
 

 1 

Immigration Sunday 
Community Congregational United Church of Christ 

Pullman, WA 

April 28, 2019 

 

I was a stranger and you welcomed me.  —Jesus 

 

Invitation to Worship: (from “Red Brocade,” by Naomi Shahab Nye) 

The Arabs used to say, 

When a stranger appears at your door, 

feed him for three days 

before asking who he is, 

where he’s come from, 

where he’s headed. 

That way, he’ll have strength 

enough to answer. 

Or, by then you’ll be 

such good friends 

you don’t care. 

Let’s go back to that. 

Rice? Pine nuts? 

Here, take the red brocade pillow. 

My child will serve water 

to your horse. 

 

Ancient Witness:  Deuteronomy 10:17-19 

 

This morning instead of a sermon you will hear brief reflections on six topics from members of a 

delegation of an immersion trip through an organization, BorderLinks, that for over 30 years has 

provided experiential learning that explores the difficulties of migration and life along the U.S./Mexico 

border, that raises awareness about the impact of policies, and that inspires action for social 

transformation.   

 

Members of the delegation were CCUCC members, Mary Carloye, Frances Clark, Julie Clark, Jann Hill, 

Herb Hill, Charlene Toews, Suzanne Kopan-Sakwa, Prisca Sakwa, Steve Van Kuiken, Jennifer 

Hackman, Isabelle Van Kuiken, Gregory Huntington (Mary Carloye’s grandson), and members of the 

Unitarian Universalist Church of the Palouse, Pat Rathmann, Janet DeTemple and Duane DeTemple. 

 

Reflection: “A Desert Walk”  

 

Charlene and Frances:   

On our first morning we loaded into the two Borderlinks vans and headed south of Tucson towards the 

border, into the desert. We arrived at the rural home of two women, who are longtime residents of this 

area and members of Green Valley-Sahuarita Samaritans, an organization dedicated to providing 

humanitarian aid to migrants crossing the desert, and to preventing their death in the desert. We were led 

on the walk by Randy Mayer, a UCC pastor and founding member of the local Samaritan group. He led 

us on a short walk into the desert to visit three sites where people have died while trying to cross the 

desert, and their remains have been found.  
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Prior to 1994, there were relatively few people who tried to cross the border in the desert. Most people 

crossed in urban areas. When the Border Patrol stepped up fortification of the border in the main urban 

areas, they were deliberately trying to make it more difficult by funneling people into the hostile desert 

area. The thought was that people would hear of the difficulty, and this would serve as a deterrent. 

Deaths that occur are considered collateral damage.  

From the house of the Samaritans, we walked into the Sonoran Desert for about two hours. By a lucky 

break, we were there after a rain and the desert was blooming with vibrant colored wildflowers. During 

this walk we came upon the three sites where immigrant remains had been found. We saw along the 

way, items that had been discarded by immigrants, clothing, backpacks and water bottles.  The desert, 

while beautiful in its own way, is a very hostile environment. As Randy Mayer told us "everything here 

is out to get you!" From the nasty cacti to the poisonous snakes, to the extreme temperatures, this is not 

a friendly place to be. Nobody knows how many lives have been lost crossing this desert. Many good 

samaritans from the area try to save lives by leaving water in the desert and providing sanctuary for 

immigrants. It's heartbreaking to think that all these people from Central America and Mexico feel the 

need to leave their homes and families so badly that they are willing to take these 

risks.                                                            

 

The three sites we visited were relatively close together and close to many rural homes. People have 

erected crosses at these sites to ensure that they are not forgotten. We spent some time just being and 

letting the reality sink in. We talked about the experience of the people, dying alone, and their loved 

ones back home who never found out what happened. We read some poetry and reading about the 

mother who never tires of waiting, made me feel a tremendous sadness for those who died alone, and for 

those still waiting for them. At one of the sites, the remains of a teenager were found.  

A piece of paper dated October 2005 was found with the remains that were discovered in 2009. The 

paper had this hymn printed on it.  

