Reflections on Migration
“There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus”. Galatians, ch. 3, v. 28. (New R.S.V.)  
In his book “On Canaan's Side” one of Sebastian Barry's characters talks about the discovery of DNA: “'The point is, all these wars, all these terms of history, all this hatred of difference, and fear of the other, has been a long, elaborate, useless, heartbreaking nonsense. America is not a melting pot of different races, it is where the great family shows its many faces. The Arab is the Jew, the Englishman is the Irishman, the German is the Frenchman, it is a wonderful catastrophe, no? It is the most important thing we have been told in our lifetime.'”

John Wesley, on his first visit to Ireland in 1747,was hosted by William Lunell, one of the first Methodists in Dublin. William Lunell's family was Huguenot, a group that made major contributions to the development of Ireland (undivided at that time). They were of major importance in the linen industry, and they came to Ireland as refugees, when the safety of French Protestants was no longer guaranteed in their home country.

The Huguenots needed a refuge, asylum, a place of safety. They were forced to leave their home in France and flee. 

Throughout history people like the Huguenots or Palatines from Germany, some of whose descendants still play a vital role in the Methodist Church in Co. Limerick, have needed refuge. Following the 2nd World War with its massive movement of displaced people, formal recognition of this need came about and the people who today seek refuge in Europe can apply for Refugee status as set out in the Geneva Convention, first agreed in 1951.

When someone arrives in Europe, or elsewhere, and makes it known that they wish to apply for asylum they then, quite legally, enter into a process which determines for which status they are eligible. This may be full refugee status or something more restrictive such as humanitarian leave to remain or subsidiary protection. If it is decided that they have no eligibility they may be deported. However, some refugees have been found eligible for refugee status before they arrive and so they do not have to wait until their status is decided by a court here. They may have come from a particular war zone such as Bosnia. Many of those who will come to Ireland under the EU schemes will fall into this category. (Full information on all of this can be found on the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) website.) 

In 2011, “10,000 people, on average, were forced from their homes every single day. In 2015 that number [exceeded] 40,000.There is something dreadfully wrong with our world.” (Peter Sutherland, SC, Special Representative of the Secretary General of the UN, for Migration). Not every one of the 40,000 who are displaced daily are seeking refuge in other countries. Many find a place of safety in their own countries and are known as Internally Displaced People (or IDPs). 

Some of those who cannot find a place of safety in their own countries are seeking entry to the Europe of hard built “open, liberal, progressive, democratic societies” (Peter Sutherland) in the hope that it  will give them the shelter they need. Very many of those desperately hoping for refuge are from Syria, a country torn to shreds over the last 5 years by terrible carnage. In late January peace talks started and almost immediately suspended. We know in Ireland that the search for peace is a process, and a lengthy one. In the meantime thousands upon thousands of Syrian citizens have seen their homes destroyed and their children traumatised. Their immediate neighbours - Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey are full. They have absorbed as many as they can, and more. I must  be desperation that drives so many people to use all their resources to leave their home for an uncertain destination.
It is hard to leave your homeland and the people you love, and venture
into the unknown. So why leave? The Bible Society has produced a booklet in co-operation with a group of migrants which explores the journeys of migrant people in the bible, it is a helpful text for those on such a journey today and for those receiving them.

Of course not everyone who moves from one country to another needs, or is looking for, asylum. At Midlands and Southern Synod in Autumn 2015 only one person didn't have family members living in a different country. At least 4 of our ministers there were not Irish, or European, born. In Ireland they are all immigrants. People move for all sorts of reasons : to gain experience, to study or to marry for example.  People also move because they cannot make a living in their own country and they hope that they may be able to find the means to do so elsewhere. They are economic migrants, and increasingly the term 'climate change migrant' is being used, as traditional ways of life become impossible and people are forced to move elsewhere to make a living.

It is natural for us to be apprehensive about what all this means for us. We are anxious at times of transition, and this is what this is. When we move from primary to secondary school, when we start our first job, meet prospective in-laws for the first time or when we lose our job through redundancy or retirement we are uncertain about what the future might hold. It takes courage to embrace the new, but Jesus urges us not to be afraid . (Luke 12:32).

How much more courage will it take for a newcomer to learn our ways and live in a strange place? 

However, we can learn from other places which have experienced immigration. We can learn of the importance of providing opportunities to learn and practise English and not just in schools, but places where women and men will feel comfortable and welcome and so more able to learn. We can ensure that people are not housed in ghettoes cut off from other parts of society, where they might feel alienated. All schools can make space and parents made welcome. We can all do what we can to create shared spaces. We can learn from our own Methodist congregations where membership is diverse, or multi-ethnic, about what works to make people feel welcome in a stange place.

In an address to EmbraceNI's AGM in 2013, Dr. Duncan Morrow of the University of Ulster points out that migration is now a feature of life that will remain. Sometimes it seems that fearing that strangers pose a threat to our way of life is a dominant feature of our culture today, but the Home Mission video “Warm Hearts, Tough Hands, Wet Feet” points to us being counter-cultural.  Dublin and Waterford, 'Derry, the Causeway Coast and Belfast all have people who are committed to working to  building Cities of Sanctuary, a concept developed by the then Methodist Minister in Sheffield, Rev. Inderjit Bhogal. Individuals and groups in other parts of the island are also committed to welcoming people far from home.

Speaking after tragic incidents in Brussels in March 2015, Paraic O'Brien of Channel 4 news spoke of an “integration vacuum” that exists in parts of Brussels.

The Council recommends to Conference 2016 that a network/directory of good integration practice is developed from individuals' and circuits' experience.  By developing and sharing a network so that we can learn from each other, we will hopefully play our part in preventing such a vacuum developing in Ireland.

Details of how this will operate will be circulated to circuits as it develops.

Glossary of terms:

asylum seeker – When a person arrives in a country and claims asylum he/she enters a legal process to ascertain their eligibility for refugee or other status. While in this process they are legally in the country.

refugee – At the end of the legal process Refugee status may be granted. This means that a person has been found to be in need of a place of safety. If Refugee status is not granted another legal status may be granted. All mean that a person is in the country legally. 

However, sometimes, the term 'refugee' can also be used more loosely, referring to people on the move, such as Iraqis and Syrians fleeing war. This can lead to confusion in people's understanding.

economic migrant – Someone who feels compelled to move from one country to another to find a means of making a living.

migrant worker – This term usually refers to someone who moves from one part of a legal entity to another for work. It can refer, for instance, to workers from eastern Europe who move to western Europe to work as farm labourers. 

climate change migrant/refugee – This is not a legal term, but reflects one of the reasons why some people have to leave their country of origin to search for a new home.

Resources:

“Access All Areas” a Diversity Toolkit for the Youth Work Sector – National Youth Council of Ireland and Youthnet. This gives lots of information as well as ideas for activities.

EmbraceNI has a wide range of material available …. details on their website

Dept. of Justice (in Dublin) website has links to the Office for the Promotion of Migrant Integration (www.integration.ie) which in turn has links to NGO's working in the Republic and gives examples of activities run by different bodies. These can range from English conversation opportunities to craft circles. 
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