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This thesis is dedicated to the many Church of God of Prophecy pastors, leaders, and 

members who daily demonstrate the love of Jesus to family, friends, and “neighbors”—

both known and unknown. 

It is also dedicated to the multitude of immigrants who come to this country, believers 

and potential believers, many who made the difficult decision to leave family and friends 

due to unimaginable circumstances. May you be received with open arms into the 

COGOP community of faith. 
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“Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!” cries she 

With silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor, 

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, 

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!” 

—Emma Lazarus, The New Colossus  
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Abstract 

 
 

We live in a nation that has been marked by much disunity in recent years. One of 

the issues contributing to the dilemmas we face is what to do about immigration. Society 

is torn between polarized views coming from both sides of the political spectrum, which 

has affected the Christian community as well. Initial research showed that the Church of 

God of Prophecy issued a short but biblically sound resolution on this subject in 2008, 

but little, if anything, has been published since then. Our silence as a denomination leaves 

us looking like we are hiding our heads in the sand. This thesis seeks to address this issue 

by correcting some of the misinformation circulating in the media while answering the 

question, “Who is my neighbor, and what constitutes authentic expressions of Christlike 

love and hospitality when it comes to welcoming and ministering to ‘strangers and 

foreigners’ who live in our midst?” The methodology is based on Richard Osmer’s four 

tasks of practical theology and includes both a survey of church leaders and interviews 

with immigrants. The research draws from history, political and social sciences, and 

theology to guide the church in shaping an accurate view of the immigration crisis while 

developing a biblically sound response to the issue. The goal is to open the door for 

honest conversation on the issue, develop a plan of action for ministering to the 

“strangers” in our midst, and ensure that our ministerial praxis is marked by authentic 

love for all people. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 Recent events have highlighted a growing disunity among members of society in 

the United States. The media has had a heyday with issues centered on same-sex 

marriages, gender identity, racism, immigration, climate change, and other politically 

charged topics. Sadly, current culture has successfully promoted its agenda, creating a 

disharmony that has permeated much of today’s society, resulting in hatred and violence 

expressed in many forms across our country. The Christian community and individual 

church denominations have not been exempted from this spirit of dissention. On the 

surface, it appears we have a semblance of unity, especially when we come together as a 

faith community to worship and pray. We know God loves all humanity, and as believers, 

we are commanded to love one another (John 13:34) and to love our neighbors as we love 

ourselves (Matthew 22:39). However, a deeper conversation within the faith community 

reveals a wide array of attitudes and opinions along with a lack of tolerance for those who 

do not think like us or agree with us, whether fellow believers or not. In recent years, it 

has gotten to the point where Christians “demonize” one another based on opinions, 

preferences, political party affiliation, and political platforms. This is a far cry from 

loving one another.  

The above is a brief but accurate descriptor of the climate in which today’s 

Christian lives and operates. Discord in the body of Christ is not only a shame, but also 

damaging to the witness of the church. However, internal discord is just one aspect of the 

problem. Not only must we learn to love one another within the body, but we must also 

love the world to whom we are called to be a witness. The world is a messy place filled 
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with people who are “not like us.” Whether it is a sinful lifestyle choice, difference in the 

color of the skin, difference in ideologies, or difference in the language spoken, the 

Christian community must show love and solidarity in its mission and ministry to others. 

This includes loving and serving the “strangers and foreigners” who live among us.  

The Problem and Its Setting 

According to an article posted by the Migrant Policy Institute, an estimated 44.9 

million immigrants were living in the United States in 2019.1 Though this number is the 

highest recorded since census records have been kept, it represents a fraction of the U.S. 

population—13.7 percent. This percentage has fluctuated over the years with a record 

low of 4.7 percent in 1970 and the all-time high of 14.8 percent recorded all the way back 

in 1890.2 According to estimates in 2018, approximately 11.4 million of these immigrants 

are unauthorized.3 Unauthorized immigrants is a category that includes foreign-born non-

citizens who entered the country without the appropriate documents or have overextended 

the permissible stay of their visa; also included in this category are those who have been 

granted Temporary Protected Status (TPS), Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 

(DACA), and others who are awaiting court decisions on removal proceedings or approval 

of status adjustment to Lawful Permanent Resident (LPR).4 Whether “authorized” or not, 

 
1 Jeanne Batalova, Mary Hanna, and Christopher Levesque, “Frequently Requested Statistics on 

Immigrants and Immigration in the United States,” Migration Information Source, February 11, 2021, 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-

united-states-2020#immig-now-historical. 

 
2 Batalova, Hanna, and Levesque, “Frequently Requested Statistics.” 

 
3 Bryan Baker, “Estimates of the Unauthorized Immigrant Population Residing in the United 

States: January 2015 – January 2018,” U.S. Department of Homeland Security, January 2021, PDF 

retrieved from https://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics/population-estimates/unauthorized-resident 

(https://www.dhs.gov/ sites/default/files/publications/immigration-statistics/Pop_Estimate/ 

UnauthImmigrant/unauthorized_immigrant _population_estimates_2015_-_2018.pdf), 1. 

 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-united-states-2020#immig-now-historical
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-united-states-2020#immig-now-historical
https://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics/population-estimates/unauthorized-resident
https://www.dhs.gov/%20sites/default/files/publications/immigration-statistics/Pop_Estimate/%20UnauthImmigrant/unauthorized_immigrant%20_population_estimates_2015_-_2018.pdf
https://www.dhs.gov/%20sites/default/files/publications/immigration-statistics/Pop_Estimate/%20UnauthImmigrant/unauthorized_immigrant%20_population_estimates_2015_-_2018.pdf
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Americans tend to have strong attitudes regarding immigrants and the whole immigration 

issue: Why does this nation allow so many immigrants to enter when we have so many 

needs amongst ourselves? Who should be allowed into this country? How long should 

they stay? Should immigrants be allowed assistance through government-funded 

programs? Are immigration laws fair? Should the government be doing a better job 

protecting our borders? Should there be a quota on the number of immigrants allowed to 

enter? What should be done with the young people and adults who were brought here 

illegally as young children? The questions go on and on. It is evident that immigration 

presents numerous challenges for society with no easy solutions. While we do not have 

answers to all these questions, it is time to ask, “What can be done and how should the 

Christian community respond?” 

The immigration issue is one of many challenges creating friction among family, 

friends, and church congregations. Rev. Dr. Clay Stauffer, adjunct instructor of American 

studies at Vanderbilt University, is a minister of a diverse congregation and understands 

the dilemma of dealing with controversial issues. He writes,  

Persons of faith, including Christians of all denominations, have an important role 

to play in our nation’s civic life. What seems to be missing in today’s political 

discussions are core moral values, grounded by faith traditions, that made this 

nation great to begin with. These include treating each other with civility and 

respect; listening to the other side; telling the truth; loving our neighbor as 

ourselves; welcoming the tired, lonely and downtrodden; being faithful to our 

spouses; maintaining a sense of humility; taking the log out of our own eye; being 

reminded that we do not worship money and wealth but God alone; and recognizing 

that all people are created equal and deserve to be treated with respect.5 

 

 
4 Baker, “Estimates of Unauthorized Immigrant Population.” 

 
5 Clay Stauffer, “When Polarization Hits the Pews,” The Vanderbilt Project on Unity & American 

Democracy, Vanderbilt University, accessed July 17, 2021, 

https://www.vanderbilt.edu/unity/2021/02/22/when-polarization-hits-the-pews/. 

 

https://www.vanderbilt.edu/unity/2021/02/22/when-polarization-hits-the-pews/
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Stauffer’s statement resonates with what I see in my own church context. We all 

have opinions, but these opinions are often poorly informed by Scripture, our faith 

traditions, and spiritual heritage. As individuals and members of a faith community, we 

have a unique opportunity to impact the thinking of others and help bring peace to the 

chaos around us. To do so, we must separate ourselves from polarized political and social 

ideologies and purposefully educate ourselves on the current issues—immigration in this 

particular case—and allow our worldview to be shaped by solid faith traditions and 

Scripture. We can model civility and respect by providing opportunities and platforms for 

discussion without judgment and develop plans of action so that we become part of the 

solution rather than part of the problem. 

Research Question 

About fifteen years ago when I was teaching English as a Second Language 

(ESL) to adults, I asked various students why they had come to the United States. I will 

never forget Maria’s response.6 She told the story of having lived in El Salvador during 

the years of its civil war. She shared that it was common to walk by dead bodies almost 

daily—civilians who had been killed by El Salvador’s own military. One day, Maria 

looked out the window to see a soldier with a gun pointed at the head of her brother. She 

ran out of the house, risking her life to plead for his. Thankfully, he was spared. Soon 

after this event, Maria made the decision to flee her homeland for the United States. She 

came without documents. I do not remember details of how she made the trip, but that 

day I understood better why people make such a drastic decision. Unfortunately, for 

many people (Christians included), immigration has remained a faceless matter. We fail 

 
6 Name has been changed to protect the student’s identity. 
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to consider underlying issues such as civil war, social unrest, human injustices, and 

everyday dangers that drive people from their homes and all that is familiar to an 

uncertain future in an unfamiliar place with hopes of building a new and safer life for 

themselves and their families. Going through the proper legal channels is not always 

possible or feasible. Instead, many of us staunchly claim that countries have laws, and 

those laws are to be obeyed.  

This study seeks insight into the understanding, experience, and response of 

ministry leaders within the Church of God of Prophecy (COGOP)7 in the United States to 

the issue of immigration and perceived ministry responsibilities to immigrants. It does 

this by asking the following question: Who is my neighbor, and what constitutes 

authentic expressions of Christlike love and hospitality when it comes to welcoming and 

ministering to “strangers and foreigners” who live in our midst? Other questions related 

to this issue include the following: Where do we get the information that shapes our 

views on immigrants and immigration? What misinformation or misunderstandings, 

prejudices, preconceived notions, political ideologies, and theological beliefs prevent us 

as ministry leaders from showing authentic love in welcoming those who are different? 

What insight and education are needed to provide leaders with greater understanding of 

the complex nature of immigration and immigration law in order to serve immigrants 

with authentic love and genuine compassion? What is the church’s responsibility, if any, 

when it comes to immigrants and immigration issues?  

 
7 The setting for this study is the Church of God of Prophecy (COGOP) in the United States where 

the organization has approximately 1,700 churches with an estimated membership of 90,000. The COGOP 

family is a worldwide body of Pentecostal believers with approximately 1.5 million members in 135 

nations.  
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To answer these questions, the research has been guided by a practical theological 

frame-work. As Christians, we must recognize that what we believe and how we practice 

what we believe are of utmost importance. Howard Stone and James Duke write, “To say 

that theology is ‘faith seeking understanding’ is to say this: that as theologians we seek to 

understand what we believe about the Christian message of God, and how we as 

individuals and as a community are to live in light of that message.”8 This is practical 

theology. Ray Anderson, using more technical terms, relates it to the life of the church. 

He defines it as “a dynamic process of reflective, critical inquiry into the praxis of the 

church in the world and God’s purposes for humanity, carried out in the light of Christian 

Scripture and tradition, and in critical dialogue with other sources of knowledge.”9 

Anderson writes that the primary purpose of practical theology “is to ensure that the 

church’s public proclamations and praxis in the world faithfully reflect the nature and 

purpose of God’s continuing mission to the world” while authentically addressing “the 

contemporary context into which the church seeks to minister.”10 This study is a critical 

reflection on the prevailing attitudes and understanding of ministry leaders and laity when 

it comes to church “praxis” in welcoming and serving immigrants in the community. In 

the process, it looks briefly at the reliability of sources that inform and influence the 

shaping of these attitudes and ideas. The question is raised: Is the church living out a 

 
8 Howard W. Stone and James O. Duke, How to Think Theologically, 3rd ed. (Minneapolis, MN: 

Fortress Press, 2013), 10. 

 
9 Ray S. Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology: Empowering Ministry with Theological 

Praxis (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academics, 2001), 22. 

 
10 Anderson, Shape of Practical Theology, 22. 
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theology that reflects God’s love and purpose for all humanity when it comes to the issue 

of immigration?  

The aim of this study is to assist COGOP ministers and church leaders in the 

United States in developing a balanced view of immigration that is faithful to Scripture so 

that ministerial praxis is marked by authentic love for all people, regardless of where they 

are from. This study draws insight from history, the social sciences (elements from social 

conflict theory and nationalism), and biblical theology to analyze current views and 

practices of the church body when it comes to “welcoming strangers” so that we can 

honestly identify and adjust thinking and behaviors that perpetuate fear, oppression, and 

marginalization of immigrants and inhibit the demonstration of authentic love and 

hospitality. 

Authentic love is the love that God demonstrated in sending Jesus to pay the 

penalty for our sins. Authentic love is exemplified in the life that Jesus lived and his 

willingness to die for us. Eldin Villafañe refers to the work of Lewis Smedes when he 

defines the nature of God’s agape love. Quoting Smedes, he says, “Jesus’ love for us is 

God’s norm for our loving: ‘This is my commandment, that you love one another as I 

have loved you’ (John 15:12).”11 Smedes writes, “Rather than listing rules for the loving 

life, he [Jesus] made his own life the authoritative model for our loving.”12 Jesus’ life of 

love is demonstrated in four developmental statements: 

1. Love moved Jesus to help people. 

2. Love moved Jesus to help all people. 

3. Love moved Jesus to help all people for their sake. 

 
11 Lewis B. Smedes, Mere Morality (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 

1983), 48, quoted in Eldin Villafañe, The Liberating Spirit: Toward an Hispanic American Pentecostal 

Social Ethic (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1993), 212. 

 
12 Smedes, Mere Morality, 48, quoted in Villafañe, Liberating Spirit, 212. 
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4. Love moved Jesus to help all people for their sake without regard for cost.13 

 

Authentic love reaches beyond race, gender, status (rich, poor, legal, illegal, etc.), 

and any other barrier that presents itself. It sees a human being as worthy of God’s love, 

and thus, worthy of ours as well. This must be the basis from which we conduct ministry 

in fulfilling God’s mission to the world. Loving our neighbor will encompass loving 

sacrificially, seeking justice, and proclaiming a message of hope and peace to the 

immigrants in our community. 

Immigration itself is a complex issue distorted by a plethora of misinformation. A 

careful examination of the issue, sources of information, and of Scripture is necessary to 

correct false information and misinformed ideas. To be the authentic representation of 

Christ, the church body is obligated to review this information openly and honestly to 

ensure that church praxis lines up with Jesus’ command to love our neighbor as 

ourselves.  

Purpose and Significance of the Study 

In the COGOP denomination, adequate and accurate information regarding 

immigrants and immigration is lacking. Not long ago, a friend made the comment that the 

reason for the increased coronavirus cases in the United States was due to the influx of 

“illegal immigrants” crossing our border. After all, according to this person, several “news” 

sources reported this information. More recently, several friends shared on Facebook the 

2018 Twitter comment of Candace Owens in response to Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. 

Ocasio-Cortez had tweeted, “Asking to be considered a refugee & applying for status 

 
13 Smedes, Mere Morality, 48, quoted in Villafañe, Liberating Spirit, 212-213.  
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isn’t a crime,”14 and she compared those fleeing violence in Central America to Jews 

fleeing Hitler’s Germany and families fleeing the genocide in Rwanda. Owens, being 

applauded by many conservative Christians, retorted, “Imagine comparing the slaughter 

of 6 million Jews, plus the mandated murders of 1 million Rwandans—to immigrants who 

just want an upgrade and don’t want to follow any rules to get it. This is an abhorrent, 

disrespectful tweet and your low-IQ is an unacceptable excuse for it.”15 Comments like 

these are heard and shared in Christian circles and on social media every day, which is 

cause for concern. Where is the love, justice, mercy, and truth in such statements? Is 

enough being done from our pulpits to help God’s people understand God’s agape love, 

his justice, and his concern for all people everywhere? Are we being responsible 

Christians and individuals when we “take in” information? In other words, are we doing 

our homework by researching and verifying the facts to better understand the issues? Are 

we being responsible when we share the information we receive? Our personal witness 

and our ministry cannot be effective if we propagate ill-informed and hateful information. 

Our lives and ministry must be founded on truth and the authentic love of God.  

My preliminary research showed that the COGOP leadership issued a one-page 

resolution regarding immigration to its 95th International Assembly in 2008. This document 

states that as Christians, “We must ensure our response to the issue of immigration is 

directed by a Christian world view that is shaped by biblical principles rather than secular 

 
14 Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (@AOC), “Asking to be considered a refugee & applying for status 

isn’t a crime,” Twitter, November 25, 2018, 6:52 p.m., 

https://twitter.com/AOC/status/1066842211084627968.  

 
15 Candace Owens (@RealCandaceO), “Imagine comparing the slaughter of 6 million Jews, plus 

the mandated murders of 1 million Rwandans—to immigrants who just want an upgrade…” Twitter, 

November 26, 2018, 6:48 p.m., https://twitter.com/realcandaceo/status/1067203433256628224?lang=en.  

https://twitter.com/AOC/status/1066842211084627968
https://twitter.com/realcandaceo/status/1067203433256628224?lang=en
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or current attitudes.”16 The document provides a basis for starters, but it does not provide 

in-depth insight into the biblical principles needed for shaping an adequate response to 

the various aspects of the immigration issue. In addition to this, to my knowledge, 

nothing else has been said or written on this topic. Our silence from the pulpit and as a 

denomination has allowed polarized opinions to ferment—opinions that cause hurt, and 

even worse, opinions that generate a message of hate rather than love. For this reason, 

true and reliable information must be made available to ensure that our leaders and laity 

are adequately informed so that authentic, compassionate, and inclusive ministry to 

immigrants can and will take place.  

The research here aims to provide a Christian perspective of immigration by 

integrating historical, biblical, and theological truths which help expose prejudices and 

misaligned motives along with identifying misinterpretation and/or misapplication of 

Scripture. Often people are not exclusive and unloving on purpose; ideas and prejudices 

have developed due to misinformation, lack of accurate information, and lack of 

understanding when it comes to the complexity of the immigration issue. Christian ethics 

also contributes to this conversation. The research draws from multiple fields to offer 

support in the formation of a biblical foundation for effective, loving ministry to 

immigrants. Thus, the intention of this thesis is fourfold: (1) to provide accurate 

information on a very complex topic, (2) to provide our COGOP constituency with a solid 

biblical perspective of immigration, (3) to put a face on immigration through immigrant 

stories, especially those within the COGOP community, helping us to see beyond politics 

and personal opinions to actual humans whose circumstances have caused (and sometime 

 
16 See Appendix A. 
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forced) them to leave their homeland, and (4) to identify ways that the COGOP 

denomination and our churches can be “the hands and feet of Jesus” in ministry to others 

in this ongoing crisis.  

 

Challenges 

The study presents some challenges. First, many church leaders and members in 

the United States are caught up in what has been labeled Christian nationalism. Christian 

nationalism is not about patriotism or Christianity as a religion; it is deemed a political 

ideology. Nationalism is based on a belief that humanity can be divided into distinct 

cultural groups with their own unique characteristics including their own form of 

government which should seek to protect their unique identity.17 Christian nationalism 

believes that America is defined by its Christian past—some would say its Anglo-

Protestant past—and it must seek to protect this identity.18 In a recent conversation with 

Christianity Today after the Capitol riot on January 6, 2021, Paul Miller explained, “It 

[Christian nationalism] idealizes and advocates a fusion of Christianity with American 

civic life.” He goes on to say, “Christian nationalism believes that the American nation is 

defined by Christianity and that the government should take steps to keep it that way to 

sustain and maintain our Christian heritage.”19 The problem is that this view is not 

biblical, and if not careful, it becomes idolatrous. This subject is likely to meet some 

 
17 Paul D. Miller, “What is Christian Nationalism,” Christianity Today, February 3, 2021, 

https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2021/february-web-only/what-is-christian-nationalism.html. 

 
18 Miller, “What is Christian Nationalism.”  

 
19 Morgan Lee, “Christian Nationalism Is Worse Than You Think,” Christianity Today, January 

13, 2021, https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/podcasts/quick-to-listen/christian-nationalism-capitol-riots-

trump-podcast.html.  

 

https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2021/february-web-only/what-is-christian-nationalism.html
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/podcasts/quick-to-listen/christian-nationalism-capitol-riots-trump-podcast.html
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/podcasts/quick-to-listen/christian-nationalism-capitol-riots-trump-podcast.html
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resistance, but the research demonstrates the greater benefits we receive when we identify 

as citizens of God’s kingdom. 

A second challenge is the introduction of theologies that are unfamiliar or have 

been questioned in the past. This includes both liberation theology and the theology of 

migration. Liberation theology addresses Christ’s mission according to Luke 4:18-19 as 

our mission, and it addresses the issue of social justice. The theology of migration is 

relatively new. It identifies the story of God’s people as a story of migration. Daniel 

Groody, a professor of theology at the University of Notre Dame, writes, “From the call 

of Abraham to the exodus from Egypt, to Israel’s wandering in the desert and its later 

experience of exile, migration has been part of salvation history.”20 He further explains, 

The basic premise of a theology of migration is that God, in Jesus, so loved the 

world that he migrated into the far and distant country of our broken human 

existence and laid down his life on a cross so that we could be reconciled to him 

and migrate back to our homeland with God, and enjoy renewed fellowship at all 

levels of our relationships. Reading the Christian tradition from a migrant 

perspective involves perceiving what God is doing in the world through Jesus 

Christ and understanding God’s desire to cross over the barriers that divide and 

alienate our relationships.21 
 

This theology of migration adds a completely different perspective to the issue, 

one that has not been widely shared (if at all) from our pulpits. Thus, this research not 

only examines the mission of Jesus, especially as stated in Luke 4:16-20, and takes a 

fresh look at biblical justice, but it also adds the dimension of migration. As mentioned 

by Groody, Christ “migrated” from heaven to redeem humanity. Matthew 2:13-21 

 
20 Daniel G. Groody, “A Theology of Migration: In His Incarnation, Jesus Overcame All Borders 

Between Us,” University of Notre Dame, accessed July 25, 2021, 

https://www3.nd.edu/~dgroody/Published%20Works/Other%20Articles/files/Theology%20of%20Migratio

n-%20Groody%202.pdf, 1. 

   
21 Groody, “Theology of Migration,” 2. 

 

https://www3.nd.edu/~dgroody/Published%20Works/Other%20Articles/files/Theology%20of%20Migration-%20Groody%202.pdf
https://www3.nd.edu/~dgroody/Published%20Works/Other%20Articles/files/Theology%20of%20Migration-%20Groody%202.pdf
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indicates that Jesus and His parents were also refugees, according to today’s legal 

definition, as they fled the wrath of Herod.22 This theology reminds believers that they 

also identify as migrants (strangers, foreigners, exiles, pilgrims) in this world. According 

to the Apostle Paul, the Christian’s citizenship is in heaven (Philippians 3:20). Just as 

Christ brings us into renewed fellowship with himself and welcomes us as citizens of His 

kingdom, this research opens avenues for restoring fellowship with those who are 

“strangers and foreigners” in our midst and opportunity to share the mission of Jesus. 

This study also explores the significance of several theological concepts including 

our being made in the image of God and the significance of exile, justice, and hospitality. 

All this relates to the idea of “who is my neighbor?” and “what constitutes authentic 

expressions of Christlike love?” This project adds theological and practical depth to the 

mission of Christ and broadens the foundation for practical, authentic ministry to our 

immigrant neighbors.  

 

Interpretive Framework/Project Overview 

This study follows the Doctor of Ministry guidelines using practical theology as 

its basic framework. This framework involves the use of the four core tasks of theological 

interpretation that answer four core questions as described by Richard Osmer: the 

descriptive-empirical task (“What is going on?”), the interpretive task (“Why is this 

going on?”), the normative task (“What ought to be going on?”), and the pragmatic task 

(“How might we respond?”).23 These tasks and questions have guided the historical, 

 
22 Karen Gonzalez, The God Who Sees: Immigrants, the Bible, and the Journey to Belong 

(Harrisonburg, VA: Herald Press, 2019), 152-153. 

 
23 Richard R. Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2008), 4. 
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biblical, and theological research in dialogue with politics, sociology, and ethics in order 

to better understand the immigration crisis and help church leaders and individual 

Christians to be better equipped to carry out God’s mission in this world. 

Descriptive-Empirical Task 

The descriptive-empirical task of practical theology involves “gathering 

information that helps us discern patterns and dynamics in particular episodes, situations, 

or contexts.”24 It is seeking to answer the question, what is going on? To accomplish this 

task, I have done qualitative research largely based on information currently available 

(reports, surveys, media, and a vast array of literature) to describe the problem and some 

of the forces that contribute to the problem. Theological books and commentaries have 

been used to gain input and a better understanding of key passages of Scripture that 

address various forms of migration. This information provides greater clarity to some of 

the issues surrounding immigration—why people choose to leave their native home, how 

they choose to get here, and obstacles they face in the process. It also sheds some light on 

sources that may contribute to the confusion and division this issue causes among church 

leaders and congregants. Some of this has been introduced here in this first chapter but 

will be covered in greater depth in chapter two. 

This research project includes a voluntary survey of random COGOP members 

and leaders in the United States.25 The survey, exploratory in nature, is an attempt to 

“measure” attitudes towards, understanding of, and involvement with immigrants and 

 
24 Osmer, Practical Theology, 4. 

 
25 See Appendix B. 
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immigrant issues. Some of the survey questions seek to determine if a leader is for or 

against current immigration policies, for or against expanding or restricting immigration, 

what is perceived to be the reasons immigrants come, perceived contributions or dangers 

of immigrants, and thoughts about undocumented immigrants. 

While the survey incorporates many generalized questions, three questions from a 

2017 Gallup survey have been included. In this survey, “Gallup created the Migrant 

Acceptance Index to gauge people’s acceptance of migrants based on increasing degrees 

of personal proximity. The index is based on three questions that Gallup asked in 138 

countries in 2016 and in the U.S. in 2017.”26 Interestingly, the acceptance index of the 

world is 5.29 out of 9.0; seventy-seven nations scored higher and sixty-one scored lower. 

The United States made the top twenty accepting nations with a score of 7.27.27 Details 

of the survey and the responses of COGOP leaders will be covered in chapter four. 

Along with the survey, this study has incorporated a component of qualitative 

research in the form of several semi-structured Zoom interviews with immigrant 

members of the COGOP community. Lunenburg and Irby write, “The interview, both 

factual and meaningful, seeks to describe the meanings of central themes in the life world 

of the subjects.”28 These interviews provide crucial information to those who are willing 

to hear; they are real stories of real reasons people chose to leave their home country, 

how they got to this country, and how the church has received them. All caution has been 

 
26 Neli Esipova, John Fleming, and Julie Ray, “New Index Shows Least-, Most- Accepting 

Countries for Migrants,” Gallup, August 23, 2017, https://news.gallup.com/poll/216377/new-index-shows-

least-accepting-countries-migrants.aspx. 

 
27 Esipova, Fleming, and Ray, “Least-, Most- Accepting Countries.” 

 
28 Fred C. Lunenburg and Beverly J. Irby, Writing a Successful Thesis or Dissertation: Tips and 

Strategies for Students in the Social and Behavioral Sciences (Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, 2008), 91. 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/216377/new-index-shows-least-accepting-countries-migrants.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/216377/new-index-shows-least-accepting-countries-migrants.aspx
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taken to protect privacy and anonymity of those interviewed. The purpose has been to 

collect and share some personal immigrant experiences that allow others a glimpse into 

the world of the immigrant. Personal stories are powerful; they not only put a “face” to 

immigration, but they help us understand that these people are fellow members of 

humanity; they are our brothers and sisters by God’s creative design.  

A sampling of the interview questions is included in Appendix C. Participants 

have been given pseudonyms; and no local churches, cities, or states have been identified. 

These results will be shared in chapter four. 

Interpretive Task 

The interpretive task asks the seemingly simple question, Why is this going on? 

“Drawing on theories of the arts and sciences,” this task seeks “to better understand and 

explain why these patterns and dynamics are occurring.”29 Osmer asserts the importance 

of seeking “wisdom and intellectual growth” to effectively tackle this task, especially “in 

an American context, where the church has a long history of anti-intellectualism and 

pragmatism.”30 I emphasize “wisdom and intellectual growth” because much of what we 

see on social media demonstrates that we are lacking. When it comes to controversial 

issues, church leaders and members need to seek divine wisdom and greater understanding 

of what is going on in the world around them. Rather than sharing uninformed or 

politically charged stories and social media posts because they “sound good” or fit a 

political fancy, we all need to do the necessary research to understand current issues (in 

this case, immigration) that affect the community around us. We also need to seek godly 

 
29 Osmer, Practical Theology, 4. 

 
30 Osmer, Practical Theology, 81. 
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wisdom through prayer and study of God’s Word and ask the Holy Spirit to guide us 

before we share something that is potentially false or damaging to our testimony and to 

the message of the gospel of Christ.  

To begin to understand the complexity of the problems surrounding immigration, 

this thesis looks at common reasons immigrants leave their homeland. The term 

immigrant is used loosely to refer to anyone coming into this country from another nation 

regardless of status (documented versus undocumented). These categories will be 

clarified as needed, but the bottom line is that regardless of the labels used, they are all 

people with intrinsic value because they are made in God’s image. The reasons they 

migrate are varied: political oppression, civil war, economic hardships, religious 

persecution, and various forms of cultural danger (gangs, drugs, violence against certain 

genders or ethnic groups). While this research does not endeavor to solve the world’s 

problems, it is extremely important to understand that often there are forces at work that 

“push” people to leave their home. 

In the interpretive task, it is not enough to identify what we see or what we read. 

We must recognize that people look at situations from different perspectives and, 

therefore, interpret things differently. We must also look at underlying motives, 

especially when it pertains to the politics behind the issues. Perspective and motive 

contribute to the divisiveness surrounding the immigration question; however, the 

interpretive task opens the door for conversation and brings light to the subject. Thus, 

with guidance from the Spirit and Scripture, we can work together to develop ways to 

provide moral and ethical insight into current policies that negatively affect those who are 

searching for a better life. 
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Normative Task 

The third task of practical theology is the normative task, which asks the question, 

What ought to be going on? Osmer sublabels this task as prophetic discernment, a task 

that “involves both divine disclosure and the human shaping of God’s word.”31 This task 

utilizes “theological concepts to interpret particular episodes, situations, or contexts, 

constructing ethical norms to guide our responses, and learning from ‘good practice.’”32 

Theological reflection in this thesis draws upon the theology of migration, liberation 

theology, and several biblical/theological themes including the image of God, hospitality, 

justice, and loving our neighbor. This reflection provides the basis for a proper 

interpretation of what God’s justice and authentic love for others (in this case, 

immigrants) looks like and how the body of Christ can faithfully respond. This is the 

essence of “what ought to be going on” and is the subject of chapter three. 

Pragmatic Task 

The final task of practical theology is the pragmatic task, which asks the question, 

How might we respond in ways that are faithful and effective? Osmer calls this “the task 

of forming and enacting strategies of action that influence events in ways that are 

desirable.”33 Addressing declining attendance/membership trends among mainline 

churches, Osmer adds, “The leaders of mainline congregations face not only the external 

challenge of a changing social context, but also the internal challenge of helping their 

congregations rework their identity and mission beyond the era when they were at the 

 
31 Osmer, Practical Theology, 134-135. 

 
32 Osmer, Practical Theology, 4. 

 
33 Osmer, Practical Theology, 176. 
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center of cultural influence and power.”34 Although COGOP is not a mainline church, 

these challenges are relevant to us as well. Our leadership and congregations are aging, 

and attendance is dwindling, especially among our Anglo communities. The results and 

recommendations of this research are shared with the hope of effecting change. If our 

pastors and leaders prayerfully consider the information presented and the truths gleaned, 

then they can better shape how the church might respond biblically and effectively with 

authentic love when faced with immigrant issues in their communities and beyond. They 

can help the church forge a new identity as the living and active body of Christ and create 

relevance in the current culture by welcoming the stranger just as Jesus did. 

 

In summary, this study uses the four tasks of practical theology to answer the 

question, Who is my neighbor, and what constitutes authentic expressions of Christlike 

love and hospitality when it comes to welcoming and ministering to “strangers” who live 

in our midst? This is not intended to be a political study; politics and social media have 

distorted information and polarize the issue causing great harm to the unity of believers. 

Rather, this research project is an effort to bring clarity to the subject of immigration and 

help our members and leaders look beyond what they are hearing from the media so they 

might develop not only a proper understanding of the issues, but also determine ways that 

they can minister to the “strangers” in their midst. If we are to be true representatives of 

God’s kingdom, we must love and serve others as Christ did when he walked this earth. 

  

 
34 Osmer, Practical Theology, 176. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

You shall treat the stranger who sojourns with you as the native among you, and 

you shall love him as yourself, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt: I am 

the Lord your God. 

