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Undocumented Migration and Religious Experience
A Theological Interpretation of the
Mexican-American Border

Daniel G. Groody

1. Introduction

About sixty miles south of the US/Mexican border near Nogales,
Arizona is a town called Altar, Sonora (Mexico). In recent years it has
become one of the major launching pads from which immigrants from
Mezico and Central America immigrate to the United Stares. Recently,
1 met 2 woman named Maria who had just come up north from
Guatemala. When Maria left home she did not have any money for a
bus ticket, so she stowed away on a train, dangling from the outside of
a box car. For days at a time, she waiched as people like her hung on
for life. Some fell off and lost an arm or a leg. Others were run over by
the train and presumably died. But others like her were lucky enough
to make it to the border, where a still even more difficulr journey
awaited them.

Eventually, Maria made it to the town of Altar where she came to
understand new levels of sacrifice. She had neicher friends nor relatives
there, nor did she know the route to cross over illegally into cthe United
States. So she hired a “coyote” smuggler, who would charge her $2.000,
which was more than rwo years wages in Guaremala.! While her “coy-
ote” originally said the trek across the border would only last a few
hours, the journey across the desert ended up being more than she bar-
gained for. It took four days to cross the deadly and forbidding terrain
of southern Arizona, where she walked sixty miles in 120 degree heat
(50 degree Centigrade). After two days into the journey she ran out of
food. On the third she ran our of water. After hallucinations and
headaches, she starred throwing up, until she could barely see straight.
Alter these four days of walking in the desert, afrer much struggle and

1. Though the fees for smugglers range from $1,600 and higher, many immigrants
depend on relatives working in the Unired States to help offser sume of the expensss for
the cxorbirant covote fees,
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difficulty, the border patrol spotted her, apprehended her and put her
in an immigration detention center.®

A few days later, she tried o cross again. And again. Three times she
tried to cross the desert and three times she fell down to the ground,
short of her goal of freedom the United States. Three times she ran out
of food. Twice she ran out of water. Once a bandito gang robbed her at
gunpoint, Once a coyote tied to rape her. And once she almost died of
dehydration and heat stroke. After sharing with me in dertail all her suf-
fering in crossing the border, I felt moved to ask her a pointed question.
I said, “if you had fifteen minutes to talk with God, whar would you
say?” After this there was a long pause. In the back of my mind, a long
list of possibilities came to mind: “Why is life so difficult when all T
want to do is feed my family?” “Why are you letting all these injustices
happening to me?” or “Where are you, Lord, in the midst of my suffer-
ing?,” among other things. As 1 waited for her response, she looked at
me unnervingly, as if | asked a really stupid question. Wanting to explain
the seemingly obvious to me, she said, “First of all, I don't have fifteen
minures ro ralk to God. You see, [ am always talking to God, and God
is always with me. But,” she said, “if you ask me what I would say if I
saw God face to face, the first thing I would do would be to thank Him.
God has given me so much, and I have been so blessed by God, that che
first words | would say are thank you for having been so good to me.”
Her answer stunned me; it challenged me then, and it continues to chal-
lenge me now. Stories like Marias frequently have invited me over the
years to examine the contours of religious experience of Mexican immi-
grants along the US/Mexican Border, especially amid such cconomic
deprivation and misery. To my surprise, [ have often found a paradoxi-
cal richness in their experiences that often goes undiscovered in con-
temporary American society.?

In this brief paper, | would like to do three things: (1) I would like to
give an overview of the complex drama along the Mexican Border. This
context is crucial to understanding the starting point for religious expe-
rience. (2) I would like to ralk about some of the methedological and
epistemological challenges involved in doing research on the spiritual

2. One of the principle respensibilities of the Border Parrol is the detection and appre-
hension of undocumented immigrants. They also have implemented a search and rescoe
unit called “BorsTAR.” Designed 1o reach srranded immigrants whe are lost in the deserr,
it also has tried o reduce the alarming number of deaths in che region.

