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Firstly I want to thank Dr Judith Mayotte for her sensitive and informed presentation of our beautiful human family and the fragile galactic sphere we call home, in a way which brings home to us the urgency of responding to the Pauline vision of our “adoption as sons [and daughters] of God”
 so that “creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.”
  
In my brief response I would like to do three things. Firstly I propose to unpack the motif of water in the Bible and how this relates to migration and pilgrimage. Secondly I will try to understand a little more deeply the positive aspects of dislocation, theologically and missionally, and then finally I will attempt to provide a few pointers for us all, as disciples, missiologists or mission practitioners, in our engagement with vulnerable dislocated peoples.

Water in Hebrew cosmology and Christian hermeneutics

The early sections of Dr. Mayotte’s paper reminded me of my reading, a few years ago, of Stephen Baxter’s apocalyptic novel Flood.
 If you have not already read this tale of cataclysmic rising sea levels I highly recommend it. At one level the novel is simply a dramatic tale of environmental destruction but at a deeper lever it is a frightening analysis of human depravity, self-seeking and deep tribal instincts. We become aware of not just an environment that needs saving but of humanity that needs redemption. As Dr. Mayotte has reminded us, some of our most vulnerable sisters and brothers on this planet daily face drought or flood and this leads to dislocation, violence, and death on a scale we can hardly grasp here in the comfortable world of the privileged.  
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In classical Greek, ancient Chinese, Tibetan and Medieval world-views water was always one of the five (or four) primal elements of nature – Earth, Water, Air, Fire and Wind or Void. In Hebrew cosmology water achieves an even greater significance encasing as it does, like the waters of the womb, earth, sheol and the heavens. It is then parted
 to create the huach- (ר֫וּחַ ) or spirit-filled firmament required for living creatures. In a sense this prefigures the great parting of waters which miraculously provided escape from destruction for the people of Israel under the leadership of Moses.
 This cosmology is further amplified by the second half of Proverbs 8 which speaks of the firm skies above and the fountains of the deep and a sea which has limits so that waters will not “transgress [God’s] command”.
 As pastoralists and early cultivators the Israelites understood the importance of the global water-cycle and its predictability. When this aspect of creation is disturbed by human negligence life itself is at risk as we know only too well this year in East Africa. The restoration of balance within these creation systems is at the very heart of the redemptive mission of God.
The motif of water as the source and preserver of life, of course, runs strongly throughout the Hebrew scriptures
 into the Gospel proclamation, is the gift that Jesus both receives from and gives to the Samaritan woman
 and lies at the heart of the apocalyptic vision of a city through whose street runs the life-giving water whose source is the very throne of God
. As I read the scriptures I almost feel that the provision of taps (as we Brits call faucets) robs me of a spiritual intimacy which is played out daily for so many of our sisters and brothers as they search for water and, as they do this, see the hand and the face of Him from whom it comes. But to understand the opportunity of divine encounter in the daily search for clean water must never blind us to the grinding, back-breaking, soul-destroying task that this is for so many in our world today as Dr. Moyette has reminded us.
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Dr. Moyette’s first picture of scarce water being used to cleanse a limb reminded me instantly of the servant Lord who took water to the dusty feet of his travelling companions the night before he died.
 The cleansing power of water is, of course, another very powerful motif played out in scripture and eternally re-enacted in the sacrament of baptism. I once spend a week in southern Ethiopia, during troubled times, with one bottle of water which I had to decide to use either for drinking or washing. The choice was easy – I had to drink to live, but the smell of my body at the end of that week was not pleasant. The millions of forced migrants in our world today suffer much greater loss of dignity not only through the inability to wash but also through inadequate clothing, debilitating illness and the necessity to beg for assistance. Water has the power to restore dignity, health and life – and, even if only symbolically, to wash away the dirt of rape or abuse.  

Water, as we have just been reminded, can also destroy life. In the wrong place, in too great a quantity, for the child who cannot swim, water kills. Few of us can forget the sight of African or Syrian bodies washed up on the shores of Greek islands as forced migrants sought to flee war and starvation. As Dr. Moyette has reminded us the floods and cyclones that kill are increasingly man-made and an aberration of God’s well-ordered creation.
I hope this very brief and inadequate survey of the biblical motif of water has at least begun to underline Dr. Moyette’s assertion of a very strong link between ecological restoration and the redemption of humanity from the depravity and suffering we bring upon ourselves as we depart from the ways of God.

