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THE INVISIBLES STEP OUT OF THE SHADOW… 

-A story of Afghan refugees in Belgium- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration of Bernard Fasol, many thanks for his permission. 

 

  



Page 2 of 7 

 

We are a group of Afghan men who fled our country. Fear, destruction and death held our dear country in a 

languishing grip. We choked and looked for salvation and freedom in our flight. Looking for protection of life, 

justice and dignity we left everything behind that was familiar. Our hope was set on Europe, advocate of 

human rights and ideal of personal freedom and peace. Our stories were scrutinized by international 

conventions. For reasons we can’t comprehend or understand our request for protection wasn’t answered 

positively. We are not granted a chance for a free, safe and dignified life in Europe.  

In the House of prayer and silence of a religion other than ours a minimal shelter was offered to us. It's not an 

easy life without privacy and sanitation. Still, we are glad we did not have to sleep on the streets thanks to the 

church. Here we find some peace and safety. But this story comes to an end too... we are told to leave the 

church. This causes a lot of uncertainty and anxiety... Where should we go now? Will we still be able to rely on 

the strength of the group? What will happen to us? 

We live in constant insecurity. We don’t dare to submit a new asylum application or even go out on the street 

for fear that the police will pick us up, lock us up and repatriate us. Some of us are afraid to go crazy, to lose 

our head over this. Others got scared of themselves, they’re afraid to lose control and hurt someone. Every 

minute of the day we are confronted with our desperate and undignified situation. In addition, there is the 

continuous flood of bad news from our homeland. We cringe with every attack, with every public reprisal ... 

Perhaps someone we know is concerned? Is this the situation we are supposed to go back to? We walk around 

with photos and movies on our cell phones of dismembered, decapitated and soulless bodies ... We hear the 

news of deaths in our villages, just recently 13 were lost in a place we know well. Our government is unable to 

protect us or to act against the human rights violations. The country is littered with the dead and the missing. 

This is the reality of our lives and our nights. Reality never lets us go. 

It’s quite ironic ... the only place that gave us relief the last couple of months and years can cost our lives in 

Afghanistan. People over there don’t know the situation here and they will not understand our despair. In their 

eyes, our presence in the church is a sign of apostasy, as if we deny everything of our own faith and tradition. 

We are here in self-preservation and our values, hopes and prayers are kept alive in our discussions and in our 

hearts. Some of us have slept on the ground for the last 12 years… believe us, if we could have, we would 

already have returned a long time ago to our country and our loved ones. 

Some of us have stayed for months or years in this church. We can’t go back, we can’t continue and we can‘t 

build our lives. We are stuck. We are concerned about what will happen to us, who will care about us. What if 

we become seriously ill or have an accident? One of us was beaten at night on the church square. Our feelings 

of injustice have nowhere to go. No one will believe us or defend us. 

It is very difficult for us to understand why we can’t get protection in Belgium. So many international armies 

were deployed in our country ... So many foreigners get psychological help on their return because their 

mission is so heavy ... How can they then say that it’s a safe place to live ? What do they expect for our lives? 

What hope can we cherish for our existence? We know that each of us will die if we return to our country... 

With this document we want to broach and denounce our impossible life situation. The unnamed injustice with 

which we get up and go to sleep. However, we also wish to express our humanity and dignity that we cherish in 

spite of these inhuman and degrading conditions. We want to share what we have learned about life and 

ourselves. We want to talk about our hopes, strengths and dreams. 

 



 

 

WE CONTINUE TO BELIEVE IN A BETTER LIFE A

We don’t ask for pity or charity of Europeans,

existence. We are not criminals but people like you who 

hard workers who want to take their lives

deliver our contribution. Some of us have studied, others are very 

arrived here, I was illiterate, I couldn’t

Afghanistan. I've always regretted this 

we lost our whole family, my brother and I fled. I 

somewhere in life, I want to achieve something and I want to

dream of my parents. Now I want to show

or to read to me. I've learned it all here. W

and develop. The problems in Afghanistan and Belgium 

Afghanistan but I retrained as a car mechanic

because I wanted to serve this community

WE CHERISH OUR DIGNITY 

We are people. We are people, not animals. Despite the fact that we hav

have never stolen anything and every hungry 

proud of our personal hygiene. 

WE HELP EACH OTHER 

Our group consists of people from different ethnic backgrounds and cultural traditions ... It is not always easy 

to live together, especially not in such difficult circumstances. Yet,

we would like to do more. Even if we have nothing, we cherish the hope to be able to contribute to this society, 

to work for example, as volunteers in gardens or schools, in retirement homes,.

happy if I can make others happy. I have cooked Afghan food or made Afghan kites when people requested it... 

just because I wanted to help where I could

which we draw a lot of energy. When the priest comes, we 

respect for him. 