5. See especially, Gustave Guiierrez, On fob: God-Talk and the Suffering of the dnna-
cent (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1957) and The Power of the Poor i Hisrory (Mary oll, WY:
Orkbis, 1983).
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lives of immigrants along the border, and (3) I would like to identify a
few themes that might serve as a starting point for reflecting theologi-
cally on religious experience among undocumented migrants along the
US/Mexican border. Ir is my hope that such reflection will help us reflect
more specifically on a theology and spirituality of migration

2. The Complex Drama of Undocumented Migration along the
Mexican-American Border

Reflection on the religious experience of undocumented immigrants
begins with a reflection on the harsh reality along the US/Mexican bor-
der.’ The US/Mexican border is a 1,952-mile long boundary that stretches
from the shores of the Pacific Ocean near San Diego, California to the
shores of the Gulf of Mexico near Brownsville, Texas.* Politically, it is the
frontier between Mexico and the United Stares. Geographically, it is
the border between North American and South America. Economically,
it is the dividing line between the poverty of Latin America and the
prosperity of the United Statcs. In a world more and more effected by
globalization, many immigrants are struggling to rise above the ride of 2
drowning poverty, where they often make three dollars a day or less.”

4. The bibliography on theology and migration is nor very extensive and relatively
recent, See especially Giocching Campese and Fietro Ciallells (ads.), Migvasion, Relipisn
Experience and Globalization (Mew York: Center for Migration Studics, 2003) and Unired
Srates Cartholic Bishops' Conference, Strangers No Longer {(Washingron, DC: USCCB,
1003),

5. My methodology echaes thar of Virgilio Elizondo, Jon Sobrino and others, who
see reality as che starting point for theological reflecdon, particularly as it emerges from
the perspective of the crucified peoples of wday. See Virgilio Elizondo, Culilean fonrney:
The Mesican-American Promise (Mandmoll, NY: Orbis, 1983); José Comblin, José lgnacio
Gonzilez Faus, and Jon Sobrino, Cambio social y pensamiento cristiana en Amévica Lating,
Coleccién Estrucuras v proceso, Sere Beligion (Madrid: Trotea, 1993); Jon Sobrino,
Chrisology at the Crossroads: A Latin American Approach (London: SCM Press, 1o78).

6. For more on immigration, see Marcelo M, Sudrez-Orozeo, Crocsings: Mexican
dmmsgracion in Dterdiseiplingry Perspectives (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, Dhavid
Rockefeller Center for Latin American Studies, 1998); Douglas 5. Massey, Jorge Durand
and Nolan |. Malone, Reyond Swrobe and Miveors: Mecican Imunigration in an B of Fro-
uomic Integrarion (New York: Russcll Sage Foundation, 1002) and Joseph Nevins, Operz-
tion Gatekesper: The Rise of the “liegal Alien™ and the Making of the U5, -Mecico Bowndlary
[(New York: Rourledge, 2002),

7. For more on the theme of doing theology in a globalized world, sce Odando Espin,
“Immigration, Territory, and Globalization: Theological Reflections,” fonrnal of His-
panic/Lating Theology 7:3 (Febr. z000) 46-59, and Paule Suess, "Migragio, peregrinagio
e caminhada como desafios da missio no mundo globalizado,” Revista Eclesidatica
Brarileiva 238 (2000) 294-311,
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Under such conditions, the praspects of immigrating to the Unired States
and earning forty dollars a day or more draws them into the country like
a magnet.

Each day, thousands of immigrants try to enter the United States ille-
gally through the southern border. While in the last fifry years it has
never been easy to cross from Mexico into the United States, it has
become particularly difficult 1o cross in the last decade. Because of newer,
restrictive border policies, many physical obstacles and natural barriers
such as long, vast deserts make it now not only dangerous to cross but
even deadly. Unable to obtain proper documentation for palitical and
economic reasons, these immigrants, in their desperation, cross through
desolare areas in order to by-pass long and impermeable walls, surveil-
lance cameras, milirary rechnology and the vigilant eye of border patrol
agents. They traverse high mountains and cross through waterless, inhos-
pitable deserts in order to make it to the United States. Some run out of
food and water along the way and never make it. Others are hospitalized
with various kinds of heat related illnesses. Still others are apprehended
and put in immigration detention centers and deported. And some, mirac-
ulously, make it across. But instead of a promised land which many hope
to find on the other side of this wall of misery, or as it is sometimes
called, “the tortilla curtain”, they only find a whole new set of challenges
awaiting them in the strange and foreign land of the Unired States.”

