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 It might be helpful if I being with a little glossary.  Refugees are people fleeing 
civil unrest, war, famine, or persecution, sometimes a combination.  They are leaving 
everything they have known to start over in a place they believe is safe.  Not all 
people who flee civil unrest, war, famine, or persecution end up fleeing to another 
country.  Some simply move to another part of their country – and are called 
“internally displaced.”  But when they move to another country, they are considered 
“refugees.” 

 We are probably more aware of the refugees fleeing Syria and Iraq than other 
refugees.  However, because of famine that is looming in four countries, I suspect we 
will be seeing more refugee crises.  [Watch the 
videohttp://www.itv.com/news/2017-03-13/fighting-famine-the-four-countries-
where-millions-are-starving/.]  In addition to the four countries mentioned in that 
video, the United Nations has identified Kenya as another country facing a food 
crisis, where more than 2.7 million people are food insecure, and that this number 
could reach four million by April.1 

 When we talk about U.S. immigration policy, we’re talking about refugees, 
yes.  But more likely, we’re talking about immigrants.  Immigrants are people 
moving from one country to another primarily for economic or educational 
opportunities, or for family reunification.  Immigrants can follow a process defined 
in law and go to a new country legally, or they can go to a new country without 
following the process defined in law and go to the new country illegally.  Immigrants 
who come to the United States legally often, but not always, have a specific 
opportunity identified – a job lined up or a college admission.  Immigrants who 
come to the United States illegally rarely have a specific opportunity identified. 

 When my great-great-great-great – actually, I don’t remember how many 
greats it is – grandparents moved to this continent, they didn’t have visas.  The 
people who lived here at the time didn’t issue visas.  John and Priscilla were on a 
boat called Mayflower and they thought that the permission of the English 
government to establish a colony was all the permission they needed.2 

 150 years later, their descendants (at least some of them) decided it was time 
to declare their independence from Great Britain.  Thirteen years later, the founding 
fathers got around to putting together the nuts and bolts of the new nation and its 

                                                        
1 “UN aid chief urges global action as starvation, famine loom for 20 million across four countries,” 
UN News Centre, http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=56339#.WM4hgxiZOH1 (posted 
10 March 2017; accessed 15 March 2017). 
2 I think it’s something like 13 or 14 “greats” between John Alden and Priscilla Mullins (they married 
once they were in the Americas) and me. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=356956052
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=356956108
http://www.itv.com/news/2017-03-13/fighting-famine-the-four-countries-where-millions-are-starving/
http://www.itv.com/news/2017-03-13/fighting-famine-the-four-countries-where-millions-are-starving/
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=56339#.WM4hgxiZOH1
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government, and when the first Congress convened in 1790, one of the first acts 
they passed was a naturalization act.  This law “provided the first rules to be 
followed by the United States in the granting of national citizenship.  This law 
limited naturalization to aliens who were ‘free white persons’ and thus left out 
indentured servants, slaves, free blacks, and later Asians, as well as women.”3 

 It would be anachronistic to call this restriction “racist” (or “sexist”).  Notions 
of race weren’t really developed for another hundred years or so.  Still, as I’ve talked 
about in previous sermons in this series, this attitude that white Anglo-Saxons are 
better than other humans weaved the patterns of racism into the fabric of our 
nation. 

 Immigration into this new nation came from two places initially.  The bulk of 
the immigration was from Western Europe.  There was also, until 1804, the 
importation of Africans to serve as slaves.  (After 1804, the slave population 
continued to grow because the child of a slave was a slave.)  The Western Europeans 
were sufficiently like the Anglo-Saxon founders of the nation and they assimilated 
rather smoothly.  The Africans were held in bondage and so were not seen as a 
threat to the Anglo-Saxon-American way of life.  But that started to change in the 
1800s. 

 If you’re like me, you were taught that the Irish potato famine was caused by 
a fungal blight that wiped out the potato crop in Ireland.  “While the blight did strike 
and take down most of Ireland’s potatoes, the truth is that Ireland was exporting 
more than enough food to feed everyone at the same time as the famine was 
happening.  Run as a colony of the vast British Empire, Ireland was a colonial food-
producing operation, much like India and the sugar islands of the Caribbean, but 
locals were not allowed to eat the very food they were producing. 

