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 Neighbor: Christian Encounters with “Illegal “Immigration, Ben Daniel

 Switzerland is dived into cantons (states) that are 
designated as Roman Catholic or Protestant with each of these 
unwelcome outside of their designated state. In my youth the 
xenophobic Swiss wanted the fruits of the Italians’ labors, but 
not the Italians. I came to see that whatever I may know and 
write about immigration is about people and addresses the 
question once asked of Jesus: “Who is my neighbor?”  The 
Good Samaritan was an immigrant to Judea who was kind to a 
local citizen victimized by an assault. 
 The Christian faith is by and for immigrants. Many, 
especially those who have entered the US with neither papers 
nor permission, are not just economically motivated wayfar-
ers. They are latter-day pilgrims, spiritual travelers. Even 
when their reasons for leaving home are secular, born of eco-
nomic necessity or inspired by a longing for adventure, the 
epic nature of such migrations often inspires a quickening of 
faith and attentiveness to matters of the spirit. The Bible is in 
many ways a book about immigration. Walking with immi-
grants in their spiritual journey of migration has given me a 
deeper connection to the God I have met in the pages of the 
Bible and my practice of American Protestantism.  
 Salvation comes through the poor (Mt 5:3). Their 
devotion is palpable. Their prayers, their commitment to fami-
ly, their hospitality, and kindness all demonstrate a faithful-
ness that energizes our own faith. Many come to the US in 
violation of American law. Jesus healed on the Sabbath, which 
was against the law in those days, and for the most part, laws 
meant to keep the Sabbath holy were good laws that benefited 
society. But sometimes you have to follow a higher law. 
The books of the Jewish Bible—the part that Christians call 
the Old Testament—were chosen as Holy Writ by the rabbis 
of Jamnia following the destruction of Jerusalem’s temple. 
After the Roman army sacked Jerusalem in 70 AD, the village 
of Jamnia became the authoritative center of Jewish learning. 
Located in what is today the Gaza Strip, the move to Jamnia 
represented a significant spiritual exile for the Jews, a migra-
tion from the City of God to a more secular hinterland. They 
formalized and standardized the practice of Jewish faithfulness 
without a priestly class and rites such as animal sacrifice, 
which can happen only in a temple. They also did the work of 
deciding which books would be included in the Jewish Bible, 
sanctifying as Scripture a collection of books and writings 
with strong immigrant spirituality. 
 The story of the fall and expulsion from Eden is fol-
lowed in rapid succession by a series of immigration stories in 
which the people favored by God are perpetual migrants and 
in which God invariably takes the side of the immigrant over 
and against the local, more established populations.  At Babel 

the establishment of cultural diversity saves humanity from its 
pride and sends the people of the world, once more, into re-
storative migration. For three generations the family of Abra-
ham lives in Canaan as immigrants. With an appeal to “home-
land security,” the Egyptians enslaved the descendants of 
Abraham. After their exodus, as they become more settled, 
their commitment to righteousness wanes. When they are ex-
iled again, this time to Babylon, the Hebrews are given a 
promise and an admonition that the pilgrim path of immigrant 
spirituality not be forgotten. Leviticus 19:33-34 When an alien 
resides with you in your land, you shall not oppress the alien. 
You shall love the alien as yourself, for you were aliens in the 
land of Egypt. 
Immigrant spirituality is reflected in the Christmas story as 
Jesus’ first visitors are foreign Magi who crossed political 
borders to adore the Christ child and to offer him gifts. Jesus 
and his parents spend time as refugees in Egypt, having been 
driven out of their homeland for fear of King Herod’s vio-
lence.  
 Just as the rabbis of Jamnia forged the possibility of 
Jewish faithfulness without a temple, so early Christian lead-
ers developed a system of faithfulness without connection to 
Jerusalem. Born in the city of Tarsus in modern Turkey, Paul 
was a child of the Jewish diaspora, raised in an immigrant 
community in Jerusalem. Paul’s contention was that Christians 
were called to an immigrant spiritual life. Though they are 
residents of earthly realms, they are citizens of a heavenly 
kingdom and must live to reflect and commend that citizen-
ship. 2 Corinthians 5:19 Beloved, I urge you as aliens and 
exiles to abstain from the desires of the flesh that wage war 
against the soul. 
 In John’s apocalyptic vision, everyone is an immi-
grant, as people from every nation take up residence in the 
City of God, a place made beautiful by human diversity. The 
Bible’s final vision for a restored heaven and earth is one in 
which the walls of the City of God have doors that never shut. 
The kingdom of God has an open border policy, which seems 
consistent with the rest of the Bible’s message. The biblical 
witness points to a God who walks an immigrant path. Early 
Christians like Polycarp encouraged their followers to consid-
er themselves as resident aliens in the lands where they resid-
ed, sojourners and immigrants who were joined in faith. It is 
likely that the Christian sense of being foreigners has some-
thing to do with the fact that Christianity was largely illegal 
for the first 300 years after the life of Christ. Christians even-
tually rediscovered immigrant spirituality, but only after cer-
tain forms of Christianity became illegal during the Protestant 
Reformation. 



