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Behind the Wire 

They cannot take the sky 

 

Behind the Wire is an award-winning oral history project documenting the 
stories of the men, women and children who have been detained by the Aus-
tralian government after seeking asylum in Australia. The project was founded 
in 2014 with the aim of bringing a new perspective on mandatory detention: 
the reality of the people who have lived it. 

 

As well as  website, http://behindthewire.org.au  the project comprises a book, 
an exhibition, a podcast, audio stories, videos and a series of portrait photo-
graphs.  

 

The book They cannot take the sky, is available, from the Immigration Museum, 
Melbourne, and can also be ordered from local booksellers, Dymocks. Allow a 
week. 

 

PDF files of five stories from the book (some used in these studies) can be 
downloaded from the Website. Find The Project, and click on For Teachers 

 

Behind the Wire won the 2017 Australian Human Rights Commission Media 
Award and the 2016 Oral History Victoria Community Innovation Award.  

 

The Messenger podcast won the Grand Award at the 2017 New York Festivals 
International Radio Awards, the 2017 Walkley Award for Radio/Audio Feature, 
and Best Radio – Documentary at the UNAA Media Awards.  

 

The exhibition at the Immigration Museum, They Cannot Take the Sky: Stories 
from Detention, was chosen for the Contribution to Multiculturalism by a 
Community Organisation award at the 2017 Melbourne Awards. It also won a 
2018 Museums and Galleries National Award for best Temporary or Travelling 
Exhibition. 
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Prayer 

God, we pray for the men and women and children  

in detention around Australia, and offshore. 

We pray too for those living among us 

uncertain of their status, and still fearful for their future. 

We pray that they might find, certainty, welcome and hope. 

We thank you for the gifts that they offer to our country, 

for the cleverness, contributions and commitment 

that they bring to enhance our common life, 

along with their generosity and forgiveness. 

For the refugees we fail to welcome 

we pray that they may find homes of safety and acceptance 

among people who will embrace and value them. 

 

And we pray for ourselves, 

followers of a man called Jesus; 

create in us a neighbourliness  

that expresses itself in love, 

in hope, 

and in justice. 

Amen 
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Imran writes of his one-time caseworker, Rebecca, who he describes as an an-

gel, whose kindness and support stand in stark contrast with his experiences 

with other officers. 

She treated me like I was a member of her family. I’d never experienced 

that. I was learning a lot of things. There were many times when I was so 

scared. I was depressed, stressed and frightened . . . However, I had some-

one who . . . who helped me during those terrible times. . . . This is a place 

that was set up intentionally to torture vulnerable people, but I was blessed 

with . . . an angel.  

. . . I have been tortured so much by Australia, but I don’t prioritise the hard-

ship I have endured. I focus on the love that I receive from these amazing 

people. And I would like to say thank you to all of them.  

 

Even in his prison Imran is able to find and experience community, and keep his 

hopes alive. He describes himself religious. Imran is a Muslim, and sees helping 

others as part of his calling.  

. . . I want to do something with my life. When I was back home, I didn’t 

know what I was capable of doing in my life. But now I know—I know that 

I’m gifted with many abilities and I know that I can do something to help 

other human beings. And that’s my goal, my ambition. [Sighs.] I hope it will 

come true one day. 

. . . We can’t do much to change our situation—all we can do is talk to each 

other. Those who are strong, they need to help the ones who are not strong. 

I am privileged and feel honoured to be able to help them in some way. I’ve 

tried my best. I’ve done what I could. We are very vulnerable and we get 

scared about little things in this environment, however, when we stick to-

gether and look after each other it helps us to survive.   

 

Which brings us back to Jesus, and his story about loving our neighbour, the 

Good Samaritan.  

Can you see Imran as the good Samaritan? 

Would Imran make a good neighbour? 

How might I be a good neighbour to Imran, and people like him? 
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The Exhibition will be at the Latrobe Gallery, View St, Bendigo from 17th Feb to 
28th March 2020. 

Opening hours: Monday – Friday, 10am–5pm, Saturday, 12pm–5pm. Closed 
Sundays. 
Admission: Free  

 

If you are wanting to engage further with these issues, contact Rural Australians 
for Refugees, Bendigo 

rarbendigo@gmail.com 

 

Ken Rookes  B. Theol, Dip. Vis. Art   

ken@kenrookes.com.au   

www.poemsinseason.wordpress.com  

 

Images and text  © Ken Rookes 2020 

With the exception of the quotations from They cannot take the sky, © Behind 
the Wire Inc, 2017. Allen & Unwin 
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Introduction. 

