"I Came (Here) For a Better Life"

by Sandra Selvarajah, CSJA

I

am an immigrant. I came to the United States with
my family, leaving Sri Lanka – a country torn apart
by civil strife.
I grew up in a small, predominantly middle
class community in Sri Lanka, called the Burghers,
descendants of Dutch and British citizens who
married among the local community. Sri Lanka is an
island situated in South Asia. My father worked as an
accounts assistant, my mother stayed at home raising
my six siblings. As a Catholic family, we would recite
the rosary daily and attend mass every Sunday. We
were God-fearing.
My husband Eswaran, an urban planner by
profession, belonged to a minority race, the Tamils.
We had a son, Sanjeev. As a family, we were happy and
contented. Life seemed to be not so demanding . . .
but that easy passage in life was short-lived.
In July of 1983, in Sri Lanka society, violence against
minority community erupted. This had a disastrous
effect on public security, families, and institutions.
Tamils, victimized and displaced by violence, had
to flee to safer places – local and abroad. Having
experienced violence first-hand and seeing its impact
on my life, I was determined to leave the country for
the safety of my family. But it was hard.
The future seemed far from promising. We decided
to explore the possibility of migrating. Eswaran gained
admission to MIT in Boston to pursue advanced
studies. I joined my husband two years later with
my two children, Sanjeev, and Vinoo, who was born
in 1986. By the time Sanjeev was in third grade, I
was able to get my work permit. My first job was at
Cambridge Montessori School, Cambridge, MA. Then,
at the suggestion of a friend, I went to Walnut Park
Montessori School, Newton, MA, to observe teaching
assistants working in the classroom. Fortunately for
me, an employee was leaving, and I was asked to be an
assistant. I eventually received Montessori training and
then my undergraduate degree at Leslie College. In
the late 1990s, I became a United States citizen.
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". . .helping the
dear neighbor, unity,
the acceptance of all
humankind. That is
what drew me to the
associates."
Walnut Park teachers and students are very diverse.
They make you feel a part of the school.You want
to give more of yourself, to embrace the mission.
And, in whatever way I can, I want to give back. I
became a Mission Effectiveness Facilitator around
2004, a position which I still hold. This is how I heard
about the CSJ Associate Program. I always felt the
mission of the Sisters of St. Joseph, and the mission
of Walnut Park, were tied together - helping the
dear neighbor, unity, the acceptance of all humankind.
That is what drew me to the associates.You feel, not
just connected, but more connected. Now that my
children are grown, I have more time for myself, for
my personal growth. It is more time to have with God.
I survived all my early years for a reason. Now, it is my
time to grow spiritually, to make connections, to give
back because I have been blessed.
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The Sisters of St. Joseph of Boston support
immigration, social justice, and unity. They do it
to keep families together, to reach out to the
dear neighbor, to treat with dignity those living
here so that they don’t live in fear, to treat
immigrants justly, as I was treated.
I came for a reason. I came for a better life.
Immigrants come to the United States for a
reason. †

Pictured left: Sandra during the May 1, 2013, CSJ Associate Commitment Liturgy.
Pictured right: Sandra preparing to be candle bearer, tutoring a student during summer camp at Casserly House,
and standing with Joanne Maulden, CSJA at the Sept. 21, 2013, Immigration Prayer Vigil.

www.csjboston.org
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