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Praying for Asylum             A sermon by the Rev. Angela Herrera 
 

First Unitarian Church                         August 25, 2019 
 

Last month, the conservative evangelical figure James Dobson wrote about a trip he took 
down to the border in Texas. This came out in his widely distributed newsletter column. He 
went, he says, at the invitation of the White House. While he was there, he got to tour one of 
the detention centers.  

Now, I was at the border this month, with a group of clergy and the Poor People’s Campaign 
in El Paso, and we asked for permission to make a pastoral visit inside one of the detention 
centers, but we were told no. Instead we stood outside and addressed the media, and 
prayed, and performed a water blessing on that parched ground in the desert. It was a sign 
of compassion and love in the moral desert of a place that incarcerates little children. 
Behind us, there was a sign on the gate to the facility that said, “Threat Level: Elevated.” But 
whatever. Back to Dobson. He’s not even a minister, but he’s an ultraconservative religious 
figure and he was invited in. 

Dobson described the conditions he encountered there. People arrive there “ragged and 
exhausted,” he says, from walking hundreds of miles. There are large numbers of children, 
some of whom have been abused along the way, as have some of the women. Many of the 
children and adults are sick and in need of medical attention.  

He saw them in a “holding area,” a big gym type area with cages inside it. The people stood 
or sat shoulder to shoulder, mostly in silence, in the crowded cages. The children looked 
traumatized and frightened, he said. There were not enough diapers, toothbrushes, or 
other basic necessities. He called the situation a human tragedy. 

Most of the people, he wrote, are desperately poor. They have sold everything they had 
back home to scrape together the funds for their journey. Half of the people who arrive in 
this manner do so with babies or children. They do not try to evade the authorities. They 
arrive at the US border and present themselves to border agents, and ask for asylum.  

(Note that that is a legal thing to do. That is the established way to petition for asylum.)  

They are in need of assistance in order to survive and many are illiterate, Dobson adds. He 
says, “America has been a wonderfully generous and caring country since its founding. That 
is our Christian nature. But in this instance, we have met a worldwide wave of poverty that 
will take us down if we don't deal with it.” 

And so, he urges his readers, we really need to build that wall.  

(As though, if it were happening behind a wall, it would not be tragic. As though people 
would not still be able to approach border agents and ask for asylum at ports of entry.)  

“America has been a wonderfully generous and caring country since its founding.” Wow. 
Everyone who knows US history knows this is plainly untrue, of course. But the timing of 
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this statement makes it extra… breathtaking. Four hundred years ago this month—in 
August of 1619—the first slave ship arrived to the Virginia colony, marking the beginning 
of over 200 years—two hundred years—of that particular American horror.  

Our country was built on slavery, and on the death and displacement of indigenous people. 
The violence and suffering that flowed forward since this country’s founding still shape our 
lives today. We sit here this morning, in Albuquerque, New Mexico, because of it.  

New Mexico is part of the US because of the Mexican American war, which I am sure you 
know. But do you know why the Mexican American war happened? It’s because in 1829, 
Mexico abolished slavery. Texas, which was part of Mexico at that time but was inhabited 
by Anglos who owned slaves, rebelled and became part of the US. From there, the US 
provoked a boundary dispute with Mexico. By the end of the ensuing war, Mexico had lost 
one third of its land, including the land we are on now and including nearly all of present-
day California, Utah, Nevada, and Arizona. 

Abraham Lincoln, who was a young congressman at that time, called it an illegal war and a 
ploy to expand slavery.i That is how these borders we speak of came to be where they are.  

A generation later, in 1865, when the US passed the 13th amendment outlawing slavery, it 
included a loophole. When slavery was outlawed it wasn’t completely outlawed. The 
thirteenth amendment says slavery and involuntary servitude are not permitted except as a 
punishment for a crime.  

If you can criminalize, you can dehumanize.  

Since then, the US has passed policy after policy with the effect that we have the highest 
incarceration rate in the world, and 60% of incarcerated people are African American or 
Latinx, and enormous profit is made from prisoners’ unpaid or underpaid labor. 

And now, there are those—including our president—who want to criminalize people 
crossing the border. If you can criminalize, you can dehumanize.  

This country cannot recover from what it refuses to remember. With his policies, and with 
his dehumanizing language, such as calling migrants an infestation, Donald Trump is 
accelerating and inflaming what has been there for a long time.  

Over the last few years, we’ve seen an exodus of migrants fleeing from El Salvador, 
Guatemala, and Honduras; a stream of asylum-seekers bigger than anything since the 
1980’s. And as also it did in the 1980’s, the US government is ignoring humanitarian laws.  

