
CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING ON IMMIGRATION AND THE MOVEMENT OF PEOPLES 
A parish resource based on the U.S. bishops' pastoral statement Welcoming the Stranger Among Us: Unity in Diversity 

 
Three Basic Principles of Catholic Social Teaching on Immigration 
Although Catholic theology has always promoted human rights rooted in natural law and God's revelation, it was the 
encyclical Rerum Novarum (On the Condition of Labor) in 1891 that developed a systematic presentation of principles of the 
rights and responsibilities of people. Rerum Novarum commented on the situation of immigrants; in later documents, popes 
and bishops' conferences have synthesized the Catholic theological tradition to articulate three basic principles on 
immigration.  
 
First Principle: People have the right to migrate to sustain their lives and the lives of their families.  
At the end of World War II, with the fall of the Nazi empire and the subsequent creation of the Soviet "Iron Curtain," Europe 
faced an unprecedented migration of millions of people seeking safety, food, and freedom. At that time, Pope Pius XII wrote 
Exsul Familia (The Emigre Family), placing the Church squarely on the side of those seeking a better life by fleeing their homes.  
 
When there is a massive movement of people such as during a war, natural disaster, or famine, the lands that receive these 
displaced people may be threatened. The influx may make it impossible for the native population to live securely, as the land 
may not have enough resources to support both. Even in more orderly migrations, such as in the United States, citizens and 
residents of the land may fear that newcomers will take jobs, land, and resources, impoverishing the people already present.  
 
Because of the belief that newcomers compete for scarce resources, immigrants and refugees are at times driven away, 
resented, or despised. Nevertheless, the first principle of Catholic social teaching regarding immigrants is that people have the 
right to migrate to sustain their lives and the lives of their families. This is based on biblical and ancient Christian teaching that 
the goods of the earth belong to all people. While the right to private property is defended in Catholic social teaching, 
individuals do not have the right to use private property without regard for the common good.  
 
Every person has an equal right to receive from the earth what is necessary for life—food, clothing, shelter. Moreover, every 
person has the right to education, medical care, religion, and the expression of one's culture. In many places people live in 
fear, danger, or dehumanizing poverty. Clearly, it is not God's will that some of his children live in luxury while others have 
nothing. In Luke's Gospel, the rich man was condemned for living well while the poor man starved at his doorstep (Lk 16:19-
31).  
 
The native does not have superior rights over the immigrant. Before God all are equal; the earth was given by God to all. 
When a person cannot achieve a meaningful life in his or her own land, that person has the right to move.  
 
Second Principle: A country has the right to regulate its borders and to control immigration.  
The overriding principle of all Catholic social teaching is that individuals must make economic, political, and social decisions 
not out of shortsighted self-interest, but with regard for the common good. That means that a moral person cannot consider 
only what is good for his or her own self and family, but must act with the good of all people as his or her guiding principle.  
 
While individuals have the right to move in search of a safe and humane life, no country is bound to accept all those who wish 
to resettle there. By this principle the Church recognizes that most immigration is ultimately not something to celebrate. 
Ordinarily, people do not leave the security of their own land and culture just to seek adventure in a new place or merely to 
enhance their standard of living. Instead, they migrate because they are desperate and the opportunity for a safe and secure 
life does not exist in their own land. Immigrants and refugees endure many hardships and often long for the homes they left 
behind. As Americans we should cherish and celebrate the contributions of immigrants and their cultures; however, we should 
work to make it unnecessary for people to leave their own land.  
 
Because there seems to be no end to poverty, war, and misery in the world, developed nations will continue to experience 
pressure from many peoples who desire to resettle in their lands. Catholic social teaching is realistic: While people have the 
right to move, no country has the duty to receive so many immigrants that its social and economic life are jeopardized. For 
this reason, Catholics should not view the work of the federal government and its immigration control as negative or evil. 
Those who work to enforce our nation's immigration laws often do so out of a sense of loyalty to the common good and 
compassion for poor people seeking a better life. In an ideal world, there would be no need for immigration control. The 



Church recognizes that this ideal world has not yet been achieved.  
 
