
Update 38, written Jan. 9, 2019  

It had all the makings of a Hallmark movie –There were several inches of snow on the 
ground and more falling – thick and steady from the night sky.  It was Dec. 24th and some 
folks were enjoying the festive lights and decorations, while others, with bags in tow, 
were hustling on.  The Kiev central train station had a huge Christmas tree in the main 
hall – decorated in blue and silver.  Many had their phones out to record the 
carolers.  The setting had all the makings of something special…..but I watched it as if 
through glass.  I could see it but wasn’t a part of it; it happened around me but I was in a 
different place. My reason for boarding train 38 at 9pm had nothing to do with 
Christmas. 

One of my closest friends in Ukraine lives in Berdansk (southern Ukraine, on the Azov 
Sea).  Her name is Era and her husband’s name is Gresha.  The day before, Gresha had 
found their son dead on the floor of his garage/workshop.  We would later find out that 
he died of a cardiac arrest – a blood clot had jammed the valve in the 4th chamber of his 
heart.  He was 26. 

My teammate Jonathan Powell and his family attend the same church that Era and Gresha 
do and it was Jonathan who called to tell me the hard news. After the disbelief and slew 
of questions, I asked God what I should do? Dad’s funeral came to mind.  I remembered 
how so many people came to support us and how deeply that impressed me.  I didn’t know 
how long I’d be gone or what I would do when I got there, I only knew that I needed to 
show up.  

Graciously my other teammate, Leah allowed me to stay with her the first week and then 
I moved to stay with another friend the second week.   My time there was God’s gift to 
me  - to them- and it was an honor and privilege to be present during this time.  

I first meet Era, some 16 years ago, when Jonathan invited me to be the camp nurse at 
their Vacation Bible School.    She had been trained as, what we would call, a physician’s 
assistant.  But her own physical health prevented her from working full time.  Then along 
came Artom and a few years later their second son, Sasha.  In time I learned that during 
his childhood vaccinations, Sasha contracted meningitis and died at the age of 5.  It was 
through his death that Era came to know and trust Christ. 

I first met Artom when he was about 10.  Quiet, responsible, kind and not afraid to be 
different from the crowd….he invited Christ into his heart in his early teens.  Gresha saw 
the difference Christ made in the lives of the 2 people he loved most and soon afterward 
made a public decision to follow Christ.   Artom went on to become part of the leadership 



of the youth ministry in their church and had passion for walking along side guys his age 
or younger and showing them Christ. 

Six years ago, Artom married Katya and they were blessed with a little girl who they 
named Arina.  However, before she was 1, the family realized that she was not a typical 
child.  Now age 4, the picture still isn’t clear but Arina has a lot of Autistic like 
behavior.  And, now this…. 

“Some Christians are called to endure a disproportionate amount of suffering.  
Such Christians are a spectacle of grace to the church, 
like flaming bushes unconsumed, and cause us to ask, like Moses, 
‘Why is this bush not burned up?" 

The strength and stability of these believers can be explained only by the miracle of 
God’s sustaining grace.  The God who sustains Christians in unceasing pain is the same God 
– with the same grace—who sustains me in my smaller sufferings. We marvel at God’s 
persevering grace 
and grow in our confidence in Him as He governs our lives.” 

John Newton 

Like a forest fire had just ripped through – the black smoke, char and hot embers could 
be felt when I arrived. Death had changed the landscape – it would never be like it was 
before. We were all asking – Why God? Yet, even before the funeral Era and Katya were 
already saying, already praying….”I don’t understand God. But I’m going to choose to trust 
You.” 

Before I left, some 10 days later, blades of green could be seen in the landscape of their 
lives.  Signs of hope and regrowth.  God’s healing hand is on this family.  As you are led, 
please pray for them as a myriad of questions stare down at them….so pray for peace, 
comfort and wisdom. 

For me the holidays were bookended.  On Dec. 22nd, the Kiev Rotary Club came to give 
gifts to 30 of our special needs families while the Church of Grace puppet ministry did 
their usual amazing job of providing the Christmas message. On the evening of Dec 
23rd we held the Christmas service for the special needs families.  We were all pleased 
with the exceptional turn out and participation. These events started the holidays, then 
at 4:30 am on Jan 7th  - Christmas Day - I arrived back in Kiev.  

After wolfing down fries, McMuffin and coke at McD’s, I caught the first metro at 6am 
to the end of the line.  Then grabbed the bus to Brovary and tromped through the snow 
to church. Frazzeled after a night on the train and not smelling nor looking very good – 



but I was there and that was what mattered.  I saw 2 patients before service started 
and then was grateful to settle in the seat next to dear friend and soak in the Christmas 
service, which marked the end of the holidays. 

While I had been gone, the special needs ministry had held a huge event.  Every seat in 
the main sanctuary was full, then they brought in chairs, opened up the balcony and still 
some of the 230+ people were left standing.  Each year a group of Christians come from 
Germany to share the Christmas story and give out gifts.  After the service, the group 
split into 3 smaller groups and visited a total of 9 kids in their homes (who can’t get 
out).  While it was kind of crazy with so many people, Chris, Jamie and Tanya K all said 
that the outreach went well. 

Blessings, june 

Special Needs Christmas program  Dec. 23rd with our church’s puppet ministry. 

 

  

 



Kiev Main train station at 5am on Christmas Day - Jan. 7th  Gresha - black T shirt, Arina, Era - grey 
T-shirt  Artom and Katya in the back. 

  

The family photo I did for them about 15 years ago.  Artom and Arina this past summer. 

  



 



 


