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Immigration crises dominate much of the news around the world as we are writing in 

2016: a makeshift, and yet increasingly permanent, camp in Calais, France houses the 

nearly 7,000 refugees and migrants who are desperately trying to reach Great Britain; 

thousands of others are dying on overloaded boats crossing the Mediterranean Sea 

from Africa and West Asia to Europe; and Rohingya Muslims, are being turned away 

from Southeast Asian countries unwilling to accommodate these refugees, who, as 

members of an ethnic and religious minority, are facing persecution in Bangladesh 

and Myanmar.i Policy debates have depicted migrants as criminals or potential drains 

on society rather than focused on the causes of the migrants’ desperation such as war, 

neo-liberal economic policies, and religious persecution. Migrants and refugees have 

been vilified in some discourse to the point where at least one Republican presidential 

hopeful in the United States have suggested ending birthright citizenship, which is 

written into the 14th Amendment of the US Constitution.ii 

The camp in Calais, demonstrates several noteworthy aspects of international 

migration, from the problems inherent in conceptualizing immigrants as a 

homogeneous group of people, to the desperation that drives migrants to risk their 

lives to settle in far from hospitable environments.iii Refugees and migrants from 

across the global South continue arriving in Calais as European governments 

reinforce fencing to prevent them from crossing the English Channel.iv In addition to 

this fencing, the camp in Calais has repeatedly been demolished by the French 



authorities, and the camp’s inhabitants continue to face the reality and risk of eviction 

and dispossession. European political leaders frame this crisis as a threat to European 

security and identity while humanitarian groups try to provide basic necessities and 

alleviate the suffering of those living in the camps. Throughout these processes of 

ongoing and overlapping insecurity, refugees and migrants continue to make interim 

lives for themselves and the temporary communities they are creating in the camp, 

including by building shelters and places of worship (see figures 1.1 and 1.2).v 

***Figure 1.1 - Caption: An image showing the exterior of St. Michael’s Church in 

The Jungle camp, Calais, France. Shortly after this photograph was taken, The Jungle 

was demolished once again. (c) Elodie Perriot / Secours Catholique 

***Figure 1.2 – Caption: Part of the interior of St. Michael’s Church in The Jungle 

camp, Calais. This is one of a number of places of worship built and decorated by 

refugee and migrant residents in the camp. 3 (c) Caritas Social Action Network 

 

Questions about the role of religion in Calais and other immigration contexts 

often reveal answers that deepen and broaden our understanding of human migration. 

Furthermore, their answers demonstrate that religion can be central to migration at a 

variety of levels and across diverse spaces, from the individual, family, and 

community practices of migrants and those they leave behind, to the social and 

political contexts that characterize sites of origin, transit, and destination. 

Demographics show that religious minorities are more likely to migrate; activists and 

organizations working to aid migrants throughout their journeys are often motivated 

by religious narratives and ethical principles; and religious identities can shape 

migrants’ experiences of interacting with local populations in receiving sites.vi  

Despite these multiple dynamics, academics have often overlooked the 

intersections of religion and human mobility due to their secular biases.vii As scholars 

of religion have long been aware, however, for people who inhabit a religious 

tradition, every aspect of life may be connected to something beyond the measurable 

world, something that can be called “the sacred”.viii In effect, it is “the sacred” that 



motivates many people to act, feel, and think in certain ways that are not always 

comprehensible to those on the outside. It could, perhaps, have been academics’ 

skepticism or even rejection of the sacred that has until recently pushed religion to a 

corner in the study of migration. 

In spite of this skepticism and at times explicit mistrust of religion, the 1990s 

witnessed an increasing interest in exploring religion in a broad range of fields of 

enquiry.ix In part, this coincided with widespread debates taking place within social 

theory throughout the 1990s and 2000s that extensively critiqued the long-standing 

assumptions that modernization and modernity would be characterized by the decline 

of religion and the corresponding entrenchment of rationality and secularization.x This 

teleological vision assumed that modernization would lead societies away from the 

pre-modern “sacred” towards the modern “secular” a vision that has been effectively 

disproved in light of the continued, and many would argue increasing, importance of 

religious belief, identity, and practice around the world.  

Recognizing religion’s continued relevance, and especially since the mid-

2000s, migration scholars have examined the intersections between religion and 

migration from disparate theoretical, methodological, and religious perspectives, 

although, in disciplinary terms, this sub-field has arguably been dominated by social 

science frameworks.xi In turn, scholars of religion, theologians, and ethicists have also 

explored the multiple connections between religion and migration in increasing 

numbers.xii In addition to increasingly visible religious diversity brought to 

“traditional” countries of immigration after a series of new immigration laws were 

passed in the mid-1960s, religion was brought to the forefront of migration studies--at 

least in the United States--by seminal studies including R. Stephen Warner and Judith 

G. Wittner’s Gatherings in Diaspora: Religious Communities and the New 



Immigration. The formation of a “Religion and Migration” program unit at the 

American Academy of Religion in 2007 is but one example of the growing attention 

paid to this important, complex, and often politically charged issue. 

As observers of the development of this field of research and practice, we 

argue that sustained consideration of the myriad ways in which religion and migration 

intersect allows us to examine simultaneously the complex roles that religion plays in 

shaping migration patterns and experiences, and, equally to recognize the malleability 

of religious traditions and practices in processes of (im)mobility and migration (see 

figures 1.3 and 1.4). Importantly, by centralizing the importance of religion in this 

volume, and in the Religion and Global Migrations Book Series of which it is part, we 

neither intend to reify religion, nor to argue that religion is the only, or even 

necessarily the most important, factor underpinning experiences of or responses to 

migration.xiii Rather, by exploring the ways in which religious identity, belief and 

practice intersect, for instance, with race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality throughout 

diverse processes of migration, the volume aims to redress the abovementioned 

imbalances by examining migration with religion at the center. As Ager and Ager 

write in Chapter Twelve, “religious dynamics [determine] the fundamental experience 

of migration” and should thus “be integrated with analyses of the migrant trajectories 

and experience, not seen as epiphenomenal to them.”  

***Figure 1.3 – Caption: A statue commemorating Arab migration to Cuba from the Middle 

East, in the “Arab neighborhood” of Monte in Havana. Arab migrants to Cuba have 

historically been presumed to be Christians, and Qur’anic inscriptions are absent from 

Havana’s “Arab neighborhood”. © Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 

***Figure 1.4 – Caption: The ceramics adorning the patio of this house on the 

centrally located 23rd Street in Havana document the religious convictions of the pre-

Revolutionary owners of this building (pharmacists originally from the Middle East), 

declaring “There is no conqueror but Allah”. © Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 

 

By integrating research undertaken by leading scholars working from within 

and about a range of religious traditions and disciplinary perspectives, this volume 



suggests that there are alternative ways of understanding the relationships, processes, 

and responses that characterize global migration. In this regard, we start from the 

premise that not all types of migrants, levels or directionalities of migration, and 

indeed, not all religions, are equally represented in studies of migration or in policy 

responses designed to address these.xiv Importantly, these diverse traditions have 

different positions of power in different geopolitical spheres.xv Therefore, we suggest 

ways in which study of these under-represented issues and dynamics can expand our 

knowledge and deepen our understanding. The next section highlights the diversity of 

forms of migration while what follows attends more specifically to the power 

imbalances that are inherent in these varieties of migration as well as in their study. 

The remainder of this introduction highlights significant ways in which reading 

different approaches to religion and migration together can aid us to see global 

migration in new ways. One of the overarching aims of this book and broader book 

series, is to advocate in favor of an interdisciplinary and multiperspectival approach to 

the study of migration (and, indeed, of religion), that benefits from placing different 

theoretical, ontological, epistemological and methodological viewpoints in 

conversation with one another.  

