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     Hamid was finally able to come and visit my home on Easter weekend.  He agreed to go to church with us, and I prepared a sermon for his attendance, which you can read at the end of this post, talking about all that he has been through during the immigration process.  During the talkback session, everyone was able to ask him questions, and he enjoyed going to a church for the first time very much.

     At home, I learned a couple of new things about him.  First of all, he is easily the most fastidious person I have ever met.  We brought laundry home so he could wash his clothes (since he has yet to do a load of laundry – he washes everything by hand).  Afterwards, he ironed everything, even his sheets.  He had the nicest, neatest pile of newly washed clothes I’ve ever seen.

     We also established that Hamid is not a dog person.  He spent most of his time in my house shooing dogs away, which delighted them no end, and naturally, they kept trying to get Hamid to pick them up.  He did finally allow Buffy, the Pomeranian, to sit on his lap. She was the only dog he liked.  

     Hamid has passed a few more milestones.  He got his driver’s learners permit last week, so now he will be learning to drive.  Fortunately, I will not be the one teaching him.  He also has some job prospects, and hopefully he will be employed within a week.  

     And with that I turn you over to my sermon.

The Trials and Blessings of a New Immigrant – Delivered 12 Apr 2009 

     In June of 2006 I arrived in Afghanistan for a year-long tour embedded with an Afghan Transportation Unit.  Many of you already know that story.  During that time, Hamid was my interpreter and my friend.  My life, as well as the lives of the men in my unit, were literally in his hands.  He knew how we traveled, when we traveled, where we were headed, and if he had wished, could have provided that information to the enemy.  This may give you some idea how much we trusted our interpreters.

     However, this is not the story of our time in Afghanistan, but rather the story of Hamid’s immigration.  There are many hardships involved in coming to America, and I’ve been able to see some of this first hand as I go through the process with Hamid.  Although coming to the United States is a dream for many, the stories do not always have a happy ending.  

     Hamid was fortunate for a couple of reasons.  First of all, since he was an interpreter, he was eligible for a special immigration program.   However, even with this program, there were hurdles.  For instance, the Commanding General when I was processing paperwork for our interpreters would only consider those who had been in combat situations.  There were other officers who felt the interpreters hadn’t done anything worthy of special consideration, and they did little if anything to help the paperwork get processed.  It was an amazing attitude, but I’d learned that some people in the military were completely clueless or heartless.

     Hamid also had an advantage because he spoke English.  Many immigrants don’t.  They are brought over, and then told they need to learn English so they can get a job.  Imagine coming to a new country, often with a family, and being unable to speak the language. 

     Let’s go through the process step-by-step, so you can get a better understanding of all that is involved. Naturally, there is a great deal of paperwork at the beginning.  This is true of almost anything worth doing, so nothing surprising there.  There is also a pretty hefty application fee, in the hundreds of dollars, which is a very significant sum for most Afghans.  You may be surprised to learn Afghans wishing to immigrate to the United states must have an interview, and the interview is in Pakistan, not Afghanistan.  Yes, potential immigrants have to travel through dangerous border territory to go to the US Embassy in Islamabad, Pakistan, have an interview, then travel back home, all at personal expense. 

     If you are fortunate enough to be granted immigrant status, you will be working with one of many resettlement agencies.  They will help in many ways, but nothing is easy.  Your airline tickets will be purchased for you, but you will have to repay the cost of these tickets within 42 months.  A ticket from Afghanistan will cost well over $1,000.  

     When you arrive at the airport, you will be met by your caseworker.  Caseworkers are usually working with 150 or more immigrants; so don’t expect lots of individual attention.  Hamid’s caseworker came from Nigeria five years ago.  English is his second language, as it is for Hamid.  Both speak with thick accents.  Imagine the fun they have trying to understand each other.   

     You are taken from the airport to a very minimally furnished apartment.  Expect a mattress with sheets, a few kitchen utensils, a modest amount of food and toiletries.  There may be a chair, as well as a card table with some folding chairs.  The apartments have old appliances, stained carpets, but are functional.  At this point the caseworker must quickly train the exhausted new arrivals how to do things we take for granted.  Many don’t know how to operate light switches, water faucets, or door locks.  Even Hamid, who was around Americans for four years, did not know how to turn on the oven or burners, operate the thermostat, or check for mail in his mailbox.  

     Once the immigrants are briefed, the caseworker will need to rush off.  He will set a time to meet them the next day, and hopefully they will be introduced to other immigrants who have been in the apartments for a while.  Hopefully.  After that, they are on their own until the caseworker shows up again.  They won’t have a phone, probably don’t speak English, and are pretty much at the mercy of whomever is around who can help them.  Hamid was fortunate to have an excellent roommate with a phone, so he wasn’t completely cut off.

     The first orders of business are to get social security numbers and food stamps.  Both require the caseworker to take the immigrants to government offices, wait in long lines, and then wait for their stuff to arrive in the mail.  It can take up to four weeks to get your social security card (though it only took a week for Hamid) and about a week to get food stamps (which I learned are now done through a swipe card).  You can’t even begin looking for a job until you get your social security card.

     You will also attend an orientation briefing.  Here you will be in a room, seated at a table with others who speak the same language you do, and an interpreter.  I attended with Hamid, and of the approximately 20 people in the briefing, he was the only one who spoke English.  Here you go over all the paperwork on paying back your loan for the airline tickets, choose one of two financial aid plans to tide you over until you get a job, and are urged, repeatedly, to attend English classes and learn the language.  Job counselors will eventually help you find a job, and please, pleeease take the job offered, and stick with it.  It’s a tough job market, and you need to take whatever you can get.  If you smoke, quit.  Immigrants have run out of money, failed to pay their electric bills, and had their power shut off, just to pay for their cigarettes.

     If you are lucky enough to speak English, you can study the driver’s handbook, and eventually get your learner’s driver permit.  Otherwise, you won’t be driving for a long time.  Hope you can get a job near a bus stop.  

     Now this may sound like a bleak situation.  For some it is.  Hamid’s caseworker told me the first two months were the worst, because very little happens, and the immigrants get bored and frustrated.  I was afraid this would happen with Hamid, but it was not the case.  He loved his new apartment, even though it was almost bare and the white carpet was covered in stains.  He said it was better than his house in Afghanistan.  As we drove around Nashville sightseeing, passing green hills and blossoming trees, he kept saying, “I am in Heaven” and, “I will never go back to Afghanistan.”   

     Hamid doesn’t know how to cook at all, so I’ve taught him a couple of simple recipes.  He now knows how to cook noodles and heat up a jar of Ragu sauce (thus making spaghetti) and how to cook hamburger patties on a skillet.  We’ve explored Wal-Mart together, he now uses his food stamp card like a veteran, and understands how to add tax to the final price of everything (Why don’t price tags in stores show the final price with tax? A very good question).  We also set up a bank account (and I learned that you must have a social security number to do this).  If an immigrant comes in with any cash, they will have nowhere safe to put it for a couple of weeks.  

     Despite the challenges, Hamid has maintained a consistently upbeat, enthusiastic outlook.  He loves it here, and looks forward to his new life.  This is not the case with many other immigrants.  Quite a few return to their home country.  They may be homesick, or may be dissatisfied with the work they can get here, which is usually manual labor or assembly line type work.  Our culture may prove too foreign for them.  Not everyone finds America to be the land they had hoped for.  But for those willing to work hard, learn English, and take advantage of opportunities, this new life can prove to be a vast improvement over their old life.  

