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FOREWORD

			
Leith Anderson

			A New York rabbi taught me a lesson I had never before heard. He said that there is no Old Testament commandment to love your parents, husband, wife, or children. There are only three commands: to love the Lord your God, love your neighbor, and love the alien in the land. Deuteronomy 10:19 gives this third commandment to love and explains why: you were once aliens yourselves.

			My mother was an alien in America. Her father died early in the last century of pernicious anemia, a disease that most of us have never heard of and that would easily be treated today. My widowed grandmother couldn’t support herself and three daughters (all under six years old), so she moved back in with her parents. Nearly twenty years later she met and married an American and moved to the United States. But my mother had to stay behind because of US immigration laws and quotas. Unlike her younger sisters, my mother was an adult, and immigration was harder for her. She waited a year or two and then received a visa as a domestic worker, sailing across the North Atlantic to New York and to her new country.

			When I was a little boy I went with my mother to the post office every January, where she was required by law to register as an alien. On our family vacations to Canada, she always waited for us on the US side of the border out of fear there might be problems returning if she left the country. Eventually she became an American citizen.

			She lived to be almost one hundred years old, spending the last seven years of her life in a nursing home in Boca Raton, Florida, where much of the staff was foreign born. The hallway buzz ranged from Haitian Creole to Jamaican English. Her physician was from Southeast Asia. They loved my mother. They gave her care I could not provide. They were kind and gracious. These immigrant caregivers prayed for her, quoted the Bible, and sang hymns. They were the best of believers.

			As my mother’s final hours counted down, they came to her room in a steady stream. Some came to see her on their days off. Because my mother outlived most of her friends, these who were not native born became my mother’s final friends.

			I love these immigrants. I need these immigrants.

			You see, every immigrant story is a personal story. Behind the statistics and politics are stories of mothers and fathers, sons and daughters, husbands and wives. There are millions of stories that vary as much as race, nationality, gender, and faith.

			When you read about all the complexity of immigration and think about what needs to be done, remember God’s commandment in Deuteronomy 10:19 and love the immigrants.

		


		
			
One

			
THE IMMIGRATION DILEMMA

			Some [Christians] on either side of this debate insist that this issue is not complex. For them, it is simply a matter of legality or justice for the poor. . . . But denying the complexity of this issue is both intellectually wrong and practically unhelpful. If we aren’t willing to deal with the intricacy of this issue, we won’t ever be able to make headway in solving it.

			Mark D. Roberts, Evangelical Pastor, Professor, and Author 

			Nearly everyone seems to agree that we have an immigration problem in the United States. The exact nature of the problem, though, is heatedly disputed. From one perspective, our nation is facing an unprecedented invasion of “illegal aliens,” who violate our laws upon entry and then become a drain on social services and public education systems, depress wages and displace native-born American workers, and then contribute to increases in poverty, crime rates, and even terrorism. A campaign flier for candidates for the Carpentersville, Illinois, city council some years ago expresses the frustrations of many Americans:

			Are you tired of waiting to pay for your groceries while Illegal Aliens pay with food stamps and then go outside and get in a $40,000 car? Are you tired of paying taxes when Illegal Aliens pay NONE!

			Are you tired of reading that another Illegal Alien was arrested for drug dealing?

			Are you tired of having to punch 1 for English?

			Are you tired of seeing multiple families in our homes?

			Are you tired of not being able to use Carpenter Park on the weekend, because it is over run by Illegal Aliens?

			Are you tired of seeing the Mexican Flag flown above our Flag?1

			Others see the current state of immigration as a problem for very different reasons. They see millions of people who have, usually for economic reasons, accepted displacement from their home countries to pursue a better life for themselves and their families in the United States, just as generations of immigrants have done before them. Tragically, from this perspective, these people are not welcomed into our society, but are scapegoated and forced into a shadowy existence by broken immigration laws, even though they contribute to our nation’s economy by performing a host of jobs, most of which few native-born Americans would be willing to do. Undocumented immigrant Elvira Arellano spent a year living inside a Methodist church in Chicago in an ultimately unsuccessful attempt to avoid deportation that would separate her from her eight-year-old, US-citizen son. She became something of a spokesperson for this perspective:

			Out of fear and hatred of an enemy you cannot find you have set out to destroy our lives and our families. As you knocked on my door, you are knocking on thousands of doors, ripping mothers and fathers away from their terrified children. You have a list of . . . Social Security no-match numbers, and you are following that list as if we were terrorists and criminals instead of workers with families. You are denying us work and the seniority and benefits we have earned, and you are taking the property we have saved for and bought.2

			From either of these perspectives, the immigration dilemma seems frustratingly simple. As both sides rail against the other, and against the government, where Congress has proposed competing bills but has yet to pass into law any substantial changes in immigration policy, we are left with the status quo—essentially the same status quo we faced a decade ago when we wrote the first edition of this book: an estimated eleven million people with no valid immigration status living and, usually, working in the United States. After the presidential campaign of 2016, in which immigration became a central issue, the debate over how to respond to immigrants in the country illegally seems more polarized than ever.

			Since the first edition of Welcoming the Stranger, another category of    “stranger” has become particularly controversial: refugees, who have long come to the United States with legal status at the invitation of our federal government, have joined immigrants without legal status as a uniquely suspect category of  “foreigner” in the minds of many Americans. As with the debate over illegal immigration, the refugee debate seems frustratingly simple to those on either side: to some, it is foolhardy to admit anyone into our country from nations plagued by terrorism, lest we welcome terrorists themselves. To others, welcoming the persecuted and oppressed is an unqualified good, integral to our national character. The two sides have a hard time understanding the other, as evidenced by harsh words shared over social media and even over family dinners and church potlucks.

			Less vocal in these immigration debates are the many who suspect that immigration is actually a complicated, nuanced issue. Partisans of a particular policy position are apt to view the issue as very simple—right versus wrong, us versus them.

			Yet, as political scientist Amy Black notes, it is these “easy” issues that often prove the most complex and the hardest to resolve since our presumptions keep us from hearing the other side.3 Within this debate, a growing middle recognizes this is not a simple issue. They want a more thoughtful, informed understanding of the issues than offered by the two-minute screaming matches by advocates of differing perspectives on cable news channels and talk radio.

			Those of us who seek to follow Christ, in particular, face a challenge in sorting through the rhetoric to understand how we can reflect God’s justice as well as his love and compassion in designing a national immigration policy, and in the ways we relate individually to the immigrants in our communities. On first glance at the issue, we recognize that immigrants are people made in God’s image who should be treated with respect; at the same time, we believe God has instituted the government and the laws that it puts into place for a reason, and that as Christians we are generally bound to submit to the rule of law. Many are left conflicted, unsure of what our faith requires of us on this pressing issue.