Third Principle: A country must regulate its borders with justice and mercy.  
The second principle of Catholic social teaching may seem to negate the first principle. However, principles one and two must 
be understood in the context of principle three. And all Catholic social teaching must be understood in light of the absolute 
equality of all people and the commitment to the common good.  
 
A country's regulation of borders and control of immigration must be governed by concern for all people and by mercy and 
justice. A nation may not simply decide that it wants to provide for its own people and no others. A sincere commitment to 
the needs of all must prevail. In our modern world where communication and travel are much easier, the burden of 
emergencies cannot be placed solely on nations immediately adjacent to the crises. Justice dictates that the world community 
contribute resources toward shelter, food, medical services, and basic welfare. Even in the case of less urgent migrations, a 
developed nation's right to limit immigration must be based on justice, mercy, and the common good, not on self-interest. 
Moreover, immigration policy ought to take into account other important values such as the right of families to live together. 
A merciful immigration policy will not force married couples or children to live separated from their families for long periods.  
 
Undocumented immigrants present a special concern. Often their presence is considered criminal since they arrive without 
legal permission. Under the harshest view, undocumented people may be regarded as undeserving of rights or services. This is 
not the view of Catholic social teaching. The Catholic Church teaches that every person has basic human rights and is entitled 
to have basic human needs met—food, shelter, clothing, education, and health care. Undocumented persons are particularly 
vulnerable to exploitation by employers, and they are not able to complain because of the fear of discovery and deportation. 
Current immigration policy that criminalizes the mere attempt to immigrate and imprisons immigrants who have committed 
no crime or who have already served a just sentence for a crime is immoral. In the Bible, God promises that our judgment will 
be based on our treatment of the most vulnerable. Before God we cannot excuse inhumane treatment of certain persons by 
claiming that their lack of legal status deprives them of rights given by the Creator.  
 
Finally, immigration policy that allows people to live here and contribute to society for years but refuses to offer them the 
opportunity to achieve legal status does not serve the common good. The presence of millions of people living without easy 
access to basic human rights and necessities is a great injustice. It is the position of the Catholic Church that pastoral, 
educational, medical, and social services provided by the Church are never conditioned on legal status. All persons are invited 
to participate in our parishes, attend our schools, and receive other services offered by our institutions and programs.  

An Undocumented Child’s Journey to the U.S. - The Intercommunity Peace & Justice Center 

Luis Miguel knew he had to leave Guatemala when the MS-18 gang killed his uncle. Luis had dropped out of school at 

age 12 to work to support his family; that’s also when local gangs began threatening and beating him and his friends, 

pressuring them to join. He wanted to stay in Guatemala, but the coercion intensified, and he knew the gangs had no 

qualms about killing people. At 16, he finally convinced his mother to let him leave. She took Luis Miguel and his 

sister, Anabel, to the Guatemala-Mexico border where they met their smuggler, a “coyote.” They hugged their 

mother goodbye and left.  

Their journey to Texas took a month. It began at 4am, when they jumped aboard La Bestia—“The Beast”—a cargo 

train running north. They rode atop containers, holding on tightly. The train is notoriously dangerous; many have 

fallen. As the sun rose higher, the metal became almost too hot to touch. Luis Miguel remembers, “There were little 

children all around us, and they all began to cry.” They reached the Rio Grande late one night, crossed via inflatable 

raft and were told to run as fast as they could—for 5 hours. After over a day with no water, lost in the desert, Luis 

Miguel and Anabel ran into Border Patrol. This resulted in weeks of detention in a freezing cold cell in Hidalgo, Texas 

and over a month in Houston before they were released to meet their brother in Connecticut. Once there, they found 

low bono lawyers who think Luis and Anabel have a good chance of qualifying for Special Juvenile Immigrant Status 

Visas, and are willing to help with the court proceedings. Throughout the journey, the only thing Luis Miguel carried 

was his Bible. His favorite verse, Psalm 91, gave him strength to endure the journey: “You will not fear the terror of 

night, nor the arrow that flies by day, nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness, nor the plague that destroys at 

midday.” 


