
Nine Weeks in Ukraine 

 
 On May 7, 2022 I took a 13-hour flight from 
SFO to Istanbul and then a shorter two-hour flight to 
Cluj-Napoca, Romania. By the time I returned on 
July 11, I had spent 64 days away from home, 
collected 51 passport stamps, and driven 14,000 
miles on nine missions to deliver a total of 64,000 
pounds of food to food-insecure Ukrainians in and 
around the embattled city of Mykolaiv, Ukraine. 
Mykolaiv is a major shipbuilding city in southern 
Ukraine, close to the Black Sea. It had a population 
of almost 500,00 citizens before the Russians 
invaded Ukraine on February 24, 2022. On May 11, 
when I arrived in the city on my first mission, the 
population was about half that. Those who hadn’t 
fled the daily bombings had nowhere else to go, 
couldn’t afford to leave, or refused to give in to the 
Russian invaders. My job was to help provide food 
relief for those who remained. 
 My journey really started on June 10, 2022 when 
I retired after 35 years of high school physics 
teaching. A friend had been telling me, “You’ve got 
to have a plan.” And, although I sensed that was true, 
I was content to let that unfold slowly. I tutored a bit and I went on several small vacations, but all the while I was praying 
that God would direct me to the place he would have me serve. This went on for months. The leader of my men’s group at 
Calvary Chapel Petaluma suggested that God might be providing me with a “Sabbath rest.” I accepted that, but still sought a 
role or a project or a volunteer opportunity to which God would specifically call me. But, I was getting no clear direction. I 
applied to become a substitute teacher, and even though I had a teaching credential and almost four decades of experience, 
the hoops to jump through and red tape to cut through were so many and so much that I gave up that idea. Then I applied for 
a position as a Petaluma Police Volunteer. The initial interview went well, but then there was the 50+-page background check 
questionnaire that was so daunting, I decided that it wasn’t worth it to wash police cars and provide traffic control at parades. 

This is the view from the third story sleeping room of the Church of the New Testament Christians in Mykolaiv, Ukraine on 
July 1, 2022. I slept here each week after delivering food in the area. The peacefulness of the sunrise is strikingly juxtaposed 
against the smoke rising from one of the dozen or so rockets that exploded in the city that morning. 

A  rocket attack destroyed this home only a few blocks away from 
the church I stayed at in Mykolaiv. It struck the day before I arrived 
on my second mission to the area. 



Then, on March 20, 2022, I saw a short video at church that highlighted the efforts of the ministry, A Jesus Mission, in 
Romania and Ukraine. A Jesus Mission was feeding and housing Ukrainians fleeing the war and was looking for short-term 
missionaries to help with that effort. They were also looking for drivers – drivers who were willing to go into Ukraine to 
deliver food to those who had not fled or could not flee the war. As soon as I got home I went to the AJM website 
https://ajesusmission.org/ukraine-response/. I looked over the volunteer application and started to feel uneasy about the idea 
of actually driving into a country at war. I decided to donate money instead. I felt like I had done my part after I filled out the 
“Donate Now” section on the website. God had other plans though.  
 I have never heard the audible voice of God, but over the last few months, I have at times sensed an obvious intrusion of 
God’s will into my thoughts. I’ve also had unnerving dreams that I have considered to be communications from God (more 
about that later). A few days after I made the donation to AJM, I had a strong sense that God was saying something to the 
effect of, “Thanks for the donation, but you need to ... go to Ukraine.” After I talked to Kim about it and knew that she was 
supportive, I filled out the application. A couple of weeks later, on April 25, I had a phone interview with Tyler Ryals, the 
Regional Director of AJM for Ukraine food relief. He said that he felt I would be a good fit and that I should send him my 
itinerary as soon as I had it. I thought for just a moment to make sure that I hadn’t missed some crucial piece of information 
and then I said to Tyler, “I don’t even know where I’m supposed to fly to.” He said that I should book a flight to Cluj ... Cluj-
Napoca. Although it is one of the largest cities in Romania, I had never heard of it. I booked my one-way ticket to Cluj-
Napoca on Turkish Airlines that afternoon.  
 About a week before my flight, Kim and I had dinner with Kris and Adam Camacho. Kris had spent her Spring Break in 
Cluj, helping with the Ukrainian refugees and I was eager to learn a little bit about her experience. After dinner I started to 
get very anxious and had serious reservations about the upcoming trip. I prayed about the anxiety and I believe that God gave 
me a clear and obvious answer. I felt him asking, “What are you afraid of?” And my answer was that I had so many questions 
and worries about the circumstances surrounding what I was about to do. I said, “Here at home, I’m in control, but if I do this 
trip to Romania and Ukraine I won’t be in control anymore.” I felt God clearly communicating to me ... “YOU WERE 
NEVER IN CONTROL.” And in that moment I realized the truth of that statement. God sustains everything in my being, no 
matter where I am. In an instant, the fear melted away completely and I never felt it again. 
 When I landed at the Cluj-Napoca International Airport late Sunday night, I still had little idea what the next steps on this 
journey would be. While I was flying Tyler texted me the name of the 
hotel-apartment where I would be staying (Gaudi Accommodations) as 
well as the room number and key code to get in. I took a Bolt (Cluj’s 
version of Uber), to the apartment and Tyler, who, with his family, also 
lived at Gaudi, met me as I arrived. He suggested that I rest up the first 
week and recuperate from jetlag and plan on starting to drive the 
following week. I told him that I didn’t fly halfway around the world to 
rest a week and that I thought that I would be fine. He was OK with that 
and so I was scheduled to go on my first mission Tuesday. 
 My life quickly became a familiar routine. Over the next nine weeks, 
the “broad brush strokes” of what the nine missions looked like were: 
 • Mondays 
  - Clean the vans and get any maintenance done 
  - Weekly logistical meeting 
  - Shop at Metro (Romania’s Costco) for food 
  - Have a Team Dinner (including members of the refugee 

relief crew and the drivers) 
 • Tuesdays 
  - Load food onto three to five vans 
  - Drivers meeting 
  - Shop for driving snacks 
 • Wednesday 
  - Drive to Uman, Ukraine (11-hour drive plus one border 

crossing) 
 • Thursday 
  - Drive to Mykolaiv, Ukraine (five-hour drive) 
  - Unload food 
  - Help Mykolaiv contacts with any projects they might be 

undertaking 
  - Dinner with Mykolaiv church leadership 
  - Spend the night on the third (top) floor of the church 

where the food is delivered 
Carts loaded with $4,000 worth of food bought at Metro, 
Romania and Moldova’s version of Costco. This load 
filled two vans. 



 • Friday 
  - Breakfast with Mykolaiv church leadership 
  - Drive to either Uman, Ukraine or Chisinau, Moldova (both five-hour drives) 
 • Saturday 
  - Return to Cluj 
 • Sunday 
  - Church service at Deo Gloria (the church that sponsored the refuge program) 
  - Time to relax a bit and do laundry  
 Although this weekly schedule was roughly what each mission looked like, the details varied from week to week. New 
drivers came and went, the van mishaps and breakdowns varied, the danger of the individual mission was never clear at the 
outset, and God’s providence and answer to prayer manifested in ways I could not have predicted. The following is a bit of 
detail regarding the individual missions. 
 
Mission #1 (Tuesday, May 10 – Friday, May 13) 
 On Monday we 
went to Metro and 
got stocked up on 
canned meats, grains, 
cabbage and carrots. 
Afterward I attended 
a new driver’s 
meeting. The most 
sobering part of the 
meeting was when 
the new drivers were 
told to make an end 
of life video to be 
kept by AJM 
leadership and to be 
sent to closest family 
and friends in the case of death during any of the missions. After loading three vans early Tuesday, we left at 12:30 PM, 
heading east to the Ukrainian border. It was about a five-hour drive to the border town of Siret, Romania. Most of the trip to 
Siret was along two-lane roads through many small villages. Eastern Romania is exceptionally beautiful (especially the part 
of the drive over the Carpathian Mountain range). One remarkable feature in Eastern Romania that we did not find in Ukraine 
was the presence of many large stork nests on the power line poles inside the villages. These nests were several feet in 
diameter and held the stork parents and multiple young stork offspring. Another oddity that we encountered throughout 
Romania, but not in Ukraine was the presence of horse-drawn carts on the highways. The carts were legally allowed on the 
highways and would slow traffic down so that there were frequent passing events. Speaking of passing on the highways, 
there was plenty of that, not only around the carts, but also around the many slow-moving trucks. Romanians are aggressive 
drivers, but I never saw an accident. Unlike the American style of driving that involves frequent check-ins with cellphones, 
Romanians are exceptionally 
vigilant and observant. It also 
helps that both the driver being 
passed and any oncoming traffic 
help to facilitate passing. Trucks 
being passed and oncoming 
traffic will often move onto the 
shoulders (if there are any) 
creating a virtual three-lane 
highway.  
 Shortly before we reached 
Siret, we fueled up at a gas 
station close to the border, 
knowing that the chances to find 
fuel in Ukraine would be slim. 
We stayed at the Frontier Hotel, 
which is only about 500 meters 
from the border and planned to 
be on the road again at dawn to 

My first drive team poses in front of the Blue Sprinter. The photo on the right is of the interior back 
seat of the Opel packed full behind the seat and to the left of the space left for one passenger. 

