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world chooses to come to Ireland, or to other European countries?
The phenomenon of migrants, whether they be asylum seekers or

economic migrants, trying to find their way into fortress Europe in

spite of the numerous obstacles erected in their way can be seen

from a number of points of view.

First, many of the conflicts from which the asylum seeker (or
in some cases the voluntary migrant) is fleeing and seeking refuge
have their origin in the experience of colonialism. The economic

impoverishment from which the economic migrant is fleeing also
has roots in the colonial experience. The African experience, out of
which nearly half of our asylum seekers come, is particularly
relevant. The carving up of Africa by the colonial powers with
borders which suited the colonial agenda, left to postcolonial Africa
a series of explosive tensions which have yet to be resolved, and is
a major contributory factor to many of the wars and insurgencies
which have destabilised postcolonial Africa. The colonial

experience also produced a series of economic dependencies with
'mother countries' which have prevented the normal evolution of
economic relationships with neighbouring countries. As the recent

experience of Europe has shown, economic interdependency forms
the basis for a healthy political interdependence leading to

cohesion.

Second, the colonial experience involved an incalculable shift
of economic resources towards the colonising countries of Europe
which enriched the economies of these countries. On such
foundations the industrial revolution which transformed Europe
was built. The economic relationships which developed in the

postcolonial era, far from correcting the injustice of the previous
situation, simply reinforced it. It is hardly surprising that the labour
of the under-capitalised Developing World should follow the flight
of capital. Perhaps this is what we are seeing at the borders of
Fortress Europe as economic migrants, often the most talented

among the populations of the Developing World, queue to gain
entry, sometimes with, sometimes without clearly defined

persecution. Ireland cannot too easily detach itself from the
colonial experience because, in its most decisive phase, Ireland was
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an integral part of Britain and shared responsibilities for decisions
made in the British parliament.

The postcolonial experience of the Developing World for a

quarter of a century was focussed in global politics and economics
around the agenda of the Cold War. To survive, many postcolonial
countries were forced to choose sides in the cold war and became
client pawns in the global chess game. Often this involved further
distortions of their economies as resources were diverted into arms

races against neighbours who had chosen the opposite loyalty.
Some countries superficially benefited from the cold war to the

degree that they became show-piece examples to others of the
benefits which accrued from such loyalty. Kenya and Cuba were

typical examples on opposite sides of the global tug-o' -war. With
the sudden economic and political collapse of the Soviet Union at

the end of the 1980s and the consequent end of the Cold War a

sudden realignment of economic and political relationships took

place which resulted in the further marginalisation of many
developing countries, especially those no longer needed as

showcases for the benefits of various political and economic

philosophies. No continent suffered greater marginalisation than
Africa. Its interests moved to the outer periphery of world
economic relations, where they may be destined to remain until a

renewed bi-polar or tri-polar alignment of
intemationallintercontinental relationships makes Africa's loyalty
worth buying again.

The marginalisation, both economic and cultural, of vast areas

of the developing world is only increased by the loss, whether in
the face of persecution or of economic migration, of those who are

often the most gifted and talented, those with the greater sense of
initiative and entrepreneurial skills. The paranoia which the arrival
of outsiders brings out in a settled population unaccustomed to

substantial numbers of foreigners often ignores the fact that those
who arrive are on average not the underclass of another society, but

usually the more highly educated and skilled. A study around the
tum of the millennium demonstrated that the average asylum
seeker in Ireland is more highly educated than the average Irish
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person.i In many cases those who have to flee genuine political
persecution do so, not because of their insignificance in their
countries of origin, but precisely because their skills, talents and

leadership potential make them threats to the present order in their
countries.

The moral issues which should be troubling the conscience of
the developed world is the degree to which the unprincipled and

rapacious policies of colonial and postcolonial eras have caused, or

contributed largely to the present impoverishment . of the

developing world. As asylum seekers and other economic refugees
knock insistently on the doors of Fortress Europe perhaps those
inside the doors would do well to listen to the troublesome voice
from without: 'we are here, because you were there'.