“Today, I Have Returned” 

 

Many times as a child I prayed to you. 

With my kisses I told you that I loved you. 

Little by little, in time, I forgot about you 

I left you by roads that led away from you and I lost you. 

 

Today, mother, I again remember  

the many things I said before your shrine 

 and when I pray to you I can understand 

 that a mother never tires of waiting, nor gives up hoping. 

 

When I returned, you would turn on the light, 

smiling from afar, you would wait for me.  

The table set with a tablecloth, the food still warm 

 and you hugged me in your joy at my return. 

 

Even though the child leaves his home, 

 a mother always awaits his return. 

What is a more beautiful gift that the Father gives the children 

It is the mother and the miracle of her love. 
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At each site, after spending some time, we declared in unison, “presente”. We are present to bear 

witness to this unnecessary death. You are not forgotten.  

My challenge is to keep these experiences present in my consciousness, to remain open to finding ways 

to resist unjust laws and to help my brothers and sisters. Say with us please, “presente!” 

Reflection: “The Wall and the Environment”  

Suzanne:   

In Genesis 2:15 it reads, “And the Lord God took the man, and put him into the garden of Eden to dress 

it and to keep it.” 

Two verbs – “dress” or till and “keep” define the verse. In Hebrew, the words are abad and shamar, abad 

meaning “to subject oneself as a servant” to God and Earth. The other verb, shamar, means “to keep, 

guard, observe, and give heed.” Heeding – listening – to Earth. It is the same verb used for “keeping the 

sabbath.” Leah Schade, a Lutheran minister and seminary professor writes, “Thus, we can deduce that 

humans are to regard Earth as holy, just as the seventh day is to be revered and respected as holy.” 

 

We had the pleasure of meeting with Myles Traphagen, Borderlands Program Coordinator for the 

Wildlands Network. The goal of this program is to ensure that endemic species - jaguars, black bears, 

Sonoran pronghorn, and Mexican wolves in particular - can move freely through northern Mexico and 

the southwestern U.S. Political boundaries are meaningless to wild animals, whose natural pathways 

have long preceded human check stations and border walls. 

 

The current wall is 700 miles long, and most of the barriers, made to be impenetrable to humans and 

many animals, are concentrated in urban areas. But, the current administration has proposed additional 

wall segments – right through critical habitat. The photos Myles showed us made no sense: from the 

perspective of a hydrologist, a civil engineer, an ecologist, and an economist. In Santa Ana, Texas, for 

example, a wall segment diverted the Rio Grande and caused a die-off of forests and animals in a 

wildlife refuge. And he’s seen it: bison can’t jump. An additional 218 miles of 30’ high, brightly lit 

fencing, which is what has been proposed, is also not ideal for nocturnal creatures or migratory species. 

 

Most notable, however, are the federal waivers from more than 48 congressional actions that wall 

builders are exempt from following. This is real; Myles showed us the list. Laws, acts, executive orders 

from the last 100 years from which construction companies are exempt. NPR reporter Matthew 

Schwartz in February wrote, “the Trump administration was within its rights to waive dozens of 

environmental laws to fast track some border construction projects in southern California, a federal 

appeals court has ruled. The Department of Homeland Security said in 2017 it would bypass various 

environmental regulations - including the National Environmental Policy Act, Clean Air Act, and 

Endangered Species Act - to quickly construct barriers and roads near the U.S.-Mexico border. By 

granting itself the waiver, the government avoided the requirement to complete environmental impact 

studies. Environmental advocacy groups and the state of California quickly challenged the waiver in 

court, arguing the agency overstepped its authority. However, the court ruled that the agency has “a 

broad grant of authority” to waive environmental statutes if the director, former U.S. Department of 

Homeland Security Secretary Kirstjen Nielsen, finds it necessary to quickly complete security projects. 

The Illegal Immigration Reform & Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996, under the Clinton 

Administration, explicitly gave the government that power. 

