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Preface


My inspiration for writing this book has been to keep alive the memory of 1,121 foreign Jesuit missionaries to the region of Jiangnan, China, from 1842 to 1950. Their heroism lies in the way they left the security of their own country, entered a completely foreign culture relatively unprepared, and persevered in their mission to ‘save’ the Chinese people by sharing the Catholic faith that they held so strongly. They worked with 286 Chinese Jesuits and a small number of Chinese secular clergy.


The period 1842–1950 is a discrete period for the Jesuits. They returned to China after the restoration of the Order in 1814 and this book covers the time of their presence in China until the Communists expelled them in the 1950s.


The aim of this story is to give an overview of all the missions of the region, from the time that Jiangnan was one mission in 1842 to the nine it became by 1950, and the contrasting understandings of Chinese culture. The narrative shows significant mission growth, especially in religious and secular education and social services, as well as the number of conversions during these years that formed the basis for the continuing faith of Catholics during the darker Communist years without European support. Jesuit comments on how Chinese culture contrasted with their own are enlightening, as was their attempt to adapt to such an alien cultural and social system.


The book indicates differences in missionary approaches between the various foreign missionaries, although there were more similarities than differences given the similar background that these missionaries brought to China. Finally, after some evaluation of the missions, suggestions are made in an epilogue about the future of the Catholic Church in China and significant initiatives Jesuits have undertaken since 1950. An interlude about the development of the theology of mission in the Catholic Church indicates the growth in understanding of being a missionary.


This is the first time a general history of these missions has been written in English. It is not intended to be an in-depth analysis of these missions, but rather a story largely narrated from primary source material that might stimulate further in-depth research into regions or issues raised by this work.


The first mission came from the Province of France, and subsequent divisions of the Jiangnan region brought missionaries from the Provinces of Champagne (France), Leon and Castile (Spain), French Canada, Austria, Hungary, Italy and California to form separate vicariates. Background historical information on the political and social developments in China relevant to all the missions is dealt with in relevant detail in the narrative of the Jiangnan mission, and only repeated in passing or in greater relevant detail in the narratives of the other vicariates.


Research into the history of these nine missions required visits to the archives of the Jesuit headquarters in Rome, as well as the archives of all other provinces. These primary sources included letters, diaries, reports, reflections, and many statistics from the missionaries to home base, reporting observations on Chinese culture and encounters with the people and government officials. A variety of opinions are included to show contrasting responses of the European and Chinese missionaries to social, political or ecclesiastical situations.


These sources also focus on the administrative challenges faced by the missionaries, both internally and externally, such as the tension that existed between Roman directives and differing local missionary opinion, as well as descriptions of negotiations between the missionaries and various Chinese governments and how the missionaries survived during times of turmoil and revolt. The sources chosen for this work were those that especially highlighted these challenges that underlay how the European missionaries, as outsiders, and the Chinese interacted.


Letters and reports from Chinese Jesuits were particularly sought, with some cited from those Chinese who were literate in the prescribed Latin or French, usually critical of the methods of the European missionaries. Letters in Chinese were very few. Roman decrees from the Jesuit headquarters and from the Vatican were readily available, indicating the control desired by Church officials.


In addition, the archives of the French Foreign Ministry were a valuable source, detailing the close collaboration between the French government and the Catholic missions. The influence of the French protectorate on the missions is an important theme throughout this narrative. The Vatican archives, and those of the Congregation of the Propagation of the Faith gave additional insight into the reaction of Roman Catholic officials to mission activity, and the kind of advice sent to Rome from China.


In considering these sources, I was well aware that all letters sent to Rome or to home base reporting life on the mission were highly self-censored by their writers. Letters to Rome highlighted both achievements and difficulties encountered, especially financial and the recurring problem of insufficient manpower. Observations on Chinese culture or political situations were the opinions of the authors, and taken to be such: missionaries’ perceptions frequently disagreed. Letters to family were more personal reflections, while those to the home province for publication in province mission periodicals not only gave information about the good work accomplished, but also indicated challenges that still required further support, usually financial. The support of lay co-missionaries was recognised as an important lifeline to the missions.


When discussing challenges relating to personnel, most of the letters are very cautious in their comments about the inadequacies of individuals. Instead, to meet this problem, some letters simply indicated what positive qualities were needed in missionaries, and especially in superiors. That was considered a more positive approach to superiors who needed to make future decisions considering Jesuit leadership and Jesuit community composition.


