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De todos bajo el gran sol:

A Religious Exploration of Immigration

May 3, 2009

Would you all, as you are able, please turn to roman numeral page x in your hymnals? The page number’s not marked, but an easy way to find it is to go to the first hymn, then turn one page back. At the top of roman numeral page x you’ll see a heading in capital letters, “We the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist Association covenant to affirm and promote….” See it? Now, right below that heading are the seven principles, reminding us to indeed affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person, and on down the line to respecting the interdependent web of all existence, of which we are a part. Then, after the principles, about half way down the page, you’ll see the heading, “The living tradition we share draws from many sources…” See that? There are six such sources from which this living tradition of Unitarian Universalism draws. This morning, I’d like to focus on one of those sources as a means of contextualizing the oftentimes thorny issue of immigration. Specifically, I’d like to use as a springboard the fourth source, which is “Jewish and Christian teachings which call us to respond to God’s love by loving our neighbors as ourselves.” 
While some of us have come to Unitarian Universalism as a result of rejecting or being rejected by certain Jewish and/or Christian teachings, many of those teachings do nonetheless provide stories, parables, and poetry that demand we ask of ourselves, what is our purpose and our place in life? How we come to answer such questions may separate us from other religious groups, as we will most likely proclaim, in giving our answers, not “for the Bible tells me so,” but rather, “for my conscience tells me so.” 

Still, conscience needs context. It needs something to butt up against and be informed and challenged by. So, I chose as the responsive reading this morning, the short passage from the Prophet Micah, in the Old Testament. Now, the hymnal uses a 1935 version of the Bible which phrases the key message here as, “What does the Eternal ask from you but to be just and kind and live in quiet fellowship with your God?” But the version I’m more familiar with states, “What does the Lord require of you but to “Do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with your God?” It may come down to semantics, but the action verbs here, the doing and loving and walking, are more enticing to me than the mere being and living in quiet fellowship. Then again, we are at times reminded that we are human beings, not human doings, so the argument could go both ways. But for the sake of my getting to use the version I like, let’s go with the notion of doing justice, loving kindness, and walking humbly with one’s God. 
It’s a tattoo-able notion, worthy of ink, if you ask me. But before making such an indelible decision, I’d better just check up on the context of the passage. What’s going on for the people to ask, “Shall I come to [the Lord] with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil?” According to the HarperCollins Bible Commentary, what’s going on is that God is “filing a lawsuit against the people…. The witnesses summoned are the mountains, hills, and foundations of the earth…” The commentary continues that in this chapter of Micah, “God…recalls the saving history in which God has repeatedly rescued and led Israel…. In light of this history God cannot understand the people’s faithlessness.” Thus, the people ask, in seeking forgiveness from and reconciliation with God, what is required of them? God’s response is simply, “Do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with your God.” 
No sacrifices need be made. No handing over of one’s first born, etc. Just do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with your God. Simple, right? Easy. Well. Let’s think about it. I’m not going to dissect each word, and I’m especially not going to try to determine for you what “your God” is, though I would suggest you consider your conscience as somewhat analogous. For now, let me zoom in on the word humbly. Humbly basically means with humility, and humility has as its root the Latin word humus, which means earth. To walk humbly then implies to me that we need to remember that our feet are indeed made of clay, that we are of the earth, and not mightier than it, nor superior to it. In other words, we are meant to be a part of the interdependent web, not apart from it. If that’s the case, no wonder then that in his “lawsuit,” God calls as his witness “the mountains, hills, and foundations of the earth.” The earth itself is witness to the people of Israel’s failure to be in right relationship, to be right sized. 
Which leads me to question our own nation’s relationship with striving to be right sized in this increasingly global world we live in. Now, in my experience as a northerner, the rumor that gets around to the rest of the country about this part of the earth is that “everything’s bigger in Texas.” Whether or not that’s true about everything, and whether or not one is being right sized by boasting of being bigger than everything else, I know that Texas has a bigger land mass than 48 of the 49 other states, and that’s largely due to the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which ended the Mexican-American war in 1848 and brought almost half of Mexico’s territory into the possession of the United States. Specifically, that territory now belongs to California, Arizona, New Mexico, and, yes, our beloved Texas. As you know, the southern most part of each of those states creates the current U.S.-Mexican border, and as Ken Ellingwood says in his book, Hard Line, this border “is unique because it separates two countries with such wildly disparate standards of living. Here, the First and Third Worlds lie pressed together, cheek to cheek.” 
Now, in this time, with news of the swine flu, also maybe more objectively known as H1N1, coming up this way from Mexico, pressing oneself cheek to cheek together with another is a particularly fearsome, some would even say loathsome thing to do. Just how loathsome? In an article entitled “Amid Flu Outbreak, Racism Goes Viral,” written for MSNBC.com, Brian Alexander lists some direct quotes: 

“No contact with an illegal alien!” conservative talk show host Michael Savage advised his U.S. listeners this week on how to avoid the swine flu. “And that starts in the restaurants” where he said, you “don’t know if they wipe their behinds with their hands!”

Alexander continues:

And Thursday, Boston talk radio host Jay Severin was suspended after calling Mexican immigrants “criminaliens” during a discussion of swine flu and saying that emergency rooms had become “essentially condos for Mexicans.” 

