
When sculpture artist Sean 
Garman opened his studio 
and gallery a few years ago, it 
wasn’t for the sole purpose of 
tightening family bonds. But 
his specialty—works that focus 
on the human body, especially 
hands—has done just that.

The intimate, detail-rich 
pieces produced at Garman 
Sculpture Works (1041 NE 
45th St., Oakland Park; 
954.789.5001) have attracted 
an increasing number of 
clients, both locally and from 
as far away as Europe and 
South America. On Valentine’s 
Day, alone, Garman had 30 
appointments. 

Time and again, he has seen 
clients become emotionally 
expressive during the modeling 
session. He’s observed families 

reconnecting, and children 
enjoying themselves so much 
that they don’t want to leave. In 
some cases, people bring their 
terminally ill family members, 
seeking to memorialize their 
presence. Garman even has 
brought his sculpting materials 
to those too ill to travel.  

His sculptures are 
tailored for each client. He 
has produced hands in the 
shape of a cross; he sculpted 
a musician’s hand holding 
her favorite pick. In every 
sculpture, he meticulously 
works on the details, bringing 
to life the creases and lines that 
make up a person’s hands.

“It doesn’t get more personal 
than your hand bonded 
together with somebody for 
eternity,” he says.  

Art runs in the Garman 
family; Sean’s uncle, Michael 
Garman, is internationally 
renowned for his sculptures. 
Growing up, Sean didn’t 
receive toys as a kid. Instead, 
his father told him to make 
things. About 23 years ago, he 
made his first body sculpture. 

Garman’s sculptures are 
created with hydrostone 
material, a type of body-safe 
cement derived from seaweed, 
that is poured directly onto the 
hands to create the mold. 

The process, which 
previously took place at 
two locations, is done at the 
Oakland Park studio. There’s 
enough room for multiple 
appointments to take place 
consecutively, and even 
corporate events.

Healing Hands
BY MICHAELA GARRETSON

How Much Time 
Does It Take?

The modeling process 
takes less than an hour. 

Clients receive the 
completed sculpture, 

finished in brass, bronze 
or silver, about four to six 

weeks later. 

THANKS TO HIS UNIQUE FOCUS, AND SOME SEAWEED-DERIVED CEMENT, A 
LOCAL ARTIST IS BRINGING FAMILIES TOGETHER

BackStory
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Caught Between Two Worlds: How A Syrian Refugee Family

Came To Miami

May 4, 2017

Relief organizations offer crucial help

Yousef, who asked that his last name not be used, owned and operated a store called Future Center
Technologies, selling and installing satellite TV equipment. Living in Damascus, Syria was becoming increasingly
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TION: Syrian residents, fleeing violence in the restive Bustan al-Qasr
neighbourhood, arrive in Aleppo's Fardos neighbourhood on December 13, 2016,

after regime troops retook the area from rebel fighters. Syrian rebels withdrew
from six more neighbourhoods in their one-time bastion of east Aleppo in the face
of advancing government troops, the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said.

(STRINGER/AFP/Getty Images)

By Michaela Garretson | The Media Line
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unsafe for 39-year-old Yousef, his wife, and three-month-old twin daughters. In July 2012, he and his family fled,
embarking on a journey that, four long years later, finally brought them to Miami, Florida.

“The last weeks before leaving were full of fear, pain and sleeplessness,” Youssef, who asked not to publish his last
name for security reasons, told The Media Line. “I had been imprisoned (in Syria) without charges and beaten
mercilessly. When I was released from detention, Assad loyalists threatened our lives if we didn’t leave,” he said,
referring to Syrian President Bashar al-Assad.

The six-year long civil war in Syria has created a ripple effect throughout the world. Millions of refugees, searching
for safety, have come to Europe and the United States, with hundreds landing in south Florida.

The family’s exit from Syria was wrought with danger…and heartbreak. They left Damascus for As-Swida with two
brothers, one sister-in-law, three nieces, one nephew, and one brother-in-law. However, the two brothers were killed
while still in Syria. Safa, Yousef’s wife, had family members in other countries and was able to get permission to
enter Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. But Yousef and his children weren’t able to enter because they had left their IDs and
passports with Jordanian officials at the Za’atari refugee camp.

“We left Damascus in July 2012 under threats and intimidation from gangs associated with Bashar al-Assad,”
Youssef said. “We took two buses with our family southwest from Damascus to the city of As-Sweida, and from
there to Um-Walad village – outside of Dar’a city. From June to the middle of October we lived in Um-Walad,
which was being bombed constantly. To escape the bombing, we had to hide in a church in Jbib, another village
south of Um-Walad, for two weeks. On October 10, 2012, we walked across the border into Jordan at night. The
Free Syrian Army had taken ten thousand Syrian lira (about $50) from us to provide protection from the Syrian
Army which was shooting and killing civilians who were trying to leave the country. Children fleeing with their
families would be given medication to make them sleep so that they wouldn’t cry – alerting Syrian Army soldiers.”

