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PRAYER FOR THE CHURCH IN CHINA



O Lord Jesus Christ, you are the Lord of history.


We humbly entrust to you the Church in China,


joining in earnest prayers with Pope Francis and the


Universal Church for unity of faith and love.


Help us, Lord, to trust in and cling to you and the


Rock upon which you have built your Church.


You have counted among the blessed those who are


persecuted for the sake of righteousness. Out of their


sacrificial love, may the Holy Spirit draw abundant fruit,


including reconciliation, whether in or out of season.


Heavenly Father, may freedom of religion be respected


and upheld in fuller measure throughout the land.


Our Lady of Sheshan, pray for the Church in China!


Mother, pray for us all!


Composed by Michael Yeung


Bishop of Hong Kong


March 2018





FOREWORD



In the wake of the provisional agreement between China and Vatican signed on February 2018, Ambrose Mong’s masterly work comes as a very opportune contribution. It helps dissipate any suspicion of inconsistency from the part of the Roman authority. His very broad and accurate inquiry into the history of the Church diplomacy in relation to the states leads to a better understanding of the latest initiatives taken by Pope Francis.


In the past seventy years from October 1949 to October 2019, both China and the Catholic Church have experienced tremendous changes. China’s communist ideology has become ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’. Confucian moral principles have been reintegrated in the service of peace and stability. China has at last become a rich and powerful country, able to contribute to peace and human ethics in the whole world.


Pope John XXIII with his encyclical letter Pacem in Terris has opened the church to new horizons. The Second Vatican Council, held from 1963 to 1965, produced the constitution Gaudium et Spes, which has completely transformed the Church from a self-defensive attitude to a daring openness to the wide world and to other religions. Catholics in China are more than ever encouraged to love and serve their country. They should no longer form ghettos seeking protection from hostile surroundings. Pope Francis has full trust in their faith. Fully aware of what they had to suffer for their beliefs, he expects them to reconcile among themselves and to cooperate wholeheartedly in the service of their fellow citizens.


Fr Ambrose’s book enhances a renewed vision of the Church as a leaven sown in today’s society with the promise of a future harvest of justice and love.


Jean-Pierre Charbonnier, MEP


Author of the Guide to the Catholic Church in China


and Histoire des Chrétiens de Chine.





PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



Jorge Mario Bergoglio (Pope Francis) was elected Pope on 13 March 2013, to be the spiritual leader of 1.2 billion Catholics, the largest Christian Church in the world. On the following day, 14 March 2013, Xi Jinping ([image: images]) was elected President of the People’s Republic of China, to be the paramount leader of 1.4 billion people, the most populous nation on earth. Both leaders are keen to improve the relationship with each other for pastoral and political reasons. Francis is concerned for the welfare of his small flock in this communist nation, while Xi is anxious to portray China as a world leader and a key player in international relations, and having the Vatican as its ally would boost China’s political and economic status.


Pope Francis sent a telegram to the Chinese President to congratulate him on being elected, while Xi expressed appreciation by responding to the Pontiff. When Francis visited South Korea and the Philippines, Chinese authorities allowed the plane carrying him to fly through Chinese airspace. Pope Francis spoke of the need to recognise the greatness of the Chinese nation and sent his best wishes to all Chinese during the Lunar New Year of 2016. Both the Vatican and China are willing to communicate; dialogue is the hallmark of Pope Francis’ pontificate, as he wants to be open to, and engage with, the secular world.


The appointment of bishops in China is regarded as one of the most contentious issues in Sino-Vatican relations. To demonstrate his goodwill and sincerity, Pope Francis has pardoned and approved eight Chinese bishops who were consecrated without the Vatican’s approval. Most of these bishops have held important posts in the official church and are accepted by the civil authorities. They are key to improvement in church-state relations.


The pardoning and acceptance of bishops who had been ordained illegally has brought the issue of appointment of bishops to the forefront of Sino-Vatican relations. Since 1958, under communist rule, the Catholic Church in China has started to elect and consecrate its own bishops without Rome’s approval as part of the government’s policy to establish an independent and self-managed church. The Vatican, however, regards the self-consecration of bishops as illicit and a threat to the unity and catholicity of the church. This act of defiance against Rome has split the faithful into two camps: an official church and an underground movement.