2 

 

 Modern Geneva is a city whose primary industry is 
the furtherance of world peace, as home to international, non-
government organizations such as the Red Cross, the Interna-
tional Labor Organization, and the world Health Organization. 
John Calvin spent the last half of his life in Geneva, working 
in his capacity as leader of the Genevan Church, striving to 
create a good, just, and righteous society in the city on a hill. 
Calvin urged the Genevan city fathers to welcome religious 
exiles not just out of human kindness, but as a matter of reli-
gious duty. The experience of religious refugees in Geneva is 
instructive for modern Americans who seek to be informed by 
faith as they form opinions about contemporary immigration 
issues, because those who sought to limit Geneva’s welcome 
of religious exiles used many of the same arguments employed 
by those who seek to close America’s borders today. In both 
cases foreigners were and are distrusted for harboring secret 
allegiances and blamed for a struggling economy and rising 
crime rates. Then Geneva remembered the biblical mandate to 
care for and to welcome strangers ahead of concern for what 
everyone assumed was the well being of the city. In fact the 
refugees helped Geneva to become more cosmopolitan, edu-
cated, and prosperous—a phenomenon replicated in North 
America.  
 After the reformation, Protestant Christianity quickly 
became a group of migrant spiritual movements.  The work 
“pilgrim” was rarely used by Pilgrims to describe themselves 
(they called themselves “saints”). Is there really any qualita-
tive difference between an English Calvinist of the 17th centu-
ry and a Catholic or evangelical Mexican or Guatemalan im-
migrant of today?  Many Hispanics and pastors share a sense 
of divine purpose and belief that God has led them here to 
play an important role in the revival of the Christian faith in 
this country. For the late Pope John Paul II, immigrants are a 
“sacramental presence.” 
 It is the Church’s task not only to present constantly 
the Lord’s teaching of faith, but also to show its application to 
situations which the changing times continue to create. Today 
the illegal migrant comes before us like that “stranger” whom 
Jesus asks to be recognized. Might immigration from Latin 
America be as divinely inspired as the journey of spiritual 
purpose of the English pilgrims? 
 The themes of exile and of foreign sojourn are of 
paramount importance to African American spirituality. The 
story of the exodus is central. Sometime Moses is almost as 
important as Jesus, and whereas for the Pilgrims and other 
white Christians America was like the promised land, for Af-
rican Americans it was Egypt. There has always been a sense 
that since African Americans built America they should stay 
here. The focus has always been upon making America the 
promised land. An important difference exists between Euro-

