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Abstract
Identity crafts for migration and citizenship purposes require the assistance of bro-
kerage actors that help secure documents, advise on self-presentations, and vouch 
for relevant credentials. While recognizing the contradictory roles these intermedi-
aries play in both facilitating and controlling migration and the porous boundary 
between for-profit and non-profit actors, scholars have yet to explore what chal-
lenges these characteristics pose to the organization of a particular brokerage trans-
action. How do these intermediaries reconcile their roles as migration facilitators 
and surrogate gatekeepers? Does it matter to present the transaction as driven by 
financial rewards or other loftier goals? How are the boundaries between different 
types of intermediaries enacted and contested? I explore these questions through the 
case of a religious organization that helps migrants establish their religious identi-
ties for asylum claims-making on religious grounds. Combining insights from the 
“relational work” approach with ethnographic research in Korean evangelical con-
gregations in the U.S., I show how the template of gift giving allows the church to 
focus on making the faithful as God’s intermediary, instead of screening them as 
the state’s private deputy, and avoid an accusation that its trade with asylum-seek-
ers turns the Christian persona into a quasi-commodity. The boundary between the 
church and commercial brokers, between gift giving and market exchange, however, 
is constantly contested and renegotiated through the interaction between the transac-
tion parties. In conclusion, I discuss how the relational work approach can advance 
our comparative inquiry into the brokerage transactions facilitating the “profane” 
exchange of “sacred” identities for migration and citizenship purposes.
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The successful mobilization of various types of “identity tags” (Goffman, 1959b) 
is crucial for aspiring migrants to access the territory, labor market, and citizenship 
of affluent liberal democracies. The acquisition of entry visas, legal residency, work 
permits, and citizenship is predicated on the applicant’s capacity to establish that 
she is what she claims to be, with an assortment of documents, plausible perfor-
mance, and, if relevant, biometric information (Kim, 2011). Such identity crafts for 
migration and citizenship purposes, both in authorized and unauthorized forms,1 
often require the assistance of third parties that mediate the gatekeeping state and 
aspiring migrants. These intermediaries help applicants secure required documents, 
advise on their self-presentations, and vouch for their credentials. Earlier scholar-
ship on migration brokerage was largely built on the distinction between for-profit 
and non-profit actors (Gurak & Caces, 1992; Hernández-León, 2008; Krissman, 
2005; Portes & Sensenbrenner, 1993) and presented these actors as a challenge to 
state sovereignty in an alarmist or a celebratory tone (Koslowski, 2000; Rodríguez, 
1996; Spener, 2009). More recent studies, however, have begun to emphasize the 
systematic interlinkage and frequent boundary-crossing between for-profit and non-
profit actors (Alpes, 2017; Hernández-León, 2013; Mengiste, 2018; Sanchez, 2017; 
Tinti & Reitano, 2017). They have also highlighted that these intermediaries not 
only facilitate but also control migration, whether they are officially delegated by the 
state its regulatory function (Andersson, 2014; Faist, 2014; Feldman, 2011; Surak, 
2018; Xiang & Lindquist, 2014).

Despite the increasing recognition of the fluid assemblage comprising migration 
brokerage and the contradictory roles these intermediaries play, the existing litera-
ture has yet to explore what challenges such ambiguities pose to the organization 
and legitimization of the brokerage transaction at stake. How do these intermediar-
ies reconcile their dual roles as migration facilitators and surrogate gatekeepers in 
their daily interaction with aspiring migrants? Does it matter to present and organize 
the brokerage transaction as driven by financial rewards or other loftier goals? How 
are the boundaries between different kinds of transaction and different types of inter-
mediaries marked, enacted, and contested?

This article explores these questions through the case of a religious organization 
that helps unauthorized migrants seek asylum on religious grounds. Specifically, I 
examine Korean evangelical congregations in the United States, which have become 
an ambivalent aide to the asylum claims-making on religious grounds by coethnic 
migrants from China (“Korean Chinese” henceforth). To acquire the refugee status, 
applicants must establish that they have the “well-founded fear of persecution” in 

1  I further develop elsewhere the concept of “unauthorized identity craft” in the context of international 
migration, proposing it as a better alternative to a more common term “identity fraud.” The latter term 
takes for granted the state’s monopolistic claim to the truth of individual identities. “Unauthorized iden-
tity craft,” by contrast, allows us to explore  the conditions of this “symbolic violence” that recognizes 
only some identity claims as “legitimate impostures” while defining others as “frauds” (Bourdieu, 2000). 
The concept of “unauthorized identity craft” emphasizes the performative dimension of identity and 
problematizes a clear distinction between passing and authentic identities (Goffman, 1959b). But as com-
pared to the conventional symbolic interactional approach, the concept takes into more serious account 
the power of the state and structural inequality in answering the question of what make certain identity 
claims more legitimate than others.
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case they are sent back to their origin countries due to their race, religion, national-
ity, political opinion, or membership in a particular social group. For those submit-
ting asylum applications on religious grounds, establishing the religious identity at 
issue is a necessary, if not a sufficient, condition for successful asylum claims-mak-
ing. Religious organizations can help asylum-seekers in this regard by issuing cer-
tificates of membership and baptism, providing letters or testimonies in court, and 
teaching proper ways to perform the religious faith at issue. This verification regime 
devolves part of the state’s screening function upon pertinent religious organiza-
tions. At the same time, it brings them closely to the position of for-profit migration 
entrepreneurs, who have long helped identity crafts of aspiring migrants in exchange 
for fees.

What factors make a certain religious organization more invested in weed-
ing out impostors or facilitating migrants’ identity craft? How does it navigate the 
tension between these conflicting impulses in organizing its transaction with asy-
lum-seekers? What moral stakes does the religious organization as well as asylum-
seekers see in policing or blurring the boundary between religious actors and com-
mercial brokers? What forms do these boundary struggles take and what are their 
consequences?

The “relational work” approach (Bandelj, 2020; Zelizer, 2012) proves useful 
in answering these questions. Instead of viewing morality as inherently incompat-
ible with, or subsumable under, the logic of the market, this approach encourages 
us to examine the concrete practices actors follow to deal with the constant inter-
twining between morality and market and determine which form of intertwining is 
legitimate. This framework can be fruitfully extended to the brokerage transactions 
involving the (presumably) opportunistic adoption of “sacred” identities for migra-
tion and citizenship purposes. These include, for example, marrying to acquire 
fiancé visas, changing ethnic identifications to obtain EU passports, purchasing citi-
zenship for better security and mobility, and for the matter in which the present arti-
cle is interested, converting to acquire the refugee status. Intermediaries trading in 
these “sacred” identities should either legitimize their commodification or define the 
transaction they broker as something other than—or more than—market exchange 
through innovative relational work. Furthermore, these brokerage transactions are 
embedded in the broader transnational networks of exchange, especially transna-
tional kinship, and in the empirical case at hand, even tangled with the well-estab-
lished pattern of exchange involving the church, its members, and the non-human 
divine being. Analyzing complex relational work to coordinate this multilayered 
composite transaction brings into sharp relief not only the precarity of the bounda-
ries between “moral” and “immoral” trades of these identities, but also the stakes 
of boundary-maintenance, and the concrete institutional and interactional work that 
goes into sustaining or challenging these boundaries.

This article fleshes out these theoretical insights through ethnographic data col-
lected from seventeen months of research in two Korean evangelical congregations in 
the U.S. I show how the distinctive ethnoreligious imagination of Korean American 
evangelicalism enables the church to view Korean Chinese migrants’ interest in identity 
craft as a God-given opportunity for their identity change. By constructing its trans-
action with coethnic asylum-seekers as an instance of (vicarious) gift giving through 
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relational work, the church can focus on making the faithful as God’s intermediary, 
instead of screening them as the state’s surrogate gatekeeper, while staving off an accu-
sation that its trade with “opportunistic” asylum-seekers trivializes the faith. The nature 
of the transaction, however, cannot be determined single-handedly by one party; it is an 
ongoing interactional achievement. For-profit migration entrepreneurs, who have long 
provided Korean Chinese migrants with a similar form of assistance for fees, pose a 
significant challenge to the church. They offer some asylum-seekers a competing tem-
plate for organizing their relationship with the church—namely, market exchange—
transforming the Christian persona into a quasi-commodity. Boundary blurring with 
commercial migration intermediaries makes the church vulnerable to the accusation 
that it is participating in a taboo transaction. Such blurring also makes it difficult for 
the church to demand that asylum-seekers make a retrospective yet serious commit-
ment to the Christian persona as a way of reciprocation. These moral stakes compel the 
church to vigilantly police the boundary between the church staff and commercial bro-
kers, between gift giving and market exchange. However, the existence of a “boundary 
object” (Star & Griesemer, 1989), specifically weekly offerings and tithes, undermines 
this effort. Interactional tensions and breakdowns occur—especially over the matters 
of time commitment, behavioral discipline, and monetary contributions—wherein a 
proper way of reciprocation is debated and the hierarchy between transaction partners 
negotiated. The dramatic instances inviting explicit attempts at repair are nonetheless 
rare. The protracted asylum process on the one hand, and the long and arduous path to 
conversion on the other, enable asylum-seekers and the church to continue to cooperate 
despite discrepant understandings of their relationship.

