
 

History of Physical Sanctuary 
 
The sanctity of faith communities has deep historic roots, going back to Hebrew 
temples in the time of the Roman Empire. During the medieval period, the English 
common law allowed an accused felon to seek sanctuary in a church for protection 
before trial. This practice can trace its influence to today, where the United States 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement has a policy of limiting enforcement actions in 
"sensitive areas" like church buildings. 
 
Since the 1980s, Unitarian Universalists have supported physical sanctuary for 
immigrant families in danger of being deported. Individual congregations participated 
in the Sanctuary Movement, an interfaith movement rising up in response to the 
Central American refugee crisis. When a New Sanctuary Movement arose in 2007, 
Unitarian Universalists joined other faith leaders in condemning immigration 
enforcement raids that tear families apart. Today, Unitarian Universalists work for 
immigration justice and continue to support physical sanctuary as one pathway of 
solidarity.  
 
Sanctuary’s Long and Faithful Tradition 
 
Sanctuary is a measure of our capacity for love. And just as love knows no borders, 
our dedication to justice reaches across boundaries and walls. Sanctuary is love's 
response to the criminalization of black, brown, queer and marginalized people in 
America. We define sanctuary in the broadest sense, beginning with our congregations 
as safe places for reflection and healing, welcoming to those who seek spiritual 
community. Our sense of sanctuary expands to embrace those who are the most 
vulnerable in our neighborhoods. It is about offering what we have -- a space, a voice, 
a community -- without hesitation. 
 
 
Learn more at:    https://www.uua.org/loveresists/sanctuary 
 
• Read the Faith, Protection, Power: Sanctuary Strategies of Now blog post by 

Caitlin Breedlove, Vice President of Movement Leadership at Auburn Seminary. 
• Review the Building Bridges: Refugee Support and Advocacy Toolkit from the 

Unitarian Universalist Service Committee.  
• Subscribe the UUA Just Acts email newsletter for regular updates on this and 

other solidarity campaigns. 
• Download the Congregational Suggested Action Guide for sanctuary and 

solidarity from the UU College of Social Justice. 
• Browse the #SanctuaryEverywhere resources from the American Friends 

Service Committee. 
• Explore the Theology of Resistance, from the Prophetic Resistance Project, 

which offers a multi-faith curriculum, webinars, podcasts and more to inspire 

 

http://uucsj.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Congregational-Action-Guide.pdf
https://www.uua.org/justice/news-archives
https://www.afsc.org/sanctuaryeverywhere
http://www.uusc.org/refugeetoolkit/
http://auburnseminary.org/sanctuary-strategies-now/
https://www.uua.org/loveresists/sanctuary
http://www.theologyofresistance.org/


 

multi-faith discourse that supports people of faith and moral courage to bring 
life to the stories, values, and teachings that inspire our resistance.   

 


