
 

 

 
 

 
 

Refugees, Scripture, and Catholic Social Teaching: a Dialogue  
 
 

1. Introduction  

Migrants, asylum seekers and refugees constitute 
vulnerable people in need of protection from the 
host nation. In response to them, the South African 
government has tightened the refugee laws, which 
will have the effect of undermining their 
protection.1 This briefing paper approaches the 
migrant/asylum seeker/refugee problem from a 
biblical perspective, in conjunction with Catholic 
Social Teaching (CST). It highlights issues to do 
with protection; the refugee situation as God’s 
unfinished business calling for human co-
workers; and the faculty of remembrance as a 
hermeneutic to mitigate the challenge, among 
others. The paper presents these issues by means 
of the following headings: “Jesus the migrant, 
asylum seeker, and refugee”; “migrants, asylum 
seekers and refugees: God’s unfinished project”; 
“African hospitality gone wrong”; “you were once 
a stranger”; and “Joseph: an OT paradigm of the 
migrant, asylum seeker and refugee.”  
 
 
2. Jesus the Migrant, Asylum Seeker, and 
Refugee 
 
Matthew’s Gospel presents baby Jesus as the new 
Moses by having him go into Egypt—when his 
parents protect him from Herod who desires to 
kill him—and exit from it after the cessation of his 
death threat which Herod’s own death 
accomplishes.2 Protection constitutes God’s 
concern for human beings. God relies on human 
beings to facilitate protection for fellow human 
beings. In the case of Jesus, Mary and Joseph play 
this role. Like the child Jesus, migrants, asylum 
seekers, and refugees seek protection. They would 
not hesitate to return home, as Jesus does, once 
the cause of persecution ceases. However, 
protracted wars and crises in African countries  
 

 
 
usually make it impossible for migrants, asylum 
seekers, and refugees to return to their countries.  
Host nations need to protect migrants, asylum 
seekers, and refugees as human beings in need. 
Like Mary and Joseph, lawmakers and civil society 
ought to be God’s instruments that facilitate the 
protection of migrants, asylum seekers and 
refugees. “When we show concern for them,” Pope 
Francis states, “we also show concern for 
ourselves, for everyone; in taking care of them, we 
all grow.”3 When one part of the body suffers, the 
whole body suffers. A host nation cannot be 
healthy when a part of its population—in this 
matter, migrants, asylum seekers and refugees—
requires help or protection that is hardly 
forthcoming. The condition of migrants, asylum 
seekers, and refugees constitutes an evil in an 
unhealthy society that every well-meaning human 
being is invited to join in a concerted effort to 
resolve. Favourable legislation, and its 
implementation, comprise practical ways to root 
out the unhealthy situation surrounding migrants, 
asylum seekers, and refugees. Like Mary, Jesus and 
Joseph, we belong to one human family, a nation, 
whose members need to protect the 
disadvantaged members of their nation.  
 
 
3. Migrants, Asylum Seekers and Refugees: 
God’s Unfinished Project 
 
The deplorable human condition of migrants, 
asylum seekers and refugees constitutes 
unfinished business in God’s project of creation, in 
which lawmakers and civil society are invited to 
an active participation as God’s co-workers. When 
God embarks on the creation project, He creates  
from confusion, a formless void, by separating or 
imposing order on the disorder in the universe.4  
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For example, He separates heavens from seas,  
night from darkness, and ultimately creates 
human beings, as His co-workers, as well as what 
is necessary to sustain them.5   
 
As God’s co-workers, lawmakers and civil society 
ought to bring about order in the disordered 
circumstances of migrants, asylum seekers, and 
refugees. The troublesome migration and asylum 
seeker situation makes for a disordered situation 
that needs to be resolved—ordered—once and for 
all so that the world may function as its Creator 
intends it to function. As God regards His creative 
business as good,6 so His co-workers should deem 
good their participation in the alleviation of the 
problem of migrants and asylum seekers in 
society. The Creator expects His co-workers to 
turn to the plight of migrants, asylum seekers and 
refugees in our midst, because “the stranger who 
resides with you shall be to you as the native 
among you, and you shall love him as yourself, for 
you were aliens in the land of Egypt; I am the LORD 
your God.”7   
 
Not only do we now face a situation whereby it is 
complex to apply for asylum in the country, but 
asylum seekers also wait for ages before 
authorities grant them refugee status; that is, if 
they ever get it. According to the Scalabrini Centre 
of Cape Town (SCCT), “it is common for asylum 
seekers to spend several years in the asylum 
system whilst awaiting an outcome on their 
applications.”8 
 
 
4. African Hospitality Gone Wrong 
 
African hospitality strives to make a migrant, an 
asylum seeker and a refugee feel at home. “We 
ourselves need to see, and then enable others to 
see, that migrants and refugees do not only 
represent a problem to be solved, but are brothers 
and sisters to be welcomed, respected and loved.”9 
It hardly suffices to make a migrant, an asylum 
seeker, and a refugee feel at home in a host nation. 
S/he “shall be to you as the native among you, and 
you shall love him [her] as yourself.”10 Here 
applies an invitation to nations that host migrants, 
asylum seekers or refugees to complete the 
unfinished business of integrating them into local 
society. The unwillingness of host nations to 
locally integrate the migrant, the asylum seeker or 
the refugee compromises African hospitality—on 
which Africa prides itself. 

