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Foreign Refugees
Sponsorship of refugees fleeing persecution is not a new ministry 
in the Diocese of Virginia. It was widely shared by churches in the 
Diocese during the mid-1950s.
 This shared work flowed from an August 1953 act of the United States 
Congress, the Refugee Relief Act of 1953, a part of the Cold War effort to fight 
the threat of communism and to aid those threatened by communist persecution. 
The law permitted about 210,000 additional special visas for admission to the 
United States by southern and eastern Europeans, particularly family units, 
who feared persecution on the basis of their race, religion, ethnic origin and/or 
political beliefs. In order to emigrate, such refugees, many of whom lived in camps 
for displaced persons, had to pass security screening, as well as provide evidence 
of the guarantee of a home and job by a U.S. citizen. It was this last requirement, 
the guarantee of a home and job, that opened the door to congregational ministry.
 On October 14, 1953, the Episcopal Church’s National Council (predecessor 
of today’s Executive Council) called upon all organizations and individuals of the 

...Continued on page 24

1950s
Style

CCA REFUGEES PHOTO PUBLISHED IN THE JANUARY 1956 ISSUE OF THE VIRGINIA CHURCHMAN.

ARTICLE TITLE IN THE JANUARY 1956 ISSUE OF THE VIRGINIA CHURCHMAN. (RIGHT) REFUGEE PRAYER FROM 1956.

VIRGINIA EPISCOPALIAN  / FALL 2016 23



denomination “to make every effort to secure at least 
1,500 [later increased to 3,000] jobs and housing 
assurances for Eastern Orthodox, Old Catholic and 
Protestant refugees…and to assure individual sponsors 
of help and cooperation of local church resources...in 
carrying out the obligations they assume by sponsorship.” 
At the May 20, 1963, annual meeting, the Diocese of 
Virginia followed suit by “adopt[ing] this resolution 
as our own” and directed the diocesan Department 
of Christian Social Relations to “give the utmost 
cooperation to the National Department and that our 
parishes and individual church members do likewise.”
 Virginia Episcopalians, particularly the parish 
branches of the Woman’s Auxiliary (now Episcopal 
Church Women/ECW), immediately swung into 
action—finding jobs, raising funds for transport to 
the United States and for living quarters to receive 
the refugees, and completing paperwork to sponsor 
families. For the next 2 ½ years, The Virginia Churchman 
(now Virginia Episcopalian) published a steady stream of 
articles, encouraging Virginia Episcopalians to sponsor 
refugees, and explaining details of sponsorship and the 
governmental offices to contact for the process. The 
Churchman also published an offer of assistance from 
the diocesan Department of Christian Social Relations 
in congregational and individual efforts. As these 

refugees began arriving in 
Virginia, their photographs 
accompanied stories of 
their flight from Europe 
and the work of Virginia 
congregations sponsoring 
them. For example, Christ 
Church, Millwood, assisted 
one of its refugees in 
receiving a scholarship to 
the Colorado School of 
Mines, after having already 
provided him employment 
as its sexton, while St. 
Mary’s, Arlington, was so 
pleased with the first family 
it sponsored, the parish 
elected to sponsor a second 
refugee family.

 A wide variety of Virginia congregations was 
involved, including All Saints, Richmond; St. James’s, 
Richmond; St. Mark’s, Richmond; St. Matthew’s, 
Richmond; St. Paul’s, Richmond; and St. Stephen’s, 
Richmond; as well as Calvary, Front Royal; Christ 
Church, Alexandria; Christ Church, Millwood; Christ 
Church, Winchester; St. George’s, Fredericksburg; 
St. John’s, Tappahannock; and St. Mary’s, Arlington. 
Individual Virginia Episcopalians became private 
sponsors too, particularly the Rev. Robert Seiler, 
executive secretary of the Diocese’s Department 
of Christian Social Relations. This is clearly not an 
exhaustive list of Diocese of Virginia sponsors, as it was 
reported in May 1957, five months after the expiration 
of the Refugee Act of 1953, that members of this 
Diocese had paved the way for 185 refugees to find new 
lives in the United States.
 The subsequent journey of these 185 sponsored 
refugees, however, was not covered by The Virginia 
Churchman. Perhaps congregations, or even the refugees 
themselves, can relate that part of the story for inclusion 
in a future article.

JULIA RANDLE
Historiographer & Archivist for 

the Diocese of Virginia.
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