MARINA SHUNESON
INSIGHTS ON CHALLENGES OF ADOPTION FROM A (FORMER) RUSSIAN ORPHAN

“My birth mom may have chosen vodka and men over her own children, but the
Holy King of kings chose me over His very own Son!” ~Marina

Marina was born in a small Russian village near the black sea where she lived in a dirt ﬂoored hovel for
the ﬁrst ﬁve years of her life with her mother, two sisters and a brother. Her mother was a prostitute and
an alcoholic. When Marina was ﬁve, her mother murdered her baby sister and she was taken to an
orphanage, where she was separated from her older sister. She never saw her brother again. Adopted at
seven, Marina joined a multi-racial family in New Hampshire.
e selected titles are articles/insights regarding some challenges of adoption and were written by Marina
for other adoptees when she was an intern for CHOSEN International. Marina addresses some of the
core issues of adoption that can be common to adoptees as they reach adolescence and begin the hard
work of building a healthy identity complicated by complex issues and unknowns.
~Cynthia J. Bigelow
Executive Director
CHOSEN International

You may want to consider using some of Marina’s topical writing as a conversation starter with your teen.
For more insights from Marina on some of the core issues of adoption, go to the “Resources” page at
www.ChosenInternational.org:
SHACKLED
WHERE WAS GOD?
IDENTITY
THE PAIN OF IT ALL
SHAME
QUESTIONS
A MATTER OF THE HEART
RESTORED
WE ARE TRULY LOVED
HOW THEN SHALL I LIVE?

Shackled
I sit in the quiet and wonder, trying to pull out into the open all that has been kept in hiding, attempting
to make sense of the jumble of emotions, excuses, and realities that make up who I am, and I wonder.
I wonder why I can’t let go…let go of my past that I am chained to. When I dig through the layers of
myself and ﬁnd the root of all my struggles, it’s my past. Always my past, my past, my past!! It echoes in
my mind and I in vain try to silence it. I look in the mirror and I say to the reﬂection, “Who are you?
Why do you pretend to be someone you never will be…someone the world sees as a good, whole, healthy,
human being.” I think to myself, they will never know what I truly look like inside, will they?
en something painful begins to stir inside and questions comes to the surface: “Why do I refuse to let
God be the Lord of my life? What is holding me back?” en I see in my mind a picture of a hovel and a
woman, and I know why. I see a dead baby and hear a demonic laugh. I see a boy in a furious rage looking
down on an unconscious, bloody woman. I see a frozen dirt ﬂoor, cigarettes, and vodka bottles. I hear
children crying and drunken people laughing. I see a girl trying to commit suicide because she can’t stand
being raped one more time. I see another little girl begging her, live one more day. All these things ﬂash
through my mind and anger surges up as my blood goes cold, and I am once again that little girl crying
out for someone to help me.
It seems I dance between two identities: one, a daughter of upright parents with a bright future but which
is marred by an identity I can’t unshackle myself from and, two, the child of a whore, who is a street
wretch, degraded and broken in mind, spirit, and soul. is is what I was and sometimes wonder if I still
am. It is as though I just have a beautiful, smooth frosting layer over a rotten cake. I wonder why I do not
have the peace and security of knowing that I am a child of God like seemingly everyone else.
Doubts cloud my mind and it seems like I am trudging through a dense fog. I don’t want to let go of my
past because I don’t know what it would be like to be without it. If it were somehow to suddenly
disappear, I then could never hide behind it, or use it as a shield or weapon whenever I deem it necessary. I
would then strip away every barrier I have between myself and God. You see, without my past, I would
tear away layers oﬀ of my soul, leaving it completely vulnerable to the healing touch of God. I don’t want
to be vulnerable, scared to experience what God will say or do in my vulnerability. I am like a child
holding onto a rotten apple, that if eaten, would make me deathly ill, but yet I am unable to throw it away.
I have been holding onto it for so long that it is now a part of who I am. I wouldn’t be the same person
without it. I would feel exposed and insecure.
I wonder if my turmoil is what it is like when one is trying to break sin’s curse of a bloodline. I wonder if I
can do it, or if it’s too much for me. Scared that I will fail, that I will continue the pattern like my mother
did and then what? What about my future children and their children? Am I willing to break the
bloodline bondage for them?
I then come back to the beginning of who am I? I could be my birth mother’s daughter and go to hell. I
could be an adopted daughter and prosper, or I could be God’s daughter and be victorious. But with the
choice comes a commitment. e choice will burn all the bridges behind me. I will not ever be able to go
back or look back. With the choice comes reputation, expectations, and responsibilities that ﬁll that role.
Who is it that I want to be? Who is it that I ought to be? My life is a constant battle zone and I stand in
the middle of the battleﬁeld. Am I willing to surrender or will I just keep the battle raging until an illfated arrow takes me down?
e echoes are all around me: the battling voices, and others, that are prodding and begging me to end it-once and for all.