 —Leviticus 19:34, ESV 

 

Chapter one provided an overview of this thesis, an introduction to the problem 

and its setting, and the methodology for the research. This chapter provides additional 

information regarding the problem—more details on the descriptive-empirical task of 

what is going on—but the main focus is to review current literature and other sources to 

better discern why this problem is taking place to begin with. Immigration is a big issue, 

and to better understand why it presents such a challenge and to develop a truly balanced 

view, it is necessary to explore our own history, the history of immigration laws, and the 

forces that drive people to leave their homeland. It also looks at why some choose to 

come via means outside the law. Lack of understanding and the complexity of the whole 

issue contribute to the confusion and the polarized ideas and opinions of so many people 

today, including Christians. The interpretive task aims to bring clarity and understanding 

so that meaningful conversation may take place.  

 

Background 

It might be good to offer an academic definition of a migrant at this point. The 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) defines a migrant as “any person who is 

moving or has moved across an international border or within a State away from his/her 

habitual place of residence, regardless of (1) the person’s legal status; (2) whether the 

movement is voluntary or involuntary; (3) what the causes for the movement are; or (4) 
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what the length of the stay is.”1 The definition is broad in scope and draws attention to 

the fact that immigration encompasses a large number of people in a wide range of 

circumstances who find themselves living outside their own home culture. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, an estimated 44.9 million immigrants were 

living in the United States in 2019.2 Approximately 11.4 million of these are unauthorized 

or undocumented according to 2018 estimates.3 If the numbers have not changed much 

over the past two or three years, it indicates that approximately one out of four immigrants 

is here in this country without proper documentation. This fact alone causes some people 

to judge all immigrants the same—as if they were all here unlawfully.  

This is part of the problem. However, from a Christian perspective, an immigrant’s 

status should not affect how we value an individual nor cause us to treat a person with 

any less respect. We are to love all people regardless of who they are, where they came 

from, and how they got here. God reminded His people, the Israelites, numerous times to 

treat foreigners well since they themselves had been strangers in the land of Egypt 

(Exodus 22:21; 23:9; Leviticus 19:34; Deuteronomy 10:19). The present conversation on 

immigration should aptly begin with the recognition that the United States is a nation of 

immigrants. Unless we are Native American, most of us can trace our ancestry back to 

 
1 Francesco Castelli, “Drivers of Migration: Why Do People Move?,” Journal of Travel Medicine 

25, no. 1 (2018): https://doi.org/10.1093/jtm/tay040. 

 
2 Jeanne Batalova, Mary Hanna, and Christopher Levesque, “Frequently Requested Statistics on 

Immigrants and Immigration in the United States,” Migration Information Source, February 11, 2021, 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-

united-states-2020#immig-now-historical. 

 
3 Bryan Baker, “Estimates of the Unauthorized Immigrant Population Residing in the United 

States: January 2015 – January 2018,” U.S. Department of Homeland Security, January 2021, 

https://www.dhs.gov/ sites/default/files/publications/immigration-statistics/Pop_Estimate/ 

UnauthImmigrant/unauthorized_immigrant _population_estimates_2015_-_2018.pdf, 1. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jtm/tay040
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-united-states-2020#immig-now-historical
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-united-states-2020#immig-now-historical
https://www.dhs.gov/%20sites/default/files/publications/immigration-statistics/Pop_Estimate/%20UnauthImmigrant/unauthorized_immigrant%20_population_estimates_2015_-_2018.pdf
https://www.dhs.gov/%20sites/default/files/publications/immigration-statistics/Pop_Estimate/%20UnauthImmigrant/unauthorized_immigrant%20_population_estimates_2015_-_2018.pdf


26 
 

some other nation. In addition to this, those of us who call ourselves Christian must 

remember that this world is a temporary dwelling place, and our present citizenship is 

only temporary. The COGOP International Assembly in 2008 reminds us, “Primarily, we 

as Christians are aliens on this earth. ‘. . . And they admitted that they were aliens and 

strangers on earth’ (Hebrews 11:13 NIV). Our status as aliens and strangers formulates 

the basis for our attitudes and responses toward those people who live outside our 

society.”4 

 

Historical Perspective: Our Immigrant History 

Humans have a knack for forgetting. This is potentially dangerous since the past 

is a great teacher. Philosopher George Santayana is remembered for his well-known but 

often misquoted words, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat 

it.”5 Not only do memories of the past help us to avoid repeating the same mistakes, but 

even more importantly for Christians, these “lessons from history” remind us of who God 

is, what He has done, and what He promises to do. Isaiah 46:9 (CSB) states, “Remember 

what happened long ago, for I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and no one is like 

me.” When Moses was preparing the next generation of people for their entrance into the 

Promised Land, he gave an extensive review of God’s covenant and God’s laws as 

recorded in Deuteronomy. Towards the end of his discourse, the people were given 

special instructions for presenting their offerings before the Lord which required them to 

 
4 See Appendix A, “The Global Immigration Challenge: Resolution by the Church of God of 

Prophecy 95th International Assembly, 2008,” from Church of God of Prophecy MINUTES of the 95th 

International Assembly, August 12-17, 2008, Nashville, TN (Cleveland, TN: Church of God of Prophecy), 

57-58. 

 
5 Matthew Caleb Flamm, “George Santayana (1863-1952),” Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy: 

A Peer-Reviewed Academic Resource, accessed October 24, 2021, https://iep.utm.edu/santayan/.  

 

https://iep.utm.edu/santayan/
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“rehearse” their history. Matthew Soerens and Jenny Yang describe the passage in 

Deuteronomy 26 (verses 1, 5-11) as “something of a liturgy” that served as a reminder of 

their immigrant past as they presented their offering to the priest.6 God wanted the 

Israelites to recall their immigrant history for a reason—so that they would remember 

how they ought to treat others, especially immigrants. Even the New Testament recalls 

Israel’s past and relates it to our own. Throughout Scripture, God urges His people to 

remember Him, remember His works, and remember where they have come from. We in 

the United States need to remember our immigrant past as well. 

Before this nation became the United States of America, it was deemed the New 

World and presented opportunities for European empires to expand their wealth and their 

power. One source stated, “Historians generally recognize three motives for European 

exploration and colonization in the New World: God, gold, and glory.”7 However, many 

people opted to make the dangerous voyage for the same reasons immigrants come today 

—to flee religious persecution, escape economic hardships, and to search for a better life. 

The Spanish and French were among the first to arrive, with the Spaniards being the first 

to establish a permanent colony at St. Augustine, Florida, in 1565.8 These were followed 

by the English and the Dutch. In 1619, the first group of enslaved people from West 

 
6 Matthew Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger: Justice, Compassion & Truth in the 

Immigration Debate, rev. ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2018), 43-44. 

 
7 “Motivation for European Conquest of the New World,” Khan Academy, accessed October 29, 

2021, https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/us-history/precontact-and-early-colonial-era/old-and-new-

worlds-collide/a/motivations-for-conquest-of-the-new-world.  

 
8 “Timeline of Immigration to the United States,” accessed October 30, 2021, 

https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/timeline_of_immigration_to_the_us.pdf. 

 

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/us-history/precontact-and-early-colonial-era/old-and-new-worlds-collide/a/motivations-for-conquest-of-the-new-world
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/us-history/precontact-and-early-colonial-era/old-and-new-worlds-collide/a/motivations-for-conquest-of-the-new-world
https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/timeline_of_immigration_to_the_us.pdf
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Africa arrived, being brought to this country against their will.9 Although the slave trade 

was later banned by congress in 1803 and outlawed in 1808, enslaved Africans continued 

to arrive through the 1850s.10 At this point, it might be good to recognize that long before 

this country’s independence from Britain, it was already a nation of mixed Europeans 

(including Spaniards) and Africans who settled in lands already occupied by the 

indigenous inhabitants of the continent. 

Immigration from Europe continued with a wave of Scots and Irish arriving in the 

1700s. As this country approached the eve of its independence, Thomas Paine published 

his pro-independence pamphlet, Common Sense, in January of 1776. While emphasizing 

the suffering of colonists at the hands of Britain, he makes a great statement regarding the 

origin of the people soon to be called Americans: 

But Britain is the parent country, say some. Then the more shame upon her 

conduct. Even brutes do not devour their young, nor savages make war upon their 

families…. Europe, and not England, is the parent country of America. This new 

world hath been the asylum for the persecuted lovers of civil and religious liberty 

from EVERY PART of Europe. Hither have they fled, not from the tender 

embraces of the mother, but from the cruelty of the monster; and it is so far true of 

England, that the same tyranny which drove the first emigrants from home, pursues 

their descendants still….11 

 

While Thomas Paine does not acknowledge the Native Americans already living in 

this country, he does capture the idea that the immigrant people of this land were already a 

mixed people—mostly European at the time—and that they were a people who overcame 

 
9 “U.S. Immigration Before 1965,” History, last updated September 10, 2021, 

https://www.history.com/topics/immigration/u-s-immigration-before-1965.  

 
10 “Ban on ‘Importation’ of ‘Any Negro, Mulatto, or Other Person of Colour’ (1803) (Effective 

1808),” Immigration History, accessed 10/29/2021, https://immigrationhistory.org/item/1803-ban-on-

importation-of-any-negro-mulatto-or-other-person-of-colour-effective-1808/.  

 
11 “Thomas Paine, Common Sense, 1776,” Bill of Rights Institute, accessed October 30, 2021, 

https://billofrightsinstitute.org/activities/thomas-paine-common-sense-1776. 

 

https://www.history.com/topics/immigration/u-s-immigration-before-1965
https://immigrationhistory.org/item/1803-ban-on-importation-of-any-negro-mulatto-or-other-person-of-colour-effective-1808/
https://immigrationhistory.org/item/1803-ban-on-importation-of-any-negro-mulatto-or-other-person-of-colour-effective-1808/
https://billofrightsinstitute.org/activities/thomas-paine-common-sense-1776
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hardships and made the difficult decision to leave behind a familiar homeland to build a 

better life for their children and future generations. This is the scenario that unfolds 

repeatedly over America’s history as a nation.  

The flow of immigration slowed during the Revolutionary War period through the 

War of 1812. According to Soerens and Yang, the ebb and flow of migration are affected 

by both what is happening in the receiving country (in this case, the United States) and in 

the rest of the world.12 The first wave after America’s independence occurred from 1820 

to 186013 with people coming mainly from northern and western Europe. Many of these 

immigrants arrived from Ireland where a fungal-type disease destroyed about half of the 

nation’s potato crop, which led to the Irish Potato Famine (1845-1849). In a 2019 report, 

Dr. William G. Powderly wrote, “Before the visitation of potato blight, the population of 

Ireland was the most rapidly growing in Europe in the early 1840s. Yet between 1845 and 

1850, Ireland's population fell by over one-third—with 3 million people disappearing 

from the island—half through death and half through emigration.”14 By 1889, some 3.2 

million Irish people represented the second largest group of immigrants (22%) arriving in 

the United States during this wave.15 The largest number of immigrants during this period 

 
12 Soerens and Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 48. 

 
13 Soerens and Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 48. Pew Research uses the dates 1840-1889 for the 

first wave and 1890-1919 for the second wave, citing the Office of Immigration Statistics, Yearbook of 

Immigration Statistics, 2008, Table 2 as their source. See “Modern Immigration Wave Brings 59 Million to 

U.S., Driving Population Growth and Change Through 2065,” Pew Research Center, September 28, 2015, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/2015/ 09/28/modern-immigration-wave-brings-59-million-to-u-s-

driving-population-growth-and-change-through-2065/. 

  
14 William G. Powderly, “How Infection Shaped History: Lessons from the Irish Famine,” 

Transactions of the American Clinical and Climatological Association 130 (2019), 127–135, 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6735970/.  

 
15 “Modern Immigration Wave,” Pew Research Center. 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/2015/%2009/28/modern-immigration-wave-brings-59-million-to-u-s-driving-population-growth-and-change-through-2065/
https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/2015/%2009/28/modern-immigration-wave-brings-59-million-to-u-s-driving-population-growth-and-change-through-2065/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6735970/
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came from Germany—almost 4.3 million (30%).16 The second wave (1890-1919) brought 

another million each of Germans and Irish, but the number of immigrants from southern 

and eastern Europe was even higher: 3.17 million from Russia and Poland, 3.69 million 

from Austria-Hungary, and 3.76 million from Italy.17 While some came for land offered 

through the Homestead Act (1862)18, many were fleeing economic hardships, wars, 

political instability, and religious persecution.  

Many people make the difficult choice to immigrate, while others are forced to 

flee or are the “victims of circumstances.” Such was the case in 1848 when the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed ending the Mexican-American War. The provisions of the 

treaty “… called for Mexico to cede 55% of its territory (present-day Arizona, California, 

New Mexico, and parts of Colorado, Nevada and Utah) in exchange for fifteen million 

dollars in compensation for war-related damage to Mexican property.”19 The treaty also 

“guaranteed the property rights and political rights of the ‘native’ population. The con-

quered Spanish-speaking people was guaranteed the right to retain its cultural autonomy, 

its language, its religion, and traditions.”20 In reference to this event, Soerens and Yang 

write, “On February 28, 1848, approximately 100,000 foreign-born individuals became 

US citizens in a single day—not because they crossed the border but because the border 

 
16 “Modern Immigration Wave,” Pew Research Center. 

 
17 “Modern Immigration Wave,” Pew Research Center. 

 
18 “Timeline of Immigration to the United States.” 

 
19 “The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo,” The Library of Congress, Hispanic Reading Room, 

accessed November 3, 2021, https://www.loc.gov/rr/hispanic/ghtreaty/.  

 
20 Virgilio Elizondo, Galilean Journey: The Mexican-American Promise, rev. ed. (Maryknoll, NY: 

Orbis Books, 2005), 16. 
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itself migrated south and crossed them.”21 Sadly, the terms of the Treaty of Guadalupe-

Hidalgo were largely ignored during the westward expansion of the United States. Yet Dr. 

Daniel Carroll, in advocating for a Christian response to the immigration crisis, reminds 

readers today of the implications of the treaty. He states, “That this large swath of 

territory originally was part of Mexico means there has been a Hispanic presence in the 

United States for over a century and a half.”22  

The following year, the lure of gold and the promise of jobs drew immigrants to 

California. Many of these newcomers came from China instead of Europe, and many 

came in response to the need for workers. Soerens and Yang write, “As has proven to be 

a theme throughout American history with immigrants from across the world, though, the 

Chinese were welcomed when their labor was needed, but once work became scarce, the 

welcome wore thin.”23 Interestingly, according to Pew Research Center, the Chinese and 

other Asian immigrants made up only two percent of the total immigrant population for 

this era.24 Yet when trouble came, especially during the Great Depression, the Asians, 

especially the Chinese, became the victims of racial discrimination of all sorts. 

 This is just a spattering of this nation’s immigrant history. The passage of strict 

immigration laws after the 1920s would have an impact on the flow of people into this 

country. (These will be reviewed briefly later in this chapter.) The immigrants still came, 

but in smaller numbers. Then another wave occurred from 1965 to 2015 with immigrants 

 
21 Soerens and Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 50. 

 
22 M. Daniel Carroll R., Christians at the Border: Immigration, the Church, & the Bible, 2nd ed., 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2013), 9. 

 
23 Soerens and Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 51. 

 
24 “Modern Immigration Wave,” Pew Research Center. 
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coming from around the world—over 58.5 million—with the largest numbers coming from 

Mexico (28%), China (5%), India (5%), and the Philippines (4%).25 In recent years, many 

of the newcomers are refugees of civil war and religious extremism of the Middle East and 

areas of Africa. Others, many without documents, are fleeing the dire poverty and violence 

that runs rampant in nations like Haiti, Cuba, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. 

History affirms that so long as there are wars, natural disasters, poverty, persecution, and 

such, there will be people on the move. 

The United States is a nation of immigrants. One of its national landmarks is the 

Statue of Liberty. Dedicated in 1886, the statue has stood on Liberty Island (formerly 

Bedloe’s Island) as “a universal symbol of freedom and democracy.”26 More importantly 

it has been a national symbol of welcome to those who enter this country. The National 

Park Service reports the following: 

Between 1886 and 1924, almost 14 million immigrants entered the United States 

through New York. The Statue of Liberty was a reassuring sign that they had 

arrived in the land of their dreams. To these anxious newcomers, the Statue's 

uplifted torch did not suggest "enlightenment," as her creators intended, but 

rather, "welcome." Over time, Liberty emerged as the "Mother of Exiles," a 

symbol of hope to generations of immigrants.27 
  

On Liberty’s pedestal are the words of “The New Colossus,” a poem written by 

Emma Lazarus in 1883. They are written from a voice of experience—a Jewish American 

woman who “faced the challenge of belonging to two often conflicting worlds. As a 

 
25 “Modern Immigration Wave,” Pew Research Center. 

 
26 “Statue of Liberty,” National Park Services, accessed October 26, 2021, 

https://www.nps.gov/stli/index.htm.  

 
27 “The Immigrant’s Statue,” National Park Service, accessed October 29, 2021, 

https://www.nps.gov/stli/learn/historyculture/the-immigrants-statue.htm. 
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woman she dealt with unequal treatment in both.”28 Yet her poem depicts the heart of this 

young nation—its receptiveness to those whom others had rejected. Liberty, the “Mother 

of Exiles,” bids welcome to all: 

“Give me your tired, your poor, 

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, 

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”29 

 
While some may argue that the statue has nothing to do with immigration, Carroll 

reminds his readers, “It is enough to emphasize that, at the very least, this 130-year-old 

memorial and this poem communicate a charitable openness, an ethos of national 

hospitality to the vulnerable.”30  

The information in this section is shared with hopes that we, like Israel, will recall 

our nation’s history and our own immigrant past. This research made me curious about 

my own past. I remembered that my mother’s grandparents had come to this country 

from Finland and Germany around 1860. But I was surprised to find that my paternal 

grandfather arrived more recently; he had come in 1909. My husband’s maternal grand-

parents also immigrated more recently from the Philippines. His grandmother came 

through Hawaii in the early 1920s, later settling in California. His grandfather arrived in 

California via a port of entry in Seattle, Washington, in 1925. In contrast, his father’s side 

have been in North America since the 1700s. If we look closely at those born in the United 

 
28 “Emma Lazarus,” Jewish Women’s Archive, accessed October 23, 2021, 

https://jwa.org/womenofvalor/lazarus. 

 
29 Lines from “The New Colossus” quoted by M. Daniel Carroll R., The Bible and Borders: 

Hearing God’s Word on Immigration (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2020), 51.  
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States, we will discover that each one has a different background with a distinct family 

history. With so much discrimination and disunity in this world, we need to pause to 

consider our own past and see the beauty of being a nation of many races. We need to 

heed God’s words, remember where we came from, and extend grace to the immigrant. 

 

Humanitarian Perspective: Driving Forces of Immigration 

The extensive literature on immigration recognizes that there are forces at work 

that influence immigration—forces that some refer to as the ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors of 

migration. According to this theory, “international migration is the result of a combination 

of reasons that incite or force a person to leave a country of origin (push factors) and 

reasons that draw a person to a particular destination country (pull factors).31 Many of the 

push factors have been mentioned in one form or another in the previous section—war 

and political oppression, poverty, lack of work or opportunity to earn a living wage, 

persecution, and natural disasters. The pull factors tend to be the opposite—freedom from 

war and persecution, greater opportunities for jobs and better wages, and the hope for a 

better quality of life. This is a rather simple attempt to explain how complex forces work 

to push or “drive” millions of people to immigrate. 

To simply say that someone left their homeland due to poverty, war, or just to 

find better opportunities is to ignore bigger issues. As terrible as war and poverty are, 

they do not happen in an isolated bubble. Like other societal ills, they are complex issues 

affected by a multitude of realities at different levels of society and in particular social 

and political settings. This thesis does not attempt to analyze all the factors and realities 

 
31 “An Introduction to ‘Push’ and ‘Pull’ Factors,” Future Learn, European University Institute, 
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at work; however, to form an adequate understanding of the immigration issue, it is 

important to recognize the underlying dynamics that play a role in creating the social 

conditions that push people to leave their homes. Francesco Castelli, a medical researcher, 

identifies several well-studied drivers of migration32, including the following:  

1) Inadequate human and economic development. Healthy human development is 

based on three key factors: life expectancy, education, and economics or per capita 

income.33 Widespread poor performance in these areas through the lack of adequate 

healthcare, educational opportunities, and sufficient work and income tend to coincide 

with widespread poverty, which eventually leads to criminal activity, civil unrest, political 

instability, and war. It also is a major driver of migration. 

The number of people living in extreme poverty (those making less than $1.90 a 

day) has declined notably in the past decades, but the issue of poverty remains a well-

documented fact that affects migration.34 World Population Review, using data from 

World Bank, reports that seventy percent of the world’s poorest populations are in Africa.35 

In Latin America, more than half the people in the countries of El Salvador, Guatemala, 

and Honduras (referred to as the Northern Triangle) are said to be “living below their 

respective national poverty lines,” putting them among the poorest in world as well.36 

 
32 Castelli, “Drivers of Migration.”  

 
33 Castelli, “Drivers of Migration.” 

 
34 “Poverty Rate by Country 2021,” World Population Review, accessed November 6, 2021, 
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35 “Children and Poverty: A Look at Poverty in the World,” Compassion, accessed November 6, 
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36 Marlysa D. Gamblin and Jordan Teague, “From Hunger to Hunger: Undocumented Immigrants 

Face Hunger on Both Sides of the Border,” Bread for the World Institute, June 2017, 

https://www.bread.org/sites/default/files/downloads/briefing-paper-undocumented-immigrants-face-higher-
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However, Nicaragua tops these nations in poverty based on the country’s gross domestic 

product (GDP), and the Caribbean country of Haiti ranks the poorest nation in all of 

North America.37 In South America, Bolivia and Paraguay have similar levels of poverty. 

The point is that due to the lack of opportunities for human and economic development, 

poverty is all around us. Deuteronomy 15:11 (ESV) reminds us: “For there will never 

cease to be poor in the land. Therefore I command you, ‘You shall open wide your hand 

to your brother, to the needy and to the poor, in your land.’” 

Though poverty is an inevitable part of the world we live in, to be adequately 

informed, we must acknowledge some of the factors that feed it, especially human 

factors. Aside from natural disasters like hurricanes and earthquakes, human action and 

human institutions contribute to underlying causes. Because of the reality of sin, humans 

live in conflict with one another—one group or social class against another —and they 

live in conflict with the institutions of society as they compete for available resources.38 

This is the basis of conflict theory and it is played out over and over, especially in many 

poor nations. As one writer states, “Conflict theory assumes that the elite will set up 

systems of laws, traditions, and other societal in order to further support their own 

dominance while preventing others from joining their ranks.”39 This is seen in the early 

history of colonization. The colonist who settled or conquered new territories often seized 

land from the indigenous populations, much like what was done to Native Americans in 

the United States. As individual nations developed resources for profit, the government or 

 
37 “Poorest Countries in North America 2021,” World Population Review, accessed November 6, 

2021, https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/poorest-countries-in-north-america.  

 
38 Adam Hayes, “Conflict Theory,” updated December 28, 2020, 
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ruling parties would privatize public lands for their own benefits. This is what happened 

in El Salvador; the indigenous people and mestizos—about 95% of the populations—

were displaced and reduced to serfdom, and the wealthy landowners—Salvadorans of 

European ancestry who came to be known as the “Fourteen Families”—became the 

ruling power in the country.40 Situations like this leave the landless people locked in 

poverty and subject to work for whatever wages the wealthy are willing to pay. This 

scenario continues to play out in many poor countries where the powerful oppress the 

weak. Oppression by social classes/elite groups and institutional structures is a concern of 

liberation theology and will be addressed in chapter three. 

2) Demographic increase and urbanization. Using data from World Bank, Castelli 

reports that fertility rates among high-income countries was down to 1.7 per woman in 

2015, while fertility rates in low-income countries was 4.8 per woman. “As a global 

result,” he states, “the population of western industrialized countries is reducing in size 

and getting progressively old (aging population), while the young working-age population 

of the developing countries is rapidly increasing.”41 Thus, nations that are already hurting 

for job opportunities have little to offer to the large population of young people entering 

the workforce. As a result, they are forced to seek opportunities elsewhere. 

3) Climate change and environmental factors. While climate change is another 

politically charged issue itself, it does play a role in migration. Widespread drought has 

 
40 “El Salvador,” The Center for Justice and Accountability, accessed November 6, 2021, 

https://cja.org/where-we-work/el-salvador/. See also Cecilia Manjivar and Andrea Gomez Cervantes, “El 

Salvador: Civil War, Natural Disasters, and Gang Violence Drive Migration,” Migration Information 

Source, August 29, 2018, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/el-salvador-civil-war-natural-disasters-

and-gang-violence-drive-migration.  
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caused great suffering in different parts of the world. In Africa, Lake Chad was once 

25,000 square kilometers (back in 1963); more recently, it was down to one-fifth of its 

original size.42 A reduced water supply that affects the livelihood of people in four 

nations is a driver to migrate in search of a more favorable environment. Monsoons and 

hurricanes have a similar effect. They may not last years like droughts can, but the damage 

they cause can be devastating. Suffering two back-to-back disasters is even worse. Such 

was the case in Honduras in 2020. Already a poor country, Honduras was hit by Hurricane 

Eta and Hurricane Iota within two weeks of each other. Over 200 lives were lost, and an 

estimated 150,000 were left homeless.43 Many people lost more than their homes; they 

lost their entire means of livelihood. Due to the massive amount of rain and landslides, 

some areas dependent on agriculture will take years to recover. While some try to rebuild 

their lives there, others have chosen to look elsewhere for a means of survival.  

According to many scientists, droughts like the one affecting Lake Chad and the 

increased number of strong typhoons and hurricanes have been impacted by human-

caused climate changes. Nevertheless, these types of natural disasters have been part of 

human history. So have earthquakes. Just like other disasters, a devastating earthquake is 

a force that also drives migration. One example is the already impoverished and 

politically unstable nation of Haiti that has suffered two devastating earthquakes in recent 

years, one in 2010 and the recent one in 2021. With the recent political upheaval due to 

the assassination of its president, uncontrolled gang violence, and extreme poverty, many 

 
42 Castelli reports Lake Chad as being 250,000 square feet; a United Nation’s report records it as 

being 25,000 square feet. See Ahmad Salkida, “Africa’s Vanishing Lake Chad,” Africa Renewal, April 

2012, https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/april-2012/africa%E2%80%99s-vanishing-lake-chad.  
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2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-55064560.  

 

https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/april-2012/africa%E2%80%99s-vanishing-lake-chad
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-55064560


39 
 

have fled or are seeking to flee the country. Yet surprisingly, many of the recent Haitian 

immigrants that arrived at the U.S./Mexico border in September 2021 were actually 

migrants from the devastating 2010 earthquake who had settled in South America, but due 

to recent policy changes under the Biden administration, they made their trek north in an 

attempt to reach the United States.44 Sadly, many hopes were dashed when Biden used a 

“contentious enforcement tool” from the Trump era, Title 42, which is a health code “that 

cites the pandemic as a reason to clear out the border as rapidly as possible” without 

giving any opportunity to request an asylum hearing.45 

4) Wars and dictatorships. This category ties back into the first one, inadequate 

human and economic development. Dictatorships and corrupt government lead to unrest, 

formation of gangs and gang violence, and sometimes all-out war. These conditions 

sometime drive the local populations to flee. Although those who flee war-torn countries 

are designated as refugees rather than immigrants, they add to the international community 

and the complex politics of immigration. 

Below are a few real examples of push/pull factors of war that have driven some 

of the more recent (1960s to present) waves of migration: 

• Guatemala’s civil war (1960 to 1996) resulted in the death of over 200,000 

people, about 83 percent being Mayan.46 Author Karen Gonzalez, whose father 

fled the country for fear of his life, recalls a time in her childhood when she 

 
44 Amber Phillips, “Why Are There Thousands of Haitian Migrants at the Texas Border?,” The 

Washington Post, September 24, 2021, https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/09/21/haiti-
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and her brother and some friends came across the body of a man who had been 

tortured. The scene left her filled with fear. Regarding the war, she writes, 

“Indigenous people were raped; they were tortured; they were kidnapped; and 

they were murdered systematically by our own Guatemalan government. 

Entire villages were slaughtered. People were ‘disappeared.’”47 Between fear 

and displacement, many Guatemalans chose to leave. Even today, twenty-five 

years later, people are still fleeing from the country’s poverty, crime, and 

violence. 

• Similarly, El Salvador’s civil war (1980 to 1992) involved three factions: the 

Revolutionary Government Junta, the right-wing paramilitary death squads, 

and the left-wing guerillas. Ultimately, it was a war against the indigenous 

people of the nation and anyone who dared speak out against the government 

or the social distress of the nation, including people like Archbishop Oscar 

Romero. Several mass killings took place, like the 1981 El Mozote Massacre, 

where the Salvadoran Armed Forces security corps and paramilitary structures 

brutally tortured, raped, and exterminated hundreds of civilians at a time.48 

Sadly, this group noted for its “infamous death squads, persecution, 

disappearances and displacements, systematic use of torture, rape and sexual 

abuse, extrajudicial killings and other inhumane acts (e.g. beheadings, 

 
47 Karen Gonzalez, The God Who Sees: Immigrants, the Bible, and the Journey to Belong 

(Harrisonburg, VA: Herald Press, 2019), 66-67. 
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mutilation, corpse desecration, etc.)”49 was partly funded and trained by the 

United States.50 War, fear, poverty, and oppression have driven Salvadorans 

from their homeland, and over the past century, has cost El Salvador nearly 

one-fifth of its population.51 

• Sierra Leone’s civil war broke out in 1991 and ended eleven years later in 

2002. Deemed one of Africa’s bloodiest wars, it left over fifty thousand 

people dead and a half million people, one-eighth of the country’s population, 

were displaced.52 The war was said to be funded by diamonds on both sides, 

but underlying causes, as is the case in so many civil wars, was greed and 

corruption on one side and lack of opportunity—jobs, income, and education 

—on the other. The lack of opportunity pushes people to join gangs or rebel 

armies or forces them to flee. 

• The Bosnian War (1992 to 1995) was a bit different from other recent civil 

wars in that it was driven by a nationalistic spirit that sought to reclaim 

territories that had broken away, but it was also a war of ethnic cleansing 

aimed at a specific group—the Bosnian Muslims.53 Here, once can see the 

horrific effects of racism and religious persecution. The death toll of this war 

 
49 Pereira, “El Salvador’s Forgotten Genocide.” 

 
50 “El Salvador,” The Center for Justice and Accountability, accessed November 6, 2021, 

https://cja.org/where-we-work/el-salvador/. 

 
51 Manjivar and Gomez Cervantes, “El Salvador: Civil War, Natural Disasters, and Gang Violence 

Drive Migration.”  

 
52 Samuel Momodu, “The Sierra Leone Civil War (1991-2002),” BlackPast.org, January 16, 2017, 

https://www.blackpast.org/global-african-history/sierra-leone-civil-war-1991-2002/.  

 
53 “Bosnia,” The Center for Justice and Accountability, accessed November 7, 2021, 

https://cja.org/where-we-work/bosnia/.  

https://cja.org/where-we-work/el-salvador/
https://www.blackpast.org/global-african-history/sierra-leone-civil-war-1991-2002/
https://cja.org/where-we-work/bosnia/


42 
 

was over 97,000, but countless others endured the trauma of torture, mass 

rape, forced labor, and forced deportation.54  

• Conflicts continue to displace thousands of people. The continued instability 

in the Middle East is a case in point. It is a crisis of politics, racism, and 

religious intolerance. Those caught in the middle fear for their lives. Many 

people have ended up in refugee camps within their own country, while others 

continue to seek refuge in other countries.  

The above accounts are shared to help us recognize the many complicated factors 

that affect migration. To judge a person simply on the fact that they may have entered 

this country as a refugee or through illegal channels is to ignore their human plight and, 

in a sense, to disregard their humanity. The migration drivers mentioned previously do 

not cover the whole gamut of reasons people leave, but it should give greater insight into 

the severe difficulties so many people face on a daily basis. For the majority, the option 

to immigrate through proper channels is beyond their reach. 

