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Intro

Christmas Island. I’m not sure what images are conjured up in your mind when you hear those words, but Christmas Island is a unique place. Christmas Island has an amazing, precious and fragile natural environment. Christmas Island has a fascinating local culture. But most notably Christmas Island is the focus of a fierce political debate concerning asylum seekers. Somehow this debate ensures that tensions and tempers rise. I expect this afternoon to be no different.
Christmas Island changed me. I learned a lot and I came home with very definite opinions. You may disagree with me, but listen to my stories and the stories of people I met. Perhaps Christmas Island will change you as well.

Christmas Island – facts

Christmas Island is part of the Indian Ocean territories – a territory of Australia. It’s located in the middle of nowhere – literally. In fact when you’re looking for a phone number the yellow pages online map of Christmas Island just has blue ocean. Christmas Island is in the Indian Ocean, 1,400km off the north western coast of Australia and 2,600km north-west of Perth.  The closest land mass to Christmas Island is Indonesia – some 300km to the north.
Christmas Island was named by Captain William Mynors of the Royal Navy as he passed the island on Christmas Day 1643. The first recorded landing was in 1688 when a crew from the British buccaneer vessel, Cygnet, captained by William Dampier landed searching for water and timber. The first extensive exploration was conducted in 1887 when a group of explorers found rock specimens of virtually pure phosphate. This discovery led to the creation of an extensive phosphate mining industry on the island. Indeed, phosphate mining remains the largest industry on the island today.

One of the things that struck us when we lived on Christmas Island was that the island is not tiny. It has around 80km of coastline and covers 135 square kilometres. The highest point is Murray Hill, 361m above sea level. 
Cars are almost essential in getting around the island. With that being said, it still only takes 20 minutes to cross the island.
The coastline of Christmas Island is dominated by sheer cliffs; there are actually very few good beaches on the island. There are a couple, but the best one, Dolly Beach, requires a 4WD to get to the carpark and then there’s a 45 minute walk to get to the beach.

The permanent population on the island is around 1,500 people. There is no indigenous population and the current population comprises Chinese, European and Malay people. This brings an interesting mix of Buddhism, Christianity and Islam. There are several Buddhist temples dotted over the island – including one at the end of the street we were living in. There’s also a mosque where we heard the call to prayer at various times during the day. On Christmas Island we often felt we were living in Asia.
We loved the relaxed and friendly lifestyle on the Island. There is virtually no crime. We had one of the local police officers around for dinner one night and he told us that the main criminal activity on the island was traffic offences. Yes, people still speed even when your longest trip anywhere is 20 minutes!

Christmas Island has a unique ecosystem. It has many unique species of flora and fauna. So much so that some have described Christmas Island as the ‘Galapagos of the Indian Ocean’. I often felt I was living in Jurassic Park. The island has high, rocky rainforest covered cliffs with frigate birds, which resemble Pterodactyls, soaring around.

The most famous of Christmas Island fauna is the red crabs. There are an estimated 60 million of these eight legged creatures on the island and the annual red crab migration is one of the wonders of the natural world. Famed documentary maker Sir David Attenborough described the crab migration as one of his ten greatest wildlife experiences. 
Our arrival coincided with the end of the red crab migration. We saw thousands of crabs scuttling around near the beach carrying their eggs. They were waiting for dawn where they would spawn – this was where they’d do a little dance and drop their eggs into the ocean. However with two small children we didn’t have the energy to get up at 4am to get to the beach to witness the spawning. Nevertheless we did see the thousands upon thousands of crabs returning to their homes in the rainforest. This meant the closure of many roads on the island. This truly was a quite remarkable sight.
Our children loved the crabs, particularly our 1 year old, Aoife. She would chase them and squeal with delight whenever they came near. Unfortunately I have to confess myself as a red crab killer. The crabs are everywhere, even on the roads. As a driver I tried my best, honestly I did, but sometimes they are impossible to miss. My wife Di described the sound of running over a red crab as being similar to popping a chip packet. It’s also strange returning to the mainland as sometimes as I drive through suburban streets I confuse leaves on the road for crabs! Christmas Island changed me!

One personal highlight of my time on Christmas Island was crawling out of bed at 5:00am one morning to go fishing. Before Christmas Island the largest fish I’d ever caught was a tiny leatherjacket in Sydney Harbour which was about this big. Well, that all changed on Christmas Island. I caught a fish this big; a 9.2kg Wahoo. I’d never imagined fishing as a sport before – in fact my dad describes fishing as a waste of a good sit. But I’ve never used so many muscles of my body at once as I was trying to reel in this fish, simultaneously trying to avoid the fishing line getting caught in the motor and also trying to get the fish out of the water before the circling sharks beat me to it. Well, I beat them. I got the fish into the air just before a shark snapped at my Wahoo. As we celebrated our catch a group of eight or nine sharks circled our boat wondering where their morning tea had gone; a great memory of Christmas Island.
It’s hard to be busy on Christmas Island. We loved the view from our street; a view of the seemingly endless ocean. It had a deep soothing and calming effect. The warm, pleasant evenings were a real delight. Christmas Island really is a tropical paradise. It’s remote but it’s a very, very special place. We felt extremely blessed to be there.

