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 The administration was contemplating the idea of separating children from their 
immigrant parents, even if they have an asylum claim, back in March of 2017.  Reuters 
reported on it 15 months ago, saying, “Part of the reason for the proposal is to deter 
mothers from migrating to the United States with their children …”1 

 Implementation of the policy was announced on April 7 of this year by Attorney 
General Jeff Sessions as part of the Trump administration’s “zero tolerance” immigration 
policy,2  a policy that called for the criminal prosecution every person who crosses the U.S.-
Mexico border without documentation – regardless of asylum claims.  I haven’t been able to 
tell when the policy was actually put into practice.  By the end of May, just under 2,000 
children had been separated from their parents and placed in the custody of the 
Department of Health and Human Services.3  On June 14, Jeff Sessions justified this policy of 
separating children (including infants) from their parents by referring to Romans 13:1-7.4 

 It wasn’t any one thing that caused the major protests to this policy.  Some people 
were paying attention.  Over a year ago, the news that the administration was even 
considering this policy provoked a protest at the White House that included members of 
the United Church of Christ.5 

 Recently, the release of images moved many of us.  This image has become iconic of 
the policy.  It is a photograph of a 2-year-old girl screaming while a U.S. border agent pats 
down her mother as she is arrested.   

 

                                                        
1 Julia Edwards Ainsley, “Exclusive: Trump administration considering separating women, children at Mexico 
border,” Reuters, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-immigration-children/exclusive-trump-
administration-considering-separating-women-children-at-u-s-mexico-border-idUSKBN16A2ES (posted 3 
March 2017; accessed 23 June 2018). 
2 Doris Meissner, quoted by Chris Cillizza, “The remarkable history of the family separation crisis,” CNN, 
https://www.cnn.com/2018/06/18/politics/donald-trump-immigration-policies-q-and-a/index.html 
(posted 18 June 2018; accessed 23 June 2018). 
3 Jaclyn Gallucci, “1,995 Children Have Been Separated From Their Families by Border Patrol, DHS Confirms,” 
Fortune, http://amp.timeinc.net/fortune/2018/06/16/children-parents-separated-border (posted 16 June 
2018; accessed 23 June 2018). 
4 Julie Zauzmer and Keith McMillian, “Sessions cites Bible passage used to defend slavery in defense of 
separating immigrant families,” The Washington Post, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-
faith/wp/2018/06/14/jeff-sessions-points-to-the-bible-in-defense-of-separating-immigrant-
families/?utm_term=.322a0c768db6 (posted 15 June 2018; accessed 23 June 2018). 
5 Connie Larkman, “UCC Immigration advocate protesting separation of families arrested at the White House,” 
The United Church of Christ, 
http://www.ucc.org/_news_ucc_immigration_advocate_protesting_separation_of_families_arrested_at_the_wh
ite_house_06022017 (posted 2 June 2017; accessed 23 June 2018). 
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 It was made by John Moore on June 12.6  It is not the only photograph he made that 
night when he shadowed Border Patrol agents. 

 Moore’s goal was to get some pictures of families coming over the border.  Families 
usually travel at night and typically surrender themselves to the first Border Patrol agents 
they found.  They were coming to escape, children in tow – typically coming to escape 
violence.  So they present themselves to the Board Patrol agents and ask for asylum. 

 Four rafts came across the Rio Grande that night and the occupants were captured 
quickly by the Border Patrol agents Moore was shadowing.  “As the guards lined up the 
families on [that] Tuesday night, Moore saw a woman breast-feed a toddler in the middle of 
the road.  ‘There was no place for privacy,’ Moore said, so she did it in the headlights of 
Border Patrol vehicle.”7 

                                                        
6 Avi Selk, “‘I wanted to stop her crying’: The image of a migrant child that broke a photographer's heart,” The 
Washington Post, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2018/06/18/i-wanted-to-stop-
her-crying-the-image-of-a-migrant-child-that-broke-a-photographers-heart/?utm_term=.3b959967422a 
(Posted 18 June 2018; accessed 23 June 2018). 
7 Ibid. 
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 One by one, the “families were … questioned and searched.  When the agents were 
done with them, they were loaded into the back of a van, to be taken to whatever fate the 
U.S. immigration system had in store.”8  Moore noticed the Honduran mother “crouched in 
the dust as she waited for her turn, eyes level with her daughter’s.  In Moore’s photo, it 
looked like she was tying the girl’s shoes.  But she was not.  She was unlacing them. 

 

                                                        
8 Ibid. 
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 Border Patrol confiscates all personal items from everyone.  They take hairbands; 
they take belts; they take money; they take wedding rings; they take all personal items.  
They take the shoelaces from everybody, including the children.9 

 And then it was the Honduran mother’s turn to be processed.  “The mother set the 
girl down, and an agent began to run gloved hands across her body.  Immediately, the girl 
began to scream.”10 

 And Moore took this picture. 

