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Refugees and migrants line up for food after dark 
in the city park on the Greek island of Chios. The 
park is full of tents sheltering refugees who crossed 
the Aegean Sea in small boats from Turkey. They 
were registered and provided with food and shelter 
in a reception center built with support from 
International Orthodox Christian Charities, a member 
of the ACT Alliance. Many of them then wait for a 
ferry to take them to Athens and then on toward 
Western Europe. 
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A refugee family from Afghanistan watches as a ferry docks at 
night on the Greek island of Chios. They came to the island 

by crossing the Aegean Sea on a small boat from Turkey. 
Upon arrival, they were registered and provided with food 

and shelter in a reception center built with support from 
International Orthodox Christian Charities, a member of  

the ACT Alliance. Now they are moving on to Athens,  
and from there, to Western Europe.

PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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From the editor

MAY-JUNE 2016:

Multiplying Harvests in 

the Midst of Drought

He who supplies seed to the 
sower and bread for food will 
supply and multiply your seed for 
sowing and increase the harvest 
of your righteousness…”

2 Corinthians 9:10

T

his year has been one of the 
driest in Cambodia as it expe-

riences one of the most serious 
regional droughts in recent history. 
With water reservoirs drying up in 
many provinces, communities are 
now experiencing climate change in 
greater intensity. Livelihood and har-
vest are affected, and there remain 
few options for earners in the family 
but to migrate to cities in search of 
jobs that can sustain their families.

 With our visits to project sites, 
we see more people being affect-
ed by changes in climate and more 
families are becoming vulnerable to 
extreme hunger. But in the midst 
of all this, we also see inspiring 
stories of transformation budding 
in different communities. In 2015, 
Community Health and Agricultural 
Development (CHAD) rice banks 
gathered a total of 334,599 kg to 
help 1535 families in target commu-
nities to access rice, especially dur-
ing the months of food short ages. 
Similarly, 790 (54 %) out of 1441 
families became rice-sufficient, 

WHO IS MY NEIGHBOR?

“Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who 
fell into the hands of the robbers?” He said, “The one who showed him 
mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.”

Luke 10:36 NRSV

I

t was a lawyer’s question—“Who is my neighbor?”—and the lawyer 
already knew the answer. He got it in one guess. As Jesus tells this 

parable, we can almost hear him saying, “Come on, you know this.”
Come on, we know this. Lea Matthews, recently appointed to my con-

gregation as an associate pastor, preached a sermon on this parable. She 
said that, while we want to see ourselves as that Good Samaritan, we 
are far more likely to be one of those other two—the ones who attended 
church regularly and even exercised leadership roles—who crossed to the 
other side of the road to avoid the man that needed help. Ouch!

But Jesus, as he often did, turned the whole question around. His con-
cern wasn’t about which neighbor you have to love as you love yourself, 
the question the lawyer asked. The question Jesus answered was—when 
are you being a neighbor? It’s not about them, it’s about you. It’s like the 
time he answered the question from Peter about how many times he had 
to forgive someone, particularly someone who persisted in being difficult, 
who kept sinning against him. But Jesus didn’t want to discuss that “diffi-
cult someone.” He threw it right back to Peter—you can’t really count that 
high, so, to be safe, just keep forgiving. That’s your job.

Those thousands of children who show up at the US southern border, 
unaccompanied, who need shelter, water, food, and love—are they our 
neighbors? How about the teenagers and the single mothers trying to es-
cape gang violence in the communities of Honduras, some of whom have 
already lost their fathers and husbands? The young Afghanis who have 
known nothing but war their entire lives, who currently receive shelter and 
aid from congregations in Austria—are they our neighbors? The thousands 
of Syrians, Libyans, Somalis, and so many others trying to get across the 
Mediterranean Sea to Greece, are we to be neighbors to them? And once 
they board trains and travel up through Hungary and Serbia to Germany 
and Austria and other destinations—are they still our neighbors?

Come on, we know this. We are to be neighbors to all of them, to love 
them as we love ourselves and our own families. The migrants are great 
in number and God’s love reaches out and covers them all. And we are to 
do likewise, as Jesus has directed.

Christie R. House
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Letters from Missionaries

while 651 families received rice loans 
and experienced a decrease in the 
number of days of rice shortage.

 We believe that our commitment 
to God brings us to a deeper service 
to the people around us. This builds 
in us deeper love and empathy for 
the vulnerable people in our commu-
nity. As we strive to catalyze trans-
formation in the community, we our-
selves experience transformation. 

Kennedy O. Cruz
Missionary to Cambodia, 

Community Health & Agricultural 
Development (CHAD-Cambodia) 

Advance #14916A

JANUARY-FEBRUARY 2016:

Evangelistic Outreach by 

Morogoro Youth Choir

T

wo days after I came back from 
attending the Global Ministries’ 

regional missionary gathering in South 
Africa, I went to Dodoma by bus to 
meet the members of the Morogoro 
Youth Choir. This trip took about nine 
hours. I knew it was unreasonable, 
but I didn’t want to miss this historic 
evangelistic event. This outreach was 
a part of the Morogoro youth group’s 
action plan, which they shared with 
other Tanzanian United Methodist 
youth during a recent retreat.

 They wanted to empower other 
youth with their faith and talents. 
Next Generation Ministries (the youth 
program of the Tanzanian UMC) only 

FOR E-READERS, PHONES, AND TABLETS

The best format for reading New World Outlook on smaller screens  

is from newworldoutlook.org, optimized for mobile formats.

gave grants for the bus fares. Everything for the outreach was planned and organized 
by the Morogoro youth, not me. Hallelujah! They did a super job. Although this event 
was originally planned as a youth to youth outreach, the whole Morogoro congregation 
came to help out. Everyone there experienced the presence of God with us.

 What the Holy Spirit accomplished in Dodoma gave me a new idea—how other young 
people can share their talents and reach out to small churches in neighboring villages.

Young Seon (“Christina”) Kim
Missionary with Next Generation Ministries, Tanzania 

Advance #00205A

Young Seon Kim (far left) met up with youth from the Morogoro Youth Choir, from the Morogoro UMC  
in Tanzania, who were reaching out to their neighbors at the Dodoma UMC in a neighboring village.
PHOTO: COURTESY YOUNG SEON KIM
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T o say that the topic of migration currently tops the agenda of public discus-
sion would be an understatement—and, clearly, the general view of migration 
is negative. As James Hoffmeier writes: “Illegal migration has become the 

major social and legal challenge facing the Western world in the 21st century.”1 For 
several centuries, aboriginal populations in Africa, the Americas, Asia, Australasia, 
and even Europe have played hosts (at times forcibly) to various kinds of people— 
explorers, missionaries, invaders, colonialists, imperialists, expatriates, and more.

The second half of the 20th century was characterized by massive population 
movements across political borders. These population movements have been high-
lighted and conspicuously magnified in the world’s reality theatre through international 
media coverage as seemingly isolated incidents of human suffering. This is exempli-
fied by the recent incidents of xenophobic unrest in South Africa and the ongoing 
“migration crisis” in Europe. Avtar Brah notes: “There has been a rapid increase in 
migration across the globe since the 1980s. These mass movements are taking place 
in all directions. The volume of migration has increased to Australia, North America, 
and Western Europe. Similarly, large-scale movements have taken place within and 
between parts of the [global] South.”2

THE DEVELOPMENT OF FAITH  

During Migration, with  

African and European  

Perspectives 

Above: A boy receives a blanket from the ACT Alliance in the Dadaab refugee camp in northeastern Kenya. Tens of 
thousands of newly arrived Somalis have swelled the population of what was already the world’s largest refugee 
camp. The ACT Alliance, working with the Lutheran World Federation, manages the camp.  PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

by Michael Nausner and Tsaurayi Kudakwashe Mapfeka

This introduction to the 
September-October 2016 
New World Outlook issue 
is coauthored by Michael 

Nausner, a Swedish/
Austrian professor working 

in Germany, and Tsaurayi 
Kudakwashe Mapfeka,  
a Zimbabwean pastor  

studying in Europe.
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Wesley. So whatever else migration 
may be, it is always a chance and 
challenge to understand ourselves as 
a people of faith on the way toward 
new horizons.

An increasing number of the 
world’s people today are not liv-
ing in the communities where they 
were born. Many more have at least 
moved across the political boundar-
ies of their native country. Some of 

the factors making movement nec-
essary include war (or other forms of 
violence), political instability, famine, 
economic pressure, and natural disas-
ters. Climate change is creeping up at 
considerable speed as a factor neces-
sitating migration. The International 
Organization for Migration (IMO) has 
already published a position state-
ment describing the intertwined rela-
tionship between migration, climate 
change, and environment as a “com-
plex nexus.”3 

Of course there are many good 
reasons to fight the conditions that 
lead to forced migration of different 
kinds. We believe that the Christian 
community is called to play an active 

Merging Perspectives

We, the authors of this article, believe that migration is not necessarily a crisis 
to fight but a basic living condition that has existed since humans first popu-
lated this planet. We are presenting our combined perspectives, hailing from 
and serving in different parts of the world.

One of us, I—Tsaurayi Kudakwashe Mapfeka—am a  Zimbabwean who ar-
rived in Great Britain in 2003 to serve the United Methodist Zimbabwean di-
aspora in England and other European countries. While we have lived in the 
United Kingdom “legally” ever since we arrived, we entered the country as 
fully formed adults, carrying many memories of life in Zimbabwe. While we 
have now fully “settled” within the British community and would do anything 
for its betterment, a part of us remains Zimbabwean.

While we have done our best to stay in touch with our fam-
ily and friends in Zimbabwe, our life pursuits and interests have 
changed considerably. We are still holding on to Zimbabwe—but 
only precariously. We find ourselves perambulating in the zone of 
“neither-nor.” The elder of our two daughters is now blossom-
ing into a fully grown woman at age 20. At our time of entry 
into England, she was only a child. She still has some memo-
ries of Zimbabwe, but her formation as a person has occurred on 
British soil. She is unlike her mother and me in many ways. Our 
12-year-old daughter, born and raised in the United Kingdom, has 
her Zimbabwean experience limited to the family memories we 
share with her and to those rare occasions when we have visited 
our homeland to attend our annual conference or the funerals 
of family members or close friends. This is the family backdrop 
from which I engage with the world and read the Bible. As an 
Old Testament scholar, I enthusiastically follow the emerging di-
aspora discourse that, in so many ways, mirrors the stories of the 
Hebrew Bible.

The other one of us—I, Michael Nausner—am a half Austrian 
and half Swedish hybrid. Since the 1980s, I have lived on both the 
eastern and western sides of the Atlantic. Given my basic sense of “double 
belonging,” I have been interested—both as a minister and as a professor of 
systematic theology—in the nature of boundaries between cultural spheres. 
What happens to cultures and communities when people and traditions travel? 
Should they still be separated into neat categories that can be defined with 
the help of clear-cut boundaries? Or isn’t a certain sense of “mixing” an inte-
gral part of our cultural existence? And what does that mean for my identity 
as Christian? What is the relationship between my belonging both to a cultural 
community and to the worldwide Christian fellowship? I believe that these are 
crucial questions in times like ours, when the topic of migration in media and 
in the public discourse is often depicted as a key problem—if not a threat—to 
Western civilization.

A Biblical Heritage

Migration has many causes and comes in many shapes and forms. We are 
convinced that the Christian community is called to embrace this human con-
dition as part and parcel of its very existence. After all, most of our parents 
in faith were migrating people, starting with Abraham and including John 

A worker for ACT Alliance member Hungarian Interchurch Aid offers 
an apple to a young refugee at Beremend, along Hungary’s border 
with Croatia. Hundreds of thousands of refugees and migrants flowed 
through Hungary in 2015 on their way to Western Europe from Syria, Iraq, 
and other countries.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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role in this struggle. But we also 
see that migration is a reality, and 
we believe that it should not be ap-
proached as if it were a disease or an 
evil. Migration is the condition under 

which much of our biblical heritage 
developed. Biblical traditions portray 
ancient Israel as a perpetually wan-
dering people faced with a continu-
ous struggle to own land.

 The biblical story is full of migra-
tions, as Robert Carroll points out. 
It starts with Adam and Eve being 
exiled from the Garden of Eden 
and continues with “the stories of 

the movement of 
Abram’s family, 
driven out (com-
manded) by God, 
from Babylonia to 
the land of Canaan, 
Jacob’s self-im-
posed exile from his 
homeland for crimes 
against his brother 
Esau, and his son 
Joseph’s deporta-
tion by his brothers 
(Jacob’s other sons) 
from their homeland 
to Egypt, followed 
by the consequent 
movement of all 
the sons of Jacob, 
and Jacob himself, 
to Egypt, and then 

their descendants’ expulsion from 
Egypt (back) to the land of Canaan.”4

By the middle of the 20th cen-
tury, the historical critical method in 
the academic field of Biblical Studies 

had established that authors of bibli-
cal texts were not as concerned with 
historical accuracy as they were with 
making sense of the desolation of 
sedentary life. Increasingly, Hebrew 
Scripture as a whole was seen as a 
product of a postexilic community—a 
community that was shaped by exile 
and migration. 

