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The most important insight from this book concerns the rela-
tionship between religious identity and national identity and the 
significant impact this relationship has on immigration policies 
around the world. A religious community has the right to exclude 
those who do not subscribe to the religion’s beliefs and practices, 
nor does anybody expect them to do otherwise. But a religious 
community does not necessarily have national territory and bor-
ders. When it is increasingly identified with a particular territory, 
its exclusivity can take on sinister forms, leading to hostile im-
migration policies. Yet, while both religions represented in this 
book can have exclusionary reflexes, they also contain multiple 
injunctions to welcome the stranger, and those who spend time in 
the scriptural and traditional sources cannot avoid this message. 
The question becomes how these faiths and the faithful relate to 
and influence national immigration policy.

The following implications break down and specify this com-
plex issue further.

Implication 1: Understand the Double-Edged 
Power of Religion

Religion can be a higher allegiance than any political, racial, cul-
tural, or ethnic community. This is a double-edged fact. On the 
one hand, it means that religious sources have priority over the 
interests of the nation-state in seeking moral guidance on immi-
gration policy. On the other hand, this allegiance can lead to a 
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loyalty to fellow believers that excludes and ostracizes the reli-
gious “other.” Both these effects of religious devotion can be seen 
in history and in the present day.

Implication 2: Distinguish Two Conceptions of 
Religiosity

Religious people can understand their religiosity in two (not mutually 
exclusive) ways that are relevant for immigration: as communal/na-
tional identity and as a set of beliefs and practices. A broad trend, not 
without exceptions, shows that hostility toward immigrants arises 
more frequently from those who construe their religion in terms of 
communal/national identity, whereas welcome of immigrants arises 
more frequently among those who spend more time in religious 
practice, which includes reflecting on the scriptural and traditional 
sources of moral guidance. Israel is an exception, where there is more 
scriptural warrant for policies that are hostile to immigration.

Implication 3: Notice the Overlap Between 
Religion and Nationality

Hostility to immigrants is strongest among citizens who see an 
overlap between their religion and their nationality, such that to 
be a true member of a particular nation-state entails belonging 
to the nation’s majority religion. This was seen starkly in the late 
Middle Ages and early modern period with the practice of expel-
ling Jews (and in some cases, Muslims) from various European 
nations in order to establish a complete identity between nation-
ality and faith adherence. In the contemporary period, those who 
seek such an overlap tend to appeal to the preservation of their 
culture’s traditional values, which are often rooted in their reli-
gious heritage but not always in religious belief or practice.

Implication 4: Encourage the Religious to 
Engage With Their Scriptures

For both Christianity and Judaism, holy text is at the core of faith 
as the word of God. And scripture is, therefore, often used to 
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justify a particular immigration policy, whether in support of or 
to denounce immigration and immigrants. It is an important re-
minder to those who make or endorse policy that while one set of 
religious texts can be a pretext for justifying policy in most cases, 
there will be other texts to support an opposite policy position. 
Yet a trend has emerged, not without exceptions, that those with 
a deeper familiarity and more sustained engagement with their 
religion’s scriptures are more likely to adopt a welcoming stance 
toward vulnerable immigrants.
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Why Immigration Matters

More people than ever before are on the move, making immigra-
tion arguably the most hotly contested issue facing policymakers 
and voters around the world. From India to the United States and 
Israel to France, immigration is at the forefront of topics in elec-
tion campaigns. But migration has been a reality since the dawn 
of human history, and displacement due to war or famine is noth-
ing new. What makes migration so prevalent today? We suggest 
four main reasons for the current surge in migration:

1.	 The rising global population has brought with it record levels 
of migration, including forced migration. By the end of 2024, 
there were over 120 million forcibly displaced people in the 
world, according to the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR). This is to say nothing of the levels of 
unforced migration.

2.	 The effects of global warming are making parts of the world 
uninhabitable, compelling whole societies to flee and seek a 
home elsewhere. Every prediction reminds us that the number 
of “climate refugees” will grow in the coming decades (Chaz-
alnoël & Randall 2022).

3.	 The modern nation-state system has left no corner of the hab-
itable world unclaimed or unprotected. When people leave one 
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2  On the Significance of Religion in Immigration Policy

nation, they have no option but to enter another, legally or 
otherwise (Aleinikoff & Zamore 2019: 1).

4.	 Wealth disparity between nations compels many in poorer 
parts of the world with scarce job opportunities to migrate 
for the purpose of securing better or more stable economic 
prospects.

Why Religion Matters

This volume contends that it is impossible to understand the im-
migration policies of most nations without deepening our aware-
ness of the role of religion.

The word “religion” may conjure up images of steeples and min-
arets, holy places with the faithful in prayer. To others, it suggests 
beliefs about the afterlife or God. Both these obscure important 
insights about religion, which has never been limited to personal 
piety. As Kwame Appiah says, “religion is not, in the first instance, 
a matter of belief” (Appiah 2018: 23). Religion is about belonging 
and affects one’s identity, one’s place in the world, and one’s sense 
of home. It is often linked to national identity, either formally, 
where the nation enshrines a specific religion, or informally as the 
faith of the majority. This is where it can influence immigration 
policy powerfully, since, as McDaniel et al. write, “cultural issues 
[of which religion is a large component] have a more robust effect 
on immigration attitudes than economic issues” (McDaniel et al. 
2011: 209).

On a deeper level, religion can be a talisman for meaningful 
levels of cultural integration, establishing a sense of authenticity 
and belonging or hostile ostracization of those who do not share 
the majority’s religious tradition. Likewise, religious teaching 
about social justice, compassion, and the welcome of strangers 
can be a powerful motivating force for people to show solidarity 
with immigrants in numerous ways. In short, religion is a pow-
erful influence on public attitudes toward foreigners, providing 
reasons both to justify exclusion and to provide welcome. Reli-
gion thus forms a motivating factor determining party platforms, 
mobilizing popular sentiment, and affecting voting patterns, all of 
which give rise to policy.
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In the introduction to this series, Schliesser (2023: xv) outlines 
seven dimensions of religion. In this book, we focus on two of 
these that have the most relevance for immigration policy:

1.	 Religion as an element in forming national, communal, and/or 
cultural identity.

2.	 Religion as a set of intertwined beliefs and practices that in-
clude a range of ethical commitments.

This does not imply that all common identities are religious, still 
fewer beliefs and moral codes. But all religions, as typically under-
stood, have both elements. We will not attempt to give a precise 
and all-encompassing definition of religion since such an enter-
prise is fraught with difficulties (see Cavanaugh 2009). Instead, 
these two of the many ways people understand their own religios-
ity can serve as a heuristic tool to guide us in making sense of the 
practical ways the word is used in debates on immigration policy. 
Similarly, we do not think it is worth separating “belief” from 
“practice” to make three dimensions of religion. This is because 
if belief is completely separated from practice, then it becomes ir-
relevant to immigration policy. The only time immigration policy 
is affected by a religious belief is if that belief is also practiced. 
Conversely, a practice always contains an implied belief concern-
ing it, even if that belief has not been articulated.

Religions often make an exclusive claim on their adherents. 
While in antiquity (e.g., in the Roman Empire) a person could 
belong to multiple religions in the same way as one might join 
several social clubs, others offer more than wise advice or social 
customs. They demand ultimate allegiance to the religious com-
munity, to specific defined behaviors, and to the ethical commit-
ments contained in their teachings.

Religion is powerful, but it is also open to misuse. Indeed, 
to “use” religion for another (political) purpose is to distort its 
meaning. To call something “useful” means that it serves some 
other end. But religion claims for itself the end and purpose of 
all other activities. Religion (as belief/practice) offers answers to 
the “why” behind all ethical action: why are certain actions good 
or bad, right or wrong, commendable or detestable? Why should 
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anyone look beyond their material interests to the interests of oth-
ers? Why should concern for the well-being of others interfere 
with an individual’s pleasures, wealth, and wants? And (crucially 
for the purpose of immigration policy) why should an individual 
go beyond their instinctual concern for their family and neighbors 
to show concern for the “other,” the outsider, the stranger? How-
ever, the nonreligious may or may not answer these questions; for 
the religious, the answers are found in their religion’s teachings.

Religion’s capacity to answer life’s ultimate questions explains 
why, in predominantly religious parts of the world, politics can-
not be separated from religion. From Nigeria to Indonesia, Myan-
mar to India, and Israel to Poland, religion dominates the debates 
over a wide range of policy decisions. Those who call for a sepa-
ration of religion and politics do so because they often have been 
burned by the experience of an unhealthy relationship between 
the two: namely, when religion is made into something “useful” 
to serve political ends.

Yet to say that religion often demands ultimate allegiance 
does not mean that every self-identifying member recognizes 
these demands. The category of “nonpracticing” or “nominal” is 
well-known. Atheists and agnostics can still identify with a reli-
gious heritage that seems natural to those living in that commu-
nity, enjoying public holiday celebrations and customs outside any 
formal religious setting. Still, what may come as a surprise to some 
is that religion also remains a driving force in highly secularized 
societies. This is because, even when people no longer self-identify 
as religious, they often retain elements of their religious heritage, 
both as communal identity and as ethical commitments.

Let us first consider the ways religion as communal identity 
continues to influence the secular world. In Is God Back?, Hjelm 
(2015) challenges traditional notions of the role religion plays in 
the public square. Considering people whose religious fervor is in-
extricably linked to their patriotic nationalist fervor, he suggests:

The blunt answer is “no.” To put it differently: religion, not 
God, is back. There is an internal secularization of discourse, 
if you will, at work in the new visibility of religion. . . . It is 
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their public activity which is its focus, not the interior life of 
faith itself, nor the religious reasons or goals which motivate 
it. Religion is visible . . . , but God has little to do with it.

(Hjelm 2015: 15)

The religion Hjelm describes is about wedding patriotic symbols 
to the historic religious identity of a nation (think of so many 
national flags with crosses, with the Muslim crescent, or with the 
Jewish Star of David), symbols that connect citizens to their cher-
ished past, a world in which the divine is manifest in the religious 
iconography of the nation. And even if the divine is no longer 
obviously present, the symbols can remain potent.

But the second meaning of religion – ethical commitments and 
practices – can also remain in a secularized society. Many people 
hold on to a moral position long after losing sight of the original 
religious reasons for it. Much of the distinctive ethical stance of 
Europe and North America has its roots in Christian morality, 
and this continues to be the case even in nations with low church 
attendance.

It is the ultimacy of allegiance that gives rise to the ambiguous 
and conflicting effect of religion on immigration policy. When we 
speak as we did above of the structures of religion that create a 
sense of identity and loyalty to the community, maintaining those 
deep connections to those with whom that loyalty and identity 
are shared, that loyalty can take an exclusive attitude against 
nonmembers. But when we consider the voice of religion, life’s 
meaning offered in scripture, sermons, and rituals, all the world’s 
major religions contain injunctions about how to positively treat 
nonmembers, often involving welcome, support, and inclusivity.

There is a paradox here, a serious tension, that goes to the 
heart of communal identity and shows the interconnectedness 
of all these dimensions of religion. The very notion of “com-
mon identity” implies characteristics that a group holds in 
common – whether ethnicity, beliefs, practices, or anything else. 
No community can be radically inclusive of those who do not 
share those characteristics without threatening its coherence. 
Even if it holds “inclusivity” as its highest value, the community 
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may still exclude those who would rupture the bonds of loyalty 
to the community. Debates rage in France over whether wearing 
religious garb undermines the laicité at the core of French identity 
or whether allowing Arabic to have equal standing with Hebrew 
challenges the Jewish identity of Israel. For many, Hindutva, a 
movement that demands the exclusivity of Hindu domination in 
India or the expulsion of Muslims from Buddhist Myanmar, is 
crucial to sustaining national identity. In short, no community 
of any kind, religious or otherwise, can be radically inclusive and 
retain a meaningful identity. It draws boundaries. Those who do 
not share the features that make up the unique communal identity 
are “other.” What the community then needs to determine is how 
it will treat those nonmembers.

It should be clear that our focal dimensions of religion, its 
structures and its meaning and purpose, cannot help but have 
implications for immigration policy. To restate, religion as a com-
mon identity shapes attitudes of inclusivity/exclusivity toward 
outsiders. Many nations of the world have traditionally been as-
sociated with one or more of the world’s major religions, and 
many of their inhabitants continue to identify with a religion even 
if their beliefs and practices do not conform to it. The communal 
and institutional dimension of religion, even if the religion is not 
formally the nation’s faith, cannot be fully dissociated from na-
tional and international politics. A nation’s traditional religious 
affiliation is part of the web of a shared, treasured culture. Any-
one immigrating from outside can easily be seen as a threat to that 
sense of “at-homeness,” leading to varying levels of hostility and 
reluctance to welcome strangers, in our case, refugees, asylum 
seekers, and migrants seeking a better life.

Similarly, religion as ethical commitment can call adherents 
to love and welcome the stranger, determining the attitude of 
the religious individual toward outsiders, whether welcoming 
or otherwise. That is why the teachings of any religion, espe-
cially those found in its sacred texts, can have such a power-
ful influence not only on how the religious individual votes or 
what policies they believe to be best but also over those whose 
national identity is wrapped up in a national culture that in-
cludes the religious past of the nation. Here, we pointedly see 
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the tensions between identity and welcome with which political  
leaders, policymakers, and voters struggle. Leuștean explains how  
religion is

instrumentalized by state authorities for specific political 
goals, while, concomitantly, religious actors provide identity, 
support and comfort for displaced populations. The ambiva-
lent force of religion is evident in endorsing violence, whether 
physical or symbolic, as well as finding the means of resilience, 
reconciliation and conflict resolution.

(Leuștean 2019: 8)

Scope of This Book

Today’s politics tends to divide people into two camps: those who 
are “pro-immigration” and those who are “anti-immigration.” 
While this can be a useful heuristic to capture overall attitudes, it 
is a caricature of any concrete position. Few people are purely for 
or against all kinds of immigration. It is fair to say that even the 
most “pro-immigration” policy will want to restrict entry to an 
invading foreign army, known terrorists, or even overwhelming 
numbers. It must make a coherent argument to explain why hav-
ing foreigners is a valuable benefit to the community. Likewise, 
even the most “anti-immigration” will welcome those who have 
sufficient wealth or marketable skills and who are sufficiently sim-
ilar in ethnicity, culture, language, and values. The real question 
is what kind of immigrants a person or a nation will accept and 
on what grounds.

The focus of this book is on national immigration policy, not 
the experiences of immigrants, the causes of migration, or even 
religious types of migration such as pilgrimages.

First of all, immigration policy is about the conditions for entry 
into a nation-state. Who is allowed in, who is excluded, and for 
what reasons?

Second, it concerns the legal status of immigrants who are in-
side and what is available to them in their new country. Do they 
have all the same rights as citizens? Can they vote, buy property, 
and run for office?
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Third, apart from the law, citizens may be hospitable or xeno-
phobic toward immigrants. This does not strictly count as “pol-
icy,” but we will occasionally refer to it because a lot of religious 
activity toward immigrants, both welcoming and hostile, takes 
place at the level we might call “political.” (We understand “po-
litical” to be a broad term that includes all kinds of activities that 
have an effect on the polis and on how people, both citizen and 
stranger, experience it, even if such activities do not lead to a con-
crete change to “policy” in the narrower sense.)

Methodology

Three caveats are in order regarding how we ascribe religion to 
national policy. First, not everything religious people do is reli-
giously motivated. Religious people sleep, eat, and wear clothes 
not because they are religious but because they are human. Not 
all the attitudes toward immigrants shown by religious people are 
a result of their religion. Matthew Rowley makes a similar point 
about religious violence: “Humans can fight over anything, and 
they will grasp at whatever resources might aid the struggle. Reli-
gion, unsurprisingly, is readily at hand” (Rowley 2024: 27). It is 
not always clear whether religion itself is the cause of an action or 
simply an instrument to justify it. Likewise, xenophobia and hos-
pitality are both common features of the human condition found 
everywhere in the world, regardless of religious persuasion. We 
do not pretend in this volume that all action by religious people 
is a result of their religious identity and beliefs. But we do claim 
that religious motivations are often overlooked in analyses of the 
reasons for immigration policy.

Second, when ascribing political activity to religious motiva-
tions, we do not claim that religion is the only cause. There are 
multiple overlapping motivations for a human action, any one of 
which can be dressed up as “the” cause that drove the narrative 
forward. Whenever anyone answers the question “why?” about 
a historical occurrence, they transform history from a collection 
of disconnected facts into a narrative that is both interesting and 
hard to prove. A historical narrative is interesting because it yields 
insight that allows us to take lessons from history that inform 
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decision-making today. It is hard to prove because there is always 
more than one way to tell the story. The historian is forced to be 
selective, omitting details for the sake of brevity and coherence. 
For example, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has been plau-
sibly explained as strategic and motivated by economics; it has 
also been explained as an outworking of Putin’s religious convic-
tions about reuniting the Holy Land of Rus (O’Beara 2022; Vovk 
2022). Both accounts make sense of Putin’s actions, yet neither 
can be proven. They are not even mutually exclusive.

Third, and relatedly, religion is not always explicit. This volume 
is not simply a list of occasions when religion has been invoked 
in politics. Religious motivations can be there though unacknowl-
edged, and they can also be absent though claimed. Politicians 
rarely give the real reason for their decisions, and it can be expe-
dient to hide or to display religious influence depending on the 
context. While we take a cue from explicitly religious language in 
politics, we also undertake deeper analyses of the religious moti-
vations that are sometimes hidden and often overlooked.

Outline of This Book

Like other books in this series, we will use case studies to spot-
light the effect of religion on immigration policy. Human beings 
are religious, with thousands of variations and billions who iden-
tify with a specific faith. Religious communities will frequently 
express strong views about who belongs in their country. From 
Buddhists expelling Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar and Hindu-
tva doctrine that promotes suppressing Islam in India, to Indo-
nesia’s incarceration of Jakarta’s Christian mayor for blasphemy 
and Saudi law that only allows Muslims to become citizens, we 
know that religion can fuel harsh policies of exclusion and expul-
sion. For this study, we will focus on Christian and Jewish theolo-
gies and their impact in four case studies: Christianity in Hungary 
and Germany, and Judaism in Israel and the United States.

We will begin with an outline of the teachings of the two re-
ligious traditions represented in this volume. Both faiths have a 
great deal to say about the treatment of the stranger and rely on 
similar originating narratives, mainly those found in the Bible.
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In chronological order of origin, the first two chapters explore 
the ways that Judaism and Christianity approach immigration 
from conflict and even eradication of those deemed dangerous to 
welcoming the stranger as a divine command. Both share the ten-
sion of uniting the faithful in a community through exclusion and 
inclusion. That is why selective approaches to phrases and com-
mands from the sacred texts offer radically different approaches 
to immigration issues. Neither of the faiths offers a unanimously 
agreed and unified response to the “other.” Policymakers, scholars, 
and pundits who seek to explain the rhetoric around immigration 
policy choices will find this section to be a crucial background.

Chapter  1 surveys Jewish theology vis-à-vis immigration, 
which, while beginning with the Torah, takes us through millen-
nial debates on how a Jewish society should address foreigners 
seeking residence in an imaginary Jewish kingdom. Theology is a 
lived experience, so historical events matter, and the discussions 
of rabbis and scholars over hundreds of years must consider the 
world in which their people live. We will see how a wounded 
minority, after over 2,000 years living in the orbit of Christianity 
and Islam, imagines immigration policies in both a Jewish nation 
and life in the American diaspora.

The relationship between belief and practice in Christianity 
is different, holding its adherents to a high standard that is not 
compromised even when few succeed in living up to it. Chapter 2 
surveys popular Christian attitudes and behaviors toward immi-
grants in Europe and the United States before focusing on two 
dominant trends: Catholicism’s shift from hostility toward the 
religious “other” in the Middle Ages to a Vatican mandate for 
immigrant welcome and support, and American Evangelicalism’s 
internal disputes over the biblical message, with dramatic conse-
quences for US politics.

The following two chapters bring us to specific responses to 
immigration, focusing on the present with Israel as the Jewish 
state and Hungary and Germany as examples of traditionally 
Christian nations. In the case of Judaism, an additional focus on 
American Jews offers an alternative voice of political engagement. 
These case studies, while far from inclusive of how both faiths ad-
dress immigration, do highlight the tensions and conflicts within 
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each tradition, allowing us an in-depth exploration of the con-
temporary world so influenced by robust religious traditions that 
inform, overtly or subtly, immigration policies.

The epilogue is a reminder that the issue of migration and im-
migration remains one of the most volatile and contentious areas 
of debate and conflict in the world. And we assume that the ten-
sions over immigration will only increase as governments rise and 
fall over the issue. What we hope is that the theologies and case 
studies presented in this slender volume will help those engaged 
in the immigration debate, from politicians and policymakers to 
academic researchers and engaged citizens, to better understand 
the ways that faith and religious traditions impact the debate and 
the policies that ensue.

As we survey the world of political actors, of nations, and of 
faith leaders, policymakers and politicians, influencers, and regu-
lar voters, the anger, confusion, compassion, and frustration are 
evident. There are so many religious voices or those invoking reli-
gion that seek to influence immigration policy. Pope Francis calls 
on Catholics when he writes in his 2024 message for the 110th 
World Day of Migrants and Refugees that God

identifies himself with men and women on their journey 
through history, particularly with the least, the poor and the 
marginalized. . . . For this reason, the encounter with the mi-
grant, as with every brother and sister in need, is also an en-
counter with Christ.

(Glatz 2024)

At the same time, the very Catholic Italian Prime Minister Mel-
oni announced her plan to build new detention centers to hold 
migrants for up to 18 months; Angela Merkel could preach, “We 
have learned that tolerance is the soul of Europe” (Carrel 2017), 
while Markus Söder, the leader of the Bavarian wing of Merkel’s 
own sister political party, ordered that all public buildings hang a 
cross up prominently “as an expression of Bavaria’s historical and 
cultural character” (Anon 2018).

With so many eyes on the United States, a 2024 Gallup poll 
claimed that Americans see immigration as the most important 
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issue to address. Newly elected Donald Trump and many of 
his deeply Christian followers claimed that God saved his life 
and brought him to power. He also is committed to deporting 
25 million foreigners, while the United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops and the mainline Protestant churches call on 
Americans to welcome the immigrant. Meanwhile, immigration 
was a top issue in bolstering the anti-immigrant right wing in the 
European Union elections of June (Brenan 2024; Ryder 2024).

