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To all the people whose friendship
made a home for me in Ukraine.



You know who you are.
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  Preface


The soul of this book took shape over a decade ago. I was living in the city of Ternopil, Ukraine, writing a monthly column for a Christian news website. The purpose was to give American readers a glimpse into the life of a missionary mom. 
As I opened myself to the scrutiny of strangers, I discovered an uncomfortable truth. I was messed up. Years of linguistic challenges and cultural insecurities had poisoned my experience of my adopted country. Called to love Ukraine and her people, I was dismayed to realize I actually resented them. 
And I was in danger of raising children who shared my misguided aversion. 
Through prayer and the hard work of honest self-criticism and deliberate gratitude, I set about changing my outlook. Then God stepped in, radically rearranging our life and fast-tracking my heart change, until I found that Ukraine truly did feel like home. 
In the end, Ukraine gave me the happiest years of my life—until war snatched it all away. 
But I'm getting ahead of myself—the story of war and displacement is not part of this book. That book is called Finding Home Again: Hope Survives the War in Ukraine, and I hope you'll read it after this one.

Sharon T. Markey
Budapest, Hungary
April 2026
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Finding Grace


One of the wisest women I know is my mother-in-law. She raised nine children on three continents and is fond of saying that since God resists the proud but gives grace to the humble, she wants to be a humble person because she knows just how much she needs God's grace. I agree with her 100%…but living this way is hard, because I'm not naturally a humble person. 
When I first moved overseas as a missionary, I had this preposterous idea that I was something special. I know that every person on the face of this planet is someone special, because we all are of infinite value to God, but this was different. I was convinced I was something special. Although I never would have voiced it this way, deep inside, my thought process ran something like this: I am intelligent, an intellectual even. I am a language whiz and an aspiring polyglot. I am a gifted writer and an articulate public speaker. I am a musician, and I can sing. And most importantly, I am spiritual. I know the Bible better than some pastors and can study and interpret it for myself. I have suffered much and learned to trust God explicitly. And now I am going on the mission field, embarking on my life's work. God is going to use me mightily!
I'm embarrassed to read those words now, disgusted that I was so smug and self-congratulatory. And that last part about God using me mightily? I’m still waiting for that to happen.
When I arrived in Kyiv, Ukraine, in late February 2003, I felt useless. The church where my husband, George, and I were serving was filled with intelligent, articulate, musical, spiritual people, all of whom communicated in a language I could not speak. They didn't need me or my perceived talents. And though I fancied myself a language whiz, Ukrainian became my arch nemesis. I found it too humiliating to speak when I knew I was making grammatical mistakes, so for the first year, I almost never opened my mouth in public except to exchange casual pleasantries. Over time, I suspected people saw me as a non-person, someone without intellect or personality, and this was also humiliating. But humiliation does not produce humility.
So God threw culture shock into the mix. Coming from the cheerful suburbs of Southern California, I found it difficult to adapt to life in a teeming metropolis like Kyiv, where everyone seemed to be in a perpetual bad mood they were determined to take out on me. Besides that, I didn't understand the culture, so I was always running into unexpected barriers and upsetting people for no apparent reason. And when they would yell at me, I couldn't defend myself, since I didn’t speak the language. Usually, I didn't even know why they were upset!
Now and then I would have a little emotional breakdown, and they weren't pretty. They revealed ugly things lurking within me that I was ashamed to recognize. Self-pity. Resentment. Anger. Rage. Seeing myself in the mirror of my cultural struggles, I began to be truly humbled. I wasn't something special. I was a mess. 
My first few years in Ukraine were painful, but gradually things improved. I did learn the language. I made a few good friends. The culture became familiar. And we moved to a smaller city. As far as my day-to-day interactions with people went, I was much less of a mess. But how much of my growth was due to real inward change and how much was merely the result of having adapted to my surroundings, only God can tell. All I can say is there must still be a lot of work to do inside me because, as soon as I felt like I was getting my act together, God started to send me kids. And now I'm convinced I will never feel sufficient again for as long as I live. 
I don't have what it takes to be the wise and gracious mother I would like to be. I am learning that I have far too much selfishness and impatience. This revelation came as a shock because I used to think of myself as an uncommonly selfless, patient person. But when a small child wakes me up in the middle of the night for the third time, I don’t care what he wants. Selfishly, I just want to be left alone. In fact, sometimes I pretend I’m asleep and hope he’ll give up and go back to bed—or go bug his father. And when the boys are fighting (or just playing really energetically), sometimes I get so annoyed that I just want to yell, “Everybody, shut up!” And so the humbling process continues. 
I don’t like being humbled. It's painful to have my flaws uncovered, and the situations that bring them to light are always difficult and unpleasant. But I’m noticing a pattern. As I openly acknowledge my mistakes and shortcomings and seek forgiveness, I receive new life, joy, and the unexpected blessing of encouraging others who are struggling. In short, I receive grace.
So I rejoice in knowing that as I submit to this humbling process, I can look forward to a greater measure of God's grace. When I admit my inability to walk the path God has given me, he steps in and carries me. Oh, how I need that!
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Finding Joy