One text central to the self-un-
derstanding of biblical Israel is the 
creedal statement that Gerhard von 
Rad argued to be the basis for the 
entire literary gamut stretching from 
Genesis to Joshua (the Hexateuch). 
This text is found in Deuteronomy 
26: 5b-9: “ A wandering Aramean 
was my ancestor; he went down 
into Egypt and lived there as an 
alien, few in number, and there he 
became a great nation, mighty and 
populous. When the Egyptians treat-
ed us harshly and afflicted us, by im-
posing hard labor on us, we cried to 
the Lord, the God of our ancestors; 
the Lord heard our voice and saw 
our affliction, our toil, and our op-
pression. The Lord brought us out 
of Egypt with a mighty hand and an 
outstretched arm, with a terrifying 
display of power, and with signs and 

Refugees and migrants receive food and blankets from Anikó Lévai, the wife 
of Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, as she volunteers with Hungarian 

Interchurch Aid, a member of the ACT Alliance, to provide support to the 
migrants as they leave the Hungarian town of Hegyeshalom and prepare to 

cross the border into Austria.  PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

Newly arrived refugee children look toward 
Turkey—seen in the distance—from a camp 
for refugees on the Greek island of Chios. 
Refugees are brought to the camp after 
crossing the Aegean Sea in small boats from 
Turkey. They are registered and provided with 
food and shelter in a reception center built with 
support from International Orthodox Christian 
Charities, a member of the ACT Alliance. 
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY



New World Outlook SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2016  9

wonders; and he brought us into this 
place and gave us this land, a land 
flowing with milk and honey.”

For Von Rad, it is the promise 
summarized in this creed about the 
“wandering Aramean” that forms the 
backbone of the first six books of the 
Bible. And Kevin Kenny concludes 
that, within this story, Jewish identity 
“was from the outset based on the 
idea of diaspora.”5

This is the root for a migratory un-
derstanding of Christian identity as 
well. The church has a lot to contrib-
ute in a situation where it becomes 
abundantly clear that migration is not 
just a transitory phenomenon but 
a universal condition of human ex-
istence. The Letter to Diognetus, a 
second century text from the forma-
tive phase of the Christian church, 
describes the migratory nature of 
Christian existence in a compelling 
way: Christians “live in their own 
countries, but only as aliens. They 
have a share in everything as citizens, 
and endure everything as foreigners. 
[…]They busy themselves on earth, 
but their citizenship is in heaven.” 
This also means that Christians are 
not only called to help those poor mi-
grants “out there” but also to under-
stand themselves as migrants in the 
deeper sense of the word. 

A Positive Movement

Christians, in other words, share the 
basic human condition of migration 
as part of their innermost identity of 
faith. From such a faith perspective, 
a migrant cannot be seen as a mere 
numerical figure anymore—either  
as an alien draining the life out of 
host communities or as an asset 
to distant home communities that 
receive the migrant’s remittances. 
The dichotomy of the migrant as the 
“other,” separable from the “self,” 
is a myth that must be exposed for 
what it is. What we conclude about 

others says more about us than it 
does about them.

Often our differences are not 
many, but they are magnified by our 
imaginations. For the church, mi-
gration is not just offering a fertile 
ground for mission but is providing an 
opportunity to be in ministry with fel-
low human beings who happen to be 
in a state today that we experienced 
in the past. If we ourselves have not 
been recent immigrants, then our 
ancestors were probably migrants 
and our progeny will most probably 
migrate as well. If our ministry as a 
church in relation to migration is to be 

consistent with the spirit of Scripture, 
we need to recognize the fact that 
our biblical and theological heritage 
presents migration as a basic condi-
tion of human life.

Dr. Michael Nausner is Professor of 

Systematic Theology, Vice Rector for 

Research, and Dean of International 

Affairs for the Theological School in 

Reutlingen, Germany. The Rev. Tsau-

rayi Kudakwashe Mapfeka is an or-

dained elder of the UMC in Zimbabwe 

and currently a Ph.D. student study-

ing the Hebrew Bible at King’s College, 

London.

Honduran men deported from the United States get a cup of coffee from volunteer Elena 
Turcio as they arrive at a church-run center in the San Pedro Sula airport. The migrants were 
flown to the airport aboard a US government flight, then bused to a remote section of the 
airport where the Catholic Church operates a Center for Attention to Returned Migrants. 
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

NOTES
1  J. K. Hoffmeier, The Immigration Crisis: Immigrants, Aliens, and the Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 

2009), p. 19. While the authority cited here is concerned with “illegal migration” specifically, we find 
that the sentiment is true of migration in general.

2  A. Brah, Cartographies of Diaspora: Contesting Identities (London: Routledge, 1996), p. 178.
3  While this is still a contested area, discussions are already under way. For instance, see 

“Research Round Up: Using Mobile Data to Understand Climate-induced Migration,” available at  
www.climatemigration.org.uk accessed on 7 June 2016.

4  R. P. Carroll, “Exile, Restoration, and Colony: Judah in the Persian Empire” in L. G. Perdue, ed.,  
The Blackwell Companion to the Hebrew Bible (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2001), p. 103.

5  Kenny, K., Diaspora: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 2.
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FROM SECTION I: INTRODUCTION
Human migration is as old as human history. 
Individuals, families, tribes, and nations have 
been on the move since the days of Abraham 
and Sarah and before. Throughout the centuries, 
political and economic factors, including wars; 
health and environmental challenges; and racism, 
xenophobia, and religious discrimination have at 
times uprooted people and at others lured them 
to new venues across deserts, rivers, continents, 
oceans, and national and ethnic boundaries.

Today, migration is a critical international and at 
times a pressing national issue; a matter of last 
resort and no other choice for millions of human 
beings, and a desperate alternative to many who 
would rather stay where they are if conditions 
could permit safety and essentials for survival. 
In general terms, migrants today are those who 
by force or choice leave their regions of origin 
because of armed conflict, natural disaster, 
institutional or gang violence, development 
projects, human trafficking (including labor, 
sexual or drug trafficking) or extreme economic 
deprivation.

Global migration as a factor in the quest for 
justice is a major priority of The United Methodist 
Church as a denomination that is global in its 
vision, mission, and ministries. This concern 
is rooted in both a biblical mandate for justice 
and a commitment to the future of the church. 
Many migrants and potential migrants today are 
Methodists; some are welcomed in new places, 
bringing new vigor to old congregations, while 
others face discrimination and exploitation in  
new places.

Lisbeth Sagen Lundin, a 
volunteer from Norway, 
hugs a frightened Syrian 
refugee on a beach near 
Molyvos, on the Greek 
island of Lesbos, October 
30, 2015. The woman was 
on a boat full of refugees 
that traveled to Lesbos 
from Turkey. The boat 
was provided by Turkish 
traffickers to whom the 
refugees paid huge sums to 
arrive in Greece.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

Excerpts from Resolution 6028, passed by General Conference 2016

A N D  T H E  Q U E S T  F O R  J U S T I C E

M I G R A T I O N
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Above: A labor contractor in Manila, 
which advertises a variety of jobs for 
overseas Filipino workers.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

Below: Early in the morning, a girl reaches out of her tent 
for clothing hung out to dry in the Zaatari Refugee Camp, 
located near Mafraq, Jordan. Opened in July 2012, the 
camp held upwards of 50,000 refugees from the civil war 
inside Syria, but its numbers are growing. International 
Orthodox Christian Charities and other members of the 
ACT Alliance are active in the camp providing essential 
items and services.  PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

FROM SECTION IV: BIBLICAL 
PERSPECTIVES: JUSTICE AND 
SHARED RESOURCES
The Hebrew Scriptures contain 
many references to “strangers” 
and “sojourners” among the 
people of Israel and to provisions 
for treatment that reflect a tribal 
framework that had stipulated rules 
for hospitality and also limits on the 
outsiders. However, the Books of the 
Law, and to an even greater extent 
in the prophetic literature, concern 
for the stranger focuses on justice 
and the sharing of resources that 
flow from the bounty of God.

FROM SECTION III:  
A CONTEXT OF 
MIGRATION
Virtually all groups of today’s 
migrants and refugees are 
battered by the divide between 
the rich and the poor, a divide 
rooted in nineteenth and 
twentieth century colonialism and 
directly caused by rapid corporate 
globalization in agriculture, 
industry, and commerce. 

The global South is particularly 
concerned with the loss of young 
generations to other countries, 
the departures dictated either 
by economic need or wooing 
by affluent societies seeking to 
fill jobs with cheap labor. Such 
émigrés often do not want to 
leave; they may feel pressured by 
promises of education, jobs, and 
economic security for themselves 
and their families. They become 
entrapped in unjust global 
systems that drain the resources 
of poor, Southern countries 
for the benefit of the affluent 
societies of the global North.
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An internally displaced boy in Bamako, Mali. 
Thousands of families displaced by the fighting in 
northern Mali have taken refuge in the capital and 

other areas of the country’s south, most living  
with relatives or renting small spaces. 

PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

FROM SECTION V: CRITICAL ISSUES RELATING TO 
MIGRATION TODAY
As a denomination with a global mission, The United Methodist Church 
experiences the dilemmas of nations that both “send,” “transit,” and 
“receive” migrants. Citizens and undocumented immigrants are within 
the church’s membership, as are employers and migrant workers, police 
and detainees, and affluent and poor families. The United Methodist 
family is a microcosm of migrant issues, a church that through God’s 
grace seeks to respond to the needs of the most physically vulnerable 
and also address the spiritual needs of the privileged.

An increasing percentage of migrant women now make up almost half of 
the international migrant population. Many of these women are domestic 
workers, who may raise other peoples’ children while being separated 
from their own. Some migrant women and girls are subjected to physical 
and sexual abuse and fear reprisals if they complain. Human trafficking 
is growing globally, especially in the area of forced labor, which includes 
the sex trade, the primary reason. 

Migration policy and practice today divides families across generations. 

Remittances (sending “home” the paycheck) have become major sources 
of financing for poor countries; revenues that threaten to undercut 
aid assistance from rich nations. The monies migrants send home is 

massive, an estimated $650 billion in 2015, according to the World Bank. 

At Bethune House Migrant Women’s Refuge, a ministry 
with migrant domestic workers in Hong Kong, women 
participate in an English class.  PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY 
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Local students arrive at La Trinidad UMC in San Antonia, Texas, to help prepare 
and serve dinner for the migrant families that the church hosts as they are 
released from detention.  PHOTO: JOHN FEAGINS

FROM SECTION VI: 
RESPONSE OF THE CHURCH
The United Methodist Church 
commits itself to: 
1. provide support and opportunities 
for refugees, asylees, and migrants, 
including annual conference and 
local church ministries that promote 
the Right to Stay in traditional 
sending countries, Safe Passage 
in countries of transit and training 
for Welcoming and Belonging in 
receiving locales;

2. engage in strong, coordinated 
advocacy on migration issues that 
seeks to overcome poverty, war, 
and other causes leading to the 
displacement and marginalization of 
people; and

3. organize through institutional 
channels and prepare educational 
resources for the achievement of 
these objectives; support leadership 
development programs for migrants, 
especially for those within The 
United Methodist Church.

Children playing in a shelter outside Beirut for Iraqi refugees and other 
residents of Lebanon who have suffered from domestic violence. The shelter, 
a program of the Caritas Lebanon Migrant Center, which is funded by Catholic 
Relief Services, the relief and development agency of the U.S. Catholic 
community, is located in an unnamed community on the outskirts of Beirut.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

ADOPTED 2008
amended and readopted 2016
resolution #6028, 2008, 2012 book of resolutions
See Social Principles, ¶ 165A, D.



14  NEWWORLDOUTLOOK.ORG

The Good, 

the Bad,

and the 

Deadly

by James D. Perdue

Tens of thousands of Salvadorans, Guatemalans, and 
Hondurans have arrived in the United States in recent 
years, seeking asylum from the region’s skyrocketing 
violence. Their countries, which form a region known as 
the Northern Triangle, were rocked by civil wars in the 
1980s, leaving a legacy of violence and fragile institutions.

Nearly 10 percent of the Northern Triangle countries’ 30 
million residents have left, mostly for the United States. 
In 2013, as many as 2.7 million of their people born in El 
Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras were living in the 
United States, up from an estimated 1.5 million people in 
2000. Nearly 100,000 unaccompanied minors arrived in 
the United States…between October 2013 and July 2015, 
drawing attention to the region’s broader emigration trend.

Migrants from all three Northern Triangle countries cite 
violence, forced gang recruitment, extortion, as well as 
poverty and lack of opportunity, as their reasons for leaving.  

—From the Council on Foreign Relations, “Central America’s  
Violent Northern Triangle,” Danielle Renwick,  

Copy Editor/Writer: January 19, 2016.

A I D I N G 
M I G R A N T S  

I N  C E N T R A L 
A M E R I C A

Henri Aguilar with his one-year old daughter Genesis 
in the yard of their home. This photo was captured May 
2, 2007. On May 7, 2007, he was assassinated by three 
masked men. Aguilar was a former member of the Mara 
Salvatrucha, but under the guidance of a Catholic program 
had left the gang and was married, working full-time, and 
heavily involved in parish life.  PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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S

tarting out as a mis-
sionary in Argentina, 
I learned, among 
other things, how to 
be a migrant in an-
other culture—de-
pendent upon the 

good graces of “church people” to 
survive and thrive.

A few years later, my wife and I 
returned to the United States. After 
some work in local churches, we 
attended a training session on the 
National Plan for Hispanic/Latino 
Ministry, administered by the General 
Board of Global Ministries. Returning 
from that training, I realized that God 
had, in fact, sent us to Argentina to 
prepare us for ministry with Hispanic/
Latino people here in the United 
States. So I served about eight years 
with the undocumented immigrant 
community in Sioux City, Iowa, where 
the Latino immigrant population was 
growing fast.

Then I spent seven years working 
in Arizona in a new position involving 
migration and border issues. There, I 
realized that my call to mission was 
drawing me closer and closer to the 
Hispanic/Latino community. In fact, 
it was time for me to stop looking at 
immigration issues as experienced in 
the United States and to consider the 
real causes of migration unfolding in 
Central America and Mexico. 

