
Background 
For some it may seem that the sanctuary movement within our congregation appears to have risen 
quickly, but in truth, our congregational journey into the world of immigrant rights began over six years 
ago when we started to learn about the experiences of immigrants through books clubs, workshops and 
educational initiatives. Members of Foothills built and sustained partnerships with Plymouth 
Congregational Church and forged a connection with La Familia/The Family center that resulted in our 
involvement teaching ESL classes and a trip to Phoenix, Arizona to see firsthand about the trauma and 
struggles associated with our broken immigration system. We have facilitated classes, attended city 
council meetings, and participated in letter writing campaigns. Our participation in this movement 
activated us in a deep way because working for immigrant rights is in profound alignment with our 
Unitarian Universalist values.  

Fast forward to February 2017, our team stood before you with a request to consider what our mission 
and our faith asks of us when it comes to justice for our immigrant neighbors, and specifically if we, 
Foothills, are called to be a sanctuary congregation. Today we will make a decision about this question.  

The Foothills Sanctuary Team has been diligently working to make sure that we have a firm 
understanding of what it requires to provide sanctuary so that in the event we decide that sanctuary is 
the right thing to do, that we are adequately prepared to proceed and can make a heart-felt 
commitment to one of our immigrant neighbors in such a way that respects their wishes and adds value 
to our overall church pursuits. To increase our understanding, we have been in communication with 
people who have provided sanctuary and those that have received sanctuary. We have helped to form 
an interfaith coalition that led two large gatherings with people from all across northern Colorado and 
Wyoming.  We invited Rev. Mike Morran to address to our congregation and share his experience and 
guidance. We partnered to bring nationally-respected leader Alexia Salvatierra to Fort Collins and 
learned a great deal from her skillful presentation.  

We have connected within our own Foothills community through a variety of means including four 
workshops with strong attendance, and have gained commitment from a plethora of volunteers. We’ve 
worked closely with the Board of Trustees and established and refined policies and procedures, secured 
attorneys and funding, and we remain dedicated to be in open communication with all of you.   

A central focus of our efforts has been to stay connected to the immigrants themselves – our neighbors 
and friends, especially through our connections at La Familia, and through our partnership with 
American Friends Service Committee, Colorado Immigrant Rights Coalition, and the immigrants who are 
members and friends of this church community.  

Earlier this month a member of the Sanctuary Team met with a mother with four citizen children whose 
father was deported after he attempted to gain Medicaid coverage for his kids. There was no warning, 
and suddenly, their father was gone. The intense trauma and fear associated with this type of senseless 
loss is what we hope to prevent. No family should be ripped apart. 

These are the stories that have grounded us and keep us focused on our work, within the context of our 
faith, so that we –as a united community- can have the chance to provide compassion, community and 
sanctuary to families facing devastation at the hands of a broken and unjust immigration system. 

Logistics: 
Before we open our doors to anyone seeking sanctuary, we are dedicated to have strong and clear 
policies and procedures in place so that everyone who participates in this initiative is safe, and that our 
sanctuary efforts will serve to bolster, not detract, from other church programming. Furthermore, we 



are only willing to say ‘yes’ to sanctuary with strong support from our own community here at Foothills, 
but also we will only say yes with strong support from the greater northern Colorado community. The 
good news is that we have already seen a potent outpouring of support from our broader community in 
the form words of support, offers to volunteer, share meals, and to make financial and in-kind 
donations. 

The practical process of providing sanctuary begins with a thoughtful screening tool and trustworthy 
referral sources. We already have both of these resources in place and as you likely heard, we have 
received no less than 3 referrals of people who desperately require the protection of sanctuary. Our 
applicant team, which handles the screening process, has designed a system by which screening gathers 
information about an applicant’s existing support structures and resources, their day-to-day needs and 
their likelihood of winning their legal immigration case to gain a stay of removal. The screening process 
also assesses an applicant’s criminal history for safety purposes and will establish whether the applicant 
is willing to partner with our team so that we can work together effectively.  

Once the applicant team has selected a sanctuary guest and we are adequately prepared to begin, then 
we will move forward and invite our guest to move in to our RE building storage area. We are planning 
on making the storage area and the adjacent room, which will serve as a day room, as welcoming and 
comfortable as possible. At this point, our Support Team, which is comprised of Foothills congregants as 
well as partners from the community, begin their work of establishing trust, rapport and a healthy 
relationship to provide day-to-day support for our guest as they move through their process. This team 
will need to be in direct contact with our core team of volunteers and church leaders to communicate 
needs and identify appropriate resources/volunteers. A subset of this team will rally vocal support from 
the community that will includes community leaders and politicians. This group will also manage public 
relations regarding our sanctuary efforts, recognizing that other sanctuary congregations have benefited 
from someone on site to manage and coordinate drop in visitors from the community. Additionally, this 
team will be responsible for keeping the congregation informed about all developments related to 
providing sanctuary. The support team is engaged as long as we have someone in sanctuary. 