Indeed, it is ironic to consider that while the west hailed the crumbling
of the Berlin wall in 1989, it scarcely balked at the construction of its own
wall along the US/Mexican Border. And while those who lost their lives
trying to cross the wall between East and West Germany were labeled
internartionally as heroes, those who die trying to cross the wall between
Mexico and the United States often are not even recognized! To be more
specific, berween 1961 and 1989, 8o died people trying to cross the Berlin
Wall from East to West Germany. Berween 1995 and 2005, more than
3,000 Immigrants have died trying to cross from Mexico into the United
States, Today, on average, an immigrant a day dies trying to cross from
Mexico into the United States.

In a few words, the US/Mexican border is a region of total marginaliry
for the Mexican-Immigrant. It is a place where they undergo physical suf-
fering, family separation, culrural displacement, political marginality, legal

8. For more on the deadly journcy of immigration, sce John Annerino, Dead én Their
Tracks: Croging Americas Desere Borderlands (New York: Four Walls Eight Windows,

1994,
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vulnerability, economic destitution, and personal alienation, among other
things. Only by paying closer artention to this context can we understand
better the contours of the religious experience of these undocumented
immigrants.” In this context, my central question is this: Whar is the the-
ology and spirituality that emerges from this apparently godless contexc®

3. The Contours of Research along the
Mexican-American Border

Research among undocumented immigrants begins with immersion
into this world of marginality, into a world of “otherness,” even when a
researcher like me recognizes his own limitations because of his own
social location. This research involved irs own migration, its own mov-
ing out into unknown territory, of entering into its own kind of journey
as [ looked for migrants, entered into conversation with them or tried to
unpack the dense richness of their stories. It involves a constant reex-
amination of my own social location and spirirual experience as [ tried
w “tead” correctly the spiritual lives of these immigrants.

It is not easy to understand the rich and complex dimensions of reli-
glous experience among these immigrants. Not only are there practical
difficulties with this kind of research (such as data gathering, access to
subject’s personal stories, legal complications and others) bur also con-
ceptual and epistemological ones.” The spiritual world of the migrant is
often diffuse and capillary, sometimes fragmentary and difficult 1o fol-
low. It is a world of the symbolic, the literary, the lyrical, the interper-
sonal, the transpersonal and the intuitive. These dimensions are not as
sasily translated into the frameworks more familiar to North American
and European academics, who often work in the world of the rational,
the logical, the conceprual, the systematic, the linear and the categorical.
As I lived and worked within these two worlds myself, [ realized that
narrative only holds the methodological and hermeneutical key to unlock-
ing much of the richness of their religious experience. Even while these
narratives are varied, [ tried to sift through those narratives that held

9. See Robert |. Schreiter, Consrueting Local Theologies [Marvknoll, NY: Oebis, 1985},

1. For more on a spirituality of undocumented immigrants, see Daniel G. Groody,
Bovder of Death, Valley of Life: An dmmigrant Journey of Heart and Spirie (Onford: Row-
man and Litdlefield, 2002).

11, For more on the role of culture in theological reflection, sec Virgilic I Elzondo,
The Future Is Mestiza: Life Where Culturer Meer { Boulder, CO- University of Colorado
Press, 2000); ﬂmﬂ'nﬁupf: Mether af the New Creation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1997).



364 DANIEL G. GROODY

some kind of “luminous insight” into religious experience and the Chris-
tian life in contemporary culture in the United States. I then tried to find
the points of critical correlation berween the experience of these immi-
grants and the themes of Scriprure and tradition.

