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Bishop Mark J. Seitz was appointed the sixth bishop of the Diocese of El Paso, 
Texas, by Pope Francis in 2013. A former pastor of parishes in Garland, 
Waxahachie and Dallas, Texas, Bishop Seitz has taught liturgy and 
sacramental theology at the University of Dallas and served as vice-rector and 
director of liturgy at Holy Trinity Seminary. He will serve as chairman of the 
Committee on Migration and Refugee Services for the United States Conference 
of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) beginning in November 2022.  
The following conversation with Bishop Seitz has been edited for 
clarity and length. 

What is it about working with migrants and refugees that calls 
to you so deeply?  

The Gospel is the simple answer. It’s just so easily found in those 
pages, and in the roots of Jesus himself—about the care for our 
neighbor, about a special love for the poor, the way that he always 
challenged his listeners by placing those who were looked down 
upon by the society of his time in the position of the ones who did 
it right. Take the parables of the Good Samaritan and the 10 lepers, 
for instance. 

In my ministry, I’ve always been drawn to try to serve those in need. 
In my early years as a priest, that meant being involved in the pro-
life movement. Mother Teresa gave us guidance on this: The 
unborn child was among the poorest of the poor, the ones who had 
no voice.  

When I was named bishop of El Paso in 2013, I moved from 
dealing with the border between the womb and the world, to the 
border between our country and other nations. To me it was a very 
natural transition to consider these borders, as well.  

Talk about the work of the USCCB’s Committee on Migration 
and Refugee Services, of which you are now chairman-elect.  

Certainly, I hope to continue the very good work already being 
done. Its staff are responsible not only for policy work but for 
managing contracts with the U.S. government for resettling a certain 
number of refugees every year who come here after living in refugee 
camps and being carefully vetted. The U.S. government has found 
the Catholic Church to be one of the most effective 
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agencies doing that work.  

On the policy side, we try to speak to the government in terms of 
what our faith tells us about care for the stranger. We believe that 
people have a certain human dignity they carry with them. Just as 
our Declaration of Independence states, they’re not bestowed those 
rights and that dignity by any government—they have it before they 
come here. And while the government has the right to and ought to 
manage its borders, it must be done in a way that respects the 
dignity and the human rights of those who come.  

The Church has always had an interest in serving immigrants. We’re 
both an immigrant nation and an immigrant Church—that is who 
we are.   

How do we educate Catholics to understand the Church’s 
historic role in caring for migrants and refugees?  

That’s a huge challenge. Our responsibility is not only to speak to 
the civil authorities, but our responsibility as a Church is to 
catechize our own people. I think we’re always fighting this fallen 
human tendency to look at the person we don’t know, who might 
speak a different language or come from a different culture, with 
suspicion. That’s something that is deeply rooted within us. So it 
will always be part of the work of the Church to seek to give people 
a different way of looking at the person they don’t know. It’s really a 
simple work, in a sense—allowing our communities to be so open 
and broad in our welcome that they have an opportunity to 
encounter people who are different, and to recognize the common 
humanity we share, and even to go further than that and to 
recognize the face of Jesus Christ.  

Tell us about your two pastoral letters.  

The first [Sorrow and Mourning Flee Away, July 2017] was focused on 
immigration, which is very much our reality here in El Paso. Our 
cities, Ciudad Juárez and El Paso, are so closely knit, you can’t see 
where one ends and the other begins. Our families are intertwined. 
We have relatives on both sides, we go to school on one side or the 
other, we’re mostly bilingual, and we are probably the largest 
binational community in the world. But as we replace bridges with 
fences and barbed wire, a message on the part of the Church to the 
people of my community was very important.  

The second [Night Will Be No More] came after the August 3, 2019, 
mass shooting at Walmart. A young man filled with hatred towards 
people of other races and colors, especially Mexicans, a young man 
filled with white supremacist ideology, showed that that ideology is 
not harmless. He picked up that gun as a logical consequence of 
that thinking. To a certain extent, he brought to great relief the real-
life consequences of that thinking, the racism that’s involved and 
the kind of harm it can cause to innocent people who are just out 
on a Saturday morning buying school supplies.  

We might be inclined to see that as an isolated incident, with one 
mentally ill person. But when you step back and look at it from a 

Top left, Ysleta Mission, founded 1682 

Top right: St. Patrick’s Cathedral, built 1916 

Middle: Map of El Paso and Ciudad Juárez  

Bottom: Satellite view of the area  
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broader perspective, you see it’s growing in our society, and it has a 
history. When I spoke to people after, I found that it had opened 
past wounds about how they had been treated in their lifetimes, 
because their skin color was darker than others, because they spoke 
a different language. It’s not a distant past—people still have to live 
with the consequences of those deeply rooted tendencies and 
structures in our society. 

