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Life carries on for the people of 
Zaporozhye as we again prepare for the 
Christmas season. The daily sounds 
of war cannot extinguish the hope in 
people’s hearts that the war will come to 
an end. But how long must they wait? The 

Prophets and the people asked the same question many years 
ago, as they waited for the Messiah. We are told, when the 
time was fulfilled, God sent His Son… Galatians 4:4. We 
are reminded over and over again, that God’s time is not our 
time. 
Boris Letkeman, the Director of the Mennonite Family 
Centre, says it is in God’s hands, and we must wait and pray. 

Christmas will be celebrated on December 25th in most 
places in Ukraine this year. In the midst of war, hope is 
eternal, and the coming of Christ will be remembered and 
celebrated as they are able as they long for peace on earth, 
and peace in their hearts. 

I will briefly report on several aspects of the war as it affects 
the people of Zaporozhye and the work in Ukraine. As of 
this writing, it is day 988 of the war. It is estimated over 1 
million soldiers and thousands of civilians including children, 
have lost their lives on both sides of the conflict. Countless 
families have been disrupted and many facilities have been 
destroyed. In terms of area, about 25% of the country is in 
the hands of the occupiers, but the air war has no border 
limits. There are several front lines in the ground war, and 
there are constant attempts made by Russian forces to move 
those lines. In the past two months, Russian forces have made 
significant advances on the eastern front line.

The city of Zaporozhye is about 40 kms from the southern 
front line, and the sounds of war are constant in the city. Air 
raid sirens are a daily occurrence, as some people find shelter 
and others who have been dulled by the repetition of the air 
raid sirens, try to ignore the warnings. Life is disrupted for 
everyone. Many people have left the city, and others have 
arrived from the war zone, and life goes on.

At the Mennonite Family Centre, they have experienced a 
bomb exploding close enough to shatter the windows of the 
balconies, and other windows have cracked, but the Centre 
has not been badly damaged or destroyed. The team of Home 
Care workers continue the daily care of clients assigned to 
them. The number of clients continues to grow, as does the 
need for food. There is no shortage of food in the markets, but 
prices have again increased as have many other costs, while 
the meager pensions received by seniors have not. The basic 
pension for a senior covers the cost of heat and electricity. 
Boris says, he often encounters older people in the market 
place asking for food. He says there is a feeling of unity as 
people help each other, even when they are all just trying to 
cope.

And so, the work of the Centre carries on and is even more 
important than ever. The mission of the Centre is to meet the 
people in their hour of need, either through the Home Care 
program, the Respite Centre, the Children’s programs, or in 
response to people who are hungry. Through this work, we 
believe we are being faithful to what God has called us to. 
None of the staff or clients have suffered physical harm. We 
are grateful to God for continued protection and guidance.

by Louie Sawatzky
Project Director 

Boris Letkeman continues as Local Director of the Centre on a half time position. He has many years of experience, joining 
the Centre right at the beginning in 2002. Boris oversees all activities of the Centre. Working with him is Sergey Butyrin, the 
Assistant Director, and Nadia and Tanya, as Program Coordinators. They provide direction to all activities and staff to ensure 
they are trained and matched with clients. They make many client visits, and respond to all requests for help. They model the 
Christian response to the needs of clients and staff in time of war, even when they themselves also find shelter during the 
air raid sirens and bombing. They show courage and resilience as they overcome fear and focus on the work at hand once the 
sirens go silent. Tanya says she has 3 minutes from the time of the first warning to the time a bomb arrives, to run to a shelter 
in a nearby school. Many cannot do so, so they try to keep two walls between themselves and the outside. That means they 
stay in the corridor.

Administration of the Mennonite Family Centre

Home Care Providers
It has been difficult to hire Home Care providers, because many businesses are looking for employees. So many men are in the 
war, that women fill the roles often taken by men. There are 23 Home Care providers at the Mennonite Family Centre. They 
come from different backgrounds and experiences. Tanya Timoshenko, the Assistant Program Coordinator, reports they have 
hired several new care providers. She has profiled one of the new workers. 
Her name is Tatyana Benyuk. She is 46 years old and began work in September. She was 
born and raised in the Kherson area, which is now under Russian control. She was married 
there, and she and her husband have two sons, who are now adults and had left earlier to 
find work in Poland. Tatyana and her husband operated a small farm for 10 years, and then 
made a change to go into the tourist business on the shores of the Sea of Azov, opening 
a mini-hotel for tourists on vacation. Their normal life ended in February 2022, when 
occupying forces came and occupied the city. For a year, they tried to live in this occupied 
city but found this too difficult. They were able to leave everything behind and come to 
Zaporozhye for a new beginning. They are now considered “internally displaced people” 