My insights emerged from my relationship with migrants and many
conversations with them. They taught me how to find theological insight
through entering into the minds and hearts of those who struggled along
the border. These insights would emerge when speaking with immigrants
in detention centers, hospirals, shelters, train stations, border towns, agri-
cultural fields, migrant camps, deserts, mountains, and along rivers and
highways, where many were lost or stranded. In these places they shared
their stories, their struggles, and their spirituality. T was particulary inger-
ested in how these immigrants in their unique cultural context experi-
enced, understood and enacted their relationship with God 2

In addition, reflecting on the religious experience of immigrants
required more than entering into “God-ralk” or theological conversation
with them. At first look, there is nothing apparendy spiritual or theo-
logical in the journey of the immigrant. It often appears as if there is
nothing overtly theological abour their struggles. Some have even asked
whether there is in fact even anything theological about a contexrual
analysis of the spirituality of undocumented immigrants. Tha is, some
wonder whether what we are talking abourt here is more anthropology
and sociology but nor in fact theology. There are some merits to these
objections, for often immigrants themsclves do not even see the theo-
logical dimensions of their own struggles. Nonetheless, while ar first
glance there is nothing explicitly theological abour the journcy of the
immigrant (nos, I would argue, did there appear to be anything theo-
logical about the crucifixion or the Exodus at the time it happened in
history), on decper reflection, each of these events unfolded a deeper
truth about human life before God.

Nonetheless, cerrain theological questions opened up a wealth of
insight. As I asked these immigrants if they could explain where God is
for them in the midst of their experience, in what ways the life of Jesus
resembles their own, in what ways the gospel helps them interpret their
lives, they often come up with new and refreshing insights. Let me be
clear about this, however. None of the immigrants I have spoken to see

12. I am grateful w 5i Hendey, 5], for helping me formulace a working definition for
spirituality as *hew one experiences, understands and enacts onc’s relationship with God.”
See also Sandra Schneidees, “The Study of Chirstian Spiricuality; Contours and Dynamics
of a Discipline,” Christian Spivituatity Bullesin 6 (March 1998) 1, 3-12.
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their difficult migration journey as a spiritual pilgrimage. The desert is
deadly, and many lose their lives there, If they experience anything in the
desert it is tempration, not ecstasy.” They cross borders because they have
to; they risk their lives because they are looking for work, not because
they are trying to actualize their spiritual potential or reach some kind
of transcendent insight. Unlike the desert fathers and morhers of the
early Church, no one goes into the forsaken borderlands secking a “desert
immersion experience.” As one immigrant named Migue! said,

The descrt was a place where [ felt rempted, and after 1 fell down a

number of times and thought I was going ro die, it was a place where

I simply felr tempted to resign, to give up, to stop fighting. Such expe-

rience gave me new insight into what Jesus wene through in the deserr,

and his struggles gave me new hope as well.

As one goes to the deeper levels of life with these undocumented immi-
grants, that is, as one goes to the corazdn or heart of their experience, one
begins to see some of the deeper dimensions on which these immigrants
live, dimensions which cannot be apprehended simply by participant
observation studies, sociological analysis or another other forms of exter-
nal observation, no matter whar their merits.* Theology as faith seein g
understanding unveils some of the inner depths of their lives, As one
is welcomed into their deepest selves — their conszdnes — one begins to see,
underneath their struggles, a profound spiritual force that undergirds
much of their experience.

Research among these immigrants often means being guided by a para-
dozxical and serendipitous mind. Not uncommonly 1 found faith amid
tremendous acversiy, life amidst death, wisdom among the illiterate. In
the Gospel of Matthew we hear a striking statement by Jesus: “At that
time Jesus exclaimed, ‘T bless you, Father, Lord of heaven and of earth.
for hiding these things from the learned and the clever and revealing
them to little children’,” The spiritual lives of immigrants often reveal

13. Mark rrra-13: Maree 401-n1; Lubee 401213,

L4. For more on the desert fathers and mothers, see Benedicra Ward, The Sayings of the
Lesere Fathers (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 1975) and Douglas Burton-Christie,
The Word in the Deser: Scriptare and the Quwest for Holinesy in Early Chritian Monasi-
s (New York: Oxford Universiy Press, 1993),

15. Though often reduced to sentimentality in contemporary US American culrure,
the “heart” is, in fact, 3 rich cencer of knowledge in biblical theology, Aztec thoughe and
contemparary Mexican culture. See especially Jean de Fraine and Albere Vanhove, “Hearr,”
Dictionary of Biblical Theology, ed. Xavier Léon-Defour (Paris: Dresclée, 1967) 200-202;
Miguel Ledn-Porrilla, dzse Thosught and Culture: A Study of the Ancient Nabuar] Mind,
trans. Jack Emary Davis (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1963).