As we passed through the rural Romanian villages, it was a common sight to see stork 
nests on top of most utility poles. The other sight that I was always struck by was the 
beauty of the drive through the villages along the route over the Carpathian mountain 
range.  



be at the border at 6 AM. After a meal of fish and chips at the hotel restaurant, I planned to get to bed early and try to fully 
recover from my jetlag. Unfortunately, it was a very restless night. My roommate snored loudly, which made it hard to sleep, 
but even after using my noise-canceling ear buds, I slept very fitfully, maybe getting two hours of sleep. 
 We were packed up and in the vans at 5:45 and waiting in line at the border just before 6 AM. The border crossing is 
really two crossings; the one where you leave Romania and then the one where you enter Ukraine (these are separated by 
about 200 meters). The Romanian crossing is very easy. I learned that at all crossings we needed to make a “passport 
sandwich.” This included the passports of each individual in the van folded together with the van registration tucked inside 
the inner passport. Each van driver presented this to the Passport Control agent and generally our passports were stamped and 
we were given clearance within a few minutes of handing over the documents. That was the case on this first mission. After 
passing through the border, it was a long, 11-hour drive to Mykolaiv. It was all two-lane roads with many sections badly 
potholed (my Fitbit gave me credit for 12,000 steps during the drive). Along the way we passed through many small villages 
and vast sections of farmland. For most of the drive, it was impossible to tell that we were in a country at war. Life in the 
villages and towns looked perfectly normal. Then, after about five hours of driving we approached a large dam and 
hydroelectric power plant. Just before crossing over the dam, we reached our first military checkpoint. It was the entrance to 
the “Conflict Zone.” Coming upon a checkpoint is clear because of the heavily sandbagged bunkers for the soldiers, large 
blocks of concrete in the roadway 
requiring vehicles to slow and steer 
around the obstacles, and “tank 
traps.” Tank traps or “steel 
hedgehogs” are made of three two-
meter-long I-beams that are welded 
together that look like a huge 
child’s toy jack. If a tank were to 
roll over the trap it could lift the 
tank into the air and incapacitate it. 
When we reached the heavily 
armed soldier, he asked for our 
passports. He spent some time 
carefully looking through our 
passport stamps. My partner 
explained that the guards look for 
stamps from Russian border 
crossings because of the fear of 
Russian infiltrators posing as 
Ukrainians. This was my first 
military checkpoint crossing among 
the hundred or so of the nine weeks of missions. I learned that they 
could range from as little as a just a wave through for all vans 
without getting documents checked to as much as having the entire 
convoy pulled over so that the cargo of each van could be inspected and all passports could be collected and scrutinized.  
 The remainder of the trip was uneventful. We stopped once at a gas station (that had no fuel) for snacks and once to get 
out by the side of the road to pee. We also refueled once. On each of the nine missions that I was part of we smuggled in 
three 20-liter fuel cans of diesel per van. These were all loaded into one of the vans and then covered with cardboard. Food 
was then placed on top of the 
cardboard in order to conceal the 
fuel. When we needed to refuel, 
we would pull into one of the 
many vacant gas stations and face 
the vans so that their fuel filler 
openings were facing away from 
the highway (so that any 
passersby would not see the 
abundance of preciously scarce 
fuel that we had in our 
possession). We quickly 
unloaded the food onto the side 
of the fuel-carrying van and then 
all got busy filling up the vans 
with as much fuel as their tanks 

On every mission we would smuggle in three 20-liter cans of fuel per van because of 
the scarcity of fuel in Ukraine. We would stop at the same vacant gas station each trip 
to refill our tanks and park with the fuel filler openings facing away from the highway 
so that passersby would not see that we had fuel. 

Sandbag-fortified bunkers, 
large concrete blocks (to slow 
traffic), and metal “tank 
traps” were frequently seen 
inside the conflict zone. If a 
tank were to roll over the trap 
it could lift the tank into the 
air and incapacitate it. 
 



could hold. In about 20 minutes we were finished and on the road again. Throughout the drive that day I was beginning to 
know the personalities of the other drivers. There was banter back and forth on the radios fairly frequently and it was obvious 
that everyone got along well. I already knew that the leader of the convoy, Tyler Ryals was a character. When he interviewed 
me for the driver position he said near the end of our phone interview, “The worst thing that can happen is that we die, and 
then ... we go to Heaven.” So as we were skirting the city of Odessa, with the Black Sea visible in the distance, he got on the 
radio and said, “Look on your right. It’s the Black Sea.” Another driver replied, “It looks blue to me.” Within an instant Tyler 
shot back on the radio, “But it was raised black, so it knows how to survive in a rough neighborhood.” It was hilarious! 
 When we arrived in Mykolaiv it was clear that the city had been affected by the war. This major shipbuilding city is 
close to the Black Sea and deep into the Conflict Zone. Many shops were closed, many houses were obviously uninhabited, 
and the numbers of people on the streets 
seemed too small for a city with a 
population of 500,000. In fact, the 
population was down to about 300,000. 
Our final destination was a large, three-
story house in a quiet neighborhood. It 
was formerly the office space for a 
prominent Christian church in the city. 
However, in addition to being the 
headquarters of the church, it was now 
also home to a dozen or so people 
connected to the church (mostly church 
leadership) and it provided space to store 
the food that we brought. Part of the third 
floor was a worship area that became our 
sleeping room when we were there. 
Getting there at 6:30 PM, we were 
warmly greeted by several Ukrainian-
speaking men and invited into the 
kitchen on the first floor to have coffee 
and tea before starting to unload the 
vans. Then we set up a “chain” which 
consisted of a dozen or so people 
handing off food packages to each other from the vans to be stored in various places in the house. That process unloads a 
fully packed van in 15 minutes.  
 After the vans were unloaded, we all had dinner together in the kitchen. There were seven of us from AJM, eight 
members of the church, and a former Green Beret named Christian who was self-deploying to the front lines to share the 
gospel with the Ukrainian soldiers in the trenches. My first meal in Ukraine consisted of stew (pork, I think) and a salad of 
lettuce, shredded cabbage, scallions, and parsley. It was all very delicious and typical of what we were served each time we 
visited. After dinner there would be no showering. Although there was a shower in the bathroom on the first floor, there was 
no water (the water supply in the city had been destroyed by the conflict). When the one toilet was used, it had to be flushed 
with “gray water” served up from a cup dipped into a bucket of the stuff (not sure where it came from). There was a curfew 
in Mykolaiv throughout the nine weeks I deployed there. It required everyone to be indoors and all lights out by 9 PM. By 
that time we had all claimed a spot on the 3rd floor and laid out our air mattresses and sleeping bags. Explosions were heard 
shortly after curfew started and we all ran to the eastward facing window to see what was happening. Russians were 
apparently shelling the area. One of the explosions had caused a fire that could be seen in the distance. After watching for a 
few more minutes, most of us went back to our sleeping bags and fell quickly to sleep. I had only been in Ukraine for a day 
and only close to the line of conflict for a few hours and already I could feel myself getting used to being in a warzone. Or 
perhaps I was just resting in the confidence that God was protecting my team. 
 In the morning we had breakfast and used the rest of the fuel to fill the vans. I wasn’t getting information from anyone 
on the team about our next move and I hadn’t done any driving yet so I was starting to wonder how useful my role was on 
this team. I mentioned that to Tyler and he said that he would have me drive when we got back into Romania. However, on 
our way back to Romania it was decided that we would visit a new contact in Moldova, Steven Yeats. Steve lives in the 
capitol of Moldova, Chisinau, and is connected with a Christian church there as a missionary, although he runs a full-time 
carpet-cleaning business. He says that it pays the bills and helps legitimize his proselytizing (both because he runs one of the 
rare <5% non-corrupt businesses in Moldova and because he supports himself on the local economy). A connection with him 
would enable AJM to partner with his church (in addition to the Romanian church) in getting food to Mykolaiv. We got to his 
house around noon and met him, his wife Theresa, and their three boys, aged 10, 12, and 15. They live in a modest ~800 
square foot, two-bedroom home. Steve took us all to his church where we helped unload a large van with food for refugees 
staying there. He also treated us to lunch at the church, which consisted of a large buffet of traditional Moldovan food. After 

This three-story house in a quiet neighborhood close to downtown Mykolaiv 
was actually a church where we would often offload our food for storage. We 
also ate here and slept each week on the third floor on the right side of the 
building. 



we finished lunch, he had us convoy over to a local microbrewery, the LaBREWtory. Its eight beers on tap reminded me of 
home, especially the pint of IPA that I had. Back at Steve’s house we had a delicious dinner of burritos that Theresa had 
prepared for the 13 of us crowded around their kitchen table.  
 It was a couple of hours to the Moldovan/Romanian border the next morning. As soon as we got into Romania, Christian 
(my driving partner) offered to let me take the wheel. As we pulled out though ... I stalled the van. Great start to my 
Ukrainian driving mission! It went better after that though. At one point Tyler (who was leading the convoy) pulled into the 
parking lot of a gas station and said over the radio that we were stopping for a break. I pulled over and had just exited the van 
and locked it when Tyler got into his van again and took off. I didn’t know what was going on, but I got back into my van 
and accelerated fast out of the parking lot. The stop turned out to be a ruse, I think, to test my driving skills. I caught up 
quickly and soon afterwards Tyler started talking smack about me over the radio. I knew at that point that I had conditional 
acceptance on the team. We made it back to Cluj in the early evening and had a pizza dinner and debrief on the deck outside 
Pierce’s apartment (Pierce is the CEO of AJM). And so ended my first AJM mission into Ukraine. 

After the long drives of my first mission, LABREWTORY was a welcome excursion. Moldova may be one of the poorest 
countries in Europe, but this brewpub makes as good a beer as any I’ve tasted in the States. Steven Yeats (first on the left) 
was our contact in Chisinau who treated us to lunch, dinner, lodging, and pints of fine cold beer.  



