Responding to the refugee crisis
Welcoming the stranger in our midst

Forced out by war, poverty and persecution,
millions of people live uncertain lives as migrants
and refugees. But each of us, moved by faith, can
respond in welcome, respect and love.
Inspired by Church teaching and the biblical tradition
of welcoming the stranger, CAFOD and Caritas Social
Action Network (CSAN) have produced this booklet.
It offers an insight into why and how we can care for
refugees in our communities and worldwide.
This booklet explores Church teaching that can help us
respond, shares ideas and examples, and highlights the
role that the UK can play.
We hope it will spark conversations in your parish and
with your neighbours about how we can welcome and
respect the stranger in our midst.

“

“

Our world is facing a refugee crisis of a magnitude
not seen since the Second World War… We must not be
taken aback by their numbers, but rather view them as
persons, seeing their faces and listening to their stories,
trying to respond as best we can to their situation.
Pope Francis, September 2015

Members of Caritas Internationalis

Human dignity
Our faith teaches us that every individual is
made in the image and the likeness of God, with
inherent dignity and worth. This means that we
strive to treat every person with deep respect.

65.3 million
people worldwide
have been forced
to leave their
homes.
21.3 million
of these are
refugees.
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The earth was created by God to be shared by all,
and so we are called to seek the common good
for all people. Its gifts are for all people, whether
settled communities or migrants, to enable us all
to live full and dignified human lives.
Catholic social teaching maintains that:²
• People have a right to migrate to sustain their
lives and the lives of their families.

• A country has the right to regulate its borders
and control migration.

• A country must regulate its borders with justice

and mercy, and recognise and respect the human
dignity and rights of migrants.

The right to meaningful work is fundamental to
human dignity, whoever we are. It enables people
to provide for themselves and their families, and
to contribute to society and to God’s plan for
creation.

Half of the
world’s refugees
are children.1
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God has a special love for those who are poorest
and most marginalised and gives us a simple call
to love our neighbour, whoever they may be.
Putting faith into practice
How can we ensure people fleeing for their lives
are treated with dignity? One way is to establish
routes to safe countries to ensure refugees are not
put at further risk by relying on traffickers.
1. UN High Commission on Refugees: unhcr.org/uk/figures-at-a-glance.html

The vast majority of asylum seekers want to
support themselves and their families, rather than
rely on hand-outs, with many having valuable
skills to offer. At the moment in the UK, asylum
seekers cannot undertake paid work.

A LIFELINE FOR REFUGEES
In Birmingham archdiocese, Brushstrokes community
project runs a befriending scheme, foodbank and
other services. All are welcomed and treated with
dignity. Volunteers who are local people, refugees
and asylum seekers contribute their time and skills to
helping others.
“The people we work with often have very little and
this food is a lifeline for them,” explains Teresa, who
manages Brushstrokes. “One woman was living in a
hostel with her three children after fleeing the war
in Syria. The family were surviving on just toast and
milk. We were able to give her emergency food.”
Teresa knows that friendship matters just as much as
practical support. “Another refugee whom we have
got to know is financially secure, but very isolated,”
she says. “There are days when she does not leave
the house. All she has asked for is that someone
comes to visit her, just to talk.”

At Brushstrokes community
project in Birmingham
refugees are welcomed and
treated with dignity.

Our faith teaches us that every
individual is made in the image and
likeness of God, with inherent dignity
and worth.
2. Mission of the Church to migrants in England and Wales, Catholic Bishops’
Conference of England and Wales, page 14
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The family as the basis of society
The Church teaches us that the family is the
basic building block of society. Pope Francis
has called on us to support refugee families,
including those separated by migration. During
this Year of Mercy, we are especially called to
show compassion to our neighbours.

Jesus, a refugee
himself, brings
a message of
reconciliation
between all
peoples.