 

The Political Perspective: Immigration Law and Politics 

In the interpretive task, it is not enough just to identify what can be seen or what 

has been printed. Proper research requires that we look at preexisting conditions and 

underlying motives behind the issues. Therefore, this section looks at several significant 

laws, past and present, that pertain to immigration along with contextual information and 

underlying intentions behind these laws and restrictions. 
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Not long after gaining independence from Britain, the newly formed government 

of the United States—a nation of immigrants—passed the 1790 Naturalization Act to 

define terms of naturalized citizenship, terms in the beginning that excluded non-white 

people.55 This law would eventually be amended “… to extend eligibility to individuals 

of African nativity or decent,”56 but it would take eighty years (1870) to do so. Less than 

ten years after the passing of the Naturalization Act, the Alien and Seditions Acts (1798) 

were passed. These acts increased the numbers of years of residency for becoming a 

naturalized citizen from two to fourteen (later repealed in 1802), but they also allowed for 

the apprehension, detention, and deportation of noncitizens who were considered 

“dangerous to the peace and safety of the United States.”57 They also set some federal 

standards regarding citizenship and exclusion, but at this point in the nation’s history, 

immigration was a matter handled by each state. It was not until 1875 that the Supreme 

Court decided that monitoring immigration should be the responsibility of the federal 

government.58  

A good starting point for understanding immigration law today begins with a look 

back at how this country handled the different waves of immigration in the past. Just like 

the drivers of immigration, many factors come into play when it comes to devising and 

executing immigration laws. For example, the bill passed by congress on the importation 

of slaves (1803) mentioned in the previous section is an example of an economically and 
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racially motivated law. The law prohibited importing or even having on board a ship “any 

negro, mulatto, or other person of colour, not being a native, a citizen, or registered seaman 

of the United States.”59  This ban was not put in place because of anti-slavery sentiments; 

rather, it was a response to the fear of southern slave owners that “black freemen” would 

bring the anti-slavery campaigns of Haiti to the United States.60 The motive had to do with 

economics—to protect the status quo of slave labor for southern farmers and plantation 

owners—while perpetuating the idea that a particular race of people could be bought and 

sold like a piece of property. On record, this is a prime example of how power structures 

were at work even in our early history, influencing laws to protect personal interests and 

propagating racism through the country’s legal system. 

The Statue of Liberty is still seen as a national symbol of freedom and a beacon of 

hope and welcome to the exiles of other nations, but many citizens today have forgotten 

their immigrant heritage. This is evidenced by the growing animosity towards foreigners 

and immigrants in this nation. However, anti-immigrant sentiments and fear of foreigners 

(xenophobia) are not new phenomenon; these sentiments cropped up among the growing 

number of native-born Americans who were predominantly Anglo-Saxon Protestants as 

early as the 1800s, especially with the influx of new arrivals from Europe and Asia.61 

Although immigration was part of the ethos of this nation, the arrival of Irish Catholics 

and Chinese immigrants was deemed a threat to the already forming national identity. 
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This perceived threat to national identity would lead to restrictive immigration policies, 

some blatantly targeting specific people groups. 

An early example of prejudicial legislation resulted from events that occurred in 

California. Population growth and the Gold Rush in the 1840s created an increased need 

for laborers in agriculture, mining, and the building of the railroads. To meet the demand 

for inexpensive labor, the United States negotiated trade agreements that brought extra 

manpower from mainland China.62 The Treaty of Wangxia, signed in 1844, marked the 

beginning of diplomatic relations between China and the United States, and by 1847, the 

needed Chinese workers arrive in this country.63 Although the Chinese enjoyed a “mostly 

unrestricted” migration to the United States for a number of years, suspicion and fear of 

these immigrants became apparent as early as 1852.64 By 1882, due to growing hostility 

towards the Chinese and political pressure from citizens and unions, Congress passed the 

Chinese Exclusion Act, barring any further immigration and denying most Chinese any 

claims to citizenship for the next sixty years.65 As is often the case, Chinese immigration 

was acceptable when the focus was on the economic benefit and current need for cheap 

labor, but when wages dropped for other workers, the Chinese were blamed.66 The Chinese 

Exclusion Act, passed in response to unfounded fears of the people, was economically and 

racially motivated. Other acts that were exclusionary in nature were passed in subsequent 

 
62 M. Daniel Carroll R., Christians at the Border: Immigration, the Church, & the Bible, 2nd ed. 
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years: the Immigration Act of 1891, the Geary Act (the 1892 extension of the Chinese 

Exclusion Act), the Immigration Act of 1903 (also called the Anarchist Exclusion Act), 

and the Immigration Act of 1917 (the Asiatic Barred Zone Act, which denied entrance to 

most people from Asia and the Middle East).67 

Another stream of concern stemmed from the influx of Irish immigrants (mostly 

Catholic) in the late 1800s and early 1900s and resulted in the passage of additional 

immigration laws with questionable motives. The Immigration Act of 1921 (also called 

the Emergency Quota Act) and National Origins Quota Act of 1924 (the Johnson-Reed 

Act) created the first quota system that favored immigrants from Europe. Both laws were 

based on U.S. census records and the documented origin of the people already here, but 

the 1924 Act reverted to an earlier census (1890 instead of 1910), favoring immigrants 

from northern and western Europe.68 According to Carroll, the quotas were designed to 

prevent too many “educationally and culturally inferior” groups from draining the 

economy and damaging the largely Protestant American ethos.69  

The Bracero Agreement, effective from 1942 to 1965, was an emergency farm 

labor program that granted temporary work visas for contract labor from Mexico to help 

satisfy the agricultural labor shortage due in part to World War II and later the Korean 

War.70 The terms of the agreement overall were positive. According to its provisions, the 
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U.S. employer would pay “wages equal to those of American farmworkers doing similar 

work” and provide transportation and living expenses.71 However, the program proved 

difficult to oversee, and conflict between government officials and American farmers 

developed. Many times, workers were not compensated fairly. In addition to this, because 

the agreement set a limit on the number of work visas to be issued—a number that did 

not meet the demand for workers—the number of undocumented workers increased as 

well. Some farmers actually preferred undocumented workers to the braceros because 

they could bypass program stipulations and set their own rules.  

The role of economic benefit is once again seen with the Bracero Program. While 

the shortage of laborers was a genuine concern due to the war, the underlying motivator 

was economics. For the farmers, it meant cheap labor and increased profits. The Bracero 

Program also produced increasing racism and discrimination. Like the Chinese workers 

in California, the Mexican workers were blamed for low wages and a multitude of other 

problems. “Operation Wetback,” instigated by INS (Immigration and Naturalization 

Service) in 1954, resulted in the deportation and voluntary departure of over one million 

immigrant workers.72 Delia Fernandez states, “This new policy marked the beginning of 

modern deportation raids and the militarization of the border that we are familiar with 

today.”73 
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The brief examples above demonstrate that what we see on the surface (the laws) 

do not always reflect what is going on underneath or behind the scenes. Without going 

into details, here are some brief descriptions of some of the significant laws since 1960: 

• Migration and Refugee Assistance Act of 1962 formalized the Cuban 

Refugee Program and assisted Western Hemisphere foreign nationals who 

were fleeing persecution based on of race, religion, or political opinion.74 

• Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 abolished the old quota system 

based on national origin (1924), replacing it with a more liberal system based 

on family relationship with U.S. citizens or lawful permanent residents and 

worker skills.75 

• Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986, passed under the 

Reagan administration, increased border patrol staffing by fifty percent and 

penalized those who knowingly hired unauthorized immigrants; however, it 

also created two legalization programs; one for unauthorized “aliens” who had 

lived in the United States since 1982 and the other for those who had worked 

certain agricultural jobs for at least 90 days. These programs helped some 2.7 

million migrants to become lawful permanent residents.76 

• Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 

(IIRIRA) expanded the grounds of inadmissibility and deportability, increased 
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the number of Border Patrol agents and border control measures, and tightened 

many rules regarding immigration; for example, it reduced access to federal 

benefits and increased penalties for undocumented immigrants, and toughened 

the process for asylum seekers and other immigrants.77 

• Homeland Security Act (2002), passed in response to 9/11, restructured U.S. 

immigration agencies, placing them under the Department of Homeland 

Security and creating three new agencies—U.S. Customs and Border 

Protection (CBP), U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), and the 

U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS).78 

• After failed attempts in passing immigration reform, Congress enacts the 

Secure Fence Act of 2006, mandating the building of 700 miles of reinforced 

fence along the U.S.-Mexico border and increase security measures at a price 

tag of $1.2 billion. 79 

• Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) was an executive order 

signed by Barack Obama. While this program did not provide a path to legal 

status, it did allow those who arrived as minors before June 2007 to apply for 

“a renewable two-year deportation reprieve and a work permit.”80 

The immigration saga continues. The past few years have been a tug-of-war as 

each political party pushed its agenda. A multitude of anti-immigration orders were 
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signed under the Trump administration, many of which have already been reversed under 

the Biden administration. Yet the current administration has been harshly criticized for 

failure to handle the immigration challenge to the satisfaction of the general public. When 

it comes down to it, there is no easy solution. Carroll summarizes it well: “No legislation 

can satisfy everyone, nor will it be without its own inherent problems.”81 

With politics so polarized and people of faith coming from different backgrounds 

and diverse ideologies, what can the Christian do? The push/pull factors of immigration 

have been covered briefly along with an overview of our immigrant past and immigration 

policies. But there is so much more that could and should be discussed. At this point, 

though, it is helpful to address two common views of the international community—

cosmopolitanism and communitarianism. These views play a big role in shaping how an 

individual, particularly a Christian, interprets the immigration issue. Mark Amstutz writes,  

The first [cosmopolitanism] views the world as a unitary global society in which 

the individual rights of people take precedence over the sovereign rights of 

territorial states. The second [communitarianism] views the world as a society of 

nation-states in which the primary responsibility of such states is to protect and 

enhance the rights and well-being of its own people while also caring for all 

people.82 

 

Both views have merit and contain essential truths. Amstutz points out that many 

Christian groups support the cosmopolitan perspective as it “highlights human welfare 

and de-emphasizes the regulatory policies of sovereign states.”83 At the same time, one 

cannot ignore the importance of nation-states in protecting their citizens and providing 
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51 
 

stability and security. In doing practical theology, we must be willing to sit together to 

discuss these views and see where they intersect and where they differ. Chapter three will 

offer insight in this process. Wherever we find ourselves in the conversation, we must 

refuse to join ranks with those who demonize “the other side”; instead, we must work at 

exemplifying what it means to be a follower of Christ in this modern, chaotic world. With 

guidance from the Holy Spirit and from Scripture, we can help bring light to the darkness 

and hope to those who are caught in the immigration crossfires. 

When considering immigration laws today, we would do well to examine their 

purposes and determine if they honor God and the dignity of each person. Are the laws 

reasonable and just? The complexity and restrictiveness of some laws in conjunction with 

legal costs associated with immigration have a significant impact on the number of 

undocumented immigrants who enter this country. The inequalities that shape our society 

(part of the conflict theory discussed earlier) and ill-shaped forms of nationalism continue 

to play a role in perpetuating the challenges. 

 

Confronting Issues: The Challenge of Christian Nationalism and Nativism 

Christian nationalism was presented in chapter one as one of the challenges related 

to immigration. While the simple definition of nationalism is similar to patriotism and 

has to do with expressions of devotion and loyalty to a nation, nationalism expresses an 

ideology that is dangerous for a Christian because it tends to promote ideas of superiority. 

Merriam-Webster defines the term as “a sense of national consciousness exalting one 

nation above all others and placing primary emphasis on promotion of its culture and 
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interests as opposed to those of other nations or supra-national groups.”84 Nationalism 

among Americans contributes to the tendency to view new waves of immigration with 

disfavor, even hostility. Much of this anti-immigration sentiment is rooted in the fear of 

losing the “American identity” formed by the past, one defined largely by the white 

Anglo-Saxon Protestants who first settle this country.  

The emphasis on America’s Protestant roots, is one of the factors behind Christian 

nationalism. It is important to remember our Judeo-Christian heritage and the influence it 

had on the founding of this nation, but that heritage should not be used as an excuse to 

discriminate against others. Our Judeo-Christian heritage should influence how we live 

and how we vote, but ultimately, trying to “Christianize” our government will not make 

the residents of this nation Christian people. That was already attempted in early Roman 

history with the conversion on Constantine. Christian values are beneficial to this nation 

as they form a basis for justice, and Christians should be involved in the public arena.85 

However, trying to force our faith on others through laws and politics makes us no 

different than those who force their non-Christian faith on others, sometimes with the 

threat of death. Whether it is an attempt to protect our “unique identity” in general or the 

specifics of our Christian heritage, it is important to remember the fine line between 

devotion and idolatry.  

Closely related to Christian nationalism is nativism, which is defined as “feelings 

of fear or hatred toward a foreign minority that is believed to threaten what is assumed to 
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be the national culture.”86 Although the United States is a nation of immigrants, it has 

developed a distinct culture of its own over the past two hundred forty plus years. This 

culture is a conglomeration of “norms, behaviors, beliefs, customs, and values shared by 

the population” along with its “special characteristics such as language, religion, ethnic 

and racial identity, cultural history and traditions.”87 What many fail to realize is that 

culture remains in flux; it continues to evolve and adapt to changes that take place over 

time. Thus, as Carroll states, “American identity has never been a static entity. It has 

meant different things at diverse times, as millions from all over the world have come to 

this country and have added their part.”88  

Amstutz and Carroll appear to differ on some of their immigration ideologies, but 

they both remind the Christian about the dual nature of their citizenship. While this will 

be discussed further in chapter three, it is worth noting that though we are citizens of an 

earthly nation and have obligations to this nation, this citizenship is temporal.89 Because 

of the dual nature of our citizenship, we will experience struggle. Amstutz states, “Ever 

since the Pharisees asked Jesus whether it was lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, Christians 

have struggled to define the appropriate boundaries between the altar and the throne, 

between faith and politics.”90 In His response, Jesus “did not provide a conclusive answer 
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because he did not specify precise boundaries of the temporal realm.”91 My conclusion is 

that this is the part where we are to “work out our own salvation with fear and trembling” 

(Philippians 2:12). Paul was speaking to the church, not an individual, when he penned 

these words. As a community of faith, we must be willing to come together to discuss 

what it means to live out our salvation and all that it entails, not only within our faith 

community, but also when walking in this world. How are we to be a distinct community 

and display the life and love of Jesus—the virtues of “peaceableness, kindness, hospitality, 

and patience”92—when it comes to politics and immigration? 

 

Dispelling Myths 

Before discussing some additional literature, it is needful to address some myths 

and misinformation associated with immigrants and immigration. Looking at sources is a 

good place to begin. It is evident that we live in an age of mass communication and mass 

information. Unfortunately, in this mix, there is no shortage of false and/or exaggerated 

information. As responsible adults, and more importantly as responsible Christians, we 

must be prudent and examine the sources where we get our information so that our ideas 

and opinions are founded on true and reliable sources. Years ago, in high school English 

class, students were taught about propaganda techniques and bias. Education has changed 

over the years and, from my perspective as a former public-school teacher, it appears less 

stress is placed on teaching students to analyze and evaluate information as was once 

required. The evidence is seen in the public responses to news articles and political 

information presented in the media; so much slanted reporting, misinformation, and even 

 
91 Amstutz, Just Immigration, 122. 

 
92 Carroll, Christians at the Border, 132-133. 



55 
 

fake news have contributed greatly to the polarization of politics and public opinion in 

this country. Rather than checking the sources, we often accept what strikes our fancy 

and run with it, whether it is true or not. 

J. J. Pryor, a writer and humorist, was intrigued by all the calls of “fake news” and 

hoaxes, so he conducted a study on news bias and reliability. He started with data from 

Ad Fontes Media, a media watchdog group founded in response to “the unhealthy state of 

the media ecosystem,” and used the Media Bias Chart created by its CEO, Vanessa Otero.93 

Using the Media Bias Chart, his own investigation of 102 websites, and other tools, Pryor 

rated the websites by conservative or liberal bias versus neutral/unbiased sources, and he 

applied a reliability score to each one.94 Based on his research, AP News and Reuters 

ranked top for both most neutral and most reliable in reporting.95 Some news outlets and 

media sources have underlying motives and/or questionable supporters. It would behoove 

us to become familiar with the sources we use and maybe eliminate those that have 

repeatedly fail to provide accurate reporting. When Christians share information that is 

biased or untruthful, they become part of the problem rather than part of the solution. 

In addition to researching sources to determine bias or neutrality and reliability, 

several conversation topics have been used to sway opinions on immigration. Many of 

these conversations have focused on ungrounded “facts” and questionable research. 

Below are some “myths” that need to be addressed:  
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1) Immigrants take jobs away from U.S. citizens. This is an ironic statement 

when we consider the immigration history of the United States, especially when Chinese 

and Mexican immigrants were welcomed to come for a surplus of jobs, especially jobs 

that had lower wages. In more recent years, it has been claimed that immigrants take jobs 

that most Americans do not want. There may be some truth to this, but the reality is that 

Americans do work across the full spectrum of available occupations. The Center for 

Immigration Studies published a report in 2018 that identifies only six civilian occupations 

out of 474 where immigrants, both documented and undocumented, make up the majority 

of the workforce; but even then, these occupations only account for one percent of the 

total workforce.96 Undocumented workers tend to work lower-paying jobs that require 

less education—mainly construction, cleaning, maintenance, food service, manufacturing, 

and agriculture. However, as Soerens and Yang report, “A study by the conservative 

American Enterprise Institute concludes that ‘Overall, when looking at the effect of all 

immigrants on employment among US natives, there is no evidence that immigrants take 

jobs from US-born workers.’”97 The number of “Help Wanted” signs that have been 

posted in 2021 confirms this fact.  

Carroll provides another perspective of immigration and the job market. He 

mentions the rapid growth rate in service industries which employ “sizable numbers of 

unskilled labor in jobs that do not require a high level of education” and a shrinking 
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American labor force due to its aging population and workers getting more educated.98    

If the government would find a way to fix a faulty system and process immigrants so that 

they could work legally, it could prove to be a win-win for all. The immigrant would be 

protected from unfair labor practices, the employer would be relieved of penalties for 

hiring undocumented workers and fear of shutdowns due to raids, and taxes would add 

revenue for the various levels of government. 

2) Immigrants are a drain on economic resources. This statement, for the most 

part, is not true. Lawful permanent residents (LPR) who have been in the country for five 

years are eligible for some limited benefits, but unauthorized immigrants are not. 

According to the National Immigration Forum, “Undocumented immigrants, including 

DACA holders, are ineligible to receive most federal public benefits,” including food 

stamps, regular Medicaid, and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF); 

however, they may be eligible for a few benefits “deemed necessary to protect life or 

guarantee safety in dire situations.”99 Sadly, many children born as U.S. citizens do not 

receive the support they need to thrive because their parents are undocumented. The 

children suffer because the parents are afraid that by seeking assistance, they themselves 

will be deported. One source describes the paradox, “The very same government that 

could deport them [the parents] also offered resources to their citizen children, in the 

form of public supports for families in poverty.”100  
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A side of the economic issue that is often not addressed by those who oppose 

immigration is the economic contribution of immigrants, even those who are here without 

documents. Not only do they help the economy by spending money for food, housing, 

and other services, but most of these, unless they are paid “under the table,” do pay taxes. 

An analysis from the Center for American Progress reports that “each year, undocumented 

workers and their households pay $79.7 billion in federal tax contributions and $41 billion 

in state and local tax contributions” that help fund public schools, roads and bridges, and 

the military.101 These immigrants will not be eligible for many of the benefits that their 

taxes support. 

3) Immigrants are the reason that crime rates are increasing. The Marshall 

Project, a nonpartisan/nonprofit news organization focused on U.S. criminal justice, 

reports that research shows there is “no causal connection between immigration and 

crime in the United States.”102 A comparison of crime rates with the estimated number of 

undocumented immigrants in some 180 cities between 2007 and 2016 shows that overall, 

there has been a decrease in both violent and property crimes; in fact, “the analysis found 

that crime went down at similar rates regardless of whether the undocumented population 
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rose or fell.”103 Soerens and Yang share similar statistics from various reports, but they 

also remind readers that immigrants in general tend to be more cautious regarding the law 

because the consequences for them are much steeper. Whether their status is legal or not, 

even a misdemeanor, like stealing a candy bar, can be deemed as a “crime of moral 

turpitude” and result in their being deported.104 

The Marshall Project data is focused on felony crimes. According to their report, 

“Preliminary findings indicate that other socioeconomic factors like unemployment rates, 

housing instability and measures of economic hardship all predict higher rates of different 

types of crime while undocumented immigrant populations do not.”105 Being 

undocumented is not a felony; it is considered a low-level infraction of the law or a 

misdemeanor. Labeling undocumented immigrants as criminals betrays the mandate to 

love our neighbor since the reality is that we have all broken the law at some point in our 

lives. Remember the woman caught in adultery and Christ’s command to “let the one 

who has never sinned throw the first stone” (John 8:7 NLT).  

4) Immigrants increase the risk of terrorism in this country. Terrorism, especially 

after 9/11, is one of the fear factors associated with immigration. But to allow fear to 

dictate policy and practice is a recipe for disaster. Amstutz, Soerens and Yang, Carroll, 

and others affirm the right of a nation to protect its borders and its citizens. However, as 

Soerens and Yang state, “We cannot presume that most immigrants are terrorist and 

criminals.”106 According to USA Facts, there have been 546 terrorist attacks on U.S. soil 
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since 2001.107 Surprisingly, recent U.S. attacks have been the work of individuals with 

“antifascist, anti-government, anti-LGBT, anti-Muslim, anti-Semitic, anti-white, left-wing, 

pro-choice, and white supremacist/nationalist extremism” ideologies.108 Unfortunately, 

these ideologies are produced and cultivated in our own country. The result is that most 

terrorist attacks in recent years have been the work of our own native-born citizens.109 

5) Immigrants are a threat to our national identity. As previously mentioned, 

American identity has never really been static; every group of immigrants that arrived 

added to the color and content of American cultural. This “evolving” continues because 

the push/pull factors—some that we have little control over—are constantly at work, 

pushing, even forcing people, from their homeland. Referring to Samuel Huntington’s 

book The Clash of Civilizations, Carrol comments,  

The treasured cultural core includes what Huntington calls America’s historic 

“creed” of liberal democracy, individualism, private property, and the market. 

These are all important commitments for the people of the United States, but this 

creed is not ultimately what makes this country unique. The heart of the national 

identity, he says, is its Anglo-Protestant beliefs and values, the English language, 

and the legacy of Western European culture.110 

 

Americans dislike, even fear, the change that is taking place. Julia Lambert Fogg 

reminds us that as we are aware of global migration and the factors that contribute to it, 

“we must also recognize our human instincts toward inclusion and exclusion, especially 

as they manifest in our national discourse.”111 Quoting Amy Chua, Fogg adds, “The tribal 
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instinct is not just an instinct to belong. It is also an instinct to exclude.”112 We would do 

well to remember two things. First, although God called Israel, and later the church, to be 

a peculiar (special and set apart) people, He did not call them to be exclusive. Second, 

our own COGOP history should teach us the dangers of exclusivity. Ultimately, as 

Christians, we should not seek to protect a human-formed identity defined by national 

boundaries, but we should seek to promote who we are as citizens of a greater kingdom. 

The above ideas/myths have contributed to the polarization of the immigration 

issue and the increased animosity and prejudice demonstrated towards the “strangers and 

foreigners” who reside among us. Recognizing this will help us to correct our thinking—

confess our sins if we are guilty—so that we might better represent Christ and demonstrate 

His love as we minister to those He has placed in our path. From a political perspective, 

there is no easy solution; however, we can all do better at loving our neighbors. 

Immigration is complex enough without distortion of the facts. We can continue 

to ignore the issue—bury our heads in the sand—but the urgency of the Gospel requires 

us to do more. Christians must break away from the anti-intellectualism that has marked 

the history of the American church.113 The challenge is to do the work of learning about 

the immigration issue (and any other issue that may be dividing society) in order to better 

understand how we might minister to those God places in our path. Next time we have 

the urge to “share” a politically charged post or potentially inaccurate information on 
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social media, it might be wise to stop and THINK: Is it True, is it Helpful, is it Inspiring, 

is it Necessary, and is it Kind? To me, this resonates with Philippians 4:8-9 (ESV): “… 

whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is 

lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy 

of praise, think about these things.”  

 

Additional Review on Immigration 

 This thesis does not pretend to offer a solution to the multitude of complicated and 

controversial issues surrounding immigration. It does seek to expand our understanding of 

the issues and lay a biblical foundation for developing a truly Christian perspective that 

can help the church and individual Christians to understand their identity and role in this 

complex world and navigate the challenges before them. The Bible must be the compass 

for the Christian, but understanding how “thorny” the issues are, according to Daniel 

Carroll, “can help move us beyond the entrenched posturing and simplistic positions that 

can characterize the media and politics.”114 In Christians at the Border, Carroll provides 

a concise but excellent overview for those floundering in muddy waters trying to make 

sense of the current crisis. While he gives a brief history of Hispanic immigration and 

immigration law and covers some of the challenges and opportunities associated with 

immigration, Carroll turns to the Bible to develop several critical themes for shaping a 

Christian perspective. In the Old Testament he looks at the following: (1) humanity 

created in the image of God, (2) the experience of God’s people as immigrants and exiles, 

and (3) the law of the sojourner or hospitality. In the New Testament, he continues the 

theme of hospitality by looking at the life of Jesus as a refugee in Egypt, his later 
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encounters with marginalized people, and his teachings. Carroll also addresses the 

viewpoint of the Christian as a sojourner—foreigners and strangers—whose citizenship is 

in heaven. This has great implications for our treatment of immigrants. 

Carroll acknowledges that Christians are often unaware of what the Bible has to 

say about the immigration issue; they may “… have sympathy toward immigrants born of 

a general sense of Christian charity but not informed by Scripture.”115 This statement is 

validated by a 2015 Lifeway study that shows only twelve percent of Evangelical 

Christians claim the Bible as the greatest source of influence on their beliefs regarding 

immigration.116 This reinforces the necessity for biblical instruction on this issue and is 

partly the reason that Carroll wrote a second book on the topic, The Bible and Borders: 

Hearing God’s Word on Immigration. He acknowledges the increased attention that has 

been given to the “technical matters” and “heart-wrenching tragedies related to 

migration,” so he continues to build the biblical foundation for forming an authentic 

Christian perspective. He states, “Truly, migration permeates the entire canon. My hope 

is that the native-born Christian will be able to better appreciate how central the topic of 

migration is to our faith.”117 

 Julia Lambert Fogg add to this biblical perspective by putting a face to the 

immigration issue. In Finding Jesus at the Border: Opening Our Hearts to the Stories of 

Our Immigrant Neighbors, Fogg sets “biblical stories of border crossing, migration, and 
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detention in conversation with contemporary stories of border crossing, migration, and 

detention.”118 Identifying herself as a “fifteenth-generation East Coast American of 

European and Anglo descent,” she gets a taste of culture shock when she moves to the 

West Coast where her work with the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America gives her 

the opportunity to cross multiple borders: religious, liturgical,  cultural, and linguistic.119 

Fogg agrees with Carroll that Scripture has much to say about migration, hospitality, and 

loving our neighbors. She challenges her readers to hear the contemporary stories of 

immigrants against the backdrop of Scripture. According to her, “Listening to our 

neighbors’ stories” is where transformation begins.120 

 Other authors follow Fogg’s pattern in putting a face to immigration. Karen 

Gonzalez weaves the story of immigrants with appropriate biblical narratives, but she 

also includes her own family’s story. For her story, she follows the five sacraments of the 

Roman Catholic Church. Though she is now a Protestant, she “chose the sacraments 

because they are visible signs of an inward grace” and they played a role in the shaping 

of her early faith.121 Elizabeth Conde-Frazier also puts a face on the issue, but she does it 

differently. She starts each chapter with a Bible verse that captures a characteristic of the 

chapter, but the focus is not so much on biblical narratives as it is on actual situations and 

conversations with immigrant families. In Listen to the Children, Conde-Frazier gives 

readers a glimpse at some of the emotional and psychological issues that immigrants deal 
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with, especially as they walk with their children through the immigration process. The 

challenge to the reader is to hear the conversations. After all, as Fogg already said, that is 

where transformation begins. 

Many theological themes run through the immigration issue and will be addressed 

in the next chapter. However, it is important to mention the role of Christian ethics and 

justice when it comes to immigration. Tisha M. Rajendra purports that Christian social 

ethics must move beyond “universal human rights and the preferential option for the 

poor”; a true Christian ethics of migration must answer this central question: “What 

responsibilities do citizens have to noncitizens?”122 In Migrants and Citizens: Justice and 

Responsibility in the Ethics of Immigration, she identifies shortcomings of current theories 

of migration that tend to overemphasize “agency”—theories that emphasize the migrant 

as a rational agent making free choices in self-interest without considering underlying 

factors that force decision—and “structure”—theories that focus on migration being “the 

result of economic, social, political, and historical structures that create the necessary 

conditions for migration.”123 Rajendra suggests that a more accurate understanding of the 

immigration issue and who has responsibility requires identifying narratives that 

accurately identify who the immigrants are, why they leave home, and why come here. 

Many relationships underlie the narratives—relationships that often are not by choice, 

and some that we are not aware of. An example is seen in the food we eat and the clothes 

we wear. We take advantage of being able to purchase these at affordable prices with 
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little consideration as to how the product arrives in our homes. Many items are the 

product of migrant and “slave” labor, and since they have become a common part of our 

society, we now come into relationship with the workers without knowing it. This said, 

Rajendra asserts that responses to the migration crisis have been “rooted in false 

narratives about relationships between migrants and citizens. In order to answer the 

central questions of migration, we need not only new narratives but a new account of 

justice that allocates responsibilities rather than merely human rights.”124 

Rajendra gives detailed insight into the ethics of migration and the concept of 

justice, but her work is very technical. Still, she helps the reader to cast vision beyond 

just doing acts of compassion to the reality of relational responsibility and justice. Justice 

is a complicated issue as well, but it is a theological theme that underlies the entire 

immigration issue. While it is often understood as equity and fairness, the concept itself is 

difficult to define. In The Justice Project, justice is viewed as “the right use of power in 

our relationships with others.”125 This captures the all-important relationships that 

Rajendra speaks of, but then one must define the word right. Being difficult to define, 

McLaren explains that justice is best known through stories and biographies—through 

the actions of people like Jesus, Dr. Martin Luther King, Desmond Tutu, and Nelson 

Mandela.126 Justice is not an idea, it is action. 

To adequately cover the immigration crisis, one must look at God’s idea of justice 

as recorded in Scripture. Stephan Bauman et al. explain that two words are used for 
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justice in the Old Testament: mishpat (judgment; “giving people what they are due”) and 

tsedeqa (justice; righteousness; “the right thing” or “right relationships”).127 These words 

often appear together in Scripture as “judgment and justice,” “justice and righteousness,” 

and “justice and equity,” depending on the version. Bauman et al. agree with Rajendra. 

These two words taken together “present a relational definition of justice, an important 

dimension that has too often been overlooked. They capture both God’s action, when 

referring to the covenant between God and His people, and also His followers’ conduct, 

when referring to social relationships.”128 

Ultimately, a biblical perspective of immigration will not only serve as a 

foundation for shaping the conversations of church members and leaders, but it will guide 

us as we move forward in developing plans of action. The muddled mess of laws currently 

in place will likely not change overnight, but we can start the wheels of change by adding 

a just and biblical perspective to the political conversation, making better choices when 

we vote, and taking action at the local level. Forming a solid biblical foundation will be 

the subject of chapter three. 
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Chapter Three: Biblical/Theological Background 

 

Don’t forget that you Gentiles used to be outsiders…. You were excluded from 

citizenship among the people of Israel, and you did not know the covenant 

promises God had made to them. You lived in this world without God and without 

hope. But now you have been united with Christ Jesus. Once you were far away 

from God, but now you have been brought near to him through the blood of 

Christ. For Christ himself has brought peace to us. He united Jews and Gentiles 

into one people when, in his own body on the cross, he broke down the wall of 

hostility that separated us. He did this by ending the system of law with its 

commandments and regulations. He made peace between Jews and Gentiles by 

creating in himself one new people from the two groups. 16 Together as one body, 

Christ reconciled both groups to God by means of his death on the cross, and our 

hostility toward each other was put to death. 

 —Ephesians 2:11-16, NLT 

 

In following the framework for practical theology, chapter two provided more 

details into the descriptive-empirical task (“What is going on?”) and the interpretive task 

(“Why is this going on?”). This chapter provides the biblical and theological background 

which forms the basis for the normative task—What ought to be going on?1 Immigration 

is a hotly debated and divisive issue in politics, but for Christians, the Bible should serve 

as our compass to guide us through the quagmire and form the basis for shaping our views. 

The Bible reminds us of who we are in Christ and, as stated in the verses above, the “wall 

of hostility” between different groups has been broken down through His death. This is 

the basis for forming relationships with others. 

Part of the normative task described by Richard Osmer is prophetic discernment 

that involves “divine disclosure and the human shaping of God’s word.”2 This chapter 

looks at the recorded experience of God’s people as migrants and seeks to relate the 
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significance of these events to the people of God then and now. It looks at patterns and 

examples of migration in the Bible and draws upon migration and liberation theology to 

build a better foundation for shaping a Christian view of immigration. It also looks at the 

biblical/theological themes of the image of God, hospitality, justice, loving our neighbor, 

and kingdom citizenship to see how these themes inform the contemporary praxis of the 

church. Ray Anderson’s description of  the purpose of practical theology is worth 

repeating here; it is not only “to ensure that the church’s public proclamations and praxis 

in the world faithfully reflect the nature and purpose of God’s continuing mission to the 

world,” but it also to authentically address “the contemporary context into which the 

church seeks to minister.”3 If God’s Word is relevant to all generations, which I believe it 

is, then we can glean biblical principles that transcend time to form a better and more 

faithful response to the immigration crisis today.  