Mission #2 (Tuesday, May 17 – Saturday, May 21) 
 When I left home I had booked a one-way ticket on Turkish Airlines, intending to spend a month away. Again, God had 
other plans. Shortly after my first mission, and having only been away for a week, Tyler asked if I would be willing to extend 
through June and train to be the convoy leader. I absolutely did not feel ready yet for that responsibility, but I prayed that if it 
were God’s will for me to do it, he would make Kim’s initial reaction to the idea a positive one. It was. So I agreed to stay 
until the end of June. 
 We had already spent Saturday morning packing our 
four vans with food from the warehouse. The plan was to 
leave early Tuesday morning from Cluj, go through the 
border at Siret again, spend the night in Uman, Ukraine and 
then finish with a five-hour drive to Mykolaiv. We were in 
the parking lot of Gaudi at 4:20 AM and on the road at 
4:30. I was driving the fourth van (the Transit) with Malyn, 
(who is a 20-something former marine from Alaska who 
has a desire to do full-time missions work). We stopped at 
the same gas station that we had fueled up at during the first 
mission and then made the border by 10 AM. It was an easy 
crossing, both out of Romania and into Ukraine and we 
were on our way in Ukraine by 10:45. It was a longer drive 
from the border to Uman. We finally arrived at the Hotel 
Melania at about 6:30 PM. The Melania is a nice three-story 
hotel on the edge of Uman that borders a beautiful river. 
The eight of us were in double rooms (twin beds). In the 
US, these rooms would have gone for $150 per night. In 
Uman, they were $30 per night. Most hotels in Uman were 
even cheaper. We had dinner at the hotel’s restaurant and, 
although it sported a large, multi-page menu, I was told that 
the first three items I tried to order off the menu (grilled 
chicken, rabbit, and salmon) were unavailable. I learned that 
Chicken Kiev and Borscht were always available so that’s 
what I ordered each of the many times I visited the Melania. 
 Since the drive on Wednesday would only be five 
hours, we were able to sleep in and have breakfast at the 
Melania when the restaurant opened at 8:30 AM. All six 
breakfasts on the menu were 180 hryvnia (about $6 when I 
was there). I always got the “English Breakfast” which 
included three fried eggs (sunny side up), two pieces of 
white toast, and Eastern European style bacon. Coffee 
drinks were complimentary and self-serve from an espresso 
machine. We were finished with breakfast and on our way 
by 9:30. It was a five-hour drive to Mykolaiv, but on a 
much smoother four-lane highway. The speed limit is not 
posted and it was extremely rare to see any police, so we did 
about 80 – 90 mph most of the way.  
 When we arrived in Mykolaiv, the plan was different 
than the previous week. Oleg (our Mykolaiv contact and 
senior pastor of the church) said that two of the vans would 
drop off their food at another local church nearby, but that the other two would be delivering food to a small village about 20 
minutes closer to the line of conflict. I was in that pair of vans; Tyler and I were in the Mom Van (named because it was 
deemed what a typical soccer mom would drive) and Garrett and Christian were in the Transit. We got to the village and it 
looked third world. Very small, modest homes with vegetable gardens were situated on the dirt roads of the village. There 
were buckets hanging on the ropes of community wells that would be lowered into the wells and then hand-cranked up again 
once the buckets were full. Initially we had difficulty finding the contact in the village. We had GPS navigation, but the 
houses didn’t have addresses and the communication with the contact was difficult because of the language barrier. Finally 
we found the owner of the house. Her name was Elena and the man with her (her father, I think) was Victor. We quickly 
unloaded the food from the two vans into a vacant room in their house. I think it was originally a bedroom. An adjacent room 
that appeared to be a living room had been converted into a sanctuary for the little church that this house had become. There 
were five long benches in the room that could hold 30 or 40 people. Elena and Victor related that the community that they 

Preparations for Mission #2 included loading the vans the 
Saturday before the mission (with help from children of 
some of the drivers and filling the fuel cans to be smuggled 
in with us. An inventory of and familiarization with the 
contents of the new combat-ready first aid kits was done, 
including use of tourniquets and treatment of open chest 
wounds. 



would disperse the food to had just ran out of food the day before we arrived. They were extremely grateful and Victor said a 
long prayer with words I did not understand but with a sentiment that was abundantly clear.  
 We returned to the church in Mykolaiv and were informed that a bomb had exploded a few blocks away the day before 
we arrived. Dinner wasn’t ready yet so we took a walk over to the affected area. Many homes had been destroyed. The ones 
that had not been totally destroyed had their windows blown out and had other obvious damage. The roadway was a mess, 
some trees were destroyed and there were pockmarks in the concrete walls from the bomb shrapnel. The fact that we were 
able to walk to the site of the explosion within just a few minutes drove home how close we were to the line of conflict. After 
our walk we had a delicious dinner that consisted of Ukrainian pasta and two Ukrainian pasta salads. As it got close to  
9:00 PM, when we would have to turn out the lights, we wondered if there would be the kind of shelling that we had 
experienced the week before. The answer came quickly; shortly after 9:00 we heard a steady onslaught of explosions, many 
in the distance, but some close enough to cause a flinch. 

During this second mission we delivered food to a small 
village near Mykolaiv. The infrastructure of the village 
was closer to early 20th Century than early 21st Century. 
There were only dirt roads and wells without pumps for 
water. There were no addresses, which made find the 
house a challenge. The food from two vans was offloaded 
into this modest house where it would be distributed 
throughout the community. The man, Victor, and his 
daughter, Elena, had converted the living room of the 
home into a small home church. Although they were living 
deep in the Conflict Zone and had very little, they exuded 
an obvious joy. They knew that God was providing all 
their needs. 

The day before we arrived in Mykolaiv on my second mission, a Russian strike on nearby neighborhood resulted in this 
destruction. 23 homes were damaged or destroyed. It was close enough to the church where we stayed that we were able to 
walk here in about 10 minutes. 



 The next morning we had coffee and then a breakfast of fried eggs served over leftover pasta. (Every egg that I ate in 
Romania or Ukraine during the entire nine weeks I was there was served as an upright fried egg with a loose yolk.). It was 
decided that Malyn and Sam (in the Transit) and Tim, Kacia, and I (in the blue Sprinter) would drive to Moldova to resupply 
with food and then return to the church to unload it. The border crossing into Moldova took longer than expected. For the 
first time at any border crossing, we were asked to produce proof of insurance for the vans. I had to call Christy and have him 
send photos of all those documents. After an hour or so the guards grudgingly accepted the photos as proof. In all future 
missions I made sure that this document was with the van registration in each van. We were never asked for them again! We 
made it to Steve and Theresa’s house in Chisinau in about five hours and, after picking them up, drove to the closest Metro. 
We spent $4,000 buying 5000 pounds of rice, flour, sugar, salt, pate´, oil, pasta, coffee, tea, crackers, cookies, cabbage, and 
carrots. After that spree, we went back and parked at Steve and Theresa’s for the night. We all (10 of us) took a10-minute 
walk to a traditional Moldovan restaurant that Steve’s family goes to occasionally and had a HUGE and delicious meal.  

 
 We were up at 4:15 the next morning, aiming for a  
5 AM start toward the border. We had already planned to 
meet the other two vans at the Palanca border crossing. The 
other two vans had spent the night with a contact named 
Vitaly at the orphanage he was upgrading in Odessa. By the 
time their vans made it out of Ukraine and into Moldova 
and we had met them and then made our way out of 
Moldova into Ukraine, three hours had passed. They 
continued on to Cluj while we continued on to Mykolaiv. 
At the border we traded Katia for Darlene, so that Darlene 
could finish the trip with Tim (her husband). We finally 
made it to the church at around 1:30 PM. After eating some 
hearty Ukrainian soup for lunch we unloaded the vans in 
about half an hour. Then it was time to turn around and 
make our way back to Steve’s house in Chisinau. It was a 
long day of driving, border crossings, and military 
checkpoints. We finally made it to Steve’s at 9:00 to find 
that Theresa had prepared a big meal of salad, hearty pasta, 
and homemade bread. They are a very sweet and selfless 
family.  
 We were in bed by 10:30 and then up at 5:15 AM for coffee with Steve and Theresa. We left at 6:00 and made it to the 
border by 8:00. It was fairly smooth, but still took about an hour to get through. Then it was a long 8-hour slog to make it 
back to Cluj, getting there about 5 PM. And so ended my second AJM mission into Ukraine. 
 

Sam, tends to one of the six loaded carts that contained food 
purchased at a Moldovan “Metro” (equivalent to a Costco in 
the States). The $4,000 worth of food was enough to fill two 
of our vans. It was taken to Mikolaiv the next morning and 
stored at the church that served as our base in the city. 

Enjoying dinner at a traditional Moldovan restaurant with 
Steven Yeats and his family. Only Sam was able to 
completely finish the huge amount food served. The meals 
ranged from $5 - $6 each. 

The dinner I ordered consisted of more than a pound of 
chicken cooked in a rich sauce, something like polenta, 
scrambled eggs, crumbled cheese and dipping sauces. The 
exchange rate at the time was 20 Moldovan Lei to one US 
dollar, making my 120 lei meal equivalent to $6. 



Mission #3 (Tuesday, May 24 – Thursday, May 26) 
 The morning after the second mission ended I went to church and then afterward I was leaving my apartment to go work 
out, Pierce (the CEO of AJM) saw me about to leave and asked if I was “coming to the meeting.” When I asked, “What 
meeting?” he said it was the weekly Cluj AJM Leadership Meeting. When I asked if I was supposed to be there, he said, “Of 
course.” I discovered that promotions occur quickly in this organization. Although I had only been on two missions, I was 
now a Convoy Leader. I didn’t feel too much like a leader since I was neither making decisions yet nor particularly 
knowledgeable about what the next month or even the next mission would look like. That would all change soon. Monday we 
were at the warehouse for a few hours in the morning packing up four vans for the eight drivers scheduled to leave the next 
day. 
 The start of the third mission was similar to the second. I was up at 3:30 and we were on the road at 4:30. I was driving 
the Opel this time with Sam. Sam is a fearless young man from Tennessee with a big heart. He was with me during the two 
times in Ukraine when I felt my life might be in danger. We made what was becoming a familiar drive for me and stopped as 
usual for gas before the border at Siret. The border crossing was more difficult this week. It took two hours to get through, 
partially because of heavy traffic, but also because one of the border agents had an issue with our border documents. To get 
into Ukraine a visitor must have an Invite Letter. Ours was a letter from the church in Mykolaiv requesting general food 
items. This was a letter that was duplicated each week without changes. However, the actual itemized list of purchased food 
items on the Customs Declaration varied from week to week, depending on requests and food availability. This discrepancy 
between the two documents caused a huge delay. We learned our lesson and made sure that in future missions these two 
documents agreed perfectly. However, the two documents were never compared again on any of the remaining missions I 
served on. One thing that was never recorded on either document was any mention of fresh produce (which apparently is 
illegal to bring into the country). However, we almost always had fresh cabbage and/or carrots and/or potatoes. These were 
always buried under the other acceptable food items and never detected by the guards who would sometimes do cursory 
inspections. It was a long, familiar drive to the Melania, where I had Chicken Kiev and Borscht. Both were excellent and I 
decided to have these for dinner on all future visits to the Melania. 

