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The Idol of Individualism 

Padre nuestro que estás en los cielos 

Santificado sea tu Nombre 

Venga tu reino 

Hágase tu voluntad 

En la tierra como en el cielo 

Danos hoy el pan de este día 

y perdona nuestras ofensas 

como nosotros perdonamos a los que nos ofenden 

y no nos dejes caer en tentación 

sino que líbranos del malo. 

Amen. 

 

I have not been an immigration attorney for a very long time; but I have found 

it to be a vocation where I’ve been able to draw upon some of my inherent 

tendencies and interests, both positive and negative - my inclination to stand 

with the disenfranchised which sometimes could waver on the edge of being 

called a savior complex, my bullishness, and my enjoyment of the process of 

figuring out what it is that drives and motivates each of us to make the 

decisions that we do. I enjoy the adversarial conditions of the courtroom and 

my responsibility to zealously advocate for the rights of my clients. I also 

appreciate the gentleness required to work with people who have endured so 

much trauma in their lives. This is work that absorbs every fiber of my intellect 

and compassion. It often feels like being thrown off balance and trying to 

recenter. I am constantly making mistakes but also learning from them and 

growing.  

Beyond and at the center of my work is a legal system that is still broken. 

Turn-over is high at every level because the United States is a powerful 

deportation machine that churns through bodies, with or without attorneys, at 

unmanageably high volumes. I work within a non-profit that is as riddled as any 

other non-profit with financial and managerial concerns. Sometimes it feels as 

though I’m making contact with no one but my clients, even ignoring 

co-workers to meet scheduled deadlines. I often find myself limping towards 

Friday. This is non-stop work driven by both natural and human caused 

disasters. The people I work with are constantly targeted as scapegoats by 

those in power, and I feel the vicarious effects of the stress and trauma of their 

existence being under constant attack.  
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In moments where I am looking to refresh, I often turn to the writings of Jesuit 

priest, Gregory Boyle. He is based in Los Angeles and the founder of Homeboy 

Industries, a space for ex-gang members to learn job skills. He says:  

I talk a lot about kinship, and I say, “No kinship, no peace; no 

kinship, no justice; no kinship, no equality.” We’ve become 

focused on peace, justice and equality, when the truth is, none 

of those things can happen unless there’s some undergirding 

sense that we belong to each other, that we’re connected, that 

we matter. But the good news is, if we focus on kinship, the 

byproduct of that effort is peace, justice and equality. It’s how it 
happens. Our mistake is that we focus on peace, justice and 

equality, and we herniate ourselves trying to get peace, justice 

and equality, and then we’re surprised that we burn out and that 

we never really get close to it. 

Ministry’s not meant to be like a gas tank, where you begin the 

day with a full tank and by the end of the day your tank is on E. 

Something’s wrong if that’s the way it works. 

If the intent is to save people, or even to help people, then it 
works that way. You’re going to be depleted. But if the task is 
allowing yourself to be reached by people, can you receive 

people? Can you be anchored in the here and now and practice 

the sacrament of the present moment? If you can do that, then 

it’s all delight and it’s all amazement and it’s all awe. We’re only 

saved in the present moment. If we’re not saved in the present 

moment, we’re not saved at all. 

For me, it’s never about depletion. It used to be, when I used to 

think my job was saving lives. But now I think saving lives is for 

the Coast Guard. Our choice always is the same: save the world 

or savor it. And I vote for savoring it. And, just because 

everything is about something else, if you savor the world, 

somehow -- go figure -- it’s getting saved. 

Ana and I are new to the Bay Area. I feel that I can hold the months of 2017 in 

my two hands, so much has changed so quickly for us. The memories of change 

are very raw and real. I feel God cupping her hands beneath mind whispering, 

so much has happened and I am at the center of all of it. We are beginning to 

settle into our new lives here. In our work lives, perhaps one of the things 

we’ve enjoyed most of all is the support of being a part of several law and 

organizing networks which includes an organization called Faith In Action. Faith 

In Action has helped me to realize the truth of Father Boyle’s words about 

reaching and receiving people.  

I am still learning about Faith In Action, probably several of you could step up 

right now and provide a concise history of the organization’s background. As for 
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me, all I know is that several months ago, I learned that Faith In Action had 

organized a network of 1500 volunteers from many different faith perspectives 

and these people were willing to accompany people like my clients to routine 

legal processes, ISAP Check-Ins, lodging and filing clinics, bond and individual 

hearings. If I lost some of you in the terms I just mentioned, imagine being new 

to this country, monolingual in a language other than English, and typically 

suffering from PTSD to a greater or lesser degree based on the incidents that 

caused you to flee home country. Oftentimes, the way we welcome refugees to 

the United States is with a barrage of court dates, impatient and dishonest 

immigration officers, and unstable circumstances. Faith In Action has stepped 

into this confusion through their accompaniment program, and I’ve been so 

blessed to work with them recently.  