 

Developing a New Perspective: Migration in the Bible 

Christians are instructed to be different from this world. Paul tells us in Romans 

12:2 that we are not to conform to the patterns of this world, but we are to be transformed 

through the renewing of the mind. In 2 Timothy 2:15, we are instructed to work hard to 

be approved of God as one who accurately or correctly handles the word of truth. In the 

Sermon on the Mountain, Jesus tells us as His followers that we are the light of the world, 

and we are to let our light shine before others (Matthew 5:14-16). Scripture makes it clear 

that what we believe and how we practice what we believe are of utmost importance. In 

doing practical theology, we recognize that the Word of God is living and active, and 
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therefore, it speaks to every generation. The stories we read about in Scripture are not just 

stories. They speak to us today and provide us with principles to help us live and work 

together in fulfilling God’s mission and purpose for humanity in an everchanging world.”4   

The purpose of this section is to gain a biblical perspective on immigration by 

recognizing some of the migrant stories recorded in Scripture. The most common Hebrew 

word used to refer to immigrants (also called aliens, resident aliens, strangers, sojourners, 

or foreigners in various Bible versions) is ger/gar, which is used some ninety-two times 

in the noun form in the Old Testament.5 As Daniel Carroll says, “In many ways, human 

history is the history of migration. So, too, is the history of God’s people.”6 These stories 

should inform our own understanding of who we are as the people of God and provide 

better insight into God’s special concern for “strangers and foreigners.”   

One of the earliest recorded stories of migration concerns Adam and Eve when 

they are dispelled from Eden. The significance of this story of forced migration will be 

revisited in the next section, but for the moment, it does draw attention to the fact that 

sometimes people have no choice but to leave their homeland—a reality that affects 

humanity’s first family, our original ancestors. Even though Adam and Eve are exiled 

(“displaced”) because of their disobedience, God shows His love and mercy to the now 
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“homeless” family by providing animal skins to cover and protect them.7 God’s concern 

for humanity, especially the vulnerable, begins here in the beginning. 

It is important not to get bogged down with terminology. From a legal standpoint, 

displaced persons, refugees, asylum seekers, migrants, and immigrants are names assigned 

to represent different types of situations. However, from an outsider’s perspective, these 

terms can become convoluted. When we consider forced migration, it can encompass a 

multitude of circumstances beyond an individual’s control—circumstances related to war, 

natural disaster, radical racism, extreme poverty, and more. Adam and Eve are forced out 

of the Garden by God Himself, just as Cain is driven from his homeland to roam the earth 

because of killing his brother Abel (Genesis 4:11-16). Like his parents, God shows 

concern and mercy for Cain by placing a mark on him “… so that no one who found him 

would kill him” (Genesis 4:15 NIV).8 Many times in Scripture, people are forced to 

migrate due to oppressive powers, persecution, government threats, famine and natural 

disasters, and even human trafficking. 

The book of Genesis is replete with stories of migration. Chapters six through nine 

encompass the story of Noah and the building of the ark to escape a catastrophic natural 

disaster that was about to come upon humankind. This event results in the relocation of 

an entire family—the only one to survive the disaster. After the flood, God blesses and 

instructs Noah and his sons to be fruitful and fill the earth (Genesis 9:1). However, as 

time goes on, the people settle in the land of Shinar and decide to build a tower to reach 
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heaven to “make a name” for themselves and to prevent them from being scattered over 

the face of the earth (Genesis 11:2-4). David Atkinson tells us that “the prerogative of 

‘making a name’ belongs with God.”9 Not only is this a clear attempt by man to grasp at 

divinity, but it is also an attempt to thwart God’s divine purpose for humanity. God 

confuses the languages and then does that one thing they tried to prevent—He scatters the 

people over the face of the earth (Genesis 11:7-8). Unlike the story of Adam and Eve, and 

even Cain, this story seems to end in judgment without mercy, grace, or hope; but Gary 

Parrett and Steve Kang point to the confusion of languages “as an act of divine 

intervention through which God restored his own, original intentions for humankind” and 

for the expansion of His kingdom to the ends of the earth.10 Atkinson calls this both 

judgment and preservation, and he is quick to note that grace and hope begin to unfold in 

chapter twelve, where God ushers in a new era of history and “begins to reverse the 

judgment of Babel”—not the confusion of languages, but the loss of community—by 

creating a new community through Abraham.11 This loss of community is seen today in 

the physical, social, and political barriers we build today between “us” and the “other.” 

Yet in the biblical record, we note that God breaks through barriers by extending mercy 

and grace to those who blatantly disobey His commands, even when that mercy and grace 

is not immediately recognizable, as at Babel. As His children and beneficiaries of His 

blessings, we ought to be ready and willing to extend the same to others. 
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The story of Abram (whose name was later changed to Abraham) is introduced in 

chapter eleven with the genealogy of Shem, one of the sons of Noah. Toward the end of 

the chapter (verse 31), Terah takes his son Abram (along with Abram’s wife Sarai) and 

grandson Lot, and head to the land of Canaan, but they stop and settle for a while at Haran. 

Chapter twelve gives the impression that this move is initiated by God’s command and 

His promise to Abram. Abram is to leave his homeland to go to the land that God will 

show him, and God will bless him and all the families of the earth through him (Genesis 

12:1-). Carroll states, “Abram’s call to be the conduit of divine blessing to the world 

begins with his migration.”12 This is not forced migration by the standards of secular law; 

Abram and Terah leave voluntarily. However, most Christians would agree that to disobey 

God would have far weightier consequences. It might be good to note that even today, 

some people choose to leave their homes because the consequences of staying are likely 

more detrimental.  

Sometime after their arrival in Canaan, a severe drought comes upon the land, 

“forcing” Abram and Sarai to sojourn—that is, to live as foreigners—in Egypt (Genesis 

12:10 NLT). In the process and for fear of their lives, Abram presents Sarai as his sister, a 

half-truth, but one that puts Sarai in danger. Carroll writes, “A desperate situation leads to 

a desperate plan,” as he reminds readers that these risky situations are all too common for 

immigrants who are trying to survive.13 Later, we see the same scenario with Isaac and 

Rebekah. Drought drives them from their home, but instead of going to Egypt because 

God instructed him not to, Isaac goes to Gerar, where the king of the Philistines lives 
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(Genesis 26:1). Just as He did for Abram, God demonstrates grace and mercy in that he 

blesses and protects Isaac despite the deception during this time of hardship. Drought and 

fear of starvation will continue to drive people to migrate, but God’s love and concern for 

His children has not changed. 

Another migration story in Genesis occurs a few years after the birth of Isaac. 

Sarah sees Ishmael, Abraham’s son through Hagar, mocking Isaac, and she demands that 

Abraham get rid of the two of them (Genesis 21:9-10). Although this distresses Abraham, 

God tells him to do whatever Sarah says. After all, Isaac is the son of promise. Hagar and 

Ishmael are forced to leave—expelled from their home and land—but not without God’s 

promise to bless Ishmael (Genesis 21:11-14). Although Hagar is a foreigner—an Egyptian 

slave—and she and her son represent man’s attempt to obtain salvation by human efforts14, 

God still shows special love and concern by caring for the outcasts and by keeping His 

promise to make Ishmael a great nation. This reflects the significance of the name change 

from Abram (“exalted father”) to Abraham (“father of multitudes”) in Genesis 17:5, and 

God’s initial covenant in Genesis 12:2-3 where he promises to make Abraham a great 

nation and to bless all the peoples of the earth through him. Parrett and Kang write, “It is 

apparent, then, that even in choosing one nation to be uniquely his, God’s heart is 

unwaveringly concerned with all the nations and peoples of the earth. God formed the 

one nation in order to bless the many.”15 

After Isaac is grown, his son Jacob “steals” his brother’s blessing and ends up 

fleeing to the land of Haran to save his own life (Genesis 27-28). Jacob works for his 
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uncle for some twenty years to gain his wives and flocks. During this time, his devious 

father-in-law had cheated him by changing his wages ten times (Genesis 31:7). Jacob now 

fears his life is in danger again, and God tells him to return to his homeland. Towards the 

end of his life, he ends up in Egypt because of a great famine (Genesis 47) and because 

God had already strategically placed Jacob’s lost son Joseph there, the son who had been 

sold into slavery years earlier by his older brothers (Genesis 37). As a side note, Joseph’s 

story is the first biblical record of human trafficking and another form of forced migration. 

Carroll captures the essence of Genesis by identifying Abraham and his descendants as 

nomadic people, noting that several times, he and the other patriarchs are referred to as 

“sojourners” or people who “sojourn” in different places at different times.16 Thus, even 

before their slavery and the Exodus from Egypt, the itinerant or migrant experience was 

already a part of their DNA.17 

The book of Exodus is the most well-known story of biblical migration—the 

Exodus of the children of Israel out of Egypt. At this point, Joseph has already died, but 

the Israelite population continues to flourish in Egypt. When a new king who had not 

known Joseph comes to power, he begins a program of forced labor out of fear of the 

growing Israelite population (Exodus 1:8-9). Carroll notes that the Egyptians “were 

willing to take advantage of the cheap labor of this foreign people as long as they were 

‘invisible.’ Once the population of Israelites increased, though, the Egyptians began to 

worry that the Israelites might endanger their national security.”18 Scripture states that the 
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Egyptians worked the Israelites ruthlessly and “made their lives bitter with harsh labor” 

(Exodus 1:13-14 NIV). Because the population continues to grow, the king orders the 

death of all the male infants (Exodus 1:15-22). It is during this period that Moses is born. 

Before the main event, after Moses has grown to adulthood, he is forced to flee 

for his life because he kills an Egyptian (Exodus 2). He spends the next forty years living 

a decent life in the land of Midian. Imagine, God not only blesses Moses who is a murderer 

living life on the run, but as He remembers His covenant with Abraham, and He calls on 

Moses to lead His people out of the land of bondage (Egypt) into the Promised Land! 

While I do not agree with allowing violent criminals into our country, this does show that 

God works in His own way. God’s love and divine purpose did not permit the sinful act 

of Moses to define him or determine his destiny. God had been at work behind the scenes 

preparing Moses for the role he would play in God’s divine plan.  

Following God’s instructions, Moses, with the help of his brother Aaron, returns 

to Egypt. They have the promise of God’s presence to begin with (Exodus 3:12), and 

through a series of signs and wonders, they obtain the release of God’s people from 

Pharaoh (Exodus 12:31). Again, they have the evidence of God’s presence as they leave, 

this time in the pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night (Exodus 13:21-22). 

Maruskin remarks, “God is a migrant moving with the people! Throughout the Book of 

Exodus, God traveled with the people and continues to travel with the migrants today.”19 

Soerens and Yang summarize the Exodus experience as follows: 

The book of Exodus explains how God used an unconfident man named Moses to 

lead his people out of Israel [sic; Egypt], fleeing a tyrannical government that had 

decreed death for all Israelite male infants. The Israelites, under Moses’ leadership, 

became refugees, fleeing persecution in Egypt and escaping, with God’s help, to a 
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new land where, like many refugees today, they found new challenges. God 

ultimately used Moses to bring his people out of Egypt, so they could live in a 

“good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey” (Ex 3:8).20 

 

The Israelites would experience other episodes of migration after entering the land 

of Canaan, mainly due to their stubbornness and disobedience, but for the time being, the 

conquest of the land means that they now have a place to call home. However, Maruskin 

reminds us that Israel’s success indicates the Canaanites were displaced or destroyed, and 

that “there cannot be victors without victims.”21 Just for clarity, the motive behind the 

conquest was not to destroy a people group. God loves all people. He gave His Son for all 

the world. However, as the Israelites prepared to enter the land, God tells them, “You are 

not going to take possession of their land because of your righteousness or your integrity. 

Instead, the LORD your God will drive out these nations before you because of their 

wickedness, in order to keep the promise He swore to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob” (Deuteronomy 9:5 HCSB). According to Andy Patton, “The conquest was more 

about ending the Canaanites’ religious and cultural practices than ending their lives. The 

problem wasn’t the people, but idolatry.”22 Sin has consequences.  

Throughout Israel’s exodus experience and settlement in the land of Canaan, God 

is mindful of the foreigners living among the Israelites. In Deuteronomy 10:17-19 (NIV), 

He states, 

For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty 

and awesome, who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes. He defends the 

cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the foreigner [sojourner, alien, 

 
20 Soerens and Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 88. 

 
21 Maruskin, “Bible as Ultimate Immigration Handbook,” 7. 

 
22 Andy Patton, “Why Did God Command the Invasion of Canaan in the Book of Joshua?,” Bible 

Project (blog), n.d., accessed December 2, 2021, https://bibleproject.com/blog/why-did-god-command-the-

invasion-of-canaan-in-the-book-of-joshua/. 
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stranger] residing among you, giving them food and clothing. And you are to love 

those who are foreigners, for you yourselves were foreigners in Egypt. 

 

Numerous times throughout Scripture, God reminds His people to treat foreigners 

with love and justice: Exodus 22:21, 23:9; Leviticus 19:33-34; Deuteronomy 24:17, 25:19, 

27:19; Jeremiah 7:5-7, 22:3; Ezekiel 47:22; Zechariah 7:9-10; Romans 12:13; Hebrews 

13:1-3. Several of these passages contain references to Israel’s own experience in Egypt. 

Like Israel, most people today have an immigrant story in their past. We too need to 

remember who we are and where we have come from so that we respond accordingly to 

God’s admonition to treat strangers and foreigners with love and respect. 

Later in the history of Israel, we find more stories of migration. We have the story 

of Ruth, where Naomi and her family migrate because of famine, but Ruth immigrates 

out of her own free will back to Bethlehem with Naomi. Through this story of migration, 

we see God’s special care for the widows and the poor. Ruth is a foreigner—a Moabite, 

for whom the laws of Israel was less favorable (Deuteronomy 23:3)—but she finds favor 

with Boaz “… who extends protection and provision to her through marriage.”23 We also 

get a glimpse of salvation through Boaz’s role as a kinsman redeemer. Of course, Ruth 

also becomes the great-grandmother of King David. 

Even David, God’s chosen king for Israel, is an asylum seeker when he is forced 

to flee the wrath of Saul for approximately eight to ten years (1 Samuel 18-31).24 David 

and his faithful men spend part of this time living among the Philistines, enemies of God’s 

 
23 M. Daniel Carroll R., Christians at the Border: Immigration, the Church, & the Bible, 2nd ed. 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2013), 56. 

 
24 Leslie McFall, “The Chronology of Saul and David,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological 

Society 53, no. 3 (September 2010): 527, https://www.etsjets.org/files/JETS-PDFs/53/53-3/McFall_JETS_ 

53-3_pp_475-533.pdf.  
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people. David finally assumes the throne after the death of Saul, about ten or eleven years 

after he was first anointed by Samuel (1 Samuel 16), only to flee again when Absalom, his 

own son, leads a coup against him. Regardless of the root causes, warfare and political 

instability will push people to move from place to place, crossing borders when necessary, 

in search of peace and safety.  

Although Israel enjoyed periods of peace, much of its history is marked by the 

consequences of sin and rebellion. While the Pentateuch contains the history deliverance 

from captivity, the exodus from Egypt, and the conquest of the Promised Land, the latter 

part of the Old Testament tells the sad story of Israel’s captivity and exile where God 

permits His children to reap the curses of their disobedience. Still God does not leave His 

people without hope; the prophets foretell of their return to the land and give glimmers of 

hope for the coming Messiah. Nevertheless, when we look at the overarching story, we 

cannot miss the fact that God’s people have always been a people on the move. It might 

be good to ponder the significance of this.  

We cannot end this section without looking at the New Testament. The book of 

Matthew begins with a supernatural migration story—the story of God’s migration from 

Heaven as Jesus comes down and takes on human flesh.25 Just before the birth of Christ, 

Joseph and a very pregnant Mary are on the move because a mandatory census, likely for 

tax purposes, forces them to make the trip from Nazareth to Bethlehem (Luke 2:1). When 

the child is born, lowly shepherds are the first to receive the good news via heavenly 

 
25 Maruskin, “Bible as Ultimate Immigration Handbook,” 11; and Daniel G. Groody, “A Theology 

of Migration: In His Incarnation, Jesus Overcame All Borders Between Us,” University of Notre Dame, 

accessed July 25, 2021, https://www3.nd.edu/~dgroody/Published%20Works/Other%20Articles/files/ 

Theology%20of%20Migration-%20Groody%202.pdf, 2. 
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messengers (Luke 2:8-11), and certain wise men, foreigners from the East, come seeking 

“he who has been born king of the Jews” (Matthew 2:2 ESV). Gonzalez notes the irony 

that Jesus, the anticipated Messiah, is rejected by leaders of His own people while the 

lowly, the foreigners, and the outcasts receive Him.26  

After the wise men leave, an angel warns Joseph of Herod’s plot to kill Jesus and 

instructs Joseph to take his family and flee to Egypt (Matthew 2:13-14). Once again, they 

are on the move, this time as refugees seeking asylum in a foreign land. If this had 

happened in the United States today, according to Maruskin, the family would likely be 

separated. She writes, “Each would be required to secure their own legal help, or plead 

their case, on their own, for asylum. Asylum seekers do not receive legal help from the 

government, and although there are a few family shelters in this country, most families 

are separated on arrival at the border.”27 Fortunately, times were different then. The 

family stays safely in Egypt until Herod dies, possibly up to two years, and then return to 

Nazareth. Regarding this event, Carroll writes, “The joy of the nativity scene and the 

wonder of the visit of the magi are overshadowed by the unhappy account of the senseless 

death of innocent children and the flight of refugees. The migration of this family locates 

the Jesus story within a movement that spans history, of people desiring a better life or 

escaping the threat of death.”28 

Once Jesus begins His public ministry, He spends much of His time on the road. 

In an encounter with a would-be follower, He says, “Foxes have dens and birds have 

 
26 Karen Gonzalez, The God Who Sees: Immigrants, the Bible, and the Journey to Belong 

(Harrisonburg, VA: Herald Press, 2019), 153. 

 
27 Maruskin, “Bible as Ultimate Immigration Handbook,” 12. 

 
28 Carroll, Christians at the Border, 106. 
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nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head” (Luke 9:58 NIV). For Maruskin, 

this verse summarizes the migrant’s story; they have no place to lay their heads.29 Jesus 

and His twelve disciples spend time traveling the countryside and “hanging out” with 

people of questionable character. Though they share a message of love and hope, they are 

not always welcomed because they are different. Are we willing to do the same? 

During His earthly ministry, Jesus warns His disciples that they will be persecuted 

and hated by this world. As He stands before Pilate, He states that His kingdom is not of 

this world (John 18:36). Even though there is a lot more going on in this scene, it is a 

reminder that we, as followers of Christ, are part of something bigger—something that 

transcends the borders of this present world. The early believers will come to understand 

this as they are rejected by their own communities. The persecution recorded in Acts 

(specifically chapter eight) will send them beyond Jerusalem and Judea to “the uttermost 

part of the earth” (Acts 1:8 KJV) to proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God, not 

only to the Jews, but also to the gentiles. Could it be that we have become too settled as 

Christians? Have we forgotten that our citizenship is in Heaven, and we are on a mission 

for God? Could it be that God has brought the world to us so that we can complete what 

He started long ago in order to bring redemption to humanity and the fullness of His 

kingdom? Maybe it is time to remember our migratory DNA and embrace the foreigners 

in our midst as we share the good news. 

 

 

 
29 Maruskin, “Bible as Ultimate Immigration Handbook,” 12. 
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Theology of Migration 

Theology is concerned with doctrine—biblical truths about God and His Word. 

While most scholars identify four major divisions of theology—historical, biblical, 

systematic, and practical—within these divisions are specialized areas of study (e.g., 

Christology, soteriology, eschatology) and different strands or movements (e.g., feminist 

theology, Pentecostal theology, Hispanic theology, liberation theology). These latter 

movements look at biblical interpretation through a specific lens based on identity and 

experience. One of the newer movements in this area is the theology of migration.  

In chapter one, the theology of migration is mentioned as one of the challenges for 

our COGOP constituency because it presents a relatively new and unfamiliar perspective 

for reading Scripture. While migration studies are not new, viewing migration through 

the lens of Scripture, and vice versa, is. Many of the passages cited in the previous section 

are familiar to those who have been around church for any length of time. However, each 

incident can be read with a new focus—a focus on the movement or migration that is 

taking place, the circumstances surrounding this movement, and the impact it has on the 

individuals or groups involved. To make it relevant, we can then see how it “speaks” to 

what is happening in our world today. This is my condensed rendition of a theology of 

migration. 

Daniel Groody, one of the leading proponents of the theology of migration, offers 

a more academic explanation. The basis of this theology, which was introduced in chapter 

one, is that because of God’s great love for all humanity, He leaves or “migrates” from 

Heaven (the far country) to live with us in the flesh and offers His own life as a sacrifice 

so that we can be reconciled with Him and “migrate back to our homeland with God” one 
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day.30 Thus, migration theology starts with the action or movement of God, and its purpose 

is to restore broken fellowship caused by sin. Groody states, “Reading the Christian 

tradition from a migrant perspective involves perceiving what God is doing in the world 

through Jesus Christ and understanding God’s desire to cross over the barriers that divide 

and alienate our relationships.”31 

Recognizing the barriers that inhibit healthy relationships, Groody proposes four 

foundations for a theology of migration: Imago Dei, crossing the problem-person divide; 

Verbum Dei, crossing the divine-human divide; Missio Dei, crossing the human-human 

divide; and Visio Dei, crossing the county-kingdom of God divide.32 According to him, 

each of these foundations “offers a way of thinking about theology and migration as a call 

to cross borders and overcome barriers.”33 He further contends that these four concepts 

“… give expression to the ways in which God reconciles the world to himself, breaks 

down the divisions in our relationships and helps us understand God’s movement into our 

world and our response to God’s grace.”34 It is a theology that focuses on reconciliation 

as we seek to understand and respond to immigrants and the immigration issue. 

The foundation of Imago Dei, the problem-person divide, not only acknowledges 

that people are created in God’s image, a motif to be examined later, but it looks at the 

 
30 Daniel G. Groody, “A Theology of Migration: In His Incarnation, Jesus Overcame All Borders 

Between Us,” University of Notre Dame, accessed July 25, 2021, https://www3.nd.edu/~dgroody/ 

Published%20Works/Other%20Articles/files/Theology%20of%20Migration-%20Groody%202.pdf, 2.   

 
31 Groody, “Theology of Migration,” 2. 

 
32 Groody, “Theology of Migration,” 2. 

 
33 Daniel G. Groody, “Crossing the Divide: Foundations of a Theology of Migration and 

Refugees,” Theological Studies 70, no. 3 (2009), 642, https://www3.nd.edu/~dgroody/Published% 

20Works/Journal%20Articles/files/TSSeptember09Groody.pdf. 

 
34 Groody, “Theology of Migration,” 2. 
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damaging effects that labels—terms like migrant, refugee, immigrant, undocumented, 

illegal, and alien—have on the identity of individuals and their relationships with others.35 

Some terms are necessary in the world of politics, but we must be careful not to allow 

them to define a person or our relationship with them. Thus, part of the task of a theology 

of migration “… is to bridge the gap created by these labels” and “challenge the 

dehumanizing stereotypes” that are created by them so that we can build communities 

that foster love and respect for all rather than the discord and disunity often seen today.36  

Verbum Dei (Word of God) relates to crossing the divine-human divide. It is seen 

in the Incarnation, where God leaves Heaven and enters “the dark territory of a sinful, 

broken humanity” for the purpose of helping His children find their way back to Him.37 

Groody writes, “Through the Verbum Dei, Jesus’ kenosis and death on the cross, God 

overcomes the barriers caused by sin, redraws the borders created by people who have 

withdrawn from God, and enters into the most remote and abandoned places of the human 

condition.”38 God’s actions are contrary to human nature. While people strive to move 

upward for success and a better life, God comes down. While they seek places of safety 

and stability, God enters the chaos of the world. God, in Christ, empties Himself to 

become human and live among us (Philippians 2:5-7). The Incarnation is the ultimate 

border-crossing event, “… a model of gratuitous self-giving through which God empties 

himself of everything but love, so that he can more fully identify with others, enter 

completely into their vulnerable condition, and accompany them in a profound act of 

 
35 Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 642-643. 

 
36 Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 644. 

 
37 Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 649. 

 
38 Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 649. 
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divine-human solidarity.”39 This model reminds us that the barrier of sin has been 

destroyed, and God’s love for us should now inform our interactions with others. 

Missio Dei addresses the human-human divide. It refers to the mission of God “to 

restore the imago Dei in every person through the redemptive work of the Verbum Dei.”40 

Christ commissions and empowers the church to complete this mission, but this mission 

encompasses more than preaching of the gospel for individual salvation experiences. It is 

a continuation of Jesus’ ministry of reconciliation and “… deals largely with overcoming 

human constructions that divide the insider from the outsider.”41 God desires his children 

to live in right relationship with Him, but His kingdom also involves restored relationships 

with one another. According to Groody, “The missio Dei challenges human tendencies to 

idolize the state, religion, or a particular ideology and use it as a force that excludes and 

alienates, even when it does so under the guise of obedience to a greater cause.”42 As 

God’s children, we must examine our imbedded ideologies to make sure that we are not 

guilty of excluding those who are loved by God. Missio Dei, as part of a theology of 

migration, will help us to critique societal structures, including civil laws, to see where 

they conflict with or inhibit the will of God. God’s law of love must not be violated. Jesus 

dealt with this in regard to the Mosaic Law, especially when he had “table fellowship” 

with people of questionable character. Groody remarks, “In sharing a meal with those on 

the fringes of society in order to create new communities, Jesus frequently crossed borders 

 
39 Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 652. 

 
40 Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 653. 

 
41 Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 653. 

 
42 Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 653-654. 
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created by narrow interpretation of the Law.”43 Instead of using the Law as an excuse to 

exclude, Jesus made room for all, even the outsider. In summing up missio Dei, Goody 

states, “Jesus’ obedience to a higher law of love, his practice of table fellowship, his 

promise of a new covenant, and his breaking down the wall of enmity through his death 

on the cross are ways God opens up a path to freedom in a world of barriers, restrictions, 

and division.”44 

The final foundation for a theology of migration, according to Groody, is visio Dei, 

crossing the country-kingdom divide. It deals with the reality of this present life (in via) 

and our expectations for a perfect world to come (in patria).”45 In some ways, it is seen in 

the tension of the already-not yet as we live as citizens of two worlds. Visio Dei is vision 

for the world as God designed it to be. Though we realize we will not see the fulness of 

God’s kingdom before Christ returns, we know that it has been established in the hearts of 

believers, and we are to live as citizens of that kingdom now. Until then, visio Dei  

… is about looking at the world in such a way that the kingdom of God shapes our 

vision about who we are in the world. It acknowledges the role of national identities 

but recognizes that the deepest allegiances of Christians are predicated on a mission 

of reconciliation, meaning that the borders that define countries may have some 

relative value but are not ultimately those that define the body.46 

 

This idea of the kingdom of God and citizenship will be discussed further in a later 

section. 

The four foundations above hinge on the movement of God, especially in the 

Incarnation. However, this movement does not begin with the birth of Christ as recorded 

 
43 Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 657. 

 
44 Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 659. 

 
45 Groody, “Crossing the Divide,” 660. 
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in the New Testament. Christopher Magezi identifies an earlier migration rarely noted by 

other writers. He states that when God creates Adam in Genesis 1:27, He takes him and 

places him in the Garden of Eden as noted in Genesis 2:15, essentially “migrating” with 

Adam.47 At first, one might not recognize God’s presence, but Genesis 3:8 states that 

Adam and Eve hear “the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the 

day” (ESV). The God of Heaven is noticeably present in some form with His creation! 

This adds greater significance to an already perfect setting: prior to the entrance of sin, 

humans are designated as caretakers of God’s creation, and they live in perfect fellowship 

with God. When Adam and Eve are expelled from their home, Magezi, like Maruskin, sees 

God’s justice balanced with His love and mercy. In addition to God’s provision of clothing 

for the migrants, Magezi sees God’s love and grace extended to the displaced couple in 

the promise of Genesis 3:15—that “in the future the seed of a woman would come in 

order to crush the head of the serpent” and, in so doing, accomplish God’s “redemptive 

purposes and plans for Adam and his descendants.”48 Thus, the theology of migration 

recognizes the role that migration and movement play in God’s redemptive plan from the 

beginning.  

Daniel Montañez provides additional insight into the role of migration in the story 

of Adam and Eve. He recognizes Genesis 1:28 as a call to migration in when God blesses 

Adam and Eve and commands them to “fill the earth”; this is not just a command, but a 

 
47 C. Magezi, “Theological Understandings of Migration and Church Ministry Models: A Quest 

for Holistic Ministry to Migrants in South Africa” (PhD thesis, North-West University, South Africa, 2018), 

30, https://repository.nwu.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10394/31645/Magezi_C.pdf?isAllowed=y&sequence=1.  
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blessed “design imperative.”49 The imperative to fill the earth requires movement. In this 

light, migration is a positive action built into God’s creative design for man, and freedom 

of movement is intrinsic in this design and the command to fill the earth.  

The negative aspect of migration enters when Adam and Eve disobey God, and 

their sin results in their expulsion (deportation in migration terminology) from the garden, 

the first biblical record of human displacement.50 Not only are they the first exiles 

encountered in Scripture, but the flaming cherubim can be viewed as the first “border 

wall,” prohibiting Adam and Eve from returning to their homes. The adverse impact of 

sin is clear. The freedom of movement experienced by the first family is lost. They still 

have the imperative to fill the earth, but “the call to migration moves from a positive 

command to a negative reality.”51  

Ultimately, the theology of migration identifies God’s story and the story of God’s 

people as a story of migration. The Reformed Church in America introduces this theology 

with the following statement: “Migration is a phenomenon as old as time, and one that is 

deeply rooted in the history of Christianity and the Bible itself. To discern how God calls 

us to engage issues of migration and caring for people on the move or living in diaspora, 

we must first study what the Bible says about related issues.”52 Note the emphasis on the 

starting point: we must first study Scripture! Several authors already cited in this thesis—

 
49 Daniel Montañez, “The Church and the Migration Crisis: Training Seminar,” Mygration 

Christian Conference, June 11-12, 2021. (Video of conference available at https://www.youtube.com/watch? 

v=b-NKbGb7ltw.) 
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Carroll, Fogg, Gonzalez, and Rajendra—do just this. They engage with Scripture to help 

us understand not only God’s love for “the other,” but also to help us see how movement 

and migration have shaped the story of God’s people—people whose identity “… is 

inextricably intertwined with the story of movement, risk and hospitality.”53 Examining 

the biblical episodes of migration and exile through the lens of migration theology helps 

us understand that these occurrences are interlinked with our own history and are part of 

God’s salvific plan.  

To conclude this section, I include an example from the work of Bo H. Lim, an 

associate professor of Old Testament. Lim, an immigrant himself, offers an example 

biblical interpretation from the perspective of an immigrant, which provides an example 

of a theology of migration in practice. He reminds us that “migration, while impacting 

groups, affects people differently at an individual and family level.”54 This is true not 

only for those whose stories are recorded in the biblical accounts in Scripture, but also for 

people today. Lim cites the example of the Babylonian captivity during the time of Daniel. 

While Daniel and his three friends fared well as they were “able to climb the Babylonian 

social ladder and influence the royal court,” others were not as fortunate.55 Sometimes we 

forget that it was not just a group of nameless people that was conquered. Thousands of 

individuals were affected: young and old, rich and poor, educated and uneducated. 

Additionally, those who were affected by being taken away into exile impacted the 
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communities where they were relocated. Still, each person’s experience was unique to 

them. Looking at Scripture through the lens of migration, Lim offers insight that helps us 

to interpret Scripture more carefully for the purpose of being more faithful in our 

Christian praxis: 

Just as reading prophetic literature requires attention to the exegetical nuances of 

myriad migratory experiences of ancient Israel, Christian ministry demands that 

the church address the diverse experience of migrants and minority populations. It 

would be no less irresponsible of me to say that the experiences of all immigrants 

to the United States are the same—even those experiences within a single ethnic 

group—than to assume that the exilic experiences addressed in Jeremiah, Isaiah, 

Psalm 137, Daniel, and Esther are all the same.… Faithfulness requires knowing 

the particularities of each biblical text as well as the particularities of each 

individual experiencing migration. To flatten the experiences and texts of migration 

into one uniform category is not merely an act of intellectual dishonesty; it is an 

unwillingness to listen to the distinct message of particular texts and a disregard 

for the unique way people are impacted by migration.56 

 

Lim challenges us as Christians to read Scripture with eagerness to dig beyond the 

surface; he wants us to hear what the text is saying, especially each character in his or her 

context. He concludes with the exhortation for applications, “We need to get beyond the 

kind of gross generalizations made about immigrants in U.S. political discourses and gain 

literacy on what actual migrants experience.”57 Just as our preconceived notions about 

biblical characters prevent us from gaining deeper insight into Scripture, we must get 

beyond the blatant and often inaccurate generalizations about immigration and seek to 

understand the actual migrant experience. Recognizing and understanding the significance 

of migration narratives in the Bible is critical for leaders and laity in forming a proper 

perspective on the human aspect of the immigration issue. Only when we see ourselves in 

 
56 Lim, “Exile and Migration,” 7. 
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the biblical story will we be able to empathize with the “strangers and foreigners” among 

us. They are our brothers and sisters, fellow pilgrims on this journey. This will enable us 

to develop policies and plans of action that show authentic love for God’s people. 

