
REFUGEES IN GERMANY 
Experiences in  the ball room and observations from the balcony  

 

 

In July, an INcontext team travelled to Germany to meet with 
key leaders in an attempt to unravel the challenges, 
opportunities and approaches concerning the hundreds of 
thousands of refugees crossing European borders.  There were 
times when the need for hope was overwhelming, the stories 
of care overpowering and the challenges for the future 
overshadowing. The more the team discovered, the more 
awareness there was that God is at work! 
 
In all the joys, tears and fears that the team witnessed, from 
refugees and caregivers alike, they felt this blessed assurance:   

 
Isaiah 40:28-29 

The LORD is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He will not grow tired or weary, and His 
understanding no one can fathom. He gives strength to the weary and increases the power of the weak. 

 

Introduction 
 
A record 1.3 million migrants applied for asylum in the 28 member states of the European Union, Norway and Switzerland in 2015 
– nearly double the previous high water mark of roughly 700,000 that was set in 1992 after the fall of the Iron Curtain and the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, according to a Pew Research Centre analysis1 of data from Eurostat, the European Union’s statistical 
agency. 
 
Germany has been at the epicentre of the influx and has emerged as a contender for the 
fastest international image makeover in recent memory.  Germany registered 1.1 million 
asylum seekers in 20152, with refugees from war-torn Syria making up almost 40 percent of 
arrivals.  The annual arrivals were a record for Europe's biggest economy and around five 
times more than in 2014.   The number of Syrians seeking refuge in Germany last year hit 
428,468, with Afghans the second-biggest group at 154,046, followed by Iraqis at 121,662. 
 
Actual asylum applications registered in 2015 reached 476,649, more than twice as many as 
in 2014.  Following Germany, Hungary (174,000 applications) and Sweden (156,000) received 
the highest number of asylum applications in 2015. Meanwhile, France (71,000) and the UK 
(39,000) received roughly the same number of applications in 2015 as in years just prior to 
the refugee surge in 2015.) 
 
According to the Pew Research Centre analysis, refugees did not disperse equally across 
Europe, with some countries taking in more asylum seekers than the European average. In 
2015, the EU-28, Norway and Switzerland as a whole had 250 asylum applicants per 100,000 
residents. By comparison, 

 Hungary had 1,770 applicants per 100,000 people (the highest of any country) 

 Sweden had 1,600 applicants per 100,000 people 

 Germany had 540 applicants per 100,000 people 

 France had only 110 applicants per 100,000 people 

 The UK had only 60 asylum seekers per 100,000 people. 
(Note that the number of asylum seekers and the number of refugees differ as not all refugees 
have filed official asylum requests and also due to a huge bureaucratic backlog at year end 
2015 

                                                           
1  http://www.pewglobal.org/2016/08/02/number-of-refugees-to-europe-surges-to-record-1-3-million-in-2015/?utm_source=Pew+Research+Center&utm_campaign=95ba07b7a9-

Weekly_August_4_20168_3_2016&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_3e953b9b70-95ba07b7a9-400038353 
2  http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2016/1/6/refugees-germany-more-than-1million.html  

http://www.pewglobal.org/2016/08/02/number-of-refugees-to-europe-surges-to-record-1-3-million-in-2015/?utm_source=Pew+Research+Center&utm_campaign=95ba07b7a9-Weekly_August_4_20168_3_2016&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_3e953b9b70-95ba07b7a9-400038353
http://www.pewglobal.org/2016/08/02/number-of-refugees-to-europe-surges-to-record-1-3-million-in-2015/?utm_source=Pew+Research+Center&utm_campaign=95ba07b7a9-Weekly_August_4_20168_3_2016&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_3e953b9b70-95ba07b7a9-400038353
http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2016/1/6/refugees-germany-more-than-1million.html


To some extent, Christian communities in Europe are divided on how to approach the refugees. While the sudden 
influx of strangers has created fear and suspicion on one hand, there is excitement and expectation on the other. Many 
see the thousands of Muslims entering ‘Christian’ Europe as the greatest mission opportunity of our generation. Not 
only is the situation seen as a golden opportunity to reach out to Muslims, but also as a time of awakening for Europe.  
One pastor in Wiesbaden, upon hearing the news that an emergency centre for refugees was opening in their region, 
responded with joy: “When we heard about the emergency centre being opened in our city we shouted for joy – we’ve 
been waiting for this for a long time!” 
 

