
 

January 2024 

Greetings in Christ as we move through our 
weekly celebrations of the Epiphany season.  

In this missionary update, I’m going to address 
a question that I suspect has occurred to many 
of you while following media coverage of 
migration in the Americas, especially images of 
the record number of migrants arriving at 
different points along the U.S. southern border 
with Mexico.  

 

Photo 1:  View from Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua in Mexico as 
asylum applicants queue up on the U.S. side of the border to 
turn themselves in to Customs & Border Protection agents.  

Images of children and teenagers traveling 
alone, mothers with young children, entire 
families, even the elderly & disabled.  

Why are so many people embarking on the 
long, dangerous migrant journey? 

Or put another way: What are the principal 
factors that are driving so many people to 
abandon their home countries in hopes of 
finding a better life somewhere else? 

Understanding and addressing the root causes 
of migration in the Americas is one of the 
principal commitments of AMMPARO – the 
ELCA’s whole-church strategy to accompany 
migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers in our 
hemisphere.  

In August 2016, when the AMMPARO strategy 
was adopted at the ELCA’s churchwide 
assembly, most migrants arriving at the U.S. 
border were from Mexico and three Central 
America countries – El Salvador, Guatemala, 
and Honduras.  

Lutheran churches and ecumenical partners in 
those countries were instrumental in helping 
ELCA understand the principal drivers of 
emigration at that moment in time:   

- Extreme poverty and the lack of educational 
and employment opportunities, especially for 
youth and women 
 

 
Photo 2: Group of Honduran youth in a vocational training 
center for returned migrants in eastern Honduras.  

  



- Social violence, especially gang-related 
violence in Central America  
- Displacement of vulnerable families by 
cyclones, drought, and other extreme climate 
events.  
 
An already bleak situation was compounded by 
governments too indifferent, too weak, or too 
corrupt to address the basic needs of their 
people.  
 
During the COVID pandemic, the economic 
situation got worse.  Businesses closed and 
forced the layoffs of those workers who were 
fortunate enough to have had formal 
employment.  Covid-related lockdowns made 
the situation even more precarious for the 
families of workers in the informal sector of the 
economy.  
 
In addition to those economic shocks, extreme 
climate events displaced thousands more.  Prior 
to the pandemic, extended periods of drought 
had already created famine conditions in the 
“dry corridor” of Central America.   

 

Photo 3: Marginal community on the outskirts of San Pedro 
Sula, Honduras that was destroyed by Hurricanes Eta and Iota 
in 2020 (photo by Sean Hawkey).  

Then, in November 2020, back-to-back 
category 5 hurricanes left a path of destruction 

in Nicaragua, Honduras, and Guatemala.  
Governments were woefully inadequate in 
assisting the thousands of families left destitute 
and homeless by these climate-induced 
disasters.  

Their handling of the pandemic itself was just 
as bad.  Historic deficiencies in national health 
care systems left most of the population 
without access to both the COVID vaccine and 
to life-saving treatments.  

Something else happened during the pandemic 
years.  A dramatic shift occurred in the 
geographic origin of migrants arriving at the 
U.S. border.  

 

Photo 4:  Flags of the countries of origin of migrants who have 
been hosted by the staff and volunteers of a migrant shelter in 
Nogales, Mexico.     

Most notably in the migration of Venezuelans 
who constitute the single largest migrant 
diaspora in the Americas today.  More than 7 
million Venezuelans have abandoned their 
country because of the precarious living 
conditions that have existed there since 2015.  

Then, there’s Nicaragua where successive 
waves of Nicaraguan migrants are heading 
north because of the economic fallout from the 
protracted political crisis which began in 2018.  



And Cuba, where out-migration has been rising 
dramatically since the end of 2021, driven by 
the country’s worsening economic crisis caused 
by the pandemic, the continued U.S. trade 
embargo, galloping inflation, etc.  

A fourth example is the diaspora of Haitians 
scattered throughout Latin America, estimated 
to be as high as ½ million people.  After the 
2010 earthquakes (Jan. 12 was the 14th 
anniversary of those earthquakes), large 
numbers of Haitians emigrated initially to 
places like Brazil and Chile. 

 

Photo 5:  Haitian migrant family recovering from the perilous 
journey through the Darien Gap in Panama.  

More recently, many Haitians have been forced 
to reverse course and make the migrant 
journey all over again, largely because of new 
anti-immigrant policies adopted by the same 
countries which initially received them. 

Beyond the Americas, migrants from sub-
Saharan Africa, the Middle East, and Asia are 
making transoceanic journeys to reach the 
Americas, driven by life-threatening political 
and economic conditions back home.  

These are the principal migration drivers which 
help explain why millions of people, from all 

over the world, find themselves in situations of 
human mobility today.  

Without dramatic improvements in the living 
conditions in their home countries, those who 
have fled can’t go back.  And, as long as 
violence and turmoil persist in so many 
countries in Latin America and beyond, the 
number of families who decide to make the 
migrant journey will continue to increase.  

 

Photo 6:  Mural on the wall of a migrant shelter in Nogales, 
Mexico which reads: “The best place to live is where you don’t 
fear anyone or anything, where you can run without fear and 
not run because of fear.”  

For thousands upon thousands of families, 
migration is not a choice but rather their only 
option for finding a place where they can live 
without fear and enjoy the dignified life that 
God intends for all of God’s children.  

With peace, 
 
Stephen Deal    
ELCA Regional Representative  
AMMPARO in the Americas  
San José, Costa Rica 
 

 