 

Types and Directionalities of Migration 

By 2013, the United Nations estimated there were over 232 million international 

migrants worldwide, including those who cross international borders for employment, 

education, tourism, family reunification, and asylum.xvi This figure does not include 

the people who have migrated within--rather than across--their national borders, such 

as rural migrants looking for work in urban areas, migrants displaced by public works 

projects or changing climates, or professionals in search of better opportunities. 



Bearing all of these categories and “types” of migration in mind, it is clear that not all 

people(s) who move across national and transnational spaces are equally “visible,” or 

of equal “interest” to different stakeholders as migrants per se.xvii In effect, dominant 

academic and policy perspectives have framed the terms of discussions and debates 

about migration and migrants, with diverse bureaucratic labels having been imposed 

upon migrants.xviii In contrast, the ways in which migrants conceptualize these 

processes, including the significance of religious identity, belief, and practice, and 

experiences have largely remained invisible or unexplored to date.  

For instance, state policies label and constitute certain migrants, including 

those at the camp in Calais, as hypervisible, deviant Others whose moving bodies 

(and concomitant religious beliefs and practices) are to be controlled and/or feared. 

Indeed, the enforcement of border controls and the forced removal of migrants have 

displaced the notion of “entry” from the center of the immigration conversation to the 

extent that scholars increasingly talk of “the deportation regime” or “deportation 

nation”.xix With the securitization of migration being inherently linked to (real or 

imputed) religious and ethnic identity markers, however, it is by now widely 

documented that such a regime remains unknown by many migrants, and not all 

mobile subjects’ religious beliefs and practices are equally interrogated by state 

officials monitoring processes of international migration.xx These processes have 

changed over time so that religious and ethnic groups that were once deemed 

undesirable, such as Catholic and Jewish European migrants at the turn of the 

twentieth century in the United States, are now often welcome a century later.xxi In 

contrast, for those individuals and groups whose socio-economic profile, combined 

with--inter alia--their religious, ethnic, and regional background, lead to their being 

denominated as “tourists” or “business people” who are to be actively welcomed in 



the country of destination at the present moment, borders and border controls are 

largely imperceptible. These professionals are usually not the “immigrants” who are 

considered problematic in receiving sites.xxii  

Scholarship too has tended to focus on migration flows from the global South 

to the global North (South-North migration), even when migration within and across 

the global South (South-South migration) is arguably more significant numerically 

speaking, especially when highly significant processes of internal migration are also 

taken into account.xxiii As a result, little remains known about the roles of religion as 

diverse migrants travel and negotiate their interactions with diverse stakeholders 

within their regions of origin or in other regions of the global South.xxiv While many 

of the case-studies included in the book parallel the academy’s dominant focus on 

South-North migration flows, others concretely focus on the religious dimensions of 

South-South migration flows,xxv and also from and to countries that prompt a more 

nuanced analysis of the South-North binary itself.xxvi  

Indeed, the pervading focus on South-North migration is a particularly 

significant bias given the increasing diversification of countries of immigration, and 

the implications of this diversification with regards to religion: from the “classic” 

immigration countries such as Argentina, Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the 

United States, and northern and western Europe, immigration and its effects have 

spread to non-traditional receiving nation-states such as India, Japan, Malaysia, South 

Korea, and the United Arab Emirates. Before World War II, “classic” immigration 

countries had historically preferred Christian European migrants; indeed, many had 

established clear barriers to, and at times overt prohibitions of, the immigration of 

non-Christian, non-European Others. Following the war, many of these receiving 

countries opened immigration to non-Europeans in greater numbers, and, as a 



growing number of non-Christians were admitted, both migrants and hosts 

increasingly underwent processes of adjusting to religious diversity. This reveals an 

imbalance of power as Muslims, in one example, have tended to be “cultural, 

religious and ethnic minorities” in receiving sites, which “makes for vulnerability in 

interreligious and political conversation.”xxvii Additionally, with an ever-widening 

range of countries (across the global North and global South alike) receiving 

significant, and diverse, migratory flows, the standard assumption that a Christian 

majority “host” population is accommodating religiously diverse immigrants no 

longer reflects the full reality of global migration. Tibetan Buddhist refugees in India, 

minority Rohingya Muslims seeking asylum in Muslim majority Indonesia, and 

Keralan Muslims working in the Gulf States, for example, disrupt Christian 

hegemony in migration contexts and in scholarly discussions of migration. 

Corresponding to this diversification, the religious discourses around 

immigration policy and humanitarian aid are also clearly shifting from a Christian 

dominated one to one in which multiple religious traditions are not only contributing, 

but also demanding to be heard and considered to be legitimate interlocutors. Indeed, 

it is important to note that such debates and discussions have invariably been taking 

place around the world from diverse religious perspectives throughout the twentieth 

and twenty-first centuries (and indeed before). There is therefore an urgent need to 

continue building upon existing research by identifying, and meaningfully listening 

to, a broader range of perspectives from migrants and scholars alike positioned within 

both non-Christian and marginalized Christian traditions, as we strive collectively to 

think more systematically and holistically about migration. 

The reasons for the apparent absence or inaudibility of these non-Christian 

perspectives to date are manifold and include both different relationships to power 



and knowledge, and a different emphasis on religious thought outside of 

Christianity.xxviii  Additionally, Christianity has both explicitly and implicitly shaped 

academic discourse about religion in the global North, where many of the earliest 

connections between religion and migration have been made. We anticipate that this 

volume will create a space where the first steps can be taken for previously 

marginalized perspectives to be added to the conversations.  

 

Re-Scripting Studies of Religion and Migration 

Religion is an abstract concept that, in the Western academy, has historically been 

framed by Christian perspectives, with intellectuals having tended to exhibit a form of 

post-Reformation bias that habitually defines a religion by its sacred texts and its core 

beliefs. In contrast, in this book we have tried to understand “religion” broadly, 

inviting chapters from contributors whose research reflects a variety of 

methodologies, with emphases on different aspects of religion and different forms of 

migration so that a spectrum of sub-disciplines within the fields of both “Religious 

Studies” (including, for example, sociology of religion, theology, and philosophy) and 

“Migration Studies” (including, for example, political science, geography, and gender 

and sexuality studies) are represented. It has been our intention to highlight the 

complexity of “religion” through this book--it can, of course, provide forms and 

networks of support or indeed persecution, but it is also an abstract concept that 

encompasses beliefs, feelings, motivations, narratives, experiences, communities, 

identities, and embodied practices. As such, we understand religion to both shape and 

be shaped by the human experience, and recognize that for many it concurrently 

transcends that experience. 



While from its roots in a Hellenized civilization, dominant forms of 

Christianity have tended to emphasize orthodoxy, or “correct belief,” especially since 

the Protestant Reformation, other religious traditions (including Medieval Christianity 

and liberation theologies that emphasize right action or praxis) have historically been 

concerned with correct practice. For example, while there is a tradition of theology in 

Islam, it has been dwarfed by the science of jurisprudence, which is overwhelmingly 

focused on action. However, it is undeniable that in the English language “faith” has 

become a synonym for “religion” in popular and even within scholarly discourse. 

Especially with the increasing popularity of terms such as “Faith Based 

Organizations,” it has at times been challenging to distinguish between what different 

people and institutions mean by faith and religion, including when these terms are 

used by people of diverse religious traditions and, indeed, none.  

On the one hand, Jenny Lunn’s concise definition of the terms religion, 

spirituality, and faith can be a useful starting point in differentiating their meaning. 