Liberation Theology 

Theology of migration is greatly influenced by liberation theology, the latter of 

which has its roots in Latin America where poverty and oppression have been a problem 

for many years. The various movements associated with this theology “see the gospel as 

liberation from all forms of oppression—economic, spiritual, political, and social. The 

emphasis is on ‘praxis,’ or the practical ways in which God’s call for the liberation of the 

oppressed is accomplished.”58 The premise for this theology can be found in the missional 

claim of Jesus in Luke 4:18-19 (ESV): “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has 

anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the 

captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to 

proclaim the year of the Lord's favor.” The biblical record of the life of Jesus demonstrates 

his commitment to this mission.  

Eldin Villafañe writes about an “evangelical call to spirituality” and confronting 

evils of society in Seek the Peace of the City: Reflections on Urban Ministry. He states, “A 

spirituality, if it is to be authentic and relevant, should correlate with all of life; for after 

all the Spirit of the Lord, who leads and empowers, must lead and empower all areas of 

our life.”59 He speaks of whole-person spirituality that includes two dimensions: personal 
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92 
 

transformation/piety (vertical) and social transformation/piety (horizontal). Sadly, as 

Villafañe points out, “contemporary evangelical spirituality has been defined by only the 

individualistic and personal dimension.”60 This has been the curse of Western culture that 

privatizes faith to the point that social issues (like those related to immigration) are excused 

or ignored. Villafañe reminds us that these two dimensions of spirituality—which involve 

cultivating the vertical relationship with God because He first loved us and the horizontal 

relationship of loving others because of His love in us—are to be “worked out” in social 

contexts as exemplified in Jesus’s missional statement in Luke 4:18-19.61 This echoes the 

ideas of liberation theology with emphasis on God’s concern for the poor and oppressed 

and the demand for social action (praxis).  

Liberation theology presents some challenges for the COGOP constituency in the 

United States. We tend to get nervous with the emphasis on social justice, and even more 

so with the arguments over capitalism versus socialism. This thesis does not attempt to 

cover this subject in any length, but it recognizes that this is one of the controversial 

arenas where Christians need to have open conversations in love. For many proponents of 

this theology, capitalism is the evil that produces exploitation, bondage, and conditions of 

poverty. In the Latin American context, some key leaders see socialism as the path to 

bring equality and liberation.62 However, both capitalism and socialism have their pros 

and cons, but I am leery of socialism because the world has seen its effects in countries 

like Cuba and Venezuela. What we must remember is that behind every type of system 
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are people, and people have an adamic nature that is fully capable of corrupting even that 

which is good. 

The above concern aside, one of the benefits of liberation theology is that it forces 

us to examine our embedded theologies in light of God’s Word and the mission of Christ. 

Gustavo Gutierrez reminds us that the prophets of old announced a coming kingdom of 

righteousness and peace. He states, “Peace, justice, love, and freedom are not private 

realities; they are not only internal attitudes. They are social realities, implying a historical 

liberation.”63 Dario Lopez summarizes it like this: 

Luke stresses that believers must be like the Good Samaritan and like the poor 

widow. The disciples of Jesus of Nazareth are not called to be indifferent or to 

pass by on the other side when faced with real needs of human beings of flesh and 

bone (Luke 10:31-32). Nor are they called to selfishly accumulate things thinking 

that one’s life ‘consist[s] in the abundance of possessions’ (Luke 12:15). 

Consequently, they should individually and collectively be like their Lord and 

Master, ‘a friend of tax collectors and sinners’ (Luke 7:34), proclaiming the goods 

[sic] news of the kingdom of God everyday in cities and villages (Luke 8:1).64 

 

The comments of both Gutierrez and Lopez correlate with Villafañe’s horizontal 

dimension of spirituality. To be the authentic body of Christ, we must remember that we 

have been commissioned and empowered to carry on His mission of liberation in this 

world. That mission is more than just preaching the gospel so that an individual has a fire 

insurance policy against hell. It is more than talking about liberation. The gospel message 

must transform individuals and the church community so that they become authentic 

expressions of the kingdom of God where all people are welcomed, loved, and valued. 
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Biblical/Theological Themes 

This chapter would not be complete without a review of several biblical themes 

that are relevant to the conversation on immigration. These themes have already come up 

in previous sections and include the image of God, who is my neighbor (love for 

neighbors), hospitality, justice, and kingdom citizenship. While this discussion is brief, 

the goal is to see how these themes shape our understanding of who we are, who is our 

neighbor, and how are we to live in the present world. In other words, how should these 

motifs shape our thinking and praxis as citizens of God’s kingdom?  

The Image of God. Very few Christians will argue against the fact that human 

beings are created in the image of God according to Genesis 1:26-27, and that God made 

them distinct from the rest of creation. While theologians may argue over the significance 

or exact meaning of the imago Dei in humans, Dennis Hollinger identifies three themes 

that inform Christian ethics: (1) Creation in God’s image “… involves a stewardship over 

the created order” (verse 28) with the understanding that “the rest of creation is a good gift 

of God, and those who bear a likeness to God should oversee it with justice and care.”65 

(2) The creation of male and female reflects a “relational dimension” of humanity that is 

vital to the well-being of individuals and society. Hollinger states, “Our true nature is 

found not in individualism or autonomy but in mutual relationality whereby we reflect our 

interdependence with one another.”66 (3) “The image of God clearly implies an inherent 

dignity and worth in all men and women.”67 Christine Pohl adds, “Bearing God’s image 
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establishes for every person a fundamental dignity which cannot be undermined either by 

wrongdoing or neediness.”68 Neither can it be undermined by nationality, skin color, or 

immigration status. 

The scattering of nations at Babel and the formation of different cultures and ethnic 

groups did not erase the image of God. And God choosing to make one great nation 

through Abraham, the father of multitudes, did not change His mission to bless “all 

peoples on earth” through him.69 In spite of humanity’s sin, God’s heart has always been 

to redeem His creation. Even when He chose Abraham, He was looking beyond a single 

family or ethnic group to all humanity. If God places such value on people, so should we. 

We need to put aside prejudices and labels that verbally deface the image of God in a 

person, and practice Christlike love instead. 

Carroll approaches the image of God similarly but uses different terminology. He 

identifies three approaches to the significance of the image of God as follows: (1) the idea 

of “what humans inherently are or possess,” (2) what humans are relationally (something 

that was lost through the Fall and is now experienced through salvation), and (3) what 

humans are functionally (representatives of “God’s living image on earth”).70 While the 

third one may best capture the idea of Genesis 1, Carroll notes, “Each one in its own way 

underscores the particular value of all persons: what they intrinsically are, their potential 

relationship with the Creator, and their capacity and privilege as rulers.”71 The often 
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heard cliché, “God doesn’t make junk,” applies here. If we recognize this truth, it will 

help us to recognize the value and potential of every human being.  

In reference to the immigration issue, Carroll reminds us that while we are to have 

compassion on others, including the immigrant, it does not negate the need for “controls 

over immigration” or order at the nation’s borders. He writes, “What the image-of-God 

premise does, though, is establish a basic mind-set from which one can formulate policy 

and evaluate pragmatic decisions that must be made in the many spheres of national life. 

It also should inform the tone of Christian participation in the national debate.”72 That is 

precisely the goal here. 

Hospitality. The United States has had a history of welcoming strangers. Chapter 

two makes it clear that we are a nation of immigrants. The poem by Emma Lazarus, 

inscribed on the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty, bids welcome to the stranger and the 

sojourner: “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe 

free….” America had a hospitable spirit at one time, but today, few people understand the 

true meaning of hospitality. For most of us, it is simply preparing the house and some food 

to welcome friends over for fellowship. However, in ancient days, hospitality was a 

cultural value and a moral obligation extended to strangers.73 Travel was dangerous and 

there were no hotels; thus, travelers and immigrants were dependent on the kindness of 

residents for food, shelter, survival, and safety. This is evident even before the giving of 

the Law. The story of Abraham and the three mysterious visitors who suddenly show up 

(Genesis 18) demonstrates the cultural norm of the day. However, according to Pohl, this 
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story is given special status by its reference in the New Testament.74 Hebrews 13:2 (ESV) 

states, “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained 

angels unawares.” 

Israel learned the value of hospitality because they were an immigrant people 

themselves. When God gave them the Law, He included a command to love the sojourner 

(stranger, resident alien, foreigner) because they themselves were sojourners in Egypt 

according to Deuteronomy 10:19. Christine Pohl writes, “For the people of ancient Israel, 

understanding themselves as strangers and sojourners, with responsibility to care for 

vulnerable strangers in their midst, was part of what it meant to be the people of God.”75 

Gary Parrett reminds us of God’s severe warnings for those who neglect or disregard 

their obligations towards strangers; according to Deuteronomy 27:19, they are cursed.76  

The theme of hospitality carries over into the New Testament. We see it in the life 

of Christ, and it is designated as a quality for leadership in 1 Timothy 3:2 and in Titus 

1:8. Parrett tells us, “The word rendered ‘practice hospitality’ in Romans and ‘entertain 

strangers’ in Hebrews is the Greek philoxenia. Literally, it means ‘love of strangers,’ a 

mind-set that is effectively the opposite of that which is, sadly, alive and well in the 

church today: xenophobia.”77 If we allow the contrast between the two words to sink in—

one that emphasizes love for strangers and the other, the fear of strangers—it should help 

us better understand why this theme is central to the gospel; as a framework, it “provides 
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a bridge which connects our theology with daily life and concerns.”78 Hospitality opens 

doors for ministry and makes room for building relationships and community. Fear does 

the opposite. So many people are hungry for a place to be welcomed and loved—a place 

to belong. At the same time, Pohl adds, “The contemporary church hungers for models of 

a more authentic Christian life in which glimpses of the Kingdom can be seen and the 

promise of the Kingdom is embodied.”79 The answer is found in the practice of true, 

biblical hospitality.  

Justice: According to the Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms, the 

biblical definition of justice places emphasis on “right relationships and persons receiving 

a share of the resources of the society. Concern is expressed for the oppressed and their 

right treatment. Justice is related to love and grace.”80 Justice is based on God Himself 

and cannot be separated from His holiness and righteousness. And though God is just in 

Himself, justice and social action in the human realm are products of His holiness and 

righteousness working in humanity. Thus, as noted by J. Paul Nyquist, justice is the 

outworking of God’s righteousness.81 In this realm of practice, Mark Amstutz gives a 

practical description of justice. He states, “The biblical idea of justice is associated with, 

among other things, the fair and impartial administration of the law, the proper treatment 
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of the poor, protection of the weak and the oppressed, and support and care for strangers 

and aliens.”82 

Hollinger points out that “the Hebrew and Greek words used for justice reveals 

that they are sometimes translated ‘judgment’ and ‘righteousness.”83 Although the words 

appear interchangeable at times, they can carry different connotations; in fact, they are 

sometimes used together. While we may think of righteousness in terms of character and 

justice in terms of action, Hollinger reminds us that they go hand in hand. He states, “To 

be a righteous person because of the work of Christ is also to be a just person.”84 He does 

not stop there but adds a very pointed note that challenges today’s Christian: “Yet human 

justice in the social arena is ultimately rooted in God’s own justice, made possible through 

his own righteousness, which then overflows to us. If God’s work of righteousness does 

not result in both personal righteousness and social justice, then we can say with James 

that faith without works is dead (James 2:17, 26).”85  

Paul, in writing to Titus, reminds him (and all believers) that God’s gracious gift 

of salvation should be teaching us how to “live soberly, righteously, and godly” in this 

world (Titus 2:12 KJV). Sometimes we need to stop and ponder what this should look 

like. Justice and righteousness—right living by God’s standards—do go hand in hand. 

We should be willing to examine our attitudes and put aside misinformed ideologies so 

that we can seek just solutions to social issues like the current immigration crisis.   
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McLaren et al. remind us that “God’s reign of shalom, love, and justice was 

replaced by worldly powers of sin, evil, and injustice” after the sin of mankind in the 

garden.86 God’s plan of redemption, rooted in His holiness, is to bring healing and 

restoration to all creation. Israel struggled as we do; but God reminded them as He 

reminds us in Micah 6:8 (ESV), “He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does 

the LORD require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with 

your God?” To ignore the issues that plague our nation and divide congregations cannot 

remain an option any longer. To be an authentic representation of God’s kingdom, we can 

“seek the peace of the city” (Jeremiah 29:7) by actively participating in our communities, 

by becoming a voice for the voiceless, and by being an expression of God’s love through 

acts of kindness and mercy to the immigrants who live among us. 

Love for Neighbors: Each of these biblical themes is related to the others, largely 

because they flow from God’s heart. Justice is due to all humanity because all humanity is 

created in the image of God. Hospitality, especially in the ancient world, was an expression 

of God’s love for strangers who are also created in God’s image. In Leviticus 19:18, God 

commands Israel to “love your neighbor as yourself.” In this context, love for one’s 

neighbors likely refers to fellow members of the Israelite community. However, earlier in 

the same passage, Israel is given specific instructions on caring for the needy and the 

stranger (19:10) and being just in their treatment of the poor (19:15). After adding various 

other laws, God commands, “When a stranger resides with you in your land, you shall not 

do him wrong. The stranger who resides with you shall be to you as the native among you, 

and you shall love him as yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt; I am the Lord 
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your God” (19:33-34, NASB).  It is apparent that God loves all people, and His love for all 

people is to be reflected in the lives of His people. In Deuteronomy 10:16-19, God speaks 

of His own concern for the vulnerable—the orphan, the widow, and the foreigner—and 

reminds Israel again that they are to show love to the foreigner/stranger, “… for you were 

strangers in the land of Egypt.” In response to His love and covenant with them, God calls 

Israel to obedience and justice. Special emphasis is placed on loving strangers; the love 

they have received from God is to be extended to the strangers in their midst. Based on this, 

we should not limit God’s command to love one’s neighbor to only those we personally 

know or those in the community of faith; we are to love the stranger as well.  

If there is any doubt, this theme is given greater clarity in the teachings of Jesus in 

the New Testament, particularly the reiteration of the command to love one’s neighbor as 

oneself (Matthew 22:36-40; Luke 10:25-27) and the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 

10:29-37), the latter being Jesus’ response to the question, “Who is my neighbor?” Several 

truths can be gleaned from this parable. First, we are told that a lawyer—an expert in the 

law—posed the initial question to “test” Jesus (verse 25) and the latter to justify himself 

(verse 28). As an expert in the law, he already knew the answer. Justo Gonzalez and 

Virgilio Elizondo write, “The purpose of his question is not to have Jesus explain or teach 

him something, but rather to engage in a theological discussion that will allow him to evade 

obedience…. He knows quite well what he is supposed to do.”87 This is a warning to us to 

be careful not to allow our comforts and “religious prejudices” to be stronger than God’s 

commandment to love our neighbor.88  We must be careful not use Scripture, theology, or 
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doctrine “… as a means to evade obedience, to find excuses for our own selfishness and 

lack of love for our neighbor.”89 Unfortunately, this appears to be the case in the parable 

when both a priest and a Levite walk by a man who has been attacked, robbed, and left 

for dead. For some unknown reason, the ones who should have responded in compassion 

failed to do so. 

A second observation in this parable centers on the character who responds “out of 

character.” Dario Lopez writes, “The parable emphasizes that an individual who one would 

least expect to act as a neighbor, someone who was ungodly and inhuman according to the 

Jews, became a neighbor to the person who had fallen on the road.”90 The “hero” in this 

parable is a Samaritan. While the priest and Levite fail to show any concern, the Samaritan 

is moved with compassion (verse 33) and ministers to the needs of the victim. He may have 

had other items on his agenda that day—other obligations, but he set those aside to 

demonstrate love to a fellow human being.  

When Jesus asks the lawyer which of the three was a neighbor to the man in need, 

the obvious answer is the Samaritan. It is interesting to note that the lawyer cannot or will 

not bring himself to giving direct reference to the Samaritan; he is simply, “The one who 

showed mercy” (verse 37).91 I imagine the lawyer is still trying to swallow his pride when 

Jesus utters the words, “Go and do likewise” (verse 37). Thus, not only is the hero a 

despised individual who exemplifies loving his neighbor, but now the lawyer is told to go 

and follow his example! Lopez writes, 
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Expanding one’s theological horizons is never an easy task. Admitting that love 

includes all people—even enemies—is always a task that demands renouncing 

prejudices of every kind. Seeing beyond particular religious borders is an endeavor 

that requires a transformation of values that inform and mold individual and 

collective conduct. Being and acting as a neighbor is a daily challenge, an 

invitation to commitment, a path to affirm the value of human life. In a sense, the 

question is not: who is my neighbor? The question is: am I behaving like a 

neighbor?92 

 

Authentic love underscores the story of the Good Samaritan. This love, described 

briefly in chapter one, is the love that God demonstrated in sending Jesus to pay the price 

for our sins. Eldin Villafañe, citing the work of Lewis Smedes, describes God’s agape 

love as being the norm for our loving others.93 Jesus did not give us a list of rules to live 

by; He gave us His life as a model: Love moved Jesus to help people—all people—for 

their sake and without regard for cost.94 This love crosses all barriers because it sees any 

human being as image bearer and worthy of love. Because God loves us, we are to love 

one another. 

The biblical/theological research of this section, brief as it is, provides substantial 

evidence for developing a biblically based worldview regarding God’s love for humanity 

and a proper theology on “who is my neighbor.” This foundation will aid us in becoming 

true representatives of God’s kingdom so that we might effectively minister in authentic 

love to those whose lives have been disrupted by circumstances beyond their own control.     

Kingdom citizenship. In chapter two, the subject of Christian nationalism is 

discussed briefly as a belief “… that the American nation is defined by Christianity and 
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that the government should take steps to keep it that way to sustain and maintain our 

Christian heritage.”95 While I am deeply patriotic and value the Christian heritage of this 

nation, I must remember that this government is not a theocracy, and no amount of 

manmade legislation will produce a Christian nation. According to Scripture, believers 

have been made citizens of a greater kingdom (Ephesians 2:19; Philippians 3:18-21; 1 

Peter 2:9-12). We have dual citizenship—one in a temporary “kingdom” and the other an 

eternal one. Unfortunately, it seems like many Christians, especially in the United States, 

have gotten comfortable in this present kingdom and have forgotten about their heavenly 

citizenship along with its benefits. 

While immigrant is not used in Scripture, except maybe in modern translations, 

words like strangers, foreigners, pilgrims, sojourners, aliens, and exiles are used to 

describe people on the move throughout Scripture. These words are a reminder of the 

temporal nature of life in this present earth. Abraham’s call to leave his homeland to go 

to a place he did not know reminds us that, as father of the Jewish and Christian faiths, 

his DNA runs through our veins. God’s people are migrant people. In the New Testament, 

we are told that Abraham “made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a 

foreign country” because “he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose 

architect and builder is God” (Hebrews 11:9-10 NIV). Verse 13 states that he and others 

who “died in faith” recognized they were strangers and pilgrims, even in the land of 

promise. Peter, writing to exiled Jewish Christians, reminds them that they are a unique 

people—a holy nation—by God’s choosing, though they are strangers and pilgrims in 
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this present world (1 Peter 2:9-12). It is worth noting that he does not encourage these 

exiles “to blend in,” but to abstain from sinful passions and to live honorable and holy 

lives, which is becoming of kingdom citizens. In his letter to believers at Philippi, Paul 

writes, “But we are citizens of heaven, where the Lord Jesus Christ lives. And we are 

eagerly waiting for him to return as our Savior” (Philippians 3:20 NLT). If we truly grasp 

the idea of the Christian’s relationship with the present world and recognize the nature of 

our true citizenship, it will change the way we as Christians view the “strangers and 

foreigners” who live among us.  

Regarding the kingdom citizens, Steve Kang writes, 

The church of Jesus Christ is called to live out the covenant with God and with 

one another as the eschatological community, realizing or showing forth in the 

present the communal life of the eternal kingdom of God. It is to cultivate the 

habitus of the life with the Triune God as a sign of the eternal kingdom that has 

been inaugurated by the incarnation, death, and resurrection of our Lord Jesus 

Christ. For this reason, the church must strive to proclaim in word and deed the 

fabric of the eternal kingdom—love, justice, righteousness, and peace.96 

 

Just as Christ brings us into renewed fellowship with himself and welcomes us as 

citizens of His kingdom, we must seek to extend the same to other. We must recognize 

the image of God in each person, demonstrate hospitality to all, seek justice, and truly 

love our “neighbor” as defined by Christ, so that we can demonstrate to a broken world 

what kingdom life can look like. 
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Chapter Four: Methodology 

In the previous chapters, this thesis has identified the issue of immigration as a 

subject that has cause much controversy, not only in the secular world, but also among 

and within Christian denominations. Being a broad and complicated issue, the purpose of 

this study is to provide the COGOP constituency with accurate information to help each 

individual develop a balanced perspective on the immigration issue so that we can better 

define who is our neighbor and, individually and corporately, determine effective praxis 

as we minister to immigrants in our community. 

With the above purpose in mind, chapter two provided additional background 

information as to what is going on (the descriptive-empirical task of practical theology) 

and why this is happening (the interpretive task)1 using various sources to provide insight 

from historical, humanitarian, and political perspectives. The chapter also addressed the 

issue of nationalism and sought to dispel some of the myths associated with the topic of 

immigration. To address the question of what should be going on (the normative task of 

practical theology)2, chapter three provided a biblical and theological perspective that 

included examples of immigration in the Bible, introduced the theology of migration, and 

briefly discussed several biblical motifs related to the subject.  

While much of the research has been descriptive in nature, this chapter describes 

the research methodology used to enhance this study on the topic of immigration. It 

includes a survey that explores current understanding and attitudes of COGOP pastors and 
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leaders regarding the subject. Additionally, three semi-structured Zoom interviews were 

conducted to get a glimpse of the experience of three immigrants who either pastor or 

attend a COGOP church in the United States. This chapter will discuss the process and 

the results of the surveys and the interviews.  

Explanation of Methodology 

Since the focus of the thesis is to provide information for developing a balanced 

biblical view on the issue of immigration, much of the research to this point has been 

literary research, which involves “using documents as the primary source of evidence,”3. 

However, this project also includes collecting and analyzing the responses of a specific 

group of people—COGOP pastors and leaders—to specific questions in the context of 

immigration, which Vyhmeister and Robertson call descriptive research.4 A voluntary 

research questionnaire (survey) was used to obtain specific information about the COGOP 

constituency.5 The surveys provided feedback from COGOP pastors and leaders across 

the United States as to current understanding and opinions regarding immigration. As 

Osmer points out, surveys can help us “discern patterns and dynamics” in particular 

situations or contexts.”6 In the context of this thesis, the surveys are a form of qualitative 

research that offer a snapshot of prevailing attitudes among a specific group—in this 

case, the COGOP pastors and leaders who responded.  
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Ethical Considerations 

Concerning the COGOP Constituency 

This study has taken place at the national level. The researcher had conversations 

with various state/regional leaders, pastors, and leaders from around the United States 

presenting the description, objectives, and purpose of the study. A questionnaire was made 

available in electronic format for voluntary participation and response. 

The researcher asked questions of the above-mentioned leaders focused on 

knowledge and opinions about immigrants and immigration law especially in the survey. 

A few of these leaders were also asked about the presence of immigrants in their regions 

or local churches for potential immigrant stories. Timing was not favorable, but three 

interviews were scheduled to “hear” the stories of immigrants who were willing to share. 

The stories were based on seven basic questions as found in Appendix C.  

Concerning Data and Data Analysis 

For the interviews, all participants have been kept anonymous. No names or 

identifying information were recorded, only the immigrant stories. The voluntary surveys 

were all anonymous as well. Documents will be retained in electronic format on the 

researcher’s computer. 

Concerning the Researcher 

The researcher is considered an insider because she has been an active member of 

the COGOP for over forty-five years and has worked at the International Offices for the 

past twelve years. Most of the state/regional leaders know the researcher, but many of the 

pastors do not. Since much of the research was conducted via email, participants likely 

did not feel pressured to take part. This is evidenced by the fact that only 194 surveys 
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were completed when the potential responses numbered anywhere from 1,600 to 2,000. 

Of course, this was dependent on the regional presbyters sharing the link. The researcher 

only sent one or two reminders, so as not to pressure anyone.  

Limitations to the study include the following: (1) reaching potential participants 

is limited by state/regional overseers’ willingness to participate (they have direct email 

access to all pastors in their area); (2) though the method is general and includes all the 

United States, the researcher has no guarantee of proportionate representation from each 

area of the country; (3) the researcher has no way to verify the accuracy of participant 

responses; and (4) the researcher does not know if the results will be relevant considering 

the constant changes taking place in today’s world. Despite these limitations, the study is 

relevant because it provides an evaluation and insight for current church praxis when it 

comes to challenges presented by immigration. It can help leaders as they plan for future 

evangelism and growth. Recognizing one’s own biases and the misinformation that has 

shaped one’s thinking will create greater opportunity for authentic transformation in how 

we value and respond to all people. In this way, the body of Christ can reflect more 

accurately the kingdom of God through its Christlike love in “welcoming the stranger.” 

Survey Participants 

The survey used was voluntary in nature. Survey links (Spanish and English) 

were emailed to approximately eighty ministry leaders and employees of the International 

Offices and to twenty-four state/regional presbyters serving the North America region, 

specifically the United States. The state/regional presbyters were asked to share the links 

with pastors and ministry leaders serving in their respective regions. At least one follow-

up email was sent to the International Offices, and two were sent to the regional presbyters. 
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A single email went out to approximately fifty current and former students in partnering 

programs with COGOP. Most of these are pastors or leaders who should have received 

the email from their presbyters, but this was an additional attempt to reach those who 

might not have received the original email. If all the presbyters sent out the emails as 

requested, the potential number of responses was between 1,850 and 2,000. In the end, I 

received 194 responses (116 English and 78 Spanish). 

As mentioned, the geographic scope of the study is the United States. Hawaii was 

not included as it is under the jurisdiction of our Asia and Oceania region. The Canadian 

regional presbyters, though part of the North American region, were excluded as well. 

About half of the presbyters confirmed they had forwarded the surveys, but demographic 

information confirms that responses came from all four geographic regions: Northeast 

(Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New Jersey, 

New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont, and Washington, D.C.), Southeast 

(Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, 

Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia), Midwest 

(Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, 

Ohio, South Dakota, and Wisconsin), West (Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, Idaho, 

Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming). While most 

of the responses (58.2%) came from the Southeast region, this is somewhat consistent 

with the distribution of COGOP churches in the United States. The chart below shows the 

number of churches by region and by language based on 2020 statistical information7: 

 

 
7 North American Presbyter’s Office, International Offices of the Church of God of Prophecy, 

Cleveland, TN. 
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Table 4.1. COGOP Churches in the U.S. and Survey Responses by Region 

Region* 

English 

Churches 

Spanish 

Churches 

Other 

Churches 

Total 

Number 

Percent of 

Churches 

Percent of 

Survey 

Responses  

Northeast 111 60 7 178 0.107 0.216 

Southeast 917 93 20 1030 0.622 0.582 

Midwest 163 38 2 203 0.123 0.103 

West 95 149 2 246 0.148 0.098 

Total 1286 340 31 1657 1.000 0.999 

 

The total number of COGOP churches in the United States in 2020 was 1,657. 

The regional breakdown* may vary a bit as some reporting regions fall into more than 

one geographic region. For example, Ohio/West Virginia is under one presbyter, but the 

states fall into two geographic areas—Midwest and Southeast. In this case, the sixty-one 

churches were divided among the two regions. The estimates still provide a good snapshot 

of the concentration of churches in each area. Interestingly, the Northeast region had the 

best response at 21.6% while only 10.7% of our churches are in that region. 

At first, responses were slow at coming in. The survey was open for approximately 

four weeks. In that period of time, as mentioned above, a total of 194 survey responses 

were received, 116 in English and 78 in Spanish. The following chart consolidates the 

responses and shows demographic information by number and percentage: 

Table 4.2. Demographics of Survey Responses  

 Total Percent 

Primary role in the church a. Regional/state overseer/ 

international ministry director 

b. Pastor 

c. Other church leader  

d. Church member 

24 

 

131 

27 

12 

12.4 

 

67.5 

13.9 

6.2 
    

Gender a. Male    

b. Female 

146 

48 

75.3 

24.7 
    

Age bracket 

 

a. 18-34 years   

b. 35-49 years  

c. 50-64 years  

d. 65 and up  

7 

60 

81 

46 

3.6 

30.9 

41.8 

23.7 
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Ethnic background a. American Indian/Alaska Native 

b. Asian/Pacific Islander 

c. Black/African American 

d. Hispanic/Latino 

e. White/Non-Hispanic 

f. Other 

0 

0 

33 

94 

67 

0 

0 

0 

17.0 

48.5 

34.5 

0 
    

Primary language 

 

a. English 

b. Spanish  

c. French  

d. Other  

105 

83 

2 

4 

54.1 

42.8 

1.0 

2.1 
    

Political party 

preference? 

 

a. Democrat                

b. Republican 

c. Independent  

d. Other 

41 

81 

37 

35 

21.1 

41.8 

19.1 

18.0 

 

The results show that 131 (67.5%) of the responses came from pastors. While this 

probably represents only ten percent of the pastors, it provided a sampling from around 

the nation. On the other hand, twenty-four responses came from state/regional overseers 

and/or international ministry directors. Since we have about thirty-three people in this 

category, this response represents 72.7 percent of these leaders. Together, these two 

numbers reflect the higher levels of COGOP leadership in North America. 

The responses also accurately reflect two common characteristics of the COGOP 

in the United States. First, the leadership is largely male, which explains why 75% of the 

responses came from males. Second, we have an aging membership; 65.5% of the 

respondents reported being 50 years old or older. The responses from Hispanic leaders 

does indicate that they have a greater number of younger leaders serving the church which 

is helping to bring some balance to the aging membership.8  

One final note can be made regarding demographics. It is interesting to note that 

while one-fifth of the COGOP churches are designated as Spanish churches (20.5%), 

 
8 See survey response for question 4 in Appendix B. 
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almost half the survey responses (48.5%) came from those who identified themselves as 

Hispanic/Latino. While immigration, and the church’s response to immigration, is a 

matter that should concern all, it appears that the Hispanic population was more willing 

to provide feedback on this topic that affects so many of their families and friends. 

Survey Instrument 

The survey questionnaire contained twenty-one multiple-choice questions, three of 

which contained multiple questions within themselves, for a total of thirty-three multiple-

choice questions.9 The last three questions of the survey were open ended, asking for the 

participants’ opinions and any additional thoughts or comments on the subject. 

The first section of the survey consisted of seven questions about demographics, 

including one about the respondent’s church role and one about political party preference. 

The results can be seen in the tables above. Interestingly, two respondents to the English 

survey commented negatively to the question about political party preference. One felt 

that this was irrelevant information, while the other felt it should have been optional to 

answer since political party affiliations lead to labeling. This person concluded by stating, 

“I believe Christian thought modifies our political preferences beyond the boundaries of a 

political party.” While this should be the case, and I hope it is, the purpose of the question 

was to see if a correlation existed between political party preference and one’s responses 

to the various immigration questions. The results will be discussed later. 

The second section of the survey contained general questions about immigration, 

along with the note that many of these questions are adapted from surveys put out by Pew 

Research, Lifeway Research, and Gallup. The first question asked participants about the 

 
9 See Appendix B for survey questions and responses. 
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source that most influences their thinking on immigration. A few individuals felt that they 

should have been allowed more than one answer, but the question was asking them to 

identify a single most influential source. After that question was a two-part question asking 

whether the Bible provides guidance on immigration and the treatment of immigrants. 

The next question asked if the respondent had preached or heard a sermon preached on 

the subject of immigration. This was followed by a question containing ten statements 

commonly heard about immigrants to which the respondents could agree, disagree, or 

mark as uncertain. The purpose of these questions was to gage how much Scripture or 

other sources influence opinions on the subject. 

The third section of the survey asked for opinions about immigration laws and 

reform, to which respondents could mark “yes” in agreement, “no” in disagreement, and 

“uncertain” if they were not sure. These questions addressed issues of justness of laws, 

protection of family unity, respect for God-given dignity, securing national borders, and 

legislation to help those who are in the country without proper documents. 

