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Session at a Glance
Several state legislatures have

recently passed measures related to
immigration. How are Christians in-
volved in immigration reform and care
for the sojourner? Bishop Minerva G.
Carcaño shares her observations on
immigration and how churches can
respond.

Immigration:
An Interview With Bishop

Minerva G. Carcaño
by Alex Joyner

Interviewing the Bishop
Minerva G. Carcaño is the resident bishop of the Desert Southwest

Conference, based in Phoenix, Arizona. In 2004, she became the first

Hispanic woman to be elected to the episcopacy of The United

Methodist Church. A native of Texas, she served as District Superin-

tendent in the Rio Grande Conference and in the Oregon-Idaho Con-

ference. She was also director of the Mexican American Program at

Perkins School of Theology in Dallas.

Bishop Carcaño has been an eloquent and vocal advocate for immi-

grants and comprehensive immigration reform. She was outspoken in

opposing a controversial immigration law in Arizona that has gained

national attention. She recently spoke with our writer, Alex Joyner,

about the current landscape around immigration issues.

Joyner: What do you think are the most urgent issues in the debate

on immigration right now?

Carcaño: I always view the immigration issue as at least two-sided.

One side is the political side and the great need for comprehensive

immigration reform. The other side is the need for compassionate care

for the immigrant among us. 

There is no political will in this country anywhere to work on com-

prehensive immigration reform, and that’s of great concern. Recently,

President Obama came to the Southwest and talked about commitment

to immigration reform. . . . One of [his statements] was that his admin-

istration was not in the business of separating immigrant families, which

is not true. Immigrant families are being separated every day because

we’ve got a broken immigration policy in this country. And so, there is

not that true, clear, honest, political will to move comprehensive immi-

gration reform. 

In the meantime, we’ve got immigrant families that are hurting

across this country. We have children and young people who have been

left behind because their families, their parents, have been deported.

There’s a video about a young woman named Jasmine Franco, a mem-

ber of First United Methodist Church [in Ypsilanti, Michigan]. Her

mother was deported, her father self-deported. This young woman at

the age of 17 stayed behind with her younger sister, and it’s the story of

how the church cared for her. She eventually sent her younger sister to

Guatemala, which is where her parents came from. We have a lot of

work to do in terms of compassionate care for our immigrant brothers

and sisters who are suffering tremendously. [A link to the video is found

in “Helpful Links” on page 4.]

Joyner: Are you aware of other churches that are doing that kind of

witness?

Carcaño: Yes. We have a church in Tucson, Saint Francis [in the

Foothills United Methodist Church], that has a number of its leaders
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who go out and they put in the water tanks in the desert because of the

dangers of being in the desert. It is what our sisters and brothers who are

immigrants experience all the time. 

Green Valley United Methodist Church along the border [has] a num-

ber of persons who go to the border and receive those who are being

deported back into Mexico, and wash their feet, and remove blisters, and

bind their feet and help these immigrants figure out a way to survive. As

United Methodists, our Interagency Task Force on Immigration has invited

annual conferences to set up rapid-response teams in the conferences, and

about 25 of our conferences have set up such teams.

Joyner: Are the rapid-response teams primarily focused on responding

to legislative initiatives?

Carcaño: Everything. Organizing prayer vigils, caring for children

whose parents have been deported, doing the legislative piece––everything.

Looking at Comprehensive Reform
Joyner: What would a comprehensive approach to immigration look

like? What are the aspects of such an approach that you feel are most

important?

Carcaño: When we talk about comprehensive immigration reform, we,

as United Methodists, have said that it needs to reunify families that have

been separated. It needs to assist those who are already here, to have a way

of legalizing their status so that they can come out from under the shadows.

It needs to address the fact that the labor needs of this country will continue

to pull in immigrants, and there’s got to be a process for immigrants who

come here to help us economically that does not place their lives at risk and

that does not put them in that limbo of being undocumented.