What would you like to say to pastors? 

First, I would say, I understand, in so many ways. Pastors tend to be 
happy in relationship with people, and like any of us, they want to 
be loved. And so we can tend to avoid contentious issues. I would 
say, don’t be afraid. Don’t just look for peace, because there are 
some kinds of peace that aren’t really peace. You will be rewarded in 
so many ways if you reach out to and welcome those in your 
community whom most people might not even see.  

It isn’t simply a matter of holding up a protest sign on the pulpit. 
The work of overcoming these kinds of exclusion is not a matter of 
an ideological confrontation. It’s a matter of allowing those faces 
and those voices to be heard in your community. Let the people we 
do not know or understand tell their stories. It’s that simple. And if 
you want to get people together so that their stories can be told, 
celebrate the feasts together—share food, and music and dancing. 
Make it fun, and do mission, do service. These are the activities that 
ultimately change hearts.  

Any words of wisdom for missionaries? 

I’m just so inspired to see people, and especially young people, 
living the Gospel in such a clear and beautiful way. There’s nothing 
that can impact change and growth in the faith better than seeing 
people living the faith. I would tell them not to see their work as 
something on the fringe of the life of the Church. Realize that your 
work is at the heart of the life of the Church because it’s at the heart 
of the life of Jesus lived out in our time. It’s what he would be 
doing.  

We don’t evangelize in the same way we have in the past. We’ve 
come to realize the primary way to evangelize is to love our brothers 
and sisters and to do it in the name of Jesus Christ. It’s really that 
simple. It’s loving and serving and recognizing the human dignity 
that is shared by people whose goodness and dignity is often 
overlooked in our time. 

I’m very grateful for their work. 

***  

For more about the Diocese of El Paso, click here to read the October 
Encounter newsletter story on the Peace and Justice Ministry, and here to 
read the November Encounter story on Diocesan Migrant and Refugee 
Services, Inc.  
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A sincere reckoning with 
our past and lamentation 
over it are essential for 

transformation. 

We need spaces in our 
churches and community 

to do that.  

As Bishop Mario Enrique 
Ríos noted when publishing 

the definitive account of 
the racially motivated 

massacres of the 
Guatemalan conflict,  

‘The recovery of memory 
is irreplaceable in the work 

of winning peace.’  

from 
Night Will Be No More 
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Cancellation. USCMA regrets it needed to reschedule Las Posadas – Welcoming a Global Christmas into 
Our Lives (12.16.2021) and A Global Christmas – the Gift of Mission (12.29.2021) due to staffing 
issues. The intention is to engage the membership to see if they are interested in creating these programs 
for December 2022. Las Posadas is a time of prayer and reflection on the themes of Advent given our 
mission to migrants. A Global Christmas is a production that brings together stories and images of how 
Christmas is celebrated around the world. It is a tells the story of Christmas, the story of Mission, the story 
of the Church Universal and it is a particular gift missionaries can give to the whole Church. If you are 
interested in either of these programs, contact Don McCrabb to get involved.  

01.12.2022 Parish Engagement – A Model for Vaccine Acceptance | Time: 1 pm ET, noon CT, 11 am 
MT, and 9 am PT. This 50-minute webinar will present the Parish Engagement program developed by 
Catholic Charities in Santa Clara County to promote and provide vaccine acceptance. The model itself, 
often called a “pop up,” is good to know. It may be possible to implement in your area. The Catholic Cares 
Coalition have consultants available to assist you in thinking through your possibilities. Also, there is a 
geographically limited microgrant program available that will be presented. Please REGISTER. More 
information about the microgrant program is available at www.CatholicCares.org. Applications are being 
accepted now on the 1st and the 15th of every month.  

01.20.2022 Intercultural Living – The What and Why | Time: 2 pm ET (1 pm CT, noon MT, and 11 am 
PT. Fr. Anthony “Tony” Gittins, CSSp, is Professor Emeritus from Chicago Theological Union, held the 
Bishop Ford Chair of Mission Theology (1999-2008), is the author of Living Mission 
Interculturally – Faith, Culture, and the Renewal of Praxis, published by Liturgical Press, 2015. 
REGISTRATION is required. Spaces are limited so please register soon. In person 
attendance is encouraged for purposes of discussion. The webinar will be recorded.  

Books for Review | USCMA receives complimentary books about missiology, theology, 
and spirituality for review. Our feature book for December is A CREED for Today – 
Faith and Commitment for Our New Earth Awareness by Donal Dorr, published 
by Orbis Books (2021). For this book or a current listing, email Nichole Petty, USCMA 
Office Manager.   

Merry Christmas and

a Blessed New Year
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