She defines “religion as an institutionalized system of beliefs and practices 

concerning the supernatural realm; spirituality as the personal beliefs by which an 

individual relates to and experiences the supernatural realm; and faith as the human 

trust or belief in a transcendent reality (although the word faith is also applied in non-

religious contexts).”xxix On the other hand, such conceptual clarity nonetheless 

continues to be accompanied by the overlapping usage of these terms in practice.  

As editors, we have debated whether we should encourage, or require, that the 

contributors to this volume uniformly adopt the meanings of the terms as understood 

within the field of Religious Studies. Ultimately, rather than prescribing that all 

contributors consistently distinguish between the terms “religion” and “faith, we have 

provided the space for authors to use the terminology that they feel most adequately 



reflects their disciplines. This decision is in line with our dual aims to understand the 

relationship between religion and migration broadly from multiple perspectives, and 

to build upon existing studies in order to establish a dialogue between a variety of 

conceptual frameworks. Indeed, whether the distinctions between faith and religion 

outlined above are applicable to the diversity of religious traditions around the world, 

both in general and in regards to the study of migration, remains a question to be 

examined, rather than assumed, from a comparative perspective. 

With these complexities in mind, we invited contributors to write chapters on 

different aspects of the religion/migration nexus from a variety of disciplinary, 

methodological, and epistemological perspectives. Our contributors have drawn on 

their expertise and analyses of specific case studies, whilst also considering the extent 

to which their approaches can complement and/or bring new dimensions to the study 

of other cases or dynamics. The chapters that follow therefore both offer state-of-the-

art reviews of key approaches to the field of religion and migration, and individually 

and collectively suggest new ways of applying and exploring key lenses and concepts; 

as such they also point to areas, issues, and perspectives requiring further analysis. 

The comparative nature of the chapters--with most contributions drawing on multiple 

case-studies from around the world--directly addresses the gap recognized by Cadge 

and Ecklund in their review of the scholarship about religion among post-1965 

immigrants to the United States: to date, they argue, research has included “richly 

descriptive individual case studies,” and yet has also tended to be missing “systematic 

analytic comparison and synthesis.” In addition, by bringing together these varied 

contributions in one volume, we purposefully seek to invite the reader to bring their 

perspectives and experiences into conversation with the multiple case studies, 

religious traditions and contexts examined in the following chapters.xxx  



The benefits of such an approach are many. For example, the interlinked 

concepts of exile and diaspora have been explored with specific reference to the 

Jewish experience in the work of Daniel and Jonathan Boyarin and earlier by Raphael 

Patai. Concurrently, many have examined the concept of “diaspora” with very little or 

no reference to its paradigmatic use in the Jewish context.xxxi In contrast, in Chapter 

Seven, Ellen Posman encourages us to consider the implications of examining the 

theology of exile outside of Judaism. To do so, she draws upon the much more recent 

example of Tibetan Buddhists in exile and examines the way that specific, Buddhist 

understandings of karma may be used to explain their current experience. While the 

theological underpinnings of each case are different, there are points of commonality, 

which can lead to broader theoretical understandings of exile that cross religious 

borders. Additionally, scholars can mobilize these concepts to understand exile in new 

ways. For example, the exile of Ram and Sita in Hinduism as a particularly salient 

narrative among Hindus living outside of India, demonstrates the ways that migrant 

communities--some with extremely different circumstances than the ancient Jews and 

contemporary Tibetan Buddhists--variously imagine themselves in exile from their 

homelands. 

Holly Straut Eppsteiner and Jacqueline Hagan’s contribution in Chapter Two 

on the support that religion can provide to migrants, serves as an example of the way 

such comparative work can additionally broaden conversations. From deciding and 

preparing to leave a place of origin, through the often risky journey, to the 

experiences of first arriving at a destination and then settling there, Chapter Two 

illuminates the ways in which religion accompanies migrants throughout the 

migration process. This chapter exemplifies the aims of this volume in two significant 

ways. 



First, Straut Eppsteiner and Hagan use a variety of cases to explore the roles of 

religion in the migration process. Focused on migration to the global North, the 

chapter nevertheless spans the globe to include Catholic and Pentecostal migrants 

from Mexico and Central America, Pentecostals and Muslims from Africa, Christians 

from China, and Hindus from India. Using the camp in Calais as an example, such a 

comparative approach could enable researchers to analyze and better understand the 

differences and similarities that exist between the ways Islam and Pentecostalism 

support refugees and migrants from Africa, the Middle East and Central Asia as they 

try to reach the United Kingdom. 

Second, Straut Eppsteiner and Hagan introduce the concept of “lived 

religion,” which is foregrounded in the first section of this volume, of which this 

chapter is a part, specifically attending to the experiences of immigrants in relation to 

religion. That is, this chapter and the entire volume add to religious discussions of 

migration focused on belief and text valuable insights concerning how religion is 

actually inhabited, drawn upon and transformed in daily life in relation to migration: 

it adds insight into how things are, not just how things should be. This is, of course, 

not to suggest that we are writing belief and text out of immigrants’ religious 

experiences, but are instead listening to immigrants themselves as they negotiate their 

own religious beliefs, rituals, identities, institutions, and personal experiences of the 

sacred.  

 

Lived Experiences of Religion and Migration 

As noted above, Chapter Two opens the first of this volume’s three main sections by 

introducing the concept of lived religion as a significant way to understand migrants’ 

experiences of movement and (im)mobility. All of the chapters in this section attend 



to religion within the context of immigrants’ lives. Straut Eppsteiner and Hagan 

demonstrate religion’s usefulness as a resource for psychological as well as social and 

spiritual support through all phases of the migration process, however, it is essential 

not to view religion solely through an instrumentalist lens. For while religious 

practices and perspectives clearly affect the immigration experience, it is our aim to 

understand better the full range of ways in which immigration and religion intersect, 

including the ways in which the sacred, ritual, belief, identity, and community shape 

and are shaped by immigration. Indeed, the support that religion and spirituality can 

offer must be viewed alongside the complexities that various contexts add to the 

religion and migration equation. Together, the first five chapters examine the ways in 

which our understanding of the lived experiences of both migration and religion is 

significantly enhanced by recognizing the intersectionality of religion with diverse 

identity markers (including race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation) and power 

structures (such as racism, Islamophobia, patriarchy, and heteronormativity) (see 

figures 1.5 and 1.6). These diverse identity markers and power structures illuminate 

the ways in which residents of the camp in Calais, for example, negotiate the 

heterogeneity of their makeshift community.  

***Figure 1.5 – Caption: Against a backdrop of Islamophobia and the popular 

equation of Islam with terrorism, the Sahrawi refugees’ political leaders have 

distanced the Sahrawi from Islam during interactions with European visitors to the 

camps. This is the “invisible” mosque in the 27th February Refugee Camp, South 

West Algeria. © Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 

 

***Figure 1.6 – Caption: Since the 1970s, visitors to the Sahrawi refugee camps have 

repeatedly been informed that “our women have never veiled.” The melhfa worn by 

all Sahrawi women in the camps is commonly presented as a traditional and cultural 

item of clothing, rather than as one of the many forms of Islamic veiling adopted 

around the world. © Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 

 

Where Chapter Two takes a broad approach to understanding the ways in 

which religion can support immigrants, Chapters Three and Four--by Kim Knott and 



Zayn Kassam respectively--narrow their focus to explore immigrant practices and 

religious identities more deeply. Both chapters address the individual struggle of 

immigrants, their strategies for creating supportive communities, and the ways in 

which they reach out to host societies through both religious rituals such as 

processions and organizations such as the Council on American-Islamic Relations 

(CAIR). Individually, and together, they demonstrate that immigration necessitates 

adjustments to new contexts. Sometimes these changes may be related to migrating 

from a place where one is part of the religious majority to one in which a migrant 

finds herself in the religious minority. One common hurdle identified by Knott in her 

chapter is the new experience of a major religious festival falling on a regular work 

day, while other kinds of changes are more subtle and reflect the new meanings of 

quotidian practices such as wearing the hijab in a country where Muslims are not only 

a minority but can be the targets of Islamophobia.xxxiiIndeed, as Kassam notes in her 

chapter, Muslim migrants in the United States are in the process of constructing and 

reconstructing their religious identities as they interact with the broader American 

public sphere. Both contributions demonstrate the benefits for researchers to delve 

into the experiences of migrants directly so that we can understand the ways that 

everyday religion shapes and is shaped by the migrant experience. 

