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Abstract

Unlike the coordinated effort and commitment between the State and the Catholic Church
to effectively safeguard unaccompanied Cuban children escaping Communism in 1960, today’s
unaccompanied Central American youth migrants face incarceration, deportation, and labor
exploitation. Upon crossing the U.S. border, their bruised bodies are apprehended under federal
custody within a culture of fear, suspicion, and disdain for their presence. Within an economy of
exploitation and exclusion, institutions of power fail to protect the best interests of Latino
migrant children seeking asylum. Polarized perspectives on whether Central American children
deserve humanitarian relief or deportation for their unauthorized entry remain debatable in an era
of governmental and private anti-immigrant sentiment. Propaganda fuels the public’s desire for
stricter policies, as citizens view them as invaders. Caught between discriminatory immigration
laws and their struggle for survival, unaccompanied Central American minors or “UACs” for
(unaccompanied alien children), become vulnerable to discrimination and exploitation due to

their fear of deportation.

Rather than sounding political, this study invites readers to cross political boundaries and
remain flexible in interpreting the story of unaccompanied Latino migrant children as a tragedy
of an invisible population. By viewing Central American minor migrants as survivors rather than
criminals, this study identifies the external and internal forces predisposing UACs to child
trauma due to a lack of choice. Through case studies, readers reflect on factors predisposing
UAC:s to child trauma and the re-victimization as a ripple effect of family separation, especially
during children’s formative years and under federal custody. Moreover, this thesis explores how

the shifting of American immigration policies undermines the best interest of young Latino



migrants through punitive measures that legitimize the criminalization and maltreatment of

minors.

With this in view, the study proposes to compare today’s humanitarian crisis involving
unaccompanied Central American minors with the evacuation of unaccompanied Cuban children
during the 1960s. As an historical event, the Cuban minors’ exodus exemplifies the significant
role of Catholic leaders in responding to a church-state crisis and their countercultural stance to
rescue and protect Cuban minors from Communist indoctrination. Within the context of
unaccompanied Cuban and Central American minors’ migration, the study focuses on the
consequences of sacrificial love at the expense of family separation, role reversals, and family

disintegration as factors contributing to child trauma.

Meanwhile, one might inquire whether Catholic and Christian leadership could break the
cycle of violence, isolation, and loneliness that predisposed young Latino students to child
trauma, especially considering the current mental illness epidemic plaguing American

classrooms.
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Introduction Unaccompanied Alien Children (UACs): Central American Minor Migrants
and Operation Pedro Pan

In the present day, unaccompanied Central American youth migrants face incarceration,
deportation, and labor exploitation.! Upon crossing the U.S. border, their bruised bodies are
apprehended under federal custody within a culture of fear, suspicion, and disdain for their

presence.? Within an economy of exploitation and exclusion, institutions of power fail to protect

! Caitlin Dickerson, “We Need to Take Children Away,” The Atlantic (2022), accessed April 16,
2024, https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/09/trump-administration-family-
separation-policy-immigration/670604/?gift=NmLnZ7wG4vxqg-
BgOgmKGb2nJ917al.8jzXEQBXwBHhQ&utm source=email&utm medium=social&utm cam
paign=socialimmigration/670604/?utm_source=newsletter&utm medium=email&utm_campaig
n=atlantic-daily-newsletter&utm content=20230508&utm _term=The+Atlantic+Daily; Bonnie
E. Carlson, Joanne Cacciatore, and Barbara Klimek, “A Risk and Resilience Perspective on
Unaccompanied Refugee Minors,” Social Work, 57, no. 3 (July 2012): 259-269, accessed
October 10, 2023, https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/sws003; Yvonne M. Conde, Operation Pedro Pan:
The Untold Exodus of Fourteen Thousand Forty-Eight Cuban Children, Revised Edition
(University Florida Press, 2023), 31-39.

2 David W. Haines, “Learning from Our Past: The Refugee Experience in the United States,”
American Immigration Council (2015), accessed April 15, 2024,
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/research/refugee-experience-united-
states?gclid=CjOKCQjw6 vzBRCIARIsAOs54z5MAwldO6rkOgRmcOkrNwmr9 UGSEbKDjF

TiUDGa3g c¢CVLDjN_nk8aAtDJEALw wcB.


https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/09/trump-administration-family-separation-policy-immigration/670604/?gift=NmLnZ7wG4vxqg-BgOgmKGb2nJ9I7aL8jzXEQBXwBHhQ&utm_source=email&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=socialimmigration/670604/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=atlantic-daily-newsletter&utm_content=20230508&utm_term=The+Atlantic+Daily
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/09/trump-administration-family-separation-policy-immigration/670604/?gift=NmLnZ7wG4vxqg-BgOgmKGb2nJ9I7aL8jzXEQBXwBHhQ&utm_source=email&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=socialimmigration/670604/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=atlantic-daily-newsletter&utm_content=20230508&utm_term=The+Atlantic+Daily
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/09/trump-administration-family-separation-policy-immigration/670604/?gift=NmLnZ7wG4vxqg-BgOgmKGb2nJ9I7aL8jzXEQBXwBHhQ&utm_source=email&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=socialimmigration/670604/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=atlantic-daily-newsletter&utm_content=20230508&utm_term=The+Atlantic+Daily
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/09/trump-administration-family-separation-policy-immigration/670604/?gift=NmLnZ7wG4vxqg-BgOgmKGb2nJ9I7aL8jzXEQBXwBHhQ&utm_source=email&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=socialimmigration/670604/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=atlantic-daily-newsletter&utm_content=20230508&utm_term=The+Atlantic+Daily
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/09/trump-administration-family-separation-policy-immigration/670604/?gift=NmLnZ7wG4vxqg-BgOgmKGb2nJ9I7aL8jzXEQBXwBHhQ&utm_source=email&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=socialimmigration/670604/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=atlantic-daily-newsletter&utm_content=20230508&utm_term=The+Atlantic+Daily
https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/sws003
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/research/refugee-experience-united-states?gclid=Cj0KCQjw6_vzBRCIARIsAOs54z5MAwldO6rkOgRmcOkrNwmr9_UG5EbKDjFTiUDGa3g_cCVLDjN_nk8aAtDJEALw_wcB
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/research/refugee-experience-united-states?gclid=Cj0KCQjw6_vzBRCIARIsAOs54z5MAwldO6rkOgRmcOkrNwmr9_UG5EbKDjFTiUDGa3g_cCVLDjN_nk8aAtDJEALw_wcB
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/research/refugee-experience-united-states?gclid=Cj0KCQjw6_vzBRCIARIsAOs54z5MAwldO6rkOgRmcOkrNwmr9_UG5EbKDjFTiUDGa3g_cCVLDjN_nk8aAtDJEALw_wcB

the best interests of Latino migrant children seeking asylum.? Polarized perspectives on whether
Central American children deserve humanitarian relief or deportation for their unauthorized entry
spark debate in an era of governmental and private anti-immigrant sentiment.* Propaganda fuels
the public’s desire for stricter policies, as citizens view migrants as invaders. Caught between the
enactment of discriminatory immigration laws and their struggle for survival, unaccompanied
Central American minors or “UACs” for (unaccompanied alien children), become vulnerable to

discrimination and exploitation due to their fear of deportation.’ At the state level, prejudice and

3 Hannah Dreier, “Alone and Exploited, Migrant Children Work Brutal Jobs Across the U.S,”
The New York Times , February 25, 2023, accessed February 26, 2024, https://www-nytimes-
com.translate.goog/2023/03/07/espanol/trabajo-ninos-
migrantes.html? x tr sl=es& x tr tl=en& x tr hl=en& x tr pto=sc.

4 Frank Anthony Rodriguez and Maria Dawkins, “Undocumented Latino Youth: Migration
Experiences and the Challenges of Integrating into American Society,” Journal of International
Migration and Integration, 18 (2017): 419-438, accessed April 16, 2024,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-016-0484-y.

5 Catalina Amuedo-Dorantes, Susan Pozo, and Thitima Puttitanum, “Immigration Enforcement,
Parent-Child Separations, and Intent to Remigrate by Central American Deportees,”
Demography, 52, no. 6 (December 2015), 1825-1851, accessed December 10, 2024,
https://www jstor.org/stable/43699139. The implementation of state legislation often conflicts
with federal statutes, particularly regarding policies that neglect the best interests of migrant
children. For instance, many states enforce their own immigration policies to discourage

undocumented migrants from resettling in their communities with no exceptions. As a result,


https://www-nytimes-com.translate.goog/2023/03/07/espanol/trabajo-ninos-migrantes.html?_x_tr_sl=es&_x_tr_tl=en&_x_tr_hl=en&_x_tr_pto=sc
https://www-nytimes-com.translate.goog/2023/03/07/espanol/trabajo-ninos-migrantes.html?_x_tr_sl=es&_x_tr_tl=en&_x_tr_hl=en&_x_tr_pto=sc
https://www-nytimes-com.translate.goog/2023/03/07/espanol/trabajo-ninos-migrantes.html?_x_tr_sl=es&_x_tr_tl=en&_x_tr_hl=en&_x_tr_pto=sc
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-016-0484-y
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43699139

fear toward UACs due to their illegal status and ethnic background prompt law enforcement to
strip them of protection against harsh punitive measures, including physical and verbal abuse.®
Inevitably, young migrants’ interactions with human smugglers facilitating their unauthorized
entry to the U.S. border prompt suspicion from law enforcement agents and the American public,

thereby legitimizing violence in the name of safety.’

several schools in New Jersey and New York districts prevent UACs from enrolling in public
schools.

¢ Joanna Almeida, Katie B. Biello, Francisco Pedraza, Suzanne Wintner, and Edna Viruelle-
Fuentes, “The Association Between Anti-Immigrant Policies and Perceived Discrimination
among Latinos in the US: A Multilevel Analysis,” SSM-Population Health 2 (2016): 897-903,
accessed December 10, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2016.11.003. Throughout the
study, the abbreviation UACs refers to unaccompanied alien children from Central America,
specifically the Northern Triangle countries of Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. Our study
focuses on unaccompanied migrant children from Guatemala and Honduras.

7 Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt, The Coddling of the American Mind: How Good Intentions
and Bad Ideas are Setting Up a Generation for Failure (Penguin Press, 2018), 42-45, 81-98,
132, 140-141. Both authors explain violence against the “other” using Nelson Mandela’s quote:
“when we dehumanize and [demonize] our opponents, we abandon the possibility of peacefully
resolving our differences and seek to justify violence against them.” This quote highlights the
dangers of portraying UACs collectively as enemies. It also underscores the negative

consequences of religious leaders’ inertia as bystanders, which may stem from a desire to avoid


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2016.11.003

This study invites readers to cross political boundaries and remain flexible in interpreting
the story of unaccompanied Latino migrant children as a tragedy of a so-called “disinherited”
and invisible population.® Under federal custody, UACs’ vulnerability increases upon their
release from overcrowded government shelters to unvetted sponsors.’ By viewing Central
American minor migrants as survivors rather than criminals, this study identifies the external and
internal forces predisposing UACs to child trauma due to a lack of choice.!? Through case
studies, readers reflect on factors predisposing UACs to child trauma and the re-victimization as
a ripple effect of family separation, especially during children’s formative years and under

federal custody.

negative partisanship or to prevent increasing hate and fear among people with opposing political
vViews.

8 Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Inherited (Beacon Press, 1996), xiv-xviii, 14, 31. Within our
context, Thurman’s reference to the “disinherited” applies to the young unaccompanied Latino
migrant population crossing the Mexico/ U.S. border.

? Nina Bernstein, “Children Alone and Scared, Fighting Deportation,” The New York Times,
March 28, 2004, accessed September 25, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2004/03/28/nyregion/children-alone-and-scared-fighting-
deportation.html.

197 ilian Chavez and Cecilia Menjivar, “Children Without Borders: A Mapping of the Literature
on Unaccompanied Migrant Children to the United States,” International Migration, 5, no. 2
(2010), accessed March 7, 2024, https://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?pid=S1665-

89062010000100003 &script=sci_arttext.


https://www.nytimes.com/2004/03/28/nyregion/children-alone-and-scared-fighting-deportation.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2004/03/28/nyregion/children-alone-and-scared-fighting-deportation.html
https://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?pid=S1665-89062010000100003&script=sci_arttext
https://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?pid=S1665-89062010000100003&script=sci_arttext

Moreover, this thesis explores how the shifting of American immigration policies
undermines the best interest of young Latino migrants through punitive measures that legitimize
the criminalization and maltreatment of minors.!'! With this in view, the study proposes to
compare today’s humanitarian crisis involving unaccompanied Central American minors with the
evacuation of unaccompanied Cuban children during the 1960s.!? As an historical event, the
Cuban minors’ exodus exemplifies the significant role of Catholic leaders in responding to a
church-state crisis and their countercultural stance to rescue and protect Cuban minors from
Communist indoctrination. Within the context of unaccompanied Cuban and Central American
minors’ migration, the study focuses on the consequences of sacrificial love at the expense of
family separation, role reversals, and family disintegration as factors contributing to child

trauma.

The case studies presented in this thesis describe the dislocation and struggle for survival
of unaccompanied children, prompting readers to reflect on the Cuban Crisis as an historical

event that displays the manifestation of Christ’s love for the oppressed and the influence of

' Marilyn Metzler, Melissa T. Merrick, Joanne Klevens, Katie E. Ports, and Derek C. Ford,
“Adverse Childhood Experiences and Life Opportunities: Shifting the Narrative,” Children and
Youth Services Review, 72 (2017): 141-149, accessed March 27, 2024,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.10.021.

12 Luisa Yanez, “Pedro Pan was Born of Fear, Human Instinct to Protect Children,” Miami
Herald, updated September 15 2014, accessed February 6, 2024,

https://www.miamiherald.com/news/special-reports/operation-pedro-pan/article 1933064 .html.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.10.021
https://www.miamiherald.com/news/special-reports/operation-pedro-pan/article1933064.html

Catholic institutional life and its long-term impact on American history.!® Indeed, trust in the
ecclesial authority of religious institutions made the Catholic Church relevant during the Cuban

Crisis. !

In contrast, the current massive exodus of Central American migrant children crossing
our border carries ambiguity, ignorance, and a loss of narrative, as migration patterns vary
according to circumstantial events.'> Several New York Times investigative series included in

this study testify that unaccompanied young Latino migrants, exposed to violence and abuse

13 C. Kavin Rowe, Leading Christian Communities: How to Cultivate a Thriving Christian
Community in a Disconnected Culture (Eerdmans, 2023), 83-86. Rowe emphasized that leaders
of institutions play a crucial role in shaping institutional life. This principle applies to the
Christian Church as an institution.

14 John A. Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan: The Migration of Unaccompanied
Children from Castro’s Cuba (University of Nebraska Press, 2022), 155.

15 Maryam Rafieifar, Miriam Potocky, Hui Huang, Richard L. Beaulaurier, and Sloan Lorenzini,
“Experiences of Undocumented Parents Reuniting with Children Who Entered the United States
as Unaccompanied Minors,” International Journal of Environmental Research and Public
Health 20, no. 5 (2023): 4496, accessed March 07, 2024,
https://doi.org/10.3390/1jerph20054496. The authors describe the “ambiguous loss theory,”
which posits that an unclear and incomplete separation generates guilt in unaccompanied
children and migrating parents. This separation involves leaving family, neighborhoods, and a
familiar culture. For example, Cuban minors from middle and upper classes experienced a loss of

social status by becoming homeless in the host country.


https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20054496

before, during, and post-migration, become predisposed to the “highest levels of mental health
crisis” in our country.'® Fundamentally, their unexpected suffering post-migration, caused by
rejection and inflammatory insults portraying them as unwanted financial burdens and the source
of social ills, denigrates their self-esteem and human dignity.!’

By revisiting the effective collaboration between the State Department and the Catholic
Church in Operation Pedro Pan, I examine whether the Catholic Church and the American
government might join forces again to revive the sense of social responsibility toward young
unaccompanied Central American migrants fleeing violence and rampant poverty. I further
consider ways that Catholic and Christian leadership could help break the cycle of violence,
isolation, and loneliness that predisposed young Latino students to child trauma, especially

considering the current mental illness epidemic plaguing American classrooms.'® Indeed, former

16 Ginia Bellafante, “‘So Much Suffering’: What Migrant Children Carry to New York,” The
New York Times, September 16, 2023, accessed June 10, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/16/nyregion/nyc-migrant-crisis-mental-health.html. Within
this thesis, UACs refers to unaccompanied Central American migrant children.

17 Cory L. Cobb, Lawrence Watkins, Seth J. Schwartz, Sara A. Romero, and Charles R. Martinez
Jr., “Everyday Discrimination and Risk for Clinical Depression Among a Community Sample of
Undocumented Latino Immigrants in the United States,” Psychiatric Research, 334 (Apr 2024):
115793, accessed May 15, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2024.115793.

¥ Matt Richtel, “Surgeon General Warns of Youth Mental Health Crisis,” The New York Times,
December 7, 2021, accessed March 27, 2023,

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/07/science/pandemic-adolescents-depression-anxiety.html.


https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/16/nyregion/nyc-migrant-crisis-mental-health.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2024.115793
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/07/science/pandemic-adolescents-depression-anxiety.html

Surgeon General of the United States, Dr. Vivek H. Murthy, began a national speaking tour to
raise awareness about the “great urgency” of promoting social and mental well-being among

young students.!” According to The Washington Post, society “has failed” to embrace solutions

Dr. Vivek H. Murthy, the former United States Surgeon General, issued a fifty-three-page report
acknowledging how COVID-19 exacerbated mental illness among the youth (Health and Human
Services Department, “Protecting Youth Mental Health: The U.S. Surgeon General’s Advisory,”
2021, https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-youth-mental-health-advisory.pdf).
In October 2021, the American Academy of Pediatrics, the American Academy of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry, and the Children’s Hospital Association declared a “national emergency”
in youth mental health (“AAP-AACAP-CHA Declaration of a National Emergency in Child and
Adolescent Mental Health,” https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-
mental-development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-
adolescent-mental-health/). Dr. Murthy (“Protecting Youth Mental Health,” 3) blames the media
and the popular culture for diminishing young children’s confidence while increasing their sense
of hopelessness, loneliness, and anxiety. The report documented a fifty-one percent increase in
emergency room visits for “suspected suicide attempts” by “adolescent girls” from 2019 to early
2021, and noted that “depressive and anxiety symptoms doubled during the pandemic”
(“Protecting Youth Mental Health,” 9).

1 Lucas Lin, “US Surgeon General Begins National Speaking Tour in Page Auditorium, Talks
Public Health Issue of Loneliness,” The Chronicle, October 26, 2023, accessed October 27,

2023,



to heal the wounds of a young generation debilitated by mental illness.?’ The former Surgeon
General indicated that the growing crisis of loneliness and isolation affecting children’s self-
esteem and identity prompted the government to declare mental health as a public mental health
crisis.?! He stressed the problem of having more choices but a lack of anchoring values that

inform and guide the young on the meaning and definition of happiness and success.

Therefore, I argue that Catholic institutions can play a significant role in alleviating the
current humanitarian crisis at the border. By responding to a national crisis impacting the best
interests of Latino migrant children, Christian leaders might also become relevant to a larger
conversation seeking alternatives to mitigate the nation’s mental crisis epidemic impacting

school-aged children’s performance. Additionally, I suggest that the same environmental factors

https://www.dukechronicle.com/article/2023/10/duke-university-us-surgeon-general-vivek-
murthy-jon-scheyer-we-are-made-to-connect-page-auditorium-loneliness-public-health.

20 John Woodrow Cox, “A School Shooting Left a Seven Year Old Terrified to Go Back. At
Thirteen, She Found a Way,” The Washington Post, May 1, 2023, accessed May 1, 2023,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/interactive/2023/townville-school-shooting-
survivor-ava-

olsen/?7utm_campaign=wp_post most&utm medium=email&utm source=newsletter&wpisrc=nl
_most&carta-url=https://s2.washingtonpost.com/car-In-
tr/39e16af/644fe0d7a61bab12£749dc9d/61788b969bbc0f6f350fd207/7/72/644fe0d7a61bab12{74
9dcad.

2l Richtel, “Surgeon General.”


https://www.dukechronicle.com/article/2023/10/duke-university-us-surgeon-general-vivek-murthy-jon-scheyer-we-are-made-to-connect-page-auditorium-loneliness-public-health
https://www.dukechronicle.com/article/2023/10/duke-university-us-surgeon-general-vivek-murthy-jon-scheyer-we-are-made-to-connect-page-auditorium-loneliness-public-health
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/interactive/2023/townville-school-shooting-survivor-ava-olsen/?utm_campaign=wp_post_most&utm_medium=email&utm_source=newsletter&wpisrc=nl_most&carta-url=https%3A%2F%2Fs2.washingtonpost.com%2Fcar-ln-tr%2F39e16af%2F644fe0d7a61bab12f749dc9d%2F61788b969bbc0f6f350fd207%2F7%2F72%2F644fe0d7a61bab12f749dc9d
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/interactive/2023/townville-school-shooting-survivor-ava-olsen/?utm_campaign=wp_post_most&utm_medium=email&utm_source=newsletter&wpisrc=nl_most&carta-url=https%3A%2F%2Fs2.washingtonpost.com%2Fcar-ln-tr%2F39e16af%2F644fe0d7a61bab12f749dc9d%2F61788b969bbc0f6f350fd207%2F7%2F72%2F644fe0d7a61bab12f749dc9d
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/interactive/2023/townville-school-shooting-survivor-ava-olsen/?utm_campaign=wp_post_most&utm_medium=email&utm_source=newsletter&wpisrc=nl_most&carta-url=https%3A%2F%2Fs2.washingtonpost.com%2Fcar-ln-tr%2F39e16af%2F644fe0d7a61bab12f749dc9d%2F61788b969bbc0f6f350fd207%2F7%2F72%2F644fe0d7a61bab12f749dc9d
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triggering the nation’s mental crisis epidemic parallel those predisposing UACs to child trauma,

such as isolation, loneliness, and the fracturing of institutions like the family unit.

Moreover, considering Catholic clergy’s pedagogical autonomy, this study explores how
the Catholic clergy’s countercultural and public theological posture and advocacy during the
1960s might become relevant in changing the anti-immigrant rhetoric against newcomers
today.?? The study focuses on the role of fear within the context of “ways of ignorance,” defined
by scholar Wendell Berry as “ungodly ignorance disguised as godly arrogance,” through the
introduction of mechanisms aimed at sabotaging the flourishing of UACs, especially with the

resurgence of child labor practices in our nation.?® Such “willful ignorance” plays a role in

22 Ana Rodriguez Soto, “Pedro Pan: The Legacy of Two Men,” Archdiocese of Miami
(December 15, 2011), accessed February 24, 2024.
https://www.miamiarch.org/CatholicDiocese.php?op=Article 111213215355160.

23 Wendell Berry, The Way of Ignorance: and Other Essays (Counterpoint, 2005), 53-67.
Wendell Berry differentiates between “willful ignorance,” and “ungodly ignorance.” He defines
“willful ignorance” as a deliberate “refus[al] to honor as knowledge anything not subject to
empirical proof” (Way of Ignorance, 53). In contrast, “ungodly ignorance” is characterized by
arrogance, where individuals dismiss the awareness of wrongdoing and focus solely on financial
gain, regardless of the devastating consequences, such as ecological harm and the physical and
mental health deterioration of underage Latino migrants. From the perspective of “willful
ignorance,” Berry argues that everything becomes subject to interpretation, justifying moral
ignorance as something “inevitable” and without malice. This posture is driven by fear of

opposition and suspicion. Examples include the hiring of underage Latino migrant workers from
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UACSs’ marginalization, which in turn highly predisposes unaccompanied Latino minor migrants
to generational trauma. Not surprisingly, our government’s lack of accountability, transparency,
and shifting immigration policies justifying exclusion frame our current southern border

humanitarian crisis, as explained later.

For the most part, unaccompanied young Latino migrants are naive about the
individualistic and consumerist-oriented Western culture, which is driven by fear and suspicion
of “outsiders.” Their stories of victimization remain hidden from the public while unscrupulous
employers disguised as sponsors violate child labor laws.?* Indeed, the dehumanization of
migrant children for the benefit of a “corporate mind” legitimizes the exploitation and trafficking
of underage migrant workers for lucrative business operations.?®> Within our context, one might
speculate that Berry’s generalization of a “willful ignorance” of the “corporate mind,” for market
profits resonates with our UACs’ context, as greed supersedes the sacredness of family

reunification for bonded labor.?® Paraphrasing Berry’s definition of “willful ignorance,” one

the unaccompanied alien children program (UACs) for dangerous jobs in the meat and poultry
industry, and religious leaders maintaining neutrality, perhaps to preserve their cultural influence
within society. See also Lukianoff and Haidt, The Coddling of the American Mind, 140-141.

24 Dreier, “Alone and Exploited.”

2 Berry, Way of Ignorance. 53-67.

26 Manny Fernandez and Katie Benner, “The Billion-Dollar Business Operating Shelters for
Migrant Children,” The New York Times, June 21, 2018, accessed March 21, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/21/us/migrant-shelters-border-

crossing.html?action=click&module=RelatedCoverage&pgtype=Article&region=Footer.
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might contextualize it as “for-profit-ignorance,” because by undermining the law, global
corporations become political institutions controlling the clandestine flow of UACs, while law
enforcement decide whether to welcome or deport UACs depending on economic factors.?’
Moreover, Berry explained how the greed of the “corporate mind” as a political institution
influencing consumers disguises destructive power as harmless. This concept of destructive
power, along with systemic inaction, becomes relevant to our study as it unveils the behind-the-
scenes agents prompting UACs’ displacement and profiting from child labor violations. During
UACSs’ journey to the North, lurking danger shaped most migrants’ experiences due to their
unavoidable contact with human smugglers or “coyotes” and other predators sabotaging their

desire for safety and longing to belong through mechanisms of exploitation.

The migrant-shelter business is composed of a small network of private companies funded by the
government.

27 Rodriguez and Dawkins, “Undocumented Latino Youth”; Berry, The Way of Ignorance, 56-67.
These forms of arrogance become mechanisms for exploiting God’s creation for profit and
power, while ignoring the irreparable damage caused by disrespecting the integrity of “local
ecosystems, including human work.” For example, meatpacking and poultry companies like
Tyson Foods and Perdue Farms, which are included in this study, exemplify the economic
control these factories exert as primary employers in agricultural towns. Furthermore, these
employers threaten and cause physical and mental damage to young Latino migrants, denigrating

their worth as human beings.
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Meanwhile, the fate of most youth migrants remains in the dark, as the American public
ignores the various contexts prompting their flight from violence and rampant poverty.?® As
custodians, the federal government’s inability to prevent and protect their trafficking stems from
ineffective and inhumane policies that disagree on whether migrant youth fall into “voluntary
migration” or are subject to coercive measures of manipulation (i.e., smugglers, unscrupulous
sponsors).?” While humanitarian alternatives failed to identify UACs as victims of trafficking,
organized crime operatives exploit the ambiguity of the law to subject minors to “bonded labor,
forced child labor, sexual servitude, and involuntary servitude.”*°

In a sermon on Exodus 12, Anathea Portier-Young critiques a modern culture of

exploitation that mirrors ancient practices of slavery. The current U.S. minors’ migrant crisis

28 Bernstein, “Children Alone and Scared.”

29 Jennifer M. Chacon, “Misery and Myopia: Understanding the Failures of U.S. Efforts to Stop
Human Trafficking,” Fordham Law Review, n0.6 (2006): 2977-3040, accessed September 25,
2024,
https://duke.userservices.exlibrisgroup.com/discovery/fulldisplay?docid=ctx1835051393000850
1&context=SP&vid=01DUKE INST:Services&lang=en.

30 Bernstein, “Children Alone and Scared.” In our context, the word “exploitation” refers to child
labor practices that strip minors of human and civil protections as well as involuntary servitude,
such as organ removal. The term “coercion” extends beyond physical and verbal threats to
include psychological manipulation, such as the “abuse of a position of vulnerability.”
Unfortunately, disagreements between states regarding the interpretation of coercion create

ambiguity in immigration law.
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exemplifies such a culture of exploitation, including through human trafficking that benefits a
for-profit market and ignores the physical and psychological abuses toward UACs."!
Consequently, one might argue that law enforcement exhibits a conflict of interest that prevents
recognizing UACs as victims of coercion and consequently fails to protect them. The resulting
reality for UACs might constitute an American version of “modern slavery.” Failure to recognize
this reality reflects our culture’s spiritual blindness in the twentieth first century. To illuminate
how this is so, this study includes a case study focused on the meat and poultry industry,
including companies like Perdue Farms and Tyson Foods, which hire underage Latino migrant

workers for hazardous occupations.®? Moreover, the study explores how these occupations

31 Anathea E. Portier-Young, “Preaching Justice from the Old Testament,” in Scripture, and
Social Justice: Catholic and Ecumenical Essays, ed. Anathea E. Portier-Y oung and Gregory E.
Sterling (Fortress Academic, 2018), 88-104.

32 Daniel Wiessner, “Perdue Farms, Labor Department ink Four Million Deal in Child Labor
Investigation,” Reuters, January 15, 2025, accessed January 15, 2025,
https://www.reuters.com/legal/government/perdue-farms-labor-department-ink-4-million-deal-
child-labor-investigation-2025-01-15/. As of January 15, 2025, Perdue Farms and a staffing
agency settled claims for hiring underage minor migrants for hazardous occupations involving
operating dangerous equipment, violating federal wage laws, and excessive hours. In 2023,
investigative reports by Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter Hannah Dreier for a The New York Times
series (“Alone and Exploited, Migrant Children Work Brutal Jobs Across the U.S.”) on child
labor opened a nationwide investigation. The New York Times’ reports held corporations

accountable for promoting family separation rather than reunification, taking advantage of
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threaten and cause physical and mental damage to young Latino migrants, while denigrating their
worth and dignity as human beings.

Paradoxically, the growth of global corporations like these depends on the skillful
manipulation of federal laws, which contradict immigration policies designed to defend and
protect children against trafficking and exploitation.>* Not surprisingly, most of these
corporations become the primary employers in agricultural towns while posing as supporters of
community members’ best interests. Afraid of challenging the systematic human violations
embedded in the meat and the poultry industry, the politicization of UACs’ migration keeps a
large part of the population silenced. One might argue that a “symptom of societal collapse,”
represents the “willful ignorance” of political and religious institutions’ turning a blind eye to
well-known data documenting the trafficking of a high concentration of underage Central

American migrant workers released to unrelated family sponsors with a long history of “labor

migrants’ vulnerability, and forcing children to work with industrial machinery. According to
Wiessner, in 2024 the U.S. Department of Labor concluded cases involving more than four
thousand children who were victims of child labor practices in the United States. Some children
working in the Midwest emerged from factories at midnight without coats, finding their carpool
ride during cold months. The New York Times sued the government for delaying the release of
database information about children entering this country since 2021 and their whereabouts.

33 Lance A. Compa, Blood, Sweat, and Fear: Workers’ Rights in U.S. Meat and Poultry Plants
(Human Rights Watch, 2004), 2, accessed on September 24, 2024, http://hrw.org/act/subscribe-

mlists/subscribe.htm.

15


http://hrw.org/act/subscribe-mlists/subscribe.htm
http://hrw.org/act/subscribe-mlists/subscribe.htm

exploitation” since 2017.3* Forfeiting responsibility toward the best interests of children through
family reunification denies them the power of consolation and compassionate healing,
condemning them to a life of perpetual physical and spiritual exile.*

Within the context of forced migration, child trafficking, and exploitation, this study
focuses on the emotional stress on the parent-child bond for an expanded theological view of the
meaning of sacrificial love. Interpretations of sacrificial love vary among Cuban and Central
American parents, but both groups saw family separation as the best option to protect their
children’s safety and freedom. However, upon family reunification, many young adults resented
their parents’ decisions to send them away, accusing them of forfeiting their parental vocation as

caretakers.

Amid the chaos of family disintegration, one might argue that generations of Latino
migrants’ predisposition to child trauma parallels the distance of religious institutions from

Latino communities, reflecting neglect of the significant role of the family unit as a cultural

34 Marie Ariana, “America’s Largest Minority is Also Its Most Misunderstood,” The New York
Times, March 18, 2024, accessed March 21, 2014,
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/18/opinion/hispanic-immigrants-economic-progress.html. See
also Dreier, “Alone and Exploited.”

35 Susan Wessel, Passion and Compassion in Early Christianity (Cambridge University Press,
2016), 160-164. Compassionate love and healing arise from the shared experience of grief,
connecting and validating someone’s pain and suffering. This approach avoids abdicating

responsibilities through blame, which can damage an individual’s ability to flourish.
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institution.*® With this in view, I advance a theological understanding of sacrificial love, trusting
relationships, and the family unit as an institution as an alternative to the notion of family

separation and the best option for UACs within the context of migration.

Within the context of family separation, this study explores the irreparable emotional
trauma endured by UACs by focusing on three main groups of unaccompanied Central American
minors in the absence of a caregiver. Furthermore, it examines the challenges of female gender
role reversals (i.e., single mothers) and the negative developmental consequences of mothers’
absences on young children, especially during their formative years. Analysis of Operation Pedro
Pan further compares the dynamics between the Catholic Church and the State during the Cuban
minors’ evacuation within the context of faith formation, healing, and restoration through the

ministry of presence.

This study emphasizes the hostile environmental factors prompting young Latino minor
migrants to rely on their survival skills and resilience to overcome prejudice and their invisibility
among the larger population. By exploring how ineffective federal, and state agencies’
immigration policies interact, we might discover if the criminalization of UACs perpetuates a
cycle of child maltreatment impacting the future of Latino generations living in the United
States.’” However, without records of UACs’ underlying pre-migration issues, the higher risk of

re-traumatization increases due to post-migration inhumane experiences.*® Consequently, with

36 Andy Crouch, Playing God: Redeeming the Gift of Power (InterVarsity Press, 2013), 178-18]1.
37 Metzler, Merrick, Klevens, Ports, and Ford, “Adverse Childhood Experiences,” 141-149.
38 Matthew Gartland, Jose A. Hidalgo, and Fiona Danaher, “Case 20-20: A Seven-Year-Old Girl

with Severe Distress After Family Separation,” The New England Journal of Medicine, 382,
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reluctant choices, Central American minors represent a faceless population of hungry and fearful

children coming to light only when they face trouble.

Moreover, one might speculate that most faithful Christians remain unaware of the stories
of Central American children risking their lives to cross the U.S. border alone. Indeed, most
people interested in learning about my research topic on unaccompanied Centra American minor
migrants ignored their predisposition to child trauma because of trafficking and exploitation.
Additionally, many were unaware of the history of the unaccompanied Cuban minors’ evacuation
and the effective collaboration between the State and Church in the 1960s. Furthermore, many
have ignored that through sermons, Cuban and American Catholic priests humanized Cuban

minor exiles by touching the minds and hearts of the American people.

With this in view, chapter one discusses the historical and unprecedented rescue mission
of unaccompanied Cuban minors fleeing Communist indoctrination after Fidel Castro’s
revolution in 1959. The chapter explores how Cuban and American Catholic leaders responded
to the crisis by coordinated action that aimed to protect the best interests of Cuban children.

Cuban parents entrusted clergy with their children's guardianship while they engaged in

no. 26 (June 24, 2020), accessed April 16, 2024,
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMcpc2002413; Cobb, Watkins, Schwartz, Romero,
and Martinez Jr., “Everyday Discrimination.”

39 Sumana Chattopadhyay, J. William, and Mary Diederich, “Invited Article: ‘You Are Not
Welcome Here!” Understanding News Coverage of Central American Migrant Families in
Trump’s America,” Journal of Family Communication,” 19, no. 3 (2019): 177-190, accessed

April 4, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1080/15267431.2019.1632866.
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counterrevolutionary activities against a regime that threatened educational and religious

freedom.

Consequently, chapter two describes the social agents participating in a semi-clandestine
counterrevolutionary organization named Operation Pedro Pan, which was responsible for
arranging visa waivers for unaccompanied Cuban students leaving Communist Cuba for the
United States. Moreover, the chapter traces Fidel Castro’s efforts to destabilize the nuclear
family by persecuting Catholics and spreading seeds of fear, division, and hatred while
manipulating the minds of young Cubans. Under these circumstances, the study summarizes the
logistics behind Operation Pedro Pan under the leadership of a young and charismatic Irish priest
transferred to Miami, Florida, Father Bryan O. Walsh. The priest became an iconic figure in the
Pedro Pan Operation, as he worked to protect the best interests of Cuban minor refugees by
pioneering an unprecedented and effective collaboration between the State and the Church
during a political and humanitarian crisis. The chapter highlights the pro-active role of the Cuban
and American Catholic clergy in gathering volunteers and resources to care for, relocate, and
educate approximately fourteen-thousand-forty-eight unaccompanied Cuban minors in the

United States.

In chapter three, the study expands on the meaning of sacrificial love from a theological
lens during a political and humanitarian event that fractured the Cuban family unit for
generations. The chapter also retraces the anecdotes of survival and resilience of unaccompanied
Cuban minors during their evacuation, resettlement, and acculturation in Miami, Florida. By
focusing on preserving the religious heritage of young Cubans, the chapter highlights the
significant role of the Catholic Church as a source of trust between Cuban parents, children, and

the State Department.
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After explaining the Cuban Cold War Crisis and the Catholic’s Church’s response to the
signs of the times, chapter four shifts the readers’ attention to the present humanitarian crisis by
diagnosing the polarized perspectives toward unaccompanied Central American minors crossing
the U.S. border. Moreover, it describes the tragedy of family separation and disintegration, and
how forced dislocation generates role reversals, family obligations, and moral injury.*° This
chapter retraces the migration experience of children and single Central American mothers

through the true story of a teenage boy from Honduras named Enrique.

Next, chapter five travels to the past while moving to the future, focusing on the
challenges of family separation and the reconfiguration of the family structure due to role
reversals. Recounting the true story of a Central American boy named Enrique, the chapter traces
his dangerous journey north from Honduras. From a journalist’s perspective, Enrique’s story
represents a large population of young unaccompanied Latino migrants searching for their
mothers abroad, while highlighting the benevolence of Christian and Catholic communities

alongside the Mexico/U.S. border as lifelines.

Chapter six examines the consequences of neglecting the best interests of young Latino
migrants and the lurking danger of exploiting God’s creation by promoting fear, violence, and

family separation through shifting of immigration policies that incentivize the entry of UACs for

40 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Justice: Rights and Wrongs (Princeton University Press, 2008), 296.
The author defines “moral injury” as a detrimental factor that hinders someone’s flourishing,
especially when individuals are objectified for utilitarian motives through physical and emotional
abuse. This concept parallels Wendell Berry’s view of “willful” and “ungodly ignorance,” which

dismisses wrongdoing for material gain.
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child labor practices. Throughout the study, the code of silence among political, religious, and
social agents is highlighted as detrimental, as their self-prescribed posture as passive observers
impedes the public from generating compassion and social responsibility toward UACs.*!
Additionally, the harmful consequences of prejudice and discrimination are described as
emotional stressors that compromise UACs’ physical and mental health, especially by increasing

the risk of developing long-term cognitive and behavioral problems.

Lastly, chapter seven explains the current battle between the State and the Christian
Church in states such as Florida and Texas. Moreover, it examines the conflict of interest
between law enforcement and pro-profit markets, which exercise multiple roles while

deprioritizing family reunification and the safety of minors crossing the Mexico/U.S. border.

After describing the detrimental ways in which youths’ migration laws and labor policies
interact, this study explores whether Catholic institutions might be willing to reclaim their legacy
of social justice by denouncing, preventing, and protecting today’s underage Latino workers
from fulfilling dangerous occupations capable of amputating fingers and crushing bones.*?

Remarkably, theologian and philosopher Alasdair Maclntyre observed that historically, the

4! Crouch, Playing God, 139-144.
42 Hannah Dreier, “They Are Paid Billions to Root Out Child Labor in the U.S. Why Do They
Fail?” The New York Times, December 28, 2023, accessed August 2, 2024,

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/28/us/migrant-child-labor-audits.html.
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Catholic Church had met the needs of children at local levels while becoming suspicious of both

market and state.*?

Given the variety of social actors involved in the Mexico-U.S. humanitarian crisis, this
study includes the testimonies of eyewitnesses, such as journalists and photographers, who
describe the hostile environment encountered by UACs. Although the media’s role might become
controversial for spreading propaganda, most journalists’ investigative series in our study have
held the establishment accountable for the cruelty against migrant minors, especially regarding
the hiring of underage Latino workers for dangerous jobs. The primary sources for chapters four
and five include case studies from a series of New York Times investigative reports on the

revictimization of young Latino migrants’ post-migration.

Within our context, it seems that the press has morphed into vessels of truth, as
journalists witnessed the hopeless status of institutions of power unable to commit to a bipartisan
agreement expanding humanitarian relief and legal services to UACs regardless of their “alien”

status.** From a theological perspective, journalists’ on-site presence inside and outside factories,

43 Alasdair Maclntyre, “Catholic Instead of What?” Conference presentation, Notre Dame Center
for Ethics and Culture, 13th annual Fall Conference (2012): “The Crowning Glory of the
Virtues: Exploring the Many Facets of Justice,”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XjYLM11w47Q.

4 A. Martinez, “Congressional Lawmakers Raise Concerns About Welfare of Migrant
Children,” NPR, April 19, 2024, accessed, August 15, 2024,
https://www.npr.org/2023/04/19/1170802333/congressional-lawmakers-raise-concerns-about-

the-welfare-of-migrant-children.
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shelters, and the southern border may be interpreted as representing a divine commissioning for
revealing the web of corruption behind UACs’ migration. By their sharing the chilling stories of
recently arrived preteens and teenage migrants, the public learned about migrant children driving
earthmovers and “burning” their hands on “hot tar as they lay down roofing shingles,” with no
accountability for their safety.*> Within our context, besides reporting facts, the media’s active
role involves pursuing the systemic truths behind the shock of finding children under twelve-
years of age leaving factories at midnight.*® Their work helps to uncover dynamics too often
hidden: the Labor Department tracks the deaths of “foreign-born child workers,” but by willful
ignorance, it no longer makes them public. In a context where law enforcement debates whether

to protect, expel, or punish UACs for their unlawful entry, it also offers moral clarity.

To shed further light on such debates, this study analyzes the dynamics of xenophobia

and national security concerns that contribute to the isolation, marginalization, and stigmatization

45 Hannah Dreier, “Children Risk Their Lives Building America’s Roof,” The New York Times,
December 14, 2023, accessed February 15, 2025,
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/12/14/us/roofing-children-immigrants.html#.

46 Hannah Dreier, “Searching for the Faces of Migrant Child Labor,” The New York Times,
March 3, 2023, accessed January 1, 2025,
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/03/insider/searching-for-the-faces-of-child-migrant-
labor.html?referringSource=articleShare. A New York Times investigative reporter interviewed
over one hundred migrant children working in violation of child labor laws across twenty states.
Since 2021, more than two hundred and fifty thousand children have entered the United States

alone, primarily from Central America.
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of UACs before, during, and after migration. It explains the juxtaposition of the State’s anti-
trafficking efforts and children’s deportation while weakening standards for child protection
against labor exploitation.*’” Moreover, through case studies, this study explores whether the
culture’s indifference to the suffering of UACs might represent a systemic symptom of a Western
nation facing collective psychological and spiritual trauma, especially given the

disenfranchisement of grieving in the host country.*® From a theological lens, this paper

47 Chacon, “Misery and Myopia.” The term “human trafficking” applies to the unauthorized
migration of underage minors hired for dangerous jobs, under “coercive” employment
arrangement. This involves deception and debt bondage from unvetted sponsors. Smugglers
traffic minors across the borders into the United States. Ironically, most trafficking victims hire
“coyotes” because it becomes almost impossible to cross the Mexico/U.S. border without their
“protection,” especially for vulnerable women and children.

48 Walter Brueggemann, The Practice of Prophetic Imagination: Preaching an Emancipating
Word (Fortress Press, 2012), 69. Brueggemann argued about the “risk of foolish freedom in a
society that has driven God from the public square.” This statement resonates with our current
humanitarian border crisis, as the grief of UACs becomes “unacknowledged, and “unshared,”
leading to violence and child trauma, such as neighborly disregard, long term racism, and
consumerism. See also Anathea Portier-Young, The Prophetic Body: Embodiment and Mediation
in Biblical Prophetic Literature (Oxford University Press, 2024), 235. The theory of ambiguous
loss in the migration experience of UACs might exemplify what Portier-Young, drawing on the

work of Kenneth Doka, describes as “disenfranchised” grief. This grief becomes an

24



examines how individuals’ contempt for the stranger might reflect our culture’s neglect for past
traditions that honor the meaning of self-sacrificial love to God and service to others.*’ By
connecting to past experiences of generational trauma, religious leaders might better understand
the distorted reality of propaganda that portrays migrant children as criminals rather than victims

and survivors of organized crime.

Throughout the study, examples of Catholic clergy’s visionary leadership across faith
traditions are highlighted, especially during the Cuban minors’ exodus, when these interventions

became ecumenical movements.*° I argue that these historical events, involving the clergy’s

unrecognized reality by the larger population, which, one might argue, contributes to the re-
traumatization of UACs post-migration.

49 Robert Spitzer, The Light Shines on in the Darkness: Transforming Suffering Through Faith
(Ignatius Press, 2017), 466-475. And Berry, The Way of Ignorance, 54-55.

Wendell Berry referred to our ignorance of the past as “inherent ignorance,” explaining that
“willful ignorance” fails to recognize past mistakes as counterproductive decisions and actions.
This posture ultimately leads to devastating consequences and the detriment of others’ people’s
lives, driven by selfish ambition.

59 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 142-143. In Operation Pedro Pan, Gronbeck-
Tedesco emphasized the unity between Jews, Protestants and Catholics, answering the Christian
call to hospitality and service through the ministry of presence. At the state level, slogans
conveyed democratic values through expressions, such as “the right of people to freedom of
thought and religious belief.” Consequently, the United States responded to the plight of Cuban

children escaping tyranny, while the Vatican joined the anti-communist movement.
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willingness to practice prophetic preaching, can inspire Christian leaders to reverse the anti-

immigrant sentiment and incite compassion instead of violence.’!

With these goals in view, this study highlights the extraordinary work of Catholic leaders
and laity during the Cuban minors’ crisis in the 1960s within the context of faith formation and
religious heritage preservation. Moreover, it emphasizes the Chistian Church’s missionary
vocation to imitate Jesus’ teachings of sacrificial love, solidarity with the weak, and
accountability. The Church is portrayed as a Samaritan-Suffering Servant Church, embodying the

healing power of community.>

Furthermore, this study incorporates insights from distinguished theologians, poets,
activists, and philosophers who have forecasted the long-term negative impact of the
secularization of religion and the growing distrust toward traditional institutions. Notably, many

of these visionaries recognized the significant effects of religion’s disappearance from the public

31 Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of
Trauma (Penguin Books, 2014), 111-113. The trauma expert emphasized that every social
creature longs to be “in sync” with their environment, finding their safe place for comfort and a
sense of belonging through the nurturing of a caregiver. Significantly, the love and nurturing of a
caregiver empower children to develop strength and overcome adverse experiences.

52 Robert Spitzer, The Moral Wisdom of the Catholic Church: A Defense of Her Controversial
Moral Teachings (Ignatius Press, 2022), 479-488. And van der Kolk, Body Keeps the Score, 212-
215. Van der Kolk mentions that the healing power of community involves a good support
system as the best antidote against becoming traumatized. Traumatized victims recover faster in

the context of relationships, religious communities, and safe environments.
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square on people’s perceptions of reality.>® Consequently, one might speculate whether the
Church’s abdication from a more pro-active role in seeking the best interests of unaccompanied
minor migrants crossing our border might have prompted most residents’ inertia or anti-
immigrant perceptions toward the unaccompanied migrant children’s exodus. Interestingly, these
scholars’ theoretical perspectives included in the study sounded prophetic. Remarkably, some of
them anticipated the harm of mistrusting institutions, such as the government, schools, and

churches, which have historically supported families, cities, and services through generations.>*

To sustain my discussion, the stories of migrant children from Central America run
parallel with a brief description of the motives behind their single mothers’ decision to migrate to
the United States. These single mothers leave young children behind under the care of family
members. Simultaneously, children and women represent the vulnerable population targeted by

violence and forced displacement in both Central America and the host country. Most of these

53 Brueggemann, Practice of Prophetic Imagination, 38-39. Paradoxically, in our twenty-first
century, despair and denial of the truth become a distraction in the public square, while the
deconstructed reality creates an environment of “complacency, self-sufficiency, and anxiety.”
Within our context, Christian leaders must find ways to humanize the migration of UACs to
counteract the dominant narrative that disregards the exploitation of unaccompanied underage
migrant workers from Central America.