By experience and tempera-
ment, I am a natural networker. In 
this work with migrants that means 
going to places where the church is 
not yet involved in advocacy or so-
cial issues. Part of my current place-
ment, working with a team of five 
between Atlanta and New York, is 
to be on the ground networking with 
local agencies and churches, along 
with small nonprofits, including the 
University of Central America and, 
currently, with the Human Rights 
Ombudsman’s Office of the National 

Counsel for the Defense of Human 
Rights in El Salvador. 

This team looks for opportuni-
ties in which The United Methodist 
Church can partner with agencies 
that are supporting migrants on the 
ground, in local communities. With 
the assistance of Global Mission 
Fellows and Mission Volunteers, 
we can expand those agencies’ ca-
pacity, allowing them to do much 
more. Our ministry is one of pres-
ence and accompaniment. 

Human Rights and  

Gang Violence

The churches in Mexico are sud-
denly realizing a new call. Mexico 
has not done a lot of advocacy work 
around migrant issues, but we have 
discovered a lawyer in Monterrey 
who says: “I don’t want to be a pas-
tor. I want to help these people get 
legal status.”

We focus heavily on guaranteeing 
human rights. People have a right to 
stay where they are rather than being 
forced to migrate. They have the right 
to safe passage when they choose to 
migrate, the right to fair treatment in 
the countries to which they flee, and 
the right to safe passage and repa-
triation if they should be returned to 
their home countries. Along the way, 
some overriding humanitarian needs 
surface, and the local agencies we 
work with provide the necessary aid.

In El Salvador, community mem-
bers are often threatened by vio-
lent gangs. Despite death threats, 
many families won’t yield. They sim-
ply can’t allow their children to be 
forced into gang membership. Their 
only other option is to flee. Having 
only 48 hours before the gangs 
come back to carry out their threat, 
these family members get up in the 

At their home in Chamelecón, Honduras, former gang member Hector Leiva and his son, 
Hector. Leiva, 23, is involved in a Catholic program which promotes education and work as 
alternatives to violent youth gangs.  PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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middle of the night and leave for the 
United States.

The local agencies that partner with 
us provide threatened families with pro-
tected houses for up to three months. 
They take steps to ensure that the fam-
ilies can’t be found. Meanwhile, teams 
of lawyers help the migrants secure 
the documentation they need to settle 
in Nicaragua, Costa Rica, or Panama—
the trip to the United States being far 
too dangerous. Our partner agencies 
try to help people understand the risks 
and to weigh their more realistic op-
tions. Still, some emigrants decide to 
take unnecessary risks in the hope of 
reaching the USA. Instead they often 
get returned to their home countries. 
The emerging network of agencies 
that we helped to develop in Mexico 
work along the migration corridors to 
make sure that the migrants’ human 
needs and rights are protected.

The Northern Triangle

Central America’s Northern Triangle, 
home to Guatemala, Honduras, and El 
Salvador, is currently one of the most vi-
olent regions of the world. Actually,the 
gangs in Honduras and El Salvador 
were formed in the United States, hav-
ing grown in strength since their mem-
bers were deported from US prisons. 
Now in many neighborhoods it’s the 
gang members rather than the police 
who are providing security.

There are two major gangs: the 
Mara Salvatrucha and the Dieciochos. 
They don’t like each other and are or-
ganized in very different ways. Not 
only do they fight against the govern-
ment, they also fight each other for 
territory, resulting in a lot of street 
violence. The people receive death 
threats both from the gangs and 
sometimes from death squads. 

In Mexico, the problem is tran-
sitional: migrants travel through 
Mexico to reach the United States. 
After considerable pressure from the 

US government, Mexico worked to 
stop Central American migration at 
its southern border. That worked for 
about three or four months when the 
migration numbers dropped. But now, 
large numbers of people are pooling 
once again at both the Mexican and 
the US borders. Until the root causes 
of this migration, particularly the gang 
violence, are significantly addressed, 
the emigration issue is going to con-
tinue. Since there is nothing we can 
do to stop it, we must make sure that 
this migration happens within a hu-
mane environment.

Business at the Border

The gangs have their own style of 
what we might call “trafficking.” 
While they themselves are still in 
school, they’ll recruit young boys, 
ages 14 to 15, and target youth in the 
next generation to come alongside 
them. Then they force the young boys 
to become gang members, while also 
forcing young girls into prostitution to 
serve the gang members. 

When a person migrates north 
through Mexico and the Mexican 

cartels get involved, they basically 
tell the little operators: “You’re not 
going to help people cross the bor-
der anymore. This is our territory.” 
Then the price for undocumented 
passage goes up. The more the 
United States invests in the border, 
the higher the prices rise and the 
richer the gangs become.

The cartels can charge whatever 
they like for a migrant’s border cross-
ing. This causes the migrant’s family 
back in Central America to mortgage 
their home in order to provide the 
money their children need to migrate. 
So, whether or not their children safe-
ly cross a border, the parents now 
have a mortgage on their homes, 
which they never had before. 

Also, when the migrating chil-
dren get to Mexico’s border with the 
United States, where the Mexican 
cartels are in control, cartel agents 
will take their money and hold them 
hostage, under house arrest. The 
cartels then extort as much addi-
tional money as they can from the 
migrants’ families. When those 
monies dry up, the cartels force the 

Women from Nicaragua hold photos of their disappeared family members during a December 
2013 demonstration in the middle of the Suchiate River, where it forms a border between 
Guatemala and Mexico.  PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

A I D I N G 
M I G R A N T S  

I N  C E N T R A L 
A M E R I C A



New World Outlook SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2016  17

migrants into indentured servitude. 
They must pay the gangs or risk 
being killed. It’s a repeatedly profit-
able business for the cartel. 

The Most Vulnerable

Most of the people migrating are 
single mothers and their children. 
The fathers may have been killed by 
gang members or may have joined 
a gang. In either case, the family 
no longer has its father’s support 
and needs to leave its native land. 
Sometimes another family member, 
such as an uncle, has been killed, 
leaving other family members in 
fear for their lives. Sometimes 
mothers and young children 
not only receive death threats 
but are also sexually assaulted. 
In former times, those cross-
ing the border from Mexico 
were usually men. Today, they 
are more likely to be fatherless 
families and unaccompanied 
minors.

While media coverage of 
this problem has diminished, 
the problem itself has not gone 
away. Hope for these migrants is 
that when ICE (US Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement) ex-
amines their cases and their re-
quests for asylum, the border 
agents might be fair and just. 
They know that if some of these 
children are sent back, they will be 
dead within 24 hours of reentry into 
their home country. 

El Salvador Churches Help

One way that youth are being em-
powered against the onslaught of 
gang threats is through the local 
Lutheran and Methodist churches 
in El Salvador. They are working on 
sending teams across the country-
side to conduct workshops that en-
courage the youth to resist gang 
recruitment. They help the youth 

understand that illegal migration 
is not an option for them, while in-
forming them of their rights and op-
tions. They also provide sports and 
other programs to help children un-
derstand that there are better op-
tions than joining a gang.

When families in El Salvador 
have to leave home in the middle 
of the night, members of a round-
table of helping agencies provide 
them with emergency shelter. The 
families can live in the shelter until 
they decide what they are going to 
do. If they decide to migrate legally 
to another country, they move into 

a house of refuge where they stay 
together as family while lawyers 
are assigned to their case.

Also, whenever people are re-
turned home, either from Mexico 
by bus or from the United States by 
plane, the Lutheran churches work 
with the government to screen 
them while providing one-month 
food supplies for a family of four. 
In many cases, they go to live with 
other family members. The church 
tries to keep track of these families 
and follows up to help them readapt. 

Psychosocial Support

We are also working with other faith 
communities to provide safe houses 
in Central America and with other 
local agencies to manage the legal 
work for migrant families.

One of the specialties we hope to 
incorporate is psychosocial accompa-
niment to prevent migrants, whose 
lives have already been torn apart by 
gangs, from feeling like helpless vic-
tims. We hope to help them retake 
control of their lives and futures dur-
ing their transition.

This September, we hope to have 
six Global Mission Fellows assigned to 

three different agencies working 
to provide psychosocial support. 
We will work with other agencies 
and with the social psychology 
department of the University of 
Central America in San Salvador 
to provide orientation and basic 
training on self-care and to help 
empower others who have been 
brutalized by gang threats and vio-
lence. We hope to bring psycho-
social services to countries outside 
the Northern Triangle as well. 

On a separate note, our team 
acknowledges that the cen-
tral conferences in Europe and 
Eurasia are doing incredible work 
with the influx of refugees there. 
In many ways, they are providing 
an example for churches in the 

United States to follow as we recog-
nize the severity of the migrant situa-
tion at our back door.

James D. (Jim) Perdue is a missionary 

with the General Board of Global Minis-

tries based in Tucson, Arizona (Advance 

#150298). Currently, he is serving as 

the Missionary for Migration in Central 

America and Mexico. He has been mar-

ried to the Rev. Neva Thorn Perdue, now 

a pastor in Phoenix, for nearly 50 years. 

The couple has four grown children and 

12 grandchildren.

Aleska Garcia, 17, poses with her grandmother, Petronila 
Reyes, at their home in Goascoran, Honduras. The 
teenager left Honduras in June 2014 to travel north to be 
with her mother, who has lived in the United States for 
12 years, but she was detained by Mexican immigration 
officials and returned to Honduras. 
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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E arlier this year, I had the priv-
ilege of joining a delegation 
from the General Board of 

Church and Society to the Honduras 
Annual Conference, a mission ini-
tiative coordinated by the General 
Board of Global Ministries. My specif-
ic role was to provide a workshop for 
pastors and lay leaders throughout 
Honduras on US asylum law, special 
immigrant juvenile status, and bor-
der enforcement. Our larger vision 
was to listen to the Honduran peo-
ple our media outlets and politicians 
have reduced to statistics—and learn 
what is actually happening on the 
ground in the Northern Triangle coun-
tries of Central America: El Salvador, 
Guatemala, and Honduras.

    Understanding 

       the 

Crisis 

I N  H O N D U R A S

The Search for Freedom

Just days before the trip, planned raids on Central American women and children 
were beginning back in the United States. For us, our nation’s haphazard and dis-
turbing raids on families fleeing violence was juxtaposed with stories from those 
very families in Honduras who sought safety and refuge in the United States. 
They told us of their community’s desperation and yearning for peace from gang 
violence; for work; for freedom from fear of harassment, torture, and death.

We heard stories of children fleeing from Honduras in the middle of the 
night to get to Mexico or the United States. A father’s voice broke as he told us 
of his 13-year-old son, Juan Pablo, who hadn’t left his house for three months 
because the gangs wouldn’t leave him alone at his school. The father, having 
been seriously injured himself when he attempted the trip to the United States 
in 2003, knew all too well what dangers lay ahead for his son.

Others elaborated on the injuries their countrymen came home with, many 
sustained on la bestia (the beast) the infamous freight train that snakes through 
Mexico to the US border. Many migrants take their chances at hitching rides on 
the beast despite oft-repeated horror stories. The surging wheels 
can slice through people who slip while trying to jump 
onto moving boxcars or who fall off the train while 

by Melissa Bowe

Danger on la bestia, “the beast.”
PHOTO: COURTESY LA PRENSA
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asleep. Thieves go from car to car with machet-
es and guns, and there are also night raids by 
Mexican law enforcement.

After hearing many such stories, I conducted 
a two-hour training session on American immi-
gration law for 50 pastors and lay leaders. My 
focus was on asylum law as it affects adults and 
parents with children arriving at the US/Mexico 
border. Many Hondurans did not even know that 
the United States has asylum laws and that it is 
legal to present oneself at our nation’s border and 
ask for sanctuary from persecution.

I also explained US laws pertaining to unac-
companied minors, pointing out how the options 
for relief for children are sometimes different 
from those for adults. For instance, depend-
ing on circumstances, unaccompanied children 
who are abused, abandoned, or neglected by 
their guardian(s) can apply for Special Immigrant 
Juvenile Status. That puts a child on the path-
way to a green card. However, such children can 
never petition for green cards for their parents, 
and they can petition for their siblings only after 
they have become United States citizens themselves.

After first discussing the laws, we broke into small groups to strategize 
about ways to organize Honduran communities and congregations in response 
to the migration crisis. Some participants proposed counseling young people 
and their parents on the many dangers along the migration routes. Others 
vowed to share the information they had learned during the legal presentation, 
helping to provide more people with the many resources we discussed and 
made available at the training. Further steps included creating a way for every-
one to keep in touch across the country, making it easier to share resources 
among the congregations.

Face-To-Face Encounters 

In addition to leading the workshop on migration, our delegation visited 
three Methodist congregations in and around the Honduran capital city of 
Tegucigalpa. On these excursions we learned that the major problems these 
villagers experience are the same ones faced by most Hondurans: families 
already broken because of some members’ migration, a lack of medical as-
sistance, extreme poverty, and rampant gang violence. We learned that some 
of the Honduran United Methodist churches are at the forefront of the action, 
providing a safe place for their communities to come together, heal, and renew 
a sense of hope. The grounds of one church we visited included a school, a 
computer lab, art space, a medical clinic, and a low-cost pharmacy. Without 
this medical clinic, community residents would have to travel at least an hour 
to find medical care—and at double the price.

 Yet we also visited an incredibly poor church in a gang-run village. To 
enter this village, we had to make sure our faces and hands were visible and 
that we didn’t inadvertently look anyone in the eyes. Gang members were 

About 50 pastors and lay leaders in Honduras broke into small groups to discuss 
strategies and good practices concerning US Immigration Law.
PHOTO: COURTESY NJFON

watching us as we drove through the streets 
and up to the church. We found a tremen-
dous spirit at this beleaguered church, but 
there was also a sense of brokenness, given 
the profound violence, poverty, and ongoing 
migrations it faced. 