In turn, Chapters Five and Six shift the lens of everyday experiences to shine a 

light on the significance of particular vectors of migrants’ identities as they intersect 

with religion: race and ethnicity (as discussed by Khayti Joshi in Chapter Five) and 

gender, gender identity and sexual orientation (explored by Hugo Córdova Quero in 

Chapter Six). Indeed, together with Chapters Three and Four, these chapters highlight 

the salience of intersectionality in helping us better understand the nuances of 

migrants’ lived experiences of migration and of the ways in which they interact with, 



and are affected by, diverse bureaucracies, institutions and social actors throughout 

their migration journeys. Intersectionality as a concept and analytical framework 

originated in the 1980s and early-1990s as a means of exploring and explaining the 

overlapping experiences of oppression and marginalization faced by African 

American women by virtue of their race and gender in a society characterized by 

everyday, institutionalized racism and patriarchy.xxxiii Whilst neither religion nor 

migration were overtly prioritized in this feminist and anti-racist framework, a 

broader conceptualization of intersectionality has been increasingly applied by 

academics working within an extensive range of disciplines and social contexts, 

including within the multidisciplinary field of Migration Studies.xxxiv It has, inter alia, 

enabled scholars to explore the ways in which experiences and representations of, and 

responses to, refugees and migrants are framed and constituted according to race and 

gender, but also numerous other intersecting, overlapping and mutually constitutive 

identity markers including their legal and migratory status, their religion, class, sexual 

orientation, gender identity, and age, and also by corresponding power structures such 

as xenophobia, classism, Islamophobia, homophobia, transphobia, and ageism.xxxv 

Such analyses have highlighted the extent to which the relative significance of 

these identity markers--whether self-ascribed or imposed by others--and related power 

structures shift across time and space; they have concomitantly demonstrated the 

extent to which identity and power structures can both constrain and grant particular 

positions of privilege. A clear example of such shifts can be seen when migrants’ 

religious identities had positioned them as members of the dominant/majority when 

they lived in their country of origin, and yet they come to be viewed and treated as 

members of a marginalized, Othered minority in their country of destination. As noted 

above, this is often the case when Muslim, Buddhist, or Hindu migrants leave their 



countries of origin and are repositioned as “minorities” when they arrive in countries 

with Christian majorities. Interestingly, however, the opposite may not always remain 

true. For instance, members of certain religious minority groups from the Middle 

East--such as Baha’is fleeing persecution in Iran--may benefit from national policies 

that prioritize the granting of refugee status, and resettlement to, the global North, and 

yet persecuted religious minorities do not automatically become accepted members of 

the new country’s religious majority, even when they share that religion.xxxvi Such has 

been the case of three Christian Syrian refugee families who applied for asylum in 

Texas (United States) in November 2015 (in the aftermath of the Paris bomb attacks) 

and yet who have been placed in immigration detention rather than offered sanctuary 

in the United States.xxxvii 

Indeed, it is often the case that racial, ethnic, and regional identities effectively 

take precedence over migrants’ “real” religious identities during their interactions 

with others.xxxviii This has frequently occurred when Christian migrants and refugees 

from the Middle East, for instance, have been assumed to be Muslim by virtue of their 

racial, ethnic, national, and/or regional origins.xxxix Importantly, whether migrants 

self-identify with these racial and ethnic identities, or whether they are ascribed by 

others, is in many regards inconsequential in situations where observers “read” and 

impose religious identity onto migrants. This is, in effect, at the crux of Joshi’s 

analysis of the process of the racialization of religion, whereby “a set of phenotypical 

features… comes to be associated in the popular mind with a given religion and/or 

with other social traits.” In practice, this often means that the migrant’s skin and body 

become sites of contestation and the migrant becomes a target for discrimination 

when his or her physical characteristics are equated by observers with a particular 

religion; this is especially the case when that religion has been Othered, demonized, 



or exoticized through long-standing historical and political processes.xl Indeed, while 

“thinking through the skin” has been presented as means of developing critical, 

postcolonial feminist engagement with the politics of “lived and imagined 

embodiment,” it is clearly the case that skins and bodies are often read and “mis-read” 

in ways that often have discriminatory and even deadly consequences.xli The latter is 

exemplified particularly poignantly through the shooting of Jean Charles de Menezes 

by the British police in London, when this young Brazilian man’s “dangerously coded 

body” meant that he was “(mis)recognized” as a Muslim suicide bomber.xlii 

These processes of reading and constituting the skin and the body as the 

bearers of religious identity are themselves intrinsically gendered in nature, since the 

body is also “read” in conjunction with embodied practices and religious symbols 

which may be gender specific. In effect, throughout the migratory journey, religious 

identity markers that may have been a source of pride and even privilege in the 

country of origin, may become a key source of discrimination upon arrival in the host 

country. This is equally the case for Muslim women who wear the hijab, which they 

may be conceptualize as a “second skin,” and also for Sikh and Jewish men who 

respectively wear turbans and kippah, with these symbols rendering their religious 

identity, belief, and practice hypervisible in the public sphere.xliii  

In these cases, religious symbols become markers of gendered and religious 

difference, and are read and situated in relation both to the hegemonic cultures and 

religions of the country of destination, and the geopolitical context alike, both of 

which change over time. With regards to the contemporary geopolitical context, the 

“War on Terror” is a case in point, having framed the British police officers’ 

“(mis)recognition” of Jean Charles de Menezes as a Muslim terrorist threat, but also, 

as stressed by Hugo Córdova Quero in his chapter, leading to the “tightening of 



border controls and the decreasing possibilities for queer people to migrate, especially 

for transgender and intersex individuals.” 

Indeed, by tracing the extent to which gender, sexual orientation, and gender 

identity intersect with religion and migration, Córdova Quero simultaneously 

highlights that there are both shifts and continuities in terms of the relative 

significance of vectors of identity and related power structures throughout processes 

of migration. As such, veiled Muslim refugees may experience new forms of 

discrimination such as Islamophobia and racism, in addition to a continuation of 

patriarchal structures of oppression in countries of asylum or resettlement alike.xliv 

Equally, queer migrants and refugees may experience new forms of discrimination, 

while the prevalence of homophobia and transphobia across the global North and 

global South means that they will often continue to be stigmatized and perhaps even 

criminalized throughout their journeys. Through the cases of queer and straight 

Brazilian Catholics in Japan, Roman Catholic tongzhi and nu-tongzhi (queer male and 

female) migrants from China who have moved to Hong Kong, and Mak Nyah 

(“transsexual”) internal migrants in Malaysia, Córdova Quero stresses that religious 

belief and practice may be a source of support for queer migrants even when hetero-

patriarchal hegemonic religious discourses often explicitly marginalize and exclude 

queer individuals, partners and families by virtue of their gender identities and sexual 

orientations.  

In addition to drawing on and negotiating religious discourses and practices in 

their everyday lives and interactions, the internal and international migration of 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual, queer and intersex (LGBTQI) individuals, couples 

and families has also challenged hegemonic religious discourses and practices, 

leading to the development of queer theological frameworks that are “(re)considering 



how diversity and transnational movements further complicate those elements in the 

lives of queer migrants.”xlv As such, Córdova Quero draws on the work of Joseph N. 