15, Marr ;25



366 DANIEL G, GROODY

a disarming insight into God, human life and contemporary culture. To
be clear, [ would not for a moment even suggest the economically poor,
like these immigrants, arc always more spiritual or holy than others. For
every story of luminous insight, | know of counter insights that could
be offered, even from my own interviews with them. Bur more often
than not, because they depend on God in radical and concrete ways,
they bring ourt theological reflections that emerge from an appropriation
of God into their daily lives during times when most would abandon any
hope in God ar all. Such wisdom, I would argue, is 2 graruitous sign of
the Spirir, a distincrive mark of their religious experience.” As | have tried
to discern the common threads of these spiritual insights and their place
within contemporary American culture, [ propese six themes of religious
experience that emerge our of conversation with undecumented immi-
grants along the US/Mexican border.

4. Six Themes of Religious Experience of Undocumented
Mexican-Americans along the US/Mexican Border

[ offer these six themes conscious of their limitations, wanting to avoid
on the one hand a sentimental romanticism of the immigrant life on the
one hand and a simplistic characterization of American culture on the
other. To be clear, immigrants can be as selfish, greedy and fearful as any
others; they can tend as much to the worst side of human nature as the
most noble; they are as capable of concealing God's presence as reveal-
ing it. What makes their religious experience unique is that it embadies
Christ’s presence in a unique way. Marthew 25:31-46 is not only a story
of the last judgment burt also a crypric summary of the journey of the
immigrant. Hungry in their homelands, thirsty in the crossing the desert,
estranged in the United States. naked after being robbed at punpoint by
bandito gangs, sick in hospitals, and imprisoned in detention centers,
they reveal a distinetive manifestation of Christ crucified and risen. In
this analysis, I choose to focus on those specific narratives of luminous
insight that funcrion like contemporary parables. They nat only tell a
story of a particular immigrant bur they inverr an existing world view in
the modern world. In particular, these immigrants defy some of the
unchallenged assumptions and rendencies of contemporary culture and
refocus them in light of the kingdom of God.

17. 1 Cor 125,
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A Spirst of Depencence on God in a Self-Sufficient Society

One of the most striking dimensions of the lives of immigrants along
the Mexican-American Border is their unabashed, unquestioned depen-
dence on God. Being pushed to look death in the face in their danger-
ous trek across the border, they often learn thar God is the only one in
whom they can encrust their lives and rthe only one who can help them
overcome such incredible adversity. The storics that emerge from their
poverty challenge some of our prized notions of independence and self-
sufficiency. Many migrants do not hesitate in saying that God is all they
have and their faith is the one thing they possess after everything has
been taken away. They often find hope in God in a seemingly hopeless
situation.

One immigrant named Manuel is but one example. T mer him along
the side of a road after he had walked four days in the desert. His friends
abandoned him when he could not keep up with the group, and he was
forced to wander aimlessly for days, until he finally ran out of food and
water. “After everything was taken away,” he said, “I realized something
I didn’t know before. [ understood that the only fiiend 1 truly have is
God, thar God is the one friend who I belicve will never abandon me.”
His sense of poverty came through not only in his understanding of his
socto-economic condition but also in his existential poverty and human
need before God. His insight not only named something that was par-
ticular to his own experience, but I ask whether he also named 2 funda-
mental human poverty before God thar is more universal, that is more
part of every human heart, even when we have creative ways of masking
this human vulnerability and pretending otherwise. Not only do immi-
grants like Manuel name that vulnerability but they manifest faith and
courage in facing it, struggling with it and even overcoming it through
faith and trust in God.