It also means that this country needs to care for workers in just ways,

including the undocumented. We don’t set aside people’s human rights in

terms of how they’re treated in jobs and how they’re treated economically

because they’re undocumented. Another component is more oversight of

the detention centers where immigrants are being held. 

Joyner: How about the role of employers? Arizona had a recent effort

to try to prevent employers from hiring undocumented people.

Carcaño: That’s correct. In January of 2009 the state officially moved

into a law that would bring employers under legal judgment, a legal

process, if they were known to hire undocumented workers. As of a few

months ago, I had inquired as to how many employers had been charged

with breaking that law, and I was told that one employer [had]. But what

it did do was that it got a lot of immigrants fired, and we do know, because

of the research work of [the Pew Research Center], that since January 2009,

100,000 immigrants, both documented and undocumented, have left the state

of Arizona because of the repressive position of the state on immigration

and immigrants themselves. And that has had an impact on our economy. 

Joyner: Clearly immigrants provide much vitality for our country and

much economic benefit. Why does that message not get through?

Carcaño: I think one factor at work is blatant racism. These are peo-

ple that can be used because of the color of their skin, because of the cul-

ture, because of the language of their tongue. 

I think another factor is the economics. It is true that people are not

paying immigrants fair wages, and so they are cutting costs, from the

Core Bible
Passages

Leviticus 19 offers some clear re-

minders of the care that the Israelites

were to offer to the sojourner in their

midst. Verses 9-10 make provision for

sharing the harvest with the needy and

the stranger: “Don’t gather up every

remaining bit of your harvest. . . .

Leave these items for the poor and the

immigrant.” Verses 33-34 are a more

general pronouncement on the status of

the foreigner among the people: “You

must not cheat them. Any immigrant

who lives with you must be treated as

if they were one of your citizens.” The

sojourner was to be treated with respect

and as an equal because the Israelites

had an identity as people who had once

sojourned in Egypt without such respect.

Ruth 2:1-12 reflects how these

verses from Leviticus were lived out.

This rich story of the great grand-

mother of King David emphasizes

Ruth’s foreignness: She is a Moabite

who travels back to Bethlehem with

her mother-in-law after they both lose

their husbands. While Ruth takes

advantage of the rules for gleaning,

Boaz offers her a blessing that seems

to compare her to Abraham and Sarah,

the progenitors of the Israelite nation

who left home and family to come to a

new land (verse 12). Again the immi-

grant is recognized with respect.

Matthew 25:31-46 is often used 

to emphasize Christian responsibility

toward those who live on the margins.

In the interview, Bishop Carcaño refer-

ences this Scripture in talking about the

immigrant as one of those in whom we

can see Christ and for whom we are

called to care.
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housewife that hires an immigrant to clean her home to the guy who builds

whole developments. So, the abuse––it’s today’s slavery.

Reviving Us to Be a Prophetic Voice
Joyner: I’m struck in this interview by your emphasis on the impor-

tance of creating a movement and the real moral failure in trying to address

immigration reform. Is that message one that The United Methodist Church

is still capable of delivering?

Carcaño: I think it is, and I think that it will give us strength, moral

strength, ethical strength. It may revive us as a denomination to be again that

prophetic voice that at one point gave shape to the moral character of this

country, that helped shape generations of strong leaders for church and com-

munity. I believe that God is giving us a gift of grace and we need to respond.

We should not respond because of the gain. We should respond because it is

the right thing and to not respond is to run the risk of losing our soul.

Joyner: What other parts of the biblical witness really speak to you

about this issue?

Carcaño: Matthew 25 certainly does. Leviticus 19 does as well [and]

those passages in the Old Testament that talk about how we are to treat

the immigrants. I am so struck by the fact that we people of the United

States and even United Methodists will immediately say, “Those people

shouldn’t be here. They’re not citizens. They don’t belong here.” Then to

read Holy Scripture that says you are to treat the immigrant as if he were a

citizen among you. You are not to oppress him or her. You are to love them

as you love yourself. Those are powerful words! 

