According to the Book of Ecclesiastes, there is “a time to be silent and a time to speak; a time to live and a time to die” (cf Eccl 3:1-8).  It is time for me to speak, because others (who cannot speak for themselves) are facing a time to die.

I read with extreme interest and attention all that is going on around the area of immigration reform.  I am appalled that some in our national legislature want to make me a criminal for offering aid and assistance to people – yes PEOPLE (not illegal’s – people cannot be illegal) – who are undocumented residents of our nation.  It is unfortunate that most who demand immediate deportation do not understand the plight of those who have sought refuge and solace in our great country.

As the US Bishops stated in the pastoral letter Strangers No Longer: Together on the Journey of Hope, the Church recognizes the right of the nation to control and protect its borders: “Therefore, we accept the legitimate role of the U.S.…government in intercepting undocumented migrants who attempt to travel through or cross into [the country].  We do not accept, however, some of the policies and tactics that our government has employed to meet this…responsibility” (no. 78).  Many who oppose immigration and immigration reform inaccurately criticize the Church in an attempt to discredit the Church’s voice.  

Many say, “Those illegal [undocumented] immigrants broke the law; thus they should not be rewarded by allowing them to stay.”  Many use this argument, “they broke the law,” as a way of combating any proposal to provide legal status to undocumented immigrants.  They also say that the US should not “reward lawbreakers.”  The intent is to stop discussion of why these persons are outside the law, what consequences or harm come to the US because of this circumstance, and whether the law they broke is just or even in the best interest of the United States and should be changed.  Many also imply that undocumented immigrants, being outside the law, are all criminals.

First, why are they here?  What harm or consequence is there to the US as a result of their presence?  Migrants and their families, largely, enter the US to survive and to find employment.  Their intent is NOT to harm the US, but simply to work and, by doing so, they help our country and the economy.  So, because they come here to work and they help our nation by doing so, we must ask whether current immigration law, which forces them to hide in the shadows and offers them no protections, is just in the first place.  While undocumented immigrants are indeed outside the law, and thus “break” the law, the unjust, outdated and inadequate law also breaks them!  Our nation must address this unjust situation.

Undocumented persons are not criminals – they have not broken a criminal law.  They have only violated civil law, as we all do when we violate a traffic ordinance.  The US Supreme Court has held that “a deportation proceeding is a purely civil action to determine the eligibility to remain in this country…The purpose of deportation is not to punish past transgressions, but to put an end to a continuing violation of immigration laws.”
  

Immigrants do not come here just to take welfare.  They come to this country to escape certain death and to find work and to reunite with family members.  Have you ever considered the situations that undocumented immigrants must be fleeing to come, illegally, into the United States?  The conditions and situation must be pretty desperate to risk everything, to pay a “human smuggler” $1000’s of dollars to attempt crossing the border illegally.  Their plight is extremely desperate.  Illegal immigrants come into this nation because they see what our immigrant ancestors saw: hope, a future and a better life.  They don’t come just to “take advantage” of our welfare system, but to live!  In fact, immigrant workers make up a larger share of the US labor force (12.4%) than they do the US 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 - $30 billion more than the amount of government services they use.

In June of 2005, Linda Chavez-Thompson, AFL-CIO Executive Vice-President, made a statement at an Immigrant Worker Rights Press Briefing: “Immigrants in this country are coming under attack…the wave of anti-immigrant sentiment has grown to tidal size and right now immigrant workers in this country need immediate and aggressive action by all of us in their defense.  We cannot shy away from the cruel fact that immigrants are systematically denied their most basic rights both as workers and as human beings.”

The clear and undisputable fact is that we need a strong and clear immigration policy.  However, that policy must serve our country’s security and prosperity while, at the same time, being based on the moral values on which all our lives must ultimately rest.  We can never forget the Gospel call of Jesus to “welcome the stranger” for in the face of this stranger is the face of Jesus Christ.  God gives and sustains our lives – how can we fail to do the same for others, who come here seeking life rather than death?
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