It’s mid-December 2005, and I’m preparing for my third Christmas in Ukraine. I’ve been listening to Christmas songs in English for over a month. I’m a proud member of the group that believes Christmas carols are essential to the run-up to Thanksgiving. I especially love traditional carols like Joy to the World and O Holy Night. Like Advent meditations, they get my heart and mind in line with the spiritual beauty of the season. But today I’ve got a different song stuck in my head. Less religious, more melancholy.
I’ve been humming the strains of I’ll be Home for Christmas over and over again, hearing in my mind Bing Crosby’s smooth baritone crooning the final line: “I’ll be home for Chri-istmas, if only in my dre-eams." The nostalgia resonates powerfully with me today. While I make it a point not to call the United States home anymore, at Christmastime I long for so many signs of the season that were part of my life before Ukraine. My version of that final line would be, “I’ll be home this year, but Christmas is only in my dreams.”
Although Ukraine has a long Christian heritage, seventy years under the atheistic dictatorship of the Soviet Union destroyed much of what once was. Ukrainians have rich Christmas traditions, but in order to suppress the celebration of Christ’s birth, the Soviet government shrewdly transplanted the most popular ones, making them part of the New Year’s festivities instead. Now, over two decades after the fall of the Soviet Union, Ukrainians still exchange New Year’s gifts and ring in the New Year with all-night parties in homes adorned with New Year’s trees. As a result, Christmas gets buried under the glitz of the New Year.
Christmas has always been my favorite time of year. When I try to define what touches me so deeply about the season, all I can say is “atmosphere.” Even though most Americans have lost sight of the true meaning of Christmas, enough of the message of “peace on earth, good will toward men” has remained to make it a special time for everyone. When I lived in the United States, I always noticed how people smiled more easily and were more considerate in the weeks preceding Christmas (unless they were trying to find a parking space at the mall). The spirit of giving our best to bring joy to those we love—just as God sent his Son to give salvation to the world he loved—was infectious, and it made the whole Christmas season warmer and brighter than any other time of year. I miss this general spirit of goodwill.
If I'm honest, I also miss many other things, but in my mind, they all combine to create the Christmas atmosphere so dear to me. I miss hot apple cider, people dressed in festive clothing, Christmas music everywhere you go, Christmas parties with friends, houses decorated with lights, the smell of Christmas baking, gift exchanges, the cozy ambiance of homes lit only by the glow of the Christmas tree, and—along with all these things—the laughter and special times shared with loved ones. 
I know none of these signs of Christmas is directly related to the true reason for the season, and many Christians feel they actually detract from it. But somehow, without them, I feel like I'm skipping Christmas. The birth of Jesus was such a momentous event that it deserves all this celebration. Although most people may not remember him amid the festivities, I always have, making the signs of the season that much more precious to me.
A friend of mine in the US recently told me she is planning a Christmas party and expressed regret that I wouldn't be able to attend. The sudden force of my desire to be there surprised me. I couldn't explain it away by the fact that I miss her and my other loved ones in the US. After all, I just saw them six months ago. I also knew my response was not because I wanted to be home for Christmas. I've lived in so many places that if someone were to ask me where home is, I wouldn't know how to answer. No, what I was missing and wanting so desperately was the Christmas atmosphere.
My husband and I decided to build our life in Ukraine, so by choice, this is home. Neither of us wants
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