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Faith in the system: Religion in the  (Danish) Asylum System


Marie Juul Petersen and Steffen Jensen



Introduction


What is – or should be – the role of religion in the asylum system? 


Among Danish politicians, asylum authorities, and in the general pub-
 lic, this is a question that has surfaced time and again, most often in re-
 lation to accusations of religiously motivated discrimination of Chris-
 tian converts, ‘fake’ conversions, aggressive proselytization by outside 
 religious groups, and radicalisation among Muslim asylum seekers. In 
 all these cases, different as they are, religion is cast as something poten-
 tially suspicious and problematic; something to be controlled, managed 
 and even eliminated. Religion is a source of conflict and violence, a tool 
 for manipulation and self-gain. But the role(s) of religion, in the asylum 
 system and for the asylum seekers, is much more complex and multifac-
 eted than these debates have us believe. 


With this collection of papers, we hope to contribute towards a 
 more nuanced understanding, analysing the nexus between religion 
 and the asylum system as it plays out primarily in a Danish context 
 but with references to Norway, Australia and Canada. The collection 
 brings together a diverse group of experts, including academics and 
 practitioners, combining legal, anthropological, sociological, theolog-
 ical and policy perspectives. Writing from these different professional 
 and disciplinary backgrounds, the authors explore questions such as: 


How does the asylum system deal with asylum claims based on reli-
 gious persecution? How is the sincerity of conversion claims tested? 


What are the underlying conceptions of ‘religion’ and ‘conversion’? 


How do converts experience these processes? What role does religion 
 play for people in the asylum centres in Denmark? What rights do 
 asylum seekers have to practice their religion? What restrictions can 
 be – and are being – imposed on these practices and for what reasons? 


How is ‘religious neutrality’ conceived and implemented? What is the 



(7)relationship with local religious institutions and faith-based organi-
 sations outside the centers? 


The collection is the result of a workshop held at Aalborg University 
 in 2017, and contributions are based on the papers the authors presented 
 at this workshop. As such, this publication should not be expected – and 
 does not pretend – to provide in-depth answers to all of these questions, 
 presenting an exhaustive analysis of the role(s) and place(s) of religion 
 in the asylum system. Instead, it seeks more modestly to take a first, ex-
 plorative step towards such analysis. Presenting a diverse range of initial 
 reflections, ideas and frameworks for further research, it asks what is, 
 what can be and what should be the role of religion beyond simplistic 
 notions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ religion. This, we suggest, is a central question 
 for all who work in the Danish migration system, both those adjudicating 
 the right to stay as well as those that work with integration. Furthermore, 
 there is a dearth of research on the relation between religion and the 
 asylum system in a Danish context as well as globally. Hence, the collec-
 tion contributes to renewed and more sophisticated discussions among 
 researchers and students of migration and displacement as well as within 
 religious studies. 



Religion, migration and the asylum system: A (very) brief  literature overview


The collection of papers is located within the broader, and rapidly ex-
 panding, field of religion and migration. In its first decades, migration 
 studies – as social sciences in general – paid little attention to religion 
 (Hagan and Ebaugh 2003). Dominated by theories of secularization 
 and modernization, many saw religion as a factor that would eventually 
 disappear or at least privatize, and as such, largely irrelevant to studies 
 of migration and other modern social phenomena (Wilson and Mavelli 
 2016, Casanova 1994). Instead, studies of migration tended to focus on 
 themes such as transnational solidarity (Glick-Schiller 2010), diaspora 
 (Shuval 2000), remittances (Nyberg-Sørensen 2005) and homeland pol-
 itics (Fuglerud 1999). 


Recent years have, however, demonstrated with all clarity that religion 
remains an important factor to consider in today’s politics and public 
life. This is reflected in a surge in interest in religion, not only in migra-



(8)tion studies but within development and humanitarian studies, human 
 rights studies, international relations, and other social sciences. However, 
 as Wilson and Mavelli (2016:5) have argued, much of this new literature 
 is dominated by narratives of ‘good religion/bad religion’: 


In the context of the refugee crisis, this narrative manifests in the form 
 of religion identified as a source of persecution that causes people to flee 
 (‘bad religion’), as well as a source of support for refugees and forced mi-
 grants, both in terms of their personal spiritual journey and in the form 
 of faith-based organizations that provide practical support for refugees.1
 Without denying the importance of such dynamics, Wilson and Mavelli, 
 along with other migration scholars, instead argue for a less dichotomous 
 approach, encouraging a broader conception of ‘religion’ to make room 
 for its infinite variations in meaning, function and significance across dif-
 ferent contexts, levels and times. Religion can, as noted by Saunders et al. 


(2016:2), “be central to migration at a variety of levels and across diverse 
 spaces, from the individual, family, and community practices of migrants 
 and those they leave behind, to the social and political contexts that char-
 acterize sites of origin, transit, and destination.” 


Religion not only plays different roles, it also takes different forms 
 at different times and in different contexts, shaped by the experiences, 
 practices and structures of the asylum system, encouraging or discour-
 aging different religious expressions. Religious ideas and practices are 
 affected – shifting, altering, adapting – as the people who hold them 
 travel (Saunders et al 2016:25); refugees construct and reconstruct 
 their religious identities as they interact with their new environments, 
 with the system and with the procedures. Research along these lines 
 has explored e.g. how the experience of migration affects religious be-
 liefs, identities and practices (Beckford 2015, Fredricks 2016, Beck-
 er-Cantarino 2012); the relationship between migration and inter-
 religious conflict (Sterkens and Vermeer 2015); and the involvement 
 of faith-based activists and organisations in the provision of aid and 


1  For related critiques of similar trends within other fields, see e.g. Barras (2014), Beaman (2012), 
or Jones and Juul Petersen (2011).



(9)support to migrants (Wilson 2011, Kirmani and Khan 2008, Jones 
 and Lauterbach, 2005).2



Religion in the asylum system: an overview of contributions


Reflecting the migratory journey, literature on religion and migration 
 spans a wide range of topics, from work on the role(s) of religion as a 
 source of, or part in, the conflicts and wars that prompt people to flee, to 
 the role of religion in processes of integration and assimilation. While 
 situated within this broader literature on religion and migration, the 
 present collection of papers focuses on the role(s) of religion at a very 
 particular point in the migratory journey, namely the asylum system – the 
 point of stillness and waiting in between movements. 


