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Abstract
Since the European refugee crisis began in 2015, Christian missionaries have responded in higher
numbers to Greece than Italy despite high numbers of asylum-seekers in both nations. Based on
associations made with “political refugees” in Greece and “economic migrants” in Italy, this paper
seeks to discover if political vs. economic motivations of refugees are a driving factor in missionary
response to the crisis. While conducting my research within the organization, Youth With A Mission
(YWAM), I used a mixed-method approach to triangulate data from semi-structured interviews, a
digital survey, and user-content posted to the YWAM Refugee Circle Facebook page. Though the
response to political vs. economic refugees is slightly evident among missionaries in Greece, the
results show that: 1.) missional identity (or the “call” of God) is foundational to missionary response
in both locations, but that 2.) the demographic attributes of asylum-seekers—specifically Muslims
and people from the Middle East—and 3.) the catalytic role of (social) media have pulled more
missionaries to Greece than Italy.
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“For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and
you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed
me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you
visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.’
---‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty
and give you drink?’
---‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these
my brothers, you did it to me.’”
--Matthew 25:34-40 (ESV)

1. Introduction
1.1 Research Topic
At the height of the European refugee crisis, I led a small team of volunteers from Hawaii to
help in camps and centers for recent migrant arrivals in Germany, Netherlands, and France for two
months. We built many relationships with refugees in that time, including a young Kurdish woman
who had recently fled Syria with her husband and three children. As we sat and drank tea together,
she used her finger to trace their travel route from Syria to Germany on my phone’s Google Maps
app. Since I didn’t speak her language, I could only look her in the eye and gently squeeze her arm
with sorrowful empathy. She promptly threw her arms around me and started crying, as though no
one had considered the toll it took on her as an individual. How were the mothers, fathers, children,
and grandparents—each with their own unique stories, emotions, and traumas—being looked after
in this great wave of need lapping onto Europe’s shores?
My experience is one of hundreds of missionaries who have chosen to respond in aid to the
refugee crisis in Europe. It is also the core reason for basing my study on various aspects of the
missionary response to the crises which have occurred in Greece and Italy since summer 2015. The
situations my team and I encountered showed me how varied the circumstances of the new arrivals
were, and how varying the responses by the host nations were to their presence. In some places,
the government provided assistance with money, accommodation, and asylum, while in other
locations it was the humanitarians helping with food, medical care, and other types of relief. Despite
all these differences of needs and circumstances among the refugees, I found that the common
denominator in each location was their need for love, companionship, and hospitality. With the
preeminent duty to provide these, the contemporary Christian missionary is an important actor
when studying the international response to migrant crises in Europe.
The role of the missionary in the recent (and current) European refugee crisis is particularly
intriguing for several reasons. First, it challenges traditional theories of why people decide to travel
or migrate since the missionary goes to a place based on their religious/missional identity (or “call”
from God), as opposed to economic or political reasons.1 Typically, the primary reasons for people to
travel are for recreation, holiday, business, or to visit friends and relatives.2 If people decide to
migrate for longer periods of time, the normal reasons are to flee poverty, violence, and
environmental problems.3 Meanwhile, whether it be for short- or long-term periods, the missionary
travels or migrates based on their belief that God has told them to.
Second, the missionary’s primary goal in crisis response is unusual in that it aims to meet the
emotional and spiritual needs of the individual refugee in addition to the physical. Though a
missionary may be doing activities related to aid, development, and construction, they may also be
building relationships, evangelizing, and praying for people—activities which differentiate them from
other types of humanitarian actors.
Third, very little has been done to study and observe the demographic attributes of the
places and people that may act as additional pull mechanisms in the missionary’s “call”. For instance,
are there particular ethnic, national, gender, or religious attributes of a person that attract
missionary work?
Finally, the acute circumstances of both the urgency and motivational or demographic
variations of arriving migrants to Greece and Italy—two primary Mediterranean gateway nations for
migration to the EU—provide good case studies for learning about how missionaries decide to go to
places with high levels of human need.
1
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These are the experiences, thoughts, and questions which have led me to conduct my
Master’s thesis research on how and why missionaries decide to go places to help the most
vulnerable migrants arriving on the Mediterranean shores of Europe. Essentially, the main question
this paper seeks to answer is whether the motives of one type of stranger (refugees) influence the
motives of another type of stranger (missionaries) to respond to the crisis in Greece and Italy.
1.2 Research Question & Objectives
To discover the reasons why missionaries respond to the European refugee crisis, I decided
to compare the two primary Mediterranean gateway nations for migrants seeking asylum in the
European Union: Greece and Italy. I have chosen Greece and Italy as locations for comparative
analysis for several reasons: 1.) with the exception of a few months in 2015-2016, Italy’s number of
incoming migrants is consistently higher than Greece,4 and yet Greece has received many more
missionaries, namely within the organization I conducted my research with, Youth With A Mission
(YWAM) (Figure 1.1); 2.) the majority of arrivals to Italy have been
classified as economic migrants whereas those in Greece are mostly
considered political refugees5; and 3.) the missionaries in these
locations were the most open and enthusiastic about research being
conducted on their work.
Though Greece received more refugees in the first months
of the crisis, Italy has consistently received more asylum-seekers per
month since the EU-Turkey Joint Action Plan was established in
March of 2016.6 One of the main, differentiating factors of migrant
arrivals in Greece and Italy is the refugees’ presumptive political vs.
economic circumstances in their origin nation. Unlike the flood of
conflict-fleeing Syrians that constituted the largest wave of refugees
coming primarily through Greece in late 2015, many asylum-seekers Figure 1.1 Number of long-term,
short-term, & volunteer YWAM
coming to Italy are presumably doing so for economic reasons, and
missionaries who work(ed) with
therefore have a harder time qualifying for humanitarian
refugees in Greece & Italy
protection.7 Parallel to these events, the number of missionaries
Source: Approx. estimates provided
responding to the crisis has been far higher in Greece than Italy, and by YWAM operating location leaders
it did not taper off in March 2016 when the wave of asylum-seekers
shifted to Italy. Consequently, this phenomenon provides an opportunity to explore reasons for
missionary response to crises.
Therefore, the objective of this research is to discover if political vs. economic motivations of
refugees are a driving factor in the missionary response to those locations. Bearing this in mind, my
research question is the following: are political vs. economic migrants a main pull factor in
missionary response to the European refugee crisis? To answer this question, I focus on the
international missionary organization, Youth With A Mission (YWAM), and some of the response and
migration factors which draw its members to the refugee crises in Greece and Italy.
By the end, this paper will have argued that though the political vs. economic motivations of
asylum-seekers are a primary differentiating factor between Greece and Italy, it is not the main pull
factor in missionary response to the crises in these two nations. Indeed, my research argues that
missional identity is the fundamental driver in response to the crises in both locations, but that
4
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Greece has continually received more missionaries because 1.) the demographic attributes of the
asylum-seekers arriving in Greece—particularly Muslims and people from the Middle East—are a
greater pull factor for missionaries than those arriving in Italy, and 2.) the role of (social) media has
acted as a catalyst in bringing more missionaries—specifically short-term workers—to Greece.
1.3 Research Model & Topics
1.3.1 Framework
Though much has been written about missionaries from a historical and theological
perspective, I have loosely based my study on the conceptual, geographic framework of migration.
The reason for this is because my research explores where missionaries have gone and why rather
than what they are doing and how their work is affecting the people and location. Therefore, I have
constructed my research around a theoretical framework which views the missionary as a unique
type of migrant. Bearing in mind that the push, pull, personal, and hindrance factors for missionary
migration are different than the stereotypical migrant who re-locates for political or economic
reasons, I found this to be the most appropriate framework within which to ask questions about
what brings more missionaries to one place over another and why.
Additionally, as Chapter 3 will explain in further detail, no studies have been done on conflict
resolution and crisis response where both the givers and recipients of aid are aliens in the hosting
nation. In a host nation, the missionary and the refugee may both be considered “migrants”, though
for very different reasons. Likewise, much academic literature is focused on the migration factors of
the refugee, but little to no research has shown the migration factors of the missionary to meet the
refugee in the host nation. Viewing the missionary as a unique type of “migrant” who is responding
to the physical, emotional, and spiritual needs of other migrants offers an interesting new
perspective on both missiological thinking as well as conflict resolution and crisis response.
1.3.2 Research Subject
To gather information on this topic, I have chosen to conduct my research with the nonprofit Christian volunteer organization, Youth With A Mission (YWAM), for several reasons. The first
reason is due to the organization’s foundational values of a.) organizational decentralization, b.)
relationship- vs. task- oriented work, and c.) individual “call”. These values are important because
they essentially free YWAM’s staff members to make their own decisions about where to go on their
“mission”, which means my research is based on the unique decision-making paradigms of
individuals versus actors who have been sent or “assigned” to serve in a nation by their leaders.8 The
second reason is that several YWAM staff members have expressed concern to me personally about
the need for more missionaries in their respective locations, and I wanted to understand why there
were such disproportionate numbers of missionaries in two nations that have both high needs and
high numbers of asylum-seekers. Lastly, as both YWAM staff member and research intern, I am an
insider with the means to conduct extensive interviews and surveys of individuals within the
organization. This made the organization an easy and natural fit for conducting my research.
1.3.3 Research Topics
Though the “political refugee-economic migrant” migration variable is the primary
differentiating factor between asylum-seekers arriving in Greece and Italy, my hypothesis at the start
of my research was that it was not the main reason why Greece has received more missionaries than
Italy. Therefore, in addition to the “political refugee-economic migrant” migration variable
mentioned in my primary research question, I explore other possible missionary migration and crisis
8
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response factors which may also contribute to a missionary’s decision to go to a place to help
refugees. The first is the role of missional identity and how it acts as both a fundamental aspect of
missionary response as well as a personal migration factor. Because the missionary initially decides
to go to a place based on his or her personal “call” from God, I believe it to be a pertinent topic of
study on missionary response to the European refugee crisis. The second factor I look at is
demographic (or super-diversity) attributes of the refugees, and whether or not missionaries are
typically more “called” to a particular nationality, religion, age, gender, or other demographic type.
This is important because if missionaries feel called to (for example) Middle Eastern Muslims, they
may be more likely to respond to the crisis in Greece where those attribute types are predominantly
found among arriving refugees. The third and final factor I have included in my research is the role of
(social) media and its use of stories, maps, and images which may pull or catalyze missionaries to a
crisis. The impactful images of suffering individuals have been a contributor to the massive
humanitarian response to the crisis in Greece, and I argue that missionaries are no exception to this
increased need and desire to respond.
1.4 Scientific and Societal Relevance
1.4.1 Contemporary Missionaries
Scientific Relevance
When looking at the influence of missionaries and faith-based organizations in human
geography, there is plenty of opportunity for raising interesting questions about why missionaries
migrate to certain places and interact with certain people. Among the few authors who have
written on topics in this field, many say it is under-developed. In the Journal of Refugee Studies,
Elizabeth Ferris (2011) comments on “the need for serious academic research on faith-based
humanitarian organizations and [suggests] areas where future research is particularly needed.”9
Ager et al. (2015) write that “the potential role of local faith communities (LFCs) in promoting
resilience in contexts of humanitarian crisis has, despite recent policy interest, been a neglected area
of study.”10 The most noteworthy and influential author in my study is Claire Brickell, whose article
Geographies of Contemporary Christian Mission(aries) (2012) “argues for the importance of
recognizing mission organizations and missionaries not just as historic relics, but as important,
active, and geographically far ranging actors in the modern world.”11
It is the last reference to which I give the most attention in my research: the relevance of
the contemporary Christian missionary in human geography. Most literature searches related to
“missionaries” and “geography” yield results researched and written in a historical, colonial, and/or
imperial context, which have become less relevant when observing the typical, modern missionary.
In her PhD dissertation Migration With a Mission: Geographies of Evangelical Mission(aries), Brickell
(2013) emphasizes the lack of research in this area, and that research on contemporary
mission(aries) and religious identity shaping cultural landscape has only occurred in the last several
years.12 The field and topic are under-developed, and there is a void among the theoretical questions
being asked about identities and migration patterns of faith-based actors, namely during a crisis or
conflict. The main factors I fill this knowledge gap with in my research are the missionary response
to refugee and humanitarian crises, and the role of (social) media in missionary mobilization.
Using my own primary research, I contribute to the recent argument that the contemporary
Christian missionary is a modern and relevant influence on cultural landscape, namely in crisis
response. I have also added new insight as I translate, measure, and analyze the missional concept of
a divine “call” (which, as evidenced in my research, individual missionaries largely attribute to their
reasoning for moving to a new place) to academic theory. To do this, I focus primarily on the role of
9
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missional identity in the decision-making process of going to a place with high rates of human need.
Further, my research illustrates the multicultural and transnational nature of contemporary
missionaries, going “from nations to nations” as opposed to the traditional mindset of “West to the
rest” that has previously dominated discourse and perception of faith-based actors in academic
literature.13 Lastly, I have analyzed the role of images, news, missional/cultural networks, and social
media as possible factors in a missionary’s response to crisis.
Societal Relevance
In terms of societal relevance, there are countless ways the impact or influence of faithbased actors in crisis—and particularly the work of contemporary Christian missionaries—are
socially relevant. The most comprehensive and succinct list of activities comes from a report on
faith-based organizations (FBO) prepared by the European Political Christian Movement (ECPM):
•

•

Activities cover vulnerable groups, particularly those which cannot access any form
of assistance or facility.
o Build social networks among people of different ages and cultures
o Offer therapy, language courses, meals, urgent financial assistance
o Help the homeless and prostitutes by guaranteeing absolute anonymity
o Provide social services to undocumented people, helping people to navigate
through complex administrative systems, providing shelter for women and
children who are under threat of violence or appealing government
decisions
Research shows that when directly comparing FBOs with comparable secular
organizations, the services provided by FBOs are equivalent or superior.14

Most notably, there is the role the missionary inherently believes is most important in their
work: to bring the Gospel (or “good news”) of eternal salvation through Jesus Christ to those they
would consider to be “unreached.”15 Due to that imperative, so comes the aforementioned attempts
at providing love, compassion, and hospitality to individuals—tasks missionaries and the global
church feel are transformative influences on society. These factors, among others, are what
missionaries themselves may consider to be extremely socially relevant.16
1.4.2 European Refugee Crisis
In addition to the role of the missionary, my research takes on particular social relevance
given the European refugee crisis. The societal relevance of the arrival of illegal migrants to the
European Union since the Arab Spring of 2011 is evident in the increased volume of media coverage,
policy-shaping, voting trends, and local citizens’ reactions throughout the continent. Curious,
though, is the notable absence in these discourses of large numbers of migrants arriving in Italy.
Therefore, the relevance of my topic is considering whether or not there is a particular empathy,
attention, or precedence given to the “political refugees” arriving in Greece versus the “economic
migrants” arriving in Italy.
1.5 Thesis Overview
The goal of this paper is to provide explanations based on my own research for missionary
migration and volunteer response to the refugees in Greece and Italy since 2015. Therefore, the
chapters of this thesis focus on the literature review, methodology, and empirical results of my
research. Chapter 2 provides background context of my paper’s two main settings: 1.) the European
13
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refugee crisis with a focus on Greece and Italy, aid response, and media coverage; and 2.)
contemporary Christian mission(aries), its definitions, and its relevance in shaping modern cultural
landscape.
In Chapter 3, I do a review of the literature related to the three main concepts included in
my theoretical framework. The first is missional identity and its role as a foundational, “personal”
factor in missionary migration. The second is Vertovec’s (2007) concept of super-diversity and how
the wide range and multidimensionality of refugee demographic attributes may act as “pull” factors
in missionary migration.17 The third concept is (social) media influence, which I argue is a catalyst for
pulling missionaries to refugee needs in Europe, particularly to Greece.
In Chapter 4, I give detailed information about my three primary research methods. For my
first method, I explain how I manually harvested, categorized, and analyzed content shared by
missionaries on the YWAM Refugee Circle Facebook page to measure (social) media influence in
missionary migration and refugee crisis response. The second method I use in my research is a digital
survey completed by 96 participants who did seasonal, long-, or short-term missionary/volunteer
work with refugees in Greece and/or Italy. Finally, my third method for collecting data was
conducting semi-structured interviews of 31 missionaries working in Greece and Italy.
In Chapter 5, I focus on three ways (social) media has been a catalyst in missionary migration
and volunteer response to Greece and/or Italy based on the YWAM Refugee Circle Facebook page.
First, I give an overview of the page, types and places of focus, and how its content is influential to
group members. Second, I address how the “political refugee-economic migrant” classifications of
refugees are represented on the page. Finally, I look at other super-diversity attributes of refugees
(ie. age, gender, religion, nationality, and region of origin) represented in the page content to
determine if more attention is given to refugee “types” arriving in Greece.
In Chapter 6, I use the participant survey method to discover the pull and personal factors of
missionaries to the crisis while looking through the grid of my framework’s three main concepts:
missional identity and hearing God’s voice based on qualitative answers provided by participants,
super-diversity attributes of the refugees as rated in terms of “call” by the participants, and the
influence of (social) media based on participant replies.
In Chapter 7, I analyze data collected from semi-structured interviews with individual
missionaries based on my paper’s three main concepts. The first is the role of missional identity and
the missionary’s belief that they have been told or “called” to go by God. The second is the superdiversity attributes of the refugees as pull factors in missionary migration, namely a.) whether the
refugees’ political or economic motivations for going are a factor and b.) if there are other
demographic attributes which pull missionaries to crisis response. And third is the role of media
influence on missionary response.
In Chapter 8, I conclude my study by: giving an overview of the final results; revealing how
my study fills gaps in the knowledge related to these topics; listing other possible migration factors
for missionaries to the crisis; giving possible recommendations to solve the problem of low
missionary numbers in Italy; and giving recommendations for future research related to these topics.
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2. The European Refugee Crisis and Contemporary Christian Mission
“By August 2015, the refugee crisis had started to fully emerge. I saw it unfold at
my metro stop in Budapest because that was part of the initial trail of the
refugees…They looked to be from the Middle East or perhaps even Afghanistan
kind of area. And I noticed this number jumped quite quickly to—like one day I
went through and there was about 50, then it was about 150, and then it was
about 300…It jumped from that to some thousands, and every night there was a
crew down there from various different NGOs…just serving however we could.”
-Catherine (New Zealand, 44, Long-Term Greece)
From my office at YWAM’s largest operating location in Hawaii in late-August 2015, I began
to hear murmurings from across the world that refugees were arriving in rafts on Greece’s outer
islands, and that some of our YWAM staff members there were among the first responders to the
scene. Three years on and I encountered some of these staff members while conducting my
interviews for this thesis. One such missionary was Aaron (USA, 36, Long-Term Greece), who had
moved with his wife from Germany to Greece just as the crowded boats were arriving. “We moved
here in August of 2015,” he told me. “Two weeks later, the refugee crisis started.” As they were
settling into their new life in Athens, he had received a phone call from a local pastor, saying, “Hey, I
just got word that there’s about 300 people that just showed up on the island of Kos on a raft, and
they’re just living on the streets. They don’t have any food or anything like that…You’re from YWAM,
maybe you could call those guys back in Germany that you used to work with and maybe you guys
could go out there and help them.”18 Little did they know this was the official beginning of the
European refugee crisis, as well as the missionary response to it.
The European refugee crisis has brought thousands of people to Greece and Italy, including
aid and religious volunteers.19 To understand the motivations of missionaries in refugee crisis
response, it is important to present the background information of both the crisis as well as Christian
mission. In this chapter, I will first review the background of the crisis, the various definitions of
displaced or irregular migration, the geopolitical importance of Greece and Italy, and an overall look
at the missionary response to both locations. In the second half of the chapter, I will expound on the
concept of contemporary Christian mission by explaining its definition, giving a historical and
geographic context of the term, and providing background information about the organization I have
chosen for my research, Youth With A Mission (YWAM).
2.1 European Refugee Crisis
2.1.1 Crisis Origins
Irregular migration in Europe was not a new occurrence in the years preceding the crisis, but
it reached a tipping point by August of 2015.20 There are several reasons the crisis occurred when it
did, all of which created a perfect storm of triggers which brought 1.2 million registered asylumseekers to the European Union by the end of 2015—double the number from the previous year—
21
and hundreds of thousands more since.22
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The first reason was the worsening conditions in the Syrian Civil War, displacing more of its
citizens by 2014 and 2015. Second was the pressure those fleeing the war placed on neighboring
countries like Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey—all of whom were reaching a humanitarian breaking
point, causing the refugees to flee beyond those nations. Third was German Chancellor Angela
Merkel’s September 2015 pledge to offer asylum to refugees who could make it to Germany, which
changed the rules of having to apply for asylum in the first EU nation reached and therefore reducing
chance of arrest in transit nations to Germany. Fourth was the increasing ease of passage through
the Eastern Mediterranean route from Turkey into Greece. Prior to the crisis, most refugees fled to
Europe through the Central Mediterranean route from Libya to Italy, but as the eastern route
became easier, cheaper, and Balkan nations improved transportation infrastructure, the influx of
arrivals made their way through Greece. Consequently, the fifth reason was the advertisement of
this better route by the refugees on social media. As Facebook pages and other social media began
sharing news of the eastern, Balkan route through Greece—particularly as a more “family friendly”
route—the refugees came in greater mass.23
These occurrences have resulted in several major implications which include: the largest
influx of refugees in Europe since World War II24; a major humanitarian crisis in Greece25; thousands
of deaths in the Mediterranean Sea, particularly in the crossing between Libya and Italy26; hundreds
of thousands of migrants waiting for asylum in limbo27; and countless other repercussions
throughout European policy, culture, and society.
2.1.2 Crisis Migrant Definition Types
The main variable in my research is whether or not the refugees’ political or economic
motivations influence missionary migration to Greece and/or Italy. Since the crisis began in 2015,
Greece’s arrivals have been largely associated with “political refugees” whereas Italy’s arrivals have
been characterized as “economic migrants.”28 To set the context for this paper, it is important to
know the different definitions of migrants entering the EU, but to also know the danger in reducing
the complexities of human circumstance to such general terms.
Asylum-Seekers, Refugees, Migrants
There are several definitions which bear relevance to my study, and which I will briefly
discuss. Broadly defined, a migrant is someone who changes their location of permanent or semipermanent residence.29 Referred to as “strangers”, Houtum & Naerssen (2001) distinguish between
four different groups: the foreign entrepreneurs and managers, tourists, refugees and asylumseekers, and low-rated immigrant workers.30 It is the latter two which I will now focus on as they
have received the greatest spotlight in Europe’s crisis.
As a migrant enters the EU seeking refuge, he or she is considered an asylum-seeker. This is a
term referring to one who registers in a nation to have their case examined before falling into a
certain category. If legal authorities determine the person is indeed seeking refuge from war,
violence, or persecution, they are then given the classification of (political) refugee. This definition
was formed in the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, and states that a refugee is
23
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someone living outside their country of residence who is “unable or unwilling to return to that
country because of persecution…[related to] race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular
social group, or political opinion.”31 Salehyan’s (2006) more intuitive definition is “anyone who flees
a country of origin or residence for fear of politically motivated harm,” which could include war,
persecution, and violence.32
When the crisis began in 2015, a host of other type of migrants joined the flood of asylumseekers seeking refuge from war and violence—a group that does not fit the legal definition of a
“refugee” and has become known in popular discourse as economic migrants. This group is defined
as those who “choose to move not because of a direct threat of persecution or death, but mainly to
improve their lives by finding work, or in some cases for education, family reunion, or other
reasons.”33 Though their circumstances may be dire, they may be “fleeing poverty, perhaps, but not
persecution of a sort that would legally qualify them as refugees.”34
Though the majority of people entering Greece and Italy in the first year of the crisis were
refugees,35 by summer 2017 the UN revealed that 7 out of 10 migrants entering the EU were not
refugees.36 Because Italy now receives more arrivals than Greece, and many of the nationalities
arriving in Italy are from nations not typically associated with war as a migration push factor, many
of the arrivals arriving in Italy are placed in the “economic migrant” category.
Complications in Classification
In reality, such “binary policy distinctions” are inappropriate when looking at the massive
range of complexities, circumstances, and motivations of the individual migrants.37 As Park says,
“people’s motives are rarely as cut and dried as that”.38 Wood (1994) argues that non-political
factors such as economic security, access to natural resources, and employment are important
reasons for migration which have been left out of the 1951 Convention’s legal definition.39 One
unique example which emerged in my interviews was related to the Sub-Saharan Africans entering
Italy. While they may have left their home nation for a variety of reasons, the conditions in Libya on
their journey exposed them to slavery, trafficking, and violence. Though they may not have departed
their origin nation as “political refugees”, they may be arriving in Italy as such.40
These are just a few reasons why binary categories assigned to migration motivations are
not sufficient for arrivals into the EU. Even so, patterns of motivations can be found in the two
nations receiving the bulk of migrants as they first set foot in the EU—Greece and Italy.
2.1.3 Greece & Italy
Geopolitical Importance
The geopolitical conditions of Greece and Italy are key elements when looking at the
European refugee crisis and the missionary response because under the Dublin system, both nations
“are expected to take responsibility for the mass arrivals across the Mediterranean.”41 Both offer
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similarities and differences which have determined the numbers of migrants seeking asylum as well
as the missionaries going to meet them.
The greatest similarity is that Greece and Italy (and Spain) are the EU member states located
within the closest geographic proximity to Asia and Africa by sea. Known as the Central
Mediterranean Route, migrants attempting to reach Europe through Italy launch from Tunisia or
Libya (Figure 2.1). Prior to the crisis, this was the primary route taken because once in Italy, it was
contiguously and geopolitically within the EU moving forward. Meanwhile, the Eastern
Mediterranean Route goes from Turkey to Greece. Prior to the crisis, this was a more difficult route

Figure 2.1 Central and Eastern Mediterranean Routes of irregular
migration to Greece and Italy
Source: International Organization for Migration (IOM)