As US citizens and people of faith, we 
have to recognize the situation in Honduras 
as a humanitarian and refugee crisis—one 
involving a very vulnerable population. Our 
response cannot be a mere matter of bor-
der security and immigration enforcement. I 
encourage all of us to learn more about the 
root causes of migration from the Northern 
Triangle of Central America and to share that 
knowledge with others.

Melissa Bowe is the Program and Advocacy 

Manager for the National Justice for Our Neigh-

bors organization. NJFON supports a hospitality 

ministry that welcomes immigrants by provid-

ing affordable, high-quality immigration legal 

services to low-income immigrants, engaging in 

advocacy for immigrant rights, and offering edu-

cation to communities of faith and to the public. 

This article was adapted from an earlier version 

online: http://njfon.org/.
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“I like everything here except the cockroaches,” says 
Emily Kvalheim, a Global Mission Fellow working with 
the South Florida branch of Justice For Our Neighbors. 
She makes a good point. The cockroaches of South 
Florida are legendary.

As Caitlin says, “It’s a Miami thing.” 
Emily’s colleague, Caitlin Kastner, who is also a Global 

Mission Fellow, says: “I love the diversity and complexity 
here. It’s so different from other immigrant cities.” Both 
young women came to JFON through Global Ministries’ 

two-year mission program for young adults of The 
United Methodist Church. They live simply and re-
ceive a small stipend for their work. Both Caitlin 
and Emily keep a blog about their experiences. 
They try to raise funds—not for themselves, but 
for the group that will follow them.

They are 21st Century missionaries.
“Our Global Mission Fellows program is about 

social justice,” explains Caitlin. Their work is hands-
on, providing direct services to underserved and 
vulnerable people—in this case, not people in a de-
veloping country in a remote corner of the world but 
people in South Florida, at the Redland Community 
United Methodist Church in Homestead.

For Emily and Caitlin, their work is all about the 
people they serve—the men, women, and children who 
work in Florida’s fields of tomatoes, beans, okra, and wa-
termelon. The two serve immigrant neighbors who come 
from Haiti, the Caribbean, and Central America, focusing 
on the people who need their help.

Caitlin recounts a recent experience she had with 
Haitian family members trying to renew their Temporary 
Protected Status (TPS) in order to stay in the United 
States. They could never have obtained this renewal, she 
says, without JFON. “They have four kids,” she explains. 
“They are incredibly poor, and they are just as incredibly 
gracious, kind, and grateful.” 

“The various application fees can add up,” Emily 
points out. “The TPS forms would have required a fee 
of over $2,000 for the family. You need an attorney to get 
a fee waiver. Also, without an attorney, it’s too easy to 
make a mistake. You could then be accused of fraud. And, 
if so, they don’t return your money.”

When she is finished with 
the program in 2017, Emily 
will go to seminary. She hopes 
to continue her social justice 
work and “connect people to 
The United Methodist Church.” 
Caitlin is married and her hus-
band, Andrew Kastner, is also a 
Global Mission Fellow. He works 
in downtown Miami with a min-
istry for homeless people. The 
two hope to be able to work to-
gether on other mission minis-
tries while continuing to serve 
“cross-culturally.”

Right now, however, Emily and Caitlin are focused on 
their new mission: to find a suitable vehicle for a planned 
mobile unit.  Many clients work long hours in the fields 
and many have no means of transportation. It is nearly 
impossible for them to get to scheduled appointments. 
With funding provided by a National JFON Innovation 
Grant, South Florida JFON will soon be able to bring ex-
pert legal services directly to the migrant workers.

“We’re excited about having some mobility, “says 
Caitlin. “I think it will allow us to evolve with the con-
stantly changing worlds of immigration law and demo-
graphics in South Florida.”

“I am looking forward to seeing what God does 
through us and with this new ministry,” Emily agrees. 

—JUSTICE FOR OUR NEIGHBORS, NATIONAL OFFICE

Fulfilling the JFON Mission
by Justice For Our Neighbors

Emily Kvalheim 
(Advance #3022060)
PHOTO: RACHEL 

DEBOS

US-2 Global Mission Fellows, 
Drew and Caitlin Kastner 
(Advance #3022071).
PHOTO: RACHEL DEBOS

Migrant workers in the fields of South Florida.  PHOTO: COURTESY NJFON
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I

n 2014, the surge of unac-
companied children from 
Central America who sought 
entrance to the United States 
reached crisis proportions. All 
at once, tens of thousands of 
women and children from El 

Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras 
migrated north to the United States. 
Mostly women and children, they 
simply crossed the Rio Grande and 
turned themselves in to the US 
Border Patrol. The event sparked na-
tional media attention and compelled 
San Antonio’s churches into action.

Among the overflow of migrants 
from Central America’s Northern 
Triangle were a host of unaccom-
panied minors. They came either to 
seek freedom from gang violence and 
human trafficking or to find their par-
ents, who were already living in the 
United States. At one point, as many 
as 1,000 alien minors were sheltered 
at Lackland Air Force Base in San 
Antonio, Texas. The US government 
contracted with local nonprofit orga-
nizations to provide basic services 

and care for the children held there—
many of whom were not cleared to 
enter foster care, be adopted, or be 
reunited with their families. 

As the community of San Antonio 
became fully aware of this situation, 
several local churches organized 
an Interfaith Welcome Coalition. 
Pressure was mounting to release the 

children, so the government closed 
the Lackland shelter and transferred 
the children to other installations.

During this same time, a surge of 
Central American women also began 
crossing the border with their chil-
dren. Many of these refugees sim-
ply walked across the bridge and pre-
sented themselves to an immigration 

officer as asylum seekers. At first, 
such families were detained briefly 
at the border and then released with 
instructions to report to an immigra-
tion judge for an asylum hearing. In 
McAllen and Laredo, Texas, partner-
ships were formed to respond to 
their needs. 

The government has since con-
tracted with several for-profit corpora-
tions to build and operate a network 
of immigrant family prisons. Many 
of these prisons are located in South 
Texas and some are seeking licen-
sing as day-care centers. Detention is 
a very profitable business. For-profit 
prison corporations pay generous 
dividends to shareholders and direct 
other funds to lobbyists who oppose 
immigration reform. Taxpayers pro-
vide these corporations with roughly 
$400 a day per immigrant detained.

Waiting While Imprisoned

Asylum seekers may wait months 
or even years for a hearing before 
an immigration judge. The deten-
tion centers create an opportunity 

La Trinidad UMC 

Opens Its Doors 

to Refugees

by John P. Feagins

There are an estimated 1.7 million 

undocumented immigrants living in 

Texas. Undocumented immigrants 

make up about 6.7 percent of Texas’ 

population.  

 — “U.S. Unauthorized Immigration 

Population: National and State Trends, 2010,” 

Pew Hispanic Center, February 1, 2011, by 

Jeffrey S. Passell and D’Vera Cohn. 

A mother from Guatemala in 
the San Antonio Bus Depot 
points out to her sons the route 
they will take over the next 
several days. The route  
will require six bus changes.
PHOTO: JEFF PEARCY /UUSC
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for the government to coerce these 
detainees into leaving the United 
States before their hearings ever 
take place. Unauthorized (undocu-
mented) immigrants have no right 
to a public defender in the United 
States, yet the outcomes of their 
hearings are greatly influenced by 
the quality of their legal representa-
tion. Charitable organizations, such 
as Justice for our Neighbors (JFON), 
Catholic Charities, and the Refugee 
and Immigrant Center for Education 
and Legal Services (RAICES), provide 
legal assistance when resources are 
available.

To be released from a private pris-
on, immigrant families must agree 
to voluntary deportation—or, if they 
wish to stay in the United States, 
they must post a bond (sometimes 
as high as $5000) and/or agree to 
be fitted with a GPS ankle monitor. 
The GPS “shackle” must be charged 
twice a day and worn at all times. 
Equipped with a type of cell phone, it 
can monitor the immigrant’s location 
and conversations. The device vis-
ibly marks the immigrant—typically a 

young mother with a baby—as a parolee, even though 
she has not been accused or convicted of committing 
any crime in the United States.

When these women and children are freed from the 
for-profit prisons, they are often abandoned at the bus 
station in downtown San Antonio—at all hours of the 
night. Some of these immigrants speak only their indig-
enous language. Most emerge disoriented after weeks 
or months in detention, and most have never been in 
the United States before.

Transitional Relief

During the summer of 2015, La Trinidad United 
Methodist Church was approached by RAICES. The 
church was asked to provide on-demand emergency 
space to increase RAICES’ capacity to provide tempo-
rary shelter, intake, and transitional relief for some of 
the detained families. Transitional relief covers a fam-
ily’s immediate needs during the transition from deten-
tion to family reunification, including clothing, food, hos-
pitality, travel and lodging assistance, and a backpack.

Thanks to a grant from the United Methodist Committee on Relief 
(UMCOR), La Trinidad hired Rebecca Ortiz to coordinate the response at the 
church, the bus station, and the RAICES house shelter. 

Within a few weeks, another surge 
of asylum seekers arrived at the border, 
leading to a massive release of detainees 
from the already overcrowded detention 
centers. Over 12 hours, more than 150 
women and children were released and 
brought directly to La Trinidad UMC. The 
church provided them with a home-style 
meal, along with volunteers to play with 
the children while the mothers met with 
RAICES staff members. Other volunteers 
brought supplies.

Immigrant Experiences

La Trinidad’s guests were eager to share 
their experiences. Several of the fami-
lies had been detained for more than six 
weeks. All of the women had been fitted 
with ankle monitors. The majority were pro-
fessing Christians under 30 years of age—
people we might call “Soccer Moms” in 
the United States. Many of them com-
mented that they thought my youngest son 
was one of the detainees.

All of the women claimed to have been 
placed in la hielera—a crowded space kept 

The Rev. John Feagins (far left) with a woman and her two young 
sons who were reunited with her husband and other children at 
La Trinidad United Methodist Church in San Antonio, Texas. 
PHOTO: COURTESY JOHN FEAGINS

An ankle schackle monitor is 
applied indiscriminately to women 
as they are released, often without 

a court order. None of these women 
has been charged with a crime.

PHOTO: JEFF PEARCY/UUSC



New World Outlook SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2016  23

New Opportunities

This work and the relationships that 
make it possible have opened other 
opportunities for La Trinidad UMC. 
Through a nonprofit organization 
called Academia América, La Trinidad 
UMC now serves as a site for weekly 
citizenship classes in both English and 
Spanish. Dozens of migrants have 

now finished the naturalization pro-
cess and are preparing to vote in the 
upcoming elections.

The Rev. John P. Feagins is an ordained 

elder in the Rio Texas Annual Conference 

and serves as the pastor of La Trinidad 

United Methodist Church in San Antonio. 

A Texas native, fully bilingual in Spanish 

and English, he has served at the district 

and conference levels promoting mission 

and Hispanic ministries. John and his 

wife, the Rev. Raquel Cajiri Feagins, have 

three children. Raquel Feagins is also an 

ordained elder in the Rio Texas Conference 

and serves as chaplain for the Methodist 

Children’s Hospital of San Antonio.

at a temperature of about 50 degrees Fahrenheit—when they were first de-
tained. They described this experience as being treated like “a carcass in 
a butcher shop.” Several spoke of harassment, abuse, and neglect of their 
medical needs. One child was clutching a swollen arm. On examination, we 
noticed that he had eight syringe punctures on one arm from vaccinations 
that were given to him the day of his release. Another child was suffering 
from a respiratory illness. A few described how family members had come 
to pay their bond—only to be detained in the process. The entire detention 
experience seems to be intended to harass and coerce the immigrants to 
abandon their asylum request and accept 
deportation.

One of the women appeared very som-
ber. She told me that, while many wives 
were coming to be reunited with their hus-
bands, her husband had been murdered 
by a gang. Before she fled Guatemala, she 
and her children had been unable to live in 
their home for six months. Gang members 
told her that, if she did not allow them to 
traffic her children, they would come back 
and kill the rest of her family. With no other 
option, she fled to the United States.

She then asked me to show her our 
church sanctuary. As a woman of faith, she 
wanted to pray for God’s deliverance. She 
told me that Satan had taken her son and 
her husband but could not have her or her 
other children. After our prayer, she said 
that being in the temple proved to her that 
God had delivered her. She asked for a copy 
of El Aposento Alto (“The Upper Room”) 
and the Santa Biblia (“Holy Bible”) to carry 
on the rest of her journey. With tears, she 
thanked us for offering her family a spiritual refuge.

Through the night, several family members drove from other cities to pick 
up their loved ones. One woman told me that she had not seen her older chil-
dren and husband for four years. The father had never met his youngest child. 
When her family was reunited, we wept and rejoiced with her.

If we have eyes to see and ears to hear, we will learn that we have much 
more in common with these asylum seekers than we realize. As Christians, 
we are called to live into Jesus’ teaching found in Matthew 25: 35-36 (NRSV), 
which reads: “…for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you 
gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was 
naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in 
prison and you visited me.” 

These families are not criminals; in fact, they are fleeing from crime. As lov-
ing Christian parents, they are willing to risk everything to live in peace, bless 
the land where they reside, and faithfully raise their children. We can hardly 
claim to love our neighbor as we love ourselves without sharing the opportu-
nities and freedom we so often take for granted.

The Rev. Raquel Cajiri Feagins (facing the camera) and her son Vincent 
visit with some of the guests at La Trinidad UMC in San Antonio.

PHOTO: JOHN FEAGINS
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Trends  in  G loba l  M igrat ion
In 2015, Germany became the largest single 
recipient of first-time individual asylum claims 
globally, with almost 442,000 applications lodged in the country 
by the end of the year.

