


On the wet and windy night of 
23rd October, from 7pm to 7am, 
the five members of the Home4U 
team slept out on Queen Street.

The purpose of the sleep-
out was to raise awareness of 
the Government policy which 
makes refused asylum seekers 
destitute, a policy that is both 
unjust and ineffective. 

In addition to raising awareness, 
sponsorship of the sleep-out 
raised funds for Home4U, a project 
that provides accommodation and 
subsistence money for destitute 
refused asylum seekers. The total 
amount raised is not yet known, 
but it will be in excess of £1500.

Many passers-by, including 
Jenny Randerson AM and Julie 
Morgan MP, stopped to ask what 
we were doing and without any 
hint of a request many people 
made donations. Most were from 
young people and students, each 
giving small amounts, and by 

the end of the sleep-out we had 
been given £182.40 on the street. 

Sadly we met other homeless and 
destitute people in the course of 
the night too. One was a young 
Polish boy who had been homeless 
for six months, mostly sleeping on 
the streets. Another, a destitute 
asylum seeker managing by 
working illegally – what choice 
has he? …and he donated £10 
to us and encouraged us.

Roy Jenkins, well-known 
broadcaster, Baptist minister 
and Chair of Christians Against 
Torture, sums up beautifully 
what the sleep-out was all about 
in the following statement:

“There are people living on our 
streets, or sleeping on borrowed 
floors, terrified of being returned 
to countries which they have 
fled hoping to find freedom. 
Some have been traumatised by 
war, or endured the horror of 
torture. They know that their 

lives will be in danger if they 
are sent home. But their claims 
for asylum have been rejected. 
Now only the support of friends 
and caring strangers saves them 
from complete destitution.

“The local people sleeping out this 
week know they can never enter 
fully into the experience of the 
frightened asylum-seeker – they 
have warm beds, secure homes 
and supportive communities 
to return to. But their one 
chilly night will be worthwhile 
if it reminds us of some very 
vulnerable people living among 
us. It will achieve even more if it 
shocks us into demanding that 
these people are treated with 
humanity, compassion and justice. 
I hope it achieves exactly that.”

The five Home4U team members 
are: Frances Ballin, Helen 
Harries, Steven Hill, Isaac 
Ukackukwu, Sr Ruth O’Neill.

A night on the streets of Cardiff

A few years back I worked as 
chaplain’s assistant at Campsfield 
House, Oxford. Campsfield is 
a Home Office removal centre, 
where asylum seekers with 
rejected asylum-claims are held 
before being sent back to their 
country of origin. There are 180 
male detainees from wide variety 
of cultures held there, and, while 
the average stay at the centre 
is 5 days, some detainees who 
are on appeal are incarcerated 
for many months. Eighteen-foot 
fences, topped with barbed razor 
wire, surround the centre itself, 
and the windows are all barred. 
One detainee summarised his 
feelings of bondage, oppression, 
and constraint in a poem:

‘To be in Campsfield is to be a bird 
in a cage,  
To be Human is not to be an 
animal,  
I am losing Patience 
Losing Reason’

Before I started working there, 
my knowledge of detention and 
removal centres had been almost 
exclusively based on the views 
that I had read and seen in the 
press and media. These give two 
polar views of asylum seekers. 
Many newspapers paint a very 
negative picture of detainees. A 
myth of asylum cheats, bogus 
scroungers, and terrorists has 
been popularised, and asylum 
seekers face a culture of 
disbelief in the United Kingdom 
today. On the other hand, some 
present a very different view 
of the situation. These see the 
government and its structures 
as oppressive and harsh. This 
viewpoint often demonises those 
who are part of the establishment 
in detention centres.

At Campsfield, I learnt very 
quickly that both these pictures 
are biased, and are the result of 
fear and prejudice. I discovered 
that Campsfield is simply a 
community of people, doing their 
best to live and work together 

in harmony. It is a community 
that is surviving and functioning 
in spite of the attitudes from 
outside. The situation is certainly 
not ideal for any party. There 
is, after all, much pain and hurt 
inside the centre, and I witnessed 
numerous detainees who show 
signs of intense anxiety and 
distress, both as a result of the 
horrific situations in their home 
countries from which they were 
attempting to escape and as a 
result of their incarceration. They 
feel they have broken no laws, yet 
are being treated as criminals by 
their imprisonment. By seeking 
asylum they are, after all, simply 
exercising their fundamental 
human rights under international 
law. By and large, staff members 
at the Centre recognise this 
and are generally realistic and 
sympathetic to the detainees.