In 2017, in an effort to dissuade migrants from seeking asylum, the US government began 
separating parents from children and detaining them, sometimes thousands of miles apart, 
with no means of communication. You might think that started in 2018 because that’s when 
the media began reporting on it. But we now know that the government began that practice 
much earlier, and publicly denied it for as long as possible.ii  
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Once the news broke, the American Psychological Association and American Academy of 
Pediatrics immediately sounded the alarm, citing the overwhelming evidence that 
institutionalizing children away from their families causes lasting harm.iii iv 

In many cases, migrants with strong asylum cases who are unable to bear the prison-like 
conditions any longer while their cases drag on and on, and who are in some cases 
desperately concerned about their children, choose deportation. Others are deported by 
government order. And so it happened that after being separated from their children, 
hundreds of parents were then deported without any idea of how to find them. 

It is expected that some children have been effectively orphaned, as the government did 
not coordinate with the proper agencies in advance or keep good records, and the children 
are too young to know their family names or where they are from. 

In June of last year, the then US Attorney General Jeff Sessions said, “If people don't want to 
be separated from their children, they should not bring them with them.”v He spoke of 
fleeing for your life as if it is a choice.  

But what the cold logic of these tactics fails to recognize is the reality of people facing 
imminent, constant danger of violence and death in their homeland. That is what drives 
people to the border. 

The poet Warsan Shire writes 

no one leaves home unless 
home is the mouth of a sharkvi 

Central Americans seeking asylum have lost livelihoods, have been the victims of violence 
or the threat of it, have lost loved ones to it, and many are looking for refuge with family 
members in the US. Where would you go if home were the mouth of a shark? Where would 
you send children, and what risks would you take to save their lives?  

In truth, what it would take for the US to no longer be seen as a possible refuge is for our 
government to become as dangerous, deadly, and terrifying as a Central American gang or a 
drug cartel. That is the logical underpinning of a state police response that treats asylum 
seekers like criminals and their little children as though they are a danger, rather than as 
people who are in danger.  

It is especially shameful for the US to do so when our country’s own actions in the 1980’s – 
meddling with elections and supporting brutal dictatorships for political and economic gain 
– helped breed the violence and instability that thousands are fleeing in Central America 
today. Roberto Suro, the founding director of the Pew Hispanic Center, says recent surges 
in migration are not “isolated events.”vii They are “desperate developments” in a decades-
long pattern.   

Suro also points out that the amount of money President Trump wants for immigration 
enforcement, detention, and the border wall is almost equal to the gross domestic product 
of Honduras and El Salvador. If a portion of that money were instead applied to creating 
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economic opportunity and addressing root causes of violence, it could help some migrants 
to stay in their home country, with neighbors, friends, and family, and be part of that 
country’s growth toward peace and prosperity—surely the most desirable outcome. The 
billions we are paying for for-profit prisons to lock people up, could instead be used to help 
people survive and heal. The US has a spiritual, humanitarian, legal, historical, and moral 
obligation to respond with compassion. 

I was really struck by the fact that Dobson asked his readers to “pray for our president,” but 
not for the vulnerable and suffering people he met at the detention center. Not only that, 
but even though he calls himself a Christian, he did not mention Jesus once in that article. 
He did not mention Jesus once. 

I think I know why.  

You know, Unitarian Universalism knows Jesus. This is a tradition with deep roots in the 
teachings of Jesus. We may not talk about him all the time, but we have become the 
inclusive, compassionate, theologically open-minded tradition we are because we began, 
originally, by paying close attention to the teachings of Jesus. In fact, we put more of a focus 
on the teachings of Jesus than on the teachings about him. (People have come up with a lot 
of beliefs about him that are different from what he said himself.) That’s why we are who 
we are. 

And so, when someone, especially a public figure, uses the mantle of Christianity to 
dehumanize people and to violate humanitarian laws, we have an obligation to counter that 
stuff in the UU church, using our religious voices.  

This week I pulled out my red-letter bible to take a fresh look at what Jesus said about the 
kinds of things happening in the US today. A red-letter bible is a bible that has the words of 
Jesus, i.e. things that are considered his direct quotes, printed in red. The rest of the text is 
black. So when you look at the text, you can easily see what Jesus says for himself.  

Describing his sense of mission, Jesus quotes the prophet Isaiah from the Hebrew 
scriptures, saying, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me… he has anointed me to preach good 
news to the poor, to release the captives, and to set at liberty those who are oppressed.”viii  

From the beginning of his ministry to the end, Jesus maintains that mission. He is 
concerned with the poor, the captives, and the oppressed. When he begins teaching, one of 
the very first things Jesus does is preach the beatitudes. He says “blessed are the poor” and 
the meek and those who hunger and weep.  

Jesus tells the story of the good Samaritan, the person who helps a stranger from out of 
town on the road, when that stranger has been the victim of violence.  And he tells his 
followers to “go and do likewise.”ix Go help the victims of violence, no matter where they 
are from. 