This article offers several analytic insights for the comparative inquiry into the 
brokerage transactions that facilitate the “profane” exchange of “sacred” identities 
for migration and citizenship purposes. The type of relational work required to legit-
imize a given brokerage transaction is likely to vary depending on: whether the state 
is supportive, tolerant, or hostile towards the commodification—or more broadly, 
instrumentalization—of the identity at stake; whether that identity is considered 
immutable or malleable; whether the given intermediary operates more like a “peo-
ple-changing” or a “people-processing” organization (Hasenfeld, 1972); whether the 
identity craft requires a fleeting or an enduring performance; and how the brokerage 
transaction at issue is intertwined with other “circuits of commerce” (Zelizer, 2005). 
This article suggests that brokering identity crafts to secure the refugee status would 
require exceptionally arduous relational work. In addition to the state’s hostility to 
the instrumentalization of the relevant victim personae, the legitimacy of the refuge 
institution is built centrally on the idea that these victim identities are neither malle-
able nor circumstantially shifting.

Theoretical framework

Identity crafts, migration brokerage, and religious organizations

Crafting identity is integral to the struggle of aspiring migrants to access the terri-
tory, labor market, and citizenship of affluent liberal democracies. The acquisition 
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of entry visas, legal residency, work permits, and citizenship is predicated on the 
successful mobilization of various types of “identity tags” (Goffman, 1959b) for 
appraisal by frontline gatekeepers. Immigration visas for family reunification, for 
example, often involve assessment of an array of evidence—birth and marriage cer-
tificates, DNA test results, wedding and honeymoon photos, phone records, face-to-
face interviews with consular officials, and so on—by bureaucrats seeking to estab-
lish the authenticity of the alleged kinship or marriage ties (Alpes & Spire, 2014; 
Kim, 2011; Satzewich, 2015). Special visas or citizenship available to coethnics 
abroad (“ethnizenship”: see Bauböck, 2007) are granted based on the demonstra-
tion of the applicant’s ethnic membership, however it is defined. Official documents, 
DNA test results, and interviews assessing the applicant’s ethnocultural or ethnore-
ligious credentials—most importantly, fluency in the relevant language—are com-
monly mobilized for this purpose (Cook-Martín, 2013; Harpaz, 2019; Kim, 2019b). 
Scholars have also documented the importance of birth certificates, passports, medi-
cal records, affidavits, and plausible performances of victim personae in the acquisi-
tion of the refugee status or other types of humanitarian reliefs in immigration and 
citizenship (Lakhani, 2013; Ticktin, 2011).

Identity crafts for migration and citizenship purposes often require the assistance 
of third parties that mediate aspiring migrants and gatekeeping states, whether it 
is considered legal or not. Agencies brokering international marriages identify 
potential citizen spouses and coach the couple to create an assortment of evidence 
of courtship and marriage to pass the screening at the consular office (Piot, 2010, 
2019). Labor recruitment firms training jobseekers and vouching for their skills are 
indispensable for finding jobs overseas as live-in care workers and nurses in South-
east Asia (Chang, 2021; Liang, 2011; Rodriguez & Schwenken, 2013; Rudnyckyj, 
2004). Commercial brokers unearth ancestry documents for ethnic Koreans in China 
and teach Hungarian language to ethnic Hungarians in Slovenia, as they respec-
tively seek preferential access to South Korean labor market and Hungarian citizen-
ship (and by extension, EU passports) as coethnics (Harpaz, 2019; Kim, 2019a, b). 
Lawyers, advocacy organizations, and commercial entrepreneurs assess, and help 
improve, applicants’ self-presentations as credible victims eligible for humanitarian 
reliefs in immigration and citizenship (Cabot, 2013; Galli, 2018; Lakhani, 2013).

Existing studies have shown that this brokerage work assisting migrants’ identity 
craft is performed by both for-profit and non-profit actors, the boundary between 
which is not always clear (Alpes, 2017; Guevarra, 2010; Hernández-León, 2013; 
Mengiste, 2018; Sanchez, 2017; Tinti & Reitano, 2017). They have also high-
lighted the dual roles these intermediaries play in at once facilitating and con-
trolling migration, whether they are officially delegated by the state its screening 
function (Andersson, 2014; Aptekar, 2020; Faist, 2014; Feldman, 2011; Lindquist 
et al., 2012; Surak, 2018; Xiang & Lindquist, 2014). Attempts to revamp our ana-
lytic toolbox have followed, by, for example, expanding the concept of “migration 
industry” to include non-profit actors (Agustín, 2008; Andersson, 2014; Hernández-
León, 2013) or developing new concepts like “migration apparatus” and “migration 
infrastructure” to capture how regulatory, commercial, and humanitarian actors co-
produce migration/migrants as a new object of rationalized governance (Feldman, 
2011; Xiang & Lindquist, 2014).
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Despite the increasing recognition of the fluid assemblage comprising migration 
brokerage and the contradictory roles these intermediaries play, the existing litera-
ture has yet to explore what challenges such characteristics pose to the organization 
and legitimization of the brokerage transaction at stake. How do these intermedi-
aries reconcile their dual roles as migration facilitators and surrogate gatekeepers? 
Does it matter to present and organize the brokerage transaction as driven by finan-
cial rewards or a commitment to loftier goals? If it matters, for whom and why, and 
how is this distinction marked, enacted, and contested?

Religious organizations involved in asylum claims-making on religious grounds 
offer a particularly illuminating case to explore these questions. Those who apply 
for the refugee status on religious grounds must establish their religious identities 
with documentary evidence, witness testimonies, and adequate performance before 
the scrutinizing eyes of asylum officers or immigration judges. Religious organiza-
tions can help asylum-seekers pass this “credible membership test” (Samahon, 2000) 
through various forms of vetting (e.g., certificates, affidavits, and testimonies) and 
teaching. This particular verification regime shapes the distinctive relationship that 
religious organizations come to have with the state and asylum-seekers. Religious 
organizations can relate to the state as its private deputies, delegated part of its gate-
keeping task (Kritzman-Amir, 2011; Lahav, 2000; Pham, 2008). At the same time, 
asylum-seekers’ interest in crafting their religious personae draws religious organi-
zations closely to the position of for-profit migration entrepreneurs, which provide 
aspiring migrants with critical assistance in their engagement with the asylum institu-
tion, at times in ways considered illegal (Beneduce, 2015; Bohmer & Shuman, 2018; 
Cabot, 2013; Hsin & Aptekar, 2021).

Multiple factors can pull religious organizations in the opposite directions. On 
the one hand, they share with the state a common interest in weeding out impostors 
and frivolous members. As Weber (1946), and more recently, Iannaccone (1994), 
famously proclaimed, religious organizations with strict membership regulations can 
make the religious identities at issue more “sacred” and thereby strengthen mem-
bers’ commitment to those identities. Moreover, the demand that the secular liberal 
democratic state provide an exceptional protection for coreligionists under persecu-
tion hinges significantly on the putative rigidity of the religious identity and its cen-
trality to selfhood. Lowering the bar for membership undermines this presumption. 
On the other hand, individual religious leaders and congregations can draw vari-
ous instrumental and symbolic benefits (e.g., growth of influence, improvement in 
finance, endorsement of religious values, etc.) from facilitating asylum-seekers’ 
identity craft, if it leads to increase in membership and/or the protection of a vul-
nerable population or the population of religious significance. More fundamentally, 
the fact that religious organizations—especially those with a proselytizing ambi-
tion—function more like “people-changing” than “people-processing” organizations 
(Hasenfeld, 1972)2 makes them inadequate to serve as the state’s surrogate gate-
keeper. To put it differently, religious organizations may be less interested in screen-
ing the faithful than producing them.
2  People-changing organizations seek to achieve changes in their clients “by altering their basic personal 
attributes,” whereas people-processing organizations “by conferring on them a public status and relocat-
ing them in a new set of social circumstances” (Hasenfeld, 1972:256).
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How do religious organizations navigate these conflicting impulses in organiz-
ing their transaction with migrants who seek their vetting and teaching for asylum 
claims-making on religious grounds? What should they expect (or require) from 
asylum-seekers in exchange for their assistance for crafting credible religious per-
sonae? What happens if there are other types of intermediaries that offer competing 
cultural scripts for organizing this transaction? What forms do the boundary strug-
gles between religious actors and for-profit migration brokers take? The “relational 
work” approach in economic sociology offers useful analytic tools to address these 
questions, to which I now turn.

