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By Bob Varney

This is a story of three generations of a family caught in circumstances beyond their control, where God continually intervened.  His grace and mercy are seen throughout these generations.  The story is told by my wife Sandra Varney from the stories that were experienced and passed along in her family.  Many were passed along verbally like the accounts written in the Bible; some were written in memoires.  

The story begins some time after the end of Tsar Nicholas’ rule of Russia.  His regime was overthrown during the Bolshevik Revolution and Communism was brought into that region. The story centers on a specific Ukrainian family—the Didenko family.  It traces their lives over three generations from 1918 to 2018.  The story starts with a midnight raid followed by execution of Sandra’s grandfather.  It continues with a tumultuous multi-year journey traveling across Europe in a covered wagon, living in a refugee camp and ending in America, the land of opportunity for those who value family, hard work, and helping others who are less fortunate.  It’s a heart-warming, though traumatic, story of God’s grace, provision, and blessings.

The story is supplemented with spiritual observations by Moise Ndjomou (MN), and myself (RCV).  The spiritual observations are in italics so they are easily recognizable.  This multiple-author experience allows the reader to hear an amazing story firsthand and then pause to reflect on mankind.  Together, The Journey Home with these reflections, paints a rich picture of life——how it is, how it ought to be and some encouragement for redeeming actions in similar circumstances today toward ways where God’s kingdom on earth can function well and honor God.
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By Sandra Varney

I want to dedicate this book to my father Yuri (George) Didenko for a life well lived through both trials and victories.  For me, he was an example of the “salt of the earth” good values and hard work leading to achievement, and a role model of a glass always half full, when it comes to contentment in life no matter what you encounter in the journey.
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Part 1:  The Name
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The Journey Home

Choices In Life and with God




God said in the book of Habakkuk, the vision is for an appointed time. Though it tarry, wait for it. We will keep moving forward and God will make something beautiful.
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Chapter 1 - The Story Behind the Name
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The weather was so beautiful on that day! I almost sensed something wonderful was about to happen. The sky was blue with warm sunshine filling the room. With a nice breeze on my skin, I was sitting in a Leadership Master class in Mazatlán Mexico, waiting for the next speaker to be introduced. Suddenly, I heard the voice of Mr. David Hamilton introducing Dr. Bob and his wife Dr. Sandra as our speakers. To my surprise, Bob’s topic on The Divine Conductor began with the story about Sandra. Right at the beginning as she started telling Her Story, my attention was no longer on the nice breeze on my skin. There was a convincing anointed atmosphere full of grace and lessons to be learned from her story in the room! At one point, I heard a voice telling me that the story of this woman should be written in a book because many people will learn about the ways of God and His works as they read it.  Although Sandra was presenting a story of her life starting with her father’s life, her story was not at all about her or about her father but it was about her Heavenly Father, the Creator of the universe making a way in the wilderness and guiding the steps of ordinary people. As you read this story, I hope there are things you will learn that will challenge you to listen and to obey God more than ever before. (MN)

Dr. Sandra Varney begins Her Story. 

While this is a story that spans three generations, I really feel it is my father's story rather than mine because it started with the stories that he told me in my childhood. It includes me because I experienced the trials of a refugee life, the challenges of being an immigrant child and the joy of becoming a naturalized citizen. As an immigrant living in an adopted country, America means something deeply different to me than it does to a person who was born here.

My father has a lot to do with my deep love for this country. My father arrived in America as a man with two suitcases, a sick wife, and a young child. I was four and a half years old. He was forty years old and neither of us spoke a word of English. However, he arrived here propelled by powerful drive to survive and a deep loyalty to his family name. As for me, I was just growing up in a family and navigating an immigrant life style that I knew was quite different from that of people around me.

