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Many children have been adopted by the church.
Unfortunately, not all of them have been given the provisions
 (or permission) to speak about it. As adults, many grow to thirst
for an adequate stream of adoptee-led information, language, and
tools to navigate critical dialogue and developmental processes
related to faith, adoption, justice, and mental health.

To adoptees in such kinship, I wrote this for you.


Prologue


WHEN YOU TELL YOUR STORY, where do you usually start?

While I was writing this book, I was interviewed by a journalist from CBS Minnesota to inform a series on adoption, permanency, and mental health in our community. She invited me to share part of my story.

I talked about some of the events surrounding my being relinquished and adopted, including how it felt to be taken onto an airplane, to another country, and placed into another family and community: “I was terrified.”

Our interview was uploaded to the CBS website and someone commented, “Imagine being adopted into a loving family, then complaining about it. This guy is a piece of something I can’t repeat.”

During the interview I simply opened up an aspect of my personal history and offered a layer of awareness related to trauma. And the response was, unsurprisingly, centered on the commenter’s judgment: an ironic public erasure of the overall aim of the series.

From the moment we are “adopted into a loving family,” to when we embrace our own meanings and relationships as adults, adoptees might be objectified, scrutinized, infantilized, and later criticized for asking questions and forming thoughts that don’t conform to the traditional pattern of “adoption is love.” While there’s a both/and to adoption, the both/and could be significantly less or more complicated, depending on which one of the more than five million adoptees on the planet you ask.

If you’re holding this book, you most likely appreciate the value of self-reflection, you’re open to new ideas, you care about the least of these, and you’re trying to follow Jesus. Regardless of whether you’ve undertaken deep studies in theology or you’re only beginning to explore the concept of faith, you value honesty and try to practice it wherever you can. You want to be a light in the world and you cheer for it to enter yours. You want to love and serve your neighbor (and Jesus!). You want to be on the giving side of mercy because you know how resuscitating it is to receive it.

Adoption doesn’t need to be completely central in your imagination, but because of your relationship with Christ you’re invited to connect it to the transformative experience of redemption. Adoptee testimonies are worth repeating because we were made in the image of God. Advocacy can be beautiful, too. The local church shouldn’t ignore our stories any more than it should ignore the pain of birth, loss, death, and crucifixion. One person can say, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” Another can rail, “Save yourself and us!” It’s not an insignificant detail that all three are suffering.


CONTENT NOTE

Adoptee testimonies and my story are at the heart of this book. There are references throughout to abuse, neglect, various degrees of trauma, loss, grief, interpersonal and institutional violence. I do not use content directly from individual clients, but the work I do as a clinician often proceeds thematically, and the patterns I notice inspire discourse about the way our adoptee journeys develop. Broadly, the following are composites inspired by the lived experiences of adoptees I’ve met through communal spaces and clinical practice. To preserve confidentiality and abide by terms of ethical storytelling, the vignettes shared use pseudonyms, aside from some who’ve made themselves known publicly or allowed me to share their identity. I’ve done my best to integrate multiple perspectives on adoption without compromising an individual’s personal specificity or the recognition of multilevel systemic realities. I have brought together bodies of knowledge to introduce concepts that apply to spiritual, social, and political dimensions of the adoptee journey.

The flow of this book was designed to name terms and concepts commonly experienced and reported by adoptees—a lexicon that has largely come to fruition through the genealogy and labor of adoptee elders who’ve been on this journey much longer than I have. The limits of the adoptee community are the ones we comply with, and the ones we prove and discover together. It is my hope that these chapters would contribute to that process.

This book is for adoptees who find themselves connected to a Christian faith, yet may see themselves dismissed by many who practice that Christian faith. It is for the adoptee who is part of the local church, yet feels confused about how to navigate layers of adoption that the local church perpetrates or too often deems insignificant and rebellious. I say that with caution, afraid I could assume or project something that doesn’t fit. But if it does exist, then your lament, your lived experience of relinquishment, separation, and adoption are not discounted here. Our hope together is to count them with discernment for the sake of discovering a more accurate truth. And respond to that truth in love.

Permission to pause: You might feel too weary to open Pandora’s box for the time and energies it takes to explore some of these themes. If that is the case, please pause on the book for now until you feel comfortable and appropriately resourced to find hope and strength through these pages and chapters. Lest I repeat patterns of pressure and non-consensual interactions with you even through our time together here, please take time to discern what’s best for you.

If you choose to proceed, I invite you to notice and reflect on any additional anxieties or fears that come up along the way. You might feel worried the data isn’t biblical or that it’s not aligned with certain interpretations of Scripture. You might find some of the technical jargon hard to digest. Maybe the activism seems to examine our history without an adequate amount of forgiveness. Or maybe too much. This is all part of our dialogue together.




AUTHOR’S DISCLOSURE

There’s no such thing as seeing something without bias. As a cishet Asian American faith-based male adoptee with layers of both advantage and disadvantage, the content throughout this book flows from my own set of lived experiences, personally and professionally. Feedback and support are warmly welcomed. To the end of the line, my perspectives and storytelling are offered to inform and inspire yours. It’s a path I cannot attempt without ongoing guidance, accountability, and collaboration.

To be an adoptee is to be separated from someone and something. Our journey includes the process of learning how to sit with that discomfort. To feel it. To acknowledge its capacity, while also acknowledging our capacity as humans to live and grow despite the troubling potentials associated with being adopted. My overall aim is not to pathologize us, but to recognize variables in our adoptee experiences that are too deep for words. And then to go—act not as spectators but co-strugglers in a real world, longing for real deeds of truth and love to arise.

