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An Encounter of
Endless Mutual Learning
Taka Gani
In JRS, we are called to accompany displaced people by
opening ourselves and sharing our lives with them.
But sharing can be diﬃcult. In addressing
the profound diﬃcul es that detained refugees
and asylum seekers experience, TAKA GANI describes
the challenges she experienced, as well as the wisdom
she gained, from accompanying a young man
in an immigra on deten on centre.
JRS staff listening to the story of Refugee.

“Please remember us.” I s ll recall these words
that a young detainee told me in 2009, at the
end of my first visit to an immigra on deten on
centre in Indonesia.
When I first visited 23-year-old Donya, a Hazara
asylum seeker from Afghanistan, he had been
locked up in a cell with four or five others, 24
hours a day, for almost five months. At the me, I
was blessed with permission to visit each cell and
to have a brief chat with the asylum seekers, most
of whom were from Afghanistan and Myanmar.
Donya’s words became glued to my mind and
heart. It was my first direct experience with
detained asylum seekers and I knew li le about
the centre. My heart spontaneously told me,
however, that this was no place for and no way to
treat people who had fled their home country out
of fear for their lives.
That encounter was my first lesson in an endless
learning process with asylum seekers in deten on.
I could never have imagined that it would also be
the beginning of a long friendship with Donya
during which we learned much together in the
‘school of life’.
Many of us in JRS know something about what
life is like in deten on centres: how darkness can
be inflicted not only by the physical walls that
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separate them from the outside world but also
by their crippling feelings of uncertainty about a
totally unknown future.
For asylum seekers forced to leave their
homeland, every step of the way is shadowed
with uncertainty, as they leave their families
behind and embark on a long journey they hope
will lead them to a safe and secure future. Their
ques ons are many:
“Why are we locked up like this in a jail?”
“When are we going to be released?”
“When will UNHCR visit us?”
“Why are we not allowed to contact our
family?”
“Can you help us?”
“Am I going to arrive safely by boat to
Australia?”
“Am I going to be accepted as a refugee?”
“If I become a refugee, when am I going to be
rese led?”
“How soon can I be reunited with my family?”
These and other ques ons were always ready
for me whenever I went to the deten on centre.
At first, since I knew li le about the rules and
regula ons of the centre or about the mechanisms
of coordina on among organiza ons working
there, I couldn’t bring even a glimmer of light to
the darkness of uncertainty.
I felt as though I was stepping into a jungle of
confusion. What can I tell them when I don’t even
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Dear sister, since I came here for the protec on
of my family, remember that my family is in
danger. I have the right to save my family from
fear, terror, misfortune. As you are my sister, be
honest just like a sister and consider that your
brother is asking you a ques on.

Taka Gani visiting detainees in Detention Center.

