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Miracle Mission in Afghanistan: Saving the Life of a Young Burn Victim

Virtue In Action

Zubaida (Zu-BAY-dah), 

was �lling the water 

heater for a bath in her 

home, she tripped with a 

can of kerosene. The gas 

spilled over her and onto 

the pilot light which sent 

an explosion of �ame 

over her entire body. 



The Green Beret was on duty, providing security to a 
marketplace in Kandahar, Afghanistan when he no-
ticed a man pass by with a small child, oddly huddled 
inside of a scarf.  As the scarf fell away from the girl�s 
face, the soldier was shocked to see massive burn 
wounds covering her entire face.

Instead of looking away in embarrassment, the soldier 
was surprised that the girl stared back, looking straight 
at him with a spark of curiosity and determination.  
Intrigued, the Green Beret moved closer and asked the 
father, Mohammed Hasan, what happened.
 
A Terrible Accident

Hasan introduced himself as a peaceful Shiite Muslim 
and farmer from a desert home over 200 miles away.  
He desperately explained that he was trying to �nd 
medical assistance for his daughter, who was in a hor-
rible accident and would die if she didn�t soon receive 
the proper care.  Hasan told how he has eight more 
children at home, and had sold his possessions and 
borrowed money from neighbors to take her around 
the country looking for help.

Seven months earlier, as his daughter, Zubaida (pro-
nounced Zu-BAY-dah),  was �lling the water heater for 
a bath in her home, she tripped with a can of kero-
sene. The gas spilled over her and onto the pilot light 
which sent an explosion of �ame over her entire body. 
Screaming, Zubaida tried to put out the �ames, but as 
she inhaled, the heat scorched her throat and lungs as 
well. Her mother, Bador, rushed in from a neighbor�s 
house and poured water over her badly burned child to 
stop the �re. 

“Please Save my Little Girl” 

Hasan took his daughter to the local clinic, but they 
had neither painkillers nor treatment for serious burns. 
At the sight of his child, who usually loved music and 
dancing, now suffering horribly, Hasan was moved to 

action. He decided to take Zubaida on a seven hour trip 
over bumpy roads to the nearest city of Herat. 
At the clinic, the doctor scraped off the charred skin, 
washed her, and applied a salve to the wounds.  This 
process was extremely painful.  Hasan described his 
own emotional suffering as he watched his daughter cry 
out in pain.  The doctor�s prediction was not hopeful.  
The injuries are not survivable,� he said. �Death will 
surely come in a week or so. Take her home and pray 
for the end to come quickly.� Despite this dire situation, 
Hasan persevered in his hope, responding to the doctor, 
�Pray for her to be spared.�  

In a less developed nation without the proper medi-
cal resources, the untreated scar tissue grew over the 
wounds, threatening Zubaida�s life. Like a web, it grew 
so fast that her arm became molded to her side, and 
her face became connected to her chest. She could no 
longer close her eyes nor mouth, and her eating and 
breathing became labored.

At this point Hasan decided that he must bring his 
daughter to a larger city in the hope of �nding the right 
care to save her.  Imagine at this point, the dif�culty of 
the family�s decision.  For Hasan to bring Zubaida to 
a larger city, his wife would be the only parent to care 
for their eight other children, and the wife and children 
would have to work the farm without him.  In addition, 
they risked going into poverty as they had to borrow 
money from neighbors to pay for the journey.  These 
types of dif�cult decisions can only be made when a 
family and community are uni�ed in love and generos-
ity--love for Zubaida, and a sense of generosity on the 
part of neighbors to help their friends in need. 

A Chain Reaction  
of Kindness and Generosity

When the Green Beret �rst saw Zubaida the easy thing 
for him to do was to feel badly about it and move on.  
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This lesson tells the amazing story of a young girl�s journey from the brink of death in Afghanistan 

to America where her life was saved. The journey began with a loving father, determined to save the life of his 

daughter, then a Green Beret started a chain reaction of people whose compassion and skills saved the girl�s 

life.  This story shows us the power one person can have when they decide to help, especially when their actions 

inspire others to action.
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As a soldier on patrol, the Beret had legitimate reasons 
to not become involved, and to focus only on his mis-
sion of protecting the people against potential terrorist 
attacks.  . Instead, the Beret showed great fortitude and 
courage in making the dif�cult and right decision to try 
and help.  The Beret has chosen to not be interviewed, 
so we don�t know what motivated him to help.  It was 
likely a strong sense of compassion as he sympathized 
with the suffering of the girl and her father, and desired 
to help them. It may have also been the desperation of 
the situation, seeing that Zubaida would die if he did 
not do something fast.