I’ve tried to unloose and elevate adoptee-centric language along with adoptee testimonies that many others would rather ignore because they don’t resemble mainstream adoptee narratives. It may be controversial; because it’s written from an adoptee’s perspective, it ventures beyond traditional diagnostic constraints, and it pulls what’s buried up into the light. Adoptee testimonies challenge our faith, hope, and reason, and our questions invite us closer toward one another with more honesty, grace, and potential.

It’s not a Hallmark card. But I’ve tried to meet you in a language of truth and love to face the unspeakable together.




REVIVING FELLOWSHIP

To know we’re on this path together has been a gift to me—like these words of encouragement after those words of harsh critique: “Cam. Just wanted to pop in and share some respect for your work. You handled that comment with grace. I know it still stings. Keep up the good work, little brother. Our community needs you!”

I’ve written this book likewise as a gift to you. I’m persuaded many adoptees could still be with us today if they were simply given the avenues to speak without fear, and allies who’d root for us without partiality. Is it a sin to imagine being alive and loved in such a place?

Our stories are spread throughout multiple stages of land and lineage. Disconnection looms over the rest of our lives; parts lay diluted and disjointed. Therefore, adoptee testimonies need refuge—and they need to be set free. The hope is that we will be remembered in paradise. I believe there’s a taste of that joy here in the meantime, a twin grace of consciousness and creativity emerging out of the personally specific circumstances you navigate today and for years to come.

You might not feel yourself come out of the ground . . . as if a mustard seed could measure the distance from where it was yesterday. But word becomes flesh eventually, doesn’t it? Wood even bears fruit when its needs are met. Truth delivers us into street-level possibilities. In that way the irrevocable is hard to resist. A kernel of wheat falls to the earth and learns to tell the story. Hearts soften. Families eat. Aching worlds rejoice.

The following chapters are organized like a map to help locate you, your journey, and your resources through these three opening questions:


What’s been laid in the soil of your heart?

Would you pass by, let it betray you, or raise it to life?

Who’s helping you with that?
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Missing Family


Auntie holds you a bit tighter and whispers, “괜찮아 . . .”

Her cheek presses next your ear as you walk together with Uncle,

“Kwaenchanah . . . Kwaenchanah . . . It’s okay . . . It’s okay . . .”

You never saw the box get lowered into

the ground. But you could feel it.





IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT, when our two-year-old wakes up, I bring him into bed with us. I snuggle him up between my spouse and me. He holds his favorite blanket tight in one arm and with the other he reaches over to touch my face and shoulder. He does this every few minutes until he falls asleep. Sometimes, he’ll even call me out through the dark, “Dadaaa, whey ah yoooo?”

“I’m here, buddy. Time to let our bodies rest. Good night.”

I turn to give him a final squeeze and kiss the top of his head, then drop back down to my pillow with a sleepy exhale.

Advocacy is rarely a story about people who have something to lose. It’s usually about those who’ve already suffered the unthinkable but would rather die than let it consume the others.

You have an experience that no one else can touch. You’re also united irreversibly to an ever-growing adoptee kinship, and humanity too. Distinguished from others, but like many adoptees you’re here in your story through public realities beyond your control and possibly beyond your imagination. In this book you have a map to help you process what it means to bear that truth even when the deadliest forces of antagonism plot against you. Against us.


IN THE BEGINNING

Many of our families were dead to begin with. At least, socially. And then declared so through institutionalized transfers of legal, residential, and relational custody. Something happened to my family; rather, something didn’t happen. Then, I was adopted.

While your adoption story may not include a physical death, adoptions and funerals are alike in that they both turn natural facts into a social event. Their difference lies in how much we wonder if one could be avoided more than the other. And who’s to say what’s natural and what’s not? Who’s first? Who’s a mother?

Your medical records might be non-history as far as curiosity is concerned, let alone useful documentation for preventive and diagnostic care. There may even be a lack of clarity regarding how you were relinquished and identified by systems of child welfare in the first place. You have reasons to doubt. For some adoptees, death and life become so vaguely indistinguishable, it’s no wonder you might struggle to make sense of one in your quest to honor the other.

The social death is surgical. Your birth certificate may include your adoptive name with no mention of the one given to you at birth. Or the one assigned to you at birth may have been penciled in by a social worker, and then re-configured into the words adoptive parents assign. Typography happens to honor and bury us under first and last names, maybe even brand-new sets of clothes and fresh linen. Not all biography can hide, though. When we leave the house we’re still identified as an outsider. The words parents give aren’t weighty enough to keep the stone in place. As if who we are is too alive to stay put in new soil. For a child, and even still for some adults, that’s not always perceived as a strength, so we might develop our own creative ways to hide our face and deny our history. The amount of cognitive and emotional bandwidth it all takes from us is extraordinary.

Adoptees have always been trying, though. Speaking. Performing. Responding to the event. Enduring the process. Resisting. Only recently, though, have we and our families been given formal, accessible platforms to make provision for what’s been lost through relinquishment and adoption; and how it shapes the course of our development immediately, actively, and over a lifetime.

Without considering the contextualized history of the adoptee community, the lack of adoptee representation looks like we just don’t have anything to say on the matter. You might even conclude that anything you have to say about it doesn’t matter. However, we’re served and we serve those around us when we’re willing to explore the dialogue from different angles. Participate in it, too.

Key Point: The more you can discern your relationship to personal and collective adoptee histories, including nuances that are often contradictory yet continually in process, the more effective and empowered you can be to influence the world and what happens next in your life as an adoptee.



If you want to understand what’s going on in your life today, it makes sense you’d need to have a fundamental awareness about what happened yesterday. But the process through which we can make sense of that information can be confused with loaded questions, misleading answers, and unsettling promises. As uncomfortable as it may seem, though, our participation makes a difference.