For leaders and followers, for those attending religious ser-
vices, and for those who never set foot in a religious setting, it 
remains the case that the complex political and societal attitudes 
toward immigrants are often expressed in terms of religious iden-
tity as well as religious values. That is what motivates our writing.
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The stranger who resides with you shall be to you as one of your citi-
zens; you shall love him as yourself, for you were strangers in the land 
of Egypt: I the Lord am your God.

(Leviticus 19:34 – all biblical citations are either my own  
translation or from the Jewish Publication Society, 1992)

However, in the cities of the nations the Lord your God is giving you 
as an inheritance, do not leave alive anything that breathes. Com-
pletely destroy them – the Hittites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, 
Hivites and Jebusites – as the Lord your God has commanded you.

(Deuteronomy 20:17)

Judaism, as one heir of biblical Israel, traces its roots back at least 
3,000 years. Its millennia of commentaries and lived experience 
mean that there is no singular voice, no one interpretation, of the 
shared commands, values, and behaviors that anchor Jewish tra-
dition (Elcott 1995: 135). The Jewish understanding of religion as 
a spiritual quest, a way of being, believing, belonging, and doing, 
is evident in the rich traditions that contemporary Jews have at 
their disposal when navigating policy issues. Although immigra-
tion in the contemporary sense of citizenship laws and borders is 
not found in the tradition, there is much that Jewish leaders use 
to justify immigration policies.

The two opening biblical citations of this chapter are excel-
lent examples of the wide latitude in how biblical Israel was 
expected to treat those who were not Israelite – from welcom-
ing the stranger as a fellow resident to evicting even those who 

1
JUDAISM AND 
IMMIGRATION POLICY

DOI: 10.4324/9781032645209-2

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781032645209-2


Judaism and Immigration Policy  15

quietly occupied the land destined for Israelite conquest. These 
two streams of thought, of law and narratives, will flow through 
Israelite and then Jewish traditions almost as competitors, caring 
for the stranger and wanting the stranger out of the life of Israel.

This chapter will allow us to experience two radically different 
views battling each other, neither dominating. This tension will 
take us from the first moments of Israelite culture and then Jewish 
identity to the present day in Israel and the United States. Relying 
on the Bible and on Rabbinic debates that continue to this day, 
we will explore how Jewish law and narrative create two paral-
lel traditions concerning immigrants seeking to reside in a Jewish 
country or how they should be welcomed wherever they flee. Since 
there is a Jewish state where rabbis have significant authority, we 
turn first to how Judaism has given shape to immigration policy in 
present-day Israel. This national policy will then be compared to 
the attitudes of Jews in the diaspora. Finally, we will address the 
impact of the experience of Jews as a minority on Jewish theology 
with attention to the Holocaust as a motivating factor to support 
immigration reform, especially among Jews in the United States.

The Bible repeats 36 times that we must care for the stranger 
because we understand what it is like to be a wanderer, a refugee. 
The Exodus remains the founding narrative of the Jewish story, 
called upon to see themselves in every generation as refugees who 
fled Egypt. The Bible seems forced to repeat this command because 
it understands how hard it is to care for one who is obviously 
“other.” It demands empathy from those who themselves under-
went “othering” as an oppressed minority in Egypt (Farbiaz n.d.).

One can discern a set of values implied in the biblical com-
mandments. They demand certain types of behavior, yet there are 
also countervailing values that complicate how a contemporary 
Jew, a policymaker, influencer, or politician, would try to deter-
mine a Jewish response to complex policy issues.

Jewish Law, Jewish Values, and Jewish Attitudes: 
Contradictions Abound

A commandment calling for removing non-Israelites from 
the Land of Israel and a commandment to care for those most 



16  On the Significance of Religion in Immigration Policy

vulnerable, including the foreigner and the stranger, are both the 
inheritance of the Jewish people. Moving from biblical texts over 
2,500 years old to contemporary Judaism and Israel could seem 
far-fetched, a stretch of the imagination that these texts could se-
riously influence contemporary policies and political values. Yet 
Jews in Israel and in its diaspora use texts and traditions to ex-
plain and justify the positions they take on contemporary issues. 
If we imagine religion as a source of communal identity that pro-
vides rituals, behaviors, and values – even a sense of the spiritual, 
the transcendent – to ground the adherent and fortify a unique 
Jewish identity, then the past can remain alive as a source of di-
rection in one’s life. Being Jewish is more than a religious choice; 
its theology is never separated from sociology and history. It in-
cludes both an ethnic component – this is my people even if I do 
not follow its precepts – and a historical component, in which 
Jewish identity has also been determined by its engagement with 
others, often because of oppression. These commandments and 
implied values remain in the communal consciousness as sources 
of debate and inspiration.

The Jewish Bible consists of more than laws and normative be-
haviors by which to live one’s life. Biblical narratives, stories from 
which Jews derive meaning, sit alongside Torah’s commands. The 
primal origin narrative for Jews is the story of Abraham and Sa-
rah, the ancestral progenitors of the Jewish people. It is a story 
of migration, of abandoning one’s home for a better life. God 
says to Abraham, “You must migrate from your ancestral home, 
from your birthplace, from your parents’ home, to the land I will 
show you. And there I will make of you a great nation” (Genesis 
12:1–2). There is purpose for this migration, the hope of some-
thing better not only for Abraham and Sarah but also for their 
descendants, for all the generations that will follow. Yet there is 
also conflict and loss that come with the difficulties of settling in 
a foreign land. It is remarkable that at the very core of the Jew-
ish narrative is leaving one’s whole life behind to ensure a better 
future for one’s family. This story is at the core of Jewish identity, 
as wandering and the search for home explain much of the story 
of the Jewish people. This narrative, along with the Exodus, can 
offer a sense of empathy for the wanderer.



Judaism and Immigration Policy  17

Given the memories of Abraham and Sarah, of the Exodus, 
later exile, wandering, and expulsions, how can we understand 
the divine call for genocide, which also appears in these stories, 
or in any way imagine its application today? As we learn from 
evolutionary biology, kinship and shared culture are the natural 
ways communities establish an identity, who belongs and who 
does not (Haidt 2012: ch. 9). This insight perhaps helps us un-
derstand what underpins the biblical command to utterly wipe 
out all those foreign elements who would live within the bounda-
ries of the Land of Israel (Tigay). Among the shared attributes of 
identity is a sense of what is pure (i.e., holy) and what is profane. 
People of other cultures, of other beliefs, could pollute the land 
and its Israelite, God-fearing inhabitants. The mere presence of an 
alternative to the purity of Israelite faith and culture is a threat, 
a refutation of the universal truth of God in the covenant with 
Israel. To maintain the purity of the faithful demands the eradica-
tion of the cultural foreigner, the blasphemous “other,” from the 
midst of the nation (Milgrom 1991: 43).

The command to eradicate the impure occupants of the Land 
of Israel once it is conquered is found in the Torah. Its implemen-
tation in the Book of Joshua describes how this heir of Moses 
proceeds to vanquish all the inhabitants of the land:

For it was the Lord himself who hardened their hearts to wage 
war against Israel, so that he might destroy them totally, ex-
terminating them without mercy, as the Lord had commanded 
Moses.  .  .  . So Joshua took the entire land, just as the Lord 
had directed Moses, and he gave it as an inheritance to Israel 
according to their tribal divisions.

(Joshua 11: 20–23)

This biblical view is that the Canaanite inhabitants had no right 
to the land and were judged by God to be worthy of death to 
purify the uncleanness of the land promised by God to the true 
owner, Israel. Foreigners, with their heretical influence, were 
banned from the land Israel occupied. In the ongoing conflict 
in Israel today, there is no shortage of voices who cite this un-
derstanding of the Bible to justify expelling those who are not 
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Jewish, the “other” who threatens Jewish supremacy in the land 
God promised.

The ideological precursor that justifies the conquest can be found 
in Numbers 25:7 when a prince of Israel, during the wandering from 
Egypt, flagrantly has sex with a Midianite (non-Israelite) woman at 
the entry to the sacred sanctuary. The sin is not just public sex but 
the contamination, the impurity, that dangerously seduces Israelites. 
The couple are speared to death as blasphemers, but the zealot priest 
Pinchas, who murders them, is honored by God with a covenant 
of peace. The medieval commentator Rashi even added, if a man 
“commits harlotry with an Aramean woman, zealous people have 
the right to strike him down” (Rashi). The danger of spiritual dilu-
tion, of damaging the covenant between God and Israel, is always 
present anywhere in the world. But the obligation to keep the Land 
of Israel, the sacred land bequeathed by God to Israel to be a holy 
people, a kingdom of priests, is paramount. Allowing non-Israelites a 
presence in the Holy Land could cause God to abandon the Israelites 
and flee the foreign-inspired contamination of a polluted temple.

Yet, as the biblical story unfolds, once the Israelites settle in the 
Land of Israel, many non-Israelite tribes remain, often under Israel-
ite rule. They become military officers for King David and builders 
for King Solomon. They marry Israelites, as did Ruth the Moabite, 
who becomes the ancestor of David and Solomon. Moreover, we 
know from the Book of Ruth that non-Israelites are included in 
the laws that require leaving the crop-producing edges of the field 
and all produce that falls to the ground to the poor as commanded 
in Deuteronomy. The moral imperative to care for the stranger is 
clear and will be written into law by rabbis over the millennia.

That said, the mandate to maintain Israelite, hence Jewish, pu-
rity in the consecrated Land of Israel is not merely an ancient 
command. These biblical exhortations of purity translate into law 
in the State of Israel. For example, in Israel, a Jew cannot legally 
marry a non-Jew. Likewise, on 10 March 2022, to limit the dan-
gers of Jewish diminution in the Holy Land, Israel’s parliament 
passed a law denying naturalization to Palestinians from the oc-
cupied West Bank or Gaza married to Israeli Palestinian citizens, 
forcing thousands of Palestinian families to either emigrate or live 
apart. Thus, what the tradition sees as polluting the purity of the 
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covenanted Land of Israel is applied to contemporary secular, al-
beit religiously influenced, policy.

Jewish debates over who can live in the Land of Israel, who 
can become a citizen, and whose presence is proscribed continue 
long after the Jewish Bible is completed. Deep into medieval 
times, scholars disagreed over how Jews should engage non-Jews 
whether in Israel or abroad. The eleventh-century scholar Mai-
monides is considered the greatest rabbinic thinker of the medie-
val period, born in Spain, who became a physician to the vizier of 
Egypt. Considered a moderate exponent of Jewish law, his views 
on Gentiles are complicated. In the Mishnah Torah, his masterful 
compendium of Jewish law, he writes (Sefer Nezikim, Chapter 4):

With regard to a gentile idolater with whom we are not at war, 
a shepherd of small livestock, and the like, by contrast, we 
should not try to cause their deaths. It is, however, forbidden 
to save their lives if their lives are threatened. For example, if 
such a person fell into the sea, one should not rescue him. Le-
viticus 19:16 states: “Do not stand idly by while your brother’s 
blood is at stake.” This does not apply with regard to such 
individuals, because they are not “your brothers.”

The great thirteenth-century scholar Ramban, also known as 
Nachmanides, was the medieval spokesperson for the sanctity of 
the Land of Israel. In response to the scriptural claim that the 
whole world belongs to God, he explained that Israel is the nub of 
the world, the Holy One’s private estate, bequeathed only to the 
people who proclaim the unity of God’s name, God’s darling seed, 
the Jewish people (Newman 1968: 21). The commandment con-
cerning Israel, he explained, is twofold: conquest and occupation.

This read of the tradition can be heard with even more clarity 
in the words of later rabbis who lived under Christian rule in Eu-
rope. Some scholars claimed that any good deeds performed by 
Gentiles are done for ulterior motives and cannot possibly reflect 
essential goodness. Therefore, strangers who are not authentically 
Jewish are only a source of pollution for the Jewish people and 
the Holy Land of Israel (Bendarsh 2019). Jewish identity is highly 
communitarian, with bonds that define membership and resist 
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inclusion into the community. Unlike many other faiths, Judaism 
has been almost exclusively non-proselytizing, valuing tribal ties 
over expansion. No doubt this theological stance has impacted 
how best to sustain the purity of God’s people, limiting who could 
reside in the sacred Land of Israel (Elcott 2021: 139–40).

Yet these voices of exclusion are not the only voices, either in 
the past or in the present. The biblical view of the ger (the stranger 
who is resident in the Land of Israel) made clear that, since there 
is no such thing as conversion in the Bible for a resident stran-
ger, “the ger is completely equivalent to the Israelite in civil law” 
(Milgrom 1991: 1417). The sages of the Talmud were aware that 
migration is to be expected when people suffer: “One who has 
not made good in one place and fails to move and try his luck in 
some other place has only oneself to complain about” (Babylonian 
Talmud, Bava Metzia 75b). One need not continue to reside in a 
land where there is no relief from suffering, whether from violence 
or from poverty. In the Mishnah, rabbinic conversations compiled 
over a few hundred years and codified in the third century in the 
Land of Israel, the rabbis who authored this compilation brought 
alive and expanded the biblical commandments of Deuteronomy 
that protect the non-Israelite. They demanded that Jews care 
for the stranger, providing food, clothing, shelter, and even bury-
ing the Gentile (including pagan) dead (aware that burial is often 
a sacramental and selfless act):

The poor of the heathens are not prevented from gathering the 
left over and forgotten sheaves of grain as well as the corners 
of the field – all this in the interest of peace. Our rabbis have 
taught: We support the poor of the heathen along with 
the poor of Israel, we visit the sick of the heathen along with the 
sick of Israel and bury the poor of the heathen along with the 
poor of Israel, in the interests of peace.

(Babylonian Talmud, Gittin 61a)

Maimonides reiterated this Talmudic command of caring for the 
stranger in seeming contradiction to his statement cited above. He 
states that caring for the stranger – feeding, healing, and burying the 
heathen – is a supernal ethical command because it must be done “for 
the sake of peace” (Maimonides, M. Hilchot Matanot Aniyim, 7:7).
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The same Nachmanides who seemed to call for the eradication 
of Gentiles commented compassionately on the commandment in 
Exodus 22:20 to care for the stranger:

In my opinion, [God] is saying, do not oppress a stranger or 
wrong him [by] thinking that there is no one to save him from 
your hand, because you know that you were strangers in the 
Land of Egypt. But I saw the oppression that the Egyptians put 
to you and I brought vengeance upon them because I see the 
tears of the oppressed who have no comforter while the hand 
of the oppressors has power. . . . You know that every stranger 
is disheartened and sighs and cries out, with eyes directed to-
ward God. And God will have mercy on [the stranger] just as 
God had mercy on you.

The narrative tradition also provides strong support for the 
obligation of Jews to welcome the stranger even beyond the 
Mishnah’s command to care for the poor. As one contemporary 
rabbinic commentator notes:

Jewish tradition reminds us not to become like the land of So-
dom, the paradigmatic evil society described in the Book of Gen-
esis, which is said to have been cruel to strangers in its midst. 
“They issued a proclamation in Sodom saying, ‘Everyone who 
strengthens the hand of the poor and the needy and the stran-
ger with a loaf of bread shall be burnt by fire’” (Pirke D’Rebbe 
Eliezer). The foremost crime of Sodom was that they did not 
sustain the needs of the stranger passing through their lands.

(Yanklowitz n.d.)

Israel Addresses Who Is Authentic

This debate over the place of Gentiles within the Jewish sphere 
spans millennia. It is summarized well by a contemporary Israeli 
rabbi:

We have seen two very different conceptions of the difference 
between Jews and gentiles. The Sefer HaKuzari and the (Has-
sidic) Tanya see an essential difference between Jew and gentile, 
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expressed as qualitative superiority by the Kuzari and as the 
contrast between good and evil by the Tanya. The Rambam, 
whose view resonates with contemporary sensibilities, under-
stood that all human beings are essentially alike and that the 
exalted nature of the Jewish soul results from the educational 
influence of Torah and mitzvot. This dispute affects the way 
we view and relate to gentiles, converts, and renegade Jews. 
We concluded with Rav Kook’s observation that even if we 
take the perspective of essential Jewish superiority, the conclu-
sion should not be that the gentiles exist only to serve the Jews, 
but rather that the Jews were chosen in order to bring Godli-
ness and spirituality to the entire human race.

(Bendarsh 2019)

With the establishment of the State of Israel, the theoretical and 
homiletic statements of powerless rabbis living under Christian 
or Muslim rule shifted dramatically. Now, rabbis were empow-
ered to render decisions that would have a direct impact on the 
laws and policies of the nation. Here, we see how ancient and 
medieval texts could be used to shape Jewish views on the place 
of non-Jews in the State of Israel. The Declaration of Independ-
ence of the State of Israel (which we will cite in the Case Study 
chapter) states unequivocally that Israel is open to all peoples and 
ensures core civil rights and freedoms. It was endorsed by the en-
tire assembly including Orthodox Jews and rabbis. That promise 
remains, even though the reality is more complex.

On one side, you can hear the panic over identity, over the pu-
rity of the Jewish people. For example, Rabbi Yitzhak Yosef, the 
Sephardic Chief Rabbi of Israel, in a 2016 homily, explained the 
concession that allows non-Jews to live in Israel. He claimed that 
if only the Messiah had arrived, Jews would have had the power 
to expel them all, exactly as God commanded. Instead, Gentiles 
who accept the Noahide laws – a basic moral code that includes 
prohibitions on denying the existence of God, blasphemy, mur-
der, illicit sexual relations, theft, and eating from a live animal, 
as well as a requirement to instate a legal system – could remain 
solely because they would fulfill roles reserved for Gentiles in the 
service of Jews (Times of Israel 2016).
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To be clear, this is not Israeli law but the pronouncements of the 
Chief Rabbi who is a government official. But, given the influence of 
the Chief Rabbi, one cannot dismiss such views as fringe statements.

These views do not reflect the position of many Jews in Israel, 
perhaps even the majority, who abhor what they see as racist 
views imposed by some rabbis and government officials. As Israeli 
leader Tomer Persico explains:

More than posing a threat, violent at times, to the lives and 
ways of life of other Jews in Israel, these fundamentalist Jewish 
groups twist the Jewish tradition into an abominable chimera, 
mixing biblical literalism, ethno-nationalism, and theological 
obsessions similar to those of American evangelical Christians, 
morphing Judaism into a toxic creed that is unrecognizable 
and unapproachable by the vast majority of living Jews.

He then adds:

As such, they pose a threat not only to the future of Israel as a 
democracy, but also to the character and moral stature of Ju-
daism itself. For these groups to become the face of Judaism in 
Israel, or even one of its dominant expressions, would be a his-
torically consequential event with devastating repercussions.

(Persico 2024)

That said, as we shall see in the Case Study chapter, the view 
that non-Jews are a danger to the purity of Israel perhaps reflects 
the dominant view of the governing leaders of the State of Israel 
even as the opposition to this government streams into the streets 
in protest (Pfeffer 2022).

Policies of exclusion may not be the last word, as Jewish tradi-
tion is used to critique those calling for the expulsion of non-Jews. 
A clear statement about Israeli policy came from Maj. Gen. Ye-
huda Fuchs, the outgoing chief of Israel’s Central Command, 
which is responsible for the country’s military forces in the West 
Bank. He decries the extremist minority of violent settlers who 
sow fear among Palestinians, forcing them to flee their homes. 
“I took seriously every stone and bottle that was thrown, and 



24  On the Significance of Religion in Immigration Policy

I saw myself responsible for every person injured in body or soul. 
Sometimes I failed. I will carry the price of their blood with me 
forever.” In describing the attempts to force Palestinians off the 
land, he added, “That, to me, is not Judaism,” he said. “At least 
not what I was raised on in my father’s and mother’s home. That 
is not the way of the Torah” (Harel 2024).

Jews in the Diaspora

For the many centuries during which the Jews lived in the dias-
pora, they were in no position to determine state policy even if, 
on a personal level, Jews cared for non-Jews. Instead, Jews often 
were the chattel of the ruler and depended on protection and sup-
port. Powerless to effect change, rabbis and other Jewish leaders 
did not address issues outside their own community. Where there 
was interaction with outsiders, Jews were well aware of their vul-
nerability. In these circumstances, maintaining a policy that did 
not restrict caring solely to Jews was both religiously sanctioned 
and politically wise.

As Jews were integrated into European and North American 
societies, they were no longer isolated. Jews were members of a 
faith community and maintained the identity of peoplehood. Yet 
they also became citizens and patriots of a particular nation. Jew-
ish interaction with others and a sense of shared destiny as citi-
zens of the nation fostered ever more engagement. This complex 
identity offered a new perspective on engaging the “other” as a 
fellow citizen.

As a minority member of the nation, supporting human and 
civil rights was certainly a means of self-preservation. As with 
other faiths that experienced the Enlightenment and modernity, 
caring for the “other” soon became ingrained in Jewish values. 
In 1776, Hayim Solomon helped to underwrite the American 
Revolution in the name of the new notion of citizen democracy. 
Following the French Revolution, in response to Napoleon’s re-
quest for clarification as to Jewish commitment to revolution-
ary France, Jewish notables proudly proclaimed their fealty to 
France, describing how French Jewish soldiers proudly fought and 
killed British Jewish soldiers in the name of the French Republic 
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(Elcott). As Jews were gradually allowed to become citizens, they 
often also became passionate defenders of their country and fel-
low citizens.

A most intriguing debate takes place in the diaspora over 
whether a Jewish doctor can break the Sabbath by driving to or 
working in a hospital to save a non-Jew. The acclaimed Halakhic 
rigorously Orthodox jurist Rabbi Moshe Feinstein (1895–1986) 
stated that “A refusal to treat a non-Jew on the Sabbath would 
be totally unacceptable” (Feinstein 1959). This could be seen as 
a halakhic legal mandate by one of the most important Jewish 
jurists. Yes, one could also read this as a concession to living in 
an overwhelmingly non-Jewish society, making a refusal to care 
for a non-Jew socially unacceptable. Yet there is no question that 
he also grounded his decision in the value of human life and that 
his non-Jewish neighbors must be cared for. In the language of 
both Jewish law and the prophetic tradition, “all human beings 
are created in God’s image,” the words taken directly from the 
first chapter of Genesis. Feinstein is following the Rabbinic tradi-
tion (Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5) that each human life is precious, 
unique, and worthy. The implication is clear. We can see in this a 
pragmatic and spiritual merger; what is right to do also protects 
the vulnerable people in society.

