ELINA I. HARTIKAINEN

Evaluating faith after conversion
Arguments in religious media on the place of religious expertise
in asylum appeals in Finland
DOI: https://doi.org/10.30664/ar.80355

I

n 2017, the Finnish Immigration Service re

ceived approximately 1,000 asylum applica
tions and appeals based on conversion from
Islam to Christianity. The applications claimed
that converted asylum seekers would face mortal
danger if returned to their countries of origin. The
applications posed an unprecedented dilemma
for the Finnish Immigration Service: how was it,
as a secular state institution, to evaluate these
claims of conversion? This question also became
an object of significant public and media debate.
In this article, I examine how journalists writing
for a religious media publication, Kirkko ja kaupunki, the newspaper of the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in the Helsinki region, sought to inter
vene in the debate on asylum seekers’ conver
sions. I focus my analysis on one central line of
argument in their reporting: a call for the better
inclusion of and engagement with religious
expertise on Christianity by the Finnish Immigra
tion Service when evaluating conversion-based
asylum applications and appeals. I show that
this call both positioned religious expertise as an
antidote to the challenges that efforts to evalu
ate conversion-based asylum appeals posed to
Finnish Immigration Service employees in this
time period, and constituted expertise as a site
for negotiations over the ‘proper’ relationship
between religion and state.
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2018 (Huhtanen 2018).1 According to
the article’s subhead, over 1,000 asylum
seekers, predominantly from Iraq and
Afghanistan, had applied for asylum based
on conversion to Christianity in Finland in
2017. This newspaper article was one of a
large number of media reports and analy
ses on the rise in such asylum applications.
The tone of these reports varied greatly.
Some like this one were alarmist, drawing
attention to the purportedly strategic and
‘wild’ character of asylum seekers’ conver
sions. Others were more sympathetic, argu
ing that even if conversion had originally
been strategically motivated, most con
verted asylum seekers had come to find
a new faith in Christianity in the process
and as such faced persecution if they were
returned to their home countries. These
latter kinds of analysis were especially
prevalent in religious media publications
such as Kirkko ja kaupunki, the biweekly
newspaper of the Evangelical Lutheran
1

Helsingin Sanomat, published in Helsinki,
is Finland’s largest circulating daily news
paper. Its circulation in 2018 was 332,717.
According to the Finnish National Media
research centre, it was read on average by
1,716,000 people daily (almost 1/3 of the
nation’s population (MediaAudit Finland
2019).
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‘Strange things are happening in wild
small congregations as asylum seekers
are converting en masse to Christianity’
reported Helsingin Sanomat on 4 March

Church in the Helsinki region, that tended
to view the conversion of asylum seekers to
Christianity as a welcome development and
argue for viewing conversion as a multifa
ceted and gradual process.
Irrespective of the news reports’ tone
or attitudes towards asylum seekers’ con
version-based appeals, however, they were
centrally concerned with one question; that
of how the sincerity of faith and conver
sion could and should be evaluated. Was
the conversion of individual asylum seek
ers ‘real’ or was it ‘strategic’? How was the
truthfulness of conversion in these cases to
be analysed? Who could or should make
that determination and how? By what cri
teria, and crucially on the basis of what
kind of, and whose, expertise? To what
extent could assessments of faith and con
version even be made by secular state offi
cials, and how should they go about evalu
ating these asylum appeals?
The stakes of these questions were
high. Not only did they highlight the chal
lenges that asylum seekers’ conversions
to Christianity posed for Finnish immi
gration authorities, but also they drove to
the core of a central problem of secular
governance: how should secular govern
ments and government institutions engage
with legal arguments based on religion?
Conventionally, secularism has been under
stood in terms of a separation between reli
gion and state. But, as recent scholarship
has variously demonstrated, secularism is
better understood as a form of governance
that is centrally concerned with the man
agement of religion (see esp. Asad 2003; see
also Agrama 2010; Bowen 2007; Fernando
2014; Sullivan 2005). That is, rather than
an effort to purge religion from the public
and political spheres, secularism consists
of the government regulation of the place
of religion in these spheres – the degree to
which religious elements can be present in

public spaces, the manner in which reli
gious groups are constrained or supported
by government institutions, and crucially,
the ways in which religious views are
heard in political debates and governance.2
As Hussein Ali Agrama, an anthropolo
gist of secularism and law, has evocatively
argued in an analysis of Egyptian secular
ism, efforts to draw a line between religion
and secular governance are never com
plete, but rather always on-going. There are
no easy or clear-cut answers to what the
‘proper’ relationship of religion and politics
in secular polities is. Instead, secularism
is, by its very nature, constitutive of, and
constituted by, what Agrama (2010) calls
a ‘historical problem-space’, a discursive
space that is formed through, and oriented
towards, determining the proper relation
ship between religion and politics.
The debates that are produced by and
constitutive of this problem-space tend to
be heated and contentious. The stakes are
high and the parties involved are all vari
ously invested. This raises the question of
the terms by which the debates unfold.
What are the conditions of possibil
ity for argument in general, and what are
they in particular for arguments that can
shift where the lines between religion and
politics are drawn? In this article, I exam
ine the ways in which, and the extent to
which, a frame of expertise provided reli
gious actors with a basis for such argu
ments in Finland in 2017. I approach this
question through an analysis of efforts by
religious media to intervene in the debate
on asylum seekers’ conversions. More spe
cifically, I examine how journalists writ
ing for the Kirkko ja kaupunki newspaper
2