In their contribution, The Refugee Crisis and Religion, Erin Wilson and 
 Luca Mavelli discuss the role of religion in the international politics of 
 asylum, demonstrating how religion has become a mechanism for ex-
 clusion, shaping policies and legislation in very concrete ways. In recent 
 years, Denmark, as well as most other Northern European countries, has 
 tightened its asylum policies, in attempts to control what is perceived to 
 be a mass migration movement from the Middle East, Asia and Africa. 


Wilson and Mavelli argue that the principal catalyst for these increasing-
 ly harsh asylum policies is the question of ‘religion’, in particular ‘Islam’ 


(see also Rytter and Pedersen, 2011). Shaped by narratives of good reli-
 gion/bad religion, Islam is increasingly framed as a threat, whether to the 
 religion, culture and societal coherence of the host country, to economic 
 welfare and stability, or to public security, while Christianity, on the other 
 hand, is equated with the traditions and history of host countries, result-


2  Naturally, an explicit focus on the role of religion in migration processes and in the asylum system 
entails a risk of overemphasizing religion, whether as the key identity marker, the primary basis of 
rights claims (Hurd 2016:106), or the main source of refuge. To paraphrase Saunders et al (2016:5), 
religion is not the only, or even necessarily the most important, factor underpinning reasons for, ex-
periences with, or responses to asylum seeking. Even what seem to be clear-cut examples of religious 
conflicts, as e.g. the persecution of the Rohingya Muslims in Burma/Myanmar, are most often best 
understood in terms of a complex interplay between religious and other factors, whether political, 
social, cultural, economic or historical. Similarly, at the level of individual asylum seekers, religion is 
far from always the primary identity marker, but intersects with other identity markers such as race, 
ethnicity, gender, political observation and sexual orientation (Saunders et al 2016:18). As Permoser 
(2014) notes, “’Muslims’ may not see themselves primarily as Muslims but rather as women or men, 
as social democrats or conservatives, and as citizens of this or that country.” 



(10)ing in conceptions of Muslim refugees as ‘bad refugees’ and Christian 
 refugees as ‘good refugees.’3


Presenting a religious counter-narrative to these dominant political 
 discourses, in his contribution Søren Dalsgaard gives A practitioner’s view 
 on religion in the asylum-seeking process. As a representative from the Dan-
 ish People’s Church’s Asylum Cooperation (Folkekirkens Asylsamarbe-
 jde), Dalsgaard demonstrates how religion can also be invoked as a call 
 for inclusion and compassion. As Wilson notes elsewhere (2011:548), 
 faith-based organisations and other religious actors have historically 
 been involved in the provision of services and support to asylum seek-
 ers, seeking to ameliorate the effects of government asylum policies and 
 eventually contribute to changes in those policies. Dalsgaard gives con-
 crete examples of how Danish parishes have engaged in such activities, 
 responding to the social, psychological and religious needs of asylum 
 seekers in Denmark. “One of the most important points […] in relation 
 to acts of service to asylum seekers,” Dalsgaard writes, “is the affirmation 
 of the unconditionality that characterizes the love of God and which 
 Christians are called to extend to others regardless of their background.”


Approaching the nexus between faith-based organisations and asy-
 lum seekers from the perspective of the asylum seekers, Sara Lei Sparre 
 and Lise Galal explore the ways in which asylum seekers engage with 
 local religious communities. In their contribution, Routes to Christian-
 ity and Religious Belonging, they describe how religion can be a route 
 to belonging in Denmark, linking religious rootedness with geographic 
 rootedness. For some asylum seekers, Sparre and Galal write, being part 
 of a religious community in Denmark can be a way to navigate in and 


3 Certain Eastern European countries have been very explicit about this; Hungary’s Victor Or-
 ban, for instance, has publicly stated that the influx of Muslim refugees into Europe threatens to 
 undermine the continent’s Christian roots: “[I]s it not already and in itself alarming that Europe’s 
 Christian culture is barely in a position to uphold Europe’s own Christian values?” he asked in a 
 2015 opinion piece in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung.http://www.reuters.com/article/us-eu-
 rope-migrants-orban-idUSKCN0R30J220150903. Other governments may not frame their skep-
 ticism of Muslim refugees in terms of a threat to Christian culture, focusing instead on cultural and 
 societal incompatibility and lack of ‘integration potential,’ equaling a certain religious identity with 
 certain ethnic and cultural identities. A few years back, when Danish authorities were criticized for 
 prioritizing Christian refugees over Muslims in their selection of UNHCR quota refugees, a govern-
 ment representative denied that this was a conscious policy to avoid Muslim refugees: “But we might 
 just as well select quota refugees with integration potential,” he said: “We select those that fit best 
 into Danish society and we select them after an overall assessment.” https://www.kristeligt-dagblad.


dk/kirke-tro/kritik-danmark-prioriterer-kristne-flygtninge



(11)integrate into this new society and a way to cope with the discrimination 
 and exclusionary mechanisms of Danish society. This kind of religious 
 sociality is not without conflicts, however, and Sparre and Galal describe 
 how the encounters between asylum seekers and local religious commu-
 nities can be disappointing, displaying cultural differences and clashing 
 expectations that religious commonalities cannot overcome.4


Moving from the spheres of politics and civil society to that of law, 
 Eva Maria Lassen’s contribution, Religion at asylum centres: a human 
 rights perspective, discusses religion as a right. What does the right to 
 freedom of religion and belief entail for asylum seekers? And what is 
 the legal responsibility of the state in ensuring this right? Providing an 
 overview of the different components of freedom of religion or belief 
 that are relevant for the asylum seekers, Lassen discusses e.g. collective 
 and individual manifestations of religion inside and outside of the centre; 


access to pastoral care; the right to convert; and non-discrimination on 
 account of religion or belief. 


Staying within the realm of religion, law and the asylum system, Bjørn 
 Møller and Helge Aarsheim zoom in on the asylum application process. 


As Aarsheim notes in Sincere and reflected? Localizing the model convert 
 in religion-based asylum claims in Norway and Canada, the clear majority 
 of cases where religion becomes the key feature for consideration are 
 cases relating to religious conversion, and, in particular, conversions en-
 tered into after departure from the country of origin. In such cases, re-
 ligion becomes a legal claim. The evaluation of these claims is far from 
 straight-forward, necessitating “a rigorous and in depth examination of 
 the circumstances and genuineness of the conversion,” as noted in the 
 UNHCR guidelines on religion-based asylum claims to guide deci-
 sion-makers (UNHCR 2004:12). But how are such examinations carried 
 out? Pointing to the lack of interpretational guidance on the definition 


4  Similarly, local religious groups, faith-based organisations and religious institutions may not only 
be a source of support and network; they may also exert pressure on asylum seekers to participate in 
religious activities, or they may actively proselytise among asylum seekers, raising questions of un-
equal power relations, coercion, and vulnerability. While no contributions to the present paper deal 
with this issue, other researchers have explored such conflicts in detail (Beaman et al. 2016:80; see 
also Catto 2013, Freston 2001, 2014). See also DanChurch Interfaith Relations’ Guidelines Concern-
ing Church Contact with and Possible Baptism of Muslim Asylum Seekers (2005), and World Council of 
Churches’ Christian witness in a multi-religious world: Recommendations for conduct (2011; published 
and translated in Mogensen 2015).