know what, where, how or from whom I can find
answers? Some mes feelings of hopelessness,
anger, frustra on and sadness crept up as I realized
how li le I knew or could do for the detainees.
During this me, however, I appreciated and
found great support in the togetherness and
openness of my fellow team members as we
shared our experiences a er visi ng the centre.
We came to realize we were not alone in feeling
hopeless. We learned from one another about
the quali es, values and strengths that could
oﬀset our frail es.
All we could do was simply to listen to anything
the asylum seekers wanted to tell us, either
through spoken or wri en words, or through
photos they shared with us. All we could oﬀer was
honesty, saying what we knew or didn’t know,
and how we felt.
I felt happy to see the sparkle of hope in the
detainees’ eyes when the informa on shared
sa sfied at least some of their needs. On the
other hand, my heart sank when I saw their looks
of sadness and sorrow whenever I was unable to
answer their ques ons, especially the main one:
“When are we ge ng out of here?”
There were, and s ll are, mes when I feel
like saving myself from the burden of their
hopelessness, from replying yet again, “I don’t
know”. I would like to oﬀer a clear answer, a
specific date, even if I have no way of knowing
when they will leave the deten on centre. But
something that Donya wrote to me at the
beginning of our friendship has been my savior in
those moments of deep uncertainty:
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I have a family who looks to me and thinks that
I can make a brighter future for them. They think
I can protect them from harsh and bad people. I
am in prison. Right now I can’t even help myself.
Whenever I think of my present condi on, I
become so disappointed that I some mes think
I’ll say goodbye to this world and its people.
Dear sister, reply honestly about what should I
do. Don’t hesitate and don’t think about my heart.
Just say the truth because God likes the truth and
a truthful person.
Some mes I feel as if I am running a marathon
in terms of the energy levels needed to keep
going... racing with ques ons from detained
asylum seekers, with blurred answers from the
authori es, with the dimmed light of hope that
needs the fuel of accurate informa on.
Donya’s le ers have been a blessing for me in
this race against constant uncertainty. His story
is on going: in 2010 he was recognized as a
refugee and released from the deten on centre
in Indonesia. But he chose not to wait for des ny
and le by boat for Australia, where he was again
detained for almost a year on arrival, un l his
release in 2011.
Throughout his me in deten on in Indonesia
and Australia, Donya con nued wri ng to me
about his thoughts and feelings. One le er he
shared with me, The aim of my life, has become
my favorite ‘energy drink’ in this JRS marathon of
mine.
I have many wishes. First, I should like to get an
educa on, no ma er how old I am. I want to be
a social worker or a journalist. My goal is to help
the poor; to protect those who are in danger; to
show the right and bright path; to spread the light
of educa on; to give shelter; to guide the youth...
to burn the candles of love, faith and belief; to
remove hatred from the earth; to clean the tears
of orphans, the poor, needy and widows; to bring
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smiles to those who never knew how to smile; to
work for humanity. My life is my family. I know I
have men oned things that are impossible. But I
have faith that I can get them soon.
May God bless my family; I pray to God that I
will meet my family again, protect them and that
soon we’ll be together.
Donya’s faith, courage and love for his family

open another window for me as I look out onto
the uncertain es of life. There is wisdom in the
uncertainty. It creates a fer le land for crea vity,
freedom and possibility. Donya’s trust in life has
taught me not to seek to trade in uncertainty for
a known future, but to try to make the most of
the excitement, adventure and mystery in every
moment of life, and to look beyond what is visible
to experience the wisdom in uncertainty.

Exiled to Nowhere – Burma’s Rohingya:
Voices from a Ten Day Photo Exhibition
Lars Stenger
“Rohingya people who are living in Myanmar
don’t have rights. Even a bird has rights. A bird
can build a nest, give birth, bring food to their
children and raise them un l they are ready to
fly. We don’t have basic rights like this.” Monir,
Rohingya Man

Standing in the middle of the exhibi on hall
of Cemara 6 Galeri Rahman could not hold
back his tears, surrounded by 36 black and
white photographs each portraying a story
of his people, living in poverty without rights
and protec on given by anyone. Being denied
ci zenship status since 1982 and being exposed
to human rights viola ons, forced labor and
violence, many without any birth cer ficates or
iden ty cards, Rohingya people fled Myanmar
just to encounter more rejec on, abuse and
poverty. Like Rahman there are hundreds of
thousands Rohingya living in exile in this world.
Over 1300 are currently in Indonesia seeking
interna onal protec on as Refugees by UNHCR.
But even here they encounter a diﬃcult situa on,
ini al welcome from Indonesian people was not
yet followed up by the Indonesian government
leaving them without any legal recogni on as
guests in Indonesia. Over 360 of them are held
in Immigra on deten on centers in prison like
condi ons for entering Indonesia without legal
documents. As no country in this world stands
4

These women were forced to stand in water up to their necks
and were verbally and physically abused. They fled to Bangladesh.

