Mark Hoelter of Trinity Portland, OR 
Shares His Experience
        On June 12, 167 illegal immigrant workers were detained in a raid at the Fresh Del Monte Produce plant in Portland. Most were immediately sent to detention centers for likely deportation. A few married workers with families were released. Many people were separated from their spouses, children, and from their source of livelihood.

    News media have picked up on the New Sanctuary Movement, which offers "public hospitality" to persons facing deportation. In response to a phone call from the Portland Oregonian, I said that our congregation, Trinity Lutheran Church in Portland, would not likely be offering or exploring that option. However, there was a great need to minister to the fears and anxieties of our neighbors. The playgrounds at the Latino apartments near our church were empty that afternoon, people's doors and windows were closed; blinds and shades were pulled, for fear of immigration officials.

     LCMS president Gerald Kieschnick and LCMS World Relief/Human Care executive Matthew Harrison have observed, "Millions of undocumented persons have come to the United States for many and various reasons. They have come to flee oppression of many sorts, including extreme poverty and hunger. They have come to make provision for their loved ones. They have come in order to end separation from loved ones. They have come illegally because they have deemed that the legal route is nearly impossible to maneuver. They have come because they can work, and they find dignity in labor. We recognize also that a small percentage have come for malevolent reasons."

Trinity's desire is to minister to our Latino neighbors with love and compassion, and to provide an environment for them that is safe and affirming. We want our Latino neighbors to see us as their friends and we want to be to them the hands of Christ.

     To help our Latino neighbors in the immigration crisis, we were grateful for assistance from Catholic Charities - Services for Immigrants. They provided someone who spoke to our Spanish speaking worship community. We also distributed a booklet that presented legal resources for immigrants and explained in a simple way the laws and rights of people under the law, encouraging cooperation and the keeping of good personal records.

  Our ministry continues to focus on caring for people - shelter, work, food, medical and legal assistance, support for families, advocacy for immigrants, educational opportunities for children etc. and of course, spiritual and pastoral care - the things we naturally do best.

      We would be glad to share our experiences. Background reading might include the Oregonian stories about the Del Monte Raid (www.OregonLive.com). Also online are releases and comments from Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Services, especially the recent LIRS President's comments: 


http://www.lirs.org/News/PresDesk/RD200708.html

       The 2007 LCMS Convention in Houston adopted a resolution that recognizes the scriptural mandate to welcome the stranger in our midst. It encourages Synod members to pray for a resolution to immigration questions and issues, encouraging also that contact be made with congressmen and senators on this issue. The resolution further encourages the LCMS Board for World Relief and Human Care Services to assist congregations in providing legal and counseling services to enable residency and citizenship. We look forward to the resources that may come from this effort.
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