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Notes to the Reader About Terminology 
 
 
 

I use the word refugee to refer to undocumented Central Americans in the United seeking 

political asylum. Technically they are asylees, which is a legal category of a refugee. An asylum 

seeker is an individual whose claim has not been decided upon by the country in which they are 

seeking asylum. The individual can apply for asylum even if they have already entered the 

country illegally, as was the case with Central Americans. However, for the sake of consistency 

with my primary and secondary sources, which do not make the technical distinction between 

asylee and refugee, I will refer to them as refugees.  

 

I have chosen not to capitalize the term “sanctuary movement” in this thesis for two reasons. 

First, the majority of the secondary sources I’ve consulted do the same (though some style it as 

“Sanctuary movement”). Second, I think this best reflects my argument that sanctuary was not 

one unified movement, but two distinct, changing, movements.  
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Introduction 
 

In 1983 thirty-two-year-old Juana Beatriz Alvarez fled Guatemala City and the only 

home she had ever known, leaving her three children behind with her elderly mother.1 The 

previous year, her husband, a factory worker and active union member, had been dragged out of 

their house at four in the morning. Three days later the house was broken into and ransacked. 

Juana assumed the culprits were searching for the folder her husband took to union meetings. 

Over the course of the next few months Juana moved around the city, living with different 

relatives in an attempt to avoid the men who watched her house and followed her in the street. 

She spent her days scouring the morgues and hospitals searching for her husband until she 

decided he had been killed and she would likely meet the same fate if she did not flee the 

country. 

She used her Guatemalan ID to get permission to cross the border for a shopping trip and 

then hitchhiked from the Guatemala Chiapas border to Mexico City, where she went to the home 

of a woman she had been told helped Central Americans. With the assistance of a local priest she 

began classes to become a seamstress. Three days later she was detained by Mexican 

immigration, who suspected she was Guatemalan, and taken to an abandoned house where she 

was violently raped and beaten by the officers. After three days of abuse they brought her to the 

Ministry of the Interior and government officials interrogated her about her nationality. After 

admitting she was Guatemalan, she was deported back to the border.  

                                                
1 The story that follows was put together from Alvarez’s testimony to Jim Corbett. See: “Summary of a 

Statement by Juana Beatriz Alvarez,” July 1984, MS 433 Box 1, Folder 19, Miriam Davidson Papers, University of 
Arizona Special Collections, Tucson, Arizona. 
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Juana worked for a month at the Guatemalan border, trying to recuperate from her 

injuries and hoping to be able to return home. When her mom warned her by mail that the men 

were still watching the house, she returned once again to Mexico City. This time, she found a job 

as a housekeeper. After a month, she decided to continue North to the United States. Through a 

refugee organization she was put into contact with Jim Corbett, a Quaker from Tucson, Arizona. 

Corbett met Juana in Mexico City. They first flew to Hermosillo in the state of Sonora and then 

drove to the border town Nogales.  

It was 1984 and Jim Corbett was a well-known figure in Arizona and around the country 

for his work leading refugees like Juana along what he and others regarded as a modern-day 

underground railroad, which stretched from the Guatemala-Mexico border to Tucson, Arizona. 

Along with Reverend John Fife of Tucson’s Southside Presbyterian Church, Corbett had founded 

what would later become the sanctuary movement to help Central Americans fleeing persecution 

at the hands of the repressive, U.S. funded, right-wing regimes in El Salvador and Guatemala. 

Since its humble beginnings in 1981, the movement received extensive publicity and support 

from newspapers, religious communities, and everyday Americans around the country.  

On this particular border run, Corbett was accompanied by two journalists from the 

Arizona Daily Star who published a seven-part account of Juana’s journey to the United States 

entitled “The Road to Refuge.”2 They followed Corbett, who welcomed publicity for the 

movement, as he led Juana from Mexico City to Hermosillo to Nogales. In Nogales, Corbett 

decided Juana was too traumatized to walk through the point of entry with false papers, so he led 

her on an arduous three-hour hike to cross the border at a more isolated spot. Rob Medvescek, 

the Star photographer, took a particularly poignant shot of Juana, her face obscured with a 

                                                
2 See newspaper clippings from “Newspaper Clippings, 1982-1986,” 12 May 1981, MS 502 Box 3, Folder 

15, Jim Corbett Collection, University of Arizona Special Collections, Tucson, Arizona. 



 Kamm 6 

bandana, climbing over the barbed wire fence separating the United States and Mexico with the 

help of Corbett. 

 

                               Figure 1—Corbett helping Alvarez cross the border.3 

 

After successfully crossing the border, Corbett brought Juana to Tucson where she was 

given sanctuary at Southside Presbyterian. In the final installation of “The Road to Refuge” 

Juana discussed her new life in the United States; she was receiving treatment for her injuries 

sustained at the hands of Mexican immigration officials and attending counselling for her 

anxiety. She was also searching for a job—she hoped to work with children—so she could send 

money to her mother in Guatemala City. While grateful to be in the United States, Juana 

emphasized her plans to return to Guatemala as soon as it was safe, saying, “Most of all, I want 

to be able to go home and see my children.”4  

                                                
3 Image courtesy of “Newspaper Clippings, 1982-1986,” 12 May 1981, Box 3, Folder 15, Jim Corbett 

Collection. 
4 Newspaper Clippings, 1982-1986,” 12 May 1981, MS 502 Box 3, Folder 15, Jim Corbett Collection. 
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Unfortunately, stories like Juana’s were all too common. Between 1980 and 1990 the 

Central American immigrant population in the United States tripled as Salvadorans, 

Nicaraguans, and Guatemalans fled extreme poverty, torture, and death threats.5 This thesis is a 

study of the sanctuary movement, which was born of the interactions between Central Americans 

like Juana who were streaming across the United States Southern border during the 1980s, and 

the conscientious citizens living in the borderlands who felt it was their religious, humanitarian, 

and moral duty to help them. The movement began in Tucson, Arizona where, according to the 

historian Geraldo Cadava, it formed, “part of a longer tradition of migrant assistance in the 

Arizona-Sonora borderland.”6 Since the 1970s legal and humanitarian organizations in Tucson 

like Manzo Area Council had been helping Mexican migrants. This history laid the groundwork 

for the city to become the center of the sanctuary movement. What started as a local effort by 

Tucson’s religious community to aid Central Americans, quickly expanded into a national 

movement coordinated by the Chicago Religious Task Force on Central America. This 

movement raised larger questions regarding the United States immigration and asylum policies, 

the Reagan administration's interventions in Central America, and the always contentious 

relation between church and state.  

This thesis examines the tension between the local movement based in Tucson and the 

national movement in Chicago, in the critical period from the passage of the Refugee Act of 

1980 to the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986. I analyze the differing organizational 

structures, ideologies, goals, and strategies of Tucson and Chicago during this period in order to 

                                                
 5 Jeanne Batalova and Jessica Bolter Allison O’Connor, “Central American Immigrants in the United 
States,” last modified August 15, 2019, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/central-american-immigrants-
united-states.  

6 Geraldo L. Cadava, Standing on Common Ground the Making of a Sunbelt Borderland (Cambridge, 
Harvard University Press, 2013), 199. 
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show that sanctuary was never truly one unified movement, but rather dynamic and ever-

changing movements that responded to the historical, political, and social processes out of which 

they were born. It also seeks to show the movement’s shift over time—initially sanctuary 

workers sheltered refugees from persecution in Central America but as the movement grew, 

drawing more support and more scrutiny, both refugees and sanctuary workers were forced to 

evade persecution from the United States government—and how that shift forced to Tucson and 

Chicago to reevaluate their organizational structures, ideologies, goals and strategies to defend 

themselves.  

It is worth studying the story of sanctuary because it is a deeply American story. It 

encompasses issues of immigration, the separation of church and state, morality in politics, and 

the role of everyday Americans in effecting change through grassroots organizing.  

*   *   * 
 

Any study of sanctuary must frame the moral and religious convictions of its participants 

against the backdrop of the effects of U.S. hegemony in Central America, U.S. immigration 

policy, the resurgent role of the church in politics during the Reagan era, and the religious and 

historical precedent of sanctuary from its biblical roots to its more modern applications. 

It is also useful to lay out a brief history of Central America, today made up of Honduras, 

Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Belize, Costa Rica, and Panama. Beginning with the first 

Spanish settlement in Panama in 1509, the Spanish Conquest of Central America set into motion 

half a millennium of violence and exploitation. Over the centuries wealthy colonists and their 

descendants consolidated control of the fertile land, forming large estates known as latifundios 

where they produced crops for export. This process created a rigid social structure in which a 

small elite possessed the majority of the land and the capital, forcing the poor, landless masses to 
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labor on their estates. When the natives and peasants rebelled, they were violently suppressed by 

the government-military alliances that ruled the country7  

 

                               Figure 2—Map of Central America8 

 

Despite nearly five-hundred years of civil strife, political struggle, and violence, historian 

Christian Smith argues that the crisis Central America experienced in the 1970s and 1980s was 

exceptional, particularly after the economic boom of the fifties and sixties, which created 

growing middle and working classes.9 He identifies a number of factors that converged, igniting 

a period of extreme social, economic, and political strife. The global recession and oil crisis, two 

devastating earthquakes, and the anti-reform policies of right-wing dictatorships in Nicaragua,  

El Salvador, and Guatemala extinguished the hope of a better life for the oppressed of Central 

                                                
7 Christian Smith, Resisting Reagan: the U.S. Central America Peace Movement (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1996), 5-8. 
8 Image courtesy of Google images. 
9 Smith, Resisting Reagan, 9-17. 
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America. At the same time, the loosening of historical means of social control created new 

opportunities for organization and rebellion. These two opposing processes resulted in over a 

decade of civil wars in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala which killed 200,000 Central 

Americans and created between 1.8 and 2.8 million refugees.10  

Although the clashes between insurgent Marxist-Leninist guerrilla organizations in El 

Salvador Guatemala and Honduras, and the right-wing dictatorships, backed by the countries’ 

military and security forces played out in different ways, they all had something in common: 

U.S. intervention. The history of United States hegemony in the region leading up to the 1970s 

and 1980s is a long one. Since the nineteenth century, the U.S. has considered Central America 

part of its “sphere of influence,” grounded in policies like the Monroe Doctrine and ideologies 

such as Manifest Destiny. According to historian Christian Smith, the relationship is based on a 

fundamental contradiction that informs U.S. foreign policy. Central America has long been 

regarded as a region of geopolitical importance because of its geographical proximity to the 

United States as well as its strategic position as a bridge between the Atlantic and the Pacific 

Oceans and North and South America. Despite this, U.S. foreign policy has almost always 

ignored the region in favor of more pressing concerns in Europe, Asia, and the Middle East. 

Thus, Smith argues “this contradiction...has been reconciled through the U.S. domination of 

Central America...which has been sustained over many decades through friends and force.”11 In 

times of peace, the security of Central America was outsourced to local governments and private 

U.S. business interests like United Fruit. In times of unrest, however, the U.S. resorted to more 

direct intervention. 

                                                
10 Smith, Resisting Reagan, 52. 
11 Smith, Resisting Reagan, 19. 
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In some sense, the Reagan administration’s policy towards Central America reflected 

general historical trends in the U.S.’s response towards the region. Yet it was also unusual, 

keeping in mind Smith’s claim that Central America historically registered low on the U.S.’s 

foreign policy totem pole, that Reagan made the region his foreign policy priority immediately 

after assuming office.12 When viewed within the lens of Cold War tensions and America’s 

eroding hegemony around the world however, Reagan and his advisor’s fixation with Central 

America makes more sense. The 1970s were a time of great unease, as a string of events 

including the Vietnam War, the oil crisis and stagflation, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and 

the Iranian Revolution seemed to point to the fact that the U.S. was losing ground to the 

Soviets.13 When Reagan was elected in 1980, he promised to usher in a new era of American 

prosperity and global dominance. With tensions reaching a breaking point in El Salvador, 

Reagan and his advisers believed Central America could be the battlefield on which he made his 

promise a reality.  

 Cold War ideology defined the Reagan administration's understanding of the region; they 

believed the true cause of unrest was Cuban and Soviet adventurism.14 Thus, if the United States 

failed to extinguish the Communist threat, it would demonstrate a dangerous weakness to both its 

Cold War allies and foes, and perhaps more importantly, would allow communism to spread 

unchecked throughout the region, compromising national security. The administration attempted 

to curry public favor to their cause, but much to their shock and dismay the public and Congress 

reacted negatively.15 Public opinion polls from the early 1980s show that Americans viewed 

                                                
12 For more on Reagan’s decision to make Central America the foreign policy focus of his administration 

see Chapter 3 of LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard. 
13 Smith, Resisting Reagan, 20. 
14 LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard, 53. 
15 For more on Reagan’s tactics to promote his Central American strategy see Smith, Resisting Reagan, 24-

27.  
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Communism as a threat in Central America, but opposed direct intervention or military aid, 

while Democrats in Congress feared the U.S. was getting into another Vietnam.16 Neither public 

opinion nor the protests of Congress did much to influence Reagan’s convictions however, and 

he proceeded with his plans covertly. The Reagan administration supported right-wing 

governments in all three countries by employing a new military strategy for third-world 

intervention, based on lessons learned in Vietnam, known as low-intensity warfare. Low-

intensity warfare sought to demoralize and discredit the enemy through “long-term political, 

economic, psychological, and military forms of aggression.”17 The Reagan administration’s 

tactics included extensive military and economic aid to the right-wing governments, economic 

strangulation of the guerilla groups, and scorched-earth land sweeps. The results were 

devastating. Hundreds of thousands of Central Americans were killed, the economy was ruined, 

and millions of dollars of property destroyed.18 

                                                
16 Richard Sobel, “Report: Public Opinion About United States Intervention in El Salvador and 

Nicaragua,” The Public Opinion Quarterly 53, no. 1 (April 1, 1989): 114. www.jstor.org/stable/2749243. 
17 Smith, Resisting Reagan, 33. 
18 Smith, Resisting Reagan, 50-52. 
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Figure 3—U.S. Foreign Military Aid to Central America ($U.S. million)19 

 

Most significant to this story are the millions of people who were displaced by the 

conflicts. Thousands of them made the long and dangerous journey to the United States, seeking 

asylum. According to statistics from the Migration Policy Institute, between 1980 and 1990 the 

number of Central Americans living in the United States more than tripled, from 354,000 to 

1,134,000.20 Meanwhile, statistics from the Immigration and Naturalization service show that 

between mid-1983 and mid-1986 1,475 Guatemalans, 18,458 Nicaraguans, and 19,735 

Salvadorans applied for political asylum. However, of these numbers only 0.9% of Guatemalans, 

14% of Nicaraguans, and 2.6% of Salvadorans were approved. During this same period 60.4% of 

                                                
19 Image courtesy of Smith, Resisting Reagan, 35. 
20 Jeanne Batalova and Jessica Bolter Allison O’Connor, “Central American Immigrants in the United 

States,” last modified August 15, 2019, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/central-american-immigrants-
united-states.  
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Iranians, 51.0% of Romanians, and 45.4% of Czechs were granted asylum, reflecting the Reagan 

administration’s bias toward asylees fleeing communist regimes.21 By systematically denying 

Central Americans asylum while publicly claiming they were “economic migrants” rather than 

political refugees, Reagan was effectively supporting his foreign policy initiatives: admitting 

Central Americans were fleeing persecution would be akin to admitting the right-wing 

governments the administration was supporting were committing human rights abuses.  

                     

Figure 4—Asylum Cases Filed with INS District Directors22 

                                                
21 INS statistics reproduced in Crittenden, 21. 
22 Photo courtesy of Crittenden, Sanctuary. 
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In theory this discrimination was not supposed to be possible under the Refugee Act of 

1980, which was an attempt to rectify the issue of refugee admissions in the United States.23 No 

formal refugee policy existed in the United States before World War II.  However, the refugee 

crisis created by the war was unlike anything seen before and the Truman administration was 

forced to respond. The result was the Displaced Persons Act of 1948, which accepted the basic 

definition set by the UN’s International Refugee Organization of a refugee. It is important to note 

that the UN definition does not include individuals who wish to leave their homeland for 

economic reasons. The act also reflected the strong anti-fascist sentiments of the time as it 

considered victims of Nazi, fascist, and Falangist regimes to be refugees. Congress also added a 

number of other categories to the international definition in response to growing Cold War 

tensions, such as refugees from post-1948 Czechoslovakia.24 In fact, since the end of World War 

II through the fall of the Soviet Union, Cold War ideology directly dictated who was granted 

political refuge in the United States. Following the 1948 legislation, the Refugee Relief Act of 

1953 explicitly codified this ideology into U.S. immigration policy, defining a refugee as “any 

person in a country or area which is either Communist or Communist-dominated.”25 The Relief 

Act also made Asians eligible as refugees for the first time, while a 1962 revision further 

expanded the definition to include those fleeing Latin America. These changes are emblematic of 

the changing demographics of immigrants in general, and refugees in particular, during this 

period. As the percentage of Europeans shrunk, the percentage of Asians and Latin Americans 

increased significantly.26  

                                                
23 Between 1945 and 1980 the United States admitted more than 2.25 million refugees. 
 Roger Daniels, Coming to America: A History of Immigration and Ethnicity in American Life, 2nd ed., 1st 

Perennial ed. (New York, NY: Perennial, 2002), 907. 
24 Daniels, Coming to America, 891. 
25 Daniels, Coming to America, 905. 
26 Daniels Coming to America, 904. 
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The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, passed during the Johnson administration, 

attempted to integrate refugee policy with general immigration law by setting aside a portion of 

regular admissions for refugees. Known as the seventh preference, it designated 6% of the total 

admissions per year for refugees.27 Remaining intact however, was the limited ideological 

definition of a refugee.28 The years between the passage of the Immigration Act of 1965 and the 

Refugee Act of 1980 demonstrated the inadequacy of the seventh preference allocation. 

Refugees fleeing Vietnam and other Southeast Asian countries in particular flooded the system, 

greatly exceeding the totals allocated, and throughout the 1970s Congress debated a solution. 

