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Kids on Our Border 

 Auxiliary  Bishop Robert McElroy of San Francisco has asked priests of the 

diocese to preach to the topic of the kids ( underage, many only around 10-12 years of 

age) at our borders.  More than 50,000 such underage children, often unaccompanied or 

sometimes accompanied by their mothers, have come to the United States border areas in 

Texas, Arizona and California since last October. Angry members of congress, calling for 

more stringent border controls, have suggested that these refugees simply be deported 

back home. There have also been riotous crowds at the border crossings in Arizona and 
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California protesting any busing of these children to detention centers in the United 

States. 

 Earlier in July, Pope Francis addressed the issue. In a letter to a Vatican 

Conference on migration and human development in Mexico City, Francis said: 

“ Many people forced to emigrate suffer and often die tragically. Many of their rights are 

violated. They are obliged to separate from their families and, unfortunately, continue to 

be the subject of racist and xenophobic attitudes.”. He asked that children at the border be 

welcomed and protected but that also development of their home countries be addressed. 

The Cardinal of Chicago and bishops in Dallas and Fort Worth have offered Catholic 

facilities of their dioceses to accept these children. 

 Bishop Eusebio Elizondo, auxiliary bishop of Seattle and the chair of the United 

States Bishops’ Conference’s Committee on Migration, had this to say:” These children 

are extremely vulnerable to human traffickers and unscrupulous smugglers and must be 

protected. Over the long term, the increasing violence from gang organized crime in their 

home countries must be addressed and controlled so they can be secure in their homes.” 

Elizondo did admit that “ This is a very complicated problem but its roots must be 

addressed both by our government and governments in the region.” 

 Critics of welcoming  the children claim that such a welcome would only 

intensify the number of illegal immigrants ( and as children more vulnerable ones who 

will need extra care) coming to our border. Supporters point out that these children are 

not just immigrants but refugees, fleeing violence in their home country and trying to 

avoid rape, violence against them and other crimes. 
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 In the 1980’s and 1990’s, thousands of gang members were deported back to 

Central America from Los Angeles and other American cities. Many of them took new 

root in Central America, abetted by the drug-trafficking routes from Central America. 

This drug trafficking, of course, feeds the drug habits of mainly American drug users! 

The gangs even kept their old Los Angeles gang names: the 18th Street gang and MS-13. 

These two gangs have more than 85,000 members. In their home countries prisons for the 

gang members became universities of crime and extortion. The homicide rate doubled in 

Honduras from 2006-2011 ( Honduras now has the second highest homicide rate after 

Syria). In the first half of 2014, more than 500 Hondurans younger than 18 died in gang 

violence. 

 The main reason for a continuing attraction to gang life, experts note, is the lack 

of alternative legitimate avenues to success for poor young men. Nearly one-third of the 

people of Honduras are between 15 and 24 years old. Many of these youth do not attend 

school, lack jobs and job skills and come from scattered or dysfunctional families. Those 

who try to leave gangs get threatened. Many young boys get recruited by gangs. 

Mistakenly, they think that this will offer them a form of protection.  Jose Guadalupe 

Ruelas, a director of a youth rehabilitation program,  notes: “ First, these young boys act 

as lookouts, then they are assigned small crimes, and then they are forced to extort 

victims  or be killed. They are very vulnerable and they can’t get out.” 

 Ruelas also says that “ in the past when we asked deported children what their 

motive was for fleeing, they would say being poor or wanting to be with their families. 

Now the great majority say it is because of violence.” The largest number of 

unaccompanied  minors coming to the United States border come from the area of San 
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Pedro Sula, a city on the Northern coast of Honduras that is one of the most gang-infested 

cities in  Central America. So, critics of deporting the refugee minors note: “ It makes no 

sense for us to send back kids to the most violent city in the hemisphere.. They may end 

up being sent back to face abuse, rape and horrible persecution from gangs.” 

 Indeed, Ban Ki Moon, Secretary General of the United States, in a message to a 

Conference about Unaccompanied Child Migrants being held this month in Tegucigalpa, 

Honduras noted that “ Unaccompanied minors, including those under seven years of age, 

are making this dangerous journey, often relying on unscrupulous human smuggling 

networks that expose them to harm, exploitation and abuse”. He called on countries in 

Central America and the United States to treat the issue with compassion. Moon cited a 

2013 U.N. declaration, signed by 193 nations, which urged “ the need to promote and 

protect effectively the human rights and fundamental freedoms of all migrants, regardless 

of their migration status, especially those of women and children.”. But Moon also saw 

that behind this migration lie issues of poverty, inequality, insecurity, criminal gangs 

thriving in contexts of weak institutions with a poor rule of law and impunity in Central 

American countries. Merely granting refugee status to these child migrants does not 

address, in itself, those root causes. Do we have the courage and wherewithal as a nation 

to help Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador to address these issues? 

 Maybe, what is needed is a program similar to Father Greg Boyle’s Homeboy 

program which works with gang members in Los Angeles to provide them jobs and new 

job skills. Surely, Jesuits will fall back on their own Jesuit Refugee Corps work around 

the world providing education to youth refugees who, otherwise, lack it 
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In the gospel for the Sunday when we are preaching to this topic, we get 

Matthew’s version of Jesus walking on the water and inviting Peter to follow him. Peter 

begins to doubt and starts to sink.  Jesus says to Peter: “ O you of little faith, why did you 

fear and doubt?”  As religious people, we will bring to this complicated issue of kids at 

our border the compassion of Jesus and his desire that we not sink. We will not allow our 

response to come only from fear.. We will remember that in the Hebrew Scriptures God 

acted as the protector especially of widows, orphans and refugees in the land, those who 

lacked other sources of protection and support. We will also recall those words of Jesus 

in Matthew 25 when he lists those who will be rewarded at the last judgment and says: 

“ I was a stranger and you welcomed me”. 