Not everyone in Germany, however, shares this feeling.  In eight of the 10 EU countries surveyed by the Pew Research 
Centre, 50% or more believe that incoming refugees increase the likelihood of crime and terrorism in their country. 
Many Europeans also worry that refugees will be an economic burden: in five nations of the 10 nations surveyed, 50% 
or more said that refugees will take jobs and social benefits. 
 
There is little doubt that the 65.3 million people on the move (those who have been forcibly displaced from their 
homes across the world) is the story of our time, and whether this is ‘judgement from God’ or the ‘opportunity of a 
lifetime’, the Church cannot be ill-informed or uninformed. A clear picture of the challenges, threats and opportunities 
will be key in determining the response and ultimately the outcome of this ‘story’.   
 

The research 
 

The purpose of the research was not to determine opinions among the 
German public as a whole, but to assess how independent leaders 
view the influx of the refugees and how they approach involvement.  
It was important for the team to meet people of influence in Germany 
and to gain insights from those who are already involved.  
 
Interviews were carried out across Germany with the following 
participants (of all ages and denominations): 
 

 Academic leaders (the director of the Department of Foreign 
Students at the Goethe University in Frankfurt and the head 
of the bookshop of the Giessen School of Theology (FTH) in 
Giessen)  

 Social workers (the director of Naomi Ministry working with 
the integration of refugees in Leipzig, as well as social workers 
in Berlin at the Moabit Emergency Refugee Shelter) 

 Church leaders from various denominations (in Wiesbaden, 
Leipzig, Koblenz and Giessen)  

 Approved ministries working in the camps (Serve the City in 
Berlin) 

 A Syrian pastor appointed by government to assist with new 
refugees 

 Mission leaders from various ministries (including the head of the German Mission Fellowship (DMG) [the 
largest representative missions organisations in Germany], an Iranian pastor working with Wycliffe Bible 
Translators, and German mission leaders who have been serving in the Arab world for nearly 30 years) 

 Various ‘café ministries’ reaching refugees outside compounds (Café Hope and SAM Café) 

 Refugees and refugee leaders from Iran and Syria, and local workers in social, youth and community 
development  

 Leaders of new initiatives: Perlenschatz (working among Muslim women), Mosaik (founders of 
mono/multicultural movements) and Egypt 21 (bridge between Egypt and Germany)  

 

On a personal note, we cannot neglect to mention that we met modern-day SAINTS in the true sense of the 
word – people who have given themselves sacrificially for Kingdom purposes. We truly sensed the love and 
care of those who are ministering among the broken and needy. Words cannot describe our gratitude to all 
who assisted and were willing to participate, especially our hosts and facilitators from Wiesbaden.   



The Ballroom and the Balcony 
 

Ronald Heifetz, Senior Lecturer in Public Leadership at Harvard University, draws on the metaphor of the BALLROOM 
and the BALCONY: 
 

“Let’s say you are dancing in a big ballroom. Most of your attention focuses on your dance partner, and you reserve 
whatever is left to make sure you don’t collide with dancers close by. When someone asks you later about the dance, 
you exclaim, ‘The band played great, and the place surged with dancers.’   
 

But if you had gone up to the balcony and looked down on the dance floor, you might have seen a very different picture. 
You would have noticed all sorts of patterns. You might have noticed that when slow music played, only some people 
danced; when the tempo increased, others stepped onto the floor; and some people never seemed to dance at all. The 
only way you can gain both a clearer view of reality and some perspective on the bigger picture is by distancing yourself 
from the fray.”   
 

In the ‘ballroom’, perspective is limited and restricted to the ‘dancefloor’, but it is where people physically experience 
what is happening. On the ‘balcony’, perspective reveals a bigger picture that includes all the role-players and the 
various scenarios. A full understanding of a situation requires both positions, and a shared dialogue between the two.  
 

Most perceptions today are either one or the other: balcony impressions that have no experience of the multi-faceted 
complexities of the reality of the situation, or dancefloor impressions of those who are so busy with the dance that 
they cannot see the bigger picture. This report aims to examine the refugee situation by including both ‘ballroom 
realities’ and ‘balcony observations’.  
 

Summary of findings 
 

The following key findings are expanded on below.   
 

1. PERSPECTIVES   
A lasting impression, confirmed time and again through multiple interviews, was that everyone (with the exception of one 
leader) believes the refugee influx is a part of God’s divine purpose for both the salvation of millions of Muslims and for the 
shaking up of secular Europe.   Leaders acknowledged that there are criminal elements among the refugees, that there are 
likely to be Islamic State (IS) fighters among the hundreds of thousands who enter, and that Europe is likely to lose a part of 
its cultural heritage as Islam plays a greater role in future geopolitical and generational values. These are all valid concerns, 
BUT in the midst of the uncertainty, there is visible proof that thousands are coming to Christ and there is a new awakening 
among refugees and Europeans alike.   
The following elements were confirmed as direct, positive results of the refugee influx:  CHURCH UNITY, MISSION 
AWARENESS, ISLAMIC AWARENESS, UNDERSTANDING OF ISLAM, PUBLIC INFLUENCE, PURPOSE AND VISION, CHURCH 
GROWTH and SOCIAL INTERGRATION. 

