2025 READING LIST

 “Borders of Hope”, by Andrea Moreno-Diaz [Andrea was a 2023 Encuentro participant].

https://www.maryknollmagazine.org/2023/12/borders-of-hope/

https://misionerosmaryknoll.org/2023/12/fronteras-de-esperanza/

 “52 Days on the Road“,  Nell Salzman [Nell was a former volunteer at Casa de Refugiado, El Paso]
https://www.chicagotribune.com/immigration/ct-venezuelan-migrants-texas-denver-chicago-20230806-3qc5bnexxzav5ba2mbzz42uoxm-htmlstory.html

 “The Long, Ugly History of Barb-Wire at the US-Mexico Border” by David Romo [El Paso Professor & Historian]
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/the-long-ugly-history-of-barbed-wire-at-the-us-mexico-border/ar-AA1leWxu

 Jesuit Universities Human Action Network (JUHAN)  Jhttps://www.jrsusa.org/story/trip-to-the-us-mexico-border-inspires-action-on-jesuit-campuses/esuits 

Maryknoll Magazine - https://www.maryknollmagazine.org/2024/06/partners-in-mission-return-to-the-border/




PASTORAL LETTER by Bishop Mark Seitz, El Paso
Bishop Seitz's remarkable pastoral letter | National Catholic Reporter (ncronline.org) 
Zeki Saritoprak, Professor at John Carroll University
The Qur’anic Perspective on Immigrants: Prophet Muhammad’s Migration and Its Implications in Our Modern Society | The Journal of Scriptural Reasoning (virginia.edu)

109th World Day of Migrants & Refugees, Pope Francis Message  [attached]

“The Wall Falls”, NY Times article November 2023  (attached)


VIDEO LIST
YouTube:  Journey through the Darien Gap: Mexican authorities overwhelmed by surge [Al Jazeera]
YouTube:  VOX “Missing Chapters” 

Documentary Film (25min)
Running to Stand Still- Study of migrants/volunteers in Ciudad Juarez / El Paso. Oct 2024
https://www.runningtostandstillfilmseries.com/    



