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Migration and Uprootedness 

Sometimes we think we choose, but we are chosen. That is what happened to me with this 
reflection by Elsa Támez, who is a Mexican liberation theologian. In her work as a biblical scholar, 
she examines scriptural texts through the lens of the experiences of Latin American women.  
 
In her article, “Migration and Uprootedness in the Bible,” she talks about migration, and despite the 
many years that have passed since I left my homeland, I still identify myself as a migrant. 
 
As a migrant I have faced (and continue to face) the existence of "good" migrants in Europe, those 
who are more easily assimilated into the community that welcomes them; as well as being content 
to be "tolerated.” But there are also the "unwelcome migrants," those who demand justice - not 
charity - and who represent worldviews and faiths that are distant from the host society.  
 
It seems to me that Támez finds theological 
answers to the challenge of living with people 
who are profoundly different from the original 
and majority group in a given place. And one of 
those answers is to identify in Paul's gospel the 
call to love one's neighbour over attachment to 
the law. Likewise, Támez draws on the migratory 
experience of the people of Israel as an ethical 
path for welcoming those who seek refuge among 
them. 
 
 
 

Excerpt from the article, “Migration and uprootedness in the Bible”* 
(translated) 

 
Peoples and individuals often migrate to flourish, and that is not a bad thing. The disruption occurs 
when they attain some degree of power and use it to dominate other peoples or residents who 
share the same place, whether native or foreign. All peoples and individuals have the right to 
migrate, but not to oppress and discriminate.  
 
The fact that Israel’s people were foreigners and mistreated was a foundational experience in 
dealing with the foreigners in their midst. The laws prohibiting the mistreatment of the foreigner 
surely came about because there was contempt and mistreatment. Therefore, the people of Israel 
must remember their own foreignness in Egypt, and even in Canaan. The memory of the foreigner's 
identity and experience marks the limits in the exercise of power and allows for a relationship based 
on equality. 
 
Yet, the attitude of the Hebrew people towards foreigners was not consistent. For some there is 
rejection, for others there is welcome, depending on the context. The different Hebrew terms for 
the word “foreigner” help to define the meaning. Many of the terms were known in ancient times, 
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though they grew in significance and frequency after the exile. The Hebrew terms negar and norris, 
and zar, refer to something that is strange, that which is different from one's own self.  
 
In Greek, the corresponding terms are alotrios, zenos. Though they do not necessarily refer to the 
immigrant. They can refer to people from other towns – ethnic foreigners – who in general are 
rejected. This rejection is intensified when they are considered to be “impure” by the scribes for not 
adhering to the law or rituals of purification. These would include those who are uncircumcised and 
those outside the law - the so-called Gentiles or pagans. However, this mindset begins to change 
with Paul’s theology in the first century.  
 
Paul understood that it was possible for the non-Jew to fully participate in the household of God, 
without the need for law and circumcision. The story of the Good Samaritan places the stranger not 
as an enemy, but as someone who is compassionate and who is to be imitated. And Jesus goes so far 
as to affirm that whatever is done to a stranger is done to himself (Mt 25: 44-45).  
 
But the most interesting term for our theme is ger, stranger, immigrant. There are immigrants within 
the people of Israel, and Israelis were often migrants. When we speak of Israel as a foreigner in 
Egypt we speak of ger, just as we speak of Abraham in Hebron and Moses in Midian. The ger is one 
who has left his or her homeland due to political, economic, or other similar reasons, and leaves his 
or her land in search of a community in which he or she feels protected. 
 
As it appears in the biblical text, the ger is poor; he or she 
cannot possess land. The laws of the people protected 
them: they forbade their oppression and exploitation, they 
had the right to receive help, as well as the widow and the 
orphan, for they were counted as the weakest because they 
had no one to help them. They are under God’s protection 
(Deut. 10:18). The Israelites should not only not discriminate 
against them, but they should love them (Lev 19: 33-34; 
Deut 10: II). 
 
The basic reason for the good treatment of the ger, the biblical text repeats, is the fact that Israel 
was an immigrant (ger) in Egypt. In other words, People of Israel know from their own experience 
the hardships and feelings of uprootedness experienced in foreign countries. The God of the Bible 
explicitly takes position in defense of the poor stranger, the immigrants who have no one to defend 
them. 
 
Questions for reflection: 

- What kind of rules and social norms are necessary to achieve peaceful and constructive 
coexistence? Which are used to generate division and stereotypical views of migrants?  

 
- What has been your personal experience of migration? How does faith help you identify 

with or distance yourself from the reality of (other) migrants in your context? 
 
 
 

 
* Elsa Tamez, “Migración y desarraigo en la Biblia,” Magazine Saboreando : Relecturas Bíblicas, 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1tCh1nsd0-sFdSL_yRii1lyihK3BC9bKa/view 
 
Tamez’s books include Bible of the Oppressed, The Amnesty of Grace, and Struggles for Power in Early 
Christianity: A Study of the First Letter of Timothy (2007). She is Professor Emerita at the Universidad Biblica 
Latinamericana in Costa Rica. 


