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JUST PEACE, JUST SANCTUARY
Immigration and Ecclesial Nonviolence

LEO GUARDADO

The phenomenon of immigration to and in the US is fundamentally a phe-
nomenon marked by direct and institutionalized violence and thus is of direct 
concern to a framework of just peace. The categorization of this complex 
reality within the term “immigration” raises the question of whether this is 
the most accurate term.1 Because so much of the “immigration” to the United 
States is driven by contexts of violence, other terms are necessary and will 
be used in this essay, such as “human displacement,” “asylum seekers,” and 
“refugees.” Historically, these terms have been associated more with contexts 
of war, and by using them to describe those who “migrate” I emphasize the 
forced nature of this mobility. Many of the persons currently “migrating” 
from the Northern Triangle of Central America are better categorized as asy-
lum seekers rather than immigrants because the homicide rates in the region 
force people to flee. However, since a war is not technically taking place with-
in the northern triangle, even though the rates of killing are like those of a war 
zone,2 those who flee have difficulty acquiring refugee status or other kinds of 
legal protections. Using a broader set of terms to describe the context of immi-
gration expands how this reality is framed and the responses that are needed.

The almost eleven million “unauthorized” persons who currently live in 
the United States, and those who continue to arrive daily, are a locus of con-
testation in society because the government construes their physical presence 
yet juridical nonexistence as an aberration of law and order.3 Displaced from 
their homelands, these persons become targets of persecution in the United 
States. State mechanisms of control, such as Immigration and Customs En-
forcement (ICE), are tasked with rounding up, incarcerating, and removing 
this population that is strategically categorized as “criminal.”4 Although their 
presence is a legal and political challenge to the US government, for the 
church they must be a sign of the times and a source of discernment.5 The 
church is engaged with unauthorized persons at multiple levels, from provid-
ing legal assistance to pastoral accompaniment in parishes, and its activities 
do not typically generate much controversy. However, there is one kind of 
ministry that does give rise to an ecclesial and social conflict: sanctuary.

McCarthy_CH04.indd   77 10/1/19   1:07 AM



78 Leo Guardado

In this chapter I examine the concept and practice of sanctuary as a le-
gitimate and necessary ecclesial ministry that responds to the phenomenon 
of human displacement and the persecution of “unauthorized” persons in 
the United States. I argue that the bourgeoning framework of just peace 
provides a more capacious approach for the church’s ongoing discernment of 
its responsibility to protect and accompany persons whose life is threatened 
by deportation.6 Sanctuary is a creative nonviolent response to legalized vi-
olence in society.7

In the first section I analyze the context of immigration to the US, espe-
cially from Latin America. I show that violence is not only at the source of 
why persons leave their countries, but it is also what characterizes the US 
response. This reality invites the church, as an institution and as a people, to 
reconsider what constitutes appropriate actions that can reframe a phenome-
non that is too often categorized simply as a legal or economic matter.

In the second section I begin to integrate a just peace approach with the 
conflictual reality that is immigration. After presenting the need for greater 
practices of dialogue and discernment within the church, I turn to the 1980s 
sanctuary ministry as a generative example of how ecclesial communities in 
the US previously theorized and responded to human displacement. Through 
the writings of Jim Corbett, one of the leaders at the root of the sanctuary 
ministry, it becomes evident that a framework akin to just peace undergirded 
the 1980s ministry in the borderlands. These past ecclesial actions serve as 
a creative source for present and future discernment. Sanctuary, then and 
now, is a means for church communities to imagine their potential for social 
transformation and for the construction of a more peaceful and just society.

Context of “Immigration” to the US and the Threat of Deportation to 
Warlike Violence

In the midst of violence, social instability, and resurgent signs of political 
repression, Central Americans are fleeing north to the United States.8 The 
case of El Salvador examined in this book is a prime example of why people 
flee. Embarking on the journey from Central America to the US is a matter 
of life and death because many of the same dangers faced at home are also 
faced en route.