I am still in relationship with a client who was detained by Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement, colloquially known as “ICE.” He received an “interview 

notice” from ICE, and I accompanied him to this so-called interview at 630 

Sansome Street, a one-stop shop for immigration in San Francisco. At this 

interview, the officers had discretion to determine whether or not to detain my 

client based on his criminal history. They decided that - although he had already 

served his full sentence in jail - he was still a danger to the community and he 

was arrested in front of me. Moments before in effort to calm my nervous and 

anxious client, I had asked him what he had for breakfast and this spiralled into 

a larger conversation around food and his mother’s cooking. He had been 

talking to me about pozole, an amazing soup that his mother prepared from 

scratch and how I would have to try it sometime because no one made pozole 

like his mother.  

There is nothing sanitary about an arrest. I think that the media and the police 

try to make arrests simple and straightforward, but witnessing my client 

arrested before my eyes was something that hit me deeply. All I could do was 

ensure that they followed his due process rights, but I could do nothing to 

intervene or prevent this individual from getting locked up - and what does that 

mean - for him, it has meant sitting in a cell for the past two months, hundreds 

of miles away from family. I watched the officers that arrested my client 

abruptly spread his legs, shove him head first into the wall, and roughly hand 

cuff him. Later, they walked out to lunch happily chatting about their plans for 

the weekend. I felt disoriented. My client has been diagnosed with post 

traumatic stress disorder, depression, and he cannot read nor write. He admits 

to doing wrong things in the past; but to me, no human being can heal in a cell. 

How can you touch someone and physically take part in depriving them of their 

liberty and not be affected? After witnessing my client’s arrest, I remember 

walking out of the courthouse and feeling that San Francisco had changed for 

me, it felt complicit, it felt corrupt. Something sacred had been taken from my 

client and the city continued as normal.  

Later, I represented my client at numerous hearings advocating for his release 

on bond. I asked Faith In Action to send volunteers, and they sent five people 

to attend the hearings. I started my talk today with the Lord’s Prayer in 

Spanish; because after one particularly difficult hearing, we crowded into the 
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small VTC room - a room at court where we can “skype” our client from where 

he is held at an ICE office - and the lay people took hands with my client’s sister 

and me and prayed over all of us with my client on the big screen before us. 

The Lord’s Prayer is what we concluded with. It was probably a weird sight. My 

client on the big screen and a motley group of folks huddled around a table 

holding hands, praying for strength. Nonetheless, on his side of the camera, 

quiet tears rolled down my client’s face and I felt so grateful to these people 

who would come without judgment and offer their company. My client is a man 

that is easily moved to tears. During one of our consultations he admitted to me 

that he felt his tears made him weak and he asked me if I thought there was 

psychologically something deficient in him. We live in this kind of society where 

indications of the providence or deprival of human connection - tears - a 

precious way of communicating, are decried as weak. As for me, I feel that my 

client’s tears allow him a means to grieve even in the conditions he is under, 

locked in a cell. It allows his spirit to still move, and I was so moved that the 

companionship of these strangers were able to provide for a moment where he 

could feel safe enough to cry. Even though I had asked them to come to 

support my client and his family, these people ministered to me too.  

In 1 John 4: 7-21, John writes:  

“7 Dear friends, let us continue to love one another, for love comes from 

God. Anyone who loves is a child of God and knows God. 8 But anyone who 

does not love does not know God, for God is love. 

9 God showed how much he loved us by sending his one and only Son into 

the world so that we might have eternal life through him. 10 This is real 

love—not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a 

sacrifice to take away our sins. 

11 Dear friends, since God loved us that much, we surely ought to love each 

other.12 No one has ever seen God. But if we love each other, God lives in 

us, and his love is brought to full expression in us. 

13 And God has given us his Spirit as proof that we live in him and he in us.14 
Furthermore, we have seen with our own eyes and now testify that the 

Father sent his Son to be the Savior of the world. 15 All who declare that 

Jesus is the Son of God have God living in them, and they live in God. 16 We 

know how much God loves us, and we have put our trust in his love. 

