memories of her loving parents and a caring, protective older brother, she couldn’t have asked for more. Her father worked as the director of a law firm and was greatly respected in the community. Although he was intelligent and had much power, he was known more for the compassion and respect that he showed to others. He and Tanya had a close relationship, and whenever she had problems she would run to him, knowing that he would take the time to listen. That all ended when she was fifteen and her father died of cancer. Her mother was so overcome with grief that for over a year she couldn’t speak to anyone, not even her children. Tanya’s older brother had become a sailor and was on a voyage that would last nearly a year. Feeling like she had no one to turn to, Tanya began spending all of her time on the streets and found her escape in pills and marijuana. It didn’t take long before she became addicted.

Although drugs are considered illegal in Ukraine, it’s easy to find them in such a corrupt nation. Nearby to Tanya’s house, in the Palermo District, a police car sits at one end of a long street. Five grieven (a little less than a dollar) placed on the hood of the police car is considered an entrance fee to the area, and once inside people have complete freedom to sell, buy, and use as many drugs as desired. Tanya could buy as much as she wanted without fear of being caught.

Soon after her 18th birthday, Tanya fell in love and moved in with a man who had more serious addictions than she did. Less than a year later she became pregnant and gave birth to a son, Stas. When Stas was still a toddler, Tanya became dependent upon synthetic heroin and opium.  Even the horror of seeing her two-year old son mimicking her actions with a hypodermic needle couldn’t motivate her to quit her habit.

According to Tanya, the next five years "were a nightmare." She lost her money, her friends, her family, and her health. She was constantly trying to find new ways to steal money from her family, until finally her brother bought her a small apartment in the city center, took Stas to raise as his own son, and told Tanya to leave the family alone.

Months later Tanya was arrested for a petty crime and sentenced to six months in prison.  Prison didn’t bother Tanya, but not having access to drugs was hell for her.  She had severe withdrawals and soon, this already slender woman, lost 85 lbs.  Reduced to a walking skeleton, Tanya was placed in intensive care twice to keep her alive. The only thought that kept Tanya going during this time was, "as soon as I get out of jail, I can do drugs again."  She would repeat this mantra over and over to herself, and sure enough, when she was released from jail she immediately began taking drugs again.

During her time in prison, however, her mother and brother had made a decision to trust in Christ, and they began to pray for Tanya. They came to Tanya and told her, "we know we can’t help you, but we know Someone who can."  They shared God’s love for her.  Unfortunately, the only request Tanya could make of God was, "Please God, don’t let me die" each time she would inject drugs into her veins. Twice she nearly died when she overdosed on heroin. 

Healing
One night Tanya had a startlingly clear dream. She dreamt that it was night-time in a huge, empty stadium, and all the lights were on her. She saw a big screen at one end of the stadium with the words "ALL BRANCHES NOT ATTACHED TO THE VINE WILL BE CAST AWAY."  She woke up afraid, not understanding what the words meant, and for the next several days it was all she could think about. A few nights later she was awakened from a sound sleep. She rose from her bed, went to the window, and looked out onto the cold, dark Odessa street. There was no one there to show her what to say, but she felt compelled to pray.  Tears were flowing down Tanya’s cheek as she told me her story.  "I physically felt God’s love wrapped around me. I asked God to forgive me, and I heard God say ‘I forgive you’."

She slept peacefully the rest of the night, and the next morning she immediately went to her family’s house. As her brother opened the door, she quickly said "Please! Don’t shut the door!" She had come to them many times before and had claimed to have gone straight, each time only to let them down. They didn’t believe her anymore, but this time he let her come in. She told him what had happened, and he believed her. He told her that they had been praying for her, and two days previously had bought a Bible for her. Weeping, she accepted it.