For those who flee north, getting into Mexico is the first major hurdle. 
Despite increased police and military presence at Mexico’s southern border, 
Salvadorans and Central Americans still attempt to make it to the US border, 
and some succeed. Even entire families are leaving. In fiscal year 2016 US 
Border Patrol in the Southwest sector apprehended 77,674 persons who were 
traveling as part of a family unit, and the majority of these were from El 
Salvador (27,114), followed by Guatemala (23,067) and Honduras (20,226). 
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The number of unaccompanied children from these countries apprehend-
ed in fiscal year 2016 totaled 46,893, and of these the majority were from 
Guatemala (18,913) and from El Salvador (17,512). Even though the numbers 
of unaccompanied children fleeing Guatemala and El Salvador are more or 
less the same, it is essential to keep in mind that Guatemala has a population 
of about sixteen million persons compared to El Salvador’s six million; thus, 
proportionally El Salvador’s youth are fleeing at a much higher rate. In 2016 
the total number of apprehended family units from Central America sur-
passed figures from fiscal year 2015 and 2014, but apprehended family units 
are but a fraction of the total apprehensions of non-Mexicans (mostly Cen-
tral American), which totaled 218,110 in 2016.9 Apprehensions identify only 
those individuals who were not able to make it to their intended destinations 
or family in the United States.

Both those who were apprehended and those who made it to their des-
tinations increasingly travel through isolated regions of Mexico in order to 
avoid the new checkpoints established by the US-funded Plan Frontera Sur, 
which seeks to seal the Mexican southern border from Central Americans.10 
Whereas in the past, large numbers of Central Americans would ride on top 
of La Bestia, a treacherous journey atop a train that carried them from south-
ern to northern Mexico, now they are forced to find alternate routes where 
Mexican agents will not intercept them and deport them back to deadly 
violence.11 Entering more isolated regions of Mexico increases the risks of 
directly encountering and becoming victims of narco-trafficking networks.12 
This practice of militarizing the Mexican southern border with armed gov-
ernment agents mirrors the vision at the US southern border where pushing 
individuals to isolated and more dangerous areas is used as a deterrent.13 The 
official name for this practice is “prevention through deterrence,” and the 
approach has been in place since 1994.14 Human rights groups have system-
atically documented the deadly effects of this deterrence vision to argue that 
the US government, and increasingly the Mexican government, are “disap-
pearing” those fleeing their home countries.

In the history of Latin America’s wars, people did not simply go miss-
ing; rather, they were “disappeared” by government forces. Framing the 
US deterrence vision through the lens of the disappeared makes room for 
a discourse of government responsibility for the deaths of those attempting 
to cross the US border. As the report says, “the means of contemporary 
border policy amounts to a campaign of state violence against migrating 
peoples.”15 In Mexico, where the Commission for Human Rights estimates 
that there are about 25,000 disappeared persons, there is a growing sense 
that disappearances are a mechanism for the government to accomplish stra-
tegic interests.16 The forced disappearance of the forty-three students from 
Ayotzinapa brought worldwide attention to this larger crisis.17 Inevitably, 
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Central Americans who are crossing Mexico on their way to the US risk 
becoming trapped in this state of affairs in which government forces play 
a central role in their disappearance. After all, there is financial gain in the 
capture and sale of Central Americans to narco-trafficking groups. To such 
groups, each Central American can be worth between $2,000 and $5,000 
through extortion of their families. If the family does not pay, then they 
become a desaparecido/a.18

Fr. Alejandro Solalinde, director of the Hermanos en el Camino shel-
ter in Ixtepec, Oaxaca, Mexico, which provides refuge and education for 
Central Americans journeying north, estimates that there have been at least 
10,000 disappeared migrants in Mexico through the collusion of Mexico’s 
federal security forces and the Zetas narco-traffickers.19 This number is his 
conservative estimate; he believes it can be as high as 70,000 if one includes 
disappearances starting in 2006. Both government and narco forces have at-
tempted to close his shelter for migrants because they consider it an obstacle 
to the economic industry of capturing, extorting, and disappearing migrant 
bodies.20 The disappeared vanish into mass graves, vats of acid, boiling oil, 
and other means that leave no trace of remains.

