
to Texas, let alone southeast Asia, 

and this is when I begin to realize: I’m 

surrounded by resiliency, creativity 

and strength like I’ve rarely encoun-

tered elsewhere. 

   It doesn’t take too long before I’ve 

quickly kicked my sandals off in Hous-

ton’s muggy heat and now I sit on the 

floor with Payma on my right who is 

knotting threads together to create 

ornate tassels. Dohma sits cross-

legged on my left, her quick fingers 

never breaking stride in their easy 

rhythm across the hand loom, and 

soft-spoken Bohma leans behind me 

as she sorts threads by color. Their 

singsong cadences bounce off the 

walls around us while our young 

Karenni translator grins from ear to 

ear as she conveys their enthusiasm 

for their new home and our chatter 

adds the perfect counterpart to the 

bright colors being tied off in intri-

cate knots. I watch deft hands ma-

neuver the bulky wooden weft in and 

out and back and forth in a hypnotic 

pattern of tightly woven cloth.  I see 

shyly contagious smiles etch deeper 

lines into the grooves around their 

eyes. I listen to stories of ethnic 

cleansing, cross-cultural faux-pas, 

child-raising, weaving lessons, famil-

ial memories — stories of loss and 

gain, journey and discovery, fear and 

hope — and I find myself speechless. 

 Hand-

made 

looms 

crafted 

from PVC 

pipes, bare apartment walls and a 

pile of discarded sandals present a 

deceptively stark portrait at first 

glance. I’m here at Sun Blossom 

Mountain, a sprawling, multi-

cultural housing complex for nu-

merous refugee and low-income 

families located just outside of 

Houston’s beltway. Thanks to the 

generosity of a friend, I am saved 

the hassle of an hour-plus long bus 

ride and we’ve arrived in record 

time, anxious to meet a small hand-

ful of Karenni cloth weavers. Each 

of the women I’m about to spend 

the afternoon interviewing have 

received a monetary seed grant 

through the One Foundation, a 

local non-profit organization, which 

has in turn enabled them to be-

come thriving artisans with micro-

enterprise group, The Community 

Cloth. 100% of the profit  goes right 

back into the hands of the women, 

providing them with the means to 

supplement family income, cover 

education-related expenses for 

their children, and even assist in 

other living costs such as rent, gro-

ceries and medical bills. 

     

      Originally from the southern tip 

of Burma, each of the women I 

meet today have arrived in Texas 

within the past 9-12 months. Be-

fore coming to Houston, they have 

all migrated from refugee camps in 

Thailand where they spent the 

past 5 to 10 years of their lives 

seeking after a safe environment 

within which to raise their families. 

“The soldiers came with guns and 

knives to my village and threat-

ened to kill me and my brother,” 

32-year old Payma relates to me, 

her nimble fingers never missing a 

beat as she sits on the floor and 

fashions a vibrant, multi-colored 

table runner to be sold at a local 

art market later in the year. “So —

we left. We walked through the 

jungle for ten days, barely sleeping 

or eating, until we crossed the 

border into Thailand and then we 

waited there for papers and per-

mission to find safety and a new 

life for our children. Yes, I was 

there in the camps for 10 years.”  

     The calmness of her speech and 

the ready laughter that punctuates 

her conversation with the other 

Karenni women working around 

her belies the extreme turmoil  

that Payma and her family have 

experienced in the past decade 

alone. I mull over the transition 

involved in moving from New York 

It never ceases to amaze me how, time 

after time, I am the one who walks away 

transformed from encounters with the 

“poor” and “needy” in our midst. 

Whether it’s during an afternoon of 

laughter, conversation and photos with 

Burmese weavers or a stirring theologi-

cal debate over homemade curry and 

rice with several homeless friends, I am 

constantly running up against wis-

dom, strength, compassion, vulner-

ability and persistence like I’ve rarely 

known before. This, then, is what 

I’ve taken away from  May’s daily 

interactions with the so-called least 

of these:  

      1) Too often that which we own 

defines us and bogs us down —       

so why is it that those with the least 

give the most? 

      2) Ignorance is a 2-way  path lined 

with loneliness and misunderstanding; 

am I willing to be the first to step out? 

      3) Nobody is where they are today 

without someone(s) behind them.  

      4) Seek to practice physical pres-

ence at all times. 

Foot, Hand, Walk, Weave: Foot, Hand, Walk, Weave:   

Spending an Afternoon with Some of Houston’s Refugees   
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  H i g h p o i n t s  o f   

M a y  

 After experiencing the joy 

of a weekly volunteer 

commitment at Gano 

Mission Center’s food 

pantry for the past 9 

months, I will now be 

taking over their summer 

food delivery service for 

low-income, housebound 

senior citizens in 5 differ-

ent zip codes — a new 

facet of an ongoing invest-

ment and I’m stoked. 

 I’m continuing to garner a 

regular arsenal of nick-

names from neighbors  — 

not the least of which 

include Thug Mama, Rap 

Mama, A-1 Sauce, Katie 

Poo Poo, Cakey, Miss Lady 

and You Devil You. I’d like 

to think the first two, at 

least, indicate a certain 

amount of street credit 

gained this year…  (ha!) 

