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Life on the line

KARL W. HOFFMAN has photographed life on the U.S.-
Mexican border for six years. His documentary, Living on 
the Border, is available at livingontheborder.com.
MEGAN SWEAS is associate editor of U.S. Catholic.

 A t the Kino Border Initiative on the Mexican side 
of the border in Nogales, Jesuit Father Peter Nee-
ley prays with migrants deported from the United 
States. On Sundays he frequently presides at Mass 

on the U.S. side of the border, where many of the parishio-
ners work for homeland security. “Most of them say that’s 
what you should do,” he says. “ ‘You’re doing what you’re 
supposed to do; we’re doing what we’re supposed to do.’ 
They don’t see a contradiction there.”

Fear, hope, tension, and solidarity all coexist in the midst 
of ordinary life at the border. Drug cartel activity in Mexico 
has increased fear of violence spilling into the United States, 
while migrants are afraid not only of border patrol but also of 
the desert. Many, however, complain that border life is exag-
gerated in the national debate about immigration reform. 

“If it was that dangerous, I don’t think we would be here 
living and working,” Sally Gall, refuge manager of Buenos 
Aires National Wildlife Refuge, says, noting that violence on 
the U.S. side of the border has been isolated and that migra-
tion is down due to the economy. While border dwellers are 
split on the effectiveness of heightened security measures—
fences, electronic surveillance, and patrols—fear and federal 
inaction propelled the passage of Arizona’s anti-immigration 
law, SB 1070, this year (see “State of fear,” page 33). 

Activists say tougher security led to the record 252 
deaths of Arizona border crossers in 2010 (Arizona Daily 
Star’s Border Death Database collects an unofficial count). 
“We have a wall that causes people to die every day,” says 
Enrique Morones, founder of the San Diego-based Border 
Angels. “They risk their lives through the desert, and two 
people die every day. . . . It’s immoral.”

A militarized border is neither realistic nor desirable, 
according to San Diegan John Fanestil, a United Method-
ist pastor and executive director of Foundation for Change. 
“To my mind the border is a place of friendship and human 
encounter and communion,” he says.

People’s experiences on the border do not lead to easy 
answers or quick fixes, Neeley says. “No matter what your 
politics is, when you see these people’s faces, the question 
is, ‘What would you do?’ We know what Jesus would do, 
but what would you do?”
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Photographer Karl W. Hoffman captures the many sides of border 
life—migrants’ hope, activists’ care, and residents’ concerns.
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Right: Migrants caught by border 
patrol “feel like failures; they feel like 
they’re lost,” Kino Border Initiative’s 
Father Peter Neeley, S.J. says. “Besides 
giving the basic necessities—food, 
clothing, shelter—one of the biggest 
things we give here is a sense of hope.” 
Below: Every meal at Kino starts with 
prayer. Deportees often risk and sell 
everything to go to the United States, 
and they don’t know where to turn 
when they don’t make it. Vulnerable 
on the streets of Nogales, they find a 
safe space at Kino. “For many of them, 
you can see tears in their eyes when 
they pray,” Neeley says.  

Center: Crossing the border is danger-
ous, especially as increased enforce-
ment pushes migrants into more 
remote parts of the desert, which is lit-
tered with personal items, such as this 
Bible. “Those who were in the desert 
talk about praying to God,” Neeley 
says, even for border patrol to find 
them when they are dying of thirst.
Right: No More Deaths leaves water 
along immigrant trails in Arizona. 
Enrique Morones explains that Califor-
nia’s border wall has pushed migrants 
into Arizona’s deserts. He started Bor-
der Angels in 1986 with the mission 
statement of Matthew 25:35 (“I was 
thirsty and you gave me something 
to drink”), but he now lauds No More 
Deaths as one of the most effective 
organizations doing this work. Offi-
cials at Buenos Aires National Wildlife 
Refuge, however, have ticketed the 
group for littering. Water distribution is 
allowed only through large containers 
in “already disturbed areas,” such as 
roads, Refuge Manager Sally Gall says. 
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Top: Some local residents want a greater focus right at the border so they don’t 
have to deal with migrant issues in their neighborhoods, Hoffman says. Residents 
do encounter migrants occasionally in the course of everyday life, he adds. 
Directly above: The Obama administration ordered 1,200 National Guard troops 
to the border this year. Surveillance equipment, miles of fencing, and agents 
have also been added. The Office of Border Patrol reports a significant decrease 
in apprehensions for illegal border crossing over the past 10 years. Agents made 
about 425,000 apprehensions through the first 11 months of fiscal year 2010. 