			Through the work of World Relief, the Christian ministry where we both work that serves refugees and other immigrants throughout the United States, we might find ourselves on a regular basis in a church, speaking with people about issues of immigration and citizenship, or in a congressperson’s office, talking with staffers about the need to fix the immigration system. Sometimes we speak in Spanish or with translation in Lithuanian, Arabic, or Cantonese to an audience of immigrants eager to naturalize or fearful of what a newly announced immigration-enforcement policy will mean for them and their families. Other times we are speaking in front of a predominantly nonimmigrant church group, answering questions about immigration policy. When we are in front of an audience of nonimmigrant evangelicals or before congressional staffers who are helping our political leaders form immigration policy, we find that many are asking the same questions we have often asked ourselves. This book seeks to address some of the most common questions and misconceptions that we and other Christians have wrestled with as we consider the immigration “problem.”

			This book is written out of our own personal experiences with this dilemma, tracing through much of the investigation our own questions have led us to in seeking to understand immigration policy—and, more important, immigrants themselves—through the lens of our faith. While it would be disingenuous to pretend that we do not have strong opinions about how we (as individuals, as the church, and as a society) should approach this issue, our foremost interest is not to convince you of the virtue of any particular piece of legislation. Rather, we hope this book will encourage our sisters and brothers to take a step back from the rhetoric and combine a basic understanding of how immigration works, and has worked in the United States, with a biblical worldview. We do not believe there is one Christian prescription to solve the immigration issue (though there may be decidedly un-Christian ways to view the issue), and there is plenty of space within the church for charitable disagreement on issues such as this.

			Learning Through Relationships

			More than just a policy question, immigration is also personal to each of us, because of the many immigrants we have come to know. These relationships have transformed our own perspectives. Each immigrant, and each nonimmigrant affected by immigration, has a distinct story that cannot be summarized by abstract statistics or polling data.

			I (Matthew) have been particularly marked by getting to know some of my neighbors, first in a diverse apartment complex with neighbors from more than twenty nations, now in a neighborhood where most households are of Mexican origin.

			My first friend in the apartment complex where I lived for many years is Jean.4 He is now in college in a suburb of Chicago, but he was born in Rwanda shortly before genocide broke out in that small East African country in 1994. He fled with his family to Tanzania, then to the Congo, and then finally to Zambia, where he lived for nearly a decade. In 2005, Jean and his family were accepted by the US government as refugees to be resettled in the United States. With the help of churches, volunteers, the Rwandese community already in the United States, and World Relief, they have made a new life for themselves step by step. When I met them, Jean’s mother and father were working hard in difficult, low-paying jobs at all hours of the day and night to pay the bills and even to pay the US government back for their seven transatlantic airline tickets. Jean was less concerned with his family’s finances than about fitting in at his school, mastering American English (his fifth language, which he was concerned he spoke with an accent) and finding a lawn-mowing job for the summer. He was tired of sharing a bedroom with his four sisters and often mentioned what he missed of Africa, but he was thankful to be safe. 

			Another neighbor, Elena, had a very different story. She came to the United States from Mexico in 1990 at age twenty-six, crossing the border illegally with the expensive assistance of a coyote (a people smuggler), hoping to find a job that would let her make ends meet—something she could not find in Mexico. She has now lived and worked here for more than a quarter century, is involved in her church (a Catholic parish that has nearly as many people in its Spanish-language masses each weekend as in its English masses), has married and divorced in the United States, and raised two children on a limited income. She speaks enough English to work the drive-through at the fast food restaurant across the street, but she is not fluent and often came by to ask for help reading a letter in English from her children’s school; she often also brought delicious enchiladas or chilaquiles. (I gained forty pounds as her neighbor for eight years, for which I think she is partially responsible.)

			Elena is very proud that her children speak English but sometimes laments their reluctance to speak Spanish. She prays for a legalization of some sort, or that her US-born children will eventually be able to help her get a green card. She notes the small amount of assistance that the African refugees like Jean’s family receive from the government, for which she is ineligible, even though she too struggles to support her family. Still, she is happy to be here. “I live better here than in Mexico,” she told me shortly after I met her. “Here, nothing lacks”—an astonishing statement, given that she sometimes fell behind on the rent payments for the modest one-bedroom apartment that she shared with three others in her family, could not afford a car, and had no health insurance—“I have work. In Mexico, there is no work.”

			Two doors down from Elena lived an African American family who moved from a rough neighborhood on the west side of Chicago, seeking to avoid the gang violence there. The mother, Serena, worked at a fast food restaurant while preparing to take the GED high school equivalency exam. She got along fine with her neighbors—she even gave Elena’s daughter a ride to school on rainy days—but she told me she did not think it was right that the Mexican immigrants come illegally and take jobs when her husband was out of work. She too notices the help that the African refugees receive from churches and wonders why something like that is not available for someone who was born in this country.

			Living in relationships with immigrants, refugees, and other low-income people has forced us to grapple with the question of what it means for us, as followers of Christ, to love our neighbors as we love ourselves. It has also awakened us to the ethically complex questions of immigration and refugee policy—who do we let in, what do we do with those who came in even though our government did not allow them in, and what effect will our policies have on those already here and struggling to get by? Of course, our attempts to address these questions have been shaped by our own personal journeys.

			Matthew’s Story

			I grew up in an evangelical home with parents who were (and are) committed to their faith in Jesus Christ. We attended a nondenominational evangelical church where politics were seldom if ever mentioned. I suspect, though, that a survey would have shown that a large majority of my congregation, including my family and me, identified with a generally conservative political stance—particularly on issues such as abortion or religious liberty, but also probably on issues of immigration policy. I had little exposure to immigrants growing up in the small city of Neenah, Wisconsin. While Hmong people from Laos had been resettled in neighboring towns, I never interacted with them. There were a few Mexican and Asian immigrants in my town, but almost everyone in my elementary school was descended from white immigrants from Europe at least two or three generations back, if not more. My own ancestors came from Holland in the mid-1800s, long enough ago that the immigrant experience felt removed from my reality; what I knew about immigrants and immigration I knew primarily from television. As I relocated to the Chicago area for college, I realized that refugees and other immigrants were all around me, yet I still did not know them.

			Ironically, I began to think a lot more about US immigration while outside the United States. I spent a summer living and volunteering in San José, Costa Rica. There I played sports, tutored, and led Bible studies in a community of immigrants from Nicaragua. Much like Mexicans and Central Americans who go north to find a better economic situation in the United States, hundreds of thousands of Nicaraguans have gone south, both legally and illegally, to take advantage of a more vibrant economy in Costa Rica—and like immigrants in the United States, Nicaraguans in Costa Rica are not always warmly welcomed. In fact, most Costa Ricans would never set foot in the neighborhood where I was volunteering because of its reputation for poverty and violence. I was startled to hear the crude ways in which some Costa Ricans, even committed Christians, scapegoated the hard-working Nicaraguan immigrants, many who had become my friends, for all the country’s ills—and then God convicted me that I’d harbored similar attitudes toward immigrants in the United States that I’d never bothered to know personally.