Christmas Island – our experiences

We didn’t go to Christmas Island simply as a holiday. My role on Christmas Island was as ‘visiting pastor’ of the independent nondenominational Christian fellowship there. The Christmas Island Christian Fellowship is a small Christian community who meet in a local community hall. They don’t have enough money to employ a full time pastor; instead they have a small leadership team of lay people who take it in turns to preach. However over the summer break all of the leadership team were heading off the island for annual leave and so they needed someone to fill in.
I was completing my fourth year of studies at Moore Theological College when a message was posted on one of the college email systems advertising this opportunity. I saw the ad and was immediately interested. I wasn’t sure how my wife, Dianne, would react. So I went home and tentatively ran it past her. She was really positive and we began dreaming about a summer secondment to Christmas Island.
I’m not sure if it was because we were the right people for the job or because we were the only ones who applied, but soon we were offered the role. Suddenly we were off to Christmas Island for two months!
It was an unpaid job, but they’d pay our airfares and give us a bit of a living allowance. Airfares to Christmas Island from Sydney were not cheap – costing about the same as a return trip to Europe! About this time we saw a competition on the Internet with the prize being a $5,000 island holiday. We thought we didn’t need to enter as we were already going on one!
We arrived on Christmas Island in early December 2009 and were very warmly welcomed. We were given a house to live in which belonged to some of the already absent leadership team. The house was a real blessing because it was so large, had ocean views and it had three air-conditioners, which proved invaluable in the heat and humidity.
My job had two main responsibilities. The first was to preach each week at the Christian fellowship and pastor the fellowship. The second was to make some inroads with the immigration detention centre. I thought I could do the first without too much difficulty, but I had absolutely no idea how to go about the second.
We loved the Christian fellowship. It was a group of around 30 adults or so of varying backgrounds, Australians, Chinese Malaysians and even some from mainland China. Some had been Christians for a long time and others only a very short time. It was remarkable that in this remote place with no paid pastor, people were still coming to know Jesus.
I was the preacher and also the musician as I played the piano each Sunday morning. My wife Di was the song leader and she also did a couple of children’s messages. The Christian Fellowship got their money’s worth out of us!

Preaching at the Christian fellowship was a somewhat bizarre experience. As many on the island don’t speak great English all of the sermons are translated into Mandarin. So I would preach a section in English and then a translator would repeat what I said in Mandarin. It was a real challenge to be interesting, maintain attention, and faithful to the Scriptures when I would have to pause after each paragraph. I endeavoured to use PowerPoint slides to give the English speakers something to look at when the Mandarin was spoken. It was a bizarre experience.
We celebrated Christmas on Christmas Island. We had no church service but instead invited everyone from the church around to lunch at our house. We had a great time of fellowship – Christmas on Christmas Island was special indeed.

I also discovered being a pastor in this environment afforded instant credibility. I was invited to community leadership meetings and Di and I were invited to Australia Day drinks by the island administrator along with anyone who was anyone on the island. I was even invited to a meeting of community leaders when Senator Chris Evans, the immigration minister visited. I made sure I had my long pants on that day!
I found the Prayer Book useful on Christmas Island. Being an independent church the fellowship had no liturgical heritage. Hence when it came to celebrating the Lord’s Supper, there was no structure to fall back on. Hence when I administered the Lord’s Supper I used the Prayer Book, although slightly modified. We conducted the Lord’s Supper in three languages – English, Mandarin and Tamil, which was a very special experience. I also used the Prayer Book, again slightly modified, when I conducted a baptism. Again, it provided an excellent structure to perform this sacrament. The Prayer Book was very helpful on Christmas Island.
We enjoyed being a part of the Christmas Island Christian Fellowship. Some within the church even offered for us to stay longer, but as I already had a job lined up with the City Bible Forum in Melbourne on our return, we couldn’t accept this offer. But we were touched and would have seriously considered staying longer.
Christmas Island – the refugees