 

My memories of our group’s walk through the desert was a juxtaposition of images. A startled hare with 

long ears jumping through the cactus, hundreds of yards from a home with in-ground pool. The 
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wastewater mountain from a copper mine, ever-present in the background landscape, against cacti in-

bloom in early spring. Crosses, made of metal and wood, marking the departed among smooth, 

bleached, and weathered desert brush. 

 

I’ve reflected upon purpose, place, and policy. I bear witness, without answers, and I ask that we serve 

the Earth and listen to Earth’s creatures. 

 

Mary:   

Asked, “Where have you experienced God or the Sacred Reality in this Borderlinks week,”  I found my 

response to be, “I see God in the compassion and love and work by so many people in so many ways, 

trying to help those who are suffering injustice, and trying to prevent disastrous environmental effects 

from the Wall.”    The Wildlands Network presenter was passionate about that group’s work to 

document the animals and their pathways in the borderlands areas.  Counting the quantities and mapping 

the corridors is not easy work, by any means.  Preserving the pathways and valuing the variety of 

creatures is at the heart of it.  I see this as a parallel for the necessity of preserving our human 

connectivity and valuing all the variety of people within our human family.  The Wall that divides the 

natural environment divides us, each from the other, as well.  

 

Personally, I believe there is the imprint of the sacred within each of us.  

From the volunteers working to bring comfort in the migrant shelter, to the organizers of help for those 

who are victimized, to the groups like Wildlands Network dedicated to saving our ecosystem, I saw love 

and care and passion for what is right.  That, to me, was an experience of God in our midst. 

 

Reflection: “The Border”  

 

Steve:   

In the 1950’s, a 100-mile “border zone” was created on the U.S. side, giving the border patrol authority 

to operate within this zone.  So about 30 miles away from the actual border along U.S. 19, we 

encountered the first border patrol checkpoint. 

 

The border between Nogales, Sonora and Nogales, Arizona used to be quite fluid.  Crossing was easy 

and leisurely—friends, family, merchants and workers.  Only recently has it become highly militarized.  

The first wall appeared in the mid-90’s, made from repurposed helicopter landing-pads used in the 

Persian Gulf wars.  Those were replaced in 2011 with imposing 30-ft tall steel slats that have 4-inch 

spaces between them.  This year, the federal government installed rolls of razor wire both on top and 

along the U.S. side. 

 

Once on the Mexican side, we passed by the Kino Initiative, a migrant center set up by the Catholic 

Church, serving those who have been deported and dropped off with no money or resources.  We saw 

people lined up at “the comedor” which means “the dining room,” feeding 100’s a day.   

 

We saw the spot where in 2012, Jose Antonio Elena Rodriguez was gunned down by a border patrol 

agent, shooting the boy 10 times in the back from the American side with a high-powered rifle. This is 

just one example of the brutality of the border.  After years of protests, the officer was finally charged 

with murder but was recently acquitted because he argued that the boy was throwing stones and he was 

defending himself.  When one sees what an impossible stone throwing feat this would be, considering 

the distance, the height and the wall itself, this claim is a sick joke. 
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In the past 15 years, 83 people have died in encounters with border patrol agents and there have been 

seven cross border fatal shootings like Jose Antonio’s.  None of the shooters have been convicted.  A 

Tucson human rights group, No More Deaths, issued a report in 2011 about the border patrol entitled, 

“A Culture of Cruelty,” detailing a pattern of inhumane and abusive treatment of people along the 

border. 

 

In Nogales we shared a meal with Manuel Morales and his family.  His daughter, Maria, discussed the 

hardships that came with NAFTA in 1994.  Millions of people were displaced from family farms, and 

maquiladoras, U.S. owned factories, appeared along the Mexican side of the border, to take advantage of 

cheap, plentiful labor and extremely low taxes.  She discussed the harsh treatment, meager protections 

and low wages, which we discovered were barely enough to cover groceries and expenses after a visit to 

a local supermarket.  She said that of all the maquilas, only one has a union, and its workers have been 

black-balled from all the rest. 

