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PITTSBURG - Maria Sanchez ekes out a living caring for seniors in their homes. Her husband Agustin fixes truck tires in Oakland. They have five children, the oldest two born in Mexico, the youngest three in the United States. 

If their lot sounds commonplace, that's because there are about two million people like the Sanchezes in California, undocumented and working in menial jobs, according to proponents of the New Sanctuary Movement. 

The Sanchezes, of Concord, face an additional hardship. They are under a deportation order, which they are contesting with the help of an attorney. The family's spiritual needs, meanwhile, are being tended to by St. Francis of Assisi Catholic Church of Concord with the support of a Christian church coalition, and at least one synagogue and mosque. 

On Sunday, Maria Sanchez, 36, flanked by her 38-year-old husband and four youngest children, battled tears at Community Presbyterian Church in Pittsburg as she told the congregation and a gallery of media her family's story. She and her husband came to the United States in 1992 with two small children in search of a better future, she told the crowd. 

"Now we want to stay in this country and raise our children here," she said, adding that one of her daughters suffers from a paralytic disease for which she might not get treatment in Mexico. 

"You're not alone. Do not be afraid. We are here with you," said the Rev. Sharon Brostrom, the former pastor of Richmond's Grace Lutheran Church who is a New Sanctuary coordinator. 

The Sanchezes, Brostrom said, "have agreed to become the prophets in this time for all the people suffering from immigration troubles." 

The interdenominational service served as a local coming-out for the New Sanctuary Movement. It included readings in Arabic from the Qu'ran, in Hebrew from the Torah, and in English and Spanish from the New Testament. At the end of it, the Pittsburg church's pastor, the Rev. Will McGarvey, blew the shofar, the Jewish ceremonial ram's horn. 

Since beginning this year, the New Sanctuary Movement has spread along the Atlantic and Pacific coasts, and to the Midwest, Brostrom said. 

Charlene Tschirhart, a local spokeswoman for the movement, said that unlike the Sanctuary Movement of the 1980s, which sheltered Central American refugees from federal immigration authorities and resulted in some indictments, the New Sanctuary Movement "is with people who are 'in process,' so it's not illegal action. 

"We are standing with the Sanctuary families and accompanying them through the immigration process," Tschirhart said. 

Rabbi Pamela Frydman Baugh of Jewish Renewal told the gathering that "most of us" were immigrants to this country or descendants of immigrants. 

"I don't see many Native Americans among us," she noted. Recounting the fate of her uncle, aunt and two children, who after landing at New York's Ellis Island were sent back to Europe where they died in Nazi extermination camps, Frydman Baugh warned that immigrants are often deported to uncertain fates. 

Imam Amer Araim of the Interfaith Council of Contra Costa County cited Islam's tradition of hospitality to strangers and caring for the poor and the needy. 

"God is pleased with what we are doing now," Araim said. 

Father Hugo Hernandez of Concord's St. Francis noted that separating families runs counter to overall public policy, not to mention religious tradition. 
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