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Britt Halvorson is currently a Faculty Fellow in Global Studies at Colby College.
She is a cultural anthropologist who has conducted ethnographic research in the
Midwest United States and Madagascar since 2003. Her rescarch engages issues
that cross-cut the anthropology of religion, science and technology studies, post-
colonialism, and materiality/material culture studies. She studies contemporary
forms of religious engagement between Lutherans in Madagascar and the Midwest
United States.

CHAPTER 5

How Asking and Giving Beget Distrust
in Christian Child Sponsorship

Hillary Kaell

Sharon is perched casually on an unoccupied cubicle desk at ChildFund’s
headquarters in Richmond, Virginia. In the mid-twentieth century,
ChildFund was the largest Christian sponsorship organization in the
United States, and even in the world. Like all sponsorship programs, it
asks people in the West to give a set monthly sum for the well-being of a
particular child abroad, whose photos and letters are then transmitted to
the donor. Today, ChildFund retains about 450,000 US sponsors, which
though impressive is fewer than its newer, nondenominational evangelical
competitors, especially World Vision and Compassion International, each
with about twice that amount. Sharon and I are comparing these numbers
and mulling over a subject that came up repeatedly during my time at the
organization’s offices: the name change from Christian Children’s Fund
(CCF) to ChildFund in 2009. Sharon, who works in the marketing
development office, takes the company line and defends the move. She
points out that the organization had changed names before; it was estab-
lished in 1938 as China’s Children Fund and became CCF in 1950.
Purther, and more importantly from the organization’s perspective, the
word “Christian” obfuscated the fact that CCF had stopped proselytizing
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94 H. KAELL

in the 1980s and had always supported children of many religions.! “It’s
more transparent and accountable now,” Sharon says.

Then she paused, dropping the corporate speak: “We tried to be honest
with people. It was the right thing to do!” It was a gamble, at least in the short
term. Angry callers accused ChildFund of cutting Jesus out of public life and
disobeying the gospel injunction to let one’s “light” shine (Matt 5:15). They
variously blamed rampant political correctness, Barack Obama, or pressure
from Muslims in the global south. While these voices represent a compara-
tively small percentage of the total sponsorship base, it is still painful for
ChildFund employees that thousands of sponsors dropped their sponsorships
and thousands more said they will not renew when “their” child finishes the
program. “We’re still the same now as we were then,” Sharon says, “... But
they say, ‘You’re no longer Christian, we can’t trust you.” Look, I'm a
Christian like most of us here actually and. .. we tell them, we still do what
Jesus wanted for others, [for] the least of these. You could even say we’re more
moral on the marketing side since it’s more honest than before.”

As Sharon intuits, the name change posed a problem that went much
deeper than merely the loss of brand recognition. In the American sponsorship
market, asking for donations is predicated on an organization’s ability to
instantiate certain moral qualities, such as honesty and trust. This expansive
view of the “moral life” of Christian companies dovetails with a number of
recent studies on capitalism and religion that move beyond Weber’s famous
thesis of a Protestant ethic to explore how religion and capitalism are entangled
in people’s lives (Maurer 2005, Muehlebach 2013; on US Protestantism, e.g.,
Moreton 2010; Lofton 2014; Valeri 2010). Building on this theme, I examine
the key role of dis/trust in the sometimes tense relationship between Christian
child sponsorship organizations and their supporters. The stakes are especially
high in charitable endeavors like child sponsorship that ask Christians Aere to
support people there, since the fruit of their donations is never concretely
manifested in places where givers can easily evaluate it for themselves.

The conclusions I present are the result of ongoing research on child
sponsorship since 2012, including archival work and three months of
fieldwork in 2014 at the ChildFund and Compassion International head-
quarters in Richmond and Colorado Springs. My contention is that such
organizations’ ability to ask for donations is reproduced through a dialo-
gical model of alternating forms of transparency, namely, audit culture and
Christian relationality. This model of trust creation begins with human
informational systems, upon which it superimposes trust in God’s author-
ity, thus creating (as much as possible) a sense of ontological security for
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Christian donors. The chapter begins with two sections that clarify how
child sponsorship fits into anthropological theories of economy and char-
ity, and how the global nature of these exchanges affects economies of
trust. The third section elaborates my central point regarding transpar-
ency, where I explore the relationship between secular audit culture and
Christian concepts of mentorship and stewardship. I conclude by revisiting
some responses to the CCF name change.

