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From the beginnings of nation-states, the issues of immigration and providing for refugees has 
been problematic.  Every nation has the right to provide for the integrity of its borders.  No 
nation has the right to protect its borders by unjust means, however. 
 
Within the past week, the United States bishops discussed and offered some critique to the 
current immigration practice of separating children from their parents at the United States 
borders.  Only a day or so later, the United States Attorney General quoted an isolated verse 
from the Bible to discourage dissent and encourage obedience to the government in defense of 
this practice. 
 
Almost anyone can isolate a verse from the Bible to support a position, but reading that verse in 
context provides a different interpretation.  Romans 13:1 does say, “Let every person be 
subordinate to the higher authorities, for there is no authority except from God, and those that 
exist have been established by God.”  However, the Bible is also replete with examples of civil 
disobedience in the face of ruling authorities who oppose the will of God, and indeed the letter 
to the Romans goes on after this single verse to suggest that we follow authority inasmuch as 
authority is a servant of God’s will.  
 
The first 11 chapters of the letter to the Romans comprise a theological exposition of the 
concept of justification — that is, God’s will for us to be in right relationship with Him.  
Then, beginning in the 12th chapter, the moral consequences of that are explained: for one 
who is in right relationship with God, what difference does that make in how we should live 
day to day?  Obedience to lawful civil authority is one part of showing deference to God and 
God’s loving will.  Indeed, Romans 13:6 encourages the payment of civil taxes, but to do so 
because “the authorities are ministers of God.”   
 
This entire chapter of the letter to the Romans speaks of mutual relations and mutual 
responsibilities.  Take a look at the instruction that follows in verses 7 and 8: “Pay to all 
their dues, taxes to whom taxes are due, toll to whom toll is due, respect to whom respect is 
due, honor to whom honor is due. Owe nothing to anyone, except to love one another; for 
the one who loves another has fulfilled the law.”  
  
However, there is unjust law and there are rulers who practice injustice.  There is a solid 
principle of Catholic morality that “an unjust law is no law.” Those words come from Saint 
Augustine, and they were also quoted by Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., in his promotion of civil 
disobedience.  
 
The brutal practice of removing children from their parents without due process or adequate 
cause is certainly unjust.  It scars a child for life. It flies in the face of the dignity and meaning of 
family life.  It cannot be seen as corresponding to or fulfilling God’s law. 
 
Now, to be sure, the practice is not new with the current federal administration.  It is not a 
matter of partisan politics.  The practice existed under the Clinton presidency, when children 
were forcibly taken from the parents of Chinese families seeking asylum as they fled from the 
restrictive one-child policy of the Chinese government. At that time, Pope John Paul II implored 
President Clinton to end this brutal practice, and when he would not, the pope arranged for the 



country of Costa Rica to accept these refugee families intact.  Today, Pope Francis, the US 
Catholic Bishops, and many others ask anew that the practice be ended. 
 
It is not, however, a simple matter.  Not all of the children being brought to our borders with 
families seeking asylum are in fact the children of those parents.  Tragically, some of those 
children are being brought to this country to be sold into human trafficking and sex trafficking.  
The moral analysis of what happens at our borders is not binary: a simple right or wrong.  It is a 
complex issue.   Nonetheless, families are being ripped apart and children are being taken away 
from the nurturing environment of their families. This brutal practice is indeed immoral. 
 
It is critical that we pray for Divine Wisdom at this critical moment, when rights are in conflict 
and easy solutions are not available.  Around the world, nations struggle with their response to 
huge numbers of refugees seeking asylum and seeking opportunity. 
 
Pray for our civic leaders. Implore the Holy Spirit to incite within them the desire to preserve 
the basic human rights and maintain the fundamental human dignity of each person and family 
they serve, and to seek justice in their every decision and action.  Perhaps we would do well to 
join in praying the prayer of our first president, George Washington, for our nation: 
 
“Almighty God, we make our earnest prayer that Thou wilt keep the United States in Thy holy 
protection, that thou wilt incline the hearts of the citizens to cultivate a spirit of subordination 
and obedience to government; and entertain a brotherly affection and love for one another and 
for their fellow citizens of the United States of America at large. And finally that Thou wilt most 
graciously be pleased to dispose us all to do justice, to love mercy and to demean ourselves with 
that charity, humility and pacific temper of mind which were the characteristics of The Divine 
Author of our blessed religion, and without whose example in these things we can never hope to 
be a happy nation. Grant our supplication, we beseech thee, through Jesus Christ Our Lord. 
Amen.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


