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Author’s Foreword

GMI and I (throughout this book “I” refers to me, Patrick 
Johnstone) made our initial plans for this book on global 
migration way back in 2012. But before long, we realized 
that we’re already living through a serious migration crisis.

Millions of people are on the move today—more than 
ever before in our planet’s history. The world is undergo-
ing a transformation, and Christians are wondering what to 
do. Some are rolling up their sleeves and getting involved. 
Others want to run and hide.

I have news for you. It’s going to get worse before it gets better. Our world 
is full of war, poverty, terrorism, corruption, failed states, and ecological 
disasters, all of which uproot people and send them searching for a better life.

Today’s migration crisis is here to stay, at least for the foreseeable future. 
We’re offering this Digital Single now in the hope that it can help Jesus- 
followers seek His leading as we walk together through this unprecedented 
challenge and opportunity! 

Sincerely, 
Patrick Johnstone
December 2015

Patrick 
Johnstone





Facts, Fears, and Faith  
in a Migrant Crisis

When you look at it, you can see that how we feel about immigrants has a 
powerful impact on what we think and how we respond. Often, our feelings 
come from formative experiences within our families and communities. 

When I was a small boy, the son of a country doctor in the west of England, 
during World War II we had few foreigners in our area. The only one I remem-
ber was an exile sailor from Latvia, a patient of my father’s. He used to tell me 
some of his sea stories, and also how he could not return to his native land 
because the Russians had seized it.

But once the war ended, and Britain opened its gates again to immigrants 
from across the Commonwealth, the scene changed dramatically. Hundreds of 
thousands of Afro-Caribbeans arrived—Jamaicans, Bahamians, Trinidadians, 
among others. Before long, they were operating large parts of our transporta-
tion systems as well as the National Health Service in urban areas. These new 
neighbors were largely Christian in background.

Not so, however, in the 1950s, when Pakistanis, Indians, and Bangladeshis 
began showing up, followed by their countrymen who had earlier moved to 
set up businesses in Uganda but now needed to flee the cruel dictatorship of 
Idi Amin. These were all so different in clothing, customs, and religions—
including Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, and other faiths.

Every time I went to a British city of any size, I had to face the reality of 
my nation becoming multicultural. Eventually, fish and chips were no longer 
the national takeaway food of choice; the curries and tandooris of South Asia 
had taken over!
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By and large, the English people embraced—or at least tolerated—these 
cultural changes.

“After World War II, there was an acceptance for taking in displaced popu-
lations,” says Susanne Schmeidl of Australia’s University of New South Wales. 
“There was a finding of solutions. And now we have a couple of massive dis-
placements with an increasing attitude of ‘Go back to where you came from.’ 
That, I find, is the scary part—how to negotiate that.”1

Even after the war in Vietnam, Western hearts in the 1970s went out to 
“the boat people,” as they were called. The United States accepted more than 
a million refugees from Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, perhaps to help atone 
for what its bombers had inflicted upon that region for a decade. On a smaller 
scale, various European countries welcomed these exiles, too; France alone 
(the onetime colonial master of “Indochina”) took in 128,000.

Another Wave 

Attitudes are different today. Now we have a whole new wave of “boat people” 
crossing the Aegean Sea and the Mediterranean to seek shelter in the Euro-
pean Union. How are they being received? What feelings are bubbling up as 
they arrive?

Viktor Orban, prime minister of Hungary, minced no words when in the 
autumn of 2015 he closed his country’s southern border with massive coils of 
barbed wire—even though the refugees sought only to pass through on their 
way toward better job prospects in Germany, the U.K., and Sweden. 

 “The supply is nearly endless,” said Orban on national television. “We can 
see how many are coming. And if we look at the demographics, we can see 
that these people have more children than our communities who lead a tradi-
tional, Christian way of life.

“Mathematics tells you that this will lead to a Europe where our way of life 
will end up in a minority, or at least face a very serious challenge.”2 He pointed 
out that if all the refugees really wanted was safety from war, they could well 
remain in Serbia or one of the other Balkan nations through which they had 
been trudging. Their push further northward, to him, revealed their real goal: 
economic advancement.

