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A wandering Aramean was my ancestor… 
Deuteronomy 26.5 

 
This is how Israel begins professing his faith in the book of the Deuteronomy, acknowledging 
himself and his people as descendents of a migrant family. These migrants were the rescued 
people of God, looking for the Promised Land. It was not strange, then, that the people of 
the land felt bound to serve and take care of the foreigners who, together with the widow 
and the orphan, constitute the human conditions for which the Bible demands for a special 
commitment of care and concern (Deuteronomy 26.12). 

All people on earth can begin the narration of their own origins in a similar manner, recalling 
their past as a community on the move, full of hope, longing for good land on which to build 
their lives and raise their children. Migration is an essentially human activity, which dates 
back to the earliest stage of recorded history. Today the scientific community offers 
evidence that all human beings have a common ancestral home in the plains of Africa 
thousands of years ago,1 and it is from that geographic location that people migrated to all 
corners of the earth. Consequently, we are all children of migrants.  

1. A world on the move: causes and realities 

Migration is central to human history. Some nation-states are primarily composed of 
relatively new migrant communities that emigrated within the past one hundred to two 
hundred years. The history textbooks of these countries describe the arrival of immigrant 
groups as part of the process of nation building. Other countries are composed of migrant 
groups that arrived more than a few centuries ago, however, no matter when they arrived, it 
is clear that the migration phenomenon has shaped all countries.  

The recent globalization process has sped up this phenomenon in the last three decades. 
Never before have so many people been on the move in the world2: there are approximately 
one billion people who have left behind the land where they were born and reside 
elsewhere, be it inside or outside their country. Given this scenario, one can surmise that 
almost every country can be considered a country of origin, transit or destination for 
migrants.  

The number of people living outside of their native country has doubled from 1970, and it is 
estimated at present there are more than 200 million people who do not live in their country 
of birth. This trend is expected to grow further in the future, reaching more than 400 million 
over the next four decades.  
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There is also a significant trend involving the movement of people from rural areas to urban 
areas. In 2010 for the first time in history, it is estimated that there were more people living 
in cities than in rural areas. Some studies predict that roughly 500 million people will move 
into the cities in the next 50 years3.  

Additionally, it is becoming more common for people to be forcibly displaced within their 
own countries because of conflicts, land loss, environmental degradation or natural 
disasters.  

We are speaking about an enormous amount of people migrating due to very different 
situations. We can roughly summarize these situations as follows: 

Regular 
Migrants 

Irregular 
Migrants 

Forced Migrants 
and Stateless 

Internally 
Displaced 

People 

Refugees and 
asylum seekers 

Migrants, skilled 
or low skilled, 

with legal status 

Migrants, skilled 
or low skilled, 
without legal 

status 

No nationality or 
no legal status, 
no protection, 
exploitation by 

mafias  

Due to 
developmental 

projects, natural 
disasters or 

armed conflicts 

Due to conflict 
and persecution  

About 150 millions About 20 million 28 millions 13 millions 

 

In the first three columns at the right side of the chart, people are affected by “push 
factors” that compel them to leave home. This is the case of those forcibly displaced and 
caught in the midst of armed conflicts or political persecution. These people are deemed 
refugees or internally displaced people (IDPs), and it is estimated that today there are 1500 
million people living in areas affected by armed conflict and subject to forced displacement4. 

Natural disasters and the deterioration of environment – such as deforestation, land and 
river impoverishment, mineral resources exploitation, pollution, lack of water – are also 
causing sudden and disorganized movements of people. These kinds of events are increasing 
in intensity and frequency, and will cause more displacement in the future5. 

Additionally, economic development has resulted in a massive demand for minerals, and 
mineral exploitation is taking place all over the world and to feed the hunger of technology 
and energy sectors of the world economy. Rural communities in nearby areas of these 
extractive mineral projects are the most affected and in many cases compelled to migrate. It 
is noteworthy that frequently those most affected are the indigenous communities.  

