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UMW Leaders, UMC Bishops Disparage Arizona Immigration Law and Rally for Immigrant Rights 

May  19, 2010 

By Liza Kittle, President of the RENEW Network 

 

 
 

In March, when House Speaker Nancy Pelosi publically thanked the United Methodist Church for helping 

secure passage of a controversial new health-care law, a firestorm of protest erupted among United 

Methodists.  Many were angry that UM leaders had advocated politically on their behalf regarding 

legislation opposed by many United Methodists. 

Now, some UM leaders are at it again, this time advocating for “comprehensive immigration reform” 

and disparaging a new Arizona law that strengthens border control and enforcement of federal 

immigration law.  “Comprehensive immigration reform” is a somewhat nebulous term used often in the 

immigration debate and generally means limited border enforcement and a pathway to citizenship for 

illegal aliens.   

Such advocacy was on display at the quadrennial United Methodist Women Assembly, held three weeks 

ago in St. Louis, Mo.  UMW officials and several United Methodist bishops led a May 1 march and rally 

for immigrant rights.  The event also featured participation by St. Louis-area interfaith leaders and 

several representatives of community organizations. 

This gathering, which was planned many months ago, took on a somewhat defiant tone in wake of the 

late-April enactment of the Arizona law.  The Arizona legislation largely mirrors federal immigration law 

but authorizes local and state officers to enforce its provisions.  The law includes specific provisions 

aimed at prohibiting “racial profiling” in immigration enforcement and officers can only ask for 

immigration status in the course of a criminal act.   
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In recent years, Arizona has become ground zero on America’s illegal-immigration battlefield.  The 

state’s citizens and cities have been held hostage to violent crime, drug trafficking, and kidnappings—

largely stemming from a lack of enforcement of federal immigration law.  Powerful drug cartels have 

contributed to making Phoenix the kidnapping capital of the U.S.    

Not surprisingly, a recent Rasmussen poll shows that 70% of the population of Arizona (including U.S.-

born citizens and legal immigrants) endorse the new law, known as the Support Our Law Enforcement 

and Safe Neighborhoods Act.  

None of the disturbing facts about Arizona’s immigration crisis were mentioned at the UMW-led rally, 

nor were there any calls to protect the civil and human rights of Arizona’s law-abiding citizens.  Rather, 

both the U.S. and Arizona governments were lambasted for trying to enforce the legitimately passed 

immigration laws of a sovereign nation.  

The speakers at the rally framed any opposition to illegal immigration as manifestations of “racism”, 

ignoring the fact that many innocent people are being harmed by crime related to Arizona’s porous 

border.  Speakers also ignored the economic strain that a soaring illegal population is placing on 

medical, educational, and public services for Arizona’s citizens.   

Most of the speeches at the UMW-led rally displayed a far-left political ideology that favors both open 

borders and amnesty for those in the country illegally. This same ideology opposes any detention or 

deportation for those who break immigration law.    

Harriet Olson, deputy general secretary of the Women’s Division (the governing body of United 
Methodist Women), argued that Arizona’s law would lead to a “virtual caste [system]” in the state.   

“When the combined force of a powerful nation and powerful commercial interests trample on human 
rights of people without power, people of faith must stand up and speak out. Today, you stand just where 
our churches must stand—against oppression and for the love of neighbor and with those who can’t stand 
for themselves.  

This is a particularly urgent moment as we witness the signing of a law in Arizona that will criminalize 
immigrants, leading to virtual caste laws and legalized racial profiling.  As people of faith we must 
proclaim that this is not just!  

We follow in the footsteps of our foremothers like Alma Mathews who met young immigrant women on 
the docks of Ellis Island, providing housing and support as they adjusted to a new country and saved them 
from sex trafficking.   

Immigrant rights are [sic] the racial justice issue of our time. We challenge racial profiling by local and 
state police, empowered as immigration enforcement officers who in 2008 turned over 45,000 immigrants 
to federal enforcement and customs agents who turn over immigrants due to racial profiling.” 

First, it should be noted that when Alma Mathews welcomed and helped young immigrant women on 

the docks of Ellis Island, these women were coming to this country legally.  The United States had 

welcomed mass immigration during that period of the nation’s history.  Limits to immigration became 
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necessary over time in order for the U.S. to protect and meet the needs of its citizens, to maximize the 

nation’s economic prosperity, and to curtail the overcrowding of American cities. 

Further, as reported above, the new Arizona law strictly prohibits racial profiling. Persons can be asked 

about their immigration status only if apprehended or stopped for questioning in relation to a possible 

criminal act.  In such cases, if local and state police find a suspected illegal alien and turn that person 

over to federal authorities, they are merely doing the job entrusted to them.   

Joining Harriet Olson in speaking at the immigrant rights rally was Inelda González, national president of 
United Methodist Women.   

“My family lives in the border region of Southwest Texas and we are proud to say that we did not cross the 
border, but the border crossed us.  Yet today, we experience the construction of walls and the 
militarization of the border regions that divides families and peoples who have had roots on both sides of 
the border for many, many years.  