Resentment in the United States—which has a hard-to-manage 2,000-mile 
southern border with Mexico—has broken open in such incidents as what 
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happened in Murietta, California in the summer of 2014. 
Protesters blocked government buses carrying undocumented children 

and families to a Border Patrol processing center. Waving American flags and 
chanting, “Send them back!” they forced the buses to turn around. 

“We’ve had it,” one woman told a Fox News reporter. “You can’t come to 
our country and expect American citizens to dole out what you need, from 
grade school till death.”3

The primary influence in today’s setting often seems to be what’s good 
for me and mine. No less than an academically trained author and scholar—
Heather MacDonald of the Manhattan Institute, who earned a B.A. from Yale, 
an M.A. from Cambridge, and the J.D. degree from Stanford Law School—
wrapped up a speech in early 2015 with this frank declaration: “Immigration 
policy should be forged with one consideration in mind: America’s economic 
self-interest. Immigration is not a service we provide to the rest of the world.”4

What Are Churchgoers Saying?

When researchers zero in on what people in the pews today are thinking, they 
uncover large pools of apprehension about migration and migrants. 

The respected Pew Research Center polled four groupings in the United 
States: white evangelical Protestants, white mainline Protestants, white 
non-Hispanic Catholics, and for sake of contrast, “secular” or nonreligious 
people. All were given a choice between two ways to complete the sentence: 
“The growing number of newcomers from other countries … 

(a) threatens traditional American customs and values” or 
(b) “… strengthens American society.” 

Surveys show that evangelicals are 
more likely than other Americans to see 

immigrants as a threat.
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How would they respond?
White evangelical Protestants cast a landslide vote for (a), 63 percent to 

32 percent. The other segments were less lopsided; in fact, the secular respon-
dents voted for (b) by a margin of 54 percent to 39 percent.

A few years later, the Pew researchers went back with another pair of 
questions: “Immigrants today … (a) are a burden because they take our jobs, 
housing and health care” or (b) “… strengthen our country with their hard 
work and talents.”

Once again, white Evangelicals were firmly on the side of (a), 66 per-
cent to 24 percent. White Catholics were nearly the same (but not Hispanic 
Catholics). The “unaffiliated,” on the other hand, were almost the exact oppo-
site: 26 percent for (a), 67 percent for (b).5

When I read these statistics, my heart sinks. 
Are my fellow Evangelicals so hard-hearted? 
Are feelings such as these caused by bedrock nastiness and spite? 
Or do the survey respondents not actually know any flesh-and-blood 

immigrants?

Fears: Real and Imagined

I think it has more to do with fear, with concern that welcoming immigrants 
will result somehow in personal loss. 

I admit that when I go shopping and overhear someone speaking Arabic 
or Urdu, I feel uncomfortable, apprehensive—even though I’ve had the priv-
ilege of traveling widely across the world. Still, a voice inside my head whis-
pers, What are they doing to ‘my’ country?

If I’m driving along a street and see a woman whose head and shoulders 
are swathed in a hijab, my first thought is not “Oh, that’s interesting.” I tend 
to think in that instant, Here’s a person who does not want to associate with 
normal British culture. She wants to stay apart; in fact, she wants everyone to 
notice. (Of course, it may instead be her husband or her father who is insisting 
on her clothing choice, I admit.)

In such moments, I have to make a conscious effort to reflect and possibly 
re-adjust my opinions.
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Feelings, Facts, and Fears

The worries people experience about immigrants are similar throughout the 
world. Here are the top five concerns people express.

1. “Immigrants will take advantage of our hospitality.” 
We assume they’ve heard of the various social benefits—free education for 
all children, welfare checks for those in distress, subsidized medical care, 
subsidized housing, and so on. Who wouldn’t want to get in line for these 
things?