I am in the winter season of my life so I have told my story many times to many people. Through the years of storytelling, I acquired a growing understanding of what my parents lived through, how God miraculously continued to provide for them, and for my father’s drive and tenacious loyalty to his family name. However most of all, with every telling of the story, I grew in my love and indebtedness for this country.  I gained an appreciation for the core values entrenched in America’s culture. With each story, I grew in my gratefulness for the generous heart and genuine willingness of the American people to embrace those less fortunate than they with a helping hand. It is worth pausing to say that Americans stand out as a people with a strong will, an innovative mind, a gentle spirit and most of all a kind generous heart. You, as Americans, need to occasionally be reminded of that and applauded.  This book is written as a thank you to my adopted country and my friends.  It is written so that my children and grandchildren NEVER forget to be proud of who they are, and are forever grateful for where they live...in the Land of the free and the Home of the brave.  It is a rare gift to be treasured in each of our hearts.

By the time my father arrived in America, he had already overcome so much. While he had ambition, my father realized he couldn't pursue personal dreams while simultaneously taking care of his family. Whatever feelings of ambition were in his heart, he just transplanted them into this four and a half year old little girl standing at his side and here I am reflecting back!  I truly believe that I am the poster child for America, and what you can achieve in this Land of Opportunity. During my childhood, the American people with their big hearts willingly embraced anybody who they saw working hard to attain their dreams. 

Listening to this part of Sandra’s story, it is obviously clear that, the way a nation or a community welcomes, loves, protects and takes care of strangers (or not), tells you if there are biblical values in their cultural foundation (or not). Love for a stranger does not naturally abide inside a human heart. It originates and is planted there from God. That kind of love allows everyone from any culture or language to dream and to have the opportunity to blossom! (MN)

This Land of Opportunity and its love for strangers is in stark contrast to life in Ukraine under autocratic rule.  Growing up, I never was confused about who were the good people and who were the bad. The endless stories which my father would tell at the dinner table on special occasions, kept my two sisters and me glued to our seats and became emblazed in our little minds forever. My father lived during the Bolshevik Revolution into communism and through WWII as a young man. His experiences in those formative adult years established some key core values that framed how he then chose to live out the rest of his life and thus they continue to frame how I live out my life today. 

Unfortunately, many people don’t know the detailed truth of what happened during the Bolshevik revolution -—the effects of the aftermath that it had on the world stage forever, and the impact it continues to have on people living in Ukraine. Much of the atrocities were suppressed or ignored for the benefit of strongly rooting the autocratic communist philosophy into the Soviet Union culture and to accommodate modern-day political dynamics at that time on the world stage.
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Chapter 2 - Russian History as it Relates to Ukraine
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I know not everyone likes history. However, every nation has a history that tells you if the leaders and the people were building a culture of freedom, justice, and generosity according to the Creator of the universe. A nation’s history can also tell you if the foundation of that nation was built on oppression, injustice, and abuse. I hope you know the history of your nation. Let’s learn a little about what happened between Russia and Ukraine. (MN)

It is important to first understand a little about Russian history and how it intertwined with Ukraine’s history leading to the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. This event changed the political landscape, not only in Russia and Eastern Europe; but actually, changed how history would play out for the whole world from that day forth.  

For centuries, the Russian Empire, which often included Ukraine, practiced serfdom as their economic model. Serfdom was a form of feudalism where landless peasants served the landowning nobility. In the serfdom era, small village estates, each owned by a single wealthy peasant family, dotted the countryside of Ukraine.  The rich peasant farmers who owned land hired landless peasants to work the estate farms in exchange for housing, food and small wages. While this practice mostly ended in the Middle Ages, it continued in Russia well into the early 1900’s because significant portions of Russia and most of Ukraine were economically dependent on agriculture and rural in nature.  

Ukraine especially had rich black soil and ideal weather conditions for farming grains, corn, and sunflowers. The most fertile soil found around the world is called “black super soil” or Chernozem. One quarter of this soil is located in the country of Ukraine.  As a nation, Ukraine can provide food for half a billion people and is the fifth largest grain producer in the world. Along with Russia, it provides a quarter of the global wheat production.  

