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In our original study of immigrant religious institutions in Houston (RENIR I), thirteen congregations were examined in considerable depth, using common research instruments across sites (for details on research methodology and the individual congregations, see Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000b). In that project, we focused on how immigrants re-create and adapt their old-country religious institutions and practices to their new home in Houston. At that time, members and leaders were asked questions concerning their perceptions of differences and relationships between home country congregations and those with which they are affiliated in Houston. In addition, when discussing other issues (e.g., roles and status of women, the role of the clergy, secular/social services provided by the congregation), such comparisons sometimes spontaneously emerged. Findings from that phase of the research piqued our interest to examine, in a more focused and sustained way, the reciprocal relationships between Houston-based immigrant congregations and their home country counterparts, that is, the RENIR II project, the findings of which constitute the basis of this volume. Before we turn to them, however, we review here the insights gleaned from RENIR I concerning immigrants’ perceptions of (I) changes in and differences between organizational structure and religious practice in their home country religious institutions and those they have developed or joined in Houston and (2) the nature of the relationships they maintain (and in some cases newly create) with religious institutions abroad.


Adaptive Change Processes

Eleven of the religious institutions we examined in depth were created by immigrants; the other two changed in composition from overwhelmingly Anglo to mostly immigrant members during the 1980s and early 1990s. Those founded by immigrants sought initially to reproduce both their religious heritage and their ethnically specific cultures through the establishment of their own places of worship (see Chafetz and Ebaugh 2000b, esp. chap. 19). However, in the process of adapting to a new setting, most eventually instituted various kinds of changes in institutional organization and religious practice.

Fenggang Yang (who was a postdoctoral fellow on the RENIR I project) and Ebaugh use data from the thirteen congregations to demonstrate three broad processes of change that immigrant congregations, especially those that are not Christian, typically undergo as they adapt to their new environment (Yang and Ebaugh 2001b): (I) congregationalism (also discussed in detail in Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000b:chap. 17, 2000c); (2) pristinization, or a return to theological fundamentals; and (3) inclusion of ethnically and religiously diverse peoples.

Yang and Ebaugh describe changes in both organizational structure and ritual formality that they subsume under the rubric of congregational development (2001b:273-78) and suggest are rooted in Protestant practices long characteristic of American places of worship. Unlike practice in most of their native countries, especially in the cases of non-Judeo-Christian religions (in our sample Hindu, Buddhist, Islamic, and Zoroastrian), immigrant congregations provide far more scope for lay involvement in congregational life. First, membership becomes voluntary rather than simply ascribed at birth, and members must make an active effort to attend their mosque, temple, or church (on commuting distances, see also Ebaugh, O’Brien, and Chafetz 2000). In many cases, places of worship are ubiquitous in their home countries (e.g., “a mosque on every street”), and people give little thought to their status as members of a dominant, sometimes government-sponsored, religion. Because membership becomes a conscious choice in the United States, immigrant religious institutions must actively recruit members. Second, because immigrants build their congregations from scratch, they assume leadership roles that often do not exist for the laity in the old country. Most non-Judeo-Christian (and some Christian) religious institutions abroad are traditionally managed entirely by clergy. In immigrant congregations, lay boards of trustees participate in (and occasionally monopolize) decision making, and lay committees perform numerous functions. In addition, partly in response to tax codes and other legal requirements in the United States, “the division of labor and functions of each administrative department are defined in writing; legislative procedures are followed with a written constitution and bylaws” (Yang and Ebaugh 2001b:275). The third structural change involves the expansion of services provided by religious institutions, which assume a variety of functions in addition to those that are strictly religious. They become community centers that provide social services, secular as well as religious classes (e.g., general equivalency diploma, English as a second language, and citizenship), and recreational centers, and they become the locus of member social life and ethnic reproduction. The last type of organizational change involves the development of regional, national, and international organizational networks, some comprising new denominations, others more loosely structured around limited common interests (e.g., the Texas Buddhist Council, which links temples from diverse traditions and nationalities). Because this phenomenon stands at the heart of the RENIR II project, we will devote more attention to it in the next section.