The manner in which different states solve
these questions vary as is reflected by the
var
iety of ways in which secularism is
understood and practised across the world.
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grounded their arguments on the need to
include religious perspectives on asylum
seekers’ conversion-based appeals in a reg
ister of expertise, and how their arguments
for the need for greater state engagement
with religious expertise worked to position
religious actors in new ways in relation
ship to Finnish immigration authorities. In
developing my analysis, my aims are twofold: Firstly, I seek to describe how Kirkko
ja kaupunki journalists positioned reli
gious expertise as an antidote to the chal
lenges that efforts to evaluate conversionbased asylum appeals posed to Finnish
Immigration Service employees in this time
period. And, secondly, I am motivated by
an interest in examining the ways in which
confrontations between religious and secu
lar expertise in such matters of governance
and adjudication act as a site for negotia
tions over the ‘proper’ relationship between
religion and state.
My focus on Kirkko ja kaupunki is moti
vated by the newspaper’s status as one of
the most important channels of commu
nication between the Evangelical Lutheran
Church of Finland and the lay population
in a broad sense. According to the Finnish
National Media research centre, the paper
and online versions of the biweekly news
paper were read on average by 149,000
people in 2018.3 Although this does not

3

MediaAuditFinland 2019. This figure re
flects a readership of 1.3% of the total popu
lation in the Helsinki region. The newspa
per is delivered biweekly to the homes of
all members of the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in the Helsinki region, approxi
mately 60% of the households in the region.
Kirkko ja kaupunki reported its circulation
as 340,000 exemplars in 2018 (Mediakortti
2018). According to Statistics Finland
(Tilastokeskus), in the beginning of 2018
there were 572,401 households in total in
Helsinki, Espoo, Vantaa and Kauniainen,

compare to the ways in which by-subscrip
tion non-religious newspapers are read, it
nonetheless testifies to Kirkko ja kaupunki’s
reach within a region in which less than 2
per cent of the members of the Evangelical
Lutheran Church attend church services
on a weekly basis.4 As a result, the news
paper holds a privileged position among
the various media produced by Evangelical
Lutheran church bodies, officials, and
members. It is the media form that is most
likely to reach both those church members
who attend church services and functions
on a regular basis and those whose ties to
the church are weak. In consequence, it
can be understood to act as a critical site
for the construction of the Helsinki region
Evangelical Lutheran Church’s political
and social positions in the national public
sphere.
Methodologically, I draw on an analy
sis of Kirkko ja kaupunki’s reportage and
commentary on asylum seekers’ conver
sions to Christianity surrounding the socalled ‘refugee crisis’ in Finland (2015–18).
The corpus of data analysed consists of a
total of 114 articles, op-eds, comments and
opinions that discuss the influx of asylum
seekers into Finland and their treatment in
the country that were published by Kirkko
ja kaupunki between 31 August 2015 and

4
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the region that comprises Kirkko ja kau
punki’s distribution zone (Tilasto
keskus
2019).
Tellingly, a 2015 news report in Kirkko ja
kaupunki celebrated the exceptionally high
attendance rates of the Helsinki Cathedral
parish. In contrast to the regional average
of 1.8% of members attending church ser
vices on a weekly basis, this parish attracted
an equivalent of 6.5% of its members to
its services on a weekly basis. In practice,
however, this number was understood to
include large numbers of church members
from beyond the parish proper. See Haikala
2015.
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29 June 2018.5 The first stage of analysis of
the corpus focused on identifying the nar
rative frames in which the phenomenon of
asylum seekers converting to Christianity
was discussed in this time period in Kirkko
ja kaupunki. A key frame that emerged
from this analysis was concern over the
limited recognition, on the part of the
Finnish Immigration Service (commonly
known as Migri), of Evangelical Church
officials’ religiously grounded expertise on
conversion, both on a general level and in
the context of efforts to determine the char
acter of the conversion of particular asylum
seekers. This frame was particularly preva
lent in the newspapers’ reporting and com
mentary on the topic of asylum seekers
between November 2016 and January 2018.
The second stage of analysis focused on tra
cing the chronological development of the
newspaper’s argumentation on the import
of recognizing Evangelical Lutheran exper
tise on conversion in this time period.

2017: 13).6 The country’s existing struc
tures for receiving asylum seekers were
quickly overwhelmed. Among the nongovernmental actors that rushed to the aid
of incoming asylum seekers were many of
the country’s Evangelical Lutheran congre
gations. Motivated by a Christian ethos of
helping those in need (see Siirto and Niemi
2019), they offered their facilities for use as
emergency shelters and organized clothing
drives. In addition, church members vol
unteered their time to teach Finnish and
provide advice on how to navigate Finnish
societal mores and bureaucracies, as well as
to organize outings and other activities for
asylum seekers.7 When the influx of incom
6

Asylum seekers and Evangelical Lutheran
congregations
In 2015–17 Finland, like many other Euro
pean nations, experienced an unpreced
ented influx of asylum seekers. At its peak in
September and October 2015, the number
of asylum seekers entering Finland weekly
was in the thousands (see Jauhiainen