Mothers and other relatives from El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala 
whose family members have disappeared during migration embark on a pil-
grimage to Mexico every year to bring attention to this phenomenon. The 
Comité de Familiares de Migrantes Fallecidos y Desaparecidos de El Salvador 
(COFAMIDE) has led the pilgrimage since 2006 when the disappearances 
started to become a systematic symptom of the harrowing journey to the 
United States. The motto of this transnational movement is “buscamos vida 
en caminos de muerte” (we seek life on the paths of death), a motto that 
succinctly captures the core of both the dream that drives displaced persons 
north as well as the reality that they encounter on the journey 21. The stories 
of terror on the journey abound, but because persons fleeing Central America 
are often already fleeing death, they are willing to risk death in order to have 
a chance to live.22

If in Central America and in Mexico violence, politics, and profit coalesce 
through extortions and disappearances, especially of poor and displaced pop-
ulations, in the United States these factors come together in the proliferation 
of private (and hence for-profit) prisons that criminalize and commodify 
displaced individuals. Since 2009 the majority of “criminals” entering federal 
prisons are incarcerated not because of offenses related to violence, weap-
ons, or property but because of immigration offenses. These “offenders” are 
spending their time behind bars in overcrowded for-profit prisons run by cor-
porations.23 As of 2012 there were about 24,000 immigrants in these prisons 
whose “crime” was attempting to flee the violence that is consuming Central 
America and Mexico.24 As of November 2017 the average daily population of 
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persons incarcerated by ICE in both private (for-profit) and government run 
prisons was 39,322.25 Essentially, the practice of incarceration of displaced 
persons is a form of state punishment for defying legalized violence.26

Central Americans seeking refuge in the US who are not deported right 
away risk months or years in prison without proper legal representation while 
they wait for a review of their case. It is inhuman that persons fleeing vio-
lence and death are more likely to receive a prison sentence in the US rather 
than refuge and protection. Technically, many of these refugees do not have 
to wait in jail for their court case, but it depends on whether they can af-
ford to pay their bond to be free. A 2016 American Civil Liberties Union 
(ACLU) lawsuit against the federal government addresses this very point 
when it writes in its opening sentence: “This class action lawsuit challenges 
the federal government’s policy and practice of setting cash bonds for noncit-
izens in immigration proceedings, without regard to a noncitizen’s financial 
resources, which has resulted in the incarceration of individuals merely be-
cause they are poor.”27 It is tragically ironic that some of the very people who 
fled for their lives because they could not afford to pay the extortions from 
the gangs are now incarcerated and deprived of their freedom because they 
cannot afford to pay the US government.

Whether it is in the streets of Central America or in the private prisons that 
hold thousands of brown bodies from south of the border, persons seeking 
refuge from violence continue to become commodities for others’ profit.28 
With Donald Trump’s election as president of the United States, the stock 
price of such for-profit prison corporations surged because the criminaliza-
tion of asylum-seekers is good business.29 For the current administration, 
the “unauthorized” other from south of the border is a threat to society and 
to the nation itself, as was expressed in the Trump campaign rally speeches: 
“make America safe again.” Such rhetoric attempts to legitimize the ongoing 
militarization of border regions and also of the interior communities of the 
United States. Rhetoric about security becomes rhetoric for more military 
force.30 From a just peace framework, which argues for consistency between 
means and ends, the current US strategy is unsustainable because it seeks the 
ends of safety from violence through the means of scaling up violence.