While relieved to be out of Syria, Yousef and his family soon faced dire circumstances in Jordan.

“After entering Jordan, Jordanian security personnel took our papers and identification and interrogated us. The next
day, we were bused to the Za’atari refugee camp where we lived in a tent for four days. We wanted to leave Za’atari
because of the hot, dusty conditions and lack of drinkable water in the camp but it was not allowed. Our twin
daughters were three months old and there wasn’t any milk. We bribed a Jordanian working in security with 350
Saudi Arabian dinar (almost $100) who put us on a list of people who could leave the camp. We used false names to
pass through the security gate, leaving our Syrian IDs and paperwork behind. We lived in the village of Kufranja
outside of the city of Ajloun, Jordan, for three years, and then the city of Irbid for eight months before coming to the
US.”

Now, Yousef and his family are miles away from war bombings and shootings and have lived in Miami for eight
months, after first arriving to the United States in Houston, Texas last August.
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His daughters are five years old, and he is learning English and working in Miami, while trying to adjust to the
American lifestyle. An imam at his local mosque helped Yousef find a job working in a warehouse.

“Life in America is very different. It’s much faster paced. America is also very procedural – everything is a process.
For example, the health and medical requirements (clinic visits) for enrolling our daughters in kindergarten are
demanding and time consuming unlike in the Middle East,” said Yousef. “Learning English and job searching has
been the hardest part of living in America. The US and Middle East are very different.”

Two organizations are working to make the transition of incoming refugees easier, and the refugees welcome their
presence.

“We helped 3,000 refugee families in 2016,” Abdul Rauf Khan, Assistant Executive Director of Programs &
Revenue at the ICNA Relief USA, told The Media Line. ICNA is a charitable organization that helps refugees as
well as promoting community initiatives aiding underprivileged school children, hunger prevention, and domestic
disaster relief. “About 60 percent (of those we help) are Syrian. After (President Trump’s) election they got kind of
stopped, but in March more started coming.”

Rauf Khan, has been working at ICNA for about eight years. ICNA is a Muslim organization that, according to their
website, “feels the responsibility to help and support the needy as our religious responsibility.” They have multiple
locations around the United States.

Rauf Khan, who works at the field office in Boca Raton, Florida, is one of three paid employees at ICNA. The rest
are volunteers. Together, they strive to uphold the ICNA’s mission, seeking: “to alleviate human suffering by
providing caring and compassionate service to victims of adversities and survivors of disasters. ICNA Relief USA
strives to build healthy communities, strengthen families and create opportunities for those in despair while
maintaining dignity and advocating for basic human needs.”

“We have been helping refugees for two decades now,” said Rauf Khan. “We have a refugee resource center. We
teach them to become self-sufficient, break the language barrier, help them learn to talk.”

ICNA also tries to help the refugees find jobs using skills they have already developed.

In South Florida, the ICNA is helping about 54 Syrian families. In the whole state, there are around 125 families.

After President Trump’s travel and refugee ban earlier this year, organizations like the ICNA, and the refugees they
help, were concerned. Despite the news, Rauf Khan says the ICNA’s efforts have not really changed.

“We have helped them [refugees[ before the [government’s] policies were implemented,” said Rauf Khan. “His
policies I think are helping, supporters are more willing to help. When you push people into a corner, people can
help more. The Muslim community felt they needed to step up and help more. We have 150-200 Muslim donors.”
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South of Boca, in Miami, Martine Dherte serves as a senior case worker at the International Rescue Committee,
where she’s worked for the past seven years. She oversees the resettlement program and matching grants
employment. The IRC’s headquarters are in Belgium, where Dherte is from, though they have 28 offices around the
United States.

The arrival of refugees in Miami has “actually been a positive response. Refugees that have been resettled here have
been warmly welcomed,” said Dherte.

The number of refugees that the IRC receives each year varies. They received 170 last year, but since the ban started,
arriving refugees has been much slower. Typically, refugees from Syria come with their families, around six people
or less. The number of refugees from Syria has increased over the two years that her office has been taking Syrian
refugees.

Like the ICNA, staff and volunteers at the IRC work to make transitions easier for families and individuals, who
have often experienced tremendous trauma and loss. Volunteers, who have gone through training, assist with needs
such as transporting the refugees and their families around town, or serving as Arabic translators.

The IRC is notified that they will be receiving a family just two weeks prior to the family’s arrival. They find
housing for the family and then pick them up from the airport.

“The first month is core services. We assist them in applying for all the benefits (such as) food stamps, and take them
to get their immunizations. It is the most intensive – they receive cultural and job orientation/preparedness (how to
prepare for jobs, interviews, learn language skills/vocabulary), what is life in the US, what are the bills you need to
pay, laws, etc.,” Dherte told The Media Line.

Dherte, who speaks six languages and originally studied architecture, has spent time in Africa and has done
volunteering throughout her life. She wants to help others, and feels understanding of people’s circumstances.

