
Vortrag John Fife, Tuscon, Arizona, USA 

 

I am so grateful for your invitation to be a part of this conference on the Sanctuary Movement 

among the churches of Europe.  I was invited a year and one-half ago with some members of 

the organization “No More Deaths” to learn first-hand of the work of the churches here in 

Germany in defense of the rights of migrants and refugees.  During this visit we journeyed to 

Malta to observe the treatment of migrants and refugees on the frontier of Europe in the 

Mediterranean.  We have much in common to challenge us as people of faith.  I am very 

grateful to be back in Holy Cross Church with my friend and colleague in Sanctuary, Jurgen 

Quandt. 

 

I will try to watch the time and be faithful to your agenda, but we have a lot of history to cover.  

I have a friend who says, “If you see a Presbyterian Pastor take off his watch and place it on the 

pulpit like this – It don’t mean a damn thing.” 

 

I would like to begin with a brief history of the Sanctuary Movement in the United States on the 

1980’s; and then talk with you about the current border enforcement strategy and immigration 

policy of the United States, and the response of the church to those systemic violations of 

human fights and international law.  

 

In early 1980, the churches along the border between Mexico and the U.S. began to encounter 

refugees who were fleeing death-squads, torture, massacres of villages, and the persecution of 

the church in El Salvador and Guatemala.  We began to defend those refugees from deportation 

with a legal aid strategy.  Volunteer church-workers, paralegals, and lawyers assisted refugees 

to apply for political asylum and represented them in immigration courts.  After a year it 

became clear that every case for political asylum from El Salvador and Guatemala was being 

denied by the government.  Even refugees with physical evidence of torture were being 

ordered deported the next day. 

 

Then my colleague, Jim Corbett , defined the ethical and faith challenge ahead for the churches.  

“Speaking only for myself”, he wrote, “I can see that if Central American refugees’ rights to 



political asylum are rejected by the government … active resistance will be the only alternative 

to abandoning refugees to their fate.” 

 

As Jim and I gathered a small group of volunteers to smuggle refugees across the border and 

through the desert safely, our model from history was the Abolition Movement in the U.S. in 

the 19
th

 Century to protect runaway slaves from capture.  Our secret smuggling organization 

only lasted 8 months however.  The Border Patrol sent us a message in late 1981, “We know 

what you are doing.  Stop immediately or we will indict you.” 

 

Corbett then defined the ethical imperative of the moment when he wrote to Southside 

Presbyterian Church in Tucson:  Because the U.S. government takes the position that aiding 

undocumented Salvadoran and Guatemalan refugees in this country is a felony, we have no 

middle ground between collaboration and resistance.  A maze of strategic dead ends can be 

averted if we face the imperative nature of this choice without attempting to delude ourselves 

or others.  For those of us who would be faithful in our allegiance to the Kingdom, there is also 

no way to avoid recognizing that is this case collaboration with the government is a betrayal of 

our faith, even if it is a passive or even loudly protesting collaboration that merely shuts out the  

undocumented refugee who is at our door.  We can take our stand with the oppressed or we 

can take our stand with organized oppression.  We can serve the Kingdom, or we can serve the 

kingdoms of this world – but we cannot do both.  Maybe, as the gospel suggests, this choice is 

perennial and basic, but the presence of undocumented refugees here among us makes the 

definitive nature of our choice particularly clear and concrete.  When the government itself 

sponsors the crucifixion of entire peoples and then makes it a felony to shelter those seeking 

refuge, a law-abiding protest merely trains us to live with atrocity.”  

 

Our decision as a congregation to declare the church a Sanctuary for refugees from Central 

America was not, I confess, an idea to start a movement for social change.  It was rather, a 

gesture in self-defense, to make public our protection for refugees.  Maybe by going public, we 

would gain some support when the government charged us with crimes.  And so, on March 24
, 

1982, Southside Presbyterian Church declared Sanctuary and received a family from El Salvador 

into the protection of the church.  

 



Much to our astonishment, the government decided not to indict us (although they continued 

to threaten to do so).  But the national press and media began to do stories on Sanctuary on 

the border.  To our even greater astonishment, a movement began across the United States.  