The vast majority of refugees continue to be 
hosted by developing countries, particularly those  
that are proximate to the refugees’ countries of origin: the bulk 
of the Syrian refugee population is hosted by Turkey (2.2 million), 
Lebanon (1.2 million), and Jordan (almost 630,000), according 
to figures recorded in December 2015.

As of mid-year 2015—there were 15.1 million  
refugees worldwide a 45% increase over 3.5 years.

5 million newly displaced in the first half of 2015  
alone (UNHCR).

At least 5,417 migrants died or went missing  
during migration in 2015, 8% more than in 2014. In 2016,  
3,738 have died or gone missing as of mid-July (IOM).

In 2015, South to South migration exceeded 
South to North migration by two percentage points, 
representing 37% of the total international migrant population.

By the end of 2015, the EU as a whole received 
over 1.2 million first-time asylum claims,  
more than double the number registered in 2014 (563,000). 
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Facts and Figures from the International Office of Migration, Berlin, Germany, Global Migration Data Analysis Center
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T

he following meditations reflect the life of a congregation 
whose members—people of different personalities, cultures, 
languages, church traditions, and (at last count) 18 different 
countries—are trying to live together. The societal backdrop 
is Italy, a nation struggling with the issues of immigration and 
integration. The urban context is Milano (Milan), a city whose 
resources and patience are being stretched by the influx of 

foreigners. The ecumenical setting is a predominantly Roman Catholic country 
in which many churches are seeking to offer hospitality to the stranger. The 
missional compass which guides the Italian/Waldensian Church is a desire not 
only to welcome the outsider but to blend traditions, to be changed by the 
other, and essere la chiesa insieme (“to be the church together”). 

These stories and images are meant as a tribute to the congregation of 
the Chiesa Evangelica Metodista in Milano. Where necessary, I have changed 
names and circumstances to protect privacy…. but hopefully not so much as 
to prevent members from recognizing themselves or from feeling my admira-
tion for their Christian witness.

P A S T A  A N D  P L A N T A I N S

Being the Church   

   Together

by David Markay

Following are story excerpts from 
David Markay’s 2013 book Pasta 

and Plantains. He and his wife, 
the Rev. Kristin Markay, served 

as United Methodist missionaries 
in Milan, Italy, for seven years 

(2004 to 2011). With their children, 
Hannah and Aidan, the Markays 

navigated the Italian culture 
from their unique prospective 

as Protestant pastors serving a 
multinational and multicultural 

congregation that included native 
Italians and many immigrants to 

Italy from African, Middle Eastern,  
and Asian countries.

Above: A multicultural commission table discussion at the Chiesa 
Evangelica Metodista in Milan, Italy.  PHOTO: DAVID MARKAY
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A Child in the Reeds

“…she got a papyrus basket for him, 
and plastered it with bitumen and 
pitch;

she put the child in it and placed it 
among the reeds on the bank of the 
river. 

His sister stood at a distance, to 
see what would happen to him.”

Exodus 2:3-4 (NRSV)

Three weeks after giving birth, 
she had done the necessary paper-
work to acquire a passport for her 
baby. Then she bought a plane tick-
et and prepared for the 24-hour jour-
ney back to her home village. There, 
she would leave her child with fam-
ily and then return to Italy to resume 
work. The child would be cared for 
by relatives. Someday, bureaucra-
cies in both countries willing, she 
might be reunited with her child. But 
for the foreseeable future, they will 
be 7,000 miles apart.

The Sunday before departure, we 
prayed a prayer of dedication for the 
child. The baptism will occur in her 
home country in a few weeks. After 
worship, several immigrant mem-
bers were talking about the moth-
er’s decision. 

“I tried to talk her out of it,” said 
one woman. “She will regret what 
she is doing.”

“How can we blame her?” said 
another. “Several of us left our chil-
dren. We know there is no way we 
could make the money we need to 
raise them if we were back there. 
You know what unemployment is like 
at home.”

“I left my children in the hands 
of relatives when I left 15 years 
ago,”  one man commented. 
“Unfortunately, many children like 
mine are left without much supervi-
sion. We parents abroad send them 
money, so often they have many 
things but not a mother or a father 

there to guide them. My children are 
now teenagers, and they have made 
some unwise choices. If I were to 
do it again, I would first ask myself: 
Which is better—making enough 
money to support them through 
school and put food on their table, 
or being poor and being there with 

them? I think I would choose to be 
with them.”

Thousands of years earlier, anoth-
er foreign woman placed a baby in 
a basket and pushed it gently into 
the current. Because we already 
know the end of that story, it seems 
a foregone conclusion that the bas-
ket will be retrieved, the baby lifted 
out and raised with love. But what 
if the basket had floated past its in-
tended recipient? What if it had be-
come lost in the reeds? On whose 
shore would it have landed? And the 
child inside? How would he have 
grown up?

As we dedicated the child, we 
could only pray, wonder, and then 
stand at a distance to see what 
would happen to him.

First Day

“By the roadside you sat…sat like a 
nomad in the desert.”

Jeremiah 3:2 (NIV)

Across the street from the middle 
school, it’s almost time for the morn-
ing bell to ring. 

A man stands with his 12-year-
old daughter. She is wearing a heavy 
backpack and clutches the straps 
next to her chest. With one hand, 
she wipes away her tears. He digs in 
his pocket and finds a handkerchief 
to give her. He speaks to her softly 
in a language unknown to the other 
parents and children who scurry 
past. She bows her head, leans into 
his chest, and burrows. He cups her 
head in his hands, then strokes her 
hair and talks with her gently. She 
shakes her head firmly. 

The bell sounds across the 
street. “Ciao!... Buona scuola!... 
Un baccione!...” shout the other 
parents. The girl looks across the 
street but doesn’t budge. Her fa-
ther gently pulls her head to his 

A Lega Nord campaign poster of a ship full of immigrants. The Lega Nord, or Northern League, 
advocates for political autonomy for northern Italy and keeping immigrants out.
PHOTO: DAVID MARKAY
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chest again. He looks skyward, 
then at his watch. 

Someday she may be speaking 
Italian with the other children. But 
before that day comes, she will walk 
through those doors many times 
by herself. She will be taken out of 
class routinely for language lessons. 
She will come to know other foreign 
children, but they will only be able 
to communicate with one another 
when they all learn Italian. She may 
not smile as much as she used to. 
She will, most likely, be the brunt of 
teasing. She will, sadly, learn words 
that tease. She will know the feeling 
of sitting in class as if in a fog, as un-
familiar words swirl around her head. 
She will stare blankly at the teach-
er when asked a question. She will 
come to expect laughter when she 
tries to answer, and she may stop 
trying to answer because of it. Her 
confidence in herself may slide. Her 

personality, her expressiveness, her 
sense of humor may be hidden be-
hind a mask. When the day ends, she 
may watch the other girls pair up, and 
wonder if she will ever have friends 
here. Hopefully, one of them will turn 
and smile and speak to her.

She may make it here. She may 
become more Italian than her par-
ents. Then again, she may not. She 
may beg her parents to let her re-
turn to China and live with her grand-
parents. Hers is the young face of 
globalization.

The Wall of Separation

“…I am convinced that men hate 
each other because they fear each 
other. 

They fear each other because they 
don’t know each other, 

and they don’t know each other 
because they don’t communicate 
with each other,

and they don’t communicate with 
each other because 

they are separated from each 
other.” 

Martin Luther King, Jr. (speech at 
King Chapel, Cornell College,

 Vernon, Iowa, October 15, 1962.)

One response to the influx of for-
eigners in Italy was the formation 
of a right-wing, nationalistic politi-
cal party. Created in the early 1990s, 
the Lombard League, later called the 
Northern League (Lega Nord), advo-
cates political autonomy and even in-
dependence for northern Italy. It has 
also taken on an increasingly strident 
anti-immigration message. Some of 
its recent campaigns have included 
picketing outside an Arab school in the 
city and calling for tighter laws on citi-
zenship. Each year the Lega garners a 
sizeable portion of the vote, mostly in 
the north, where the impact of mass 
immigration is more prevalent. Its 
party headquarters rests only a mile 
or so from the Chiesa Metodista—a 
congregation filled with the kind of 
immigrants the Lega wants out.

The Lega has tapped into a grow-
ing strain of fear and anger in Italian 
society. In one northern Italian city, 
municipal leaders even erected a 
wall. While its stated purpose was 
to isolate drug traffic, protestors note 
that it divides the foreigners from the 
Italians. It has been dubbed the wall 
of separation.

One Milanese woman described 
to us the changes she has seen in 
her city. “It has happened so quick-
ly,” she said. “First, there were so 
few foreigners. Now there are so 
many. The change came so fast. 
Now I don’t even recognize some of 
the places I once knew. Arab shops, 
Asian groceries, Moroccan coffee 
bars—I used to know all the propri-
etors of those places. I used to know 
all my neighbors. Now, with a lot of 

The Chiesa Evangelica Metodista congregation celebrates Pentecost, 2006.
PHOTO: COURTESY DAVID AND KRISTIN MARKAY
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them, I can’t even carry on a conver-
sation.” Raising her hands in exas-
peration, she said, “We end up being 
caught somewhere between paura 
[fear] and the voglia di [the desire 
to]…. la voglia di…. (she continued to 
search for the right word)…la voglia 
di capire [the desire to understand].” 

I tested out her assessment on an 
Italian man in our congregation. He 
nodded. “Yes, we’re all somewhere 
along that line, I guess. For exam-
ple, six years ago when I looked 
at all the Filipinos in our church, all 
I saw was a bunch of people with 
black hair. To me they were just a 
big mob. None were speaking my 
language, and they were in my 
church! But one day after church, I 
got to talking with Lena. She didn’t 
speak Italian so well, but we were 
able to communicate. I found out 
that she has a sister in the congre-
gation, and several cousins. She told 
me a few of their names. Over time, 
I’m getting to know them—not all of 
them, but enough that I’m able to 

ask individuals: ‘How’s your son?’ or 
‘Did you go to the doctor?’ I know 
them better now as people.”

Somewhere between fear and 
the desire to understand…our natu-
ral tendencies pull us in one direction. 
Our Christian faith, hopefully, pulls us 
toward the other.

Love God and Serve  

Your Neighbor

“How very good and pleasant it is 
when kindred live together in unity!”

Psalm 133:1

Bilingual worship, we are discov-
ering, is not a precise science. Long 
explanations, puzzled looks, and clap-
ping out of rhythm are all part of an 
awkward courtship. People still sit 
in their favorite spots. Neighbors 
whisper to one another in their na-
tive tongue. Old friends sit with old 
friends. Aisles still separate. Dual 
translations can both unify and divide. 
Like a tapestry in progress, the com-
munity’s seams are plainly visible.

One Sunday, as the leaders la-
bored through the announcements, 
Giovanni was sitting at the back of 
the sanctuary. With both hands he 
held a toddler, who was delighting 
in gripping the old man’s bifocals. 
Giovanni playfully lifted the child over 
his head, then would look up and grin. 
Then he would bring the boy lower, 
nuzzling his nose into the child’s belly. 
When the little one would giggle, 
Giovanni’s eyes would widen with 
mock chagrin. He would shush him 
gently. Things would quiet, and then 
up he’d go again. Although I couldn’t 
see the child’s face, it was clear that 
he was enjoying himself at least half 
as much as was Giovanni. Through 
six announcements, a hymn, one 
long prayer for unity (in Italian and 
English), the Lord’s Prayer, another 
hymn, and into the benediction, they 
smiled at one another. Go in peace 
to love God and serve your neighbor. 
Amen. The man hugged the child, as 
a grandfather embraces a grandson, 
as if congratulating him on some mu-
tual achievement.

After worship, I asked him, 
“Giovanni, that child you had on your 
lap. Who is he?” “Oh him?” he said. 
“I’m not sure whose child he was. 
One of the Filipino sisters gave him 
to me to hold.”

The Rev. David Markay, a United Meth-

odist minister from the West Ohio Con-

ference who served for 15 years as a 

Global Ministries missionary in Lithu-

ania, New York, and Italy, is now serv-

ing in the Sheffield Circuit of the British 

Methodist Church. 

A bench in the Saronno train station in Italy indicates a clear separation of people.
PHOTO: DAVID MARKAY

To order Pasta and Plantains: 

Being the Church Together

David Markay’s book is available 
on Amazon, UK. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/ 



30  NEWWORLDOUTLOOK.ORG

by Devorah Umpig-Julianby Devorah Umpig-Julian

          Celebrate 

Every 

      Tiny Victory

Joanna with her son, Juan.
PHOTO: DEVORAH UMPIG-JULIAN

Social work students visited detainees with Devorah Umpig-Julian 
(far right) at the East Tokyo Detention Center.
PHOTO: COURTESY DEVORAH UMPIG-JULIAN

Sports week for seafarers, 2014—Yokohama Seafarers’ Mission, Japan.
PHOTO: COURTESY SEAFARER’S MISSION, KANAGAWA, UNITED CHURCH 

OF CHRIST IN JAPAN
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T he rooms are bright and clean as well as cozy. A window offers a view 
of the outside, where flowers bloom in pots and vases, adding their 
bright colors and fresh fragrance to the scene. For me, this is a little bit 

of heaven—and I am sure that feeling is shared among the residents. This is 
a safe home. It is not only a setting rich in nature’s beauty but also a refuge 
where residents can relax and learn to appreciate the finer things in life. In this 
calm and restful atmosphere, it is impossible to keep from thinking about God. 

This is a crisis center for women who are victims of domestic violence. It 
became my routine to visit Joanna and her 11-month-old baby boy here. They 
became residents of this home for a couple of weeks before they moved to 
their own long-term housing.