The tension and conflict between these two faces of the church were affected by some decisions by Rome. For the sake of survival and as a form of opposition to the communist regime in China, Rome had granted dispensations to the so-called underground church to ordain priests and bishops without much formal training. The act of waiver by Pope Francis to give legitimacy to Bishop Tu Shihua ([image: images]) of Hubei Puqi ([image: images]) Diocese, who was appointed in the 1950s, and to seven others who were ordained after 2000, namely Bishop Zhan Silu ([image: images]) of Fujian Mindong ([image: images]) Diocese, Bishop Ma Yinglin ([image: images]) of Kunming ([image: images]) Diocese in Yunnan ([image: images]), Bishop Liu Xinhong ([image: images]) of Anhui ([image: images]) Diocese, Bishop Guo Jincai ([image: images]) of Hebei Chengde ([image: images]) Diocese, Bishop Lei Shiyin ([image: images]) of Sichuan Leshan ([image: images]) Diocese, Bishop Huang Bingzhang ([image: images]) of Guangdong Shantou ([image: images]) Diocese and Bishop Yue Fusheng ([image: images]) of Heilongjiang ([image: images]) Diocese, can be seen as part of the process of reconciliation and a step towards a united church. These underground bishops will also be endorsed by the official church and by the civil authorities. In a nutshell, this is what the Provisional Agreement signed on September 22, 2018, between Rome and Beijing, hopes to achieve – the unity of the Church in China.


Many people have assisted me in the writing of this book. Special thanks to Peter Barry MM, Ellen McGill, Kenzie Lau, Francis Chin and Columba Cleary OP for proofreading and editorial assistance. I would also like to thank the following who have encouraged and supported me in my writing endeavours all these years: Denis Chang, Abraham Shek, Josephine Chan, Teresa Au, William Chan, Marina Kwan, K.S. Goh, Anthony Tan, Philip Lee, George Tan, Lea Lai, Garrison Qian and Teoh Chin Chin, Catherine Yau, Christine and K.W. Leung, Judy and Peter Lee, Charles Chu, Esther Chu, Ruth Wong, Louise Kam RGS, Rosalind and Francis Wong.


Last, but not least, I am very grateful to Adrian Brink, Frazer Merritt, Debora Nicosia and the publishing team at James Clarke & Co. for bringing this modest work to print. Any errors that remain are, of course, my own.


Ambrose Mong


St Andrew’s Church


Tseung Kwan O, Hong Kong





INTRODUCTION



The Vatican has always opposed the atheistic philosophy of Marxism. When China became a communist nation in 1949, conflicts and difficulties in Sino-Vatican relations threatened the lives and faith of millions of Chinese Catholics. Persecution of religious believers reached its height during the Cultural Revolution ([image: images], 1966-76), followed by a more open policy of religious freedom during the time of paramount leader Deng Xiaoping ([image: images]). Of late, due to the rapid expansion of Christianity, which is perceived as a threat by the Chinese Communist Party, a crackdown on churches has begun to intensify. Be that as it may, the modest aim of this work is to show how the Vatican has taken the initiative to start a dialogue with the Chinese authorities, culminating in the recent Provisional Agreement of September 22, 2018.


In view of this Provisional Agreement, this work attempts to trace the tortuous history of Sino-Vatican relations, from denunciation of communism by the Church in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, to the efforts by recent Pontiffs such as John Paul II, Benedict XVI and Francis to seek dialogue with the Chinese government. The desire to engage with the Chinese authorities is very much in line with Pope Francis’ policy of accommodation and adaptation. In the tradition of the Italian Jesuit, Matteo Ricci (1552-1601), Francis extended a hand of friendship to President Xi Jinping and the people of China.


It is the duty of Marxist governments to eradicate religious beliefs because they think that religion is superstitious, backwards-looking and feudalistic, as well as a tool that is manipulated by the rich and powerful to control the poor and dispossessed. Marxism is essentially a godless ideology that emphasises class warfare and the dictatorship of the proletariat. How this doctrine is interpreted and applied depends on the history of the nation, the attitudes of the communist leaders and the reaction of religious leaders.


The eradication of religion, however, was not part of classical Marxism. Karl Marx taught that religion is the private affair of the individual and it is not necessary to ban it. But religion must remain private. Most East European nations have subscribed to the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which includes the freedom to practise one’s religion.