THINKING ABOUT ADOPTION

We humans seem to be born wired for an assurance of things unseen. For example, object permanence is a developmental capacity that guides our actions in reference both to a here and now and a there and then. I wouldn’t be surprised if it has to do with some combination of survival and salvation. How else could another country become a reality here on earth or within our hearts?

Dr. Adam Kim and his colleagues introduced a psychological measurement called the Birth Family Thoughts Scale. It was created to help researchers and practitioners understand more about the lived experiences of transracial and international adoptees.


	I think about my birth parents.


	I wonder about whether my parents ever think about me.


	I think about whether or not I am similar to my birth parents.


	I wondered about brothers and sisters in Korea.


	I am curious about my Korean name.


	I imagine what it would have been like to have grown up in Korea.1




According to the history collected by Eastern Child Welfare Society, my mom was an extrovert, and my dad an introvert, while he was alive.

Those details may seem inconsequential to the average person. But, for me as an adoptee, I’ve grown to receive any information about my family and origin story as a gift. And as a kind of pain inevitable with childbirth, as if relinquishment and adoption induce a lifelong extension of someone’s delivery.




MY BEGINNING

Busan is a natural beauty. The land itself is something you can’t make up. I’ve seen it. I was born there. My parents were, too. Dal-Mi was kind, funny, and carefree. Seon-Ho was quiet, serious, and passionate. Each in their early twenties when they started dating. They’d walk hand in hand along the ocean-view backdrop that today gives around 3.4 million people a perfect place to pray or party any day of the week. It’s where they’d take off their shoes, dig for gold, laugh, and chase sand crabs around with their illegitimate toddler.

Olympic rings were just around the corner. For a 1980s Korea, it was a chance to be adored on the world’s stage. It could be a city on a hill despite its body being severed in half by war thirty years earlier and its mind harried from an atrocious thirty-five-year colonization by Japan. Korea’s internment camps, branded as “Social Purification Projects,” were also beginning to synchronize, some even in partnership with a local church presence that likely operated in the shadows of the Holt family’s ministry. To nourish a glittering post-war economy, “welfare centers” began to protect their beautiful peninsula from “rough sleepers, disabled people, some orphan children, and even ordinary citizens who just failed to show their identification when asked.” Not only were there rumors of people disappearing, but there were also government-sanctioned rules to incite the sudden abductions.2 It is not insignificant how our basic human desire to be seen and loved lays out to countless ends and imprints across the earth.

For Dal-Mi and Seon-Ho, it brought them together in home and heart. It changed their names to “Omma” and “Appa.” They named me Hee-Seong. I was their son. They were my world. And amid Korea’s struggle to breathe, we shared meals, dreamed, and woke up together as a family for three years.




YESTERDAY

Imagine portrait-worthy sunrises mingled with breezy ocean air and a perma-loop soundtrack of pulsing waves and hungry seagulls. In our bedroom, a gentle glow forms a warm outline around makeshift blackout curtains. The smallest touch of light is enough to give me the zip of an energizer bunny. Mornings began with Omma and Appa praying for a few more minutes of sleep as I rolled around on their bed like they were all my personal bouncy house. Something catches my attention. A gift I received for my birthday last month. I turn onto my belly and slide backward onto the floor.

Omma grabs my arm, “Careful, don’t fall!”

I crouch down for a moment, “Daddy, see??”

My eyes are fixed as I lower a wooden puzzle piece into its place. In colorful Hangul font it says, “가족” (ka-jok; family).

I look up at Appa. He smiles, “Doesn’t fit.”

I study the board and try again. With his head still resting on the pillow, he lifts his hand out from under the blanket. I try my best to land mine into his. It makes the sound you’d hear if a high five could whisper.

Then our fingers interlock and he gives my three-year-old hand a big squeeze, “잘하셨어, 사랑해!” (Well done, Hee-Seong! Love you!)

After lunch we splash around in the sun and draw shapes in the sand. Omma kneels down to trace a heart with her finger. I recognize part of my name in the middle “Hee!”

White frothy waves break into a thousand bubbles and wash it away,

“Omma! See!” I point to the spot where it disappeared.

Omma puts her hands up and acts surprised, “Where did you go, Hee-Seong?!”

“Right here!” I laugh and run to her. She heaves me up into her arms and hugs me tight as if her body has a memory-foam squeeze made just for me.

Cherry blossoms are at their peak in April so we pack up our things and start making our way toward a nearby festival. We stop near a group of people crowded around an open patio. A local resident serenades us from behind a worn-down Martin acoustic. I can’t understand the words, but the phrase “Jack and Diane” stays with me all day.

There were always hints of savory street food here and there, and sometimes we’d try some. For dinner tonight, Omma and Appa splurge on fresh grilled meat with the kind of banchon that hides the table. There’s sizzling and smoke and upbeat music. Under warm yellow streetlights, Appa washes spice off the kimchi for me. Omma wraps rice and beef into lettuce and stuffs my face.

I reach for the little green bottle, but Appa blocks my hand, “아니 (ah-ni, no). Here, Hee-Seong-ah, drink this.”

The bottom of my cup slowly goes up, and when it’s finished I look at Appa with a satisfying, “Ahhh. ooyoo!” (milk).




DREAM

Sometimes, aunties and uncles (Imo and Samchon) would stop by to join us, or we’d go farther into the city and visit them a while. Wherever it was, I’d climb onto their laps and ask them to play, making a motion with my hand. We’d walk out to the sidewalk, and they’d swing me around like a helicopter.

I’d still be there pleading, “Keep going!! Again!” if we had the time.