BOOKS:
David Dorado Romo – “Borderlands and The American Mexican Story”; “Ringside Seat to a Revolution: An Underground Cultural History of El Paso and Juarez 1893-1923”
Sarah Towle – “Crossing The Line”
Patricia Hills Collins “Social Location”
Gloria Anzaldua  “La Frontera”
Michael Omi & Howard Winant “Racial Formation in U.S.”
11/14/23, 10:32 PM 
Border Wall Falls Leave Migrants With Devastating — and Costly — Injuries – 
The New York Times https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/14/us/border-wall-migrant-injuries.html?auth=login-google1tap&login=google1tap https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/14/us/border-wall-migrant-injuries.html 
Hundreds of migrants have ended up needing extensive treatment in U.S. hospitals after trying to scale barriers along the southern border. By Miriam Jordan Miriam Jordan, who covers immigration, reported this story along the border in Texas and California. 
Nov. 14, 2023 Ambulances rush them daily to hospitals in El Paso, San Diego and Tucson, Ariz., writhing in pain — bones poking out of arms and legs; skulls cracked; spines shattered. The men and women arrive on stretchers flanked by an agent in the telltale green uniform of the U.S. Border Patrol. “One look, and I know it’s another wall fall,” said Brian Elmore, an emergency medicine physician at Texas Tech University Health Sciences Center in El Paso. The patients are all migrants who have crashed to the ground while trying to climb over the wall that separates Mexico and the United States for long stretches of the border. 
In a quest to stop unauthorized immigration, the U.S. government has in recent years extended the length and height of the fortifications, and a new stretch has been authorized by the Biden administration. But many migrants have been undaunted by the barriers, and for hundreds of them, the result has been debilitating injuries that require multiple surgeries, according to physicians working in U.S. hospitals near the border. President Donald J. Trump, who made “the wall” central to his immigration agenda, ordered construction in California of a double-layered, 30-foot-tall steel bollard barrier to replace more than 400 miles of fencing that ranged from eight feet to 17 feet in height. 
Since the project was completed in 2019, the number of wall-fall patients admitted to the trauma center at U.C. San Diego Health trauma center has increased sevenfold, to 311 in 2022. This year, that number is expected to surpass 350, according to the hospital, which said the number of deaths from falls has gone from zero between 2016 and 2019 to 23 since then. A comprehensive accounting of wall-related injuries and deaths does not exist, but physicians along the border have been stepping up efforts to track and study fall-related injuries and deaths. They say that the increase in recent years is significant even given the increase in border apprehensions, and that the influx of severely injured patients is straining U.S. hospitals along the border. Caring for the patients can impose a sizable financial burden because the migrants typically lack insurance yet often require multiple complex surgeries and extended inpatient care. “The problem is getting worse and worse,” said Dr. Jay Doucet, chief of the trauma unit at U.C. San Diego Health, which is about 15 miles from the Tijuana-San Ysidro border crossing, “and the hospital system is taking a big hit.” The cost of caring for migrants at San Diego’s two trauma centers — U.C. San Diego Health and Scripps Mercy Hospital — has increased from $11 million between 2016 and 2019 to $72 million from 2020 to June 2022, the latest number available. 
The current network of barriers dates to the 1990s, begun under President Bill Clinton, and every administration since has erected barriers, with President Trump making “the wall” central to his immigration agenda. President Biden, who defeated Mr. Trump in 2020, had derided Mr. Trump’s intense focus on the wall. Nevertheless, Mr. Biden recently authorized an expansion of barriers in South Texas, saying his administration could not block the use of millions of dollars appropriated by Congress in 2019 for wall construction. But Mr. Biden has also been under pressure to take a harder line on unlawful immigration, which has stretched government resources and fueled criticism of the president ahead of the 2024 election. Mr. Trump, the front-runner for the Republican presidential nomination, and aides who worked with him when he was in the White House have been mapping out a plan to revive many of his administration’s anti-immigration efforts and in some cases to take even more aggressive approaches. Agents made more than 2.4 million apprehensions in the fiscal year that ended Sept. 30, a record, at a time when more people than ever around the globe were fleeing their homelands for a confluence of reasons, such as political upheaval, economic duress and extreme weather. 
Asked to comment on wall falls and their effect on border hospitals, U.S. Customs and Border Protection said in a statement: “CBP’s message for anyone who is thinking of entering the United States illegally along the Southern border is simple: Don’t do it. When migrants cross the border illegally, they put their lives in peril.” Adam Hosein, an associate professor of philosophy at Northeastern University who studies the ethics of border policy, said that migrants who had crossed deserts and jungles to flee depravation were acting under “extreme duress” by the time they reached the doorstep of the United States. “These are people willing to risk everything to get here,” said Mr. Hosein, author of a book about the ethics of migration. “The wall is having little or no effect while causing extreme harm, for which the United States bears responsibility.” 
RosmarieCepeda, 40, arrived in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, in early May after a months long journey from Venezuela. She said she tried using the U.S. government’s mobile app to make an appointment to enter El Paso through an official port of entry. But demand for the slots is intense and she wasn’t able to secure one, so she decided to take her chances. “I had no choice but to climb the wall,” she said. “I have three children in Venezuela to support.” On her way down in the darkness, Ms. Cepeda plummeted to the ground, shattering her lower left leg and foot. She was taken to a hospital in El Paso and underwent multiple surgeries to realign and fix her bones. She was in a wheelchair for months. 
Alexander Tenorio, a neurosurgeon at U.C. San Diego, has operated on migrants with scalp lacerations that tore through to the skull. Others suffered brain damage that permanently impaired their ability to talk, walk and care for themselves. Many needed intubation for breathing, had to undergo multiple surgeries and remained for months in the hospital. Last year, U.C. San Diego had to convert a postpartum unit into a ward for the border-wall casualties. Treating gravely injured migrants has affected care for the local population. For instance, the wait time for spinal procedures has increased to nearly two weeks from three days. “This is at our center alone, and we only see severe trauma,” said Dr. Tenorio, who testified before Congress in July and has co-authored three papers on traumatic neurological injuries associated with the raised height of the wall. “It’s an untold, heartbreaking story of unnecessary human suffering,” he said. Smugglers often affix makeshift ladders to the wall on the Mexican side, which they hold in place as migrants climb to the top. It is on the descent, clinging only to the slats on the other side, often at night, that migrants sometimes slip or let go too soon, and plunge from dangerous heights onto U.S. soil. Along the El Paso sector, a 260-mile span of the border where barriers range in height from 18 feet to 30 feet, lower-extremity fractures are the most common, and they often result in several broken bones that require more than one surgery. “In the general population you see these injuries after car or motorcycle accidents, but nothing like with the frequency you see here,” said Rajiv Rajani, chair of orthopedic surgery and rehabilitation at Texas Tech University Health Sciences Center El Paso and co-author of a recent study about border falls. Because most migrants do not receive follow-up care, such as physical therapy or X-rays, which is vital to achieve full recovery, he said, the injuries are often “life altering.” 
Erwin Gomez, 26, another Venezuelan migrant, crushed his left forearm when he lost his grip sliding down the wall near El Paso last spring. Border Patrol agents transported him to Texas Tech Health, where he underwent two surgeries. Plates and screws were inserted in his forearm to stabilize the bones and allow them to heal; the skin was stapled together. Five months later, from Dallas, Mr. Gomez said that he had removed the staples on his own and had not been able to get prescribed physical therapy. “I can’t work because I can’t lift anything heavy,” said Mr. Gomez, who was a sergeant in the Venezuelan army. “But without a job, I can’t afford any treatment.” 
Sheelagh McNeill contributed research. Miriam Jordan reports from the grassroots perspective on immigrants and their impact on the demographics, society and economy of the United States. Before joining The Times, she covered immigration at The Wall Street Journal and was a correspondent in Brazil, India, Hong Kong and Israel. 