WE LEARNED A LOT ABOUT OURSELVES

In Afghanistan, our life was very restricted and we had few opport

a family that was very closed off, we had little contact with others. I didn’t even know the different cultural 

groups in Afghanistan! When I fled

E IN A BETTER LIFE AND HOPE THAT WE CAN BUILD THIS OURSELVES

t ask for pity or charity of Europeans, of the Belgians. We ask for a fair chance to

. We are not criminals but people like you who wish for a normal life. We are not freeloaders, but 

hard workers who want to take their lives into their own hands. We are determined to be part of society an

deliver our contribution. Some of us have studied, others are very handy. Each of us can do 

, I couldn’t speak English or French. As a Turkmen I wasn’t allowed

gretted this very much because I was desperately yearning for an education. When 

we lost our whole family, my brother and I fled. I intended to study hard if I was offered a chance. I want to get 

somewhere in life, I want to achieve something and I want to do something good for others. That was 

dream of my parents. Now I want to show myself to the world. I don’t need anyone anymore to speak for 

it all here. We all have a story like that about our desire to learn, t

and develop. The problems in Afghanistan and Belgium haven’t destroyed this wish

I retrained as a car mechanic in Belgium. I was also a volunteer on kid’s playgrounds 

because I wanted to serve this community 

not animals. Despite the fact that we have no money to support ourselves

every hungry man can join our table. Despite the lack

Our group consists of people from different ethnic backgrounds and cultural traditions ... It is not always easy 

to live together, especially not in such difficult circumstances. Yet, we help and support each other. If we could, 

we would like to do more. Even if we have nothing, we cherish the hope to be able to contribute to this society, 

to work for example, as volunteers in gardens or schools, in retirement homes,... I am a helper b

happy if I can make others happy. I have cooked Afghan food or made Afghan kites when people requested it... 

I wanted to help where I could. Making a difference for someone else, it is a special feeling 

. When the priest comes, we pray with him and we clean the 

T OURSELVES 

In Afghanistan, our life was very restricted and we had few opportunities to broaden our horizons

a family that was very closed off, we had little contact with others. I didn’t even know the different cultural 

When I fled, I learned about Life and the World. I heard new languages, met strange 
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IS OURSELVES 

for a fair chance to a dignified and safe 

a normal life. We are not freeloaders, but 

. We are determined to be part of society and to 

. Each of us can do something. When I 

As a Turkmen I wasn’t allowed go to school in 

for an education. When 

to study hard if I was offered a chance. I want to get 

do something good for others. That was also the 

anyone anymore to speak for me 

about our desire to learn, to move forward 

haven’t destroyed this wish. I was a locksmith in 

playgrounds for 2 years 

e no money to support ourselves, we 

spite the lack of sanitation, we are 

Our group consists of people from different ethnic backgrounds and cultural traditions ... It is not always easy 

we help and support each other. If we could, 

we would like to do more. Even if we have nothing, we cherish the hope to be able to contribute to this society, 

I am a helper by nature. I'm 

happy if I can make others happy. I have cooked Afghan food or made Afghan kites when people requested it... 

, it is a special feeling from 

pray with him and we clean the church, out of 

unities to broaden our horizons. I grew up in 

a family that was very closed off, we had little contact with others. I didn’t even know the different cultural 

. I heard new languages, met strange 
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people. I became more sociable and opened my heart. I want to know more about Life now. I realize that this is 

a human feeling too. I want to do what I want and I feel good this way. 

WE WANT TO FEEL USEFUL AND APPLY OUR TALENTS 

Like everyone else, we want to feel useful in this world and contribute to society. Right now it looks like we 

don’t belong to it. If you don’t have papers, you're invisible... People walk past us without knowing what we 

have in us and without seeing the potential in us that we’d like to develop so eagerly. That makes us sad and 

we don’t know how we can show ourselves to others. We have however many talents, skills and knowledge we 

would like to use... we want to make a difference, do something important, create something. It is sometimes 

hard to remind ourselves of this when we look at ourselves through their eyes. The feeling of being useless and 

unworthy sometimes sneaks into our hearts. But we know that it is a consequence of circumstances and we 

must continue to believe in ourselves. 

Many of us are autodidact... we learn from ourselves because we want to continue moving forward in life. We 

continue to pick up information and learn languages. We are hard workers and have lots of energy! One of us 

can repair bicycles, someone else can build a bathroom. One of us has made hundreds of Afghan kites for a 

community celebration in Brussels ... real traditional art. When he saw the children and adults having fun, he 

felt so much power he thought he could deal with anything. He was able to show another side of himself and 

that moved him. In difficult times, he tries to remember that feeling. Our group also consists of jewelry makers, 

students, security guards, cooks, painters, roofers, potters, tilers, welders, builders,... Together we could build a 

house! How we’d like to build our own house... 

OUR COURAGE KEEPS US GOING 

Even in the darkness of difficulties we won’t give up. We believe in ourselves, in our strength. We give the best 

of ourselves even when our pockets and stomachs are empty. Keeping moving forward and staying active is 

what gives us courage and energy. Our urge to keep going and to live is bigger than any difficulty whatsoever. 

