
How to Stand With Immigrants:
A Sanctuary Starter Packet for

Churches
Practical tools for congregations seeking to offer refuge,

solidarity, and justice



introduction
Jesus invites us into his ministry of peace and reconciliation across borders and
nationalities. Just as he made us —  who were once strangers — members of his
household, we too can welcome the migrant and practice radical hospitality to the
Lord’s people so that none have need. By acting as churches that fulfill Matthew
25 — feeding the hungry, inviting in the stranger, and caring for the prisoner —
we can offer a countercultural vision of God’s kingdom to our polarized society.

Christians have always been called to welcome the stranger and to stand with
compassion alongside those in danger and those who are unjustly treated. As
immigrants today face unprecedented surveillance, coercion, and family
separation, churches have an opportunity to act faithfully by returning to an
ancient and deeply biblical practice: sanctuary.

This small guide offers historical insight, scriptural grounding, practical steps, and
reflection for congregations wanting to provide refuge and solidarity in their
communities.

This guide is based on the article, “Sanctuary Then and Now: What 19th-Century
Chinese Christians Teach Us About Protecting Immigrants Today,” authored by
Caleb Hui and Sam Chao. Please read the article prior to enagaging with this
starter packet. 

https://christiansforsocialaction.org/resource/christian-sanctuary-immigrants-history/
https://christiansforsocialaction.org/resource/christian-sanctuary-immigrants-history/


The 2025 Escalation in Detentions
and Deportations

The current administration’s policies of mass deportation and detention have
resulted in a climate of fear and trauma among our immigrant communities today. 

As of September 2025, the government reported that it deported about 400,000
persons, with another 1.6 million having self-deported. In addition, the number of
those detained by ICE in for-profit prisons could reach a record high of 106,000 in
January 2026. 

Yet the government’s own official records show that almost half of those detained
have no criminal record. ICE regularly unlawfully detains innocent persons without
the right to due process.

These aren’t merely political statistics. They represent families, neighbors, and
members of the Body of Christ who are hurting. Tragically, these persons are
often asylum seekers and refugees fleeing war, violence, or persecution. 

They include vulnerable people needing Temporary Protected Status (TPS) due to
war or natural disaster and DACA students who arrived in the U.S. as children
with family. They may have been welcomed initially as allies in American military
involvement in Afghanistan but are now rejected.  

Despite their already precarious situations, the enforcement of these severe
policies have 

disappeared persons to foreign prisons and to countries that they’ve never
known;
permanently separated families, including 1,360 children separated at the
border but never reunited; 
placed 600 children behind bars; and
punished American siblings in Christ, with eight out of 10 deportees being
Christian.

https://www.dhs.gov/news/2025/09/23/new-milestone-over-2-million-illegal-aliens-out-united-states-less-250-days
https://www.dhs.gov/news/2025/09/23/new-milestone-over-2-million-illegal-aliens-out-united-states-less-250-days
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/trump-immigrant-detention
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/ice-detainee-data-fastest-growing-without-criminal-records-trump/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/ice-detainee-data-fastest-growing-without-criminal-records-trump/
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/09/20/ice-detention-immigration-policy-00573850
https://immigrantjustice.org/press-release/unlawful-ice-arrests-at-immigration-courthouses-prompt-lawsuit-by-advocates-and-immigrants/#:~:text=%E2%80%9COur%20friends%2C%20neighbors%2C%20and,in%20a%20court%20of%20law.%E2%80%9D
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/blog/temporary-protected-status-whats-up-with-that/
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/fact-sheet/deferred-action-childhood-arrivals-daca-overview/
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/12/06/trump-administration-will-expand-travel-ban-to-more-than-30-countries.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/12/06/trump-administration-will-expand-travel-ban-to-more-than-30-countries.html
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/12/01/disappeared-to-a-foreign-prison
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/12/01/disappeared-to-a-foreign-prison
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/fact-sheet/us-citizen-children-impacted-immigration-enforcement/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/12/16/us-lasting-harm-family-separation-border
https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/12/16/us-lasting-harm-family-separation-border
https://www.propublica.org/article/ice-detentions-immigrant-kids-family-separations
https://worldrelief.org/pr-new-report-details-the-potential-impact-of-deportations-on-american-christian-families/


Why and how churches have
historically offered sanctuary

In light of this suffering, we are called as followers of Jesus to discern how we
might respond with compassion and justice. God’s amazing grace toward us —
who are no longer strangers but members of God’s household — serves as a
model for how we might care for migrants (Eph. 2:19).