Boris Letkeman, Director 
Mennonite Family Centre – Director
Greetings from Zaporizhzhia, Ukraine. 
We are going through a very difficult and 
anxious time. Almost four years have passed 
since Russia treacherously began a full-scale 
war against Ukraine. It has been a time of 
losses, pain, and constant anxiety.   So much 

for the talk of the “brotherly nation” like when Cain raised his 
hand against his brother Abel. 
The front line is only 25 kilometers from Zaporizhzhia. Every 
day we hear air raid sirens, missile attacks, and explosions from 
drones and bombs. 
At first, people in Zaporizhzhia tried to stay brave. But when 
danger is repeated day after day, night after night, even the 
strongest people begin to find it hard. Every day civilians are 
killed. Houses, schools, kindergartens, hospitals, and enterprises 
where thousands of people of Zaporizhzhia work, are destroyed. 
People spend hours in shelters waiting for the all-clear signal.  
With every day it becomes harder and harder to bear. 
Many people have left the city. Some went abroad, others to 
safer regions.   At the same time, Zaporizhzhia has received 
tens of thousands of people from the territories of Zaporizhzhia, 
Kherson, and Donetsk that are occupied by Russia.  All of them 
have lived through terrible events. Many have destroyed homes, 
damaged health, and deep emotional trauma.
It is in such conditions that we continue to work at the 
Mennonite Family Centre. Every morning our staff gather their 
strength and go to work to help those who cannot take care of 
themselves. They do it with love, patience, and faith.  I have 
never heard any of them complain. On the contrary, they have 
become even more responsible, more dedicated to their work, 
and more compassionate toward people. 
The displaced people in our city have lost everything they 
built in their lifetime.  They worked hard, raised families, built 
homes, and now have lost everything because of the war. Many 
no longer have the strength to cry. Yet despite everything, they 
still keep hope – to return home, to see peace, to start life again. 

Looking back at more than twenty years of our work, I feel deep 
gratitude to God that I chose this path – the path of serving 
others. This help is different than what the state can provide. It is 
about human warmth, support, and presence during hard times.  
On behalf of our entire team at the Mennonite Family Centre, I 
sincerely thank you, the citizens of Canada and the US, for your 
constant support, generosity, and love. You are true Christians. 
You are an example for us of how to live with God and follow 
His commandments.  You are our brothers and sisters in Christ. 
Thank you for your faith, your kindness, and for not leaving us 
in this difficult time. 
With deep gratitude, 
Borys Letkeman

Tanya Tymoshenko 
Program Coordinator
It was a difficult, sleepless night last night; 
Zaporizhzhia was under fire.  We had 
to slightly change our work plan.  I will 
describe my workday with Sergey. Every 
day can start differently and not always at 
the same time. The day depends largely on 

the situation in the city or country. Sometimes we have to take 
refuge in a shelter first because of the threat of missiles, drones, 
or bombs. Sometimes we have to interrupt our drive to stop and 
hide, and wait until the situation becomes stable. Sometimes, if 
we’re in the office and an alarm goes off or there are explosions, 
we go out into the hallway (where it may be a little safer) and 
stand there, waiting until the alarm is cancelled.  To plan our 
visits the day before, I call clients to confirm their availability 
and time. In the morning, Sergey and I meet at the office and go 
to the supermarket for groceries. Then we go to the clients who 
need groceries. We visit as we hand them over.  Then back to 
the office to  meet with Boris and Nadezhda. We discuss work 
issues. We call the employees.  If a new client request comes in, 
we discuss it, add it to the work plan, and then head out to visit 
these potential Home Care clients.   As soon as we finish work 
for the day, I make a plan for tomorrow, discuss it with Sergey, 
and we each go home.