Through education, communist authorities attempt to show young people in schools that religion is superstition, invented by human beings to control and oppress people. The truth of materialistic science and evolution, as well as the supposed bad influence of religion and practices such as the burning of witches and the atrocities of the Catholic Inquisition, are taught in schools to denigrate religion. Somehow this policy of promoting irreligion has not worked. If religion is unimportant, why keep attacking it? Although state authorities insist on it, teachers in most Eastern European countries seldom talk about religion, and it is the teachers, not the government, who are in direct contact with the children.1


Like all communist countries, China also embarked on a policy of eradicating religion since 1 October 1949, when Mao Zedong ([image: images]) established the People’s Republic of China. Yet in spite of restrictions, religion continues to flourish. The Chinese government decided to allow religion to exist under its control through patriotic associations. Through these associations, Chinese authorities attempted to establish an independent Catholic Church. An effective way to establish an independent church is for the government to nominate its own bishops, selecting candidates who are compliant to state policy.


The Chinese government wanted a ‘democratic’ process in selecting bishops, which was actually practiced in the early Church. It is an undeniable historical fact that during the first three centuries of Christianity, the local community, both clergy and laity, elected their own leaders who were later called bishops. Due to certain historical developments through the centuries, the popes in the Latin Church acquired the right to freely appoint bishops. This right was formally stated in the 1917 Code of Canon Law.


The Church has been a powerful and influential institution from the time of the Emperor Constantine. As the Church grew bigger, the laity who had the right to elect their own leaders were limited to the rich and powerful. The First Vatican Council (1869-70) defined the doctrine of papal infallibility. A new understanding of the church emerged during the Second Vatican Council (1962-5): local churches, as communities of believers, are equal in status. The churches of Bombay, Beijing ([image: images]) and so on, are no less churches than the Church of Rome. Perhaps it was this new understanding of ecclesiology that encouraged some church leaders to stress the autonomy of the local church.


The Catholic Church in China is multi-faceted and continuously changing, but this always happens according to the dictates of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP [image: images]). It is a pluralistic church with members living in tension and anxiety. Wounded and disunited through periodic persecutions and crackdowns, the Chinese church has suffered immensely, especially its underground movement. In spite of all these setbacks, or perhaps because of these persecutions, the church is, ironically, flourishing and moving forward. Guided by the Holy Spirit, the church has witnessed an increase in members through baptism and an increase in priestly and religious vocations. Foreign priests and members of religious orders who have visited Catholics in China are very inspired by their faith and living testimonies.


The chief concern of Pope Francis and his predecessors has always been the unity of the church. Pope John Paul II in his three speeches to the Catholic Church in China in 1981 (Manila), 1989 (Seoul) and 1990 (Rome), made no distinction between members of the underground and official movements. He addressed the Catholics in China as one community. It is wrong to label them as ‘official church’ and ‘underground church’ because there is only one church – the Church of Jesus Christ. However, in reality, as Cardinal John Tong ([image: images]) points out, divisions and infighting exist due to government policies and mistakes from the past.2 The CCP has not succeeded in destroying the Catholic Church, but it has succeeded very well in dividing it. The spirit of reconciliation and forgiveness is much needed to heal the wounds of the past and the present for the church to be united as one.


We need to emphasise that the Pope’s universal jurisdiction was not exercised in the political sense of ruling over all Catholics in the world but in a religious sense. Thus, ‘the full sovereignty of the ruler in a State is nowhere contested by Catholics’.3 This declaration by the German bishops to diffuse the fear of the Prussian government of a double loyalty on the part of German Catholics was approved by Pope Pius IX on 15 March 1857. Further, it states that not even in spiritual matters does the Pontiff have absolute authority. In the context of China, there is a need to emphasise that the Catholic Church’s link to Rome is purely spiritual, not political. Catholics can be loyal to Rome and to China – there is no contradiction in this double allegiance or dual loyalty, between true patriotism and love for the church.4


However, inner healing is difficult to achieve because of deep division between the official church and the underground movement, which involves memories and emotions born from years of bitter sufferings. Only the Chinese themselves can undertake the process of healing of the wounds and division. But reconciliation between Rome and Beijing can be a starting point. There are obstacles to be overcome, but these deal with emotional issues rather than theological or canonical principles.5 Healing involves the purification of memory, forgiveness and being willing to move beyond one’s own viewpoints, as Pope Benedict XVI has emphasised.