3% Alasdair Maclntyre, After Virtue, 3™ ed. (University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 102-103.
And C. Kavin Rowe, Christianity’s Surprise: A Sure and Certain Hope (Abingdon, 2020), 55-

80.
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narratives provide a space for readers to interpret the suffering of UACs from a place of despair

and destitution.

These true stories explore the dynamics between reluctant choices and broken promises,
prompting vulnerable minorities, such as UACs and their single mothers, to cross the U.S. border
in search of safety and freedom.”> By immersing readers in the lives of youth migrants, the
narrative creates awareness and urges government officials, religious leaders, teachers, and
mental health counselors to utilize their gifts and power and join efforts in preventing and
mitigating the emotional and spiritual trauma of young Latino generations who long to belong
while seeking a safe place to call home.’® Awareness also comes from the testimonies of
journalists and law enforcement officials who unveil the web of corruption behind UACs’
migration. The stories of unaccompanied Cuban children and UACs intertwined for family

separation became a reluctant choice for both groups.

Although our study focuses on today’s humanitarian crisis involving unaccompanied
Central American minor migrants, it is crucial to trace the radical intervention of Catholic leaders

in protecting Cuban minors from political and religious persecution. Despite becoming social

53 M. Jan Holton, Longing for Home: Forced Displacement and Postures of Hospitality (Yale
University Press, 2016), 96-98; Carrie Doehring, The Practice of Pastoral Care: A Postmodern
Approach (Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), xiv, xvi.

56 Maria Fernanda Garcia and Dina Birman, “Understanding the Migration Experience of
Unaccompanied Youth: A Review Literature,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 92. No.1,
(2022), accessed August 15, 2024, https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2022-13131-001;

Holton, Longing for Home, 96-97.
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outcasts, the clergy committed to educating residents to accept unaccompanied Cuban minors

and facilitate their successful integration into society.>’

This study begins with a brief historical description of the Cuban crisis while shifting to
summarize the influential and critical role of Cuban and American Catholic leaders changing the
anti-immigrant metanarrative. During the 1960s, the American public developed compassion,
hospitality, and generosity for Cuban minors, as Catholic priests shaped people’s perceptions
about Cuban minors’ exiles. Moreover, the clergy gave locals the opportunity to fulfill the

“creeds of anti-communist Christianity” and “racial tolerance” through community integration.>®

57 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 4-9. Frightened Cuban parents sought to protect
their children’s religious beliefs as a way of life against Communist indoctrination. When Cuban
authorities isolated Catholic leaders, the Catholic Church in the United States opened its doors
and embraced their mission.

58 Maria de Los Angeles Torres, The Lost Apple: Operation Pedro Pan, Cuban Children in the
U.S., and the Promise of a Better Future (Beacon Press, 2003), 139-140; Victor Andres Triay,
Fleeing Castro.: Operation Pedro Pan and the Cuban Children’s Program (University Press of
Florida, 1998), 17; Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 7-8. Most residents of Miami-
Dade County embraced the idea of fighting Communism. However, they remained skeptical of
Cuban minors being “dumped” in their communities with the promise of American citizenship
and the right to vote. People feared that Cubans would take over Miami’s taxpayers' money by
providing Cuban children with education, housing, and food. Despite the rising xenophobia,
Monsignor Walsh expanded his role in receiving and providing immediate care to the youth.

Through faith formation, Walsh fostered spiritual comfort among children, helping them to
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Remarkably, during the Cold War crisis, an ecumenical sense of “spiritual camaraderie”

equipped Catholic leaders to convert a political event into a humanitarian crisis.>’

imagining an alternative life away from Communism and the dictator who robbed their nation,
Fidel Castro.

59 Edgardo Colén-Emeric, Oscar Romero’s Theological Vision: Liberation and the
Transfiguration of the Poor (University of Notre Dame, 2018), 1-18; Gronbeck-Tedesco,
Operation Pedro Pan, 142-143; Robert Spitzer, Escape from Evil Darkness: The Light of Christ
in the Church, Spiritual Conversion, and Moral Conversion (Ignatius Press, 2021), 181-184.
According to Colén-Emeric, during the Second Vatican Council, bishops joined efforts to defend
the cause of the poor while “rethink[ing] theology” from governing restrictions to a new
ecumenical movement (Oscar Romero’s Theological Vision, 17). During the 1960s, the Catholic
Church’s rhetoric resonated with the faithful, encouraging a change of minds and hearts while
urging citizens to embrace Cuban minors as orphans. In Latin America, “the signs of the times”
called Catholic leaders to “reposition[] the church” to minister to the poor, uplifting the humanity
of the marginalized (Oscar Romero’s Theological Vision, 15, 31). In our context, Robert
Spitzer’s term “spiritual camaraderie” (Escape from Evil Darkness, 183-184) describes the
charismatic movement practiced by Catholic leaders in the United States, converting people to

reclaim their religious identity to protect vulnerable populations.

30



31



Chapter 1  The Catholic Church’s Urgency to Save Unaccompanied Cuban Children:
Operation Pedro Pan

During the 1960s, the Catholic Church played a significant role, especially in response to
the church-state crisis in Cuba. Catholic leaders, non-profit organizations, pastors, volunteers,
clergy, laity, counselors, and everyday people in the United States united to address the
humanitarian crisis.®® They gathered supporters from all corners of society to rescue and protect
children from Communist indoctrination.®! Fearing the imposition of Marxist-Leninist ideologies
within the context of Fidel Castro’s revolution, Cuban and American Catholic leaders took
significant risks to carry out an underground counterrevolutionary movement. This movement

aimed to evacuate approximately fourteen thousand-forty eight unaccompanied Cuban minors to

60 John A. Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan: The Migration of Unaccompanied
Children from Castro’s Cuba (University of Nebraska Press, 2022), 7-8. The author highlighted
the collaborative spirit among personnel from the government, airlines, social workers, shelter
staff, and many communities in the United States and abroad. Nations’ embassies joined efforts
to rescue unaccompanied Cuban minors escaping Communism in 1960.

' Yvonne M. Conde, Operation Pedro Pan: The Untold Exodus of 14,048 Cuban Children,
Revised Edition (University of Florida Press, 2023), 31-39; Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro

Pan, 5.
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the United States by waiving student visas.®? The Catholic Church’s intervention exemplified
pairing God’s word with action, as they provided shelter, resettlement, education, and alleviated
the pain experienced by these homeless population.®> Through examination of the meticulous
network of connections built to address the Cuban children’s exodus crises, this chapter provides
an expanded understanding of sacrificial love within the context of the Cuban children’s forced
migration. It highlights the power of Catholic education beyond classrooms, shaping the lives
and values of thousands of children, families, clergy, and volunteers involved in the semi-

clandestine organized effort.®* This chapter explores the Catholic Church’s intervention during

62 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, xv,19, 31, 32; Victor Andres Triay, Fleeing Castro: Operation
Pedro Pan and the Cuban Children’s Program (University Press of Florida, 1998), xiv.

63 Anathea E. Portier-Young, “Preaching Justice from the Old Testament,” in Scripture and
Social Justice: Catholic and Ecumenical Essays, ed. Anathea E. Portier-Y oung and Gregory E.
Sterling (The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, 2018), 91-94.

64 «“Barry University Oral History: Bryan O. Walsh, Msgr.,” transcript of interview by Sr. Eileen
Rice, December 3, 1988, Barry University Research Guides, accessed October 15, 2023,
https://eguides.barry.edu/c.php?g=287101&p=1913442; Luisa Yanez, “Pedro Pan was Born Out
of Fear, Human Instinct to Protect Children,” The Miami Herald, updated September 15 2014,
accessed February 6, 2024, https://www.miamiherald.com/news/special-reports/operation-pedro-
pan/article1933064.html. In the interview, Monsignor Walsh clarified that from the fourteen
thousand Cuban exiles arriving at the Miami International Airport between 1960 and 1962 under
the Pedro Pan Operation, Catholic Charities cared for approximately seven thousand children for

periods ranging from a few months to several years. These unclaimed unaccompanied children
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the forced migration of Cuban children, highlighting how it exemplified sacrificial love and the
profound impact of Catholic education on the lives of unaccompanied Cuban minors to the
United States and their subsequent educational formation. It also provides a theological
perspective on this intervention. Additionally, the chapter focuses on the Cuban government’s

attempts to manipulate young minds by controlling children’s education.

In this chapter, we delve into Fidel Castro’s Communist ideology, which aimed to
undermine parental rights by subordinating the authority of the family unit and discrediting
Catholic schools’ education.®> By teaching hatred from an early age and closing Catholic schools
and churches, Castro’s government disrupted religion, familial well-being, and the sense of
safety among parents, children, and communities.®® Indeed, Castro’s government targeted
children’s vulnerability to manipulation by rewarding rebellious behavior against institutional

authority.®” For example, children were given preferential treatment for disruptive actions, such

had no relatives or friends in the United States. Father Walsh arranged their placement in forty-
one states, including foster homes, orphanages, and religious boarding schools. Children between
the ages of six and seventeen left Communist Cuba by plane without the care of parents or
guardians.

85 Rita M. Cauce, "Operation Pedro Pan: Fifty Years Later," Florida International University, FIU
Digital Commons, July 7, 2022, accessed January 13, 2023,
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/glworks/38.

6 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 22-23.

7 Maria de Los Angeles Torres, The Lost Apple: Operation Pedro Pan, Cuban Children in the

U.S., and the Promise of a Better Future (Beacon Press, 2003), 23-45.
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as storming inside churches, interrupting homilies, and spying on parents to denounce signs of
counterrevolutionary activities to the government. This approach fundamentally sought to
fracture the nuclear family by legitimatizing violence directed at destroying the youth’s identity
while fomenting division and suspicion among family members and neighbors.®® Recognizing
the danger of Communist indoctrination’s undermining parental authority over their children’s
education and well-being, desperate parents reached out to Catholic leaders to evacuate minors

from Communist Cuba.

In response to this crisis, the semi-clandestine underground Pedro Pan Operation
embodied an unprecedented humanitarian, spontaneous, and historical intervention from the
Church and the State Department.®® The collaboration aimed at evacuating and resettling
thousands of unaccompanied minors escaping Fidel Castro’s Communist Cuba without a parent
or guardian.’® Initially, thinking of Fidel Castro’s regime as temporary, the State Department and
the Catholic Church became allies and responded to Cuban parents’ despair to evacuate their
children from the island. Indeed, with parents joining counterrevolutionary efforts to topple
Castro, they feared Castro’s retaliation against their children’s safety and the future of their

nation. They were particularly concerned about Castro’s ideological motivation to exert

% Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 87; Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 155; Torres, The
Lost Apple, 25, 30, 90-97, 113; Cauce, “Operation Pedro Pan.”

% Barry University Oral History.” Father Bryan O. Walsh indeed played a significant role in the
Cuban minors’ evacuation.

70 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 5.
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autonomy over Cuban children’s education.”! Catholic leaders’ willingness to defend and care
for Cuban children became a testimony of sacrificial love and the Church’s mission.

During the Cuban Cold War crisis, the role of the Cuban and the American Catholic
Church became countercultural, as the clergy demonstrated what theologians Stanley Hauerwas
and Will Willimon called a “visible church,” effectively influencing society.’? According to
historian John A. Gronbeck-Tedesco, within the Cuban Refugee Program context, the separation
of the State and Church effectively “dissolved the First Amendment’s division between the
Church and State in favor of humanitarian and national security” concerns by preventing a
common enemy, Communist indoctrination, from manipulating young minds with fear.”
Although the separation of the State and Church was initially intended, Catholic leaders

responded spontaneously to the unexpected massive exodus of Cuban minors.

"I Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 88-89; Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 25. Conde
explained Fidel Castro’s hidden political agenda, which was based on the ideology of Russian
Marxist revolutionary Vladimir Lenin. The leftist ideology outlined the circumstances that propel
a nation’s revolution, emphasizing that if the family unit exists, the revolution might not prosper.
This perspective might explain Castro’s regime’s attack on the family unit as a sacred and social
institution.

72 Stanley Hauerwas and Will Willimon, Resident Aliens: A Provocative Christian Assessment of
Culture and Ministry for People Who Know that Something is Wrong (Abingdon Press, 2014),
44-47.

3 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 5.
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During the turmoil, Cuba and the United States struggled to adopt a moral framework to
provide the family unit with a “model of organization, “whether capitalist or socialist.”’* Rather
than remaining neutral, silent, or indifferent toward Fidel Castro’s hostilities, Catholic leaders
rallied with parents and participated in counterrevolutionary activities against Castro’s so-called
“Revolution for the Children.”” By discerning the signs of the times and recognizing the
psychological and spiritual impact of Communist brainwashing targeting family separation,
Catholic leaders collaborated effectively with the American government to confront a common
ideological adversary.”® Consequently, faithful Catholics argued that their response to the Cuban
crisis became counterrevolutionary as a moral responsibility to protect children’s religious

beliefs against Marxist indoctrination.”’

I argue that the Cuban Crisis highlights the meaning of sacrificial love because Cuban

9 ¢

parents’ “unconditional act of love” resembles God’s unrestrictive love to protect God’s children

4 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 118, 142-143.

> Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 119. Fidel Castro proclaimed a “Revolution for
Children” with the aim of protecting Cuban children from Capitalist ideologies.

76 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 73; Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 5-11, 140-141; and
Torres, Operation Pedro Pan, 108-121. During this era, Communist indoctrination became a
common ideological enemy for both the State and the Church, as children’s education played a
significant role in a nation's future. Catholicism became the enemy of Communism. Cuban
parents feared Fidel Castro’s doctrine would replace Christianity as Cuba’s “dominant religion.”
After World War II, Catholicism became “a church of immigrants and workers.”

7 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 140-142.
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from evil.”®

Paradoxically, for many scholars included in this study, the circumstances
surrounding the evacuation of Cuban children as young as six years of age might exemplify a
complex political, psychological, and theological debate. Indeed, parents’ decisions for sending
minors away as the best option for their future generated an array of conflicting points of view.

Some scholars defined Cubans’ parental role as a patriotic sacrifice or even as an “act of

martyrdom,” depending on the exiles’ outcomes after the evacuation due to a lack of choice.

The Pedro Pan Operation represents a common identity developed from generational
trauma. Within a culture manipulated by fear, suspicion, and uncertainty, social and political
agents constructed and deconstructed the Cuban reality.” Paradoxically, the truth turned into
suspicion and betrayal of trust, as most unclaimed Cuban children felt abandoned and resented
their parents’ decision after learning the truth about their evacuation. Initially, most minors
trusted their parents’ decision to leave their homes temporarily, as they embraced the opportunity
to study in the United States. Out of fear of indoctrination in public, private, and religious

schools, the secret two-year effort airlifting unaccompanied Cuban children aggravated political

8 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 181-182. The author describes that living in exile
constituted a “patriotic sacrifice.” By contrast, Pedro Pans dying in exile became an “act of
martyrdom.”

7 C. Kavin Rowe, The World Upside Down: Reading Acts in the Graeco-Roman Age (Oxford
University Press, 2009), 88-89, 158. As per Rowe, the paradox between construction and
deconstruction of the other, exemplifies our preconceived notions of “who or what the other is.”
This principle resonates with the political, religious, and cultural drama behind an unprecedented

political and humanitarian event, generating a cultural, religious, and political vision amid chaos.
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tensions between Havana and Washington. With the militia interrupting classes to impose a
change in religious school curriculums and the anxiety of two hundred thousand arrests of

supporters of the previous regime, parents mobilized resources to protect their children.®’

Nonetheless, parents, children, Catholic leaders, and State Department officials ignored
the long-term consequences of family separation. Familial roles reversed almost overnight, with
older children becoming responsible for the well-being of younger siblings. It took a long time
for families to reunite again.®! A young Pedro Pan wrote, “When I got on that plane to Cuba, I

was a boy,” but “when I landed in Miami, I was more of an adult than any child should be.”

Although most children eventually recognized their parents’ sacrifice, they struggled with
feelings of resentment and gratitude while attempting to forgive their parents for the burden of
growing up without the support of the family unit, cultural shock, and the psychological impact

of losing one’s childhood. At the same time, Cuban parents battled guilt and shame for the

80 Yanez, “Pedro Pan Was Born of Fear.”

81 Luisa Yanez, “Pedro Pan Veterans Who First Rejected Memory Program, Now Works to
Preserve its History,” Miami Herald, September 15, 2014 accessed February 6, 2024,
https://www.miamiherald.com/news/special-reports/operation-pedro-pan/article1933096.html;
Triay, Fleeing Castro, 85-90; Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 9. Yanez reports a
Pedro Pan’s memory of the day before her departure to the United States, when she was thirteen
years old. She remembered her mother asking her to put silk stockings on her eight-years old
sister. The teenager took the mom’s request as a hint to “act grown up now.”

82 Yanez, “Pedro Pan Was Born Out of Fear.”
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unexpected long separation and the unforeseen trauma inflicted upon the youth.®* However, the
growing fear of losing their children to a revolutionary ideology that sought to instill violence
and contempt toward parental and religious authority prompted them to make the drastic decision
to fracture the family unit. Consequently, Cuban parents prioritized their children’s freedom,
safety, and hope for a better life in the United States. However, although family separation might
exemplify the meaning of sacrificial love for most parents, children resented the parents’

absences.

Fundamentally, parents and children became vulnerable to unforeseen circumstances, as
most children lost everything they knew. However, despite their bereavement, most minors
testify that they found comfort and hope in religious practices while developing resilience. With
a robust Catholic foundation and their faith in God through prayer, children sought healing,

reconciliation with their parents, and restoration after family reunification.®> At the same time,

8 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 5, 10,11, 152-172. Familial separation, especially at
a young age, leads to child trauma. The Cuban children wrestled with their identity as they
became part of the American culture while facing the racial intolerance of the time, which made
them “social outcasts.” Their childhood was suddenly interrupted upon arrival at Miami
International Airport.

8 Torres, Lost Apple, 119.

85 Sandra Cronk, The Dark Knight Journey: Inward Repatterning Toward a Life Centered in God
(Pendle Hill Publications, 1991), 40-68, 83-88; Torres, Lost Apple, 9. One might argue that the

minors’ brokenness and emptiness led them to develop a deeper relationship with God, as they
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young Cubans wrestled to understand the meaning of sacrificial love, redemption, and trust in
God while feeling abandoned, unloved, and neglected. 3¢

As a recurrent theme throughout the study, the paradox of sacrificial love, betrayal of
trust, abandonment, and hope in God played a significant role in the survival of unaccompanied
Cuban and Central American children. This study will expand further on these themes in the

following chapters.

felt betrayed by their parents. Paradoxically, while waiting for family reunification or relocation
to a foster home, they prayed for hope and recognized God as a “guidepost” leading their way.

8 Robert Spitzer, S.J., Escape from Evil Darkness: The Light of Christ in the Church, Spiritual
Conversion, and Moral Conversion (Ignatius Press, 2021), 234-235, 315-316. From a theological
perspective, Spitzer’s explanation of trust and abandonment through the lens of Jesus’ cross is
relevant to the sacrificial love of parents and children, particularly regarding the children’s

transformation through the pain of isolation.
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Chapter 2 Fidel Castro’s Unforeseen Educational Campaign in A Culture of Fear and
Misinformation: A Brief History of the Unaccompanied Cuban Minors’ Evacuation and
Cuban Refugee Program

Fidel Castro’s Unforeseen Educational Campaign

The new regime dismantled the authority of traditional institutions while fomenting
division among family members who either supported or opposed revolutionary ideologies.
Meanwhile, young Catholic students faced discrimination and alienation from Fidel Castro’s
rule.®” Perceived as a threat to the training of the young rising rebel army, most Catholic students
were ostracized from participating in the Literacy Reform Campaign, as Fidel Castro feared
Catholic counterrevolutionary influence over the youth.®® As a political movement, the Literacy
Campaign forced urban teenagers to travel to remote rural areas to teach peasants how to read
and write. Indeed, Castro’s government’s Literacy Reform Campaign disguised its political
agenda of Communist indoctrination while recruiting and transporting an army of college
students to cut sugar cane.®’ By closing Catholic schools and expelling Catholic clergy from

Cuba, Castro’s regime aimed to eradicate Catholic leaders’ influence while terminating parents’

87 Yvonne M. Conde, Operation Pedro Pan: The Untold Exodus of 14,048 Cuban Children,
Revised Edition (University of Florida Press, 2023), 19-26.

88 Maria de Los Angeles Torres, The Lost Apple: Operation Pedro Pan, Cuban Children in the
U.S., and the Promise of a Better Future (Beacon Press, 2003), 110.

% Glenn Garvin, “Fidel Castro is Dead,” Miami Herald, November 27, 2016, accessed, February
6, 2024, https://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/world/americas/fidel-castro-

en/article117186483.html.

42


http://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/world/americas/fidel-castro-
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/world/americas/fidel-castro-

involvement in schools as primary educators.”® Meanwhile, Castro’s mandatory agrarian
educational program, which separated children from their families, focused on fracturing the
sacredness of the family unit.’!

Teachers under Castro’s Literacy program taught Communist ideologies to students from
elementary school and promoted love for the revolution and Fidel through secular school
curriculums. Even the alphabet letters represented words associated with the revolutionary-
militia-oriented lifestyle.”” Communist propaganda bombarded the young minds by exalting the
image of Fidel Castro as a god or a cult leader.”® By labeling the Catholic clergy as

counterrevolutionary, high government officials such as Raul Castro referred to Catholic

education as the “poison of priests.”** Consequently, parents became alarmed at the prospect of

% John A. Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan: The Migration of Unaccompanied Children
from Castro’s Cuba (University of Nebraska Press, 2022), 87.

! Torres, Lost Apple, 97, 116-120. Rumors of teenage girls returning home pregnant from the
Cuban government’s mandatory agricultural camps proved that Castro’s education undermined
modesty for sex, explaining it as a natural need. Indeed, Fidel Castro Literacy Campaign
Program concealed its mission of debilitating young minds by destabilizing the child-parent
bond.

92 Torres, Lost Apple, 92. The letter () represents fusil or rifle in English, (r) for revolution, and
(p) for “paredon” or firing squad in English, exemplifying Castro’s philosophy.

93 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 6, 30.

4 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 28-30. Raul Castro became the right hand of his brother Fidel

Castro.
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Communist indoctrination infiltrating everywhere and the mandatory recruitment of elementary
students in Youth Rebel camps designed for children under twelve years of age. Additionally,
concerned parents feared that Cuba’s military draft could start as early as age fifteen.”’

Young students left their homes to stay on remote countryside farms and engage in
agricultural projects under the state’s sole supervision. In the long run, the “youth farm
formation” program envisioned exchanging students with Russia to work on “cooperative
farms.”?® Upon completing the collective projects, the government pressed students to join a
military-oriented “Rebel Youth Association;” otherwise, they became enemies of the revolution or
counterrevolutionaries. For example, after Castro’s third year in power, children under seventeen
years of age joined the Rebel Youth group. During public government-sponsored events, the
young brigade marched while displaying revolutionary flags and chanting the new “Fatherland or
Death” slogan.®’

Adding to parents’ psychological warfare against Fidel Castro’s educational campaign
was a destructive rumor of a so-called “Patria Potestad” or Cuban legal state guardianship of

children. Indeed, the alleged government proposal intended to abolish parental rights over

% Torres, Lost Apple, 5; Conde, Operation Pedro Pan,26. The educational program aimed at
registering and keeping track of Cuban children.

% Torres, Lost Apple, 95.

7 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 28, 36-40. The revolution required teachers to instruct and
undergo military training. The slogan “Fatherland or Death” translates to “Patria o Muerte” in
Spanish. The high sense of nationalism and brotherhood became defining attributes of Cuban

culture.
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children’s upbringing while transferring authority to the state.’® This propaganda increased
parents’ fear of the Cuban government becoming the custodian of their children. For
example, the threat of the regime’s exercising the right to physically remove children as
young as three years of age from their homes and ship them to the Soviet Union for military
training pushed parents to despair.’® With time, parents discovered that the fake decree
known as “Patria Potestad” represented a counterrevolutionary plan to stir rebellion among the
population to resist Castros’ despotism. Consequently, parents’ fears of Castro’s intrusion

into neighborhoods through spies, inside classrooms, the mandatory agricultural literacy

%8 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 25-26; Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 85-87;
Torres, Lost Apple, 4-5. Memories from the “Guernica Generation,” lurking in the minds of
Cuban parents and priests, kept alive the fear of twenty thousand children evacuated during the
Spanish Civil War to Russia, France, and Mexico in 1936. The thought of evacuating their
children elsewhere became an urgent endeavor. More than physical danger, “the minds of
children mattered to the future of a country” (Torres, Lost Apple, 5). Indeed, Maria de Los
Angeles Torres argues that Cuban children became heirs of a “modernist proposal born of a post-
revolutionary world,” scarred by the fear of past political conflicts and the uncertainty of the
future (Torres, Lost Apple, 5). Family separation became necessary for protecting their children’s
innocence and the nation’s future.

9 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 43; Max Hastings, The Abyss: Nuclear Crisis in Cuba 1962
(Haper Perennial, 2022), 466. Parents heard about thousands of students leaving for the Soviet
Union for military education. Fidel Castro’s oldest legitimate son, Fidelito, left for Russia at a

very young age. He became a nuclear physicist and committed suicide at the age of sixty-eight.
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campaign, the closing of private schools, the expulsion of the clergy, and the possible loss of
control over their children prompted their decision to send children away.

Indeed, Castro’s revolution perpetrated an “emotional upheaval” due to its religious
intolerance, suspicion, hatred, abuse, division, and confiscation of citizens’ and Americans’
private property in Cuba.!?’ By removing children from their homes, Castro disintegrated
families’ ties, undermining the strength of the family unit, traditional values, and religious
heritage at its core.!’! Fundamentally, the Cuban government planned to control Cuban
“domestic spaces,” where children learn about the meaning of family, education, and
religion.!'?> Recognizing the imminent danger of the state’s educational campaign and the
transformation of primary education against Christian principles, desperate parents reached
out to the only social institution exempted from social control in Communist Cuba: The

Catholic Church.'® Indeed, middle-and upper-class parents sought contact with church

190 Sarah Moreno, “They Thought It Was a Vacation When They Left Cuba as Children. But It
Became a Lifetime,” Miami Herald, June 3, 2019, accessed February 6, 2024,
https://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/community/miami-dade/article230127899.html.

11 Torres, Lost Apple, 120; Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 19.

192 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 87.

195 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 43; Torres, Lost Apple, 111-112; Jez, R. J., Cantillon, J. C.,
Ramers, L. H., & Burgess, M. M. (2021). “As Catholic Schools Become More Diverse, How
Should We Prepare New Catholic School Educators for Inclusive Schools? An Analysis of
Research on University and Diocesan Teacher Training,” Journal of Catholic Education, 24, no. 2

(Dec 2021): 84-103, accessed on October 02, 2023, http://dx.doi.org/10.15365/joce.240205202.
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clergy, teachers, and staff members from the only American school in Cuba, Ruston
Academy, to expedite visa waivers for their children’s urgent evacuation from Cuba.'%
Consequently, the ninety-mile distance between Miami and Cuba turned South
Florida into the Promised Land for Cuban parents.'%> According to scholar John Gronbeck-
Tedesco, the anti-communist refugees became the “new Israelites in America.”!'%® Miami,
Florida, became a sanctuary and a refuge for the exiled Cuban community. Meanwhile, the
Catholic Church joined the United States government’s efforts to rescue children from Fidel
Castro’s communist influence, not only in Cuba but also in Latin America.'?” During the
1960s, revolutionaries such as Fidel Castro and Enrique (Che) Guevara became heroes for
empowering young students to overthrow oppressive colonial governments.'%® Consequently,

these two insurrectionists became glorified and romanticized primarily by young minds for

1941 uisa Yanez, “Pedro Pan was Born of Fear, Human Instinct to Protect Children,” Miami
Herald, updated September 15, 2014, accessed February 6, 2024,
https://www.miamiherald.com/news/special-reports/operation-pedro-pan/article1933064.html.

195 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 19, 31, 32; Torres, Lost Apple, 97

19 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 34.

197 Torres, Lost Apple, xiv, 111-113.

198 Garvin, “Fidel Castro is Dead.” Fidel Castro met Ernesto (Che) Guevara, a twenty-seven-year-
old Argentinian physician with Marxist ideas and recruited him to assist in the Cuban invasion.
The Guatemalan government expelled Guevara from the country for organizing students’ anti-

imperialist movements.
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their utopian views of social justice through justified violence.'?” The State Department feared
Castro’s revolutionary ideologies reaching countries far beyond the Cuban borders.'!°
Furthermore, Castro’s reign of terror aimed at disorienting the wellbeing and privacy
of most upper-class families living on the island. Mechanisms of intimidation included
authorizing neighborhood watchdogs or “the Comite,” spies, to enter private homes for
suspected anti- government activities.!!! Additionally, the marching of youth brigades on the
streets wearing military uniforms and the hate campaign toward the United States created a
milieu of suspicion, mistrust, and censorship. The safety of anti-Castro rebels became
increasingly precarious, especially for young Catholics exercising counterrevolutionary roles
while openly stirring resistance.!'!? Without a clear understanding of the outcome of the
revolution, parents and caregivers became afraid of being jailed, persecuted, or even killed,

leaving the children without protection or care at the mercy of the revolution or a potential

199 Ann Louise Bardach, Cuba Confidential: Love and Vengeance in Miami and Havana
(Random House, 2002), 242; Hastings, The Abyss, 30, 48, 57, 464; Garvin, “Fidel Castro is
Dead.” Indeed, Castro became an enemy of American capitalism, a persecutor of the upper
classes and the Cuban Catholic clergy, while turning Cuba into a Soviet missile base. He
developed an exaggerated utopian view of peasants and the working class. However, Fidel
Castro’s propaganda and psychological warfare skills propelled his revolutionary movement
forward, crushing the dreams of a democratic Cuban nation.

10 Garvin, “Fidel Castro is Dead.”

I Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 19-26.

"2 Torres, Lost Apple, 136-150.
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civil war.!!® Cuban parents saw their families collapsing and disintegrating under Castro’s
leadership while the nation became destabilized.
A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CUBAN REVOLUTION, OPERATION PEDRO PAN
WITHIN A CULTURE OF MISINFORMATION AND PUBLIC FEAR:

While longing for a democratic nation, middle-and upper-class families in Cuba
enjoyed economic prosperity, especially following its independence from Spain in 1902.'!4
Indeed, Cuba achieved higher living standards than other Latin American countries due to its
commercial and cultural ties to the United States before Fidel Castro’s dictatorship.'!”
However, during the 1950s, the corrupt democratic regime of Fulgencio Batista brought
poverty, land destitution for thousands of peasants, and economic stagnation among the
wealthy. !¢ Realizing that Batista’s repressive regime threatened most people’s hope for a
democratic leader, Cubans from all social classes, including the clergy, laity, and many

Catholic organizations, such as Jesuit orders, joined the opposition against Batista’s

13 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 85-90.

14 Victor Andres Triay, Fleeing Castro: Operation Pedro Pan and the Cuban Children’s
Program (University Press of Florida, 1998), 1-5, 9; Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan,
100-103. The United States occupied the island of Cuba between 1898 and 1902, establishing
treaties to create a strategic military presence. Today, the American government owns a military
base in Cuba called Guantanamo. American capitalism ruled before Fidel Castro’s revolution,
while the United States exerting economic control over the island despite Cuba’s sovereignty.
115 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 10, 11. Casinos became an attractive industry for tourists.

116 Triay, Fleeing Castro, Introduction. Cuba’s primary source of wealth was the sugar industry.
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government in the name of social justice.!!” This social justice movement against Batista
included Catholic and non-Catholic students, who focused mainly on renovating the Catholic
Church and Cuba as a nation with a high spirit of nationalism.!'® With a political agenda

embracing nationalistic pride, education inequality, and dismay for the constraints imposed

7 Torres, Lost Apple, 38, 39,40. According to Torres, a 1953 census reported the enrollment
of primarily white and middle-class students in urban Catholic schools. Meanwhile, the children
of rural peasants attended public schools because they lacked the financial resources to attend
Catholic schools. Significantly, both private and public schools emphasized teaching Cuban
literature and fostering a love for the “fatherland” as a nationalistic project. Indeed, nationalism
and love for the nation remained a priority in school curriculums and became a significant
element of the 1940s Cuban Constitution. Developing nationalist pride meant teaching Cuban
literature, the Cuban Constitution, and the democratic institutions that fought for the nation.
These history, political, civic, and geographical-oriented school subjects required the exclusive
hiring of teachers of Cuban origin, as educational institutions agreed that these courses played
a critical role in molding patriotism or the “conscience” of students to develop love for their
homeland. Significantly, in the 1940s, Catholics participated in the drafting of the Cuban
Constitution. The Catholic Church supported parents’ right to choose the proper education for
their children. In fact, Torres argued that the lobbying for parents’ right to choose their
children’s education by the Catholic clergy supported and protected the presence of Catholic
schools in Cuba. Moreover, young Catholic students played a significant role in
counterrevolutionary activities.

8 Torres, Lost Apple, 38.
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by Catholic Christianity, Fidel Castro’s politics displayed contempt for the privileged classes
and an “exaggerated reverence” or utopian view for the working class.!"”

Before declaring his hatred for American capitalism, the charismatic Castro behaved
like a pro-democracy leader defending the interests of Cuban citizens against Fulgencio
Batista’s dictatorship in 1959.12° Fueled by anti-Batista sentiment, Castro garnered public
support to finance his Cuban revolution and to recruit and train young Cuban volunteers to
remove Batista from power.'?! Significantly, Castro believed in recruiting citizens to become
soldiers for a redemptive mission.'?? From his post inside Cuba’s Sierra Maestra Mountains,
he contextualized the revolution as a mission to fight American imperialism while teaching

1 ¢

young students' “guerilla” or militia exercises inside the jungle.!'?* By gathering popular
support, Castro constructed a false reality, proclaiming a revolution for the redemption of

Cubans from foreign oppression while appropriating the teachings of Jesus Christ to

9 Hastings, The Abyss, 30.

120 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 7,21, 24, 41.

121 Fidel Castro and Ignacio Ramonet, Fidel Castro: A Spoken Autobiography (Scribner, 2006),
264-266; Bardach, Cuba Confidential,231. An internal armed struggle and widespread
nationalism defined Fidel Castro’s doctrine for the Cuban revolution.

122 Fidel Castro and Ignacio Ramonet, Fidel Castro: A Spoken Autobiography (Scribner, 2006),
267-270.

123 Bardach, Cuba Confidential, 243-244. Sierra or “mountain range” Maestra was in Santiago, the

second largest city after Havana, Cuba.
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legitimize a “militarized democracy.”'?* He envisioned a classless Cuban society redeeming
peasants and the children of working parents from imperialism. '

By overthrowing Batista’s corrupt government, Castro emerged as a champion of
democracy, human rights, and liberty.'?® According to investigative journalist Ann Louise
Bardach, Castro’s victory appeared like the biblical story of Moses’ descending from the Mount
with the Ten Commandments.'?” The adoring crowd romanticized the revolution, with some
people comparing Fidel to Jesus. Coincidentally, the resemblance to Jesus stemmed from
Castro’s turning thirty-three in the same year of the Cuban revolution. Moreover, Castro’s
bearded rebel companions looked like the “Apostles,” prompting some reverential treatment
from the masses. With long hair, wearing a cross around his neck, and bearing rosary beads,
Fidel Castro concealed his political agenda of converting Cuba to Socialism and, ultimately, to

a Communist nation.'?® The 26th of July movement toppling Batista posed as a “new

124 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 138-139. And Hastings, The Abyss, 45-57. Indeed,
Castro’s rhetoric identified American capitalism as the oppressive regime exerting indisputable
control over the island. A sense of a nationalistic spirit was exploited by training citizens to
become “foot soldiers” defending Cuban sovereignty. The animosity between nationalists and
anti-communist clergy increased the division among the Cuban population.

125 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 125.

126 Bardach, 245. As an advocate for democracy, Fidel Castro promised to end political
persecution and executions.

127 Bardach, Cuba Confidential, 245-246.

128 Bardach, Cuba Confidential, 245-249; Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 21.
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government for the working class while captivating the minds of the poor people of Cuba.”!?’

After denying his political Marxism and Leninist ideologies, in 1972 Castro identified himself
as a Communist. >

Paradoxically, Fidel Castro betrayed the trust of his compatriots and the Catholic Church
by turning people’s longing for the restoration of democracy, the love for the homeland, and a
campaign promising the teaching of religious education in public schools into propaganda to
gather political support for his Cuban revolution.'3! Ultimately, his childhood friends became
enemies of Castro’s regime, as his compromise for free elections, liberty, and human rights
turned into the persecution and execution of political and religious opponents. He confused
redemption with a vision of a militarized democracy, distorting the meaning of justice and
freedom. He referred to children as victims of the American Dream, which, in theory, he stated,
belonged only to the privileged class.!*? The threat of Castro’s propaganda against Catholic
leaders and the family unit prompted the Catholic Church to take a stand in favor of social

justice, the gospel, and the rejection of Communist indoctrination.'3? Initially, most Cubans

and Catholic leaders trusted Fidel.!** However, little did they know that Castro took advantage

129 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 3-4.

130 Castro and Ramonet, Fidel Castro, 92.

BT Torres, Lost Apple, 39, 42-45.

132 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 124.

133 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 137-140. Fidel Castro described propaganda as the
soul of the Cuban revolution.

134 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 9-10.
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of people’s disappointment with Batista and the United States’indifference toward Batista’s
corruption for personal gain and power, which lasted for decades.!*> After Catholic leaders,
parents, and the clergy recognized the socialist-oriented rhetoric of his new rule, which
brought militarization and forced “total indoctrination of children and youth,” they felt
betrayed. ¢ Desperate parents witnessed the conversion of classroom spaces into centers for
Communist indoctrination. With a lack of options, parents narrowed their choices between
family separation, the brainwashing of minors, and the risk of incarceration while fighting for
the strength of family ties, freedom, education, and religious heritage.'*” Fundamentally, the
collective fear of children’s souls lost to Communism prompted Catholic institutions to play
an active role in the Pedro Pan Operation and the Cuban Refugee Program through the

Catholic Charities Welfare Bureau in Miami, Florida.'3®

135 Bardach, Cuba Confidential, 244-245.

136 Torres, Lost Apple, 96.

137 Torres, Lost Apple, 109, 116-121. Many Cuban and Catholic parents, especially women, joined
the anti-Castro underground movement.

138 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 53. Monsignor Bryan Walsh oversaw two different operations
covering the unaccompanied Cuban youth program. While activated almost at the same time, the
first one, Operation Pedro Pan served as a semi-clandestine Cuban operation helping to evacuate
Cuban children to the United States. The second operation, the Cuban Children’s Program,
sought the care, resettlement, protection, and education of Cuban children arriving in the United
States without parents or legal guardians. See also Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan,

137-140.
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THE MEANING OF OPERATION PEDRO PAN AND THE UNACCOMPANIED CUBAN
CHILDREN REFUGEE PROGRAM: MONSIGNOR BRYAN WALSH

With the American government’s endorsement and the Catholic Church’s urgent and
spontaneous’ intervention, Cuban parents, religious institutions, and democratic governments
became involved in the perilous consequences of running an underground operation to
counter Fidel Castro’s communist campaign. Prior to Castro’s invasion in 1959, ninety-five
percent of the Cuban population belonged to the Catholic faith tradition. Consequently, Fidel
Castro’s nationalization of private schools, the seizing of Catholic schools, and the
confiscation of Cuban and American property, including land, businesses, and personal
belongings, destabilized the well-being of most middle-upper-class families. !>

As a semi-clandestine movement, the Pedro Pan Operation emerged to support parents’
rights to raise their children in the way they chose, including sending them out of Cuba to the
United States to escape forced Communist indoctrination. '* With the Catholic Church
enjoying the support of the first American Catholic President, John F. Kennedy, American
religiosity attracted Cuban parents to contemplate the United States as a safe place for their
children to enjoy safety and religious freedom.!*! Consequently, Operation Pedro Pan
connected Cuban parents to the United States through churches and parochial schools to

expedite the children’s massive exodus from Cuba.'*

139 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 39.
140 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 89.
141 Torres, Lost Apple, 44-49.

142 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 133-135.
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As an underground organized project to evacuate unaccompanied children out of Cuba
with student visas, Operation Pedro Pan Cuban led to the Cuban Refugee Program whereby
unaccompanied children settled in the United States.'*’ The program remained a semi-
clandestine movement to protect the children’s identity and that of families in Cuba who were
resisting Castro’s revolution.!** Meanwhile, national security concerns among State
Department officials became a priority to counteract the imminent threat of Communism

ninety miles away from the mainland. With Castro remaining in power, the State Department

143 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 19, 43. Operation Peter Pan became known as
Pedro Pan, a secretive initiative using a coded name from the tale about “the boy who could fly,”
representing the children’s exodus by plane. Under humanitarian tradition, John F. Kennedy
created the program with the mission of helping those forced to leave their countries.

144 Gronbeck-Tedesco 44-45. See also “Barry University Oral History: Bryan O. Walsh,
Msgr.,” transcript of interview by Sr. Eileen Rice, December 3, 1988, Barry University Research
Guides, accessed October 15, 2023, https://eguides.barry.edu/c.php?g=287101&p=1913442.
Monsignor Walsh contacted media personnel covering the Cuban political upheaval, seeking
their cooperation in withholding information about the arrival of unaccompanied Cuban minors
at the Miami airport. Before the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, news about the evacuation of
unaccompanied children from Cuba to the United States was kept hidden from the public and the
Cuban authorities. Additionally, the priest reached out to immigration authorities at the Miami
airport, requesting their cooperation with the semi-clandestine flow of Cuban minors. Confused
by Walsh’s request and the State Department’s endorsement, the department head agreed to

cooperate with the priest.
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had no options but to generate a comprehensive and unprecedented educational, health, and
welfare program for caring for, protecting, and sheltering minors from the dangers of
Communist indoctrination.'* Through the establishment of Operation Pedro Pan, the United
States government and the Catholic Church accepted a joint commitment to save children from
Communism while protecting minors’ religious freedom. ¢ According to scholar Maria de Los
Angeles Torres, the Cuban crisis became a struggle between Christianity and Communism, as
Castro’s revolution turned into a nightmare, transforming a pro-democracy nation into a painful
reminder of collective suffering. Meanwhile, Catholic families viewed the Catholic Church as
a beacon of hope. !’

After expediting the student and visa waivers for fake scholarships, parents began

195 Triay, Fleeing Castro, ix-X.

146 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 213; Torres, Lost Apple, 122. In 1961, the United States faced
the challenge of responding to the hostility of Fidel Castro’s dictatorship while also legitimizing
the State Department’s cooperation with the Church by facilitating the evacuation of thousands
of Cuban children. The collaboration between the State and the Church aimed at embracing what
they viewed as their “moral obligation” to resettle orphan children after the American
government failed to topple Fidel Castro’s regime during the Bay of Pigs invasion in Cuba. See
also Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 134.

147 Castro and Ramonet, Fidel Castro, 92; Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 2, 3, 15, 29, 30, 31-37;

Triay, Fleeing Castro, 30; Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 89, 156-157.
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preparing their offspring for the journey.!'*® As the headmaster of Ruston, a private American
school in Havana, James Baker and his wife played an active role in the anti-Castro underground
movement due to their connections to the State Department and the United States Embassy in
Havana. Initially, he organized the covert effort (Pedro Pan Operation) to remove the children of
counterrevolutionary parents from Cuba with Monsignor Walsh. Indeed, Baker’s involvement in
Operation Pedro Pan played a significant role in the politics and logistics behind children’s
evacuation to the United States and their resettlement. '#’

In 1961, John F. Kennedy’s administration recognized unaccompanied Cuban children
as “the most defenseless and troubled group among the refugee population.”!>® Indeed, the
logistics and the meticulous network of governmental, social, and religious agencies involved

in the Pedro Pan operation became intertwined with the United States Secret Service and

148 Torres, Lost Apple, 146, 159. Most children felt sad and anxious about the upcoming trip to the
United States. Before leaving, some remembered their parents’ last instructions, emphasizing
studying hard so they could return to Cuba well-educated.

199 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 16, 17, 29, 30. The Bakers became greeters at the Miami International
Airport point of entry. Moreover, James Baker became a house father in one of the children’s
homes. His involvement exemplified his humanitarian spirit, as he risked his life to save the
children from Castro’s dictatorship. With the coordinated effort between Walsh and Baker, the
Pedro Pan Operation evacuated approximately fourteen thousand Cuban children for twenty-two
months.

150 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 44-45; Conde, Operation Pedro Pan,45. As of 1960, Operation Pedro

Pan became “the largest peace time program for homeless children in the country.”
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foreign policy. Moreover, due to national security concerns, the risk of having Communist
spies on American soil made the process of expediting student visas to facilitate the Cuban
minors’ evacuation complex.'*! Unfortunately, students’ exit visas were halted when the
United States and Cuba broke diplomatic and commercial relations during the Cuban Missile
Crisis in 1961.1%

The flights of unaccompanied children from Cuba to the United States stopped. Some
Pedro Pans left Cuba for third countries, such as Mexico or Spain, to arrive in the United
States. In the meantime, the expedition of visas for parents separated from children was
delayed, prolonging family separation. Ultimately, the Cubans and the State Department’s plan
for overthrowing Castro from power failed. Decades after the exile, a young Pedro Pan’s
mother said that she lived with the hope of seeing her parents soon after the evacuation or

returning one day to Cuba. Unfortunately, neither scenario materialized, as her parents showed

51 Torres, Lost Apple, 29-30.

152 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 8; Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, xv, 98, 182;
Torres, Lost Apple, 184-205. In 1961, the United States imposed an economic embargo on Cuba.
Suspicious of an imminent invasion from the United States, Fidel Castro sought support from the
Soviets by turning Cuba into a nuclear missile base. From a political framework, the Soviets
agreed to remove the nuclear missiles from the island in exchange for a future non-invasion
proclamation from the United States. In 1962, the tension between the two superpowers left
thousands of children with visa waivers stranded when flights between Cuba and the United
States were suspended during the Cold War Crisis. Seeking their children’s safety, desperate

parents sent them through Spain, where the young were received by the Catholic Church.
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up after she married and had a son, and most Pedro Pan adult exiles never returned to Cuba.
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Chapter 3 The Cuban and American Catholic Church Intervention: Unaccompanied
Cuban Children’s Exodus

The Catholic Church and Monsignor Bryan Walsh: Religious Persecution

Due to the collaborative efforts of the United States and the Catholic Church to combat
Communism, the State Department granted a Catholic priest in Miami the authority to waive
visas for unaccompanied Cuban children under sixteen.!'>* By preventing, intervening, and
responding to Communist indoctrination, the Catholic Welfare Bureau in Miami gained the trust
of Cuban parents, resulting in approximately fourteen thousand-forty-eight unaccompanied
children being sent by plane to Miami between 1960 and 1962.'** A young priest from Ireland,
Father Bryan O. Walsh played a significant role in Operation Pedro Pan. As the Director of the
Catholic Welfare Bureau in Miami, with connections and knowledge of previous refugee
programs, he took on the legal custody of Cuban unaccompanied children.'*> The young and
charismatic priest, who had studied with the Jesuit order, provided refugee children with the
necessary social services. Given the program’s complexity, student waivers replaced student

visas, and the custody of unaccompanied minors fell under the Pedro Pan Operation through the

153 Maria de Los Angeles Torres, The Lost Apple: Operation Pedro Pan, Cuban Children in the
U.S., and the Promise of a Better Future (Beacon Press, 2003), 20, 206.

154 John A. Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan: The Migration of Unaccompanied Children
from Castro’s Cuba (University of Nebraska Press, 2022), 19, 44. Under President Dwight (Ike)
Eisenhower’s administration, Father Bryan Walsh worked for the Hungarian Refugee Relief
Program in 1956. The priest assisted a thousand of unaccompanied Hungarian children seeking
asylum in the United States, from a total of thirty-eight thousand Hungarians.

155 Torres, The Loss Apple, 44-49, 64-69.
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Catholic Welfare Bureau in Miami, Florida. As the custodian of the Cuban children, Father
Walsh became responsible for the exiles’ resettlement under a purchase-contract agreement
between agencies.!>® By reaching out to Catholic leaders, the concern of Cuban parents to
protect their children’s religious heritage became a priority for the Catholic Welfare Bureau in
Miami. '3’

From spending long hours at the airport waiting for the unannounced Freedom Flights
and driving Cuban children to camps, Walsh wore many hats. He met with high-ranking State
Department officials in Washington, coordinated funding for exit visas, accommodations,
medical care, food, education, and the logistics of the children’s resettlement. Meanwhile,
anticipating Castro’s quick overthrow from power and the temporary relocation of Cuban

children in the United States before their return to a democratic Cuba, the priest worked hard

to avoid a decentralized effort that could destabilize the minds of young children. '8

With Castro still in power, Miami's Cuban Refugee Emergency Services base became

156 Yvonne M. Conde, Operation Pedro Pan: The Untold Exodus of 14,048 Cuban Children,
Revised Edition (University of Florida Press, 2023), 49-54. The fusion of private and public
agencies played a crucial role in the Cuban Refugee Program, making it the largest refugee
program in Miami, Florida. Prior to the exodus of refugee Cuban children, the Catholic Welfare
Bureau operated as a small, licensed childcare and adoption agency with approximately eighty
children. Father Bryan O. Walsh became the Director of Catholic Welfare Bureau in Miami,
Florida in 1960.

