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Even a brief glance at serious media and publica-
tions on the various issues surrounding migration/
migrants and refugees indicates that migration is a 
vast and complex phenomenon that can and must 
be seen and addressed from a variety of perspec-
tives.1 The generalising statements which are all 
too common in popular and populist discourse fail 
to do justice to these issues.2

Currently, the European media are pre-occu-
pied with migrants entering Europe in various 
ways and on various routes from North Africa, 
Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan and elsewhere. This 
migration by people from other cultures and faiths 
into Europe dominates the discussion. However, 
there is far more to the phenomenon of migration 
as it concerns Europe.3 When I reflect on some 
European experiences of migration in what fol-
lows, these reflections must not detract from the 
need for openness and hospitality towards foreign-
ers and their difficult experiences and situation. 

Some examples of European experiences must 
suffice:
•	S ince the fall of the Iron Curtain and Poland’s 

membership in the European Union, hundreds 
of thousands of mostly young Polish people 
have – at least temporarily – migrated to the 
United Kingdom for work experience in an 
English-speaking environment. For a while it 
seemed that British gastronomy was firmly in 
Polish hands! 

•	M any other Europeans are on the move within 
Europe and beyond its borders, motivated by 
education, work, retirement or personal cir-
cumstances.

•	T he influx of people from other parts of the 
world to Europe is not a new phenomenon. In 
the aftermath of European colonisation, impe-
rialism and decolonisation, many people from 
the former colonies came to Britain, France, 
Belgium, Portugal and elsewhere in Europe. 

•	 Hundreds of thousands of so-called ‘guest 
workers’ (an odd term in itself; it implies that 
they were supposed to work, but not to stay on) 

from Greece, Spain, Italy and later also from 
Turkey, were invited to come and work in West 
Germany. East Germany had its own influx of 
Vietnamese and other people under socialist 
rule, who were taken in for humanitarian and 
ideological reasons. 

•	M any European countries have seen vast move-
ments within their national borders. People 
moved from rural areas to cities, others from 
north to south or east to west, as in Germany. 

•	 While the influx and integration of short-term 
or long-term migrants are major issues in some 
European countries, other countries close their 
borders more or less successfully and try to keep 
migrants out. The approach is often as pragmatic 
as it is selective: while they might welcome for-
eign students and well-trained professionals to 
enhance their economies, they try to keep poor 
and untrained people out. Different approaches 
and policies in different European countries 
have been a major challenge for the European 
Union and a test case for solidarity in past years.

•	A lthough the number of Europeans leav-
ing Europe for other parts of the world has 
decreased, Europeans have their own history 
of migration to other parts of the world, such 
as the Americas, Africa, Australia and parts of 
Asia. Some of them established new countries 
and dominated whatever and whomever they 
encountered, others remained minorities in 
their new places of residence. A look at these 
ex-patriate communities – people who might 
have left Europe decades or centuries ago – can 
be sobering. I regularly meet South Africans of 
German origin, who arrived decades ago and 
are still as German as they could be.4 Although 
many have been in the country for generations, 
most South Africans of European origin have 
not seen the need to learn one of its African 
languages.5

Europeans have their own, often highly problem-
atic record of interacting with their ‘host socie-
ties’. Due to technical superiority (which must 
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Migration’, C. Stirne writes: 
To demonstrate just how much this narrative 
[of the Patriarchs, Gen 12–50] corresponds 
to the contemporary environment, one can 
categorise Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the 
terms used by the UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees. Abraham begins as a voluntary 
migrant, but then lives in Egypt as an environ-
mentally induced, externally displaced person. 
Isaac is born to immigrant parents, and he sub-
sequently becomes an environmentally induced, 
internally displaced person. Finally, Jacob is a 
third-generation migrant who involuntarily 
migrates to seek asylum for fear of physical harm. 
Jacob does eventually repatriate by choice, but 
he lives out the remainder of his life as an immi-
grant.9 

For many years, Jacob was ‘on the run’. Being sold 
off as a slave, Joseph came to Egypt and ended up 
saving the people of Egypt and his own family.10 
Moses lived as a refugee in the land of Midian for 
decades before returning to Egypt. The rest of 
his life was spent as a migrant leader. After cen-
turies in forced labour in Egypt, the Israelites left 
and migrated for 40 years through the wilderness 
before they returned to the country promised to 
their forefathers. Elimelech, Naomi and their sons 
left the land of Israel due to a famine and found 
refuge in Moab (Ruth 1:1-2). Ruth migrated with 
her mother-in-law, Naomi, to Israel and had to 
cope in a different environment (1:6–22).11

