
Northfield Frequently Asked Questions 
  

General Questions 
  
Q. How do we go beyond fixing symptoms of the broken immigration system and drive 
reform. 
A. The sanctuary movement is intended to address both immediate needs of immigrants and 
build towards policy reform.  By involving several churches with diverse members, sanctuary 
makes the broken immigration system everyone’s problem.  Sanctuary will unify and engage 
a broader community behind immigration reform and show the real human cost of deportation.  
In the current political environment, achieving immigration policy reform will be difficult, but we 
can lay the groundwork for future success. 
  
While we undertake this work, we should be emphasizing the shared religious and American 
values that compel us to act. We will reinforce our spiritual commitment to welcome the 
stranger, to love our neighbor, and to honor the place of immigrants in a country founded and 
built on immigration. This work will allow us to draw a stark contrast with those who would drive 
families apart and rely on the empty rhetoric of hate. 
  
Q. What hurdles prevent the undocumented from becoming documented? 
A. Most undocumented people would do anything to receive citizenship. It would mean access 
to driver's licenses, fair wages, among many other benefits. Most people who are able to 
migrate to the US through the formal system do so for one of three reasons: 
  
Work Programs. These programs are unavailable to most immigrants because employers must 
request specific people with certain skills/education, and must try to find native employees first. 
  
Family Reunification: There are a limited number of family reunification visas available, and they 
are only available for certain relationships. Depending on the country of origin, this can be an 
extremely long wait; married children of U.S. citizens from Mexico must wait more than 20 years 
for a visa to become available. 
  
Humanitarian Protection: There are very limited circumstances under which immigrants may be 
offered humanitarian protection in the, and the United States accepts a relatively small number 
of refugees and asylum seekers. 
 
Q. What does immigration do to the U.S. economy? 
A. Immigration has a complex effect on the economy, which is part of the reason that we hear 
so many contradictory facts. In general, immigration has a positive effect on the economy for the 
following reasons: 

 
President George Bush’s Council of Economic Advisors found that "immigrants not only help 
fuel the Nation's economic growth, but also have an overall positive effect on the American 
economy as a whole and on the income of native-born American workers." 



Immigrants generally have different skills from native-born worker. Studies have shown that 
more immigrants actually lead to higher wages for native born workers, who have 
complementary skills. 
 
Undocumented immigrants still pay taxes and social security, even though they do not receive 
social security benefits. In 2010 undocumented immigrants paid $12 billion into social security 
fund that they will never claim. Undocumented immigrants also pay more than $12 billion in 
state and local taxes. 
 
Q. Are people brought here as children safe from deportation? 
A. President-elect trump has vowed to deport people protected under the Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals (DACA) policy. These are people brought to the united states as children, 
who must register every two years for a deferral. Because they must register for the protection, 
DACA recipients are particularly vulnerable under a rule change. People brought to the united 
states as children often have little understanding of the countries of their birth and face 
particular difficulties when deported. 
  
Q: Should we engage other congregations to encourage them to join in sanctuary work? 
A: Yes, we should work to build the strongest possible coalition of churches! 
  
Q. Knowing we have privilege to make choices whereas others don't, how do we 
prayerfully make this LEAP (not baby step) of faith? 
A. It is important for us to acknowledge that there is no amount of information that will make this 
process easy-- this will be a leap. All great movements have worked with imperfect information. 
Our responsibility is not to do what is perfect, but to start doing what we know is right. 
  
Q. How do we unify and work together WITH, not FOR the Latino community? ICE 
operates on fear tactics; how do we engage and train Latino families? 
A. ISAIAH is working with the Latino community, collaborating with immigration lawyers, and at 
the organizational level to prepare people as much as possible for potential deportation actions. 
  
Our part in this is to build the capacity to create sanctuary churches.  People in sanctuary will be 
the leaders of our work. They are making the courageous decision to give up their freedom to 
fight injustice.  While in sanctuary, families will do online advocacy, write letters, and undertake 
other activities to fight against anti-immigrant policies. People in sanctuary will greatly 
strengthen our efforts to affect change and secure better immigration policies. 
  
