Dear Friends,
Over the last few weeks the various news media in South Africa and around the world have been reporting on and analysing the wave of xenophobic attacks across this country.  At the time of writing over 40 foreign nationals including a few South Africans have been killed and tens of thousands displaced.  Men, women and children have fled for refuge and relief assistance to police stations, community halls and churches.  Newspaper articles, editorials. T.V. news programs and radio talk shows reflect the many emotions, views and analyses of perpetrators, victims, government, civil society and religious organizations. (For more information see www.mg.co.za/xenophobia).
While a few explain this phenomena as the work of criminals or a third-force most view the attacks on foreign nationals as the result of growing frustration and anger on the part of poor and unemployed South Africans who have yet to benefit economically after the end of Apartheid in 1994.   In fact the gap between rich and poor has increased over the past decade with unemployment running at 40% or more in many areas.  There is also a deeper and broader explanation that links this unrest to the experiences and effects of colonialism, migrant labor, apartheid and global economic policies that have enormously benefited a few at the expense of the majority of people. 
There has been sharp criticism of the South African government, leaders and security forces for not acting quickly enough to stop the outbreak of violence and for not doing enough about the crisis in Zimbabwe which has resulted in several million people coming into South Africa increasing the competition for jobs and housing.  In many cases foreign migrants are better educated than locals and willing, out of desperation, to work for lower wages.  As the same time there are employers who illegally employ and exploit foreign nationals for various reasons.  
In South Africa some are asking what has gone wrong with the “rainbow nation” while others point to the obvious fact that for millions little has changed before or after apartheid.  As one political researcher put it, “[The] weakest in our midst now bear the brunt of our failure to improve the lives of the poor…If one scratches the surface of this society we are all complicit…”

As an American it is not my role to judge what is happening or not happening in South Africa but rather to hold it up as a mirror for us in the United States where immigration is also a critical issue. As a privileged descendent of Scandinavian Lutheran economic immigrants to the United States, I feel deeply embarrassed and angry when other more recent economic immigrants are discriminated against.  As I move between continents and countries I have become more convinced that our materialist and consumerist life style comes in many ways at the expense of others and that current global trade is not fair, just or sustainable for people or the environment.  

Somewhat ironically during this time I heard about the raid by U.S. Federal agents on a meat processing plant in Postville, Iowa resulting in the arrest of almost 400 immigrant workers. I read the response by NE Iowa Synod Bishop Steven Ullestad on the ELCA News Service that, “American businesses need workers and immigrants need jobs,” and his bold call for “…immigration reform so that businesses can prosper legally and immigrants may know the freedom and opportunity of America legally.” 
Countries like South Africa and the U.S.A. have always needed and attracted economic migrants, to do skilled and unskilled work.  Migrants bring an array of knowledge, languages, skills, a strong desire for something more and a refusal to accept things the way they are.   In both countries it is heartening to see the response of many organizations and individuals to condemn the attacks on immigrants and refugees and to help communities and families affected by violence and discrimination. The Dean of the Western Cape Circuit Rev. M.D. Dinale, in a pastoral letter on Africa Day (May 25), called for the church to take a prophetic stand against xenophobia and to be visibly involved in providing assistance to refugees based on Jesus’ words in Matthew 25:42-43.  
As companion churches and synods in the United States and in Southern Africa we have much to confess, to learn, to share and to do about this in our respective countries and together as companions in God’s mission locally and globally. 
Clearly, we have a long way to go become the reconciled and reconciling community we are called to be.
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