
P R O J E C T  S U M M A RY

I propose to examine the hypothesis that faith impacts the migration experience. By ‘the migration 
experience’ I refer to a range of features, such as: motives for departure; the way settlement is experienced 

and interpreted; the ways in which relationships are maintained between the sending country and the 
migrant; the way places in the new host country are lived in and ascribed meaning; and the way migrant 
faith communities interact with each other and with the community of settlement (including established 
faith communities). I will investigate the interplay between Christian identity and national identity in 
constructing a sense of place among migrants in a new host country. Specifically, I will conduct research 

among migrant Christians examining their local, international and transnational connections with people 
and places that have, for them, spiritual significance. I intend to conduct research with migrant churches 
focussing on the way ideas about nation, place and theology impact their faith communities and their 
interactions with other faith communities in a new host country.

The objective of this research is to better understand how to encourage uses of place that build on the 

strengths and commonalities we share in diverse communities to create a more inclusive society, and how 
to acknowledge and celebrate difference in while remaining in community. That is, to understand how to 
live grounded lives that do not seek to ignore difference (either by pretending it doesn’t exist, or demanding 
that it be erased) but to acknowledge it and strive creatively towards shared community.

T H E  K E Y  I S S U E S

S O C I A L  C O N T E X T

In Western countries like Australia, there is rising media focus and paranoia on the religious fervour of 
immigrant peoples (e.g., Hage 2003; Dunn 2003). However, in most narratives, the conflict portrayed is 
between non-Christian new arrivals and the Christian (or at least Christian-ised) host community. Despite 
the push in countries like Australia and the UK towards liberal, secular political debate, there is often 

rhetoric about how migrants ought to profess ‘Christian values’. Yet, there is little acknowledgement of just 
how many non-white migrants are themselves Christian. And so the question must be asked—what 
happens when migrant peoples actively speak Christian content into increasingly secular Western 
communities?

In the 2006 Australian Census, 62% of the Australian resident population claimed a Christian religious 

affiliation. It is not just ‘white Australians’ who claim Christian affiliation. While 69% of the Australian-born 
and 62% of persons born in English-speaking countries claimed Christian affiliation, 55% of persons born 
in Africa and the Middle East and 36% of persons born in Asia claimed Christian affiliation (ABS 2006). A 
significant proportion of the migrant community claims Christian affiliation. Yet scholarly and popular 
attention is often on migrants with ‘exotic’ religious backgrounds and there are only a small number of 

works that focus on how Christian migrants find their place in a new country (e.g. Chong 1998).

The Christian church often has an historic connection to mission from the West: from the UK, Europe and 
America. In some circles, the church in developing countries claims to have ‘kept pure’ the gospel these 
missionaries came preaching (e.g. Latimer Trust 2008). Claiming that while the church in the West has 
drifted from the gospel in it’s trend towards liberalism, the church of the global south has preserved it. And 

the question arises—what happens when these migrants from Western colonies and missions enter the 
colonising country and bring with them this gospel that once belonged to the coloniser but does not 
necessarily any longer?
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A C A D E M I C  C O N T E X T

This project will bring together a number of often disparate academic fields: geography and the study of 
place, transnationalism research, post-colonial studies, sociology of religion research and research on 
social capital and social inclusion. 

Geographers have a long-standing interest in ‘place’ and the way people ascribe meaning to places. They 
have shown how social structures, power and subversion are revealed in landscapes and in the way people 
negotiate places through activities such as memorials, demonstrations or graffiti (e.g., Cresswell 1996). 
Varying beliefs about the significance of the material world are bound to impact the way people interact 
with their physical environments. By engaging with migrant Christian communities, I hope to examine the 

dynamic way in which places are negotiated by new arrivals and mediated by their faith.

