
	
		
		
		279_LibraryServices_v02-1
		

	
	
		
			
				279

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Library Services from the Outside-In

				Transforming the Tactic Religious Information Practices of the Theological Students from Unregistered Christian Churches in China

				Cindy S. Lu, PhD Candidate, School of Communication and Information, Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey

				Abstract The purpose is to inform the seminary libraries to design library services based on an outside-in strategy to meet the information intents of the theological students from clandestine, unregistered Christian churches in China. Specifically, the goals of this research are to: 1. Examine how the previous tactic informa-tion practices—walking, poaching, reading, and deception—exer-cised routinely in the unregistered Christian communities in China were shaped by the information-impoverished situations. 2. Stratify how information intents could change their tactic practices in find-ing religious information, when members from these information-impoverished communities come to study at theological seminaries in the United States, where information is rich and freely acces-sible. The study applies Todd’s extended six categories of informa-tion intents to analyze de Certeau’s four types of tactic information practices in walking, poaching, reading, and deception/disguise, as demonstrated in the interviews and information world maps of the seventeen theological students from China.

				Introduction

				In recent years, due to the scarcity of seminaries available in China,1 some members of these unregistered Christian assemblies in China have endeavored to travel across national borders to pursue reli-

				
					1	As of 2018, there are 24 official Catholic seminaries and 10 unregistered Catholic seminaries in China. On the other hand, there are 18 official Protestant seminaries, but numerous unregistered seminaries set up all over China. This reality can partly explain why these fervent seekers for religious information could make so much effort to study abroad, mostly in the United States and South East Asia.
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				gious information they need at various universities and seminaries in Southeast Asia and, especially, the United States. Increasingly, the rise of theological students from the unregistered Christian commu-nities in China raises many questions concerning information seek-ing and utilization at theological seminaries. For example, how much do the tactics practiced in their previous information-impoverished communities influence their seeking and use of religious informa-tion when they are studying in the United States? How can the librar-ies at theological seminaries offer services to help transform these tactic information practices of the transnational theological students and thus facilitate their learning transfer? 

				This study draws upon the theoretical foundation of construc-tivism to integrate the information theories of information poverty (Chatman 1992, 1996, 1998) and information intents (Todd 1997, 1999, 2005, 2006) with the cultural studies on everyday life (de Certeau 1984) to advocates for setting up an outside-in strategy (Day and Moorman 2010) to provide library services to build trust and fulfill the information needs of these theological students from China. Hence, this research applies semi-structured interviews and Infor-mation World Map method, to examine the oral and geographi-cal data collected from seventeen participants who came from the unregistered Christian communities throughout China, and who are recently studying at six major theological seminaries in the United States.

				Research Questions

				The study addressed the following research questions:

				How did the theological students from unregistered churches in China seek and read theological information, walk, and make places secretly to perform religious activities while they were in China? 

				How do these previous information practices influence their learning in the new environments in the USA? 

				How can the library information services at theological semi-naries meet the information needs of these transnational students from unregistered churches in China?
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				Theoretical Framework

				The design of this research was informed by theories of constructiv-ism, which includes social and cognitive constructivism; it assumes that knowledge is shaped by social contexts and new information is processed through the existing cognitive structures in the individ-ual’s mind (Brookes 1980a). The constructivist perspective empha-sizes that knowledge changes at different times and places. On the other hand, the explicit constructivist epistemology is concerned with the everyday and embodied experience. Therefore, construc-tivism is adopted to integrate information theories (Chatman 1992, 1996, 1998; Todd 1997, 1999, 2005) and practices of everyday life (de Certeau 1984) to examine the information practices of the theological students from unregistered Christian churches in China, in order to benefit the designing of effective library services to meet the needs of these transnational theological students from China who enroll at theological seminaries in the United States.

				Information Poverty/Inequality

				Chatman is the first information scholar to notice that information use or avoidance of information is caused by mistrust to outsid-ers. She observed that membership in the small worlds may result in the state of information poverty, because the community may inhibit use of information provided by outsiders (Chatman 1996, 197). The reason is: people in small worlds make the decision about whether to seek and use the information, depending on whether the providers are insiders or outsiders. Robert Merton defined the “insider” as “an individual who possesses a priori intimate knowl-edge of the community and its members.” (1972, 31) It is noteworthy that one of the practices in information-seeking under the setting of information poverty is secrecy, which serves to conceal the real situations of the users of information (Chatman 1996, 196; Ma and Li, 2018, 51). However, secrecy and deception are self-protecting mechanisms under surveilled situations due to a sense of mistrust regarding others’ interest or ability to provide useful information (Chatman 1996).

