
Update on our refugee family
By Elsie Galbreath Haley 

Imagine that you are a young woman growing up in 
Farah, a town in Farah Province, in the far west of 
Afghanistan, close to Iran. You have a large family, 
including a mother and f ive sisters who have always 
been  your support. You marry in your late teens and 
by the time you are in your mid-twenties, you have 
three children, two boys and a girl. Your husband has 
been an interpreter for soldiers in the American army, 
a dangerous choice in this Taliban-friendly area. You 
wait for two years and f inally you are cleared to come 
to the United States as a permanent resident. This 
promises more safety for your family, but it means 
leaving your home, your extended family, and 
everything that is familiar to you. 

When you arrive in the United States in August 
2016, you are pregnant with your fourth child. You 
and your family must navigate more complex 
government bureaucracies than most Americans will 
have to deal with in a lifetime. You don?t know the 
language. You are Muslim and you wear a scarf; the 
following summer, children with a dog will harass you 
and other Muslim women and children in a park close 
to your apartment. And the US government expects 
you to be self-suff icient and repay your airfare to the 
US within six months. 

These are the things I have tried to keep in mind as I 
have worked with Farashta since last November. My 
task is to help her learn English, and having been 
designated a ?cultural mentor? by the Lutheran 
Family Services, I understand that part of my 
responsibil ity is to help her understand this strange 
new culture where she and her family must f ind a 
place. In the process, I sometimes think I have learned 
more than Farashta has. She is l iterate in three 
languages? Pashto, Dari, and Farsi. It is a marvel to 
watch her write notes to herself  as we study English 
together. Her orientation for writ ing to reading is 
right to left, and her script is beautiful but totally 
unlike our alphabet. When she speaks in Farsi, she is 
animated and confident. But learning English is hard. 
(Even English speakers and teachers can attest to 
that!) 

The kind of English I am teaching Farashta is often 
referred to as ?survival English?? teaching her what 
she needs to know to function in her own life. I am 

sometimes reminded of the kind of language I have 
struggled to learn when I travel to places where 
English is not spoken? and I also of my own 
spectacular failures. Farashta came with some 
skills? she knows and can write the English alphabet, 
though slowly and with some dif f iculty. But that gives 
her an advantage over many refugees, a large number 
of whom are not l iterate in their own language. So I 
have set about working on things that seemed basic 
to me? numbers, tell ing time, learning months of the 
year and days of the week, learning to deal with a 
calendar. Numbers were easy, but tell ing time was 
not, and I soon realized that my obsession with hours, 
minutes, being on time was not something Farashta 
shared. We will come back to that one day. In the 
meantime, she has learned to write her address and 
phone number, she knows her children?s birthdates, 
and she has memorized greetings and other useful 
sentences and phrases, which she uses with pride. 

What Farashta is interested in is learning English 
names of things she deals with daily? items in her 
apartment, parts of the body, feelings, for example. 
Some of our most interesting interactions have come 
when she lets me know what words she wants to 
know. At the end of one lesson, she got her make up 
bag and we named everything in it? a bit of a stretch 
for a teacher who doesn?t wear much makeup. And 
then, to the delight of her two ?year-old daughter, 
Nawisa, she painted my f ingernails? silver with an 
overcoat of glitter. 

The last two lessons have been especially exciting. 
Farashta has been able to communicate beyond the 
sentences we have been studying. She does this with 
great dif f iculty sometimes, but she is determined and 
excited about this new phase. It?s a real breakthrough 
for her. 

I recently retired from a long teaching career, but I 
have never learned more from a student than I have 
from Farashta. She is intell igent, funny, and curious. 
She calls me ?Teacher?, and it is clear that in Afghan 
culture, this is a term of respect. She is faced with the 
dif f icult task of raising four children, ages 7 months 
to 6 years, in a new country, and supporting her 
husband, who is working long and ever-changing 
hours at jobs that don?t reward him very well. She 
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A legacy is the most personal of gif ts that we 
bequeath to those coming after us. No doubt, each 
of us will leave a legacy: how that legacy looks is 
closely tied to the paths traveled and choices made 
during our lifetime. The values and parts of our l ife 
that we cherish are preserved and transmitted to 
others through our legacy. 

We now have an opportunity to leave another 
kind of legacy: not only the imprint from our daily 
and weekly worship and service at St. Thomas, but 
also to forge a connection with future parishioners. 

St. Thomas is meeting the call to init iate a Legacy 
Society to build an Endowment that will be used to 
support the future life of the church. Through God?s 
grace and your generosity, St. Thomas will be well 
equipped for the future of this faith community. 

Also, St. Thomas benefits from a Legacy Society in 
other ways. It provides a way to acknowledge and 
thank donors during their l ifetime for making a 
bequest to the church. More so, the Society serves 
to enable members and friends to witness to the 
value of St. Thomas in their l ives. 

Please consider to give a legacy gif t today.  The 
enrollment form can be found using this link. 
Please complete and send the enrollment form to 
The St. Thomas Legacy Committee to the address at 
bottom of form.    

 -Mable Jenkins

Legacy Societ y
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makes  Afghan food, including wonderful bread; 
serves her guests tea (She prefers the word ?chai?.), 
sweets and nuts; takes her children to the park. She 
has friends among the Afghan women in her 
apartment complex, which helps to make up for her 
own sisters, whom she misses very much. 

I f ind this teaching assignment enormously 
challenging, but with tremendous rewards. I am 
humbled by the trust that Farashta and Abdul have 
shown by letting me come to their home every week. 
They have made it clear that they consider me a 
friend, and the feeling is mutual. 

A postscript: I recently saw the photographic 
exhibit ?Common Ground? at the Denver Art Museum, 
and I highly recommend it to you. The photographer, 
Faizal Sheikh, is American and has spent years in 
refugee camps and among those marginalized by 
displacement, domestic violence and other 
catastrophic change. It is a powerful exhibit, and I 
can?t imagine anyone coming away from it without a 
better understanding of what so many must 
endure? and how resilient human beings in extremis 
can be. 
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