Many tragic things had happened to Joanna’s family back in Poland. Her 
father was killed in a car accident. Her family members lost all of their posses-
sions. She and her younger brother, with their elderly mother, lived for years on 
money provided by a nephew, which made her feel like a pauper. Troubled in 
her thoughts about the present and the fu-
ture, Joanna came to Japan on a university 
scholarship. She graduated after four years, 
but then, being worried about her visa sta-
tus, she married a Japanese national who 
turned out to have emotional and unstable 
anger issues. After a series of episodes 
in which he subjected Joanna to physical 
abuse, she felt helpless and lost control of 
her life. A feeling of hopelessness short-cir-
cuited her ability to escape for years.

But God is good. Joanna was wired for 
connection, which brought her to our atten-
tion. Her first and most important desire 
was safety for herself and her baby, for she 
feared for their lives. With cautious planning 
on our side, she and her child were brought 
to safety in less than 24 hours. For days af-
terward, she went through post-traumatic 
counseling sessions. It often takes some 
time to readjust and begin to cope after un-
dergoing traumatic events. 

A Sense of Worth

As of this writing, Joanna has been approved for welfare assistance from the 
Japanese government. The government’s support will cover her housing and 
medical care and also provides her with a mother-and-child monthly allowance.

I remember in one our sessions, she asked me these questions: 
“Sensei, (meaning “Madam” in Japanese) can I ask you a question?” she 

asked.
“You can ask me anything you want,” I replied. 
She took a deep breath and nervously began scribbling notes in her daily 

journal. “Why did you help me?” she asked. “I’m such a mess. I don’t belong 
to the same faith group as you. Will you require me to join your church?”

I gently smiled, reached for her hand, and put her pencil down. “I am not 

going to require you to come to my 
church,” I told her, “though you are 
welcome to come at any time. I 
helped because you needed help. 
I didn’t assist you just to be a “do-
gooder” but because service is tied 
to the meaning of our faith in God. 
God works even harder than I do and 
wants to see that everybody is loved 
and safe.”

Joanna grew up in a family who 
taught her not to “air dirty laundry.” 
She didn’t tell anyone when she was 
struggling—not even her friends—for 
fear that her flaws would make her 

unlovable. Her hardships became her 
secret. But one day in the session, 
she realized that she couldn’t keep 
her secrets any longer, so she bared 
everything. I assured her that she 
was loved. That was a faith-shaping 
moment. She began to understand 
that our love for her was an exten-
sion of Christ’s love, freely given in 
spite of knowing the truth about her. 
Slowly, she began to believe that 

One of Devorah Umpig Julian’s clients is baptized as she assists.
PHOTO: COURTESY THE JULIAN FAMILY
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Jesus loved her. Finally, she felt wor-
thy of love.

My Vocation in Mission

I have worked as a missionary since 
the year before I got married. My 
husband joined me three years ago. 
I do case management with dys-
functional migrant families, women 
and children, victims of physical 
abuse, and families seeking asylum. 
My husband, Ronald Julian, does 
chaplaincy work with the ministry to 
the seafarers. Sometimes it is diffi-
cult for us to relate to the emotion-
al struggles of the groups of people 
we work with, but helping them 
through the process has been our 
calling and has helped us appreciate 
life. That way, hardships are turned 
into blessings. 

 Mission life is tough. Our being a 
mom and dad to our middle school 
boys while navigating life in anoth-
er culture away from the support of 
family and friends is really tough. But 
God has never left our side. In fact, 
each day we feel that God is lead-
ing us through the lessons we are 

learning while raising our children and 
using these lessons to mold us into 
better mission workers.

Life in mission is sometimes un-
stable too. Monday never looks like 
Tuesday. Some days I go home feel-
ing like a superhero, while on other 
days I wonder if I actually accom-
plished anything good. This used to 
bother me. I felt like a failure if I was 
not out saving the world at all times. 
Then I became a mom and I learned 
that the small victories in life are actu-
ally some of the greatest.

In our ministry, when a refugee 
family gets a special visa to stay in 
Japan—that’s huge! When a teen-
age refugee who is normally unin-
volved in group conversation says 
a short prayer—that’s huge. When 
a female victim of abuse is able to 
make confident decisions for her-
self, or when you are able to trans-
late a conversation for someone who 
doesn’t speak Japanese, or when 
you temporarily adopt the puppy of 
an ailing Japanese friend while he’s 
in the hospital—these are all huge! 
And when a Japanese neighbor gives 

you a homemade delicacy—yes, that 
little token of friendship is huge, too. 
Rejoicing over seemingly small victo-
ries helps us to recognize God’s hand 
at work in the world. May we never 
tire of being grateful!

God has made me, with all my 
imperfections, more compassionate 
and empathetic toward others who 
are also imperfect—and sometimes 
broken. If you are interested in mis-
sion, chances are you have the gift of 
compassion as well. But sometimes 
I still experience the feeling of being 
burned out from caring so much. 
Constantly taking care of the needs 
of others is exhausting, and, at times, 
I feel my compassion bucket draining 
dry. But then, about the time I think 
that bucket is empty, God fills it back 
up again—showing me more, leading 
me on, raising me higher, and refining 
my soul. Each of us must work be-
yond the elementary teachings about 
Christ and go on to Christian maturity, 
as in Hebrews 6:1.

If you also serve people who are 
struggling emotionally, let me en-
courage you. You are doing a great 
job! Sometimes it doesn’t feel like it, 
but you are. May your involvement in 
the church and its mission contribute 
to your development as a follower of 
Jesus Christ. And may you be sur-
prised by the way God uses your sit-
uation to better equip you to love and 
serve those around you. 

Devorah Umipig-Julian (Advance sup-

port #13967Z) is a missionary from 

the Philippines serving with the Chris-

tian Coalition for Refugees and Migrant 

Workers in Tokyo, Japan. Her husband, 

the Rev. Ronald Clave Julian (Advance 

support #3021881), also from the Phil-

ippines, serves as a chaplain with the 

Association for Seafarers Mission in Yo-

kohama, Japan. Their work can be sup-

ported through the United Methodist 

Advance channel of giving.

Ronald Julian (3rd from left) visits seafarers aboard the Ty Green container ship in the 
Yokohama Port, Japan.
PHOTO: COURTESY RONALD JULIAN



missionmemo
Standing Together as People of Faith

Shortly after he survived the June 28 bombing at Istanbul 
Atatürk Airport in Turkey, Thomas Kemper, General 
Secretary of the United Methodist General Board of 
Global Ministries, called on all people of faith to stand to-
gether against hate and terror.

“This is a moment that should deepen our solidarity 
with all people who suffer from violence and terror,” af-
firmed Kemper. He was in Istanbul between flights about 
10 pm, when gunfire erupted and three bombs were det-
onated by suicide bombers.

He described what followed as a scene of panic and 
chaos. “I heard this incredible blast and shooting, and the 
commotion seemed to be very near. At first, you think, 
‘terrorism,’ but you don’t think it’s real. But then people 
started running and running,” unsure of where to go to 
escape the danger, he recalled. At least 41 people died 
and 239 were injured in the violence.

Food Relief in Jordan

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), an estimated 9 million Syrians have 
fled their homes since the outbreak of civil war in March 
2011. Jordan is among the countries most affected by 
the Syrian refugee crisis. Nearly 10 percent of the coun-
try’s population are refugees from Syria who live below 
the Jordanian poverty line. 

Food-insecurity for Syrian refugee families rose from 
six percent in 2014 to 22 percent in early 2015. The United 
Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR) approved a 
grant to support International Orthodox Christian Charities 
(IOCC), providing much needed relief through the distri-
bution of 1,570 food parcels that will benefit 7,850 indi-
viduals, including Syrian refugees and Jordanian families, 
to help meet their most basic day-to-day needs.

Remembering John Nuessle

The United Methodist Church lost one of its most effec-
tive mission educators on June 4, 2016, with the death of 
the Rev. Dr. John Edward Nuessle, 63, following a long ill-
ness. John retired from the staff of Global Ministries three 
years ago but had continued for two years as a consultant 
to Thomas Kemper, chief executive of the agency, with 
a particular focus on mission and theological education. 

John was a regular contributor to New World Outlook 
over the years and the author of a range of mission edu-
cation materials, including the book Faithful Witnesses: 
United Methodist Theology of Mission, published in 2014 
by Global Ministries. He was an ordained elder in the now 
Upper New York Conference, where he had served as 
pastor and district superintendent. John had a keen inter-
est in the relationship between the local church congre-
gation and the global mission of the church as a whole.

John was also a student and interpreter of the scrip-
tural mandates of mission and their application in the con-
temporary world. He stated in a 2006 New World Outlook 
article: “God’s Word never changes, even though we do 
and the world around us does. And so we are all, each 
and every one of us, called to be theologians in conversa-
tion and dialogue with all people of faith.”   

“John Nuessle was a true Methodist and also a com-
mitted mission ecumenist,” said Thomas Kemper. “He 
understood and practiced the Wesleyan insistence that 
personal holiness must find fulfillment in social holiness, 
and this fundamental Methodist mantra has ecumenical 
implications.”

John was survived but briefly by his wife, Ginena 
Dulley Wills, who died on July 21. Ginena also had a dis-
tinguished professional career within the church. She 
worked for various units of Global Ministries, including 
the United Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR) and 
United Methodist Women. 

DEATHS—Marion F. Woods, a retired missionary with 
nearly 35 years of service in Costa Rica, died April 21, 
2016…Antoinette Shimer, retired missionary with more 
than 17 years of service in Japan, died April 30, 2016…
Samuel M. Clark, retired missionary with 3 years of ser-
vice in Peru, died May 4, 2016…Robert E. Forsgren, re-
tired missionary with 10 years of Service in India, died 
May 4, 2016…Joyce Dewey, retired missionary with 
9 years of service in Zimbabwe, died May 26, 2016…
Robert L. Pumfery, retired missionary with 6 years of 
service in the Philippines, died June 6, 2016…Allen O. 

Jernigan, retired missionary with nearly 5 years of ser-
vice in Malaysia, died June 8, 2016…Coy Payne Howe, 
a retired home missionary with more than 14 years of 
service in Iowa in the United States, died June 18, 2016.

JULY/AUGUST 2016  33



34

A

ll aspects of our lives are within our ancestral lands,” said 
Kerlan “Lala” Fanagel, a member of the B’laan Tribe of 
Sarangani, Mindanao. He is one of several spokespersons 
who came to the United States with the Lakbay Lumad 
tour. “Land is our life,” he added. “The political life, the eco-
nomic life, and the cultural life—all are there in the land.” 
Fanagel serves as chair of the PASAKA Confederation of 

Lumad Organizations of the Southern Mindanao Region. Members of Lakbay 
Lumad represent a coalition of indigenous organizations in Mindanao that 
hopes to raise awareness in the United States about what is happening in their 
ancestral homelands. The indigenous people of many different tribes are in im-
minent danger of losing their lands in the remote mountains of the Philippines’ 
large southern island, Mindanao.

Calls for

 Solidarity

 to 

End Forced Migration

I N  T H E  P H I L I P P I N E S

by Christie R. House

“
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in Davao and other more populated areas. The island province of Mindanao is 
home to 61 percent of the Philippines’ indigenous peoples, a population total-
ing more than 6 million, defined by 18 different ethnolinguistic tribal groups. 

Triple Threat

Since the 1990s, the indigenous communities of Mindanao have experienced ha-
rassment, torture, and death threats from military and paramilitary soldiers, all of 
whom are supported by the government. The official line for the presence of these 
armed forces is the claim that 
they are fighting a Communist 
threat, the New People’s Army 
(NPA). While the indigenous 
people have no quarrel with 
the NPA, they get caught in 
the middle of deadly military 
actions. In fact, their whole  
region has become a militarized 
zone, according to Argee “Pya” 
Macliing Malayao, a Bontoc-
Igorot member from Mountain 
Province in the Cordillera 
Region. He is the secretary 
general of KATRIBU (Coalition 
of Indigenous Peoples in the Philippines). Malayao was also one of the presenters 
during Lakbay Lumad’s San Francisco stop.

“Our leaders, our schools, all our initiatives are under attack by state forces 
as well as paramilitary groups,” Malayao said. On September 1, 2015, close 
to 3,000 residents in Surigao del Sur fled their villages after a group of para-
military soldiers, allegedly accompanied by regular soldiers, killed Emerico 
Samarca, a teacher and the executive director of the Alternative Learning 
Center for Agricultural and Livelihood Development (ALCADEV).

After killing Samarca, the armed men shot Dionel Campos and his cous-
in Datu Bello Sinzo—violence witnessed by most of the people in the vil-
lage. Campos was a community leader and the chairperson of the indig-
enous people’s group MAPUSU, which works to protect the ancestral lands 
of the Lumad and exposes human rights violations that target the indigenous 
tribes. The Lumad say that 78 of their leaders have died in extra-judicial kill-
ings during the Aquino administration. In June 2016, Benigno Aquino III was 
succeeded by President Rodrigo Duterte.

“This is happening systematically,” Malayao pointed out, “because of the 
laws and policies of the government of the Philippines, such as the Mining 
Act of 1995, which allows up to 100 percent foreign ownership of our min-
eral resources.” 

The word “Lumad” means the in-
digenous people—literally, “people of 
the land.” For centuries the Lumad 
have held their ancestral land in com-
mon ownership. They have raised 
crops, organized their communities, 
and taught their traditional ways of life 
in their village schools—in areas under-
served by the public school system.