because though Greece is in the EU, the journey by foot to the rest of the EU required walking
through the non-EU Balkan nations. Once transportation improved in the Balkans and Germany’s
assurance of asylum was given, migrant traffic shifted from the Central to the Eastern route. This
trend lasted from August 2015 until March 2016, when the EU-Turkey Joint Action Plan was created
in an “effort to curb the illegal entry of migrants and refugees into the European bloc.”42 Upon
implementation of the deal, migratory traffic shifted back to the Central Mediterranean Route
where Italy once again saw thousands of asylum-seekers attempting to reach Europe’s shores, and
its figures have remained higher than Greece ever since (Figure 2.2).43
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Figure 2.2 Arriving immigrants to Greece and Italy during the first year of
the refugee crisis, October 2015 to September 2016
Source: UNHCR
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Arrivals
Of equal importance as the geopolitical aspects of the two nations is the demographic
composition of the arrivals. Whether in asylum processes, media coverage, or the “call” of a
missionary, certain demographics of migrants seem to receive more attention than others and are
therefore an important factor in my research.
Though it will be mentioned in more detail throughout my paper, there are many
differences between the migrants arriving in Greece and Italy. First, the arrivals’ origin nations vary
greatly as most entering the EU through Greece come from the Middle East and Central Asia—
nations typically associated with civil war, Islam, and politically-charged motivations for migration.
Conversely, many of Italy’s migrants come from Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia—nations
typically associated with poverty and economic crises, though with some exceptions.44
Other significant demographic variables include age and gender. Whereas Greece has
received more women and children since the crisis began, Italy receives more young adult males.45
In asylum processes, women and children are classified as “vulnerable” migrants,46 which means
greater priority is given to them related to advocacy, protection, and humanitarian response.47
2.1.4 Aid Response
Greece vs. Italy
As the influx of migrants has increased in Greece and Italy in the past few years, so has the
response by NGOs, including missionaries. Volunteers have come from all over the world to respond
in a variety of ways, including distribution of food and clothing, rescuing people from the sea,
administering medical and psychological aid, offering language courses, and performing manual
labor.48
Since the conditions in both Greece and Italy vary in regards to their institutional responses
and infrastructure,49 the response by volunteers in each nation has been disproportionate to the
number of migrants arriving. In YWAM alone, there are approximately 25 to 30 long-term (more
than one year) refugee-focused missionaries working in Greece compared to Italy’s 7 long-term
refugee-focused missionaries.50 When looking at the number of short-term volunteers (less than 3
months) who came to work with refugees through YWAM in 2017 and early 2018, Greece received
approximately 1,400 volunteers as opposed to no more than 25 volunteers coming to Italy.51 The
reasons for this are the primary focus of this paper and will be expounded on in greater detail
throughout.
Media Coverage
In addition to geopolitical importance and demographic diversity of arrivals is the impact the
media has had on humanitarian response. The refugee crisis had only just begun when on
September 2, 2015, the world saw photos and video of drowned 3-year old Aylan Kurdi—a Syrian
boy who, along with most of his family, died in the crossing from Turkey to Greece when their boat
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sank.52 The image is upsetting as the lifeless boy in
a red shirt lay face-down on a beach at the water’s
edge. When the world saw the photo, “people who
had been unmoved by the relentlessly rising death
toll in Syria suddenly appeared to care much more
after having seen Aylan’s photograph.”53 The photo
moved the world, reaching 20 million views and
30,000 tweets on the internet in 12 hours, and
prompted an influx in both donations as well as
humanitarian response to Greece (Figure 2.3).54 55
Though this cast global spotlight on the
Syrian crisis, it also drew the world’s attention to
the plight of asylum-seekers flooding into Europe,
especially Greece. This image and countless more
related to sinking ships, crying children, and refugee Figure 2.3 Screenshot of a tweet containing viral
image of Aylan Kurdi
camps were catalysts in bringing missionaries to
Source: Tweet screenshot taken from CNN. Original
Europe in response to the crisis. This was
photo: Nilufer Demir.
particularly evident in my research as many of my
interview and survey participants working in Greece said the news headlines had drawn their
attention to the crisis and, in some cases, motivated them to respond. Additionally, extracting data
from YWAM’s Refugee Circle Facebook page, posts related to Greece overwhelmingly outnumbered
posts related to Italy, which led me to further investigate how much influence media coverage of the
crisis had on missionary response to each nation.
2.1.5 Refugee Crisis Conclusion
The European refugee crisis has brought hundreds of thousands of people to the continent
through Greece and Italy. Despite their motivations, classifications, ethnicities, and nationalities,
they have made the treacherous journey with no guarantee of reprieve once they arrive. As this has
happened, another wave of people has arrived in Europe to meet these refugees with compassion
and hospitality: missionaries. To understand what makes the role of these actors relevant in the
study of cultural landscape, conflict resolution, and crisis response, it is important to explain the
definitions, relevance, and pertinent discussions which have arisen around contemporary Christian
mission(aries).
2.2 Contemporary Christian Mission
As a teenager, the picture I had of Christian mission was either short-term trips to build
houses in Mexico or long-term commitments to living with a tribe in a jungle somewhere. My views
changed when I applied to join a mission organization as a cartographer, a job which entailed sitting
at a desk and making demographic maps to help missionaries strategize their response to local and
global needs. As the years have passed, personal experience and interactions with hundreds of
missionaries around the world have further expanded my understanding of the term “mission”
beyond the historically-filtered definition and perceptions in society today. In this section, I will
discuss the concept of contemporary Christian mission by explaining its definition, giving a historical
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and geographic context of the term, and providing background information about the organization I
have chosen for my research, Youth With A Mission (YWAM).
2.2.1 What is “Mission”?
The topic of “mission” in Christian tradition dates back 2,000 years to the creation of the
church in the biblical book of Acts, and has developed many different views, opinions, and
definitions since. With the context and relevance of my particular paper topics in mind, I will briefly
focus on the basics of what “mission” is, where it came from, and how a missionary is defined.
Central to Christianity is that eternal salvation comes by believing and confessing that God’s
innocent Son, Jesus Christ, was crucified and later rose from the dead in order to reconcile sinful
humanity with God the Father.56 A second central element to Christianity is to then share that act of
Christ’s sacrificial love and forgiveness to people who have not yet heard the Gospel, or “good
news.”57 This act of sharing the Gospel is commanded by the resurrected Christ in the Bible in
Matthew 28:16-20 when He tasks His disciples to “go therefore and make disciples of all nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to
observe all that I have commanded you”58—a passage traditionally known in the church as the Great
Commission.59 From there, the Bible’s New Testament gives both broad and detailed instructions of
how and what it means to do this.
The word “mission” in the Bible is derived from the Greek word missio, a term described by
Spencer (2012) as “a deliberate overflowing of God’s life and love into the world” due to its original
meaning describing the Trinitarian role of “how the Father ‘sends’ the Son and the Holy Spirit to the
world” to help humanity.60 Not only does God the Father send His Son, Jesus, to reconcile humanity
to Himself, but He also sends the Holy Spirit as a guide for people to live their lives in obedience and
fruitfulness. Such “fruits of the Spirit”—as found in Galatians 5:22-23—become manifest in people as
“love, peace, compassion, gentleness, kindness” and other characteristics of being like Christ.61 It is
by these fruits, Jesus says in the book of Matthew chapter 7, that individuals will be recognized as
followers of Christ.62
Though followers manifesting these traits can share the Gospel from their home and
community, the “missionary” is typically defined as one who leaves their home and migrates to
another location to share the Gospel with those who are considered “unreached” and/or disciple
those who are new or inexperienced in the Christian faith.63 One definition of “missionary” by
Wright (as cited by Goheen, 2010) is “the activity of sending and with cross-cultural communication
of the gospel—that is, with a broadly centrifugal dynamic of mission.”64 Bearing that “centrifugal
dynamic” in mind, aspects of the missionary typically include being sent by God to a place through a
“call” from Him and working in “ministry” or acts of service,65 both of which will be expounded on in
Chapter 7 when looking at the responses of the missionaries I interviewed for this paper.
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Overall, the goal of the missionary is to “call people into relationship with God”66 through
evangelism, discipleship, and other acts of service by living out biblical values of truth, forgiveness,
personal accountability, love, patience, compassion, justice, and mercy.67
2.2.2 Historical and Geographical Context of Mission
Historical Background
The history of the mission begins immediately following resurrected Jesus’ ascension into
Heaven when, in the book of Acts chapter 1, the Holy Spirit comes upon His followers for the first
time on the day of Pentecost, “launching…the community of disciples into mission.”68 From there,
the book of Acts—what Hertig and Gallagher (2004) call the “most explicitly missional book in the
Bible”—gives detailed accounts of the first days of the early church and mission.69
After nearly 2,000 years, Christianity has spread to all corners of the globe, claiming the
world’s largest religion with over 2 billion followers.70 However, the idea of mission started to gain
criticism in the 1950’s when, according to Azumah (2010), “Christian mission in Western hands [had]
come under lots of suspicion, accusations, and attack.”71 At that time, the general critique in the
academic world began viewing mission as “cultural imperialism”—“a tool of colonization”72 viewed
through the lens of proselytism of indigenous populations in the colonial era, and a catalyst for
injustices in spheres related to power, domination, gender/sexuality, and slavery.73
Consequently, as Brickell argues in her study on the relevance of contemporary
mission(aries) in cultural landscape, academia has “retained a largely historic optic”74 and its
“historical bias belies the reality that mission remains a contemporary phenomenon.”75 Indeed, the
face of contemporary mission differs from its preceding attributes greatly. Elazar (2017) contrasts
the colonial missionary to the contemporary one by highlighting the frequent support and
collaboration between the mission organization and the governing state.76 Han (2010) notes the
attributes of contemporary mission as “’encounter, communication and connectivity’ over
domination and proselytization.”77 Spencer (2012) observes that the collectivist, coercion strategies
of the Middle Ages are no longer relevant, and that relationship with God is to be entered into with
“commitment and enthusiasm”. He also notes that church-goers today are no longer in attendance
out of duty or obligation, but because they choose to attend.78 Finally, Kpughe (2017) observes the
importance of understanding the binary Catholic and Protestant nature of colonial-era mission, and
how it was “largely established along regional and ethnic divides”79 as opposed to the diverse and
international global church of the 21st century.80
Bearing these differences in mind, the academic literature on contemporary mission(aries) is
overwhelmingly lacking. Not only do missionaries “remain important, active and geographically far
ranging actors in the modern world,”81 but Sidorov (2006) calls the field of religion within geopolitics
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“one of the most exciting frontiers for further geopolitical research.”82 Because of this gap in
research, though, the motives, experiences, and influence of missionaries within a geographical
framework remain a mystery—or as Brickell puts it: “missionaries complicate geographical
thinking.”83 For this reason, my study of missionary activities contributes to the small amount of
research in the field of (what I would call) contemporary missional geography.
Mission in Geography
When looking specifically at the field of geography, the theoretical literature on
contemporary missionaries is scant. In Brickell’s review of what’s available, she mentions a few of
the scholars who have delved into the field. In their 2010 publication, Dittmer and Sturm posit
“there has thus far been no sustained theorization of the spiritual dimensions of evangelical
discourses and practices” in the field of geopolitics.84 Especially when it comes to short-term
missionaries—those who travel to a place of need for a short period of time (less than 3 months)
and typically participate in ministry activities like evangelism or some kind of development85—Han
(2011) describes such behavior as “among the untold back studies of neoliberal globalization and
transnational religious movement.”86
In her look at the “new geographies of religion”, Kong (2001) points out the misunderstood
role of religion in the field of geography, saying that scholars have labelled it as “depleted,
purportedly attracting few thinkers, lacking in coherence, and existing in disarray.” Further, she says
that “cultural geographical texts from different parts of the globe in recent years have either given it
scant, uneven or no attention at all.”87 Her proposal is to acknowledge the role of religion in
geographic analysis as equally worthy of study as other topics like gender, race, and class,88 for many
reasons which include its being “the basis of morality and the impetus for social justice.”89
As Brickell concludes her comprehensive look at the minimal amount of literature available
in the field of contemporary missional geography, she “calls for geographers, and social scientists
more generally, to undertake further research into mission and missionary lives”,90 noting that “we
still know relatively little about the motivation and work of these religious volunteers.”91 To that
end, the primary objectives of my study are to determine the motivations of the missionaries who
have responded to the European refugee crisis in Greece and Italy, and the (arguably) best candidate
organization for such a study is the non-profit missionary organization, Youth With A Mission.
2.2.3 Youth With A Mission (YWAM)
In 2006, I joined the non-profit mission organization, Youth With A Mission (YWAM,
pronounced why-wam) as a full-time, long-term volunteer. I maintained my staff member status for
this year of getting my Master’s degree, which is why choosing it as both my internship organization
and the object of my thesis research was a natural fit. Besides personal preference, there are other
reasons which qualify YWAM as an excellent case study when researching the missionary response
to the European refugee crisis. Not only is it one of the largest missionary organizations in the world
with the furthest geographic reach and broadest spectrum of ministries and staff member
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diversity,92 its organizational values are conducive to studying the individual motives and choices
made in missionary migration and response to refugees.
Historical Background
Founded in 1960 by American Christian evangelical, Loren Cunningham, YWAM’s original
vision and values were based on revolutionary ideas like commissioning young people to join
missions, empowering women as leaders, and championing Christians in non-Western nations to be
missionaries, too. Nearly 60 years later, and the organization has grown into 18,000 staff members
across more than 1,100 operating locations in 180 nations.93 Though the spectrum of ministry
activities is broad, the organization has categorized all its activities into three main categories:
evangelism, mercy, and training.94
The training branch of YWAM is called University of the Nations (UofN)—a distinction given
to a YWAM operating location which offers registered courses as training opportunities for
missionaries.95 The entry-level course and basic requirement for joining YWAM as a staff or student
is the Discipleship Training School (DTS). The DTS is a 5 to 6-month training course split between a 3month lecture phase in the classroom and a 2 to 3-month outreach phase in the field. Upon
completion of the DTS, a person (henceforth known throughout the missions world as a
“YWAMer”)96 is then qualified to join staff at any YWAM base in the world, or go on to take more
“second-level” training courses with the UofN. As YWAM co-founder (and Loren’s wife), Darlene
Cunningham, has said, “As goes the DTS, so goes the mission,” meaning that YWAM’s movement
and trajectory is based on the values, structures, and results of the DTS since its graduates
essentially make up the population of staff and student missionaries within the organization.97 98
Once the missionary has received their basic training, they are free to join YWAM short- or
long-term. The global ministry opportunities for YWAM missionaries are endless, with departments
and initiatives including street evangelism, worship and intercessory prayer, performing arts, early
childhood education, filmmaking, medical missions, photography, youth camps, cartography, antihuman trafficking, linguistics, and sports ministries—to name only a few.99 Included in this wide
range of ministries is the global response to refugee crises, a section of the organization known as
the YWAM Refugee Circle (YRC), which is “a platform for teams and individuals that desire to serve
in this time of crisis, as well as a place of connection point with long-term partners in the field who
need committed workers, willing to lend strength in ministry” related to refugees globally.100 It was
this branch of YWAM I had a particular focus on for my research.
Organizational Values
Essential to operations and everyday life within YWAM are its Foundational Values. Every
mission organization has some set of values guiding their vision and initiatives, and these 18
Foundational Values answer the question posed by YWAM’s leaders, “What are the basic things that
God has called YWAM to live and model to others?”101 The first two values serve as YWAM’s
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corporate motto: “To Know God and To Make Him Known.” Beyond that, the values range from
living off faith-based financial support to championing young people to exhibiting servant
leadership.102
Though all could be deemed relevant to the results of my research, there were three specific
values I felt were most essential in understanding missional identity and the motives behind a
missionary’s decision to respond to the refugee crisis in Europe. These three were chosen because
they enable individual staff members and volunteers to choose their own location of service. This is
vital when studying individual motives for migration and crisis response.
The first is “Value #7: Be broad-structured and decentralized”, which states that
organizational structures should “serve the people and the purposes of God” through “shared
purpose, vision, values and relationship.” This translates to an organization whose staff members are
more likely to tell their leaders where and what they feel called to as opposed to a top-down
hierarchical structure assigning jobs and locations to staff members. This frees the individual
missionary to (typically) make their own ministry and migration decisions.
The second is “Value #13: Be relationship-oriented”, which highlights the importance of
living and working in relationships based in humility, holiness, and transparency versus depending on
structures and rules. Because of this value, the missionary is free to respond voluntarily to the needs
of others out of their personal love and compassion for people, not because it is a task which has
been assigned by the organization.
The third is “Value #14: Value the individual”, which was the most important when studying
individual missionaries within an organization, as well as how the missionaries viewed the refugees
coming to Europe. This value states that “created in the image of God, people of all nationalities,
ages and functions have distinctive contributions and callings,” which guaranteed the diversity of my
informants, as well as the assurance that most of my subjects would have gone to Greece and/or
Italy because someone within the ranks of YWAM leadership recognized and respected that it was
what God had called that individual person to.103 It was also a value the missionaries frequently
mentioned in how they viewed the refugees they were reaching—as unique individuals.
Because these values are essential in YWAM operations and lifestyle, it made the YWAM
missionary an excellent candidate for studying the missionary response to the European refugee
crisis.
2.2.4 Christian Mission Conclusion
Whether it be short- or long-term, or it is for purposes of aid, development, prayer, or
evangelism, the missionaries responding to the European refugee crisis are bringing a unique set of
motivations with them. Their belief that God has “called” them to help refugees, their desire to
manifest Christ’s attributes to others, and the service they perform with no economic gain in the
process are only some of the things which differentiate them from other actors who have responded
in the crisis. As this paper will show, they are responding to the crisis because they want to help
people in need, but more importantly because they believe God loves refugees when perhaps
relatively few others might.
2.3 Conclusion
Giving contextual background to the European refugee crisis and defining contemporary
Christian mission are imperative in understanding why missionaries have responded to the situation.
This paper argues that actors of religion and spirituality, as well as geopolitical, demographic, and
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media importance in Greece and Italy serve as migration and crisis response factors of missionaries.
To show how this argument has been structured, the next chapter will explore the theoretical
framework I have created through which I research migration factors of missional identity, superdiversity attributes of refugees, and (social) media influence, and why they are so vital in a
missionary’s response to the refugee crisis.
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3. Theoretical Framework
“It’s in those places where it seems the most dark, the most bleak, the most
hopeless that we’re called as Christians to go to. And be a light. And to be a
change. And to put things back into order and make them beautiful. And just call
out life…where things seem dead.”
-Axel (Canada, 46, Seasonal Greece)
When looking at the global Christian mission, one could spend a lifetime researching where
missionaries go, what they do, and how they do it. Furthermore, interesting stories can be told when
exploring missionaries’ ethnic compositions, nations of origin, languages spoken, denominational
affiliations, eschatological beliefs, and personal testimonies of spiritual and religious conversion. As
previously mentioned, academic questions have been asked (largely through a historical or
theological lens) about what missionaries do and what the implications of their actions are. For my
study, I have taken a different approach by asking questions about where they are responding to
refugee crises and why they have chosen that location. For this reason, I have loosely based my
theoretical framework on the concept of migration, examining some of the factors I believe are most
important when looking at why missionaries have gone to Greece or Italy (permanently, semipermanently, or temporarily) to help refugees.
This chapter will first describe the customized migration framework I created for conducting
my research. Additionally, in creating this framework, I decided to focus on three main concepts for
studying why missionaries have gone to Greece and Italy to work with refugees. The first and most
important concept in refugee response to both nations is the role of missional identity and how a
“call” from God is foundational to the missionary’s decision to go to a place. Taking this essential
factor into account, there was still the question of why more missionaries have responded to the
crisis in Greece than Italy. To answer this, the second concept I include in my framework is the
demographic (or super-diversity) attributes of the refugees as possible pull mechanisms for
missionary response. Finally, the third concept I include in my framework explores whether or not
the role of (social) media has had an impact on more missionaries coming to Greece than Italy. The
purpose of this framework was provide a conceptual lens through which I could ask the right
questions and seek answers from a variety of subjects about why missionary response has been
higher in Greece than Italy since the European refugee crisis began.
3.1 Theoretical Overview & Definitions
The primary objective of my research is to discover if the political vs. economic motivations
of refugees are a driving factor in the missionary response to Greece and Italy. For my research
question, I ask: are political vs. economic migrants a main pull factor in missionary response to the
European refugee crisis? Though the presumptive political vs. economic motivations are the main
differentiating attribute among asylum-seekers arriving in Greece and Italy during the crisis, my
personal observations of the situation led me to believe there was more to the story. My hypothesis
prior to conducting my research was that there are three other important response factors to look
at: missional identity and spiritual “call” of the missionary, the demographic (or super-diversity)
attributes of the arriving refugees, and the influence of (social) media on missionary response.
Cumulatively, these concepts inform my research to understand reasons for missionary response to
the crisis, but also why more missionaries have responded to Greece than Italy.
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3.1.1 Missionaries in a Migration Framework
In Brickell’s PhD dissertation Migration With A Mission: Geographies of Evangelical
Mission(aries) to Post Communist Albania, the topic of studying the motives and experiences of
missionaries through the lens of migration theory is introduced. Based on this new and original
concept of viewing “missionaries as migrants,” 104 I was inspired to base my own research and
theoretical framework on such a notion, though with some customizations. The conceptual
migration framework she uses could not be perfectly replicated for my study for two key reasons.
First, her study focuses on missionaries who have permanently migrated to the nation of
Albania, whereas my study looks at missionaries whose migration statuses vary. Among my
interview, survey, and web-page data mining methods, missionary commitment statuses were mixed
between short-term volunteers (less than 3 months), short-term migrants (3 to 12 months), semipermanent/seasonal migrants (frequent visits for several weeks and months), and long-term
migrants (more than 1 year). In several cases, these commitment statuses proved to be important
variables within my analyses of why missionaries have responded more to Greece than Italy.
Second, the recipients of missionary work in Brickell’s study are Albanians—those who are
native citizens of the nation where the missionaries have migrated. Conversely, the people who my
missionary subjects work with are asylum-seekers fleeing political and economic crises in distant
origin nations. In my study, Greece and Italy are host nations, merely the stage of interaction
between two types of strangers—the asylum-seekers and the missionaries responding to their
needs. Due to this unique dynamic, I use the variable of refugee demographic (or super-diversity)
attributes as variables within my analyses. Whereas the missionaries Brickell studies have migrated
to Albania because they want to “reach” Albanians, I argue that the missionaries in my research
have travelled or migrated to Greece or Italy based on the various ethnic, religious, gender, age, or
nationality attributes of the refugees arriving there. So, though I have chosen to base my theoretical
framework on the concept of migration, there are some aspects of it which I have customized for
conducting my research.
3.1.2 Migration Theory & Transnationalism
As I conducted my research, two concepts I applied in my methods and analyses were
migration theory and transnationalism. I considered migration theory whilst determining the
personal, pull, and catalytic factors of missionaries from their origin nation to the host nation where
the refugees were located. I considered transnationalism when attempting to define the type of
migrant the missionary may be defined as in order to adequately structure my framework. This
section defines both terms, but later looks at how they come into play when viewing missionaries as
migrants responding to migrants.
Migration Theory
When migration theory was first introduced by Lee in 1966, the definition and concept
became essential in further study of the field. He defined the term “migration” as “a permanent or
semi-permanent change of residence,” and something not bound by distance or motivation.105 In
this theory, he introduced four main categories which summarize reasons for an individual to
migrate: factors related to the origin nation (push), factors related to the destination nation (pull),
intervening obstacles in between (hindering), and (personal) factors of the individual (Figure 3.1).106
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As scholars expounded on this
theory in the following decades, the lens
through which migration was studied
became increasingly economic. In their
article on transnational spaces, Hedberg et
al. (2014) note that social networks are a
major promoter of migration, but only
highlight the political and economic
spheres of social networking.107 Especially
where “work” in migration theory is
concerned, only two categories of skilled
and un- (or low-) skilled migrants are used,
and even then, the definitions of “skilled”
vary among scholars.108

Figure 3.1 Original 1966 chart on factors in a person’s decision
to migrate.
Source: Lee, A Theory of Migration, 50

Transnationalism
Related to this notion of viewing migration through economic grids is transnationalism, a
concept that further sheds both an interesting and perplexing light on how missionaries can be
viewed as migrants. As the world has become increasingly globalized, the concept of
transnationalism has emerged, and still with a focus on the economic attributes of the migrant. At its
core, transnationalism is “about people…the social space that they inhabit, the networks they form
and the ideas they exchange.”109 In turn, as transnational migration occurs, so does the construction
of space as places are connected over borders.110 Within the theory, the binary classifications
assigned to migrants of “from above” and “from below” box the migrant into two categories of
economic distinction,111 since the concept was identified mostly as a movement of goods and money
in its early life.112 In the “from above” category, the migrant is associated with institutional, business
elites. In the “from below” category, the unskilled labor migrants operating in grassroots activities
are placed.113 In 2005, Conradson and Latham introduced a new category of “middling
transnationalism”, which creates a middle category for migrants who fit in neither above nor below
categories.114 These included those participating in gap years or sabbaticals—who may be highly
educated but not working in a high-paid job in the destination country.115
Within the concepts of migration and transnationalism, scholars have recently called for
cultural and non-economic factors to be taken into account when studying the motivations of
migrants.116 Since the missionary falls into both the migration and transnationalism frameworks—
yet does not fit in their economically-defined classifications—it is worth noting how they have been
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previously placed within the two. Additionally, I will explain how these concepts are relevant to the
varying migration statuses of the missionaries I researched for this study.
When looking at missionaries through the lens of transnationalism, they are puzzling.
Because the impact of the missionary on the social construction of the space they inhabit is caused
by the exchange of ideas and networks they form, none other is so qualified to fall under the
umbrella of transnationalism. On the other hand, because transnationalism has been studied and
developed largely within an economic model, and the attributes of a missionary are neither defined
by skill level nor monetary income, it is difficult to place him or her within this framework. Indeed, a
missionary typically relies on the donations and generosity of individual and church supporters for
income, which disqualifies them from any definitive lower-, middle-, or upper-class rank.117
They are equally qualified and disqualified from the “above” category, because while they
are “sent” to a place by an official, non-governmental organization, they are not paid by that
organization. Likewise, they are equally qualified and disqualified from the “below” category,
because the monetary and labor-skill levels vary across the spectrum.
Though the “middling” category created in response to the binary “above” and “below”
classifications may be a possible option, there are still some anomalous attributes of the missionary
which disqualify it. First, the “middling” category is for people like gap year students, backpackers,
and expat workers. Though this term may be applied to some short-term missionaries and
volunteers, the long-term missionary typically migrates as a worker, even if that work is volunteer
work. Second, the middle category generalizes that most who are in it have some kind of education
already. Missionaries come from all levels of educational background, which is evident in my own
research as I interviewed trained nurses, pastors, psychiatrists, social workers, cultural mediators,
trauma counsellors, and teachers who work equally alongside individuals with a high school
education and little to no experience working outside the mission.
For these reasons, I have needed to customize pre-existing migration frameworks to fit my
study so that the oddities and anomalies of missionary migration can be researched and still be
deemed as relevant factors. By looking beyond the current rigidity of these concepts of migration
and transnationalism which have been developed mainly through an economic grid, the missionary
falls into a very unique category of migrant motivated by cultural and spiritual factors. As a result,
my research fills this gap in the knowledge by contributing to “an interesting stream of
research…examining missionary lives, asking how can religious beliefs propel movements?”118
Missionaries AS Migrants
Besides devoting his or her life to completing the Great Commission, another defining
characteristic of the missionary is mobility, or as Brickell calls them: “modern mobile embodiments
of faith.”119 Because of this focus on migration through economic models, the reasoning behind a
missionary’s motivation to migrate has become difficult to place within the migration and
transnationalism framework due to their motive of responding to God’s “call” by serving others with
no expectation of monetary or material compensation.
For my study, the migration statuses of the missionaries I researched varied. Initially, I did
not consider how short-term missionaries would factor into my research. As I created my
framework, I assumed most of the interview informants and survey participants would have longer
commitments or residency in Greece and Italy. When it became evident early on that the residency,
migration, and volunteer attributes of all who participated would be significant in my final analysis,
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the variation gave me pause. Because the short-term response to Greece was substantially higher
than in Italy, I knew a full dataset which included all types of missionary response would be
beneficial to my study and therefore could not simply remove short-term missionaries and
volunteers from my final analyses. Therefore, I sub-categorized the migration definitions of my
research subjects and also adapted my framework to
show how my research was loosely based on migration
theory.
In total, my research subjects constitute four
main sub-categories which I have still decided to label
as “migrant types”: 1.) long-term migrants who have
lived or plan to live in Greece or Italy for more than one
year, 2.) semi-permanent migrants (who I have
classified as seasonal missionaries) who frequently visit
Figure 3.2 Migrant Types assigned to
or have committed to visit Greece or Italy to help
YWAM missionaries & volunteers working
refugees for weeks or months at a time, 3.) short-term
with refugees in Greece/Italy
migrants who spend 3 to 12 months there, and 4.) short- Source: Definitions taken from United
term volunteers who have spent less than 3 months in
Nations, European Commission, Lee’s
120
Theory of Migration
the nation (Figure 3.2).
Missionaries TO Migrants
The most explicit and foundational verses in the Bible related to interaction with refugees
explain how foreigners—also called “strangers” or “immigrants”, depending on the translation—
should not be mistreated but rather welcomed and loved by God’s children. This command is given
by God to the Israelites shortly after their exodus from four-hundred years of slavery in a distant
land121—seen when He states, “Do not oppress a foreigner; you yourselves know how it feels to be
foreigners, because you were foreigners in Egypt.”122 In recent years, as the spotlight has shone on
refugee crises around the world, more resources have been developed to help Christians understand
what the missional response to refugees ought to be. When missionaries respond to refugees, their
work encompasses the spiritual, emotional, and material needs as well as the physical.123
In addition to the Bible as a fundamental guide, other ministry resources have been
developed for missionaries working with refugees. In the Christian resource guide Ministry to
Migrants and Asylum Seekers, Park points at the Bible’s continual references to hospitality, empathy,
and stewardship to foreigners, noting “true ministry comes from the heart.”124 Likewise, in the
resource written for refugee responders in the church, Seeking Refuge: On the Shores of the Global
Refugee Crisis, the authors emphasize the importance of knowing what the Bible says about the
displaced in order to better respond to the complexities of asylum-seekers.125
When exploring the available academic literature on contemporary missionary work with
refugees, few results appear compared to the plethora of work done through a historical grid. When
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searching for studies done on the migration motives behind missionary work with refugees, my
search yielded no results. Even so, the few studies focusing on missionary response to refugee crises
are still worth noting in order to lay a foundation for my research. The case studies I found in the
literature focus on faith-based responses to refugee situations in Burma, North Korea, and Turkey,
and will give perspective of how my research will contribute to the work already done.
The first case study focuses on the geographic “frontier corridor” space inhabited by the
Karen refugees on the Thailand-Burma border. In his study, Horstmann (2014) focuses on the
communities of Karen people which have been established and preserved thanks to the grassroots
humanitarian efforts begun by Christian missionary movements and NGOs. The topic of Christian
missionaries in this case study relates to the mechanism it was in helping the Karen people develop
their own humanitarian response to the crisis.126
The second case study observes the voices of North Korean refugees receiving aid from
South Korean missionaries. In this study, missionary response is studied by hearing feedback from
the refugees receiving aid. The purpose of the paper is to hear from the refugees and bring a critical
light on colonial attitudes of missionaries in a post-colonial missions era—to show “blind spots” of
colonial thinking to contemporary missionaries and ministers.127 The third case study looks at the
faith-based humanitarian organization involvement with educating Syrian refugee children in Turkey
but focuses on Islamic faith-based actors.128
Two things these case studies illustrate are how contemporary missionaries have recently
been studied and how they prove to still be relevant in response to refugee crises—aspects of the
field which my research contributes to. Even so, there are still no studies that focus on the motives
of the missionary to migrate, or those motivations being driven by the desire to help other migrants.
This is why I have based my research on a framework which views missionaries as migrants
responding to the needs of other migrants with high needs.
3.1.3 Missionary Migration in Refugee Crisis Response
Within my framework, I use some of Lee’s original structure for factors in migration, but I
also made some customizations of my own. First, I sought to explore the individuals’ missional
identity (ie “call” from God) as a foundational, personal factor in responding to the crisis. Second, I
suspected that within that foundation of missional identity were individual “calls” to certain types of
people (ie. Muslims, Arabs, children, etc.), so I sought to explore the demographic/super-diversity
attributes of the arriving asylum-seekers as a pull factor in missionary response. Since the third
factor of (social) media influence was difficult to place within any of Lee’s four migration categories, I
created an alternative category, classifying it as a catalyst for migration. I did this because I
suspected that impactful images and stories of refugees within (social) media were accelerators of
missionary response, particularly to Greece. Finally, since Greece and Italy were not the
“destination” nations for many missionaries or asylum-seekers, I classified them as “host” nations
with the assumption that not all asylum-seekers wish to remain there and not all missionaries may
migrate there long-term.129
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Based on this framework, I will now explain the three concepts I used in my research:
missional identity, super-diversity attributes of refugees, and the role of (social) media in missionary
response to refugees in Greece and Italy.
3.2 Missional Identity
The first theoretical concept I’ve placed within the framework of my research is missional
identity. I did this because, as explained in the previous section, migration factors have been studied
primarily through the lens of economic or political motivations versus cultural or spiritual factors.
Through my own personal understanding and experience of what drives a missionary to refugee
response, I wanted to test and prove the theory of missional identity as a primary migration and
crisis response factor.
In the existing literature, I discovered very little about how missional identity plays a role in
the motivations of a missionary to migrate, so I am therefore contributing to this theory through my
own research. When looking at missionaries as migrants, this gap in the knowledge is problematic
because the underlying reasons for missionary response to needs and crises are inherently spiritual
versus economic or political. Fundamental to the centrifugal dynamic of the missionary in going to
other places is the divine “call” (or word from God), which makes it a central element in my research
on missionary migration and crisis response.
To fully understand the role of missional identity in missionary response to the refugee
crisis, this section will highlight two important topics. First, I will identify three key, identifying
aspects of missional identity. Second, I will review existing literature about the role of missionaries in
conflict resolution. These topics are meant to lay a foundational understanding of how missionaries
have decided to respond to the refugee crisis while also highlighting why I felt it an important topic
to include in my research.
3.2.1 Aspects of Missional Identity
With such a misunderstood and understudied topic, it is important to identify some key
aspects of missional identity. This, in turn, will help give the reader context throughout this study,
observing research results which show why missionaries have responded to the refugee crisis based
on hospitality and compassion as opposed to the political or economic motivations typically found
among migrants. Based on the existing literature, some key aspects of missional identity which I
have chosen to highlight for my study include individuals acting in response to the biblical mandate
known as the Great Commission, hearing and responding to the voice or “call” of God, and
responding to both those aspects in faith.
Great Commission Imperative
The phrase “missional identity” is not commonly used as a singular term in academic
literature or even Christian slang. On its own, the word “missional” is more widely known and used
in Christian vernacular. According to Hirsch (2008), it is based on “a missionary understanding of
God” whose very nature as a “sent one” was to take initiative and go to Earth to redeem humanity
through Christ. This understanding is based on mission Dei (or “the sending of God”) which is the
basis of the church acting as “instrument[s] of God’s mission in the world.” In other words, to be
missional is “to be sent into the world” to share the love of God and Gospel of Christ, as opposed to
waiting or expecting people to come to the church and hear the Gospel on their own. 130 It is the
centrifugal versus centripetal feature of mission mentioned in Chapter 2—the role of going out
versus merely drawing people in. It is a term most commonly used to describe aspects of the church,
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yet I have used it in my study as a descriptor of an individual person’s identity—an identity (and
consequent effect on beliefs, values, and decision-making paradigms) that is driven by the biblical
imperative to fulfill the Great Commission.
I have done this because I believe the driving factor of a contemporary Christian missionary’s
decision to migrate cannot be explained by terms like “moral” or “religious” identity (which are
more commonly used terms in academic literature) since a person can be religious and moral
without necessarily being missional. Religious identity is defined by the stories, events, morals, and
texts which constitute the religion,131 while I would argue missional identity is characterized by the
centrifugal action of completing the Great Commission. This term refers to a biblical mandate given
by Jesus to His disciples after He had risen from the dead--an act of reaching out to people who have
yet to know the Gospel of Christ.132 Indeed, Goheen (2010) points out that “the biblical identity of
the church is fundamentally missional; yet that missional self-understanding has been forgotten.”133
In fact, 2018 research shows that 51% of US Christians have never heard of the Great Commission.134
So while a Christian may have a religious identity, they may not necessarily have a missional identity.
As with Goheen’s article, much of the literature I found referencing religious/missional
identity was related to its use as a model within inward-focused, or centripetal,135 church life—or as
Laing (2011) puts it, “what would it look like for a congregation to have a missional identity?”136 I
found that Spencer contributes the most in his analysis of missional identity within the Anglican
church, through which he breaks down four different models of missional identity by the theological
underpinnings which motivate them: salvationist, liberationist, trinitarian, and ‘mission as prophetic
dialogue.’137 These terms refer to how God speaks to people, and each term sits on a spectrum of
belief about whether a direct or indirect God speaks. On one end of this spectrum, he explains the
notion of God motivating someone from “an invisible realm”. On the other end is the belief that God
is very visible in the actions and behaviors of His followers in everyday life.138
Whatever opinion one may have on this topic, the reality remains that people believe God
speaks to them. Further, my research will not only show missionaries believe God speaks to them
and instructs them to go places to help people, but this voice or “call” of God is a main, driving factor
in their life choices. More importantly, my research shows how the foundational importance of
missional identity inherently affects the other two factors in my paper: the “call” to certain
demographic types of refugees and the influence of (social) media.
God’s Call to the Individual
For the second aspect of missional identity, though the aforementioned church-focused
articles were good at helping me define the term, I had a greater need to discover its role in the
context of individual missionaries and their call from God to go to a place. Related to this topic, the
explicit description of missional identity as a motivator for missionary movement is difficult to find.
Among the few I found was Bercovitch and Kadayifci-Orellana’s (2008) article on the role of religion
in mediation which references a study about the motives of Quakers aiding in conflict resolution.
With answers ranging from “God” to “an absolute dedication to humanity”, the authors conclude
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that “the convictions [of the Quakers] were the forces that led them to endure hardships, tensions,
and face the dangers of travelling into conflict zones without having any protection or guarantee.”139
Citing another example of an individual person feeling “called” by God to do something,
Brickell’s study of motivating factors of the missionary’s migration to Albania is based on interviews
with individuals. In her research, she discovers “that their understanding of what is rational is rooted
not in seeking personal, material or emotional betterment, but rather an entirely different
framework altogether,” and investigates what it means for a person to be “called” to a place.140 She
notes that while every Christian has the general Great Commission call to tell others about Jesus,
there was “a more specific moment, or a growing sense, that [her interview subjects] were being
called upon to actually become missionaries and ‘go out’.”141 In my own research, I discovered the
same results, which will be addressed in greater detail in Chapter 7.
Faith Response
The third and final key aspect of missional identity is the faith response to the corporate
Great Commission imperative and individual, divine call of God. When exploring the multiple layers
of identity theory,142 especially when looking at a migrant, the identity markers are related to “class,
work, and economic wealth.”143 Conversely, the defining feature or motivator of missional identity is
faith, which, according to the Bible’s most popular verse on the subject (Hebrews 11:1), is “being
sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.” This religious phenomenon, according
to Azumah, is “not by logical reasoning.”144 For this reason, scholars have deemed it “incoherent”—a
classification Kong argues must not be applied to “the poetics of religious place, identity, and
community”145 lest it be neglected entirely.
Missional Identity Aspects Summary
In summary, the three features of missional identity in the literature are the driving
imperative of the Great Commission, the call of God on the individual, and the individual’s response
in faith to the other two. With these in mind, I will briefly address how missional identity and the
role of faith-based actors in conflict resolution are mutual factors.
3.2.2 Missionaries in Conflict Resolution
Since the primary function of the missionaries I studied for this thesis was one of refugee
crisis response and relief, I felt it relevant to explore how faith-based actors in conflict resolution
have been studied in the literature. Though much literature points at the role of religion as a causal
factor in conflict and violence, I look at three sources who acknowledge its equally tempering and
peaceful tendencies.146 As Azumah states, there is an element of religious motivation sometimes
being a part of the problem in conflict, but it can also be part of the solution.147
The first example argues that while states bring “tangible resources such as power and
money” into the mediation process of a conflict, the faith-based actor brings intangibles like loyalty,
trust, and respect.148 In their study on the role of religion in mediation, Bercovitch and Kadayifci139
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Orellana offer great insight into the role of religion in peace processes, noting it has been often
overlooked.149 An apt explanation is given by them, stating:
One reason for this belated interest in religion is that secular, rational problemsolving approaches and methodological, epistemological perspectives developed
by conflict resolution scholars viewed religion either as an instigator of conflict or
ignored it altogether because religious issues involved in conflicts cannot be
addressed from an empirical or positivist perspective.150
They go on to say that, in reality, the same religious values and texts that might have
triggered conflict may also be used to incite peace and co-existence, playing vital roles in conflict
resolution.151 In their look at the Quakers mentioned in the previous section, they observe that
because the individuals were motivated by serving God and walking in faith, their legitimacy as faithbased mediators was enhanced because it was clear there was no hidden agenda on their part—that
they were not likely to receive any personal or material gain from helping in the conflict.152
For the second example, in his study on their role in the conflict with Boko Haram militants
in Cameroon, Kpughe examines Christian churches’ provision of spiritual, humanitarian, and relief
services.153 He argues that despite the general acknowledgment that Christianity has the potential to
effect conflict management and transformation, scholars have overlooked its response.154 He
concludes that through “Christian peace values” and an aim by local Christian leaders to respond to
Boko Haram persecution with prayer, forgiveness, and interfaith dialogue with Muslims, a trust level
was established among the parties, which encouraged collaboration.155
Finally, in their book Seeking Refuge: On the Shores of the Global Refugee Crisis about how
Christians ought to respond to refugee crises in other nations, Bauman, Soerens, and Smeir argue
(though subjectively) for the value of the Christian actor in conflict resolution. Though not
necessarily an academic source, their perspective is the reality of most faith-based actors responding
to conflict: “The violence of war and hatred is unmaking the world. We believe the only power
strong enough to stand against that evil and remake the world is the power of God’s love lived out
by God’s people.”156
3.2.3 Missional Identity Conclusion
The concept of missional identity is an essential factor to include in my theoretical
framework when looking at why missionaries have responded to the European refugee crisis. The
single-most important aspect of a missionary is their professed “call” from God to go somewhere
and their faith response as they obey that call. Once this is understood, other factors of migration
and crisis response can be further explored through that foundational lens. One such additional
factor I include in my framework is the demographic (or super-diversity) attributes of the asylumseekers arriving in Greece and Italy, and how a missionary’s “call” to help a specific group has
brought more missionaries to Greece than to Italy.

