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Refugees and sanctuaries 
Every day's news now includes 

reports about refugees, plus opin
ions about how we should deal 
with them. Sanctuary cities and 
sanctuary churches are in the news 
regularly now, too, along with varied opinions about 
whether what they're doing is right or wrong. 

Peaceful tranquility? 

Some churchgoers may have had little occasion 
to think about the meaning of the word II sanctu
ary" before now. To those of us who are in churches 
that meet in traditional church buildings, 11 sanctu
ary" usually means simply the building's auditorium 
in which most worship services take place. This 
meaning reflects the Latin roots of the word II sanc
tuary," which mean a container for something holy. 
However, dictionaries show that the word's use has 
broadened over the years, to include anywhere 
people go for peaceful tranquility. 

Refuge, safety, protection, shelter? 

In addition, 11 sanctuary" has 
come to mean a place of refuge 
or safety, and that's the meaning 

currently in the news. A sanctu
ary is a place where someone or 

something is protected or given shel
ter, especially if that someone or something is being 
chased or hunted- is in danger from other people. 

Today's sanctuary cities, churches, and other or
ganizations are protecting and sheltering immi
grants who have come to the U.S. from other coun
tries. Some of these immigrants are being chased or 
hunted by federal authorities because they are un
documented, and they and their family members 
are in danger of being deported if they' re found. 

What do these meanings of II sanctuary" 
imply for Christians? ? 
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Want a marathon of reading? 

All 268 back issues of Connections are now on 
my website, www.connectionsonline.org, listed 
by date. Most are still as pertinent as when I 
wrote them, although some of my views have 
changed over my 24 years of writing. I expect to 
get the list of the issues' topics updated and 
revised soon, to help website visitors find the 
subjects of most interest to them. 

Recommended books 

I've added a page to the site, listing books that 
I've recently liked but haven't written about. Here 
are my latest additions to that list. 

The End of Your Life Book Club, by Will 
Schwalbe (Vintage, 2013) An editor 
starts a 2-person book-discussion 
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"club" with his elderly mother when 
he becomes responsible for her care. 

The Great Spiritual Migration: How 
the World's Largest Religion Is Seek-
ing a Better Way to Be Christian, by 

Brian Mclaren (Convergence, 2016). His views 
about the current state of Christianity. 
Very interesting and easy to read. 

Reviving Old Scratch: Demons and the 
Devil for Doubters and the Disen
chanted, by Richard Peck (Fortress, 2016). A com
ment from a prisoner led Peck to write this un-

i 
usual and thought-provoking book. 

Unified We Are a Force: How Faith and 
Labor Can Overcome America's In
equalities, by Joerg Rieger and 

Rosemarie Henkel-Rieger (Chalice, 2016). Prac
tical help for building collective power, from a 
theologian and a community organizer. 
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Too limited an understanding 

Many churchgoers seem to rely on their church 
sanctuary for peaceful tranquility. When they are 
in worship services, they seem to want only to be 
with friends and be soothed, comforted, and reas
sured that all of their religious beliefs are correct. 
They don't want to be nudged to consider other 
possibilities. Neither do they want to hear about 
problems like violence, poverty, or misuse of power, 
which exist in their local community. the wider 
world, or even their church denomination. 

However, following 
Jesus apparently requires 
something very different 
from seeking peaceful 
tranquility for oneself. 
Providing refuge for oth
ers, who are suffering or 
in danger, seems to be 
what Christians are called 
do instead. 

A surprising scripture 

When an alien re
sides with you in 
your land, you shall 
not oppress the 
alien. The alien 
who resides with 
you shall be to you 
as the citizen 
amongyou ... 
-Leviticus 19:33-34 

You shall have 
one law for the 
alien and for the 
citizen. 
-Leviticus 24:22 

When I reviewed scriptures 
that dealt with aliens and 
strangers, I was surprised to 
find one that addressed the 
legal aspect of how to treat 
aliens. It was written about a 
time and place very different 

from ours, so applying it literally to our time, our 
nations, and their laws doesn't seem appropriate. 

However, it's in the same part of the Bible that 
many Christians claim as evidence that homosexu
ality is sinful, and to me, using the same method 
of interpretation for both of these scriptures seems 
only reasonable. Yet the Christians who cite scrip
ture as justification for calling homosexuality sin
ful are often the very same ones who oppose giv
ing non-citizen immigrants the same rights as citi
zens. How can these Christians claim that one Bible 
verse still applies today while another one in the 
same section of the Bible does not? That baffles me. 