157 Victor Andres Triay, Fleeing Castro: Operation Pedro Pan and the Cuban Children’s Program
(University Press of Florida, 1998), 14.

158 Torres, Lost Apple, 66.
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akin to New York’s Ellis Island and is now known as the Freedom Tower. Data showed that the
largest concentration of Cuban people lived in Miami, Florida, second only to Havana,
Cuba.!* Indeed, the Cuban Children Program exemplifies the visionary and contagious
enthusiasm of Catholic leaders responding to the signs of the times by acknowledging the
desperate cries of parents risking their lives to safeguard their children.!®® Significantly,
eyewitnesses remembered that Father Walsh labored hard and embraced his mission “with
gusto.”!%! In his forty-two-year career, nothing occupied Walsh’s attention more that the
Cuban Children’s program, which thrived through partnerships with the government,
volunteers, and a variety of licensed organizations. Upon reflection, Walsh claimed that he saw
the Cuban children’s evacuation and resettlement as a “Divine Providence” intervention and
that his calling was to provide a safe space for a homeless population of young children
oblivious to the tragic event.'¢?

The logistical project led Catholic Dioceses to consider foster homes rather than
institutions for unclaimed unaccompanied children separated from their parents for a longer

period.'® The exodus prompted leaders to seek bed availability in Catholic schools’

159 Torres, Lost Apple, 66.

160 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 4, 26-27. The unaccompanied Cuban Children
Program relied heavily on thousands of volunteers. In 1961, Katherine Oettinger, the director of
the Children’s Bureau in Washington, D.C., praised Father Walsh’s leadership, noting that the
program had become a symbol of strong religious commitments to refugees.

161 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 4-5.

162 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 4-5.

163 Torres, Lost Apple, 62.
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gymnasiums during students’ vacations, the private homes of civic leaders, summer camps,
such as Matecumbe, and Monsignor’s home, St. Raphael Hall. Appealing to the compassion
and generosity of churches and the American public, ninety-seven priests from dioceses met
with Father Walsh to support the Cuban Children program while updating parishioners about
the humanitarian crisis.'®* The impending arrival of thousands of children escaping
Communist indoctrination in their early childhood and Fidel Castro’s alignment with the
Soviet Union justified the State Department’s humanitarian efforts through embassies, social
service agencies, and Catholic programs to remove children on an emergency basis, since
diplomatic relationships between the two countries kept deteriorating.'®> The Cuban Refugee
Program became a humanitarian effort to rescue children forced to leave their country due to
religious persecution. %

Arguably, most Cuban parents opposed Castro’s regime because of the government’s
obsession with censoring religious education. In essence, Castro’s “assault” on Cuban

citizens, authorities, and the clergy represented a violation of parent’s right to educate and

164 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 54.

165 Torres, Lost Apple, 67-78; Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 67-72. Many embassies, such as
Britain, Paraguay, Argentina, Uruguay, Holland, Jamaica, Spain, and Switzerland participated in
the semi-secretive program. It was not charity work because the embassies’ personnel were paid.
Conversely, the underground movement never accepted payment.

166 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 5. By recognizing minors as victims of religious
persecution and communist indoctrination, the Cuban Children Program provided a path to

residency and eventually, American citizenship.
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raise their children with the Catholic Church’s support. The government’s intimidation,
persecution, and control over families, children, and religious liberty became the main reasons
for parents’ leap of faith to entrust their children’s evacuation to the clergy while praying for
divine intervention. At the same time, community tensions increased as most Cubans
pretended to welcome the revolution while intending to leave the country. The animosity
between revolutionary and counterrevolutionary groups created a climate of mistrust and
division among family members and neighbors. ¢’

Within a culture of fear, Fidel Castro’s regime labeled counterrevolutionaries as
“worms,” or “gusanos,” for fleeing to the United States.!%® Most Cuban children became
bargaining chips for anti-Castro parents, traced by the Cuban government despite the semi-
clandestine nature of the Pedro Pan movement. Castro singled out individuals and families
identified as counterrevolutionaries as “the enemy of motherhood,” and the “enemy of
children,” claiming that Cuban children had been sold to an “exploitative capital society.”
However, with scarce resources, the Cuban government lacked the personnel to halt the
evacuation of Cuban children, prioritizing sabotage, assassinations, and economic survival

instead. Meanwhile, Castro’s psychological warfare bombarded people’s minds through pro-

167 Max Hastings, The Abyss: Nuclear Crisis in Cuba (Haper Perennial, 2022), 58; Gronbeck-
Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 125, 127-129.

168 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 125, 190-191. Those who fled Cuba were vilified
and labeled as “gusanos” for they left for the United States instead of supporting the revolution.
A feeling of dislocation and dispossession characterized the Pedro Pan generation within a

culture of fear.
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revolution speeches on television and radio stations, emphasizing patriotism through his
alleged “paternal duty” to shelter Cuban families against “foreign disempowerment.”
Throughout the day, the regime interrupted regular television and radio programming for
Castro’s three-hour-long speeches about his revolution and anti-Capitalist ideologies. '*’
Meanwhile, Cuban parents and the Catholic clergy feared the “socialist conscription,” of
minors, as many noticed some children arriving in Miami showing signs of Communist
indoctrination. Significantly, since the beginning of Castro’s regime, approximately ninety
percent of the upper-class population left Cuba for the United States.!”’

Most Pedro Pan children belonged to the middle and upper social classes and attended
private Catholic schools; therefore, the Catholic Church greatly influenced the Cuban urban
community.'”! Indeed, children from poor socio-economic backgrounds ultimately became part
of the unaccompanied children’s exodus. However, most working-class citizens supported
Castro’s reforms for their promises of universal education and access to healthcare.!”? The
parents of young students from the elite classes attending Catholic schools had the financial
resources and political connections to expedite the proper documentation for their children’s

evacuation. These Catholic students were the first to leave the island before diplomatic

169 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 30.

170 Ann Louise Bardach, Cuba Confidential: Love and Vengeance in Miami and Habana (Random
House, 2002), 248.

I Torres, Lost Apple, 109-111.

172 Hastings, The Abyss, 50-51.
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relations between Cuba and the United States ceased.!”

Besides the logistic arrangements in Miami, the charismatic priest remained faithful to the
parents’ concerns about their children’s religious education by emphasizing the teaching and
practice of Catholic rituals. For instance, of the many South Florida camps, Matecumbe
included rigorous practices of godliness, self-control, and self-discipline in the school
curriculum. !’ The faith formation school curriculum aimed to teach students to discern God’s
presence and Divine intervention through relocation as an integral part of the Cuban exiles’
identity. For example, during the children’s resettlement, the shortage of beds and the
impending arrival of thousands of Cuban children posed challenges. However, these hurdles
became life lessons for Cuban students because Catholic educators used these challenges as
examples of God’s creative presence amid chaos through the hands and feet of the benevolent
priest and volunteers.'”

The priest prioritized the children’s spiritual life through the celebration of daily Mass

173 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 11.

174 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 33-34.

175 Anathea E. Portier-Young, “Preaching Justice from the Old Testament,” in Scripture and
Social Justice: Catholic and Ecumenical Essays, ed. Anathea E. Portier-Young and Gregory E.
Sterling (The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, 2018), 94. The Cuban refugee crisis and
the hard work of the clergy and the laity might exemplify what Portier-Young described as the
dynamic force of the Holy Spirit working amid the chaos. Within our context, it resonates with
“Divine intervention” to transform the hearts and minds of citizens and law enforcement to

protect a homeless population of children.
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services, receiving Holy Communion, praying, celebrating holidays, and recreational time.'7®
Most children’s school days started at 6:30 AM with Mass, and they prayed the holy rosary
before going to bed at 10:00 PM. Children's discipline handbooks included religious
affirmations and biblical stories of God's interventions in ordinary people's lives. Besides
Bible teaching, behavioral excellence was rewarded, emphasizing the importance of honoring
their parents’ sacrifice through good academic performance and self-discipline. Moreover,
Monsignor cared for Cuban children’s physical and emotional health, making it a priority of
the school program, which emphasized fitness, exercise, and proper clothing. The Catholic
educational program focused on reducing obesity while connecting hairstyles and proper
clothing with morality and “high standards of behavior.”!”” After reading about the Cuban
Children’s Program, one understands why most people praised the extraordinary work of
Monsignor Walsh.!”® He was described by Yvonne Conde as the heart and motor of the
Cuban exodus.!”

Most children and staff remembered Father Walsh as an extraordinary man, a second
father who cared for and loved the children. Most boys spoke about Monsignor creating a safe
place for them in the St. Raphael home. The priest fostered a home-like environment by hiring

a housekeeper, who represented the presence of a grandmother or “abuela.” She prepared

176 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 86-89, 91, 99. The camps separated children by gender and age.
177 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 36.

178 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 98. In 1992, Father Walsh became the youngest Monsignor in
the United States. He was the son of Irish immigrants.

179 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, xiii. Monsignor Bryan Walsh passed away in December 2001.
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Cuban cuisine for the boys, and many of the children recalled having family dinners with
Father Walsh at the table. By bringing Cuban priests and hiring Cuban staff who had left the
island, Father Walsh aimed to minimize the children’s emotional stress. However, at times,
discipline came first, as Monsignor would use a “paddle” to punish unacceptable behavior. The
boys viewed it as an act of love and care for their wellbeing. That said, one could argue that
Father Walsh embodied the meaning of sacrificial love.'*

For instance, at St. Raphael Hall, a Cuban psychologist cared for the boys, as
Monsignor recognized the burden of prolonged family separation on the children’s emotional
health. Through Catholic educators, children received emotional support and learned to honor
and love their parents while patiently or impatiently waiting for their parents’ arrival.
Paradoxically, some social workers marveled at the Cuban children’s study habits, sense of
responsibility, and good manners, recognizing the positive influence of parental guidance and
faith formation.

Every phone call from Cuba turned into an event, as the children were overjoyed to
hear their parents’ voices while suppressing their feelings of loneliness, abandonment,
betrayal, and longing to return to their homeland. Over time, most adult Pedro Pans argued
that they reconstructed their reality by “looking back at a childhood pained by separation.” '8!

For young Cubans, phone calls meant more than letters, as they could hear their parents’

voices. Although it was a struggle to sound cheerful, these phone calls became known as the

180 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 89- 95.

81 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 154-155.
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“greatest moments” for the children.'®? While some of the children experienced transient
living conditions from Florida camps to orphanages and institutions in colder climates, many
Cuban orphans were welcomed in the homes of foster families throughout the United

States.'®3

A Theological Analysis of a Historical Event Prompting Family Separation and the
Significant Role of Catholic Education
From a political and theological perspective, the United States government, the Catholic
Church, and the underground counterrevolutionary movement shared the mission of rescuing
children from Communist Indoctrination. The misleading ideologies aimed at subordinating
the authority of parents and religious institutions and denigrating the character of Catholic

education became dangerous tactics at war with the flourishing of young minds. For example,

182 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 97-98.

183 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 128; Torres, Lost Apple, 156-157. Many Americans
wrote letters to Father Walsh to find out ways to sponsor Cuban children. Different Christian
denominations, such as Methodist Children’s Home in Alabama and Baptist organizations in
Phoenix, sought to house minors. However, finding accommodations for teenaged boys proved
challenging. Meanwhile, teenagers became “surrogate parents” to younger siblings, refusing to
separate them by age and gender. Indeed, Walsh felt sorry for teenagers because they became
homesick faster than their younger siblings, especially after discovering the truth about their
relocation in Miami. Significantly, most boys thought of assimilation as the best antidote to

homesickness.
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Fidel’s brother, Raul Castro, labeled the Catholic clergy as “war criminals in priests’ robes,”
for trying “to poison the minds of young children against the revolution.”'®* With this in view,
the Church recognized the danger of exposing the young generation to propaganda that instills
fear and hatred while rewarding disrespect and violence against authority figures, especially
from a young age, as the child’s identity and character develop during the formative years. %
For this reason, children’s vulnerability to manipulation became a concern for parents,
educators, and government officials in both Cuba and the United States.

Indeed, Cuba’s pedagogical emphasis on religious freedom and the teachings of
Catholic moral principles intertwined with strong family bonds, parent-child relationships,
nationalism, and opposition to an anti-religious society. '3 Moreover, Cuban parents, Catholic
teachers, and various embassies in Havana felt a moral responsibility to join underground
efforts to shelter the innocent minds of children from deceptive Communist ideologies that

could hamper their future civic responsibilities to the nation.!'®” For most Cubans,

1% Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 140.

185 Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of
Trauma (Penguin Books, 2014), 130-131. From infancy, caregivers shaped the way our growing
brain perceives reality. The beauty of mutual trust, deep spiritual experiences, and safety
becomes the template of “how we think of ourselves and the world around us.” During
adolescence, the brain experiences a period of “exponential change,” encoded in the emotional
brain and transformed or distorted after a traumatic event.

186 Torres, Lost Apple, 50-54, 90-98.

87 Torres, Lost Apple, 90.
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Communism represented an evil force that promoted resentment and hostility against parents,
contradicting the foundational purpose of religious teachings in sustaining and motivating the
flourishing of a nation. 88

In the United States, from the pulpit, the tragedy of Fidel Castro’s religious persecution,
which prompted the evacuation of unaccompanied minors, created awareness of a Cuban
national crisis. By motivating the clergy to share the stories of young Cubans with parishioners,
priests taught compassion toward the marginalized by generating acts of hospitality and
generosity. By showing genuine kindness for the wellbeing of children, Americans led by
example, becoming role models to other nations. '’

However, thinking of Castro’s regime as temporary, most federal programs neglected
addressing the psychological and emotional trauma of family separation, as unaccompanied
Cuban minors became orphans practically overnight.'®® Indeed, most children resented

becoming refugees and ethnic minorities, especially when they came from a sheltered,

188 Robert Spitzer, The Moral Wisdom of the Catholic Church: A Defense of Her Controversial
Moral Teachings, (Ignatius Press, 2022),153. Spitzer mentioned that religion constitutes a great
motivator of principles, ideals, values, and aspirations for the common good, rather than viewing
religion as an impediment to building a strong culture striving for justice, meaning, purpose, and
spiritual fulfillment among its citizens.

189 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 29-32.

190 Torres, Lost Apple, 103; Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 194-198. Cuban children’s departure at
a young age meant a total eradication from their culture, identity, and family while abruptly

becoming an ethnic minority in the United States.
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privileged, and family-oriented upbringing in Cuba. Fundamentally, childhood memories were
interrupted by the dramatic experience of the exodus.!'®! Most Cuban minors carried the
burden of leaving their families and culture behind at a young age.

Foremost, the Pedro Pan story highlights the benefits of a religious curriculum in
shaping the spiritual identity of Christian students. It also demonstrates the significant role of
partnerships between Catholic schools and parents as primary educators and their pro-active
engagement in their children’s school environment while building trusting relationships.
Indeed, theologian Thomas Groome emphasized the significant role of faith formation in
children’s education. I argue that Operation Pedro Pan constitutes a living example of the
significance of investing in faith formation school curriculums to empower young students to

thrive and flourish. '°?

Y1 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 206-208.

192 Thomas H. Groome, Will There Be Faith? A New Vision for Educating and Growing Disciples
(Harper One, 2011), 31, 67, 194-197, 230, 235. The author emphasized the significant role of
religious education through the life cycle, starting from kindergarten. This approach aims to
cultivate a pedagogy of spiritual wisdom that sustains our identity and matures our faith for
survival and thriving “beyond the village.” It takes a village to raise a child, especially in terms
of socializing effectively in the Christian faith and identity. Catechetical education encompasses
“good theology and effective pedagogy.” Indeed, Groome suggests an effective collaboration
from the federal government and states should reconsider providing federal funds to Catholic
schools recognizing their role in serving the “common good of American society.” Children’s

spirituality needs nurturing and fostering to help them recognize, understand, and respond to the
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In fact, most Pedro Pan stories heightened the impact of their religious foundation
throughout their life cycle from kindergarten and beyond. For example, historians Victor
Andrews Triay and Yvonne Conde shared the letters of some of the exiled children resettled
in Miami, Florida. Significantly, one of the letters was written by Pedro, a teenage boy
transferred from the Matecumbe camp in Miami, Florida, to Wilmington, Delaware.
Addressed to Pedro’s beloved nurse from camp, the letter articulated the boy’s feelings during
a moment of despair.'?* In the letter, Pedro expressed his disappointment and frustration about
his transfer to Delaware. In a powerful way, Pedro conveyed his feelings of loneliness and
disorientation due to his transition to another location. By writing an honest letter to the
nurse, he shared how he found comfort in his Catholic faith and hope in God while trusting
that his Christian beliefs would empower him to overcome any obstacles in life.

Indeed, Pedro’s testimony highlighted his trust in God and his ability to find consolation
and peace in his “spiritual life,” during a time of “disorientation.”!** Significantly, the young
boy’s close relationship with God turned into a friendship, for he referred to God as his “only”
good friend. Triay also shared Pedro’s second letter to the beloved nurse. This time, besides

acknowledging God’s presence, Pedro sounded more optimistic, focusing on his academic

Divine Presence. Within our context, Cuban parents invested in educating children to become
respectful learners.

193 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 92, 104; Triay, Fleeing Castro, 81-99. Sara Yaballi, the nurse,
became a surrogate mother to some teenage boys at the Florida camp. The Cuban children wrote
to her frequently.

194 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 94-95.
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excellence and his work with a local church.

In view of this, one might argue that Pedro’s letter exemplifies the significant role of
religious education, as it expands the meaning of sacrificial love, faith, trust in God, and the
support of faith communities, especially during periods of grieving and depression due to loss.
Like most exiled Cuban children, Pedro’s desire to please his parents, caretakers, and the clergy
with good academic grades and exemplary behavior characterized the holistic approach of
Catholic education, which shaped, informed, and transformed the everyday lives of Cuban
minors in exile.!”> Consequently, we learned that Pedro’s faith turned into hope that his
circumstances might change through divine intervention. In fact, most Cuban children’s
anecdotes emphasized that minors often prayed for God to change the situation in their
country.!'®® Psychologist Lourdes Rodriguez argued that during exile, schoolwork drove Pedro
Pan students to strive for academic excellence, as it worked as a coping mechanism to
overcome pain, loneliness, and the longing for family.!®” For children with similar experiences
today, science and theology could join forces to create a safe environment in classrooms,
especially during children’s formative years, to nurture “spiritual intelligence” and improve

cognitive performance among the young.'*®

195 Groome, Will There Be Faith? 6, 106-107.

19 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 96. Children prayed for Cuba.

Y7 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 89-99.

198 Brendon Burchard, High Performance Habits: How Extraordinary People Become That Way,
(Hay House, 2017), 116-120. The author explores the practice of joy among high performers and

the trauma that impedes emotional control. He explains that a person who feels blessed by God
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Most Pedro Pans worked hard to become top students in their classes. From
childhood, they learned the importance of studying, the power of education, and the
necessity of mastering the English language for economic progress. By excelling
academically, children proved to their parents that their sacrifice was not in vain. Indeed,
most social workers, supervisors, and foster parents praised Cuban children for their
respect, politeness, and a strong desire to please their parents, especially for the courage
they showed in hiding the truth about their suffering.!®® This coping strategy of sheltering
the truth from parents might exemplify a form of sacrificial love, as suppressing the truth
becomes a coping strategy that Cuban minors and unaccompanied Central American
migrant children shared.

Moreover, as a minority ethnic group, children in orphanages remained united as
Cubans while fostering a sense of nationalism that characterizes Cuban culture even today. The

sense of togetherness as an ethnic group became significant for the minors to counteract the

develops a sense of gratitude and reverence toward life as a gift and feels a responsibility to
share their talents with others. The author defines “spiritual intelligence” as another form of
human intelligence, incorporating the sacred into our daily lives. Within the context of the Cuban
minors’ exodus, it is argued that “spiritual intelligence” through Catholic education became a
strong coping mechanism for unaccompanied minors to mitigate the pain of family separation.
199 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 102; Triay, Fleeing Castro, 90-91. Although most older
children experienced loneliness and isolation, they became aware of their parents’ impotence to
mitigate their suffering. For the most part, unclaimed Cuban children refrained from complaining

about their resettlements in orphanages and their longing for family reunification in Cuba.
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hostility of the outside world while preserving their cultural identity and ethnic patriotism in
exile.?%? The spirit of sacrificial love, faith, and fear of God nurtured their character and
identities as Catholic Cuban Americans. Indeed, faith guided the Cuban children’s shared
misery, as most claimed to have gained perspective and identity within their “double exile”
context.?%!

Significantly, the phrase “double exile” within the context of the Cuban children’s
exodus embodies a status of belonging neither here nor there.?? In fact, the Cuban American
identity underscores “dislocation,” as a state-in-between that never fully settles.?”* As a
generational trauma, dislocation becomes the status of Cuban minors leaving Communist
Cuba as children and growing up in the United States. The loss of their homeland becomes
part of the Cuban identity, making it challenging for young Cubans in exile to interpret
sacrificial love apart from parental abandonment. From a theological perspective, one might

consider that Cuban minors, as trauma survivors, faced challenges interpreting their parents’

decisions to send them away, either as an act of love or disloyalty. While remembering the

200 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 109.

201 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 68. Because of overcrowded facilities, some children needed to relocate
away from Miami’s Cuban-oriented environment to northern states. The transition inflicted an
adverse psychological impact on most children, as it represented a “double exile,” as a
Matecumbe camp teacher paraphrased. Consequently, Father Walsh’s efforts to find foster
Cuban families became challenging, especially for teenaged boys.

202 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 153-154.

203 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan,153-154.
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past, Pedro Pans wrestled “with the nostalgia of childhood or the painful recollection of the
revolution,” besides attempting to validate their parents’ decisions.?’* Revisiting the past was
painful, as the thought of never returning home worsened their "double exile" status. Locking
away memories from their childhood became most Pedro Pans’ defense mechanism to heal
the wounds of a fuzzy reality that stole their innocence and the revolution that vilified their
identity for fleeing the island. Meanwhile, Pedro Pans worked to embrace their new country by
showing gratitude and forgiveness towards their parents' decisions while aiming for peace
during family reunifications.?%

Although some children became resentful due to the prolonged family separation and
exile, once they reunited with their parents, they practiced forgiveness and reconciliation, just
as they learned from Jesus through Catholic education.??® For example, in 1990, seventy
percent of four hundred forty-two Cuban adult Pedro Pans’ interviews revealed that most Pedro
Pan adults viewed the Cuban evacuation as a “positive” experience.?’’ Rather than seeing
themselves as victims, they saw themselves as survivors. In fact, they claimed that the
traumatic event developed their resilience, as family separation made them “stronger,”
tougher, more independent, and hard-working people, attributes gained in the host country.

The exiles defined their collective trauma as a kind of death and rebirth cemented into

204 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 190.
205 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan,152-157, 189-191.
206 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 93-96.

207 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 154.
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a new “nationalism.”?% Notably, a significant number of personal acquaintances originated
from Cuba during the Pedro Pan Operation. Growing up in Miami, Florida, they identify as
Cuban Americans and express their appreciation for both Cuba and the United States, which
welcomed them during a political and humanitarian crisis. Most of these Cuban Americans
living in Miami practice the Catholic faith tradition and send their children to Catholic
schools.

That said, one might argue that learning about unaccompanied Cuban children’s
perspectives of suffering presents a new lens for readers of this study to witness the significant
role of teaching Catholic catechism, as it proved to enhance Cuban students’ cognitive and
spiritual understanding of a shared reality.??” The story of Pedro, for example, illustrates how,
at a young age, he activated his genuine faith and love for God by relying on God as an
antidote to overcome his loneliness and obstacles in life without the support of the family unit.
Like most Pedro Pans, Pedro’s faith formation complemented his academic excellence, as he
interpreted his suffering as a Divine intervention for a purpose. In Matecumbe, for example,
young students learned about Divine intervention from Father Walsh’s teachings. Through

Scriptural imagination, Walsh urged students to think of their journey as an act orchestrated

208 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 154.

209 Groome, Will There Be Faith? 329-332. The author underscores the significant role of making
cognitive decisions based on religious beliefs or convictions rooted in one’s relationship with
God, while making meaning and making choices based on the wisdom of the Christian faith. For
some young Cuban children, Jesus became a friend, and they called upon Jesus through prayer

for spiritual support.
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by God for a purpose.

His mentorship toward young students correlated biblical stories of God’s chosen
people within the Cuban minors’ context. The Monsignor contextualized the Cuban minors’
exodus as a Divine intervention, with God setting them apart from their parents and loved ones
to grant them the blessing of becoming the “benefactors” of high-quality education in a free
country.?!® With faith formation, Cuban minors found comfort in the Scriptures while learning
discipline through the fear of God. Moreover, readers witness Cuban minors crying aloud to
God in their darkest moments, "How much longer, dear God?"?!!

With nostalgia for a lost childhood, and Catholic leaders becoming enemies of Castro’s
government, accused of espionage and treason, the Catholic Church not only became the
custodian of unaccompanied Cubans but also a strong ally of the United States in the fight
against Communism.2!2 While Cuban Catholic leaders were banished by Castro’s authorities, the
Catholic Church in the United States opened its doors to them.?!* The role and influence of
Catholic leaders in response to the Cuban crises originated from solidarity and families’ strong
faith beliefs to preserve and defend their religious faith, family values, and a strong sense of
community. Indeed, the trusting relationships built upon children’s religious formation in Cuba’s

Catholic schools sustained family values and provided an entryway for the clergy and the laity

219 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 33.
21 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 109; Triay, Fleeing Castro, 95.
212 Torres, Lost Apple, 111-117.

213 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 5-6.
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to defend the Cuban children’s best interests in the United States.?!*
From a biblical perspective, while putting political agendas aside for a moment, the

Cuban migration crisis indeed serves as a historical example of a humanitarian event that
required the intervention of Catholic leaders. In today’s context, the humanitarian crisis at the
Mexico/U.S. border involving unaccompanied Central American minor migrants presents a
similar challenge. One might ask whether Catholic leaders could play a significant role in
addressing this tragedy by declaring it as a national crisis predisposing unaccompanied young
Latino migrants to generational trauma.>!"”

From a theological perspective, one might consider that the Cuban children evacuation
exemplifies the vocation of parents, Catholic educators, and the clergy to prevent the fracturing

of the family unit and the loss of faith and rituals that enrich families and communities.>'®

214 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 66-67. Although not purposedly arranged as an organization,
nuns and priests in the Catholic Church played a significant and spontaneous role in the Cuban
children’s exodus, even risking their lives.

215 Torres, Lost Apple, 103-109, 111. The right to educate their children within the Catholic
Church became a paramount objective for evacuating minors from Castro’s revolutionary
influence on their present and future lives.

216 Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind: How Higher Education Has Failed
Democracy and Impoverished the Souls of Today’s Students (Simon and Schuster, 2012), 60-61.
Bloom highlights the importance of a spiritually rich home, finding meaning in the Bible’s

stories while interpreting suffering through Scriptural imagination. Drawing from his
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Meanwhile, by counteracting educational systems potentially endangering the spiritual minds
of the young, parents and Catholic educators embraced their responsibility before God to
defend the emotional and spiritual wellbeing of the most vulnerable population of society.
Paradoxically, the United States government and the Catholic Church became main actors in
shaping the minds of future leaders while impacting generations of immigrants leaving
Communism for the promise of freedom and America’s long tradition as a sanctuary and
refuge.?!” By teaching religious education, Catholic schools solidified their influence on the
sanctity of sacramental family life as an antithesis to Communist indoctrination.?!®

In fact, Communist indoctrination emphasized the teaching of hatred from an early
age while attempting to destroy and reverse the students’ Catholic foundation. For example,
by coercing children to spy on their parents, Castro’s government rewarded rebellious
behavior against authorities while making it clear that neutrality was not an option.?!’ By
proclaiming the “Are you with us or against us” slogan, Fidel Castro made no secret of his
crafty intentions to mold the next generation of students to become exposed to
postrevolutionary violence as a form of patriotism.??’

Reflecting on the Cuban Children’s Refugee Crisis, one might consider the implications

grandparents’ context, he emphasizes the role of the “Bible’s commandments” as the foundation
for the existence of their family.

217 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 5.

218 Torres, Lost Apple, 112-115.

219 Torres, Lost Apple, 93-97.

220 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 5-7; Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 16-17.
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of the neutral and uncommitted stance taken by the Catholic clergy during the Cuban
humanitarian crisis. The Cuban children’s exodus in 1960 offers readers an opportunity to
imagine different outcomes of the aftermath of the children’s fate. One could argue about the
consequences of Cuban Catholic priests’ refusal to get involved in the politics behind Castro’s
Communist educational campaign.??! Moreover, one might question whether neutrality
represents a state of complacency, complicity, and paralysis from the clergy to retain
privileges and influence within the political landscape. Alternatively, does neutrality represent
preaching from a comfort zone while accommodating cultural beliefs rather than addressing the
marginalization of the most vulnerable?

Within the context of the Cuban Children’s Refugee program, the risk of neutrality
became a dangerous option, as the minors’ future remained at stake. Ultimately, the strong
bonds of sacrificial love, hope, and resilience inculcated by parents during childhood and
cultivated through Catholic education bore fruit. The anti-Castro movement and the
cooperation of the American government for the best interest of Cuban minors exemplify the
influence of the Catholic Church as an institutional social force. By recognizing refugee
Cuban children as neighbors and developing compassion for their suffering, the clergy and the
laity made a difference among the Pedro Pan generation. By helping and teaching the young
to become countercultural, children built a defense mechanism to endure the prolonged

separation from their parents, developing resilience while counteracting their emotional

221 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 103. From Monsignor Walsh’s view, denying Cuban parents the option
of sending their children to a place that represented safety would have constituted a grave error,

akin to “the United States sending boatloads of Jews back to Nazi Germany,” in the 1930s.

83



stress.???

From a psychological perspective, the transition from living in a sheltered and closed-
knit community environment to unexpectedly becoming homeless left heartbreaking scars on
the Cuban family unit.??> Most unaccompanied Cuban children as young as six years of age
traveling alone to Miami thought that their parents were coming back for them in a few
months. One of the many emotional stories I read broke my heart. The narrative tells of a
five-year-old girl arriving alone at the Miami airport. She wore a pin attached to her dress and
a tag saying her name, age, and a note asking, “please be good to me” while instructing
anyone reading the note to ask for George, as per her parents’ instructions.”?** George became

a legendary Miami airport greeter managing arrivals with the proper immigration

222 Robert Spitzer, The Moral Wisdom of the Catholic Church: A Defense of Her Controversial
Moral Teachings (Ignatius Press, 2006), 78-81. Spitzer argues that teaching the young to become
countercultural helps build a defense system against the culture’s deconstruction of reality.

223 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 67.

224 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 72; Torres, Lost Apple, 210; Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation
Pedro Pan, 16-17. Initially, Pan American (Pan Am) was the only sponsoring airline for
transporting children from Havana to Miami. With diplomatic relations broken in 1961, the State
Department granted Father Walsh the authority to waive visas as a permanent practice. The State
Department set up two flights a day from Cuba to the United States, which became known as the

Freedom Flights.
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documentation. He became the face of trust and safety among most Cuban minors.??> Greeting
children with bubble gum and candy, he tried to make children feel comfortable. After
gathering children at the airport, George reunited children with relatives or friends waiting at
the airport. He drove unclaimed children to a Catholic Welfare Bureau transit center in a large
station wagon while offering them Coca-Cola.

Unfortunately, not everyone’s experience was positive, as resentment abounded among
unclaimed children who felt abandoned and lied to by their parents.?2° Since most Cuban
children came from middle-upper households where mothers and housekeepers cared for them,
embracing responsibility at a young age was a cultural shock for most young Cubans.??’ For
example, unclaimed children ended up in orphanages located in cold climates and full of
juvenile delinquents arriving from broken homes. Inside institutions, homeless children
fulfilled household chores, such as mopping floors, helping in the kitchen, and washing dishes.
Moreover, most Cuban children resented becoming an ethnic minority, as some of them
experienced discrimination and racism due to the color of their skin and language barriers.

However, they did their best to stick together as Cubans while adapting to the new culture.

225 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 76. Described by the New York Times as a “tall dour Cuban American,”
he was praised by airport employees, but feared by news reporters for his reputation of protecting
the semi-secret nature of Operation Pedro Pan by “smashing news photographers’ cameras.” He
secretly kept a log of the children arriving at Miami International Airport, the main port of entry.
This log did not surface until his death in 1991.

226 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 70.

227 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 135-137.
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Unfortunately, some felt lost in the system without a Cuban or American identity, and longing
to return home for missing family and friends became the price of freedom.??®

In sum, Cuban parents trusted Catholic institutions for the care and protection of their
children.??” Grounded in the Catholic tradition, faithful believers provided a strong network of
services advocating for the rights and wellbeing of unaccompanied Cuban children during the
largest recorded exodus of minors in the history of the Western Hemisphere.?*° Determined to
safeguard their children from Castro’s educational campaign and fearing a civil war, parents
decided to send minors away under the guardianship of the Catholic Church.?*!
Fundamentally, the Catholic Church became a trusted source for obtaining student visas,
waivers, and resources in the United States. The Pedro Pan Operation emerged with high
expectations for a spirit of collaboration amid fear for the future of children, their Cuban
nation, and religious intolerance.?**> Meanwhile, the clergy and the laity risked their safety to

honor parents’ rights to preserve their children’s Catholic education and freedom as a way of

228 Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 119, 197.
229 Mirta Ojito, “History Remembered,” Indulge, June/July 2015, accessed September 23,
2023, https://assets.website-
files.com/6007cfcbaf10177efef718a2/600a241227bebb5775939953 History-Remembered-
The-Exhibit-June-2015-1.pdf.
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life.?%3
The Cuban crisis portrays the Catholic Church leadership’s attributes as a significant

political and social agent capable of confronting oppressive systems thwarting parental rights,
human rights, and the flourishing of the youth and a nation. By practicing a holistic approach to
educating the whole person with knowledge grounded in dignity, identity, and love, Catholic
leaders embraced the Pedro Pan initiative to empower unaccompanied minors to interpret their
experiences with gratitude while teaching them resilience through faith formation.?3
Consequently, one might argue that Catholic schools in Cuba and in the United States honored
the responsibilities bestowed upon them to fulfill their role of educators and custodians.?*
One might speculate that the Cuban Cold War Crisis exemplifies the legacy of Catholic
institutions cultivating and empowering the faith of immigrants while facilitating community
integration.

With this in view, one hopes that readers understand the psychological and spiritual

consequences of family separation and the significant role of the family unit to nurture, protect,

233 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 14; Conde, Operation Pedro Pan, 53.

234 Donald Kerwin and Daniela Alulema, “The Crisis Survey: The Catholic Church’s Work with
Immigrants in a Period of Crisis,” Journal of Migration and Human Security, Vol.9 (4) 2021
(accessed February 6, 2024), https://doi.org/10.1177/23315024211035726. The article

indeed commends the extraordinary response of Catholic institutions to the need of immigrants,
especially during humanitarian crisis.
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Bass, 1980), 120, 121, 266-269.
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and guide the young. Readers witnessed, Fidel Castro’s agenda behind monopolizing education,
manipulating young minds, and destabilizing trust between institutions such as the family unit,
neighbors, schools, and the Catholic Church. Within the context of the Cuban crisis, I argue
that genuine faith in God generated the gift of sacrificial love, equipping Cuban parents, the
Catholic clergy, and the laity to make decisions for the best interest of Cuban children.?
Fundamentally, the anti-Castro movement viewed Cuban Communism as an “evil force”
poisoning the future of younger generations.?*’” Reverend Billy Graham described
Communism as “Satan’s version of religion.”?*® Before and after the revolution, Cuban
parents sought refuge in the Catholic Church as a trusted source.?** Convinced that any
political ideology denying God’s existence threatened the flourishing of children, youth, and
the nations, Cuban parents opted for family separation as an act of sacrificial love to spare
their children from losing their religious upbringing.

Within the context of Operation Pedro Pan, the active posture adopted by Catholic
leaders halted Castros’ vicious attempt to domesticate the Catholic Church. In fact, Catholic
educators led by example, teaching and training young Cuban students to become
countercultural. During the Cuban evacuation and resettlement of minors, Catholic schools

exemplified the Church’s vision of educating the whole person in the faith of Christ for the

236 Torres, Lost Apple, 213.
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238 Robert J. McMahon, The Cold War: A Very Short Introduction, Second Edition (Oxford
University Press, 2021), 117.
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flourishing of healthy societies.?** Consequently, for most parents, sacrificial love through
family separation superseded the long-term permanent damage of ideological and spiritual
division from Communist indoctrination.?*!

Within the Cuban Refugee Program context, the Catholic clergy and the laity became
intercessors for parents and children before God while encouraging faithful citizens to open
their homes to Cuban minors as a spiritual calling for service and hospitality.?** Significantly,
Catholic leaders developed systems to respond to parents’ aspirations by protecting the family
unit while enabling young students to find meaning and purpose in their suffering through
their Christian faith. Given Castro’s distorted vision of justice and freedom, one might argue
that today’s children become victims of political and social systems when religious
institutions neglect to invest in children’s educational programs aimed at teaching and
cultivating children’s spiritual growth. Conversely, during Cuban minors’ evacuation, the
Catholic Church took a stand against political ideologies interfering with children’s faith
formation.?*?

However, the collective identity of most Pedro Pan children morphed into generational

trauma, not only because of the brokenness of the parent-child bond, but also due to the

240 Stanley Hauerwas and Will Willimon, Resident Aliens: A Provocative Christian Assessment of
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69, 95.
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longing to return to their beloved homeland.?** Ultimately, most of the Pedro Pan children
reunited with their families. However, the trauma of unclaimed children who lingered longer
in orphanages in northern states faced severe challenges. Additionally, reunification brought
changes in the family dynamics within different contexts.?*

Recently, in Miami, Florida, Archbishop Thomas Wenski celebrated the legacy of the
Pedro Pan Operation by commemorating Monsignor Walsh’s legacy as a role model and a
significant figure of the Pedro Pan movement. The archbishop remembered that Monsignor
taught him how to advocate and get involved in the public square. Indeed, Wenski stated that
Monsignor Walsh was “a man of vision because he was a man of faith.”?*® At the celebratory
event, Wenski commemorated the lives of many Pedro Pans who traveled alone without
imagining that their lives would change forever.

With this history in view, today’s unaccompanied humanitarian crisis becomes a new

version of the American immigration system’s failure to provide safety and protection to Latino

minor migrants seeking asylum, as explained in the following chapter.
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Chapter 4 The Historical Context of Central American Children’s Forced Migration

Data from 2021 reveals the perilous journey faced by “unaccompanied alien children”
(UACGs), especially from the Northern Triangle region, which includes Honduras, Guatemala,
and El Salvador, to the U.S. border. These children are exposed to extreme violence by organized
gangs and drug cartels.?*’ Instead of protecting these migrant minors, corrupt law officers in
border towns often join gangs to rob and brutalize them. Most youths fall victim to assaults,
rapes, kidnappings, extortion, incarceration, abandonment, starvation, and even death.
Transnational cartels control various aspects of the journey, including freight trains, river
crossings, bus stations, tractor trailers, secret routes, and security checkpoints towards the
Mexico-U.S. border.

Although local authorities in Mexico recognize the vulnerability of UACs, the social
stigma attached to Central American migrants often is used to justify their mistreatment.
Residents of border towns express their disdain and fear by referring to Central American
migrants as inferiors, ignorant, and convicted felons, subjecting minors to public humiliation.?*®

After U.S. authorities repatriate them from detention centers, residents often label them as felons
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released from jails.>** Under these circumstances, UACs experience constant fear, anxiety, and
distrust, due to shifting U.S. immigration policies that lead to abandonment through deportation
and surveillance through criminalization.?*°

Interestingly, statistics from 2011 documented a massive exodus of unaccompanied
Central American children crossing the Mexico/U.S. border, which became a humanitarian

emergency crisis.?’! By 2021, more than three hundred thousand migrant children had crossed

249 Charles D. Thompson Jr., Border Odyssey: Travels Along the U.S./Mexico Divide (University
of Texas, 2015), 156-157.

250 Maryam Rafieifar, Miriam Potocky, Hui Huang, Richard L. Beaulaurier, and Sloan Lorenzini,
“Experiences of Undocumented Parents Reuniting with Children Who Entered the United States
as Unaccompanied Minors,” International Journal of Environmental Research and Public
Health 20, no. 5 (2023): 4496, accessed March 07, 2024,
https://doi.org/10.3390/1jerph20054496. Paradoxically, deportation, exploitation,
criminalization, and trafficking exemplify the different ways in which law enforcement fails to
provide the best interests of unaccompanied alien children (UACs) under federal custody. See
also Ginia Bellafante, “So Much Suffering:’ “ What Migrant Children Carry to New York,” The
New York Times, September 16, 2023, accessed June 10, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/16/nyregion/nyc-migrant-crisis-mental-health.html.

251 Anne R. Roschelle, Elizabeth Greaney, Timothy Allan, and Luz Porras, * Treacherous
Crossings, Precarious Arrivals: Responses to the Influx of Unaccompanied Minors in the Hudson
Valley,” Children and Youth Services Review, September, 92 (2018): 65-76, accessed March 7,

2024, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.03.050; Amanda NeMoyer, Trinidad Rodriguez,

92


https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20054496
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/16/nyregion/nyc-migrant-crisis-mental-health.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.03.050

the U.S. border without a caretaker.?*? In the fiscal year 2022, U.S. officials processed one
hundred thirty-thousand unaccompanied children crossing the border.?** Each minor was
categorized as an “unaccompanied alien child” (UAC) due to their lack of legal status and

unauthorized entry.?>* This unprecedented exodus in American history included infants, toddlers,
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and children as young as five years old traveling alone, separated from parents at the U.S. border,
or dropped off near the border by parents, relatives, or human smugglers. Most images captured
the shocking encounters of Border Patrol agents discovering toddlers dropped off around trails
and wandering alone behind bushes.?*® Frightened children arrived at militarized zones, facing
agents armed with pistols, batons, pepper spray, and tasers.?>® Unfortunately, the relentless
COVID-19 pandemic, which caused an economic collapse in Latin America, accelerated the

migration of families, women, and unaccompanied minors.?>’ Given the widespread poverty and
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persistent gang-cartel-related violence, Central American parents viewed the United States as a
sanctuary for their children.?®

In Central America, organized crime, including gangs and drug cartels, controls schools,
neighborhoods, and law enforcement, with few exceptions. After civil wars, drug cartels invested
in these regions to supply the demand for illegal drugs consumed in the United States.?*° Under
these circumstances, most parents in Central America refrain from sending their children to
school for fear of retaliation from criminal organizations seeking to recruit minors for criminal
activities. Within the context of drug trafficking, children as young as five years old become drug

cartel mules if recruited.?%® As of 2014, Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador ranked “among
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the top five countries with the highest murder rates in the world.”?%! Faced with limited choices,
children either join gangs or face victimization and death. Ineffective government policies and
corrupt police officers fail to protect minors and women from systemic sexual violence and
exploitation, often threatening to hurt, kidnap, or even kill them and their family members. In
many ways, undocumented women and children become “the most unprotected human
beings.”?%?

Transnational drug cartels have turned law enforcement agents into corrupt police
officers who accept bribes in exchange for control, making drug cartel gangsters the authority in
the country. By stealing money, killing family members, and sexualizing violence against young
girls, thugs fracture families, schools, and institutions. By disrupting the social order, they
fabricate enemies and manipulate young minds within a culture of fear. According to a pastor
interviewed in Honduras, constant fear becomes part of daily life, as he said, “You never call the

cops, for they will retaliate and kill you.”?% Consequently, Central American minors become

powerless without protection, guidance, and compassionate love from traditional institutions,
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such as the family unit, schools, the Church, and the government. The violence in Central
American countries significantly resembles the turmoil in Iraq between 2002 and 2012.
Therefore, the cycle of abuse, poverty, and institutional corruption prompts most Central
American parents to send their children to seek asylum in the United States by themselves.?**
Viewing America as a utopian destination, unaccompanied alien children (UACs) believe
that everyone who crosses the U.S. border lives happily ever after.?®> Deceived by “coyotes” or
human smugglers spreading rumors of prosperity abroad, poor families mortgage their land to
pay large amounts of money to finance trafficking their children into the United States.?*
Human traffickers affiliated with drug cartel organizations mislead desperate parents about their
“good intentions” of crossing their children to the border, emphasizing that U.S. policies favor

the entry of unaccompanied minors. Ironically, in countries such as Guatemala, warnings about
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dangerous desert crossings or possible kidnappings of minors by Mexican cartels mean nothing
compared to parents’ inability to feed their hungry children.?¢’

Data gathered from 2012 indicated that the arrival of “tender age” children (under
thirteen) shifted from the old demographic pattern of adult male migration.?$® By 2014, the
migration peak had changed drastically from Mexican single males to unaccompanied migrant

children and females from Central America.?®® With a reversed incentive structure favoring

2
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Surprisingly, in Guatemala, “coyotes” are often seen as community members earning a living
rather than as thugs. Despite the American government investing thousands of dollars in
propaganda aimed at cautioning Central Americans against illegal immigration with “coyotes,”
nothing deters the flow of migrants to the North. By offering alternatives for routes and modes of
transportation, “coyotes” persuade people to make decisions based on their budgets.
Paradoxically, the smugglers’ language resembles that of a “travel agent,” promising desperate
parents protection for the trafficking of their children. Contrary to the U.S. advertising campaign,
smugglers rely on a more traditional word-of-mouth strategy for doing business.

268 Aronson, “Tipping Point.”

269 Miriam Jordan, Eileen Sullivan, Michael D. Shear, and Nicholas Bogel-Burroughs, “Title-42
Ending: Covid Era Border Expires,” The New York Times, May 11, 2023, accessed March 21,

2024, https://www.nytimes.com/live/2023/05/11/us/title-42-immigration.

98


https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/07/world/americas/guatemala-immigration-usa-mexico-border.html?action=click&module=RelatedCoverage&pgtype=Article&region=Footer
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/07/world/americas/guatemala-immigration-usa-mexico-border.html?action=click&module=RelatedCoverage&pgtype=Article&region=Footer
https://www.nytimes.com/live/2023/05/11/us/title-42-immigration

children gaining entry over adults, the traditional pattern of immigration shifted from parents
going abroad to send money back to their families to minors assuming the adult provider role.?”°
Armed with faith and resilience, UACs risk their lives heading North, hoping for family
reunification or sponsorship in the United States. However, given the web of corruption for
market profits behind unaccompanied minors’ migration, parents resort to family separation over
the life-threatening circumstances of gang-controlled cartels terrorizing families and
neighborhoods.?”! Unaware of the anti-immigration stance of the U.S. immigration system
enforcing tighter restrictions at the border, most minors embraced a passive role by trusting their
parents’ decisions to migrate alone. Meanwhile, unaccompanied alien children (UACs) face the
perilous journey of crossing border towns alongside Mexico covering hundreds, if not thousands,
of miles.?”?

While expecting protection from the American government, Central American parents

viewed the migration of children as a temporary sacrifice. Often, children migrated ahead of

270 Jeet Heer, “The Horrifying and Shameful Return of Child Labor,” The Nation, March 10,
2023, accessed March 22, 2024, https://www.thenation.com/article/society/return-child-labor-
immigration/.

271 Taub, “Awful Reason.”

272 Sumana Chattopadhyay, J. William, and Mary Diederich, “Invited Article: “You Are Not
Welcome Here!” Understanding News Coverage of Central American Migrant Families in
Trump’s America,” Journal of Family Communication,” 19, no. 3 (2019): 177-190, accessed

April 4, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1080/15267431.2019.1632866.
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families or followed relatives living in the United States.?’® The journey north by foot involved
enduring nasty weather, starvation, robberies, beatings, kidnappings, mutilations, and gang
rapes.?’* Upon apprehension in the U.S., minors must prove to Border Patro agents and
immigration judges that they face “credible fear of persecution,” while waiting for judges to
determine their eligibility for asylum or repatriation.?”> During this time, children remain
incarcerated for weeks, months, or even years, depending on appeals for denied asylum cases.?’®

Unfortunately, with the U.S. immigration system experiencing a monumental backlog,

seeking asylum seems like an impossible task for most unaccompanied alien children (UACs),

273 Frank Anthony Rodriguez, and Maria Dawkins, “Undocumented Latino Youth: Migration
Experiences and the Challenges of Integrating into American Society,” Journal of International
Migration and Integration, 18 (2017): 419-438, accessed April 16, 2024,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-016-0484-y.

