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Immigration Issues
study guide and resources

compiled for use in Rocky Mountain Synod congregations

This is a discussion guide for the ELCA Message on Immigration, adopted by the Church Council of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America in 1998. It seeks to understand the issue of immigration from a faith perspective.  It addresses our nation’s contemporary debate on immigration.  The Statement of Concern and Commitment on Immigrants and Refugees, “Who is My Neighbor” produced by Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service (LIRS) is an excellent primer and companion study guide:  www.lirs.org/InfoRes/PDFs/neighbor.pdf        
 

There are no easy answers, and differences exist among persons within our churches.  Yet, from our faith perspective, compassion compels us to see in this person who has entered this country without authorization not simply an “illegal alien” but a brother or sister made and loved by God (Who is My Neighbor, p. 8).

Even while we wrestle with complex and often painful issues, we know we also live out Christ’s will for us on the basis of his forgiveness and grace.  We trust in the guidance and strength of the Holy Spirit for our task. (Who is My Neighbor? p. 9).

A Message on Immigration is on the web:  www.elca.org/socialstatements/immigration/
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I.  Introduction and Drawing on our Experience

The introduction names our resistance in “fostering a hospitable environment for newcomers” and challenges us “to welcome newcomers more graciously.”  

In the Biblical tradition there is the expectation that God’s people will welcome strangers.  This expectation emerges from the hospitality God has shown to us.  

When an alien resides with you in your land, you shall not oppress

the alien.  The alien who resides with you shall be to you as the

citizen among you; you shall love the alien as yourself, for you

were aliens in the land of Egypt:  I am the LORD your God.

Leviticus 19:33-34 

Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you,
 for the glory of God. Romans 15:7

Ana Maria Pineda provides a framework for understanding hospitality in our Biblical tradition (“Hospitality,” in Practicing our Faith, edited by Dorothy Bass, pages 33-34).

The Hebrew Scriptures (called by many Christians the Old Testament) tell the story of the descendants of Abraham and Sarah, who answered God’s call to journey far from home in search of a promised land.  Later, after years of exile and slavery in Egypt, these descendants were a refugee people, wandering in a wilderness, and, later still they were forced into captivity again and sent off to a distant land.  As a result, their laws always required them to deal justly and compassionately with the strangers among them.  “You shall also love the stranger,” God instructs the people through Moses, “for you were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Deuteronomy 10:19).  Resident aliens must be judged and protected by the same laws that govern insiders, and strangers must be treated with the same respect one would wish for oneself.  Just as God protected the people of Israel when they were refugees, so God insists on proper care for other aliens now, judging harshly those who treat them ill.  God’s people will be a people whose just hospitality flows from gratitude for God’s past care and from their own painful memories of refugee life. 

Hospitality was also a crucial practice among the early Christians.  One New Testament word incorporates a profound truth: xenos the word that means “stranger” in Greek, also means “guest” and “host.”  This one word signals the essential mutuality that is at the heart of hospitality.  No one is strange except in relation to someone else; we make one another guests and hosts by how we treat one another.  There is a common English word that uses this same root:  xenophobia, fear of the stranger, which is often associated with extreme nationalism or intense “my group is better than your group” attitudes.  Turn this word around and make a little change, however, and you get the New Testament word for hospitality:  philoxenia, a love of the guest or stranger.  

Within a philoxenic circle of mutuality, unexpected transformations can occur.  This happens again and again when Jesus eats with others.  He arrives at a wedding as a guest, but when the wine runs out, he provides more and becomes the host (John 2:1-11).  Martha invites him to her house to be her guest and wears herself out with serving, but he teaches her that on this day it is better to sit and receive (Luke 10:38-42).  This circle of mutual hospitality can embrace and change the people who enter it.

Questions to Consider

What is the story of your own family history?  Why did your immigrant ancestors leave their land of origin?  What kind of welcome did they receive?  

Ask participants to give examples of how immigration and cultural diversity have changed your community and these United States.

How has the Biblical understanding of strangers, guests and hosts shaped your faith?  How has it informed your views with immigration?  What resonates with you?  What challenges you?

What is being threatened by immigration in our culture and society?