Refuge and Asylum: A Challenge to the Christian Conscience
Let me begin with a theological outline of why any conscience
sensitive to the Christian memory must have a special concern for
the stranger in our midst, and this quite independently of any
narrow vision of potential conversion or exploitive proselytization.
It may help our motivation to consider that the theme of migration,
asylum and refuge is woven into the whole tapestry of God's

relationship with human creation as revealed in the Judeo-Christian
revelation. With such a foundational memory before us it should
not be difficult to empathise with people who for one reason or

another have to migrate from the land of their birth.

The Jewish Background
The early history of the Jewish Scriptures, rooted in the memory of

captivity in Egypt and the Exodus, sees clearly that the authentic
believer is bound to welcome the asylum seeker, precisely as

memorial:

2 Michael G. Begley, Back to the Road: A Needs Assessment Study of Asylum
Seekers in Ireland, Dublin, 1998. Begley's survey demonstrated that 71 % of

asylum seekers possess third level education.
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When a stranger sojourns with you in your land, you shall

do him no wrong. The stranger who sojourns with you shall

be to you as the native among you, and you shall love him
as yourself; for you were strangers in the land of Egypt: I

am the Lord your God. (Lev 19:33-34).

The Book of Genesis provides an important narrative to root the

religious significance of welcoming the stranger, the narrative of
Abraham's welcome and entertainment of the three strangers at the
oaks of Mamre (Gen 18:1-15). The appearance of the three

strangers at his tent is seen clearly as his opportunity to welcome a

di vine visitation. His fidelity in welcoming the visit of the strangers
is rewarded by the fruitfulness of Sarah, on which the whole Judeo­
Christian tradition is based. The message is unambiguous:
welcoming the stranger is a test of fidelity and the occasion of

blessing and fruitfulness. The stranger is to be seen, not as burden,
but as gift. One is reminded of the striking poster circulated by the
United Nations High Commission for Refugees, the asylum seeker

brings more than a suitcase: Einstein was an asylum seeker.

Later, in the 6th century BC the memory of the Jewish people
was again forcibly focussed on the theme of asylum as they tried to

come to terms with their own exile in Babylon. These events

appeared to the people concerned as total national disasters with no

redeeming feature whatever. Yet one has only to look to the vibrant
Jewish sections of the cities of Europe and the Middle East some

centuries later to realise that the exiles were not among the least
resourceful sections of the population, but contributed to

developments in economics, sciences and philosophy. The
contribution of these Jews of the Diaspora is still with us, giving us

large sections of the Wisdom literature in the Bible, together with
the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, which had such a

major impact on the development of early Christianity.
The Babylonian Exile bears remarkable parallels with

contemporary cases of asylum. This was not a national Exodus.
The Book of Jeremiah tells us that it involved precisely 4600

persons (Jer 52:28-30). But they were well chosen by
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circumstances - the intellectual, professional, leadership and

priestly classes of Hebrew society. Without them an uprising
against the power of Babylon in Palestine was unlikely. Like many
exiles, before and since, their first instinct was to rebel against
Babylon, the place of their deportation, to hasten their return. But
the prophet Jeremiah, who remains behind in Jerusalem sends a

letter of advice to the contrary:

Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the
exiles whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to

Babylon: Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and
eat their produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters;
take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in

marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply
there and do not decrease. But seek the welfare of the city
where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its

behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare. (Jer 29:

4-7).

The parallels are striking. As with contemporary Ireland, the exiles

reaching our shores are, by and large, some of the most talented

people in the donor population. Many of us who work with the

asylum seeking population can testify that they indeed 'seek the
welfare of the city' (and country) where the forces of history have
sent them, if they are given the opportunity to do so. And for us,
the indigenous population, our welfare and their welfare are

inextricably linked.