274 Miriam Jordan,” Smuggling Migrants at the Border Now a Billion-Dollar Business,” The New
York Times, July 25, 2022, accessed August 11, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/25/us/migrant-smuggling-evolution.html.

275 Aronson, “Tipping Point.” Border Patrol agents and immigration judges assess the children’s
grounds for seeking asylum based on fear of persecution for race, religion, nationality,
membership in a particular group, or public opinion. The asylum seeker must also prove their
country-of-origin government’s inability to protect them from persecution.

276 Aronson, “Tipping Point”; Nazario, Enrigue’s Journey, 63, 72-87, 97-98.
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even if their cases merit asylum.?’” Under federal custody and with no obligation to provide legal
counsel to “aliens,” law enforcement shows no commitment to improving the plight of migrant
children, as UACs have no legal rights. Consequently, most minor migrants navigate an adult-
oriented immigration system unprepared and without special services such as translators.?’®
Underfunded detention centers operate like prisons, and the uncertainty of waiting for a hearing
to present their cases before judges becomes a frightening experience for minors. With the
complexities of the recent influx of UACs at the border, this chapter divides migrant children
into three main categories, representing the different contexts prompting forced displacement.
Through case studies, readers will understand the long-term emotional stress unaccompanied

minors face while waiting for judges to review their cases amidst a monumental backlog.?”

277 Nicolas Narea, Abdallah Fayyad, and Andrew Prokop, “Seven questions about Migration and
the US-Mexico Border, Answered,” VOX, February 9, 2024, accessed August 2, 2024,
https://www.vox.com/policy/24066609/immigration-bill-border-migrants-crisis; Darlene
Xiomara Rodriguez, Hans Skott-Myhre, and Kathleen Skott-Myhre, "Our Kids, Unaccompanied
Minors and the Question of Care," 39, no. 2-3 (2018): 101-116, accessed March 22, 2024,
https://doi.org/10.1080/0145935X.2018.1448707. Although forty percent of apprehended
migrant children were transferred to the Office of Refugee and Settlement (ORR) and qualified
for relief, the government favored deportation regardless of the potential dangers migrant
children face upon removal. Indeed, less than one percent of UACs seeking asylum received
relief under federal custody.

278 Aronson, “Tipping Point.”

27 NeMoyer, et al. “Psychological Practice.”
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The following sections summarize the inner struggles of unaccompanied alien children
(UACG:s) as they adapt to multiple contexts while longing for safety and belonging. Through the
narratives of three categories of young Latino migrants, the chapter describes the improvised
roles of children juggling unexpected situations in their struggle for survival and adaptation to
the host country.?®? At the same time, the following sections identify the social factors shaping
UACSs’ behaviors. As agents, minor migrants must counteract isolation, rejection, and
discrimination with resilience. Moreover, their stories exemplify how physical and spiritual
survival becomes a skill from an early age for counteracting anti-immigrant policies that create a
hostile social environment.?8!

The three main groups of minors included in this study faced circumstances beyond their
control, as shifting immigration policies often determined their fate in this country. While they
wait for a resolution, the stigmatization of Central American unaccompanied alien children
(UACG:s) creates fear among citizens, as most residents worry about their safety and privileges.
Under the pretense of securing communities from undocumented Latino youth, most UACs

become victims of harassment for their ethnicity and limbo status. Frequently, UACs are

280 Bruce Fuller and Cynthia Garcia Coll, “Learning from Latinos: Context, Families, and Child
Development in Motion,” Developmental Psychology, 46, no. 3 (2010): 559-565, accessed
March 21, 2024, https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/a0019412.

281 Joanna Almeida, Katie B. Biello, Francisco Pedraza, Suzanne Wintner, and Edna Viruelle-
Fuentes, “The Association Between Anti-Immigrant Policies and Perceived Discrimination
among Latinos in the US: A Multilevel Analysis,” SSM-Population Health 2 (2016): 897-903,

accessed December 10, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2016.11.003.
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marginalized through mechanisms, such as incarceration for the so-called safety of society.??

With challenging circumstances interfering with community integration, UACs are often labeled

as criminals, which appears to justify harsh treatment by law enforcement.?33

282 7yemunt Bauman, Wasted Lives: Modernity and Its Qutcasts (Polity Press, 2004), 77-91. The
author uses the term “buddy system,” to explain organized crime networks trafficking migrants
into host countries. Law enforcement agents’ suspicion and disdain for UAC correlate to their
homogenization, viewing them as members of an alleged “buddy system” that includes gang-
related drug cartels threatening the safety of American citizens. The “buddy system” refers to the
Zero Tolerance Policy. See also Almeida et al., “Anti-Immigrant Policies.”

283 Valerie A. Earnshaw et al., “Stigma-Based Bullying Interventions: A Systematic Review,”
Developmental review 48 (2018): 178-200, accessed September 17, 2023,
https://doi.org/10.1016/5.dr.2018.02.001. This research defines discrimination as a behavioral
manifestation of stigma, or “social devalued identities,” involving the mistreatment of people
living with or perceived to live certain identities, characteristics or attributes. Bullying and
discrimination involve aggression, including physical, verbal (i.e., name calling), and social (i.e.,
peer rejection) forms. Both rely on power imbalances between the perpetrator and target, leading
to poorer psychological and physical health outcomes among those targeted (i.e., racial slurs
directed at ethnic minority youth, UACs within our context). The stigmatization of individuals
during “sensitive periods,” such as between childhood and adolescence, increases the risk of
poor mental health (i.e., depression, suicide ideation attempts), substance abuse, low academic

performance, and lifelong consequences. Structural stigma manifestations may include policies
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This so-called “lesser humanity” and “moral dehumanization” of migrants legitimizes exclusion
under the guise of safety.?%* Authorities alleviate citizens’ fear by stripping away fundamental
human rights that protect the dignity and identity of young Latino migrants.?

Consequently, with marginalization, young unaccompanied Central American migrants’
“limbo status” increased their anxiety and depression (i.e., shame, grief, self-loathing, and guilt)
due to the resentment of citizens resisting their resettlement in neighborhoods.?%® In other words,

young Latino minor migrants belong to no place. Besides survival, UACs juggled enculturation,

integration, and the preservation of their cultural and religious heritage, which at times compete

that create and maintain environments and contexts in which the vulnerability of minority groups
increases.

284 Bauman, Wasted Lives, 76-91.

285 Bauman, Wasted Lives, 91.

286 Bauman, Wasted Lives, 49; Maria de Los Angeles Torres, The Lost Apple: Operation Pedro
Pan, Cuban Children in the U.S., and the Promise of a Better Future (Beacon Press, 2003), 139;
John A. Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan: The Migration of Unaccompanied Children
from Castro’s Cuba (Potomac Books, 2022), 60-61. Indeed, Torres referred to the Cuban
minors’ exodus as a form of limbo status. Cuban ethnicity played a significant role in their
struggle to maintain their religious and cultural heritage while finding it difficult to grasp a sense
of belonging in a place away from home where citizens saw them as inferior or “indigent” class

Oor race.
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with the host culture's beliefs and expectations.?®” Along with the fear and anxiety of
incarceration and deportation, UAC’s uncertainty about their present and the future stems from a
sense of double exile, as citizens’ rejection makes them realize that they do not belong anywhere.
By risking their lives at a young age, migrant children grieve the ambiguous loss of family,
friends, and communities. At the same time, they wrestled with feelings of blame, guilt, and
resentment while confronting the reality of a shattered American dream with broken promises.?®
In most cases, their exposure to physical and verbal violence prompts UACs to internalize
exterior attacks, resulting in feelings of self-loathing, shame, and low self-esteem.?®’ Rather than
providing definitions, the following stories exemplify the abuses UACs encountered upon
crossing the U.S. border and being apprehended by Border Patrol agents.

The first category of children includes UACs apprehended by Border Patrol agents under

unprecedented and arbitrary circumstances. Although most children crossed the border with

287 Muirean Ni Raghallaigh and Robbie Gilligan, "Active Survival in the Lives of
Unaccompanied Minors: Coping Strategies, Resilience, and the Relevance of Religion,” Child &
Family Social Work, 15, no. 2 (2010): 226-237, accessed May 29, 2024,
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1.1365-2206.2009.00663.x; Fuller and Garcia-
Coll, “Learning from Latinos.”

288 Torres, Lost Apple, 264-265; Fuller and Garcia-Coll, “Learning from Latinos.”
Unaccompanied children’s loss becomes ambiguous, as family separation turned into a shocking
reality while the future remained uncertain.

289 M. Jan Holton, Longing for Home: Forced Displacement and Postures of Hospitality (Yale

University Press, 2016), 42-47.
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family members, once detained, Border Patrol agents separated children from their parents under
the Zero Tolerance immigration policy established in 2017.2%° Following harsh policy orders,
Border Patrol agents forcibly separated children from their parents. Detained minors became
orphans under the “Unaccompanied Alien Children Program.” In a cloud of secrecy and
confinement, Border Patrol agents arrested minor migrants while incarcerating their parents in
different locations. Without providing information about each other’s whereabouts, parents and
children remained incarcerated.

The second group of migrants comprises children, such as the true story of a Honduran
boy, Enrique, presented later in the study. Minors like Enrique become social agents, deciding on
their own to migrate alone, in search of mothers who left them behind during their formative
years to cross the border illegally, seeking employment in the United States. Within a cycle of
poverty and violence, these minors suffer from psychological disorders, as they grow up without

parents. Significantly, young single mothers leave their offspring under the care of grandmothers

290 Christopher Nugent, “Protecting Unaccompanied Immigrant and Refugee Children in the
United States,” American Bar Publications, 2005, accessed September 5, 2024,
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/crsj/publications/human_rights magazine home/human_ri
ghts vol32 2005/winter2005/hr winterO05 immigrant/; Dickerson, “Take the Children Away.”
Under the Zero Tolerance Policy, children between the ages of two and seventeen became
prisoners. Agents justified the separation of kids crossing the border with their families. While
parents waited in prisons for judges to review their cases, agents transferred children to other
states. Meanwhile, an ineffective tracking record system created the current humanitarian crisis

as youth migrants missed court hearings due to the transfer of jurisdictions.
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and relatives; in most cases, fathers leave the household.?! Paradoxically, young boys such as
Enrique wrestled with mixed feelings ranging from anxiety and depression to shame and
resentment toward their mothers.

The uncertainty of their present and future roles within the family unit turns into an
internal struggle, as they interpret their mothers’ unexpected migration as abandonment.
Although they longed for their mothers’ love, these minors resent their unannounced departure,
seeing it as a forsaking of their maternal role as caregivers. Drained by unanswered questions
justifying their mothers’ absences, these minors become vulnerable to temporary fixes to ease
their pain from abandonment, such as alcohol and drug addictions, as they feel unloved and
neglected deep inside. When the longing becomes unbearable, most minors like Enrique migrate
north alone, seeking family reunification. Throughout the arduous journey, Enrique wonders if
his mother’s loss of affection for him might explain her long absence. Fundamentally, teenagers
like Enrique put their lives at risk searching for their mothers across the border.?%?

The third group of unaccompanied migrant children from Central America (UACs)

includes underage workers. Unfortunately, the arrival of these minors hides the cruel reality of

21 Joanna Dreby, "U.S. Immigration Policy and Family Separation: The Consequences for
Children’s Well-Being," Journal of Social Science & Medicine, 132, (2015): 245-251, accessed
May 29, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.08.041.

292 Lilian Chavez and Cecilia Menjivar, “Children Without Borders: A Mapping of the Literature
on Unaccompanied Migrant Children to the United States,” International Migration, 5, no.2
(2010): accessed March 7, 2024, https://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?pid=S1665-

89062010000100003 &script=sci_arttext.
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the return of child labor practices in corporate America.?*> Underage workers like Marcos Cux
from Guatemala perform dangerous jobs. Encouraged by parents to migrate alone, these minors
fake their identities to join the U.S. workforce in low-wage and undesirable occupations.?**
Despite their young age, they sustain families in their native countries while practically growing
overnight to take on adult-like responsibilities in hazardous environments.?*> Underage workers
suffered physical and verbal abuse of unscrupulous employers disguised as sponsors, putting
children’s lives at risk of long-term physical and emotional injuries. The media has documented
physical injuries of underage workers and their substandard living conditions.

Many journalists stationed at the border have witnessed the influx of minors and the
adverse consequences of inconsistent migratory policies undermining their safety and well-
being.?*® At the same time, “mafia-like infrastructure” controlled by smugglers and drug cartels
makes Border Patrol agents suspicious of UACs’ arrivals, as young migrants often become part

of a web of human traffickers and exploitation.?’” Within the context of unauthorized entry,

293 Montoya-Galvez, “U.S. Takes Action.”

2% Dreier, “Kids of the Night Shift.”

295 Hannah Dreier, “Labor Department Denounces Surge in Exploited Migrant Children,” The
New York Times, July 27, 2023, accessed March 21, 2024, https://www-nytimes-
com.translate.goog/2023/03/07/espanol/trabajo-ninos-
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environmental factors promoting trust and safety are replaced by “universal suspicion,”
resentment, and fear between young asylum seekers and law enforcement agents.?*8

In the absence of well-established contractual agreements with faith-based licensed
agencies stationed at the border to coordinate the flow of minor migrants, such as Monsignor
Walsh’s figure greeting Cuban minors at the Miami airport, today’s apprehended unaccompanied
young Latino migrants are transported in vans resembling a “dogcatcher’s vehicle” for
humans.?”® From the border, agents house children inside bone ice-chilling, prison-like
processing centers while they wait for placement at a government-run shelter upon bed
availability.>%
However, without a logistic plan in place, the Zero Tolerance Policy created the current

border humanitarian crisis. Thousands of parents separated from their children faced criminal

prosecution, while their children remained alone in processing facilities.>*! As the exodus

298 Bauman, Wasted Lives, 92-93.

299 Thompson Jr., Border Odyssey, 229.

300 Montoya-Galvez, “U.S. Takes Action.”

3% Holton, Longing for Home, 52-54. The author uses the word “crisis” in the context of forced
displacement as a process with consequential emotional and spiritual impacts. At the imminent
danger of death or destruction, people and families leave their homes for a destination outside the
immediate harm. What follows after departure constitutes their post-migration needs, such as
safety, treatment of injuries, food, water, medicine, and shelter. Ultimately, post-migration
threats and hurdles become a pattern, as the inner struggle for survival continues even after

facing the initial danger that prompted the forced displacement.
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increased, shifting immigration policies overloaded the court system. Improvised spaces at
detention centers became overcrowded, and agents confined minors inside “cages” for prolonged
periods. Meanwhile, children separated from their parents at the border cried and sobbed, while
parents felt powerless, never anticipated Border Patrol agents to “yank™ minors “away from their
grasp.”*%? Under the Zero Tolerance Policy, apprehended migrant parents faced criminal
prosecution for unlawful entry and were subject to immediate deportation regardless of their
children’s whereabouts in processing centers.>** By enforcing stricter measures to punish
unlawful crossings, law enforcement favored the deportation of parents, regardless of whether
they crossed the border with their children seeking asylum protection.

Consequently, the prolonged separation and toxic environment endangering the safety
and health of UACs, including violence and inhumane conditions inside detention centers,
negatively impact the emotional stability of young Latino migrant children. Most journalists and
watchdog representatives testified about the substandard and unsanitary conditions housing

minors at detention centers and government-run facilities. They found children sleeping on

302 Ginger Thompson, “Families are Still Being Separated at the Border, Months After Zero
Tolerance was Reversed,” Pro Publica, November 27, 2018, accessed March 16, 2024,
https://www.propublica.org/article/border-patrol-families-still-being-separated-at-border-after-
zero-tolerance-immigration-policy-reversed.

303 Kirk Semple, “Deported From U.S., and Picking Up the Pieces of a Shattered Dream,” The
New York Times, July 16, 2018, accessed March 21, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/16/world/americas/immigrant-family-separation-

deportation.html?action=click&module=RelatedCoverage&pgtype=Article&region=Footer.
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concrete floors or mats, sharing one bathroom, or staying in windowless warehouses, makeshift
military sites, work camps, motels, homeless shelters, or any available improvised space.
Undoubtedly, the Zero Tolerance policy precipitated the chaos at the border. Meanwhile, minor
migrants remained locked in detention centers for more than the seventy-two-hour limit
stipulated by the Flores Agreement Settlement Act, a preventive measure to protect minors from

developing psychological trauma and re-traumatization due to family separation.?%*

304 Aronson, “Tipping Point.”; Miriam Jordan, “The History of Migrant Children Protection in
America Started with Two Girls in Los Angeles,” The New York Times, August 20, 2019,
accessed August 2, 2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/20/us/flores-migrant-children-
detention.htm. According to Jordan, established in 1977, the Flores Settlement Agreement Act
stipulated certain protections for migrant children under Federal custody. Within the terms of the
agreement, government agencies must not detain minors for more than seventy-two hours to
prevent the risk of developing emotional trauma. However, on August 19, 2019, a final rule
overturned the Flores Settlement Agreement. Ironically, the federal government becomes exempt
from adhering to the Flores Agreement mandates “in the event of an emergency or influx of
minors in the United States.” Under the Reagan administration, the settlement originated on
behalf of Jenny Flores, a fifteen-year-old girl fleeing the civil war in El Salvador. The American
Civil Liberties Union went to court on behalf of Jenny Flores, claiming that the minor endured
harsh treatment. Upon crossing the border, agents conducted a strip search and kept her locked
up in a juvenile facility for months without education, recreation, or support while awaiting

deportation.
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That said, the poor collaboration between state and federal agencies, along with a lack of
leadership and transparency, fails to provide trauma-informed care to young migrants staying in
substandard conditions.? These conditions include inadequate sanitary facilities, no blankets,
and a lack of healthy food or drinking water. Inhumane post-migration conditions have led young
Latino minors to develop behavioral problems as early as four years old. In 2019, UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights, Michelle Bachelet, condemned the separation of children from
their parents in U.S. detention centers as cruel.

Indeed, Bachelet argued that as a pediatrician, mother, and former head of state in Chile,
she anticipated severe physical and emotional harm and a life-long detrimental impact on
children’s development from staying in prison-like processing centers. While touring
immigration facilities as a watchdog for the United Nations, she found minors wearing few
clothes, having no means to clean themselves, eating unhealthy food in tents, and, in some cases,
standing for extended periods inside overcrowded cells without access to recreational activities.

Drawing from reporters’ testimonies, today’s Hispanic unaccompanied minor migrants
crossing the border become victims of dysfunctional and “draconian” immigration policies that
promote family separation and deprioritize children’s best interests for family reunification.?%
Witnesses reported that Border Patrol agents seemed exhausted from exercising dual roles as

caregivers and law enforcement officers securing our borders.*” By focusing on harsh
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306 Adam Benforado, 4 Minor Revolution: How Prioritizing Kids Benefits Us All, (Penguin
Random House, 2023), 166-179.

307 Aronson, “Tipping Point”; Torres, Lost Apple, 149.
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punishment, lawmakers undermined minors’ protection by stripping vulnerable children of
primary child welfare benefits created through fifteen years of bipartisan dialogue in
Congress.>%

Interestingly, data showed that from 2014-2017, the Central American Minor Program
(CAM) became law. This program enabled unaccompanied Central American minor migrants to
apply for asylum with a parent living in the United States, eliminating the perilous journey of
crossing the border alone. However, legislators canceled the family reunification program in
2017. Consequently, the cancellation abruptly terminated children’s applications in progress,
even those previously interviewed. This government action became an economic opportunity for
human smugglers to increase their lucrative business of promoting lies and extortion. Between
incarceration, family separation, and threats of deportation, unaccompanied Central American
minors never anticipated finding themselves caught in the middle of a humanitarian crisis
marked by hostility, abuse, exclusion, and child labor practices, with no one held accountable.>®

With no accountability, licensed staff receiving minors at shelters, such as Bethany
Christian Services, described the transportation of children to their facilities as trucks dropping

off babies “like Amazon packages.”>!° Wearing dirty diapers and with faces covered with mucus,

the agency’s staff comforted sobbing children traumatized by the abrupt separations.>!! A spoke

308 Kids in Need of Defense (KIND), “Death by a Thousand Cuts,” May 2018, Washington DC
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person from the licensed agency housing UACs claimed that making foster placement
arrangements for children arriving from different states becomes challenging. For example, the
transfer of an eighteen-month-old girl separated from her father at the border to a foster home
became a terrifying experience for the minor. Even a doctor’s visit prompted the traumatized
child to cry, as a change of setting generated anxiety. The girl suffered from nightmares, anxiety,
and stomachaches while the dad remained detained.*'

Ironically, thinking of the inhumane practices as temporary solutions to deter the flood of
UAC:s, Border Patrol agents complied with the task of separating families while later admitting
to reporters that children belong to their parents.?!3 Upon the policy’s termination in 2018, some
agents confessed that they never anticipated prioritizing family separation by delaying family
reunification as a measure to deter migration.>'* Nonetheless, interviews uncovered the truth
about the bodies of young detained migrants becoming bait to lure parents into agreeing to
deportation without their children. Primarily, the depersonalizing nature of the policy failed to
address the tangible needs of displaced children. These needs include specialized housing,
trauma response-trained staff, education, health services, and an effective tracking system to

locate separated families.

312 Miriam Jordan, ‘It’s Horrendous’: The Heartache of a Migrant Boy Taken from His Father,”
The New York Times, June 17,2017, accessed October 29, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/07/us/children-immigration-borders-family-
separation.html?referringSource=articleShare.

313 Thompson Jr., Border Odyssey, 228.

314 Dickerson, “We Need to Take Away Children.”
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Ultimately, under the Zero-Tolerance Policy, authorities failed to embrace a moral and
empathetic response to the suffering of a homeless population growing overnight.*!> With no
willingness to view minors as victims of forced displacement and trafficking, most officials
relied on quick and inhumane fixes to deter the United States-provoked-humanitarian border
crisis.?!® Ignoring the multiple contexts hidden in the faceless mass of minors, the fate of
underage Latino migrants remains debatable for their status as social outcasts.>!” During their
stay in the host country, they face stigmatization, giving rise to distorted power, fear, ridicule,
and, in some cases, skeptical compassion.>!® Paradoxically, the anti-immigrant rhetoric includes
blaming Latino migrant children for their misery.>"

Meanwhile, it is argued that most people overlook the fact that apprehended Latino youth
migrants might remain separated from their parents for years. In fact, after the suspension of the
Zero Tolerance Policy in 2018, a civil lawsuit granted one thousand families the right to file a
“class-action lawsuit” for settlement with the federal government. Besides coordinating a

reunification task force, the settlement provided parents with temporary work permits and legal

315 Holton, Longing for Home, 95-106, 167-170.

316 Roschelle et al., “Treacherous Crossings.”

317 Rodriguez and Dawkins, “Undocumented Latino Youth.”
318 Holton, Longing for Home, 96.

319 Thompson Jr., Border Odyssey, 10, 97, 226-239; Holton, Longing for Home, 155-159.
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residency. Consequently, in 2021, non-profit workers “combed through government records and
scourged villages in Central America to find deported parents.”*?°

With this in view, one might argue whether readers understand the detrimental role of
defamatory speech or propaganda and conflicts of interest in sabotaging the future of UACs
seeking asylum. Indeed, defamatory speech influences people’s actions.**! Today’s
environmental factors denigrating the humanity of UACs impact their flourishing, especially
when community members behave as passive observers, perhaps mimicking the role of
institutions abstaining from intervention, such as the Christian Church.??

Significantly, upon the termination of the Zero Tolerance Policy, law enforcement
gathered resources to reunite families, giving readers a glimpse of the power of exalting the

humanity of migrants. These efforts of non-profit volunteers “scourging” remote villages to find

deported parents for family reunification might open a window of opportunities for today’s

320 Miriam Jordan, “He Was Five When Border Agents Took Him from His Father: He Hasn’t
Forgotten,” The New York Times, October 28, 2024, accessed October 29, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/10/28/us/migrant-children-border-
trump.html?referringSource=articleShare.

321 Susan Wessel, Passion and Compassion in Early Christianity (Cambridge Press, 2016), 190-
191. Theologically speaking, Maximus the Confessor cautioned people about the dangers of
using improper language, which fosters hostility and hatred. Consequently, one argues that the
anti-immigrant rhetoric aims to legitimize fear and violence among the large population.

322 Andy Crouch, Playing God: Redeeming the Gift of Power (InterVarsity Press, 2013),

25-26.
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UAC:s. This exemplifies one of the many ways the State might collaborate with the Church to
protect the sacredness of the parent-child bond, which is threatened by ineffective policies
undermining the significant role of the family unit.

With this in view, Cynthia Arson, a former director and expert of Latin American
programs, claimed that the lack of institutional leadership and “political will” fails to address the
root causes of the massive exodus of minors from Central America. Paradoxically, she argued
that the weakness of institutions in mitigating the violence connected to “illegal markets”
bolsters smugglers’ business in trafficking minors. 323

Consequently, one might question how Catholic leaders could make a difference by
engaging local communities in initiatives that counter defamatory speech against Latino youth
migrants. By denouncing corporations’ child labor practices that enslave underage minor
migrants, Catholic leaders could inspire listeners to respond to the plight of UACs’ with
compassionate love.*** Engaging in pastoral, theological, and prophetic initiatives could help
shift the public’s anti-immigrant rhetoric, ensuring that UACs are not lost in the revolving doors
of detention centers and government-run shelters while the lurking danger and fear of
deportation keep them marginalized.

In sum, unaccompanied minors apprehended by Border Patrol agents become “aliens”

under the Unaccompanied Alien Children Program. Agents transfer these minors to the Office of

323 Matthews, "A Central America Expert."
324 Crouch, Playing God, 25. The author emphasized that at the center of the Christian story,

love, as a powerful force, responds and makes room for the flourishing of the beloved.
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Refugee Resettlement (ORR) within the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).3%
The child becomes an “unaccompanied alien child,” (UAC) due to their lack of legal status and
the absence of a caretaker as they cross the U.S. border.>*¢ Without a support system, displaced
minor migrants become social agents, adopting different contextual roles such as parents,
providers, and, at times, smugglers, highlighting their vulnerability to social oppression.>?’
Within the context of family separation, most Hispanic migrant minors develop severe stress
because they feel abandoned and neglected, primarily by their mothers during the child’s most
crucial period: their formative years.>?® In the next section, the stories of children and mothers’
agony and despair from a place of destitution help readers understand the fragility of human life

under evil forces disrupting the sacredness of the family unit.3%’

325 Andrew R. Arthur, “Did Joe Biden Lose Eighty-Five Thousand Migrant Kids?” Center for
Immigration Studies, April 20, 2023, accessed June 10, 2024, https://cis.org/Arthur/Did-Joe-
Biden-Lose-85000-Migrant-Kids.

326 Aronson, “Tipping Point.”

327 Carrie Doehring, The Practice of Pastoral Care: A Postmodern Approach (Westminster John
Knox Press, 2006), 120-121; Chavez and Menjivar, “Children Without Borders”; Rodriguez and
Dawkins, “Undocumented Latino Youth.”

328 Matthew Gartland, Jose A. Hidalgo, and Fiona Danaher, “Case 20-20: A Seven-Year-Old Girl
with Severe Distress After Family Separation,” The New England Journal of Medicine, 382,

no. 26 (June 24, 2020), accessed April 16, 2024,
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMcpc2002413.

329 Doehring, Practice of Pastoral Care, 104-113.
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CHILDREN LONGING TO FIND MOTHERS IN THE UNITED STATES:

The following section includes the true story of a Honduran teenager searching for his
mother. Initially published for Los Angeles Times by Sonia Nazario in 2003, the story became a
National Bestseller and a Pulitzer award-winning book titled Enrique’s Journey: The Story of a
Boy’s Dangerous Odyssey to Reunite with His Mother.>3’ In the narrative, the author and narrator
transform into a witness and advocate for unaccompanied Latino minor migrants. Remarkably,
as a reporter, Nazario rode on top of seven moving freight trains filled with minor migrants
heading North through the dangerous trek along Mexico for six months. While searching for
Enrique, Nazario reconstructed the sixteen-year-old boy’s frightening journey to cross the
Mexico-U.S. border.*}! Throughout the events, readers identify the external and internal barriers
sabotaging the youth’s journey. Nazario provided different angles from which to interpret the
Latino minors’ migrant crisis. By searching for Enrique, Nazario refuted the harsh language

blaming minors as “dangerous criminal aliens,” giving readers a chance to view them as

330 Nazario, Enrigue’s Journey, 331-332.

331 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 340-341. In addition to riding atop seven freight trains, the
published author rode on buses through Guatemala, and, like Enrique, she hitchhiked on an
eighteen-wheeler from the same truck stop. Along the journey, she interviewed many young

migrants who faced devastating experiences like those of the protagonist.

119



vulnerable children without parental protection.>*? Additionally, the story emphasizes the lasting
negative impact of single mothers’ migration, as their absences become a heavy burden for most
minors.

Remarkably, Nazario conveyed the inner struggles of single mothers who leave their
young children behind while enduring cultural criticism for forsaking motherhood in pursuit of
their children’s best interests.>** For instance, a Honduras migration official claimed that
mothers’ separation from their children destabilized the traditional Hispanic family structure.®**
The official argued that keeping the family together should be a priority over leaving children
behind to improve economic conditions, even if they are poor. Similarly, a director of the Casa
YMCA, a shelter for migrants in Mexico, lamented that people leave behind “the most important
value: family unity.”3*

Distinctively, the dynamics of gender role reversals among Latino families increase the

stress among the young, especially when mothers unexpectedly become breadwinners for the

332 Joanna Dreby, “U.S. Immigration Policy and Family Separation: The Consequences for
Children’s Well-Being,” Social Science and Medicine, 132 (2015): 245-25, accessed May 29,
2024, https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S027795361400567X.

333 Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo and Ernestine Avila, “‘I’'m Here, But I'm There’: The Meanings
of Latina Transnational Motherhood,” Gender and Society, 11, no. 5 (October 1997): 548-571,
accessed December 10, 2024, https://www.jstor.org/stable/190339?seq=1.

334 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 282-284. Within Central America, when fathers leave the home,
their lost income means that mothers often can only afford to feed their children one meal a day.

335 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 282.
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family. Our study focuses on single mothers becoming sole providers, particularly after divorce
or separation, and the emotional instability of children due to a lack of institutional and
community support. In most cases, the separation between mothers and children lasts at least ten
years before family reunification.>*® With this in view, Nazario described the anxiety of families
anticipating separation. After reading Enrique’s story, one wrestles to understand the
psychological trauma of each social agent and the stress of performing under a climate of fear
and resentment. Meanwhile, generational trauma carries the symptoms of unresolved issues from
childhood to adulthood. For example, within our different forced migration contexts, the
interpretation of sacrificial love at the expense of breaking up the family unit becomes
controversial.

In our story, Enrique’s shame and guilt shaped his aggressive behavior toward his mother.
Conflicts arise because the word “sacrifice” entails different cultural and theological
interpretations within the context of providing the best future for children through family
separation. In Nazario’s narrative, Enrique’s encounter with his mother after ten years of
separation generated conflicts in the family environment. Lourdes, Enrique's mother, viewed her
migration as a sacrifice of love. However, Enrique's feelings of shame and guilt led to
confrontations, undermining her sacrifice and authority. Ultimately, Enrique’s inner struggles

developed into “toxic shame,” as he correlated his mother’s actions with his sense of failure.**’

336 Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila, “I’m Here, But I’'m There.”
337 Steven R. Tracy, Mending the Soul: Understanding and Healing and Abuse (Zondervan,
2005), 74-75. The author defines shame as a painful emotion that generates guilt. She describes

two kinds of shame: healthy shame and toxic shame, noting that the feelings of guilt and shame
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He blamed his mother’s absence for his traumatic experiences, feeling embarrassed and
humiliated for being unprotected, as he believed she forfeited her role as a caretaker.**® This
family dynamic highlights the complex emotional struggles faced by families separated by
migration. Oftentimes, the intentions of parents and the perception of children clash due to the
unexpected suffering experienced by both parties.

Unanticipated blame and rejection from minors during family reunification often increase
mothers' guilt and shame for their migration decision. Indeed, Latina mothers’ reconfiguration of
motherhood becomes a heavy burden, as they forsake the cultural beliefs about motherhood

while enduring humiliation, indignity, and invisibility in the host country. Unfortunately, children

often intertwine. Healthy shame is seen as an appropriate response to violating the Law of God.
Meanwhile, “toxic shame” distorts our sense of dignity and worth. If unattended by a health
counselor, toxic shame can corrode and destroy one’s character. Shame prompts abused victims
to hide from others, as they feel inadequate and become disappointed in their inability to live up
to society’s standards.

338 Lenore Terr, Too Scared to Cry: How Trauma Affects Children and Ultimately Us All (Basic
Books, 1976), 113-115. Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 279, 339. A clinical expert in child trauma,
Leonore Terr, explained the dynamic between shame and guilt during childhood. Within the
context of Enrique’s migration, the paradox of shame and guilt translates to failure and a
profound sense of powerlessness. Shame arises from public exposure to vulnerabilities, while
guilt remains private. Guilt covers humiliation, as the young often prefer guilt over shame by
blaming someone else for their guilt. For example, within our context, the sixteen-year-old

Enrique felt unloved and blamed his mother for abandonment as a traumatic event.
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and single mothers encountered disappointments, as single mothers label their children as
ungrateful and unappreciative of their sacrifices (i.e., migrant mothers’ stretching money earned
in low-wage occupations to provide for themselves and their children) while minors resent their
mothers’ standards.

Ultimately, life in the United States as a social outcast becomes difficult, as single
mothers must fulfill dual roles as caretakers and providers in the absence of a father figure. This
type of female-headed household exemplifies a new arrangement of motherhood, or the so-called
“transactional motherhood,” driven by the increased labor demand in the United States for Latina
immigrant women. Notably, job offers mainly in paid domestic work as nannies or housekeepers
in states like California prompt Central American mothers to rethink their perspectives on
motherhood and migration to provide for their children.*’

Paradoxically, these mothers cope with stigma, guilt, and criticism for reformulating
motherhood against cultural beliefs that emphasize that biological mothers must raise their
offspring. Transactional mothers face humiliation and suffer the raw pain of leaving their young
children behind, recognizing that they must forfeit their roles as caretakers due to a lack of

choices. In the host country, most of them work for privileged families by race and class.

339 Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila, “I’m Here, But I'm There.” This concept of motherhood
applies to both single and married women. Within our context, the emphasis is on single mothers
because they must improvise, adapt, and carry the burden of shame and guilt, much like their
children. Women and young children are often recruited for low-paid occupations that demand

long hours and significant sacrifice.
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These mothers fulfill maternal and financial obligations by sending money and maintaining an
emotional presence through phone conversations with their children despite their physical
absence. Sometimes, they leave babies and toddlers behind because they prioritize earning
money to pay bills and invest in their children’s present and future. At the same time, single
mothers and minors experienced ethnic marginalization as an unexpected suffering in the host
country.>#°

Unfortunately, a mother’s migration as a sacrificial act of love to provide a safe place for
their children’s flourishing often becomes replaced by mistrust, rejection, and family
disintegration.**! For minors entering adolescence, like Enrique, family reunification becomes
difficult due to a new culture, language, and changes in the family structure. Conflicts arise,

especially when children left behind meet half-siblings born in the United States and new

340 Erik Erikson, Childhood and Society: The Landmark Work on the Social Significance of
Childhood (W.W. Norton & Company), 295-296; Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, xxiii, xxiv. The
context of gender role reversal applies to Central American single mothers becoming
breadwinners. In recent decades, family disintegration left many single mothers without a
father’s income, forcing them to raise children by themselves. The shift parallels the experience
of American women working outside the home between 1960-1970. Notably, the number of
private domestic workers doubled in the 1980s.

341 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 278-283; Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 188.
Similarly, for most Cuban mothers sending their children away to the host country constituted
and act out of sacrificial love. Through family separation, Cuban parents felt that they invested in

their children’s present and future.
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stepfathers or mothers’ boyfriends living at home.>** Reconfiguring motherhood becomes
controversial and traumatic for young migrants, especially when migration disrupts the nurturing
and loving interaction between mother and child. Significantly, single mothers recognized that in
Latin America, the reversal of roles often responds to financial obligations. In their homelands, it
is normal for older children to look after younger siblings and for children to quit school to
support their mothers financially. Fathers sometimes stay home while women migrate and join
the U.S. workforce, leaving the family behind. Meanwhile, mothers' absences and family
separation for the safety of unaccompanied children might be disappointing in a deconstructed
reality.

Charting a cycle of poverty, marginalization, and family reconfiguration, Nazario
provided statistics showing that half of UACs arriving in the United States after ten years of age
drop out of high school.*** Moreover, a Harvard study on immigrant children revealed that
Latino students living the United States who were separated from their parents during childhood

suffered from depression and might develop aggressive behavior toward authority’s figures,

342 Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila, “I’m Here, But I’'m There.”

343 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 281-283, 288-289, 300; Carola Suarez Orozco and Marcelo M.
Suarez Orozco, Children of Immigration (Harvard University Press, 2009). Immigration expert
Jeffrey Passel reported the data. Meanwhile, school psychologist Laura Lopez argued that only
seventy students out of four hundred and thirty would finish high school. The Harvard study

comes from Nazario’s research, “Children of Immigration,” published in 2001.
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especially their parents.>** Furthermore, an economist with the United Nations Development
Program claimed that when a mother disappears from a child’s life, it marks the child for a
lifetime.*

According to trauma expert Bessel van der Kolk, young males growing up without mothers learn

to face the world alone while carrying the burdens of loneliness and emptiness.>*

344 Joanna Dreby, ”U.S. Immigration Policy and Familial Separation: The Consequences for
Children’s Well-Being,*“ Journal of Social Science and Medicine, 132, (2015): 245-251, accessed
May 29, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.08.041.

3% Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 283-284; USAID: Central America and Mexico Gang
Assessment Annex 3: Honduras Profile, April 2006, accessed March 8, 2025,

https://www .justice.gov/sites/default/files/eoir/legacy/2013/11/08/usaid _honduras profile.pdf.
Family separation prompts lasting negative consequences in Latin American countries. Many
“parentless children,” end up joining gang members, leading to an increase of juvenile
delinquency, especially in countries like Honduras. According to Nazario, “a disproportionate
number of the 36,000 gangsters in Honduras come from families in which the mother has
migrated North.”

346 Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of
Trauma (Penguin Books, 2015), 158-163, 298-306. Significantly, trusting relationships
contribute to mental health, especially during formative years. The love of parents, teachers, and
mentors creates a support network. By acknowledging the child’s presence and offering guidance

and comfort, children feel loved and build self-esteem while learning to love others. Conversely,
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Most male UACs reach adulthood without security due to a lack of reciprocity or social support.
Frequently, they find comfort in groups sharing their “combat experiences,” such as street gangs.
Indeed, van der Kolk emphasized that no doctor can prescribe friendship and love.**’

Other adverse consequences of forced displacement of unaccompanied minors breaking
the family structure include grandparents raising young children and barely disciplining them, as
they feel sorry for grandchildren growing up without their mothers.*** Upon family reunification,
mothers also neglect disciplining minors because of guilt. With mothers fulfilling low-income
occupations, long work hours, and substandard pay, they struggle to spend time with their
children upon their arrival in the United States. Although mothers battle with guilt, most of them
believe that “breadwinning” justifies the sacrifice of physical separation. For them, the best care
for children involves the responsibility of sending financial support through the income earned in
the United States.** Ironically, remittances also play a significant role within the family structure
back home. If the child switches to another home, the money their mothers send benefits another

family. Meanwhile, UACs struggle for survival, love, and community identity. Like Cuban

when children feel ignored, unwanted, and criticized, they feel powerless, as if they have a hole
in their souls, with no sense of agency, voice, or meaningful role within the family structure.
347 Van der Kolk, Body Keeps the Score, 81.

3% Dreby, "U.S. Migration Policy and Family Separation."

3% Hondagneu-Sotelo, and Avila, “I’m Here, But I’'m There.”
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minors, their trauma involves a betrayal of trust, as the family unit becomes a source of danger
rather than a refuge.*>°

Given the hostility pre-and-post migration, clinical child-trauma expert Lenore Terr
explained that long-standing childhood trauma becomes complex when the environment remains
unchanged by unresolved factors, such as a dysfunctional family system, and the re-victimization
of minors for imposed external circumstances beyond the child’s control. UACs experience life
in exile, family separation, and the suppression of feelings of grief, shame, guilt, and the shock
of encountering rejection, predisposes them to child trauma.*>! Without access to mental health
treatment, young Latino migrants remain on the fringes of society. Growing up without a

caregiver or informal foster families, and without access to the U.S. protection system, UACs

350 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 156-157. Unanticipated suffering, such as betrayal
of trust among both groups of unaccompanied minors, will be explained further in the upcoming
chapters.

351 NeMoyer, et alt., "Psychological Practice." This article explains the impact of multiple
traumatic experiences or "cumulative adversity" developing into post-traumatic stress disorder
(PSTD) and/or multiple mental health disorders impairing children through adulthood. In the
absence of protective factors, such as supportive relationships and safe environments, UACs
stressful experiences during migration predisposed young Latino migrants to high levels of
depressive, and anxiety disorders. With family separation, the sense of ambiguous loss changing

the family structure aggravates their uncertainty about the future.
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become “outsiders bereft of rights and belonging.”*>? Like unaccompanied Cuban minors,
UACs’ inner struggles with their sense of social inferiority and unworthiness might become
unbearable.?>* By suppressing feelings of sadness and anger, Cubans and UACs carried the
heavy burden of collective trauma.*** Even short-term trauma, argued Terr, producing little or no
visible injury, might create long-term high emotional and “psychosomatic” damage.>>

Without hope for asylum protection, UACs experience an increase in psychological
disorders as they become victims of social judgement and isolation within a hostile environment.
Meanwhile, citizens in the host country maintain their distance, refusing to acknowledge UACs’
vulnerability to exploitation. Theologian Susan Wessel’s correlation of disgust and abdication of

moral responsivity might explain today’s people’s disdain for UACs’ presence.?>® In fact, UACs’

352 Darlene Xiomara Rodriguez, Hans Skott-Myhre, and Kathleen Skott-Myhre, Our Kids:
Unaccompanied Minors and the Question of Care,” Journal of Child & Youth Services, 39, no.2-
3 (2018):101-116, accessed March 22, 2024, https://doi.otg/10.1080/0145935X.2018.1448707.
353 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 278-284; Rodriguez, Skott-Myhre, and Skott-Myhre,

"Our Kids." In a xenophobic environment, UACs “stateless status,” and racial ethnicity make
them “neither full citizens,” or “welcomed guests” of the host country while increasing their risk
of incarceration and deportation.

354 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 156-157.

355 Tracy, Mending the Soul, 103.

356 Wessel, Passion and Compassion, 80-85; Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 290-291. Indeed,
Wessel explained that Western society’s judgement or perception of weakness and moral

accountability for people’s misfortunes become irrelevant. Residents might turn into passive
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presence might produce disgust from law enforcement and residents, as polls revealed that
Americans “have hardened their view of immigrants,” especially those entering without
authorization.**” Therefore, our culture’s disgust and fear toward UACs becomes a generalization
based on their unauthorized entry, justifying citizens’ and law enforcement’s abdication of moral
accountability for safety concerns. **®Ironically, bystanders witnessing children’s victimization
might perceive injuries and illnesses as deserved punishments or consequences within migrants’
unauthorized entry context. Meanwhile data show the economic and humanitarian crisis of
UAGs suffering from sexual and physical violence.”**° According to pastoral theologian Jan
Holton, the shaping of political language benefitting those in power to the detriment of those
viewed as economic, cultural, and political threats aggravates migrant’s existential crisis while

chaos lurks.3%°

spectators of suffering, as we will explore later in chapter six. In other words, migrant stories
engender ill feelings because residents become suspicious of the predicament of UACs.
Residents complained about overcrowded neighborhoods, schools, hospitals, and the
environment. Most residents claimed that the suffering of “social outcasts” seems unrealistic and
too remote for them to develop compassion.

357 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 199.

358 Rodriguez, ”Our Kids.” The radical exclusion of UACs and their labeling as thugs deemed
them as unworthy of receiving access to legal relief such as asylum, immigrant juvenile status,
and visas granted for victims of crime or trafficking.

359 Rodriguez, et al., "Our Kids."

360 Holton, Longing for Home, 102, 112-113.
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With this in view, readers might recognize the complexity of a judgmental perspective
from a dominant social group. By blaming UACs for their misfortunes, intolerance of others’
misery becomes the preferred option over intervention. Meanwhile, propaganda criminalizing
individuals and ethnic communities negatively influences state-level policies. This, in turn,
provokes prejudice and “socially devalued characteristics” in the form of negative emotions,
such as disgust, anger, or fear.’®! Significantly, stigma endorses prejudice and stereotyping
among citizens, as these negative beliefs become reinforced by privileged groups within society.
Those who identify themselves as superior in social power prefer to avoid emotional distress and
remain indifferent to prejudice and discrimination toward ethnic minority groups with
homogeneous attributes, such as laziness, low intelligence, and promiscuity.>¢?

With such perception, Pope Francis grieves our postmodern society’s indifference to the
suffering of migrants, calling it a defensive “existential myopia.” He argues that people become
selective of what they see, remaining indifferent to things they deem unsolvable.*® In the
context of unaccompanied Central American minors’ migration, this indifference leads to
conveniently trusting misinformation from the media, obscuring the reality of a crisis

manipulated by fear against UACs. If the hostile environment justifies violence, the anti-

immigrant rhetoric persists.

361 Earnshaw et al., “Stigma-Based Bullying.”
362 Wessel, Passion and Compassion, 92-94.
363 Francis, with Austen Ivereigh, Let Us Dream: The Path for a Better Future (Simon &

Schuster, 2020), 11-22, 40-47.
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Young Latino migrants’ predisposition to childhood trauma stems not only from their
unauthorized entry but also from domestic abuse and neglect, which are life-threatening stressors
affecting their parents.>** With false perceptions of plentiful employment, many Latino migrant
families ignore the severe consequences of living undocumented in America. Studies find that
within a climate of fear of arrest and deportation, many UACs quit school at a young age to
work. They survive in the United States with minimal education, transportation difficulties, and
suffer through illness and injuries for fear of accessing healthcare facilities. Additionally, they
live in impoverished and violent neighborhoods.

Consequently, depressive disorders caused by unexpected suffering increased when the
migrant child’s pre-existing trauma intertwined with grief and hopelessness after migration due
to a lack of choice and control. Unaccompanied children’s desire for belonging and developing
trusting relationships within meaningful places, such as schools and communities, becomes
shattered when they realize there is no longer “a space of welcome waiting” for them.?%> As
survivors, UACs’ face complex challenges integrating into American society, especially
considering language and cultural barriers intertwined with people’s apathy and the residents’
sense of superiority.**® For instance, children like Enrique remained ostracized by society post-
migration, grieving the loss of family and everything they know. Consequently, UACs become
predisposed to child trauma and moral injury due to a lack of control over their environment.

Medical reports emphasized that during formative years, children lack the cognitive abilities to

364 Rodriguez and Dawkins, “Undocumented Latino Youth.”
365 Holton, Longing for Home, 32-33, 112-113.

366 Wessel, Passion and Compassion, 80-81.
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heal from trauma without the support and guidance of a caregiver.*®’ Under these circumstances,
it becomes difficult for UACs to flourish, especially with the federal government as their
custodian. At the same time, mothers grieve the loss of their children’s childhoods while young
migrants adapt to becoming invisible among the large population.3¢®

Meanwhile, UACs’ single mothers living in the United States long to recuperate the
parent-child-loving bond through family reunification.*®® The following story describes the price
of dislocation through Enrique’s narrative. Within the theological framework of sacrificial love
and the consequences of breaking the sacredness of the parent-child bond to flee poverty and

violence, migrant children and single mothers confront unexpected suffering in the host country.

367 Tracy, Too Scared to Cry 107.

368 Doehring, Practice of Pastoral Care, 158-161. Most young migrants feel safe by staying
hidden. The constant struggle with fear, shame, and guilt shapes their character. Many of these
young migrants survive within a hidden infrastructure of services, such as cleaning, restaurant,
construction, and yard work, while suppressing their distress about their lack of citizenship and
the pain of dislocation. They develop a “bifurcated identity,” presenting one face to the public
and another to their ethnic communities. They navigate intersecting social systems of oppression
that demand their participation in cultural values, family loyalty, and responsibility to younger
siblings. In some cases, these demands turned into emotional trauma through moral stress, as
they struggle to fulfill gender roles or adapt to role reversals.