Goh to examine the ways in which “Nyah-Islam theology accompanies the journey of 

the Malaysian Mak Nyahs in their self-understanding of Islam and in the process of 

subverting the order of institutional Islam that oppresses [them].” Faith is thus 

simultaneously central to Mak Nyah’s experiences and narratives of their journeys of 

migration, while they also re-read and prompt the reinterpretation of religious texts, 

discourses and practices. 

 

Religious Texts and Narratives in Migration 

As reflected in many of the contributions discussed so far, religious texts--understood 

here as written and oral texts relating to particular religious traditions--often represent 

crucial loci for engagement between migrants, migration, and religion, although the 

role played by text in general and particular texts in religious belief and practice 

varies between traditions, and also between individuals and communities who practice 

those traditions.  

Stories of migration found within religious texts offer narratives into which 

migrants can insert their own migration stories. In reading and listening to the stories 

of those who have inhabited their religious tradition before them--those who have also 

been on the move--migrants, if they wish, can discern the sacred in their own journeys 

and experiences.xlvi The story of the exile for Jews and Christians is paradigmatic. 

This narrative, that tells of the deportation of many of the people of Israel to Babylon 

from Jerusalem in c.586 BCE, and of their lives there away from their community and 

homeland and under an alien imperial power, is not only recounted in the Hebrew 

Scriptures but also forms the backdrop against which the majority of other texts 



included in this corpus were written. In her contribution, Posman explores the 

development of an exilic worldview among Jews over centuries and of exile itself as a 

pivotal concept in the Torah.  

Exile provides the context within which other stories of migration were 

formulated, including those of Abraham uprooting his family, leaving his home city 

of Ur and living as a nomad; Moses and the people of Israel leaving Egypt for the 

Promised Land; Joseph being sold into slavery and traveling as a slave to Egypt; and 

Ruth and Naomi arriving from Moab as refugees from famine. In their stories, 

migrants glimpse something of their own experiences and verses such as Psalm 139 

“By the waters of Babylon, we sat down and wept,” have been recited as poetry and 

prayer by those forced from their homes for centuries. For Posman, the exilic point of 

view undergirding and exhibited in Jewish writings became complexly intertwined 

with the experience of Jews living in diaspora.xlvii  

For Muslims, movement is also an important part of textual tradition not least 

through the story of Muhammad’s flight from Mecca to Yathrib (renamed Madinat ul-

Nabi, “City of the Prophet,” renamed Medina) in 622 CE, a crucial moment which 

marks the beginning of the Muslim calendar and a pilgrimage that Muslims are 

expected to re-enact in their lifetime. As migrants engage with familiar and new 

religious texts, they discover resonance with experiences of joy, struggle, hope and 

fear in the lives of women and men who have--or are remembered as having--taken 

these and other journeys before them. In her chapter, for example, Kim Knott 

recounts the story of Ahmed, a London-based Muslim Bangladeshi migrant, whose 

account resonates with the story of the Prophet’s migration, or hijra, and who states, 

“So it is our duty also, to travel.” 



In her research among transnational Hindu communities, Jennifer B. Saunders 

also found that understandings of immigration experiences are framed by religious 

texts and narratives. For example, dharmashatric parameters about householders’ 

responsibilities guide these transmigrants as they negotiate competing demands 

between participating in rituals with extended family members who remain in India 

and their duty to support them financially. Thus, educational and professional 

opportunities in receiving countries such as the United States are interpreted as 

following one’s religious duty or dharma.xlviii At the same time, the recitation of epic 

narratives, such as the Sundarkand of Tulsidas’ Ramcharitmanas, continuously place 

transmigrants’ experiences within a larger religious story of exile and migration (see 

figures 1.7 and 1.8).xlix 

***figure 1.7 – Caption: Temporary altar arranged for a community ritual, Atlanta, 

Georgia. © Jennifer B. Saunders 

***figure 1.8 – Caption: Fellowship after Sundarkand recitation, Atlanta, Georgia. © 

Jennifer B. Saunders 

 

Religious stories and texts are thus central to the experiences of many migrants, 

providing a means to understand and re-narrate their own lived experiences; this also 

clearly exemplifies the ways in which migrants themselves are active agents who 

interpret not only their own predicaments and experiences, but also religious texts 

themselves. Indeed, re-readings completed through the lens of immigration shed new 

light on old texts, leading to them being understood in new ways precisely as a result 

of migration experiences. Within the Christian tradition, for instance, Jean-Pierre Ruiz 

explores a range of texts including Ezekiel 20, Matthew’s Parable of the Day 

Laborers, and the Apocalypse from the perspective of Latino/a immigration in the 

United States. In Readings from the Edges: The Bible and People on the Move, he 

describes his reading strategy as “the practice of not only reading about immigrants, 

but also reading as immigrants and reading with immigrants.”l Similarly, as Posman 



discusses in Chapter Seven, Jewish experiences of living in diaspora have influenced 

interpretations of the Torah.  

 

(Re)Conceptualizing Religion and Migration 

Religious narratives are thus intimately related to experiences of migration, and also 

to a range of conceptual lenses that are used to analyze processes and experiences of 

migration, including in particular exile and diaspora, as discussed by Posman.li 

Complementing Posman’s analysis of these concepts, Stephen Cherry’s contribution 

(Chapter Eight) examines religion and migration through the interconnected lenses of 

diaspora and transnationalism, noting the salience of globalization in understanding 

the flows and connections that migrant populations develop, maintain and negotiate in 

our contemporary world. While recognizing that religion has become a focus for 

diaspora scholars only relatively recently, in his chapter, Cherry highlights that 

“religious adherents, communities, ideas and practices have always fluidly 

transcended borders, making them some of the oldest transnational entities in 

existence.” In addition to tracing the different meanings and usages of the concepts of 

exile, diaspora, and transnationalism, both Posman and Cherry explore the relevance 

of their respective concepts comparatively to understand various immigrant 

communities’ experiences of religious identity, practice, and politics, across time and 

space. 

Although these chapters are concerned with the ways that theoretical concepts 

shape our understandings of various migrant experiences and processes, they are both 

grounded in seeing these concepts through migrants’ eyes. Reflecting the increasing 

recognition of the limitations of the traditional assimilation models that underpinned 

migration studies, academics have by now extensively examined “how, why and to 



what effect migrants retain personal ties, political allegiances, religious identities and 

practices, linguistic and cultural features, and broader memories, in their new 

settlement country.”lii However, the recognition of the salience of these ongoing and 

(re)new(ed) connections with the homeland does not necessarily inform us as to 

whether these migrants identify themselves as exiles, refugees, diasporans, 

transnational migrants (or “transmigrants”). Thus, Posman argues that the terms 

“exiles” or “diasporans” may be more or less appropriate to describe the members of 

a particular migrant community depending on that community’s “mindset about [its] 

host society.” Concurrently, the differences between an exilic, diasporic, or a 

transnational outlook may hinge on the migrant community’s perception of its 

homeland.liii  

Posman and Cherry approach their respective concepts from different 

methodological perspectives. On the one hand, Posman uses biblical texts to 

demonstrate the varied theological positions implied by exile in the specific case of 

Judaism before expanding her scope to consider other contemporary exile/diaspora 

communities and the ways in which the terms can be used in various contexts. Cherry, 

on the other hand, is grounded in social scientific methodologies in his exploration of 

contemporary religious communities with a focus on the flows of various material and 

non-material resources through interconnected social networks across time and space. 

