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Abstract

This dissertation gives a number of answers to the following two research questions:
given the storied nature of faith and displacement, what does literary studies have to offer
church-based refugee activists in religious diasporas? And what might church-based
activists, who are involved in daily struggles to interpret cultural, ethnic, and religious
stories for the sake of cultural transformation, have to offer literary studies of
displacement? The analysis of this thesis uses literary and cultural theory (diaspora
studies, postcolonial theorizations of the exotic, discursive analysis, formalist textual
examination, and more) to understand interethnic church-based refugee activism taking
place within a specific religious diaspora, the Christian Reformed Church in Canada. The
formation of diasporas and faith groups through shared allegiances to communal stories
makes literary studies a fitting vantage point from which to examine a religious diaspora.
Because religious diasporas have explicitly storied identities, their discourses are open to
the potential of stories to effect communal change. Refugee novels and other cultural
texts that are valued in diaspora and refugee studies can have a part in shaping the storied
identity out of which church-based refugee activism is done, helping religious diasporas
to more deeply understand the experiences specific to refugee-ed people and to more

closely align their activism with the stated desires of refugee-ed people.
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Introducing Displacement, Faith, and Literature

In October 2006, a newly appointed Pastor of Community Outreach in a Christian
Reformed church preached a sermon about ethnic identity and the misplaced desire for
purity, a sermon that seriously unnerved its Dutch constituents and ignited arguments
across its 300-member strong congregation. The sermon was part of a series on difference
and ethnicity and was prompted in part by the recent profession of faith and regular
attendance by an extended Liberian refugee family as well as the increasing
interconnectedness with a French-speaking Congolese congregation that shared the space,
many of whose members came to Canada as refugees. Part of a diasporic Dutch
denomination, this congregation was being challenged to untangle and then prioritize
various strands of their identity.”

The stir that this sermon caused was enough to make the pastor, Elias, take to the
pulpit again two weeks later and address “the elephant in the room,” that is the angry
response that his sermon had received. Discussions that followed hinged on the
community’s combined ethnic and religious identity as negotiated through various
interpretations of its shared ethnic and religious stories. In effect, they were asking, what
do our past stories say we should look like in the present, and who are we, as both
religious and diasporic? And even more importantly, who gets to be part of the
negotiations over our shared identity? Are members of the community that have been
refugee-ed fully a part of us, and if they are, how does that change our identity as a

religious diaspora? In the midst of those intra-communal discussions exist corollary inter-

! A denomination is a group of congregations associated together under a common set of
identity narratives.
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communal questions about the church’s relationship to the nation as a religious diaspora,
as an agent of refugee activism, etc. The conflicted response this sermon engendered was
a result of the complicated dynamics present in a community that is engaged in inter-
ethnic refugee activism even as it is struggling with its own displaced and changing
identity within the narrative of the nation-state of Canada. In an interesting twist, that
activism, done out of a sense of sameness and identification with refugees as displaced
people in Canada, resulted in the diversification of the church; and, in foregrounding the
issues related to that diversification, the sermon challenged the assumptions of unified
identity held by Dutch and non-Dutch members.

During the writing of this dissertation, my conversations about and with refugee-
ed people and refugee narratives have taken place in two disparate communities. The first
community has been found among academic colleagues, beginning a number of years ago
with fellow students in a class on diaspora literature and theory and then broadening to
include the breadth of interdisciplinary writers that | have surveyed in my first chapter
and in another publication. The second community has been in Hamilton churches—
among refugee activists, with the leadership in the church I attended when | began
writing, and in the CRC denomination as it engaged in work with refugees. This
dissertation is an interdisciplinary exploration, researched and written with both of those
communities in mind.

My arguments are predicated on the conviction that literature is a powerful shaper
of culture and, therefore, that literature could be useful to church-based refugee activists

seeking communal transformation. To put flesh on the bones of that conviction, | study in
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detail the refugee activism of a single denomination—the Christian Reformed Church
(CRC) in Canada—-both in its uniqueness and as embedded in its contexts. That
denomination is also diasporic, so | interpret its work in part through the lens of diaspora
theory. | draw on a number of disciplines for insights into how a religious diaspora
engages in inter-ethnic solidarities and into what fiction might have to offer church-based
activism.

Given the storied nature of faith and displacement, what does literary studies
have to offer church-based refugee activists in religious diasporas? And what might
church-based activists, who are involved in daily struggles to interpret cultural, ethnic,
and religious stories for the sake of cultural transformation, have to offer literary studies
of displacement? This dissertation uses tools from literary and cultural theory (diaspora
studies, postcolonial theorizations of the exotic, discursive analysis, formalist textual
examination, and more) to understand the situation described above, a situation
undoubtedly surfacing in various forms across the breadth of religious diasporas in
Canada. The formation of diasporas and faith groups through shared allegiances to
communal stories makes literary studies a fitting vantage point from which to examine a
religious diaspora. Because religious diasporas have explicitly storied identities, their
discourses are open to the potential of stories to effect communal change. Refugee novels
and other cultural texts that are valued in diaspora and refugee studies can have a part in
shaping the storied identity out of which church-based refugee activism is done.

