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Diocesan Migrant and Refugee Services, Inc. 
(DMRS) handles every type of immigration law 
case, from providing education to ensure people 
understand their rights and what to expect when 
they encounter immigration authorities, to filing 
applications so migrants have lawful status, to 
working with asylum seekers to prevent their 
deportation.  

As a ministry of the Diocese of El Paso, on the U.S.
-Mexico border, the office of nearly 80 staff 
members is constantly busy. They have served an 
average of 25,000 people per year in the last five 
years, although that dipped to about 20,000 during 
the pandemic and surged to 29,000 the year before. 

“We see the realities of immigration here very 
differently from other people,” says Melissa Lopez, 
DMRS executive director for the last nine years and 
an El Paso native whose parents came from 
Mexico. “In the interior, you might see the changes 
and hear about them, but we live them.” 

Keeping up with the news and federal immigration 
policy, especially during the last administration, so 
that they can better serve their clients, has been 
tough for Melissa and her staff.  

“The constant barrage of changes that were 
designed to make people suffer was 

Coming Full Circle to Serve Migrants and Refugees in El Paso 

Edified. Our prayer is you read the story of El Paso with fresh eyes and are moved by the deep and structural 
commitment the People of God in El Paso have made to mission with and for refugees. So often, in our media 
ecology, we hear about so much structural, or systemic, injustice – racism, sexism, classism, etc. It is truly ennobling 
to see a diocese make such a profound and comprehensive commitment to “the stranger.”  

What if we started to look for “structural compassion” or “systemic sacrificial love” as we assess our parishes, 
dioceses, religious orders, and lay organizations? Don McCrabb points a way towards such missionary communities 
with his ten lessons from the recent dialogue – Angels Unaware.  

May you enjoy the blessings of Thanksgiving – Jesus is our King, our only king, and we are richly blessed.  

continued on p. 2 



 

Page 2 

really difficult to understand, especially as a Catholic,” 
she says. “To see people suffering because of policies 
created to make them suffer felt extraordinarily cruel.” 

She adds, “It was very emotionally draining, but we 
can’t give up because if we give up, who is here 
fighting?” 

In addition to those migrants DMRS typically serves, 
they have also responded within the last few months to 
Haitians fleeing earthquakes and political instability and 
to Afghans who were evacuated at the end of August 
when the U.S. removed the last of its troops from the 
country.  

An untold number of Afghan men, women and 
children—including some U.S. citizens and lawful 
residents—have been resettled temporarily at Fort Bliss 
in El Paso. DMRS staff members and paid temporary 
workers hired by DMRS—perhaps 100 in total—have 
been giving “know your rights” presentations; 
distributing donations of clothing, toothbrushes, and 
other necessities; and setting up recreation centers so 
children will have age-appropriate entertainment, such 
as arts and crafts, sports, and board games.  

It’s not clear how long the facility will remain open or 
how long the Afghans will stay there, but DMRS is 
committed to serving for as long as they are needed. 

Julia Regalbuto is a volunteer doing a year of service 
with DMRS through the Sisters of Loretto. This is her 
third service experience, after two years with the Jesuit 
Volunteer Corps, in Los Angeles and New Jersey. 

She’s working in the general legal services unit, with 
people seeking residency, citizenship, or DACA 
(Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals) status. Julia 
has been with DMRS since August, but because of 
COVID restrictions, most of her work has been over 
the telephone or via email.  

She’s looking forward to having face-to-face encounters 
with the people they serve and feels sure she wants to 
continue working with marginalized communities.  

“For me, I’m still trying to understand what faith in 
action looks like. What it means to really be walking 
alongside the marginalized and do everything possible 
to live within our means and support people who need 
to be supported,” she says.  

Melissa’s faith is a mainstay of her work and why she 
continues to do it, as hard as it is. When asked what 
brought her to this office 14 years ago, she doesn’t 
hesitate.  

“I have to say, God did.”  

She had planned to attend law school out of state, but 
when circumstances changed mere weeks before the 
semester began, she secured a spot closer to home, at 
the UT Austin School of Law. At that point, only one 
law clinic was still open: immigration. Upon graduation, 
when her job at Legal Aid fell through, her immigration 
professor told her about another job—at DMRS.  