There must be a thousand different ways that we could approach this profound 
and moving material from “They cannot take the sky.”. I offer these as starting 
points for your engagement; play with it as you will. If it has been helpful, or if 
you have suggestions that might help in the future, please let me know.  
(ken@kenrookes.com.au) 

 

I have prepared three studies called Deliberations. A fourth session, serving as 
an introduction, could be a visit by your group to the exhibition. Gather after-
wards at one of the nearby cafés to share and reinforce your impressions. (If 
you don't get to the exhibition that is not a problem; these deliberations have 
been prepared in response to the ancillary material) 

 

At the centre of Jesus' teachings is the call to love our neighbour, or to be a 

neighbour to one who suffers. “Ah, but who is my neighbour?” the lawyer asked 
Jesus, seeking to define the limits of his obligations to love. It prompted the 
parable known as the Good Samaritan, a story that is never far from our delib-
erations. 

 

To show love is to also demonstrate respect, and respect begins with listening 
to our neighbours' voices, and attending to their stories. The Behind the Wire 
project brings us some of these stories. Participants may well want to go be-
yond these few to engage with the other stories in the book – and elsewhere. 
(Behrouz Bouchani's award winning, No Friend but The Mountain, for example.) 

 

Preparation. We are asking participants to read the story before each session. 
The stories vary in length, but should take between 10 and 20 minutes. (Ali’s 
story is a little longer, but is well worth the effort.) 

The stories can be downloaded from the website. See page 2. 

Time.  You should allow a minimum of 1 hour for each session.   90  minutes 
would allow for flexibility and would be time well spent! 
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hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured 

into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.  Romans 5:1-5 

For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know 

only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known. And now 

faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love. 

 1 Corinthians 13:12-13 

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not 

seen.  Hebrews 11:1 

 

The word “Hope” in the New Testament most often refers to the gospel hope of 

salvation in Jesus Christ. But it seems to me that the Jesus who offered his 

friends abundant life (John 10:10), must have seen hope as something more 

general, more fundamental to day-to-day human life. For all people, hope is an 

essential basis for our living. Without hope we surely die. 

One feature of many of our refugee stories is the systematic denial of dignity 

and respect, and an ongoing attack on hope. It was expected that some of 

those who came seeking help, would give up, and return to their countries of 

origin. Many refugees' spirits were broken and resulted in mental illness be-

cause of these practices; particularly as their imprisonment stretched out with-

out an end in sight. 

Imran proved to be resilient, (at least when the stories were written in 2016. four 

years ago. Imran fled his home  in Myanmar at 16, and arrived on Manus in 

2013, aged 22) 

 

. . . There were many people in my compound, it was really crowded, people 

were very depressed and they didn’t know what they were doing or what 

they were saying, but I didn’t lose my mind. I was suffering from many 

things, but I had good control over my mind.  

. . . After two weeks, I went to a class, there was a teacher, her name was 

Judith. I was sitting at the back. At the end, she sat with me and asked me 

about my life. And she said to me, ‘How do you have hope, in this environ-

ment?’ I just told her, ‘I don’t know. There is nothing.’ She told me to write, 

‘If you write something every day it will help you. It will improve your English 

and also it will help you to cope in this environment, because you are not 

keeping your anger in your heart, you are letting it out.’  
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Deliberation No. 3.  Finding Hope 

Background Reading.  Imran: I have been tortured and I have been loved. 

The other day you asked me, ‘Do I fear death or not?’ I don’t fear death be-

cause I have experienced death many times in my young life. I have been 

tortured and I have been loved. [Sighs.] By experiencing both things I have 

learned something else: I know how to count my blessings.  

 

Haiku 

Those four letter words: 

hope, love, life. Let us plant them, 

pray that they flourish. 

 

 

What are your hopes? 

For yourself, your community, your planet? 

 

Discuss in pairs or in the whole group..  Allow 5 minutes. 

 

Prayer 

 

God, sometimes we doubt 

and we wonder what there is left to hope in. 

Speak to us as we hear these stories 

and as we share our own struggles and uncertainties. 

Help us to love, to hope, 

and to live truly as sisters and brothers of Jesus, 

children of your kingdom. 

Amen. 

 

Invite people to share their impressions  

of Imran's story: I have been tortured and I have been loved. 

 

The Scriptures 

Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our 

Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have obtained access to this grace in 

which we stand; and we boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God. And not 

only that, but we also boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces 

endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces 
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Deliberation No. 1.  What is truth? 