pean-American Protestants’ views of immigration and African 
American Protestants. One tradition sees immigration as an act 
of faithfulness and the other remembers it as one of the great 
crimes in human history, an exile to be escaped in favor of a 
promised land. 
 Roman Catholics from Latin American now consti-
tute the largest religious demographic among immigrants. 
American Christianity is a migrant faith, formed of immi-
grants and by the stories of immigration. Some Americans 
believe that while immigration was unquestionably wise for 
their own parents or grandparents, it really ought to stop now 
in another form of NIMBY (not in my back yard) that prevails 
everywhere growth and people movement occurs. If I am able 
to recognize human suffering and the necessity of my own 
forefathers, but cannot recognize the same when I hear the 
stories of those who escape political oppression or economic 
depravity in Mexico and Central America, then my Christian 
faith has failed me. I have not learned from my history; I have 
not remembered my own story. 
 Regardless of the biblical mandate to be subject to 
“governing authorities,” and to “honor the emperor,” Chris-
tians have a strong tradition of finding it necessary sometimes 
to resist immoral laws. During the Reformation, Protestant 
Christians broke the law in various parts of Europe by choos-
ing not to be Catholic. Christians engaged in illegal activity 
when they harbored runaway slaves in North America in the 
19th century, and when they hid Jews from Nazis in Europe 
during the Second World War. By helping El Salvadoran ref-
ugees, I helped my country uphold its better traditions, even if 
it had to happen outside of the law. 
 The Bible calls believers to exercise economic com-
passion more often than it calls us to engage in any other mor-
al or ethical behavior and does not suggest that only aliens 
who are refugees and victims of war should be welcomed and 
shown justice. The Bible also makes specific provision for the 
care of those who immigrate because they are poor and seek-
ing a better life for themselves and their families. In the Old 
Testament, aliens were classified, along with widows and or-
phans, as people to be helped. (Leviticus 23:22, Deut. 24: 19-
22) 
 Lincoln, Grant, and Lee (not always in agreement) 
shared the sentiment that the Mexican-American War (1846-8) 
was the most unjust war ever waged by a stronger against a 
weaker nation. It might be argued that immigrants from Mexi-
co who enter territory taken from their homeland in a morally 
reprehensible war have a legitimate right to sojourn in the 
American southwest. The world is full of ethically dubious 
international demarcations. To suggest that any nation’s bor-
ders are the result of divine cartography is to ascribe to God 
what often is the result of violence and aggression. To say that 
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Christians should respond to the immigrations crisis by sup-
porting the enforcement of increasingly strict national antiim-
migration laws, even if the enforcement of such laws causes 
human suffering, is to say that international borders are more 
deserving of protection than are the humans who cross them. 
Such an approach renders to Caesar what belongs to God 
 People often hire undocumented immigrants because 
they don’t want to treat them well or pay them a decent wage. 
Evidence is mounting that the presence of undocumented im-
migrants provides a net financial benefit to those who reside in 
the US legally. An estimated ¾ of undocumented immigrants 
provide their employers with easily obtained false Social Se-
curity numbers, which generate billions of dollars of Social 
Security withholdings each year, money that will never be 
collected by the workers and which accounts for 10% of the 
annual Social Security surplus. Undocumented migrants are 
not a financial burden for taxpaying American citizens and 
legal residents; in fact they contribute economically to this 
country.  
 Justice is not the same as fairness. I’m not always 
sure what is fair, but it’s not hard to discern what is unjust. 
When we do what is just we render to God the things that are 
God’s, and when we submit to unjust human laws we render 
to Caesar that which is divine.  
 Immigration legal cases have all of the excitement, 
all of the drama of criminal law, except the people involved 
aren’t criminals—just immigrants. For the first century Amer-
ica’s immigration policy was unconditional welcome. The 
Page Act in 1875 excluded Asians and began restrictive immi-
gration laws. The anger of sedentary populations against mi-
grants is rooted in fear. Throughout our history, the demonized 
immigrant groups have changed (from Irish, to Chinese, to 
Japanese, to Italians), but the fear has remained constant. Most 
of the refugees who ended up in the US during the 1980s were 
from El Salvador and Guatemala and undocumented because 
the US was fighting proxy wars there and found it inconven-
ient to acknowledge the humanitarian crisis caused by its vio-
lent foreign policies. To help preserve the lives of those who 
might be deported, faith communities in the US began offering 
sanctuary for those in greatest danger. Eventually more than 
500 churches and religious communities participated in the 
eighties-era sanctuary movement. You can’t, as a minister or 
priest, tell your congregation what to think on a political ques-
tion, but how we treat our neighbor is not political. The border 
with Mexico has the greatest contrast of economies in the 
world. We are the largest, richest superpower sharing a 1500 
mile border with a third-world country. We’ve grown used to 
having Mexico supply cheap labor. We don’t have that kind of 
relationship with other countries. 