“The ban is creating quite a bit of problems for many refugees,” said Dherte. “We are talking on a daily basis with
government officials, on a local base with the Florida government, to try to lift the ban. We are doing everything we
can to accept refugees.”

The IRC was the organization that helped Yousef and his family upon their arrival in Miami.

“IRC-Miami is a very good organization. They paid our rent and utilities including phone service for four months.
They helped us apply for public benefits. They took care of our initial medical and dental appointments such as
scheduling and transportation. They provided us an ESL tutor. They are assisting us in enrolling our daughters in
school. They tried to help me find a job. I thank the IRC very much for helping my family,” said Yousef.

Though Yousef has noticed that Americans “are very kind and generous” he still feels love for his home country.
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“Of course we miss living in Syria. It’s our country. I love it,” said Yousef.

However, the road to a safer Syria is perilous and uncertain and who or what to return is not guaranteed.

“I hope that Bashar al-Assad is deposed. He and the Syrian army have committed genocide,” Youssef said angrily.
Perhaps everything will be better when he is removed. We would consider returning sometime in the future –
Damascus is our emotional home – but I am still afraid of life in Syria, with limited family there (most have been
resettled variously in Lebanon, Belgium, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, and Turkey) and no physical home to
go back to.”

Michaela Garretson is a student at Florida Atlantic University and a student journalist with The Media Line
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I wasn’t going to share this: #metoo

October 18, 2017October 19, 2017
I wasn’t planning on writing this post. I thought about it, especially in this social media-obsessed
world where sharing every one of your life’s details is normal, if not encouraged. Maybe I should
share what happened. Maybe it would help others.

But I kept going back and forth in my mind.

Maybe it wasn’t sexual assault. Others have gone through worse. Maybe I’m overreacting. It’s over,
so why not just move on.

 But I couldn’t move on. Mentally. Physically. Emotionally. Days later and I still felt withdrawn,
ashamed, and dirty. And I didn’t even do anything.

I had just reached my 6  week out of an 8-week backpacking trip across India with my friend. We
were staying in Pushkar, a holy Hindu town in the state of Rajasthan in northern India.

We’d talked about renting mopeds multiple times on our trip. I kept putting it off. I really wanted to
learn to drive one, thinking it wouldn’t be that hard to learn, but anyone who has been to India before
will understand that driving, especially in congested areas or cities, is far from easy.

Cows stop wherever they please. They don’t care if it’s the middle of the road and you have to
swerve around them to avoid a collision. There aren’t always stoplights at intersections so
pedestrians and cars are constantly (and without warning) jumping in front of you. Lines on the

th



street signify different lanes, but these appear to be mere suggestions as a three-lane road becomes a
massive 10-lane cluster of tuk tuks, motorcycles, cars and ox-drawn carts.

But Pushkar was different. Once you left the city center, it was surrounded by a beautiful, peaceful
countryside and wide roads that wove around hills and stretched for miles. Gone was the chaotic
congestion of the road surrounding the city. This had to be the perfect place for beginners.

After driving around for hours, still within a few miles of the town center, my friend’s moped started
having trouble. It wasn’t starting properly. I noticed she had stopped a few hundred yards back and I
pulled over to wait for her, thinking it wouldn’t take long to fix. By the time I realized it was taking
her awhile, a herd of goats were passing across the road. I knew I couldn’t, with my limited driving
abilities, maneuver through the herd. But someone else did. A motorbike with three teenage-looking
boys piled on the seat.

I had noticed them earlier but didn’t think much of their stares. After six weeks in India, I was used
to being stared at. I looked different and I knew it – it happens all the time when you travel.  Most
people who stare don’t mean harm, they’re usually just curious.



But as I watched them drive over to my friend, I really thought they were going to help her. I couldn’t
tell the exchange going on between them, but I later learned that she was trying to tell them she could
fix it herself, and that inside she had a bad feeling about them.

She ended up fixing her bike, and the boys drove the opposite way. She and our other friend drove
past me up the hill and I trailed behind, enjoying the drive.

I heard a bike behind me and in my side mirror, I saw it was the group of guys. Strange, I thought,
that they turned around, but maybe they were just out for a drive on this summer evening.

They drove up close to the left side of my bike, and at first, I thought they were trying to race. I
increased my speed, partially out of a concern that I would hit them because I wasn’t completely
steady driving over bumpy roads, let alone at a high speed next to a motorcycle.

But they just increased their speed and moved over to my right side. I looked over at them and it was
then that I realized this was not a good situation. One of the boys tried to grab me, but was only able
to grab my forearm. Starting to panic, I hastily yanked him off and tried to speed away.  But I didn’t
get far. While attempting to get his hand off me, I lost my balance and my bike started swerving. The
guys easily caught up, and were more successful this time.

The same boy grabbed my chest, harshly groping me for a few seconds, but what felt like minutes. I
was panicking now, especially since he was on my right side, my weaker side. I’m left-handed and
have little strength in my right hand/arm.

I felt weak. I felt defenseless.

My mind was all over the place. I was trying to get him off me, but my attempts were flimsy, weak.