Particular mention must be made about the primary sources used for the account of the Hungarian mission. The main sources used were Roman letters, usually written in Latin or French. Letters in Hungarian were not used, as the author was not familiar with the language. This is a weakness in this chapter, as the Hungarian Jesuits presumably wrote some letters to the Hungarian provincial in Hungarian. Other sources might give a more positive view of mission work.


Peter Vamos has written a comprehensive account of the Hungarian mission of Daming, and his comments about individual Jesuits in English have been included in the endnotes. These obituaries give a more comprehensive, positive account of the contribution of individual Jesuits to the mission, especially about those who were noted in the text as having personal difficulties relating to their mission. By including letters relating to those Jesuits, the aim was to show the great strength and generosity of the Hungarian Jesuits who not only worked hard among the Chinese, but also tried to assist those confreres whose efforts were considered a hindrance the work of the mission. The openness and honesty of the Jesuits in these letters in commenting on internal challenges was particularly edifying.


Despite the ‘thinness’ of the narrative in this chapter, I hoped that using what sources were available in Latin, French or English might still give an overall perspective on the work of the Hungarian missionaries in English, touching upon external achievements and internal challenges. To write a history of the Jiangnan mission and to exclude the significant contribution of Hungarian mission would be incomplete. What has been written might stimulate scholars to further research.


Secondary sources cited are used mainly for providing a context for the mission narrative, for verifying primary sources, and for filling in important details that the letters and reports of the missionaries presupposed. Of particular assistance in this regard were Xiaoxin Wu and Mark Stephen Mir of The Ricci Institute for Chinese-Western Cultural History at the University of San Francisco. The Jesuit theological library at Centre Sèvres, Paris, was another important material source.


I would like to thank all the archivists and their assistants, who so willingly provided the appropriate documentation and gave ongoing assistance, including photos of the missions. They include Robert Bonfils SJ, Barbara Baudry and Peter Li from Paris, Daniel Peterson SJ from Los Gatos, California, Diego Brunello SJ from Gallarate, Theresa Rowat and Jacques Monet SJ from Montreal, Mihalik Béla Vilmos from Budapest, Elías Cerezo SJ and Anselmo Garcia SJ from Taipei, and Martina Lehner from Vienna. Special thanks are given to these archivists for providing the many photos in the book.


One significant challenge for a work of this kind is that all the archives, except for those of the Californian province, are in languages other than English. The narrative, therefore, involved translations from Latin, French, Italian, Spanish, German and Hungarian. The book could not have been written without people who helped me by translating documents into English. Cornelius O’Donovan spent many hours translating German and Spanish documents, as did Louella Perrott with translation of Italian documents. Peter Vamos set up a connection for me with the Hungarian province archives in Budapest. Robert Kenderes also helped with translating parts of Peter Vamos’ book on the Hungarian mission of Daming in Hungarian.


Further complicating the research were the Chinese place names. All were written in the Wade-Giles form, and needed translation into Pinyin. Louis Liu from Saint Ignatius’ College in Sydney most generously undertook this task. Some names were impossible to translate or to locate, possibly because they originally appeared in a local dialect, and so were left in the original. The work would have been incomplete without his assistance and he has my enduring gratitude.


Further attempts were made to locate place names on the maps provided and this resulted in the location of more places. Special thanks are given to Lucia Cheung and Porson Chan in Hong Kong for contributions to this challenging task. However, even with energetic attempts to locate the modern place names on maps that had older names, our efforts were not always successful. Furthermore, some names in the research documents had different spellings, which further complicated locating.


The maps in this work are a re-designing of the mission territories based on maps found in Edward Malatesta’s The Society of Jesus and China, and maps provided by the various archives usually found in province mission magazines. Place names have been changed into Pinyin. Much gratitude is given to John and Terry O’Mara from Big Image Sydney, whose staff designed these new maps. In particular my thanks go to Noel Conlon for this work.


Columban Father Noel Connolly gave valuable assistance for the research needed for the interlude on the theology of mission.


Special thanks also to our proofreaders, especially Noel Bradford. Many scholars gave valuable comments on various sections of the work. They include Paul Rule, Jean-Paul Wiest, Youguo Jiang SJ, Paul Mariani SJ, Peter Vamos, Gerald O’Collins SJ, and readers from the Provinces of California, Canada, Italy, Spain, and Austria. The history has been enriched by their comments.


