TESTING THE GENUINENESS OF CONVERSION TO CHRISTIANITY      Jan.2006.

“When someone seeking asylum from a predominantly Muslim country claims to have become a Christian, the caseworker will need to know whether the claimant considers that s/he became a Christian in the originating country, or after arrival in UK.   

This is important because the culture of being a Christian varies considerably from one country to another, and from one branch of Christianity to another.  Someone who has become a Christian elsewhere may not be ‘informed’ about aspects of Christianity which seem important in some branches of UK Christianity. 

What counts as ‘becoming a Christian’  also varies.   In the originating country it may not have been ‘safe’ for someone who had reached Christian conviction in her/his heart, to go through outward sacramental forms such as baptism and confirmation.   It may not have been safe to attend church regularly, or openly, or to receive the sacraments of Holy Communion (bread and wine).  In some branches of the church bread only would be received by lay people, not wine.  In other branches of the church, receiving Holy Communion would happen rarely, if at all.  It would be much more common to meet for services of the Word (reading the Bible, perhaps singing hymns, saying prayers).   

The point at which one becomes a Christian will vary with individuals.  In the English Churches it is commonly accepted that a personal pilgrimage towards  faith may take up to four years of being increasingly drawn.  A service of outward commitment may simply confirm an inward change which has already taken place.  That change of heart may have taken place in the originating country, but not been formally evidenced until arrival in UK.

Christianity is not a ‘religion of the book’ in the way Islam is in respect of the Qu’ran.  Different branches of Christianity accord greater or lesser significance to the Bible (Old & New Testaments).   The Word of God is essentially a living person, Jesus Christ, working through the Holy Spirit.  The Tradition of the Church also plays a greater or lesser part in the teaching of different branches of the Church.  Reason, in Anglicanism, forms a three-legged authority stool along with Scripture and Tradition: that balance is seen in different ways by non-Anglican Churches.

Knowledge of particular parts of the Bible is not therefore a sound test of whether someone has, or has not, genuinely become a Christian.  The great majority of churchgoers would not be able to answer many of the questions which Immigration officials have put to people seeking asylum.  Sometimes that is because the question is obscure (e.g. what is the meaning of 666?).  Sometimes it is because there is more than one valid answer (e.g. who led the Christian Church after the death of Jesus?).  Sometimes an applicant struggles because the official may have an answer in mind which an informed Christian would know was incorrect, or perhaps the question was unanswerable  (e.g. what was the date of Jesus’ birth?).   Sometimes it is because a presumption which might be appropriate in one part of the Church may be inappropriate in another (e.g. asking a Pentecostalist about Holy Communion or the Seven Sacraments or when they last went to confession, or asking a Catholic about ‘speaking in tongues’’).  Or an Immigration official may presume that the Church will automatically respond with immediate baptism if requested, not understanding the normal catechetical process.    Sometimes it is because an interpreter may be faced with words for which s/he has no ready translation (e.g. Trinity, or Epiphany, which do not feature in a Muslim dictionary).  Or there may be presumptions that customs, for instance about the patterns of betrothal and marriage, are the same in the originating country as in UK.  Where a Muslim interpreter has been asked to translate for a convert to Christianity, either the interpreter has been hostile or the convert has been afraid to give correct answers.  In the light of this we would propose that interview  documents should  contain a signed interpreter statement that he or she is NOT of the Muslim faith, or is of another faith.

When the applicant has replied with answers which have conflicted with the caseworker’s expectations, this has frequently been treated as evidence that the applicant is not to be believed.  That finding of non-credibility has become built into the system and carried forward unexamined into appeal hearings.

Beyond this, it will be important for a caseworker to put aside personal prejudices or beliefs about religion.  In practice some caseworkers have taken the attitude that no Muslim would genuinely convert to Christianity, or that all religions are superstitious nonsense, or that all views of God are merely a matter of different cultures.  Iranians, for instance, may in the particular political circumstances of Iran have experienced a Muslim projection of Allah as particularly harsh or remote, and find themselves genuinely converted to a different concept of God as loving and generous if they are given warm welcome by a worshipping Christian congregation.  It is not material whether the caseworker has experienced the Church’s God in this way;  it is only material whether the applicant has come genuinely to that faith.

Questions then arise as to whether it is safe for a claimant who has become a Christian to be returned to the originating Muslim country. 
The determination in the case of Shirazi, Babak and Samei (16/3/04) distinguishes congregational leaders and more active converts from ‘an ordinary individual convert’, though it recognises that in particular circumstances there may be real risks even for the latter (single women, for instance, lacking economic, social and legal protection).  That distinction is resisted by the Churches who believe that all members, not only have responsibilities to spread the gospel, but would have difficulty in concealing their allegiance, for instance, if they went regularly to church.   [ In some branches of Christianity regular reception of the sacrament and participation in the worshipping community is vital  -  the assumption by some Adjudicators that Christianity is a matter of private belief, to be practised quietly at home, would not be appropriate].   That risk is heightened if the person returned is seeking to bring up a child as Christian, perhaps one baptised in the UK, a child who will almost inevitably chatter to friends about their family practices of faith.  An Australian case described having to change one’s lifestyle and hide one’s faith (or gender orientation) as a form of state repression/ potential persecution,  a denial of fundamental human rights.  [NABD of 2002, Kirby J].  The private/ evangelising categorisation is a false one.

Whether or not the authorities impose Shari’ah sentences, these may be invoked by hostile neighbours.  There may also be other forms of persecution, sometimes even by a family which feels disgraced if one of its members has become a Christian, or which wishes to follow local custom, marrying a returned Christian girl to a male Muslim member of the family.  Someone who has been forcibly returned by the UK Government will probably be publicly known as such.  There may be added hostility if conversion to Christianity is seen as conversion to Western imperialist enemies of Islam.  The Archbishop of Canterbury on his recent visit to Pakistan has drawn the attention of the Pakistani Government to the danger of persecution being unleashed as a way of neighbours venting spite or grudges, particularly in village communities.

All these are matters which may well be beyond the personal knowledge of the caseworker or the adjudicator.  If justice is truly to be done to the claimant, it is therefore important that impartial accurate information can be provided.

As regards to risk on return, in the recent Zimbabwean ‘AA’ case  imputed perception of anti –regime attitudes were accepted as valid by the judges’ team, and that has so far not been overturned.

 Similar reasoning should in our view be applied to risk on return for reasons of religious imputed opinion.  
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