  It would appear that the more a host nation 
integrates the stranger, the asylum seeker or the 
refugee in the land, the more susceptible to  
xenophobic attacks the stranger, the asylum 
seeker or the refugee becomes. Moses survives 
xenophobic attacks in Egypt,11 just as Jesus 
survives the murder of the Holy Innocents in 
Israel.12 In the former case, Israel’s fruitfulness in 
a foreign land prompts xenophobic tendencies 
towards them from the Egyptians.13 Pharaoh and 
the people of Egypt become blind to the 
foreigners’ industry and hard work. Instead of 
learning from them, and profiting from their hard 
work, they oppress them; they choose to fear the 
migrants in their midst instead of regarding them 
as one with them. If Herod desires to kill the child 
Jesus, the reason involves fear of losing kingship. 
If Herod’s fear counts as a case of xenophobia, in 
both cases of Herod and Pharaoh, together with 
the Egyptians, we deduce that fear—or 
xenophobia, when it involves migrants, asylum 
seekers and refugees—makes for a lie. Citizens 
feed on misinformation when they believe that 
migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees pose a 
threat to national security, or diminish job 
opportunities because the latter have most often 
lesser opportunities for advancement in the 
receiving society than the former. This view 
further negates the perspective that the universe 
is “our common home,”14 in which all human 
beings, regardless of race or creed or nationality, 
must have a share.  
 
Indeed, “the signs of meanness we see around us 
heighten our fear of ‘the other’, the unknown, the 
marginalized, the foreigner… We see this today in 
particular, faced with the arrival of migrants and 
refugees knocking on our door in search of 
protection, security and a better future. To some 
extent, the fear is legitimate, also because the 
preparation of this encounter is lacking.”15 As 
such, lawmakers and civil society need to play a 
vital role towards sensitizing the citizenry on 
aspects of migrants, asylum seekers and refugees.  
 
Their role entails reminding the citizens that they 
need not consider the migrant, the asylum seeker, 
or the refugee as an ‘other,’ but as a fellow human 
being with talents and gifts, even though in need 
of assistance due to circumstances beyond their 
control. The sensitization drive also needs to 
highlight history and to show how the citizenry 
itself has received help or support when most in 
need in the past.  
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5. You Were Once a Stranger 
 
Had pharaoh known or remembered Joseph16 and  
all that he had done for Egypt, he would not have 
set out to oppress the Israelites in Egypt, but 
would have loved them as fellow human beings. If 
hosting nations would only realize how 
supportive members of other nations have been to 
them in the past, they would treat migrants, 
asylum seekers and refugees better than they do 
today. Pharaoh forgets what Joseph, along with the 
people of Israel, has done for Israel over the years. 
This breeds ignorance in Pharaoh and catapults 
fear of migrants, who have all along served in his 
country.   
 
We remember that prior to freedom from white 
minority rule in South Africa, African countries of 
goodwill supported the emancipation of the 
disadvantaged races from white rule. Those 
African nations based their support on the belief 
that all human beings, black or white, were 
created in the image of God and deserved to 
participate in His creative work in South Africa, as 
God’s co-workers and custodians of His creation. 
Ignorance of history or the past in South Africa 
today breeds xenophobic tendencies towards 
migrants, asylum seekers and refugees, as 
Pharaoh and the people of Egypt’s ignorance 
about the history of Israelites in Egypt prompted 
them to mistreat the migrants in their midst.  
 
Lawmakers, together with civil society, can play 
the role of Egyptian midwives17—who protected 
Hebrew male infants—to alleviate the 
predicaments of migrants, asylum seekers and 
refugees in South Africa and other receiving 
nations. Any oppressive society has people of good 
will and understanding, imbued with love of 
humanity and fear of God. These present 
themselves as men and women, lawmakers and 
civil society, who deviate from the oppressive 
status quo.  Not only do they remember that they 
were once strangers in a foreign land, and that 
they received support when they needed it, but 
they also acknowledge the gifts and potentials of 
migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees to 
contribute to the development and wellbeing of a 
host society.  
 