Relational work in taboo transactions

Since the publication of Zelizer’s (2005) pioneering work, economic sociologists 
have advocated to move beyond the binary of the “hostile worlds” view and “noth-
ing but” reductionism in understanding the relationship between economic exchange 
and intimate ties, or between market and morality (Fourcade & Healy, 2007): the 
“hostile worlds” view sees market and morality as inherently incompatible and 
asserts that the latter be separated and protected from the corrosive power of the 
former; “nothing but” reductionism by contrast embraces, passionately or resign-
edly, the primacy of market logic, explaining all social actions as ultimately driven 
by actors’ conscious pursuit of self-interest. Highlighting instead the always already 
co-constitutive relationship between market and morality, Zelizer (2005, 2012) 
proposes the concept of “relational work” whereby actors try to match a particular 
social relation with the economic transaction and exchange media deemed appro-
priate for that relation. A successful match constitutes a “circuit of commerce” in 
which individuals share a common definition of their relationship, undertake shared 
economic activities that suit that definition, and evaluate these activities with similar 
accounting systems and moral valuation.

The relational work approach has proven especially useful for analyzing the 
exchange of contested commodities, namely, the goods whose exchange through 
seeming market transfers is potentially scandalous. Examples include egg, organ, 
and blood donation (Almeling, 2011; Haylett, 2012; Healy, 2006), medical use of 
cadavers (Anteby, 2010), transactional exchange of sexual intimacy and flirtation 
(Hoang, 2015; Mears, 2015), surrogacy contract, child adoption, transnationally 
brokered marriage (Berend, 2012; Kim, 2019; Zelizer, 2012), and tithing in Pros-
perity Gospel (Coleman, 2004; García, 2014; Lin, 2013; Premawardhana, 2012). 
Participants in these transactions develop elaborate cultural scripts, interactional 
rituals, and in some cases, formal regulations to distinguish between “moral” and 
“immoral” ways of exchanging the given goods, the commodification of which is 
legitimized or “obfuscated” (Rossman, 2014) through this process. This framework 
can be fruitfully extended to the brokerage transactions involving the exchange of 
citizenship (as in the case of investment citizenship) or other identities (e.g., fam-
ily status, ethnic membership, religious identities, and certain victim personae) for 
migration and citizenship purposes through market-like transfers. Intermediar-
ies that assist the (presumably) opportunistic adoption of these “sacred” identities 
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should either legitimize their commodification or define the transaction at stake as 
something other than—or more than—straightforward market exchange through 
innovative relational work.

One common finding in the literature is that gift giving offers a powerful alter-
native template to market exchange to those seeking to avoid the potentially inju-
rious effect of participating in such “taboo exchanges” (Rossman, 2014; Schilke 
& Rossman, 2018). Gift giving and market exchange constitute different “circuits 
of commerce,” involving divergent understandings of the relationship between 
transaction parties and the appropriate accounting system and moral valuation of 
the transaction at issue (Appadurai, 1986; Fourcade, 2020; Mauss, 1974 [1925]). 
If calculability and fungibility characterize market exchange, incalculability and 
nonfungibility are central to gift exchange. Explicit and immediate reciprocation, 
often required in market exchange, makes a gift no longer a true gift. Gift receiv-
ers, however, are not free from the obligation to pay back. Rather, gift exchange 
may bind the receiver to the giver, whose moral standing is considered superior, 
for an indefinite span of time: a proper expression of gratitude and an appropri-
ate time delay in requital are crucial for successful gift exchange. Depending on 
which model of exchange transaction parties subscribe to, they may therefore 
operate with discrepant understandings of: the precise object of the transaction; 
the value of this object; the relationship created and sustained by the transaction; 
the moral hierarchy between the transactors; the duration of this transaction; and 
the appropriate method of reciprocation.

Scholars have shown that neither the exchange media (e.g., monetary 
exchange or not), nor the relation between transactors (e.g., intimate ties or 
not), nor the motive of one party unambiguously determines whether a particu-
lar transaction is gift giving or market exchange (Bird-David & Darr, 2009; 
Carling, 2014; Herrmann, 1997; Lainer-Vos, 2013; Smart, 1993). While rec-
ognizing the existence of sufficiently institutionalized circuits of commerce, 
Zelizer (2012:164) also stresses that “no master blueprint hovers above, prede-
termining the multiple matches among relations, transactions, and media.” A 
shared definition of a transaction is an ongoing practical achievement in situ, 
an outcome of complex relational work performed through temporally unfold-
ing interactions. Wherry (2012) develops the notion of “performance circuit” 
to capture this dramaturgical dimension of relational work. A successful com-
pletion of a transaction requires a shared cultural script, proper staging, and 
audience who are “willing to suspend disbelief” (206). The contingent nature 
of the relational work is more pronounced when “situations are open-ended 
[…], plagued with uncertainty, [… and] the participants to an exchange [do 
not] have a common history and/or set of shared understandings to build upon” 
(Bandelj, 2012:190).

A failure to produce a congruous definition of the transaction, however, does 
not necessarily lead to an interactional breakdown or a complete withdrawal 
from the exchange. Particularly interesting is the ambivalent role of a “bound-
ary object” (Star & Griesemer, 1989), namely, an object that belongs to differ-
ent social worlds while carrying different meanings. The boundary object that 
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invites transaction parties to bring multiple scripts to bear on the same situa-
tion functions “as a kind of lubricant that facilitates cooperation” (Lainer-Vos, 
2013:162). It enables transactors to complete the transaction “without sharing 
a consensus regarding the meaning of the object that changes hands and the 
rights and obligations that follow from the exchange” (146).

But at the same time the boundary object may sow a seed for disputes about the 
“true” nature of the situation. An authoritative third party or the transaction par-
ties themselves may take up the role of “censorious observers” (Fiske & Tetlock, 
1997:255), attempting to clarify to which circuit of commerce this boundary object 
“truly” belongs. Contested commodity transactions are ripe for such disputes, as 
they implicate the perceived encroachment of market logic into the realm in which 
other modes of valuation should supposedly prevail. Money as a universal medium 
of exchange and hence a quintessential boundary object often becomes a catalyst for 
such disputes. Struggles to defend “moral limits to fungibility” (Fiske & Tetlock, 
1997:256), or conversely, redefine the nature of the transaction as none other than 
market exchange are likely to ensue. In other words, the “hostile worlds” view and 
“nothing but” reductionism are invoked as interpretive frames in these contestations 
(Bandelj et al., 2015).

However, if transaction parties are invested in continuing the exchange and 
maintaining the relationship, even if for different reasons, attempts to repair the 
mismatch—by engaging in skillful disruptions (Tavory & Fine, 2020), subsum-
ing one interpretation to the other, or allowing multiple meanings afloat (Patrick, 
2018)—are a more likely outcome than a complete withdrawal from the exchange. 
With the temporal horizon of the relationship open to the future, transaction parties 
who continue to engage in this “layered transaction” (Carling, 2014:248)—wherein 
multiple cultural scripts are superimposed through selective, deceptive, or disparate 
communication—may adjust their expectations and reconfigure their relationships 
over time, eventually producing a congruous definition of the transaction through 
ongoing relational work.

Case and data

This article draws on my bigger research project in the U.S., South Korea, and 
northeast China on the migration careers, legalization strategies, and religious con-
version patterns of ethnic Korean migrants from northeast China, through various 
steppingstone countries, to the United States. Since the early 1990s, international 
migration has been a major strategy with which Korean Chinese have weathered 
China’s drastic economic transformation. A decade of diverse and intensive migra-
tion to neighboring regions (including, most importantly, to their affluent home-
land, South Korea) prepared the way for frequently unauthorized migration to ever 
more distant and diverse destinations outside northeast Asia. This would have been 
impossible without commercial migration intermediaries who have helped them 
apply for visas by artifice, provided various counterfeit documents, and guided 
them through clandestine border-crossings (Kim, 2016, 2019a). Korean Chinese 
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migrants in the U.S. mostly work in Korean or (less frequently) Chinese ethnic 
enclaves in major cities, taking jobs open to migrants with precarious legal status, 
in restaurants, nail salons, spas, construction sites, and food processing factories.3

While some Korean Chinese migrants plan to return to China once they 
make enough money, others apply for the refugee status, citing religious or 
political persecutions or the repressive one child policy of the Chinese Com-
munist Party. The refugee status determination (RSD) process in the U.S. 
comprises several stages.4 Asylum applicants not yet placed in removal pro-
ceedings are interviewed by asylum officers of the Department of Homeland 
Security.5 Those who receive an affirmative decision at this first stage acquire 
the refugee status and become eligible for the legal permanent resident sta-
tus. Otherwise, their cases are handed over to the immigration court where 
they should argue their cases against the attorneys from the Department of Jus-
tice in an adversarial setting. Applicants unsuccessful at this second stage will 
be deported unless they file appeals with the Board of Immigration Appeals 
(BIA). If unsuccessful again, the last remaining recourse is to apply for judi-
cial reviews at the Federal Circuit Court of Appeals. This RSD process in the 
U.S. is known for its unpredictability and arbitrariness, earning it the name 
“Refugee Roulette” (Ramji-Nogales et al., 2007).