 When we woke the next morning, air raid sirens were 
going off in Uman, but there was no other indication of any 
sort of shelling. After breakfast at 8:30 we headed to 
Mykolaiv and were immediately fed some outstanding 
borscht. Soon after that Oleg said that we would be 
transporting our food to two different villages, one of which 
was considered particularly dangerous. My van was chosen 

to be one of the two going to this village and we were advised to wear body armor if we had it. The problem was that the 
“body armor” that AJM had at the time did not have armor plate protections AND ours had been accidentally soaked with 
diesel fuel a few days prior when a fuel can leaked on the vests. So, we had to go in without body armor. The danger was a 
risk of potential snipers, so we would need to go in fast and retreat fast after the food was dropped off. “Fast” turned out to be 
~80 - 90 mph over heavily potholed roads. As we made our way to the village I had the feeling for the first time that my life 
could be in danger. As I thought about that, I realized that I wasn’t particularly scared about that, but I had a deep concern 
about leaving Kim alone. I felt like this mission could be tantamount to deserting her. I asked Sam to pray and he did, out 
loud. He asked God to help us in the same way he helped the Israelites to escape through the Red Sea when the Egyptians 
were pursuing them. He also asked God to “make us invisible to the Russians.” Sam had been playing some Christian praise 
songs and bluetoothing them from his phone to the speakers in the van. At the moment he stopped praying the song 
“Surrounded” started playing. It starts, “This is how I fight my battles” and the chorus goes “If it looks like I’m surrounded, 
I’m surrounded by you.” It was one of the clearest (and quickest) answers to prayer I have ever experienced. At that moment, 
any anxiety melted away and I had total peace, KNOWING that God was supernaturally protecting me on this mission. We 

The Melania Hotel in Uman, Ukraine is a small, upscale 
hotel near the edge of the city. The drive from Cluj, Romania 
to Mykolaiv, Ukraine took 18 hours, so on most of our 
missions we stopped here for the night and had dinner and 
breakfast the next morning in the restaurant. 

The dinner menu at the Melania was extensive but I soon 
found out that the majority of items listed were not 
available. However, the borscht and chicken Kiev, which 
were both delicious, were always available. I always stuck 
with these two whenever we stayed the night. 



reached the house in the small village where we were to drop off the food and the occupants looked Asian. I later found out 
that they were Ukrainians who had originally come from Uzbekistan. The leader, Pastor Edward, led a church in that village, 
and also a church in a neighboring village. He also had a home church in his house in Mykolaiv. We finished unloading our 
two vans and then sped away back to Mykolaiv where Pastor Edward invited us all over for dinner at his house. His wife and 
her sister made a huge, delicious meal (three salads, borscht, and an Asian rice dish). After we ate, we went into their home 
church (a converted living room) and had a time of worship and prayer before heading back to the church to sleep. 

 We were up early and on our way back to Cluj at 6 AM. Our plan was to go through the Moldovan border because it was 
shorter drive than going through the Siret border. The problem was that Google Maps routed us to the closest border crossing 
which happened to be in the location of a Russian separatist region of Moldova known as Transnistria. The guards there told 
us that the border crossing was closed due to the war and that we would need to go 70 km south to the border crossing at 
Palanca. We made it through the Ukrainian/Moldovan border crossing fairly easily, but right before the western borer 
crossing from Moldova to Romania, we were pulled over for “speeding.” The police don’t actually pull you over. Instead 
they stand on the side of the road with a radar gun and point to the shoulder if they want you to stop. I don’t believe we were 
actually speeding, but the cop said that we were. Sam was driving and, when the cop collected his license and saw that he 
was an American, he asked for a bribe. He said that he would let us go for $1,000. Sam said that he didn’t have that much 
cash, so the cop lowered the bribe request to $100. At this point, I got out of the car to go over to where Sam and the cop 
were talking and asked what was going on. The cop said that he would keep Sam’s license unless he got paid. I said, “Oh, is 
that all? Keep the license. I’ll drive.” The cop was obviously frustrated. He gave back the license to Sam and then wrote a 
ticket for the equivalent of $15 that we were supposed to pay at the border by depositing the money for the fine into some 
unknown bank account. We didn’t, and we never heard anything else about it. We had been told that the Moldovans were 
notoriously corrupt. The rest of the drive was uneventful, but long. We made it back to Cluj at 10:30 PM. 

On my third mission we delivered two vans of food to a small village near Mikolaiv. These Ukrainians were originally from 
Uzbekistan. The food was stored in three-sided shed that would serve as the base from which to disburse to the wider 
community. Although it was recommended that we wear body armor because of potential attacks on the village, these two 
boys on bicycles seemed oblivious to the danger. 



Mission #4 (Wednesday, June 1 – Saturday, June 4) 
 Two mornings after the third mission ended I went to Tamper Coffee to meet with Tyler concerning being the official 
Convoy Leader for the remainder of my time there. Two days later I met with Kyle (our AJM warehouse coordinator) and the 
Romanian church leader, Christian (Christy), who was in charge of all the mission paperwork, van documentation, and van 
maintenance. They went over all the Convoy Leader responsibilities related to keeping the vans up to date with insurance, 
registration, and maintenance. I was a bit nervous about all the details that I was previously unaware of when I agreed to take 
on the leadership role, but then got even more nervous when I was informed that it would be an unusually large mission 
consisting of six vans and 13 drivers (nine of whom I had not even met). However, at this point I had learned to be flexible 
and trust that God would work out the details. Seven of the unknown drivers were coming as a team from the Seattle area and 
would only be on this one mission. This was not ideal because of the learning curve necessary to be an effective driver. They 
were also arriving the morning before the first day of the mission so they would be badly jetlagged from their flight (also not 
ideal). I met them Tuesday morning after they had a few hours of sleep. We all drove to the warehouse and loaded up five of 
the vans and then I sent the Seattle guys back to their rooms to get some sleep before the next day’s early start. The sixth van 
was also packed with food, but was driven by three AJM missionaries from Kosovo who would meet us in Uman the first 
night of the mission after they first went to Kharkov to do some interviewing of a pastor there. The lead driver, Jordan, was 
participating in the production of a video about the AJM missions to bring food into Ukraine. 
 I was up at 3:30 Wednesday morning and we had our five-van convoy on the road at 4:40. We had trouble with the 
White Sprinter almost immediately. It had very slow acceleration and we thought we might need to take it back to Cluj. 
However, a driver from a previous mission, Kel, had told us before the drive that he also had this problem and that when he 
turned the engine off and restarted it, the van would accelerate normally again. We tried this and it seemed to work. However, 
it turned out that this van gave us problems, off and on, the entire trip. We made it to the Siret border by 11:00, but it was a 
long process to get through. There was a long line of cars on the Romanian side and then when we got to the Ukrainian side 
... the power went out. It took an hour to get restored and we weren’t back on the road until 1:30. Then we had personnel 
problems. The leader of the Seattle team felt that we were driving too fast and were passing cars and trucks unsafely. He 
finally demanded that we stop and an argument ensued between him and Garrett (who had been a driver for two months and 
had been a Convoy Leader as well). There was some heat in the conversation, and in the end we agreed to slow things down a 
bit and finish the discussion at the Melania. 
 We got to the Melania at 9 PM and by that time Jordan’s van had already arrived. Jordan, Garrett, the Seattle leader, and 
I decided to have a private conversation about the disputes earlier in the day. It was an uncomfortable conversation between 
some big personalities. Both Garrett and Jordan are experienced AJM leaders and the Seattle leader clearly is not only used to 
being a leader, but being THE leader. He’s a guy with a lot of words and kept reiterating his experience in conflict zones as 
giving him standing for his objections to the driving. I knew that I had 
to conclude the meeting with a leadership decision, so I told the Seattle 
leader bluntly that he needed to stop talking about his experiences and 
listen. It got very quiet. I told him that there were two choices. He could 
either stay with his team at the Melania and we would pick him up on 
the way back from delivering the food or he could ... be subordinate 
and just roll with the leadership decisions that came his way. He 
relented and said he would not raise any more objections. That kind of 
confrontation is not my style, but it worked and we all settled into a late 
dinner and went to bed. 
 We had breakfast when the restaurant opened at 8:30 and were on 
our way about half an hour later. However, as we were pulling out of 
the Melania parking lot, the driver from the Seattle team who was 
driving the Opel sideswiped the parking lot gate, tearing off some 
molding and shattering the cargo door window. We “fixed” it by 
layering at least 50 strips of duct tape (maybe 100) and were again on 
our way. The White Sprinter continued to give us problems and at one 
point we decided that we had to do a “hard restart.” This meant 
removing the battery cables and waiting several minutes before 
reattaching them and restarting the engine. This helped and we ended 
up doing this several times, but it was neither a perfect nor a permanent 
fix. At another point we reached a military checkpoint and were 
inspected more meticulously than usual. The young guard, after 
looking through all of our stock of food asked, “Do you have anything 
for the military?” Sensing that he wasn’t really inquiring about 
“snacks,” I reached into our “bribe bag” and pulled out four packs of 
Marlboro cigarettes and offered them to him. His eyes brightened and 
he waved us through. 

The Opel with its temporary window “repair.” 
The driver accidentally sideswiped the side 
cargo window on the Melania gate as he pulled 
out of the parking lot. Van damage was fairly 
common on these missions. The White Sprinter 
would sideswipe the same gate on a future 
mission. 



 We arrived at the church in Mykolaiv at 4 PM and Oleg was there to let us know that we would split into two teams of 
two vans each to deliver food to two smaller villages. He again suggested that we wear body armor (we still didn’t have any) 
and that we would again go in fast and return fast. I chose Noah to come with me in the Blue Sprinter and Garrett and Jordan 
to take the Transit. We loaded much of the food from the White Sprinter (which was deemed unfit for this part of the 
mission) into our two vans. I was worried about the Blue Sprinter because, after loading it with more food, its tires were 
noticeably squishy and I was afraid we might have a blowout. Still, we believed God would keep us safe and off we went. 
 When we were outside of Mykolaiv and clearly getting closer to the line of conflict, our speeds were up to 90 mph. We 
entered the small village of Shevchnkavo, which was the most deserted village we had yet seen. We dropped off the food 
from the Transit at a small orthodox church. The pastor there would take care of further distribution. We left the food from 
the Blue Sprinter off a few blocks away at a small house. There were very few people around other than the few men who 
helped “chain” the food into the house. Two notable characters were a man who drove on his motorcycle to where we were 
unloading and a very old woman who walked by. The man was barefoot and dressed very shabbily with a cigarette dangling 
from his mouth. He hung out for a bit and then sped off into the deserted village as bombs could be heard exploding nearby 
every few minutes or so. The old lady was a classically dressed eastern European “babushka” who looked easily over 90-
years-old and stood no more than 4’ 10” tall. She had a sweet joyful face punctuated by 20 or so very long whiskers. I mused 
about what the lives must be like for these two Ukrainians eking out an existence in this unforgiving warzone. But my 
thoughts quickly changed to our own safety when we saw that one of the tires on the Transit was flat. This was the first of 
many flat tires that I experienced, but this first flat tire repair was the closest to the line of conflict that I ever experienced. 
The bombs and shelling continued throughout the 15 or 20 minutes it took to make the repair. As soon as the jack was thrown 
into the back of the van, we sped out as quickly as we had come in. Back in Mykolaiv we had dinner at the church and spent 
the night. The shelling in the city started before dark and we were able to track the hits by the smoke that resulted from the 
explosions. 
 We were up 
early on Friday for 
coffee and a 
breakfast of 
bowtie pasta with 
soup poured over 
the top. It was 
delicious! We 
were headed to 
Odessa in the 
afternoon so there 
was some free 
time. Jordan, 
Noah, Adam, and 
Garrett went off 
looking for 
footage for the 
video. The Seattle 
leader and his 
team went off 
together to explore 
Mykolaiv. Jeremy 
(one of the three 
from Kosovo, who 
stayed behind to 
study for a test 
that was coming 
up in a class he 
was taking) and I were the only ones left at the church. I had been looking for some spare 
time to deliver on a request made be Tim and Darlene (two married drivers from missions 1 
through 3). They had given me 4,000 Hryvnia (the Ukrainian money unit). This was worth 
about $130 and they had asked to take Natasha (the church secretary) out shopping to get 
whatever the church might need. This was a lot of money when you consider that a typical upscale hotel room rents for only 
$25 - $30. Natasha was very grateful and soon she, Jeremy, and I were off in the Blue Sprinter to get supplies. I was surprised 
when she had us first stop at a pharmacy and use 3,000 Hryvnia to buy adult diapers. It made sense though after a moment. 
We only brought food on our missions, but there were obviously other necessities that people needed. The rest of the money 

