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Walls, Exiles, and Migration

We human beings are very restless creatures. Scientists can trace the con-
tinual wanderings and migrations of human ancestors back millions of 

years, to when the first hominids wandered out of their African home to populate 
all corners of the globe, no matter how remote. Sometimes they were looking for 
something new and better, sometimes they were simply trying to escape one situa-
tion or another. Perhaps at times they wandered just to wander—who knows. Not 
much has changed over the eons; we humans are still constantly on the move.

Those who study human migrations (large and small) usual point to two sets 
of factors in these movements: “pull” factors and “push” factors. Pull factors are 
those that entice people to leave their homes and set out for some unknown region 
that is reputed to be better, the grass always being greener on the other side of the 
hill. Push factors are generally negative experiences—drought, war, famine, dis-
ease, and other factors that propel individuals to flee an intolerable situation, with 
the thought that somewhere, anywhere, has to be better than where they are right 
now. Often, both factors are in play at the same time.

These migrations and wanderings, however, also often create conflict. One 
group of people move in on another, causing competition and hard feelings over 
scarce resources and territory. Walls are built to defend, to keep safe, to protect. 
Walls are also built to keep people out and to exclude. Often, it all depends which 
side of the wall you are on.

The Bible is full of language about migrations and walls, some very literal, 
while others express metaphorical truths. Some of the oldest creedal statements 
we have in the Old Testament involve the wandering of the Israelite ancestors: 
“My father was a wandering Aramean, and he went down into Egypt with a few 
people and lived there and became a great nation, powerful and numerous” (Deut 
26:5). Abraham heard the call of God to leave his home and country and wander 
to a new land that God was to give to him and his descendants. Walls are both 
negative and positive things: The walls of Jericho are destroyed to great rejoic-
ing, but the walls of Jerusalem are celebrated as a holy thing and a gift from God. 
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The exiles are allowed to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem upon their return, but the 
prophets remind the people that they need to trust in God and not their walls for 
their ultimate safety. The Jewish people are dispersed from their homeland, and 
the early Christians following them, in part so that the good news of God in Christ 
Jesus may be proclaimed to all the nations. Following the psalmist, Lutherans are 
fond of singing, “A mighty fortress is our God, a bulwark [wall] never failing.” The 
number of such illustrations is quite striking.

In a world of walls, exiles, and migrations, how are Christians to think about 
these things? What should a Christian do when conflicts arise among restive 
human populations, and peoples collide with one another? These are tough issues, 
and not ones that are easily solved by slogans on one side or the other. But there are 
some ways to respond. Christians can work, for example, to reduce the pressures 
and situations where people are pushed or pulled to leave their homes because they 
cannot find a good life there anymore. Christians can work to restore peace and 
security in places where there are neither. Christians can work to assist those who 
are not able to return to their homes or to help those who wish to return. And they 
can work to help the world recognize the human worth and potential of all people.

Walls, exiles, and migrations will probably never cease. Some walls are useful 
and protective and needed to keep people safe (think of the boundary workshops!). 
Short of the new creation in Christ, the ordering of human society will probably 
always need them. But the use of walls and exiles to dehumanize, a constant and 
sinful temptation, is something that Christians must always resist. Our job is to 
see the Christ in the neighbor, far and near. Our God broke down the walls of our 
sinful rebellion, and has called us, God’s wandering people, for return and restora-
tion. This is our message of hope.

Mark Granquist, Editor




