
August 20, 2025 

The Honorable James Pillen, Governor 

P.O. Box 94848 

Lincoln, NE 68508-4848 

Dear Governor Pillen, 

I’m writing you today to express my deep concern regarding plans to build an ICE detention 

facility in McCook, Nebraska. If the proposed facility is to be anything like the detention facility 

currently in use in Florida, it would mark a new low in Nebraska’s already troubled record on 

incarceration and raise the potential for human rights violations within the borders of this state 

we both love deeply.  

Governor, there have been documented cases of cruel and unusual punishment against 

detainees and the denial of due process prior to deportation at the facility in Florida. 

Furthermore, numerous news stories from around the country report that, contrary to the 

stated intent of President Trump and DHS Secretary Kristi Noem, 70.4% of current ICE detainees 

have no criminal convictions. In some instances, ICE has arrested and deported legal residents 

and guests of the United States who have been accused of no crimes whatsoever. Building the 

proposed facility in McCook would most likely provide multiple avenues by which ICE could 

continue to violate the rights of American citizens, legal residents, and undocumented 

immigrants, all of whom are guaranteed due process under the 5th and 14th Amendments of 

the Constitution.  

These problems with ICE’s current enforcement procedures do not represent the only threat 

this proposed facility poses to our state and our nation. For generations, the United States has 

represented itself as a beacon of hope to people of all races, beliefs, and ideals. We promised 

opportunities to come here and contribute to the great melting pot that is America. You and I 

are descendants of immigrants who did just that. America hasn’t always lived out those 

promises perfectly, but in recent years the ugliness of anti-immigrant hatred has exploded in 

our national discourse. The ICE detention facility in Florida, and the proposed facility in Indiana, 

represent the worst of us, facilities where the dignity of every human being is mocked by the 

very government officials who are supposed to uphold justice, law, and order for all people. I 

will not dignify those facilities by using the crude, mean-spirited names for them - you know 

their names well enough, and the name for the proposed Nebraska facility is just as bad. 

Incarceration of any human being is not a cause for mockery, cuteness, or clever marketing.  

Governor, the state of Nebraska is already struggling to deal with understaffing in Department 

of Correctional Services facilities. Even if the proposed ICE detention center would be fully 

federally funded, the staffing of such a facility will be a difficult hurdle to clear as well, given 

DCS’ struggles to sufficiently staff a number of facilities, including the McCook facility 

connected to this proposed ICE center.  



As people of faith, we are called to be better than this. The church I serve, the Evangelical 

Lutheran Church in America, believes that criminal justice is a matter of faith. In a social 

message affirmed by our Churchwide Assembly in 1998, we said:  

“The existence of a permanent sub-group of people who live without recourse to effective legal 

protection opens the door for their massive abuse and exploitation and harms the common 

good. We urge leaders and citizens to seek feasible responses to this situation that offer flexible 

and humane ways for undocumented persons who have been in this country for a specified 

amount of time to be able to adjust their legal status.” 

Governor, you represent the effective legal protection standing between our immigrant siblings 

and their abuse and exploitation, and the effect of that abuse and exploitation on the common 

good of all Nebraskans as well. I agree with you, Governor, that immigration is a matter of deep 

concern for our country, and that the safety of all people is one of your primary responsibilities. 

However, I am deeply troubled by the anti-immigrant rhetoric, cruelty, and dehumanizing 

practices being deployed by ICE at this time, and I firmly believe that a detention facility in 

McCook will only serve to embolden and multiply those problematic practices. I humbly ask you 

to reconsider your agreement to build such a facility in Nebraska. There are better, righteous, 

more humane solutions to consider, Governor. Please don’t give in to the xenophobic impulses 

that are currently doing irreparable damage to our immigrant communities and our own souls 

as well.  

Yours in Christ, 

Bishop Scott Alan Johnson 

Nebraska Synod - Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 

 


