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Report on the Emergency meeting on the Refugee Crisis in Europe 

Theme: “I was a stranger and you welcomed me” (Mt 25:35) 

I. THE EVENT 

1. The Emergency meeting on Refugee Crisis in Europe took place from Friday, October 16
th
 through 

Saturday, October 17
th
, 2015 at Frascati, Rome, Italy. The theme of the meeting was “I was a stranger 

and you welcomed me”(Mt 25:35). 

2. The meeting brought together 35 brothers from 17 different countries in Europe, the Middle East, and 

Africa. These included friars from Malta, Italy, Austria, Bulgaria, Spain, Slovakia, Poland, Britain, 

Ireland, Greece, Portugal, the United States, Lebanon, Sudan and Eritrea.  Among the participants 

were our Minister General Br. Mauro Jöhri, some members of the General Council, Provincial 

Ministers, Mission Secretaries, Formation Secretaries, JPIC Commission Members and friars working 

in social projects that serve the poor including refugees and migrants. 

3. The morning of the first day of the meeting, Friday, October, 16
th
, 2015, was started by the celebration 

of Holy Mass presided over by Br. Stefan Kozuh, Vicar General. In his homily he encouraged 

participants to reflect on the suffering of refugees and take practical actions to help them as we are 

able in our Capuchin charism.   

4. To set context and inspire friars for the round table discussions, were three guest speakers: Irene Broz 

of Caritas International, Amaya Valcárcel of Jesuit Refugee Services, and Sr. Fernanda Cristinelli and 

Sr. Elisabetta Flick of the International Union of Major Superiors, UISG. The speakers shared their 

knowledge, expertise and experience working for and with refugees in Europe.  This was followed by 

round table discussions with participants moderated by Br. Benedict Ayodi and Br. Jim Donegan of 

the Office and Commission of Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation (JPIC). 

5. There were testimonials from friars working in countries most affected by the refugee crisis including 

Lebanon,  Malta, Italy, Greece, Spain, Britain, Austria, Sudan and Eritrea. 

 Lebanon:  Br. Abdallah Noufeili reported the presence of over 1.2 million Syrian refugees in 

Lebanon, making up 25% of Lebanon’s total population. This had resulted in many challenges 

including economic problems, shortage of food, competition for jobs and violence. With the 

support of the General Solidarity Office, the friars have started a project to support refugees in 

Beirut. The project includes a three-point plan: 1). Friary to welcome families, 2). School to 

provide education for Christian children with a system of integration,  3). Humanitarian 

healthcare. 

 Malta: With a population of 450,000 and a refugee and migrant population of 20,000, Malta 

has the highest percentage of refugees of any EU country. Br. Philip Cutajar from the Province 

of Malta reported on the new refugee project “Capuchin Peace and Good Migrant 

Foundation” targeting refugees from Eritrea. It provides  a) Spiritual assistance, b) Material 

and social welfare, c) Prevention with regard to dependence on alcohol and other drugs,  d) 

Overcoming trans-cultural trauma. He said the refugee crisis has presented an opportunity for 

Capuchins to live “as poor among the poor”. He requested for a friar from Eritrea to help 

provide pastoral care for the Eritrean migrants in Malta.  

 Italy: Br. Berhane Ghebrekidan from Eritrea working in Milan reported on his work with the 

Ethiopian- Eritrean refugee and migrants in Milan. Through the Opera San Francesco soup 

kitchen project, they support the poor and refugees with basics including serving over 2500 

meals a day. Br. Gianfranco Palmisani from the Roman Province narrated how four years ago 

friars welcomed in the friary and supported a group of Tunisian migrants.  

 Greece:  Br. Gabriele Righetto reported on how over four thousand refugees pass through 

Greece every day, they arrive in the night at a port near our Capuchin friary and are taken by 

buses elsewhere during the day. The friars had created an emergency fund for food, treatment 
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and other basics in support of refugees. However, given the bad economic situation in Greece, 

it was difficult to maintain such fund. 

 Spain: Br. Jaime Rey and Br. Oscar Guerendiain demonstrated through a short video how 

Capuchins friars train migrants to sustain themselves through micro self-help projects.  The 

friars had started a vegetable garden of the former minor seminary to be a place for refugees to 

grow their own food and find fraternity through working with others. 

 Britain: Br. Paul Coleman from Britain said that while friars in Britain do not have projects 

serving refugees they are ready to support such projects. Paul said that one of the main causes 

of the refugee crisis is climate change.   

 Austria: Br. Krzysztof Kurzok from Austria representing the German-speaking provinces said 

some friaries had assisted refugees from Syria, but given the few numbers of friars they were 

not able to directly support refugees. However they were ready to do anything possible to 

help. The friars in Germany are mostly cooperating with Caritas to help refugees.  

6. The participants had intense discussions through focused group work in which they deeply reflected 

and gave recommendations on how to respond to the refugee crisis as Capuchin friars in Europe.  In 

this case they endeavored to answer four important questions: 

a) What practical ways could we suggest/implement to serve refugees and immigrants in our 

areas short-term and long-term? 

b) How do our friars and the people we serve view immigration and the current refugee crisis in 

Europe? What can we do to change negative mentalities on immigration and refugees? 

c) Does your province have social projects targeting service to the poor and refugees? What do 

we need to start such projects? 

d) In reference to Pope Francis’ call to invite refugees in our houses - How can we welcome 

refugees in our houses? What do we need to do to use some of our empty or under-utilized 

houses for the service of immigrants and refugees? 