And the other two boys? Why weren’t they telling their friend to stop? Didn’t they see my pain?

 All three of the boys stared blankly at me. Emotionless.

No one cared about my feelings.

I was shocked. I thought at least they would have been smiling with satisfaction.

By the time I used all the strength I had gathered to push them away from me, I was close to crashing
my bike on the side of the road.

Somehow I was able to align my bike and catch myself before falling. In my shock, my first thoughts
were of how I can’t damage this bike because I don’t have enough money to pay for any repairs.

My first thoughts were the status of my bike. A material object.



After catching my breath, I was starting to process what had just happened, when I noticed my friend
up ahead – and the boys approaching her from behind.

I could only watch. And that’s what makes me feel guilty. It happened so fast. And I didn’t think they
would have the guts to do it to her too. I should have tried honking my horn or yelling to her, but she
was so far up ahead and my reactions were delayed. She screamed.

I started my engine and caught up to her, and she was visibly shaken.

The gravity of what happened fully hit me: This could have been so much worse. We’re in the
countryside, and no one may hear us if we scream. There weren’t any hospitals nearby if we had
crashed while trying to get away from the boys.

But just because it could have been worse, doesn’t mean what did happen was right in any way.

Though laws differ on what constitutes sexual assault in various states and countries, groping or any
touching of someone without their permission is completely wrong. This should be understood by
every single person but unfortunately it’s not.

Women and girls in India undergo catcalling, groping, and other sexual assaults and violence all the
time. Women and girls across the world, even in the United States, experience the exact same assaults.

As the night wore on, I was mad. Mad that I was weak. Mad that I couldn’t defend myself. But that
anger only portrayed itself in tears. I cried in front of villagers when we stopped down the road. My
tears blocked my vision while driving home. And my tears stayed with me when I tried to go to sleep
that night, and the night after that.



My friend and I had been traveling with her older brother for the first month of our trip. Soon after
we separated (he returned to the south where he was volunteering), the way we were treated
changed. Some men approached us differently when we didn’t have a guy with us.

But I shouldn’t have to have a guy next to me to feel safe. I shouldn’t have to fear walking around
by myself. I shouldn’t have to fear someone groping me. Someone assaulting me.

And for those who think “well it must have been what you were wearing – that signifies your intentions and
leads guys on” – I’m simply going to say that this phrase is overly used by people to justify someone
else’s wrongful actions. Women and girls are mistreated/harassed/assaulted regardless of what they
are wearing – even those who are fully covered aren’t immune. On this day, I was wearing a long,
baggy t-shirt that was two sizes too big for me, a sports bra that concealed everything, leggings and
bulky sneakers.



After returning home to America about two and a half weeks later, I thought I was fine. I was miles
away from India. The memory would fade. But a few days later, I met up with my same friend, and
her other friend.

I was moody the whole night and it just progressed as the night wore on. At dinner, I excused myself
to go to the restroom, but really I was just trying to get away from all the noise, the laughter, the
people. I locked the door, and had what I think was my first true panic attack. Never have I
experienced anything like it – the lack of control over my emotions, my breathing, my heart rate.

I wasn’t over what had happened in Pushkar.

I try not to think of what happened, because most every time I do, I’m shaking on the inside. There’s
no easy way or perfect time to bring up sexual assault to friends or family.



But I think I need to tell this story, though I’ve felt (and still sometimes feel) embarrassed, ashamed,
weak. I’m not entirely sure how to help others or if I’ve portrayed my point in this post, but either
way, I hope that people will see what it’s like to go through assault.

I’m sure you’ve heard this plenty of times, but please think about your actions and how they impact
others. A few seconds of groping, a few words of harassment – they can affect the person for
hours, days, even years down the road. Don’t just think she’ll get over the whole thing. And please
don’t take what isn’t yours.

Not every person who experiences sexual assault or violence speaks out about it. Remember there are
women and men everywhere who may be suffering in silence. Just because they don’t publicize it
doesn’t make the event any less traumatic or significant.

Tell your friends, family members, even coworkers that sexual assault or assault of any kind is not
okay anytime or anywhere. Be there for those who have undergone assaults in the past.

It was easier for me to keep this to myself, to not portray myself as vulnerable, but I want to let others
know that they are not alone, and to remind people to be respectful of each and every person they
come across. 

Has my outlook on traveling to foreign countries been forever changed? Will I even continue to
travel?

Yes, I’ve lost some “naivety” in the goodness of people. But I will never stop traveling or let
something like this make me fearful of traveling. I strongly believe that traveling alters your opinions
of other cultures/people and breaks down stereotypes. Traveling draws you closer to people. It
shouldn’t draw you further. Not every man in India acts like these boys did. Not every man in the
world acts like these boys did. But just change the country and this is a common event around the
world. It could have easily happened in my own country, state, and town.

