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“Through the Desert”  

Reading & sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

November 2, 2014 

 

“Prayer for Travelers”, by Angela Herrera 

 

This is a prayer for all the travelers. For the ones who start out in beauty, who fall 

from grace, who step gingerly, looking for the way back. And for those who are 

born into the margins, who travel from one liminal space to another, crossing 

boundaries in search of center. 

This is a prayer for the ones whose births are a passing from darkness to darkness, 

who all their lives are drawn toward the light, and keep moving, and for those 

whose journeys are a winding road that begins and ends in the same place, 

though only when the journey is completed do they finally know where they are. 

For all the travelers, young and old, aching and joyful, weary and full of life; the 

ones who are here, and the ones who are not here; the ones who are like you 

(and they’re all like you) and the ones who are different (for in some ways, we 

each travel alone). This is a prayer for traveling mercies, and sure-footedness, for 

clear vision, for bread for your body and spirit, for water, for your safe arrival and 

for everyone you see along the way. 

 

Hear the voices of our Mexican brethren: 

“They treat us as terrorists.  But our only crime is to come and look for work to 

give a better life to our families.  If there was work in Mexico, we wouldn’t go to 

the U.S.”  Manuel  

“How can we combat this crisis we are having that is a lack of Love?”   Cecilia 

And from an American who is engaged in resistance: 

“Remember one name and one face.   Go back and tell people that story.”  

Thomas Flowers  Kino Border Project 

Hear these stories … 

Rosa is a mother of two who has lived in the United States for 11 years.  Her 

children are citizens.  While driving through a road construction area, she knocks 

over an orange cone.  She is pulled over.  Like all undocumented individuals in 

AZ, she does not have a driver’s license.  She is detained and sentenced to 60 

days in the detention center pending her case.  When she is released she learns 

about the New Sanctuary Movement.  Her case is reviewed and it is determined 

that it is a hopeful one.  And so, Southside Presbyterian Church, where the last 
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Sanctuary movement was born, opens its doors yet again to harbor a Soul in 

need.   

The young man has fled from Honduras.  He has a brother the U.S.  He makes it 

through Mexico and the Sonora desert only to be turned back.  But he can’t 

return to his country.  He is being pressed to join a gang there.  If he refuses, his 

family will be murdered.   

I am leaving Grupos Beta - a federally funded agency that offers basic services 

to migrants in Mexico.  It is here that our group has spoken with migrants who 

have been deported from the U.S.  Six deported men share their stories with us 

as they now must consider their next steps.  Most have been in the U.S. for over 

10 years.  One works as a landscaper and was working in a park in Portland, 

Oregon.  He hadn’t noticed that he was working right through the closing hour 

but the police did.  In the gloaming, he was arrested.  Like most of the other 

men we meet, this man has children, all of whom are U.S. citizens.  The men 

have jobs.  Communities.  As they speak sirens blare through this border town.  

Dogs bark.  We strain to hear their voices above the din as the desert heat beats 

down on us.   The noise, the heat, all flavor this devastating brew with 

desperation.  Sadness.  Crisis. Urgency.   

We prepare to leave after a half hour.  I shoot to my feet to get ahead of my 

colleagues.  I am out of balance, wobbly in my sense of place.   As I walk to the 

van, I turn to my left and see a young man in the near distance, leaning against 

the building.  A chain-link fence is between us and just as surely, a chasm that 

divides those “who are born into the margins, who travel from one liminal space 

to another, crossing boundaries in search of center” from those who are born in 

the center.  Me:  I was born in the center.  We catch each other’s gaze.   I lift my 

hand less in greeting than in an assurance of solidarity.  Who knows how he 

interprets the gesture but he raises his hand in the same way.  At the end of that 

long day, I lay down, close my eyes and all I see is that young man.  I will carry 

him with me all of my days.   

Francisco Lopez, was once a refugee from El Salvador.  Tortured in his own 

country, he made his way to this country in 1986.  In the cool of the church I turn 

and see his smiling face.  He sits in streaming sunlight and with the purity of the 

holy he says of his adopted country,  

“We believe so strongly in money.  We put treaties in place that destroy 

economies and then we don’t want the people who suffer [as a result of those 

treaties] here [in the U.S.]”   

We are told that the fiery public defender has been doing this work for decades.  

She has fierce eyes … flowing silver hair that she sweeps aside when 

punctuating a hair-raising injustice .   
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With the blunt force of a hammer she says to us, “Scrap NAFTA.  Scrap the so-

called ‘War on Drugs’”   

 

The brutality of the policies carried out in our names is mind-numbing, Friends.  In 

preparation for the trip I read a book entitled Undocumented:  How Immigration 

Became Illegal.  I read articles about children separated from their parents and 

other atrocities.   I watched videos.  Followed a study guide.  There’s no time 

here to lay out the contradictions, the confusions, the fractured laws that make 

up our inconsistent and cruel immigration policy. 

But then I am in the desert and with a scorching desert clarity we are witness to 

the affect of said policies.  And this is what we see.  We see a singular and clear 

bottom line:  All of the fear-mongering … all of the scape goating is fueled by a 

poisonous blend of racism and greed.   

Racism and greed. 

See this image: 

We are at the county courthouse to witness the processing of migrants arrested 

having attempted to cross the border.  They are subject to a process called 

“Streamlining”.  There are 70 people to be processed.  There is a translator.  A 

judge.   Each migrant has a public defender who they may’ve met a half hour 

ago.  They are given an option:  plead guilty to the petty offense of illegal entry 

and the felony offense of illegal reentry will be dropped.   

 

The courtroom is stately.  It looks like a movie set – all wood paneling and soft 

light.  The proceedings begin.  Five migrants are called forward at once.   