Clockwise from top 
left: The Orthodox 
church, where we 
left off half of the 
food, a “chain” to 
the house where 
we left off the rest 
of the food, an 
elderly resident of 
the village, and 
fixing a flat tire 
with explosions in 
the background. 



went to buy perishable food items that we could not bring on our missions. We spent the remainder on eggs, cheese, milk, 
chicken, and bread. 
 After spending all the money from Tim and Darlene, there was still some time, so Jeremy and I looked around the 
neighborhoods close to the church. On the outskirts of the downtown area there was an open-air market that went on for a 
few blocks. It was mostly what you would expect. Since it was cherry season there were dozens of stands of cherries, but 
what I did not expect to see was fresh chicken for sale, at least in the way it was presented to the potential buyer. There were 
several stands that displayed fresh chicken, unrefrigerated and in direct sunlight. Flies were feasting on the exposed meat. 
The sale of such meat would be unheard in the US, but it was perfectly acceptable here.  
 After the drive team was all reassembled we convoyed 2.5 hours to Odessa. Our intention was to meet another contact 
there, Vitaly, the pastor/church planter who runs an orphanage there. But Vitaly had been unexpectedly called away, so we 
weren’t able to meet with him. We decided to stay overnight because it was now late afternoon. A couple of the hosts at the 
orphanage asked us if we wanted to see the Black Sea, which was only a mile away. So we went to the beach and were able 
to swim for a half hour, leading one of our drivers to say, “I got to check something off my Bucket List that I didn’t even 
know was on the list.” Afterwards the hosts fed us a great dinner and then put us up in a couple of rooms with bunk beds.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 We were up early and had breakfast at 6:00 that consisted of chocolate cake and ... nothing else. Our plan was to leave at 
6:30, but we discovered that the Blue Sprinter had a flat caused by a dented rim. It took a while to fix that, but we were on the 
road at 7:15. It was an unwieldy convoy of six vans. When we reached Chisinau, four of the vans bypassed the city. Garrett, 
Andrew, Noah, and I took the two Sprinters into the city to retrieve the Nighthawk, which was at a shop getting fixed after 
breaking down the week before. That diversion, coupled with two very long border stops and the White Sprinter’s very poor 
acceleration caused us to not get back to Cluj until 1:30 AM. It was a very long day! 

Clockwise from top left: Some raw chicken for sale in a street market (in full sun and covered with flies), the drive team 
and hosts walking out to a beach on the Black Sea, swimming and lounging for a bit on the Black Sea, and Jonah 
entertaining some of the orphans at the place we spent the night. 



Mission #5 (Wednesday, June 8 – Saturday, June 11) 
 I was up at 3:15 AM and four vans with eight drivers were on the road at 4:30. I was driving the Blue Sprinter with John 
(a 36-year-old ambulance driver from southern California). The day before we had made our usual trip to Metro to stock up 
on food that was unavailable at the warehouse and then loaded up the vans by noon. This time, at the urgent request of Oleg, 
we also purchased almost 100 units of insect repellent and two-dozen units of foot powder. These were requested through 
Oleg by Ukrainian soldiers on the front lines. It was a smooth trip until right before the border at Siret. I had made a wrong 
turn at a traffic circle so at the next traffic circle the convoy made a U-turn. Daniel (a young, formerly Amish guy from 
Montana) was driving in the rear of the four-van convoy and cut off a cop who then proceeded to pull him over. After a few 
minutes though, the cop let him go and we were on our way. Five minutes later, as we entered the city of Siret, Daniel got too 
close to a car he was passing and sheered off the driver’s outside mirror. That stopped us for 10 minutes. Daniel gave the guy 
50 Euros and we were on our way again. Then, as we were entering the border crossing into Ukraine, the guard directed 
Daniel into a particular lane, but Daniel disregarded the direction and pulled in behind me. That got the guard upset and we 
ended up spending an hour there while the guard berated Daniel about not following directions and about not having an 
International Driver’s Permit (none of us had ever been asked about having one previously). 
 We had driven a few hours into Ukraine and thought our troubles were over with for this trip when the funny sound that 
had been coming from the right rear of the Opel (with its still taped-up shattered window) grew to be so loud that we had to 
stop. We discovered that the pin that held one end of the right rear stabilizer in place was ... gone. The van could not be 
driven! (At least not more than a few miles per hour.) The Opel was the van carrying all the filled fuel cans so we figured that 
we should move those cans into the other vans and just leave the Opel, hopefully to find it there when we came through on 
our way back. Unfortunately, the fuel cans were hidden under the food being carried by the Opel, so we had to unload the 
food first. So there we were in the middle of nowhere with a broken down van, three overloaded vans and a highway shoulder 
clogged with food.  
 I had always prayed before our missions that God would watch over our vans and keep them running. And he did, just 
not always in the way I hoped he would. This was an example of what I believed to be an answer to prayer. After we had 
unloaded the Opel I noticed that I had weak cellphone service, so I did a Google Maps search for “car repair.” I was surprised 
to see that there was a place only 3.5 km away in a little town named Sharhorod. We decided to try to make it, creeping along 
at about 5 mph. The sound was so severe that we felt the van would quit at any moment. We made it though after about half 
an hour. The car repair place turned out to be a very small auto parts store. We tried communicating through a translate app 
and asked if the owner could fix our van. He said that he couldn’t, but said that he had ... a friend. So we waited and after 20 
minutes or so a man rode up on a little scooter. He looked at the van and said he could fix it. However, when I asked what it 
would cost he replied, “How much will you pay me?” We were in a tough spot so I said, “Whatever it costs.” So we followed 
him (very slowly) for about half a mile to his garage. Once inside, he and two helpers replaced the missing pin, welded it in 
place and found two other issues to repair. It took half an hour and at the end of the repair when I asked him how much I 
owed him, he said, “Nothing.” Thinking I might have misunderstood, I asked, “Are you saying that the repair is free?” He 
nodded and I asked, “Why?” At that point he pointed to the sticker on the side of the van that said “A Jesus Mission Aid 
Response.” We were blown away. When we got back to the auto parts store, it was closed. If we had gotten there any later we 
probably would not have found the mechanic who repaired our van. Also, the other six drivers had gone to get snacks while 
they waited for us. When they tried to pay, the shop owner would not take their money and gave them all the snacks for free. 
I considered the whole experience an answer to prayer, but in the future I finished my prayers about the vans by asking for 
simpler and more straightforward protection. We made it Uman before dark and stayed at the Melania again. 

When the Opel broke down in the middle of nowhere, we found an 
auto repair shop in Sharhorod, Ukraine that was actually a poorly 
stocked auto parts store. However, the storeowner had a friend who 
fixed our van (and even repaired two other unknown problems). 
These kind Ukrainians did all the repairs for free.  



 In the morning 
we had our usual 
breakfast and were 
on the road by 
9:30. We made it 
to Mykolaiv in the 
late afternoon and 
Oleg had us split 
into two groups. 
Two vans went 
with Pastor 
Edward to his 
house and then to 
another nearby 
small village. My 
van and the Opel 
took a longer 
drive, following 
Oleg to the city of 
Bashtanka (pop. 
12,000) where we 
delivered our food 
to a nondescript 
home church in a 
maze of a business 
park. The trip each 
way took about 20 
minutes. After we 
were back we had 
dinner and then all 
eight of us went for a long walk throughout the neighborhood. Shortly after curfew (at 9:00) there was a time of worship, led 
by Tyler, in the kitchen area of the church with most of the drivers and the Ukrainians living there. There was sporadic 
shelling throughout the night, but it seemed more distant than before. 
 We were up early the next morning and were treated to a breakfast of potato latkes. Afterwards Natasha had us pack 80 
family bags for distribution locally. These weighed nearly 20 pounds each and had a variety of non-perishable foods (rice, 
flour, pasta, tomato sauce, sugar, cooking oil, beans, canned meat, tea, etc.). We left for Uman afterwards, but stopped at a 
military supply shop where each of us got some souvenirs (patches, hats, and shirts mostly). We spent the night at the 
Melania again. The next day we skipped the usual Melania breakfast at 8:30 and instead got on the road at 6:00. It was an 
easy (but long) drive back to Cluj with speedy border crossings for a change. 

 

We delivered food to a home church located in a business park in the small city of Bashtanka (pop. ~ 
12,000). Our contact, Pastor Oleg (senior pastor of 30 churches and head of a Chaplain Program, 
active since 2014) directed all of our missions. 

We were frequently asked to load family bags with food 
supplies. These included about 20 pounds of non-perishable 
food items that would feed a small family for a week. 



