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PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH (U.S.A.)

OFFICE OF THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY

June 7, 2019

Dear Members of Congress,

| write to you today as the highest ecclesial officer of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), a church of 1.6 million
members across the United States. As | write this letter, at least six migrant children and two adults have died in
U.S. custody.! In 2018, there were 283 corpses found in the borderlands.2 Moreover, we know this does not tell
the entire story. In just one county in Texas, graduate students are working to exhume uncounted and
unidentified bodies, presumably migrant bodies, who for more than a decade were left in unmarked, mass
graves. Life is precious, but every day, in the name of border enforcement, we strip people of their intrinsic
human value and dignity. We place lives at risk. | write to you today to request that you defend immigration laws
that protect life and improve them to protect more lives.

As a church, we lament and grieve. As Christians, we strive to live faithfully to the greatest commandment of all.
When asked what this was in the book of Matthew, Jesus responded, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.” This is the greatest and first commandment. And a
second is like it: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” On these two commandments hang all the law and
the prophets.”* We are called to love God and in so doing, love all God’s children. This is not a distant, well-
wishing love but a love that is unifying, a love that is as close as the love we hold for ourselves. It is expressed
when we celebrate communion and sing that we are unified in the “one bread, one body” of Jesus.® This unity
expands beyond Presbyterians to the church universal. It is expressed when we confess using the Confession of
Belhar and we say together “that unity is, therefore, both a gift and an obligation for the church of Jesus Christ ...
anything which threatens this unity may have no place in the church and must be resisted.”® This unity includes
all our siblings of all faiths as the children of God. Finally, it is expressed in the faithful action of Presbyterians,
who are engaged in binational border ministry, court accompaniment, bus station ministry, and other acts of
hospitality, solidarity and resistance.

The United States acceded to the Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, promising to not penalize a person
entering without authorization if they are seeking asylum and to not return a refugee to a country if they will be
threatened. U.S. asylum law, in Section 208 of the Immigration and Nationality Act, states that, “Any [one] who
is physically present in the United States or who arrives in the United States (whether or not at a designated port
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of arrival ...) irrespective of a [person’s] status may apply for asylum.” | find this hopeful as it shows that persons
in power in this nation have at one time also understood that life is precious. | write to you today in hopes that
some of you, enough of you, are willing to look back and reclaim this collective knowledge of each human
being’s intrinsic worth.

The Migration Protection Protocols (remain in Mexico) forces those seeking safety to live homeless in a nation
that is not theirs. Expanding the border wall will place more lives at risk of victimization or force more to
attempt more dangerous ways to enter the U.S. The threatened tariffs on Mexico will place asylum seekers, who
have been forced into homelessness in a nation that is not theirs, at greater risk of victimization. These actions,
in the face of asylum law that begs for something different, something more humane, ignores the very human
and understandable reasons that people to the South are leaving their nations.” These actions place human life
at risk. We are seeing this in the deaths of people in U.S. custody and in the remains of life discovered and
exhumed in migrant corridors.

In our 1999 church policy, we state that, “love of neighbor requires Christians to seek justice for refugees,
asylum seekers, and immigrants.”® In this policy we ask for immigration restrictions that are enforced in humane
ways such as with the right to legal counsel, the end of expedited removal of asylum seekers, the end of
detention of asylum seekers, and a generous admission of refugees. In our 2003 church policy, we opposed,
“border strategies, which have resulted in an increase in militarization, violation of human rights, deaths from
dehydration and exposure, and racial profiling of Hispanic peoples in the borderlands.”® The overarching themes
for all our immigration-focused policies are about human dignity, protecting human life, and family unity.

That is what | ask of you today. First, defend the laws that protect those arriving for humanitarian reasons;
asylum, unaccompanied children, humanitarian parole, temporary protected status, and the limits on the
incarceration of children. Then, make them better with the right to counsel, protection from expedited removal,
community-based alternatives to detention, generous admission of refugees, and border bridges well-staffed
with employees who can respond to claims of credible fear and victims of human trafficking. Finally, use your
position to start a discussion about second-country processing, not remain in Mexico where people have already
suffered the dangers of the journey and are now homeless with no access to due process, but real second-
country processing where people can flee to a UNHCR-approved nations close to them and go through a process
with the support of international, nongovernmental agencies to be vetted for refugee status in all three North
American nations. | have hope that we can be a nation that has both sensible immigration restrictions and a
nation that responds to human need and protects human life. Today | pray that some of you, enough of you,
have this same hope and are willing to put your hope into action.

In the Faith We Share,

Y7

~"Rev.Dr. J. Herbert Nelson, ll
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