5

7

The corpus consists of all articles published
in the newspaper in this time period that
could be identified by the researcher as
discussing asylum seekers in Finland. The
first identified articles on the topic were
published on 31.8.2015. See Saaristo 2015;
Tiihonen 2015. The final article identi
fied on the topic of asylum seekers in the
period under investigation was published
on 29.6.2018. See Huttunen 2018. Although
the topic did not disappear completely from
the pages of the newspaper after this, there
was a significant decline in its coverage.
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In 2015, a total of 32,476 people applied
for asylum in Finland. The majority of
these applicants were from Iraq. In 2016,
5637 asylum applications were submitted
(including initial applications, reapplica
tions, and transfer applications from else
where in the European Union). Most appli
cants came from Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria,
Somalia and Eritrea. In 2017, the number
of asylum applications submitted was 5,059
with the majority of applicants coming
from Iraq, Syria, Eritrea, Afghanistan, and
the Russian Federation (Lyytinen 2019).
According to a survey conducted by the
Evan
gelical Lutheran Church, a total of
36 congregations offered their facilities
as emergency shelters (Seurakuntakysely
2016). As Hanna Niemi and Ulla Siirto
(2017) describe in a study based on inter
views conducted with church employees
in 2016, the forms of assistance that differ
ent congregations offered to asylum seek
ers varied widely depending on congre
gation members’ interest in and attitudes
towards, as well as experience with, such
volunteer work. Many of the congrega
tions that aided asylum seekers in 2015 and
2016 had little to no prior experience with
working with immigrant populations. This
was especially the case for rural congrega
tions. Almost 50% of them had not worked
with immigrants before 2015. But even
in urban settings, where approximately
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ing asylum seekers settled to a number that
the Finnish Immigration Service’s recep
tion centres could accommodate, the emer
gency shelters organized by Evangelical
Lutheran congregations were closed. But
many of the forms of volunteer work that
had been begun in autumn 2015 contin
ued. Church members continued to teach
Finnish to asylum seekers, organize social
events for and with them and provide
advice on Finnish society.
By the end of 2016, many members of
the church had come to take on increas
ingly public roles as advocates for asylum
seekers. The turn to a more activist stance
in engagements with asylum seekers among
church officials and members emerged in
tandem with, and responded directly to,
state efforts to manage and speed up the
processing of rapidly growing numbers of
asylum applications, to maintain budget
ary targets for supporting asylum seekers,
and to temper the influx of asylum seek
ers from other European countries. As the
number of asylum seekers entering Finland
grew, the Finnish government revised the
nation’s asylum policies and procedures in
several ways.8 In 2016, the laws on asylum
were aligned with those of other European
Union nations such that humanitarian
protection was removed as a criterion for
asylum (see Saarikkomäki et al. 2018: 7). In
addition, possibilities for family reunifica
tion were restricted, asylum seekers’ access

to legal aid was decreased, and the Finnish
Immigration Service’s asylum processing
times were tightened (see Jauhiainen 2017;
Lyytinen 2019; Saarikkomäki et al. 2018).
Moreover, the Finnish Immigration Service
updated its country reports on Afghanistan,
Iraq and Somalia, claiming that it was pos
sible for refugees to return to all regions
of these countries (see Lyytinen 2019: 20).
These changes dramatically decreased the
percentage of positive asylum decisions,
an outcome that was widely viewed by
asylum advocates and analysts as a reflec
tion of serious lapses in due process in the
Finnish Immigration Service’s asylum pro
ceedings (see ETMU 2017; Horsti 2017;
Saarikkomäki et al. 2018).9
Evangelical Lutheran criticisms of these
developments in asylum policy took many

9

In a comparative analysis of asylum deci
sions involving young Iraqis in early 2015
and mid-2017, Saarikkomäki et al. (2018)
show that the percentage of applicants
granted asylum declined dramatically
between early 2015 (before the increase in
asylum applications) and mid-2017 (when
the numbers of asylum applications had
returned to rates similar to early 2015).
In early 2015, 86% of asylum applicants
were granted asylum, whereas in 2017 only
27% of applications resulted in asylum.
As their analysis shows, this decline could
not be explained by demographic changes
in asylum applicants or by the removal of
humanitarian protection from Finnish laws
on asylum. Instead, the decline was a clear
reflection of a tightening of evaluation cri
teria for asylum by the Finnish Immigration
Service (Saarikkomäki et al. 2018). This
analysis is also supported by the high rates
at which the Helsinki administrative court
overturned the Finnish Immigration Ser
vice’s asylum decisions in 2016: 24%; 3.6%
of decisions were overturned on the basis
of errors made by the Finnish Immigration
Service (Maahanmuuttovirasto 2017; see
also Jauhiainen 2017: 16, Saarikkomäki et
al. 2018: 37).
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8

80% of congregations ran programmes
that involved immigrant groups, few had
worked with asylum seekers.
Already in June 2015, the Finnish Govern
ment set the cutting of asylum seekers’
uncontrolled flow to the country, the gain
ing of control of asylum expenses, and the
integration of those granted asylum as its
short term asylum policy goals (Valtio
neuvosto 2015: 1; see Lyytinen 2019: 21;
Saarikkomäki et al. 2018: 2).

