
A Friend Amongst “The Least of These”
The story of a Po-Karen refugee and the lessons I learned through her struggles and sharing.  
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INTERVIEWEE: Han
LIFE HISTORY

I met Han when she came to work at the coffee shop where I am employed. 
She was placed here through a relief agency. She is a refugee from Burma; a 
Po-Karen young woman from the eastern Burmese borderland. She lives in our city with her father, mother, 
and brother in a two-bedroom apartment. What follows here is a brief synopsis of her life: growing up in 
Burma, studying in Australia, running from the Burmese junta to Thailand, and adjusting to life in the States. 
Intermixed in the story are her goals, dreams, and memories as well as her frustrations, disappointments, 
and fears.

Han was born in Myawedee, a city in the eastern Burmese borderlands that are mountainous and rich in 
metal ores as well as fertile with plenty of teak trees. She is the youngest daughter of her parents. Her older 
sister is four years her elder and her brother is two years older. When Han was five, her father moved his 
family into the border villages of Burma where he worked as a medic in the military of the Karen Tribe. He 
is trained as a surgeon and the whole family fluently speaks not only their own Karen dialect, Po, but is also 
fluent in the Sgaw-Karen dialect. This gave him an advantage among the leadership of the Karen tribe, who 
are from the Sgaw sub-tribe. He could blend in among them and so was able to gain favor among them. 
When Han was fifteen-years-old her father became an international leader and communicator for the Karen 
people, traveling to Geneva and the USA to make known the case of the Karen people.

It was when Han was about thirteen-years-old that the Burmese began to terrorize the Karen tribal people 
in Burma. According to Han, the Burmese first sent Buddhist monks to the Karen who began to cause unrest 
between the two sub-tribes in her area. The unrest was based on the premise that the Po-Karen were being 
mistreated by the Sgaw-Karen who were generally the leaders and the more elite of the Karen tribe. The 
monks persuaded many of the Po workers to defect from their area into the western part of Burma where 
they joined the military. Eventually they were led back into their homeland by the Burmese and forced to 
fight with their own tribesmen. Those remaining in the borderlands were forced to flee. This has been going 
on for many years in Burma but at first it did not directly affect Han’s family.

At the age of seventeen, Han was selected by her high school to receive a scholarship to complete high 
school and go on to college in Australia. This scholarship was through the Seventh Day Adventist Church of 
which she and her family are members. She would have liked to concentrate in Math but that scholarship 
was already awarded to another student, so she was given an English scholarship. She finished high school 
and then went on to college. Han became a teacher. She cherished her time in Australia and among her 
many goals is a hope to return to the school to teach and complete a TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign 
Language) degree.

At the age of twenty-three she returned to Burma. Shortly after her arrival the Burmese arrived in her 
village. Han related to me the story of how her family gathered as many of their belongings as they could 
carry and they ran for the Thai border. It fell to Han to carry her grandfather on her back as he had recently 
had a stroke. It took the family three days to reach the Thai border, one day to wait for entrance as 
refugees into Thailand, and three days to reach the refugee camp. The camp was a forest preserve enclosed 
with a fence. Han was able to stay in this camp for about three to four months. When those who ran the 
camps found out that she was a teacher, they transferred her to another camp where there was a need 
for teachers. There she taught health sciences, economics, geography, English, and math. She was in this 
camp for two years but was able to keep touch with her father, who continued to be in good favor with the 
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leadership of the tribe and became one of the most trusted advisors to the Sgaw-Karen general. Her mother 
took up a leadership role in the camp as well, organizing a displaced women’s group during her stay there.

It was ultimately her father’s position among the leadership of the tribe that forced them to move out of 
the Karen refugee camps. As things became worse for the Karen tribe, it seems the general of the tribe 
suspected his top advisors of plotting to take his position. “Warrants” of a sort were put out for them and 
her family was forced to flee. They sought out the help of a friend of Han’s, a Thai woman who she had met 
in college and was now married to a Thai construction worker. She rented an apartment for the family for a 
little while and provided for them financially; including paying bribes to the police in order to protect them 
from the Thai government who refused to allow the Karen refugees to live outside of a refugee camp. They 
finally were placed in a camp as a family, Han’s third refugee camp, also in Thailand but not specifically for 
the Karen people. They were in this camp for two years and Han was also a teacher here, teaching English 
to refugees from age thirteen to sixty-five. Her mother organized another displaced women’s group in this 
camp as well.

Han says that she and her father were always close and it was upon her urging, specifically her saying, “you 
owe us” that he agreed to take his family to the United States. They were able to make connections with the 
relief agency through the refugee camp and were flown to America. This move was the prompter of much 
prayer in the family. I hey prayed as a group about the country they would choose. Their options were Neth-
erlands, Norway, Denmark, Sweden, France, Australia, New Zealand, or the United States. Once they chose 
their country, the city was up to the agency. As refugees, they had two years to repay the government for 
their airfare. Han has already paid hers back!

