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Let Us Pray… 
Dear God, please help the internally displaced people. Give them 

strength and the will to survive.  Find them all a safe home and never 

let them go hungry.      Amen.  

D 
amak, Nepal - As our van drove into 
the  camps,  excited  squeals 

accompanied the children who ran to the 
gate to see who had arrived. It was not 
often that they got visitors, and so they 
were bursting with joy as they greeted us 
in a chorus “Namaste!”, the traditional 
Nepalese greeting. There were hundreds 
of  boys  and  girls,  and  as  we  were 
welcomed into the Child Play Centre at 
Beldangi II camp, we found many more 
were attending lessons in the classrooms. 
 

They sat on mud floors, with thin jute mats as their only form of comfort. 
Some did not have enough warm clothing and were evidently underdressed in 
the cold Nepalese winter. But they embraced education with such enthusiasm, 
eagerly shouting out English words after their teachers. The only request an 
eight year-old refugee boy had when asked what else could JRS do for them, 
was that he could have more kerosene so that he could do his homework at 
night.  The  children’s’  sanguine  expectations  of  a  better  future  through 
education made me reflect  on all  that  we take for  granted, even basic 
education is valued greatly here.  
 
Whilst the UNHCR operates the camps, the entire 
education programme is run by JRS Nepal, led by 
its Country Director, Fr Varkey Parekatt, SJ. JRS 
Singapore is involved in funding the education for 
preschoolers at the Child Play Centres at all of the 
seven refugee camps.  Additional  assistance to 
purchase school  uniforms for  the children has 
also been rendered by JRS Singapore. This was 
after a request from JRS Nepal as the last time 
the children had new uniforms were 4 years ago 
and they had outgrown them. 
 
What struck me most about the people there were 
their acceptance of their current situation. We 
met teachers who were students themselves at 
the  camps.  They  chose  to  give  back  to  their  society  despite  their 

Fr Colin, Adrian and Sarah, 
with the teachers who are 
refugees themselves, at one of 
the Child Play Centres      
sponsored by JRS. 

Smiling kids extending a warm welcome 
at one of the child-play centres  
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circumstances. We met an ex-Bhutanese royal surgeon who himself 
was ousted out of his country to Nepal. He had been providing free 
medical consultation and medication for the Bhutanese refugees at the 
camps and says that instead of fleeing to the States or Europe like 
some of his peers, he had chosen to stay put with ‘my people’. No 
doubt there are some that hoped for some resolution and even been 
writing pleas to the current King to allow them to return to Bhutan. 
But from our visit, there were only signs of joy and gratitude to what 
they already had, however little.   

This Lent, as we meditate on the suffering, death and resurrection of 
Christ, it would be apt to reflect on our relationship with God and man 
and how we can strive to make them more meaningful and fruitful. 

 

- Sharing and reflection from Sarah Tay 
- Photos from Adrian Soh  

VISIT TO REFUGEE CAMPS IN NEPAL contd. 

Happy faces with an 
unknown future 

CJC TRIP TO MAE SOT, THAILAND   

I 
n  December  2006,  a  group  of  12 
students and 2 teachers from Catholic 

Junior College (CJC) dedicated a week of 
their holidays to serving the community 
when they left Singapore and headed for 
the Old Wangkha School on the outskirts 
of Mae Sot, Thailand, a trip co-organised 
by the Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) in 
Singapore and Thailand. For all of them, 
this one week was to be a meaningful 
change from the fast-paced life of busy 
Singapore as they learn to appreciate the 
simpler things in life even as they bring 
joy and laughter to the Burmese Karen children in the school.  
 
The school is sited next to a stone quarry just on the outskirts of the 
small town of Mae Sot. Here, the children studied and are taken care by 
the school teachers as their parents work hard everyday in the quarry.  
 
Small  wooden  huts,  water  from  wells  and  makeshift  pipes,  simple 
classrooms with no electricity and small portions of rice and vegetables 
for their meals, greeted the CJC students and gave them a first-hand 
personal  understanding  of  the  reality  of  poverty  and  hardships 
experienced by these refugee children.    
 
After an orientation around the school and the Karen village by the 
principal  and  the  community  development  program officer,  the  CJC 
students finally had their chance to introduce themselves and play some 
ice-breaker games with the children and teach them some action songs. 
Encouraged by the children’s happy response to their get-to-know efforts, 
the CJC students took heart and made the effort to get to know these 
children personally – where they came from, where they live, their 
situation and even their language.  
 