Whilst pastoring the Christian fellowship was a delight, for me, the best part of the trip was meeting a number of Sri Lankan refugees in the immigration detention centre.
After initially wondering how on earth I would make inroads into the detention centre, God was very kind in making access a lot easier. One of the local Christians on the island, Danny, was a guard at the main detention centre and he befriended a number of asylum seekers in the centre. He met two enthusiastic Christians, Ravi and Sam from Sri Lanka. Ravi was a pastor in Sri Lanka and had gathered a number of Christians in the detention centre every morning for prayer and worship in the centre.
Every Sunday Ravi, Sam and about 10 other refugees also joined us for church in the community hall. For some, their understanding of English was quite limited, but they all enjoyed the excursion. In fact the detention centre activities officer said it was amazing how many asylum seekers found God when there was an opportunity for an excursion! Anyway, these guys were a real sight when they arrived in their little minibus; they poured out and greeted us with real respect and enthusiasm. This was our first real encounter with refugees on Christmas Island and Di noticed that they all wore what she assumed to be government issued Dunlop volleys. These guys were very committed to Jesus, they enjoyed coming to our Sunday services, they enjoyed singing their Tamil songs loudly – even though none of them could keep a tune. And they were also very committed to meeting each day in the detention centre for prayer and worship.
Ravi and Sam were very enthusiastic about organising a special Christmas Day service inside the detention centre. So we made some plans and organised a special guest speaker to be flown in from the mainland – me! 
On Christmas morning I entered the Christmas Island immigration detention centre. We went to one of the classrooms where we held a small Christmas day service with about 40 people present. Again, my sermon was translated, this time into Tamil. It was a real privilege and opportunity to preach the truth of Christmas and the truth of Jesus in this environment. The service, like most things on Christmas Island, was a little strange, for example the piece of paper with the bible readings printed on had a Santa face as the background. In fact there were lots of Santa faces all around the room. This Christmas Day was a Christmas I would never forget.

Ravi and Sam also invited me back to speak the following week on New Years Day. They wanted me to speak on new life and a new beginning. The refugees in the detention centre had escaped harrowing situations, which I’ll explain in more detail soon, so Ravi and Sam wanted me to take the opportunity of speaking on New Year’s Day to speak about a fresh beginning and new opportunities. So on New Year’s Day I spoke from 1 Peter 1:3 about new birth into a living hope through Jesus’ resurrection from the dead. Even though these guys had escaped awful persecution in Sri Lanka and even through they had survived a treacherous and dangerous trip across the ocean to get to Christmas Island, the hope that Jesus offers eclipses any new life which may be potentially available to them in Australia.
Unfortunately we discovered that 9am on New Years Day was not the best time to gather people together for church. That notwithstanding, we still had around 20-25 people who had stumbled out of bed to join us. Again it was still a great privilege to preach in this environment.
The immigration detention centre itself is an excellent facility. I think it’s a cross between a prison and a weekend away venue. There are many resemblances to Formule 1 motels! [pause] There are high fences, a centralised security system, cameras and double barrel locks. Everywhere is steel and concrete. Yet the venue is well equipped for the comfort and leisure of the detainees. There are tennis courts, a gym, Internet facilities, a kiosk, televisions and a library. The rooms are well equipped, and they have access to TV’s, fridges and microwaves.
The big issues for those detained are boredom and uncertainty. Boredom because there is only so much time you can spend in the gym and playing cricket. A weekend away is nice because it’s only a weekend away. Imagine staying at a weekend away venue for six months! The other big issue is anxiety associated with the uncertainty over whether they will be given a visa or not. This, in my opinion, is the single biggest issue the asylum seekers worry about whilst they are in detention.
I recognised that these guys had literally nothing to do most of the time. So I decided to run twice weekly Bible studies with the Sri Lankans over the month of January. This was a wonderful opportunity to not only share the gospel with these people but for us to share our lives as well. We met on Tuesday and Thursday mornings for an hour or so and read the Bible and discussed it. We met in their ‘prayer room’, a small air-conditioned room in the activities wing of the detention centre.
After a while the security protocols of entering the detention centre which at once seemed so intimidating became routine. I became much more comfortable entering the detention centre and I realised that the security wasn’t quite as strict as I had initially thought. I also thought it quite funny when one security guard referred to me as ‘the padre’.
It was a real privilege to read the Bible with these people. Ravi’s English was good enough for him to act as a translator and I even tried my hand at learning a bit of Tamil. A book I purchased in India many years before, ‘Learn Tamil in 30 days’ was coming in handy. Although, I soon discovered that learning Tamil in 30 days is impossible – the language has 256 letters!
We read through the first 9 chapters of Mark and I was struck by how enthusiastic and hungry these guys were for reading the Bible. In all my years of leading small groups I have never encountered a group as dedicated and who applied themselves to the scriptures as this group. We read and learned from the Bible and I saw them learning more about the man Jesus.
Their stories

As we met to read the Bible I also learned something of their plight as refugees. They shared with me some of their stories. I’m not quite sure I understand the full nature of the political situation in Sri Lanka but these guys faced genuine unrest and persecution.
Ravi shared that Jesus had saved his life several times. Ravi had been shot when his workplace was targeted by the majority group.  The bullet miraculously avoided his kidney and he survived the attack, but he had a friend who died in the shooting. It was hard to know what to say to someone who had admitted they had been shot, when he lifted his shirt and showed me the gunshot wound it made the persecution he’d experienced so much more real. Jesus saved his life once. 