In the modern period, Jewish values of doing what is just and 
right challenge legal Halakhic decisions. “The Mishnah Berurah” 
of Israel Meir Kagan (1838–1933), known as the Hafetz Hayyim, 
opposed the behavior of Jewish doctors who did not distinguish 
between Jews and non-Jews. He failed to convince and ended up 
complaining that “even the most religious do not take any heed 
whatsoever of this law, for they work on the Sabbath and travel 
significant distances to treat a non-Jew, and they grind medicine 
with their own hands” (Orekh Hayyim 330). Jewish law (behav-
ioral norms) was overridden by what the community perceived 
as higher spiritual values, at least in the diaspora where Rabbi 
Kagan lived.

The tension between a setting where a Jewish majority controls 
society and the law and one where Jews must adjust to being a 
scrutinized minority and part of a shared national culture is obvi-
ous. Jews hoping to live in harmony in a society with neighbors, 
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friends, and family who are not Jewish have a very different view 
of obligation and responsibility to non-Jews than those living in 
an exclusive Jewish state or community.

Today, Jews are coworkers and neighbors of people of differ-
ent faiths and ethnicities. Jews have become presidents and prime 
ministers of nations in which they are a minority. They are re-
searchers and advocates of policies that may have nothing to do 
directly with Judaism or the fate of Jews. Jewish identity in the 
contemporary period of nation-states in which Jews are a reli-
gious and ethnic minority is, therefore, much more complex with 
values and norms adapting to an integrated world.

In the contemporary period, caring for their fellow non-Jewish 
citizens has become a virtue, an act of civic engagement, of deeply 
Jewish meaning as well as pragmatic self-preservation. Caring 
for the stranger, for the suffering of others, has been invoked as 
part of the diaspora Jewish commitment to partner with God in 
Tikkun Olam, an obligation to repair a broken, suffering world 
(Elcott). This can be read in the mission and vision statements 
of synagogues, rabbinic associations, and Jewish organizations, 
such as the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS) or the Ameri-
can Jewish World Service, the Religious Action Center, and the 
National Association of Jewish Women, who live out this com-
mitment to be God’s partner in healing those who are suffering 
and repairing the inequities of the modern world. It is seen in the 
surveys of Jews in the United States who value social justice and 
ethical living, along with remembering the Holocaust, as the high-
est Jewish virtues (Pew Research Center 2020).

Immigration, Jewish Purity, and Jewish Caring 
for the Stranger

In the twenty-first century, as the Introduction states, immigra-
tion has become a more pressing international issue. War, climate 
change, hunger, and economic collapse have sent over 120 million 
people from their homes. Jewish values, whether a demand for 
purity in the Land of Israel or determining policy based on the 
Jewish diaspora refugee experience, must speak to the challenge 
of immigration.
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To be serious actors effecting policy is new to Judaism, a prod-
uct of only the last few hundred years. In the past, Jewish law 
obligated its adherents to redeem the captive if the person cap-
tured was Jewish (Talmud Baba Batra 8:3). There was no law 
or principle to redeem refugees who were not Jews and no real 
opportunity to engage. Radical change in the place of Jews in the 
world offers new theological terrain. In the case of immigration, 
Jewish attitudes concerning asylum for non-Jewish refugees flee-
ing oppression have come into focus for reasons beyond their new 
roles as patriotic citizens and government officials.

World War II and the destruction of European Jewry have be-
come a central and commanding memory for Jews. Opposition to 
immigration for Jews fleeing the Nazi terror focused specifically 
on the danger of adding Jews to America. When Congress de-
bated a bill in 1939 to bring 20,000 Jewish children from Europe 
to America, opposition was fierce. For example, Francis Kinnicutt 
of Fair Hills, New Jersey, president of the Allied Patriotic Soci-
ety, which included societies like the Sons of the Revolution and 
Daughters of the Revolution, testified, “If the bill were enacted 
into law, the additional immigration permitted by it would be 
for the most part of the Jewish race.” (Israel 2023) The bill ul-
timately failed to add any children beyond the existing limited 
quotas. Millions died, unable to find sanctuary. Beyond biblical 
or rabbinic texts, the painful experiences of Jews in the diaspora 
are ingrained in memory. History speaks powerfully. Reference to 
the failure to allow asylum to Jews facing genocide remains at the 
core of Jewish political support in the United States for compre-
hensive immigration reform.

The Jewish community in the United States, the largest dias-
pora Jewish community with thousands of synagogues, social 
justice organizations, scholars, and rabbis, has an important per-
spective on the immigration debate. Because the memory of rejec-
tion that led to the loss of millions of European Jews looms large, 
the mandate to care for your neighbor has expanded to include 
not only the circle of fellow citizens but also others who may be 
endangered around the world as Jews were endangered in World 
War II. For the majority of Jews in the United States, the iconic 
phrase “Never Again” is applied to mean that no people, no 
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human beings, should suffer isolation and abandonment as Jews 
did during the Holocaust. Add to this strong American Jewish 
commitment to Tikkun Olam, that Jews must partner with God 
in repairing the world, and you see the emergence of a uniquely 
modern Jewish theology of engagement in the world.

The Jewish immigrants that ultimately came to these shores 
adopted core American values and civic responsibilities. For a few, 
this meant adopting the resentments of some segments of America 
against immigrants. Yet these voices reflect a very limited minority. 
The memory of past wanderings and oppression and the activist 
role of citizens apply this emergent contemporary theology to wel-
come the stranger as part of the American Jewish effort to repair 
the world. As Rabbi Stephanie Crawley explains when voicing 
support for positive and welcoming immigration reform:

Often when we hear from religious leaders in America, we 
hear things to the right. It’s important to give a message from 
where I sit, which I see as the Jewish moral voice and the voice 
of Torah. Unless our leaders hear from what we believe is a 
Jewish and theological underpinning of what our ethics and 
morals are, we will always lose the religious voice to other 
religions and more conservative voices.

(Samuel 2024)

As we have shown, Jewish theological thinking evolved in the 
diaspora in its engagement with the world. Supporting a positive 
and welcoming immigration policy is rooted in core values based 
on scripture and history as well as a pragmatic stance to be good 
citizens. It speaks powerfully to the overwhelming majority of 
American Jews. Every Passover, Jews read from the Haggadah, the 
text central to the Jewish story: “In every generation, each person 
is required to see themselves as if they personally left Egypt.” This 
verse is cited often as the source of Jewish support for immigra-
tion reform and the acceptance of asylum seekers and refugees. 
Thus, the Jewish identity of American Jews that derives from a 
shared historical experience as immigrants fueled by ancient reli-
gious texts, norms, and values unites the overwhelming majority 
of American Jews to support a generous immigration reform.
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Several disputed questions in Christianity converge on immigra-
tion policy: the relationship between church and state, the use of 
political power, one’s relative duty to family versus to all human-
ity, and how the Bible can be interpreted for present-day ethical 
concerns. Rather than present a top-down theological argument 
that would fail to speak on behalf of all Christians, this chapter 
begins with what all Christians hold in common before present-
ing the diverse Christian attitudes to immigration along with the 
theological arguments that support them. Even then, it is out of 
scope to encompass all forms of global Christianity. It will discuss 
two in particular: (1) Christianity in Europe, with a special focus 
on the history of Catholic immigration policy up to the present 
day, and (2) Evangelicalism in America, with a special focus on 
how the Bible has been invoked in immigration debates. It will 
also have a brief note on the Orthodox Church.

This chapter builds on the two understandings of religion given 
in the Introduction: (1) communal identity and (2) commitment 
to beliefs/practices. These are not mutually exclusive categories: 
people can understand their faith in both ways. The argument 
of this chapter is twofold. First, it contends that where Chris-
tianity is understood primarily as a national identity, immigra-
tion policies tend to be hostile to foreigners from other religious 
traditions. Such hostility is due to attempts to preserve as much 
overlap as possible between religious affiliation and national iden-
tity. Second, this chapter argues that those who understand their 
Christianity primarily as a commitment to a set of beliefs and 
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practices tend to see in Christian teaching an injunction to wel-
come and protect the stranger and have acted on that teaching in 
numerous ways.

Exceptions abound. As we shall see, theological arguments for 
border restriction have been made by people deeply committed 
to the tenets and practices of their faith. Yet, even in these cases, 
this chapter suggests that such arguments are rooted in a concep-
tion of Christianity that is intertwined with national or European 
identity.

As the Introduction also notes, it would be simplistic to blame 
or praise a religion for everything its members do. Much of what 
Christians do is simply because they are human: eating, sleep-
ing, being anxious about the future, seeking comfort and security, 
protecting their own, and fearing the other. It may be that in some 
cases, the true cause of pro- or anti-immigration sentiments is 
a more primordial impulse to which Christianity only provides 
superficial clothing. This chapter does not attempt to judge; it 
presents the arguments Christians make for their positions, leav-
ing an assessment of their authenticity to the reader.

Basic Christian Principles

Christians have argued for a wide range of immigration policies, 
from radical exclusiveness to open borders. Yet, amidst this diver-
sity of views, the following five principles remain constant across 
all Christian traditions.

First, Christianity teaches that all human beings are made in 
God’s image, regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, nationality, po-
litical or religious affiliation, beliefs, or history (Genesis 1:27). 
Nothing that a human being does can destroy this stamp of the 
divine in them. The meaning of imago Dei has been interpreted in 
many ways (see Peppiatt 2022), but a common thread that runs 
throughout is that it endows every human individual with a dig-
nity that exceeds plants, animals, and inanimate objects. Simply 
by being a human being they warrant respect and recognition. 
In early modernity some Dominican friars built on the doctrine 
of imago Dei to develop the discourse of universal human rights 
(Hollenbach, SJ 2019).
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Second, Christianity commands compassion for, and solidarity 
with, the poor and marginalized of all kinds – mentally or physi-
cally disabled, oppressed, discriminated against, elderly, homeless, 
unborn, or any other kind of disadvantage, including migrants and 
especially forced migrants. This solidarity should take the form of 
practical support and provision, as well as political action toward 
a just society. It is unconditional, meaning it does not ask the ques-
tion of whether or not people “deserve” it – rather, it is based on 
the abovementioned imago Dei. The list of Bible passages on this 
topic would be too long to give. In the twentieth century, it was 
given the appellation “God’s preferential option for the poor” by 
the influential Liberation Theology movement.

Third, Christianity teaches that the Christian’s citizenship is 
in heaven and any earthly citizenship is subordinate to it (Phi-
lippians 3:20). This has several consequences, two of which are 
relevant here. First, it means that a Christian’s primary loyalty 
is to God above any earthly government or authority. Second, 
it means that Christians are not to see themselves as ultimately 
belonging to any earthly nationality, ethnicity, or people group. 
Such belonging is secondary to membership in the church.

Fourth, Christianity commands submission to earthly rulers and 
authorities except where such submission would explicitly violate 
their duty to God (Romans 13 – this will be discussed in more depth 
below). Christians are not to willfully ignore their nation’s laws 
or undermine national stability simply out of personal preference 
or whim. Only in extreme circumstances, such as those brought 
about by the Nazi regime in the twentieth century, are Christians 
permitted – even required – to engage in civil disobedience.

Fifth and finally, the vast majority of Christians hold to some 
version of the ordo amoris (“order of loves”), according to which 
an individual’s duty to their immediate family is greater than their 
duty to all of humanity. This view normally envisions responsibil-
ity in concentric circles, with one’s closest kin in the center and a 
stranger on the other side of the world at the periphery. This fifth 
principle was the focus of a prominent debate on X (née Twitter), 
between US Vice President J.D. Vance and political commenta-
tor Rory Stewart, regarding the US government’s actions under 
the 2025 Trump administration. A brief synopsis of these events 
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and arguments will be treated in the final chapter of this book. 
Here, we shall outline the principle as it appears in its original 
sources, St. Augustine of Hippo and St. Thomas Aquinas. Augus-
tine writes:

All men are to be loved equally. But since you cannot do good 
to all, you are to pay special regard to those who, by the ac-
cidents of time, or place, or circumstance, are brought into 
closer connection with you.

(Augustine of Hippo 1887: I.28)

This “closer connection” need not be understood only as refer-
ring to kinship, ethnicity, or citizenship but can mean someone 
in need who is geographically close. In other words, I  have a 
greater responsibility to those in need who are in my neigh-
borhood, whether family members or foreigners, than to those 
far away.

Aquinas seeks to remove ambiguity by formalizing the princi-
ple more precisely. He writes:

We ought in preference to bestow on each one such benefits 
as pertain to the matter in which, speaking simply, he is most 
closely connected with us. And yet this may vary according 
to the various requirements of time, place, or matter in hand: 
because in certain cases one ought, for instance, to succor a 
stranger, in extreme necessity, rather than one’s own father, if 
he is not in such urgent need.

The case may occur, however, that one ought rather to in-
vite strangers, on account of their greater want. For it must be 
understood that, other things being equal, one ought to succor 
those rather who are most closely connected with us. And if of 
two, one be more closely connected, and the other in greater 
want, it is not possible to decide, by any general rule, which 
of them we ought to help rather than the other, since there are 
various degrees of want as well as of connection: and the mat-
ter requires the judgment of a prudent man.

(Aquinas 1911: Summa Theologiae  
II-II.Q31.A3.C&Rep1)
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The founders of the ordo amoris tradition are therefore clear that 
this principle ought not to serve as an excuse to ignore disadvan-
taged strangers on the basis of their lower priority compared to 
family members.

These five principles can be seen to varying degrees across all 
forms and types of Christianity. They represent the foundations 
upon which any Christian immigration policy is built. Yet, as we 
shall see, they are interpreted and weighed differently, not only by 
each Christian tradition but also within each tradition as conflict-
ing forces seek to determine how they apply to the contemporary 
scene. Let us begin by surveying these conflicts in the continent 
that has traditionally been called “Christian” and which, in the 
views of many, remains so.

Christians in Europe: Past and Present

Setting the Scene: Demographic Trends

“European values” have been invoked both to support refugees 
and migrants and to attack them.

(Goździak & Main 2020: 3)

The Europe of today presents us with a complex mix of Chris-
tian attitudes to immigration. Throughout the continent, populist 
politicians have appealed to the preservation of “European val-
ues” or “Christian values” (these are seen as the same thing) as a 
reason to keep Muslims out, drawing on a centuries-long history 
of conflict between Christianity and Islam around European terri-
tories. At the same time, many church leaders have spoken out in 
favor of immigrant welcome and criticized the harsh treatment of 
immigrants by their government. The layperson finds himself/her-
self caught between voices on the right and the left, both claiming 
to speak on behalf of Christian Europe.

What follows is not a comprehensive survey of Christian views in 
Europe. It is better seen as a series of vignettes that show the diver-
sity of ways Christianity is being invoked, both in support of immi-
grant welcome and as a reason to restrict borders. A more detailed 
analysis of Germany and Hungary will be done in a later chapter.
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Poland and the Czech Republic

The hostility toward Muslim immigrants among Polish Catholics 
offers a sharp contrast to the warm welcome of Muslims by Czech 
Catholics. This supports the notion that attitudes to immigration 
become increasingly negative as religious identity becomes tied to 
national identity, while the more people take seriously the doctri-
nal and ethical elements of Christianity, the more likely they are 
to be welcoming to strangers.

Poland has the reputation of being one of the most religious na-
tions in Europe and one of the most hostile to immigration. How-
ever, both of these perceptions need qualification. While 86% of 
the Polish population are Catholic, only 28% attend weekly mass 
(Coppen 2023). In short, “The majority of Poles seem to declare 
their affiliation to the Church but do not participate in its rituals” 
(Wilczyńska & Wilczyński 2020: 92–3).

Nor is Poland against all kinds of immigration but only im-
migration from Muslim-majority countries. The Polish govern-
ment has welcomed huge numbers of Ukrainian refugees. This is 
because, as Goździak and Suter (2020: 288) point out, “Ukrain-
ians are perceived by the Polish government as culturally close to 
Poles and therefore easier to integrate.” The hostility to Muslim 
refugees cannot be on the basis of their racial or ethnic identity 
since Poland has been negotiating a bilateral agreement with the 
Philippines to accept thousands of Filipino workers to fill a gap 
in their labor population. Since “80% of Filipinos are Catholic” 
(Mazurczak 2018), it seems clear that Poland’s readiness to wel-
come Filipinos is, as with Ukrainians, due to their shared Chris-
tian identity. No matter your language or skin color, if you are 
Christian, then you are welcome in Poland. If you are Muslim, 
then you are not welcome.

Polish politicians give two reasons for keeping Muslims out. 
The first is security. Muslims are perceived as a dangerous threat, 
liable to be radicalized and become terrorists. In 2016, following 
the influx of Syrian refugees into Europe, the prime minister an-
nounced that “Poland would not accept any refugees under the 
plan. Explaining this decision, the government spokesman Rafal 
Bochenek pointed to the security of the member state citizens” 
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(Krotofil  & Motak 2018: 63). In a famous TV interview, Pol-
ish MP Dominik Tarczynski said that while Poland had accepted 
two million “peaceful Ukrainians,” it would “not receive even 
one Muslim.” He went on to justify this by saying, “this is why 
Poland is so safe. This is the reason why we have not even one 
terrorist attack” (In Context 2022). In the same interview, he re-
ferred to “Muslim illegal immigrants,” appearing to conflate all 
three categories – refugee, Muslim, and illegal immigrant – as if 
they were the same thing. Although Tarczynski has insisted that 
Poland’s stance has “nothing to do with religion. It has nothing 
to do with Islamophobia. It’s all about safety” (The Newsmak-
ers 2019); when one interviewer responded, “not all Muslims are 
terrorists,” he replied (correcting himself halfway through the 
sentence) “but all terrorists – most terrorists are Muslims” (Al 
Jazeera 2019: 8:18).

The second reason given for keeping Muslims out of Poland is 
to preserve Christian culture and cultural homogeneity. For ex-
ample, Tarczynski says that “for me, multicultural society – it’s 
not a value” (Al Jazeera 2019: 5:42). Instead, “Christian culture, 
Roman law, Greek philosophers, these are the virtues for us” (Al 
Jazeera 2019: 6:04). He did not provide any concrete examples 
of what virtues are espoused by “Christian culture” and whether 
welcoming of strangers, especially those forced to flee their 
homes, might be among them. Nor did he seem aware that Greek 
philosophers are a shared heritage of Christianity and Islam, and 
Christianity discovered Aristotle from Islamic scholars in the 
Middle Ages. In other words, he showed a remarkable absence of 
theological and historical knowledge despite basing his position 
on the differences between Christianity and Islam.

However, the politicians’ lack of theological acuity is not cor-
rected by those with greater theological training. The majority 
of Polish priests and bishops have supported their government’s 
anti-refugee stance. Since 2015, “Church leaders, as well as ordi-
nary members of the Catholic Church in Poland, began using the 
figure of a Muslim pretending to be a refugee as a synonym of 
a threat to the Catholic identity of the country” (Wilczyńska & 
Wilczyński 2020: 96). A  minority of clergy have spoken out 
against this trend and instead stood alongside Pope Francis in 
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calling for greater welcome of refugees, but their voices were 
drowned out by the majority.

Yet, in the Czech Republic, Catholics have a more positive 
attitude toward Muslim immigrants. To explain this striking 
difference, Bell and Strabac (2020) point to the different role Ca-
tholicism plays in both countries. In Poland, religious identity 
is tightly bound up with national identity and has been for dec-
ades, to the point where it is commonly understood that “to be a 
Pole means to be a Catholic” (Krotofil & Motak 2018: 75). Two 
recent surveys have revealed that “64% of Poles indicated that 
religion is a key component of national identity” and “54% of 
respondents agreed that Polish identity is defined by being Ro-
man Catholic” (Górak-Sosnowska & Pachocka 2019: 228). Poles 
interviewed by Jaskulowski (2019: 60) said that

Catholicism is so intertwined with Polish culture that it has 
also stamped its mark on non-believers. [Interviewees] also 
pointed to a common system of values; however, they either 
did not specify these values in detail or merely referred to 
vague stereotypes such as the love of freedom.

So if we ask why Catholicism is so important in Poland, the 
answer for many seems to have little to do with Catholic theology 
or practice, but that Catholic identity is a marker of Polishness. 
This is a very clear example of religious identity being absorbed 
into national identity to the point where religion’s only purpose is 
to contribute to national identity.

For Czech Catholics, by contrast, their faith is a commitment 
to a set of beliefs and a way of life, which is unequivocally com-
passionate and welcoming. Bell and Strabac summarize:

To understand the role of religion in terms of ethnic prejudice 
one needs to understand what it is that motivates individuals 
to be religious. Belonging to a religion because it gives comfort 
and power indicates that it creates a feeling of being a member 
of an in-group. . . . But if an individual belongs to a religion 
because of the values of the religion, that individual will more 
likely be less prejudiced and a more tolerant person. . . . The 
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Catholic faith is very much linked to the Polish identity, while 
in the Czech Republic a mere 10 per cent of the population 
regard themselves as Catholic and the remainder are primarily 
secular. This makes it less likely for a person to be a member of 
the Catholic church because of wanting to belong to a national 
in-group, in contrast to the case in Poland. Thus, we can as-
sume that the majority of the members of the Catholic church 
in the Czech Republic are members because of the ideals and 
values of the religion, and not because of nationalist motives 
as in Poland. This may be the reason why religiosity has a posi-
tive effect in the Czech Republic.

(Bell & Strabac 2020: 141)

Sweden and the United Kingdom

In Sweden and the United Kingdom, those most committed to 
their Christian faith tend to be active in support of immigrants 
and critical of their governments’ anti-immigration policies.

In Sweden, following the 2015 Syrian refugee crisis, “eight 
out of ten parishes had pastoral activities for and with asylum 
seekers and newly arrived immigrants” (Linde  & Scaramuz-
zino 2018: 122). This welcoming response was not shared by 
the Swedish government, which in 2016 put forward a proposal 
to limit the possibilities for migrants to obtain a residence per-
mit. The Swedish Christian Council, an umbrella organization 
that speaks on behalf of all Christian denominations in Sweden 
(Catholic, Orthodox, Lutheran, and Free Churches), strongly 
opposed this government proposal. In its statement, the council 
spoke of

the proposal’s discrepancy with many of [Christianity’s] fun-
damental principles, including hospitality. The commentary 
refers to Jesus’ experience of being a refugee, to the “essential 
values that we argue come from the gospel,” and the churches’ 
duty to protest against injustices and work for a better society 
for all people.