MESSAGE OF HIS HOLINESS POPE FRANCIS
FOR THE 109th WORLD DAY OF MIGRANTS AND REFUGEES 2023
(24 September 2023)

Free to choose whether to migrate or to stay
 
Dear brothers and sisters!

The migratory flows of our times are the expression of a complex and varied phenomenon that, to be properly understood, requires a careful analysis of every aspect of its different stages, from departure to arrival, including the possibility of return. As a contribution to this effort, I have chosen to devote the Message for the 109th World Day of Migrants and Refugees to the freedom that should always mark the decision to leave one’s native land.
“Free to leave, free to stay” was the title of an initiative of solidarity promoted several years ago by the Italian Episcopal Conference as a concrete response to the challenges posed by contemporary migration movements.  From attentive listening to the Particular Churches, I have come to see that ensuring that that freedom is a widely shared pastoral concern.

“An angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said: ‘Get up, take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him” (Mt 2:13). The flight of the Holy Family into Egypt was not the result of a free decision, nor were many of the migrations that marked the history of the people of Israel. The decision to migrate should always be free, yet in many cases, even in our day, it is not. Conflicts, natural disasters, or more simply the impossibility of living a dignified and prosperous life in one’s native land is forcing millions of persons to leave. Already in 2003, Saint John Paul II stated that “as regards migrants and refugees, building conditions of peace means in practice being seriously committed to safeguarding first of all the right not to emigrate, that is, the right to live in peace and dignity in one's own country” (Message for the 90th World Day of Migrants and Refugees, 3).

“They took their livestock and the goods that they had acquired in the land of Canaan, and they came into Egypt, Jacob and all his offspring with him” (Gen 46:6). A grave famine forced Jacob and his entire family to seek refuge in Egypt, where his son Joseph ensured their survival. Persecutions, wars, atmospheric phenomena and dire poverty are among the most visible causes of forced migrations today. Migrants flee because of poverty, fear or desperation. Eliminating these causes and thus putting an end to forced migration calls for shared commitment on the part of all, in accordance with the responsibilities of each. This commitment begins with asking what we can do, but also what we need to stop doing. We need to make every effort to halt the arms race, economic colonialism, the plundering of other people’s resources and the devastation of our common home.

“All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need” (Acts 2:44-45). The ideal of the first Christian community seems so distant from today’s reality! To make migration a choice that is truly free, efforts must be made to ensure to everyone an equal share in the common good, respect for his or her fundamental rights, and access to an integral human development. Only in this way will we be able to offer to each person the possibility of a dignified and fulfilling life, whether individually or within families. Clearly, the principal responsibility falls to the countries of origin and their leaders, who are called to practice a good politics – one that is transparent, honest, farsighted and at the service of all, especially those most vulnerable. At the same time, they must be empowered to do this, without finding themselves robbed of their natural and human resources and without outside interference aimed at serving the interests of a few. Where circumstances make possible a decision either to migrate or to stay, there is a need to ensure that the decision be well informed and carefully considered, in order to avoid great numbers of men, women and children falling victim to perilous illusions or unscrupulous traffickers.

“In this year of jubilee you shall return, every one of you, to your property” (Lev 25:13). For the people of Israel, the celebration of the jubilee year represented an act of collective justice: “everyone was allowed to return to their original situation, with the cancellation of all debts, restoration of the land, and an opportunity once more to enjoy the freedom proper to the members of the People of God” (Catechesis, 10 February 2016). As we approach the Holy Year of 2025, we do well to remember this aspect of the jubilee celebrations. Joint efforts are needed by individual countries and the international community to ensure that all enjoy the right not to be forced to emigrate, in other words, the chance to live in peace and with dignity in one's own country. This right has yet to be codified, but it is one of fundamental importance, and its protection must be seen as a shared responsibility on the part of all States with respect to a common good that transcends national borders. Indeed, since the world’s resources are not unlimited, the development of the economically poorer countries depends on the capacity for sharing that we can manage to generate among all countries. Until this right is guaranteed – and here we are speaking of a long process – many people will still have to emigrate in order to seek a better life.

“For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me” (Mt 25:35-36). These words are a constant admonition to see in the migrant not simply a brother or sister in difficulty, but Christ himself, who knocks at our door. Consequently, even as we work to ensure that in every case migration is the fruit of a free decision, we are called to show maximum respect for the dignity of each migrant; this entails accompanying and managing waves of migration as best we can, constructing bridges and not walls, expanding channels for a safe and regular migration. In whatever place we decide to build our future, in the country of our birth or elsewhere, the important thing is that there always be a community ready to welcome, protect, promote and integrate everyone, without distinctions and without excluding anyone.