369 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 278-283.
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REFLECTION ON ENRIQUE’S JOURNEY AND CHILD TRAUMA: U.S. BORDER
CROSSINGS OF UNAUTHORIZED AND UNACCOMPANIED LATINO YOUTH
MIGRANTS:

After reading Sonia Nazario’s book about Enrique, one might argue that the author’s
unbiased narrative reconstructing the young boy’s journey to the US border in search of his
mother introduces a form of moral and pedagogical theology. This theology emphasizes the
significant role of the family unit while highlighting the trauma caused by family disintegration.
Through Enrique’s Journey, readers might clarify the misconception of Hispanic youth migrants
as a “homogeneous” group without a context.?’® By understanding the harsh reality behind
Enrique’s bold decision to migrate alone, readers can comprehend the physical, emotional, and
spiritual struggles of frequently abandoned, abused, and neglected migrant children, as they view
themselves as “defective” or “worthless” of love and protection.>’! By representing childhood
trauma through Enrique’s narrative, one explores the challenges of flourishing within an
unchanged environment plagued by violence, abuse, and poverty, which perpetuates young

Latino migrants’ feelings of impotence. Without the family unit, the parent-child bond becomes

370 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 297-304, 340-343. And Chattopadhyay, William, and Diedrich,
“Invited Article: “You Are Not Welcome Here!” Understanding News Coverage of Central
American Migrant Families in Trump’s America,”

371 Van der Kolk, Body Keeps the Score, 160-166.
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fractured, leaving children without the “buffer” or protection against the harm of prejudice and
hatred they must face.>"?

The shocking narrative involves Nazario’s stressful journey as a reporter searching for
Enrique and her encounters with female minors as young as seven years old traveling alone on
freight trains controlled by drug cartel gang members.*”* In her book, Nazario invites readers to
embrace the story of unaccompanied children’s migration from a place of grieving,
dehumanization, and corruption. As a journalist, she committed herself to conveying the reality
behind UCAs’ migration to educate the public about the fear and anxiety of unaccompanied
Latino migrant children crossing the border. The chronicles attempt to immerse readers in the
world of abused and neglected children, highlighting human fragility, childhood trauma, and

persecution.’”*

372 Doehring, Practice of Pastoral Care, 26, 158. The author describes “buffers” as coping
mechanism amid crisis, including trusting relationships, mentors, role models, faith
communities, and advocates.

373 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 61, 86-87, 88.

374 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 342-343; Terr, Too Scared to Cry, 9, 148-149; Doehring,
Practice of Pastoral Care, 32, 161. In Terr’s book, Sigmund Freud defines trauma as the “sense
of utter helplessness.” Moreover, Doehring distinguishes between guilt and shame: guilt is a
negative feeling about a specific event, while shame involves a negative feeling about oneself in
response to some misdeed or shortcoming. Additionally, shame plays a role in suppressing the

feelings of dislocation.
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For children like Enrique, the fear of being apprehended by heartless and corrupt
Mexican immigration authorities, or “La Migra,” meant deportation to lawless countries like
Guatemala or his native Honduras.*”® It meant starting the journey from the beginning as if they
had never left. Feeling homeless, Enrique risked his life and resisted adversity, trusting his
mother’s broken promises of family reunification.>’® Hoping for a better future, UACs endure
random insults from residents staring at them with disgust and disdain as they walk through
neighborhoods. Their transit through border towns brings polemics. Although many children
travel freight trains without smugglers, many UACs become victims of “coyotes” extortion and
trafficking because smugglers control most routes to the US border. Traveling to the north often
becomes a transaction between families and coyotes for the protection of unaccompanied minors.
However, hired coyotes could become perpetrators of organized crime rather than protectors,
especially for their established social network for trafficking individuals across the US border.?”’

While their single mothers worked illegally in the United States and dreamed of hugging
their offspring, children left behind, such as Enrique, resented their absences while paradoxically
wrestling with anger and longing for love, forgiveness, and reconciliation.”*’® Moreover, UACs

struggled with shame and guilt, as trauma survivors often blame themselves for their mother’s

375 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 30, 302-309. Approximately half of UACs ride freight trains
without smugglers. The freight train along Mexico is called "La Bestia," or "The Beast."

376 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 191-193.

377 NeMoyer, et al., "Psychological Practice."

378 Nazario, Enrigue’s Journey, 5, 190-196.
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decision to leave (i.e., abandonment).>” Ironically, while migration and family separation
initially generated hope for family reunification and the expectations that the sacrifice would be
worthwhile, citizens’ repression, suspicion, and resentment toward UACs manifested through
physical and verbal intimidation. According to sociologist Zygmunt Bauman, repression
increases and replaces compassion from citizens in the host country.>®’ Resentment and hatred
through slogans, body language, and verbal threats, reflect the public’s fear and xenophobia.
Through the media and political discourse, the message becomes a clear warning discouraging
UACs from “pitching tents” or assembling belongings, as they are not welcome by the larger
population.®! Boundaries between citizens and social outcasts established exclusionary
practices, deterring UACs from claiming a sense of belonging.*%?

Remarkably, migrant minors’ longing for love, protection, and integration empowered
them to overcome the constant fear of incarceration and deportation with resilience.** For
example, Sonia Nazario witnessed minors with no money enduring cold, heat, hunger, thirst, and

sleeping for months in trees or by freight train tracks while drinking water from puddles.*** Upon

37 Terr, Too Scared to Cry, 113.

380 Bauman, Wasted Lives, 85.

381 7yvoemunt Bauman,” Liquid Times: Living in an Age of Uncertainty (Polity Press, 2007), 45.
382 Austen Ivereigh, The Great Reformer: Francis and the Making of a Radical Pope (Picador,
2015), 393; Holton, Longing for Home, 98-99.

383 Holton, Longing for Home, 103. The author describes “resilience” as the capacity to create

pockets of belonging under the most challenging circumstances.

384 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, Xxii.
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entering Mexico, the vulnerability of children increases, as their bodies become targets of gang-
related atrocities such as robberies, beating, human trafficking, and exploitation through gang-
recruitment.*®> In some cases, corrupt law enforcement agents turned into bandits, raping
females and stripping children of clothes, shoes, and the little money they carried. Unfortunately,
the rampant violence, prejudice, and poverty seemed to follow UACs everywhere.>*¢ A survey of
Latino young adults in California revealed that UACs experienced more violence in the United
States than in their native countries.*®’ Physical survival and resilience become the antidotes to
fear for children like Enrique. Suppressing emotions and distractions as coping strategies proved
productive in reaching their short-term goals while instilling a sense of control over their lives.>%®
According to clinical professor of Psychiatry and researcher of trauma, Lenore Terr, the
suppression of traumatic events or ideas constitutes a conscious coping device against external

threats.%’

385 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 61, 86, 87, 88. Along Mexico, entering the town of Chiapas
means encountering “the Beast,” a world run by corruption and bribes. Here, children jumping
off boxcars risk losing limbs or becoming decapitated. Young migrants must flatten their bodies
atop trains to avoid tree branches that have previously torn the eyes of unfortunate children
unaware of the danger. Enrique rode through “the Beast” eight times before crossing the U.S.
border with a “coyote.”

386 Nazario, Enrigue’s Journey, 98-99.

387 NeMoyer et al., "Psychological Practice."

388 Raghallaigh and Gilligan, "Active Survival."

389 Terr, Too Scared to Cry, 111-115.
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Besides resilience, significant coping strategies for young Latino minor migrants to
overcome fear and abuse include practicing religious tradition through prayer and making
lifestyle choices such as avoiding alcohol and drugs. Like Cuban minors, the Christian faith
mitigates migrants’ suffering while strengthening their hope regardless of unfavorable
circumstances. The Christian faith sustains minor migrants’ hope through the perilous journey
north, as they remember God’s past intervention that gave them strength to overcome unexpected
adversities. For instance, difficulties such as homelessness become manageable by trusting God’s
provision. These coping strategies encourage many children to remain hopeful about the
sacrifices of leaving behind everything they know for the promise of family reunification, safety,
and high-quality education for economic mobility.**°

Unfortunately, some UACs never make it to the U.S. border, as they either die or get
deported. During robberies, children often lose their mothers’ contact information and become
lost near the river. Defeat might lead them into despair, drugs, and death. Ironically, children who
cross the border find themselves residing in impoverished neighborhoods characterized by
violence and drugs. These districts often have limited resources for education, including special

services such as English as a Second Language courses, mentorship programs, and

extracurricular activities.>*!

39 Doehring, Practice of Pastoral Care, 160. The author mentions how “living devotions” shape
the immigrant experience of displacement through religious practices.

391 Carola Suarez, Francisco X. Gaytan, Hee Jin Bang, Juliana Pakes, Erin O’Connor, and Jean
Rhodes, "Academic Trajectories of Newcomer Immigrant Youth," 46, no. 3 (2010):602-618,

accessed March 8, 2025, http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0018201.supp. Latino children face
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Many minors carry permanent physical injuries sustained under tragic circumstances,
such as losing limbs while attempting to jump off moving freight trains through Mexico. For
example, while entering Chiapas, Mexico, many UACs died decapitated.**> Following accidents,
most minors refused to return to their homelands for fear of retaliation from gangs and to avoid
the guilt and shame of defeat in the presence of family and neighbors.3** While relying on the
benevolence of other migrant encampments situated near Catholic churches, Enrique stared at
the U.S. border checkpoint entry a few blocks away from the campsite in Nuevo Laredo,
Mexico. He armed himself with courage to overcome the hurdles delaying his reunion with his
mother for a better life in the Promised Land.>**

Paradoxically, UACs become not only trauma survivors but also victims, as corrupt law

enforcement agents and gangs persecute them. Through Enrique’s narrative, readers witness the

difficulties meeting the educational standards of the host country, especially when a hostile
school environment fails to meet their educational and emotional needs. Ultimately, academic
aspirations among young Latino migrants decline, especially when the school environment
promotes their segregation, contributing to high dropouts' rates for teachers and administrators
often undermine the significant role of creating a safe space for students to learn with limited
resources.

392 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 88. In the Mexican state of Chiapas alone, U.S.-bound Central
American young migrants riding on top of freight trains lose arms, legs, hands, and feet at the
rate of one every other day, according to the Red Cross.

393 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, xxv, 88, 90, 92.

394 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 138-140.

140



constant harassment by criminal actors that alter his plans for family reunification. For instance,
Sonia Nazario highlights the survival skills of young Enrique, who must adapt and regain
strength to face imminent dangers, such as falling asleep on an empty freight train. In one
episode, thieves stole his shoes while he slept, including scraps of paper with his mother’s phone
number hidden inside.

Without the resources to buy a phone card to contact his mother in North Carolina,
Enrique must pause his journey and find a way to earn money. He eventually finds a large paint
bucket and rags to wash cars while begging tourists for money along the streets of Mexico.>*>
Simultaneously, the author describes Enrique’s face looking exhausted as he sees his reflection in
a store window. Nazario witnessed the constant humiliating remarks from random people calling
Enrique a “stinking undocumented” while children threw stones at him. Enrique’s face looked
beaten up with scars and his body carried bruises.>*® After seven failed attempts to cross the
border and dealing with repatriation to Guatemala, Enrique became scrawny and almost
disfigured. During a fight, gangsters tore his front teeth with a board on a freight train, leaving

his body bloody, naked, and nearly dead.**’

395 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 100, 140, 316.

396 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 79, 113. In Chiapas, Mexico, residents send dogs after young
Central American migrants. Similarly, in Texas, ranchers have been known to shoot migrants, as
some migrants resort to robbing residents.

397 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 340-341.
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Fundamentally, Enrique represents the fastest-growing marginalized Latino population,
vulnerable and fragile but also resilient against inhumane environmental conditions.**® Hiding
from law enforcement agents becomes a skill and a habit for most young migrants.*
Meanwhile, socio-political initiatives today have emerged to foment exclusion through
infrastructure, such as the construction of walls and installing concertina wire to tighten security
at the U.S. border. The conflict between protecting the interests of citizens and neglecting the
best interest of children by deporting or incarcerating UACs exemplifies an era where the large
population shows no empathy for youth migrants’ victimization.*’® As Bauman argues, asylum
seekers “being under protection does not mean being wanted.”*! While life in their country of
origin becomes a matter of life and death, post-migration UACs endure family dysfunctionality
due to the breaking of the parent-child-bond dynamics, especially when economic stress prompts
feelings of hopelessness among family members.

In most cases, mothers carry a heavy burden of leaving abusive husbands who turn their

children against them. Moreover, mothers’ migration to the United States is often misjudged as a

398 Raghallaigh and Gilligan, “Active Survival.”

399 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 210.

400 Bauman, Wasted Lives, 79, 83; Genevieve Negron-Gonzalez, “Undocumented, Unafraid, and
Unapologetic: Re-articulatory Practices and Migrant Youth Illegality,” Latino Studies 12, no. 2
(2014): 259-278, accessed April 12, 2024, doi:10.1057/1st.2014.20; Robert Spitzer, The Moral
Wisdom of the Catholic Church: A Defense of Her Controversial Moral Teachings (Ignatius
Press, 2022), 447-448.

401 Bauman, Wasted Lives, 79.

142



betrayal to the family.*’> However, despite the imminent danger of children migrating alone,
UACs show resilience in their quest to find their mothers, facing the risk of re-traumatization at
the hands of corrupt law enforcement officers who make their journey hell. In the story,
Enrique’s resilience served him well against gang beatings, periods of starvation, thirst, and
fear.*%3 Although it might take months or years for children and mothers to reunite, most minors
refuse to give up. The emergence of hope as a driving force to imagine seeing their mothers
again mitigates UACs’ unexpected suffering due to harsh environmental conditions.***

Significantly, after Enrique realized that he had lost his mother’s phone number, the
shocking inconvenience prompted him to seek the support from a Catholic Church. He knew that
traditionally, Catholic priests near the Mexico/U.S. border offer migrants a place to rest. In fact,
Catholic clergy and volunteers at many respite stations, primarily along Mexico, serve as
sanctuaries for feeding, sheltering, and helping migrants reach out to families living in the United
States. 4%

Ultimately, arriving in the United States with no legal status or fundamental human

rights, children crossing the U.S. border with smugglers joined their families in fearing

402 Rodriguez and Dawkins, “Undocumented Latino Youth.”

403 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 5.

404 Jayshree Jani, Dawnya Underwood, and Jessica Ranweiler, “Hope as a Crucial Factor in
Integration Among Unaccompanied Immigrant in the USA: A Pilot Project,” Journal of
International Migration and Integration, 17 (2016): 1195-1206, accessed March 7, 2024,
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12134-015-0457-6.

405 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 169.
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deportation and marginalization. Paradoxically, during the journey, most minors remained
optimistic about family reunification.*’ Nonetheless, post-migration, children and mothers
developed resentment, as in their homelands, minors as young as five quit school to work.
Indeed, children and mothers migrate north because children go to bed hungry in the Northern
Triangle. With rampant food scarcity, most minors searched for food inside piles of garbage.
Ironically, even in the United States, Hispanic minor migrants might find themselves dropping
out of school to enter the workforce at a young age. Fundamentally, through Enrique’s anecdotes,
readers witness the wrestling of families and the shared vulnerabilities of guilt and shame. Most
mothers often recognize the painful reality that their absences failed to justify the little money
they sent to sustain loved ones at home.

Regrettably, while in kindergarten, at only five years of age, Enrique learned of his
mother’s departure. She never returned or sent for him or his older sister, who was seven years
old at the time.*’” Finding Enrique’s mother became a mystery; he longed to see her while
struggling to remember her face. Fast forward, while waiting outside one of the migrant camps,
Enrique stared at the U.S. border from afar, realizing that he relied on his survival skills for the
past forty-seven days.**® Enrique knew he must reach the Catholic Church to survive the journey

ahead.

406 NeMoyer, et al., "Psychological Practice." Migrant children often harbor high expectations of
leaving their home countries to seek a better life in the United States.
407 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 100.

408 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 135.
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Chapter 5 The Catholic Church as a Beacon of Hope and Compassion: Effects of the
Reconfiguration of Family Structure on Young Cuban and Central American Trauma

Survivors

Without papers, passing through Mexico is dangerous. Enrique, aware of the hatred and
abuses toward women and minor migrants, urgently sought refuge in a Catholic Church. He
remembered the Catholic Church and its priests as trusted sources, knowing that seeking help
from other institutions carried the risk of betrayal.*”® Migrants often refer to parishes or
“parroquias” as lifelines because the clergy and volunteers provide food cards to migrants for
fifteen days.*!° Enrique moves between churches to get these free meal cards. Most minors stay
around the church, as the priest helps them contact relatives abroad to wire money. Wearing a
white-floor-length robe, the priest rides a bicycle back and forth across the Mexico border,
collecting used clothes and shoes. Despite complaints from congregants about migrants

encamping next to the church, Father Leo stood firm in his defense for the poor and “opposed the

409 Muirean Ni Raghallaigh and Robbie Gilligan, “Active Survival in the Lives of
Unaccompanied Minors: Coping Strategies, Resilience, and the Relevance of Religion,” Child
and Family Social Work, 15, no. 2 (2010): 226-237, accessed May 29, 2024,
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/3.1365-2206.2009.00663.x.

419 Sonia Nazario, Enrique’s Journey: The Story of a Boy’s Dangerous Odyssey to Reunite with

His Mother (Random House, 2014), 141-151.
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rulers and the injustice committed by the powerful.”*!! He collected migrants’ information and
arranged to pick up money wired by their relatives in the United States. Despite the stench and
the foul smell of swollen feet, the priest recognized that migrants from Central America were
among the most disliked and defenseless population. During his sermons, he preached
compassion, raising awareness of their suffering. He explained that most migrants, especially
children, go days without food and months without resting their heads on a pillow. He denounced
the abuses against migrants while crossing the border checkpoints on foot or by bike to
circumvent Mexican Customs’ inspections on donations.

This moment in the narrative highlights the significant role Catholic leaders play in the
lives of unaccompanied Latino migrant children from Central America amidst the lurking danger
of the Mexico border. According to Duke University professor and activist Charles D. Thompson
Jr., most children traveling alone, including females, seek Catholic shelters in border towns.
During one of Thompson’s mission trips with Duke students along the Mexico border, he met a

Univision reporter gathering information about a women'’s shelter called “Casa Misericordia™

41 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 169-178. Although the presence of Central American migrants
affected church attendance, as many members viewed migrants as criminals, Father Leonardo
Lopez Guajardo of Parroquia San Jose in Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, considers serving the migrants
as the Church’s mission. Some clergy in Nuevo Laredo argued that the social role of helping
migrants belongs to politicians, knowing that the priest faced threats from the authorities.
Despite the criticism and warnings from “la Migra™ authorities to arrest him for sheltering and
feeding migrants, the priest ignored the warnings. The church’s secretary said that Padre Leo

practiced what he preaches, as he “loves God by doing good toward others.”
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(House of Mercy).*!? The journalist acknowledged the extraordinary work of nuns caring for
injured female migrants arriving at the shelter with physical and emotional signs of rape and
attacks by thugs. With no rights in the United States as undocumented migrants, Catholic
organizations become indispensable for the survival of unaccompanied children in a lawless
environment, according to one of the nuns’ testimonies. In Latin America, Catholic shelters serve
as temporary sanctuaries for undocumented migrants.

Consequently, Enrique trusted the priest, who allowed him to use the church’s phone to
call his relatives in Honduras to get his mother’s phone number. Ultimately, Enrique called his
mother to North Carolina. At this point in the story, he realizes he left Honduras two months
ago.*!® After seven failed attempts to cross the border, Enrique understood that without a
“coyote,” he might fail again. He needed to hire the smuggler he met at the migrant encampment
near the church and have his mother wire the money to the church.

After reflecting on this episode describing Enrique’s adaptability to unexpected
situations, one might speculate whether his Catholic upbringing sustained him through the
treacherous journey. In fact, Enrique felt comfortable having his mother wire the money to the
priest, as after seven unsuccessful attempts to cross to the border, the Church became his only
lifeline. In the story, Nazario brings the readers inside freight train rides to witness migrant
children carrying small Bibles. Wrapped in plastic bags, children protect the Bibles from water,

as they sometimes cross rivers or walk through rain. During the rides, Enrique remembered that

412 Charles D. Thompson Jr., The Border Odyssey: Travels Along the U.S./Mexico Divide
(University of Texas Press, 2015), 115-116.

413 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 138-139.
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some migrant children prayed the Psalms and recited a special prayer for protection against
human traffickers controlling portions of freight trains, rivers, and secret routes to their
destinations.*!# These prayers made Enrique ponder whether God would listen to his petitions
and supplications. Reflecting on his past, he remembered his sins and thought he had no right to
ask God for anything, or for God to listen.*'*> Growing up in Honduras, he recalled attending
church on Sundays with his grandmother and hiding his Bible underneath his shirt from gang
members. Eventually, he stopped going to church as a teenager. Nonetheless, through the
narrator, we learned that hope and resilience sustained his dangerous journey. The story then
shifts to Enrique’s mother, Lourdes, in North Carolina, praying before a candle for God’s mercy
and her son’s protection.*!®

Despite troubling circumstances, the narrative also shared that, besides misery, Enrique

witnessed compassion among strangers. While crossing through Veracruz, Mexico, he

414 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 144-145. Back in Honduras, schoolteachers observed that in a
class of forty-eight-children, thirty-six students had a parent working in the United States,
particularly mothers. As resentment grew, the children began to wonder about the unavoidable
question: why their mothers bring them into the world only to leave them? See also Thompson
Jr., Border Odyssey,115, 236-237.

415 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 103. Enrique felt guilty about his drug addiction to glue and his
aggressive behavior toward his grandmother and other family members. In some instances, he
stole valuables from his grandmother to sustain his addiction.

416 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 25,182-183.
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encountered generous villagers standing along the train tracks.*!” Unlike in Chiapas, most
Veracruz parishioners threw bundles of food, clothes, and gifts into the moving freight trains.
They shared the little food they had with minor migrants. Local priests preached the gospel of
Matthew to churchgoers on Sundays within the context of Central American migrants. By
showing compassion, the clergy and the laity practiced a radical Christian faith. They mitigated
the suffering of most migrant children with prayers and actions inspired by the gospel of
Matthew 25:35, urging residents to show compassion as an act of mercy to strangers. As a
witness, Nazario stated that seeing the genuine faith and generosity of Veracruz residents restored

her faith in humanity. She once saw a food bundle land in a boy's lap. The boy, who had been
quite hungry for some time, sobbed with gratitude.*'®

By practicing generosity and showing compassion, local parishes throughout the
Veracruz archdioceses preached and quoted the Samaritan Bible passage, creating awareness
among believers of their moral responsibility to welcome and show compassionate love toward
strangers like good Samaritans. Through intercessory prayers, the clergy and laity asked God for
Central Americans’ safe arrivals at their destinations, for the young to find work, and eventually
return to their native countries. Unlike Chiapas, families in Veracruz waited diligently to hear the

“diesel horn,” taking turns staying by train tracks to throw bundles of crackers, water, clothing,

and pastries to all the passing freight trains around the clock.*"’

417 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 103-119. Unlike Veracruz, in Chiapas, Mexico, corruption and
violent gangs stripped children of everything.
418 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 344.

419 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 103-112.
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Consequently, conductors slowed the train’s speed, allowing migrant children to grab the
items. The author witnessed mothers in Veracruz praying not only for the safety of migrant
children passing through the town but also for the comfort of mothers waiting for their children’s
safe arrival in the United States. Led by the example of parents and the clergy, young children in
Veracruz showed compassion for unaccompanied migrant children, especially from Central
America. The tradition of feeding migrants along the Veracruz train tracks started in the 1980s
when most Central Americans exiles fleeing war, and poverty began riding on freight trains.
Whenever the train stopped, groups of hungry and weak migrants would step out to knock on
residents’ doors for food. Villagers also witnessed migrants falling out trains to their deaths.**
Contrary to the people of Veracruz, the writer argued that the journey through Chiapas resembled
traveling to a place at the “heart of darkness,” where danger and chaos lurked, especially for
minors. !

Significantly, one might speculate that Veracruz parishioners exemplify the meaning of
radical faith through their actions, contextualizing the theological meaning of sacrificial love
incarnated in the body of Jesus. Indeed, Catholic clergy understood the urgency of fulfilling the
immediate needs of migrant children through the preaching of the Word. Some parishioners
connected the hunger and exhaustion of minor migrants on freight trains to the past experiences

of their own children dodging snakes and thieves to cross the border. A father remembered his

two sons migrating alone and working like Enrique as car washers to survive the scorching heat

420 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 107-119.

421 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 343.
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and the thirst along the way. **?After reading this story, one reflects on the significant role of
preaching and cultivating “affective compassion” as a way of forging an emotional connection
with the suffering of others.*?* By practicing solidarity, faith believers in Veracruz prayed, fed,
and sheltered minors, crediting the minors’ “religious faith” for strengthening them to persevere
and making it this far into the journey along Veracruz.

Meanwhile, other Veracruz parishioners felt that they needed to do more for the migrants.
Ultimately, they opened churches to shelter and protect them from violence and law enforcement
arrests. Moreover, church members organized protests and rallied against police brutality and
hospitals’ staff allowing “La Migra” to conduct raids while treating migrants like animals.***
Paradoxically, amid faith believers’ rallies against police brutality, most priests attempted to keep
police officers on their side to maintain peace in the community and a spirit of generosity.
Meanwhile, Veracruz villagers described the UACs’ trek north as someone “lost in the

wilderness.”*?* Indeed, Enrique remained lost in the wilderness. At this point, he realized he had

left Honduras four months ago.**

422 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 106.

423 Susan Wessel, Passion and Compassion in Early Christianity (Cambridge Press, 2016), 21-
31, 142-143.

424 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 112-113. During a police raid, before local officials arrived to
take testimonies, the quick deportation process prompted a police officer to push a migrant onto
the train tracks, causing a tragic accident. The migrant lost one leg on the train.

425 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 167.

426 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 138-139.

151



Ultimately, on the last leg of the journey, Enrique hired a coyote to cross the border.
Eventually, he found his mother in the United States.*?” Although he felt her love, his
psychological scars remained, as she felt like a stranger to him after many years. Unfortunately,
Enrique’s dependence on former addictions to numb his anxiety and depression returned.**8
Resentment grew, as he blamed his mother for leaving him under the care of an irresponsible
father who abandoned him to start a new family back in Honduras.**° Raised by his seventy-
year-old grandmother, he felt vulnerable, humiliated, and unprotected in a crime-infested
country.*** Enrique told his mother that regardless of the remittances, he felt humiliated for
having to worked selling spices at ten years of age to help his grandmother. Nazario argued that

the remittances sent by mothers never filled the emptiness left by their absence.*!

427 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 147,175-178, 181-186. Enrique’s mother paid twelve hundred
dollars to a smuggling network equipped with inner tubes to push migrants across the cold
waters of the Rio Grande River. Meanwhile, parked vehicles smuggled migrants through the
Texas checkpoint. Enrique became a client of a heroin-addicted smuggler who charged between
two thousand and three thousand dollars to sustain his addiction.

428 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 283-284. Approximately thirty-six thousand gangsters in
Honduras come from disintegrated family units, especially when mothers migrate north. In 2002,
Honduran immigration officials started a campaign to encourage families to stay together rather
than migrating to the United States.

429 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 193.

439 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 25.

41 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 197-204.

152



Without a paternal or maternal figure, migrant youth like Enrique settled in the United
States hoping to recover their mothers’ love and the sense of family. For many migrant families,
the exodus of children continued with repeated patterns of behavior shaped by family
separations. Anxiety increases among the young when one or both parents face deportation.
Without a place to call home, families split, and children develop psychological trauma, making
the future of Latino migrants difficult, as trauma is passed down from one generation to the
next.*? Like Enrique, most minor migrants lived in constant fear of incarceration and
deportation. They worry about their present and the uncertainty of the future, especially if new
laws removed protections and provisions for asylum. Consequently, most UACs must remain
invisible and forgotten until the law legitimizes their status.**?

However, without laws shielding parents and minors from deportation by receiving work
permits to work legally while waiting for asylum, unauthorized entry seems like the only

reluctant option for unaccompanied minors. In our story, Enrique found a job painting houses

432 Rick Jervis, “Migrant Children Face New Realities,” US4 TODAY, November 25, 2024,
accessed November 27, 2024,
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/investigations/2024/11/20/migrant-children-could-suffer-
most-under-trumps-plans-advocates-say/76428595007/.

433 Zygmunt Bauman, Wasted Lives: Modernity and Its Outcasts (Polity Press, 2004), 7, 82-83,
85; Frank Anthony Rodriguez and Maria Dawkins, “Undocumented Latino Youth: Migration
Experiences and the Challenges of Integrating into American Society,” Journal of International
Migration and Integration, 18 (2017): 419-438, accessed April 16, 2024,

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-016-0484-y.
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and planned to save money to bring his girlfriend from Honduras to the United States. The
narrative shifted from North Carolina to Honduras, where readers learned that Enrique’s
girlfriend gave birth to a baby girl after his departure. At this point, Nazario underlined that the
cycle of migration repeats itself. Ironically, Enrique’s plan included hiring a “coyote” to help his
girlfriend cross the border. In that case, their baby girl would have to stay behind in Honduras
with the girlfriend’s grandmother. These migratory patterns highlight the social disorder of a
troubled and disoriented young population. One might speculate that trauma survivors might
learn and repeat the same mistakes generated by family separation due to a lack of education,
mentorship, mental health access, and institutional support.*** One might suggest that without an
effective religious-oriented institutional intervention prioritizing family reunification, children
feeling abandoned, rejected, and unloved remained “stuck in interpreting the present [status] in
light of an unchanged past.”**

Within the context of generational trauma, we learned that Lourdes, Enrique’s mother,

struggled with mental health issues from childhood, as she grew up without her mother’s love.**

434 Carrie Doehring, The Practice of Pastoral Care: A Postmodern Approach (Westminster John
Knox Press, 2006), 42, 120-124. “Empathic distress” parallels with skeptical compassion as a
passive posture, isolating or withdrawing oneself from the suffering of others. Feelings of
judgement and blame create barriers to compassion. Emphatic distress becomes a spiritual
struggle within the context of ministry.

435 Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of
Trauma (Penguin Books, 2015), 307-308.

436 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 9-11, 17, 256, 199-200.
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Her mother could not provide food for her children. Ultimately, like many Central American
children, Lourdes quit elementary school and went to live with relatives, as her mother took a job
as a live-in babysitter. Enrique’s mother wrestled to understand Enrique’s inner struggles,
admitting that she resented her mother’s absences but was also grateful for her sacrificial love.**’
Social science and medicine journals reveal that mothers’ sacrifices must prove
worthwhile, as they must meet family members’ expectations.*® Otherwise, their sacrifices and
absences are seen as forsaking traditional female caretaker roles. From a patriarchal perspective,
mothers’ absences produced resentment, as children compared themselves to classmates and
neighbors who interact with their mothers and become jealous. In Enrique’s story, his mother’s
disappearance created a profound sense of loss and a stressful environment, significantly
impacting the childhood of both Enrique and his older sister. These children carry their
frustration and sense of abandonment and neglect to school, often misbehaving and becoming
troublemakers. They prefer to hang out with the wrong crowds because they share emotional

insecurities and vulnerabilities. Indeed, Nazario explains that when single mothers migrate, the

437 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 227. Women over the age of twenty-five in Honduras face
significant challenges in finding employment, as they are often considered middle-aged.
Employment options are largely limited to domestic occupations, which do not provide enough
income to support their children.

438 Joanna Dreby, “U.S. Immigration Policy and Family Separation: The Consequences for
Children’s Well-Being,” Social Science and Medicine, 132 (2015): 245-25, accessed May 29,

2024, https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S027795361400567X.
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Latino family structure collapses. Gender role reversals reconfigure family obligation, and
family members struggle to adapt to trauma within the context of survival.**

Turning a two-parents-household into a single-mother family configuration altered the
Latino family dynamics, as most young children had no role in their mothers’ decision to
migrate. The tragedy of involuntary migration involves a cycle of violence, abuse, and neglect,
making the well-being of the family unit impossible. The drama behind migration leads to
detrimental psychological disorders for all household members, especially young children. Most
mothers struggled to fulfill a parental role from a distance while enduring the fear of deportation,
working without permits, and dealing with scarce resources to provide for their families, as in the
case of Enrique’s mother.

However, most migrant single mothers carry a sense of pride within the context of
sacrificial love. Although the meaning of sacrificial love might be undermined by the host
culture and the children left behind, as survivors of trauma, these single mothers develop

resilience.**° Fundamentally, most Central American migrants’ mothers provide for their

439 Van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, 280. The trauma expert argues that all these coping
strategies for adapting to trauma interfere with cognitive and emotional functionality. Indeed,
trauma survivors might get angry without knowing why. In Enrique’s context, the lack of safety,
love, and sense of protection generated both short-term and long-term child trauma, ultimately,
creating generational trauma.

449 van der Kolk, 280-281. The scholar defines resilience as a coping strategy for preserving
people’s dignity and independence while avoiding conflict or emotional harm. He argues that

every trauma survivor develops resilience, including migrating mothers and unaccompanied
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children’s wellbeing from a distance. Focusing on sustaining families at home, these migrant
mothers counteract unexpected suffering, such as poverty, by working in undesirable low-wage
occupations instead of returning home defeated.**! Paradoxically, when mothers migrate, anxiety
increases among young children due to the unpredictable results of their constrained migratory
choices.

Within a country ravaged by poverty, most minors become economic burdens for the

caretakers at home without their mothers’ remittances. **

If mothers get arrested or deported, it
creates a high level of insecurity, prompting the destabilization of the Hispanic family unit

structure.**? Children expect mothers to demonstrate acts of love from a distance, through phone

children in our story. As social agents, these mothers and children refused to quit, often
improvising ways to counteract the unexpected circumstances that deterred them from reaching
and crossing the southern border.

41 Dreby, “U.S. Immigration Policy.” Indeed, most deported parents, especially fathers, become
demoralized because deportees carry the stigma of criminals. At the same time, they lose their
role as sole providers in the family. In most cases, fathers encounter difficulties finding jobs in
their native country. By losing the father figure’s role, fathers develop shame before their
children, leading to the deterioration of the parent-child bond.

442 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, prologue, xxiv, 283. Immigrants send more than forty billion in
remittances each year to their families, significantly contributing to the Latin American
economy.

443 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 259-260. Between 2010 and 2012, parents of U.S. citizen

children were deported to Central America, leaving five thousand children parentless in the
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conversations at least once or twice a week, as talking to them becomes more important than the
money they wire. Most children develop resentment and anger against mothers when they
migrate, as opposed to fathers because they understand the fathers’ role as sole providers.
Furthermore, mothers’ deportation and incarceration might become interpreted as an unexpected
“government intrusion,” undermining what originally represented a temporary family separation
involving parental sacrifice for the sake of children.***

Particularly, children rebel against mothers working in the host country if they neglect to
call them weekly or send for them.***> Consequently, in most cases, mothers' sacrificial love
becomes a misconstrued perception of abandonment and lack of love, especially when children
left behind discover that mothers lied about returning home, as in Enrique’s story. Moreover,
resentment grows when minors realize that family separation ultimately turns into a permanent
reality. Furthermore, shocking news about their mothers remarrying and giving birth to half-
siblings who became American citizens makes family reunification difficult, especially if the
children left behind have unrealized expectations. *4¢

Consequently, within the Latin American context, single mothers become primarily

responsible for meeting their children’s expectations as caretakers, even after their migration.

foster care system as their parents remained detained or deported. Within Enrique’s context,
Lourdes’ daughter Diana worried for her mother’s safety in the United States. Diana, Enrique’s
half-sister, was born in the United States, making her an American citizen.

444 Dreby, "U.S. Migration Policy."

45 Dreby, “U.S. Immigration Policy.”

46 Dreby, "U.S. Immigration Policy."
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Confronted with the reality of single motherhood, Erik Erikson argues that post-revolution,
“equality” meant that American mothers became mothers and fathers.**” From this premise, one
might speculate that the shifting family structure of single mothers in the host country might also
have contributed to the vulnerability of Latino migrant children. In other words, violence,
poverty, and family dysfunctionality become triggering events for UACs’ re-traumatization. By
juggling between maintaining control and fulfilling traditional commitments to family
obligations, children and migrant mothers shared fear, guilt, and shame post migration. Central
American single mothers’ heavy economic burdens, leading to unauthorized migration and
altering the Hispanic family unit structure, arguably predispose UACs to psychological trauma
due to family disintegration.**3

At the same time, one might argue about the juxtaposition of single Latina women
joining the workforce to feed their hungry children without institutional support while perceiving
criticism from their native culture for their female emancipation and hostility in the host
country.** Across generations, this phenomenon of forced displacement and violence coupled

with the fear of incarceration and deportation of parents rather than compassion, robs Latino

447 Erik Erikson, Childhood and Society (W.W. Norton & Company), 295-296. This shift may
also apply to the gender role reversal among Central American single mothers who become the
primarily breadwinners of their households, reconfiguring motherhood and the Latino family unit
structure.

448 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 155.

449 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 229-230.
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minor children of a family “headed by two parents.”*° As victims of inequality, Latina migrant
mothers carry a heavy load as they provide for their children while facing discrimination in the

host country.*!

439 Bruce Fuller and Cynthia Garcia Coll, “Learning from Latinos: Context, Families, and Child
Development in Motion,” Developmental Psychology, 46, no. 3 (2010): 559-565, accessed
March 21, 2024, https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/a0019412; Amanda NeMoyer, Trinidad
Rodriguez, and Kiara Alvarez, “Psychological Practice with Unaccompanied Immigrant Minors:
Clinical and Legal Considerations,” Journal of Translational Issues in Psychological Science, 5,
no. 1 (2019): 4-16, accessed March 8, 2025, http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/tps0000175. The journal
highlights the significant role of a two-parent household, for it shapes migrant children ‘s
developmental and academic performance, especially maternal education. Well-educated parents
help children find resources and navigate the system. In contrast, parents with limited education
often feel intimidated and misunderstood by school authorities while ill-equipped staff fail to
meet young Latino migrants emotional and academic needs. A hostile school and community
environment placed UAC:s at risk for social "disengagement" while compromising their
cognitive and "developmental vulnerability," especially among middle and highschoolers. With
this in view, young migrants face higher levels of poverty compared to US born children.
Additionally, higher rates of mobility among minority populations interfere with UACs school
attendance and community ties for emotional support while placing children at "academic risk"
ultimately contributing to most migrant students' dropouts.

41 Austen Ivereigh, Wounded Shepherd: Pope Francis and His Struggle to Convert the Catholic

Church (Henry Holt & Co., 2019), 9-10. Indeed, Pope Francis addressed the social injustice
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Consequently, with the reconfiguration of the family structure due to Latin Central
American single mothers entering the workforce or the hiring of underaged migrant workers in
the host country, no institution shields Central America's vulnerable population (children and
single mothers) from discrimination and prejudice in the host country. Within a web of
corruption behind unauthorized entry to the southern border, smugglers and unvetted sponsors’
business reap profits at the expense of role reversals and the fracturing of the family unit. While
the family structure fractures, young migrants take upon themselves the responsibility of
sustaining families at home.

Moreover, underage workers’ sacrificial love honoring their family obligation, coupled
with the tragedy of forced dislocation, aggravates young Latino migrants’ risk of developing
trauma and behavioral problems. While the economy capitalizes on the labor of minor migrants,
the unleashing of hatred from citizens manifests through violence and rejection.**? Indeed, most
apprehended UACs end up in adult prisons, where suspicious agents legitimize searching their

tiny body cavities for national security.**

against single mothers during the 2018 synod. He emphasized the importance of supporting and
protecting single mothers, recognizing their struggles and sacrifices.

452 Austen Ivereigh, The Great Reformer: Francis and the Making of a Radical Pope

(Picador, 2015), 391-393.

453 Lauren R. Aronson, “The Tipping Point: The Failure of Form Over Substance in Addressing
the Needs of Unaccompanied Immigrant Children,” Harvard Latino Review, 18 (2015): 1,
accessed April 16, 2024,

https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/hllr18&div=>5&id=&page=.
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Manipulated by fear, violations against the humanity and dignity of a faceless population
prompted the militarization of the southern border through the construction of walls and social
barriers aimed at alienating UACs. Plagued by suspicion of narco-traffic violence in Central
America, most citizens ignored or remained indifferent to the role of poverty, violence, and
deprivation within the diversified settings in which youth migrants interact. Consequently, with
no compassion or social accountability from citizens and institutions of power for breaking
family units, young Latino migrants’ cognitive abilities and school performance become
compromised.*** Without environmental protective factors, such as parents’ involvement in early
schooling, tight ethnic and faith communities, and strong family bonds, UACs psychological
distress increases with forced separation from parents, prolonged detentions, and perceived
discrimination.*?

Fundamentally, I argue that UACs’ unexpected suffering post-migration caused by
rejection and inflammatory insults portraying them as unwanted financial burdens and the source

of social ills, constitutes child maltreatment.**® Indeed, labeling Latino migrants as degenerate

434 Fuller and Garcia-Coll, “Learning from Latinos.”

435 Sarah A. MacLean et al., “Mental Health of Children Held at a United States Immigration
Detention Center,” Social Science and Medicine, 230,(2019): 303-308, accessed June 25, 2024,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.04.013.

436yujeong Chang, Susan Yoon, Kathryn Maguire-Jack, and Jihye Lee, “Family, School, and
Neighborhood-Level Predictors for Adolescents with a History of Maltreatment,” Children, 10
no. 1 (2023), accessed March 27, 2023, https://doi.org/10.3390/children10010001. The research

study describes child maltreatment as a “public health concern with severe and long-lasting
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and filthy human carriers of disease predisposes the young Latino community to develop fear,
anxiety and a sense of ethnic inferiority, contributing to generational trauma. As children, losing
participation and affirmation within the host culture without the support of traditions and groups
(i.e., the family unit, faith communities) reinforces their re-traumatization post-migration.*>’

The political and social barriers deprioritizing family reunification resonate with the work
of Howard Thurman. Thurman argued that by prescribing social inferiority within the “stigma of

race,” authorities legitimize the abuse and neglect of minorities within a conspiracy of silence

detrimental outcomes across numerous domains of health, development, psychosocial
functioning, and well-being throughout a child’s life, including childhood, adolescence, and
adulthood” (1). Adverse impacts of childhood maltreatment include physical ailments such as
“diabetes, cancer, and neurological alterations” as well as psychological issues including
“anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress,” and behavioral problems, such as “criminal
activities, risky sexual behavior, and substance abuse” (1).

See also Cory L. Cobb et al., “Everyday Discrimination and Risk for Clinical Depression Among
a Community Sample of Undocumented Latino Immigrants in the United States,” Psychiatric
Research, 334, (2024): 115793, accessed May 15, 2024,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2024.115793.

457 Paul Tillich, The Courage to Be, 3™ Edition (Yale University Press, 2014), 65-78, 81-88.
Undoubtedly, the lack of protection from the family unit, law enforcement, and community
members predisposed UACs to child trauma. Involuntary migration, separation from parents, and
mistreatment rendered them as an invisible population without the agency to participate in the

world through communal language for a sense of belonging.
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and neutrality.*® Hatred as an attitude toward individuals perceived as enemies provides a sense
of validation and prestige, as it validates people’s unsympathetic understanding of the
relationship between the privileged and the underprivileged. Theologian Andy Crouch explained
that privilege, like blindness, insulates people from taking risks and becoming aware of verbal
assaults to others.*>

Simultaneously, an unsympathetic understanding of social outcasts’ misfortunes becomes
dangerous when the dominant cultures’ privilege and status maintain layers of protection against
strangers perceived as carriers of social ills. As an attitude, hatred becomes part of a powerful
system, impacting the environment by fostering resentment against the underprivileged for their
lack of legal and social status. With this in view, I argue that when their rights and privileges are
denied, UACs become victims of isolation and marginalization, destined to live in the shadows.
Moreover, hatred as a moral justification for citizens’ self-preservation ignores UACs’
oppression as a detrimental force, negatively impacting Latino minor migrants cognitive and
memory capability compared to Whites, other ethnic minorities, and youth migrating with

families.*¢?

458 Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited (Beacon Press, 1996), 64-78.

459 Andy Crouch, Playing God: Redeeming the Gift of Power (InterVarsity Press, 2013),
154-155.

460 Julia Huemer et al., “Mental Health Issues in Unaccompanied Refugee Minors,” Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health, 3 (2009), accessed October 10, 2023,

https://rdcu.be/dTOMD.
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Moreover, labeling the Mexico/U.S. border as a human trafficking site seems to justify
tough deportation or incarceration policies separating families and hurting Latino migrant
children for life.*! By refusing entry, border agents render the asylum seeker as an invader,
ostracized by the larger population. In most cases, parents ignored the detrimental conditions
their children endured. Traumatized children, recognizing their parents’ impotence, suppressed
their feelings.*? Frequently, children’s innocence becomes compromised by the heavy burden of
early adult responsibilities. In some cases, parents rely on their children’s journey crossing the
border to start “an immigration survival chain for families.”*%3

In sum, the trauma of family separation and reunification generates guilt, shame, and
anxiety for migrant mothers and children. Considering migration as the only option to escape the

oppressive sociopolitical environment of their native country, mothers’ guilt increases when

arriving at the United States proves disappointing. The shocking reality of a hostile climate and

461 7vemunt Bauman, Liquid Times: Living in an Age of Uncertainty (Polity Press, 2007), 8, 9,
43. The author describes the poison of fear as a state-endorsed mechanism to instill fear among
individualistic-oriented populations. By portraying borders and points of entry as dangerous
passages for human trafficking rather than as paths toward freedom for asylum seekers, law
enforcement justified the construction of walls, prisons, and shelters under the guise of safety
concerns. The definition encapsulates our border migration environment and the prevailing sense
of disorder.

462 Van der Kolk, 280-281.

463 Maria de Los Angeles Torres, The Lost Apple: Operation Pedro Pan, Cuban Children in the

U.S., and the Promise of a Better Future (Beacon Press, 2003), 262.
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anti-immigrant stance threatens the sacrificial love of mothers and children seeking a better
future. Furthermore, the unpredictability of losing or obtaining resources for social mobility
exacerbates mothers and children’s emotional stress, impacting the entire family unit. In most
cases, UACs’ and their single mothers’ sacrificial love might take years to bear fruit. With this in
view, one might speculate if Cuban parents carried the same emotional burden compared to UAC
single mothers within the unaccompanied minors’ exodus context.

Eventually, Enrique’s girlfriend migrated, and they brought the baby girl to the United
States, reuniting the family. However, Enrique’s addictions returned. He was arrested for driving
without a license in Jacksonville, Florida and faced jail time and near deportation. At this stage,
due to the publication of Nazario’s book and Enrique’s notoriety in Honduras, there was a
credible threat to his life if he returned, as gangs often target and kill well-known individuals.
Honduras has the highest homicide rate. With Enrique’s girlfriend pregnant again, Nazario hired
two pro-bono attorneys to prevent Enrique’s deportation. Recognizing the generational trauma,
she felt compassion for Enrique. The family turned to faith and prayer and Enrique repented for
his actions. In 2013, God answered his prayer. He received a visa to legally reside in the United

States and subsequently obtained similar visas for his daughter and girlfriend.*%*

464 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 258-271. Enrique’s sister visited and mother and daughter

reunited after many years. Eventually, she returned to Honduras got married and started a family.
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THE DYNAMICS BEWTEEN BETRAYAL OF TRUST AND SACRIFICIAL LOVE
WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF FAMILY SEPARATION: UNACCOMPANIED CUBAN

AND CENTRAL AMERICAN MINORS

Like Cuban parents during the evacuation, single mothers from Central America never
anticipated a prolonged family separation as a permanent reality fracturing the family unit and
causing permanent childhood trauma. Despite socioeconomic and political differences, Cuban
parents and Central American mothers shared a rollercoaster of emotions before and after family
separation.*®> Both groups wrestled with guilt, shame, and fear of their children’s rejection at
reunification. For Cubans, a temporary family separation compared to the danger of a corrupt
government undermining the family unit and their religious heritage justified the minors’
evacuation. However, for both groups, the unexpected suffering in the host country due to
prolonged family separation generated depression, anxiety, and resentment. Thinking of
migration as a temporary solution, Cuban and Central American mothers never anticipated

missing their children’s childhood.**® Like Cubans, Central America’s families longed for their

465 Dreby, “U.S. Immigration Policy”; John A. Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan: The
Migration of Unaccompanied Children from Castro’s Cuba (University of Nebraska Press,
2022), 130. Similarly, the evacuation of Cuban minors carries the same collective trauma as
UAC:s. This includes a sense of ambiguous loss and unexpected suffering due to a betrayal of
trust (i.e., family unit) especially stemming from parental abandonment.