				Information Intents

				Realizing that scholars seldom address the notion of how individual knowing is changed by the social context, Todd provides five cate-
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				gories of information intents which can be applied to capture how cognitive knowledge changes over time and across places (1997, 104). Information Intents theory suggests that people seek and use knowledge to get a complete picture, to get a changed picture, to get a clearer picture, to get a verified picture, and to get a position in the picture (Todd 2005, 198-203). The six categories are delineated as follows: “To expand” suggests “take in substantial amounts of information.” (Todd 1997, 182) “To change” involves “… removing an incorrect idea” and “… replacing it with a new, correct idea” (Todd 1997, 200), or changing a wider perspective or perception based on the acquisition of new facts (Todd 1997, 201). “To be clearer” signi-fies supplying information to add precise details. “To verify” means the newly gained information removes doubt from the theological students’ existing knowledge structure and strengthens what they already knew. “To position” suggests maintaining a specific position. “To connect” implies to seek empathy or support (Cooke 2012, 45). The expanded categories in Todd’s information intents theory (1997, 1999, 2005; Cooke 2012) are applied to analyze not only the cognitive structures, but also the information practices of these theological students from unregistered Christian churches in China.

				Practice of Everyday Life

				In addition, concepts of de Certeau’s cultural study are applied in this study to describe the information practices of these transnational theological students from China. Culture is the system of meaning through which social practices make sense to a specific group of people; it could include economics and spiritual practices (Lindlof 1995, 50). De Certeau (1984) observes that powerless people would creatively disguise their resistance towards the powerful through tactically consuming what was given to suit their needs in everyday life. Thus, this study takes these general practices—walking, poach-ing, reading, and deception/disguise—in everyday life as the vari-ables for units of analysis for tactic information practices in seeking and using religious information. De Certeau spatialized cultural theory, focusing on the interaction of place and time in everyday life. 

				Tactic Religious Information Practices

				Reality and knowledge are both socially constructed, and determined by a worldview (Patton 2002, 97; Chatman 1992, 1996), therefore, it 
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				is significant to examine how religion, such as Christianity, could influence information practices. 

				In light of de Certeau’s practice in everyday life, tactic religious information practices prevailing in the unregistered Christian churches in China are defined in the following four aspects:

				1. Walking as Deception. 

				De Certeau says, “To walk is to lack a place. It is the indefinite process of being absent and in search of a proper.” (de Certeau 1984, 103) And travel is the walking exile which may signify escape, and possibili-ties of moving into other landscapes (1984, 106-07). Walking under this situation tends to create the outsider mentality, in that one is deviating from the collective standards, and suspecting relevance of information from outside (Chatman 1996, 194; Merton 1972). Walk-ing/traveling for members in the unregistered Christian churches in China could be a practice of painful resistance and deception (Wright and Zimmerman-Liu 2013, 6). Thus, walking could serve a dual purpose as pilgrimage and practices of deception (Scott 1990, 35). Recently, “walking worship” is a creative tactical practice while the unregistered churches are shut down: the members of the unreg-istered Christian communities practice Sunday services by listening to audio recordings of sermons while walking quietly on the road or in the park, without a fixed location (Chandler 2020).

				2. Place-Making as Meaning-Making 

				Poaching is a clandestine use of resources, which one does not own, on a territory that is not ours; therefore, it is closely related to consumption and place in time (de Certeau 1984, 25-26). It’s a social practice in spatial context that deviates from routinized behaviors, or applies institutional routines in unusual situations so as to solve certain everyday problems. For example, to make the living room into a sanctuary, to house a library in a remote apartment, to set up a seminary in the market building are common ways of place-making. In the case of these theological students from unregistered Chris-tian churches, walking/ traveling across international borders can be investigated as expressions of sense-making and place-making (Scott 2021, 28). 
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				3. Reading as Poaching

				Reading is “textual poaching”; thus says de Certeau: “[R]eaders are travelers; they move across lands belonging to someone else, like nomads poaching their way across fields they did not write, despoil-ing the wealth of Egypt to enjoy it themselves.” (de Certeau 1984, 174) Reading is an act of resistance against the official texts that are imposed by the dominants. More than that, readers also engaged in organized and self-conscious collective rejection of mainstream values and policies via studying theology in the USA. This is an act of “reading for community,” namely, collective reading practice creates an ideological space in which community members are able to explore identities.

