NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

‘What would happen if we treated asylum
seekers as Jesus would have us do?’

‘… then those in Judea must flee to the mountains; … the one in the field must not
turn back to get a coat. Woe to those who are pregnant and to those who are nursing
infants in those days!’
Mark 13:14-23

O

ne of the privileges of my
ministry is working with
asylum seekers who are sent
to live in our little town while
the Home Office considers whether or
not they have the right to stay in Britain.
Whether the asylum seekers are
Christian or not, this Bible text is one
that they know in their guts. The horror
nowadays may not take the form of an
abomination standing in the Temple
sanctuary, but Mark’s narrative aside ‘let
the reader understand’ suggests it never
did. We will understand it when we see
it, and it is the thing that means it is
time to flee.
For many of the asylum seekers I
work with, there was no time to plan
or pack. Some mothers left children
behind. One father cries every day
because he was working away from
home – as many in the oil industries
do – when the situation changed. He
cannot go back for his children, he can
only pray for them, and sometimes
phone them. How terrible for the
parents who can no longer hold their
children, and for the children and
teenagers who get
separated from
their family by the
complexity of the
journey to safety. This
is the terror that Mary
and Joseph knew
briefly, when Jesus
became separated
from them on a
journey to Jerusalem
and back again.
Winter has been
harsh on the refugee
camps in Europe,

and on the borders of countries across
the Middle East and Africa. It has been
horrendous for the children displaced
from camps in Calais, who went from
an unsafe place of hope to outright
dangerous places, where the people
offering hope do not speak truly. Jesus
told us to ‘pray that it may not be in
winter’. Did we not pray hard enough?
Could we do more, ahead of next winter,
to find places of safety and places of
healing for those caught up in awful
horror? With so many people displaced
across the world, we can be certain that
there will still be people seeking safety
next winter.
Some may argue that Jesus was not
talking about our refugee crisis. Of
course, he wasn’t. He was speaking of
the one already on the horizon at his
death, when Jerusalem was besieged
and the temple destroyed. Mark’s first
readers knew in their guts that life was

‘Jesus speaks to our
current crises’

Pictured: Afghan refugees
leaving Serbia, 2015

precarious, that one day, anyone might
end up packing a bag and fleeing, not
even having time to go back for their
coat. Jesus is speaking into our current
crises, with empathy and compassion
for those pushed out of their homes by
violence, war, and threats to life.
Into crises come people who make
a living from deception. Compelling
voices that recruit vulnerable people
into sex work, persuade teenagers to
join holy wars, provide the mentally
ill with means to blow him or herself
up. We are afraid of these voices and
their seductive power. Another group
of deceivers is willing to profit from
misery, promising a family safe passage
on unsafe boats, or taking someone’s
life savings for a plane ticket and a false
passport. Many of the beautiful and
vulnerable people I work with have
shaken hands with and given money to
very bad people. Sometimes, although
terrifying, these transactions have a
happy ending. A Christian woman told
me of a boat crossing in bad weather,
where her toddler screamed the whole
way while traffickers shouted at
parents to shut the kid up. Many other
boats get into trouble and would-be
refugees die before they make it to a
place of safety.
Can we reduce the power of the
professional deceivers of our age? If we
made official routes to places of safety,
people would use them. For those here
in this country, what happens if we
treat each asylum seeker as Jesus would
have us do: desire to be their friends,
meet their needs and love them as if
they were of our own family? Do bonds
of trust with faithful people reduce
the power of deceivers to take in the
vulnerable? Asylum seekers hear what
we say and watch what we do. Those
in Darwen are impressed and humbled
that we care for them. May these small
kindnesses keep them safe from harm.
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Small group discussion questions
March 2017
Chapter & verse – Catherine Lewis-Smith (page 18)
Read Mark 13:14-23, followed by Catherine Lewis-Smith’s article.
1. What experience, if any, have you had with people seeking asylum? Or, what might you say
to someone who had to flee their country?
2. Catherine’s second paragraph mentions the terror of separation experienced by Mary and
Joseph. Can you think of other biblical examples of painful separation?
3. The third paragraph details the harsh winter experienced by asylum seekers in refugee
camps. In Catherine’s words, what could you/your church do ‘ahead of next winter, to find
places of safety and places of healing for those caught up in awful horror?’
4. In this Bible passage, ‘Jesus is speaking into our current crises,’ says Catherine in paragraph
four. Do you agree? Why?
5. The Bible passage warns of ‘false prophets’. Is there a relationship between the biblical
warning and the exploitation by ‘deceivers’ Catherine describes in the penultimate
paragraph. In what other ways are refugees treated unfairly?
6. What does hospitality mean to you? And how do you demonstrate this?
7. Catherine ends by reminding us that ‘asylum seekers hear what we say and watch what we
do.’ Thinking of today’s society, are you proud of what asylum seekers hear and see?
8.

How does God call us to respond to the refugee crisis?

For further reflection: ‘Strong peoples will glorify you … for you have been a refuge to the
poor, a refuge to the needy in their distress’ Isaiah 25:3-4
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Prayer: Loving God, give fearful hearts reason to be glad, weary souls cause to rejoice and
exhausted bodies a place to rest secure. Lead us together on the path to life, so all may know
the fullness of joy. Amen.
(This prayer is excerpted from Christian Aid resources accessible via bit.ly/carefugee)
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