Section Three, the final and major portion of the dissertation, takes up the

challenge of exploring creative narratives as a pedagogical resource for church-based
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activists. | argue that the evocative, contextualized, and individualized narrations of
refugee experiences in creative narratives make them a rich source for church-based
refugee activists. Based on responses from two discussion groups for church-based
activists that | led, I describe three major issues plaguing public representations of
refugees: the collective metaphors of natural disasters, the ethics of personal testimony,
and the entrenchment of victimhood. Fiction that offers alternative representations of
refugee-ed? people can nuance activist work and discourse in at least those three areas by
narrating individual stories within their communal contexts, providing a self-reflexive
frame for refugee testimony, and demonstrating the agency and resilience of refugee-ed
people.

In order to understand how refugee fiction might influence the CRC’s activism |
unpack the discursive and cultural contexts for its work in Section Two. The two chapters
in this section each look at one of the discourses that have previously dominated this
church’s refugee activism: public humanitarianism and reformed theology. | outline the
synergy of this religious diaspora’s own narration of faith identity as a displaced people
assisting other displaced people and point out the dangers church-based activism faces of
becoming parochial or inflexible.

The very concept of a religious diaspora, though, is not an established one. So
Section One places my discussions of literature’s pedagogical potential for church-based
activism within the postcolonial sub-discipline of diaspora theory. | argue for the

existence of religious diasporas and for the importance of attending to them, and |

2 An extensive discussion of this term will follow as part of my introduction to the theme
of displacement.
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demonstrate the complications of inter-ethnic morphing in a religious diaspora when it
engages in refugee activism.

Interdisciplinarity

The above summary description of this dissertation’s three parts makes obvious
the necessity of my interdisciplinary approach. One disadvantage of interdisciplinarity
might be limited disciplinary conclusions. That is to say, when | put forward various
arguments in this dissertation | am not able to fully unravel the implications for related
areas of thought in a single discipline or give a complete sense of the intervention | am
making into a disciplinary conversation. What balances out this limitation is the
possibility in interdisciplinarity for deeply contextualized analysis. In interdisciplinary
research, the resource boundaries extend outside one academic conversation to
encompass several areas of thinking that have pertinence for the topic. My dissertation
takes the basic idea of using fiction in popular pedagogy for the church-based refugee
activism of a religious diaspora and unravels various contexts that such a study must take
into consideration: diaspora theory, theology, international relations, history, literary
studies, missiology, humanitarianism, ethnography, cultural studies, refugee studies, etc.

In order to sketch my dissertation’s academic context, Section One traces the
roles of religion and ethnicity in diaspora theory, which is concerned with contemporary
global movement and identity in displacement. | also include some research from
international relations to show that a critique of the nation-state is shared by church-based
activism and diaspora theory. Section Two draws on a variety of disciplines including

humanitarianism, refugee studies, and theology to unpack the cultural and discursive
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contexts for a religious diaspora’s refugee activism. The investigations of the final
section are located primarily in literary studies. Section Three asks what literature is
capable of, but it also incorporates cultural studies as a significant conversation partner
on refugee representation. The final section also inevitably takes up a social sciences
approach to research because of its work with human participants. The experience of
casting a wider disciplinary net than is usual for dissertations in literature has impressed
on me that the study of literature has much to offer non-academic projects and the
research of multiple disciplines.

What follows is an overview of the thesis, chapter by chapter, followed by a
preliminary introduction to the three terms this project weaves together: displacement,
faith, and literature.

The Narrative of This Thesis

Section One makes a case for the existence of religious diasporas and the
importance of studying them in displacement scholarship and then explores the
reorientation of a religious diaspora that takes place when it engages in refugee activism.
The first chapter demonstrates the complicated and often conflicted interaction of
religious identity and ethnic identity within a single religious diaspora: ethnicity may be
the major identity marker considered in diaspora studies, but in religious diasporas
religious identity is often foregrounded as more powerfully shaping the community. The
second chapter takes up this observation and shows how the condition of diaspora affects
a religious community, particularly in its involvement outside of the diaspora. | finish by

raising the question of why sustained considerations of religion are often absent from
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cultural and postcolonial studies more generally. Scholars of displacement and the nation-
state (ie. those who are critical of the international state-based order) might find dialogue
partners and even activist allies in church-based refugee activists from religious diasporas
for whom a shared sense of displacement strengthens transnational connections and
decreases loyalty to the nation-state.

Section Two is made up of two chapters, each with commentary on an important
context for the CRC’s refugee work. The first context is external to the CRC diaspora and
functions variously for the church-based activism of any religious diaspora in Canada.
The second context is internal to the CRC diaspora. Chapter three surveys the major
criticisms currently faced by the activist discourse of humanitarianism and reads the CRC
in Canada as an ideal humanitarian citizen—a well-assimilated diaspora, participating
under the oversight of the federal government and working hard to limit the suffering
caused by global violence. I suggest that in order to encourage civic participation by
refugee-ed people the CRC must maintain strategic alignments with humanitarianism
while rejecting its apolitical assumptions and dependence on state sanctions. Chapter four
is an insider’s take on the religious underpinnings of the CRC’s work. The worldview of
this religious diaspora emerges from a unique combination of historical, ethnic, and
religious narrative strands. | unpack their worldview as it is found in a few popular
hymns, specifically noting an emphasis on the sacredness of human beings and the non-
human world and on the responsibility to remain politically engaged as a community. |
then provide a brief critical study of hospitality as the major metaphor for ecumenical

church-based refugee activism. Hospitality’s contemporary connotations render the
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metaphor apolitical and unsuited to the democratic activism churches strive to enact. The
chapter closes with a series of bulleted suggestions aimed at the CRC itself for shaping
the future of their activism, with particular attention given to the potential of literature.

