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Mr. Justice BREWER delivered the opinion of the court.
Plaintiff in error is a corporation duly organized and incorporated as a religious society under the
laws of the state of New York. E. Walpole Warren was, prior to September, [143 U.S. 457, 458]
1887, an alien residing in England. In that month the plaintiff in error 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 on the part of the plaintiff in error was forbidden by chapter 164,
23 St. p. 332; and an action was commenced to recover the penalty prescribed by that act. The
circuit court held that the contract was within the prohibition of the statute, and rendered judgment
accordingly, (36 Fed. Rep. 303), and the single question presented for our determination is whether
it erred in that conclusion.
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 [*512] were to
guard against any narrow interpretation and emphasize a breadth of meaning, to them is added ‘of
any kind;’ and, further, as noticed by the circuit judge in his opinion, the fifth section, which makes
specific exceptions, among them professional actors, artists, lecturers, singers, and domestic [143
U.S. 457, 459] 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 has been often asserted, and
the Reports are full of cases illustrating its application. 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 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.
(…) General terms should be so limited in their application as not to lead to injustice, oppression, or
an absurd consequence. It will always, therefore, be presumed that the legislature intended
exceptions to its language which would avoid results of this character. The reason of the law in such

cases should prevail over its letter. The common sense of man approves the judgment mentioned by
Puffendorf, that the Bolognian law which enacted ‘that whoever drew blood in the streets should be
punished with the utmost severity,’ did not extend to the surgeon who opened the vein of a person
that fell down in the street in a fit. (…)
[143 U.S. 457, 463] 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. No one
reading such a title would suppose that congress had in its mind any purpose of staying the coming
into this country of ministers of the gospel, or, indeed, of any class whose toil is that of the brain.
The common understanding of the terms ‘labor’ and ‘laborers’ does not include preaching and
preachers, and it is to be assumed that words and phrases are used in their ordinary meaning. So
whatever of light is thrown upon the statute by the language of the title indicates an exclusion from
its penal provisions of all contracts for the employment of ministers, rectors, and pastors.
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. U.S. v. Railroad Co., 91 U.S. 72, 79. The
situation which called for this statute was briefly but fully stated by Mr. Justice BROWN when, as
district judge, he decided the case of U.S. v. Craig, 28 Fed. Rep. 795, 798: ‘The motives and history
of the act are matters of common knowledge. It had become the practice for large capitalists in this
country to contract with their agents abroad for the shipment of great numbers of an ignorant and
servile class of foreign laborers, under contracts by which the employer agreed, upon the one hand,
to prepay their passage, while, upon the other hand, the laborers agreed to work after their arrival
for a certain time at a low rate of wages. The effect of this was to break down the labor market, and
to reduce other laborers engaged in like occupations to the level [143 U.S. 457, 464] of the assisted
immigrant. The evil finally became so flagrant that an appeal was made to congress for relief by the
passage of the act in question, the design of which was to raise the standard of foreign immigrants,
and to discountenance the migration of those who had not sufficient means in their own hands, or
those of their friends, to pay their passage.’
It appears, also, 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 [*514] 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 [496] ocean will be discovered,’’ etc. The first
colonial grant, that made to Sir Walter Raleigh in 1584, was from ‘‘Elizabeth, by the grace of God,
of England, France, and Ireland, queen, defender of the faith,’’ etc.; and the grant authorizing him to
enact statutes of the government of the proposed colony provided that ‘‘they be not against the true
Christian faith now professed in the Church of England.’’ The first charter of Virginia, granted by
King James I. in 1606, after reciting the application of certain parties for a charter, commenced the
grant in these words: ‘‘We, greatly commending, and graciously accepting of, their Desires for the
Furtherance of so noble a Work, which may, by the Providence of Almighty God, hereafter tend to
the Glory of His Divine Majesty, in propagating of Christian Religion to such People, as yet live in
Darkness and miserable Ignorance of the true Knowledge and Worship of God, and may in time
bring the Infidels and Savages, living in those parts, to human Civility, and to a settled and quiet
Government; DO, by these our Letters Patents, graciously accept of, and agree to, their humble and
well intentioned Desires.’’
(…) There is no dissonance in these declarations. There is a universal language pervading them all,
having one meaning. They affirm and reaffirm that this is a religious nation. These are not
individual sayings, declarations of private persons. They are organic utterances. They speak the
voice of the entire people. While because of a general recognition of this truth the question has
seldom been presented to the courts, yet we find that in Updegraph v. Comm., 11 Serg. & R. 394,
400, it was decided that, ‘‘Christianity, general Christianity, is, and always has been, a part of the
common law of Pennsylvania; * * * not Christianity with an established church and tithes and
spiritual courts, but Christianity with liberty of conscience to all men.’’ (…)
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. Among other
matters note the following: The form of oath universally prevailing, concluding with an appeal to
the Almighty; the custom of opening sessions of all deliberative bodies and most conventions with
prayer; the prefatory words of all wills, ‘‘In the name of God, amen;’’ the laws respecting the
observance of the Sabbath, with the general cessation of all secular business, and the closing of
courts, legislatures, and other similar public assemblies on that day; the churches and church
organizations which abound in every city, town, and hamlet; the multitude of charitable
organizations existing everywhere under Christian auspices; the gigantic missionary associations,
with general support, and aiming to establish Christian missions in every quarter of the globe. These
and many other matters which might be noticed, add a volume of unofficial declarations to the mass
of organic utterances 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 judgment will be reversed, and the case remanded for further proceedings in accordance
with the opinion.