A caring couple from a local church welcomed Han’s family to their new city. They stayed with them for a 
week and then moved into the apartment they are in currently, which was completely furnished for them, 
“even with plants” as Han said. The couple supported them materially and emotionally and Han’s family still 
keeps in touch with them.

It took some time for the family to all secure jobs. Han was the first to find one, at a local coffee shop where 
she has proved to be an excellent and hard worker. Unfortunately, customer prejudices have driven her to 
quit after a year of working there. Her father, despite all his experience internationally and medically, has 
had the hardest time finding a job but is currently training interpreters. Her mother began work in a choco-
late factory about six months ago and Han also secured a job there shortly after her mother started, mostly 
to protect her mother and calm her down because she is fearful of the line manager on her shift. Her brother 
has not found a permanent job yet. Her sister is enrolled at a junior college and does not work but instead 
expects the family to provide for her.

The two bedroom apartment in which they live is inhabited by her dad (58) and mom (51) who share one 
bedroom, Han (28) who sleeps in the second bedroom, and her brother (30) who sleeps in the living room. 
Her sister (32) lives with a friend who is also a refugee from Burma and works with me at the coffee shop as 
well. The family shares all the expenses of the home equally. The rent is split four ways as are the utilities 
and other home expenses. Each of the four members living at home alternates weeks cooking and buying the 
food. Han’s mother does all the laundry and ironing and Han pays her $50 a week for her trouble. Han also 
does not leave all the laundry for her mother to do, but does her own except for a small amount. She said 
that she does not want her mother to have to participate in the equal sharing of all expenses, she does not 
even want her to have to work. But her father has insisted that until they are able to buy a house, they will 
all share the expenses equally, including his wife.

Their current living situation is very different from both their experiences in Burma before they fled to 
Thailand, and from the camps. In Burma, the family lived in a nice home with a beautiful garden that her 
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father tended as a hobby. The garden held flowers, roses, and fruit trees. Turkeys, chickens, and ducks were 
abundant around their home. They also managed several orchards throughout the mountains - Pineapple, 
Cashews, Papaya, Durians, Jackfruit, Bananas and Coconuts. To assist in running the orchards, the family had 
built several buildings by each of the orchards in which to house students who would help with the crops in 
exchange for their board. They would also be paid for their labor.

In the first two camps they were able to build huts and they lived on rice and chili’s which they were given 
as rations. When they moved to the third camp they were given a small portion of a long hallway type of 
room where they had just enough space to lay down side by side across the space with all of their belongings 
either below their feet or at their heads. Since there were no walls or doors separating their space from the 
space of other families, one member of the family always guarded their things while the others were about 
the camp. They were given a ration card there but it was very difficult to get food they could actually cat.

In Australia, Han’s living accommodations included a private room in the dormitory and she had all she 
needed provided by the school. She also worked her way through school and so had some discretionary 
income at her disposal. This brings up an interesting family dynamic. Han and her brother worked all through 
school while their sister did not and was given music lessons. Han and her brother were never able to pursue 
leisure studies (music, art, etc.). This has created in the two younger children an opinion of their older sister, 
that she is spoiled and coddled. Han gets along well with her sister but says that they are very different. She 
is “being trained” by their father to be more responsible but so far she still does not repay the money she 
asks the family for and is more interested in her school studies in Liberal Arts than in getting a job. Han’s 
opinion of her brother is that he is the typical Asian son. There is no talking back to his parents or even so 
much as raising issues with them directly. Han has become his “go between.” He confides in her all of his 
frustrations and it is left to her to smooth things over with their parents.

As mentioned earlier, Han is very protective of her mother and feels that she should be more shielded and 
protected from the world than her father is allowing. Her father and she used to be very close. She has al-
ways been able to talk to him about anything and has had the freedom to do so. Since coming to the States, 
her father has seemed distant and preoccupied, tense and no longer opens up to Han. She feels that once 
things are stable here that might change. He is currently taking a degree course in public health.

Han’s favorite memory centers on their home in Burma before they had to flee. She thinks back and remem-
bers the family watching dad work in the garden while they relaxed in the yard. Her mom enjoyed the gar-
den as well and her sister enjoyed organizing events for the students who worked for them. She also recalls 
all of the family taking part in the “chores” and the work of running the orchards. Han does not remember it 
as work but as fun, with all the family participating together, each with their own part. It seems from Han’s 
description that their family spent a lot of time together at home, enjoying quiet moments together. Anoth-
er of her favorite memories is recalling her father’s birthdays. Each year they would have a “thanksgiving” 
service and dinner to celebrate his birthday. The whole village would be invited and they would serve rice 
and chicken or turkey, a luxury most people of the village rarely had. This year’s birthday was a much simpler 
affair.