Later on in their history, the people of Israel 
were dispersed and deported on several occasions, 
spent 70 years in exile and faced harsh circum-
stances. This exile led to religious innovations such 
as the synagogue, which guaranteed the spiritual 
survival of Israel through the centuries without 
cult, temple and land.12 Israel’s faith proved its 
validity and flexibility under a variety of circum-
stances. A number of Old Testament books, such 
as Ezekiel, originated during the exile, reflect this 
experience or were in other ways important for 
coming to terms theologically with the exile and 
the return to the land. Returning to the land of 
Israel at the end of the exile meant migration and 
the cumbersome rebuilding of the domestic, cultic 
and municipal infrastructure as well as of the faith 
and identity of Israel.13

In the Old Testament narrative and prophetic 
traditions, migration due to dispersion and depor-
tation appears is a result of divine judgement. 
Thus, it is by no means harmless and may not be 

not be equated with cultural or moral superior-
ity!), other perceived superiority (coming from 
the ‘civilized’, Christian part of the world) and 
robust self-confidence, there was often little desire 
or need to integrate. In many cases, the European 
immigrants (‘settlers’ who came to stay for good) 
extinguished the native inhabitants (on purpose 
or as ‘collateral damage’ of their own pursuit of 
happiness or economic success) or herded them 
together into reservations established in areas 
which were not attractive to Europeans.

In view of this wider picture, the current phe-
nomenon is not all this new, different or harmless. 
In historical perspective, the present situation is far 
from unique. There have been experiences of suc-
cessful integration of migrants around the world 
or the lack thereof. 

It is surprising that there has been little theo-
logical reflection on these phenomena in Europe, 
especially in comparison to the space devoted to 
these issues in the media. The past decades have 
seen some reflections on religious pluralism, when 
large numbers of people from other parts and reli-
gious traditions arrived in the Western homelands 
of Christendom. Obviously, such reflections were 
also motivated by other issues and developments. 

In addition to the generous help which was 
and is offered in different ways to migrants/ref-
ugees, many evangelicals have seen the mission-
ary opportunities which the presence of people 
from a variety of religions in Europe provides for 
Christians in Europe.6 Others have welcomed the 
influx of Christian migrants and seen great oppor-
tunities as or if they share the Gospel with other 
migrants or the local population.7 Slowly, the dis-
ciplines of missiology and practical theology are 
starting to reflect on church planting and church 
development among migrant communities or on 
how migrating Christians can be included in exist-
ing churches or what truly intercultural churches 
might look like.8

Christians in other parts of the world have 
reflected on other issues. For example, they have 
emphasised that the Bible is a book written by 
migrants and reflecting experiences of voluntary 
or forced migration. Indeed, many of its protago-
nists were migrants and refugees. Called by God, 
Abraham left his home in Ur and came to Canaan 
(Gen 11:31–12:6). From there, a famine caused 
him to go to Egypt. Back in the land promised 
to him, he lived a semi-nomadic life. In his excel-
lent survey, ‘More Than Neighbours? The Old 
Testament as a Resource for Thinking About 
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world, was written while its author was exiled on 
the island of Patmos (Rev 1:9).

Yet not only does the Bible contain many 
instances of migration, it is also read differently 
by people who have experienced migration. 
They can see and understand things which others 
might miss. ‘Diaspora’ has become a lens of its 
own through which the Bible is read17 or theol-
ogy as a whole is conceptualised in a fresh way. 
One example of this approach is the collection of 
essays edited by Enoch Wan, Diaspora Missiology: 
Theory, Methodology and Practice.18 What are the 
consequences of the lack of migration experiences 
by those ‘responsible’ for Christian theology in 
Europe (or those, whose reflection is tangible as 
they wrote or their works were chosen for publica-
tion) or lack of their theological reflection over the 
centuries?