Ravi also shared about how he’d been tortured, with knives and electric wires on his arms. Again, he lifted his shirt sleeve and I saw the scars on his arm.
Ravi went on to share about his trip over the ocean from Malaysia to Australia. It was another harrowing experience. He paid an agent, better known to us as a people smuggler, US$9,000 to get onto a boat. The first boat he was on caught fire. Ravi said Jesus saved his life again as his trouser leg caught on fire. Ravi was saved but the boat was disabled. They were stranded in the middle of the ocean for 10 days, with no land in sight. Ravi said rats the size of your forearm crawled over him as he tried to sleep. They were even circled by pirates who threatened to come back the next day and finish them off, but fortunately a new ship arrived and they were able to proceed to Christmas Island.
Ravi was safe and happy on Christmas Island. His refugee claim had been accepted and I learned just this last week that he obtained his visa and now he’s now safely in Perth.
Sam was younger than Ravi but had been on Christmas Island longer. He actually received his visa when we were there. Sam appeared recently on the SBS TV show Insight with Jennie Brockie in the episode ‘stopping the boats’. It was weird to see him on TV!
Sam told me only some of his story, he said that if he shared everything it would fill a large book. Sam told me how he was beaten and put into prison for three years. He was working in a shop and the shop owner was kidnapped and he feared for his life. At one point Sam spent a month in one room because he was too scared to go outside. Sam fled to Malaysia where he paid an agent to take him on a boat to Australia.

Others told me that family members had been kidnapped and held to ransom. The ransom demanded was US$250,000! Where could we find this kind of money, let alone Sri Lankans? They told me they could stay in Sri Lanka if they paid bribes to those in power to keep them safe. But this is hardly a safe and sustainable way of life. So they fled. I asked them why they were being persecuted and they all said forcefully and almost in unison, ‘because we’re Tamil’. They said that in Sri Lanka there were no human rights.
Hearing these stories first hand made the whole asylum seeker debate seem far less academic. We’d met people who had suffered and bore the scars of their suffering. Many of these people had left good jobs. These people were fleeing a situation of genuine suffering and persecution. 

I also felt, now after hearing their stories and seeing their scars that I was in a much more privileged position to comment on the asylum seeker debate. I’m one of the few people to have been inside the Christmas Island detention centre who is not a government employee and therefore free to make public comment. As I reflect on my time on Christmas Island and reflect on the current debate I find myself frustrated. I feel there is much misinformation and confusion. I also find myself disagreeing with many of the participants in this debate. So I’ll now share some of my comments and reflections on the current debate and we’ll see if the temperature rises in here!
Reflections on the current refugee/illegal immigration debate: Confusion with illegal immigration

I want to say that this is a complex and a very difficult issue. There are many misconceptions and misinformation. I’ll deal with some of the misconceptions before reflecting on how I think we should respond.
One of the key confusions in the debate is the confusion between an ‘illegal immigrant’ and a ‘refugee’. According to the United Nations High Commission for Refugees, the UNHCR, a refugee is a person who:

 "owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable to or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country…"

As I mentioned before, both Ravi and Sam, in the view of the Australian government, satisfied this definition of a refugee. It seems reasonable doesn’t it? They shared with me their fear of persecution based on their being Tamil. Ravi had the scars to prove it. These people are genuine refugees.
Now it is critically important to not simply view these people as ‘illegal immigrants’. Whilst they have entered Australia without proper documentation, the UNHCR draws the distinction between illegal immigrants and refugees. I’ll quote what the UNHCR says on their website:

“Illegal immigrants are people who enter a country without meeting legal requirements for entry, or residence. On the other hand, refugees often arrive with ‘barest necessities’ and without personal documents. Often governments refuse to issue passports to known political dissidents or imprison them if they apply. Refugees may not be able to obtain the necessary documents when trying to escape and may have no choice but to resort to illegal means of escape. Therefore although the only means of escape for some may be illegal entry and/or the use of false documentation, if the person has a well-founded fear of persecution they should be viewed as a refugee and not labeled an 'illegal immigrant'.

The Refugee Convention says that states should not impose penalties on individuals coming directly from a territory where their life or freedom is threatened on account of their illegal entry. (Article 31) Furthermore, under Article 14 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, everyone has the right to seek and enjoy asylum.”

(http://www.unhcr.org.au/basicdef.shtml)

After hearing how much these guys paid their agents, people smugglers, to get them into Australia unlawfully, I asked them fairly naively ‘why didn’t you just buy a plane ticket and land in Australia?’ They just laughed at me and said they couldn’t get the proper documentation, ‘our government wouldn’t let us enter Australia’. These guys were stuck, they couldn’t legally enter Australia even if they wanted to. They feared if they obtained the necessary documentation they’d suffer more.
So the distinction between illegal immigration and refugees is very important and very much confused by both politicians and the media. Many of the people on Christmas Island have entered Australia without valid documentation but they are not illegal immigrants.
This distinction is further blurred by the way the media consistently portray this issue as ‘border protection’. Boats are ‘intercepted’, even though the boats are actually heading to and sometimes land on Christmas Island. This is not exclusively a border protection issue, this is also a humanitarian issue.

