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I am aware that the global problem of refugees and migrant is a vast and multidimensional issue. I am also aware that there are about 60 million refugees in the world today. I do not have solutions to the problems raised by this crisis. On the other hand, I have spent a lot of my life reading and teaching the Bible and now, as bishop for the Horn of Africa, I spend most of my time living with refugees. 


Therefore, in this short paper, I intend to do only two things: 

1. argue that the Bible is largely a book about migrants and refugees, and; 

2. tell some stories which I hope will be helpful to you about the refugee experience in the place where I live - in western Ethiopia near the border with South Sudan.

1. Bible as a book about migration


The Bible begins with God giving Adam and Eve a commission - ‘be fruitful and multiply [perhaps the only commandment in the Bible that human beings have been inclined to obey!], fill the earth and subdue it’. (Gen 1:28) Adam and Eve are not to stay put in one place, but to fill the earth. This command is reiterated to Noah after the flood: ‘be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth.’(Gen 9:1)


The story of the patriarchs, is a story about a nomadic family: the Eucharistic canon from the Anglican Church of Kenya states, “from a wandering nomad your created a family.” Abraham, Isaac and Jacob were nomadic people. They were also (at certain times) refugees - Abraham and Sarah had to flee to Egypt because of a famine (Gen 12), Jacob had to flee from his brother Esau (Gen 28), and the whole family of Jacob (Israel) found refuge, again in Egypt, when there was a famine in Canaan (Gen 46).


Of course Egypt the place of refuge becomes Egypt the place of slavery and suffering. But God hears the cry of his people (Ex 3) and delivers them. The story of the Exodus, the going out, becomes the Bible’s paradigm for all other stories of rescue and redemption and liberation. This experience of slavery and exodus forms the basis of much of the legislation of the Torah, including the Torah’s attitude to strangers, sojourners. A Pentecostal pastor friend of mine, a man deeply involved in helping African churches deal with HIV and AIDS, once said to me that the easiest thing in the world to prove from the Bible is that God cares for the most vulnerable - especially widows and orphans and refugees.


17 For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty 
and awesome, who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes. 18 He defends the 
cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the foreigner residing among you, 
giving them food and clothing. (Deut 10:17-18)

And why does God command his people to care for strangers, for foreigners? “Love the foreigner, for you yourselves were foreigners in Egypt.” (Deut 10:19)


But the exodus is not simply about deliverance from slavery in Egypt - it is also a story of wandering as Israel spends a generation in the desert before entering the promised land. And before entering, Deuteronomy tells us that God through Moses presents Israel with a choice - obey God and have life, or disobey and go into exile - be scattered among the nations [Deut 30]


I am abbreviating of course, but exile is indeed what happens. If the exodus is the Bible’s paradigmatic story of God’s rescue, the exile is the Bible’s paradigmatic story of judgment. The latter part of the Old Testament is the story of the exilic and post-exilic life of Israel.


The New Testament begins with a story which recapitulates the story of Israel. In Matthew 2:13-18 the Holy Family flees from tyranny, and like Abraham and the family of Jacob before them, they find refuge in Egypt. And so Jesus and his family become refugees. As Christians this one simple fact - that Jesus was a refugee - should be enough for us to look with sympathy on all those who flee tyranny, hunger, and deprivation in our own time. If Jesus was a refugee, we ought to care for those in a similar situation.


And, of course, throughout his ministry, Jesus and his disciples wander: “The Son of Man has no place to lay his head,” Jesus says (Mt 8:20). The homelessness of Jesus is explained partly because (as John tells us) “he came to his own and his own received him not” (Jn 1:11). Once again, the simple fact that Jesus was homeless should be enough for followers of Jesus to have a burning within them to help all who have become homeless.


The early church, likewise, is frequently spoken of in the New Testament as aliens, exiles, aliens, the dispersion (see, for example, 1 Pt 1:1). In fact the early church is commanded to wander - to go into all the world (Mt 28:19), to be witnesses of Christ “in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). As the Father sent the Son, so those who believe in Jesus are sent by Jesus in the power of the Spirit (Jn 20:21). The churches should be intentional about sending, about  going into the world in mission.