Dislocation, Pilgrimage and Migration
The first human dislocation we encounter in the Hebrew scriptures comes as early as Genesis 3:23 when God “sent [Adam] forth from the garden of Eden”. I was interested to re-read this passage in the light of Dr. Moyette’s paper and to note that the cause of this dislocation, this forced migration, was an abuse of creation. Having been provided with all that was necessary for life Adam’s pride and greed led him to misappropriate the one element of creation, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, which he was told not to touch. Do we not live in a world of plenty and yet we always want more? That more, that greed, can lead to our dislocation, perhaps even one day humanity’s forced exile from this beautiful blue planet we can earth.
The history of the people of Israel, and indeed of many Christian communities down the centuries has been one of constant relocation. This migration has at times been forced, perhaps by ecological crisis, war or persecution, but at other times it has been a freely chosen migration, instances of which we might even can pilgrimage. Very often the causes have been mixed. The so called Pilgrim Fathers did not only have spiritual motivations for their migration between continents.
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Before we look a little more closely at the theological meaning of migration I want to take a small step even further back in the book of Genesis. Earlier in chapter 3 we discover God himself “walking in the garden in the cool of the day”
 – a wonderful picture of a creator at peace with his creation. As I reflect on the Christian doctrine that we are made, each and every one of us, in the image of God, this verse reminds me that I am made in the image of a walking God. Too often we live with images of a seated God, but here is a walking God. For those who walk the dusting roads out of Mosul, the skeleton strewn paths of Somalia, and the frozen forest tracks of Europe, surely this image of a walking God must bring comfort and reassurance. We see that image of course much more clearly many centuries later when Jesus of Nazareth walked the length and breadth of the Holy Land. It seems that to be created in the image of God, to live in the ways of Jesus, entails a movement, a restlessness, an ambiguity about belonging to just one place. 
Noah has to abandon his home and rescue his family in a boat, Abraham was told to “go from your country, and your kindred and your father’s house”, Moses led a wandering homeless people for 40 years, Elijah, Jeremiah and most of the prophets were constantly chasing around at God’s command, the Son of Man had “nowhere to lay his head”
 and Peter, Silas, Paul, Mark and every missionary since has abandoned the hope of a settled existence. Perhaps even more significantly some of the greatest advances of the gospel, the mission of God, have taken place as the result of migration, both forced and voluntary. This began with those scattered by the persecution after the stoning of Stephen
, was true of the merchants who took the faith along the silk roads to Central Asia and China, and has been seen much more recently in the churches planted in Ethiopia by Sudanese refugees and the Chinese students who took their love for Jesus back home with them after studying in the West.
I have rehearsed this biblical pattern of relocation and ambiguity about territorial belonging because I want to suggest that today’s refugees and migrants are not just objects of pity and assistance but also beacons of the gospel. They have much to teach us ‘settled’ people.
We have just celebrated Easter and are on the road to Pentecost. These two pivotal events of salvation history took place in a city swamped with pilgrims, refugees and migrants and it was those same people who first carried the gospel beyond the borders of Israel. Thomas Oden has convincingly suggested that the family of John Mark, in whose home Jesus hosted the Last Supper, were Jewish refugees fleeing persecution in Cyrene, North Africa.
  He goes on to suggest that Mark was, by his past experience, predisposed to accept the relocation, risk and cross-cultural engagement that his missionary career later demanded. Whilst rightly offering the care and support required by refugees we must not miss the gifts they have to offer to us. Their suffering and deprivation have imparted depths of character, endurance and insight which are a real gift to a church which is called into cross-cultural mission. There is, I fear, sometimes a real danger that we smother our refugee sisters and brothers with so much patronising care that we severely limit their capacity to bring to us the gospel of a Lord who began his life as a refugee child in Egypt. We need to care, but we also need to be cared for, challenged, and enlightened by the refugees themselves. They have often walked much more closely than us with the Jesus of Egypt, of Gethsemane, and of Calvary – and therefore of Easter.
I realise, at this point, that I am laying myself open to the accusation of complacency about the very real suffering of millions of human beings in our world today. Their suffering is horrendous, an affront to the glory of God, a charge of sin against us, and it must be urgently addressed. But I also want to make sure that we are not complacent about the spiritual poverty of “comfortably settled” peoples whose distancing from the walking, trans-locational, cross-cultural, creation-affirming nature of God is both sin and loss. In other words I want to suggest that as refugees and settled peoples we need each other if we are to achieve the God-purposed redemption for which creation waits with eager expectation. 
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Hospitality and Mission

Before concluding with a suggested missional perspective on refugees and migration I would like to pause for a brief moment to examine the concept of hospitality, partly because of our current human preoccupation with borders, walls, fences, security and protection. 
From Abraham’s reception of three guests at the trees of Mamre
 to the Spirit’s three-fold invitation to “Come” at the end of John’s Revelation
 (which incidentally encompasses the gift of the water of life) we encounter the breadth of divine hospitality. Dr. Mayotte was of course a guest of, and was offered hospitality by, refugee communities from Sudan to Cambodia and Eritrea and suggests in her paper that our hospitality for refugees and migrants is both a humanitarian responsibility and a characteristic of Christian discipleship. 