			I returned to Central America a few years later, where I worked with a local organization affiliated with World Relief, Pueblos en Acción Comunitaria, as they sought to help farmers in rural Nicaragua raise their incomes by providing small loans. In my time there, I saw firsthand the extreme poverty and chronic unemployment that motivate many people to emigrate. Particularly when lured by promises and rumors (true or untrue) of generous salaries and unparalleled opportunity in the United States, many of the people I met hoped one day to find a better life in another country for their families, even if that meant going mojado (literally, wet—as in having crossed the Río Grande River illegally). Seeing the conditions in which many Nicaraguans live—for some, on less than $1 per day—I could hardly blame them for entertaining this option.

			When I returned to the United States, I accepted a job with World Relief’s office in the suburbs of Chicago, where I was able to use my Spanish language skills to partner with churches to assist immigrants in integrating into our society. In the process I have gotten to know many immigrants, heard their stories, and begun to understand why they left their home countries for the United States. My specific job description as an immigration legal counselor allowed me to learn a great deal about our country’s immigration laws, exposing my own previous ignorance: much of what I believed about immigration was inaccurate.

			On graduation from college, I also decided to move into the diverse apartment complex where Jean, Elena, and Serena lived. My move was based, at least in part, on a desire to understand who my new neighbors were, to try to love them as myself (though I have not always done this well), and to share with them the grace and love I have experienced in Christ. Within that apartment complex, located in a well-to-do suburb of Chicago, I had neighbors born in Mexico, Sudan, Somalia, Rwanda, Burundi, Sierra Leone, Burma, Vietnam, and India, among other countries, as well as some Caucasians (like myself) and African Americans whose ancestors came to this country decades or centuries ago. Being a part of this community allowed me to put human faces on the immigration dilemma and has led me deeper into questions of how I ought to think about and act on the immigration “problem.”

			When that apartment complex was bought by a new company and converted into “luxury apartments” that few of my immigrant neighbors could afford, my wife and I moved to Aurora, Illinois, to a neighborhood where the vast majority of our neighbors are Mexican immigrants or their families. Worshiping in a Spanish-speaking church, we have witnessed the fear on many of our neighbors’ faces as a US presidential election rife with anti-immigrant rhetoric gave way to a new administration that many of my neighbors feared would disrupt their lives and livelihoods.

			Since the publication of the first edition of this book, my role with World Relief has shifted as well. Most of my job is now focused on engaging local churches, whose leaders are wrestling with the biblical, legal, and political complexities of immigration. While there is fear in many immigrant congregations, I also frequently encounter fear among native-born Christians, some of whom are concerned that a growing immigrant population could harm their economic prospects, endanger their safety, or simply change the culture around them to such a point that they no longer recognize it. Those fears, on all sides, have been heightened after a political season in which immigration has played a more central role than ever in my lifetime. My challenge is to help these diverse groups of Christ-followers understand the other’s perspective and recognize the opportunity that immigration presents for the church in the United States if we respond out of biblically informed convictions, rather than fear.

			Jenny’s Story

			I grew up in a Christian home where both of my parents were immigrants from South Korea. My older brother and I were born in Philadelphia a few years after my parents immigrated to the United States.

			My dad has one of the most amazing stories of resilience and strength of any immigrant I have ever met. His grandfather and father owned a large, well-regarded newspaper in Korea in the early 1900s. Through this company a love for journalism grew in my family. During the Korean War of 1950, the communist forces invaded Korea and proceeded to kill all the media personnel first. My grandfather was killed during the war, and my father, still an infant, was left with his mother, who eventually became sick and died when he was ten years old. My father was an orphan and extremely poor in a country where rice and spare portions of vegetables were the meals of the day, and where a single pair of shoes with holes was supposed to last you years through the winter snow and summer heat. My grandmother, however, was a Christian. (Many Koreans were being brought to faith by American missionaries who were entering Korea in large numbers at the time.) Her faith in God led my father to also accept Jesus Christ as his Savior at a young age. His faith in God sustained him through his parents’ death and as he lived with his uncle, who was also poor and struggled to support my father through school.

			In order to support himself my father tutored his fellow classmates and helped the teacher after school. He eventually became president of his class in high school. Having loved cars all throughout his childhood, he applied for a grant to go to Japan to visit the car manufacturing factories there. He received the grant and went to tour the Japanese car manufacturing facilities, which deepened his love for cars. Upon his return, he wrote a report for the company that employed him. My dad learned how to fix cars in his local neighborhood and eventually entered a national car-repair competition and won first place. One of the judges during the competition noticed my father and asked him if he would like to go with him to the United States. My father’s dream since he was a young child was to go to the United States, a land where the “streets were paved with gold” and there was an abundance of food and opportunity to pursue his dreams. In Korea, he didn’t really have a place he could call home, and it would have been extremely difficult for him to climb up in society.

			He readily accepted and landed in the United States with the dream of one day opening up his own business. He started working for Volkswagen and then for the Ford Motor Company as a mechanic, then went back to Korea for a few years, where he met my mother. They married and immigrated to the United States. Through hard work and the grace of God, my father fulfilled his lifelong dream by eventually owning his own auto mechanic shop.

			Life in the United States was not as easy as he thought, however. When he first immigrated to the United States, he went to the supermarket and bought a can of breadcrumbs with a picture of fried chicken on the front. He was so ecstatic because he did not know fried chicken was so cheap and easy to eat! He hurriedly went home and eagerly opened the can, only to peer in and see bread crumbs staring back at him. He saved money, ate fast food, and lived in a small apartment. He also regularly attended church and found a sense of community there. While life was not easy, he was always grateful to God for the opportunity to immigrate to the United States, and he did everything he could to express his thanks by raising his children to love God, serving in the church, and giving back to his community.

			My father has a deep, abiding love of this country grounded in the opportunities he was given when he first arrived. During his citizenship interview, the interviewing officer commended my father for his hard work ethic and his easy grasp of English, saying he was a model immigrant and that the United States was proud to have people like him here. My father has never missed a day of work and uses his auto mechanic services to help those in need in the community. He still loves journalism and writes frequently for the local Korean newspaper, and he is a well-respected leader in his church and among his friends.

			While my father’s immigrant experience is a story I share often with friends and colleagues, I also grew up in the United States having to form my identity as a full American, born and bred in this country, yet with a cultural background and appearance distinct from the dominant culture. I was not an immigrant myself but grew up in an immigrant home where the hardships my parents endured to “make it” in this country formed my personal identity and my faith in Christ. Growing up as a minority, I wondered whether people would ever think of me as an American without having my appearance predispose them to think I was a “foreigner.” In fact, in order to fit in, I didn’t want to learn the Korean language growing up and struggled with whether to be proud of my Korean heritage. Even though I speak English fluently, love American football, and have been educated here, people are surprised sometimes that I can speak English as well as I can, and they have often asked me, “Where are you really from?”