Legal scholar Ignatius Bau discussed the debates in Congress during the second half of the 

decade in his book This Ground is Holy, noting that witnesses in congressional hearings 

recognized the government’s stated humanitarian policy towards refugees, but also 

acknowledged humanitarianism had to yield to foreign policy interests. Thus, while a 1979 

version of the bill passed by the Senate promoted an expanded definition of a refugee by 

including persons who had been displaced by military or civil disturbances, the House rejected 

this definition, limiting it to those fleeing persecution.29 

The Refugee Act of 1980 was a significant addition to U.S. refugee policy for two 

reasons. First, it adopted the definition of a refugee established by the 1967 UN Protocol 

Relating to the Status of Refugees, which updated U.S. policy to match international standards 

and created a non-ideological definition of a refugee.30 Still, historian and journalist Ann 

                                                
27 Daniels, Coming to America, 911. 
28 Ignatius Bau, This Ground Is Holy: Church Sanctuary and Central American Refugees (New 

York: Paulist Press, 1985), 46. 
29 Bau, This Ground Is Holy, 56.  
30 The definition of a refugee provided by the Refugee Act of 1980 is as follows: “The term refugee means 

any person who is outside any country of such person’s nationality or, in the case of a person having no nationality, 
is outside any country in which such person last habitually resided, and who is unable or unwilling to return to, and 
is unable or unwilling to avail himself or herself of the protection of, that country because of persecution or a well-
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Crittenden argues that the law was not as neutral as it seemed, due to the fact that Section 207 

(c)(1) gave the Attorney General power to “admit any refugee who is determined to be of special 

humanitarian concern to the United States.”31 This granted the government discretion to give 

preference to certain refugee groups. The new refugee act also created a specific policy for 

granting asylum. Section 208(a) states: “The Attorney General shall establish a procedure for an 

alien physically present in the United States or at a land border or port of entry, irrespective of 

such alien’s status to apply for asylum.”32 The new asylum provision theoretically created a 

pathway for the thousands of Central Americans streaming across the border on foot to receive 

sanctuary in the United States.   

As noted previously, Central Americans who applied for asylum once they arrived in the 

United States were usually detained by the INS and deported without being informed of their 

right to apply. Thus, the early days of the sanctuary movement were defined by the attempts of 

Tucson-based activists like Jim Corbett, Father Ricardo Elford, Manzo Area Council workers 

Lupe Castillo and Margo Cowan, and others to aid Central Americans through legal channels.33 

They raised money to bail them out of jails and helped them file asylum applications. As it 

became increasingly clear that the legal system was stacked against the refugees, religious 

communities in Tucson began exploring other options outside the law.  

Based on their moral and humanitarian convictions that the United States government 

was violating its own laws, they decided to shelter the refugees in their churches based on the 

                                                
founded fear of persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, or 
political opinion.”  

31Ann Crittenden, Sanctuary: A Story of American Conscience and the Law in Collision. 1st ed. (New 
York: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1988), 20. 

32 Refugee Act of 1980, Public Law 96-212, 96th Cong. (March 17, 1980).  
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/STATUTE-94/pdf/STATUTE-94-Pg102.pdf 
33 This will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 1. 
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religious and historical tradition of sanctuary. On March 24, 1982, the Reverend John Fife of 

Southside Presbyterian in Tucson, Arizona, declared his church to be a sanctuary for Central 

American refugees fleeing civil conflict. The day marked the second anniversary of the 

assassination of Oscar Romero, the former Archbishop of San Salvador and an outspoken voice 

within his country and the Catholic church regarding the persecution of Central Americans by 

repressive, U.S.-funded, right-wing regimes in El Salvador and Guatemala. Backed by other 

members of the Tucson Ecumenical Council Task Force, the group formed to systematically 

address issues relating to Central Americans. Fife explained to an audience of reporters and at 

least one undercover Border Patrol agent, his reasoning for declaring sanctuary as such: 

We take this action because we believe the current policy and practice of the United 
States government with regard to Central American refugees is illegal and immoral. We 
believe our government is in violation of the 1980 Refugee Act and international law by 
continuing to arrest, detain, and forcibly return refugees to the terror persecution, and 
murder in El Salvador and Guatemala.34 

 
 In solidarity with Southside Presbyterian, five other congregations around the country also 

declared sanctuary. By 1984, what John Fife and Jim Corbett started in the desert of Arizona had 

grown into the national sanctuary movement, a network of five hundred-member churches and 

synagogues and thousands of individual participants, which spanned thirty-four states from 

California to Maine.35 As the movement spread across the country, an organization in Chicago, 

the Chicago Religious Task Force on Central America (CRTFCA) became the national 

coordinators. In this role, the CRTFCA reframed the movement as a political effort to challenge 

the Reagan’s administration's foreign policy in Central America. In the four decades since John 

Fife opened his church doors to Central American refugees fleeing persecution in their home 

                                                
34“Correspondence from John Fife to William French Smith,” 23 March 1982, Box 1, Folder 19, Jim 

Corbett Collection. 
35 Linda Rabben, Sanctuary and Asylum - a Social and Political History (Seattle: University of Washington 

Press, 2016), 2. 
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countries, journalists, legal scholars, and anthropologists have developed a small but substantial 

body of work which locates the origins and development of the movement within the framework 

mentioned above. The scholarship can generally be divided temporally into two groups. The first 

group is composed of studies written in the late eighties and early nineties responding directly to 

the sanctuary movement of the 1980s, while the second group consists of studies authored in the 

current decade that can be understood in light of the reemergence of sanctuary in the twenty-first 

century.  

 Due to the contemporary nature of the topic, many of the leading figures, whether they be 

activists, clergy, refugees, or agents from Border Control and the Immigration and Naturalization 

Service, are still alive. Thus, the majority of the fundamental texts that make up the first body of 

scholarship are largely based on interviews. Oral histories have many obvious benefits. 

However, one must also keep in mind their limitations, such as the gaps in memory and 

embellishments that are a given with human subjects. In addition to relying heavily on 

interviews, the majority of the earlier texts were not written by historians and often lack 

historical perspective and analysis by dint of the fact that they were written so close to the events 

they describe.  

 Journalists such as Robert Tomsho, Ann Crittenden, and Miriam Davidson have written 

sweeping accounts of sanctuary grounded in the personal narratives of Jim Corbett and John 

Fife, and, to a lesser extent, various other members of the movement in Arizona. In general, all 

three authors focus on the local Tucson chapter where the movement originated, interspersing the 

larger story of Central America in the decades leading up to the crisis with more intimate 

accounts provided by founding members and refugees who received sanctuary. Each author is 

explicit in their pro-sanctuary perspective as well. Tomsho writes in the foreword to The 
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American Sanctuary Movement, “I have written this book in hopes that it will inspire readers to 

listen to the voice of Central Americans within our borders and consider them in light of our own 

traditions of democracy and compassion.”36 Despite the fact that such works are clearly works of 

advocacy, they are extremely extensive and well-documented. In addition to hundreds of hours 

of interviews, the authors support their narratives with a wide array of sources ranging from 

periodicals to inner INS communications, to the personal papers of Jim Corbett. Both Davidson 

and Crittenden covered the sanctuary trial as journalists and therefore provide particularly in-

depth and well-supported accounts of that period. In one sense these authors function as 

historians because their works are cited in almost all subsequent studies of sanctuary and yet 

their roles as journalists, advocates, and participants clearly color their interpretations of the 

history. Either way they rightfully serve as a reference for any researcher of sanctuary.  

 Ethnographies form another important source of contemporaneous literature on the 

sanctuary movement. Rather than provide a historical overview of the movement, ethnographers 

tend to focus on a specific subsection of the movement based on fieldwork they have done in 

order to answer larger sociological questions. The Culture of Protest, written by anthropologist 

Susan Bibler Coutin, is based on the interviews and fieldwork of the author from 1987-1988 in 

Tucson and San Francisco and locates sanctuary within a broader study of the culture of social 

movements.37 She argues that the culture of the sanctuary movement is based on the ways in 

which participants reinterpreted legal, cultural, and religious practices, and that the “culture of 

protest reshapes movement members and society as a whole regardless of the movement’s 

                                                
36Robert Tomsho, The American Sanctuary Movement (Austin: Texas Monthly Press, 1987), xi. 
37 Susan Bibler Coutin has written extensively about Salvadoran immigration to the U.S. See for example: 

Susan Bibler Coutin, Nations of Emigrants: Shifting Boundaries of Citizenship in El Salvador and the United States, 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007). 
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strategic success.”38 Hilary Cunningham’s God and Caesar at the Rio Grande is based on 

fieldwork conducted in Tucson and focuses on sanctuary as part of a larger church and state 

conflict that became particularly potent during the Reagan administration. To achieve this 

project, she specifically analyzes the development of the movement in Tucson and the 1985-

1986 trial in order to understand how sanctuary activists negotiated the intersection between 

religion and politics. Anthropologist Robin Lorenzten’s ethnography is a study of the role 

women played in the sanctuary movement, which she considers within the tradition of previous 

women’s moral reform movements in the United States such as temperance and abolition. Using 

the oral histories of twenty-nine women who participated in the Chicago branch of the 

movement, Lorenzten’s work is most successful at painting an intimate portrait of what the day-

to-day of sanctuary activism looked like for ordinary women. While Women in the Sanctuary 

Movement is a particularly important contribution to the field because it is one of the few works 

that focuses exclusively on the movement in Chicago, it is limited by its small research sample 

size.39  

 The second body of scholarship tends to take a more historical perspective, relying less 

heavily on interviews and instead synthesizing published sources. Anthropologists like Susan 

Bibler Coutin, Hector Perla, and Kristina Campell seek to establish dialogues with the works 

mentioned above, oftentimes reanalyzing key aspects of the movement. One such 

reinterpretation central to current scholarship concerns the role Central Americans played within 

the movement. The scholar-participants of the 1980s saw the movement largely through their 

own participation and advocacy and it treated it as a movement of North Americans. Although 
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the recipients of the movement’s assistance were Central Americans, these early interpreters 

focused on North American’s interpretations of the collision of law, religion, and morality as it 

related to asylum seekers and the Reagan administration’s immigration policies. In an article 

from 2009, however, Perla and Coutin argue that while Salvadoran and Guatemalan refugees in 

fact, “played key roles in mobilizing religious workers to develop sanctuary activities,” these 

early interpreters did not treat them as political organizers.40 Instead early workers regarded 

Salvadoran and Guatemalans as “refugees” or “victims,” speaking to potential converts about the 

hardships they endured in order to emphasize, “the religious and humanitarian nature of the 

movement in contrast to US. authorities’ attempts to discredit sanctuary as a purely political 

activity.”41 This new understanding of the contributions made by refugees does not seem to arise 

from access to new sources rather I believe it can be interpreted within the larger evolution 

towards more inclusive understandings of the roles played by minority groups in the United 

States.  

 Though the historiography of the sanctuary movement is limited, a wider 

historiographical net can be cast that includes scholarly work in other fields which touch on the 

sanctuary movement in some way. My thesis in particular is in conversation with works written 

about the intersection of religion, social movements, foreign policy and immigration in the 

United States. Christian Smith’s Resisting Reagan, the only extensive study about the U.S. 

Central America Peace movement of which the sanctuary movement was a part, stands out in 

this field. Part history, part ethnography, Resisting Reagan frames the Peace movement as part of 

a growing tradition of “foreign policy-oriented grassroots movements” that were largely 
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initiated, organized and led by people of faith.42 Smith’s analysis of the individual activists, 

supported by survey data, is especially insightful as he argues their solidarity with Central 

Americans went beyond their understanding of Christian and Jewish teachings on peace and 

justice; they were inspired and moved by the testimony of refugees and missionaries, liberation 

theology, a series of religious murders in El Salvador, and personal visits to the region.43  

Meanwhile scholars like Ignatius Bau and Linda Rabben have focused on the evolution 

of sanctuary from its Judeo-Christian origins to its modern day secular and legal manifestation in 

asylum law as well as the government's influence on the application of sanctuary and the social 

groups that work outside the law to provide sanctuary.44 Bau, who is an immigration lawyer, 

does an excellent job of contextualizing sanctuary within the United States in a legal sense, 

drawing on past cases and important legislation. In This Ground is Holy, which is widely cited in 

later studies of the sanctuary movement, he touches on the growing role of the church in politics, 

analyzing the sanctuary movement within the broader context of U.S. immigration policy, 

specifically “the darker side of United States immigration history,” which includes, “a series of 

racially-based exclusionary laws aimed at Asians, and bracero programs designed to exploit 

Mexican laborers.45 Ultimately, in the modern U.S. context, he concludes sanctuary claims 

legitimacy on a moral and religious rather than a legal basis.46 While Bau’s work is rather old, 

Linda Rabben provides a more recent and global perspective with two works that are very 

similar in scope and argument, Sanctuary and Asylum and Give Refuge to the Stranger. Both 
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books provide detailed analysis of sanctuary going as far back as prehistory, but Rabben's 

treatment of twentieth century trends are most relevant to this historiography. She argues that 

over the course of the twentieth century, the issue of asylum has been increasingly intertwined 

with immigration policy, a tendency that has led to discord between government and public 

attitudes about refugees, resulting in the emergence of social groups such as the sanctuary 

movement. However, where Bau sees the strength of the sanctuary movement in its religious 

character, Rabben sees its ingression into politics as its most important contribution.47  

Where Bau and Rabben emphasize the importance of domestic law with regards to 

immigration policy, immigration scholars Christopher Mitchell and Donna Gabaccia argue that 

foreign policy in the United States plays a crucial and often overlooked role in determining 

immigration policy and migration. Mitchell edited a study, Western Hemisphere Immigration 

and United States Foreign Policy, which was published in 1992 and argues that immigration 

policy towards migrants from the Western Hemisphere after 1960 has been shaped by U.S. 

foreign policy concerns, through case studies of Cuba, the Dominican Republic, Haiti, Mexico, 

and Central America (specifically El Salvador and Nicaragua).48 The case studies demonstrate 

the stark inconsistencies in U.S. immigration policy—similar migrants from different countries 

have been treated differently under immigration law while migrants from the same countries 

have been treated differently over time. The chapters on Cuba and Central America, written by 

Jorge I. Dominguez and Lars Shoultz respectively, most convincingly prove the central thesis of 

the book, even demonstrating that a feedback loop occurs in which immigration policy comes 

full circle to influence foreign policy. Gabaccia’s 2012 study, Foreign Relations expands the 
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scope of Mitchell’s thesis to analyze the intersection of immigration policy and foreign relations 

on a global scale.49 She traces the history of immigration in the United States from the 

Revolution to the age of globalization, in order to explore the intersection of two narratives, that 

of immigration to the United States and the resulting “immigrant foreign relations” which she 

defines as immigrant’s lasting connection with their country of origin, and the changing position 

of the United States in the world and its effects on foreign policy. She concludes that 

“immigration has never been a purely domestic matter” and therefore efforts to “control 

immigration through domestic legislation are likely to fail.”50 

A theme that emerges amongst the majority of the literature I surveyed is a focus on the 

local, Tucson, Arizona faction at the expense of the national, Chicago faction. The vast majority 

of secondary sources deal with the movement's origins in Tucson and its founders, Jim Corbett 

and John Fife, addressing only briefly the role the Chicago Religious Task Force on Central 

America played in establishing the movement’s national presence.51 According to Robin 

Lorentzen’s 1991 ethnography, the activities of activists has given rise to two orientations in the 

movement: 

The humanitarian approach grew out of early discreet efforts to help undocumented 
refugees enter the United States; it tends to view supporting them as an end in itself, and 
it justifies illegal acts of transporting and sheltering them as “civil initiatives” upholding 
basically good but inadequate amnesty laws. The political approach developed out of 
later efforts to build a national solidarity movement with the refugees; it views sanctuary 
as a way to educate the American public about their situation, and it calls for acts of civil 
disobedience...against laws perceived as unjust and unjustly enforced.52 
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This fundamental tension between humanitarian vs. political and Tucson vs. Chicago that 

Lorentzen highlights is echoed in other Tucson-centric studies of sanctuary. Ann Crittenden for 

example briefly details the tension between, “the activists on the border, who were trying to 

address the immediate needs of the refugees,” and members of the Chicago task force who 

believed the more important goal of the movement was to “mobilize resistance to U.S. 

involvement in a dirty regional war.”53 In general, however, no study has further problematized 

this division by bringing into conversation archival sources from both Tucson and Chicago in 

order to analyze the differing strategies between the two factions. 

My thesis emerged from this tension within the movement that has been articulated but 

never fully explored. Over the course of three chapters I examine the origins and development of 

the movement on a local and national level, culminating in the sanctuary trial, in order to 

understand how the differing goals, ideologies, and religious backgrounds of Tucson and 

Chicago activists affected the way in which the sanctuary movements structured their 

organization, incorporated Central American refugees, publicized their actions, and responded to 

internal and external challenges. Chapter 1 explores the local movement in Tucson, Arizona and 

is primarily based on archival research from the University of Arizona Special Collections, 

including Jim Corbett’s prolific writings and notes from the Tucson Ecumenical Council Task 

Force on Central America. Chapter 2 traces the expansion of the local movement into a national 

one, focusing specifically on Chicago and the role of the Chicago Religious Task Force on 

Central America as the national coordinator. This chapter relies primarily on the CRFTCA’s 

archives from the Wisconsin Historical Society and published pamphlets such as their newsletter 
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Basta!. Chapter 3 discusses the U.S. government's investigation of the movement, Operation 

Sojourner, culminating in its prosecution of 11 activists from both Tucson and Chicago based on 

the analysis of trial documents from the Sanctuary Trial Collection at the University of Arizona. 

I also rely heavily on books written by members of the movement to shed light on how 

participants conceived of the aims of the movement and worked to achieve such aims, as well as 

local and national newspaper articles to demonstrate how the public viewed the movement.  

 I also frame my study of sanctuary within the larger context of the resurgent role of the 

church during the Reagan administration. According to anthropologist Hilary Cunningham, 

“Sanctuary emerged at a moment of both religious revival within and deep division between 

conservative and progressive churches in the United States.”54 During the Reagan administration, 

Christianity gained a newfound power and position in U.S. society thanks to the president’s 

manipulation of religion for political ends. However, Reagan’s alliance with powerful 

conservative churches meant that movements like the New Religious Right tend to overshadow 

the progressive religious movements that also emerged during the period. The U.S. Central 

America Peace movement, which is itself part of the long-standing tradition of progressive 

religious movements in the United States, was the most important one of the period. Over the 

course of my thesis I trace the way that sanctuary, as one component of the U.S. Central America 

Peace movement, negotiated the intersection of politics and religion and developed its identity as 

a progressive religious-based social movement in order to challenge the Reagan administration’s 

foreign policy on Central America.  

In 1986, the Immigration Reform and Control Act brought an end to this era of the 

sanctuary movement. The IRCA was passed as an attempt to quell rising anti-immigrant 
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sentiment by limiting the number of illegal immigrants. In practice, it did very little to change 

immigration in the United States as it was an almost entirely domestic response to a highly 

politicized international issue. However, it did include a provision which granted amnesty to 

undocumented immigrants who could prove they had resided in the United States continuously 

since December 1, 1981. Coupled with decreasing violence in Central America, this effectively 

shifted the humanitarian focus of the movement from transporting and sheltering refugees, to 

assisting those already within the borders of the United States with the process of applying for 

amnesty. At the same time, eroding support for the Reagan administration’s Central American 

policies—largely a result the Iran-Contra affair in 1987—shifted the political goals of the 

movement as well.  
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Chapter 1: 
 ‘A View from the Border’: The Local Sanctuary Movement in Tucson, Arizona 

 
The stranger who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen among you; you shall love the 
alien as yourself, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt. 