The Christian Scriptures
The Gospel of Matthew opens with the overwhelming outpouring
of the divine generosity in the birth of the Saviour. But the peace of
the situation is radically marred with an act of violence and

brutality, as a merciless and totally unscrupulous dictator, Herod
the Great, pursues his political and dynastic interests with the
massacre of the innocent children of Bethlehem (Mt 2: 13-18). The

sequel is just one among so many incidents in human history where
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innocent survivors have been forced to flee and seek asylum in a

neighbouring country. The drama of the gospel story is that the

very survival of the Saviour depended on the hospitality of a

foreign people towards the fleeing asylum seekers Mary, Joseph
and the infant Jesus. We read the angelic instruction to Joseph:

Rise, take the child and his mother and flee to Egypt, and
remain there till I tell you; for Herod is about to search for
the child to destroy him. And he (Joseph) rose and took the
child and his mother by night, and departed to Egypt, and
remained there until the death of Herod. (Mt 2: l3-15)

Each generation of history has not lacked reincarnations of Herod
the Great. The stories we hear at our own Spiritan Asylum Services
Initiative (SPIRASI) project in Dublin are the contemporary
retelling of the story over and over again, whether its new setting is

Iraq, Afghanistan, Congo, Rwanda, Sudan or wherever. Surely
many of those we now call asylum seekers reaching our shores can

make a claim on our Christian conscience to be reincarnations of
the family of Nazareth, even if many of them have never even

heard of Nazareth or its most famous family. Later in his public
ministry Jesus would use the attitude of the disciple towards the

stranger as a criterion for salvation, for Jesus identifies himself
with the experience of the stranger at the hands of those claiming to

be disciples.

I was a stranger and you welcomed me Lord when did
we see you a stranger and welcomed you? As you did it

to one of these the least of my brothers and sisters, you did
it to me. (Mat 25:36,39,40)

And of course by contrast, the downside of the question is relevant

'Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of

these, you did not do it to me.' (Mat 25:43, 45)
This remains our challenge today as we find ourselves

confronted by the movements of history, which have aga_!p brought



Patrick Roe c.S.Sp. 41

the alien stranger to our shores. Having ourselves as Irish the
national memory of seeking refuge in foreign lands, perhaps we

have more reason than most to remember and to welcome.

A Global View
As members of the new global village, whose consciousness has
been so influenced by the communications revolution, we are

challenged to look at that haunting gospel question, Who is my

neighbour? (Lk 29: 10). The movements towards globalisation,
such a feature of modem consciousness, invite us to look to that
other great movement with a global horizon: the Christian message
of the human family united under the one divine parentage. Too
often we reflect on globalisation as affecting trade, industry,
defence and communications policy, without adverting to the fact
that it also refers to the insecurity and instability which has

provoked 22 million people to leave their homelands and seek

refuge and asylum wherever it may be found. The evolution of
human history is finally catching up with the Christian vision of

seeing the human race as one, including its problems and solutions.

Migration as a Matter of Concern for the Irish Christian

Community
The influx of migrants into the Irish context in recent years takes

many different forms and demands a variety of responses. Migrants
may have undertaken migration under force of circumstances or

voluntarily. Those under duress may be forced by circumstances of
discrimination which fit the definition of "asylum seeker" under
the Geneva Convention of 1951.3 Or the force may be extreme

poverty and lack of opportunity in one's home country. These are

economic migrants. In the case of economic migrants they may be
either temporary or semi-permanent, depending on their intention

3 The Geneva Convention 1951 which refers to anyone who: owing to a well­
founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership
of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his

nationality and is unable, or owing to such fear, unwilling to avail himself of the

protection of that country.
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of returning to their home country. The migrants may be coming
from a background of varying degrees of Christian commitment, or

have no particular Christian affiliation. The missioned response
demanded from the Christian community in each case varies.

I venture to suggest that there are three levels of pastoral
response to be considered: advocacy, fellowship, and care (whether
it be pastoral or humanitarian). I also suggest that the response
demanded differs depending on the circumstances of the migrants.