In the late 1800’s, Russia was an impoverished nation with an enormous population of peasant people and a fast-growing minority of poor industrial workers.  When industrialization finally reached that area of the world in the 1900’s, it created even more economic disparity and led to immense social and political unrest.  Populations in major Russian cities doubled, resulting in overcrowded and destitute living conditions for the industrial city workers. The farm workers in the rural areas of the country joined the growing wave of dissatisfaction among the working class. At the time, the monarchy was headed by Czar Nicholas II who was not gifted with strong leadership skills. 

To appease the unrest, Czar Nicholas II reluctantly set up a representative branch of government called the Imperial State Duma in 1905. However, the Duma diminished to a puppet role in the government instead of actually governing the people.  For the next 10 years, the demands for social reform kept increasing and giving a stronger voice to the Bolsheviks and other revolutionary groups supporting extreme socialist political values.  A series of poor diplomatic and economic decisions by Czar Nicholas II fueled the flames of unrest even further. Finally, in March 1917, huge crowds of demonstrators clamored for bread and took to the streets in Petrograd (presently St. Petersburg.) The army, which was sent to squelch the riot, joined the striking workers and peasants instead, forcing Czar Nicholas II to abdicate the throne. The whole royal family was placed under house arrest in a private residence before being executed a year later. 

Duma immediately formed a provisional government assembled from leaders of the bourgeois capitalist class. Their constitution was based on free speech, equality before the law and the right to organize using quiet reforms rather than social revolution. Unfortunately, the increasing food supply problems, and the poor living conditions only added to an increasing unrest which continued to fuel the growing socialist revolutionary movement. By fall of that year, the leftist political revolutionaries had grown in power sufficiently that the Bolshevik Party leader Vladimir Lenin led a quick almost bloodless coup and overthrew both the Duma and the Russian provisional government. They then formed a new government that was to be ruled directly by the military, peasants, and workers based on Marxism; and led by Lenin. Thus, the world’s first communist country was birthed with Vladimir Lenin as its dictator.

With the chaotic overthrow of Czar Nicholas II and the explosive disorganization of the Bolsheviks, Ukraine seized the opportunity to declare itself an independent country with its own government in 1918.  Soon after this bold move, the newly formed Ukraine republic had to face a monumental challenge of being at war simultaneously with dual aggressors Russia and Poland. Both of these countries were looking for a much-needed source of food for their hunger-plagued people. After a failed treaty attempt to align itself with Poland, Ukraine was unable to withstand the continued onslaughts from the Russian army any longer.  Ukraine, known as the Breadbasket of Europe, was annexed as a republic of USSR and became the Bread Basket of Russia in 1922.  (A hundred years later, history seems to be repeating itself with Russia once more intentionally invading Ukraine in February 2022.)

Although the toppling of the Duma government was simple and straight forward, maintaining control of power by the Bolshevik Party was far harder and more complex. These were tumultuous times as guerrilla resistance against the Bolshevik regime clandestinely formed by a loose alliance of supporters (White Army) who wanted a more democratic style of socialism. They continued to spawn political instability in the country for almost 5 years before the Bolshevik Red Army declared victory in 1923.  With rising Ukrainian nationalism and guerilla resistance continuing to be especially strong, Lenin and his younger rising cohort Joseph Stalin decided that the Soviet Union republics had to be more tightly held under the rule of a strong centralized Russian government even if it meant greater oppression of the people to achieve it. The communist government in Moscow assumed all authority over foreign relations, military, and commerce. Paramount oppressive authority was exercised at all levels of government in the constituent republics of the Soviet Union. 

This new Bolshevik’s Communist Regime had two formidable challenges: First, to rebuild the economy. Second, to consolidate the non-Russian nationalities into a centralized Russian toned culture. 