 

2. COMPLEXITY  
The second important observation was that there are no easy answers, no quick solutions and no sacrifice-free 
involvement that will be able to bring about lasting change. The complexity of the populations on the move is 
often underestimated by leaders, simplified by commentators and underreported by the media.   
The CLASHES of CIVILISATIONS, GENERATIONS, WORLDVIEWS, CULTURES, VALUES, RELIGIONS and TRADITIONS 
are so intricately intertwined that leaders will need Godly wisdom to navigate safely through this obstacle course. 
 

3. CHALLENGES  
Another finding from the interviews was that the challenges currently faced by the German (and European) Church 
are new and unique. The wider society is stretched and made vulnerable by tremendous social, financial and 
emotional pressures. As ‘compassion fatigue’ sets in, so apathy and ignorance gain momentum.  Wherever 
cultures encounter the unknown, suspicion can turn into fear and aggression.  
The future will be determined by how the various role players meet the CHALLENGES of INTEGRATION, 
RELATIONSHIP-BUILDING, BRIDGING GENERATIONS, UNDERSTANDING RULES, DIFFERENT CUSTOMS, 
COMPASSION FATIQUE, DIVISION, DISCIPLESHIP and RENEWED THINKING.  
 

4. AWAKENING  
The fourth impression, and spiritually the most important one, was that most leaders felt the refugee influx had a 
three-fold, divine purpose: SALVATION FOR MUSLIMS, SALVATION FOR EUROPE and SALVATION FOR SYRIA. The 
first two was witnessed in Germany, while the last is a ‘vision’ of hope and restoration in the future.  



1. PERSPECTIVES   
 

The theological, academic, spiritual, social and community leaders interviewed by the INcontext team were dispersed 
across Germany and unknown to one another. Yet everyone, with only one exception, agreed that the influx of 
refugees is God’s divine plan, both for the possible salvation of millions of Muslims, but also for the salvation of secular 
Europe. 
 
These observations expressed a deep trust in a sovereign God who is revealing Himself in new and tangible ways in a 
secular and self-reliant society. Testimonies of ‘new life’ in many spheres of societies were shared with excitement.   
 
There were also expressions of some realistic concerns, uncertainties and fears. There are criminal elements among 
the refugees (just as there are among the general population, but circumstances may have exacerbated criminal 
propensities). It is also highly likely that there are some IS extremists among the hundreds of thousands who enter, 
raising the risk of terror attacks. Then there is the good chance that Europe will lose a part of its cultural identity in the 
future, as Islam starts playing a greater role in determining geopolitical and generational values. Many are feeling the 
pressure of caring for a culture that they do not fully understand and a society that they do not fully trust, and while 
some expressed fear of the loss of ‘German identity’, few were able to define exactly what comprises this German 
identity.  
 
These legitimate concerns were, however, secondary to an appreciation of and joy about what God is doing, such as 
bringing thousands to a new faith in Christ and ‘waking up’ Europeans in positive ways.  
 

The ‘Ballroom’ Experience 
 

Two Syrian pastors and one Syrian family were interviewed during 
the visit.  One of the pastors, a refugee himself, has only been in 
Germany for 10 months, while the other has lived there for more 
than ten years. The two had completely different experiences and 
contrasting observations, both of which are important. 
 
We met the first pastor at a wedding of two refugees in Koblenz. He 
started our interview with the story of Moses, who was not only 
saved himself (as he drifted across the water in a papyrus basket 
into the hands of Pharaohs’ daughter) but who also became 
instrumental in the salvation of Israel. This pastor has also been 
saved from the water (he recently fled across the ocean in a dinghy 
to be saved by Germans after a number of death threats), and 

believes that refugees, like Moses, will eventually result in the salvation of a people (Europe).  He currently leads a 
church of hundreds, of whom 85% are Syrian refugees. 
 
He confirmed the message the team heard previously in Lebanon: “Stop looking at them as refugees. First we must 
have the right attitude. We need to see them as human beings.” He also shared the testimony of how an IS member 
recently came to know Christ at one of their meetings, and said that “God is now doing a mighty work among the 
refugees… we simply need to collect what God is doing.”  
 