At the same time that they are developing new organizational structures to acclimate to the U.S. environment, immigrant religious institutions are also altering several aspects of formal ritual practice, again especially in non-Christian faiths. First, in lieu of the traditional cycles of worship and sacred holiday celebrations, non-Christian congregations adopt those that are embedded in the traditionally Christian culture that surrounds them. Major worship ceremonies are moved to Sundays, and the celebration of major holidays is delayed until weekends to accommodate members’ work weeks, which in turn are rooted in a Christian calendar. In addition, customs related to the practice of worship begin to borrow from Christianity, for instance, the use of pews to replace floor sitting, the introduction of preaching and of responsive recitation, and the use of a choir. Language of worship is almost always a contentious issue in these congregations (see Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000a, 2000b:chap. 20), but almost all have introduced English services, at least for the second generation. Many congregations include more than one native language group (e.g., Chinese Protestants who speak Mandarin and Cantonese; Hindus who speak four distinct regional languages; Muslims who speak Arabic and Urdu; a Catholic church with seven nationality groups, most with at least one non-English native language; and a Protestant church whose members speak fifty-nine native tongues). Often, English is their only common language. Finally, in many cases the role of the clergy broadens beyond the traditional one of ritual and scriptural expert. They are sought for counseling and to perform house blessings, weddings, and other “new” forms of ritual and are expected to visit the sick and receive guests from abroad. In other words, they are assuming the kind of pastoral work traditional to Christian but not most other clergy.

Ironically, at the same time that they are changing to increasingly resemble American Protestant churches, immigrant religious institutions are returning to their theological foundations, a process of “pristinization” (Yang and Ebaugh 2001b:278-81). This occurs in part because of the need to justify and legitimate many of the changes discussed previously. Thus, for instance, Muslims come to rediscover that, at the time of Muhammad, mosques served as community centers as well as religious sites. Pristinization also occurs because, in multiethnic congregations, co-religionists discover that their ways of “doing religion” can be quite different from practices originating in other nations. They return to foundational sources to discover which practices inhere in the faith and which have been added over the centuries by specific cultures. The Muslims in Houston refer to this as seeking “acultural” Islam. Finally, those whose religions are strange and new to the surrounding community are frequently pressed to explain their faith, leading many members to devote more study and attention to the basic meaning of their faith than they had in a typically more religiously homogeneous homeland (see also Yang and Ebaugh 2001a). As a result, non-Christian congregations develop classes for adults (as well as children) in which members can learn more about their religion; such congregations also stock religious libraries on their premises, and the clergy devote time during worship services to explaining the meaning of texts, all practices absent in the home countries from which the immigrants come.

The third major change process identified by Yang and Ebaugh (2001b:281-83) involves increasing inclusiveness of membership in immigrant congregations. In their homelands, nearly all these people had attended ethnically homogeneous places of worship. In order to establish a mosque, a Hindu or Buddhist temple, or a Chinese or Argentine Evangelical church, a critical mass of people and resources is required, a feat that may be unrealizable by a small group of co-ethnics. The result is that many such institutions comprise members from different nations (e.g., the mosque and both the predominantly Argentine and Chinese Protestant churches we studied) or from different regions of the same country that are nonetheless culturally very different and express their common faith in highly diverse ways (the Hindu temple). For the first time in their lives, immigrants worship with co-religionists who are culturally, including in many cases linguistically, quite different from themselves. Many faiths, such as Christianity and Islam, seek converts, including native-born Americans, and often this too brings new members from different backgrounds. With only a couple exceptions, the congregations we examined in Houston incorporate people from more than one national/cultural background.

Yang and Ebaugh (2001b:283-85) conclude by looking to the published literature to suggest that many of the changes just discussed are occurring elsewhere in the world.They hypothesize that these changes may in part reflect the influence of immigrant communities on their homeland institutions:


The transnational impacts of religious immigrants in the United States are possible because of the influence of the United States as a core country in the world-system, the tangible and intangible resources of contemporary immigrants, and the social and cultural experiences of immigrants living in modern, pluralist America.... [Immigrant religious institutions] provide immigrants with experiences and resources that enable them to exert leadership in attempting to maintain doctrinal purity, influence organizational affairs within the religious system, and use their resources to spread the faith. (285)


Among other issues, RENIR II has tried to explore the extent to which the immigrants’ religious innovations are being exported back to their homelands and the mechanisms by which this is being accomplished.