After sunset we would watch high schoolers, date-night lovers, and off-the-clock employees light fireworks near the water. As a three-year-old, I was hypnotized by the colors and crackling lights against the nighttime backdrop. Every now and then I’d get to wave around sparklers with Omma and Appa.

These were all treasures in the dark. Before I knew what treasures were and how quickly they could pass away.

They’d softly inform me it was time to go home. I was not happy with that. The only comfort was that we’d have another chance to be there together.

“Kwaenchanah . . . Kwaenchanah . . . It’s okay, it’s okay, we’ll come out again soon, Hee-Seong-ah!”

We always came back. I knew I could count on it.

My feet and ankles would still be wet and covered with sand while Omma and Appa took turns to carry me. Sometimes we’d cap our routine at home with stories and games together on the bed. Appa would pretend to sleep. I’d hug his arm and yell, “Morning!!”

He’d jump up and look around, “Where am I?” and I’d laugh uncontrollably for a few seconds until he fell asleep again. No matter how many times it went on, I’d have energy left. “Keep going!!”

On other nights I’d be sound asleep by the time we returned. There was just enough moonlight through the windows to guide them through the doorway, clean what they could, and transfer me back into our room. I’d be lowered softly into bed and soon our place was quiet; all three of us dreaming again until daybreak.

It wasn’t paradise, but we were closer to it than I had grown up believing. I learned that eventually. My imagination often returns to what I’ve heard in person and what the agency document says about us, “She [mom] lived a happy life with them then.”




FAMILY

Dear Hee-Seong,

It’s been three days since you’ve seen Appa. He was lying still in an upright position, asleep in a hospital bed. You saw him covered with bandages, a brace around his neck, and tubes hooked up to his arms and neck. A machine close by beeped out a pulse from his heart. You hugged Appa’s arm and put your hand into his, interlocking your fingers. He didn’t squeeze back. Several times you yelled, “Morning!” expecting him to come out of it, but no response.

Since then, Omma has been crying on and off. Family members and friends, too. They’ve all been visiting. Yesterday you saw Samchon count money from Omma’s purse and sign some papers that a hospital worker brought. You couldn’t hear what Omma and uncle were talking about but they sat together at the table for a long time. You pulled on Omma’s shirt to come play but she kept talking with Samchon.

Today, after you woke up, Omma got you dressed in special clothes and carried you back into the reception area. Some aunties and uncles arrive with Samchon. There’s one Imo who especially loves to hold you by your hands and swing you around in those helicopter circles. You run over and wrap your arms around her with a big squeeze, “Imo!!” Her eyes are watery as she picks you up with a smile, “Hee-Seong-ah!”

A staff member comes out from a room and says something to Omma. Omma picks you up and carries you through a doorway and the first thing you notice is a long wooden box. It’s surrounded by flowers and placed above it is a framed picture of Appa, smiling.

“Appa, where are you??” You reach your hand out toward the box, but Omma holds you close.

More people arrive. Some bow slightly toward us. Others take turns bowing on the ground toward Appa, and then toward Omma.

Omma cries and tries to smile.

We go to a large field where hundreds of large stone blocks and dark green shrubs stand up out of the ground. There are flowers next to each one. Cherry blossom petals lay scattered all around us. Walking down one of the rows, you hold Omma’s hand and recognize Korean letters carved in each of the stones. As you pass one, you recognize the word for family, “가족.”

“Where are we?”

It’s almost May but Omma made you wear heavy, itchy clothes. You’re trying to undo some of it when our family stops at one of the shrubs. You see the box from the hospital next to a big hole in the ground. Someone talks for a few minutes. Omma doesn’t look at you when you check to see what her face looks like. You pull on Omma’s hand, but she doesn’t respond.

You look to others for a clue. Imo sees, picks you up into her arms and gives you a kiss on the cheek. Some of the people from the group hug Omma and leave. Samchon puts his hand on Imo’s shoulder and makes a motion with his head. Imo carries you over to Omma and says something. You reach out for Omma but she’s turned away as Imo carries you back toward Samchon. The three of you begin walking through the rows of stones and shrubs, but you start crying and reaching out for Omma. “Omma! Omma! Appa!”

You reach your hand out again in the shape of Appa’s high five, “Appa!!”

Imo holds you a bit tighter and whispers, “괜찮아 . . .” She comforts you, repeating it over and over softly as she walks with Samchon, “Kwaenchanah . . . Kwaenchanah . . . It’s okay . . . It’s okay . . .”

You never saw the box get lowered into the ground. But you could feel it.

“Dada, where are you? Where are you??”
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Facing Our History



History and Scripture teach us that there can

be no reconciliation without repentance.

JEMAR TISBY





We must be willing to face many cruel truths: those we

keep hidden from other people, and those we keep hidden

from ourselves. . . . We have to be willing to suffer the loss

of those things that have saved us in the past, but which

have simultaneously stood in the way of our freedom.

SIEFF







THE OPPORTUNITY HERE FOR ALL ADOPTEES, regarding adoption-related needs and strengths, is to understand with more clarity what has happened to you as an individual, what has happened to us as participants in the institutionalized practice of adoption, and what is still undeniably possible immediately and universally. This chapter provides (a) a brief selection of historical accounts and perspectives, (b) several adoptee testimonies, and (c) a framework to help you imagine new outcomes in and beyond the realm of adoptee kinship.

It is important to note that this book is not an exhaustive compendium to everything there is to know about adoption, or a journal library of all the articles written around the subject of adoption, history, faith, and mental health. It’s me writing to you, bound by limitations of space, time, and my own lived experience. Think of it as a conversation in the foyer after a worship service, rather than a graduate-level seminar on the geopolitics of adoption.


