TEMPORARY DRIVER’S LICENSES FOR IMMIGRANTS WITHIN A LARGER PICTURE OF REDEMPTION 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German pastor and theologian who was executed upon the orders of Adolph Hitler just four week before the Nazi surrender in World War 2, was born into a life of privilege, being a son in an aristocratic German family. 
But as Bonhoeffer was exposed to the reality of human suffering at the margins of society (in particular, the suffering of the Jews in Nazi Germany), his elite worldview gradually transformed. In his own words, as recorded in his book Letters & Papers From Prison, P. 17.

There remains an experience of incomparable value. We have for once learnt to see the great events of world history from below, from the perspective of the outcast, the suspects, the maltreated, the powerless, the oppressed, the reviled—in short, from the perspective of those who suffer 
This reflection from Bonhoeffer fits beautifully with the teaching of Jesus recorded in Matthew 25: 31-40. Biblical scholars and theologians may disagree about the most adequate interpretation of this account of the “Judgment of the Nations.” But one thing is beyond dispute.

Jesus calls all those who claim to be his followers to care for the hungry and thirsty, to care for the stranger, to care for those who do not have adequate clothing, to care for the sick, to care for those who are imprisoned – In brief, to care for those considered by many to be the “the least” among us.

The portion of this exhortation from Jesus that is most pertinent to our topic this morning is his call to “care for the stranger,” since our new Latino neighbors are surely viewed by many as “strangers in our midst.”
So, I propose for your consideration the following first of four overarching principles that I believe should inform our advocacy on behalf of our Latino neighbors, with advocacy on behalf of temporary driver’s licenses, to be talked about later, being just one special case of such advocacy.

P1: Followers of Jesus and others committed to social justice are called to welcome our new Latino neighbors and other “strangers in our midst,” and to advocate and work toward fostering their well-being and flourishing
Our first step toward such advocacy in Sioux County was to help our Latino neighbors to gain a “voice” in a political process in which they were “voiceless.”
The need to help our Latino neighbors to gain a voice in the political process came clear to us in the fall of 2011 when American Reformed Church in Orange City, where I worship, ran an 8-week series on immigration issues, during which we talked with many of our Latino neighbors, rather than the usual practice of just talking at or about persons who differ from us.
We listened to some heartbreaking stories about ways in which the broken immigration system was decimating the unity and stability of the families of a number of our Latino neighbors. One story I will never forget is when a Latino mother told us that her daughter cried when she had to leave home for school in the morning because she was afraid that when she got home that afternoon, mommy would not be there because she had been taken away for deportation.
At the end of this series, we decided that we should not settle for just saying “that was a nice series of meetings,” without anything happening as s result of those good meetings. So, we initiated two follow-up projects, the first of which was to launch the first annual summer Latino Festival in Orange City as a celebration of local Latino culture. The fourth festival will be held this summer. 
More directly to the point of giving voice to the voiceless in the political process, we also created a web site, www.ouriowaneighbors.org, on which we posted a petition titled “To Fix Our Broken Immigration System,” the content of which reflected what we heard from our Latino neighbors during our 8 week series. Over 800 persons signed onto this petition,  which caught the attention of the offices of both Charles Grassley and Steve King. This   eventually led to two conference calls with Grassley and a face-to-face meeting with King in his Sioux City office, during which we were able to advocate for comprehensive immigration reform.
Subsequent to the launching of this petition it became apparent to us that it is not sufficient for us Anglos to represent the “voices” of our Latino neighbors, in what is too often a paternalistic fashion. In addition to such representation, we also need to work toward empowering our Latino neighbors to express their “own voices.”  Therefore a  CASA initiative that we are now shaping will encourage and enable our Latino neighbors to assume greater civic responsibility in their communities including voting, participating on local advisory boards and commissions, and becoming candidates for elected office.

A big question is whether this political advocacy on behalf of our voiceless Latino neighbors made any difference in the minds of our political representatives in Washington, D. C. Possibly not. But possibly a seed was sown that will someday bear fruit. Only time will tell.
The reason I say that ‘only time will tell” is that political advocacy on behalf of any issue is a challenging and uphill battle. The first of two reasons that I will suggest are the causes of this uphill battle is the fact that current political discourse typically embraces either/or rather than  both/and thinking. 
For example, if one studies the legislation for comprehensive immigration reform that passed the U. S. Senate in 2013, it is a both/and bill. For those from one side of the political aisle who focus on the “rule of law,” which is indeed an important focus, the bill calls for improved border security. For those on the other side of the political aisle who want to focus on the well-being and flourishing of all of our new immigrant neighbors, which is also an important focus, the bill calls for an arduous pathway to citizenship. But each side too easily says “it’s my way or the highway; I want my full-loaf, but I will do everything I can to keep you from getting anything.” But both/and thinking says that both sides may have some good ideas to consider and both sides may have to settle for half-a-loaf. It is a refusal to embrace a “both/and” approach that leads to the current political deadlock.