466 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 197, 245.
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children to grow up in a safe environment and for sons and daughters to achieve the best
education.*¢’

Within a climate of fear for children’s gang or “militia” recruitment, desperate parents
sought solutions for protecting the young against violence and persecution.*®® In Central
America, for instance, gangs target male students as fighters while females become “brides” of
gang members for sexual exploitation.*®® As of 2014, UNICEF data show that the Northern
Triangle tops the highest annual rates of recorded child/adolescent killings in the world, with
ruthless killings against girls and women, or femicides. With rampant extortion, women and
children become the two most vulnerable populations suffering geographical displacement.*’® In
both contexts, Cuban minors and UACs’ exodus due to family separation became a parental
sacrificial phenomenon generating emotional anxiety and collective trauma among innocent

children.

47 Michael D. Shear, Miriam Jordan, and Manny Fernandez, “The U.S. Immigration System
May Have Reached a Breaking Point,” The New York Times, April 10, 2019, accessed March 21,
2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/10/us/immigration-border-mexico.html.

468 Rodriguez and Dawkins, “Undocumented Latino Youth.”

469 Sumana Chattopadhyay, J. William, and Mary Diederich, “Invited Article: “You Are Not
Welcome Here!” Understanding News Coverage of Central American Migrant Families in
Trump’s America,” Journal of Family Communication,” 19, no. 3 (2019): 177-190, accessed
April 4, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1080/15267431.2019.1632866.

479 Thompson Jr., Border Odyssey, 154.
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Nonetheless, given the underprivileged status of Central American single mothers
compared to the middle-upper social class of Cuban parents, single mothers from Central
America must hire a coyote or human smuggler to cross the U.S. border. By contrast, during the
Cuban evacuation, women became active in the underground resistance to remove Fidel Castro
from power.*’! The so-called “parents-against Castro” became a dangerous movement, risking
their children’s safety for fear of government’s retaliation. Significantly, for both parents,
sacrificial love entailed presenting an alternative way of life to their children away from
violence, fear, and uncertainty.*’> Although the political contexts of Central American and Cuban
minors differ, parents in both settings viewed parent-child separation as the only reluctant choice
to safeguard children from gangs and paramilitary’s conscriptions. Remarkably, parents in both
settings also shared their faith in God to spare their kids’ future while viewing the United States
as “their only hope.”*”?

However, the utopian American destination turned the harsh reality of forced
displacement into political propaganda, negatively impacting the upbringing of UACs in the host
country. While both groups of parents expected gratitude and appreciation for their sacrifice, the

children felt abandoned and grew distant from the love of the families they left behind.

471 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 88-89, 94-98. Parents involved in the underground
resistance feared their children would become bargain chips or collateral against those playing a
subversive role. Some mothers working in schools and embassies became “double agents,” under
the CIA’s payroll to expedite visa waivers for the Pedro Pan Operation.

472 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 7.

473 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 108.
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Interviews of Cuban minors and Central American UACs revealed that both groups resented
their parents’ decisions and vowed not to repeat their parents’ choices if faced with a similar
predicament.*’* The youth blamed their mothers for not protecting them against bullying and
discrimination. Meanwhile, both groups of parents defended their decision to opt for family
separation, viewing their sacrifice as an act of love. In contrast, young exiles struggled to
reconcile feelings of abandonment, blame, and gratitude toward their parents.

For example, Enrique wrestled with mixed behavioral problems, interpreting his mother’s
sacrificial love as betrayal of trust. Like most Cuban minors, Central American UACs trusted
their parents’ decisions to justify separation while accommodating unconventional norms, such
as Cuban children living with relatives or under the guardianship of the Catholic Church, which

ultimately broke the family bond.*”> Within Enrique’s context, he expected his mother to

474 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 279; Yvonne M. Conde, Operation Pedro Pan: The Untold
Exodus of Fourteen Thousand Forty-Eight Cuban Children, Revised Edition, (University Florida
Press, 2023), 188. Resentment grew among Cuban minors as some saw their mothers as
“maternal” failures. Female Pedro Pan adults claimed that they would never send their children
away under any circumstances.

475 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 23, 156-157, 164-167; Fuller and Garcia Coll,
“Learning from Latinos.” For most Cuban minors, the trip to the United States was disguised as
an earned scholastic opportunity to study abroad. In Nazario’s narrative, Enrique’s mother’s
departure came as a surprise, without disclosing her intentions for a permanent relocation to the
United States. Paradoxically, UACs long for love and family reunification but reject their

mothers’ nurturing from a distance. At the same time, Cuban and Central American minors
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apologize to him and his sister because he interpreted his mothers’ migration as a mistake.
Consequently, Enrique condemned his mother for lying about her plans to cross the border and
leaving both young children behind, for she forsook her role as a mother, nurturer, and caretaker.
Drawing parallels, one argues that both groups of parents shared the guilt and shame of family
dislocation, but Central American UACs’ mothers bear the guilt of female emancipation. In both
circumstances, parents regretted the separation and longed to recover their children’s love and
trust, hoping that time would heal the long-term emotional injuries of family separation.
However, both groups of parents recognized that it would take years for emotional wounds to

heal 476

struggled with the responsibility of reversing roles within the family unit structure. After family
reunification in the host country, parents often become dependent on minors, primarily because
of language and cultural barriers. Moreover, environmental factors in the host country pushing
for Latino minors’ assimilation seemed to threaten or modify parental control over their children.
Indeed, part of the acculturation process involves assimilating the autonomous culture’s beliefs,
where the individual’s preferences supersede the sense of family obligation and respectful
conformity to parents and elders, ingrained in the Latino family structure from childhood.

476 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 279. Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 189-190. In both
cases, the sense of betrayal for parents’ decisions to choose separation intertwines with feelings
of blame and gratitude. The political and socioeconomic circumstances seemed to validate the

parents’ decisions due to a lack of choice.
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In sum, when it came to safeguarding their children’s future from violence, both groups
of parents chose the United States as their best option.*”’” However, both group of parents
grieved the loss of their children’s love and childhood. At the same time, they were disappointed
by the youth’s blame, as most parents perceived the accusatory remarks as an ungrateful
response to their sacrificial love. Ultimately, one could argue that the meaning of sacrificial love,
at the expense of the collapse of the family unit due to lack of choices, remains debatable
between “collectivistic” and individualistic cultures.*’® As noted in chapter one, according to
Robert Spitzer, the manifestation of sacrificial love becomes undermined when parents abdicate
the sacredness of their parental vocation to love, support, and guide the child.*”® Indeed, the
preservation of the family unit values became a priority for the Cuban clergy, as they honored the
parents’ concern to protect the minds of the young from Fidel Castro’s manipulation. Moreover,
we saw in chapter two that Monsignor Bryan Walsh emphasized the preservation of the nuclear

family by maintaining Cuban minors’ religious heritage through faith formation.

477 Bauman, Wasted Lives, 91.

478 Frosso Motti-Stefadini, “Resilience Among Immigrant Youth: The Role of Culture,
Development, and Acculturation,” Developmental Review, 50 (2018): 99-109, accessed March
10, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1016/;.dr.2018.04.002. Motti-Stefadini defines a collectivistic culture
as one that promotes the well-being of the family, in contrast to the individualistic approach of
Western cultures, which emphasizes “personal choice (v. obligation) in social relationships”
(“Resilience,” 101-102).

479 Robert Spitzer, S.J., Escape from Evil Darkness: The Light of Christ in the Church, Spiritual

Conversion, and Moral Conversion (Ignatius Press, 2021), 234-235, 315-316.
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Considering this, one might inquire about the social justice initiatives that Catholic
leaders could share from their past experiences with geographical dislocation to alleviate
childhood trauma among displaced unaccompanied alien children (UACs), particularly when
others appear indifferent to their suffering. Could the Christian Church become a beacon of hope
to defend the tens hundreds of thousands of unaccompanied Central American minors’ crossing
the border and in danger of becoming victims of child labor practices? The next chapter reveals
the true story of underage migrant workers and the open secret of an entire community in rural

America.
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Chapter 6 The Consequences of Abandoning the Best Interests of Unaccompanied Central

American Migrant Children

Significantly, Catholic leaders in Miami, Florida have raised concerns about the lack of
transparency, accountability, and collaboration between the government, licensed foster care
homes, child-placing agencies, and faith-based organizations amid the border chaos.*®° The
confinement of UACs in processing centers delayed their release from shelters to foster care
programs and hindered the prospects of family reunification.**! Instead of collaborating openly
with licensed agencies and hiring counselors to provide mental health support to minor detainees,

staff spent time filling out forms documenting children’s aggressive behavior and, in some cases,

480 Ana Rodriguez Soto, “A Battle over Children: Florida governor, Miami Archbishop at Odds
Over Efforts to Shutter Shelters for Unaccompanied Minors,” Florida Catholic Newspaper,
February 14, 2022, accessed March 8, 2024,
https://www.miamiarch.org/CatholicDiocese.php?op=Article archdiocese-of-miami-wenski-
desantis-unaccompanied-minors-battle-over-children. The next chapter elaborates on this
subject.

481 Caitlin Dickerson, “We Need to Take Children Away,” The Atlantic (2022), accessed April
16, 2024, https://www .theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/09/trump-administration-family-
separation-policy-immigration/670604/?gift=NmLnZ7wG4vxqg-
BgOgmKGb2nJ917al.8jzXEQBXwBHhQ&utm source=email&utm medium=social&utm cam
paign=socialimmigration/670604/?utm_source=newsletter&utm medium=email&utm_campaig

n=atlantic-daily-newsletter&utm content=20230508&utm_term=The+Atlantic+Daily.
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requesting police intervention at shelters.*? Indiscriminately, minors’ previous traumatic
experiences, such as becoming trapped between the violence from Mexican authorities and cartel
operatives, raised suspicion rather than empathy from law enforcement.*%3 Misbehavior,
suggesting a hint of unaccompanied alien children (UACs) or abuse, neglect, or survival from
human trafficking operatives, favored deportation rather than evaluation or intervention to

mitigate child trauma.***

482 Melissa Sanchez, “A Failure on All Our Parts: Thousands of Immigrant Children Waiting in
Government Shelters,” ProPublica, October 7, 2022, accessed May 27, 2024,
https://www.propublica.org/article/immigration-children-shelters-office-refugee-resettlement.
An untrained trauma response team at shelters required staff to observe and register children’s
infractions, such as improper behavior and symptoms of anxiety or distress, under a form called
“Significant Incident Report” or SIR.

483 Lauren Villagran, “Wedged Between Politics and Texas Muscle, Migrants’ Threads
Dangerous Path Across Border,” USA TODAY, June 11, 2024, accessed June 11, 2024,
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/elections/2024/06/08/migrants-face-tough-path-
mexico-border/73818094007/.

484 John Doering-White, “The Shifting Boundaries of “Best Interest:” Sheltering Unaccompanied
Central American Minors in Transit Through Mexico,” Children and Youth Services Review,
2018 (accessed on March 7, 2024),
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0190740917308101. Migrant children

“suppress” information about their encounters or experiences with smugglers or gang members
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Clinically, children detained for more than seventy-two hours in processing centers
develop “psychological distress.”*® Instead of clinically assessing child trauma, the
overreporting of incidents worked against UACs for aggressive behavior, by labeling them as
problematic. This approach hindered the development of individualized mental care assessments

for migrant children under federal custody.

for fear of deportation as asylum seekers in the host country. Any hint of UACs’ complicity with
“organized crime,” will block their consideration for federal custody or transfer to a shelter.

485 Sarah A. MacLean, Priscilla O. Agyeman, Joshua Walther, Elizabeth K. Singer, Kim A.
Baranoski, and Craigh L. Katz, “Mental Health of Children Held at a United States Immigration
Detention,” Journal of Social Science and Medicine, 230, (2019): 303-308, accessed June 25,
2024, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.04.013. ; Hannah, Dreier, "As Migrant Children
Were Put to Work, U.S. Ignored Warnings" The New York Times, April 17, 2023, accessed
March 10, 2025,
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/04/17/us/politics/migrant-child-labor-biden.html;

Sanchez, “A Failure on All Our Parts.” The Journal of Science and Medicine emphasizes that
children between the ages of four to six show “higher rates” of behavioral problems compared to
older migrant children and minors “who never separated from their mothers “in the general
population.” Ultimately, “detention and denial” of “mental health treatment are detrimental” to
the cognitive, social and behavioral development of UACs, who are already traumatized by fear
and persecution in their native countries, pre-migration negative experiences, and “perceived

discrimination” in the host country.
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For instance, juvenile migrants caught crossing the Texas border are apprehended and
transferred to prisons where they are forced to change into orange jumpsuits and are shackled to
jail cells. Most apprehended minors might spend weeks or months inside windowless cells,
waiting for judges to review their cases.**® Some children, as young as twelve, remain locked up
in cells with adult rapists and convicted felons, leading to depression and suicidal tendencies.
Legislators’ proposals often represent abstract theories that enforce physical barriers rather than
expanding opportunities to lawful pathways for asylum protection. Meanwhile, punitive
measures keep UACSs’ status “in limbo,” causing their re-traumatization from violence, neglect,
and isolation in the absence of trusting relationships.*®’

In most cases, failing to address child trauma symptoms increases the chances for minors
developing Post Traumatic Stress Disorder or (PTSD).*%® Case records from 2020 at

Massachusetts General Hospital revealed that eighty-nine percent of minor applicants

486 Sonia Nazario, Enrique’s Journey: The Story of a Boy’s Dangerous Odyssey to Reunite with
His Mother (Random House, 2014), 181-182; Lauren R. Aronson, “The Tipping Point: The
Failure of Form Over Substance in Addressing the Needs of Unaccompanied Immigrant
Children," Harvard Latino Review, 18, (2015): 1, accessed April 16, 2024,
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/hllr18&div=>5&id=&page=.

“87 Dickerson, “We Need to Take Children Away.”

488 Maryam Rafieifar et al., “Experiences of Undocumented Parents Reuniting with Children
Who Entered the United States as Unaccompanied Minors,” International Journal of
Environmental Research and Public Health 20, no. 5 (2023): 4496, accessed March 07, 2024,

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20054496.
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undergoing “forensic evaluation” showed credible fear and received asylum.*® Conversely,
minors at the Mexico border, waiting to hear from court judges and without access to a safe
environment or medical evaluations, become impoverished and vulnerable to smugglers’
trafficking due to a lack of resources. In some cases, Border Patrol agents either removed or
forced UACs to board charter planes, causing them to miss the opportunity to present their cases
to immigration judges. Meanwhile, law enforcement expects children to navigate the broken
immigration system as “grownups.”*"

Since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, everything at the border has focused on

national security.*”! Moreover, the Department of Homeland Security claims that law

enforcement officials make no distinction between children or adults crossing the borders

489 Matthew Gartland, Jose A. Hidalgo, and Fiona Danaher, “Case 20-2020: A Seven-Year-Old
Girl with Severe Distress After Family Separation,” The New England Journal of Medicine, 382,
no. 26, (June 24, 2020), accessed April 16, 2024,
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMcpc2002413.

490 Rick Jervis, “Immigrant Advocates Fear Trump’s Policy Shifts Will Hurt One Group Most:
Children,” USA Today, November 20, 2024, accessed November 27, 2024,
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/investigations/2024/11/20/migrant-children-could-suffer-
most-under-trumps-plans-advocates-say/76428595007/.

41 Nina Bernstein, “Children Alone and Scared, Fighting Deportation,” The New York Times,
March 28, 2004, accessed on September 25, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2004/03/28/nyregion/children-alone-and-scared-fighting-

deportation.html.

178


https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMcpc2002413
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/investigations/2024/11/20/migrant-children-could-suffer-most-under-trumps-plans-advocates-say/76428595007/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/investigations/2024/11/20/migrant-children-could-suffer-most-under-trumps-plans-advocates-say/76428595007/
https://www.nytimes.com/2004/03/28/nyregion/children-alone-and-scared-fighting-deportation.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2004/03/28/nyregion/children-alone-and-scared-fighting-deportation.html

illegally, regardless of context. Physicians from Human Rights have concluded that children
separated from their parents under the Zero Tolerance policy suffer from psychological
conditions that meet the international definition of “torture.”**?> Most police officers, law
enforcement, and staff from the Department of Health and Human Services ignored the
underlying pre-migration symptoms contributing to child trauma.

Unexpected tragedies such as the Covid-19 pandemic, the economic collapse of Central
American countries, and natural disasters hitting Latin America harder than anywhere in the
world have prompted destitute families, mainly from Guatemala, to hire coyotes to help minors
reach the U.S. border.*”® With disease and drought destroying the livelihood of small-scale
farmers in Central America, most families had no other alternatives but to sell their homes and
hire “coyotes,” to migrate north and join relatives living in the United States.*** Consequently,

under these circumstances, the perpetual cycle of poverty and violence make Latinos in the

“2Gartland, Hidalgo, and Danaher, “Case 20-2020.”

493 Eileen Sullivan, “Here is How U.S. Officials Plan to Handle Children Who Cross the Border
Without Parents,” The New York Times, May 12, 2023, accessed July 31, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/live/2023/05/11/us/title-42-immigration; Hannah Dreier, “The Kids on
the Night Shift,” The New York Times, September 18, 2023, accessed March 22, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/18/magazine/child-labor-dangerous-jobs.html.

Most youth migrants crossing the U.S. border come from Guatemala. In fact, Guatemala is the
most impoverished countries in the region.

494 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 42. Nazario highlights that "each Central America neighborhood

has a smuggler."
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United States vulnerable to generational trauma. Therefore, it is argued that through the
leadership of the Christian Church, intervention and prevention of re-traumatization can serve as
an alternative to mitigate the current border humanitarian crisis. Instead of piling up minor
migrants like Amazon packages in warehouses, UACs as asylum seekers under federal custody
might qualify for care, including physical and mental assessments, while they wait for court
hearings to present their cases before judges.**

Unfortunately, without a plan, law enforcement favors implementing harsh migration
policies to deter the massive exodus of UACs. By altering accessibility through legal points of
entry, youth migrants are forced to seek dangerous and secret routes through deserts, bolstering
smugglers’ trafficking business.**® According to Duke University professor and activist Charles

D. Thompson, although the wall represents fear, danger, and pain, it also becomes a leap of faith

495 Aronson, "The Tipping Point." While UACs remain under federal custody, children wait to
qualify for "immigrant relief" benefits. In most cases, UACs remain incarcerated while
"jurisdiction over the child" is determined upon evaluation of the state court’ interpretation of the
law. UACs under "the custody of the Office of Refugee Settlement (ORR) and the Department of
Human Services (HSS) "sit, like criminals in "holding facilities" upon bed availability or
"repatriation.”

4% Miriam Jordan, "Smuggling Migrants at the Border Now a Billion-Dollar Business," July 25,
2022, accessed August 2, 2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/25/us/migrant-smuggling-

evolution.html.; Dickerson, "We Need to Take Away Children.”
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for minors and migrant families seeking a better life and future.*’” Historically, no other group of
exiled minors, such as Cubans, Vietnamese, or Haitians, seeking asylum based on “well-founded
fear of persecution” faced the task of walking on foot under death threats of criminal
organizations.*’8

Fundamentally, unaccompanied migrant children from Central America (UACs) remain
at a significant disadvantage compared to other ethnic minorities living in the U.S. **° This is
primarily due to their “undesirable status” as migrants crossing the border with gang-related

smugglers and their ethnicity as Latinos, a “prevalent marginal ethnic group” in the United

497 Charles D. Thompson, Jr., Border Odyssey: Travels Along the U.S./Mexico Divide
(University of Texas Press, 2015), 10-11.

498 Sonia Nazario, “The Children of the Drug Wars,” The New York Times, July 11, 2014,
accessed March 8, 2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/13/opinion/sunday/a-refugee-crisis-
not-an-immigration-crisis.html?unlocked article code=1.1E0.Jx40.zP-wDsr1 WCi2.

499 Maryam Rafieifar, Miriam Potocky, Hui Huang, Richard L. Beaulaurier, and Sloan Lorenzini,
“Experiences of Undocumented Parents Reuniting with Children Who Entered the United States
as Unaccompanied Minors,” International Journal of Environmental Research and Public
Health 20, no. 5 (2023): 4496, accessed March 07, 2024,
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20054496. The journal identifies unaccompanied Central American
minor migrants as "the most disadvantaged for the negative impact of traumatic experiences

before, during, and after migration."
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States.>® Moreover, medical and social journals agreed that today’s era of xenophobia

exacerbates the disadvantages UACs face post-migration.’°! By vilifying the character of UACs,

5% Frank Anthony Rodriguez, and Maria Dawkins, “Undocumented Latino Youth: Migration
Experiences and the Challenges of Integrating into American Society,” Int. Migration &
Integration, 18, (2017): 419—438, accessed April 16, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-016-
0484-y. See also Ala Sirriyeh, “‘Dreamers’: (Un)Deserving Immigrants and Generational
Interdependence,” Population, Space and Place, 26, no.6 (July 2020): €2370, accessed June 27,
2024, https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2370. ; Aronson, "Tipping Point." Another category of young
Hispanic immigrants facing uncertainty, threats, and fear of detention and deportation includes
children brought into the United States as minors by migrating parents. The government allows
these groups of children to receive primary and secondary education. However, the status of
most minor migrants or “Dreamers” under the "Deferred Action for Child Arrivals (DACA)
program." Under this program, the future of migrant children remains uncertain as immigration
laws keep shifting provisions while narrowing their options for benefits, such as college
education. By law they are not eligible for financial aid resources, such as in-state tuition. As
undocumented migrants their status remain in limbo without legal assistance for foster care
services or "a pathway to legal residency or citizenship." Although UACs and Dreamers embody
different contexts, both groups face marginalization in the host country for fear of deportation
regardless of the amount of time living in the United States. Significantly, as “Dreamers”
approach eighteen years of age, they might face loss of rights, such as housing, education, and

health care services, jeopardizing their future. However, our study focuses on Central American
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authorities justify their exclusion while pretending to protect the public from a "catastrophic
event" of their own making.>%?

At the southern border, photographers captured the exhausted, frightened, hungry faces,
and bruised bodies of UACs entering American territory. At times, journalists noticed the tiny
hands of these children “clutching” little pieces of paper with the phone numbers of parents and
relatives living in the U.S.3%* However, other minors preferred memorizing their relatives’ phone

numbers to avoid compromising their families” whereabouts for fear of deportation.’%

minor migrants and U.S. southern humanitarian crisis while comparing it to the Cuban minors’
exodus.

301 Rodriguez and Dawkins, “Undocumented Latino Youth.”

392 Dickerson, “We Need to Take Children Away.” The author explained that by "endorsing
family separation," law enforcement disregarded warnings about the "human consequences of
children being pulled away from parents." Most officials dismissed the signs of a brewing
disaster destined to fail the best interests of unaccompanied Latino migrant children and their
families for deterring immigration by implementing family separation as a harsh punishment or
only alternative "at disposal" for an "underequipped [and underfunded] border-police force."
593 Miriam Jordan, Simon Romero, and Zolan Kanno-Youngs, “Children Are Sleeping in
Overcrowded Border Facilities,” The New York Times, March 15, 2021, accessed March 21,
2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/15/us/border-migrant-children-
texas.html?action=click&module=RelatedLinks&pgtype=Article.

394 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 54,139. Sadly, kidnappers often steal the information of the

youth’s mothers for ransom; Caitlin Anderson, "We Need to Take Away Children."
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Meanwhile, at government shelters, the media interviewed demoralized staff members and case
workers who filled out reports alerting supervisors about unvetted sponsors gaining custody of
multiple children while the system remained unaccountable. °% Ultimately, "burnout staff" quit,
for most feel "powerless" to care for traumatized minors while recognizing the ineffective
immigration policies that break the sacredness of the family unit, especially the parent-child
bond.>%

As processing centers and shelters remained full, the State pressured the Department of
Health and hums Services (H.H.S.) staff to release minors to sponsors without “proper

background checks, instead of adhering to past regulations that restricted minors’ release only to

parents or relatives.”>"” Despite multiple staff complaints highlighting safety breaches by

595 Hannah Dreier, "As Migrant Children Were Put to Work, U.S. Ignored Warnings" The New
York Times, April 17,2023, accessed March 10, 2025,
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separation.html?referringSource=articleShare.; Miriam Jordan, "Family Separation at the Border
May Be Subject to Constitutional Challenge, Judge Rules,” The New York Times, June 6, 2018,
accessed October 29, 2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/06/us/family-separations-
migrants-court.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share&referringSource=articleShare. The court rejected
law enforcement arguments denying migrant families "constitutional right to remain together."
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https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/06/us/family-separations-migrants-court.html?smid=nytcore-ios-share&referringSource=articleShare

sponsors with "obscure identities," overworked staff complained about a lack of workforce and
inefficient logistic operations.>® In most cases, high turnover led to a “chain of willful
ignorance,” resulting in the government losing contact with "eighty-five thousand children after
their release to unvetted sponsors" in 2016.° Meanwhile, corporations, concealed the identities
of underage migrant workers, keeping them "hidden in back rooms" of factories and poultry
plants throughout rural and suburban towns in the United States.>!°

Significantly, one of the published reports claimed that the Department of Health and
Human Services (H.H.S.) blamed the Labor Department for releasing two hundred Guatemalan

children to suspicious adults who “sponsored multiple children with multiple addresses.” >!!

3% Dickerson, “We Need to Take Children Away;” See also Dreier, "Alone and Exploited."

599 Ron Nixon, “Federal Agencies Lost Track of Nearly Fifteen Hundred Migrant Children
Placed with Sponsors,” The New York Times, April 26, 2018, accessed October 29, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/26/us/politics/migrant-children-
missing.html?referringSource=articleShare.

510 Hannah Dreier, "They are Paying Billions to Root Out Child Labor in the U.S.: Why Do They
Fail?" The New York Times, December 28, 2023, accessed August 2, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/12/28/us/migrant-child-labor-audits.html. See also Dreier, “Kids
on the Night Shift.”

S Dreier, “As Migrant Children Were Put to Work, U.S. Ignored Warnings,” The New York
Times, April 17,2023. In 2021, an emergency shelter worker learned of men sponsoring migrant

children and hiring them for construction work. Investigative New York Times reporter Hannah
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During the influx of minors in 2021, staff members witnessed "vans picking up children late to
work in factory jobs." 32 Moreover, some of the interviewed children claimed that sponsors kept
records of the youth’s expenses and demanded underage migrants repay them for shelter, food,
clothes, and the cost of picking them up from shelters.’!® Paradoxically, these testimonies
revealed the web of corruption behind UACs’ migration. According to Hannah Dreier's
investigation, a teacher from Union High School in Grand Rapids, Michigan witnessed the
"fatigue" of migrant students fainting in school while some end up hospitalized. He called it "the
new child labor, for most migrant children are "unable to stop working and drop out of
school.”>!* Paradoxically the "clandestine flow” of minors generates hostility from law
enforcement agents, while employers posing as sponsors reap the profits from "under-the-radar-
child labor violations.”>'>

Coincidentally, while writing this thesis on the eve of the Labor Day holiday weekend on

August 31, 2024, I came across an article published by the US4 Today addressing the resurgence

Dreier revealed that between 2021 and 2023, "more than two-hundred fifty thousand migrant
children" crossing the border alone become underage workers in "violation of child labor laws."
312 Dreier, "As Migrant Children."

313 Dreier, "Alone and Exploited."

314 Dreier, "Alone and Exploited."

315 Genevieve Negron-Gonzales, “Undocumented, Unafraid, and Unapologetic: Re-articulatory
Practices and Migrant Youth Illegality,” Latino Studies, 12, no.2 (2014): 259-278, accessed April
12,2024, doi:10.1057/1st.2014.20. www.palgrave-journals.com/Ist/; Dreier, “Kids of the Night

Shift.”; See also John Doering-White, "The Shifting Boundaries of Best Interests."
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of child labor in the United States. The writer urged policymakers to renew their commitment to
American values and the best interest of children caught up in a new form of indentured
servitude. The reporter emphasized the value of children as part of our country’s future instead of
a source of cheap labor.’'® However, in some states governors have lowered the bar "for the
requirements for releasing children" to sponsors to facilitate movement out of overcrowded
shelters.!” At the same time, perverse "policies incentivize unaccompanied minor migration,"
while turning young migrants into underage workers who fulfill the undesirable jobs American

workers refused.’'® Meanwhile, the human smuggling business on the U.S. southern border has

316 Sally Greenburg, “Child Labor is Going on Under Our Noses,” US4 TODAY, August 30,
2024, accessed August 31, 2024, https://www.pressreader.com/usa/usa-today-us-
edition/20240830/281672555293247.

517 Aronson, "The Tipping Point." See also, The Editorial Board, "The Dangerous Race to Put
More Children to Work," The New York Times, March 24, 2023, accessed March 29, 2023,

518 Shantel Meek, Kelly Edyburn, and Camille Smith, “Federal Policy and State Licensing
Standards for the Operation of Residential Facilities Housing of Unaccompanied Migrant
Children,” Children’s Equity Project, 2021, accessed March 07, 2024,
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449 &url=https://childandfam
ilysuccess.asu.edu/sites/default/files/2021-04/CEP-ORR-report-
041721.pdf&ved=2ahUKEwioSarQuaKFAXUfTDABHelOCFgQFnoECBYQAQ&usg=AOvVa

w3Ni5xY5 THbJVsCdu2TigP.; See also Aronson, "Tipping Point.”
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evolved into a “network of ruthless coyotes,” controlled by the most violent drug cartels in
Mexico.’"

According to a report in mainstream media, the entry of unaccompanied migrant children
to the U.S. border indicates that immigration policies seem to ease protections in response to
industries’ "labor shortages." >2° Significantly, meatpacking plants located primarily in rural
areas of the United States depend heavily on the employment of underage immigrant workers,
transforming white agricultural communities into "seasonal and foreign-born farmland.">?!

Considering this data, the next case study focuses on the story of an underage worker
from Guatemala as published by The New York Times. This scandal highlights “the resurgence of
child labor practices” in the United States. >?? Ironically, civic and religious leaders, federal
inspectors, schoolteachers, police officers, and community residents as social actors recognize
the physical and emotional danger that today’s wave of unaccompanied Hispanic minor migrants

face working in places like slaughterhouses. Consequently, these minor migrants represent an

519 Miriam Jordan, “ Smuggling Migrants at the Border Now a Billion-Dollar Business,” The
New York Times, July 25, 2022, accessed August 11, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/25/us/migrant-smuggling-evolution.html.

520 Jeet Heer, “The Horrifying and Shameful Return of Child Labor,” The Nation, March 10,
2023, accessed March 22, 2024, https://www.thenation.com/article/society/return-child-labor-
immigration/.

521 Parke Wilde, Food Policy in the United States, Second Edition (Routledge, 2018), 80-84.

522 Dreier, “Kids on the Night Shift.”
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invisible population of Latino underage workers under extraordinary pressure to survive low pay
and hazardous occupations within a toxic environment.

Moreover, global economic forces exert legal coercion, shielding employers from their
responsibility toward the best interests of underage migrant workers, such as safety.>?* Labor
agreements often supersede the legal interpretation of coercion as bonded labor.>?* One might
speculate whether the resurgence of child labor practices in our postmodern era heightens our
society’s spiritual blindness, as the global markets set the rules that defend the interests of
citizens against social outcasts.>>> According to Lauren Aronson from Louisiana State University

Law Center, "during the first eleven years of the twenty-first century,” the population of Central

523 Aronson, "Tipping Point.”

524 Dreier, “Kids on the Night Shift.”

525 Aronson, "Tipping Point;" See Also, Dreier, "Alone and Exploit." According to Aronson, "the
U.S. Central American Free Trade Agreement devastated the Central American economies when
it gave near free reign to American agriculture corporations." The rampant poverty and violence
at home forced children and families to migrate to the United States. In 2015, the New York
Times, posted an Occupational Safety Administrator (OSHA) report on Hearthside Food
Solutions processor plant in Grand Rapids "for child thirty-four labor violations" including
workers suffering from amputations (Hearthside is the "processing giant" of Chewey and Nature
Valley granola bars, and packing bags of Lucky Charms and Cheerios). The inspector claimed
that the "history of accidents shows a corporate culture that lacks urgency to keep workers safe."

Hearthside disputed the claim.
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American migrants in the U.S increased by more than "fifty percent.">?® Moreover, she argues
that there is no "guidance” to even coordinate bed placement, let alone securing the safety of
UAC:s.

With this in view, I propose that Christian leaders in the twentieth-first century could
systematically respond and provide healing for homeless migrant children crossing our border
while mimicking their leadership role during the Cuban minors’ exodus. What catastrophic event
might convince Christian’s institutions of the need for pastoral and missionary intervention to
prevent physical and psychological abuses toward young Latino migrants, perpetuating
intergenerational trauma? Moreover, how would Catholic and Christian leaders renew citizens’
trust in religious institutions capable of solving systemic problems disrupting the lives of
vulnerable people?

Indeed, the current dehumanization toward unaccompanied Central American children’s
migration echoes what New Testament theologian C. Kavin Rowe explains about the ancient
plagues.>?” Rowe noted that early Christians created institutions for the healing and flourishing

of communities and individuals. They did this by remembering and relearning the sense of

526 Aronson, "Tipping Point."

527 C. Kavin Rowe, Christianity’s Surprise: A Sure and Certain Hope (Abington Press, 2020),
68-80. Rowe argues that frightened citizens and Roman soldiers became indifferent to the
catastrophic event while witnessing dead bodies piling up. Sadly, citizens and law enforcement
broke every rule of religion or law and abandoned the outcasts for fear of contamination.
Christians saw the plagues as opportunities to respond to the physical and spiritual death of the

sick.
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commitment Jesus prescribed to restore social outcasts as members of society. Visionary
Christians embraced the task of systematic obligation for response and provision through
Scriptural imagination. This perspective highlights the importance of Christian-oriented
initiatives to prevent the proliferation of bonded labor and child trauma among UAC:s,
particularly within the meat and poultry industry.

The next case study reveals the tragedy of an underage worker from Guatemala. His story
exemplifies the open secret shared by everybody in the community. This case study confronts
readers with the reality of children getting lost in a broken immigration system, predisposing
young Latino minor migrants to childhood trauma through fear, violence, and exploitation for
market profits.>?®

This story reveals the double standards of law enforcement agents, shelter personnel,
teachers, clergy, and residents of a rural trailer park community in Parksley, Virginia. With the
resurgence of child labor in America, most of these social agents become co-conspirators in
smuggling, trafficking, and labor exploitation practices involving underage migrant workers
predominantly from Central America. Indeed, the code of silence and paralysis among these
individuals increased UACs’ sense of abandonment, hopelessness, and re-traumatization. From

this premise, one argues that considering the imminent danger of corruption and organized crime

propelling the massive exodus of migrant children to cross the border, citizens and law

528 Dreier, “Kids on the Night Shift.”
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enforcement officers might inadvertently become co-conspirators of UACs’ risks of re-
traumatization.>%’

Biblical scholar Anathea Portier-Young critiques a culture of exploitation in Western
society.”? In fact, one might argue that the current U.S. minors’ migrant crisis exemplifies this,
as it sponsors human trafficking that benefits a for-profit market while ignoring the physical and
psychological abuses toward UACs, who are victims of an economy of exploitation.>*!
Consequently, from a theological lens, law enforcement’s inhumane practices justify
microaggressions against minors as members of God’s creation. This might echo what German
theologian Romano Guardini identified as symptoms of an enslaved society becoming

depersonalized, empty of moral sensitivity, and compassion to the groaning of creation.>*

529 Gartland, Hidalgo, and Danaher, “Case 20-2020.” The term “re-traumatization” describes the
psychological stress of past trauma triggered by prolonged family separation of children under
federal custody.

530 Anathea E. Portier-Young, “Preaching Justice from the Old Testament,” in Scripture, and
Social Justice: Catholic and Ecumenical Essays, ed. Anathea E. Portier-Y oung and Gregory E.
Sterling (Lexington Books, 2018), 87-104.

531 Portier-Young, “Preaching Justice,” 99-104.

532 Austen Ivereigh, Wounded Shepherd: Pope Francis and His Struggle to Convert the Catholic
Church (Henry Holt & Co., 2019), 210-220. Pope Francis holds German theologian Romano
Guardini in high regard. Indeed, Guardini predicted the rapid development of technology,
globalization, increasing consumption and production, and the surrendering of total power to

corporate America, which blinds people’s concern for the violence against God’s creation. The
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Consequently, the objectification, dehumanization, and everyday discrimination against
UAC:s and their environment have turned into an unrecognizable reality driven by supply and
demand. As defenseless victims, minor migrants are subjected to substandard employment
conditions within smuggling networks and unscrupulous sponsors regulating the clandestine flow
of bodies across national borders.>*

Significantly, The New York Times journalist Hannah Dreier documented the daily lives
of migrant children as young as twelve years old, working overnight sanitation shifts within
hazardous conditions at meat and poultry slaughterhouses.’** The investigative series
emphasized how employers circumvented their liability by subcontracting staffing agencies to

hire underage migrant workers, thereby avoiding civil penalties for violating child labor laws.*

Pope refers to Guardini as “the prophet of modernity.” The groaning of God’s creation includes
human beings, such as unaccompanied Central American minor migrants in distressing
conditions.

533 Rodriguez and Dawkins, “Undocumented Latino Youth”; Bernstein, “Children Alone and
Scared.”

534 Dreier, “Put to Work.,” part of Dreier’s award-winning six-part investigative report series,
published by The New York Times Magazine between February and December 2023.

535 See also Terri Gerstein, “Are We Actually Arguing About Whether Fourteen-Year-Old
Should Work in Meatpacking Plants?” The New York Times, March 27, 2023, accessed March
21, 2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/27/opinion/child-labor-
laws.html?searchResultPosition=27. Child labor practices violations include hazardous work and

extensive hours for minors, which interfere with cognitive performance and school attendance.
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In 2023, for example, the Department of Labor discovered that Packers Sanitation Services, Inc.,
one of the largest providers of food safety sanitation in the U.S., employed thirty-one migrant
children between the ages of thirteen and seventeen for grueling work at meat packaging
corporations.>*¢ The sanitation company practiced a “systemic” use of child labor across eight
states. >’

Strategically, state officials eased the protection of underage migrant children from labor
exploitation by dismissing previous laws that required parental or guardian consent to hire
children under sixteen to work. Records of the investigation revealed a list of reputable
companies, such as Walmart, General Mills, Ben and Jerry’s, McDonalds, J. Crew, Target, Whole
Foods, Pepsi, Perdue Farms, Tyson Foods, Cheetos, Ford, General Motors, Hyundai, Kia,

Chipotle Mexican Grill, and Fruit of the Loom, among others, hiring unaccompanied minor

Instead of increasing wages and benefits to attract workers, employers prefer to hire migrant
children for $2.85 per hour. For example, in 2020 and 2022, Chipotle Mexican Grill paid nine
million dollars in settlements for child labor violations in Massachusetts and New Jersey.

536 Nicole Goodkind, “Illegal Child Labor is on the Rise in a Tight Job Market,” CNN BUSINESS
July 30, 2023, accessed November 9, 2024, https://www.cnn.com/2023/07/30/economy/child-
labor-louisiana-texas/index.html. Packers Sanitation Services, Inc. (PSSI) is indeed “owned by
the Blackstone Group,” which is recognized as “the world’s largest private equity firm”
(Goodkind).

537 Goodkind, “Illegal Child Labor.” The Department of Labor charged Packers Sanitation
Services (PSSI) with a civil penalty of one million five hundred thousand dollars for child labor

violations.
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migrant children in their supply and demand chain. For instance, at sixteen McDonald’s
franchise locations in Louisiana and Kentucky, the Wage and Hour Division of the Labor
Department discovered “two 10-year-olds working without pay until as late as 2 a.m., preparing
and serving meals, working the drive-thru and cash register and cleaning the restaurants.”>

With no parent or guardian, most migrant children leave government shelters without
supervision, as staff rush their release without performing the required and detailed background
checks of sponsors. Additionally, in most cases, law enforcement neglects to follow-up with calls
or visitations after thirty days of the minors’ release. For example, a lawyer for Catholic Charities
in Ohio witnessed sponsors forcing children to work instead of attending school. However, the
Department of Health and Human Services alleged that the agency carries no legal responsibility
for “alien children” after their release.’*

Meanwhile, law enforcement staff remained unaccountable for breaching policies
intended to protect the best interests of children.’*® In some cases, the Office of Refugee
Settlement "awarded shelter employees for expediting the movement of minors from shelters to

sponsors" rather than rewarding staff members from “preventing unsafe releases.”>*!

53 Goodkind, “Illegal Child Labor.”

53 Nixon, “Federal Agencies Lost Track.”

540 Adam Shaw, “Florida Grand Jury Accuses Biden HHS of Complete Abdication of
Responsibility for Migrant Children Welfare,” Fox News, March 31, 2023, accessed on March 8§,
2024, https://www.foxnews.com/politics/florida-grand-jury-accuses-biden-hhs-complete-
abdication-responsibility-migrant-children-welfare.

41 Dreier, “Alone and Exploited, Migrant Children Work Brutal Jobs Across the US,”
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Unlike the foster care system, where all children receive case numbers, minor migrants released
from government-run shelters must survive on their own after their release. For example, upon
relocation, children usually carry a hotline number in case they need to report abuses from
sponsors. However, hotline operators and local agencies claimed that they have no authority to
remove children from their homes. With no supervision and protection, most young Latino
migrant children become stressed about their financial burdens, as even sponsorship through
relatives requires them to work and pay for rent and food in overcrowded homes.**?

From this premise, one explores whether young generations of UACs from Central
America have a chance to break away from the cycle of poverty and violence that predisposes
them to develop mental psychological disorders, such as anxiety, depression, and PTSD, after
family separation.>* Theologically speaking, I suggest that the family unit’s role reversal,

interrupting UACs’ childhoods for sustaining parents and prompting minors’ migration, might

The New York Times, February 28, 2023, accessed February 25, 2023, accessed March 28, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/25/us/unaccompanied-migrant-child-workers-
exploitation.html?te=1&nl=from-the-times&emc=edit ufn 20230226.

542 Dreier, “Alone and Exploited.” In most cases, multiple families shared two-room apartments,
and minor migrants have no choice but to prioritize work over education to help cover the host
families’ additional living cost.

543 The Editorial Board, “The Dangerous Race to Put More Children to Work,” The New York
Times, March 24, 2023, accessed on March 21, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/24/opinion/editorials/arkansas-child-

labor.html?searchResultPosition=3.
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exemplify the culture’s loss of “the sense of the sacred in creation.”>* Paradoxically, one might
speculate that the violation of children’s natural rights, fitting into the autonomous individual
metanarrative, legitimizes the economy of slavery we sustain.>*> Moreover, this chapter
encourages Christian leaders to reflect on whether we, as believers, have forgotten to feed the
hungry, give water to the thirsty, or clothe the naked while justifying the abdication of social

responsibilities over legal rights.>*®

MEETING THE INVISIBLE POPULATION OF UNACCOMPANIED CENTRAL
AMERICA UNDERAGE WORKERS THROUGH THE LENS OF JOURNALISTS:

CASE STUDY

Marcos Cux:
At fourteen years of age, Marcos Cux crossed the U.S. border from Guatemala. From a
shelter, the Department of Health and Human Services (H.H.S.) released him under the care of a

cousin living in Dreamland, a trailer park community in rural Parksley, Virginia.>*’ After the

>4 Tvereigh, Wounded Shepherd, 196-197.

543 Portier-Young, “Preaching Justice,” 100-101.

346 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Justice Rights and Wrongs (Princeton University Press, 2008), 387-
388.

547 Hannah Dreier, “Kids on the Night Shift.” Accessed via The New York Times Magazine,
2024, accessed February 13, 2025, https://truestoryaward.org/story/351. This version belongs to

the investigative report series, “The Kids of the Night Shift,” published by The New York Times
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COVID-19 pandemic, Marcos’ family in Guatemala struggled "to pay utility bills and feed their
children.">*® Imagining the United States as a friendly host country welcoming minors, Marcos’
parents mortgaged their land and hired a coyote to protect him against the dangers along the
journey.>* Primarily, his parents pushed him to stay with a cousin and earn money to sustain the
family back home. Unlike Enrique, who chose to migrate, Marcos’ parents decided for him to
embrace an adult role by finding employment to provide for the family.>*°

Upon his arrival at the trailer park community, Marcos’ distant cousin prompted him to

submit fake papers and find a job in the town’s poultry slaughterhouse. Having another mouth to

feed became a burden for Marcos’ cousin inside the already crowded trailer, which housed many

Magazine in September 2023. The original title of this article is “Lost in Dreamland.” The town
was built in 1970 to house slaughterhouse workers. Since the 1970s, processing chicken plants
required more workers to satisfy consumers’ demand “for boneless, skinless, nugget-size
chicken” (Dreier, “Kids on the Night Shift”). Tyson and Perdue “became the area’s biggest
employers” within nearby towns in Accomack County (Dreier, “Kids on the Night Shift”).
According to Dreier, most Dreamland families are from Mexico or Central America.

548 Dreier, “Kids on the Night Shift.”

5% Drier, “Kids on the Night Shift.” In this case, the family hired a “coyote” to help Marcos
reach the United States without being kidnapped or hurt.

530 Lilian Chavez and Cecilia Menjivar, “Children Without Borders: A Mapping of the Literature
on Unaccompanied Migrant Children to the United States,” International Migration, 5, no.2
(2010): accessed March 7, 2024, https://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?pid=S1665-

89062010000100003 &script=sci_arttext.

198


https://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?pid=S1665-89062010000100003&script=sci_arttext
https://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?pid=S1665-89062010000100003&script=sci_arttext

migrant families. Consequently, Marcos worked the overnight shift at Perdue Farms, cleaning the
chicken slaughterhouse from midnight to six-thirty in the morning. Indeed, Dreier documented
that most Dreamland residents, including underage migrants like Marcos, work for Perdue Farms
and Tyson Foods.>*!

Every morning, twenty minutes after work, Marcos waited for the school bus. He
balanced work with school. However, one day, Marcos’ life changed forever. While hosing down
the poultry machines with chemicals, he manually grabbed something stuck in one of the
conveyor belts.>? Unexpectedly, as he crouched, another worker turned the machine. Tragically,
the machine pulled his left arm from the oversize sleeve of his jacket, ripping through his
muscles down to the bone. With "blood gushing out" of his injured arm, the night shift supervisor
had no option but to call the paramedics. After first respondents saw something like “a rope of
white tendons hanging from his elbow to his wrist,” they decided to fly Marcos to the trauma
unit in Baltimore for emergency surgery.>>>

After surgery, Marcos remained hospitalized for two weeks without the care and

consolation of loved ones. Ironically, Dreamland neighbors were troubled about the accident for

the wrong reasons. Instead of worrying about Marcos’ health, most residents were preoccupied

531 Dreier, “Kids on the Night Shift.”

532 Dreier, “Kids on the Night Shift.” The investigative report documented that as part of the
sanitation crew, Marcos arrives at midnight to "sanitize the facility before five in the morning."
He gathered the pieces of chicken left by the day shift while spraying the machines with a
pressured hose of scalding water.

533 Dreier, “The Kids on the Night Shift.”
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with whether “the labor scandal might shut down their only source of income: chicken
slaughterhouses.”*>* While discussing the tragic accident, one of Marcos’ schoolteachers and a
nearby Catholic priest wrestled with the moral dilemma of whether to remain silent about minors
as young as twelve years old working in hazardous environments or report the child labor
violations to authorities.>>> Given the web of corruption behind underage workers, they worried
about the long-term consequences of reporting the accident to the Labor Department.
Meanwhile, Marcos remained hospitalized.

Fundamentally, everyone in Dreamland knew that migrant children worked night shifts at
the slaughterhouses. However, the entire community, including plant supervisors, teachers,
clergy, federal inspectors, and law enforcement agents, preferred to live with the open secret and
remain quiet about the poultry plants’ child labor practices. Mixed feelings of fear and disgust
shaped most of the trailer park residents’ reactions to the complexity surrounding UACs’
migration. Undoubtedly, the victimization of UACs is indeed closely linked to the extraordinary
circumstances that force them to bear heavy economic burdens at a young age. These minors

often face immense pressure to earn money to pay off “coyotes” and support families back home,

53 Dreier, "Kids on the Night Shift."

535 Hannah Dreier and Meridith Kohut. "Lost in Dreamland," The New York Times Magazine, 24
Sept. 2023, p. 27. Gale Academic OneFile Select, accessed March 7, 2025. https://link-gale-
com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/apps/doc/A766356940/ITOF?u=duke perkins&sid=summon&xid=2ce(

0605.
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making them particularly vulnerable to exploitation and abuse.>*® One might argue whether
social actors prefer to remain silent or neutral because everyone profits from UACs’ misery
while the system victimizes the most vulnerable without social responsibility or compassion.
Ultimately, the code of silence surrounding Marcos’ accident might have compelled the
priest to offer his service from a distance, perhaps symbolizing the Catholic Church’s
uncommitted stance toward the best interest of unaccompanied Latino migrant children under

federal custody. *>’Instead of condemning the wrongdoing of employers hiring underage minor

536 Maria Fernanda Garcia and Dina Birman, “Understanding the Migration Experience of
Unaccompanied Youth: A Review Literature,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 92. No.1,
(2022), accessed August 15, 2024, https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2022-13131-001.