 “In other words, a million Irish starved for no reason other than greed.”4  But 
this is a sermon on immigration policy, not economic policy, so we’ll save that line of 
thought for another day. 

 Not only did a million of Irish starve, but about two million emigrated, most 
(about three-quarters) coming to the United States.  They faced suspicion upon their 
arrival here.  They weren’t WASPs, and this bothered those who were in power.  As 
with other non-WASP immigrants, they faced a “nativist” backlash.  Catholics, Jews, 
and people speaking anything other than English were the favored targets of 
nativism.  Technically speaking, “Nativism is the political position of supporting a 
favored status for the native majority of a nation while targeting and threatening 
newcomers or immigrants.”5  In the United States, “native majority” had nothing to 

                                                        
3 Richard Lyon, "A History Of American Racist Immigration Law," Daily Kos, 
http://www.dailykos.com/story/2010/5/14/866285/- (posted 14 May 2010; accessed 15 March 
2017). 
4 Ocean Malandra, "EarthRx: The Irish Potato Famine Was Caused by Capitalism, Not a Fungus," 
Paste, https://www.pastemagazine.com/articles/2017/03/earthrx-the-irish-potato-famine-was-
caused-by-capi.html (posted 13 March 2016; accessed 17 March 2017). 
5 Wikipedia, "Nativism (politics)," https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nativism_(politics) (accessed 18 
March 2017). 

http://www.dailykos.com/story/2010/5/14/866285/-
https://www.pastemagazine.com/articles/2017/03/earthrx-the-irish-potato-famine-was-caused-by-capi.html
https://www.pastemagazine.com/articles/2017/03/earthrx-the-irish-potato-famine-was-caused-by-capi.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nativism_(politics)
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do with Native Americans.  It meant – and still means – English-speaking, white 
people. 

 Also in the middle of the 1800s, gold was discovered in California.  Not only 
did this mean that east coasters came to the west coast, but people from all around 
the world came to the west coast – even from China.  “There is a rich an interesting 
history of the conflicts that developed between the Chinese immigrants and the 
Americans who had migrated from the eastern United States.  Riots and violence 
were regularly recurring features.  A generation of populist politicians built their 
careers by stirring up hysteria against the yellow peril.  Finally, agitation reached a 
level sufficient to persuade congress to pass the Chinese Exclusion Act”6 in 1882.  
Not only did the Chinese Exclusion Act keep new immigrants from China out of the 
country, it also “affected the Chinese who had already settled in the United States.  
Any Chinese who left the United States had to obtain certifications for reentry, and 
the Act made Chinese immigrants permanent aliens by excluding them from U.S. 
citizenship.”7 

 “When the US entered World War I, about one in four US residents were not 
native born.  Tension between the new arrivals and the nativists was chronically 
high.  Following the war this resulted in an effort to shut down immigration.  This 
was codified in the Immigration Act of 1924.  Also know as the Johnson-Reed Act, it 
“limited the number of immigrants who could be admitted from any country to 2% 
of the number of people from that country who were already living in the United 
States in 1890….  The law was aimed at further restricting the Southern and Eastern 
Europeans who were immigrating in large numbers starting in the 1890s, as well as 
prohibiting the immigration of East Asians and Asian Indians.”8 

 My maternal grandmother got caught by this act.  There were so few Swiss in 
the United States in 1890, the number allowed in during the mid and late 1920s was 
very small, and she repeatedly didn’t make the quota.  I need to do a little family 
archeology to find out how she eventually made it into the United States. 

 If we’re surveying U.S. immigration policy, we can’t skip over the so-called 
“Mexican Repatriation” – a blot on our country’s history that I never learned about 
in school.  “The Mexican Repatriation refers to a forced migration that took place 
between 1929 and 1939, when as many as one million people [estimates vary from 
hundreds of thousands to two million people] of Mexican descent were forced or 
pressured to leave the US.  The term ‘Repatriation,’ though commonly used, is 
inaccurate, since approximately 60% of those driven out were U.S. citizens.”9  
Because the forced movement was based on race while it ignored citizenship, one 
might wonder if this effort meets the modern standards to label it an incident of 
ethnic cleansing. 

