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A Catholic Voice on Immigration Reform 

 The good news is that the nation may finally be ready to address our broken 

immigration policies. Republicans, smarting from their electoral defeat, see that they 

must find a way to reach out to the Hispanic vote. But there will be crucial differences 

between the political parties on issues of immigration  reform.  Republicans tend to favor 

piecemeal reform; Democrats more comprehensive reform. Something can be said for 

each approach. Comprehensive reform can address the many festering issues in our 

broken and immoral current immigration policy. But piecemeal reform may be the best 

we can get at the moment, even if it can still be seriously lacking in addressing many 

salient issues in our broken and immoral present immigration policies. 

 Some Republicans ( e.g. Senator Rubio of Florida) want to address the issue by 

allowing a permanent residency status to people who, then, would never be allowed to 

become citizens. We should call this approach by its rightful name: gastarbeiders who 

remain permanent second-class residents, a kind of new form of Jim Crow!  A path 

toward citizenship for the undocumented is not the same as amnesty. It can include fines, 
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evidence of English proficiency and a history of paying taxes. As Archbishop Thomas 

Wenski of Miami noted in an op-ed piece he wrote for The Miami Herald  January 16, 

2013: “ If the administration and congress are serious about fixing our broken 

immigration policy, they should fix it correctly and not create new problems. A path to 

citizenship for the undocumented should be the centerpiece of any immigration reform 

effort this year.” 

In saying our present immigration system is broken, let me count the ways. (1) 

We have recently learned of the exorbitant costs of our present immigration policy, more 

than what we pay for the FBI, Homeland Security, Tobacco and Firearms Regulation 

combined. (2) The present system allows terrible human rights abuses. 25% of all those 

detained non-documented immigrants are simply summarily deported, without any due 

process of resort to a lawyer or appearance before a judge. Families are kept almost 

permanently apart. It can take over eight years to gain a visa for a child or spouse to enter 

this country. It is estimated that 70% of women who cross the borders are abused 

sexually by smugglers. 40% of children born of immigrants in this country ( and, 

therefore, citizens) have at least one parent who is undocumented. One judge in Missouri, 

David Dalley, allowed a couple to adopt a child left alone because his non-documented 

mother was in detention, without even informing the mother! 

The border fences and patrols have also increased the number of deaths each year 

because migrants must now pass through deserts and inhospitable terrain. There is at least 

one such death every 24 hours. For that reason The Inter-American Court of Human 

Rights in 2003 ( and Amnesty International U.S.A.)  protested our immigration policies 

as involving an abuse of human rights, by maximizing rather than minimizing deaths, re-
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routing migrants to the most dangerous terrains. Moreover, this has led to an aggressive 

move into human smuggling by Mexican drug cartels. (3) The ceilings on any one 

country’s immigration are unrealistic. Mexico is allowed the same number of visas as 

Botswana and Nepal.  (4) Even many members of law enforcement have protested the 

Arizona law on immigrants as entailing racial profiling; a dismantling of trust by 

community members in local law enforcement; a diversion of resources. (5) The non-

documented actually pay more taxes than any cost of services they use ( cf. 

Congressional Budget office, Council of Economic Advisors 2007) 

  (6) Some of the rhetoric used in our political discourse denigrates the human 

dignity of the undocumented. Representative Steve King of Iowa once said that we 

electrify wire to kill livestock all the time, why not do the same to the undocumented? 

Representative Virgil Peck of Kansas opined that we shoot migrating feral hogs all the 

time. Why not do the same to the migrating undocumented?  One should not 

underestimate  this one-sided rhetoric which reduces migrants to a pure economic 

function or casts them as threats to national security or cultural adhesion. This helps to 

stamp out their common humanity and dignity.  

 (7) Too often we neglect to see our own complicity in undocumented migrants ( 

and not just in employers who seek their low wage labor). In many ways the NAFTA free 

trade treaty with Mexico and Canada was not a fair deal for Mexico.  One sixth of 

Mexican farmers have lost their livelihoods since NAFTA. Their corn crop can not 

compete against highly subsidized U.S. agribusiness. In a sense, we too are complicit in 

international globalization and trade policies which force migration for survival. Note, 

too, that the problem of undocumented migrants abounds also in Europe, Australia, 
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Korea and Taiwan. As John Paul II once put it: if we want to deal with migration issues, 

we also need to address underdevelopment in poor countries. 

 Catholic Social Teaching has a very different kind of rhetoric about immigration. 

It speaks of a right to migrate due to just causes such as poverty, injustice, religious 

intolerance, armed conflict. Pius XII spoke of this right to migrate in Exul Familia where 

he also said that a nation’s sovereignty over its own borders was not an absolute right. 

Pacem in Terris , issued fifty years ago by John XXIII , also enunciated a right to migrate 

as a fundamental human right “ when there are just reasons for it”.  Catholic rhetoric on 

the issue then adds to our current abominable rhetoric of seeing migrants  as foreboding 

aliens, terrorists or economic threats but rather as persons with dignity and rights. It also 

roots our own rhetoric on the issue to a language redolent of the biblical injunctions to 

provide hospitality to strangers and those most in need ( Exodus 23:9; Leviticus 19: 33-

35; Deuteronomy 14: 28-29). Hospitality, Justice, Human Dignity and Rights will be 

foremost in the Catholic rhetoric on the issue of immigration reform. 

 I want to recommend two important Catholic resources for understanding 

immigration reform. The first is a joint 2003 letter by the U.S. and Mexican bishops, 

Strangers No Longer: Together on the Journey of Hope. The letter points to lights and 

shadows of migration patterns in both countries ( Mexico also does not always respect the 

full dignity of migrants from Central America who pass through its country). A second 

good source is a recent book by   Kristin Heyer, Kingship Across Borders: A Christian 

Ethic of Immigration ( Georgetown University Press, 2012). Heyer is especially 

illuminating in dealing with interviews with migrant women recounting sexual abuse in 

their process of coming to this country ( both by the Mexican coyotes and by prison 
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guards in detainee centers, often run by private corporations such as The Correction 

Corporation of America.) Such privatized detention businesses—it should be noted-- 

have interests in not regulating our immigration policy. 

 I want to end with, again, some remarks of  Archbishop Thomas Wenski when he 

was still  bishop of Orlando, Florida: “ The so-called illegals are so not because they wish 

to defy the law but because the law does not provide them with any channels to regularize 

their status in our country which needs their labor. They are not breaking the law, the law 

in breaking them”. A Catholic voice on immigration reform has many key resources to 

address the issue. But for it to be heard, it has to become an urgent voice, not just from 

our bishops ( who at present seem more pre-occupied with other issues such as same-sex 

marriage) but from us as informed Catholics who have heard and accepted Matthew 25. 