forms. On a discursive level, Evangelical
Lutheran critiques of the Finnish Immi
gration Service and its asylum decisions
emphasized the decisions’ inhumanity and
lack of recognition of the dire realities of
the countries to which asylum seekers were
being deported. In line with other activ
ists, those affiliated with the Evangelical
Lutheran church argued that the deported
would face almost certain death on return
to their countries of origin.10 On a practical
level, priests, church officials and members
joined activist rallies to protest against the
Finnish Immigration Service’s decisions.11
In addition, several churches opened their
doors to asylum applicants whose appli
cations had been denied, offering them
church sanctuary for the duration of a new
appeal process.12 However, when it came
to asylum seekers who had converted to
Christianity, church members also had a
different set of concerns.
The question of asylum seekers’ poten
tial conversion to Christianity had been
a topic of conversation in Evangelical
Luther
an congregations well before the
Finnish Immigration Service began to
receive asylum appeals that claimed such
conversion. From their initial engage
ments with asylum seekers, different con
gregations had debated the extent to which

10 On civil society and activist critiques of the
Finnish state’s asylum policies, see ETMU
2017; Horsti 2017).
11 Some Lutheran ministers, most not
ably Marjaana Toiviainen from Helsinki’s
Oulun
kylä congregation, who refused
police commands to disband a protest at
the Helsinki-Vantaa airport in April 2017,
even took to civil disobedience to protest
the Finnish Immigration Service’s deporta
tion decisions.
12 On the history and practice of church sanc
tuary to aid asylum seekers, see Ahonen
2018.

they could appropriately present their reli
gious commitments when working with
this highly vulnerable and predominantly
Muslim population. While some congre
gations sought to retain the assistance they
provided in a religiously neutral frame,
others invited asylum seekers to join
church services and other church events.13
According to a study conducted in 2016
by Hanna Niemi and Ulla Siirto (2017),
many congregations were taken by sur
prise at the interest that the asylum seekers
they assisted expressed in Christianity. Not
only did asylum seekers frequently attend
church services when invited, but they also
appeared keen to learn about Christianity.
Many congregations were, however, wary
about providing more in-depth religious
instruction to asylum seekers before they
had been granted asylum (Niemi and Siirto
2017). Still, not all congregations abided by
this stance. Over a third of the church offi
cials that responded to Niemi and Siirto’s
survey surmised that asylum seekers had
participated in religious education (Niemi
and Siirto 2017: 71). Thus, for example, as
an article published in Kirkko ja kaupunki
in 2017 reported, the Herttoniemi con
gregation in Helsinki offered weekly reli
gious education classes in Arabic both in
Herttoniemi and over Skype to interested
asylum seekers (Jämsä 2017).
Nevertheless, irrespective of individ
ual congregations’ or church members’
views on the degree to which asylum seek
ers were to be involved in religious services
and religious education before receiving
asylum decisions, they found the Finnish
13 Many Evangelical Lutherans also felt that
the church should direct its social work to
Finns in need instead of asylum seekers.
For critical views on asylum seekers among
Evangelical Lutherans, see Niemi and Siirto
2017.
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Immigration Service’s efforts to assess con
version-based asylum appeals concerning.
The Kirkko ja kaupunki newspaper’s report
ing and commentary on conversion-based
asylum appeals not only provides an inside
view of the development of Evangelical
Lutheran arguments on the matter, but it
also constitutes a key channel for develop
ing and broadcasting these arguments.

Religion and faith as beyond state purview
One of the first interventions in Kirkko
ja kaupunki on the Finnish Immigration
Service’s efforts to evaluate asylum seekers’
conversion-based appeals was a column
titled ‘Asylum interrogation is a modern
inquisition’ (‘Turvapaikkakuulustelu on
modernia inkivisitiota’), published on 23
November 2016. The author was Samuli
Suonpää, a journalist who is well-known
for his polemical writing style. As the title
reveals, the column was highly critical of
the Finnish Immigration Service’s efforts to
evaluate asylum seekers’ conversion-based
appeals. Similar to the inquisitors of fif
teenth-century Spain, the column’s author
Suonpää argued, the Finnish Immigration
Service’s officials were subjecting asylum
seekers to an interrogation on Christian
principles. And, similar to the fifteenth cen
tury, the stakes of these interrogations were
the same; a false answer to such questions
as ‘explain the Christian concept of the
trinity’ could result in the penalty of death
– whilst in fifteenth-century Spain it would
lead to a sentence for heresy, in twenty-first
century Finland it could lead to a negative
asylum decision, which in practice, could
be a death sentence. The only difference
was that in present-day Finland the sen
tencing was being done not by priests, but
rather government bureaucrats and judges.
Despite its polemical character, the
overall tone of this column aligned well
with the ways in which the newspaper and

