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It is a singular honour, joy and privilege to bring greetings and best wishes on behalf 
of the World Methodist Council. Thank you for your kind invitation to offer some 
thoughts on the very challenging theme; 

beFREMDet – beFREUNDet – beREICHert - stranger – friend – enriched 

As we explore migration that is a feature of the changing global and local context, I 
am reminded of a Sunday school teacher who asked her class to draw a picture of 
any Bible story.  

When she examined the drawings, she was surprised to see one of a plane with 
what seemed to be some people in it. She called the little boy who drew the picture 
to explain which Bible story it was. He replied that in the cockpit was Pontius, the 
pilot and at the back was Jesus and his family taking a flight to Egypt.  

It is important to remember that our Lord and Saviour, “became human in every way 
so that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God”. 
(Hebrews2:17) The reality is that Jesus and the Holy family were refugees in Africa. 

Migration has been part of human history since its origins but due to globalization, 
today more people are migrating than ever before.   
 
People are leaving their homes both voluntary in search of better education and 
economic opportunities and involuntary because of violence, militarization, wars, 
human rights violations, environmental degradation, poverty, exploitative economic 
conditions………the list can go on and on….. It is estimated that more than 4% of 
the world’s population – nearly 200 million people are living outside their countries of 
birth.  
 



Migration is a fact of life which cannot be reverse regardless of the policies of nation-
states to stem the tide. This movement of people is transforming communities all 
around the globe and is one of the defining issues of the 21st century.   
 
The 21st century has been referred to by some scholars as “the age of migration” that 
impacts everybody. 
 
While we have witnessed the unfettered movement of capital and commodities, the 
mobility of people is severely restricted under neoliberal globalization that can be 
considered as a modern day form of slavery.  

Millions of working people have to seek economic opportunities in foreign lands, and 
many poor nations rely on “exporting” their people as cheap labor. Countries like 
Honduras and El Salvador count “remittances” as the primary source of foreign 
income while in other countries “remittances” have outstripped international aid and 
in this way the poor shoulders the burden for development. 

Migration is a social reality with serious implications, but it is also a way of thinking 
about God and what it means to be human in the world.  

Migrants like all other people are the signet of God’s creation that bears the image 
and likeness of God. To ignore their human dignity is an affront to God and violates 
their human rights. Migrants are individuals with dreams, hopes, families and cultural 
heritage like people all over the world.    

The Scriptures has much to say about migrants and the offering of hospitality to 
strangers and exiles. The foreigner and strangers - ger in Hebrew appears 92 times 
in the Old Testament. The stranger should not only be treated with respect but also 
have the same rights, privileges and responsibilities as the people of Israel.   

“When an alien resides with you in your land, you shall not oppress the alien. 
The alien with you shall be to you as a citizen among you; you shall love the 
alien as yourself for you were aliens in the land of Egypt; I am the Lord your 
God” (Leviticus 19:34; Exodus 10: 17).  

Furthermore, there is a theme within the Old which identify the foreigner and alien 
with other vulnerable groups like widows and orphans. 

“God protects the stranger who lives in our land: he helps widows and 
orphans but takes the wicked to their ruin” (Ps 146:9)  

“Do not oppress widows, orphans and foreigners who live among you, or 
anyone else in need.” (Zechariah 9:10) 

“The Lord Almighty says; I will appear among you to judge, and I will testify at 
once against those………who cheat employees out of their wages, and those 
who take advantage of widows, orphans, and foreigners – against all who do 
not respect me”  (Malachi 3:5) 

In the New Testament, we see that through the incarnation God migrates to the 
human race into a place of “otherness” as Jesus became the embodiment of the 



stranger. He fully identified with those on the margins of society and entered into 
their vulnerable condition.   

In the parable of the Last Judgement, Jesus claims that our salvation is dependent 
on how we respond to strangers; “I was hungry and you fed me, thirsty and you 
gave me a drink, a stranger and you took me in and welcomed me into your 
home.” (Matt 25:35)  

In another well know the parable of the Good Samaritan; Jesus defines the 
neighbour not by place or relationship; but the one whom we approach in love.  He 
further exposed the xenophobia of Jews at that time in history and pointed to the fact 
that help comes from the culturally and religiously other. This is particularly important 
as we see growing expressions of xenophobia and racial violence against refugees, 
asylum seekers and migrants.  

Throughout our faith tradition, we are instructed to show hospitality, to care for and to 
identify with the stranger. 