NEW COVENANTS

Under the authority of President Chun Doo-Hwan, the Social Purification movement would grow to become one of the most disturbing human rights violations in Korea during the 1980s. Government subsidies were granted to welfare centers based on how many people they detained. Busan was home to the most notable welfare center Hyungje Bokjiwon (Brothers Home).1 It was led by Park In-Keun, known for being a devout Christian and former army sergeant. The Brothers Home conducted its purification ministry in a facility beneath a large Protestant church.

During its operation, estimates indicate that between the years 1976–1987, approximately thirty-eight thousand people were taken into custody for “training and education.” Many were kept illegally, while their families were left without knowledge of their whereabouts or any opportunities for justice after learning the truth. According to survivor reports and official statements, it was common for agents to beat, rape, and torture Brothers Home hostages. Korea’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) confirmed 675 deaths caused by abuses.2

Funding was also received from Christian donors. And according to a 2020 investigation sponsored by Busan, even more revenue was collected by sending at least eleven children out for international adoption. While Brothers Home is emblematic for the traumas that move under a church and devour entire generations of families, they weren’t the first ones to practice such a business model.

They also had help. Brothers Home paid bribes to police and municipal staff. They would hunt for unattended children, ship them to the welfare center, and falsely brand them as orphans. One survivor from Busan reported he was playing in his neighborhood when some men grabbed and tossed him into a vehicle that looked like a freezer truck. He was ten years old.3

Historically, an adoptee is assumed to have gained the world while escaping some kind of dreadful destiny that would have occurred had they been left intact with their family of origin or place of birth. It’s not that adoptees can guarantee it would have been one way or another, but the one-dimensional assumption is that others can, on their behalf. It ironically sets adoptees apart from healing relationships that many hearts, bodies, and communities desperately need. Adoptees should have help. And to begin with, maybe our birth families should have had help, too.

Hashtags like #adoptionislove, #adoptionsaveslives, #adoptionrocks, and #wedontseecolor are a few of the modern human purification systems and socially sanctioned covenants that propose to know adoptees but end up objectifying us—abducting us into the purposes of whatever spiritual or political campaign is being championed at the time. Dr. Susan Branco, a licensed professional counselor and assistant professor who specializes in adoptee-centered research, writes: “Several scholars suggested transracial adoption is an extension of colonization, where White adopters from colonizing nations adopt children of color from colonized nations. Through forced assimilation, the adopted children subsequently lose their connections to the cultural, racial, and ethnic communities.”4 Others add, “Unlike settler colonialism, the territory seized and controlled with adoption is not land, but instead our bodies.”5

Adoptees become pressed into a social intercourse. Values, traditions, attitudes, and attachments from an outside nation and community enter through our flesh into the intimacies of our still-developing psychological and emotional processes. Without pause, our physicality enters through the welfare system into bodies of land, allegiance, state, and family. Notions of safety, consent, privacy, and possibility are then renegotiated in exchange for one’s survival. “Who am I?” is purified under “We chose you.”

The new covenant becomes a promise to lie:


	“Yes, I’m thankful. Any other experience would be a slight not worth mentioning.”


	“No, I am without doubt or question. I completed my family and they complete me.”


	“Yes, this outcome is better than anything else I could possibly imagine.”


	“No, I don’t think about my birth family. After all that’s been done for me?”




Or, lies are the basis for a new, unquestionable covenant:


	“You are worthless.” (neglect)


	“You deserve to be hurt.” (abuse)


	“You can’t trust anyone.” (abandonment)


	“You are weak. Powerless.” (lack of choice and control)




The actions we take thereafter are typically based on some unspoken agreement we’ve made with the people around us and the information about the world that’s been made available. Multiple layers of loss commonly live unrecognized, unaddressed, and disenfranchised within and beyond our households. Loss of self, family, community, identity, integrity, lineage, safety, choice, continuity, shared experiences, common history, language, voice, and any other kind of legacy associated with one’s ancestry and culture. Whether by force or indoctrination, those parts within us become massacred into purity.

Korea wanted so much to show itself as a faultless contender on its upcoming world stages. Safety. Favor. Belonging. How else do you earn the praise of man after having been assaulted by him for so long? But to that end, its people were deemed threats to be purged, rather than citizens to be nourished. Ironically, Brothers Home came out of Korea. And that’s what made Korea unclean.




AMERICAN COVENANTS

In the documentary Blood Memory, a Native woman speaks before a US court in a 1968 interview. “It is a little known fact that you people can keep your children if you want them. We want our children and our grandchildren, but we are not allowed to keep them, I hope that you’ll stop and think and help us to do something about it.”6 The Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) eventually passed in 1978 and was aimed at protecting Alaska Native and American Indian children in child welfare cases by keeping them together with extended family members or tribes whenever possible.

Laws like the Multiethnic Placement Act (MEPA, passed in 1994) would take effect, which made it easier for White parents to adopt children of color, with stunningly insufficient regard for the realities of racism, bigotry, identity development, trauma, and the psycho-social-emotional outcomes of being subject to forced cultural assimilation.

The Hague Convention is another mandate that helps countries prioritize the best interests of children, where intercountry adoption is a last resort after exhausting all options within a child’s country of origin. While The Hague Convention is positioned as a safeguard against abduction, trafficking, and other threats to a child’s well-being as they navigate permanency and adoption, it has at times been disregarded by organizations, even churches, in their pursuit of intercountry adoption.7




QUESTIONS ABOUT ADOPTION

The child welfare system in question has ideologized various voices that turn out not to be so kind. Institutions like adoption agencies, the local church, and the American Psychological Association teach communities to ask, “What’s right about adoption, and what’s wrong with adoptees?”