 

Crossing back into the U.S., often the wait can be several hours, and we were lucky there was no line.  A 

rare occurrence.  We passed through a gauntlet of customs agents, drug-sniffing dogs and men with 

automatic weapons.  We showed them our passports and exhaled when they waived us through.  

 

My experience of the border is that our neighbors to the south are not to be feared and demonized, and 

we need less contempt and more compassion. 

 

Reflection: “Operation Streamline”   

 

Jenn:   

We walked into the courtroom of Honorable Leslie A. Bowman and sat on one side. There were already 

10 people in shackles were sitting in the center. As court began, those 10 names were immediately 

called, and all approached. The lawyers stood mostly behind each defendant, a couple beside. 

Meanwhile, the bailiff let in 10 more shackled people to sit down. I don’t know how they were feeling, 

some of them looked wild-eyed, some depressed. Some of them had been picked up the day before. So 

there we sat for two hours as Judge Bowman deftly, politely, delivered criminal misdemeanor or felony 

sentences to 73 people, making their dreams of being reunited with family, escaping gangs, or of making 

a little money to send back all but impossible. Each person’s “trial” lasted about 20 seconds each. The 

judge goes manufacturing-style down the line, addressing Elias Osorio-Antonio or Casilda Rosalia 

Morales-Lopez. “I understand you that on or about June 1st you are were discovered, etc. and do you 

understand and how do you plead… and then one by one the charges are read out: a criminal 

misdemeanor, time served, immediate deportation. Even people seeking asylum are convicted with 

criminal misdemeanors. For the re-entry, it’s a felony with up to 180 days in prison. This is Operation 

Streamline, the group prosecution that began in 2005. 

On paper, Operation Streamline is to deter immigrants. The decision to make being in the US a crime in 

the first place started in 1996. Prior to that our policy was a civil offense; catch and release; voluntary 

deportation. In 1997, 15,000 migrants were charged with criminal misdemeanor, but the majority were 

still charged with civil violations. Since then we’ve ratcheted it up. Group prosecutions started in 2005. 

In 2006, 37,000 charged everyone coming over the border with criminal misdemeanor. In 2013, 97,000 

federal criminal charges. In April 2018, the Attorney General issued a “zero-tolerance policy” that 

required each U.S. Attorney’s Office to prosecute all DHS referrals of illegal entry violations. Though 

March of that year there were 37,000 federal criminal prosecutions. 

We had met Lois Marten with End Operation Streamline earlier and she told us that While in detention 

defendants don’t get showers. They don’t get good meals. Each would have met with a lawyer for about 



 

 6 

15-20 minutes. So all this was going through my head and as I witnessed them, I also witnessed my own 

privilege, and my own ignorant prejudice. If I met one of these men with their eyes down on the street, I 

would be afraid. This couldn’t be further from the truth. Lois herself relayed the story of seven men who 

had made it into the US and came across an unconscious woman in the desert. Without medical attention 

she would have died. They picked her up and carried her for miles to Border Patrol knowing that after 

coming all this way they would be deported, but they all chose to carry her to safety anyway.  

This new form of deterrence isn’t working. The forces of migration are extreme, and the US is not 

blameless. Systems of inequality and brutality are the primary reasons, but every time a country’s people 

has sought empowerment, the US has propped up the dictators and authoritarians, or those most likely to 

push for the friendliest policies for US businesses. In and of themselves, those policies are never kind or 

fair to the working class or impoverished people but in addition, NAFTA is a perfect example. But it is 

making some people a hell of a lot of money. This is from American immigration Council.org: The 

expansion of criminal enforcement against migrants comes at great financial expense to the U.S. 

taxpayer….One conservative estimate for the incarceration of defendants charged with or convicted of 

entry-related offenses totaled $7 billion over the decade of 2005-2015. Estimates of other court-related 

costs include appointed public defenders, judicial resources, and administrative court costs, running 

millions of dollars each month. 