 Thanks to a recent and 

random bus stop conver-

sation, we’ve learned 

about Harris County’s 

residential housing ex-

emption for homeowners 

over the age of 65 and so 

have been able to assist 

several neighbors from 

low-income backgrounds 

to freeze their property 

taxes at a negligible 

amount  — a small yet 

significant step towards 

sustainable and holistic 

well-being here. 



P A G E  2  

In the month of May,  

        I’m celebrating… 

… the news that my leg 

does not require surgery, 

post-November’s bike 

accident and most recent 

round of MRIs; all residual 

swelling is predicted to 

decrease on its time and is 

not the result of any 

muscular tearing.  

Immeasurable grace. 

… a newfound love for 

crawfish boils (?!). 

… the chance to fly to PA 

for my little brother’s 

college grad, effectively 

surprising my entire family 

(extended as well as 

immediate) and childhood 

friends for a whirlwind 36 

hours of  relational bliss. 

… the discovery of several 

brilliant literary finds, 

including “Following 

Christ” by Thomas a 

Kempis, “Color Blind” by 

Tim Wise and “House on 

Mango Street” by Sandra 

Cisneros. 

“When I first looked in the 

mirror in the hospital, I 

couldn’t recognize myself. 

I looked like a monster.” 

— Samuel describing the 

effects of sun poisoning 

after his Cuba to Florida 

crossing 

This Is How the Day Goes OnThis Is How the Day Goes On  

(Not So) Chance Encounters 
Sunday: 

I see a man in khakis and high 

cheekbones sitting underneath 

the shade of a tall oak tree. I go 

up to him, stick out my  hand and 

introduce myself with, “Hi, I’m 

Kate. Who are you?” 2 hours 

later, I’ve learned that this 

“homeless black man” is a father 

of three boys; he was a profes-

sional baseball player in Cuba for 

over 10 years; and he still loves 

water despite living on a raft for 6 

days and watching 2 of his closest 

friends die during their crossing 

into the US. His name is Samuel 

and he teaches me courage.  

Wednesday: 

Gravelly voiced, she’s turning 83 

years old on July 11. It took al-

most 4 months of me walking by 

her front yard and waving every 

time I saw her watering her plants 

before she opened the gate. Now, 

another 5 months have passed 

and we rock slowly on her front 

porch  as she shares some of her 

stories with me: growing up in the 

cotton fields of Alabama, never 

learning how to read or write, 

taking care of her dying husband 

by herself. Miss Sadie calls me 

baby, kisses me on the cheek and 

teaches me strength. 

Friday: 

Walking down the bike path across 

from our house, I smile at three 

tousle-headed, somber-faced 

strangers — and almost before I’m 

aware, hear myself inviting an 

exhausted mamita with two small 

children to share a glass of ice 

water and a freshly baked muffin 

with me. They sit, backs straight, 

until my broken Spanish makes 

them burst out into giggles. Now 

they collapse in a shaking pile on 

my sofa. 4-year old Raoul crosses 

his eyes at me while 7-year old 

Christiana draws me a meow-cat, 

and they teach me hope. 

As always, since it’s impossible to truly encapsulate the 

full range of the kingdom work I get to be a part of this 

year (really, I’ve given you about 30% of the picture), I’d 

love to hear from you with any questions, prayers or 

other forms of feedback you may have. 

You can email me some of your stories about life and etc at 

kate.ambrose@gmail.com — you can send me love notes the 

old-fashioned way via snail mail (it’s always a rush to see my 

name on something in the little black box) to 1201 Spring St, 

Houston, TX 77007 — or you can support me, my team and 

our remaining 2 months in Houston with a financial contribu-

tion by following this link: www.missionyear.org/support/

     - Most Friday afternoons, my room-

mate, Nicole, and I make plans to go 

visit a woman in our community who is 

currently bedridden with breast cancer 

that has metastasized and spread to 

her right thigh as well.  We discuss 

books, help her prepare nutritious 

meals, walk her dog, and welcome the 

chance to show her love in some very 

practical ways. 

     - Organizing files, scanning paper-

work, rearranging shelves, making 

signs, hanging galleries, mailing paint-

ings, handing out food to homeless 

men, holding babies, preparing for 

summer camp, editing website con-

tent , transcribing audio clips — any-

thing’s fair game when it comes to jump-

ing in and assisting various staff members 

at my service site Tuesday through Friday 

     - Hanging out with a group of middle 

school and high school neighborhood 

kids who come over every Wednesday 

afternoon to talk, eat our snack food and 

see how “the hippy house” (our favorite 

nickname)  is living out this whole “love 

God, love people” thing. 

     - Participating in various community 

events in our neighborhood such as a 

documentary showing at the First Ward 

Community Garden, the monthly Civic 

Council meeting,  bake sales, and more. 

When I’m not making the most of 

every opportunity to build a deeper 

relationship with somebody, then May 

usually finds me in the middle of the 

following experiences: 

     - After collecting old Coke tops, 

smashing several trash bags full of 

recycled glass bottles and building a 

frame out of recycled tire, I’m almost 

finished with my mixed-media mosaic 

sink cover for Ecclesia.  

     - Finishing my first year of a Masters 

degree in Community Devlopment 

through Eastern University in Philadel-

phia! (I just handed in my final project 

last week). 

With Great Love  

from Houston. 


