Sept 2016 Bueckert/YWAM Hockey - Refugee’s in Greece

What a summer! 
We want to report about a life impacting time in the month of July. This report will be a bit longer than our normal newsletters. Hopefully we can effectively explain facts and emotions in what we experienced at a refugee camp in Greece.

Released to Love …
We (Glen and Lorrain) had the privilege of volunteering through YWAM with Euro Relief, a Greek Christian NGO that exists to show compassion to the suffering in Greece.  Their work is focused on the Island of Lesvos, 6 miles from Turkey by water. We worked at a UN facility called Camp Moria, which is still considered in crises situation. When we were at the camp there were over 2,000 refugees (now -reportedly over 3,000) from 25 countries, including Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq, living in a military detention centre built for 700 people. As you have seen in global news reports, these are the refugees who have risked their lives to the smugglers who put them in rubber rafts to cross over from Turkey to Greece.  

“With 3,771 deaths, 2015 was the deadliest year on record for migrants and refugees crossing the Mediterranean trying to reach Europe”, reports International Organization for Migration (IOM) in a year-end summary.

Camp Moria is a Stage 2 transition camp; Stage 1 is on the rocky shoreline where the dinghies end up, their occupants cold, wet, and relieved to have survived the ordeal. They are given blankets and dry clothes and then transported to Moria where they wait in a New Arrivals compound until they can be processed transitioned into housing. Moria has 3 family compounds and hundreds of tents. Earlier this year refugees would spend 3-4 days in Moria before moving on to Athens and then settled in a new country. Now, refugees are stuck in Moria for months with no promise that they’ll ever be able to move on and perhaps even face deportation, due to European countries slowing immigration or even closing their borders. This causes frustration, fear, boredom and loss of hope for the refugees. And keep in mind; the mix inside the camp is crazy. These are folks whose countries have been at war with each other for years. There was a riot a few months before we arrived and to us the camp seemed like a powder keg ready to blow. As we have recently seen in the news, there has been trouble at the camp. On September 19th a fire (apparently deliberately set) ripped through the Moria displacing these folks yet again. 

Here is a snapshot of our time at the camp.

We had a briefing upon arrival to begin to try to prepare us for what we would encounter and the basic rules of the camp. These were the rules in a nutshell: do not distribute Bibles or tracts, do not share your faith unless you are specifically asked, do not have any physical touch with the opposite sex, and do not take any pictures.  The next day we worked in the camp and the following day participated in a mandatory Crises Management Seminar. This was tremendously helpful as our first day of camp exposed us to the extreme hardships the folks were experiencing in the camp and by now we had begun to hear tales of horror that folks had lived through before arriving in Greece. Our shifts were about 8 hours each day: morning shift 8 – 4 or evening shift 3:30 – 11:30. We preferred the evening shift as more folks were out and about. We worked our 3 weeks (6 days each week) in the camp and had a debriefing session before leaving Greece, to help us try to make sense of all we had encountered during our time there.

Our first few days we worked in the clothing tent, in the family compounds and at the Info Tent – which looked after housing for the new arrivals.  By day three we had found our niche: working in Family Compound Level 1. This compound was a mix of Syrian and Iraqi refugees and there were many single men living in this family compound. After the riot, all agencies pulled out and only the military and police worked in the camp. It was during this time that the young single men came to Level 1, which was reserved for families with children. Eventually some, but not all, of the agencies returned; Euro Relief is the only organization manned solely by volunteers.

Our team was the first Euro Relief workers to return to Level 1 compound since the riot.  Our job was to bring a Euro Relief presence back into the compound that had been left on their own for the past 2-3 months and had set up their own system for distributing food and milk that did not comply with UN regulations. Glen became the gatekeeper, which demonstrated that Euro Relief would be now be responsible for running the compound, and Lorrain worked inside the compound, building relationships. One of our daily jobs was to organize the food and milk distribution for the compound.  Not as easy as one would think. Police and military were called in more than once to help bring order. Glen thrived in this position as a fair but firm leader and Lorrain stayed as far away from the commotion as possible.

A couple of stories
Glen:
I met a young man from Iraq. He arrived a Muslim and became a follower of Jesus simply by observing the Euro Relief volunteers from all over the world, who paid their own way to Greece to work in the camp. This young man told me that he asks many Muslim refugees who arrive in camp why they risked their lives to immigrate to Europe and North America. He said they tell him that Muslim countries do not want to help them and that they want to go to “Christian” countries because they know these countries will help them.

Lorrain:
Oh man! I have so many things I would love to share, but here’s one …
I met a young boy (8) and his sister (12) on our level one morning. We played catch and soccer and then I asked them if they wanted to practice some English. Gradually I met more of the family. Dad would peek his head out of their room, which they shared with about 8 other folks, and give a thumbs up. He appeared pleased the kids were learning English. I met an older brother (15 yrs) and was surprised to meet an older sister (17) a few days later. 
By now I had made friends with a few women on our level and one night I was inside the room visiting one of my Syrian friends who could speak English. She whispered to me that the mom and sister had not left the room since they arrived a week earlier. They had fled Aleppo (in Syria) when a bomb tore through their home killing their oldest son as he slept. Mom and dad and the 4 remaining kids had made the treacherous journey to Greece and stayed in their space in the room, grieving their son and brother. That night the mom and daughter came out of their space and came over to talk to my friend and I. By space, I mean bunk beds with gray UN blankets hung to give a bit of privacy. Both women needed some undergarments from the housing tent and were hoping I could help. Thankfully I was able to get the items needed in a top-secret manner, as these gals had never had to live in close quarters with non-family men. We became friends that night and I often sat with them in their room after that. Finally, after a session with some professional crisis/grief counselors, the gals started to come out of their room into the common area in the evenings. The night before we left, I sat with a group of women and through a translator (my Syrian friend) each told me their story of their journey to Moria. Mom finally spoke the words to tell her story of their great loss. For me it was a beautiful but gut wrenching close to our time in Moria.

We went to Moria knowing that we were not to hand out Bibles or tracts or share out faith. What we could do is love. We feel we were released to love. There was nothing contractual about our presence in the camp. No, we will help you but then we are going to share our faith with you. Our assignment was to love. During our time there we met two young men whose lives had been transformed through love. And we heard about others. Baptisms. New faith journeys. What a privilege to get to be a part of this. 

In Isaiah 58:6-7 God says,

6 “Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen:
to loose the chains of injustice
and untie the cords of the yoke,
to set the oppressed free
and break every yoke?
7 Is it not to share your food with the hungry
and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter—
when you see the naked, to clothe them,
 and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood?
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