In Arizona’s Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge, the fence and enforcement 
has “its pros and cons,” Gall says. “It has diverted and slowed pedestrian traffic, 
but they really just go out to the sides.” While the wall prevents illegal vehicles 
from hurting the land, she also worries about its effect on animal migration. 
Left bottom: Activists, often inspired by their faith, see border enforcement as a 
temporary fix that ignores the humanity of migrants. 
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Top: Crosses on the Mexican side of the 
border fence represent lives lost in migra-
tion. “Every person is . . . a child of God. 
We have to treat them with respect, and 
that’s not happening,” Morones says. 
Left: At the 2008 World Communion Day 
service at Friendship Park, part of Border 
Field State Park in San Diego, California, 
United Methodist minister John Fanestil 
was told that handing communion across 
the border was a customs violation. He 
returned for communion services every 
Sunday for eight months in protest before 
border patrol forcibly kept him and others 
from entering the park. The services, he 
says, “were a sacramental celebration of 
what life at the border is really like. I did 
it out of solidarity with the families who 
have been meeting at that park for gener-
ations to visit with their loves ones across 
the international boundary.”
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 “P anico.” That’s how Joel Navarette, the coordinator 
of the youth group at St. Agnes Church in Phoenix, 
describes the reaction to SB 1070, an immigration 

crackdown that Arizona Gov. Jan Brewer signed into law in 
April. Despite opposition from the U.S. bishops, polls have 
shown broad local and national support of the law and 
desire for similar legislation in 
other states. 

Navarette says the young 
people in Phoenix, whether legal 
residents or not, didn’t know what 
to make of the law. “It was the 
way pundits were talking about SB 
1070,” he says. “The community 
didn’t know how it was going to 
work. They didn’t know what to 
do, except leave the state.” 

A noticeable number did flee, 
either to Mexico or elsewhere in 
the United States, he says. “They 
didn’t want to stay here with so 
much division, with the possibility of humiliation.”

Fear also fueled support for SB 1070, especially after 
borderland rancher Rob Krentz was shot and killed 30 miles 
outside of Douglas, Arizona nearly a month before the bill 
passed. Authorities suspect drug smugglers, though no 
arrests have been made. 

As it was written, SB 1070 would have made it a state 
crime to be in the United States illegally—a violation of 
civil codes under federal law. The law has changed through 
amendments, and federal judicial action blocked controver-
sial aspects of the bill on July 28, a day before it took effect. 

Now police are not required to verify immigration status 
on stops, and immigrants are not required to carry proof of 
their status by the state (the state hoped to enforce this, as 
federal law requiring proof of status is not enforced). 

But Arizona residents can sue state offices or agencies for 
failing to fully enforce immigration laws, effectively blocking 
“sanctuary city” policies that prevent police or government 
employees from asking about immigration status. Human 
smuggling, picking up day laborers, and knowingly employ-
ing undocumented workers are now state crimes. 

The Justice Department lawsuit argued that SB 1070 was 
“preempted by federal law.” Supporters of the law, however, 
said that the failure of U.S. government to enact immigration 
reform was a driving force behind Arizona’s law.  

Arizona bishops released a statement applauding the 
judge’s decision while calling for national reform. “The 
tragic consequences of the failure of our nation’s political 
leadership to enact reform of our immigration system have 
included the deaths of thousands of people,” the statement 

says. “Migrants—women, men, children in desperate circum-
stances—have died trying to enter our country. U.S. citizens 
have died because of crimes committed by drug smugglers, 
people smugglers, and weapons smugglers.”

While fear has subsided since the judge’s ruling, Nava-
rette says it isn’t gone. Youth group members no longer go 

out to dinner after meet-
ings, and undocumented 
members don’t drive. 

What’s needed most is 
information. The Phoenix 
diocese’s Office of His-
panic Ministry organizes 
information meetings 
on SB 1070 at parishes 
throughout the state. With 
200 to 300 attendees, 
they cover the rights of 
undocumented immi-
grants, calming undocu-
mented parishioners.

Churches should also be places where opposing sides 
can hash things out, according to Joe Rubio, Arizona senior 
organizer of the Industrial Areas Foundation. “The church can 
be a very powerful force in helping to bring together the dif-
ferent sides,” he says. “We don’t all have to come at it from 
the same direction to realize the system is broken and needs 
to be fixed.” 

Carole Bartholomeaux, a parishioner at St. Joseph Church 
in Phoenix and a supporter of SB 1070 agrees. “If our repub-
lic is to survive, there must be common ground on this highly 
divisive issue,” she says. 

 With a fifth of Arizonans living in poverty, supporters of 
SB 1070 argue that undocumented immigrants have 
taken a toll on the state’s economy. “Arizona can no 

longer afford to support those who do not contribute to the 
cost of running the state,” Bartholomeaux says, falsely claim-
ing that the undocumented “pay no taxes.”

The Immigration Policy Center reports that 50 to 75 
percent of undocumented immigrants pay state and federal 
taxes, not to mention sales and property taxes. “Particularly 
when there’s an economic downturn, we’re always looking 
for a scapegoat,” Rubio says.

In Arizona and nationally, talk has shifted from SB 1070 
to a questioning of birthright citizenship. Some say the 14th 
Amendment of the U.S. Constitution doesn’t guarantee citi-
zenship to everyone born in the United States. 

Meanwhile, talk of comprehensive immigration reform on 
a national level has dulled to a murmur. 

“We’re in danger of deporting our principles,” Rubio says. 
“We need to reframe the discussion so that we understand 
the vital contributions that immigrants make to this country, 
to our economy, and to our parishes.”

State of fear: Arizona’s immigration law

By J.D. LONG-GARCíA, editor of The Catholic Sun, the 
newspaper of the Diocese of Phoenix, Arizona. 


