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We are grateful for the opportunity to respond to the Home Office Consultation, set out in the paper Ministers of Religion from Abroad - Second Stage Consultation.
In this response we give some background information on the qualifications and roles of Catholics coming from abroad to work for the Church in the UK.  We also comment on language requirements for entry and proposed cultural knowledge tests for those staying more than one year.
Background on Catholics coming from abroad to work for the Church

It is fairly common in the Catholic Church in England and Wales that people come from abroad to practice or prepare for some form of religious ministry.  This includes priests, students, members of religious orders and in some cases members of lay associations.  They may come to the UK for various purposes:

· to exercise a priestly or other pastoral role in a local parish

· to act as chaplain to a particular ethnic community

· to lecture or prepare for ordination in a seminary

· to study (apart from seminary training)

· to live or work as a member of a religious order or congregation

· to live or work as part of  a Catholic organisation or association

· to attend a conference or meeting 

Some would seek entry to the UK as ministers of religion, missionaries or members of a religious order, while others might come as students, by means of  work permits or even as visitors.

It is not uncommon for a person to combine these roles.  For instance, those who come as students may do some pastoral work, either as part of their training for the priesthood or (if they are already ordained) helping the parish priest in a local parish.

The value of international exchange

For two millennia, it has been a characteristic of the Catholic Church that people move across national borders, taking their experiences developed in one local church to enrich the life and worship of another local church in some other part of the world.  This interchange is not only mutually beneficial but reflects something of the fundamental nature of the Catholic Church, which sees itself as a single worldwide, multi-cultural community.

The universal mission of the Church, the importance of international cooperation and the worldwide nature of priestly ministry have been reiterated in a number of papal encyclicals as well as in the documents of the Second Vatican Council.

The mutual enrichment that comes from international exchange was put succinctly by the Committee for Overseas Mission of the Bishops Conference in their Guidelines on Visiting Priests from Overseas:

In an increasingly multicultural world where capital, information and people flow across national boundaries with unprecedented ease, an exchange of pastoral personnel can be of great benefit both to the home Church and the young Churches.  Priests are able to exchange pastoral experience and profit from a real experience of the Universal Church.  Parishioners too gain and insight into the universality of the Church, into their own mission partnership and their very real mission achievements.  Expressions of appreciation from priests and people witness to the contribution to parish life that priests from overseas have made…A further important benefit is that of visiting priests from Africa and Asia providing role models for the youth of minority communities within the Church in this country.

Priests and religious from abroad sometimes have a valuable role in full or part-time ministry to Catholics from a specific ethnic or cultural background living here (e.g. as chaplains to Vietnamese, Filipinos, Indians, etc).

For all these reasons, we see priests, members of religious orders and lay people from abroad as making a very valuable contribution to the Catholic Church in England and Wales.

Priests and religious – roles and qualifications

The Catholic Church is a worldwide community with a single body of doctrine, liturgical practice and canon law, which are universally recognized.
According to Catholic doctrine, an ordained priest is required for the celebration of the Eucharist, and to administer the sacrament of Penance (confession).  A priest is also normally involved in the celebration of other sacraments and important rituals (e.g. baptisms, marriages and funerals).

A priest will often have a wider pastoral role within a local church or worshipping community.  However, because of his key role and the fact that the Eucharist is an almost daily ritual in the Church, priests will sometimes be asked to say Mass for a local church or other worshipping community without exercising any wider role within that community.

A Catholic priest, coming from abroad, will have gone through a seminary formation which has a similar core curriculum across the world.  The Universal Code of Canon Law requires at least six years training in a recognized seminary or religious institute for ordination to the priesthood.  The priest’s formation will also have included a screening process to enter the seminary and a further process of approval for ordination at the end of seminary training.  The local Bishop, after consultation, would have approved the person’s suitability for ordination.

While he is in the UK, a visiting priest may be involved in full time priestly ministry or he may help out in a parish or other pastoral situation part-time alongside his primary occupation (e.g. as a student or lecturer).

A member of a religious order (a sister, a brother or a priest) coming from abroad will have gone through a process of approval prior to entering the order.  He or she would then have undergone a process of formation and a further process of approval at the time of temporary, permanent or final vows.

A member of a religious order usually lives within a religious community and takes part in the work of that community (e.g. helping in a parish, running a residential home, working in the neighbourhood, etc).

The process of approval and support for a priest coming to the UK from abroad

A priest coming from abroad who will be engaging in active ministry in any diocese in England & Wales requires the permission of the Bishop of that diocese.  This permission will only be granted if the Bishop here in the UK receives satisfactory written confirmation from the individual’s own Bishop or Religious Superior that he is a clergyman in good standing, with no criminal convictions, no unresolved problem with alcohol or substance misuse and no concerns or allegations relating to sexual misconduct with children or vulnerable adults.  The Bishop will also have received some indication that the visiting priest is sufficiently fluent in English to enable him to minister in a parish.

