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Logline: 

After 25 years of living in the US, a Guatemalan grandmother threatened with 
deportation takes sanctuary in a North Carolina church. 

Short Synopsis: 

Juana Luz Tobar Ortega came to the United States 25 years ago as an asylum seeker 
from Guatemala. Each year, Juana checked in with Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) annually and received a stay of deportation. But in April of 2017, she 
was told without warning that she had 30 days to leave the country or be deported. 

After over two decades in the United States, Juana refused to leave her husband, 
children, and grandchildren. Instead, in May, 2017, Juana took sanctuary at a church. St. 
Barnabas Episcopal in Greensboro, North Carolina welcomed Juana, a stranger, into 
their church home. 

In sanctuary, ICE won’t come in, but Juana cannot leave to work or be at home with her 
family. As time passes and state lawmakers continue to ignore the family's pleas for a 
stay of deportation, Juana fights to hold onto her faith. 

In 2017, non-criminal deportation cases like Juana’s skyrocketed. Deportation is 
devastating, separating mothers and providers like Juana from the families and 
communities who need them. But deportation is not the only option. 

Detailed Synopsis: 

A Latina woman alone in a building sweeps the floors, padding around quietly, making 
short broom movements on the floor. She kicks up minimal debris into a circle, moving 
from room to room. At a closer look, a chunky black bracelet with a pulsing red light sits 
on her ankle. Suddenly the mood shifts, something more sinister and unknown. Is she a 
criminal? Can she leave? 

Juana Luz Tobar Ortega is living in a church. She has taken what’s referred to as 
“sanctuary” in St. Barnabas Episcopal Church in Greensboro, NC. On May 15, 2017 
Juana was ordered to leave the U.S. After two decades of working with a permit, paying 
taxes, marriage, family-rearing in the U.S., ICE very suddenly and without explanation 
revoked her ability to remain in the country. In an effort to remain close to her husband, 
U.S. resident Carlos Ortega, 4 children, and 2 grandchildren, Juana took refuge at St. 
Barnabas. Her family remains in their rented trailer in Asheboro, NC, but visits her 
regularly and stay the night. 

In just a few days, Juana went from being a relatively secure matriarch of a close-knit 
family to being regarded as a fugitive. 

Juana’s sanctuary is widely publicized as a way of raising awareness for her cause. Her 
oldest daughter Lesvi finds herself a reluctant activist, petitioning the North Carolina 
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government to create an exception for her mother, and allow her to return to her home. 
Others follow Juana’s example, and soon more people facing deportation begin to enter 
sanctuary in North Carolina and throughout the country. 

Juana is not alone in the church. Each day, parishioners of the St. Barnabas 
congregation take shifts to keep watch. “We’re all together brothers and sisters in 
Christ,” says Juana’s English teacher Nancy Poulos, emphasizing the importance of 
sharing space with Juana with the mission of the church. “Unfortunately some people 
tend to get mixed up about this.” 

In sanctuary, ICE can't come in, but Juana cannot leave to work or be at home with her 
family. As time passes, and state lawmakers continue to ignore the family's pleas for a 
stay on her deportation, Juana's spirits slowly sink. And yet, she leans into her faith. 
Juana is patient that in God's house, God will answer her prayers. 

In May, 2018, Juana completed one year living in sanctuary. ICE has made no attempt 
to remove her from the premises.  

In this complicated immigration landscape, communities can be divided, or communities 
can be brought together under extraordinary circumstances. SANTUARIO is a 
documentary short about radical faith, one family's fight to stay together, and the true 
meaning of church in today's immigration climate. 
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Directors’ Statement (Christine Delp & Pilar Timpane) 

SANTUARIO is a quiet and not overly explanatory documentary, trying to use ambient 
sound, vérité scenes, expressions of emotion, and even silence when possible. Our 
decision early on in production was to be observational and intimate; we intended to let 
time take time. This relates back to the truth of our characters' experience, for whom 
there is no easy resolution or clear end in sight. Sanctuary is not an end, it's a middle 
ground and there is both boredom and stagnancy involved. Juana sews and crochets to 
try and pass the time; sometimes time feels like it's going in circles rather than forward. 
We reveal slowly the difficult emotional journey of a family in crisis, the consequences of 
separation and deportation, and the experience of church allies trying to support and 
protect them. 

