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The movement of massive numbers of people across national borders is 

born. More than half of these people had migrated to the high income 

pursuit of a better life for themselves and their children. But a remark-

-

countries. Dire consequences of climate change threaten even greater dis-
placement in the years ahead. It is not surprising, therefore, that a major 

The Age of Migration.2 In the same 
vein, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees foresees a 
future marked by people being pushed and pulled across borders and 

people. The reality of people on the move, therefore, cries out for serious 
assessment from the perspective of both theology and ethics.
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Religion in an Age of Migration

Religious communities are perhaps uniquely capable of addressing the 
ethical dimensions of people on the move. Migration plays a key role in 

of God’s call led him to migrate from the home of his kinsfolk to the land 

migration from slavery in Egypt to freedom in the land of God’s promise. 

-
rection. Muslims measure time from the founding event of Muhammad’s 
hijra, or migration, from Mecca to Medina.
 Migration, therefore, is a central image of the human condition before 
God in many faiths. These faiths should be able to contribute to a deeper 

today. The voice of religion should be clearly audible in migration debates. 
Religious and theological ethics can play important roles in guiding the 

forms of movement that are humanly destructive.

Christian Cosmopolitanism

contribution to an ethical approach to migration is the conviction that all 

their nationality or ethnicity. Every person has been created in the image 
and likeness of God. This common creation gives every person a shared 

to the shared dignity of every person as an image of God. This leads to a 
stance that can be called Christian cosmopolitanism.
 Taken radically, Christian cosmopolitanism means that national bound-
aries, if they exist at all, should be fully open. In the eyes of God, there 

-
lenges the moral
eliminate their political Sub specie aeternitatis there are 
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no foreigners; all humans are equally brothers and sisters to one another. 

-

 The common creation of all persons in the image of God thus provides 
a clear basis for rejecting migration policies that treat possible immigrants 

-

should look at migration. National borders can play positive roles in the 

national borders is evident in arguments resisting trans-border interven-

also for their differences. The right of national or cultural groups to self-

protect these differences.

The Importance of Difference

-

makes them different from the other nations. It gives them a particular, 
religious and national identity that must be respected. Of course, this 
special covenant does not eliminate Israel’s duty to respect the common 

strong duties to the strangers and aliens they encounter in the land of Israel 

23:9; see Lev. 19:33-34 and many other places). Thus Judaism combines a 

a specially onerous duty to migrants.
 Catholic social ethics also seeks to combine cosmopolitan universal-
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there is an order of priorities among diverse loves (an ordo amoris). Those 

the members of our political community, deserve special treatment as an 
expression of our love for them. Similarly, Catholic social thought appeals 
to the principle of subsidiarity to argue that though there are special duties 

need, the universal duty of the larger, international community comes into 

are not morally determinative in the face of the grave need of refugees or 

override duties to co-citizens.

The Need for Priorities

to each of these duties in diverse circumstances. The mass movement of 

neighbor should be fully prepared to extend asylum to desperate refugees 
and ready to grant entry to needy migrants. But love of those nearby may 
also imply that both good order and social cohesion may set some limits to 

-

defensible priorities for migration policy is thus an ongoing challenge.
 On one level, the response of theological ethics to this challenge is quite 

international Refugee Convention’s unambiguous stand against forced 
return of refugees (refoulement
to their lives and freedoms. The priority of non-refoulement of refugees 
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and a mistaken fear that migrants are often a threat to the economic self-
interest of people in the receiving country. Dislike of the needy stranger, 

core universalist ideas of Christian theology. Christian ethics guide the 
churches to resist such xenophobia strongly. The churches should also 

contributions to receiving countries, both by enriching the receiving cul-
tures and by contributing to local economies by doing essential jobs that 

non-refoulement of refugees and overcoming exclusion-
ary xenophobic attitudes are thus basic to a theological contribution to an 

-

further distinctions are called for. Since not all can be admitted as legiti-

-
vation of a poor country has a special duty to admit economic migrants 

former colonies that they do not have to migrants in general. Economic 
-

Haiti create special duties to admit migrants from those countries.
 When a country has a history of political or military involvement in the 
life of another country, the former country can have special duties to admit 
migrants from the latter. The United States recognized such a special 
duty to be open to large numbers of migrants and refugees from Vietnam 

engagement in Iraq has not been the sole cause of displacement of Iraqi 

in other countries and 1.3 million 
itself. US military intervention in Iraq has been the occasion if not the 
direct cause of much of this huge forced migration. This means that the 
US and its allies in Iraq have especially strong duties to admit refugees 

-

the source of this huge movement of Iraqi people.
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 There are, no doubt, additional grounds for a country to grant priority 

fact leads to the kind of discriminatory quota system for migrants that has 
been much abused in the past.

-
gious or cultural ties to the people of the receiving country points to the 
continuing challenge for theological ethics in an age of migration. Reli-
giously and theologically, the most attractive stance remains a radical 

these suggestions are far from the fully developed theological ethics of 