The Beret took Zubaida to the 96th Civil Affairs Battal-
ion, where a State Department of�cer Michael Gray de-
cided to also help.  Gray started the process of security 
clearances, visas, and medical forms needed to bring 
her to the United States for proper treatment.  Gray 
then called his younger sister, Rebecca, who is mar-
ried to Peter Grossman, who runs the Grossman Burn 
Center of a hospital near Los Angeles. Once they heard 
about the case, they were moved with compassion to 
help, and Rebecca asked for a donation of $300,000 
from the Children�s Burn Foundation to help with the 
medical costs.

On June 10, 2002, Zubaida �ew with her father to Los 

Angeles to begin the �rst of 13 surgeries. Peter had a 
team of �ve other doctors to help him, but nonetheless 
the task was dif�cult and required patience and perse-
verance amidst the tension. Peter took extreme care, us-
ing his medical skills as well as artistry to graft healthy 
skin onto the wounds in the best way possible. After an 
hour and a half of surgery, the doctors began to see the 
miracle of their mission as a little girl�s face appeared 
from out of the wounded skin.

When Zubaida saw herself in a mirror, she could not 
stop smiling, and her father was overcome with tears 
of gratitude. 

More Than Just a Doctor

Peter and Rebecca realized that Zubaida would need 
more than just medical attention, for she had to remain 
in America for additional surgeries and recovery for 
over a year, even after her father went home. They 
found an Afghan woman to help communicate with 
her, and eventually took the little girl into their own 
home while she was recovering between surgeries.

The Grossmans always wanted a child, but were unable 
to have one of their own, so they gave Zubaida all the 
love of parents. They took her to the ocean, helped her 
talk on the phone to her father, and even enrolled her 

Before Transition After
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in school for a year. At one point, the child showed 
her trust in them by accidentally calling Peter �Dad� 
instead of his �rst name.

In her home village, Zubaida had never attended 
school, and now she was learning to read and write 
her language as well as English. Her teacher encour-
aged the rest of the class to reach out to Zubaida and 
help her through the dif�cult process of coming into 
a new culture saying, and community.  �We need to 
be like her family and friends, because that�s what we 
would want others to do for us.�, which is of course 
the Golden Rule.  The students responded wonder-
fully, to the point where Zubaida was �ooded with 
invitations from other students.

During this time, Zubaida needed the support.  The 
memories of her accident, the physical pain she 
endured, and the emotional pain of being away 
from her family was dif�cult.  She often woke up 
with nightmares and at times broke down crying.   
Yet with the support of the Grossmans and her 
classmates, Zubaida showed great determination in 
staying the course. Zubaida went home to her family 
after a year in America, but is coming back this sum-
mer for a medical evaluation and more schooling.

Zubaida�s story is an amazing example of how one 

Vocabulary

Compassion � Feeling of sympathy for the distress of others, with the desire to help.  
Courage � The capacity to meet danger without giving way to fear; to have the courage of one�s convictions; to be willing to put 
one�s opinions into practice. 
Determination � Firmness of purpose; resolve; an absolute commitment toward accomplishing a goal.
Empathy � Entering into the feelings or spirit of others and imagining yourself in another person�s situation.
Fortitude � The ability to choose and to do what is right, even in the face of dif�culty.  Strength of mind that allows one to 
endure pain or adversity with courage.
Generosity � Freely giving of our time, talent and resources.
Perseverance � Trying hard and continously, despite obstacles and dif�culties.
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person can begin a chain reaction of kindness and 
generosity, and in this case actually saved some-
one�s life. When Zubaida�s father decided to take 
the risk of searching for help, with the support of 
his family and community, he had no guarantees 
that they would succeed, yet he pursued what he 
knew was right.  When the soldier decided to act 
on what he knew was right and to help Zubaida, 
he had no idea that his actions would connect 
Zubaida to one of the best burn treatment centers 
in America, and connect her to a community 
in California that would love and support her. 
Zubaida�s journey illustrates how when people 
come together from very different countries and 
backgrounds, united by a worthy cause, we can 
accomplish great things.   Those who helped 
Zubaida won�t ever fully realize the many ways 
their compassion and generosity will eventually 
help others.   Zubaida wants to become a pediatri-
cian and return to help build her own country.  n
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Teacher�s  Guide