Background reading.   Jamila: My face is plastered to the window. 

I could never remove that image from my head. It’s so vivid. And his voice 

is . . . it’s shaking, there’s so much pain in his voice. A thirteen year old! Do-

ing that to himself!  

 

Haiku 
 

Why is truth buried? 

Do they fear losing power 

as it cuts through chains? 

 

What is happening to truth? 

Is one opinion as good as another? 

 

Discuss in pairs or in the whole group if it is a small one.  Allow 5 minutes 

 

Prayer 

Spirit of Truth 

you create freedom, hope and defiance. 

Give us gentleness as we engage with each other, 

openness as we are confronted by disturbing possibilities, 

and courage to serve you. 

Guide us, we pray. 

Amen. 

 

Invite people to briefly share their responses to Jamila's story. 

 

The Scriptures 

In everything do to others as you would have them do to you; for this is the law 
and the prophets.  Matthew 7.12 

 

As I read Jamila's story I was deeply disturbed by the horrors she witnessed in 

the Woomera detention centre. She writes of protests and riots, of lips sewn 

together, of children participating in such protests, of a child cutting words into 

his skin. And worse.  
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I think of the damage. At so many levels. Not the least of which is to our nation-

al psyche. 

 

We would not be silent if members of our family were treated in such ways.  

How was such damage allowed to be inflicted on people who came seeking 

help? 

 

The Scriptures: Let's reflect on some passages that speak about truth. 

You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour Exodus 20.16 

Like a war club, a sword, or a sharp arrow 
   is one who bears false witness against a neighbour.  Proverbs 25.18 

The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus 
Christ         John 1.17 

You shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free John 8:32 

 

Capital ”T” Truth in the New Testament mostly refers to the truth of Jesus, and 
not so much to truth, veracity and honesty in human dealings, as opposed to 
falsehood, or lies.  

Still, truth is a value that most Christians expect to be embodied in human activ-
ities and utterances. And the linking of grace with truth brings a strong impetus 
to see God's generosity, love and truth in Jesus as something that his followers 
would emulate in their dealings with others. Those who follow One who is also 
called Truth can hardly sit easily with lies and falsehoods.  

In her story, Jamila speaks of her guilt and embarrassment at being a refugee, 
“because I thought I was illegal, that I was a ‘queue-jumper’, that I didn’t de-
serve to be here because I’d done something wrong.”  

And, of course, that was the way that she and her family had been treated. 

She refers to the then Prime Minister Howard's declaration of the unworthiness 
of asylum seekers, a statement echoed across nearly two decades as asylum 
seekers and refugees are repeatedly categorised by our political leaders as un-
desirable, as terrorists and criminals, and given the now permanent – and false 
– label of “illegal.” 

A number of the stories tell how refugees were told that Australians didn't want 
them, only to discover that was not true when they got to meet and know 
them. So it was with Jamila. 
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Prayer: 

 

God we thank you for the prophets, 

the poets, the painters and the singers 

who help us to hear your word of truth. 

We thank you for Ali, and those like him; 

for their courage, their anger and their defiance. 

Let your Spirit move within us, O God, 

that we, too, in company with our Lord Jesus, 

might challenge the cruelty, the indifference and the fear, 

that act as barriers to love. 

And let your kingdom come. 

Amen, 
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‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint, dill, and 
cumin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy 
and faith. It is these you ought to have practised without neglecting the others. 
 Matthew 23.23: 

The Scribes and the Pharisees saw it as their responsibility to determine who 

was “in” and who was “out;” who was worthy and who was unworthy. (We will 

decide  . . . ) 

 

How do we determine who is worthy and who is unworthy? 

Was this something that Jesus did? 

 

Righteous anger is one of the prophet's tools. We get something of this anger 

in Ali's story; after a long period of detention filled with brutality and indignity, 

he receives his visa, and ultimately his citizenship. 

I wore a black shirt to my ceremony. There were some Liberal members of 

state parliament and the local council and some other people there. They 

said congratulations.  

I said, ‘Don’t think I’m a happy person to be here for this piece of paper you 

call citizenship. For this piece of paper I spent nine years of my life. Four and 

a half years in the detention centre,  then carrying a huge bill on my shoul-

ders, and now nine days ago I lost my sister.’  

Some of my friends, including my ex-wife, were there and they said, ‘Don’t 

say anything. Don’t worry about it.’ I said, ‘No, they have to know that if you 

play games with people’s lives it’s really dangerous. If you lose money, you 

can make money. If you lose your life, you cannot make it again.’  

