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The arrival of Christian migrants changed the Protestant churches in Italy.
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Within one generation the migration pattern in Italy has radically changed. During most of the last two centuries, Italy has been an emigration country but during the last 30 years the trend has shifted to immigration. The phenomena of migration has moved beyond simply being an humanitarian or political emergency. Today many migrants are settled in a stable way in Europe and also in Italy. They contribute actively to the country’s social, political, cultural and religious life. Integration processes became important in order to avoid social tensions and marginalisation in our national and European society which must choose between inclusion and exclusion.

The development concerns all sections of the European and national society, and churches are involved as well. Ruth Gledhill writes:” Immigrant Christians entering Britain are transforming the traditional Churches and could become the transfusion needed to save them from extinction.”
 At Amsterdam and in many other major cities in Europe the churches in the historical centre of the city have been taken over by migrant churches. In France the Federation of Protestant Churches reports on the new phenomena of the new membership several migrant churches.

Presenting the case of Protestant migrants in the Italian Protestant minority churches I wish to introduce to you some aspects of the significance of religion within the migration process. I shall try to show:

1) where religion plays a role during the long way which a migrant must follow in order to be resettled in a new country; 

2) how religion and/or faith can become a tool for integration or a risk for marginalisation; 

3) finally which role churches in Europe can have for governing integration processes.

I. The religious affiliation can be of major importance for the whole migration process:

already at the moment of emigration religion can be important: people may leave their country because of religious persecution or discrimination. Migrants may choose the country of immigration because of religious links. Later on religion can become important for the integration process in the country of arrival.

Religion is part of the daily life of a person. The creed influences community life and it often plays a role in the society and in states law.

Migrants who profess a creed need to express their faith. The religion can become a tool for stabilisation, avoiding marginalisation, meanwhile the loss of one’s religious identity may lead to the loss of ethical values. In this case the migrant will be even more disoriented and uprooted in the host society.

The religious communities of the host society can be enriched by the contributions of migrant communities. Intercultural exchange and mutual integration can be experienced and eventually this experience can be transferred to other sectors of social life.

Religious communities of the host society which profess the same creed as migrants should promote exchange and sharing, becoming like this a bridging tool for integration, avoiding marginalisation and frustration of migrant religious communities which could lead to social tensions.

II. The case of Protestant migrants in the Italian Protestant churches.
a) What happened in the Protestant churches in Europe and in particular in  Italy?
1) some data:

Recent researches of Caritas Italia
 found out that circa 8.700.00 migrants in Europe are Christians, out of these about 60% Catholics, 20 % Orthodox, 15% Protestants, the rest belongs to other Christian churches. In Italy the situation is similar, although the percentage of Protestants is a little lower, being Italy predominantly a catholic country. Nevertheless there are circa 170.000 Protestant immigrants meanwhile the Italian Protestants of the historic churches are circa 60.000. Not all Protestant immigrants belonged in their country of origin to one of the historic Protestant churches but certainly the big majority does. It becomes clear that the situation is very different from other European countries where Protestant churches are far bigger and the Christian immigrants are less visible in church life. 

2) the first steps of “Being Church Together”:

During the last 20 to 30 years our churches changed. The small Italian minority churches with a strong sense of identity which has been developed during centuries of persecution, and  which helped them to survive had to come to terms with new minorities which were asking for space and mutual acceptance. There is nearly no Protestant church in Italy where you will not find immigrants worshipping together with Italians in the same church. In several Italian Protestant churches migrants are the majority.

3)  different developments:

Different models can be found, as this development was not programmed but happened spontaneously and only now we are entering a second phase where we will have to reflect and to make choices : we find separate ethnic or language congregations which take turns for Sunday service, in many other  congregations the members are from various nationalities, as well Italians as Africans, Asians, Latin Americans or Eastern Europeans, the mixed or inter-ethnic congregations; in others we find a majority of one ethnic group and a minority of Italians who worshipped in that church since many years and find themselves now in a totally new environment, meanwhile in  other places there are only some individuals from other countries and the life of the congregation is not much influenced by their presence. 

4) some facts that influenced the development:

The situation changes from church to church and the facts which influence the choice of the immigrants for one or the other model are numerous: 

· there is the ethnic affiliation: migrants wish to stay together with people from their country, specially if first generation.

· The denomination can be a criteria for choosing the church where to worship;

· The language is an important issue.