The synodal path that we have undertaken as a Church leads us to see in those who are most vulnerable – among whom are many migrants and refugees – special companions on our way, to be loved and cared for as brothers and sisters. Only by walking together will we be able to go far and reach the common goal of our journey.
Rome, Saint John Lateran, 11 May 2023
 
FRANCIS
 
PRAYER
God, Father Almighty,
grant us the grace to work tirelessly
for justice, solidarity and peace,
so that all your children may enjoy
the freedom to choose whether to migrate or to stay.
Grant us the courage to denounce
all the horrors of our world,
and to combat every injustice
that mars the beauty of your children
and the harmony of our common home.
Sustain us by the power of your Spirit,
so that we can reflect your tender love
to every migrant whom you place in our path,
and to spread in hearts and in every situation
the culture of encounter and of care.
*****
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Bishop Seitz: Look at the border through the 
eyes of migrants


Mark J. Seitz
April 15, 2024


​This essay is a Cover Story selection, a weekly feature highlighting the top picks from the editors of America Media.


There are figures in life to whom it is given to stand “betwixt and between.” They are neither here nor there but are


able to stand astride multiple realities—be they cultures, nationalities or historical periods—whether by force of


personality, birth at a particular juncture in time or a unique personal vocation.


These pivotal figures often have the ability to see multiple sides of an issue and thus can transcend the blinders that


can constrain our imaginations to possibilities yet unrealized. With their vision, they propel us forward culturally,


historically and even religiously. In the Jesuit tradition, St. Ignatius Loyola is certainly one of them, and Pope


Francis another.


One of these transitional figures I would like to briefly consider here is the Dominican priest and bishop Bartolomé


de las Casas. Born in Seville, Spain, at the very end of the 15th century, he arrived in the New World as a young


man to participate in the economic and imperial project that was the Spanish conquista. From that moment


onward, his entire life would be caught up in the moral and ethical dilemmas of the Spanish conquest. Young


though he was when he arrived on the island of Hispaniola, he would have been a slave owner and would have


participated in expeditions against the Indigenous Caribbean populations.


But he soon returned to Europe to study theology and was ordained a priest at the young age of 22. Las Casas soon


returned to the New World after ordination, where he displayed personal development and an evolution of


conscience. As a secular priest, he was de facto a chaplain of the Crown and therefore deeply implicated in the


colonial project. As an agent of the established power, he witnessed up close the exploitation of the land, the


forced labor, the forced religious conversions and even the mass killings that accompanied the colonization. He



https://cleanmediaadserver.com/c/?ALU=489520240119T1208385101325BF78635C49319060BBAED5CC4745&AULU=27443820201005T2239440404BC10BB327E94D608EC267880A2A9EDE&ccvid=7024375044&pvid=1

https://cleanmediaadserver.com/c/?ALU=489520240119T1208385101325BF78635C49319060BBAED5CC4745&AULU=27443820201005T2239440404BC10BB327E94D608EC267880A2A9EDE&ccvid=7024375044&pvid=1
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also saw firsthand the factions in the clergy, which in some sense facilitated these atrocities. This eventually drove


him to join the Dominican order, many of whose members at that time stood for moral clarity and coherence and


resisted the prevailing order.


One decisive moment for las Casas came during the preparation of a homily for the feast of Pentecost. Preparing a


sermon on the Book of Sirach, he came across these words: “Ill-gotten goods offered in sacrifice are tainted.


Presents from the lawless do not win God’s favor.” (Sir 34:21-22).


This Scripture further cauterized his maturing conscience and propelled forward his advocacy on behalf of the


Indigenous people.


Not long after, in response to his strenuous advocacy, the imperial government granted las Casas the title Protector


of the Indians, a title he embraced to distance himself from the status quo, document the empire’s human rights


abuses, advance a critique and counternarrative in service of the dignity of Indigenous populations (including in


the famous Valladolid debates on the rights and treatment of Indigenous people), and build alternative structures


more consistent with the Gospel and human dignity. He had to contend with his own vested interests as well as


with enemies within the church. He was eventually named bishop of Chiapas, a vast diocese that encompassed a


wide swath of territory in what is today southern Mexico and Guatemala.


Las Casas and Human Rights


The life of las Casas is significant for many reasons, one being that his advocacy marks an inflection point in the


development of the human rights tradition in the Western imagination. Very often, human rights are presented as


entirely a creature of the Enlightenment; this partial narrative leaves out an important Christian contribution to its


development. More important, this one-sided presentation erases the Indigenous historical dimension of the


Western conception of human rights.