 

 When Moore made these images, he knew what the U.S. policy was for families 
crossing into the country without documentation, even if they had asylum claims.  He 
assumed that the 2-year-old girl and this boy who Moore also photographed that night 
would be separated from their mothers, shipped off to a HHS holding area, and eventually 
moved into a state-controlled foster care system.  Their mothers would be jailed and await 
deportation hearings.  It turns out that the 2-year-old was not separated from her mother,11 
but I do not know what happened to this boy. 

 

                                                        
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid, updated introduction to the webpage dated 22 June 2018. 
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He may well be lost in the system.  And I really do mean lost in the system.  There’s a real 
chance that many of the separated children (and there are still something like 1800 of 
them) might never see their parents again, at least not until they are adults. 

 And I’m not the only one saying this.  A former director of Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement, John Sandweg, says so, too.12  When a child is separated from their parents by 
Homeland Security and placed in the custody of Health and Human Services, the child is 
suddenly classified as an “unaccompanied minor.”  HHS has a responsibility to move all 
unaccompanied minors in their custody out of what I can only call concentration camps 
and into homes.  That means into foster homes.  But the foster care system is run by states 
with their own laws and rules, and that complicates things. 

 In the coming months, there will be children who can’t speak for themselves in state 
family courts.  An advocate will be appointed to represent the best interests of each child.  
“Meanwhile,” Sandweg said in an interview on NPR, “the parent is shipped off let’s say to 
Honduras.  There they are.  They don’t speak English.  They don’t have any money [to] hire 
a U.S. lawyer. 

 “And now their child is caught up in the state child welfare system where an 
advocate might argue it is not in the best interest of that child to be sent back to violence-
ridden Honduras to live in a life of poverty and under threat of gang violence.…  
[Meanwhile, the parent can’t appear in family court because they’ve been deported or 
they’re in detention, so they run the risk of losing their parental rights.]  I think there is a 
very serious risk that of the people who are already deported, that they are not going to see 
their child again … anytime soon, at a minimum – if not … until adulthood.”13 

 And let’s be clear, the semi-reversal Executive Order recently signed by President 
Trump does not solve this problem.  It simply “replaces one injustice with another by 
calling for the federal government to imprison families together – indefinitely.  We need to 
keep up the pressure until we’re heard – children do not belong in prison of any kind.  
Families belong together in communities, not in cages.”14 

 There is, I think, one other thing that has galvanized many people to stand up in 
protest of this policy:  the Attorney General’s use of the Bible to justify the policy. 

 For some, it was that any government official would turn to the holy writings of any 
religion to justify a policy.  For these people, it was mixing of church and state that got 
under their skin. 

 For others (and I count myself among this group), it was the misuse of my sacred 
scriptures to justify a sinful policy.  I want to spend the rest of this sermon helping you see 
how Romans 13 was misused.  This is sort of a biblical self-defense sermon. 

 Session’s use of Romans 13 to support injustice is hardly a new heresy in U.S. 
history.  During the American Revolution, the passage was used by Tories to oppose the 

                                                        
12 John Sandweg interviewed by Mary Louise Kelly, "Former ICE Director Says Some Migrant Family 
Separations Could Be Permanent," National Public Radio, (posted 21 June 2018; accessed 23 June 2018). 
13 Ibid. 
14 Rev. Jennifer Butler, Faith in Public Life, quoted by Eileen Altman on Facebook, 21 June 2018, 
https://www.facebook.com/eileen.altman/posts/10156612830039974 

https://www.facebook.com/eileen.altman/posts/10156612830039974
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revolution.  It was also used to oppose the abolitionist movement and to support the 
fugitive slave law.  That’s not exactly the company I’d want to keep when looking for a 
scripture to support my actions if I held political power.  Still, it’s the one Sessions turned 
to. 

 That said, out of context, the passage does seem to call Christians to support the 
government’s actions.  In context, however … 

 When you consider that by the time Paul wrote this he had experienced significant 
hostility from all sorts of authorities, a plain reading of this text makes no sense.  Paul had 
been threatened and imprisoned for breaking the law and behaving “unRoman” – see Acts 
16 and 17, for instance.  Eventually, the Roman government would execute him  It seems to 
unlikely that Paul would call for blanket support of any government that was in power. 

 So, what do we make of this passage if we put it in historical and scriptural context?  
Here are a few ways to look at it, courtesy of Melissa Florer-Bixler.15 

 Perhaps Paul is trying to say that God is in control of everything, including human 
political institutions.  “In this reading Paul is telling the church in Rome that Caesar, with 
his claims of divinity, is no more than a puppet with God pulling the strings.”  Since I don’t 
believe that God controls everything (even if Paul did), I find this reading unsatisfactory. 

 Perhaps Paul is warning against religious zealotry.  Don’t go overboard, Paul would 
be saying with this reading.  Keep paying your taxes; don’t rock the boat.  If you have to 
resist, do only what is necessary.  Given Paul’s tendency to rock the boat, I’m still not to 
satisfied with this reading. 

 Perhaps Paul has included this passage knowing that the letter will likely be seen by 
the authorities, so he includes it with a wink and a nod so the letter will get past the 
empire’s checkpoints between Corinth and Rome.  If this reading is accurate, I can 
understand why Sessions and others in power would read it as a support of their positions, 
when the rest of us know Paul really meant something different. 