Mission #6 (Thursday, June 16 – Sunday, June 19) 
 This mission started differently than others. Monday was a Romanian national holiday, so the church (Deo Gloria) and 
all the AJM people had a joint celebration barbeque. It was an obscene amount of food, but very good. That caused some 
delay but then we also had a number of new drivers arriving Tuesday, so I decided that we would leave Thursday. Three vans 
(Nighthawk, Opel, and Transit) were all loaded up Wednesday. However, as the Transit was leaving the warehouse, one of its 
leaf springs broke as it exited the parking lot. The two drivers took it back and offloaded it into the warehouse. The day 
before I had taken the Blue Sprinter in to have its brakes fixed and it happened to be finished right after the Transit broke 
down so we were able to load all of the just offloaded food into it (and more, since the Blue Sprinter can hold about 30% 
more weight than the Transit). 
 I was up at 3:30 AM and we were on the road at 4:30. I was leading in the Opel with a new driver, Chris (a 30 something 
plumber from Washington State). The trip to Siret would have been flawless except for an error on my part. We had just 
filled up with fuel at the usual gas station just short of the border and I was doing my usual briefing about the upcoming 
border crossing protocols for the new drivers when I jokingly said that we would be there in 20 minutes unless Daniel 
surprised us with one of the stunts that he pulled the previous week. Everyone laughed when I recounted the incidents the 
week before and then we took off. However, as we left the gas station I drove too close to a very high curb and badly dented 
the rim of the right rear wheel. The tire was flat and it took extraordinary effort to get this one changed. The lug nuts 
wouldn’t budge. Finally, Daniel, using the last tool we had was able to get the wheel off and fix my blunder. I never made 
fun of him again. It took 2.5 hours to get through the border and after we were finally on our way the Opel started making 
suspicious noises in the right rear. We stopped a couple of times, but none of us could figure out what the problem was. We 
made it to the Melania at 7:30 and had our usual dinner. 
 Daniel and I decided to take a more careful look at the Opel in the morning before breakfast. When he surveyed the 
underside of the van, he discovered that the problem was with the same stabilizer bar that had been repaired the week before. 
The weld had broken and the pin holding the stabilizer was very loose. The pin was essentially a thick bolt with a nut on the 
end. Daniel tried tightening the nut but soon found out that the threads were stripped and that it would be impossible to 
tighten. He intentionally wrecked the threads at the end of the bolt so that the nut could not come off. When I asked him if he 
thought the Opel could make it to Mykolaiv, he said he thought so, and ... it did. But the noise coming from the Opel got 
progressively worse, to the point that even the third van in the convoy (with its windows rolled up) could clearly hear the 
racket. 
 Oleg said that we would be taking two vans to the village of Luch, only a couple of miles from the line of conflict. As he 
explained the mission, we were fitted with steel plated body armor as a requirement for travelling there. We also, for the first 
time, had a military escort. I drove the Nighthawk, with Sam as my copilot and instructed Daniel to drive the Blue Sprinter 
with Gabe as his partner. It was a fast and stressful drive. As we left Mykolaiv, the numbers of civilians and the numbers of 
cars on the road became fewer and fewer. The military checkpoints were more heavily armed and reinforced. But soon there 
were not even any more checkpoints. We were driving on a four-lane highway with absolutely no other cars travelling in 
either direction. I had Sam pray out loud like he did a few weeks before. He did and again asked God to make us invisible. 
When we turned off the highway we sped along a heavily potholed road. But it wasn’t just potholes anymore. We had to 
dodge bomb craters too. Other craters could be seen in the fields along the road. 

On previous missions body armor had 
been recommended. On this mission to 
Luch, the close proximity to the Line of 
Conflict made body armor required. 
Our military escort outfitted each driver 
before we left Mykolaiv. 

Leaving Mykolaiv meant first dodging tank 
traps like the ones pictured here and then 
passing several military checkpoints. On 
the last part of the trip to Luch, we drove 
on a four-lane with absolutely no other 
cars on the road. 

As we approached Luch on this deserted 
four-lane highway, bomb craters (like the 
two pictured here) were visible in the fields 
to the side of the highway.  



 When we arrived in Luch, we passed by an area to the side of the road that was smoldering. A Russian shell had just 
struck! The population of the village had been 2,000 before the war started. Now it was only about 50. The devastation was 
everywhere. Most buildings had been hit and were in various states of destruction. This was the only village that we visited 
that had active military living among the people. All the soldiers we saw were heavily armed and looked tense. Unlike 
previous village distributions where our food was left off at a local church, we left off smaller supplies of food items to 
individual groups of around ten people right at their bomb shelter homes. It was a sad existence – no water, no electricity, and 
no sanitation. At one point while we were leaving off food for a small group, a Ukrainian tank sped by. Tank fire from both 
sides was heard throughout our short time there. The most common question people have asked me since I returned is, “Did 
you ever feel like your life was in danger?” Whenever I consider that question, I think of Luch. It was another very fast drive 
back to the church in Mykolaiv where we had a delicious dinner of pork meat sauce over pasta with fresh cherry pastries for 
dessert (the cherries, however, were not pitted). 

 

We arrived in Luch we found that it was mostly deserted. The population of 2,000 Ukrainians had dwindled to only about 50 
remaining residents. Destruction from the frequent Russian shelling was evident everywhere. The remaining population spent 
their days and nights in bomb shelters, living without fresh water, electricity, or sanitation. This was the only village we 
visited that had an active military presence, with Ukrainian soldiers living in and guarding the village. 

On the left, this man is 
receiving food and a 
system to purify water.  
On the right he stands 
in front of the bomb 
shelter he lives in with 
his family of seven.  

Members of two other 
small groups of 
residents who received 
food near the bomb 
shelters where they 
lived. 



 We were up at 5:00 and had a breakfast 8:00 that was identical to dinner the night before. We needed to have the Opel 
fixed, so Oleg called a couple of friends and they came and picked it up to take it to their shop. It made a horrible clatter as it 
left the church property. While we waited for the van to be repaired, the other five drivers took the Nighthawk to the outdoor 
market while I stayed back to wait. The Opel arrived back fixed and ready to go at noon. They even replaced the broken 
backup camera that had been dangling by its wires for weeks. When the other drivers returned we said goodbye for another 
week and were on the road at 12:30. We expected to be at the Melania by 6:00 at the latest. However, another “adventure” 
was about to transpire. 
 The drivers wanted to stop at the military store again as we were leaving Mykolaiv so we pulled over into some parking 
spaces just across from the last Mykolaiv military checkpoint. When I came out of the store a few minutes later I saw that one 
of our drivers, Carl (a 78-year-old former fighter pilot, Pentagon employee, and Whitehouse aide) was chatting with several 
soldiers and Mykolaiv police officers. Carl is a talker, so I assumed he was just chatting them up. However, as I got closer, I 
saw that he was actually detained and being questioned. I identified myself as the leader of the convoy and asked what the 
problem was. I was informed that Carl had taken a photo of (according to the soldiers) or near (according to Carl) the 
military checkpoint. This is a huge taboo. In fact, on all of our missions, I always instructed drivers (who would use their 
phones for navigation) to take down their phones from their holders when approaching a checkpoint or border crossing so 
that it did not appear that they were being used for photography or video. The military and the police both wanted to see and 
take photos of our passports, take multiple photos of the two of us, and search our phones. They said that photos of anything 
related to the military or the war were strictly forbidden and we were instructed to delete all these photos (about 200 for me). 
This took about half an hour, but then we were told that we would need to be interrogated by a detective down at the police 
headquarters. We waited for an hour for a police car to show up so that the convoy could follow it to the station. Once at the 
station (a dimly lit, concrete-walled structure that resembled a dungeon), Carl and I waited another half hour for the detective. 
We followed him to his office on the second floor and then he proceeded to request and take more photos of all the things 
already examined. He finally let us go after another half hour with instructions to not take any more photos like the ones that 
had been deleted. I was tired, hungry, angry and so ready to leave. The only measure of satisfaction that I had was that all the 
photos that I had just deleted were now in my “deleted photos” album and could easily be retrieved. They were. We made it 
to the Melania later than expected, but hungrier too, so dinner was even more delicious. Carl insisted on picking up the tab. 
 We were up at 5:00 and on the road at 6:00. It was a long, but uneventful drive back, except that as I was leaving one 
small village, still in Ukraine, I was stopped for speeding. The officer said that I was going 86 km/hr in a 70-km/hr zone and 
that the violation was “very serious.” He said that I would need to pay a $10 fine by bankcard at a local bank. I knew that this 
was just a corrupt ploy to get some extra cash for the cop. We argued back and forth for a bit, but his English was very poor. I 
finally said, “Look, we’re friends. We are bringing food every week to your people in Mykolaiv.” As soon as he heard me 
mention Mykolaiv, he went back and spoke to his partner for a few minutes. After that he came back and said simply, “Bye 
bye.” The border crossing was fast and we were back in Cluj at 7:00 PM. 



Mission #7 (Tuesday, June 21 – Thursday, June 23) 
 This was the quickest turnaround for any of the missions so far. We had just returned Sunday night and the next morning 
I was doing the weekly drivers’ with the three new drivers at 9:00 AM. After I took the Silver Bullet to the shop to get new 
tires, all the drivers drove to the warehouse in the afternoon to load up the four vans going in on Tuesday: Opel, Transit, 
White Sprinter, and Nighthawk.  
 I woke up at 3:15 Tuesday morning after having a disturbing dream. In my dream I was being yelled at by Duncan 
Poland, the professor who was my boss at Sonoma State University when I taught some classes there. He was telling me that 
I was unworthy and that I was a teaching failure and that he was disgusted with me because I had deserted my class. I hadn’t 
thought about Duncan Poland for years and the dressing down that I got in the dream was totally out of character with how he 
related to me. I couldn’t shake the dream and stewed over it for 20 minutes or so. Then I felt that God was saying something 
to me through the dream. Throughout my time in Ukraine and even before I left, I had been getting a huge number of 
compliments and praise about what I was doing. I felt that God was saying to me that, just like in the dream, I was unworthy 
of any of that praise. The work done in Ukraine was because of God’s strength and providence and that by accepting that 
praise, I was becoming prideful. It was an important lesson and necessary discipline. After I recognized this as a message 
from God, the anxiety over the dream disappeared. At 4:15 I gathered all the drivers together and told them about my dream 
and reminded them that the mission we were about to embark on was not about us and that we needed to be careful to not get 
full of ourselves during this time doing God’s work.  
 We were on our way at 4:30. I was driving the Opel with a new driver, Rick (a 63-year-old, semi-retired bridge 
engineer). It was a long, but smooth, trip to the Melania. The border crossing was fast and the only problem was a flat on 
Transit. It was a slow leak. When we parked at the Melania, the left front tire was low, but by morning it was flat. Daniel, 
who was becoming an expert at changing flat tires had it changed in minutes. 
 This mission was different from the others because we did not go to Mykolaiv. Instead, Oleg met us about half an hour’s 
drive from our hotel and we followed him for an hour to the city of Pervomaysk (pop. 70,000). Half our team unloaded the 
White Sprinter at one home church there. The other half went to a different part of the city to unload the Transit at another 
home church. Brad (one of the three new drivers) was in this second team and got the Transit tire fixed when he spotted a tire 
repair shop close to this second home church. It was a “no charge” repair again (something we encountered regularly). After 
these two drop-offs we went half an hour farther to the smaller city of Yuzno Ukrainsk, where we unloaded the food from the 
Opel to a massage studio on the second floor of a nondescript building in a strip mall. Finally, we went another half hour 
farther to the city of Voznesenck, where a downpour started right as we began unloading food from the Nighthawk into a 
small home church there. There were some wet drivers after that last drop-off, but we were finished. We were about halfway 
between Uman and Mykolaiv, so we could have gone either way to spend the night. We opted to go back to the Melania. 