149

Ibid, 175.
Ibid, 177.
151 Ibid, 177, 180.
152 Ibid, 191.
153 Kpughe, Christian Churches and Boko Haram, 1.
154 Ibid, 2.
155 Ibid, 8-9.
156 Bauman et al, Seeking Refuge, 12.
150

29

3.3 Super-diversity
In the relatively short amount of time I spent working with refugees prior to this study, I was
able to observe the diversity within the different groups. Families and individuals living in the same
camp or under the same roof—all awaiting news of their ongoing asylum processes—were not
simply from the same nation or ethnicity. Among them were scientists, teachers, and activists. There
were Muslims, Christians, Yazidis, and people with no religious affiliation. One Syrian family had
crossed from Turkey to Greece in a precarious rubber boat while another more affluent Syrian family
was flown from a war zone directly to Europe. A Kurdish woman who had gotten married as a
teenager had no educational background while another Kurdish woman was hoping to continue her
university degree in Engineering upon arrival in Germany. Some “political refugees” fleeing war
arrived in Italy with smiles on their faces while many Sub-Saharan Africans classified as “economic
migrants”—traumatized by the racism and horrors of Libya—arrived in Italy far more terrorized.
My goal in this thesis is to discover if the political/economic motivations of migrants are
attributes that a missionary considers as a pull factor in migrating to Greece or Italy, but my
hypothesis is that there are other factors to consider. One such factor is the complex, demographic
attributes of the refugees. Based on the concept of missional identity, many missionaries feel more
“called” to certain nationalities, ethnicities, religions, age groups, genders, etc. than others. Bearing
this in mind, it is reasonable to assume that if certain demographics of refugees are more prominent
in one nation than another, and a missionary feels more “called” to one group than another, then
this will factor into where the missionary will go when they respond to the refugee crisis. For this
reason, I have added Vertovec’s concept of super-diversity as a conceptual lens through which to
conduct my research.
I chose this concept for my framework because I wanted the multidimensional aspects of
immigrants shaping cultural landscape to be reflected in my research questions and analyses, as well
as to highlight the complexities of Europe’s migrant arrivals in the Mediterranean. The cultural and
demographic landscapes of Greece and Italy have been transformed by the influx of asylum-seekers
arriving there. Since it was my hypothesis that these varying demographic attributes of arrivals may
be a pull factor in missionary migration, I used the theory of super-diversity and its multidimensional
view of immigrants to be reflected in my research. Therefore, in this section I will 1.) look at the
definitions and key features of super-diversity, 2.) show how the concept is reflected in the
European refugee crisis, and 3.) explain the ways super-diversity has been used as a conceptual lens
past studies and how I have used it for this study.
3.3.1 Definition and Features of Super-diversity
In recent decades, an increase in diversity has emerged among migrants.157 In 1995,
Hollinger called it the “diversification of diversity”, but the concept was taken to a new level of
definition and development when Vertovec coined the term “super-diversity” in 2007.158 At that
time, super-diversity was introduced in a study of diverse communities in Britain, and was called “a
notion intended to underline a level and kind of complexity surpassing anything the country [had]
previously experienced.”159
The main idea behind super-diversity is to look beyond ethnicity when studying society and
consider other variables among immigrants which include immigration status, work experience and
occupation, gender, age, religion, class, country of origin, language, education, and people with
disabilities.160 As Phillimore (2017) states, it is meant “to capture the multidimensional aspect of the
157
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process of diversification driven by new migration”—a process not just of demography but of socialspatial and economic contexts as well.161
There are two key features of super-diversity defined by Vertovec and Mintchev & Moore
(2018). The first key feature of super-diversity is that within an ethnic group or nationality, there are
“widely different statuses” or “internal fragmentation” based on the many variables mentioned
above.162 A second key feature is the growth of migrant communities based on an increasing number
of countries of origin. Therefore, according to Wessendorf (2014), “groups are thereby not
necessarily defined by ethnicity or country of origin, but may be associated with language, locality,
socio-economic position, immigration status or other variables of super-diversity.”163 In other words,
super-diversity “draws attention to the complexity of different dimensions of difference,”164 which is
an interesting concept to consider when looking at the diversity of refugees coming to Europe as the
crisis has unfolded since August 2015.
3.3.2 Super-diversity and the Refugee Crisis
In 2000, the European Commission and Eurostat published a report on the “Push and Pull
Factors of International Migration”, specifically migration into Europe. In this report, “migrantsending countries” of focus were Mediterranean neighbors of Europe (Turkey, Morocco, Egypt) and
nations in West Africa (Senegal and Ghana), while the “immigrant-receiving countries” chosen for
the study were Italy and Spain. Greece and nations of the Middle East and Central Asia were not
mentioned.165
Fast-forward to present day, and the migrant landscape of Europe’s migrant-sending and
immigrant-receiving countries has changed drastically since 9/11 in 2001, the Arab Spring of 2011,
and the refugee crisis beginning in 2015. As a result, communities and regions of Europe have been
effectively transformed by diversity of not just ethnicities and nationalities but religions, languages,
age groups, genders, educational backgrounds, and immigration statuses. Especially when looking at
camps, centers, communities, and cities, this paper highlights the notion that super-diversity is a
concept which can be applied to the impact of the crisis in Greece and Italy.
Though the concept of super-diversity has been largely applied to urban centers where
migrants have settled,166 I believe aspects of the refugee crisis qualify the term’s use in camps like
Moria in Lesvos, Greece, or towns and villages in Italy. As of spring 2018, Moria camp in Lesvos held
close to 6,000 asylum-seekers in a space the size of two soccer fields meant for a maximum capacity
of 2,500 people. Among this population are more than 40 nationalities and countless languages167
located minutes from Mytilene—a town whose population is only 27,000 people.168 Moria is what
Hall (2015) might refer to as “a super-diverse concentration of languages, origins and goods, and
ambitions and restrictions.”169 Likewise, in Italy, multiple stories have emerged since the crisis began
of dying Italian villages being revived and transformed by the presence of new migrants who have
emerged from the crisis.170
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These and other examples qualify the European refugee crisis as a case study by which the
concept of super-diversity can be applied. Phillimore outlines a list of the processes of diversification
where super-diversity may emerge—each of them arguably applicable to the European refugee
crisis:
•
•
•
•
•
•

The multilayering of new migrant populations on “old” in a place
The super-mobility (ie. temporary residence) of migrants in a globalized world
The speed of diversification, especially in communities unfamiliar with diversity
The scale of diversity, which typically gains the attention of policy-makers
The spread of diversity, which expands beyond urban centers and can be found anywhere
The demographic complexity (ie. wider range of origin nations) to receiving localities171

For these reasons, the localities of asylum-seekers in Greece and Italy may be viewed through
the lens of super-diversity, especially when making it an important concept in the theoretical
framework of missionary migration to these two nations.
3.3.3 Super-diversity as a Conceptual Lens
A decade after Vertovec first introduced the concept, he wrote another article called Talking
Around Super-diversity (2017), which addresses the different ways it has been used in academic
literature. In this study, he admits that not only was the term meant to be a concept and approach
for studying new migration patterns, but it was not necessarily meant to be a theory. Even so, the
use of the concept in academic literature since 2007 showed that there is no solid “consensus on its
meaning” in academic circles.172
Though this was a concept I wished to add to my theoretical framework, the task was
understandably challenging given that it has been used in a myriad of ways in literature focused on
geography, diversity, and migration.173 In his findings were seven different uses or explanations by
academics of the super-diversity concept, including: 1.) authors who use it as synonymous with
“diversity”, or very much diversity; 2.) those who use it has the backdrop to a study; 3.) using it as a
methodological reassessment when studying society; 4.) using it as a descriptor of more ethnicity; 5.)
using the concept when analyzing “multidimensional reconfiguration of various social forms”; 6.)
looking beyond a focus on ethnicity; and 7.) studying new or other complexities in migration.174
Additionally, in their 2014 study on how super-diversity has been applied to social
complexity, Meissner & Vertovec quote others who have observed the blurriness of its use as a
conceptual work—that since super-diversity’s inception, “developing its theoretical and empirical
formations remains an ongoing project for researchers in the field.”175 This partially has to do with
the fact that three of its main aspects are that it is descriptive, methodological, and practical or
policy-oriented, and though these three aspects are meant to be interconnected, they have often
been (expectedly) customized by authors.176 Consequently, there have been variations of its use in
the past decade, some of which have drifted closer or further from its original intent.177 Still, even its
creator admits that the concept of super-diversity is a work in progress.178
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For my study, I used super-diversity in the context of being both methodological and
descriptive, but it was a challenge to apply it in policy given my particular topic. First, I bore the
super-diversity concept in mind when structuring and conducting my three research methods. In the
survey and interviews, I sought to discover multiple aspects of refugees who missionaries and
volunteers felt “called” to so that I could explore how this affected missionary migration. I also
created a research template for the Facebook page data-mining method which would attempt to
discover if there were any ethnicities, genders, ages, religions, languages, etc. that received more or
less attention or preference in shared content. 179 Second, it is descriptive in that I have used it in
similar ways as authors who have applied the concept when describing very much diversity and
looking beyond a focus on ethnicity. This is reflected in how I analyzed the data results of my
research methods, exploring the extra-ethnic attributes of the refugees which may be factors in
bringing more missionaries to Italy than to Greece. Lastly, it was a challenge to apply the practical or
policy-oriented aspect of the concept because the context in which I was conducting my research
was asking people which demographic types they felt most “called” to by God—something on which
I can offer no input or adjustment. The closest I came was in my analysis of the YWAM Refugee
Circle Facebook page, after which I recommended to that group’s leaders that shared content with
more of a multidimensional look at diversity of places and people could lead to greater diversity of
locations and activities in missionary response to the crisis.
3.3.4 Super-diversity Summary
The concept of super-diversity is an important feature within the theoretical framework of
my study because it looks beyond ethnicity of the refugees. Instead, it searches the
multidimensional aspects of refugees, and how those aspects can be pull factors for missionaries
responding to the refugee crisis in Greece and Italy. Still, there is one other concept to explore in
how missionaries have responded to the refugee crisis in Greece and Italy, and that is the role of
(social) media influence.
3.4 (Social) Media Influence
The third concept I have added to my theoretical framework is the influence of (social)
media on the missionary response to the refugee crises in Greece and Italy. As Lee specified push,
pull, hindrance, and personal factors for migration, Komito (2011) argues that “the emergence of
new technologies…is changing migration processes and structures.”180 For this reason, I argue that
(social) media influence is neither push, pull, hindrance, nor personal, but is rather listed as a
catalyst in my conceptual framework of missionary migration to Greece and Italy’s refugee crises.
As I mentioned in the previous chapter, the image of Aylan Kurdi’s lifeless body on a beach
in Turkey triggered a wave of humanitarian response to the crisis, namely to Greece. Though the
image was initially distributed by mainsteam media, it was the role of social media that widely and
virally distributed the image. Based on these occurrences, I have added four variables to this portion
of my framework which aim to investigate how impactful (social) media has been on missionary
migration to Europe. The first variable looks at the recent phenomenon of social media’s facilitation
of migration. The second factors the role of dominant narratives and sensational news stories from
the crisis into missionary response, especially how the stories have drawn more missionaries to
Greece than to Italy. The third variable is the Identifiable (or iconic) Victim Effect, which is the trigger
of sympathy or compassion for a situation based on viewing images of individuals versus whole
179

According to Meissner & Vertovec (2014: 543), the concept was created in part to look for patterns of inequality and
prejudice. Since that was neither a consideration nor my intention when researching the YRC page, I would rather say I was
searching for patterns of “preference” in media content-sharing.
180 Komito, Social Media and Migration, 1077

33

groups.181 Finally, the fourth variable is the Differential Impact Hypothesis, which argues how mass
media stories embedded in a social media context have greater impact on individuals viewing the
story.182 This will be most relevant in Chapter 5 where I measure the impact of the YWAM Refugee
Circle Facebook page on missionary migration. By observing these concepts, this paper argues that
the transnational, horizontal, and interpersonal nature of social media combined with the emotioninvoking images distributed by mainstream media have acted as a catalyst in missionary migration to
the refugee crisis in Europe, primarily to Greece.
3.4.1 Social Media and Migration
Definitions
Networks and the organization of society are not new concepts, but the addition of
“microelectronics-based networking technologies” have added a new dynamic of social
networking.183 According to Niemandt (2013), this digital technology enables cohesion among
communities in organizations, with social media being the primary medium of a space that now
allows for “the creation and exchange of user-generated content.”184 In addition to personalized
profiles and interactions between individuals, this new age of social networking has led to the
development of online communities—what De Matos Alves (2016) defines as “groups with shared
interests that are committed to a common set of values” by using digital communication tools.185
These “communities of interest” have led, in some cases, to transnational connections which
influence migration.186
Transnationalism and Migration
When looking at social media and transnationalism, networking via social media removes
distance and geography from the equation and connects people in other nations while defying
physical space.187 According to Gak (2016), outside the digital sphere, “distance dilutes the face of
content,” but with the advent of the digital age the perceptions of distance and “being there” have
effectively changed.188 Karatzogianni et al. (2016) say that “social networking media seem to
facilitate modes of transnational interaction and allow migrants to overcome distances across and
within countries.”189 For this reason, social movements and migration have become more achievable
now than ever before190—a factor to consider when looking at how missionaries have shared
content on social media about the refugee crisis, leading to many wanting to respond.
Missions
Due to the shrinking of distance, the stories and images on social media have made the
European refugee crisis seem closer to the missionary. In his study on the role of social media on
missiological thinking and migration, Niemandt points out that “hospitality has always been at the
heart of Christian life”, and social media plays a role in “facilitating hospitality to the stranger.”191 For
the missionary to feel so close to “the stranger” through images they see on social media, this leads
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to a “migration of cares”—a movement, Gak says, is invoked by the “outrage, empathy, love, and
care…felt over vast distances for complete strangers.”192
With these concepts in mind, I have done research based on individuals’ personal
interactions with (social) media content and the refugee crisis, but also the impact of the online
community of shared interest in the missionary response to the refugee crisis—the YWAM Refugee
Circle Facebook page. The former was extracted from interviews and a survey to missionaries who
have gone to Greece or Italy while the latter is a social media page I analyzed to determine how
much influence a shared online community’s content might have on missionary migration to Greece
or Italy. In all research methods, I was searching for indicators of the role dominant narratives and
sensational news stories have had in bringing more missionaries to Greece than Italy.
3.4.2 Dominant Narratives
The topic of dominant narratives has emerged several times in my research and has proven
to be a factor which has both led missionaries to the crisis in Europe as well as caused headaches
among missionaries because the dominant narratives avoid the realities on the ground. In her article
on the role of dominant narratives surrounding conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo,
Autesserre (2012) defines a narrative as “a story that people create to make sense of their lives and
environments”, which can have an impact on the way people act upon the environment they
consequently perceive.193 When narratives become dominant, they take on certain traits which
resonate more with an audience, which leads to greater influence on action. These traits include:
•
•
•
•

Assigning the cause of problems to identifiable individuals
Bodily harm to vulnerable individuals
Suggesting a simple solution to the conflict or crisis
Latching onto pre-existing narratives194

Especially as dominant narratives apply to the media, stories that can be told quickly and
simply—and that contain elements of danger inflicted upon identifiable individuals—will not only be
easier to understand and remember but will also gain the most “hits” as viewers interact with the
stories online.195
In the European refugee crisis—though I argue they are a factor in bringing more
missionaries to Greece than to Italy--dominant narratives have caused problems. This is evident in
secondary sources, but my primary research also informed me that missionaries have struggled with
the dominant stories and frames in the media compared to realities on the ground. One particular
narrative which my paper is based on is the over-emphasis by media and political entities on the
“genuine refugee” versus the “economic migrant.” In this narrative, the wide range of superdiversity attributes of refugees which mark them as individuals with their own stories has been
erased from discourse about the crisis.196 As one Syrian refugee says in a UNHCR report on dominant
narratives showing negative examples of the crisis: “Refugees are not the crisis. This is the crisis.”197
Related to this, my paper will argue that the predominant media content portraying Muslims,
women, and children arriving in Greece versus young African men arriving in Italy has been a factor
in more missionaries migrating to Greece than Italy.
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3.4.3 Identifiable Victim Effect
As the globalized impact of social media on transnationalism and migration occurs in
conjunction with the ease of dominant narratives depicting the refugee crisis, the emotions stirred by
mainstream media’s images of suffering individuals is a third aspect of (social) media’s influence on
the migration of missionaries to Greece and Italy (though mainly Greece). This impact made by images
is known as the Identifiable Victim Effect and is defined as what happens when society is more likely
to give resources to identifiable (or individual) victims than “statistical” victims (or large groups).
According to Jenni and Loewenstein (1997), “identifiable victims seem to produce a greater
empathetic response, accompanied by greater willingness to make personal sacrifices to provide
aid.”198 As Schelling writes:
“The death of a particular person evokes anxiety and sentiment, guilt and awe,
responsibility and religion…[but] most of this awesomeness disappears when we
deal with statistical death.”199
In the case of the European refugee crisis, the image of Aylan Kurdi in early September 2015
was the “identifiable victim” which triggered a reactive wave of humanitarian response to the
incoming wave of refugees. People who had paid little attention to the rising death toll in Syria’s civil
war suddenly had great compassion for the crisis after seeing the little boy lying face-down on the
beach,200 directly affecting the “unprecedented degree of mobilization of people responding to the
crisis.”201 Because missionaries were one set of actors in the humanitarian and faith-based response,
the Identifiable Victim Effect must be factored into my theoretical framework when looking at
reasons for missionary migration to Greece and Italy.
3.4.4 Differential Impact Hypothesis
Lastly, I apply the Differential Impact Hypothesis to my research, specifically in Chapter 5
where I focus on how the YWAM Refugee Circle (YRC) Facebook page has contributed to more
missionaries responding to the refugee crisis in Greece than Italy. This theory by Schweisberger et al.
(2014) proposes that news stories from the mass media have greater impact on viewers when
embedded in a personal, social media context by users.202 In other words, media messages can have
greater influence when they appear personally relevant to viewers, specifically when they are
“shared” by friends. Because people then perceive themselves as having a “social or parasocial
relationship with the media source”, the story has greater impact on the viewer.203 Additionally, it
argues that “positively evaluated” messages on Facebook are more influential for viewers.204 This
theory will then support the relevance of my research in determining the role of (social) media
influence—namely the YRC Facebook page—on missionary migration to Greece.
3.4.5 (Social) Media Influence Conclusion
To conclude this section, the role of (social) media as a catalyst in missionary migration to
the refugee crisis—namely to Greece—includes four key variables. The first is related to the recent
phenomenon of social media’s facilitation of migration. The second considers the impact of
198

Jenni & Loewenstein, Identifiable Victim Effect, 236.
Slovic et al, Iconic Photographs, 641.
200 Ibid, 640.
201 Goriunova, Iconic Image on Social Media, 5.
202 Schweisberger et al, Differential Impact Hypothesis, 405.
203 Ibid.
204 Ibid, 404.
199

36

dominant narratives and sensational news stories into missionary response, especially to Greece.
The third highlights the Identifiable Victim Effect as a factor in triggering sympathy and compassion
which leads to action. And the fourth is the Differential Impact Hypothesis, which argues how mass
media stories embedded in a social media context have greater impact on individuals viewing the
story.
3.5 Conclusion
In summary, I have chosen three main concepts for my theoretical framework based loosely
on migration theory for studying the missionary response to the European refugee crisis. The first is
the role of missional identity, which drives Christian missionaries based on a biblical mandate to
bring the Gospel to all nations, hearing and responding to God’s voice, and doing both those things
in faith. Additionally, the role of missional identity in conflict resolution and migration is addressed.
The second is the concept of super-diversity, which identifies the wide range of diverse attributes of
refugees which may act as pull factors in missionary migration. And finally, the concept of (social)
media influence is considered a catalyst in missionary migration when looking at refugee crisis
response, namely on topics like social media in transnationalism and migration, the impact of
dominant narratives in the crisis, the Identifiable Victim Effect on people viewing images of suffering
individuals, and the Differential Impact Hypothesis measuring (social) media influence on viewers. All
three concepts have been factored into my three primary research methods used for conducting this
study, which will be discussed at length in the next chapter.
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4. Research Methods
“There will always be a need for relief work because people will come straight
from the boats to this island, so there’s always like shelter and food—it’s relief. So
there will always be a need. But how? Like…my heart is really to see how we
holistically take care of them. How can we start dealing with the traumas they
see and experience? I dunno…that’s one of the reasons why to come for such a
long time, is because I want it to be more than just “stop the bleeding”. Like, I
want it to be more than relief work.”
-Isabelle (Denmark, 28, Long-Term Greece)205
As I gazed at my research question for this thesis, I wondered how to approach my data
collection methodology. My personal work experience is in quantitative research but I knew the
reasons missionaries had for responding to the refugee crisis could not simply be measured using
quantitative methods. I had to try and measure their voices which spoke beyond the numbers,
explaining why they would travel or migrate—with no political or economic agenda—to an unknown
place in another country to help people they didn’t know who were living in horrific conditions. I
wanted to explore why they were willing to become strangers in a foreign land just so they could
help other strangers. Even still, I believed there was plenty of quantitative analysis to be done on the
topic, especially when comparing missionary response to refugee statistics. In the end, I felt the best
way was to take a triangulation approach. This research approach is defined as the “use of multiple
or mixed methods…to confirm or corroborate results,” and I felt it would be best suited when
attempting to fill the gap in knowledge about a topic which has traditionally been very difficult to
measure.206 Based on triangulation, I have chosen three primary research methods to discover why
missionaries have responded to refugee crises in Greece and/or Italy.
This chapter explains the three research methods I have used, and explains the objectives,
preparation, collection, and analysis techniques of the data for each method. For my first primary
research method, I manually harvested, categorized, and analyzed content shared by missionaries
on the YWAM Refugee Circle Facebook page. For my second method, I distributed a digital survey via
Facebook private message, a YWAM Refugee Circle Facebook page post, and snowball sampling to
missionaries and volunteers who have worked with refugees in Greece and/or Italy. For my third
method, I explain how I conducted, coded, and analyzed semi-structured interviews with 31
missionaries working in Greece and/or Italy.
Additionally, I use the concepts within my theoretical framework as a grid of discovery by
aggregating the results from each method into the three main research categories: missional
identity, super-diversity,207 and (social) media influence. The objectives were to discover, analyze,
and conclude how a missionary was influenced by 1.) the call of God, 2.) the political
refugee/economic migrant motivations, 3.) other super-diversity attributes of the refugees, and 4.)
the influence of (social) media.

205

Lesvos, 3:24.
Winchester & Rofe, Qualitative Research, 4.
207 Throughout my paper, “super-diversity” is split into two areas of focus: the political refugee/economic migrant aspect,
and all other demographic aspects. This was done because the former is the main variable in my research question and has
therefore been highlighted.
206

38

4.1 Facebook Page Analysis
4.1.1 Objectives
For my first method, I manually collected and analyzed data from the closed YWAM Refugee
Circle Facebook (FB) page—a social media page created in August 2015 which has become the
central communication node for YWAM missionaries working with refugees worldwide. The
objective of this method was to measure any effectiveness or influence the role of social media has
had on the YWAM missionary response to refugees. Additionally, I wanted to discover any dominant
media topics or narratives related to refugee super-diversity attributes which may act as catalysts in
mobilizing missionaries to Greece and/or Italy.
4.1.2 Preparation
The first step was getting permission to harvest data from the private group page. Though
official ethical guidelines of online data collection have not yet been created,208 informed consent is
still necessary,209 so I contacted the YWAM Refugee Circle leader and page administrator for data
collection permission before planning my collection procedures. The leader replied with enthusiastic
authorization, but I still knew I would be limited in all I could quote or share in my final results since I
did not receive permission from each individual group member. This meant most of my results
would be more generalized in the final analyses, without giving any details about the group
members or their personal information and opinions.
The second step was to outline the data template by determining what the attribute fields of
the data would be. According to Meredith & Potter (2014), when considering the analysis of
electronic discourse, viewing internet data as topical versus resourceful is fundamental. In other
words, online discourse should not just be viewed as “a way to reach people behind the screen” (ie.
resourceful) but instead as “electronic interactions [which] can be analyzed as ‘social practices in
their own right’”(ie. topical). 210 Therefore, to observe these “electronic social practices” according to
what was being discussed on the page, I made an initial list of topical fields I thought would be
relevant to my final analysis. Later, after an initial trial-run of collecting data from the YRC page, I
added more fields.211 The result was 13 data fields collected per post (Figure 4.1).
Additionally, I created sub-categories for fields Type and Admin. Creating sub-categories for
Type enabled me to analyze the different reasons and circumstances for group members to interact
with the YRC page. Creating sub-categories for Admin helped refine the field of who was using the
page for sharing information (ie. is it a place for leaders to share information, and/or for grassroots
members to share information?).
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Figure 4.1 Facebook page data attribute field and sub-category definitions
Source: Jill Thornton

4.1.3 Collection
The collection of the data was simple yet tedious. I used a quantitative cyberstudy technique
by manually data-mining content posted to the page for categorization and analysis.212 My particular
methodological collection approach was a slightly customized version of those used in other similar
studies related to migration and social networking. For example, Niemandt’s study focuses on “the
role of social media in facilitating hospitality to the stranger,”213 which was essential in my own data
collection of a Facebook page used for information, coordination, and mobilization of missionaries in
refugee response. In Sneijder et al.’s (2018) analysis of online mobilization discourse, content is
manually collected from discussion threads on two Facebook pages.214 Similar to my own technique,
Mandujano’s (2016) study on transnational communities of Mexican migrants harvests demographic
data from a local MySpace page and compiles it into database format.215
For my particular method, I went through each post chronologically from a 2.5 year time
period, beginning with the creation of the page in August 2015 and ending in February 2018. In my
pace of collection, I averaged about 40 posts per hour populating the attribute fields with data in
Microsoft Excel or Google Drive (depending on if I was using my personal computer or a computer in
the university lab).
As I collected the attribute data, I also noted other important characteristics of the posts. I
took a personal note of posts that 1.) could be used later for media content analysis, 2.) may be
relevant to political refugee vs. economic migrant issues, and 3.) were duplicates, meaning a link or
image was posted more than once, either by multiple members or the same member.
The procedure was mostly straight-forward, though there were slight challenges related to
the categorization of post Type. The first challenge was the issue of “Prayer”. Though I had created a
Prayer sub-category of Type—which was meant to highlight posts asking fellow group members for
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prayer over an issue or problem—I found that Media, Advertisement, Testimony, and Personal posts
also frequently mentioned a request for prayer in members’ personalized captions. As a result, I only
classified a post as Prayer when it was solely and explicitly for that purpose—mainly because there
were some posts whose sole purpose was asking group members for prayer and therefore
warranted their own category versus posts with “prayer” as an additional part of the caption’s
primary purpose.
A second challenge was how to classify a post’s Place. The attribute was mostly given
according to the geographic focus of the post, namely where the news event, ministry, or activity
took place. If that was not immediately clear, in only a few occasions I resorted to using the
geographic location of the person making the post if it was available (though this does not mean all
posts were classified by location of the member posting).216
A third challenge was the broken URL links on some of the posts. For this reason, I created a
Type sub-category called Unavailable, so those posts could be filtered out of the final analysis.
4.1.4 Analysis
Data Post-Processing
After completing my
data collection, I exported the
Excel data to ArcMap software,
converting it to a database
format (DBF) file for easier, more
stable handling. Once a root DBF
file was created and organized, I
moved it back to Microsoft Excel
for basic data analysis. Using the
fields, I did some initial post
counts and analysis of the data
Figure 4.2 Facebook page data post-processing procedure
based on Type, Date, Place,
Source: Jill Thornton
Admin, and People (Figure 4.2).
For each of the five categories, I created tables with statistical calculations based on: total
post counts; post counts per sub-categories I created within the relevant main category; sums of
Reactions and Comments; and average number of Reactions and Comments where it seemed
pertinent for making final conclusions about the popularity of posts. Once calculated, I created
charts for each table to determine the visuals and story which would best support my thesis. As seen
in Figure 4.3, I marked which tables would eventually be used for final analysis of the data.
The final results were used to analyze: 1.) the Type of posts on the page, as well as the
popularity among group members; 2.) temporal Date significance by post Type; 3.) which nations &
regions (Place) received the most attention, specifically those mentioned in Outreach Search posts;
4.) which demographic groups (DG) received the most attention; and 5.) which nationality and
people group (NPG) origin regions were most popular among group members. In addition to using
the final results for my primary data analysis, the data was also used to: 1.) triangulate with
interview and survey responses; 2.) overlay with official UNHCR statistics on refugees; and 3.) aid
YRC leaders in their internal, departmental analyses of using social media for mobilizing YWAM
volunteers to refugee response.
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Figure 4.3 Tables used for
final analysis of YRC
Facebook page
Source: Jill Thornton

Techniques
After I calculated final results, I used the quantitative data results when looking at posts through the
lens of dominant narratives, the Identifiable Victim Effect, and Differential Impact Hypothesis
mentioned earlier as concepts within my theoretical framework. This was to help me determine—
based on frequency and popularity of posts—how influential the page content may have been on
the group members’ decisions to go to Greece or Italy. In doing this, I used three techniques to
analyze the final, post-processed data.
The first was media content analysis, which according to Neuman (1997) is “a technique for
gathering and analysing the content of text. The ‘content’ refers to words, meanings, pictures,
symbols, ideas, themes, or any message that can be communicated. The ‘text’ is anything written,
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visual, or spoken that serves as a medium for communication.”217 The “content” I analyzed were
posts shared by group members, namely the images, source link titles, and personalized group
member captions on the posts.
Second, using the inferential analysis method, I looked beyond the raw data to reach a
conclusion about how and why missionaries share information about refugees. As opposed to using
the data as descriptive, it has been used to make inferences about the influence of social media in
missionary response to refugee crises.218 This data has proven valuable to 1.) highlight places,
people, or topics of interest which are important to the YWAM missionary; 2.) overlay the results
with UNHCR statistics about refugees; and 3.) overlay the results with major news/media events that
might have increased the volume of missionary interest (and subsequent response) in a place or
demographic.
Finally, I used manifest content analysis when searching page topics related to “political
refugees” and “economic migrants.” The terms were not frequent on the page, so I used the
Facebook page’s search function to conduct word searches for other terms like “war”, “conflict”,
“poor”, “poverty”, and “opportunity.” The search results revealed an ambient (or background) form
of discourse on the page related to the political/economic refugee debate which would not have
been discovered without searching for additional, related terms.219
4.2 Survey
4.2.1 Objectives
Similar to the FB page analysis in my first method, the digital survey was conducted for
breadth and quantitative understanding. The goal of the survey was to gather comprehensive data
from a wide range of missionaries to sharpen the picture of why they have responded to the
Greece/Italy refugee crises. It was a simplified version of the interview questions discussed in the
third method and was distributed to a much wider range of participants. My initial hope was to get
30+ participants, but my final count was 96 participants due to snowball sampling within the
networks of my initial contacts.
4.2.2 Preparation
Participants
The first thing I did was determine how many participants would be willing to take the
survey before I distributed it. As an organization insider, I first reached out to my relational network
on my personal Facebook page, asking if anyone had worked with refugees in Greece and/or Italy,
and if they wouldn’t mind completing a survey when the time came. I shared a similar post in the
YRC Facebook page. In both instances, the response was very high, so I guessed I could get at least
30 participants.
Survey
The second thing I did was create the survey. I based my question types largely on the style
of the interview questions, knowing I wanted similar answers but with the intent of processing the
results categorically and quantitatively. The same basic profile questions were presented, and
questions pertaining to the influence of media, their personal call to varying demographics of
people, and any other details about their call to refugee work in Greece and/or Italy were added
(Figure 4.4).
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Figure 4.4 Questions used in digital survey
Source: Jill Thornton

I wanted the format of the survey to be simple and familiar to the participants, so I used a
basic Google Form where the data would automatically and anonymously feed into an Excel-format
Google spreadsheet once submitted.
After I prepared the form, I sent it for testing to two colleagues in England and Germany
who had both done short-term refugee work in Greece and/or Italy, as well as my thesis supervisor.
Using their combined feedback, I made edits for the final version before distribution.
4.2.3 Collection
Participants
Instead of email distribution as I had originally
planned, I determined I would only need to use
Facebook for either private message or posting to the
YRC Facebook page. Through this medium of
communication, I suspected it would reach a much
wider audience. After the initial queries I had made
during the Preparation stage, I received replies from
27 people volunteering to take the survey when it
came out, plus another 17 people who were tagged by
others on my two initial inquiry posts. I sent the survey
to those 44 participants through Facebook Messenger,
then I watched their responses appear on the Excel
form on Google Drive for about a day before wider
distribution of the survey, just to make sure there
weren’t any technical problems with the form or
confusion about any of the questions. The following
day, I posted the survey link to the wider YRC
Facebook page group members with instructions and
deadlines (Figure 4.5).

