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I return from the Hazara picnic too full of the day to do anything but lie down with candles and music and just be. There’s a sense of profundity in the simple outdoor gathering. Each host family arrived at the beach beaming and bubbling about “my family.” We all enjoyed our overnight guests, were captivated by their button-bright, doll-like, well-behaved children, and humbled by their stories. Now, alone, I can only process this keen recognition of the flame of the human spirit. How does one respond to being bathed in the presence of greatness?

Last night we’d listened, rapt, to Hussein and  story. It’s the first time they’ve told anyone in Australia. We are all deeply moved, awed by these sweet, unassuming, brave people. It was a delightful evening, even with my Afghani dish of Kabuli Pilau taking two hours to cook. Our local Afghani friend, Hashem’s, interpreting makes communicating easy and cozy. All could participate in the conversation—and we could learn the story.

Each Hazara family has been threatened by death, escaped by trudging across dangerous mountains, and then handed their fates, and their only money, over to people smugglers. Each of these inhabitants of a landlocked land sailed by leaky, overcrowded boat, the women pregnant, protecting their children, dizzy, seasick, storm-tossed, only to wind up in detention. Our guests are the “lucky ones,” allowed out after a relatively short stay and, unlike many others on temporary protection visas, they are allowed to work. But their visas last only 30 months, and so each day is lived with uncertainty.

Gathered together at today’s picnic, the women in their flowing veils, scarves and caftans, men and women all with shy smiles, children running and swinging, they generate a great dose of respect. These shy, unassuming people are heroes and heroines. They don’t know it. The message the Australian  government does a bang-up job of sending them is, “You are scum.” They have escaped terror, endured danger and hardship, and now they are carving out little notches of lives for themselves and their children in a harshly judgmental environment.  Somehow they endure and persevere.

Throughout the weekend, we hear no complaint. Always, its’ simply stating how it was or is. Never is there any hedging toward asking for anything. There’s a sense of acceptance of what is, and the commitment to carry on.

We always manage, no matter how haltingly, to communicate. Always there are the shy smiles, the almost tearful gratitude, the bursts of laughter at the antics of children. All the parents are in their twenties and thirties—that highly desirable age from which Australia usually likes to swell its ranks of migrants, and the age when the Afghani powers-that-be snap up elder sons as canon fodder. 

Here they are, glowing shyly in the outreach of kindness extended by our Buddies group. One man says, “I’ve been in Australia two years, and this the best day I’ve had since I came.”

“Why?”

“Because my children are laughing and playing with other children and they’ve been in the ocean…”

It’s touching to realize how deep-reaching is our simple extension of care and kindness.  

When my family arrived Saturday afternoon,  Zaher, the dad, and Anwar, the five year old son, pile excitedly into the pool.  Zahra sits  on the side, kicking her feet in the water. Aquila, the three year old, mimics her mum, big eyes gazing at her splashing brother. This is the first time Anwar has been in the water in the 18 months they’ve lived in Brisbane.

I suggest to Zahra that she could wear a pair of my shorts and a top if she wants to try out the pool.  Eagerly, she accepts. Soon she, too, is standing smiling, and shivering a bit, in the pool. She even dunks her head right under water. Later she confides, “This is the first time that I’ve  gone in the water like that. Ever.”  I’m so happy to be part of her experiencing something fun and wonderful.

I note with interest how unselfconsciously Zahra bares her plump breast (revealing a burgundy-colored lacy concoction) before me and her husband, to feed Ali, and how, soon after arriving, sitting on the floor together playing with the cat, she removed her head scarf. When the guests arrived, though, the scarf came back on.

I feel as if Zaher, Zahra, Anwar, Aquila, and Ali--who looks like the Dalai Lama--have all become my family. I want to be their Yankee, Aussie Auntie. Like the other hosts at the picnic today, I raved on about “my” family, each  of us feeling possessive of them. We’re all eager to bring them back to the coast and to respond to their offers to, “Please come to see us in Brisbane.” Zahra said, “I’ve had no one to my house. Only Camilla.  But I want you to come too.” 
 

Tonight I must sit and reflect, to come to terms with what it’s been like to spend two days in the presence of greatness, to ponder how anyone once hearing the stories and meeting these dignified, modest people, can repudiate them. To wonder how I, who bemoan life’s unfairness if I get stuck in commuter traffic, would have managed in their place.

We’ve all read the stories and seen the documentaries. But being right here with them, sharing food, smiles, conversation and activities, hearing them speak directly, catapults me to a whole other level of recognition. These wayward souls whose spirits shine brightly inspire us by their courage and strength, endurance and dignity. I feel honored to extend to them the welcome that they deserve. 
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