Coming from very different perspectives, both Chapters Seven and Eight 

provide significant and complementary insights into situations in which the members 

of migrant groups are able to organize and mobilize around shared identities, 

experiences, and causes to benefit their own communities and, in some cases, even 

others. Thus, although both chapters address exiled Tibetan Buddhists, they discuss 

them in quite different ways. Posman’s lenses of diaspora and exile foreground the 



longing for and connection to the Tibetan homeland while Cherry’s transnational lens 

reveals the ways the community is making home (and religious homes) in India and 

has transformed Indian Buddhism. Applying these concepts to the example of Calais 

introduced above, could also enable us to better understand the extent to which the 

experiences of these refugees- and migrants-in-transit can be framed through the 

lenses of exile--for instance of being exiled from an inhospitable homeland as in the 

case of Syrian, Afghan, and Iraqi refugees--and/or of transnationalism--as 

transnational migrants who continue to draw on resources from a homeland that still 

has resources to offer while at the same time transforming religious life in their 

makeshift camp. 

 

Theologies and Philosophies of Religion and Migration 

Christian theologies of migration have burgeoned in recent years, and are diverse in 

terms of the social and geographical location of authors, theological conclusions 

reached, and theological sub-discipline (i.e., doctrine, liturgy, ethics, mission).liv 

Many reflections have been written from a white, Western, host society perspective, 

and draw on biblical texts and theological concepts to suggest the need for hospitality 

to be shown towards migrants.lv They are usually addressed to members of churches 

in the global North, encouraging engagement with migrants and migration, and 

fundamentally, encourage recognition of the image of God present in all migrants. 

Daniel Groody--the author of Chapter Nine--has penned the beginnings of a 

systematic theology of migration, seeking to connect key Christian doctrinal concepts 

with migration through the language and imagery of “crossing the divide.”lvi In turn, 

Ilsup Ahn has proposed a theology of forgiveness in relation to undocumented 

migrants.lvii However, not all Christian theology positively encourages the welcome 



of migrants.lviii Some have drawn on biblical passages such as Romans 13:1-7 to 

suggest that earthly government is divinely ordained, and that crossing borders 

without “legal papers” is therefore sinful, and that people of faith have primary 

responsibilities towards their own family and nation-state.lix 

Theologians who have experienced migration themselves, or inhabit 

communities with extensive experience of migration, have added crucial perspectives, 

and in particular, have argued for the need to move beyond calls for hospitality to 

address the global injustices that are causing people to migrate in the first place.lx 

They also challenge the ways in which some theologians have tended to talk of 

migrants as if they are “they” and outside the “we” of the Church. Carmen Nanko 

Fernandez, writing of Latino Catholics in the United States, aptly states: “We are not 

your diversity! We are the Church!” Noting that thirty-nine percent of American 

Catholics are Hispanic but yet only thirteen percent of those ordained for diocesan 

priesthood are, she describes Latinos as the “marginalized many”.lxi  Furthermore, 

Peter Phan, a Vietnamese Catholic theologian, has written about the need to do “inter-

multi-cultural” theology from the immigrant perspective of being “betwixt-and –

between”--given that being a migrant involves the experience of being “neither-this-

nor-that, to-be-both-this-and-that, and to-be-beyond-this-and-that” and Nancy 

Bedford, an evangelical Argentinian American, has encouraged “learning to speak of 

God from more than one place.”lxii This notion of inhabiting more than one space 

concurrently is a central feature of the transnationalism that Cherry describes in his 

chapter, and as he suggests, religious ideas are affected--shifting, altering, adapting--

as the people who hold them travel backwards and forwards in multi-directional ways.  

In turn, Filipina Catholic Gemma Tulud Cruz has explored theology and ethics 

in relation to migration while living and working in the United States and Australia, 



and theologies exploring migration within Asia and Africa have added crucial 

horizons.lxiii Many liberation theologies that have emerged in the global North, 

including Mujerista, Latino, and Asian-American theologies, address experiences of 

migration explicitly and implicitly.lxiv Each asks: who is God for us, and how can we 

understand God, in a context where we are marginalized and oppressed? Some ask, 

more particularly, who is God in the light of the experience of those of us who have 

migrated, been displaced and/or now live in diaspora? 

Since theologizing is usually undertaken by those who inhabit a religious 

tradition--it is written from the inside--scholars from social scientific disciplines who 

study religion and migration have tended to be suspicious of its aims, as noted above. 

Indeed, they have asked some important questions: Is the intention to convert 

migrants? Will the church seek to impose its power? Concerned about the answers--

perhaps not least because as Joshi points out in her chapter, we need to be wary of the 

fact that “Christian domination over the religious “other” was part of the colonial 

projections into Africa and Asia”--theology has often been excluded from discussions 

concerning intersections between religion and migration, and from “secularized” 

humanitarian and political practice.lxv In this volume, however, we have aimed to 

suggest that theologians, religious scholars, and philosophers of all religious traditions 

have a crucial voice to contribute to conversations--in part because how the sacred 

and divine are understood is often important to migrants themselves. As Straut 

Eppsteiner and Hagan make clear in their chapter, religious beliefs and practices--

which draw on and in turn shape theology or religious ideology since, as Knott points 

out, “practice is inseparable from discourse”--are valuable sources of support to 

migrants before, during, and after their journeys (see figure 1.9). 

***Figure 1.9 – Caption: In Nogales, on the border between Mexico and the United 

States. © Susanna Snyder  



 

Writing from a Christian theological perspective, Daniel Groody suggests in 

Chapter Nine that theology should be present at the conversation table because it can 

help us to look at “migration in light of our relationship with ourselves, others, our 

countries, and ultimately God.” It complements what others can bring, asking 

different questions and exploring some aspects in deeper ways. His essay explores the 

ways in which Christian theology might be able to assist us in constructing right 

relationships, and through that, justice, in relation to migration. He suggests that four 

key theological concepts--human dignity, solidarity, communion, and conversion--

could address the negativism, narcissism, nationalism, and nihilism that interfere with 

building these right relationships. In essence, he suggests that Christian theology can 

offer us a different way of understanding what it means to live and be in the world. In 

Chapter Ten, Benjamin Schewel, in turn, explores the philosophical concept of 

transcendence as an intrinsic part of religious traditions, and suggests that this--

without focusing on one particular theology or religious ideology--can in and of itself 

encourage “us to sacrificially strive to universally expand the basis of intimate 

community life.” If we recognize our unity as opposed to focusing on our “otherness” 

or difference from one another, we may be able to offer a more meaningful and 

ultimately humane response to those experiencing different forms of migration. 

Likewise, Ager and Ager suggest the importance of bringing theological and 

spiritual-ideological resources to the discussion. They argue for a “dialogical 

approach” that can provide “a basis for the provision of principled, holistic and 

contextual support to forced migrants by a diversity of groups and agencies.” Citing a 

2013 UNHCR document entitled Welcoming the Stranger that brought together 

different strands of religious teaching on migration, they recognize that theologizing 

can be reflective and does not need to be coercive. It is, however, important to note 



that theology and religious ideology can intersect negatively with the experience of 

migrants, and be a cause of uprooting or challenge in receiving countries: as Hugo 

Córdova Quero points out, for instance, the hetero-patriarchal framework of many 

religious traditions/theologies can make life extremely difficult for migrants who 

identify as queer or LGBTQI. 

 

Public Policy, Advocacy and Activism 

Building upon the arguments and frameworks presented in Groody’s and Schewel’s 

contributions, the final two chapters further explore the role of religious actors and 

discourse in public debates and policies pertaining to migration (Erin Wilson and 

Luca Mavelli, Chapter Eleven), including faith-based humanitarian responses to 

conflict and disaster-induced displacement (Alastair Ager and Joey Ager, Chapter 

Twelve). As noted above, the restrictive immigration and deportation regimes that 

increasingly characterize not only in the global North but also the global South can 

most helpfully be understood, as Wilson and Mavelli state in their chapter, in relation 

to idealized notions of community, security fears related to terrorism--what has been 

called the “securitization of migration” and fear of the “Other”--and the fact that 

migrants can provide a convenient scapegoat for society’s ills. They argue that the 

role played by religion in the public square in contesting these developments has been 

significant, and is indeed a key way in which religion, politics, and migration 

intersect.  