In the final section I report on the results of a workshop on refugee literature that |
ran twice in 2009: once for church-based refugee-ed activists and once for church-based
citizen-ed activists, both held in Hamilton, Ontario. Together these chapters provide
examples for how church-based activists can use cultural studies, literary studies, fiction,
and other refugee narratives to shape their work. Just as importantly, the contributions of
workshop participants extend the theoretical concerns of literary cultural studies.
Throughout these chapters, academic scholarship, fiction, and workshop comments are
woven into my own narrative of the workshop and its results. Chapter five describes the
workshop, “Testing the Mutual Pedagogical Potential of Academic Communities and
Church-Based Refugee Activist Groups in Conversation Around Fictional Refugee
Narratives,” as an opportunity for church-based activists to communally reflect on their
work and to give me feedback on the usefulness of four specific texts for engaging,
stretching, and informing their faith communities: Hollywood film Beyond Borders, hip
hop video “Soobax,” a Hamilton Spectator news article, and short story “On the Eve of
Uncertain Tomorrows.”

I wrote the sixth chapter to record the surprising questions raised by our workshop
about how to use creative narratives (especially, but not only, fiction) for popular
pedagogy. As part of my reflections on these questions, | acknowledge the ideological

commitments underlying my project’s conception and propose a multi-modal approach to
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creative narratives that allows them to register variously as entertainment, as social
commentary, as a cultural construct and agent, as a script, and as an aesthetic invention.
Every mode depends on the other modes to maintain the integrity of a text and to make
fiction accessible to a varied audience. Two themes are highlighted: the need for
facilitators of popular pedagogy to be aware of multiple subjectivities in the reading
process and the value of reading with an ear for both what is different and what is similar
to the reader’s own experience.

My seventh, eighth, and ninth chapters each take up a single issue related to
refugee representation and establish the ability of a workshop on refugee narratives to
productively engage church-based refugee activists. Chapter seven addresses the
limitations of collective natural disaster metaphors used in mainstream news media to
speak about refugee-ed people and offers fictional narratives as a way of individualizing
and contextualizing refugee experience. Through creative but limited metaphors and the
immersive pedagogical experience of reading fiction, refugee narratives can refresh the
language of public debates about refugees.

Chapter eight argues that fictional narratives such as “On the Eve” could be an
ethical alternative to publicly performed personal testimony and subvert the question of
authenticity plaguing Canadian discussions of refugees. “On the Eve” is contrasted with
personal testimony in the contexts of emergency aid mobilization, asylum-seeking
processes, and cultural advocacy, which tend to represent refugee-ed people as absolute
difference or collapse them into the identity of the listener. Fiction both builds empathy

and also reinforces the space that separates the reader’s experience from that of the
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characters. As unabashedly “untrue” stories, fictional narratives can absorb accusations of
inauthenticity, wooing an audience to listen, learn, feel, and contemplate without having
to decide on the genuineness of the legal claims being made.

Chapter nine narrates my discovery in the workshops of different priorities for
refugee-ed and citizen-ed participants and the resultant conflicting interpretations of
Beyond Borders and “Soobax” as pedagogical tools. Refugeeness® an extralegal
determinant of refugee authenticity is confirmed in Beyond Borders and challenged by
“Soobax.” Citizen-ed participants agreed with me that the ubiquitous victim images of
refugeeness can be offset by refugee fiction’s accounts of refugee-ed peoples’ agency.
The response of the refugee-ed workshop participants points to a more immediate
concern for convincing Canadians to be empathetic and willing to listen to stories of
suffering. Their concern that Canadian citizens be shaped by an openness to feel deeply
with and about refugee suffering invites an academic discussion on how to use research
to promote a culture of care.

Each chapter brings together (forced) displacement, (Christian) faith, and
(Canadian) literature to answer, in a variety of ways, the central question of my
dissertation: how can creative narratives facilitate a productive conversation between
scholarship in literary and cultural studies and the work of church-based refugee

activists? A preliminary discussion of each of these terms, as | use them, follows here.

% | use this term in the way Peter Nyers has defined it: voiceless, apolitical victimhood as
the culturally recognized (extralegal) sign of authentic refugee life and status. | address
this concept more fully in the final chapter of the dissertation.

10
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Displacement
The meaning of refugee changes according to context and so does my own use of
the term throughout this dissertation. The 1951 United Nations Geneva Convention on
the status of refugees provides us with an internationally recognized definition of a
refugee:
A person who, owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social
group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is
unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the
protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being
outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such
events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.
(UNHCR)
The Refugee Convention formalized an international refugee order developed at the end
of World War 11 to deal with people displaced by the war (LaCroix) and has attracted
tremendous critical debate in refugee studies (e.g.s Malkki, “Refugees”; Nyers; Zetter,
“Labelling”). A few regional organizations, have written conventions that alter the
UNHCR’s definition by taking into account the pragmatics of their specific region and
attempting to more objectively determine the definition of a refugee. In Africa, the
Organisation of African Unity produced an Africa-wide treaty with a revised definition,*
and in Latin America, ten states drafted the Cartagena Declaration. A generous

interpretation of the Cartagena Declaration comes closest to my understanding of the

term refugee in the context of international human rights:

4 «Any person compelled to leave his/her country owing to external aggression,
occupation, foreign domination or events seriously disturbing public order in either part
or the whole of his country of origin or nationality.”