The Long Journey With Immigrants
Joyner: You grew up in a border region in Texas. I wonder how the

border appears to you now as compared to when you were growing up.

Carcaño: I am the daughter of an immigrant father and immigrant

maternal grandmother. I grew up just a few miles from the border between

Texas and Mexico. To this day, my family lives on both sides of the bor-

der. When I was growing up, the border was a symbol of the fact that I was

a child of both sides. I’m a US citizen. I was born here, but I also have that

sense of cultural identity. 

I remember always that there have forever been rules about going and

coming, but there seemed to be a kinder spirit, a border spirit. Today it is

very severe, so severe that I’ve not been across the border in a number of

years. Part of that is the violence in Mexico, and I just need to name that,

but that, too, is interrelated with us and what we’ve done to Mexico. So, it’s

a complex place, but ultimately for me the border is a rich place of faith and

of culture and of possibilities of what God can do when God’s people come

together.

Joyner: Is there anything else you would like to share?

Carcaño: This may be a long journey with immigrants, but it will be a

journey in which we will see God and we will experience the presence of

Christ Jesus. I hope and pray that we, United Methodists, will be commit-

ted to the journey for the long run because we ourselves are an immigrant

people. We’re an immigrant people until Christ comes again or we are

called to our eternal rest; and we have much to learn from those who are

immigrant in the economic and political sense.

 

A Slowing Migration
As the debate over restricting immi-

gration continues on the state and

national level, one of the major sources

of immigration in recent years seems to

be slowing significantly. During the

period of 2000 to 2004, the Pew His-

panic Center estimates that approxi-

mately 525,000 Mexican citizens were

settling in the United States without

documentation each year. In 2010, that

figure shrunk to fewer than 100,000

people. In fact, Pew says that the over-

all number of unauthorized immigrants

in the United States fell to 11.1 million

in March 2009, down eight percent

from the peak number in March 2007. 

The figure for Mexican immigrants,

who have accounted for the majority of

immigrants in the United States without

authorization, is particularly striking. In

a recent article, the New York Times said

that the migration had “sputtered to a

trickle.” According to Douglas S. Massey,

co-director of the Mexican Migration

Project at Princeton, “No one wants to

hear it, but the flow [of illegal migra-

tion] has already stopped.” Massey said,

“For the first time in 60 years, the net

traffic has gone to zero and is probably

a little bit negative.” 

The causes for the decline vary. New

restrictions by some states along with

increased border security and rising

border crime may be having some effect.

The federal government has also issued

more temporary visas for Mexicans to

enter the United States legally. More-

over, improving economic and educa-

tional opportunities within Mexico and

the fact that Mexican families are

becoming smaller than they once were

may be key factors. 
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Beyond Arizona
Last year, Bishop Carcaño gained

national attention when she spoke out
against Arizona SB 1070, a state law
that requires police officers to question
and detain anyone if they have “reason-
able suspicion” that the person is in the
country illegally. Carcaño told PBS’s
Religion & Ethics Weekly program,
“Leviticus says that we are to receive
[immigrants] and treat them as if they
were native-born, as if they were citi-
zens, and . . . we are never to oppress
them, and so that’s our job as religious
leaders, to hold up our faith values.” 

Despite legal challenges to the Ari-
zona law that have kept it from being
fully implemented, other states have fol-
lowed suit in passing restrictive immi-
gration bills. Georgia passed a similar
law in May 2011. Also, eight states have
passed legislation mandating the use of
E-Verify (electronic verification of
immigration status) for all employers.
Opponents have said that these bills and
requirements impose big financial bur-
dens on states and employers. 

