
Update 41, written March 26, 2019 

“Someone might say, “But isn’t the gospel about finding forgiveness of my sins and getting 
the hope of eternal life and being filled with the Spirit of holiness and being changed into 
the image of Jesus 
so that I am a better mom or dad or son or daughter or friend or employer or citizen?” 
The answer, of course, is yes. 

But if that is all we focus on in our walk with God, we miss the big picture. We miss the 
bigger point of it all. We are like batboys at the Yankee Stadium who think the great 
point of the World Series is to hand the players a bat.” 

In the quote above, Piper summed it up for me. Yes, your role, my role is important – and 
it brings God glory when we do what He has called us to with happy obedience. But, don’t 
forget to look up, look wide, catch a glimpse and choose to be a part of God’s purpose 
being accomplished throughout the world. 

This is perhaps one of the main reasons why I was excited to welcome the team of 
nursing students from NW University St. Paul, MN. Like Cory & Janice Lemke did for me 
back in 1996, I could now do for these young folks – be the bridge God used to show that 
He could and wanted to use them for His kingdom work. 

Joni & Friends – One of the many aspects of ministry within Joni & Friends is partnering 
with Christian universities for the purpose of casting the vision of missions among special 
needs people groups through out the world. They do this by taking students on short-
term mission trips - Occupational Therapy, Physical Therapy and, for the first time, 
nursing students. 

Julia (my national colleague) and I had been preparing the logistics for this outreach for 
the past 7 months so it was fun to welcome the team of 12 on March 2nd. 5 nursing 
students in their junior year, the Dean & Assistant Dean of Nursing, 1 faculty, 1 
practicing nurse and 2 who are with Joni & Friends. The next 16 days would show case 
their grit, flexibility and willingness to just ‘jump in.’ 

A compressed version of the outreach looks like this – 

3rd – attended Grace Church here in Brovary in the morning and participated in the 
evening service by leading it & helping with the kids activity groups. 

4th – split up into 4 teams with each team visiting 3 families who have a special needs 
child. Purpose of the visits were to congratulate the mothers on International Women’s 



Day, bring flowers & American chocolate and hear her story….what is it like to be a mom 
of a special needs child? 

5th Respite Day – moms were able to bring their child to the church for a few hours. The 
team provided ‘day care.’ In doing so this gave mom a chance to go do something (hair cut, 
shopping etc.) or simply sit and visit with the nursing faculty. That evening two seminars 
were offered – strengthening the immune system & child rearing. 

6th – toured Kiev and took the train to Lutsk (northwestern city, a few hours from the 
border of Poland). 

7th – visited 2 medical facilities. 

8th - - Home visits - the team split into 5 groups and each visited 4 special needs adults. 

9th – team assisted the Fimiam Church outreach to special needs kids & young adults. 
Students provided a craft project and assisted the child they were partnered with. 
While the kids were busy, I spoke to the parents about how to strengthen the immune 
system and afterwards the faculty provided a Q &A time 

10th – Day at the AGAPE Rehab center for those with spinal and neck injuries. The faculty 
gave 4 lectures on topics the staff had requested. The students presented the staff 
with 4 teaching videos they had asked for and, the students were each paired with 2 
patients to care for that day. 

11th – 14th Family Retreat. Ten families were invited and each student was paired up with a 
family. Eight of the families had a special needs spouse. In two families both husband and 
wife had special needs. The faculty gave talks as well as did one on one consults as 
requested. 

15th – toured Kiev and souvenir shopping 

16th – outreach debriefing and more souvenir shopping 

Were there mistakes and miscalculations? Oh yes. Mostly they were beginner errors due 
to the fact that this was the first time (doing this type of outreach in Ukraine) for all of 
us. In leadership you are privy to a heavy dose of the problems. Let it be, however, that 
we just learn from them and yet stay focused on what God is doing all around us. Like…. 

Maria – she had left Ukraine with her family as a young girl. You could tell that she 
thoroughly enjoyed being back. We all were so grateful with her willingness to serve with 
the gifts God has given her – knowledge of Ukrainian, Russian and English. She patiently 



helped as mouth and ears despite being pulled in several directions at once. She also used 
her skills in translation and nursing studies to help the Dean prepare a powerful God 
blessed lecture on the delicate topic of sexuality with a disability. 

Philemena – When I first saw her photo, I grimaced inside. From the stories I’ve heard 
from the international medical students, I knew that African Americans are often 
treated unkindly here. Turns out Philemena had known this as well. Yet, she took a huge 
leap of faith and came anyway. Wonderfully, the opposite happened! Everywhere she went 
she was told that they thought she was beautiful. Not everyone would be willing to walk 
into probable harassment – but she did and God blessed us all for her step of faith. 

Cassedy - She would be the first to say, “But I didn’t do anything!” Yet she did. Not long 
ago, the family she was given had lost both of their children to a fire. Ages 3 and 5. The 
children had lived long enough afterwards for mom & dad to understand that the fire had 
not been an accident. Soon after the tragedy, he had suffered a stroke. 