 

Do you think that Ali was right to speak up,  

or should he have been politely grateful? 

 

Was this something you would have done? 
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The first time I told one of my non-Hazara friends was in year 9. This was 
when asylum seekers and refugees were back in the news a lot. I was like, 
‘How do I say this to her?’ We were absolute best friends, we were joking, 
laughing, and I was like, ‘Haha, I’m a boat person!’  

I was so petrified of her reaction, I was like, ‘What did I just say? This is the 
end, she’s not going to want to be friends with me, I’m going to be alienat-
ed from the entire group.’ But she was like, ‘Really? That’s cool.’ And she 
moved on. This massive weight from my shoulders was lifted.  

That was a point in my life where I started doing my own research and I 
came to realise that, ‘Hey, what my family did was not illegal. We are not 
queue-jumpers because there’s no such thing as a queue in regards to be-
ing a refugee.’ I think it changed my perspective of my own existence in this 
country, and I felt more at home. I accepted myself.  

 

Many other lies have been told to justify Australia's cruel treatment of refugees 

and asylum seekers.   
 eg.  Linking of asylum seekers with terrorism 
  “Children overboard” 
  Melburnians frightened to go out at night. 
  All manner of criminal behaviour attributed to the men on Manus 
 

Can you think of others? 

How do you feel about this? 

 
Prayer 
God, we thank you for these discomforting stories. 
We thank you for the courage and the grace 
of Jamila and her family, and the many thousands like them. 
We thank you that refugee people have come among us 
with their gifts, their insights and their friendship; 
let them be blessed. 
We give thanks for those people who made them welcome 
and who helped to begin the process of healing. 
Help us, God, to be healers, lovers,  
truth-seekers and truth-tellers; 
followers of One who came to be for us 
light, grace and truth. 
Amen. 
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Deliberation No. 2.  Anger and Justice 

Background reading.  Ali: I wore a black shirt to my ceremony 

They said, ‘We’re going to make a barbecue party tonight for you.’ How can 
you go from being a person who is considered dangerous for four and a 
half years to a person they make a barbecue party for because he’s got a 
visa?  

 

Haiku 

Anger and justice; 

partners, strongly defiant, 

not going away. 

 

When is anger a bad thing? 

How can you use anger effectively? 

 

Discuss in pairs or in the whole group..  Allow 5 minutes 

 

Prayer. 

God, we thank you for prophets, 

women and men who speak for you 

of anger and of hope. 

We thank you for their words that challenge and provoke, 

that remind us of your purposes for humankind, 

of peace and justice and love. 

Help us to hear these words 

as we listen, share and struggle together . 

Amen. 
 

Invite people to share their impressions of Ali's story: I wore a black shirt to my 

ceremony. 

 

The Scriptures 

For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty 

and awesome, who is not partial and takes no bribe, who executes justice for 

the orphan and the widow, and who loves the strangers, providing them with 

food and clothing.      Deuteronomy 10:17-18 
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From the outset the God of Israel is identified as a God who desires justice, and 

who deeply cares for the weak and the vulnerable 

 God's desire for justice and compassion is easily forgotten – in every age! 

Prophets like Amos, Jeremiah, Micah, and many others, are sent to remind us. 

  they have grown fat and sleek. 
They know no limits in deeds of wickedness; 
   they do not judge with justice 
the cause of the orphan, to make it prosper, 
   and they do not defend the rights of the needy. Jeremiah 5.28: 

 
Hate evil and love good, 
   and establish justice in the gate; 
it may be that the LORD, the God of hosts, 
   will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph.  Amos 5.15: 

 
He has told you, O mortal, what is good; 
   and what does the LORD require of you 
but to do justice, and to love kindness, 
   and to walk humbly with your God?   Micah 6.8: 

 

Political activists who call for justice, human rights and freedom, could be said 

to share in the work of the ancient prophets. Ali was an activist, 

I was a political activist in Iran from 1979. I’m worried to say more than that 

because I don’t want to make any problem for my family. This is really risky 

and dangerous. I am safe here in this country.  

 

Can you think of recent or contemporary activists who could be said to share in 

the prophets’ call for justice? 

 

As we follow Ali's story we discover that he would often speak up, or take a 

stand against the indignity and cruelty that he and others were subjected to in 

detention. Often to his own detriment. He was soon labled a troublemaker, and 

this led to even more cruel treatment.  

We think of Jeremiah, John the Baptist and Jesus, all of whom got into deep 

trouble by repeating God's call for Justice and compassion, and confronting the 

authorities. 