557 Darlene Xiomara Rodriguez, Hans Skott-Myhre, and Kathleen Skott-Myhre, "Our Kids:
Unaccompanied Minors and the Question of Care," Journal of Child and Youth Services, 39,
no.2-3 (2018), accessed March 22, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1080/0145935X.2018.1448707.
Rodrigueq, Skott-Myhre, and Skott-Myhre underscore that commitment to the cause of
unaccompanied migrant children’s best interest means prioritizing their protection, emphasizing
their right to be treated "first and foremost as children in need of care and safety." They describe
the services of non-profit organizations, such as Kids in Need of Defense (KIND). This article
taught me what it means to take on a committed leadership role. The non-profit organization
offers a network dedicated to "public education, outreach, advocacy programs, and legal counsel,
irrespective of the migrant children's status." Additionally, it emphasizes that advocacy embodies
"educating the public" about the reasons behind UACs’ forced migration. Going back to

Dreamland, the priest might have overlooked an opportunity to mobilize resources, shedding

201


https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2022-13131-001
https://doi.org/10.1080/0145935X.2018.1448707

migrants for dangerous jobs, he chose to organize a special collection for Marcos after Sunday
Mass. Dreier and Kohut reported that the priest “didn’t see his role as extending beyond bearing
witness.”>8

Upon reflection, one might argue whether the silence of eyewitnesses responded to
complacency with the status quo, their perceived sense of impotence against the employers, or
the Department of Labor’s incompetence in prosecuting powerful corporations like Perdue and
Tyson for hiring minor migrants for hazardous occupations. During the conversation after
Marcos’ accident, the priest, the schoolteacher, and even a police officer unanimously decided
not to get involved. As social actors, they hated the brutality against underage workers but
remained uncommitted to disrupting a systemic corporate corruption that openly oppresses the
weak.>? One might speculate whether their silence and inaction mimic the Catholic Church’s
passive posture toward systemic discrimination. Arguably, the priest missed the opportunity to
start an ecclesial movement, creating awareness and trust among citizens about Christian leaders’

institutional willingness to defend the interests of vulnerable populations by demanding social

responsibility and accountability.

light on the south border by raising awareness at local, state, and the public levels about the
vulnerability of underage migrant workers.
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New York Times Magazine, October 1, 2023, accessed on March 28, 2024,
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Later, when the New York Times reporter interviewed the high school teacher about
Marcos’ accident, she defended her passive posture by admitting that her duty in reporting
students’ injuries pertains only to abuse. From her perspective, her commitment as a
schoolteacher to safeguarding students wellbeing applies to abuse and neglect rather than
“accidents connected to child-labor violations.” Moreover, as a new teacher in Dreamland, she
stated during a conversation with her parents that underage migrant labor seemed like the norm
in the community.>®°

Fundamentally, Marcos’ story represents the experiences of children crossing the border
alone and being apprehended by Border Patrol agents. After detention, agents decide whether to
deport them or transfer them to processing centers, or shelters run by the Department of Health
and Human Services (H.S.S.) In this process, the agency becomes the custodian of UACs and is
responsible for the protection and well-being of children against exploitation and trafficking.
Through a case worker, migrant children like Marcos find a relative or a friend to fulfill the
sponsorship role. However, with three hundred thousand minors entering the U.S. on their own
in 2021 and shelters filling up to maximum capacity, staff personnel prioritized releasing

children from shelters rather than protecting them from unscrupulous sponsors.>°! Although

sponsors must provide food, shelter, and education to Latino migrant children while they wait for
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561 Hannah Dreier, “Labor Department Denounces Surge in Exploited Migrant Children,” The
New York Times, July 27, 2023, accessed March 21, 2024,
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judges’ decisions, most children end up working in factories to pay rent to sponsors often
quitting school.>%?

The New York Times highlighted how the “alien status” of UACs creates an ideal scenario
for the meat and poultry industries to hire underage workers for dangerous and low-paying jobs.
With no legal status, no human rights’ protection, and parents living far away under economic
pressures, UACs from Central America become prime candidates for labor and sexual
exploitation. With no support system, Marcos was tormented by the six thousand dollars of debt
owed to the coyote and the eight hundred dollars he borrowed from his cousin to pay for the fake
identification. After the accident, rather than focusing on his physical rehabilitation, he looked
forward to persuading his former employer to rehire him to work after months of physical
therapy.

With his arm injured, Marcos considered returning home. However, the thought of
disappointing his parents by not paying the debt on their land increased his shame and guilt.
Unable to work, he turned his attention to his education, but he struggled with his identity as a
“full-time student.”> Ironically, in the Dreamland community, being a student clashed with his
role as a migrant. For children living away from their parents, work often takes precedence over
education.

Unlike Cuban minors in the 1960s, unaccompanied migrant children such as Enrique and
Marcos had no choice but to deprioritize education due to poverty at home and in the United

States. This forced them to quit school at a young age to join the workforce and help their parents
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financially. Statistically, undocumented Latino youth as the fastest-growing ethnic group in the
United States, remained “underrepresented at all levels of education.”** Within a fragmented
Western culture, one might argue whether the loss for nurturing institutions cultivating moral and
social responsibility to vulnerable populations might explain our culture’s insensitivity to invest
in the lives of Latino migrant children seeking shelter and protection in the United States.®>

Meanwhile, back in Dreamland, residents blamed parents for sending their children alone
to cross the border under life-or-death circumstances.>®® Instead of developing compassion
toward Marcos’ physical and moral injury, neighbors condemned his parents’ decision to push
him to migrate and work. Some residents claimed they would never force their sons or daughters
to work. Ironically, most parents in Dreamland reminded their children to study to spare them
from working in poultry plants. Rather than displaying contempt for employers as child labor
violators, most Dreamland neighbors assigned blame to those discriminated against.

According to scholar Carrie Doehring, postmodern societies choose social withdrawal
from discrimination against the underprivileged, as citizens resist becoming identified as co-

conspirators of unjust actions.>®” As a result, the grieving of UACs becomes disenfranchised
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565 Wolterstorff, Justice, 392; Portier-Young, “Preaching Justice,” 87-104.
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567 Carrie Doehring, The Practice of Pastoral Care: A Postmodern Approach (Westminster John
Knox Press, 2006), 120-124. The term “emphatic stress” might correlate with skeptical
compassion as a passive posture. The suffering of the marginalized becomes isolated from

privileged classes. Within the context of Marcos's accident, it becomes easier for town residents
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from the larger population, as Western societies feel disgust toward the weak. Without a
theological lens, one might speculate that Dreamland residents’ inactions might conform to the
culture’s invalidation of stigmatized losses. *® According to American philosopher Allan Bloom,
survival supersedes heroism, while the feeling of impotence originates from a sense of having
little or no influence over the collective life while the idea of order seems lost.’®® For instance, a
safety inspector declared Marcos’ accident the result of “poor training” while closing the case
and leaving out the injured worker’s age.>”"

To put this point differently, the harsh reality of underage migrant workers’ exploitation
remained hidden from the public eye. Most residents remained indifferent to Marcos’ grief,
loneliness, and signs of depression. Instead, of addressing the unjust actions of powerful
corporations causing generational trauma, neighbors condemned desperate parents for sending
their children away. For instance, in the months following Marcos’ accident, the new
schoolteacher tried to express her frustration with colleagues about the tragic news of two

migrant female students committing suicide. She reached out to the school counselor, sharing her

to blame parents for sending him to work rather than developing compassion toward him and
defending him against systems of oppression.

568 Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness,
and Reconciliation (Abington Press, 2019), 204-205.

599 Allan Bloom, The Closing Mind of the American Mind: How Higher Education Has Failed
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85.
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concern about eighth and ninth graders who regularly attended class late. The teacher was
worried about her students’ job-related injuries and health issues, such as skin chemical burns,
red eyes from cleaning chemicals, breathing difficulties from bleach exposure, and sleep
deprivation.

Surprisingly, after the conversation, the school counselor’s solution focused on arranging
bus transportation for some of these students from the Perdue plant to the high school to alleviate
the teacher’s concern. Realizing that work-related injuries and students’ sleeping everywhere
seemed like the norm in Dreamland, the teacher recognized that most Latino migrant children
prioritized work over education due to a lack of choice. Ultimately, most people in Dreamland
forgot about Marcos’ injury but grew concerned over who might become the next victim or
survivor in a future accident. What makes matters worse for Dreamland residents is recognizing
their impotence or powerlessness against Perdue and Tyson, as both employers sustain the
residents’ livelihood.

With this in view, one might argue that The New York Times series highlighted Marcos’
martyrdom through his physical and emotional scars. Without a mental health assessment and
treatment, young Latino migrants like Marcos must adapt to child trauma without social
support.>’! Misjudged and condemned by law enforcement agents and the public, the stories of
young migrants like Marcos remain hidden in the back rooms of poultry plants and unknown to

the larger population.®’? Stripped of human dignity, they navigate an unprotected, hostile, and
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Trauma (Penguin Books, 2014), 80-81.
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dangerous environment without guidance and cognitive preparation.>’> Moreover, Marcos’
inability to generate income to sustain his family increased his stress levels and challenged his
self-esteem.

At this point, Marcos’ constant fear of deportation, along with his hopes, and expectations
for achieving the American dream, shattered. His naive perception of economic mobility without
legal status and education made juggling work and school unbearable, as his dreams were
interrupted by the tragic accident. Troubled by his disability and hiding his scars with long
sleeves even in hot weather, Marcos suppressed his emotions due to minimal support from
parents, teachers, and clergy. At the same time, he worried about his family’s future because he
honored his Hispanic cultural values, prioritizing family obligations.>”*

Meanwhile, after Marcos’ accident, life in Dreamland remained unchanged, as underage
migrant children continued arriving and working at slaughterhouses. Marcos became the only
ninth grader to earn a passing grade, while other migrant children, like in their native country,
dropped out of school between middle and high school to work. Marco admitted to his cousin
that he migrated because of his family’s financial crisis. One morning, when the teacher asked
him to complete an exercise about his dream job, he wrote: “to help my family.””>

Despite his permanent physical and emotional injuries, Marcos ended up working again

for Perdue Farms, but in a job that even the most desperate migrants declined: “sifting through
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industrial chicken warehouses and pulling out dead birds.”>’® Armed with resilience and
determination to fulfill his family obligation, he “search[ed] ... for carcasses amid layers of
excrement as the birds pecked frantically at his hands and feet.”>’” This job paid less than his
former sanitation overnight shift.

From a theological perspective, one might argue that Marcos’ sense of family obligation
to respect his parents’ decisions exemplifies the meaning of sacrificial love, even when
traditional family roles reversed due to migration. His ties to tradition and family instilled a
strong moral commitment to sustain both the family unit and his own survival. Additionally, one
might contend that Latino’s cultural heritage and religious values, which recognize the
sacredness of the family unit, prompted Marcos to embrace danger out of loyalty to his family.
We might ask how Dreamland families, predominantly from Mexico and Central America,
managed to “turn a blind eye” toward the cycle of exploitation against minors’ bodies with no
accountability. 78

Significantly, one might argue whether law enforcement agents, priests, schoolteachers,
and even a female U.S.D.A. inspector from Marcos’ native Guatemala became passive observers
of modern slavery.’” During a routine inspection at the poultry plant, the Guatemalan U.S.D.A.

inspector responded to a New York Times reporter’s inquiry about employers exploiting underage
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workers by stating: "It is not my place to say anything.">*" So, one might argue, which
institutional authority would be willing to rescue migrant children from labor exploitation and
everyday discrimination when no one feels that it is their responsibility to speak or act?

Perhaps one might speculate whether law enforcement’s blame toward young Latino
migrants like Marcos stems from an expectation that they adapt to dangerous working conditions
as deserved punishment for trespassing the U.S. border. However, it is important to remember
that Marcos crossed the border when immigration policies favored the entry of unaccompanied
minors. He stayed in a government-run shelter until his release to a cousin-sponsor. During an
interview, Marcos’ cousin confirmed to The New York Times that no one from the Department of
Health and Human Services came to check Marcos’ living conditions or called the school to
verify his attendance. Arguable, no one cared about Marcos’ present or future in the United

States while he and other minor migrants waited for protection as asylum seekers.>%!

580 Dreier, “Kids on the Night Shift.”

381 Dreier, “Kids on the Night Shift.” The shelter staff gave Marcos’ cousin a list of requirements
for sponsors, primarily a pledge that minors would not work and that children must attend
school. Marco’s cousin agreed to the list of requirements but intended to send him to work at the
slaughterhouse. She enrolled him in school in case a caseworker showed up, but no one came
after he relocated to Virginia. Marcos recognized the importance of attending school, but he was
clear that his primary reason for migrating was to help his family. According to Dreier, “Federal
law prohibits children 14- and 15-year-olds from working at night or for more than three hours
on school days” and bars all minors “from the most dangerous occupations, including ...

repairing roofs and cleaning slaughterhouses.”
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Indeed, data confirmed that between 2020 and 2023, approximately ninety percent of
UACs ended up with strangers as sponsors.>*? Ultimately, choosing work over education might
exemplify Marcos’ obedience and moral responsibility toward his parents as a testament to
honoring them. His sacrificial love extended beyond his physical and mental limitations. In the
article, we learned that Marcos graduated from middle school, but no one came to celebrate his
milestone. In fact, in one class at Marcos’ school, sixteen out of nineteen young students worked
at the two poultry plants.>%3

Eventually, teachers in Dreamland became sympathetic to the lives of youth migrants
outside the classroom.>** Despite the demeaning job and a lifelong disability, Marcos feels proud
to send one hundred dollars home after a few weeks.’® While reading Marcos’ story, one might
wonder whether he will break the cycle of poverty and marginalization that sets Latino minor
migrants up for failure. Perhaps graduating from eighth grade might motivate him to finish high
school. However, without role models, mentors, or a support system, Marcos’ commitment
remains focused on fulfilling his family obligation through the victimization of Corporate

America. Meanwhile, his story gets lost in a sea of faceless young bodies longing to belong and

be cherished.
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Consequently, Marcos reduced his working hours to focus on school. However, deep
inside, his guilt prompted him to request more work hours, sometimes staying at work until 8:00
pm. According to trauma expert Bessel van der Kolk, without developing a sense of agency,
children (i.e., teenagers such as Marcos) suffering from neighborhood and family trauma become
impaired and depressed, especially when their greatest hope of receiving an education in schools
is sabotaged.>®® On this subject, clinical psychoanalyst Erik Erikson emphasized the significant
roles of educators. Fundamentally, schoolteachers and staff are responsible for providing a safe
environment for children to flourish in school.’®” Moreover, Erikson states that school, as a
culture, embodies “goals and limits, ... achievements and disappointments.”>%3

Indeed, schools have become an extension of society where children must develop skills
for community integration.®® Remarkably, school becomes the youth’s lifeline when family life

is disrupted, as it prepares students to establish relationships by reinforcing generativity.>*°
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and prejudice. These factors hinder Hispanic migrants’ development of concepts such as
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Unfortunately, the reality of young Latino migrants living in the United States is difficult,
especially when evil forces seem to retain the authority to disrespect human dignity and social
order by refusing compassion to children without legal rights as “aliens.”*®' One might argue that
decisions about young Latino migrants’ fate ultimately fall on people’s willingness to change the
status quo.

Frequently, our individual or collective refusal to respond to the call of service in
protecting the week from degradation of their human dignity and hopelessness might generate a
sense of cultural inertia or dangerous conformism.>*? Indeed, Allan Bloom noted that
conformism exemplifies the worst version of prejudice.>*® Ultimately, Jesuit priest, philosopher,
and educator Robert Spitzer argues that religious leaders harm the culture by remaining silent or

oblivious to the pain of others while allowing self-imposed barriers to justify ecclesial inertia.>**

productivity, imagination, and creativity. The opposite of generativity includes a pervasive sense
of stagnation and loss of ego integration.
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594 Robert Spitzer, The Light Shines On in the Darkness: Transforming Suffering Through Faith
(Ignatius Press, 2017) 472-473. The author speaks about cultural inertia as when people avoid
taking a moral stand, forsaking the opportunity to change people’s minds. Within the UACs’
context, it seems appropriate to describe the Church’s passive role as “ecclesial inertia” to

highlight the need for Christian leaders to alleviate the suffering of Latino migrant children by

213



Unfortunately, the loss of compassion, driven by fear and a false sense of control, deprives
victims from consolation and believers of making courageous decisions that “impart dignity” to
UAC s from Central America and ensure the flourishing of future generations.’”>

With no other options but to wait years for the processing of their asylum applications,
UAC:s endure excessive workloads, becoming developmentally and biologically vulnerable to
work-related injuries while fearing deportation every day.>*® Within a climate of fear of
retaliation and deportation, most underage workers refrain from reporting excessive working

hours, workplace injuries, and substandard wages for fear of losing their jobs and jeopardizing

engaging in prophetic leadership. Moreover, Spitzer defines “cultural inertia,” as the temptation
to say nothing amid cultural decline.

593 Spitzer, Light Shines On, 242-243, 327-329, 438-442; Susan Wessel, Passion and
Compassion in Early Christianity (Cambridge University Press, 2016), 203. Robert Spitzer
defines compassion as a “gift that suffering helps to appropriate,” or “a profound identification
with the suffering of another person that moves one to merciful action” (Light Shines On, 327).
Throughout the study, migrant stories of sacrificial love, family obligation, and gratitude
intertwine with the meaning of compassion. Moreover, compassion correlates with Jesus’
teachings through the Parable of the Good Samaritan. Additionally, Wessel notes Michael
Frazer’s argument that “feeling compassion is necessary to achieving an accurate knowledge of
the human condition” (Passion and Compassion, 202).
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their immigration court cases.’”’ Indeed, one can imagine UACs feeling pressured by the risk of
sustaining work-related injuries for life, the guilt of pursuing education, and the obligation of
supporting their families. Paradoxically, youth migrants resist exploitation by enduring chemical
burns on the skin and lungs, mangled limbs, and systemic human rights violations.*”*
Significantly, minors interviewed by ProPublica argued that working and getting injured in
dangerous chicken plants has become the norm.>*” Convinced that they migrated to the United
States to work and support their families back home, they endured inhumane working conditions,
such as cleaning operations in frigid temperatures without freezer suits, gloves, or suitable
protective equipment to protect them from health hazards.

While waiting in shelters, youth migrants grow anxious for sponsorships. Besides
sustaining their families, underage migrants work primarily to pay debts to smugglers and
sponsors, as well as for rent and food. Ironically, most UACs seemed confused by advocates’

perception that they need a rescue mission.®®° For example, during an interview, the consul
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general of Guatemala in Chicago acknowledged that most residents know minors work in
dangerous jobs. However, he also mentioned that as long as no one complains, it means that
families and minor migrants do not “see it as a crime,” but as a source of income.®"! Ironically,
one might speculate that residents living in rural and suburban communities where employers
hire underage minors might prefer to whisper about the injuries and deaths of minors because, as
the Guatemalan consul stated, no one complains or reports the unjust labor practices, regardless
of whether in some cases, hazardous occupations caused minor migrants’ deaths. From Wendell
Berry’s premise, one might speculate that the ambiguity of immigration policies becomes lost in
translation due to forces: “willful ignorance” and psychological coercion. This creates “an open
secret no one wants to expose,” not even the minors performing the dangerous occupations. %%
With that said, an alternative Christian perspective to humanize our current border crisis
becomes crucial to replace punitive measures with a holistic approach to prevent and mitigate

child trauma.®® This holistic approach initiative suggests for Church leaders to find alternatives

01 Sanchez, “Inside the Lives.”
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603 Van der Kolk, Body Keeps the Score, 157-161. For instance, the National Child Traumatic
Stress Network coordinated by Duke University and UCLA, included “universities, hospitals,
tribal agencies, drug rehab programs, mental health clinics, and graduate schools. Each of the
sites ... collaborate[d] with” agencies within their network to examine child trauma from minors
exposed to violence, abuse from dysfunctional families, jailed parents, among other factors
negatively impacting students (Body Keeps the Score, 157-158). The goal was to study the

effects on trauma on learning. The study concluded with the need for a national organization to
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to educate citizens to develop compassion by relearning the significant role of the family unit
and cultivating loving relationships while instilling the love for God and creation. Christian
leaders must teach the meaning of sacrificial love by counteracting forces that dehumananize
migrants to bolster infrastructures, security systems, and shelters that generate income for profit

organizations.%** From one perspective, a holistic approach invites Christian leaders to remember

promote the study of childhood trauma and education as well as the power of early diagnosis for
prevention and intervention.
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Gallagher reports that a new initiative from Duke University and UCLA staff has joined efforts
to provide trauma-informed training, services, and resources for various “child-serving systems
of care” (“National Center”). This research study aims at enhancing treatment for Latino children
suffering from “attention deficit hyperactivity” (ADH), the most common childhood psychiatric
disorder. The study includes a pilot trial developed as an intervention to help Latinx children and
families understand and manage the disorder. The intervention, called, “El Faro,” (Spanish for
lighthouse), is part of the “Duke-El Futuro” research program. This research recognizes the
barriers faced by Latinx children and families impacted by mental health inequities, including
language, lack of information, economic constraints, and fear of deportation. Given the Latino

population growth in North Carolina, “El Futuro” program assists children who are victims of
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historical events where the Christian Church intervened in political events threatening the
sacredness of humanity. Moreover, this study invites Christian and Catholic leaders to reflect
upon the negative consequences of remaining silent as passive observers during historical events,
such as past ethnic genocides.

During Operation Pedro Pan, Catholic leaders identified the exodus of Cuban minors as a
humanitarian crisis. Consequently, clergy rallied support from the State and the public to
reinforce fidelity and solidarity to the noble cause of creating a safe space for Cuban exiles.
Considering the extraordinary collaboration between the State and the Catholic Church in the
past, the current resurgence of child labor practices highlights a lack of institutional leadership.
One might speculate that by embracing a spiritual sense of renewal, Catholic and Christian
leaders must view this humanitarian crisis as an opportunity to reclaim the Church’s mission to
protect the Hispanic immigrant community from persecution. By linking the proliferation of
physical, moral, and emotional injuries among Latino underage workers to modern slavery,
religious leaders expose the vulnerability of minor migrants to economic servitude. By refusing a
passive role, Christian leaders can counteract the domestication of the Church by mobilizing
resources to promote family reunification among Latino migrants.

Meanwhile, both the State and Church must seek alternatives beyond quick fixes to deter
the massive exodus of minor migrants that split Latino families. Instead, their collaboration
should focus on long-term initiatives aimed at improving the living conditions and education of

Latino minor migrants seeking asylum. By appointing a Christian institution to revive the

trafficking, sexual and physical abuse, and trauma associated with migration and poverty, all

within a bilingual environment (Spanish and English).

218



significance of fundamental values and cultivating virtues, such as compassion, sacrificial love,
and hospitality, Christian and Catholic leaders can emulate the courage and embody the meaning
of ecclesial and pastoral vocation of past visionaries like Monsignor Bryan Walsh in Miami,
Florida and Archbishop Oscar Romero in El Salvador.

In fact, one argues that Archbishop Oscar Romero and Monsignor Bryan Walsh, as
visionaries, embodied the meaning of sacrificial love. As prophets, they discerned the signs of
the times and embraced their pastoral vocation by becoming the voice of social outcasts. %>
Through solidarity, both leaders incarnated God’s intervention amid social disorder. Their
prophetic leadership allowed the clergy and the laity to interpret the signs of the times from a
theological lens while offering alternative ways to mitigate the suffering of the poor. With this in
view, today’s Catholic leaders must prove to the public square that “the world needs the church.”
They must open the minds and hearts of believers to contextualize [sentir con la Iglesia] their
pastoral commitment to acknowledge the presence of an invisible population of orphans seeking

safety. 60

605 Edgardo Colon-Emeric, Oscar Romero’s Theological Vision: Liberation and Transfiguration
of the Poor (University of Notre Dame Press, 2018), 180.

606 Colon-Emeric, Oscar Romero’s Theological Vision, 1, 50, 182-183, 194-195, 188-189, 201-
203, 207. According to Colon-Emeric, the phrase “sentir con la Iglesia” encompasses an “act of
judgement” in contextualizing or discerning oppression as one of the signs of the times. With this
in view, one argues that by studying the role of the Catholic Church during Operation Pedro Pan,
the clergy and the laity might understand the implications of the Church’s presence in the world

while anticipating victory and persecution for denouncing structural sin. Conversely, the
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Arguably, the Catholic Church made Operation Pedro Pan successful, as its prophetic
preaching drove faithful American Catholics to become proactive about their social and moral
responsibility to rescue Cuban minors from predators manipulating their young minds. Through
publications, Christian writers connected the plight of Cuban exiles to congregants by
encouraging families to open their homes to Cuban minors through service and hospitality.®’’ By
endorsing the “right of people to freedom™ as a biblical directive for contemporary “American

Catholic life,” converts recognized that the nation needed priests in the public square to defeat a

Church’s passivity counters Christ’s commissioning and conversion. Moreover, Colon-Emeric
reminds us that the mission of the Church consists of “finding the power of Christ already at
work among Protestants and secularists, energizing their work for justice.” As a “militant
church,” religious leaders express solidarity by marching side by side with political and Christian
organizations defending the “rights” of the oppressed by cultivating the prophetic ministry of
God’s people through conversion and humility.

607 John A. Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan: The Migration of Unaccompanied
Children from Castro’s Cuba (University of Nebraska Press, 2022), 144-146. Although
unprepared, Catholic Charities mobilized efforts across the nation to embrace the mass influx of
unaccompanied Catholic Cuban children in 1959. The Cuban crisis became a scandal of biblical
significance while Catholic leaders cultivated their presence in Miami, Florida. Under the
direction of Bishop Coleman E. Caroll, Father Bryan Walsh became director of the Catholic
Welfare Bureau in 1958. Embracing the Church’s new mission, Bishop Carroll “sounded
Gabriel’s horns,” against the “Church of Silence in the lands held in the death grip of

communism especially in Cuba” (Operation Pedro Pan, 146).
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common enemy: Communist Indoctrination, which manipulated children’s minds while
endangering their flourishing and the progress of the nation. %%

With this in view, Catholic and Christian leaders must seek alternatives to channel the
public’s sense of impotence against the corporate mindset that profits from the victimization of
vulnerable Latino populations. However, upon reflection, one might ask readers whether
remaining indifferent to the pain of UACs within a culture inspired by hate, violence, and fear
might give us a glimpse of the type of society we have become. If, we, as readers, storytellers, or
faithful believers, choose to ignore the cruelty behind the images of neglected and homeless
children wandering the streets along border towns, we might never recognize our spiritual
blindness. Suppose, we, as Christian leaders, remain passive observers of a corporate mindset
arbitrarily profiting from enslaving young Latino migrants; one might argue whether young
Latino migrants’ lives matter to the Chistian Church. Indeed, the deplorable conditions housing
UAC:s reveal that immigration policies disregard Latino migrant’s health and well-being,
dehumanizing their present and future. Ultimately, ignorance and indifference from the larger

population might never recognize the consequences of an economy that controls and negatively

98 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 138-144, 152; Colén-Emeric, Oscar Romero’s
Theological Vision, 3. Within the context of Cuban minors, Communist indoctrination
manipulating young minds became the common enemy of the State and the Catholic Church
during the Cuban Cold War crisis. Today, poverty, violence, and fear continue to isolate most
UAC:s, creating stumbling blocks that keep the clandestine flow of minor bodies profiting
corporate margins through the exploitation of unaccompanied Central American minor migrants

crossing the Mexico/U.S. border.
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predisposes Latino minor migrants to child trauma while sabotaging the flourishing of future
generations of Latinos migrants living in the United States.

Interestingly, a recent USA Today article described the dangers of dehumanizing UACs
by deprioritizing family reunification through the testimony of a retired Border Patrol agent.%”
After retiring, he became a volunteer at a local migrant shelter and witnessed hundreds of Latino
migrants congregating outside Sacred Heart Catholic Church in downtown El Paso, Texas.
Seeing children sleeping on carboard during cold nights outside the church, located five blocks
from the Mexico/U.S. border, troubled the former agent.®!’ He confessed that hearing people
stereotype all “illegal aliens” as criminals, dehumanized individuals and society. Through
immersion, he navigated the difficulties of exercising humane treatment on unauthorized
migrants while establishing law and order as a Border Patrol agent. Moreover, he argued that the
willingness of government officials to implement harsh immigration policies legitimizing the
separation of families from children contradicts the America he knew growing up.!!

During his work as a Border Patrol agent, Michael DeBruhl assisted a Jesuit priest at a
temporary shelter in the Sacred Heart Church, coordinating multiple agencies under one roof to

shelter, feed, and clothe one thousand homeless migrants outside the church. Meanwhile, another

609 Lauren Villagran, “After Twenty-Six Years, a Border Patrol Agent Has a New Role, Helping
Migrants,” USA TODAY, September 8, 2024, accessed November 12, 2024,
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2024/09/08/border-patrol-agent-running-migrant-
shelter/74905548007/.

610 villagran, “After Twenty-Six Years.”

11 villagran, “After Twenty-Six Years.”
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retired Border Patrol agent volunteering at shelters highlighted the significant role of trusted
partnerships helping migrants “get on their way” while prioritizing family reunification. The
former agents shared that about eighty-seven percent of the “illegal aliens” crossing the border
risked their lives for a noble cause: “to better their lives.”®!? These retirees’ testimonies of hope
and willingness to restore the humanity of migrants might remind us of the commitment of early
Christians in systematically building institutions as “arenas of compassion.” With “a vision of
care,” they sustained everyday life with a sense of mission and obligation to protect, provide for,
and make the sick, the “poor on the move,” and the destitute visible to society.®!?

With this in view, one might speculate that readers of this thesis may agree or disagree
with the former Border Patrol agent about shifting perspectives on UACs from Central America
and their motives for crossing the U.S. border. In fact, the former Border Patrol agent became a
migrant shelter director while spending time with faith groups and business leaders. He offered
different perspectives about unauthorized migration, especially UACs, from a compassionate

viewpoint, describing the suffering of destitute families. He said, “you think, well, we know

people [migrants] are coming, so let’s get them clothes and toiletries and other necessities, but

612 Villagran, “After Twenty-Six Years.” According to Jesuit priest Rafael Garcia, the Catholic
Church “Sacred Heart ... sheltered or provided services to more than 30,000 migrants” between
December 2022 and July 2024. The church “sits five blocks north of the U.S.-Mexico border”
(Villagran, “After Twenty-Six Years”).

13 Rowe, Christianity’s Surprise, 55-78
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you don’t always think about how a lot of them are children.”®'* Studying the impact of family
separation on children, a professor of pediatrics at Harvard Medical School confirmed that
splitting deported families would leave psychological trauma that potentially could be passed
down from one generation to the next.5!

In sum, like Cuban minors, UACs interrupted their childhood upon arrival in the United
States. However, unlike Cubans, most UACs remained marginalized as an invisible population.
Even in the United States, most UACs, as underage workers released from shelters, end up living
in poor communities plagued by violence, poverty, and substandard school systems.®!®
The lack of meaningful roles and society’s practices of exclusion impair Latino migrant
children’s community integration, especially when the anti-immigrant rhetoric extends to schools
and staff. When Hispanic migrants are bullied, past traumas resurface. Statistically, with trained

trauma response staff, approximately forty percent of children under federal custody fit into the

614 Phaedra Trethan, “Amid Surge, Immigrants’ Children in Philly Are Helping Kids at Texas
Border,” USA TODAY, March 2, 2024, accessed November 27, 2024,
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2024/03/02/children-of-immigrants-send-help-
texas-migrants/72744344007/.

815 Rick Jervis, “Immigrant Advocates Fear Trump’s Policy Shifts Will Hurt One Group Most:
Children,” November 20, 2024, accessed November 27, 2024,
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/investigations/2024/11/20/migrant-children-could-suffer-
most-under-trumps-plans-advocates-say/76428595007/.

616 Rodriguez and Dawkins, “Undocumented Latino Youth.”
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well-founded fear of persecution category for asylum protection.®!” Unfortunately, the ambiguity
of immigration policies fails to grant provisions acknowledging persecution from transnational
drug cartels.®'® Indeed, less than one percent of Latino minor migrants received relief from
forced dislocation during their stay. Rather than releasing them to licensed agencies, parents, or
relatives until immigration judges resolve their fate, UACs become bargain chips for parents’
deportation. The problem then becomes parents in federal custody proving paternity rights, as

their apprehension made them legally unfit to care for minors.®!” In fact, data shows that

617 Sumana Chattopadhyay, J. William, and Mary Diederich, “Invited Article: *You Are Not
Welcome Here!” Understanding News Coverage of Central American Migrant Families in
Trump’s America,” Journal of Family Communication,” 19, no. 3, (2019): 177-190, accessed
April 4, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1080/15267431.2019.1632866;

Aronson, “Tipping Point.”

818 Nazario, Enrique’s Journey, 274-274. The Zeta narco-trafficking organization turned parts of
Mexico into a war zone, with bodies hanging from bridges and the mayor’s office bombed.
Amnesty International provided warnings to migrants, as witnesses recognized these routes as
the most dangerous in the world.

619 Ginger Thompson, “Families Are Still Being Separated at the Border, Months After Zero
Tolerance was Reversed,” ProPublica, November 27, 2018.
https://www.propublica.org/article/border-patrol-families-still-being-separated-at-border-after-

zero-tolerance-immigration-policy-reversed.
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thousands of parents got deported while children remained detained during the Zero Tolerance
Policy.®?°

At the center of the immigration chaos, unaccompanied Central American children,
suffering the abrupt separation from their parents, must wait months for resettlement or
deportation. Meanwhile, our national leaders debate hostile and ineffective policies that override
the child labor policies established in the 1960s. Ironically, the most recent example of the
dangers of conflicting perspectives on the unaccompanied alien children (UACs) crisis between
the State and Church occurred in Miami, Florida, the birthplace of the Pedro Pan Operation story

six decades ago.%?! The next chapter elaborates on this unfortunate conflict.

620 Dickerson, “We Need to Take the Children Away.”

621 Rodriguez Soto, “Battle over Children.”
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Chapter 7 The Battle between State and Church in the Birthplace of the Pedro Pan

Operation: Miami, Florida

In the wake of anti-immigrant rhetoric, tensions between the Archdiocese of Miami and
the Florida government have posed many risks for unaccompanied alien children (UACs) from
Central America crossing the border.®?? The federal government’s lack of accountability for the
irreparable emotional harm caused by prolonged family separation contradicts Catholic
Charities’ advocacy for family reunification.®?® Additionally, Catholic leaders’ efforts to draw
parallels between today’s unaccompanied migrant children’s fleeing violence and Cuban minors
escaping Communism sixty years ago, have created divisions among Cuban Americans in
Miami, Florida.

At the state level, debates on whether to accommodate or deport Hispanic migrant
children detained at the Southern border have sparked a conflict between Florida Governor Ron

DeSantis, and Miami Archdiocese head Thomas Wenski. It is important for readers to understand

622 Throughout the study, the abbreviation UAC refers to “unaccompanied alien children” from
Central America.

623 Ana Rodriguez Soto, “A Battle over Children: Florida governor, Miami Archbishop at Odds
Over Efforts to Shutter Shelters for Unaccompanied Minors,” The Florida Catholic, February
14, 2022, 5-6, accessed March 8, 2024,
https://www.miamiarch.org/CatholicDiocese.php?op=Article archdiocese-of-miami-wenski-

desantis-unaccompanied-minors-battle-over-children.
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that this study focuses on the psychological distress suffered by UACs under federal custody due
to neglecting family reunification rather than delving into politics. However, the politicization of
immigration necessitates mentioning federal and state policies that predispose young Latino
minor migrants to childhood trauma.**

Recent attempts to generate compassion for the humanitarian crisis faced by UACs by
comparing it to the Cuban minor exiles in the 1960s have met strong opposition from Florida
Governor Ron DeSantis and many Pedro Pan adults living in Miami, Florida.®?® Instead of seeing
UAC:s as victims of forced migration, like the Cuban refugees, the governor referred to UACs as
threats to the national security.®*® In contrast, Archbishop Thomas Wenski argued that
unaccompanied Central American minor migrants are unfairly blamed as criminals, which fails
to acknowledge their exploitation under federal custody. Moreover, Archbishop Wenski

denounced the punitive measures and incendiary remarks that disrespect the dignity and

624 Ginia Bellafante, ‘So Much Suffering’: “What Migrant Children Carry to New York,” The
New York Times, September 16, 2023, accessed June 10, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/16/nyregion/nyc-migrant-crisis-mental-health.html.

625 Patricia Mazzel,” DeSantis vs. Miami’s Archbishop, With Cuban Americans in the Middle,”
The New York Times, March 15, 2022, accessed March 30, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/15/us/florida-immigration-cuba-pedro-pan.html.

626 John Doering-White, “The Shifting Boundaries of ‘Best Interest:” Sheltering Unaccompanied
Central American Minors in Transit Through Mexico,” Children and Youth Services Review, 92,
(2018): 39-47, accessed on March 28, 2024),

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0190740917308101.
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humanity of unaccompanied Latino migrant children. From Wenski’s perspective, the only
difference between Pedro Pan’s children and today’s unaccompanied Central American minors is
“their country of origin.”®?’Indeed, Peter Routsis-Arroyo, CEO of Catholic Charities of the
Archdiocese of Miami, acknowledged that both groups of parents sent their children alone to the
United States out of desperation. >3

Nonetheless, today’s growing hostility toward UACs heightens the polarized and
politically-oriented metanarrative surrounding unauthorized child immigration in states like

Florida and Texas.®?° This tension threatens the collaborative spirit between the State and the

627 Ana Rodriguez Soto, “A Battle over Children: Florida governor, Miami Archbishop at Odds
Over Efforts to Shutter Shelters for Unaccompanied Minors,” Florida Catholic Newspaper,
February 14, 2022, accessed March 8, 2024,
https://www.miamiarch.org/CatholicDiocese.php?op=Article archdiocese-of-miami-wenski-
desantis-unaccompanied-minors-battle-over-children.

628 Rodriguez-Soto, “Battle Over Children.”

629 Lauren Villagran, “Should Americans Be Worried About the Border? The First Texas Border
Czar Says Yes,” USA TODAY, April 25 2024, accessed June 11, 2024,
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2024/04/25/texas-border-czar-enforcement-
migrants/73203531007/. As a national threat concern, law enforcement emphasized the
protection of states like Texas and “the rest of America.” Within the context of fear and
metanarratives describing “cartels weaponizing immigration” by trafficking children, narcotics,
fentanyl, and opioids, citizens’ views of UACs’ favor building infrastructure to deter illegal

crossings without considering a humanitarian approach. The “mobilization of soldiers and the
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Catholic Church, which have historically worked together for the best interests of young Latino
children. Consequently, the recent animosity between the Florida state and Catholic and
Christian leaders has become counterproductive, undermining their joint efforts to provide
humanitarian relief to unaccompanied young Latino migrants under federal custody.®*
Ironically, resentment among some Pedro Pan adult members for their comparison to UACs
seems to alienate the commonality of both groups escaping violence and systems of oppression
as unaccompanied minors. Essentially, these minors became victims of the manipulation of

corrupt military thugs running their countries, fracturing the family unit through fear and the

manipulation of minds.

National Guard” calls for state military and law enforcement collaboration at the local level.
Amid “concertina wire, border buoys barriers, cartel threats, and security, the Texas border
security Czar” focused on “deterring the alleged invaders” (i.e., UACs).

630 Syra Ortiz-Blanes, “This Miami Agency Has Been Helping Migrants for Decades. These
Days, It’s Busier than Ever,” Miami Herald, January 15, 2023, accessed October 15, 2023,
https://www.aol.com/miami-agency-helping-migrants-decades-100000741.html. And John A.
Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan: The Migration of Unaccompanied Children from
Castro’s Cuba (Potomac Books, 2022), 200-201. Catholic Legal Services’ legacy started when
the Church helped thousands of Cuban unaccompanied minors in the 1960s. Rooted in a joint
effort between Catholic Priests and local Black Leaders in South Florida, Catholic Legal
Services originated from ““a legal project to help Haitian refugees.” However, today’s UACs lack

adequate humanitarian aid under federal custody rely on “pockets of benevolent volunteers.”
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Consequently, it is emphasized that while Cuban minors’ evacuation stemmed from
escaping Fidel Castro’s Communism, UACs fled from gang and cartel-oriented violence that
disrupted social and institutional order. Fundamentally, both groups of minors faced anxiety and
insecurities, which prompted the development of generational trauma and the disintegration of
the family unit. Within the context of the Pedro Pan Operation, Cuban minors benefitted from
Catholic clergy intervention, as the State and the Church portrayed them as “victims of
Communism.”®! In contrast, UACs, seen as poor migrants, rely on their survival skills with no
institutional support. Both groups of minors endured "unexpected suffering" in the host country
within the context of family dislocation and violence. %3

Following the comparison between Cubans and UACs, a disgruntled Pedro Pan adult
member criticized the analogy, stating that Cubans’ refugee-privileged status, brokered by
Catholic leaders, guaranteed Cuban minors’ safe arrival “directly into the hands of the church” as
a family.®*? In contrast, other Pedro Pans opposed labeling of UACs as merchandise of drug
cartels. Recognizing the polarization among Pedro Pan adults toward the plight of UACs, one

argues that objectifying UACs as commodities for their unauthorized entry belittles the

31 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 7.

632 Rodriguez and Dawkins, "Undocumented Latino Youth.”

633 CV News Feed, “DeSantis Asks Miami Archbishop to Apologize After Inaccurate
Accusation,” Catholic Vote, February 15, 2022, accessed on March 3, 2024,
https://catholicvote.org/desantis-asks-miami-archbishop-to-apologize-after-inaccurate-

accusation/.
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generational trauma both groups shared after family separation.®** Additionally, most UACs and
Cuban minors felt betrayed by their parents because, as minors, they left with hopes and dreams,
thinking of temporary family separation as a sacrifice. In the process, most children became

social outcasts without cognitive preparation for the traumatic event.®*> In most cases, the family

634 CV News Feed, “DeSantis Asks Miami Archbishop to Apologize.”

835 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 56; See also, Van der Kolk, 144, 148, 280.
Gronbeck-Tedesco writes that younger children tend to be more impacted by emotional distress
than older children. Meanwhile, younger kids face difficulties coping with separation and
distance. Some scholars argued that Cuban children adapted to the environment better than other
population under the same predicament. And one might speculate, whether Cuban minors
developed better coping skills compared with other ethnic migrant groups because of their robust
religious heritage inculcated by parents and religious educators, especially during their formative
years. Most Cuban minors referred to their faith as a refuge from the pain of loneliness and the
fracturing of the family structure. Additionally, Van der Kolk argues that "adapting to trauma
interferes with the capacity to function" (Body Keeps the Score, 280). For example, "if [the
individual] lack a deep memory of feeling loved and safe, the receptors in the brain that respond
to human kindness may simply fail to develop"(Body Keeps the Score, 144). Research on
“Adverse Childhood Experiences” (ACE) reveals that “the effects of child trauma” surfaced for
the first time in school and extend into adulthood (Body Keeps the Score, 148). Without mental
evaluations, “traumatic experiences are often lost in time or concealed by shame,” for the
children never “‘outgrow’ the effects of their early experiences” (Body Keeps the Score, 148),

according to the study.
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unit experienced shifting role reversals, with children taking on adult responsibilities. As
previously mentioned, Cuban minors looked after siblings and, in some cases, worked while
UACs became breadwinners. Both groups grew overnight as a homeless population, losing their
childhood in the process.®®

According to trauma expert, Bessel van der Kolk, when children feel abandoned,
worthless, or invisible due to fear, their curiosity, playfulness, and adaptability become
compromised.®” Unfortunately, without awakening the compassion of the American culture, the
public remains ignorant of immigration policies’ reluctance to favor family reunification, which
emphasizes the values of religious traditions promoting trust, confidence, love, and respect for
human dignity. Historically, asylum seekers prompted Americans’ compassion toward Cuban
minors, the alien status of Central American minors provokes criminalization. Meanwhile,
citizens and law enforcement’s suspicion for national security concerns replace "respect for the
rights of asylum seekers.”%*8

Reading about our current humanitarian situation at the border, I came across an article

explaining the consequences of misusing the word “crisis,” within the context of undocumented

636 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 154-155.

637 Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of
Trauma (Penguin Books, 2015), 352-353.

638 Mark J. Seitz, “The Border Is Not a Place of Crisis: It’s Where God is Calling Us,” America:
The Jesuit Review of Faith and Culture, April 2020, accessed November 29, 2024, 32-38,

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/23315024211035726.
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children’s migration.%*° The term crisis implies a sense of duty to resolve a fabricated issue, often
requiring law enforcement intervention for safety concerns.®* Among residents, interpreting
UACSs’ presence as a threat to our national security and a burden to society, conceals the truth
about a broken immigration system that perpetuates child trauma among a displaced young

Latino population.®! By manipulating the public’s minds to legitimize violence and isolation

639 Quintin Porter, "What is a "Crisis" at the Border Anyway?” Borderland History.org, August
4,2021, accessed January 24, 2024, https://borderlandshistory.org/2021/08/04/what-is-a-crisis-
at-the-border-anyway/.

640 T auren Villagran, “Should Americans Be Worried About the Border? The First Texas Border
Czar Says Yes,” USA TODAY, April 25, 2024, accessed June 11, 2024,
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2024/04/25/texas-border-czar-enforcement-
migrants/73203531007/.

41 Frank Anthony Rodriguez and Marika Dawkins, "Undocumented Latino Youth: Migration
Experiences and the Challenges of Integrating American Society," Journal of International
Migration and Integration, 18, (2017): 419-438, accessed April 16, 2024,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-016-0484-y. This journal highlights that Latino youth migrants
face numerous challenges that inhibit the development of their “full potential.” This includes a
lack of legal representation, forcing them to represent themselves in court hearings. Other factors
hindering their ability to thrive relate to their exposure to violence, “prolonged detentions” and
[the fear] of “deportation.” As “one of the largest and fastest-growing migrant [groups]” Latinos
experience high levels of anxiety and depression. Additionally, most UACs either remain

invisible to authorities or, when detained, they “are not always processed.”
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against Latino minor migrants, the humanitarian work of faith-based non-profit organizations
faces persecution from law enforcement at the state level, diminishing the chances to develop
compassion.

Similarly to Miami, Florida, a recent feud between the State of Texas and a long-standing
migrant hospitality Catholic center located in the heart of the U.S.-Mexico border has become
the target of a legal battle. Like the Florida governor, Texas’ attorney general threatened to close
the Catholic center’s operation. On February 6, 2024, loud voices spreading anti-immigrant
rhetoric disrupted the humanitarian work of non-profit organizations with a lawsuit that
intimidated workers and volunteers serving the Latino migrant population.®*? Historically, for
more than forty-five years, the Catholic organization Annunciation House has collaborated with
parish migrant centers in El Paso, Texas. However, recent policies legitimizing acts of violence
and exploitation, leading to the deaths of young migrants, have prompted Catholic leaders to

denounce the punitive measures.**

42 Emmy Brett, “Annunciation House and the Illegal Humanitarian: How Anti-Immigrant
Sentiment and False Narratives are Shaping Border Work,” Scalawag Magazine, November 1,
2024, accessed November 29, 2024, https://scalawagmagazine.org/2024/1 1/annunciation-house-
and-the-illegal-humanitarian/. The State of Texas accused the Catholic organization of “human
smuggling.” The attorney general, Ken Paxton, brought lawsuits against non-profit organizations
providing humanitarian aid to Central American migrants, such as Catholic Charities.

643 Jeanine Santucci, and Kayla Jimenez, “What’s Going on at the Border? A Dramatic Standoff
Between Texas and the White House,” USA TODAY, February 3, 2024, accessed August 2, 2024,

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2024/02/03/us-mexico-border-controversy-is-now-
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Within a theological framework, after reading about the lawsuits and threats from law
enforcement against long serving-Catholic organizations helping Latino migrants, especially
children, one might argue that the vision of human flourishing has become secularized. This
secularization could represent a false god, creating distorted ways of power under benign
pretenses of safety.®*

In other words, one might speculate whether the lawsuits in Texas and the law
enforcement threats in Florida against licensed Catholic agencies are aimed at domesticating the
Catholic Church’s influence and its mission to serve the immigrant Latino population living on
the fringes of society. Additionally, one might question if these punitive laws exemplify what
theologian Andy Crouch described as symptoms of the “the worst abuses of power” against

Christian leaders’ biblical understanding of justice.®* Furthermore, one could argue that these

attacks signify the signs of the times, with evil forces resorting to violence to interfere with the

a-standoff-in-eagle-pass-texas/72447521007/. Punitive measures at the Texas border included
floating buoy barriers, federal and state officials’ disagreements on the installation of razor wire
across the border causing injuries on minors. While razor "wire prevented agents from doing
their jobs, state authorities denied Border Patrol agents’ requests to perform humanitarian aid to
migrants," such as rescuing a Mexican mother and her two children from drowning. Although
Mexican authorities "alerted Border Patrol agents of the family in distress on the U.S. side of the
Rio Grande River," ultimately the three migrants died on the scene.