Transnational Religious Ties

During RENIR I, information was explicitly sought concerning immigrants’ ongoing ties with their native lands. Because we knew that a new project would be exploring this topic from the dual vantage points of Houston-based and country-of-origin religious institutions, we chose not to analyze this data in our major work on the initial project (Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000b). In this section, we present some of the data from the thirteen Houston congregations studied in RENIR I concerning religiously relevant, transnational ties. Not surprisingly, we find that by far the most frequent link between immigrants and their community of origin is kin and that the most frequent resources that flow from Houston to kin abroad are money and material goods. We will ignore this phenomenon unless there is an explicit connection to religious institutions or practices in Houston or abroad.

When immigrant congregations are first founded, influence and resources typically flow from the nation of origin to Houston. For instance, many immigrant congregations import at least their first, and in some cases continue to import, clergy from abroad (e.g., the Chinese Buddhist temple and Protestant church, the mosque, and the Hindu temple). Money from abroad sometimes contributes to new congregations’ ability to build their own facility (e.g., the Zoroastrian Center and the Chinese Buddhist and Hindu temples). Religious practices are imported because immigrant practitioners want to reconstruct their traditional ways of “doing religion,” because clergy come from abroad, and sometimes because of strict hierarchical structures of religious authority (e.g., the Greek Orthodox church, which is ultimately governed by the patriarchate of Constantinople, and the Mexican Protestant church, given the pseudonym Iglesia de Dios in RENIR I but discussed in detail in chapter 2 by its proper name, Luz del Mundo, which is governed by the church leader in Guadalajara, Mexico). The Hindu temple has, since its inception, chosen to consult with several highly respected priests in southern India before making major decisions.

Over time, as immigrants adapt to their new environment and both they and their religious institutions acquire more financial stability, flows of monetary resources, religious personnel, and influence often reverse or become two way. This process is expedited by modern media of communication and forms of travel that are most readily available to residents and institutions in wealthy industrialized nations (e.g., e-mail, websites, fax, audio- and videotapes, phones, and air travel).

In several cases, we find that Houston congregations and/or their individual members send money to religious institutions abroad. For instance, the Korean Protestant church supports five rural churches in Korea from donations by its immigrant members. A wealthy immigrant family that belongs to the Chinese Buddhist temple gives donations to temples in mainland China, finances scholarships for Buddhist novices, and otherwise quietly works to reestablish Buddhism in that nation. The Hispanic Department of the multiethnic Assembly of God church brings clothes and other supplies to Mexican churches during an annual visit, and their Filipino counterparts raised more than $50,000 for an Assembly of God college in their homeland. The multiethnic Catholic church supports 117 Vietnamese orphans in conjunction with a parish in that country, and many individual Vietnamese members of this church and the Vietnamese Buddhist temple send money for the reconstruction or building of temples and churches in their home communities. Filipinos in this Catholic church have begun to do likewise.

Money also finds its way to overseas congregations in many nations through payment for religious rituals that immigrants wish to have conducted in their home communities. These range from memorial services for the dead (and sometimes funeral services for those who wished to have their remains shipped home for burial) to holding life cycle events, such as baptisms, weddings, or quincenieras (fifteenth birthday ritual for Hispanic girls), or holiday celebrations (e.g., a Mexican Christmas posada) in a home country congregation. The latter occur almost entirely within the Western Hemisphere (indeed, mostly in Mexico), probably because of proximity to Houston. Another mostly Mexican immigrant phenomenon is making pilgrimages to religious shrines in the country of origin; these filter dollars earned in Houston back to home country religious sites as well. In RENIR I, two congregations are virtually entirely Mexican, one Catholic and one Protestant, and the two large, multiethnic congregations (also one Catholic and one Protestant) each have a separately organized Hispanic Department/Community that includes a substantial number of Mexicans. In all four cases, regular, if not frequent, trips home, devoted at least in part to religious purposes, are reported by members.