To speak of “unauthorized” immigration in the United States is to speak 
of a type of warfare that is taking place against “alien” bodies that the gov-
ernment seeks to expel from the body politic through what has been referred 
to as the deportation-industrial complex.31 For sectors of the US population 
that see only a quantifiable threat and not persons, these are simply bodies, 
not fully conceived of as living persons. In reference to the ways that violence 
is strategically framed in society, Judith Butler has written that “if certain 
lives do not qualify as lives or are, from the start, not conceivable as lives 
within certain epistemological frames, then these lives are never lived nor lost 
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in the full sense.”32 To begin to grieve the loss of these lives, and to begin to 
resist the structural and political mechanisms that in multiple ways kill the 
“unauthorized” population in the US, we must first see this population as 
more than bodies, and recognize the claim that their humanity places upon 
our humanity. The fundamental notion of human dignity, which is also em-
phasized by a just peace approach, becomes central in the process of learning 
to see nonviolently. All of this requires an epistemological breakthrough that 
can reframe not only the phenomenon of “immigration” but, just as impor-
tantly, the responsibility to protect that communities of faith and all people 
of goodwill must discern and practice in history.

Persons who are threatened with deportation have few alternatives to pre-
vent their expulsion once they have been apprehended by Enforcement and 
Removal Operations (ERO), the branch of ICE that literally hunts down 
persons at risk of deportation. Some churches have begun to provide sanctu-
ary for persons with deportation orders who have already lived in the United 
States for years and who would be separated from their families and US citi-
zen children. However, a national network akin to what was constructed in 
the 1980s has not fully emerged.

If the current administration continues to systematically deny asylum 
claims to persons fleeing for their lives, and to those who have lived here for 
years and who are now part of the fabric of society, the church may have no 
theologically legitimate option but to help them avoid capture as they enter 
this country and attempt to survive with the hope of finding a place and 
community that affirms the inherent value of their life.33 Sanctuary has been 
in the past, and can be again, an effective nonviolent ecclesial response capa-
ble of transforming the death-dealing politics of a nation. In the next section 
I explore how just peace can help reframe a church response to immigration 
and how the 1980s sanctuary ministry is a resource for future action.

Living an Ethic of Just Peace through a Ministry of Sanctuary

The frameworks of just peace that have been introduced in this book be-
gin to provide a more expansive lens through which the church can better 
recognize the horizon of possibilities for resisting institutionalized violence. 
As a burgeoning concept, just peace must resist becoming a unidirectional 
application of theoretical frameworks to practice. Instead, it must serve as a 
means of generating more incisive reflection on how ecclesial actions or lack 
thereof contribute to justice and peace and enable life rather than foreclose it. 
In terms of immigration, a just peace lens of analysis allows us to recognize 
that the church in the US exists and participates in an already-given con-
flictual context. It does so by its openness to see conflict as an opportunity 
for transformation rather than a threat. Any presumption that the church is 
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not already embedded within the broader sociopolitical conflict surrounding 
immigration and unauthorized persons fails to grasp reality in a futile attempt 
at neutrality that merely condones sinful structures and idolizes a security 
state.34 If the church has a responsibility to read the signs of the times, then it 
is also important to understand that there is a certain grace in accepting the 
conflictual context in which it is called to live its life and carry out its mission. 
Brad Hinze has written that “much Catholic theology and spirituality harbor 
a conflict-averse mentality and devote little consideration of structures and 
practices of ecclesial and civic accountability.”35 Basic integrity requires that 
the church overcome a conflict-averse mentality so that it can see sinful reality 
for what it is. A just peace lens has the potential to provide new questions and 
perspectives that can alter our ecclesial imagination and hold communities of 
faith accountable to enfleshing in history a humanizing way of being church.

In light of a just peace lens, the structural conditions that generate and 
sustain the conflict that we call immigration necessitate that the church reex-
amine its task as one of transforming the conflict by protecting those most affect-
ed by the violence of the conflict.36 This certainly does not imply reducing 
the church’s diplomatic attempts through the publication of statements from 
bishops, denunciations of injustice, and exhortations for Catholics to become 
more involved with immigrant communities.37 Rather, it invites Catholics to 
consider protective actions as a form of diplomacy that communicates a truth 
about persons seeking refuge in the United States—a truth whose histori-
cal verification is the dehumanizing violence displaced persons are willing 
to endure on the journey north in order to find life.38 The norm of con-
flict transformation and the practice of unarmed civilian protection, both of 
which are emphasized by an ethic of just peace, help the church to actualize 
such initiatives.

