Christmas in the Borderlands

By Sarah Monroe

At Christmas, we celebrate the birth of Jesus. Year after year, we read the story of a pregnant Mary travelling with Joseph, looking for shelter in the night. Year after year, we say the same words, repeated in Christmas pageants everywhere; “There was no room for them in the inn.” In Mexico, the whole story is reenacted in the practice of posadas. Starting on December 16th and lasting until the night before Christmas, this story is incarnated into the local culture, as towns or neighborhoods form a procession visiting three houses every night, only the last of which opens the doors to shelter the holy family. 

This Christmas season finds me back in my hometown in Grays Harbor County. For the past few months, I have worked to study and understand the increasing number of immigrants in the area. As I have heard story after story, I have found myself thinking about the Christmas story, as the holy family knocked on the door of crowded inns. And the words of the posada seem appropriate.  

	Caminan de tienda en tienda,

No hay lugar en el mesón.

Todos les cierran la puerta

Y también el corazón. 
	They walked from tent to tent

There was no room in the inn.

All of them closed their door

And their hearts to them.


In order to get the United States, a man pays $5,000 to a guide and swims across the Rio Grande, holding all of his possessions over his head. The guide puts him on a plane destined for Washington state and he arrives eager for work.1 He is about to find that room in the inn is scarce. 

Two or three times a year, ICE officials roll into town and stop people at the bus stops and in the Wal-Mart parking lot, asking for I.D. They detain immigrants that have no documents and deport them back to Mexico. When officials are in town, local Latinos go into hiding, avoiding public places in fear of being separated from their families.1 There is no room in the inn.

A young mother with a two year son is alone after her husband was deported. She is desperately trying to learn English. Twice a week, she brings her little boy with her to ESL classes and sits quietly in the corner. There is no room in the inn.

A family, migrating from Mexico to try to find a better life, finds the only place they can afford to rent is a falling apart apartment on the Aberdeen flats. There is mold growing on the walls from water damage.3 Three men from Mexico, in the area to work, pay $1,000 a month for a one room apartment they all share. It is falling apart, but they have no choice.1 There is no room for them in the inn.

When confronted with the sentiment that he is stealing from American society by being here, one man explains his reasons. He came because he has to feed his family. He said he would do anything to take care of them, even cross borders.4 There is no room for him in the inn.

A bright girl writes a beautiful essay for the WASL. She writes the original essay in Spanish, her native language, and then tries to translate it into English. Her English skills were not high enough to produce the paper required for her grade level and she failed the test.1 There is no room for her in the inn.

	No me importa el nombre,

Déjenme dormir,

Pues que ya les digo

Que no hemos de abrir.
	I don’t care about your name;

Let me sleep;

I already told you

That we are not going to open.


An anti-immigrant activist stands in front of the county commissioners, demanding that undocumented workers be denied jobs. He rails against these people that he doesn’t know “hanging around in my town [and] who don’t even know what a passport is.” He actively reports immigrants to authorities, following them to their places of employment. Their names are unknown.

Increased anti-immigrant activity on the harbor breeds fear in the community. A young family is followed by someone they do not know. They fear that they will be reported and perhaps deported back to Mexico. They agonize over what will happen to their children. They beg a local school teacher to agree to take their children to relatives out of town if anything should happen.3 They are afraid of becoming another nameless statistic. 

When Jesus came as a little baby, he came to a poor Galilean family, the son of outcasts, searching for welcome in a town that had no room. As Virgilio Elizondo puts it; “Jesus entered and left human society as a reject”(55). Likewise, many immigrants have come to this country as poor and outcast, searching for welcome in towns and cities that often resist finding them room. They are in our own towns and cities looking for a place in a society plagued with its own ills. After all, the innkeepers of Bethlehem were probably tired with inns busy and full, perhaps skeptical of letting in a strange face. There are many fears in our communities, especially in this time of economic uncertainty. There is fear of job competition. There is fear of a new influx of people that no one knows. 

Yet, Jesus calls to us in the face of the immigrant searching for a place to stay, searching for a home in a new country.      

	Humildes peregrines,

Jesús, María, y José,

Me alma os doy, con ella

Mi corazón también. 
	Humble pilgrims,

Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,

I give you my soul, and with it

My heart as well.


Alongside the tales of exclusion and discrimination, I have found stories of people opening their doors and their hearts to the immigrants among us. 

A local school hires bilingual staff to work with immigrant kids and translates all their material so that parents have access to their kid’s school information. Teachers take the time to learn a little Spanish and take classes on methods of teaching English. They work hard to respect and celebrate the Latino culture of their students and promote an environment of acceptance. One of the poorest schools in the district, they still believe that they can prepare their kids to succeed in the United States.1 

A father enrolls his kids in school and breaks down in tears. As a poor farmer in Mexico, he never had the opportunity to go to school and is illiterate. He is overwhelmed that his kids will have the opportunity to go to school.1

Even if newly arrived immigrants have access to basic insurance, and those are few enough, dental work is not covered. If people have toothaches or cavities, it leads to untreated tooth decay. A local dentist offers his services to immigrant families, performing emergency work for free.1 

A small group, mostly volunteer, offers ESL classes through the local college.2 A school teacher, an immigrant herself, not only teaches English to the kids in her care, but also goes out of her way to reach out to the families and help meet their needs, from translating doctor’s visits to assisting people find jobs.3 

In the posada, the last house offers the weary family a place to stay and thus gains the privilege of entertaining Jesus. May we, this Christmas season, become more aware of the immigrant among us and open our hearts and doors to them. 
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