Message Regarding Clergy Obligations

The Episcopal Church continues to affirm its call to preserve the dignity and rights of all
people regardless of race, ethnicity, language, creed, or country of origin. The changes
made to United States immigration policy in 2025 will present challenges to the
Church’s role in supporting all immigrants, especially those have been targeted for

deportation due to immigration status.

As the Church navigates the changes to this landscape it is important for clergy and
congregations to be aware of their rights and responsibilities when interacting with
members of law enforcement. It must be understood that places of worship in our
country do not enjoy any special legal status to declare themselves sanctuaries for
undocumented immigrants. In the United States, laws against knowingly harboring
undocumented immigrants can be applied to church leaders in the same way they can

be applied to any other persons or organizations.

Until recently, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) had a policy of not making
arrests at places of worship. However, it has been reported that the current presidential
administration will be abandoning this practice. This means that clergy may have
personal legal obligations as they seek to carry out their ministry to persons affected by
these policies. Clergy should know that they cannot knowingly harbor undocumented
immigrants without possibly becoming subject to Florida and federal law. Clergy may
still provide support to those in need if they are without knowledge or are uncertain of

their immigration status.

Clergy have legal obligations when a local, state or federal law enforcement officer
seeks to enter church property, whether it be sanctified space, office space, living

space or outdoor space. Those legal obligations are as follows:

1. Without a warrant, there is no legal obligation for Clergy to allow law
enforcement officers on church property (except in very limited exigent
circumstances). Clergy may comply, but they are not legally required to do so.

2. With a valid warrant, Clergy must allow law enforcement to enter church
property. Refusal could result in felony charges in addition to the warrant

target(s) being taken into custody as well.



3. Occasionally, warrants contain invalidating deficiencies. While Clergy are not
expected to be experts on this issue, there are three key elements which a
warrant must contain in order for the warrant to be legally valid and enforceable:

a. Signature by a judge or magistrate. The Court issuing the warrant should
be clearly stated and the signature line should identify the name of the
judge or magistrate who signed and approved the warrant. Without any
authorizing signature, it is not a valid search warrant.

b. Description of the premises: A search warrant must state where the search
is to take place. It can be as simple as the address of a building. If there is
no description of a location or area law enforcement wants to search, it
may not be a lawful warrant.

c. Description of Search Target: Searches can be ordered for persons or
property. Either way, the target(s) must be specified in the warrant.
Warrants which do not specify what or whom the law enforcement officer

is looking for may not be valid.

If Clergy are uncertain about the validity of a warrant, it is nonetheless best to comply
rather than be arrested or detained along with the warrant target(s). Both Church legal
counsel and the target(s)’ legal counsel can subsequently raise challenges in court

regarding the validity and scope of the warrant(s) at issue.

While Florida law regarding immigration enforcement may or may not be changing
soon, Diocesan Clergy should follow best practices which means maintaining strong
and open lines of communication with their vestry, fellow clergy, Bishop, and Diocesan
Chancellor, as well as continuing to discern how best to serve the most vulnerable of

our community.
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DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY
U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement

WARRANT OF REMOVAL/DEPORTATION
An administrative warrant is issued
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