The family got together and gave their father a cash gift, which he will probably use for his tuition. Han 
brought some cakes home from the store that they used to celebrate the birthday.

When I asked Han what experience in her life was most satisfying, she answered that it was while at school 
in Australia. While she was learning English she struggled for a while and then all of a sudden it just “clicked” 
for her. From my own observations, she is very fluent in English. She can hold very intellectual conversations 
in English and often uses words I don’t think I have quite a handle on myself She is always reading as well, in 
English, on her breaks at work.
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I asked Han to tell me about her “best friends.” The first woman she mentioned went to Australia with her to 
study. Han’s words capture her feelings for her friend. “She understands me so much. She is more of a sister 
to me than my sister... she knows what to do when I am moody.” They are “opposites” according to Han. 
Her friend is very feminine, concerned with her hair and her figure while Han is more of a natural looking 
woman, simple in the way she dresses and presents herself. Her friend is living in Australia, is married to an 
Aussie and has one child.

Her other “best friend” is the woman who helped the family when they fled the Karen refugee camps. They 
met in college. She is married to a Thai contractor and is considerably wealthy. Her commitment to Han was 
evident in the way she helped the family. Han expressed a desire to see her again and possibly pay back 
what she had given to the family.

Han describes herself as a Christian and she is in the third generation of Christians in her family. Their back-
ground, however, is Seventh Day Adventist, who believe in the imminent return of Christ, Saturday as the 
Sabbath, annihilationism, and a more “Armenian” view of free will. I believe Han is a believer of Christ in 
her heart and that any doctrinal beliefs she may have learned from the Seventh Day Adventist Church can 
and will be overcome by her personal study of the Bible. She reads her Bible regularly, especially on days 
when she would normally attend church. She currently is not a regular attendee at any church but very much 
enjoys a local Baptist church when she is able to go. She would often come in to work with questions for me 
about a doctrinal or theological issue. It was a pleasure to be able to share with her what I have been learn-
ing in my daily walk. She told me, “God is my best friend, I can tell him anything, anger, hurt, - I can’t even 
do this with my parents and I don’t want to bother my brother...” I am encouraged by this response to God, 
although I believe she is a very lonely woman on a human level.

The family’s “Christian” background is evident in how they make decisions. When they were considering 
leaving Thailand they prayed a lot about what country to go to. Han says that her family has no plans to 
leave our city, even though there are many Karen people in a neighboring state who they could join and feel 
more a part of their own culture. They believe that God led them here because they prayed for direction in 
what to do and where to go. Throughout all of their trials in Burma and Thailand, prayer was their response. 
In illness, they turn to God in prayer, individually and as a family.

Even though she grew up as a Christian, she was always exposed to the Buddhist beliefs of her fellow tribes-
men. I do not believe this has much bearing on how Han understands salvation, because she is a third gen-
eration believer, and because the church she attended was quite established in that area (enough to have 
scholarships for students to Australian schools). I sense there was quite a culture of “Christians” among her 
people and there was evidently great freedom to follow whatever religion one chose to follow. Due to the 
variety of cultural experience she has, Han has become quite open-minded about other races and peoples. 
She told me that she really has a heart to see reconciliation among peoples. I feel I should be praying that 
God calls her to a ministry in that area and that he continues to equip her in amazing ways for such a minis-
try.

For the future, Han has some hopes and dreams. She has been saving her paychecks from the factory in 
order to send a large sum of money back to one of the refugee camps in Thailand for Christmas presents for 
the children. She has already saved close to $3000. She was so excited as she told me of her plans to help 
the children in the refugee camp. The family plans to become naturalized citizens of the Unites States. It is 
her hope that if this happens, she will be able to return to the refugee camps and teach their “GED” equiva-
lency courses. I asked her, in light of the reasons for their leaving the Karen refugee camps (danger to the 
family because of the suspicions regarding her father), if she would be safe returning. She replied that if she 
was an American citizen, she would be safe, she would be protected because of her citizenship.
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BIBLICAL VIEWPOINT

As I write Han’s story and the “Ministry Strategy” below, Scripture about what Christ came to do, and what 
He has called us to do, specifically in regard to those in need, keep running though my head; passages like 
Luke 4:16-19 and Matthew 25:34-35.

Jesus came to preach good news to the poor, to proclaim freedom to the prisoner and recovery of sight to 
the blind, to release the oppressed and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. Jesus came for the Karen 
refugee from Burma living in my city, and for the Sudanese refugee, and for the West African refugee and for 
the Tibetan refugee... Jesus told us that whatever we do for the least of these we do it for him; the hungry, 
thirsty, stranger, naked, sick, and imprisoned. He also said that the righteous are the ones who care for the 
least of these and that it is the fruit of a righteous life. Caring for the least of these should and will come 
naturally as we mature in Christ and displaced people, oppressed and persecuted, are among the least of 
these.