—Leviticus 19:34 
 
 

Dear Friends, 
Imagine a moonless night and a group of about 15 fugitives who are groping their 

way through country that’s terrifyingly alien to them. Two carry infants. Three are small 
children who clutch at their parents’ hands and try not to cry. 

The blinding stare of spotlights suddenly freezes them in place. An amplified 
voice blares orders. Uniformed men close in.  

They will be sent back, maybe to be tortured and killed, or at the very least to live 
under the daily threat of being assaulted or killed at the whim of any soldier. It needn’t 
happen that way, though, if the people who live where they are captured would help 
them, but few of the local people seem to know it’s happening. Maybe they don’t want to 
know. 

—Vichy France? It did happen there, as it has happened so many places before 
and since, but I am writing to you because it is happening now, here in Arizona.55 

 
 On May 12, 1981, Jim Corbett, an arthritic rancher and Quaker living in a dusty corner of 

Tucson, Arizona, penned the first of a series of letters to Friends meetings around the country 

addressing the Central American refugee crisis that was unfolding on the border. Because of a 

confluence of factors—including proximity to the border, a history of migrant assistance in the 

Arizona Sonora borderlands, and the presence of concerned religious activists like Corbett—

Tucson was to become the first stop on a modern Underground Railroad, known as the sanctuary 

movement, which would eventually stretch from California to New York and provide shelter to 

hundreds of refugees fleeing the repressive, U.S. funded, right-wing regimes in El Salvador and 

Guatemala. Grounded in the historical tradition of sanctuary dating back to biblical times, the 

Quaker belief-system of decision-making by consensus and acts of conscience, and the 
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institutional power of the Presbyterian Church, activists in Tucson founded the sanctuary 

movement as a moral, religious, and humanitarian response to the Reagan administration’s 

policy of funding the civil wars in Central America while classifying those fleeing the resulting 

terror as “economic migrants” in order to systematically deny them asylum. This chapter traces 

the development of the sanctuary movement in Tucson from its origins as a loose organization of 

concerned citizens working through legal channels to assist Central Americans, to a network of 

religious congregations publicly defying federal immigration policy and analyzes how the 

movement strategically used publicity and the testimony of refugees in an attempt to change 

hearts and minds as well as U.S. laws.  

 Unlike most studies of sanctuary in Tucson, historian and anthropologist Christian Smith 

identifies the movement as part of the larger U.S. Central America Peace movement of the 

1980s, which has received little scholarly attention. The movement, which also included Witness 

for Peace and Pledge of Resistance, traces its heritage back to Nonviolent Direct Action 

movements of the 1960s, many of which were also organized and led by people of faith.56 Over 

the next three chapters, I also explore why people of faith were inspired and incited to stand in 

solidarity with Central Americans, as well as the ways in which sanctuary, as a religiously-based 

social movement, negotiated the intersection between religion and politics in Reagan’s America.  

 Corbett wrote his first “Dear Friends” letter in response to an incident that his friend and 

fellow Quaker Jim Dudley had experienced on May 4, 1981. While driving back to Tucson from 

Hermosillo, México, Dudley picked up a hitchhiker on the side of the road, whom he initially 

assumed to be Mexican-American, and offered him a ride to the city. He quickly learned the man 

was not in fact Mexican-American, but an undocumented refugee from El Salvador. Twelve 
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miles up the road, Dudley pulled into a Border Patrol checkpoint and the two were detained and 

questioned separately. After much back and forth Dudley was released, but the Salvadoran 

hitchhiker was arrested.57 Dudley drove straight to Jim Corbett’s house in Tucson to discuss with 

his friend what had happened. Both were disturbed by the incident, but ultimately decided there 

was nothing to be done. The next morning when Corbett awoke however, he knew he had to take 

action.58  

 In the week after their conversation, Corbett set out to learn all he could about the Border 

Patrol’s response to Salvadoran migrants captured along the border. What he discovered was 

either serious bureaucratic oversight or a concentrated effort to deport Central Americans 

without due process—typically agents had detainees, who often didn’t speak English or were 

illiterate, sign a Voluntary Departure Statement: an agreement stating the signee was in the 

United States illegally and agreed to be deported. Corbett also discovered a small and under-

resourced community in Tucson, spearheaded by Manzo Area Council, providing legal aid to the 

Salvadorans. Manzo Area Council, an immigrant-rights organization, was established in 1972 as 

a federally funded War on Poverty program and its founders, Margo Cowan and Lupe Castillo, 

quickly emerged as leaders of the immigrant rights movement in Southern Arizona. Until the 

Central American crisis, Manzo had largely served Mexican and Mexican-American 

communities in Tucson, providing welfare services, senior-citizen assistance and youth programs 

regardless of citizenship. Their work, particularly with undocumented immigrants, resulted in 

backlash from certain members of the community, including public officials who accused them 

of misusing federal funds. In 1976, the Border Patrol raided Manzo’s offices, and used the 
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information they found to track down and deport more than fifty of the organization’s clients. As 

a result, Manzo lost federal funding, which ultimately allowed them to pursue more radical 

policies.59 The incident also exemplified the increasingly tense nature of the relationship between 

law enforcement, the immigrant community, and immigrant rights activists along the Arizona 

Sonora borderlands as immigration increased in the 1970s, resulting in rising anti-immigrant 

sentiment and the heightened militarization of the border 60 

Corbett contacted Manzo to inquire about the hitchhiker Dudley had picked up (whom he 

discovered was being held at the Santa Cruz County Jail by calling the Border Patrol and posing 

as a former mayor of Tucson who happened to also be named Jim Corbett), and was put in touch 

with Father Ricardo Elford, the Redemptorist priest of the Santa Rosa Mission in Tucson.61 

Elford informed Corbett he would need to get the hitchhiker’s signature on a G-28 form, which 

in theory protected the signee from being deported without the knowledge of their lawyer, and 

then file it with the Immigration and Naturalization Service.62 At Santa Cruz, Corbett spoke with 

the hitchhiker as well as a number of other Salvadorans, but was unable to file G-28 forms for 

any of them, as the Border Patrol moved the men from the jail before he could get their 

signatures. 

 Corbett arrived at a number of conclusions based on his experience at the Santa Cruz 

County Jail, which he enumerated in his May 12 letter addressed to Quaker meetings around the 

country. First, according to Corbett, there was a dire need for money or collateral property to 

bond the Salvadorans out of jail. Second, while freeing the refugees was a start, the underlying 
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problem was in fact, “a war against the region’s dispossessed that [was] being sponsored and 

supplied by the U.S. government.”63 Third, if the U.S. government continued to actively 

disregard the refugees’ rights to political asylum sought as a direct response to U.S. intervention 

in Central America, the only course of action would be active resistance. To this end, Corbett 

called on Quakers, whose extensive history of harboring refugees in the United States made them 

particularly suited to the task of creating, “a network of actively concerned, mutually supportive 

people in the U.S. and Mexico” which would form the foundation of such a response.64 “A 

network?” he concluded. “Quakers will know what I mean.”65  

 According to Corbett, the history and traditions of the Quaker sect gave its modern-day 

followers a “special responsibility” to aid Central American refugees. The Religious Society of 

Friends was founded in the mid seventeenth-century in England by George Fox. Perhaps most 

recognized for their pacifism, Quakers, or Friends, believed God was within everyone and 

therefore regarded men and women as spiritual equals and rejected ritual and ceremony in favor 

of a direct and personal relationship with God. They also disdained authority and practiced 

decision making by consensus instead of majority will.66 After decades of persecution by the 

English for what were considered to be radical beliefs, many Quakers left the Old World, only to 

discover religious intolerance at the hands of the Puritans in the New World. In 1681 however, 

the wealthy English Quaker William Penn, founded the colony of Pennsylvania as a sanctuary of 

religious freedom and tolerance in colonial North America67. Until the eighteenth century, when 

they decided their beliefs were being compromised by their involvement, Quakers held important 
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government positions and were active in politics. Since then, Quakers, despite their small 

numbers, have had an extensive history of participation in social justice movements in the United 

States because of the belief that their faith is best expressed through service. Quakers were 

pioneers of the abolitionist movement, conductors of the Underground Railroad that helped 

fugitive slaves to freedom, leaders of the women’s suffrage movement, and conscientious 

objectors and participants in the anti-Vietnam war movement.68 

 Motivated by his Quaker faith, Corbett interpreted Dudley’s seemingly insignificant 

encounter in the desert as a call to action. In the subsequent months he increasingly involved 

himself with the Manzo Area Council and Father Elford, working through legal channels to 

assist the ever-growing stream of refugees flowing into Arizona. He tracked down Salvadorans 

being detained in jails around the state, providing them legal counsel, and in too few cases, 

bailing them out of jail. The more refugees and Border Patrol agents Corbett spoke with, the 

more he became convinced the system was actively designed to prevent Central Americans from 

applying for and receiving asylum. As he noted in a letter to his Quaker contacts on July 8, “Of 

those we did reach and for whom the Manzo council did file the G-28 forms which are supposed 

to establish rights of legal counsel and due process, more than half were slipped away, hidden in 

prisons hundreds of miles from Tucson, and then, within days of being caught, summarily 

shipped to El Salvador.”69 In the same letter he also wrote, “The head of the Tucson INS office 

told me that any Cuban racist or Russian ballerina will be given asylum, but that he had yet to 

see a Salvadoran asylum request be approved.”70 It was exceedingly clear to the Quaker that 

what was occurring was more than just bureaucratic oversight.  
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 Corbett’s observations were not wrong. From 1980 until 1985, only 626 Salvadorans 

were granted political asylum in the United States. Over 10,000 applied.71 As discussed in the 

introduction, this systematic denial of asylum to Central Americans was rooted in the Reagan 

administration's Cold War ideology. Corbett was very much aware of the biases of his 

government from the beginning of his involvement with refugees in Arizona. To this end, he 

noted in a “Dear Friends” letter, “We are being tempted to dismiss the Salvadoran refugees 

among us as mere ‘economic refugees’ who are looking for better jobs and to accept the growing 

reign of terror in Latin America as no more than a historico-cultural curse which this 

hemisphere’s non-Anglos inherit from their ancestors.”72 His understanding of the political basis 

both for the exodus of Central Americans and the Reagan administration’s policies guided his 

conception of what his “network of actively-concerned mutually supportive people” would look 

like. Primarily rooted in his Quaker belief system, which emphasized decision-making by 

consensus, the fundamental goodness of the Creation, and acts of conscience, Corbett, who 

considered his patron saint to be Don Quixote, a fellow loner who shirked traditional society and 

lived according to his own ideals, envisioned a modern underground railroad that would aid in 

the transportation of Central American refugees from the Mexico-Guatemala border to the 

United States. 

 Corbett was not the only citizen in Tucson who understood the influx of refugees within 

the larger historical-political context. In December 1980, after the brutal rape and murder of four 

American churchwomen in El Salvador, Father Elford and Reverend John Fife of Southside 

Presbyterian Church began holding a weekly prayer vigil to raise awareness about the conditions 
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in Central America and money to bond Central Americans out of jail. John Fife had come to 

Tucson in 1970 to rebuild Southside’s declining congregation. A national mission project of the 

Presbyterian Church located in a traditionally poor Mexican and Indian neighborhood, Southside 

was originally founded in 1906 to serve the Tohono O’odham community.73 Over the years, the 

church expanded its congregation to serve the diverse community of South Tucson, led by a 

series of socially active pastors. Fife, who was the son of a conservative Presbyterian minister 

from rural Pennsylvania, continued and strengthened Southside’s history of activism.74 After 

going to college to study medicine, Fife had an identity crisis that led him to enroll in seminary 

school, where his teachers emphasized the moral and social responsibilities of the Church, giving 

as an example the failure of German Protestant churches to take a stand against Nazi persecution 

of the Jews in the 1930s and 1940s. In his twenties, he participated in the Civil Rights 

movement, attending the Selma to Montgomery march and getting arrested at sit-ins. At 

Southside in the 1970s Fife engaged in local reform movements and became the representative of 

the Presbyterians of Arizona and New Mexico which allowed him to work nationally on the 

social policy issues of the church.75  
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Figure 5—John Fife in front of Southside Presbyterian Church in Tucson, Arizona.76 

 

Elford and Fife’s vigil quickly became “a place for local church and legal workers to 

meet and talk about refugees.”77 Among the frequent attendees were Margo Cowan and Lupe 

Castillo from Manzo Area Council, and Gary McEoin, Tim Nonn, Dave Sholin and Mike Smith 

from St. Mark's Presbyterian Church. The informal group of activists soon decided they needed a 

more coordinated response to the refugee crisis and turned to the Tucson Ecumenical Council 

(TEC), a coalition of sixty local churches, for institutional support. In the same week of May that 
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Dudley picked up the Salvadoran hitchhiker on the highway from Nogales to Tucson and Corbett 

sent out his first “Dear Friends” letter, the TEC agreed to create a Task Force on Central 

America.  

Slowly, the distinct groups operating around Tucson were beginning to coalesce into a 

larger organizational structure designed to strategically confront the refugee crisis. Yet as 

journalist and historian Ann Crittenden notes, “In the beginning no one had a terribly clear 

notion of just what the TEC task force would do.”78 The first meeting, which Father Elford 

invited Jim Corbett to attend, was held at the beginning of July at Picture Rocks, a picturesque 

religious retreat in the foothills of Tucson. From the first meeting, it was clear Corbett was an 

outsider in the group, intent on pursuing his own strategy: “Corbett had already reached the 

conclusion that traditional social services weren’t going to meet the needs of Central American 

refugees.”79 While the other activists were focused on a mass bailout of refugees from El Centro, 

a notoriously unpleasant jail two hours outside of Los Angeles, in which prisoners were 

“systematically demoralized in an effort to make them request deportation,” Corbett directed his 

attention toward keeping Central Americans who had not yet been captured out of jail.80 By 

September, TEC meetings were being divided into three distinct agendas: TEC’s social services, 

Manzo’s legal services, and Corbett’s evasion services, which referred to the almost daily runs 

he was making to the border to escort refugees to safety.81  

By late 1981 the Task Force, and Corbett in particular, had extended their border ministry 

to include contacts in Mexico. In a “Dear Friends” letter, Corbett explained the Mexican 
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government's highly contradictory response to the refugee crisis. Along the northern border, the 

Mexican government acted as an agent of the U.S., intercepting Central Americans before they 

entered the U.S., detaining them in Mexican border town jails, and then deporting them back to 

the Mexico Guatemala border.82 Thus, the TECTF began working within Father Ramón 

Dagoberto Quiñones, the priest of the Sanctuary of Our Lady of Guadalupe, the largest Catholic 

church in Nogales, Sonora and one of his parishioners, Maria Socorro del Pardo Aguilar to assist 

Central Americans across the border. Quiñones was a tireless advocate for the poor in his 

community and made weekly visits to a federal prison on the outskirts of town to say mass and 

bring supplies. Corbett began visiting the prison with Quiñones, dressed as a priest, to introduce 

himself to Central Americans who had been detained and take messages for their families.  

Meanwhile, along Mexico’s southern border with Guatemala, where large groups of 

Central American refugees lived in under-resourced refugee camps, Corbett characterized the 

Mexican government's stance as one of “tolerant neglect.”83 That is, they looked the other way 

while minor officials trafficked in brides and Guatemalan intelligence agents targeted 

“subversives,” while actively preventing humanitarian organizations from providing aid. In order 

to extend the underground railroad as far south as possible, Corbett decided to travel to 

Guatemala and the Mexican state of Chiapas to establish contacts with refugee support 

networks.84 In another letter from January 1982 he reported that the trip was fruitful, as he had 

met with a number of priests, visited refugee camps, and even spoken at a retreat for activists, 

successfully spreading his name as an important link in the growing underground network. The 
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trip inspired a number of realizations for Corbett, the most important of which was his 

recognition of the Mexican church as the only institution with enough influence to challenge the 

its government's policies regarding Central Americans. Corbett’s experiences in Mexico and 

Guatemala also served to harden his resolve that the work he was doing was justified, as he 

witnessed firsthand the ravaging effects of the civil war. In one instance, he recalled watching 

dead bodies float down a river dividing the two countries while in another, he described being 

caught in the middle of a police shootout while sitting in a public plaza.85 

 Corbett’s trip was also meaningful because it pushed him to ask Fife to start housing 

refugees at Southside. By late 1981, Corbett and his wife Pat were hosting between fifteen and 

twenty refugees on their property at any given time and he didn’t feel comfortable leaving Pat 

alone to take care of them while he was away for six weeks.86 Fife’s decision to open his church 

doors was a moment of catalyst for the movement. While Fife had supported Corbett’s work 

since they met through the TEC, he was hesitant to lead his congregation and his family down 

the road of illegal activism. However, Corbett’s arguments, including his point that an 

institutional church would have immense power over public opinion were too convincing, and 

Fife agreed to speak with the church elders, who voted in favor of the proposal.  

