
Selena’s Story
“Together we can all do more.”

FORMER REFUGEE STORY - SELENA 

My name is Selena.  My story is about home. It takes only four letters to write the word home, but it took a 

long time to find its meaning.  As a former refugee the word home caused pain, confusion and uncertainty 
but when I finally found its meaning, I found peace.

Home for me once was Bosnia and Herzegovina. However the bloody aggression and genocide inflicted 
upon Bosnia in the 1990s forced me and my family to run to save our lives. America opened its doors and 

welcomed us to its shores.

Even though it has been 20 years since LIRS helped my family and me resettle, I still remember the days 

when I was a 12-year-old girl without a voice loud enough to be heard. Like many Americans, recently I have 

been following the refugee crisis very closely. In 2016 I watched on television the pictures of those children 

that were struggling on the shores in Europe.  In early 2017 I’ve read stories of difficult journeys in both 
Europe and the United States. These situations are close to home for me because I was once there.

Because of these recent news stories I remember when my mom, grandma, brother, and I were watching my 

dad get on the bus so he could reach Croatia first to help us escape from Bosnia. I remember all the people 
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SCRIPTURE READING

Then he (Joseph) looked up and saw his brother Benjamin, 
his mother’s son, and said, ‘Is this your youngest brother, of whom you spoke to me? God 
be gracious to you, my son!’ With that, Joseph hurried out, because he was overcome with 
affection for his brother, and he was about to weep. So he went into a private room and 
wept there.
– Genesis 43:29 - 30 (NRSV)

If more time allows read the full scripture text: Genesis 37:12 – 28



standing around, watching loved ones leave, and I can remember their faces in the windows of the buses 

that were departing. My father held back tears as he departed a broken man.  Having an education and as 

a professional engineer he had once been strong and always very well dressed.  However now because we 

were in a war situation he left heart broken and in many ways felt defeated, he did not know if he would 

ever see us again.

The news also took me back to when my mom, my brother, and I finally arrived by bus in Croatia to reunite 
with my dad. Before the bus even stopped, my dad saw me in the window and ran along with the bus 

waving at us.  He was overjoyed to see us again.  I remember seeing him dressed in a suit, just like the dad I 

remembered from my childhood, not as the father who had left us during the war.

The news stories of recent also took me back to the time that I remember how scared I was, at 12 years old, 

because I couldn’t fully comprehend what was coming “Where do I go from here? Am I safe?” I remember 

hearing cries of happiness from people, but still hearing the uncertainty and fear in those same cries. I 

remember many details, oh how, I remember.

After seeing these images, and reflecting back on my own experiences as a refugee, I wanted to know what 
I could do to help. I am not normally quick to have these feelings, but seeing the images of Syrian refugees 

simply put me right there with them. Someone helped me when I resettled, and now it is my turn to do that 

for someone else. I thank America every day for not turning its back on my family and me, but I am most 

thankful to America for letting me into its land and saving me.

I am a person of action and after watching these news reports I asked myself, “What needs to be done 

and how can I help?” I thought:  I can donate, I can reach out to the government and I can raise awareness 

through social media. Together, we can all do more. As migrants and refugees, we can support resettlement 

efforts and lend a hand to welcome the stranger. 

When my parents, older brother, and I resettled to America in 1995, we not only experienced culture shock, 

but we did not know many of the basic steps we needed to take to begin our new lives. Lutheran church 

volunteers did all they could to help us.

I have learned that it is important to be proud of where I am from, and that it is important to feel American. 

That does not mean I am forgetting my history; it means I once again have a place to call home. I am proud 

of where I am from, and believe it is important to remember our culture as I move forward in my new home.

I participated in LIRS’ Migrant and Refugee Leadership Academy in 2015, which opened up a whole new 

world for me. It made me look back on my own journey and reignited my passion to fight for refugee and 
migrant rights. My confidence grew to tell my story and showed me how much impact I can make by sharing 
my experience. I started building a network of people who share those experiences, and who gave me the 

opportunity to speak to government representatives.  They have the power to make the changes for which 

we are fighting. One of the many things I have learned since becoming involved with LIRS is that almost 
all organizations who work with refugees and migrants wish to learn directly from us. Books, resources, 

statistics, and studies cannot replace knowledge gained by listening to former refugees or migrants’ 

personal experiences and ideas.
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Like Selena, Joseph lived with fears as a foreigner is another land.   While Joseph was sold into slavery  

 by his brothers and Selena fled her home country because of violence there were similar feelings of  
 frustration and fear.  How might you compare Selena’s experiences with those of Joseph?

2. Selena was reunited with her father after several years and challenges.  Joseph too was reunited with  

 his brothers and had ‘tears of joy’.  Can you name a time in your life that you have experienced similar ‘ 

 tears of joy’ after missing someone or witnessed it in the eyes of another?  Share your story.

3. In Selena’s story she gives a great deal of credit to Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service   

 for assisting her and her family in the resettlement process.  How did LIRS assist and how might your  

 congregation or group assist in helping others in your community?

ACTION ITEM

1. Pray for all refugees and those individuals and groups in our communities across the United States that  
 assist in the resettlement process.

2. Log onto lirs.org and sign of for “Stand for Welcome” updates and materials.

3. Take up a special collection and designate it for the work of LIRS in assisting in resettling new refugees  

 into the United States.
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