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Some wandered in desert wastes, finding no way to an inhabited town; 
hungry and thirsty, their soul fainted within them. 

Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, 
and he delivered them from their distress; 

he led them by a straight way, until they reached an inhabited town. 
Let them thank the Lord for his steadfast love, 

for his wonderful works to humankind. 
 

Psalm 107:4-8 
 

The theme of migrants that are reaching out to the European countries in search 
of relief from natural disasters, war or poverty is today probably one of the most 
contested political and social topics discussed globally. The overflow of the 
interpretations, predictions and speculations about the changes that migrants 
might be causing our countries and our social environments certainly makes it an 
emotional topic, to which it is difficult to remain neutral. Much has already been 
said about economic and political difficulties, as equally the interfaith challenges 
for the European Christian context that migrants and refugees seemingly bring. 
Self-defensive political and economic speculations aside for the moment, let’s look 
at the question of migration from mainly an anthropological and ethical point of 
view. 
 
Migrant or a refugee? 
Very often these two terms seem to be used interchangeably. Yet, there are a few 
important distinctions to be made. Refugees, fleeing persecution, human rights 
violation or armed conflict are generally entitled to “international protection” in 
an asylum country. On the other hand, those who are moving for financial reasons, 
to make a better living than they could at their home country, are classified as 
economic migrants, and are often sent back home. There are also those who flee 
their home country for both reasons – occurring persecution and dire economy – 
that fuse into one reason for migration that is, in many cases, almost impossible to 
unravel. And there are those, who leave their home country as refugees and keep 
on moving for economic reasons, the so-called ‘secondary movers’. 

This is a common judgment, which receiving countries around the world 
make in order to have an adequate assessment of different cases of individuals 
every day. In some cases this decision is rather straightforward, in other cases it 
is very difficult to make. There are migrants without documents who are refugees, 
and there are asylum seekers with valid travel documents who are most clearly 
not refugees. There are people who can tell the false story very convincingly, and 
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there are those who articulate a true story badly, or not at all, as it is too painful 
and too personal. 

 There is nothing new about people moving. Migration for refugee or other 
reasons is found since the beginning of peoples’ recorded history. Most of the 
narratives, however, disclose a general dissatisfaction of the local peoples by the 
appearance of the newcomers, quite similar to what we observe and experience 
nowadays. Old and forgotten becomes new again. Today, more than ever before, 
however, the linked issues of migration and asylum are confused and widely 
debated. Perhaps because we have an easier access to information, or because the 
number of people moving is increasing, or the larger number of the escalation of 
armed conflicts in different countries, or the deterioration of the economic 
systems – various reasons both real and imagined. Yet, behind every case there is 
a human story, a story of more than just an individual; these are people who are 
longing to protect their own lives and lives of their beloved ones, who are opening 
for a new beginning. It is unthinkable that they are reduced to statistics, and often 
described in pejorative terms as ‘floods,’ ‘waves,’ ‘unstoppable tides’ – ironic 
‘watery’ terms, if taken into account of how many people have drown during their 
journeys. No one is ever running from the good. Generally people are taking 
drastic measures to escape violence and poor quality of life, being aware that they 
might die while longing for a better life. They do this not because they choose to, 
but because they are forced to. 

While avoiding any unnecessary moralization, I hold to the view that the 
theological, ethical and pastoral responses to the matter of migration in all its 
complexity dictate a practice of a political hermeneutics. This requires recognition 
of differences and commonalities across historical and cultural contexts as equally 
a critical appropriation and appreciation of the limits, possibilities and 
ambiguities – a more careful cultivation of the gift of discernment in specific 
situations. 

 
Is European Christianity in danger? 
Apart from the economic, political and socio-cultural concerns that have recently 
led to a boost in public debates, migration raised a heated debate on the fate of 
Christianity, particularly in Europe. Is the contemporary phenomenon of 
migration putting an end to Christianity? 

The Christians – the guardians of Europe's historically dominant religion – 
appear to react to the migrants in two diametrically opposing ways. On the one 
hand, European church communities and religious organizations play a prominent 
role in welcoming and securing migrants, as well as advocating for migrants' 
welfare even in contentious situations. Pope Francis’ eloquent denunciation of the 
"globalisation of indifference" two years ago in Lampedusa2 has grown into a call 
to concrete action by urging every parish and religious community in Europe to 
accommodate a refugee family.3 
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On the other hand, Christian nativism card has been played by the politicians 
on the nationalist right, which is raising the warnings about the threat to Europe's 
long-established religious culture. Repeatedly xenophobia seems to be 
successfully exploited for political goals. Immigrants are often seen in negative 
terms of being different especially those in socially unstable situations when they 
are perceived as an additional destabilizing factor, and thus a thread. 

In a meantime, with regard to this theme, Christian theological ethics, 
Catholic ethics in particular, finds itself at the point of a self-defensive and often 
severe self-critique. And even for churches and charities that have no political 
agenda, the influx of migrants poses dilemmas. Do the churches and church-based 
charities should care more about refugees who are Christian than about others on 
the move? Should we invite the others to get acquainted with Christian system of 
belief and mores, or as in Berlin case in year 2015, trade an opportunity for 
peaceful life in democratic country for a membership in concrete Christian 
churches? 4  There is a whole range of different answers, which deserve more 
explanation than what one can offer in this short reflection. 