11
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Persons who flee their countries because their lives, safety or freedom

have been threatened by generalised violence, foreign aggression, internal

conflicts, massive violation of human rights or other circumstances which

have seriously disturbed public order. (“Cartagena”)
However in this thesis you will see refugee used interchangeably with refugee claimant
and asylum seeker as a way of approaching the claims of asylum seekers with a
hermeneutic of trust. | do use the term asylum seeker at various points when | am
discussing an issue that has specific currency for people with that legal label. For
instance, the story of Joaquin in “On the Eve” is thoroughly about the legal and political
regimes to which an asylum seeker is uniquely subject. As Joaquin’s questioning of that
label suggests, asylum seeker is always a legal label that has been externally imposed.®

I coined the term refugee-ed early on in my writing as discursive resistance to the

representation of refugee identity as comprehensive and dehistoricized. Refugee identity
is always in process, is one piece of a person’s identity, and is shaped in deeply
contextual ways. Using the term refugee-ed is an attempt to reshape the noun refugee into
an adjective describing one quality of a person’s life, a life that always exceeds that
single adjective. Refugee-ed, while (and perhaps because) it is an awkward expression,
keeps me aware of the temporary and externally imposed identity that the legal label
refugee produces. It also registers the identity of refugees as people situated in specific

national, cultural, and political contexts with displacing conditions rather than as objects

of a human rights regime.

® See Zetter “Labeling” for a thorough discussion of identity formation and the
significance of the concept of labeling for refugee studies.

12
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This proposed discursive activism remains in productive tension with the strength
of the term refugee as it is claimed by refugee-ed activists themselves. That is to say, for
some refugee-ed people, the refugee label provides them with a public platform for
speaking and acting and is the most powerful descriptor of their experiences. K’Naan and
Emmanuel Jal are two such public story tellers whose hip hop art reclaims the label
refugee as a source of agency. For asylum seekers such as Joaquin, refugee is a legal
label denoting a privileged displacement status affording various kinds of access that are
not offered to people given other labels such as economic migrant or asylum seeker. I try
to remain flexible in my use of these various meanings depending on the context in which
I am using the word. Displacement often becomes the most useful term for my broad
conception of global forced migration and is also the word that fits best with a diasporic
framework. For instance, displacement spans the similar elements in the experiences of a
the CRC as a religious diaspora and the refugee communities with which it interfaces;
displacement refers to the personal knowledge of being and feeling out of place without
explicitly connecting that experience to a national or international order.

What | have just traced is the shift within my own thinking from struggling to
define a refugee to conceiving of forced migration more broadly via diaspora studies. A
comparable shift has taken place at a disciplinary level within refugee studies. Refugee
studies began as an interdisciplinary response to practical forced migration needs in the
early 1980s. Between 1982 and 2000 the flow of displaced people from the South to the
North increased and restrictions on that flow correspondingly increased. Chimni avers

that governments began using the knowledge produced by refugee studies to justify their

13
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increasing management of refugee flows. Despite its cooption by governments concerned
to manage rather than assist refugee migration, refugee studies was still able to put a
number of important issues on the international radar. Scholarship countered the
“parasite” image, critiqued imposed aid, urged policy makers to listen to refugee voices,
emphasized and spelled out rights of refugees, urged participation by refugees in
research, delineated the special needs of certain refugee groups, and addressed
psychosocial health and integration issues for refugees (Chimni 15). Since the 1990s, a
move towards forced migration studies has taken place within refugee studies: the
International Association for the Study of Forced Migration was formed, Forced
Migration Review was established in 1998, and several refugee studies centres now offer
degrees in forced migration. Chimni says the lack of refugees from the South shaping
refugee studies research remains a problem. A shift in terminology has not changed the
division of labour that exists: methodological/theoretical knowledge is produced in the
North based on empirical/descriptive knowledge produced in the South. Roger Zetter
similarly recognizes the way knowledge in refugee studies is always used by states in the
Global North to stringently manage refugee migration, but he gives a convincingly
positive reading of the motivations for shifting to forced migration.

Zetter’s 2007 article updates his influential 1991 article on the refugee label; his
update accounts for contemporary global realities, in particular, the fragmentation of
labels to describe refugees and politicization of refugee identity. Because of the vast
numbers of people leaving failed states and the intricate interrelation of causes, “[i]n the