The publication would not have been possible without the financial assistance of Frank Brennan SJ and the Australian Institute of Jesuit Studies, Canberra, Australia. Michael Kelly SJ, the Executive Director of UCAN, and Hilary Regan undertook editing and bringing the book to its final completion at ATF Press Publishing Group, Adelaide. Their tireless efforts on the details of publication are much appreciated.


David Strong, SJ, Pymble, NSW Australia





Introduction


The Society of Jesus


With the purpose ‘to serve the Lord alone and His Church under the Roman Pontiff, the vicar of Christ on earth’,1 Pope Julius III, on 21 July 1550, confirmed and approved the Society of Jesus founded by Ignatius Loyola as a religious order in the Catholic Church.2 Within two hundred years, members of the Society of Jesus, commonly called Jesuits, became advisors of monarchs, missionaries to foreign lands, defenders of the poor and the papacy, making enemies of those jealous of their power and influence. Such enemies, who finally forced Pope Clement XIV to suppress the Jesuits on 21 July 1773, would have agreed with the description of them as ‘the disturbers of kingdoms, the oppressors of nations, the masters of the world’.3


Up to the suppression of the Jesuits in 1773, they worked among the Turks, and natives of Canada, as well as among Lutherans and other separated Christians. They lived in hostile lands like Japan and China, as well as among the traditional Catholic faithful in Europe. At this time, there were 3,500 Jesuits in mission lands, 15.5 per cent of their total number.


The Catholic Church as missionary


The classical era of the Church’s mission occurred during the first eight centuries, with the spread of Christianity to Greece, Rome and later to the Celtic and Germanic tribes. This period of Church history was characterised by respect for both the Christian message and the local culture. For Christianity to be accepted in a new region, it was necessary for the Church to understand and come to terms with the local culture, accepting what was good, while attempting to adapt and even change customs unacceptable to Christianity. This approach to mission required patience and tolerance: awaiting and fostering the gradual transformation of the local culture into something new.


However, by the ninth century, a great plurality of rites and structures existed, so changes occurred. The Church became concerned about unorthodox groups retaining pagan and superstitious forms under the guise of Christianity. In addition, secular powers realised the importance of developing unified and common structures within kingdoms. This resulted in greater uniformity in Church practices, and a new era of mission developed. European culture and Christianity, considered superior to other cultures and religions, was imposed on other nations and peoples.


With the expansion of Europe into the new world came the opportunity for a revival of the classical mission approach, which was applied especially by the Jesuit Order in China, India and Paraguay. In a remarkable document addressed to the missionaries in China by the recently established Congregation Propaganda Fide in 1659, the importance of missionaries adapting themselves to others was stressed. It encouraged missionaries to preserve what was good, to respect national heritage and customs, not to seek to impose practices with rigid conformity, to avoid rash and hasty judgments. Local customs, rites and mores were not to be changed unless they were evidently contrary to religion and good morals. What was suitable for Christian Europe would not be the same in China.4


This period, however, was relatively short-lived, and was not a universally held approach to mission. The imposition of European Christian thought on indigenous cultures were the predominant form of mission endeavour until comparatively recent times, and resulted in severe losses to the local culture.


Whichever method missionaries employed, dangers existed. In attempting to utilise the local religion as a base for new religious ideas, syncretism was possible. China had a long history of absorbing religious sects into the mainstream of Chinese belief. It was into this world that the Jesuits entered.


Early Jesuits in China


The first Jesuit to be allowed to reside in China was the Italian, Michele Ruggieri, who was sent to Macau in July 1579 by Alessandro Valignano to learn to read, write and speak the Chinese language.5 Macau was to become the Catholic missionary base for missionaries to China as it had been for Japan. Matteo Ricci, another Italian, joined Ruggieri in Macau in August 1582 to prepare for a Jesuit mission to China.6 After studying Chinese language and customs, the two Jesuits settled in Zhaoqing from 1583 until 1589, when a new viceroy expelled them. It was here that Ricci composed the first European-style map of the world in Chinese, as well as compiling a Portuguese-Chinese dictionary. Ricci then went to Shaoguan in 1589, followed by Nanjing and Nanchang in 1595. In 1598, he moved to the terminal port of Beijing, Tongzhou, on the Grand Canal, and first reached Beijing on 7 September 1598. His attempts to reach the emperor failed at this time, but in 1601 he was invited to the imperial court of the Wanli Emperor. Established in Beijing, Ricci influenced the court scholars with his Western scientific learning. He died on 11 May 1610, aged 57, and was buried in Beijing in the Zhalan cemetery.