Alexander then counters these quotes with one from Angelica Salas, executive director of the Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights, in Los Angeles, who says in part, “these so-called commentators shame themselves turning public health concerns into an immigrant bashing fest.” He also quotes Amy Fairchild, chair of Columbia University’s School of Public Health who says, “This is a pattern we see again and again…. It’s ‘the other,’ the group not seen as part of the nation, the one who threatens it in some way…” Fairchild continues, “Americans ‘have a history of trying to keep ourselves “pure…” You saw it after the Civil War when [former] slaves were denied citizenship, in the late 19th and early 20th centuries when we were alarmed over southern and eastern European immigrants…”
But whether we’re talking about the 19th century, the 20th, or today, when looking at immigration, and how immigrants can be blamed for so many things, not just this current flu scare, as a religious people, the question must be asked, “What is required of us?” If we are indeed, among other things, to heed “Jewish and Christian teachings which call us to respond to God’s love by loving our neighbors as ourselves,” then I am prone to believe that at least in part what is required of me is to do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with my God. 
How? One of the first things I must to is educate myself. Study. Read. Reading the book, “They Take Our Jobs!” and 20 Other Myths about Immigration, I noticed that every chapter had a heading which in my life I’ve been told in one way or another is a fact, not a myth. To name a few: immigrants take American jobs; immigrants compete with low-skilled workers and drive down wages; the United States is a melting pot that has always welcomed immigrants from all over the world; today’s immigrants threaten the national culture because they are not assimilating; today’s immigrants are not learning English, and bilingual education just adds to the problem… So on and so forth. If millions of Americans, egged on by anti-immigration pundits assume these are truths, without questioning their validity, then of course this flu scare will end up just one more weapon against those simply seeking a better life.
And why are they seeking a better life, and why here? Because, over a period of centuries the vast majority of immigrants, whether Mexican, Haitian, Puerto Rican, Filipino, Salvadoran, or you name it, these groups have been placed on the weakest thread of the interdependent web of colonialism and globalization, and are merely seeking survival as a result. As Aviva Chomsky points out, ironically, the colonized, the “globalized,” tend to migrate to the places that were once, or still are, through economic control, their colonizers. She notes, “People from India and Pakistan go to England; people from Senegal and Algeria go to France; people from Morocco go to Spain, people from Mexico and Puerto Rico go to the United States. Colonization,” emphasizes Chomsky, “sets the stage for later migration.” 
And once immigrants settle here, if they make it across the border (and I invite you to read Ellingwood’s Hard Line to learn more about that), they do assimilate—just, not in the Anglicized way some may claim they should. Rather, as Chomsky writes:

Overwhelmingly, the social and economic statistics have told the same dreary story for many generations: Blacks, Hispanics, and Native Americans are at the bottom of the social hierarchy, even—perhaps especially—those whose ancestors have the longest presence in the country. It’s not a lack of assimilation that keeps them marginalized—it’s assimilation itself.” 
In other words, this is exactly the kind of assimilation that is sought. Keep the poor, poor. Keep the wealthy, wealthy. That’s all that’s required of us, right? Sure. It’s what one way of operating in the world pretty powerfully steers us into perpetuating. But does it steer us toward doing justice, loving kindness, and walking humbly with our God? As far as I can see, there is a fairly radical difference between those two kinds of requirements being asked of us. 
How, then, to reconcile them? I’m reminded of that New Testament prophet, Jesus of Nazareth, who says, “Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and unto God the things that are God’s.” It’s a trickster suggestion, because he doesn’t dole those things out, saying, “This is Caesar’s and this is God’s. This is Caesar’s and this is God’s.” He leaves it up to us. Now, it’s true that at one point in his brief life, Jesus says to a wealthy man, “Sell all you own and distribute the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven.” That might offer some hint of how Jesus thought things should be divvyed up between Caesar and God. 

I myself am not asking you to give away all your money, nor am I promising you treasures in heaven if you do so. I don’t have the same kind of power or connections that Jesus had. Similarly, unlike him, I can’t heal the blind or the sick. I can’t divide up loaves and fishes to feed 5,000 people either. But remember, the Jewish and Christian teachings are there not for us to try to follow literally, but as contexts for our consciences to bump up against. I can’t heal this new flu among us, but I can do justice by speaking out against racial hatred sparked by this crisis. I can’t feed or quench the thirst of every person who crosses the U.S.-Mexico border into the state of Texas, but I can do justice by working with Austin Interfaith or Wildflower’s own social action team to advocate for immigrants’ rights and needs. Similarly, I can love kindness by smiling to a stranger, saying good morning, showing respect, seeing the human soul before me. I can walk humbly with my God by remembering, as the saying goes, that “the earth does not belong to us; we belong to the earth,” and so I can remember that borders and border walls are constructs of governments, whereas we all, whether American, Mexican, Guatemalan, Ecuadorian, Puerto Rican, or from any other place, we are all creations of this sacred earth, and thus we must remember, living in this interdependent web of existence, to respond to God’s love by loving our neighbors—all of them—as ourselves.
Amen. 