Churches and synagogues began to declare Sanctuary as they grappled with the ethical 

demands of their faith.  Cities began to declare themselves “Sanctuary Cities” – New York, 

Chicago, Los Angeles, and San Francisco were the largest.  Colleges and universities (in the 

tradition of the Free University) declared Sanctuary.  The Sanctuary Movement of the 1980’s in 

the United States gathered strength.  By 1984, 237 Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish 

congregations across the nation were public Sanctuaries.  Seventeen cities had instructed their 

public employees (including police) not to cooperate with federal immigration authorities.  

What came to be called “The New Underground Railroad” moved refugees safely from church 

to church to synagogue across the country.  Because Canada respected refugee rights as a 

nation,  and recognized Central Americans as refugees, those at highest risk of deportation to 

death were sent to the border with Canada. 

 

During this time of the expansion of the Sanctuary Movement in the U.S., we also received 

word that Holy Cross Church in Berlin, Germany, had declared Sanctuary and the idea was 

spreading across the churches in Europe.   Hallelujah!  We had now become colleagues in an 

international movement to protect refugees and refugee rights. 

 

I must also confess at this point that when we began Sanctuary, I thought that we were doing 

“civil disobedience” – that we were violating a bad law and were willing to pay the price for that 

violation in order to change the law.  I thought that we were doing “civil disobedience“ in the 

tradition of Ghandi and Dr. Martin Luther King.  And so, at the interfaith service that was held 

to declare Sanctuary in Tucson, I quoted again and again from Ghandi and King.  About a month 

later, a phone call from a human rights lawyer in New York ended all of those eloquent 

quotations.   The caller said to me, “You are doing more harm to human rights and refugee law 

that anyone else I know.  Listen carefully!  You are not doing civil disobedience.  Civil 

disobedience is publically violating a bad law, and assuming the consequences in order to 

change an unjust law.  We don’t want to change U.S. refugee law.  It conforms to the 

international standards.   The problem is that the government is violating the 1980 Refugee Act.  

The government is doing civil disobedience!”  I then asked, “What should we call what we are 

doing?”  The lawyer responded, “I don’t know.  Make it up!” 

 



So Jim Corbett coined a new term for the practice of Sanctuary.  He called it “civil initiative”.  

The definition, of course, evolved with the practice.  Now it is defined as “the legal right and the 

moral responsibility of civil society to protect the victims of human rights violations when the 

government is the violator”.  Corbett pointed to the Nuremburg Military Tribunals as the 

foundation for this legal principle.  When the Nazi officials were tried in court, their legal 

defense was simply, “We were just following the orders of the nation.”  It was the U.S. 

prosecutor, Robert Jackson, who argued that there is a higher legal standard that the orders of 

the nation-state.  That standard is human rights and international law.  The Nuremburg Tribunal 

found that “just following orders” was not a defense.  “The essence of the Charter (of the 

Tribunal) is that individuals have international duties that transcend the national obligation of 

obedience imposed by the individual state.” 

 

Nation-states that violate those human rights lose all claim to legitimacy.  But Justice Jackson 

took his argument to a new level – personal responsibility and liability for the defense of human 

rights.  In his opening statement at Nuremburg, Jackson said, “The principle of personal liability 

is a necessary as well as a logical one if International Law is to render real help to the 

maintenance of peace.  An International Law which operates only on states can be enforced 

only by war because the most practicable method of coercing a state is warfare.  

 

This visionary statement pointed beyond the legal principle of law, directly to the moral 

responsibility of civil society and civil initiative.  Corbett wrote, “This simply points to an 

unfinished task that was implicit at the tribunal.  It proclaimed everyone’s right to aid the 

persecuted but failed to establish the social base for citizens to exercise this right.  Sanctuary 

congregations are now forming that base; from the prospective established by international 

law, this is exactly what the provision of sanctuary does.  Covenant communities’ right and duty 

to protect the victims of government persecution must be conceded by the state if the 

proceedings at Nuremberg are to have any shred of judicial validity.”  

 

The Sanctuary Movement incarnated the social base capable of assuming the responsibility for 

protecting the victims of human rights violations.  That social base was comprised of the 

congregations of a variety of faiths.  Protestants, Catholics, Jews, Quakers, Unitarians, and 

Buddhists all recognized that responsibility from the tradition of their faith.  Civil initiative 

bound them together in their legal responsibility as well.  Corbett wrote, “Whenever a 

congregation that proclaims the prophetic faith abandons the poor and persecuted to 

organized violation, its unfaithfulness darkens the way for all humankind.  And when it stands 



as a bulwark against the violation of human rights, it lights the way.  The congregational 

obligation to protect victims of state crimes extends beyond our individual civic responsibilities, 

because only in this kind of covenant community can we provide sanctuary for the violated.” 