To the left Carl prepares to hand off a case of cooking oil to Rick at 
our first drop-off point in Pervomaysk. Sam stands in front of the food 
in the church we delivered to at this first drop-off point. 



 We were on the road back to Cluj at 6:00 AM and got to the Siret border at 12:30. This 
was the most crowded I had ever seen the border. Hundreds of pedestrians and cars were lined 
up for half a mile. I decided to take a chance and just have the convoy pass by on the shoulder 
and hope that we could cut the line. We were finally fairly close to the border checkpoint when 
a police officer stopped us to check our documents. When he saw that we were humanitarian 
relief he waved us forward. Even so, it was the longest border crossing I experienced in the 
entire time I was in Ukraine – 3.5 hours. The long wait gave us time to investigate a problem 
with the White Sprinter. The driver had been complaining about the van pulling strongly to 
one side and that the tires were squealing as he made turns. The van was badly out of 
alignment, so much so that the tires were getting shredded. In the distance between the hotel 
and the border, the rubber on the tires had worn down all the way to the metal structure of the 
tire (see photo to the right). It was clear that we wouldn’t make it back to Cluj, so after I 
reported the situation to Christy, he got us an appointment with a tire shop just over the border 
in Radauti, Romania. When we got there, the two front tires were quickly replaced but the 
mechanic said that the van should absolutely not be driven until a wheel alignment could be 
done. He sent us a few blocks away to a shop that could do the alignment, but after the 
mechanic there got the van up onto his rack he said that an alignment would be impossible 
until the ball joints were replaced. I asked Brad if he thought we could make it to Cluj and he thought that we had a decent 
chance, so we risked it. Fortunately we did make it back (driving very slowly), but the new tires that had been mounted were 
now shredded as well. It was another situation that looked dire, but turned out to be not impossibly so. 

The second village where we left off food was Yuzno Ukrainsk. Here we went up to the second story of a building in a 
nondescript strip mall and left off the food at a massage studio there. Pictured above left is the pastor standing in front of the 
food we unloaded. Pictured above right are Oleg, myself, and the pastor saying goodbye. 

At our last stop, in the village of Voznesenck, a downpour started as we began offloading the food into the home church there. 
There were some wet drivers by the time we finished. I stayed relatively dry even though I stood in the wettest part of the chain 
since I had a slicker with me. Oleg and the pastor stand in front of the offloaded food. 



Mission #8 (Tuesday, June 28 – Saturday, July 2) 
 There was a five-day break before this mission. The day after we returned from the last mission, I was called to a noon 
meeting at Deo Gloria with Christy and Kyle. Kyle had some visa issues that were requiring him to leave Romania, so in 
addition to my role as convoy leader, I was also taking over Kyle’s job of overseeing the warehouse operation, arranging for 
van maintenance, and leading the Monday night AJM Team Dinners. I wasn’t wild about an additional job, but I knew that I 
had just two weeks to go until I was heading home. We spent Friday and Monday getting maintenance on the vans.  
 Tuesday we went to Metro in the morning and then over to the 
warehouse to load up the vans. This week it would be seven drivers 
in three vans (Nighthawk, Transit, and White Sprinter). I was driving 
the Nighthawk and started the convoy toward the Siret border at 
noon. We made it to the border five hours later and stopped just 
short of it for the night at the Frontier Hotel. After dinner, I went 
with Daniel down to the gym at the hotel and thought about doing a 
workout, but being so full from dinner, I decided against it. I 
showered and got ready for bed. Then, as I was lying in bed I 
realized that I didn’t have my fanny pack with me. I FREAKED 
OUT! This fanny pack had my driver’s license, international driver’s 
permit, passport, AJM credit cards, my personal credit cards, my 
ATM card, and hundreds of dollars in US cash as well as hundreds 
of Romanian Lei and Ukrainian Hryvnia. I searched the restaurant, 
the bar, and the outside grounds. I asked the hotel desk if anything 
had been turned in (they said no), and I searched the gym. I had 
visions of not being able to drive across the border the next morning 
and wondered how I was going to solve this problem. I finally went 
back to my room and woke up my roommate, Rick, who proceeded 
to get dressed to help me find it. Then, as we were about to leave the 
room, Daniel texted me to say, “I have your ‘man bag.’ You left it in the gym.” It was a relief like none other that I can 
remember experiencing.  
 We were on the 
road the next day at 
6:00 and had a smooth 
border crossing that 
only lasted 40 minutes. 
Then we traveled 3.5 
hours to the city of 
Ternopyl. AJM had 
somehow finally 
acquired 12 sets of true 
body armor (plated) 
and they were 
delivered to an elderly 
Ukrainian’s house 
there. He spoke no 
English, but his 
granddaughter and her 
husband (Dara and 
Aaron, two very sweet 
people from Indiana) helped us load the jackets into the White Sprinter. They were Americans so they obviously spoke 
perfect English, but it was a mystery how AJM managed to get these sets of body armor to Dara’s aged grandfather in this 
random city in the middle of Ukraine. I also had no idea what Dara and her husband were actually doing in Ukraine. It was 
one among many mysteries that I learned to just accept and not question.  
 The remainder of the drive to the Melania was long (four hours) and uneventful except for a blowout on the White 
Sprinter when we were only about 15 miles from the hotel. Blowout is an understatement – the tire was shredded. Changing 
the tire was tricky because the van was fully loaded. Daniel had to use one jack to get the chassis of the van high enough to 
fit another jack under the van that would lift the van high enough to get the wheel off the ground. And, this was done on a 
shoulder that was not level, but slanting dangerously. It was very precarious and I was genuinely worried that the van might 
fall off the jack when the wheel was taken off. Daniel struggled mightily to get the lug bolts removed, but he finally prevailed 
and got the van ready to roll. He was, as always, an outstanding asset to the driver team. After we reached the Melania and 
got checked in I started worrying about no longer having a spare for the White Sprinter, so I asked the hotel manager if he 

Mission #8 Drive Team almost ready to roll. From 
left: Sam, myself, Gabe, Rick, Carl, and Alison. 

This trip we were able to acquire genuine, plated body armor. We inserted the plates on the 
second morning of the mission before beginning the final part of the drive to Mykolaiv. To the 
right, Sam and I try on a couple of the body armor vests. 



knew where I could get the tire replaced. He didn’t understand me so he called a 
“friend,” Jacob, who spoke English. When I learned that his friend was the 
other hotel manager, I felt bad because the two of them worked 24-hour shifts 
every other day, so the manager who came in to help me out did so during his 
24 hours off. Jacob loaded the shredded Sprinter tire and wheel into his car and 
we drove to a tire shop owned by a friend of his. The owner of the tire shop had 
two used Sprinter tires but said that they came as a pair and that I would have to 
buy both. I agreed and he proceeded to mount one of the tires onto our spare 
tire rim. While we were waiting, Jacob offered to buy me a cup of coffee. I 
declined and said that I wanted to buy coffee for the two of us because he was 
helping me out on his day off. He refused and bought our coffees, explaining, 
“You are doing so much for us.” 
 The next morning Sam, Daniel, and I unpacked the body armor and 
inserted the plates in all 12 sets. We were on the road to Mykolaiv at 9:15. As 
we were leaving the Melania parking lot, Allison (one of our new drivers this 
mission) sideswiped the right side of the Sprinter on the parking lot gate (the 
same one that the Opel had sideswiped a few weeks before). She was very 
embarrassed and offered to pay for the damage. I laughed and consoled her by 
reminding her of the abundant damage that was already present on most of the 
vans. We drove through a drizzle that turned to a pounding rain that then turned 
back to a drizzle by the time we reached Mykolaiv at 2:30. After we were fed 
some stew and unpacked the vans, Natasha had us load up 200 family bags for 
distribution. It was a 2.5-hour job that was hot, fast-paced, and exhausting. We 
had dinner at 8:30 and feasted on potato stew, coleslaw, and cherry pie. 
 The sunrises in Mykolaiv were always stunning and I would make sure to be up and looking out the back window of our 
third-story sleeping room to see to brilliant red sun come up over the horizon. Saturday, July 1 was no exception. I was 
watching the sunrise when the missiles started raining down on Mykolaiv. Some hit just across the river and you could see 
where they hit by the plumes of smoke that rose into the air. I was struck by the juxtaposition of the peacefulness of the 
sunrise next to the violence of the missile. I took several photos and my favorite is the one at the top of the first page of this 
journal. I had long since stopped fearing the missile attacks, believing that God would continue to protect us. This was 
obviously the same attitude that Oleg had. When he came by later in the morning, I recounted the break-of-dawn missile 
attack and his response was, “This is normal. I consider Mykolaiv to be the safest city in the world for me.” At first I was 
surprised by his nonchalance and confidence, but then it occurred to me that his statement came from a position of deep faith 
– a faith that strongly trusted that because God had called him to this ministry, he would absolutely be protected. 
 After a breakfast of fried eggs on top of bowtie pasta, Oleg took the drive team over to a new distribution center in 
Mykolaiv where hungry and poor residents (not necessarily his church members) can receive one of the family bags that we 
packed. Local residents first fill out registration forms. Then after a time of prayer and a short gospel message they are given 
one of the family food bags. People can come every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday for this free distribution.  

Daniel, changes a shredded tire that had 
blown out only 15 miles from the 
Melania.  

Packed family food bags wait to be distributed to local families who first fill out registration forms. Before receiving the bags 
the residents have a time of prayer and hear a gospel message. 