(12)of ‘religion’ in international human rights law, Aarsheim explores how 
 the refugee status determination procedures in Norway and Canada have 
 dealt with the definitional challenges raised by religion-related claims, 
 looking at how courts of appeal have approached the notion of religious 
 conversion. As a former member of the Danish Refugee Appeals Board, 
 Møller provides a unique insight into the ways in which the Danish au-
 thorities approach such cases. In his contribution Religion, Persecution 
 and Asylum, Møller describes how Danish authorities increasingly rely on 
 a “narrative approach” to determine whether conversion is sincere. In line 
 with recommendations from the UNHCR, such approaches seek to take 
 into account the feelings, experiences and practices of asylum seekers’ 


religious faith rather than relying primarily on knowledge-testing as has 
 previously been the case.5


Other contributions zoom in on life as an asylum seeker, exploring 
 the ways in which broader political developments, legal processes and 
 bureaucratic practices frame the lived experiences of asylum seekers and 
 discussing some of the roles that religion may play in these experienc-
 es. In Keeping and Losing Faith, Zachary Whyte describes how religion 
 serves as a way to mitigate the incomprehensiveness of the asylum sys-
 tem. While the system presents itself as rational, as a classic Weberian 
 bureaucracy that is impartial and fair, asylum seekers often experience 
 it as random and partial (see also Whyte 2011).6 Similarly, Pia Niel-


5  A report by the British All Party Parliamentary Group for Freedom of Religion demonstrates how 
 knowledge testing (still) plays an important role in asylum interviews in Britain (Meral and Gray 
 2016). BBC coverage … Mohammed, an Iranian convert to Christianity: “One question they asked 
 me was very strange – what colour was the cover of the Bible,” he says. “I knew there were different 
 colours. The one I had was red. They asked me questions I was not able to answer – for example, what 
 are the Ten Commandments. I could not name them all from memory”. Such ’Bible trivia’ questions 
 may encourage a focus on religious doctrine over practices or emotions, arguably privileging West-
 ern traditions of religiosity over other traditions. “While from its roots in a Hellenized civilization, 
 dominant forms of Christianity have tended to emphasize orthodoxy, or ‘correct belief ’, especially 
 since the Protestant Reformation, other religious traditions (including Medieval Christianity and 
 liberation theologies that emphasize right action or praxis) have historically been concerned with 
 correct practice” (Saunders et al 2016:10).


6 This arbitrariness also characterises the ways in which religion is managed by the system. Few 
asylum centers have formulated explicit guidelines on the role of religion in the centers; instead 
practices are ad hoc and pragmatic, differing from place to place and depending on individual man-
agers and staff. Some do not allow prayer rooms or celebration of religious holidays in common 
areas, arguing that asylum centers should be ‘religiously neutral.’ Others restrict religious practices 
for practical reasons, whether a lack of common facilities or the need for public order. And yet others 
find pragmatic ways of making room for religion at the center.



(13)sen’s description of a group of Christian converts awaiting decision on 
 their application point to the obscurity of the bureaucratic system. In her 
 contribution, (Not) belonging: Community and identity among Christian 
 converts in the Danish asylum system, Nielsen writes that “asylum seekers 
 are moved between centres for various reasons, and these reasons are not 
 always understood or deemed reasonable by the people who are being 
 moved.” Rather than relying on the rationality of the system, then, some 
 people turn to religion as a much more reliable source of support. Whyte 
 quotes a young man for saying: “I have promised my God that I will fast 
 during this Ramadan and another month and I will pray for longer every 
 day, if my brother and I get positive.” For this young man, his best recourse 
 was not through his own interactions with the authorities but through 
 higher powers, granting him a degree of agency and control.7 In The 
 Complexity of Survival: Asylum Seekers, Resilience and Religion, Ringgaard 
 and Buch-Hansen also point to the role of religion as a source of meaning 
 and resilience. Recounting the story of Sanaz, a convert to Christianity, 
 Ringgaard and Buch-Hansen discuss the often complex motivations that 
 asylum seekers have for converting, arguing that conversion may at once 
 be a material and an existential way of survival – a strategic attempt to 
 improve chances of asylum and an existential attempt at finding meaning 
 in a situation characterized by social liminality and existential insecurity. 


Ringgaard and Buch-Hansen, Whyte and Nielsen also describe how 
 religion, more broadly, is often a source of hope and solace for asylum 
 seekers. Religious texts, traditions and rituals can provide a language and 
 a practice for the people to convey and make sense of experiences of suf-
 fering and exile (Wilson and Mavelli 2016:15; Saunders et al 2016:20; 


Ager and Ager 2016:47-48). For some, this is an entirely personal and 
 private matter; for many others, it is a matter of community and collec-
 tive religiosity. Providing “a sense of shared identity” (Wilson and Mavel-
 li 2016:20), religion may facilitate the establishment of relations, network 
 and friendships. In the asylum center, a site that is rife with uncertainty, 
 loneliness and uprootedness, being part of a religious community may 
 encourage a sense of belonging, solidarity and certainty.


7 In a similar way, but with a longer time frame, Sofie Danneskiold-Samsøe, in her analysis of 
Iraqi refugees in Denmark explore how the refugee life and the suffering leading up to it were 
circumscribed by notions of sacrifice as an agentic explanation of inactivity, boredom and stuckness 
(Danneskiold-Samsøe, 2014).