The fourth section contained one three-part question and one general question 

based on a survey from Gallup. Gallup assigned points to the responses of the three-part 

question regarding the respondent’s level of comfort based on varying degree of personal 

proximity with immigrants.10 Participants chose whether a given situation was viewed as 

a good thing, bad thing, or uncertain. These questions were included in the survey to see 

how COGOP leaders compare with the acceptance score of the United States and the 

world. The results will be covered in its own section.  

 
10 Neli Esipova, John Fleming, and Julie Ray, “New Index Shows Least-, Most- Accepting 

Countries for Migrants,” Gallup, August 23, 2017, https://news.gallup.com/poll/216377/new-index-shows-

least-accepting-countries-migrants.aspx. 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/216377/new-index-shows-least-accepting-countries-migrants.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/216377/new-index-shows-least-accepting-countries-migrants.aspx
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Two of the final three questions asked respondents to identify what constitutes “just 

immigration laws” and how we as a nation might best secure our national borders. The last 

question just asked for additional thoughts and comments on the subject.  

As stated in chapter one, the survey was designed to be exploratory in nature—an 

attempt to “measure” attitudes of the COGOP constituency towards, understanding of, and 

involvement with immigrants, immigrant issues, and immigration law. Additionally, the 

survey explored whether ministers and leaders consider underlying issues that promote or 

force individuals to migrate before casting judgment, especially in cases where the 

immigrants are labeled “illegal.” 

Survey Results 

Most of the results of the demographic questions were previously shared as part 

of the description of the survey participants. In this section we will look at responses to 

actual questions regarding immigration. 

Regarding the general questions, the first one (question 8) asked participants for 

the source that most influenced their thinking on the topic of immigration. There were 

seven choices in addition to “other or not sure.” The responses are as follows: 

Table 4.3. Source that Most Influences Thinking on Immigration  

 Frequency Percentage 

a. The Bible 

b. Immigrants themselves 

c. Friends and family 

d. Media (news and social media) 

e. Other source or not sure 

f. Local church/church leaders 

g. Elected officials 

h. Professors or teachers 

65 

48 

32 

19 

18 

8 

3 

1 

33.5 

24.7 

16.5 

9.8 

9.3 

4.1 

1.5 

0.5 
    

Total  194 99.9 
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While the percentage of COGOP leaders who claim the Bible is the greatest 

influence on their thinking is higher than the 12% of Evangelicals reported by Lifeway 

Research in 201511, the results confirm that our views are still influenced more by outside 

sources rather than by God and Scripture. At the same time, 97.4% of the respondents 

agree that the Bible provides guidelines and principles for treatment of immigrants and 

86.6% believe it provides guidance for addressing the immigration issue (question 9). 

The percentage of those who have preached or heard a sermon preached on this topic 

(question 10) is 62.4. The question then is whether the Bible affects how we perceive 

immigrants themselves.  

I will reiterate here what was said in chapter one—the term immigrant is used 

loosely to refer to anyone coming into this country from another nation regardless of 

status, whether documented or undocumented. (I have tried to refrain from using the term 

illegal because it carries such negative connotations; when it is used, it is for emphasis or 

based on usage by other writers.) Since approximately one-fourth of the estimated 44.9 

million immigrants living in the United States (as of 2019) are unauthorized12, this general 

classification is warranted. When we encounter immigrants on the streets or in our 

churches, we likely do not know their status unless we ask or have inside information. If 

they are undocumented, we do not necessarily know their story. They may have entered 

the country without proper documents or overextended the permissible stay of their visa, 

but they may be one of those who have been granted temporary protected status (TPS) or 

 
11 “Evangelical Views on Immigration,” Lifeway Research, accessed July 13, 2021, 

http://lifewayresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Evangelical-Views-on-Immigration-Report.pdf, 16. 

 
12 Jeanne Batalova, Mary Hanna, and Christopher Levesque, “Frequently Requested Statistics on 

Immigrants and Immigration in the United States,” Migration Information Source, February 11, 2021, 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-

united-states-2020#immig-now-historical. 

http://lifewayresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Evangelical-Views-on-Immigration-Report.pdf
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-united-states-2020#immig-now-historical
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-united-states-2020#immig-now-historical
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were brought here as a child (DACA); many are in limbo because of complex laws or are 

waiting court decisions as to removal or approval of status adjustment to become lawful 

permanent resident (LPR).13 Thus, instead of labeling someone as “legal” or “illegal,” we 

should see them as an individual. At the end of the day, a status label should not affect 

our view or treatment of an individual. For this reason, each survey respondent had to 

decide for themselves how they perceived the immigrant when answering questions.  

With the above explanation in mind, the following table shows responses to 

question #11 regarding agreement, disagreement, or uncertainty when it came to specific 

statements about immigrants. Most of these were discussed in chapter two. The statements 

have been regrouped here for the purpose of reviewing the results. 

Table 4.4. Response to Statements Made About Recent Immigrants (Percentage)  

 Agree Disagree Uncertain 

a. Immigrants add jobs to the economy. 59.3 25.3 15.5 

b. Immigrants take jobs away from U.S. citizens. 15.5 71.6 12.9 

c. Immigrants are a benefit to this country 

because of their hard work and talents. 

83.0 5.2 11.9 

d. Immigrants are a drain on economic 

resources. 

26.8 58.8 14.4 

e. Immigrants are the reason for increased crime 

rates. 

12.9 67.5 19.6 

f. Immigrants increase the risk of terrorism in 

our country. 

24.2 57.7 18.0 

g. Immigrants contribute to our cultural 

diversity. 

90.7 5.7 3.6 

h. Immigrants are a threat to American culture. 14.4 74.2 11.3 

i. Immigrants present new opportunities for 

evangelism. 

91.8 2.6 5.7 

j. Immigrants who are here without proper 

documents (illegally) should be deported. 

28.9 50.0 21.1 

 
 

13 Bryan Baker, “Estimates of the Unauthorized Immigrant Population Residing in the United 

States: January 2015 – January 2018,” PDF from U.S. Department of Homeland Security, January 2021, 

https://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics/population-estimates/unauthorized-resident, 1. 

 

https://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics/population-estimates/unauthorized-resident


118 
 

 

The first two statements address immigrants adding to or taking away jobs. The 

survey showed that 71.6% do not believe that immigrants take jobs from citizens. This is 

a positive response since the myth about jobs was debunked in chapter two. Still, almost 

30% either disagree or are uncertain. As for immigrants adding jobs, just over 40% either 

disagreed or were uncertain. A recent study by Kellogg School of Management finds that 

not only are immigrants more likely to establish new companies, both large and small, 

but they “actually create more jobs than they take.”14 This being the case, immigrants not 

only benefit the country (item c above) because of their hard work and talent, affirmed by 

83% of the respondent, but they add to the economy as consumers and taxpayers. Sadly, 

over 40% still viewed immigrants as a drain to the economy (item d) or were uncertain 

on this point. This idea of them being a drain is fed by reports of “illegal immigrants” 

coming to the country just to collect welfare. Many people are unaware that the Illegal 

Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996, referred to in chapter 

two, greatly reduced access to benefits for undocumented immigrants. Additionally, many 

parents who have children born in the United States—children who are citizens—are 

afraid to apply for benefits for the children for fear of deportation. A PDF available from 

the state of Connecticut not only confirms the ineligibility of undocumented immigrants 

for most programs, but also states that “immigrants, regardless of status, will pay on 

average $80,000 per capita more in taxes than they use in government services over their 

 
14 Jessica Love, “Immigrants to the U.S. Create More Jobs than They Take,” based on the research 

of Pierre Azoulay, Benjamin F. Jones, J. Daniel Kim, and Javier Miranda, Kellogg Insight, October 5, 2020, 

https://insight.kellogg.northwestern.edu/article/immigrants-to-the-u-s-create-more-jobs-than-they-take.  

 

https://insight.kellogg.northwestern.edu/article/immigrants-to-the-u-s-create-more-jobs-than-they-take
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lifetime.”15 As leaders in the church, we need to know the facts so that we can make 

better judgments on this issue and help correct the misinformed views that run rampant in 

the church body. 

On the issue of crime (item e), the results indicate that a good portion of the 

respondents (67.5%) recognized that increased crime rates cannot or should not be blamed 

on immigrants. Still, 32.5% is a large number for those who disagree or have doubts. 

Additionally, a greater percentage (42.2%) either believed that immigrants increase the 

risk for terrorism or were uncertain. Although the statements about crime and terrorism 

were discredited in chapter two, those who hold these beliefs are likely to view immigrants 

with disdain rather than love. 

Items g and h were a little perplexing to me. It appears that 90.7% of those 

surveyed believe that immigrants add to the cultural diversity of our nation, but over 25% 

either saw this as a threat to the American culture or were not sure about its benefit. 

While relieved that so many appreciate cultural diversity, this 25% could represent those 

who are informed more by values of nationalism rather than values of God’s kingdom. It 

is something to be considered. 

The last two statements (items i and j) are especially important. The first one 

states that immigration presents new opportunities for evangelism. While 91.8% agreed 

with the statement, it was one that should have been 100% (at least in my opinion). Jesus 

instructed His disciples to go and make disciples of all nations (Matthew 28:19). Many of 

us have failed to heed this command, so God has brought the nations to our doorstep. It is 

 
15 “5 Myths About Undocumented Immigrants,” accessed January 3, 2022, https://portal.ct.gov/-

/media/OCPD/Child_Protection/Training/Day3/ImmigrationCheatSheetbySNHforGALAMCclasspdf.pdf. 

 

https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/OCPD/Child_Protection/Training/Day3/ImmigrationCheatSheetbySNHforGALAMCclasspdf.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/OCPD/Child_Protection/Training/Day3/ImmigrationCheatSheetbySNHforGALAMCclasspdf.pdf
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a golden opportunity. The second statement in this set is a contradiction of the previous; 

it is ultimately a rejection of the opportunity to make disciples. Instead, the response is to 

deport those who are here without documents. Only 50% of respondents disagreed with 

this statement. While 21% were unsure how to respond, the bottom line is that we have 

many leaders who struggle with law versus grace in that they have not considered the 

reasons people leave their homeland. We might consider how Christ would respond. 

Would He send a person back to their home country where their family faces starvation, 

their children are threatened by drug lords, or they are living in constant peril? Often 

time, the legal avenues for migration are not open to these.  

The next section of the survey contained questions about immigration law and 

reform (questions 12 through 19). The breakdown is as follows: 

Table 4.5. Response to Statements About Immigration Laws/Reform (Percentage)  

 Yes No Uncertain 

a. Do you believe U.S. laws are just in their 

dealing with immigrants? 

28.9 50.5 20.6 

b. Do you believe immigration laws should be 

made stricter? 

28.9 47.4 23.7 

c. Do you believe immigration laws should protect 

unity of the immediate family? 

87.6 5.2 7.2 

d. Do you think it is possible for immigration 

reform to respect a person’s God-given dignity? 

81.4 7.7 10.8 

e. Do you think immigration reform should 

guarantee secure national borders? 

88.1 2.6 9.3 

f. Do you support a path toward legal status for 

those who are currently illegal but meet certain 

criteria and pose no threat? 

90.2 5.2 4.6 

g. Do you support a path towards citizenship for 

those who are currently illegal but meet certain 

qualifications? 

83.0 7.7 9.3 

h. Would you support legislation that would 

increase border security and still provide a path 

to legal status and maybe citizenship? 

89.7 3.6 6.7 

 



121 
 

The first two questions above showed significant variance of opinions. While just 

over half the respondents (50.5%) viewed immigration laws as unjust, the other half 

either disagreed with the majority or were uncertain. Regarding the need for stricter laws, 

the response was very similar. This highlights the uncertainty that exists among Christian 

leaders regarding this challenging issue. 

Interestingly, the other six questions were far more unanimous with percentages 

of agreement ranging from 81.4 to 90.2. At the lower end, 18.5% either disagreed or were 

uncertain as to whether immigration reform could respect a person’s God-given dignity 

and 17% disagreed or were uncertain about offering a path towards citizenship to those 

who are currently here “illegally” but meet certain qualifications. In contrast to this latter 

(a path towards citizenship), the number in disagreement or uncertain drops to 10.3% if 

you throw in increased border security. Even without the border security suggestion, the 

largest group of agreement was in support of legal status for those who are currently 

“illegal” but meet the necessary qualifications and pose no threat. Many of the COGOP 

responses fall in line with responses of Evangelicals to a Lifeway survey conducted back 

in February 2015.16 The biggest difference was in regard to a path to legal status and a 

path towards citizenship. It appears COGOP leaders are more open to providing this path 

(90.2% and 83% respectively), whereas the Evangelical responses in favor were 58% and 

61%.17 Although the response to a path toward citizenship with the added border security 

was higher (68%), it is significantly less than the COGOP response at almost 90%. 

 
16 See the PDF document “Evangelical Views on Immigration,” Lifeway Research 

(http://lifewayresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Evangelical-Views-on-Immigration-Report.pdf) 

for complete report. 

 
17 “Evangelical Views on Immigration,” 11,12. 

http://lifewayresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Evangelical-Views-on-Immigration-Report.pdf
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The final set of multiple-choice questions (20 and 21) were based on Gallup’s 

Migrant Acceptance Index, a study that gauged acceptance of migrants according to 

personal proximity.18 In the original research, Gallup polled people in 139 countries in 

2016 and 2017. The sampling group in each country was much larger (approximately 

1,000 in most cases) than those who responded to the present research (194), but the 

results are interesting to note. The table below shows COGOP responses: 

Table 4.6. Response to Migrant Acceptance Questions (Number)19  

Tell me if you personally believe that each of the 

following is good or bad: 

Good Bad Uncertain 

a. Immigrants living in this country 165 4 25 

b. An immigrant becoming your neighbor 162 1 31 

c. An immigrant marrying one of your close 

relatives 

133 9 52 

    

TOTAL 460 14 108 
    

Overall, do you see immigration as a good thing or a 

bad thing? 

160 11 22 

 

To tabulate the results, the “yes” responses were multiplied by three (460 x 3 = 

1,380), “no” responses counted for zero, and “uncertain” responses were given one point 

each (108). The total of these numbers (1,488) was then divided by the number of people 

completing the survey (194). The maximum possible score was 9.0 if everyone responded 

“yes” to all questions.20 The results of Gallup’s survey showed that the acceptance index 

of the world is 5.29 out of 9.0; the United States made the top twenty accepting nations 

 
18 Esipova, Fleming, and Ray, “Least-, Most- Accepting Countries for Migrants.” 

 
19 Questions based on Gallup’s 1016/2017 survey as reported by Neli Esipova, John Fleming, and 

Julie Ray, “New Index Shows Least-, Most- Accepting Countries for Migrants,” Gallup, August 23, 2017, 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/216377/new-index-shows-least-accepting-countries-migrants.aspx. 

 
20 Esipova, Fleming, and Ray, “Least-, Most- Accepting Countries for Migrants.” 

 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/216377/new-index-shows-least-accepting-countries-migrants.aspx


123 
 

with a score of 7.27.21 Based on Gallup’s formula, the Migrant Acceptance Index of 

COGOP respondents is 7.67. While this score is not that much greater than the national 

score, it moves COGOP respondents up from the eighteenth position to thirteenth. 

Iceland had the highest acceptance index at 8.26, and Macedonia scored the lowest at 

1.47.22 

The question now is, are these numbers significant? The migrant acceptance score 

is a little above the U.S. average. In a sense, we are doing well. However, are we striving 

to be like those in our nation, or should we be striving for something better? Should we 

not be different from the world? Scripture indicates that God has called us to be different 

and reflect His love and glory (Romans 12:1-2; Ephesians 4:17-24; 1 Peter 2:9). Some of 

the other statistical results show evidence of a lack of unity on critical topics. Scripture 

teaches us that we are to live in harmony and be of one mind and one accord (Romans 

15:5-6), and that there are to be no divisions (1 Corinthians 1:10). We are to genuinely 

seek to be united with Christ and with one another. Paul said it well in Philippians 2:1-4, 

first encouraging us to be of the same mind, maintain the same love, be united in spirit, 

and intent on one purpose (verse 2), and then he says to do nothing from selfish ambition 

but to esteem others better than yourself (verse 3). Maybe this seems far-fetched, but the 

more we become like Christ, the more we will live in harmony with one another, and the 

more we will draw others to Him. These statistics, and all the information thus far, should 

challenge us to reflect the love of God more accurately in our daily praxis so that we can 

be more effective in sharing the message of His salvation. This is theology in action—our 

 
21 Esipova, Fleming, and Ray, “Least-, Most- Accepting Countries for Migrants.” 

 
22 Esipova, Fleming, and Ray, “Least-, Most- Accepting Countries for Migrants.” 
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“faith seeking understanding”—so that what we believe is reflected in how we live as the 

community of God.23  

Open Ended Questions 

The open-ended questions have been separated here because, in many ways, they 

gave the survey participants an opportunity to add their understanding and summarize 

their thoughts on what constitutes “just immigration laws” and how we might best secure 

our national borders. The final question was open to whatever thoughts they wanted to 

share. The results are summarized accordingly. 

“Just Immigration Laws” 

 Participants were asked to share their ideas of what constitutes just immigration 

laws. While answers varied, some common themes were present. These included treating 

people with dignity and respect, having compassion towards human suffering, showing 

equality regardless of country of origin or race, and showing equality in application of the 

law. Approximately 35% of the responses included comments that emphasized these 

points. About 8% wrote about protecting family unity or the strength of the family. The 

rest of the responses emphasized things like border control, laws that benefit this country, 

paths to legal status or to citizenship, and following the letter of the law itself. Some of 

the responses overlapped, while others, especially a “path to legal status or citizenship,” 

did not mean the same thing for everyone. For many, especially those responding in 

Spanish, it most often meant a path to fix the status of someone who had been here for 

some time. For example, one Spanish person wrote, “Just immigration laws are the ones 

 
23 Howard W. Stone and James O. Duke, How to Think Theologically, 3rd ed. (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 2013), 10. 
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that facilitate the path to legality for immigrants who reside in the country for many 

years, who have their life made here, their children, their homes, their work, and who 

contribute to the well-being of this nation.” For others, it clearly meant a path for those 

who follow the letter of the law, which seems to imply that those who came without 

documents are not eligible. For example, on person wrote, “Laws that are just and fair to 

the immigrants who are seeking legal means to come to America. There should be a 

pathway to citizenship for those immigrants.” Another person wrote, “Legal immigration 

only. Breaking American laws to enter US [is] not allowable. Just having a baby on 

American [soil] should not make one a citizen of U.S.”  

A few responses contained elements I would categorize as extreme. For example, 

one person wrote, “Any person who will come into this country legally, obey the laws 

and work and serve our God should be allowed.” It is a nice idea, but the Christian faith 

cannot be allocated through legal measures. Another person affirmed the need to preserve 

human dignity and respect cultural differences, but they added that the requirement of 

becoming “fluent in spoken and written English, become well-versed in many other 

tenets of our Judeo-Christian morals and ethics as part of our history and culture/society 

and agree to respect those morals and ethics” if they choose to come here. The language 

issue has been debated in the past, but forcing Christian morals and values on others does 

not accomplish much when our own nation has turned away from such.  

Although approximately 20% of the responses contained some vague or negative 

undertones, just as many or more provided feedback that presented a more balanced view 

of what constitutes just immigration. A Spanish respondent wrote, “I think it would be 

just to see case by case, and not to generalize. Grant them [immigrants] an identification 
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number with which they can comply with traffic laws, insurance, taxes, and be easy to 

locate.” This idea would certainly alleviate some of the current issues, even if it was just 

until individual cases could be evaluated. In the meantime, the immigrant would be able 

to work legally, pay taxes, and live without the fear and stigma so many deal with today. 

Another respondent described just immigration as “laws that recognize the dignity and 

value of each person/immigrant and provides more equitable avenues and pathway for 

immigrants who seek to add value to the society while pursuing better opportunities and a 

better life for themselves and their families – in this country.” This person recognizes the 

right of individuals to pursue better opportunities. Very few respondents mentioned the 

need for a process that is obtainable—that is, a process that is within reach financially 

and timewise. Those who think the undocumented immigrant should simply “go back and 

do the process right” clearly do not understand how complicated and costly it is. 

These open responses verify that “just immigration” is a challenge to define. Every 

country has a right to protect its borders. Many respondents made note of this. However, 

there is a difference between a secure border and a closed border. The immigration system 

itself is broken. If we work towards fixing the system, then the flow of undocumented 

immigrants will subside. 

Securing Our National Borders 

The second open-ended question asked participants to identify the best way to 

secure our nation’s borders. While some responded with very short answer like “finish 

the wall,” others gave multiple options. Of the 178 responses, some of the most common 

answers included building a wall or barrier (27.5%), increase border patrol (21.3%), 

follow the given laws (17.9%), and use cameras and other technology (10.1%). A few 
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mentioned using better screening process. Approximately 18% responded with comments 

of what not to do, random thoughts, or indicated that they were uncertain. A few of the 

random responses included comments like “love” and “I don’t have a good answer, but 

what I see and hear that’s going on today, is wrong.” Interestingly, and possibly indicative 

of the effects of American culture and/or nationalism on our Christian values, building a 

wall or barrier was the most common response among those who responded in English 

(42 English in contrast to 7 Spanish).  

As an addendum to those who emphasized the legal process in their responses, it 

is important to note that many of these fell into three categories: positive, negative, or 

indifferent/undetermined. For example, a positive response emphasized just laws, a fair 

process, and easier access to visas. A negative response affirmed the status quo and/or 

emphasized stricter laws. One person described securing the borders as “enforce[ing] the 

laws that are already codified.” Another wrote, “Enforce current laws first, then we’ll see 

what needs to be done.” A few mentioned not allowing immigrants to stay who do not 

follow the prescribed procedures. Those who simply emphasized enforcing the laws were 

deemed indifferent/undetermined. Out of the 32 responses in this category, 11 were 

deemed positive, 16 negative, and 5 indifferent. The majority of the positive responses (8 

out of 11), most asking for just laws, came from the Spanish surveys. The bulk of the 

negative responses (13 out of 16) came from the English surveys. These results speak to 

me as a native-born citizen. It is easy to say, “Just follow the law.” However, those on the 

other side know by actual experience that it just does not work this way. 

For those who completed Spanish surveys, increased or better border patrol ranked 

in the top two (20 out of 73 responses). For the English surveys, it was 18 out of 104, a 
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much smaller percentage. However, the top response for securing our border (not listed in 

the paragraph above) from Spanish participants, included some aspect of building better 

relationships with other governments and/or providing help for improving the quality of 

life in the countries immigrants are leaving. Approximately 18% of the participants (23 

Spanish and 9 English) fell into this category. Some of the responses focused on bilateral 

laws, eliminating corruption (noted several times), promoting education, working together 

to stop the flow of drugs, and developing sources of employment. One person wrote, “It 

has to be a multi-layered approach. There’s no silver bullet. More border patrol agents, 

better deployment of technology, with social workers alongside them. A ‘Marshall Plan’ 

type investment into Latin American countries. A wall is unrealistic and militarizing the 

border just won’t lead to good results.” 

In many ways I admire those who simply recognized there was no easy solution. 

It appears they have grasped the complexity of the issue. Sometimes focus on one aspect 

of the law causes us to lose sight of the real issues. One person captured this when he/she 

said, “At the risk of sounding overly simplified, I think our border security should be 

concerned primarily with drug and sex trafficking, military threats, and genuine terrorism. 

A visa or green card isn’t a measure of a person’s character or societal worth.” 

Additional Thoughts 

The final question on the survey gave participants an opportunity to add any 

additional or comment they wanted. While this was an optional question, 132 participants 

shared their responses, some of which were negative towards the survey or towards the 

immigration issue itself, while others were more understanding of the issue. Some offered 

other plausible solutions, and other offered prayer and/or blessings for this country. Some 
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even expressed their desire for others to understand that not all undocumented immigrants 

are bad people; there are dire situations that drive their decisions. Time and space does 

not allow me to include many responses here, but it seems appropriate to share a few. 

On the negative side, one person wrote the following regarding the survey: 

The question[s] are anemic and trumpets much of the right’s talking points. How 

about some serious theological questions on neighborliness. Or how about 

juxtaposing historical immigration patterns against today. What about when the 

Irish and the Italians arrived? How do we square a theology of feeding the hungry, 

inviting the stranger in with a nationalistic policy. Lastly—did you ask any 

questions how what the immigrant’s home country is often times losing when 

they migrate? Think “brain drain”! 

 

The above comment expresses some strong sentiment and raises some good 

questions, but the person missed the point that the questions were designed to explore 

prevailing thoughts and attitudes. The thesis itself does touch many of the other issues 

raised.  

Another respondent wrote a lengthy comment about our obligation as Christians 

to set a good example. Scripture instructs us to obey the law of the land (Romans 13:1-2). 

“The only exception,” according to this person, “is when the law violate/restricts worship 

of God.” The writer proposes, “Were we who are now citizens in the kingdom of God not 

illegal aliens at one time? How did we become citizens of God’s kingdom, except by the 

righteousness of Christ who died for us, thereby making a PROPER WAY FOR US TO 

ONCE AGAIN BECOME CITIZENS?” After asking what should be done to those who 

choose to break the law and cross the border, the writer declares, “Anyone who comes 

across our borders illegally should be sent back, so they can come in correctly, just like 

many of us who had to come correctly via Jesus Christ if we were going to become new 

citizens of the kingdom of God.” While I sense heartfelt passion towards God’s Word, 
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the response does not provide a balanced comparison, nor does it reflect the character of 

God. First, coming to Christ is very different than entering a country. God has not filled 

the path with obstacles to make it difficult. On the contrary, He has removed the obstacles 

so that we might have access through the blood of Christ. True, there is only one way, but 

it is completely accessible to all. Secondly, God is love. To close our hearts to the needs 

of others on the basis of legalism is not reflective of God’s love. 

A few participants commented from the perspective of immigrants. One wrote, 

“We must understand that all the people who emigrate from their country of origin do so 

out of necessity, and not for pleasure.” Another commented, “Immigrants are people and 

human beings seeking a new future. They are people who work hard and they do the jobs 

that the citizens themselves do not want to do. They contribute to the economy equally.” 

As for their contributions, one person mentioned how immigrants have been a benefit to 

all the major countries of the world, especially for their role in reconstruction after World 

War II. Not only did they help rebuild parts of Europe after the war, consider the role they 

have played in other arenas—building the Panama Canal, the transcontinental railroad, 

working the gold mines in California, and helping sustain America trough farm labor. 

Immigration is a challenging topic. One person’s comment provided affirmation 

for this discussion. The comment read, “This is a topic that we should talk more about in 

our organization.” I wholeheartedly agree. 

Informal Interviews  

Although the use of interviews was not a main part of the research, three informal 

interviews took place via Zoom with the purpose of adding an additional dimension to 

this study. Interview protocol and sampling of the questions can be found in Appendix C. 
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The purpose of the interviews was not to analyze responses of individuals, but rather to 

gather personal stories of personal experiences. The immigration debate so often focuses 

on numbers and statistical data, lopsided information, and polarized political rhetoric, but 

seldom do we hear the human side of the issue. We talk “about” the issue, but we do not 

consider the real lives of the immigrants themselves. The interviews conducted for this 

study add just a glimpse of the human dimension of this issue.   

The three immigrants who were interviewed are part of the COGOP community. 

The first person was recommended by a regional presbyter and just happened to be 

someone I had met briefly several years ago. The second one was recommended by a 

different regional presbyter. I had had some contact with this person through one of the 

educational programs at my job, but I did not know him personally. The third person was 

a complete stranger, an immigrant who attends a church where two of my former students 

attend and one serves as the associate pastor. It is said that interviews seek “… to describe 

the meanings of central themes in the life world of the subjects.”24 For me, this is exactly 

what the interviews did. These immigrants made the difficult choice to leave their native 

country. At some point in their journey, they were (or still are) considered undocumented. 

They shared a common migration experience, but they experienced it differently. They 

each also held onto a hope for a better future. In the interviews, they tell their stories and 

share their dreams. My hope is that you, as a reader, will put aside any preconceived 

notions and take time to hear their stories.  

 
24 Fred C. Lunenburg and Beverly J. Irby, Writing a Successful Thesis or Dissertation: Tips and 

Strategies for Students in the Social and Behavioral Sciences (Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, 2008), 

91. 
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As previously mentioned, the interviews took place via Zoom. Two were set up 

directly through the individuals, and the third was set up with the help of a third party. The 

interviews were recorded with each participant’s permission and transcribed by me as the 

researcher. Only I have access to the recordings. Two interviews were conducted in 

Spanish and one in English, but all the transcription was done in English. Internet stability 

was a challenge at times, but for the most part, this was minimal. To maintain anonymity 

and not jeopardize the safety of any individual, no identifying information (local church, 

city, state, etc.) is included in this research and participants have been given pseudonyms. 

Interview 1 - Felipe 

Felipe came from Mexico about twenty-five years ago. At that time, opportunities 

to make a living were very slim. Although university education was free, many lawyers, 

accountants, and other professionals ended up driving taxis or doing whatever work they 

could find. Although Felipe was divorced, leaving his family—his parents, children, and 

others—was very difficult. In his culture, family is extremely important. However, he did 

have a sister living in the United States. Thus, he made the choice to cross the border 

without documents to seek a better living. On his first attempt, he had little knowledge of 

the terrain. He said he went up a high hill and walked all night. When soldiers found him 

the next day, he was grateful; he saw them as his rescuers because he was tired, thirsty, 

and hungry. Of course, he was taken back to the border. He tried several more times. This 

was the mid-1990s. Each time, he was treated well by agents, unlike some stories we hear 

today. Finally, he succeeded and made it to his sister’s place. 

Felipe’s story is positive in many ways. He came to the United States to have the 

chance to make a better living. His experience with employers was good. He was treated 
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well by them, and they even gave him and others the opportunity to make extra money. 

He did find it a great challenge that he and others like him were limited in their choices of 

work. Being undocumented is a status that limits you from using your knowledge and 

talents to the fullest; it limits you from achieving your full potential.  

Another challenge was living with the fear of being deported. Every time Felipe 

saw an immigration agent, his heart would race. However, that changed in 2013 when he 

was able to obtain a green card (permanent resident card). Five years later, he achieved 

his U.S. citizenship. When asked about the process, Felipe explained to me that children 

born to noncitizens in this country cannot help parents obtain green card status. However, 

a person who arrives as a child and later marries a citizen can make application on a 

parent’s behalf. If the parent had come in without a visa, he/she must return to their 

country, start the process, and often wait three to ten years as “punishment” for illegal 

entry. The process was different for Felipe. Since he had arrived before 9/11, and he had 

an application on file since 1998, when the time came, he had to pay a $1,000.00 fine and 

ask for a pardon. It might be worth noting the timeframe—it took fifteen years from the 

time he made his first application before he was granted residency. 

Felipe was not a Christian when he came here. In looking back, he recalled the 

blessing of finding Jesus—or rather, Jesus finding him. He described it as the most 

beautiful experience of his life. Upon conversion, he felt remorse about his status and for 

breaking the law. However, when he contrasted the option of working all day just to buy 

one chicken in Mexico with the option of working one hour in this country to buy a 

chicken and fixings, he asked for forgiveness and moved forward. Today, Felipe is not 

only a citizen, but he serves as a pastor. He looks ahead to the future with a plan to sustain 
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himself and his wife when he retires, but not from the work of the Lord, of course! This is 

something that would not have been possible in Mexico. In the meantime, he is working 

with his church and community to provide accurate information for immigrants to combat 

the rumors and misinformation that abound. He is also encouraging immigrants to use 

their skills to start their own businesses, showing them that they can apply for an ITIN 

(individual tax identification number) regardless of their status. In this way, he helps 

other immigrants to develop confidence in providing for themselves and their families as 

they work towards obtaining their own dreams. 

Interview 2 - Diego 

Diego’s journey to the United States was a bit easier than Felipe’s. His girlfriend 

had made the journey in 1998 to join her father who had come here on an R visa (a visa 

that allows a person to work in a religious capacity) to work with one of the regional 

presbyters. Two years later, Diego flew from Panama to his current state of residence on 

a visitor’s visa because, according to him, he was in love. He did state that he had been a 

student in the university in Panama, but life was hard, and jobs were scarce. Like many 

others who come on a visitor’s visa, when it expired, Diego decided to stay.  

Leaving his family behind was very difficult for Diego. His parents and a sister 

still live in Panama. Even today, this is hard on him. His parents are aging now; his mom 

is almost eighty years old. He spoke with sadness about not being able to visit them 

because of his current status. He and his wife tried to take care of the status issue early on 

before they were married. However, when her family applied for residency, she was 

excluded from the “package” since she was already twenty-one and was considered an 

adult. The two decided to get married anyway and start their family. They have two 
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children now, ages eighteen and seventeen. According to Diego, trying to raise a family 

and being undocumented is a very rough path. 