Although the trip was a short one, it was packed-filled with different 
activities. The CJC students had the opportunity to go on a picnic at the 
Moei River (a river which separates Thailand from Myanmar) with the 
Karen children, taught them English, Science and Mathematics, produced 
various Art and Craft pieces like water-colour paintings, origami cranes, 

CJC students and their teachers 

Having fun together 

“Construction workers” 
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paper  marche  ballons  etc,  played 
badminton, soccer, frisbee and skipping, 
and also build them a new classroom (with 
the help of their teachers, of course!!!) 
 
However, the most important and 
meaningful times for both the CJC 
students and the children from the Old 
Wangkha School were the times spent 
interacting with each other. Simple 
gestures like the holding of the young 
children’s hands, sitting and rolling on the 
ground as they tickle each other, picking 
up and carrying the young toddlers when they cry and reading story books 
to them helped the CJC students feel that they had made a difference in 
their lives even though it is probably just a little bit. The smiles on their 
young faces were enough to assure the CJC students that these people do 
need and deserve the love and attention just like any other children in the 
world, no matter what ethnic group or situation they are in.  
 
While they started out thinking of all the good they could bring to these 
refugee students, CJC students also had many learning moments. Just as 
Shawn Lee (CJC student) says: “We got a glimpse of the resilience of the 
human spirit. What really struck us was their spirit in wanting to learn, 
their endeavor to learn more, despite the fact that opportunities for 
education way out here was not easily accessible. And to see the sheer joy 
on their faces simply because they were able to play with something as 
simple as a Frisbee, definitely got us thinking on whether we were taking 
what we had in our lives for granted.”  
 

- Gail Ng, JRS Volunteer and CJC teacher 

CJC TRIP TO MAE SOT, THAILAND contd. 

As entertainers and  ambassadors 
of Singapore 

CJC Student as    
teachers 

VISIT TO TIMOR LESTE 

As part of the Holy Family Church’s Advent Project (which we assisted 
in) last year, a study trip to Timor Leste was made in early February 
this year. Three members from the Holy Family Parish Council and 
three JRS volunteers visited the camps for the internally displaced 
people (IDPs) despite the tense and precarious situation. They were 
hosted by the Canossian sisters in Balide, Dili. Sr Marcal Guilhermina, 
who visited Singapore last year, to share her experience at the Church 
of the Holy Family, acted as their main guide. Below is an excerpt of 
the  sharing  and  reflection  on  the  trip  by  JRS  volunteer,  Karen 
Singarayar.  
 
As the plane neared the airport of Timor Leste, the beauty of this young 
country astounded me. From the plane, I could not believe how beautiful 
the place was. The sea was a nice, vast blue and the greenery that 
surrounded it was awesome.  However, the moment I stepped out of the 
airport, reality hit. There were many kids milling around, all in unkempt 
and tattered clothing. They looked like they needed a wash. Many kids 
attempted to push our trolleys for us hoping to earn some money. 
 
Outside the airport there were several tentages in a fenced up area. These 
small tentages were provided by the UN and house about seven persons 
each. This is one of many IDP sites in the country and the breeding 
ground of many street gangs who regularly get into fights. 

Peaceful scene of 
Timor Leste belies 
the internal chaos 

Exercise Time 
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As  we  reached  the  Canossian 
Convent  in  Balide,  we  were 
overwhelmed  by  the  sight  that 
greeted  us.  All  of  the  IDPs  had 
gathered  around  to  form  a 
welcoming party. They sang songs 
that were prepared specially for our 
arrival  and  garlanded  us  with 
beautiful hand-made scarves. Never 
mind that we did not understand a 
word of Tetum and that they were 
not  conversant  in  English.  What 
really  touched  me  was  the  simplicity  in  which  they  displayed  their 
hospitality. No doubt we were their benefactors to a small extent and what 
an impact it must have had on their lives that the warmth and joy with 
which they greeted us seeped through and melted out hearts. As we made 
our way to our rooms, we had to weave our way through the crowd and it 
took a long time to reach our destination, which would otherwise have 
taken us 2 minutes as so many of them wanted to shake our hands. I 
wondered how that handshake made a difference to them. 
 