minds of policy makers and immigration officials it is necessary to fragment and make
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clear cut labels and categories of the often complex mix of reasons why people migrate
and migrate between labels—the so called asylum-migration nexus” (Zetter, “More
Labels” 178). Many of those labels are pejorative and serve to reduce the identities that
can be conceived of as “authentic” refugees: the more diversity there is within the label
forcibly displaced the fewer strictly defined refugees there are (187). At the same time,
the increase of diverse ethnic migrants moving from South to North in the early 1990s is
what necessitated the use of the term forced migration in refugee studies and other
research areas. Researchers recognized that the Refugee Convention did not adequately
define and therefore sufficiently protect different identities in the international refugee
regime, the obvious example being IDPs. Forced migration was an attempt to extend that
definition and protection. The use of forced migration has triggered the reverse response
from immigration departments in the North: a refusal to generalize refugee experience
with the umbrella term of forced displacement and, instead, a fractioning of refugee into
various labels to further diminish the numbers who find safety under the term. One
response by researchers is to re-label the fragmented terms. For instance scholars such as
Anne McNevin replace illegal immigrant (one fragmented piece of refugee identity) with
irregular migrant. In regard to this history of shifting terminology in refugee studies, my
approach in this thesis is both to use the term forced displacement so as to broaden the
inclusion of identities protected by the refugee label, and also to re-label where refugee
policy directly affects and therefore necessitates recognition of fragmented refugee

identity.
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Faith

I will leave the task of establishing the need for studies of faith in displacement
scholarship to my first chapter. But | do need to set the stage for the first four chapters by
saying that what is unique about my take on faith in this thesis is its deep evaluation of a
single religious diaspora as an example of the larger cultural role of church-based
activism in Canada and its interpretation of faith as communal embodiment of a narrative.
I am attempting to hold in tension perspectives that are external to and critical of as well
as internal and sympathetic to church-based activism. Additionally, the church-based
activism | write about is from and in Canada and would be productively challenged by
comparative studies from the Global South.

I have chosen a Christian denomination in part because that is my tradition and so
I can more knowledgeably speak about its theology and practice. The choice also comes
out of a desire to make displacement research useful to church-based activists, who are
major players in humanitarian refugee work in Canada and around the world. Activists in
churches are often not trained in any area that relates particularly to refugees, and the
kind of work they do varies drastically across denominations, geography, etc. But the
community’s sustained infrastructure and networks, its capacity for advocacy, its
sensitivity to spiritual health, its long-term commitment, and its strength of conviction
and hope are all recognized by scholars and recommend it as a key community impacting
refugee experiences (Ager and Ager; Allerdice; Bradley; Eby, Iverson, Smyers, and

Kekic; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh; McKinlay; Erin Wilson).
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The CRC is uniquely placed to influence ecumenical faith-based advocacy in
Canada. It is the only church organization to have ecumenical ties with three major faith-
based advocacy groups: Evangelical Fellowship Canada, KAIROS, and the Canadian
Council of Churches. Members of the CRC routinely chair committees in those
organizations, demonstrating leadership and active membership. The CRC’s associations
with Christian organizations across the mainline-evangelical spectrum in Canada put it in
the challenging and productive position of finding fresh ways to think about social justice
(including refugee work)—not as partisan to specific political ideologies but trying to
communicate across political divisions. In the past decade, mainline churches’ capacity
for social justice in Canada has been on the decline, says Mike Hogeterp, Director of the
Christian Reformed Centre for Public Dialogue in Ottawa. Social justice offices have had
to cut staff and reduce their advocacy. Yet the capacity for and consistency of advocacy
in the CRC has been maintained both in denominational and ecumenical endeavors.

Five years after beginning this project I returned from maternity leave and found a
sudden richness of sources on faith and migration, faith and refugee resettlement, and
religion and global order. Many of these sources have been added to my analysis
throughout the thesis. Apart from a few notable exceptions, though, church-based
activism remains an undeveloped area of research despite its high profile in Canadian
refugee resettlement. A survey of the relevant research follows.

The November 2011 special issue of Journal of Refugee Studies examines “faith-
based humanitarianism” and contains articles commenting on the contexts of Australia,

Britain, Burma, Kenya, Nigeria, the United States, and the Sahrawi. The introduction
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shows that not much work has been done on the response of religious groups to
displacement even though religion as a resource or as the experience of displaced peoples
has garnered recent interest. So my dissertation is adding to that literature. However, my
project makes a distinction between faith-based work and humanitarianism (see chapter
three), and so | use the term church-based activism instead of faith-based
humanitarianism.® The 2008 edited volume A Promised Land, A Perilous Journey:
Theological Perspectives on Migration emerges from the American context, and several
of its chapters describe the work of faith-based humanitarian work. The book differs from
my work in that it is substantially about irregular migrants from Latin America and is
mostly aimed at a Christian audience, providing a theological defense of faith-based
activism. Stephanie Nawyn’s working paper “Faithfully Providing Refuge: The Role of
Religious Organizations in Refugee Assistance and Advocacy” examines the interaction
of public policy and religious discourses and networks involved in refugee resettlement
across the United States. A similar document for Canadian policy does not exist but
would be illuminating. Tamsin Bradley has written an article entitled “Does Compassion
Bring Results? A Critical Perspective on Faith and Development,” which critiques the
discourse of compassion as it is used by faith-based NGOs in Rajasthan. Bradley

recognizes the strengths that faith perspectives bring to humanitarian work but is largely

® The participants in my workshop would likely call their work “outreach” rather than
“activism,” as the former term is more generally used in Christian circles. | choose to use
the word *“activism” to describe their work because its connotations of intensity and focus
more accurately capture the spirit of their work: “the use of vigorous campaigning to
bring about political or social change” (activism) as opposed to “an organization’s
involvement with or influence in the community” (outreach) (OED).