But moving on ... It's not surprising that there's 
disagreement about what rights non-citizens 
should have. The U.S. and other western nations 
today, apparently unlike typical na
tions of the ancient world, provide 
several expensive services. Police 
and fire protection and some levels 

of education and medical care come especially to 
mind. Why should these nations be expected to 
provide these for anyone but their own citizens? 
And apparently unlike many nations of "Bible 
times," today's nations have official borders that 
define who does and doesn't live there, so why 
aren't they justified in enforcing those borders? 

Human, Christian, and practical 

Yet many of us oppose what we see as overly 
strict monitoring of citizenship. Why? Partly be
cause we know the dangers of police states. And . 
especially, we too often see monitoring applied un
equally, to some ethnic 
groups more than to others. 

Also, our reluctance to 
have immigrants deported 
may come simply from a be
lief that treating others with 
kindness is part of being hu
man. Even more important 
for Christians is that treat-
ing people with compas
sion- especially if they' re 
hungry, sick, poor, or 
strangers- is part of what 
being Christian requires. 

Do not neglect to 
show hospitality to 
strangers.., for by 
doing that, some 
have entertained 
angels without 
knowing it. 

-Hebrews 13:2 

... I was a stranger 
and you welcomed 
me ... 

-Matthew 25:35 

But here again, the Christians who most insis
tently (though mistakenly) claim that the U.S. was 
founded as a Christian nation and who want it 
now to be exclusively Christian seem to be the ones 
most strongly opposed to our governments' pro
viding the kind of compassionate services that 

Christianity requires. That doesn't make 
sense to me. Opponents of governments' 

providing such services say that it's 
~.'1~ Christian individuals and churc~es, 
~~ not governments, who should provide 

these services. Yet in today's world, 
medical care, education, and defense require far 
more than mere individuals can or will provide. 

In addition, as a practical matter, we want 
menial jobs done that many immigrants are doing 
and that employers say they can't find anyone else 
to do. Highly educated immigrants, too, make im
portant contributions to our societies. Besides, all 
of these non-citizen immigrants contribute finan
cially to our nations by buying products and pay
ing taxes on them. So for all of these reasons, keep
ing these immigrants out would evidently be more 
harmful than helpful to our nations. 
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Refugees fleeing poverty or danger 

Some of today's immigrants come to the U.S. 
and other prosperous nations because in their own 
countries no jobs were available to 
them, and good education or even life's 
necessities were not available for their 
children. Others come from countries 
in which their homes have been de
stroyed and their lives are constantly in 
physical danger, either from tyrannical rulers, from 
rebel armies, or from uncontrolled criminal gangs 
roaming the streets. Surely those of us who aren't 
facing such dangers need to help these refugees in 
whatever ways we can. 

A different kind of refugees 

As I've thought about these refugees fleeing 
their home countries during the past several 

months, I've discovered an intriguing 
book about a different kind of refu
gees. It's Church Refugees: Sociologists 
Reveal Why People Are DONE with 
Church but Not Their Faith, by Josh 
Packard and Ashleigh Hope (Group 
Publishing, 2015). Packard is a pro

fessor of sociology at the University of Northern 
Colorado, and Hope has recently completed a doc
torate in sociology at Vanderbilt University. 

I don't want to give the impression that the 
church mistreatment addressed by this book is any
where near as serious as the physical violence or 
poverty experienced by the refugees that are in the 
news. These two kinds of refugees are not literally 
equivalent. However, I found the term "refugees" 
an apt metaphor for what some churchgoers ex
perience. Analogous to refugees who flee from 
physical danger, church mem
bers become church refugees ei
ther because staying no longer 
feels bearable to them, because 

they are pushed out by those in power, or as in my 
own experience (see the November 2013 Connec
tions), for a combination of these two reasons. Be
cause of what I read from various sources and what 
I hear from Connections readers, I be
lieve the harmful conditions de
scribed in this book unfortunately 
exist in many churches. 

The II dones" 

Their book, Josh Packard and Ashleigh Hope 
explain, "is about people who make explicit and 
intentional decisions to leave the church and or
ganized religion .... They're done with church. 
They're tired and fed up with church. They're dis
satisfied with the structure, social message, and 
politics of the institutional church, and they've de
cided they and their spiritual lives are better off 
lived outside of organized religion." 

These authors point out that, just as I've heard 
from many Connections readers over the years, 
these "dones" typically struggle for a long time with 
the decision to leave, and that leaving is never an 
easy decision. And their leaving is rarely because 
they' re lukewarm or uninterested. "Don't say that 
we left because we didn't want to follow Jesus, or 
because we' re too consumeristic, or too selfish, or 
too sinful," Packard and Hope hear many saying. 

Instead, they see leaving the church as 
the only way to save their faith. 