(Suter & Scaramuzzino 2020: 177–8)
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In the United Kingdom, the government has striven for dec-
ades to provide a “hostile environment” to immigrants (unless 
they are wealthy or highly skilled). However, these explicitly and 
self-avowedly hostile policies are rarely coupled with claims to 
defend the United Kingdom as a “Christian nation.” For exam-
ple, when Conservative MP Robert Jenrick combined his com-
plaints about “unprecedented migration” with an appeal to 
recover “British identity,” what is striking in comparison to other 
European nations is a complete absence of any mention of Chris-
tianity as part of that identity (Jenrick 2024).

One rare instance of the use of “Christian culture” in the United 
Kingdom is worth mentioning because of its starkly anti-religious 
origin. In April 2024, Richard Dawkins, widely considered the 
world’s most vocal atheist, caused enormous surprise when in a TV 
interview he called himself a “cultural Christian.” He explained that 
“I feel at home in the Christian ethos. I feel that we are a Christian 
country” (LBC 2024). Dawkins made these comments upon discov-
ering that “Ramadan lights, rather than Easter decorations, were 
hung on London’s Oxford Street” (Shakeshaft 2024). He went on 
to say that “insofar as Christianity can be considered a bulwark 
against Islam, I think it’s a very good thing” (LBC 2024). This is 
an astonishing appraisal from someone who has written multiple 
books attacking religion in general and Christianity in particular. It 
is thus clear that Dawkins’ sudden and unexpected warmth toward 
Christianity is entirely motivated by his negative view of Islam.

British Christians themselves do not talk in this way. Churches 
across the United Kingdom have overwhelmingly come out in sup-
port of refugees and immigrants. A huge number of faith-based 
refugee charities have launched, which provide all kinds of sup-
port from practical necessities and English classes to political 
advocacy and lobbying (Snyder 2012: 35–47). When the UK gov-
ernment instituted a “community sponsorship” program in which 
a community could sponsor the reception of a refugee, it was no-
table how “those organizations that have sponsored refugees are 
primarily faith-based (Christian) or part of the Refugees Welcome 
movement” (van Selm 2020: 195).

Similarly, the majority of Anglican bishops are critical of the 
UK government’s hostile policy. The Church of England website 
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offers guidelines and resources for parishioners on migration, em-
phasizing the need to show compassion and welcome for the for-
cibly displaced, to become educated about the terms and statistics 
so as to avoid being misled by false information, and to “pray for 
everyone to be treated in a way that is both fair and compassion-
ate” (Church of England n.d.).

Similarly, the UK’s “Rwanda Asylum Plan” evoked a strong 
reaction from Anglican leadership. In 2022, the UK government 
announced that it would begin deporting illegal immigrants and 
asylum seekers to Rwanda, hoping this would serve as a deterrent 
to prospective immigrants. The overwhelming response from the 
churches of England and Wales was to condemn the plan as inhu-
mane, a violation of human rights and dignity (Church in Wales 
n.d.; Williams n.d.). The head of the Anglican Church of Rwanda, 
however, supported the plan and said Rwanda was “ready to wel-
come people needing a home” (Today News 2022). While this may 
seem like a disagreement, it shows a unified attitude of welcome 
from Anglican leaders relative to their region of authority. There 
was nonetheless a minority voice among UK Anglican clergy, who 
took a firm view in opposition to what they perceived as the main-
stream (Biggar et al. 2022).

Italy, Germany, Austria, and France

In Italy, Germany, Austria, and France, a pattern has emerged 
that is confirmed by a number of studies. The politicians who are 
most vocal in their defense of “Christian Europe” and “Christian 
values” as a reason for hostile immigration policy are typically 
the least religiously engaged. The majority of their supporters 
never or seldom attend church services or read the Bible. Thus, 
calls to preserve “Christian culture” and “Christian values” are a 
veneer of nationalism. Devout Christians who are engaged with 
their churches, and who seek intellectual formation in Christian 
ways of thinking, tend to be more positive toward immigrants.

In Austria, there is a conflict between the Austrian Freedom 
Party’s “claims to represent and ‘defend’ the Christian heritage 
of Austria in the face of an alleged ‘Islamic invasion’” and the 
official representatives of the Catholic Church in Austria, who 
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have strongly criticized this attitude and these claims (Wodak 
2022: 214).

In Italy, anti-immigrant sentiment is strongest among those who 
self-identify as Catholic but who do not live particularly Catho-
lic lives, whereas Catholics who regularly attend mass and read 
the Bible tend to be more welcoming of immigrants. Ladini et al. 
(2021: 390) offer the following explanation of these statistics:

On the one hand, belonging to a religious community is ex-
pected to reinforce a social identity, leading to negative 
attitudes toward outgroups. On the other hand, religious com-
mitment implies adhering to religious teachings which pro-
mote altruistic values, such as the acceptance of others.

Yet Catholics in Italy who are pro-immigration tend to express 
this support apolitically, not challenging the governmental poli-
cies that deport migrants and deny them housing. Ventimiglia is 
one example of this because, due to its location, it experienced a 
large buildup of refugees unable to cross into Northern Europe. 
During the 2015 crisis, a priest in Ventimiglia turned his church 
into a shelter for migrants, and the local parish became active in 
practical support such as providing food and clothing. A great 
amount of charity and aid was given to migrants in the form of 
practical necessities but not in the form of any attempts to change 
national policy (Escarcena 2020).

In Germany, there is a conflict between two conceptions of 
what it means to be Christian: one put forward by right-wing 
populists who associate Christianity with German culture, and 
the other championed by official church representatives who 
teach a more universalist ethic (Cremer 2023: 109). In fact, 
the loudest appeals to preserving Christian culture come from 
the far-right Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) party and from 
PEGIDA (“Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamization of the 
West” in translation). Yet most members of the AfD are not prac-
ticing Christians, nor are the people who vote for them. Likewise, 
PEGIDA uses “ ‘Christendom’ as a cultural identity marker with-
out necessarily subscribing to ‘Christianity’ as a faith.” Cremer 
suggests that these parties’ use of Christianity is best understood 
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not as “a return to religiosity in German society, but rather of the 
attempt of a comparatively secular – and at times openly secular-
ist – party to employ Christianity as a secularized national iden-
tity marker against Islam” (Cremer 2023: 108).

France is similar to Germany in this regard. France’s far-right 
party, founded by Jean-Marie Le Pen as the Front National, in 
2018 renamed itself Rassemblement National (RN) under the 
leadership of Marine Le Pen. Since its inception, the party has 
been ferociously anti-immigration (Vidalon  & Fuentes 2024). 
During the 2017 election, “the fight against immigration was the 
top priority among Le Pen voters, with 92 per cent of them saying 
‘it played a determinant role in their vote’” (Cremer 2023: 129). 
In recent years, their rhetoric has become more religious: the un-
wanted “others” are Muslims, and the “we” are Catholics. Yet, 
despite the RN’s claims to defend France’s Catholic identity, they 
receive little support from practicing Catholics and overt criti-
cism from Catholic officials. In fact, according to Cremer, “high 
levels of religious practice have been one of the strongest statisti-
cal predictors against voting for the RN for decades, and church 
authorities have continuously clashed with the RN . . . on immi-
gration” (2023: 112).

The RN does nothing to hide the fact that its use of the name 
“Catholic” has nothing to do with belief and practice. The for-
mer RN general secretary, for example, said “believing or not, 
practicing or not.  .  .  . It’s who we are – a country of Christian 
tradition and culture.” Jean-Marie Le Pen’s former deputy was 
clear that Catholic teachings were of no use to him, saying that 
he was “hostile to mass immigration” but that “members of the 
clergy can criticize this in good faith, given that it’s a breach of 
the duty of Christian charity, of the universalism which is theirs, 
and of their moral obligation to welcome the stranger” (Cremer 
2023: 145). Similarly, Marine Le Pen said she was

“angry with the Church, because I think that it interferes in eve-
rything except what it should really be concerned with.” The 
pope’s call for European leaders to take in migrants and refugees 
“asks that states go against the interests of their own people.”

(Green 2017)
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As Cremer summarizes:

The RN, while a self-declared savior of la France Catholique, 
is in fact one of the most secularist parties in France. Its poli-
cies not only clash with Christian doctrine on immigration, 
Europe and societal questions, but are also indicative of an 
underlying identitarian conception of Christianity, one that 
seems more concerned with “Christendom” as a civilisational 
antidote to Islam than with Christianity as a faith.

(Cremer 2023: 154)

Yet this hostile stance toward the religious “other,” in the form of 
Islam, is arguably more continuous with Europe’s history than any 
stance that is more welcoming. We find this same hostility directed 
toward Jews in the early modern period, from both state and church 
officials. Because Europe was predominantly Catholic until the Ref-
ormation, we will now turn to survey the development of Catholic 
immigration policy from the medieval era to the present day.

Catholic Immigration Policy in Medieval and Early 
Modern Europe

Migration within Europe was commonplace and unproblematic 
before the Reformation, partly because Europe’s political struc-
ture was different from today, and the nation-state system had 
not yet developed. Immigration into Europe was also limited, so 
the question of a Christian immigration policy as such was rarely 
discussed, at least not by theologians. But immigration policy was 
nonetheless enacted, and justified, by state and church authori-
ties. The clearest example of this is in the Church’s treatment of 
the Jews, who represent the most visible “other” in the medieval 
period. For this reason, we shall focus on the treatment of Jews 
as an illustrative example. What we find is a story in which the 
Church initially stood up for the rights of Jews but then gave in 
to a wave of anti-Jewish aggression which was justified by theo-
logical arguments. A  desire to see a complete overlap between 
national and religious identity lies as the implicit, unspoken back-
ground of all that goes on.
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For a long time, European states encouraged Jewish immigra-
tion, but not for religious reasons. They saw Jews as a valuable 
asset to the economy, and many rulers created incentives to entice 
Jews to settle in their lands. There were, however, religious rea-
sons for the lack of violence against Jews during this period. Until 
the eleventh century, the Church forbade anti-Jewish violence and 
taught that Jews should be allowed to live peacefully alongside 
Christians, a teaching that to begin with was adhered to by the 
people (Chazan 2023: 22).

But the populace eventually started to adhere to Church teach-
ing on this topic less. The end of the eleventh century saw several 
outbreaks of violence against Jews. State and religious authori-
ties condemned such behavior and offered the Jews protection, 
sometimes hiding them in churches. Poliakov writes that “almost 
everywhere, counts and bishops . . . attempted, sometimes even at 
the peril of their lives, to protect the Jews” (Poliakov 1965: 45).

The attitude then spread to Europe’s political leaders. Between 
1182 and 1492, Jewish communities were expelled from France, 
Germany, England, and Spain. Finally, religious leaders followed 
suit. In 1555, Pope Paul IV restricted Jews in Rome to a walled 
ghetto, forbade them from certain professions, and required them 
to wear particular clothing. Then, in 1569, Pope Pius V expelled 
Jews from all Papal States except those in the aforementioned 
ghetto and another in Ancona.

We will unpack the religious dimension to these expulsions by 
focusing on two in particular: (1) the 1492 expulsion from Spain 
because it was the largest and most well-known and (2) the 1569 
expulsion from the Papal States because it was enacted by a reli-
gious authority.

The 1492 Expulsion From Spain

For decades, Spain had been the focus of a concerted effort to 
convert all Jews to Christianity through evangelism, incentives 
for converts, and disincentives for those who refused to convert. 
These efforts were successful enough to create a sizeable com-
munity of conversos who lived alongside their Jewish friends and 
family. However, tensions arose between the two groups, and 
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the state authorities heard frequent reports from the Inquisition 
that (1) the Jews were trying to re-Judaize the conversos, and 
(2) many of the conversos were continuing to practice Judaism 
secretly. This was felt by both religious and state leadership to 
be a dangerous situation. King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella at-
tempted to put an end to these Judaizing efforts by restricting 
Jews to their own ghettos and forbidding contact between Jews 
and conversos, but the Grand Inquisitor of Spain, a Dominican 
friar named Tomás de Torquemada, persuaded them that these 
measures were proving ineffective. He argued that the only way to 
prevent the spread of apostasy was to remove the Jews from Spain 
altogether. In a desperate bid, the Jews offered 30,000 ducats to 
King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella to be allowed to remain. Ac-
cording to legend, Ferdinand was about to accept the offer when 
Torquemada marched into the palace holding out a crucifix and 
said, “Judas sold our Savior for thirty pieces of silver, but your 
highnesses will sell Him for 30,000. Here He is, sell Him,” and 
left the crucifix on the table (Hefele 1860: 309). Soon after, Fer-
dinand and Isabella published the expulsion edict – the text of 
which was based on a draft written by Torquemada (Pérez 2007: 
84). In one version of the decree, they explained their decision as 
obedience to the Inquisition, “despite the great harm to ourselves, 
seeking and preferring the salvation of souls above our own profit 
and that of individuals” (Kamen 2014: 25). In other words, they 
were well aware of the economic benefits of Jews, but religion 
commands a higher allegiance than economic prosperity.

Religious agency, therefore, was the driving force behind the 
expulsion (Gerber 2012: 229). The theological reasoning appears 
to be as follows.

It was common in the early modern era to think of Christian 
Europe as Christ’s body, borrowing a metaphor from the apostle 
Paul (cf. 1 Cor 12:12–27). Based on this metaphor, Jews were seen 
as “contagious aliens within the Corpus Christianum, and the only 
way to purify that Body of Christ was to expel them entirely” (Terp-
stra 2015: 110). We can see this language in one part of the edict:

Whenever some grave and detestable crime is committed by 
some persons of a group or community, it is right that such a 
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college or community be dissolved and annihilated, and that the 
minors be punished for the elders, one for the other; and that 
those who pervert the good and honest living of the cities and 
villages, and that by contagion could injure others, be expelled 
from among the peoples, and even for other lighter causes that 
are harmful to the states, and how much more so for the great-
est of the crimes, dangerous and contagious as is this one.

(Gerber 1992: 287)

The “greatest of crimes” is that of persuading Christians to apos-
tatize. Whether they were in fact engaging in evangelistic endeav-
ors or not (as we point out in Chapter 1, Judaism is not known 
for its missional dimension), what made the Jews “contagious” 
was their perceived success at this activity. From Torquemada’s 
perspective, the salvation of souls was at stake. That is why he 
imagined the Jews as a dangerous virus that must be prevented 
from spreading throughout the body. The body of Christ was un-
der attack, and the contagious influence must be wiped out before 
it spread any further. When the Jews offered money to the crown 
so that they could remain, Torquemada saw the parallel to Judas 
being paid to betray Jesus: it was money in exchange for the de-
struction of Christ’s body.

The 1569 Expulsion From the Papal States

There are similarities between the Spanish and papal expulsions. 
A  desire to convert all Jews lurks in the background of both, 
alongside a worry that the conversions will be in the opposite 
direction (Berger 1979; Stow 1977). A different biblical metaphor 
was in use but with the same effect: prominent Franciscans in 
Italy had compared Jews to yeast that threatened to sour the en-
tire loaf of bread (cf. Gal 5:9; see Stow 1992: 258). This verse is 
not entirely taken out of context since Paul wrote to the Galatian 
Gentile Christians to warn them against practicing the Jewish law, 
and the metaphor expresses Paul’s worry that the Judaizers would 
win the whole community over (de Boer 2011: 321). What makes 
Paul’s approach different is the absence of recourse to political 
coercion, for which he had neither the ability nor the will.
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The papal expulsion is also similar to Spain’s in chronological 
sequence. Before being expelled, the Jews were first confined to 
ghettos by Paul IV in the 1555 papal bull Cum nimis absurdum.

According to Cum nimis absurdum, the Jews are natural slaves 
and inferiors of Christians. This is because they are guilty of having 
killed Christ, and this guilt “has consigned them to perpetual servi-
tude” (Stow 1977: 294). This is backed up by the apostle Paul, who 
compares Christians to a free woman and Jews to a slave woman 
(Gal 4:21–31). The harsh treatment of Jews is justified because it 
shows in practice what is true in principle. It is hoped that this per-
formative enactment of the Jews’ servile status will persuade them 
of the truth of Christianity so that, desiring to be set free, they will 
become Christian. Berger summarizes the argument thus: “Because 
Jews are tolerated for two purposes both of which serve Christian 
aims (to testify to Christian truth and to make possible the Jews’ 
conversion), it is therefore appropriate that they be subordinated 
to Christians” (Berger 1979: 45). The problem, for Paul IV, is that 
Jews are becoming prosperous, living in nice houses alongside 
Christians, and even taking Christian servants to work for them. 
This undermines the message of the Gospel and is a violation of 
the true nature of things because it makes Jews look like superiors 
of Christians or at least equals. Therefore, Jews should be stripped 
of their privileges and confined to poor ghettos to remind them of 
their true place in the world, in the hope that they will see their 
miserable condition for what it is and convert to Christianity.

Fourteen years later, Pope Pius V began Hebraeorum Gens in 
the same way: the Jews live wretched lives hated by all, which 
is their punishment for having murdered Christ. Up until now, 
Christian piety has allowed them to live here for two reasons: 
so that seeing them might remind Christians of Jesus’ death 
and so that they might convert to Christianity. However, they 
have become so harmful and dangerous to society that we can 
no longer tolerate them. They practice magic; they draw respect-
able women into prostitution; they are accomplices of thieves; 
and their usury has drained Christian nations of their wealth. We 
are forced, therefore, to expel them. Any Jew found outside the 
two remaining ghettos in two months’ time will be subjected to 
slavery (Anon 1727: 296–8).
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Some scholars point out that the Pope was not acting as the head 
of the Church but in his secular role as the sovereign of the Papal 
States (Mattei 2021). It is doubtful how relevant such a distinction 
is since obviously it does not change what he did or his reasons for 
doing so. Perhaps the only difference it makes is to show that the 
Pope’s action should not be taken as official Church policy.

A more pertinent point is that in acting thus, Pius V was radi-
cally breaking with Catholic tradition and even with the legal 
opinion of the day, which judged expulsion to be legally invalid 
(Stow 2015: 381, 383). Doubtless, he had been influenced by the 
(by then) centuries of national expulsions of Jews. The Pope’s ac-
tions were more in line with contemporary political practice than 
with the traditional wisdom of the Catholic Church, which had 
always forbidden hostility against Jews. Nonetheless, the early 
modern concern with national and religious purity led to theolog-
ical arguments in favor of expulsion, even coming from the Pope 
himself. Some of these arguments have since been nullified by the 
Second Vatican Council, which in 1964 definitively declared that 
“not all Jews at the time of Jesus, nor Jews as a class since 
that time, including contemporary Jews, can be held collectively 
guilty for killing Jesus Christ” (D’Costa 2014: 122). This served 
to refute the common medieval idea that the Jews were guilty of 
killing Jesus and therefore deserved inferior treatment. But this 
idea held sway for hundreds of years and served to buttress some 
of the most severe anti-immigration policies in European history.

Catholic Immigration Policy Today

Pope Pius V’s expulsion of the Jews was the closest thing to an 
official Church position on immigration in medieval Europe, yet, 
as we saw, it is not accurately understood as such. It is another 
instance of confusion between national identity and religious 
identity, in which the Pope, the religious leader of all of Europe, 
invokes religious principles in his capacity as state sovereign to 
eject the religious “other” from the state. At that time, there was 
no official Church teaching on migration. But since the nineteenth 
century, the Catholic magisterium has published far more on mi-
gration than any other Christian group. The content of these 
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theological writings gives a strikingly different impression from 
what we saw in the medieval and early modern eras.

The Catholic Church’s contemporary teaching on immigration 
can be summarized as a call to “welcome, protect, promote and 
integrate” immigrants regardless of their nationality or religious 
affiliation (Fratelli Tutti, para. 129), yet in a way that does not 
abolish the “right of every country to pursue an immigration 
policy that promotes the common good” (Erga migrantes cari-
tas Christi, para. 29). The rights of the immigrant and the rights 
of the nation-state are held in tension, with priority given to the 
rights of the disadvantaged immigrant. Pope John Paul II, after 
affirming the right to migrate, adds that “the exercise of such a 
right is to be regulated, because practicing it indiscriminately may 
do harm and be detrimental to the common good of the commu-
nity that receives the migrant” (John Paul II 2001). The Catholic 
Church thus permits states to control their borders but not abso-
lutely. State sovereignty is subordinate to the needs of the migrant 
and the responsibility of rich and powerful nations to support 
those fleeing oppressive and war-torn situations.

In the nineteenth century, Vatican directives concerning migra-
tion were localized, offering guidance to clergy in specific situa-
tions (Baggio 2010). But the vast numbers of refugees following 
World War II led (as it did for the UN) to a more generalized 
response. In 1951, Pope Pius XII issued Exsul Familia Nazare-
thana (The Exile of the Family of Nazareth), which takes its title 
from the forced migration of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph to Egypt 
(cf. Matt 2:13–15). This apostolic constitution begins by recog-
nizing the sufferings and hardships that come with migration, and 
holds up the Holy Family as the “model and protector” of every 
migrant. It then catalogs the ways the Church has shown compas-
sion to migrants throughout history, followed by a set of instruc-
tions to clergy on the pastoral and spiritual care of migrants.

The Vatican did not only give statements, however. That 
same year, the Pope established a new Vatican department, the 
“Superior Council for Emigrants,” which in 1988 was renamed 
the “Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and 
Refugees” and then in 2017 became the “Migrants and Refugees 
section” in the Dicastery for Integral Human Development. Its 
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purpose is to offer centralized and coordinated support to Catho-
lics around the world engaging in the welcome and accompani-
ment of migrants and refugees.

The next significant step came in 1969 with the release of De Pas-
torali Migratorum Cura (On the Pastoral Care of Migrants), which 
for the first time used the language of “migrant rights.” According 
to this papal instruction, everyone has the right to a homeland, the 
right to emigrate and immigrate, the right to preserve the unity of 
the family, and the right to keep one’s native language and culture. 
All Catholics, priests and laity, are responsible for the protection 
of migrants, and dialog with governments is necessary to ensure that 
migrants’ rights are upheld (Nanko-Fernández 2015: 6–9).