Another reason I didn’t want to share this at first was because I didn’t want to prevent people from
going to India, to perpetuating wrongful stereotypes about this country and its safety. People are
quick to say that India is dangerous for female travelers. This belief was reinforced in 2012, as outrage
sparked around the world when 23-year-old Jyoti Singh Pandey died from a horrific gang rape in
Delhi (http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-35115974). In other cases, India has reached notoriety
for loose sentences and improper justice for victims.

I love India. And I want to return someday. People in India are kind, beautiful, and welcoming.
These boys are not representative of the whole of India – they represent the unpleasant behaviors
found in every culture all around the world.

I can’t go back and change what happened to me. But I am in control of how I respond to it.

 If you have any questions or would like to talk further, feel free to leave a comment or email me
at thebohemianmermaidblog@gmail.com (mailto:thebohemianmermaidblog@gmail.com)



 For further reading, see this article from The Guardian that explains more about why groping is
considered sexual assault and the danger of desensitization to terms used to describe assault
(https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2017/jan/13/its-not-groping-or-fondling-it-is-sexual-
assault).  

 For those who have undergone sexual assault or any assault or for those who want more
information, please visit this website. (https://www.rainn.org/about-national-sexual-assault-
telephone-hotline)
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FIGHTING HUMAN TRAFFICKING – ONE CLIMB AT A TIME

or two hours, Lindsay Mitchell’s hand has been numb with frostbite. The porters traveling up the mountain with her
have been hitting her arm for 20 minutes just to bring back the blood circulation.  She’s already climbed 13,000 feet,
she’s short of breath, and the feeling of delirium is starting to set in.

A couple more thousand feet and she’ll be at the summit of Mt. Kilimanjaro. But she’s got to keep moving. Resting for even a
short period of time could cause her body to shut down. Through the blistering -30 degrees Fahrenheit weather, she pushes on.
Her husband and two small children are back home in sunny and humid South Florida. Yet here is Lindsay, trying to balance
the necessary physical and mental strength to succeed (and survive) while climbing Africa’s tallest peak and the tallest
freestanding mountain in the world. She wanted the peak. Not just for herself or the money she had been pledged, but because
summiting meant more than just conquering a mountain. It meant hope, something Lindsay had felt in Brazil seven years
earlier.
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Lindsay traveled to Brazil on a group missions trip in 2005. She found herself in awe of the vast beauty of the country and the
city of Rio de Janeiro with its picture-perfect views – beautiful sandy beaches, people drinking from coconuts, and the sound of
music filling the streets.  Yet the next day Lindsay became aware of a much darker side of the country. Her group loaded into
buses and started up the dirt roads leading up a mountain. On the drive, Lindsay’s curiosity led to a surprising truth.

“Every couple miles I saw little white houses to my left and right. I asked our guide ‘Do
people live in these houses?’ He said, ‘No. The houses you see are used as brothels and for

the prostitution of young girls.’”

The white houses continued to be appear on the drive. Finally, the bus stopped at the top of a mountain into an area that
looked similar to a campsite.

“I saw about 25 young girls from ages 5 to 18 playing outside. Our guide explained that where we were standing was once a
brothel but had now become a place of shelter, rescue, school and safety for these women. I had the pleasure of spending the
afternoon with these girls. Even though I couldn’t speak their language I could see years of pain in their eyes. But I had hope
for them because they were rescued. I wondered how many girls were in the houses that still needed to be rescued?”

This day marked the beginning of Lindsay’s desire to assist the vulnerable and do what she could to help end human
trafficking.

According to the Polaris Project, “the International Labour Organization (ILO) estimates that there are 20.9 million victims of
human trafficking worldwide. 5.5 million of those are children. 14.2 million of those are victims of labor exploitation…[and]
forced labor generates annual profits of US$ 150 billion. Globally, the ILO estimates that there are 4.5 million people trapped
in forced sexual exploitation globally.” The Global Slavery Index states that there is “an estimated 35.8 million men, women and
children around the world trapped in modern slavery.”  The estimates may vary, but the amount of victims impacted and
entrapped in human trafficking is truly enormous.

“The difference between human trafficking and these other crimes is that people can be bought and sold over and over. People
are disposable.”

So what led Lindsay to climb Mt. Kilimanjaro? The overwhelming knowledge that people are being trafficked around the world
and the fact that she could do something to help.  In 2012, Lindsay learned about the Freedom Climb from a friend and past
participant named Lori Deglar. The Freedom Climb is “a project of Operation Mobilization (OM) that brings hope and
transforms lives of women and children who are being exploited, enslaved, and trafficked.” This project seeks to engage action
on modern day slavery. Participants climb a mountain (or become “virtual freedom climbers” without physically climbing) and
raise awareness and funds to support the various worldwide projects of OM to help combat human trafficking.