REPORT OF THE WORK OF THE MENNONITE FAMILY CENTRE, ZAPOROZHYE, UKRAINE
Louie Sawatzky 
Project Director
The work of the Mennonite Family Centre continues, as the war rages on.  In this issue, we will feature 
reports from Boris Letkeman, Director of the Mennonite Family Centre, Tanya Tymoshenko, Program 
Coordinator, and Sergey Butyrin, Assistant Director.  They form the core leadership team of the Centre.  
The core programs continue to be :
1. A Home Care Program, with about 140 clients
2. A 6 bed Respite (long term) care program

3. A visitation program for people in need
4. Financial support for “Prometheus” a school for children and young adults with Special Needs 
5. Financial support for the “Florence Centre”, for children with Special Needs.
As we enter the Christmas season, and celebrate the joy of the birth of Christ in the form of an infant, may we also remember 
those whose joy of Christmas is marred with so many hardships.   
On behalf of the Board of the Mennonite Benevolent Society and the Mennonite Family Centre along with the staff and the 
many clients in Ukraine, we wish you a joyous Christmas.
We invite you to participate in the important work of the Mennonite Family Centre in Ukraine.  As you will note in the reports, 
the needs are great in Ukraine.
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(IDP’s), and are trying to start new. Tatyana heard about the Centre, and that it is possible to help people who are in similar 
or worse situations than they found themselves in. Despite everything, she and her husband have not lost hope that the war 
will end and hope they will be able to return to their hometown.

Name: ____________________________________________________Amount: $ _________________________________________
Address: __________________________________________________City: _____________________________________________
Prov/State:_________________________________________________Postal/Zip code: ____________________________________
Please note: Donations from the US are administered in Winnipeg, Canada. 
Receipts are issued by the Mennonite Family Centre (USA) Inc.

In Canada, make cheques payable and send to:  In the USA, make checks payable and send to:
The Mennonite Benevolent Society  The Mennonite Family Centre (USA) Inc.
Ukraine Ministry    Ukraine Ministry
1045 Concordia Ave.    1045 Concordia Ave.
Winnipeg, MB R2K 3S7    Winnipeg, MB R2K 3S7
Registered charity # 119244952 RR0001  Registered charity # 83-0361680

If you do not wish to receive this Newsletter, have an address change or would like to contact us for any reason, you can reach us at  
louiesawatzky8@gmail.com or 204-253-3631, or visit our web page at www.mennonitebenevolentsociety.org, where you can make an online donation. 


 Yes, I want to help the needy in Ukraine! Use where most needed.

(Cut and submit, or simply send your cheque in the envelope enclosed)

We invite you to be part of the support for the work of the Centre. We ask for prayer support and invite your financial support 
if you feel called to respond in that way. The work of the Mennonite Family Centre is an ongoing witness and real help to the 
people within the region of Zaporozhye long after many of our ancestors left this area. It is also an answer to prayer for the many 
clients in the various programs.

Support for the Mennonite Family Centre

The Respite Program

Clients

Children with Special Needs

The very modest Respite program located in the apartments next to the office 
apartment has only 6 beds, but all are filled with widows who have no other place 
to be. They receive excellent care from several workers from the local Pentecostal 
congregation. Shown on the picture are three of the Respite clients along with Boris 
Letkeman. They have just received new blankets and are modelling them. In fall, as 
the weather turns cold, the City’s central heating system is not activated until the 
outside temperatures go below zero. Most of the apartments in the city including 
our office, get very cold by that time so we provide heat from electric heaters at the 
Centre, as long as electric power is available.

More and more clients are from the 
occupied regions. Younger families 
and seniors are still arriving from 
the villages or towns as the front 
line of the war approaches. Many 
are reluctant to leave their home, 
but as a last resort they come 
leaving everything behind. 

That’s how it was with Nikolay and 
Galina Vasetsky. They were born 
in 1937 and lived in a village in 

the Gulyay-Pole district, near the front line. He worked as 
a tractor driver and she worked with animals. Their children 
and grandchildren were born there, but life changed when 
the war came. They lived under occupation for one month but 
when the constant bombing began, the neighbors took them 

into town to stay with the oldest daughter until they could be 
evacuated to Zaporozhye. They now rent a small apartment, 
after having lost everything back home. The village was 
completely destroyed and now exists in name only. The rent 
is high and the pension is small. They are 87 years old, and 
cannot go back to work. And now Galina fell and fractured 
her hip. She has had surgery, and is able to get around the 
apartment with the aid of a walker. A care worker comes 
three times a week for three hours and brings a food package.

This is the difficult fate of so many people in Ukraine. To date 
we have not taken on clients (soldiers) who have fought and 
been injured in the war. There are so many soldiers who have 
been injured. They are admitted to the hospital for treatment 
and although the physical injuries may heal, there are also 
emotional and mental injuries. The military looks after all the 
treatment of soldiers.

We have reported in other Newsletters about the support for children with special needs, through “Prometheus” the special 
school for these children. The aim of this school is to prepare as many children with special needs as they can, for public school 
and others, with social and other skills to live a productive life in society. It is 
a pleasure to again report that the school is flourishing, now having about 175 
students. Many are now in regular public-school classes right at their location 
which is within a former public school that had been closed. They continue to 
conduct in-person classes and have their own shelter when the air raid sirens 
come on. It is a tremendous success, and we are proud to be one of the supporting 
organizations of this school. 