 After spending some time at the distribution center Oleg had his driver take us a few blocks away to see the destruction 
caused by a missile strike on an apartment building the day before. Six people had been killed, including a young girl. A few 
blocks from this destruction we were taken to a neighborhood that had been severely devastated by a bomb that exploded in 
the air, sending shrapnel throughout the neighborhood. At the conclusion of the tour we made our way back to the church, 
packed up our things and began the journey back to Cluj. I decided to avoid the border crossing at Siret because it had taken 
so long the week before and instead chose to go through Moldova at the Palanca crossing. I booked rooms near downtown 
Chisinau at the Villa Arus. It was a nice place and walking distance to Jack’s American Bar and Grill, where we had a nice 
dinner outside as the air cooled from an unusually hot day. 
 We were on the road at 6 AM and made the border shortly before 8:00. I used the method I tried the week before to drive 
on the shoulder and pass the stationary cars waiting in line to be processed. The red crosses on our vans did the trick again 
and, as we made it to the beginning of the line of waiting cars, the border guards waved us into position at the front of the 
line. There was one glitch however. Rick and I were in the front van and both of us had International Driver Permits. Allison 
and Daniel were behind us and Allison had a permit. But in our third van neither Kaylen nor Sam had a permit, so the guards 
said that they would not be allowed to drive into Romania. Our solution was to have Rick walk back across the border into 
Moldova and drive the third van into Romania so that on paper each van had a driver with an International Driver Permit. Of 
course, as soon as we were beyond the border gates, Rick came back up and joined me in the lead van. We were back in Cluj 
without any other problems by 4:00 PM. 

This apartment building near the food distribution center and pictured 
behind the drive team was hit by a  Russian missile the day before we 
arrived. Six people were killed, including a young girl. 



Mission #9 (Wednesday, July 6 – Saturday, July 9) 
 The eighth mission was supposed to be my last, but two friends from my home church in Petaluma, Kris and Adam 
Camacho were coming to drive for a month and would be flying into Cluj July 4, so I decided to stay for one more mission to 
be able to work with them. I did the usual essential maintenance appointments Monday and then Tuesday we did our weekly 
trip to Metro to buy food and pack up the vans. Usually the produce bought consisted of cabbage and carrots, but the 
increasing summer heat was causing the cabbage to smell pretty bad by the time we would get to Mykolaiv. This time we got 
carrots and potatoes. It was a good decision. For this last mission we would take six drivers and three vans, the Opel, Transit, 
and White Sprinter. I would lead with Adam in the Opel. 
 We were on the road as usual by 4:30 AM 
and it started sprinkling. However, within a 
few minutes it was a downpour. My GPS 
wasn’t working, so that made the early part of 
the journey especially dicey. It cleared up 
eventually and we made the border at Siret in 
about five hours. The crossing was smooth, 
taking another hour and then there was the 
predictably long last drive to the Melania. The 
only problem we had was that a case of milk 
had broken open, stinking up the back of the 
Transit a bit. I had my last dinner of Borscht 
and Chicken Kiev and said goodbye to Jacob, 
the hotel manager and the dinner waitress (she 
was the only waitress that was ever on duty in 
the evenings). When I said goodbye to Jacob, I remarked again how thankful I was that even though he was doing me a favor 
the week before by helping me with the tire blowout, he insisted on paying for my coffee. He again reiterated, “But you are 
doing so much for us.” Then I said, “I think you would have bought my coffee even if I weren’t part of a humanitarian aid 
mission.” He hesitated for a moment and quietly said, “Yes.” Over and over I have seen this type of kindness in the eastern 
Europeans I encountered in Ukraine, Moldova, and Romania. 
 We were on the road the next morning at 9:30 and I was hoping that our good fortune of no van mishaps so far during 
this mission would continue. However, right before we reached our usual defunct gas station where we would refill fuel from 
our gas cans, the third van said that some liquid had just sprayed out from under the Transit. We made it to the gas station, 
and while the other drivers unloaded the Opel, got out the gas cans, and began refueling, Daniel and I took a look under the 
Transit. There was a missing rubber hose and a severed rubber hose under the midsection of the Transit. It looked like they 
were coolant lines, but we weren’t sure why they were running to the back of the van. We finally understood that they were 
leading to the air conditioning unit in the back of the van. I called Kyle back in Cluj and Tyler who was back in the States. 
They both advised that we could obviously not drive the van with a gaping outlet for any coolant that we put in the reservoir. 
Beyond that they didn’t have advice. The most logical option seemed to be to take the other two vans to Mykolaiv, offload 
them and then bring back one van to get the Transit’s food. But we were at least two hours from Mykolaiv and I wasn’t wild 
about all the extra driving time and fuel. Besides, we would still have a broken down van in the middle of nowhere that 
would probably be stolen. There were a couple of guys in the gas station minimart and so we used the translate app to try to 
get some help. They said they would send some friends, but after half an hour of waiting with no help arriving, I came up 
with a possible solution (and I do believe this idea came from God). I thought that perhaps I could find a nonessential rubber 
hose on one of the vans and use that hose as a replacement for the missing hose on the Transit. I surveyed the engines on each 
of the three vans and I noticed that on the Opel there was a rubber hose that led from the oil filler port to the engine. I figured 
that, since it wouldn’t be under pressure and that no oil would be flowing through it while the engine was running, we might 
be able to use it as a spare. I had Daniel remove the hose and we started the engine. It ran! Then I had him plug the two holes 
left behind by the missing hose. Since the cut on the severed hose was near the end of the hose, Daniel was able to shift the 
position of that hose enough so that it reached between the two connectors. Then he cut a length from the spare and placed it 
where the missing hose had been. The width of the spare hose was a bit greater than the one it was replacing, but he was able 
to cinch the clamps down on the spare so that we didn’t think it would leak. We had some spare coolant with us, so we filled 
the reservoir and started the engine. It ran! And ... it didn’t leak! We were on our way again. Our troubles weren’t over 
though because after we had been on the road again for about an hour I got a call on the radio that there had just been a 
blowout on the Sprinter. It was another bad one where the tire was completely shredded. The Sprinter was on the narrow 
median with two lanes of speeding traffic on each side. We did a U-turn in the middle of the highway to get back to help 
them change the tire. By the time we got there and had set up the hazard triangles, Daniel was almost done changing the tire. 
He had gotten so much practice changing tires that he could have been on a racecar pit crew team. I blame my self for that 
blowout. I was trying to make up for lost time and pushing the convoy at speeds close to 100 mph. The road was so hot that 
day that, at that speed, the tire just couldn’t take the stress. We slowed it down during the final hour of travel to Mykolaiv. 

Mission #9 Drive Team almost ready to roll. From left: Daniel, Adam, 
Alison, myself, Kaylen, and Gabe. 



 
 

 
 

 
 We made it to Mykolaiv at 4:30 and Oleg was there to lead two vans to the home church that we had previously 
delivered food to in Bashtanka. Adam and I were in the Opel. Gabe and Allie were in the Sprinter. Daniel and Kaylen 
followed Pastor Edward in the Transit to leave off food at his house.  

From top left, clockwise: 
 
• Gabe, Adam, and 
myself are at the 
beginning of a chain 
unloading food from the 
Opel. 
 
• Members of the 
Bashtanka church at the 
end of the chain piling 
up the unloaded food. 
 
• Members of the 
Bashtanka church, Oleg, 
and the Drive Team 
saying goodbye. 
 
• The Drive Team with 
one of the Mykolaiv 
chaplains and his wife in 
front of the Mykolaiv 
food distribution center. 

The upper left photo shows 
the sliced and the missing 
rubber hoses carrying 
coolant to the back of the 
Transit. The upper right 
photo shows the repair made 
possible by repositioning the 
longer part of the sliced 
hose and by replacing the 
missing hose with a 
“nonessential” hose from 
the Opel (which was 
previously located between 
the two white circles in the 
photo to the right). 

Daniel works again to 
change a shredded tire 
after a blowout on the 
Sprinter. I blame myself 
for this blowout. Trying 
to make up for lost 
time, I pushed the 
convoy at speeds near 
100 mph on a very hot 
roadway. 



 We had dinner when we got back and spent the night in our usual spot up on the third floor of the church. The typical 
wakeup call of Russia shelling Mykolaiv happened at 6:30 AM the next morning. Breakfast was soft cooked fried eggs over 
bacon. The first order of business was to get the Sprinter’s spare tire fixed. I showed it to one of Oleg’s staff and, since his 
English was so poor, he uttered the one-word communication of, “Money.” I had 1,200 Hryvnia (about $40) and borrowed 
more from the other drivers. When I presented the money to Oleg’s man, he only took a 200 Hryvnia bill. He got back half an 
hour later with the new spare tire mounted on the rim and ... 100 Hryvnia as change. The repair (which included a new tire 
because the old one was shredded) cost only $3! We spent the rest of the morning packing about 100 family bags of food and 
taking them to the distribution center. After that, we were on our way back to Cluj. 
 It was too late in the day to drive the entire way back to Cluj, so I 
decided that we would stay in Chisinau like we had the previous 
week. The drive was uneventful except for the long border crossing 
(over two hours). The guards were in no hurry and were mostly just 
socializing. However, a sprinkling rain turned into a downpour, which 
drove the guards inside and back to work. The downpour was our 
ticket to getting through the border. We stayed at the Hotel Iris. It was 
an upscale place with a free full breakfast that only set us back $37 
per room. Dinner at a local kabob restaurant was an even better deal. I 
bought dinner and drinks for all six drivers for $26! After breakfast 
the next morning we were on the road at 7:30 and made the border by 
9:20. We snaked past all the cars in line until a guard saw us and 
waved us through to the head of the line. It was a super fast crossing 
that took only 31 minutes. The remainder of the drive was long and 
mostly uneventful except for an incident  that occurred right after we 
stopped for snacks halfway back to Cluj. Daniel had put his phone on 
the bumper of one of the vans during the break, but forgot to pick it 
up before we left. He remembered it a few miles later, so we turned 
around to go look for it. However, when we got back to the spot 
where it had fallen off the van we saw that a car had run it over, 
crushing it. 
 I left a couple of days after this ninth and final mission. I was 
eager to get back, but also wistful, concerned about the progress of 
future missions, and a little jealous when I read reports of the 
activities of these new missions. After I got home Tyler texted me, 
“Enjoy your time with your wife. You’ve earned it.” I texted back, 
“Thanks! I know that I just got home, but there’s a part of me that 
feels like ... I just left home.” 

Crammed inside a tiny elevator at the Hotel Iris in 
Chisinau, Moldova are all the members of my last 
Drive Team on the last night of my last mission.  