7. Our Minister General, Br. Mauro Jöhri, concluded the meeting by encouraging and challenging friars 

to put into practice what they had discussed and recommended during the meeting. He told friars to 

network and to collaborate with those already serving the refugees in different capacities in order to 

meet their urgent and basic needs.   

II. CONCLUSION 

The main objective of the Emergency meeting on Refugee crisis was to reflect and come up with concrete 

action plan (short and long term) on the service of refugees and migrants in our various Capuchin presences 

in Europe and beyond.  Following this objective, the participating friars came up with the following 

observations and recommendations: 

1. We Capuchin friars are a  community of hope and of action, which is expressed through solidarity 

with the poor, through advocacy on their behalf (particularly the weak and marginalized), through the 

raising awareness among our friars and faithful that leads to a practical commitment, and through 

assistance in the provision of basic needs including food, shelter, medical care, and psychological and 

pastoral care to migrants and refugees. 

2. We realize that the human dignity of each and every migrant/refugee is paramount. Religious, ethnic, 

racial, social or cultural differences, citizenship or lack thereof, do not change this fact. 

3. There is a huge amount of good-will and a desire to help; but also a tendency to view the whole crisis 

as a threat, as a “Muslim invasion”.  We need to change these mentalities and promote a positive 

attitude towards migrants through correct information,  integral formation and interreligious dialogue. 

As Capuchin Franciscans we can bring people together and facilitate dialogue between Christians and 

Muslims, or between refugees and the people we serve through such projects as the “Damietta Peace 

Initiative” 

4. There is need to collaborate and network with other provinces and organizations including Caritas, 

JRS, CRS, etc. 
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5. Many friars in Europe have a desire to assist refugees and migrants in any way possible, but they do 

not know how. 

III. RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Participants, in view of the conclusions drawn from the Refugee Crisis Meeting at Frascati, put forward the 

following recommendations for action depending on the local realities.  

1. Sensitize and help friars to understand the issue of migration through visits and firsthand 

experience, initial and ongoing formation programs, local chapters, community meetings, circular 

letters, provincial JPIC commissions and other provincial instruments. We need to work specifically 

against hatred and to promote peace, dialogue and reconciliation.  

2. Support (financially) projects already existing at the service of refugees. (e.g. Capuchins in 

Lebanon, Eritrea, Malta, Turkey, Greece, Italy, etc). This could be done through the Office of Economic 

Solidarity (Emergency Fund).  

3. Explore possibility of starting an inserted international community/house to be at the service of the 

refugees (eg. Sicily/Lampedusa, Austria, Greece, etc.) This can be done through collaboration at the 

conference level. Identifying a particular population of migrants/refugees (such as Eritreans or Somalis) 

and organizing an effort with an international fraternity could be a way to proceed.  Joint Franciscan 

communities could also be considered- provide material, psychological and pastoral care to migrants. 

4. Identify and use empty or underutilized houses for the service of refugees and migrants. Such 

initiatives could be done in conjunction with the conference (CENOC, CECOC, CIMCAP), local 

government and other experienced organizations including Caritas, CRS, JRS, etc. However a great deal 

depends on the local situation and the laws of the country.  

5. Welcome refugees in our friars/houses whenever possible. Refugees could be welcomed in three 

main ways:  

a. One or a few individuals living with us – this option needs the least space and is the most 

“fraternal”, but would be the most challenging for the brothers and poses safeguarding issues. 

Brothers would need to be psychologically prepared for having traumatised people in the 

friary.  

b. A wing or a section of a house could be set aside for refugees – this option allows more 

privacy for all parties and makes it possible to house a family, but various regulations would 

still need to be followed.  Also, it is important to provide and guarantee a sense of privacy for 

the families that would be hosted. 

c. A separate house could be made available or rented for the use of refugees. With this option it 

might be wise to hand over the management of the house to a better-qualified organization. A 

lot depends on the situation of the Province and the laws of the country. 

The Minister General concluded the meeting by saying that  there is an urgent need to begin now, particularly as 

winter is approaching, and to create concrete means for us as friars to involve ourselves in the lives and 

struggles of the people who are arriving.  This is urgent for today, not something to be put off until tomorrow.  

“The migrants and refugees travelling a dangerous journey on boats and along the roads are our brothers and 

sisters, so we must react.  We must not allow fear to keep us from reacting, even the fears that this influx of 

migrants and refugees represents an increase in the number of Muslims in Europe.  It is important to note that 

every year in Germany, 3000 Muslims convert to Christianity”.  Thus, the need is for us as Capuchin brothers to 

respond concretely and urgently to this grave situation that is seriously affecting and endangering so many of 

our neighbors today. 

Br. Benedict Ayodi, Curia Generale, JPIC OFM Cap, Rome 30 Oct. 2015 