So, what can be done politically if our D. C. politicians are mired in deadlock? We at CASA decided that we needed to take some local political advocacy initiatives, despite the danger that local gridlock could still occur since local politicians are also very susceptible to narrow either/or thinking.

Hence we at CASA decided to advocate for the state of Iowa to pass legislation that would enable all of our immigrant neighbors, whether documented or undocumented, to obtain temporary driver’s licenses (renewable every two years) ) if they meet the following requirements

· Passing a driving test and demonstrating knowledge of rules of the road

· Providing proof of established Iowa residency (utilities bill or bank statement)

· Providing proof of identification (verifiable passport or a consular government  ID card such as the Mexican Matricula Consular)

· Obtaining and carrying proof of auto insurance

These temporary driver’s license cards would be visually distinct from other licenses, and would be marked on their face as not valid for identification or federal purposes. Given these differences, no one can use a temporary driver’s license card to register to vote or vote, apply for public benefits, apply for a Firearm Owner ID card, board an airplane, or enter a federal building

In our estimation, enabling the receipt of such temporary driver’ licenses would be a win-win-win situation for public safety, local employers and immigrant families in the following ways.

Public Safety – An increasing number of law enforcement officers in Iowa (and in the 13 states that have already approved such temporary driver’s licenses) are supporting legislation for temporary licenses because roadway safety will be improved for all Iowans by ensuring that all drivers get tested on their driving skills, know the rules of the road, and have access to insurance.
Local Employers – Local employers benefit when all their employees can be assured of a dependable means to travel to work. Temporary driver’s licenses will make this possible for many immigrant employees who do not presently have dependable means of transportation

Immigrant Families – For immigrants, driving is a necessity for going to work and providing for their families, including trips to the doctor, to church, to the grocery store, and school. Temporary driver’s licenses will contribute to the well-being of immigrant families by making such driving possible for all licensed immigrants.
So, what is not to like? I have talked about this with a Republican Iowa State Senator, a Republican member of the Iowa House of Representatives, and a county law enforcement officer, all of whom hold elected office. The majority opinion I heard is that it is highly unlikely that in the current session of the Iowa Legislature any bill will be passed that grants driver’s licenses to all immigrants Here, with just a bit of paraphrasing, are two reasons given by these three local politicians as to why such passage of a bill is highly unlikely. After noting these two reasons, I will indicate how they reflect the fact that local politics is as broken as national politics. But a third more prominent reason given by those I have talked to will require a more substantial response, which I will outline. Here are the first two reasons I have heard
· I personally favor this legislation. But if I, as an elected law enforcement officer, publicly support it in my conservative county, I will be voted out of office

· No Iowa legislator will dare to bring such legislation to a committee or the floor of the Iowa Senate or House unless the proposed legislation already has the public support of some key associations, such as the Iowa Police Chiefs, the Association of County Attorneys, or the Iowa DOT. To propose such legislation without such support will be political suicide.

Both of these responses point to the second major reason why politics is broken: the political process has been reduced politics to “getting elected,” rather than to “governing well.” My short-hand definition of the purpose of politics is to find common ground to serve the common good. These two responses don’t give the slightest hint of a desire to serve a “common good” (which seems to be as true of local politics as national politics).
By the way, my proposed two major reasons for the brokenness of politics are inter-related. It is a politician’s focus on “getting elected” that contributes significantly to either/or thinking. This is because trying to find a common middle ground on a given issue (both/and thinking) is the surest way to not get elected, as witnessed to by the decimation in the 2014 elections of the moderate voices in both parties. 

