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In New York C ity

Three congregations work to 
stop deportations—‘following 
the rules of the land’
By Heidi Ernst

New York City has been a haven 
for immigrants for centuries, a 
fact manifest in the Metropoli-

tan New York Synod: Twenty-three 
languages are spoken on any given 
Sunday among its 217 congregations 
in the five boroughs, Long Island and 
seven counties to the north. “Even 
some of those congregations founded 
200 years ago still have the mother 
tongue for worship because we con-
tinue to have people crossing borders 
or planes arriving,” said Gary E. Mills, 
executive assistant to the bishop.

But the area that has received mil-
lions upon millions of the “tired and 

poor” from around the world has in 
recent times been both derided and 
praised as a city of sanctuary. 

Last November, Americans 
watched as the idea was debated 
between Republican presidential can-
didates Mitt Romney and Rudy Giu-
liani. Romney opposed what he called 
Giuliani’s welcome of undocumented 
immigrants when he was mayor.

Giuliani had inherited an executive 
order that shielded undocumented 
people—estimated at 500,000 by 
the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant 
Affairs—from being asked their 
immigration status by public officials. 

(New York doesn’t classify itself as 
a “sanctuary city” because undocu-
mented immigrants who commit a 
crime are supposed to be reported.)

But since last May, New York 
has been called a sanctuary city in 
another sense: It’s home to some of 
the first churches in the national New 
Sanctuary Movement to help immi-
grants facing expulsion from the U.S. 
ELCA pastors David H. Rommereim 
of Good Shepherd, Samuel Cruz of 
Trinity and Giovanny Sanchez of 
Del Espiritu Santo are leading these 
Brooklyn congregations in accompa-
nying China native Joe Chen through 
his deportation hearings. 

Chen has lived in the U.S. for a 
dozen years and has a wife with a 
separate case. Their two young chil-
dren are U.S. citizens. The family 
has started worshiping at all three 
churches. “If the parents are deported, 
the family faces being split up, and 
those values don’t sit right with the 
church,” Rommereim said.

Seeking options to deportation
The pastors accompany Chen to court 
dates and Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement check-ins, and they 
work with lawyers to find options. 
“We’re very careful that we’re follow-
ing the rules of the land,” Rommereim 
said.

“During the 1980s when local 
churches declared themselves sanc-
tuaries for Central American refugees 
… sanctuary workers were willing to 
participate in civil disobedience and 
break federal laws because of their 
faith,” according to the Access to Jus-
tice Unit of Lutheran Immigration and 
Refugee Service. In a November 2007 
memo addressing legal concerns, 
LIRS President Ralston H. Deffen-

We expect church members to give 
it careful consideration as they think 
through their life of faith.”

The ELCA’s 19 state public policy 
advocacy offices, in addition to 
LIRS and other agencies, use official 
messages to lobby legislatures and 
inform and involve congregations. 
Many members don’t read mes-
sages or know they exist, said Teri J. 
Traaen, assistant to the bishop of the 
Grand Canyon Synod and director 
of Lutheran Advocacy Ministry in 
Arizona. And many aren’t aware of 
how they come about, said Norene N. 
Goplen, director of Lutheran Advo-
cacy Ministry of Oregon. A small 
survey of bishops, clergy and lay 
people says they’re right.

Both Traaen and Goplen have also 
noted from visits to many congrega-
tions in their synods that opinions on 
illegal immigration are diverse.

“Within our congregations, at least 
on a quiet level, there is disagree-
ment,” said Bishop Kevin S. Kanouse 
of the 120 churches in the Northern 

 When Joe Chen (right) goes to court for 
deportation hearings, he often is 
accompanied by David H. Rommereim, 
pastor of Good Shepherd Lutheran 
Church in Brooklyn, N.Y.
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Oaks) that said nowhere in the Bible 
is there anything about breaking the 
laws,” Nelson said. “But Scripture 
is filled with all kinds of [passages] 
saying that when laws are unjust they 
need to be changed.”

“I would like to think that those 
of us supporting New Sanctuary 
aren’t criminals, even though the 
law would say we are,” Nelson said. 
“But morally we are responding to 
a different law, and that is the law of 
Christ, which calls us to welcome 
the stranger. Too many people have 
closed themselves off to that reality of 
Scripture.”

