
 

 

 

 

 

Sanctuary 
 
Becoming a sanctuary denomination was voted on and passed by the 2019 ELCA Churchwide Assembly 
held in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.  What does becoming a sanctuary denomination mean for the ELCA, for 
Emanuel’s, for other congregations?  In its simplest form, becoming a sanctuary denomination means that the 
ELCA is publicly declaring that walking alongside immigrants and refugees is a matter of faith.  Following is an 
example of a congregation stepping out in faith to be a sanctuary. 
 
In June 2018, Miriam Vargas faced an almost unimaginable fate.  A native of Honduras living and working in 
Columbus, Ohio, she received a deportation order from ICE (Immigration and Customs Enforcement) meaning 
she would have to leave her two daughters, ages 3 and 9 and both U.S. citizens, and return to Honduras.  She 
had come to the United States in 2006 on a six-month work visa and had checked in with ICE every six 
months thereafter.  However, a new executive order in 2017 broadened deportation policies. Because of the 
gangs and violence in her home country, she knew she it would be unsafe to take her daughters with her.  
Sanctuary was her only option. 
 
First English Lutheran Church in Columbus came to the rescue.  Contacted by local immigrant advocate Ruben 
Herrera, the congregation offered sanctuary to Vargas and her children to prevent deportation.  Because 
immigrants in sanctuary can’t set foot outside the church for fear of being arrested, congregations that house 
them must be equipped to provide space and facilities necessary for everyday life—in many cases, for years.  
There must be showers, a kitchen that can be accessed, sleeping quarters with privacy.  The pastor of First 
English, Rev. Sally Padgett, said that housing refugees is complex, and that congregations usually need 
assistance, which the congregation got from other organizations as well as through the work of members—
groceries, doctor appointments, medicine, transportation for the girls to school and other venues.  It was also 
difficult for Vargas who couldn’t go with her children to the park, to school events, a doctor visit, to see friends 
and relatives in their homes.  She was literally incarcerated in the church building. 
 
The family lived at First English for 31 months until February 2021, when Pres. Joe Biden reversed the 
previous administration’s order and refocused on deporting aggravated felons.  For Vargas and her family, 
stepping outside the church was a moment of joy and gratitude toward all those who had helped them.  “It’s 
been absolutely amazing, just marvelous,” she said.  “Being able to breathe the outside air, to feel the weather 
change, to experience daily life with my daughters like other people do is amazing.  And knowing there were 
so many people who supported us without even knowing us—they believe in united families and keeping us 
together.” 
 
Pastor Padgett observed, “Despite the complexities, sheltering Vargas and her family not only allowed the 
congregation to help someone in need but to see the power of their faith in action.  We live on a shoestring 
budget as a congregation, but we trusted that God would provide—and He did!  We were very blessed by 
Miriam’s presence.” 
 

      Adapted from Living Lutheran, June/July 2021 
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