However, the extent and shape of religious activism and advocacy varies from 

country to country, and depends in part upon the relationship of a state to organized 

religion. At one level, religious bodies--or faith-based organizations (FBOs) as they 

are often known--have offered practical support to migrants experiencing 



vulnerability at all stages of the migration process.lxvi They also, often through 

projects that offer practical support, help to foster relationships between established 

and newcomer populations as Wilson and Mavelli’s discussion of the JRS Welcome 

Network Program in Paris reveals.  

 At another level, FBOs have contested the current treatment of migrants, and 

advocated for more just immigration policies. Wilson and Mavelli analyze diverse 

examples, including the roles played by FBOs on the Australian Minister for 

Immigration’s Council on Asylum Seekers and Detention, and the work of the Love 

Makes a Way Movement in Australia--an interdenominational group of Christians 

that practices civil disobedience to oppose the detention of immigrant children. In the 

United States, Catholic Bishops have come together to make statements calling for 

more humane immigration policies and an end to immigration detention there, and the 

New Sanctuary Movement brings people of different denominations and religions 

together to offer spaces for “undocumented migrants”--or as Nanko-Fernández puts it, 

those who are “alternately documented”--to stay safely away from the reach of the 

Department of Homeland Security.lxvii The U.S. Catholic Conference of Bishops has 

issued numerous letters and statements calling for dignity and solidarity, the Jewish 

Anti-Defamation League has called for Comprehensive Immigration Reform in the 

United States and Muslim groups including the Islamic Society of North America and 

the Muslim Public Affairs Council have actively supported the passage of the 

DREAM Act.lxviii In Europe, religious organizations have been equally active, pushing 

for the reform of legislation and advocating for migrants as individuals and as a 

whole. They have partnered with other non-profits in holding protests outside 

immigration detention facilities and in calling for an end to arbitrary deportations. 



 Wilson and Mavelli suggest that by enacting practices of political resistance 

or solidarity, FBOs are resisting sociodicy--a secular form of theodicy that enables us 

to blame migrants for their own vulnerability. This resistance, they suggest, largely 

involves religious organizations challenging governmental and broader political 

discourses and practices that frame migrants as a threat, and attempting to reposition 

migration as a humanitarian issue rather than a security one. This involves 

emphasizing the shared humanity of migrants and members of host populations, 

which as we have seen is also a key aspect of theologizing migration. Indeed, 

theological/ideological ideas underlie and support much of this action such as those of 

transcendence (as discussed by Schewel) and solidarity, dignity, and justice (as 

posited by Groody). FBO involvement, whether seemingly practical service or more 

explicitly engaging public policy, are all political practices, and contribute to the 

policy milieu.  

Migrants themselves are often at the forefront of such activism in the public 

square. From organizing hunger strikes in detention facilities as a protest against 

exploitative wages ($1 a day for cleaning or cooking inside facilities) or the system of 

immigration detention itself to the DREAMers who called for an amnesty for young 

people in the US without authorization, migrants are leading voices calling for shifts 

in policy and for more humane legislation. Again, for some, religious belief and 

practice can be important ethical stimuli and a source of sustenance for such action, as 

is also explored in Ager and Ager’s chapter on faith-based humanitarian responses to 

forced migration. For Eritrean and Ethiopian migrants and refugees camped at Calais, 

for instance, their places and practices of worship are highly significant on multiple 

levels (see figure 1.10). 



***Figure 1.10 – Caption: This image of Christ knocking on door of soul was painted 

by a refugee for St. Michael’s Church in The Jungle, Calais. It adorns the entrance to 

the church, welcoming newcomers. (c) Anna Rowlands 

 

Religious organizations and communities, by themselves, can only do so 

much, however. Both Wilson and Mavelli, and Ager and Ager, powerfully argue that 

it is essential for shifts towards greater religious literacy on the part of policy makers. 

Currently, Wilson and Maveilli suggest, policy-makers often only engage with 

religion in its institutional and hierarchical forms and thereby miss the complexity and 

diversity of religious and spiritual expression on the ground. There is thus a need for 

the adoption of “religious-sensitive policy-making”, and they suggest a number of 

practical steps that officials and politicians could take in order to work towards this. 

Indeed, a number of “faith literacy” materials are currently in development for 

UNHCR staff and their partners.lxix 

Indeed, texts have played an important part in motivating non-migrants to 

stand alongside those who are migrating. Texts from various religious traditions 

indicate moral imperatives to work for justice, support the vulnerable, and welcome 

the stranger. The residents of Medina who supported the resettling exiles from Mecca 

in 622 CE became known as the Helpers or Ansār, and were praised in the Qur’an 

(sura 8:74): “Those who believe, and adopt exile, and struggle in the path of God, and 

those who give them asylum and aid--these are all in truth the believers; for them is 

forgiveness and a provision most generous.” In turn, sura 60:80 encourages Muslims 

to show kindness and practice just dealings with those who are righteous.lxx As Ager 

and Ager note in their chapter, the mantra atithi devo bhava or “be one for whom the 

guest is God” in the Taittiriya Upanishad, suggests seeing divinity in the guest who is 

welcomed. For Christians, biblical verses such as Hebrews 13:2--“Do not neglect to 

show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels without 



knowing it”--and Matthew 25:35 where Jesus suggests that he can be glimpsed in 

strangers--“For I was a stranger and you welcomed me”--are often quoted in publicity 

material of church-based immigration and refugee organizations encouraging both 

direct support and advocacy.lxxi Documents such as Welcoming Christ in the Migrant 

published by the U.S. Catholic Conference of Bishops in 2011 directly root their call 

for solidarity with migrants on the basis of the memory that we too were migrants.lxxii  

A range of recently forged contemporary texts are also suggesting new ways of 

imagining and constructing relationships between migrants, sending countries, 

receiving countries, and religious communities. Scholars of religion and theology 

have advocated for different approaches to migration based on sacred texts, and 

popular articles in the press, and posts on Twitter, Facebook and blogs, are doing 

likewise.lxxiii In August 2015, in the middle of the furor over the so-called migrant 

“swarm” assembled in the camp at Calais, tweets and posts sent by a Church of 

England priest, Giles Fraser, from an Egyptian Church in the migrant camp--including 

of posters and messages written by migrants themselves--contributed to developing 

public religious conversation about unfolding events. Text is thus key in both 

suggesting new ways in which migration and religion can and should intersect, and in 

providing a forum for sharing these ideas. 

 

Conclusion 

This volume is itself, of course, a new text which is deeply interconnected with other 

texts, including the religious texts and academics texts cited above and throughout the 

following chapters, but also including the books which we have, and will continue to 

commission for the Religion and Global Migrations Book Series of which this volume 

forms a part. To date, the series has published studies regarding the establishment of 



African diasporic Pentecostalist and Protestant churches in Canada, the relationship 

between Islam and “secular citizenship” in France, the Netherlands and the UK, the 

intersections between religion and migration in the Black Sea Region, and the role of 

faith-based humanitarian--and in particular Christian-inspired humanitarian- 

responses--to forced migration, but also vis-a-vis the histories of the settlement of 

multiply marginalized Sikh and Ahmadiyya migrants in Canada and Germany, the 

experiences of and state responses to Muslim mobilities within, across and from the 

global South, and the significance of Islamic traditions of sanctuary and protection 

within the Middle East through the case-studies of local responses to Syrian and Iraqi 

forced migrants.lxxiv 

However, this volume and the broader series aim to be more than a series of 

texts: rather, we hope to both reflect and advance more holistic, multi-perspectival 

and interdisciplinary conversations relating to the connections between religion and 

migration. As part of this aim to advance these conversations, we draw on four key 

points that are guiding our own on-going research into these areas, as possible models 

to be explored and taken further to achieve these aims.  