Here, it is important to be careful. On the one hand, we need to avoid simplification, overlooking the painful


history of the conquest and reducing Indigenous history to its functional relation to the development of Western


thought. We also need to recognize las Casas’ own implication in the colonial system. However, it must be noted


that las Casas’ ministry matured within a journey toward greater moral integrity, in the light of the Word of God.


And an essential step in that spiritual journey was that he allowed himself to be converted by the evident humanity


of the Indigenous people he encountered—by their cosmovision and universe of values, by their religious


reverence for life and the complexity of their social organization. It was shameful and immoral to deny their


dignity as human beings.


In the figure of las Casas, the one missioned to civilize and evangelize is himself civilized and evangelized. This


priest, in turn, becomes a pointed evangelist of human dignity to a Western culture blind to the moral weight of


genocide and unrestrained exploitation. He is a “betwixt and between” figure: one between empire and periphery,


Europe and the New World, established religion and Indigenous wisdom, oppressor and oppressed, Gospel and


history, privilege and poverty. Here, I would argue, is the real birth of modern human rights: in the crucible of


disarmed recognition of the dignity of the oppressed, penetrating self-critique, openness to radical revision in the


fiery light of the Gospel and penitence as a way of life.


The Latin American theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez, O.P. (who, curiously, also found late refuge with the


Domincans), wrote extensively on las Casas. In a 1992 essay, “Bartolomé de Las Casas: Defender of the Indians,” he


notes that las Casas anticipates Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s injunction to read history from below—that is, from the


perspective of the victims of history. For Father Gutiérrez, las Casas asks us to read history from the perspective of


“the other,” as if we were the other:
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We need, he said, to see our modern historical moment “from below.” Las Casas’ discussion with theologians


affirms this, and in my opinion it is a very central point in understanding Las Casas’ theology. He says if we were


Indians, our points of view would be very different. In his discussions with other theologians, Las Casas said, “If


you were an Indian, your theological opinions would be very different.”


There are connections here with the global reality of migration today.


Today’s reality


I am the bishop of a diocese on the southern border of the United States. When I consider the topic of migration, I


think of those who arrive at the border every day, coming from countries all around the world, looking for safety


and to be part of a community that can sustain them. Every day, because of this office entrusted to me by the


church, I find myself in a place “betwixt and between.”


This is what it means to live on the border: One lives enmeshed and implicated in the aspirations and hopes of the


poor knocking at our nation’s doorstep, the stark reality of death in the desert and in the waters of the Rio Grande,


the joys and anxieties of those who are able to obtain safe passage, the frustrations of those who cannot. One also


encounters the prosaic realities of border enforcement and border walls and broken immigration laws, the


posturing and compromises of politicians, the everyday heroism of ordinary people. One hears Spanish and


English; one encounters people Latino and Anglo, from Mexico and from the United States. One lives in a world of


quinceañeras and human trafficking, corridos and cowboy boots and Our Lady of Guadalupe. All of these collide at


the border, sometimes cacophonously, sometimes painfully, sometimes tragically and often beautifully.


Having served at the border now for more than a decade, one of the things that angers me most is how often


complexity and nuance at the border are flattened and manipulated. We can all see how the border is represented


by politicians, pundits and the media. One of the most troubling examples of this is when the border and migration


are spoken about in terms of “a crisis.”


There is no denying that the number of people coming to our border in recent years has been considerable. This


comes with political, social and logistical challenges. But there are those who abuse the language of crisis in order


to present migration at the border as fundamentally problematic, as something to fear and as a perilous threat. Let


me be clear, as someone who lives this reality every day: This is not just wilful mischaracterization but often part of


a deliberate, historical project of dehumanization at the border.


This reductionist approach is a manipulative, mediocre and fearful type of thinking that must be challenged. It


flattens the reality of border communities like El Paso, which for decades have done yeoman’s work to welcome


migrants every day, much of it done by the Catholic Church. It flattens the reality that border communities are


beautiful, safe, diverse, economically and culturally vibrant communities. It flattens the reality that binational


communities on the border are living, breathing organisms, interconnected in thousands of ways. It flattens the


reality that respect for the rights of asylum-seeking persons and vulnerable migrants are enshrined in our national


law and in international law for a reason. It flattens the reality that migrants contribute in ways uncountable to our


nation’s prosperity, vitality and resilience and cannot be scapegoated for our nation’s ills.


Yet this language of crisis is repeated over and over again and has become a staple of both political parties, even by


those wishing to effect a certain pragmatism. This is a fundamental pastoral challenge for our church—to unbind


our social imaginations and see the shared humanity of the other before me.


