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Hear these fragments from scripture: 

“Faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not see. 2 This is what the ancients were commended for.”  The book of Hebrews 11:1,2.

Paul’s letter to the Corinthians tells us,  “Faith is a gift.” 

Paul’s letter to the Romans  “….we hope for what we do not see…. “

“Words for War: New Poems from Ukraine,” is collection of poems by common people: soldiers, mothers, fathers, grandparents… unknown poets. These are fragments translated into English. Explosive devices are deadly because of fragments they loose. This book explodes with fragments. Listen:

“if heaven and hell really exist they must be separated by a journey in a minivan, packed full of people…”

— Words for War: New Poems from Ukraine (Ukrainian Studies)
https://a.co/hTgrHwX

“Poetry dissolves to “autistic babbling” Lips mating in the darkness. I ask Half-awake Is poetry possible? ….As I write this, Very close to me, Every hope is being ended.”

— Words for War: New Poems from Ukraine (Ukrainian Studies)
https://a.co/8AYayD8

“…the house contorts its beams So that it can dodge the hail of bullets / It twists left and right / What it took me, a woman/ To get all of them out / You can’t imagine / One by one Right from the belly of the beast”

— Words for War: New Poems from Ukraine (Ukrainian Studies)
https://a.co/5H8uDS8

In a field Half-eaten By shell craters As if by smallpox She stands With a shovel And a bag Full of trash An interview A blue microphone”

— Words for War: New Poems from Ukraine (Ukrainian Studies)
https://a.co/e5HL27d

“…time whistles in a straw as if a child sips from a glass of sparkling water. /Mouth opens, opens before each word. /And the “o” of the mouth is quiet with want./ Wide, and restrained, want.  And the snow comes as if no one knows about us and no one needs us”

— Words for War: New Poems from Ukraine (Ukrainian Studies)
https://a.co/1jQS0rU

A minivan to heaven or hell, lips mating in the darkness, a blue microphone, and a child’s open mouth…. These poems take the smallest things and give them great  meaning. In each, it seems, hope is being excluded.  

What it is like for people who have left their homes in the east and left all their stuff, to think about Russian soldiers breaking in to take what they wish.  For residents of Mariople who fled and have lost homes and apartments NOT JUST OCCUPIED BUT LOST OWNERSHIP to Russians. What is it like to be in a war?

You hear the drone in the distance, the sound like a moped in the sky…. Getting louder…  then the shift into a dive, whining down…  You can’t see it, but it’s coming… in the last seconds, the whine becomes a scream… You feel your body lifting… and you are weightless…. nothing can save you….  Then BOOM!!!!!  You made it…. But What are the actual feelings?  Shock, Fear? Rage? Revenge? Where is goodness? Where is God? Where is hope? 

“Faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not see.”

Sometimes, to find what you look for, go to the edge of what you seek. In my search to understand trauma, I found a book that takes you to the edge of the landscape of suffering. I read it for the first time in seminary. I read it again: Victor Frankel’s, Man’s Search for Meaning. Frankel, the psychiatrist who survived the death camps of Dacau and Auschwitz, observed why some prisoners gave up and died while others lived. At times, he spoke to his fellow prisoners urging them to live.

Rather than explaining what Frankel said, I am going to speak to you using what he said. Imagine you are people displaced by the war in Ukraine. You fled cities and towns in the east, and we are gathered here in the shelter of a city attacked by drones, almost every night. 

Victor Frankel:  

Suffering is a part of life. Without suffering human life cannot be complete….. Find meaning in your suffering.
I know for many of you, the future seems hopeless….. you have lost homes, careers, friends, a way of life…. This is your future.

Your past, is no less important. All the joys, all the times light shined even in the darkness…..What you have experienced, no one, no power on earth can take from you….  Whatever you have suffered, is not lost, it is yours, you lived it.  

Someone once said, “That which does not kill me, makes me stronger.”

Life in a times of extreme suffering, tears open the human soul and exposes its depths. ….in those depths we find only human qualities: a mixture of good and evil. Even at the bottom of the abyss which is laid open by extreme suffering…. We choose between good and evil. 

This is to say, you can choose how you will live and respond to suffering. Choose a life of meaning. There are three ways of doing this:

The first way is choosing daily to do something for others, something, even small,  but meaningful: an act of love and kindness. Just do it. And you will do more.  This will help you live.  

The second is by being open to the experience of goodness, truth and beauty—in  nature or another human being, by loving. Someone you physically see, or someone somewhere else, alive or dead, you may not know, but your love for them lives. Choose to love. This will help you live.  

The third way is most difficult to explain. Find meaning in the way you face your suffering. Find meaning in the actual letting go of hatred, revenge, and rage. There is good and evil in the abyss. See yourself as if outside yourself, looking toward the good. This will help you live. 

