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By Luis Andres Henao,  
Peter Smith and Mariam Fam

Associated Press

America’s major religions and 
denominations, often divided 
on other big issues, have united 
behind the effort to help receive 
an influx of refugees from Af-
ghanistan following the end of 
the United States’ longest war 
and one of the largest airlifts in 
history.

Among those gearing up to 
help are Jewish refugee reset-
tlement agencies and Islamic 
groups; conservative and liberal 
Protestant churches; and prom-
inent Catholic relief organi-
zations, providing everything 
from food and clothes to legal 
assistance and housing.

“It’s incredible. It’s an in-
terfaith effort that involved 
Catholic, Lutheran, Muslim, 
Jews, Episcopalians ... Hindus ... 
as well as nonfaith communities 
who just believe that maybe 
it’s not a matter of faith, but it’s 
just a matter of who we are as 

a nation,” said Krish O’Mara 
Vignarajah, president and CEO 
of Lutheran Immigration and 

Refugee Service.

The U.S. and its coalition 

partners have evacuated more 

than 100,000 people from Af-
ghanistan since the airlift began 
Aug. 14, including more than 
5,400 American citizens and 
many Afghans who helped the 
U.S. during the 20-year war.

The effort by faith groups 
to help resettle them follows a 
long history of religious involve-
ment in refugee policy, said 
Stephanie Nawyn, a sociologist 
at Michigan State University 
who focuses on refugee issues.

Decades before the U.S. Refu-
gee Resettlement Program was 
created in 1980, faith organiza-
tions advocated for the resettle-
ment of Jewish refugees during 
World War II. Religious groups 
also helped receive people who 
fled wars in Vietnam, the Bal-
kans and elsewhere.

Besides helping distribute 
government resources, the 
groups mobilize private assets 
such as donations and volun-
teers and work with other pri-
vate entities to provide supplies 
and housing, Nawyn said.

Faith groups help refugees after war

Associated Press

In this Tuesday file photo, Berny Lopez, an operations specialist for 
Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service, moves donated diapers 
at the organization’s drop-off site for items to help refugees from 
Afghanistan, in Baltimore. Many different religion groups across the 
U.S. are gearing up to assist the thousands of incoming refugees.

By Andrew Dowd

Leader-Telegram staff

EAU CLAIRE — City 
buses will begin using 
a temporary downtown 
transfer center today while 
the building that has served 
for decades as the hub of 
Eau Claire’s public transit 
system nears its end.

A concrete island and bar-
riers erected this summer 
in a city-owned parking lot 
at the east corner of South 
Farwell and Gray streets 
will serve Eau Claire Transit 
through 2022 while a new, 
permanent center is built.

“We’re excited that 
everything’s becoming a 
reality,” Transit Manager 
Tom Wagener said of the 
latest milestone for the new 
permanent transfer center 
that’s been years in the 
making.

In the next couple weeks, 
the small single-story 
building on the 400 block of 
South Barstow Street that’s 
served as the center of Eau 
Claire’s bus network since 
1984 will be demolished.

City bus 
hub 

moves
Temporary 

transit center 
serves today 
through 2022

By Eric Lindquist

Leader-Telegram staff

EAU CLAIRE — Gov. Tony Evers and 
state schools Superintendent Jill Underly 
stopped in Eau Claire on Wednesday to 
play some “getting to know you” games 
with DeLong Middle School students on 
the first day of the new school year.

But an unmistakable seriousness 
loomed over the lighthearted activities: 
the start of a third consecutive school 
year affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.

After the final months of 2019-20 
shifted to all-virtual schooling as the 
pandemic emerged, the district during 
the spring 2021 semester used short-
ened weeks and a hybrid of in-person 
and virtual instruction to limit risk for 
students. 

CLOSER TO NORMAL

Officials optimistic 
about more traditional 
year amid pandemic 

Staff photo by Dan Reiland

Staffers guide South Middle School students in Eau Claire after they get off their bus on Wednesday, their first day of school. Gov. 
Tony Evers and state schools Superintendent Jill Underly made a stop in Eau Claire Wednesday as the school year began.

Staff photo by Eric Lindquist

Gov. Tony Evers plays “Getting to Know You Bingo” Wednesday with a student 
during a back-to-school stop at DeLong Middle School.
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