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PREFACE

Before I met Sharon I didn’t think about adoption as something that evangelical Christians particularly cared about, or at least not in families like Sharon’s—large, homeschooling families in which the parents already have lots of biological children. Sharon isn’t the sort of person you visualize when you think of an adoptive mother yearning for the child she’s adopting to “come home,” as they say in the adoption world. After all, Sharon wasn’t infertile. In keeping with her religious beliefs and as part of an evangelical movement that promotes prolific fertility, she had already had seven children biologically, and now in her mid-fifties, she was no longer particularly young.

I first got to know Sharon, who asked me not to use her real name, in the spring of 2007 when I was reporting on a group of evangelicals who didn’t believe in contraception but thought Christians should accept as many children as God gave them—hence Sharon’s seven. We met at a celebration hosted in Virginia by a fundamentalist homeschooling publisher, a sort of training ground for some of the people who would go on to become Tea Party activists several years down the line. (True to form, many of the men at the event walked the grounds in tricorner hats and kneesocks while the women donned colonial gowns.)

Sharon, a homemaking wife to a gentle and soft-spoken pest exterminator, was an eagerly outgoing woman with shoulder-length brown hair, a frank, makeup-free face, and a playful enthusiasm for culturewar sparring. We struck up a strange friendship, exchanging scores of e-mails, letters, and calls over several years, much of it concerning the difference in our world views: Sharon is an avid evangelizer and adheres to the self-described “patriarchy movement,” while I am a secular, feminist journalist who covers religion and reproductive rights. We argued a lot about abortion.

In time Sharon, who struck me as a lifelong spiritual dabbler, trying on a dozen denominations and New Age paths before returning to the conservative Baptist beliefs of her childhood, developed a new calling. As 2007 rolled into 2008, Sharon became increasingly “convicted” that God was calling her to adopt more children into her family—possibly a brother and sister from an orphanage outside Monrovia, Liberia, or maybe a blind girl from Guatemala, or one of several infants recently born in the United States. She found these children by looking online at the websites of various Christian adoption agencies and ministries, which seemed to grow in number by the week.

The family created a blog that referenced a verse of scripture that was increasingly important in evangelical circles, James 1:27: “Pure religion is this, to help the widows and orphans in their need.” They began asking friends and family for donations to help defray the tens of thousands of dollars in adoption costs needed to “bring an orphan home.”

But Sharon was slightly behind the curve in the places from which she was seeking to adopt. When she began looking into Guatemala, the country was on the cusp of shutting down its huge adoption program, which had been sending adoptable children to the United States at a rate of one in every one hundred Guatemalan children born. That booming system, fueled by a seemingly insatiable demand from prospective US parents, had led to a number of abuses, including coercion of Guatemalan families, child buying, and even kidnapping. Things didn’t look much better in Liberia, which had become an adoption cause célèbre in the Christian anticontraception movement that Sharon followed and a particular trend in her own southern city. One of Sharon’s friends, she claimed, had adopted fourteen children from Liberia, and members of several churches in nearby suburbs adopted almost all the members of a Liberian orphanage group. In 2009, however, just as had happened in Guatemala, Liberia’s government suspended international adoption there as well. They were responding to numerous complaints about unethical adoption practices, including allegations of child trafficking after one unlicensed US Christian adoption ministry—the same ministry Sharon had hoped to use for her adoptions—was accused of trying to fly children out of the country without authorization.

Undaunted, Sharon began trying to adopt domestically, within the United States, spurred on by the experience of friends who had received a newborn baby within three days of applying thanks to a new “Safe Haven” program that allowed mothers to abandon children to public authorities without penalty and without the formalities (or safeguards) of officially relinquishing for adoption. “I will make you the first to know that my husband agreed today to pursue a newborn domestic adoption in Florida,” she wrote me triumphantly one day. Not long after came another message, asking me whether I thought it would be wrong “to attempt to talk a woman out of an abortion and ask her to let me adopt the child instead?”