But there seems to be a third and more substantial reason for opposing temporary driver’s licenses for all immigrants, documented or undocumented, that is often unspoken: “granting driver’s licenses to undocumented immigrants rewards those who have broken the law.”
Those who favor granting driver’s licenses to undocumented immigrants must give a cogent response to this criticism.
If all politicians professed commitment to the Christian faith, my response would be simple: Unmerited grace and mercy toward those who have broken the law is a centerpiece of the Christian faith that we all profess to embrace. So, what is the problem with proposing that such unmerited grace and mercy should be extended to our undocumented immigrant neighbors?
But such a response is not appropriate in our pluralistic society where politicians and other citizens hold to diverse worldview commitments, religious and secular. Rather, I need to respond in a way that seeks to find common ground among all persons because of our shared humanity. Hence, my response in the public square has two components that I hope can be embraced by all persons of good will, whatever their worldview commitments.
First, I echo the response of President Obama to those national politicians who opposed his recent Executive Action: “Pass a bill for comprehensive immigration reform.” If you look carefully at the bill that the Senate passed for comprehensive immigration reform, it does punish those who have broken the law by entering the USA illegally, in the form of significant fines along the pathway to citizenship.
So the Senate bill is not “amnesty,” contrary to Steve King’s relentless rhetoric, since “amnesty” means “no punishment.”
To be sure, one can argue about whether the fines imposed by the Senate bill are severe enough. But it reflects a total lack of moral imagination to be unable to find a middle ground between no punishment and the overly severe punishment of deportation that is currently decimating many Latino families.
My second response to the concern that granting driver’s licenses to undocumented immigrants is rewarding those who have broken the law is more subtle and subject to debate. I will grant that granting driver’s licenses to undocumented immigrants is a form of reward for those who have broken the law. But I argue that the negative effects (on public safety, employers and immigrant families) of not granting such temporary licenses are far more destructive than whatever negative effect is perceived in rewarding those who have broken the law. Philosophers call this situation a “moral dilemma,” where all the options have some negative effects, and one chooses the option that has the least negative effect.
By now I wouldn’t be surprised if a number of you are thinking “Harold, you must be a masochist, a glutton for punishment.” You may be happy to embrace my first overarching principle –Followers of Jesus are called to welcome our new Latino neighbors and other “strangers in our midst,” and to advocate and work toward fostering their well-being and flourishing.

But the gloomy picture I present of a broken system of politics, at both the national and local level, would suggest that I (and you) should work out this principle strictly on a personal level, like inviting some of my new Latino neighbors over to my home for food and the building of friendship that could lead to personal forms of assistance (like driving an undocumented, unlicensed immigrant neighbor back and forth to work). But why get involved in that dirty business called politics?
To present an adequate response to this probing question would require another sermon or two. In the little time I have remaining today, I will give you a truncated version of my response to that question by simply introducing three more overarching principles (without having time to elaborate).
My second overarching principle flows from my understanding of God’s intentions for our world, as described in Colossians 1: 19-20.
For in him [Jesus Christ] all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him  God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross.
The overarching principle that flows from this passage of scripture is as follows:

P2: It is God’s intention that all aspects of the created order be redeemed from brokenness, including the political realm and our relationships with strangers.
In light of the current state of our world, this principle appears to be ludicrous. As hard as it is to believe that all of Creation will one day be fully redeemed, that is the biblical teaching about the “Kingdom of God” that will one day be fully realized. 

A day will come when justice will replace injustice; when there will be no more conflict between peoples and nations; when our polluted environment will be fully restored; when knowledge will replace ignorance; when beauty will replace justice; when strangers in our midst will be fully welcomed.
That vision for the future is almost impossible to believe, given the current empirical evidence. That vision can only be embraced through the eyes of faith.

If that vision will one day come to full realization, then what is my role as one person who professes to be a follower of Jesus? 
P3: I and all other followers of Jesus are called to be agents for God’s redemptive purposes, with each of us contributing according to our particular gifts and abilities
But the obstacles to any level of realization of God’s redemptive purposes for our world seem insurmountable. How much can each of us really do? My response is found in my fourth principle

P4: My role, and your role, if you profess to be a follower of Jesus, is to plant tiny “seeds of redemption” that give, at best, intimations of the full Kingdom of God to come, something like an early morning sunrise in the east gives an intimation of the full noonday sun to come. 
This calling to plant seeds of redemption in our world is pointed to in the Parable of the Mustard Seed that Jesus spoke, as recorded in Matthew 13: 31-32.

The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his 
field; it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it is grown it is the greatest of

shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its branches

This parable of Jesus says nothing about my being “successful.” Rather, I am called to be “faithful” in planting seeds of redemption.
So, by the grace of God, I attempt to welcome the stranger in my personal life and I attempt to be patient and persevering in my political advocacy efforts on behalf of the strangers in my midst, my new immigrant neighbors.
Harold Heie

Iowa Lakes Unitarian Universalist Fellowship

Okoboji, IA

January 25, 2015