In order to protect innocent persons and individuals from severe and inhumane
punishments, God has invited us to become sanctuaries of holiness and to
practice radical hospitality, just as God did when directing Joshua to establish
“cities of refuge” for those who accidentally killed others (Josh. 20:2–3).

God exhorts us to practice hospitality especially toward immigrants (Exod. 22:21)
and to share with the Lord’s people in need (Rom. 12:13).

As our models, Jesus and countless others have engaged in civil disobedience in
order to obey God’s higher commands for love, grace, and holiness (Mark 3:4).

Indeed, the American church has a long history of sanctuary, including the:

American Underground Railroad that transported enslaved African Americans
in the 19th century;
Settlement Movement that protected Chinese American women and children
in the early 20th century;
Sanctuary Movement that offered refuge to Salvadoran asylees in the late
20th century.

In each of these moments, the church’s courageous efforts bore witness to God’s
salvation and mercy. Let us now also reflect God’s hospitality and holiness.



key takeaways
1. Sanctuary is ancient.
God first welcomed us as strangers and adopted us (Eph. 2:19). We are to
remember our key identity as exiles (1 Pet. 2:11), and thus should love fellow
foreigners with empathy (Exod. 23:9). Not only should we provide migrants
provision and justice (Deut. 24:19), but we are also to establish cities of refuge for
persons requiring protection (Josh. 20:2–3).

2. Sanctuary is deeply embedded in American Christian history.
The Underground Railroad was a secret network for African American freedom seekers
to escape slavery in the South. Congregations, especially Black churches, provided
sanctuary and shelter. Later, the Settlement Movement welcomed immigrants and
provided needed services in low-income neighborhoods. Cameron House in San
Francisco’s Chinatown, as one example, took in and housed 3000 Chinese young
women. In the 1980s, churches in the Sanctuary Movement offered safe havens and
housing for Salvadoran and Guatemalan asylum seekers.

3. Sanctuary is biblically mandated.
Leviticus 19:34 mandates that foreigners should be treated as native-born and loved.
Zephaniah 7:10 likewise directs that the marginalized — the widow, fatherless,
foreigner, or poor — should not be oppressed. Jesus himself stated in Matthew 25 that
when we feed the hungry, invite in the stranger, and look after the prisoner, we serve
him.

4. Sanctuary has always involved risk.
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus declared, “Blessed are those who are persecuted
for righteousness’ sake” (Matt. 5:10). The Pharisees and teachers of the law became
enraged when Jesus healed on the Sabbath (Luke 6:11). Nevertheless, Jesus endorsed
civil disobedience to Sabbath laws when given the opportunity to heal and do good
(Luke 6:9).

5. Sanctuary transforms lives across generations.
Despite the king of Jericho’s orders to turn in enemies, Rahab hid and protected two
Hebrew spies sent by Joshua. In return for her courage and kindness, the spies agreed
to protect her and her family if she hung a scarlet rope from her window. Rahab, a
Canaanite and a model of faith, becomes an ancestor of Jesus (Matt. 1:5). Similarly,
Wong So’s family received long-term blessings of justice and care.