(14)For some people, however, being part of a religious community does 
 not equal comfort but hierarchies, control and social pressure to com-
 ply with certain religious doctrines and practices while in the asylum 
 center; this may even be what they fled in their home country. Athe-
 ists, people who do not practice actively or people who practice in ways 
 that are different from the mainstream may be particularly vulnerable to 
 such pressure. Religion may also be a cause of conflict and discrimination 
 between communities of different faith (or different interpretations of 
 the same faith). In recent years, in particular Christian organisations and 
 churches have reported of discrimination of Christian converts in Danish 
 asylum centers. While none of the contributions to this paper deal spe-
 cifically with this aspect of religion in the asylum system, Dalgaard does 
 note that the Danish People’s Church’s Cooperation on Asylum regularly 
 receives reports from local churches and ministers of incidents that range 
 from social exclusion to harassment, threats, and in some instances even 
 violence.8



Emerging themes


The different contributions to the publication were not written with a 
 common theoretical or analytical framework in mind. Nonetheless, some 
 commonalities emerge across this very diverse collection of analyses. In 
 each their different ways, authors seem to approach the asylum system 
 as what Sally Falk Moore (1973) would call ‘a semi-autonomous field’. 


In her conceptualization, law cannot, as assumed within traditions of le-
 gal positivism, be seen as a neutral arbiter of all things social, standing 
 outside or above the society in which it functions. While law does hold 
 a remarkable ability to structure social life, it never does so isolated from 
 that very same social life. As such, we cannot reduce law to any oth-
 er social phenomenon but we must also not reify it significance. This is 
 an apt description not least of the asylum system. It is not only a legal 
 system, but also fundamentally part of the social and political life. Ac-
 cordingly, in their contributions, authors explore the lived experience and 


8 See the report xxx by Eva Maria Lassen, Maryah Akhtar and Marie Juul Petersen. In a 2014 
survey among 48 asylum seekers in Apostelkirken International, 35 percent responded yes to the 
question “I have experienced threats or violence because of my participation in Apostelkirken, my 
baptism or my conversion” (unpublished). The Christian NGO Open Doors has published two re-
ports on the situation of converts in Swedish and German asylum centers (2017, 2016), available on 
the organisation’s website. 



(15)the ways in which religion intersects with asylum laws and bureaucratic 
 rules, whether in processes of asylum seeking and granting, in the insti-
 tutional structures and practices of asylum centers, in the experiences of 
 refugees seeking asylum and living in asylum centers, in local religious 
 communities’ relations with refugees, or in broader societal perceptions 
 of (religious) asylum seekers. 


This also means that authors do not accord religion one particular role, 
 but are open to the many different roles that religion may play. As Schiel-
 ke notes about Islam, but which is equally true of any religion: “[Islam] 


can be many different things – a moral idiom, a practice of self-care, a 
 discursive tradition, an aesthetic sensibility, a political ideology, a mystical 
 quest, a source of hope, a cause of anxiety, an identity, an enemy – you 
 name it” (2010:2). Within the asylum system, then, religion may simul-
 taneously be a legal claim to protection from persecution and conflict; it 
 may be a source of solace and hope for the individual asylum seeker; a 
 language through which to convey and make sense of one’s suffering; a 
 practice facilitating structure and continuity; a mechanism of control and 
 pressure among religious peers; a nuisance (or a resource) to be bureau-
 cratically handled by asylum center staff; or a proxy for political exclusion 
 and discrimination, to mention only a few. 


These roles, meanings and functions are not static or fixed, but flu-
 id and changing, shaped by – and sometimes shaping – the contexts in 
 which asylum seekers find themselves. The experiences in and of the asy-
 lum system – whether legal, bureaucratic, social or existential – can pro-
 foundly affect the ways in which asylum seekers think about and practice 
 their faith: People may become more or less religious, they may become 
 religious in different ways, change their religion or leave their faith al-
 together. Acknowledging the wide variety of (shifting) roles, meanings 
 and functions that religion is accorded within (and outside) the asylum 
 system, the contributions to this paper explore some of the many ways in 
 which religion is categorised, conceptualised and practiced by different 
 actors, at different times and in different contexts, whether at the polit-
 ical level, in the legal processes of seeking and granting asylum, in the 
 asylum centers or in relations with the local community. By so doing, this 
 collection contribute to transcending habitual discussions of ‘good’ and 


‘bad’ religion towards a deeper understanding of the complexities of lived 
religion – or religious lives – in the asylum system. 
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The refugee crisis and religion: an  overview


Erin K. Wilson and Luca Mavelli1


According to the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR 2019), as of 
 the end of 2018, 70.8 million people around the world are currently displaced. 


This is the largest number on record. Despite the enormity of the situation, 
 responses from Western countries (who host a mere 16 percent of displaced 
 persons in comparison to the 84% percent hosted in countries surrounding 
 conflict zones) have been inadequate, to say the least. Their harsh exclusiona-
 ry rhetoric has resulted in increasingly hardline immigration policies.


Australia has led the way in this regard, deploying a deterrence-driven 
 model of offshore mandatory indefinite detention, which prevents asy-
 lum seekers from ever settling in the country, even if found to be “genuine 
 refugees,” and laws that make family reunion almost impossible. Whilst 
 this approach has been condemned by the UNHCR and multiple human 
 rights organizations, it has been highlighted by numerous policymakers 
 in Europe as a possible model for governing migration on the continent. 


Despite the notable exceptions of Germany and, to a smaller extent, Italy, 
 European responses to the crisis have privileged exclusionary and secu-
 ritizing policies (Daley 2016), including in Denmark the criminalization 
 of certain acts of kindness towards refugees , leading many commentators 
 to observe that rather than a refugee crisis, this should be more properly 
 described as a crisis of leadership or a crisis of solidarity. In the United 
 States, President Donald Trump has expressed admiration for the Aus-
 tralian approach and his administration has introduced draconian meas-
 ures of family separation, entrenching trauma and cruelty as standard 
 components of border control policies (Bhabha and Bassett 2019).


A key catalyst for these increasingly harsh immigration policies and 
 discourses has been the question of religion, and in particular, Islam. Re-


1 This paper is a summarized version of the introduction to the edited volume The Refugee Crisis 
 and Religion: Secularism, Security and Hospitality in Question, edited by Luca Mavelli and Erin K. 


Wilson (Rowman and Littlefield International, 15 December 2016)



(21)ligion has become the primary characteristic by which refugees are im-
 agined and understood, resulting in three main false assumptions: 


1.  Since the majority of refugees are from countries where Islam is the 
 dominant religion, they must therefore be Muslim. The reality is that 
 many refugees are Christian, Atheist, Baha’i, Druze, or Yazidi, as well 
 as Muslim; 


2.  Not only are all refugees assumed to be predominantly Muslim, but 
 they are all Muslim in the same way, ignoring the numerous varia-
 tions in beliefs, rituals, and practices across understandings of what it 
 means to be Muslim; 


3.  The concurrent rise of mass displacement and violent extremism 
 (stereotypically associated with Islam) has resulted in a complicated 
 entanglement where “refugee” equals “Muslim” and “Muslim” equals 


“terrorist” in public discourse and consciousness. This contributes to 
 the belief that all refugees are potential terrorists and prompts narrow 
 policy responses primarily concerned with security rather than soli-
 darity and humanitarianism.