The second Syrian pastor, who has lived in Germany for more than 10 years, expressed more concern. He is currently 
employed by the city council to interview new asylum seekers, and shared how he saw “fear and sadness in the eyes 
of the people”. Even though evangelism is prohibited, he said that after only the second meeting, three refugees came 
to know Christ.  
 
But he also elaborated on the challenges and concerns he has for the road ahead. “Many churches focus on evangelism. 
We focus on the second level – what happens after conversions. We focus on the growth of new converts. But churches 
are naïve.  In the last three months, we have seen violence increasing. We have witnessed psychological challenges, 
depression setting in, and family problems. German tolerance is also coming to an end. Soon the ‘welcome’ signs will 
become ‘go back’!” 
 



He confirmed the challenge that many Muslims entering Europe have little understanding of Christianity, and many 
German churches do not have an evangelistic or mission ‘DNA’.  He compared the difficulty of churches dealing with 
the sudden influx of thousands to a sewerage system overwhelmed during a heavy rainfall. Additionally, he expressed 
concern about Saudi Arabia making millions of Euros available for the building of mosques across Europe. 
 
A valuable insight was that many refugees came to churches not in search of faith but in search of help, which still 
offers a divine opportunity to reach out with the love of Christ, addressing the needs of body, spirit and soul.   
 
A Syrian Christian family interviewed in Berlin expressed confidence that their presence in Germany will benefit the 
country on a spiritual level: “I feel us being here will help Germany become Christian again. We were so shocked to see 
the secularism and liberalism. Maybe our love for Jesus is what we can give to Germany.” 
 

The ‘Balcony’ Observation 
 

The key to understanding God’s purposes is comprehending 
that we serve a ‘multi-purpose’ God. There is normally a 
sequence of events that unfolds when Christians display 
Christ in society: a new unity, a new awareness and a new 
integrity. These are all virtues that seem to disappear in 
times of abundance and prosperity. An objective observation 
of the refugee influx reveals a number of positive 
consequences of their presence.   
 
The following observations were made by leaders we 
interviewed, confirming that God is doing something new in 
(and through) the Church in Europe: 
 

 CHURCH UNITY: “We have seen that the refugees have united churches. Those who have not previously co-
operated now work together.” (Director of EMO, a mission organisation, in Wiesbaden) 

 MISSION AWARENESS: “There is a new awareness of missions. God is now bringing the nations to us. God’s work 
among the nations is now taking place here in my village. We are now talking to people in the midst of their 
circumstances.” (Pastor from Wiesbaden) 

 ISLAMIC AWARENESS: “Islam is now being discussed openly for the first time in many years.” (Pastor in 
Wiesbaden) 

 ISLAMIC UNDERSTANDING: “I came to understand Islam and how many Muslims live here in the refugee camp.  
Some of them are very bad.” (Syrian refugee in Leipzig) 

 PUBLIC INFLUENCE: “In general, the refugees are skilled and motivated people, to start life anew. We need their 
skills and labour in Germany.” (Pastor in Wiesbaden) 

 PURPOSE AND VISION: “I find peace in my heart that God is in control. Many churches who became isolated have 
now found a new vision in themselves in helping refugees. There is a new purpose.” (Director at Goethe University)  

 CHURCH GROWTH: “I believe the refugees are a great boost for the Church. Many churches are growing with new 
members. Some churches now have more than 50% refugees.” (Pastor in Wiesbaden) 

 SOCIAL INTEGRITY: “Secular journalists and the media in general now have a new appreciation for Evangelicals.  
There is a whole new consideration for religion.” (Pastor in Wiesbaden) 
 

 

2. COMPLEXITY   
 

It was made very clear that there are no easy answers and no quick solutions to the multiple challenges of the refugee 
influx, and there will be no sacrifice-free involvement if lasting solutions are to be found. The complexity of populations 
on the move is often underestimated by leaders, simplified by commentators and underreported by the media. 
 

The ‘Ballroom’ Experience 
 

Even though the leaders interviewed expressed an overwhelming excitement about the opportunities presented by 
the refugee crisis, they were very aware of the complexity and reality of the current challenges faced:   



 
The clash of civilisations   
Many refugees come from an older, slower-paced civilization where life, culture and traditions are inseparable. 
Arriving in the fast-paced lifestyle of countries with comparatively short, modern histories and traditions results in 
both disillusionment (for those arriving) and impatience (for those receiving). One social worker complained that “they 
come to our office with all their letters in their pockets instead of putting them neatly in files”. Small frustrations, 
compounded over time, often result in major blow-ups. 
 