Figure 4.5 Message to YRC Facebook page members to fill
out the survey
Source: Jill Thornton
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More participants were added to the study once ministry leaders within the group added
the survey link to email chains sent out to their networks of staff and volunteers. Thanks to snowball
sampling—a technique which involves asking participants to recommend other people to the
research, which leads to an increased number of participants—nearly 100 people took the survey.220
Survey
The survey itself appeared to reap the information I was hoping to retrieve, though there
were some challenges as well as surprises. The first challenge was a result of the snowball sampling.
My original plan had only taken YWAM staff or students into account, but I could see by the answers
on the form that the survey was being distributed to people who had done refugee work, mainly in
Greece, as “volunteers”. This meant they had neither staff nor student status, and it was very
difficult to determine if those volunteers had any affiliation with YWAM besides their short-term
outreach trip to Greece/Italy. Consequently, I had to create a new category in the YWAM Status and
Migration Type fields in post-processing called “Volunteer”.
A second challenge was with the ratings of “call” by demographic group. Though it was
straight-forward on the form, it seemed participants sometimes struggled with how to numerically
rate their “call” to a particular group of people. I observed this firsthand when I asked some of my
interview informants in Greece to fill out the form after their interview. When they reached that
section of the survey, they each verbally processed their consternation at the thought of “rating”
how called to a group they were.
Conversely, there were some pleasant surprises I observed during the period the survey was
open. The biggest surprise was what people wrote in the question asking for explanations about how
they were called to Greece/Italy. I expected many people to skip that question or write only a few
details, but many participants wrote about their experience and call with great care and detail. In
the end, I was able to use it as qualitative data to fill in gaps related to reasons for responding to the
crisis, highlighting where super-diversity attributes of refugees were mentioned, and other frequent
topics which emerged from the individuals.
4.2.4 Analysis
Data Post-Processing
After the survey deadline expired, I exported the Google Sheet to Microsoft Excel format
(.xlsx). Once in Excel, I needed to clean up the data so my database had consistent, standardized
values in the data attribute fields. This clean-up included: converting all field names to database
format (DBF) style; extracting the date of the post (MM/DD/YYYY) from the Google sheets time
stamp; standardizing Nationality, YWAM Base name, Commitment Status, and Missionary Status
values which had been manually typed by survey participants; assigning standardized values to
anomalous answers in Commitment Status and Media Influence fields; dividing the Ministry Activity
field into multiple separate fields and assigning binary Yes/No values to each participant; aggregating
dates of outreach into separate fields based on quarter (ie. 2015 Q1=Jan to Mar 2015, 2015 Q2=Apr
to Jun 2015, etc.) and assigning binary Yes/No values to corresponding participants; and deleting
duplicate participant submissions.221
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Once the data was clean and standardized, I
created worksheets for different attributes of the
data (Figure 4.6). For Gender, I calculated totals by
male and female and then added the Nationality
variable. For Nationality, I calculated totals. For Age,
I calculated totals by age group. In the end, I used
three aggregated age groups (18-24, 25-34, and 35
and over) for my final analysis. For outreach
locations, I calculated the number of participants
who did outreach in Greece, Italy, or Both. For
Commitment Status, I calculated totals by future
commitment to refugee work in Greece/Italy. For
Outreach Duration, as previously mentioned, I
created separate fields by Year and Quarter, and
assigned a binary Yes/No classification value to each
post whose outreach date coincided with the
various quarters. For super-diversity attributes, the
participants had rated their “call” to a demographic
group on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being “not called”
to that group and 5 being “highly called” to that
group. With the results, I calculated total average
Figure 4.6 Tables used for final analysis of survey data
“call” rates per demographic. From there, I added
Source: Jill Thornton
different variables to the averages,
including Missionary Status, YWAM Staff
who went to Greece only, Commitment
Status, and Outreach Duration. Finally,
for Media Influence, I calculated totals
according to participants’ replies, then I
added the variables Age Group,
Missionary Status, Commitment, and
Outreach Duration.
Additionally, I analyzed the
qualitative data provided by the survey
participants who gave optional details
and information about how they were
called to refugee work in Greece and/or
Italy. I imported the answers into Atlas.ti
and coded the results using many of the
Figure 4.7 Codes used for survey data results
Source: Jill Thornton
same codes from the interview coding
method, though with some additions (Figure 4.7).222
Techniques
In addition to getting results from quantitative calculations, I used manifest and latent
content analyses to discover patterns and themes within the qualitative survey data.223 I did this in

222

Since Question 1 in the interviews was more of an oral history response by informants, the codes for Question 1 were
not used in the survey responses.
223 Dunn, Interviewing, 125.

46

instances where I was targeting reasons why missionaries chose to go to Greece or Italy. For
missional identity, I looked for patterns and themes related to participants hearing God speak or
“call” them to a specific place or demographic group. For additional migration reasons, I searched
for repetition of topics I classified as Natural Transition, Education, Peer/Testimonies, and Social
Media influences. After performing both analyses, the final results showed frequently mentioned
topics and various reasons for participants going to Greece and/or Italy (Figure 4.8).

Figure 4.8 Reasons listed in the qualitative data provided by participants in the Additional Comments section
of the survey, and counted using manifest and latent content analyses
Source: Jill Thornton

4.3 Interviews
4.3.1 Objectives
An aspect of data collection I found most imperative to my research is the personal identity
and decision-making paradigms of the missionaries working in Greece and Italy. While quantitative
analyses of large amounts of statistical data may provide a horizontal, objective view of the
missionary response, interviews with the missionaries add a vertical depth to understanding their
reasoning. Additionally, according to Dunn (2010), the interview method fills gaps in knowledge, and
investigates complex motivations and behaviors of informants.224 Using four primary questions in
semi-structured interviews, my objective was to discover the primary reason(s) missionaries have
migrated to Greece or Italy to work with refugees.
4.3.2 Preparation
Initial Contact
My first task was to contact the YWAM operating locations I was aware of in Greece and
Italy. My primary contact in Italy was a member of the YWAM Refugee Circle as well as a personal
Facebook friend. Through him, I was able to set dates and make contact with the YWAM staff
members working in Sicily. For Lesvos, a colleague with knowledge of my research introduced me via
email to the Guest Coordinator at the YWAM operating location in Mytilene, Greece. During the
second week of my internship, I attended the YWAM Western European Leadership Gathering in
Geneva, Switzerland, for several days and met the base leaders of Athens and Thessaloniki—two
YWAM locations I had no prior knowledge of. From those introductions, I was able to set dates to
interview their staff members, as well. The three additional, seasonal missionaries I contacted were
the only people of all my informants with whom I had a close relationship with, so I was able to
contact them directly to arrange interview sessions with them.
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Interview Questions
Once my interview dates were arranged, I created the questions. The layout of the questions
was divided into 6 main categories:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Profile Questions
Question 1: The Call
Question 2: Specific Demographic
Question 3: Political Refugee vs. Economic Migrant
Question 4: Media Influence
Additional Comments

Profile questions included first name, YWAM Status, YWAM Base, Age, Nationality, and
Ministry Activity with the refugees. Question 1 was divided into four sub-categories asking how the
informant had been called to missions, YWAM, Greece/Italy, and refugees. Question 2 asked the
informant if he/she had a “call” to a specific demographic of refugee (nationality, age, gender,
religion, etc.). Question 3 asked if the political/economic motivations of the refugees for coming to
Europe had any weight or influence on the informant’s missional response/migration to them.
Question 4 asked if the media had any influence on the informant’s response/migration to
Greece/Italy, and also asked a secondary question about what images, stories, etc. had been most
impactful. And finally, I gave the informant an opportunity to share any Additional Comments at the
end of the interview (Figure 4.9).

Figure 4.9 Questions asked in the semi-structured interviews
Source: Jill Thornton

The first question was about the informant’s “call” into missions, and in every case the
informant’s answer took up roughly half the interview time. After my first two or three interviews, I
realized I needed to make the question objectives very clear beforehand, so I always told the
informant that the topics of Question 1 should include their call to missions, YWAM, Greece/Italy,
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and refugees. Some informants were able to address all four topics with one story, and for other
informants I had to ask additional secondary questions to get the information I needed.225
The second question asked if the informant had a specific “call” to any particular nationality,
age group, gender, religion, etc. among the refugees. Some informants were very clear in their
personal call to a group (ie. Muslims, women, Arabs, etc.), but others appeared challenged by the
question. Several informants had the initial response that they did not feel called to a specific group,
but then would start listing groups. In a few other instances, the informants answered the question
according to demographic types with whom they interacted most as opposed to feeling “called” to
those groups. In some cases, the informants mentioned demographic groups they felt called to in
Question 1 or Additional Comments, but then failed to address the group when answering Question
2. In these cases, I asked secondary questions for clarification (for example, one informant answered
Question 2 saying she felt called to work with Youth, but then later in her Additional Comments said
she felt called to work with Women. As a follow-up question at the end, I asked if I could add
Women to her Question #2 answer about who she felt called to, and she gave an emphatic “Yes.
One hundred percent.”226).
The third question asked if the motivations of the refugees (ie. political vs. economic) had
any influence on the informant’s missional response to them. This question was the most difficult to
ask, drew the most pause for reflection by the informant, and received the most obvious reactions
from several informants. First, it turned out to be a very difficult answer for some informants to
express due in part to how I was asking the question. As I asked the informants how refugee
motivations influenced their response to refugees, I occasionally had to clarify what I meant by that.
When I had originally formulated the question, I was thinking of the meta-response (ie. do refugees
affect your “response”, meaning “migration” or “move”, to Greece/Italy), but the informant often
applied the question to their day-to-day interactions with the refugees. To counteract this
misunderstanding, I had to occasionally ask a secondary question which referred to the informant’s
consideration of the political/economic distinction of refugees prior to coming to Greece/Italy.
Second, because this question was not one the informant was used to answering (as opposed to
their often-told story of their call into missions), this question frequently caused the informant to
stop and think about their answer. Lastly, the question drew the most visible reaction from the
informants related to its content and meaning as many replied by first saying that it was a good,
interesting, or challenging question to answer. 227
The fourth question asked how media influenced the informant to come to Greece/Italy to
help refugees. Though many answered Yes or No in reference to their migration, there were also
many informants who discussed the influence of the media since they had arrived. For those
answers, I asked a secondary question to clarify what impact media had on their decision to move
prior to arrival.
Finally, I left space for the informant to give any additional comments related to their work,
the refugees, the nation, my interview questions, etc. These responses often gave the informant
flexibility in what they shared and allowed them freedom to express things they may not have in the
primary questioning, and in many cases provided me with valuable information for my research.228
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4.3.3 Collection
Participants
For this study, I conducted 28 interviews with 31 informants with 17 nationalities from 6
continents. In Greece, I interviewed 17 people comprised of 10 females and 7 males ranging in age
from 20 to 44, and who were all long-term (more than one year), full-time staff members with
YWAM Greece (Figure 4.10). I also interviewed two seasonal volunteers who go to Greece every few
months to work with refugees and also support the YWAM national staff.

Figure 4.10 Interview informants in Greece
Source: Jill Thornton

In Italy, I interviewed 11 people comprised of 5 females and 6 males ranging in age from 22
to 62. In terms of status, my informants were varied (Figure 4.11). There were 5 informants classified
as full-time, long-term/affiliate YWAM staff members in Italy; 2 informants who were full-time/longterm YWAM staff from Vanuatu who were visiting Italy on a short-term outreach trip; 1 informant
who had done a DTS in the past but was only in Italy on a short-term missions outreach; 1 informant
who had never done a DTS but was on a short-term outreach with YWAM in Italy; and 2 informants
who had never done a DTS but were volunteering long-term, full-time with YWAM Italy.229 I also

Figure 4.11 Interview informants in Italy
Source: Jill Thornton
229

The two missionaries working full-time, long-term with YWAM Italy who have never done a DTS is an unusual case
within the organization. Even so, every YWAM operating location in the world has some flexibility or limitations of who
they allow to work full-time without the DTS requirement. In this case, the two missionaries bring specialized skills in
psychiatry and trauma counselling from decades of work in Africa.
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interviewed one seasonal volunteer who was with YWAM in the past but volunteered as a trauma
counsellor and cultural mediator on a rescue ship in the Mediterranean through Médecins Sans
Frontières (MSF). Though she was working on her PhD in Ghent at the time of our interview, her
primary research and work still involves refugees arriving in Italy.
Locations
I conducted the interviews in six cities across three nations:
Ragusa, Italy (10)
Siracusa, Italy (1)
Ghent, Belgium (1)
Thessaloniki, Greece (6)
Lesvos, Greece (7)
Athens, Greece (6)
In Thessaloniki, Ragusa, Siracusa, and Ghent, the interviews took place in private apartments
and were very easy and convenient for conducting the interviews.230 The final trip to Lesvos and
Athens proved to be most challenging and called for improvisation to find interview locations that
provided both privacy and silence (for the recording).
Upon arrival in Lesvos, I was assigned to the YWAM hospitality accommodation aboard a 40meter sailing ship with 15 people living on it—including 4 boys under age 10. Due to these
circumstances, there was no place quiet or private enough to conduct and record interviews,
resulting in many interruptions or background noises in my recordings. I was also told the ship was
setting sail for the whole weekend, and that I was required to go since my name was on the
manifest. This turned out to be fine since 1.) my remaining informants were also going, and 2.) that
meant the items being stored in the ship’s library were cleared out and I was able to use the closed
room for the remaining interviews (though this did not mean the interviews were without
interruption by children, shouting deckhands, and loud machinery).
Athens proved to be equally challenging. In this location, I was attending the YWAM Refugee
Circle Gathering while also making time to interview the YWAM Athens staff members, plus two
seasonal staff. Consequently, almost every space at the venue was occupied by conference
participants, and the staff members themselves had limited schedules since they were hosting the
event. This required flexibility on everyone’s part (especially mine), leading to interviews taking
place in lounges unused during morning sessions, a patio outside during afternoon sessions, and in a
parked car at sunrise while my informants brushed their teeth. Thankfully—as evidenced by their
profession in refugee relief and compassion—my informants were no stranger to noise, discomfort,
and inconvenience, because they never seemed too affected by the surrounding environment as
they shared their stories.
The Interview
Before each interview, I gave a basic introduction to the informant which included 1.) getting
permission to use their first name in the paper,231 2.) explaining that the interview included a series
of profile questions followed by four main questions, 3.) telling them brief information about myself
and what my research was for, and 4.) recommending they talk to me as a YWAMer, particularly
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emphasizing that they did not need to change their answers or their style of speech to
accommodate a secular, academic audience.
The average interview was typically about 40 minutes long, with the shortest interview at 22
minutes and the longest interview at 84 minutes. For every informant, the first question took
roughly half the interview time while the remaining questions were answered fairly concisely for the
remainder of the interview. This was most likely because Question 1 was related to the individual’s
call into missions, YWAM, Greece/Italy, and refugee work, so I essentially sat back and said, “Tell me
your story.” With the answers to Question 1, it was evident that the informants had told the story
about their “call” many times in the past—offering personally and culturally relevant details of their
testimony of faith about hearing and obeying God’s voice. In the second half of the interview, the
informants typically had more concise answers to the remaining four questions, likely because those
questions required more opinion than oral history.
Insider
The benefits of my being an insider in the organization far outweighed the costs, though
both are equally noteworthy. According to Dowling (2010), an insider “is someone who is similar to
their informants in many respects.”232 On the one hand, I entered the interviews with a pre-existing
level of trust among my informants because of our shared YWAM staff member status. After reading
about Brickell’s challenges as an outsider/academic researcher interviewing contemporary Christian
missionaries in Albania, I knew my being an insider was an asset.233 Therefore, I told each informant I
was a YWAM staff member and had been for many years, and that it was my desire that they talk to
me as a YWAMer versus an academic researcher. I specified this because I was hoping for the most
sincere and unfiltered answers to the questions about their missions and refugee work experiences.
I also knew they would share more if they weren’t nervous or intimidated by an outsider/academic.
Another benefit of being an insider was that I entered each interview with pre-existing
cultural context about missionary work and YWAM, understanding the shorthand vernacular of the
informants.234 Whenever a specific abbreviation, Bible reference, Christian value, or YWAM leader
was mentioned, I (mostly) knew what the informant was referring to. For this reason, I suspect it
would be very difficult for an outsider of the organization—and especially a non-Christian—to
interpret much of what the informants spoke about without follow-up questions. Additionally, I told
the informants they did not need to change the way they spoke for the interview—that their
audience was a YWAM staff member and a Christian believer—which meant fewer cultural filters in
their answers.
On the other hand, there were some noteworthy challenges I faced as an insider, to which I
adapted. The first was the challenge I personally faced to remain silent when an informant got
emotional, questioned themselves, or shared an opinion which I strongly agreed or disagreed with.
As a long-term staff member and leader within YWAM, habit tempted me to provide some kind of
support or pastoral care to fellow members during an emotional conversation, or to provide insights
or opinions when dissenting views were shared. As an objective researcher, I could not show that I
agreed or disagreed with their views or opinions, and I could not encourage or discourage things
that were said. There were only a few instances when I expressed some of my own views or tried to
encourage an informant in their hesitation or personal struggles, but I tried to use my words
carefully and in instances I felt would not skew the data. Still, the temptation was always to say,
help, or intervene more than I ever did.
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The second challenge I faced as an insider was finding the proper relational balance with my
informants before the official interview. On one hand, Goode and Hatt (1981) insist on “professional
interviewing” where the researcher detaches herself from her informants, while on the other hand
Oakley (1981) and Douglas (1985) propose empathetic and friendly interviewing.235 Though my style
leaned more on the latter, I had to find a point somewhere in the middle of the spectrum so that I
did not overshare about research and consequently skew the data.
Related to this, of the 31 informants, I knew 5 personally, of whom 3 were good friends. I
was concerned this would affect their answers in some way, but the only residual effects of those
friendships were that more jokes and relational comments appear in the interview sessions. For the
other 26 informants, I had little to no previous relationship with them. If I had time, I would spend a
few minutes before the recording started to chat and offer food or drinks, or what Dunn calls the
“warm-up period”.236 This way, at the start of the interview, there was at least a minimal level of
comfort in answering my questions. When this was not possible, I was more interactive with the
informant in the interview itself. I spoke up more in interviews where I am sitting with the informant
for the first time, having met them only moments earlier. I tried to keep the mood light and friendly
to foster a relaxed and relatable environment, but I also changed my tone when an informant got
emotional or serious about what they were saying. I believe it helped when the informant and I
shared a common connection, be it knowing the same people or having been at the same location or
conference at some point in the past. In those instances, by making the interview more interactive, it
seemed to relax them into speaking less formally and more candidly.
The third and most significant challenge of being an insider was one I learned about a third
of the way through my interviews, which was revealing too much about my research before the
interview. For the first informants, I had so little time to speak with them beforehand that they
entered the interview with little to no information about my research. Soon after, I was interviewing
informants with whom I had spent some time prior to the interview, and with whom I had discussed
some of my research. In one of those first instances, I noticed that some of what I had said in casual
conversation was being slightly regurgitated back to me in the interview time by the informant.
Fearing my findings or opinions would skew the data, I henceforth limited talking about the details
of my research with any informant before I interviewed them. This meant taking some extremes like
restricting my answers when asked at meals or casual meetings about my research, especially if I
knew a future informant was in the room. The day before my last interviews, I privately asked my
remaining four informants to exit the room while I presented my preliminary research results in a
conference workshop session at the YWAM Refugee Circle Gathering. I also asked the workshop
participants not to share what they had heard with the remaining informants.237 In the end, I would
say only four or five informants of the whole were somewhat aware of the details of my research,
and even then, they did not know what my own opinions, main thesis points, or final analyses of the
data were. Additionally, no participant knew what the questions would be when they sat down for
their interview.
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4.3.4 Analysis
Transcription
Once a recorded interview was downloaded to my computer, I transcribed each interview in
Microsoft Word to help facilitate my analysis later.238 Depending on the speed at which a person
spoke, my typical transcription rate was 45-60 minutes of transcribing for every 15 minutes of
interview time. Occasionally, I would also highlight things informants said because I knew the
quotation would be valuable for my research later.
Coding
After the transcriptions were completed, I imported the 28 interview documents into 5
project files in Atlas.ti software: Italy, Thessaloniki, Lesvos, Athens, and Seasonal. For each
document, I coded the content of the interviews according to the 6 main sections of the interview
(Profile Questions, Questions 1-4, and Additional Comments) (Figure 4.12). I also coded repeated
words and themes as “Frequent Mentions”, which highlighted patterns and reasons in the
informants’ answers.

Figure 4.12 Codes used for interview data results
Source: Jill Thornton.

Final Analysis & Interpretation
Once coded, I performed both manifest and latent content analyses on the transcriptions.
For manifest content analysis, I occasionally searched the data for visible answers and words (ie.
“Aylan Kurdi”, “war”, “Muslims”). More than manifest, I did latent content analysis where I looked
for themes within the data (ie. instances where the informants expressed distrust in the media,
confessed thoughts of judgment, or mentioned valuing people as individuals).239 Though I performed
some frequency calculations to get a sense of how often a topic or theme occurred, I mostly used a
literal description method to address themes which emerged from informants.240
After the coding was complete, I exported the coded quotations to 5 report files for each
location—each categorized by their code group and code. From there, I searched for patterns and
anomalies among the informant responses which would highlight main reasons for migration to
Greece/Italy and/or work with refugees.
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A limitation I faced in my analysis of the data was related to inference and self-reporting.
Inference—defined as “the process of using facts we know to learn about facts we do not know”241—
was occasionally required when studying the stories, opinions, and narratives of my informants.
Especially for Question 1, my informants had evidently told the story of their “call” many times
before, so there may have been elements of their migration story missing from their usual narrative.
So, I could extract what they said from their answers to make final conclusions, but it was not always
perfectly clear that all factors and motivations behind their move were disclosed in their answers
because the missionary’s story about “call” can very often become rehearsed over the years, leading
to certain details (unintentionally) being omitted.
Additionally, many of my questions required self-reporting from the informant—a type of
data collection related to people’s “perceptions about a topic of interest” which is “frequently used
in social behavioral research.”242 The informants expressed beliefs, values, and motivations related
to their work and their migration decisions, but sometimes the details I was looking for emerged
from “between the lines” of their answers—meaning sometimes their answers revealed a conclusion
to me even if the informants themselves did not always necessarily explicitly say something about
the related topic. I did my best to ask secondary questions throughout the interviews so that my
final conclusions would not rely on any ambiguity or inference, but in the final analysis I had to
occasionally (though minimally) extract some of those implicit results from the overall answers
given.
4.4 Conclusion
This chapter has outlined the approaches, methods, and techniques I have used for my
research when studying missionary response to the refugee crisis in Greece and/or Italy. Using the
triangulation approach, I use three primary research methods. For the first method, I manually
harvested, categorized, and analyzed content shared by missionaries on the YWAM Refugee Circle
Facebook page to measure (social) media influence as a catalyst in missionary response to the
refugee crisis. For the second, I created a digital survey for missionaries and volunteers who have
worked with refugees in Greece and/or Italy. Finally, I used semi-structured interviews to gather
information on why missionaries have migrated to Greece or Italy to work with refugees.
Now that I have introduced my research topic, provided the relevant background
information on contemporary Christian mission and the European refugee crisis, explained my
theoretical framework, and introduced the methods and techniques used in this study, I will now
shift attention to my empirical chapters with the first method mentioned in this chapter: analyzing
harvested data from the YWAM Refugee Circle Facebook page to measure social media and possible
dominant narrative influence on missionary response to the refugee crisis.
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Chapter 5: Facebook Page Analysis
“There’s a lot of space here. There are so many ministry opportunities, and I’m
really sad that we’re here so many years and still people are not coming…But I
know as well that…it takes faith, and I know that finances have been a problem
for many people, especially for Europeans. So I understand that as well. But I
believe that this ministry has to grow, because it will not stop. I know that there
are people saying now that building the borders, the refugees will not come
anymore, but I don’t believe that. There are millions of refugees ready to come.”
-Tina (Germany/Italy/USA, 39, Long-Term Italy)243
During my internship, I attended the YWAM Refugee Circle (YRC) Gathering in Athens,
Greece, for several days to share my preliminary results with the group and also interview more
missionaries for my primary research. The gathering was attended by 30-40 missionaries, many of
whom were serving the refugee crisis in Greece either directly or remotely. During my 90-minute
workshop, I shared my research results about the content that had been posted by missionaries to
the YRC Facebook page. I revealed that most of the posts on the page were related to mission work
in Greece or events related to people from the Middle East, namely Muslims, Syrians, and children—
demographic types associated with refugees coming to Greece. In the end, I presented suggestions
and tips for posting content on the page that would perhaps give the work in Italy more attention for
future ministry. In addition to providing statistical information to leaders within the YRC, the data I
collected was used to search for frequency and patterns of content posted to the Facebook page—
and to measure what degree of influence that content may have—when studying missionary and
volunteer mobilization to refugee crises. More specifically, this methodological approach explores
why more missionaries have gone to Greece than Italy, and if the political vs. economic motivations
of refugees are a factor.
The analysis of the YRC Facebook page gives insight into how information and content are
shared, as well as how missionaries are mobilized to refugee response through social media and
networking. For this reason, my first methodological approach entailed the manual collection,
categorization, and analysis of user-content posted to a social media website used by missionaries
working with or interested in refugee ministry. The purpose of this research method was to measure
influence of social media on missionary migration based on frequency and popularity of posts by
group members, and to discover if it might factor into more missionaries responding to the crisis in
Greece than Italy.
Based on two of the three concepts in my theoretical framework244—super-diversity and
(social) media influence—this chapter focuses on three ways (social) media has been a catalyst in
missionary migration to Greece and/or Italy. First, I give an overview of the page, types and places of
focus, and how its content might be influential to its group members. I do this by highlighting
popularity of posts by YWAM leaders vs. grassroots members as well as the influence of page
content related to media, photo, and personal/testimony posts. Second, I address how the “political
refugee-economic migrant” classifications are represented on the page. The (social) media facet of
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framing refugees as either “political refugee” or “economic migrant” is a key factor since it
influences citizens’ decisions and actions related to policy, treatment, and understanding of refugee
issues, which could consequently impact their decision to respond to the crisis.245 Finally, I look at
other super-diversity attributes of refugees (ie. age, gender, religion, nationality, and region of
origin) represented in the page content. I do this with the assumption (based on theories like the
Differential Impact Hypothesis, etc.) that high frequency or popularity of certain topics and refugee
attributes shift more spotlight onto Greece than Italy, which may have an ambient effect on group
member perception of refugee ministry needs.
The final results revealed several conclusions. First, analysis shows that Greece receives the
most attention on the page, especially as it relates to missionaries seeking outreach opportunities.
Meanwhile, though Italy is mentioned in a high number of Media type posts, it has received little to
no attention when group members have inquired about future outreach opportunities. Second,
analysis of the page when applying the Differential Impact Hypothesis reveals how impactful
positive, personal posts are to group members. Third, discourse about the topic of refugees
motivated by political reasons is present on the page though in an ambient vs. blatant form.
Additionally, refugees motivated by economic reasons are discussed on the page, though in the
context of discussions by group members stating that they should be included in the conversation
about refugee needs and missionary outreach. Fourth, Muslims, Syrians, and other
nationalities/people groups (NPGs) from the Middle East are the most frequently mentioned
groups—groups which are typically associated with refugee arrivals in Greece. Finally, media content
related to vulnerable groups like children may be a catalytic factor in a missionary’s decision to
migrate.
In total, the dominant narratives of the page mostly parallel the pull and personal factors of
migration mentioned in my other two research methods by highlighting events, demographics, and
outreach opportunities mainly related to refugee work in Greece versus Italy.
5.1 (Social) Media Influence
It is first important to measure what degree of influence the YRC Facebook page may have
had on missionaries who have migrated or are considering migration to Greece or Italy. As the most
used social media platform in the world, the role of Facebook in distributing information as well as
influencing perceptions of individuals should not be underestimated.246 The majority of audience
members in a Pew Research Center report said “they access news through social media and that
they have in turn used social media to disseminate news stories.”247 One effect of this phenomenon
of information-sharing is its role in inciting massive sociopolitical movements. Social media platforms
like Twitter and Facebook were major factors in the Arab Spring—an event that started with one
man in Tunisia lighting himself on fire in protest and led to the toppling of regimes in Tunisia and
Egypt, as well as social and political mobilization of citizens in other nations across the Middle East,
namely Syria.248
This influential factor is largely attributed to the interpersonal nature of social media—an
aspect which makes people feel more connected to news if it is being shared by people they have
relationship with.249 According to Schweisberger et al.:
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If social media sites such as Facebook increase the ‘‘interpersonal’’ nature of
communication, then the Differential Impact Hypothesis would predict that
reading online news stories in social media sites should increase perceived effects
of those stories on self.250
People no longer have to keep up with news through official, filtered news agencies, but can
be connected with events around the world through people they know.251 Based on these aspects,
the YWAM Refugee Circle (YRC) Facebook has been applied as a factor in the mobilization of
missionaries to the European refugee crisis because of the interpersonal aspects of its content.
To explore this notion further, this section analyzes the history and objectives of the page,
the overall geographic focus of the page based on content posted by group members, the influence
of grassroots member content vs. YWAM leader content, and the influence of media, photo, and
personal/testimony content shared to the page. The results of this section will show that though it is
a central communication node for global missionary work with refugees, the YRC Facebook page has
been a platform largely focused on activity in Greece. Additionally, it could be most influential
when grassroots members post content, especially if it is a Testimony or Personal post, or a story
with positive elements.
5.1.1 Page History & Objectives
In August 2015, as the world was learning about a massive wave of refugees entering
Europe, a group of YWAM staff members with a ministry focus on refugees gathered together in
Hurlach, Germany. At the event, the YWAM Refugee Circle was formed to foster relational and
logistical networking among YWAM missionaries serving refugees in Europe. Three days before the
image of Aylan Kurdi went viral and prompted a wave of humanitarian response, this Facebook page
was created “for all YWAMers that are interested or are working among refugees.”252 According to
the page’s administrator, the site grew from 28 members to 800 within one year and eventually
reached more than 1,600 members. Additionally, the group itself expanded from a focus on refugees
in Europe to addressing refugee work and needs globally.
At the beginning of my academic internship with the organization, I proposed to analyze the
content on the page. The response from the YRC convener was positive, stating that this page had so
far been an experiment in trying to bring missionaries together who have similar ministry focuses.
Bearing that in mind, the page may have started with one general objective of connecting people in
an online environment, but my research shows it has evolved into a central node of communication
and networking for YWAM (and some other) missionaries working with refugees globally.
The page itself is used by both YWAM leaders and grassroots members, and has several key
functions, including: sharing news articles and other media about current events related to refugees;
sharing resources which aid in ministry; offering outreach opportunities for individuals and teams,
and likewise asking about what outreach opportunities are available; asking for prayer over an issue,
or sharing “praise reports” about a positive or successful situation which recently occurred; sharing
“testimonies”, or “personal faith stories”;253 advertising events, training courses, seminars, books,
etc. to group members; and other various personal or page updates.
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5.1.2 Analyzing Page Content
Post Analysis
As previously mentioned in Chapter 4, I manually collected data from each post on the page
between August 2015 and February 2018. For each post, I compiled and categorized specific data
attributes I thought would be relevant to my final analysis (Figure 5.1).