By the beginning of 1982, Jim Corbett’s notoriety as a refugee-smuggling Quaker was 

growing, allowing him to direct his platform to an increasingly national audience. According to 

historian Christian Smith, “the battle of Central America policy in the 1980s was a battle to 

construct and define reality.”87 Reagan’s administration was particularly adept at using the mass 
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media to frame the reality of Central America in a way that supported his policy proposals. One 

of his most promulgated perspectives, the soviet-aggression frame, advanced the view that the 

communist intrusion of Central America required a military response.88 Corbett for his part used 

his platform to counter such discourse.89 In January for example, he was invited to speak at the 

National Council of Churches of Christ consultation on immigration in Washington D.C, where 

he decried U.S. intervention in Central America as the root cause of the influx of refugees 

arguing that, “if the churches continue to ignore the Salvadoran refugees’ desperate need to 

avoid capture, the American public will continue to see the refugees rather than their persecutors 

as illegal.”90  

Corbett’s visit to Washington could not have been timelier. The day the conference 

began, the New York Times published an article citing the Reagan administration's plan to 

continue sending military aid to El Salvador despite the fact that human rights abuses carried out 

by the right-wing government were increasingly being made public.91 The day after the 

conference, the Washington Post published an article detailing an investigation by the U.N High 

Commissioner for Refugees which found that the United States “systematic practice” of 

deporting Salvadorans fleeing persecution and death violated the U.N Protocol and Convention 

on the Treatment of Refugees which, “prohibits the expulsion of a refugee to a country where 

persecution is likely to occur.”92 Now more than ever, the Tucson activists believed the church 
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community (and the American public) needed to publicly stand up to a government that was 

blatantly committing human rights abuses both within and outside of its borders. As Corbett 

concluded his speech to the NCCC: “No one who lives in this century can have missed that 

lesson.”93 

Corbett’s increased visibility was a concern to the Task Force on Central America from a 

legal standpoint and eventually resulted in a tectonic shift in the strategy pursued in Tucson. As 

Corbett continued to engage in the illegal transportation of refugees, his fellow activists worried 

he would be recognized by law enforcement. Their fears came true when Margo Cowan 

announced at a TEC task force meeting shortly before Corbett’s NCCC speech that she had been 

threatened by a lawyer from the INS. According to Fife, the message the INS lawyer delivered 

was the following, “We’ve been picking up aliens with Corbett’s number in their pocket. We 

know what you're doing, and you’d better quit, or we’re going to have your behinds.”94 

Something had to change; asylum applications continued to be systematically rejected by the 

INS, press coverage of the weekly prayer vigils had been limited, and most foreboding of all, the 

government had information on Corbett’s evasion services. Fife recalled a letter he received from 

Reverend John Wagner of Lutheran Social Services of Southern California calling on churches 

to reinstitute the concept of sanctuary, which was a recognized function of the church in the 

United States through the nineteenth century. Wagner was writing in response to an incident that 

had occurred in Los Angeles in which an INS agent pursued a man into, and subsequently 

arrested him inside, of a church. A witness filed a complaint and the INS responded with an 

order that, “under no circumstances is a person to be pursued if they have entered into a church, 
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hospital or school.”95 According to Wagner this declaration essentially established churches as 

places of sanctuary, though the U.S. legal system has never recognized the historical privilege of 

sanctuary.96 

Sanctuary: the activists agreed this might be the solution they were looking for. The more 

they discussed the issue, the more they realized the work they were doing was located within the 

larger historical tradition of church sanctuary and identifying themselves as part of this tradition 

would serve to further legitimize their direct violation of federal immigration policy. According 

to anthropologist Linda Rabben, “almost every major religious tradition includes concepts and 

rules governing sanctuary.”97 The ancient Hebrews created sanctuary cities to shelter those who 

had committed murder, while in ancient Greece warring city-states produced a stream of 

refugees who sought sanctuary in temples, groves, and other places associated with the gods. In 

the fourth century, Constantine converted the Roman Empire to Christianity and embraced the 

Judeo-Christian tradition of sanctuary. Up until the 17th century in Europe, every major 

medieval legal tradition afforded protections to criminals who sought sanctuary in churches.98 

Outside of Western Civilization, sanctuary has an extensive history as well. In Pre-Columbian 

North America for example, Native Americans were known to give and receive sanctuary to 

members of warring communities.99  

In the United States, the most well-referenced manifestation of the practice of sanctuary 

is the Underground Railroad, “a decentralized, grassroots network of black and white preachers, 
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peddlers, slaves, sailors, ships stewards, lawyers, business owners, family members, friends, and 

parishioners,” which transported enslaved blacks in the South, to freedom in the North.100 During 

the Vietnam War, the concept of sanctuary was once again invoked by churches to shelter 

conscientious objectors. According to legal scholar Ignatius Bau, Vietnam-era sanctuary 

practices were largely symbolic as there was no claim to any legal recognition of the privilege. 

Rather it was the illegality of the act that gave sanctuary its power as a way to confront what its 

invokers believed to be an illegal and unjust war.101 This discourse in particular would be 

fundamental to the way the Tucson activists adapted their understanding of sanctuary to the 

Central American context. 

In publicizing their decision to actively subvert the law and harbor undocumented 

refugees, the Task Force also believed they could garner a wider base of support. As Corbett 

wrote in a letter to the Trsg, the group he had formed to help with his evasion services, “I think 

exposure should be used to increase public pressure against U.S. military intervention in Latin 

America and to recruit a much more extensive underground network. This would involve 

openness to the press and a concerted effort to build the directory of refugee contacts in the 

U.S.”102 And if they were arrested, the church community and the American population at large 

would understand why the activists had pursued such a course of action. Corbett outlined the 

strategy of publicity prepared by the Task Force on Central America to the members of Trsg as 

follows:  

1. Openly discuss the compilation of the directory of contacts ready to help refugees avoid 
capture.  
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2. Freely admit that organized efforts to help refugees avoid capture have existed in 
Southern Arizona since last June.  

3. Emphasize that the motivation for such aid is humanitarian and religious and that the 
underground aids all undocumented refugees who need its services, regardless of their 
political allegiance.  

4. Limit any mention of Mexican connections to the fact that many Mexicans throughout 
Mexico are, at considerable personal risk and for humanitarian and religious reasons, 
helping undocumented Salvadoran and Guatemalan refugees avoid capture by the 
Mexican migra. 

5. Avoid discussion of the mechanics and strategies for “entering the U.S. without 
inspection,” simply pointing out that nothing short of a Berlin wall and orders for the 
Border Patrol to shoot to kill can be expected to close the border.103 
 

Corbett made a number of crucial points in his publicity approach which would come to define 

the Tucson faction’s strategy. The most important and controversial point, which led to much 

disagreement as the movement expanded across the country, had to do with the ideological 

motivation of the movement. In his writing, Corbett articulated his understanding of the nascent 

sanctuary movement as located at the intersection of religion and politics. In a speech in New 

Mexico he stated, “In addition to protecting the violated from the state, the churches 

congregational practice of sanctuary holds the state accountable for its violations of human 

rights.”104 While Corbett thus conceptualized the movement as a direct response to the policies 

of the Reagan administration, he always insisted that Tucson’s primary goal of aiding as many 

refugees as possible was humanitarian and religious in nature; neither the Trsg nor the TECTF 

would deny aid based on a refugee’s political background. At a speech in Dallas he argued, 

“Sanctuary is seriously weakened and flawed when it is established on a political platform 

instead of allowing political consequences to flow from sanctuary.”105 Ultimately Tucson’s 
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moral convictions could not be detangled from their political consequences, however, Corbett 

made abundantly clear he believed the humanitarian and the religious motivations should inform 

the politics of the movement, not the other way around. 

 The Task Force decided Southside Presbyterian would be the public face of sanctuary in 

Tucson. Fife estimated that since he had begun sheltering refugees in his church, 300 to 350 

Central Americans had stayed in the tiny apartment behind the chapel.106 The date for the 

declaration was set for March 24, 1982, which coincided with the second anniversary of the 

assassination of Archbishop Oscar Romero of El Salvador, who was shot through the heart while 

saying mass. Five churches around the country had also agreed to declare sanctuary in solidarity 

with Southside Presbyterian, each with a refugee ready to share their story at the press 

conference: University Lutheran Chapel in Berkeley, California, First Unitarian Universalist in 

Los Angeles, Community Bible Church in Lawrence, New York, and Luther Place Memorial 

Church in Washington D.C.107 

 The five churches that were set to declare sanctuary in solidarity with Southside, while 

geographically diverse, were all congregations from religious denominations with central values 

that made them more likely to participate in the sanctuary movement. As more and more 

churches around the country joined the movement, five denominations— Catholic, Universalist-

Unitarian, Quaker, Jewish, and Presbyterian—emerged as the most active participants. Historian 

Michael Dean Matters argues that the common values these five denominations shared, though 

stemming from different roots, were hospitality, solidarity because of historical persecution, and 

a commitment to social justice.108 The virtue of hospitality, which is common in both 
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Christianity and Judaism, reminds one to be sympathetic and welcoming to strangers, while 

historical oppression experienced by these denominations has translated into solidarity with the 

oppressed. The commitment to social justice is perhaps the most surprising value to unite these 

denominations, considering the conservative history of the Catholic church in particular. 

However, historian Christian Smith argues that during the twentieth century “many schools of 

social ethics in the Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish traditions were developing especially strong 

emphases on social justice, peace, and political engagement.”109 In Catholicism for example, a 

series of papal publications, beginning with Pope Leo XIII’s 1891 document “The Condition of 

the Working Classes” demonstrated a new emphasis on social issues. Within Protestantism, the 

Social Gospel emerged as a school of religious thought that applied Christian ethics to social 

problems.110 Thus broad denominational values, or cultures, offered individual congregations a 

framework for understanding and relating to the ideology and goals of the sanctuary movement.  

The five churches participating in the declaration received a memo from Tim Nonn, 

director of the TEC’s task force, on behalf of the organization instructing the participating 

churches on the strategy Tucson would be following. According to Nonn, Southside would serve 

as the “public witness” to the INS’s blatant disregard of the Refugee Act of 1980 and the 1951 

United Nations Convention Related to the Status of Refugees, while other local churches would 

act as “low-key sanctuaries.” The idea behind publicizing the sanctuary status of just one church 

was to protect the majority of refugees receiving sanctuary from unnecessary danger. That said, 

during the press conference to be held on March 24, Southside would introduce a refugee to the 

press, who would share his story. Nonn outlined the duties of such a refugee as follows: 
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The refugees involved in this action must be thoroughly informed of the possible 
consequences of their action, such as arrest and detention. They should be willing 
participants knowledgeable of the general sanctuary goals and operation. The refugee will 
act as a spokesperson for his community and therefore should be articulate in espousing 
the needs and conditions facing the refugees in the U.S. and El Salvador. Since we are 
challenging the INS policies in denying these refugees safe haven, it is essential that this 
refugee have a good to fair case for asylum.111 

 
Nonn’s declaration was important for setting the tone regarding the participation of Central 

Americans in the movement. While the Tucson faction viewed their “goals and operation” as 

humanitarian and religious in nature, the task force grasped the way refugee’s testimony could be 

politicized as a tool to further the aims of the movement. As Nonn explains however, the burden 

of sharing such intimate, harrowing, and heartbreaking stories to the public was a task not every 

refugee could or should perform.  

 On Wednesday March 17, exactly one week before the scheduled public declaration, 

Randy Udall, a reporter with the Tucson Citizen and son of Arizona congressman Morris Udall, 

published an article entitled, “Tucson a hub of Salvadoran ‘railroad.’” At the behest of sanctuary 

leaders, who gave the reporter an inside look into the movement in order to spur public 

awareness about their cause, Udall released the article to coincide with the public declaration of 

sanctuary.112 Udall’s piece unleashed a flood of sanctuary-related articles over the course of the 

following week. The Tucson Citizen and the Arizona Daily Star, two prominent local 

newspapers, published a number of pieces which detailed the origins and goals of the nascent 

sanctuary movement, emphasizing that its leaders viewed publicity as a way to further their 

cause. While the tone of the majority of the articles was sympathetic to the movement, a piece 

from the Daily Star provided a counterargument from the local INS chief William Johnston. 
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Johnston argued that even Central Americans who feared they would be shot in the middle of the 

street, still were not qualified for asylum under the 1980 Refugee Act.113 That said, he reportedly 

declared the INS would not disrupt the planned ceremony, nor would they actively pursue local 

residents harboring undocumented refugees.  

The increase in media attention from local papers, as well as Tim Nonn’s behind-the-

scenes efforts to entice reporters to cover the declaration, meant that on the morning of March 

24, forty reporters showed up to Southside Presbyterian to document the press conference.114The 

declaration made local headlines that day, including the Tucson Citizen’s, “Church goes public 

with sanctuary offer.” The image shows John Fife sitting at a table set up in front of the church. 

He is flanked by Father Elford, Margo Cowan, Gary MacEoin, Jim Corbett and a masked 

refugee, “Alfredo.” Hanging above the group and framing Southside’s imposing wooden cross 

are two handmade banners. One reads “La Migra no Profana el Santuario” (Immigration don’t 

profane Sanctuary) while the other proclaims, “Este es el santuario de dios para los oprimidos de 

Centro America” (This is the sanctuary of God for the oppressed of Central America).115 Fife 

read aloud a letter intended for U.S. Attorney General William French Smith in which he called 

for extended voluntary departure to be granted to refugees from Central America.116 Father 
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Elford, Gary MacEoin, Margo Cowan, and Jim Corbett also spoke. The press conference was 

followed by a candlelit procession from the U.S. federal building to Southside for an ecumenical 

service.117  

 

Figure 6—Southside United Presbyterian Declares itself a public sanctuary.118  
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Although the INS had stated they would not interfere, they did send an undercover agent 

Thomas Martin, to observe the proceedings. In his report he noted,  

It seems that this movement is more political than religious but that a ploy is 
going to be Border patrol ‘baiting’ by that group in order to demonstrate to the public that 
the U.S. Government via it’s jack-booted gestapo Border Patrol Agents think nothing of 
break down the doors of their churches to drag Jesus Christ out to be tortured and 
murdered. I believe that all political implications should be considered before any further 
action is taken towards the group.119 
 

Martin’s observations highlighted the dilemma the INS and the Border Patrol faced with regards 

to the sanctuary movement. In the 1980s, the Border Patrol was significantly smaller and less 

well-funded than it is today, limiting its ability to police sanctuary activists, who many officials 

believed to be small players in the grand scheme of border smuggling operations (which they 

were). In addition, many officials believed they were being baited to overreact, and that arresting 

members of the religious community could generate negative publicity. Still, neither the INS nor 

the Border Patrol could ignore that Tucsonans were publicly breaking the law. After the 

declaration, the INS decided to follow Martin’s suggestion to consider the political implications 

before taking action, but did hire James A. Rayburn of the District office in Phoenix to monitor 

the case.120 

In declaring Southside Presbyterian, a “public witness” to the immorality and illegality of 

the Reagan administration’s actions in Central America and the INS’s systematic denial of 

asylum to Central America refugees, the TEC’s Task Force on Central America officially and 

publicly created the sanctuary movement. The press conference achieved its aims, as it served to 

broadcast the goals and moral convictions of the Tucson activists to the larger American public. 

In the weeks and months after the declaration, the Task Force received a massive influx of 
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sympathy and support. Calls and letters flooded in from religious organizations from many 

different denominations offering to donate time, resources, and funds. Meanwhile Jim Corbett 

and John Fife received national media coverage. Linda Witt’s sympathetic profile of Jim Corbett 

for People Magazine in August of 1982 evoked the image of the Tucsonan as a modern-day Don 

Quixote (she would write another similar profile of Corbett for the Chicago Tribune in 1985), 

while his appearance on 60 Minutes with his wife Pat garnered him national admiration.121 As a 

result, Corbett and Fife became the de facto leaders of the movement. 

As mentioned earlier, the most active denominations in the movement were Catholics, 

Universalist-Unitarians, Quakers, Jews, and Presbyterians. However denominational culture was 

not the only factor that influenced whether a congregation participated in sanctuary. Specific 

congregational culture and the individual experiences of its members also played a crucial role.  

In addition to an emphasis on teachings on peace and justice, the majority of congregations that 

participated in the sanctuary movement had a history of social activism, like Southside 

Presbyterian. The congregations often had a specific connection to Central America as well, 

either through the influence of Latin America liberation theology, knowledge and anger over 

religious murders that had occurred in El Salvador in 1980, or members who had been 

missionaries in the region.122 On an individual level, church members tended to be white, 

politically leftist, and well-educated. Two-third of activists were women. Many had previous 

activist experience, participating in the women’s, civil rights, and anti-Vietnam movement, and 
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held jobs in “human service” occupations like social work, education, and healthcare.123 

According to Matters, these congregations and personal qualities also explain why congregations 

from certain denominations, such as Baptist or Methodist, whose core values did not align with 

those of the sanctuary movement, still participated. In such cases, sanctuary activism was 

independent of the denominational tradition.124 Movement leaders, like Corbett and Fife, tended 

to resemble the rank and file activists, particularly in terms of experience in previous social 

movements.  

 

Figures 7 and 8— 
On the left: Comparison of Central American Peace Activists and All Adult Americans, 1985. 
On the right: Prior Social Movement Involvement by Central American Peace Activists (%).125 
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 Corbett however rejected his role as a “leader” of the movement, though he undeniably 

was one. As a Quaker he dismissed the need for leadership, instead emphasizing a grassroots, 

non-hierarchical structure as the most effective for promoting solidarity with Central Americans 

and best utilizing limited resources. As such, he encouraged a focus on evasion services over 

legal and social aid. He also began to articulate in an increasingly defined manner the role 

refugees themselves could play within the movement. In a speech he gave in Austin, Texas at the 

end of 1982 he criticized the movement’s vision of Central American refugees,  

Most of our refugee services to date have been paternalistically organized, 
denying the refugees a voice, weakening their community development, and preparing 
them to serve Anglo-America as a highly exploitable underclass. By fusing humanitarian 
and political concerns and providing an opportunity for the refugees to be seen and heard, 
the sanctuary movement opens a way out of the bog of condescension that is created 
when well-meaning sympathizers develop programs modeled on establishment 
charities.126  

 
The relationship between the largely white, middle-class North Americans who had created the 

movement and the Central Americans it helped was understandably complicated. Central 

Americans participated by speaking during church services, workshops, and community 

gatherings with the aim of putting a face and a voice to the atrocities occurring in Central 

America, but the movement was always an undertaking of North Americans. Thus, while Central 

Americans were given a voice and a role, it was as “refugee” or “victim,” not independent 

political protagonist. In their reevaluation of the sanctuary movement, Susan Bibler Coutin and 

Hector Perla argue that “the ‘refugee’ frame therefore largely presented Central Americans to 

sanctuary workers and to the broader U.S. public as ‘innocent victims’ in need of support and as 

representatives of the poor and the oppressed, on whose behalf religious communities were 
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compelled to advocate.”127 In essence, movement activists created this strategic role for Central 

Americans in order to further the goals of the movement. Corbett noted this paternalistic 

manifestation of the movement, which allowed North Americans to assist Central Americans 

without interrogating the ways in which power dynamics dictated the relationship between the 

two groups. As the movement expanded, North Americans and Central Americans would 

continue to negotiate these complex dynamics. 

 As a result of the increasing publicity and success of sanctuary, as well as Corbett and 

Fife’s newfound status as folk heroes, the general structure of the TECTF necessarily had to 

change. As public figures Corbett and Fife were increasingly occupied with traveling around the 

country giving interviews and speaking at events to promote the movement. Corbett in particular 

could not continue making border runs as he was too well known, and so much of the day-to-day 

operation of the underground railroad fell to the members of the Trsg. The Task Force was also 

overwhelmed with refugees; since the press conference in March they had been swamped with 

Central Americans asking for assistance to cross the border and find shelter. The increased 

volume of refugees, due both to increased notoriety of the movement and the continued carnage 

in Central America, meant that the organization had to come up with new strategies to manage. 

Thus the Trsg decided to enforce a policy stating that “high-risk refugees” who faced imminent 

persecution upon deportation were to be prioritized while Corbett reached out to an organization 

in Chicago to serve as the national coordinator.128 The Chicago Religious Task Force, which 

represented a few dozen religious and humanitarian organizations around the city agreed to act as 
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the national face of the movement, a decision that would ensure sanctuary would become a truly 

national network of churches and activists. It would also cause a rift between Tucson and 

Chicago, causing all who were involved to question the ideological foundations of the 

movement.  