Over the span of 2 days that we spent at the convent, we got a chance to 
observe a day in the life of an IDP. The premises of the convent were 
literally littered with IDPs. It was difficult to find a path that one could 
walk through without having to step over a mattress, a blanket or weave 
around people. Each family had space that amounted to 1.5 m by 1.5m as 
living space. Of course, the more fortunate IDPs who had come earlier had 
more living space for their families. The families did everything there. 
Sleep, cook, eat, feed their children, run little businesses, smoke, socialize 
and while away their time. 
 
When they slept, the IDPs slept like sardines, side by side. Their little 
home sometimes stretched across the drains. Children were normally left 
to wander around on their own unless they were helpless infants. Dirt and 
grime would cover their faces. Some would be clothed in tattered and 
unclean clothes whilst some others would walk around naked or half 
naked. Since there were so many families that had to share the use of the 
water tap, whenever a family went to have their bath, they would also use 
the same opportunity to brush their teeth and wash their clothes as water 
had to be rationed. When we slept in the “comforts” of our dormitory 
(never mind the fact that there was no fan and it was really, really 
humid), we were struck by the endless noise that took place at night. The 
noise outside our dorm did not really let up until the wee hours of the 
morning. Furthermore, there was the fear of the feasting of mosquitoes. 
Fortunately, we were spared that agony but that could only mean that the 
IDPs were victims of the mosquitoes instead. What we did not anticipate 
and only some of us got to hear was the sound of gunshots ripping 
through the air in the dead of night. 
 
Having spoken to some of the IDPs, we got to learn that the people had 
fled their homes as burnings and killings were taking place in their villages 
at night and in the early hours of morning, almost daily. These violent acts 
are the work of armed gangs, comprising mainly of youths, both male and 
female East Timorese, wielding armed with guns, machetes, spears and 
Molotov cocktails. The cause of the fighting could be because of a simple 
staring incident, or to settle an old quarrel or out of envy. Although the 
fighting is between gangs, innocent people are caught between these 

VISIT TO TIMOR LESTE  contd. 

The Welcoming Party of IDPs  

The convent over-
crowded with IDPs   

taking refuge  

Sr Guilhermina with 
Agnes, JRS volunteer, 

and Jean from Church of 
the Holy Family  

Sleeping conditions 

My kitchen 
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About Our OrganisationAbout Our OrganisationAbout Our OrganisationAbout Our Organisation    
JRS is an international Catholic organization with a mission to accompany, 
serve and plead for the rights of refugees and internally displaced people. JRS 
was founded by the Jesuits in 1980 and our priority is to be where the need is 
greatest or where no other organisation is present. 
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VISIT TO TIMOR LESTE  contd. 
gangs resulting in their homes being burnt or family 
members being savagely killed. 
 
What struck me though was that when it came to 
attending Sunday Mass, most people came dressed in 
their Sunday best. They dressed as though they were 
attending a formal function. Mass was held in an 
open basketball court and they attended Mass in the 
sweltering heat. Even children, restless though they 
may have been, attended Mass quietly and did not 
scamper around. What touched me was the pride and 
commitment displayed by the IDPs as they attended 
Mass. It was a testimony of their faith, that in spite 
of the trauma they had to undergo, they still kept the 
faith and carried their crosses courageously. 
 
Having said all this about the IDPs, a local hero who deserves mention is 
Sr Marcal Guilhermina.  She is the glue that keeps the convent, which has 
about 3,000 IDPs, in one piece. Besides running the convent, she lectures 
in the local university and is also the unofficial “mediator” of gang fights. 
Whenever there is a fight in Dili (usually in the night or early morning) 
she would be called to go there to mediate; her life is in constant danger. 
Many times she succeeded in getting the gangs to cease fighting. 
In the two nights that we were there, she was summoned three times. 
Next morning, she would be there –the ever perfect host looking after us 
– and zipping to and fro about the convent premises! 
 
Before we left Timor Leste, as a gesture of farewell, the IDPs once again 
put up a performance for us, comprising a series of songs and dances. 
The amount of practice they put into their performance and the pride with 
which they delivered it left a lasting impression upon us. 
 
 I left with a feeling of sheer gratitude: As a Singaporean, living a 
comfortable life, I tend to forget that I really should be grateful for good 
governance and a cohesive multi-racial society. My experience in Timor 
Leste has shown that a little help does go a long way in enhancing 
another person’s life. Whilst providing assistance on our end is no skin off 
our back, the recipients of our help do benefit tremendously as even 
though they do not know what the future holds for them, at least they 
know they will have a meal tomorrow. 
 

-Karen Singarayar  

When will they return 
to their own homes?  