“The purpose of the Freedom Climb is not just about climbing a mountain; it’s a way to
engage in this global battle and strategically help these women and children. Climbing a
mountain is merely a symbolic gesture of what women and children around the world go

through every single day. The Freedom Climb looks to break the cycle of Human
Trafficking in three key areas: prevention, restoration and development…”

OM completes these projects with the staff workers and volunteers they have around the world. The funds raised from the
Freedom Climb support projects such as preventative measures to help families know what to look for in trafficking predators.
Some projects include providing for a school in Zambia, a day center for children in Moldova, or prenatal care in Asia. Rescue
and rehabilitation projects are present in countries like Cambodia, Kosovo, and Greece. OM also has development projects,
which provide microloans or skills training to women in places like Costa Rica, Argentina, or Pakistan.

“I finally found a way where I could do SOMETHING that could help stop these cycles. Listening to her [Lori’s] story and
hearing what this climb was all about I knew I had to be a part of this! I ended up signing up alongside Debbie Johnson for the
Freedom Corporate Climb 2015. Debbie Johnson and I were a team that represented our church – Boca Raton Community
Church.”

Thus began an exciting road of fundraising and training that led to the climbing of Mt. Kilimanjaro last February. Lindsay and
Debbie had a goal of raising $60,000 but through various fundraisers, such as luncheons, dinners, craft fairs, and donations,
they were able to raise an astounding $118,000.  These fundraisers not only provided a means for people to support projects to
fight human trafficking, but were a way for more people to become exposed to and aware of human trafficking in general.

Was everyone Lindsay met a supporter? Not quite…

“Most people were very supportive to my climb – especially when I would share the heart wrenching statistics of human
trafficking.  [However,] I came across a few people who actually criticized me saying that ‘I was not a good mom to leave my
children to do such a thing.’ As a mom of two, Gracie 3.5 years old and Liam 2 years old, I want to teach my children that I am
not just a mom but a woman fighting for  other women who have no one to fight for them. I would hope and pray someone
would do the same for my children if the roles were reversed. I had to constantly remind myself the reason why I was climbing
– to bring hope and freedom to individuals stuck in the chains of modern day slavery and to share with them the love of Jesus
Christ.”

Seven months before the climb Lindsay began intensively training – that is, making up for the lack of any hills or mountains in
Florida by running stairs, weight lifting, doing hot yoga or anything else she could think of.

“When I told people I was training to climb Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania – ‘the roof of Africa’ – when I live at sea level –



many people just laughed as if I was joking. Being that we have all the oxygen we need in South Florida, there was not much I
could do to train for altitude. Our weatherman says it’s 70 degrees out and that’s considered a cold front. It would be nothing
like the top of Mount Kilimanjaro, 30 degrees below. I had always dreamed of going to Africa but could never have imagined
facing one of the tallest mountains in the world. I trained 4-5 days a week early before my kids were awake in the morning.”

The constant training was far from easy and the early mornings and muscle pains were hard to endure.

“Some mornings my alarm would go off and I would say, ‘It can’t be time to train -the moon is still out.’ But the training wasn’t
for me it was for those women and young girls without a voice. I had to get up because I was their voice.”

Lindsay got to have a “practice run” when her team did a training climb up Pikes Peak in Colorado. This was her first mountain
she had ever climbed, and she reached the summit at 13,000 feet.

“I’m a pretty adventurous person, but this hike was a good wake up call. It took everything out of me. The temperature was
close to that of Mount Kilimanjaro, yet there’s more oxygen at Pikes Peak and it was a very difficult hike.”

Lindsay kept up her training regime and eventually prepared to board her plane for the two week trip to Tanzania.  The team
spent seven days climbing, from the base to the summit and back down. They began in a lush forest filled with chattering
monkeys and colorful birds, then midway they were encountering rocky terrain, and finally they reached the icy wonderland
that led to the summit Uhuru, which is Swahili for “freedom,” a perfect place to reach on the Freedom Climb.

“We spent the night on the mountainside in our cozy tents. Climbing this mountain was not only physically tiring but also
mentally challenging. There were moments that went by when I thought about my family and loved ones and wanting to talk to
or see them but knew I had to continue climbing. The actual summit day and night was the hardest thing I have ever faced.
When you face the actual summit it’s in the middle of the night, 30 below zero and no oxygen.”

“Mentally you want to stop because every step feels like 1,000 steps. You begin feeling your body shut down because of weather
conditions and altitude. [When] I had frost bite in my arm for over two hours, I actually summited with one pole because I
couldn’t grip my pole with my other hand. Close to the summit, it went from physical to just mental for me because my body
had given up. My water and food actually froze and I couldn’t even pull my pants down to go to the bathroom. As I reached the
summit, the sun began to rise from UNDER me. I could see the beautiful glaciers below and God’s beautiful sky at my eye
level.”

Though the lack of oxygen at 19,336 feet was clouding some of her thoughts, Lindsay clearly remembered her purpose of
climbing as she took in the glory of the summit.

“It was there when I thought about a woman, a girl alone in a room being violated over
and over with no hope. This gave me a perspective of my own suffering I endured

compared to what one being trafficked goes through everyday. I was getting off the
mountain – but many women are stuck on theirs hoping someone will come save them.”