Those kinds of questions are loaded with overly simplified moral judgments and force adoptees to feel ashamed and guilty, abandoning us to hold complex and difficult questions on our own.

Instead, institutions could ask different questions to discover what it’s like to be adopted and to be an adoptee, without making us feel wrong or guilty for the ways we’ve responded to being relinquished, separated from our families and communities, and adopted into different ones. However, the status quo tends to center our “dysfunction” and interpret our inclination to know and tell our stories as a symptom of disorder rather than a sign of divinity. Not that any of us are gods, but a false lordship hovers over adoptees who are expected to terminate and disavow any bond with life that occurred before adoption. Many adoptees report feeling condemned for any kind of movement toward their history emotionally, psychologically, socially, or physically.

Scripture contrastingly invites us into a lifelong process of personal and collective remembrance, resistance to the status quo, and growth-fostering relationships that protect and revive.

Through transfers of custody (i.e., ownership), residence, and relationship, adoption as an institution brings profound life-altering change but has struggled to help adoptees address what happened. For example, “gotcha day” misses a “lost-ya day.” While the term may have been intended to compensate for the pain associated with loss, culturally it affirms that situational gains are enough to minimize or silence the impact of relational losses or events that happened to and within the person.

Key Point: Many children were forced to undergo the traumatic process of family separation and subsequent aftermath. Our questions play a role in challenging that status quo. The more we can imagine a better world that’s possible beyond those barriers, the more enriching the process could become for everyone involved.






RAYA’S STORY

Raya, an adult transracial international adoptee, sought counsel to help her navigate roles and responsibilities that were beginning to shift for her during college. Facing a new life stage with its authoritarian cultural expectations, she didn’t know where to start and felt lost.

The concept of identity is often a place of ambiguity and isolation for adoptees. We began by asking if or how she experienced identity in the context of close relationships in her life. We wanted to see how they were (or not) guiding her capacity to navigate her current and upcoming concerns, perhaps even contributing to them.

The phrase “corpse in the cargo” refers to ghosts and wounds from our past. We’ll address ambiguous loss more in chapters three and seven, but here it means significant people in our lives can be physically absent yet psychologically present. The loss is ambiguous for adoptees due to the way we’ve been separated and sent away in concealed or closed cases. We don’t know whether our families are alive or dead. And we can only imagine how they feel about us in return; or if they care to feel us at all.

Adoption ironically has the power to turn one person’s child into another person’s corpse.

Child matched for adoption sounds better, though.

Sealed birth records.

Parents deceased.

Orphan.

Illegitimate.

Gift from God.

Adoptee and author Nicole Chung comments on the way language can shape our identity, “When you think of someone as your gift from God, maybe you can never see them as anything else.”8

I wonder, could a child go from illegitimate to chosen without having to be relinquished and adopted?

Chung later addressed the tension she felt when she decided to search for her birth family, “I always understood that my parents didn’t want me to search. Or perhaps it’s more accurate to say I understood that they didn’t want me to want to search. I was enough for them, and they wanted to be enough for me.”9

Raya and I eventually had to deal with that famous mantra, “Love is enough,” and how much our culture wanted her to believe it. Her family, too.




BATTERED

Dear Hee-Seong,

At night, it’s hot and loud. Dishes and cardboard boxes begin to pile up. A warm yellow lamp lights up the living room and part of the kitchen. A radio on the counter sings songs that remind you of the open patio. “Just a small-town girl . . .” Sometimes you jump up and down, and Omma dances with you. From the living room you hear pans and spatulas scraping, fryers sizzling with boiling bubbles splashing out. The smell reminds you of walking down those busy streets next to the beach with Omma and Appa.

You play with your wooden puzzle pieces and by now you know where most of them go. As you put the last one in place, you notice a strange feeling in your stomach and throat. The fire alarm goes off. Smoke pours out of the kitchen and Omma runs to open a window. Her apron is caked with batter and grease. She’s sweating as she waves a towel at the fire alarm. Despite the heat, though, whenever you run in to check on Omma, which is often, she always lets you try something. It’s your favorite part about the whole night. Whatever she’s doing, she stops to study your eyes while you take first bites and chew.

She asks, “Mashi-seo?”

With your mouth full, you shout the phrase Imo taught you, “맛있어요!”

You love when Omma smiles at you like that, like it’s all going to be okay. The ache in your stomach fades with each bite.

One night, you thought Omma was taking you to the beach. You were halfway there, but the taxi turned in a different direction. Omma paid the driver and stepped out onto the sidewalk. You refused to come out and cried, “Beach! Beach!”

Omma said, “Bali bali! Take my hand; we’re almost there, Hee-Seong.”

After some back-and-forth, she offered you a lollipop. You crossed the street together toward a building crowned with a large white cross. Your eyes widened and your finger pointed up to touch it, “See!”

Omma looked up for a second and then back toward the front doors. “Church,” but all you could repeat was “sau-dah.”

There were lots of rooms inside. People were dressed in fancy clothes and they were all singing together facing a stage. When the music was finished, they bowed their heads and sat down. A man dressed in a suit spoke while you sat on the floor near the back row and pretended to read a book.

Every now and then you’d call out for Omma’s attention. She leaned down, “Shh . . .” On your way out, the man who was speaking held out a small business card with one hand and said something to Omma. She reached out for it with both hands and a pronounced bow.

During the daytime, Omma cooks different kinds of food outside of your building. She lets you sit next to her while you play with toys and books. Locals, tourists, and folks dressed in church clothes stop to study a sign that you and Omma made together. For fun you like to grab at the pictures. You and Omma laugh together while you pretend to bring something to a customer. After they give Omma some money, she serves food into a paper cup and calls out their order.

