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What does it mean for a
person of faith to act out that
faith in today’s world? Does it
mean seeking to change the
other person’s belief andprac-

tice to be in line with one’s own? How do the
cultural differences complicate the effort?
While some religions do not seek to con-
vert others, these have been the challenges
throughout history for the religions who
seek towin new converts.
The recently released movie “Silence,”

directed by Martin Scorsese, tells the story
of 17th century Jesuitmissionaries to Japan,
but has implications forwhat itmeans to live
in the diverse world of today. Based on the
book of the same name by 20th century Jap-
anese novelist Shusako Endo, the story is set
at a time in history when the fairly young
Christian community in that area was con-
sidered a threat to the Japanese culture. Sys-

tematic and violent persecution was pur-
sued againstmissionaries andbelieverswith
the goal of eliminatingChristianity from the
nation.
The specific goal of the Japanese war-

lords was to get the Portuguesemissionaries
to deny their faith. Apostasy or the denial of
a person’s religious belief or inherited reli-
gious identity is prohibited by many reli-
gions and has grave consequence. In some
religious traditions and in anumber of coun-
tries today it is punishable by death. On the
other hand, being martyred for one’s faith
historically has been highly revered as the
ultimate affirmation of one’s faith.
Persecution and martyrdom have a long

history and still prevail inmany parts of the
world today. The dilemma in the book and
movie, however, is not the challenge of giv-
ing up one’s life for the sake of one’s belief.
Rather, what if one’s belief is the direct cause
of another’s suffering? If one’s faith is in a
God of love, what happens when that belief
has as a direct consequence the torture and

death of others?
This raises other questions: When does

one’s religious certainty lead to results that
are contrary to the values of one’s religion?
Can pride and certainty actually lead to
great suffering on thepart of others? Canone
be confident of one’s faith while at the same
time being humble enough to not insist that
others see theworld in the samemanner?
Historically, mission work also has been

motivated by the call to be of service, rather
than primarily motivated by proselytizing.
Throughout theworld, this aspect ofmission
has been felt and respected.
Amy Peterson, author of the book “Dan-

gerous Territory: My Misguided Quest to
Save theWorld,” reflected in a recent blog on
thefilm. Shewrites, “Themissionary biogra-
phies I had read as a child had not prepared
me for the realities of adult faith, for a world
filled with suffering, for the complexity of
communicating cross-culturally, or for a
Godwho sometimes seems hidden.”
Peterson goes on to recount howas a child

she had read the biographies of missionar-
ies who seemed heroic in their accomplish-
ments. They built hospitals, orphanages and
schools; brought medicine and healing to
the sick; and taughtmany to read. These sto-
ries led her to the mission field as an adult.
Yet she goes on to reflect:
“We all remain stuck with a simplistic

view of God and the world, limited by our
own cultural biases. We live with only one
version of what it means to be faithful, what
itmeans to bepersecuted, andwhat itmeans
to be an apostate. Stories like ‘Silence’ com-
plicate those ideas in important ways. Serv-
ing God isn’t about being a hero. It’s about
acknowledging that I will never save the
world, that in fact I am one of the ones who
needs to be saved. I cannever save theworld,
but I can learn to love it.”
No matter our own religious belief and

practice, could it be that our challenge in
today’s world is to understand, accept and
lovewithout insisting that the other person’s
belief and practice be the same as our own?
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Confident to serve; humble enough to understand and accept
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PHILADELPHIA � Tucked one floor below the majestic
Gothic sanctuary of Arch Street United Methodist Church,
Javier Flores Garcia sleeps on a cot in a basement Sun-
day-school classroom churchmembers have outfittedwith a
microwave, a compact refrigerator and a television.
Flores, an arborist, longs for the open air, but does not dare

set foot outside. He was supposed to report to the immigra-
tion authorities last month to be deported to his homeland,
Mexico, but one day before his report date, he took refuge in
the church.
His family is why he is fighting to remain, and when

they visited him in the church recently, his 5-year-old son,
Javier Jr., parked on his lap. The boy often refuses to leave
his father’s side and has ended up staying for days with
him in the church. On Christmas Day, Flores had been
there six weeks.
This downtown church is one of 450 houses of worship in

the United States that have offered to provide sanctuary or
other assistance to undocumented immigrants, according to
leaders of the SanctuaryMovement. The congregations join-
ing this network have more than doubled since the election
of Donald Trump—a rapid rebuttal to Trump’s post-election
promise to deport 2million to 3million unauthorized immi-
grants who he said have been convicted of crimes.
Protecting immigrants is shaping up to be a priority of the

religious left, an amorphous collection of people and groups
reflectingmany faiths and ethnicities. It has been jolted into
action by Trump’s victory and his selection of an attorney
general nominee who supports a crackdown on immigrants.
“Jesus said we are to provide hospitality to the stranger,”

