Speech in favour of BUV Gathering endorsement of Statement on Asylum Seekers.

October Gathering, 2011.

Back in August not long after we first heard of the appalling Gillard government proposal to send deeply traumatised asylum seekers including unaccompanied children who arrived in Australian territory to Malaysia, I was deeply encouraged to read of our Crossway Church’s call on the Australian Government to allow unaccompanied refugee children seeking asylum to stay in Australia with their unlimited offer of care and accommodation to the minors at no cost to taxpayers.  This was a strong and courageous ethical statement into the political debate.
I have travelled to Malaysia on three occasions and spent many days with refugees and potential asylum seekers among the approx. 70K of them in and around Kuala Lumpur.

I have seen first hand the appalling conditions and mind numbing fear these people live under often not just for months, but for years waiting and hoping that somehow they can find a way to make their families safer or find themselves able to hope in a future for themselves or their loved ones… 
Andy Sparkes is a member of Westgate and known to many of us here today.  He has travelled to Malaysia and Burma many times more than I have often spending weeks and months working with asylum seekers and refugees in these countries.  When I talked to Andy after the Malaysian swap deal was proposed he simply could not speak – through the choked emotion that welled into is face.. he related to me first hand knowledge of the RELA vigilante groups who round up the refugees and deliver them into the prisons that operate more like concentration camps.  I too have visited one of these prisons. I have watched as men, women and children have been lined up and forced to kneel on the ground in front of guards with guns. I have sat and tried to communicate with a woman who had did not know where her husband and children were and whom I managed to slip a small piece of paper to with my mobile phone no. under the bars when the guards weren’t watching.
I’m sure that many of us have been appalled by the way the debate about asylum seekers has been conducted by our politicians and sections of the media in recent years and months.  And thank God that the off-shore processing proposals are now dead in the water ..for the time being.
The drum-beat of irrational fear has been beaten loudly by both sides of the political fence.

But as followers of Jesus we walk to a different drum.

The Biblical and theological imperatives to welcome the alien to our country (whether they arrive by plane, boat, helicopter, balloon or whatever) are unequivocal.  The clear Biblical ethic of welcoming the refugee and asylum seeker does not need to be rehearsed again tonight.  But there are many excellent sources if you want to seek them out.
And I don’t think we need to waste time refuting irrational arguments about a few thousand lawful asylum seekers representing 0.6% of the refugees currently seeking asylum in the world today, threatening our way of life, our national security or our economy.

And I would say this – that even if they did – as people who live by Kingdom values first and the law of the land second, we should still stand up for asylum seekers – the vast majority (over 90%) of whom are found to be genuine refugees.

I would be the last person to suggest that the problem is not complex and difficult and requiring a compassionate, cooperative, bipartisan regional approach.  I think our proposed statement suggests this.

Where I think we as followers of Jesus can also give leadership to our fellow Australians is simply by addressing the failure of imagination and empathy that plagues our popular culture at this time..

As Baptist Australians we can try to imagine what it would be like to have your family home destroyed by bombs..
To have your village burnt to the ground, your husband murdered and your daughters, and sister gang raped by soldiers..
We can try to imagine what it would be like to live in a city that has been torn apart by war and fear for years if not decades.  To have no running water, no electricity no sanitation no regular food supplies for years on end..

We can imagine how, that after hoping against hope things would get better - they don’t.. 

We can imagine that on failing to borrow enough money to get false passports, plane tickets or visiting visas that would allow you to enter another country and seek asylum or overstay a visitors visa,  you managed to just afford to pay a boat operator who says he can take your family away from this living hell toward a small possibility of safety.

If it was me, if it was my family – I would do it!
Finally, I would guess that there are many in this room tonight who have met and known refugees who were once asylum seekers.  Almost universally they are some of the most hard-working, courageous, humble and patient people I know.  

On the Gruen Transfer  (a show on the ABC) they have a segment called “the pitch” where two Ad companies create a 60sec ad to try to sell the unsellable.  Some of you may have seen the episode a few weeks ago when the brief was to sell Tasmania as an off-shore processing centre for asylum seekers.  After been initially disgusted by the idea of making fun of such a serious issue, I was blown away by the serious attempt of the second company that produced a moving and stunningly simple video of numerous faces of real refugees speaking the following script to camera…
We welcome those in need..
We welcome those who have suffered for freedom..

Those who have fought for hope..

Whose childhood was lost..

We welcome the chance to give the weak courage,

the silent a voice..

And the persecuted.. peace.

We welcome hard work..

We welcome brave dreams..

We welcome those who can make Australia proud..

We are Australia – we welcome those who seek asylum..

140 Nations made us..

Our actions now define us..

I second the motion.

(Geoff Wraight 21 Oct, 2011)

