
Sanctuary at the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Columbia, MD 

Frequently Asked Questions 
 

What is a Sanctuary? 

An offer of physical sanctuary is an act of public witness. There are two ways a 

congregation can participate in the sanctuary movement. One way is to be a physical 

sanctuary which means being open to someone residing within our building. The other 

way is to be a supporting congregation where we would commit resources and time to 

help another congregation or organization that is hosting an immigrant. Whether we 

declare UUCC a physical sanctuary or a supporting congregation, we will continue to 

build our advocacy and witness program for immigration justice and reform. 

 

What Does a Physical Sanctuary Congregation Do? 

A sanctuary congregation hosts an undocumented immigrant(s) who will stay on church 

property while pursuing legal action to prevent deportation. Housing an immigrant means 

providing shelter, bedding, wardrobe, TV, internet and phone, meals and arranging for 

non-emergency medical care. 

 

How is Physical Sanctuary Offered? 

Sanctuary is offered through collaboration with local immigrant rights organizations or 

attorneys. A sanctuary guest is undergoing a legal or administrative appeal and is 

recommended to the congregation by an attorney. We will not offer sanctuary to someone 

who knocks on our door and has not been properly vetted. The decision to accept 

someone into sanctuary rests with the congregation. We are not obligated to take anyone. 

 

What Can We Do as a Supporting Congregation? 

We can build an advocacy and witness program to pursue immigration justice and reform. 

• Attend rallies and vigils 

• Meet with elected and other government officials  

• Meet with economic and other community leaders 

• Write letters to or call or email government, economic and community leaders 

• Write letters to the editor 

• Research immigration issues upon which to base advocacy and witness efforts 

• Create a petition 

• Sign a petition 

• Offer prophetic witness by telling immigrant stories at community events, meetings, to 

public officials and economic leaders, businesses, schools 

• Transport undocumented immigrants to ICE and judicial hearings 

• Join People Acting Together in Howard (PATH) Defending Immigrants Team, 

advocating to make the Mall in Columbia a hate-free zone, and making schools and 

hospitals safe havens 



• Take advocacy actions when called upon by the UUA and the UU Service Committee 

and the UU Legislative Ministry of Maryland, FIRN, Casa de Maryland, ACLU and other 

groups 

• Organize a community-wide event, for example, a clean-up day in a predominantly 

immigrant neighborhood or a community dinner at OBIC 

• Participate in a community-wide event 

• Organize a rapid response network to observe and record ICE raids, transmitting 

documented evidence to the ACLU; organize a hotline about ICE raids 

• Participate in a rapid response network 

• Create fundraisers for sanctuary congregations that are hosting undocumented 

immigrants 

• Relieve a volunteer for one or more shifts in a sanctuary congregation that is hosting an 

undocumented immigrant 

• Write a check or provide other material support to help a sanctuary congregation defray 

costs of hosting an undocumented immigrant 

What Will Physical Sanctuary Cost? 

The costs of physical sanctuary are unknown. A review of UU congregations undergoing similar 

processes to determine if they will declare physical sanctuary does not offer much guidance. 

They, too, are evaluating costs. However, we know that there will be some costs. Please note that 

these estimates are about one level below a SWAG: 

• Summary of Monthly Expenses: 

o Insurance: $50.00 

o Utilities: $125.00 

o Food: $200.00 

o Laundry: $15.00 

o Clothing, Furniture, Legal Fees: Expect Donations 

o Medicine: Unknown 

o Fudge Factor: 150% of monthly expenses ($400.00 x 1.5 = $600.00) 

• Total SWAG Costs of Physical Sanctuary: $600 per month, $7200.00 yearly. Let’s round 

it up to $10,000.00 a year. 

What Are the Costs of a Supporting Congregation? 

Costs relating to support activities are ad hoc and will most likely be funded by individual 

donations and fundraisers. Costs might include: 

• Financial support to a hosting congregation or site, if requested 

• Gasoline reimbursement for transporting an immigrant to an ICE hearing 

• Transportation of family members to OBIC 

• Transportation (carpools) to rallies, vigils, meetings with public officials and economic 

leaders 

• Printing and photocopying (e.g. FAQ sheets, flyers to distribute in the community) 



• Postage for letters to public officials and economic leaders 

• Hosting community events; when UUCC uses any room in our building, the cost is 

included in our OBIC assessment 

• Bail, in cases of direct civil disobedience by intensely committed members of the 

congregation, perhaps. 

 

How Do We Declare Sanctuary, Physical or Supporting? 