said the Rev. RobinHynicka, Arch Street’s pastor, citingMat-
thew 25, in which Jesus instructs his followers to feed, house
and clothe “the least of these,” the poor and vulnerable.
“That’s exactly what we were asked by Javier, to provide

sanctuary. And of course, we said yes,” he added.
Hynicka spoke in his chilly upstairs office at the church,

which has 375members. The heat worked better in the base-

ment fellowship hall, where up to 30 homeless people take
shelter onwinter nights. This church is accustomed tomobi-
lizing for social causes, from gay marriage to fights against
casino gambling and for an increase in the minimumwage.
Five years ago, the church joined the New Sanctuary Move-
ment of Philadelphia, but Flores is the first person the church
has taken in.
On this night, his children excitedly brought Flores stray

pieces of candy that volunteers were stuffing into piñatas for a
party later. Flores and his longtime partner, Alma Lopez, have
two children: Javier Jr. andYael, 2. He also has been a father to
Lopez’s daughter,Adamaris, 12, since shewas abandonedas an
infantbyherbirth father.Allwereborn in theUnitedStates.The
family’s home is twobus rides away from the church.
Lopez, sucking on a lollipop, said having the family return

to Mexico is not a solution: “We want a better future for our
children. The situation in Mexico is very bad. There’s no
work, no good school. Here, we have a future.”
Federal immigration authorities said Flores has a history

of violations: He was apprehended nine times between 1997
and 2002 trying to cross the border. He re-entered and was
ordered removed by a judge in 2007. He re-entered twice in
2014 and served prison sentences for illegal re-entry, a crim-
inal felony conviction.
Last year, his children saw him taken away by the authori-

ties, and it took a toll.While Flores was in detention this year,
Adamaris attempted suicide inApril, drinking a bottle of rub-
bing alcohol. Shewas hospitalized for nine days. Immigration
officials released Flores for 90 days to prepare his family for
deportation.
Sanctuary was his last hope.
“Myonlycrime iscomingback,” saidFlores,whowearsagov-

ernment-issued ankle bracelet.
During theVietnamWar, American churches offered sanc-

tuary to soldiers who refused to serve. And in the 1980s, con-
gregations opened their doors to Central Americans fleeing
wars in El Salvador, Guatemala andHonduras.
But some see sanctuary as misguided, or naive. Jessica

Vaughan, director of policy studies at the Center for Immigra-

tion Studies, which supports tighter controls on immigration,
said she understood that churches had sympathy for people
facing deportation. “But I findmyself wishing that they had
asmuch sympathy for other parishioners they have who are
adversely affected by illegal immigration” because of jobs,
higher taxes or crime.
Churches, schools and hospitals are considered “sensitive

locations,” according to Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment. Immigration officers are supposed to avoid those loca-
tions, unless they have advance approval froma supervisor or
face “exigent circumstances” that require immediate action,
said Jennifer Elzea, an agency spokeswoman.
Religious leaders are preparing for the possibility that this

could change under Trump. Auburn Seminary in New York
City, which trains religious leaders on the left, convened a
post-election “Long Game Faith Summit” this month and
invited the Rev. AlisonHarrington, fromTucson, Arizona, to
give workshops on sanctuary.
“We can’t assume that churches and houses of worship

will remain safe locations,” said Harrington, senior pastor
at Southside Presbyterian Church, long a hub for sanctuary
work.
For some churches, the immigrants at risk are their own

parishioners. RobertMcElroy, RomanCatholic bishop of San
Diego, recently told a Catholic immigration conference, “It is
unthinkable that wewill stand bywhilemore than 10 percent
of our flock is ripped from ourmidst and deported.”
The Episcopal Diocese of Los Angeles recently declared

itself a “sanctuary diocese” and called for “holy resistance” to
Trump’s immigrationplans. TheCalifornia-PacificConference
of the UnitedMethodist Church also proclaimed support for
sanctuary efforts.
Andwhen its rabbis convene in February, the Jewish group

T’ruah: The Rabbinic Call forHumanRights will offer training
onhow to turn synagogues into sanctuary congregations.
“What better work for the church to do,” Hynicka said,

“than to provide what we know God gives us, our heartfelt
commitment to family, whether that family comes from
Mexico, or from Philadelphia, or wherever.”
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Javier Flores Garcia, who entered theUnited States illegally, cannot leave the basement Sunday-school classroomat theArch Street UnitedMethodist
Church in downtownPhiladelphia, for fear of being deported. Thechurchisoneof450housesofworshipintheUnitedStatesthathaveofferedtoprovidesanctuaryor
otherassistancetoundocumentedimmigrants. CharlesMostoller, The New York Times