			The political debate over immigration in the United States was not something I paid particular attention to until later in life. While in college, I had studied migration issues at a macrolevel and always had a general interest in immigration due to my background. When I studied and worked in Madrid, Spain, I realized that immigration affects not just the United States but other industrialized countries too as their populations age and as migrants take jobs traditionally occupied by their native workforce.

			Soon after college, I started working at World Relief on advocacy for refugee and immigration issues. I had my own reservations and initial misgivings about why the system was so broken in the first place and how it had come to this point. My advocacy work in Washington, DC, dispelled much of the misinformation I had previously believed.

			More important, my work exposed me to the human side of the story. Stories of undocumented immigrants softened my heart and mind to investigate the issue further. Living in Baltimore, I knew that a growing immigrant population there was challenging the traditional ideas and expectations of what the city should “look like,” and I knew this issue was affecting not just Baltimore but communities all across America and throughout the world. As I studied immigration I realized more and more how outdated laws and policies create confusion and pain, and that the church could play a vital role by bringing to light the human aspects of an issue mired in numbers and politics.

			In the course of writing the first edition of this book, I also realized that questions of legal status had actually always been closer to me than I realized, but sometimes unmentioned. At one point I went back to my home church outside of Philadelphia to seek prayer from my former youth pastor. As I explained the topic of this book, my pastor mentioned that there were several undocumented Korean immigrant youth in the congregation whose lack of legal status had made it impossible for them to reenter the United States if they were to participate in a missions trip to Mexico like the one I had been a part of as a high schooler. To accommodate these undocumented youth, the church’s short-term youth mission trips now go to cities within the United States rather than leaving the country.

			Immigration issues and immigrants themselves are not going to go away. If the church does not respond now, it will eventually have to respond in one way or another. Will our response be one that we can look back on a century later and say we were proud to have taken? We must, as God’s stewards, respond in a way that is based on facts and reflects God’s justice and compassion. World Relief’s position in the immigration debate grew out of its work with immigrants in the United States, and it was through this position that I grew to have a deeper understanding of the issue beyond the rhetoric. Since the first edition of the book, I have become more passionate that the church’s position on immigration will define its witness to a hurt and broken world.

			Charting the Course

			Through this book, we will attempt to put a human face on the immigration issue by introducing you to a number of immigrants. It is easy to forget, when talking about a complex issue like immigration, rife with competing statistics used liberally by both sides of the debate, that we are essentially talking about human beings, each one made in God’s image. C. S. Lewis reminds us that each human being—the foreign born certainly not excluded—is an immortal being with a destiny much greater than this life alone, and in this sense is “the holiest object presented to your senses.”5 Our faith prohibits us from seeing any person as anything less than human and therefore sacred.

			The terminology we use in English to refer to foreigners is quite unhelpful for keeping the uniqueness and sacredness of humanity in our minds. According to the dictionary, in the language of our immigration laws and even some older translations of the Bible, it is entirely proper to refer to a person from another country as an alien, and no disrespect is inherently intended. Yet the fact that the term is now more commonly used to describe an extraterrestrial means that our minds go to Hollywood-induced images of three-headed green Martians when we hear about aliens, not to human beings with families and faith, made in God’s image just like ourselves.

			We also prefer not to use the term illegal as a noun, as in “an illegal.” We do not deny that it is illegal to enter the United States without a valid visa and inspection, nor do we condone any illegal activity. However, while entry without inspection (or overstaying a temporary visa) is an illegal activity, this does not define the person’s identity. Many of us have broken a law at one time or another (we can both confess to having sped down the highway on more than one occasion), but if a single (or even, in the case of our speeding, repeated) act were to define our identity, we would probably all be “illegals.” Such terminology, in common usage, lumps immigrants—whose entering or overstaying unlawfully usually does not require any malicious intent—with criminals like murderers, rapists, and kidnappers. It is too easy to dehumanize such immigrants when we lump them with such unsavory characters.6 So, rather than referring to people as illegal aliens, we have generally opted to refer to people as undocumented immigrants throughout this text.

			Chapter two will, we hope, help us recapture the human element of the immigration dilemma, focusing on who immigrants and refugees are, why they come to our country, and how they are received when they get here. We particularly focus on the roughly eleven million people who have no legal right to be present, as they, even more than immigrants who are here legally, bear most of the ill will stirred up by the immigration debate, and are probably the most likely to be dismissed as different from ourselves. A few of the stories we convey here are updated versions of stories we wrote about in the first edition of this book; several others are new.

			In chapter three we present a concise history of our nation’s immigration history—from the earliest settlers entering at Ellis Island to the new waves of immigrants that began to reach our shores after the last major immigration reform was passed in 1965. We cannot adequately understand the current situation without understanding what has occurred in the past. In particular, we want to look at where our churches have been on this complex issue—which, as it does today, has always stirred passions.

			In chapter four, drawing on Matthew’s experience as an immigration legal practitioner, we explain our current immigration legal system—one that is quite complex, and that can be difficult to understand even for those who work with it day to day. A basic understanding of how our immigration laws work (and do not work) today is crucial if we are to understand why so many people have come to the United States illegally.

			Chapter five takes a step back and examines immigration from a biblical and theological perspective, reviewing the many immigrants in Scripture and what the Bible has to say about interacting with immigrants. While we will, of course, not find a specific prescription for US immigration policy spelled out in the Bible, we can certainly identify principles that help us ascertain how God would have us, as followers of Christ, address this complex topic. Above all, we suggest that the ethic of loving our neighbor—including the immigrant—is central to God’s desire for us as we wrestle with this issue.

			In chapter six, we address many of the most common concerns about immigration—both legal and illegal—including those from a Christian perspective. While some of these security, economic, cultural, and political concerns are the same critiques that have long dominated the immigration debate, several others have become more prominent in the current political moment.

			Chapter seven considers the impact of immigration on our country. We examine the US economy and show how many industries depend on immigrant labor. While immigrants’ contributions are much more than economic—and our biblical call to welcome remains regardless of whether or not immigrants make us marginally wealthier—the economic realities of immigration are a compelling part of the national conversation.

			Chapter eight provides an overview of the political environment for immigrants and refugees within an unconventional presidential administration. While the Trump administration has implemented a number of dramatic changes in its first several months in office, members of Congress have also debated a wide range of policy proposals, from mass deportation to amnesty for all. Coming closer to becoming law—though there have been no major changes as of this writing—are compromise bills that include both stricter border enforcement as well as an earned legalization for at least some of the undocumented, requiring them to pay a fine and meet other criteria in order to receive their legal status. We draw on Jenny’s experience in representing World Relief’s position in Washington over the past decade as we walk through the most recent policy proposals.

			In chapter nine, we examine how many of the churches and denominations in our country—particularly those of the evangelical tradition, with which we both identify—have engaged the immigration dilemma, documenting a significant shift in evangelical engagement with immigration issues over the past decade. We will also examine how immigration is changing the church itself in America today and what this means for how the church should respond to immigrants.