A woman in a black pantsuit carefully searches and inserts a toothpick into piece of chewy tteok-bokki (rice cake) and lifts it up from the steamy red sauce. While it’s still dripping she blows on it and bites it in half.

Omma asks, “Is it delicious?”

She looks down at you with a smile and gives a thumbs up, “Mashitda!”

The sun sets and streetlights flicker on. After Omma turns off the grill and fryers, you go back inside and notice Samchon and Imo packing some of your clothes and toys into a bag. Omma starts to pack things, too.

You panic. You run over to Samchon and Imo, but Omma stops you. After a few minutes of crying and reaching for the toys in the bag, they let you hold two of your puzzle pieces.

Omma finishes packing her overnight bag and carries you out the door. Uncle and auntie stay to clean up. Before the door shuts, you see uncle take a picture off the wall. It’s the one with Omma, Appa, and you on the beach with your names written in the sand. He lowers it into a box labeled “가족” (family).




DISS-APPEARANCE

Tyler, a sixteen-year-old international transracial adoptee confessed to me, “If I was White, I’d have way less problems at school.” He was sharing an inside response to an outward reality. His beliefs were also returning that volley by harassing peers and members of the BIPOC community with race-based teasing and name-calling.

He leaned in, “You don’t understand, man. It’s the only way I can survive in there. It’s like I can skip the line [to being accepted] and people actually smile when I’m around. You know what I mean?”

I asked, “Which people smile?”

Whose protection are we going after by joining in such behaviors?

A myth among lawyers warns, “Never ask a question you don’t know the answer to.”

In this case, I knew what those smiles meant to my client because I’ve coveted them myself.

Assimilation brings out the conformity in us, the status quo. We pack up what’s foreign and make the most of our remains. We get used to it. Assimilation is at its best when we feel like we’re doing just fine; it’s the way we’ve always been taught. In no way am I trying to suggest any adoptees are inherently wrong for the ways they’ve assimilated to a lived, White, North American experience. It’s more about which experience are we assimilating to? For example, a subtle, internal root of unexamined indifference or complicity can hold us to barren or vile responses.

There’s a unique kind of Olympic challenge that stands to pressure adoptees. The order for purification could come directly from a presidential source, but it could also come from within our own adoptive communities and families, even within ourselves. Cultural forces call us to clean ourselves up and join the dominant municipalities; a small price to pay for that rush of connection, even refuge from becoming a target ourselves. You might have encountered this to some degree on your own stage of adolescence and young adulthood. The reward may be sweet for a moment, but does it cost us something more precious in return?

The exchange happens in the shadows, where safety and belonging in one family appear to depend on dissociation from and termination of another. Complicity in their harm or extermination is an elective, but often included. It’s a battle royale that destroys all of us; from within and all around. It’s not a tangible north–south split; it’s more fluid. The only creative limitation is that we must avoid shame in order to stay alive. To be invited. To join the soccer team. To appear faithful at church. To earn a family’s love. To feel dignity. But we reject ourselves and our neighbors, kneel to the golden calf, and despise any truth that would restore us. In other words, to discover meaning and value in a second context (host culture) depends on a clean, permanent separation from the first (our heritage), even if it means hurting others along the way. We may not be thrilled about it, but “it’s the only way I can survive in there.”

From the gospel perspective, this couldn’t be further from the truth. Love does not insist on its own way; it doesn’t count itself more significant than another. Love allows space for things that seem far to become closer than we could possibly imagine, and for lies that feel bound around our neck like a millstone to be exposed—that our spirit could be set free.

Key Point: A new beginning is not synonymous with no beginning.






UNBOXING HISTORY

Esther, a seventeen-year-old transracial adoptee from Korea, shared her frustration with the lack of Asian American representation in her high school history class, “There were two slides. Out of a hundred. What a joke. What are we even learning.”

For adoptees, one of the reasons history is a complicated source of knowledge is because it’s been written primarily by people in positions of power. The language we’ve heard and the terms used for most of our lives were derived from the minds and hearts of adoption matchmakers, government officials, media figures, adoptive parents, and child welfare professionals.

Many would argue that “protection” has been a leading value throughout the history of institutionalized adoption. In order to draw our imagination closer to truth, though, we need to look closer at who has been protected—and at whose expense. Georgia Tann, for example, of the Tennessee Children’s Home Society, trafficked an estimated five thousand stolen children, of which at least nineteen were killed by abuse.10 Various churches and organizations who’ve collaborated with international adoption agencies bear a striking resemblance as the institution of adoption takes on new form and leadership in the twenty-first century. The algorithms and people change, but dysfunctional structures seem to linger past the ones who created them.

Key Point: If you want to resist the curse of adoption, you’ll need to reclaim a language of truth.



“Love is enough” is a believable rule, until our unique and specific needs become diminished or disappear underneath it. Some adoptees feel too intimidated to request for that love to show up here and now in a way that meets them warmly and effectively in the personalized details of their lives. For Raya, the college student, those patterns held her back from recognizing her needs and strengths and navigating honest connections with important people in her life. For victims of social worker–traffickers like Georgia Tann and her successors, those power dynamics are fatal.

Adoption is sufficient, but not necessary, to bring about one’s death. Or the death of their entire family (e.g., murder by adoptive parents, suicide rates, forced removals, colonization, mass incarceration, cultural erasure, assimilation, social death, purification projects). Those made in God’s image are torn apart.

Our rage alone does not always produce change, though. And works are not required to gain the Christ of Scripture, his life, and all the unseen rewards included. Christ is both necessary and sufficient to burn hopefully against the context that leaves such a malfeasance intact. So we pray for trails of suffering to include present grace and refuge promised by a Christ who lives.