Advocacy:
Advocacy in this context refers to 'speaking on behalf of' in the

public forum. At first sight it might appear to imply that migrants
cannot speak on their own behalf; this would appear patronising.
However, given the difficult situation of migrants, especially in the

early months and years of their migration, advocacy on the side of
the host community can be very important. To officialdom, the
outsider has little status or need to be heard, and may be dealt with
in a dismissive way because they have little political or economic
clout. That Christians of the host community undertake advocacy
on behalf of migrants can be a most fruitful exercise. As citizens
and voters they cannot be ignored, especially when they do so in an

organised way, making a voice for justice and peace to be heard.

Fellowship, friendship and acts ofsolidarity:
The migrant inevitably experiences loneliness and alienation in a

society, often suspicious, often unwelcoming, sometimes showing
elements of racism and xenophobia. Mission in this context will
often show itself in attempting to bridge the gap of alienation, to

reach across the boundaries of otherness which human prejudice
creates, especially following the model of Jesus' mission as

portrayed in the Gospel of Luke.
Some time ago I was in contact with an African Catholic

asylum seeker who had arrived in Ireland some weeks previously.
She lived with her three children in a hostel in South County
Dublin. After her arrival, for four weeks, she attended Sunday
Eucharist at the local Catholic parish with her children. In the four
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weeks, nobody spoke to her, neither did anyone abuse her. It was

just as if she did not exist. She told me she would never go back to

the local Catholic parish. She has since joined a Pentecostal Church
of indigenous African origin where she was made welcome and
made to feel that her presence mattered. Here is the outstanding
chaIIenge that the presence of the stranger poses to the professed
feIIowship (koinonia) of our worshipping communities. If the

stranger does not receive a welcome in their local worshipping
community, where will they receive it? Very few of our Irish
churches have welcoming ministries established to ensure that the
outsider feels accepted. It appears that other competing, and often
sectarian churches, provide such a welcoming ministry. It is hardly
a matter of surprise that Catholics, who expect welcome and

acceptance from their fellow worshippers, would drift towards
churches or sects which purposely reach out towards such people
suffering alienation and dislocation.

The mission of solidarity is not limited to Christian or Roman
Catholic migrants. There are particular ways in which an

appropriate solidarity should express itself for those sharing a

common faith tradition, or indeed any or no faith tradition. There is
a more basic common tradition which emerges from one's common

humanity, which is a most important part of the Christian vision of
universal human solidarity.

Care:
Acts of caring overlap in many instances with acts of solidarity.
Caring for the needs of migrants is a particular way in which
human solidarity expresses itself. Some of the needs of migrants
may very well be supplied by state services, but in many cases the
information about these services does not reach the migrant until

long after they arrive in the country, unless they are fortunate

enough to enter a support community of fellow migrants, often of
the same ethnic origin. Generally we need to be aware of the fact
that official policies for the care of migrants distinguish migrant
status. Migrants from within the European Union are the most

favoured as are those with work permits granted on the basis of
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skills they have to offer to the economy.
The most vulnerable by far is the asylum seeker, in the period

while his/her request for asylum is being assessed. Numbers

seeking asylum in Ireland peaked around the year 2001 at .12000

applications per annum. It has now dropped to around 4000 per
annum; in first eight months of 2005 they averaged 380 per month.
The drop is not to be interpreted as a reduction in the needs for

asylum, but largely due to improvements in the European security
network to prevent potential asylum seekers ever reaching our

borders to claim asylum. These asylum seekers are prevented from

working legally, and receive a minimum subsistence allowance.
For those described as on 'Direct Provision', basic healthcare and
accommodation is provided by the State in 61 centres spread over

24 counties of Ireland. On 31 st
August 2005 there were 4860 in

these centres."
There is a particular category of asylum seeker in even greater

need of solidarity and care. A substantial ·percentage (estimates
vary between 10% and 30%) experience torture and/or rape, either
in their home country before fleeing, or on route. Special services
need to be provided for such individuals if they are ever to come to

terms with their trauma and playa constructive role in society in
the future. The Centre for the Care of Torture Survivors, North
Circular Road Dublin, is one such effort from Church initiative to

reach out to such special cases."
Another category of migrants in need of particular attention