The clash of worldviews 
In the Muslim world, every aspect of life is filtered through a prism of ‘honour and shame’. Europeans, meanwhile, 
filter their daily lives through the lens of ‘right and wrong’. Structures demand that procedures are followed and that 
things are done correctly. For Muslims, being without ‘purpose’ and sitting around all day waiting for bureaucracy to 
happen is considered shameful for many, as is being treated like a refugee. One leader explained that “being 
condemned to do nothing while waiting for the necessary papers is torture for many.” For Westerners, this is difficult 
to understand.  
 
The clash of social structures 
In the Middle East, trades are often handed down from one generation to another. Work will be done with excellence, 
but without documentation of ‘qualifications’. Germany, on the other hand, requires paperwork (certificates etc.). 
One worker explained the clash: “A young man submitted his application to work as a welder. He was trained by his 
uncle and was a good welder, but he had no formal papers to prove it. As a consequence, he has to attend a course to 
get the necessary accreditation, which makes him highly frustrated and angry.” 
 
The clash of generations 
The various age groups interviewed differed in their approach to refugees. Older people in general are fearful and 
suspicious, especially about losing their European identity and being invaded by new customs and foreign cultures.  
Young people, especially in the cities, are more open to differences and change. One university student shared that 
50% of their school class were from different cultures, and that they “find it very enriching”. One leader explained this 
challenge: “The older generation in Germany built Europe as we know it today, at a tremendous cost in terms of 
hardship and pain. The reason was always that they desired a better life for their children. But the generation of today 
does not desire a better life than their parents, they desire a life of their own.” 
 

The ‘Balcony’ Observation 
 

One leader probably summed up the observation best:  
 
“The challenge for us as leaders is to navigate our way 
through the challenges, opportunities and positives.  We 
have now moved from the excitement in seeing the 
harvest to the reality of where to start…” 
 
Observations reveal that current challenges, if not 
addressed in a culturally acceptable manner, will lead to 
future tensions: 
 
A clash of traditions  
For most Muslims, identity and the tradition of religion 
are inseparable. You are what you believe. This includes 
views about women: their role in family life, the way they 
dress in public and their social life; and the role of men: 

their authority, their rights and their privileges. Gender roles in the Western world are based more on rights than 
traditions, and this could result in conflict if not understood and addressed correctly. For example, the way that 
Western women dress could be a major source of offense to some and a temptation to others. 
 
A clash of cultures   
Cultural priorities in the Muslim world revolve predominantly around relationships, which take priority above business 
and appointments. In Europe, daily life is individualistic, with a focus on punctuality and efficiency. A focus in Islamic 



culture is CARING for people, while the Western focus is on HELPING people. The clash of these two cultural 
approaches is likely to increase in frequency and intensity. One lady who took in a refugee family to live with her 
explained how the wife demands to be taken to the shops at all times, and while this could be interpreted as individual 
selfishness, it is actually a cultural expectation. One leader explained the danger of this clash: “Through 
misunderstanding cultures, we are creating societies within societies. This is the beginning of a perilous society.” Such 
a society is not only unsustainable in the long term, but will also lead to the alienation of subsequent generations. 
 
A clash of classes  
One of the main concerns/complaints raised by a number of Germans was that in many camps, refugees simply refuse 
to help with general maintenance and cleaning.  In one camp we met a young dentist from Iraq who simply felt that 
cleaning the floors was shameful and beneath his status. It was not a matter of laziness, but of a different worldview 
that encompassed class distinctions, making it shameful for a qualified man to help with cleaning.   
 
A clash of values 
“Refugees have social values and not spiritual values. When removed from their known societies, their values shift,” 
explained one mission leader. “When Muslims find it difficult to integrate and live according to their values, they start 
forming their own communities. This allows for the possibility that Muslim refugees could become more radical and 
prone to acts of violence.”   
 
A clash of religions  
In post-WWII Germany, people were so busy rebuilding the economy that they often neglected relationships, 
especially with God. They succeeded in rebuilding their nation, but failed to maintain their spiritual lives. Secularism 
became the norm as faith was separated from daily life. This is a foreign concept for Muslims: for them, religion is 
intertwined with daily life and cannot be separated. When the spiritual lifestyles of Muslims are challenged – whether 
it be the wearing of a veil, taking off from work to pray or promoting the call to prayer in public – the challenge will be 
viewed as an attack on both their religion and culture, leading to animosity and clashes.   
 