To be with the Latino community we need to combat the hatred and scapegoating of Latinos 
specifically, and immigrants in general. We should emphasize that persecution and deportation 
of immigrants does not happen without support or apathy of non-immigrant citizens.  We need 
to persuade our fellow believers that pursuing and deporting families due to their birthplace or 
lacking documentation is wrong. This work has too often fallen heavily on people from Latino 
communities--all our communities need to get involved.   
  



Financial Questions 
  
Q: How much financial help can we expect from other "supporting" churches? 
A: There are various examples of successful funding drives at churches, so the financial support 
for sanctuary churches could be significant.  We have already had many churches indicate their 
interest in supporting sanctuary work.  However, until we get further down the road in 
developing the work of our supporting churches, we can’t know what their contributions will look 
like. Accordingly, we all need to reach out to other churches to build our network of support. 
  
Q. Please quantify the risk or loss we might face in taxes or tax exempt status? 
A. In the 1980’s about 150 sanctuary churches openly defied the FBI, INS, State Department, 
Department of Justice and the Reagan Administration.  There was never an attempt by any 
government agency to strip those churches of their tax exempt status.  No state institution has 
shown an appetite for attacking churches, the public respect for those sacred space is too high. 
We do not anticipate risk in this area. 
  
Q: What can we learn from other sanctuary churches from a budgetary perspective? 
A: We have a relationship with at least one sanctuary church, we are connecting with them to 
learn more about this process.  We will share this information as soon as possible.  In the 
meantime, think through costs for the obvious issues such as facility upgrades/changes, needs 
for additional staffing, etc.  Identifying those costs would give you a useful expense baseline. 
  

Preparation Questions 
  
Q: What screening should we do of people entering sanctuary in our church? 
A: We should guard against an unusual level of concern about people in sanctuary, especially 
given all the hateful rhetoric against immigrants in the media right now.  Screening of families 
may make them feel unwelcome or threatened.  This would challenge the climate of fellowship 
we are seeking to create for people in sanctuary.  Ultimately, each church will take its own 
approach to risk management.  If a congregation decides to employ screening it should not 
exceed the level of scrutiny applied to church staff during the hiring process. 
 
In existing sanctuary churches, immigrants who are good candidates for sanctuary are often 
referred by law clinics or immigration lawyers. 
  
Q: What are the biggest problems we or other churches face with the physical space? 
A: Finding a private space to reserve indefinitely within the church grounds can be challenging.  
Where possible it is important for churches to ensure that families are able to live in a dignified 
way.  Depending on available space, church groups and organizations may need to make 
adjustments in their routines.  Other challenges include making available a shower and cooking 
facilities for families.  There are also building codes for bedrooms. 
  
A church does not need to have all these things available and up to code to provide sanctuary, 
but these issues should be considered in appropriate preparations. While facility preparation is 



important, securing the strong support of the congregation and preparing people to make 
adjustments to support sanctuary is the most critical work.  Ultimately, shielding a family from 
forceful deportation is an extremely important use of space.  When you run into resistance in 
your church please remind everyone of what is at stake in this work. 
  
Q. Should we be secretive about this? Do we need to use coded language? 
A.  The point of offering sanctuary is to raise the profile of the issue as well as the problems with 
the system.  Accordingly, every church will be very public about sanctuary work.  Furthermore, 
the courts have generally found that “harboring” an undocumented person in sanctuary is only 
illegal if it is done secretly. 
  
Q: What sort of volume need will we face?  How many people should we prepare to host? 
A: As with many questions about Sanctuary, we can only guess at the number of people who 
will be involved. The volume of people in sanctuary churches over the last few years has been 
very small, but no one knows what will happen going forward.  We should build as much 
sanctuary capacity as we can, so we are prepared for whatever may occur. 
 