 A series of events have forced 
people in many of these indigenous 
communities to flee their homes and 
to take shelter in evacuation centers 

Lumad women clear the land for planting. Most of the 
indigenous tribes of Mindanao identify deeply with their 
ancestral lands and maintain their agricultural society.
PHOTO: COURTESY LAKBAY LUMAD

Youth and children who have had to evacuate their homelands 
assemble in the bakwit, or evacuation center.
PHOTO: COURTESY LAKBAY LUMAD
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chairperson of the Bai Women’s Network, chair of the ASLPC, another indig-
enous organization, and vice chair of KALUMARAN, a Mindanao-wide alliance 
of indigenous peoples’ organizations. She represents 138 communities in 11 
municipalities. She was one of the Lakbay Lumad members who shared their 
stories in Portland, Oregon, at the 2016 UMC General Conference, as well as in 
New York City at the United Nations and at the Interchurch Center. “We are not 
able to go to our farms because of the military presence,” Capuyan said. She 
also talked about the third threat that has decimated the indigenous populations 
of Mindanao—climate change.

Capuyan described the long drought triggered by the El Niño phenom-
enon. “It has come to the point that our people are catching rats in the field 
so that we have something to eat,” she admitted. “This is not normal for 
us, but, because of the long drought, there is nothing else that we can do.” 
The most painful effect for the community, she said, is the knowledge that 
their children are going hungry.

To address some of the short-term needs of the displaced 
Lumad, the United Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR) 
has been working with BALSA Mindanao to deliver UMCOR-
funded food-relief packs. These packs, designed to meet 
basic nutritional needs, are distributed in evacuation centers 
in Tandag City, Surigao del Sur, and Malaybalay, in northeast-
ern Mindanao. The packs include rice, beans, sugar, oil, and 
specially fortified blended foods. In addition, UMCOR works 
with BALSA Mindanao to provide psychosocial support for the 
children living in the evacuation centers.

Demand for Justice

“What really pushed us to resort to protesting were the 
children,” Capuyan said. “To stop their crying, we have 
had to boil water for them to drink just to fill their empty 
stomachs.”

With failed harvests, mounting debts, and prevailing 
hunger, about 5,000 farmers in North Cotabato marched 
on the provincial capital, Kidapawan City, in April 2016, de-
manding that the provincial government release the calam-
ity funds that had already been granted for relief. Donations 
of rice bags were being stored instead of being distributed 

to the hungry people. By all accounts, this protest, which shut down a high-
way, was peaceful. The farmers called for the immediate release of 15,000 
sacks of rice, dispersal of the calamity funds, and an end to the militarization 
of their homelands.

This protest happened to take place on the highway in front of the 
Spottswood Methodist Center. This is a United Methodist church and com-
munity center that also serves as the office for the Davao Episcopal Area and 
its leader, Bishop Ciriaco Francisco.

Rather than receiving rice or negotiations to meet their demands, the pro-
testers were confronted by armed police, water cannons, and bullets. In the 
confusion that followed, they took refuge at the Spottswood Methodist Center, 
which gave them sanctuary. The police action killed three protestors and injured 
116—of which 21 were critically wounded. Scores of people went missing. In 

This second challenge that threat-
ens their homeland involves vast de-
posits of gold, nickel, and copper. This 
mineral wealth has drawn Filipino as 
well as foreign multinational compa-
nies to the remote areas of Mindanao. 
The Philippines is rich in gold depos-
its, and more than half of these are in 
Mindanao. So, once the armed forces 
drive the indigenous people away, the 
mining companies move in.

Though the ancestral lands in ques-
tion are protected under Filipino law, 
corporations have applied for conces-
sions in these mountains. In 2013, 

the Philippine government approved 
500,000 hectares (more than 1 mil-
lion acres) of land for the use of mining 
corporations in Mindanao. The govern-
ment also approved another 700,000 
hectares (1.7 million acres)—mostly 
in the lowlands—for monocrop planta-
tions—for rubber, banana, and pineap-
ple production. “This journey is really 
about our continuing defense of our 
ancestral lands,” Fanagel said.

Bai  Norma Capuyan, of the 
Bagobo Tribe in North Cotabato, is the 

A medical mission team at the United Church of Christ, Philippines, Haran 
Sanctuary Evacuation Site in Davao City in 2015 included a number of members 
of the Filipino-American Health Workers Association in the United States.
PHOTO: COURTESY SALUPONGAN INTERNATIONAL   
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the aftermath, the provincial govern-
ment decided to prosecute the protes-
tors for criminal acts!

Bishop Francisco defended the 
role of the church. He gave this state-
ment at the subsequent government 
hearings that were tasked with inves-
tigating this tragedy. “By offering our 
sanctuary,” Bishop Francisco said, 
“we are not just being hospitable to 
our farmers and hungry ones, but we 
are making them as one amongst 
us. When we welcome them in our 
home, our sanctuary, we do not only 
give our best but we share with them 
our deep kinship. By offering them 
our sanctuaries, we recognize their 
suffering and hopes, their struggles 
and aspirations.”

Capuyan is a survivor of the 
Kidapawan City protest. “For three 
days our cry was ‘bugas, bugas, dili 
bala,’ ‘rice, rice, not bullets!’” she 
said. “They responded with bullets.” 
Seventy-eight protestors were ar-
rested, including three senior citizens, 
three pregnant women, and some 
children. Capuyan must face charges 
when she returns to the Philippines.

Indigenous peoples forced off their 
ancestral homeland so that outside in-
terests (wealthy migrants), can plunder 

their resources for 
personal gain is an 
ancient story that 
has been played 
out and oft re-
peated across the 
world and through-
out human his-
tory. The remark-
able chapter in 
this story is that 
the Lumad have 
the ability to bring 
together repre-
sentatives from 
different tribes 
to organize re-
sponses through-

out their many communities. They are 
not allowing fear and the threat of vio-
lence to silence their voices. The com-
mon scenario is for the more powerful 
forces to act with impunity in remote, 
isolated areas, taking whatever they 
want. Now, however, the Lumads are 
using every avenue open to them—
legal action, peaceful protest, calls 
for solidarity, press conferences—and 
they are partnering with churches, 
human rights organizations, and other 
indigenous groups to make their plight 
more widely known.

The Lakbay Lumad USA pilgrims, 
dressed in their traditional clothes, 
have crisscrossed the United States. 
They have visited the Ecumenical 
Advocacy Days conference in 
Washington, DC, and have made pre-
sentations in Chicago, Portland, OR, 
Minneapolis, New York, and seven cit-
ies in California. They participated in 
the Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issues at the United Nations. All of 
these actions were pursued after they 
had exhausted their national channels 
for justice in Mindanao and in the capi-
tal of the Philippines, Manila. If they 
lose this battle, it will not be because 
they made too little effort. It will be be-
cause the world had eyes, but would 
not see, and ears, but would not hear. 

In the words of Matanem Monico 
Cayog, a Bagobo tribal leader of Davao 
Del Sur and chair of the Alliance of 
Indigenous People’s Organizations 
in Mindanao who spoke at a press 
conference during the UMC General 
Conference as part of the Lakbay 
Lumad USA tour, “You get killed 
by doing nothing; it is better to do 
something.”

Christie R. House is the editor of New 
World Outlook magazine.

Youth from Mindanao joined in with the 2015 International Solidarity 
Mission to Mindanao.
PHOTO: COURTESY SALUPONGAN INTERNATIONAL   

STOP THE KILLINGS; 
SAVE OUR SCHOOLS; 
PROTECT  
INDIGENOUS LIFE

The International Coalition for Human Rights in the Philippines (ICHRP) 
urges US citizens to advocate for the Lumad by urging their elected 
representatives to cut military aid to Philippine death squads, to end 
military and economic policies that promote the theft of indigenous 
land and resources, and to pressure President Duterte to stop 
extrajudicial killings. The ICHRP US Network has launched an action 
campaign to help the Lumads—Stop the Killings, Save Our Schools, 
and Protect Indigenous Life.  For more information or to get involved, 
contact ichrp.usa.network@gmail.com.
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A s Global Ministries mission-
aries ministering to Filipino 
workers in Taiwan, we have 

observed that engaging in ministry 
with migrant workers requires holis-
tic guidance from God. 

The Overseas Filipino Workers 
(OFW) ministry in Taiwan is linked to 
the Methodist Church in the Republic 
of China (Taiwan) and is conducted 

in collaboration with the Davao 
Episcopal Area in the Philippines. 
There are an estimated 100,000 
Filipinos in Taiwan at any given time—
a majority of whom are temporary 
migrant workers. In fact, some 3,000 
Filipinos leave their country every day 
seeking livelihoods abroad. The OFW 
ministry in Taipei was started by vol-
unteers, enhanced by pastors sent by 

Davao, and provided with space and 
stipend assistance by the Methodist 
Church in Taiwan. Global Ministries 
was invited to become a partner in 
this outreach.

The plan of ministry includes not 
only worship and social services in 
Taiwan but also follow-through as 
workers return to the Philippines. 
It provides both spiritual care and 

by Richard B. Navarro and Alma J. Navarro

A Home Away from Home 

for 

Filipino Migrant Workers 

I N  T A I W A N

Filipino workers in Taiwan, with 
the support of the UMC mission 
there, participated in a prayer 
in solidarity with the Cotabato 
farmers and indigenous people 
in Mindanao who were seeking 
famine and drought relief from 
their government.
PHOTO: COURTESY ALMA AND 

RICHARD NAVARRO
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pastoral counseling, while keeping 
OFWs linked to their congregations 
at home.

Being a migrant worker in Taiwan 
is not easy. Most of the ones we en-
counter are abusively overworked, 
with many actually having no days 
off. Emotionally, they are stressed 
because they really miss their fami-
lies back home while enduring mis-
treatment at their new workplace. 
Financially, they are in debt, having 
had to pay employment agencies 
high placement fees to get here.

Our ministry here is designed to 
accommodate the workers’ needs. 
God continues to build this ministry, 
which we named Tahanan, a Filipino 
word meaning “home.” Tahanan has 
become a “home away from home,” 
enabling many to find rest and peace 
by sharing with one another as God’s 
family “...with all humility and gen-
tleness, with patience, bearing with 
one another in love, making every ef-
fort to maintain the unity of the Spirit 
in the bond of peace.” (Ephesians 4: 
2-3, NRSV)

The mission of Tahanan is to pro-
vide marital, family, and personal 
counseling, including counseling via 
the internet with the migrant workers’ 
loved ones back in the Philippines. 
This enables Christians to “… bear 
one another’s burdens, and in this way 
… fulfill the law of Christ.” (Galatians 
6:2, NRSV)

Fellowship and 

Understanding

Being away from home for long 
stretches of time can be a serious 
struggle. The migrant workers we 
know accept the risk of leaving home 
in order to feed their families in the 
Philippines. They are “harassed and 
helpless, like sheep without a shep-
herd.” (Matthew 9:36, NRSV) Our 
ministry brings the compassion of 
Jesus to the complex lives of these 

migrants who work so far from 
home. We are deeply immersed in 
their lives, seeing not only their work-
place struggles but also the reality of 
biased company policies and man-
agement, problems relating to their 
distant loved ones, and burnout from 
their endless work.

Annually, our Tahanan ministry 
offers Filipino migrant workers fel-
lowship through an outdoor worship  
service. In February 2016, we head-
ed to “Lihpaoland,” a recreation park 
in midwestern, Taiwan. We planned 

this vital activity for a venue that 
would transport the workers to a 
place out of the ordinary routine of 
their lives, enabling them to regain 
new strength physically, emotionally, 
and especially spiritually. This experi-
ence leaves them feeling revitalized 
once again, being members of a fam-
ily in which God’s love is shared.

Borrowing a Baby

One of our active members has been 
working as a machine operator in 
Taiwan for almost 12 years now. He 
returns to the Philippines every three 
years when his current contract is 

finished and stays there for two to 
three months to process his papers, 
renew his contract, and plan his re-
turn to Taiwan. He has three love-
ly daughters—one who is four and 
twins who are a year old.

Because he’s been working 
abroad his entire married life, he has 
never experienced being a hands-
on father. He was not present when 
his children learned to walk. He has 
never rushed one of his children to 
a hospital when she was sick. He 
hasn’t had the opportunity to play 

with his girls regu-
larly. Since his oldest 
child has learned to 
call him up and talk 
to him on the phone, 
his struggle has be-
come deeper and 
more painful. Her 
final words to him 
are always: “Bye 
Daddy! Love you, 
miss you! Please 
come home soon!” 
He can’t help but 
suffer in silence with 
a heavy heart as he 
tries to be optimis-
tic and to assure his 
daughter that he’ll 
be home soon.

One Sunday morning, a Filipino 
woman whose spouse is Taiwanese 
came to join us in worship, bringing 
her baby to church for the first time. 
This nine-month-old has become “a 
baby for all”—especially for the fa-
ther just mentioned. She is the first 
baby we’ve seen in the congregation 
since we arrived two years ago.

What happiness this baby has 
brought to our Filipino migrant work-
ing fathers! Our friend with the three 
daughters asked the baby’s mother if 
he could hold her. His joy in holding 
her could hardly be described, but it 
showed in his face. His heart seemed 

A Filipino worker in Taiwan holds a child belonging to another 
church member. He has three daughters of his own, but he rarely 
gets to see them or hold them because of his three-year work 
contract with his employers.
PHOTO: COURTESY ALMA AND RICHARD NAVARRO
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to be dancing in delight. He’s hold-
ing a baby he’s meeting for the first 
time—playing with someone else’s 
baby even though he doesn’t know 
the baby’s parents very well.

Working abroad is a difficult de-
cision—sometimes a crucial one 
for family support but painful for 
parents whose children are left at 
home. Homesickness strikes one or 
another of our workers every now 
and then—especially when a child is 
sick so far away or when a father’s 
longing to hug and kiss his child 
must be suppressed. 