  



 Kamm 57 

Chapter 2:  
‘A Conspiracy of Love’: The National Sanctuary Movement in Chicago, Illinois  
 
If Americans had protested sending troops to Vietnam soon enough, our country could 

have avoided its longest and most tragic conflict since the Civil War against slavery...If 
Americans had remembered their commitment to human rights, our citizens of Japanese descent 
would never have been carried off...We must stand up for what is right and we must do it in time, 
this time. 

—Reverend Jesse Jackson 

 
On the night of December 2, 1980, four missionaries from the United States, Maryknoll 

Sisters Maura Clark and Ita Ford, Ursuline Sister Dorothy Kazel, and laywoman Jean Donovan 

were beaten, raped, and murdered by five members of the El Salvador National Guard. The 

public response was one of shock and outrage as many Americans learned of the violence and 

injustice occurring daily in Central America. In response to the incident, President Jimmy Carter 

ordered the suspension of $25 million in economic and military aid to the Salvadoran 

government. Yet just two weeks later, he reinstated the aid in exchange for military concessions. 

According to historian Christian Smith, the violent and senseless deaths of these four women, in 

addition to the assassination of Salvadoran Archbishop Oscar Romero nine months earlier, had a 

resounding political effect within the U.S. religious community. Hundreds of new religious 

activists groups were formed around the country in response.129 In Tucson, Father Elford and 

Reverend Fife were incited to start a weekly prayer vigil that brought together members of the 

religious community passionate about the same issues, while in Chicago, a group of socially 

conscious Catholic nuns formed the Chicago Religious Task Force on Central America 

(CRTFCA). 
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 At the behest of Corbett and Fife, the CRTFCA stepped in as the national coordinator of 

the sanctuary movement in August 1982, in order to lift some of the logistical pressure from the 

Tucson Ecumenical Council Task Force on Central America (TECTF). While the CRTFCA was 

highly successful in mobilizing support and expanding the movement into a truly national 

network of churches, an ideological rift developed between activists in Tucson and Chicago that 

challenged sanctuary workers’ conceptions of the movement in both cities. The two factions 

clashed on three specific points of contention—the “kind of refugees” sanctuary should help, the 

difference between civil initiative and civil disobedience, and the role Central Americans and 

women played in the movement—because of differences in proximity to the border, religious 

culture, and organizational structure. The activist’s different analysis of these points of 

contention, motivated by the distinct movement cultures in Tucson and Chicago, informed the 

way they interpreted and related to the question, was sanctuary a religious and humanitarian or 

political movement? While Tucson generally viewed the movement as religious and 

humanitarian and Chicago viewed it as political, I argue that often, the answer was more 

complicated, which speaks to the intricate ways in which sanctuary, as religiously-based social 

movements negotiated the intersection of religion and politics.  

The CRTFCA consisted of a thirteen-member steering committee representing a broad 

coalition of Chicago-based religious and social action groups that sought to “organize people of 

all religious persuasions to understand and challenge U.S. foreign policy in Central America.”130 

Like other religious congregations that had joined the sanctuary movement, the denominational 

and congregational cultures and individual experiences of the thirteen members informed their 

decision to participate. Made up mostly of Catholic nuns, priests, and ministers, many members 
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of the steering committee had also been missionaries who, like Clark, Ford, Kazel, and Donovan 

traveled through or lived in Central America in order to conduct religious and social welfare 

work and thus felt a personal connection to the tragedy. The members were predominantly white, 

politically leftist, and had previous experience as activists. Interestingly, the gender disparity 

between men and women in Chicago was even more extreme. While women made up two-thirds 

of sanctuary participants on a national level, they outnumbered men one-hundred to four in 

Chicago.131 Their background as members of the Catholic Church also lent to political activism 

and a specific concern for Central Americans. The emergence of liberation theology in Latin 

America in the 1960s had fundamentally changed the Catholic church not just in Central 

America where the church “played a major role in challenging El Salvador’s military-political 

regime,” but in North America as well.132  

Liberation theology was heavily influenced by the revolutionary discourse present in 

Latin America in the 1960s and represents the synthesis of Christian theology with neo-Marxist 

social analysis.133 Following Vatican II (1962-1965), in which Roman Catholic Bishops from 

around the world convened to discuss the future of the Church, clerics in Latin American began 

to rethink traditional Catholic principles, especially regarding the relationship between the 

Church and the poor. In 1968 in Medellin, Colombia, Latin American bishops met at the second 

Latin American Episcopal Conference during which they began to articulate the tenets of a 

movement that would come to be known as liberation theology. The bishops emphasized practice 

over doctrine, arguing that faith must begin with reality itself. In practice that meant the Church 

was to make “a preferential option for the poor,” joining in the struggle to liberate the oppressed 
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from traditional power structures, principal amongst them U.S. economic and political 

imperialism in the region. Liberation theology was widely popular in Latin America and was 

practiced by comunidades de base, small groups of families who meet to discuss social 

problems, relate them to passages from the Bible, and develop a plan of action, in accordance 

with the emphasis on practice over doctrine.  

This radical new movement was not without its critics however. Liberation theologians 

were denounced from within the Roman Catholic Church, as well as by local governments. In 

1980, the Reagan campaign released a document entitled “New InterAmerican Policy for the 

Eighties” that regarded liberation theology as a force that was detrimental to U.S. interests.134 

Meanwhile in Central America, where the Catholic church had long been allied with traditional 

power structures, the right-wing Salvadoran and Guatemalan governments felt especially 

threatened. Regarding liberation theology as a “communist-inspired insurgency,” both countries’ 

security forces “began to target priests, nuns, and church workers with campaigns of terror” in 

order to quash opposition to their rule.135  

Liberation theology was not just popular in Latin America but quickly spread to North 

America, where it gained considerable influence in the U.S. religious community. According to 

historian Christian Smith, it was disseminated through numerous channels including 

missionaries, seminary professors, religious orders and prominent North American theologians 

like Harvey Cox who wrote and taught extensively about the movement.136 The Maryknoll 

Order’s publishing house Orbis Books also played a crucial role in making liberation theology 

accessible to the U.S. religious community by translating and publishing many foundational 
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texts, including Peruvian theologian Gustavo Gutierrez’s seminal work A Theology of 

Liberation. Its influence was not limited to Catholics in the U.S., as many denominations viewed 

its teachings as a revitalizing force in the Christian church. Jim Corbett for example, believed 

liberation theology was in harmony with Quaker traditions writing, “It is the kind of reformation 

the first Quakers urged in opposition to the Catholic and Protestant churches of their day, the 

recognition in practice that the church is neither a steeple house, nor a professing community 

defined by a creed, nor a managerial hierarchy but, rather the Catholic community of all human 

beings...who dedicate themselves to serving the community.”137 As North American Christians 

grew increasingly aware of and inspired by the theological revolution taking place to the South, 

they also came to identify and sympathize with poor Central Americans struggling for liberation 

in the face of government sponsored oppression.  

The Chicago Religious Task Force on Central America was one such group motivated to 

stand in solidarity with Central Americans. At a July 1982 meeting the Task Force developed the 

following set of objectives to guide their work:  

1) Stop U.S. intervention in Central America 
2) Promote the right of self-determination for the people of Central America 
3) Change the status of Central American refugees in the United States from illegal 

to extended voluntary departure status with employment rights.138 
 

Since their formation in January 1981, the group led a number of outreach efforts including 

conducting massive letter-writing campaigns, holding meetings in congressional offices, and 

leading a sit-in in the office of Republican Senator Charles Percy of Illinois. The goal was to 

increase membership and funding for the CRTFCA, gain the support of other solidarity groups in 
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the region, influence Illinois legislators, and educate the community about the plight of Central 

Americans in an effort to push the U.S. government to change its foreign policy. According to 

historian and journalist Ann Crittenden however, members of the CRTFCA were discouraged by 

a lack of results, as the Reagan administration continued to step up U.S. involvement in the 

region.139  

 At this critical juncture, as the members of the steering committee decided how best to 

proceed, the Task Force became involved with the sanctuary movement. The CRTFCA had 

originally been contacted by the TECTF as part of its outreach campaign in preparation for 

Southside Presbyterian’s public declaration of sanctuary on March 24, 1982. In response, the 

CRTFCA agreed to support “the decision of the Tucson Ecumenical Council and began seeking 

a site and support for a public sanctuary in Chicago.”140 In early July, the Task Force found a 

candidate in the Wellington Avenue United Church of Christ, a liberal middle-class congregation 

on the North side of the city with a history of social activism. According to the church’s website 

Wellington was a “socially concerned, justice-focused Church from its beginning,” supporting 

women’s, LGBTQ, and immigrant rights since its inauguration in 1910.141 When approached by 

the CRTFCA, Wellington’s pastor David Chevrier agreed to become the public face of sanctuary 

in Chicago and the two groups immediately began organizing for the declaration, set for July 24, 

exactly four months after Southside Presbyterian declared sanctuary in Tucson.  

 In preparing for the declaration, the CRTFCA developed a number of strategies that 

would become typical to their approach as national coordinators: distributing informational 
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pamphlets, giving TV and print interviews, and prioritizing refugee testimony. In mid-July John 

Fife came to Chicago to speak with the congregation, offering advice from his personal 

experience declaring sanctuary and hosting refugees. Corbett escorted the first refugee, Juan, a 

university student from San Salvador who had been imprisoned and tortured by the National 

Guard and who was willing to give testimony at the ceremony, from Tucson to Chicago along 

the underground railroad.142 The CRTFCA also rallied support amongst other Chicago-based 

religious and humanitarian groups. At the date of the public declaration, over forty organizations 

had endorsed Wellington’s decision to break federal law and harbor undocumented Central 

Americans. Taking a cue from Tucson, Wellington Church and the CRTFCA planned a host of 

events for the 24th in order to optimize publicity, reaching out beforehand to dozens of local TV 

stations and newspapers to cover the story.143 They developed a publication entitled “Death of 

Human Rights Funeral Procession and Inauguration of Sanctuary for Central American 

Refugees,” to be distributed at the declaration. Included was an overview of their justification for 

defying federal immigration policy, as well as gruesome photos from El Salvador depicting “the 

results of U.S. military aid.” In particular, they highlighted the presence of 500,000 Salvadoran 

refugees in the U.S. (out of a total population of 5.5 million) as a testament to the dismal state of 

human rights in the region, and a compelling argument as to why the Reagan administration 

should not send an additional $166 million in military and security aid.144 Like Fife, Reverend 

Chevier also preempted the declaration with a letter sent to U.S. Attorney General William 

French Smith stating his congregation’s intent to provide sanctuary based on its determination 
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that “the current policy and practice of the United States Government with regard to Central 

American refugees is illegal and immoral.”145 

The day started with a solemn “funeral procession” from the Federal Building downtown 

to Wellington Avenue Church in which marchers carried signs reading, “30,000 DEAD IN EL 

SALVADOR” while a motorcade of nearly 70 vehicles followed behind, each one mounted with 

a coffin. At noon, a service was held at the church in which Juan, clad in a sombrero and 

bandana to mask his identity, spoke.146 When he finished, he raised his left fist in a sign of 

solidarity, which caused the congregation to explode in applause, answering his salute with 

raised fists of their own. According to Renny Golden, a member of the steering committee, the 

encounter between the refugee and the U.S. religious community was transformative, allowing 

the congregation to grow in “political and theological sensitivity.”147 In addition to putting a face 

and a story to the consequences of U.S. foreign policy for the Chicago religious community, the 

inauguration of Wellington as a site of sanctuary was a publicity success. The declaration 

garnered attention from the local Chicago media, local media in other cities such as Milwaukee 

and Denver, and the national media, including important religious publications such as the 

Christian Science Monitor, and the National Catholic Reporter.148 

The declaration also caught the attention of Tucson; Corbett, Fife and the TEC’s Task 

Force were so occupied with the day-to-day demands of conducting refugees across the border 

and sheltering them in Tucson that upon hearing of the success of the Wellington declaration, 
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they decided to reach out to the CRTFCA in hopes that the organization would take over as the 

national coordinator of the sanctuary movement. As Corbett and Fife’s national presence grew, 

requiring them to travel extensively promoting the movement, they were unable to handle the 

thousands of requests for refugees and information they received monthly.149 As national 

coordinators the CRTFCA would act as a “communications clearinghouse,” easing the logistical 

burden of the Tucson activists by taking charge of distributing information about sanctuary, 

developing a mailing list, and recruiting new participants.150 The CRFTCA was initially hesitant 

to take on such a demanding role. According to steering committee member Renny Golden, 

“even forty hours of Jim Corbett border stories and desert theology did not utterly break down 

our hesitancy.”151 The committee debated the proposal for a day and a half and initially decided 

they would search for a group who had prior experience with national organizing. After a month 

with no results, they accepted the role, realizing that if they did not step up to the task, no one 

else would.152  

As the national coordinator of the movement, the CRTFCA envisioned what they called 

the “Sanctuary Project” as an inherently political effort, more motivated by influencing U.S. 

foreign policy than aiding individual Central Americans, which would ultimately lead to an 

ideological schism between the activists in Chicago and those in Tucson. According to the 

official proposal put forward by the Task Force, “The Sanctuary Project offers a concrete and 

direct way to challenge the inhumane policy of the U.S. government in Central America and of 

the INS as well as providing a direct service to the victims.”153 Under Chicago’s style of 
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leadership, church sanctuary was first and foremost intended as a symbolic act of defiance 

against the U.S. government. The proposal even went so far as to declare the project’s potential 

to be “a significant piece in the larger process of building a broad, general movement in this 

country opposing U.S. intervention around the world.”154 In order to carry out such a vision, 

which located sanctuary within the larger context of the U.S. Central America Peace movement, 

the CRTFCA initiated a massive organizational campaign, resulting in the rapid expansion of the 

movement from thirty sanctuaries in 1982 to over 3,000 in 1984.155 

 Departing immediately from the non-hierarchical, loose-organizational style of the 

Tucson camp, the Chicago activists produced a detailed proposal in which they laid out the 

specific objectives of the project as well as the tactics to be used to fulfill said objectives, 

projecting the costs of their efforts to total $48,800.156 In line with the dual goals to provide a 

direct way to aid refugees and raise awareness in the community as to the root cause of the 

Central Americans’ exodus, the CRTFCA sought to expand the network of activists and 

sanctuary churches on a local, regional, and national level. To achieve these objectives, the task 

force intended to prepare and distribute educational materials on sanctuary, expand the arsenal of 

speakers able to lecture on the crisis in Central America, and direct campaigns to pressure the 

INS to comply with the Refugee Act of 1980 and international law. They also developed an 

official structure for the movement, dividing the workload amongst three committees: the 

Coordinating Committee, the Public Sanctuary Committee, and the Denominational Outreach 

Committee.157 The hope was to inaugurate new public sanctuaries, expand the underground 
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railroad to facilitate the transportation of refugees to new sanctuaries, and mobilize communities 

around the country to stand up to government policies on Central America.158  

 The CRTFCA proved to be highly successful at mobilizing support on a local, regional, 

and national level. One of their most utilized and successful strategies was the written word. Like 

Tucson, the Chicago activists understood the power of publicity in rousing the interest of the 

American public. However, instead of seeking out journalists to publish pieces about the 

movement, they disseminated their own content, furthering their ability to control the narrative. 

To this effect, the CFTFCA published and distributed over 30,000 copies of a series of 

informational pamphlets.159 Editions like “Sanctuary: Organizers Nuts and Bolts” provided 

detailed instructions for congregations interested in sheltering refugees. Specific instructions like 

what factors to consider when deciding to become a sanctuary and how to respond to an INS raid 

served to standardize the process of sanctuary and made it easy for congregations to host 

refugees without explicit help from Tucson or Chicago. The “Nuts and Bolts” issue even 

included an example log book that congregations should keep to monitor the refugees.160 The 

CRTFCA also published pamphlets with the goal of educating Americans on the social, 

economic, and political situation in Central America as well as a monthly newsletter entitled 

Basta!. Two members of the steering committee, Renny Golden and Michael McConnell co-

wrote, Sanctuary: The New Underground Railroad, a book which in the words of the author was, 

“meant to be a call to action.”161 The CRTFCA’s efforts served to centralize the movement as 

well as solidify its legacy.  
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 While the CRTFCA served as the national coordinator, fielding requests for information 

and refugee placements from around the country, the TECTF was still the first contact between 

the movement and the refugees themselves because of its proximity to the border. Thus, Chicago 

and Tucson developed a system to “process” refugees and “match” them with sanctuary sites. 

Serving as a liaison was Sister Darlene Nicgorksi, a Catholic nun who had worked as a 

missionary in Guatemala for many years. After returning to Phoenix in 1982, she became 

involved in local efforts to aid Central Americans, and in 1983 was featured in a “Frontline” 

episode escorting a family to Kansas. Her involvement caught the attention of the CRTFCA, who 

subsequently asked her to join the steering committee as their border contact.162 A letter from the 

CRTFCA to the TECTF outlined the procedure the two camps devised as follows: “When a 

refugee or refugee family has been through pre-sanctuary counseling and has decided to 

participate in sanctuary, Darelene Nicgorski conducts a final interview with the refugee and 

notifies the CRTFCA with her determination and the necessary biographical information.”163 

CRTFCA was to contact an available congregation, and if the congregation agreed to accept the 

refugees, Nicgorski was then to contact the railroad coordinators, who would arrange the trip. In 

Phoenix, Nicgorski also trained refugees she ‘determined appropriate’ to give testimony about 

the social and political conditions of Central America.164 

 For Chicago, the screening system helped advance the CRTFCA’s overarching goal to 

affect U.S. foreign policy. In a 1987 speech at Harvard, Nicgorski commented on her work 

screening refugees: “My commitment grew as I saw not only the opportunity to help an 

individual refugee family, but through that family’s commitment to share their personal story 
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publicly, I might be able to help all the others left behind.”165 A CRTFCA memo from 1983 

echoed this sentiment: “In evaluating the sanctuary project on a local level, success cannot be 

judged by the number of individual refugees we help.” Rather, the memo argued, success should 

be based on the degree to which a base was built which could be mobilized for “legislative 

campaigns, corporate campaigns, electoral work and direct actions.”166 Not only did Chicago see 

assisting refugees as just one strategy to achieve a larger goal, they decided that only refugees 

whose stories and political views aligned with those of the movement could be conducted along 

the underground railroad. Sanctuary was a ‘public event’ intended to draw attention to the role of 

U.S. foreign policy in the persecution of Central Americans. Thus, Sister Nicgorki’s goal in 

interviewing the refugees was to determine if they were good candidates to enter ‘public 

sanctuary,’ which would require them to give testimony on their experiences to North American 

congregations.  

