
Today, 20th of June, is World Refugee Day. The UNHCR released its annual Global Trends Report and 

for the first time in the organisation’s history, worldwide displacement has crossed the 60 million 

threshold. A total of 65.3 million people were displaced at the end of 2015, compared to 59.5 million 

just 12 months earlier - that’s 24 people every minute. One in every 113 people globally is now either 

an asylum-seeker, internally displaced or a refugee. 

(http://www.unhcr.org/news/latest/2016/6/5763b65a4/global-forced-displacement-hits-record-

high.html.) 

The Lunteren Ecumenical Conference, ‘Have no Fear’, organised by The World Council of Churches 

(WCC), the Conference of European Churches (CEC), the Churches’ Commission for Migrants in 

Europe (CCME) and the Protestant Church in the Netherlands (PKN) was held on the 14-16 of June. 

The conference brought together more than sixty representatives of churches, ecumenical 

organisations, experts and volunteers from all over Europe working with and for refugees, in an 

attempt to better understand what needs to be done to overcome the challenges we face in assisting 

displaced persons. John van Tilborg and Jessica Clark were there representing INLIA. 

We heard many different voices share their experiences on working with refugees and questions 

were put forward to help us determine how churches and church-related organisations can 

significantly step up their participation in the public debate and in the advocacy efforts in the so-

called refugee crisis. I say ‘so-called’ because there are many factors contributing to the present 

situation and the sheer number of displaced people is not the sole reason for this crisis, and 

therefore, should not be addressed as such by our politicians and by the media. 

At the conference, we discussed what challenges the faith community face; what are our fears and 

how can we find hope. As part of the conference, we visited the Keizersgracht-Kerk in Amsterdam for 

a commemoration service for those who have lost their lives at the borders of Europe. Hanging 

above the candles that were lit during the service, a large banner read: ‘Let’s fully welcome 

refugees’, with a photograph of a Muslim woman wearing an orange hijab next to the text. This is to 

remind us that all refugees are welcome, and that churches and church-related organisations have a 

duty to help ensure that the debate does not revolve around a faceless 'category' of people, but 

around individual human beings – their stories have to be heard. Our visit to the Keizersgracht-Kerk 

ended with a wonderful meal prepared by Ethiopian and Eritrean refugees, whom we also had the 

pleasure of their company for dinner. 

In light of the most recent UNHCR figures quoted above, we must ensure churches and church- 

related groups strengthen their moral right to call on their governments and societies to respect their 

obligations under European and international human rights treaties. You will find the full conclusions 

from the Lunteren Ecumenical Conference in the document, “‘Have no Fear’: A Statement”. 
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