JUSTICE and PEACE ASSEMBLY – OCTOBER 11th. 2008

“There are no strangers”: I was a stranger … you welcomed me.

                                                                                                                 Matthew 25:35
This year’s Assembly was held in the recently refurbished St. Peter’s school in Solihull. It attracted 172 participants representing 41 parishes (17 deaneries) in the Archdiocese. It was particularly pleasing to welcome 16 school and 7 other students. The programme comprised talks, discussions and workshops with an appropriate opening and closing liturgy.  In addition an excellent buffet lunch was provided and there were 14 stalls or other exhibits by individuals and organisations with interests relevant to the theme of the Assembly. The programme was overseen, monitored and presented by members of the Diocesan Justice and Peace Commission.

In welcoming us all Fr. Gerry Murray, the Commission chairman, pointed out that he was an economic migrant and that Birmingham was heavily dependent upon migrants. Bishop William Kenney, another member of the Commission, conveyed the Archbishop’s greeting to the Assembly and drew our attention to biblical material that showed that migration was not new, that Christ was a refugee and was, for a time, effectively lost in Jerusalem. He also noted that the Church was founded on immigrants; we were all brothers and sisters in this context.

Two contrasting and informative presentations

The first of these was by Francis Davis of the von Hugel Institute in Cambridge. He concerned himself with policy on immigrants, examples of the current situation in this country, church teaching and the requirements for future action which needed to be based on reliable data. He covered the following key issues built around the imbalance of reality and perception in relation to migration:

· Policy makers’ lack of understanding.   This is a matter of history – people of faith are no longer in power. Ignorance is more dangerous than hostility. Soundly based evidence (now beginning to emerge) is required not only to meet requirements of compassion and justice but also to counter the gross misrepresentations of the tabloid press

· The scandal of current treatment of some migrants. A recent survey revealed that some African and Polish migrants in London

were paid as little as £1.50 an hour. Their accommodation was often primitive; “hot-bedding” occurred in which in which three people in succession shared the same bed when working different shifts. Migrants who have been encouraged to come here are given little or no support by the Treasury or Department of Work and Pensions.

· The challenge for the Church.   Recognising and emphasising the priority of care for migrants and asylum seekers (which is occurring) needs to be matched with commitment to action from parish level upwards. Care for and involvement with “the strange” is relevant to the way we celebrate the Eucharist. 

The second presentation by Shari Brown of RESTORE, set up by Birmingham Churches Together, covered the nature, dimensions and practicalities of dealing with the current migrant situation in the city together with an account of the volunteer-based action in converting “strangers into citizens”. She was herself an economic migrant, had worked with Churches Together and been much influenced

and disturbed by the 1999 Kosova migrant situation. Work with the Independent Asylum Commission underlined for Shari the importance of sanctuary for migrants often finding themselves destitute. RESTORE was involved in the following:

· Befriending – this required much patient listening, respect  for the individuality of each migrant and aims to stimulate courage. resilience and hope.

· Holiday programmes – provided locally so that the costs of travel and accommodation were avoided e.g. in local p[arks and at the Columban house near Warwick ,

· Advocacy – seeking to establish the legal status of and for migrants and asylum seekers. Dealing with deportation issues and supporting political action.

· Accommodation – aid in obtaining suitable properties and exploiting the use of those temporarily unoccupied (e.g. some presbyteries).

· Pregnant mothers – the provision of a centre properly eq1uipped and staffed and with appropriate interpreters.

· Fund-raising – maintaining contact with, and finding new,  corporate, public and individual supporters. Involvement of migrants themselves, encouraging gifts in kind (e.g. via Harvest Festivals).

· Vouchers – encouragement of their purchase at face value from migrants to relieve them of the obligation to buy goods from supermarkets which are not always to their liking or taste and to avoid exploitation by those offering less money.

Discussion

Participants had been arranged in advance into interactive groups. They first assembled after the two talks to discuss them and to produce questions to be put to the two speakers for informal response. This resulted in clarification and expansion of what had been said. At the global level, some pessimism was expressed in terms of the vulnerability of groups such as migrants to economic stress. On the optimistic side, a stimulus to devise means to solve problems more quickly may ensue. Raising public awareness at the national level linked to the necessity for more publicity for Christian opinion stimulated much discussion and reflection. At parish level, dissemination of reliable information to counter press misinformation, the importance of motivation of laity and clergy and the necessity for action at the social, liturgical and practical support levels was stressed.

Workshops

The second activity for each of the small groups was participation one of ten different workshops. Six of them were concerned with action to aid and support migrants and how to remedy the many defects of migration policy in this country. In Campaigning the importance of specificity and focussing on single issues when communicating and others was stressed. A further exploration of Befriending dwelt on its psychological aspects of dealing with clients who were often depressed, anxious and lacking in self-confidence and esteem often resulting from their not being allowed (officially) to work. The recently published Bishop’s Pastoral Document on Migrants gave clear guidelines on parish action at the local level which needed to be based on accurate information on real individuals and family situations. Another related workshop covered the experience of Pax Christi in regard to refugees in regions of conflict and ensuing social deprivation. Homelessness as a specific consequence of being a migrant in a seemingly unsympathetic hostel environment can be uncomfortable to say the least of it and needed to be recognised.  CAFOD representatives dealt with Environmental Migration  and covered a much broader spectrum of concerns than just those encountered in the UK. Faith and Migration needed much careful thought and understanding of the very difficult cultural context of faith and beliefs of migrants. ”Brush Strokes” a project based in Smethwick, follows this theme: one of its foci was dealing with language difficulties as a first step. Developing Spirituality in the Community required ensuring that support structures for migrants were clearly visible, that friendship at the ecumenical level was assured and that community skills were exploited. Finally, continuity with the 2007Assembly was established in two workshops both of which were concerned with climate change. The first was based on the ecumenical project Operation Noah. It dwelt upon the difficulties of altering attitudes, how to influence government and ensuring commitment in the churches. The key role of volunteers was stressed. The second was on Ecocongregations, a multifaith initiative supported by Friends of the Earth concerned itself with the “greening of churches; a challenging task.

Concluding Plenary

In a Plenary Session led by Brian Davies, members of the Diocesan Commission were introduced to all present with some idea of their particular roles. This led to some reflection on the activities of the Commission and how they might be improved. The importance of feedback on this Assembly was stressed. David Jenkins, the Commission Administrator, was warmly thanked for his hard work, enthusiasm and commitment in the organisation and running of the Assembly. 

The final event was a moving liturgy devised and led by Ann Farr. It linked up well both with the opening reflection and the overall theme of the Assembly. This was achieved through prayers, a Taize chant. readings, quiet reflection and bidding prayers associated with the lighting of candles. Bishop William blessed us and sent us on our way. 


Derek Smith, Commission member and Chair of the Assembly
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