An example of an illegal immigrant is a Mexican who steals across the US border into the US without proper documentation. They’re not a refugee and they aim to live and reside in the wealthier US illegally. Another example of illegal immigration is with visa overstayers. This situation occurs when someone legally enters Australia on a student, holiday or working visa and they really like the place and decide to stay longer than the time stipulated on their visa. This contravenes the terms of their arrival and hence these people are illegal visa overstayers.
Do you have any idea of how many overstayers there are in Australia? At June 30 2009, 48,456 people had overstayed their visas. There are around 50,000 people at any given time who stay illegally in our country. The largest group of these visa overstayers are in fact English backpackers.
It’s interesting that the politicians and media don’t make the same fuss about these people. If the liberal party was genuinely concerned for proper, legal immigration then the largest red arrow of ‘illegal immigrants’ which the liberal party promises to stop on their advertisement, should actually snake from the UK.
There is a savage irony here. Legitimate refugees who come via boats are demonised as ‘illegal immigrants’ when in the majority of cases they are quite plainly not. Yet the real “illegal” immigrants, the visa overstayers are ignored.
The queue jumping argument

At this point a common response is to say, ‘but there are proper channels which these people, people like Ravi and Sam should pursue, aren’t they jumping the queue?’
As I said this is a complex issue and there are a couple of factors which need to be considered here.

The notion of a ‘queue’ is in fact a fabricated concept. There are two types of refugees admitted into Australia: onshore and offshore. The onshore component comprises two groups the first are those who arrive in Australia lawfully and already live in the Australian community and it also comprises those who have arrived unlawfully by either sea or land like my friends Ravi and Sam. The offshore component comprises those who arrive in Australia through Australia’s offshore humanitarian resettlement program. There is a misconception that the only proper channel for refugees to take is through the offshore humanitarian resettlement program and the other channel is somehow ‘illegal’ or will take the place of others in refugee camps who are more deserving. High profile asylum seeker analyst Frank Brennan makes some interesting observations,

“The United States guarantees the UNHCR that it will take 70,000 offshore refugees a year regardless of the number of refugees it processes, usually around 60,000 or so. Australia used to take the same approach. Now Australia has decided to tie its onshore caseload to its offshore quota so that for every person who gets recognised as a refugee in need of protection onshore there is one less place for refugees offshore.”
(Source: Brennan, Tampering with Asylum,  rev ed. 2007, p29)

See what the government has done – it has created the illusion of a queue. The government’s policy makes it appear as though these more wealthy ‘queue jumpers’ take the place of seemingly more legitimate refugees held in offshore processing facilities. The government has created the illusion that Ravi and Sam are taking the place of another, potentially more worthy, refugee held in an offshore detention camp somewhere else. Yet this doesn’t have to be the case. The USA don’t treat the situation like this, they treat their offshore component separately. As Brennan concludes, ‘This is a moral calculus completely of the government’s own creation’ (Brennan, p30)
There is no orderly line in which refugees should queue. Many asylum seekers come from countries where there is no UNHCR office and no Australian embassy, for example Iraq and Afghanistan.

(Source: Refugees, Healey, p6)

This issue is made more complex by the fact that the conditions in refugee camps are not always safe. Conditions in refugee camps can be as dangerous as the situations from which the people have fled.
Moreover, the conditions in the detention centres in Indonesia are appalling. A forthcoming documentary, Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea shows some of the conditions in these Indonesian refugee camps. The camps are overcrowded where 15-16 men sleep in a cell 4x5 metres. This overcrowding leads to terrible sanitation – virtually all the men are infected with fungal infections. And the water is unsafe – a microbiologist described the drinking water as being contaminated with a combination of faeces and fungus. Then it can take years and years to get out of these centres. I’ve heard stories of refugees waiting in offshore refugee camps for 8 to 12 years before they were repatriated.
Can you begin to see now why someone would pay an agent $9,000 to jump on a boat to be processed more quickly in Australia? To be processed where the drinking water is safe, where you and your wife and children will be safe from violence and rape? If you can’t legally enter Australia, it may take years in third world squalor to be processed, what would you do?

People smugglers. 

As I keep saying, this is a complex issue. And now we’ve touched on another highly complex and contentious issue, that of people smuggling. According to Kevin Rudd people smugglers are “engaged in the world's most evil trade and they should all rot in jail because they represent the absolute scum of the earth."

(http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2009/04/17/2545748.htm)

These are strong words indeed, but I’m unconvinced this thing known as ‘people smuggling’ is really so evil. I actually think with people smuggling we have something what former Moore College ethics lecturer Michael Hill refers to as a retrieval ethic.