I hadn’t thought about it much before, but when Sharon asked the question, I realized I did think it was wrong. Sharon countered with an argument borrowed from one of her new “adoption friends,” someone she had met through an online community of women who had adopted or were seeking to. The friend assured her that “When you take one of these children, you are literally saving them from the ghetto life in America.” Sharon began to support programs that encouraged women with unplanned pregnancies to carry the pregnancy to term and relinquish the child for adoption.

She also compiled a “birthmother letter” and a packet of information about her family, including photos of their children and house as well as descriptions of the lifestyle they could offer. She sent it out to Christian adoption agencies and updated the fundraising widget on her website. She quarreled with friends and neighbors when they lagged in writing reference letters for her home study—part of the adoption agency approval process—and began writing me using the acronyms of the adoption world: AA for African American or SN for special needs.

She alerted me in excitement every time a new possibility for adoption emerged, each of which might send her off to Florida or Texas or Utah at a moment’s notice. She became invested in one potential child after another, leaping quickly from news that a child might be available to imagining the child in her family and then being crushed when the birthmother chose another couple, as often happens in domestic adoption.

Sharon’s “best adoption friend,” a woman who had adopted multiple times, wrote her in sympathy, telling her to hold out hope—more babies were being born every week—and if she wasn’t chosen, that meant that this was not meant to be her baby. “God knows when each child is conceived where they will grow up and once you have YOUR baby you will understand what I am saying,” she comforted.

When Sharon received another rejection, she cried and came down with headaches. She wrote me that she was exhausted with the entire process and didn’t think she could continue. But she always came up looking for other options.

Part of me was baffled by Sharon’s fervor, and part of me recoiled, though at first I couldn’t understand why. I wondered why Sharon was throwing herself into such a punishing process when she had seven children at home. The tears she shed over kids who went to other adoptive parents would have seemed more understandable coming from an infertile couple who had been passed over and were mourning yet another lost possibility to parent. If her motivation was to save orphans in need, why did she seem more disappointed than relieved when children she had looked at were adopted elsewhere?

After my long discussions with Sharon I began to notice adoption more and more as I reported on conservative Christian social movements. As I looked more closely and spoke to more people involved in adoption—whether those seeking to adopt, like Sharon, or parents whose children were sent for adoption, or adoptees themselves—I came to realize that Sharon’s convictions were part of a larger picture in evangelical America. Across the United States a much wider spectrum of evangelical churches than just Sharon’s very conservative community had begun to view adoption as a perfect storm of a cause: a way for conservative churches to get involved in poverty and social justice issues that they had ceded years before to liberal denominations, an extension of pro-life politics and a decisive rebuttal to the taunt that Christians should adopt all those extra children they want women to have, and, more quietly, as a window for evangelizing, as Christians get to “bring the mission field home” and pass on the gospel to a new population of children, effectively saving them twice. What that meant on the ground was that churches were witnessing what they called a “viral” movement, with adoption becoming so popular in conservative, largely white, and often southern congregations that some churches saw their members collectively adopt upward of one hundred children in just a few years. This was matched by increasingly direct support from pastors and dozens of emerging Christian adoption ministries, conferences, and coalition groups.

Before 2010, if people connected evangelicals and adoption at all, it was probably to consider the rhetorical role that adoption plays in the antiabortion movement: that women who find themselves with an unplanned, unwanted pregnancy should carry to term and give the child up for adoption instead. Aside from Sharon, this was also my introduction—although from the other side. I learned about the women who had relinquished children for adoption through “crisis pregnancy centers” and maternity homes dedicated to ensuring that women “choose life” and then, ideally, choose adoption as well. I heard how many women not only grieved their child’s adoption profoundly but sometimes experienced it as a loss worse than a loved one’s death.

But the Christian adoption movement had a larger vision than just promoting adoption as an “abortion alternative.” It envisioned a new, compassionate role for conservative Christians in addressing what has become known as the global “orphan crisis”: the idea that there are hundreds of millions of orphaned children across the world who are in need of American help and waiting to be adopted. An evangelical movement seeking a new way to engage in social issues affirmed this message wholesale, sending tens of thousands of evangelicals overseas to adopt, not so they could start a family in the wake of infertility but instead in answer to a biblical mandate to care for orphans.