The Holy Family were refugees, forced to flee to
Egypt to escape King Herod. They are the model
and support for every family that finds itself on
the road, running from danger. Jesus, a refugee
himself, brings a message of reconciliation
between all peoples.
Forced migration can traumatise people and divide
families. Some families today have to decide which
of their children to take with them, which to leave
behind, which to send alone, or which to send with
others. These are terrifying choices.
Putting faith into practice
The strain of separation on families, particularly on
children travelling without their parents, is clear.
Reuniting families can be a lengthy process and
delays within reunification only worsen this strain.
We must do all we can to protect the family unit.
Reuniting families is supported by international
law and must be a priority for all governments.
In the UK, refugee families who have been granted
leave to remain can apply to be reunited with
some of their family members.
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A FAMILY DIVIDED
Waleed, his wife and four-year-old son come from
southern Syria. To escape the conflict tearing their
homeland apart, they travelled through Lebanon
and Turkey before reaching the Greek island of
Lesbos. Here, CAFOD partners found a place for
them to stay and helped them to get medical
treatment. But that wasn’t the end of their journey.
Next, they had to apply for refugee status in
Europe.
Waleed’s relief that his immediate family are safely
out of Syria is obvious: “As soon as you leave Syria,
you feel safer. When you are in Turkey, it is safer
than Syria. When you are in Greece, it is safer than
Syria.” But he still worries for his family’s future
and wonders whether they will ever be reunited
with those they left behind. “I am so sad,” he says
quietly. “My brother, my mother, they are in Syria.”
Waleed and his son left
family behind them when
they fled Syria.

“A merciful immigration policy will not
force married couples or children to
live separated from their families for
long periods.” US Bishops’ Conference, 2000
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Welcome the stranger
Catholic social teaching recognises that people
flourish within right relationships and Scripture
teaches us to care for the stranger, the widow
and the orphan.
We are called to welcome newcomers in our
neighbourhoods, in our schools, in our places of
work and worship – especially those who have fled
hardship and persecution.
Putting faith into practice
Local organisations, parishes and individuals are
already offering hope and practical support to
refugees and asylum seekers in their communities.
Each of us can play our part in creating a culture of
welcome.
How do we ensure this happens everywhere?
Sometimes refugees are made to feel unwelcome
and unsafe, some are detained on arrival or
receive little support in coming to terms with
the trauma they have suffered. Many struggle to
support themselves or are even left destitute once
legal options have been exhausted.

Catholic social teaching recognises
that people flourish within
right relationships.
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THE LAMPEDUSA CROSS
Sicilian carpenter Francesco Tuccio made rough
crosses from the wreckage of a boat carrying
refugees that sank off the island of Lampedusa
and offered them to survivors. This was his act of
welcome: both a reflection of their rescue from the
sea and a symbol of hope for their future.
“We were on the front line to help welcome refugees,
feed them and treat them with respect,” he explains.
“I had never seen such suffering. I felt angry that no
one seemed to care.”
A similar cross was made for Pope Francis, who
carried it at a memorial service for those who had
perished. A Lampedusa cross has also been given
to every cathedral in England and Wales, inspiring
thousands of people to reflect on the situation facing
refugees and to send them messages of hope.

The Lampedusa cross has
provided inspiration for
Catholics to respond to the
refugee crisis.

A prayer of mercy for refugees
Abba Father, our beloved Father,
look down with mercy on us, and all refugees.
Remember your son, our Lord Jesus Christ,
had to leave his homeland and flee to Egypt,
when he was a baby,
with his mother, Mary,
and foster father, Joseph.

Holy Spirit,
please give us compassion and courage
to help them in any way we can. Amen.
Mary, Mother of God, pray for us.
Saint Joseph, pray for us.
Diana Sutherland/CAFOD

Help us to be aware
of the fears, anxiety, pain, sorrow,
diﬃculties and uncertainty all refugees suﬀer
and to remember that we all belong to the
same human family.
Page 7

How your parish can help
SHARE Write a message of hope for refugees.
We’ll make sure that your messages go to refugees
in the UK and around the world.
Visit cafod.org.uk/yearofmercy

GIVE Consider giving to CAFOD’s work with
refugees as they arrive in Europe, or CSAN
members’ support for refugees in the UK.You could
also support a local refugee project with offers of
skills, money, time or goods, depending on what
they need.
Visit catholicnews.org.uk/refugee-crisis

LEARN Find out about the causes of the refugee
crisis and the situation facing refugees in the
UK. Be prepared to challenge stereotypes and
misconceptions when you hear them.
Visit refugeecouncil.org.uk/truth

PRAY Ask your congregation to pray for an end to

csan.org.uk

“

The refugee crisis is a huge challenge, not only in Europe
and the Middle East, but in many others parts of the world
where large numbers of refugees live deeply uncertain and
perilous lives. Consequently, as a Catholic community, and as

“

Find out more and
play your part:

the conflicts and injustices that force refugees to
leave their communities, and to pray that asylum
seekers and refugees will be welcomed and
respected within the UK.
Visit cafod.org.uk/prayers

a country, we need to be committed to helping refugees over
a long period. We can all play a part in helping to support the
most vulnerable of refugees.

cafod.org.uk/yearofmercy
Members of
Caritas Internationalis
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of England and Wales, 2015
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