 

The foundation of Sanctuary, wherever it is being practiced in defense of human rights and 

international law,is that the church fulfills our legal responsibility as well as practices our faith. 

 

So, in 1984, the U.S. government began to move against the Sanctuary Movement – to attempt 

to criminalize the leaders and intimidate the church.  Undercover government agents, 

pretending to be volunteers, infiltrated the movement, making over 90 tape recordings of 

church meetings, conversations, with Pastors, and even secretly recorded worship services.  

Then in 1985, the U.S. government charged 16 Sanctuary workers with various crimes.  Those 

charged included two Catholic Priests, myself, three nuns, the Director of the Tucson 

Ecumenical Council, and other church members.  We were fully prepared to vigorously defend 

ourselves in court on the grounds of refugee law.  But the Judge ruled before the trial that we 

could not offer any evidence on five subjects:  International Refugee Law, U.S. Refugee Law, 

conditions in El Salvador and Guatemala, or our religious faith.  So we did not put on a defense.  

We were, of course found guilty.  But before we were sentenced, the Judge received thousands 

of letters from churches and church leaders from around the world.  Human rights 

organizations and political leaders wrote as well.  And so, at sentencing, the judge did not send 

any of us to prison – but sentenced us to 5 years probation.  I know that some of you wrote 

those letters.  Thank you! 

 

The most important fact to remember out of all of this history is that the Sanctuary Movement 

more than doubled the number of public sanctuary congregations during our 7 month long 

trial.  Church and synagogue responded to government threats with renewed faith and 

prophetic witness.  While the movement continued to grow, we took the issue of refugee rights 

to Civil Court.  The church sued the U.S. government for violations of U.S. Refugee Law by 

deporting refugees to Central America.  When the judge hearing the case gave the churches the 

right to put the Attorney General of the U.S. and the Director of the U.S. Immigration Service 

under oath, and take their depositions before the trail, the government suddenly offered to 

negotiate a settlement.  

 



The settlement reached in  1989 achieved the original goals of the Sanctuary Movement in the 

U.S. 

All deportations of undocumented refugees from El Salvador and Guatemala were 

stopped. 

All undocumented refugees from those countries were given work permits. 

A series of reforms of the political asylum policy were agreed to. 

So we had a celebration and called an end to the Sanctuary Movement in the U.S. in 1989.   

 

It was not a wise decision.  Just 5 years later, in 1994, the Immigration and Naturalization 

Service began a new border enforcement strategy generally known as “Operation Gatekeeper”.  

The basic outline for the strategy can be summarized in a few sentences. 

 Most of the migration between Mexico and the U.S. occurs in a handful of urban areas. 

 Those urban areas can be sealed from migration by building 18 foot steel walls, adding 

 four times the number of Border Patrol agents, and adding complex technology to 

 enforcement. 

People will try to go around these barriers, and attempt crossing in the most hazardous 

part of the Sonoran Desert. 

When the word spreads about how hazardous the crossing has become, that will be a 

deterrent  to others seeking to cross.  Thereby, the government will gain control of the 

border. 

 

As “Operation Gatekeeper” was enforced through the 1990’s, the thesis was to concentrate the 

enforcement along the Texas and California section of the border.  The assumption was that the 

Sonoran Desert in Arizona would be too hazardous and deadly for migrants to cross.  It would 

be a geographic barrier to migration.  In 1999, that assumption was proven false as the human 

migration  and drug trafficking that had previously occurred along 2,400 miles of border began 

to funnel through the Sonoran Desert.  The Tucson Sector of the border became the epicenter 

of Migration, drug trafficking, and death in the desert. 

 



It is no coincidence that the very same year that the walls began to be built on the border, the 

North American Free Trade Agreement was Implemented.  In 1994, Mexico was required to end 

agricultural subsidies for staples such as corn.  The result was that subsidized corn was 

imported from the U.S. and Canada at 24% under the cost of production in Mexico.  Mexico 

went from a net exporter of corn in the 1980’s to a net importer in the 1990’s.  By 2007 annual 

U.S. agricultural exports to Mexico stood at 12.7 billion dollars.  Millions of small farmers were 

driven off the land as a direct result of NAFTA.  They had nowhere to go to support their 

families but north across the border to the U.S. 