			Finally, chapter ten provides some suggestions for moving forward. There are many responses: by serving and getting to know our immigrant neighbors through volunteering, by advocating for more just governmental policies, by educating our churches and communities, and by addressing the larger structural issues that lead to poverty, war, and environmental disasters in other countries and thus to the waves of immigration we face today.

			We hope you will be convinced—not necessarily of which policy to support but at least, as a follower of Christ, that we each are called to love and serve our foreign-born neighbors. Appendixes at the end of the book provide resources for getting started in this process.

			We expect that readers will look at this immigration dilemma from a wide range of perspectives. We may have already offended some of you just in the first chapter, as immigration is a highly charged topic. Our sincere prayer is that you will continue to journey with us to explore these difficult questions, and that each of us, personally and corporately as the church, would seek God’s heart on this issue. To begin, we need to understand who the immigrants at the center of this controversy are, which is the topic of chapter two.

		


		
			
Two

			
 “ALIENS” AMONG YOU

			
Who Are Undocumented Immigrants?

			We have no idea who these people are, where these people are.

			Donald J. Trump, in a campaign speech on immigration, Phoenix, August 31, 2016

			The millions of undocumented immigrants living in the United States—approximately eleven million of them, according to researchers—are at the center of the immigration debate.1 For many Americans the issue is compounded by a great confusion about who these undocumented immigrants are: Why do they come here? Where do they come from? What do they do once they are here? And what effect do they have on our communities?

			The reality is that many American citizens have limited meaningful interaction with immigrants (any individual from one country who now resides permanently in another) and even less interaction with undocumented immigrants. Today, immigrants live in just about every corner of the United States. While, historically, most immigrants once lived in large cities like New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, and Miami, increasingly immigrants are also showing up in small towns in places like Iowa, North Carolina, Wisconsin, and Idaho. While many immigrants are themselves Christians, there are many in the church who could count on one hand the number of immigrants they would consider friends.

			
Sifting Through the Rhetoric

			For those who do not know many immigrants personally, much of what is known comes from secondary sources—particularly anecdotal stories passed around the water cooler at work or the coffee pot at church, forwarded in an email, shared on Facebook or Twitter, or heard on television or radio. Much of what we hear is inaccurate.

			For example, an email that has been circulating for several years, citing the Los Angeles Times as its source, claims that “95 percent of warrants for murder in Los Angeles are for illegal aliens,” “75 percent of people on the Most Wanted List in Los Angeles are illegal aliens,” and “over [two-thirds] of all births in Los Angeles County are to illegal alien Mexicans on [Medicaid] whose births were paid for by taxpayers.”2 In reality, as Chuck Colson pointed out in a 2006 column calling on Christians to think more critically and compassionately about immigration, none of these “facts” are true, nor did they come from the Los Angeles Times.3 That has not stopped the email from spreading: I (Matthew) recently received a version of it in my inbox more than a decade after the now-deceased Colson lamented Christian participation in spreading the slanderous message.

			Most of us are savvy enough not to believe everything we read on the Internet, but we may be more likely to trust what we hear from news sources. Yet even here, we find that not everything reported about immigrants is accurate. For example, a 2015 Fox News report claimed that undocumented immigrants “account for far more crimes than their 3.5-percent share of the US population would suggest, [accounting for] 13.6 percent of all offenders sentenced for crimes committed in the U.S. [and] twelve percent of murder sentences.”4 The report was influential, confirming the suspicions of many viewers and online readers and even being cited by lawmakers who voted in favor of a House of Representatives bill that purported to crackdown on “criminal aliens.”5

			However, these statistics are incredibly misleading. The Fox News report draws its conclusions primarily from data within a 2014 US Sentencing Commission report on federal crimes, not, as the Fox News piece implies, all crimes committed in the United States. That distinction actually is incredibly important, because about 90 percent of criminals in the United States are not convicted of federal crimes but of violating state and local laws.6 Undocumented immigrants make up a disproportionate share of federal prisoners because certain federal offenses (such as unlawful entry to the country) are specifically related to immigration, but undocumented immigrants are actually 44 percent less likely to be incarcerated in local, state, or federal facilities than native-born US citizens.7

			The menacing finding that undocumented immigrants were responsible for 12 percent of all murder sentences was based on a grand total of nine convictions (out of a total of forty-five mentioned in the report on federal crime). But there were more than fourteen thousand murders committed in the United States in 2014, and those charged federally are not a representative sample of the whole. It’s like surveying people at your family reunion and concluding that most Americans share your surname.

			Sadly, this sort of misuse of statistics is persistent: it’s very similar to a 2005 report on CNN by Lou Dobbs, making the same inflated claims of immigrant criminality based on federal (but not state or local) prison statistics.8

			In addition to manipulating statistics, some opposed to immigration tend to rely on isolated, anecdotal situations to build stereotypes. Author James Russell, for example, begins his book (a critique of the role of American churches in guiding immigration policy) with the story of an undocumented immigrant in Oregon who raped a Catholic nun and then strangled her to death with her own rosary beads.9 Similarly, many politicians have highlighted the 2015 death of Kate Steinle in San Francisco at the hands of an undocumented man who had already been deported on multiple occasions. Each of these instances are true and absolutely horrific; the perpetrators should be prosecuted to the full extent of the law and deported if they were ever to be allowed out of prison. However, it’s inaccurate to presume that they are representative of all or even most undocumented immigrants, who researchers consistently find commit crimes at lower rates than US citizens. In fact, as Ed Stetzer notes, an undocumented immigrant from Latin America is more likely to be an evangelical pastor than they are to be a murderer.10

			While most American Christians reject obviously prejudiced and hateful statements, it is easy, if we hear false statistics and stereotypes repeated frequently enough, to subconsciously suspect they are at least partially true. As followers of Christ who are committed to the truth, we need to carefully consider what we read, see and hear, fact-checking carefully and always asking who the source is and what their motivations are.

			That is particularly important because many of the misconceptions about immigrants (of all legal statuses) are disseminated by organizations rooted in a philosophy of population control, whose central conviction is that there are too many people living in the United States. The same concerns that have led some to advocate dramatic immigration restrictions have also led some to seek to limit population growth by supporting abortion or even forced sterilization.11 For example, John Tanton, who was involved in founding three of the most prominent groups advocating lower immigration levels and harsh policies toward the undocumented (NumbersUSA, the Federation for American Immigration Reform, and the Center for Immigration Studies), also began a Planned Parenthood chapter to help broaden access to abortion and speaks favorably of China’s “one child” forced abortion policy, saying it is “unfortunate” that India has not slowed its population growth as China has.12 Few Christians would affirm such extreme views, but many consume misinformation about immigrants from sources motivated by the same population-control ideologies without realizing it—and end up with a skewed view of who immigrants are.

			Who Are Immigrants?

