
5

by Elizabeth Hawkins

fter being warmly sent off 
with a blessing from Saint 

Mark’s Cathedral after the 
service on Pentecost, I ar-

rived in San Salvador on June 15. For 
the next two years, I will serve as a 
fellow with the Institute of Current 
World Affairs. ICWA is a unique 
fellowship for young professionals, 
providing “the rare gift of time and 
freedom to explore regions, research 
topics, and expand their ideas at for-
mative times in their lives.” During 
my fellowship, I will be studying the 
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reasons that so many people leave El 
Salvador to seek asylum in the United 
States, as well as the impact of chang-
ing U.S. immigration policy on the 
lives of Salvadorans. I’m also looking 
forward to connecting with human 
rights advocates and others who are 
working to improve conditions for 
women and their families.
My first trip to El Salvador was in 2015, 
when I participated in Fundación 
Cristosal’s Global School of Human 
Rights. Fundación Cristosal, which 
began as a collaboration between  

Episcopal clergy in the United States 
and El Salvador, has grown into an 
independent human rights nonprofit 
with offices in El Salvador, Guatema-
la, and Honduras. Bishop of Olym-
pia Greg Rickel serves on Cristosal’s 
Board of Directors, and generous-
ly supported my participation in a 
Global School seminar on Forced 
Migration and Human Trafficking. At 
that point, I had been an immigration 
attorney for five years. I learned so 
much that week, and I brought what 
I had learned back to my practice and 

bachata dance community where he is a beloved teacher, 
performer, and friend.
Where the rubber hits the road, “Sanctuary” is not a 
movement; Sanctuary is the people who are stuck in 
Sanctuary. It was a grand day, having the dance party in 
support of Jaime, so he actually could be with a crowd of 
people who are his friends and be his exuberant self. He 
can’t be with his family and friends like that all the rest 
of the time, and he misses them! He misses his home, his 
busy working and volunteering life, his dancing, his free-
dom to come and go—and the community misses him 
and is diminished by his absence.
In the meantime, Sanctuary becomes home. Strangers 
become friends and community members become a team 
working to live out their faith and speak up, show up, 
and act up for the sake of one man whose one life mat-
ters—and who also represents thousands of others whose 
individual lives matter.

Michael Ramos, Executive Director of the Church Coun-
cil of Greater Seattle, spoke at a rallying service for an-
other impacted member of the community, Jose Robles, 
who had been living in Sanctuary at Seattle’s Gethsemane 
Lutheran Church for more than a year—and then was 
immediately detained in July when he met with ICE to 
seek a stay of removal. Ramos said, “A system that makes 
it necessary for a person to seek Sanctuary this way…it is 
one that is cruel; it is shameful; it is illegal.”
Our communities are diminished when our neighbors 
are taken from us, when our system offers no recourse or 
due process, when human rights are ignored and the sa-
credness of the human person denied. Sanctuary matters 
because Jaime matters, and Jose matters—because every 
individual matters. This is Beloved Community! And it 
is their courage and spirit, more than their plight, that 
rallies people of faith and conscience to action on behalf 
of our brothers and sisters who are “stuck in Sanctuary.” ◆
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my professional community. I hope 
to do the same with what I learn over 
the next two years during my fellow-
ship.
Since my arrival, I have already wor-
shiped at the local Anglican church, 
San Juan Evangelista; marched in the 
lively Pride parade; visited a youth 
center in a high-risk neigh-
borhood outside of San Sal-
vador; and met with a group 
of community leaders from 
throughout Central Amer-
ica. I also watched as news 
broke of the tragic deaths of 
Oscar and Valeria Martinez, 
a father and daughter who 
drowned while trying to 
cross the Rio Grande into 
the United States. News con-
tinues to break nearly every day about 
the deaths of Central Americans in 
immigration detention at the border, 
and about the horrific conditions in 
which asylum-seekers are being held. 
Yet despite the dangers of the journey, 
many people continue to believe that 
traveling to the United States is their 
best and safest option.

Practicing immigration law was al-
ways hard, but it was also incredibly 
rewarding to help my clients navigate 
the complicated immigration pro-
cess. I built my practice defending the 
rights of people who had experienced 
domestic or gender-based violence. 
During the last two years, many of 

the protections my clients had count-
ed on were stripped away one by one. 
I applied for the ICWA fellowship just 
days after then-Attorney General Jeff 
Sessions issued a decision denying the 
appeal of a woman who was seeking 
asylum based on domestic violence 
she suffered in El Salvador. This case, 
Matter of A—B—, overturned the 

Board of Immigration Appeals’ prior 
recognition of domestic violence as a 
possible ground for asylum and made 
it much more difficult for countless 
women trying to seek safety in the 
United States. 
As my colleagues and I fight to defend 
our clients in the United States, we 

need to understand where 
they are coming from and 
why they are unable to find 
safety and stability at home. 
I’m grateful for the oppor-
tunity to contribute to that 
understanding. ◆
Elizabeth Hawkins is a Critch-
field Fellow with the Insti-
tute of Current World Affairs, 
based in El Salvador. After 
graduating from the Universi-

ty of Washington School of Law in 2010, 
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migration law practice in Seattle. She 
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and families as they navigate the U.S. le-
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cating for those who have been subject-
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Saint Mark’s Cathedral since 2006.

“DESPITE THE DANGERS OF THE 
JOURNEY, MANY SALVADORANS 
CONTINUE TO BELIEVE THAT 
TRAVELING TO THE UNITED 
STATES IS THEIR BEST AND 
SAFEST OPTION.”

The author, second from right, with friends from San Juan Evangelista 
Anglican Church in San Salvador. Photo courtesy of Elizabeth Hawkins. 


