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During a recent humanitarian mission to war-torn eastern Ukraine, a child assists Sr.
Lydia Timkova carry a bag of supplies, in a village near Mykolaiv. Timkova has
traveled across Ukraine to shepherd food and medical supplies to civilians living
near the Russian front. (Courtesy of Lydia Timkova)
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Editor's note: Today, Global Sisters Report continues our series, Hope Amid
Turmoil: Sisters in Conflict Areas, which offers a look at the lives and ministries of
women religious serving in dangerous places worldwide. The news stories, columns
and Q&As in this series will include sisters in Ukraine, Nigeria, Kenya, Sri Lanka,
Nicaragua and more throughout 2023.

Traversing Europe's second largest nation is not for the faint-hearted, even in
peacetime.

At 233,030 square miles, Ukraine — an immense country of rolling plains, grasslands
and steppes — is just slightly smaller than Texas, and traveling from the country's
far west to eastern areas can be daunting.

By car, a journey from Mukachevo, a city of about 86,000 residents not far from the
border with Slovakia, to eastern cities such as Kharkiv or Mykolaiv can take 15 hours
without stops; to Kramatorsk about 20 hours.
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But the distances mean little to sisters like Lydia Timkova, who have committed to
regular trips across the country to shepherd food, medical supplies and other items
to civilians living near the Russian front. 

Sr. Lydia Timkova, 56, a Slovakian sister and member of the Dominican Sisters of
Blessed Imelda, is pictured during an interview in early February at the convent she
shares with other sisters in Mukachevo, Ukraine. Reflecting on her travels to the
eastern front, she said, "With God, I feel boundless love for the people I meet. Even
if I am in a dangerous place, I ask, 'Why should I be afraid?' " (Gregg Brekke)

Twice this year, Timkova has journeyed east to where the battles are raging — first
in February and more recently earlier this month. In 2022, she made two similar
trips.

On all the journeys, Timkova has witnessed "destroyed houses, roads, cars, and
worst of all, destroyed lives."

"It is always like a sword that pierces my heart, and it cries bloody tears."



During a recent visit in the village of Oleksandrivka in the Mykolaiv region, Timkova
sat down at a badly damaged upright piano in a village hall that had been shelled by
Russian artillery. With fallen debris all around her, she played a few notes and
lamented the piano's condition. "Nothing," she said wistfully. "It's so scary."

Timkova, 56, a Slovakian sister and member of the Dominican Sisters of Blessed
Imelda, like many non-Ukrainian sisters who have ministered in Ukraine for years,
has fully embraced the country and its people, adopting both as her own.

"I felt that I was going to my own people," she said in a recent email to Global
Sisters Report following her latest visit to the east.

During a recent visit in the village of Oleksandrivka in the Mykolaiv region, southern
Ukraine, Sr. Lydia Timkova sat down at a badly damaged upright piano in a village
hall that had been shelled by Russian artillery. With fallen debris all around her, she
played a few notes and lamented the piano's condition. (Courtesy of Lydia Timkova)

She spoke similarly in an interview earlier this year at a convent in Mukachevo.

"I've been here so long, my heart is here," she said. "The Slovak Republic is my
native land, but here, well, I can't give up."

One reason Timkova can't give up is because she believes hers is a secondary role.
"God is always there in the first place," she said. "He gives me power and
understanding of what I should do."

That sense of empowerment undergirds a sense of duty, calling and mission in a
country now under siege.

During the recent mission, Timkova said it was difficult to see the dashed hopes of
displaced families as they returned home to their communities, only to find their
homes destroyed. "They have nowhere to live now," she said. 

What particularly sticks in the memory are the children — the children who had
returned home with their parents. "They helped us carry things and ran around us.
When we were leaving, the children were crying and asking me if I was coming back.
One girl said to me, 'I'll be waiting for you!' 

"If I had the opportunity, I would go there again right now," Timkova added.
"Children's pure eyes in tears, or old people homeless under the bare sky. All this is
in me, deep in my heart, and it hurts."



Sr. Lydia Timkova helps unload humanitarian supplies during a recent mission
to war-torn eastern Ukraine, in villages near Mykolaiv. (Courtesy of Sr. Lydia
Timkova)