In a powerful text the French philosopher Jacques Derrida
 suggests that the host is never just the host of the guest but also the guest of the guest. And the guest, however much a stranger, however poor, is also the host. As human beings we are locked into a constant cycle of exchange, of giving and receiving. It is only when faced with the inexhaustible and unrestrained abundance of God that we all (host and stranger alike) become guests and experience true hospitality (salvation). Mission requires that we bring this hospitality of God, who welcomes all unconditionally
, to the stranger, however painful that might be, showing them hospitality and receiving their hospitality in return. To receive the hospitality of the destitute refugee is, perhaps, the most powerful experience of the hospitality of God.

To be in mission is as much about receiving as it is about giving hospitality and that hospitality is cultural, theological, spiritual and personal as much as it is material and practical. 

A missional perspective on refugees and migration
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In her earlier book Disposable People?: The plight of refugees
, Dr. Mayotte quotes an Eritrean refugee, Danait, who was given asylum in Europe but says, “Spiritually, I did not feel right in Germany. I was comfortable and fairly well off. Wealthy in comparison to all in Eritrea. I knew I could no longer remain in Germany. I wanted to be among my people.” She returned, I understand, to work in a refugee camp in Sudan. Danait’s words remind us that our mission to dislocated people is about much more than water, food, clothing and shelter. Our mission must be holistic in a way that secular aid agencies do not always understand. Amongst the many quotations in this disquieting book, I was struck by this one because it begins with the word “Spiritually”.  Danait was well fed in Germany but she had an acute spiritual hunger which needed to be met and the only place where this hunger could be satisfied was amongst her own people, even though that was a refugee camp.
There is a danger in mission that we can assess the needs of the other by the standards of our own needs. We must begin with a sense of humility and a commitment to deep listening. Even the initial expressed needs of the refugee (often shaped by the nature of the assistance on offer) may mask the real needs of each individual. Listening across culture and language divides, through the barriers of guilt and pain, and with a heart broken by the suffering of the other and the shallowness of our own existence, is hard work. It is the work of God, on the cross and on the road to Emmaus, into which we are drawn by His love.

Refugees, migrants, pilgrims, have much to offer us, much to teach us, about the mission of God. To explore this topic in full would require another full length paper so let me restrict myself, in my closing remarks, to three simple observations.
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Vulnerability is central to Christian mission and there is no person more vulnerable than the refugee. Even migrants and pilgrims place themselves in situations of vulnerability. Vulnerability is also the pattern of the Missio Dei, the mission of the One “who being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.”
 Mission historians also point out that many of the major advances in the spread of the gospel have been led by vulnerable people, exiles, those escaping persecution or famine, and traders seeking a livelihood and sustainability for their families. In a recent paper on vulnerable mission strategies Stan Nussbaum addresses the following question to contemporary mission leaders. “To what extent does God want us to use our strengths (methods and resources) to complement the groups and churches who are using vulnerable mission by necessity, and to what extent does he want us to copy their vulnerable mission methods ourselves by choice, leaving our ‘strengths’ on the sideline?”
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Relationality is another gift from refugees and other dislocated peoples. When your land is flooded, your home destroyed, your cattle dead and you shiver in a refugee tent your most precious possession is not your cooking pot or even the rags that provide a modicum of decency, but rather your relationships – your family, your clan, the contacts you have – they are your best hope for a future. The Missio Dei is at essence about a relationship, an invitation into the very relationality of the triune God. “Surely the arm of the Lord is not short to save, nor his ear dull to hear.”
 cries out the psalmist in his distress. “Without a friend thou canst not well live; and if Jesus be not above all a friend to thee, thou shalt be indeed sad and desolate.”
 wrote St. Thomas à Kempis in chapter 8 of his Imitation of Christ. One of the dangers of contemporary mission praxis is that we become so focused on organisational objectives, measurement of outcomes, and models of ‘good practice’ that we lose sight of the relationality that is at the very heart of every missional encounter.
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Liminality is the third gift. The concept of liminality, being in the space between, gained popularity through the writings of Victor Turner
 in the 1960s but has strong resonances with much of the Pauline canon. Paul was acutely aware of the tension between wanting to depart to be with Christ and the work he wished to complete on earth.
 In a very real sense disciples of Jesus are in an in-between place, not fully at home in this world and not yet fully citizens of the Kingdom that is to come. Refugees know more about liminality than most of us. They live in a place that is their home and yet is not their home. Their thoughts, their dreams, their aspirations inhabit two world – where to find bread today, here, and where to build a future for their family tomorrow, there. The skills needed for liminal existence are a valuable gift they can pass on to those of us who too quickly get rooted, immersed and entrapped by one world and lose sight of the other, or, as the old phrase goes, “are so heavenly minded they are no earthly good”.

Vulnerability, relationality and liminality are three gifts we need to learn to receive from those millions in our world today who live on the edge, on the very borders of existence and perhaps on the very brink of the promised Kingdom we ourselves are slow to imagine. 
Revd. Canon Mark Oxbrow
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