In 1992, two Pontifical Councils including the (then-named) 
Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants jointly pub-
lished “Refugees: A Challenge to Solidarity.” This text begins by 
quoting Pope John Paul II, who called the growing number of 
refugees in the world “perhaps the greatest tragedy of all the hu-
man tragedies of our time.” After defining various types of refu-
gees and refugee situations, it reaffirms the aforementioned rights 
and along with them affirms the right to seek asylum given in 
the UN’s 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It then 
addresses the “responsibilities of states,” which include the fol-
lowing injunction:

Democratic and economically developed States cannot remain 
indifferent in the face of such a tragic situation. Inaction or 
a meagre commitment on the part of these States would bla-
tantly contradict the principles that they rightly consider the 
basis of their culture, established on the equal dignity of every 
human person.

What is significant about this statement is that it explicitly calls 
not just for welcome and support at the private individual level 
but for immigration policies at the state level that do the same.

In 2004, the Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants 
and Itinerant People published Erga migrantes caritas Christi 
(The Love of Christ Towards Migrants). This text goes deeper 
into the underlying causes of migration and explores the basic 
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international structures that make migration necessary. It calls for 
states to “guarantee the rights of all migrants” and instructs eve-
ryone “to reject all sentiments and manifestations of xenophobia 
and racism on the part of host communities” (para. 30).

In 2020, Pope Francis issued the encyclical Fratelli Tutti (All 
Brothers), a strong affirmation of the brother- and sisterhood of 
all humanity that condemns nationalism and the protection of 
self-interest. The pope calls for solidarity with all human beings 
regardless of nationality or culture and speaks against “those 
who organize themselves in a way that prevents any foreign 
presence that might threaten their identity and their closed and 
self-referential structures” (para. 102). It is not a naïve docu-
ment. The pope shows a keen awareness that anti-immigration 
sentiment can be religiously motivated. He writes, “There are 
those who appear to feel encouraged or at least permitted by 
their faith to support varieties of narrow and violent national-
ism, xenophobia and contempt, and even the mistreatment of 
those who are different” (para. 86). In an era of increasing na-
tionalism, much of which does not distinguish between religious 
affiliation and national identity, the pope comes down strongly 
in favor of immigrant welcome as the only authentically Catholic 
response for everyone who sees their faith not only as a com-
munal identity but also as a commitment to a way of life and 
treatment of others.

As we have seen, Pope Francis’ strong pro-immigration stance 
is not remotely innovative or a break from Catholic tradition but 
stands in continuity with it. Yet, despite this strong injunction to 
welcome strangers from the Vatican, many Catholics remain wary 
of immigrants. As we saw in the above section, anti-immigration 
policy is paradoxically more likely in countries with a strong 
Catholic majority. Roy (2018) writes that “in Catholic countries 
the populist electorate . . . do not at all follow the call from the 
Church to be more lenient towards migrants.” This paradox is 
explained by the distinction between ways of viewing religion. 
In majority Catholic countries, their faith is seen more as a part 
of national identity that they wish to preserve, whereas in coun-
tries where Catholicism is a minority, the Vatican’s stance is taken 
more seriously as indicative of faithful Catholicism.
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A Brief Note on the Orthodox Church

Space does not permit a comparable treatment of Eastern Chris-
tianity to that of the West. In the wake of the forced migrations 
from Afghanistan, Syria, and Ukraine, among others, immigra-
tion is an increasingly contested topic among Eastern Christians. 
Yet the Orthodox Church has almost no official teaching on im-
migration. This striking absence, especially in contrast to Catholi-
cism, is not anomalous but a common feature of the tradition. As 
one scholar writes:

The Orthodox theological tradition has no specific “Theol-
ogy of Migration”.  .  .  . The Orthodox churches in general 
are not in the habit of making public statements in immediate 
response to ethical or socio-political issues that emerge from 
time to time. Individual leaders, teachers, and theologians of 
the church may speak or write and make their opinions public. 
These theological opinions carry some weight, depending on 
the personalities that make them, but they tend not to be bind-
ing on the church. They can serve as guidelines for the faithful 
to exercise their freedom and discretion in ethical, social, and 
political domains.

(George 2014: 63–4)

Similarly, Leuștean writes (2019: 9) that “the Eastern Orthodox 
world stands out due to the lack of a systematic and widely agreed 
approach on how to engage with the concept of the ‘other’ and, 
thus, with migrants.” This, he says, makes Orthodox Christian-
ity vulnerable to political manipulation. The growing number of 
migrants in the world, forced and otherwise,

has been both a crisis and an opportunity for Orthodox 
churches. It has been a crisis due to the lack of a theological 
reflection on humanitarian issues and social engagement with 
forced migration. As a result, some Orthodox clergy incited 
the masses in support of right-wing nationalism and populism 
dehumanizing the displaced populations. It has also been an 
opportunity as some clergy began to question the validity of 
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nationalist discourses from some of their top hierarchy and of-
fered their own unsanctioned support to migrants.

(Leuștean 2019: 9)

A partial exception to this silence comes from the “Holy and 
Great Synod of the Orthodox Church” held in 2016. Patterned 
along the lines of the ancient Ecumenical Councils, its intention 
was to make a series of pronouncements that would be binding 
on all Orthodox Christians. One of the documents issued from 
the council addressed the issue of migrants and refugees:

We appeal therefore first of all to those able to remove the 
causes for the creation of the refugee crisis to take the necessary 
positive decisions. We call on the civil authorities, the Orthodox 
faithful and the other citizens of the countries in which they have 
sought refuge and continue to seek refuge to accord them every 
possible assistance, even from out of their own insufficiency.

(Holy and Great Council 2016)

However, four of the 14 self-governing churches (including the 
largest, the Russian Orthodox Church) refused to attend the 
synod or to accept it as representing a pan-Orthodox consensus. 
Consequently, the synod’s pronouncements have not succeeded 
in acquiring the status of an authoritative Orthodox statement.

The lack of top-level guidance on immigration policy has led 
to a great diversity of positions on immigration among Orthodox 
religious leaders. Yet, as we have seen, the vast quantity of guid-
ance from the Catholic Church has not led to any less diversity 
of Catholic positions. However, in the Catholic case, it is clearer 
who is in line with the teachings of their Church and who is not.

American Evangelicals and the Bible

Setting the Scene: Demographic Trends

More than any other religious demographic in the United States, 
Evangelical attitudes to immigration are in the public eye. This 
is partly because they represent such a large proportion of the 
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American public (in 2015, the Pew Research Center estimated 
that 25% of US adults self-identified as Evangelical – see Wor-
mald 2015) and partly because white Evangelicals stand out as 
the religious group most opposed to immigration (McDaniel et al. 
2011: 222). Melkonian-Hoover and Kellstedt write that

although other religious interest groups, including mainline 
Protestant, Jewish, and Catholic organizations have been ac-
tive in supporting immigration reform for some time, they are 
less visible in the media these days, as their support for such 
issues is often taken as a given.

(2019: 51)

There is no “official” Evangelical position on immigration 
policy. Evangelicalism is not a denomination but a “flavor” of 
Christianity that began in the eighteenth century, defined by 
particular theological emphases, style of worship, and com-
monly shared resources, books, conferences, public speak-
ers, symbols, and vocabulary. Over 400 million people in the 
world are classified as Evangelical, most of whom reside in 
the Global South. The United States is the only Western na-
tion with a sufficiently large population of Evangelicals to be 
politically noteworthy (Zurlo et al. 2022: 76). Yet, in the last 
two decades, a gap has been growing between white American 
Evangelicals and all other kinds (black or Hispanic Evangeli-
cals in the United States and Evangelicals everywhere else in the 
world – Melkonian-Hoover & Kellstedt 2019: 8). White Evan-
gelicals’ alliance with the US Republican Party has led to their 
placing a stronger emphasis on aspects of their faith that align 
with right-wing politics and a growing suspicion of anyone 
who claims that Christianity also supports left-wing positions, 
such as a more pro-immigration stance. Yet this opposition to 
immigration is a recent phenomenon in both Evangelicalism 
and the Republican Party. Immigration has only become one 
of the dividing lines between the two political parties in the 
last decade (Cremer 2023: 200). Likewise, Evangelicals were 
also more favorable toward immigration in preceding decades 
(Melkonian-Hoover & Kellstedt 2019: 28–36).
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Another recent phenomenon has been the rise of a new de-
mographic: the nonpracticing Evangelical. Since its inception, 
Evangelicals had defined themselves precisely as the “real” (i.e., 
practicing) Christians in protest against nominal or superficial 
forms of Christianity (Walls 1996: 82–3). In the United States, 
this self-identification no longer applies. People have started to 
self-identify as Evangelical even if they neither believe in Evan-
gelical tenets of faith nor regularly attend church (Burge 2020). 
Yet, where nonpracticing members of other denominations tend 
to be more politically liberal, here the opposite is the case. Cremer 
writes that

America’s nonpracticing cultural Evangelicals have proven 
not just more politically conservative but also significantly 
more sympathetic towards right-wing populist positions and 
candidates than their churchgoing brethren. During the 2016 
primaries political scientist Geoffrey Layman observed, for in-
stance, that “Trump does best among Evangelicals with one 
key trait: they don’t really go to Church.”

(2023: 231)

As we saw in Europe in the previous section, social science stud-
ies have shown that anti-immigration sentiment is stronger among 
nonpracticing Evangelicals than among those who attend church 
regularly (McDaniel et al. 2011: 221; Melkonian-Hoover & Kell-
stedt 2019: 8, 139; Stroope et al. 2021: 8). Mark Galli, at the time 
editor in chief of Christianity Today magazine, told Cremer that 
“Evangelicals who don’t go to church are very anti-immigration, 
whereas those who do go to church are much more open to it” 
(cited in Cremer 2023: 232). The warmer stance toward immi-
grants among practicing Evangelicals is most likely because they 
encounter a more welcoming attitude in the substance of Christi-
anity, whether through sermons, popular books, or Bible studies. 
This further suggests that the theologically and biblically literate 
are more likely to be pro-immigration.

The tendency of Evangelical elites to support immigration, 
however, is less influential than might be expected. One of Evan-
gelicalism’s defining features is a populist approach to faith 
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(Stackhouse 2022: 35). While they respect the opinion of bibli-
cal scholars, Evangelicals believe that the message of the Bible is 
accessible to anyone regardless of education level. That explains 
why politicians with no theological training can gain support 
from Evangelical voters by citing Bible verses out of context. It 
also means that laypeople are less likely to listen to what the “es-
tablishment elites” have to say about immigration. This suspicion 
of institutional authority accounts for what Melkonian-Hoover 
and Kellstedt call a “fault line between white evangelical elites 
(i.e., denominational, church, and parachurch leaders) and the 
white evangelical laity, with the former increasing supportive of 
[immigration] and the latter favoring more strictly conservative 
approaches” (2019: 8).

Although all Christians draw on the Bible as a resource, the 
lack of ecclesial authority in Evangelicalism combined with the 
populist approach has placed the Bible front and center of debates 
far more visibly than in other Christian groups. That is why an 
exploration of what the Bible has to say on immigration, while an 
essential part of any Christian view, fits most naturally with the 
Evangelical conversation. We now turn to explore the Bible’s mes-
sage on immigration policy as it appears in contemporary debates 
within Evangelicalism.

Immigration in the Bible

The theme of migration is so pervasive in the Bible that one 
scholar called the Bible “a literary tapestry woven from the stories 
of migrants” (Hoppe 2007: 209). Most of the Bible’s major events 
involve migration. The people of Israel flee slavery in Egypt; later 
on, they are exiled from their own land to Babylon. In the New 
Testament, Jesus’ family flees to Egypt, and persecution scatters 
the early Christians throughout the Roman Empire. Additionally, 
almost all the major characters of the Bible migrate: Adam and 
Eve, Abraham, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, David, Elijah, Jeremiah, 
Ruth, Daniel, and Esther – to name a few.

However, not all biblical references to migration are univer-
sally recognized as relevant to immigration. The key problem 
confronting any Christian who seeks an immigration policy in 
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the Bible is the question of how to apply a complex text written 
in another age and culture to the concerns of the present day. 
Not all usages of the Bible in debates over immigration policy 
have the sophistication and nuance that come with scholarly ex-
pertise. Nor do they all have a sober grasp of how challenging it 
can be to interpret an ancient text in which many contemporary 
notions (“nation-state,” “border,” “government,” “law,” “hu-
man rights,” indeed even words like “justice,” “stranger,” and 
“welcome”) are either completely absent or carry a strikingly dif-
ferent sense. To invoke a scriptural passage without regard for 
its historical context is to risk misinterpreting it. Yet to take this 
context into account may make it harder to see the text’s contem-
porary relevance. These difficulties are so familiar to scholars that 
many have abandoned the possibility of any contemporary rel-
evance to the Bible. Yet giving up is not an option for any commu-
nity for which scripture is God’s revelation of how people should 
live, among other things. The task must be attempted.

Nevertheless, to claim exegetical support for a position by no 
means proves its validity. Bible scholars do not all agree. Almost 
every position on immigration can claim the support of at least 
one expert. Academic credentials are no safeguard against politi-
cal bias. University professors are no more immune than anyone 
else to being swept along by faddish ideas and carried along in 
the current of the prevailing ideology. A cursory knowledge of 
scholarship in previous centuries, with some of its colonialist and 
misogynistic presuppositions, makes this evident. It would be ei-
ther arrogant or naïve to suppose that academics today are free 
of the cultural blinkers that we see so clearly in our predecessors.

The problem of applying the Bible’s message is particularly 
acute when it comes to the question of whether a moral precept 
is only for private individuals or for national policy. The Hebrew 
Bible did not distinguish between religion and politics: the na-
tion of Israel and the Israelite religion were one and the same. By 
contrast, Christianity began within Judaism as a movement that 
dissociated itself from any particular nationality. While nations 
throughout history have self-identified as Christian, Christianity 
has never been associated exclusively with a single nation. Jesus 
also inaugurated a new covenant with a new set of moral and 
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behavioral instructions. This did not render the Hebrew Bible 
obsolete: it still reveals God’s character and moral principles for 
human behavior. But the laws in the Torah are not ipso facto 
binding on Christians. Nor is the New Testament unambiguous 
in its political application, having been written during a period 
when Christians had little political power and were not yet faced 
with the question of how to govern. This makes it possible to 
interpret Jesus’ moral mandates in multiple ways. For example, 
some regard his command to turn the other cheek (Matthew 
5:39) as a matter of personal morality; for others, it entails paci-
fism at the national level.

Consequently, there is a broad range of views on how Chris-
tian ethics relates to politics. One extreme is the traditional 
Anabaptist view that Christians should have nothing to do with 
politics. The other extreme is known as Christian nationalism, 
holding that Christians should use the government to implement 
Christian values at the political and legal levels (Wolfe 2022). 
This view does not imply a radical identification of church and 
state. It can take the form of pluralistic governance that permits 
freedom of religion, but it would do so only if freedom of reli-
gion is seen as a Christian value by the government.

Between these two extremes, but closer to the Anabaptist po-
sition, is a view common among many Americans, which we 
might call Christian libertarianism. Originally articulated by 
John Locke, one of the principal sources of inspiration behind 
the US Constitution holds that the government’s role is not to 
enact Christian values but to protect property rights. For exam-
ple, Edwards (2018: 262) writes that “mercy and compassion are 
demanded of individuals, not public policy for the state” (p. 262). 
Similarly, Moreland writes, “the state is not to be in the business 
of showing compassion. . . . That is an individual moral responsi-
bility” (2013: 7). Most starkly, Strand (2015) writes,

the church should be on the frontlines taking care of refugees 
and displaced peoples, but its [sic] not clear the American gov-
ernment faces a similar obligation to admit refugees because 
the American government is not a charity organization or the 
church and we should be glad that it is not.
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No answer to these questions has commanded universal sup-
port among Christians. They must be borne in mind as we survey 
the ways the Bible is used in contemporary immigration debates.

Who Is the Stranger?

The following quotations are adapted from the NRSV (New Re-
vised Standard Version):

When a ger resides with you in your land, you shall not op-
press the ger. The ger who resides with you shall be to you as 
the citizen among you; you shall love the ger as yourself, for 
you were gerim [the plural of ger] in the land of Egypt.

(Leviticus 19:33–34)

There shall be for both you and the ger a single statute, a per-
petual statute throughout your generations; you and the ger 
shall be alike before the Lord. You and the ger who resides 
with you shall have the same law and the same ordinance.

(Numbers 15:15–16)

You shall love the ger, for you were gerim in the land of Egypt.
(Deuteronomy 10:19)

These verses contain two foundational principles repeated 
throughout the Torah: (1) equality before the law of citizen and 
ger and (2) love and welcome for the ger.

English translations render ger variously as “stranger,” “so-
journer,” “foreigner,” “alien,” or “resident alien.” But not all 
foreigners are in view here. A wealthy merchant, an independent 
traveler, or a soldier in an attacking army does not count as ger. 
The Hebrew Bible has four words for foreigner:

1.	 Nokri or nekhar denotes any foreigner, usually one living in a 
foreign land or passing through Israel. They are independent 
and neither need nor seek financial support or integration into 
Israel.
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2.	 Zar can be used interchangeably with nokri but is sometimes 
used for an Israelite who is excluded from a particular activity 
(e.g., a non-Levite in a cultic rite). It could loosely be translated 
as “whoever does not belong to the group being discussed.”

3.	 Toshav is usually a passing traveler or hired slave whose pres-
ence is usually temporary.

4.	 Ger (plural gerim) is the most significant word. The Torah or 
Pentateuch contains over 70 laws about the ger, 30 of which 
command legal equality with citizens.

The definition of ger has been hotly disputed in the context of 
American debates over “illegal” or “undocumented” immigra-
tion. Hoffmeier (2009: 52) argues that the ger is a lawful foreign 
resident, that is, someone who has “followed legal procedures to 
obtain recognized standing as a resident alien.” The biblical pas-
sages about the ger apply only to those to whom the government 
permits entry. If the government has not officially given them en-
trance, then they are not ger, so the Bible does not require anyone 
to love and welcome them. Hoffmeier’s position gives the govern-
ment absolute power to decide whom to give and whom to refuse 
the status of ger and leaves the Bible without any instructions for 
the government to help with immigration policy.

While Hoffmeier’s definition has not been accepted in schol-
arship, it has been influential in US politics. His work formed 
the basis of a Bible study in the White House during the Trump 
presidency (Drollinger 2019). The study was attended by mem-
bers of the US Congress and the White House cabinet, providing a 
Christian justification for the government to expel undocumented 
immigrants.

But according to most other scholars (Carroll R. 2013; Glan-
ville 2018; Koehler et al. 2000; Wielenga 2020; Wright 2004; 
Zehnder 2021), the ger is not a “legal immigrant” but a displaced 
foreigner who lacks access to basic resources because they do not 
have the two sources of financial stability in the ancient world: 
family connections and land; they are probably unable to return 
home. In this case, it is not down to the government whether 
someone is classified as ger; this is determined by their situation 
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of social and financial disadvantage and instability, and it is the 
government’s duty to offer them protection and provision.

Are National Territories and Borders Divinely 
Ordained?

When the Most High apportioned the nations, when he divided hu-
mankind, he fixed the boundaries of the peoples according to the num-
ber of the gods.

(Deuteronomy 32:8)

From one ancestor [God] made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, 
and he allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries of the 
places where they would live.

(Acts 17:26)

From these verses, it is argued (Drollinger 2019; Edwards 2018; 
Zehnder 2021) that (1) national borders and boundaries are 
God’s design; (2) the current territories and borders of each na-
tion are God-given; and (3) cosmopolitanism, open borders, and 
free movement of peoples are excluded as valid Christian posi-
tions. God is not in favor of a borderless world.

Critics of this argument object that it gives divine approval to 
whatever national territories and borders happen to exist right 
now, regardless of their history or of what violent conquest may 
have been used to determine them. In practice, this means

justifying the results of a historical process of carving up 
the world’s territory between states that primarily has been 
achieved through the force of arms.  .  .  . [This view] cannot 
help but recognize as valid a nation’s right to its de facto ter-
ritorial holdings – however it has come by them – at least if 
it has controlled those holdings long enough for the world to 
get used to it.

(Gibney 2004: 39)

According to these critics, the above Bible passages should 
not be seen as a divine endorsement of permanent boundaries 
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because Israel’s boundaries shifted several times even within bibli-
cal history (2 Samuel 5:1–5; 1 Kings 4:21; 12:16; 2 Kings 18:13). 
Furthermore, God forbids violent conquest to extend borders 
(Zehnder 2021: 61). Rather, the above verses underscore divine 
sovereignty over history, a common theme throughout the Bible 
(Glanville & Glanville 2021). The Christian tradition later devel-
oped a distinction between God’s “permissive will” in evil actions 
that God does not prevent and God’s “active will” in things God 
directly does. Violent conquest would fall under the former cat-
egory but not the latter.

Some scholars argue further that biblically, possession of land 
does not entail absolute control over borders (Heimburger 2018; 
Katanacho 2005; Wright 2004). God owns everything (Psalm 
50:12; 24:1), so human “ownership” is in fact stewardship. This 
is evidenced by Leviticus 25:23 in which God says to Israel, “The 
land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine. With me 
you are but aliens [gerim] and tenants [toshavim].” This verse 
strikingly gives the status of immigrants even to national citizens. 
Their right to the land is revocable should they behave in a way 
contrary to the law of God, who is the land’s true owner. Heim-
burger writes that

God delegates governmental authority, and so government 
cannot be understood as sovereign in an ultimate sense. . . . Au-
thority over immigration is not plenary or unlimited. [There-
fore] Authority over territory is divinely granted, but this 
authority and the authority over immigration is checked by the 
requirements of the one Sovereign [i.e. God].

(Heimburger 2018: 113–14, 124)

God’s ultimate possession of the land still applies to land that God 
“gives” to people. The language of “gift,” according to Wright, is

not just an arbitrary and unconditional gift, but a constitu-
ent grant that formed part of the total package of their rela-
tionship henceforth. Israel’s enjoyment of the covenanted gift, 
therefore, demanded their reciprocal obligations to the cov-
enanting giver. . . . Israel could not treat the gift of the land as 
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a license to abuse it, because the land was still YHWH’s land. 
He retained the ultimate title of ownership and therefore also 
the ultimate right of moral authority over how it was used.

(Wright 2004: 93; see also Orlinsky 1986)

This understanding of the biblical picture of national territory has 
radical implications for immigration policy. Without promoting 
open borders, it strips national citizens of any sovereign right to 
refuse entry to whomever they please. Rather, they must discern 
God’s will for immigration policy.

Are Governments Divinely Ordained?

Jesus said to [the pharisees], “Give to the emperor the things that are 
the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”

(Mark 12:17)

Jesus answered [Pilate], “You would have no power over me unless it 
had been given you from above.”