Evan
gelical Lutheran congregations had
come to position themselves in respect to
the wave of asylum seekers that began to
arrive into Finland in 2015. For the pur
poses of my analysis here, what is especi
ally interesting about Suonpää’s column
is the ways in which he argued that the
Finnish Immigration Service was at fault.
If the immigration interviews paralleled
inquisition interrogations in their form
and outcomes, as he claimed, ultimately,
an at least as significant a problem with the
former, in his analysis, was that they were
performed by people who lacked expertise
in Christianity. That is, not only were the
Finnish Immigration Service’s officials sub
jecting asylum seekers to inquisition-like
interrogations, but also they were doing so
from a position of ignorance.
As Suonpää explained, the questions
that Finnish Immigration Service’s offi
cials relied on to evaluate asylum seekers’
conversions did not make sense from a
Christian perspective. Questions like ‘Who
is Jesus according to Christianity?’ or ‘Are
you a believer?’ (‘Oletko uskossa?’) did not
have straightforward answers, and more
importantly did not provide a means to
assess the character of their respondents’
faith.
This was equally true, Suonpää argued,
of the ways in which Finnish Immigration
Service officials appeared to understand
how being Christian would affect asylum
seekers’ safety in their countries of origin
should they be returned. To exemplify this
point, Suonpää drew attention to the sug
gestion apparently made by some Finnish
Immigration Service officials to converted
asylum seekers that they refrain from dis
closing their faith upon return ‘since it
wasn’t outwardly visible’, a suggestion that
from a religious point of view was not only
preposterous but also directly contradic
tory to the principle of religious freedom.
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He also drew attention to the constrained
ways in which Finnish Immigration Service
officials appeared to understand the threat
of religious persecution. As the decisions
made by these officials revealed, for them
religious persecution appeared primarily
as a threat from states that criminalized
the practice of, or conversion to, other reli
gions than Islam, such as the case of Iran.
Persecution by family and neighbours, by
contrast, was not perceived as a threat in
the same way.
To make matters worse, Suonpää
argued, the very questions that the Finnish
Immigration Service’s officials asked of con
verted asylum seekers constituted an incur
sion on the private lives of respondents in
ways that extended beyond the state’s juris
diction. As he charged, ‘In all healthy socie
ties these kinds of personal and oftentimes
painful topics (i.e. those involving faith and
the ways in which it would be viewed by
one’s kin and neighbours) would be con
sidered private and protected.’14
Ultimately, then, the argument that
Suonpää’s column mounted against Finnish
Immigration Service officials was that they
lacked both the expertise and the author
ity to evaluate asylum seekers’ conver
sions. These were matters, he insisted, that
belonged to the purview of the Church
and its experts. The task of secular bureau
crats was not to determine the character of
an individual’s religiosity. Rather, it was to
determine if the individual was in danger
and if they needed asylum.
Suonpää’s column, thus, drew a clear
dis
tinction between matters of religious
and secular governance and expertise.
According to him, matters of faith did not
14 ‘Kaikissa terveissä yhteiskunnissa juuri
nämä henkilökohtaiset ja usein kipeät
aiheet kuuluisivat yksityisyyden piiriin ja
niitä suojeltaisiin.’

belong to the field of secular governance.
They could only be assessed by religious
experts and authorities. This analysis, of
course, was premised on the assumption
that such a clear distinction between mat
ters of religious and secular expertise and
governance could be made. However, as
the interviews that Finnish Immigration
Service officials conducted with asylum
seekers who claimed to have converted to
Christianity demonstrated, they did not
think the distinction could be sustained in
these cases. For them, the threat of persecu
tion could not be evaluated apart from an
assessment of the reality of an asylum seek
ers’ conversion.
By January 2017, just two months after
Suonpää’s column, the arguments that jour
nalists writing for Kirkko and kaupunki
were putting forward on what they saw to
be the proper relationship between reli
gious and secular officials and expertise
had also come to reflect this viewpoint.

The need for religious expertise in secular
governance
On 12 January 2017, Kirkko ja kaupunki
reported that the Finnish Ecumenical
Council (Suomen Ekumeeninen Neuvosto,
SEN) had published a highly critical report
on the status of religious rights in Finland
(Huttunen 2017).15 The council, an organ
composed by Finland’s various Christian
churches and organizations, had been
commissioned by the Finnish Ministry for
Foreign Affairs to produce the report as
part of Finland’s contribution to the United
Nations Human Rights Commission’s Uni
versal Periodic Review on the status of
15 The report that the article referred to is
‘Suomen ekumeenisen neuvoston lausunto
YK:n ihmisoikeusneuvoston yleismaail
malliseen määräaikaistarkasteluun (UPR)’,
2017.
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human rights in the country. The report,
the article in Kirkko ja kaupunki empha
sized, drew attention to severe problems
in the Finnish Immigration Service’s treat
ment of asylum appeals based on claims
to religious conversion. According to the
council, the Finnish Immigration Service’s
treatment of such cases revealed a signifi
cant lack of knowledge about the charac
ter of religious belief and practice in differ
ent religious traditions, religious freedom,
and religious persecution. As a result, the
Finnish Immigration Service’s decisionmaking process infringed on asylum seek
ers’ rights in various ways.
As a remedy to this situation, the coun
cil recommended that Finnish immigration
officials be provided with training in mat
ters related to religion in three areas. First,
their knowledge of the variety of different
Christian congregations in Finland and
the various ways in which faith and con
version were understood in them needed
to be expanded. According to the council’s
report, it was integral that immigration offi
cials understood and recognized that there
were significant differences in the kind
of religious knowledge that was required
when joining congregations and that for
example the ways in which religious cere
monies were represented and celebrated
could vary quite dramatically across, as
well as also within, religious traditions. In
addition, the report called attention to the
need to understand that the ways in which
Christian principles were conceptualized
and interpreted varied greatly between dif
ferent traditions. Second, the report argued
that Immigration Service officials needed
to be better educated on the principle of
religious freedom, and the ways in which it
always needed to be taken into account in
their treatment of and decisions on asylum
applications. As the report stated, the right
to freedom of religion was absolute. It

