
 
 

 

Improvised Lives 

 In 2002, Julia Glass 
surprised the literary world 
with her first, but well-written, 
novel entitled Three Junes. 
The story begins on a Grecian 
holiday, when Paul McLeod, 
struggling to recover from the 
death of his wife, becomes 
infatuated with a young artist. 
The superbly-written story of 
the intergenerational McLeod 
family reminds us of the 
redemptive power of love, 
amid life’s unpredictable twists 
and turns. Glass describes one 
of the supporting characters as 
“the proud pilot of an 
improvised life.” 
 When I first read that prose 
description, I thought of so 
many of my Albanian friends in 
Greece. While they may not all 
be proud pilots, every 
Albanian I have met in Athens 
is living an extremely make-
shift life. Untouchable others 
always seem to have power 
over the plot lines of their 
personal stories. Albanians 
have lived at the mercy of 
powerful social, economic and 
political forces over which they 
have little control. In fact, for 
Albanians and other Balkan 
citizens, even those in charge 
seem seldom to have long-
term control over the 
development of their own story 
line. Poverty, scarcity, 
contingency, social changes 
and the deprivations spawn of 
isolation and half-a-century of 
ruthless, Communist dictatorial 
rule have conspired to give 
most Albanians little hope of 
ever taking any measure of 
power over their destinies. 

 
 
 Consequently, many of 
these good people have 
developed a commanding 
compensatory mechanism; 
they are extremely good at 
improvisation. Seemingly 
immune to the need to follow 
one, single plot line, they are 
fleet-footed when it comes to 
plot twists. When their humble 
nation was taken over by a 
rigid dictator who insisted on 
totalitarian rule and the 
assumption that there is no 
God, they adapted by giving 
up religion and learning how to 
play the game. They became 
adept at presenting a false 
face to almost everyone, 
depending on the need at the 
moment. Since loyalty and 
consistency were in short 
supply, these folks learned 
how to betray even friends and 
family, in the name of getting 
by, in the distrustful political 
system which required their 
ultimate devotion. 
 In the waning days of 
Communism, many Albanians 
stole away, much like black 
fugitives during the latter days 
of the cotton-gin lubricated, 
slavery-driven South in the 
United States. In the final 
decade of the 20th century, 
Albanians came by hook or 
crook to the neighboring 
country of Greece, in search of 
freedom and an enhanced 
measure of personal choice. 
Since Greeks harbored much 
distrust and suspicion of 
foreigners in general and 
Albanians in particular, many 
of these immigrants changed 
their names to Greek names, 
learned to speak Greek 
fluently  and refused  to   teach     

 
 
their children their mother 
tongue. When Greek bosses 
refused to pay them a fair 
wage, they worked harder, in 3 
jobs, for far less pay. 
 At just about the time these 
immigrants were beginning to 
feel some sense of personal 
mastery over their lives, the 
world-wide economic crisis hit 
the unstable Greek economy 
with a vengeance; and the 
ever-improvising Albanians 
had to ad-lib again. In this 
case, they returned to their 
impoverished and even more 
unstable homeland or, if they 
were lucky, they immigrated to 
yet another European country 
and learned yet another 
language and culture. 
 Today, many Albanians 
remain in Greece, unable to 
leave, but also unable to thrive 
in the shaky, dysfunctional and 
overly-bureaucratic economic 
system that threatens to 
change the plot line of the 
European Union, the 
International Monetary Fund 
and even the relatively more 
stable United States economy. 
 The ministry of PORTA – 
the Albania House in Athens 
is helping these spur-of-the-
moment, off-the-cuff, impromptu 
impersonators to discover in 
Jesus, both a fellow traveler 
on life’s journey and the 
spiritual power to keep on 
keeping on!  

Prayers of Petition 

 Blerina Mile’s recovery from 
back surgery 

 Bob & Janice & 13 students 
and faculty from Logsdon 
Seminary and Hardin Sim-
mons University as they 
minister at PORTA in March 
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The Newells now live in 
Georgetown, TX where 
they continue to serve 
Albanians by raising 
prayer and financial 

support for 
 PORTA - the Albania 

House in Athens. 
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