Firstly, there is an urgent need to include more voices in thinking about the 

relationship of the migrant with the sacred, the ethical responsibility from within a 

variety of religious traditions that host societies have toward immigrants, and the 

religious narratives that can frame immigrant experiences. Echoing Ruiz’s reading 

strategy as “the practice of not only reading about immigrants, but also reading as 

immigrants and reading with immigrants,” one of the editors of this volume (Elena 

Fiddian-Qasmiyeh) has been exploring the potential for academics to increasingly co-

author pieces with-- rather than writing about--migrants and refugees.lxxv Such a 

strategy has been advocated, and exemplified, by Qasmiyeh and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 



who also point to the potential for academics to explore the development of 

alternative rhetorical voices, for instance by invoking Homi Bhabha’s third space of 

enunciation: a “contradictory and ambivalent space of enunciation…it is in this space 

that we will find those words with which we can speak of Ourselves and Others. And 

by exploring this hybridity, this ‘Third Space’, we may elude the politics of polarity 

and emerge as the others of our selves.”lxxvi Respectively a poet and translator who 

was born in a Palestinian refugee camp in Lebanon, and an academic in the field of 

Refugee and Forced Migration Studies, they develop such a rhetorical device by 

writing in the  “third voice” to reflect on “the increasingly fluid ways in which both 

camps/cities and normative and symbolic religious/spiritual practices and identities 

are conceptualized.”lxxvii As they argue,   

Rather than systematically presenting these two voices as separate and 

distant interpretive positions…this third voice…neither negates nor 

confirms our respective views. [Rather than speaking] ideal-typically 

from the position of insider and outsider, the third voice aims neither to 

dilute nor to artificially amplify the divergences and similarities of our 

opinions. As a result, [the chapter] at times presents a clearly 

identifiable speaker whose lived experiences are immediately 

recognisable as “their own,” while at other times the authors’ voices 

and perspectives are blurred.lxxviii  

Such collaborative and “blurring” strategies, in which migrants’ perspectives are 

brought to the fore and the hierarchy between academics and research subjects are 

disrupted, are also at the core of other forms of participatory research, including 

exciting research emerging at the intersections between the arts, humanities and the 

social sciences.  



Indeed, this leads to the second key point: the potential to open up a space for 

a wider conversation including both migrants and refugees, whilst simultaneously 

cross-fertilizing insights derived from the social sciences with perspectives, and 

practices, from the arts and humanities. One of the other co-editors of this volume, 

Susanna Snyder, is currently developing a project in which refugee and migrant 

artists, musicians, and poets will be involved in both research and outputs in order to 

examine the intersections between immigration activism, spirituality, and the arts. 

Through a combination of participatory research methods including participant 

observation and in-depth open-ended interviewing, and by engaging critically with a 

range of aesthetic texts produced by refugees and migrants including visual art, 

drama, music and narrative, the project aims to centralize the perspectives of refugees 

and migrants, and to draw further interdisciplinary links between aesthetics, 

spirituality, and responses to migration; the project’s findings and her interlocutors’ 

voices will then be brought into conversation with the Christian theological and 

ethical tradition.  

A similar approach is being developed by Fiddian-Qasmiyeh to examine the 

significance of religious identity, belief and practice for local communities 

“welcoming” refugees from Syria who remain within the Middle East, including both 

“citizen” hosts but also established Palestinian and Iraqi refugees who are welcoming 

“new” refugees as they arrive in cities and camps across Lebanon, Turkey, and 

Jordan.lxxixThrough a combination of ethnographic research conducted by local 

fieldworkers and creative writing workshops involving both hosts and refugees, this 

ongoing project starts from the premise that refugees and hosts not only have “lived 

experiences” that are worthy of documentation, but that they are writers, readers, and 

analysts of their own experiences, and of the diverse responses that are developed and 



implemented by different actors, including local communities motivated (implicitly or 

explicitly) by faith.lxxx Building on emerging work on refugees, writing and rights 

from within/across the humanities, these writing workshops do not aim to elicit 

“refugee writing” (where the writer is constituted as a suffering victim), but rather to 

establish creative spaces for participants to simultaneously document, trace, and resist 

experiences of and responses to conflict-induced displacement.lxxxi Creative writing is 

here conceptualized as a means to elicit narratives and provide a space to analyze 

local responses to forced migration in a participatory fashion, but also to ensure that 

the perspectives of conflict-affected people are audible in dissemination activities 

across time and space. 

This equally relates to the third key issue that we believe requires further 

attention: that of the significance of religion throughout diverse processes of South-

South migration. In 2013, it was estimated that six out of every ten international 

migrants remained in the global South, and throughout the 2000s approximately 90 

percent of all refugees have remained in the global South (a figure which increases 

when considering that the vast majority of internal forced migrants remain in their 

countries of origin in the South).lxxxii Nonetheless, major gaps remain regarding the 

roles of religion throughout processes of internal and international migration within 

migrants’ regions of origin or in other regions of the global South. The chapters in 

this volume have provided insights into such processes, including by contemplating 

the role of religion in conceptualizing Tibetan displacement in and across South Asia, 

in the experiences of Rohingya migrants seeking safety in and from Burma, and in the 

creative reconfigurations of religious texts and practices by Malaysian Mak Nyah 

internal migrants and Chinese tongzhi and nu-tongzhi migrants living in Hong Kong. 



With such spaces being places of settlement and sanctuary (and at times 

discrimination, violence and persecution) to both new and established migrants and 

refugees, a further line of investigation also revolves around the roles of religion in 

the encounters between not only migrants/refugees and citizens, but also between 

different migrant and refugee groups themselves. Such a focus on migrant-migrant, 

refugee-migrant, and refugee-refugee encounters would provide invaluable insights 

that could further enrich the expanding literature on the roles of religion in (forced) 

migrants’ experiences of settling in, and negotiating diverse dimensions of their 

“host” communities and host states. 

Finally, we suggest that researchers should continue critically reconsidering 

conceptualizations of various spaces as sites of encounter. As Cherry states in his 

chapter, transnational social fields are located in actual places while also transcending 

those places. Transnational migrants and their communities cross borders in multiple 

ways, including in a virtual manner, when time, money, or legal status may restrict 

physical crossings. Furthermore, we should recognize that there is a continuum 

between internal migrants who move within their countries of origin to cities as 

processes of urbanization (and ex-urbanization) spread through the global South and 

international migrants, who are often negotiating religious differences in related 

ways--as in the case of Saunders’ research in Delhi, India and the United States. 

Cyberspace, the borderlands, camps such as that found in Calais, urban and 

suburban neighborhoods, religious institutions, policy discussions, and the seas are all 

junctures where refugees, migrants, scholars, activists, and host populations can meet 

and recognize their shared humanity and their unique experiences. Religion is often 

an essential part of the humanity that individuals bring to these encounters. It shapes 

the conversations at these global intersections at the same time that these exchanges 



simultaneously influence, and are influenced by, religious practice, belief, and 

identity. As we argue throughout the volume and in our conception of the Religion 

and Global Migrations series, the conversational crossroads should include multiple 

religious and academic perspectives to understand more fully the scope of these 

processes and to engage meaningfully with, and respond to, a broader range of 

migrant and refugee experiences in theory, policy, and practice. 
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