From the West we hear constant complaints about the repressive measures of the Chinese government in dealing with the Church. This work points out that the monarchies in Europe were no less coercive and manipulative in their relationship with the Church throughout history. However, while the Church was more accommodative to communism in Eastern Europe, it generally adopted a hardline policy towards China. As a result, those who suffered most were the local Chinese Catholics who kept the faith and were loyal to the Pope in spite of threats of imprisonment, torture and death. When the Church finally understood that communism is here to stay in China, it began to change its position from denunciation to dialogue with the Chinese government, culminating in the provisional agreement regarding the appointment of bishops.



Outline



Chapter 1 explores the history of Catholic missions in China, emphasising their failure to recruit native clergy as the main cause for the church’s inability to survive after the expulsion of missionaries by the communists in 1949. Foreign missionaries were reluctant to hand over leadership to the locals in spite of official decrees from Rome to do so. This reluctance was related to the issues of power and Western national interests.


Chapter 2 traces the evolution of religious policy in China in the 1980s and 1990s. Driven by pragmatic considerations, Chinese authorities adapted religious policy to the changing economic, social and political situations in the nation. When the government realised that it could not totally eliminate religion, it sought to control and contain it.


Chapter 3 highlights the conflicts in Sino-Vatican relations with the creation of the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association. Attempts by the Chinese government to establish an independent Church posed a threat to the catholicity and unity of the ecclesial community, leading to division between an official church and an underground church.


Chapter 4 focuses on Pope Benedict XVI’s 2007 letter to the bishops, priests, consecrated persons and lay faithful of the Catholic Church in the People’s Republic of China. This letter highlights issues regarding papal authority, the relation between local churches and the universal church, and the appointment of bishops. While dealing with the Chinese community, Benedict XVI revealed his openness and thoughtfulness regarding engagement with the official church.


Chapter 5 discusses the variety of ways in which a bishop can be selected when a See is vacant. In many countries and since the early days of Catholicism, the nomination of bishops has been a power struggle between the Church and the state. This chapter emphasises that the Provisional Agreement of 2018 is not something new. Civil authorities have always had a say in the nomination of bishops in many Western nations.


Chapter 6 examines the Church’s relations with communist regimes in the Eastern European bloc under Soviet domination, with a focus on Poland and Hungary. This chapter attempts to show that Marxist policy towards religion follows a very consistent pattern regarding restrictions placed upon religious activities.


Chapter 7 highlights the types of bishops existing in China, a question complicated by the fact that the Christian community is torn between the official church and the underground movement. The dilemma faced by Catholics is symbolised by the lives of two bishops: Ignatius Gong Pinmei ([image: images]) and Aloysius Jin Luxian ([image: images]).


In the Epilogue, we discuss the reactions of prominent sinologists and churchmen concerning the Provisional Agreement. The author views the agreement as breaking the impasse and moving forward towards normalisation of Sino-Vatican relations in spite of obstacles, misgivings and uncertainties.





1. Owen Chadwick, The Christian Church in the Cold War (London: Allen Lane, The Penguin Press, 1992), 23.


2. John Tong, ‘The Church from 1949 to 1990’, in, The Catholic Church in Modern China: Perspectives, ed. Edmond Tang and Jean-Paul Wiest (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1993), 26. See also John Tong, ‘The future of the Sino-Vatican dialogue from an ecclesiological point of view’, Sunday Examiner, Saturday, 20 July 2019, http://sundayex.catholic.org.hk/node/4047.


3. Quoted in Hans Waldenfels ‘The Local Church’, in Tang and Wiest, The Catholic Church in Modern China, 161.


4. Ibid.


5. Geoffrey King, ‘A Schismatic Church? – A Canonical Evaluation’, in Tang and Wiest, The Catholic Church in Modern China, 98.





CHAPTER 1


Failure to Form a Native Clergy


Christian missionaries came to China as early as the seventh century AD in the cosmopolitan era of the Tang Dynasty. The Chinese who quit their traditional triple faith (a mingling of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism) and adopted the Christian gospel remained converts permanently, always under the leadership and guidance of foreigners. Whether Nestorian, Catholic or Protestant, the evangelists who entered the Chinese Empire refused to nurture and develop their local converts to take on leadership roles as priests, deacons and bishops. When official persecution came, which took place frequently whenever the regime became xenophobic, the foreign clergy were forced to leave and the native church disappeared overnight. Without Chinese shepherds, the flock simply dispersed and returned to the original faiths of their fathers.


