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Heidi Cerneka, whose 
family hails from Belleville, 
recently began a new 
ministry at the U.S.-Mexico 
border. Heidi is based in 
the city of El Paso, Texas, 
which borders on the city 
of Juárez, Chihuahua. She 
is the first Maryknoll lay 
missioner at the border 
since 2007, and she will be 
joining in collaboration with 
Maryknoll sisters, fathers, 
and brothers as well as 
many other faith-based 
and community partners. 
(Photo by Maryknoll Lay 
Missioners, mklm.org.)
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Heidi Cerneka’s passion to promote 
justice for the vulnerable has taken her 
to South America and Africa to fight for 
the rights of incarcerated women and 
refugees. Now, it’s landed her back in the 
United States, in the middle of one of the 
most contentious issues facing the nation.

Cerneka, an attorney associated with 
the Maryknoll Lay Missioners, works as 
a legal advocate in El Paso, Texas, advis-
ing people who are seeking asylum at the 
U.S./Mexican border.

The task is enormous – Cerneka and 
her colleagues at Las Americas Immi-
grant Advocacy Center are among only 
a few organizations offering free assis-
tance to people in immigration deten-
tion at one of the busiest points of entry 
for the thousands entering the country 
from Central America.

In carrying out that task, she leans on 
faith. “I don’t know how someone would 
do this without a faith base, without be-
lieving in something bigger than us.”

Cerneka’s father was a Belleville na-
tive, but her family moved around a 
lot when she was a child. That lifestyle 
helped inform the one she leads now. “I 
got the idea from my parents that you 
can always start out somewhere new. But 
it’s also definitely faith-based, not being 

afraid to venture out.”
Her sense of social justice inspired her 

to teach high school in Belize for a Jesuit 
volunteer group, and after several years 
as a campus minister at Loyola Univer-
sity in Chicago, it sent her venturing out 
again, first to Brazil and later to Kenya. In 
both countries, she focused on the plight 
of incarcerated women.

“Prisons tend to be created by men, 
for men, and they treat women the same 
way,” Cerneka says. “I was interested in 
the different reasons that women end up 
in situations like that, and their different 
needs.”

She argues that women often run 
into trouble with the law as a result of a 
lack of power in their lives, and because 
of being trapped in abusive or violent 
situations.  Cerneka, who received her 
law degree from Loyola in 2017, helped 
inmates in Kenya regain some of that 
power by teaching them to defend them-
selves in court.

Since January, she’s been defending 
people who have come to the United 
States to seek asylum. Cerneka notes 
that abrupt changes to U.S. immigration 
policy in recent years have created enor-
mous problems not just for refugees, but 
for the lawyers and judges who handle 
their cases.

As an example, she cites the Trump 
administration’s “Remain in Mexico” 

policy, which requires asylum seekers 
arriving in the U.S. to return to Mexico to 
wait for U.S. immigration hearings. This 
cuts them off from legal help and places 
them in a dangerous situation.

“It was a decision made in D.C., and 
nobody had any idea how to implement 
it,” Cerneka says. “We now have more 
than 15,000 (asylum seekers) in Juarez, 
Mexico, which doesn’t have any infra-
structure to handle that. It’s a Candy-
land if you’re a bad element – here are all 
these people you can rob, extort, commit 
sexual assault against, and they’re stuck 
there.”

Cerneka’s work is primarily with peo-
ple already in detention – trying to help 
them prove that they have justified fears 
of persecution and harm if they are re-
turned to their home countries. 

She pushes back against the assump-
tions that migrants are primarily moti-
vated by economic desires such as jobs 
or welfare. 

“People are so desperate for a chance 
at hope, especially people with kids,” 
Cerneka says, relating the story of a cou-
ple she spoke with who have four sons. 
“The man had a job, the wife had a job, 
they had a small house,” she says. “Then, 
when their oldest son turned 14, the gang 
came to their door and said, ‘It’s time for 
him to join us,’ and they dropped every-
thing and left.

“People are fleeing from gangs, from 
gang extortion. There are people who are 
LGBTQ who have no rights.”

She says she’s amazed at the hope and 
courage people show in the face of these 
threats.

“I’m constantly in shock at the resil-
iency, at the hope,” Cerneka says. “How 
else do you explain the unaccompanied 
children? How does a person take what’s 
most precious to them and send them on 
that journey? It’s courage and hope.”

Cerneka continues to make the legal 
case for refugees, relying on her faith 
and working, somewhat impatiently, 
she says, for a more just outcome. She’s 
slated to work with Las Americas for at 
least the next year.

“God gave me this constitution – I call 
it an ‘outraging’ constitution, because 
‘outraged’ seems too passive,” she says. 
“I can go on being outraged and indig-
nant and it doesn’t drag me under.  I 
value working on this team, at this amaz-
ing organization, and we keep doing our 
part and keep fighting so that someday 
good will actually win.”

Cerneka credits Maryknoll Lay Mis-
sioners with supporting her financially 
so she can continue to work at Las Amer-
icas. She also serves on the Maryknoll 
Lay Missioners’ board of directors. To 
support that or other Maryknoll efforts, 
visit www.mklm.org.
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