A retrieval ethic operates in an ethically complex situation where the fullness of the kingdom of God cannot be brought to bear in a situation. The goal of a retrieval ethic, as Michael Hill writes, ‘will be to retrieve as much good as one can in the situation, and limit as much harm as is possible’ (Hill, HWL, p133).
People smuggling is no doubt morally questionable. These agents make large profits from desperate people by facilitating unlawful people movements.
Yet at the same time they offer a very valuable service. They offer opportunities for faster processing in more humane and healthy environments. How can one suggest that being stuck for 8-12 years in a refugee camp, or being forced to live in an unsafe environment, or drinking contaminated drinking water is a good thing? 
Hence I believe that people smuggling is actually a form of retrieval ethic, where freedom, health and safety – things celebrated in our Anglican liturgy, may be enjoyed sooner by those who are entitled to them.
Life as a refugee is hard and complex. You can seek refuge in the squalor of an unsafe refugee camp or you can jump on an unlawful boat to seek refuge on Christmas Island. Between the devil and the deep blue sea indeed.
Christmas Island detention is not bad.

And then there is the issue of detention. What are we to make of the Christmas Island detention centre? Is it inhumane?
When we returned from Christmas Island I met a number of refugee advocates. After I said I’d met refugees in the detention centre they responded with ‘and their mistreated right?’ I had to respond with, ‘well, no. they’re not mistreated at all, in fact they live quite comfortably’. The detainees in Christmas Island are not mistreated. As I mentioned before they have access to a wide range of services, they are safe and are well looked after.
Furthermore, the concept of detention is also ambiguous. When we imagine detention, we imagine the main Christmas Island detention facility - high barbed wire electric fences, guards, and sniffer dogs.
Yet the ambiguity of detention occurs in that no women or children are housed in the main detention facility. Families and women and children are all kept in different centres on the other side of the island. In these places there are no bars and no fences and the children can play in the local playground, go swimming at the local pool and attend school where their needs are met. 

Ambiguity over detention is further created when we met a Sri Lankan family in 'community detention'. This form of detention was completely unknown to us before we arrived on Christmas Island, but here a family could live and move around the island completely freely. Their children played with our children in the playground and the mother even volunteered in the op-shop! This form of 'detention' seemed very humane and reasonable and makes the blanket condemnation of 'detention' misleading.
We went to Christmas Island fully expecting to find the refugees mistreated and fully expecting to discover detention centres as evil places, yet we found this not the case. There are difficulties with detention and life on Christmas Island for sure, but to simply say detention is wrong I think is misleading. Christmas Island changed me.
Further Complexities

There are some further complexities with this issue. The fact being that the refugees themselves are not perfect and may have mixed motivations in coming to Australia.
I heard stories from Danny, the guard at the detention centre, that some of the refugees are demanding and will even break something on purpose in order to get a new one. This demonstrates that being needy and desperate doesn’t suddenly make you a good person. This isn’t to say that most people in their situation are not thankful but it's a sobering point of reflection.

Also, there are sometimes mixed motivations for some of the asylum seekers coming to Australia. This problem is illustrated by the concept of secondary movement. A refugee may flee their country to seek the protection of one immediately bordering them. Yet some of these refugees see this flight as an opportunity to seek a more beneficial migration outcome in another country which affords greater protection and greater opportunity. Why seek asylum in another developing country, when you could come to Australia?

(see Brennan, p26-7)

As I said before, this is a complex issue and there are many more complexities we haven’t had time to explore today

What does the gospel say?

But given all of this, how should we respond? What should we do? What is right?
I believe the Gospel gives us some firm foundations and principles on how to respond. 

Tony Abbott suggests that Jesus wouldn’t have accepted every asylum seeker. In the ABC TV Q&A program Abbott said “Jesus was the best man who ever lived but that doesn’t mean that he said yes to everyone, that he was permissive to everything, and this idea that Jesus would say to every person who wanted to come to Australia, “Fine”, the door is open, I just don’t think is necessarily right.”
http://www.news.com.au/national/even-jesus-christ-would-not-accept-every-asylum-seeker-says-opposition-leader/story-e6frfkvr-1225850129526 

Original transcript here: http://www.abc.net.au/tv/qanda/txt/s2859473.htm

Unfortunately I think Abbott’s political position has muddied his reflections on Jesus. As we saw before, Abbott’s position is misleading as these people do have a reasonable right to come to Australia. Leaving that misrepresentation aside, has Tony Abbott correctly analysed Jesus’ opinion as far as the Scriptures have revealed it? What is a Christian ethical response to this issue? Is saying ‘‘no’, the door is shut’ part of a Christian response?

The Old Testament says a lot about the treatment of those fleeing hardship and the treatment of aliens and sojourners in Israel.