could not be infringed upon in any circum
stances. Third, the council called on gov
ernment officials to develop their exper
tise in, and more sensitive mechanisms for
identifying, religious persecution. As the
report stated, the burden of proof of the
threat of religious persecution could not be
laid on asylum seekers, as it was oftentimes
impossible for them to provide sufficient
evidence of it or to describe it coherently
to immigration officials. It was also integral
that immigration officials recognize and
account for the fact that the forms of reli
gious persecution asylum seekers typically
faced were not limited to state-sanctioned
or legally prescribed persecution, but could
also involve persecution by the asylum
seeker’s own kin group.
The Finnish Immigration Service took
the report and the conversations they had
had with the Finnish Ecumenical Council
prior to the report’s publication seriously.
On 19 January 2017, a week after the publi
cation of the Finnish Ecumenical Council’s
report, Kirkko ja kaupunki reported: ‘The
Finnish Immigration Service wishes for
help from the churches and Seta’ (‘Maahan
muuttovirasto toivoo kirkoilta ja Setalta
apua’) (Juusela 2017a). The article quoted
Hanna Helinko, Director of the Legal and
Country Information Unit of the Finnish
Immigration Service saying: ‘The qual
ity of our asylum decisions is important
to us. That is why we want to expand our
expertise in processing the asylum appli
cations of those who have converted to
Christianity. The Finnish Ecumenical
Council will come and train the personnel
of the asylum unit in January. Training will
be provided in conversion from one reli
gion to another and baptism in different
Christian traditions.’16
16 ‘Meille
on
tärkeää
turvapaikka
päätöstemme laatu. Siksi haluamme lisätä
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Drawing a parallel to the ways in which
Seta (the main national-level organiza
tion for LGBTI rights in Finland) had
trained the Finnish Immigration Service’s
employees on the diversity of sexual orien
tation and gender expression since 2012,
the report enthusiastically presented the
Immigration Service’s interest in collabor
ating with the Finnish Ecumenical Council
as the beginning of a new kind of collaborative relationship between religious com
munities and state immigration officials.
This enthusiasm for what appeared to be
a new kind of openness towards religious
expertise was also communicated through
the Kirkko ja kaupunki report’s descrip
tion of the Finnish Ecumenical Council’s
analysis of the changes. According to the
report Mari Pöntinen, Head Secretary of
the Finnish Ecumenical Council consid
ered the situation to already be somewhat
better than what it had been when the
research for the statement had been con
ducted. Since then, officials of the Finnish
Immigration Service had met with repre
sentatives of the Ecumenical Council twice.
Moreover, Pöntinen suggested, the prob
lems that the council had observed, needed
to be viewed with respect to the fact that
the period under analysis had coincided
with a highpoint in immigration when
the Immigration Service had been operat
ing under great pressure, and as a result of
having to hire new personnel in a hurry. As
the Finnish Immigration Service’s officials
themselves seemed to be recognizing, their
processing of asylum seekers’ conversionbased appeals had suffered from a lack of
asiantuntemustamme kristinuskoon kään
tyneiden turva
paikkahakemusten käsit
telyssä. Suomen eku
meeninen neuvosto
tulee tammikuussa kouluttamaan turvapai
kkayksikön henki
lös
töä. Koulutusta ann
etaa uskonnosta toiseen kääntymisestä ja
kasteesta eri kristillisissä perinteissä.’

expertise on religion. But, now that this
had been pointed out to them, they were
invested in remedying the situation with
the help of experts from inside the religious
communities concerned.17
Such analyses of the Finnish Immigra
tion Service’s increased openness to reli
gious expertise gained even further sup
port on the basis of two other actions that
the Immigration Service took in the begin
ning of 2017. Firstly, the Immigration
Service created a new post within its offices
for a religion specialist that was filled by
Anu Karppi, a Finnish Immigration Ser
vice employee who held a Master’s degree
in Theology. Moreover, the Finnish Immi
gration Service decided to give more
weight to statements written by church
officials on asylum seekers’ conversions
and participation in their congregations.
Until then, such statements had tended to
be treated as biased and subjective views
instead of actionable objective reports.
This had especially been the case for state
ments from pastors of smaller Pentecostal
congregations that were not well-known to
Finnish Immigration Service officials.
However, as soon became clear, if the
Finnish Immigration Service appeared to
be open to redrawing the lines between
religious expertise and secular govern
ance when it came to asylum seekers’
17 Enthusiasm for this new configuration of
religious and secular expertise and gover
nance was also shared by other religious
media publications. Thus, for example
Ristin Voitto, a media publication of the
Finnish Pentecostal movement, praised the
new ways in which the Finnish Immigra
tion Service had committed to collaborat
ing with and consulting religious leaders
in a long article published on 12 January
2017 that was titled ‘Migri and churches
are searching for a common note’ (‘Migri
ja kirkot etsivät yhteistä säveltä’) (Salmela
2017).
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conversion-based appeals, the ways in
which they envisioned their new engage
ments with religious experts and expertise
differed quite drastically from Church rep
resentatives’ understandings of the Finnish
Ecumenical Council’s recommendations.