 Perhaps we should read Romans 13 only after we’ve read Romans 12.  Chapter 12 
“speaks to the character of the beloved community, the forms life will take within God’s life 
in Jesus.  The call in Romans 13 is to live this Romans 12 life in ‘submission,’ but never in 
obedience.  It may be incumbent upon our witness to the gospel to participate in a sit-in 
protesting unjust laws, but [then] we submit to the arrest we know will take place.”  This, I 
think, is the best reading of Romans 13:1-7. 

 Authority comes from God.  Power comes from people.  And there is a difference 
between authority and power.  When power aligns with God’s justice, you can support it.  
But when power ignores God’s justice, it should be resisted, even if that means needing to 
submit to the powers as a consequence of the resistance. 

 There is another idea that came to me as the Romans passage was read this 
morning.  A question, really:  What if we’ve gotten the punctuation wrong? 

                                                        
15 Melissa Florer-Bixler, "How Jeff Sessions reads Roman's 13 and how my Mennonite Sunday school class 
does," Christian Century, https://www.christiancentury.org/blog-post/guest-post/how-jeff-sessions-reads-
romans-13-and-how-my-mennonite-sunday-school-class-does (posted 15 June 2018; accessed 23 June 2018). 
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 We know that Paul’s letters were only half (at best) of a conversation he was having 
with early churches.  The letters were responses to letters he had received.  What if Paul 
was quoting part of a letter from the Romans to him back to them?  Because that ancient 
Greek didn’t have punctuation, translators have been making guesses.  What if we’ve gotten 
the punctuation wrong?16 

 Here’s something I like to do when I’m interpreting scripture.  I ask myself, does my 
interpretation support the main thrust of scripture or go against it?  I ask myself, does my 
interpretation support the gospel of Jesus?  When a particular passage of scripture conflicts 
with Jesus, Jesus always wins. 

 Jeff Sessions’ reading of Romans 13:1-7 as a biblical support of his sinful 
immigration policy conflicts with the gospel of Jesus.  William Barber and Liz Theoharis put 
it this way:  “Sessions is operating from the same playbook of biblical heresy that was used 
to support the genocide of Native Americans, lock black people in chattel slavery and 
segregate people under Jim Crow.  He’s using old tricks that go all the way back to slave 
master religion.  He’s adding to this the sin of making children the prey – something the 
Bible clearly recognizes as evil.”17 

 And I would add that he is going against the major thrust of scripture, especially by 
apply this passage to his immigration policy.  Take a look at this short and incomplete 
overview of scriptures about refugees. 

[Click here:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kcVEVAC0Cx4&] 

 It turns out that all Jeff Sessions needed to do to get a better understanding of 
Romans 13:1-7 was to keep reading.  Verses 8-10 explain that all the law – that is, all of the 
commandments about how we should relate to each other – are summed up in this one 
word:  Love your neighbor as yourself.  If the Administration wants to fulfill the law, stop 
enforcing sinful laws, and start loving our neighbors, including refugees who come to our 
borders. 

 In our gospel lesson, Jesus and his disciples are traveling.  They are going from 
familiar ground to foreign ground.  They are moving from the land of the Jews to the land of 
the Gentiles.  “The other side of the sea represents hostile territory, people presumed 
undeserving of what a messianic project intends.  I imagine a question mark on the 
disciples’ faces as Jesus directs them to set sail for this community of others.  Jesus invites 
them to detach from the familiar shores of Capernaum toward the strange and foreign 
shores of the Gerasenes.”18  Is it any wonder that a storm stirred up? 

 If we look at this story as a metaphor, if we see ourselves in the boat being directed 
by Jesus to move away from familiarity to strangeness, then perhaps we can understand 

                                                        
16 After worship, I experimented with the punctuation.  The result is available on my blog at 
https://wp.me/pBRG6-sH.  
17 Rev. William Barber and Dr. Liz Theoharis, "Jeff Sessions got the Bible wrong. We care for strangers, not rob 
their rights," The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jun/19/jeff-sessions-
biblical-heresy-immigration (posted 19 June 2018; accessed 23 June 2018). 
18 Willie Dwayne Francois III, “Living by the Word,” Christian Century, 
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/living-word/june-24-ordinary-12b-mark-435-41 (posted 22 may 
2018; accessed 19 June 2018). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kcVEVAC0Cx4&
https://wp.me/pBRG6-sH
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the storm the disciples encounter.  Even if the idea of more people from Central America 
finding safety and a home in the United States is strangeness for you, even if the idea stirs 
up a storm for you, keep sailing.  Even if the idea of standing up and protesting the policies 
of the administration, possibly even taking direct action and risking arrest, is strangeness 
for you, even if the idea stirs up a storm for you, keep sailing.  Remember the rest of the 
story, the rest of the metaphor:  With faith, we can still the storms, take the risks, and travel 
into what we perceive as dangerous territory. 

 And once we’re there, we can fulfill the law by loving our neighbors, whoever they 
may be. 

Amen. 