Ricci and his successors were challenged as to how to align Confucianism and Christianity without reducing the latter to the former. Ricci attempted to discover what was good in the Chinese cultural tradition and to use this as a base for teaching Christianity. Both Christianity and Confucianism had a common ethical base, so Ricci built upon that foundation. This is called accommodation. Truth was not sacrificed, but attempts were made to find what truths in Chinese culture were compatible with Christianity. Where differences occurred, Christianity was to argue its case with Chinese tradition. Moreover, in attempting to accommodate to Chinese belief, not all truths of Christianity were taught at once, but rather they were gradually introduced as the neophytes were able to understand and were prepared to accept new doctrines. This method was sometimes misunderstood, sometimes condemned.


Ricci’s approach was to respect the presence of God within Chinese culture; and so is called ‘Sinification’. This is contrasted to ‘Europeanism’, which believed that Christianity and its European expression were one and the same, and ought to be imposed on other cultures.7 Local custom and religious expression that differed from the European experience ought to be challenged and changed where necessary. The danger in this approach was not only that good local beliefs and traditions were frequently overlooked and the people bewildered, but that in equating Christianity with European thought, European cultural values and ideals were also expressed; much to the distaste of the local people.


The Ricci missionary approach of encounter, accommodation and adaptation to Chinese culture was finally condemned by Rome in various decrees culminating in 1742, which condemned allowing Chinese Christians to practise various Chinese rites to Confucius and dead ancestors. Future missionaries were ordered to take an oath of submission to this decree, which affected the Catholic missionary approach until 1939 when it was revoked.


The effects of the Rites controversy were significant for the future of Christianity in China. It destroyed Ricci’s attempt to win the Chinese literati and officialdom; Christianity in the future tended to concentrate on the lower strata in Chinese society, and so lost much respect. The emperor Kangxi kept missionaries at Court for scientific and artistic reasons, but they were given little opportunity to evangelise. Later Manchu emperors condemned Christianity as subversive and actively persecuted it.


The struggle between the missionaries and the final decision from Rome contributed to the ruin of the Catholic missions. Latourette argued that after Kangxi, missionaries were not welcome to work in China, as they were seen as agents of foreign powers. In addition, the suppression of the Jesuits, the decline in religious zeal in France and the decline of Spain and Portugal as colonial powers, all contributed to the decline of Christianity in China.8


Jesuit restoration


As liberalism and rationalism emerged from the revolutions in Europe, however, the papacy needed support to stem the tide of the anti-religious sentiments inherent in these ideas. Members of the Society of Jesus had been working under the patronage of Frederick II of Prussia and Catherine II of Russia. These non-Catholic monarchs had refused to promulgate Clement XIV’s Bull of dissolution because of disagreements with the pope, and a desire to use the Jesuits for education. When opposition to the Jesuits diminished, Pope Pius VII formally restored the Society of Jesus to the universal Church on 7 August 1814.


Traditional elements in the Society of Jesus were resurrected – the spiritual nature of its life, obedience to the pope, and work as educators and missionaries. But the world of 1814 was different from that of 1773. Gone were the missions in China, India and Paraguay, gone were the colleges, gone was the influence at court, while influence among the great Catholic families of Europe no longer mattered. The Society of Jesus existed again, but it realised that existence depended on the Papacy. They were once again the pope’s men, totally one with the spirit of Rome.


It was in the context of this spirit that the Jesuits returned to China in 1842.


Historiography


Jean-Paul Wiest presented a framework for missionary histories in China. There were the ‘in-house’ histories that ‘aimed to keep a missionary community aware of its roots and developments’. ‘Official’ histories were endorsed and commissioned by someone. ‘Inspirational’ histories were ‘meant to edify the faithful and to arouse missionary vocations’. ‘Secular’ histories ‘considered Christian missions as a religious manifestation of the broader socio-economic and political impact of the West on Third World countries’. And then there were missionary chronicles.


He noted that ‘the bulk of these histories focused on the role played by the missionaries, with few observations from the local community or the role of the local people in the development of an indigenous form of Christianity’.


