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Refugee/Sanctuary Sunday  

 

The 20th June each year is the United Nations International Day for 

Refugees, a day to focus on the conditions which creates refugees 

and their plight in the world. 

Today I want to explore and reflect on the issues and help us 

consider more fully the plight of refugees. 

In our reading from the gospel of Mark, we read of a group of men in 

a boat. A storm whipped up, and they were all terrified the boat was 

going to be swamped with water and the boat would sink. We are 

not told why they were so anxious, all we know is they woke Jesus 

and said ‘Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?’ 

Were they just indignant that Jesus didn’t care about their fate? 

Were they worried that their boat would be lost, and with it the 

source of their families’ income? 

Were they worried that they would likely die if they were in the 

water, in a choppy and rough sea, as even good swimmers would be 

challenged to survive for long in those conditions? They had no 

prospect of anyone coming out in an RNLI lifeboat to save them in 

times of trouble. 



Luckily for them, Jesus was fast asleep in the boat, their very own 

RNLI service in one person! The disciples woke him, and he calmed 

the storm. 

Without Jesus in the boat I suspect their worst fears would have 

been realised and they would all have been pitched into the sea and 

likely perished. 

That latter scenario must be the situation many a refugee has 

contemplated, and many of them experienced on open waters.  

About two weeks ago there was a heart-breaking story in the papers. 

The body of an 18 month old toddler was washed up on the south-

western shores of Norway. He was identified as the youngest 

member of a family of five who all perished trying to cross the 

English Channel on 27th October 2020. His name was Irtan 

Irranezhad. It is believed that his family had been fleeing persecution 

in Iran. His siblings aged 5 and 8, along with his parents lost their 

lives in the cold and stormy seas. A tragic event, and one of many. 

With no legal routes to claim asylum in the UK, many people are 

risking such crossings. 

So what would make someone risk their life and the lives of their 

family? It must be because to remain in their homes would have a 

higher risk of death or harm to themselves and their family, surely?  

For a minute, I want you to close your eyes, I want you to imagine 

you are in your favourite chair at home. I want you to look at all the 

familiar belongings and furniture around you; the pictures and 

photographs, all the things that make your house your home. 

In what circumstances would you leave your home and your 

possessions? Can we contemplate what that might be?... 

What one thing small enough to stuff into a suitcase would you want 

to bring with you as well as some clothes? You may have little time 



to gather things together. With your mind racing what do you 

choose? 

Phone, phone charger, wallet, credit cards, passport, driving licence, 

a Bible, a picture of a partner, of children, of a pet? 

Would you start worrying that you hadn’t packed the right things? 

Waterproofs? Hat (sun or rain)? Good shoes for walking? Enough 

money? What would you do with any pets? 

How would you feel if you knew you were never likely to be able to 

return? 

And where would you go? 

 To a neighbour’s (but what if they had to leave too…) 
 To a friend’s (but what if they had to leave too…) 
 To family (but what if they had to leave too…) 
 To another country – does anyone have family they might go 

and live with? 
 Or friends who live overseas? 

What if you don’t know anyone who lives in another country, where 
would you go? 

 To a country close by so it is easier to get back home at some 
point in the future? 

 To a country where they speak your language? 
 To a rich country so you can be looked after? 
 To a country where they have the same religion or culture as 

yours? 
 

Would you have access to transport? A car, a bicycle, a pram. Maybe 
you could only walk, roads may be blocked, fuel scarce or non-
existent, and cars targeted and taken. 
 

Most refugees are in countries neighbouring to their country of 
origin because of connections of family, friends, culture, religion and 
language.  



Only around 6% of all the refugees in the world live in Europe – 
despite it being a very rich place. 
 

Currently there are over 79 million people who have been forcibly 
displaced in the world. On average 37,000 people are forced to leave 
their homes every day because of conflict or persecution. That is 
almost two Penicuiks’ worth of people every day! 
 
It may not surprise you to know that currently Turkey hosts the 
largest number of displaced people world-wide, due to the conflict in 
Syria. There are 3.7 million refugees in Turkey, equating to 3% of the 
population of Turkey. 
 
