
Dear Archbishop Rodi, 

 

I am preparing a homily on the issue of religious freedom in the US, and saw 

your letter stating that the new Alabama law would prohibit the Church from 

administering the sacraments, etc. to undocumented immigrants. I have read 

the law and cannot find in it any reference to religious rights. Can you 

please tell me where to find the provisions that would deal with religious 

liberty? 

 

Thank you and God Bless you, 

Deacon Tom Tosti 

St. Mary of the Assumption 

Park City, Utah 

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Dear Deacon Tosti, 

 

I have received your email about the Immigration Law in the State of 

Alabama.  The legal advice received by the Catholic, Episcopal and Methodist 

bishops who filed suit is that this statute is so broadly written as to 

encompass church ministries.  In short, the law does not make illegal 

immigrants illegal.  They are already deemed illegal by federal laws.  This 

law makes illegal almost any interaction of a citizen of Alabama with an 

illegal immigrant.  Allow me to give one example that comes from Section 

31-13-13.  The section begins by stating, "It shall be unlawful for a person 

do any of the following:"  

 

1.  Conceal, harbor, or shield or attempt to conceal, harbor, or shield or 

conspire to conceal, harbor, or shield an alien from detection in any place 

in this state including any building or by any means of transportation.  If 

the person knows or recklessly disregards the fact that the alien has come 

to, has entered, or remains in the United States in violation of federal 

law.   

 

2.  Encourage or induce an alien to come to or reside in this state if the 

person knows or recklessly disregards the fact that such coming to, 

entering, or residing in the United States is or will be in violation of 

federal law. 

 

3.  Transport, or attempt to transport, or conspire to transport in this 

state an alien in furtherance of the unlawful presence of the alien in the 

United States, knowingly, or in reckless disregard of the fact, that the 

alien has come to, entered, or remained in the United States in violation of 

federal law." 

 

Harbor is an undefined term in the statute.  In this broadly written 

statute, harbor can legitimately be interpreted to encompass many church 

ministries, such as providing emergency shelter, food and clothing, 



emergency help with utility bills, or food at soup kitchens, all of which 

are church ministries.  These acts can be understood as "harboring" a 

person.  Section 2 states that it is illegal to "encourage" an alien to 

reside in this state.  Again, "encourage" is not defined.  It can be 

interpreted to prohibit allowing children of illegal immigrants to attend 

Catholic School or Sunday School classes or to allow illegal immigrants to 

attend scripture study groups, AA groups, or even Sunday services.  For 

example, does a priest "encourage" an illegal immigrant to live in Alabama 

if he baptizes the immigrant or hears the immigrant's confession? 

 

Section 3 makes it illegal to transport an illegal immigrant.  This 

prohibits church vans from giving illegal immigrants to church services or, 

in the case of Catholic Charities, it prohibits giving rides to illegal 

immigrants to doctors for medical attention, a practice which Catholic 

Charities extends to low income people who do not have transportation. 

Please note in Section 31-13-13,4F that any vehicle which transports an 

illegal immigrant is subject to forfeiture. 

 

As you observe, the churches are not specifically mentioned but any church 

ministry which is deemed to harbor an illegal immigrant or encourage an 

illegal immigrant to reside in Alabama or transport an illegal immigrant 

criminalizes the church employee or volunteer involved in that ministry.   

 

There have been some Alabama state officials who have publically stated that 

this law does not apply to churches.  Their statements are not reassuring. 

Laws are not interpreted by what a legislature meant to say but what the law 

actually states.  This law is written so broadly as to encompass many church 

ministries. Likewise, state officials do not enforce the laws.  Laws are 

enforced by local sheriffs and other law enforcement officials.  It remains 

a concern that this law may at some point be enforced quite strictly 

according to the letter of the law. 

 

Earlier this month the State Legislature considered amending this immigrant 

statue.  In order to make clear that this law does not apply to church 

ministries, the State House of Representatives added this language to the 

statute:  Nothing in this act would prevent a church or other 

church-affiliated organization, or agent or office of such church 

organization, from ministering to or providing material goods to all 

individuals regardless of immigration status."  This language was deleted by 

the State Senate.  This action by the State Senate to refuse to include 

language exempting church ministries makes abundantly clear that this law is 

intended to encompass church ministries.  This is most disappointing. 

   

I hope these brief comments may be of some help to you. 

 

Sincerely in the Lord, 

 

+Thomas J. Rodi 