 “September 11 changed everything,” the saying goes.  Joan Chittister asks,  “Has the world changed?  Or have we?”

Discuss the difference in addressing immigration from the posture of faith and the place of fear. 
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II.  Strengthening Our Ministry with the Most Vulnerable 
     and Advocating for Fair and Generous Laws 

Read the following responses from LIRS, “Comprehensive Immigration Reform:  Common Arguments and Counter-Arguments.” Then, reflect on Archbishop Desmond Tutu’s observation that “Love is more demanding than the law.”  How do you see love and law working in these arguments?

Why does LIRS care about stopping the marginalization of immigrants and allowing them to come out of the shadows?

We care about immigrants as fellow children of God. We care about our community. We urge laws that support safe and orderly legal immigration and humane immigration policy, consistent with our values and with the common good. Many people die in our deserts trying to come to the US without legal papers. Many more who make it here are badly marginalized and exploited. We recognize that illegal immigration is bad for migrants and bad for the community. But we have to be realistic about the forces that drive illegal immigration. People come here through irregular channels because of the pull of supply and demand forces of economies, and because of the push of crushing poverty and persecution in their home countries.  Currently there is no legal way for many vulnerable people to come to the US. There are only 10,000 visas available for low-skilled workers each year. In addition, there are only 480,000 family based visas available. We believe that human beings should be able to provide for their families, live in dignity and be united with loved ones. We support changes in our immigration policies that would give people legal opportunities to realize these rights.

How do we justify giving visas to people who violated immigration law?

It is important to recognize that there are many people committing serious crimes as a result of irregular immigration. Unscrupulous employers exploit undocumented workers. Traffickers prey on vulnerable migrants and make huge profits off their desperation and lack of opportunity.  Yes, those who enter this country without legal papers are also breaking our laws.  But in contemplating punishment, it is important to think about proportionality and ensure that the punishment fits the infraction. Deportation, bars to reentry, separation of families and the removal of livelihoods seem like overly harsh punishments for people who came here simply because they wanted to be with family or needed to find work so they could provide for their loved ones.  In addition, we need to think about the economic and judicial implications of rounding up and deporting 11 million people. Even if we were able to locate and apprehend these people, the cost of detaining them, affording them judicial review and removing them from the country would be astronomical. Such a campaign would flood our courts and divert time and resources from the prosecution of individuals who committed far more severe crimes than illegal entry. In addition, all of the work they contribute to our communities will be lost.
What Lutherans Are Saying:  

Evangelical Lutherans Call for Fair and Just Immigration Reform

A Statement of Mark S. Hanson, Presiding Bishop, ELCA and 

Ralston H. Deffenbaugh, Jr. 

President, Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service http://www.elca.org/advocacy/immad0306-5.pdf
Bishop Bjornberg Responds on Immigration Issue

A commentary in the July 6 Denver Post by the Most Reverend Charles J. Chaput, Catholic archbishop of Denver, and the Most Reverend Bishop Michael J. Sheridan, Catholic bishop of Colorado Springs, states: "We need to resist proposals that emphasize enforcement at the expense of real reform. Punishing criminals is justice. That's a good thing. But turning poor people who seek a dignified existence for their families into criminals in order to punish them is not justice. It's both foolish and wrong. We fully support security policies that target real threats to our peace. But that should not require that we push further into the shadows some of the very workers who are strengthening and building our country." 

Bishop Allan Bjornberg's response follows:

We are grateful to Archbishop Charles J. Chaput and Bishop Michael J. Sheridan for their articulate call to higher ground in the immigration debate among Colorado legislators. 

Goodwill, as the Bishops suggest, can indeed help us all avoid enforcement at the expense of real reform. Moreover, we must resist the urge to caricature every immigrant as a projection of our fears, which will only draw us in to the maelstrom of inhumanity we project on others. Many, many immigrants come to this country seeking relief from a variety of dehumanizing realities, only a few of which legally qualify them for official asylum. The tendency to scapegoat is the darkest side of partisan politics, and risks the sacrifice of countless lives to self-serving interests.

Immigration, refugee, and asylum policies express who we are as a nation, influence the nation’s future character, and affect the lives of millions of people. Our debate must take into account the complexity of issues, the diversity of interests, and the relative justice of laws at the same time that it counters appeals rooted in hostility, racism, prejudice, indifference, and simplistic solutions.

