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What you need to know

What is this research about?

Places of worship do not just have a
religious function. In fact, the religious
dimension is just the most visible part of
what goes on in them. They also serve
social and community functions. These are
all the more important in the context of
migration because places of worship are
likely to become anterooms of newcomer
integration which meet all kinds of concrete
needs: professional networking, language
classes, assistance with red tape, food
banks…

This research concerns the interventions by Christian
organizations (churches and agencies) with the Syrian
refugees who arrived mainly in 2015 and 2016 and the
Haitian asylum seekers whose arrival on Canadian soil
received heavy media coverage in the summer of 2017. It
seeks to understand how these organizations mobilized to
meet the specific needs of these groups, to examine the
various types of action undertaken and finally to identify the
specific nature of the religious institutional actors and how
their actions are related to the actions of the other actors
present.

How was the research carried out?
This research is based on qualitative methodology involving semi-directive interviews. A total of around forty interviews
were carried out: ten with Haitian pastors of evangelical protestant churches, mainly situated in the district of
Montréal-Nord; ten with laypersons, priests or pastors who work with Syrian refugees. Furthermore, around twenty
interviews were carried out with Haitian asylum seekers who attend evangelical protestant churches or the
Notre-Dame-d’Haïti Catholic mission and a further twenty interviews with Syrian refugees who were sponsored by
Eastern Christian churches.
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What have we learned from the research?

How can you use this research?

While the available literature bringing together the
sociology of religion and the sociology of immigration
shows the role played by religion (beliefs and practices)
and religious organizations (as institutional actors) with a
great number of newcomers, our research led us to
distinguish three forms taken by the support given to
Syrian refugees and asylum seekers: (1) material (2)
social and (3) spiritual/emotional. The material support is
the most obvious and is found at the various stages of
the integration process. It is manifested in different ways:
money, clothing, food, furniture… What we call
sociological support corresponds to the sociability
networks that newcomers establish once they are in
Quebec. Finally, spiritual/emotional support refers to
interventions which help refugees and asylum seekers
cope with the trauma stemming from their experiences
of displacement. In order to properly analyze supports
(2) and (3) we mobilized the notions of social capital,
resilience (the capacity to adapt to adverse situations by
using internal and external resources) and religious
coping (the role played by religion in helping an individual
cope with stressful situations).

Community organizations and public institutions at
different governance levels can mobilize this study to
foster the integration of refugees and asylum seekers
through promoting:
• a better understanding of the psycho-sociological
mechanisms characterizing the integration of refugees
and asylum seekers in Canada.
• the recognition of the role of religion and spirituality in
the process of resilience of refugees and asylum
seekers.
• the creation of a place for religious groups in the
ecosystem of interventions with refugees and asylum
seekers. It appears relevant to build bridges with
religious groups which are partners in this process.

In the course of this research, we observed the capacity
of religious groups to not separate the different areas of
intervention, but rather to include them in a
comprehensive approach taking into account the
religious/spiritual reading that people make of their daily
life.

Who is leading this research?
Frédéric Dejean is a professor in the Department of
Sciences of Religion at the University of Quebec in
Montreal (UQAM). His work focuses particularly on the
role played by religious groups in working with
immigrants.
Emerson Jean-Baptiste, who holds a doctorate in
sociology from UQAM, collaborated on this research.

Learn more
The report is available at:
https://bmrc-irmu.info.yorku.ca/files/2020/07/2020_07_
07-FINAL-Rapport_Frederic_Dejean-final.pdf?x82641
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