I think that this is where las Casas’ wisdom can help us. Were he alive today, he would suggest to native-born


Americans that if you were a migrant crossing the border this very day, your opinions about migrants and the


border would undoubtedly be very different.
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I have shared the story before of an experience I had crossing the border in 2019 following major restrictions on


asylum-seeking persons, known as the “Remain in Mexico” policy. This policy stripped asylum seekers of the right


to enter the United States and returned many of them to places like Ciudad Juárez, a city that sits just across the


river from El Paso, Tex.


One day following the policy’s implementation, I walked with a family from Honduras over the international bridge


as they prophetically challenged this policy, just by their presence, by merely petitioning for mercy and refuge. I


was there only in solidarity. It was tense; there were scores of observers from the international media, and there


were border enforcement officers perturbed by this disruptive challenge to the new policy. I was at a loss as to how


the situation would resolve itself. I must confess, I was fearful of the consequences this action might have for me.


Would things turn violent? Would I be arrested? As I began to walk across the bridge, the family’s 9-year-old girl


grasped my hand. Celia was her name. We smiled at one another, and I said to her in Spanish, “¡Vamos a marchar,


como en un desfile!” ‘Let’s march, like in a parade!’


Looking back now, I can say I did not lead Celia across the bridge. Rather, she led me. She led me not just across a


bridge but more deeply along a journey of moral coherence and conversion. This was an evangelizing experience—


not for her, but for me. A young refugee, dehumanized by a policy decision, led me, an ordained minister, down


the path of moral integrity and conversion. Suddenly, I saw the world quite differently through her eyes. If we were


migrants, indeed our opinions would be very different.


A spiritual gaze


One can approach the issue of migration from multiple angles, of course. There are the principles of Catholic social


doctrine. There is the failure of nation states and the global community to meet the needs of historically high


numbers of displaced persons. There is the historical weight of racism embedded in the structures of immigration


enforcement at our southern border. There is the polarization and gridlock that precludes efforts to overhaul our


national immigration system. And there are the growing numbers of climate-displaced persons; there are wars and


land grabbing and violence against women and poverty and inequality and lack of opportunity and human rights


violations driving migration. We all see the religious, cultural and ethnic tensions in certain parts of the world


provoked by the movement of persons, the shockingly high number of children and women trafficked as sexual


and economic slaves, and the push and pull factors of economic inequality.


No one in the contemporary world has been more prophetic on the question of migration than Pope Francis. But


the starting point for Pope Francis is unmistakably and indisputably spiritual. We have simply rendered ourselves


unaccountable for our brother. “The Lord asked Cain, ‘Where is your brother Abel?’ He answered, ‘I do not know.’”


(Gn 4:9). At the root of our inability to address global migration is a fundamental misrecognition. It is not


primarily a question of how many migrants we should let in or how many visas we should give out. Rather, it is a


question of the borders we have internalized, the spiritual borders that prevent us from recognizing our shared


humanity with people who migrate.


Do we know the immigrant nurses who kept our country healthy and ministered to our dying relatives during the


pandemic? Do we know the farmworkers and meat processing plant workers and poultry packers and drivers and


store clerks who keep us fed? The teachers who educate our kids? The Uber drivers who ferry us around? The


contract workers who prepare food in our kitchens and who keep the facilities clean? The care workers looking


after our parents and grandparents right now? The undocumented veterans in our armed services?


We have forgotten that despite all the fits and starts, despite the history and legacy of injustice and exploitation,


migration is an indispensable part of our American narrative, not something to fear. Yes, it has always been


aspirational and asymptotic, but undoubtedly a thread woven deeply into our common history, key to our national


prosperity in the deepest sense of that word and essential to our future.
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If, then, the problem is spiritual, the solution must be as well. The remedy, Pope Francis proposes, is the recovery


of a spiritual gaze. We are desperately in need of contemplatives and mystics, people with penetrating vision who


can see the sin at the root of the systems—political, social and economic—that we have erected which displace and


uproot persons and then brutally police them and push them into the shadows. So too do we need contemplatives


and mystics, people willing to suffer with those who suffer rather than disregard them or seek quick escapes.


The mystics


We need people “betwixt and between” who can serve as spiritual ambassadors of dialogue and encounter, who can


discern more durable and just solutions, ways to put love into practice. Pope Francis has repeated many times that


we are not just experiencing a period of epochal change, but that we are in the midst of a change in epoch, a rapid


transformation in our ways of life and how we relate to one another. Who will be ushers of this change, its Moses


and its Deborahs? Its prophets? This spiritual vision starts simply by asking this question: If we were migrants, if


we were hungry, if we were abused and exploited women, if we were politically persecuted, if we were trying to


reunite with family on the other side of the border—would not our opinions be very different indeed?


Las Casas’ insight is that Jesus’ self-identification with the poor teaches us that truth is not always seen most clearly


from an abstract distance. It is revealed with greatest clarity when we seek it through the eyes of the anawim, God’s


beloved poor.