It’s Life itself that gives us courage! 

We strongly believe that life will not always be this way, it will change ... Life changes always. We draw courage 

from our group. We have always stuck together ... the group gives and receives courage. It isn’t good to stay 

alone. By yourself, you stand weak, in group, you stand strong. We help each other and are there for each 

other. 

THE STRENGTH OF A GROUP 

Life on the streets is difficult when you are alone. What if one of us would faint in the street when he’s alone? 

Last time one of us fainted and the whole group was there to support him. We help each other, talk to each 

other, we share hope. Right now this group is even more important than family. Some of us even have a closer 

bond than the bond between brothers! 

We have also learned to share everything with the group. We don’t keep anything to ourselves because we feel 

better if someone else also get something. 

It may sound odd, but we learned about the strength of the group here! Carrying something with one finger is 

more difficult than carrying it with five fingers. In group you triumph! In Afghanistan, the people fell apart due 

to war. There are many groups and there is no unity to be found anymore. The Afghan unity is bigger over here 

in Brussels. We have started to understand the others. We know the importance of sharing information with 

each other, to give advice, to tell stories, to encourage. If someone for example, knows where we can access 

language courses, then we’ll pass it on. We have learned that a good group doesn’t allow problems to divide 

the group. In the group we have a lot of respect for each other. It is very important to have a leader, an older, 
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wise person. This person keeps the balance in the group. Our culture and our families have taught us to honor 

the elderly people. As we grow up in large families we know how to talk to each other and we have learned to 

live with many people 

If for example two people are having a discussion, we will not let them argue or fight. A small group will talk to 

one person, another small group will talk to the other person. We will mediate and after a few days we will try 

to bring them together again. 

We are tired of war... We want a different life, a different situation. That’s why we’re here. We must not repeat 

the problems of Afghanistan; we must try to learn from the past. We try to keep problems at bay by 

sympathizing with each other, by showing some understanding for the situation of each person. Understanding 

and sympathy are very important for our group. 

FINALLY... 

During the conversation about our talents we came up with the idea to do something together. Something that 

would help bring our story out there. In the church we have built a maquette of a house out of recycled stuff 

and with a minimum of resources. Everyone in the group contributed in some way or another in making 'our 

house': from the design to the cleanup afterwards. 

We believe that this house symbolizes what we want: a place to feel at home. An address has become for us 

the most important thing in our lives. With an address everything becomes possible. Documents give you the 

right to have a home and live your life again. As long as we don’t have an address, we do not seem to exist and 

we can’t live our lives to the fullest. 

The Afghans of the Beguinage church anno 2015 

Yama RAHIMI 

Qais ASLAMI 

Hameed AHMADI 

Ghulam Sakhi HASHIMI 

Jalil BARAT 

Faridoon NAZARKHEL 

Mohammad ANWAR 

Abdul Wahid BAHADARI 

Abdul Azim AZAD 

Habibgol HAMIDI 

Atash MEHRABAN 

Jawad HOSEINI 

Taj Mohammed HAZORI 

Abdul Hamid FARID 

Khiruddin BIGZADA 



 

Hamed KARIMI 

Fawad REZAI 

Wahid NOORI 

Gulam IBRAHIMI 

Ahmad REZAYEE 

Aziz Ahmad RAUFI 

Bashar Dost QAZIKHAIL 

Islam AZIZI MOHAMMAD 

Mushtaq KHALEQYAR 

Sharif SAKHIDAD 
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This document is the property of all the men listed above. It was created during fortnightly group meetings in 

the period April-July 2015 in the aftermath of the tragic loss of one of the Beguinage group, Moheb, who we 

want to keep honoring in our hearts and memory. The free group meetings were facilitated by Sarah Strauven, 

psychologist.  

Thank you to the volunteers who have always supported the Afghans of the Beguinage church: Danielle 

Nootens, alias Madame Kaput, the support group of Mons and in particular Valérie, Sandrine, Lauranne, 

Marieke, Sylvie, the physiotherapist who treated us for free every Wednesday night, Chloé, sista Bizoux, 

Nathalie, Alain de Halleux who made beautiful films about us, Isabelle Marschal,… Thank you also to the people 

who helped in providing a shelter, a hot meal or a meeting room: priest Daniel, the ‘Kerkfabriek’, Karen ‘van het 

Anker’, An, Pia,… We also think of all those we can’t name here but who certainly have a place in our hearts. 

And a special thank you to Katia Devroe who has made this group meetings possible and who has been an 

invaluable presence all along and to Obaid Tabesh who has helped us with his precious translation work and his 

kindness. 

This document is based on the Narrative Community Practices of the Dulwich Centre. See for more information 

www.dulwichcentre.com.au. We would like to acknowledge and thank the Dulwich Team and the communities 

they worked with for their inspiring examples of Trauma work in communities.  

If you would like to respond to this collective document, you can send your messages to: 

 kdevroe@sacd-scam.be 

sarahstrauven@hotmail.com 