Tucson however, felt that Darlene and the CRTFCA were putting their political goals 

ahead of their humanitarian and moral duty. Corbett, Fife, and the TECTF believed that 

sanctuary existed first and foremost to help as many refugees as possible. In an interview with 

Rocky Mountain News in November 1982, Fife stated, “We assist people from the whole political 

spectrum. We don’t ask which side they are on.”167 As limited resources unfortunately meant that 

they could never aid everyone, Tucson decided to help the most vulnerable refugees, not the 

most politically aware. Corbett also emphasized Tucson’s priorities: “I think that taking direct 

action to aid refugees is far more important than making statements about U.S. intervention.”168 
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That said, he believed the two were linked as refugee rights were directly tied to U.S. 

intervention. Thus, if refugee rights were respected in the United States, military pacification 

wouldn’t work in Latin America. Humanitarian aid was the means to the political end. 

The disagreement between Chicago and Tucson regarding what “kind” of refugee 

sanctuary should help proved to be the first crack in a deep schism that challenged the 

ideological foundations of the movement. The various issues the two camps clashed over 

stemmed from the fundamental question, was sanctuary a religious and humanitarian movement 

or a political one? While many previous studies of the sanctuary movement have highlighted this 

question as a binary one—in which Tucson envisioned the movement as solely religious and 

humanitarian while Chicago envisioned it as political—the reality is more complex. During the 

early days of the movement, Corbett articulated the position of the Tucson activists in regards to 

the religious-humanitarian-political spectrum at a sanctuary workshop held by Clergy and Laity 

Concerned in July of 1982.169 He stated, “The declaration of sanctuary fuses humanitarian efforts 

to help the refugees with political pressures against the policies that force them to flee their 

homes.”170 Clearly, at least in 1982, Corbett viewed the goals of the movement as twofold. That 

said, always located at the root of his argument was the moral and religious justification—on 

numerous occasions he stated that the sanctuary movement was “just the church deciding to be 

the church”—as well as the logistical realities of working close to the border.171  

The CRTFCA joined the movement as the national coordinator in August 1982 and 

immediately made clear their position that sanctuary was primarily a political movement, 
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attacking the TECTF’s focus on direct aid at the expense of addressing the root cause of the 

problem. Golden and Mitchell wrote that, “It was the moral claim of the martyred church of 

Central America, even more than the presence of refugees in our midst, that propelled the 

CRTFCA into the sanctuary movement.”172 This statement highlights the importance of location 

in the formation of an ideological position, as Chicago’s physical distance from the border 

afforded them an emotional distance from the crisis as well. While Chicago activists could 

observe the situation unfolding along the border from over a thousand miles away, and therefore 

distance themselves from the plight of individual Central Americans, Tucson activists had to 

contend with refugees turning up at their doorsteps begging for help.  

In a series of exchanges via mail at the end of 1983 and beginning of 1984, the CRTFCA 

and Jim Corbett attempted to reconcile the two differing visions of the movements, although the 

letters often devolved into petty arguing and insults. On September 25, 1983 Corbett and the 

TECTF sent the following statement to the CRTFCA: 

[Tucson’s] views contrast fundamentally with the interpretation that would 
convert the growing network of sanctuary congregations into a mass movement that is 
defined by its political objectives and distinguished by its religious identity. The 
sanctuary covenant community that has formed in Tucson could never assimilate into 
such a movement because we provide sanctuary for the persecuted regardless of the 
political origins of their persecution or of their usefulness in promoting preconceived 
objectives. If we were to try to construct sanctuary on a political platform instead of 
allowing the political consequences to flow from covenant-based sanctuary, we would be 
engaged in propaganda rather than prophetic witness. 173 
 

In response, the CRTFCA accused Corbett and the TECTF of “reducing the multi-dimensional 

process of solidarity to apolitical humanitarian band-aids,” as well as undercutting the sanctuary 
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movement, “as a link between anti-intervention and refugee work by asserting that ‘sanctuary is 

for the persecuted, regardless of the political origin of their persecution.’”174 

The tension between Chicago and Tucson over the religiopolitical nature of the 

movement was closely linked to differences in the religious culture and structural organization of 

the two groups. The Tucson activists were influenced by Quaker and Presbyterian traditions 

which tended to reject “overarching creeds, doctrine, and hierarchical decision-making 

structures,” as well as the ideologies of nonviolent direct action, which championed “fragmented 

organization.175 Therefore they envisioned a loosely organized, horizontal network of churches. 

In contrast, the CRTFCA favored a centralized, hierarchical structure, reflecting the fact the 

organization was composed mainly of Catholic clerics, nuns, and laypersons. To a certain extent, 

their organization structure, led by a steering committee, mirrored that of the Catholic church.  

In a November 1984 letter to the CRTFCA, Corbett explained that sanctuary was “dynamically 

unpredictable” and that Chicago’s attempts to establish “definitive goals for shaping and limiting 

sanctuary disregards its dynamics.”176 While Chicago wanted a clear-cut structure, Tucson 

believed sanctuary was at its best when that structure was adaptable.  

The disagreement over structure came to a head in October 1984 when the CRTFCA 

refused to release a mailing list of all the sanctuary sites in the country to Tucson. The TECTF 

had repeatedly requested a copy in order to invite participants to a symposium on sanctuary to be 

held in Tucson in January 1985. The CRTFCA refused on the grounds that it did not meet a 

certain aspect of the “policy criteria” they had developed for the mailing list. They were referring 

                                                
174 Correspondence from the CRTFCA to Jim Corbett, 10 February 1984, Box 2, Folder 19, Jim Corbett 

Collection. 
175 Cunningham, God and Caesar, 42. 
176 Correspondence from Jim Corbett to the CRTFCA, 1 November 1984, Box 1, Folder 19, Jim Corbett 

Collection. 



 Kamm 73 

to the criterion that “the requester use the list for strengthening and unifying the sanctuary 

movement.”177 The Tucson activists were incensed at the suggestion that their use of the list 

would sow discord within the movement and disturbed by the fact that Chicago was seemingly 

taking control. In response, Corbett wrote an angry letter to the CRTFCA accusing them of 

“centralizing communications” in service of a plotted take-over.178  

Another source of strife between the two factions was the disagreement as to whether the 

movement was based in the tradition of civil disobedience or civil initiative. Initially, Tucson 

believed they were participating in the tradition of civil disobedience. Civil disobedience in its 

most basic sense referred to the nonviolent refusal to comply with certain laws, emphasizing 

one’s own conscience over the rule of law. Corbett even took the concept, which had been 

popularized by Henry David Thoreau, one step further in his early writings, arguing that more 

than “individuals resisting injustice” the declaration of sanctuary was a choice by the community 

to do justice.179 However, discussions with various legal groups including the ACLU led Corbett 

and Fife to conclude that the work they were doing could be better classified as civil initiative. 

Based on the Nuremberg Trials, which determined that citizens were legally obligated to disobey 

inhumane governments, civil initiative in the context of the sanctuary movement supposed that 

the Tucson activists were in fact upholding laws the U.S. government was violating. The 

reframing of the sanctuary movement as civil initiative also had practical benefits in that it 

strengthened the participants legal defense if the government tried to prosecute, a possibility that 

loomed large over all who were involved. The CRTFCA however felt the mission of the 
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sanctuary project fell squarely within the tradition of civil disobedience, arguing that as people of 

faith they served God, “not Caesar or the president.” Not only did Chicago support civil 

disobedience, which Renny Golden and Michael McConnell argued was, “not only biblical (“you 

cannot serve god and mammon”) it is as American as apple pie,” but they felt that civil initiative 

undermined the political statement they were trying to make.180 

Another point of contention had to do with the gender dynamics of the movement. 62% 

of participants in the sanctuary movement were female and women did much of the difficult day-

to-day work of maintaining the movement. Yet it was male clerics who received the most credit. 

The historiography of sanctuary is largely focused on Tucson and the male participants of the 

movement. Anthropologist Robin Lorenzten’s ethnography Women in the Sanctuary Movement 

stands out as one of the few studies that focuses on Chicago and the female participants. She 

argues that female participants in Chicago, where women outnumbered men one hundred to four, 

led the movement top-down and maintained it bottom-up.181 Thus, women were frustrated that 

male clergy received the bulk of the attention and credit, largely because the media tended to 

lionize men like Fife and Corbett, portraying the movement in terms of “Anglo male heroism.”182 

As the schism between Tucson and Chicago intensified, women in Chicago became more vocal 

in their criticism of the movement’s male leaders. The women interviewed in Lorenzten’s study 

classified Fife as “paternalistic” and “cocky” and referred to Corbett as a “megalomaniac” and a 

“macho rancher.”183 Meanwhile they praised female leaders of the steering committee like 

Renny Golden and Darlene Nicgorski, who they viewed as “important models for their own 
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participation.”184 In studies of Tucson and the writings of Corbett, there is scant mention made of 

tensions between men and women activists. Anthropologist Susan Bibler Coutin, whose 

ethnography focuses on subjects from Tucson noted, “In Tucson I found few sanctuary workers 

interested in discussing the differences between male and female involvement.”185 She theorizes 

that this may be because they did not want to play further into Chicago’s critique of the Tucson 

faction. Lorentzen and Bibler Coutin both note that male-female conflict mirrored the religious-

humanitarian-political conflict. While male leaders tended to favor humanitarian aid, women 

believed in direct political action.    

Tucson and Chicago also clashed over the role refugees should and could play in the 

movement. While both factions felt that refugee testimony was incredibly important in the 

process of conversion for many Anglo congregations, a useful tool to garner publicity, and a way 

to give refugees a voice of their own, they still differed on the fundamental definition of 

sanctuary. As Corbett put it, “Sanctuary and refugee are inherently intertwined, since access to 

aid must be determined according to the refugees’ needs rather than their willingness to go into 

sanctuary.”186 Meanwhile Renny Golden and Michael McConnell articulated the function of the 

movement as follows: “Sanctuary at its best has not been a place to hide in, but a platform to 

speak out from, as the poor of Central America bear witness to their reality...Sanctuary is a place 

where refugees can speak the truth.”187 The difference between these two interpretations can be 

traced back to the main ideological schism that emerged: Was sanctuary a religious and 

humanitarian movement or a political one? 
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 The ideological differences that emerged between the TECTF and the CRTFCA caused a 

great deal of bad blood between the two camps, but also served to strengthen each side's ability 

to articulate their beliefs, an unintended consequence that would prove highly beneficial as the 

movement was about to face its biggest challenge to date from the government. Since 

Southside’s public declaration of sanctuary in March 1982, INS officials and border patrol agents 

had regularly commented to the press that they had no intention of formally investigating the 

movement. However, behind the scenes they were mounting an undercover operation to infiltrate 

the movement, known as Operation Sojourner. On January 25, 1986 the government revealed the 

fruits of its labors when the Justice Department indicted 16 members on 71 counts of conspiracy 

and alien smuggling. During the trial, which lasted nearly six months, the defendants would be 

forced to put their differences aside and form a united front in order to defend themselves against 

the U.S. government. As Corbett urged the CFTFCA: “Keep in mind that the multi-millennial 

vitality of the sanctuary movement has little to do with squabbles between people in Tucson and 

Chicago.”188 
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Chapter 3: 
 ‘Guilty of the Gospel’: The Sanctuary Movement on Trial 

 
If a government becomes a lawbreaker, it breeds contempt for the law; it invites everyman to 
become a law unto himself. 

—Justice Louis Brandeis  
 
 

On January 14, 1985, the District Attorney of Phoenix, Arizona, indicted sixteen 

sanctuary workers from Tucson, Phoenix, Chicago, Texas, and Mexico on seventy-one counts 

including conspiracy, aiding and abetting, and transporting illegal aliens. Those indicted included 

John Fife, Jim Corbett, Phil Willis-Conger, Katherine Flaherty, Darlene Nicgorski, Peggy 

Hutchinson, Antonio Clark, Mary Waddell, Ana Priester, Cecilia del Carmen Juarez de Emery, 

Bertha Martel-Benavidez, Mary Kay Espinosa, Wendy LeWin, Nina McDonald, Ramon 

Dagoberto Quinones, and Maria Socorro Pardo de Aguilar.189 The government also named 

twenty-five other sanctuary workers as “unindicted co-conspirators” and forty-nine refugees as 

“illegal alien unindicted co-conspirators.”190 That weekend authorities arrested sixty refugees 

that the sanctuary movement had helped around the country.191 In response to the indictment, 

sanctuary activists declared they would put the government on trial and vowed to continue aiding 

refugees fleeing persecution in Central America.192 

                                                
189 Mary Waddell and Ana Priester were dropped from the indictment due to poor health while Cecilia del 

Carmen Juarez de Emery and Bertha Martel-Benavidez, the only two Salvadorans, took a plea deal, bringing the 
number of defendants down to 12. Later Katherine Flaherty also took a plea deal after being pressured by her family. 

190 “Indictments,” MS 362, Box 1, Folder 5, Sanctuary Trial Papers, University of Arizona Special 
Collections, Tucson, Arizona.  

191 Most of the refugees were living in the community at the time of their arrests. Authorities did not go 
into churches, however on a few occasions they waited outside and arrested refugees when they exited the church 
grounds.  

Davidson, Convictions of the Heart, 94. 
192 Wayne King, “Activists Vow to Continue Aiding People Fleeing Central America,” New York Times, 

16 January 1985.  



 Kamm 78 

 

Figure 9—Summary of Counts for the Indicted Sanctuary Workers193 

 Mounting tensions between the Reagan administration and the movement ushered in a 

period of radical change for sanctuary. At the time of the indictments, the ideological and 

structural schism between Tucson and Chicago meant that sanctuary really functioned as two 

distinct movements rather than one. However, the impending public trial and the possibility of 
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extended jail time forced sanctuary workers around the country to confront their differences and 

form a united front. During this period the internal divide within the movement morphed into an 

external one; as one movement, activists from Tucson and Chicago confronted various 

interpretations of the ideological and structural nature of sanctuary, creating dynamic change and 

development within the movement. The indictments also caused a fundamental shift—in addition 

to fleeing persecution in Central America, refugees (and sanctuary workers too) were fleeing 

prosecution in the United States.  

 Over the course of three months in 1984, authorities arrested three participants of the 

sanctuary movement, heightening fears among all participants that the government was finally 

beginning to crack down. The first arrest occurred in February, when two sanctuary workers, 

Sister Dianne Muhlencamp and Methodist laywoman Stacy Merkt, were stopped in Texas while 

transporting three refugees.194 On March 7, the head of the TECTF, Phil Willis-Conger, was 

arrested while transporting refugees from Nogales to Tucson. The border patrol confiscated a 

number of incriminating documents, including the names and addresses of sanctuary contacts 

along the border and a document Corbett put together titled, “Some Proposals for Integrating 

Smuggling, Refuge, Relay, Sanctuary, and Bailbond Networks.”195 In April, the director of Casa 

Romero in Brownsville, Jack Elder, was arrested as well.196 Unlike Merkt, Muhlencamp, and 

Conger, who were detained in the act of transporting refugees, Elder had been indicted by a 

grand jury for a prior instance of transporting refugees (On March 12, he drove three 
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Salvadorans to a bus station in a neighboring town). Federal officials called Elder after the 

indictment in order to convince him to come to Brownsville and turn himself in. Elder refused 

and federal marshals were forced to arrest him at Casa Romero, where they were met with an 

onslaught of press.197 A New York Times article published the following day noted the incident 

was the “first time that the Federal authorities [had] entered church property to make such an 

arrest.”198 It was becoming increasingly clear the government had decided sanctuary workers’ 

activities constituted a threat worthy of response. 

 The trials of Merkt and Elder—Sister Muhlencamp accepted a plea bargain and the judge 

dropped all charges against Willis-Conger’s after ruling the border patrol had made an illegal 

stop—foreshadowed the looming clash between the government and the twelve indicted 

sanctuary workers (hereafter U.S. v. Socorro Aguilar et al [1985]). While the prosecution sought 

to limit the evidence introduced in order to frame the cases as straightforward instances of alien 

smuggling, the defense attempted to paint a more nuanced picture of the defendant’s 

motivations. Meanwhile, Elder and Merkt viewed their trials as an opportunity to further 

publicize the movement. As Elder stated, “I’m looking for a confrontation. Not to be self-

righteous about it, but there’s a moral force behind what we are doing that has the potential to 

focus some light on foreign policy.”199 For many sanctuary workers, a public trial represented a 

pivotal challenge in the trajectory of the movement—the opportunity to protest U.S. refugee and 
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foreign policy in court. Ultimately in both cases, the judge sided with the prosecution, severely 

limiting the scope of the trial, and effectively nullifying the defense’s ability to convey the 

historical, social, and political context of the sanctuary movement. 

Merkt’s trial was held in Brownsville in May 1984 and presided over by Judge Filemon 

Vela. She was convicted by an all-Hispanic jury after three days of deliberation on three federal 

felony counts.200 At her sentencing Merkt stated, “I’m not a martyr. And I’m no felon. I am a 

woman with a heart and mind. My faith commitment connects me to people and justice.”201 

Judge Vela admitted that while Merkt had admirable intentions and ideals, breaking the law was 

not the way to achieve them. He sentenced her to a 90-day suspended sentence and two years of 

probation, with the promise that if she ever appeared before him again he would send her to 

jail.202 Vela’s ruling made clear the court’s intention to acknowledge wrongdoing with the goal 

of deterring future activists from breaking the law. 