                                                        
6 Lyon, op. cit. 
7 Wikipedia, "Chinese Exclusion Act," https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_Exclusion_Act (accessed 
18 March 2017). 
8 Lyon, op. cit. 
9 Ibid. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_Exclusion_Act
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 As we did following World War I, after World War II, the United States 
tightened immigration rules.  The Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1952 
organized the various rules and laws into one act.  On the surface, it looked like the 
law moved away from racism.  “The Act abolished racial restrictions found in United 
States immigration and naturalization statutes going back to the Naturalization Act 
of 1790.”10  However, these restrictions were replaced with nation-of-origin quotas.  
But if you allow 51,227 people to immigrate from Germany but only 512 from the 
Belgian Congo – well, maybe you just have racial restrictions by another name.11 

 The nation-of-origin quotas actually only applied to one class of immigrant, 
topping the number of these regular immigrants at 270,000 per year.  This did not 
include those with special skills for employment or who had relatives who were U.S. 
citizens; they were exempt from the quota.  And it did not include refugees, who 
could apply for immigration under a procedure set following World War II though 
international agreement. 

 The last significant immigration act was passed in 1965.  This act “abolished 
the national origins quota system that had structured American immigration policy 
since the 1920s, replacing it with a preference system that focused on immigrants’ 
skills and family relationships with citizens or residents of the U.S.  Numerical 
restrictions on visas were set at 170,000 per year, not including immediate relatives 
of U.S. citizens,” and some other rarified cases.12  While this was a step in the right 
direction, vestiges of racism remain in the practice of administering immigration 
law.  Officially, Congress ended the national-origins quotas to create a policy that 
was “equal.”  But “equal” means that every country has the same cap, and this was 
actually done to limit legal immigration from Mexico and countries in Asia.13  A 1986 
law included extra visas for nationals from 36 countries, most of which are in 
Europe.14  The Diversity Visa program launched by the 1990 immigration reform bill 
was established to favor Europeans.15 

 This brings us to today.  Today, we live in a country of about 320 million 
people.  About 300 million of them are citizens.16  Of the remaining roughly 20 
million, about half are legal immigrants and the other half are in the country 

                                                        
10 Wikipedia, “Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952,” 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immigration_and_Nationality_Act_of_1952 (accessed 18 March 2017). 
11 These are sample numbers shared with my by Jim Peck. 
12 Students at the University of Washington-Bothell, “1965 Immigration and Nationality Act ...” U.S. 
Immigration Legislation Online, 
http://library.uwb.edu/Static/USimmigration/1965_immigration_and_nationality_act.html 
(accessed 18 March 2017). 
13 David Cook-Martin and David Scott FitzGerald, "How Legacies of Racism Persist in U.S. Immigration 
Policy," Scholars Strategy Network, http://www.scholarsstrategynetwork.org/brief/how-legacies-
racism-persist-us-immigration-policy (posted June 2014; accessed 18 March 2017). 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 "Population Distribution by Citizenship Status," The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 
http://kff.org/other/state-indicator/distribution-by-citizenship-
status/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22a
sc%22%7D (accessed 18 March 2017). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immigration_and_Nationality_Act_of_1952
http://library.uwb.edu/Static/USimmigration/1965_immigration_and_nationality_act.html
http://www.scholarsstrategynetwork.org/brief/how-legacies-racism-persist-us-immigration-policy
http://www.scholarsstrategynetwork.org/brief/how-legacies-racism-persist-us-immigration-policy
http://kff.org/other/state-indicator/distribution-by-citizenship-status/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
http://kff.org/other/state-indicator/distribution-by-citizenship-status/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
http://kff.org/other/state-indicator/distribution-by-citizenship-status/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
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illegally.  The immigrants who are here without documentation either came without 
documents or overstayed the permission they had to be here.  It has been the policy 
of the United States to deport the people who are here without documentation.  
Poking around trying to find numbers, I discovered that definitions have changed.  It 
looks to me like administrations didn’t classify removals of people who had just 
illegally crossed the border as deportations until the Obama administration (and it’s 
not clear to me when the Obama administration started calling them deportations).  
So President Obama may or may not have deported more people than any other 
President (at least so far) – it’s unclear. 