For those submitting asylum claims based on the persecuted Christian 
identity—the focus of the article—establishing that they are indeed Chris-
tians is a necessary, if not a sufficient, condition for winning the refugee 
status. The church can help asylum-applicants pass this screening through 
various forms of vetting and teaching. Korean Chinese asylum-seekers, the 
majority of whom are not fluent in English, turn to Korean American (and 
to a lesser extent, Chinese American) Protestant congregations for such an 
assistance.6 Their levels of commitment to Christianity prior to their arriv-
als in the U.S. vary, ranging from those who used to be involved in religious 

6  There are several reasons why Korean Chinese asylum-seekers choose Korean immigrant rather than 
Chinese immigrant congregations. Even if they speak both Korean and Chinese, many feel more com-
fortable with Korean as a result of the distinctive minority policies of the PRC. Moreover, because of 
the history of Chinese migration to the U.S., the lingua franca of many Chinese American congregations 
is likely to be Cantonese or Fujianese, which they do not understand as Mandarin speakers. The lives 
of Korean Chinese migrants are also more deeply embedded in Koreatown than Chinatown due to the 
aforementioned language barrier and the higher wage level in the former. Lastly, ethnic Korean mission-
aries and churchgoers (often their own employers) have played a critical role in their initial exposure to 
Christianity throughout their prolonged migration careers (Kim, 2019a:947), influencing their language 
of faith.

3  Due to the largely clandestine nature of Korean Chinese migration to the U.S. and the limitations in 
existing entry records (which do not distinguish Korean Chinese from other Chinese citizens), it is dif-
ficult to measure the size of the Korean Chinese population in the U.S. As of 2014, community leaders 
estimated the number to be somewhere between 40,000 to 60,000 and growing.
4  See Ramji-Nogales et al. (2007), Hamlin (2014), and Schoenholtz et al. (2014) for a detailed discus-
sion.
5  If individuals apply for asylum after being placed in removal proceedings (due to the absence of valid 
entry documents or legal status), they are funneled straightly to the immigration court without interviews 
with asylum officers.
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activities prohibited by the Communist Party (e.g., becoming members of 
forbidden house churches or engaging in proselytization) to those who have 
never been to church. Those who become Christians after their arrival in the 
U.S. are not categorically ineligible for asylum. However, the so-called “boot-
strap” asylum claim—wherein a migrant creates the condition that enables or 
reinforces an asylum claim after entering the country, by for example, engag-
ing in oppositional political activities or converting to the faith persecuted 
in their home countries—is subject to greater scrutiny (Samahon, 2000:2214, 
2235). Those who have long identified as Christians, especially applicants 
with the low level of education, also find the test-like questions and inter-
view settings challenging and the local church’s help crucial to pass the mus-
ter (Kagan, 2003; Lawyers Committee for Human Rights, 2002; McDonald, 
2016; Samahon, 2000). In fact, the primary motive for migration of Christian 
asylum-seekers is not too different from that of their non-Christian counter-
part, although they would be advised to be not too forthcoming about their 
mixed motives during the asylum interviews or court hearings. This ambi-
guity confounds the binary distinction between voluntary economic migrants 
and forced political refugees underlying the commonsensical understanding 
of real and bogus asylum-seekers (Hamlin, 2021).

The primary data for this article come from seventeen months of ethno-
graphic fieldwork in two Korean evangelical congregations (whose members 
are ethnic Korean immigrants and their children and whose language of wor-
ship is Korean) in Los Angeles (from January to August 2008) and New York 
(from March to August 2012 and from June to August 2015)—the two cities in 
which most Korean Chinese are concentrated. I do not include detailed infor-
mation about the two congregations (e.g., their respective denomination, size, 
location, history, etc.)—except that both congregations have a large body of 
Korean Chinese members—to prevent them from being easily identified. My 
research involved participant observation in weekly services, luncheon meet-
ings, Bible study groups, prayer gatherings, revival meetings, community out-
reach efforts (including monthly missionary work), baptism ceremonies, bian-
nual prayer retreats, and various social gatherings of church members. I also 
conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews (including follow-ups at several 
years of interval) with seven church staff, twenty-five church members, and 
nine Korean Chinese migrants who are not the members of the two congre-
gations from 2008 to 2019. The distinction between church staff and church 
members can be porous. Some Korean Chinese church members who took up 
the staff role (as evangelists and deacons/deaconesses) as a result of their reli-
gious conversion may identify more with the church’s official stance than fel-
low Korean Chinese church members’ and express a critical attitude toward 
the latter. I use pseudonyms when quoting my research participants.

Apparently, present and former members of the two congregations constitute 
only a small segment of the entire Korean Chinese population in the U.S. Yet my 
fieldwork that spans a decade convincingly suggests that most of Korean Chi-
nese migrants in the U.S. have been commonly exposed to and influenced by the 
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processes I observed in and around these congregations.7 I also use additional 
archival and ethnographic data to corroborate my findings. I conducted archi-
val research of Korean American and Korean Chinese newspapers, publications 
catering to Korean American Christians, and various websites targeting Korean 
American and Korean Chinese immigrants as their main readership. Insights 
gained from my extensive ethnographic fieldwork among Korean Chinese 
migrants in northeast China (2008–2009) and South Korea (2008–2009, 2019) 
also deepened my interpretation of the data collected in the U.S.

Analysis

Sacred gift?

While the map of northeast China was projected on the wall, the pastor encour-
aged church members to register for a short-term missionary trip to China in 
his sermon: “We now return to our hometown. We will return to Heilongjiang, 
Liaoning, and Jilin, all three provinces we Korean Chinese came from. We will 
change our hometowns, change China we left behind, and change our friends 
and families.” Leading the gospel session, the leader of the praise team also 
chimed in, “God’s infinite wisdom made the grandparents and parents of us 
the Korean Chinese migrate to China first. And then He led us to the United 
States so that we could embrace God. Now we will go back to China to let 
them know the greatest love of Jesus Christ.”

The church’s assistance for religious asylum-seekers’ identity craft can take sev-
eral forms: the issuance of certificates of membership and baptism included in the 
application file; the provision of the pastor’s affidavit or oral testimony in court; and 
the teaching of basic knowledge, established practices, and embodied demeanors 
normally expected of Christians, which asylum officers or immigration judges may 
look for during the interviews or court proceedings. Most Korean Chinese asylum-
seekers who turn to Korean evangelical congregations for such an assistance tend to 
be forthcoming about their varying levels of commitment to Christianity. This poses 
tricky questions to the church. Should the church try to distinguish the genuinely 
faithful from impostors, as does the state’s asylum institution? Under what condi-
tions can the church’s aid to religious asylum claims-making be justified? What 
should the church expect (or require) from the coethnic asylum-seekers in exchange 
for its assistance for their effort to craft a credible Christian persona?

I argue that several characteristics of evangelicalism in general, and Korean 
American evangelicalism in particular (a common characteristic of many Korean 
American Protestant congregations regardless of their formal denominations: 

7  Regarding the questions this article focuses on, I found little significant difference between the two 
cities and between the two churches (which belong to different denominations) where I conducted field-
work. Furthermore, while my fieldwork was limited to Korean American congregations, my interlocutors 
as well as a few journalistic and fictional accounts currently available confirm that similar observations 
can be made in Chinese American congregations as well (Semple et al., 2014; Hilgers, 2018).
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Ecklund, 2006), make it unlikely for the church to serve as a private deputy of the 
gatekeeping state. To begin with, in evangelicalism conversion is conceived as a 
continuous process that requires an incessant struggle to establish a personal and 
direct relationship with God, to transform every aspect of one’s life to walk with 
Jesus (Coleman, 2003). The best thing the church can do is not to weed people out 
with its ecclesiastic power, but to help them embark upon this long personal journey, 
of which baptism is merely a starting point. One of the participants in a conference 
discussing the challenges facing the Korean immigrant church, for instance, argued 
that the pastor “should not cut out” Korean Chinese asylum-seekers simply because 
they were not true believers yet. He reasoned, it is ultimately “the almighty Holy 
Spirit,” not the baptism presided by a mere man, that can change them, “just as He 
changed apostle Paul” (USAamen.net, 2012). If the church is unwilling to play the 
surrogate gatekeeper role for the almighty Holy Spirit, it would be equally or more 
unwilling to do so for the state.