We find congregations where 10 or more nationalities worship together; many very practical questions need to be answered: which language should be used, how should the church council be composed, how to deal with different ethical approaches.

New-comers normally prefer to come together in their own ethnic congregation It gives them a sense of belonging and offers a feeling of home. The risk is that the link with the host society are weak and this will not be helpful for integration in general. The other problem is that the second generation often refuses to live the life stile of the parents also as far as religion is concerned. They are anxious to integrate into the host society. Rev. George Ennin from Ghano and serving in the Italian Methodist church said during the recent Synod of the Waldensian-Methodist churches: “Essere Chiesa Insieme  To be Church Together” will be promoted by the young generation. They often have been born in Italy, they went to Italian schools, they speek Italian. Their skin may be African but their mentality is European.”

b) Where do we stay today in Italy after circa 20 years that Italians and migrants are trying to find a way of living their faith together?

1) The churches have changed:

      even if there have non been formal decisions our Protestant churches in Italy have changed: 

aa) the membership is no longer only Italian, often migrants are the majority.

bb)  Italian is no longer the only language in our churches: English, French, Spanish, Tui, 

       Tagalo etc. can be heard. Many services are bilingual, in special occasions there may be up

       to 12 different languages. The debate is now, how many languages can be used in the same

       service without creating confusion and having too long services.

ac) the liturgy changed in several places and we are discussing which and how much liturgy is necessary. How can we make use of a inter-cultural approach?

ad) the music has changed first and with less difficulties. Latin American and African Hymns are very popular in most congregations. Migrants made the congregations more aware of the meaning of singing and music and introduced other possibilities of expressing our faith, so as dancing or clapping hands, things which were unthinkable in Waldensian church some years ago.

ae) several congregations seemed to disappear but now with the influx of migrant brothers and sisters have become big churches where the building became too small.

2) Now we face many delicate questions:

It is significant that during the Synod of the Waldensian and Methodist Churches that took place last week the issue of migrants in our churches and our common testimony became one of the two central debates. The other one was ecumenism preparing for Sibiu. Many questions which congregations live every day were discussed.

aa) how to work with very different theological approaches and understanding of the Bible?

ab)  how to guaranty a correct balance between the needs and habits of  migrants and Italians? How to handle this when many different nationalities are worshipping together.

ac) what about different approaches to ethical problems: divorce, homosexuality, violence in the family, the role of women etc.?

ad) what is the role of the pastor, the deacons, the church organisers? What about the church council or parallel decision making bodies?

ae) migrant Christians are questioning our way of being church. The missionary process starts to be inverted. It is no longer going only from North to South. Christians from the Southern hemisphere often have a strong missionary attitude towards the secularised industrialised World.

3) The churches of the sending countries:

Another important question is how should the Italian churches relate to the churches of origin? This issue becomes today important even within the European Union where we find sending and receiving churches. Here we are in Rumania. Thousands of Rumanians work in Italy. Most of them are Orthodox but there also Baptists and Protestant Reformed Christians who worship together with Italians and other migrants. 

Different solutions have been tried:

aa) looking abroad to other European countries we find the convention system, where the church of the host country makes an agreement with the church of the sending country supporting the ethnic congregation financially. In most cases this is within the competence of diaconial institutions or of missionary societies.  It worked but the result is that there is practically no exchange between the migrant and the autoctonious churches. There has been very little mutual enrichment and certainly this solution did not contribute to the general integration process of migrants. Beyond this Christian migrants come to Italy from more than 100 different countries and from hundreds of churches. For the small minority churches in Italy it is absolutely impossible to contact all of them and to make dozens of conventions.

ab) An other possibility is the independent migrant church. This is the easiest solution but it will not facilitate integration, may even lead to marginalisation and in any case such a migrant church may have problems with the national legislation on religious communities. Nevertheless this will be an answer for all those evangelical Christians who belong to denominations which did not exist in Italy before they arrived. With these migrant churches we search for dialogue within the ecumenical movement.

ac) The question we are working on since many years is, to find correct solutions for the many migrants who belong to our denominations or for various reasons wish to worship with us. How can they become full and active members of the existing churches in Italy with equal rights and responsibility for the church as a whole. How can we become Church Together? How can we become Protestant churches in Italy and not only Italian Protestant churches?
.
III. mixed/ interethnic or ethnic congregations?
a) a question of eclesiology:

This is today the most important question we are discussing. Even if we have not been fully aware of what was happening in our churches the process is going on since more than 20 years and there is no return on this way which we have already done together, aware or unaware. Many migrants are now members of our churches in Italy. The big question we are now living is: how to live together with migrant Christians? Which is the right choice? Separate congregations within the same church structure or multiethnic or mixed congregations? We often faced the question as an issue of diaconia and solidarity. We thought to solve it with some paternalistic financial support, but we must become aware of the fact that we speak here of a central ecclesiological issue. We must return to our basic understanding of the invisible Universal Church which is the final objective. This reflection will have to lead us in our choices as far as “To Be Church Together” is concerned. The Waldensian Methodist Synod 2005 affirmed that “Essere Chiesa Insieme – To Be Church Together” is a basic part of our being church.

b) the process of concrete mutual integration and which model should be applied?

After a period of enthusiasm and joy to welcome migrants in our churches we are now entering in a second phase where the process of integration has to become concrete. There are many enriching experiences but there are also the everyday difficulties and the profound cultural differences which must be faced. Basic choices must be made, the congregations need tools in order to live up to the difficulties, theological questions need reflection and debate, it may be necessary to revise the church legal system. We find ourselves at a cross road: The issue is inclusion or separation. In a moment when a process of integration has to face concrete difficulties which are not easy to solve the temptation is great to choose the easy way, in our case that of separation. This means to privilege the ethnic congregation and not the mixed one where different nationalities worship, pray and act together. It is easy to defend such a choice: “migrants prefer to stay with their nationals; all need to defend their identity; the language barriers are to difficult to overcome; migrants prefer to recreate places where they feel at home…. “ All this is true but it is also a dangerous trap.  When in South Africa they tried to push this kind of choice to its extreme we here in Europe criticised and opposed the system. We were critical when in the United States there were separate white and black churches.  Now we find ourselves in front of a similar question. There is not one answer for all situations but we are called to reflect and to study into depth how to go on. Our decisions will have long term effects and therefore cannot be based on contingent difficulties.

I know that it will not always be possible to promote “To Be Church Together”. That in certain cases it will be necessary to choose to walk separately, nevertheless I am deeply convinced that we need to try hard to become churches where Europeans and migrants work and live side by side. This means concretely that migrants and Italians have the same rights but also the same responsibilities  within the church. It is a question of empowerment. Migrants must have the same possibilities to decide and to share positive and negative challenges. On the other hand migrants must give up an attitude of victimism and accept full responsibility for the whole of the church. As long as Italians are the majority they may feel the burden of sharing but in many Italian Protestant churches migrants are the majority and in those cases they will have to take responsibility together with  the few Italians which are part of the congregation. 

IV. Churches a bridging element for the integration of migrants:
Interethnic congregations could become a positive example for the whole of our society and may become a bridging element in the difficult process of building an intercultural civil society:

The  issue of how the churches will deal with the presence of migrants in their congregations is not only an internal question. The process of religious integration is important for the whole national society and even for the whole of Europe. Today integration is an urgent question for all governments and churches and all faith communities have an important role to play in the migration process. They can become a bridging tool between different cultures and ethnic communities. If people of the same faith but different ethnic background build up a relationship of trust it will be easier to promote an exchange of experiences, of values and habits. Both parts will be enriched. Such an experience will facilitate the integration process into the host society as a whole. If churches will not live up to this responsibility, if they are exclusive, if they are not sharing values, power and goods they may contribute to a negative process of alienation, frustration and marginalisation of migrants.

In order to allow churches and all faith communities to play this important role positively the states will have to guaranty a correct legislation, first of all on migration and asylum issues and second on religious freedom where a balance can be found between the needs of all faith communities, the respect of freedom of all citizens and the values, considered fundamental for the dignity of all human beings and the functioning of the civil society. 

Conclusion:

Here in Sibiu at the European Ecumenical Assembly a strong call of all churches to live up to their responsibility towards all migrants, independently from their creed, as active players in the national and European society could become a challenge to intensify our ecumenical collaboration in order to promote the dignity and the rights of all human beings. 

Beyond this all churches need to reflect on the profound challenge which migrant Christian women and men bring into our church life and their and our need of unity. European churches are challenged to search for unity also between autoctonious and migrant Christians. We are called to testify that it is possible and enriching to live, to work and to pray together belonging to different nationalities, race or culture. We will try to show that we can build something new together and that this challenge is a gift for which we are praising God. The presence of a delegation of migrant Christians from various European countries is a sign of hope. 
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