 Judge Brack’s nonimmigration decisions are typical 
of a Bush W appointee. Yet his faith and his experience adju-
dicating immigration law have led him away from a tradition-
ally conservative perspective view of immigration issues. 
Enormous injustice exists when the best people lack convic-
tion and the worst are filled with passionate intensity. The 
militarized border enables people to practice prejudice and 
racism under the guise of law. The Mexican drug traffickers 
have a better reputation for mercy than the US Border Patrol. 
Leaving water in the desert for migrants is legal in Mexico, 
but not the US. Water and migration have a lot in common. It 
is nearly impossible to stop water as it flows downhill and 
people with economic need, warfare, or family ties from cross-
ing borders. 
 Walls are expensive, ladders are cheap. In 1996 the 
border was marked by two strands of barbed wire and was 
easy to cross. Now migrants must go out into the desert where 
it’s infinitely more dangerous. Drug traffickers help migrants 
cross the border if they carry heavy backpacks of marijuana, 
cocaine, or crystal meth. People used to cross into the US sea-
sonably to do needed agricultural labor. But with the wall and 
enforcement, they became undocumented immigrants who 
now pay for their families to come north and get involved in 
the mess along the border. 
 Changes are needed in American immigration policy. 
The US must provide visas for seasonal work, particularly for 
those working in the agricultural sector. Families should be 
kept together. Children brought across the border by their par-
ent should be treated differently from adults who immigrated 
alone, even after those children are adults. “Tear down this 
wall,” to quote President Reagan at another wall.  The only 
people who benefit from the wall are politicians whose con-
stituents like easy answers to complex issues. The movement 
of goods and services across the border should be controlled, 
but the best way to control the flow of people is with econom-
ic development south of the border and with enforcement 
north of the border targeting businesses that hire undocument-
ed persons rather than the migrants themselves. When discus-
sions around immigration are educated, thoughtful, and sepa-
rated from fear, prejudice, and xenophobia, consensus usually 
emerges. 
 
 [The Good Samaritan was an immigrant to Judea 
who was kind to a local citizen victimized by an assault. The 
Bible is in many ways a book about immigration. God invari-
ably takes the side of the immigrant over and against the local, 
more established populations. With an appeal to “homeland 
security,” the Egyptians enslave the descendants of Abraham. 
Christianity was largely illegal for the first 300 years after the 
life of Christ. Christianity became illegal during the Protestant 
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Reformation. Those who sought to limit Geneva’s welcome of 
religious exiles used many of the same arguments employed 
by those who seek to close America’s borders today. Some 
Americans believe that while immigration was unquestionably 
wise for their own parents or grandparents, it really ought to 
stop now in another form of NIMBY. The Bible makes specif-
ic provision for the care of those who immigrate because they 
are poor and seeking a better life for themselves and their fam-
ilies. In the Old Testament, aliens were classified, along with 
widows and orphans, as people to be helped.  Are international 
borders are more deserving of protection than are the humans 
who cross them? Justice is not the same as fairness. I’m not 
always sure what is fair, but it’s not hard to discern what is 
unjust. When discussions around immigration are educated, 
thoughtful, and separated from fear, prejudice, and xenopho-
bia, consensus usually emerges.] 