(John 19:11)

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no 
authority except from God, and those authorities that exist have been 
instituted by God. Therefore whoever resists authority resists what 
God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgement. For 
rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Do you wish to 
have no fear of the authority? Then do what is good, and you will 
receive its approval; for it is God’s servant for your good. But if you 
do what is wrong, you should be afraid, for the authority does not 
bear the sword in vain! It is the servant of God to execute wrath on 
the wrongdoer.

(Romans 13:1)

Based on these passages, it is argued (Drollinger 2019; Edwards 
2018; Hoffmeier 2009; Sessions 2018; Swain 2011) that (1) a 
government is justified in whatever immigration policy it adopts 
because whatever policy it adopts is authorized by God and (2) 
a government’s primary responsibility is to protect its citizens. 
This means that, in Drollinger’s words, “for a government to be 
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pleasing to God and receive His blessing, it has no option but to 
protect its citizenry from illegal immigration” (Drollinger 2019).

Critics of this argument object (Soerens  & Yang 2009: 95; 
Glanville & Glanville 2021; Butner Jr. 2023b) that Romans 13 
is not absolute: it instructs Christians to be lawful citizens except 
where this conflicts with their higher allegiance to God. Christians 
have interpreted Romans 13 this way throughout history when 
finding themselves under unjust governments, such as the Nazi 
regime or apartheid. In fact, the Bible is full of examples of civil 
disobedience, such as when the apostle Peter said, “we must obey 
God rather than any human authority” (Acts 5:29). Indeed, this 
interpretation of Romans 13 could be regarded logically as the 
only possible one. If someone obeys civil authorities because scrip-
ture says so, this implies scripture’s higher authority, meaning any-
one who commands disobedience to scripture must be disobeyed.

In fact, Romans 13 gives no guidance at all on what kind of im-
migration policy a nation should adopt. It is usually invoked for 
two reasons: (1) to denounce support for undocumented (illegal) 
immigrants and (2) to justify passivity regarding a nation’s im-
migration law. But as Hadas (2020: 238) notes, the passage “can 
reasonably be interpreted as condemning illegal immigration but 
not as condoning making immigration illegal in the first place.” 
In other words, it says nothing at all about whether a govern-
ment is justified in giving, refusing, or revoking legal statuses to 
immigrants.

Does Jesus Identify With All Immigrants?

Then the king [i.e. Jesus] will say to those at his right hand, “Come, 
you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for 
you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave 
me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me cloth-
ing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited 
me.” Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when was it that we 
saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something 
to drink? And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed 
you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw 
you sick or in prison and visited you?” And the king will answer them, 
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“Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are 
members of my family, you did it to me.”

(Matthew 25:34–40)

From this passage (and the succeeding one, Matthew 25:41–46, 
in which those who did not do the same things are sent to eter-
nal punishment), it is argued that a Christian’s eternal destiny 
is dependent on their behavior toward those in need, including 
“the stranger.” Jesus identifies himself with the stranger (Greek 
xenos – a much broader term than the Hebrew ger), so if we 
welcome strangers, it is as if we were welcoming Jesus himself, 
and if we turn away strangers, it is as if we were turning away 
Jesus himself.

Critics of this argument object (Hoffmeier 2009: 148) that Jesus 
does not identify himself with any stranger but only with those 
who are “members of his family,” namely, Christians or perhaps 
only the disciples to whom he was speaking. In response, defend-
ers suggest (Butner Jr. 2023a; Glanville  & Glanville 2021) that 
“members of Jesus’ family” is understood more broadly else-
where in the New Testament (e.g., in Matthew 5:22; Mark 9:27). 
However, even if this rejoinder is successful, it does not establish 
whether this passage should be understood as applying to national 
legislation or only to private individual welcome of strangers.

Was Jesus Himself a Refugee?

An angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Get up, 
take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until 
I tell you; for Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him.” 
Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother by night, and went 
to Egypt, and remained there until the death of Herod.

(Matthew 2:13–14)

This is the most frequently quoted Bible passage in Christian dis-
cussions about immigration because it recounts the time Jesus 
himself fled to Egypt with his family to save his life. However, 
the significance of this passage is rarely spelled out. Proponents 
of immigrant welcome (Cornell 2014) speak about Jesus’ identi-
fication with refugees. Those more opposed to immigration aver 
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that, despite this personal experience, it is striking that Jesus said 
nothing in later life about the treatment of refugees (Hoffmeier 
2009: 135). This latter claim might be refuted by recalling Mat-
thew 25 above.

Two treatments of this passage go deeper. Butner (2023a) en-
gages in a thought experiment, imagining how Jesus and his fam-
ily might have fared as refugees in today’s world. His purpose is 
to highlight the severe challenges and hardships they would have 
undergone, with a view to altering Christian attitudes toward 
contemporary refugees. Aspray (2024) suggests that, through 
identification with Jesus, Christians ought to identify with refu-
gees such that they are no longer seen as “other.” However, both 
of these treatments are unclear as to how far these insights are 
meant to affect not only private individual behavior but also im-
migration policy.

Conclusion

Few can deny the Bible’s strong and pervasive call to welcome 
immigrants and to give them the same legal privileges as citi-
zens. Granted, this welcome neither necessarily implies an open 
border policy nor is it indiscriminate: it places the emphasis on 
displaced immigrants who lack access to basic resources and 
security. Evangelicals opposed to immigration do not tend to 
find explicit anti-immigrant content in the Bible. For them, the 
anti-immigration position depends on limiting the Bible’s welcom-
ing mandate to the private moral sphere or to unique historical 
circumstances that no longer apply today, stripping them of any 
contemporary political relevance. Rather, the anti-immigration 
position looks to biblical texts that give warrant to a government 
to do whatever it pleases and to prioritize the well-being of citi-
zens over strangers.

Yet any reading of the Bible that insists on its political applica-
bility is a double-edged sword. If the Christian thing to do is to 
welcome immigrants, but the nation does not want to welcome 
immigrants, should Christians use political power to override the 
national will and welcome immigrants anyway? To answer “yes” 
would set a precedent for Christian use of political power that 
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may be deployed in other areas. The pro-immigration stance de-
pends on a conceived relationship between church and state that 
has proven itself dangerous in the past, leading to histories of op-
pression, violence, and abuse.

One example of such oppressive use of political power is the 
cozy relationship between church and state that medieval and 
early modern Catholicism enjoyed, leading to the expulsion of 
those who did not share the faith of the nation. The political and 
religious leaders sought to align religious identity with national 
identity, purifying the nation of unbelievers by ejecting any who 
refused to convert. Instead of recognizing Jews as “the stranger” 
whom the Bible enjoins us to protect and welcome, they turned 
them into displaced strangers who were forced to seek protection 
and welcome elsewhere.

The gradual loss of power that the Church experienced be-
tween the sixteenth and twentieth centuries may have made it 
less capable of implementing its religious principles in national 
politics, but it also served to clarify what those religious prin-
ciples really were. The overwhelmingly strong call to welcome 
the stranger issued from the Vatican since the twentieth century 
is in perfect accord with the message of the Bible, with the dif-
ference that the Vatican, as a living present-day voice, is able to 
speak without ambiguity into the contemporary situation. What 
the Catholic Church teaches is now abundantly clear to anyone 
for whom “Catholic” is not merely a cultural or national identity 
marker but a lived faith commitment to a set of practices. Wel-
coming strangers is a practice not only for individuals but also 
for nations.
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Judaism, as a religious resource influencing how Jews address im-
migration, offers a unique case study. This chapter will compare 
the policies of the sovereign Jewish-dominated State of Israel and 
those of the small, ethno-religious Jewish minority in the United 
States. Of course, both communities share sacred texts, a memory 
of the long period of exile/diaspora and oppression, and behav-
ioral expectations that derive from religious traditions. Ameri-
can Jews feel a deep connection to Israel (in a 2021 Pew survey, 
only 16% claimed little connection to Israel, while 88% claimed 
a great deal or some connection – Nortey 2021), yet their unique 
experience in the United States provides a helpful contrast to Jews 
in the State of Israel, allowing us to explore the different ways 
that Judaism directs both religious values and behaviors in the 
twenty-first century. This case study will offer competing views 
on immigration, with special reference to how to treat refugees 
and those who are not Jewish.

As noted in the introduction, religion is expressed with both 
dimensions of religious identity that often include shared val-
ues, on the one hand, and expected behavioral norms that result 
from belief and practice, on the other hand. Judaism, with its 
strong tradition of halakhic expectation and of legally binding 
demands, has much to say about what a Jew should do; ironi-
cally, because of its structure of law, Judaism historically often 
had little to say about values that may underlie the law and its 
behavioral expectations. One approach to expected Jewish be-
havior simply states, “The value of a mitzvah – following any 
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particular commandment – is to do another mitzvah” (Mishnah 
Avot 4:2). No other reason or justification for following the rules 
is necessary; ritually mandated behavior need make no rational or 
ethical demand. While Jewish religious observance in Israel runs 
the gamut from atheist to fervent ultra-Orthodox, strict religious 
law is often government policy due to the inclusion of Orthodox 
political parties in the governing coalition.

Yet, as we have seen in the contemporary period, a greater fo-
cus on Jewish values has come forward, one of which states that 
Jews must be partnering with God in repairing the world. That is 
most evident in the American Jewish community, where there is 
no legal or political mechanism to enforce any Jewish behavior. 
Also noted in the abovementioned Pew study, ritual behavior for 
American Jews rates very low compared to living an ethical life, 
fighting for greater social and economic justice, and even having 
a good sense of humor.

The distinctive ways that each community addresses immigra-
tion offer great insight into how a religious community can en-
gage text and tradition to support very different policies. We will 
first address the policies and Jewish voices of the sovereign State 
of Israel and then the policy statements and Jewish voices of Jew-
ish organizations in the United States.

The State of Israel Is Unique

In what most, if not all, Jews considered a miracle following the 
catastrophe of the Holocaust, the nascent UN endorsed a Jewish 
state in part of what had been the British mandate for Palestine. 
As stated in the Israeli Declaration of Independence, open immi-
gration became policy, but only for a specific group: “The State of 
Israel will be open for Jewish immigration and for the Ingathering 
of the Exiles.” (Israel State Archives). The implementation of this 
policy mimicked Nazi law concerning who was to be considered 
a Jew. This meant that anyone born to a Jewish parent or grand-
parent as well as the one who converted, the spouse, or a child 
or parent of a Jew, would be welcomed. Others were not invited 
to join, and the process of becoming a citizen, if at all allowed, 
would be onerous. Israel was meant to be more than a haven. Its 
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purpose was to create a Jewish culture, a Jewish society whose 
norms, values, traditions, and customs would reflect a uniquely 
Jewish identity. Its justification was written into its Declaration 
of Independence:

In the year 1897 the first Zionist Congress, inspired by Theo-
dore Herzl’s vision of a Jewish state, proclaimed the right of 
the Jewish people to a national revival in their own country. 
This right was acknowledged by the Balfour Declaration of 
November 2, 1917, and reaffirmed by the mandate of the 
League of Nations, which gave explicit international recogni-
tion to the historic connection of the Jewish people with Pales-
tine and their right to reconstitute their national home.

(Foreign Ministry, Israel State Archives)

What then is an authentic Israeli and who is foreign in the Jewish 
state? We will address the specific strategies Israeli policymakers 
use to protect the Jewishness of the state, the one possible case 
study of how Jews, in their autonomy, deal with those immigrants 
who do not fall under the categories of the Law of Return.

In Israel today, where Jews are a majority and empowered to 
determine policy, a significant cohort harks back to the Bible’s 
exhortation to wipe out impurities in the land. Those who call 
for the expulsion of Palestinians, who burn down their olive or-
chards, threaten and assault Palestinians, and, in extreme cases, 
murder as well, cite specific biblical verses fortified by rabbinic 
statements both centuries old and contemporary. Government 
policy in recent years demanded that African asylum seekers must 
be expelled, sent somewhere in Africa, and removed from the sa-
cred soil of the Land of Israel. While ostensibly on the periphery 
of Israeli politics, in 2022, political parties espousing exclusion-
ary and violent policies against those who are not Jewish entered 
the governing coalition. These parties offer both religious and 
demographic justifications for the policies they have or seek to 
enact. We will explore both.

In the early years following independence, Israel brought in 
refugees from European DP camps as well as those fleeing Middle 
East and North African Muslim countries. In the first 20 years, 
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the Jewish population increased by two million. With immigra-
tion from countries in the Soviet sphere between 1990 and 2005, 
the population again increased by almost one and a half million. 
In that sense, Israeli governments supported immigration from 
around the world as long as it fit the Law of Return criterion 
established in 1950 that anyone with a Jewish grandparent or 
married to a Jew would be welcomed as a citizen. Yet this immi-
gration policy, because it allowed non-Jewish relatives to settle in 
Israel according to the Law of Return, meant that by 2021, 42% 
of those immigrating were not Jewish according to the Ministry 
of Religion. As in many places around the world where ethnic 
or religious purity is central to political debate, the presence of 
non-Jewish immigrants caused a strong negative reaction among 
some elements of the nation about diluting the Jewish majority. 
For example, the right-wing NGO Israeli Immigration Policy 
Center stated

While the Israeli government approves hasty decisions in fa-
vor of increasing the non-Jewish population, the results of the 
perforated policy are already clear. . . . Four out of five Israelis 
who move abroad are Jewish, whereas two out of five immi-
grants to Israel are non-Jewish. We will continue to work to 
ensure the future of Israel as a Jewish and democratic state.

(Greenwood 2022)

In fact, over the decades since independence, the Jewish majority 
dropped from almost 90% in the 1950s to approximately 73% 
by 2024. The anxiety of a demographic loss of the Jewish major-
ity certainly influences Israeli policymakers and key elements of 
the population. This has led to a range of laws and policies that 
assert the primacy of Jewish identity, from language to culture to 
national mission, and the exclusion, where possible, of those who 
do not so identify.

In Israel, where Orthodox Jewish law can be enforced by the 
state, rabbis have great political power as members of the govern-
ing coalition. Jewish law, backed by the state, is used to sanc-
tion such things as marriage and divorce, child custody, what 
transportation can run on the Sabbath, and who is included as an 
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authentic Jew. It comes as no surprise that Jewish law and tradi-
tion are involved in determining policies affecting immigration, 
inclusion, and acceptance or rejection of foreigners into Israel. 
Rabbis will have an authoritative Jewish voice on how to deal 
with those not automatically welcomed based on the Law of Re-
turn. In Israel, on the spectrum of religious observance, the form 
of Judaism that dominates politically is Judaism understood as 
a set of commandments to be followed according to Jewish law.

The rigidly Orthodox Haredi (literally, those who “quake”) 
community in Israel rejects even many of those who identify as 
Jews but do not meet the extreme demands of Haredi rabbis. For 
these fervent believers, even allowing such self-identifying Jews to 
live in Israel is a concession. This has included Jews converted by 
non-Orthodox rabbis and Jews from India and Ethiopia. Over the 
decades of Israel’s existence, political leaders of the Haredi com-
munity have held many positions within the governing coalitions. 
There is no welcome for those they consider strangers.

The ultra-Orthodox view of the coalition was well expressed 
by the former Chief Rabbi Ovadia Yosef (1920–2013), who was 
also the spiritual guide of a powerful political party. He explained 
that the Torah promoted laws to live by, not die by, so saving a 
life takes precedence over all the laws in the Torah. Yet he then 
went on to explain that this applies only to saving a Jewish life. 
He forbade a Jew to desecrate the Sabbath to save the life of a 
Gentile (Zeiger 2012).

While represented in the Knesset by political parties such as 
Shas and United Torah Judaism, the ultra-Orthodox rabbis have 
influence but have not been able to impose their more stringent 
views on immigration policy.

Another view on non-Jews in Israel and who belongs is found 
in the religious Zionists who create settlements on the West Bank 
and try to expel Palestinians from their land in the hope that 
they will emigrate. An extreme example of this political stance 
occurred in 1994 when Baruch Goldstein left a Jewish holiday 
Purim service in which biblical passages were read that called for 
the God-commanded annihilation of the ancient, long-ago extinct 
tribe of Amalek (a biblical adversary of the Israelites as they were 
in the desert leaving Egypt) and proceeded to murder 29 Muslims 
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who were in prayer. His grave remains a pilgrimage site for a seg-
ment of the Jewish population of Israel and beyond. Symbolically, 
there is no better example of the impact of millennia-old religious 
texts on the contemporary attitudes and actions of a significant 
percentage of Israeli Jews.

What the religious and nonreligious coalition partners share is 
a negative attitude toward the Palestinian population. This is the 
one area, centering on Palestinians, where there is public debate 
across all political parties and viewpoints with a wide range of 
viewpoints. The most recent example of policy proposals to expel 
Palestinians came from government ministers during the war with 
Hamas. National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir stated that 
“We must promote a solution to encourage the emigration of the 
residents of Gaza.” This was followed by Finance Minister Bezalel 
Smotrich, who demanded that Gazans be expelled so that Israelis 
could settle and make the desert bloom (France 2024). While gain-
ing media coverage, such a policy of expulsion is at this time op-
posed by both the Cabinet and the majority of the Knesset.

A different complicated example is the government policy to-
ward Eritrean and other East African asylum seekers passed in 
2018. While Israel, following international practice, accepts as 
asylum seekers those refugees fleeing violence and death threats, 
the government, pressured by those wanting to expel foreigners, 
lifted any limitations on the length of detention. Later, the Israeli 
Supreme Court decided to accept a government plan to deport 
African asylum seekers without consent to be sent to “safe third 
countries” such as Rwanda and Uganda, places with which these 
refugees may have no relationship (Cesana 2018).

Many asylum seekers, among them survivors of torture, re-
sisted deportation. Riots ensued, and over 100,000 Israeli Jews 
as well as African migrants protested, while Jewish Israeli refugee 
rights groups condemned the government’s actions.

The Israeli government, led by its right-wing cabinet minis-
ters, called for stringent and extralegal action to detain and ex-
pel refugees involved in protests and riots, a policy supported by 
two-thirds of Israelis (Altman 2018). Yet the situation remains 
in flux, given the security concerns and war of 2023–2025. The 
Israeli government of Bibi Netanyahu reflects both the nationalist 
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views that challenge accepting immigrants and the views of the 
ultra-Orthodox and religious Zionists who are part of the govern-
ing coalition.

Interestingly, while Israel is deeply divided in so many ways, 
there have been no riots or even demonstrations demanding that 
Israel block immigration. There is no political party formed spe-
cifically as anti-immigrant. The question of who should be al-
lowed to live in Israel is not a salient or compelling issue except in 
reference to Palestinians.

In fact, many Israelis come to the defense of refugees. There is 
a vibrant coalition of remarkable civil and human rights organi-
zations that seek to protect non-Jews even beyond Palestinians, 
such as foreign domestic and agricultural workers, from legal or 
social exclusion and expulsion. There are groups that will stand 
with Palestinians when they are attacked by Jewish thugs trying 
to force them out of their villages. Tag Meir – a Jewish response to 
those who burn down Arab olive orchards – comes the next day to 
replant trees. Wahat al-Salam/Neve Shalom is a cohabitation vil-
lage of Jews and Palestinians that models care and coexistence at 
a time when government ministers call for the expulsion of Arabs.

Civil society in Israel is vibrant, and the Aid Organization for 
Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Israel (ASSAF) serves as an um-
brella organization for much of the progressive coalition in Israel. 
It responded on behalf of Israeli Jews who deplore the govern-
ment’s attempts to expel refugees:

Anyone who was surprised by the barrage of populist state-
ments that came out of the cabinet, and who expected oth-
erwise, are naïve.  .  .  . The government is proposing to use 
anti-democratic practices such as administrative, thereby 
paving the way for another fatal violation of (refugee) hu-
man rights and is trying to prepare public opinion for further 
legislation that will harm them and lead to persecution and 
systematic harassment.

(Liss 2023)

As of this moment, no legislation barring asylum seekers and 
refugees has been passed.
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Among the Nations: The Jewish Minority in the 
United States

For most Jews, identity in the diaspora, unconstrained by rabbinic 
authority, is less a function of ritual behaviors than attitudes and 
meaning that derive from values perhaps unique to their place as a 
fragile minority. American Jews overwhelmingly support increased 
human and civil rights. In spite of traditional Orthodox views, 
for example, 77% of Jews support same-sex marriage and 83% 
support a woman’s right to determine abortion. American Jewish 
views on immigration are similarly liberal. In 2020, the Times of 
Israel, citing an American Jewish Committee survey that 75% of 
Jews opposed Donald Trump’s immigration policies, noted that 
“Fueled by an awareness of their roots as perpetual refugees and 
recent immigrants, American Jews have long been at the forefront 
of immigration advocacy in the United States” (Campeas 2020).

Where rabbis have no civic authority, what Jewish law has 
to say must conform to the values that American Jews cher-
ish. When it does, Jewish texts and traditions will be employed 
to justify the policy statements of Jewish organizations. When 
the tradition does not conform, as with homosexuality or how 
Jews are to view their non-Jewish neighbors, then the law will 
be repudiated, and history or alternative values will ground the 
decisions.

Jews in the United States are a fractional minority; their cir-
cumstances are radically different than in Israel, where Jews are 
the majority and have power over who is allowed in and who will 
be barred from entrance to the Jewish state. Whereas ethnic and 
religious Jewish cultural supremacy is valued in Israel, in the dias-
pora, the acceptance of Jews as part of a multiethnic nation gains 
greater significance. Kevin MacDonald notes that

Jews have [had] an interest in opposing the establishment of 
ethnically and culturally homogeneous societies in which they 
reside as minorities. Jews have been at the forefront in support-
ing movements aimed at altering the ethnic status quo in the 
United States in favor of immigration of non-European peoples. 
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These activities have involved leadership in Congress, organiz-
ing and funding anti-restrictionist groups composed of Jews and 
Gentiles, and originating intellectual movements opposed to 
evolutionary and biological perspectives in the social sciences.

(MacDonald 1998)

In fact, so clear is the Jewish stance on what America should be 
that conspiracy theorists see this commitment to immigration and 
cultural diversity as a Jewish threat. From Hungary to the United 
States, Jews such as George Soros are accused of promoting “Re-
placement Theory,” undermining the dominance of the Christian 
nation.