But what’s that jingling sound?  It’s odd and I wonder if there is a dog in the 

room.  But I take a closer look and see that the migrants’ movements are 

restricted.  And then I see: 

Shackled ankles.  Shackled wrists with chains wrapped around waists as well. 

Brown people in chains. 

 An economy that increasingly feeds on capturing them. 

  All that is missing is the auction block. 

It costs $22 million / month to run Tucson’s courts.    

86% of all the cases heard there are illegal entry and reentry.     

All of which serve to uphold the political narrative.   
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But hear this:  there is hope and it lies in resistance.   

 

 

Hear the voices of resistance from both sides of the border:   

“I don’t want you to leave believing this area is only a disaster area.  This is an 

area of great creativity and resistance.”   Social Worker & activist 

“Humanitarian aid is never a crime.”  No More Deaths / Samaritans   

“The power of sanctuary is not that someone is living within walls of the church 

but that they’re living within the protection of a community.”  Rev. Alison 

Harrington 

“There are moments of opportunity to compel people from apathy to tapping 

into the Spirit.  Apathy is temporary.”  Rev. John Fife 

“You can never plan for a movement, you can only prepare for one.”  

Reverend John Fife 

“No More Deaths” is an organization founded in 2004 believing that migrants 

dying in the desert was a temporary crisis.  The organization and its mission was 

adopted as a ministry of our congregation in Tucson.   It was the recipient of a 

recent Good Neighbor Offering here at All Souls.  No More Deaths has a 

medical tent in the desert to provide care to migrants.  Volunteers drop off 

water throughout the desert.  They are about to release a study entitled, 

“Shakedown: How Border Patrol Robs Immigrants of Their Money & Belongings”.  

Their focus is razor sharp:  hospitality to migrants in the ways I just named, abuse 

reportage, and educating groups like our own. 

The Kino Border Initiative was started by an order of nuns and now is run in 

partnership with the Jesuits.  Other faith communities pitch in as well.  Kino too 

has a razor sharp focus:  to restore migrants’ human dignity having been 

stripped of the same while in the U.S.  Guests are provided with two meals a day 

and are served at a table lovingly set for them. (I was reminded of Judith Crotty 

insisting that our guests at the Community Meal sit at tables with table cloths 

and cloth napkins.)  They provide clothing as migrants are stripped of their 

belongings.  The only advocacy they are involved with at the moment:  

abolishing the practice of putting migrants in chains in the courthouse.   

Resistance.  It is our greatest hope.   

When I was last in the pulpit I said that I fully expected to have my heart broken 

on this trip and indeed, my heart was broken a hundred times over and now I 

feel led by the clean and efficient fuel that is righteous anger.   
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Now, did I ever imagine that this issue would be my own? No.  If I had my 

druthers I would funnel all my social justice energy with a razor sharp focus on 

reproductive health and rights.  Yet, it is an issue I have barely engaged with in 

the 13 years I have served you.  But here’s how this social justice thing works.  In 

the winter of 1985 my first friend died from AIDS-related illnesses.  I was living in 

Minneapolis at the time.  John was a dancer.  He had a wicked sense of humor.  

He was dead in three months time.  In the fall of the same year I moved to NYC. 

It was the height of the plague.  A year and a half later, I began what was a 10-

year run working in the AIDS movement.  Because my heart was broken and I 

was angry. 

And then you called me as your minister in 2001.  I was doing peace work soon 

after the terrorist attacks but something was happening here in New London 

that we couldn’t ignore.  More and more people were facing homelessness and 

the city was not willing or able or some combination of both to face the growing 

crisis. Fr. Emmett Jarrett asked me to help.  And by doing so, he was asking this 

congregation to help.  Did I ever imagine homelessness would be the focus of 

my social justice work for all those years?  No.  But my heart was broken and I 

was angry.  That and my beloved friend asked me to help and I always did 

anything that Emmett asked of me. 

Years have passed and the immigration issue keeps nipping at our 

consciousness.  We saw it break open this past summer – although the 

advocates I met last week said that actually, there was nothing particularly new 

happening at the border.  We were simply being whipped into a frenzy for 

malevolent reasons.  Two of my beloved friends asked me to help – locally 

Pastor Daniel Martino and from the UU College of Social Justice, Reverend 

Kathleen McTigue – both known by this congregation and each of them knows 

you.   By asking me for my support, they were asking you for yours.  And I would 

do anything Kathleen or Daniel asked of me. 

I have a servant soul, Friends.  And I believe that this congregation as a whole 

has the same.  We are being asked to help.  Is it necessarily the cause we would 

have imagined for ourselves?  Probably not.  But this issue is the one that staring 

us in the face.  And our neighbors are asking us to help. 

“You don’t plan a movement but you prepare for one.” 

I am asking you to prepare for the movement.  The book I mentioned earlier, 

Undocumented will have a discussion guide available soon.  We can read it 

together. 

Again, I invite you to participate in “Building the World We Dream” an anti-

racism class experience that Rebecca and I are co-leading.  Third Thursday of 

the month.  Come on down.   

We are preparing.   
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I am preparing.  And this trip was part a vital part of that preparation.  I couldn’t 

have gone without the financial support from several Souls who generously 

donated to the cause; financial support from CT College’s Office of Religious 

and Spiritual Life, as well as a scholarship from the College of Social Justice.   

These experiences are not cheap.  And they are worth every penny.  I am 

deeply grateful for the support I received that made it possible.  I will be a more 

effective advocate for the experience.   

For all the travelers, the ones who are here, and the ones who are not here; the 

ones who are like you (and they’re all like you) and the ones who are different 

(for in some ways, we each travel alone). 

For every Soul fleeing through the desert as I speak, traveling mercies.   

Resistance!  May we be worthy keepers of the flame.   

Amen. 

 