We tend to forget that as soon as newcomers start working, their pay-
roll taxes will contribute to the nation’s social funding. One estimate in the 
United States showed that during just one year, illegal immigrants paid 
$11.2 billion into the Social Security Trust Fund plus another $2.6 billion 
into the Medicare fund—but will never get to claim a penny of it.6 Those 
dollars will go instead to shore up retirement and health care payments to 
legal citizens.

2.  “They may look innocent, but some of them have ill will in 
their hearts. In fact, their ranks may include secret terrorists.” 
Granted, when I see a man with a bushy beard wearing a Muslim skullcap, 
how do I know he’s not an ISIS “plant”? There have even been reports of 
young males dressing up in the full head-to-toe burqa of Muslim women 
in order to carry out crimes. That is one reason why some Western gov-
ernments have actually banned the wearing of hijabs in public—which has 
brought down accusations of Islamophobic discrimination. The lawmak-
ers insist they do not revile Islam but are simply trying to protect public 
safety. (Even U.S. banks sometimes post signs on their doors that read 
“No hats. No hoods. No sunglasses” in an effort to unmask any would-be 
robbers.)

However, when it comes to overall crime, the numbers show something 
significant. Says Michael Collyer, who specializes in migration research at 
Britain’s University of Sussex, “Where rapid urbanization coincides with 
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a significant rise in urban violence, migrants are often blamed. However, 
newcomers are over-represented amongst poor and marginalized groups 
who typically suffer the most serious consequences of violence—they are 
much more likely to be victims of violence than perpetrators.”7

As for terrorists deliberately seeking to immigrate with an intent to 
cause havoc, governments are well aware of this risk and work extensively 
to neutralize it. Anyone wishing to gain asylum in the United States, for 
example, must undergo a laborious screening process that includes being 
photographed, fingerprinted, and interviewed face-to-face. Both the FBI 
(Federal Bureau of Investigation) and the DHS (Department of Homeland 
Security) are involved, checking and cross-checking their databases for 
any hint of danger. Dan Kosten, senior vice-president of U.S. programs for 
the Evangelical group World Relief, says on the basis of his long experi-
ence, “If you harbor ideas to harm the United States, this is not the way to 
go!”8 World Relief has welcomed and placed more than 200,000 refugees 
over the years—with no known cases of terrorists slipping through.

3.  “Helping these people just increases the flood. It’s all well and 
good, theoretically. But the more you help, the more waves 
that keep coming. Your generosity just swells the numbers 
even more.” 
In a statistical sense, that may be true. German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s 
welcome to Syrians has increased the flood from Syria (with a lot of Iraqis, 
Afghans, Pakistanis, Eritreans, and others jumping onto the Syrian band-
wagon—or perhaps boat!).

It’s often futile to try and distinguish 
“humanitarian refugees” from “economic 

refugees.” Plus, they all need our help.
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But anxious mothers and fathers do not live in the world of numbers. 
Young men who have been threatened with death if they do not join a cer-
tain militia or army are not thinking about global population surges. They 
only worry about the next meal, the next nightfall. Their personal panic 
leaves room for little else.

Granted, no country can afford to have completely open borders. Even 
Europe is having to re-examine its long-standing Schengen Agreement, 
which allows mostly free migration among twenty-six nations. Politicians 
will debate the rules, as they should—but for those migrants who do gain 
entrance, Christians must not treat them as pawns in a political argument. 
These are individual human beings made in the image of God.

4.  “They aren’t coming for safety; they just want better jobs—
and we don’t have enough to go around now.” 
The discussion about “economic refugees” versus “humanitarian refugees” 
has been going on forever. To try to make a sharp distinction is usually 
futile, because nearly every refugee is some combination of both motives. 
Of course he wants to get out of harm’s way…and of course he wants to get 
some much-needed money in his pocket. It’s nearly impossible to label 
him for one box but not the other.

Economic migrants have always made their way to Europe, to Canada, 
to America, to Brazil, to Australia and New Zealand, even to South Africa 
now with its relatively strong economy. That country is host to more than 
a million Zimbabweans, for example; one area near Cape Town houses 
50,000 Somalis. Huge African populations already live in France, Britain, 
and now Germany and Belgium. A few incoming refugees, knowing that 
Europe might try to send them back home, deliberately burn their pass-
ports on the way so the authorities won’t know where to return them.

