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September 2017 

Dear Friends in Christ,  

For the past three years, on every occasion that I 

have returned to the U.S., I have felt compelled to 

speak about the exodus of Central American children 

and families who have been forced to flee the 

violence and poverty in their home countries.1 

ELCA, in all its expressions, is responding 

compassionately to what has become an ongoing 

humanitarian crisis.  The comprehensive response of 

our church goes by the name of AMMPARO 

(Accompanying Migrant Minors with Protection, 

Advocacy, Representation & Opportunities).   

For readers familiar with Spanish, you might 

remember that the word ‘amparo’ (with one ‘m’) 

means to provide refuge and protection.  It is how the 

English word ‘refuge’ in Psalm 46:1 is translated in 

many Spanish-language Bibles.  

AMMPARO weaves together a myriad of responses 

into a holistic strategy that upholds the basic human 

rights of migrant children and their families; focuses 

on the root causes of child migration in Central 

America’s Northern Triangle2; advocates for the just 

and humane treatment of the migrant population in 

and outside the U.S.; and builds upon the knowledge 

and experience of ELCA’s global companions and 

U.S.-based partners. 

As ELCA regional representative here in Central 

America, my primary role has been to help ELCA folks 

understand why children and families continue to flee 

north by the tens of thousands; and also to identify 

effective ways for channeling ELCA support to 

organizations in Central America with years of  

                                                           
1 For more information on the initial phase of that crisis, see two 
previous articles published in THE LUTHERAN: “As children flee, 
Lutheran families, churches speak out” (October 2014) and “Far from 
Eden” (March 2015).  

 

accumulated expertise working with migrants and 

refugees.  Organizations like:  

- Mennonite Social Action Commission (CASM) 

and the LWF World Service program in Honduras; 

 

 

- The Migrant Ministry of the Salvadoran Lutheran 

Church; and 

 

 

2 Central America’s Northern Triangle refers to the countries of El 

Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras.  
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- Pop No’j Association in Guatemala.   

 

Our AMMPARO companions work with children and 

families who try to emigrate, but fail.  When detained 

and sent back, the child protection agency in each 

country is responsible for their reception and 

repatriation, but does virtually nothing to address the 

intolerable conditions that forced people to flee in the 

first place.  

As a Honduran Lutheran Church leader observed 

recently, “All the government does is give them is 

a sandwich and bus fare to return home.  After 

that, they’re shown the door & sent on their way.”   

 

There’s another Spanish word for what he describes 

– ‘des-amparado’ – someone in a situation of 

vulnerability and in urgent need of help.  Responding 

to these needs – in this case, the needs of returned 

migrant children and their families – is precisely the 

mission of our AMMPARO companions.   

They “welcome the sojourner” – physically 

exhausted, emotionally scarred & economically 

destitute.   

It starts with basic food provisions so that children and 

their families don’t go hungry during their first days 

back home – if they still have a home to return to.  

But returned migrants, especially children and 

teenagers, need much more:  

▪ Medical attention for health problems;  

▪ Counseling to deal with the psychological 

traumas experienced during their odyssey 

through Mexico;  

▪ Help getting re-enrolled in school; 

▪ Life skills workshops for teenagers with no 

clear plans for the future;  

▪ Technical training so that they can find a job 

and help support their family; and  

▪ Seed capital to start a micro-enterprise.  

 

 

With the right mix of assistance and accompaniment, 

our AMMPARO companions are helping many 

teenagers and their families discover that they have a 

promising future in their home country; contrary to 

what they thought, emigration is not the only answer.  
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But there are other children and families for whom 

better access to education and training is not enough.  

The principal reason for their decision to flee is not 

economic desperation, but rather the social violence 

that threatens their very lives.  

Since the onset of this crisis, the principal reason 

behind the dramatic increase in the number of Central 

American children entering the U.S. – either by 

themselves or in the company of their mother or 

another relative – are the threats, insecurity and 

violence that they face in their homes, 

neighborhoods, schools and even churches.  Much of 

that violence is caused by the presence of violent 

youth gangs.  

Quoting one of those teenagers: “I’d like to live a 

dignified life in my own country, but I can’t 

because of violence, impunity and corruption.” 

Official crime statistics indicate that the murder rates 
in Honduras & El Salvador are some of the highest in 
the world, on a par with other countries that are at 
war.   

Massacres are commonplace, heightening the sense 
of insecurity among families who are desperately 
looking for ways to keep their children safe. If it’s not 
possible for the entire family to leave, parents opt to 
get their children to safety.  

Extortion by violent gangs and other criminal 
organizations continues unabated and makes the 
operation of a family-owned business not just 
economically futile, but also life-threatening.  

So, children and families flee for their lives. In truth, 

they are refugees – not immigrants – when they reach 

the U.S. border after the long, treacherous journey 

through Mexico.  To summarily round them up and 

deport them without due process and a fair hearing is 

placing them in grave danger.   

That’s where ELCA synods, congregations and 

members also participate in our AMMPARO strategy 

– by welcoming the stranger, giving them basic 

protection, advocating on their behalf and connecting 

them with the legal help needed to apply for asylum.  

Hopefully, many of you have already heard about 

AMMPARO and have become part of this movement, 

working with others in your area.  If not, you can learn 

more at www.elca.org/AMMPARO or by going to 

Facebook.com/ELCAammparo .  

 

Regardless of where we serve, here in Central 

America or there in the U.S., all of us are following in 

the footsteps of the One who began his life as a 

refugee and taught His disciples to welcome the 

stranger.  We continue that vital ministry by giving 

AMMPARO to the refugees & immigrants in our midst. 

Stephen Deal 
ELCA Missionary – San José, Costa Rica  

http://www.elca.org/AMMPARO
https://www.facebook.com/ELCAammparo/
https://www.facebook.com/ELCAammparo/