In India most of the mineral rich hills, agricultural land, and forest areas have been thrown 
open to the corporate sector for economic development. They are left for plundering and 
exploiting with no respect for environment and the indigenous people who have been the 
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protectors of it for centuries. The immediate victims of such development projects are the 
tribals, dalits and agricultural laborers. The tribals hold Common Property Resources (CPR) 
that cannot not owned by individuals, but only by the community. The government takes 
away these CPR depriving the tribals of their community resources and destroying their 
collective resources and communal bonds. Most of the displacement and migration start 
with loss of land, which is their major source of income and survival. 

It is important to note that these actions by the extractive industry are not highly visible. 
They take place in remote, rural areas within the countries, leading to internally displaced 
people. Those displaced end up in urban slums where they feel uprooted, culturally 
disoriented and beaten down by a strong sense of failure. Conversely, urban denizens having 
no understanding of the cause of the tribals displacement, subsequently criticize and 
ostracize the newcomers, remaining ignorant of the fact that the urban lifestyle and 
economy depend upon the minerals and land of the newly arrived tribal slum dwellers. 

In these cases – displacement by armed conflicts, mining and natural disasters – poor people 
are the most affected ones. Though in normal circumstances they would never envisiona 
family strategy for migration, they are forced to abandon their land without a prospect for 
the future. The migration of the poorest is mainly forced. 

In the first two columns at the left side of the chart, the most important cause for this 
growing number of migrants is the disparity of wealth and population growth among 
countries6. In fact, the working population of rich countries is decreasing, while the need for 
workers to produce goods and maintain the economy is increasing. The demand is mainly for 
low-skilled workers and cheap labor; however, all economies are demanding and reaping the 
benefits of high-skilled labor. It is expected that by 2050 most industrialized economies in 
the world will lose up to 25% of their native population, which will increase the demand for 
more migrant workers. This is expected to happen also in emerging economies, though in a 
different scale. The demand of the developed economies for a low-skilled labor force will be 
met by the supply of men and women from poorer countries with growing populations and 
few economic alternatives7.  

Those who migrate are neither the poorest ones, nor those most in need. The poorest can 
neither afford the effort, nor dream about it. The people arriving are those who have high 
personal capacities; they are ready to struggle and persevere in their desires, and they are 
generous in providing for the families they left behind. In many cases, migration is a family 
strategy that requires a significant expenditure. The most capable sacrifice and migrate in 
order to offer the family a new source of income. However, this also means that there is a 
movement of human capital from poor to rich countries, and this loss is only partially 
compensated for by remittances8 and by the enrichment involved in the exchange of ideas 
and cultural perspectives.  
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The cause that we have described is an economic “pull factor.” Migrants mainly respond to a 
call from richer countries, and they feel attracted by it. There can also be other pull factors, 
such as historical links, cultural similarities or existing social networks. 

In all the situations described above, the most important difference is the legal status of the 
people, which determines their level of protection or vulnerability. Irregularity is an open 
door for exploitation of migrants. States do not recognize their rights and do not have to 
make any effort to protect them. This situation allows lower salaries, bigger competitiveness 
in goods and is promoted by an economic system that finally rewards this situation. 

Migrant networks also create channels and mechanisms for the flow of people, often from a 
specific city or a country to a specific destination city or country. In the case of cities they are 
called “sister cities.” This gives them a strong socio-cultural, linguistic and national bond and 
helps them to acclimatize on arrival and receive support and protection in difficult moments. 
Among these places of origin and destination transnational communities are created.  

The growth of migration in accordance with the increase in economic globalization is 
inevitable and necessary. There are not only more migrants, but the phenomenon itself has 
evolved (i.e. circular migration). This will necessarily force states to enact laws and policies 
to control migration, and that will undoubtedly affect many people. This may bring some 
benefits, but also many challenges. We will now describe some of them.  

2. Benefits from migration 

Most academics acknowledge that the benefits of migration are mainly in the receiving 
countries. It is known that migrants help a country grow economically. In fact, there are 
studies that suggest that salaries rise to a larger extent in societies where there are 
migrants9. Nevertheless, among low-skilled workers, the presence of migrants creates a 
feeling of threat and competition for employment.  