So the commandment to care for the stranger has grown in 
meaning and scope. A  former Orthodox Chief Rabbi of the 
United Kingdom could write:

What is hard is to love the stranger, one whose color, culture 
or creed is different from yours. That is why the command, 
“Love the stranger because you were once strangers,” reso-
nates so often throughout the Bible. It is summoning us now. 
A bold act of collective generosity will show that the world, 
particularly Europe, has learned the lesson of its own dark 
past and is willing to take a global lead in building a more 
hopeful future. Wars that cannot be won by weapons can 
sometimes be won by the sheer power of acts of humanitarian 
generosity to inspire the young to choose the way of peace 
instead of holy war.

(Sachs 2019)

In the most contemporary read of the Torah text of care for the 
stranger, the awareness of Jewish obligation is articulated as part 
of a global commandment to be partners with God – shutafim 
haKadosh Baruch Hu – which will bring about Tikkun Olam, 
the repair of the world. For Jews, there is no theology without 
history, the lived experience of Jews over thousands of years of 
exile, assault, and navigating their relationship with the places 
in which they lived. That is why the union of text and history is 
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often cited as an overarching command (Elcott 1995). As Rabbi 
Reuven Firestone, an American professor, notes:

We live today in a world of many nations that treat their 
strangers – their minorities – as the ancient Egyptians treated 
our ancestors in Egypt. In rare occasions, oppression is relieved 
by the direct and miraculous power of the Creator. More of-
ten, oppression is relieved in other ways: through the grace of 
God’s likeness in the faces of helping neighbors – or helping 
strangers. As Jews who know the suffering of the oppressed, 
we are especially obligated to reach out to the strangers in our 
midst. And we are equally obligated not to ignore the cry of 
the oppressed elsewhere, but to welcome those who flee the 
horrors of tyranny and persecution.

(Firestone n.d.)

Because being an ethical human being and working for justice 
and equality in society far outweigh ritual observance and syna-
gogue attendance for diaspora Jews, the principles surrounding 
the concept of Tikkun Olam motivate much of the North Ameri-
can liberal Jewish community (meaning the great majority that 
comprises American Jewry) to endorse compassionate and sup-
portive immigration policies. In that sense, the historical experi-
ence of Jews in the diaspora has powerfully influenced the choice 
of biblical texts to apply to civil and human rights policymaking.

In fact, even the Orthodox Union that speaks for the more po-
litically conservative mainstream Orthodox Jewish community of 
North America could state in a 2015 press release during a debate 
over immigration policy:

The Jewish community has an important perspective on this 
debate. Just a few decades ago, refugees from the terror and 
violence in Hitler’s Europe sought refuge in the United States 
and were turned away due to suspicions about their national-
ity. In fact, the Jewish immigrants that ultimately came to these 
shores fully adopted American values and have contributed 
greatly to the fabric of our great nation of immigrants. Thus, 
we encourage a sensible process of reviewing and enhancing 
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security. Neither partisan politics nor xenophobia can have a 
place in that debate.

The examples of pro-immigration attitudes among American Jews 
are compelling. The HIAS is the American Jewish organization that 
represents the Jewish community on issues of immigration. Its mis-
sion statement, proclaimed on its website, explains, “Drawing on 
our Jewish values and history, HIAS provides vital services to refu-
gees and asylum seekers around the world and advocates for their 
fundamental rights so they can rebuild their lives.” This is forti-
fied by many Jewish organizations such as the Reform Movement’s 
Religious Action Center statement found on its advocacy website:

Our own people’s history as “strangers” reminds us of the 
many struggles faced by immigrants today, and we affirm our 
commitment to create the same opportunities for today’s im-
migrants that were so valuable to our own community not so 
many years ago.

Even the risk-averse Jewish Federation of North America (JFNA), 
which represents 350 Jewish communities from every state, adds 
“supporting refugees fleeing persecution” to its mission (JFNA 
2022). Multiple Jewish organizations representing most of the 
organizational American Jewish community are founders and en-
gaged members of the Interfaith Immigration Coalition. In the 
last major effort to reform the immigration policies of the United 
States, they were vocal advocates of a more welcoming approach 
to immigration (Elcott).

In the past years, there have been Jewish voices in the United 
States that oppose immigration (e.g., a survey found that 84% of 
Haredi ultra-Orthodox voters reported having voted for Trump in 
2020, tacitly supporting his anti-immigrant stance) (Sharon, J.). 
But those voices are not reflected in the official policies of any 
major Jewish organization nor do affect Jewish voting or atti-
tudes. While Stephen Miller, whose family came as Jewish refu-
gees, may have been the Jewish architect of President Trump’s 
“zero-immigration” policies, over 75% of American Jews opposed 
those policies and supported more lenient immigration reform 
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(Kampeas 2020). When 150,000 undocumented immigrants were 
shipped to New York City in 2022, over 36 synagogues, organi-
zations, and Jewish aid agencies mobilized to provide support. 
Supporting more liberal immigration seems to have become a con-
temporary commandment.

Conclusion

What we have shown is the complexity of applying religious tra-
ditions to contemporary policies. In these two case studies that 
explore the impact of Jewish religious texts, values, and tradi-
tions on refugee and asylum immigration policies, we see the 
many ways that religion has a direct impact on Jewish lobbying, 
advocacy, government laws, and policies. Ancient texts are ap-
plied to global affairs, values debated for millennia resurface to 
explain and justify policy decisions. Prayers are reinterpreted and 
invoked to call on compassion and acceptance of “the stranger in 
our midst,” while others fortify the demand for Jewish exclusive 
exceptionalism to protect the Jewish identity of Israel. If anyone 
doubts the deep and expanding relationship between religion and 
politics in the twenty-first century, Jewish attitudes and policies 
concerning immigration offer clear testimony to the contrary. The 
exploration of this nexus of faith and politics is key to under-
standing much of immigration policies around the world.
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Introduction

The year 2015 witnessed over a million refugees and migrants 
crossing into Europe from oppressed and war-torn contexts. Eu-
ropean nations responded in diverse ways falling into two broad 
categories: (1) reinforcing borders in alarm and (2) opening borders 
in welcome. The polar extremes of these responses are represented 
by two figures: Viktor Orbán, the prime minister of Hungary, and 
Angela Merkel, the chancellor of Germany. Where Orbán built a 
fence at Hungary’s border to keep the migrants out and proclaimed 
a policy of zero acceptance, Merkel opened Germany’s borders 
wide, allowing more than a million Syrian refugees to enter.

This chapter contends that both Orbán’s and Merkel’s re-
sponses were religiously motivated but drew on different aspects 
of Christianity. These two aspects correspond to the two mean-
ings of religion we identified in the Introduction. Orbán was con-
cerned with preserving Christianity as a communal identity and 
protecting Hungarian culture from Muslim influence. Merkel’s 
posture of radical welcome drew on Christianity as belief and 
practice, manifesting a commitment to social justice and solidar-
ity with the poor and disadvantaged.

A Brief Sketch of Events

The whole sequence of events has come to be known as the Euro-
pean refugee crisis. However, this name arguably shifts attention 
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from the plight of the refugees to that of the host nations (see 
Schmiedel & Smith 2018: 4). We will call it instead the Syrian 
refugee crisis. The Syrian civil war started in 2011, and by 2015, 
more than ten million Syrians had fled their homes to escape per-
secution or death. Most went to neighboring nations like Jordan 
or Lebanon, but some traveled further. Next to Afghans, Iraqis, 
and others fleeing similar situations, they traipsed across Turkey, 
passed through Greece and Serbia, and joined the flow of Koso-
vars trying to enter the Schengen area.

The Schengen area is a region of Europe without any border 
controls. Anyone inside can travel from one country to another 
unchecked. The politicians who established it in 1999 were think-
ing of freedom of movement for EU citizens. For refugees, there 
was a different protocol: the Dublin regulation, which stated that 
an asylum seeker must remain in the first safe country in which 
they arrived. If they are found in another country, they are sent 
back to that first country of entry in order to have their asylum 
claim assessed. The Schengen/Dublin policy combination had 
seemed reasonable enough when it was agreed, but in the context 
of mass immigration, it was shown to place an unfair burden on 
countries with an outer border to the Schengen area.

Hungary was the outer border of the Schengen area on the 
refugee route from Turkey and Greece. By May 2015, 400 people 
a day were crossing the border into Hungary. According to the 
Dublin regulation, they were supposed to remain there. But Hun-
gary was a comparatively poor nation in the Schengen area, and 
the absence of border controls meant that there was no practi-
cal obstacle to free movement to other Schengen nations. Hence, 
most of these asylum seekers intended to pass through Hungary 
into Western Europe.

On 17 June, the Hungarian government announced that it 
would build a tall razor-wire fence along its border to stop mi-
grants from entering. This news had the opposite of its intended 
effect. The refugees felt that it was now or never. They raced to 
get in before the fence was complete and started to arrive at a 
rate of more than 2,000 per day. Viktor Orbán said that Hungary 
would not accept a single one, insisting that they were economic 
migrants and not genuine refugees (Thorpe 2019: 47, 61). On 
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23 June, he announced that Hungary was suspending the Dublin 
regulation.

The Dublin regulation meant different things for different 
countries. For Hungary, it meant responsibility for the vast ma-
jority of asylum seekers trying to enter the Schengen zone. But 
it did not mean that for Germany. With no Schengen land bor-
ders, in theory Germany should have no asylum applications to 
process. So when, in August 2015, Chancellor Angela Merkel 
suspended the Dublin regulation for Syrian refugees coming to 
Germany, the implications were the diametric opposite of Hun-
gary doing the same thing. Effectively, Germany opened the door 
wide to everyone with a Syrian passport. It did not take long for 
the news to spread.

Church institutions were quick to issue an urgent appeal to 
work together in providing support and welcome for the influx 
of refugees. On 6 September, Pope Francis issued a call to every 
Catholic parish, religious community, monastery, and sanctuary 
to provide a home for at least one refugee family (Faiola & Birn-
baum 2015). On 9 September, the World Council of Churches, 
the Conference of European Churches, and the Churches’ Com-
mission for Migrants in Europe issued a joint letter urging all 
church denominations to cooperate in order “to give a common 
witness of compassion, justice and peace” (World Council of 
Churches et al. 2015).

Before the end of 2015, over a million asylum seekers had en-
tered Germany, most of whom were from Syria. Germany began 
the long process of integrating these refugees into German society 
and the labor market, a process that continues to this day.

Answering the Question “Why?”

These events are well known, yet some of their strangeness may 
escape us. The question of motivation seems unanswered. Why 
did Hungary and Germany, Orbán and Merkel, respond in op-
posite ways to the 2015 refugee influx?

Many scholars explain the responses of Hungary and Germany  
in ways that omit or minimize the role of religion. Müller- 
Brandeck-Bocquet (2022: 67–9), for example, has cataloged four 
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explanations for Merkel’s actions, none of which mentions her faith 
or Germany’s Christian heritage. Likewise, here are a few other com-
mon explanations:

1.	 Some explain Orbán’s and Merkel’s actions as an outwork-
ing of national self-image informed by history. Hungary had 
“for centuries . . . self-identified as Europe’s bulwark against 
Muslim conquest” (Betts & Collier 2018: 47). Germany, still 
living in the shadow of its Nazi past, seized the opportunity to 
display anti-racist credentials and show itself full of humani-
tarian impulse.

2.	 Others give economic explanations. Hungary is a poor nation 
and did not want the expense of harboring large quantities 
of refugees. Merkel’s welcoming policy was not (or not only) 
compassionate but “a shrewd long-term economic decision” 
in the face of Germany’s declining and aging population (Bau-
man et al. 2016: 68).

3.	 Still others see in these actions a strategic maneuver to please 
the people and remain in power. Nick Thorpe writes that “af-
ter the Charlie Hebdo attack [in France], Orbán and his ad-
visers discovered the political value of migrants, or rather the 
fear of them” (Thorpe 2019: 14). Likewise, Merkel gave in 
to increasing pressure from the media that was shaping pub-
lic opinion in favor of the refugees (Kepplinger 2019; cited in 
Müller-Brandeck-Bocquet 2022: 68).

None of these explanations are wrong per se, but insofar as they 
omit religion, they are not the full story. Religion underlies all of 
them in various ways. A nation’s self-image is bound up with its 
religious and communal identity, and a politician’s strategy must 
appeal to the values and priorities of the voting public, which 
have been informed at some level by the nation’s religious his-
tory. Even economics is based on principles of value that are far 
from religiously neutral (consider, e.g., the ban on usury com-
mon to all the Abrahamic faiths). In what follows, we shall exam-
ine the way religious motivations are threaded throughout these 
two polar-opposite responses to the Syrian refugee crisis, both of 
which are an outworking of Europe’s Christian heritage.
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As noted in the Introduction, we cannot naïvely assume that 
religion is an influence only or even when it is explicit. Orbán was 
explicit about his Christianity, partly because he knew it would 
have traction with the people he represented. Merkel, however, 
did not mention the Christian principles behind her actions for 
the same reason: it would not have gone down well in largely 
secular-identifying Germany.

Viktor Orbán and Hungary

It is not about economics. Despite the stated position of Fidesz 
(Orbán’s political party) to accept no immigrants, the Hungar-
ian government has readily accepted two kinds of immigrants: 
(1) poor Asians, especially Vietnamese, who come to do low-paid 
jobs that Hungarians do not want to do, filling a gap in the labor 
market, and (2) wealthy non-Europeans, who until 2017 could 
obtain permanent residency by buying $322,600 in government 
bonds. This was an attractive prospect because it was the cheap-
est way to gain permanent residence inside the Schengen area, and 
was discontinued because of concerns by other Schengen mem-
bers. Fidesz is not unaware of immigration’s economic benefits.

Nor is it about keeping any and all foreigners out of the coun-
try. Immigration in Hungary has never been higher than in the 
last two years. The number of immigrants in Hungary exceeded 
400,000 at the end of 2023, almost double the figure from 
five years previously (Morina 2024). This is largely due to the 
number of Ukrainian refugees welcomed into Hungary following 
the 2022 war in Ukraine. Most of these Ukrainians are Chris-
tians, either Catholic or Orthodox.

These unacknowledged exceptions to the “no-immigrant” rule 
show that what the Hungarian government is opposed to is more 
precise than immigration as such. Because the above immigrants 
are not Muslims, they are not viewed as threats to the coherence 
of Hungarian “Christian” culture.

But Orbán’s appeal to Christianity is not simply a political 
strategy. We will not understand the religious dimension of Hun-
gary’s immigration policy if we too quickly categorize Orbán’s re-
ligion as purely instrumental. Orbán is not simply another Donald 
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Trump or Marine Le Pen, appealing to religious categories to win 
votes. His Christian faith appears to be sincere; however, he might 
also use it for political purpose, and however, one might assess its 
accuracy in representing Christian ethics.

Like most Hungarians in the Soviet Union, Orbán was raised 
nonreligious. He and his wife refused to get married in church 
and instead had a civil wedding in 1986. His party, Fidesz, was 
initially anticlerical in orientation. His conversion to Christianity 
was not sudden but gradual. It started when he came under the in-
fluence of the Reformed pastor Zoltan Balog. In 1992, after Balog 
introduced him to some of Hungary’s Catholic bishops, he told 
Balog, “I was not aware that the Church is so important, such 
an important part of Hungarian life. I cannot talk to the people 
about politics if I don’t understand that!” (cited in Lendvai 2018: 
51). In 1996, Balog confirmed him into the Reformed church, and 
in 1997, he and his wife had a church wedding. When Orbán lost 
the 2002 election, he refused to be downcast. Instead, he said, 
“He who carries within him faith, hope and love will see hard-
ships as salvation. . . . Only a person who has lost faith can be 
vanquished” (cited in Lendvai 2018: 51–2). Then, he led his de-
feated (and formerly anticlerical) political party in prayer. When 
Fidesz regained power in 2010, they began to support Hungarian 
churches in numerous ways.

Orbán’s religious convictions, even if genuine, are nonetheless 
politically expedient and align with Hungary’s overall religious 
attitude, which is why he keeps winning elections. Today, most 
of Fidesz’s leading members are from the Reformed tradition. Re-
formed Christianity is one of Hungary’s two largest religious tra-
ditions. To ensure the support of the other, Roman Catholicism, 
Fidesz maintains a close alliance with the traditionally Catho-
lic party known as the Hungarian Christian Democratic Peo-
ple’s Party (KDNP). Some scholars point to the decline in church 
attendance as evidence that Hungary is largely secular (Ádám & 
Bozóki 2016; Gallaher & Martin 2020). But to read too much 
into this would be a mistake, a failure to observe the enduring 
influence of religion even on secular-identifying people. As we 
discussed in the Introduction, religious principles can continue 
to be a driving factor long after someone has ceased religious 
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observance, and religion as communal identity can continue to be 
important for societies even after their religious principles have 
eroded. The claim that Hungary is a Christian nation and needs 
to preserve its Christian values has an appeal beyond regular 
churchgoers.

Fidesz’s turn to religion did not initially come with any par-
ticular stance on immigration. Immigration was barely a topic 
for Orbán or Fidesz before the Syrian refugee crisis and did not 
feature as a vote-winning strategy until the subsequent election in 
2018 (Bender 2020: 61). This is probably because, prior to 2015, 
Hungary had hardly any immigration requests, so the topic was 
seen as irrelevant.

But the events of 2015 compelled Orbán and his party to think 
through the implications of their religion for immigration. Those 
implications were formulated as the need to preserve Christian 
European values by keeping Muslims out. Fidesz stated that “the 
incoming migrants, that were mainly Muslims, will destroy the 
national and European identities, the culture and the Christian 
values” (Meszaros 2019: 244). In September 2015, at the height 
of the Syrian refugee crisis, the Hungarian prime minister said the 
following in a speech:

Those arriving have been raised in another religion, and repre-
sent a radically different culture. Most of them are not Chris-
tians, but Muslims. . . . This is an important question, because 
Europe and European identity is rooted in Christianity. Is it 
not worrying in itself that European Christianity is now barely 
able to keep Europe Christian? There is no alternative, and we 
have no option but to defend our borders.

(cited in Traynor 2015)

As this quotation shows, Orbán sees not one but two threats to 
the Europe he seeks to defend. One threat comes from outside, 
the “invasion” of Muslims that will, he warns, fundamentally 
alter the Christian culture of Europe. The other threat, alluded to 
in the last two sentences, is internal: the liberalizing and secular-
izing trend that undercuts traditional family values and celebrates 
multiculturalism. This is why Orbán both loves Europe and hates 
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the EU. The former is what he is defending, and the latter is push-
ing an ideology that will in his view destroy Europe. As one report 
puts it, Orbán’s political party, Fidesz, is

waging a two-front war: they defend Christian values by fight-
ing against the “Islamization” of Europe, and they protect the 
traditional values against the liberal, “post-1968” ideologies 
such as multiculturalism and gender equality, which currently 
rule the West but at same time undermine its strength and im-
mune system.

(Krekó et al. 2019)

Orbán sees Hungary as the great protector of Christian Europe, 
preserving it from these two corrupting influences.

The Hungarian churches echoed this stance from their govern-
ment. A deputy bishop of the Reformed church said, “the uncon-
trolled admission of the flow of migrants from a different culture 
endangers European identity” (Kóczián 2022: 561). The Catho-
lic bishops likewise called to “defend Christian Europe from the 
Muslim invasion.” This is particularly striking in light of Pope 
Francis’ pro-refugee stance and led to heightened tensions be-
tween the Hungarian bishops and the Vatican (Thorpe 2019: 33).

The official stance did not, of course, represent every Christian 
in Hungary. Many churches and charities responded with practi-
cal compassion and support for the incoming refugees, provid-
ing food, water, toilets, bedding, and help in reunifying separated 
families. Some Catholic priests and monks even opened their 
homes to asylum seekers, seeking to overturn Hungary’s “reputa-
tion as haters of refugees” (Thorpe 2019: 238). The president of 
the European Commission pointed to “those Hungarian volun-
teers who give food and toys to hungry, exhausted refugee chil-
dren” as the ones who represent the “real Europe” (Thorpe 2019: 
75). Nevertheless, the majority aligned with the call for border 
closure of their ecclesial and political leaders.

One particular incident illustrates the cooperation between 
church and state on this issue. In 2016, the Hungarian govern-
ment announced a national referendum on the following ques-
tion: “Do you want the European Union to be able to mandate 
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the obligatory resettlement of non-Hungarian citizens into Hun-
gary even without the approval of the National Assembly?” 
(Thorpe 2019: 220). This was a shamelessly leading question 
framed to incline voters toward the government’s preferred an-
swer. There was almost no chance that the majority would vote 
“yes.” Those in favor of refugee welcome began campaigning for 
people not to participate in the referendum because if voter turn-
out was below 50%, the referendum would be rendered invalid. 
But the Reformed Church urged everyone to vote, saying that the 
referendum concerned “the future of your children and grand-
children, the fate of your country, and Christian values” (Kóczián 
2022: 562). This encouragement can only be interpreted as an 
anti-immigration move. This is all the more significant as it was 
the only official statement on immigration made by the Hungar-
ian Reformed church throughout the period of the Syrian refugee 
crisis.

Such a hostility toward immigrants was not always the case in 
the Hungarian church. Thirty years earlier, it had enthusiastically 
supported immigrants and immigration. In the 1980s, a wave 
of refugees entered Hungary from Romania, fleeing dictatorial 
restrictions on their freedom. These were welcomed with open 
arms by the churches. The Reformed Church formally called for 
everyone to support the refugees, writing that “it is our Chris-
tian and national duty to provide everything we can to those who 
knock on the doors of our churches and congregations and ask 
for our help” (Kóczián 2022: 557). Here, we see a use of the 
word “Christian” that draws on religion’s second meaning: ethi-
cal commitments. This throws into sharp relief the absence of this 
second meaning of religion – or more precisely, the absence of in-
terest in what Christianity’s ethical commitments might be – that 
we see in both Hungary’s government and its official church posi-
tion in 2015/2016.

Nor was anti-immigrant hostility always the case in Hungarian 
politics. Fidesz’s appeal to preserve “traditional Hungarian values” 
appears unaware of the welcoming posture toward immigrants 
endorsed by one of its most celebrated heroes: King Saint Ste-
phen of Hungary. The government holds up this eleventh-century 
monarch as Hungary’s founding father. The “Fundamental Law 
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of Hungary,” written in 2011, contains the following proclama-
tion in its preamble: “We are proud that our king Saint Stephen 
built the Hungarian State on solid ground and made our country 
a part of Christian Europe one thousand years ago” (Anon 2020). 
But this Catholic saint’s immigration policy was the opposite of 
Fidesz’s. One of his earliest hagiographies states that he “wanted 
his kingdom to be a refuge open to all foreigners” (Hartvic 2001: 
390). In his instructions to his successor, he said that

a country unified in language and in customs is fragile and 
weak. Therefore I order there, my son, to receive [all foreign-
ers] with good will and to nourish them honestly in order that 
they abide with thee more joyfully than elsewhere.