In Pauls letter to the Romans he encourages; “Welcome one another, just as 
Christ has welcomed you for the glory of God” and he goes further to say 
“Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers” (Rom 
12:13) 

In one of the last Biblical injunctions on strangers we read; “Let mutual love 
continue. Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that 
some have entertained angels without knowing it” (Hebrews 131-2).   

In recent months, we have seen a flood of desperate migrants into Europe from 
across the Mediterranean Sea. It is estimated that 75 thousand have made the 
crossing to date.  The Mediterranean Sea has become a mass grave for thousands 
more on their journey to find a dignified life in Europe.  

As you listen to story after story you realize that many of these migrants, refugees 
and asylum seekers paid thousands of euros to unscrupulous human traffickers and 
smugglers because access to regular migration is often difficult or inaccessible to the 
most vulnerable.  

While the World Council of Churches, the World Methodist Council,  the Conference 
of European Churches, General Conference and Synods have issued many 
statements and held many forums on migration, the discourse is often theoretical 
and remains within the Conference halls or gathers dust in minutes and does not 
translate into grass root action.   

I do however, give thanks to God for the many signs of hope I see in Methodist 
Churches around the world for whom welcoming, offering hospitality, refuge and 
advocacy to “the stranger” is an integral part of their mission.  

The Methodist Movement has always been a contextualized expression of God’s 
love to what Wesley identified as “out cast of men.” Methodist theology is a practical, 
contextual theology that pursues “scriptural holiness”. David Field describes 
“holiness” as, “an embodiment of justice compassion and integrity on behalf of and in 



solidarity with the marginalized, the victims and the vulnerable”. David Hampton 
argues that Methodism thrived in the 19th and 20th century because its theology was 
practical. He claims that “it was a movement from below” and was carried primarily 
by a mobile laity long before the establishment of missionary societies.  

Methodism was predominantly a movement of women, and the role of signing in our 
tradition is a way of doing public theology. It empowers those who cannot read, for 
instance, to contribute to the theological discourse. Methodism was committed to 
those on the margins. Is this still true for us today?  

In the 19th century, Methodists always accompanied migrants settling in the 
“colonies” but today the movement is in the opposite direction.  

How great will it not be if the 21st Century Methodists churches are known as “the 
church of the stranger”. That is a label that I would proudly wear. 

Migration presents us with some amazing missional challenges and opportunities.   
 
This is a “Kairos Moment” for mission in the 21st century. It is an opportunity for 
revitalization and renewal that many urban churches have embraced discovering 
new energy and passion. 
 
As churches welcome and accompany migrant communities in a new paradigm of 
mission, they have not only been blessed with qualitative and quantitative growth but 
have been enriched and radically transformed.  
 
Those churches who take their demographics seriously have moved beyond 
“accommodation” to “full participation”. They are re-imagining the very nature and 
mission of the Church and have discovered “the world in their parish”. 
 
I am glad to report that the face of many Methodist churches particularly in large 
cities throughout the world has radically changed because of migration. 
. 
If Migration is indeed one of the defining issues of the 21st century, then it offers us 
an opportunity to ground theological analysis in a specific location sharing the hopes, 
dreams, tears and challenges of marginalized people.   

A comprehensive theology of migration will allow their voices to be heard, highlight 
the demands of the Christian faith and challenge the church to respond to a system 
that seek to commodify and commercialize human beings. Such a theology has the 
potential to enrich, inspire and empower as it addresses the issues faced by 
migrants, asylum seekers and refugees. 

Churches are highly visible and are involved in the daily lives of people. It is a place 
for disseminating information and is the nexus of social networks, values, solidarity 
support and advocacy. 

The issue of human migration must become a moral imperative for all faith based 
organisations in the same way that many supported the abolition of the Trans-
Atlantic slave trade at the turn of the 19th Century and the demise of apartheid as a 
crime against humanity in the 21st century. Methodists need to become modern day 
abolitionist. 



As a church we are an immense resource, we have a distinctive critical and 
constructive contribution to make to the civil discourse and our absence will leave 
the discourse poorer and unsustainable - I often argue with legislators that society is 
impoverished when religious perspectives of life are excluded and marginalised. 

Let us remember that the greatest gift that we can bestow upon this and the future 
generations is to wrestle together with the challenges of our time to build a more 
humane and prosperous society. 

As contemporary heirs of Wesley, we need to remind ourselves that our roots are 
firmly planted in the doctrine of sanctification, for this reason, “we were raised up, to 
spread Scriptural holiness throughout our land(s)’. As we draw on our heritage and 
again link faith and works, pietism and social action, spirituality and political 
engagement that a new world of justice and peace will become a reality.  

I thank you for your attention. 
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