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“The stranger at your door is rarely just a stranger. They are an invitation to become someone you have not yet been.”

For the past ten years, I have had the privilege of walking alongside immigrants and refugees. It has been one of the great gifts of my life. It has also been challenging, humbling, and deeply formative. This book is not the product of a strategy or a theory, but the outgrowth of relationships—of encounters, conversations, and shared moments that have shaped me in ways I did not expect.

I did not come to this work as an expert. I came as a neighbor, and eventually, as a friend. I came with good intentions, which is both a starting point and, I have learned, a very thin foundation on its own. Good intentions get you to the door. But what happens after you walk through requires something more: a willingness to be surprised, to sit with discomfort, and to allow your assumptions to be quietly dismantled by people whose lives do not fit your categories.

Again and again, I have found myself changed by the people I was supposed to be helping. Through their stories, I have learned about forgiveness that refuses bitterness, listening that crosses difference, vulnerability practiced under pressure, dignity honored in small things, hope that grows slowly, belonging forged through consistency, burdens shared when life becomes heavy, hospitality offered without abundance, faith refined by suffering, and leadership rooted in resilience.

I did not set out to write a book. For years, these stories simply accumulated—in car rides, in waiting rooms, in conversations over food, in moments of crisis and moments of unexpected joy. I carried them around the way you carry something valuable that you’re not sure what to do with. Eventually I realized I couldn’t keep them to myself. They belonged to a wider conversation.

Let me be honest about what this book is and what it is not. It is not a policy argument. I will not spend these pages debating border security or immigration law, though I believe those conversations matter and deserve serious attention. This book lives at a different level—the level of the human, the particular, the relational. It is about what happens when two people from very different worlds choose to see each other.

It is also not a book about me rescuing anyone. If anything, it is the opposite. The pattern that kept repeating itself, chapter after chapter, year after year, was this: I would show up thinking I was the one with something to offer, and I would leave having received far more than I gave. I am not sure I have fully made peace with that reversal. But I have stopped being surprised by it.

This book is an invitation—to slow down, to pay attention, and to grow in our capacity to love. It is written for people of faith who want to live with greater hospitality toward those who are different, who come from other places, and who carry stories we may not yet understand. But it is also written for anyone who has sensed that something essential is missing in how we live together—some quality of presence, attention, and mutual care that our busy, defended lives have quietly eroded.

Each chapter centers on a person or a moment. These are not composite characters or illustrative fictions. They are real people, real conversations, real cars on real roads in real cities. I have changed some names and identifying details to protect privacy, but the substance of what happened, what was said, and what I learned is as true as I can make it.

My hope is that these lessons, received as gifts, will help all of us become more human together. Not more comfortable. Not more certain. But more human. That, I have come to believe, is enough of a goal for one book—and perhaps for one lifetime.

Chapter 1
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When the Wounded Teach Forgiveness

“The world changes every time a human being is seen instead of feared.”

When the Wounded Teach Forgiveness

Armand had been in the United States for six months.

Six months since arriving through the refugee resettlement process. Six months of learning a new city, a new language, a new rhythm of life. Six months of working nights, trying to steady himself in a place that still felt unfamiliar, still uncertain. He was doing what so many newcomers do—keeping his head down, showing up to work, trusting that if he did the right things long enough, life would eventually begin to settle.

It was around three in the morning when it happened.

Armand was walking home from work when he was attacked. Someone struck him over the head, hard enough to send him to the ground. They took his car and left him injured in the dark. By the time I heard from him, the night had already turned into a blur of police reports, emergency rooms, and confusion spoken in a language he was still learning to navigate.

When Armand called me later that day, he had already been stitched up and released from the ER. His head was sore. His body was exhausted. And he was trying to figure out what to do next.

He didn't know where his car was. He didn't know how to recover it. He didn't know how any of this worked. What he knew was that he needed help.

The police had eventually located the car and had it towed to an impound lot. It was there—but getting it back meant paperwork, directions, fees, and conversations that felt overwhelming when your head is still throbbing and your confidence is thin.

So I picked him up the next day to drive him to retrieve it. His wife came with us. We sat together in the car—three people moving through a city that felt ordinary to me and anything but ordinary to them.