Like the rest of us, when we first heard the story, she was heart broken and speechless. 
God gave Cassedy the wisdom to listen and love on them during the Family Retreat. And, 
because she did, something beautiful happened. Was it the warm welcome or comfortable 
rooms? Was it being able to step out of their daily routine or the sermon? Was it the 
lovely attention to detail in all the decorations or the chance to share during small group 
time? Was it Cassedy’s genuine smile or the romantic evening planned for all? Was it the 
chance to ask questions or play games? Because I witnessed them arrive in pain and leave 
walking straighter and smiling, I think it was it all of that above and God’s healing hand. 

Sasha – is a quadriplegic and one of the first patients I saw in Lutsk. A combination of 
poor rehab and patient stubbornness has left him a contracted mess after his diving 
accident 4 years ago. Three Stage 3 pressure ulcers brought us together 3 years ago. 
Thanks to his wife’s amazing care they had all gone on to heal. My group visited their 
home on the 8thand it was fun to see he and his wife Era again.  

As we gathered our things to go, my heart dropped when I heard Sasha talking to our 
driver. ‘Yes, he had not forgotten about the Family Retreat but no he had not yet decided 
if they were coming.’ I cringed inside….Sasha didn’t believe in God…and if there was a 
God, he was mad at him. Oh Era! Poor Era, she had not had a day off since the accident. 
Her heart was tender towards God but his fears kept her at home. 4 years! I had so 
hoped they would come – for her sake, for his…and now his quills were once again up in 
defense.  



For the next 3 days I continuously prayed for him and that God would bring them to the 
retreat. I knew Sasha could bring everything to a halt in just 30 seconds so when he, Era 
and their son came through the door on the 11th, I couldn’t stop grinning. Thank you Lord! 

But by the evening of the second day, they called me in. All 3 pressure ulcers had 
reopened, he had a fever and he was hurting in a way he had never had before. I knew 
what to do for the wounds but his pain puzzled me. Discouraged I went to get help – the 
Dean of Nursing and her assistant. Together we came up with the diagnosis of a kidney 
infection. Wonderfully, we had all he needed on hand. But, I left his room so sad… 
thinking that now he would get mad at us and at his wife…that because of the Retreat he 
was suffering…that didn’t we know he had been right all along?!  

Through Era, I knew that Sasha was already feeling better the next day. But I totally 
didn’t expect his smile. Sasha’s grin during the afternoon of the last day caught me off 
guard. Something had happened. What? When I realized that I missed him during the 
good bye hugs, I climbed into the van and wiggled up next to his wheelchair to say good 
by. He turned to me and said, “Kristina you are not a nurse.” And once more he said, 
“Kristina you are not a nurse.” Again, his wide grin had caught me off guard…and now 
these words he was saying. I couldn’t figure him out and didn’t know how to respond. So I 
laughed and said, “Who am I?” Sasha grinned back and said, “Kristina you are a miracle 
maker.” 

I honestly have no idea what he was talking about but that’s ok. It was enough for me to 
see that something wonderful had happened in Sasha. God is at work in this family and 
that thrills me! 

“If you live gladly to make others glad in God, 
your life will be hard, 
your risks will be high, 
and your joy will be full.” 

 VLAD - I arrive home Sunday (17th) afternoon after seeing the team off at the airport. 
Monday Tanya and Vlad were admitted into the hospital and Tuesday was surgery. The 
hope was that the old shunt could be removed and the new shunt be inserted. However, 
the surgeons found that old shunt to be so imbedded into his skull and body that it was 
too dangerous to remove. So, instead they attached the new shunt to the old one. 
Without the surgery Vlad would continue to experience more and more frequent seizures 
that would eventually take his life. However, the surgery itself could turn him into 
vegetable; the risk of failure and complications were high. However, if it worked Vlad 
would have even a better quality of life with fewer or no seizures.  



We are thanking God because the surgery is considered a success! The new shunt is 
working and the MRI shows positive dynamics (brain is actually returning to closer to 
correct position and formation). However, the 5 days after surgery were absolutely 
miserable for Vlad. Unfortunately, the medical staff did a poor job in achieving pain 
relief for him. Because of this he also didn’t eat, drink or move much – which creates 
other problems. Wonderfully, Sunday night the on call doctor prescribed a different med 
and it worked! 

The suffering I watched last week was gone when I visited them yesterday. Vlad was 
walking, eating (a little), drinking some and even brushing his teeth and smiling! Today I 
am home but Tanya called this morning to say that Vlad was able to go the night without 
the narcotic pain med and the new (non narcotic) med continues to work well. This 
afternoon Chris went to visit them and told the good news that he continues to rapidly 
improve…even eating some pizza! Thank you Lord! 

Blessings, June 
All quotes from –‘Don’t waste your life’ by John Piper 

       



 
 



 
 

 
  



 
 



 
 



 
 



 