The volunteer base that is required to support the sanctuary program is not as large as we initially 
thought. First Unitarian Society of Denver has found that a group of 35-40 support volunteers with a 
core group of 12-15 dedicated volunteers is sufficient. Considering that we have a sizable pool of 
volunteers (64 people and counting) who have already signed up to volunteer and robust relationships 
with community partners, we are confident that we can provide the necessary support without pulling 
volunteer resources from our other commitments like Family Faith Hospitality, Mobile Food Bank or the 
Auction.  

The anticipated impact that sanctuary will have on the church’s finances is in fact, a positive one. Other 
churches have experienced a notable growth in their donations after beginning sanctuary work. 
Especially since Foothills is the first to consider sanctuary in our community, combined with the 
immense support that we’ve been receiving associated with this, we anticipate that we will be able to 
generate the necessary finances to cover the church’s expenses as well as our guest’s expenses.  

As the church and its commitment to justice work has grown, we have attracted people to the church 
because of our work and have continued to be able to recruit people to staff each of these activities. In 
the process we have grown our capacity to undertake these types of public witness which is what gives 
us the confidence to take on sanctuary work as well. 

The goal of providing sanctuary is to provide a safe and welcoming haven for our guest so that they can 
work with their legal team such that immigration officials rule favorably on the immigration case and 



they are allowed to stay with their family without fearing deportation. We intend to pursue this goal 
with loving vigor, and we ask that you join us. 

Immigration Justice: 

We are a church that is engaged with the humanity of people. We are a congregation bound by the spirit 
of love. A community enriched by the presence of all, recognizing that each of us carries within us an 
essential piece of the truth. Therefore, we cannot ignore the manifestation of destructive forces in our 
community and in our world, even when these force are directed at other people. As Martin Luther King 
Jr. so eloquently declared ‘We are all tied together in a single garment of destiny... an inescapable 
network of mutuality.’ [end-quote] We are all one people sharing this precious earth for a brief time. Let 
us live our mission statement and unleash courageous love when and where it is most needed.  

As people of faith and conscience, we acknowledge that family is the fertile soil in which love grows. 
When we are connected to our deepest self, we tend the garden of love with our thoughts, our words 
and our actions. If we are to truly live in a loving way towards the most vulnerable in our community, 
then their happiness is inextricably linked to our own happiness. As Robert Heinlein reminds us in his 
novel Stranger in a Strange Land: "Love is that condition in which the happiness of another person is 
essential to your own." 

When faced with the grim injustice of seeing families separated, we know that courageous love 
demands that we intervene to the best of our ability. While this does feel like a burdensome task, hard 
work, when done with love and community, draws us together and strengthens us individually and 
collectively. This is the type of work that our wounded world needs right now. While we cannot attend 
to every wound, we can start where we are and begin the true courageous work that we are called to 
do. This is the work that will heal our collective humanity, the work that ignites compassion and radiates 
penetrating light into the darkness.  

Rev. Mike Morran gave us a true gift when he visited us earlier this month. He not only offered us his 
valuable experience and his candid learnings, he also shared with us a framework for understanding the 
complexities of the broken immigration system and even more valuable, a way of thinking about our 
precious connections with other humans, especially undocumented immigrants. Rev. Mike poignantly 
revealed that There is no us and them, only us.  

Mike shared an interfaith poem with us, and I would like to echo a portion of those words here today: 
We are called to work together for the betterment of all to create the world of our most noble spiritual 
traditions. We who are gathered here, we who live on this good earth. We are called to support the 
families that are the foundation of our common life. Allow the spirit of God to be made real through the 
truth of our voices, the work of our hands, the love we allow to claim us. There are senseless forces 
seeking to break apart loving families. This community of faith believes in families and the love that 
holds them together. We know that our fate, our destiny, our salvation in this life are tied up with the 
fate, the destiny and the salvation of the undocumented. There is no us and them. There is only us. 
Working together. Praying together. Sharing the same air, the same food, the same life that is God’s life. 
Hoping together. Seeking together. Working together for a future where none may need live in fear.  