This situation has been further exacerbated by the overlapping of two 
 good/bad discourses: good Muslim/bad Muslim and good refugee/bad 
 refugee. As Mahmood Mamdani observed in the aftermath of 9/11, the 
 dominant discourse that emerged regarding Islam does not just em-
 phasize the connection between Islam and terrorism but also urges us 


“to distinguish ‘good Muslims’ from ‘bad Muslims.’” Good Muslims are 
 peaceful and law-abiding and abhor acts of violence that threaten the 
 authority of the secular Western state. Bad Muslims commit acts of vi-
 olence and, according to political leaders like George W. Bush and Tony 
 Blair, blaspheme the name of Allah and do not adhere to the proper 
 teachings of the Koran. While these statements could be cast as attempts 
 to de-essentialize Islam by emphasizing that violence is not an endem-
 ic feature, this good Muslim/bad Muslim narrative has contributed to 
 constructing good Muslims as devoid of agency, as potential victims of a 
 growing “radicalised and politicised view of Islam” (as Tony Blair argued 
 in 20142) whose only hopes rest on external salvation from the West. 


2 http://www.tonyblairoffice.org/news/entry/why-the-middle-east-matters-keynote-speech-by-
tony-blair/



(22)This narrative draws on an Orientalist tradition that is also reproduced 
 in Western approaches toward refugees. A case in point is the UK deci-
 sion in September 2015 to take twenty thousand Syrian refugees over a 
 period of five years directly from camps in Syria’s neighboring countries. 


As then Prime Minister David Cameron explained, the refugees would 
 be selected on the basis of need by privileging disabled children, women 
 who had been raped, and men who had suffered torture (BBC 2015). 


In this policy, “good refugees” and “good Muslims” are women, children, 
 and male victims of violence who patiently wait in refugee camps to be 
 rescued by Western saviors. Conversely, “bad refugees” and “bad Mus-
 lims” are those who exercise agency by engaging in “proactive livelihood 
 and survival strategies,” (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2016: 210) such as crossing 
 sub-Saharan Africa or the Mediterranean in order to seek refuge in Eu-
 rope. Bad refugees challenge the script “refugee=victim.” They become a 


“swarm of people coming across the Mediterranean,” as David Cameron 
 stated earlier this year, and more generally “queue jumpers” and “bogus 
 asylum-seekers” who are jeopardizing the protection claims made by 


“real” (i.e. “good”) refugees (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2016: 210).


The good Muslim/bad Muslim distinction is deeply intertwined with 
 the good refugee/bad refugee narrative because in Europe, as José Casa-
 nova has pointed out, 


Immigration and Islam are almost synonymous. The overwhelming ma-
 jority of immigrants in most European countries [excluding immigrants 
 from other European countries] . . . are Muslims and the overwhelming 
 majority of Western European Muslims are immigrants . . . This entails 
 a superimposition of different dimensions of “otherness” that exacerbates 
 issues of boundaries, accommodation and incorporation. The immigrant, 
 the religious, the racial, and the socio-economic disprivileged “other” all 
 tend to coincide (Casanova 2006: 226).


While the majority of immigrants in the United States are not Muslim, 
 President-elect Donald Trump’s anti-Islamic stance, including his pro-
 posal to end Muslim immigration, suggests that the “superimposition of 
 different dimensions of ‘otherness’” described by Casanova has also been 
 taking place in the United States. 


Considered in their overlapping dimension, the good Muslim/bad 



(23)Muslim and good refugee/bad refugee divides contribute to explaining 
 the growing importance of religious identity in the politics of migration 
 in Europe, North America, and Australia and the hierarchization of ref-
 ugees according to religious-racial attributes. At the top of the hierarchy 
 are Christian refugees, ideally victims of religious (Muslim) persecution. 


This is evidenced in statements from politicians in Eastern Europe, the 
 United States, and Australia that only Christian refugees should be ac-
 cepted. Next are Muslim refugees who wait patiently in camps for West-
 ern salvation and the “woman and child” or child refugees who symbolize 
 the quintessence of vulnerability. At the bottom of this hierarchy are the 


“bad refugees,” mostly represented by those who escape the victim script 
 by taking matters into their own hands, venturing to the North across 
 dangerous and illegal routes. 


The hierarchy is essential to understand Western policy responses to 
 the crisis, such as the suspension of search and rescue operations in the 
 Mediterranean, taking refugees directly from Syrian camps, the EU-Tur-
 key deal and increasing cooperation between the EU and Libya to pre-
 vent central Mediterranean crossings. The official explanation of these 
 initiatives is that they are designed to reduce ‘unintended “pull factors”, 
 that encourage more migrants to attempt the dangerous sea crossing 
 and thereby lead to more tragic and unnecessary deaths’ (Travis 2014). 


A similar line of argumentation was used to justify the reintroduction of 
 offshore processing and third country resettlement in Australia. Adrian 
 Little and Nick Vaughan-Williams have referred to this as ‘compassion-
 ate bordering’ – harsh exclusionary policies embedded in the language of 
 humanitarianism, solidarity and saving lives (Little and Vaughan-Wil-
 liams: 533-556). Yet, this explanation is tenuous to say the least. Peo-
 ple on the move are fleeing for their lives. Introducing harsh measures 
 to reduce irregular migration, whilst not at the same time opening up 
 more legal pathways for greater numbers to be resettled does little to 
 actually prevent people dying. The EU-Turkey deal succeeded in clos-
 ing down the shortest and safest sea voyage into Europe from Turkey to 
 Greece, but meant that migrants focused instead on the central crossing 
 from Libya to Italy, which is longer and far more dangerous (Baker and 
 Addario 2016). With increased collaboration between the EU and Lib-
 ya, migrants are being prevented from undertaking this journey as well. 


While there are voices in the EU that recognize this inconsistency and 



(24)attempt to develop more nuanced approaches, reflected in the Paris Joint 
 Statement from August last year, these approaches are in tension with 
 prevailing models of control and return. 