For Nelson, delving into New 
Sanctuary also meant working closely 
with Alexia Salvatierra, an ELCA pas-
tor and executive director of Clergy 
and Laity United for Economic Justice 
(CLUE), an organization of religious 
leaders in Los Angeles County sup-
porting low-wage workers.

New Sanctuary concerns inter-
sected with CLUE, Salvatierra said, 
because the majority of low-wage 

workers are immigrants.
A longtime human rights activ-

ist, Salvatierra joined others in the 
religious community in Washington, 
D.C., when the U.S. Senate debated 
the bill, known as H.R. 4437, which 
would criminalize those aiding pos-
sible undocumented immigrants.

“We went and prayed in the judi-
ciary committee to be a silent wit-
ness to ensure that immigrants would 
be remembered as children of God,” 
she said. “And we feel we made an 
impact because the bill that came 
out of the Senate was more humane. 
The two bills were supposed to be 
reconciled. But they weren’t. Instead 
a series of hearings were held around 
the country.”

New Sanctuary opted to put faces 
on its movement, rather than focus 
on statistics, with hopes that it might 
sway anti-immigration feelings. 

Only people facing deportation are 
accepted for New Sanctuary, Salva-
tierra said. “Juan,” who was born in 
Guatemala, became one of the first 
to take refuge at a congregation. The 
father of two children, he entered the 
U.S. illegally 20 years ago.

Salvatierra said she believes that 
most Americans—once they meet 
through the media individuals who are 
separated from their families and put 
through hardship—will decide that 
the laws need to be reformed.

Nelson turns to Scripture—for all 
who wrestle with the many issues 
posed by immigration today—to pas-
sages such as Leviticus 19:33-34: 
“When an alien resides with you in 
your land, you shall not oppress the 
alien. The alien who resides with you 
shall be to you as the citizen among 
you; you shall love the alien as your-
self, for you were aliens in the land of 
Egypt: I am the Lord your God.”

And Arroryo, following the pro-
cessional last October at San Pablo, 
repeated another well-known state-
ment to the protesting Minutemen: 
“God bless America.”  M

Jill Connelly

Alexia Salvatierra is an ELCA pastor in 
Los Angeles who directs Clergy and 
Laity United for Economic Justice. 
Also a leader of the New Sanctuary 
Movement, she is working for a change 
in immigration law. 

baugh Jr. wrote: “Civil disobedience 
can be a powerful witness. ... [Never-
theless] Lutheran churches that con-
sider engaging in sanctuary activities 
… should be fully aware of the very 
serious possible legal consequences, 
including criminal liability.”

Rommereim was commissioned 
more than two years ago by former 
bishop Stephen P. Bouman to con-
vene a committee on immigration to 
instruct synod clergy and lay people 
about such legal risks—for church 
and immigrant—and provide factual 
resources to congregations whether or 
not they can offer sanctuary. 

Much of the education at the com-
mittee’s seminars is “simply informa-
tion about what is an undocumented 
person, what are their rights, how to 
be welcoming and, more important, 
how to look for help that’s available,” 
Mills said.

Next year at every Metropolitan 
New York Synod conference, Rom-
mereim hopes a lawyer and team from 
Lutheran agencies can inform rostered 
leaders and members about the issues 
in nonpartistan language.

Many congregations in New York 
City have ministered for decades to 
undocumented members and friends. 
At Salam Arabic Lutheran Church, 
Brooklyn, one member’s house was 
raided last fall, and he was taken to 
a detention center in Pennsylvania, 
said Khader N. El-Yateem, the pastor. 
Released on bail, the Syrian man will 
return to court in May.

And Heidi Neumark, pastor of 
Trinity of Manhattan Lutheran, 
where services are in Spanish and 
English and some members are 
undocumented, served 19 years at 
a Bronx church where two people 
were deported. These are only two 
such stories in the city of 8.2 million 
residents. 

“New York City can be kind of 
overwhelming,” Rommereim said. 
“But it never changes and will still be 
immigrant/migrant.”  M 
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