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/undergroundrailroad/what-is-the-underground-railroad.htm
https://housedivided.dickinson.edu/sites/ugrr/thematic-essays/religion-and-the-underground-railroad-laroche/
https://housedivided.dickinson.edu/sites/ugrr/thematic-essays/religion-and-the-underground-railroad-laroche/
https://www.riissettlement.org/about/history/about-settlement-houses/#:~:text=The%20settlement%20house%20movement%20began%20in%20London,help%20them%20improve%20their%20quality%20of%20life.
https://cameronhouse.org/about-us/our-story/
https://cameronhouse.org/about-us/our-story/
https://www.calmigration.org/learn-chapter/sanctuary-movement


Biblical Foundations for
Sanctuary and Hospitality
Old Testament

Joshua 20:1–9 — Cities of refuge
God commands safe spaces for those fleeing violence or unjust harm. Those who
accidentally or unintentionally killed someone could escape vengeance from the
victim’s family by entering a city of refuge. Churches, too, can be sites of
sanctuary for those fleeing unjust detention and deportation.

Deuteronomy 10:18–19 — Love the sojourner
God’s people love immigrants because God loves the marginalized. God
repeatedly commands that widows, orphans, and foreigners — the most
vulnerable in society, without status or means of support — should be cared for.
Politicians today dehumanize migrants, who often must take low-wage jobs that
Americans do not want.

Leviticus 19:33–34 — Treat foreigners as native-born
Scripture offers full dignity, belonging, and justice to foreigners, not merely
conditional welcome. Levitical law required justice and provision for foreigners,
including a tithe to support their well-being. In contrast, current policies deprive
non-citizens of the constitutional rights that American citizens enjoy.



Biblical Foundations for Sanctuary
and Hospitality

New Testament

Matthew 2:13–15 — The Holy Family as refugees
Jesus’ own life begins with fleeing political violence. In the middle of the night,
Joseph and Mary escape Herod’s command to execute Jewish babies as they flee
to Egypt. Without proper status, Joseph and Mary’s family would likely be barred
from entering the U.S. today.

Hebrews 13:3 — Remember those in chains
Sanctuary is solidarity, not charity. Those seeking asylum in the U.S. must check
in regularly with ICE. ICE now detains individuals even when they are following
official rules and have no criminal record. The church can take up the critical need
to look after the prisoner in for-profit detention centers.

Matthew 25:35 — “I was a stranger, and you welcomed me.”
Welcoming immigrants is welcoming Christ. Scripture reminds us that some have
entertained angels through hospitality. Likewise, we welcome Christ when we
offer support and hospitality to the stranger.

Acts 5:29 — “We must obey God rather than human beings.”
When state policy conflicts with Christ’s commands, civil disobedience is a duty.
The midwives of Israel, Daniel and his friends, and Jesus with his disciples each
broke laws in order to obey God’s higher call to love and justice. God’s executive
orders to love foreigners and practice hospitality trump Trump’s executive orders.



Five Ways Congregations and Members
Can Protect Vulnerable Immigrants

Now

We recognize that some congregations may be hesitant about the risks of
offering sanctuary and hospitality to non-citizen neighbors. Some of these
concerns are addressed in the FAQs. The recommendations below offer practical
ways congregations can begin to stand with those facing deportation.

1. Provide Emergency Funds and Practical Support.
Sanctuary involves providing any form of protection and support to vulnerable
migrants; it includes offering physical housing but much more as well. Because of
ICE enforcement, immigrants fear going out to work, school, stores, and even
church. 

Consequently, families face economic distress, food insecurity, and the trauma of
family separation. Sanctuary support for immigrant families can include:

providing short-term financial support for food, rent, or legal fees;
shopping for necessities;
accompanying students to school;
informing immigrants of their own rights; and 
refusing ICE entry into your own churches.

2. Accompany Immigrants at ICE Check-ins or Court Hearings.
The ministry of presence is a powerful witness that God and God’s people stand
with immigrants in their time of trial and suffering. Even if one cannot provide
bilingual or legal advice, joining with immigrants reassures them that God is with
them.