Being that the themes of family and community are so important, we wanted to make 
sure to stay close to the family home and also church space throughout the film. Our 
characters allowed us into their homes, where Juana was once the mother of the 
domain, and where her absence is sorely felt. The space of the church, the sanctuary, is 
the continual centerpiece, where we return again and again throughout the film, a 
reminder of both the safety and captivity of Juana's situation. 

Since May 2017, our film team has been following Juana’s progress, with her family 
graciously allowing us to document their experience. As of March 2018, Juana remains 
in sanctuary and 5 others have followed in her footsteps in the state of North Carolina. 
She was the first person SANTUARIO is vital to making a public case for Juana’s stay of 
deportation, as well as providing a storied representation of the challenges of sanctuary 
to the wider public, in particular people of faith. 

SANTUARIO is a film about people of faith and their journey to make that faith active 
through sanctuary. Sanctuary is not a legal concept, it’s a moral one. Seeing the church 
welcome Juana and her family, ultimately becoming united in struggle and community, 
we realize that the personal is political. In this new age of resistance, when division 
threatens families, communities, even the entire country, everyday people like the 
Tobar Ortega family and the congregants at St. Barnabas are taking enormous risks to 
protect human dignity and their way of life. 

Featured People/Places 
Tobar-Ortega Family 

Juana Luz Tobar Ortega – Guatemalan woman who was the first person in North 
Carolina to take sanctuary at St Barnabas Episcopal Church. Mother of Lesvi, Yeimy, 
Jackeline, and Carlitos. Has been in the US for 25 years before receiving a deportation 
sentence. 

Carlos Valenzula – Juana’s husband of 30+ years. Father of Jackeline and Carlitos, 
step-father of Lesvi and Yeimy. 
Lesvi Molina Tobar – Juana’s oldest daughter, born in Guatemala. Has DACA. Takes 
over a lot of family “matriarch” duties while mom is in sanctuary. Mother of Lexli. Wife of 
Jose. 

Yeimy Molina Tobar – Juana’s second youngest, born in Guatemala. Has DACA. 
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Mother of Koral Bridguett. 

Carlitos Valenzula – 15 year old son of Juana and Carlos. Born in U.S. 

Jackeline Ortega – 22 year old daughter of Juana and Carlos. Born in U.S. 

Lexli Molina – Juana’s granddaughter, Lesvi’s daughter. Dark black hair, quieter of the 
two granddaughters. Spends lots of nights at the church with grandma. 

Koral Bridguett Tobar (goes by Bridguett) – Juana’s granddaughter, Yeimy’s daughter. 
Outspoken little activist for her grandmother. 

St Barnabas Church Community 
St Barnabas Episcopal Church – Church in Greensboro, NC started in the 1960s. Was 
the first church in North Carolina to become a sanctuary church in 2017, followed by 
many others. Social justice-oriented congregation, small community, sustained by local 
voluneers. 

Reverend Randall Keeney – Episcopal Priest, overseer at St Barnabas. Activist and 
worked to help Juana get into sanctuary. 

Pam Myers – Volunteer at St Barnabas. Dresses the altar, is at almost every sanctuary 
event. Loves to give little interviews about why the church is involved in sanctuary. 

Nancy Poulos - Volunteer at St Barnabas. Teaches Juana English with her daughter, 
Sarah. 

Sanctuary Movement Characters 
Minerva Cisneros – Second person in North Carolina to go into sanctuary. From 
Mexico, has 3 sons, 2 young sons and one adult son who is blind. Was released from 
sanctuary, friend of Juana’s. 

Reverend Julie Peeples – Pastor of Greensboro Congregational Church of Christ. 
Minerva was in sanctuary at her church, and she has since also welcomed another 
person into sanctuary.
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Credits 
Directed and Produced by Christine Delp and Pilar Timpane 

Editor Kelly Creedon 
Director of Photography Bridgette Cyr 

Cinematography 
Location Producer 

Blaire Johnson and Pilar Timpane 
Victoria Bouloubasis 

Featuring Juana Luz Tobar Ortega, Lesvi Molina, 
Rev. Randall Keeney, and others 

TFI IF/Then Consulting Producer 
TFI IF/Then Distribution Consultant 

Mridu Chandra 
Dan Shoenbrun

Supported by 
Tribeca Film Institute IF/Then Short Documentary Program 

Fledgling Fund 
Footcandle Film Society 

Southern Documentary Fund 
Women in Film 
Working Films 

Festival Laurels: 