Our broken immigration system is breaking up families and we stand for families.  Over the last 10-year 
period, 100,000 immigrant parents of U.S. citizen children have been detained or deported.  

We will continue to challenge violence against immigrant women and the widespread rape of women 
crossing the border and abuse while in detention and at work. U.S. trade and economic policies that 
compel millions to migrate in search of livelihoods must also be changed.”  

Listen to Ms. Olson’s and Ms. González’s address: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iIX3RGtALPw 

It is regrettable that sometimes families are being broken apart due to the detention and deportation of 

illegal immigrants. However, this would not occur if the persons detained had not violated the law by 

entering the country illegally in the first place. Several of the speakers blamed the United States for 

policies that cause the people to “migrate” to this country.  

Bishop Minerva Carcaño began the rally speech with greetings and words of support from the UM 

Council of Bishops. Bishop Carcaño is the episcopal leader of the Desert Southwest Conference and 

chairs the United Methodist Task Force on Immigration. 

Other bishops present were Bishop Robert Schnaze (Missouri), Bishop John Schol (Baltimore-

Washington), and Bishop Jim Dorff (Southwest Texas and Rio Grande).     

Bishop Carcaño said immigrant rights is an issue that stands “at the very core of people of faith”.  She 

then instructed the crowd to sign postcards calling for a change in enforcement of immigration laws. The 

bishop said the cards would be hand-delivered to U.S. Secretary of Homeland Security Janet Napolitano 

(the former governor of Arizona). 

Bishop Carcaño’s speech can be heard here:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WPKEgoll1bQ    

A particularly militant speaker at the rally was Jamala Rogers, founder of the Organization for Black 

Struggle (OBS), one of community groups that co-sponsored the event along with the United Methodist 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iIX3RGtALPw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WPKEgoll1bQ
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Women. OBS, according to its website, was founded “to fill a vacuum left by the assaults on the Black 

Power Movement”. i  

In her speech, Rogers claimed that some of the measures in the new Arizona law “were due to white 

backlash at having a black man in the White House”.ii Her words were laced with derogatory comments 

about the United States and capitalism. Rogers also stated that people are trying to rewrite history 

about a nation that first belonged to “Native Americans and Mexicanos”…proclaiming, “Another world is 

possible….Another United States is possible!”iii 

To view a portion of Ms. Rogers’ speech:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5JHPBrtc74w&NR=1 

A speaker sharing similar views was Lourdes Belén Garcia, cofounder of the ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ²ƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ ƛƴ ǘhe 

Americas. She gave a speech before the march began in which she stated that “in my blood and in the 

Mexicans and Latinos working in the United States is the blood of the original ancestors of the 

Americas—they are the Mayans, the Aztecs, and the Incas.  We are not aliens---we are home."iv   

This worldview brings to mind the far-left ideology of many immigrant groups currently protesting 

across the country, which reject the sovereignty of the United States, claiming that most of the 

southwestern U.S. is actually Mexican territory “occupied by Americans”.  Several participants in the 

march carried signs with slogans such as “No States, No Borders”, “No Human is Illegal”, and “Shame on 

the U.S.A.”  

   

In addition to chairing the United Methodist Task Force on Immigration, Bishop Carcaño is vice-

president of the General Commission on Religion and Race.  The church agency is offering $250,000 in 

grants for ministries related to “assuring the rights of racial ethnic immigrants and refugees”.  Between 

eight and fifteen one-year grants of $40,000 each will awarded.   

“These grants will assist church congregations and non-profit organizations in reaching out to those who 

have suffered the double indignity of being mistreated because they are immigrants, and because they 

are racial ethnic immigrants, Bishop Carcaño said in a statement earlier this year.   

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5JHPBrtc74w&NR=1
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The 2010 focus for the grants will be on programs related to the sanctuary movement, which 

encourages churches to harbor illegal immigrants in their churches, thereby evading arrest by law 

enforcement officers. Money for this grant program comes from apportionment dollars. 

Top United Methodist leaders have made “comprehensive immigration reform” a priority issue.  In May 

2009, the Council of Bishops released a statement  calling on President Barack Obama and the Congress 

to support reform that would:  

¶ provide a pathway to U.S. citizenship;  

¶ reunite immigrant families separated by immigration itself, detentions, or deportations; 

¶ increase the number of visas for short-term workers;  

¶ extend legal protections to undocumented as well as documented workers; and  

¶ to eliminate privately-operated detention centers.v  

United Methodists have varying opinions on what constitutes immigration “reform” and how it should 

take place.  But interestingly, the widest difference of opinion appears to be between members and 

leaders, not among members themselves.  

A recent report by the Center for Immigration Studies, based on one of the largest polls on immigration 

views ever conducted, reveals a wide disparity between the membership and leadership of various 

religious denominations regarding immigration issues.  

Those surveyed included likely voters who identified as Catholics, mainline Protestants (United 

Methodist Church, Episcopal Church, Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, Presbyterian Church USA, 

United Church of Christ), born-again Protestants (nondenominational, evangelical, Pentecostal), and 

Jewish (Union for Reform Judaism, United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism).   