Scholars have cited many reasons for the meagre success of the evangelisation effort in China since the Tang era, such as the lack of understanding of Chinese culture on the part of proselytisers, the ironclad practice of Confucian principles in all classes of people regardless of their religious persuasion and the arbitrary policies of the court in matters of toleration or suppression of foreign religions. The crucial factor in the failure of organised Christianity, namely the absence of a local clergy, has been completely overlooked.


This chapter attempts to provide a brief account of Christian missions in China, emphasising their failure to form a native clergy in the early days as the main cause of the church’s slow progress in evangelisation. The missionaries who planted the faith were reluctant to hand over the leadership to Chinese clergy in spite of the fact that Rome, since the seventeenth century, had issued decrees urging the formation of a truly local church. The appointment of the first Chinese bishop, Gregorio López (Luo Wenzao [image: images]), who was consecrated in 1685, was more a political move than a pastoral need. Bishop López was the first Chinese Dominican priest to be chosen as bishop in China. This failure to train native clergy from the beginning happened in all the main branches of Christianity that were planted in Chinese soil.


Nestorians


Christianity first appeared in China during the seventh century when East Syrian Christians, sometimes referred to as Nestorians, were warmly received by the Tang Dynasty. The co-founder of the dynasty, Li Shimin ([image: images], 599-649), opened his capital city, Chang’an ([image: images]), to travellers from all corners of the world. Buddhist, Muslim, Persian and Nestorian priests flocked to the world’s biggest city to offer their different messages of salvation and paradise. Referred to as Jingjiao ([image: images]) or Luminous Religion, the Nestorian Church disappeared from the Empire when a later emperor, Wuzong ([image: images], 814-46), banned all foreign religions, including Buddhism and Christianity. By the turn of the millennium when the Song Dynasty ([image: images]) took over, Christianity had completely disappeared from China. However, the rise of the Mongol Empire ([image: images]) during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries brought back the Nestorians. They were welcomed by the Mongolian Khan Ogodei ([image: images], 1229-40), third son of Genghis ([image: images], 1206-27), the world conqueror.


Marco Polo discovered a few important Nestorian communities in China between 1275 and 1292. In the thirteenth century, during the Yuan Dynasty ([image: images]),1 there was a revival of Nestorian Christianity; arguably, there were at least twenty-two cities with Nestorian believers. In 1290, a Uighur monk from Shaanxi province ([image: images]) became the Patriarch of Baghdad in charge of the whole Nestorian Church. However, when the Yuan Dynasty was replaced by the Ming Dynasty ([image: images]) in 1368, the Nestorians, once again, lost their patronage and disappeared.


The early history of Jingjiao ([image: images]) was recorded on the Nestorian Tablet, a Tang Chinese stele erected in 781. Discovered in 1625, this monument can be found today in Xi’an ([image: images], modern Chang’an [image: images] [image: images]). This tablet provides a summary of Christian teachings including the Trinity, Creation, Fall of Man, Incarnation, Original Sin, Nativity, Redemption and Ascension of Christ.


The Nestorian missionaries also translated Christian books into Chinese, and the earliest seems to be the ‘Book of Jesus Messiah’ (635-8), which speaks of God as the ‘Heavenly Venerable’. The text gives quite a complete life of Jesus as it mentions Original Sin, the Virgin Birth and the Incarnation. A second manuscript entitled ‘Treaties on Monotheism’ (642) mentions Satan; Adam; the creation of things, visible and invisible; the human soul; the angels; and the resurrection of the body. Another text is a hymn to the Holy Trinity, quite similar to the ‘Glory Be to God on High’, used during Catholic celebrations of the Eucharist. The last manuscript provides the names of the Holy Trinity, Alohe (Father), Messiah (Son) and the Spirit of Holiness (Holy Spirit); several saints including Matthew, Luke, John and Paul; and the titles of some other Christian books.2


The Nestorian Tablet and other texts reveal that these early Christian missionaries borrowed heavily from Buddhism and Taoism in their use of terminology to convey the Christian message. Much later, Protestant missionaries, such as James Legge, criticised this method as a kind of syncretism, the mixing of Christianity with elements found in Buddhism and Taoism in a compromising way.3 However, we can also interpret this as accommodation and adaptation, an attempt to preach the gospel within the Chinese context.