Where Was God?
e title to this essay is a serious, haunting, question that we all ask when we look back at the life we had
to walk through. “It wasn’t fair! It wasn’t right!”? is what I ask,…and if we say to ourselves. If there is a
loving God, why...why honestly, did He allow it to happen?” is question is one I have wrestled with my
whole life. I look back on my days in Russia and I am tempted out of my pain, to raise a ﬁst to heaven and
scream, “WHY? WHY ME GOD? WHERE WERE YOU?..IT WASN’T FAIR! IT HURT, IT STILL
HURTS!”
I remember telling my dad when I was about eleven or twelve, that I had decided there was no God. It
seemed to me that God wasn’t giving me an explanation for the years of pain or my loss, and so I was
going to walk away from Him. I wanted someone or something to soothe the pain and anger I felt but
couldn’t express. I sat in my room, days later, staring through my tears at the Bible that sat open on my
desk. I ﬂipped through it angrily and I asked God to prove to me that He was worth believing in. ere
was no thunder or lighting, no earthquake or ﬁre. I sat there breathlessly waiting and all I heard was
silence. I looked down at the page my Bible had opened to after I had thrown it across the room (and
fearing God might strike me dead), my eyes fell on words I had never seen or read.
"Can a mother forget the baby at her breast and have no compassion on the child she has borne? ough
she may forget, I will not forget you. See, I have engraved you on the palms of my hands and you are ever
before me." (Isaiah 49:15,16)
I caught a glimpse of His Love that day, and I realized that God wanted me to give Him my pain,
because it was way too big for me to carry.
If I hold on to the pain, I need to expect that over time I will grow angry and bitter. If I let go of the pain,
I need to expect a lot of tears, a lot of trust, and a lot of patience.
Believe me, the only part I am really good at is the crying part. But even our tears are treasured by God.
"You keep track of all my sorrows. You have collected all my tears in your bottle. You have recorded each
one in your book." ( Psalms 56:8)
Will I ever fully understand why I had to walk through years of abuse and neglect in my early childhood?
I don’t know. I really have no amazing answer to give you who are searching for one. I can only say this-that when I give God my pain and let Him have control of my life, something good always comes out of
the mess. God wants you to ask Him the hard questions. He wants you to turn to Him and ask for His
help, because He is more then delighted to restore what has been fractured. But, God will help you only to
the point you are willing to be helped. If its an inch, He will help you with that inch and wait with you
until you are ready to give Him the next inch. He will not push, because you are a beloved child that He
wants to bring back to wholeness. Time is not an issue God worries about.
Every single time I have gone back to ask God where He was when I was being abused and hurting, He
tells me, yet again, that He was right there by my side. He gave my birth mother, and all the other people
in my past life free will, just like He gave you and me the right to choose our own choices. Did those
people take advantage of that gift and hurt us? Yes. But God cannot go against who He is and take away
the gift He gave to people out of Love. What God will do, is wade into our muck and pain with us and
oﬀer His help. We don’t have to be deﬁned by our past and the marks people have left on our lives. e
amazing thing is we are free to choose [who we want to be irregardless of our past!]

Identity - Who Do You Say That I Am?
How many times have you heard the word ‘identity’, or listened to a sermon on your identity,or listened to
someone talk to you about your identity? How many times have you listened and then walked away,
feeling more confused, guilty, angry and condemned then ever? Personally, I have spent many years
wrestling with my own identity issues. As an adopted child growing up in a large family, I didn't know
how to deal with the turmoil I felt inside so I went on with my life trying to blend in with others.
My adoptive parents taught me the biblical verses about God’s perfect will and love, all the ones on
adoption, and all the ones about having a new identity in Christ. When my adoption story came up in the
presence of guests, I knew how to push down the memories and put on a show. I learned how to smile
when people told me how lucky I was to be adopted into this new family and new country, yet at the end
of the day I would curl up in bed and as the darkness invaded my room, I would cry. I felt so desperate for
the peace and joy those verses promised, but I never felt. I put a band-aid on a gaping wound and smiled
big so everybody would see that I was happy. Being honest with myself and God was way too painful and
scary so I avoided my reality as long as possible. I would cover my questions with all the nice verses I
knew, but deep in my heart did not believe.
is past year, God brought me back to address this deep-rooted wound I had left to fester over the years.
I fought, I kicked, I cried, and I ignored Him for a while, until my solutions left me broken and deeply
hurting. I ran down as many side trails I could ﬁnd, but they all left me empty, confused, and desperate. I
came back to God, scared of what He was going to do to me, but He simply started again in the same
place where I had left oﬀ.
I really wanted to know who I was because I no longer knew and I was scared of the person I saw myself
becoming. My pride had vanished and in its place stood a girl who was out of excuses. I was willing to
listen for the ﬁrst time in my life, and God told me who I was in His eyes:
“All beautiful you are, my darling, there is NO ﬂaw in you…”
(Song of songs 4:7)
“Can a mother forget the baby at her breast and have no compassion on the child she has borne? ough
she may forget, I will not forget you!!! See I have engraved you in the palms of My Hands; you are ever
before me…” (Isaiah 49:15, 16)
“God chose the foolish things of the world, to shame the wise, God chose the weak things of the world to
shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things–and the things that are
not to nullify the things that are…”
(1 Corinthians 1:27-28)
“For I know the plans I have for you declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and not harm you, plans to
give you hope and a future…”
( Jeremiah 29:11-14)
God leaves us with a choice of three things: to accept the adoption, choose the identity, or to walk away.

When you and I run to Him, there in His arms, we will know who we are. In the light of His Love, our
identity is going to be clear because we were made in His image to bear His likeness.
ese are real words from a real God, but for many of us these are painful to read. ey may bring up
memories, stir up questions, anger, or re-awaken a longing inside that once upon a time was there. For
some, the reality of being fully known, loved, and wanted is an oxymoron and the ﬁrst thing we ask
ourselves when we read these words is, “What does He want?” ere must be a catch somewhere in this
pretty picture. Trust is a big issues with adoptive children.
What makes God so amazing is that He is who He says He is, and it will never change with time or
circumstances. God does not manipulate or play games with the children He loves. God simply says to
you today…“My Son, My daughter, I chose you before you knew your name…or your country…I chose
you to stand before me, I chose you to pour out my love on…I see no blemish, no ugly past, no baggage,
no mistake…I am God and I have set my seal of Love on your life–I signed the adoption papers before
you ever knew you were an orphan. You are Mine.”

