Lenten Refugee Moment, Week 1: Syria
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During this Lenten season, Creekside UMC1 is lifting up refugees, focusing on a
different refugee group each Sunday. The idea for the series came out of recent
sermons and conversations around the question Who is our neighbor? and a
challenge to the church to embrace a broader definition of neighbor—one that
reaches beyond borders of family, community, and country to include people often
relegated to the periphery of the human family—those fleeing war, terror,
persecution, hunger, and poverty. Bulletin inserts will be provided each Sunday with
background and resources to help us learn more about these communities, along
with seven prayer suggestions—one for each day of the week. We are encouraged as
a church to commit to a Lenten practice of daily prayer.
We are in the midst a global refugee crisis. In 2015 the number of people forcibly
displaced from their homes due to conflict and persecution exceeded 60 million for
the first time in United Nations history. The number now stands at 65.3 million, one
in every 113 people. Based on the rate at which people are fleeing conflict, 24
persons are displaced every minute.2
The highest number currently come from Syria, which is our focus today. Syria’s 6year-old civil war—which has four main sides fighting on the ground, each with a
different foreign backer, and constantly shifting battle lines and alliances—has
created the worst humanitarian crisis of our time.3 Half the country’s pre-war
population — more than 11 million people — have been forced to flee their homes,
seeking refuge either outside the country or in other places within it.4 Bombings are
destroying Syria’s crowded cities, horrific human rights violations are widespread,
and fighting has destroyed Syria’s health-care infrastructure.5 UN emergency relief
coordinator Stephen O’Brien told the UN Security Council on Jan. 26 of this year that
the Syrian civil war is “a slaughterhouse, a complete meltdown of humanity, the
apex of horror.”6
Thousands of Syrians flee their country every day, often deciding to escape after
seeing their neighborhoods bombed or family members killed. Still, leaving
everything one has known is not easy, and the risks on the journey to the border can
be as high as staying: Families walk for miles through the night to avoid being shot
at by snipers or being caught by warring parties who will kidnap young men to fight
for their cause.
“No one leaves home unless
home is the mouth of a shark,”
wrote poet Warsan Shire about the crisis.
“No one puts their children in a boat
unless the water is safer than the land …
No one would leave home
unless home chased you to the shore.”7

Refugees leave only with what they can carry, and often where they go they are met
with hostility and harassment. Even the most positive resettlement stories involve
dislocation and loss—loss of family, friends, home, profession, familiarity with
language, food, social norms, weather, health care systems, means of
transportation.8
“I had to leave the home that I’d spent thirty years building,” said one Syrian refugee
now living in Amman, Jordan. 9 “One day I just had to close the doors, turn the key,
and leave everything behind. I'm seventy-two. No one wants to leave home at my
age. But I left because I have six sons, and I knew one day the soldiers would come
for them.
“My sons weren’t political. They wanted nothing to do with killing, but that didn't
matter. Good people and bad people were all being treated the same way. I watched
soldiers take away the neighbor’s boys with my own eyes. They were good boys. I’d
known them their whole lives. But they were led away like sheep. They didn’t even
speak up because if they opened their mouths, they’d be shot. I knew it was only a
matter of time before they came to our house. We left everything behind, but now
my family is safe. So I am happy.”
Like this family, most Syrian refugees who leave the country go to neighboring
Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq, Jordan, or Egypt. The UN estimates only 1 in 10 live in official
refugee camps. Some refugees stay with people they know in other countries. The
rest are struggling to settle in unfamiliar urban communities or have been forced
into crowded, makeshift settlements in rural environments that lack clean water,
sanitation, and medical services. More than half of all Syrian refugees are under the
age of 18. Most have been out of school for months, if not years.10
If we are truthful, though, for many of us, myself included, Syria feels very far
away—our own family and work and community needs so much more immediate.
It’s also a complicated war and for that reason easy to tune out unless something
particularly awful happens. The war had already been going on for four years when,
in September 2015, we got a terrible reminder of its human cost when a photograph
went viral of a drowned Syrian toddler, Aylan Kurdi, lying facedown in the sand. His
tiny body, whom someone had lovingly dressed that morning in red shirt and blue
shorts and black sneakers, had washed up on a Turkish beach after his family had
attempted to flee the war by way of Turkey, hoping to cross the Mediterranean Sea
to Europe and then on to a family member in Canada. They were on a dingy
captained by a human smuggler when the sea got rough, the smuggler abandoned
the boat, and it capsized. Aylan’s father desperately tried to hold onto his wife,
Aylan, and their other son that day. He lost them all.11, 12
With that one photo, suddenly the deaths of refugees in the Mediterranean, a
tragically common occurrence, inspired widespread outrage. 13 It actually changed
European policy on receiving refugees. 14 But memories are short. Our routines and

preoccupations return, and the war fades from our consciousness. In December of
2016, just a few months after Aylan died, Christianity Today reported that American
Christians were less responsive to the Syrian crisis than they were a year ago, with
the number committed to praying for refugees down by more than a third.15
Refugee stories are often very hard to hear, but our faith calls us to pay attention to
the suffering in the world. Our faith calls us to be compassionate. To have
compassion means to suffer with, to put ourselves in the shoes of the other. The
reason the photograph of Aylan Kurdi touched us so profoundly was because it
humanized the crisis. He was a child. His death was an indictment of collective
human failure to care for the least of us. “Truly I tell you,” Jesus said in Matt. 25, “just
as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to
me.”
If we believe our purpose is to help build the kingdom of God in the here and now, in
this globalized world where everybody has become our neighbor, then we need to
know these stories and to allow ourselves to be touched by them.
During this Lent, I invite you to pray with me that God will open our eyes to a
hurting world and move us to compassion. In praying for others may we experience
God’s presence in the suffering and in the hope of these refugees, and move us to
react and respond in love.
In closing, please join me in practicing the Methodist tradition of singing our
prayers. Turn to number 2187 in The Faith We Sing, “Now It Is Evening.” We’ll sing
just the first two verses, and as we do, I invite you to think of the word “evening”
however makes sense to you, perhaps imagining evening in a refugee camp, or that
evening refers to the lateness of the war or the darkness of its forces.
May the light of Christ surround all persons affected by this war and bring them
peace.
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