As Alabama considered and then
passed an Arizona-style law in June (HB
56), many church leaders spoke out
against it, including a number of United
Methodist pastors who signed an open
letter to the state’s governor. The law
restricts anyone from knowingly help-
ing illegal immigrants in areas like hous-
ing, employment, and health care other
than in emergencies. Will Willimon, UM
bishop of North Alabama, calls the law
“an embarrassment to our state” and
“the meanest immigrant legislation bill
in the nation.” The open letter says the
law “would define many of our churches
and many people in our churches as
lawbreakers” and closes with the affir-
mation “We United Methodist clergy
will continue to be in ministry to all
people and we call on all United
Methodists to do the same.” 
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United Methodist Perspective
“If we are to truly live out our mandate of having open hearts, open

minds, open doors, we must work to ensure the just treatment of the

foreigners living among us.” This statement from Resolution 5081,

“Call to Comprehensive Immigration Reform,” which is found in The

Book of Resolutions of The United Methodist Church, 2008, calls for

immigration reform “that makes family unity, students being able to

get an education at an affordable rate, fair and just treatment of labor-

ers, and a reasonable path towards citizenship a priority.”

In November of 2010, the General Board of Church and Society

(GBCS) produced the United Methodist Immigration Reform Grass-

roots Journal, which lists actions taken by United Methodists on immi-

gration state by state. Bill Mefford, director of GBCS’s Civil & Human

Rights work area, says, “The journal is a celebration of the tremendous

work of United Methodists who are determined to see immigrants have

a pathway to legalization and families reunited.” 

Bishop Carcaño says that she has drawn strength for her work in

immigration reform from John Wesley’s sermon “On Visiting the Sick.”

She says, “He talks about the fact that there are the traditional means of

grace. . . . But he says that being present with the poor and working with

the poor is also a means of grace. Our faith becomes weak and feeble-

minded, he says, when we forget to be with the poor, in ministry with

them, when we cease to receive this means of grace.” 

Helpful Links
� The video reference in the interview about Jasmine Franco’s experience

can be found at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QPTjHT4aXLU.

� The Pew Research Center referenced in the interview offers the results

of its many studies on immigration at www.pewresearch.org/topics/

immigration. 

� The General Board of Church and Society maintains an updated page

of resources, Bible studies, and news related to immigration at

http://tiny.cc/wy11g. The United Methodist Immigration Reform Grass-

roots Journal can be downloaded here as well.

� United Methodist Communications has prepared a number of resources

related to immigration as part of a package for Hispanic Heritage Month

(September). You can access some of these at http://www.umcom.org/

immigration.

Alex Joyner is pastor of Franktown United Methodist Church on 

Virginia’s Eastern Shore.
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Immigration:
An Interview
With Bishop
Minerva G.
Carcaño

How can churches
respond to issues

related to immigration
reform and care for
the sojourner?

CREATE Your 
Teaching Plan

Keeping in mind your
group members and
your group time,

choose from among
the OPEN, EXPLORE,
and CLOSE activities
or from “Teaching
Alternative” to plan

the session.

OPEN the Session
Post an “Upside Down” Map

Before the session begins, post a map of the United States or North

America in a visible place. Almost all maps are oriented with the North

at the top edge. If this is the case with your map, turn it so that North is

on the bottom. (This would place Mexico above and Canada below the

United States.) As participants arrive, invite their reactions to the map.

How does the altered orientation affect our image of the United States?

How does the positioning of Mexico “on top” impact our impression 

of that country? What messages are conveyed in how we depict our

country?

Pray Together 
After a few minutes, invite participants to join you in a prayer, with

their eyes still open and considering the map. Pray the following prayer

aloud:

God, you form a pilgrim people, calling Abraham and Sarah, Ruth

and Paul, to be immigrants on a long journey.

Christ, you lead a pilgrim people, calling disciples from their nets to

fish in other seas.

Holy Spirit, you interrupt the comfort of the pilgrim people, intrud-

ing without consent and bringing grace that breaks the bounds of

nations, races, and expectation.