18



Ph.D. Thesis — E. Goheen Glanville; McMaster University — English & Cultural Studies

pessimistic in his conclusions about the ability of faith groups to be self-reflexive. My
fourth chapter briefly takes up his arguments.

The wonderful resource compiled by Paul Bramadat and Susie Fisher, “Religious
Organizations and the Integration of Immigrants, Refugees, and Temporary Foreign
Workers: An Annotated Bibliography and List of Community Organizations” (2010), and
Christine McKinlay’s Masters thesis “Welcoming the Stranger: The Canadian Church
and the Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program” (2008) are the only Canadian sources
I have been able to find on faith-based refugee activism. McKinlay’s thesis explains the
history and political function of the Canadian Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program
(PSRP) and the substantial but complex participation of churches in that program. She
interviewed both sponsorship agreement holders and sponsored refugees as part of her
research. Significant changes have been made to the PSRP since her thesis was written,
but I do not investigate the PSRP except as one piece of the activism of the CRC.

A question | ask in Section Two is what barriers and opportunities exist in the
discourse of church-based refugee activists for refugee-ed people who want to be
cultural, social, and political participants in Canada. On occasion | have observed and
even participated in shallow discursive analysis, simply taking metaphors to their full
rhetorical conclusion or deconstructing ways of speaking or writing to demonstrate their
self-referentiality or discursive violence. Whether or not those metaphors are meant to be
taken that far and how ways of speaking actually affect action are questions that
complicate discursive analysis. My fourth chapter’s detailed look at the CRC’s historical

and theological narratives is an attempt to understand their discourse for refugee activism
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while retaining the contextual integrity of their language and framework. The
particularity of studying one congregation’s embodiment of a religious diaspora responds
to an ongoing concern in diaspora studies that we not lose our awareness of locality in
our concern for global networks.
Literature

I began this project out of a love for Canadian diaspora fiction narrating
contemporary refugee experiences: Camilla Gibb’s Sweetness in the Belly (2005), Dionne
Brand’s What We All Long for (2005), M.G. Vassanji’s “Refugee” (1992), Nega
Mezlekia’s Notes from the Hyena’s Belly (2002), Shyam Selvadurai’s Funny Boy (1994),
and Neil Bissoondath’s “On the Eve of Uncertain Tomorrows” (1991). Recent additions
to that body of fiction, such as Randy Boyagoda’s Governor of the Northern Province
(2006), Kyo Maclear’s The Letter Opener (2007), Madeleine Thien’s Dogs at the
Perimeter (2011), along with recent comparative South Pacific literature such as Lloyd
Jones’ Hand Me Down World (2010) and Anh Do’s The Happiest Refugee (2011) have
expanded my planned chapter on literary analysis of fictional refugee representations into
a discrete future project. As a result, the importance of fiction for this thesis remains
primarily in the pragmatic question of my final five chapters: how can the fiction listed
above be used pedagogically for Canadian church-based refugee activism? | return to
some of these narratives in my afterword to show the kind of detailed literary work that
needs to follow the social and discursive analysis of my thesis. Novels are the primary
genre in which I have found Canadian refugee-diaspora fiction, but novels take a long

time to read and digest, making them less than ideal for popular pedagogy. Therefore,
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when designing the trial workshop to answer my question, | relied on a broad
understanding of literature, in the tradition of cultural studies that includes more
accessible narratives. News media and audio-visual sources were placed alongside textual
fiction. This popular literature also bridges the two communities for which | write:
academic and faith communities.

In his “valedictory editorial” (2000), Zetter lists the disciplines out of which the
articles in the Journal of Refugee Studies have been written (Zetter, “Refugees” 352). The
list spans his thirteen years as the founding editor of the premier (and at that time only)
journal on refugee studies and is impressively interdisciplinary. Social/public policy
predictably tops the list with forty-eight papers, followed closely by politics (forty),
anthropology (thirty-six), sociology (thirty-five), and law (thirty). Five more disciplines
make up the second half of his list. Zetter congratulates the journal on deepening refugee
scholarship to include articles from such a long list of disciplines in contrast to the almost
exclusive hold that public policy and anthropology had on the discussion in 1988. As a
researcher in literature, | searched the journal for articles that analyzed the representation
of refugee-ed people in fiction and life writing and/or articles on the cultural influence of
fiction and life writing. Going by what had (not) been published, my discipline did not
seem to be recognized as relevant to the discussion.

My question as to why literary studies is not represented on the list raises the
larger discussion of different kinds of knowledge, a discussion that Camilla Gibb attends
to in her article “Telling Tales Out of School.” Gibb was a Canadian postdoctoral student

in 1998, struggling with what had to be left out of her PhD in anthropology. Her

21



Ph.D. Thesis — E. Goheen Glanville; McMaster University — English & Cultural Studies

ethnographic research in Ethiopia and her friendship with a fellow grad student, who was
a refugee from Ethiopia, had changed her life and her thinking in ways that did not
coincide with academic theories of the day or indeed the kinds of questions and
descriptions welcomed into academic papers. Her fieldwork was a “total experience not
just an intellectual experience” and got her thinking alongside Mary Louise Pratt about
the pressure to make one’s academic writing ““conform to the norms of scientific
discourse’ in such away that one’s “intimate experience...[and] sensory memory” are
erased from the text (Gibb, “Telling” 44, 43). | share her concern with finding a place for
knowledge that exceeds an “intellectual experience” and attends to “sensory memory”—
in the case of this dissertation, knowledge about refugees.

