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The friction of quiet spaces  

Written by Chinedu Abiaziem 

 
The fellowship hall of the small church off Southwest Freeway in Houston does not look like a 

battleground for human rights. It smells of stale fold-out tables, instant coffee, and the deep, 

rich scent of jollof rice brought in plastic containers. Every third Saturday, the basement room 

transforms into a legal clinic for West African immigrants navigating the maze of visa 

adjustments, work permits, and naturalization papers. My job is usually small. I arrange the 

metal chairs, stack the bilingual intake folders, and keep the children quiet with coloring books 

while their parents speak in low, anxious voices to the volunteer attorneys. 

 

It was during a rainy afternoon last November that the quietness of the room shattered for me. 

A man named Samuel, who had traveled from the Bellaire area, sat across from an immigration 

lawyer. I was sitting just two feet away, handing out blue ink pens. Samuel was explaining how 

his work authorization had stalled due to a clerical typo at an administrative office. His voice 

dropped so low it became a rasp. He said that if he could not drive his delivery route next week, 

his family would lose their apartment within a month. He did not yell. He did not make a grand 

speech about human dignity. He just stared at his calloused knuckles, his shoulders locked in a 

tight, desperate knot. 

 

In that moment, a sharp internal tension pulled at me. I am a student who prides himself on 

leadership. I run meetings, participate in simulations of governance, and talk easily about 

structural equality in classroom debates. Yet, looking at Samuel, the distance between textbook 

justice and human fear felt embarrassingly wide. My instinct was to offer a hollow, comfortable 

phrase – to tell him everything would be fine. It would have kept the room polite. It would have 

saved me from sitting in the heavy, unresolvable weight of his reality. But politeness in that 

moment felt like a form of betrayal. The moral conflict was clear: I could remain a detached 

coordinator who merely managed folders, or I could accept the emotional friction of truly 

understanding how precarious my neighbors' lives were under current legal systems. 

 

This exact tension—the choice between comfortable detachment and dangerous solidarity – 

defined the life of Bayard Rustin. A principal architect of the 1963 March on Washington, Rustin 

spent his life organizing the machinery of civil rights from the shadows. As a Black gay man living 

in the mid-century United States, he faced continuous threats not just from white 

segregationists, but also from within his own movement, where colleagues feared his identity 

would compromise their political goals. Rustin was beaten by police, jailed as a conscientious 

objector during World War II, and systematically erased from the public narrative of the struggle 

for racial equality. 
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Rustin chose to put his freedom and his legacy on the line because he knew that true justice is 

not built through personal celebrity; it is built through the unglamorous, high-risk work of 

logistics and community mobilization. He refused to walk away when his presence became 

inconvenient to the mainstream leadership. He did not seek the safety of a quiet, unbothered 

life. Instead, he channeled his energy into protecting the vulnerable and coordinating massive 

structural disruptions, accepting the fact that he might never receive the public credit he 

deserved. He put his livelihood on the line so that millions of others could find their collective 

voice. 

 

Rustin’s sacrifice demands something very specific of me. It completely dismantles the idea that 

community service is supposed to feel good or look clean. His example leaves no room for me to 

use my leadership roles as a resume builder or a platform for easy praise. When I stand in that 

church basement, Rustin's life asks me if I am willing to do the tedious, exhausting, and 

emotionally heavy work of community care without needing to be the center of attention. It 

demands that I stop viewing immigrant rights as an abstract political debate and start treating it 

as a local responsibility. 

 

Moving forward, I refuse to ignore the quiet legal crises happening right across the freeway from 

my school. I accept the responsibility of being more than a passive volunteer who hands out 

paperwork and leaves when the clock runs down. I have started working with the clinic 

organizers to build a permanent, digital resource directory that matches local West African 

families with pro bono legal representation before their situations reach an emergency state. 

This is a small, unglamorous step, far removed from any public podium or student government 

election. But it is real. By committing to the quiet, structural scaffolding of local immigrant 

support, I am choosing to stay in the room, accept the tension, and do the necessary work. 
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