Lay members aren't the only 
church refugees, I find. Leaving is 
harder for clergy whose income de

pends on a congregation, but when they retire or 
if they' re not paid by a congregation, avoiding one 
can become easy enough and very appealing. Just 
within the past week, I've talked with three UMC 
clergy friends who no longer participate in any 
church congregation, and in response to Connec
tions I often hear from others like them. 

This issue, all back issues, a list of books I've written about. a list of other books I recommend, and more 
Connections-related information are available free from my website, www.connectionsonline.org. To get 
Connections monthly by e-mail, let me know by e-mailing me at BCWendland@aol.com. I no longer send new 
issues of Connections by U.S. mail. To get paper copies of any of the 1992-2014 back issues, send me $5 
(address on page 1) for each year or any 12 issues that you want, and let me know which ones you want. 

I'm a lifelong lay United Methodist and neither a church employee nor a clergyman's wife. Connections is a 
one-person ministry that I do on my own initiative, speaking only for myself. Some readers make monetary contributions but 
I pay most of the cost myself, from personal funds. Connections goes to several thousand people in all U.S. states and some 
other countries-laity and clergy in more than a dozen denominations, and some nonchurchgoers. Connections is my effort to 
stimulate fresh thought and new insight about topics that I feel Christians need to consider and churches need to address. 
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Spiritually dangerous to stay 

Packard and Hope see fear of persecution and 
danger to their faith as causing church refugees to 
leave church homes where they would 
have preferred to stay. "They worked dili- , ~~ 
gently for reform within the church but ,~ 
felt the church was exclusively focused 
on its own survival and resistant to 
change. If they stayed, they would risk 
further estrangement from their spiritual selves, 
from God, and from a religion they still believe in." 
Their leaving is an effort to reconnect with a God 
they feel has been made distant to them by the struc
ture of religion as practiced in their churches. 

They take needed capital with them 

In Packard's and Hope's view, there are not 
enough "dones" in terms of raw numbers to 
threaten the existence of institutionalized religion 
in the U.S. However, "if the church can't manage 
to retain its most committed, devoted, and ener
getic followers, then it's destined to become a greatly 
diminished force in the social landscape, at least in 
the immediate future." They see the church as an 

institution that is increasingly 
margin~lized and losing some of its best 
and brightest-the very people the 

church needs to count on to lead it into 
_..,,. the future. 

These authors point out that refugees generally 
are those in a society who have the political, eco
nomic, and social capital to escape, and when they 
flee, they take those assets with them. Similarly, 

when church refugees leave the church, they take 
with them all of the institutional knowledge and 
training, all of their energy and talents, and all of 
their community and social connections that ex
tend beyond the walls of the church. They are of
ten among the most dedicated people in any con
gregation. "They often work themselves into posi
tions of leadership in an effort to fix the things about 
the church that dissatisfy them, before ultimately 
deciding their energies could be better spent else
where. In other words, the dechurched were the 
'doers' in their congregations." In addition, say Josh 
Packard and Ashleigh Hope, "they 
earnestly believe that the institutional 
church can be fixed and reclaimed. 
They believe it's worth fighting for, 
right up to the point where they don't." 

Packard and Hope see the language of spiritual 
abuse and survival as another theme running 
through their interviews with church refugees. 
"People put up with a lot of abuse," these authors 
find, "before finally feeling the need to flee in order 
to keep their spiritual selves alive." 

Will churches change soon enough? 

We may not be able to change the terrible home 
conditions of the refugees who are now fleeing their 
home countries, at least anytime soon. For now, 
the most we can do may be to provide sanctuary 
for them. But if churches were willing, they could 
change the conditions that make church refugees 
feel the need to leave their home churches. Do they 
care enough to make those changes and to make 
them soon enough? I hope so. ~ 

A safe place to explore, not predetermined answers '1?~ For the church refugees interviewed by Josh Packard and Ashleigh Hope for their book that I write 
about here, a major factor in the refugees' decisions to leave was that asking questions and explor

• • 
ing various aspects of their faith weren't supported in the churches from which they fled. Packard and Hope 
quote one refugee who said, "They were only interested in my questions so they could answer them, and 
they thought they had all the answers." Another explained, "What I don't want is a church that says 'We 
love questions. In fact, here's a list of acceptable questions, and here are the acceptable answers.' " 

These refugees wanted the church to engage them in authentic conversation, not to provide canned an
swers. They wanted community, they told Packard and Hope, but got judgment. They wanted to affect the 
life of the church but got bureaucracy. They wanted conversation but got doctrine. They wanted meaningful 

• 4 
engagement with the world but got moral prescription instead. They didn't necessarily 

·. expect to resolve their questions. Instead, they wanted a safe place to ask them and 
explore possible answers, and they found that church typically doesn't allow this. 