Lesson Goals
 Develop understanding of the virtues 
of empathy, compassion, generosity, 
fortitude, perseverance, parental love 
and community support    

 See how by living out these virtues we 
can make a real difference in others� lives

 See how it often takes only the decision 
of one person to begin engaging a 
signi� cant challenge, yet often the 
assistance of many people to succeed 

 Highlight the value of living virtue in 
daily life, in the classroom, in one�s 
profession, in an �ordinary� day  

 Understand the value of just one life, 
and how each person needs more than 
just physical aid   

 Develop awareness that when people 
come together, united by a worthy cause, 
even from very different countries and 
backgrounds, we can achieve great goals   

This lesson has one part including student 
text, discussion question options, journal 
writing options, and extended learning 
activities.    

Virtue In Action
      VIRTUE IN ACTION    FOSTERING CITIZENSHIP THROUGH CHARACTER EDUCATION

Miracle Mission in Afghanistan: Saving the Life of a Young Burn Victim

Discussion 
Question Options 
1. What kind of risks did Mohammed Hasan face when he took his daughter on a 

mission to � nd treatment? In a nation where females are not valued as highly as 
males, what kind of message did he give to others? 

2. What virtues did the Green Beret soldier show in this story?  How did he go beyond 
the call of duty?

3. Even though Zubaida was practically helpless to heal her injuries, in what ways did 
she inspire others to help her?

4. What were the various communities that made it possible for Zubaida to receive 
treatment and her life to be saved? (encourage the students to think about smaller 
communities such as her family, neighbors, doctors and benefactors in California, and 
larger communities such as the State Department ) What does this tell us about the 
importance of communities? 

5. Can you think of examples in your own lives where one person�s decision to do 
what was right had unexpected positive consequences in inspiring others to action?  
(Encourage common examples within the school / peer community, which could 
include a couple of students mobilizing to help with a service or school project.  
Another example would be someone in a peer group deciding to not do something 
that is wrong and others then decide to follow his example).

6. How did Peter and Rebecca Grossman see beyond only medically caring for Zubaida 
as a patient?

7. How did the people involved transcend cultural differences and geographic 
boundaries to achieve this miracle mission?        

Journal Writing  
1. Zubaida�s classmates tried to live what their teacher requested �We need to be like her 

family and friends, because that�s what we would want others to do for us.� Do we focus 
enough on approaching our classmates with this level of respect and kindness, as friends 
and as family? Do we treat others as we would want to be treated? Write about some of 
the dif� culties we have individually in living out this goal? Write about some ways we 
can better try to live out this ideal.

2. Think about a person in our own lives who is facing a challenge.  It could be a physical 
challenge, or a problem with family and friends.  Write about how you could reach out 
to this person with an act of generosity and kindness?  
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Internet Resources 

Video clips about Zubaida: 
http://www.grossmanmed.com/zubaida_video.htm 

Grossman Burn Center: 
http://www.grossmanburncenter.com/orig-site/web/news/
media.htm 

Published book of her story: 
http://www.holtzbrinckpublishers.com/stmartins/search/
SearchBookDisplay.asp?BookKey=2696106 

A kid’s life in Afghanistan: 
http://library.thinkquest.org/CR0212302/afghanistan.html 

Life in Afghanistan: 
http://www.oxfam.org.uk/coolplanet/kidsweb/world/
afghan/life.htm  
 
http://www.oxfam.org.uk/coolplanet/kidsweb/children.htm  
 
http://www.specialoperations.com/Army/Special_Forces/
default.html 

Extension Projects 
1. In this lesson we see how life for Afghan children is very 

different than for the average American child.  Organize 
the class into 4 teams and assign each team a country 
to investigate and to report on what life is like for the 
children of that nation.  Each team should cover:

� Educations opportunities and health care
� Are girls and boys treated equally
� Are the children of that nation free to go to school 

throughout their childhood, or do other forces such 
as poverty force many to work?

� Recreational and sports opportunities

2.	 Reaching out to children with illness: Contact a local 
children�s hospital or the children�s ward of an ordinary 
hospital to schedule a time for the class to visit the 
patients. Alternatively, ask for a list of names that the 
students can address letters to. Encourage students to 
practice empathy in trying to help them understand what 
it would be like to have the illness that some of the child 
patients have.     
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