I was angry.

Not the loud kind of anger, but the tight, protective kind that settles in your chest and refuses to loosen. The kind that shows up when someone you care about has been violated and you can't fix it. Armand had done everything right. He was working. He was staying out of trouble. He was new, vulnerable, still learning the rules. And this was how he was welcomed.

The car was quiet as we drove.

At some point, Armand spoke.

'I will forgive them,' he said.

The words were simple. Measured. Spoken without drama.

I didn't respond right away. I wasn't sure how to receive that sentence. Forgiveness felt too soon, too tidy for what had happened. My instinct was to protect him—not just physically, but emotionally. I wanted space for his anger. I wanted outrage on his behalf. I wanted justice to come first.

Before I could say anything, his wife spoke up.

'I will not forgive them,' she said.

Her voice was firm. She was angry. And she made no attempt to soften it.

Her response made immediate sense to me. Someone had hurt her husband. Someone had shattered what little sense of safety they had begun to build. Her anger didn't feel like a failure. It felt like love trying to find its footing in a moment of shock.

And suddenly, without planning it, a conversation opened up in the car.

It wasn't polished. English is not their first language, and the vocabulary was limited. We spoke slowly. Carefully. Sometimes repeating ourselves. Sometimes reaching for words that weren't quite there yet.

What does it mean to forgive? Is forgiveness the same as saying what happened was okay? Does forgiving mean you stop caring about justice? What happens to a person who holds anger too tightly?

No one was preaching. No one was winning an argument. We were simply trying to name something real together.

Armand explained that he did not forgive because the harm was small. He forgave because he did not want to carry it. He had already carried too much in his life—too much loss, too much disruption, too much fear. He did not want this violence to become another weight shaping who he was.

His wife listened, but she did not agree. Not yet.

And that mattered.

— — —
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Forgiveness was not being demanded. It was not being forced. It was being named as a choice—one that costs something different for each person who considers it.

As I drove, I realized how uncomfortable I felt—not because of their disagreement, but because of what it revealed in me. I had thought of forgiveness primarily as a moral virtue, something admirable, something to aspire to once emotions have settled and clarity has returned. But Armand was not speaking from comfort or distance. He was speaking from experience.

He understood something I had not been required to understand.

Forgiveness, for him, was not about being noble. It was about survival. About refusing to let violence shape the rest of his story. About deciding, even while wounded, what kind of person he would become next.

His wife's anger was also real. It came from fear. From love. From the shock of realizing how exposed they still were in this new place. Her refusal to forgive did not feel like moral failure. It felt like grief that had not yet found words.

And somehow, in that small car, with limited language and raw emotion, there was room for all of it.

By the time we arrived at the police lot, practical concerns took over. Forms. Fees. Signatures. The slow work of reclaiming what had been taken. But something in me had shifted.

I had come to help Armand retrieve his car. I left realizing I had been given something else.

I often hear immigrants spoken about as people in need—people to be helped, supported, fixed, or managed. And while need is real, it is not the whole story. What is less often acknowledged is the wisdom that grows in people who have been forced to navigate loss, uncertainty, and injustice long before they ever arrive here.

Armand did not offer me a theory of forgiveness. He showed me what it looks like when forgiveness is costly, chosen early, and spoken without guarantees. He reminded me that some of the deepest truths about faith, resilience, and mercy are not learned in safety, but in vulnerability.

I still think about that drive—about the stitches in his head, about his wife's anger, about the quiet authority of his words, and about how easily I had assumed I was there only to give help, not to receive it.

If immigrants are a gift—and I believe they are—it is not because they confirm our generosity. It is because they reveal the thin places in our understanding. They show us what words like forgiveness, courage, and hope look like when they are lived under pressure rather than discussed in theory.

I've thought about that car ride many times since. Not only about Armand's words, but about what forgiveness has looked like in my own life. I've learned that forgiveness is rarely a single decision that settles everything. It's more like a practice you return to—sometimes daily, sometimes reluctantly, often imperfectly.

Forgiveness isn't like getting a flu shot. You don't receive it once and walk away immune to pain. When you've been hurt, the memory has a way of resurfacing
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