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Illegal Immigration: An Opportunity to Repent

The recent immigration debate in our country has stirred passionate voices each arguing that their side is the moral position.  The question of “illegal” immigrants entering our country is a complex one, yet for me the question of which side is the moral position ended one day last week when I visited a jail which housed illegal immigrants.
In this jail, I saw tens of illegal immigrants detained for months at a time.  Many of these inmates had no legal assistance and were helplessly waiting for the system to process them.  Indeed, once an illegal immigrant agrees to be deported, he or she will often spend an average of four months in jail just waiting to be deported.

Who are these “criminals” who have now begun to fill up our prisons?  For the most part, they are sincere, hard working men and women who have no prior criminal record.  They are being imprisoned for having come to this country illegally.  Many of them did not even make that choice as they were transported to this country while still a child.  

One young man, Pedro, was in his twenties.  He was full of life and had a winning smile.  He was waiting to be deported to Peru.  He told me that he had graduated High School in Virginia and had been in this country since the age of nine.  Since Pedro spoke English perfectly, he was able to offer advice to many of the other inmates who struggled with English.

Another person there, a middle-aged woman, had arrived in this country at the age of three.  She grew up in Brooklyn and spoke English without an accent.  Indeed, she barely knew Spanish.  She was waiting to be shipped off to Colombia, a country where she knew no one.

As a Jew my heart cries for these immigrants.  I noticed that almost all the people imprisoned on my visit were Spanish speaking and brown skinned.  I felt that most of them were being sent to an environment where people were hungry and poor and where it is exceedingly difficult to arrange for legal immigration to the U.S. 
When I sat in the jail, I couldn’t help but think of the ship, the St. Louis.  In June of 1939, this ship carrying Jewish refugees was refused entry into the United States.  Six Hundred and Nineteen passengers were eventually sent back to Antwerp where they had to fend for themselves against the Nazis.  A significant number of the passengers on that ship are believed to have died in the death camps.
Personally, I always bear in mind that my father was lucky enough to escape the Nazis only because the government of Cuba allowed him entry into that country.  He then immigrated to the United States legally after the war.  I am forever grateful to the people of Cuba for saving my father’s life and on a recent trip to Cuba I visited the apartment buildings where the Jewish refugees took shelter.
Illegal immigration was responsible for saving and building the State of Israel.  Many Jews desired to immigrate to Palestine immediately after World War 2.  Despite a British blockade, more than 80,000 illegal immigrants reached Palestine during 1945-48.  These illegal immigrants knowingly broke the law because they knew that in order to live they needed to be in a country that gave them hope.  We can thank them for helping Israel win its independence.
We should bear this history in mind as we watch government policies become increasingly harsh towards today’s illegal immigrants.  Some areas in the country are now encouraging officials to raid English classes and schools in order to crack down on illegal immigrants.  The detainees are then imprisoned with hardened criminals.

As we begin to read the book of Exodus in our congregations we are reminded that the point of the Egypt story is to always remember what it was like to be a slave in Egypt.  

As I sat with the inmates, I felt surrounded by friends.  Although, we had different color skin and did not always speak the same language, I felt that if it were sixty-five years ago these people in jail would have been my own flesh and blood.  
If enough Jews speak out on behalf of illegal immigrants today, perhaps it can serve as a repentance for not speaking out enough on behalf of our brethren aboard the St. Louis.   