It is interesting to observe that being on the move 
has often been used as a metaphor for Christian 
existence although, obviously, this metaphorical 
use did not start in Europe, nor is it restricted to 
this part of the world.19 Two British examples suf-
fice:20 
•	 William William’s hymn from 1745 with its peti-

tion: ‘Guide me, Oh Thou great Jehovah, pil-
grim through this barren land. …let the fire and 
cloudy pillar lead me all my journey through. 
… When I tread the verge of Jordan, bid my 
anxious fears subside; death of death and hell’s 
destruction, land me safe on Canaan’s side.’ 

•	T he best known writing in the Puritan tradition 
is John Bunyan’s reflection on the Christian life, 
called the Pilgrim’s Progress from This World to 
That Which Is to Come (1678).21 

How has the long use of this and related meta-
phors shaped European Christianity (including its 
perception of this present world)? Do they affect 
its current thinking on migration and migrants?

Drawing on biblical traditions such as 1 Peter 
2:11 (‘Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles 
…’, see above), Christians have often understood 
their position in society as one of alienation and 
exile. In some cases, this was a helpful way of 
coping with their experiences. Often this under-
standing was related to the way Christians were 
and are treated by their non-Christian environ-
ment. While (still) living here, their eyes were set 
on their heavenly home. Some Christian groups in 
‘Christian’ Europe saw themselves as exiles in their 
own countries and/or were a rejected minority 
(e.g., Protestants in predominantly Catholic coun-

idealised. The account of paradise and the fall of 
humanity closes with the expulsion of Adam and 
Eve from the presence of God (Gen 3:23-24). For 
murdering his brother, Cain was condemned to be 
a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth (Gen 4:12). 
By disturbing communication in Babel, God dis-
persed humanity in all directions (Gen 11:8-9). 
The Old Testament ideal is that each Israelite lives 
on his own piece of land off the fruit of his labour 
(‘every man under his vine and under his fig tree 
and no one shall make them afraid’, Mic 4:4). 

The consequences of these migrations were 
often poverty, loss of status and other disadvan-
tages for some or all. At times these movements 
also meant wealth and interesting careers for some, 
such as that of Daniel in Babylon or Nehemiah in 
Persia. 

At the beginning of the New Testament, John 
the Baptist leaves home, stays in the Judean wil-
derness and later on preaches and baptises on the 
banks of the river Jordan (Lk 1:39, 80; 3:3). Due 
to a Roman decree, Jesus is born not at home in 
Nazareth, but in Bethlehem where he ends up in 
a manger (Lk 2:1–7). Shortly thereafter, his family 
has to flee to Egypt and stay there as refugees 
(Mt 2:13–15). Later on they return to Galilee as 
they could not stay in Judea due to the reign of 
Archelaus. Later Jesus leaves home to start his itin-
erant ministry in Galilee, all over Judea and even-
tually in Jerusalem. 

Following their call to discipleship, Jesus’ dis-
ciples voluntarily leave their families, homes and 
careers in Galilee to follow Jesus. They become the 
model of ‘migrant discipleship’, following their 
wandering Lord who said: ‘Foxes have holes, and 
birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man 
has nowhere to lay his head’ (Lk 9:57–62). At the 
same time, they are promised that they will receive 
a hundred-fold of what they leave behind and also 
inherit eternal life (Mt 19:29). 

The Book of Acts abounds with accounts of 
migration.14 Almost in passing, the letters of Paul 
testify to his enormous mobility and the many 
journeys of his co-workers and mission partners.15 
First Peter – the letter that deals with Christian 
suffering in most detail – speaks of Christians met-
aphorically as ‘aliens and exiles’ (2:11) although 
they continue to live in their places of origin. Their 
loss of status and their alienation are compensated 
for by joining the people of God and a royal priest-
hood called to proclaim the Gospel by word and 
exemplary behaviour.16 Revelation, with its sweep-
ing eschatological vision for the Church and the 
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ing? Did the theologians, who were themselves 
affected, simply integrate back into the firmly 
settled system of Western theology? Could they 
have done anything else? Are the experiences of 
migration – for example, German theologians 
from universities such as Breslau, who had to 
leave their institutions and homes after 1945 
– discernible somewhere in their theological 
work?24 What of the many who fled from social-
ist Europe and came to Western Europe?