A public declaration is an important element of sanctuary. It shines light on the issue which 

allows others to organize and mobilize around it. It brings attention to the specific case and 

ensures that DHS and ICE are aware that the congregation has no intent to conceal. The 

announcement, as a physical sanctuary or supporting congregation, would start with a press 

conference and a press release. We also sign the New Sanctuary Movement Pledge, joining over 

800 (44 UU) congregations nationally. 

 

Additional Questions Regarding Physical Sanctuary 

 

How Long Would an Immigrant Stay in Sanctuary? 

Under UUA guidelines, if we decide to host a sanctuary-seeker, we would host them initially for 

three months. After that, we would evaluate our relationship, deciding 1) to extend hosting for 

another three months or 2) ending our hosting and assist in a transition to another religious 

organization. 

 

Must a UUCC Member Be On-Site All the Time? 

Probably during the first week or two, we might want someone on-site. After that, it’s up to us. 

 

What Would the Immigrant Do During the Day? 

As part of our hosting agreement, we might offer the individual the opportunity to do some work 

in OBIC for fair compensation. 

 

Where Would the Individual Live in OBIC? 

Current thinking is that we would convert meeting room 150 in a bedroom/sitting area. 

 

Are We Breaking the Law If We Host an Undocumented Immigrant? 

Yes. But the resources I have reviewed indicate that the answer really depends on statutory 

interpretation, case law. The statute, Section 274 of the Immigration and Nationality Act declares 

it a felony for harboring an undocumented immigrant. Some courts have ruled that harboring 

means sheltering while others have interpreted harboring to require concealment. Declaring 

sanctuary, we are not concealing the person and, in fact, are working to change the person’s legal 

status though administrative procedures. No congregation or clergy person has been prosecuted 

for allowing undocumented immigrants to find shelter or safety in its church in more than forty 

years. However, we do not know if the Trump administration will change long-standing policies. 

 

If We Declare UUCC a Sanctuary, Could We Lose Our Tax-Exempt Status? 



No. Declaring sanctuary and providing shelter are acts of faith, not political campaigning or 

electioneering. As a non-profit organization, we are prohibited from engaging in political 

activity, defined as supporting or opposing a candidate for public office. Non-profits are free to 

advocate on political and justice issues and to publicly criticize policies and elected officials. 

 

Can ICE or Local Law Enforcement Agents Enter OBIC and Arrest Someone in 

Sanctuary? 

Current ICE policy advises its agents to avoid “sensitive locations” (churches, schools, hospitals, 

marches and demonstrations). This is a long-standing policy and was recently reinforced by ICE 

officials in several newspaper articles after Chicago Roman Catholic Cardinal Cupich told his 

priests and school principals to turn ICE agents away if they tried to enter a church or school 

without a warrant. (Chicago public schools and New York City Mayor DiBlasio have made 

similar declarations.)  Mr. Trump could override the “sensitive locations” policy and challenge 

the sanctity of faith communities, but when challenged in the past, faith communities have come 

together to demand respect, even when they could agree on little else. 

 

Can Our Insurance Company Deny Us Coverage of Anything Related to Sanctuary? 

Assuming we pass Howard County housing inspections and regulations, we will have to add a 

rider to our general liability insurance policy. Our current total annual premium is $4600.00, for 

all coverages. Let’s assume about a 10% increase, $460 per year. And I think that is generous. 

We would have to get a quote from our insurer, but right now, our lawyer is reviewing our 

policy. It is possible that an act of civil disobedience could nullify our coverage. In this case, we 

would have to assume the increased costs to repair building damage that could be extensive and 

expensive. 

Is Cradlerock Childcare Center Affected? 

We have spoken with CCC and they agree that offering sanctuary will not affect their operations. 

The guest would not have access to the center during its hours of operation. 

 

Does Christ United Methodist Church Agree? 

CUMC’s administrative board is discussing the issue. If UUCC declares itself a supporting 

congregation, there really aren’t any issues for CUMC as it would not bear any additional 

financial or insurance costs.  

 

Are There Local Congregations That Have Declared Themselves Physical Sanctuaries? 

The Columbia Jewish Congregation has declared itself a supporting congregation. All Souls UU 

in D.C. has declared itself a sanctuary. Forty-four UU congregations nationally have declared 

themselves physical sanctuaries and more than 800 churches, temples, mosques, synagogues 

across the country have declared themselves physical sanctuaries. We know of one UU 

congregation that hosted an undocumented immigrant, the First Unitarian Society of Denver. 

 

 

 