				4. Deception/Disguise as Survival

				“Deception is a deliberate attempt to play-act, …It is a process meant to hide our true condition by giving false and misleading informa-tion” (Chatman 1996, 196). Tactical practices of secrecy and decep-tion is intended to hide or disguise one’s true aims so that one can survive (Scott 1990, 33). Deception is creative, active poaching in making use of what is given (de Certeau 1984).

				Methodology

				The current study adopts an insider approach and qualitative meth-ods that are enriched with the concepts of cultural studies; that means, the focus is on the transnational theological students from the unofficial Christian communities in China who delineate their “lived experience” and individual “life stories” in traveling to the United States to seek the religious information they need (Denzin and Lincoln 2003, 71). The theoretical framework provides the key constructs to guide the structure and implementation of this study, from the selection of the sample to the data collection and the data analysis. More importantly, social contexts are also defined by what and who is excluded from them (Meyrowitz 1990, 77), the underlying dynamic is the membership which distinguishes the insiders from the outsiders, and has direct influence on the pattern of information use or non-use (Chatman 1992, 1996, 1998; Meyrowitz 1990, 85). A number of critical assumptions underpin the innovative approach of this study:
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				Insider Approach

				The “insider” model for qualitative research on religious informa-tion use developed by Wicks and Roland is particularly relevant; this model is building upon the “‘traveler metaphor’ in which the researcher uses maps and particular method in the discussion of particular topics.…” (Roland and Wicks 2009, 253) There are a few advantages of this “insider” approach: 

				“Only a researcher with an understanding of the subtleties and facets of theological issues, doctrinal positions, and denomi-national and congregational dynamics could achieve the depth of the conversations conducted during the dissertation research.” (Roland and Wicks 2009, 258)

				An insider researcher can bring out a greater depth and rich-ness of the research findings than would have been the case with a researcher from outside the clergy profession (Roland and Wicks 2009, 259), in that an analysis of the folk theology demands a believer’s perspective (255). 

				The previous working and teaching experiences at seminaries in Singapore and in the United States have provided the current researcher a vantage point to investigate the social contexts and practices of the theological students from the marginalized unreg-istered Christian communities in China. In addition, field work in China over the years provides rare access to the reality of informa-tion poverty and inequality of the hard-to-reach clandestine, unreg-istered Christian communities (Lu 2012, 2016), and the unique tactic practices in seeking and using theological information through walk-ing, place-making, reading, and deception/disguise by the members of unregistered Christian churches in China. 

				Online Interview

				The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in exceptional situations, such as the need for social distancing, thus obliging the researcher to conduct the interviews online. Seventeen online semi-structured ethno-graphic interviews and Information World Maps were conducted via ArcGIS.

				Information World Mapping

				To give voices to the powerless, it requires an innovative method-ology: Information World Maps (Greyson et al. 2017), which can 
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				include people, events, and places in the world of the participants to analyze how information inequality motivates the intents of some individuals in the unregistered Christian community in various parts of China to tactically travel to the United States to seek reli-gious information. For example, the information world map of the participant TP03 described the information and economic inequality in his hometown in this way: in the metropolitan area of China, the one who pushes a trolley symbolizes the poor people in town, while those who are driving a car signify the wealthy ones. On the other hand, the information world map of the participant TP07 provides rich information concerning the geographical, economic, demo-graphic, and religious background of the unregistered church he joined in his hometown. 

				Figure 1. The information and economic inequality
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				Figure 2. The characteristics of a local unregistered church

				It is conducive to mapping the spatial metaphors of changes, so that we can visualize the communities where these theological students are situated in China (MacKian 2004, 616) and the routes they took to seek and use theological information in the United States. Ultimately, it aims at mapping, categorizing practices, and designing an information literacy program (Forster 2016).  

				Findings

				The data analysis of the seventeen interview transcriptions and information world maps indicates two findings: 1) the geographical distribution of the origins of the unregistered Christian churches where the seventeen theological students joined back in China, and 2) the changes to the four major types of the tactic information prac-tices in seeking and using theological information—walking, poach-ing via place-making, reading, and deception/disguise. 

				Figure 3 displays the geographical origins of the unregistered churches where these seventeen theological students belonged. It appears that sixteen out of seventeen theological students partici-pating in this study are from urban cities in China; only one of them came from the rural part of China. Further, none of them are from 
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				the largest geographical area—northwestern China—because the primary religion prevailing in northwestern China is Islam. 