But our church community is right 
here, embracing the Filipino workers 
who need us to serve as friends, as 
brothers as sisters, or as parents to 
fill their need for a loving family.

Transport to Comfort

Part of our ministry is called “trans-
port to comfort.” We use our “church 
car” to take patients who need medi-
cal care to hospitals or clinics. Besides 
transportation, we offer moral and 
spiritual support to Filipino workers 
who are sick—since their co-work-
ers are at work and their loved ones, 
far away. When patients need opera-
tions, we accompany them to the 
hospital. Recently, we accompanied 
a nervous young man, seeing him 
through his first hospitalization. When 
we arrived at the hospital, his parents 
were talking to him on the phone. 
Before he went into the Operating 
Room, he handed his phone to us, 
allowing his parents to express their 
gratitude for our help. They asked us 
to meet with them when we returned 
to the Philippines because they want-
ed to thank us personally.

After that incident, this young man 
recognized Jesus as his savior who 
never let him down in times of need. 
Since that day, he has come to church 
faithfully to worship God and to offer 
his talents for Christ’s service.

Spiritual Retreat

When a typhoon hits a place, ev-
erything is a mess. Even the clouds 
are in chaos. But when the typhoon 
is over, everything becomes clear 
and calm.

A spiritual retreat is like the day 
after a typhoon. It is a moment of 
clearing and cleansing everything in 
life. It’s also a moment of soothing 
your heart in the presence of Christ. 

Spiritual retreats revitalize your inner 
being so that you may become ready 
and strong again for all the challenges 
you’ll face going forward.

Part of our ministry is hosting an 
annual spiritual retreat for Filipino mi-
grant workers. It is a wonderful event 
that allows Filipino workers to rest 
in God’s presence and with one an-
other, insulated from the hardships, 
boredom, and burdens that are part 
of doing hard work while away from 
loved ones.

Participants encounter God in their 
own unique experience. They are 
able to express themselves to God, 
learn more about God, understand 
their own lives, value their work and 
lives, and honor God in everything. 

Being in Solidarity 

In March, farmers in North Cotabato, 
Philippines, decided to make their 
voices heard. Thousands of them 
demonstrated, asking for rice to ease 
their hunger. Because of a damaging 
“El Niño” effect this year, they have 
not been able to plant anything on 
their lands. They have no harvest and, 
therefore, no food.

These farmers were essentially 
asking for rice, yet the government of 
the Philippines answered them with 
bullets instead. Three of the demon-
strators were killed and many more 
were injured. (See article, p. 34) We, 
as Filipino missionaries whose parents 
are also farmers, feel these farmers’ 
anguish. We urge the Filipino workers 
to stand with the farmers who suffer 
such oppression from the government. 
The community prayer we hosted in 
solidarity with the hungry farmers co-
incided with the opening ceremony of 
our basketball league for Filipino work-
ers in our community. We reminded 
the Filipino workers to be good stew-
ards of their earnings, recognizing God 
as the source of everything.

The Rev. Alma J. Navarro (Advance 

#3022029) is a missionary with the 

General Board of Global Ministries, serv-

ing as the minister for administration 

and Christian education of the Overseas 

Filipino Workers (OFW) ministry in Tai-

wan, based in Taipei. The Rev. Richard B. 

Navarro (Advance #3022030) is a mis-

sionary serving as the minister for congre-

gational development and pastoral care 

of the Overseas Filipino Workers (OFW) 

ministry in Taiwan. They have two chil-

dren, Charis and Matthew.

Richard Navarro accompanies a Filipino 
worker in Taiwan as he prepares to  
have surgery.
PHOTO: COURTESY ALMA AND RICHARD NAVARRO



B y 2002, approximately 200,000 
Vietnamese young adult mi-
grants were employed in  

factories and in the food and hos-
pitality industries of Malaysia. But 
today, for many Vietnamese migrant 
workers, the hope of gaining new 
skills and earning a better income—
one enabling them to rise out of a 
cycle of debt and poverty—is often 
dashed by more hardship.

Migrant workers ages 18 to 30 
are generally contracted to serve 
on a job in Malaysia for a minimum 
of three years. They have to rely 
on their employers for housing and 
health benefits. And, while employ-
ers do provide housing and transpor-
tation in fulfillment of government 
requirements and agreements, the 
housing is often overcrowded with 
other workers and lacks sufficient 

basic amenities. Working conditions 
may also involve long and physical-
ly demanding hours in return for 
extremely low wages. Meanwhile, 
the migrant workers are separat-
ed from their families back home. 
When they do return home, they 
end up where they started—work-
ing on the same kinds of farms they 
sought to leave in the hope of find-
ing a better livelihood.

by Josh Van

Supporting Vietnamese

     Migrant Workers 

I N  M A L A Y S I A

A Christian worship service for Vietnamese 
workers in Malaysia is held on Sunday evenings.
PHOTO: COURTESY JOSH VAN
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I work with migrants mostly from Vietnam, but many other workers come to 
Malaysia from Bangladesh, Nepal, Myanmar, the Philippines, and Indonesia. I 
do well with Vietnamese migrant workers because I speak their language and I 
understand their background. Also, in my work, I see a lot of young people with 
great, unrevealed potential. Yet, even though they work very hard, they are taken 
advantage of and are not treated well. Many have lost themselves in alcoholism. 
They simply don’t know how to handle the unfair treatment they receive.

In many cultures, social drinking is tolerated and accepted as a legitimate 
way to celebrate special occasions or just to relax after a hard day at work. 
However, traditionally, in Vietnam, people use alcohol for any and every kind 
of occasion. If they graduate, they drink, but they also drink if they fail their 
exams. When they buy a new smart phone or motor-
bike, they drink, but they also drink when their cell phone 
or motorbike is stolen. Whether they get a new job or 
get laid off, celebrate weddings or attend funerals, they 
drink. Even without any special occasion, they just drink. 
The Vietnamese workers I meet here in Malaysia have 
brought that social practice with them. But when they 
drink, they lose control and get into many fights with other 
people. Also, since the Vietnamese are not able to speak 
the Malaysian language, they often are blamed for initi-
ating fights with other migrant workers. Alcohol is gen-
erally at the root of such cultural clashes and conflicts. 
Unfortunately, the unfair treatment of the Vietnamese and 
their subsequent feelings of injustice simply add to their 
reasons to drink.

A Place of Refuge

Vietnamese migrant workers usually work 12-hour days or longer 
just to make ends meet. Most are uneducated, unskilled laborers 
who work tirelessly in industries that manufacture medical gloves 
and plastic containers. They also find work making tires, candy, 
noodles, bread, and auto parts.

In order to save on housing costs, some employers designate 
places for their workers to live within the company’s workplaces, 
which are often full of toxic fumes. Some workers have to live in 
shipping containers or to erect makeshift panels as shelters at the 
construction sites where they work. 

We (the Board of Mission of the Methodist Church in Malaysia) 
reach out to Vietnamese migrant workers at their compounds and invite them 
to church. We are able to express love, share the gospel, and speak out about 
alcoholism and its damaging effects. Praise God for his grace and mighty 
power—lives are transformed, and many migrant workers are not drinking 
anymore.

Since we are in relationship with them and want to make an impact on 
their lives, we advocate for their human rights and better wages. One of my 
concerns is that, when they complete their contracted work and return to 
Vietnam, they return with very few skills, and the skills they do have are not 
easily transferred to their home country. My heart breaks when I think about 
their future, as many are returning to family farms back in Vietnam.

Josh Van makes regular visits to the 
living compounds where Vietnamese 
workers in Malaysia are housed.
PHOTO: COURTESY JOSH VAN

During a home visit, Vietnamese 
workers receive Christ and begin 
the journey of discipleship.
PHOTO: COURTESY JOSH VAN
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We also look out for other members in the community. Some time ago, during 
a police crackdown, we helped to rescue seven women who had been forced 
into prostitution. The women were being held in a run-down, unsanitary place. 
During any kind of government raid, employers become so fearful of being shut 
down that they kick out their undocumented workers, who then have no place 
to stay. We welcome them into the house of God. It’s risky work; sometimes my 
life is at risk. But it’s hard to say no when someone is in desperate need.

Providing Basic Services

We always let the migrant communities know that we are there to as-
sist them. We help them find access to legal services and medical care. 
Most migrant workers will go to a clinic only when they are already sick 
or injured, unaware of their need for preventative care. Since such basic 
services are not available at the industrial sites where most Vietnamese 
workers are employed, we invite outside experts to talk to the workers 
about healthy practices. For example, we invited a dentist I know to speak 
to migrant workers about the importance of dental hygiene. 

We also provide help to enable undocumented workers to gain docu-
mentation so that they can work legally. The paperwork process is so dif-
ficult and complicated that one could not get through it without an expert 
agent to help. While the government’s fee for documentation is extremely 
high—more than half of a year’s salary—we are helping about five people 
right now through this process. We also provide basic necessities to those 
who come to Malaysia but find that no work is available for them and also 

to those who have not been paid for their work.
We are seeing a lot of change both in the people we are 

serving and in those who are now coming to church—an 
average of 40 to 50 people at each service. Also, despite 
the downfall in the economy and the drop in value of the 
Malaysian ringgit currency, our church members are now 
tithing. Some even go beyond the traditional 10 percent 
and are contributing 20 percent of their salaries—this in re-
turn for what God is doing in their lives.

Although most of my current work falls under advocacy 
and giving hope to people who are being treated unfairly, in 
the future we would also like to introduce computer litera-
cy or ESL classes. That would open up more opportunities 
and provide new skills for migrant workers, better enabling 
them to support their families back home. We would also 
like to relieve the hardships of those working in the region 

surrounding the capital of Malaysia, where I believe The United Methodist 
Church will be key in meeting the needs of the people.

Josh Van is a Global Ministries missionary serving with migrant ministries in Malay-

sia. He is a US citizen originally from southwest Saigon, Vietnam, who resettled with 

his family in California. He is currently working through the Board of Mission of the 

Methodist Church in Malaysia, helping to educate workers about their human rights, 

providing legal support, and advocating for better pay and benefits. Josh Van can be 

supported through the Advance, #3022156.

At Christmastime, members of 
Van’s congregation went out to 
the streets to invite Vietnamese 
workers to a Christmas service.
PHOTO: JOSH VAN

On Saturday nights, the Methodist 
Church in Malaysia conducts 
discipleship studies with the 

Vietnamese members. Here, they 
worship before the training starts.

PHOTO: JOSH VAN
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cripture has a lot to say about 
transform

ation. John 3:3-7 speaks 
of dying to our old selves and being 
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H

uman migration is as old as human 
history,” states a resolution on 
“Global Migration and the Quest for 
Justice,” a resolution adopted by 

the 2016 legislating General Conference of The 
United Methodist Church (see p. 10). 

 A great deal of hardship results from being dis-
placed by war, natural disaster, or political turmoil, 
or from a desire to improve economic or social 
conditions by relocating from one place to anoth-
er. And never in human history has there been as 
many migrants as today. 

 To suggest that migration might be a blessing 
sounds somehow subversive. But even a quick 
glance at the historical record indicates positive 
results from the movement of people. Migration 
can be life-saving. Migration into Egypt in the book 
of Genesis saved the Hebrew tribes from starva-
tion; migration out of Egypt under Moses led to the 
Promised Land.

 Migration helped to spread the Christian gospel. 
Some of the original followers of Jesus, at least 
according to tradition, became migratory evange-
lists—St. Thomas to India and St. Mary to Egypt, 
and Acts chronicles the migratory mission trips of 
St. Paul. In fact, Acts seems to expect evangelism 
via migration. In chapter one, the disciples are told 
to be witnesses “to the ends of the earth.”

 Mission by migration is part of our United 
Methodist heritage. The first Methodists in North 
America were migrants from Ireland and England. 
German immigrants to the young United States 
returned to my own homeland taking Methodism 
back with them—part of the Evangelical United 
Brethren history of our denomination. That migra-
tory mission is why I am a United Methodist. 

 The process is still happening. As Professor 
Dana Robert of Boston University School of 

Theology has pointed out, with globalization, we 
now have “a matrix of movement in which mis-
sion is taking place.” (“Missions in a Matrix of 
Movement,” https://www.faithandleadership.

com/multimedia/missions-matrix-movement.)
 The origins of today’s Methodist movement in 

large parts of Southeast Asia lie with refugees who 
left the area after the Vietnam War, became United 
Methodists in the United States, and returned to 
their homelands as migrant missionaries. In the 
United States, missionaries from China and Brazil 
have come to serve migrant communities from their 
home countries. Ghanaian migrants are helping to 
transform and revitalize Methodist congregations in 
Italy and Germany, often in close cooperation with 
the Ghanaian Methodist Church.

 Notably, in the Middle East, especially in the 
Gulf States, the only Christian a young Saudi may 
ever meet is a Filipino maid or other migrant do-
mestic worker. Faith in Jesus Christ goes with 
these migrants and they witness as situations per-
mit—mission through migration.

 The church today has the responsibility of advo-
cating for migrant welfare, reform of national and 
international migration systems, safe passage, and 
humane treatment of returnees. We must wel-
come strangers and work to unite families sepa-
rated by migration policy. 

 We also should recognize and thank God for 
these opportunities for service and also for the 
blessings brought by mission through migration.

Thomas G. Kemper
General Secretary
General Board of Global Ministries

From the 
General Secretary

by Thomas Kemper

Migration as Blessing

Helene Bindl, a UMC member in Linz, Austria, teaches German to young 
Afghan asylum seekers at the Zentrum Spattstrasse, a shelter owned 
by The United Methodist Church and part of Diakonie, an ecumenical 
network that is a member of the ACT Alliance.  PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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