But to us as followers of Christ, does it really matter the motivation? We 
don’t need to sort out whether they’re coming due to danger or jobless-
ness, do we? Both categories need the gospel. Both are candidates for the 
love of Christ to be shown.

As Jenny Hwang Yang, vice-president of advocacy and policy for 
World Relief, says, “The migration of people, whether forced or voluntary, 
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should be viewed not as accidental but part of God’s sovereign plan…. 
We are called to ‘make disciples of all nations’ (Matthew 28:19); with 
immigration, the nations show up on our doorstep. The mission field has 
crossed our borders and settled into our communities as our co-workers 
and neighbors.”9

5.  “They don’t actually want to assimilate into our culture. 
Instead, they want to overhaul it to their benefit.” 
Again, there is some truth in this viewpoint as pertains to certain popula-
tions, especially Muslim ones. In my country, we’re having a huge debate 
just now over forced marriages—Pakistanis especially forcing their teen-
age daughters to marry a man back in the home country whom the girl 
has never even seen. The police are now cracking down on this practice.

We’re also seeing a rise in genetic problems among newborn babies, 
traceable back to close cousins marrying each other.

Addressing New Realities

Even before the November 2015 terrorist attacks that killed more than 
100 people in Paris, France wrestled with how to address the challenges of 
immigration.

From time to time, France (with a 7.5 percent Muslim population) has 
seen riots, car burnings, synagogue defacements, and the like. One outburst 
was blamed on the police for having killed two Muslim boys. But further 
investigation showed that it had all been a plot: The boys had been sent into 
a power transformer to try to fuse it, thus raising a complaint against the 
city for lack of electrical service! Sadly, however, both got electrocuted—and 
quickly, the streets began to fill with protesters shouting, “Allahu akbar!” 
(“Allah is greater!”).

The French authorities went to Muslim leaders and asked for their help in 
stopping the disturbances. The imams replied in essence, “All right, we’ll help 
you—but only on the condition that an Islamic chaplain be placed in every 
unit of the French armed forces. In fact, you must pay for them to be trained 
in Saudi Arabia, and then pay their salaries once they return.”
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Did the government acquiesce to this bargain? Yes.
The German newsmagazine Der Spiegel reported regarding Duisburg, an 

industrial city of half a million:

There are districts where immigrant gangs are taking over entire metro trains 
for themselves. Native residents and business people are being intimidated 
and silenced…. Policemen, and especially policewomen, are subject to “high 
levels of aggressiveness and disrespect.”

… Experts have warned for some time that problem neighborhoods could 
become no-go areas. The president of the German Police Union, Rainer 
Wendt, told Spiegel Online years ago: “In Berlin or in the north of Duisberg 
there are neighborhoods where colleagues hardly dare to stop a car—because 
they know that they’ll be surrounded by 40 or 50 men.” These attacks amount 
to a “deliberate challenge to the authority of the state—attacks in which the 
perpetrators are expressing their contempt for our society.”10

I must admit that we Europeans have so far made a mess of the waves of 
South Asian and Middle Eastern immigration, and we’re reaping the frag-
mentation of society along religious lines. We have to do better in the future.

And government decrees can accomplish only so much. Far more can be 
achieved on the personal and community levels, as people of good will and 
good faith reach out to immigrants with inclusive attitudes. 

Rather than shunning them and hoping they stay inside their crowded 
apartments, we have the opportunity to invite them into our homes, our 
schools, our churches, and our everyday lives. There they can learn from us 
what it means to be part of this present culture—and we can learn certain 
worthwhile traits from them, too.

“The strength of our country depends on our acting in accordance with 
our deepest principles,” a U.S. politician (former Maryland Governor Martin 
O’Malley) told a TV interviewer. “And one of those very, very deep princi-
ples—and it’s taught in every world religion—is that thou shall be kind to 
strangers, particularly when they are fleeing death or famine…. We have to 
act like the good and generous and compassionate people we are.”11
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How Should We Respond Today?