Other means by which religious institutions in Houston channel resources to other nations are to send abroad and financially support missionaries and other religious personnel and to support visiting religious personnel and students from abroad. The Chinese Protestant church has established a mission in Kazakhstan that it continues to support and has sent missionaries (including students on short-term assignments) to various Latin American, Asian, and European nations. Likewise, it has funded members to attend seminaries in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore. The multiple and complex transnational ties involving this congregation are explored in detail in chapter 7. In a similar manner, the predominantly Argentine Brethren church in Houston (the subject of chapter 3) has sent missionaries to Spain, Honduras, and even back to Argentina. The multiethnic Catholic church occasionally recruits foreign priests visiting the United States to come and celebrate mass in their native language, and for three years it hosted a Filipino priest who was seeking asylum in the United States. The Mexican Catholic church (called St. Mary’s in RENIR I but by its proper name, Immaculate Heart of Mary, in chapter 5) sent a lay missionary to Mexico through the auspices of its youth group, while a group of Greek Orthodox youth who perform traditional folk dances was invited to perform in Greece, where they were perceived as “Greek Orthodox... ambassadors of those... faithful who had left their homeland... yet could not forget their Greek roots.”

Ongoing ties between foreign-born clergy and other religious leaders in Houston with religious institutions and personnel abroad are maintained and expanded by international travel. For instance, one of the monks in the Chinese Buddhist temple was given the title of abbot at a Taiwanese temple while on leave there from Houston for medical treatment. He is required to visit the temple twice a year and often goes with the abbot of his own Houston temple. Other Buddhist leaders have come to the Houston temple to lead retreats and deliver talks, including the Tibetan Dalai Lama and several monks from Taiwan. The pastor of the Chinese Protestant church in Houston also serves as the dean of a seminary in Singapore, where he frequently travels to give talks and lead meetings. He also returns to a Hong Kong church to which he belonged as a youth to lead revival meetings and retreats. Conversely, the president of the Hong Kong seminary that the pastor and some other members of the Houston church attended years ago came to Houston seeking students and financial contributions. From the beginning, Argentine Brethren preachers frequently traveled to the Houston church to give sermons and advice on church matters. In more recent years, Houston church leaders travel to Argentina to a retreat camp that they developed and that is substantially funded by the Houston congregation, a place where new ideas are shared and a general revitalization of church members occurs.

Less than half the congregations we studied are closely linked to international, hierarchically organized denominations, but even those that are not typically have at least some ties to organizations that span national boundaries. For instance, the Brethren congregation, which is not controlled by a denominational hierarchy, belongs to the Stewards Foundation, Christian Missions in Many Lands, Interest Ministries, and the Messiah Project, all international organizations designed to provide aid and information to local Brethren congregations and to support and encourage their missionary activities. The Chinese Protestant church made a self-conscious decision to organize as a nondenominational church and instead belongs to two worldwide Chinese Christian associations—Chinese Christian Congress of World Evangelism and Evangelism Explosion III—which provide literature, seminars, and other information to Evangelical Christian congregations. The Houston Zoroastrian Center is a member of both the Federation of Zoroastrian Associations of North America and the World Zoroastrian Organization, whose Seventh World Congress was held in Houston in 2000. Membership in the mosque we studied automatically brings membership in the Islamic Society of North America (ISNA), which in turn is linked to a global network of religious and relief organizations. Indeed, because Houston pioneered the development of a geographically based, zonal mosque system (akin to Catholic parishes), an organizational form subsequently adopted widely in North America, it has become one of the most influential Islamic communities in ISNA.