And you call us to be citizens of a kingdom that is not of this world.

So here we are, your immigrant people, walking just a step behind.

Amen. 

EXPLORE the Topic
Share Family Stories 

The United States is often called a nation of immigrants, and many

Americans have stories about how their ancestors came to this land.

Sometimes those stories are painful and recall a legacy of slavery. For

native peoples, the question of authorized immigration today rings with

old echoes of the displacement of early Americans. Ask participants, as

they are willing, to share stories of immigration in their families. How

do your families tell those stories? What were the losses and the gains

in the transition of yourselves or your ancestors?

Study Scripture Together
Read “Core Bible Passages” (page 2). Read the Leviticus passages

aloud and invite responses. How do these verses inspire you today?

How do they challenge you?

Then, invite group members to focus on the reading from Ruth.

Assign parts for the narrator, Ruth, Naomi, Boaz, and the servants, and

then read the passage as a dramatic reading. Ask the following ques-

tions: How often are we reminded in the reading that Ruth is a foreigner



from Moab? How might the servants have responded to her? How is Boaz

a model for us today in meeting immigrants among us?

Discuss Immigration
The discussion today may touch on deeply held beliefs and fears about

immigration. Name that for participants before you begin this next dis-

cussion, and ask them to engage one another with respect. 

Form two teams. Have one team create a list of benefits that come with

immigrants for the country to which they come. Ask the other team to cre-

ate a list of challenges that a country might face with both authorized and

unauthorized immigration. Have each team share their list with the whole

group. Then discuss ways group members have seen both the benefits and

challenges in their own community.

Consider Comprehensive Immigration Reform 
Read the section of the interview with Bishop Carcaño entitled “Look-

ing at Comprehensive Reform” (pages 2–3). List the aspects of reform that

the bishop outlines. How might each of these be achieved? What would

change in our country if these reforms were implemented? How do you

react to Bishop Carcaño’s statement that some of the reasons change has

not come are due to “blatant racism” and economics?

Envision Prophetic Witness 
Read the section of the interview entitled “Reviving Us to Be a Prophetic

Voice” (page 3) and the sidebar entitled “Beyond Arizona” (page 4). Dis-

cuss how you see prophetic witness in these stories. What is attractive

about these acts of witness? What is scary? What issues in your area call

out for acts of prophetic witness?

CLOSE the Session
Write Commitments

Building on the last activity, invite group members to make a commit-

ment to some act they will undertake in the coming week that relates to

immigration or immigration reform. Hand out blank 3” x 5” cards and ask

participants to write down their commitment. Tell them they will be able

to take this card with them, and ask them to put it in a place where they will

see it each day. After allowing for a few minutes for this activity, invite

volunteers to read out loud their commitment.

Pray Together
As a closing act, read Bishop Carcaño’s last statement in the interview

section on page 3 and invite responses. Then say a prayer charging the

group to go forth to learn and to be God’s immigrant people.
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Teaching
Alternative

Prepare a Legislative Action Day

Visit the sites listed in the “Help-

ful Links” section (page 4) to connect

with a number of resources to help

raise awareness about immigration

issues and to take action. Download

the United Methodist Immigration

Reform Grassroots Journal and see

what has been happening in your

state. Visit with community leaders to

find out who the immigrants in your

community are.

Next, talk with your church lead-

ers about holding a Legislative Action

Day. Remembering Bishop Carcaño’s

two emphases on comprehensive im-

migration reform and caring for the

immigrant, structure a day for people

in your ministry setting that will help

them learn, feel, and act. Plan some

hands-on activities such as writing to

elected representatives and supporting

immigrant services.

Next Week in
FAITHLINK

Poverty and
Peace

Poverty and peace are cen-

tral concerns in the Scriptures

and in our world today. How are

poverty and peace interrelated?

How can people of faith work

together to eradicate poverty and

promote peace?


