Mass for Migrants

St. George’s Cathedral, 4 May 2015

Archbishop Peter Smith’s Homily

Dear Brothers and Sisters,

This morning we celebrate the Feast of St. Joseph the Worker, established by Pope Pius XII in 1955, to support workers round the world and as a reminder of the basic human and Christian right to work.

In today’s gospel reading, we heard of Jesus’ rejection by the community of the town of Nazareth in which he had spent most of his life. He was born in Bethlehem, but very soon after his birth, Mary and Joseph became refugees, fleeing to Egypt to escape from the massacre of new-born male children wrought by Herod the Great. There they lived in peace and security, and eventually were able to return to their homeland, settling, as St. Matthew’s gospel tells us, “in a town called Nazareth.” Jesus, of course, wouldn’t have any remembrance of that fearful flight to Egypt, but I’m sure Mary and Joseph would have told him the story when he was older. 

The irony of that rejection, I’m sure would have been in his mind when he began his public ministry, which had as its core focus his ministry of compassion, loving kindness and mercy towards the oppressed, the exploited, the poor and the vulnerable, as is very clear in St. Luke’s gospel. In the person of Jesus Christ, we Christians believe that we see made visible, the God we cannot see. And the God we worship is described in the Book of Exodus, as a God of tenderness and compassion, rich in kindness and faithfulness, slow to anger and rich in mercy. It is a theme which runs through both the Old and New Testaments, and we read in the Prophet Micah that it is those characteristics which we are called to emulate in our lives as disciples of Christ: “This is what the Lord asks of you, only this: to act justly, to love tenderly and to walk humbly with your God.” This is the message of the Gospel, the message Jesus came to bring to those who were downhearted, oppressed and rejected, the poor and the vulnerable.

At the very beginning of his public ministry Jesus quotes the words of Isaiah and applies them to himself:

“The spirit of the Lord has been given to me, for he has anointed me. He has sent me to bring the good news to the poor, to proclaim liberty to captives and to the blind new sight, to set the downtrodden free, to proclaim the Lord’s year of favour.” (Lk.4: 18-19)

And when, later he was asked what is the greatest commandment, he replied:

“You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength. This is the greatest and the first commandment. The second resembles it: You must love your neighbour as yourself. On these two commandments hang the whole Law and the Prophets also.” (Mt. 22: 36-40)

Christians are called to follow in the footsteps of their Master, but since the time of Christ, and especially in more recent years, new forms of poverty and oppression have come to the fore, as Pope Francis mentions in his Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium. “It is essential”, he wrote, “ to draw near to new forms of poverty and vulnerability, in which we are called to recognize the suffering Christ, even if this appears to bring us no tangible and immediate benefits. I think of the homeless, the addicted, refugees, indigenous peoples, the elderly who are increasingly isolated and abandoned, and many others. Migrants present a particular challenge for me, since I am the pastor of a Church without frontiers, a Church which considers herself mother to all. For this reason, I exhort all countries to a generous openness which, rather than fearing the loss of local identity, will prove capable of creating new forms of cultural synthesis.” (n.210) 
Migrants today are often among the exploited, the rejected and the vulnerable, fleeing from war and civil disturbance, extreme poverty and terrorism.

Another danger for those living in the poorest countries, especially the young, is the danger of being trafficked, and again Pope Francis has highlighted in his Exhortation the iniquity of trafficking, saying, “I have always been distressed at the lot of those who are victims of various kinds of human trafficking. How I wish that all of us would hear God’s cry: “Where is your brother?” (Gen 4:9). Where is your brother or sister who is enslaved? Where is the brother and sister whom you are killing each day in clandestine warehouses, in rings of prostitution, in children used for begging, in exploiting undocumented labour? Let us not look the other way. There is greater complicity than we think. The issue involves everyone! This infamous network of crime is now well established in our cities, and many people have blood on their hands as a result of their comfortable and silent complicity.” (n.211)

Nor can we close our ears and eyes to the dreadful tragedy over recent months of hundreds of migrants drowning in the Mediterranean, fleeing from persecution and abject poverty and heading for Europe in over-crowded and unseaworthy boats. Last year over 3,000 suffered a similar fate, seeking to start new lives where they can get work, provide for their families and give them security and a new start in life. Only this morning’s news bulletins, we heard that the Italian coastguard reported that 6,000 migrants were rescued off Libya over this weekend. Thank God for that and for all those who are working to save them. But, sadly, even if they reach a safe haven in Europe, they can experience further suffering in the treatment they receive when they arrive, as some have experienced here in the UK. 
This has been brought to light in the recent Report of an all-party Parliamentary Group of MPs which had been investigating the way immigration detention is used in the United Kingdom, including the lack of a time limit on the length of time an individual can be detained, and at the conditions within Immigration Removal Centres. The panel concluded that the evidence obtained by that group showed clearly that the current system is seriously detrimental to the individuals who are detained in terms of their mental and physical well-being, effectively stripping them of their human dignity and respect.

There are no simple answers to how we cope with these issues. However we must continue to recognise and uphold the fundamental dignity of every human person, whatever their circumstances and the right of people to migrate, so that they are enabled to find peace, security and hope for a better life and the opportunity to realise their God-given potential. 
The Church clearly upholds and recognises the right of a sovereign state to control its borders in furtherance of the common good. But there are no easy answers to the question of balancing the common good of resident citizens and at the same time reaching out and helping the most vulnerable and disadvantaged people, both in our own society and those who seek to come from other countries. So we must pray for our politicians and our Government, both national and local, and whilst we have the right and the duty to hold them to account, we should always do so with courtesy and respect.

So, I just want to finish with a wonderful story of optimism and hope. As you know, Mo Farah is the double Olympic and double World Champion and is regarded as the UK's greatest ever distance runner - a far cry from his humble beginnings in Somalia, arriving in London from Mogadishu at the age of eight and speaking very little English. He grew up in West London and when he began running at school, his talent was spotted by his PE teacher. Just before the 2012 Olympic Games, a journalist asked Mo if he would prefer to run in the Games as a Somali, and Mo responded:

“Look mate, this is my country. This is where I grew up; this is where I started life. This is my country and when I put on my Great Britain vest, I’m proud. I’m very proud.” 
We can be rightly proud of him, and so many other migrants to this country who, living here in peace and security, are fulfilling their potential and whose lives are flourishing to the benefit of our whole society. For that, we thank God this morning.
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