Refugee ministry says goodbye to director
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Carol Young and Bosnian refugee Semsudin Haseljic developed great admiration for each other after meeting almost 16 years ago at Louisville International Airport.

Haseljic was carried into the airport on a stretcher after losing both legs in the Bosnian War, and Young — then the case worker for Kentucky Refugee Ministries — was the first person he met there.

Haseljic said Young, who recently retired as executive director of the agency, “helped me with pretty much everything. Her best quality is her vision. She can see and recognize potential in people.”

Young, who lives in the Belknap neighborhood, said she helped him figure out what to do, but “he did it,” hauling his wheelchair around and taking English language classes and studying business at University of Louisville. He now works at the ministries.

At a recent going-away event for Young at Highland Presbyterian Church in the Cherokee Triangle, Haseljic described her as “a total stranger who cared so deeply.”

After turning over the reins to the Rev. Liz Kaznak, her assistant director, Young left the agency as it marks its 20th year. The farewell event was a festive, multi-cultural gathering — with musical entertainment by two 


Iraqi refugees — that bespoke of Young's longtime efforts.

The humanitarian relief agency has helped more than 5,500 people from more than 30 countries — averaging about 500 a year in recent years — while facing stiffer challenges in finding safe, affordable housing and employment for clients, Young and Kaznak say.

The agency's quarters in the annex to the church's Pleune-Mobley Center at Highland Avenue and Cherokee Road were full of refugee clients one recent morning. Many had ridden the bus to Bardstown Road or Grinstead Drive from housing around the city and walked to the agency for English as a second language classes.

The agency also has an office in Lexington, Ky., that opened in 1998. The ministry was started by Highland Presbyterian member Donna Craig in 1990 and is now affiliated with Episcopal Migration Ministries and Church World Service.

Young, a Highland Presbyterian member who spent 10 of her 18 years with the agency as executive director, began as Craig's sole assistant. Young said she found Louisville to be a very hospitable place for refugees under the ministries' system of relying on faith-based groups to help settle people, with help from federal grants and other private and corporate donations.

“I was hooked,” she said. “There are little moments of inspiration every day.”

Young had taught gifted and talented children in Virginia before her family moved to Louisville, where she first worked as a substitute teacher. Her husband, William, recently retired as a biochemical researcher at the University of Louisville Medical Center. Their son is in 
Massachusetts
, and they have a daughter and granddaughter in Wisconsin.

Young helped start many new programs at the agency, including a summer one for children and youths and a family center at Highland Baptist Church. “We would do one thing, and then we would see another gap,” Young said.

The staff has grown to 46 full- and part-time employees between both offices. It also relies on about 200 volunteers, Kaznak said.

Kaznak, a former assistant pastor at Highland Presbyterian in the 1990s, said Young was “the first one in the morning, and the last one to leave.” Kaznak also commutes to Greensburg, Ky., to her position as pastor of Ebenezer Presbyterian Church.

Dorel Andrei, a refugee who arrived in 1997 and now lives in Lake Forest and works in electrical maintenance at Alcan Inc., said at the going-away event that Young called his family twice a day and paired them up with Valley Christian Church.

“In about a week, we had a home, clothes” and everything, he said. “We were speechless.”

Pianist Harry Pickens, who performed “Wind Beneath My Wings” in tribute to Young at the event, said he once made misguided preparations to help young refugees that required them to speak English and read music.

Nonetheless, he could still offer “a smile and a loving heart,” he said. “That's Carol's secret for 18 years.”

Reporter Martha Elson can be reached at (502) 582-7061.
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