Since the UK’s Syrian Resettlement Scheme started, 3,318 Syrian 
refugees have been resettled in Scotland. This is a small number in 
comparison to other countries in Europe.  
 
Of course, not all people seeking asylum come from Syria. With 
internal conflicts, wars by proxy and terrorist activities, those 37,000 
a day come from a wide range of countries; Sudan, Eritrea, Yemen, 
Iraq, Iran, Libya, Afghanistan, Venezuela, Columbia, etc… 
 
Most asylum applications in the UK come from Iranian nationals – 
not Syrians as you may have thought. 
 
An asylum seeker has the right to stay in the country while waiting 
for a decision. They receive £39.60 per week to live on.  When an 
asylum seeker has their case reviewed and accepted by the Home 
Office, then they receive Refugee status. They have proven that they 
would be at risk if they returned to their home country and are 
allowed to remain in the UK for a long-term period or indefinitely. 
 
In the UK, one quarter of one percent of the total population of the 
UK are asylum-seekers or refugees. 



In Penicuik there are two refugees that have been settled here. They 
are unrelated teenage boys from Sudan. Can you imagine being a 
teenager, in a foreign land and culture, having to learn anew 
language, and start to build a new life? 
 
Today I have hardly scratched the surface of the story of refugees. 
However, I hope you have gained a little more understanding of the 
issues and understanding of the plight of refugees. Despite some 
newspaper headlines we need to be clear that no-one is ‘illegal’, and 
the UK is not being ‘swamped’ with refugees. Refugees cross the 
English Channel by whatever means they can because there is no 
other way for them to claim asylum in the UK. 
 
As Christians we are called to see each other, everyone, as made in 
the image of God, and precious in God’s sight. There can be no 
‘other’, no ‘them’ and ‘us’. We are all loved by God. We are called to 
show compassion for those who are in any sort of need. We have in 
chapter two of the gospel according to Matthew, the story of the 
massacre of the infants and the need for Mary, Joseph and the baby 
Jesus to flee as refugees into Egypt.  
 
In a world where there are so many countries in economic and 
political turmoil, it isn’t a surprise that so many people are refugees. 
With the climate emergency impacting on so many countries we 
shall see many more refugees as people leave lands no longer able to 
sustain human life. Our own actions to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions will contribute to this. Can we then ethically shut our 
borders to such refugees? 
If our country reduces financial aid to other countries, and as a result 
there are reduced literacy rates, more hungry and disillusioned 
people, it can only lead to less stable democracies. This is a breeding 
ground for oppression, popularist uprisings and terrorist attacks. 
 



As Christians I believe we need to find ways to support refugees, and 
to find ways to reduce the need for people to become refugees in 
the first place. 
 
We can start with our own actions. What may you feel called to do to 
support refugees and to foster conditions in our world which will 
reduce the need for people to flee their homes? 
 
Three books I would recommend, written by refugees, can help us in 
our understanding of their experiences. The details will be sent 
round to you all by email. 
 
   
  
 
   
  



Books written by refugees 
 
‘The Lightless Sky: My Journey to Safety as a Child Refugee’ by 
Gulwali Passarlay 
 
The story of an 11 year old Afghan boy, whose father and uncles 
were killed by the Taliban, and who wanted to take Gulwali and his 
brothers and make them fight for the Taliban. He made it to England 
after 18 months of travelling, aged 12. The Border Force decided he 
was 18! 
 
‘Nujeen: One Girl’s Incredible Journey from War-Torn Syria in a 
Wheelchair’, by Nujeen Mustafa also published in paperback as 
‘The Girl from Aleppo: Nujeen’s Escape From War to Freedom’, by 
Nujeen Mustafa with Christina Lamb. 
 
The story of a young girl, born with a spine defect, who couldn’t go 
to school. She taught herself how to read and write and then Arabic 
and English! She escaped, with the help of her sister who pushed her 
wheelchair to safety. She lives in Germany. 
 
‘The Boy at the Back of the Class’, by Onjali Q Rauf. It is a children’s 
book with illustrations.   Profits from this book go to charity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


