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BEACON oƒ HOPE
Report of the Work of the Mennonite Family Centre, Zaporizhzhya, Ukraine
by Louie Sawatzky
Project Director
This has been a challenging year for everyone, with the global pandemic affecting every person in
every country in the world in some way. A pandemic such as this has not happened in the lives of
most people alive today, so the steps to deal with this problem have been taken carefully and at times
through trial and error.
Ukraine has been hard hit, with many positive cases of covid19, and also many deaths. Many people
have not been tested, even though symptomatic. Hospitals are at full capacity and no longer able to respond to new
patients. However the Zaporizhzhya Oblast has taken strong steps to limit the spread of the infections through
restrictions also based on severity, noted through the color code system. All this when the war in eastern Ukraine
continues. Covid19 has now caused the death of many more people than killed in the ongoing war.
For the Mennonite Family Centre, this has meant programs shutting down firstly for a period of about 6 weeks in
March, and reopening in the second half of April, as the infection rates were being controlled. Then in late October
as infection rates increased, the Day program has again been suspended. However the Home Care, the Respite
programs, and the program support for children with special needs continue as before.
We have been very fortunate at the Mennonite Family Centre with just one positive test result of an employee. This
was a positive diagnoses for Julia, our accountant, who works from home, and had no contact within staff or clients.
She has since recovered, and no other infections resulted.
The impact of the programs of the Centre can be measured by numbers of clients in the programs, or the number
of lunches provided, or number of children in the programs but this does not relate the value. That can only be done
through the expressions of people in the programs. For the children’s programs, this is seen in their faces and in
witnessing their progress.
For those in the senior care programs, these are individuals each with their own face and life story and personal need,
with life experiences that brought them to where they need help. Each person coming for help is interviewed and a
determination is made how we can best help. Many older people are housebound and cannot leave their apartments
or fend for themselves. Many do not have families or close relatives or friends to count on in time of need. Many
have had a lifetime of work but also of hardship, and are now alone and helpless. The Mennonite Family Centre is
there for them.
It is hard for me to convey adequately, the gratitude of the many persons in the programs. I can only introduce you,
in a small way, to several people within our programs.
Meet Antonina Petrova, who is in the “Day program”. Antonina is 63 years old.
She was born in Russia and has been living in Ukraine since the age of five. She
graduated from school, got a profession, and worked in a factory. At the age of 48, she
experienced deterioration of both hip joints. They were able to do a joint replacement
but now Antonina walks with difficulty and again needs hip replacements which are
very expensive. Antonina has no children but has a nephew who visits sometimes.
Antonina attends a Baptist church, and became one of our “Day Program” clients three
years ago. This year she is unable to come to the Centre, so became a “Home Care” client.
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Meet Ekaterina Komar, who is 82 years old. She
is also a “Day program” client. She was born in the
Zaporizhzhya region where she lived and worked.
When she was 16, she says she came to God and
attends the Pentecostal church. She had a family – a
husband, a daughter and grandchildren. Ten years ago
her husband and her daughter both passed away, leaving
a granddaughter.
The granddaughter’s husband was in a special home for
people with mental disorders, but in Ukraine, a medical
system reform is underway, and one of the key points is
the closure of facilities and departments in hospitals for
people with mental disorders. All patients were sent
home. The granddaughter has small children, and the
father shows aggression, so cannot be left with the children.
Therefore there is no one to help Ekaterina. Now, during
quarantine, staff visit her and bring food.

Meet Valentina Rybalko, 89 years old and a “Home Care” client. She was born and
raised in Zaporizhzhya. She is a widow and has a son and a grandson. When Valentina
was 65 years old, she suffered a stroke, and five years ago - a second stroke. As a result,
she is paralysed in her left arm. Two years ago she fell and broke her right arm which
did not heal properly. Valentina finds it difficult to take care of herself. Her son visits her,
but this is not enough. Our care provider visits and helps Valentina twice a week. She
prepares food, helps her take a shower, helps her change clothes, and cleans the apartment.
Meet another client of the “Day
Program”, Alevtina Kalinina, who
is 78 years old. She was born in
Russia, but when she was two years old, her mother and father died in the
war. Alevtina was raised by her grandmother and uncle, who took her to
Ukraine. (Her grandfather was imprisoned during the Soviet era for his
belief in God).
She became a cook, and at the age of 19 got married. A son was born,
who developed epilepsy and had other special needs. But Alevtina and her
husband did not abandon their son. She is now a widow and lives with her
son who has struggled with intestinal cancer for the past 8 years, and can no longer walk. Alevtina takes care of him as best
she can, although she herself has difficulty walking. Alevtina says ten years ago she became a believer. She has been a “Day
Program” client for three years and since spring, has been placed in the “Home Care” program.
MCC Canada, which started as a relief agency for Ukraine Mennonites, is celebrating 100 years of service around
the world this year. Through the Mennonite Family Centre, with a staff of 32 local people, long after most Mennonites
have left Ukraine, we continue to respond to those in need. As MCC, we also do this “in the name of Christ”.

Support for the programs of the Mennonite Family Centre
As we come to the end of another year, and amid the many troubles the world is facing, we again prepare to celebrate
Christmas. We want to clear our minds of the many problems, to remember the message of the angels when they
glorified God and proclaimed Peace and Goodwill to all. The shepherds responded to the message of the angels and
found the Christ in a manger, and glorified God.
The work of the Mennonite Family Centre in Ukraine is ongoing and depends on the generosity of many. It is a
modest program, but reaches many people. When you support this work, you are a partner, and directly participate in
being the answer to many prayers of those in need in this land of many of our ancestors. We ask you to consider this
ministry worthy of your support. If you have made a donation recently, we thank you.
Boris Letkeman
Director – Mennonite Family Centre
Boris Letkeman was born and raised and lives in Nieder Chortitza, across the Dniepro river from
Zaporizhzhya, and has been the Director of the Mennonite Family Centre since the beginning in
2001. He says: On behalf of all the staff and the clients, thank you to all those who support and make the
work of the Mennonite Family Centre possible. I want to convey the deep gratitude expressed to me by the
many clients, who see this help as a sign of hope during a time of hardship in Ukraine. For many clients this
is the only outside help they receive. They often feel no one cares but you. They pray for you and thank God for this help. Thank
you and we wish you a special Christmas blessing.
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