When people face difficult new challenges, we don’t always respond in the 
best way right away. We often let fear overcome love.

That’s why we need to stop and remember who we are and who we serve. 
We are disciples of Jesus who follow the Good Shepherd of lost and frightened 
souls. That commitment should shape how we live and how we respond to the 
challenges we face.

The Bibles we carry to church assure us that “God has not given us a spirit 
of fear and timidity, but of power, love, and self-discipline” (2 Timothy 1:7 
NLT). 

Our natural feelings must always yield to the courageous Spirit of God. 
That’s the challenge I face day by day. How will you respond as you face this 
challenge in your community?

Rather than shunning refugees and hoping 
they stay inside their crowded apartments, 
we have the opportunity to invite them into 
our homes, our schools, our churches, and 

our everyday lives.
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ASK YOURSELF

•   What irritations rise within you as you see immigrants coming to your 
area? Be honest!

•  If your new neighbors are immigrants, what actions should you take?

•  Look carefully at 2 Corinthians 5:6-21. What happens when the fear of 
man (and migrants) is replaced by a fear of God?
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You have read the Digital Single:
Now order the BOOK!

SERVING GOD IN A  
MIGRANT CRISIS:

Ministry to People on the Move
Some people are angry about today’s global refugee crisis. 

Other people are scared.

Pioneering missionary researcher Patrick Johnstone sees the blessings 
hidden away inside the largest human migration patterns in the history of our planet.

“It’s a tragedy for people to be violently uprooted from lands that were in their families 
for generations, or for centuries,” says Johnstone, author of Operation World.

“Meanwhile, it’s an opportunity for Christians in the more developed world to change 
the world by practicing the virtue of hospitality.”

“The world has literally come to our doorstep,” says Johnstone. “Will we open the door?”

Unprecedented. Unstoppable.
More people are on the move today than ever before. Even more will be on the move 
tomorrow.

These are the factors that make people get up and go: War. Drought. Terrorism. 
Poverty. Failed states. Environmental catastrophes. Disease. Revolutions.

Johnstone says these factors will increase migration in coming decades. Even more 
people will be on the move. 

Johnstone helps us understand why God loves refugees so much. He shows what some 
Christians around the world are serving refugees right now. And he challenges us to 
figure out what we can do in our own communities.

Order the BOOK today at www.gmi.org/serving-god-migrant-crisis 

http://www.gmi.org/serving-god-migrant-crisis
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Author’s Foreword

GMI and I (throughout this book “I” refers to me, Patrick 
Johnstone) made our initial plans for this book on global 
migration way back in 2012. But before long, we realized 
that we’re already living through a serious migration crisis.

Millions of people are on the move today—more than 
ever before in our planet’s history. The world is undergo-
ing a transformation, and Christians are wondering what to 
do. Some are rolling up their sleeves and getting involved. 
Others want to run and hide.

I have news for you. It’s going to get worse before it gets better. Our world 
is full of war, poverty, terrorism, corruption, failed states, and ecological 
disasters, all of which uproot people and send them searching for a better life.

Today’s migration crisis is here to stay, at least for the foreseeable future. 
We’re offering this Digital Single now in the hope that it can help Jesus- 
followers seek His leading as we walk together through this unprecedented 
challenge and opportunity! 

Sincerely, 
Patrick Johnstone
January 2016
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Jesus Was a Refugee

“Historic.”
“Unprecedented!”

These are the words people use to describe today’s bigger-than-ever flood 
of global refugees and migrants. But people have been on the move since the 
very beginning of human history. The Bible tells me so.

Jesus was a refugee. So was Abraham. So was Moses. Jews and Christians 
have been on the move for a long, long time. 

The First Wanderers
“We need to move!” 

The first husband to utter those upsetting words to his wife was not an 
Iraqi or a Somali. Nor was he a Vietnamese in the 1970s, or an Austrian Jew 
in the 1940s. Long before, back near the dawn of time, it was a farmer by the 
name of … Cain.

