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A CHRISTIAN RESPONSE TO IMMIGRATION 

THROUGH A HISPANIC PERSPECTIVE

Americans have become accustomed to the reference of immigrants as unwanted guest who burden social service programs and feed off the hard earned wealth of more industrious citizens.  Latin American Immigrants are portrayed as uninvited foreigners who flee the self-inflicted problems of their own countries and unjustly tax our economy through illegal, unfair employment.  Most Americans remain ignorant of the US’s role in the violent formation of Latin American governments and economies.  It seems many want to forget the history of US manipulation and exploitation of perceived backyard territories considered American economic playgrounds.  Long forgotten is the invitation and importation of Latin American people who offered cheap labor solutions for US companies seeking to maximize profits on the backs of the less fortunate.  In order to understand the reasons for Latin American immigration we must remember the history of US involvement in Latin American countries and its colonial experimentations, sheer militaristic aggression, and role in influencing governmental rebellion.  

It is the history of US manipulation and influence in Latin America that ensures a steady stream of people fleeing the effects of a globalized economy created for the sole intention of maintaining a constant flow of wealth from underdeveloped economies to the economies of more developed countries.  
The aggression exhibited by the US during the Mexican-American war set the stage for future relations between the victor and the defeated.  Mexico’s territory was cut in half by this war and it lost an incalculable wealth in resources.  

The land was acquired with no regards for the people who already inhabited the incorporated areas.  This American economic greed continues to exemplify itself in the Maquiladoras and the US quest for cheap labor.    

US involvement in Cuban and Dominican political strife gives evidence of how control has been maintained over Latin American governments and economies which are molded to suit the financial interests of American companies and investors.  These examples of past and present control over Latin American political developments work to ensure that America maintains the benefits of a modern system of economic mercantilism, which impoverishes the inhabitants of these countries, forcing its citizens to follow the exodus of wealth from their countries to the U.S. mainland.

We can no longer remain naïve in believing that American fear regarding the growing Hispanic population is a product solely of the need for economic security at home.  Racism continues to play a significant role in the American response to Latin American immigration and any attempt to reform US policy regarding those who follow the economic exportation of their countries wealth.  Ultimately, any attempt to secure our southern border must be mitigated by the fact that we are living in a globalized economy and in order to ensure our continued economic success, the US needs to recognize its prosperity is related to economic security in Latin America.      
 

An ethical position informed by scripture is by its very nature a precarious endeavor due to the foundational ascriptions to faith.  Being certain of what we do not see and sure of what we hope for, calls for some very imaginative political promises.  The reality of problems associated with immigration call for a biased look at the consequences and benefits that immigrants bring to our society.  A truly biased informed position is one that does not subscribe to fear, racism, and prejudices.  If we are to hold true to scripture and faith, the social location context in which scripture exist must also be addressed.  An interesting point of discussion is if the biblical stranger/alien has the same meaning as the undocumented immigrant of today?  If the meanings are comparative, then it is my opinion that scripture overwhelmingly advocates mercy and acceptance of today’s undocumented immigrant.  If the meanings are not comparative then what do we say as a church is our ethical position on immigration?  


I find it very difficult to adhere to ethical stances which fuel restrictionist mentalities in regards to the plight of the undocumented immigrant.  Although I am American it is hard for me not to identify with the immigrant community, because I feel that American culture continues to deem me as immigrant.  From my biblical perspective as a member of a marginalized group, scripture is very clear in its mandates to show mercy towards the strangers among us.  


The teachings of Jesus are sometimes difficult to understand especially when they seem to sometimes conflict.  In Matthew we see Jesus admonishing the Pharisees to give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and give to God what belongs to God, even though the collection of taxes is obviously corrupt and unjust.  What does this mean for the poor and needy that must pay tax instead of feeding themselves and their families?  What happens when the power and rule of this world are unjust?  Paul also instructs people to submit to the authority over them because their authority is given by God.  Why would God give authority to those who oppress and abuse their power for their own gain and vanity?  These instructions seem to conflict with other teachings to subvert the power dynamics among social classes and ignore those rules that bring division between humanity where God sees no division.


It is my understanding that Jesus’ instructions were meant to cause subversion from the bottom up and not from the top down.  Although Jesus never led a revolt against the Roman Empire, he did threaten their rule by stirring up a desire for a new kingdom among the lower class people.  He preached a Kingdom that answered to a higher authority.  Although the Kingdom is to come, we are called to live out that Kingdom in the here and now.  


As a Christian struggling with ethical dilemmas, I believe it is important not to rely on a personal canon that advocates your particular point of view.  It is very important to let all of scripture inform your position, including the controversial scripture that seems to oppose your point of view.  We can not simply follow the law because it is law.  The law must serve a purpose, and that purpose must be for the greater good, not personal security.  Our faith should inform our nationalism, our nationalism should not inform our faith.  

