There is no room in the Inn

The plight of refugees in South Africa 


Since the dawn of democracy in South Africa, many people from other parts of our continent flocked to this land. They saw a bright new future arising on the horizon of Africa’s last oppressive colony. They felt they could share it with their brothers and sisters in South Africa. They fled their own troubled countries to make a new beginning. They became refugees among us. 


People without legal status. Stateless people. Their refugee status ranged from political to economic refugees. 


The said twist in the refugee tale is the hostility and xenophobia that they endure. The shameful fact is that at some point in our own history, many South Africans were refugees themselves in some of these countries from they come. Our history of struggle and statelessness should really be a guiding compass in our treatment of refugees. But many a time we regard them as a nuisance. We hurt them physically and emotionally. We see them as people who are taking “our jobs.” This kind of behaviour against refugees stands to our discredit as a people. 


Recently we were shocked into the reality of the hardships that refugees must endure in our country. The death of a Zimbabwean citizen, was such a wake-up call. He died of hunger while he was struggling for weeks in an unending line in front of the Home Affairs Offices in Cape Town to get temporary resident status, so that he could belong. He came for freedom from the woes of Zimbabwe, but he found death in a cruel and inhumanely way. 


He came to our country, like many other refugees, to look for a place to rest his head, but there was no room for him, or at least the pace at which it is created was too slow for him. His time ran out. 


As we prepare to celebrate Christmas, it cannot escape our minds that Jesus Christ, who’s birth we celebrate on Christmas Day, could not find a room in the inn to be born. Shortly after Christ’s birth, his parents had to flee from Israel because of political reasons. King Herod thought that this King of the Jews, King of Kings was a threat to his kingdom. So Jesus became a refugee. He became a homeless, stateless, refugee Christ. 


Christ sides with the stateless and the homeless and the refugees and the Church must stand where Christ stands. What are the implications for Christians who celebrate the birth of a Christ who was once stateless, homeless and a refugee? How do we make our Christmas faith real in a real world? Let me speak with words more eloquent than I can muster, the words of the English priest and poet, John Donne, “No man is an Island entire of itself. Everyone is a part of the Continent, If a clod be washed away from the sea, Europe (or that matter Africa) is less. Any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind. So never send for whom the bell toils, it toils for thee.” 
For Christmas and beyond let us remember that we as the human race are inextricably linked. May the refugee, the homeless and the stateless find the kind and giving spirit of Christ in us during Christmas. Let there be room in the inn! 
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