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CHURCH OF THE HOLY TRINITY v. UNITED STATES. 

 

MR. JUSTICE BREWER delivered the opinion of the court.  

Plaintiff . . . is a [Church] . . . .  E. Walpole Warren was, prior to September, 1887, an alien 
residing in England.  In that month the [Church] made a contract with him, by which he was to 
remove to the  city of New York and enter into its service as rector and pastor; and in pursuance 
of such contract, Warren did so remove and enter upon such service.  It is claimed by the United 
States that this contract . . . was forbidden by the act of February 26, 1885, 23 Stat. 332, c. 164, 
and an action was commenced to recover the penalty prescribed by that act. . . . 

The first section describes the act forbidden, and is in these words:  

"Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in 
Congress assembled, That from and after the passage of this act it shall be unlawful for any 
person, company, partnership, or corporation, in any manner whatsoever, to prepay the 
transportation, or in any way assist or encourage the importation or migration of any alien or 
aliens, any foreigner or foreigners, into the United States, its Territories, or the District of 
Columbia, under contract or agreement,  parol or special, express or implied, made previous to 
the importation or migration of such alien or aliens, foreigner or foreigners, to perform labor or 
service of any kind in the United States, its Territories, or the District of Columbia."  

It must be conceded that the act of the corporation is within the letter of this section, for the 
relation of rector to his church is one of service, and implies labor on the one side with 
compensation on the other.  Not only are the general words labor and service both used, but 
also, as it were to guard against any narrow interpretation and emphasize a breadth of meaning, 
to them is added "of any kind;" and, further, . . . the fifth section, which makes specific 
exceptions, among them professional actors, artists, lecturers, singers and domestic servants, 
strengthens the idea that every other kind of labor and service was intended to be reached by 
the first section.  While there is great force to this reasoning, we cannot think Congress intended 
to denounce with penalties a transaction like that in the present case.  It is a familiar rule, that a 
thing may be within the letter of the statute and yet not within the statute, because not within its 
spirit, nor within the intention of its makers. . . . This is not the substitution of the will of the judge 
for that of the legislator, for frequently words of general meaning are used in a statute, words 
broad enough to include an act in question, and yet a consideration of the whole legislation, or 
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of the circumstances surrounding its enactment, or of the absurd results which follow from giving 
such broad meaning to the words, makes it unreasonable to believe that the legislator intended 
to include the particular act.  . . .  

It will be seen that words as general as those used in the first section of this act were by that 
decision limited, and the intent of Congress with respect to the act was gathered partially, at 
least, from its title.  Now, the title of this act is, "An act to prohibit the importation and migration 
of foreigners and aliens under contract or agreement to perform labor in the United States, its 
Territories and the District of Columbia." Obviously the thought expressed in this reaches only to 
the work of the manual laborer, as distinguished from that of the professional man. . . . 

Again, another guide to the meaning of a statute is found in the evil which it is designed to 
remedy; and for this the court properly looks at contemporaneous events, the situation as it 
existed, and as it was pressed upon the attention of the legislative body. . . .  

It appears . . . from the petitions, and in the testimony presented before the committees of 
Congress, that it was this cheap unskilled labor which was making the trouble, and the influx of 
which Congress sought to prevent.  It was never suggested that we had in this country a surplus 
of brain toilers, and, least of all, that the market for the services of Christian ministers was 
depressed by foreign competition.  Those were matters to which the attention of Congress, or of 
the people, was not directed.  So far, then, as the evil which was sought to be remedied 
interprets the statute, it also guides to an exclusion of this contract from the penalties of the act. 
. . . 

We find, therefore, that the title of the act, the evil which was intended to be remedied, the 
circumstances surrounding the appeal to Congress, the reports of the committee of each house, 
all concur in affirming that the intent of Congress was simply to stay the influx of this cheap 
unskilled labor.  

But beyond all these matters no purpose of action against religion can be imputed to any 
legislation, state or national, because this is a religious people.  This is historically true.  From 
the discovery of this continent to the present hour, there is a single voice making this affirmation.  
The commission to Christopher Columbus, prior to his sail westward, is from "Ferdinand and 
Isabella, by the grace of God, King and Queen of Castile," etc., and recites that "it is hoped that 
by God's assistance some of the continents and islands in the ocean will be discovered," etc. . . 
.  

Language of similar import may be found in the . . .various charters granted to the . . . colonies. . 
. .  

Coming nearer to the present time, the Declaration of Independence recognizes the presence of 
the Divine in human affairs in these words: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men 
are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness." . . . 

If we examine the constitutions of the various States we find  in them a constant recognition of 
religious obligations.  . . . 
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Even the Constitution of the United States, which is supposed to have little touch upon the 
private life of the individual, contains in the First Amendment a declaration common to the 
constitutions of all the States, as follows: "Congress shall make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof," etc.  . . . 

If we pass beyond these matters to a view of American life as expressed by its laws, its 
business, its customs and its society, we find everywhere a clear recognition of the same truth. . 
. that this is a Christian nation.  In the face of all these, shall it be believed that a Congress of the 
United States intended to make it a misdemeanor for a church of this country to contract for the 
services of a Christian minister residing in another nation? . . . 

 The construction invoked cannot be accepted as correct.  It is a case where there was 
presented a definite evil, in view of which the legislature used general terms with the purpose of 
reaching all phases of that evil, and thereafter, unexpectedly, it is developed that the general 
language thus employed is broad enough to reach cases and acts which the whole history and 
life of the country affirm could not have been intentionally legislated against.  It is the duty of the 
counts, under those circumstances, to say that, however broad the language of the statute may 
be, the act, although within the letter, is not within the intention of the legislature, and therefore 
cannot be within the statute.  

The judgment will be reversed.   
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