Furthermore, the distinctive ethnoreligious narrative and geopolitical imagination 
of Korean American evangelicalism confer tremendous religious significance on the 
church’s involvement in the asylum claims-making of coethnic migrants from China. 
Korean American evangelicals often portray themselves as God’s “Chosen peo-
ple,” who were Christianized early on by American missionaries, fled a homeland 
ripped apart by colonial occupation and communist invasion, and took on the sacred 
pilgrimage toward Canaan, otherwise known as America (Kim, 2015; Lee, 2001, 
2007). This self-understanding informs the vibrant worldwide missionary activities 
of Korean American evangelicals, who feel especially obliged to return God’s favor 
by delivering the gospel to “unreached nations” (Han, 2010; Moll, 2006; Onishi, 
2004). In fact, the contemporary U.S., hailed as the land of material prosperity and 
spiritual revival, founded on, and thriving because of, its Christian root, is also seen 
as the new Dark Continent in need of anointment by the Holy Spirit. Born-again 
Christians of non-Western origin can lead this “reverse mission” to re-Christianize 
secular American citizens who have abandoned the Christian root of the nation.8

This distinctive ethnoreligious narrative enables the church to view coethnic asy-
lum-seekers’ interest in identity craft as a God-given opportunity for their identity 
change. The Christian conversion of ethnic Koreans in and from (former) commu-
nist countries such as China, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan carries special missiologi-
cal significance. Their linguistic and cultural capacities would enable these ethnic 
Koreans to deliver the gospel to their neighbors who remain largely “unreached,” or 
“worse,” Muslims (In, 1999). Seen in this light, the colonial-era migration of Kore-
ans to China, their migration to the U.S. decades afterward, and their eventual adop-
tion of the Christian identity is part and parcel of God’s greater plan, a divinely 
ordained pilgrimage, as illustrated in the church staff’s encouragement to participate 

8  To illustrate, in May 2012 when the Obama administration officially pronounced its support for the 
legalization of same-sex marriage, participants of the weekly prayer gathering prayed for God to save 
America from moral degeneration. This account that turns the former missionary discourse about hea-
thendom in Asia and Africa upside down is commonly found among second-generation Asian American 
evangelicals as well as African or Vietnamese Pentecostals in Europe (Krause, 2011).
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in a missionary trip to China quoted above.9 Some church members may claim asy-
lum on religious grounds opportunistically at first. But they shall return to China, 
venture out to other parts of the world, or engage in the reverse mission in the U.S. 
as born-again Christians, with a newly acquired transformative vision to “make dis-
ciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:20). In this account, migration aspiration is rec-
ognized as an acceptable motive (Mills, 1940) behind the pursuit of membership 
in the faith community, so long as this motive sets asylum-seekers on a redemp-
tive “moral career” (Goffman, 1959a) that eventually leads to their belated, yet seri-
ous, commitment to that faith. After all, what is of paramount importance is God’s 
motive, not that of asylum-seekers.

In this context, the metaphor of gift giving—already salient in evangelical imagi-
nary, yet enriched further through the distinctive ethnoreligious narrative construct-
ing the Korean nation as God’s “Chosen people”—emerges as a powerful template 
through which the church can make sense of, organize, and legitimize its transac-
tion with coethnic asylum-seekers. Certificates of membership and baptism and 
the possibility of redemption—both from illegality and unbelief—they index are a 
sacred and incommensurable gift given ultimately by God. This gift creates lasting 
bonds and indebtedness between Korean Chinese asylum-seekers and God, and to a 
lesser extent, between them and the church (as God’s intermediary). Korean Chinese 
asylum-seekers can reciprocate this gift only by making a sincere and longstand-
ing commitment to their (in some cases, newly obtained) Christian persona. This 
can take a variety of forms, ranging from actively participating in congregational 
life and abstaining from various unchristian “vices” (e.g., heavy drinking, gambling, 
and premarital sex) to dedicating one’s remaining life to a worldwide missionary 
work. Or precisely because one can never reciprocate divine grace, a paradigmatic 
existential good of incalculable value (Premawardhana, 2012:98), the impossibility 
of the counter-gift and the obligation of perpetual repayment are at the center of 
the evangelical imaginary. By constructing the church’s transaction with coethnic 
asylum-seekers as (vicarious) gift giving, Korean American evangelicals can focus 
on making the faithful rather than on screening them, that is, making the less than 
sincere religious persona retrospectively “genuine.”

However, the church can successfully accomplish this relational work, only if 
the transaction partner is willing to play their assigned part. I now turn to the chal-
lenges the church faces in bringing Korean Chinese asylum-seekers into the “circuit 
of commerce” it endorses.

9  In fact, it was impossible for many church members whose asylum cases were still pending to partici-
pate in this missionary trip even if they wanted to. Many of those who had obtained permanent residency 
through asylum were also worried that their reentry into the U.S. might be jeopardized if they traveled to 
the country where they had been allegedly persecuted. It is then not surprising that most of the partici-
pants in this missionary trip turned out to be South Korean or American passport holders. What seemed 
more important than persuading Korean Chinese church members to participate in the trip was to expose 
them to this ethnoreligious narrative consistently.
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Profane exchange?

“I gotta tell you what happened on Christmas Eve last year.” So-yŏng giggled 
even before she began to talk. “They [church staff] made every single one of us 
walk up to the podium and give… What is it called? You are supposed to talk 
about how you came to believe in God, how grateful you are to God…”

“You mean testimony [kanjŭng]?” I asked.

“Yeah, testimony! There was this woman. She looked embarrassed at first 
because she never expected to be called to the podium. But once she was up 
there, she began to complain how stressful it was for the pastor’s wife to call 
her all the time, asking to attend the service! She said that she came to Amer-
ica to make money, not just to go to church, had huge debts to pay back, and 
always felt so tired because she worked two jobs. She also said something like, 
‘Seriously, I am grateful to you all. I’d come to church a hundred times a week 
if I could. But if I say I can’t, it’s simply because I really can’t! Disregarding 
what I said and calling me all the time are simply rude!’”

“Oh, my goodness! How did other people react?” I asked in astonishment.

“The pastor’s wife looked really embarrassed, with her face all reddened, and I 
felt sorry for her. I know that she meant well. But some other Korean Chinese 
church members later told me that it was gratifying to see somebody finally speak 
her mind on behalf of all of us. And let me be honest with you. I was also happy 
that the pastor’s wife called me less frequently after that night!” [Giggling]

The church’s mission to make converts out of asylum-seekers can work only if the 
church can successfully obviate blatantly opportunistic behavior like, in one deacon-
ess’ word, “simply call[ing] the church on the day of [asylum] interviews [without 
showing up much], asking for certificates of church membership.” Most congrega-
tions thus require those wishing to acquire certificates of membership and baptism to 
attend Sunday services assiduously and complete multiple sessions of Bible classes. 
As illustrated by the incident on a Christmas Eve described above, however, some 
church members protest that the incessant calls from the church to invite them to 
services, Bible classes, and other activities are unacceptably demanding. No matter 
how well-intentioned the pastor’s wife may be, this request ignores that they “came 
to America to make money, not just to go to church, [have] huge debts to pay back, 
and always [feel] so tired because [they] work two jobs.”10 Others may even find this 
a charitable interpretation of the motive behind this invitation: they suspect the call 
to attend services is really a disguised attempt to “extort” weekly offerings.11 Still 

10  This statement is not limited to those who are not serious about their Christian persona. As mentioned 
earlier, the primary motive for migration of Christian asylum-seekers is not radically different from that 
of their non-Christian counterpart.
11  A single female evangelist complained to me that a new church member tried flirting with her every 
time she called him, teasing that her frequent calls must be an expression of her interest in him as a 
potential date. This was by no means a common incident, but it is nonetheless an illuminating one, dem-
onstrating that the meaning of a transaction is an interactional achievement.
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other church members would actually find it rather attractive if they could indeed 
obtain certificates of membership and baptism in exchange for a certain amount of 
monetary compensation, with no strings—and no “hypocrisy,” depending on per-
spectives—attached. But an inquiry by a new member who audaciously floated this 
idea provoked an exasperated deacon to yell that the church is not an immigration 
broker who sells papers (the exchange I return shortly in the following section).

These tensions and conflicts reveal the church’s difficulty in fully assimilating all 
Korean Chinese church members into the model of transaction it endorses. To the 
dismay of the church staff, some of these new church members operate with a dif-
ferent understanding of the precise object of their transaction with the church, the 
value of this object, the relationship created by the transaction, the moral hierarchy 
between the transactors, the duration of this transaction, and the appropriate method 
of reciprocation.12 I argue that the omnipresence of commercial migration brokerage 
in the life of Korean Chinese migrants poses a significant challenge to the church by 
offering its members a competing model of transaction: market exchange.

Various forms of unauthorized identity craft assisted by for-profit migration brokers—
e.g., acquiring visas by artifice, engaging in a “marriage of convenience,” or reinventing 
bureaucratic persona with a variety of counterfeit documents, including passports of their 
affluent homeland, South Korea—have been integral to the migration ventures of the 
Korean Chinese (Freeman, 2011; Kim, 2011, 2019a). Immigration attorneys, paralegals, 
and various commercial brokers also offer them a crucial assistance in their engagement 
with the refugee institution in legal, semi-legal, and illegal ways, helping them secure 
required documents and adjust self-representations to be deemed as eligible, credible, 
and deserving victims. Crafting a Christian persona is not entirely an exception. For 
example, although the church staff try to muster enthusiasm in Bible classes, alluding 
to their potential usefulness for asylum interviews or court hearings, paralegals often 
provide their clients with a thick bundle of papers that pool frequently asked questions 
about Christianity. Some asylum-seekers would rather study these papers during their 
free time instead of attending the service and the Bible study group, which disrupt their 
demanding work schedule. One of my study participants working as a masseur at a 
Korean spa six and half days a week, including Sunday, proudly recalled how he created 
180 index cards out of these papers and studied them day and night while diligently 
applying pressure to a client on a massage table.