Diego spoke about the fear he experiences as an undocumented immigrant. He 

drove for years without a license and feared getting pulled over. When it did happen, the 

officer asked why he did not have a license. He responded, “I don’t know. I want to have 

one. You tell me. You can help me?” The officer said “no” and let him go. On another 

occasion, his vehicle broke down on the side of the road. The police stopped, but instead 

of offering assistance, they started “investigating” him. They could not find anything on 

him. He had been here many years and never had a ticket. Diego happily reported that 

finally, after twenty years of being here, he has a license and a permit to work.  

As an undocumented worker, Diego has experienced being called a “border 

jumper” and “wetback,” but to him, this did not matter; you just get used to it. Overall, 

though, people have been nice. He has had good employers as well. Speaking about his 

current supervisors, he said, “Oh, they are the best!” He said the owner of the company, 

whom he holds in high regard, checks on him and his family regularly. 

Learning English was a great challenge, but Diego said trying to find a place to 

live was even more difficult. Most landlords and rental properties require a social security 

card or official identification to qualify. You are at their mercies. Though Diego now 

pastors a church with a parsonage, he has chosen not to move because his younger child 

has special needs due to autism. Moving to the parsonage would take them out of the 

current school district where the seventeen-year-old is currently enrolled. While the child 

qualifies for benefits as a U.S. citizen, the status of the parents has limited what they 

receive for the time being. Diego said this will change when the child turns eighteen. 
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Diego is very cautious regarding this. His biggest fear is being deported and leaving his 

family without the financial support he provides. He wants to take care of his family. 

When I asked Diego about his hopes for the future, he spoke in length about 

wanting to see changes in the immigration process. He spoke of the hurt and pain many 

immigrants carry. He reminds us that not all immigrants are criminals. There are many 

good people who deserve a chance. He told about an immigrant at his church who has 

been here many years—a model member of the community—this should count for 

something. But under current immigration laws, it does not. 

Diego concluded the interview talking about a conversation with a coworker. The 

person thought the immigration process was simple—you simply apply and receive your 

green card or visa. It is not like that at all. It takes a lot of time and money. The wait time 

just to start the process can be two or three years. Diego shared where he and his wife are 

in the process. They have been trying for years to fix their status. They were denied once, 

and their lawyer applied again, and they were granted a work permit that must be renewed 

every year. In the meantime, they are waiting for the outcome on their application for 

residency. If it is denied, they will have to go to court. Diego said, “It’s just years and 

years, hoping, waiting, and praying for this.” There was a yearning in his eyes as he 

spoke, yet his face radiated with joy and hope. 

Interview 3 - Carolina 

They say women tend to talk more than men, but when it came to the interviews, 

Carolina was the most reserved. Me being a complete stranger and her children being 

present may have made her a bit nervous. We had a pleasant conversation, but somehow, 

it felt that Carolina was very careful about what she shared.  
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Carolina came from Guatemala for similar reason as the others. Opportunities to 

make a living and access to basic necessities are very limited in her country. The lack of 

food and medical care—due to access and/or cost—presented great challenges. Her 

parents were supportive of her decision, especially since she might be able to help them 

in return, as so many immigrants do when they send support back to their families.  

Carolina did not provide many details about her journey. She came by land in 

2007. The journey was costly, especially since she was deported twice. However, the 

agents treated her well since she was not perceived as a threat. She was also fortunate to 

have possession of a Mexican certificate of some sort that, when presented to the agents, 

resulted in her being sent back just to Mexico and not to Guatemala. It was a saving grace 

for her. Carolina’s third attempt to enter the country was successful. She had a brother 

living in the States, so she found refuge with him for the time being. 

According to Carolina, she has had few challenges or fears since arriving; she has 

had no serious problems. (Just knowing the difficulties immigrants face, this causes me to 

wonder what she really left behind.) Carolina said life has gone well; she is not afraid. 

While immigrants face challenges, she indicated that she has not felt threatened. She 

emphasized more than once that she feels good being in this country. She did mention 

briefly doubts about going back or being able to go back to Guatemala but followed that 

quickly with the affirmation that it was okay; she has her children and family here. She 

did not mention when she got married, but she does have a husband, and they have six 

children who have been born here. 

Carolina displayed confidence in how much better life is now. At the same time, 

what I learned from the person who connected us, life is still very hard for her. She and 
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her husband live in an older three-bedroom ranch-style house, but two of the rooms are 

rented out to others. Remember, she has six children herself. This is often the case for 

undocumented immigrants. Diego mentioned the difficulty in finding housing. Immigrants 

are subjected to lower pay, and they are at the mercies of landlords when it comes to 

rental costs. Thus, it is common to find multiple families living in one place, either due to 

housing availability or housing costs, or both.  

Carolina’s dream for the future is simple—that one day she will see her children 

grow up into adults and be able to provide for themselves. This likely reflects back on the 

challenges she had faced in her country. As she said, this country is blessed because 

people are safer and there are fewer problems than what you read about in other places. 

For her, the United States is the land of opportunity. 

Summary 

The literature and theological reviews (chapters two and three) presented a broad 

overview of immigration and provided information for developing a biblical foundational 

for shaping a balanced view on immigration. This section has presented the methodology 

used in this thesis. The major portion focused on the survey, the results of which highlight 

prevailing attitudes/beliefs that one encounters in COGOP circles. The secondary portion 

was the interviews which offer additional insight from a different perspective by putting a 

face on immigration and giving voice to the immigrants themselves. The stories shared 

give us a moment to walk in the shoes of a brother or sister in Christ and to hear their 

heart as they speak from personal experience. If we listen carefully, we might better 

understand the plight of the strangers and foreigners who live among us, which may help 

us to respond with Christlike compassion and love. 
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The surveys, especially some of the survey comments, confirm that the COGOP 

as an organization should revisit the immigration issue. Maybe it is time to review our 

initial document on the subject so that we can “… ensure our response to the issue of 

immigration is directed by a Christian world view that is shaped by biblical principles 

rather than secular or current attitudes.”25 By working together to address this issue, we 

can at least ensure that our leaders have access to accurate information and work towards 

a biblical response to the question, “Who is my neighbor?” Chapter five will look at the 

implications of this study and propose some actions that we can take as ministers and 

leaders to be faithful to the mission of God and faithful in our ministerial praxis. 

 

 

 
25 See Appendix A. 
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Chapter 5: Findings and Conclusion 

 

Research Summary 

God, in His infinite love, has crossed borders throughout human history to have a 

relationship with the crown of His creation, the multitude of people created in His own 

likeness and image. He left heaven to walk with Adam and Eve in the Garden. After the 

fall of humankind, He initiated a plan to restore what was lost—a plan that climaxed in 

the sending of His Son to take on human flesh. Jesus lived among us for a short time, 

proclaimed freedom to the captives (Luke 4:18-19), and became the unblemished Lamb, 

giving His life as an atonement for our sins. When He died on the cross, the veil was torn 

from top to bottom (Matthew 27:51) signifying the removal of the barrier between us and 

God; we now have access to the holy of holies through Jesus (Hebrews 10:19-22)! The 

church is to be the visible expression of the kingdom of God. We are to continue the 

mission of Christ until He returns. But how can we preach deliverance, hope, and the 

good news of His kingdom if we build barriers between us and those who need to hear? 

This is the challenge that has been addressed in this thesis. 

Objective 

While my interest in the immigration issue was pricked many years ago through 

interactions with adult students learning English as a Second Language (ESL), the motive 

of this research project came about through the turmoil seen in today’s world on the 

subject, and the lack of apparent unity among Christian leaders as to what constitutes an 

appropriate response. Of particular concern was the silence among my own denomination, 

the Church of God of Prophecy. Thus, the question driving the research was, “Who is my 

neighbor, and what constitutes authentic expressions of Christlike love and hospitality 
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when it comes to welcoming and ministering to “strangers and foreigners” who live in our 

midst?” The study focused mainly on COGOP pastors and leaders in the United States, 

gauging their understanding of and response to the immigration issue. A chief concern 

was to assess whether current attitudes reflect the love of God, and whether “… the 

church’s public proclamations and praxis in the world faithfully reflect the nature and 

purpose of God’s continuing mission to the world”1 (emphasis added). In other words, 

do we as God’s people practice what we preach? 

Process  

This study used Richard Osmer’s model of practical theology as a framework and 

focused on the four core tasks of theological interpretation: the descriptive-empirical task 

(“What is going on?”), the interpretive task (“Why is this going on?”), the normative task 

(“What ought to be going on?”), and the pragmatic task (“How might we respond?”).2 The 

first three tasks were addressed in the earlier chapters using historical records and data, 

current literature, biblical and theological resources, interviews, and surveys. These 

sources were used to looked at immigration through the eyes of history, politics, theology, 

and several biblical motifs. The latter part of this chapter will address the final task by 

answering the question, how might we respond? An immigration crisis does exist, and 

church leaders and individual Christians can be part of the solution. In doing so, we will 

be faithfully carrying out God’s mission in this world. 

 
1 Ray S. Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology: Empowering Ministry with Theological 

Praxis (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academics, 2001), 22. 

 
2 Richard R. Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2008), 4. 
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The other aspect of this study involved a survey of COGOP ministers and leaders 

regarding thoughts and attitudes toward immigration and three informal interviews with 

COGOP immigrants. The survey was exploratory in nature. The process of distributing 

the survey was described in the previous chapter. The responses were collected via two 

separate Google forms (Spanish and English) and tabulated by the Google program. The 

results were also downloaded into a spreadsheet for the purpose of conducting queries. 

The interviews, conducted by Zoom, were for the sole purpose of collecting immigrant 

stories. They provide the reader with “a view from the other side.” 

Limitations 

Limitations to the study were outlined in the previous chapter. They are noted 

here for additional explanation: 

(1) Reaching potential participants. It was noted that the survey reach was largely 

dependent upon state/regional overseers being willing to share the links with the pastors 

and leaders in their regions. Timing may have affected the number of responses. The first 

emails with survey links went out on October 17, 2021. Many were gearing up for holiday 

schedules. Others were dealing with COVID-19 either themselves or among the leaders 

in their region. Thus, the 131 pastoral responses, about 10% of the potential, was still 

satisfactory. The response from upper levels of leadership—state/regional overseers and 

international ministry directors—was much higher at 72.7%. However, this number could 

be skewed if wives of state/regional overseers marked this category for themselves, which 

it appears two or three may have. Since “state/regional overseer” is the title generally 

applied to the male role of bishops, this is what I had in mind. Nonetheless, wives do 

work alongside their husbands and often view the job as a dual appointment. Since a role 
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distinction was not made in the survey, it is possible that responses from the upper-level 

leadership as I had in mind was round 60%. This is still a great response from this level. 

(2) No guarantee of proportionate geographical representation. As mentioned in 

chapter four, 62.2% of COGOP churches in the United States are located in the sixteen 

states designated as the “Southeast” region for the purpose of this study. (See page 110 

for the list of states by region.) The expectation was that the numerical responses from 

this region would be significantly higher in relation to the other regions. Surprisingly, 

though, there was one response for every nine churches. The results were similar for the 

Midwest (one for ten) and the West (one for thirteen churches). However, the Northeast 

region had highest response in relation to the number of churches at one to four. Overall, 

it was a good representation.  

(3) Verifying accuracy of participant responses. Surveys are commonly used 

instruments for collecting data on a specific research topic.3 However, they do have 

limitations. This survey was sent out at least twice to most participants and the link was 

not disabled after completion. Disabling would have required an email address, which 

would eliminate anonymity. Technically, this means a person could have completed more 

than one survey, but a review of the spreadsheets seems to indicate that this is highly 

unlikely. Of more concern is the reliability of individual responses. Aside from human 

error in marking a response, it is possible for a participant to misunderstand a question or 

read it incorrectly. Another concern is our human tendency is to waiver between what we 

perceive to be the “right” or “expected” response versus what we actually think or 

believe. These scenarios can be expected in a study of this nature, but the open-ended 

 
3 Fred C. Lunenburg and Beverly J. Irby, Writing a Successful Thesis or Dissertation: Tips and 

Strategies for Students in the Social and Behavioral Sciences (Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, 2008), 32. 
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questions give opportunity to clarify one’s point of view. These responses can also be 

revealing when it comes to undertones that might otherwise be missed.  

(4) Relevance of results in a changing world. This study provides a snapshot of 

opinions among COGOP pastors and leaders today. While the world continues to change, 

the issue of immigration has presented challenges for society for some time. This is not 

likely to change any time soon. For this reason, this study will be relevant for some time. 

The attitudes and opinions of those surveyed may change, but others still need to learn 

about the issue. Every church leader, every Christian, needs to examine their biases and 

evaluate where they stand on the issue. And where they stand and where we stand best be 

on God’s Word. If this is done with a sincere heart before God, it will give room for the 

Holy Spirit to transform us, and then transform our communities. In this way, the body of 

Christ can reflect more accurately the kingdom of God through its Christlike love in 

“welcoming the stranger.” 

Observations and Implications of Findings 

One of the purposes of this study has been to provide information to help COGOP 

ministers and leaders develop a balanced view of immigration that is faithful to Scripture. 

The survey was designed to gain insight into the prevailing attitudes. While preliminary 

results and some initial findings were shared in the previous chapter, this section looks at 

some significant observations related to the study and their implications.  

Demographics 

In discussing demographics in chapter four, it was noted that almost half (48.5%) 

of the survey responses came from participants who identified their ethnic background as 

Hispanic/Latino. In addition to this statistic, 42.8% of the respondents identified Spanish 
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as their primary language, and 40.2% completed the form in Spanish. Interestingly, only 

20.5% of the COGOP churches in the United States are identified as Spanish churches 

while 77.6% are English. This provides some telling insight: (1) it appears that the 

Spanish leaders made greater effort to get this information to the pastors; (2) the Spanish 

have a greater vested interest in this subject; and (3) it is possible that our Anglo leaders 

have taken less interest in the issue of immigration or are not ready to address it. As noted 

before, the COGOP issued a statement back in 2008 regarding immigration.4 Since then, 

there has been silence. Sadly, if we are not willing to address this topic, it will hamper 

our efforts to evangelize the lost and to be true expressions of God’s gracious love. 

Source for Information 

A key quest of this study was to determine where we get the information that 

shapes our theology and worldview (question 8 on the survey). Participants were asked to 

identify the one source that most influences their thinking on the topic of immigration. 

While the Bible was the number one response at 33.5%. it still raises questions. If 97.4% 

of respondents believe that the Bible provides guidelines and principles for treatment of 

immigrants, and 86.6% believe it provides guidance for addressing the immigration issue, 

why do we look to others as primary sources of information on this topic? While we have 

trusted leaders, family, and friends who might be knowledgeable on the subject, and we 

have the personal stories of immigrants themselves, when it comes to forming proper 

theology, the Bible must be our first go-to source. The other sources are still important, 

but they should be secondary. 

 
4 See Appendix A, “The Global Immigration Challenge.”  
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Related to the Bible being the source that most influences our thoughts, we might 

need to ask if enough is being done to from our pulpits. While 62.4% or respondents said 

they had preached or heard preached a sermon on this, the question remains, is the Word 

having an impact on thought and praxis? After all, only 33.5% said that the Bible was 

their main source of influence. It is possible the question was misread or overthought by 

some. However, the issue remains. Does the Bible impact how we think on this and is it 

informing our ministry praxis?  

Perception of Immigrants  

Question 11 on the survey was aimed specifically at measuring one’s perception 

or attitude towards immigrants. The question contained ten often-heard statements to 

which respondents had to agree, disagree, or mark as uncertain. Four of these were more 

favorable statements, and six were less favorable. 

Favorable statements included immigrants being a benefit to this country, adding 

jobs to the economy, contributing to cultural diversity, and presenting new opportunities 

for evangelism. The latter two statements received over 90% affirmation by respondents. 

This is encouraging, but these are the only two statements in this section with such a high 

percentage of agreement. Immigrants adding jobs had the lowest level of agreement at 

59.3%. On the less favorable statements, a higher percentage of those disagreeing with 

the statement was seen as a favorable response. The range of favorable responses started 

at 74.2% all the way down to 50%. Overall, most respondents viewed immigrants in a 

positive light.  

We might be tempted to pat ourselves on the back. However, over 40% of the 

participants either agreed or were uncertain about immigrants being a drain on the 
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economy and an increased risk for terrorism. And 50% either were uncertain or believed 

that immigrants who are here without proper documents should be deported. These are 

the results that raise concern. We are talking about pastors and church leaders—the ones 

who should be setting the example and leading the way! Are some leaders allowing 

misinformation to fuel animosity or distrust towards immigrants? Worse, are we allowing 

this mistrust to hinder us from our mission to reach out to those who are hurting—the 

outcasts of society? Have we become like the lawyer in the parable of the Good Samaritan 

trying to keep everything strictly legal when it works to our advantage? Dario Lopez 

writes, “The theological ‘excuse’ (‘And who is my neighbor?’) of the interpreter of the 

law recurs when evangelicals today … marginalize other persons, placing their religious 

prejudices and political interests above the commandment to love their neighbor.”5  

COGOP ministerial praxis must be marked by authentic love for all people, 

regardless of who they are, where they are from, or how they got here. We must remember 

that our vantage point as a community comes with blind spots.6 Julia Lambert Fogg writes, 

“Because who we are feels like a given, the more privilege we have, the more we fail to 

recognize that not everyone has the same opportunities that our privileges have given 

us.”7We need to identify our “blind spots” and tear down any barriers we have built 

between us and our “neighbors”—barriers that perpetuate fear, oppression, and 

marginalization of immigrants—so that we can demonstrate God’s authentic love and 

hospitality to all people as we “welcome strangers” into our midst. It may require placing 

 
5 Dario Lopez Rodriguez, The Liberating Mission of Jesus: The Message of the Gospel of Luke, 

trans. Stefanie D. Israel (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2012), 71. 

 
6 Julia Lambert Fogg, Finding Jesus at the Border: Opening Our Hearts to the Stories of Our 

Immigrant Neighbors (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2020), 50. 

 
7 Fogg, Finding Jesus, 51. 
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our interests and agendas on the altar and rededicating ourselves fully to God and the 

mission of sharing the good news of His kingdom. 

Party Politics and Theology 

The question of party affiliation was included to see if responses to the survey 

correlated in any way with one’s political preference. Of particular interest was whether 

Republican ideologies were a factor since certain factions of this party are noted for being 

against immigration and immigration reform. Additionally, preference for this party was 

greatest among those surveyed at 41.8%. The other three options—Democrat, Independent, 

or other—were preferred almost equally at half that of Republicans, ranging from 21.1% 

down to 18%. Based on these percentages, for responses to be equally distributed, two of 

every five responses would need to be from those who identified as Republican, and one 

of five for each of the other options. Not all the data was compared along this line—

mainly those where responses had less variance—and a few observations were made. 

While the overall view of immigration was more positive than negative, three of 

the statements had less variance, with the one regarding deportation (statement j on Table 

4.4 in chapter 4) being the lowest. When viewed according to political ideologies, those 

who identified with Republican responded less favorably at a higher-than-expected ratio 

than their counterparts. For example, in question 11, of those who viewed immigrants as 

an economic drain, 69.2% identified as Republicans. And for those who viewed them as 

an increased risk for terrorism, 63.8% were Republican. For those in favor of deporting 

those who are here without documents, 64.3% were Republican. The uncertain responses 

were more evenly distributed. These three examples, to show a more equal distribution of 

responses, should have been at 41.8% each. This seems to indicate that political ideology 
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may play a role in shaping attitudes toward immigrants and should cause some serious 

reflection. This was also consistent with question 21—immigration being viewed as a 

good or bad thing—with 60.6% of the negative and undecided responses coming from 

Republicans. Just for added thought—those with Republican ideologies were less likely 

to preach or hear a sermon preached about immigration, and they were more likely to rely 

on media as their source of information. 

On a personal note regarding this study, I have always identified with traditional 

Republican values. This study has caused me to reflect deeply on what I believe about 

immigration and has opened my eyes to many aspects of the issue that I had not previously 

considered. Regardless of party affiliation, far too often our theology is hampered by our 

own ideologies and self-interest. For this reason, we must examine our thoughts, motives, 

and biases on tough issues. Our politics cannot be excluded from such scrutiny if we are 

going to be faithful in our practice and faithful as representatives of God’s kingdom. In a 

discussion on the role of Christians in a divided nation, Gov. Bill Haslam wrote, “Too 

often, Christians end up shaping their faith to fit their politics rather than forming their 

politics to their faith. They seem to forget their calling is to be used by God in service of 

others rather than to use God to reach their own desires and ends.”8  Justo Gonzalez and 

Virgilio Elizondo remind us, “Good theological reflection should help us—and help the 

 
8 Bill Haslam, “’Divided and Angry,’ an excerpt from Faithful Presence: the Promise and the 

Peril of Faith in the Public Square,” The Vanderbilt Project on Unity & American Democracy, Vanderbilt 

University, accessed July 17, 2021, https://www.vanderbilt.edu/unity/2021/05/24/haslam-excerpt-divided-

and-angry/.  

 

https://www.vanderbilt.edu/unity/2021/05/24/haslam-excerpt-divided-and-angry/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/unity/2021/05/24/haslam-excerpt-divided-and-angry/
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Christian community as a whole—to be more faithful to the gospel. When such critical 

reflection fails, we easily confuse the gospel with the dominant patterns of our culture.”9  

Legal Issues – Immigration the “Legal Way” 

The survey for this study included several questions addressing immigration law 

and reform. The first two questions (#12 and 13; see Appendix B), differed most among 

the respondents. Approximately 50% viewed the laws as unjust, and just less than that 

felt they should not be made stricter. That left the remaining 50% either opposing or 

undecided. Sadly, the laws are quite complex, and many leaders, many Americans for 

that matter, are unaware of just how complicated and how unjust the system can be. 

Three observations are noted here: 

(1) Many Americans complain about immigrants who choose to come here 

outside the legal path. They expect them to do things “the legal way” and take their turn 

waiting in line. This was expressed by several of our COGOP leaders in their survey 

comments as well. Unfortunately, doing things “the legal way” is easier said than done. 

Writing about immigration law, past and present, Soerens and Yang remind readers that 

“immigration policies in our country have changed drastically since the era of Ellis Island, 

when 98 percent of immigrants who arrived were admitted into the United States, usually 

after just a few hours of processing and without need of a visa.”10 This is the way most 

our ancestors arrived. The journey was dangerous, but the process was much easier.  

 
9 Justo L. Gonzalez and Virgilio Elizondo, Who Is My Neighbor? Christian Faith and Social 

Action (N.p.: Esperanza, Inc., 2008), 19. 

 
10 Matthew Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger: Justice, Compassion & Truth in the 

Immigration Debate, rev. ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2018), 68. 
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Today, just to get an appointment for a visitor’s visa can take from a few days all 

the way up to three years or more. Many impoverished nations like Mexico, Honduras, 

Guatemala, Bolivia, and Haiti are the very ones that take an unreasonable long time just to 

get a visa appointment. The cost for the appointment can be more than a month’s wages 

for those who are already struggling, and if the application is rejected, the money is lost.11 

Those who follow the path of family-based immigration, a system where a family member 

who is a U.S. citizen or Lawful Permanent Residents (LPR) can make petition on behalf 

of the would-be immigrant, must still meet the visa requirements. While there is no wait 

time for certain family members of U.S. citizens (spouses, unmarried children under 

twenty-one, and parents), the processing time can still take from six months to two years.12 

Here are some examples of wait times for other family member just for a visa13: 

• Brother/sister of U.S. citizen from India – 14 years 

• Brother/sister of U.S. citizen from Philippines – 23 years  

• Brother/sister of LPR – No option to immigrate 

• Unmarried adult child of U.S. citizen from Italy – 7 years 

• Unmarried adult child of U.S. citizen from Mexico – 21 years 

• Parent of LPR – No option to immigrate 

My hope is that the reader gets the idea that the process is not only long, drawn 

out, and costly, but it is not applied equally across the board. Our country’s immigration 

system is in dire need of repair. As Christian leaders, we need to educate ourselves on the 

issue and be opened to discussing it honestly amongst our peers. Hiding our heads in the 

sand is not an option and silence on the subject is equivalent to approval. We must ask, 

what would Jesus do in this situation?  

 
11 Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 83. 

 
12 Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 76. 

 
13 Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 76-77. 
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(2) At least 10% of the surveys included written responses emphasizing doing 

things “the legal way and/or following the Constitution. Some even referred to Romans 

13:1-7 and the need to obey the laws of the land. This is something that needs some 

discussion. We need to check if we are falling back on Romans 13 when it works for our 

ideologies. After all, do we obey ALL the laws of the land? How often do we go over the 

speed limit? Are we honest with our time on the job? Do we look for loopholes in our 

taxes to save money? If we are honest with ourselves, 99% of us have broken the law on 

more than one occasion. If we are not careful, we will become like the Pharisees whom 

Jesus called out for their self-righteousness and hypocrisy. 

As church leaders, we also need to do due diligence in studying the Word of God. 

In this case, we can learn much from the context of Romans 13. In the previous chapter, 

Paul admonishes Christians not to be conformed to the patterns of this world (12:2), and 

that love should be without hypocrisy (12:9). Paul also talks about generosity, forgiveness, 

and overcoming evil with good before he gets to the passage in question—obeying the 

laws of the land and submitting to authorities (13:1-7). Daniel Carroll emphasizes that the 

passage says to “submit” but not necessarily “obey”; we are to respect the laws, but “this 

respect does not mean agreeing with or sanctifying everything a human government says 

and does.”14 While I agree with Carroll, I believe it helps to understand the historical 

context and Paul’s purpose when he wrote this passage. Just a few years prior, the Jews 

(including Jewish Christians) were viewed as troublemakers and had been banished from 

Rome by Emperor Claudius. When he was murdered in A.D. 54, sixteen-year-old Nero 

 
14 M. Daniel Carroll R., Christians at the Border: Immigration, the Church, & the Bible, 2nd ed., 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2013), 125. 
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ascended the throne and ruled under the tutelage of two wise advisors.15 The young Nero 

showed great promise in the early years of his reign. The Jews were allowed to return to 

Rome. When Paul wrote this letter around A.D. 57, “there was relative peace and calm, 

especially in Rome, and there was much hope that the emperor would continue along the 

positive track he was following.”16 It is in this context that Paul is writing to encourage 

Christians, both Jewish and Gentile, to live in unity with one another and to live peaceably 

in their community so as to avoid any suspicion from the government, especially when the 

government is bringing peace and justice. At the same time, Witherington states, “Paul is 

not calling for the resignation of Christian conscience, especially not in the face of a pagan 

state.”17 We are to respect governing authorities, but we must also maintain Christian 

integrity. 

It is interesting that this passage is followed immediately by another reference to 

love—this time, love being the fulfillment of the law (13:8-10). Whereas the previous 

reference was directed at the Christian community, this one is more universal. “Love 

does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law” (Romans 13:10 

ESV). Witherington writes, “Love in the NT is not mainly or merely a warm, mushy 

feeling or sentiment but a decision of the will to do what God commands in regard to the 

neighbor. It involves commitment and action, not just feelings or intentions or attitude.”18 

We have civil obligations to government; but we have a greater obligation to humanity. 

 
15 Ben Witherington III and Darlene Hyatt, Paul’s Letter to the Romans: A Socio-Rhetorical 

Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2004), 305. 

  
16 Witherington and Hyatt, Paul’s Letter to the Romans, 305. 

 
17 Witherington and Hyatt, Paul’s Letter to the Romans, 307. 

 
18 Witherington and Hyatt, Paul’s Letter to the Romans, 316. 
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As a final thought on this matter, we must remember that Jesus Himself was 

accused of breaking the law (which He in fact did!) and behaving in a manner that was 

“unfit” for a good Jew. He spoke with a Samaritan woman, He had table fellowship with 

sinners, and multiple times he healed on the Sabbath. By His actions, He demonstrated 

that people were to be valued more than laws, especially man-made laws. He placed love 

for others above man-made restrictions. Laws serve an important purpose and should be 

honored, but sometimes, we must challenge what serves the greater good of humanity 

and our Christian mission. I once heard it said, if we are going to err, let us err on the side 

of love and compassion. 

(3) Although many survey respondents were concerned about immigrants coming 

“the legal way,” the majority were still supportive of a path towards legal status for those 

who are already here. A path towards citizenship gained more support when it was linked 

to better protection of our borders. I wanted to add a note about border protection. 

Many of the authors cited in this study affirm the right of nations to protect their 

borders and their citizens. Karen Gonzalez advocates for a secure border, not a closed 

one. She writes, “Loving our neighbors in truth and action, … demands that we ask our 

legislators to return to these times when borders were less like impenetrable walls and 

more like gates that swung both ways.”19 Soerens and Yang agree that we need to keep 

terrorists and criminals out, but this requires careful monitoring of airports and border 

crossings and comprehensive immigration reform. They state, 

If the vast majority who are merely seeking work or reunification with family 

were able to pay a reasonable fee, undergo a vetting process abroad, and receive a 

visa corresponding with the number of available jobs, the few who might have 

nefarious intent (and would thus be unwilling to subject themselves to such a 

 
19 Karen Gonzalez, The God Who Sees: Immigrants, the Bible, and the Journey to Belong 

(Harrisonburg, VA: Herald Press, 2019), 156. 
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process) would be far less likely to be able to sneak in among those simply 

looking for work.20 

 

The key is to recognize that the current system is not working. If the system is 

revamped so that the process is less complicated and more realistic, then those who are 

processed through the legal channels will be easier to track. It will also make it easier to 

identify those who come here through other means. Christians have the opportunity to 

weigh in and advocate for this reform, seeking a solution that is both secure and just. A 

just system would include “the fair and impartial administration of the law, the proper 

treatment of the poor, protection of the weak and the oppressed, and support and care for 

strangers and aliens.”21 

Future Direction/Plan of Action 

The question was asked early on, what is the church’s responsibility, if any, when 

it comes to immigrants and immigration issues? In the scheme of this thesis, the answer is 

a function of the final task of practical theology—the pragmatic task—which asks the 

question, how might we respond in ways that are faithful and effective? The goal is to 

form and enact “… strategies of action that influence events in ways that are desirable.”22 

As part of the process, how can we prepare the COGOP leadership for relevant ministry in 

today’s everchanging cultural context?  

Information has been presented to guide us in an effective biblical response to the 

immigration crisis with hopes that those who read this thesis will be challenged. A greater 

 
20 Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 107. 

 
21 Mark R. Amstutz, Just Immigration: American Policy in Christian Perspective (Grand Rapids, 

MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2017), 123. 

 
22 Richard R. Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2008), 176. 
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hope it that COGOP leaders will be encouraged to respond, remembering that love is an 

action word and, according to James 2:26, faith without works is dead. While several of 

the authors cited give recommendations for a plan of action, the following categories are 

borrowed from Matthew Soerens and Jenny Yang’s Welcoming the Stranger.23  

(1) Prayer. Although this is a given, it is often good to remind ourselves of the 

necessity of prayer. John Wesley said, “God does nothing except in response to believing 

prayer.”24 We must pray before acting and pray for the Spirit’s guidance. Soerens and 

Yang state, “Prayer challenges us to be fully aware of the world in which we live and to 

present it with all its needs and pains to God.”25 Thus, we pray for the immigrants and the 

countries and situations they have left behind. We also need to “pray for our elected 

officials and for policies that honor God and reflect his justice.”26  

(2) Knowing and learning from immigrant neighbors. Many people today live in 

communities where they do not know the people who live across the street. Julia Lambert 

Fogg challenges the status quo; she challenges us to “get out of our comfort zones” by 

attending a cultural event hosted by an immigrant neighbor or even “stepping out of our 

liturgical spaces” by visiting one of their religious services.27 It is difficult to truly love 

our neighbor if we refuse to get to know them. It takes conscious effort to build and 

nurture healthy relationships.  

 
23 Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 203-214. 

 
24 John Wesley, AZ Quotes, accessed January 19, 2022, https://www.azquotes.com/author/15507-

John_Wesley/tag/prayer.  

 
25 Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 203. 

 
26 Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 203. 

 
27 Fogg, Finding Jesus, 169-171. 

https://www.azquotes.com/author/15507-John_Wesley/tag/prayer
https://www.azquotes.com/author/15507-John_Wesley/tag/prayer
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(3) Serving. Sometimes relationships start with an act of kindness. As individuals 

and churches, we can volunteer our services in many ways. We can connect with 

organizations like World Relief, Annunciation House, and other faith-based groups to 

provide aid to immigrants. We can volunteer in shelters, teach ESL classes, care for 

children of parents while they are taking classes, or provide tutoring for children and 

parents. We can open our churches as a safe place for classes (GED, ESL, or citizenship 

courses) or after-school care. We can also open our churches a resource center, providing 

helpful information to immigrants in our congregations and our communities. Felipe, one 

of the immigrants interviewed for this study, is doing just that. He is making space to get 

information to the immigrant and working to help them recognize potential business 

opportunities. Soerens and Yang write, “Serving immigrants can take a variety of forms, 

but how to serve can be answered by asking the simple question, What can I do to love 

my neighbor well and help them flourish?”28 That is a good place to start. 