Visitor looking at the photos of Rohingyas living under inhuman condition.
They had no access to health care, housing, and education.
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Visitor looking at the photo of a man blind in one eye after being beaten in the head during forced labor.
This man fled from Burma in the mid-1990s, now living in the southern part of neighboring Bangladesh.

up for their rights as ci zens or humans they are
treated as strangers wherever they go.
The exhibi on in central Jakarta as a collabora on
between photographer Greg Constan ne, Suaka,
JRS and Cemara 6 Gallery Jakarta invited people to
learn and discuss about the situa on of Rohingya
in Myanmar, South Bangladesh and Indonesia.
Greg
Constan ne,
photographer
that
documented the situa on of Rohingya over
the last 8 years explains at a seminar at Trisak
University about his photographs of Rohingya in
Myanmar and Bangladesh: “I do honestly belief
this is the most extreme situa on of statelessness
and denial of ci zenship in the world today and I
also think it is one of the most serious examples
of human rights abuse in Asia if not the world
today.” “My focus has been statelessness. What is
it like, to be a human-being that has been denied
fundamental rights, the right to an iden ty, the
right to belong to the country of your birth, the
denial of the right to have rights. I try to give a
face, to humanize this very complex issue. The
rights of a person are a ached to the right to be
a ci zen.”
“Seeing photos from Exiled to Nowhere makes
me cry. For me whatever religion someone
has we all have a right to live. The condi on of
Rohingya people is so saddening and I would
like to ask the Indonesian government to help
by providing humanitarian aid. As the host of
Jesuit Refugee Service Indonesia

the ASEAN secretariat there should be a way for
the Indonesian government to push Myanmar
to provide a space for Rohingya people. As we
are created by God every human has a right to
live in this world and is not to be brutally driven
away without any support from anywhere. If
I could ask one favor from the government of
Myanmar it would be: please provide some space
for Rohingya people. I feel they have poten al
to contribute much to Myanmar society. ASEAN
should be stricter with Myanmar.” Reflects Nisa
a er seeing photos and reading the cap ons in
the exhibi on.

Fr. Benny Hari Juliawan, SJ attending the opening of photo exhibition.
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Fr. Franz Magnis-Suseno, SJ looking at the photos. He said that we should
advocate for the rights of Rohingya people as it is a humanitarian calling.

Greg Constantine, third from right, with ICRC, JRS, and staff of
Trisakti University, after seminar on Rohingya.

Visitors looking at the photos of Rohingya at Cemara 6 Galeri Jakarta.

“I see the prolonged situa on of Rohingya
people as a na onal scandal for the government
of Myanmar, and an interna onal scandal for
the United Na ons and ASEAN. Persons that
are not accepted by any country in the world as
ci zens are not given the rights they deserve as
humans. As without ci zenship no civil rights are
guaranteed. We should advocate for the rights of
Rohingya people as it is a humanitarian calling.”
stated Fr. Franz Magnis-Suseno SJ during an event
the last day of the exhibi on.
“We tend to forget that there are Rohingya
people in Indonesia as well, and all of them are
again treated as strangers and illegals yet again. It
does not make sense to me that Indonesia does
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not provide any status for Rohingya and other
refugees, they are held in Immigra on deten on
centers, their children cannot access educa on, or
health services. Like Greg Constan ne who with
his photos reminds us that this is a humanitarian
tragedy, Suaka wants to promote a humanitarian
perspec ve. When people come to Indonesia to
seek interna onal protec on as refugees in fear
of persecu on in home countries, we should
welcome them in the name of humanity – never
should we label them as illegal and deprive them
yet again of their human rights. Indonesian society
should act like as a host, providing help that is real,
not seeing them as a threat or count what benefit
we can get from their presence.”
Jesuit Refugee Service Indonesia

Contributing to The Community,
a Part of a Life in Dignity
Indro Suprobo

ignoring the en re background of why people
end up staying here, the ideals, hopes that lead to
them having to leave their community.

Refugee strengthening computer skills
through JRS education project.