A further challenge: while literary studies may be absent from the discussions of
refugee studies because the kind of knowledge produced in literature departments is not
acknowledged as useful in practical or policy-oriented discussions, literary scholars also
need to ask how they can write about literature in such a way that makes it a recognizable
part of this interdisciplinary discussion. How can literary studies assist in making the total
experience of displacement—including the intimacy of sensory memory—which exceeds
the bounds of academic writing, part of the interdisciplinary discussion of displacement
scholarship? How does the study of literature overcome what Gibb describes as a
hierarchy of knowledge without simply collapsing in to theory?

[F]or all the talk about the boundaries between anthropology and fiction
being blurry, and for all we were encouraged to seek new ways of
representing cultural experiences—to consider ethnography as text, as

narrative, as allegory, or as “true fiction”—fiction “proper” is still seen to
lack the authority or prestige of academic writing. (Gibb, “Telling” 46)
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The trial workshop is one concrete response to those concerns. | asked people who are
not in literature departments what they see as important in fictional texts for refugee
activism and then wrote a response that is for them as well as for my academic audience.
My other response is that, throughout the dissertation, | choose to treat fictional texts and
creative writing as legitimate sources of knowledge in my own theorizing. In the
following chapters, short stories, novels, poems, and hymns contribute to my conclusions
alongside theoretical articles, sociological studies, and public policy. The specific kind of
knowledge that creative fiction offers is experiential, contextual, and particular.

Yet, there is a danger in this line of thinking: that fiction about refugee-ed people
can be treated as straightforward ethnography. An individual story can skew the reader’s
perception of the bigger social picture by suggesting that all or most refugee experiences
are like this character’s, when in fact it is an uncommon one. Alternatively,
representations of iconic or well-known refugee histories can overpower less common
refugee histories. Entire political histories can be invented. As Gibb reminds us in an
interview on Writer’s Café, fiction differs most significantly from ethnography in its
language. “The scholarly language excludes more than it includes,” she says, describing
academic language as a kind of shared code amongst academics. The language of fiction
allows for invention, and through those inventions it is trying to resonate with a more
general truth. The multi-modal approach to literature that I start to articulate in chapter
five recognizes that literature functions in many ways and that its many functions are
dependent on one another. Reading fiction simultaneously for aesthetic, appreciative,

cultural, etc values can keep the refugee characters in refugee-diasporan fiction from
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becoming naive ethnographic informants for a voyeuristic audience or from being held at
a remove by the language of theory.
Reaching Outside the Text

In order to understand the refugee activism of churches, I interviewed or had
extensive conversations with Tama Ward Balisky who heads up Kinbrace Community
and the East Side Story Guild in Vancouver; Alison Witt who facilitates the Refugees and
New Arrivals focus group for True City in Hamilton; Rose Dekker who is the Refugee
Sponsorship Coordinator at Christian Reformed World Relief Committee in Canada; and
Arie Van Eek who is a leading refugee advocate in the CRC and former Executive
Secretary of the Council of Christian Reformed Churches in Canada. All four people
were exceedingly generous with their time. | have also been in brief contact with Mike
Hogeterp (Christian Reformed Centre for Public Dialogue), Chris Pullenayegem
(Citizens for Public Justice), and Bruce Adema (CRCNA Canadian Ministries).

Testing out the pedagogical usefulness of literature for church-based activism, |
have been gifted with (heaps of) time, thoughtful engagement, and deeply personal
experiences shared by the fifteen anonymous participants in our workshop experiment.

This dissertation breaks the mould for traditional research in literature
departments in that it reaches outside the world of textuality and invites participation in
shaping the thesis by people whose experiences are the subjects of those books and by
people whose work has nothing to do with fiction. For that reason, | find my analysis of
texts and my conclusions about theory to be less final than I would like them to be and

less neat than they would have been had | written them in solitude. That is to say, the
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liveliness of human subjects and my responsibility to several interpretive communities
has resulted in different kinds of conclusions meant for varying communities jostling up
against each other throughout this thesis. | have appreciated this as a reminder that we
always read and write out of shared contexts whether or not we are aware of that as we sit

typing at our desks.

SECTION ONE: The Place of Religion in Diaspora Studies

Chapter 1: A Complex Weave: The Ethnic and Religious Strands in Diasporic
Identity

Introductory Diasporas

My ancestry was part of a religious refugee diaspora: the French Huguenots. My
family’s history is intimately bound, then, to the etymological history of the term
“refugee,” which was actually coined during the 1680s when French Huguenots,
including my family, fled the religious persecution of Catholic France led by Louis XIV.
Through a series of traumatic events, including a shipwreck and the American
Revolution, William Goheen ended up in Port Hope, Ontario on a farm between Toronto
and Kingston. Goheens still live on that piece of land, and the history of the Goheen
family—persecuted but faithful—is still an identity marker for the oldest generation
living, my grandparents and their siblings.