As Pope Francis observes, “the presence of 
migrants and refugees—and of vulnerable people 
in general—is an invitation to recover some of 
those essential dimensions of our Christian 
existence and our humanity that risk being  
 

overlooked in a prosperous society.”18  Much still 
remains to be done to improve the welfare of 
migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees.  
 
 
6. Joseph: An Old Testament Paradigm of 
Migrant, Asylum Seeker, and Refugee 
 
Since persecution serves as a criterion for refugee 
status, Joseph in the Old Testament meets the 
criterion in Egypt. After his brothers sell him to the 
merchants in place of killing him,19 Joseph could 
not think of going back to his country because of a 
well-founded fear of persecution. The principle of 
non-refoulement echoes this notion: that no 
human being ought to think of repatriating 
another to a country where his or her life is 
endangered. This is essential for the protection of 
migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees. A host 
nation may therefore not contemplate weakening 
its legislation to the extent that it makes forced 
repatriation of migrants and asylum seekers easy, 
because that would potentially constitute murder. 
Regrettably, the latest refugee legislation in South 
Africa leans towards forced repatriation of those 
to whom the country denies asylum.  
 
In Potiphar’s household Joseph falls victim to 
accusations that land him in prison.20 Joseph’s 
innocence and incapacity to defend himself speak 
volumes to migrants, asylum seekers and refugees 
who in all innocence fail to receive justice in host 
nations. When problems to do with host nations 
arise, migrants, asylum seekers and refugees take 
the blame. “Migrants, refugees…have become 
emblems of exclusion.  In addition to the hardships 
that their condition entails, they are often looked 
down upon and considered the source of all 
society’s ills.”21 They take the blame for crime or 
its rise in a host nation, and more often than not, 
migrants, asylum seekers and refugees have 
nothing to do with crime. Host nations associate 
problems that a migrant causes with the entire 
body of innocent migrants or refugees.  
 
Joseph’s situation in Potiphar’s household, and his 
subsequent detention, echo migrants’ or asylum 
seekers’ precarious receptions in their hosts 
nations. Even if host countries tend to be good at 
welcoming migrants and asylum seekers, they are 
seldom so good at offering migrants or asylum 
seekers and even refugees the protection that they 
require. The idea of granting a migrant the status 
of asylum seeker looks good on paper, but the 
prolongation of that state amounts to detention of  
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a prospective refugee in a state of uncertainty, 
unable to rebuild and rehabilitate one’s human 
condition. This issues into failure to protect, 
support, and integrate migrants and asylum 
seekers in society. The world requires midwives in 
the form of lawmakers and civil organizations to 
unburden migrants, asylum seekers and refugees 
from their heavy loads of exilic experiences. It 
requires midwives that highlight the talents that 
migrants, asylum seekers and refugees bring along 
with them to the land of asylum.  
 
Joseph’s final situation in Egypt proves 
paradigmatic of the end of the situation of every 
migrant or asylum seeker or refugee. He enjoys 
local integration and experiences love from 
Pharaoh and the Egyptians, rendering him one of 
them as he brings his talents to the service of his 
host nation.22 Migrants, asylum seekers and 
refugees are gifted people; and their gifts benefit 
host nations. In his final situation in Egypt, Joseph 
at once experiences protection, support and 
integration, following the initial welcome. The 
aspects of welcome, protection, support and 
integration that accompany Joseph in his situation 
in Egypt serve as essential tools for the integral 
development of both the one who receives and the 
one who is received by a nation. In the words of 
Pope Francis, “opening ourselves to others does 
not lead to impoverishment, but rather 
enrichment.”23  
 

7. Conclusion 
The Bible takes a keen interest in the migrant, the 
asylum seeker and the refugee, and presents 
durable solutions to their problem. Thus, Jesus 
returns to his country and Joseph fully integrates 
into Egyptian society.  Protracted wars and crises 
in many African countries render the former 
solution untenable, so much so that only the latter 
solution proves durable at the moment.  However, 
African hospitality in host nations, including South 
Africa, where legislation makes it difficult to 
receive refugee status and local integration, has 
been compromised. As God’s co-workers in 
creation, lawmakers and civil society have a 
mammoth task ahead of them to bring order to 
God’s creation through the resolution of the 
migrant/asylum seeker/refugee problem.  
Catholic Social Teaching’s recommendation is 
timely: “Our response to the challenges caused by 
contemporary migration can be summed up in 
four verbs: welcome, protect, promote and 
integrate.”24  
 
_________________________________________________________ 
Nshimbi Kabamba SJ 
 
(Rev Dr Nshimbi Kabamba, a member of the 
Zambia-Malawi Province of the Society of Jesus, 
teaches scripture at Hekima College in Nairobi. He 
has been in South Africa for Tertianship at the 
Christian Brothers’ Centre in Stellenbosch.) 
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