are the victims of trafficking for the purposes of sexual

exploitation. This sinister trade has become much more common in
recent decades. A great worry is the category of unaccompanied
minors who number some hundreds annually. Some find a place of

protection within pre-existing immigrant networks, but many seem

to disappear from official statistics without trace, and may very

4 Numbers in this paragraph are taken from the newsletter Sanctuary, produced
by the Refugee & Migrant Project of the Irish Catholic Bishops Conference,
Columba Centre, Maynooth, no. 37, September 2005.
5 The Centre for the Care of Torture Survivors functions under the management
of the SPIRASI Project at 213, North Circular Road, Dublin 7.
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well become the objects of sexual and/or economic exploitation.
A totally different category of migrants arriving on our shores

are voluntary migrants arriving with work permits (e.g. from

Brazil), or not needing work permits (from recent accession states

of the European Union). Many of these are coming from a Roman
Catholic or other Christian background. Some consider themselves
as temporary migrants intending to stay in Ireland to accumulate

capital or send remittances home. Others seek to make permanent
residence in Ireland. Their needs for care are totally different from
the refugee and asylum seeking community. Such migrants will
often remain separate from the Irish community for language or

cultural reasons, encouraging religious ministers to come from their
home country to minister to them. In some cases dioceses and

religious congregations have sought to fill these needs for pastoral
ministry by releasing personnel for this work or encouraging
churches in the countries of origin to provide ministers for their

religious needs. The significance of this for the future of Irish

society and the Irish Church should not be underestimated. There
are roughly 60,000 registered Polish citizens in Ireland, most

recently arrived since the accession of Eastern European countries
to the European Union. It is hard not to notice the parallel in terms

of Church service, with the creation of the Irish Diaspora in the
nineteenth century, and the subsequent interest of the Irish Church
to service the ministerial needs of their diaspora. Out of this

emerged vibrant churches of the USA, Canada, Australia, New
Zealand to name but a few. It does not require a great leap of

imagination to see profound changes coming for the Irish Church
out of this immigrant phenomenon.

Implications for Pastoral Ministry and Liturgy
The arrival of Christians and Catholics from other cultural

backgrounds provides opportunities for enrichment over a wide

range of pastoral and liturgical areas. It transposes the issues of

inculturation, or more precisely interculturation, from mission

theory to application.
A sense of interculturation demands that local churches adopt
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a sensitive pastoral approach to the needs of foreigners, especially
from Africa. The average African Catholic is horrified at the

general apathy and lack of participation to be found in the typical
Irish parish liturgy. Those of us who have spent time in Africa can

well understand why. In the long run, perhaps the coming of the

stranger in our Catholic midst may be the occasion for an element
of renewal in the enthusiasm and participation in our liturgical
celebrations, but only when these people receive a welcome into
our worshipping communities. Here is a way in which we may very
well talk of reverse mission. If the European Churches were at one

stage in history the medium for bringing the gospel message to the
Southern hemisphere, the circle can now reach completion where
some of the enthusiasm of a richly appropriated faith can return to

enliven a tired and exhausted ecclesial life in the Northern

hemisphere.
But to ensure that the real needs of newcomers are adequately

catered for, and to guard against a drift towards sectarian churches,
it may be necessary to consider the possibility of specialised
pastoral . ministry towards foreigners in our midst, and even of

specialised parishes which would cater to these needs. This would
be a ministry most appropriate for expatriate pastoral workers from
the churches of the Southern hemisphere, assisted by pastoral
workers with experience of mission in that hemisphere.

Absorption, multiculturalism or integration
In the broader context of how we view the future of Irish society
we need to answer some very basic questions about how we view
the future of these new comers to our shores. The question is not

just Irish but European in its implications. There are two poles of

possibilities. On one extreme we imagine a society into which all
newcomers are expected to conform to the pre-existing forms of
Irish society: total absorption. On the other extreme we imagine a

truly postmodern societal model where multiculturalism is

encouraged to the point where all principle of identity is lost.
Between the extremes is a future involving integration where the
new elements in our society are eventually blended in an integral
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way which will create a new entity better than any of the parts
individually.
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