Learning the language and culture of the host society

It is commonplace for missionary societies in the UK, when they send priests and religious abroad, to insist that they spend a period of time learning the language and culture of the people among whom they will be living and working.

The same principle applies to priests, religious and lay people coming to the UK from abroad to work for the Church.  They need to be able to communicate in English and they need to learn something about British life and culture.  This is spelled out clearly in the guidance papers produced by the Committee for Overseas Mission of the Bishops Conference.  They suggest that visiting priests should:

· be competent in English

· initially serve with a parish priest to learn the pastoral practice and culture of the diocese

· undergo a period of orientation beginning in the country of origin and continuing in the host country (covering spoken English, homilies, practical matters, etc)

· be offered support, some form of appraisal and preparation to return home

We, therefore, agree with the overall aim of the consultation paper, that ministers of religion and members of religious orders coming from abroad should get to know the language and culture of the UK.

However, the fact that such a learning process is desirable does not necessarily mean that there should be a common standard for all required by law.

English language and proposed cultural knowledge tests

The English language and cultural knowledge tests outlined in the consultation paper impose a legal requirement on ministers of religion from abroad that is not imposed on students from abroad, work permit holders or ministers of religion from other EU countries.  In these cases, it is left to the educational institution, the employer or the faith community to impose any such requirements.

In the case of ministers of religion and members of religious orders coming from outside the EU, we would argue that any specific language or cultural knowledge requirements should be imposed by the church or faith community rather than by immigration regulations.  If any language or cultural knowledge tests are imposed by law, they should require only a minimum standard.  Any more stringent requirements risk depriving faith communities of valuable human resources.

We would urge the Government not to raise and extend the English language requirements for those applying for leave to enter the UK as a minister of religion.  There are numerous examples of priests and religious who come here with only very basic spoken English and who do excellent work while only slowly coming to terms with the demands of the English language.

Similarly, there will be priests and religious who, after a year, may be judged by the local bishop or religious superior to be adapting well and doing valuable work in and for the local community.  It would be inappropriate for the state to deprive the Church of that resource because the person failed to pass a cultural knowledge exam.

The language and cultural knowledge tests for ministers of religion are especially unfair, given that a priest or religious from Spain or Poland, a student from Nigeria or a work permit holder from Latin America is not required to pass such tests in order to enter or stay in the UK.

In our experience language proficiency and cultural knowledge do not measure the fundamental attitudes of a priest or religious towards diversity, community cohesion and relations between different groups.

At the very least, when a priest or religious has been in the UK for a year and where there is some evidence of progress and good will, a second year should be allowed to those who fail a cultural knowledge test.

Alternatives to inappropriate legislation

In addition to depriving Catholics and other churches and faith communities of valuable human resources, we believe the effect of the proposed language and cultural knowledge requirements on community relations is unpredictable.

While we understand that it is the Government’s intention that these initiatives should have a positive impact on community relations, they could be counter-productive.  We are concerned about the increasing environment of mistrust and xenophobia that exists at the moment.  Certain groups are viewed as potential security risks, regardless of why they are in the county; and minorities themselves become alienated by the racism they experience.  Proposals such as these can unintentionally feed both the xenophobia and the alienation.

We would urge the Government to explore ways of supporting ministers of religion from abroad rather than denying them entry or asking them to leave if they fail to pass the required tests.

The system of language and cultural knowledge testing will necessarily have a financial cost.  We would urge the government to consider alternative ways of spending these funds and achieving the desired aim.  It might be that government funded short courses aimed at ministers of religion coming from abroad would be one such alternative.

Summary and conclusion

The Catholic Church is a world-wide, multi-cultural community and international exchanges have been a pattern of life for many centuries.  It enriches the Church in England and Wales to have Catholics coming from other parts of the world to serve the Church here.  It is right, in principle, that people coming from abroad should learn the language and culture of the UK.  However, there is a question as to whether this should be required by law to a particular standard.  Such a requirement is not imposed by law on students, work-permit holders or ministers of religion from other EU countries.  Such requirements are normally left to educational institutions and employers.  Similarly, there is a strong argument that such requirements should be left to the churches and faith communities to impose on their own ministers from abroad.  Such requirements, imposed by law, could penalise the churches and faith communities by depriving them of good people whose standard of knowledge is no hindrance to their pastoral work here.  It is also important to be aware of the negative effect that harsh immigration regulations have in feeding xenophobia and alienation among minority communities.  We would urge the government to explore alternatives to inappropriate legislation.

For more information, please contact:

Richard Zipfel, Department for Christian Responsibility and Citizenship, on 020 7901 4831 or email zipfelr@cbcew.org.uk
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