This work is urgent because we need new solutions, including political solutions. In the last couple of months, both


political parties came to the brink of enacting a major legislative assault on our system of asylum and protection at


the border. This was a moment when political leaders spoke unreasonably and irresponsibly of “shutting down the


border,” as if one could, with the stroke of a pen, shut down a living organism. This was a moment when serious


political leaders considered suspending our obligations to the vulnerable just because they became politically


inconvenient.


These are not the political solutions we need, because they are notjust. We must not mistake an ill-suited


compromise between contending, politically motivated interests for a just solution. Less still can it be a system in


which the majority seeks to annihilate the minority in the quest for a winner-take-all political victory, which it


subsequently takes as license to impose a draconian and vengeful agenda.


In this sense, our pursuit of justice is connected with the recovery of a mysticism, a spiritual training in the act of


recognition—an honest search for structures which promote human solidarity, interrelatedness and the


flourishing of the family, and an understanding that the good of the earth and the fate of the poor are connected.


Grounded in a deep sense of mutual responsibility and accountability, it should uncover and do penance for our


constant human propensity to violence and look for common ground. It should make room for the unpredictable


and uncontrollable narrative and needs of the other, who is no longer seen as other but as my neighbor, my


brother, my sister.


The work of the church


In what way must the church be engaged? This is something I think about deeply not only as a border bishop but


also as chairman of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops’ Committee on Migration. Here, I think, we can turn


again to las Casas for inspiration. What defined las Casas’ work and ministry? I think there were three elements.


First, we can recognize his solidarity with the poor of his time, which was born of and engendered spiritual


conversion and capacious social imagination. We need to continually ask the question: What if we were refugees, if


we were undocumented? We need to ask if our institutions—our Catholic schools and universities, our service


agencies, our parishes and diocesan structures—are fully engaged in the lives of the poor and people affected by


the reality of forced migration. Are we in the streets? Are we taking risks? Or are we inward-looking? This is the


pastoral conversion Pope Francis is asking of our church.
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The second element, of course, is las Casas’ unrelenting and eloquent defense of the rights of the dispossessed. His


lifelong advocacy for the dignity of the poor, which extended into his 80s, can serve as an inspiration. It is


important that the entire Catholic community in the United States organize a robust, tenacious, unrelenting and


eloquent defense of the rights of those who migrate, in season and out. And in a church that is rediscovering the


practice of synodality, it can no longer just be the bishops, it can no longer just be migrants, it can no longer be just


the professional advocates and scholars—it needs to be all of us together.


The third element of las Casas’ life and work that I think it is important to highlight is his rich social creativity. He


did not limit his advocacy to rhetoric or letter writing. As bishop of Chiapas, he endeavored to open new social


spaces at a distance from the political and economic structures of the time—encomienda and slavery—where local


populations could engage in new, just social practices from the bottom up. Chiapas was a laboratory for these


counter-cultural efforts toward social justice, and in many ways, this experimentation continues both in the


church and society of southern Mexico in Indigenous communities up until today.


The creative rearranging of social space has happened in our country, too. Historically, the church in the United


States has been one of the main institutions welcoming and assisting migrants in integrating into this country. We


have much to be proud of. The Catholic Church in the United States is an immigrant church. In the 19th and 20th


centuries, in particular, when waves of Catholic migrants arrived to the country (largely from Europe but also from


Latin America), the U.S. church established an extensive network of institutions to assist migrants and aid them in


transitioning to mainstream American society—our parochial schools, our universities, our hospitals, our social


service agencies, efforts by pioneering religious women and men, our Catholic labor unions, our legal clinics.


It is true that much of this work was done to buffer Catholic immigrants against the prevailing ethnic and religious


discrimination of the time and was not necessarily aimed at social transformation. But in retrospect, these creative


spaces provided ferment for a more just and vibrant United States and were exercises in the creative reorganization


of social space that led to outcomes more consistent with human dignity. And their legacy lives on today in our


existing universities, hospitals and organizations like Catholic Charities, Catholic Legal Immigration Network,


Catholic Relief Services, the Catholic Campaign for Human Development and more.


But this is not just history. This creative reweaving of society from the bottom up, nourished in our Christian vision


of creating a space where everyone belongs, is happening even as we speak. You might not know it, because the


media and the politicians are fixated on the challenges and on the narrative of “the crisis.” But communities are not


waiting for politicians. This work is happening in organized acts of Christian hospitality at the border where


churches and local communities are welcoming the next generation of newcomers.


It is happening in places like Oak Park, outside of Chicago, where churches are coming together to find housing for


migrants and help them integrate. It is happening in New York City, where parishes are working to provide a


dignified welcome to migrants shipped around the country on buses by cynical politicians. It is happening in some


Catholic universities, which are considering how best to defend the Dreamers on their faculties and staff,


continuing to employ them even if their legal protections are abolished by judicial fiat. This is powerful work, a


reweaving from below, a real form of Christian resistance to the forces of indifference and exploitation and


atomization in our society today.