According to the UNHCR, the number of refugees arriving in Eu-
 rope has dropped significantly since the height of the crisis in 2015, but 
 the number of those who died or went missing trying to get to Europe 
 increased in 2016 and in 2017 remained roughly at pre-crisis levels. By 
 the end of 2016, more than 5000 people had drowned trying to cross 
 the Mediterranean, over 1200 more than in 2015, despite a stagger-
 ing drop in the numbers of sea arrivals from over 1 million in 2015 
 to 362753 in 2016 (IOM 2019). In 2017, 3033 people have drowned 
 attempting this crossing, while only 160847 have arrived. In percentage 
 terms, that means that in 2015 approximately 0.3% drowned, in 2016 it 
 was approximately 1.5% and in 2017 approximately 2% have drowned 
 (IOM 2019). In other words, while the EU-Turkey deal and EU-Libya 
 cooperation may have contributed to slowing the number of people un-
 dertaking the Mediterranean crossing (though there are a range of oth-
 er factors to take into consideration here as well), they have not stopped 
 people trying to come to Europe and it has not stopped them from 
 dying. We also do not know the fate of those who have been prevented 
 from crossing or returned to their country of origin. Australia’s offshore 
 indefinite detention policy was introduced for the explicit purpose of 
 deterring people from undertaking dangerous sea voyages and prevent-
 ing them from drowning. Yet in the past 12 months, three men have 
 died in the camp on Manus Island. In other words, deterrence driven 
 policies, as William Maley, a law professor at Australian National Uni-
 versity, highlights, are not about ‘saving lives’ or preventing ‘unnecessary 
 deaths’. Their real message is a simple one: “Go and die somewhere else” 


(Maley 2013).


What seems to have been forgotten in the dominant narratives around 
the refugee crisis is that, to put it simply, refugees are people. Commen-
taries that overly emphasize religious identity or focus predominantly 
on whether someone is a “genuine refugee” or an economic migrant—a 
distinction that is largely meaningless on the ground —willingly or un-
willingly neglect the complexities that make up human beings who are 
currently displaced. They are not just Muslims or refugees—they are par-
ents, children, brothers and sisters, doctors, lawyers, teachers, engineers, 



(25)citizens, activists, friends. Their identities are complex and cannot be re-
 duced to simplified categories of Muslim or refugee.


Scholars and public intellectuals must continue to stress the diverse 
 nature of Islam, delink Muslim, refugee, and terrorist in broader public 
 consciousness, and remind people of the humanity of those who are cur-
 rently displaced. And, we must push our politicians, policymakers, and 
 media to do the same. We must contribute to the creation of safe spaces 
 for difficult conversations and encounters with “others.” Most crucially, 
 we must ensure that the advice and experiences of refugees themselves is 
 a central component of these public conversations. Shifting focus from 
 religious identity to solidarity with fellow human beings whose survival 
 is at stake would be a significant step in shifting dominant discourses and 
 attitudes to the crisis, generating greater space for alternative political 
 and societal responses.
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A practitioner’s view on religion in the  asylum-seeking process


Søren Dalsgaard



Introduction


The role of religion in the asylum-seeking process is a topic which has 
 received some attention in public discourse in recent years, particularly 
 in the aftermath of the increased influx of asylum seekers in Denmark 
 which reached its highest levels in 2015. The discussion also relates to 
 the broader discussion on the role of faith in public life in highly secular 
 societies such as the Danish.


This article is written from the perspective of a faith-based practitioner 
 working on a national level with asylum seekers and refugees. As the co-
 ordinator of Folkekirkens Asylsamarbejde (Christian Refugee Network), 
 which is an office at the national level in Folkekirken (The Evangelical 
 Lutheran Church in Denmark), my primary role has been to assist local 
 churches in their encounter with newly arrived asylum seekers and refu-
 gees. Areas of my work have included consultancy in matters of religious 
 conversion, baptism and freedom of religion, development of social ac-
 tivities, networks and organizational structures, and as well as public rela-
 tions. Having a national outlook and continuously talking to many local 
 church practitioners, I have gained considerable insight into key issues in 
 the life of the church on these matters.


This article will be introduced with a short account of how the church, 
historically and in recent years, has been involved in work with asylum 
seekers and refugees. It will then take up two main issues on religion in 
the asylum seeking process, namely credibility assessments of religious 
conversion in asylum cases, and the experiences of discrimination and 
conflict among converts in the asylum centres. Finally, the role and con-
duct of faith-based actors in relation to asylum centers will be discussed 
from a Christian perspective. 



(29)
Church involvement in refugee issues: A brief overview


The Lutheran World Federation and the World Council of Churches 
 were both established in the aftermath of the second World War as a 
 response to the need for international reconciliation and stronger coop-
 eration between churches in managing the urgent refugee situation in 
 Europe (Shjørring 2016). The ecumenical movement has thus from the 
 onset been shaped by a context of displacement and humanitarian need. 


Humanitarian aid to refugees through the Department for World Ser-
 vice has ever since been one of the key building blocks of the communion 
 in the Lutheran World Federation.


In more recent times, local church congregations in Denmark started 
 work with asylum seekers back in the 1980’s. Around the same time par-
 achurch organizations began to establish ministries reaching out to asy-
 lum seekers and refugees (Larsen 2016:45). Of great importance was the 
 establishment of Tværkulturelt Center (Intercultural Christian Centre) 
 in 1994 as a network organization among churches and organizations 
 with the aim to assist local churches and Christian communities across 
 the country and to enhance coordination and spread best practices. 


When Folkekirkens Asylsamarbejde came into existence in 2015 as 
 an official desk in Folkekirken under Folkekirkens mellemkirkelige Råd 
 (Council on International Relations of the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
 in Denmark)1, it was therefore a mere continuation and formal adoption 
 of decades of experience working with asylum seekers by pioneers in the 
 local congregations and parachurch organizations. 


With the current influx of asylum seekers in Europe, a renewed local 
 involvement in the refugee situation can be observed. In the diocese of 
 Ribe for example, the number of parishes involved in reception and in-
 tegration activities rose from around 12 parishes in early 2015 to 25 par-
 ishes towards the end of the same year. By November 2017, a mapping 
 of church activities for asylum seekers and refugees showed that there 
 were 160 language cafés, eating fellowships, social activities, etc. across 
 the country. In December 2017, around 50 pastors across the country had 
 as part of their job a special appointment in the work with asylum seekers 
 and refugees, and more than 30 non-ordained persons worked at a coor-


1  Folkekirkens mellemkirkelige Råd is the office that is responsible for relations to other churches 
in Denmark and internationally, so the spirit of ecumenical cooperation after the second world war 
has been a natural part of the work.