“My name is Zain. I worked as a contractor,
before I was forced to leave my country because
almost every day I received threats. A group of
people called me saying that I am s ll alive today,
but tomorrow I may not be. I therefore decided to
leave.” Zain said in a tone of melancholy because
he would not have imagined that this fate might
lead to him being locked up behind the bars of an
immigra on deten on center.
Behind all the informa on, news, data and figures
from various ins tu ons and agencies repor ng
on refugees and asylum seekers in Indonesia,
there are individual histories, experiences,
suﬀering, as well as joy, thoughts, ideals, hopes
and dreams about life. They are fathers, husbands,
wives, sons, daughters, brothers and sisters many
of whom are journalists, businessmen, shoe
makers, computer specialists, school teachers,
ar sts, aircra technicians, translators or writers
who played an important role in public life back
home.
News and sta s cs intended to give a glimpse
of the latest developments of the phenomenon
of forced displacement, but all too o en obscure
the human dimension of a refugee’s unique
personality, sadly even labels those seeking
asylum here as ‘illegals’. The term is arbitrary
Jesuit Refugee Service Indonesia

Machasin likes to invite people for lunch: “In my
country, I opened a restaurant and a hotel. I used to
cook. Tomorrow a ernoon come to me and I will
cook some food so we can eat together”. Indeed
his homemade chapa s are delicious. The child of
farmers and sheep herders who later became the
manager of the restaurant and hotel had to spend
two years of his life behind bars in the Tanjung
Pinang immigra on deten on center. There he
filled his days with the cooking of food for others
in the same situa on. These kind people, it strikes
me, do certainly not deserve jail in the deten on
center for no other reason than that they were
forced to leave their country to save their lives.
None of them seem to be criminals one imagines
behind bars, instead I encounter good-hearted
men who were forced to leave in search for safety
and peace.
Abdul Malik, a young man from Afghanistan
likes to prac ce his wri ng skills to maintain his
spirit and hope while awai ng placement to a
third country. ”I am not a very social person.
I would stay in my room and like to write in my
blog on the internet. I am a blogger, wri ng keeps
me occupied. Wri ng makes me feel calm and
enables me to make sense of my life experience. I
can tell you about Borobudur, Kraton, Malioboro,
Yogyakarta’s beaches and Mount Merapi. I also
dream to become a movie producer so I can
visualize the situa on and history of my people,
the Hazara, for others” he said while adjus ng his
glasses.
Refugees are resourceful, allowing refugees to
use their me and skills during the long wai ng
period helps to preserve their resilience and
dignity. But for most of them the life in forced
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Refugee playing an instrument.
He made this instrument by himself.

displacement does not allow for chance to actualize
themselves, being not allowed to work or even
volunteer or in any way contribu ng to one’s own
or surrounding community leaves the feeling of life
being put on hold.
Hashim is one more example. He is a computer
graduate, who seldom socializes with others.
Concerns about his wife and children’s safety, being
le behind in Iran, fill him with worries. During his
flight he was never able to access computers making
him afraid he is losing his abili es in his field of
work.
In order to explore the skills and abili es of refugees
and asylum seekers JRS par cipated in the na onal
consulta on between civil society organiza ons and
refugees between 25-26 February exploring ways
on how to enable refugees living in the community
to use their skills within the restric ons set by
na onal regula ons. At the mee ng it was found
that organizing refugee communi es and mapping
their skills can be a first step of exploring how asylum
seekers and refugees can increase their agency in
suppor ng themselves and engage with the local
community.
A summary of Catholic Sosial Teaching on
par cipa on reminds us that: “All people have a
right to par cipate in the economic, poli cal, and
cultural life of society. It is a fundamental demand of
jus ce and a requirement for human dignity that all
people be assured a minimum level of par cipa on
in the community. It is wrong for a person or a group
to be excluded unfairly or to be unable to par cipate
in society.”
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The needs of displaced are bigger than ever.
If you are moved to support our service,
Please make a donation through
Bank Name: BCA (Bank Central Asia)
Bank Address: Jl. Jend. Sudirman Yogyakarta Indonesia
Account holder: Yayasan JRS Indonesia
Type of Account: Tahapan
Account Number: 037 333 2001
Bank code (if applicable): # CENAIDJA#
Thank you for your support
to help forcibly displaced people in Indonesia