The study revealed the following dynamics: 

¶ While most religious leaders feel illegal immigration is driven by overly restrictive limits on legal 

immigration, most church/synagogue members (74%) think people are entering the country 

illegally primarily because existing immigration laws are not being enforced. 

¶ Unlike religious leaders who argue that more unskilled immigrant workers are needed in the 

U.S. labor force, most members (71%) believe there are plenty of Americans to do such work. 

¶ When asked to choose between a) enforcement that would cause illegal immigrants to go home 

over time or b) creating a conditional pathway to citizenship, most members (88%) choose 

enforcement. 

¶ In contrast to many religious leaders, most members (67%) believe too many immigrants are 

coming into the country at present.vi 

This study suggests that church leaders’ views on immigration are sharply different from those of the 

“people in the pew”. The overwhelmingly negative reaction from United Methodists in the wake of the 

UMC’s involvement in the health-care bill was a clear indication that UM leadership are out of step on 
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that issue as well. Comments posted on the official United Methodist website (www.umc.org) regarding 

the UM leadership’s views on immigration are predominantly negative as well. A sampling is below: 

¶ “I have been a Methodist for 59 years and never so angry.  This is a nation of laws which has made our 

country the great place it is!  It is unconscionable to advocate breaking the law…to enable the “illegal” 

immigration policy being pushed by the church.  I am not anti-immigration, but happen to be a law-

abiding Christian and this is causing me to reevaluate my association with this church. 

¶ These laws are not in place due to racism or unfairness and I am so tired of being called a racist or 

unchristian because I support LEGAL immigration.  It is appalling that our bishops engage in these political 

actions in the name of all United Methodists.  We will withdraw our money and our time if these actions 

continue by our bishops. 

¶ I have been a Methodist for 50 years.  I am becomingly increasingly disturbed at the political positions of 

our church leaders.  The influx of illegals must be stopped or we will continue on a dangerous economic 

and social decline.  Our church should invest more time and effort into winning souls for the Lord and stay 

out of these political issues.  It appears our leaders have lost touch with the majority of the members.  

Their actions will cause more people to leave the church rather than support this far left agenda. 

¶ This demonstration is either the result of terrible ignorance or horrific dishonesty.  Either way it is a sign of 

the UMC’s hypocritical sellout to politics over faith, and the reason for our rapid demise.  This is not a 

justice movement as presented, but a tribute to UMW’s inability once again to speak fairly and 

thoughtfully to a complicated issue.   

¶ I am appalled the United Methodist Church advocates breaking the law.  These women are obviously very 

misguided and misinformed, and when you see the bishop of Arizona making the statements that were 

made, it makes my blood boil!  It is time for Americans to turn back to God, to seek His face, to repent, to 

put Him first again in our lives and our country, and pray we are not about to have another Sodom and 

Gomorrah moment. 

¶ I would like the church to stand with the family members who are mourning a death in the family as a 

result of weak border controls.  Who is standing with the victims of the crimes occurring in Arizona?   

¶ It is time for Methodist leadership to get out of politics.  The church is hemorrhaging members because of 

the leadership speaking for the entire church when in fact it only represents a misguided group.  For 

Bishop Carcano, people illegally in the United States are not “immigrants”.  They are illegal aliens, and 

they are breaking our laws, using U.S. tax-payer paid health, education, and welfare services, and are 

contributing heavily to the absolute bankruptcy of California and Arizona.  If people want to enter this 

country, they need to abide by the laws, just as any U.S. citizen must when entering another country. 

¶ The state of Arizona is in a crisis.  The UMC needs to be careful here.  We have chosen another leftist side 

of a divisive issue.  The result will be more members leaving and the further drying up of funds. 

¶ I started thinking about leaving the church when I heard Nancy Pelosi thank the UMC for its support of the 

health care bill.  Seeing this seals my decision.  I was born a Methodist and I’ve been one for 60 years.   

¶ I personally will no longer support the church.  Our tithes will be going to missionaries who struggle in 

Africa. 

¶ When I traveled to Israel I was told that I needed to have proper identification and the ability to show that 

I was legally in the country.  I am assuming that the same type of documentation is both proper and 

reasonable in America.  Isn’t the Arizona law simply upholding the federal law that already exists? Do our 

bishops feel that it is improper to uphold the existing immigration laws or Arizona’s desire to enforce what 

already exists? 

 

http://www.umc.org/
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Immigration tears at the heart of the American people.  The millions of illegal persons in this country have many 

different reasons for coming to this country.  While recognizing the desperation of many who come, their actions 

in breaking the laws of the United States are still wrong.  There is no way any country can just open its doors and 

let all who desire entrance to just come whenever they wish.  No nation in the world does that.  Mexico itself has 

very restrictive immigration laws.  Why is America held to a different standard than all other nations?  

 America has a massive problem that is draining resources and services that legal citizens are entitled to have.  The 

church needs to show compassion for our country and its citizens, and to uphold the many biblical lessons of 

following laws and respecting the authority of governments.  Having an unbalanced position on such a complex 

and controversial issue causes divisiveness in the body of Christ and contributes to further fragmentation of the 

United Methodist Church.   
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iv
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 Ibid. 
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