In his framing chapter (chapter 3), Eli McCarthy provides guiding ques-
tions for thinking through an ethic of just peace. He asks: “What are the root 
causes of the conflict? What habits (virtues/vices) are at stake and what skill-
sets are needed to transform the conflict? What practices and transforming 
initiatives could be scaled up to break cycles of violence?” In the previous 
section, I provided a response to the first question by explaining some of the 
root causes of the conflict. The conflict can be summarized as a people’s em-
bodied desire for life in tension with a country’s desire to control the right to 
life of a people. At stake in the conflict is not only the control of borders but, 
more importantly, notions and definitions of who is a person worthy of life. 
How the church responds or fails to respond to these deeper implications of 
the conflict is a concrete reflection of how the church understands itself and 
its mission.

McCarthy’s second question of virtues and skill sets needed to transform 
the conflict opens a creative space for identifying resources within and beyond 
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the Christian tradition. Because violence is at the root of the conflict that is 
immigration, from the perspective of just peace the virtue of active nonvio-
lence will be a necessary resource and a foundation for any ecclesial response. 
This requires that faith communities first engage in the spiritual practice of 
active discernment about the responsibility and possibility of offering sanctu-
ary to persons threatened with deportation in order to interrupt this violent 
process. Pope Francis writes, “Discernment . . . is not a solipsistic self-analysis 
or a form of egotistical introspection, but an authentic process of leaving our-
selves behind in order to approach the mystery of God, who helps us to carry 
out the mission to which he has called us, for the good of our brothers and 
sisters.”39 Discernment, then, is always tied to concrete actions, not for our 
benefit but for the good of others. Ecclesial discernment cannot happen with-
out greater dialogical practices within the church, especially between clergy 
and laity, which can allow for a genuine participatory process. When bishops 
simply foreclose the possibility of parishes becoming a sanctuary church, even 
if the parish council and the pastor have discerned that they are being called 
to this action, dialogue is cut short and it raises questions about the laity’s 
vocation as church to have an authentic role in discernment.40 Furthermore, 
bishops or clergy who foreclose even the possibility of communal discernment 
processes limit their understanding of how the Holy Spirit may be communi-
cating prophetically from the margins of the church.41 The church’s ability to 
become a catalyst in the transformation of sociopolitical conflicts depends to 
some degree on its ability to address and transform its own internal conflicts in 
ways that model the change it seeks in society. The church’s very integrity is 
at stake. If the church does not want the government to deport persons back to 
deadly violence, then it must begin to perform actions that in fact protect per-
sons from deportation, even if this intensifies the conflict within the church 
and with government forces.

McCarthy’s third question about practices or initiatives that can be scaled 
up to break cycles of violence leads me to affirm more explicitly that sanctu-
ary is a nonviolent ecclesial practice that interrupts the violence surrounding 
“unauthorized” persons. Church sanctuary has a long tradition as a means 
of protecting persons in need of refuge from violence. The earliest ecclesial 
reference is from the Council of Serdica in 343, which obliged bishops to 
protect and intercede before imperial courts for those who fled to “the mercy 
of the church.”42 Key theologians of the early church, such as Gregory of 
Naziensus, John Chrysostom, and Augustine of Hippo, attested in their own 
time to the importance of sanctuary as a church practice.43 The medieval 
concepts of the Peace of God and the Truce of God that served as a means 
of placing boundaries on violence,44 and that Lisa Cahill mentions in her es-
say, are also conceptually and historically related to early church practices of 
sanctuary,45 because sanctuary was akin to a humanitarian or peace corridor 
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for the poor, oppressed, and anyone whose life was threatened.46 Although 
in late antiquity, sanctuary practices became increasingly codified and asso-
ciated with criminals seeking refuge, at its root the concept and practice was 
much broader.47 From a just peace perspective, church sanctuary converges 
with the practice of unarmed civilian protection, which is a key dimension 
of active nonviolence. In fact, such an understanding of sanctuary as active 
nonviolence and a means of peace was at the origins of the sanctuary ministry 
of the 1980s.