Later, Melissa learned that her father had been a DMRS 
client in the 1980s, when it went by another name; her 
mother hadn’t made the connection when Melissa first 
got the job.  

“Then it really felt like God brought me full circle and 
was bringing me back to the place that had helped our 
family years before. So, I kind of see it as my 
opportunity to pay forward the benefits we received,” 
she says. “Had I planned it, it wouldn’t have 
happened.”  

For more information about Diocesan Migrant and 
Refugee Services, Inc. of the Diocese of El Paso, visit 
their website here (http://www.dmrs-ep.org/).   

Article by  Julie Bourbon, ENCOUNTER Editor  

DMRS staff  and volunteers accompany clients through many stages of the immigration and naturalization process, including asylum claims 
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Entertaining Angels:  
10 Lessons from a Dialogue on Mission and Migration 
By Dr. Donald R. McCrabb 

It is often said that the social doctrine of the Catholic 
Church is the world’s best kept secret. I believe 
USCMA’s 2021 virtual dialogue, Angels Unaware – 
Mission with People on the Move, was, and is, 
worthy of more attention.  

Entertaining Angels is the title of a 1996 movie about 
Dorothy Day. She, too, was sensitive to the needs of 
the migrant and the poor. The USCMA dialogue 
hoped to be an expression of her legacy as it embraced 
the inspiration of Timothy Schmalz, the artist who 
created the “Angels Unaware” sculpture depicting 140 
migrants and refugees that now occupies St. Peter 
Square.  

In this reflection, I want to draw out 10 lessons from 
the dialogue and outline some next steps.  

1. Intentionality. It begins with a whisper. Some 
people who are “on the move” are suffering. I 
should do something, but what? Form a clear 
intention to see and understand the reality, to hear 
and understand what Jesus has to say about that 
reality so our judgements are rooted in his truth 
and not the conflicting messages of our culture. 
Then we discern our response.  

2. Finding room. Intentions need room. They need 
time and space to breathe, take root, grow. Leanne 
and John Bergford created a wonderful, and 
simple, prayer experience that creates a “prayer 
space” that reminds us that we need to make room 
– literally – for the migrant in our lives, in our 
hearts, in our prayer, in our understanding, and in 
our actions.  

3. Reality. People are on the move. Fr. Michael 
Gallagher, SJ, helped us to see that the movement 
of people is not a big deal. More people were 
crossing borders every year (before the pandemic) 
than live in China. Not only is not a big deal, but it 
is also essential to economic systems. Marisa 
Limon Garza helped us to see the people who are 
forced to move – and how many of them migrate 
within their own country before they cross an 
international border. Tim Schmalz put it in very 
stark terms: “If we do not welcome the stranger, 
we kill them.”  

4. Our story. Participants were encouraged to reflect 

on their own stories of migration. For some, it is 
the story of our ancestors. For others, it is our 
personal history. It is also the current story of 
family, friends, neighbors, church. For many, it is 
also the unknown story of the people we care 
about.  

5. Scripture. Fr. vanThanh Nguyen helped me see 
the “underside” of scripture by focusing on the 
stories of migrant women and children in the Bible. 
I need more time with these insights. Women 
migrate, and not only for personal freedom or for 
economic gain. They migrate out of love for their 
children. What really struck me was that Jesus was 
in their company – he heals children five times in 
the four Gospels.  

6. A century of conversion. Rhonda Miska did a 
brilliant job of showing how the emergence of the 
social doctrine of the Church corrected the sins of 
the past (the Church was terrible in the 15th century 
when in came to the indigenous people it 
encountered in Europe) and slowly built a more 
welcoming and affirming Church. For more than 
100 years, the Church has called itself, and the 
societies in which it dwells, to welcome the 
stranger. Lisa Parisio contrasted the teachings of 
the Church on migration with the legal language, 
official policies, and current public debate taking 
place in the United States of America. Bottom line: 
We are not dealing with “illegal aliens” as if these 
people are beings from another planet. We are 
talking about refugees – people fleeing danger and 
seeking safety.  

