Sanctuary Task Force Commentary on Resolution #6 Passed at the 2025 Diocesan Convention of

the Episcopal Diocese of Albany

Throughout history, the church has functioned not only as a place for religious worship and
pastoral care, but also as a refuge for the most vulnerable members of our societies. According to
The Episcopal Dictionary of the Church (1999): “Historically, a sanctuary would be a place of safe
refuge for criminals or fugitives. This 1s also known as the right of sanctuary. It 1s based on the
understanding that holy places such as churches are not subject to the powers of this world.”
Christian sanctuary 1s a concept rooted in a biblical concept that clearly defines how believers
should treat and relate to foreigners, namely:

“When a foreigner resides among you in your land, do not mistreat them. The foreigner
residing among you must be treated as your native -born. The foreigner residing among
you must be treated as your native-born. Love them as yourself, for you were foreigners in

Egypt. I am the Lord your God.” (Leviticus 19:33-34, NIV)

God “defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the foreigner residing
among you, giving them food and clothing. And you are to love those who are foreigners as

you yourselves were foreigners in Egypt.” (Deuteronomy 10:18-19, NIV)

The Gospels affirm these Old Testament directives to extend hospitality to foreigners. The

Gospels show that Jesus personally understands the life of a refugee, having fled political
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persecution with his parents as a child (Matthew 2:13-15, NIV). Committed to the plight of the
displaced (Matthew 25:35, NIV), Jesus taught his followers that there 1s no greater priority than to
“love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:31, NIV). In his early ministry, Jesus extended
hospitality, mercy, and compassion to men and women without regard to their race, ethnicity, or
immigration status, including Gentiles, Samaritans, and Romans.” In John 8:1-11 (NIV), Jesus
provided literal physical protection and sanctuary to a fugitive from the law and admonished her
persecutors to choose mercy over judgment (John 8:1-11, NIV).

Such divine examples of radical grace shaped the mission and ministry of the Apostles,
including the author of the Letter to the Hebrews, who taught:

“Keep on loving one another as brothers and sisters. Do not forget to show hospitality to

strangers, for by so doing people have shown hospitality to angels without knowing it....

And do not neglect to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God is

pleased” (Hebrews 13:1-2, 16, NIV)

In sum, the Bible provides certain and clear directives on welcoming foreigners, and these
directives form the basis of the Church’s modern ministry to foreigners, immigrants, and refugees.
The Episcopal Church has an especially distinguished history of ministry to immigrants and
refugees. In 1883, the Church created a Committee for the Spiritual Care of Immigrants and
established chaplaincies in ports in New York and California to minister to immigrants coming
from Europe and Asia. In the 1930s, Episcopalians assisted refugees fleeing Nazi Europe. In the

aftermath of World War II and the Vietham War, Episcopalians united with other mainline
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Protestants to reform American immigration law to allow for the resettlement of European and
Asian war refugees. In response to the Refugee Resettlement Act (1980), the Department of State
entered a partnership with The Episcopal Church to facilitate the safe resettlement of men,
women, and children uprooted and displaced by war. Over nearly 50-years, Episcopal Migration
Ministries facilitated the safe resettlement of more than 100,000 men, women, and children fleeing
war zones in Burma, Somalia, Iraq, East Africa, Afghanistan, and Congo.’

Today the Episcopal Church is an international body comprised of dioceses in the United
States, Central and South America, the Caribbean, and Europe, and this diverse body has
repeatedly spoken with one voice to affirm its commitment to welcoming, resettling, and
advocating for refugees, asylum seekers, and immigrants. ' Between 2000 and 2024, the General
Conventions of The Episcopal Church have 1ssued more than 30 resolutions on topics of refugee
resettlement, immigration reform, the humane treatment of immigrants, family unity, human
rights, climate-induced displacement, and church engagement in migration ministries.” At the 78"
General Convention (2015), Episcopalians issued a resolution by which we “recommit to the spirit
of the New Sanctuary Movement by supporting congregations so they can assist immigrant
mdividuals, unaccompanied minors, families, and communities by being centers of information,
services and accompaniment, and by supporting families facing separation in the absence of

comprehensive, human immigration reform.” At the 79" General Convention (2018), The
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Episcopal Church recommended that “its institutions and congregations become places of
welcome, refuge, healing, and other forms of material and pastoral support for those targeted for
deportation due to immigration status or some perceived status of difference, and that we work
alongside our friends, families, and neighbors to ensure the dignity and human rights of all
people.”

The Episcopal Church has also stated plainly and without reservation that our call to “become
places of welcome, refuge and healing” for immigrants is not a call to “open borders.” At the 75"
General Convention (2006), we atfirmed “the duty and right of a sovereign nation to protect and
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defends its borders.” Episcopalians recognize and uphold the right and responsibility of the
government to detain and deport undocumented immigrants who have violated the law. We have
also urged law enforcement to conduct this necessary work “in a safe and humane manner” for the
well-being of both detained immigrants and the federal agents charged with the difficult work of
enforcing these laws.” The Episcopal Church includes several dioceses that span both the U.S.-
Mexico and U.S.-Canada borders, and our brethren in these dioceses have worked diligently to
extend compassion and care to migrants and refugees and to the federal agents tasked with the
dangerous work of securing our national borders and enforcing federal immigration laws and
directives."”