There is a story in the gospels in which thousands of people have shown up in “a lonely 
place.” They’ve followed Jesus there—have followed hope there—but Jesus’s disciples are 
concerned that the crowd might become a wave of need that will take them down if they 
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don’t deal with it. They say to Jesus, “Send the crowds away, to find food for themselves.” 
But Jesus refuses. He tells the disciples instead to provide hospitality to them. To feed them. 
When the disciples say “there is not enough,” Jesus corrects them by distributing what food 
they have. And not only is there enough, there is still some left over after that.x  

Another time, more crowds show up. We’re talking thousands of people. This time the 
crowd is filled with people suffering all kinds of affliction. Sickness, injury—people who are 
not, in the words of the US immigration director Ken Cuccinelli “your tired and your poor 
who can stand on their own two feet and who will not become a public charge.”xi  

Jesus wasn’t dealing only with people who could stand on their own two feet and not 
become a public charge. These people really needed help. Jesus says (quote), “I am 
unwilling to send them away hungry.” And again he shares the food he has, which seemed 
modest, but it serves all and again there is some leftover at the end.xii  

Jesus says that children are especially beloved by God, and he warns his followers never to 
“despise” any child. When Jesus’ disciples rebuke the crowds for bringing children, he 
scolds them, saying, “Let the children come to me. Do not hinder them.” He does not say, 
like Jeff Sessions, they should not bring their children with them. He says the kingdom of 
heaven belongs to children.  

Jesus says the kingdom of heaven is a place –not where everyone has to stand on their own 
two feet—but the opposite! As a place where debts are forgiven. He compares it to a 
mustard seed, a tiny little seed, that is planted and grows into a giant tree, with lush 
spreading branches that provide shelter and become the home of the “birds of the air”, 
which in the bible represent the smallest creatures.xiii The sparrows. “His eye is on the 
sparrow.”  Paradise is a place of radical hospitality. A place where everyone is treated 
equally.xiv  

If that’s what the kingdom of heaven is like, then it looks to me like America must be trying 
to make hell on earth. 

In fact, as we heard in the reading this morning from Matthew 25, Jesus says whatever you 
do for the least of these, you do to me. And if you do not help the least of these, that sin is 
the worst sin, worthy of eternal punishment.  

Jesus said the worst sin is to not help people who need help. Not to feed the hungry, and 
give clothing, and offer medicine, and provide hospitality. You don’t just visit them in 
prison and then build a giant wall to keep them out of your sight. That’s not what Jesus 
taught. He said, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” He said feed them. And take care of little 
children. 

I know I’m going on and on. Jesus went on and on! And then, beyond Jesus’s words, the 
Hebrew and Christian scriptures speak so much about caring for our neighbor, the 
stranger, the poor, about providing hospitality and mercy, that I would have you here all 
day if I were to read it all.  

No wonder Dobson didn’t mention him.  
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Jesus also scolds those who “for the sake of tradition, make void the word of God.” He 
quotes the prophet Isaiah, “This people honor me with their lips, but their heart is far from 
me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.”xv 

He said, “What comes out of your mouth defiles you.” And yet many who claim to be his 
followers today deny the heart of his teachings. 

I know how devastating it is to see these things happening. I know living with the history of 
our country, and dealing with people who won’t face it, and dealing with the state of things 
right now, can feel truly overwhelming.  

It’s important for us to feel those feelings. It means we are not numb. We have not given up. 
Our hearts are not turned off. As long as our hearts are broken by the suffering of children, 
there is still hope. The day we cease to respond, hope ends. As long as we are filled with a 
burning and restless anger when we see innocent people tormented in prison, there is a 
promise of healing and justice. When that burning anger dies out, hope for justice will be 
lost. And as long as we know our liberation is bound up with each other’s, we don’t have to 
face any of it alone. 

Give thanks for your feelings, for your frustration and outrage. They are signs that love is 
still right here with us, moving among us and in us.  

Listen to the words of James Baldwin. He was such a brilliant activist and intellectual in the 
twentieth century, that he is still speaking to us and we need this ancestor now. He said: 

A country is only as good – I don’t care now about the Constitution and the laws, at 
the moment let us leave those things aside – a country is only as strong as the 
people who make it up and the country turns into what the people want it to 
become. Now this country is going to be transformed. It will not be transformed by 
an act of God, but by all of us, by you and me. I don’t believe any longer that we can 
afford to say that is it entirely out of our hands. We make the world we’re living in 
and we have to make it over. 

Let us pray, not for that which “makes void the word of God,” meaning not for that which 
fails to help the least of these, but let us pray for the children, and the adults, for all the 
travelers in search of safety in this world, for justice, for the sacredness of life to be 
honored, for inherent worth and dignity, for the neighbor, the stranger, the wanderer. 

Let us pray for courage and for the clarity to respond as often as we are called, for as long 
as it takes, with joy for the journey, and with fire inside. 

 

i https://library.brown.edu/create/modernlatinamerica/chapters/chapter-14-the-united-states-and-latin-
america/primary-documents-w-accompanying-discussion-questions/abraham-lincoln-on-the-mexican-american-
war-1846-48/ 
ii https://www.npr.org/2019/07/11/740572960/reporter-who-helped-expose-conditions-at-the-border-says-little-
has-changed 
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viii Luke 4:18 
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