She lived with her family for the next four months, and to her amazement, she never experienced any withdrawal pains. All she wanted to do was to pray and read her new Bible. She was afraid that if she ran into any of her old friends she would immediately fall back into her old habits. She would never leave the house without someone else accompanying her, and each time she walked out the door she would pray "please God, don’t let me see anyone I know!" In those first four months in a small neighborhood, she never saw any of her old friends once.
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As she continued to receive healing from her addiction, she began praying "How can I help others? What gifts do I have?"  She met Clay Quarterman, an MTW missionary on our team here in Odessa, and was invited to enroll in the newly founded Reformed Seminary. Through her courses she began to grow stronger in her faith, and she also met an older man who counseled those with substance addictions. Tanya soon learned that this was her niche. After getting her hands on an original copy of the 12-Step program for those addicted to drugs and alcohol, she began reaching out to others. (The original 12-Step program focuses on the necessity of trusting in Jesus Christ – not just a "higher being" -- as the only strength to find true healing.) She soon began a counseling ministry in the Odessa Presbyterian Church.

A New Challenge
It was during this time of growth and ministry that Tanya began to cough. At first the doctors told her it was just asthma but six months later, when the cough only grew worse, she knew it was something more. She was diagnosed with tuberculosis – likely contracted while she was taking drugs. She was admitted into Odessa’s tuberculosis hospital, and because of the advanced stage of the disease, she was told that it was necessary to remove her lung. She was too weak to be operated on, so for the next four months while the doctors treated her and prepared her for surgery, the church prayed. . .and prayed. . .and prayed.

It was at the height of her pain that Tanya met another tuberculosis patient named Sergei.  Sergei wasn’t a Christian and had contracted tuberculosis in prison. They spent hours talking in the courtyard, where Tanya told Sergei all about her mighty God, and also how scared she was. His advice to her was, "you keep telling me how strong your God is, pray to Him, He’ll help you."  She realized she wasn’t trusting God, and finally gave her fears to Him.

The day Tanya was ready for surgery the doctors took preparatory x-rays. Thinking that the wrong x-rays were given to them, they compared the old and new x-rays together. They were astounded to find that wherever there had been holes in her lungs, the new x-rays only showed scars – she had been completely healed. They called Tanya in immediately and asked her "What have you done? How is this possible?" Tanya was speechless and collapsed into a chair. After a long period of silence, she could only reply "God must love me very much."  The attending doctor knelt next to her and in a hushed voice asked, "Could you ask your God to love me this much, too?"
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A New Beginning
Shortly after this miracle, Sergei gave his life to Christ, and six months later, on August 5, 2001, they were married in the Evangelical Presbyterian Church of Odessa – with flowers everywhere and balloons attached to the scaffolding in the remodeled sanctuary!  It was the first wedding to be held in the new church building and 11 yr. old Stas was beaming as he carried the rings down the aisle. Tanya wept with joy and disbelief to think that she could wear a white dress and actually be married in a church. She wasn’t the only one crying.  As Pastor George Khadyan recounted God’s faithfulness in Tanya’s life, the whole congregation rejoiced in tears.

The ministry has grown and Sergei and Tanya have proven to be great leaders in the church, helping many in the community with substance addictions. It’s virtually impossible to visit them at any meal time and not find someone sharing a meal with them. Their home is open 24 hours a day to anyone who needs help or counseling.

Now, however, they are facing another challenge. Two months ago Tanya developed another cough. The community was shocked to hear the doctors’ diagnosis. This time it’s not her lungs, it’s her bronchial tubes that are severely damaged with tuberculoma. Unfortunately the parts of the tubes that are damaged are inside her lungs, and she has been told that either part or all of her left lung, as well as the damaged tubes, will have to be removed. They’ll know how much is damaged when they begin to operate.

Tanya’s surgery is scheduled to take place in Kiev, Ukraine on Wednesday, September 18th at 10am (3am Eastern time). Please join us as we pray for her situation.
Next week we'll send you Part Two of this newsletter, as well as an update on how Tanya is doing.  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 & Emily Burnham 
Burnham@paco.net