Wiest described missionary chronicles as ‘detailed accounts of events arranged in order of time, lacking analysis and interpretation. While usually rejected as mission histories, they play an important part in the overall narrative under discussion. Such chronicles are not devoid of interpretation, as they depict the writer’s interpretation of what events were significant by use of specific choice of words’. He believed that ‘chronicles are important tools for further in-depth analysis of events, but their weakness lies in their hidden interpretative element that might mislead researchers’.


Wiest saw official and in-house histories as those approved by Church officials, with the distinction that the former was for public use, the latter for private use only. These in-house histories provide detailed accounts of events, places and people in terms understood mainly by Church or missionary groups. Official histories aim at inspiring an outside readership by selecting the more significant data for publication. These histories are frequently criticized for leaving out failures or mistakes. It is accepted that all religious writing within the Catholic Church has been subject to censorship, and authors are all aware of this; so they exercise their own censorship on their writing. Religious history also wants to demonstrate the divine nature of the Church and God’s work in the development and spread of the Christian message.


Inspirational mission histories were seen to emphasise spiritual values, as well as the dedication and heroism of missionary life.


The local socio-economic life of neophytes was vastly improved by missionary activity. Failures and mistakes were not usually included in the narrative, except to show how they were successfully overcome. The emphasis of these works was to edify the readers, rather than to present a history.


Finally, secular histories were believed to analyse


The cultural, social, economic and political factors of missionary activity rarely touch upon the theological dimension. These works were concerned with what was empirically verifiable, but by doing so they neglected the supernatural or spiritual motivation and activity of missionaries that inspired the missionaries to develop indigenous communities.


The most relevant mission history should be one that combines the best elements found in the secular and the official approaches. Wiest goes further to suggest that


Mission history should be more than a secular history. The mission historian should also be a theologian. To omit the concept of spreading the Kingdom of God and the Church’s vocation to evangelise would diminish mission history. A purely secular history could not understand the motivation of missionaries to go to the ends of the earth. Therefore, any history of missionary activity should combine the historical and the theological aspects of missionary life. The China missionary could not be totally understood without examining their methods and theology that underpinned their understanding of mission.


Ideally, a mission history should combine both the study of Western missionaries and their activity in the mission, and how missionary efforts combined with local responses to give rise to an indigenous Church. The story of the response of the indigenous people to Christianity perceived by the local people themselves is equally important in the narrative.


The role of the missionary historian is to give a voice to the past. A well-balanced mission history is not just a history of how structures, and theological concepts were implemented, but it is a history of encounters between peoples of different cultures.9


Another mission historian, Jean Charbonnier, emphasised the need for mission history to be viewed from the point of view of the indigenous people. Any appreciation of the missions in China should be approached primarily from China rather than Europe. Western historians needed to be critical of the evolution of Christianity in their own cultural context, and also be aware of the cultural context of China, both among the educated and the illiterate people.10


Paul Rule agreed with the concept of a Chinese-centred history, and argued for an ethnographic history that places the individual Chinese Catholic in their environment at the centre of the narrative.


Rule critiqued the historiography of China missions by enumerating the different styles of writing. He mentioned first, participant history, memoirs and formal histories written by early missionaries, such as the lettres édifiantes. He sees these histories as ‘polemical and propagandist’ that give an important ‘feel and excitement of the pioneering encounters’. Then came the first surveys, the accounts of events in the voyages to the mission, and the struggles to establish the local Churches. These accounts are indispensable to the later historian. Institutional histories followed, sometimes criticised for not including the non-institutional spirit, but they too ‘form a kind of skeleton’ from which historians work. They focus on the evangelists rather than the evangelised who usually appear as statistics, achievements or failures. They don’t appear as ‘involved participants in a complex cross-cultural transaction’. George Dunne’s Generation of Giants attempted to breach this divide, but was still heavily institutional. Narrative history, however, is always important from which new insights could derive.


More recent research has moved from concerns about ‘accommodation’, which was the challenge for the missionary, to ‘indigenization’ and ‘contextualisation’, which focuses on the young Church itself.


General historians of China and general history of religion by such authors as Arnold Rowbotham, Paul Cohen, Jonathan Spence, Jacques Gernet and many others have written about their subject for ‘its intrinsic interest’. These authors have ‘come to appreciate that missionary sources offer privileged insights into eras and geographical areas slightly if at all documented by other outside observers’. What is needed is ‘an insider’s history using outsiders’ methods and language’.