(30)dinating level with integration initiatives in folkekirken or in parachurch 
 organizations. There has also been a renewed local cooperation between 
 churches. For example, Kirkernes Integrations Samarbejde (Churches’ 


Integration Cooperation) in Holstebro was established in 2016 with 16 
 participating churches and church organizations. The goal is to enhance 
 cooperation and coordination of local initiatives for asylum seekers and 
 refugees who settle in the town. Several other towns have seen similar 
 coordinated initiatives in recent years following an organizational model 
 from Haderslev (Frivilligrådet 2016:22). 


Churches meet asylum seekers according to the various needs of the 
person in question. Asylum seekers regardless of their religious back-
ground have various psycho-social as well as material needs. In meeting 
the needs, local initiatives are sometimes organized and coordinated be-
tween a network of churches, other times it is organized under anoth-
er voluntary organization, for example Red Cross, the Danish Refugee 
Council or local civil society organizations. In addition to psycho-so-
cial needs, asylum seekers with a Christian background often request 
to become part of a local church or Christian fellowship. An increas-
ing number of churches are adapting to this new need to include people 
with different language and cultural backgrounds in their congregations, 
for example by starting separate international Christian fellowships on 
weekdays and by translating the main Sunday service into other lan-
guages. A third group is those who are from a non-Christian background 
but who have expressed interest in the Christian faith and request to be 
baptized. People from this group also want to become part of a Christian 
fellowship, but in addition they will undergo an introductory course in 
the Christian faith as preparation for baptism. This group often has an 
additional need for reflection and spiritual counselling as part of their 
inner formation towards the newly acquired Christian life. Often times 
the church becomes like a new family for them as their biological family 
turns their back on them due to their decision to apostatize from their 
former religion. Thus churches seek to respond to the needs of asylum 
seekers and refugees in various ways according to their spiritual, social 
and material needs. There is a wide range of activities such as organiz-
ing friendship contacts between Danes and refugees, establishing social 
meeting places, assisting with Danish language, initiating international 
Christian fellowships, and providing pastoral counselling.



(31)Church involvement with refugees and asylum seekers raises a number 
 of dilemmas and issues to consider. In the following I will discuss three 
 issues that are of particular relevance to this involvement; namely the 
 issue of conversion during the asylum-seeking process, discrimination 
 of converts in the asylum centers; and finally relations between asylum 
 center management and churches and other religious actors. 



Credibility assessments of converts in asylum cases


One issue that has required special attention is that of conversion among 
asylum seekers. As described in Møller’s contribution to the present vol-
ume, sur place conversion can serve as an additional motive for asylum in 
certain situations (see also Aarsheim for further discussion of this). The 
possibility to use conversion instrumentally to strengthen an asylum claim 
is a factor that naturally creates suspicion among asylum case officers. As 
stated in the UNHCR guidelines, “In such situations, particular credibil-
ity concerns tend to arise and a rigorous and in depth examination of the 
circumstances and genuineness of the conversion will be necessary” (UN-
HCR 2004:12). Due to this complicating factor, a comprehensive process 
of reflection has taken place in folkekirken in the past 15 years in order to 
safeguard against a situation where baptism is used for instrumental pur-
poses as a shortcut to asylum in Denmark. It resulted in a set of guidelines 
expressed in the document Kirkers kontakt med og evt. dåb af muslimske asy-
lansøgere (Churches’ contact with and possible baptism of Muslim asylum 
seekers) which was published in 2004 and revised in 2016. The document 
stresses that the gospel is for everyone and that religious freedom – includ-
ing the right to change religion – is for every human. Therefore, the church 
also welcomes asylum seekers who request to be baptized (art. 1). However, 
following the judicial practice of the immigration authorities such a con-
version will not necessarily be an additional argument for asylum. The bap-
tismal candidate should be thoroughly informed about this fact (art 3). The 
potential repercussions in relation to Muslim family members and friends 
should similarly be stressed (art 4) as well as risks related to a potential 
deportation in the future (art. 5). Considering these special circumstances 
regarding asylum seekers’ conversion, adequate time for preparation before 
baptism is needed in order to secure enough time to reflect on the potential 
personal cost as well as to build a solid Christian practice and understand-
ing of the faith (art 6).



(32)Iranian nationals comprise a significant percentage of the new con-
 verts in Denmark, and in Europe in general. An underground Chris-
 tian revival has taken place in Iran since the Islamic Revolution in 1979 
 and has gained significant ground in recent decades, also in the diaspora 
 (Miller 2015). This revival has been felt in Danish churches since the 
 new millennium where several hundred Iranians have been baptized. The 
 phenomenon was initially limited to a few churches such as Apostel-
 kirken (Church of the Apostle), Netværkskirken Metropol (Metropoli-
 tan Network Church)2 and Mohabat (Church of Love), but the need to 
 support local churches in receiving and caring for the Iranian converts 
 rose with time. The bishops therefore decided in January 2014 to appoint 
 a national network of resource pastors on matters of conversion among 
 asylum seekers. When Folkekirkens Asylsamarbejde was established in 
 2015, one of the main tasks was to support the activities of this network, 
 for example by facilitating the collection and spreading of best practices, 
 collecting and developing new materials, advising pastors on conversion 
 issues, and establishing dialogue with state, municipality and NGO’s 
 partners, etc. With the arrival of a rapidly increasing number of Iranian 
 asylum seekers in the last months of 2015, Iranians rose to become the 
 second largest nationality of asylum seekers in 2015 with a total of 2771 
 persons, only second to the Syrians. In comparison, the total number of 
 Iranian asylum seekers in 2014 was 284. This steep increase was felt in 
 Danish churches across the country. Based on a survey by Folkekirkens 
 Asylsamarbejde in March 2016 and subsequent counts, it is estimated 
 that at least 500 asylum seekers were baptized or have been undergoing 
 preparation for baptism in 2016 in folkekirken as well as other Danish 
 churches. The vast majority of them were Iranians. Some churches across 
 Europe report similar developments, but the exact numbers of recent 
 converts are not known.3


Thus the question of converting asylum seekers came to dominate the 
 scene nationally as many more pastors and local congregations became 
 involved in the work. Towards the end of 2016 a new revised version of 


2  The pastor in this church, Kenneth, Kühn, recently became the Europe Director in Elam Minis-
 tries which is a leading network organization supporting the growing Iranian church in the Persian 
 areas as well as in the diaspora.


