
A Faith-Based Response 
to the Unaccompanied

Minors Crisis

What is the ‘unaccompanied 
minors crisis?’

68,541 unaccompanied children •	
crossed into the US and were 
apprehended in fiscal year 2014. 
Most of these children came •	
from Honduras, Guatemala, and 
El Salvador. Many other children 
arrived from Mexico.
The situation is referred to as a •	
crisis because the Border Patrol was 
overwhelmed by the large number 
of children. 
In addition, about 40,000 children •	
crossed into the US in FY 2015.

Why are these children 
coming to the US?

Many of these children are fleeing •	
gang and cartel violence and crime 
in their home countries. 
“The violence in these communities •	
makes life all but impossible. Gangs 
recruit children as young as 10. They 
terrorize students and teachers in 
schools. And they control whole 
neighborhoods. Many young people, 
and their parents, live in constant 
fear.” (CRS)
Some children are escaping •	
domestic abuse.
Poverty and unemployment in •	
these Central American countries is 
another factor.
Some children want to reunite with •	
family members in the United States.
Families may mistakenly believe •	
that children will get a ‘free pass’ 
when they arrive in the United 
States, which is not the case. All 
children who arrive are placed into 
deportation proceedings.
One child said: •	 “My grandmother 
wanted me to leave. She told me: 
‘if you don’t join [the gang], the 
gang will shoot you. If you do join, 
the rival gang will shoot you—or 
the cops will shoot you. But if you 
leave, no one will shoot you.”
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What happens to the 
children whey arrive?

After the children are processed •	
by the Department of Homeland 
Security, they are placed in ‘removal 
proceedings.’  A court will rule on 
whether they may stay in the US.
Meanwhile, they are transferred to a •	
government facility, such as a shelter, 
or placed in foster care.
Eventually, the majority of these •	
children will be sent to a family 
member or friend, but a court will 
still have to give them permission to 
stay in the country. 
More children are sent to Texas than •	
to any other state, and Harris County 
receives more children than any 
other county.

Family detention

If mothers and children arrive •	
together, they may end up in   
prison-like detention facilities.
Family detention has been criticized •	
on a number of grounds: it costs 
taxpayers lots of money, makes 
access to a lawyer more difficult, and 
can hurt children’s mental health.
Much cheaper alternatives to •	
detention (ATDs) exist. 



Do these children qualify 
for legal protection?

Yes •	 – many of these children do 
qualify for a type of protected status 
that allows them to stay in the 
United States, at least temporarily. 
According to a 2012 Vera Institute •	
report, about 40% of the children 
whom ORR takes in may qualify for 
some kind of legal protection. Four 
common forms of protection are:
1. Special Immigrant Juvenile Status •	
(available to children who have 
suffered abuse, abandonment, or 
neglect)
2. Asylum (requires “a well-founded •	
fear of persecution” due to “race, 
religion, nationality, political opinion, 
or membership in a particular social 
group” (Am. Immig. Council))
3. U Visas (available to some crime •	
victims)
4. T Visas (available to some victims •	
of human trafficking)
However, to earn legal status, having •	
a lawyer is crucial. 
In FY 2014, unaccompanied children •	
without an attorney received a 
removal order in 88% of immigration 
cases. Children with an attorney were 
allowed to stay in 69% of cases.
These children  rely on pro bono •	
legal help. 

The faith community’s 
response to the crisis

Leaders from multiple religious •	
groups have spoken in support of 
these unaccompanied children.
Faith-based support has played a •	
crucial role in meeting the needs of 
unaccompanied children.
An estimated 83% of unauthorized •	
immigrants are Christian, and many 
may turn to their churches for help.
Scriptural support for migrants:•	

Jesus, in the parable of the sheep •	
and the goats, says: “I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me” 

(Mt 25:35) (NRSV).

“You shall not wrong or oppress a •	
resident alien, for you were aliens 
in the land of Egypt” (Exodus 22:21).

“Show hospitality to strangers, •	
for by doing that some have 
entertained angels” (Hebrews 13:2). 

Moses was an unaccompanied minor in Egypt. 
(See Exodus 1:15-2:10)

How can I help?

Remember immigrant children •	
and families in your prayers. 
Learn more about the •	
unaccompanied minors crisis. 
Many news stories and reports 
have been written about this 
situation.
Consider speaking to your local •	
legislators or officials about ways 
to protect immigrant children.
There are many opportunities •	
to volunteer at Houston-area 
organizations that support these 
children, including:

YMCA International Services•	
Refugee Services of Texas•	
Catholic Charities•	
Communities in Schools•	
Tahirih Justice Center•	

Pro bono legal support is •	
especially needed.
You may also support these •	
children by donating to HIDRA’s 
Child Migrant Fund. See the 
brochure on the fund for more 
details.
Thank you for your interest in •	
this important subject! Your 
compassionate response can 
make a difference. 


