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Left: Refugee family 
At Christmastime, Christians 
tend to focus on texts like the 
one above. Especially if we 
have been blessed in the past 
year, we are inclined to 
remember those who have less 
at a time of the year when want 

is felt more keenly��“Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless”  is serving 
the least fortunate among us—the widow, the orphan, the poor. In modern terms, Brazilian 
Lutheran theologian Valdir Steuernagel reminds us that this means the abused child, the 
single mother, and the refugee. I realized the import of his words this past week as I spent 
the Thanksgiving holidays assisting our Georgian evangelists with outreach to refugees from 
the recent war with Russia. Now I won’ t get into the politics of the war as I have friends and 
acquaintances on both sides of the conflict. But I hope that all Christians would recognize 
that when anyone is suffering, we the Church must be there. Our blessings have been given 
to us by God, not so that we would hoard them but so that we might serve our neighbor.  
 
Below: With winter coming, space heaters are welcome among the refugee population 

 
And just Who is My Neighbor? 
The question posed above—“who is 
my neighbor?”  - led Jesus to relate the 
parable of the Good Samaritan to his 
listeners. Dr. Melba Maggay (Institute 
for Studies in Asian Church and 
Culture) notes that while the 
questioning lawyer was focused on 
“who is my neighbor?” , Jesus 



rephrased the question in his parable in order to concentrate on this question--- “are you 
serving your neighbor?”  The Church must always ask itself—are we serving our neighbor? In 
the central Georgian city of Kutaisi, I had the opportunity to accompany our Georgian 
evangelists, husband and wife team Zviadi and Tea Charkviani, and Zaza Kiknavelidze, as 
they visited the refugees. Together we went to five buildings which house refugees from the 
war, most of them from the region of Upper Abkhazia. The refugees escaped with little but 
the clothes on their backs and whatever they could carry. Their current conditions are quite 
spartan and despite the temperate climate here, the nights are dipping down into the thirties 
(Fahrenheit). It was very clear that “space heaters”  were needed and as they cost about 20 
dollars, this was out of the range of people who have lost virtually all of their possessions.  
 
Flight from Upper Abkhazia 
 

 
The man on my left here fled with his ten children and thirty grandchildren from Upper 
Abkhazia. His family is currently scattered throughout the various abandoned buildings that 
are leftovers from the days of the former Soviet Union. Most of these buildings have been 
uninhabited for some time and are in a rundown state, but they are being used to house 
displaced people. The picture above shows where he and some of his children are living now. 
They were grateful for the gifts of clothes and the space heater which will help during the 
cold nights to come. Given that some of the refugees were being housed in tents, even a drab 
room like this is a blessing. Thankfully I can report that no one is living in a tent now, 
although permanent housing is currently being built and no one has moved into a normal 
home yet. 
 
LCMS World Relief Steps Up 
 None of the assistance we have distributed would have been possible were it not for the 
grant given by LCMS World Relief. Seeing the suffering of the refugees firsthand, I have 
never been prouder of our Church. Through the service of LCMS World Relief we can make 
a difference in the lives of people. But we know that it never stops there. In the Gospel of 
John we read that Jesus understood the people’s need to be fed. But once the people were 
fed, He reminded them that they needed something more---“Do not work for the food that 
spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you”  (John 



6:27). We, too, have been given the resources to feed and clothe people, but we know that 
life is more than food and clothing. We are thankful for the opportunity we had to distribute 
Children’s Bible story books. Some of the refugees have also expressed an interest in 
attending the Lutheran church in Kutaisi. For all of this, we thank God that He has enabled us 
to be a blessing to them. My reflections were probably best summed up by one woman, 
desperately in need of medicine. She told our deaconess Tea that no one knows that she 
exists. Nobody cares. She has no family. Nothing. What a wonderful opportunity Tea had to 
share with her that she has a God who loves her, who has not abandoned her. He works 
through His Church. He works through people like you who support the essential work of 
LCMS World Relief. He works through the generous support of Jesus is Lord Mission 
Society who help support mission outreach through our Georgian evangelists. 

 
Below: A little girl holds her Children’s Bible story book 

Merry Christmas and a Happy 
New Year!  
I’ ve always appreciated watching the 
film (especially the Alastair Sim 
classic from 1951) or rereading 
Charles Dickens’  A Christmas Carol 
at this time of the year. One of my 
favorite moments comes when Jacob 
Marley, mourning the lost 
opportunities of his life, answers 
Ebenezer Scrooge’s remark that he 
was a “good man of business”  with 
the screeching regret: “Business? 
Mankind was my business!”  The 

Church especially must remember that “mankind is our business.”  Christ is always there in 
the midst of suffering; if we are not, the question has to be raised as to what kind of Church 
we are. As you celebrate Christmas, remember the least fortunate among us. Say a prayer for 
them. If you can, help them in some way, wherever you may be. Tell them what Christmas 
really means- Jesus showed the great love of God the Father by lowering Himself to come 
down to us, sinful creatures. He came to give us an abundant life, now and into all eternity. 
May His grace and peace bless you and your loved ones at Christmas and into the New Year! 
 
Prayer Requests: 
Thank you for your prayerful and financial support of me and LCMS World Mission this past 
year! 
Pray for the refugees, that the Lord would keep them from despair. Pray for me and our 
Georgian Lutheran evangelists. Pray for our outreach to them, in body and soul. 
Although Russian is widely spoken, pray with me that I may find a good situation to learn 
some Georgian while I am here. 
Pray also for a new student at the Ingrian Lutheran seminary who suffers from HIV/AIDS 
and does essential outreach among fellow sufferers of this disease. 
Pray for little Nino, a refugee girl who has an intestinal tract disorder. We are currently 
helping her with medicine and waiting for a doctor’s report on whether she needs surgery. 



Pray for our preparations for a health clinic in March sponsored by Community Heath 
Education, which is an NGO supported by our LCMS Mission in Kyrgyzstan. 
 

 

 

Note: My E-mail remains the same, but as my trips to Russia will be infrequent in the 
coming year, I am looking to see if it is best to have mail sent to my Georgian address. 

Update: Since I will be taking a class in the US during January, if you want to send mail, 
please send it to my parents’ home address—26650 Woodshire, Dearborn Hgts., MI, 48127. 
I will be there in mid-January for a few days and a few days in the beginning of February. 

I will be in Russia teaching for most of February, so mail can go there up to early March. 

E-mail: matveih@yahoo.com 

Mailing address - Evangelical Lutheran Ministries; Attn: Matthew Heise, International Post 
Office, Box 76; 37 Varshavskoye Shosse; 104000 Moscow, RUSSIA  

To support my work financially, you can send a tax-deductible gift to: LCMS World 
Mission, 1333 S. Kirkwood Rd., St. Louis, MO 63122-7295. Make checks payable to LCMS 
World Mission. Mark checks "Support of Matthew Heise."  

If you would like to partner with me in my ministry with ongoing support as an individual or 
congregation, please contact Debra Feenstra for information on Together in Mission or Mission 
Senders at 1-800-248-1930 Ext. 1651 or Debra.Feenstra@lcms.org Thank you and God bless 
you!  

 