Most of that is going to private prisons, CoreCivic and the GEO Group, who also run the detention 

centers. The latest numbers I read from the NY Times indicates this is a $4B industry, that’s per year, 

with 73% percent of immigrants in the detention system are handled by private prisons. Big businesses 

have figured out how to exploit the powerless.  

I did see individuals involved who have compassion. The lawyers do believe it’s in the best interest of 

the migrants for them to plead guilty and get out of the system. The judge seemed to have compassion. 

But it’s crazy to think of any of these folks are adequately represented; that there is actual justice going 

on here. These people are so obviously disempowered, so clearly broken, so completely despised. I 

came away fully believing there is a better way that starts with compassion and full awareness of 

exploitative elements in our society.  

 

Reflection, “Migrant Monastery Shelter” 

 

Julie:    

The building and property were developed as a Catholic religious center, the Monastery of the Sisters of 

Perpetual Adoration, starting in 1935. It was closed as a functioning monastery in February 2018 and 

bought by a Tucson developer who has allowed the Sanctuary to occupy the space without 

compensation.  Hundreds of migrant asylum seekers arrive daily at the monastery after initial processing 

by ICE or U.S. Customs and Border Protection. They are mainly families from Central America who 

have trekked north through Mexico for weeks.  They generally stay at the Sanctuary for 3-5 days to get 

refreshed before being sent on to a sponsor. There are nearly 1,000 Tucson community volunteers who 

help in various ways; medical aid, laundry, cleaning and maintenance, food prep, clothing and other 

donated supplies sorting, transportation, translation, etc. 

 

Delle, a lead volunteer and former colleague of Steve’s, greeted us outside the stately, tranquil building.  

She briefly explained the ‘goings on,’ then welcomed us in and encouraged us to interact with the guests 

with smiles or simple Spanish greetings as she led us as a group to sit in the pews of the main sanctuary. 

Delle’s enthusiasm and energy for her full-time volunteer work, and her genuine love for the people, 

were very evident! 
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The following are some lasting memories: 

The fragrant smell of a flowering Orange Blossom bush outside where there was play space for the 

children 

People calmly interacting in a myriad of ways; eating, visiting, filling out paperwork, worshipping, 

getting medical aid 

Families sleeping on Red Cross cots at the front of the sanctuary 

Beautiful children with newly-prized stuffed toys 

Many people lined up to make important phone calls 

A room full of donated clothing strewn on tables, waiting to be sorted 

An art activity room with children’s colored papers and paintings and drawings displayed on the walls 

A men’s activity room and a women’s dorm area 

Acceptance and smiles and gratitude throughout 

 

As we were outside readying to leave, a new group of ten was brought in a van to be admitted that 

evening.  We visitors gathered as a group, and after Delle went to them and gave each a warm hug, we 

were blessed to emotionally greet them with a heartfelt, “Welcome!” 

 

This is the first place where they’d been warmly WELCOMED to the United States.  They could finally 

breathe and believe, their hope restored! 

 

Janet: 

“LOVE LIVES HERE” 

 

The Benedictine Monastery Sanctuary 

  

No nuns sleep 

in this monastery now 

Children frolick and laugh 

in the halls 

clutching stuffed animals 

while parents speak in soft tones 

organizing their new lives. 

Three hundred and fifty 

can sleep here. 

 

These are the caravan people 

who walked for weeks 

wearing out their shoes 

striving for a better life 

or even life itself 

 

 

These are the people 

we saw in those pictures 

of crowds sleeping 

in the rain 

under the bridge  

in El Paso 

in a chicken wire cage 
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Hundreds of volunteers 

come here 

every single day 

offering the communion 

of food and clothes 

and safety. 

 

Love lives here 

in this place 

of welcoming smiles. 

It is a place of hope 

for immigrants 

and for the soul 

of our country. 