During my time there, I also 
realised how integral the chapel is 
to the community at Campsfield. 
Those Christian detainees held 
at the Centre hail from a plethora 
of denominations. There are 
Catholics (largely from South 
America), Orthodox (largely from 
Eastern Europe), and a large 
contingent from Pentecostal Free 
Churches (from various African 
countries). Many of these are 
already practising Christians, 
while others have drifted away 
from their Church and find that 
the experience of separation, 
detention, and removal draws 

them back to their faith. ‘The 
poor asylum seeker,’ noted one of 
them in a recent book, ‘he has no 
helper but only God’. Many asylum 
seekers there, then, find solace 
in faith and, in particular, in the 
message of hope and liberation 
in Scripture. The suffering they 
encounter in their situation 
could be described as their own 
‘desert experience’, as they are 
stripped of everything and face 
isolation, despair, and loneliness. 
Through this, many are re-
introduced to their faith and to 
the God of hope and promise. As 
one detainee wrote in a poem:

‘A voice crying in the desert,  
Echoing,  
Seeking and re-seeking 
The one. 
My soul longs for the one 
Who will bring joy 
And push away my grief’

Within their solitude, then, a 
longing for God is reawakened. 
The chapel team are always there 
for those Christians who feel 
this way, and it was inspiring to 
see the team give comfort and 
love to such detainees. Yet the 
security firms who run asylum 
removal centres are constantly 
involved in cost-cutting, and 
there is a real threat that full-
time chaplains will be phased-out 
and will be replaced by chaplains 
bought in on an hourly basis. 
‘They will cut corners to save 
money’, asserts Campsfield’s 
chaplain, ‘and chaplaincy is the 
easiest place to save money. The 
chaplain is a financial liability, 
he is not value-for-money, you 
can’t quantify his work’. Faith, 
then, is increasingly sidelined 
in a place where it is estimated 
that over 50% of detainees are 
practising their religion.

Clearly, the Church has little 
choice but to get involved in 
such issues. Neutrality is not an 
option. We must suffer with the 
marginalized and by doing so we 
will manifest the mission of Jesus. 

‘Birds in a Cage’ – Christian Hope 
for Detained Asylum Seekers
Revd Dr Trystan Owain Hughes, Rectorial Benefice of Whitchurch

Candles in the Dark

St.Thomas’s Birchgrove

Wednesday 3rd, 10th and 
17th December at 7.30pm

In the midst of consumerism 
which we are drawn into, take 
time to pause and ‘be’ with God.

Relax with music, readings, 
ilence, candles and prayer, 
rest in His presence

The Churches Together Book 
Group held its first meeting 
on 9th October in the Benefice 
Office above St Mary’s. 

A group of us, men and women, 
of different backgrounds and 
from many different churches, 
gathered to discuss Mitch 
Albom’s “Tuesdays with Morrie” 
over tea, coffee and biscuits.

As it was our first meeting, 
not all of us had managed to 

get the time to read the book, 
but that fact did not seem to 
hinder conversation. The Rev 
Dr Trystan Hughes provided a 
framework for our discussion by 
highlighting a number of central 
themes in the book – relationship, 
suffering, awareness, acceptance, 
love and today’s culture. 

We found these useful as a 
starting point for our thoughts, 
and they helped stop us from 
straying too far from the 
point. We found, as a group, 
that we shared some opinions 
and differed in others, but 
felt we gained much from 
listening to each other. 

The meeting was relaxed and 
welcoming, so we felt free to 
share our reflections, even 
though some of us did not 
know each other beforehand.

Our next meeting in on 
15th January at 11am in the 
Benefice Office. We shell be 
discussing ‘What’s so amazing 
about Grace’ by Philip Yancey. 
Please come and join in.

Whitchurch, Rhiwbina and Birchgrove 
Churches Together Book Group