Paul Cohen in his Discovering History in China: American Historical Writing on the Recent Chinese Past (1984) called for ‘a China-centered history of China’, stressing Chinese culture rather than Western culture ‘for determining what is historically significant in the Chinese past’. Rule would rather use the term ‘Chinese-centered’ over China-centred, because the focus should be on the human subject, the Chinese Christian and how they come to believe in Jesus Christ, and how that changes his world view. Chinese culture is ‘to an extent Christianised, but through the individual’.


Finally, Rule proposes an ethnographic history of the China mission. This focuses on description rather than explanation, understanding of the particular rather than generalisation, drawing upon the American symbolic interactionist school of anthropology for its basic theory, insisting that cultures are symbol systems and religion the highest meaning-making level of the culture. It follows Clifford Geertz’s theory of ‘the unraveling of the intricate interweaving of action and significance, meaning and intention, in specific events’. Historians of religion have largely neglected action for ideas, but ‘actions often indicate intentions and meanings never articulated or at odds with the explicitly stated meanings’. Moreover, the accounts of actions are all that the historian has to work on. Assemblies, prayer practices, liturgical rituals, religious symbols and style of architecture have been comparatively neglected in the history of Chinese Catholicism.


What would an ethnographic history of Chinese Catholicism look like? Rule believes that it would tell the story, conveying ‘something of the living experience of the lives it represents’. It would need to analyse seriously the written records of that Church, but with concern for intertextuality. It would take action seriously, ‘regarding performance as a kind of text as significant if necessarily more opaque than words’. It would place religious ideas, motivation and experience at the centre of the narrative.11


Purpose of study


The aim in writing this history of the Jesuit missions in central China, 1842–1950, was to inform a wider audience of the motivation and missionary activity of Jesuits steeped in the European culture of the time as they encountered the contemporary culture of China. This period was a time of tumultuous change in the social and political life of China, and the Jesuits were challenged, not only to understand the traditional and current Chinese way of life, but also to understand the changes that were taking place, both locally and nationally, and how the presence of European missionaries might interact with these changes, while still upholding perennial Christian truths. Within the existing framework of their European religious experience, the missionaries were confronted with these changes that forced them to question and even sometimes modify their own self-identification. The many letters written by these Jesuits helped them to clarify their own Jesuit ideals, and how to adapt those ideals to the existing and changing circumstances that they encountered. This study looks at how the Jesuits attempted to resolve the contradictions and tensions that they experienced between the attachment to their traditional European religious ideals, and the reality of their lives in the changing social and culture milieu of everyday Chinese life.


The author is an insider to the task of understanding the nuances of Jesuit life, but an outsider to understanding the complexities of the Chinese character and way of life. Attempting to make this work as Chinese-centred as possible, the result was that it is primarily an analysis of how these religious Europeans understood Chinese culture and either made adaptations or rejected it. Some Chinese criticisms of missionary methods are available to indicate that the European missionaries largely failed to appreciate the complexities of the Chinese world, lived the life of Europeans, and tried to change the social and religious beliefs of the Chinese converts, usually isolating them from other Chinese. An outstanding exception to this was the Lazarite, Vincent Lebbe. The Jesuits, for the most part, and most of the hierarchy within China, rejected his style of missionary accommodation. Fortunately for the future of an indigenous Church, Rome supported Lebbe rather than the Jesuits.


Problems continually existed for the Jesuits in resolving the tension between the rhetoric of ideals, written rules and directives from Rome, and the lived Chinese reality, as well as the conflicts created by faith and secular experience. The outsider could be forgiven for not appreciating the significance of the power and strength of spiritual motivation behind daily activities, or for not really perceiving the reality of Jesuit life, as they attempted to reconcile their religious experience and ideals expressed in directives, with the reality of their individual lives. Many letters from missionaries pointed to these tensions, and indicated how they attempted to resolve them. Everyday challenges eventually won the day, be they external or internal. The external forces were the European culture, religious and secular, that acted upon the missionaries and made their task of missioning more difficult. They were rarely free to act instinctively in any important venture. The internal forces were the Chinese people themselves, their culture and social experiences. The changing Chinese political scene for supremacy continually complicated any action. While the local scene ultimately dictated missionary advancement, the European authority continually indicated what were acceptable procedures in any local situation.