We all confess that the future is in God’s hands, BUT how we travel that road is up to the Church. As long as Christians 
continue to reach out in love and anguish, there will not be a platform for radical movements to fill a vacuum. However, 
if Christians respond with fear and suspicion, the consequences could be disastrous. Islam moves easily into gaps left 
open by Christian apathy.   
 

3. CHALLENGES 
 

Different perspectives in a complex situation will always result in challenges. 
These challenges often go hand in hand with opportunities, but the road 
ahead for the Church in Germany is new and unique. The various interviews 
highlighted the vulnerability of a stretched society under tremendous social, 
financial and emotional pressure and facing ‘compassion fatigue’. Under 
these conditions, apathy and ignorance, as well as suspicion, fear and 
aggression, take root. Only through Christ can cultures meet peacefully and 
reconcile their differences. Some regions are considered ‘powder kegs’, 
where the possibility of European fears colliding dangerously with refugee 
disillusionment is becoming more real. In other regions, people have found 
solutions that have enabled them to live in harmony with one another. 
 

The ‘Ballroom’ Experience 
 

The first impression the team got in terms of challenges was a general lack 
of gratitude from the refugees. This is obviously a generalisation, as many 
refugees are extremely grateful for all the help and assistance they receive, 
but the reality is that some refugees (due to severe trauma, cultural 
overload or a sense of ‘entitlement’ to sympathy) do not display the gratitude that many caregivers expect.  A lack of 
gratitude often results in a ‘compassion cynicism’, and those who sacrifice deeply to care for refugees might feel it is 
‘not worth it’.  Efforts that go unappreciated will create antagonism and widen the gap between those who care and 



those who resist. The challenge is to encourage gratitude without robbing people of dignity. The approach to rectifying 
this can only happen once the challenges in the ‘balcony observation’ are met. 

The second challenge is that not all refugees can be neatly categorised under one umbrella. Syrian refugees in Germany 
are completely different to Iranian or Afghani refugees in Germany, and should thus not be approached in the same 
way. It is also important to deal with those who are refugees (temporary residents, hosted in emergency camps) in a 
different way to those who have been granted asylum (requiring integration and assistance to become self-sufficient).   
 
According to the PEW Foundation, not all asylum seekers are allowed to stay in Europe. The success rate of asylum 
applications varies dramatically by country of origin. In 2015, for example, nearly all asylum seekers from Syria (97%) 
whose applications were processed were given refugee status in the first phase of the decision-making process. The 
large majority of Eritreans and Iraqis who applied also received positive decisions. Between 60% and 70% of Afghani, 
Iranian and Somalian asylum seekers were awarded refugee status in 2015. All other leading nationalities of asylum 
seekers in Europe had positive decision rates well below 50%. Meanwhile, less than 5% of asylum cases from other 
European countries (such as Kosovo, Albania and Serbia) were granted positive decisions in 2015. 
 
A number of leaders expressed concern about rumours that Afghanistan might be declared a ‘safe’ country in the near 
future and that all Afghanis will be returned home. This creates tremendous challenges for German workers in the 
camps, as Syrians generally take a position of non-involvement in camp maintenance (being assured of asylum), while 
Afghanis are usually the ones found working and cleaning in an endeavour to secure a good report with the hope of 
obtaining asylum. This disparity creates jealousy and animosity among refugees. 
 
Different approaches to the refugees were also evident in the way that some Christian workers preferred to build 
relationships before sharing the Gospel, while others sought to provide immediate spiritual as well as practical relief.   
 
For church leaders, there is also the challenge of preaching sermons that need to be tailored for a more diverse 
audience. One pastor explained the challenge: “Sermons now need to contain teaching elements for the mature and 
the ‘new-born’. Solid and baby food. Classes are offered for those who convert, but pastors are aware that in every 
service there might be people who are exposed to the Gospel for the first time.” 
 

The ‘Balcony’ Observation 
 
From an observational point of view, the challenges seem overwhelming, confirming that only a Sovereign God can 
provide the answers and means of turning this tragedy into a triumph. 
 
The Challenge of Integration 
One of the key issues addressed by all leaders was the ‘buzzword’ concerning refugees: INTEGRATION. Integration 
seems like an ideal situation, but impossible to achieve. No refugee is able to give up their culture and traditions and 
become a perfect German. One pastor, a Muslim convert from Iran, offered a perspective that might prove to be the 
answer: “We should not seek integration but semi-parallelism. We should not seek to become Germans, but live 
parallel with Germans, without losing our own identities. We can still visit our own doctors, eat our own food and 
listen to our own music, while living in harmony with the people of this nation. Integration could result in 
fundamentalism. The fear of losing your identity results in you fighting for it.” In order to alleviate the fears Germans 
have of losing their identity, and to address the apprehension refugees experience in a new culture, a new model 
needs to be sought. 
 