Sanctuary Churches as Peace Building Communities—Then and Now

In the early 1980s, ecumenical faith leaders began a discernment process 
about their responsibility to Salvadoran and Guatemalan refugees who were 
fleeing the violence of Central America. One of these faith leaders was Jim 
Corbett, a Quaker who was a key catalyst for starting a sanctuary minis-
try in Tucson, Arizona. This ministry went on to become a transnational 
movement that lasted throughout the 1980s. Corbett understood sanctuary 
as a civilian-led initiative capable of enacting fundamental aspects of inter-
national law within the domestic sphere. He wrote that “as a direct action, 
civil initiative differs from civil disobedience in being positively engaged 
in legal procedures to protect and uphold good laws that the government is 
violating.”48 In the background of Corbett’s conceptualization of sanctuary 
were the Nuremberg Principles. One of the most widely known principles is 
principle IV, which states: “The fact that a person acted pursuant to order of 
his [or her] government or of a superior does not relieve him [or her] from 
responsibility under international law, provided a moral choice was in fact 
possible to him [or her].”49 This principle was in response to the well-known 
practice of Nazi soldiers disavowing responsibility for their crimes by simply 
stating that they were only following a superior’s orders.

Already in 1981 Corbett had encountered government officials at the US–
Mexico border who said they were simply following orders to deport asylum 
seekers back to the war in El Salvador. It was Corbett’s fundamental belief 
that the Nuremberg principles depended on local communities for their im-
plementation that led him to argue for the practice of sanctuary as a practice 
of civil initiative—literally, civilians taking initiative for upholding interna-
tional norms of the rights of, and to, humanity. He wrote, “Implementing 
the Nuremberg mandate is the task of civil initiative. The sanctuary move-
ment is building the institutional foundations—it is mobilizing the church—
to fulfill this task.”50 For Corbett it was the church, in the broadest universal 
sense as a people of peoples who covenant to work nonviolently for justice 
and peace, which could resist the violence and power of the security state.51 
Furthermore, through the practice of sanctuary, the church could serve as an 
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implementer of global norms of basic human rights within the nation-state. 
In this sense, sanctuary churches were envisioned as nonviolent peacemaking 
communities capable of instituting peace from the bottom up. He wrote: “As 
a people of peoples that covenant to do justice through community cohesion 
rather than state coercion, the church has unequaled power to mobilize itself 
as a communion that transcends national boundaries, and so it has an un-
equaled responsibility to do justice in the face of nations’ violations of human 
rights.”52 Whereas the state apparatus depends on police powers to carry out 
orders that may be legal within the domestic sphere but that may violate in-
ternational norms, the church, which at its root is a people, does not depend 
on police powers for its legitimacy but rather on communion with those 
whose humanity is violated. The church’s historical responsibility of love and 
mercy is not dependent on, or ultimately limited by, the nation-state. The 
church does not seek to dismiss or bypass the nation-state, but rather, through 
its practice of sanctuary it attempts to hold it accountable to basic norms of 
humanity to which the state is bound in theory but not always in practice.

At its root, sanctuary as envisioned in the early 1980s had parallels to 
Gandhi’s constructive program and his method for addressing social conflicts, 
which he called satyagraha.53 These were creative approaches that sought not 
only to resist legal forms of violence but also to transform conflict and prefig-
ure in society a new way of being community. Echoing Gandhi’s nonviolent 
methods, sanctuary was a means of organically constructing a more just and 
human society in communion with, and protection of, persons threatened 
with deportation back to violence and war.54 As a means, there was no guar-
antee that sanctuary actions would be ultimately effective in terms of radi-
cally changing the government’s style of politics. And yet, the early sanctuary 
communities of the 1980s had a profound belief that there was an unparal-
leled transformative power in embodying nonviolence as a community. Be-
cause a Gandhian framework places its emphasis on nonviolent means rather 
than political ends, such an approach necessitates an openness to an unknown 
future and a willingness to endure suffering, a commitment also shared by a 
just peace ethic.55 For the church, as an institution and a people, a willing-
ness to endure suffering in the transformation of this conflict means making 
peace with the possibility that it will be persecuted, stripped of privileges, 
and placed on a cross if it lives in communion with “unauthorized” persons. 
Such experiences, however, are still the marks of an authentic church that 
lives justice and peace.56