(cited in Jászi 1929: 39)

Again, we find the paradox that runs throughout this book: 
restricting immigration to preserve traditional Christian (even 
Hungarian in this case) values undermines those very values.

Indeed, a larger point could be made about the Hungarian 
government’s use of the term “Christian/European values.” Or-
bán, and Hungary following him, treats Christianity according 
to religion’s first meaning alone: as a communal identity without 
reference to its beliefs or practices. What is noteworthy about all 
this talk of restricting immigration to preserve “Christian values” 
or “Christian identity” is that it makes no reference to what those 
Christian values are or what Christian identity comprises. They 
treat Christianity as an abstraction, a fungible “culture” to be 
preserved by whatever means necessary. Whether the means used 
to preserve the culture might conflict with that culture’s own val-
ues or identity appears to be irrelevant.

What Orbán shows us is a picture of what Christianity looks 
like when it is treated solely as a communal identity and not as a 
set of beliefs and practices. He also shows us what happens when 
that communal identity is entangled with a nation-state. Without 
a doubt, Orbán has “combin[ed] national identity with religion” 
(Ewing 2017: 122). In fact, Christianity already has a commu-
nity, called the Church, which since its inception has never been 
exclusively identified with a single nation-state. To be sure, the 
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church has its own values, which it seeks to preserve. It does this 
by restricting church membership to those who sign up to Chris-
tian beliefs and commit to Christian practices. But Orbán has 
taken these legitimate boundary markers for church belonging 
and made them into entry requirements for national citizenship.

Angela Merkel and Germany

In both Hungary and Germany, the Syrian refugee crisis led to an 
appeal to “European values,” but with strikingly different mean-
ings. While Hungarian officials had talked about Christian or 
European values without mentioning what those values actually 
are, in Germany, the values themselves were invoked as reasons 
to welcome immigrants – values of compassion for the stranger, 
welcome of the “other,” and support for the disadvantaged.

“The values of European civilization are at stake.  .  .  . A Eu-
rope surrounded by fences will not work” (cited in Thorpe 2019: 
64). Thus spoke the head of a German refugee charity defending 
Angela Merkel’s decision to open Germany’s borders. Similarly, 
the secretary-general of the Social Democratic Party claimed that 
Merkel’s actions show how “European values are also valid in dif-
ficult times” (cited in Thorpe 2019: 97). Merkel herself referred 
to the need to uphold the “Universal civil rights” of the refugees 
as “essential European values” (Press Office 2015).

It is well known that Merkel did not consult her colleagues 
before making the decision to suspend the Dublin III regula-
tions and open Germany’s borders. This unilateral fiat needs to 
be explained first of all with reference to Merkel’s motivations 
and character as an individual. Yet, at the same time, her action 
was not opposed to the values and principles of the people who 
elected her, as we shall see. We shall begin with a look at Merkel 
herself before seeing how her actions represented Germany as a 
whole.

Angela Merkel is a committed practicing Christian. In a 2012 
interview, she said, “I am a member of the evangelical church. 
I believe in God and religion is also my constant companion, and 
has been for the whole of my life” (Spencer 2016). Unlike Or-
bán, who converted as an adult, Merkel was raised Christian, the 
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daughter of a Lutheran pastor. When she was 6 weeks old, her 
father moved from West to East Germany due to a sense of calling 
to minister there, knowing it was a religiously challenging situa-
tion. The move came with many sacrifices. For example, Merkel’s 
mother was a trained English teacher but was never allowed to 
teach for fear of the religious influence she might have on her 
pupils (Piel 2010).

Care for the marginalized and disadvantaged was part of Mer-
kel’s daily experience as a child. Another GDR pastor who knew 
her family reports that

Her childhood home was not a normal Protestant parsonage, 
rather it was a church-run home for people with disabilities. 
Angela Kasner [her maiden name] grew up surrounded by dis-
abled people who needed to be cared for. . . . Every day, Jesus 
and God were discussed in the Kasner household.  .  .  . The 
daily message was: “Love thy neighbor as yourself. Not just 
German people. God loves everybody.”

(Feldenkirchen & Pfister 2016)

Mayer writes that “Merkel’s leadership and political career are 
strongly influenced by her Christian values, her belief in God, and 
her Protestant religion” (Mayer 2021). Yet Merkel never liked to 
flaunt her faith. Most of the time, she kept it understated and pri-
vate. When Barack Obama visited Germany, they prayed together 
in a church. But she did not let anyone photograph them, know-
ing that largely secular German society might react negatively to 
the image (Warner 2012).

Similarly, when explaining why she opened Germany’s borders, 
she consistently gave rational and political justifications without 
any recourse to religion as a motivation. She said, for example, 
that if she closed the borders, the refugees would pile up in the 
fragile Balkan states and risk destabilizing them. Yet these justifi-
cations do not tell the whole story since they would have applied 
equally well to Hungary. They do not account for her stubborn 
refusal to put a cap on immigrant numbers in spite of mounting 
criticism both inside and outside her party or for the dramatic 
decline in her popularity as a consequence of her decision. It was 



A Christian Case Study: The 2015 Refugee “Crisis”  103

also uncharacteristic of her to be so uncompromising, as she had 
hitherto been known as a pragmatic figure without a strong po-
litical agenda.

However, despite the uniqueness of her stance, it was not un-
representative of the German people. When the strategic justifi-
cations became unsupportable, she appealed instead to German 
values and to her place within them:

To the criticism that Germany is allowing in too many ref-
ugees, [Merkel responded:] “If we now have to start apolo-
gizing for showing a friendly face in response to emergency 
situations, then that’s not my country.” . . . It wasn’t a politi-
cal tactician speaking this time, but a compassionate pastor’s 
daughter from the eastern state of Brandenburg – a politician 
who remains acutely aware of the Christian element in her 
party’s agenda.

(Nelles 2015)

This quote shows the connection between Merkel’s personal faith 
and the way she appeals to traditional German identity. The two 
are not opposed but come from the same source: Christianity. 
Merkel was simply acting on behalf of Germany’s better nature, 
the nature formed by centuries of Christian principles, a nature 
that Germany sometimes forgot but had never completely lost. 
“Our society lives on premises that it cannot create by itself,” she 
said in 2010:

Without a doubt, one of these very important premises is 
Christianity. . . . That means we know that freedom does not 
mean freedom from something, but it means freedom given by 
God through His Creation to commit oneself to help others 
and stand up for causes.

(cited in Spencer 2017: 163)

Seven years later, she felt the same way:

It feels to me that we live always on the basis of premises 
that we cannot create, but are rooted in our history, in our 
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convictions and our faith. These premises carry us into the 
future and lead us a little out of our self-centeredness.

(Merkel 2017: 31–2)

For Merkel, these three things are the same: (1) the foundations 
of German society, (2) Christian values, and (3) “helping others” 
due to having been led “out of our self-centeredness.”

The German churches quickly rallied in support of her deci-
sion. The heads of both the German Catholic and the national 
Protestant churches went with her to the train station at Munich 
to greet the first trainload of refugees. Both also issued public 
statements calling for all of Germany to adopt a “culture of 
mercy, humanity, acceptance, open-mindedness, and diversity” 
(Mielke 2016).

“It would be naïve,” writes Spencer, “to trace [Merkel’s posi-
tion on immigration] back to the Old Testament legislation on 
the imperative of hospitality to the stranger” (Spencer 2016). No 
Christian, no matter how integralist, wants to copy–paste Isra-
elite law onto the contemporary political scene. Yet the values 
contained in the Christian tradition, values that once manifested 
in the Israelite care for strangers, may manifest in the same way 
and for the same reason today through people who have steeped 
themselves in those values through lifelong formation in Christian 
virtue. In a speech in 2017, she said the following:

I believe religious education is increasingly more, not less im-
portant in our time, because it is about the formation of heart 
and conscience, and because it is about more than just our 
own life, but it is about the great interrelatedness of our lives 
as God’s creatures.  .  .  . All of us live from premises that we 
cannot create, but are grounded in our history, our convic-
tions, and our faith, and which carry us into the future and 
lead us step by step out of our self-centeredness.

(Merkel 2017: 31)

Merkel explicitly connects Christian formation with her chosen 
response to refugees. For her, enacting Christian values is not a 
matter of legalistic obedience to proof texts plucked from the 
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Bible, however applicable such texts might be. Rather, it is about 
the lifelong cultivation of Christian character that becomes sec-
ond nature so that all our decisions and actions arise instinctively 
from virtues instilled by Christian education. Religious practice 
cultivates an instinct for the good because it is a meditation on 
the source of all good and the purpose of our existence. We act 
in a Christian way even when we cannot point to a theological 
argument to justify it because we have been steeped in Christian 
ways of thinking. Merkel not only understands this, but also she 
herself is a clear example of political action motivated by subter-
ranean Christian ideals.

Conclusion

Orbán and Merkel responded in opposite ways to the Syrian refu-
gee crisis, yet both the anti-immigrant and pro-immigrant stances 
arose from their Christian convictions and identities. To call the 
responses “religiously motivated” does not mean that religion 
was their sole and sufficient cause. Religious motivation does not 
need to be separate from economic, political, or other motiva-
tions in order to be real. Human beings typically have multiple 
motivations for any action and can truthfully point to any of 
them as a reason. What this chapter has shown is that religion, 
both as common identity and as ethical commitments, lies behind 
much of the activity of the 2015 Syrian refugee crisis.

The events reveal a paradox at the heart of Christian immi-
gration ethics. Christianity means membership in a community 
with a shared set of beliefs, values, and ways of life. One of those 
Christian values is welcoming the “other,” even if that “other” 
does not share those beliefs, values, and ways of life. On the one 
hand, to refuse the welcome of the other is to betray Christian 
values and cease to be Christian (except in name). On the other 
hand, to welcome a great many “others” with different values 
means that Christian values are no longer normative in the pub-
lic square and that the national community loses its Christian 
self-understanding. A despairing outlook might say that Christi-
anity is doomed: either it undermines its own values in its struggle 
to preserve itself, or it sits by to watch those values be swept away 
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by mass immigration. A more optimistic outlook might point to 
a mysterious saying of Jesus that suggests a solution to the para-
dox: “those who want to save their life will lose it, and those 
who lose their life for my sake will find it” (Matt 16:25 NRSV). 
Perhaps self-defense, self-preservation, and self-protection are not 
the Christian way; rather, an open and self-sacrificial welcome 
that does not fear the erosion of Christian values is in fact at the 
very core of the way of being that Jesus taught and exemplified. 
As Merkel said in response to the worry that Islam will transform 
German culture: “we don’t have too much Islam, we have too lit-
tle Christianity, we have too few discussions about the Christian 
view of mankind” (The Economist 2016).
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If there is any question about whether conflicts over im-
migration policy will be with us for the foreseeable future, 
recent events that fill pages of newspapers and hours of me-
dia coverage make clear policy debates will only increase. In 
Germany, when the CDU leader Friedrich Merz proposed an 
anti-immigrant policy that depended on AfD support, even for-
mer Chancellor Angela Merkel protested, opening a breach in 
the party.

All around the world, religion is the fuel that ignites 
anti-immigrant violence and assaults on those not deemed au-
thentic citizens. At the same time, religious leaders are often 
the ones protesting anti-immigrant policies, calling for com-
passion and support for those fleeing violence and poverty. 
Policymakers will need to deal not only with the pragmatic 
questions that surround immigration, such as housing and bor-
der controls, opportunities for work, and eventual citizenship, 
but also with how to integrate these policies with competing re-
ligious demands for and against immigration. The urgency and 
importance of rightly understanding the relationship between 
religion and immigration have been demonstrated throughout 
this book, but we will offer one final illustration here because, 
although it does not fit in the above chapters or case studies, 
its relevance serves as a striking example of all that this book 
is about.
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A Vignette: Pope Francis, J.D. Vance, and the 
Ordo Amoris

Donald Trump’s successful campaign for reelection as president 
led to large-scale actions in 2025 to deport undocumented im-
migrants, cut funding for refugee charities, suspend refugee 
admissions, and revoke the legal status of some categories of 
immigrants who entered legally under the Biden administration 
(Brennan 2025; Hesson & Cooke 2025; Montoya-Galvez 2025). 
In defense of these actions, US Vice President J.D. Vance turned to 
the fifth “basic Christian principle” we outlined in Chapter 2 of 
this book. In a TV interview, Vance said that it was a

Christian concept . . . that you love your family, and then you 
love your neighbor, and then you love your community, and 
then you love your fellow citizens in your own country, and 
then, after that, you can focus and prioritize the rest of the 
world.

(Fox News 2025)

When this viewpoint was criticized on X by former British MP 
Rory Stewart, an Anglican, Vance replied, “Just google ‘ordo amo-
ris’,” a tweet that received over 11 million views (Vance 2025).

As the debate escalated, it drew attention from scholars and 
politicians across the globe. Dr. James Orr, Associate Professor of 
Philosophy of Religion at the University of Cambridge, defended 
Vance’s position as “stating the obvious” with regard to Christian 
values and said that “the man who, when faced with the choice of 
saving his drowning wife or a drowning stranger, hesitates to con-
sider which course of action would contribute more to the overall 
good of humanity has had one thought too many” (Orr 2025). 
Taking a different stance, Frederick Bauerschmidt, Professor of 
Theology at Loyola University Maryland, and Maureen Sweeney, 
an expert in immigration law, pointed to Aquinas’ careful and nu-
anced formulation of the principle (discussed in Chapter 2 of this 
book) to conclude that “the ordo amoris may not require us to 
treat these strangers as if they were our own children, but it also 
does not give us carte blanche to put off addressing their urgent 
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human need” (Bauerschmidt & Sweeney 2025). Graham Tomlin, 
an Anglican bishop based in London, pointed out that, for the 
progenitors of the ordo amoris such as Augustine and Aquinas, 
love is not a finite resource like cake with a limited number of 
slices but is better compared to fire:

When you take a light from a candle and light another candle 
with it, the first candle is not diminished, but continues to burn 
brightly. Fire can be passed on from one place to another and 
spread widely because it’s not finite in the way that a cake 
is. . . . Loving our family and friends is therefore a kind of tu-
torial in divine love, the kind that spreads like fire. Practicing 
the art of love on those closest to us helps us learn the skills of 
loving others. Loving my family teaches me to love my friends. 
Loving my friends teaches me to love my neighbors. Loving 
my neighbors teaches me how to love the stranger.

(Tomlin 2025)

Even Pope Francis weighed in with a letter to the US Catholic 
Bishops, writing that

the true ordo amoris that must be promoted is that which we 
discover by meditating constantly on the parable of the “Good 
Samaritan” (cf. Lk 10:25–37), that is, by meditating on the 
love that builds a fraternity open to all, without exception.

(Pope Francis 2025)

It would not be accurate to say that Vance is ignorant of the 
Christian tradition since he knew enough to invoke the ancient 
principle using its Latin term. But, as we saw in Chapter 2, the 
ordo amoris contains nuanced advice about how to weigh proxim-
ity against need. Aquinas wrote that “in certain cases one ought, 
for instance, to succor a stranger, in extreme necessity, rather than 
one’s own father, if he is not in such urgent need” (Aquinas 1911: 
Summa Theologiae II-II.Q31.A3.C). This aspect did not appear 
in any of the articles and blog posts defending Vance’s position, 
yet it would be known to anyone who has steeped themselves in 
the Catholic tradition and who sought to understand the ordo 
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amoris in all its depth so as to live by it. Once again, we find an 
anti-immigrant sentiment arising from those who draw a connec-
tion between national identity and religious identity by means of 
the ordo amoris in this case, its goal being to justify the policy of 
“putting America first.” And once again, we find that those who 
dig deeper into the tradition learn a different story, a reason to 
show solidarity with refugees and all those fleeing their homeland 
to escape desperate situations.

Final Recommendations

In light of these realities, our first recommendation to policy-
makers, academics, and practitioners is simply to understand 
the power of religion to motivate immigration policies across the 
political spectrum. In some ways, this seems counterintuitive, es-
pecially in nations that ostensibly separate church and state. But 
in the second decade of the twenty-first century, the resurgence 
of religion in partisan politics demands taking religious values 
and viewpoints very seriously. Since religious fervor is often at 
the core of mobilizing citizen groups and political movements, 
we strongly encourage political leaders and policymakers to pro-
actively engage religious leaders when considering immigration 
policy, even grounding their decisions in values and language that 
speak to the religious faithful. Navigating immigration policy 
conflicts will need great skill and sensitivity, so awareness of how 
religion impacts the political environment is crucial. That means 
learning what, in particular, the dominant religion has to say and 
what counterviews are being offered, both from within the domi-
nant religion and by minority faith communities. That is what we 
have illustrated in this book, modeling what policymakers and 
political leaders need to know about Christianity in Hungary and 
Germany and Judaism in Israel and the United States.

Second, we recommend a two-category heuristic tool for dis-
cerning the way religion is understood by its adherents. While 
numerous definitions of “religion” are available, and some by 
contrast deny any stable meaning to the word, we believe that 
when it comes to immigration policy, two stand out as the most 
useful: religion as communal/national identity and religion as 
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beliefs and practices. These are not mutually exclusive: a person 
may understand their faith in both ways at once. But we have 
detected a broad trend, not without exceptions, that hostility to-
ward immigrants arises more frequently from those who construe 
their religion in terms of communal/national identity, whereas 
welcoming of immigrants arises more frequently among those 
who spend more time in religious practice. Religious practice in-
cludes reflecting on the scriptural and traditional sources of moral 
guidance.

Third, we recommend that attention be paid to the instances 
where religious identity overlaps with national identity. In the 
contemporary period, those who seek such an overlap tend to ap-
peal to the preservation of their culture’s traditional values, which 
are often rooted in their religious heritage but not always in re-
ligious belief or practice. A religious community does not neces-
sarily have territory or borders. Its membership can be voluntary 
and without any relationship to politics. The religious “other” 
can be loved, respected, and welcomed without compromising the 
group’s identity. However, when religious identity overlaps with 
national identity, a complex tension is created in the maintenance 
of national borders. The welcome of strangers becomes perceived 
as a threat to the coherence of the nation, its cultural values, and 
its identity. Both Christianity and Judaism have adherents who 
see immigration as a malevolent threat to their national enter-
prise, a threat that undermines the nation.

Fourth and finally, we recommend that everyone, religious or 
otherwise, acquire a deeper familiarity with the sacred texts at 
the heart of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The scriptures of 
these faiths contain manifold injunctions to welcome and love 
strangers, not as an isolated exception but as an instance of a 
broader concern for the marginalized, disadvantaged, and poor. 
Yet texts can always be interpreted in more than one way, and 
interpretations are shaped by powerful interests and agendas. Re-
ligious texts can be a pretext for justifying policy, and, in most 
cases, alternative texts would support an opposite policy position. 
Nevertheless, many of the social science studies we have cited in 
this book show a tendency among the faithful who regularly read 
their scriptures (and engage in other forms of religious practice) 
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to advocate more inclusive and welcoming immigration policies 
than those who identify with the religion at a nominal or cul-
tural level. There are exceptions, even among religious leaders 
and scholars, and these are often the most vocal, but they do not 
nullify this trend.

Displacement caused by famine, climate change, war, and gang 
violence is not diminishing. The dream of the immigrant, to find a 
better life for oneself and one’s family, will hardly weaken in spite 
of the intense opposition they may face. These realities only add 
to the challenges policymakers, political leaders, and voters face 
as they continue to navigate the demands that immigrants will 
make on the political, social, and economic structures of many 
nations. Elections will be determined by the ways political parties 
and their leaders respond to the competing demands of religion, 
knowing that religious communities play a significant role in mo-
bilizing the faithful and often claim a powerful moral voice in so 
many nations, including those we have explored in our case stud-
ies. That is why it is essential for anyone concerned with immi-
gration policy to understand the complicated ways Judaism and 
Christianity handle the topic. While we share a concern about 
the experiences and sufferings of immigrants, we have focused on 
policy and the attitudes of citizens toward immigrants in order to 
highlight the power of religion in international politics.

In particular, we share the concern that so many have over 
the violent rhetoric and, even more, the violent behavior that so 
often erupts when immigration policy is debated. The potential 
for polarizing civil conflict threatens politicians, immigrants, and 
citizens alike. The murder of pro-immigration Walter Lübcke in 
Germany by a far-right sympathizer and the riots and burnings in 
the United Kingdom, Germany, Los Angeles, and Myanmar in the 
past years remind us of the potential for violence that undermines 
democracy and threatens rational, thoughtful policymaking. In-
voking religious values of compassion and love and calling on 
religious leaders to calm the anger are tools that political leaders 
could use when immigration conflict erupts.

Judeo-Christian values, to the extent that they exist beyond 
platitudes, are often seen as the bedrock that defines the modern 
Western world. They include kindness and respect for all people 
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instead of power, humility instead of status, honesty and gener-
osity instead of wealth, self-control instead of self-indulgence, 
and forgiveness instead of revenge while promoting peace and 
goodwill among people. Yet no community can allow for radical 
inclusiveness and maintain its shared unique solidarity. Whether 
formed through common beliefs, practices, ethnicity, dress, diet, 
or something else, a religion’s identity depends on its members 
having something in common. There will always be an “other,” 
someone who, if only by choice, does not share that identity.

As all the recent national elections in the West demonstrate, the 
question of who belongs, and who should have status as citizen, 
is a central issue to many voters. Among the more populist politi-
cians and political parties, denouncing immigrants and calling for 
the expulsion of unwanted elements within the country as inva-
sive threats are at the core of their rhetoric.

For leaders and followers, for the faithful who attend religious 
services regularly to hear Holy Scripture recited, and for those 
who never set foot in a religious setting yet see their identity tied 
to historic religious connections, it remains the case that the polit-
ical and societal attitudes toward those not native-born are often 
expressed in terms of religious identity as well as religious values. 
The intersection of immigration policy and religion, more power-
ful than economic concerns, needs to be highlighted. It is to this 
end that we have written this volume.
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