Through this experience, Lindsay has learned about her own physical abilities, but more importantly, she has learned about the
need to help those trapped in human trafficking or who are vulnerable to becoming entangled in modern day slavery.  She’s
made it a mission to share her knowledge with others, in the hope that more people will become aware about these issues.
Women today have so much power to raise their voice and help end human trafficking.

“Women need to know that we need their help. This is something too big for anyone to take on. We can’t do everything but we
must do something. Many women don’t even realize that it’s happening right in our backyards. Miami is one of the top huddles
for human trafficking. This is not an economical or poverty issue, this is a crime that robs people from their inner core and
being. People become a commodity – sold over and over. These individuals that are being trafficked are someone’s mom, sister,
best friend, cousin and child. We have to make it personal because when it becomes personal then we take charge and fight
back. We need to fight back against this and we need women to be soldiers in battle.”

What are a few ways to get involved?

“Women who want to get involved can join in the efforts of the Freedom Climb www.thefreedomclimb.net or contact their local
Human Trafficking Office and get plugged in where you can donate, help raise funds, mentor women who have been rescued, or
even just tell one person these staggering statistics. We can’t look at a number like 30 million and comprehend how one person
could make a difference, but one person can be the change and voice to the voiceless.”

Interested in participating on a climb? Sign up to join the 2016 Freedom Climb in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. The conference and
climb begins July 31, 2016. There will be “day hike activities Aug 2-4 and for those wanting more, the overnight backpacking
option is available Aug 5-7th (depart August 8 ” for more information contact Tina Yeager at Tina.Yeager@om.org.

By Michaela Garretson

Photography by Alex Arpag and Tess Sangree
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Bassem Alhalabi stands in front of a group of visitors from a local church, sitting in plastic chairs. His voice rises
and falls as he excitedly speaks about the local Muslim community.

“What can we do to help?” one of the Christian visitors asks, referring to Alhalabi’s plea for help in dispelling
Islamophobia.

“Spread the word!” answered Alhalabi.

Bassem Alhalabi, an engineering professor at the nearby college, Florida Atlantic University, is the president of the
Islamic Center of Boca Raton (ICBR). Alhalabi says he is on a mission to dispel misinformation about Islam,
connect with local religious groups, discourage fear of Muslims, and to fight growing Islamophobia in the United
States.

The Islamic Center, a large sea-foam green building, is tucked away on one of Boca Raton, Florida’s side roads.
Many people may never pass it on the road, but its presence and all that it stands for, has made an impact throughout
the community.

Besides a mosque, the center also offers a school for pre-kindergarten through high school students called the
Garden of Sahaba Academy, first opened in 2003. The school was started as way to serve the local Muslim
community, many of whom were homeschooling their children. Approximately 250 students now attend the school.

ICBR is involved with international outreach – they recently made 50,000 packets for Haiti with a local synagogue–
and is the only Islamic center that is a  part of the Boca Raton Interfaith Clergy Association. Over the years, the
center has done various charity projects with other churches and synagogues and within the community.

Rabbi David Steinhardt has been the leader at B’nai Torah Congregation for the past 23 years. His relationship with
ICBR spans 10 years, and has involved faith-based seminars, study groups with leaders and members of his
synagogue and ICBR, and charity events, such as making food packets for Haiti.

“It’s critical for people of different ethnic groups to come together,” said Rabbi Steinhardt. “ICBR is a mosque that
has an openness to the community and a desire to be a part of the fabric of the community.”

A recent incident reminded the members of ICBR just how much more work needs to be done for Muslims to be
fully accepted in the US. Last November, for the first time, the Center was supposed to be a polling center for the
election.

“Before the primaries, it wasn’t even on our radar, said Annie Hyat, Director of Public Relations and Outreach at
ICBR. “Susan Bucher [Palm Beach County elections supervisor] contacted us and said we would love for you to be
a polling center. People were excited.”
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However, some people in the community told election officials that they were worried about voting at a mosque, and
the Center was taken off the list of polling places. They only found out about the decision in the media.

“We felt insulted as a community,” said Hayat. “We felt appalled that there was hatred for something we didn’t ask
for. We wanted to participate in the democratic process.”

“It kind of felt like when we do want to be a part of the democracy that is our country – to be a part of an election –
we were told that “no we can’t”, but yet at the same regard we’re yelled at and said we’re not American enough,”
said Hayat. “How can you have those two standards? It doesn’t make sense.”

Hayat is also a teacher at the school. She teaches American government and enjoys sharing the benefits of
democracy with her students.

“I don’t have any other identity but American,” said Hayat. “I believe red, white, and blue. Even though at times it
seems unfair and that there is a lot of hatred, I love this country and I love America. We [Muslims] will continue to
show our love, our patriotism, our nationality and who we are.”

As president, Alhalabi provides direction and vision for the center. He is concerned about a jump in Islamophobia
since President Trump took office.

“Islamophobia has been in the community for a while but with Trump it’s more prevalent,” said Alhalabi. “People
aren’t pretending anymore but now they are speaking.”