Catholics and Protestants in the past tended to look upon the Nestorian Church as a heretical branch of Christianity. But in fact, it represented a genuine Christian tradition that developed outside the Hellenistic and Roman cultures. The Luminous Religion should be considered as ‘the seeds of further Christian developments in China’.4 One weakness of the Nestorian Church, however, was its heavy reliance on the protection of the dynasties that ruled China, such as the Tang and the Yuan. But the main reason for the Nestorian Church’s disappearance was its failure to train local leadership to succeed the foreign monks. The Buddhists, on the other hand, survived persecutions and expulsions, and maintained their presence because they were able to cultivate local Buddhist leadership to take over the temples and monasteries.


The decree of 845, which banned all foreign religions, had a great impact on the Nestorian Church. Even when the ban was lifted a year later, the Nestorians were not able to revive their church for lack of a local clergy. The same mistake – the failure to form native leadership and to win local converts – was made during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The Nestorian church catered mainly to the expatriate communities in metropolitan China; hence, they depended largely on foreign support. When the local Ming forces drove out the Mongols in 1368, the Nestorian church did not have local monks, priests and Chinese followers to continue its presence. During the fourteenth century, the Church of the East was completely wiped out by the Muslims under Tamerlane ([image: images], another Mongol) in Persia and Mesopotamia.5


It is ironic that the first Nestorian Syrian monks were keen on adapting to local Chinese culture, but subsequently the church failed to develop local leadership. Their success was short-lived; they were not able to sustain their presence after AD 845 when they lost political patronage. The Nestorians remained largely a foreign community in China and their impact on the development of Christianity was minimal.


Franciscans


The second group of Christian missionaries to China was led by the Franciscan John of Montecorvino (1247-1328) after Genghis established his Mongol Empire across Eurasia in the thirteenth century. This Franciscan mission to China was also short-lived due to the difficulties of distant travel as well as lack of personnel. Thus, for the second time, Christianity disappeared; it came to an end when Mongol rule in China collapsed. Interested primarily in converting the Mongol officials, especially the emperor, the Franciscans had only a small Chinese congregation and no native priests were recruited. Like the Nestorian version before them, Franciscan Catholicism remained essentially a foreign religion. It was unrealistic to expect the few Franciscan priests to have a great impact on such a vast nation in such a short time.


Another contributing factor was that Friar John, leader of the Franciscans, courted the favours of the Mongol emperor and linked the destiny of the Catholic mission in China to this much-hated foreign dynasty. Instead of learning Chinese, John learned the Mongolian language and focused his attention on the Ongut and Alan tribes. The Franciscan friars who came after him also failed to learn the Chinese language or produce Christian texts in Chinese. Under John’s leadership, the New Testament, the liturgy of the Mass and the psalter were translated into Mongolian but not into Chinese. In all his correspondence, writing, reading and preaching, John used the Mongolian language.


In 1307, John of Montecorvino was ordained bishop and appointed as Archbishop of Beijing and Patriarch of the East. More Franciscan friars came to China from Europe with the purpose of evangelising the Chinese population. Their mission met with some success; before Friar John passed away, there were about 100,000 baptised Christians. But their numbers were not enough to make an impact on China when there were no Chinese priests to lead and sustain the faith. Earlier John had bought 150 Chinese boys from their non-Christian parents. He baptised them and taught them Latin and Greek.6 But his main purpose was to form a choir to sing the liturgy of the Mass, which delighted the emperor. Some of the choir boys might have been future priests, but Friar John was not interested in recruiting priests. His main interest was to entertain the emperor and convert him, which, sadly, never happened. The emperor enjoyed the entertainment but he never accepted the faith.


Following the collapse of the Yuan Dynasty, the native Ming Dynasty ([image: images], 1368-1644) ruled over China. In the early decades of the Ming, some Christians were persecuted, partly because they were associated with the Yuan Dynasty. Deprived of foreign priests and without local clergy, the Christian community slowly diminished. Despite the urgent need for a native clergy, a policy of recruitment of Chinese candidates for the priesthood was never implemented. Furthermore, all bishops had to be sent by Rome or approved by Rome, which Chinese rulers would see as interference by a foreign power in their affairs. Miraculously, even without an ordained leadership in the early days, the Catholic faith continued to be passed from one generation to another until the present day.