CHILD SPONSORSHIP AND ECONOMIES OF GIVING

Anthropologists have long recognized that giving mobilizes a “moral
category of person” (Bornstein and Redfield 2010, 8; Mauss 1990;
Dumont 1985) and that charity in the West derives from a distinctly
Christian worldview (Douglas 1990, vii). Child sponsorship is emble-
matic. Although the first such programs are often traced to Save the
Children, a British humanitarian organization created in the wake of
World War 1, this system of giving actually has deep roots in Protestant
foreign missions. British and American women, in particular, used forms
of child sponsorship to raise money for their burgeoning missionary
societies since the mid-nineteenth century. Nor were humanitarian orga-
nizations, such as Save the Children, necessarily “secular” in the sensc of
omitting religion, although they were decidedly nonsectarian. In its US
incarnation, Save the Children Fund was run mainly by clergy, including a
young Presbyterian pastor named J. Calvitt Clarke. After leaving in the
1930s, he formed China’s Children Fund, which became CCF in 1950
(and ChildFund in 2009). CCF grew quickly in the 1950s and 1960s,
along with other nondenominational Christian sponsorship programs,
notably World Vision and Compassion which were founded in 1950 and
1952, respectively. With millions of individual sponsors, today child spon-
sorship is arguably the most lucrative form of Christian giving in the
United States, raising billions of dollars a year (Barrett 2014).2

Most studies of sponsorship have focused on the appeal of the
suffering child, pointing to how such mediated spectacles produce glo-
balized sentiment and a “politics of pity” (Stephens 1995; Boltanski
1999; Cartwright 2005; Curtis 2012; Bornstein and Redfield 2010, 4).
Along these lines, a number of ethnographic studies critique this form
of charity and others like it (Bornstein 2001, 2010; Malkki 2010).
Others criticize the individualizing neoliberal models of success such
programs produce and promote (O’Neill 2013). While the spectacle of
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100 H.KAELL

prompted him to write an excoriating letter to the Korea office, declaring
that he would “not stand for such neglect and that drastic action will be
taken unless there is a marked improvement.” Such “lazy” and “unappre-
ciative” men, he fumed, should not superintend CCF orphanages.$

When Christian sponsorship programs render global children real, they
continually emphasize the role of God or Holy Spirit as an omniscient
party in the relationship. In the 1950s and 1960s, Compassion sent
prospective sponsors a packet of ten or so wallet-sized photographs of
children’s faces (Fig. 5.1).

The recipient was instructed to study each face, read the story on the
back of the card, look at the face again, and pray for each child so that he
or she would find a sponsor. During this process, the prospective donor
was also expected to be highly attuned to God’s voice in order to discern
which child was meant to be hers.” Admittedly, the system had some
kinks: the children in the photos were often no longer available by the
time the sponsor had prayed over them and sent back a response (although

CHOOSE YOUR

OWN ORPHAN
One Of These Needs You

Their stories are on the backside
of their photographs. Select your
own child (one or more) and
then please show the others to
your friends, relatives or church
group. If your choice has been
taken before your letter ‘arrives,
we will prayerfully choose an-
other child of the same sex and
about the same age. For $10 per
month or just about 30 cents per
day you will be providing your
child with food, shelter, clothing
and education, and above all a
Christian home staffed by Bible
believing Koreans. Your child
will be taught the word of God

(over)

No. 441 — Myung Ji

Fig. 5.1 Instructional card and photograph packet sent to Compassion sponsors,
¢.1965. Used by permission of Compassion International Inc. All rights reserved

HOW ASKING AND GIVING BEGET DISTRUST 101

the company promised to “prayerfully” pick another one). Today, new
technology has remedied the problem. Each child’s photo is uploaded
online and, according to Compassion’s marketing team, prospective spon-
sors still pray over the listings, which are then updated instantaneously
when a child is selected. Thus begins what Compassion calls the “love
relationship initiated by the sponsor’s response to the Holy Spirit’s
prompting.”®

As the sponsorship continues, many Americans are stymied in their
letter writing or prayers (“intelligent” prayers that focus on particular
needs) because they know neither the child personally nor much about
his or her culture. At these times, they are again encouraged to spiritualize
the relationship, relying on God’s bridging power. The Compassion web-
site notes:

When we don’t have a face-to-face relationship with our sponsored children,
prayer can be an excellent tool to help build one...Even when we don’t
always know all the particulars of our sponsored children’s daily lives, we can
still be praying for God to be moving in their hearts and transforming them
to be more like Christ. And at the same time you’re praying for your
sponsored child, your sponsored child is praying for you.

This emphasis on mutual prayer and the guiding force of the Holy
Spirit means that Christian sponsorship organizations often scc them-
selves as “marketing relationships that will last for all eternity!”'°
God is continually mediating and regulating (potentially flawed)
human relationships - before they begin, during the sponsorship,
and into an eternal future.

My main argument in this chapter is that the role of God is crucial in
the sponsor-organization relationship as well. While development and
marketing teams at Compassion and ChildFund are careful never to equate
sponsors’ relationship to the company with the sponsor—child relationship
grounded in Christian ideals of charity and witness, they nevertheless draw
a parallel. By continually foregrounding God as the ommiscient party
animating the primary relationship (sponsor—child), it is implied that
God works in similar ways in the secondary (largely unspoken) relationship
between sponsor and organization.!! In short, by inculcating a certain
distrust of purely human relationships (Lebner 2012; Robbins 2014), the
organizations nurture in sponsors a sense of deeper trust in God as the
ultimate overseer.
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