
The Immigration Crises Then and Now: What Are the 
21st Century Possibilities? 

 
 

[A “DEEP DIVE” INTO THE HISTORY OF IMMIGRATION—IN THE BIBLE, 
IN THE MODERN WORLD, IN THE JEWISH COMMUNITY AND IN THE 
UNITED STATES.  WE WILL CONSIDER THE SOURCES OF CARING FOR 
AND ANTAGONISM TO IMMIGRANTS AND IMMIGRATION AS THESE 
EXIST TODAY AND CONSIDER WHAT MORE MIGHT BE DONE IN 
RESPONSE TO THE PROBLEMS WE CONFRONT.]    

 
Shabbat Shalom 
 
I’d like to acknowledge and pay my deep respect to the Lenape people and their 
elders who originally occupied and stewarded the land in and around Manhattan 
where most of you live.   
 
I ask you to join me in gratitude to these first occupants.  I hope this is a thought 
that remains with you moving forward in a world where land is too often and too 
easily denied the people who occupied and farmed it.  
 
 

 
A parable: 
 
Escaping from persecution and torture and expulsion, an unknown number of 
people set out by water in a wooden boat. Captured by privateers on the high 
seas, several were sent back to ruling authorities while 23 men, women and 
children found another vessel for their journey of escape. 
 
The second ship’s captain agreed to take them on in exchange for all of their 
possessions and a substantial amount of money. Now penniless and homeless, 
the ship finally came to the end of its journey at a windswept little town far from 
any people like themselves.  
 
Not only was the journey not an easy one, neither was their welcome. The captain 
of the ship put their belongings up for auction to get cash. And the local governor 



did not want these 23 to infest his land. Thus did their fight continue—against 
both the captain and the governor. 
 
These refugees?  
 

Those fleeing Myanmar to Bangladesh? 
 
Those fleeing Central America by boat? 
 
Others? 

 
No, none of the above.  These immigrants were traveling from Recife, Brazil, to 
what turned out to be the tiny Dutch outpost of New Amsterdam on Manhattan 
Island. 
 
Peter Stuyvesant, the governor here, never wanted them to land. He wrote his 
bosses back in Amsterdam these words: “The Jews…have arrived…with their 
customary usury and deceitful trading. Owing to their present indigence, they 
might become a charge in the coming winter.”  
 
So, these refugees were our ancestors on these American shores. And they stayed 
because Stuyvesant’s plea was rejected.  We owe a lot to the Dutch East India 
Company. 
 
 
Yes, that is who we are—wanderers, refugees, immigrants.  Too often we were 
being expelled from the land, fleeing Pharoah, looking for a place we could settle, 
live, enjoy the personal/political/religious freedom that we craved.   
 
And those experiences are often at the root of our text-based obligation to care 
for the other and the stranger because we know what it was like to have been 
victims of exclusion and oppression.  
 
And it is for sure not just the Exodus story, nor is it the escape to America from 
Brazil in the 17th century that defines this aspect of our lives. 
 



There is the story of immigrant streams of the Jews into America in the 19th and 
20th centuries, and then—increasingly—of our departure from countries where 
we could not live freely, where we were being persecuted, and eventually of our 
flight from Hitler and the Nazi determination to exterminate us. 
 
Each of us has our own story. 
 
The fact is, that unless you are Native American, we are all immigrants or people 
descended from immigrants or people brought here in chains.   
 
Interestingly, people know their immigrant stories in different degrees: 
increasingly, in my experience, they are more likely to know their country of 
origin than they are to know why their ancestors came to this country or how, 
whether their entry was legal or not. 
 
These stories are fading in many families, leading to generations who think of 
themselves and their families as rooted in the US…and, sadly, from my point of 
view, then turn to see the people coming here today as “the other”, as a threat in 
some fashion to our way of life.   
 
And that contributes to the use of dangerous language—people talking about 
“invasion” and telling others to “go back where you came from”.  These over-the-
top expressions may not be ones that you use or hear personally but they are part 
of the current discourse AND they reflect the sentiments of some people we 
know who use nicer language but share the position. 
 
And today, in New York City, if I may be permitted, we have new language, 
language which suggests at one and the same time that we are “welcoming” our 
new arrivals and that the cost will be prohibitive and that meeting those costs will 
threaten the smooth delivery of city services.   
 