Jesuits


Christianity established itself again with the arrival of the Jesuit Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) during the late sixteenth century. Welcomed by the court of the Ming Dynasty, Ricci was able to relate Christianity with Chinese culture and society. Ricci practised what we now call ‘cultural accommodation’, which first involved learning the Chinese language. Possessing a photographic memory, Ricci became fluent in Chinese after much effort. In fact, he never stopped studying Chinese language, history and philosophy because he wanted to be on a par with the local literati. To convert the Chinese elite to Christianity, Ricci knew that he must be their intellectual equal. Ricci studied the Analects ([image: images]) of Confucius in order to converse with Chinese scholars on ethical and political principles. The Chinese literati respected the Jesuits’ intellectual achievements and moral integrity, and the relationship between them was characterised by dialogue and friendship.


The first book written in Chinese by Ricci was not on Christian faith but on friendship. It was a small volume based on his recollections of what the Greek and Latin classical authors had written on the subject. This book, On Friendship, or Jiaoyou lun ([image: images], 1595), was Ricci’s way of assuring the Chinese of the importance of relationships based on equal footing and mutual respect. The introduction is set in a banquet scene where Ricci is asked by the Prince of Jian’an ([image: images]) about the importance of friendship in the West. In reply, he offered seventy-six sayings taken from Greek and Latin authors.7


The first aphorism defines friendship: ‘Although my friend and I have two bodies, we have one mind.’8 Ricci taught that friendship is more than just pleasure with likeminded people; it satisfies our spiritual need for communion with another person and it is the joy of humanity. True friendship is based on sincerity and loyalty. Without material interest, friendship transcends the gap between the rich and the poor. Viewing friendship as a virtue, many of the maxims in the book sounded comfortingly familiar to the Chinese.


In the Confucian classics, friendship is defined as one of the five basic human relationships, like those between a ruler and his official, father and son, elder brother and younger brother, and husband and wife. Chinese scholars understood virtue as the foundation of genuine friendship. They learnt by heart Confucius’ ([image: images]) teachings in the Analects ([image: images]). Some examples are ‘Give good advice and guide friends on the path of righteousness’ and ‘There are three kinds of beneficial and three kinds of harmful friends: friends who are straightforward, friends who are sincere, friends who are broadly learned, they are beneficial; friends who dissimulate, friends who flatter to please, friends who argue stubbornly, they are harmful.’9 Ricci assimilated these maxims so well that he gained many friends among the Chinese.


The treatise on friendship, the first written in Chinese by a Westerner, became an instant success with the locals. It was so immensely popular that Ricci decided to write a new expanded version and that was equally successful. He also pointed out that in ancient Chinese, the character for ‘friendship’ has the stylised drawings of two hands. To make the treatise more interesting, he even accompanied certain Chinese verses with the original Latin phonetic transcriptions.10


In China, Ricci had discovered that it was less what he knew than whom he knew that would allow him to remain in the country. In other words, friendships with court officials and high-ranking bureaucrats opened doors for the Jesuit. The concept of guanxi ([image: images]), or personal relationship, is fundamental to understanding Chinese social structure and networking. On Friendship brought Ricci some measure of fame, and by capitalising on his popularity, he was determined to win converts among the ruling class. He would seek to address the cultural and political elite of the country and to show them that the Christian religion was based on reason. It proved to be a wise policy as Ricci had more success through ‘quiet consultation with scholars and officials’ than through preaching to the masses.11 With his great learning and integrity, conversations with the Chinese literati eventually led to questions about his Catholic faith.


Scholars were highly respected in Chinese society, and the Jesuits as intellectuals were able to attract members of the elite who were eager to discuss religion, science and philosophy with Westerners. Ricci and other Jesuits were also learned in science and cartography (map-making), which attracted the attention of the court. Later Jesuits, such as Adam Schall von Bell and Ferdinand Verbiest, worked as astronomers in the Chinese capital. They even helped in the manufacturing of cannons and served as interpreters between the Chinese and Russians in the drafting of the Treaty of Nerchinsk in the sixteenth century. In many ways the Jesuits aided in the development of science in China.12


The success of the Jesuits in China was short-lived due to the intense rivalry within the Catholic Church, particularly regarding the Chinese Rites Controversy ([image: images]), which centred on the veneration of ancestors and played a role in the selection of a local bishop in China. Ricci allowed the Chinese Christians to observe traditional Chinese rites honouring their deceased relatives and to participate in the celebration of Confucius. For Ricci and his supporters, it was permissible for Chinese to venerate their ancestors because it was a civil ceremony and nonreligious. But the Franciscans and Dominicans who entered China after 1632 condemned these practices as superstition and worse, idolatry.