Martin Baumann, in his articulation of the possible stages of development of a
diaspora, concludes that, “a diaspora group may vanish by way of acculturating and then
finally assimilating structurally and religious-culturally into the host society” (181). He

uses the Huguenots as an example. Certainly my own experience would confirm his
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analysis: besides returning with my family to France to see where our ancestors came
from one summer and using my ancestral shipwreck story as a party trick, little in the
way of solidarity has existed between my family and our religio-cultural heritage. As
children, my siblings and | were reminded of religious persecution around the world, but
we were never aware of others who came from the Huguenot diaspora, beyond our own
extended family or written accounts. Through this example of what a diaspora is not, |
have come to understand diaspora as any transnationally dispersed community that
continues to live out of a shared history of displacement in their new set of contexts.

Perhaps counter-intuitively, my own interest in refugee narratives and religious
diasporas does not originate directly from any family history. On the contrary my
enthusiasm has emerged from my more recent personal history as an “adopted” member
of a Dutch, Christian, and Reformed diaspora in Canada and the United States. While |
have not experienced a bloodline diaspora, for some of my childhood and almost my
entire adult life | have been an active participant in the Christian Reformed Church
(CRC), a community emerging from the Dutch Christian dispersion spanning the past
two centuries. Having regularly attended five different CRC congregations across Canada
and the United States at various periods in my life and intermittently visited over twenty
congregations throughout Canada, the United States, and Australia, | have experienced a
number of embodiments of the Dutch traditions with varying levels of openness to my
participation.

My experience has led to a web of questions driving my research into faith and

displacement and into the refugee activism of diasporic faith communities in particular:
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Why is religion not a key factor in current diaspora studies? How do ethnicity and
religion interact in a diaspora? Which communities can be considered diasporas, and who
is considered an “authentic” member of any given diaspora? How do the dual loyalties to
national citizenship and to diaspora history interact in multi-ethnic communities? What
aspects of culture “count” when considering the transfer and transformation of culture
that happens in diaspora? This first section of my dissertation will address these kinds of
questions. In this first chapter | argue that religion is a crucial category in defining and
describing some diasporas and can broaden our understanding of the concept of diaspora
as an axis for inclusion, commonality, and transnational identity.
The CRC as a Religious Diaspora

In 1850 “Classis Holland,” a group of religious refugee congregations in
Michigan merged with the Dutch Reformed Church, established by Dutch Reformed
merchants who had settled into New York during the eighteenth century. Not long after,
in 1857, five congregations from that group of refugees and immigrants decided to secede
from the denomination.” The breakaway group cited the denomination’s theological
syncretism, acculturation to American culture especially as it related to worship styles,
and disengagement from politics in the Netherlands as some of the reasons for their
secession. It would be easy to understand these concerns in purely ethnic terms, but their
concerns about culture and faith were so tightly interwoven into a single narrative that to

separate the threads of culture and faith would be to misunderstand the complexity of the

" Refugees were not yet labeled as a legal group at this time, so | use both terms because,
although the people that came to the United States from the Netherlands were called
immigrants they were fleeing religious persecution and famine.
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community’s identity. It is certainly true that they were concerned that they would lose
the uniqueness of their ethnic identity, a fear that was perhaps heightened by their recent
experience of being refugee-ed. However the name they chose for themselves indicated
their desire to regain a lost faith rather than a lost ethnicity. Instead of returning to
something like their original title of “Classis Holland,” they called themselves the
Christian Reformed Church. Coming from the Netherlands where their religious story
had been so intertwined with the political, historical, and cultural stories of their people,
the Dutch and Reformed diaspora was struggling to discern what faithfulness® looked like
in a new context and could only envision it in relationship to the church’s former
embodiment in the Netherlands.

Over the next 150 years, much about the church changed, and a subsequent wave
of post-war immigration from Holland to Canada during the 1940s-1960s refreshed and
reworked the diasporic identity of the church. ® Yet they undeniably maintain a unified
and unique faith identity. Anyone observing a CRC worship service across Canada or the
United States could expect to hear similar phrases used to describe the church’s
uniqueness, similar scholars quoted in sermons, and a shared general knowledge of the

church’s history among its members. Books that are distributed with regional contact

& An insider’s definition of faithfulness could read, “being the kind of people that will
please God” or “being a true embodiment of the gospel (ie. living out the message of the
historical Jesus).” The process of discerning God’s pleasure, or the process of negotiating
what a “true embodiment” looks like, is complex and includes debate over the
interpretation of the scriptures, discussion of traditions, personal and communal prayer
and self-reflection, and cross-cultural comparison (see Chandler).

® Helpful information on this history can be found on the denomination’s Web site as
well as in the collection of essays edited by Alfred Mulder. I also go into more detail on
this point in chapter four.

28



Ph.D. Thesis — E. Goheen Glanville; McMaster University — English & Cultural Studies

information for each member also include pages of local businesses and services run by
members. Every year trips are offered for those interested in going back to Holland on
tours and many members make their own journey back to the homeland. For those who
cannot make the trip back, local Dutch Toko shops (often owned and run by church
members, though available to a wider community, including Dutch people without
church connections) import Dutch food and other products to give the community a taste
of home. Though its members are not uniformly Dutch anymore, those who have joined
the community do so with an appreciation for the Dutch Reformed tradition.

Given these features, the CRC appears to be a diaspora community, albeit a

complicated one.* Because of its location in pockets around the world, most members

19 In defense of my treatment of the CRC as a whole, | maintain that its transnational
organization and communication and its voluntary, recorded membership allow me to
treat the community as a unit. But | do not do so as a rejection of the insights by scholars
that diasporas are often i