 In January 1985, Elder’s trial was held in Corpus Christi, Texas, and presided over by 

Judge Hayden Head Jr. The defense filed a motion to dismiss the case based on Elder’s First 

Amendment right to the free exercise of religion, but Head ruled that the government's interest in 

maintaining U.S. borders outweighed Elder’s claim to religious freedom under the First 

Amendment. He stated, “Throughout the history of our country, immigration matters have been 

placed very high on the totem poles of the powers of the government...The United States is 
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entitled to know who is crossing the borders.”203 He also denied motions that the defense 

presented in an attempt to contextualize the defendant’s actions. One motion contended that 

Elder was selectively prosecuted while another argued he was acting within a common 

perception that transporting illegal aliens within the Rio Grande Valley was not illegal. The final 

two motions Judge Head denied stated that Elder’s actions fell under the purview of the Geneva 

convention and international refugee law, and that the pretrial testimony of the three Salvadorans 

should be suppressed because they identified Elder without a police lineup.204 Despite Head’s 

decision to limit the evidence, the jury found Elder not guilty on all counts after just two hours of 

deliberation.205 

 In February 1985, a third trial was held in Houston. Two months prior, while Merkt was 

on probation awaiting the results of her appeal and Elder was still awaiting his first trial, a 

federal grand jury brought a new set of indictments against the two sanctuary workers. Judge 

Vela presided over the joint trial despite his promise to jail Merkt if she appeared before him 

again.206 The trial was held in Houston as Vela determined it would be impossible to select an 

unbiased jury in Brownsville after the recent wave of publicity regarding the movement, spear-

headed by local Bishop John Fitzpatrick’s vocal support.207 The prosecution once again sought to 

frame the trial as a clear-cut alien smuggling case, while the defense tried to contextualize the 

defendant’s actions within the larger picture of religion, U.S. foreign policy and immigration 
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law, and the deadly political climate in Central America. Once again, the judge barred them from 

presenting such evidence, sending a clear message to sanctuary activists that the court was 

unlikely to ever allow them to make their case. Merkt and Elder were still undeterred, however, 

using the trial as an opportunity to further publicize the aims of the movement. In an interview 

with Sojourners magazine Merkt stated defiantly, “I think so far as the sanctuary movement 

goes, everyone has been upfront in saying that this [the indictments] can only strengthen and 

galvanize the response of everyone to meet the needs of the refugees both in El Salvador and 

here in the United States.”208 Merkt was found not guilty of unlawful transportation but guilty on 

one count of conspiracy, while Elder was found guilty on all six counts. Both activists went to 

jail.209 

 The arrests of Merkt, Elder, and Conger served to strengthen the resolve of sanctuary 

activists and draw more attention to their struggle. The CRTFCA stated that since the 

indictments, a dozen more churches across the country had declared sanctuary. Despite increased 

publicity and participation, the arrests also exacerbated the divide between Tucson and Chicago. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Tucson viewed its work as a part of the tradition of civil 

initiative, meaning they believed the sanctuary movement was upholding laws the U.S. 

government was violating. They also favored civil initiative because it strengthened participants’ 

legal defense in the case of government prosecution. Chicago, on the other hand, viewed 

sanctuary first and foremost as a challenge to U.S. foreign policy in Central America and thus 
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felt their work aligned with the concept of civil disobedience. In a November 1984 letter to the 

CRFTCA Corbett expressed his frustration with Chicago’s position: “In addition to making 

imprisonment of sanctuary volunteers more likely, CRTF[CA] efforts to identify its political 

platform with the entire sanctuary network undermines our defense of good refugee laws, of 

international law governing everyone’s right and duty to obstruct the commission of state crimes, 

and of basic First Amendment liberties.”210 Although both Elder and Merkt were from Texas and 

thus did not fall within the Tucson-Chicago dichotomy, they insisted during their trials that they 

had not done anything illegal, but rather were only upholding laws the United States was 

violating.211  

What’s more, the arrests attracted increased scrutiny both from the general public and 

government officials, forcing sanctuary workers from across the country to contend with outside 

interpretations of their mission. According to an article from the Chicago Tribune, opponents of 

the movement had launched a petition calling on the Vatican to investigate the behavior of the 

church in the Rio Grande Valley and picketed outside the courthouse during the Elder and Merkt 

trial in February.212 INS district director Richard Casillas of San Antonio, Texas, issued a 

statement declaring, “I burn, seethe, and boil that [the church] has placed its imprimatur on a 

crusade to destroy my country, advocating a breakdown of our laws.”213 Meanwhile Elliott 

Abrams, the Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights and Humanitarian Affairs, justified 
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the government's decision to intervene: “It was important to bring one or two cases to make the 

point ‘it really is illegal guys.’ Church members may just be trying to save lives but the 

organizers are directing a campaign against U.S. policy in Central America. If you compare ‘85 

to ‘81, it’s a better place. But you never hear such nuances from sanctuary people. All they can 

say is that El Salvador is a charnel house.”214 Abrams statement, like Vela’s rulings, suggested 

the desire of authorities to make a point of the illegality of sanctuary workers’ actions in order to 

deter future action rather than truly punish the activists under the law.  

Despite zealous responses from specific parties (including the government), it seemed the 

general public fell somewhere in the middle. Two opinion pieces published in the New York 

Times between December 1984 and March 1985 exemplified the manner in which many 

Americans were grappling with what they viewed as a confrontation between church and state 

more than anything else.215 Steven Shapiro, who would later serve as the National Legal Director 

of the ACLU, wrote, “Reasonable people may differ about the legality of the sanctuary 

movement and whether it is the best way to challenge our policies in Central America. The 

Administration’s strategy for investigating and prosecuting the sanctuary cases should, however, 

be a matter of general concern.”216 Shapiro was referring to the government's decision to use 

undercover informants to infiltrate the sanctuary movement, which to many Americans, was an 

explicit and troubling violation of religious freedom. In general, both authors grappled with this 

fine line between religious freedom and the infallibility of the law, a debate that would rear its 

head time and time again in the coming year.  
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In the midst of Elder and Merkt’s trial, the U.S. District Attorney released its 100-page 

indictment of sixteen sanctuary activists. The indictment was the result of evidence gathered 

during an extensive investigation by the INS known as Operation Sojourner. Since 1982, the 

government had wavered on its response to the growing movement. Leon Ring, a Border Patrol 

agent, told the Tucson Citizen in December 1982, “Certain arrests could have taken place if we 

would have wanted to, but we felt the government would end up looking ridiculous, especially as 

far as going into church property...These church groups wanted publicity. They were baiting us 

to overreact. We have been deliberately lowkey.”217 The same month Bill Johnson, an INS 

bureaucrat, told the Arizona Daily Star, “There’s been no policy or suggestions that churches 

need to be hit, or need to be left alone...Since we have such a limited staff, we try to concentrate 

investigative efforts where they do the most good.”218 Clearly Tucson’s publicity strategy, at 

least in the early days of the movement, served as an effective means to evade prosecution as the 

INS was understandably wary of investigating a religious movement. However, when 60 Minutes 

ran a special on the sanctuary movement at the end of 1982, lionizing Jim Corbett’s evasion 

services and shedding light on the role of the U.S. in Central America, the INS began to rethink 

its position. According to Mark Reed, the Assistant Regional Commissioner for Anti-smuggling 

at the Western Region, “The momentum of the underground railroad appeared to be picking up 

as far as public awareness, publicity, and the area involved...we felt we were being challenged or 

pushed into a posture in which we must take some kind of action.”219 Reed’s use of the term 

“underground railroad” was notable, demonstrating the extent to which the Tucson activist’s 

attempts to frame their vision of the movement had been successful. Though Reed did not 
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support their goals in his role in the anti-smuggling unit, he was using the terminology they 

coined. In response to sanctuary’s growing momentum, the INS placed Jim Rayburn, an anti-

smuggling agent from Phoenix, in charge of the investigation.  

Operation Sojourner was clumsily handled to say the least. The pretrial interviews of 

many of the key participants from all levels of the organization speak to the lack of internal 

communication, confusion over jurisdiction, and disdain for following official INS procedure.220  

According to Mark Reed, the investigation was initially considered to be ‘passive,’ meaning the 

INS was observing the movement remotely.221 Rayburn kept a file of newspaper stories on the 

movement in his office and tracked down literature published by the CRTFCA, which confirmed 

his suspicion that sanctuary was a political movement hiding behind a religious façade. 

Unofficially, however, Rayburn, a Vietnam veteran and staunch anti-communist, was setting into 

motion an undercover investigation. In early 1983 he began meeting with two undocumented 

Mexican coyotes turned government informants, Solomon Graham and Jesus Cruz.222 Rayburn 

instructed Graham to begin attending public sanctuary meetings and report back with 

information on the participants and subject matter, while Cruz was being prepped to infiltrate the 

movement. In June 1983, Rayburn reported his findings to Washington, but heard nothing back, 

and the case was effectively tabled.  

 At the end of 1983, Operation Sojourner once again became a priority when Reagan 

appointed Harold Ezell as Western Regional Commissioner, the INS’s largest and most 

important region. Ezell, a conservative businessman from Orange County, quickly became “the 

most visible and controversial regional commissioner the INS had ever had,” due to his support 
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of tough immigration laws and a policy of detaining, processing, and deporting undocumented 

immigrants as fast as possible.223  

Part of that strategy included targeting the sanctuary movement. Ezell’s order to 

aggressively investigate the sanctuary movement was passed down through the chain of 

command until it reached Rayburn in Phoenix. Rayburn reported he had an informant lined up 

who could infiltrate the movement through Father Quiñones in Nogales, Mexico, and was 

subsequently authorized to direct Cruz to make contact. Cruz was not to transport any illegal 

aliens or tape any conversations until Operation Sojourner received approval from the INS anti-

smuggling unit in Washington and the Undercover Guidelines Review Committee. The evidence 

is confusing, but it seems likely Cruz began secretly taping conversations and recording phone 

calls before Rayburn explicitly received permission from Washington to initiate an undercover 

operation. Eventually Rayburn did receive the go-ahead, and he instructed Cruz that the 

government was only interested in “where were they crossing aliens into the United States, who 

was involved, who was violating the law, what laws,” and not the religious aspects. Thus, Cruz 

was forbidden from recording during church services.224 

Cruz, along with Graham and two INS agents, John Nixon and Lee Morgan, successfully 

infiltrated the movement over the course of the next ten months, collecting more than 100 hours 

of taped conversations. They attended church services, participated in TECTF meetings, 

transported refugees, and even attended Phil Conger’s wedding, collecting information about 

both sanctuary workers and the Central American refugees they were helping. However, many of 

the sanctuary workers in Arizona, particularly Jim Corbett and Darlene Nicgorski, were 
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suspicious of the four men. The recent arrests of Merkt, Elder, and Conger suggested the 

government’s tolerance for sanctuary was waning, leading many members to fear a widespread 

crackdown. This coupled with the fact that aside from Cruz, none of the other three informants 

seemed to fit the profile of a sanctuary worker, were always willing to skip work to transport 

refugees, and drove the same sports car aroused concern. The TECTF collectively decided to 

begin excluding Cruz, Graham, Nixon, and Morgan from the most important meetings, though 

they never kicked them out, because in their undercover roles as sanctuary workers, they proved 

to be incredibly useful to the movement throughout 1984 by helping many refugees enter the 

country illegally.  

The TECTF’s action proved to be too little too late. In September 1984, the INS felt it 

had gathered enough evidence and Donald Reno, the special assistant U.S. Attorney General, 

began drafting his indictment which listed sixty-three people to be charged with federal crimes. 

This number would eventually be reduced to the sixteen listed previously. While Corbett was 

among those indicted, the government, much to its dismay, had barely collected any evidence 

against him due to his naturally elusive nature and distrust of the informants. Reno also left out 

some integral members from Tucson such as Father Elford and included people like Mary 

Waddell, Ana Priester, and Wendy LeWin from Phoenix who were only marginally involved to 

be able to have the case tried in the more conservative city of Phoenix.225  

The announcement of the indictments along with the revelation that the government used 

undercover agents and wiretaps to infiltrate a religious movement aroused just the response the 

government had feared. Around the country, Americans showed their support for the movement 

and disdain over the government's response. Religious leaders from the National Council of 
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Churches, The United Church of Christ, the Catholic Mission Society, and the American Baptist 

Church, among other national organizations, issued a joint statement saying, “We proclaim our 

belief in the moral rightness of ‘sanctuary.’ It will flourish as long as hope, love, and belief in the 

ultimate authority of God live in the hearts of the people.”226 Registration for the Inter-American 

Symposium on Sanctuary, scheduled for January 23-24, 1985, skyrocketed from 300 people to 

over 1500. The two-day conference to be held at Temple Emanu-El in Tucson was planned by 

the TECTF as an opportunity to discuss the “political, theological, philosophical, legal, and 

ethical issues involved in providing safe haven for refugees from Central America,” as well as 

“confront seriously the conflicting theological, ideological and political positions held by 

different people in the movement.”227 As a result of the impending trial, the symposium also 

became a public affirmation of the sanctuary workers’ resolve to continue aiding refugees and 

serving as witnesses to the government's violation of internal immigration laws. 

The event was perfectly timed, as it provided a space for members from Tucson and 

Chicago to come together and debate their differences with the end goal of presenting a united 

front. While they still disagreed on the theological and ideological nature of sanctuary after two 

days of reflection, they did agree the refugees were their main priority and they would lay aside 

their differences for the duration of the trial. The symposium was also a watershed moment for 

the movement because it provided an opportunity for Central American refugees to coalesce and 

discuss their experiences together for the first time. Refugees shared their stories about Central 

America and the United States, offering reflections on what sanctuary and solidarity meant to 

them. From the outset, the movement had struggled with negotiating the cultural and 
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socioeconomic differences of the mostly Anglo activists and the Central Americans they 

assisted. The symposium was an important first step in allowing refugees their own voice. 

Marilyn Chilcote, a Presbyterian Minister active in sanctuary in the Bay Area, reflected on this 

point of contention: “Early on, the sanctuary movement recognized how difficult real solidarity 

is. Is solidarity possible when we continue to live behind the separating barriers of our own 

wealth and privilege?”228 While the symposium couldn’t necessarily answer such questions in 

two days, it did provide an opportunity for members of the movement from diverse backgrounds 

and locations to come together and solidify their defense.  

In the months between the indictment and the trial, which began in October 1985, 

sanctuary activists were forced to grapple with not only their own changing interpretation of the 

movement but also the interpretations of the media, the court, and the United States government. 

The media largely framed the trial as a conflict between church and state, emphasizing the 

unprecedented and dangerous actions the government had taken by infiltrating churches. John 

Fife was quoted by the Chicago Tribune, “This is clearly the most significant church state 

confrontation since the early days of the civil rights movement.”229 Meanwhile the defendants 

vowed to continue helping refugees in any way they could, expressing their belief that the 

confrontation between the movement and the government would only serve to further enlighten 

Americans to the plight of Central Americans. Conger stated in an interview with Sojourners, 

“the way that the government is going about attacking the church and attacking the refugees, 

they’re making it easier for people to understand,” while Fife noted the importance of resisting 

the government’s attempts at intimidation by being “more public in our testimony and our 
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witness to what our faith is and what we believe.”230 The prosecution countered this rhetoric with 

the argument that defendants could not claim they were above the law simply because they were 

members of the clergy or churchgoers.  

The prosecutor Don Reno wanted to prevent this dynamic church state debate from 

playing out in the courtroom. Therefore, following the example set by the prosecution in the 

Merkt and Elder cases, he attempted to frame the trial as a straightforward case of alien 

smuggling. Along with the indictment, Reno presented a pretrial memo outlining the strategies 

he believed the defense would employ. He also filed a motion asking the court to rule out such 

defenses, which included any arguments about the defendants’ religious motivations, the 

ongoing civil wars in Central America, U.S. involvement in Central America, or U.S. refugee 

policy.231 U.S. District Judge Earl H. Carroll, who had been randomly assigned to the case, ruled 

in favor of Reno, once again severely limiting the ability of the defense to present to the jury the 

full picture.  

The defense team consisted of eleven lawyers, one for each defendant. Bob Hirsh and A. 

Butler Bates III formed the nucleus of the defense team because they had been recruited to 

defend Phil Willis-Conger when he was arrested in March 1984. It was Hirsh’s idea to assemble 

a team of seasoned criminal defense attorneys and among those he brought in were: Stephen W. 

Cooper who had represented Merkt and Elder in 1985, Ellen Yaroshefsky, a member of the 

National Lawyers Guild, and James J. Brosnahan, a former assistant U.S. attorney, president of 

the Bar Association of San Francisco, and head of litigation at Morrison & Foerster.232 

                                                
230 Jim Wallis and Joyce Hollyday, “A Conspiracy of Compassion: Four Indicted Leaders Discuss the 

Sanctuary Movement,” Sojourners, March 1985. 
231 Wayne King, “U.S. Seeking a Curb on Testimony Citing Religion in Sanctuary Case,” New York Times, 

27 January 1985.  
232 Crittenden, Sanctuary, 212-215.  



 Kamm 93 

Brosnahan in particular was a welcome addition to the defense, as he brought with him the 

financial might and vast resources of his prestigious firm, which allowed, among other things, 

for the defense to stage a mock trial and employ jury selection analysis.  

 
Defendant  Lawyer  

Phil Conger A Bates Butler III 

John Fife  Robert J. Hirsh  

Peggy Hutchinson  Michael Piccareta  

Wendy LeWin  Ellen Yaroshefsky 

Darlene Nicgorski Michael Altman  

Mary K. Espinosa  Nancy Grey Postero  

Jim Corbett  Steven W. Cooper  

Ramon Dagoberto Quiñones  William J. Risner  

Maria Socorro del Pardo Aguilar James J. Brosnahan  

Nena McDonald  Tom Hoidal  

Antonio Clark  William Walker 

 
Figure 10—Table of Defendants in United States v. Aguilar et al (1985) and the lawyers who 
represented them. 
 

In an attempt to counteract early setbacks, the defense filed a number of motions as well. 

They requested the trial be moved to Tucson and that evidence gathered during Phil Conger’s 

1984 arrest be suppressed. Carroll ruled in their favor on both motions. The ACLU also filed a 

friend-of-the-court brief on behalf of the defense arguing that all evidence obtained through 
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government infiltration of religious congregations be suppressed as it was gathered without the 

“requisite judicial approval” as necessitated by “The Free Exercise Clause of the First 

Amendment, the Priest-Penitent Privilege, the Warrant Clause of the Fourth Amendment, and the 

Self-Incrimination clause of the Fifth Amendment.”233 Judge Carroll ruled the prosecution had 

the right to use undercover informants and concealed tape recorders in churches, leading many of 

the defendants and their lawyers to accuse Carroll of being biased towards the prosecution.234 

Thus, despite the rhetoric of the media, the sanctuary workers, and their defense team, Judge 

Carroll’s decision to limit the scope of the trial meant, at least in the courtroom, the trial could 

not in fact be a conflict between church and state or an interrogation of U.S. foreign policy; 

rather it was to be a black and white alien smuggling case.  

 Don Reno presented his opening arguments on November 15, setting the tone for the trial 

with his statement, “Ladies and gentleman, we can best describe this case as an alien smuggling 

case.”235 In order to illustrate the conspiracy to the jury, he divided the defendants into three 

tiers: the CEOS of the conspiracy who gave it its direction and purpose, the transporters and 

smugglers, and finally those who lived in Nogales, Sonora or Nogales, Arizona (which he called 

the “Nogales Connection” much to the irritation of the defense). The first tier was composed of 

Fife, Corbett, Conger, and Nicgorski (whom he refused to refer to as Sister Nicgorski despite the 

fact that he referred to all the male clergy members as “Father” or “Reverend”) while the second 

tier included Wendy LeWin, Peggy Hutchinson, and Nena McDonald and the third, Father 
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Roberto Quiñones, Maria Socorro Pardo de Aguilar, Father Tony Clark, and Mary Kay Espinosa. 