Figure 5.1 Facebook page data attribute field and sub-category definitions
Source: Jill Thornton

Using these attribute fields, I then harvested the relevant data from the posts on the page (Figure
5.2).

Figure 5.2 Sample
Facebook post with
attribute field
identification markers
Source: Jill Thornton
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The final dataset revealed 1,145 posts displaying variables for both quantitative and media content
analyses which could be measured by place, people, date, type, etc. from a time period of 2.5 years
(Figure 5.3).

Figure 5.3 Number of posts per month, classified by Type
Source: Jill Thornton

Geographic Focus
An important variable I added for analysis was the frequency of geographic locations
mentioned on the page because I wanted a baseline understanding of where group member posts
focused most. Out of 1,145 total posts on the page, there were 61 nations and 9 geographic regions
explicitly mentioned, either in the group member’s additional caption or within the title of an
attached URL link. Greece was mentioned most on the page (158 posts) with Germany in a distant
second with half as many posts (78). Italy ranked third most with 67 posts, which is still less than half
as many as Greece (Figure 5.4). For the geographic regions explicitly mentioned on the page, Europe
is mentioned in 95 posts, which is more than triple the next ranked region which is the
Mediterranean (39) (Figure 5.5).

Figure 5.4 Number of posts
about each country
Source: Jill Thornton
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Figure 5.5 Number of posts
about (explicit) regions
Source: Jill Thornton

Another geographic variable which shows where the page mostly focuses on can be found in
the Outreach Search posts. This Type sub-category was assigned to posts made by group members
who were inquiring about where they could go on future outreach trips to help refugees. This
variable is one of the greatest indicators on the page for informing my research about where
missionaries are interested in going to work with refugees. When looking specifically at Europe, the
results show more group members inquired about going to Greece than any other nation, whereas
Italy received zero posts from
group members inquiring about
outreach opportunities with
refugees (Figure 5.6).254 The high
amount of Reactions and
Comments by nation shows how
popular the nation or topic is,
which essentially makes Greece
the most popular potential
outreach location on the YRC
Facebook page. Meanwhile, Italy
is one of the least popular
outreach locations for refugee
ministry in Europe despite its
third-most ranking in news and
post content.
Figure 5.6 Total number of Outreach Search posts by total, reactions, and
comments
Source: Jill Thornton

5.1.3 Leader vs. Grassroots Influence
In addition to where the page’s content was focused on, I was also interested in seeing who
was posting and how influential their posts were. If popularity and subsequent influence are
indicated by Reactions and Comments on a post by other group members, then I wanted to use that
measurement to determine if posts by grassroots members were more influential than posts by
YWAM leaders. The reason for factoring this variable into my analysis was because 1.) group
members may have a more personal connection with fellow grassroots members and 2.) a large
number of posts by YWAM leaders—namely YRC Facebook page administrators—did not add an
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additional caption with the media content they were sharing. When looking at the Differential
Impact Hypothesis (DIH), individuals who personalize their shared content make the post more
personally relevant and interesting to viewers, which would affect how influential that post is to
page members.255
When looking at total number of posts, YWAM leaders (Admin) contributed 323 (64%) of all
Media posts to the page whereas the remaining grassroots (Non-Admin) posts comprised 182 (36%)
of all Media posts. Notably, despite two-thirds of the Media posts being shared by Admin members,
when the totals were averaged by the Reactions and Comments (Popularity) of group members, the
figures were inverted. This means that while a majority of Media posts were by Admin, a majority of
group member Reactions and Comments were on Non-Admin posts, revealing Non-Admin posts
were more popular.
When factoring in group member response to Media posts about Greece, the results show a
similar trend. Though 70% of posts about Greece were by Admin, the average response by group
members was 3.30 Reactions and 0.28 Comments per post. Conversely, Non-Admin Media posts
about Greece had an average of 7.40 Reactions and 1.22 Comments. This means group members
were more than twice as likely to react to a Media post by a Non-Admin member, and five times
more likely to make a comment on it.
When factoring in group member response to Media posts about Italy, there is only a slight
difference compared to Greece. Though 73% of posts about Italy were made by Admin, the average
response by group members was 5.10 Reactions and 0.14 Comments per post. Conversely, NonAdmin Media posts about Italy had an average of 7.85 Reactions and 1.23 Comments. This means
group members were only a quarter more likely to react to a Media post by a Non-Admin user, but
almost ten times more likely to make a comment.
Assuming that post popularity is a measure of influence on group members (based on the
Differential Impact Hypothesis), the results show that though Media posts were mostly shared by
YWAM leaders, posts shared by grassroots members appear to be more popular than viewers,
regardless of location.
5.1.4 Content Influence
Regarding another aspect of their study on Differential Impact Hypothesis (DIH),
Schweisberger et al. argue that people are more influenced by social media messages “if those
messages are positively evaluated (in terms of quality and content), [and] if those messages are
viewed as personally self-relevant.”256 Bearing this in mind, the influence of the YRC Facebook page
on missionary migration and response can be further measured by the popularity of Media, Photo,
and Personal/Testimony content posted to the page.
Media Posts
When analyzing popular Media posts, I focus on the most popular Media post related to
Greece and the most popular Media post related to Italy. Though in-depth media content analysis
looks at the text within the stories, I have only reviewed Media titles and captions on the FB page
posts.257

255

Schweisberger et al., Differential Impact Hypothesis, 404.
Note: Additionally, because YWAM was chosen partially for its individualized and decentralized values versus hierarchical
structures related to mobilization and migration, I thought it would be relevant to see the impact posts from leadership
versus posts from grassroots missionaries.
256 Ibid.
257 The reasoning behind this is because people may not have clicked the hyperlink to every news article, but they may
have at least seen the story title in their newsfeed and reacted to it.

62

The most popular Media post for Greece was an article from August 2016 by The Guardian
titled “Aid workers accused of trying to convert Muslim refugees at Greek camp.”258 It is no surprise
this article received the most reactions from group members because its content would affect so
many missionaries at a personal level. More notable than the subject of the article was the
personalized caption made by the posting member. In addition to the URL link in the post, the NonAdmin member warns other group members about media bias, but also challenges them to check
for any blind-spots or issues of ethics in their aid work, including the exhortation, “I encourage you
all to talk about this in your teams and examine your practice and see if it could be examined closely
and found to be ethical.”259 So, while the article could have been the most liked because of its
relation to Greece and Muslims, it could also be the personalized, resounding message of the group
member who posted it.
Despite many of the page’s Media posts containing negative content, the most popular
Media post for Italy is also the second most popular post on the page. A March 2017 article from the
British news magazine The Week is an article called “Italy praised for giving lone child refugees legal
protection.”260 This article was posted by an Admin with the short, personalized caption “Well done
Italy!” attached to the URL link in the post.261 The interest of group members in this article falls in
close parallel with statistics (revealed later in this chapter) showing a high frequency of posts related
to children, particularly unaccompanied minors. Consequently, group member interest in Italy may
be high, but other contributing factors may also be the positive elements of the story, the topic of
protecting vulnerable child migrants, and the enthusiastic personalized caption added by the
member who shared the link. In other words, based on the Schweisberger’s Differential Impact
Hypothesis, it is most likely that the post is popular
because of the associated positive elements and
personalized caption versus group interest in Italy.
Photos
As is mentioned throughout this paper,
iconic images can have a major impact on
influencing missionaries to respond to the refugee
crisis. For this reason, I wanted to measure the
influence that posts containing photos may have
had on page members. Out of 1,145 total posts,
there were 548 (48%) posts which contained
images. Among those Photo posts, the first variable
I used in my analysis was the Type category, which
I used to sub-categorize all Photo posts. The results
showed the Media sub-category containing the
most posts with images at 325 (59%).
The second variable I added was Reactions
and Comments to measure the popularity of Photo
posts. In addition to the total number of Reactions
and Comments by Photo post, I also calculated the Figure 5.7 Total posts and average reactions containing
averages (Figure 5.7). The results show that among photos, classified by Type
all Photo posts, Media posts may have received the Source: Jill Thornton
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highest number of posts and reactions, but Testimony posts were the most popular based on
average reactions by group members.
When factoring the Place variable of posts mentioning Greece and/or Italy, the story is only
marginally important. Among the Photo posts, 83 (15%) were related to Greece, and had an average
of 9.29 Reactions and 1.07 Comments per post. Alternatively, 50 (9%) posts were related to Italy and
had an average of 8.28 Reactions and 0.80 Comments per post. These results show that there is little
correlation between the popularity of an image and the geographic location the post is focused on.
Personal and Testimony
When applying the Differential Impact Hypothesis, social media messages of an
interpersonal or positive nature could have a higher degree of influence on viewers if popularity is
an indicator. This is evident in my analysis of the YRC page when focusing specifically on Type posts
classified as Personal or Testimony. According to Christianity Today, a testimony is “a simple and
direct means of declaring God’s grace and transformative work in one’s life.”262 I categorized a
Testimony post on the YRC page as a positive story about goals or objectives met in the missionary’s
refugee work which was posted directly by a group member. Similarly, a Personal post was positive,
negative, or neutral news, but was defined by a group member sharing their thoughts or an update
about the crisis, their ministry, or events in their own personal life. Due to the interpersonal and
relationship-oriented nature of missionaries—more specifically YWAM missionaries—the popularity
of personal and testimonial posts was high.
When looking at total page posts, the Testimony (29) and Personal (140) posts comprise only
15% of the total. Testimony posts alone were among the lowest sub-Types, yet the popularity of
these posts was the highest in average at 26.28 Reactions per post on the entire page, which is more
than double the next most popular type—Personal, with an average of 12.19 Reactions per post
(Figure 5.8). These results show that Personal and Testimony posts were the most popular—and
therefore (based on the Differential Impact Hypothesis) possibly more influential—on the page.

Figure 5.8 Total Posts by Type & Average Number of Reactions and Comments by Type
Source: Jill Thornton

Greece & Italy Types
Based on these results, I then added another variable: post Types by Greece and Italy. I did
this because I wanted to measure the Personal and Testimony posts but to also view possible impact
of other Types as well. The results of this additional variable revealed more diversity in post Types,
and much higher numbers in personalized posts in Greece than Italy (Figure 5.9).
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Figure 5.9 Percentage of Type posts by Greece and Italy
Source: Jill Thornton

If popularity can be used as a measurement of influence, and the Type posts which
contained the most personalized content are shown to be the most popular (Personal and
Testimony, plus Advertisement, Prayers, Question, and Outreach Search), then this location variable
shows the possibility that more posts—plus higher diversity and frequency of posts—about Greece
could have some degree of influence on group members weighing their options about where to
work with refugees.
5.1.5 (Social) Media Influence Conclusion
To conclude this section, the YRC Facebook page could have some degree of influence on
how missionaries interact with news and work opportunities related to refugees. In addition to
showing how impactful positive, personal posts are to group members, analysis of the page also
reveals that Greece receives the most attention on the page, especially as it relates to missionaries
seeking outreach opportunities. Meanwhile, Italy is mentioned in a high number of Media posts, yet
it has received little to no attention when group members have inquired about future outreach
opportunities.
This leaves a gap in the knowledge of why more missionaries have sought refugee ministry
opportunities in Greece than any other nation in Europe while Italy received no inquiries from group
members. When I approached YWAM leaders in Greece and Italy to provide numbers of volunteers
who had worked with them in the past year, the numbers reflected a similar story as more than
1,400 volunteers had gone to Greece while no more than 25 volunteers went to Italy for refugee
ministry in the past year.263 This begs the question of “why”? The primary variable I explore for this
study is related to political/economic motivations of the refugees and questioning if missionaries
feel more called to work with “political refugees” who are mainly coming through Greece versus
“economic migrants” coming though Italy, so I sought to find a missing piece of this puzzle on the
YRC page.
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5.2 Political Refugee-Economic Migrant Variable
When looking at my other two research methods, the results are mixed about whether or
not the political/economic motivations of refugees are a pull factor in missionary response to the
refugee crisis. My interview research reveals it has little to no effect on long-term missionary
migration, and my survey research reveals some missionaries feel called to political refugees, though
they are mainly short-term missionaries to Greece. This first method explores the content on the
YRC Facebook page to discover any dominant narratives or discourse related to the topic.
In this section, I use manifest and latent content analyses to determine the level of discourse
about “political refugees” and “economic migrants/refugees” on the YRC page. The results show that
the topic of refugees motivated by political reasons is present on the page though in an ambient
vs. blatant form. Additionally, refugees motivated by economic reasons are mentioned on the page,
though in the context of discussions by group members stating that they should be included in the
conversation about refugee needs and missionary outreach.
5.2.1 “Political Refugee” Page Discourse
First, the most important detail about this topic as it relates to my research is that the term
“political refugee” is never mentioned in any post on the YRC page when looking at both post titles
or comments made by group members. Consequently, I performed manifest content analysis to dig
deeper and search for words “war” and “conflict” using the page’s search function. Once I analyzed
each result to look at the context in which the word was used, there are 28 instances when those
words are mentioned related to the attributes or motivations of the refugees. When I broke it down
further, the words were used in the context of general war and conflict (16), Syria or Syrian refugees
(7), the Yemen conflict (4), the conflict with Boko Haram (1), and the conflict in Israel/Palestine (1)
(Figure 5.10).264
When looking at the usage of the words, the
results show an ambient discourse related to “political
refugees” within the page’s overall content. In other
words, no group members were posting about “political
refugees”, but the general reference in post titles or
comments referred to the refugees as victims of war. This
was evident after “war” and “conflict” were searched
within the posts, showing a general reference to refugees
as “victims of war”, people recovering from “the horror of
war”, people “who fled war”, “war-torn nations”, and—
Figure 5.10 Instances of words related to
most explicitly—“war refugees”.265 So while “political
political refugees and economic migrants on
refugees” are never mentioned, refugees coming to Europe the YRC Facebook page
for political reasons are occasionally mentioned throughout Source: Jill Thornton
the posts.
5.2.2 “Economic Migrant” Page Discourse
Conversely, the term “economic migrants/refugees” (EM) is explicitly mentioned 6 times,
either by group members or in the titles of the links they posted. When I searched for the words
“poor” and “poverty” in the context of refugee attributes, it appeared 7 times—both in titles as well
264
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as comments by individuals. Particularly for the posts which explicitly mention “economic migrants”,
I have analyzed the context.
Three of the EM mentions are in posts sub-categorized as Media and were posted by the
page Admin in all three instances. The first—though lacking a URL—was a July 2017 post about
migrant and refugee arrival statistics. The second was a January 2017 article from the Irish Times
titled “EU looks to finance camps to cut migrant sea crossings”, with the preview text reading, “Goal
is to keep economic migrants in north Africa and allow only refugees into Europe.” With only one
group member Reaction, this article appears to have received very little attention by group
members. The third article was a January 2016 article from Express titled “Gateway to Britain:
Economic migrants targeting Spanish colonies as route into EU and UK,” with the preview text
reading, “ECONOMIC migrants headed for Britain and the EU are now targeting two Spanish colonies
on mainland Africa to avoid the perilous sea journey across the Mediterranean.” With only two
group member Reactions, it is also one of the more “unpopular” posts on the page.
The other three EM mentions are in personalized post captions made by group members.
The first is by Admin and is sharing about a University of Middlesex survey that was conducted which
“shows that only 20 per cent of the migrants who land in Italy, Greece and Malta are economic
refugees. The remaining 80% escape their country because of war, persecution and general
violence…”266 The second EM mention is in a Personal post by a group member challenging other
members to help whoever is in need, despite their circumstances. In this instance, the opening line
of the poem-style speech is “Perhaps some refugees are economic migrants (as though that is a
dreadful sin).”267 The third EM post is also categorized as Media, but the EM term is mentioned in
the member’s personal comment attached to the post versus the media link. In this instance, the
member is referring to children in the classroom, and combines “refugee and economic migrants”
into one demographic.268
When analyzing use of the words “poor” and “poverty” on the page, the results are more
interesting. In one Media post shared by a grassroots member, the link is to an article by The Local
and is titled “Italy threatens EU with closure of ports to rescue boats”, accompanied by a photo of a
boat in the sea crammed with African migrants.269 When one group member voices dissent about
how many of the migrants arriving in Italy are people just looking for economic opportunities, the
grassroots member who shared the original post replies that one ought to consider “poverty” as a
factor which causes a person “to see no hope and future at home and seek to work for a better
future and support the families left at home.”270
In fact, there are several instances where the indirect topic of economic migrants is raised in
the context of group members highlighting their need for compassion and help, too. Only one month
into the crisis, one group member shares in a comment on his own Personal post that the new
arrivals “are not just fleeing war”, calling on other group members to be attentive to the needs of all
refugees.271 In another instance, a group member writes a Personal post asking if any other types of
refugees besides those coming to Europe via the Mediterranean were being discussed in the group,
to which the page Admin reminds all group members that page content is determined by individuals,
and to “please get active and let us hear from you” regarding their contribution of more diverse
topics related to refugees.272
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5.2.3 Political Refugee-Economic Migrant Conclusion
When looking at how the topic of Political Refugee-Economic Migrant topics are discussed
among the group members on the YRC Facebook page, the results reveal the topic of refugees
motivated by political reasons is present on the page though in an ambient vs. blatant form.
Additionally, refugees motivated by economic reasons are discussed on the page, though in the
context of discussions by group members stating that they should be included in the conversation
about refugee needs and missionary outreach. These results show that though the discussion is
being had among missionaries, it is unlikely to be a primary pull factor in missionary response. With
the question of why Greece has more missionaries than Italy still unanswered, I turn to the topic of
other super-diversity attributes of refugees as pull factors in missionary response.
5.3 Other Super-diversity Attributes
In addition to refugee immigration status and political/economic motivations for
consideration, other super-diversity attributes of refugees are also indicators of (social) media
influence on missionary response to the crisis. As I analyzed each post between August 2015 and
February 2018, I used manifest content analysis by targeting words mentioned in the post titles. The
total results show Syrian (68), Children (48), Arab (26), and Muslim (21) ranking highest among all
super-diversity attributes mentioned in content posted to the page (Figure 5.11).

Figure 5.11 Total number of posts by
demographic group
Source: Jill Thornton
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5.3.1 Nationality, Ethnicity, Religion
Given the relevance of religion and geographic origin of refugees mentioned throughout this
study, in this section I highlight the most frequently mentioned nationalities, ethnicities (or people
groups), and religions on the YRC Facebook page. Similar to the results of my two other research
methods, the results show that Muslims and people from the Middle East have received the most
attention based on the frequency of posts by group members.
Nationality & Ethnicity/People Group (NPG)
First, among the most frequently mentioned demographics on the page are Syrians (68) and
Arabs (26). Additionally, Kurds (13) and Arabic-language speakers (10) are also among the most
frequently mentioned demographics. To get a clearer understanding of how popular the Middle East
is compared to other neighboring regions, I aggregated all nationalities and ethno-linguistic groups
(or people groups, as they are known in the mission
world)273 into 5 regions which I labelled NPG
(nationality/people group) Regions: Middle East, Central
Asia, North Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Other (Figure
5.12). I chose these regions for study because they are the
primary regions of origin for the asylum-seekers entering
Greece and Italy.
In the NPG Region category, the results were
analyzed in two ways. The first was by calculating the
number of mentioned NPGs by geographic region. This
calculation was not related to number of posts or
reactions by page members, but simply the number of
NPGs mentioned on the Facebook page. The results show
the Sub-Saharan Africa (6), Middle East (5), and Other (5)
regions having the highest number of NPGs mentioned.
The second variable was added by counting the number of
posts per NPG and aggregating the figures by region. In
Figure 5.12 Nationalities/people groups
this instance, the Middle East region has 115 NPG posts
(NPGs) categorized by region
Source: Jill Thornton
(71%), while Sub-Saharan Africa drops to third on the list
with 16 NPG posts (10%). The third variable added is page
member interaction with each NPG post, which measures popularity of super-diversity attributes.
With this added variable of Reactions and Comments, the Middle East NPG region is ranked as the
most popular among group members by a wide margin with more than double the Reactions and
two and a half times more Comments than the next most popular NPG Region, Central Asia. Notably,
North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa received the fewest posts and member interaction (Figure
5.13). These results show that Middle East and Central Asia (regions of origin most associated with
refugees coming to Greece) are more frequent and popular on the YRC page than Sub-Saharan
Africa and North Africa (regions of origin most associated with refugees coming to Italy).274
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Figure 5.13 NPG Total groups, posts, reactions, and comments by region
Source: Jill Thornton

Religion
The topic of religion is also relevant, mainly because of the high number of missionaries who
feel “called” to reach Muslims (which will be discussed in further detail in Chapters 6 and 7). When
looking at the YRC Facebook page, there were 34 posts which mentioned a religion of the refugees.
Of those posts, 21 (62%) were about Muslims and 11 (32%) were about Christians. The remaining
two were about a Jewish refugee and a refugee who had converted to Christianity since fleeing.
When looking at a general classification of religion by nationality, these statistics fail to
explain missionary response. The top five nationalities of asylum-seekers in both Greece and Italy
have predominantly Muslim backgrounds. The difference, though, is the geographic regions those
nations are located in. Italy’s asylum-seeking nationalities come from South Asia and Sub-Saharan
Africa, while Greece’s asylumseeking nationalities mostly
come from the Middle East
and Central Asia (Figure
5.14).275 To fill this gap in
knowledge, I refer to the
interviews and surveys
Figure 5.14 Five main citizenships of (non-EU) asylum applicants, 2017
conducted in my two others
Source: Eurostat
research methods. For several
informants and participants, they noted their “call” to Muslims in the same category as a call to
Arabs or people from the Middle East, with several explicitly saying something like “Muslims from
the Middle East.”276 These references plus the high number of posts about Muslim refugees on the
page show that Muslims, specifically from the Middle East, are among the most frequent and
popular super-diversity attributes of refugees shown on the Facebook page.
5.3.2 Vulnerable Groups
Children
The most perplexing results I found when comparing all three research methods was the low
number of interview informants and survey participants who said they felt “called” to children
compared to the high number of posts related to Children on the YRC Facebook page. When viewing
total posts per demographic group, the second highest frequency of posts (48) and the highest

275
276

“Eurostat Statistics Explained,” UNHCR.
Lesvos_1; Lesvos_2; Lesvos_4; Italy_5; Athens_2; Surveys #3, #8, #78.

70

frequency in the Gender/Age/Family super-diversity category (Figure 5.15) was the Children
demographic, yet these numbers were not high in my other two methods.
In the interviews, only 5 informants said they felt called to work with children while another
4 explicitly said they did not work nor felt called
to work with children or children’s ministry—the
only group for multiple informants to specify they
did not feel called to it.277
When looking at the survey results,
Children ranked tenth (3.07) in total average of
“call” and fell to thirteenth (2.90) when filtering
the total to only include YWAM Staff. The
average decreased further to 2.81 when filtering
YWAM Staff who had worked with refugees in
Figure 5.15 Number of posts by groups in Gender,
Greece only. According to the UNHCR, the
Age, and Family category
percentages of those entering Europe show the
number of minors entering Greece to be 2.5 times Source: Jill Thornton
more than Italy.278 Statistically based on UNHCR and YRC Facebook page data, Greece should be a
place for missionaries “called” to work with children, yet my research related to missionaries on-theground shows this is not necessarily the case.
Unaccompanied Minors
While Children ranked highest in the
Gender/Age/Family super-diversity category,
Unaccompanied Minors ranked highest in the
Other Vulnerable category (Figure 5.16). This
is also perplexing because with the high
frequency of Unaccompanied Minor posts on
the Facebook page, it seems more attention
would be given to Italy since UNHCR statistics
show that Italy’s unaccompanied minors
Figure 5.16 Number of posts by groups in Other
constitute 54% of minors seeking asylum in
Vulnerable category
2016, whereas Greece’s rate of
Source: Jill Thornton
unaccompanied was only 12% of the minor
total.279
So why this disparity? Why do UNHCR and YRC page data’s high numbers and focus on
children suggest this super-diversity refugee attribute should be a pull factor when my other two
methods of research show it is not? Why are Unaccompanied Minors frequently mentioned in media
discourse yet so few missionaries are going to Italy? I believe the answer lies in the Identifiable
Victim Effect and its impact on missionary response.
Identifiable Victim Effect
After the preliminary results of my research revealed this unusual disparity between media
popularity and on-the-ground reality, I informally mentioned it to a missionary friend from YWAM
Amsterdam while we were at the YRC Gathering in Athens. She asked me if I had so far discovered
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any interesting results in my research and I replied by explaining that Children refugees were among
the most frequently mentioned demographics on the YRC Facebook page, but my survey and
interview results showed missionary “call” to children was actually quite low. With a quick answer,
she replied, “I’m sure you’ll find people are emotionally triggered by stories of children but that their
long-term investment is in adults.”
This comment intrigued me, and when I investigated further it seemed fairly accurate,
especially when looking at how the average call to Children decreased when I removed short-term
Volunteers from the survey results. I also had a feeling there was a factor which still needed
explaining related to “images of children in the media” vs. “a missional call to reach children.”
The opportunity presented itself the next day during one of my last interview sessions with a
missionary working in Greece. Earlier in the interview when replying about who she felt “called” to,
Tara (USA, 38, Long-Term Greece) said she felt called to Muslims—specifically Muslims from the
“Middle Eastern, Turkic, and Persian world.”280 Later, when I asked how the media had influenced
her in moving to Greece to work with refugees, she said “it’s had just a massive, massive impact”,
adding she “could not overestimate the impact that it has had on me.”281 As a secondary question, I
asked her to specify any images or stories from the news which had affected her. Her entire list
included images or videos of children, including Aylan Kurdi.
I saw this as the perfect opportunity to test my friend’s theory about children being a
response trigger in images versus a “call”. Without telling Tara why I was asking the question, I dug a
little deeper:
Jill: “So, a lot of the stuff in the media that you just mentioned is a lot of images
and stories of kids…do you personally feel called to work with children? Or was it
mostly the impact they had in these images for you to respond? Like, did you see it
and go, “I have to reach the children in Greece”, or was it more the catalyst to come
here?
Tara: “Yeah, that’s a good question. It’s a little bit funny because I would not say
that I’m a kid person. [laughter]…So if you were to ask me, “Will you do childcare?”
I—“No.”…But there is something—I think because—like with Syria, it’s so hard to
figure out who’s the good guy and who’s the bad guy at this point. But children are
innocent. So that has probably driven me—their innocence, and the fact that I don’t
care if their dad’s in ISIS. What does that matter? That has probably driven me to
a certain degree to come here…the thought of parents having to bury their children
or having to go through this—that has really—that has broken my heart. I think
even as trying to view it from a mother’s perspective of what that would feel
like…that has driven me.”282
Assuming her answer may represent other interview informants and survey participants, this
is one explanation for why the YRC Facebook page has such a high amount of posts about Children
while the interview and survey results show it is not a major pull factor for missionaries coming to
Greece. It matches Jenni and Loewenstein’s original definition of the Identifiable Victim Effect,
stating that “identifiable victims seem to produce a greater empathetic response, accompanied by
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greater willingness to make personal sacrifices to provide aid.” 283 For Tara, she saw images and
videos of suffering children and viewed it from the perspective of a mother or aunt who had just lost
a child, which became a driving force in her migration to Greece to work with refugees.
Based on this particular example, I would suggest that though a refugee’s super-diversity
attribute may not be a pull factor, media content related to vulnerable groups like children can be
a catalytic factor in a missionary’s decision to migrate. The fact that so much media content has
been devoted to Greece on the YRC page further argues that many missionaries may be responding
to the crisis in Greece because media content showing vulnerable groups is triggering those “greater
empathetic responses.”
5.3.4 Super-diversity Conclusion
When looking at super-diversity attributes of refugees as they are represented in posts on
the YRC Facebook page, there are three main conclusions. First, regions of origin most associated
with refugees coming to Greece are more frequent and popular among page members than
refugees’ regions of origin coming to Italy, namely nationalities and people groups coming from the
Middle East and Central Asia. Second, Muslims specifically from the Middle East are among the most
frequent and popular super-diversity attributes of refugees shown on the Facebook page. And
finally, media content related to vulnerable groups like children can be a catalytic factor in a
missionary’s decision to migrate or respond.
5.4 Conclusion
After analyzing the content posted to the YRC Facebook page, the data reveals several
conclusions. First, analysis shows that Greece receives the most attention on the page, especially as
it relates to missionaries seeking outreach opportunities. Meanwhile, though Italy is mentioned in a
high number of Media posts, it has received little to no attention when group members have
inquired about future outreach opportunities. Second, analysis of the page when applying
Differential Impact Hypothesis reveals how impactful positive, personal posts are to group members,
which is evident when comparing Greece and Italy’s “personal” post frequency and popularity. Third,
discourse about the topic of refugees motivated by political reasons is present on the page though in
an ambient vs. blatant form. Additionally, refugees motivated by economic reasons are discussed on
the page, though in the context of discussions by group members stating that they should be
included in the conversation about refugee needs and missionary outreach. Fourth, Muslims,
Syrians, and nationalities/people groups (NPGs) from the Middle East are the most frequently
mentioned refugee super-diversity attributes. Finally, media content about vulnerable groups like
children can be a catalytic factor in a missionary’s decision to migrate.
The time I spent observing missionary interactions on social media was both exciting and
inspiring. I wondered how missionaries responding to refugee crises had coordinated prior to the
page’s creation in August 2015. I marveled at how missionaries could so easily morph into activists
based on the content they shared and comments they made. It truly caused me to marvel at how
this relatively recent medium of communication could be such a driving force in sending missionaries
to so many parts of the world to meet so many needs. Still, these results only revealed one piece of
the puzzle by measuring frequency and popularity statistics. The next step was to dig a little deeper
by allowing many of the missionaries who have responded to the crisis in the Mediterranean to
speak for themselves through a digital survey method approach.
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6. Survey
“At a church conference over Easter regarding the topic of surrender and
obedience, God said to go to Greece three times. Before, I hadn’t particularly felt
called to serve in this area, but after reading about some of the work that the
YWAM Refugee Circle was doing in the region, I felt a heavy burden for these
people. I was challenged to not view headlines regarding the refugee crisis as
another statistic, but to understand how the Father’s Heart is broken and
grieved.”
-Anonymous (Singapore, 22, Volunteer Greece)284
The viral image of Aylan Kurdi was a trigger for global response in humanitarian efforts to
Europe’s refugee crisis, but there were other factors as well. Whether it was a lack of experience,
resources, or compassion, many governments within the European Union failed to immediately
respond to the increasing number of asylum-seekers arriving. Additionally, large humanitarian
agencies typically designed for working in lesser developed parts of the world were ill-prepared for
transient populations entering Europe by the thousands. With this stalled government response and
blind-sided humanitarian agency reaction, it was the “individual citizens and community groups”
who stepped in as “everyday humanitarians” to help with tasks like shelter construction, first aid,
food and clothing distribution, sea rescues, and more.285
Among these impromptu aid workers were a variety of different faith-based actors from
around the world, including long- and short-term YWAM staff members, YWAM students, and other
short-term volunteers who devoted some of their time to helping new arrivals in Europe. This
particular group of responders was the focus of my second method of primary research: digital
survey distribution to missionaries who have gone to Greece and/or Italy for refugee crisis response.
When the time period for completing the survey expired, I had gathered data from 96 participants
from 21 nations. Though their duration of outreach, future commitment, and YWAM status all
varied, they were each willing to spend a few moments answering questions about themselves and
the time they had spent helping refugees in Greece and/or Italy.
In this chapter, I have used the participant survey method to discover the pull and personal
factors of missionaries to the European refugee crisis whilst continuing to answer the question of
why more missionaries have responded to the crisis in Greece than Italy. According to the
theoretical framework of my research, I have analyzed the survey data through the grid of my
paper’s three main concepts: missional identity and hearing God’s voice, super-diversity attributes of
the refugees, and the influence of (social) media. As an important side note, this method of research
revealed the main issue addressed in my paper—more missionaries have gone to Greece than Italy
in refugee crisis response. Among my participants, 94% went to Greece. For this reason, I have
chosen to mainly focus on Greece in this chapter, taking the opportunity to highlight pull factors to
the location which has received the most attention during the crisis.
Based on the survey results, this chapter argues that there are several key factors for
missionary response to the crisis, primarily to Greece. First, the word or “call” of God is most cited by
participants as a main reason for going. Second, the highest ranked (in terms of missional “call”)
super-diversity attributes of refugees for missionaries mainly going to Greece include political
refugees, Muslims, and people from the Middle East. Third, the influence of (social) media has been
a catalyst for missionaries to Greece, especially among short-term staff and volunteers. Finally, other
284
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factors also play an important role in missionary response to the crisis, including personal
testimonies or outreach opportunity invitations to Greece from peers or YWAM contacts, natural
transitions into crisis response based on work experience or proximity to the crisis, and a peaked
interest through traditional or missional education settings (Figure 6.1).