In this context, the provision of assistance for the crafting of a credible Christian 
persona serves as a boundary object that invites competing cultural scripts. What 
the church provides may not be considered a sacred and incommensurable gift, but 
a profane and substitutable commodity, the price (monetary or not) of which can 
be calculated, compared, and even haggled. A cost-benefit analysis like this can be 
interpreted as a sign of profound ingratitude from the gift giver’s perspective. How-
ever, those who understand the transaction more like a short-term contractual rela-
tionship between equal partners may find their transaction partner’s claim to moral 
superiority offensive, and the demand for the permanent surrender of their soul as a 
quid pro quo excessive. The Christmas Eve incident also reveals that many church 
12  These are not the majority of Korean Chinese church members. I nonetheless focus on these vocal 
minority, as it is the encounter between them and the church that brings into sharp relief the interactional 
nature of relational work.
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members see the church staff, not some transcendental divine being, as their sole 
transaction partner. The testimony intended for verbalizing gratitude to God in a 
scripted fashion was turned into a stage for airing a grievance against the pastor’s 
wife, as the speaker and the audience refused to follow the established “performance 
circuit” (Wherry, 2012).

Also at work here are different senses of indebtedness and orientations to time. 
From the perspective of this speaker, her debt to the church should be measured and 
bounded carefully against the complex transnational chains of indebtedness and rec-
iprocity she is already part of. In fact, those who refuse to work on Sunday to keep 
the Sabbath or even tithe regularly (the thorniest issue to which I return shortly) 
may face accusations from fellow Korean Chinese, both in the U.S. and China, that 
they are acting not only stupidly, but also self-indulgently and irresponsibly. They 
are criticized for deserting their obligation to the family left in China, who are also 
likely to be in debt to fund their expensive migration ventures to the U.S., which ran 
from $30,000 to $50,000 in the mid-2000s, and around $20,000 since the 2010s. 
Seen in this light, saving not just money but time—by, say, studying 180 index cards 
during the work hours rather than attending the Bible class on Sunday—is not just a 
convenience but also a virtue.

As Xiang (2014) deftly put it, the will and ability to “jump to the future” (186), 
instead of staying idly and complacently in the present and “missing the last bus” 
(192), are appreciated widely in migrant-sending communities in northeast China and 
elsewhere (also see Chu, 2010 and Kwon, 2018). In fact, enabling “queue jumping” 
for fees is often the most valuable service that commercial migration intermediar-
ies provide for aspiring migrants who tend to have little control over the time, speed, 
tempo, and sequence of their cross-border movement (Kim, 2018). By contrast, the 
church’s goal to produce identity change—the belated but enduring and deep commit-
ment to Christianity that matches the identity on paper—requires almost the opposite 
kind of time orientation to the temporality of identity craft and queue-jumping facili-
tated by commercial migration brokers. After all, what the church seeks to facilitate 
is not a fleeting masquerade but an eternal covenantal relationship between coethnic 
asylum-seekers and God. No amount of time commitment is enough for this objective.

Boundary object

Right before the beginning of the service, I saw a deacon, who was in charge 
of enforcing mandatory attendance and other requirements for baptism, argu-
ing with a middle-aged man. He complained that the deacon enforced the 
attendance requirement too strictly, explaining that his construction job made 
it difficult for him to attend the service regularly. He asked if it would be okay 
for him to offer some donation and get baptized despite his failure to meet 
the mandatory attendance requirement. The deacon, visibly frustrated, yelled 
at him: “We are not an immigration broker who sells all kinds of papers for 
$2,000!” Instead of backing down right away, however, he grumbled: “You ask 
us to offer money every week anyway!”
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It is not just the opportunism of some church members that various requirements 
for certificates of membership and baptism seek to prevent. Several Korean church 
leaders who gathered in the conference mentioned in a previous section warned that, 
in order to take proper advantage of the God-given “golden opportunity” to con-
vert coethnic unbelievers, the pastor should maintain “a strict and serious attitude 
toward baptism” instead of acting like “distributing some kind of license” simply 
to “fill the pews” of his own church (USAamen.net, 2012). Underlying this warn-
ing is a concern that lowering the bar excessively would be counterproductive for 
the church’s mission to make the faithful out of asylum-seekers—a concern hark-
ing back to Weber’s insight into the relationship between church discipline and 
religious commitment. Also insinuated here is a critique that some pastors abuse 
their power to issue these certificates for self-serving purposes. The concern may 
not be unfounded. The head pastor of a well-known Korean church in New York 
was reportedly accused of using newly recruited Korean Chinese church members—
whom he attracted with the lure of these certificates, yet who rarely attended the 
service—to defeat the challenge to his authority (Jŏn, 2012).13

These episodes hint at the moral stake that impels religious actors to police the 
boundary supposedly separating them from for-profit migration brokers. A sign of 
opportunism or instrumentalism on the church’s side undermines its claim to “disin-
terestedness,” a crucial element to define the church’s transaction with asylum-seekers 
as gift giving (Bourdieu, 1998). It also makes the church vulnerable to the accusa-
tion of a taboo transaction, i.e., an exchange of a sacred good for instrumental pur-
poses through a market-like transfer. Moreover, boundary-blurring with commercial 
migration brokers strips the church of its moral authority to demand identity change 
as a counter-gift. Establishing a clear boundary between the church staff and for-profit 
migration brokers therefore becomes an urgent matter, as illustrated vividly by the 
deacon’s exasperated reaction: “We are not an immigration broker who sells all kinds 
of papers for $2,000!” The logic of the market, personified in the figure of a for-profit 
migration broker, promotes commensurability across different “spheres of justice” 
(Walzer, 1983). From the deacon’s perspective, it is a matter of utmost importance to 
keep the sacred sphere of the church intact by claiming the absolute incommensurabil-
ity of faith and market (Espeland & Stevens, 1998). Korean Chinese migrants may 
be able to purchase a counterfeit passport or a marriage registration document and 
fool the state. But the document establishing one’s relationship with God, the ultimate 
sovereign, must remain sacred and un-purchasable, to avoid the cheapening of faith. 
There are “moral limits to fungibility” (Fiske & Tetlock, 1997:256).

The deacon’s typical “hostile worlds” view reaction notwithstanding, however, the 
evangelical church in general, or the congregations I studied in particular, are not cat-
egorically hostile toward economic transactions inside and outside the church. The 
prosperity gospel, which contends that faith leads to health and wealth, is influential 
in American evangelicalism, as well as the Korean (immigrant) church (Bowler, 2013; 
Hunt, 2000; Suh, 2019). According to the prosperity gospel, it is none other than 
Christianity that explains American prosperity and Korean immigrants’ economic 

13  The church staff I interviewed did not categorically deny these rumors and reports. They rather tried 
to distinguish their own church from other churches that might be corrupt.
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success. Church members are expected to make special offerings when they recover 
from illness, are promoted at work, make successful investments, and yes, win favora-
ble asylum decisions; they are expected to do the same if they want these things to 
come true. Boundary-maintenance between gift giving and market exchange, between 
the church and migration brokers, becomes consequential, not because religion and 
economy belong to two separate realms, but precisely because they are frequently 
intertwined in Korean evangelical congregations.14 Distinguishing a legitimate from 
an illegitimate form of intertwining becomes all the more important when actors are 
“dimly aware that they are flirting with disreputability” (Rossman, 2014:47).

What render the boundary-maintenance between the church and for-profit 
migration brokers especially tricky are weekly offerings and tithes that involve 
money-changing hands. The deacon’s self-righteous indignation aside, what makes 
offerings and tithes different from brokerage fees? The answer lies in distinctive 
relational work in the prosperity gospel tradition, i.e., a matching of a particular 
social relation with the economic transaction and media of exchange deemed 
appropriate for that relation (García, 2014). God is perceived as a caretaker who 
blesses the faithful with health and wealth. Tithing, as an act of sowing seeds and 
showing trust in God, is considered an appropriate, or even essential, economic 
transaction for the maintenance and renewal of this relationship. And the faith in 
God should be expressed through money—not volunteering hours or services, not 
food or clothes—mostly a tenth of one’s income. Through this relational work, 
tithing (along with other monetary offerings) becomes a site of convergence between 
“worldly and heavenly economies” (Coleman & Lindhart, 2020).

This relational work also has a dramaturgical dimension. Members of a 
religious community follow script-like sequences, with proper expressions of 
deference and gratitude, when offering and receiving money earmarked for 
religious purposes (Premawardhana, 2012). At the Korean church, for example, 
money is placed in a designated envelop categorized by the specific purpose 
of that offering (e.g. tithing, donating for missionary activities, donating for 
the construction of a new church building, expressing gratitude to God, etc.); a 
collection bag or basket is circulated during the service; the pastor gives the post-
offertory prayer toward the end of the service; individual prayers chanted loudly 
follows, at times accompanied by expressive gestures; and the names of those who 
gave offerings that day, categorized by their intended purposes, are read by the 
pastor before the prayer or printed on the weekly newsletter the following week. 
It is this well-established “performance circuit,” with the matching script, props, 
and staging, that renders offerings/tithes “special monies” (Zelizer, 1989) and 
preserves their sacred character.