“Why?” his wife cried out.
“Because God said so,” replied the exasperated firstborn son of Adam and 

Eve, who themselves had been banished from the Garden of Eden.
“He’s upset about what happened the other day in the field. He said in so 

many words, ‘You will be a restless wanderer on the earth’ (Genesis 4:12). 
Believe me, I tried to argue with Him—I told Him that was out of proportion 
to what I’d done—I tried to talk Him down. But He held His ground.”

Scripture records the result: “Cain went out from the Lord’s presence and 
lived in the land of Nod [the name means ‘wandering’], east of Eden.” In time 
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the couple had a baby; “Cain was then building a city, and he named it after 
his son Enoch.” (Genesis 4:16-17).

The first human family migrated to a better place, and the human race has 
been following their example ever since.

Strangers in a Foreign Place
Over the millennia, a few people have moved willingly, but far more have 
moved under duress. All of them dealt with upheaval, inconvenience, eco-
nomic struggle, and homesickness. Their stories show us the complexity of 
coping with massive change.

Abram and his entourage (including his wife, nephew, servants, and 
belongings) moved some 500 miles, from Harran to Shechem, because God 
had promised blessing in the new place. For a while, they weren’t quite sure 
about that; a severe famine drove them another 300 miles to Egypt. They soon 
came back and worked through various challenges, including conflicts with 
neighbors, to build a new life. But it wasn’t Abram’s place of origin. “By faith 
he made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country; 
he lived in tents” (Hebrews 11:9).

His grandson Jacob had to flee after getting into a nasty clash with his 
twin brother, Esau. He spent two decades at their uncle’s place back northeast 
in Harran. Relationships were testy all around, until finally Jacob was able to 
reconcile with his brother and move back.

 Things didn’t go much smoother among the next generation, however. A 
long-running feud among siblings erupted one day, and the young, talkative 
Joseph was trafficked into servitude in Egypt. Soon he landed in jail on a 
trumped-up charge. He regained his freedom only when God gave him favor 
with the pharaoh. 

The first human family migrated to a 
better place, and the human race has been 

following their example ever since.
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Within a few years, another famine had slammed the land of Canaan so 
that Jacob and his entire clan had to migrate to Egypt for food. They ended 
up staying in this new place, finding work, growing their families, multiplying 
to the point of becoming a threat to the indigenous population. A new pha-
raoh tried to enact a brutal form of birth control, which failed. But even so, 
the Israelite nation realized they would have to move again.

Does any of this sound similar to the ethnic and relational challenges of 
our time?

Forty Years on the Road
The lengthy Exodus of perhaps as many as three million people is one of the 
epic migrations of human history, the subject of dramatic films and Jewish 
ceremonies to this day. What must it have been like to trudge through the 
desert day after day, week after week, month after month, year after year? The 
ecstasy of escaping Egypt quickly faded.

Yes, they had basic food (manna) but not always water. Babies were born 
along this trek. The elderly died, were mourned, and were buried. And still the 
migration inched onward. The psyche of the nation was deeply imprinted, so 
that centuries later one of its most successful kings (David) would still say to 
God, “We are foreigners and strangers in your sight, as were all our ancestors. 
Our days on earth are like a shadow, without hope” (1 Chronicles 29:15).

Personal stories of uprooting and replanting pop up throughout the Old 
Testament. A young Moabite widow named Ruth left parents, relatives, and 
heritage to follow her mother-in-law to a strange place. Somehow she sensed 
that her destiny lay in staying with her mother-in-law rather than clinging to 
all that was familiar. And indeed, she ended up marrying, becoming a mother, 
and receiving the favor of the entire Hebrew community.

When the Northern Kingdom veered away from worshiping the one true 
God in the tenth century B.C. and “all the inhabitants of the lands were in 
great turmoil” (2 Chronicles 15:5), “large numbers” refused to accept the sta-
tus quo. “People from Ephraim, Manasseh, and Simeon ... [came] over to 
him [King Asa in Jerusalem] from Israel when they saw that the LORD his 
God was with him” (verse 9). Their spiritual loyalty was stronger than their 
national identity.