These challenges were aggressively implemented on two parallel tracks: 


1. Nationalization of all enterprises, both agricultural and industrial, was called collectivization. It meant immediate expropriation of all privately-owned land as well as swift initiation of government control over all industrialization throughout all of the Soviet Union republics. 

2. Penetration of the non-Russian nationalities like Ukraine with Russian traditions, literature, and language was implemented throughout all spheres of that society with intent to eradicate their cultural identity and to assimilate them into the Russian culture.




It was #1 that led to my father’s family’s demise:



By the time Lenin died in 1924, Joseph Stalin was well positioned to take his place as leader of the ruling Communist Party and of the whole Soviet Union. Stalin immediately launched his first 5 Year Plan initiating breakneck industrialization throughout all of the Soviet Union. In the Ukraine, that translated into completing national collectivization of all farm land by confiscating all privately-owned property. The brunt of this burden was borne by the rich peasant landowners whom the Russians called Kulaks. The Russian regime labelled Kulaks as “enemies of the Soviet State and the common people”; and thus by definition needed to be eliminated as a people group by the Soviet government in order to facilitate the state’s agenda of expropriation of farmland into state owned collective farms.  In the late 1920’s, at the height of the collectivization program, almost two million of these people were either executed or deported to Siberia and the Far North. Some 100,000 families were torn apart and many were deported to settlements in Siberia as their new home. 
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Chapter 3 – Back to My Story
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My grandfather was one of those wealthy landowners that the central Russian government described as ruthless, unkind, and selfish.  My father’s family was labelled as Kulaks and the fate of the whole family and their future was irreversibly and permanently changed.  Contrary to the Russian label, I discovered personally that my grandfather was a kind and generous landowner.  In 1994 when we visited the very land that my grandfather owned, we met some families whose ancestors had worked on my grandfather’s farm.  For generations the Ukrainian families who lived and worked the land there, revered the Didenko name.  One woman that we met on the street told us that she remembered as a child that whenever an argument erupted, her parents or grandparents would intervene to stop it by reminding everyone that their arguing while standing on this land was bringing unrest to Didenko’s soul and trampling his spirit. 

The easiest plan for the Moscow government regime to facilitate the expropriation of land was to have the Bolsheviks unexpectedly ride into the village on horseback in the middle of the night.  This sudden random event was used to create a dual surprise effect of fear and shock. They went to the rich landowner’s house and arrested any male eighteen and older. Then they took all the women and children under 18 and put them into the poorest peasants’ homes; and opened up the landowner’s house to all the peasant field workers and their families. 

You can imagine the chaos that ensued. As the wealthy family, you helplessly watched in horror as everything you owned was plundered by villagers whom you had cared for faithfully for years. If you had been a kind and fair employer, it had to be emotionally wrenching, confusing, and devastating.  You saw the worst of human nature come out when left to its own by excluding God and His Spirit from the picture of life. These village families that you knew and kindly cared for through the years were now joining Bolshevik outsiders to plunder and destroy everything you owned. It was human nature displayed at its lowest mundane level of greed and selfishness.

What happens in a nation when people begin to steal what is not theirs in order to become rich, thinking that they will have an easier life? What happens when a government abuses its power to create a platform where families can be abused?  Well, do you remember the story of Naboth in the Holy Scriptures? 

In I Kings 21, there is a similar story.  The government’s leaders abused Naboth and killed him, because they wanted his family's land. Ahab, who was King of Samaria at the time, had a lot of land and power; but he was not satisfied! Ahab coveted the vineyard of his neighbor, Naboth.  Naboth refused to give Ahab the vineyard which was the inheritance from Naboth’s father. Queen Jezebel, the wife of Ahab and the daughter of the King of Sidon, orchestrated the death of Naboth. He was stoned to death and his vineyard was seized because of greed (I Kings 21:1-29). Ahab’s story and how God punished him and his family continues to be a warning today for all those who are still under the power of greed. 
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