 

Reflection: “Policy and Possible Responses” 

 

Jann: 

 

Throughout the service, you have been introduced to some of the stories we heard and experiences we 

had. And every time, our response was “This is so, so wrong. No human being should be treated this 

way.” But if not this, then what? How do we keep our borders secure while at the same time treating 

those in need with grace?  

 

That’s the question… 

 

Policies reflect the true nature, the core values, the heart of a country, and our current policies are cruel, 

unjust, and inhumane…in a word, morally corrupt. There is no way I can do justice to the topic of 

immigration policy as it is very complicated and different policies address different immigration 

situations, but hopefully, you will get the gist of the problem and perhaps hear a policy suggestion  that 

spurs your interest so that you will want to explore it further. 

 

As mentioned, we learned that situations for immigrants differ…there are those that are crossing the 

border without proper documentation, there are those that are seeking asylum, there are those that are 

undocumented but have been living in the US for years, there are those that were brought here as 

children of undocumented immigrants and have grown up here, and more recently Trump added those 

that were born here but whose parents are undocumented. 

 

Of course, an immediate response is to pledge 1) to become more deeply informed, more educated, 

about immigration issues and to advocate for policy change, and 2) to provide much needed resources to 

the humanitarian organizations that are working every day to meet the vast needs of immigrants. 

 

But, the disturbing and heartbreaking circumstances of the immigrants we saw are the consequence of 

our current immigration policies. So, while we were there, we asked those working closely with 

immigrants what changes in policy did they think would contribute to a more humane and effective 

immigration system.  

 

The answers were amazingly consistent. So here they are… 
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1)  Create a viable and sustainable guest worker program that allows for a 3-5 year renewable work 

visa. One idea we heard was this: Immigrants often sell their homes or farms to raise the $4000 -

6000 needed to pay for help to cross the border. Instead of using the money to pay coyotes, allow 

them to buy a renewable work visa which will be held for them by the government and returned 

to them, with interest, when they return home. A more comprehensive guest worker program  

• Provides the help US employers need  

• Encourages migrants to use dedicated border crossings instead trying to cross through the 

desert 

• Eliminates the need for paying coyotes and drug cartels and 

• Reduces the need for and cost of intense border security 

 

2) Expedite asylum hearings by increasing immigration personnel at the border. Currently asylum 

seekers must be in the US to apply. Due to the volume of applications, asylum seekers have to 

wait months, sometimes years. for their case to be reviewed. In the meantime, they can’t work, 

are dependent on sponsors for place to stay, food, etc., and many (approx. 65%) are eventually 

deported in the end. With more personnel, the wait could be reduced significantly. 

 

Asylum seekers are those facing persecution in their home country because of race, religion, 

nationality, political opinion or membership in a particular social class and their home country's 

government is either involved in the persecution or unable to control it.  

 

AN ASIDE, Adding to the confusion and chaos for asylum seekers is the fact that the 

government is constantly changing the rules concerning who qualifies, who doesn’t - all in an 

attempt to reduce the number of those being approved.  

 

3)  Stop the criminalization of those crossing the border without authorization.  

Charging migrants with a criminal violation is intended as a deterrent. These cases constitute 

50% of all prosecutions in federal courts and it’s not working. These prosecutions are an 

extremely costly use of finite law-enforcement resources and have no demonstrated deterrent 

effect on future migration. More importantly, many migrants are subjected to mandatory 

incarceration in federal prison for months or longer. 

 

The last 3 I will address briefly… 

 

4)  Grant undocumented immigrants who have families, homes and jobs in the US some sort of 

legal status. This 

• Would allow immigrants to come and go across the border 

• Would stop separation of families 

• and according to multiple studies, would have an economic benefit 

 

5)  Reinstate the DACA (Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals) program  

 

And most complicated but essential 

6)  Provide aid to help improve living conditions in South American countries so that there is 

incentive to stay in the home country rather than leave 

 

In closing, policies speak louder than words. What should they say about our morals, our values as 

individuals, as a nation? 