			If immigrants are not necessarily who we hear they are on television or the Internet, we are still left wondering: Who are these people? Statistics about the undocumented population are always going to be estimates, as those without immigration status are sometimes wary to participate in surveys or census questionnaires. Still, we consider the demographic information from governmental agencies and from the Pew Research Center and the Migration Policy Institute, two nonpartisan research institutions, to be among the most reliable, unbiased data.

			I (Matthew) have also included a number of stories from immigrants; most are my friends and acquaintances and for that reason are geographically concentrated near my home in Illinois. Indeed, anecdotal evidence can be twisted easily, but the stories I have selected generally represent the diversity of immigrant experiences I have encountered in the immigrant neighborhoods where I have lived and through my work as an immigration counselor with World Relief. All of the stories in this chapter and throughout the book are factual, personal stories, shared with the individuals’ consent, but to guard their privacy we have changed names and identifying details in some cases.

			Immigrants: Documented and Undocumented

			In any discussion about undocumented immigrants, it is important to remember that most foreign-born people in the United States have legal status. Of an estimated 44.7 million people born outside but living inside the United States, about twenty million are already naturalized US citizens, and roughly twelve million are Lawful Permanent Residents.13 There are also about two million people who are lawfully present but who do not yet qualify for Lawful Permanent Resident status, such those on temporary work visas or refugees in their first year within the country. Thus, most foreign-born individuals—about three out of four—are present lawfully. The rest of the immigrants currently in the United States—an estimated eleven million people—have no legal status, meaning either that they entered the country without inspection or overstayed a visa.14 We focus most of this chapter on stories and statistics related to undocumented immigrants not because they are the most “typical” immigrants but because they arguably have been the most misunderstood.

			Pedro, Martha, and family: Economic realities. Pedro and Martha are both originally from Morelos, a small Mexican state just south of the capital city. They married young and have long struggled economically, as many do in Mexico; in the mid- to late-1990s, when migration levels from Mexico to the United States began to rise dramatically, roughly 30 percent of the Mexican population survived on less than $3.10 per day, though that percentage has fortunately declined significantly in recent years.15 Early in their marriage, Martha recalls, they had nothing to eat besides simple corn tortillas and salt. They considered migrating several decades ago to find better work and a better future in the United States, but under US immigration law their financial situation made it unlikely that they would be granted even a visitor visa.

			Pedro found work in a factory, making fabrics for export; it was hard work at a relatively low wage, but the family was able to support themselves. The couple had four children over the years. It was a challenging life, but they were surviving. Then the factory where Pedro worked went bankrupt and closed, and Pedro lost his job. Pedro found other jobs but could not make enough income to support the family. Afraid to ask her husband for money that she knew they did not have, but unwilling to see her children drop out of school, Martha began to take out loans for their children’s school expenses. Eventually, she had to tell her husband that they were severely indebted, with interest payments for the school loans using up the better part of the income Pedro was bringing in.

			Desperate, the couple decided their only option was for Pedro to head north; their seventeen-year-old son, Harold, decided to accompany him. Martha would stay behind along with the three other children. Pedro had relatives living in the Chicago suburbs—two sisters and some cousins—who offered a temporary place to stay and to help them find work. They would send money back to pay off the debt and support the rest of the family.

			The family took out one more loan, enough to cover the $3,800 Pedro would have to pay a coyote, or smuggler, to bring him and his son illegally into the United States. Pedro and Harold set out. Their group consisted of two smugglers, one male and one female, and eighteen migrants. As they crossed the Mexico-Arizona border in the desert, the group was spotted by US Border Patrol agents, and everyone ran in different directions. Harold remembered his father’s instruction: “Whatever happens, we stay together.”

			They ended up together, but they were separated from part of their group, including the more experienced smuggler. They now had no way to arrive in Phoenix, as had been the plan, so they jumped on a slow-moving freight train, holding on for twelve hours and trying desperately to stay awake.

			When they finally arrived in Phoenix, several days later than planned, Pedro was able to call Martha by telephone and assure her that, though tired and traumatized by the journey, they were okay. Only then did Martha complete the payment to the smuggler.

			Pedro and Harold were taken by van from Phoenix to Chicago, where they were reunited with Pedro’s sisters and cousins. They helped them to secure false Social Security cards, since, having entered illegally, they were not eligible to obtain authentic work documents. Very soon after arrival, both Pedro and Harold became busboys in a family restaurant, each working about fifty hours a week. It was hard work, but they were grateful for employment. They lived very frugally, sharing a small space with family members, and were able to send money home to Martha and the children.

			With each paycheck, a sizable portion of Pedro and Harold’s income is deducted for payroll taxes, but Pedro knows he will likely never receive any benefit for all the money he is paying into Social Security or Medicare, since he has been using a false Social Security card. At one point, a new manager took over at the restaurant where Pedro worked, began paying him in cash instead of through the payroll system, and lowered his hourly wage to less than $3 per hour plus irregular tips. Eventually, he quit and found work in a different restaurant, where he is once again paid on the books, at just over Illinois’ minimum wage, and has payroll taxes deducted.

			Within a few years of their arrival, Pedro and Harold saved enough money to hire smugglers to bring the rest of the family north: the oldest son, Homero, arrived first, then Martha, each undertaking the same dangerous journey. When I met the family in 2007, when their household consisted of four adults living in a one-bedroom apartment in the same cockroach-infested building as mine, Martha described their seemingly modest life in the United States with exuberance: “I feel like I’m in glory here,” she told me then, noting the luxury of a small fiber-optic Christmas tree that they would never have afforded back in Mexico while serving me another helping of her expertly cooked food. “Back there, we didn’t even have enough to eat.”

			A few moments later, though, Martha was in tears as she spoke of her two youngest children still in Mexico, left as a ten- and eleven-year-old, respectively, with Martha’s sister. It did not surprise me when, a few months later, the two youngest children eventually arrived as well, smuggled in just like the others. The four adults working far more than full-time hours (albeit at barely the minimum wage) had saved their money.

			Eventually, Pedro and Martha’s family moved away from my neighborhood, and I lost touch with them. Recently, though, I reconnected with Pedro and Martha, now living in a three-bedroom house, a decade after we first met. They’re both still working—Pedro, along with Harold, at a restaurant; Martha at a Mexican grocery store—and both paying their taxes. There have been high points over the past decade: they’re now grandparents several times over, and their housing, while far from luxurious, is much more spacious. They go frequently (maybe too frequently, Martha acknowledged, joking that I’d gained some weight just as she had) to get ice cream, enjoying small luxuries they would not have had in their hometown.

			Overall, though, their disposition as we spoke was somber. While Harold, now a father of three, is still with them and doing well, their other three children are not. Their daughter married—a happy occasion—but then returned to Mexico with her husband when her father-in-law was thought to be dying. Without legal status, and with heightened border security, her mother does not want her to risk trying to come back illegally. Martha and Pedro now have a grandchild they have never met in person.