God is love, and all who live in love live in God, and God lives in them. 17 And 

as we live in God, our love grows more perfect. So we will not be afraid on 

the day of judgment, but we can face him with confidence because we live 

like Jesus here in this world. 

18 Such love has no fear, because perfect love expels all fear. If we are 

afraid, it is for fear of judgment, and this shows that we have not 
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fully experienced his perfect love. 19 We love each other[b] because he 

loved us first. 

20 If someone says, “I love God,” but hates a fellow believer,[c] that person is 
a liar; for if we don’t love people we can see, how can we love God, whom 

we cannot see? 21 And he has given us this command: Those who love God 

must also love their fellow believers.” 

One of the things that I have been overjoyed to find with Faith In Action is that 

they are doers of their faith in this world. That is, they tangibly sacrifice their 

time and resources to be present to a people that are targeted. A weekend ago, 

one of these same volunteers drove the mother of my client over a hundred 

miles to visit her son in jail. The volunteer rented the car and gave up her 

Saturday to drive a mother to a jail. That is incredible care. It is love that does 

not continue with “business as normal,” it acknowledges the complicity and 

corruption and bravely seeks discomfort because it’s right. I do not think the 

officers that arrested Carlos are bad people. I do wonder how their jobs affect 

them. I wonder how my job affects me. I wonder how our vocations are also 

circumscribed and how too much individualism has caused us to not give full 

attention to the human suffering and grieving we may encounter or know about. 

Are we embodying the love of Jesus we just read about in 1st John, is it finding 

full expression in us. Is the way we live our lives instilling others with a sense of 

the unnatural as though they had experienced Jesus living here in this world? 

As a queer person, I read verse 18 different from most, I do not see the 

“judgment” referenced by John as fear of judgment from God but rather the 

fear of judgment by my fellow believers. As a queer, unmarried person, that has 

lived with her partner for the better part of our relationship, I feel the weight of 

unspoken questions every time I step into a church. Being that my partner is an 

immigration lawyer herself, I often feel so overwhelmed by the great love of 

God in God’s choice of my partner. I could not ask for someone who more 

shares my passion for our work. We can sort through the technicalities of the 

law together, and bemoan the shocking behavior we sometimes experience 

from opposing counsel and judges. We carry each other’s trials and celebrate 

each other’s victories in a way that can be done to such extent because we are 

truly comrades in each other’s work. And yet, despite being safe spaces for one 

another, we face different challenges that straight couples do not have to 

navigate.  

Recently, Ana’s brother and sister-in-law decided that they were going to have 

both of their boys, ages three and almost one baptized at their local church. 

Ana’s brother asked if two women could serve as the babies’ godmother and the 

church responded that the role of godparents was reserved for one man and 

one woman. This hurt us both deeply as we see this ceremony also as 

acknowledgment before God of the love two women/two queer aunties can 

share with their nephews. The amazing and redeeming thing about the births of 

our two nephews is that they have never treated me as “other,” they seem to 

store Ana and me in the same parts of their brains and hearts. Although I am 

not their auntie by blood, I have given a lot of sweat to roughhousing with these 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+John+4&version=NLT#fen-NLT-30583b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+John+4&version=NLT#fen-NLT-30584c
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little guys and entertaining them endlessly whenever we are together. These 

decisions by the church to ignore how family can be created in non-binary ways 

are so hurtful and have been at the root of many tears and heartache for both 

Ana and me. In our own family, we had hoped to see Ana’s brother and 

sister-in-law not go along with “business as usual.” We had hoped that the 

injustice of the church’s unilateral denial would be clear to them and that we 

could explore other sites where the boys could be baptized. Instead it seems 

that life proceeds normally. I doubt Ana’s brother and sister-in-law realize the 

extent of hurt both Ana and I feel.  

So, the verse about judgment jumps out to me as a queer woman. If not 

proven otherwise, I  wonder if there is unspoken judgment behind your eyes 

because you don’t fully trust me around your children, because I am queer, you 

associate me with pedophilia and other immoral acts that make me question my 

goodness. Microaggressions are rife in the Christian church and they stick with 

us like nettles, it is difficult to trust that God affirms us in relationship when we 

have caused each other so much harm. 

Every week at Haven, Leah begins our time of fellowship and communion with 

these words, “Jesus on the night he was betrayed...broke bread..” She rekindles 

this cozy image we have of Jesus and her disciples breaking bread together. Yet 

on the same night, we also have this instance of Jesus, James, John, and Peter 

walking to Gethsemane and of James, John, and Peter falling asleep. The 

account from Mathew 

 26:36-46 reads:  

36 Then Jesus went with his disciples to a place called Gethsemane, and he 

said to them, “Sit here while I go over there and pray.” 37 He took Peter and 

the two sons of Zebedee along with him, and he began to be sorrowful and 

troubled.38 Then he said to them, “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to 

the point of death. Stay here and keep watch with me.” 