In so doing, they escaped the dreadful exile that befell their countrymen 
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later—an “Anti-Exodus,” so to speak. “The king of Assyria deported Israel to 
Assyria and settled them in Halah, in Gozan on the Habor River, and in the 
towns of the Medes. This happened because they had not obeyed the LORD 
their God, but had violated his covenant—all that Moses the servant of the 
LORD commanded” (2 Kings 18:11-12). The ten tribes found themselves 
marching the opposite direction from all they held dear.

Some 135 years later, it was déjà vu in the Southern Kingdom, which like-
wise had wandered from their commitment to follow God. “The wrath of the 
LORD was aroused against his people and there was no remedy. He brought 
up against them the king of the Babylonians, who … carried into exile to 
Babylon the remnant, who escaped from the sword, and they became servants 
to him” (2 Chronicles 36:16-17, 20).

Does God actually cause migration in some cases? Apparently so.

Running for Their Lives
One of the most dramatic, emotionally wrenching refugee stories in history is 
this one, as recounted by Jon Hirst:

As I have been processing my response to the current crisis of people on 
the move, I’ve had a family on my mind. And the more I have thought about 
them, I realize that understanding their journey is the key to defining our 
response as the Global Church.

The story of their dangerous travels across deserts, along borders, and 
through cities is well known. I try to imagine the bags they hurriedly packed 
in the middle of the night to get out of town. The glances back at their home as 
they fled…danger behind and danger ahead.

Would they ever return to their home? What would their reception be like 
in a foreign place? Could they raise a family there?

Does God actually cause migration in 
some cases? Apparently so.
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Like I said, you have heard this family’s story. No, it isn’t a recent Syrian fam-
ily walking through Europe or a Libyan family bobbing in the Mediterranean. 
It isn’t even a Latino family making their way across the Sonoran deserts of 
Mexico.

I’m thinking of Joseph and Mary of Nazareth with little Jesus in tow. Why 
were they fleeing? Their plight came on the heels of the Christmas miracle, 
which turned into an unimaginable disaster. Once, kings had bowed down to 
their little one; now a different king had sent troops to kill that child with a 
viciousness comparable to what we have recently seen from groups like ISIS. 
Joseph and Mary wanted what so many on the roads of this planet today are 
searching for: safety and a better life for their child.1

We tend to gloss over the raw terror of what Joseph and his little family 
felt that night as they scurried away from Bethlehem. But if we put ourselves 
in their sandals, we will feel what refugees today are feeling. And in that, we 
will find our calling.

The Reality vs. the Legend
The curious thing is that the further in time we get from a migration, the more 
we tend to gloss over the hardships and venerate the legends. We tell stories 
about the “brave pioneers” who crossed rugged land and stormy seas for a 
better life. We build museums to their memory. 

The most notable monument to the United States’ history of welcoming 
immigrants is Ellis Island in New York Harbor, where some 12 million people 
from Europe were processed between 1892 and 1924. Today, it is said that 

We gloss over the raw terror that Joseph, 
Mary, and the baby Jesus felt as they scurried 
away from Bethlehem, but if we put ourselves 

in their sandals we can feel what today’s 
refugees are feeling.
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more than 100 million Americans can trace their ancestry back to someone 
who came through Ellis Island.

The twentieth century, in fact, turned out to be one major migration after 
another. The post-World War I years saw some five million Russians, 
Armenians, Turks, and Assyrians driven from their homes by the Socialist 
Revolution and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. World War II produced 
even more displacement of not only Jews but also many others across the 
European continent, forcing the United Nations to form a major assistance 
agency (UNHCR) in 1950.

On the other side of the globe in the 1970s, the Vietnam conflict forced 
some three million Southeast Asians to flee their homelands in boats, risking 
all much like what is happening today in Africa and the Middle East.

Back in Europe in the late 1990s, nine out of ten Kosovars ran from war 
heading for nearby shelter in Macedonia and Montenegro, until the EU could 
formulate some kind of response to provide asylum.