			Their youngest son, Juan, was among more than three million immigrants formally removed from the United States under the Obama administration, a figure higher than in any other administration in US history.16 Martha and Pedro insist that their son is innocent of the crime that brought him into police custody—he was arrested driving a car he borrowed from a neighbor, which unbeknownst to him had a small amount of drugs inside the glove compartment—but after being transferred from one prison-like detention facility to another, Juan was deported to Mexico.

			Homero was arrested for driving under the influence of alcohol, an offense that landed him in immigration court in addition to facing criminal penalties. Rather than being formally deported like his brother, Homero accepted a “voluntary departure,” signing a promise that he would leave the country (at his own expense) by a certain date, which he did. Homero was one of the 2.2 million individuals returned to their country of origin “voluntarily,” rather than being formally deported, during the Obama years.17

			Ten years ago, Pedro and Martha spoke glowingly of life in the United States, as if they had just landed in the Promised Land. Now, like about 60 percent of all undocumented immigrants, they have resided in the United States for more than a decade.18 But while some feel deeply integrated at this point and could not imagine returning to their home country, Pedro and Martha are more circumspect. They seem dejected; lately they have been contemplating returning to Mexico. They are tired of living apart from most of their family, and they read the results of the recent presidential election as a clear sign: “Este país ya no nos quiere,” Martha says. This country doesn’t want us anymore. While they have very little cash on hand, they have purchased a property back in Mexico, which they’ve been sending money to relatives back in Morelos to slowly build up. Sooner or later, they say, they will likely return. Their American dream may be coming to its end.

		
			Undocumented Immigrants, Taxes, and Public Benefits

			A common frustration with illegal immigration stems from the presumption that undocumented immigrants fail to pay taxes while receiving governmental services. In reality, the reverse is often true: almost all undocumented immigrants pay taxes in one form or another, even though they are ineligible for many of the services that tax dollars support.

			Just like anyone else residing in the United States, undocumented immigrants pay state and local sales and excise taxes when they go shopping, fill up their tank with gas, or purchase a vehicle: nationwide, undocumented immigrants pay approximately $7 billion annually in sales and excise taxes, including more than $1 billion in Texas and nearly $2 billion in California.19 Undocumented immigrants also pay property taxes, approximately $3.6 billion each year across all states,20 whether directly (about 30 percent own their own homes) or indirectly by paying rent to a landlord who pays property taxes.21

			Beyond that, though, while many undocumented workers are paid in cash “under the table,” and thus generally do not have pay­-roll taxes deducted from their paychecks, the Social Security Ad­ministration estimates that nearly half are paid “on the books,” with payroll taxes deducted from each paycheck.22 That basically implies that they presented something that looks like a Social Security card to their employer when they were hired: some may have been issued a valid Social Security number previously (such as those who had temporary work authorization under a student or temporary work visa), while others used a fake document with either an invented or stolen number. Using a false Social Security number is unlawful, but it also facilitates these undocumented workers’ contribution of approximately $12 billion per year in Social Security contributions that they will likely never be eligible to draw upon, effectively subsidizing the system for older Americans who benefit from Social Security.23 “Earnings by unauthorized immigrants result in a net positive effect on Social Security financial status generally,” concludes the chief actuary of the Social Security Administration.24

			In fact, many undocumented immigrants actually file tax returns each year. False Social Security numbers are not valid for filing taxes, but the Internal Revenue Service offers special Individual Taxpayer Identification Numbers (ITINs) to those who do not qualify for valid Social Security numbers. In recent years, about 4.6 million federal tax returns have been filed with an ITIN, most (though not all) of which likely come from undocumented immigrants.25 Though some may be wary to submit their name and address to the federal government, many undocumented workers seem to have trusted the commitment the IRS has publicly made to not communicate with immigration enforcement authorities. “We want your money whether you are here legally or not and whether you earned it legally or not,” IRS commissioner Mark Everson told the New York Times in 2007.26

			While many criticize undocumented immigrants because of certain societal costs related to illegal immigration, immigrants often pay more in taxes than they take in services, while also contributing overall to the US economy. That is particularly true because, while they benefit from governmental services such as roads, parks, police, and fire department services, and the national security maintained by the US military, undocumented immigrants do not qualify for most public benefits. Without evidence of valid legal status, undocumented immigrants cannot benefit directly from any means-tested federal public benefits, including our country’s welfare system (the Temporary Aid for Needy Families program), food stamps, public housing, Supplementary Security Income for the disabled, the Earned Income Tax Credit, Medicaid health insurance for low-income people, or purchasing subsidized health insurance through the Affordable Care Act. Although public benefit eligibility varies somewhat from one state to another, the only benefits an undocumented immigrant might be eligible for in most states are emergency and prenatal healthcare, immunizations, and treatment for communicable diseases, certain nutritional programs aimed primarily at children, and noncash emergency disaster relief (such as in the wake of Hurricane Katrina).27 Five states and the District of Columbia also extend health insurance to low-income children  regardless of their legal status, and, because of the Supreme Court’s 1982 decision in Plyler v. Doe, all children are allowed to attend public schools.28

			In fact, even immigrants with legal status are generally ineligible for most means-tested public benefits for the first five years they are in the country (those admitted as refugees are the largest exception). And even when they are eligible, immigrants tend to utilize public benefits at lower rates than US citizens of the same income level.29

			While the perception persists that people migrate to milk America’s social safety net, the reality is that almost all immigrants come to the United States to work. Immigrants overall are significantly more likely than native-born US citizens to be employed, a difference that is particularly pronounced among undocumented men, whose labor participation rate is above 90 percent, far higher than either work-authorized immigrants or native-born US citizens.30




		


			Francisco and Alison: A mixed-status marriage. Like Pedro and Martha, Francisco grew up in Morelos, south of Mexico City, into a tight-knit family that struggled economically throughout his childhood. He recalls one particular morning as a small child when he woke up to find his mother crying, devastated that she had nothing to feed her children. That day, along his three-mile walk to school, Francisco found the equivalent of a $20 bill: We’re going to eat today! he remembers thinking. Their family, all Christians, saw God’s provision more than once.

Francisco quit school before graduating high school in order to go to work with a landscaping business and then in a factory. In 1999, when he was twenty, his father, who had worked long hours in construction, could not find work for several months. With his mother facing serious health challenges, Francisco decided the only way he could help his family was to migrate.


			Aiming to reach his aunt and cousin in Chicago, Francisco set out, accompanied by another uncle who had also decided to make the illicit crossing. They took a bus to the Mexican state of Sonora, across the border from Arizona. The coyote they had hired instructed them to stay there and wait for his instructions; they ultimately waited about two weeks before they attempted to cross. On their first attempt to cross, they were left in the middle of the desert at night, unsure of where to go. Francisco was robbed—the thieves took even his shoes and his shirt—and then they were caught by the Border Patrol and returned across the border.31

			On their second attempt, Francisco made it across undetected, though his uncle broke his ankle running through the darkness at night. The smuggler directed them—and the roughly forty other people who had crossed illegally, including children as young as two years old—to a garage, where they were left for three days without food or water. Francisco remembers a feeling of despair, wanting to return home, but mindful that his family was relying on him.

