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This year the Church has designated January 5th as Immigration Sunday, and the week of the 5th-11th as National Migration Week.

Immigration Sunday on Epiphany.  Right in the Christmas season.  Why you ask?

In order to answer that question, we first must get a handle on the immigration issues in this country and why the U.S. Catholic Bishops are speaking out so strongly about these issues.  I challenge you to google “U.S. Catholic Bishops’ Statements on Immigration” and read some of the articles from the USCCB and Justice for Immigrants, which is the Catholic Bishops’ organization on immigration.  As practicing Catholics, we should take the time to know what our Bishops are saying, and what the Church teaches.

Basically the takeaway is as follows: We are to embrace and welcome the stranger among us.  Scripture instructs us to treat the strangers among us as well as we treat our own people (Leviticus 19:33-34, Numbers 15:15, Deut. 24:17, Ezekiel 47:22, Matt. 25:31-46, Luke 10:25-37, and Hebrews 13:2 are a few passages to consider).  Countries have the right to protect their borders.  Families in extreme poverty or dangerous living situations have the right to migrate to make a better life.  Families should not be separated.

Most US citizens have a political opinion when it comes to this topic.  National Migration Week is a specific period of time when the Church challenges us to seriously consider the humanity of the issues of immigration not just the legal and political ramifications.  We must consider the Catholic social teaching regarding the dignity of the human person.  In reality, we should always be considering this – and for many, the political issues make this a difficult paradox to consider.  But our faith challenges us to struggle with issues.  In the practice of Spiritual Direction I learned that if we are struggling in our faith journey we are probably doing something right.  So struggle we must.

So why do we need to struggle with this hotbed topic in the Christmas season – and especially on Epiphany?  After all, Epiphany is that nice celebration of the Magi coming to adore the Christ child and when we look upon the Christmas Crèche with the Holy Family, the Magi, shepherds, angels and the animals, we see and feel peace and goodwill.

By definition, Epiphany is the manifestation of the divine, a moment of sudden revelation or insight.  In order to experience any manifestation of the divine, our hearts must be open, as were the hearts of the Magi as they went seeking the Christ Child.  For many of us, in order to embrace the stands that the Church has taken on our current immigration situation, we need an Epiphany.  We must look into the face of the stranger and see the face of Jesus.

I am personally blessed because I have come to know many immigrant families who are a great gift in my life.  I realize that others perhaps don’t readily have the opportunity to have these amazing and blessed encounters.  National Migration Week is the time for us to decide to seek the Christ Child in the stranger among us.  Perhaps we can consider them as the Holy Family that God has sent to our door to bless us and then find ways to have that encounter.  It may be as simple as reaching out to our neighbors who don’t speak English well (language barriers are quickly overcome by kindness and goodwill), by smiling and greeting immigrants in the store or on the street, and by sometimes attending the Masses offered throughout our Diocese in a different language and actually pray with those “others among us”.  Maybe you can volunteer at your parish or with organizations who work with the immigrant populations.
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Eventually as you hear the stories firsthand of the sacrifice and difficulties that our immigrants have encountered, you might find yourself thinking and praying in terms of “we” rather than “them”, and you will have your own Epiphany with these brothers and sisters of ours.  