 

So the faith communities along the border in the Southwest have been struggling once again to 

meet our legal and ethical responsibilities.  Since 1998, the bodies of over 6,000 migrant 

workers have been found and tens of thousands of others have suffered serious wounds in 

their journey across the desert.  In 2000, confronted by this unfolding human tragedy, a 

meeting was called of the churches and synagogues that had been part of the Sanctuary 

Movement of the 1980’s.  Since most of the deaths of the migrant workers were from 

dehydration and heat stroke, a decision was made to put water in the desert.  A faith-based 

organization called Humane Borders was formed to place water stations marked by flagpoles in 

the critical areas where migrant bodies were being found.  Each year, between 20 and 25 

thousand gallons of water have been used by migrants.  Countless lives have been saved. 

 

Two years later, in 2002, a group called Samaritans was organized to put 4-wheel-drive vehicles 

on remote back roads every day.  Volunteer doctors and nurses accompanied by fluent Spanish-

speakers take food, water, and emergency medical equipment and actively search for migrants  

in distress.  They have founds hundreds upon hundreds of migrants suffering from heatstroke, 

broken limbs, twisted joints, rattlesnake bites, heart attacks, and strokes.  They have discovered 

the victims of rape and beatings, the lost and abandoned.  Only God knows how many lives 

have been saved. 

 

Then in 2004, since record numbers of migrant deaths were being set each year despite these 

efforts, “No More Deaths” was organized.  During the deadliest summer months, this 

organization puts camps in the critical areas of the desert.  Volunteers come from across the 

U.S., Europe, and even Australia to live in the camps and hike the migrant trails in key locations.  

For the past five years, “No More Deaths” has also staffed aid stations on the border to treat 

migrants deported from the U.S.  This is a partnership with the government of Mexico.   



 

It is important to note here that the border enforcement strategy of the U.S. government has 

been determined to be a violation of human rights and international law.  As long ago as 2003, 

a six judge panel of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights ruled unanimously that: 

“The deaths of almost 2,000 Mexican and some Central American migrants is the strongest 

evidence that the United States has violated and continues to violate human rights by 

maintaining the so-called ‘Operation Gatekeeper’.” 

 

In subsequent determinations, the United Nations Human Rights Commission, Amnesty 

International, and other international organizations have reached the same determination. 

 

And in the past two years, the Obama administration has captured a record number of migrant 

workers through work-place raids with the cooperation of local police officials.  In 2009, the 

U.S. deported a record 387,390 migrant workers, triple the number of deportations under the 

Bush administration.  Just two months ago, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights 

found: 

“U.S. deportation policy violates fundamental human rights because it fails to consider 

evidence concerning the adverse impact of the destruction of families, the best interest of the 

children of deportees, and other humanitarian concerns.” 

 

So, what we in the United States now call the “New Sanctuary Movement”, has emerged in the 

last five years.   Churches and synagogues are again protecting the families of migrant workers 

when the parents of U.S. citizen children are threatened with deportation.  I just returned from 

New York City where 35 congregations form the New Sanctuary Coalition.  This coalition is 

currently protecting twelve migrant families from deportation. 

 

As Jim Corbett challenged the church and synagogue decades ago, so the challenge is embraced 

today on both sides of the Atlantic.  “Although there is now no question that international law 

is binding for everyone – not just for the state – and that citizens are legally obliged to disobey 

government officials rather that collaborate in the commission of state crimes, courts usually 

refuse to hold the government accountable for violations of international law … Prophetic 

witness is then the community’s only nonviolent way to hold the state accountable – which 



means that it is up to the church …  Whenever a congregation that proclaims the prophetic faith 

abandons the poor and persecuted to organized violation, its unfaithfulness darkens the way 

for all humankind.  And when it stands as a communities bulwark against state violations of 

human rights, it lights the way.” 

 

Or as Dr William Sloane Coffin said to the Sanctuary Movement:  “It is not enough to resist with 

confession.  We must confess with RESISTANCE.” 

 

Such is the gift of God to the churches called Sanctuary.    

 

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