Migrants also generate important fiscal revenues for host countries through taxation. In the 
first stages, when young migrants arrive for work in a country, the revenue collected goes far 
beyond the investments that the States have to make in order to take care of this 
population. They contribute to the State treasury in a bigger proportion than the local 
population10.  

Creativity also grows with cultural diversity. In United States of America, for example, the 
number of migrants who have been awarded in science or arts exceeds by three or four 
times that of Americans living in the United States for generations. This number becomes 
greater when we consider second generations11.  

These migrants also bring income – through economic remittances – ideas and technologies 
back to their countries of origin, which may partially compensate for the loss of human 
capital. This means that there may be very important benefits for communities of origin 
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(“sending communities”) in terms of wealth, cultural change and knowledge. At present, 
when communication has become much easier, migrants may have a bigger and more 
positive impact in their countries of origin, notably through networking, lobbying and new 
cooperations. 

All of this data supports the idea that migrants bring “richness” because of their capacity to 
overcome difficulties, their desire to progress, and their willingness to sacrifice. A migrant is 
a gift, which is why the European Union states that when the arrival of migrants is well 
managed, economies grow, social cohesion becomes stronger, and security and cultural 
diversity increase12. On the other hand, migrants also contribute to the dialogue of people 
and cultures. 

3. Challenges from migration 

Migration also presents challenges for both countries of origin and those of reception.  

Some borders have become death places. As States control the migration flows on its 
borders, in an attempt to limit and organize them, crossing over becomes more and more 
difficult and dangerous, especially for the vulnerable migrants who become the target of 
these controls. 

These difficulties cause people to risk their lives as they seek ways to circumvent the 
increased surveillance and often militarized border areas. We will never know how many 
people have died in the last decades in the Mediterranean Sea or the Sonoran desert of 
Northern Mexico and Arizona. They are abused by human traffickers and smugglers. When 
they “enter without inspection” and are caught by the border authorities, they are detained 
and kept in detention centers. They suffer deportation, humiliation, lack of legal assistance, 
and disorientation.  

Borders are an area of great vulnerability. In many instances people remain in a juridical 
limbo with very little protection. They may remain in detention centers for long periods of 
time depending upon countries of origin, not because of having committed a crime, but 
because of trying to enter a country in a irregular manner.  

Cultural diversity – which is always a benefit – also becomes a challenge to social cohesion, 
participation and integration, especially in the short run13. According to some authors, 
cultural diversity lessens social capital in a given society14, that is, social trust and cohesion. 
Nevertheless it would be more correct to say that this depends on the way the cultural 
diversity is managed15. Countries that are more culturally homogenous have greater 
difficulties in receiving this diversity. Other countries with a longer tradition of receiving 
migrants have a better record of accepting cultural diversity16.  

When people arrive in a particular country, there are many difficulties to integrate them into 
that society. Ideally, these people should become part of that society with full rights. First of 
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all this process requires that the person who migrates will have to look for a job, get 
accustomed to a new culture, learn the ways for social participation and acquire a legal 
status as close as possible to national citizenship, because only then will his or her basic 
human rights be protected. This process can be fostered or jeopardized by the legal 
dispositions of the States. At the same time, this process also affects the local population 
that needs to adapt to the changing social situation that migration brings, something of 
which they are often not aware. Integration, as some governments assert, is a reciprocal 
process17. In the long term societies need to redefine their common social identity, based 
more on civic values rather than on ethnic values.  

In many of the receiving countries it is taken for granted that new arrivals should 
acculturate18 themselves into the new country. To demand this is immoral19 and to expect it 
is illusory. The person who arrives in a new country goes through a process of redefining his 
or her own identity. In fact, some posit that the newly arrived migrant possesses a third 
culture, which is neither of his country of origin nor of his country of destination. Such an 
identity with roots in the culture of origin will slowly show new forms of expression within 
the receiving culture. Personal identity should not be diluted in the new culture, but it is 
diluted when migrants are not accepted or are forced to assimilate. A person comes with all 
of her or his cultural background. When the integration process is a process of acculturation, 
it produces pain and future social problems. 