Does adoption save lives? And for those who’ve leaned on the institution of adoption as a ladder to salvation, for anyone involved, which parts of such righteousness aren’t considered trash (Philippians 3:8-9)?




WORDS ABOUT ADOPTION

According to a popular sacred text, it all started with the Word. There was void and darkness. Then there was light. Eventually, people were created “in our image, after our likeness” (Genesis 1:26 ESV). There’s more to it, of course. But not less.

Then, another kind of word entered in—from a serpent (why’d it have to be a snake?). Just when things got good and set, it strangled us. The floor has been moving ever since; it opens wide and pauses long enough to consume our bodies. But its real food is to smother the image of God with its branch of lies and illusions. It devours quickly and returns to minister death.

Adoption is one of those ministries.

We were meant to experience back-and-forth conversation about our specific situations. However, the history of adoption is largely a monologue to the exclusion of those most impacted by it: adoptees. Institutionalized child welfare continues to skew in that direction, where the rule of “love is enough” is akin to “you get what you get and you don’t get upset.” It teaches professionals and adopters to talk to or at children (and adults) rather than build a dialogue with them. In our work together, Raya reported feeling a natural tendency to defend her parents, trying hard to believe they had done “the best they could.” We recognized the truth in that statement—and that multiple realities can be true simultaneously.


Adoption is the loss of love

and a language, but

veiled in a language of love.

Whose lie are we dying to protect?



Raya took time to research investigations that took place in Korea by the Danish Korean Rights Group. Cofounded in 2021 by Peter Moller, the group seeks justice regarding criminal acts of malfeasance by Holt Children’s Services, Korea Social Service, Eastern Social Welfare Society, and Korea Welfare Services. “The commission’s officials say the investigation will almost certainly widen as it believes the evidence is clear that adoptions were facilitated through falsified documents that laundered child statuses or identities.”11

Historically, language is a kind of laundering convention used to describe adoptees (or that we use to describe ourselves). It has often been deployed as a family-separating apparatus to shape the way we think about the experience, and it distracts casual observers from taking time to critique the process (intended or not). That’s where many adoptive parents get their lexicon for adoption. Consequently, many adoptees feel held back from reaching out toward help (or providing it) or toward their fullest potentials as individuals and community members.

We hear:


“You would have been a prostitute if you weren’t adopted.”

“You would still be out on the street.”

“You’d be dead.”



But are there other options? Is it possible adoption is not the gold standard for child welfare? That adoptive parents are not enough? Who could benefit from a different kind of rule?

The phrase “put up for adoption” was originally used to describe a practice in the 1800s and early 1900s where multitudes of children would stand up on an open-platform railroad car or on a stage in town, from which residents could come and pick an “orphan” to adopt. Some were not actually orphans (with both parents deceased) and many were placed into families with little or an absence of pre- and post-adoption support.

By modern standards, the process of placing children with strangers during what amounted to a mass adoption event would be considered cruel and dangerous. Vetting was lax, if potential parents were vetted at all, and some children were placed with people who treated them as servants. Sibling groups could be separated, and children whose new guardians died or abandoned them could relive the circumstances that took them west in the first place, falling back into neglect, poverty or crime.12


Orphan trains are considered a predecessor to the current foster care system in the United States.

As more adult adoptees awaken, we’re researching data, connecting dots, voicing our experiences, and collectively choosing to say, “No, thank you.” Or sometimes simply, “No.”

Gradually, Raya was able to momentarily honor and suspend previous beliefs about adoption, engage in our dialogue with an open mind, consider different perspectives, while doing the work to confront her present through the past. She recalled memories of when adults in her life were willing to meet her needs when it served them, but that was the limit. She learned who were viable sources of real support, and who were not. She learned when and where parts of her being could enjoy fresh air and light, and which parts needed to stay put because human love was enough.

A common assumption is that someone’s birth culture (and family) is something that needs to be “ministered out” of the household, rather than invited in. As if it were the cancer. As if more Jesus means more whiteness. We also don’t want to naively assume anyone’s birth culture is a panacea; we’d drink from the cup forever unsatisfied. However, until every nation is welcomed as family, we’ll struggle to picture Christ-centered love for the nations.

We might instead imagine the abundant recognition of Truth—expressed through many cultural heritages—and follow steps that lead to a rejoicing that brings out the best in each of us, where all nationalities are celebrated together, loved and lifted up as if each one bears its unique resemblance to Love itself.

Not that anyone must reclaim their birth culture to be a “good” adoptee. But it’s the notion that—instead of feeling ashamed or afraid—we could feel safe and confident and supported and affirmed, if it was ever in our hearts to fan such a flame.

In Raya’s case, she was able to wrestle with these “truths” and clarify important pieces of her faith and what it meant for her to walk in it. It certainly was a season of labor. And through it she let down her walls, opened up, became more willing to address difficult experiences, ask for help, and try new ways of relating with others. She enjoyed her first community event hosted by a Chinese adoptee student organization on campus and was eager to attend again.




YOUR JOURNEY, A CRISIS—AND A MAP.

The central meaning of the word crisis refers to the “turning of an illness or a time when an important decision must be made.” As you decide to embark on your quest with an adoptee-related focus and response, the following journey map framework will boost your sensitivity to what’s important and amplify your ability to pursue it. It begins with a general purpose toward our collective mental health and well-being.

The aim here is to cultivate your sense of person-specific safety, revelation, and responsibility throughout the process of your adoptee journey, today and beyond. The framework is inspired by (a) the arc of Scripture (from crucifixion to resurrection, death to life, isolation to connection, fear to assurance, etc.) and basic tenets of (b) narrative, (c) existential, and (d) cognitive/dialectical models of trauma-informed counseling psychology.
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