The Jesuits have often been perceived as the only ones to practise the policy of accommodation to Chinese culture, while the other Catholic missionaries, especially the Dominicans and Franciscans, have been portrayed as critics and detractors whose interference was an obstacle to the evangelisation of China. Actually the controversy started among the Jesuits themselves, immediately after the death of Ricci. The chief opponent of Ricci’s policy of accommodation was none other than his successor, Nicholas Longobardi (1559-1654), who took over the mission as superior.13 The fact is that most missionaries practised accommodation in different degrees. Unfortunately, instead of dialogue and cooperation among the workers in the Lord’s vineyard, there were intense rivalries and competitions between Jesuits, the mendicant orders and the French secular clergy for control over the missions in China.


The First Chinese Bishop


The life of a Chinese Dominican priest and first bishop of China, Gregorio López (1616-91), reveals the complicated network of European missionaries, and their national and institutional interests in China. Pastoral work and evangelisation were not the main concern when a local native bishop was elected. The primary issues were power and control played out by the various foreign mission bodies in China. Gregorio was chosen to be bishop not primarily for the purpose of establishing a Chinese hierarchy but as a tool for the various missionary groups to advance their own agendas, both pastoral and political.


If there was refusal or reluctance on the part of the missionaries to ordain locals as priests, the appointment of a Chinese bishop was an even more contentious issue. Due to Gregorio López’s capability as a pastor in ministering to the needs of the faithful in China, the Vicars Apostolic of Thailand, Indo-China and Japan recommended him to be made a bishop. His Dominican brethren and other foreign missionaries opposed Gregorio’s promotion because he supported the Jesuits in the Rites Controversy. They also believed he lacked the theological knowledge needed to become bishop.


Gregorio was transferred to a remote island, but his supporters, especially the Augustinians, managed to get him back to China where he was consecrated by Bishop Bernardina della Chiesa as Bishop and Apostolic Vicar of Nanjing ([image: images]) in 1685. As bishop, Lopéz went on to ordain the first three Chinese Jesuits priests in 1688.


Born in Fujian ([image: images]), Gregorio López, known in Chinese as Luo Wenzao ([image: images]), was baptised by a Franciscan, Santa María Caballero (1602-69). He joined the Dominicans, studied in Manila, was ordained priest in 1656 and became the first Chinese bishop in history. The possibility of Chinese becoming priests was debated by Europeans who came to China, and thus, Gregorio’s becoming a bishop was quite an extraordinary event in the seventeenth century. Western missionaries acknowledged that the Chinese, like the Japanese, were well educated and sophisticated, but they were reluctant to accept Chinese as candidates for the priesthood, believing that they were motivated only by material interests.


Even the Jesuits, known to be liberal and progressive, did not accept local Chinese candidates for the priesthood in China during the sixteenth century. They wanted only assistants, not priests who would be their equals. Alessandro Valignano, the Jesuit Visitor in Asia, required Chinese candidates to sign a statement that they were entering the Society of Jesus as brothers and not as priests. Japanese candidates were ordained as Jesuit priests at that time, but not the Chinese, despite the fact that some of them came highly recommended by the missionaries. The reason given was that the Chinese had difficulty learning Latin, a requirement for ordination.14


Jesuit missionaries thought that it was almost impossible to teach Latin to the Chinese because the language was so different from their own. Furthermore, only mature Chinese or widowers were chosen for the ministry. Later on, the Jesuits proposed that Chinese priests should be exempted from learning Latin and be given permission to celebrate Mass in Chinese, in their own vernacular. Permission was granted by the Holy See on 26 March 1615. A temporary dispensation from learning Latin was also given to Chinese candidates for the priesthood. Pope Paul V (1550-1621) issued the document, Romanae Sedis Antistes, which gave permission to use Chinese in the Mass, the Breviary and the administration of the sacraments. There were, however, difficulties in the implementation of the document due to lack of a Chinese translation of the required texts, and also opposition by some missionaries. When there were Chinese translations of the required texts and bishops ready to ordain Chinese without knowledge of Latin, Rome revoked the privilege and dispensation.15
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