Despite all, xenophobia is not compatible with the Christian message of love, 
kindness and inclusion. It is a common knowledge that our anthropological ethical 
reflections on migration are fundamentally grounded in a profound respect for 
and infinite value of human dignity of every human being, whatever their status 
is. It is consequently revealed in a strong belief that no other human being can 
deny this precious gift of the creator to other persons despite any asymmetry in 
the relationship or civil status. In many stories across various borders a common 
denominator among the migrants is their experience of dehumanization or being 
a lesser person. The feeling of being no one to anyone, which is very common to 
many kinds of immigrants – refugees and others – is most likely to haunt them for 
the rest of their lives. Their vulnerability easily turns into an actual injury, and 
occasionally provokes a reflexive attitude towards the receiving nation. The very 
concept of imago Dei implies that the refugees and migrants cannot be forced to 
assimilate (note: not the same as integrate!) by abandoning their cultural and 
religious traditions for the sake of conforming to the receiving country. Yet, they 
could be expected and asked to integrate – to engage into those rules of the 
country that nurture a culture of mutual recognition of differences, shaping thus 
social multicultural life by justice and solidarity. Similarly, the receiving nation too 
needs to explore the culture of mutual recognition more deeply, to be open to 
accept the differences not as a thread but as a potential advantage. 

Limiting the discourse on migration only to the economic, political or 
juridical issues is thus, in my view, a step backwards, as migration is not merely 
an intellectual matter, but ultimately a moral issue – the just and loving treatment 
of the neighbor. It brings the issue of migration to the most fundamental level of 
personal and social ethics, recognising the desire and commitment to solidarity 
and charity as part of the person’s fundamental disposition towards good. 
 
Bridging ‘Us’ and ‘Them’ – can the differences be celebrated? 
The encounters with the differences of the others necessarily challenge own 
fundamental views and ethical convictions. Yet, it is not necessarily the ‘others’ 
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who seemingly weaken our values by their presence. In confrontation with 
someone who holds to different points of view we discover our strong points and 
notice the weaker or less firm ones. Blaming the immigrants for changing the face 
of Christianity might thus be an inappropriate and dangerous step. Perhaps, it is 
precisely the others who by their presence are calling us to review our convictions 
and identify the authentic core of our beliefs to be able to enter into a serious and 
respectful dialogue? 

 European Christianity stands in urgent need for reawakening and a 
rediscovery of its own multifaceted identities. What we refer today to as the ‘core 
Christian values’ is a result of a long complex journey, rooted in Judeo-Hellenistic 
tradition of thought, braided with multiethnic influences and Arabic and Islamic 
contributions in particular. The reasons to challenge the alarmism about 
deterioration of Christianity are not only to imply that Christian tradition is 
evolving and changing despite the arrival of migrants, but more importantly 
because this alarmism itself undermines the very values of universal rights, 
tolerance and equal treatment, on which we claim to build contemporary Europe. 
While rediscovering our Christian identity through the confrontation with other 
traditions, it is important, however, to pay attention that our Christian ethics does 
not become our defensive mode of behavior. 

We are certainly in need of a more inclusive, more complex and more 
attuned to human historical context view on social and interfaith relations in the 
context of migration. Many seem to agree that only by means of dialogue, 
combining discernment and mature conviction, cooperation and integration, 
some progress in peaceful multicultural living together can be attempted to be 
achieved. One of the major difficulties in this discourse, however, lies in the fact 
we learned to listen in order to respond, rather then to understand. 

It is rarely possible to solve new issues with old methodologies. Today we 
need to find new approaches that would combine a better understanding of 
ourselves and of our foundations with deep and profound interest in the other. We 
do not need to necessarily agree on all points; neither do we have to compromise 
our own values in order to achieve a seemingly peaceful solution. What we need, 
though, is to grow towards one another with respect. Only then, together we can 
create an atmosphere of an open dialogue, where issues could be discussed, 
achieved and practiced with least harm to the involved parties. 

 
Consequences for Christian ethics - A call for more 
Migration is a global phenomenon, affecting many countries in all continents. Yet 
the implications of this issue go far beyond of merely crossing the geographical 
borders; migration underscores the turbulence on the crossroads between 
national security and human insecurity, between (supra-)national sovereign 
rights and human fundamental rights, between citizenship and discipleship. We 
find ourselves living at the crossroads of cultures amid astonishing differences, 
which contradict, complement and often merge. We witness and contribute to the 
creation of a new kind of social order and multicultural living, based on the 
realistic mutual acknowledgment of each other’s vulnerability and a need of each 
other in our journey towards the genuine wellbeing, peace and harmony for all. 
With or without our approval this change is already happening. 
 The consequences that follow from these social changes in an integrating 
Europe ultimately point towards the living witness of Christian churches 



themselves. While pursuing their mission of helping people to better recognize 
God, the churches should and must involve in social transformation by their 
prophetic presence, remaining vigilant to the signs of the times, witnessing the 
good and criticizing the evil; by teaching God’s word, and more importantly by 
learning its manifestation from people within and around them. This includes the 
Christian churches willingness for an open dialogue with other religious 
communities on the same grounds of mutual recognition and deep respect. 
 Perhaps, it is time to make a shift in the major methodology of our Christian 
ethical thinking: to rethink it from below, from the position of a vulnerable, even 
broken human person in close inter-relation with others, often different others, in 
the particular historical and cultural context. In my argument, contemporary 
Christian ethical reflection lacks a positive ascending anthropology, where not an 
abstract ideal dictates the patterns of social and ecclesial moral life, but rather the 
serious appreciation and the most sincere concern for a genuine well-being of a 
person in connection with the other human beings oriented toward God becomes 
the focal point of our Christian existence and practice. 


