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As I type these words, we are in the final days of 
a summer that has brought us unusually high 
temperatures in the U.S. and globally, droughts 
and wildfires, and catastrophic flooding. On the 
anniversary of Hurricane Katrina, Hurricane Ida 
dumps rain along the gulf coast, and many New 
Orleanians with the means to evacuate have 
done so. Severe weather events like these—made 
more extreme by climate change—forces some to 
leave their homes, whether temporarily or 
permanently. After 20 years of conflict, the 
Taliban has taken control of Afghanistan, 
causing both Afghansand those of other 
nationalities to flee that country. By the time you 
read these words, there may well be new events—
incidents of severe weather, political upheaval, 
war, or other catastrophes—causing people to 
leave home and seek safe harbor elsewhere.  

In the face of this reality, those of us living with 
relative safety and stability must choose if we 
will respond to people on the move with 
suspicion or compassion, indifference or 
empathy, defensiveness or generosity. Those of 
us living with relative safety and stability who 
identify as followers of Jesus face an even larger 
question: Will we regard them as outside the 
circle of community, or as brothers and sisters 
made in God’s image, part of the “us” of the 
human family?   

Throughout his papacy, Pope Francis—himself 
the son of Italian immigrants to Argentina—has 
resolutely and continually called for mercy, 
encounter, and solidarity for people on the move. 
Since his first trip as pope to the Italian island of 
Lampedusa to commemorate the refugee lives 
lost and repent of the collective sin of 
indifference, his challenge to us to see 
immigrants and refugees as men, women, and 
children with dignity rather than as “pawns on 
the chessboard of humanity” has been repeated 
over and over.  

A Stranger and You 
Welcomed Me: A Call 
to Mercy and 
Solidarity with 
Migrants and 
Refugees is a 
collection of Pope 
Francis’ addresses, 
homilies, and prayers 
from 2013 to 2018. 
Reading the book is 
like listening to many 
variations of a core theme: People on the move 
have dignity and worth and are to be 
encountered as subjects rather than objects. 
They bring with them giftedness and hope, and 
they reveal to us the face of Christ. We are called 
to resist throwaway culture and embrace our 
fellow human beings to create paths of liberation 
and fraternity together.  

Pope Francis explicitly states that “whether their 
status is regular or irregular,” those who are 
fleeing home and seeking to establish a new life 
are worthy of welcome and integration. It is not 
only immigrants who “waited in line” and 
successfully navigated long and expensive 
processes to gain legal status, but all those forced 
leave home and establish themselves anew who 
are to be received with openness.  

Through welcoming people on the move, those of 
us who are more rooted and comfortable will be 
called to deeper conversion. This has been my 
experience repeatedly in ministry for and with 
and among people on the move. From serving as 
a legal assistant to Central American migrant 
children to building relationships in Spanish-
language parish faith-sharing groups with 
undocumented immigrants to joyfully 
celebrating the breaking of the Ramadan fast 
with immigrants and refugees, the smallness of 
my heart and the fearfulness embedded in my 
faith have been challenged by people on the 
move. Their witness of courage, resilience, and 
hope have called me to spiritual growth. In the 
loss of their home countries and struggle to 
establish themselves anew, I see the paschal 
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mystery lived out. Far from being objects that 
receive charity, they are my friends, my family, 
my community mates, my teachers, my co-
disciples and co-ministers.  

Though Pope Francis’ message of has been 
consistent throughout his papacy, his call to 
solidarity and encounter with people on the 
move takes on a new urgency as the Covid-19 
pandemic continues. We are weary, and in our 
weariness, our capacities for compassion may 
be diminished. The financial, emotional, and 
relational stresses brought on by pandemic can 
cause those of us living with relative comfort to 
turn inward, to focus our efforts on those 
whom we perceive to be like us. As we live 
through collective trauma, our fight or flight 
response can be triggered, lessening our ability 
to act out of our Christian convictions. There 
can be the impulse to “take care of our own” 
and see those labeled as “outsiders” as a threat 
or a burden, especially in a time when physical 

proximity brings fear of viral contagion.   

Given this, Pope Francis’ exhortations are 
timelier than ever. The realities that cause 
people to leave home—regime change, 
violence, climate change—are unlikely to lessen 
in the coming years. For those of us who seek 
to live as missionary disciples in a globalized 
world, there is the work of individual and 
collective discernment. How we are invited to 
see, judge, and act with open and merciful 
hearts prepared to encounter Christ in our 
brothers and sisters on the move? 
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