A Spirit of Gratitude in a Nation ﬁf Cereed

Migrants also challenge some other deeply held notions of progress
and prosperity in contemporary US/American culture. While there have
been notable gains in contemporary society, Paul V1 in Populoram Pro-
gresstp brings out how such progress must not be measured solely in terms
of economic and technological advances burt in terms of fostering full
human, cultural, social and spiritual potential. In many ways, American
culture has often become more a Pelagian meritocracy than a democracy;
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it has become a place where effort and the reward of economic progress
becomes the measurc of human dignity. In this light, progress becomes
something which is more earned than granted. As a consequence, even
salvation has become a prize to be won rather than a gift to be received.
Such thinking distorts the entirely gratuitous notion of redemption,
which is offered and accepred as a free gift.

At the heart of the religious experience of migrants is the sense of the
gratuity of God, a realization that everything comes from God, thar all
is borne and received as a gift. One of the things that migranes bring to
our reflection on religious experience is a sense of the primacy of life, of
how, prior to any possession, accomplishment or even spiritual experi-
ence, life irself is a gift. Many immigrants like Maria in the beginning
of the paper bring out a capacity o see God where many would only
see suffering and despair, to find God in the most unsuspecting places.
Even with all its trials, one of the most remarkable things I find in the
religious experience of immigrants is to praise God, even amidst their
sufferings and crials.

A Spirit of Sacrifice in a Self-Fulfillmens Culture

One of the key values of contemporary US/American culture is the
notion of self-fulfillment, a notion that the goal of life is the satisfac-
tion of all personal desires. While there is something human in the
search to sarisfy one’s desires, taken to extremes this searching can
degenerate into its own form of idolatry. Without a horizon of the
sacred in one’s life, need satisfaction becomes an endless abyss of want.
Even a cursory look at inflated salaries of professional athletes or cor-
porate executives (which can excced $50 million a year) leads us to ask
whether what is labeled as economic progress is in fact a spiritual
regress, not only in terms of the individuals that earn such salaries but
the systems that endorse it. The spiritual lives of many undecumented
immigrants — who lack any significant share in the world’s resources,
yet still manifest a capacity to thank God and cclebrate life, and even
find joy in the midst of the difficulties — challenge many of us to rede-
finc life not in terms of whar we have but in terms of who we belong
to. The ontelogy of the immigrant is measured more in terms of whar
they do for others than whart they posses for themselves. More than a
desire for fulfillment, what comes through in immigrane narratives is
a spirit of sacrifice for the sake of others. They are willing to undergo
the incredible trials of the desert not for their own self-actualization but






370 DANIEL G. GROODY

A Spirit of Risk among an Increasingly Complacent and Fearful People

Solidarity is not without its risks. Solidarity, in fact, entails risks, of
health, of imprisonment, even of one’s life. The migrants know many of
the risks in front of them, and yer they sull take them. In contrast, much
of the American mentality is moving in a solitary direction. Especially
since 9/11, many Americans run the risk of buying into a political illu-
sion that our deepest security is anywhere but in God alone. The ratio-
nale for the recent Gulf war (or lack of) is a painful reminder of how
far a country can go in making decisions out of fear, how leaders can be
motivated to go to war not only our of the reality of weapons of mass
destruction but out of the fear of weapons of mass destruction, even while
nene existed. Yer in America, the hypocrisy and double standards abound.
Can we condemn a country for possessing weapons of mass destruction
while at the same time possessing them ourselves, and, more to the poin,
can we condemn Israel for building a wall between Istael and Palestine
but at the same time build one berween Mexico and the Unired States?
Such contradictions can only emerge out of a nation of fear, where it does
not know how to identify itself except from on top. Perhaps those on the
bottom have the most to teach us abour what human life is before God;
without a capacity to risk, withourt a willingness to give up idols of self-
sufficiency and culrural efficiency, we run a greater risk of sacrificing our
sense of inner-connectedness and common humanity. In some ways, the
immigrant brings out a truth that all need to hear, a willingness to cross
borders, to risk dangers even to onesclf, cven in the midst of oncs fears.
As some migrants say, “while it is difficult for us to enter Los Estados
Uniclos” (The United States), we do not understand because “Estamos
Unidos” (We are United). Many of these immigrants bring out our inter-
connectedness in ways that many others have failed ro grasp.