“[Once,] we were at work in a trench. The dawn was grey around us; grey was the sky above; grey the snow in the pale light of dawn; grey the rags in which my fellow prisoners were clad, and grey their faces. I was again conversing silently with my wife, or perhaps I was struggling to find the reason for my sufferings, my slow dying. In a last violent protest against the hopelessness of imminent death, I sensed my spirit piercing through the enveloping gloom. I felt it transcend that hopeless, meaningless world, and from somewhere I heard a victorious “Yes” in answer to my question of the existence of an ultimate purpose. At that moment a light was lit in a distant farmhouse, which stood on the horizon as if painted there, in the midst of the miserable grey of a dawning morning in Bavaria. “Et lux in tenebris lucet”—and the light shineth in the darkness.” 


Now, why say all this?  Why share Viktor Frankel? Partly because I want to give you something to face the suffering in your own life. 

But more so, because I want you to know what are up against with families displaced by this war. 

For a mother of small children, every night is the same. She puts the kids to sleep early, then lays down, her phone charging on a bedside table. Sometime between midnight and 3am, the air raid sounds. She looks at the App on her phone. Drones are coming. 

She rises, takes the children from their beds and descends into the shelter below. In the morning the images are on the television, Facebook, Telegram, and X: buildings, automobiles destroyed, the men, women, and children who were killed.

In Ukraine it is not only the trauma of injury and death but the trauma of fear that the Russians will come and take, occupy, and destroy…. And rob Ukraine of Ukraine. Which is what they do…. burning Ukrainian literature and language, erasing the freedoms of speech and thought, looking at your cell phone pictures and messages, to determine who is an enemy of the state, re-educating or eliminating those who are…. until there is no Ukraine, there is only Russia, filling the minds of children with propaganda, enlisting young men and women into the Russian army. 

These are not times of confidence and assurance. Not just Ukraine…. The world… and, of course, America where the news often arrives in the morning like exploding fragments that wound and destroy all hope.

How many people across America in institutions of learning, medicine, or media, or the Federal government feel the fear of being threatened, sued, or fired for what they say or think? If you feel that, or feel for those who feel that fear, THEN YOU ARE BEGINNING TO UNDERSTAND WHY AND WITH WHAT DESPERATION UKRAINE FIGHTS AND WILL NOT YIELD TO OCCUPATION BY RUSSIA. 

And why our work is about helping mothers and children live IN HOPE. 

Hope comes in a community of trust and support, where we practice acts of kindness, enjoy relationships of love, and face our suffering with the eyes of faith which is the confidence in what we hope for and the assurance about what we cannot see.

It’s not statements of faith that give us this confidence and assurance. FAITH IS THE CONFIDENCE AND ASSURANCE. These are the actual feelings of hope. And I wish I always felt them, but in extreme suffering they more often come in fragments. So small a thing, so filled with meaning… a light lit on a grey dawn in a distant farmhouse…. Or this… 

Again, Victor Frankel: 

One day, I met a young woman who knew that she would die in the next few days. But when I talked to her she was cheerful in spite of this knowledge, I am grateful that fate has hit me so hard,” she told me. “In my former life I was spoiled and did not take spiritual accomplishments seriously.” Pointing through the window of the hut, she said, “This tree here is the only friend I have in my loneliness.” Through that window she could see just one branch of a chestnut tree, and on the branch were two blossoms. “I often talk to this tree,” she said to me. I was startled and didn’t quite know how to take her words. Was she delirious? Did she have occasional hallucinations? Anxiously I asked her if the tree replied. “Yes.” What did it say? She answered, “It said to me, ‘I am here—I am here—I am life, eternal life.”





NOTES, SOME THINGS UKRAINIANS HAVE WRITTEN: 

Unfortunately, there is no safe place in Ukraine. None. Muscovites have no rules and values, so deadly strikes can be elsewhere. Civilian facilities. Residential buildings. Schools. Kindergartens. Shopping centers. Train stations. Catering establishments. Hospitals... unfortunately, we cannot cancel the constant shelling with drones, missiles, bombs, rockets. And we cannot find a hole to slip into. Even in shelters, we do not have a feeling of a hiding place, a hiding place from the world - deep, like at the bottom of the Universe. Because our world is so fragile and vulnerable... Therefore, today we simply pray and try not to go crazy from constant stress. And we remember that the enemy can take life, but is not able to kill love. And it is love that is our heavenly dome…


And still — this life is worth embracing…
To hear a voice of truth within the world.
To rise above the evil, grief, misfortune,
When there is no way to turn aside.

To learn to thank — our God, our time, each other,
For every step, for all that once was ours.
To welcome all that cannot be rewritten,
And treasure life itself… and truly love it.

For real happiness is simply this:
To be, to breathe, to live.