Many in the interfaith community stood up for the mosque and said it should have been used as a polling place.
Reverend Harris Riordan and the Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Boca Raton, were some of the supporters for
ICBR.

“Fear is not the way to build a community,” said Rev. Riordan, who has been the minister at UUFBR for 19 years. “I
think some voices in American society feed it [Islamophobia]. It’s easy to make prejudice grow.”

In protest at the decision not to use the mosque as a polling place, the Universalist Fellowship decided to remove
themselves as a polling location after hearing ICBR was removed.

“[The local government decision] was a fear-based reaction that was not appropriate,” said Rev. Riordan. “If any
religious place could be a polling place, then all can be.”

Alhalabi and Hayat recognize how Islamophobia or wariness of Muslims affects their community.

“The Muslim community is afraid, there is pressure. We can’t be distracted or work on the hands of bigots, who are
very few,” said Alhalabi. “But they are so loud, so vocal, and so persistent. The majority of us are nice, but nice
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people are also silent.”

Hayat thinks there is a lot of misinformation about Muslims being circulated, particularly in the media. She explains
how Muslims are “100% not perfect” and that they deal with divorce, mental illnesses, and other issues like the rest
of the population. In terms of violence caused by Muslims, Hayat wants to clarify misconceptions.

“We are sick and tired of apologizing for everyone,” said Hayat. “All acts against humanity are wrong. We are not
hateful people.”

Each Friday, Muslims gather at ICBR for a prayer service, called Jum’ah. An imam, or person who leads worship
and prayer, will pray in Arabic, then give a speech in English, and end his message with a prayer. This is one of five
prayers that Muslims will do throughout the day. Jum’ah is mandatory for men, but optional for women and
children.

With divided American views towards Muslims, Dr. Main Al-Qadah, a guest imam who spoke at one of ICBR’s
Friday services, reminded the congregation to look past the criticism.

“Do not underestimate the kindness and goodness of the people around,” said Dr. Al-Qadah. “We might disagree
when it comes to faith and credence, but we need to learn how to live with our differences.” 
*Michaela Garretson is a student journalist from Florida Atlantic University and participant in The Media Line’s
Press and Policy Student Program.

DISCLAIMER: The opinions expressed on this page are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views
of The Media Line Ltd., it's management, staff, advertisers and sponsors. The Media Line bears no responsibility for
opinions and/or information appearing herein.
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Department of music to host sixth annual holiday dinner
The event will take place Dec. 17.

!
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Emailtudents from the Florida Atlantic Department of Music will be hosting and performing an evening of Renaissance-themed food and acting at St.

Gregory’s Episcopal Church this Saturday.

The church will be transformed into a Renaissance-era castle dubbed “Owlslyshire Castle” with a performance that will feature 14 main characters, as
well as an additional 10-15 students who will be serving stuffed Cornish hen, vegetables, salad, bread pudding, wine and hot apple cider throughout the
evening.

According to the music department’s website, the event “reflects a Renaissance evening full of pageantry and entertainment, including a court jester,
wandering minstrels and other characters, as well as delicious succulent food and extraordinary music.”

Director of Choral and Vocal Studies Patricia Fleitas is co-directing the event along with her Associate Director Stacie Rossow.
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“The theme always changes. What we are going to feature this year is peace, love, hope and joy for the holidays,” said Fleitas. “The script varies and
costumes vary – we always have to add/subtract and try to improve on an annual basis.”

Kaylene Dahl, a graduate teaching assistant to Fleitas, wrote a portion of the script and is looking forward to the upcoming performance.

“There’s a lot of camaraderie in it. All of our department puts this entire production on with our directors,” she said. “We all work hard, but it’s
rewarding because everyone seems to enjoy it every year.”

Freshman vocal performance major Sophia Sandoval will be singing and acting in the show for the first time.

“I’ve always watched it so now I get to be a part of it and I actually get to sing the songs and act out things,” she said. “I like acting and I love singing
so it’s going to be a great mix, especially since I’m going to be doing it with my friends.”

A reception prior to the banquet will begin outside the church at 6:30 p.m. and will feature hor d’oeuvres and wine. Attendees who have sponsored a
table will become part of the Royal Procession at the beginning of the event.

Guests are welcome to wear period costumes to the dinner.

The event will take place at St. Gregory’s Episcopal Church, 100 NE Mizner Blvd. Boca Raton 33432 on Saturday, Dec. 17 at 6:30 p.m.

Individual tickets are $100 — they each include a $55 tax-deductible gift and sponsored tables of eight are $1000. The tables includes a $640 tax-
deductible gift.

The gifts will go toward FAU’s Choral and Vocal Studies program and will aid in recruiting students, funding events and hiring instrumentalists for
concerts.

Reservations are required and should be made by Dec. 14. To reserve a seat, call Gail Vorsas at 561-297-2337 or email gvorsas@fau.edu.

Click here to buy a ticket and for more information.

Michaela Garretson is a contributing writer with the University Press. For information regarding this or other stories, email
mgarretson2016@fau.edu.
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