The Challenge of Relationships 

No other country is currently looking after refugees as well as Germany:  they are treated like German citizens and 
receive the same subsidies as unemployed Germans. This is admirable in light of Scripture (Leviticus 19:34 “The 
foreigner residing among you must be treated as your native-born. Love them as yourself, for you were foreigners in 
Egypt.”) 

 



But the challenge is not only meeting the true needs of the people. “The biggest 
challenge is relational, not physical,” one pastor explained. Too often refugees are 
seen as people with needs, and not as needy people. In most camps visited, there 
were no (or very few) counsellors to look after emotional/psychological needs. 
Families have been torn apart, children are traumatised, and many are broken. 
The need is not always food and clothing, but someone who is willing to listen. 
One worker shared how refugees simply walk into her office, close the door and 
start sharing. 

 

The Challenge of Bureaucracy 
Entrance to the camps is regulated, and compounds are controlled by government 
officials. Christians need abide by the laws in order to ensure continued 
involvement. One pastor shared that the government has taken control of the 
physical needs of the refugees, and that churches are limited in their allowed 
involvement. The ‘rules of engagement’ may limit spontaneous involvement, but 
this also necessitates that churches work together in even greater harmony. 

 

The Challenge of Generations 
One of the mission leaders explained this generational challenge: “The older 
generation does not have a mission mind-set. They cannot imagine that the 
mission field can now be their neighbourhood. Their perspectives were shaped 
through a world war and a defensive age. The age group of 40- to 60-year-olds, 
however, are liberal in their theology. They will not engage in evangelising other 
faiths. The end result is the same. These two groups are very active in social 
aspects: teaching the language, helping to complete forms, a lot of activities. But, 
in terms of reaching the lost, we have a great need. Facing such large numbers, 
the German Church is not strong enough to deal effectively with the challenge of 
evangelism.”   
 

The Challenge of Discipleship 
A pastor shared that many refugees have shown interest in the Gospel, but the 
danger is that Christians seek converts instead of making disciples. There needs to 
be a new model of discipling those who come to know Christ in a first-generation 
scenario, with a clear vision of discipling them to reach the people of their new 
communities. 

 

The Challenge of Customs 

The challenge for the Church is to address what the government cannot – the emptiness, confusion and frustration 
created by being in a foreign culture, speaking a foreign language and dealing with foreign customs.  “A simple example 
is separating trash,” one worker explained. “This is a foreign concept to Arabs and frustrating to Germans if it is not 
done correctly.”   
 

The Challenge of ‘Compassion Fatigue’  
“We are starting to suffer from compassion fatigue,” said one of the mission leaders. At first everybody wanted to be 
involved in one way or another, but today people are getting used to stories of hardship and this can easily lead to 
apathy. 
 

The Challenge of Division 
As one person explained: “The purpose of the attacks by IS supporters is to create a rift in the West between the 
people who welcome refugees and those who are suspicious. If they succeed in turning empathy into anger they will 
eventually succeed in their goal of dividing Europeans.” 
 

The Challenge of a Renewed Thinking 
The situation of the Church in Germany has transformed dramatically over the past five years, and this needs to be 
reflected in new initiatives and approaches to preaching. There were three initiatives that stood out as the team 
interviewed different ministries: 
 

CAMPS AND CENTERS 



One of the new initiatives, adopted by a number of churches who faced the 
dilemma of how to translate the sermon into different languages, is an app for 
simultaneous translations. “This is a new adventure for us,” said one Iranian 
pastor. “We now see different faces in church every Sunday. God loves diversity, 
but we need to be prepared.” 
 
Another exciting new concept is the Mono-Multicultural Movement. It started 
in Giessen five years ago and seeks to integrate converts from the refugee 
community and converts from the German community into a multicultural, 
reconciliation faith experience. This initiative is not about integrating refugee 
converts into existing German churches, but about seeing converts from all levels 
of societies meeting together and reaching out together. 
 
One pastor shared a testimony of an Iraqi refugee who came to know Christ and 
then invited an atheist German co-worker to watch the ‘Jesus movie’ with him and his family. The Iraqi went from 
refugee to missionary in a matter of days, and found common ground with a new German believer as they 
fellowshipped together in their new-found faith. 
 
The third exciting new concept is the Egypt 21 initiative, a joint venture between Christians in Egypt and Germany, in 
which German Christians travel to Egypt for four months to receive language and cultural training in order to work 
with Arab-speaking refugees in Germany. This addresses a key need when working with refugees: the ability to 
communicate linguistically and culturally.   
 