The orphans Christians seek to save, however, are a complicated category—most often not children lacking family but rather children whose parents are poor and live in countries where the social services infrastructure for child welfare is limited to orphanages that families may turn to in a season of need. The new Christian adoption movement has so fervently urged evangelical couples to look for orphans to save that it has inspired the creation of more “orphans” to fill that role: children fraudulently passed off as though they have no family, with their personal records laundered to create what reformers call a “manufactured” or “paper orphan.” People with good intentions have become a market, the demand side of an industry that can be as profit-driven as any other, and they have significant cash to spend. The adoption system adapted itself to cater to their demand, but most would-be adopters, wrapped in the enthusiasm of their new calling, didn’t recognize the problems: that children often came into the adoption system through false representations or implied offers of payment to their families, that some children were sent abroad without their parents’ permission, that in an overwhelming number of cases children were relinquished because of poverty alone, when a fraction of the huge sums adopting parents were paying to agencies could have brought birth families out of poverty many times over. By the time many adoptive parents found out that their new children were not the orphans they were said to be, some also realized that gag clauses in their agency contracts blocked them from publicly warning others. What’s more, a new crisis arose that threatens to derail international adoption completely: just as the Christian adoption movement began to gain steam, international adoption entered a period of pitched decline.

My initial questions about what was motivating Sharon led me on an investigation to discover where the larger movement had come from, what was driving it, and what its influence had led to. In the course of my reporting over four years I have conducted more than two hundred interviews, traveled in four countries, and read deeply into the history of adoption.

I looked at the saga of Idaho missionary Laura Silsby, who was arrested shortly after the 2010 earthquake in Haiti for trying to transport children out of the country as well as the very similar efforts of a kindly Alabama pastor who did not make headline news. I covered the evolution of the Christian adoption movement from the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Kentucky to Rick Warren’s Saddleback Church in southern California. I spoke with dozens of US birthmothers who relinquished children in coercive adoptions and who feel that their experiences constitute an invisible chapter in women’s history. In Ethiopia I surveyed a country in the midst of an “adoption boom,” speaking with parties on all three sides of a fraudulent adoption and examining the rising profession of “adoption searchers”—private investigators hired by adoptive parents who suspect that their children’s backstories may be untrue. In Liberia I examined the fallout from a postboom country, where adoptions flourished in the wake of conflict and where children were adopted to homes often tragically unprepared for their needs. In Rwanda I explored a church-state orphan-care collaboration that may defy the traditional “boom-bust” adoption industry model and that points to a cautiously optimistic way forward. And in South Korea I found an unlikely coalition of women who are challenging the root cause of why many mothers give their children up for adoption when they would keep them if they could.

ONE DAY SHARON got the news she was waiting for and adopted a healthy black baby girl from a mother living in Texas. But soon after the first adoption was finished, she was looking to adopt again. She remained interested in adopting the two children she had looked at from Liberia, periodically sending me updates on her “Liberian kids,” while also keeping her eyes open for other opportunities in the United States. In the end Sharon adopted three children within about a year and a half: the baby girl from Texas, a Liberian boy who came to Sharon’s home after his original adoptive family disrupted his adoption, and a baby boy with extreme special needs, having been born intersexed (with “ambiguous genitalia”) and facing a plethora of health issues, including spina bifida, club feet, and spinal cord problems. Sharon and her husband depleted their retirement savings on the first two adoptions and completed the third with aid from a Christian ministry that helps fund evangelicals’ adoptions.

In the middle of these adoptions they considered other children as well. They drove across the country to visit an autistic boy in foster care—in the end it did not work out—and took in a disabled child from Washington State who they later had to return due to bureaucratic complications. The boy from the disrupted Liberian adoption cried each time one of the children was sent back. From time to time Sharon would tell me she had “a couple other kids in the paperwork process.” She began speaking about one day opening her own adoption agency or orphan ministry.