This is divisive language, language which can pit long time NYers against our 
newly arrived sisters and brothers, language in violation of what we are taught 
which is to treat today’s immigrants as we wish we had been treated, to, as the 
text tells us, “love each one as yourself, for you were strangers in the land of 
Egypt”. 
 



We don’t have time this morning to do a deep dive into the history of immigration 
policy and law in the US.  Suffice it to say that it is not pretty. 
 
Yes, there were waves of immigrants and waves of new settlement, some of 
which brought our ancestors to these shores, but there were also, too often, 
waves of xenophobia.   
 
And allow me one historical note.  The big crackdown came in the 1920s when US 
citizens and leaders feared there were too many people coming in from Southern 
and Eastern Europe, painted as inferior races, and too many Jews coming in, with 
a different religion. 
 
Laws were passed and systems set in place which reduced Jewish immigration by 
90%.  And it was these laws that were used in the 30s and 40s to prevent Jews 
fleeing Hitler from entering the US; these laws that were behind our refusal to 
allow the St. Louis to dock.  
 
[A piece of powerful trivia here: Eleanor Roosevelt told a biographer that her 
greatest regret was her failure to change her husband’s mind in this regard—and 
there was a refugee ship that was allowed to land in 1940 because of her 
intervention.] 
 
Many of you will remember that these debates did not stop in the second half of 
the 20th century—whom would we admit? How many? Would we have special 
policies for the Vietnamese?  For the Laotians who helped us on the ground 
during the Vietnam War? For Soviet Jews? For the Rohingya who are, today, 
victims of an ongoing genocide in Myanmar?  For the Afghans who provided a 
myriad of services to our troops and are being denied access or permanent 
residence today?  
 
We have data that immigrants have contributed to the growth of the US. Many of 
us know that, because we know what our ancestors did to make a home here and 
to help build the communities into which they moved.  Sadly, that does not stop 
the constant mythology about immigrants as constituting a danger to our society 
or our economy.    
 



Fast forward to today. A global perspective first: it is not just the US that is 
involved.  Throughout the world, including in Israel, there are 70 million 
immigrants and refugees—people fleeing their country of origin because of 
radical climate change, because of civil wars and military assaults, because of new 
and contemporary genocides; people desperate to join relatives in the US; people 
still wooed by the idea of the American dream.   
 
Many are in refugee camps across a border from what was home, some are 
fleeing home on boats hoping to find a new country, some are in their own 
countries but in camps for displaced persons, and many are right now at our 
border or making it into our country to request asylum.   
 
So, now, let’s get specific.  The vast majority of our most current arrivals are 
Venezuelan.  And they are part of the 10%--yes, 10%--of the Venezuelan 
population leaving their country because it is experiencing hyperinflation, 
escalating starvation, disease, crime and mortality rates; it is the worst economic 
crisis in the country’s history, and the worse facing a country in peacetime in the 
last 50 years.   
 
The country is rife with corruption and violence, and people who flee and attempt 
to get across the border are fleeing for the mix of reasons that our ancestors and 
all other immigrants have always left.   
 
These immigrants and asylum seekers have traveled through six countries to get 
to the US.  They have traveled through the Darien Gap, a physically dangerous 
region controlled by criminal groups with huge risks of violence, extortion and 
death.  Imagine for a minute the resilience required to have made this trip. 
 
And then imagine encountering the Governor of Texas and the Mayor of El Paso 
who put you on buses that arrive at the Port Authority Bus Terminal where the 
City seeks to move you as quickly as possible into City shelters and hotels with no 
plan whatsoever.  In fact, the City has just last week moved a large group of 
migrants who were at the Watson Hotel, having been promised they would move 
on to housing, to the Brooklyn Cruise Ship Terminal, an absurd space for this 
purpose with beds lined up one after the other.  
 



At the Port Authority, an amazing community organization, Team TLC, has sprung 
up, working first to welcome people as they step off the buses and try to give 
them at least some clothing and other basic services before they are whisked off.  
But now, while there are few buses coming in, the 200 or so people coming to the 
Port Authority every day are those living in shelters with basically no services, no 
relational connections and, often, no clothes. 
 
So they come to us to shop—to tell volunteer shoppers their needs so those 
shoppers can come into our massive storage room which we negotiated with 
difficulty from the Port Authority.  Volunteers are needed every day to shop and 
to sort, especially to sort the clothing being donated to us every day by many of 
the myriad New Yorkers who want to help. 
 