Interestingly, the second and third initiatives were born in the hearts of leaders who had previous cross-cultural 
experience:  both had travelled and lived abroad for some time. 
 

4. AWAKENING   
 

The fourth observation, and spiritually the most important one, was the fact that most leaders felt the refugee influx 
had a three-fold, divine purpose: firstly, that the refugee crisis is God’s plan for the SALVATION OF MUSLIMS; secondly, 
that the refugees are God’s plan for the SALVATION OF EUROPE; and thirdly, that the refugees are God’s plan for the 
SALVATION OF SYRIA.  Two of these were visible in Germany, while the third remains a vision of the future.   
 

The ‘Ballroom’ Experience 
 

1. The refugee crisis as God’s plan of SALVATION FOR MUSLIMS 
 
This is probably the one point everybody agrees on, whether welcoming or opposing refugees: that God is moving 
people from the Islamic Middle East to ‘Christian’ Europe to prepare a harvest field. There is no doubt that Muslim 
refugees are turning to Christ in their thousands, and that the disillusionment with Islam (together with a hope for the 
future) is leading refugees to seek faith in Christ.   
 
Interview after interview confirmed the fact that Muslims are turning to Christ. There is some suspicion that converts 
may be confessing Christ in the hope of receiving asylum, and there are fears that the salvation of many Muslims may 
come at the expense of Europe, but the general feeling is that God is building His Kingdom and the gates of hell will 
not prevail against it. 
 

 An Iranian pastor in Wiesbaden shared how, in the 22 years that he has ministered in Germany, more than 3,000 
Iranians have accepted Christ, most of them in the last three years. 

 A Syrian pastor shared how “God is doing a mighty work”. Eighty five percent of his church are refugees. 

 In the Café International in Leipzig, there are 20-30 refugees attending Bible classes once a week. 

 One Iraqi convert in Giessen stated “I would rather die as a Christian than live as a Muslim” after coming to know 
Christ. 

 In Frankfurt, a local church offered the Alpha course to refugees and ended up with a waiting list of 40 Muslims. 

 In Wiesbaden, there are now three Farsi and three Arabic-speaking churches. 



 One Iranian convert shared that in 2014, he was the only foreigner in the German church he attended. There are 
now 40 Iranians in the church. 

   
2. The refugees are God’s plan of SALVATION FOR EUROPE 
 
Most leaders interviewed agreed on this point: God is drawing the continent of Europe back to the values that are 
imbedded in their history with Christianity. Even though Europe may be seen as secular, there is little doubt that the 
attitudes of a large majority of Europeans (whether conscious or not) are based on Christian values and principles.  
Charity, humanity, dignity, compassion and kindness have generally become common standards within Western 
culture, where Christianity created a platform for constitutions to be based on human rights and democracy.   
 
The influx of hundreds of thousands of people who are broken and traumatised has confronted secular Europe in an 
unprecedented way and has forced a ‘self-reliant’ society to re-evaluate their values, lifestyle and faith. Secularism – 
rooted in prosperity and self-reliance – can only be challenged as an ideology once it has been shaken to its roots, and 
the influx of masses of needy people has done this. Many Europeans are seeking answers to their uncertainties by 
going to church.   
 
The Church is also seen in a new light due to Christian outreaches. Within the Church, many have found a new purpose 
and vision. The head of the German Mission Fellowship (DMG) shared how 200,000 volunteers offered to help 
refugees.   
 

The ‘Balcony’ Observation 
 

3. The refugees are God’s plan of SALVATION FOR SYRIA (this point offers ‘visionary insight’ and is key for future 
involvement) 

 
“Restoration is not a concept within Islam,” one Iranian leader explained. “Restoration and reconciliation are two 
Christian principles that Syrians will be confronted with in Germany. These two principles will be key in rebuilding 
Syria. The restoration of Syria is actually starting with refugees being exposed to values they can one day take back to 
their destroyed cities.” 
 
This season necessitates vision: not just a vision to help and care for those who suffer now, but to pursue a redemptive 
purpose for the future. The future restoration of Syria has to start today by transforming worldviews, purging hatred 
and encouraging virtues. Germany could become the ‘school’ where refugees are trained and equipped, not taught 
but ‘caught’.  Now is the time to rebuild Syria. 

 
The challenge for believers in Europe is not in seeking opportunities but rather in seizing opportunities. “We have 
missed our chance,” said one pastor. “God is shaking Europe, but this is only the first level. We don’t know how many 
levels there are, but God is shaking us and we need to respond.” 
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