Receiving countries tend to think that migrants are strictly laborers. Only later do they begin 
to realize that migrants are persons, with their own hopes, dreams, needs and desires 
bringing along all the complexity of human phenomena20. The reception of migrants into a 
society carries many more responsibilities than simply incorporating them into the labor 
market. 

The arrival of migrants frequently sparks off xenophobic feelings and reactions among the 
local population. They feel that newcomers are socially overprotected and pampered by 
employment offers, social assistance programs, housing assistance, etc. that locals do not 
receive. Unfortunately, political leaders seek to advance their own careers and worsen the 
situation by demonizing and scapegoating migrants. Since migrants cannot vote, they are 
used in the political debate. The spread of political populism uses the discourse against 
migrants to gain new voters. Doing so political candidates twist the perceptions of their 
citizens against migrants, putting their lives into risk21.  

Sending countries, too, experience their own problems. In fact they lose some of their most 
educated people which slows down the country’s development. Families without parents 
increase, and in some places only elders and children remain in the village or town. The 
absence of adults cannot be offset by economic remittances.  
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When these talented people leave their country, the local communities also suffer cultural 
disorientation and lose their identity and traditional roots. Communities then become 
transnational, which brings a complete change in their identity.  

4. The Christian tradition 

In the book of Genesis we read a puzzling story: three men come to Abraham and sit at the 
entrance of his tent by the oaks of Mamre. They are foreigners and unknown. Abraham, 
instead of becoming frightened, receives them as brothers, even more, as divine 
messengers. Christians have recognized the Holy Trinity in these three men. This story of 
Abraham teaches that the foreigner is to be venerated in his sacred condition, received for 
the promise and novelty he brings, and looked after in his needfulness. It is not strange, 
then, that Yahvé in the Torah forbids exploiting the foreigner – something that has always 
been too easy, because of his or her vulnerability –, because “you know the heart of an 
alien, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt”. This capacity to welcome the divine 
dimension of every human being can still be found in many contemporary cultures that we 
call traditional. They know how to welcome with care, respect and gentleness.  

Genesis also shows us the common origin of all human beings and helps us discover our 
human fraternity. We can find this in the narrative of Creation, in which we can acknowledge 
that we all have the same parents whom were created by God. Fraternity is a gift from God. 
However, the text acknowledges big differences among us, which are described in the Tower 
of Babel narrative. Fraternity comes from God, who makes us equal in our dignity, while 
differences come from our sin and ignorance. 

The New Testament discovers that every person can be blessed by the Holy Spirit that 
reaches everyone. There are no differences based on ethnic origins: “There is no longer Jew 
or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female”.22 In this 
sense, some authors will say that there is a strong Christian cosmopolitanism. As the letter 
to Diognetus says, Christians “live in their own countries as though they were only passing 
through. They play their full role as citizens, but labor under all the disabilities of aliens. Any 
country can be their homeland, but for them their homeland, wherever it may be, is a 
foreign country”. Christians are united in faith and love; blood does not divide them. They 
are citizens of the world.  

In the social teachings of the Church, “every migrant is a human person who, as such, 
possesses fundamental, inalienable rights that must be respected by everyone and in every 
circumstance”23. This person can never be exploited, because he brings the dignity of human 
condition24. The Church acknowledges the right to migrate, a solid human right. We are 
invited to see in the foreigner Christ’s face, who was born in a manger and had to flee to 
Egypt looking for refuge25.  
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Christians are called to protect and help migrants: because they are people in need 
demanding our solidarity, because our ancestors were also migrants and because the rights 
they have as human beings.  