We join the Bishops in their call to common sense and good policy. Let decency and the common good prevail, for all who have the inalienable human right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

Bishop Allan Bjornberg,
Rocky Mountain Synod
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America
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III.  Additional Resources
Sojourners, “Christians and Immigration” 
An online resource that can be downloaded and printed for $4.95.  Go to www.sojo.net/resources

Justice for Immigrants, A Journey of hope  

The Catholic Campaign for Immigration Reform

http://www.justiceforimmigrants.org/

The link to Myths --- Learn the Facts is especially helpful (reproduced below)
http://www.justiceforimmigrants.org/

Myths

IMMIGRANTS DON’T PAY TAXES

Immigrants pay taxes, in the form of income, property, sales, and taxes at the federal and state level. As far as income tax payments go, sources vary in their accounts, but a range of studies find that immigrants pay between $90 and $140 billion a year in federal, state, and local taxes. Undocumented immigrants pay income taxes as well, as evidenced by the Social Security Administration’s “suspense file” (taxes that cannot

be matched to workers’ names and social security numbers), which grew by $20 billion between 1990 and 1998. 

(Source: http://www.immigrationforum.org/about/articles/tax_study.htm )
IMMIGRANTS COME HERE TO TAKE WELFARE

Immigrants come to work and reunite with family members. Immigrant labor force participation is consistently higher than native-born, and immigrant workers make up a larger share of the U.S. labor force (12.4%) than they do the U.S. population (11.5%). Moreover, the ratio between immigrant use of public benefits and the amount of taxes they pay is consistently favorable to the U.S. In one estimate, immigrants earn about $240 billion a year, pay about $90 billion a year in taxes, and use about $5 billion in public benefits. In another cut of the data, immigrant tax payments total $20 to $30 billion more than the amount of government services they use. 

(Source: “Questioning Immigration Policy – Can We Afford to Open Our Arms?”,

Friends Committee on National Legislation Document #G-606-DOM, January 25,

1996. http:www.fas.org/pub/gen/fcnl/immigra.html]
IMMIGRANTS SEND ALL THEIR MONEY BACK TO THEIR HOME COUNTRIES

In addition to the consumer spending of immigrant households, immigrants and their businesses contribute $162 billion in tax revenue to U.S. federal, state, and local governments. While it is true that immigrants remit billions of dollars a year to their home countries, this is one of the most targeted and effective forms of direct foreign investment. (Source: http://www.cato.org/research/articles/griswold-020218.html.) 

IMMIGRANTS TAKE JOBS AND OPPORTUNITY AWAY FROM AMERICANS

The largest wave of immigration to the U.S. since the early 1900s coincided with our lowest national unemployment rate and fastest economic growth. Immigrant entrepreneurs create jobs for U.S. and foreign workers, and foreign-born students allow many U.S. graduate programs to keep their doors open. While there has been no comprehensive study done of immigrant-owned businesses, we have countless examples: in Silicon Valley, companies begun by Chinese and Indian immigrants generated more than $19.5 billion in sales and nearly 73,000 jobs in 2000.

(Source: Richard Vedder, Lowell Gallaway, and Stephen Moore, Immigration and

Unemployment: New Evidence, Alexis de Tocqueville Institution, Arlington, VA

(Mar. 1994), p. 13.

IMMIGRANTS ARE A DRAIN ON THE U.S. ECONOMY

During the 1990s, half of all new workers were foreign-born, filling gaps left by native-born workers in both the high- and low-skill ends of the spectrum. Immigrants fill jobs in key sectors, start their own businesses, and contribute to a thriving economy. The net benefit of immigration to the U.S. is nearly $10 billion annually. As Alan Greenspan points out, 70% of immigrants arrive in prime working age. That means we haven’t spent a penny on their education, yet they are transplanted into our workforce and will contribute $500 billion toward our social security system over the next 20 years.
(Source: Andrew Sum, Mykhaylo Trubskyy, Ishwar Khatiwada, et al., Immigrant Workers in the New England Labor Market: Implications for Workforce Development Policy, Center for Labor Market Studies, Northeastern University, Boston, Prepared for the New England Regional Office, the Employment and Training Administration, and the U.S. Department of Labor, Boston, Massachusetts, October 2002. http://www.nupr.neu.edu/1102/immigration.PDF#search=’center%20for%20labor%2 
0market%20studies%20at%20Northeastern%20University%20studies’)  