Current estimates depict the Hispanic population at around 40 million.  One out of every four Texans and Californians is Hispanic.  In 2001 Hispanics surpassed African-Americans as the largest ethnic minority in the United States.  Although approximately 80 percent of Latin@s are U.S. citizens, 2.7 million Latin@s are believed to be here undocumented.  Even if we had another wetback roundup of the 1950’s the United States is still going to have to deal with the growing Hispanic population and the changing racial demographics in the neighborhoods in which our churches exist.  An interesting fact that I discovered in my studies in Latin@ theology is that there were more Mexicans lynched in Texas than African-American Lynchings in the American South during the Civil War era. This exemplifies the Hispanic experience of being ignored, unacknowledged and treated as other.  American History is usually read through innocent readings which accentuate the good and perceived heroics of American characters and ignores the painful realities of racist attitudes towards those considered other.  Mexican/American War.  One of the most difficult questions in US immigration policy is what to do about illegal immigration.

The desire to be among others who exhibit similar characteristics seems to be an intrinsic human desire which culminates in the exclusion of others.  Historically humanity has drawn many lines which testify to this need to identify some as “us” and some as “them.”  Some have even used Religious ideas, such as Manifest Destiny, to promulgate and justify the oppression and subjugation of those considered others.  Although many continue to use scripture to exclude and draw distinctions between humanity, hospitality and acceptance of the stranger are virtues that are well documented in the Bible.  Somehow it seems that this fact has failed to inform the current immigration debate.  


The current immigration debate is not an inconsequential dispute free from social ramifications.  Both inclusionist and retrictionist have valid points and concerns regarding the contributions and burden that immigrants have historically placed on American society.  We live in a different world than that of the early immigrant who sought the opportunities that an ever expanding American western frontier offered.  It seems difficult to argue a restrictionist point of view without exhibiting some sort of racism or prejudice, but I believe it is impossible to argue that immigrants do not tax the American culture with some form of strain to its financial and cultural security.  Although this threat and strain is often accentuated by proponents of stricter rules regard immigration, the positive contributions of immigrants are frequently overlooked.


Although scripture relates a God who has mercy on the “alien,” it also denotes a God who ordered the ethnic cleansing of the Promised Land in order to avoid the influence of a divergent people.  Can scripture be used to justify hospitality and acceptance of the “alien?”  Does mercy supersede adherence to the rule of law?  The ministry of Jesus Christ exhibited the intent to redefine or further inform the original meaning of the law.  The church continues to struggle with emulating Jesus’ teachings to cross cultural barriers and break with the norms associated with hospitality.  The church also continues to struggle with his declaration that he “did not come to do away with the law but to fulfill it.”  


How we interpret the Bible is intricately dependant on our own experience and social location.  Those in power always seem to overlook passages that point to mercy.  Those in more precarious social situations tend to look to passages that offer mercy and hope.  If scripture is read through the lens of an immigrant experience there is no doubt that faith calls us to welcome the stranger.  If we are to hold immigrants accountable to the laws governing our border we must hold ourselves accountable to humanitarian laws and the ethical dilemmas that our economic ventures in Latin America have caused.


A Christian perspective on immigration must be influenced by the scriptures that it holds to be sacred.  A Christian Perspective should not be shaped by the politics that define who we and they are.  Christians are to exemplify a readiness to welcome the sojourner as neighbor remembering imaginatively our own past history as sojourners and remembering gratefully our present dependence on the generosity and mercy of God.

Matthew 14:13-21


13) Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a deserted place by himself. But when the crowds heard it, they followed him on foot from the towns. 14) When he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them and cured their sick. 15) When it was evening, the disciples came to him and said, ‘This is a deserted place, and the hour is now late; send the crowds away so that they may go into the villages and buy food for themselves.’ 16) Jesus said to them, ‘They need not go away; you give them something to eat.’ 17) They replied, ‘We have nothing here but five loaves and two fish.’ 18) And he said, ‘Bring them here to me.’ 19) Then he ordered the crowds to sit down on the grass. Taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven, and blessed and broke the loaves, and gave them to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to the crowds. 20) And all ate and were filled; and they took up what was left over of the broken pieces, twelve baskets full. 21) And those who ate were about five thousand men, besides women and children.

The disciples were a funny group of people. They walked with Jesus, but they argued amongst themselves who was the greatest of them. They made ignorant request to sit at the right hand of Jesus on the day of his glory. They asked Jesus to send the Canaanite Woman away because they were embarrassed at the pleas of a woman on a public street. They told a blind man to be quiet and stand aside because their Lord was coming through on his way to his crucifixion. The disciples walked with Jesus, but failed the mission of their master on so many occasions. 
The Passover meal is at hand and the disciples want to have their meal in peace with their Lord. After following Jesus all day long, they’re tired and this large group of poor, needy, afflicted, diseased, people will not leave. The people come in masses from far away places. They cross borders, rivers, and seas in the hopes of a better life. They ask Jesus to send this group of needy people away to fend for themselves. Let them go back to their towns on their side of the border. We do not even know if they are all Jewish. How can we eat with them? We only have five loaves and two fishes, our general fund is limited. Their numbers are growing but they must be able to sustain themselves because what we have belongs to us.

Jesus had something to teach the Disciples of Christ on this day. He tells them, you feed them and serve the mission of Jesus Christ. He took what the Disciples had, looked up to heaven, and broke it. With his blessing he gave their bread back to them and ordered them to serve it. The disciples served the very people they wanted Jesus to send away back to their towns across the rivers, seas, and borders.

The mission of Jesus Christ is very often contrary to the mission of the disciples, but they learned that by having mercy and giving, all can eat and be filled. Thank you my Lord for your mercy, love, and sacrifice. 

Blessings in Christ,
Joel M. Saucedo
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