Figure 6.1 Instances of words or themes mentioned in qualitative responses related to migration or travel
reasons, “call” to super-diversity attributes, and other repeated topical themes
Source: Jill Thornton

6.1 Missional Identity
Among the 96 survey participants, there are 88 who gave additional comments about how
they as individuals had been called to work with refugees. Of those 88 people, the most frequent
answer given was by 30 participants who said God told them to go, or that they had been “called” to
Greece, refugee work, or other various attributes of the refugees (ie. Muslim, Middle Eastern, Syrian,
etc.). For 26 of those 30, this “word of the Lord” came prior to departure and was a driving force in
their migration. For the other four, they believe God spoke to them while they were in Greece.
Based on the relative frequency of this topic in the participants’ qualitative answers, the results
show that “hearing from God” is the most cited reason for missionary migration and volunteer
response to Greece.
6.1.1 Before Departure
For the 26 participants who said the “call” or word of God came before departure, there
were some who mentioned other factors related to peers, news headlines, stories, etc. which will be
explained in more detail later in the chapter. For 11 participants in this group, their answers gave no
context—it was simply that God spoke and they responded. For instance, one volunteer (USA, 52,
Short-Term Greece) answered very concisely that he “felt the Lord call me to task, and I went.”286
Another participant (USA, 34, Seasonal Greece) was a YWAM staff member working full-time in
California—referencing the common nature of how someone in the organization responds to
needs—who said, “In typical YWAM fashion, I wasn’t ever planning on working with refugees, but
God spoke and I obeyed.”287 For another (Singapore, 43, Volunteer Greece), a word directly from
God was not even necessary. To her, the word from God had already been around for thousands of
years when she said the Bible calls people to help refugees.288 One volunteer (USA, 31, Volunteer
Greece) had always felt like she should get involved, and finally made a big sacrifice to do so: “It was
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always something in my heart, I felt deeply compelled to go so I prayed about it and quit my job to
go.”289
For the other 15 participants, they specify God spoke to them through a variety of methods.
One volunteer (USA, 28, Volunteer Greece) said she felt called by God to go, but that a personal,
family history of refugees had weighed on her heart enough to push her response.290 In another
case, a YWAM staff member (USA, 21, Volunteer Greece) was leading a DTS outreach team half-aworld away in South Korea. When they went to the border with North Korea to pray, she says,
“There God broke my heart for refugees, not only in North Korea but around the world…when I
heard about an opportunity to go to Lesvos and serve and live [with] these beautiful people, I
couldn’t say no.”291
6.1.2 During Outreach
Among the 30 participants who said hearing God’s word or “call” was a reason for going to
Greece, there were 4 other participants who felt a word and call during their time in Greece.
Predictably, 3 of these 4 were YWAM students on their DTS outreach. As previously mentioned, the
Discipleship Training School (DTS) is the requisite, entry-level course for people wanting to join
YWAM. The first three months of the course is a classroom lecture phase, followed by two to three
months of outreach phase in a different location. The students within the DTS are usually presented
with limited options of where they can go for their outreach phase, so in the case of the participants
in this group, their DTS outreach had brought them to Greece, but God called them to longer-term
work while they were there.
For one young man (USA, 21, Student Greece), his original desire was to go on outreach to
the Middle East, but he says, “God re-focused my heart when it came down to making decisions that
it was about the people not the place.”292 In the case of another young man (USA, 24, Long-Term
Greece), God spoke to him while he was on his DTS outreach: “God specifically spoke to me about
going to Lesvos to work with refugees over a year and a half ago and so I obeyed and went to Lesvos
and helped pioneer YWAM Lesvos.”293 For the third student (Mexico, 26, Student Greece), she had
never considered working with refugees, but then says, “During my time in Lesvos God spoke very
clear…about my call for the refugees and all the Muslims.” Since that time, she has focused her heart
and prayers on the Middle East.294
Though their personal stories must fill more space than a text box on a digital survey, a
comprehensive look at the 30 participants’ replies to how they were called to refugees shows that
the most cited reason for going to Greece and help with the refugee crisis was hearing a word or
“call” from God. Even so, this foundational factor does not explain the disproportionate response
between Greece and Italy. Indeed, there were several super-diversity attributes of refugees which
also acted as pull factors for bringing missionaries to Greece.
6.2 Refugee Super-diversity
In this section, I will focus on which refugee super-diversity attributes the survey participants
say they felt “called” to, with a primary focus on the political/economic immigration status attributes
of refugees as well as religious or origin nation attributes. This analysis of the survey informs my
research by showing that a migrant’s immigration status as “political refugee” is a pull factor for
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missionaries going to Greece, as well as the refugees’ Middle Eastern and Muslim super-diversity
attributes. Additionally, the YWAM status of the missionary and the duration of time spent in Greece
also shows interesting variations in who the participants feel most “called” to.
6.2.1 Total Results
In the survey, each participant was asked to rate their “call” to different demographics of
refugees on a scale of 1 to 5, with “1” as “not being called” to work with that group and “5” being
“fully called” to work with that group. In my analysis, I calculated the average rating among all
survey participants by the demographic group.
The results show that the three highest ranked refugee demographic groups were Political
Refugees (3.92), people from the Middle East (3.8), and Muslims (3.68). These rankings are
consistent with the statistical research and media narratives which associate these as demographics
coming through Greece. Conversely, among the groups most associated with migrants coming into
Italy, the demographics listed as people from North Africa (3.0), Men (2.8), and people from SubSaharan Africa (2.81) were among the lowest ranked in the survey results (Figure 6.2).

Figure 6.2 Total average “call” ratings per demographic group
Source: Jill Thornton

Additionally, among the 88 survey participants who left additional comments and details
about how they were called to work with refugees, the most frequently mentioned super-diversity
attributes of refugees were people from the Middle East (7),295 Muslims (5),296 and people fleeing
war or forced from their homes (4).297
Especially when highlighting the immigration status of the refugees, Political Refugees are
the highest ranked while Economic Migrants are ranked ninth (3.15). Since 94% of participants who
took the survey went to Greece to work with refugees, this is a telling indicator that migrants
considered “political refugees” and migrants with Middle Eastern/Muslim background rank
highest in terms of missional “call” when it comes to super-diversity attributes of refugees. Even
so, there are other important variables to add in this analysis, namely the missionary status of the
survey participants as well as the duration of time they spent in each location.
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6.2.2 Missionary Status
After seeing the total results of all participants related to super-diversity attributes, I decided
to add the variable of Missionary Status to the analysis. This was to see if the “call” ratings shifted
based on whether a person was a career missionary (permanent or semi-permanent migrant) or a
volunteer who had gone to Europe on a short-term mission trip (“middling transnational”). Though
both are important to my research, the former is categorically more relevant to my research
question of how missionaries choose to migrate to a place. With this in mind, I filtered the total
results by participants who serve as full-time staff with YWAM (globally, not necessarily in Greece or
Italy) and participants who categorized themselves as Volunteers (people who have not done a DTS
or who do not serve full-time in missionary work).
YWAM Staff
The participants who categorized themselves as YWAM Staff are those who serve full-time
with YWAM somewhere in the world, including Greece or Italy, so the time they spent in
Greece/Italy may have varied but they are considered full-time missionaries regardless. For these
individuals, the highest ranked super-diversity
attributes include Political Refugees (3.96),
Muslims (3.82), and people from the Middle East
(3.78), though compared to the total averages,
Muslims rank higher than the Middle East on
this list. When looking at the three superdiversity attributes associated with migrants
coming to Italy, the average rating for Men
increases (3.20), people from North Africa
remain the same, and the rating for people from
Sub-Saharan Africa (2.76) slightly decreases from
Figure 6.3 Total average “call” ratings per demographic
the total (Figure 6.3).
group, filtered by YWAM staff members
Among the YWAM Staff participants, I
Source: Jill Thornton
used another filter by removing all who had
done refugee work in Italy (which was only 6% of
the total). I was curious to see if the Italy ratings
had any weight on the total number. The results
show an increase in those who felt called to
work with Families (3.74) and decreases in
people from North Africa (2.81) and Sub-Saharan
Africa (2.51) (Figure 6.4). For these YWAMers,
the numbers show those with a call to Families
increases in Greece while a call to migrants from
Africa decreases with the removal of Italy
missionaries from the analysis. This could likely
Figure 6.4 Total average “call” ratings per demographic
be due to the fact that Greece receives more
group, filtered by YWAM staff members in Greece
families than Italy.298 According to 2016 Eurostat Source: Jill Thornton
statistics, when looking at unaccompanied versus
accompanied minors, Greece’s accompanied constituted 88% of the minors entering the nation as
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opposed to Italy’s 46%.299 With a much higher number of families coming to Greece, it makes sense
that the “call” to families increases with the removal of Italy’s missionaries—those who may not
have such a high call to families given the high number of single males seeking asylum there.
Volunteers
For the 49 participants who categorized themselves as volunteers (short-term people who
went to do missionary work but had neither done a DTS nor were serving as full-time missionaries
elsewhere) all went to Greece. When filtered from the total participant averages, Political Refugees
(3.74), people from the Middle East (3.62), and Muslims (3.47) remain the highest ranked among
refugees that volunteers feel called to, though there is a rating increase for Women to match
Muslims (3.47).
When looking at the Women demographic, this increase could be due to the fact that 30 out
of 34 Volunteers (88%) who filled out the survey were women, which could also be the main reason
for the drastic ratings decrease by participants called to minister to Men (2.38). When comparing
this with interview results, there were several informants who felt called to work specifically with
women. In fact, 7 out of the 18 women interviewed in both Greece and Italy specified a call to reach
Women.300 For the survey, in addition to Men dropping to the lowest rated demographic, the other
two groups associated with migrants in
Italy show slight changes from the total
average, with North Africa (2.97)
decreasing only slightly while Sub-Saharan
Africa (2.82) remains nearly the same
(Figure 6.5).
The results based on the
Missionary Status variable show Political
Refugee, Muslim, and Middle Eastern
refugee super-diversity attributes are the
highest ranked groups in terms of
missional “call” to Greece. It also shows
that the Women super-diversity attribute
Figure 6.5 Total average “call” ratings per demographic
of refugees may be a pull factor for female group, filtered by Volunteer status
Source: Jill Thornton
missionaries.
6.2.3 Outreach Duration
When analyzing the total average ratings of missionaries’ “call” to certain demographics of
refugees, another important variable I felt compelled to factor in was how much time had been
spent working in the nation. Though the participants were asked about their future commitment
status to work with refugees, the amount of time spent on their initial trip to Greece/Italy informed
me to some degree of their migration commitment. For this reason, I have added the variable of if a
missionary spent less or more than 3 months in a location.
Less than 3 Months
This group consists of participants who are categorized as a Volunteer according to my
Missionary Migrant Type definitions, who did missionary work for less than 3 months—68 in Greece,
1 in Italy, and 2 in both countries. When comparing the results to the total averages, Political
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Refugees (3.73) and people from the Middle
East (3.54) remain highest ranked, but those
who feel called to reach Muslims (3.44)
decreases below Families (3.52) and Women
(3.49). Though 55 (77%) of the participants in
this group were women, my hypothesis for
this ranking change is that the nature of
short-term work may involve more aid and
relief to vulnerable groups like Women and
Children whereas Christian ministry with
Muslims involves a longer-term
commitment. I base this on several resources I Figure 6.6 Total average “call” ratings per demographic group,
found for Christian missionaries called to
filtered by Outreach Duration of less than 3 months
Source: Jill Thornton
reach Muslims stating that investing in time
301
and true relationship with Muslims is key.
When looking at demographic groups associated with migrants in Italy, North Africa (2.85),
Sub-Saharan Africa (2.70), and Men (2.66) still remain among the lowest ranked (Figure 6.6).
More than 3 Months
This group consists of participants who marked their outreach duration as either “3-6
months” or “more than 6 months”, which
place them in the Short- or Long-Term
Migrant category. Within this group of 23
participants were 16 females and 7 males
with 19 people who had worked in Greece
and 5 who had worked (or still work) in
Italy. Of all the variables added to the total
averages, this group sees the largest
increase in ratings for Political Refugees,
Muslims, and people from the Middle East,
all of which rank at the top of the list with
an average 4.43 rating of missionary call
Figure 6.7 Total average “call” ratings per demographic group,
(Figure 6.7). With the participants who
filtered by Outreach Duration of more than 3 months
served less than 3 months, the Muslim rating Source: Jill Thornton
decreased below Families and Women, but
in this group, it increases to the top of the list. Again, I believe this is related to the time necessary
for working in Muslim ministry—missionaries who feel called to Muslims may commit to longer
periods of time since Muslim ministry requires long-term relationship-building versus short-term
relief work.302
Within this group, there are other very interesting ranking shifts. First, whereas European
Citizens have remained very low on the list, this added variable of time commitment increases its
rating from the total average of 2.73 to 3.39. It also increased when the “Greece only” staff variable
was added above. In these cases, 5 of the survey participants were staff with YWAM Thessaloniki,
most of whom specified during their individual interviews that their original plan in creating the
YWAM base there was to reach Greek citizens. When the refugee crisis emerged, their ministry focus
301
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shifted, but many of the YWAM staff living long-term there shared about their call to Greek people
during the interviews, and this may have weighted the entire survey group of those working in
Greece/Italy for more than 3 months.
Second, Economic Migrants (3.61) increases among people working in Greece/Italy for more
than 3 months. This could be attributed to the high ratings by participants working in Italy, which
would align with my interview informants in Italy all saying that the political/economic motivations
of refugees were not important to them. If this sentiment translates to the survey, then the rating
for Economic Migrants would be higher than missionaries working in Greece who want to focus
more on Political Refugees. Third, the “call” rating for Children decreases in this group of longerterm missionaries, a phenomenon which was mentioned in Chapter 5.
When looking at super-diversity attributes associated with migrants in Italy, the three main
groups of Men (3.35), North Africa (3.35), and Sub-Saharan Africa (3.04) are still among the lowest
ranked compared to the total averages, but Sub-Saharan Africa sees the greatest decrease. In total,
when looking at the variable of outreach duration, Political Refugees, Muslims, and people from the
Middle East appear to be pull factors for missionaries in both groups, but short-term volunteers
appear more called to reach Women and Families whereas longer-term missionaries among the
participants had a greater call to Economic Migrants and European Citizens with a decreased call to
Children.
6.2.4 Super-Diversity Conclusion
In sum, when looking at refugees’ super-diversity attributes as pull factors for missionaries
responding to the crisis, political refugees, Muslims, and people from the Middle East appear to be
pull factors. Additionally, the data also shows that Women refugees are a pull factor for female
missionaries, and vulnerable groups like Women and Families who need immediate aid are pull
factors for short-term volunteers.
6.3 (Social) Media Influence
The third concept in my framework is the role of (social) media in influencing missionary
response to the European refugee crisis. Consequently, a significant portion of the survey contained
questions related to how influential the media was in the participants’ “call” to refugees in
Greece/Italy. When asked if the media had affected
their decision to help refugees, there were 60 out of
96 participants who said Yes. Another 20
participants said No and 16 participants said Maybe
(Figure 6.8).
In this section, I will add five more variables
to my analysis in search for patterns of who was
most influenced by the media in their response to
the refugee crisis. These variables include Missionary
Status, missionary Age, Outreach Duration, Future
Commitment status, and the role of social media and
its spread of information. The results will show that
images and stories in the media are a catalyst in
refugee crisis response and are most influential
Figure 6.8 Percentage of participants
among short-term missionaries and volunteers with no influenced by media in refugee crisis
future commitment to work with refugees in Greece or response
Source: Jill Thornton
Italy.
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6.3.1 Missionary Status
YWAM Staff
Among the local and global
YWAM Staff members, there were 29
participants who said Yes to media’s
influence on refugee response compared
to the 13 who said No and 8 who said
Maybe (Figure 6.9). When looking at the
additional comments left by some of the
participants categorized as YWAM Staff,
there were several who pointed directly
at the media. For one staff member from
a YWAM base in Hawaii (USA, 23,
Volunteer Greece), she said, “I already
had a heart for Muslims and the Middle
East and prayed for them often, so when
Figure 6.9 Percentage of participants influenced by media, filtered
by Missionary Status
the refugee crisis was highlighted in the
Source: Jill Thornton
news in 2014/2015, I knew that I wanted
to be a part of it.”303 For another staff
member (Canada, 58, Volunteer Greece), she said, “It touched my heart how people were pushed or
pulled from their countries. When the Syria civil war was all over the news, I felt a strong desire to
contribute, even in a small way.”304 Though these and other individuals may not have committed to
work in Greece or Italy long-term, the news of the crisis influenced their decision to help for
shorter time periods.
Volunteers
The role of the media in influencing volunteers is much more apparent as 26 out of 34
volunteers said Yes to media’s effect on their decision to help refugees in Greece or Italy. For one
volunteer (Australia, 21, Volunteer Greece), her “call” to a certain demographic was enhanced by
what she saw on the news: “I have had the Middle Eastern peoples on my heart for a long time. The
refugee crisis and the news of war prompted an urgency to go and serve.”305 A few volunteers make
both direct and indirect mention of Aylan Kurdi in their decision to come. One volunteer was a
university student (UK, 20, Volunteer Greece) when she saw much about the crisis in British news,
adding, “The photo of Aylan Kurdi was probably a stand-out moment in realizing the severity of the
crisis.”306 Another volunteer shared similar sentiment toward the image:
(USA, 32, Volunteer Greece)
“My heart was soft towards the crisis and I could feel God’s heart weeping, but
then I saw the picture of Aylan washed up on the shores of Turkey (sept 2015) and
my heart broke and I knew it was time to get involved.”307

303

Survey #3, 1:6.
Survey #38, 1:46.
305 Survey #45, 1:62.
306 Survey #59, 1:76.
307 Survey #63, 1:79.
304

82

Based on their stories as well as the high number of participants who said the media
affected their decision to come, the results show the media as a major catalyst in volunteermissionary response to the refugee crisis.
Students
The third category of missionary status includes participants who went to Greece or Italy as
students in a Discipleship Training School (DTS). Of the three groups, these participants were the
least influenced by the media with 5 students saying No while only 2 said Yes and Maybe each.
Within their additional comments, no students mentioned the media or news headlines in their
“call” to refugees or trip to Greece/Italy. The reason for this difference is most likely because DTS
students typically have little say in where they will go for their outreach phase, which means their
course leaders would have greater influence on their going to Greece or Italy than the media. In
total, the media had the greatest influence on missionaries classified as Volunteers, though it did
have a significant influence on YWAM Staff members coming to Greece or Italy for a short period
of time.
6.3.2 Age Group
A second variable I added in my analysis is the Age of the participants. Age is a defining
factor in Youth With A Mission because one of the organization’s core foundational values is to
“champion young people.”308 For this reason, it is important to add the age variable to the study on
how media has influenced missionary response to the refugee crisis. For easier analysis, I divided the
total number of participants’ ages into 3 main groups: Group 1 includes ages 18-24, Group 2 is 2534, and Group 3 is 35 and over. I based these divisions on similar studies conducted for measuring
social media influence on age groups, though setting 35 as the Group 3 threshold since two thirds of
my survey participants were ages 18-34 (Figure 6.10).

Figure 6.10 Age groups for measuring media influence
Source: Jill Thornton
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Once factored into the
analysis, the results show that each
age group was similarly influenced by
the media, but that participants over
Age 35 were most likely to say the
media had No influence on them
(Figure 6.11).
6.3.3 Outreach Duration
A third variable I added to the
analysis is Outreach Duration to
discover any correlation between
Figure 6.11 Media influence by age group
media’s influence on the participant
Source: Jill Thornton
and how much time they spent in
Greece/Italy working with refugees.
The results show that the less time
participants spent doing missionary
work in Greece/Italy, the more likely
they were to have been influenced by
the media in going (Figure 6.12)—a
result which will be further confirmed
in Chapter 7 and the interviews I
conducted with long-term
missionaries.
For the participants who spent
less than 3 months in Greece/Italy,
67% said that the media had affected
their decision to help refugees. For
participants working in Greece/Italy for Figure 6.12 Media Influence by Outreach Duration
3 to 6 months, the number decreases to Source: Jill Thornton
57%. For the participants who spent
more than 6 months working with refugees, less than half said the media had affected their decision.
For the No answers, the values are inverted as the percentages increase with duration of outreach.
The results show that while media had a high influence on refugee crisis response, it was
not necessarily a factor in missionaries remaining in Greece or Italy to work with refugees. The
interview data results also contribute to this notion, revealing that many long-term missionaries—
whether their migration to Greece/Italy was influenced by the media or not—have found that the
reality of the crisis on-the-ground versus what is conveyed in the news can be very different. So,
though impactful images may have initially triggered response from some, they are not the reason to
remain long-term.
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6.3.4 Future Commitment
A fourth variable I added to the analysis
was the Future Commitment status of the
participants, which asked how they would classify
their future commitment to refugee ministry in
Greece and/or Italy. The options they were given
resemble the migration types listed in Chapter 3:
Long-Term, Short-Term or Seasonal, Outreach Team
Visits (or Volunteer, according to the migration type
definitions), No Commitment, or Other (Figure
6.13). Similar to the results of the Outreach
Duration variable, the Future Commitment variable
shows that media had influence on visits to Greece
Figure 6.13 Future Commitment Status
or Italy but had little effect on future commitment to definitions
refugee ministry in those two nations.
Source: Jill Thornton
For the participants who said they had made
a Long-Term commitment to refugee work in Greece or Italy, the percentage of No media influence
was the highest at 62%. For the participants who listed Short-Term or Seasonal, Outreach Team
Visits, and No Commitment, the influence of the media on their initial decision to respond to the
refugee crisis was very high at 85%, 50%, and 67%, respectively (Figure 6.14). These results show
missionary response was high for a moment in time when the crisis may have dominated news
headlines but did not necessarily play a role in a missionary’s long-term migration to Greece or
Italy.

Figure 6.14 Media Influence by Future Commitment Status
Source: Jill Thornton
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6.3.5 Social Media
Finally, another factor mentioned among the participants in their additional comments was
the role of social media in their decision to work with refugees in Greece and/or Italy. It is one thing
to say “the media” had an influence, but for much of the world today, news and images are
distributed through social media applications like Facebook and Twitter. Especially for people under
age 30, social media has become the primary place to get news and information.309 Though as an
ambient mechanism in decision-making paradigms, social media was mentioned by several survey
participants as they explained their process of going to Greece and/or Italy.
Of all the additional comments given, the only participants to mention social media were
Volunteers who went to Greece. For one woman (New Zealand, 67, Volunteer Greece), she said she
had already received two earlier visions from God about going to Greece until she finally saw an
“Invisible Heroes” video on EuroRelief’s Facebook page which prompted her to contact the YWAM
Refugee Circle—the group whose email address was at the end of each video clip.310
For another volunteer (Netherlands, 21, Volunteer Greece), he took notice of thoughts and
stories being shared by his peers on their Facebook accounts. After having more discussions and
paying attention to news headlines, he and his family decided to volunteer in Greece instead of
going on a vacation.311 Two more volunteers noticed YWAM was asking for volunteers to Greece on
Facebook, inducing a feeling of compassion which caused them to sign up to help.312 Interestingly,
though half the total survey participants were from the USA, all participants who mentioned
Facebook in their additional comments were from outside the United States—New Zealand,
Netherlands, UK, and Germany.
A good question to ask in my survey would have been through what medium the
participants read or watched the news. With this information, I could have attained a more
definitive conclusion as to the importance of social media in bringing missionaries to the refugee
crisis. Though social media does play a large role in distributing the news to users, I cannot assume
that most of my survey participants get their news through social media, so it is therefore very
difficult to glean any conclusive results related to this topic.
6.3.6 (Social) Media Influence Conclusion
In summation, the media had some degree of influence in bringing missionaries to Greece
and/or Italy to work with refugees. Though results show many participants stated the media’s
influence on their decision to work with refugees, the media had a high degree of influence on
participants who are classified as volunteers, had spent less than 6 months in Greece/Italy, and
have short-term, seasonal, or no future commitment to refugee work in either nation.
Additionally, the media had little influence on participants who are classified as long-term, worked
more than 6 months with refugees in Greece/Italy, are over age 35, and have made long-term
commitments to work with refugees in Greece or Italy.
6.4 Other Reasons
Beyond my conceptual framework which includes missional identity, refugee super-diversity,
and (social) media influence, the participants listed several other contributing factors in their
decision to respond to the refugee crisis in Greece and/or Italy. Though God’s word and (social)
media influence were the top two reasons mentioned, there were three other significant reasons
mentioned by participants in their additional comments. The first was hearing stories, testimonies,
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or about outreach opportunities from peers. The second was that working with refugees was a
natural transition for the participants based on their work experience or geographic proximity to
refugees at the time of the crisis. The third reason was a peaked interest in the refugee crisis
through both missional and traditional education settings. These factors are worth analyzing since
the latent content analysis revealed these as common themes in the participants’ replies.
6.4.1 Peers, Testimonies, and Invitations
Besides God’s word and media influence, the most common theme found among
participants’ additional comments was about stories, testimonies, and outreach invitations from
peers. “Peers” included friends, family, churches, and YWAM bases who reached out to the
participant with reports about the crisis. These interactions consequently influenced and inspired
the participant to go to Greece.313 This reflects a similar trend to the high popularity of personal
posts shared to the YRC page found in the previous chapter.
For some participants, they had heard stories from friends which influenced them to get
involved. For one volunteer (Canada, 22, Volunteer Greece), she had been reading the blogs of two
acquaintances involved in refugee work, and said, “That did it for me…I’ve never felt such a strong
pull before after reading people’s words.”314 For another (UK, 26, Volunteer Greece), she says, “A
friend was planning to go there. She asked if I was interested and I said Yes!”315 In similar fashion, a
volunteer (USA, 28, Volunteer Greece) said, “When a friend told me about volunteering with YWAM
Refugee Circle, I prayed about it and jumped in with her.”
Other participants were deeply affected by stories and testimonies from the refugees
themselves. Several participants mentioned previous work with refugees in resettlement programs,
and how those experiences had affected them. In another instance, a YWAMer had an encounter
with a refugee which affected her decision to get involved:
(USA, 26, Short-Term Greece) 316
“I met a young refugee girl in France, summer of 2015. She and her sister told me
about their escape from Daesh (ISIS) in Mosul and how they did not know where
the rest of their family was or if they were alive. They told me many, many
heartbreaking stories and it struck my heart deeply that God cared for them and
had brought them out. Not long after, I met a man who had a vision of Jesus on the
boat ride over from Turkey to Greece.”
Another frequently mentioned reason for getting involved was hearing about the need from
YWAM sources. Some received emails from various YWAM bases calling for short-term volunteers to
Greece while others heard YWAM leaders telling stories about refugees at conferences. Among the
26 participants who listed peer stories, testimonies, and invitations as a main reason for responding
to the crisis, 12 participants said stories from YWAM staff or invitations from bases to go on
outreach to Greece were a factor.317
6.4.2 Natural Transition
Other reasons for getting involved with the refugee crisis were very simply related to
providing skillsets or watching the crisis unfold while the participants were already living in Europe.
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For a few, there was no stated voice from heaven or heart-breaking image that moved them—it was
simply that they got involved. For a YWAM staff member (USA, 33, Short-Term Greece) working on
the Next Wave sailing ship in the Mediterranean, when it responded to the crisis, so did he.318 For
another (USA, 40, Seasonal Greece), he says he “was already working in Greece, so it was natural to
engage during [the] refugee crisis.”319 For another YWAMer (USA, 62, Long-Term Italy), she says she
was just “following open doors” until she ended up working with refugees in Italy.320
For many others, it was their prior work experience and skillsets which brought them to the
crisis. For one volunteer (Sweden, 22, Volunteer Greece), she says she “had worked with refugees in
the past, I met a lot of people in Sweden and was encouraged by the work that was being done
here.”321 Others had worked previously with resettlement programs in their nations.322 Still more
brought their skills in counselling, development, and humanitarian aid to work in Greece.323 All these
say they simply saw an open door to help, so they did.
6.4.3 Missional and Traditional Education
Finally, a main theme which arose from the participants’ additional comments as a reason
for responding to the crisis was they had learned about it in a course or seminar which had peaked
their interest. For participants in missional training courses like DTS or other YWAM training, they
were made aware and their hearts were stirred to get involved.324 For others, they were at high
school or university when they learned about the refugees or the crisis.325 For one volunteer (UK, 23,
Volunteer Greece), she says she “studied the refugee crisis at university—BSc and MSc in
International Relations—and felt a desire to volunteer.”326 For a YWAM staff member
(Netherlands/Germany, 27, Volunteer Greece), she says “following the news and discussing the issue
in university made me aware of the problem and the injustice that went along with it.”327
6.4.4 Other Reasons Conclusion
Though these reasons for going to Greece or Italy do not necessarily fall within the grid of
missional identity, refugee super-diversity, or (social) media influence, I believe they are important
to note when looking at the big picture of why missionaries respond to crisis. For this reason, I will
address some of these factors in the Conclusion chapter of this paper as considerable objects for
future research on the topic.
6.5 Conclusion
The richness of data compiled by these 96 participants has provided a breadth of knowledge
on why missionaries have responded to the refugee crisis, primarily in Greece. The results of this
survey method further inform my research on matters related to missional identity, refugee superdiversity, and (social) media influence as factors in migration to Greece and/or Italy. First, the data
shows that “hearing from God” is the most cited reason among the participants in their migration.
Second, political refugees, Muslims, and people from the Middle East have the highest rated “call”
when looking at super-diversity attributes of refugees. Additionally, the data also shows that
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Women refugees may be a pull factor for female missionaries, and vulnerable groups like Women
and Families who need immediate aid are pull factors for short-term volunteers. Third, the media
had a high degree of influence on participants who are classified as volunteers, had spent less than 6
months in Greece/Italy, and have short-term, seasonal, or no future commitment to refugee work in
either nation. Additionally, the media had little influence on participants who are classified as longterm, worked more than 6 months with refugees in Greece/Italy, are over age 35, and have made
long-term commitments to work with refugees in Greece or Italy. Finally, there are additional
reasons listed by the survey participants for going to Greece and/or Italy which include peer stories,
testimonies, or invitations, natural transitions to refugee work based on work experience or
geographic proximity to the crisis, and a peaked interest in the crisis through missional or traditional
educational settings.
As the data has shown in these two chapters, much attention has been given to Greece both
on social media and in short-term missionary response. Still, much of the research conducted so far
has shown quantitative results to answer questions about missionary migration and response. Since
a key method in determining reasons for missionary migration to Greece or Italy involves hearing the
voices of the individual missionaries, the next chapter goes deeper still in investigating why
missionaries have migrated and responded to the crisis, but mainly why more have gone to Greece
than to Italy.