While people have always been mobile and have communicated across continents for centuries, recent 
decades have seen a remarkable increase in the scale and rapidity of movement and communication. Air 
travel and new forms of information and communication technologies (ICTs) have revolutionised the 
experience of migration. These new experiences of hyper-mobility have increasingly interested scholars 

(e.g. Verstraete and Cresswell 2002; Sheller and Urry 2006). Likewise, the increased facility to maintain 
social spaces across geographical space that transcend national boundaries has been described by many 
as the emergence of ‘transnationalism’ (e.g. Glick-Schiller et al 1992; Ong 1999; Dunn 2005). Mobility 
studies and transnationalism research consider the way international linkages are maintained; the 
motivations behind mobility, the form and pattern of mobility and the constraints surrounding transnational 

mobilities. Starting with the Apostles, Christians have deliberately travelled to new places in missionary 
activity. While mission may no longer be the main driving factor behind migration among Christian persons, 
it has been claimed that the role of religion in the migration process has been overlooked by both 
immigration and sociology of religion scholars (Hagan and Ebaugh 2003). Integrating questions of 
theological motive for migration, or the impact of belief on settlement, is something that is only addressed 

by a few cross-disciplinary scholars (e.g. Levitt 2003)

Community—including religious community—is both a tangible system of relationships and material flows 
(e.g. Portes et al. 1999) and a product of narrative and imagination (e.g. Anderson 1983). I contend that 
Christian attitudes about a ‘spiritual home’ and ‘heavenly citizenship’ deeply affect the way Christian 
migrants engage in community both in their country of origin and their country of settlement. This project 

will make a substantive academic contribution by drawing together transnationalism research, studies of 
place, and the sociology of religion to investigate the dynamics of belonging and citizenship in faithful 
migrant communities. 

P R O J E C T  D E S C R I P T I O N

The questions identified above are significant and far-reaching. The focus of the project I am here 
proposing is the way these issues impact the lived experience of Christian migrants. I intend to explore 
these questions through the context of in-depth case study research. Flyvbjerg (2001) calls for the social 
sciences to reclaim methodologies such as the case-study, in order to capture the nuance and complexity 
of social systems. The case study approach will allow me the freedom to consider migrant Christian 

communities at a range of scales on a number of axes:

• At the level of the individual, the family and the congregation;

• At the connections made at local, national and international levels; and

• At quantitative and qualitative characteristics of the community.

In order to provide a more nuanced understanding of the transnational connections among Christian 

migrants, I also propose to complement the Australian case-studies with research overseas among the 
sending community. This would expand my analysis of the levels of transnational material flows and the 
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ways in which transnational social spaces are maintained. Further, it would allow me to explore the 
emotional impact of separation and the level of support amongst the home community.

The early stages of the research project will be used to refine particular focal-points for comparison 

between different communities such as: the impact of length of residency in Australia; the impact of 
theological orientation; the impact of origin and settlement location with regards to urbanity and rurality; 
and the impact of whether the migrant came to faith before leaving their home country or after arrival in 
Australia.

Methodologically, this project will use established qualitative techniques such as in-depth interviewing, 

focus groups, life histories, participant observation, diary-writing/journalling, and walking interviews. Using 
output from these methods, I will experiment with how the qualitative experience of place (e.g., sound, 
image, emotion) can be integrated with computerised mapping tools to create rich representations of 
landscapes that re-tell the story of place. I also hope to harness new on-line and open-source technologies 
(such as blogging and open Geographic Information Systems like Google Earth) to include the community 

of interest in collaborative processes that not only contribute to scholarship but also build community 
capacity to engage in public debate and information sharing.

A C A D E M I C  C O N T R I B U T I O N

The academic contribution this thesis will make will be two-fold. It will contribute both to theory and to 

method. 

In relation to theory, this thesis will provide a timely academic contribution by drawing together fields of 
transnationalism research, studies of place, and the sociology of religion at a time in world history when the 
interplay between migration, religious belief and national identity are particularly contentious.The focus on 
the Christian migrant is uncommon and as Christian identity is ‘closer’ to Western culture than Islam or 

Eastern religions, it will provide an interesting lens through which to examine difference. 

In relation to method, this project will explore ways in which records of the qualitative experience of place 
can be combined with computerised mapping to create rich representations of landscapes. It will 
endeavour to explore how sound files, images and text can be combined within a geographic information 
system to re-tell the story of place. The push to combine qualitative data with geospatial data has begun 

(e.g., Pain et al 2006; Dennis 2006) but plenty of unexplored opportunities to visualise qualitative data 
geographically remain. Furthermore, it will harness new on-line and open-source technologies (such as 
blogging and open Geographic Information Systems like Google Earth) to include the community of interest 
in collaborative processes that not only contribute to scholarship but also build community capacity to 
engage in public debate and information sharing.
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