And now, here in the twenty-first century, the migrant tide continues 
unabated. It demands our attention, our prayers, and our action. If we don’t 
know quite how to respond, we might want to reflect on the question Jon 
Hirst raises in the rest of his blog post:

Why did God allow His Son to live as a refugee? What purpose did it serve 
for the Son of God to be a foreigner … a stranger … an unwanted resident … 
an untrusted imposition?

In Hebrews 4:14-16 we see God’s thinking: “Now that we know what we 
have—Jesus, this great High Priest with ready access to God—let’s not let it slip 
through our fingers. We don’t have a priest who is out of touch with our reality. 
He’s been through weakness and testing, experienced it all—all but the sin. So 

God has used migration for millennia to 
achieve His purposes, and is doing so again in 
our time. Are we ready to play our part in this 

unfolding drama?
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let’s walk right up to him and get what he is so ready to give. Take the mercy, 
accept the help” (The Message, emphasis mine).

I love how Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase captures the grit of Jesus’ expe-
rience. Jesus suffered all that the refugees from Syria, Afghanistan, Myanmar, 
Haiti, and countless other corners of the world are facing. God had Him expe-
rience it all so Jesus could offer REAL help to the hundreds of millions of refu-
gees who have walked this earth since He left it.

But how does Jesus offer real help today? Paul answers this through his 
passionate words in 2 Corinthians 5:20, where he labels us “Christ’s ambassa-
dors.” With those simple words, the Church was commissioned to take Jesus’ 
mercy and help to those who need it most. We are the ambassadors charged 
with presenting the refugees of the world with a Savior who has walked in their 
shoes and is ready to offer them mercy and help.

From “Them” to “Us”
Today when you hear people talk about “the immigrant crisis,” one word 
that’s repeated over and over is “them.” We think of migrants as those people. 
They’re the “other.”

But our brief review of the Bible shows that we are the immigrants and 
refugees. God’s first people moved from place to place. Later on, Jesus had 
nowhere to lay His head. 

Today, as millions of God-followers (along with those who don’t believe) 
are on the move, we need to remember our heritage. God has used migration 
for millennia to achieve His purposes for His people. He is doing so again in 
our time.

Are we ready to play our part in this unfolding drama?
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ASK YOURSELF
•  Had you noticed how often in Scripture people had to move—willingly or 

unwillingly?

•  What is the history of immigration among your ancestors? Where did they come 
from, and why? How were they treated in the early years?

•  What can be learned from studying what really happened in the last seventy years 
of migration waves? What did Christians do well—and not so well?

(Endnotes)
1. Reprinted with permission; Ed Stetzer’s blog [Ed Stetzer’s Blog].

http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2015/december/is-your-heart-ready-to-help.html
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You have read the Digital Single:
Now order the BOOK!

SERVING GOD IN A  
MIGRANT CRISIS:

Ministry to People on the Move
Some people are angry about today’s global refugee crisis. 

Other people are scared.

Pioneering missionary researcher Patrick Johnstone sees the blessings 
hidden away inside the largest human migration patterns in the history of our planet.

“It’s a tragedy for people to be violently uprooted from lands that were in their families 
for generations, or for centuries,” says Johnstone, author of Operation World.

“Meanwhile, it’s an opportunity for Christians in the more developed world to change 
the world by practicing the virtue of hospitality.”

“The world has literally come to our doorstep,” says Johnstone. “Will we open the door?”

Unprecedented. Unstoppable.
More people are on the move today than ever before. Even more will be on the move 
tomorrow.

These are the factors that make people get up and go: War. Drought. Terrorism. 
Poverty. Failed states. Environmental catastrophes. Disease. Revolutions.

Johnstone says these factors will increase migration in coming decades. Even more 
people will be on the move. 

Johnstone helps us understand why God loves refugees so much. He shows what some 
Christians around the world are serving refugees right now. And he challenges us to 
figure out what we can do in our own communities.

Order the BOOK today at www.gmi.org/serving-god-migrant-crisis 

http://www.gmi.org/serving-god-migrant-crisis 