In writing this history, the insights of two anthropologists were helpful. The first was Victor Turner because he dealt with the notion of community and the processes by which communities established their identities in themselves by ritual.12 Then, Clifford Geertz has provided a methodology in the way he has suggested societies might be described. ‘Heaven is a grain of sand’ has been his constant theme. The whole is to be seen, even in the most particular.13


This study describes itself as a social and cultural history of the Jesuit missions in central China, 1842–1950; social in the sense of describing the interactions between the Jesuits themselves and with the Chinese; cultural in the sense of understanding the symbolic systems at work.


This type of social and cultural history gathers strength from viewing the sources out of which the narrative appears in a different way from the usual social, cultural or political analysis.14 It attempts to be ethnographic in identifying the qualities of Jesuit religious life in the cultural and social context of China. Jesuit government spans a vast amount of documentation in which every aspect of life and governance are observed and reported on. In letters and articles, Jesuits constantly revealed themselves, their values, ideas and reactions to situations, sometimes indicating difference of opinions and ways of proceeding. However, not even the most honest self-measurement is beyond self-censorship. Among Jesuits, ‘edification’ was an important part of Jesuit culture, and this was obvious in much reporting about the missions and missionary activity.


This study looks at the way Jesuits from France, Spain, Italy, Austria, Hungary, French Canada and the United States, interacted with the Chinese in the Jiangnan region, by promoting the Christian religion. This was a distinctive period in the history of the Jesuits in China, from the time they returned to China in 1842 to the time they were expelled by the Communists in the 1950s. It was also a dramatic period in Chinese history, with a dynasty change, battles between rival factions, and the impact of European invasion and its culture in influencing China into becoming a modern state. Into this world, in the footsteps of the European powers, the missionaries came to China to win ‘souls for Christ’.


These Jesuit missionaries saw themselves as a tribe apart from the Chinese, a group of men rich in European tradition, essentially characterised by a life of faith that both motivated and sustained their religious life and activity. Jesuit spirituality was seen to energise, empower, and even to drive many to work hard pursuing ‘the greater glory of God’. This spiritual ideal theoretically gave meaning to all other aspects of Jesuit life.


While all belonging to the Roman Catholic Church, and subject to its rules and decrees, as members of a Religious Order, they made perpetual vows of poverty, chastity and obedience. Poverty was understood to mean living a simple life after the example of Jesus of Nazareth; chastity enabled these men to be freed from family, and so available to all people, while obedience disposed them to readily accept the will of lawful authority ‘for the glory of God’ and ‘the good of souls’. These vows were a mystery to the majority of the Chinese, and marked the Jesuits as a tribe apart.


In practice, interpretation of how these ideals were to be preserved when living in a culture that was totally different and unsupportive of these ideas was always a teasing reality. Jesuit religious life proposed ‘separation’ from the world, but this was always relative. They had also to be totally immersed in it, working with strength and vigour, teaching and offering spiritual nourishment to the many Christian converts in the Chinese villages. The demands of Jesuit religious life constantly clashed with pastoral demands, and superiors worked hard to ensure that religious life predominated when clashes occurred. The demands of ministry to the Chinese had to be in harmony with the demands of religious life.


In interacting with the Chinese, the Jesuits narrated their experiences and reflections that not only opened up their lives to new cultural experiences, but also gave a valuable insight into the European perception of China and the Chinese. It describes the way the Jesuits continued to operate their ministry with zeal amid natural disasters, wars, social disruptions, opposition, persecution and even torture and death. They were constantly challenged to modify their approaches with the changing times. This they found difficult because the adaptation required did not correspond to their European categories of thought and practice. Ultimately, this intransigence was their downfall. By the 1950s, it was impossible for two authoritarian bodies, the Communist Party and Roman Catholic Church, to co-exist, given ideologies that were diametrically opposed.


Criticism can easily be made of the European missionary for not understanding the Chinese psyche, and failing to understand and accept the changes that were taking place in Chinese society at the time. The notion of nationalism and sovereignty of the people did not fit the categories of Jesuit European mentality. While striving for neutrality between rival Chinese political factions, and emphasising a spiritual ministry to the Chinese, they struggled to come to terms with many decrees that emanated from the various Chinese governments, especially those that hindered their spiritual and educational ministry.