Subjective versus objective knowledge
On 31 March 2017, Kirkko ja kaupunki
reported: ‘According to the director of
Migri [the Finnish Immigration Service],
special experts on religious studies are not
needed in assessing asylum applications’
(‘Migrin johtaja: Turvapaikkahakemuksen
arvioimi
sessa ei tarvita uskontotieteen
spe
siaaliosaajaa’) (Kylätasku and Haikala
2017). The article was based on an inter
view with Esko Repo, Director of the
Asylum Unit of the Finnish Immigration
Service, on a decision to deny asylum to a
Christian family from Pakistan. The father
of the family was a Christian pastor who
had received death threats from Islamists
in Pakistan, including a statement from an
imam that declared killing him would be
considered an act of rightful jihad. To save
himself and his family, the man and his
family had fled Pakistan. Upon arrival in
Finland, the family had applied for asylum.
The family’s asylum application was, how
ever, denied by the Finnish Immigration
Service. In the Immigration Service’s view,
the family’s fears of persecution were not
objectively justified. Christians were not
generally persecuted in Pakistan.
The decision was strongly criticized by
the Kirkko ja kaupunki newspaper. Con
testing the Finnish Immigration Service’s
analysis of the prevalence of religious per
secution against Christians in Pakistan. the
newspaper pointed to Pakistan’s high posi
tion on the Christian organization Open
Doors’ ‘World Watch List’ on Chris
tian
persecution. This list considered Pakistan
to be the world’s fourth most dangerous

country for Christians at the time. When
questioned on the decision by Kirkko ja
kaupunki, Repo contested the need to con
sult such reports arguing that the service’s
own expertise on religious persecution was
sufficient. The unit on religious persecu
tion at the Finnish Immigration Service,
he claimed, employed a special expert on
the matter. Who this special expert was, or
what their expertise consisted of, was not
mentioned, but Repo made clear that in this
context the Finnish Immigration Service
viewed reports on Christian persecution
produced by non-governmental religious
organizations like Open Doors with skepti
cism. Drawing a sharp distinction between
subjective and objective knowledge, he
argued that as a government agency, the
Immigration Service had to ground its
decisions on objective knowledge, a cate
gory which in this case at least excluded
reports by organizations like Open Doors.
Over the following months, the limits
of Finnish Immigration Service officials’
openness to religious expertise was further
revealed as lists of questions that Finnish
Immigration Service employeeswere asking
converted asylum seekers in asylum inter
views began to circulate in the Finnish
public sphere. Although the Finnish Immi
gration Service officials claimed that the
questions were designed to assess the mean
ing that Christianity, and conversion to it,
had for the asylum seeker in question and
the ways in which it influenced their eve
ryday lives, the lists that were circulated
suggested that in fact many of the inter
views were more focused on assessing the
interviewees’ knowledge of Chris
tianity
and Christian principles. Such a focus on
knowledge directly contravened religious
understandings of Christian faith and in
so doing suggested that despite the Finn
ish Ecumenical Council recommendations,
religious views on the character of faith and
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conversions had not been taken into account
in the devising of interview questions by
Finnish Immigration Service officials.
In response to the publicly circulating
question lists, over 400 Christian minis
ters signed a petition that called on immi
gration officials to better take into account
religious representatives’ expertise in the
assessment of conversion-based asylum
applications. The petition was delivered
to Finland’s Ministry of the Interior in
September 2017. In Kirkko ja kaupunki’s
report on the petition, Kaisa Huhtala, the
vicar of the Teljä congregation in Pori, and
the first signatory of the petition, argued
that the petitions signatories recognized
that immigration officials needed to assess
the sincerity of faith in these asylum cases,
but they wished the Finnish Immigration
Service would listen better to religious
experts in their efforts to do so (Juusela
2017b). Many of the questions on the pub
licly circulated lists were such that the
majority of congregation members would
have been unable to answer them. In addi
tion, it was clear that many of the hear
ings had suffered from problems related to
interpreters who were not adequately pre
pared or trained to translate asylum seek
ers’ responses on Christianity. The solution
to these problems that Huhtala and her
co-signatories proposed was for Finnish
Immigration Service officials to enter into
a more substantive dialogue with religious
actors both in their efforts to develop better
interview questions, and in their overall
assessments of individual cases. As Huhtala
emphasized in her responses to Kirkko ja
kaupunki, typically the conversion and
baptism of asylum seekers was the result
of a long process. The ministers who bap
tized these individuals accompanied much
of this process. As a result, they had a much
deeper and longer-standing understand
ing of the character of an individual asylum

seeker’s faith than the immigration officials
who interviewed him or her.
The delivering of the petition was fol
lowed by a series of articles in Kirkko ja
kaupunki that argued that Christian faith
was not based on, or assessable by, knowl
edge. One of these articles drew on an
interview with Risto Saarinen, Professor
of Ecumenical Studies and Director of
the Reason and Religious Acceptance
Centre of Excellence at the University of
Helsinki. In what could be understood
as an effort by the publication to expand
the constrained frame of religious exper
tise that the Finnish Immigration Service
appeared to be operating under, the article
quoted Saarinen, an academic expert on
Christianity, arguing that Christian faith
was not a structure of knowledge but rather
one of trust.18 Another set of articles drew
attention to reports on one asylum seeker
having been asked by Finnish Immigration
Service officials to describe the different
ways in which the Gospels of Matthew and