At some point the family sent the Liberian adoptee to a home for troubled boys in Missouri, citing his emotional unresponsiveness, his difficult behavior, and his failure to bond with the family. When I visited Sharon in 2011 she spent most of my visit on the phone with doctors, discussing state medical coverage for her youngest son’s unremitting health problems; his breathing was so labored that he seemed unable to concentrate on anything else. She told me the family was eager to adopt an HIV-positive teenager from Ukraine next.

Sharon’s adoption projects were my first introduction to the world of the Christian adoption movement, a movement that was evolving and becoming increasingly important in many Christian denominations even as I was reporting on it. But looking back now, Sharon’s experiences already illuminated a number of the troubling outcomes of making adoption a faith-driven cause: the urge to push adoption on women with unplanned pregnancies, often amounting to coercion that treats single mothers as the source of a product; a rush to trending countries where adoption has become a boom industry, creating an incentive for child finders to recruit “orphans” from intact families; involvement with agencies, sometimes unlicensed, that place their mission above the laws of sovereign nations; and an enthusiasm to “rescue” as many children as possible that may outpace a family’s ability to give them the best care, often leading to the tragic dissolution of yet another home for an already traumatized child.

Although not all evangelicals who follow the call to adopt take it as far as Sharon did—and many others go far further—all of them are entering an industry that even adoption professionals describe as an ethical “Wild West”: a field in which humanitarian concerns are intertwined with and frequently overridden by business imperatives and where naive would-be parents enter agreements in blind trust, certain they’re saving the life of an orphan.

Adoption is often described as a “win-win” solution—for a child in need of a home and for adoptive parents longing for a son or a daughter to raise. However, in the fuller equation adoption is too often a zero-sum game, in which the happiness of one family comes at the expense of another, particularly that of birthmothers and birth families, both in the United States and overseas, whose choice to relinquish for adoption is sometimes no choice at all. Despite the varied but largely altruistic motivations of evangelical adoption advocates, as a movement it is directing hundreds of millions of dollars into a system that already responds acutely to Western demand—demand that can’t be filled, at least not ethically or under current law. What that can mean for tens of thousands of loving but impoverished parents in the developing world is that they become the supply side of a multi-billion-dollar global industry driven not just by infertility but now also by pulpit commands.

The Christian adoption movement’s rapid rise and the complicated scandals it has been party to provide lessons that are not limited to the faith-based sphere. This book focuses on evangelical Christians as the dominant group in adoption today, promoting an agenda that shapes larger trends. However, many of the same complexities are present in all adoptions, domestic and international, religious and secular. Although the Christian movement has led to particular problems and may be more blinded by the certainty that what they are doing is right and even divinely ordained, the movement’s failures reflect the broader problems in the adoption industry as well as the intricate moral balance of how Americans and Westerners should engage in child welfare missions on the global stage.

“If you want to look at what’s wrong with international adoption, state adoption, and Christian adoption,” one agency director told me, “it all has to do with how they treat birthmothers. The common denominator in all of these is that the birthmother is invisible.” When you get that, one adoptive parent wrote, it changes everything. Or, as another told me, “It’s like the Wizard of Oz. You open the door and either you have to accept it’s a house of cards or you stay in denial. There’s absolutely no middle ground.”

When I titled this book The Child Catchers, I thought of the tension between two possible interpretations of that phrase: a savior catching a child falling in midair and bringing him to safety or the darker image of someone’s offspring being snatched away from her family and home. It’s the same tension that underlies the dueling narratives about the institution of modern adoption, often viewed as an unqualified good or an unqualified evil, purely rescue or purely theft. The truth, as usual, probably lies somewhere in between, a different answer from case to case. But the rise of the Christian adoption movement threatens to tip that balance, bringing millions of new advocates on board to fight on behalf of an industry too often marked by ambiguous goals and dirty money, turning poor countries’ children into objects of salvation, then into objects of trade. That’s not always the story, but in the movement’s short history, the sense of mission has frequently obscured the harm the industry can do, excusing missteps as the cost of doing God’s work. It doesn’t have to be that way, but figuring out how to do better means understanding what has gone wrong.
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