Relating to Christian Immigrants

Identity

Introduction

Identity is just as important to an immigrant as it is to the local Christians. It governs our decision making, attitudes and responses. It is the whole question of “Who am I?” and “How do I relate to others?” Succinctly put, “putting to death the grey boundaries.” Cultural differences can create confusion, uncertainty and misunderstanding.  It is important that in relating to the immigrant, the local Christians need to examine themselves for their readiness to adjust their lifestyle expectations to accommodate the attitude shown by the immigrants. 

For example, a child calling an adult by its first name is not common to many Asians and it is considered rude in Asian culture. Thus Locals need to explain where they are coming from and explain (many times) the concept behind such an approach so that the immigrant themselves can relate well to the community. 

God has called upon us to pray with expectation and thus with appropriate expectation, positive results will come to pass. 

What are the Christian immigrant’s expectations and needs?

1. The immigrants expect changes in their lifestyle and look forward to changes.  But this must be something that they are convinced about and something that is good for them.

2. Being convinced is not by words but by action from the local Christians and community.

3. Many immigrants can be very accommodating. But they also come with their distinctive cultural norms and values. Cultural changes and acceptance by the immigrant can be immediate or even enduring. Therefore it is hard for the locals to tell if they are doing the right things in communicating Christ’s love to the Christian immigrants.

4. Christian immigrants also have similar expectations as the locals in that they want to worship and grow in God and find a church where they can be accepted, with a sense of belonging and participating in Church growth. But not all Christian immigrants have the same level of Christian maturity and have various needs. Thus the local congregation needs to identify their needs (such as language, their festival practice, customs, etc.).

5. They expect to be treated equal as a new comer just as if they were local new comers. Not necessarily in language or custom but more as fellow brothers and sisters in Christ.

What is the local Christian’s expectations and needs?

1. Generally, local Christians have little expectation from the immigrant knowing that they have to endure the unfamiliar ground, language, customs and friends.

2. On the other hand, there are churches who are located in the rural area and have little contacts with immigrants Christians. 

3. The local Christians do have a fear of misunderstanding due to being unfamiliar with the immigrant’s culture, language and custom. 

4. Just like the immigrants, the locals are afraid of stepping on the immigrants’ toes.

5. The local Christians need the Immigrant Christians to be open and to communicate their needs.  But it may not be in the immigrant’s culture to ask for such needs, because it may be impolite to ask the locals especially when they are new to the country. Thus the local, as the host, needs to initiate the discussion with humility and patience before the Christian immigrants can respond favorably to the local Christians. 

6. Is there a model of such a universal Church? 

7. In my own conclusion, I favor the model used by the Tabernacle Baptist Church in Queen Street in Auckland. They have ESOL preaching and the topic of preaching remains consistent so that during the tea time, the same subject could be a part of their conversation. Thus they would not feel segregated but would be accepted into the circle of friends in the church. They would have a sense of belonging.

Negative aspect of experiencing Cultural differences

1. Exploitation

2. Criminal from the petty negligence

3. Common mistake

This can be applied to both the immigrants and local people in general.

Differences in:

Sleeping together with children

Sleeping separately from Children

Respect the elders



Called by first name, even Pastor

Washing dishes



soaking in hot water

Doctor: antibiotic 



no antibiotic

Flexibility and compromising

by the book

Giving food to elders


passing the food around the table

Rice





bread Etc, etc, etc

Strategy

Our objective is to bridge the gap between the immigrant and local Christians.  

We need to be more tolerant, making adjustments and learning to accept one another. 

We can only increase our tolerance level, made appropriate adjustments, and learn to accept differences, if the church:

1.
Can identify certain congregations that remain consistent in their follow-ups, interaction and relationship building with the immigrants.

2. Understand where the immigrant is coming from.

3. Treat the immigrant as a guest rather than as someone to whom you will need to accommodate.

4. Accept their explanation of their experience in liturgy and exercise the explanation of western church practice reality in love.

5. Allow leadership participation

6. Trusting God for His wisdom as there are a lot that are hard to explain due to wide diversity in culture.

Questions:

1. What resources are available to us?

2. How much time is allocated to the immigrant Christian?

3. Should the local church let the immigrants continue with their own comfort zone in the migrant church?

4. What can the church do to help the immigrant Christians in their spiritual growth? – and how much?

5. Will there be conflicting views between the migrant’s thinking and that of the local church, as to whether the local church will be transformed into a particular migrant church?

6. Is there such a place where the universal church exists where we can look beyond our skin colour, speech, status, physical and mannerisms and be united one body in Christ?

7. What are ways to achieve this?

8. Has the NZ Church done enough to understand the cultural diversity in their midst?

Conclusion

1. Locals need to see the immigrant as God sees them. The immigrants are no different from other sub cultural groups in that they speak their own language, custom and flavor. 

2. Local Christians should exercise Christ’s love, and not just love and care.
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