18 ‘In Christianity, faith is first and foremost
described as trust in God in Jesus Christ.
Faith is not any kind of theoretical thing
that requires the listing of knowledge con
tents, but instead a structure of trust.’ (‘Kris
tinuskossa uskoa kuvataan ennen kaikkea
luottamuksena Jumalaan Jeesuksessa Kris
tuksessa. Usko ei ole mikään teoreettinen
juttu, jossa pitäisi luetella jotain oppisisäl
töjä, vaan luottamusrakenne.’) He contin
ued: ‘In the Lutheran church small children
and those with less mental and intellectual
ability have been considered believers in
just the same way as the learned. Faith is
not a knowledge-based capacity, but a sim
ple thing for which no special explanations
are needed.’ (‘Luterilaisessa kirkossa on aja
teltu, että pienet lapset ja henkisiltä kyvyil
tään ei niin älykkäät ihmiset voivat olla ihan
samalla tavalla uskovaisia kuin oppineet.
Usko ei ole tiedollinen kyky, vaan yksin
kertainen asia, johon ei vaadita ihmeellisiä
selityksiä.’)
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Mark described Jesus’ instituting of com
munion, a question that, as the newspaper
observed, would have not been easy to
answer even for people trained as ministers
in the Lutheran Church.
If the Finnish Ecumenical Council’s
report in January 2017 contributed to
changes in the Finnish Immigration Ser
vice’s engagements with religious experts
and expertise, this petition and the discus
sion it raised had quite a different effect.
Rather than shift the terms of engagement
between religious and secular state actors,
they pushed Immigration Service officials
to draw a sharper and more explicit line
between their own expertise and that of
religious authorities. This was clear in the
ways in which Anu Karppi, the Finnish
Immi
gration Service’s asylum unit’s reli
gion expert responded to Kirkko ja kau
punki’s queries on the use of knowledgebased questions in Immigration Service
interviews in November 2017 (Juusela
2017c). In her response, Karppi empha
sized that such questions were not the main
objective of the interviews. Rather, the aim
of the interviews was to assess the asylum
seekers’ motives for leaving their previous
religion and the stability and permanence
of their commitment to the new religion.
Thus, over all, knowledge-based questions,
were not of central importance to the inter
views. But, they could play a role in assess
ing how well asylum seekers had familiar
ized themselves with their new religion.
As Karppi emphasized, the interviews fre
quently took more than a day and involved
a large number of questions, at times even
more than one hundred. In this context,
the assessment that was made was based
on a comprehensive evaluation of all that
was known about the applicant and not just
an individual question. Ultimately, then,
she did not consider the religious criti
cism of the Finnish Immigration Service’s

interviews valid. Instead, she emphasized
that she had full confidence in the expertise
of the Immigration Service’s senior advisors
(ylitarkastaja) and was convinced that they
must have had a good reason for asking
this particular question. As she suggested,
religious authorities should too. After all,
the Finnish Immigration Service had had
its personnel trained by the Finnish Ecu
menical Council.
As Karppi’s responses suggested, the
potential of the religious expertise argu
ment to shift the terms of engagement
between religious actors and immigration
officials in respect to asylum seekers’ con
version-based appeals had not only reached
a limit but also Finnish Immigration
Service officials had begun to push back
against religious actors’ criticisms of their
lack of expertise. If the frame of expertise
had provided religious actors with a means
to momentarily reposition the line between
religion and state, the frame was now
being engaged by the Finnish Immigration
Service’s officials for the same purpose.

Conclusion
As Timothy Mitchell (2002) has described,
questions of governance have become
the purview of different kinds of experts
(bureaucrats, technocrats, ad
visors, etc.).
This is also true for the processing of asylum
applications. In its efforts to assess asylum
applications the Finnish Immigration
Service draws on a broad range of experts:
experts in its own country and religion,
who produce reports on the political and
social situation of asylum seekers’ coun
tries of origin and the range of ways in
which different religions are practised and
experi
enced; reports on other countries
produced by experts employed by other
organizations; guidelines produced by
experts working for the UNHCR and EU
on how to assess asylum applications – and
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so on. Such reliance on experts, as Esko
Repo’s emphasis on ‘objective knowledge’
highlights, is designed to ensure that the
Finnish Immigration Service’s asylum deci
sions are objectively grounded, rationally
motivated, and, ultimately, politically neu
tral and fair.
From this perspective, it is not surpris
ing that the Kirkko ja kaupunki newspaper
and the Evangelical Lutheran church offi
cials it quoted would choose to empha
size the need to recognize the expertise
of church officials and Christian research
institutes in assessing conversion-based
asylum appeals. As I have recounted in
this article, such arguments provided these
commentators with opportunities to estab
lish a new kind of foundation for their con
versations with, and critical analyses of, the
Finnish Immigration Service. In emphasiz
ing the expert character of church officials’
and Christian research institutes’ knowl
edge of the character of faith and religious
persecution, they effectively positioned
these officials and research institutes on a
similar footing with the other experts that
the Immigration Service has relied on to
assess asylum applications and appeals.
The Finnish Immigration Service’s ret
icence to engage their arguments for the
greater recognition of religious expertise in
the assessment of conversion-based asylum
applications, however, reveal the limita
tions of this endeavour. As it shows, what,
ultimately, counts as objective knowledge
in a given state context is not only deter
mined by its adherence to criteria of objec
tivity but also by the particular ways in
which the experts that produce it and the
institutions they represent are and have
been positioned in relationship to the state.
The relationship of religious expertise to
matters of secular governance constitutes a
case in point as it brings the tense and ever
irresolvable relationships between religion

and the state in secular polities that form
the core of the problem-space of secular
ism into focus. As Evangelical Lutheran
church officials’ and members’ calls for
religious experts and their expertise to be
included in the assessment of asylum appli
cations based on religious arguments and
the Finnish Immigration Service’s efforts
to compartmentalise religious expertise off
from the categories of objective knowledge
reveal, where the line between Evangelical
Lutheran Christianity and the Finnish
state should be drawn is by no means clear.
Rather, the intersection between the two
and its location retain the status of being
objects of constant and ultimately neverending contestation. 
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