A “church presence” may offer a shield against coercive detention.
Volunteer teams can rotate accompaniment to make the ministry sustainable.
Partnership with local immigrant-rights organizations leverages volunteer
support.

https://www.ilrc.org/redcards
https://www.discipleshomemissions.org/resources/sensitive-locations-faq-for-houses-of-worship/
https://www.ilrc.org/redcards


3. Offer Physical Sanctuary and Temporary Housing.
Congregations have historically been sanctuary spaces, but the Trump
administration has given ICE discretion to enter houses of worship to carry out
surveillance, arrests, and raids. While courts decide on lawsuits by churches to
protect their religious freedom, congregations can still establish places within
their buildings that ICE agents cannot enter. 

ICE agents may enter public spaces that are open to congregants but cannot
enter private areas. Congregations should:

clearly delineate what areas are private;
state hours that areas are open to the public.

4. Create a Rapid Response/Vigil Team.
Rapid response teams can appear peacefully at locations where ICE agents are
present to warn the public and protect families.

These teams serve migrants by:

providing prayer, worship, and encouragement;
offering moral witness against injustice;
helping prevent unlawful detentions and disappearances.

5. Pray, Advocate, and Educate.
Following the model of the persistent widow (Luke 18), churches can pray
faithfully for immigrants facing injustice. Prayer is a form of advocacy.
Congregations can:

endorse statements of solidarity;
write pardon letters to governors;
support sanctuary legislation;
partner with immigrant-led organizations.

https://www.washlaw.org/religious-groups-sue-administration-over-immigration-raids


A Congregational Prayer of
Solidarity

A Prayer of Sanctuary

God of Refuge,
you sheltered your people in the wilderness.

You protected the Holy Family as they fled violence.
You call us to remember the detained

as if we were detained with them.

Give us courage to offer sanctuary — 
not in word only, but in embodied love.

Make our church a safe haven for the vulnerable,
a place where justice takes root

and mercy is lived out in full.

Amen.



frequently-asked questions
See “An introduction for churches considering ‘sanctuary’ ministries“ by the
Baptist Joint Committee for Religious Liberty for answers: 

1.What does a designation as “sanctuary” mean?
2.What legal protection does a sanctuary designation provide?
3.What types of laws does a church violate if it offers sanctuary to

undocumented residents?
4.What is most important to keep in mind if my church wants to become a

“sanctuary church”? 

See "Sanctuary Congregations and Harboring FAQs" & "Immigration Enforcement
Guidance for Places of Worship“ by the American Civil Liberties Union for
answers:

1.What risks are there if a faith group makes a public declaration as a
“sanctuary” for immigrants?

2.What are the implications related to harboring and transporting if our
congregation chooses to engage in these?

https://bjconline.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Sanctuary-FAQ-FINAL1.pdf
https://www.aclu.org/documents/sanctuary-congregations-and-harboring-faq
https://www.aclu.org/documents/immigration-enforcement-guidance-for-places-of-worship
https://www.aclu.org/documents/immigration-enforcement-guidance-for-places-of-worship


reflection questions

Where do I notice fear shaping my response to immigrants —
personally, congregationally, or communally — and where might God
be inviting trust instead? (Matt. 25:35; Heb. 13:3)

When I hear the word “sanctuary,” what emotions or assumptions rise
up in me — and how do those compare with Scripture’s vision of refuge
and hospitality? (Josh. 20:1–9; Lev. 19:33–34)

Who are the “strangers” God has already placed near us — in our
neighborhoods, schools, workplaces, or churches — and how are we
currently responding to them? (Deut. 10:18–19; Eph. 2:19)

What risks — real or perceived — do I associate with offering
hospitality or solidarity, and how does Jesus’ own example speak into
those fears? (Matt. 5:10; Luke 6:9)

In what ways might sanctuary be less about providing solutions and
more about practicing presence, accompaniment, and faithfulness?
(Heb. 13:3; Rom. 12:13)

How does remembering that Jesus himself was a refugee reshape the way
I think about immigration, borders, and belonging? (Matt. 2:13–15)

What is one concrete step — small or significant — that I, our group,
or our church could take in the next three months to stand more
faithfully with vulnerable immigrants? (Mic. 6:8; Acts 5:29)
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