MINISTRY STRATEGY

Simply working at the coffee shop has exposed me to many different cultures,  a whole world of people 
different from me: homeless and mentally ill, homeless and addicted, homeless and looking for a way out, 
refugees from every part of the world, Hispanic, African American, LGBT, Muslim, Jewish, wealthy business-
men, prostitutes, French, Spanish, Russian, Mexican, etc. Each person that walks into the store is not only a 
candidate for an ethnographic study, but they bring with them a whole host of special needs for their special 
situation. My friendship and interview with Han has opened my eyes to the special needs of a refugee in this 
country. This young woman needs friends, she needs opportunity for work that matches her intellect, she 
needs spiritual feeding, and she needs an outlet for her creative abilities and hospitable spirit. When she first 
arrived, she simply needed a home and a job.

How does one do ministry to a refugee culture? My recommendation would be to find out what their corpo-
rate needs are first, beginning with career/job needs and housing needs. Find them affordable, appropriate 
housing with available and reliable transportation. Find them jobs that will enable them to make money. 
Han’s family’s biggest struggle so far has been finances. It has caused depression and stress in her father and 
mother as well as an overwhelming sense of responsibility on her part to care for her family.

Next assess their English skills and provide training for language acquisition if necessary. I have seen that the 
refugees who do the best in our simple store are the ones who have a good handle on the English language. 
If this is needed to be a barista, how much more important is it for a long-term career in the States?

After the family has been established in a home, has secured a steady income, and has begun to gain a good 
understanding of English, assess their spiritual condition. Share the gospel with them in a culturally appropri-
ate way if they are not believers. Provide strong teaching and discipleship for them if they are already believ-
ers. Many of the refugees at our store have told me they are Christians. It was not until I interviewed Han 
that I learned that she was actually a follower of a “cultist” church. This shed light for me on how to answer 
her questions as well as what questions to ask her in order to make her think through doctrinal and theologi-
cal issues. I am sure that, just as in America, not every “Christian” has a full understanding of the doctrine 
of Christianity and has cultural baggage attached to their belief system. Ministry to refugees would include 
discovering this cultural baggage and helping the individual to unload it and develop sound beliefs.

From what I have learned from and observed about Han, I would develop a peer mentor/friend program 
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with a strong believer as the mentor/friend who would invest considerable time into the refugee. It would 
be an indefinite commitment to friendship, maybe a prayer partnership. As Han talked about her family I 
saw that every member one of them has need of this, someone outside the family to simply pray with, which 
could develop into sharing deeper concerns and supporting one another. 

Lastly, but certainly not least, strive to get the refugee into a local church. This is necessary on many levels; 
first, for strong spiritual teaching. It is sad to me that Han only has me to come to for her questions. If she 
were involved in a church there would be Sunday school teachers, pastors, older people in the church, etc. 
Secondly, for fellowship. The mentor/friend program could be facilitated through the church. Additionally, 
there would be larger groups for a larger circle of friends, activities, corporate worship, etc. Third, for discov-
ering and developing spiritual gifts. I have seen in Han the gifts of hospitality, encouragement, and teaching. 
I would love to see her use these in the body of Christ. She would become a more confident believer as she 
saw God use her to do His work among His people.

Lastly, for the refugee community, find out what their long-term goals are. As part of spiritual development, 
help them to set goals that are Kingdom-oriented. Han has already set some goals for herself and I would 
love to encourage her in her pursuit of those goals. I wonder what her family’s long term goals are and who 
will encourage them? Who will help them to get sound teaching and discipleship? Who will build into their 
lives?

CONCLUSIONS/APPLICATION

From my brief interview with Han and a year of working with her, I have been able to observe many things 
about a refugee from Burma. I am sure that the plight of refugees varies from country to country, but I 
believe that all people need the same things, that I mentioned above. Ultimately they need Christ, but for a 
refugee, their many physical and emotional felt needs are legitimate and must be addressed in order to be 
able to bring Christ to them.

On a personal level, writing the last part of this paper has convicted me of my attitude toward Han. Now 
that she is no longer working at the coffee shop, how will I be her friend? Am I willing to be that person who 
builds into her life and shares her burdens? Am I willing to encourage her to reach her goals? Am I willing to 
challenge her to grow in her walk with God and in her gifts? I need to take a hard look at myself and see why 
it took me this long to realize what I could have been doing all along. Goal #1: call her this week and make 
plans to have her over. Goal #2: to visit her family. Goal #3: to take her to church.
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