Ignatian characteristics of guiding forced migrants

The present document proposes several guidelines for CLC members and other Ignatian groups who want to commit themselves on the side of migrants, in order that the rights of refugees and asylum seekers are more respected in Europe.

The General Assembly of Fatima (2008) expressed the wish that CLC be at the service of forced migrants with determination, in particular in the common actions of “advocacy” (a package of actions which analyse the problems and formulate recommendations for decision makers, which raise public awareness, make public statements, a. s. o. ....)

The “5th European CLC meeting on forced migrations” took place in Luxembourg from January 27th to 30th, 2011, and gathered 23 delegates from 7 national European CLCs, 2 delegates of JRS-Belgium, and Franklin Ibanez, executive secretary of the World CLC. They took the opportunity to work out the following guidelines, the fruits of actual, lived “grass root” companionship with migrants. 

Introduction

Situating ourselves in a certain vision of man (anthropology)

This document is inspired by a vision of mankind marked by Ignatian spirituality: in this vision, man is destined to grow in liberty and to actively participate in the construction of a world in accordance with God’s heart. Man is perceived as a relational being, in relation to himself, to nature, to his and her fellow human beings, to society (institutional relations), and to God. This human being, who can only grow if he or she stays in relation with others in all the domains of life, must be able to live and to grow in confidence in others, as they are respected and as they, in return, respect them, irrespective of their own strengths or weaknesses.

The assistance to migrants, who leave their country in the hope of finding a better life, or, simply, of living as free men, is based on that desire of a just and happy world for every human being.

Being in the Church, communion and mission

The document is also based on a conviction: companionship with migrants cannot be experienced individually. It is rooted in the communal discernment of the Church, in communities which, depending on their location, make it possible to hear a call and, possibly, to answer it.

This companionship is lived in relation to or as an answer to the calls by numerous bishops who feel concerned by the dramatic situation of many migrants who have arrived in Europe: let’s cite, for instance, the text “What have you done to your brother?”, by the French Bishops’ Conference. Indeed, the welcoming of migrants is more and more a typical attitude of the Church, expression of communion as well as of mission, in collaboration with civil society organisations and all persons of good will.

The experiences of the participants of the Luxemburg meeting have enabled them to focus on the following characteristics:

In accompanying migrants, it is important

1. to be rooted in spiritual life

Meditating Matthew 25, one discovers that being face to face and in relation with God reveals to mankind the reality of the situations experienced by our fellow human beings.

To persevere in the often difficult support of migrants, it is essential to anchor this companionship in one’s faith in Christ, so as to recognise Christ’s face in the ones who suffer.

Prayer is the place where we are given Christ’s look on others, where our own way of looking is transformed, where the relations to others become more just. Prayer helps to find the right distance to everyone, and to accept our incapacity or helplessness in many circumstances which reduce the migrants’ dignity as human beings. Prayer grants us a lucid and wise perception, the ability to look at situations and the projects of aid “with the eyes of God”, and it helps to discern and to reject the inspirations of the “evil spirit”.

     2.  to meet the requirements of the Ignatian way to guide migrants 

Three points:

a. the start
b. the creation of a space of liberty

c. the support of communitarian relations and social links

a. the start

That companionship begins in a favourable disposition of the heart towards the person to be met. The desire of meeting migrants is a favourable element, diminishing the fear of the other. On that basis, empathy can develop, and even friendship, even if this need not be pursued from the beginning.

b. the creation of a space of liberty

One must allow the people we meet to become free, in order to have access to their rights. This process goes through an enlightened trust, through meetings concerning the present life of the migrants, and keeping in mind their past history and their future. 

It is up to them to make choices! Here the help consists in favouring the growth/development of relations to others and in encouraging the participation in social networks in order to leave social insignificance.

The word of the guide enables the migrants to find their own voice/to speak their own mind: to allow them to formulate their questions and their problems before they are given answers. In fact, as in any helping relation, those who accompany the migrants want to listen to them with confidence and discernment, to find the just distance in each situation, to feel free when faced with their own helplessness, frustrations, possible deadlocks in such complex matters as immigration and asylum rights.
c) supported by networks
On the one hand, the Ignatian migrant companions do not risk isolation in their work, while asking the help of their local, regional, national communities, in order to be supported by them (DSSE in CLC) and to be evaluated constantly. 

On the other hand, they are brought to become, through their own implication in those situations, the voice of the voiceless, in order 

to inform the other Christians and their fellow citizens to fuel the discussion around these questions that are becoming pressing Europe,

to have a public voice 

in participating, although modestly, in Christian and political networks and collective mediations, struggling for more justice in international relations. 

 3. To manifest certain particular abilities

“The spiritual dimension on its own cannot guarantee the quality of guiding migrants”

The people who guide migrants are inspired by the cura personalis, the mindfulness of the individual person.

Therefore they need to be able to listen, to be available, to inspire confidence and to be constant (everlasting service). In certain countries, they speak of ‘inleving’ (NL), i.e. “to put oneself in the skin of the other” (see the initiative proposed in Malta: “in their shoes”).

They must be able not to expect anything in return for their dedication: because such a supportive relation is disinterested, free, and it will not necessarily be rewarded by gratitude.

It is important that these persons be accompanied or supervised themselves, in order to evaluate their dedication permanently.

They must also have a good knowledge of the broader context of their action, be informed on the social and political realities of their country, the European Union, and of the countries of origin, in order to guarantee an enlightened accompaniment. 

Nantes, February 12th 2011,

Bernadette Kuntz-Inial,

Original in French, translated by Jacques Weisshaupt sj, reviewed by Tessy Biver
� The text is based on notes taken by Romain Kremer and Agnès Rausch during the exchanges among participants at the 5th CLC-Forced Migration meeting in Luxemburg, January 27th  to 30th, 2011
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