				Figure 3. Geographical origins of the theological students from China

				Diagram 1 listed below demonstrates information intents of these seventeen theological students from unregistered Christian churches in China and the changes to their information practices when they are studying at theological seminaries in the United States. Find-ings about the tactic information practices of walking, place-making, reading, and deception will be discussed by the sequence on this diagram. 
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				Figure 4. 

				Walking: Most of the interviewees in this study express that their intent in traveling to the United States is to expand their theological knowledge, as shown in the diagram above. Secondly, these students come across the national borders in order to be changed, to connect, and to learn to take a position for their faith. 

				Place-making: Poaching through place-making at seminar-ies in the United States does not seem to play a significant role in the practices of these theological students, judging from the diagram. However, a few students highlight that these communities and spaces in the United States permit the open expression of Christian identity for them and offer them the eye-opening opportunities to have a peek at the ambience of open and pleasant communication about life stories and theo-logical issues. 

				Reading: This information practice gained most concerns of the interviewees; most Chinese theological students expressed that they read to expand their knowledge, and they are will-ing to be changed and to verify their convictions, as well as to find connection with others. The lack of theological informa-
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				tion in the unregistered churches and underground theologi-cal seminaries in China made one of the interviewees admit that he felt like a poor man, when he surveyed the resources at the seminary library which he described as a “prince.” 

				Deception: It is evident that there is little need to deceive, when these theological students are studying in the seminar-ies in the United States.

				Implications

				The mistrust and non-use of library information services may be caused by the students’ own situations. However, it also may be due to the consequences of the library systems (e.g., interface in English only), and services that are not sensitive to a few hidden assump-tions around many “standard” programs and collections that we have taken for granted. For example, they are supposed to have mastered English language skills and have sufficient training on research methods; in fact, they were not taught how to handle frag-ile archives when they were in China. The findings result in several significant suggestions to the designing of specific library services to meet the information needs of this group of transnational theological students from unregistered Christian churches in China. 

				1. Outside-In Library Services

				An outside-in strategy is consistent with the concept of user-centered services; it is necessary to make sure that library services and collec-tions are launched from users’ perspectives to bring them into the libraries to make the best use of the library resources.

				2. “Cultural Competence” Library Orientations

				Theological education and library services to these theological students from unregistered Christian churches in China need to be sensitive to their cultural tradition, language, and information practices. Hence, it is vital to provide library workshops and library tours in Chinese at the library orientation when these transnational students first enter the seminaries. 
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				3. Chinese Collection and Library Systems

				Several theological seminaries have pioneered in providing programs in Chinese for years: for example, Dallas Theological Semi-nary in 2010, Canadian Chinese School of Theology at Ambrose Semi-nary in 2011, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary in 2017, Columbia International University and Gordon-Conwell Theologi-cal Seminary in recent years. Developing Chinese language collec-tion and library systems with Chinese interface are conducive for the learning experiences of these transnational theological students from China. 

				4. Peer Reference Services

				It could be effective and practical to hire Asian librarians or Ph.D. students to be the assistants for reference services in the librar-ies. Some transnational theological students from the unregistered Christian churches in China are intimidated to ask for help from the librarians, because they had limited experiences consulting profes-sional librarians back in China.

				5. Place-Making for Belongingness

				Creating a corner of their own in the library for these transnational theological students from China can facilitate the development of their identity in the new learning environment at seminaries. On the other hand, social networking activities in the library help to promote the sense-making and the connection with a broader Chris-tian community at the seminary.

				6. Community of Practice

				Religious believers construct their communities which may come under pressure when new problems arise. In addition, when these people form a community of practice to learn new things, the dynam-ics of social learning—mutual trust, commitment—may foster the development of identity and information production (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). It is recommended to build communities of practice for these transnational theological students from China based on classes and research interest, instead of simply fellowship groups, in that these communities of practice share joint enterprise, use shared repertoire, and are committed in mutual engagement. 
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				To sum up, “It is noteworthy that learning transfer or its absence is supposed to be responsive for continuity or discontinuity of prac-tices across various situations” (Lave 1988, 23). This study has advo-cated that contexts must be broadened to extend beyond places and be redefined as information systems (Meyrowitz 1990, 72). Therefore, recontextualizing of information practices of these Chinese theologi-cal students indeed demands more attention than it has received so far (1900, 73-74). 
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