It is clear that clergy, lay religious leaders, and even ordinary members of Houston immigrant congregations develop and maintain ties that span international borders, with clergy, individual congregations, and other types of religious bodies abroad. Together with rapid and often relatively inexpensive travel by air (and for Mexico, by bus, van, and car), modern means of communication constitute the arteries through which information, new ideas, and material resources flow, linking people and institutions in diverse nations. A few examples suffice to demonstrate the importance of e-mail, websites, audio- and videotapes, phones, and fax. The youth group at the Mexican Catholic church has strong ties with a counterpart group in a Guatemalan parish. Young people from Houston travel frequently to Guatemala to bring material aid—travel that is coordinated via e-mail. Indeed, the two groups keep in close, ongoing contact via the Internet. The Zoroastrian community numbers only about one-quarter million people worldwide and the Houston congregation only about 200 families. Their communities are spread around the world, but members can choose from at least four Zoroastrian websites to keep in touch, learn the latest news, and debate theological issues. Because the small number of children of any given age in each community know each other as if they are siblings, they must seek a mate from elsewhere to conform to religious pressure to marry within the faith. There are now several worldwide Zoroastrian “matchmaking” or “soul mate” Internet sites, and at least two Houston marriages have resulted from them (one to a person in New Zealand). At the multiethnic Catholic church, respondents tell of sending tapes of baptisms, confirmations, and quincenieras back to godparents in the home country. Chinese Buddhists frequently send tapes of temple talks, rituals, and services to Taiwan, and some are even circulating clandestinely in China. In fact, a Taiwanese television station reported a New Year’s Eve celebration that took place at the Houston temple. Buddhists often tape weddings and funerals to share with relatives in Vietnam to demonstrate that they are still observing traditional customs. One recent Argentine immigrant, a convert to the Brethren church, recalled how her aunt sent her and other family members audio- and videotapes from Houston, speaking about her newfound faith. Moved by the message, they all ended up converting. The congregation in Argentina sends videos to the one in Houston to show how wisely it is using the money being sent to support it. Information about events and travelers circulates quickly via phone and fax, with news of births, illness, and death learned about almost simultaneously in the Houston and Argentine congregations. In addition, speakers and seminars that involve people in both locations are arranged entirely by fax.

There are some tantalizing hints in the RENIR I data to suggest that these dense webs of two-way communication across borders, combined with regular travel in both directions, spur the spread of religious innovation. Recall that as specifically immigrant congregations, those we examined often develop practices new to their faiths as part of the process of adaptation to a new environment. Therefore, the main flow direction for innovation in religious practice and institutional structure ought to be primarily from Houston to home country congregations and/or immigrant congregations elsewhere. Thus, for instance, the mosque in Houston is part of—indeed, was central to the creation of—a parishlike (zonal) system controlled and coordinated by a citywide organization called the Islamic Society of Greater Houston. This innovation has now spread to immigrant Moslem communities elsewhere in North America. The Argentine Brethren congregation began to send missionaries back to Argentina about fifteen years after the first migrants left there for Houston. These missionaries have developed a new institution for Argentine Brethren, the retreat camp, which helps revitalize the religion there. Houston and Argentine youth regularly mix at the camp, exchanging liturgical and ministerial ideas, songs, and so on (as well as not infrequently acquiring a spouse from the other country). Some respondents at the multiethnic Assembly of God church report that, in the Caribbean, clothing norms for religious services are becoming more informal because of the influence of U.S. congregations. Specifically, women are beginning to wear pants, jewelry, and makeup and to forsake a head covering when in church. These examples are suggestive, but the extent to which innovations in Houston congregations affect religious life elsewhere cannot really be studied from the vantage point of Houston. Only by conducting research in the communities and congregations of origin is it possible to see to what, if any, extent such influence is being exerted, and this is part of the reason for the RENIR II project.




Conclusion

“Transnational linkages” was one of nearly two dozen topics explored in RENIR I, and it was not among the most central. Moreover, only one side of such linkages could be explored at all in a Houston-based study. Despite these limitations, several findings are suggestive of issues to explore in more detail from the dual vantage points of congregations in Houston and religious institutions and communities in members’ homelands:


	Initial flows of resources and influence tend to be from religious institutions in immigrants’ home countries to those in Houston.

	Over time, immigrant congregations develop innovative religious structures and practices as adaptations to their new home.

	Over time, the flow of material resources reverses, and the flow of religious personnel and innovation may reverse or at least become bilateral.

	Transnational networks relevant to religious practice may connect units at many levels: individual laypersons, religious leaders/clergy, religious institutions, and international organizations.

	These networks linkages and the resources that flow among units within them are substantially dependent on modern technologies of communication and transportation for their development and growth.


These are some of the issues we explore in more depth in the rest of this volume. Five of the original thirteen congregations constitute starting points for the RENIR II studies, and two new transnational religious communities have been added. Chapter I describes the details of the RENIR II project.
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