644 Andy Crouch, Playing God: Redeeming the Gift of Power (InterVarsity Press, 2013), 54-65,
73, 82-84.

645 Crouch, 54-55.
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spiritual call and the humanitarian work of clergy and volunteers who shelter and feed the
foreigner against exploitation.

For example, in states like Florida and Texas, volunteers might face prosecution and
incarceration for acts of hospitality toward UACs, such as driving them to any destination.®*
Consequently, one explores whether these attacks serve to neutralize and intimidate the Christian
Church’s mission to protect and shelter social outcasts. Indeed, most of the staff at the Texas
Catholic organization grieved for the anticipated short- and long-term consequences of lawsuits
shaping workers’ and volunteers’ behavior. Unsurprisingly, lawsuits drained the funds, time, and
energy to do God’s work at the border, according to Ali Boyd, Director of Human Rights and
Advocacy of Border Servant Corps. The director described the “chilling effect” of any lawsuit,
as it expects “anticipatory obedience.”®*’ Even without legal consequences, lawsuits intimidate
and harass volunteers, shaping their behaviors and reactions to threats. The recent lawsuits in
Texas have changed "the landscape of humanitarian work, establishing the power of the State
over Catholic organizations."*

These lawsuits and the refusal to renew licenses for agencies assisting Latino migrants,

especially children, exemplify various mechanisms of exclusion impacting the mental health of

UACs.** For example, slogans such as “Remain in Mexico” objectify UACs as commodities for

646 Brett, “Annunciation House and the Illegal Humanitarian.”
647 Brett, “Annunciation House and the Illegal Humanitarian.”
648 Brett, “Annunciation House and the Illegal Humanitarian.”
649 John Lavenburg, “Catholic Agencies are a ‘Bulwark Against Human Trafficking’ at Border,

Bishop Seitz Says,” The Tablet, March 21, 2024, accessed January 24, 2025,
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bargaining through derogatory and humiliating language, crushing their human dignity. With
legal constraints, today’s humanitarian assistance to young Latino minor migrants primarily
comes from the generosity of pockets of volunteers stationed at “no man’s land” between two
border fences separating the United States from Mexico.*** Moreover, the stigma surrounding
young Latino migration generates negative judgements, constraining their eligibility for federal
resources such as housing, food, health care, and public education while their cases are reviewed.
This increases their vulnerability to predators.®>! With the removal of alternatives and solutions
to ease their pain and suffering, hostility increases in the absence of public awareness of a

southern border humanitarian crisis.

https://thetablet.org/catholic-agencies-are-a-bulwark-against-human-trafficking-at-border-
bishop-seitz-says/. Despite the ongoing battle with the State, the Catholic shelter, Annunciation
House remains open. According to Bishop Mark Seitz, of the El Paso diocese, local government
agencies such as Border Patrol, Customs Border Patrol, and Immigration and Customs
Enforcement (ICE) cooperate with the Catholic Church Immigrant Ministries. Unfortunately, at
the federal and state levels, the Church’s role becomes limited. Nevertheless, the Catholic shelter
continues to protect migrants from trafficking.

650 Souma Karlamangla and Miriam Jordan, “Many Migrants Have Bet Everything They Have
on Making it into the United States,” The New York Times, May 12, 2023, accessed July 31,
2024, https://www.nytimes.com/live/2023/05/11/us/title-42-immigration.

651 Marilyn Metzler et al., “Adverse Childhood Experiences and Life Opportunities: Shifting the
Narrative,” Children and Youth Services Review, 72, (2017): 141-149, accessed March 27, 2024,

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.10.021.
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For example, reporters learned about children dying under federal custody. In Texas, an
eight-year-old girl died from a preventable condition because Border Patrol agents denied her
medical care despite repeated requests for intervention.®>? The pediatrician who assessed the
tragedy reported that Border Patrol’s systemic failures continue to harm children under federal
custody. Most apprehended minors, predominantly from Central America, arrive at the border
suffering from underlying conditions after arduous journeys, only to encounter unresponsive
staff untrained in trauma-informed care.

Regardless of their physical symptoms, most minors remained detained under inhumane
conditions with no access to medical care. Only after an eight-year-old girl lost consciousness
and went into cardiac arrest did agents call an ambulance. Unfortunately, she died at the
hospital.®** In another incident, a seven-year-old Guatemalan gitl died from dehydration and
shock after detention, as it took ninety minutes for the paramedics to acknowledge her elevated
fever and vomiting. %>

After learning about the children’s deaths, former Customs Border Patrol Commissioner

Kevin McAleenan testified before Congress that border patrol stations’ infrastructure remained

652 Hamed Aleaziz, “Court Monitor: Eight-Year-Old’s Death in Border Patrol Custody Caused
by Series of Failures,” Los Angeles Times, July 18, 2023, accessed August 2, 2024,
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2023-07-18/court-monitor-says-girls-death-was-
preventable.

653 Nadine Yousif, “Migrant Girl Death in US Custody was Preventable,” BBC NEWS, July 19,
2023, accessed November 5, 2024, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-66244304.

654 Nadine Yousif, “Migrant Girl Death.”
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incompatible with handling the entry of UACs, as “stations and ports of entry were built to
handle male single adults” in custody.®> In another interview, a pediatrician commenting on the
causes of recent minor migrants’ deaths argued that a severely ill “child should never return to a
processing center to recover,” as holding facilities are run like prisons.%*® Additionally,

29 ¢¢

processing centers’ “frigid temperatures,” “concrete floors with mats and barbed wire fencing
and bright lights 24/7” constitute the worst environment for kids to heal from injuries or
illnesses.®’

Distrust toward Border Patrol agents constitute another factor endangering the “best

interests” of UACs under federal custody, according to a pro bono counsel.®® Often, agents

mishandle “the confidential nature” of UACs’ physical and mental evaluations by clinicians and

655 Julia Ainsley and Jacob Soboroff, and Carl Perry, “Seven-Year Old Who Died at Border Did
Not Receive Medical Care for Ninety Minutes,” NBC News, December 15, 2018, accessed
October 27, 2024, https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/immigration/seven-year-old-girl-who-died-
border-did-not-receive-n948071.

656 Nicole Acevedo, “Why are Migrant Children Dying in U.S. Custody?” NBC NEWS, May 29,
2019, accessed October 21, 2024, https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/why-are-migrant-
children-dying-u-s-custody-n1010316.

657 Acevedo, “Why are Migrant Children Dying in U.S. Custody?”

658 Christopher Nugent, “Whose Children Are These - Towards Ensuring the Best Interests and
Empowerment of Unaccompanied Alien Children,” Boston University Public Interest Law
Journal 15, no. 2 (Spring 2006): 219-236, accessed September 5, 2024,

https://heinonline.org/HOL/License.

240


https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/immigration/seven-year-old-girl-who-died-border-did-not-receive-n948071
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/immigration/seven-year-old-girl-who-died-border-did-not-receive-n948071
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/why-are-migrant-children-dying-u-s-custody-n1010316
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/why-are-migrant-children-dying-u-s-custody-n1010316
https://heinonline.org/HOL/License

psychologists. In many cases, staff members fail to submit clinical and psychological evaluations

% C¢

proving minors’ “eligibility for emergency trafficking benefits.”%*” This incompetence endangers
the physical and emotional health of minors under the Office of Refugee Settlement (ORR)
custody, for children "fear that their medical information" might be used "against them in court
proceedings.”®%® Most children ignored that, by law, their medical information must remain
confidential.

In contrast, releasing private clinical and psychological evaluations risks UACs’ future, as
health issues can be used as evidence for their deportation rather than placing UACs under

existing programs, such as the “William Wilberforce Trafficking Victims Protection

Reauthorization Act of 2008,” under a “Special Immigrant Juvenile Status.”®! Furthermore,

659 Nugent, “Whose Children are These?”’; Sonia Nazario, Enrique’s Journey: The Story of a
Boy’s Dangerous Odyssey to Reunite with His Mother (Random House, 2014), 309; Lauren R.
Aronson, “The Tipping Point: The Failure of Form Over Substance in Addressing the Needs of
Unaccompanied Immigrant Children," Harvard Latino Review 18 (2015): 1, accessed April 16,
2024,
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/hllr18&div=>5&id=&page=;
Rodriguez-Soto, “Battle Over Children.”

660 Nugent, “Whose Children are These?”

661 Nugent, "Whose Children are These?"; Aronson, "The Tipping Point." Aronson explains that
this form of relief, such as the William Wilberforce Trafficking Victims Protection Act
(TVPRA) grants minors' legal representation. The law recognizes UACs' "unique vulnerabilities"

against "mistreatment, exploitation and trafficking" while requiring their protection.

241


https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/hllr18&div=5&id=&page=

relocating minors to remote sites governed by different jurisdictions interferes with “attorney-
client relationships” and court hearing dates.%®? In most cases, the lack of resources and remote
travel distance for counsels compromised children’s mental health.%®* Unfortunately, due to
conflicts of interests and scarce resources, law enforcement agents have taken on the dual roles
of prosecutors and guardians without proper medical training and welfare considerations for
children.%®* The American Academy of Pediatrics has recommended that immigration agencies
train staff to prioritize health-related emergencies by releasing minors to state-licensed facilities
or government-funded private care providers.

In sum, throughout the study, it was argued that shifting anti-immigrant rhetoric might be
crucial for generating a spiritual revival among Christians through acts of hospitality, hope, and

service toward UACs.%% Meanwhile, a collaborative spirit can prompt a spiritual conversion

Unfortunately, law enforcement favor repatriation, especially when provisions such as the Flores
Settlement Agreement and the TVPR become disregarded with the shifting of immigration
policies, as previously mentioned. Nugent explains that the Traffic Victims Provision Act
(TVPA), for example, it "exempt[s] children from requirements to cooperate with law
enforcement in order to receive benefits and services."

662 Nugent, "Whose Children Are These?" 224 fn 34.

663 Nugent, "Whose Children are These?"

664 Nugent, “Whose Children are These?” See also Aronson, "Tipping Point.”

665 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 105. During Operation Pedro Pan, law
enforcement and Christian leaders promoted hospitality, hope, and racial inclusivity to intergrate

the young Cuban exiles into the American landscape.
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among listeners through the manifestation of the Holy Spirit, teaching and cultivating
compassionate love through prophetic preaching. Significantly, a bishop of El Paso shared
admiration for the glorious days of the Catholic Church’s legacy as an immigrant church, where
leaders’ imagination creatively welcomed, assisted, and integrated immigrants by “creating a
space where everyone belongs.”®%® Consequently, I argue that Catholic leaders’ pedagogical and
prophetic intervention to halt the exploitation of minor migrants is crucial to denounce the
resurgence of child labor practices in the twentieth-first century.%®” Contrary to the secular and
powerful voices spreading fear with abstract narratives depicting youth Latino migrants as
criminals, Christian leaders must humanize the identity of UACs as victims of a spiritually
blinded society unable to see them as neighbors.

Without a committed clergy facilitating face-to-face conversations and interactions
between congregants and Latino minor migrants, the true motives behind leaving one’s home,
family, and everything familiar for a distant country become dehumanized. In the meantime, the
public’s generalization of migrants as invaders bolsters the profits of “coyotes,” for-profit

organizations, security companies, and meat and poultry industries “playing god.”®®® At the same

666 Seitz, “The Border Is Not a Place of Crisis.”

667 Seitz, “The Border Is Not a Place of Crisis.”; See also, Darlene Xiomara Rodriguez, Hans
Skott-Myhre, and Kathleen Skott Myhre, "Our Kids."

868 Crouch, Playing God, 68-78. Theologian Andy Crouch defines “playing god” as the control
of underage workers' lives through bonded labor in microeconomic transactions, while law
enforcement overlooks employers' child labor violations, allowing for the continued flow of such

practices.
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time, these social actors manipulate young minds with fear of incarceration and deportation,
depriving Latino migrant communities of their sense of agency and power.

With this in view, I propose that without Scriptural imagination and the Church’s
specialized and effective intervention on behalf of Latino minor migrants, it becomes challenging
for the larger population to develop spiritual eyes and ears to replace suspicion for
compassion.®®” Bonded labor, a horrible crime, remains hidden behind shifting immigration
policies that incentivize the entry of UACs while local governments defer authority to global
markets. By taking advantage of poor young Latino migrants separated from families and with

no protection or sense of agency, everyone forgets the worth of UACs as God’s beloved children

669 Chieko Noguchi, “Approach to U.S.-Mexico Border, Reflects a Crisis of Conscience, Says
Bishop Seitz,” Gulf Coast Catholic, June 4, 2024, accessed January 24, 2025,
https://gulfcoastcatholic.org/approach-us-mexico-border-reflects-crisis-conscience-says-bishop-
seitz. Bishop Seitz, as chairman of the Committee on Migration for the U.S. Conference of
Catholic Bishops, has called the Catholic Church in the United States to recognize that the well-
being of the earth and “the fate of the poor” demand a profound “sense of mutual responsibility
and accountability”. He describes the current border situation as a “crisis of conscience,” where
vulnerable families are dehumanized and labeled as invaders. Bishop Seitz argues that “we have
strayed from the path of righteousness, succumbed to our fear of the ‘other,” and forsaken the
values upon our nation was founded.” He further questions, “What fate awaits the families who
flee for their lives from the same predator actors, only to be returned to their grasp once they
reached our borders? He warns that punitive measures will only “empower and embolden those

who seek to exploit the most vulnerable.”
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created in God’s image. Without the Church’s theological perspective, it becomes unimaginable
for ordinary people to see UACs’ humanity beyond prejudice for their migrant status and ethnic
background.

Without immersion, we, the audience, rely on the credibility of observers to obtain
knowledge about the forces contributing to child mistreatment due to the lack of accountability
from federal and state agencies. For example, Bishop Mark Seitz from El Paso Texas, described
what it meant to live on the South border as an example of what immersion entails. Stepping out
of his comfort zone, the committed bishop witnessed the joy and fear of “poor migrants knocking
at our nation’s doorstep” seeking freedom while ignoring “the reality of death” crossing
dangerous routes in the desert and the waters of the Rio Grande.®”? The bishop saw the faces of
anxiety and aspirations of those crossing the border safely and the frustration of those who could
not make it. He witnessed the historical barriers of racism legitimizing police brutality, the
constructions of walls, the installation of concertina and razor wire, and buoys at the river,
embodying the harsh measures of proposed policies seeking harm and destruction of bodies.

The Bishop and Pope Francis emphasized that the Church must be physically present at

the border as an “act of hospitality,” reframing the Church’s advocacy.®’! The Pope labeled

670 Seitz, “The Border Is Not a Place of Crisis.”

871United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Inc. and Conferencia del Episcopado
Mexicano: Pastoral Letter Concerning Migration from the Catholic Bishops of Mexico and the
United States, "Strangers No Longer: Together on the Journey of Hope," January 22, 2003,
accessed March 13, 2025, https://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-

dignity/immigration/strangers-no-longer-together-on-the-journey-of-hope. Bishops in Mexico
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inaction as a form of conformism or a cynical impulse to blame the poor for their misfortunes
while rejecting moral responsibility.®’? In a pastoral letter, the Catholic Bishops of Mexico and
the United States encouraged “pastoral responses and public policies” defending the "dignity and
rights of migrants," while suggesting that the faithful attend Spanish-language Masses and meet

migrant churchgoers.®”® Furthermore, the Bishop recognized the need for solidarity with the poor

and the United States have expressed their " commitment to solidarity" with migrants (“Strangers
No Longer” §8). They aim to "awaken our peoples to the mysterious presence of the crucified
and risen Lord in the person of the migrant and to renew in them the values” [of God’s kingdom]
(“Strangers No Longer” §3). The bishops highlighted the "vision of the Kingdom of God” as
taught by Jesus by denouncing the suffering of migrants, the abuse of their human rights,
separation of families, and the “racist and xenophobic attitudes” prevalent today (“Strangers No
Longer” §2).

672 Colon-Emeric, Oscar Romero, 238-239. Dean Colon-Emeric argues that Oscar Romero
referred to this sense of conformity to the status quo or divinely ordained predicament as part of
institutional sin or “conformism,” in Spanish “conformismo.” "As a distorted theology of history."
"Conformismo" favors the power and wealth of the elites while ignoring the suffering of the
masses. It is a "pedagogy of self-exclusion" silencing the voices of the marginalized people.

673 Mark J. Seitz, “Look at the Border Through the Eyes of Migrants,” America Magazine, April
15, 2024, https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2024/04/15/bishop-seitz-border-immigration-
247655. Seitz states that, according to Bartolomé de las Casas, “Jesus’s self-identification with
the poor teaches us that truth is not always seen most clearly from an abstract distance.” He

pondered “In what way must the church be engaged?” He agreed that “religion and people of

246


https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2024/04/15/bishop-seitz-border-immigration-247655
https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2024/04/15/bishop-seitz-border-immigration-247655

through the ministry of presence and attentive listening, which engenders spiritual conversion
and social imagination. Moreover, the bishop exhorted readers to use Scriptural imagination to
ask: “What if we were refugees?" as a way of prompting engagement and responsibility in place
of attitudes that "render us unaccountable" for the present and the future of the
underprivileged.®’* Additionally, Bishop Seitz criticized the police brutality that pushes Latino
migrants into the shadows.

Confirming police brutality, a troubled Texas trooper denounced the inhumane methods
used to deter unauthorized migration, stating that “we need to operate it [the mission] correctly in
the eyes of God. We need to recognize that these [migrants] are made in the image of God and

need to be treated as such.”®’> Consequently, the recent militarization of the Southern border and

faith have historically” prompted “change toward a more just and compassionate society in the
United States.” However, he expressed concern about the “muzzling” of the Church’s voice “in
our [current] political climate”; See also Catholic Social Teaching from Fr. Thomas Betz's:
“Developing a Welcoming Plan for the Parish” in the insert How Do We Welcome the
"Stranger" in our Parishes,” Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, 2017, accessed March 13,
2025, https://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/immigration/catholic-
teaching-on-immigration-and-the-movement-of-peoples.

674Geitz, “The Border Is Not a Place of Crisis.”

675 John C. Moritz and Kate Perez, “Leaked Emails Allege Texas Patrol Agents Were Ordered to
Push Migrants into Rio Grande,” USA TODAY, July 19, 2023, accessed August 2, 2024,
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2023/07/19/lawmakers-react-emails-texas-

troopers-told-to-push-migrants-rio-grande/70433677007/.
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policies restricting the freedom of religious organizations to protect and shelter minor migrants
from the exploitation exemplify the post-modern tensions between the State and Church.
Unfortunately, citizens and law enforcement favor punitive measures that crush the self-esteem
of asylum-seekers while blaming them for our nation’s social ills. Consequently, the large
population become entangled in a misconstrued reality, insinuating that these children
exemplified “asylum abuse.”®’® Most citizens’ concerns revolve around their safety rather than
the deplorable conditions encountered by UACs upon Border Patrol agents’ apprehension and
incarceration.®’’

With this in view, one might speculate whether the Christian Church can resist the
intimidation of forces, such as the recent lawsuits attacking faith-based acts of hospitality.”8
Additionally, one argues whether non-profit staft’s reaction to countersue the State of Texas
might exemplify an offensive posture for a renewed and defiant Catholic institution, recognizing
authority and relevance to the Southern border’s humanitarian crisis while offering an alternative

Christian vision of hope.®”® From a biblical perspective, Chistian leaders’ intervention not only

calls Christians to alleviate suffering, but also to provide spiritual and emotional support for

676 Quintin Porter, “What is a “Crisis” at the Border Anyway?” Borderland History blog, August
4,2021, accessed January 24, 2025, https://borderlandshistory.org/2021/08/04/what-is-a-crisis-
at-the-border-anyway/.
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UAGsS to break the cycle of poverty through faith formation for spiritual comfort.®®® Bishop Seitz
encourages people to meet an immigrant, listen to their story, and then reevaluate their position
about their struggle, recognizing that most of them represent our longings for a safe place to call
home.®%!

Additionally, Seitz argues that our Western society’s “historical project” might be the
“dehumanization of the border,” to justify citizens’ and law enforcement’ lack of compassionate
love toward a vulnerable population.®®? Instead of relying on incarceration and quick
deportations of unaccompanied children, the bishop exhorted leaders to tackle the root of the
massive exodus not by threats or violence but by practicing acts of justice through the healing
and transformation of the culture.

In fact, Bishop Seitz underlined that cultivating a spiritual vision among the faithful
begins by putting themselves in the shoes of migrants while asking, “If we were migrants, if we
were hungry, if we were abused and exploited women, if we were politically persecuted, if we
were trying to reunite with family on the other side of the border—would not our opinions be

very different indeed? %% At the signs of dehumanization, Seitz argues that the Church must

880 Crouch, Playing God, 54-55, 70-71.

881 T avenburg, “Catholic Agencies.”

682 Seitz, “Look at the Border.”

683 Seitz, “Look at the Border.” See also, Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti: On Fraternity and Social
Friendship” Vatican City, Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2020, accessed March 13, 2025,
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-

francesco 20201003 enciclica-fratelli-tutti.html.

249


https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20201003_enciclica-fratelli-tutti.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20201003_enciclica-fratelli-tutti.html

respond, for hospitality engenders compassion. Moreover, religious leaders must collaborate to
create spaces to cultivate the ministry of presence to “reweave” and heal a fractured society.®%
Significantly, within our current epidemic of mental illness among young Americans and
as a “global public health concern,” experts realized the need to cultivate institutions for their
traditions held people together.%®® For instance, a recent article in The New York Times Magazine
included the work of psychologist and Harvard lecturer Richard Weissbourd, who argued the
value of institutions. His research compiled data correlating the suffering of young Americans
and how their perception of exclusion, distrust, and isolation aggravates their fear, depression,
and anxiety. 5%
Richard Weissbourd’s research linking loneliness to symptoms of anxiety and depression

among American young adults resonates with our Southern border’s humanitarian crisis. In fact,

the isolation of young Latino migrants contributes to the development of psychological disorders

84 Seitz, “Look at the Border.”

885 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 154-158.

686 Matthew Shaer, “Why is the Loneliness Epidemic so Hard to Cure?” The New York Times,
August 27, 2024, accessed August 30, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/27/magazine/loneliness-epidemic-cure.html?smid=nytcore-
i0s-share&referringSource=articleShare&sgrp=c-cb; Richard Weissbourd, Milena Batanova,
Virginia Lovison, and Eric Torres, “Loneliness in America,” Report from Making Caring
Common, Harvard University (2021):1-13, accessed December 31, 2024,
https://staticl.squarespace.com/static/5b7¢56e255b02c¢683659fe43/t/6021776bdd04957c4557¢c21
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across generations, perpetuating a cycle of fear, prejudice, and marginalization in the host
country.®®” Moreover, Weissbourd’s study connected religion with our current mental health
epidemic while encouraging leaders to find solutions by reproducing religious traditions in our
secular life. Fundamentally, Weissbourd’s research sounded like an alarming and prophetic
realization of a mental health epidemic requiring the immediate and specialized intervention of
institutions such as churches to teach and cultivate children’s capacity to care for others and a
sense of community for teaching adults and children’s moral values.®8®

Moreover, the research emphasized the importance of building trusting relationships
through community integration and the fundamental task of making meaningful connections. It
invites readers to consider religion as an obligation to ancestors, as our ancestors embraced the
fusion of moral values with spiritual life. This research encourages religious institutions to
become proactive by designing educational campaigns and initiatives aimed at rethinking
theology as a moral responsibility for caring for each other, especially our vulnerable
population.®’

However, as New Testament scholar C. Kavin Rowe suggested, educating people to see
the outcasts with spiritual eyes requires patience, as it involves unlearning and relearning “ways

of human healing and flourishing.”%® One might argue whether, through ministries of presence

87 Van der Kolk, Body Keeps the Score, 150.

88 Weissbourd, Batanova, Lovison, and Torres, “Loneliness in America.”

89 Weissbourd, Batanova, Lovison, and Torres, “Loneliness in America.”

690 C. Kavin Rowe, Christianity’s Surprise: A Sure and Certain Hope (Abington Press, 2020),
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and listening, young Americans might find meaning and purpose in their lives by connecting
with other peoples’ suffering.

Indeed, van der Kolk argued that people connect with others’ trauma; stating that “trauma
breeds further trauma; hurt people hurt other people.”®! Consequently, van der Kolk explained
that trauma originates from our “zip codes” more than from a genetic code. In our context, the
complexity of environmental factors, such as poverty, inferior school districts, social isolation,
substandard housing, changes in the Latino family structure, parents’ unemployment, and
violence, threaten the flourishing of Latino children and families within individualistic Western
cultures. Coincidentally, Weissbourd’s research echoes MacIntyre’s concerns about the harm of
mistrusting institutions that support families, cities, and services.®? Historically institutions have
carried generations by restoring the sense of moral responsibility among community members.

History reminds us of the impact of the coordinated efforts of the Catholic Church in the
United States to protect Cuban minors from the psychological hardships of unexpectedly
becoming a homeless population.®®* Despite challenges, one female Pedro Pan adult claimed that
the collaboration between the State Department and the Catholic Church might have protected

Cuban minors from becoming “thieves or prostitutes.”*** Regardless of family tensions, most

1 Van der Kolk, 350-351.

92 Alasdair Maclntyre, After Virtue, 3™ ed. (University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 102-103.
893 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 154-155. Pedro Pan children became survivors
while assimilating the American culture, however, "trauma'"became “the foundation of their

"collective identity."

94 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 187.
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Pedro Pans acknowledged that their religious and family heritage helped them develop resilience
amid the chaos suffered in foster homes and orphanages. Consequently, it is argued that Catholic
leaders’ faith and actions responded to the signs of the times during the Cuban Crisis by
prioritizing the protection of young minds, as adults valued children as the future of nations. %>
In contrast, our post-modern view of migrant children within our border context, reveals
law enforcement’ disregard for children’s best interests. Indeed, “studies of detained immigrants
concluded that even brief detention[generates] psychological trauma and “long- term mental

risks for children.”%%

895 Maria de Los Angeles Torres, The Lost Apple: Operation Pedro Pan, Cuban Children in the
U.S., and The Promises of a Better Future (Beacon Press, 2003), 252-253.

696 Julie M. Linton, Marsha Griffin, Alan J. Shapiro, “Detention of Immigrant Children,” policy
statement, AAP Council on Community, Pediatrics,139, no. 4 (2017): €20170483, accessed
August 8, 2024, https://www.childrenspartnership.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/03/AAP_Detention of Immigrant Children Article.pdf. The American
Academy of Pediatrics emphasizes that children’s best interests encompass areas such as “safety
and well-being, health, family integrity, liberty, development (including education), and identity”
(Linton, Griffin, and Shapiro, “Detention of Immigrant Children,” 6); Fiona Danaher, Ronnie
Blackwell Rasmi Jasrasaria, and Rahel, “Collateral Damage: Increasing Risks to Children in a
Hostile Immigration Policy Environment, Journal of Adolescent Magazine, 10, (2022):260-265,
accessed May 25, 2024, http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s40124-022-00281-0. Danaher, Jasrasaria and
Rahel emphasize that "the anti-immigrant rhetoric" and the shifting of policies make UACs

vulnerable to stigma, constant fear of deportation, and "bullying in school." Meanwhile, most
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Meanwhile, the public ignores that during migration, they lost their childhood while
surviving violence, discrimination, and working long hours as enslaved people to sustain their
families abroad.®®’ Indeed, corporations generating billions of dollars from state finance
contracts to house homeless minors facilitate the entry of youth minor migrants to the U.S.

workforce.®”® Ultimately, no one seems to recognize that Central American migrant children

Hispanic migrant parents either “disenroll[] or declin[e] to enroll” their children from accessing
public health benefits, fearing that by receiving such relief they might jeopardize their cases for
asylum or legal status in the United States.

87Torres, Lost Apple, 262-263.

9% Manny Fernandez and Katie Benner, “The Billion-Dollar Business Operating Shelters for
Migrant Children,” The New York Times, June 21, 2018, accessed March 21, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/21/us/migrant-shelters-border-
crossing.html?action=click&module=RelatedCoverage&pgtype=Article&region=Footer.

29 ¢

The migrant-shelter business consists of “a small network of private prison companies,” “a

99 ¢¢

global network of non-profit groups,” “religiously affiliated organizations and emergency-
management agencies, such as Catholic Charities,” defense contractors, and security firms. Many
homeless Latino migrant children stay in for-profit shelters, such as the ones run by Southwest
Key Contractors (Fernandez and Benner, “Billion Dollar Business™). These for-profit shelters
benefitted from immigration policies that separate families at the border, with many contractors
receiving federal funds worth “more than $770,000 in 2015 alone” (Fernandez and Benner,

“Billion Dollar Business”). Meanwhile, tens of thousands of violations including “fire-code

violations, lawsuits claiming abuse,” and alleged wrongful termination of employees for
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became orphans the moment they walked out of their homelands, as they stopped learning and
playing after forced migration.®®® Significantly, during the Cold War Crisis, children’s education
represented a priceless gift that most Cuban parents cherished and wished to preserve for their
children. Parents placed minors in Catholic Church-run institutions for fear of the vulnerability
of young minds to manipulation.’® One might argue that Cuban parents’ trust in Catholic
institutions proved fruitful during a crisis of family dislocation and spiritual desolation.

Indeed, Monsignor Bryan Walsh and the executors of Pedro Pan Operation described the
joint Cuban American effort as “humanitarian,” reaffirming “American benevolence” through
sermons by recognizing young Cubans as “victims of wayward development.”’°! With patience
and perseverance, one might argue that history could repeat itself within the current predicament
of UAC:s. Initially, resentment grew against Cuban minors due to the public’s refusal to share
welfare resources and spaces allocated for American students in public schools. Moreover,
Cuban minors arrived in Miami, Florida, at the same time Catholic leaders began dismantling
Jim Crow’s segregation in Florida schools. Most Pedro Pans agreed that “trust in institutions”
allowed the success of Operation Pedro Pan.”*? For example, during the 1960s, racial differences

between African Americans, Puerto Ricans, Haitians, and Whites created in Miami a “regional

reporting violations and abuses to children under federal custody, remained hushed from the
public.

899Van der Kolk, Body Keeps the Score, 352-253.
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xenophobia.”’*® However, Catholic clergy and the laity promoted enthusiasm for the spiritual
calling of U.S. residents to sponsor Cubans by encouraging preachers to create awareness of the
Cuban minors’ plight through sermons.”*

In sum, like unaccompanied Central American minor migrants (UACs), most Cuban
minors felt “naked,” as their evacuation meant losing the love and protection of the family unit
and surrendering everything they owned, including their human rights, which they took for
granted.”® For example, a nine-year-old Cuban girl remembered her vulnerability at the Havana
airport, where authorities demanded that traveling children leave behind pieces of jewelry, dolls,
and even coins, as these tangible items belonged to the government.”%® At the airport, minors
stared at the thick glass separating passengers from their relatives, recognizing their parents’
impotence to defend them from the harassment of airport agents. Paradoxically, some Cuban
minors testified that the thick glass separation became a metaphorical turning point for a loss of
independence, control, and protection. Although boarding the Miami-bound plane suggested a
sense of freedom and safety, it came at the expense of “a world of loneliness, disorientation, and

cultural adaptation.””?’

793 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 78.

794 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 46.

795 Victor Andre Triay, Fleeing Castro: Operation Pedro Pan and the Cuban Children’s
Program (University Press of Florida, 1998), 72-73.

79 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 69, 73-74.

97 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 72-73;Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 22, 155. A thick

glass divider separating passengers from their relatives created a disorienting and frightening
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Fundamentally, both groups of minors experienced resentment and collective trauma,
especially due to role reversals as families became reconfigured within a different context.”%®
Like UACs, Cuban children developed trauma for their lack of choice, as most unaccompanied
children considered it a “betrayal of trust,” when protectors (i.e., parents) became powerless and
families sent minors to “a site of danger.”’% Cuban children encountered prejudice and racial

lines that were “legally codified” in the host country but invisible in their country of origin.”!’

Paradoxically, although the stigmatization of Pedro Pans and UACs as social outcasts prevails in

environment. The transparent glass became a symbol of the uncertain future for unaccompanied
Cuban minors, who were leaving their parents behind at the Havana airport. The area became
known as “la Pecera,” or the fishbowl. Without knowing the truth behind their evacuation,
children saw relatives through the thick glass for the last time. Amid the truths and untruths of
the traumatic event, Cuban children believed they earned a scholarship to study in the United
States, unaware of the reality of family separation. This trauma became a foundation of Cubans’
collective identity for a lack of choice.

% Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 164-166. Frequently, children took on the role of
caretakers for their parents upon arriving in the United States. With no knowledge of English,
parents relied on minors for adult-oriented transactions. Many minors worked in the host country
and saved money to welcome their parents, leading to tensions within the family dynamic as
roles between parents and children reversed. Rejecting ones’ family became a psychological
defense mechanism, while reunification required healing, forgiveness, and restoration.

9 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 156-157, 180.

10 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 58-59.
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the public square, Pedro Pans’ status as refugees brought tensions among Cuban Americans.
They were “destitute outsiders,” implying a lack of choice entitling them to humanitarian
consideration.”!! From the perspective of Pedro Pans, migration implied having a choice as
opposed to becoming a refugee. Nevertheless, I argue that both groups left their homelands due
to a lack of choice but each encountered a different host country.’!?

Readers of this thesis might recognize that it took perseverance from Catholic leaders to
educate and cultivate compassion among faithful residents, leading the nation to welcome the
resettlement of Cuban minors in local communities through foster care programs. With time and
patience, Cuban and American Catholic leaders reversed the public’s anti-immigrant rhetoric,
which had interfered with their Church’s mission to welcome strangers. Meanwhile, Catholic
clergy developed strategies to identify obstacles to their humanitarian work while mitigating the
dangers of family dislocation.”!3

All this came to pass because Catholic leaders listened and responded to Cuban parents’
fears of children losing their way of life for serving revolutionary ideologies fostering
Communism and spiritual division.”'* The Catholic Church, as a moral authority over the care of
Cuban minors, responded to its legacy of caring for orphans and a long pedagogical tradition of

preserving children’s religious heritage.”!> By mobilizing forces across the nation, Catholic

"I Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 181.

12 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 195, 200.
13 Torres, Lost Apple, 216-217.

14 Triay, Fleeing Castro, 6-7. And Torres, Lost Apple, 27.

15 Torres, Lost Apple, 266-267.
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leaders turned the Cold War crisis into an opportunity to uplift the humanity of Cuban minor
refugees. The clergy and the laity practiced their faith through the understanding of Paul’s
message about embracing another’s burdens to fulfill the law of Christ.”!®

Through Catholic publications, the American public followed the exiles’ stories.
Significantly, Cuban testimonials became vessels of truth, making the suffering of Cuban minors
relevant to Catholics living in the United States, to members of the State Department, and the
American public.”!” The Catholic Church became the nucleus of the Cuban Children’s program,
while the laity found meaning and purpose in the Church’s mission within the postwar context.
Father Walsh facilitated the collaboration of federal, state, and municipal institutions, represented
by staff and volunteers, to assist the Cuban youth crisis. Catholic leaders influenced public
opinion by emphasizing the United States’ long traditional role as a sanctuary. Additionally, the
Catholic Charities Network includes approximately one hundred sixty-seven agencies operating
in three thousand five hundred sites, serving more than thirteen million persons annually.
According to Donald Kerwin and Daniela Alulema, Catholic institutions embody “the nation’s

largest social provider, after the federal government.”’!®

16 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 145.

17 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 4-11.

18 Kerwin and Alulema, “Crisis Survey”; Robert Spitzer, The Moral Wisdom of the Catholic
Church: A Defense of Her Controversial Moral Teachings (Ignatius Press, 2022), 499.
According to Spitzer, historically, the Catholic Church “has been the largest public educational
system, healthcare system, and public welfare system in the world.” Its charitable work

encompasses “spiritual, moral, and intellectual traditions” (Moral Wisdom, 499).
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From a theological lens, the United States’ rescue mission of Cuban minors served as a
role model, especially to South American neighbors, for their investment in children’s future
embodied Americans’ legacy of concern for the oppressed.”!” By cultivating feelings of
hospitality, compassion, generosity, and sacrificial love toward others as neighbors, the State and
Church counteracted the public’s misconceptions depicting Cuban minors as destitute outsiders
taking national welfare.”?® In fact, the State of Florida embraced the responsibility of allocating
resources destined for Cuban refugees, including child welfare.”>! Without a doubt, when it came
to safeguarding their children’s future from violence, both UACs and Cuban parents thought of
the United States as a safe haven.

In contrast, today’s reality remains different, as most citizens showed little willingness to
view unaccompanied Central American minors crossing the border with compassionate love.
From Miami’s Archbishop Thomas Wenski’s perspective, although Cuban minors came to the
United States as refugees, both groups of migrant children shared the sacrificial love of desperate
parents. Unfortunately, both groups of children carried the psychological trauma of family
separation and the risks of reunification. Within the context of fear, both groups became political
subjects of inclusion and exclusion depending on the political and economic context. Regardless
of political status, life in exile became a struggle for physical and psychological survival amid

language- and cultural barriers and suspicion that they threatened national security.’??

19 Torres, Lost Apple, 31.
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Moreover, both Cubans and UACs developed feelings of a “doubled exile,” and a sense
of “cultural trauma.”’?*> Most children in both groups experienced Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD) due to feelings of abandonment.”?* Uprooted from their countries of origin,
they wrestled with guilt and shame while attempting to interpret the meaning of sacrificial love
within the context of gratitude.”?®> Consequently, grief and worry reminded them of their status as
social outcasts with no sense of belonging or community.

Touching American soil meant reversing their roles, as Cuban exiles lost their innocence
by growing overnight and becoming responsible for the welfare of siblings. At the same time,
Cuban minors and UACs comforted the guilt of parents at home by repressing their suffering in
the host country.’?® Meanwhile, today’s tensions between political, civic, and religious leaders
threaten the future of Hispanic migrant youth, with no hope for a legal path to asylum or
citizenship. UACs remain unprotected from the violence and exploitation perpetrated by drug
cartels and organized crime in their native countries, while their alien status in the host country
keeps them invisible, isolated from the dominant culture, and vulnerable to trafficking and

exploitation by predators.
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725 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 155. Like Cuban minors, UACs face the paradox
of reconciling feelings of "abandonment and gratitude" toward their parents.
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With no commitments between the State and the Church to mitigate the suffering of
UAC:s, one considers whether persecution from political actors constraining the humanitarian
work of religious organizations contributes to the present humanitarian border crisis. For
example, rather than viewing UACs as children deserving respect as human beings, the Florida
government referred to them as conspirators of human trafficking operations, facilitating the
illegal entry of bodies, drugs, and “other stuff.”’>’ Moreover, the Florida governor stressed that
the allocation of federal resources, such as education, belongs to citizens within Florida
communities. Within this framework, the governor emphasizes that receiving federal funds to
support the operation of welfare agencies accommodating UACs remains unacceptable under his
purview.

I propose that most Florida legislators reconsider ways to minimize punishment that
harms the parent-child bond.”®® As this study concluded, separating children from parents
undermines young Latino migrants’ predisposition to child trauma, while detained parents
become hopeless due to their inability to respond to their children’s needs.”* Without a
theological perspective, the American public trusts the metanarratives describing the Northern
Triangle minor migrants as a “homogeneous entity” destined to remain anonymous.”*? Indeed,
some Florida legislators generalized the concept of youth migrants as a group predisposed to

delinquency, potentially endangering the lives of citizens because, from some legislators’
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729 Linton, Griffin, and Shapiro, “Detention of Immigrant Children.”

30 Doering-White, “Shifting Boundaries.”
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perspective, there is nothing for them to do here in the United States.’”?! Meanwhile, derogatory
comments like this can become microaggressions contributing to generational trauma among
young Latino migrants while their status remains in limbo."??

Significantly, these microaggressions toward young migrants provoked uproars among
Christian groups in Miami-Dade County, as they denounced state laws aimed at denigrating
UACSs’ character. Through interfaith efforts, Catholic and Evangelical leaders in Miami resented
the State’s interference with the Church’s mission and their religious liberty to care for, educate,
and protect migrant children to facilitate family reunification.’”® In fact, religious leaders

criticized policies criminalizing the Church’s empathy for feeding, sheltering, and mobilizing

their congregations to provide humanitarian aid to unaccompanied Latino migrant children.’?*

31 Brendan Farrington, “Florida OKs Bill Aimed at Keeping Immigrants Out of State,” 4P
NEWS, March 9, 2022 (accessed on March 30, 2024), https://apnews.com/article/immigration-
biden-business-florida-ron-desantis-al 6¢cc42c3a77bd80e2c45ee8e6234c¢13.

732 Dylan Matthews, “A Central American Expert Explains the Root Causes of the Migrant
Crisis,” VOX, July 20, 2014, accessed March 8, 2024,
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migrant-crisis.
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734 Alejandro Molina, “In Florida Latino Evangelicals Mobilize Against DeSantis’s Crackdown
on Immigrants,” Washington Post, March 7, 2023, accessed June 6, 2024,
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Paradoxically, pastors recognized the moral dilemma of congregants responding to the suffering
of migrant families while feeling convicted for breaking state laws punishing assistance to
unauthorized migrants. The incident at the Annunciation House in Texas became interpreted by
Catholic leaders as an attack on “the Christian act of hospitality.””**

Outspoken faith leaders in Florida and Texas have pushed back on the absurdity of
implementing dysfunctional and inhumane measures that conflict with the Church’s mission of
evangelization and social justice. Meanwhile, law enforcement officials have even threatened to
arrest congregants serving the immigrant community.’*® Moreover, faith leaders maintained that
their understanding of immigration comes from the gospel rather than politics.

At stake is a long-term commitment to counter false narratives that perpetuate physical
and emotional symptoms in detained UACs, as well as the risk of developing post-traumatic
symptoms that often fail to disappear after their release into the community.”®” Understanding
that UACs deserve protection from re-traumatization, holistic and humanitarian alternatives to
edify their dignity and personhood must convince Christian leaders of the opportunity to put
boots on the ground. This involves devising socially and vocationally oriented support programs
willing to providing services to young Latino unaccompanied migrants, especially under federal

custody.’3®
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Indeed, Lisa Trevifio Cummins, the president of Urban Strategies, an organization
receiving funding for managing three small shelters in Florida and Texas, encouraged the Church
to step up and make a difference in the lives of unaccompanied Central American migrant
children, especially by providing post-release services.”*® During an interview, Cummins
exhorted the Church to design mentorship programs aimed at establishing trusting relationships
with migrants housed in shelters. She expressed significant concern about UACs facing
exploitative labor and spending more time with unvetted sponsors. Given the backlog in the
system, this process might take from four to six years. Data from 2015 showed that half of UACs
missed immigration hearings due to a lack of representation, especially when children moved to
different locations under different jurisdictions.

Moreover, Cummins recommends for religious leaders to start their work at licensed
shelters, as it embodies the critical role of churches and faith-based organizations by sustaining
“the social safety net.”’** For Cummins social safety nets represent the networks of government

programs and civil society institutions dedicated to providing services to Latino neighborhoods
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and other communities of color.”*! Without hearing the stories of unaccompanied Central
American minor migrants and understanding the challenges they face from their perspective, law
enforcement, the media, and the public remain unaware of risk factors, such as “immigration
trauma,” which can trigger mental illness disorders from one generation to the next.”** Indeed,
UACSs’ underlying issues pre-migration, such as family separation, the fracturing of the family
unit, wars in their homelands, and stigmatization, aggravate their symptoms while risking
minors’ re-traumatization post-migration.

Throughout the study, testimonies from observers in various fields, and the insights of
scholars in theology, philosophy, medicine, trauma, and sociology were summarized to
understand the external and internal challenges hindering the flourishing of unaccompanied
Hispanic youth migrants living in the United States. The evidence highlighted the dangers of
perpetuating a cycle of re-traumatization among the young, which can lead to developmental

delays, poor psychological adjustment, and difficulties in school performance. Parental

741 Roberto Chao Romero, and Fernando Villegas Rivera, “How Latino Congregations are
Transforming Communities,” The Brown Church Institute, Fuller Centro Latino and Urban
Strategies, 2022, accessed August 2, 2024, https://urbanstrategies.us/wp-
content/uploads/2023/08/How-Latino-Congregations-are-Transforming-Communities.pdf.

742 McClain Sampson et al., “You Withhold What You are Feeling so You Can Have a Family:
Latinas’ Perceptions on Community Values and Postpartum Depression,” Family Medicine and
Community Health 9, no. 3, 000504 (2021): 2, accessed August 2, 2024,

https://doi.org/10.1136/fmch-2020-000504.
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separation, particularly from mothers at a young age, is especially detrimental to the parent-child
relationship and counterproductive for the physical, cognitive, and emotional health of UACs.
Our humanitarian Southern border crisis relies on the benevolence and hospitality of
volunteers at churches, shelters, respite stations, and first responders in hospital emergency staff
near the Mexico/U.S. border. Due to a lack of collaboration between federal and state agencies,
unaccompanied migrant Latino children suffered because of an obsolete immigration system.’*?
With this in view, one might speculate whether today’s chaos at the Southern border
exemplifies a corrupted version of modern enslavement of young Latino migrants. Within an
operational mess that retains the human rights of the most vulnerable in society, powerful social
agents silence the voices of UACs’ by blocking their education and sense of agency with fear of
deportation and incarceration. In the meantime, everyone, including Church leaders, watches as
young Latino migrant children become trafficked and exploited. This raises the question of
whether the lack of compassion for Latino migrant children’s suffering might constitute what
theologian Walter Brueggemann described as a symptom of the “weariness and serenity” of
church educators preaching from a comfort zone without creating awareness of the harms of

polarization among young people mimicking political leaders’ innuendos.’#*

743 Eddie Jones, “There’s No ‘Invasion’ at the US-Mexico Border. I Know. I Design our Ports of
Entry,” USA TODAY, June 3, 2024, accessed June 11, 2024,
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/voices/2024/06/03/us-border-ports-entry-immigration-
migrant-surge/73923721007/.

74 Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Fortress Press, 2001), 2.
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In retrospect, we might inquire whether Catholic leaders and law enforcement officials
have forfeited their vocation to promote children's best interests by deprioritizing the value of the
family unit and predisposing young Latino minor migrants to child trauma. This thesis highlights
the risks of Christian leaders' neutrality towards the humanitarian crisis affecting unaccompanied
Central American minors and single mothers fleeing violence and poverty.

Paradoxically, our pluralistic culture seems to characterize the exodus of UACs with a
“double vision.” The prescribed identity of these children as invaders rather than as children
might prompt people to neutrality or inaction regarding their struggle.’* From this premise,
theologian Miroslav Volf argues that neutrality shields the accountability of perpetrators, as the
interpretation of justice becomes subject to prejudice rather than love, which embraces the
victimization of others. In our postmodern era, the secularization of education and
“securitization” of migration, interfere with the Catholic Church’s pedagogical moral
dimensions, manipulating citizens’ fear from compassion to suspicion for national security
concerns.’*® One might argue that contrary to the Cuban children’s evacuation, the absence of
significant or permanent role of religious institutions at the border, such as Monsignor Bryan

Walsh’s figure, suggests an institutional-oriented unwillingness for active participation to raise

745 Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness,
and Reconciliation (Abington Press, 2019), 204-205.
746 M. Jan Holton, Longing for Home: Forced Displacement and Postures of Hospitality (Yale

University Press, 2016), 100-101.
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awareness about reinstating standards of compassion and wellbeing for children crossing the
border alone.”’

Without compassion, the unimaginable suffering of UACs leaving behind loved ones,
possessions, and their cultural beliefs for the unknown becomes disenfranchised from an
individualistic culture’s perspective. This raises the question of whether Christian leaders might
embrace the role of prophetic preaching by teaching and cultivating compassion among
congregants on behalf of Hispanic migrants.”*® Meanwhile, as an open secret, everyone
witnessed the clandestine flow of Latino migrant children being trafficked and exploited, perhaps

rationalizing that it might constitute the norm in today’s culture.

747 Gronbeck-Tedesco, Operation Pedro Pan, 18-21.

748 Brueggemann, The Practice of Prophetic Imagination, 21-24, 45-49.
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