			Eventually, Francisco and the others were ushered into the back of a semi-truck, where they stood in silence, cognizant of Border Patrol checkpoints, for several hours. Dirty, hungry, and anxious, they eventually reached Phoenix, and from there boarded a series of buses to Chicago. Francisco was finally able to communicate with his family back in Morelos, who, after more than two weeks without communication, had begun to fear the worst. Indeed, those fears were not baseless: more than six thousand people have died in their attempt to illegally cross the US-Mexico border since 2000; that averages to at least one documented death per day.32

			Francisco, gratefully, survived the journey. As a Christian, his conscience bothered him when he illegally obtained the false documents necessary to work, but his mind was on his family in Mexico: I’ve got to do this in order to help them, he told himself. He eventually found work, working about seventy hours per week among three restaurants. Sometimes, on the weekend when restaurants tend to be most busy, he would begin work before dawn and not end until after midnight, occasionally sleeping in his car when his time between shifts was too short to commute back to the apartment he shared with five extended family members.

			Their lack of legal status makes many undocumented workers wary to report abuses, and thus they are vulnerable to unfair labor practices: one survey of low-income workers in Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York City found that 37 percent of undocumented workers had been paid less than the minimum wage and 76 percent had been expected by their employer to perform work “off-the-clock,” for which they were not paid at all.33 Francisco, however, had a positive experience with his employers. One particular boss noticed that he looked stressed one day and asked Francisco what was wrong. He explained the situation facing his family in Mexico, which at that point had escalated such that his mother was near death. His boss wrote Francisco a personal check for $1,500 and told him to ask for additional help as needed. As Francisco learned English in an English as a Second Language class, his boss also gave him the opportunity to move to a better-paying job in the “front of the house,” interacting with customers.

			While the vast majority of his waking hours were spent working, Francisco found a home in a Spanish-speaking congregation. As is the case for many immigrants, especially those who have left behind their immediate families, church became like a family to Francisco. He began playing music in the worship band, something he had done back at his home church in Mexico, and became involved as a leader in the church’s youth group, which grew from about 25 students to 150 in just over a year under his leadership. At one point, the pastor also invited Francisco to preach, and in that experience he began to feel a call he could not shake—as much as he told himself it was impossible, given his lack of legal status or formal education—to serve as a pastor. Though he had never been able to finish high school, he enrolled in theology classes.

			Early in 2007, Francisco was introduced by a mutual friend to Alison, a US citizen who worked as a special education teacher; by the end of the year, they were engaged.

			Francisco was up front about his legal status issues, but Alison presumed as they dated and moved toward marriage that, if he married a US citizen, this could be resolved easily. In hindsight, Alison says she was naive about immigration issues, having grown up in an ethnically homogeneous community where she had no real personal interaction with immigrants. If anything, she was confused by why Francisco wouldn’t have just come legally in the first place: “As Americans,” she says, “We have this skewed perspective. Since we can go anywhere, [we presume] anyone can go anywhere; since we can just fill out the paperwork, [we suppose] anyone can just fill out the paperwork” and be given legal status.

			One of Alison’s first clues that the US immigration system was more complicated and sometimes harsh than she had presumed came as they were preparing for their wedding. Francisco’s parents were denied tourist visas to be allowed to attend. Francisco had thought it was a waste of money for them even to apply, because he knew that people as poor as his parents would be suspected as potential visa overstayers and almost certainly denied. But Alison insisted. She was devastated when, after paying for the privilege to apply for visitor visas, they were given “a very expensive no.”

			The wedding proceeded without Francisco’s parents, and the newlyweds visited an immigration attorney shortly after they were married, Alison confident and Francisco at least hopeful that they would be able to “fix” Francisco’s legal status. It was not so simple. The lawyer warned them, first, that having been married for just a few months, there was a risk that the federal immigration service would suspect them of committing marriage fraud, when a US citizen legally marries a noncitizen with the sole intention of helping the immigrant to obtain legal status. If they waited a year, the lawyer suggested, they would have more time to build up the evidence that their marriage was legitimate: jointly filed tax returns and other financial documents, photographs, maybe even a baby.

			The attorney also warned that, because Francisco had entered the country unlawfully, he would be required to return to Mexico to obtain his immigrant visa—which would trigger another challenge. Because of a law signed by President Clinton in 1996, any immigrant who is in the country illegally for one year or more who then leaves the country triggers a ten-year bar on lawful reentry. There is an exception if a consular officer decides to grant a waiver, based on evidence of the “extreme hardship” that the US-citizen spouse would face, but there was no guarantee that a waiver would be granted, even though it sure seemed to Francisco and Alison that it would be “extremely hard” to either be separated for a decade or for Alison to move with Francisco to Mexico. In fact, many such waiver requests were denied—but you could only receive that decision outside the US. Francisco and Alison debated whether they should take that risk. Plus, there was the cost: “minimum $5,000,” the lawyer had said, which was more than they could come up with immediately.

			Francisco and Alison lived as what’s called a “mixed-status family,” a family where at least one family member has permanent legal status and at least one does not. Overall, about 1.5 million undocumented immigrants are married to a US citizen or Lawful Permanent Resident.34 About one-third of all undocumented immigrants have at least one US-citizen child, accounting for 4.5 million US-citizen children.35

			Living in a mixed-status marriage has occasionally generated friction between Francisco and Alison, fueled by the fear that the couple could be separated if Francisco were to be deported. The couple became increasingly guarded, sharing their situation with only a small circle of friends and close family members, avoiding social situations, even with Alison’s extended family, where anyone might ask questions. Alison became increasingly protective—perhaps overly protective, she now says—even once insisting that Francisco hide in the closet when there was an unexpected knock at the door (it turned out be a neighbor, dropping off some misdirected mail).

			The birth of their twin sons brought immense joy to the couple, but also new fears. The prospect of Francisco being deported became even more cataclysmic. Raising twins was difficult with two parents, and Alison could not fathom doing so on her own. But the possibility of relocating the entire family to Mexico also became even more fraught, particularly when the twins were diagnosed with health issues for which treatment options are limited in Mexico.

			Fortunately, around the time that the twins were born in 2013, a few policy changes dramatically affected the family for the better. The Illinois legislature passed legislation making the state among just a few states—as of this writing, twelve plus the District of Columbia—to allow undocumented immigrants to obtain a version of a driver’s license.36 After years of avoiding driving, obtaining this permission was life-changing for Francisco.

			The same year, the US Department of Homeland Security implemented a new policy, allowing individuals who would require a waiver to apply for permanent legal status to prequalify from within the United States, such that Francisco and Alison could know before departing for Mexico that their waiver had been approved and Francisco would be allowed to return with permanent legal status (or if the waiver was denied, to not trigger the ten-year bar to legal status by leaving in the first place). They continued working with their attorney to try to move their case forward, now without the same level of risk.
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