In Deuteronomy 23:15-16 we learn that in God’s nation, Israel, those seeking refuge must not be returned to the source of their hardship. Deuteronomy 23:15-16 says, ‘if a slave has taken refuge with you, do not hand him over to his master. Let him live among you wherever he likes and in whatever town he chooses’. In many respects this philosophy undergirds the whole refugee system – one fleeing persecution should be given refuge, freedom and opportunity. This is a hospitable, generous and compassionate response to people in need.
Deuteronomy 10:18 says that the ‘Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, the mighty and awesome, who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes. He defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the alien, giving him food and clothing.’ Here we can see that it is God’s desire that the vulnerable of society: the fatherless, the widow and the alien, are cared for. The motivation for this care stems from the very character of God himself. God is powerful, but he cares for the weak. God is not a capricious, ‘means testing’ God; he is a God of grace and generosity. Care for the weak and vulnerable is consistent with the status of God’s special people, the Israelites. God’s people were aliens and sojourners in the land of Egypt and they should now act hospitably, compassionately and generously to other aliens and sojourners. This really was a situation of ‘love your neighbour as yourself’.
Furthermore we see in Deuteronomy 27:19 that justice must be given to everyone in the land – not just to God’s people. ‘Cursed is the man who withholds justice from the alien, the fatherless or the widow’. Those who come from other nations did not forfeit their claim to justice or to a fair hearing.
So we can see that acting with hospitality, generosity and compassion to the vulnerable and weak is a strong theme in the Old Testament law. Importantly these are not some random set of commands, but flow from God’s character. Although God is powerful and mighty, he is concerned for justice and he is particularly concerned that justice and hospitality be carried out for the little people in his world. He is a God who cares for the weak and vulnerable. Therefore a Christian response should be characterised by concern, hospitality, compassion and grace for the alien, the stranger, the refugee. God is concerned for the welfare of the alien and vulnerable and hence I think we should also be.
Further instruction on this is found in the parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10:30-37. Jesus tells this parable after he explains that the essence of the law revolves around loving God and loving your neighbour as yourself. Someone then asks, well, who is my neighbour?
Jesus tells a story of how the upstanding religious people, the Levite and the Priest, left a vulnerable man on the road to die. We’re not told their motivation for crossing to the other side of the road – it may be because they didn’t want to touch what looked like a dead body rendering them impure under the Jewish law; it may have been because they were running late; maybe they thought he got what he deserved because his was a dangerous road and men shouldn’t be walking it by themselves; or it may just have been because they were just too selfish to help.

Maybe hospitality, compassion and care forms part of love to neighbour?
And cost? Notice how costly care for this unfortunate man was to the Samaritan. He took him to an inn on his own donkey; he paid for him to receive full care out of his own money. Loving the neighbour was compassionate and costly. It was caring and generous.
Maybe this should shape a Christian response to caring for refugees – those who according to the UNHCR are fleeing danger, and persecution? Perhaps compassion, hospitality, generosity and costly care should shape a Christian response?
The common objections raised by Australians opposed to letting those on Christmas Island into our country are profoundly selfish. “These boat people cost us money’, ‘they threaten our way of life’, ‘they’ll take our jobs’, ‘they’ll bring in crime’, ‘they don’t share our values’, ‘they’ll affect our economic prosperity’, ‘they’ll destroy our beautiful country’.

What a selfish country we live in; a country which is rich and wealthy, but not welcoming, compassionate or generous. These sound like the kinds of excuses the Priest and the Levite used to abandon the man in need.

A Christian response should be hospitable; we should welcome refugees into our country. It should be compassionate; where we show practical love to those in need. It should be generous and we should be prepared to pay for the cost. Genuine love of neighbour, genuine care for the alien and stranger in need is costly.
This is part of the power of the Gospel: the power of compassion and grace. The gospel gives us a basis in which to respond; a basis which stems from the very character and desires of God. The gospel gives us reasons and motivation to welcome and care for the Ravi and Sam’s of the world. This is part of the power of the Gospel. A gospel which means we welcome and care for our fellow human beings in need; a gospel which compels us to act justly and love mercy; a gospel which compels us to put aside our selfishness and act hospitably, compassionately and generously.
The gospel gives us motivation and power to respond to this issue yet the gospel also brings power to overcome the biggest problem asylum seekers face. Even though these people have suffered torture, imprisonment, pain and persecution, sin remains their biggest problem. As I said before just being a refugee doesn’t make you a good person. Sin remains. This problem can only be overcome by Jesus and I feel privileged to have preached this gospel message, the message of hope in Jesus, in the Christmas Island immigration detention centre.
Christmas Island changed me. I have returned with definite opinions on these issues. I have returned with different experiences and perspectives on this most perplexing of issues. I have met people who have escaped real persecution. I have seen the scars to prove it. These people are real refugees and I have more profoundly come to realise the power in the gospel, the power to give us a basis for responding to this situation with hospitality, generosity and compassion. 

I have also seen that though these people are real refugees, but they are human refugees. They come not as saints, but as sinners. This has made me realise that the gospel message of salvation from sin is a message we all need to hear, refugee or not.
Christmas Island changed me. You may disagree with me. But remember my stories and the stories of the people I met. And maybe Christmas Island will change you as well. 