(4) Giving. Many agencies that receive government funds or grants are prohibited 

from assisting undocumented immigrants. However, that does not prevent churches from 

providing practical assistance and social services that are needed.29 If our churches do not 

have direct ministries that serve immigrants (or any marginalized person for that matter), 

we can support organizations that do, like those mentioned above. Proverbs 14:31 states, 

“Whoever oppresses a poor man insults his Maker, but he who is generous to the needy 

honors Him” (ESV). 

 
28 Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 207. 

 
29 Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 208. 
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(5) Educating our churches and communities. Karen Gonzalez writes, “Much 

harm is done to the immigrant community with the spread of false information.”30 This 

was addressed in earlier chapters, but as a reminder, we have an obligation to make sure 

that the information we share behind the pulpit, in casual conversation, and on social 

media is accurate. We also have a responsibility as Christians is to speak out against lies 

and misinformation. The information in this thesis is intended to enhance understanding, 

and a list of websites and resources (Appendix D) is included for further study. Pastors 

can help their congregations by preparing and preaching non-political sermons on the 

topic of immigration, presenting it from a biblical perspective and highlighting stories of 

immigrants in the Bible. They can create space for honest conversations with members of 

the congregation. Prior to COVID-19, the pastor of my church started a once-a-month 

roundtable discussion on various topics. Though some of the guests who came presented 

ideas others did not necessarily agree with, it opened the door for conversation and served 

as a great lesson on how we can come together, agree to disagree, and still leave as friends 

and as brothers and sisters in Christ. If leaders do not take the initiative for something 

like this, individuals can open their homes for such discussions. Somehow, we must give 

space for honest, hard conversation—a platform for discussion without judgment.  

In addition to these ideas, Bible studies and book clubs are also recommended. 

We do not need to reinvent the wheel to get started. My desire is to see the COGOP 

develop a curriculum to address this need—it may be a future project for me—but in the 

meantime, World Relief has lesson outlines, introduction videos, and a discussion guide 

 
30 Karen Gonzalez, The God Who Sees, 170. 
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for such a purpose.31 The six lessons provide a broad overview and include such topics as 

missions, thinking biblically, immigration policy, root causes, and a Christian response. 

Book clubs could be used as an extension of the Bible study or for an informal gathering. 

Several of the texts used in this research provide questions for discussion: (1) Julia 

Lambert Fogg’s Finding Jesus at the Border, (2) Karen Gonzalez’s The God Who Sees, 

and (3) Matthew Soerens and Jenny Yang’s Welcoming the Stranger. These books could 

be used to engage church members and friends in relevant conversion on a challenging 

but important topic. 

(6) Advocacy. According to Soerens and Yang, “Advocacy can be defined as 

amplifying the voices of those who are marginalized, standing in the gap to present the 

realities of injustice around the world to those in positions of influence who can help 

change the situation.”32 It is giving voice to the voiceless (Proverbs 31:8). Advocacy is 

rooted in compassion and justice. Sometimes we are quick to give to a charitable cause 

because it eases our conscience about those who are less fortunate. But justice requires 

more. It requires action to bring about change, especially change to the societal structures 

that inhibit human flourishing.”33 Soerens and Yang provide several ideas for advocating 

for immigrants34: 

• Know the position of local elected officials when it comes to immigration. 

• Write letters to your local representative regarding the issue. 

• Have an actual meeting with your representative or staff member. 

 
31 Matthew Soerens and Jenny Yang, “Discovering and Living God’s Heart for Immigrants: A 

Guide to Welcoming the Stranger,” World Relief, accessed August 8, 2021, https://worldrelief.org/guide-

welcoming-the-stranger/. See also the book by the same authors, Welcoming the Stranger: Justice, 

Compassion & Truth in the Immigration Debate, 2nd ed. (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2018). 

 
32 Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 210. 

 
33 Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 210.  

 
34 Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 212-213. 

https://worldrelief.org/guide-welcoming-the-stranger/
https://worldrelief.org/guide-welcoming-the-stranger/
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• Write an editorial for the local newspaper giving insight on immigrants 

and their contribution to the community/country. 

• Plan a forum with other church leaders who support immigration. 

• Have a special Sunday to recognize and learn about immigrants.  

• Stay up to date by joining an advocacy group. 

 

(7) Address the root issues. To help ease the influx of immigrants, it is necessary 

to address the root causes. Although we live in the “information age,” Soerens and Yang 

state, “Most Americans are only vaguely aware of the situations of poverty, conflict, and 

environmental degradation that threaten the lives of billions of human beings around the 

world.”35 Most people do not recognize how their purchasing habits affect the world 

around them. For example, the sale of some products (like diamonds) has funded civil 

wars in some areas, and many of the “good deals” we seek—the less expensive products 

we buy—are produced on farms or in factories where people are not paid a living wage. 

We want the government to “fix” the problems, but we ourselves are contributors. If we 

would recognize our role as consumers, it might help us to make wiser choices about the 

products we purchase, even if it means spending more. 

This section has provided “action items”—steps that can be taken now to start the 

process of change. They can be done corporately or individually. Several of the sources 

used in this research have additional ideas and contain lists of organizations and agencies 

with whom one can partner. To demonstrate love and compassion, as expressed in the 

parable of the Good Samaritan and in the life of Jesus, will require an investment of time 

and finances. While the government restricts some organizations from helping immigrants 

because of their funding source, Carroll reminds us, “US law does not prohibit charitable 

outreach to immigrants, even the undocumented. English learning classes, food and 

 
35 Soerens and Jenny Yang, Welcoming the Stranger, 213-214. 
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clothes pantries, after-school tutoring for children, recreational opportunities, legal 

orientation, and much more are permitted.”36 Surely there is something we can do to 

“welcome the strangers” into our communities! 

Conclusions Regarding the Study 

The researcher readily acknowledges that immigration is a broad topic. While the 

thesis statement provided focus and direction, it was necessary to cover a vast amount of 

territory in a limited amount of time to supply sufficient information for developing a 

balanced view of immigration. The research began with a survey of our nation’s 

immigrant heritage and explored the immigration issue from a historical, political, and 

legal standpoint. Myths and misinformation that so often distort sound judgment were 

addressed. These were countered with evidence intended to uproot any misinformation 

and preconceived notions shaping personal views. The research tackled some of the 

Western ideologies that undermine biblical truths and interfere with Christian praxis. 

Immigration was viewed through the lens of Scripture and informed by a theology of 

migration with the purpose of forming a biblical worldview of immigration based on 

God’s Word. Hopefully, those who read this thesis will be challenged. 

Did the research achieve its stated goals as outlined in chapter one (page 10)? At 

the end of the day, you as a reader will have to decide, but here is a summation: 

(1) Accurate information. Immigration is a complex topic. Every effort was made 

to verify accuracy of information. Obviously, with such a vast topic, I had to be selective. 

Much of the information included was chosen to help us remember our immigrant past 

and survey some of the complex layers of immigration laws and motives behind those 

 
36 Carroll, Christians at the Border, 124-125. 
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laws. Information about the push-pull factors of immigration was deemed essential for 

comprehending the plight of our fellow humans, some of them already brothers and sisters 

in Christ, others potential brothers and sisters awaiting adoption into God’s family.    

(2) Solid biblical perspective. Through the biblical narratives, God was presented 

as an immigrant God, one who crossed multiple boundaries to redeem lost humanity, and 

His people were identified as an immigrant people. It is in our spiritual DNA. In addition 

to this, the biblical themes of being made in God’s image, hospitality, justice, love for our 

neighbors, and kingdom citizenship were presented as motifs that speak specifically to 

how we treat the people we encounter, including the immigrant. In His dealings with 

others, Jesus never asked about a person’s status or qualifications. It would be good to 

remember that we were all hopeless outlaws until our merciful God saved us by His grace 

(1 Corinthians 6:8-11; Ephesians 2:1-7). These five motifs were covered only briefly, but 

they can and should be studied in greater depth to grasp more fully God’s love for all 

people so that His love will shape how we love and respond to others.  

(3) A face on immigration. In addition to the story shared in chapter one about a 

former ESL student, three immigrant stories were included as part of the research. These 

stories were short and did not include details of terror like those experienced by Maria37 

in her war-torn country of El Salvador, but they did speak of the economic “push” when 

resources and job opportunities are scarce and the “pull” of better opportunities to be 

found in the United States. The immigrants were “pushed” from an insecure future in an 

unsafe environment and “pulled” to a place offering safety and a hope for the future. The 

three immigrants were at different stages of their journey: one already a citizen, one 

 
37 “Maria” was the pseudonym given to the ESL student described in chapter one. 
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attempting to rectify his status, and the third—not questioning her status or her current 

living situation—proclaiming firmly that life is so much better now than before, even 

while lacking the freedom that being documented brings. These are people attending our 

churches, some or even pastoring. They love the Lord, but they made an “illegal” decision 

for the hope of a future and for the love of their families. 

(4) Being “the hands and feet of Jesus.” The purpose here was not to provide the 

reader with a couple hours of reading material to fill heads with information. The purpose 

was to analyze where we, COGOP pastors and leaders, stand on the immigration issue and 

propose actions that can be taken to help the COGOP family be faithful in its ministerial 

praxis to immigrants in our communities as we ask, how can we be the “hands and feet of 

Jesus” in this ongoing crisis? The previous section listed several ways to get involved and 

make a difference. But it must begin with the transformation or our own minds and hearts.  

In summary, this study has sought to answer the question, Who is my neighbor, 

and what constitutes authentic expressions of Christlike love and hospitality when it 

comes to welcoming and ministering to “strangers” who live in our midst? Although 

immigration is a hotly debated issue, this study was not intended to be a political paper. 

The research and data are intended to bring clarity to the subject of immigration so that 

COGOP leaders can look beyond what society and the media are propagating and 

develop not only a proper understanding of the issue, but also develop a plan of action for 

ministering to the “strangers” in our midst. In doing this, our COGOP churches will 

become part of the solution rather than part of the problem and more accurately reflect 

the kingdom of God through its Christlike love in “welcoming the stranger.” 
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Final Thoughts 

I have attempted to address more than what has been commonly covered in other 

writings—that is, man created in God’s image, God’s universal love, and His special 

concern for the poor. My hope is that my readers have gained a deeper glimpse into what 

the Word of God says about immigration and how we all can identify with the immigrant 

experiences of our biblical forefathers and our own ancestors. In the Bible, it is not so 

much about “legal” or “illegal” immigration; it is about the individuals, their situations, 

and their journeys in the context of God’s greater plan. We might need to ponder, what is 

God’s greater plan for the immigrants who currently live among us?  

For those who might resent perceived lawbreakers—I ask you to remember that 

we have all been guilty. By grace we have been saved, but we still stumble and fall. The 

fact is, Christians still sin, but we but we are a work in progress looking forward to the 

day when we fully reflect the image of our Savior. In the meantime, we need to extend 

the same grace to others. We must be careful not to build walls that exclude those we 

deem less worthy. An image circulating on Facebook shows the door frame of a house 

with blood on it. The caption reads, “The Lord did not check who inside the house was 

worthy. He checked for the blood on the doorposts. None of us is worthy. Only the blood 

of Jesus can cover us.” His blood was spilled for the redemption of all people. Ephesians 

2:12-14 (NIV) reminds us that we, too, were once “excluded from citizenship in Israel 

and foreigners to the covenants of the promise,” but the blood of Christ has destroyed 

“the dividing wall of hostility.” 

Not too long ago, I had a conversation with a coworker who confessed he had not 

completed the survey for this project. After the conversation, he wrote a two-page email 
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and explained that he completed the survey up to the last question and realized it was not 

a “black and white issue.” The thoughts he shared confirmed I had accomplished one 

thing—I caused someone to think more deeply on this convoluted issue and to reevaluate 

his stance. In part of his message, he wrote 

Going back to my original answers, I felt like an Old Testament Jew with my 

commandments and statutes that guided my responses. I had scriptures that backed 

my rigid structure of beliefs. But what I lacked was the humanity of Jesus Christ 

and his love and mercy that he applied to all situations. I started to contemplate the 

question of “Did Jesus break any laws?” By the very account of his crucifixion, 

he was found guilty of breaking the law…. Immigration cannot be reduced to a 

question of law. Laws are like signs on a road, often broken, sometimes ignored, 

and oblivious to context or circumstances. Immigration deals with people, with 

unbelievable stories and situations, who seek, dare I say hope, to find a better 

place. A place that may mean life or death…. The humanity of Christ plays a vital 

role in allowing the law to transcend the “carved in stone” into a living, breathing 

word from God. Jesus as well as his disciples crossed borders numerous times to 

extend a hand of service and mercy. Instead of us standing at our border, we must 

be willing to extend ourselves into others’ lives and walk with them.38  
 
After the initial survey was sent, my co-worker recognized the inadequacy of the 

information he had on immigration. Instead of brushing this aside and forgetting about it, 

he spent time asking questions and contemplating the issue. This was evidenced in his 

lengthy email. My hope is that others will do the same—spend time praying, researching, 

and allowing the Holy Spirit to speak truth to them regarding this issue. 

I also hope that pastors and leaders will consider part or all of the action plan 

mentioned previously. In addition to this, my hope is that the COGOP leadership will 

revisit the resolution that was adopted back in 2008. It contains great biblical truths that 

need to be further developed. For now, I share this thought from the statement: 

God has never asked us to understand His purposes; however, today’s 

immigration situation presents the church an opportunity to do ministry among 

diverse people of every race or ethnic background. By His grace and only for His 

 
38 Michael Luithle, email message to author, December 23, 2021, shared with permission. 
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grace alone, we could have been one of these “little ones” (e.g., Matthew 10:42; 

18:6) had we been born in a different time or another country where the suffering, 

political, and social injustices would have forced us to flee looking for a better life 

for our loved ones. Therefore, we did not choose the country where we were born, 

but we can make the choice to show God’s love for the lost, His compassion for 

the afflicted, and His Spirit of service toward our neighbor, the “stranger at our 

gates” (Deuteronomy 14:21; 24:14; 31:12).39 

 

Ultimately, developing a biblical perspective of immigration will not only serve 

as a foundation for shaping the conversations of church members and leaders, but it will 

guide us as we move forward in developing plans of action. The muddled mess of laws 

currently in place will likely not change overnight, but we can start the wheels of change 

by adding a just and biblical perspective to the political conversation, staying informed, 

making better choices at the polls, and taking decisive action in our own communities. I 

am not proposing open borders without controls in place, nor am I condoning entering 

any country without proper documents. At the same time, we must recognize the factors 

that push people from their countries. We must not be legalistic and cold-hearted like the 

Pharisees in the New Testament. In my political ideology, I am still a conservative. But 

when it comes to love, compassion, and grace, I think being liberal is acceptable. In fact, 

from what I see in Scripture, that is the way it should be. 

 

 

  

 
39 See Appendix A; “The Global Immigration Challenge,” Church of God of Prophecy MINUTES 

of the 95th International Assembly, August 12-17, 2008, Nashville, TN, 57-58. 
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Appendix A  

The Global Immigration Challenge 

 

 

Resolution by the Church of God of Prophecy 

95th International Assembly, 2008 

 

Today a significant amount of fear and hatred is negatively affecting the mindset of many 

nations because of the redistribution of population groups through immigration. As 

Christians, we must ensure that our response to the issue of immigration is directed by a 

Christian world view that is shaped by biblical principles rather than secular or current 

attitudes. A number of biblical principles relevant to immigration run through the Bible. 

Primarily, we as Christians are aliens on this earth. “. . . And they admitted that they were 

aliens and strangers on earth” (Hebrews 11:13 NIV). Our status as aliens and strangers 

formulates the basis for our attitudes and responses toward those people who live outside 

our society. 

 

We affirm as Christians that our material possessions do not really belong to us. The 

Promised Land belonged to the Israelites only in the sense that as host, God allowed the 

Israelites to dwell in the Promised Land as His guests (Leviticus 25:23). Indeed, the 

children of God were strangers and foreigners in the land they lived in. Similarly, as 

aliens and strangers in our world today, the material resources of this world do not belong 

to us. We have what we have because of God; as our host, He has distributed material 

resources to us, His guests. As recipients of God’s graciousness and generosity, we need 

to guard against selfishness and possessiveness, which would cloud our attitude toward 

immigrants. 

 

We affirm that we are all strangers and foreigners in this world. Borders and national 

ethnic identity should never separate us as God’s people. As non-citizens working in their 

country of residence, aliens exist outside the social and political network of the society 

they are residing in; thus, they are rendered powerless. Aliens are very vulnerable to 

exploitation. As Christians, we should recall our roots as aliens and, thus, identify with 

their plight (Exodus 23:9) by treating them with kindness and helping them as earlier 

nations did to Israel and were blessed by God for their generosity. As Christians, no one 

should ever be considered an outsider. “. . . The alien living with you must be treated as 

one of your native-born. Love him as yourself . . .” (Leviticus 19:33, 34 NIV). The Great 

Commandment (Matthew 22:37–40; Mark 12:30, 31; Luke 10:27) is to apply to the alien 

because he or she is our neighbor. 

 

We affirm the privilege of serving the outsiders of society that mirrors the ministry and 

life of Jesus. Because Christ identified with the stranger, we are to extend the same 

treatment to the alien and stranger that Jesus would give to others (Matthew 25:3–5 

KJV). Historically, immigration policies around the world appear to be directed more by 

racism and economic self-interest than compassion. Immigration quotas throughout many 

nations have favored people groups established long ago because of political interest or 

racial preferences while limiting immigrants from less desirable nations because of 
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education, economic status, or trade skills. We must be people of compassion who pray 

and extend love to those caught up in the confusing and unjust immigration maze, as the 

Lord would be to the outcast of His day. 

 

We affirm that God has a purpose in the migration moves of people around the world. 

“‘Are not you Israelites the same to me as the Cushites [Nile region]?’ declares the 

LORD. ‘Did I not bring Israel up from Egypt, the Philistines from Caphtor [Crete] and 

the Arameans from Kir?’” (Amos 9:7 NIV). God has never asked us to understand His 

purposes; however, today’s immigration situation presents the church an opportunity to 

do ministry among diverse people of every race or ethnic background. By His grace and 

only for His grace alone, we could have been one of these “little ones” (e.g., Matthew 

10:42; 18:6) had we been born in a different time or another country where the suffering, 

political, and social injustices would have forced us to flee looking for a better life for our 

loved ones. Therefore, we did not choose the country where we were born, but we can 

make the choice to show God’s love for the lost, His compassion for the afflicted, and 

His Spirit of service toward our neighbor, the “stranger at our gates” (Deuteronomy 

14:21; 24:14; 31:12). As His children, we are called by God to aid the vulnerable. We 

must see the alien and the stranger as individuals made in the image of God, the object of 

Christ’s love. Furthermore, we must see not only them, but all people from every nation 

as having intrinsic worth by God, needing our affirmation and acceptance. 

 

Source: Church of God of Prophecy MINUTES of the 95th International Assembly, 

August 12-17, 2008, Nashville, TN, 57-58. 
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Appendix B 

Responses to Questionnaire on Immigrants/Immigration 

for COGOP Leaders & Laity 

 

 

Demographics:     

   Eng Spa Total 

1. What is your primary 

role in the church? 

a. Regional/state overseer/ 

international ministry director 

b. Pastor 

c. Other church leader  

d. Church member 

22 

 

70 

12 

12 

2 

 

61 

15 

0 

24 

 

131 

27 

12 
      

2. In what part of the 

country do you live? 

 

a. Northeast: CT, DE, MA, MD, 

ME, NH, NJ, NY, PA, RI, VT, 

DC 

26 16 42 

b. South/Southeast: AL, AR, FL, 

GA, KY, LA, MS, NC, OK, SC, 

TN, TX, VA, WV 

61 52 113 

c. Midwest: IA, KS, MO, MN, NE, 

ND, SD, IL, IN, MI, OH, WI 

17 3 20 

d. West: AK, AZ, CA, CO, ID, MT, 

NV, NM, OR, UT, WA, WY 

12 7 19 

      

3. What is your gender? a. Male    

b. Female 

90 

26 

56 

22 

146 

48 
      

4. What is your age 

bracket? 

 

a. 18-34 years   

b. 35-49 years  

c. 50-64 years  

d. 65 and up  

5 

25 

50 

36 

2 

35 

31 

10 

7 

60 

81 

46 
      

5. What is your ethnic 

background? 

a. American Indian/Alaska Native 

b. Asian/Pacific Islander 

c. Black/African American 

d. Hispanic/Latino 

e. White/Non-Hispanic 

f. Other 

0 

0 

33 

16 

67 

0 

0 

0 

0 

78 

0 

0 

0 

0 

33 

94 

67 

0 
      

6. What is your primary 

language? 

 

a. English 

b. Spanish  

c. French  

d. Other  

105 

6 

2 

3 

0 

77 

0 

1 

105 

83 

2 

4 
       

7. What is your political 

party preference? 

 

a. Democrat                

b. Republican 

c. Independent  

d. Other 

24 

56 

23 

13 

17 

25 

14 

22 

41 

81 

37 

35 
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General Questions/Statements about Immigration  

(Many of the following questions are adapted from previous surveys done by Lifeway 

Research, Pew Research, and Gallup.) 

8. Which source influences 

your thinking on 

immigration the most? 

 

a. Friends and family  

b. Professors or teachers  

c. Local church/church leaders  

d. Elected officials  

e. Media (news and social 

media)  

f. Immigrants themselves  

g. The Bible  

h. Other source or not sure  

17 

1 

3 

2 

8 

 

33 

40 

12 

15 

0 

5 

1 

11 

 

15 

25 

6 

32 

1 

8 

3 

19 

 

48 

65 

18 
      

9. Do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 

 The Bible provides 

guidance for addressing 

the immigration issue. 

a. Yes           

b. No  

c. Uncertain 

98 

5 

13 

70 

3 

5 

168 

8 

18 

 The Bible provides 

guidelines and principles 

for how we should treat 

immigrants.  

a. Yes    

b. No   

c. Uncertain 

 

113 

0 

3 

76 

1 

1 

189 

1 

4 

      

10. Have you preached or 

heard others preach on 

biblical principles that 

apply to immigration?  

a. Yes  

b. No  

c. Uncertain 

 

57 

52 

7 

64 

14 

0 

121 

46 

7 

      

11. Regarding recent numbers of immigrants coming to the United States, do you 

agree or disagree with the following statements? 

 a. Immigrants take jobs 

away from U.S. citizens. 

a. Agree       

b. Disagree   

c. Uncertain 

28 

69 

19 

2 

70 

6 

30 

139 

25 

 b. Immigrants contribute 

to our cultural diversity. 

a. Agree     

b. Disagree   

c. Uncertain 

101 

9 

6 

75 

2 

1 

176 

11 

7 

 c. Immigrants are a drain 

on economic resources. 

a. Agree 

b. Disagree  

c. Uncertain 

40 

56 

20 

12 

58 

8 

52 

114 

28 

 d. Immigrants add jobs to 

the economy. 

a. Agree       

b. Disagree   

c. Uncertain  

52 

40 

24 

63 

9 

6 

115 

49 

30 

 e. Immigrants are the 

reason for increased 

crime rates. 

a. Agree  

b. Disagree  

c. Uncertain 

18 

69 

29 

7 

62 

9 

25 

131 

38 

 f. Immigrants increase 

the risk of terrorism in 

our country. 

a. Agree  

b. Disagree  

c. Uncertain 

35 

56 

25 

12 

56 

10 

47 

112 

35 
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 g. Immigrants are a benefit 

to this country because of 

their hard work and 

talents. 

a. Agree       

b. Disagree  

c. Uncertain 

88 

8 

20 

73 

2 

3 

161 

10 

23 

 h. Immigrants are a threat 

to American culture. 

a. Agree  

b. Disagree   

c. Uncertain 

22 

80 

14 

6 

64 

8 

28 

144 

22 

 i. Immigrants present new 

opportunities for 

evangelism.  

a. Agree  

b. Disagree  

c. Uncertain 

104 

2 

10 

74 

3 

1 

178 

5 

11 

 j. Immigrants who are here 

without proper documents 

(illegally) should be 

deported.  

a. Agree  

b. Disagree   

c. Uncertain 

49 

40 

27 

7 

57 

14 

56 

97 

41 

 

Questions about Immigration Laws 

12. Do you believe U.S. laws are just in 

their dealing with immigrants? 

a. Yes  

b. No   

c. Uncertain 

34 

49 

33 

22 

49 

7 

56 

98 

40 
      

13. Do you believe immigration laws 

should be made stricter? 

a. Yes  

b. No   

c. Uncertain 

39 

44 

33 

17 

48 

13 

56 

92 

46 
      

14. Do you believe immigration laws 

should protect unity of the immediate 

family? 

a. Yes  

b. No   

c. Uncertain 

94 

9 

13 

76 

1 

1 

170 

10 

14 
      

15. Do you think it is possible for 

immigration reform to respect a 

person’s God-given dignity?  

a. Yes  

b. No   

c. Uncertain 

98 

4 

14 

60 

11 

7 

158 

15 

21 
      

16. Do you think immigration reform 

should guarantee secure national 

borders? 

a. Yes  

b. No   

c. Uncertain 

100 

2 

14 

71 

3 

4 

171 

5 

18 
      

17. Do you support a path toward legal 

status for those who are currently 

illegal but meet certain criteria and 

pose no threat? 

a. Yes  

b. No   

c. Uncertain  

98 

10 

8 

77 

0 

1 

175 

10 

9 

      

18. Do you support a path towards 

citizenship for those who are currently 

illegal but meet certain qualifications? 

a. Yes  

b. No   

c. Uncertain  

90 

12 

14 

71 

3 

4 

161 

15 

18 
      

19. Would you support legislation that 

would increase border security and 

still provide a path to legal status and 

maybe citizenship? 

a. Yes  

b. No   

c. Uncertain 

104 

4 

8 

70 

3 

5 

174 

7 

13 
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Migrant Acceptance 

[Questions 20-21 come from a Gallup survey taken in 2016-2017 with results reported 

in an article dated August 23, 2017, on the Gallup website 

(https://news.gallup.com/poll/216377/new-index-shows-least-accepting-countries-

migrants.aspx).] 

20. Tell me if you personally believe that each of the following is good or bad: 

 a. Immigrants living in this 

country 

a. A good thing   

b. A bad thing 

c. Don’t know 

92 

3 

21 

73 

1 

4 

165 

4 

25 

 b. An immigrant becoming your 

neighbor 

a. A good thing   

b. A bad thing 

c. Don’t know 

95 

1 

20 

67 

0 

11 

162 

1 

31 

 c. An immigrant marrying one of 

your close relatives 

a. A good thing   

b. A bad thing 

c. Don’t know 

77 

1 

38 

56 

8 

14 

133 

9 

52 
      

21. Overall, do you see immigration 

as a good thing or a bad thing? 

a. A good thing   

b. A bad thing 

c. Don’t know 

91 

10 

15 

70 

1 

7 

160 

11 

22 

 

General Responses:  

If you would take a moment, I would appreciate your feedback on the following three 

question. 

22. In your opinion, what constitutes “just immigration laws.” 

 

23. How might we best secure our national borders? 

 

24. Do you have any thoughts or comments you would like to share? 

 

Thank you so much for your time in answering these questions. Your input is valuable to 

this research project. 

 

  

https://news.gallup.com/poll/216377/new-index-shows-least-accepting-countries-migrants.aspx).
https://news.gallup.com/poll/216377/new-index-shows-least-accepting-countries-migrants.aspx).
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Appendix C 

Questions for Immigrant Stories 

(Interview Protocol) 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 I am a Doctor of Ministry student doing research on the church’s understanding 

and response to immigration. The purpose of this interview is to hear your immigration 

story—the story that brought you here to this country, your experience as an immigrant, 

and the dreams you have.  

 

 I appreciate your willingness to be interviewed. While I may publish excerpts 

from your story, with your signed consent, your identity and the city/state where you live 

will remain completely confidential. My hope is that other members of our Christian 

community will understand better the struggles that immigrants face and find ways to 

better serve the immigrants in our communities. 

 

Please remember that this is voluntary; no names will be shared, and you are 

free to skip a question or cease participation at any time.  

 

Questions to be asked: 

1. Where is your home country and why did you leave? 

2. What was the most difficult part about leaving? 

3. How did you get here? (What was the journey like?) 

4. How were you treated when you arrived?  

5. What has been your biggest challenge or biggest fear? 

6. What is your hope for the future? 

7. What do you wish more people knew or understood about immigration and 

immigrants? 
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Appendix D 

Resources on Immigration 

 

 

Information Sources: 

• American Immigration Council (https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/) 

• Amnesty International: Refugees, Asylum-Seekers, and Migrants (https://www. 

amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/refugees-asylum-seekers-and-migrants/)  

• Evangelical Immigration Table (https://evangelicalimmigrationtable.com/)  

• G92 (https://g92.org/)   

• Immigration Advocates Network (https://www.immigrationadvocates.org/)  

• Immigration Legal Resource Center ( https://www.ilrc.org/)  

• Interfaith Immigration Coalition (https://www.interfaithimmigration.org/)  

• Migration Policy Institute (https://www.migrationpolicy.org/)  

• National Immigration Forum (https://immigrationforum.org/) 

• National Network for Immigration and Refugee Rights (https://nnirr.org/) 

• No More Deaths (https://nomoredeaths.org/en/)  

• PEW Hispanic Center (https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/race-ethnicity/racial-

ethnic-groups/hispanics-latinos/)  

• Refugee Council USA (https://rcusa.org/)  

• U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (https://www.uscis.gov/)  

• U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops: “Strangers No Longer: Together on the 

Journey of Hope” (https://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-

dignity/immigration/strangers-no-longer-together-on-the-journey-of-hope)  

• Voices of Christian Dreamers 

(https://sites.google.com/view/voiceofchristiandreamers/home)  

• We Welcome (https://www.wechoosewelcome.com/)  

• World Relief (https://worldrelief.org/) 

 

 

Legal Services for Immigrants: 

• Al Otro Lado (https://alotrolado.org/) – a California-based bi-national advocacy 

and legal aid organization serving migrants, refugees and deportees in the 

United States and Mexico 

• Immigration Advocates Network 

• Kids in Need of Defense (https://supportkind.org/) – a U.S.-based nongovernment 

organization seeking to protect unaccompanied migrant children by providing free 

legal aid and other needed services 

• Probono (https://www.probono.net/)  
• RAICES (https://www.raicestexas.org/) – a Texas-based nonprofit agency that 

promotes justice by providing free and low-cost legal services to immigrants 
• World Relief (https://worldrelief.org/us-locations/#locations) – twenty offices in 

eleven states; some offer legal assistance to immigrants 
 

 

https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/
https://evangelicalimmigrationtable.com/
https://g92.org/
https://www.immigrationadvocates.org/
https://www.ilrc.org/
https://www.interfaithimmigration.org/
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/
https://immigrationforum.org/
https://nnirr.org/
https://nomoredeaths.org/en/
https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/race-ethnicity/racial-ethnic-groups/hispanics-latinos/
https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/race-ethnicity/racial-ethnic-groups/hispanics-latinos/
https://rcusa.org/
https://www.uscis.gov/
https://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/immigration/strangers-no-longer-together-on-the-journey-of-hope
https://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/immigration/strangers-no-longer-together-on-the-journey-of-hope
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https://worldrelief.org/us-locations/#locations
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Educational Materials and Learning Resources: 

• Evangelical Immigration Table 

o Immigration Primer 

(https://evangelicalimmigrationtable.com/resources/immigration-primer/)  

o Preaching/Teaching Resources 

(https://evangelicalimmigrationtable.com/preach/)  

o The Stranger Film (https://evangelicalimmigrationtable.com/the-stranger-

film/)  

• Evangelical Lutheran Church in America: Resources on Immigration 

(https://search.elca.org/Pages/Results.aspx?k=immigration)  

• Mennonite Church USA: Immigration Resources 

(https://www.mennoniteusa.org/resource-portal/resource/immigration-resources-

2014/)  

• Voices of Christian Dreamers: Dreamer and Immigrant Stories 

(https://sites.google.com/view/voiceofchristiandreamers/resources/dreamer-

stories?authuser=0)  

• World Relief 

o Becoming a Legal Support Network (https://worldrelief.org/legal-support-

network/)  

o Video from Summit Church (5:44): “Servant: Caring for the Immigrant 

and Refugee” (https://worldrelief.org/servant-caring-for-the-immigrant-

and-refugee/)  

o Downloadable Resources and Guides (https://worldrelief.org/church-

leaders-resources-download/)  

o Video from Summit Church (5:44): “Servant: Caring for the Immigrant 

and Refugee” (https://worldrelief.org/servant-caring-for-the-immigrant-

and-refugee/)  

o Welcoming the Stranger Lessons and Videos 

(https://worldrelief.org/guide-welcoming-the-stranger/)   

  

https://evangelicalimmigrationtable.com/resources/immigration-primer/
https://evangelicalimmigrationtable.com/preach/
https://evangelicalimmigrationtable.com/the-stranger-film/
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https://worldrelief.org/guide-welcoming-the-stranger/
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