He then proceeded to trace the path refugees would follow from Mexico into the United States, 

explaining the role of each of the defendants in regards to the conspiracy to take, “illegal aliens 

and bring them into the United States in a manner in which they would not be presented to 

Government officials at our international border.”236 He also took great care in detailing his star 

witness Jesus Cruz’s background and temperament, highlighting the fact that it was common 

practice to use government informants in anti-smuggling cases. Reno’s language was matter of 

fact and dispassionate, futhering his aim to represent the case as nothing more than a routine 

alien smuggling case. When Reno concluded, the defense lawyers immediately asked for a 

mistrial on various grounds, including the fact that Reno’s use of the “Nogales Connection” was 

prejudicial. Judge Carroll rejected all their appeals.237  

 The defense’s opening statements proved more complicated, exacerbated by the fact that 

there were eleven different lawyers delivering them. In general, the attorneys’ employed three 

tactics. First, they attempted to paint each of their defendant’s as morally upright members of the 

religious community. Second, they attempted to discredit the prosecution’s star witness, Jesus 

Cruz, questioning his character and motives. And third, they attempted, wherever possible, to 

present information about the defendant’s religious motivations, the wars in Central America, 

and the INS’ systematic denial of asylum to Central American refugees. The third tactic led to a 

flurry of objections from Reno and the promise from Judge Carroll that he would cite them for 

contempt if they continued to violate his rules on what was admissible.238  
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 The defense’s cross examination of the government’s witnesses proved largely 

successful, giving hope to the defendants that their case had not been entirely snuffed out by the 

limited scope of the trial. Jesus Cruz, the most important witness, upon whose testimony many of 

the charges depended, came undone under the questioning of the defense lawyers. They were 

also able to question the witnesses in a way that subtly brought to light some of the issues Judge 

Carroll had barred from the trial.239 The “illegal alien unindicted co-conspirators” that the 

government called to testify boosted the defense’s case the most. As Central Americans who had 

received aid from the defendants’ and later been arrested by the government and threatened with 

deportation if they did not testify, these witnesses were naturally sympathetic to the defense. 

While being interrogated by Reno they repeatedly feigned ignorance, refusing to incriminate the 

defendants who had given them sanctuary. During the cross-examinations, the defense lawyers 

were able to partially subvert Carroll’s restriction on testimony regarding the conditions in 

Central America by having the witness’s recall their experiences of persecution and torture. 

Though Carroll ruled much of the testimony inadmissible and dismissed the jury on multiple 

occasions, some witnesses proved particularly adept at slipping in statements which spoke to 

their status as refugees fleeing civil war, providing the jury a limited picture of the political 

conflicts in Central America.240 

 The defense also received a break when the prosecution was unable to track down the 

government's only witness against Corbett, Juana Beatriz Alvarez. Corbett had helped Alvarez 

cross the border in 1984 and their journey was documented in a series of articles published by 

the Arizona Daily Star. Reno’s only hope was to use this incriminating series, which included a 
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photo of Corbett assisting Alvarez over a fence along the border. Carroll noted however that the 

photo could have been staged and insisted Reno provide testimony from the photographer, Rob 

Medvescek, stating he had witnessed the crossing. When the Daily Star refused to cooperate with 

the government, Reno’s case against Corbett collapsed.241 

On March 7, 1986, over five months after the start of the trial, the prosecution rested. The 

prolonged battle between Reno, the defense, and Judge Carroll had taken its toll on the 

government's case; Reno had been forced to dismiss a number of charges for lack of evidence.242 

The defense had over 150 people listed as potential witnesses and James Rayburn of the INS was 

set to be the first to take the stand. On March 14, Rayburn was sworn in and took the stand. 

Instead of examining Rayburn, the attorneys stood one by one and rested their clients’ cases, 

shocking Reno, the Judge, and the gallery, which had been filled with sanctuary supporters since 

the beginning of the trial.243 According to Corbett’s biographer Miriam Davidson, who had 

reported on the trial as a journalist for the Chirstian Science Monitor, it was perhaps 

overconfidence that led the defense to decide to rest without calling a single witness.244 Despite 

constant setbacks throughout the trial, the defense believed the government had not proved its 

case, and therefore further defense was unnecessary. They also assumed, incorrectly as it would 

turn out, that the jury would extrapolate from the testimony given by Central Americans and the 

attorney’s well-crafted questions, that there were larger factors at play motivating the defendants 

to break the law. Overconfidence aside, the lawyers determined that having the defendants take 

the stand would likely do more harm than good as they would have to admit their crimes, and 
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possibly give Reno the chance to prove counts he had been unable to prove, without being given 

the opportunity to explain their motivations.245 As John Fife attested, “The Bible says, when 

there is no opportunity to speak for the truth, then stand silent.”246  

The verdict was read on May 1. Eight of the sanctuary workers were found guilty, while 

three—Nena MacDonald, Mary K. Espinosa, and Jim Corbett—were acquitted of all charges.247 

The jury’s decision was a relief to the government but a shock to the defense and their 

supporters, who believed the government had not proved its case. After the verdicts were read, 

the defendants and their attorneys filed out from the courtroom defiantly singing “We Shall 

Overcome” to the “cheers, applause, and tears of their supporters.”248 Fife’s lawyer Robert J. 

Hirsh commented to the press that the trial had ultimately been about “vindicating the 

government and branding what these people did as illegal.”249 Prosecutor Don Reno essentially 

confirmed Hirsh's statement when he said to the press, “What was the government supposed to 

do? Was the United States government supposed to turn their back and indicate to the public 

that...it is faint of heart when it comes to enforcing the law?”250 Meanwhile, INS director Alan 

Nelson hoped the verdicts had served as a deterrence and would encourage sanctuary activists to 

“redirect their energies in a manner that is within the law.”251 

On July 1, the defendants gathered once again in Carroll’s courtroom for sentencing, 

where they were each given the opportunity to make a statement, the first time they had been 

allowed to present their side of the argument in court since the trial began. All eleven sanctuary 
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activists gave rousing speeches, referencing the evidence that had been suppressed by Judge 

Carroll. Sister Darlene Nicgorksi spoke about the atrocities she had witnessed during her time as 

a missionary in Guatemala and implored Justice Carroll to consider the whole truth when 

determining her sentence. John Fife explained that sanctuary had always attempted to take 

responsibility for its actions by being “public, open, and truthful” and only hoped that the INS 

would accept the same responsibility stating, “We must, all of us, even the INS, be willing to be 

judged by the people on all the evidence, on all the law, and on our best ideals and traditions as a 

nation.”252 Judge Carroll also made a short speech before issuing his ruling. He told the 

courtroom he had received many letters in support of the defendants since the verdict had been 

released, including a letter from forty-seven members of the House of Representatives reminding 

him that they had presented a resolution recommending that Salvadorans be granted safe 

haven.253 While Carroll acknowledged the sincere motivations of the defendants, he encouraged 

them to work through legal channels in the future. Then he issued his ruling: the eight convicted 

defendants, many of whom were prepared to go to jail, received suspended sentences of 3-5 

years’ probation with the promise that if they were convicted again for similar offenses, they 

would be sent to jail. This decision demonstrated that Carroll was in fact conscious of the public 

perception of his actions.  

Despite the fact that the prosecution secured the convictions of eight of the defendants, 

United States v. Aguilar et al (1985) was a pyrrhic victory. The government spent an estimated 

$2 million funding the trial and Operation Sojourner in an effort to silence the opposition to the 

Reagan Administration’s policies in Central America, and yet the exact opposite happened. For 
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the defendants, the trial only reinforced their commitment to aiding refugees and opposing U.S 

intervention in Central America. In a public statement Sister Nicgorski said, “The meaning of 

this long and expensive trial is clear. Many more have now heard the truth. A trial cannot silence 

the hundreds of sanctuary workers who heard the cries of the detained. Rather the trial impels us 

to join our voices in support of the voiceless. It is now in the hands of all the American 

people.”254 Not only did the trial strengthen the defendants’ beliefs in the justice of their 

ministry, it heightened public awareness of the movement and promoted the involvement of 300 

new sanctuary churches and synagogues, nineteen sanctuary cities, twenty sanctuary universities, 

and one sanctuary state, New Mexico.255  

The sixth-month long battle between the sanctuary movement and the U.S government 

ushered in a period of dynamic change for the movement. Reno and Carroll’s combined efforts 

to keep the true issues of sanctuary out of the courtroom forced the activists to contend with the 

government’s perception of sanctuary, while the shocking guilty verdicts proved the government 

had to some extent redefined the movement, at least in court. However, the government’s ability 

to control the perception of the sanctuary movement was limited to the courtroom. Outside the 

courtroom, sanctuary activists decided that if they would not be afforded a fair trial by the legal 

system, they would wage their battle in the court of public opinion. Thus, throughout the trial, 

sanctuary activists continued to dictate the way the American public and the media understood 

their movement. The trial also initiated a wider reckoning for sanctuary activists, the U.S 

government, the court, the media, and everyday Americans about church state relations in the 

United States and the proper relation of religion to politics.  
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 The end of the trial inaugurated a new, less public era for the movement. The stresses, 

setbacks, and intense time commitment of the trial necessitated a reevaluation of the movement 

from within. Many of the most public and active sanctuary workers took a step back and let new 

converts replace them. Jim Corbett and his wife Pat moved to Aravaipa Canyon, 200 miles 

outside of Tucson. While he still accepted speaking engagements at Quaker meetings and 

schools, he largely turned his attention to his pre-sanctuary project of land redemption.256 John 

Fife continued his ministry at Southside but stopped participating in border runs. In December 

1986 he received a human rights award from former President Jimmy Carter. Darlene Nicgorksi 

moved to Massachusetts but continued to speak at symposiums on sanctuary around the 

country.257  

While the underground railroad was still operational in Tucson as Central Americans 

continued to turn up at the border, on a macro level, the conditions that had led to the birth of the 

sanctuary movement were slowly changing. In Tucson, the INS office began processing asylum 

applications without arresting applicants, which encouraged activists to shift their focus to aiding 

Central Americans through legal channels, as they had done in the early days. The passage in 

December 1986 of the Immigration Reform and Control Act furthered this trend. Intended to 

quell rising anti-immigrant sentiment by limiting illegal immigration, the act contained a 

provision granting amnesty to undocumented immigrants who could prove they had resided in 

the United States continuously since December 1, 1981. As a result, anthropologist Robin 

Lorentzen argues that there was “less emphasis on transporting and sheltering refugees and more 

attempting to assist those already in the U.S to win legal status.”258 By the time the period for 
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applications closed, 1.7 million immigrants were approved for amnesty. Of those accepted 8.1% 

were Salvadorans, 3.0% were Guatemalans, and 0.9% were Nicaraguans.259 In 1990, the 

government settled a lawsuit claiming they had not been granting asylum “in a neutral, non-

political manner as required by law.”260 As a result, they agreed to stop deporting Central 

American refugees and adopt new procedures for granting asylum. Meanwhile, public opinion 

gradually turned against the Reagan administration’s Central American policies, particularly 

after the Iran-Contra affair in 1987, and the incoming Bush administration backed away from 

overt involvement in the region.  

Conditions were also changing in Central America. In 1987, the presidents of five Central 

American nations gathered in Guatemala to sign a historic peace treaty.261 Though violence 

continued in the late 1980s, the number of deaths and disappearances were significantly lower 

than they had been in the early 1980s. As a result, sanctuary activities also shifted to include 

aiding refugees who wished to return to Central America and providing aid to Mexico and 

Central America. In 1986 for example, the TEC sent a plane with food, clothing, blankets, and 

medical supplies to San Salvador after the city was hit by a major earthquake.262 

 After unifying to face the public trial, the sanctuary movement became more fragmented 

and regional after 1986. Looking to the future, Jim Corbett saw this trend as the sanctuary 

movement “beginning to fuse with broader peace and justice issues,” because of its ability to 

“establish a community that is ready to respond to the violations of human rights.”263After all, at 

its best, sanctuary was dynamically unpredictable.  
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Epilogue 
 
Sanctuary, in its broadest sense, extends far beyond Central America and specific human 
refugees to the need for harmonious community among all lives.  

—Jim Corbett 
 
 
 

In some regards the sanctuary movement of the 1980s was a failure—it did not force 

Reagan to change his foreign policy towards Central America and it only helped a fraction of the 

Central Americans who came to the United States seeking asylum. To argue however that 

sanctuary was unsuccessful because it did not achieve its aims is to completely misunderstand 

the movement. The encounter of Central Americans with the North American church was 

transformative on many levels. For activists, it challenged and reaffirmed their faith and 

commitment to living that faith through prophetic action. For refugees, it provided a safe haven, 

a community, and the opportunity to educate North Americans on the realities of Central 

America and the devastating effects of U.S intervention. For the larger U.S religious community, 

it revitalized and redefined the role of the church. And for everyday Americans, the sanctuary 

movement raised consciousness and reminded them of their duty as citizens and human beings. 

As John Fife said, “From the Declaration of Independence to the trials at Nuremberg, our 

country has recognized that good citizenship requires that we disobey laws or officials whenever 

they mandate the violation of human rights. A government agency that commits crimes against 

humanity forfeits its claim to legitimacy.”264 Finally, sanctuary laid the groundwork for future 

action. 
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According historian Christian Smith “It may be that the movement’s most important 

impact was not accomplishing certain political goals in the 1980s, but expanding the base of 

grassroots activists, especially, faith-based activists, who will serve as the core mobilizers of 

larger, even more consequential peace and justice movements in the future.”265 In that regard, the 

movement was resoundingly successful. The process of creation, division, and unification of the 

sanctuary movements in Tucson and Chicago established an ideal for a dynamic faith-based 

network that would inform future manifestations of the movement.  

 It is no surprise then that at the beginning of the twenty-first century the concept of 

sanctuary resurfaced in response to increasing hostility between the government, the American 

public, and undocumented immigrants. Anti-immigrant sentiment had been steadily growing 

since the 1980s along with calls for immigration reform (like the IRCA), primarily intended to 

keep undocumented immigrants out. As immigration continued to rise during the last two 

decades of the twentieth century, the 1996 passage of the Illegal Immigration Reform and 

Immigrant Responsibility Act initiated a trend towards increased deportations.266 After 9/11, the 

Department of Homeland Security and the INS merged, suggesting the government's adaptation 

of a mentality that all immigrants were a threat. In 2004, Immigrations and Customs 

Enforcement (ICE), one of the three organizations that took over the responsibilities of the INS, 

adopted “Operation Endgame” a plan to remove all undocumented immigrants within a ten-year 

time frame.267 In 2005, congress passed the Border Protection, Anti-terrorism and Illegal 
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Immigration Control Act, which imposed harsh penalties on undocumented immigrants.268 

Outraged immigrant rights groups took to the street to protest the new legislation. The protests 

were seemingly effective— in 2007, the Senate introduced the Comprehensive Immigrant 

Reform Act which provided a route to citizenship for many undocumented immigrants and 

repealed the harshest provisions of the previous bill.269  

 To coincide with the introduction of this bill, religious activists from Chicago, New York, 

Seattle, Los Angeles, and San Diego announced publicly the creation of a “multi-faith 

immigrant-led organization, that establishes support systems for and empowers those navigating 

the immigration system,” known as the New Sanctuary Movement.270 The activists of the New 

Sanctuary Movement clearly understood their work as stemming from and building upon the 

sanctuary movement of the 1980s.271 Like the old sanctuary movement, the new one was a 

loosely organized network of churches and individuals who chose to stand in solidarity with the 

oppressed in order to challenge an unjust government. They provided sanctuary to 

undocumented immigrants facing deportation, offered services to individuals navigating the 

immigration system, and advocated for a more compassionate immigration policy.  

 Over the past thirteen years, the New Sanctuary Movement has developed and adapted to 

meet the changing political climate. Deportation rates increased in each year of Obama’s first 
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term, keeping activists busy.272 In 2012, Obama issued an executive order, the Deferred Action 

for Childhood Arrivals which enabled undocumented immigrants brought to the U.S. as children 

to defer deportation, work, and attend school, giving sanctuary activists hope the government 

was listening to their demands.273 Over the next four years, deportation rates decreased.274  

However a report from the Marshall Project shows that despite Obama’s “Felons not families” 

policy, ICE continued to separate families, while only one in five deportees was convicted of a 

violent crime.275 

The Trump administration has provided the New Sanctuary Movement its greatest 

challenge yet. In 2016, Trump won the presidential election with a tough on immigration 

platform; he pledged to restrict legal immigration, deport all undocumented immigrants, and 

build a wall across the southern border, exploiting the xenophobia of many Americans. His 

rhetoric frames immigrants as criminals and less-than human and his policies chip away at 

protections granted to immigrants under previous administrations. Perhaps the most visceral 

example of the Trump administration's violation of human rights has been the separation of 

families at the border.  

The Trump administration made immigration one of its top priorities. In response, the 

New Sanctuary Movement has reaffirmed its dedication to defending immigrant rights and 

challenging what it sees as unjust and inhumane policies. After Trump’s inauguration in 2017, 

the movement announced that the number of congregations willing to provide sanctuary had 
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doubled from 400 to 800. As of January 2018, there were more than 1,110 congregations across 

twenty-five states active in one of forty coalitions that make up the New Sanctuary Movement.276  

It is not only the Church that has taken a lead in standing up to human rights violations; dozens 

of cities and counties have declared themselves sanctuary, “openly refusing to cooperate with 

federal requests to hold undocumented immigrants until they can be deported.”277 In response, 

Trump has threatened to withhold federal funding.  

 The reemergence of sanctuary in the twenty-first century is a testament to the importance 

of the sanctuary movement of the 1980s. And while activists in the New Sanctuary Movement 

understand their work as a modern manifestation of the old movement, many Americans today 

are not aware of this connection. Over the last three chapters I have traced the development of 

the sanctuary movement in Tucson, its expansion to Chicago and the subsequent schism that 

developed, and finally, how the two factions came together after being indicted by the 

government. I argue that over this period of time, sanctuary functioned as two distinct, dynamic 

and ever-changing movements. Activists in Tucson and Chicago aided Central American 

refugees seeking asylum in the U.S. while challenging the forces that caused them to flee their 

homelands, which forced them to negotiate the intersection of politics, religion, and 

humanitarianism. Not only did sanctuary workers negotiate their own  

conceptions of the movement, they had to contend with how outside forces such as the 

government, the media, and the American public understood the movement, which 

challenged, but ultimately reaffirmed and strengthened sanctuary.  

                                                
276 Sanctuary Report 2018,” National Sanctuary Movement. Accessed May 5, 2020. 
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277 Clyde Haberman, Trump and the Battle over Sanctuary in America,” New York Times, 5 March 2017. 



 Kamm 108 

The reemergence of sanctuary is also a testament to the fact that we are still dealing with 

many of the same issues. Immigrants continue to be unwelcome in a country that was supposedly 

built by immigrants and proud of that heritage, while the U.S. government continues to treat 

them inhumanely. But movements like sanctuary show us the power of individuals following 

their conscience, whether its’s religiously motivated or not, and remind us that as Americans and 

human beings, it is our duty to hold our government accountable. 
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