IMMIGRANTS DON’T WANT TO LEARN ENGLISH OR BECOME AMERICANS

Within ten years of arrival, more than 75% of immigrants speak English well; moreover, demand for English classes at the adult level far exceeds supply. Greater than 33% of immigrants are naturalized citizens; given increased immigration in the 1990s, this figure will rise as more legal permanent residents become eligible for naturalization in the coming years. The number of immigrants naturalizing spiked sharply after two events: enactment of immigration and welfare reform laws in 1996, and the terrorist attacks in 2001. 

(Source: American Immigration Lawyers Association, “Myths & Facts in the Immigration Debate”, 8/14/03.

http://www.aila.org/contentViewer.aspx?bc=17,142#section4 )

(Source: Simon Romero and Janet Elder, “Hispanics in the US Report Optimism” New

York Times, (Aug. 6, 2003).

TODAY’S IMMIGRANTS ARE DIFFERENT THAN THOSE OF 100 YEARS AGO

The percentage of the U.S. population that is foreign-born now stands at 11.5%; in the early 20th century it was approximately 15%. Similar to accusations about today’s immigrants, those of 100 years ago initially often settled in mono-ethnic neighborhoods, spoke their native languages, and built up newspapers and businesses that catered to their fellow émigrés. They also experienced the same types of discrimination that today’s immigrants face, and integrated within American culture at a similar rate. If we view history objectively, we remember that every new wave of immigrants has been met with suspicion and doubt and yet, ultimately, every past wave of immigrants has been vindicated and saluted. 

(Source: Census Data: http://www.census.gov/prod/2002pubs/c2kprof00-us.pdf,http://www.census.gov/prod/2002pubs/censr-4.pdf )  

MOST IMMIGRANTS CROSS THE BORDER ILLEGALLY

Around 75% of today’s immigrants have legal permanent (immigrant)

visas; of the 25% that are undocumented, 40% overstayed temporary

(non-immigrant) visas.

(Source: Department of Homeland Security

(http://uscis.gov/graphics/shared/statistics/index.htm)

WEAK U.S. BORDER ENFORCEMENT HAS LEAD TO HIGH UNDOCUMENTED IMMIGRATION

From 1986 to 1998, the Border Patrol’s budget increased six-fold and the number of agents stationed on our southwest border doubled to 8,500. The Border Patrol also toughened its enforcement strategy, heavily fortifying typical urban entry points and pushing migrants into dangerous desert areas, in hopes of deterring crossings. Instead, the undocumented immigrant population doubled in that timeframe, to 8 million—despite the legalization of nearly 3 million immigrants after the enactment of the Immigration Reform and Control Act in 1986. Insufficient legal avenues for immigrants to enter the U.S., compared with the number of jobs in need of workers, have significantly contributed to this current conundrum.

(Source: Immigration and Naturalization website:

http://www.ncjrs.org/ondcppubs/publications/enforce/border/ins_3.html) 

THE WAR ON TERRORISM CAN BE WON THROUGH IMMIGRATION RESTRICTIONS

No security expert since September 11th, 2001 has said that restrictive immigration measures would have prevented the terrorist attacks—instead, the key is effective use of good intelligence. Most of the 9/11 hijackers were here on legal visas. Since 9/11, the myriad of measures targeting immigrants in the name of national security have netted no terrorism prosecutions. In fact, several of these measures could have the opposite effect and actually make us less safe, as targeted communities of immigrants are afraid to come forward with information. 

(Source: Associated Press/Dow Jones Newswires, “US Senate Subcommittee Hears

Immigration Testimony”, Oct. 17, 2001.)

(Source: Cato Institute: “Don’t Blame Immigrants for Terrorism”, Daniel Griswold,

Assoc. Director of Cato Institute’s Center for Trade Policy Studies (see:

http://www.cato.org/dailys/10-23-01.html)
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