7. A missed opportunity. The committee had 
envisioned an opportunity to hear the story of 
people on the move, to encounter someone who 
was forced to migrate. This tells me that the 
dialogue is incomplete – indeed, it is ongoing – and 
I need to continue to make space, and a plan, to 
welcome the stranger.  

8. We have the data. The Georgetown Center for 
Applied Research in the Apostolate, on behalf of 
the USCCM Committee on Cultural Diversity, did 
an amazing study on how the Church is welcoming 
the stranger. They went one step further and 



USCMA Happenings 
 — Thanksgiving. USCMA wishes you a blessed Thanksgiving. May you come together in peace 

with friends and loved ones and marvel, with deep gratitude, at the many blessings the good Lord has given 
us. May this time awaken in all of us the gift of generosity.  

 12.1.2021 — Accompaniment and Solidarity will meet at 2 pm ET. A gathering of the members to identify 
all the ways Christmas is celebrated around the world. Come and help us weave together a Global Christmas. 
You can REGISTER here for the gathering.  

 12.3.2021 — Feast of Saint Francis Xavier. Happy feast day to all missioners who cross some type of 
border to proclaim, serve, and witness to God’s Reign of love, salvation, and justice. 

 12.16.2021—  Las Posadas – Welcoming a Global Christmas into Our Lives. This special webinar, using 
the tradition of the Las Posada, will explore all the ways the story of the Holy Family, as refugees, continues 
all over the world – from all five of the continents. The webinar will be at 2 pm ET. Please REGISTER.  

 12.29.2021 — A Global Christmas – the Gift of Mission. This Christmas Special will 
be a gathering on Wednesday, December 29th, at 7 pm ET – The Fifth Day in the 
Octave of Christmas. This hour long gathering will share stories and images of Christmas 
from all over the world – one of the many gifts mission offers to the Church universal. 
REGISTER for this amazing opportunity to “see” the face of mission.  

 Books for Review —  USCMA receives complimentary books about missiology, 
theology, and spirituality for review. Our feature book for November is Facing 
Apocalypse – Climate, Democracy, and Other Last Chances by Catherine Keller, 
and published by Orbis Books (2021). For this book or a current listing, email Nichole 
Petty, USCMA Office Manager.   

The United States Catholic Mission Association is a national alliance of individuals and organizations committed to the mission Jesus entrusted to his 
Church. Through its members and services USCMA animates missionaries, prepares them for mission, accompanies them through  mission, and form 
them for leadership. ENCOUNTER is made possible in part, by a grant from Catholic Communication Campaign. You build bridges of global solidarity 
by supporting USCMA. Donate at uscatholicmission.org. Copyright 2021.  

United States Catholic Mission Association 
7300 Hanover Drive, Suite 304, Greenbelt, MD, 20770 

202-832-3112 
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looked at the census data so they can pinpoint “the stranger” in each diocese. They have given us glasses so we 
can see. We need to use them. Here is the link to the CARA report.  

9. Do something! Sister Norma Pimentel is just inspiring. It was a privilege to have a conversation with her and 
explore how people can reach out to the refugee. After talking about practical ways of responding, and the 
spirituality that keeps her going after exhausting days, her call to action continues to echo in my heart. We need 
to do something.  

10. Crossing internal borders. By the time Bishop Joseph Tyson shared his thoughts with me, I was on overload, 
but what I took away from his talk is crystal clear. It all begins with conversion. I need to do my life differently. 
I need to spend time with different people, in different activities, in different places. He has his seminarians 
join him in picking fruit, so they all know, in their bones, the labor of the farm worker.  

All the sessions of the dialogue have been recorded and can be accessed  for the solidarity fee of $40. We are in 
regular communication with anyone who has “joined the dialogue” through their participation, interest, or 
donation.  

The roots of the word “entertain” is not amusement but to 
“hold within,” as in hospitality or pondering. The dialogue 
has just begun. The Church has a mission to migrants, and 
that mission needs to take root in parishes, dioceses, 
religious communities, and lay movements in the United 
States of America.  

Donald R. McCrabb, D. Min., is the     
Executive Director of the United States 
Catholic Mission Association. 

 