Again, it all depends on luck. Will I be able to get home quickly 
or will I have to find shelter?
To describe clients I will tell the stories of just two of our 
Home Care clients.   The first story is about Elena Nikolaenko.  
She is 50 years old.  She was born and lives in Zaporizhzhia.  
Like everyone else in our city, she lived an ordinary life.  She 
worked as a hairdresser and got married.  They have no children.  
Everything was fine until the war began. This was her first serious 
stressful event. In April 2022, her husband, Vladimir, went off 
to war to protect us from the enemy.   A Russian drone exploded 
in their trench.  Vladimir was wounded in the leg, eye, and head. 
His eye could not be saved, a metal plate was inserted into his 
leg, and three fragments remained in his head that cannot be 
removed.   Then in June 2024, as a result of this experience, 
Elena fell ill. She went to the hospital, but they couldn’t give her 
a diagnosis. The diagnosis was only made in December 2024, 
when Elena had surgery to remove part of her intestine. Cancer, 
stage 4. Elena is currently undergoing chemotherapy, having 
already completed eleven cycles, and is living in hope of recovery. 
Her husband is at home with her. He is a third-degree disabled 
person and receives a pension of $100 per month.  Lena, her 
husband, and Lena’s mother who is 72 years old live together.  
Lena is our new client. We’ve been helping her for only two 
months. We buy and deliver groceries, 
and we also give money for painkillers 
because government benefits aren’t 
enough.  Elena, her husband, and her 
mother are incredibly grateful to the 
people of Canada for the opportunity 
to receive assistance.   (The picture is of 
Elena and her mother, under the blanket 
made by a loving quilting group from 
Landmark, Manitoba.  Because the 
central heating is not yet turned on for 
the winter, it is cold in the apartment.) 

The second story is about a man named 
Sergey Ternovsky, who is 50 years old. 
Sergey was born in Kryvyi Rih. When 
he was little, he moved with his parents 
to the village of Primorskoye, which is 
16 km from Zaporizhzhia. There, he 
finished school and college, and became 
an electrician. Six years ago, he suffered a 
stroke. As a result he has trouble speaking 
and can’t use his right arm. His right leg 
was amputated, following a blood clot. He 
became disabled. He experienced another 

major trauma. His 23-year-old daughter died of cancer. When 
the war began in 2024, Sergei and his wife left for Germany. 
Their son went to war to defend our country. Two years after 
the war began, Sergey returned to Zaporizhzhia while his wife 
remained in Germany and requested a divorce. Sergey now 
lives in Zaporizhzhia, renting an apartment, and living alone.  
He has a father who still lives in the village of Primorskoye, 
which is bombed daily by missiles, drones, and other explosives. 
When the explosions begin he hides in the basement. There 
are practically no people left in that village. They abandoned 
their homes and evacuated to safe places. Sergey’s son comes to 
Zaporizhzhia every week to visit. We help Sergey with groceries, 
we cook and clean the apartment.  Sergey, his father, and his son 
are very grateful for the help. Without us, life would be very 
difficult for him.

Sergey Butyrin 
Assistant Director
I will tell the story 
of my mother, who 
has lived in a village 
close to the city all 
her life.  This is my 
mother, Nadezhda 

Butyrina. She is currently forced to live 
with my sister in Zaporizhzhia, as her 
home in Malokaterynivka is under fire 
from the Russian army.  Previously, about 3,800 people lived 
in Malokaterynivka.   But the shelling became more frequent.   
Some residents were killed and wounded, and people were forced 
to leave their homes out of fear for their lives. There were many 
tears and grief.  For many, their home was the place where they 
lived their entire lives; some were born and raised in this house, 
raising their children. Nadezhda is one of such people.   Her 
grandfather built the house.

This is what her house looks 
like now.  After her home was 
repeatedly damaged, her children 
managed to persuade her to leave 
her home and move in with them.  
Currently, about 150 people 
live in Malokaterynivka, mostly 
elderly people and those who have 

nowhere else to go.  80% of the houses are destroyed; there is no 
gas, water, or electricity, and there is no bus service.

If you have supported this work recently, we thank you.  
We invite you to help the people of Ukraine through the work of the Mennonite Family Centre.

(Cut and submit, or simply send your cheque in the envelope enclosed) 