A Wiy of Christ in a World of Globalization

In a time where we are often tempted to make God in our own image
to suit our own needs and comforts, the immigrant continues to bring
out the image of the crucified Christ in contemporary socicty. Espe-
cially in a globalized world where many people become wealthy at the
expense of the poor, immigrants reveal an uncomfortable human broken-
ness that many of us would often rather avoid than face. In light of this,
the plight of the undocumented immigrant challenges us not only to
work for a globalizarion governed by economic factors bur a globalization
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based on the way of Christ. As the U.S. Catholic Bishops recently wrote
in their pastoral letter, “Strangers No Longer,” in this increasingly inter-
connected world we must work rowards a “globalization of solidaricy, ™
At the current time the Unired States is distressingly “underdeveloped”
in the regard.

The religious experience of the immigrant, in reality. is a contempo-
rary way of the cross. Immigrants today experience an economic cruci-
fixion in their poverry, a political crucifixion in their marginality, a legal
crucifixion in their undocumented srarus, a cultural crucifixion in their
displacement, and a social crucifixion in their separation from their fam-
ilies and loved ones, and, for the many who die, an actual crucifixion.
They bring out the shadow side of globalization, not as some of its win-
ners but as some of its victims. Yer they bear an inspiring capacity, in
Paul’s words, ro “rejoice in hope, endure in affliction, and persevere in
prayer” even amid such adversicy.? Immigrants and their rich human
and religious experience have pushed me to realize that the rask of the
theologian is to engage the suffering of the world and from there dis-
cern the signs of the God of hope. Suffering is a crucial starting poine
for theological reflection and examining religious expericnce because it
is from such misery that we can hear the voices of the crucified, From
this perspective we discover, even in surprising ways, the elements of
redemprion thar spontancously emerge.** In listening to the religious
cxperiences of those who are crucified roday, like undocumented immi-
grants, we mysteriously enter into the revelation of God’s love for us. I
is also from here thar we seek to discover a way of Christ in a global-
ized waorld .

5. Conclusion

In summary, the religious experience of immigrants reveals a depen-
dency on God thar bears fruit in graritude, a sacrifice for the sake of oth-
ers that generates 2 true spirit of solidarity, and a willingness to risk one’s
own safety in order ro welcome all people as brothers and sisters, In other

18. UL5. Carholic Bishops, Seamgers No Lowger, htrp:.ff“w.L|suxh_m-E-"mr:r'=:rmg¢r htmiao!
2z/2c03, no, 57,

19. Romans 12:12.

20, Mart 25:31-46.

21, This was also the challenge of the Varican Council, which, in Gasglium et Spes,
spoke aboue the joys and the hopes, che sufferings and anxicties of the people of this age,
Thess sufferings are also these of the Church.
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words, the religious experience of these immigranrs brings out a presence
of Christ that often gets lost or obscured in contemporary sociery.

[ affer these themes as an initial reflection on how the immigrant poor
enrich our understanding of God, knowing thar this is bur a first word
on a theology of migration, and knowing that much more reflection
needs to be done. In these brief and seminal thoughes, [ propose that
these immigrants also bring out something that is real for the journey
of every Christian, who is called to go beyond borders of every sort — cul-
tural, cconomic, social, ethnic and even intellectual. While many are
indeed afraid of the undocumented Mexican immigrant in American
society, we might reflect on the fact that it is not so much the Church
that saves the immigrant but the immigrant who saves the Church.*
Their faith brings out contours of religious experience from the margin
thar often get lost or buried when one looks at life only from the centers
of socierv. Not only does the religious experience of Mexican immigrants
help us understand the experience of crossing the US/Mexican border,
but they also give us new insight into crossing new frontiers in theology,
understanding religious experience, and seeing the revelation of a God
through the eyes of those who are living the way of the cross in contem-
porary society.

zz. I am grateful o Lyido Tomasi, C5 for this insight.
23. For more on the way of the cross in contemporary sociery, see Virgilio ID Eli-
zondo, Wity of the Cross: The Passion of Christ in the Americas (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis.
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