14  One of the most well-known examples of taboo exchanges in history concerns the intertwining 
between religion and economy: the issuance of indulgence in the medieval Catholic church. It is the com-
merce between the material (e.g., money, certificates of membership and baptism, etc.) and the spiritual 
(e.g., salvation, blessing, and faith) that makes indulgence in the medieval Catholic church, tithing in 
Prosperity Gospel, and the church’s transaction with asylum-seekers under examination all potentially 
scandalous.

321Theory and Society (2022) 51:303–333



1 3

As shown by the contentious exchange between a church member and the dea-
con described above, however, some Korean Chinese church members refuse to 
“suspend disbelief so that a particular type of performance succeeds” (Wherry, 
2012:206). Money, after all, is a quintessential boundary object. It not only belongs 
to the well-established circuit of commerce in evangelical congregations, but also 
operates as a typical medium of exchange between (aspiring) migrants and commer-
cial migration intermediaries. This encourages some church members to take up the 
role of “censorious observers” (Fiske & Tetlock, 1997:255), claiming that weekly 
offerings and tithes to be the “objects from another world” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 
2006:221). Hence the retort from the accused church member quoted above: “You 
ask us to offer money every week anyway!” The alleged ulterior motive of the 
church feels all the more obnoxious because the church tends to claim the moral 
high ground over and above the asylum-seekers preoccupied with their “worldly” 
concerns. Instead of pursuing the removal of the “alien” object that contaminates 
the church’s mission, however, this particular church member responded with “noth-
ing but” reductionism, that is, by redefining the nature of their transaction with the 
church as market exchange and asking the church to own its “hypocrisy.”

Repair and tactful ignorance

Although Ha-ryong memorized the coaching paper given by his paralegal, he 
botched his first interview with the asylum officer. With an embarrassing smile, 
he told me: “Well, how could I possibly get that straight? I knew nothing about 
Jesus back then. My tongue got twisted. I was talking gibberish (laughing).” 
While his case was pending in the immigration court, however, Ha-ryong began 
to regularly attend the Bible study group. “I felt sorry for declining the offer of the 
pastor’s wife, who was always very kind to me. She also told me that the Bible 
study would help me prepare for the court hearing, which kind of made sense. 
And one led to another, and… I don’t remember exactly from when, but I began 
to feel like myself, very comfortable and peaceful, when I attended the service.” 
In retrospect, he feels grateful that it took the immigration court as long as four 
years to adjudicate his case due to the backlog. “I had enough time to learn about 
and have faith in Jesus. At the court hearing, I was able to recite the Lord’s Prayer 
flawlessly and sing my favorite hymnal from the bottom of my heart!”

How does the church respond to multiple mismatches between relations, transac-
tions, and exchange media and the accompanying peril of boundary-blurring with 
commercial migration intermediaries? The repair takes a couple of forms: the revi-
sion of the  established performance circuit on the one hand, and the reassimila-
tion of the boundary object and the recalcitrant transaction partner on the other. An 
example of the former comes from one congregation I studied. A complaint that cir-
culating a collection bag during the service made offerings feel like extortion forced 
the congregation to stop this practice and instead place an offertory box at the back 
of the chapel—a prop more typical of donation than fee collection. For the same 
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reason, the pastor stopped reading the names of those who gave offerings before the 
offertory prayer, which some church members associated with competitive auction.

Another congregation I studied, by contrast, rather amplified assimilation efforts 
through explicit interventions. For example, the pastor devoted a sermon to tithing, 
timed appropriately with the upcoming Tax Day in April, intending a sort of col-
lective socialization of doubtful Korean Chinese church members into the “proper” 
cultural script. He cited the exact Bible verse where the obligation to tithe is men-
tioned (Malachi 3:10) and compared tithe to God to tax to the government. He then 
explained that God made tithing an obligation of the faithful so as to give them 
blessing in return, 30 times and 60 times the size of the original tithe, imputing to 
God (and the church as His intermediary) an altruistic rather than a pecuniary or 
exploitative motive. It is notable that this sermon renders tithing at once a counter-
gift and a gift in an ongoing exchange relationship between the church members and 
God: tithing is an obligatory repayment for God’s blessing, but simultaneously, it is 
a gift that shall be met by a bigger counter-gift from God (Coleman, 2004; Prema-
wardhana, 2012). In another sermon, the pastor bellowed, daring the church mem-
bers to compare commercial migration brokers with God, while highlighting the 
superiority of the latter in actually delivering what He promised: “Why do you place 
blind trust and your hard-earned money on mere brokers while doubting almighty 
God?”

However, interactional breakdowns inviting such explicit attempts at repair are 
rare. What happened on Christmas Eve would not otherwise have been such a mem-
orable event that induced astonishment, embarrassment, gratification, and yes, gig-
gles. More common are the situations “wherein actors are aware of the differences 
in perspective, but pretend not to be aware of it for the time being and for the sake of 
cooperation” (Lainer-Vos, 2013:162). Why do the church staff and Korean Chinese 
asylum-seekers tolerate ambiguity and continue to participate in this “layered trans-
action” (Carling, 2014:248) instead of withdrawing from the transaction entirely? 
The temporality of the asylum process on the one hand, and that of religious conver-
sion on the other, are key to answering this question.

The asylum case in the U.S. can take several years to be decided due to the back-
log, bureaucratic complications, and judicial indecision. This protracted asylum pro-
cedure imposes a distinct temporal structure on the identity craft for asylum claims-
making on religious grounds. Using an inflated bank statement for a visa interview 
or a counterfeit passport for a border inspection would require a one-time perfor-
mance of the claimed identity. By contrast, religious asylum applicants must estab-
lish their credible religious personae, both in documented and embodied forms, in 
multiple face-to-face encounters with incredulous asylum officers and immigration 
judges, sometimes a few years apart from each other. Maintaining their relationship 
with the church at least over the course of this protracted process, whether or not they 
completely “buy” (no pun intended) the church’s definition of that relationship, can 
therefore be beneficial to asylum applicants. Ha-ryong quoted above, for example, 
was able to “recite the Lord’s Prayer flawlessly and sing [his] favorite hymnal” at 
the immigration court hearing, four years after his failed interview with the asylum 
officer. His story also shows that many asylum-seekers, feeling grateful for various 
supports the church provides, try to reciprocate this “gift” from the church staff, if 
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not from God they still struggle to believe in, by maintaining church membership or 
attending the Bible class. Even the speaker on Christmas Eve who boldly “[spoke] 
her mind” professed that she would “come to church a hundred times a week,” if her 
circumstances had allowed it.

Despite the anxiety around exchange taboos and the peril of boundary-blurring, 
continuing cooperation through complex relational work is also worth the effort 
from the church’s perspective. As noted previously, conversion in evangelicalism is 
a continuous process, which may include occasional lapses from the faith. The con-
version of Korean Chinese migrants in particular is construed as part of the divinely 
ordained pilgrimage, operating on a generational time scale. Withdrawing from the 
transaction with these coethnic asylum-seekers “prematurely” would therefore be 
counterproductive for the church’s mission to produce their deep and enduring com-
mitment to Christianity and help them accomplish the ethnoreligious destiny. More-
over, requiring an immediate quid pro quo would go against the temporality of gift 
giving wherein delayed return is rather a norm than a deviation.

The dual meaning of faith in evangelical imaginary as both a gift and a coun-
ter-gift further creates ambiguity in how to interpret the lack of faith among some 
church members. Accepting Jesus as one’s personal savior is not just a counter-gift, 
a repayment for the gift of eternal salvation from God. Religious conversion itself is 
considered a gift from God that chose that individual among a sea of unbelievers and 
personally touched her soul so that she could be saved from unbelief. Doubt, seen 
in this light, is not simply a sign of ingratitude, a damning proof that an individual 
reneged on her responsibility to pay back. It can also be a sign that the gift of rebirth 
as a Christian has not yet been given. This dual meaning of faith partly takes the bur-
den of responsibility off from the doubtful subject.

Consequently, many church members opt for tactful ignorance and learn to enact 
their expected role, if with some revisions. For example, they would give small 
amounts of weekly offerings but never tithe, attend the service but neither prayer 
retreats nor missionary activities, and engage in drinking or premarital sex without 
being forthcoming about it. The church on its part, digging in for the long haul, 
allows these revisions, condones ambiguities, and continues to focus on making the 
faithful rather than on screening them. In fact, the prolonged cooperation and the 
long acting out of the expected roles may produce, among some asylum-seekers like 
Ha-ryong, a retrospective yet sincere commitment to their Christian persona despite 
its “opportunistic” origin. This dynamic process, however, is beyond the scope of 
the present article.