And occasionally there is a treat.  SAJ hosted a Christmas party for 120 asylum 
seekers and their families with individually wrapped gifts, delicious homemade 
South American food and our very own Santa Claus. 
 
Kudos to Ansche Chesed for your ongoing refugee assistance work, helping 
families with all their needs, building the expanded community that is NYC.  I 
hope you will keep at it.   
 
And we need people who can shelter families for a night or two on their way out 
of the city. And who can donate the clothing we need—coats and hats, children’s 
clothes and new underwear which can be ordered through Target and delivered 
to our storage room.  Also, I hope some of you will go on the Team TLC website 
and sign up for slots.  And that you will give me a contact name or two because 
we are working out of the Meyerson JCC to build more direct connections—to 
help the families of children being enrolled in our local schools, to find places for 
clothing where our new NYers can come in and shop for themselves. 
 
And now, since I have the bimah, let me suggest that as important as all this 
direct service is, it is not sufficient.  Our voices—our voices of comparative power 
and privilege—are also needed. 
 
We are not going to solve the problem of sane immigration policy for the US in 
the 21st century, but we must engage in advocacy on behalf of these immigrants 
who are our sisters and brothers.  But we can join in efforts to ensure that the 



Afghan families who are here can remain; we can follow the guidance of HIAS on 
pertinent legislation that might pass; we can push for a working asylum system; 
we can support the Mayor in asking for federal funds for the city’s work; and we 
can also insist that the Mayor develop a more coherent plan for shelters and 
hotels that does not move people around like pawns, frustrating their efforts to 
build for themselves and their families.   
 
And we can urge federal action to provide these individuals with working papers 
so they can do what they most want which is to provide for themselves.  We have 
great need for their labor particularly in the food and construction industries, and 
we need Washington to make it possible for them to work. 
 

 So…service and advocacy and also education.  Tell your family and friends who 
these immigrants are and why they need our help.  Know, or if you don’t know 
then do research to figure out, when your ancestors came to the US, why they 
came, whether—big reveal here—they came with the proper papers.   
 
And pass this information on down.  It is our grandchildren who will be helping to 
develop US immigration policy for the 22nd century, and they need to know that 
they are only a few generations removed from the experience of Venezuelans 
fleeing starvation and death threats or Rohingya Muslim refugee camp residents 
fleeing genocide. 
   
Here’s a thought: find the immigration papers or the citizenship documents of 
your ancestors and put them on the Seder plate to make our story of moving 
toward freedom real.  Many of our fathers—and our mothers and our grand-  
parents—were, actually, ‘wandering Arameans’. 
 
 
I believe we need to do this work as Jews.  We were the other and the stranger, 
and we occupy positions in the US today of considerable privilege and power.  We 
must either own our obligation to work for the other and the stranger because 
people did work on our behalf, did rescue Jews from genocide, did open up 
borders, or we must deny our heritage and walk away from our obligation to act, 
to pursue justice, to never refuse to participate in helping to heal the world. 
 
I close by saying that we are and are not like other Americans, that our stories are 
and are not unique, and that our stories shed light on today’s stories.  We must 



act for immigrants and refugees, and ultimately for a sane immigration policy 
because we know the story. 
 
I close with the directive from Rabbi Heschel which has most influenced my life 
and with a prayer for refugees written by Rabbi Simkha Weintraub. 
 
    

“In a free society where terrible wrongs exist, some are guilty, but all are responsible.” 

      Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel 

 

 

 

A PRAYER FOR IMMIGRANTS AND REFUGEES 

By Rabbi Simkha Weintraub 

 

We turn to You with deep concern for the immigrants and refugees -- 
those who have come seeking survival, safety, and sustenance in our country -- 
 

Help us to stand up for the vulnerable and protect the exposed 
with commitment, creativity, courage, and success, 
as righteous non-Jews have done for us, 
saving lives and preserving families, 
affirming Your Image reflected in each and every soul. 

True Helper in Times of Trouble: 
Grant us the wisdom, understanding, and knowledge 
to save the defenseless from all harm, 
to shield and sustain those at risk of deportation and detention, 
and to sustain our advocacy and support 
with Your teachings of loving kindness, human kinship, and faithful justice. 

  

 

  

 

 
 
 