3  European churches say growing flock of Muslim refugees are converting: Guardian June 5, 2016, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jun/05/european-churches-growing-flock-muslim-ref-
ugees-converting-christianity 



(33)the guidelines for churches encountering asylum seekers who want to be 
 baptized was published. The revised version emphasized that under-age 
 refugee minors should not be baptized until they turn 18, it emphasized 
 the role of the whole church congregation in receiving and caring for 
 the newly converted, and it mentions the possibility that a pastor can 
 write a statement describing the process leading to baptism, which can be 
 attached as documentation in an asylum case. Furthermore, an analysis 
 of the credibility assessment of converts in the Refugee Appeals Board 
 in the period 2013-2015 was carried out and supplemented with rec-
 ommendations from a pastoral and theological perspective. The analysis 
 affirms a general picture in the judicial system where “the Danish practice 
 regarding credibility assessments has found its way so that it by and large 
 takes into consideration the special challenges relating to asylum cases 
 where conversion is part of the asylum motive” (Folkekirkens mellemkir-
 kelige Råd 2017:14). 


A crucial point in this regard is the underlying approach to credibility 
assessments in conversion cases. The Refugee Appeals Board is in line 
with the recommendations in the report when it affirms the use of a nar-
rative approach rather than approaches that emphasize factual knowledge 
of the newly acquired faith. A fact-based approach can say something 
about a person’s knowledge about the faith but will tell little about the 
subjective affiliation to that faith. A narrative approach examines subjec-
tive factors such as motivations for the religious quest and how the new 
faith has been acquired. It evaluates the conversion story in relation to the 
life story in general and asks if the conversion seems integrated or as an 
appendix to the life story. Even with this general approach in place, the 
difficulty in assessing the credibility of another person’s subjective faith 
may be a challenge in practice. Members of the Refugee Appeals Board 
coming from a more secular mindset may not fully understand or have 
adequate knowledge of church life, conversion processes, transcendent 
experiences, or theological differences, which provide the general con-
text for understanding an applicant’s conversion narrative. By December 
2017, around 40-50 converted asylum seekers, who had been labelled 
not credible and were awaiting deportation in the deportation centre in 
Kærshovedgaard, participated regularly in Christian activities in the local 
church. Some have displayed a consistent Christian practice for several 
years, others were more recent converts. What the deep convictions of 



(34)those people are, nobody knows for sure. But this reality is revealing of 
 the dilemma of credibility assessments in conversion cases.



Discrimination and conflicts in asylum centres


Social exclusion, harassment, threats and even violence are some of the re-
 percussions that converts report that they experience from family, friends, 
 and countrymen. The extent of this problem is unknown and mispercep-
 tions therefore easily spread in public opinion. From the general experi-
 ence of pastors and other church people who work with converts it is the 
 general view that problems exist at some level. Folkekirkens Asylsamar-
 bejde recurrently receives reports from local churches and ministers of 
 incidents that range from social exclusion to harassment, threats, and in 
 some instances even violence. But since no independent inquiry into the 
 matter has been conducted to date, there is little evidence to describe the 
 actual extent and nature of the problem. When investigating specific cas-
 es, it can be difficult to establish the actual events and discern potential 
 underlying religious motivations behind the incident. Whereas violent 
 action is tangible and easily detected, the motivations behind actions of 
 violence, threats or harassment are sometimes more implicit and difficult 
 to discern. Furthermore, what is subjectively perceived by a supposed vic-
 tim of harassment may differ from what was the intention of a perceived 
 perpetrator due to differences in cultural codes or the victim’s paranoia 
 due to past experiences.


What can be established with some certainty is that the subjective 
 experience among converts of being harassed or threatened is relative-
 ly widespread. Anecdotal reports from local pastors include stories of 
 one convert, who did not use his real name because it would reveal the 
 apostasy. Another convert experienced harassment because he was wear-
 ing a cross. A woman experienced social exclusion from her countrymen 
 because she did not dress traditionally. Yet others reportedly withdrew 
 themselves from their Muslim countrymen because they felt threatened. 


One person was deliberately disturbed by his roommates when he pulled 
out his Bible to read in it. Another convert experienced others throwing 
trash at him. In at least a few cases in recent years, the hostile envi-
ronment towards converts has reportedly turned violent and resulted in 
for example knife stabbings in a conflict about religious observances of 
kitchen utensils.



(35)In a survey among 48 asylum seekers in Apostelkirken International 
 on a given Sunday in 2014, 35% responded yes to the question “I have 
 experienced threats or violence because og my participation in Apos-
 telkirken, my baptism or my conversion” (Apostelkirken International, 
 unpublished). The survey was conducted on the initiative of the church 
 itself and should not be considered representative of converted asylum 
 seekers across the country, since it may be an expression of local realities. 


However, it is an indication of a significant problem that calls for a more 
 in-depth investigation and analysis by an independent investigator.


Staff in Danish asylum centers may not always deal with instances of 
 conflicts and discrimination in an adequate manner, in part because they 
 fail to acknowledge or understand the role of religion in these instances. 


Many asylum centers build, whether explicitly or implicitly, on a secular-
 ist approach, promoting a conception of the center as a ‘religiously neu-
 tral’ space and relegating religion to the private sphere. While such ap-
 proaches are often motivated by a commendable wish precisely to avoid 
 discrimination and conflict, they make little sense to many asylum seek-
 ers for whom religion is a deep conviction, pervading and permeating all 
 aspects of human life. To them, a ‘religiously neural’ space is anything but 
 neutral, and a privatised religiosity would be an amputated religiosity. 


The secularist approaches to and conceptions of religion among asylum 
 center staff mean that they, in their management of conflicts and issues 
 of discrimination, sometimes fail to take into account the role of religion. 


For example, when some Christian converts experience hostile attitudes 
 from some Muslims, this can – at least in part – be explained by the fact 
 that apostasy is forbidden according to mainstream Islamic thought. It 
 is a challenge that is theological; hence it should be addressed as such.


Folkekirkens Asylsamarbejde has been advocating an approach where 
religious motivations are openly articulated and addressed rather than 
neglected or suppressed. Rather than religious neutrality (meaning that 
public spaces should be free from religion) we promote an approach of 
religious diversity and tolerance. An example of this is a pilot project 
in the asylum center in Jelling where the diocese of Haderslev in coop-
eration with a local imam and the Red Cross has started an initiative 
called “freedom of belief and speech”. The aim of the project is to address 
issues of freedom of religion and speech in asylum centers by addressing 
the topic explicitly in teaching sessions for adult residents at the asylum 
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