Conclusion

Students of international migration and religion have treated religious organizations 
largely as an engine of assimilation into the host state (see the review by Cadge 
& Ecklund, 2007) or a sanctuary from its exclusion (Coutin, 1995; Hagan, 2012; 
Levitt, 2007; Yukich, 2013). Informed by a prevalent antinomy in social science, 
altruism/solidarity versus profit, scholars have also studied religious actors, framed 
largely as the “protectors and advocates” of migrants (Hagan, 2012:8), separately 
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from commercial migration brokers. By focusing on the contradictory roles that reli-
gious organizations play in religion-based asylum processes, this article has offered 
a novel way of theorizing how religious organizations might relate to the state, aspir-
ing migrants, and commercial migration brokers: a surrogate gatekeeper for the state 
on the one hand, and an aide to migrants’ identity craft along with commercial bro-
kers on the other. While the recent scholarship has begun to recognize the devolution 
of migration control to private actors and the porous boundary between for-profit 
and non-profit actors in migration brokerage, it has yet to explore what challenges 
these characteristics pose to the organization and legitimization of a particular bro-
kerage transaction. I have argued that the relational work approach in economic 
sociology provides useful analytic tools in this regard. The relational work frame-
work cautions us against pitting a priori altruism/solidarity-driven advocates against 
profit-driven migration brokers (“hostile worlds” view) or dismissing the former’s 
claim to disinterestedness simply as a smokescreen disguising their own instru-
mental motive (“nothing but” reductionism). It instead encourages us to examine 
the concrete practices actors follow to deal with the constant intertwining between 
morality and market and determine which form of intertwining is legitimate.

Drawing on the case of Korean immigrant congregations in the U.S., I have shown 
how the church reconciles the conflicting needs to weed out impostors and frivolous 
members on the one hand, and to evangelize coethnic migrants of missiological sig-
nificance on the other. By constructing its transaction with coethnic asylum-seekers 
as an instance of (vicarious) gift giving, the church can focus on making the faithful 
as God’s intermediary, instead of screening them as the state’s surrogate gatekeeper. 
By requiring a retrospective yet serious commitment to the Christian persona as a 
counter-gift, the church can also evade an accusation that its trade with “opportun-
istic” asylum-seekers turns the Christian persona into a quasi-commodity and the 
church into a commercial migration broker. The nature of the transaction, however, 
is interactionally produced—one of the most important insights offered by the rela-
tional work approach. I have shown how the boundary between the church and com-
mercial migration brokers, between sacred gift and profane exchange, is contested, 
defended, and renegotiated through the interaction between the church and coethnic 
asylum-seekers.

While this article has focused specifically on the Korean evangelical church in the 
U.S., my findings have broader relevance for other brokerage transactions involving 
identity crafts for migration and citizenship purposes. The closest comparison can be 
made with the Protestant church in Germany and other European countries, which in 
the last five years or so has witnessed the Christian conversion of a sizable num-
ber of Muslim asylum-seekers from Iran, Afghanistan, and Syria. Since apostasy is 
treated as a capital crime in their origin countries, their conversions are often sus-
pected to be opportunistic moves to acquire a relief from deportation (Kelly, 2009; 
Prange, 2016; Sherwood, 2016; Stene, 2016). They trigger both the government’s 
investigation of their authenticity and the church’s critique of this investigation as 
an infringement of its own jurisdiction (Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland, 2013; 
Heinig, 2019; Karras, 2017; Kaufmann, 2020; Pernak, 2018; Petersen & Jensen, 
2019). I suspect that the different ways in which the church-state relation has been 
institutionalized and the different degrees of emphasis placed on proselytization are 
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likely to shape the relational dynamics between the church, state, and migrants dif-
ferently in the European context.15

The church is not the only non-profit organization pulled by the gatekeeping 
state and aspiring migrants in the opposite directions. Other non-profit organiza-
tions, delegated, if unwillingly, part of the state’s task to discern “genuine” refugees 
from “impostors,” may grapple with the similar dilemma to the church. Murray’s 
(2016:82) discussion on LGBT and HIV/AIDS organizations in Canada, for exam-
ple, shows that these organizations are also haunted by the specter of “impostors,” 
as they are often asked by asylum-seekers to write letters that validate their SOGI 
minority identities. In this case, however, these organizations’ interest in protecting 
their reputation vis-à-vis the state and defending the “sacredness” of SOGI minority 
identities—as something given, immutable, and authentic—eventually pushes them 
to serve as the state’s surrogate gatekeeper, to the disadvantage of applicants who 
do not conform to the Western understanding of SOGI minority identities. Other 
proselytizing organizations such as political parties, by contrast, may develop a sim-
ilar justificatory account to the evangelical church and focus on making the “faith-
ful” rather than on screening them. For example, Lauren Hilgers’s (2018) fictional 
account—supported by my own interviews—suggests that Chinese political exiles 
running an oppositional party in the U.S. at times tolerate asylum-seekers who want 
to affiliate with the party despite their meager dissident credentials. Asylum-seekers’ 
interest in identity craft can give these exiles an opportunity to share their political 
cause with fellow Chinese citizens, which may lead to their belated identity change.

The evidence of money-changing hands, however, may invite an indictment that 
these exiles are engaging in a taboo transaction, debasing the cherished political cause 
to line their own pockets. Using money as a medium of exchange may also trigger 
legal authorities to take up the role of “censorious observers” and (re)define the nature 
of the transaction at issue as not simply commercial but illegal. Indeed, brokering 
(international) marriage (Andrikopoulos, 2021; Piot, 2019), providing sponsorship for 
the issuance of R-1 visa (visa issued to foreign-born religious workers) (Pak, 2007; 
US Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 2013), and yes, giving asylum-seekers 
lessons on the basis of Christianity (Semple et al., 2014) for fees have led to crimi-
nal prosecutions in several countries. In fact, and not without irony, the evidence of 
money-changing hands can even blur the boundary between regulatory authorities and 
for-profit migration brokers, undermining the legitimacy of the former. Consider the 
controversy over investment citizenship. A state that provides its passport in exchange 

15  Sustained academic analyses of similar phenomena involving other religious traditions are rare. I sus-
pect that the emphasis placed on proselytization (as compared to Catholicism or Judaism), vibrancy of 
the transnational missionary network, and societal hospitality toward Christian migrants (as compared to 
Muslims) in the West partly explain why the Protestant church of various denominations is featured more 
centrally in this configuration than other religious organizations. Moreover, if Uighurs from China, Roh-
ingyas from Myanmar, or Muslims from the Hindu-dominated region in India apply for asylum in the 
West, their Muslim identity is likely to be treated as equivalent to an ethnic minority identity, the verifi-
cation of which may not centrally involve religious authorities in the host country. In the case of Chinese 
asylum-seekers in the U.S., Falungong is likely to generate a similar dynamic given its relationship with 
the Chinese Communist Party and the proselytizing zeal of its practitioners. But I have yet to see any 
serious analysis of the phenomenon.
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for a large investment sum often faces a denunciation that the policy renders citi-
zenship merely a high-price commodity and the state a migration broker that sells it 
(Džankić, 2019; Shachar & Bauböck, 2014). Another illuminating example is a find-
ing that aspiring migrants in the global South often conflate consular officials with 
migration brokers. To them there is no fundamental difference between brokerage fees 
and the fees required to apply for visas, set deliberately at a preemptively high price to 
exclude the poor from the application pool (Alpes, 2013; Chávez, 2016:74).

As these examples illustrate, the relational work framework can advance our 
comparative understanding of various brokerage transactions that facilitate the “pro-
fane” exchange of “sacred” identities for migration and citizenship purposes. Instead 
of adopting the “hostile worlds” view or “nothing but” reductionism as our analytic 
stance, we can comparatively examine what are at stake in these multilayered com-
posite transactions, how these transactions are accomplished, how similar or different 
the relational works involved are, and why. The potential axes of variation include: 
whether the state is supportive, tolerant, or hostile towards the commodification—or 
more broadly, instrumentalization—of the identity at stake; whether that identity is 
considered immutable or malleable; whether the given intermediary operates more 
like a people-changing or a people-processing organization; whether the identity craft 
requires a fleeting or an enduring performance; and how the brokerage transaction 
at issue is intertwined with other “circuits of commerce” (Zelizer, 2005), especially 
migrants’ (transnational) social network and their exchange with commercial brokers. 
Recent scholarship on transnationally brokered marriage (Andrikopoulos, 2021; Kim, 
2011; Kim, 2019; Piot, 2019), “birth tourism” (Balta & Altan-Olcay, 2016; Harpaz, 
2019), investment citizenship (Džankić, 2019; Shachar & Bauböck, 2014; Surak, 
2021), and ethnizenship (Bauböck, 2007; Harpaz, 2019; Lee, 2020) provide rich com-
parative cases in this regard. Facilitating identity crafts to secure the refugee status is 
likely to generate similar dynamic processes, although justifying trades in these victim 
personae would require exceptionally arduous relational work. The state is particularly 
hostile toward the instrumentalization of the relevant victim personae. Moreover, it 
is precisely the putative immutability of the identities under persecution that renders 
refugees exceptionally deserving of the humanitarian benevolence of affluent liberal 
democracies (Shiff, 2020)—ever so scarce and precarious mercy in our era when the 
politics of deterrence reigns supreme (Fassin, 2011; Fitzgerald, 2019).
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