89

7. Interviews
“We need to recognize that there is a problem, and that there’s people in danger,
but we need to recognize as well how God has been moving along the lines and
calling people to do things, and pouring a little bit of His compassion in each of
our hearts so that we don’t get overwhelmed with the reality and heaviness...”
-Juan (Colombia, 28, Long-Term Greece)328
In early 2016, the YWAM base our team stayed at for a month in Germany had a weekly
community gathering for refugees to join. At the gatherings, we sang Christian worship songs,
someone from our team gave a testimony of their faith, and the night ended with the refugees
handing musical playlists on their phones to the staff member running the sound system. The room
then erupted in multi-ethnic dancing and socializing as thoughts of war and flight momentarily faded
away. All around town, the night became known as “party time”. Kurds held hands and danced in
circles. An Arab mother tried to recruit every single woman in the room to dance with her blind,
single son—much to his chagrin. A little Iraqi girl—too shy to dance with the larger group—pulled
me aside to spin her in circles until I thought I would fall over. Though not providing aid, asylum, or
finances to them, our group was able to offer them what the actors of political and economic
institutions do not predominantly focus on: friendship, love, and joy. They were not numbers on a
spreadsheet or dots on a map, but individuals with hurts, dreams, and stories.
In their article on the role of religious actors in conflict resolution, Bercovitch and KadayifciOrellana highlight the lack of study in this area because it is difficult to address from an empirical
perspective.329 How does one study actors responding to conflict and crisis who have no clear
agenda—who say they are there because God told them to go? In this chapter, I will address this gap
in the literature by analyzing interview responses of missionaries working with refugees in Greece
and Italy. Additionally, I will further explore whether or not migration motivations of refugees are
pull factors in missionary migration while also looking at other factors like refugee super-diversity
attributes and the role of media influence.
This chapter delves into reasons why missionaries have migrated to Greece or Italy to do
refugee work by looking at the three main concepts found in my theoretical framework: 1.) the
fundamental role of missional identity and the missionary’s belief that God has told him/her to go;
2.) the super-diversity attributes of the refugees as pull factors in migration, namely a.) whether the
refugees’ political or economic motivations for coming are a factor and b.) if there are other
demographic attributes which pull missionaries to crisis response, and 3.) the role of media influence
on missionary response. Each factor has been compared and contrasted between missionaries in
both Greece and Italy, and explores reasons why more missionaries have responded to the crisis in
Greece than Italy.
After analysis, the data extracted from my particular sample of interviews reveals several
conclusions. First, a primary factor in migration for all informants in both countries was a word or
“call” from God to migrate, and was exclusively a reason for long-term YWAM workers in Italy.
Second, the political/economic motivation statuses of refugees had little no to weight on missionary
migration to either nation, though it may have a small degree of influence on missionaries’ day-today interactions with refugees since arrival in Greece. Third, the Muslim/Arab/Middle Eastern superdiversity attributes of refugees were a pull factor for missionaries in both Greece and Italy, while
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African refugees are a pull factor for missionaries in Italy. Finally, the role of the media has had a
direct or ambient influence on missionary migration to Greece but has had little to no influence on
missionary migration to Italy.
7.1 God’s Word
The first question I asked each interview participant was how they had been “called” to
missions, YWAM, Greece/Italy, and refugees. In every interview, the informants spent more than
half the time answering this question. For the missionary, the “call” is everything—the first step in a
person’s commitment to full-time ministry is receiving that “word of the Lord.”330 Particularly within
YWAM, every DTS course devotes one week of teaching on the topic of “Hearing God’s Voice” so
that each individual can grow in their relationship—and obedience—with God.331 This is why it is not
surprising that, whether it was a call into missions or to Greece/Italy specifically, every informant
revealed that hearing from God was a major factor in their migration.
When viewing this factor through the lens of a migration framework, Lee would consider it
as neither push nor pull, but rather a personal factor in migration.332 Though connections with
YWAM, Greece/Italy, or refugees vary in how the informant got involved, the common thread of
God speaking was the only factor which ran through each story in each location. For many
informants, they heard from God after periods of time ranging from moments to years of prayer.
These moments of interaction and revelation with God were what the participants perceived as
turning points in their personal and professional lives, girded with the faith and belief that God knew
more about their future than they did. In these cases, their response was to listen and respond in
faith to what they felt God was telling them to do.
7.1.1 Greece
Pre-Crisis Migration
For some participants, namely in Athens and Thessaloniki, the call to Greece occurred before
the refugee crisis and was therefore not directly related to the events beginning in 2015.333 In these
instances, pull factors related to the crisis itself would have had little to no weight on these
informants’ decision to migrate compared to the factor of hearing God’s instructions to go. In one
case, after 15 years of staffing for a YWAM base in the USA, Catherine suddenly felt led by God to
take a team to Greece—a decision which caused her to eventually move there:
Catherine (New Zealand, 44, Long-Term Greece)334
“In 2012, in summer, I brought an outreach team to Greece. I prayed every time I
was leading an outreach where to take it…I knew that before that DTS started, that
God had spoken to me to bring a team to Greece. So, I knew that, yeah, something
was afoot…”
In another case, after 9 years working as a public health nurse in Finland, Elise and her
husband suddenly felt a call to return to full-time missions, so they prayed for guidance for several
months in 2014:
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Elise (Norway, 36, Long-Term Greece)335
“…God told us in 2014 that we were gonna leave Finland. We knew that we were
gonna move in 2015, but we didn’t know where. And then we kind of had the sense
that it was gonna be the Mediterranean, but we didn’t know where in
Mediterranean…We were just gonna listen to God and not talk to each other about
where…and we both felt that it was gonna be Greece…”
Besides simply getting a word or impression from God to join mission, YWAM, or ministry in
Greece, several informants first queried God in search of answers for future steps.336 For example,
Diana first felt called to Greece while asking God for details about her life during her DTS in 2006:
Diana (Switzerland/Greece, 31, Long-Term Greece)337
“So then I asked the question, ‘Is that really you, God? Are you really speaking to
me about going to Greece? Are you really speaking to me about going to Greece
with YWAM?’ And He did say, ‘Yes.’”
After Juan did his DTS in France, he was trying to decide what his next steps would be—
going home or remaining in full-time missions. As YWAM Biarritz was the initial pioneer of a YWAM
operating location in Lesvos in 2016 in response to the refugee crisis, Juan’s decision to remain
would directly influence his eventual move to Greece:
Juan (Colombia, 28, Long-Term Greece)338
“I just prayed and asked God if I should go back to Colombia and have a normal job
or stay in France and do missions. And He said to stay in France, and to join YWAM
Biarritz.”
Overall, those who felt called to Greece long-term before the crisis began were faced with a
new ministry dynamic once they arrived because the first wave of refugees came to Greece’s shores
within weeks and even days of some YWAM missionaries arriving to begin their work.339 Even so, for
these ones there were no initial pull factors related to the refugee crisis, but simply that they had
been “called” by God to go.
Migration During Crisis
For many informants, particularly missionaries based in Lesvos, their call to Greece was a
direct result of the unfolding refugee crisis.340 While watching news headlines from the USA, David
became frustrated with the lack of response by the church in America. As he prepared to do his DTS
somewhere in the world, he felt God calling him to Greece:
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David (USA, 27, Long-Term Greece)341
“And then finally in November of 2015, [I] felt like God said, “Enough. You’ve been
praying awhile. You have no dependents…You’ve no real roots to pull up. You can
do something.” And so I did, and I came here in December…”
In similar frustration, Isabelle was disheartened with how the media and politicians in
Denmark were spreading fear about the incoming refugees. Though she was working with at-risk
children in Brazil at the time, she became impatient waiting for her call to help refugees with her
professional skills as a social worker as she watched the crisis unfold in Europe:
Isabelle (Denmark, 28, Long-Term Greece)342
“So I was just frustrated about that and asking God, ‘What is it you want me to do
in this?’…God was very clear, ‘This is not for now’…[after a period of time] And then
I just had a very intense moment with God where I prayed like, ‘You keep bringing
this up in my heart…what do you want me to do? Is it to go? Is it to send money?
Like, I just need to know.’ And that was when it was kind of like, “You’re ready. I
want you to go.’”
Whether it was before or during the crisis, all the participants in Greece have similar stories
where they felt they were being asked or led by God to move to the nation and do full-time ministry
there. The missionaries’ word from God was foundational and consistent among all informants,
but—as will be seen throughout the rest of the chapter—was accompanied in tandem by other
factors as well.
7.1.2 Italy
For four out of five long-term YWAMers working with refugees in Italy, the call of God
started long before the 2015 crisis began.343 The difference between the interviews in Italy versus
Greece is the detailed words and methods of call—as well as the similarity of content—the
participants felt God spoke to them. For instance, before they understood the geopolitical
significance of Sicily in migration routes from Africa, Tina and Francesco felt called to a very specific
place and demographic of people. On their DTS outreach in 2004, the newly married couple received
what was—to them—an unusual word:
Tina (Germany/Italy/USA, 39, Long-Term Italy)344
“And then, in the [DTS] outreach in Yemen, God spoke to us and He said two things.
He said ‘Italy’, specifically ‘Sicily’, and at the same time, He said, ‘Arabs.’ So we
were confused. [laughter] Because we thought one of us is not hearing right, or we
are not hearing the right things. We didn’t know that God meant North Africans or
African refugees in Sicily. After we found out—after a few months—that this is
possible, we understood what God was saying.”
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Francesco (Germany/Italy, 44, Long-Term Italy)345
“And while we [stayed] in Yemen, God spoke to us strongly about the Arabic world,
the Muslim world, and refugees—2004. And we didn’t know, okay, ‘This sounds
good, but we don’t know where to start’…So we came up—we came to Sicily 2006,
after being 3 years with YWAM Switzerland, we came to Sicily with YWAM Italy.”
For Tony, he felt God had been speaking to him about Italy for more than a decade before
he finally felt the call to re-locate there to work with Africans. It started in 1999 when a woman
prophesied to him that he would be sent by God to Italy, and it wasn’t until ten years later in 2009
that he felt God speak a clear word to him following a miraculous encounter involving Italian
dignitaries in Hong Kong:
Tony (USA/Italy, 38, Long-Term Italy)346
“So then I’m in the airport—Hong Kong airport—sitting on the floor, just waiting
for the plane and just thinking about that—just kind of like, still in like shock and
awe—and just sitting there just thinking about, ‘Wow, what a story. Did that really
happen?’ And then very clear—very clear—the phrase came, ‘Through Sicily, you’ll
touch Africa.’ Very clear. And it was like a part of this burden for Italy, this
confirmation—Italian confirmation—and now ‘through Sicily, you’ll touch Africa.’
And I was like, ‘Hmm, how?’ And nothing. Just silence.”
Similarly, Lais had a very clear word to go to Italy years before the crisis began but, like the
others mentioned, had very little understanding of what that word meant. She was at a 2009
missions conference in Paraguay, walking and praying on a huge floor map the size of a basketball
court when she says God gave her a vision which would lead to her migration to Italy four years
later:
Lais (Brazil/Italy, 34, Long-Term Italy)347
“I remember that day. And the way—when I put my feet in Sicily [on the floor map],
God spoke, ‘Strategy’…And God spoke to me, ‘You need to reach them in Sicily.’
And I saw, like…arrows…arrows from Asia and Africa to Sicily. And Sicily from
Europe, Asia, and Africa. Like this, and very crazy.”
From three different nations at three different times, four of the five long-term YWAM staff
members presently working with refugees in Italy felt a sudden impression from God that they must
move to Sicily, and that the location would play some kind of strategic role in reaching people from
the surrounding nations with the Gospel. In the case of YWAM missionaries in Italy, informants’
interviews suggest the word of God is almost exclusively the reason for long-term missionary
migration and refugee work, in most cases prior to the crisis.
7.1.3 God’s Word Conclusion
The concept of the “call” of God is vitally important when studying where and why
missionaries migrate, and my research further establishes its role as a foundational factor for
missionaries responding to the refugee crisis in both Greece and Italy. Still, though an essential
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element of every missionary’s life, it does not account for why more missionaries have gone to
Greece than Italy despite such high numbers of refugees in both nations. Though missional identity
has now been established as fundamental in understanding the roots of missionary commitment and
migration, the next sections will look at other factors which may contribute to the disproportionate
number of missionaries to refugees in the Mediterranean.
7.2 Political Refugee vs. Economic Migrant
The research question for this paper asks if the political vs. economic motivations of
refugees coming to Europe is a factor in the missionary response to Greece and Italy. This variable
was chosen because 1.) the number of missionaries is higher in Greece than Italy, yet 2.) when
comparing asylum-seeker “types” arriving to the EU via the Mediterranean, the main distinguishing
factor is that during the crisis, Greece has received more migrants labelled as “political refugees”
while Italy has received more arrivals labelled as “economic migrants.” Therefore, the interviews
explicitly asked the informants how important refugees’ motivations for migration were in the
missionaries’ response to them in Greece and Italy.
When I asked the missionaries if the motivations of the refugees for coming to Europe had
an influence on the informant’s response to help them, the answers varied. As I mentioned in
Chapter 4, the question frequently gave the informants pause for both internal reflection as well as
attempts to find the most diplomatic or compassionate responses. Many replied with a phrase like
“good question” or that it was a “tricky” question.348 It also quickly became apparent that they
interpreted my question as to how they respond to refugees in their day-to-day interactions,
whereas I was hoping to get their views on the topic prior to migrating to Greece/Italy. Where this
required clarification, I asked secondary questions to fill in the gaps.349
While coding and analyzing the interviews, I aggregated the answers into three main groups
(Figure 7.1).350 The first group was comprised of 18 informants who said the migrants’ motivations
for coming to the EU did not matter to them. Particularly in Italy, almost all informants said the
economic/political distinction did not matter to them at all.

Figure 7.1 Missionaries’ answers about if the motivations of refugee migration to Europe
had an influence on crisis response
Source: Jill Thornton

The second group shows 11 informants who said it was a more complicated issue than
splitting refugees into political/economic immigration statuses, and that the circumstances of each
individual refugee were more important. Additionally, in the same group, there were many who said
the political/economic distinction was more apparent to them based on the behavior of the
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refugees, and that there was a frequent temptation to judge the motivations of the migrants based
on their behavior.
The third group was comprised of 5 informants stating that it mattered to them if a refugee
was coming to the EU for economic vs. political reasons. Within this third group, all informants who
said refugee motivations mattered to them were working in Greece.
When asked about the distinctions’ effect on the informant’s migrating to Greece/Italy, the
response from most was they were not aware of the political/economic distinctions until after they
arrived and began refugee work.
In the end, the interview data showed that the political/economic classifications seemed to
have little to no weight on the missionaries’ migration to Greece/Italy, but had a small degree of
influence on day-to-day interactions with the refugees, especially among missionaries working in
Greece.
7.2.1 Group 1: Refugee Motivations Not Important
Greece
Among the 19 missionaries I interviewed in Greece, there were 9 informants who stated that
the political/economic motivations of the refugees were not important to them as they responded
to their needs.351 Two main reasons were given for this, namely that 1.) each person was a human
being who needed help regardless of their reasons for coming to the EU, and 2.) they were in
Greece, which meant they had probably endured some degree of suffering—if not at some point in
their journey then under the present camp circumstances.
Especially among this group, there was frequent mention of how important it is to value
people as individuals—that “the faces of the people tell so much about their story.”352 For Cephas,
he was affected by the refugees’ motivations, though more because he cared about them as people
instead of attempting to classify them:
Cephas (Jamaica, 32, Long-Term Greece)353
“I mean, the fact that you want to escape always—I mean, I’m already motivated—
influenced. Like, ‘Why? Tell me your story? What’s up?’ I always want to know why,
so it didn’t matter for me whether they were fleeing for political reasons or more
or anything.”
In addition to regarding the refugees more as human than as political or economic migrants,
Aaron went one step further by stating it was not the job of a Christian believer to determine those
classifications:
Aaron (USA, 36, Long-Term Greece)354
“In the end they’re people. And who cares about why they’re here or how they got
here or anything…as a missionary, I’m not like called to figure out whether or not
they should be here…what I am called is to do the work of mercy…”
Several informants who said the political/economic distinction was not important said that
they were mainly concerned with the immediate need before them. There were a number of
missionaries saying that life in Greece’s camps—namely Moria camp on the island of Lesvos—was so
351

Thess_4; Thess_5; Thess_6; Athens_1; Athens_3; Lesvos_1; Lesvos_3; Lesvos_5; Lesvos_7.
Thess, 4:18.
353 Thess, 6:12.
354 Athens, 1:13.
352

96

miserable, the refugees’ initial motivations did not matter because they were all suffering the same
at present:
Emily (UK, 20, Long-Term Greece)355
“It’s the same need…once they’ve got as far as Lesvos, then everyone’s in the same
situation, no matter what [it] is that they, like, left and how they got here.”
Isabelle (Denmark, 28, Long-Term Greece)356
“So right now, they are here, and they need shelter, and they need help. So no
matter the reason why they came here, I’m happy to help.”
Inger-Anne (Norway, 27, Long-Term Greece)357
“I would help both of them regardless. Like, it doesn’t matter really. They’re still in
Moria, and Moria is still bad regardless of why they’re in there.”
In total, these types of replies constituted half of the interview participants in Greece,
showing that though Greece receives a large number of migrants classified as political refugees, it
cannot be determined that the political motivations of the refugees going there are a main pull
factor in missionary migration there.
Italy
Among the 12 missionaries interviewed in Italy, there were 9 informants who said the
political/economic motivations of the refugees had no impact on their response to refugee needs.358
Among this group, there were two main types of answers: 1.) that God does not distinguish between
political and economic classifications, and that all should be loved no matter what their reasons for
entering the EU are; and 2.) the topic of Libya as a stop of torture on the migration route of many
Sub-Saharan African migrants is a factor to consider when classifying migrants.
First, the answers were very simply related to every person being worthy of God’s love. One
of the shortest, most succinct answers came from Joyce (Solomon Islands, 29, Volunteer Italy) as she
said in a humble voice as low as a whisper, “I think even they’re running away from war and the
economic stuff, they need Jesus. They all need Jesus, because that’s the only hope.”359 Similarly,
Ulrike (Germany, 59, Long-Term Italy) said “the main purpose is because [God] wants to bring
salvation to them.”360
In Francesco’s answer, he not only said the refugee’s motivations are not important in his
response to them, but he also gave an impassioned speech about the dangers of dichotomizing
migrants into political/economic motivation groups:
Francesco (Germany/Italy, 44, Long-Term Italy)361
“I don’t see in the Bible God is saying, ‘Help those who are war refugees or
economic refugees.’ In the Bible, it’s simply the statement, ‘Love the stranger
among you.’ If the Bible is right…He sees human people. He sees the people, it
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doesn’t matter if they are fleeing from war, or political issues, or whatever—a
religious issue. For God, the people are important. And I want to also learn to see
people as individuals, to see, ‘Your value is because you’ve been created like the
image of God. This is your value.’”
A second factor brought to light throughout my interviews by the missionaries in Italy was
the topic of Africans migrating through Libya. Though many migrants coming from Sub-Saharan
Africa are generally classified as being “economic migrants”, the missionaries in Italy touched on the
fact that the racism, slavery, trafficking, and torture of Africans in Libya qualified them as “political
refugees.” Bearing this in mind, Ulrike made an important point:
Ulrike (Germany, 59, Long-Term Italy)362
“I think it’s in the end very difficult…many might have started off as, like,
‘economical migrants’, but then being trapped in Libya and maybe it’s just as bad
to go back to their home country than to proceed to Italy, or they might not even
have the choice. So what are they when they get here?”
Though leaving their home in search of a better life, many of these asylum-seekers could be
denied entry into the EU despite the terrors they’ve gone through on their journey. Tony had many
stories about the terror inflicted on Sub-Saharan Africans travelling through Libya. In one instance,
he took a group of African teenagers to watch fireworks at a festival in Ragusa’s city center:
Tony (USA/Italy, 38, Long-Term Italy)363
“We were standing on the bridge watching the fireworks. And the first one
boomed, one of the boys just dropped to the ground and held my leg and was just
scared to death. And it was, you know—he just remembered Libya, and it just was
like instant trigger. And he was just terrified. And finally, he stood up again and
was like, ‘Okay.’ And I said, ‘You’re safe, you’re safe. It’s just fireworks.’ You know?”
Knowing the individuals’ circumstances such as this one makes it near impossible for some
missionaries to classify a refugee by their initial motivations for leaving their home nation. Though
many missionaries in Greece observed Syrians and Iraqis being the most terrorized groups arriving
on Europe’s shores, Lais had different observations as she volunteered part-time with the
International Red Cross, receiving new arrivals coming off rescue ships at a port in Sicily:
Lais (Brazil/Italy, 34, Long-Term Italy)364
“And the African people that were in Libya—terrible—terrible conditions. You can
see the suffering in their eyes—different from Syria. Or different from Pakistan,
because there are many Pakistan people because they came talking and laughing.
And the African people—for the most part—are like dead in life. It’s hard.
Sometimes I don’t like to go to the port.”
These results show that, though the majority of missionaries in Italy state that the
political/economic distinctions of refugees do not have any impact on their response to them, the
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missionaries also shine light on refugees’ circumstances not necessarily being taken into account in
the dual, political/economic classification assigned to asylum-seekers.
7.3.2 Group 2: Classifications Are Complicated
Greece
Among the 19 missionaries in Greece, there were 9 who had ambiguous answers to whether
their response to refugees was influenced by the migrants’ political/economic motivations.365 Some
informants initially evaded the question by telling stories of refugees they had encountered. For the
ones who gave somewhat clear replies, the answers showed two main results: 1.) the missionary
was more likely to judge a refugee based on their behavior versus their motivations for migrating,
and 2.) though they responded to the needs of all refugees, the informants frequently fought
internal thoughts or temptations of judgment about refugees’ migration motivations.
First, there were several missionaries in Greece who answered the question according to
past experience of encountering refugees and migrants whose behavior induced frustration among
aid workers. This topic was mentioned more frequently among the missionaries who had provided
aid and relief in the earliest days of the crisis. Diana was helping refugees off boats arriving on the
Greek island of Kos in September 2015, and was more observant of refugees’ attitudes than on what
their motivations were for coming to the EU:
Diana (Switzerland/Greece, 31, Long-Term Greece)366
“Some were responding with such gratefulness, and others were responding with
“You should do even more”, you know, like “that’s nothing, you have to do that.”
And I think that was—hard.”
When the first wave of refugees arrived, Greek missionary, Timos, went from helping people
off boats to running two refugee camps within a matter of months. In his crisis response mode—and
without time to sort through the migration motivations of refugees—he was left to observe them
merely by their behavior and attitudes:
Timos (Greece, 25, Long-Term Greece)367
“It was children and women first, then it was men. And it wasn’t about nationality,
you know? But you see—because it’s crisis, you see lots of different things—from a
refugee saying to you, ‘Oh, I don’t want this green shirt that you’re giving me. I
want a blue one.’ And you’re like, ‘Are you kidding me? I’m giving you clothes, you
think we’re like fashion.’ And you would get like **raaaaah* [laughter].”
Second, there were several informants who reflected on the temptation to judge or
distinguish between new arrivals. Whether these informants gave a clear Yes or No answer about if
the motivations of refugees influenced their response to them, there was an admission by some that
it was a struggle to resist thoughts of judgment. As Lois (Germany, 42, Long-Term Greece) helped
hundreds of refugees arriving by boat on the island of Kos in 2015, she admitted it was challenging
to ignore thoughts of judgment about refugees’ migration motivations based on attitudes of
ungratefulness. “Yeah, thoughts like that were there,” she told me.368
In his interactions with refugees arriving in Greece, Aaron has a similar admission:
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Aaron (USA, 36, Long-Term Greece)369
“There is definitely a process in your mind. I mean sometimes when you meet
people and you hear people’s stories, you definitely have the thought sometimes
like, ‘Why are you here?’”
For Luke and Juan, they both admit to actively avoiding such thoughts of distinguishing
between refugees’ political versus economic motivations for migration:
Luke (New Zealand, 25, Long-Term Greece)370
“I’ve actually—I’ve tried to make a conscious effort just to not differentiate by
that.”
Juan (Colombia, 28, Long-Term Greece)371
“It’s a very dangerous place to spend time if you’re just thinking about ‘these are
real refugees or these are not real refugees’ or ‘these are people that really need
help and these are people that really don’t need help’….you’re not going to be able
to stay in here for too long under that questioning all the time.”
Though these answers may not disprove a leaning toward responding more to political
refugees than economic migrants, they do reflect that the issue is both complicated as well as
mentally and emotionally exhausting for missionaries working in Greece. It also shows that the
political/economic distinctions of refugees made by missionaries come more after the missionaries
have arrived in Greece versus prior to arrival, since the missionaries in this group differentiate
refugees more by observed behavior than by migration motivations.
Italy
Among the 12 missionaries in Italy, only 2 informants gave ambiguous answers about
whether or not the migration motivations of refugees had an influence on their response to them.
For one short-term volunteer, he mainly expressed his struggles with the politics surrounding the
political/economic distinction of refugee motivations prior to coming to Italy. His answer to my
question was that he had spent much time thinking about the issue while in his home nation, but
upon arrival in Italy saw that the situation was very complex and depended on each individual
person and circumstance.372
In Tina’s case, she admitted that the media and opinions of friends and family had
influenced her to make those political/economic distinctions. Similar to those in Greece, she admits
that there is a temptation from fear-driven sources to judge the motivations of the refugees:
Tina (Germany/Italy/USA, 39, Long-Term Italy)373
“But it’s difficult, because we are influenced. It was not like this when we started
[prior to the crisis]. I didn’t even see the differences. I saw refugees and…my heart
was free from what all the people and the TV and internet and newspaper said—it
was free of it. But, it is as well difficult because all of my friends and family and
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church and everybody speaking against and everybody saying the same. And it’s
really hard. You need a strong character to have another opinion.”
7.2.3 Group 3: Refugee Motivations Matter
Among all 31 informants in both nations, there were 5 informants who said the migration
motivations of refugees influenced their response to them, and all of them were in Greece.374 Even
so, the informants clarified that anyone needing help would receive it, but that there was an effort
to prioritize aid and relief according to those who had been forced from their nation versus those
who had voluntarily come to the EU among the wave of new arrivals.
Within this group of 5, there were 2 informants who said they had come to Greece with a
clear call and focus to help political refugees. For one missionary, she said she helps all migrants but
prefers to prioritize those who have fled their home nation. She also said her initial call to Greece
involved helping victims of war, or “anyone who [is] really stricken.”375
For Tara, she says she was “absolutely” motivated to work specifically with political refugees
in her move to Greece, but adds important context to why she distinguishes between political and
economic migrants:
Tara (USA, 38, Long-Term Greece)376
“Maybe in part because my first introduction to really other cultures and refugees
in general…was through the refugee system with the UNHCR. So because of that,
I’ve always been very aware of that distinction. And so I have a very big heart for
sort of the ‘classical’ refugee.”
This is important information to consider as her motivations to reach the “classical refugee”
are more influenced by her formal training with the UNHCR than according to her missional identity
or call. Though this instance may not weigh heavily on my final results, it is certainly interesting that
one of only two people to say they are more called to “political refugees” was formally trained by
the UNHCR to make the political/economic distinction among migrants.
7.2.4 Motivations Summary
When looking at the political refugee vs. economic migrant classifications of refugees and
the influence they may have on a missionary’s response to them, the results show that the majority
of the interview participants are not influenced by a refugee’s migration motivation. Though it is
interesting that most missionaries in Italy were not influenced, and the only missionaries who were
influenced by the distinction are in Greece, the numbers and stories show that my informants
working in both nations did not seem to consider these political/economic motivation
classifications of refugees when they moved to Greece/Italy. If anything, it seems that the
migration reasons of asylum-seekers have mattered more to some of the missionaries since they
arrived due to certain types of behavior and attitudes observed among the refugees.
7.3 Refugee Super-diversity
Prior to conducting my primary research, I hypothesized that the political/economic
motivations of refugees would not be the main pull factor of missionaries responding to the crises in
Greece and Italy. Consequently, in addition to investigating immigration status of refugees as a pull
factor, I also wanted to explore what other super-diversity attributes of refugees may act as pull
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factors for missionaries. Especially when considering missional identity as foundational to missionary
migration, I asked each informant if there was a specific type or demographic of refugee they
personally felt more “called” by God to reach (ie. age group, gender, nationality, religion, etc.).
When comparing the answers with official demographic statistics on asylum-seekers arriving to the
EU, I was hoping to deduce if any particular type(s) of refugee acted as a major pull factor for
missionaries migrating to Greece or Italy.
After analyzing the data, the results show three primary demographic groups which were
frequently mentioned by the missionaries, and reflect similar results found in my other two research
methods. The first group includes Muslims, Arabs, and people from the Middle East. I merged these
into one group because they were occasionally mentioned by the informants in the same breath.
Though this group was mentioned by missionaries in both Greece and Italy, it was mentioned more
frequently in Greece. The second group said they have a call to Africans and was primarily
mentioned by missionaries working in Italy. The third group includes informants who said they either
felt called to no specific demographic or they felt called to all people. Though this answer was
frequent, it was not always accurate as several informants initially said they had no call to a group
but then quickly began naming groups they felt called to.377
7.3.1 Muslims, Arabs, Middle East
In recent decades, missional Christians have given more strategic focus to followers of Islam
globally. Since missional statistics emerged in the 1990’s showing much of the world’s “unreached”
nations and people groups were Muslim,378 the Christian mission has turned its attention to Islam,
the Middle East, and the various ethnic groups living there. After 9/11, Christian communities were
drastically split in their views of Islam—one side demonizing the religion and its followers while
others focused more on “reaching” Muslims and Islamic nations with “Christ’s love”.379 Because
many Muslim nations prohibit the work of Christian missionaries within their borders, one view of
the European refugee crisis among Christian believers is that an opportunity to “reach” Muslims has
presented itself—that they can share the Gospel with Muslims in Europe without the persecution or
oppression inflicted on Christian missionaries working in fundamentalist Islamic nations.380 This
sentiment became evident in all three of my research methods, particularly in my interviews as
several missionaries in both Greece and Italy expressed a call to Muslims, Arabs, and/or people from
the Middle East.381 Especially when comparing these results to my other two research methods, this
indicates that these attributes of refugees are a significant pull factor in missionary migration.
Among the 19 missionaries interviewed in Greece, there were 7 informants who specified
Muslims or Middle Easterners as people they felt called to reach, making this the most frequently
cited demographic when answering the question. Among these informants it was said God had given
them “a really big heart” for Muslims.382 Once they saw refugees from Middle Eastern nations were
coming to Greece, the informants knew Greece was the place for them to move.383
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Among the 12 missionaries interviewed in Italy, there were 6 informants who specified
Muslims, Middle Easterners, or Arabs as people they felt called to reach. Of the 6 informants, 4 were
long-term staff and 2 were short-term volunteers. The long-term staff’s stories were mentioned
earlier in how God had highlighted Sicily as missionally strategic when sharing the Gospel with
neighboring nations entering the EU. The short-term volunteers said part of the draw for coming to
Italy to work with refugees was that they had heard there were Muslims there, and they wanted to
go serve.384
Because 1.) this demographic group represents the most frequently mentioned attributes of
the refugees, 2.) several missionaries specify it in both locations, and 3.) it is prevalent in the data of
my two other research methods, this makes the Muslim/Arab/Middle Eastern attributes of the
refugees a pull factor in missionary response to the refugee crisis.
7.3.2 Africans
Another notable demographic mentioned in the interviews was “Africans”. What makes the
mention of this group noteworthy is the context in which it was used by missionaries in Italy vs.
Greece. In Italy, there were 8 out of 12 informants who said they felt called to people from Africa.
For 4 of the 8, they felt God had spoken to them through a word, vision, or dream about reaching
Africans in Italy. For two of them—a married couple—they had worked in an African nation decades
earlier, so when they visited Sicily to decide if they would move there, they were eager to migrate
when they saw so many African migrants. For two other informants, they said they felt a special call
and connection to Africans because they shared the same skin color—one missionary being from
Nigeria, the other from the Solomon Islands.385 Given these details, as well as the increased rate of
“call” to Africans revealed in the survey results, my research shows that African refugees have been
a pull factor for missionaries migrating to Italy.
In Greece, the results were very interesting. No missionary said they felt called to specifically
reach Africans, but 5 informants said in their interviews that when God first called them into
missions when they were young, they perceived God was calling them to Africa because that was
where they thought all missionaries went. Besides brief mentions of Africans in Moria camp, the only
mentions of reaching Africans by missionaries in Greece was in reference to “old” ideas of who
missionaries reached.386
7.3.3 No Group or All People
Among all the missionaries, nearly half (14 informants) responded that they did not have a
call to a specific group, or they said they felt called to all people or all refugees. Of those replies, half
(7 informants) appeared to be searching for a “politically (or biblically) correct” answer because they
would either eventually change their mind and name a demographic or they forgot they had
mentioned demographics they felt called to earlier during their personal story.387 Even so, the
answer of feeling called to “no specific group” or “all people/refugees” was one of the most
frequent replies to the question in both locations. This is an important factor to consider because—
though Muslim/Arab/Middle Eastern and African attributes of missionaries are pull factors for
missionary migration—there is a large number of missionaries in both nations who say the
demographic attributes of the refugees are not a factor in their crisis response.
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7.3.4 Super-diversity Summary
When looking at the super-diversity attributes of refugees entering the EU as pull factors in
missionary migration, there are three main conclusions. First, the Muslim/Arab/Middle Eastern
attributes of the refugees is a pull factor for many missionaries in their migration to both Greece and
Italy. Second, missionaries working in Italy moved there because of a strong call toward Africans,
making that a pull factor to that nation. Lastly, because half the informants said they do not feel
called to a specific group, or that they feel called to all people/refugees, there are pull factors to
consider beyond the super-diversity attributes of refugees. This leads to the investigation of one
more factor of study mentioned in the interview questions: the influence of media on missionary
migration.
7.4 Media Influence
The final question I asked the informants was to what degree the media had influenced their
decision to come to Greece/Italy. Though there was a wide range of responses, I have aggregated
the answers into three main groups: 1.) the media had a major influence on their decision to come,
2.) the media had a slight or ambient effect on their coming, and 3.) the media had no influence on
their migration decision. The results show that for most of the missionaries who came to Greece
after the crisis began, the media had a direct or ambient effect on their decision to migrate. For
missionaries in Italy, the media had little to no impact on missionaries’ decision to migrate.
Additionally, for the missionaries who said the media did not impact them, there were three main
reasons given: they had already moved to Greece/Italy before the crisis began, they were more
impacted by what they had witnessed of the crisis firsthand, or they came through relational
networks and invitations from peers (Figure 7.2).

