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When I was very sick a decade ago, I thought I knew what vulnerability was. Unable to walk, I was pulled backwards in wheel chairs around the hospital.  “I’ll just leave you here, be back in a minute, OK.”   We experience waiting and uncertainty, but in a benign Health Service designed to make us well again.

Imagine that experience at the hands of those who hate you. We have many friends from the Democratic Republic of Congo which has seen terrible atrocities.  Over the last ten years 5 million people have lost their lives in, or as a result of, the conflict in that country - and it’s still going on.  Someone wrote:  “We have experienced suffering that we have never known before. We are overwhelmed.” 

At a joyful African wedding recently, we celebrated the marriage  of two people  whose separate journeys began in darkness, violence and much fear, involving trafficking, the loss of children and thankfully finding them again.  Friendship, good food, music, dancing and laughter welled up in this celebration of life. Hospitality means welcoming the stranger and enriches all who participate. 

1.  Where are we?

Our church is in Sheffield, South Yorkshire just north of middle of the UK.  Our church, St Mary’s Bramall Lane is in the lively and diverse community of Sharrow.  We are next to Sheffield United FC.

http://www.stmarys-church.co.uk/church/
For statistics we use the region of Yorkshire and Humberside where we have 40,000 refugees and asylum seekers.  Of these, 20,000 have refugee status, 

5,000 are seeking ‘Leave to Remain’ and 15,000 are refused asylum seekers.

This represents 0.5% of the regional population.  In Sheffield we have migrants from 45 different coutries.

2.What do we do? 

St Mary’s building accommodates a church, community and conference centre.  In the last two years we have welcomed many from African countries including  Congo, Burundi, Rwanda, Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Somalia and Sierra Leone.  They may arrive singly or in families.  Some are seeking asylum and some have adopted British Citizenship.

Our response has five elements:

Hospitality:  We offer a warm welcome with the offer of friendship and support.  We regularly organise lunch after a Sunday service with the opportunity to mix and relax together.  Prayer and spiritual counsel are especially significant, but must be handled carefully to avoid unduly raising the expectations of those who may be clutching at straws.  We offer space for those who wish to tell their story in an atmosphere of trust and acceptance.  Good listening skills are vital.  We involve new arrivals to the congregation in a weekly ‘Faith and Life’ meeting and took  five members of an African family on pilgrimage to Iona this year.

Pastoral services:  A more than usual rapport may develop in preparation for weddings, baptisms and confirmations.  This is because more time is needed to grasp the background and life story, to build trust and make some assessment of the integrity especially of those coming for marriage.  Time gathering information and documents for a common license is not wasted.  The marriage ceremonies are greatly enriched by the inclusion of customs of another culture.  

Crisis response:  In the event of sudden detention and the threat of deportation,  we arrange visiting, telephoning and letter writing to encourage those in prison.  

Networking: We keep in touch with refugee agencies in Sheffield where we may refer individual cases or find information.  This is especially valuable when the country of origin is not well known to us.  We also speak often to our member of parliament.   We are increasingly aware of how much we need to learn in the turbulent context of the movement of peoples around the world.

Beyond our Competence:  When we find ourselves out of our depth with the Home Office or lawyers making unreasonable financial demands, we look to specialist lawyers, including our own diocesan registrar,  and those working with asylum agencies, to interpret events for us.  As practitioners, we are constantly learning from each other and broadening our skills in this field.  We have much further to go.

3. What do we gain? (much more than we give)

There are many benefits.  We have gained a number of very good friends who have become  members of our church family.  We regularly discover surprising and unexpected gifts which enrich our shared life.  We are learning much about humanity in the image of God, through people who arrive with nothing but themselves.   We are having our priorities reshaped by a more authentic experience of vulnerability, closer to that of Jesus Christ. (See below)  Our discipleship is enriched as we realise that we are a pilgrim, fellow travellers together in this free and dangerous world.

4.  Where are we going?  

Our new arrivals are an on going part of our church family.  We cannot find them employment as they are not allowed to work.  We can give them roles and responsibilities within our congregation and community centre.  They are able to participate in reading and leading prayers, stewarding, teaching new songs and making music. Volunteers work with our elderly people in a weekly lunch club. We have two migrants serving on our church council.  These are small beginnings  as we work towards empowerment in decision making processes and a sense of self worth through the offering of gifts and talents.

20% of the local population in our neighbourhood come from Black and minority ethnic groups. 17 different languages are spoken by local people.  This includes first generation migrants from Pakistan, Bangladesh and Yemen along with our more recent arrivals.  We try to engage with “the whole of life’ in our community.

Migrants are  not officially eligible for classes until one year after arrival, when they are entitled to one hour a week.  It takes 600-900 hours of teaching to achieve functional English – 10 – 15 years to communicate effectively!

We are therefore collaborating with Sheffield University to teach English (ESOL: English for speakers of other languages)  This has a useful outcome because many volunteer teachers live locally so can relate to learners outside classes.  This year we have enrolled almost 300 people in our classes and have attracted 40 volunteer teachers.  Through a method called “Appreciative Enquiry” we are researching social and cultural barriers to learning.  

The two top priorities for refugee agencies in Sheffield and elsewhere are language learning and access to job opportunities.  We hope that in a local way we can help to address these needs and encourage others who are grappling with the same problems.

5.  Reflection

Christ was born into a family who sought refuge in another country from the long arm of a tyrant.  He grew to share our joys and sorrows of life and meet with the ultimate indignity of death on a cross.  Yet it was when Jesus was at his most vulnerable that he achieved the purpose for which he came, to bring light out of darkness, joy out of suffering, Life out of death.

Desmond Tutu was once asked if he is an optimist to which came the reply: No I am not an optimist.  I am a prisoner of hope.  “Hope is  definitely not the same thing as optimism.  It is not the conviction that things will turn out well, but the certainty that in Christ there is meaning and purpose, however obscure.” 

We may be tempted to despair or like Desmond Tutu, be imprisoned by hope, respond to the grace of God and like explorers, see new worlds open up.

Sanctuary means more than welcoming the stranger as if this is the end of the journey.  We are all enriched when we see ourselves as fellow travellers.  We journey on together in faith wherever the road might lead us.  
In our welcome and our offer of sanctuary, we  grasp the true freedom of children of God, the new life in Christ.  We affirm that everyone brings something to contribute in our journey from darkness into light.

This Christmas may we learn to be prisoners of hope and living signs that God’s light shines, and the darkness will never overcome it. 
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Some references for further information:

http://www.assistsheffield.org.uk/
http://www.cityofsanctuary.org/
http://www.migrationyorkshire.org.uk/