But not that all who go, realize they are sent. Not all missionaries who go realize they are missionaries. Do you remember the story of the Syrian general, Namaan who contracted leprosy? Who told him that there was healing in Israel? An Israelite slave girl who had been captured in one of Namaan’s raids on Israel. She was a victim of human trafficking - and yet she still bore witness to a healing God in Israel. 


In Ethiopia where I live the first Christian missionaries were slaves. Frumentius and Aedesius were Syrians who in the fourth century were captured by Somali pirates (yes they have been around for some time now!) and sold into slavery in Axum. But even in captivity they brought Christ with them and witnessed to him there. After being given their freedom, Frumentius became the first bishop of Axum, consecrated by Athanasius of Alexandria.

2. Living among refugees in Gambella, Ethiopia


Ethiopia does not have a large Anglican presence - it was not colonized by the British (or anyone) and so for many years it had only one Anglican parish, an English chaplaincy church in Addis Ababa. But in the 1980s during the horrific civil war between north and south in the Sudan, refugees came across the border into Ethiopia and in their refugee camps they built Anglican churches out of sticks and mud and thatch. And they began to preach to those around them, both in the camps and in the local villages. Now after thirty years we have about one hundred Anglican churches in the Gambella region of Ethiopia - some inside refugee camps and some outside in local villages. The first Anglicans were Jieng-speaking (Dinka) people, but they reached across ethnic boundaries and so now we also have Nuer, Anuak, T’Apo, Mabaan, Mezhenger, Jum-Jum, and Murle-speaking churches in the Gambella region. The refugees fleeing war in the Sudan were unintentional missionaries.


Of course they are not just missionaries - they suffer. I sat with a group of newly arrived refugees recently. They had fled the new civil war in South Sudan which began in December 2013. The Gambella region where my wife and I live had 300,000 residents when we arrived there four and a half years ago. Now there are at least 600,000 people living in Gambella - 300,000 being newly arrived refugees. At one point in our discussion I asked these newly arrived refugees what they were able to carry when they ran from South Sudan on foot. Their response was, “mostly what we could carry was our children”. And what did they leave behind? They did not mention homes or property - mostly what was left behind was their elders - those who were too old and weak to run from the bullets. They left the keepers of their tradition behind, they left those who knew their traditional wisdom behind.


And why were they running? In my context at least, refugees were - and are - running because of ethnic violence. We have discovered that among the Anuak, Nuer and Jieng people, baby boys, especially first born, are often dedicated - sometimes by blood sacrifice - to the revenge of their fathers’ enemies. To be a Nuer, Jieng or Anuak man, therefore, means that you must fight and kill the perceived enemies of your people. It is simply a part of your identity, a part of who you are. In the church, therefore, we have begun promoting a different kind of blood relationship. Hebrews 12:24 states that ‘the blood of Jesus speaks a stronger word than the blood of Abel.’ You remember the story of Cain and Abel - that Cain killed his brother out of jealousy. But Cain is not the only bad guy in the story. Abel cries for vengeance against his brother. (Gen 4:10) Jesus’ blood, on the other hand, cries for forgiveness and reconciliation: “Father forgive them,” (Lk 23:34) he says from the cross. And so in the church we are now saying: there is one God, the Father; there is one blood, the blood of Jesus, not the blood of vengeance; and there is one family, created by the blood of Jesus and brought together by the Holy Spirit. 


One of our refugee churches is in a camp near the town of Dimma. These believers decided that although they from different ethnic groups and speak different languages, they wanted to worship together, to show their people that it is possible to live together.

And so we called their church ‘Holy Family,’ not only because they - like Jesus, Mary and Joseph - are refugees, but also because in deciding to worship together across ethnic and linguistic differences they have exhibited true holiness. 


I do not have answers to the refugee crisis of today. I do not know whether some refugees will become a danger to the people in their new homes. Probably some will (some have become dangerous in Gambella where I live). I do not know what kind of legislation Christians should encourage, lobby for, or vote for. I do know that Christians are commanded to care for the strangers in their midst. I know that our spiritual ancestors from Abraham and Jacob to Jeremiah and Ezekiel, were refugees and exiles. I know that Mary, Joseph and Jesus were refugees in Egypt and that Jesus spent most of his ministry without a place to call home. I know that followers of Jesus - Roman Catholic, Anglican and all others who share our common faith in Christ - are called into the world in mission. And I know that we are called to love.