Figure 7.2 Missionaries’ answers about to what degree the media had influenced their decision
to come to Greece/Italy
Source: Jill Thornton

As a secondary question, I asked the informants if there were any specific images, stories,
videos, etc. they had seen about the crisis that impacted them. The most frequent replies were the
image of Aylan Kurdi, sinking boats in the Mediterranean, and stories or images related to children,
Syrians, war, Lesvos, and camps. In both nations, the most frequent comments made about the
media were related to how the informant either did not trust it or found it to be biased or inaccurate
(Figure 7.3).

Figure 7.3 Most frequent media topics related to the refugee crisis mentioned by missionaries
Source: Jill Thornton
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7.4.1 Group 1: Direct Influence by Media
Greece
Among the 19 informants in Greece, there were 6 missionaries who referenced media as
playing a role in their decision to migrate.388 Of those 6 informants, there were three different types
of answers: two people said it did not have a direct influence, yet their earlier stories about their
“call” explicitly mentioned the role of media on their decision to move to Greece; two others
referenced media as a direct influence when they were younger, before making a final decision to
move to Greece; and the final two informants gave a direct “yes” answer when I asked them if media
had played a role in their move to Greece. Notably, the 2 people who had the most clear and direct
answers about the influence of media on their coming to Greece were the same 2 people who said
they felt specifically called to the classical definition of “political refugee” prior to migrating.
Italy
Among the 12 informants in Italy, there was only one person who said the media had been a
direct influence in coming.389 The most notable characteristic of the informant is that she was a
short-term volunteer. In her words, Joyce (Solomon Islands, 29, Volunteer Italy) said, “Well, looking
at the news and everything that’s happening, like, within here—I felt like, ‘I should be there, to just
tell them that there’s hope.’”390 In sum, missionaries in Italy were far less likely to say media
directly influenced them in their decision to migrate than those in Greece.
7.4.2 Group 2: Slight or Ambient Influence by Media
Greece
Among the 19 informants in Greece, there were 8 missionaries who either said the media
had some degree of influence, or they mentioned the media’s influence in their story and I classified
the media’s impact as “ambient” (playing a background or unconscious role in the informant’s
story).391 For many informants, the latter seemed to be the case—that the role of media was a
mechanism for delivering information which, according to them, God then used to stir compassion in
their hearts. A representative example of this is in Juan’s story. He, like several others in this group,
mentioned media yet does not necessarily attribute media’s influence to his migration to Greece. In
the story of his “call”, when talking about how he came to Lesvos in Question 1, he references the
role of media:
Juan (Colombia, 28, Long-Term Greece)392
“There was not really a specific reason why we came to Greece. We just kind of
looked in the news and trying to research, ‘Okay, which one is the place where
there’s more refugees coming?’ And it was in the shore of Greece, as well Lesvos—
where the picture of this little kid that drowned and was found later on one of the
beaches. Yeah, that popped up, and so we say, ‘All right, that’s the place where we
need to be. And that’s where most of the people need help right now.’ And so we
wanted to answer to that need, and that was the reason why we decided Lesvos to
be the first place.”
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Later, however, when asked the question about how media influenced his move to Greece,
he confessed he had not considered its role in his decision:
“Hmm. I never thought about that. [long pause] I never thought about that because
I don’t believe that media was a straight influence to me. I guess that was kind of
the part that media influenced me. It was just to show me there is a place that
needs some work…And so it was just that realization, ‘Okay. I found some
information. With that information, I’ll put it in my mind and work it out with God.
And then do something about it.’”393
Though they may not have initially or explicitly said so without secondary questioning, it
appears the media did have some influence on their move to Greece and is one reason I have
labeled media’s influence as a catalyst for migration instead of a push or pull factor. Arguably, based
on their stories, these missionaries might not have come to Greece were it not for the images and
stories they were exposed to in the media.
Italy
Among the 12 informants in Italy, there were 3 missionaries who were somewhat impacted
by the media prior to coming.394 Notably, two informants were short-term volunteers in the nation,
and the third gave an indirect answer to the question, instead speaking at length about the power of
media during the refugee crisis. Taking his answer into consideration, as well as knowing he had felt
“called” to Italy years before the crisis based on his earlier story, I placed him in this group. In total,
the results show that even slight or ambient influence of media was more prevalent in
missionaries responding to the crisis in Greece than Italy.
7.4.3 Group 3: No Media Influence
Greece
Among the 19 informants in Greece, there were 8 missionaries who said the media had no
influence on their decision to move. In the case of 4 missionaries, they had already moved or were
going to move to Greece before the 2015 crisis began.395 For the 4 others, it was either firsthand
observations or news from peers of the refugee crisis while living in Europe that was the motivating
factor to respond.
Italy
Among the 12 informants in Italy, there were 8 missionaries who said the media had no
influence on their migration to Italy. Six of these were long-term workers who had either already
moved to Italy before the crisis began or had heard about the need for staff members through fellow
colleagues. Another informant was a short-term volunteer from Vanuatu who said very directly that
media had no influence on his coming. This was partly because there was not much media coverage
of the crisis in Vanuatu, but also because he was asked by a friend to join the team to Italy.
The last informant was a seasonal missionary who had done work with MSF’s rescue ships in
the Mediterranean between Italy and Libya. In her case, she had a unique set of skills in trauma
counselling and cultural mediation which matched a job advertisement. The role the media played in
her story was shown in her frustration that the news only showed white, Western volunteers helping
the refugees:
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Sarah (Nigeria, 32, Seasonal Italy)396
“To an extent, for me this was a no-brainer. This was a need, I could fill that need.
It falls within my area of expertise. Absolutely, I’ll do it. One of the things that really
pushed me was…that you look in media, and all the people helping are white, and
all the people being helped are black. Or of Arabic descent. And I was like, ‘Surely,
there are other black people getting involved. And if there aren’t black people
getting involved, why aren’t they getting involved? We should all be involved in this
thing, we should all be helping.’ And so, when…they needed a cultural mediator for
Nigerians or for West Africans, I was like, ‘Absolutely. I’m black, I’m Nigerian, I’m
West African.’”
In total, though both nations have missionaries who say they were not influenced by the
media to go to Greece or Italy, there was a much larger percentage of informants in Italy who said
they were not impacted by the media than in Greece.
7.4.4 Influential Images and Stories
In a secondary question, each informant was asked if they recalled a specific image or story
in the media which they felt was influential, and I have aggregated their answers into three main
groups. The first, most frequently mentioned media items were Aylan Kurdi or images of boats
sinking or arriving on Greek beaches. In the second group, I placed other topics mentioned by a few
missionaries related to images and stories of children, Syrians, the Syrian War, Lesvos, and refugee
camps. Finally, there was a significant number of missionaries in both nations whose reply to the
question was that they felt the media was inaccurate, biased, or untrustworthy.
Aylan Kurdi and Sinking Boats
In Greece, there were 6 informants who referenced the image of Aylan Kurdi.397 Four of
those missionaries said the image induced an emotional reaction to respond to the crisis and help.
These are instances of the Identifiable Victim Effect398 where the image of a drowned toddler on the
beach drove people to action:
Tara (USA, 38, Long-Term Greece)399
“Aylan Kurdi, the little boy that washed up, of course. That was just—that was just
devastating to me. And I mean, it was the whole world. I think [of Aylan Kurdi].”
Diana (Switzerland/Greece, 31, Long-Term Greece)400
“Definitely one of the pictures I remember was that little boy, you know, that was
stranded by the beach. That was a picture.”
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Inger-Anne (Norway, 27, Long-Term Greece)401
“Well I think like the dead kid—what was his name? Aylan Kurdi? Yeah, I think
everybody—I think I was one of those.”
The other two missionaries who mentioned the Aylan Kurdi image were already helping
refugees in Greece when the image went viral, and they referenced it as a turning point in
humanitarian response. Aaron was one of the first responders to the Greek islands when the refugee
wave came, and he noticed a dramatic difference in humanitarian aid before and after the image:
Aaron (USA, 36, Long-Term Greece)402
“But what really took it to another level when it came to like world response was
when that photo showed up of that Turkish soldier pulling that boy’s body out of
the water in Turkey. When that went viral, that’s when every organization in the
world started showing up. And so that, to me, was powerful to see. Man, media’s
incredible, you know?”
For Lois, she was already working on the island of Kos as thousands of refugees arrived by
boat each day. She also saw the impact the viral image had on volunteers coming to Greece:
Lois (Germany, 42, Long-Term Greece)403
“It’s interesting because at the time that we arrived on Kos was before that one
little clip came out on YouTube where the dead boy—age of 2 or 3—was swept on
the shore…And then the big wave of people was released who wanted to help. But
we had arrived…maybe two weeks, 10 days before that clip got out. So I have seen
the difference between going because you knew this is the time to go, or the
difference, ‘I’m going because I have seen the news, I have read the news, I have
been impacted.’”
Another type of image which was equally impactful to missionaries in Greece was of boats
either sinking in the water or arriving on beaches. Several informants said when they thought of
specific images or stories related to the crisis, they thought of the boats in the water.404
For the missionaries in Italy, there was never any mention of Aylan Kurdi—neither in
reference to the image impacting their own migration nor the impact the image had on more
missionaries coming to the nation after it went viral. The only notable media topic referenced by the
missionaries in Italy was the images of sinking boats in the Mediterranean, and in those cases the
topic was mentioned by 3 short-term volunteers and 1 long-term YWAMer who had only recently
migrated to Italy prior to the interview.405
In total, these answers reveal two important conclusions: that the image of Aylan Kurdi
brought more volunteers to Greece while Italy volunteer response was minimal, and though
images of boats were noted by missionaries in both nations, the only impact it had in Italy was on
short-term volunteers or recently joined staff.
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Other Stories
Among the missionaries in Greece, the only other media topics mentioned as being
impactful or influential from the crisis were images of children and stories about Syrians, the Syrian
War, Lesvos, and refugee camps. Among the missionaries in Italy, no other stories or images were
mentioned apart from the sinking boats in the Mediterranean. Though the number of topical
mentions in Greece was low, it is still significant in relation to the lack of topical mentions in Italy.
For this reason, it can be argued that images and stories in the media related to children, Syria,
Lesvos, and camps played a much bigger role in bringing missionaries to Greece than to Italy.
Untrustworthy, Inaccurate, Biased Media
When asked about media’s influence on the missionaries’ decision to move to Greece or
Italy, the most frequent answer among missionaries in both nations was that the media was
untrustworthy, biased, or inaccurate. In fact, half of all the missionaries I interviewed made
reference to this.406 Most of these answers were given in the context of the informants’ observations
of the media since arriving in Greece or Italy:
Solana (USA, 20, Long-Term Greece)407
“Coming to Greece and seeing it a little bit differently was a bit of a shock for me,
actually. Because what I was doing was teaching and helping them get settled and
stuff like that, and was very different than what was shown on the media.”
For others, there was a frustration with how inaccurate media reports were within the
camps. There was mention by some informants that celebrities had visited the camps to raise
awareness in the media, but that once the celebrities left, so did the media’s attention.408 For those
working in Moria camp in Lesvos, the mention of media was a particularly sensitive issue:
Rose (Canada, 43, Seasonal Greece)409
“It’s not necessarily always being presented in mainstream media…to the level of
horrific that it actually is for people that are there. They don’t talk about the fact
that they’re issuing adult diapers to women so that they don’t have to try to go to
the bathroom at night because of all of the abuse and assaults. That it’s just
common there that you would go to shower in a place that you’re ankle-deep in
like feces and…septic water. So how do you actually get clean or maintain any
standard of hygiene in the midst of that? [The media] don’t talk about some of the
other more atrocious aspects of life.”
Among the missionaries in Italy, every YWAMer—both long-term and seasonal—made
mention of the inaccuracy of the media. Some were particularly concerned with how negative
sentiment was directed toward migrants coming to Sicily. Related to this, Tony expressed his heart
for the individual refugees he had met:
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Tony (USA/Italy, 38, Long-Term Italy)410
“And it’s like, ‘Yeah, but I’m with these boys—' Like I talked to this one boy, he’s
like, ‘I just wanna learn to be a plumber. And if I can’t be a plumber, then I wanna
be a tile-layer.’ I’m like, ‘Whose ambition is to be a plumber or a tile-layer?’ You
know, some of these guys—they’re just legitimately…wanting to be alive. Not to be
hunted, not to be oppressed.”
When I asked about the media’s influence on their work, another theme which emerged
among several informants in both nations was the impact the media has had on locals within Greece
and Italy as well as the friends and families in the missionaries’ home nations. In these cases, the
informants told stories about people who had stopped being friends with them, family who
questioned them about the work they were doing, and even death threats from people saying the
missionaries were “helping out ‘the terrorists’” by providing aid.411
Despite these accounts, even though the topic of untrustworthiness and inaccuracy in the
media was mentioned by half the informants, many of them still said that the media had some
degree of influence on their migration, though primarily to Greece.
7.5 Conclusion
As the vertical depth of these interviews is combined with the horizontal breadth of the
survey and Facebook page methods, a clearer picture emerges about missionary response to the
European refugee crisis. A great deal of information was shared in the process of conducting these
interviews as missionaries shared their stories to inform my research on reasons for their migration
to Greece and Italy. First, every informant said they received a word or “call” from God to move, and
exclusively so in Italy. Second, the political/economic motivation statuses of refugees appeared to
have little weight in Greece and no weight in Italy on missionary migration, though it may have a
small degree of influence on missionaries’ day-to-day interactions with refugees since arrival in
Greece. Third, the Muslim/Arab/Middle Eastern super-diversity attributes of refugees appear to be
a pull factor in missionary migration because they were the most frequently mentioned among
missionaries in both Greece and Italy, while African refugees were most mentioned by missionaries
in Italy. Finally, the data suggests that the role of the media has had direct or ambient influence on
missionary migration to Greece but has had little to no influence on missionary migration to Italy.
Many of the informants for these interviews are missionaries who have committed their
lives to these nations and refugees for at least the next few years, and their insights and experiences
added a depth of knowledge to my study on the reasons for missionary migration to Greece and Italy
in response to the refugee crisis. With this method acting as the conclusion to my empirical research,
I now turn to the conclusion of my thesis, and what can be derived from the results of my research.
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8. Conclusion
“We move on what we believe [God] has spoken to us, because that’s what we’ve
heard. We ask and we believe we have that hearing, and then we move on that
and just trust Him to close doors if we’re going in the wrong direction, because
we’re wanting to obey, we’re wanting to…go where He is directing, because we
know His plan’s better than ours.”
-Bernice (USA, 62, Long-Term Italy)412
The topic of how missionaries respond to crisis could be studied and written about
indefinitely. Whether through a historical or contemporary lens, there always seem to be instances
where missionaries appear in the face of tragedy—be it to evangelize, pray, provide practical aid and
relief, or to simply offer hospitality and companionship to those involved. In all those cases, it would
be interesting to know what their primary motives for response were. Were they told by God or
were they pressured by leaders in the church? Did they feel “called” to help people or was it an
inherent, humane sense of duty? Was there a hidden agenda for material gain or was it from the
sincerity of their hearts? Hopefully, with my study, I have answered some of these questions and
filled the gap in knowledge about why contemporary Christian missionaries go to a foreign place as
strangers to offer compassion and hospitality to other types of strangers.
To conclude this study, I discuss several topics in this chapter. First, I give a paper overview
and summarize the final results of my research. Second, I give recommendations on how to solve
some of the dilemmas related to my findings about missionaries going to Greece and Italy to work
with refugees. Finally, I give some possible topics for future research related to this study.
8.1 Overview and Final Results
I began this study by introducing my research question: are political vs. economic migrants
a main pull factor in missionary response to the European refugee crisis? Since my hypothesis was
that the immigration status of migrants was not a key factor in missionary migration and response to
the refugee crisis, I also sought to discover other pull and personal factors as well. Consequently, I
created a theoretical framework rooted in migration theory, which included three main concepts to
apply in my primary research methodology: missional identity, super-diversity of the refugees, and
the role of (social) media influence on missionary response to the crisis.
More specifically, my study compared the missionary responses in Greece and Italy—two
Mediterranean gateway nations for refugees entering the European Union. I chose these nations for
several reasons: 1.) with the exception of a few months in 2015-2016, Italy’s number of incoming
migrants has been consistently higher than Greece,413 and yet Greece has received many more
missionaries; and 2.) the majority of arrivals to Italy have been classified as economic migrants
whereas those in Greece are mostly considered political refugees.414
To discover why, I interviewed and surveyed volunteer, short-, and long-term missionaries
affiliated with the non-profit Christian mission organization, Youth With A Mission (YWAM). Due to
its foundational values on organizational decentralization, relationship-oriented ministry, and
individual “call”, I was able to explore reasons why individual missionaries have responded to the
European refugee crisis and if the political vs. economic motivations of refugees were a pull factor in
that.
412
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8.1.1 Method Results
The results were deduced from my three primary research methods: the media content
analysis of the YWAM Refugee Circle (YRC) Facebook page, digital survey method, and semistructured interviews. The analysis of the YRC Facebook page’s 1,145 posts was used as an indicator
of possible influence in migration since it is the central communication node for YWAM missionaries
either currently working or hoping to work with refugees globally. This method yielded several
results. First, analysis shows that Greece receives the most attention on the page, especially as it
relates to missionaries seeking outreach opportunities. Meanwhile, though Italy is mentioned in a
high number of Media posts, it has received no attention when group members have inquired about
future outreach opportunities. Second, analysis of the page when applying Differential Impact
Hypothesis reveals how impactful positive, personal posts are to group members, which is evident
when comparing Greece and Italy’s “personal” post frequency and popularity. Third, discourse about
the topic of refugees motivated by political reasons is present on the page though in an ambient vs.
blatant form. Additionally, refugees motivated by economic reasons are discussed on the page,
though in the context of discussions by group members stating that they should be included in the
conversation about refugee needs and missionary outreach. Fourth, Muslims, Syrians, and
nationalities/people groups (NPGs) from the Middle East are the most frequently mentioned refugee
super-diversity attributes. Finally, media content about vulnerable groups like children may be a
catalytic factor in a missionary’s decision to migrate.
The survey method included 96 participants with varying missionary, outreach duration, and
future commitment statuses, and yielded several results which were mostly related to missionary
response in Greece. First, the data shows that “hearing from God” is the most cited reason among
the participants in their decision to migrate or volunteer. Second, a missional “call” to political
refugees, Muslims, and people from the Middle East are highest ranked when looking at superdiversity attributes of refugees. Additionally, the data also shows that Women refugees may be a
pull factor for female missionaries, and vulnerable groups like Women and Families who need
immediate aid may be pull factors for short-term volunteers. And third, the media had a high degree
of influence on participants who are classified as volunteers, had spent less than 6 months in
Greece/Italy, and have short-term, seasonal, or no future commitment to refugee work in either
nation. Additionally, the media had little influence on participants who are classified as long-term,
worked more than 6 months with refugees in Greece/Italy, are over age 35, and have made longterm commitments to work with refugees in Greece or Italy.
The interview method included 31 missionaries located in Greece and Italy and yielded
several results. First, a primary and foundational migration reason for all informants was a word or
“call” of God to move, and was exclusively so in Italy. Second, the political/economic motivation
statuses of refugees had little weight in Greece and no weight in Italy on missionary migration,
though it may have a small degree of influence on missionaries’ day-to-day interactions with
refugees since arrival in Greece. Third, in terms of missional “call”, the Muslim/Arab/Middle Eastern
super-diversity attributes of refugees were most cited for missionaries in both Greece and Italy,
while African refugees were most cited for missionaries in Italy. Finally, the role of the media has had
direct or ambient influence on missionary migration to Greece but has had little to no influence on
missionary migration to Italy.
8.1.2 Final Conclusions
Overall, when triangulating these three methods and interpreting the data, there are a few
primary conclusions I have come to in my study. First, when measuring the role of missional identity
in missionary migration, hearing a word or “call” from God is the main reason missionaries give for
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responding to the refugee crisis. This establishes “hearing God’s voice” as a foundational, personal
factor in missionary migration.
Regarding the refugees’ political vs. economic motivations for coming to Europe, a second
conclusion my research reveals is that “political refugees” vs. “economic migrants” are a pull factor
for some missionaries, though primarily for volunteers and short-term missionaries going specifically
to Greece. For missionaries working in Italy, the factor has no influence. When looking at the topical
discourse on the YRC Facebook page, it is an ambient vs. blatant discussion among members. Results
show that it could have some degree of influence on who missionaries feel “called” to, but further
study is needed which would include surveying every member of the page and explicitly asking if
political vs. economic motivations of refugees matter to them in their migration/response.
A third main conclusion is that the Muslim and Middle Eastern super-diversity attributes of
refugees are a pull factor for a large number of missionaries, especially to Greece. Additionally, the
YRC Facebook page may catalyze this pull among missionaries affiliated with YWAM since Greece,
Muslims, and nationalities/people groups (NPGs) from the Middle East are in the most frequent and
popular content posted.
Finally, based on all three methods, the role of (social) media influence has been a catalyst—
either direct or ambient—in pulling missionaries to the refugee crisis, though mainly to Greece. This
has been largely due to the role of social media in “personalizing” otherwise distant news stories, as
well as the impact of mainstream media images with identifiable victims. In many cases, this type of
content has triggered empathetic and emotional responses in people which have led to action and
response, namely to Greece.
8.1.3 Possible Solutions
A YWAM missionary working in Italy recently posted on the YRC Facebook page, “In Italy
during the weekend, in just 2 days arrived 2000 refugees.”415 It elicited some response from group
members, but will it be enough for people to go help refugees in Italy? Based on my research,
several things must happen for an increase in missionary response to refugees in Italy.416
A migration hindrance factor mentioned by my informants—though not included in my
analysis of the data for this study—is related to short-term outreaches and UofN training courses.
Based on information given by the missionaries I interviewed, YWAM Greece—and specifically
Lesvos—have developed an infrastructure capable of receiving short-term individuals and teams.
These teams are given fairly straight-forward tasks related to aid and development which low-skilled
volunteers can participate in for short periods of time, and consequently see the fruits of their labor.
Additionally, seminars and DTS courses have been established in Lesvos in the last three years to
receive students who, in some cases, have committed to returning long-term.
Conversely, YWAM in Sicily has no such infrastructure built to receive teams and individuals
for short periods. There are no camps filled with thousands of people trying to survive, and there are
few ministry opportunities which show short-term accomplishments of work. In other words, the
“European refugee crisis” looks very different in Italy than it does in Greece, and the skill and
commitment levels of volunteers needed in Italy differ in many respects from the hot-bed for short-
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YRC Facebook page, May 28, 2018.
First, before giving my recommendations, it must be noted that there are many factors which appeared in my study for
which I cannot offer solutions. For instance, I cannot recommend that Christians make God speak to them louder, more
frequently, or more directly about going to Italy. Within the factor of missional identity, I can only give recommendations
to individuals based on my personal experience of hearing from God, not on the results of my research. Likewise, within
the factor of refugee super-diversity attributes, I cannot recommend that missionaries feel more “called” to so-called
economic migrants or Sub-Saharan Africans.
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term volunteer work in Greece’s camps. Additionally, there are no refugee-focused seminars or DTS
courses for missionaries in Italy to launch students into long-term work within the country. Even if
Italy did have the same training and team-receiving infrastructures as Greece, the small number of
long-term staff in YWAM Italy are so overwhelmed with running their daily refugee ministries, they
cannot spend extra time and energy receiving short-term teams and running DTS courses.
Meanwhile, there are missionaries in Greece who have shifted their commitment focus from
working in the camps to hosting short-term teams and running courses, which then leads to more
missionaries staying long-term. So, the big gets bigger (Greece) and the small stays small (Italy).
This is where I believe long-term staff in Italy could use help from YWAM bases outside the
nation. In Greece, when the refugee crisis hit, there were no more than 5 long-term YWAM
missionaries in the whole nation. When refugee boats began arriving in the Greek islands, teams
from YWAM bases in France, Germany, and on the Next Wave ship in Croatia went to Lesvos and
started organizing the wave of incoming short-term teams, as well as launching DTS courses. The
students who have come out of those courses were among the committed, long-term staff I
interviewed for this study. If a strong and healthy YWAM base with a call to Italy’s refugees can
commit to a season in Sicily—and if the YWAMers in Sicily are willing to receive that help—I believe
the reception of short-term teams and creation of more schools will create long-term missionaries,
as opposed to just waiting for long-term missionaries to migrate there.
Finally, related to the topic of (social) media influence, I believe it would help missionaries in
Italy to start posting more personalized content in social networks where refugee-focused
missionaries can see it. As my study has shown, posting Media articles and migrant statistics to
create awareness is not enough—there needs to be testimonies and personal stories about what
God and missionaries are doing among refugees in Italy. YWAMers in Italy need to post how many
opportunities there are to work with Muslims, what need there is for professional skills like trauma
counselling, etc., and show opportunities for more male missionaries who have a “call” to reach
male refugees. Not only that, but the posted content needs to be in the form of stories and
testimonies which will allow viewers to see the individual faces and circumstances in Italy’s refugee
crisis—stories which go beyond migrant demographic statistics and images of boats crammed with
unidentifiable crowds of people.
8.2 Future Research
Conducting this research was, in my opinion, one of the best tasks in the world. I was able to
travel to beautiful locations, sit with some of the friendliest, most passionate and caring people, and
listen to their stories about how they got there. Not only did it make me want to continue my
research, but it gave me ideas for other possible topics of study in the future related to missionaries
and crisis response. These possible topics for future study include:
•

•

•

•

The hindrance factors to missionary migration and crisis response. These were not addressed
in this paper, but the topics related to governmental and economic hindrances, as well as
entities like the Italian mafia, would be interesting to study further.
Missionary migration factors to refugee ministry in “final destination” nations. If I could
write a sequel to this paper, it would be about the pull and personal factors of migration for
missionaries working in nations like Germany and the UK, where refugees eventually settle.
Missionary response to crises in other parts of the world. The literature shows some
examples of missionary response to crises, but there is still space for so much more
exploration of the topic.
Social Media impact on organizational mobilization and recruitment. Though not necessarily
related to the field of human geography, it would be interesting to know how impactful the
114

•

•

role of social media has been in recruiting missionaries to organizations, especially if “older”
organizations struggling to recruit young people have not invested in social media
advertising and engagement.
Missionaries and the Identifiable Victim Effect. I suspect this concept is more common than
we realize. It would be interesting to explore any iconic images which have pulled
missionaries into crisis response.
Super-diversity in the European Refugee Crisis. One thing I regret about my study is the
limited use of the super-diversity concept. Though I believe my intent to insert it into my
theoretical framework was well-founded, my study did not give it due justice. The European
refugee crisis itself will prove to be a major game-changer when looking at increasing
diversity of European communities and will require further study. Especially when looking at
how dying villages in places like Italy and Greece may be transformed by new migrants, I
believe the original intent of Vertovec to use the concept for analyzing “multidimensional
reconfiguration of various social forms” would be an outstanding academic undertaking.417

More than anything, conducting this study has shown me the limitless possibilities of future
research. These few conclusions I have drawn in my study about missionary migration in conflict
resolution and crisis response are just the “tip of the iceberg” in the field of contemporary missional
geography. My research reveals pull and personal factors for migrants reaching migrants in the
midst of tragedy, trauma, and crisis. What other stories are there to tell about human responses
motivated by hospitality and compassion?
8.3 Final Thoughts
On New Year’s Day of 2016, my team and I were picking up garbage in the unregulated
refugee camp in Calais, France, known as “The Jungle”. The European refugee crisis had brought
over a million new arrivals to the EU since August, and the Jungle had exploded with asylum-seekers
trying to reach England. It was wet, cold, and muddy as our team spent hours filling hundreds of
pounds worth of garbage bags in the Kurdish section of the camp. At the end of the day, a few of us
waited by the road for the rest of our group. A few feet away from where we stood, an older Iraqi
man lived in a tiny structure made of plywood with a sleeping bag for a door. He came out of his
little shack with hot tea in plastic cups and handed one to each of us.
Our hearts were heavy. We were there to serve him and greet him with hospitality, and he
was giving us what meager though precious hospitality he had to offer, all while doing it with a
smile. Of course, we accepted it. When more members of our volunteer group appeared, he walked
a few meters down the muddy road to a nearby shack-turned-store and bought more tea and plastic
cups. Soon, we were all drinking Mohammed’s tea made on a camp stove, chatting with him and a
few other Kurdish refugees who had joined the group. All of us sought to show hospitality and
friendship to the other in this land, except none of us were French. Though for vastly different
reasons, we were all just a bunch of strangers in this place, huddled in the cold winter of northern
France. Drinking hot tea together.
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