According to the Pew Research Center, many Americans now hold the same views that were

expressed in previous General Conventions." As an example, at the 79" General Convention
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(2018) Episcopalians expressed support for “U.S. executive policies that deemphasize immigration
action against those who have not committed felony crimes, and reaffirm our church’s support for
action for comprehensive and just reform of the broken U.S. immigrants who have established
roots in the United States and are often parents and spouses of U.S. Citizens to have a pathway to
legalization and to full social and economic integration to the United States.”” Congressman Mike
Lawler, a Republican, who represents New York’s 17" Congressional District within the Albany
Diocese endorsed this same position in a recent guest essay for The New York Times."”

The Sanctuary Diocese Task Force offers this overview to educate individuals and parishes as
we move forward in ministering to foreigners, immigrants, and refugees within the Albany Diocese.
Resolution #6 commits the Albany Diocese to offer “sacred hospitality to the immigrant, refuge,
and stranger among us by providing sanctuary, basic human necessities, and pastoral care.”" It
establishes a common commitment and dedication to the spirit of Christian sanctuary. The
resolution does not require a uniformity of action or response, but it insists upon a common
dedication to this work as a diocese. There 1s flexibility in how we live into this call in this moment
m time. Our responses will vary according to our individual convictions, traditions, material
resources, and the laws that govern our communities. By necessity, migration ministry in
Plattsburgh will look different that migration ministry in Albany, Unadilla or Hudson.

Here in the Albany Diocese, immigrants are subject to a mosaic of local ordinances and state

laws that shape the contours of their life, work, and worship. New York protects immigrants
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through policies like the Green Light Law (2019), which provides standard driver’s licenses to all
regardless of immigration status. Additionally, Executive Order 170 (2025) ensures immigrants
have safe access to state buildings and programs by barring state officials and police from sharing
personal information with federal immigration authorities for civil matters.” At the same time, local
governments can choose to assist federal immigration efforts through programs like Section 287(g).
Rensselaer and Otsego Counties have entered partnerships with U.S. Immigration and Customs
Enforcement (ICE), allowing their Sheriff Departments to perform federal immigration duties.
Additionally, several counties, including Clinton, Rensselaer, and Montgomery, provide space in
their local jails for ICE To hold detained immigrants. " Still other municipalities have passed their
own ordinances to regulate how businesses engage with undocumented residents.

Every generation of Christian disciples has worked m its own way to extend Christian
hospitality to foreigners, immigrants, and refugees, and mn this moment, the Sanctuary Diocese
Task Force has confidence that we too will find a way forward. We offer this information as
foundation for action so individuals and parishes will feel fully informed as they step into their call
to minister to foreigners, immigrants, and refugees within the Albany Diocese. Moreover, the
Sanctuary Diocese Task Force asserts that our choices in this moment are not hmited to “direct
action” or “no action.” In a recent open letter to America, Bishop Jeremiah Willilamson joined
with 153 other bishops remind us that “every act of courage matters. We must keep showing
up for one another. We are bound together because we are all made in the image of God.
This begins with small, faithful steps.” The letter continues, “each of us has real power:

community power, financial power, political power, and knowledge power. We can show up for
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our neighbors, support small businesses and food banks, contact elected officials and vote, and
learn our rights so we can speak up peacefully without fear.”"”

How do we apply our “real power” to become places of welcome, refuge, and healing, as
we address the authentic needs of the people i our communities? This 1s for each of us to discern
mdividually and as a parish, but we know from history and the examples set by The Episcopal
Church that we can pray, donate to relief efforts, advocate for legal reform at local, state and
federal levels, and extend direct relief to those we know are suffering. We urge individuals and
parishes called to this ministry to investigate partnering with organizations to learn more about how
other Christians are living into this call. The Episcopal Church” and the Episcopal Diocese of
Central New York" have agencies tasked with migration ministry. The New York Council of
Churches” can also lead us to existing faith-based migration ministries that can equip us to engage
mn education, organization, advocacy, and direct action as the Spirit calls us.

In conclusion, the Sanctuary Task Force 1s committed to the development of a unique and
fluid model of “Sanctuary Diocese.” We trust in the Holy Spirit to lead Albany parishes as they
build ministries tailored to their local needs. We believe the Albany Diocese will thrive by
embracing and celebrating the different ways we practice our faith. In the meantime, the Sanctuary
Task Force 1s here to mentor every individual and parish in this ministry, and we’re eager to learn
from your experiences along the way. We move forward united, acting as “one body” (1 Cor.
12:21-27, NIV) in our call to provide essential care, justice, and mercy for the immigrants among

us.
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