39 Going a little farther, he fell with his face to the ground and prayed, “My 

Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but 

as you will.” 

40 Then he returned to his disciples and found them sleeping. “Couldn’t you 

men keep watch with me for one hour?” he asked Peter. 41 “Watch and pray 

so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the flesh is 
weak.” 

42 He went away a second time and prayed, “My Father, if it is not possible 

for this cup to be taken away unless I drink it, may your will be done.” 

43 When he came back, he again found them sleeping, because their eyes 

were heavy. 44 So he left them and went away once more and prayed the 

third time, saying the same thing. 
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45 Then he returned to the disciples and said to them, “Are you still sleeping 

and resting? Look, the hour has come, and the Son of Man is delivered into 

the hands of sinners. 46 Rise! Let us go! Here comes my betrayer!” 

How many times have we had Jesus come to us and say: “My soul is 
overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. Stay here and keep watch 

with me.”  

Keep watch with me, keep watch with me. Dear God, what does this mean. 

What does it mean to stay alert in the dead of night, when everyone else is 
asleep? What does it mean to stay awake? What does it mean to keep 

communion with you. To remember you not just as a human being that 

broke bread with his followers before his death but also prayed for their 

companionship in his distress. How can we stay awake? How are we sleeping 

to the lives of true communion that you call us to? 

The reality is that Jesus provides us with these beautiful opportunities to 

reimagine the routine “business as usual” ways in which society operates. 

Jesus gave John, James, and Peter the opportunity to provide their friend 

with solace and compassion, solidarity in his darkest hour. Our families could 

provide us with the opportunity to strengthen our new family ties. The 

baptism could have been a moment to acknowledge all the new members of 

the Moraga family, the babies but also - me. These decisions allow for a 

reimagining of family. It would have meant so much to both Ana and me to 

have both been selected as godmothers.  

And again, that’s why I speak of Faith In Action almost like a unicorn sighting, 

with mythological status. It feels so rare for me to see self-proclaimed people of 

faith actually tending to other people without judgment and with real care. It is 
healing to witness. Their actions tend to wounds of my spirit. I have cried out 

for a community like this, and somehow - they’ve sprung like a well from within 

the dry desert wasteland that my work sometimes feels like. Faith In Action 

makes me realize how much I need reminders of God’s tenderness more 

routinely, in my work and in my life. I cannot just keep giving. I become dry. 

My heart yearns to see God reflected in you. What do we need from our siblings 

here in order to feel safe and to start to rebuild together? 

I think I am most fulfilled in my work when I find myself becoming a fabric of 

another person’s life and they in mine. The challenge is in being met with a 24 

hour day and limited time. So truly, to have both - to become threaded into the 

fabric of a larger community and for that cloth that’s formed to be strong 

enough to hold the collective burdens of the group, you need many threads. You 

need many people - 1500 volunteers - coming together and loving with as open 

hearts as they can muster. But also, who are we excluding from the fabric? 

Scales fall from our eyes when we allow ourselves to be touched by the people 

we’ve held at arm’s length and labeled before: “criminals,” “immigrants,” “gays” 

- labels dehumanize people.  
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How can we be a church that reaches beyond labels so that no one is burning 

out and no one suffers without another alongside her. How do we come to trust 

our tears again? How do we leverage the resources we have to multiply time? 

How do we become so inextricably bound that we can have the difficult 

conversations that are often avoided but which are required for growth and 

reimagining of community? How do we become a healing place? How do we 

keep watch for each other through the night? 

I don’t have the answers. I probably resemble the next burnt-out non-profit 

attorney at the end of each week, but I think faith in action - the concept, not 

the group, is an answer. I imagine a practice where sacred tenderness flows 

with each consult, where my clients irk and annoy me but also teach and inspire 

me, where we can consider each other friends. Rules and labels are easy ways 

to create division and maintain power. I have the following questions for us 

today: Where in our lives are we “saving” and not “savoring”? Are there false 

labels we have created that is creating distance between us now? How do these 

labels allow us to maintain comfort? What hard conversations are we avoiding? 

How is this indicative of past hurts and layers that need to be gently mended? 

How do we envision needing help to forgive or relinquish?  

 

 

 