5. A global preference for the Society of Jesus 

In 1980 Fr. Arrupe, the then General in the Society of Jesus, was struck by the suffering of 
the Vietnamese refugees fleeing from their country in very vulnerable boats and facing 
death and looting in the sea. He called the Jesuits to begin a special service to these people, 
the Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS). JRS is today a symbol and a fuel for the solid commitment of 
the Society to communities in exile.  

Today Jesuits and collaborators work with migrants and refugees, and also with the families 
they left at home in their countries of origin, in a variety of fields: 

− In Christian communities, in temples and in parishes, accompanying their faith, which is 
usually strong. These persons renew the life of these communities, contributing with 
their personal depth and their vitality.  

− In schools where they study, migrants’ children grow as persons and live together with 
other children in a new culture. Sometimes they need to learn a new language while they 
miss the land they left behind.  

− In universities and research centers: At present there are many persons and groups that 
study the migration phenomenon from a variety of perspectives.  

− In several social services: in welcoming centers; through counseling and personal 
accompaniment; through juridical service for asylum seekers or for people looking for 
labor permissions; through networks that defend their rights; by visits to detention 
centers and following up the situations they face there.  

The list of fields and activities in which Jesuits and collaborators are already involved 
accompanying migrants could be longer, because in the last years the number of initiatives 
has grown in many Provinces, trying to give a generous response to a phenomenon that 
produces many sufferings.  

At present all the apostolic sectors and most of the provinces in the Society offer their 
apostolic services to migrants. They are one of the groups to whom we are expressing 
concretely today our commitment to the poor and our desire to learn from them.  

That is why the Society of Jesus has already committed itself to migrants and refugees as one 
of its global preferences, an option that the last General Congregation also confirmed.26  
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6. A solid commitment through a network for migration 

The migration phenomenon is transnational and multidisciplinary, and migrant communities 
link together several countries. Migrants also have a variety of needs, be it cultural, labor, 
training, religious, identity, etc. An integral response from the Society of Jesus requires 
broad collaboration as a network among countries and apostolic sectors. We are now 
creating a network that can make a call to initiatives developed in different provinces and 
different apostolic sectors, such as pastoral, education, and social, research.  

In this network we have already agreed on a number of positions27:  

All persons have the right to live, work and realize their full human potential in their place or 
country of origin. When this is not possible, however, we also emphasize their right to look 
for better living conditions outside their place of origin, whether this means crossing an 
international border or migrating within their own country. 

In this network we denounce any form of violation of the human rights of migrants:  

− the stigmatization by the media and society, and the criminalization on the part of 
States, of irregular migration; 

− the systematic denial on the part of many States to guarantee the appropriate 
international protection of asylum seekers and refugees, which leaves them in situations 
of extreme vulnerability; 

− restrictive migratory policies, which are focused on detention, deportation and border 
control; 

− the resulting strengthening of trafficking and smuggling networks, which are many times 
linked to State corruption and impunity; 

− the exploitation of migrant workers; 
− the special vulnerability of women and minors. 

We are opposed to the lopsided model of development, which is promoted by multinational 
corporations and which prioritizes the market over human development, resulting in 
environmental destruction and the extraction of natural resources, forcing the displacement 
of entire populations. 

That is why we demand: 

− the universal ratification of the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights 
o All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families of 1990; 

− the effective international protection of asylum seekers and refugees; 
− integral and inclusive migration policies which approach migration not only as a labor 

issue, but also take into account the cultural, social, religious and political dimensions; 



 

10 
 

− the protection of the rights of all persons, independently of their migratory 
administrative status, and with particular attention to vulnerable sectors such as women 
and minors; 

− respect for the right of indigenous peoples to their land and resources; 
− a sustainable and people-centered model of development; 

Jesuits and collaborators involved in the service to migrants commit ourselves to reflect on 
priority issues, in order to confront the stigmatization and criminalization of migrants, and to 
advocate for more just and humane migration policies, based always on direct 
accompaniment service. Finally we want to strengthen North-South and South-South 
solidarity and collaboration in order to promote more just migration policies and models of 
development. 
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