I stated at the beginning of this section that just peace is a lens for more 
incisive reflection on the role the church can embody in the constructive 
transformation of conflict. As I have shown by turning to the 1980s sanctu-
ary ministry and the Gandhian frameworks that undergirded it, some of the 
norms and practices that a just peace ethic advocates were already present in 
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how sanctuary communities responded to the presence of displaced persons 
at risk of deportation. In our contemporary context, a just peace ethic can 
help us see more clearly the role of nonviolence in sanctuary practices, and 
more importantly, a just peace framework can serve as a much needed bridge 
between theories of social transformation (whether Gandhian or otherwise) 
and the critical role the church is called to play in the interruption of deadly 
cycles of conflict and violence. Some of the norms that are essential for just 
peace, such as the need for sustaining spiritual disciplines (e.g., discernment 
processes), a robust civil society (e.g. civil initiative), and nonviolent struc-
tures that protect civilians (e.g., sanctuary practices), have a greater chance of 
becoming an integral part of our ecclesial imaginary and discourse because of 
the way in which a just peace ethic merges them with the Christian tradition.

Sanctuary will certainly require many of the virtues proposed by a just 
peace ethic, such as solidarity and hospitality. A profound courage will be 
particularly necessary if the church is going to stand upright and endure the 
government’s persecution for entering into solidarity with the violated hu-
manity of persons who are forced to migrate.

Conclusion

As long as violence in Central America continues to threaten the lives and 
humanity of persons, they will continue to seek life outside of their coun-
tries, even in “unauthorized” ways. Those who flee to the United States and 
successfully enter present to the church a responsibility to protect that entails 
risking our security for theirs in order to resist the legalized violence of our 
government. Sanctuary actions are a positive force that begins to imagine and 
enflesh a more human community in the present.

The topic of immigration in the US and the church’s response needs ongo-
ing analysis through lenses of violence and peace building. Particularly, there 
is a need to reconsider the concept and practice of sanctuary as a faithful way 
of being church. In his essay, Gerald Schlabach writes that “a Christian theol-
ogy of peace is always first about ecclesiology and the formation of Christians 
as a people of peace.” Envisioning and practicing church as sanctuary is an 
initiative that begins to form and transforms a people—the church—into a 
people of peace. It is from such communally embodied practices that a crit-
ical ecclesiology and theology attuned to just peace will continue to arise. 
Sanctuary churches not only interrupt the violence of the deportation in-
dustrial complex through refuge and other protective practices, but they also 
perform a public pedagogy that affirms the humanity of all persons regardless 
of citizenship status. As a creative response to the government’s approach 
to unauthorized immigration, sanctuary presents an opportunity for church 
communities to reflect upon and integrate theories and practices of peace and 
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nonviolence with the church’s mission, which is always one of loving service 
to the indivisible unity of God and neighbor.

Discussion Questions

1. How does foregrounding the context of violence reframe immigration?
2. What are sustainable discernment practices for church communities?
3. How does the notion of civil initiative provide a bridge between ecclesial 

actions and authentic practices of democracy?
4. In what ways does an ethic of just peace expand or reconfigure your un-

derstanding of church and the church’s relationship to politics? With a 
just peace ethic, what does the church become more of and perhaps less 
of? What are some key tips for church actors seeking to communicate and 
persuade actors in the political sphere of the value of a just peace ethic? 
How can church actors prevent abuse or co-option of a just peace ethic by 
political actors?
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