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Within the Interfaith tradition, families are considered the stabilizing factor in society through which individuals are able to grow and experience the love of God.  Thus, when family members are separated for long periods of time, there is a concern for the stability of our country and the growth of a healthy society.

 Traditionally, immigration laws have upheld the value of family and placed priority on keeping families united.  In our country today, however, there are hundreds of immigrant families that have been separated for an average of 6-8 years.  Many of these families have been separated due to two types of backlogs- an administrative backlog as U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services do not have enough resources to handle the workload, and also a visa backlog due to the limited number of visas that allow immigrants to enter into our country.  Due to these backlogs, immigrants often have had to face the hard choice of being separated from family members for long periods of time, or entering illegally to be with their loved ones.

While we do not condone breaking of the law, we must recognize when the law does not reflect principles that create healthy societies, like the unity of the family.  Allowing immigrant families to be reunited with their loved ones allows those who work in our country to be more productive members of our society while also contributing to the overall stability of our communities.

Currently, the annual ceiling for family-based immigration is 480,000 individuals per year.  This number is divided into immediate relatives of U.S. citizens as well as 4 different family preferences based on different criteria.  There is also a cap on how many people are allowed into the United States from any one country.  A combination of these visa ceilings as well as the per-country cap often contributes to long waits for the average immigrant family. For example, a wife, husband, or child of a U.S. Lawful Permanent Resident is only now receiving a visa after a 5 year wait.  

As Congress considers Comprehensive Immigration Reform, we seek to reform our immigration system according to the following guidelines so that families will be reunited as quickly as possible which will lead to a strengthening of our communities and the overall good of our society.

-The issue of family unity must continue to be a priority in Comprehensive Immigration Reform- Within the immigration reform debate, we must continue to seek to place family unity as a top priority in reforming our current immigration laws.  While it is crucial to discuss border security measures as well as other important elements of comprehensive immigration reform, we must also seek to make sure that family reunification is closely examined and discussed.

- The Immigrant Quota System needs to be updated- There are thousands of families that have been waiting on average 6-8 years to be reunited with family members.  We must revise the quotas for the various preference categories as well as re-examine the caps on per-country immigration so that families can be reunited as expeditiously as possible.  
-More Administrative Resources must be given to reduce the backlog- The current system is operating on a fee-based system whereby the cost to apply is used towards not just the actual processing of the application but other unrelated Administrative activity.  We must ensure that the Administration uses the full application fee towards the actual processing of the application and also ensure that the Administration receives enough resources to implement various measures, like hiring more staff, to reduce the backlog.

-Previously passed laws that create barriers to family reunification must be reformed- There are several provisions in current law that prevent family members from being reunited as quickly as possible.  For example, the current law prohibits those who have been in the U.S. for a minimum of six months without permission from re-entering the country, even though they were qualified for immigration status.  This has caused the long separation of families.  We must seek to change those barriers to entry so that legal immigrants can enter the country and leave to see and be with family.

-Citizenship birth-right must be maintained- The 14th amendment of the Constitution is a cornerstone of our democracy.  We must continue to preserve this Constitutional right so that children who are born here can become fully integrated members of our society.

As an Interfaith Community concerned with immigration reform, we support the rule of law and adherence to law and order.  However, we must also seek to change the law if and when the law does not create a healthy existence.  Current immigration law has caused one of the foundational units of our society, the family, to be disrupted, and we call upon Congress and the Administration to place family reunification as a top consideration in any immigration reform bill.

The strengthening of the United States can only be created when families are united.  With a comprehensive approach to immigration reform, we can create a society that is stable, strong, and healthy.  
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