•	 From my own biography a number of questions 
arise. My great-grandparents had to leave when 
part of Germany became part of Poland in 
1921 and start afresh elsewhere. My grandpar-
ents and my father left their home in what was 
to become the German Democratic Republic, 
when the Red Army advanced. My father spent 
some of the decisive years of his life as a refu-
gee. What impact did these experiences have 
on their lives, on their way of believing and 
spirituality? Did they help them to appreciate 
aspects of their faith which they would have 
missed otherwise? To what questions and needs 
was the Gospel the solution? In the years after 
the war, my other grandparents and my mother 
and her siblings shared their small house with 
refugees. What impact did this experience have 
on them? As I reflect on my own life, I wonder 
how my own years at Aberdeen, Scotland, as 
a PhD student and a short period of teaching 
in Prague contributed to the way I understand 
and do theology today. Do such experiences 
make a difference?25 Surely, many readers of 
the European Journal of Theology will have their 
own family and personal stories to tell. 

•	 What happens to countries, societies and 
churches which systematically shut their gates to 
migrants from outside of their national borders? 
At first sight, they might not have some of the 
problems which others have. But what do they 
lose out on, short-term and long-term? One 
only needs to think of the c.200.000 French 
Huguenots who left before and after 1685.26 
These migrants went to different areas and made 
tremendous economic and other contributions 
to their host territories. They are a case-study of 
what the country which rejected them missed 
out on and how other countries benefitted in 
many ways. Yet not only the potential benefits 
of different kinds come to mind. How does a 
decision for or against refugees affect the values 
and climate in any given society? 

•	M any years ago, the late South African missiol-

tries, Christians in free church/dissenting tradi-
tions over against established traditions). They felt 
as immigrants to their own countries or treated 
as such. In addition, some evangelical Christians 
would refer to these concepts for understanding 
and describing their experiences of marginalisation 
and rejection with regard to the denominations 
to which they belong. Are Christians, evangelical 
Christians in particular, better equipped for facing 
the immigrant situation than others?22

European Christians can learn much from other 
Christians but they may also have some unique 
experiences which must be reflected theologi-
cally. (Obviously, Europeans do not have a unique 
contribution to make as Europeans per se, they 
have dominated theological debates far too long!) 
Whether this reflection may be of use elsewhere 
is for others to decide. Let me indicate by some 
examples the direction in which I am thinking. 

In the modern period, Europe lost millions of 
people who emigrated and settled elsewhere in 
the world. What were the consequences of these 
movements for those who left and for those who 
stayed behind?
•	M ost of these migrants were Christians, some 

even left as missionaries. How did their experi-
ences of migration and of the new opportunities 
or disappointments which they encountered, 
affect them and their Christian convictions? Did 
Christians cope better or differently than others 
emigrants? Did they behave differently?

•	 How did and do the people whose children, 
other relatives, friends and neighbours left 
Europe cope with the emigration of people 
around them? What did the ecclesial conse-
quences look like? Did Christians cope better 
or in different ways than others? Did they find 
consolation in the Gospel? How were churches 
affected by this often significant drain of people? 

•	 Has there been – beyond individual moving 
experiences – sufficient theological reflection 
of the European experiences of forced and/
or voluntary migration in the twentieth cen-
tury? What about the many Europeans who 
were moved about throughout Europe by Nazi 
Germany as forced labourers during World 
War II? Has the move of about 20 million 
German refugees in the aftermath of WW II 
left any traces in German theology?23 Has this 
traumatic experience changed anything in the-
ology? If not, why not? What does that tell us 
about our theology and our way of theologis-
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tity and her behaviour. Experiences of migration 
have the potential for new insights; they offer chal-
lenges and opportunities for transformation.

Obviously, there are more questions to ask 
and answer. People with experiences and hori-
zons different from mine will think of other issues 
and about many issues differently. Here I merely 
wanted to draw attention to issues which are 
worth pondering at this time. As the Fellowship of 
European Evangelical Theologians (FEET) and as 
a journal devoted to theological issues in Europe 
from an evangelical perspective, we welcome fur-
ther theological reflection on these and other issues 
from an European perspective. What is a particu-
larly European perspective? What precisely would 
be an evangelical perspective? If you can contrib-
ute essays or book reviews to our journal to initi-
ate such a discussion, please contact our editor, Dr 
Pieter J. Lalleman at p.lalleman@spurgeons.ac.uk.

Christoph Stenschke 
Biblisch Theologische Akademie, Forum 

Wiedenest 
University of South Africa, Pretoria
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