God at Work with Asylum Seekers by Chris Holmes
Last month I paid a visit to an adult baptism class at a Methodist church in Hull. I had got back in touch with a minister whose previous station was in my local circuit and he had invited me to attend. What surprised me was that the group consisted of twenty-two Iranian and Kurdish young men who are seeking asylum in the UK. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Initially I felt a little uncomfortable as I didn’t know if any of them spoke English, I certainly did not know any Farsi or Kurdish. What impressed me first was the politeness of these young men. They greeted each other formally, with the word “Salaam” and shook each other’s hands. They all stood up when the minister came in and gave out the song books and bibles. 
Their concern for each other was evident and prayers were said for those about to attend their asylum hearing and also, which surprised me, for a local English couple some of them knew who were suffering from illness. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised but I was. Some of the young men seemed more engaged than others. This set me wondering why. There was an interpreter who translated the words of the songs and the message of the minister. 
Bible society Farsi bibles had been provided and it struck me how different the writing appeared, especially as none of the letters from our alphabet are used. The text was read from the right hand end of each line. I felt a little of what they must feel when they are on their own among British people. There was some discussion which I could not follow but which must have been about what was the correct Farsi word for something in the context of the scripture being considered. The small group of Kurds were having some words explained to them. It turns out that their respective languages have a lot in common.
I felt God was at work as the minister took them through the texts, trying to simplify the concepts to facilitate their understanding. It was very exciting to see some of them enthusiastically sharing what they understood and joining in the singing. However, I was still bemused by the members of the group who were sitting back. I must admit I was made to think when I heard later that one of the key pieces of evidence toward being given asylum is to prove that you would be in danger if you returned. If the students get baptised that would be key in arguing their case that they would be in danger if they returned to their home countries. One of the young men told me he had wanted to find out more about Christianity while he was still in Iran and was seeking asylum here because it would have been dangerous to do so in Iran. I wasn’t sure whether to believe him but I left the situation in God’s hands.
I was faced with a question; just how many of this group were genuine and how many looking for a way to get asylum granted? I felt that, despite the possibility that some of them may have had no intention of really becoming Christians, this was a brilliant opportunity for evangelism. God was clearly speaking to some of them. 
This meeting did not fit in with my perception of Methodist practice as I had thought that Methodists are not encouraged to fully immerse. However, I was convinced that God was at work. A couple from a local Anglican Church had heard about the group and were beginning to host a bible study group at another time for those from this group who wanted to know more. 
As a result of observing how the scripture was explained in a trimmed down form, reducing the number of difficult words for seekers, and inserting brief explanations of words and phrases that still need to be included, I have come to the conclusion that a similar approach could illuminate God’s message for many in our churches today.
The songs we sang were from Songs of Fellowship. The language used in them was relatively simple and contemporary. None of the “old” hymns were chosen. I find that many hymns, despite being familiar to us, are difficult for some people to really understand. The lesson I learned was that a song that is sung as part of worship needs to be understood if it is to be authentic.
It is useful to reflect that as our migrant population increases the opportunities for evangelism and mission to people for whom English is an additional language will also increase. However, I feel that we need to remember that we may have people with learning difficulties in our churches or people for whom many theological terms are inaccessible for a variety of reasons. All this should prompt us to consider carefully what songs we choose and what words we include in our service.
I have learned from this experience and my reflections on it that God is working in a much wider area that the Methodist Church’s traditional stomping ground. We are called and challenged to reconsider and refresh our vision; the world is changing and we cannot just stay where we are. I will definitely, consider more carefully, and prayerfully, the content of my service in future in terms of the vocabulary I use. 
As a wider consideration, I will bear in mind that there may be people whom I am leading in worship for whom that experience is completely alien to them for whatever reason. Whether they be from another country, a different faith or simply a complete newcomer to a worship service, they need to feel that they understand what is going on and why it is taking place. A simple statement like "Now we are going to pray to God talking to him together or individually, using our voices or silently in our hearts." 
I believe that this approach would help more than just the newcomers. If it is done sensitively, guarding against being patronising, it would help many more people really understand what they are doing each week in the services they attend.  
 