Atheist response

But before we look at a gospel response, let’s consider an alternative, one alternative which many today would have us think as the most ethically reasonable: the atheist response. How should an atheist respond to the Christmas Island asylum seeker challenge?

I was intrigued to hear an atheist perspective on this issue so I posted a question on the ABC TV Q&A message board. I got an interesting response:

"The only determinate of how many asylum seekers we should accept is the long term ecological carrying capacity of the Australian continent. That includes surface water availability only as energy intensive water sources like desalination are clearly not sustainable in the long term. It also includes the productive capacity and nutrient levels of our soils, and this is considerably less than most other countries due to the geological age and stability of our continent. If we have spare capacity then we can accept more and if not then we should reject them. Impoverishing Australia in the name of humanitarianism helps neither current Australians nor future asylum seekers. " 

This response, the ecological sustainability response, seems to be somewhat sensible. However it doesn't seem terribly compassionate or generous.  It’s also ambiguous, for example, how would you measure such capacity? What if all the countries of the world adopted the same approach and concluded that there was no space for refugees anywhere? Would we have to send refugees back to their homeland to be killed or just leave them in a 'no-mans land' to rot? Is this where rational atheism ultimately leads, to simply satisfying our self interest?
However this was not the only atheist opinion on the issue. I found another atheist opinion which criticised the Rudd Governments decision to suspend visa applications from Sri Lanka and Afghanistan...

"Do refugees really consider the immigration policy of a country before they leave for it? No. These people are fleeing for their lives. The conflict in Sri Lanka between the LTTE and the Sinhalese Buddhist government is over. That does not mean that the hatred or persecution of Tamils is over. If it was why would they be risking their lives to leave?" "I know the detention center on Christmas Island is full and the government hasn't a clue what to do. What I also know is that calling refugees illegal immigrants, denying them due process and sending them back is the WRONG thing to do."

(http://thecarapace.blogspot.com/2010/04/ruddiculous-immigration-policy.html)

This response is very different, it is compassionate and respectful for the individuals concerned. However my question is on what rational basis does an atheist determine this as the 'WRONG' thing to do? On what basis does he say this? 

There is no basis provided. His opinion seemed as valid as the previous atheist opinion. In the end this shows that atheists don’t have a consistent basis for doing ethics. These two responses show that when it comes to doing ethics atheism offers a very shallow way of doing ethics. Atheism doesn’t offer a rational or reasonable basis for helping us determining what is right. In terms of ethics atheism falls into a heap.

By contrast to the atheists, I believe the Bible offers a consistent and coherent response. But what does it say?

Doing ethics

This touches on the way of analysing an ethical issue. How do we tell what is right? What is the right way of thinking about this issue? Well there are three main ways of determining the ethics of a situation. 

You can look at the action itself – i.e. an action is good because it is a good action. 

You can look at the consequences of the action – i.e. an action is good because it has positive consequences, it makes people happier and healthier. 

Or the third way is that you can look at the person making the decision, what would a virtuous person do in this situation? 

Often in the popular media it is the consequences of the actions which determine if they’re right. In this case it’s framed in the way of attempting to determine if these boat people will be good citizens of Australia in the future. Will they contribute to our nation? Will they share our values? Will they integrate? In many ways this is the way atheists have to argue ethically, for they can’t have anything telling them what is right.

But I think this way of looking at the issue is hollow and impossible to determine. How can you tell how well a person will contribute to society in the next twenty years as they arrive in a boat on Christmas Island? But it also overlooks the sheer injustice of the issue. Surely there is a ‘right’ response to this issue.

Mandatory detention

We are also unconvinced that mandatory detention is wrong. The difficulty with these asylum seekers is that they are in a very unusual situation. They are humans and need to be treated with dignity. Yet they are not fully recognised as legal agents within the political environment of our country. What do you do?

I believe you need to treat these people humanely and with compassion, but you also need to be careful of not undermining the political sovereignty of a country.

I disagree with detention being used as a deterrence to people coming to Australia, but I disagree that people should simply be allowed in.

Similarly if a person has overstayed their visa they should be withdrawn from the communities in which they inhabit.

Hence I believe community detention is the best form of detention. A place like Christmas Island is an ideal place for community detention because of its relaxed and safe environment.

There are legal issues with mandatory detention.

Other issues:

Overcrowding: A real and genuine issue.
Terrorism:

Terms used to describe these people: ‘freeloaders’; ‘dropouts arriving from the third world’

Islamisiaction: All these illegal immigrants are muslims

Invasion/Overrun: Number of refugees number around 13,000. Of whom about 2-3,000 arrived on boats

We made some substantial innovations to the church service; one of the most notable being morning tea! On our first Sunday as soon as the service was over everyone packed up the hall and everyone left virtually straight away. We found people hung around a bit longer when there was something to eat.
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