Winner of the 2017 Tribeca Film Institute
 IF/Then American South Pitch 

Women in Film / Stella Artois Finishing Fund 

Winner of the Jury Prize for Best Documentary 
Short New Orleans Film Festival 2018
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Filmmaker Bios 
Christine Delp/ Director, Producer 
Christine is a documentary producer and director based in Minneapolis, MN and 
Durham, NC. Her directorial debut SANTUARIO won Tribeca Film Institute’s IF/Then 
Short Documentary Pitch, premiered at Hamptons International Film Festival, and won 
New Orleans Film Festival’s Grand Jury Prize for Best Documentary Short. She is also 
currently producing the documentary series BURDEN OF PROOF, which was a 2019 
IDFA Central Pitch selection and is in production with HBO Documentary Films. 
Christine was as associate producer for Seasons 3-5 of A CHEF'S LIFE (PBS)  and 
ROAD TO RACE DAY (Verizon Go90/Complex Networks) . Films produced by Christine 
have been supported by Sundance Documentary Film Program, Tribeca Film Institute, 
IFP, Sheffield Meet Market, Fledgling Fund, Women & Film Finishing Fund, and the 
Southern Documentary Fund. Christine is a New Orleans Film Society Southern 
Producing Lab fellow, an associate of UC Berkeley’s Investigative Reporting Program, 
and a PhD student in Sociology at the University of Minnesota – Twin Cities. 

Pilar Timpane/ Director, Producer, Cinematographer, Additional Editing 
Pilar is a Durham-based filmmaker and creative producer. Pilar is co- 
directing and producing SANTUARIO, a documentary short that was the 2017 winner of 
Tribeca Film Institute’s IF/Then Shorts American South pitch competition at the New 
Orleans Film Festival. She is also producing THE LAST PARTERA, a documentary 
about midwives in Costa Rica (dir. Victoria Bouloubasis, Ned Phillips) . Her photography 
and/or short films have appeared in The Atlantic Selects, The Economist, Scientific 
American, Sojourners, and others. Her work has been supported by the Tribeca Film 
Institute, Women in Film / Stella Artois Finishing Fund, Fledgling Fund, Doc Society’s 
Good Pitch Local, Southern Documentary Fund, the Big Sky Pitch, and others. Pilar 
holds a B.A. from Rutgers University and a master’s degree from Duke University 
Divinity School. Her work has focused on women’s stories, immigration, and religious 
communities. 

Bridgette Cyr/ Cinematographer 
Bridgette Cyr is a Roy H. Park Fellow and master’s candidate in visual communications 
at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Her work has been recognized by the 
72nd College Photographer of the Year competition, the Online Journalism Awards 
and the 37th Frame photojournalism showcase. 

Kelly Creedon/ Editor 
Kelly Creedon is an independent documentary filmmaker and visual journalist whose 
work focuses on using intimate storytelling as a means to explore communities and the 
questions that unite and divide us. Her work has been featured in Vimeo Staff Picks, 
National Geographic, the Los Angeles Times, The Atlantic, the Huffington Post, REEL 
SOUTH, the PBS Online Film Festival and the Bitter Southerner, among others. 
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 Promotional Materials 

Usable Promotional Stills: 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xyXBYvOsqpRhU5Q2E6X29GVLb8zei5rn/view?usp=sharing 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1loiQJL1VfVBdy-sxcduvJmfX0Bs2qMW4/view?usp=sharing 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1q6eu_CWIilCbGML8nPY_MZ1-gRZ2kUa9/view?usp=sharing 

Poster: 
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1kECCR-dYSubvynoaC4hvlhGK6kRBTy9M 

Director Headshots: 
Pilar Timpane: https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B796anvIz- 
jTZUhzVmNGSlVIMm9IR00yUm1fTFJSNDJ1ZVhF/view?usp=sharing 
Christine Delp: https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B796anvIz- 
jTbndEWmpvNGZvVGNhU0d6ck04a2xOMmhRTzF3/view?usp=sharing 

Social Media: 
Twitter/Facebook/Instagram: @SantuarioFilm 

Airing on Season 4 of REELSOUTH/PBS

Streaming on AlJazeera's Documentary Strand, WITNESS




