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REFLECTION

HUMAN DIGNITY OF REFUGEES

By June 2015, approximately 58 million people were identified as refugees displaced by war 
and sudden-onset disasters around the world, particularly in Syria, Afghanistan, Burundi, 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Mali, Somalia, South Sudan, and Ukraine. Many have 
sought refuge in neighboring countries; some remain in their country of origin but have been 
displaced from their homes. There was an increase of 4.7 million individuals within three and 
a half years in the global refugee population (approximately a 45% increase). According to the 
United Nations, 2015 exceeded all previous records for global forced displacement. 

With the crisis in Syria, Afghanistan, and elsewhere, the numbers have reached an all-time 
high: approximately 58 million persons were identified as refugees, forcibly displaced persons, 
or stateless persons. Antonio Guterres, U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said, 
“Forced displacement is now profoundly affecting our times. It touches the lives of millions of 
our fellow human beings–both those forced to flee and those who provide them with shelter 
and protection. Never has there been a greater need for tolerance, compassion, and solidarity 
with people who have lost everything.”

By mid-2015, the total of persons with Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) status world-
wide was approximately 34 million. As people of faith, we are called to remember that these 
are women, men, and children with human dignity. They are not simply statistics. World 
Refugee Day seeks to highlight their individual stories by honoring the courage, strength, and 
determination of women, men, and children who are forced to flee their homes under threat of 
persecution, conflict and violence, and climate change.

“A change of attitude towards migrants
and refugees is needed, moving away

from attitudes of fear, indifference,
and marginalization, typical of a 

throwaway culture, towards attitudes 
based on a culture of encounter, 

the only culture capable of building a 
better, more just, and fraternal world.” 

~ Pope Francis, January 2014
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Rarely do refugees have the chance to make plans for their departure: to pack their belongings, 
to gather food, and to bid farewell to their friends and families. Refugees have had a 
variety of experiences, and every individual’s “refugee journey” is unique. Most have faced 
deeply distressing and harrowing experiences and many have survived a range of physical, 
psychological, and emotional traumas. Others have had to flee because of persecution, torture, 
and conflict-related injuries. Many refugees have known fear and have spent months, years, or 
even decades living in refugee camps. 

Women refugees, often traveling alone with their children, may have experienced rape in their 
home countries and some are raped in or near refugee camps, as was the case in Darfur. There 
have been reports that women in the Syrian refugee camps who were made widows during the 
conflict or who had to leave without their husbands have been forced into prostitution.

Almost half of the world’s forcibly displaced are children, and many spend their entire 
childhood far from home. Whether they are refugees or internally displaced, children are at a 
greater risk of abuse, neglect, violence, exploitation, trafficking, or forced military recruitment. 
They may have witnessed or experienced violent acts and/or been separated from their 
families. While many of these children have demonstrated great resiliency, many also suffer 
long-term trauma.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Is it surprising to learn that there are more than 58 million refugees and internally displaced 
persons in the world today? Why or why not?

• Pope Francis calls us to have encounters of some kind with refugees and to recognize their 
human dignity; he does not want us to turn our backs to them. What are two ways that you 
can respond to Pope Francis’s challenging call?

• Watch a video or a film that discusses the plight of refugees. What can you learn from 
personal accounts of the refugee experience?

• Are there refugees living in your area or region? What do you know about their lives? How 
are they adapting to their “new” homes? How can you befriend them? What more can you 
learn more about their lives as refugees and the challenges they face daily?

• Do you know of any faith-based and/or community groups who are working in your area 
to support refugees in resettlement? Can you envision ways that you, your family, your 
parish, and/or your school can reach out to these groups in their work with refugees?

All facts and figures taken from UNHCR Mid-Year Trends 2015, accessed 20 April 2016, 
http://bit.ly/1WemJ8M and http://unhcr.org/myt15/.

http://bit.ly/1WemJ8M
http://unhcr.org/myt15/
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FAITH IN ACTION

• Organize an event in your school or parish community. Invite a refugee to share his/her
experiences. You could also gather to watch a video or film on refugee stories: 
http://n.pr/1VW4nJJ or http://bit.ly/1qbItWx.

• Learn more about the work of Catholic Relief Services and its work in refugee camps 
around the world: http://www.crs.org.

• Learn about the work of the Jesuit Refugee Service USA and how you can support their 
work: http://www.jrsusa.org.

PRAYER FOR REFUGEES

For all those who see “home”
And all it means
Disappear behind them
As they flee;
For all those who cannot see a home
In the days ahead of them;
For all those who dwell in
Daily insecurity
In tents and camps;
For all those who are weary and
Without hope for the days ahead;
For all members of
Refugee families we pray.

May the image of the Holy Family
Fleeing oppression
Stay with us as we pray
For your displaced children
During the day and
Stay with us each night
As we are blessed
With returning to a home.

May we also be blessed
With compassion for those
Still weary, still uprooted,
Still looking far from home. Amen.

http://n.pr/1VW4nJJ
http://bit.ly/1qbItWx
http://www.crs.org
http://www.jrsusa.org