 Two things are clear: 

1. Deportations are continuing under the Trump administration – though 
according to the USA Today, “The first major immigration raid under President 
Trump shows a clear shift in the federal government’s deportation strategy, 
focusing more on undocumented immigrants without criminal records than 
under President Obama.”17 

2. The levels of anxiety in families where one or more of the parents is here 
without documentation is skyrocketing as they fear that their families may be 
torn apart by a deportation.18 

 Meanwhile, President Trump has tried yet again to ban travel from Syria, 
Iran, Libya, Sudan, Yemen, and Somalia – at least temporarily.  (Yes, the last two 
countries on that list are facing famine.)  The order also bans all refugees from 
entering the country for at least 120 days.  While the ban has been halted by federal 
judges, it is clear what the President wants to do. 

 I don’t want to argue the constitutionality of order – I’ll let the lawyers and 
judges hash that out.  What I want to talk about is how this legacy of racism in our 
immigration policies goes against the gospel of Jesus Christ.  When our policies say – 
directly or indirectly – that you are more or less worthy because of your race (in this 
case, worthy or unworthy to become part of our country), that goes against the truth 
that we are all created in the image of God, that we are all precious in the heart of 
God, that we are all equal in the eyes of God. 

 Heck, it goes against one of the strongest through line in scripture.  Listen to 
this.  [Watch the video:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2BawKt1tAcI] 

 Listen again to these words from our lesson from 1 John:  “Those who say, “I 
love God,” and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a 
brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen.  
The commandment we have from him is this:  those who love God must love their 
brothers and sisters also.” 

                                                        
17 Alan Gomez, "Trump immigration raids show greater focus on non-criminals," USA Today, 
http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2017/02/16/president-trump-immigration-raids-
target-fewer-criminals/97988770/ (posted 16 February 2017, accessed 19 March 2017). 
18 See, for instance, Andrew Gumbel, "Doctors see a new condition among immigrant children: fear of 
Trump," The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/25/donald-trump-
immigration-deportation-children-doctors (posted 25 November 2016; accessed 18 March 2017). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2BawKt1tAcI
http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2017/02/16/president-trump-immigration-raids-target-fewer-criminals/97988770/
http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2017/02/16/president-trump-immigration-raids-target-fewer-criminals/97988770/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/25/donald-trump-immigration-deportation-children-doctors
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/25/donald-trump-immigration-deportation-children-doctors
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 So, how do we as a church address this legacy of racism in our immigration 
policy?  I’ve got a couple ideas.  We could investigate becoming a sanctuary 
congregation.  We could volunteer to sponsor a refugee family.  A contingent of our 
congregation could participate in a border immersion program and report back to 
the congregation.  And if you want to do something personally, you can volunteer at 
an immigrants’ rights organization. 

 Since we are a non-creedal church, we generally don’t recite creeds.  I know 
I’m resistant to reciting creeds because I want to go through them with a pen so I 
can cross out things that I don’t believe or that I think are too easily open to 
misinterpretation.  Still, I’m going to invite you to join me in reciting a creed today – 
not as a statement of belief, but as a statement of hope. 

 

Immigrants’ Creed19 

I believe in Almighty God, who guided the people in exile and in exodus, the God of 

Joseph in Egypt and Daniel in Babylon, the God of foreigners and immigrants. 

I believe in Jesus Christ, a displaced Galilean, who was born away from his people and 

his home, who fled his country with his parents when his life was in danger.  When he 

returned to his own country he suffered under the oppression of Pontius Pilate, the 

servant of a foreign power.  Jesus was persecuted, beaten, tortured, and unjustly 

condemned to death. 

But on the third day Jesus rose from the dead, not as a scorned foreigner but to offer us 

citizenship in God’s kingdom. 

I believe in the Holy Spirit, the eternal immigrant from God’s kingdom among us, who 

speaks all languages, lives in all countries, and reunites all races. 

I believe that the Church is the secure home for foreigners and for all believers.  I believe 

that the communion of saints begins when we embrace all God’s people in all their 

diversity.  I believe in forgiveness, which makes us all equal before God, and in 

reconciliation, which heals our brokenness. 

I believe that in the Resurrection God will unite us as one people in which all are distinct 

and all are alike at the same time. 

I believe in life eternal, in which no one will be foreigner but all will be citizens of the 

kingdom where God reigns forever and ever.  Amen. 

                                                        
19 Written by José Luis Casal, now director of Presbyterian World Mission, prepared it for a worship 

service for the Assembly of APCE in Chicago around 1998 or 1999. 