The situation in Texas


Let us consider an emerging situation at the border right now. As you may know, the attorney general of Texas has


made efforts to shutter a longstanding migrant hospitality center on the U.S.-Mexico border, Annunciation House.


This Catholic organization has a history of engaging in this work for more than 45 years and works very closely


with our parishes and parish migrant shelter centers in El Paso. Very early on in this legal battle, I issued a


strenuous defense of Annunciation House, not only because I know the work that the organization does very


intimately but also because of some more foundational reasons.
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The attack on Annunciation House represents an escalation in Texas’ efforts in recent years to militarize the border


and to enact legislation criminalizing migration and people who migrate. You have seen the Humvees and the


concertina wire and the National Guard soldiers on television. While these actions are transparently political, they


are serious. I must tell you that people are dying in El Paso because of these efforts, in the river and in the desert. I


have administered the last rites to them. And as I mentioned earlier, they are part of a broader brutal historical


project in Texas to criminalize and police people who migrate, people of color.


People of faith have a duty to resist these racist projects.


There are two additional reasons I would like to mention. The first is that Texas’ efforts constitute a direct attack on


a faith-based provider and an attack on the ability of people of faith to put into practice deeply held religious


convictions. This is not just a reflexive defense of our own institutions. We need to be prepared to more forcefully


engage on this front because this is not an isolated episode. But on a deeper level, conscience is the last bulwark


against dehumanization—and when it is threatened, it should alarm us all. And the church must respond.


Religion and people of faith have historically been the motor of change toward a more just and compassionate


society in the United States, and the muzzling of this voice in our political climate raises fundamental concerns.


The last reason I have felt a duty to speak out in defense of Annunciation House is because the state of Texas is now


attacking the Christian act of hospitality. I spoke earlier about Pope Francis and his spiritual point of departure. His


practical point of departure has been to engage directly with vulnerable people on the move, to go to the global hot


spots of migration—to borders, to the places where the rubber hits the road for those who migrate, the places


where international conventions and the rule of law are often suspended—but also to places of hospitality. The


Holy Father has a perceptive sense of the injustice of the global barriers we erect against people who migrate, the


injustice of the walls and detention centers. For this reason, he has leaned in with his personal visits and shows of


support to places of hospitality. For Pope Francis, acts of hospitality are not just acts of mercy but acts of reparative


justice. As he has said, in touching the flesh of the poor, we touch Jesus. This is where the people of God are called


to be today.


The field hospital


Our church is not, as Pope Francis famously said, a nongovernmental organization. It is a people redeemed by Jesus


Christ, the field hospital where we are taken from dysfunction and sin to freedom, from cynicism and hopelessness


to reconciliation and redemption. If there are any places where Pope Francis’ metaphor of the field hospital really


becomes enfleshed, it is in the migrant shelters that dot the U.S.-Mexico border and run through Latin American


and the Caribbean, as well as the shelters in the interior of our country.


Hospitality is about providing aid with no other motivation than compassion. It collapses the political distances


between us and creates co-presence, reweaving a fractured world; those who would categorize and patrol us based


on immigration status are really opposing this. This is the real reason that Christian hospitality finds itself in the


crosshairs of political debate and the reason religious leaders have an obligation to strenuously defend it.


You can see why the Holy Father’s message to decolonize our imaginations through the practice of a spiritual


mysticism and to touch Christ through the flesh of the poor and those who migrate resonates so much with a


border bishop. But I think these two proposals of Pope Francis can be deeply renewing for the broader church in the


United States and our advocacy for those affected by the reality of forced migration.


While we need to be engaged in the fight for immigration reform on the national level through federal advocacy,


that is not sufficient. We need to ensure that the church is actually engaged in the building up of the reign of God


by prophetically proclaiming and creatively enacting justice and mercy, allowing ourselves to be knit back together
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for the healing of the world. As the Rev. James Cone used to ask, ​​does the church have anything to say to the world


at this time?


Migration is a privileged space in which this salvific mystery is being acted out. If the church is not present in this


arena, the proclamation of the Gospel is truncated. And this should take place not only on the border but


throughout the country, in acts of hospitality, in organizing on a local level for more just policies, in opening up


spaces where the flesh of Christ can be touched in encounter with the poor. This can reset and reframe the church’s


advocacy, making it more credible and giving it more depth.


And we do need prophetic witnesses. We cannot work for a world we cannot imagine. We need mystics who can see


through to the other side to justice and who can walk with us to that place, and people, like las Casas, who can


fruitfully engage borders and the tensions of modern life. Our church needs people who can help us to rewrite the


next chapter of our national story so that it is inclusive, grounded in fraternity and justice, and cognizant of the


unique role that migration has played in enriching our country.
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