Accepting the French protectorate both aided and hindered missionary progress. It aided the spread of missionary contacts by offering support and even force when Chinese bureaucrats opposed the missionaries. It gave Chinese converts the security to know that when persecuted or simply unjustly treated, they could call on the European powers to act on their behalf. This support helped with conversions: being Christian brought social benefits to many poor Chinese, especially with education and relief support in times of floods or drought. The presence and influence of the European powers to modernise China ultimately benefited China by unleashing the desire among many reform-minded Chinese to fight for a modern state, equal in strength to the European nations that inhabited China.


However, the protectorate indicated to the Chinese that the missionaries were part of the European invasion and exploitation of China, and that they worked in collaboration with them. As the foreigners became to be hated for disrupting traditional Chinese ways of life, so were the Christian missionaries. Missionaries suffered persecution and death, more often from being European than from their spiritual offerings. Most Chinese wanted to govern themselves without European control, be that secular or religious. Responding to Chinese criticism that they were agents of European imperialism, the missionaries responded that their mission was entirely spiritual.


The missionaries constantly reassured themselves, their superiors in Rome or those in their home mission, or their mission supporters, by publishing great detailed statistics of the growth of each mission. The opening up of new districts, the increases in the number of converts, the establishment of mission houses, especially churches and schools, orphanages or medical stations, as well as the religious fervour of the new Christians, were tabled for all to appreciate. News of tragedies and setbacks were narrated to indicate the determination of the missionaries to overcome all challenges, sometimes with only the help of God. Spiritual and financial assistance from ‘home’ was deemed essential for the survival of the missions. Calls for more missionaries and finance were continually made.


Other continuing challenges for the missionaries were how to resolve the problem of Chinese language study for the newly arriving missionaries. These included the length of years given to the study, and the problem of many dialects. Many missionaries were not intellectually equipped to master the Chinese language that inhibited missionary effectiveness.


Questions raised about the most suitable language used in educational institutions was also a continuing challenge, with French being the main language chosen, but the more enlightened wanted greater use of Chinese. With the opening up of China to European culture and commerce, the demands for teaching English grew. The French Jesuits in Tianjin quickly accepted this in their institution, but the French Jesuits in Shanghai held out for many decades. However, with declining French manpower, and the need for missionaries from other Jesuit provinces, especially those that could teach English, they negotiated the assistance of Jesuits from the Californian province.


Much discernment took place related to the quality of theological formation of seminarians and the religious formation of catechists and catechumens. Related to this was the belief that despite declaring that the formation offered was similar to that in Europe, most Jesuit missionaries did not believe that the Chinese Jesuits had leadership qualities or were sufficiently qualified to teach in seminaries.


Jesuit observations on the social and political changes in China were an important ongoing part of the narrative.


With all these difficulties to overcome to bring the Gospel to the Chinese people, by the time the Europeans left China, and with most Chinese missionaries imprisoned, a significant legacy of many Chinese Catholics remained. From the 1950s, those converts who remained loyal to their faith were forced to go underground, and these became the nucleus of the restored Catholic Church in China under Deng Xiaoping from 1978.15 Without the earlier work of the European missionaries, the Catholic Church in China would not have survived. Even the official suppression of religion by Mao Zedong and the subsequent persecution of Christians did not destroy the legacy of the European missionaries. While the Europeans believed that the Catholic Church in China would not survive without them, the irony is that it was the Chinese priests and religious who were criticised by the Europeans as unsuitable for leadership that supported the Catholic families in keeping their faith. The seeds sown by the European missionaries came to fruition in ways never anticipated by the Europeans, but occurred with the survival of an indigenous Church.


China is a striking example of the importance of the laity in the survival of the Catholic faith. After persecutions in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the absence of priests, the Catholic laity kept the faith alive. They did this again after 1950. The Chinese Church was forced to initiate the ‘era of the laity’ well before it became popular after the Second Vatican Council (1962–5) in the wider Catholic Church. Today, with the Christian Churches in China under strict control from government agencies, the role of the laity in keeping alive the faith remains crucial for the future spread of the Christian Good News.


According to recent statistics relating to the Catholic Church in China in 2015, it is estimated that there are 112 bishops in Mainland China. Among them, 99 are in ministry. Seventy bishops are in the open Church community, eleven more than in 2014. In the underground community, there are 29, a drop of 13 compared to 2014. There are also 2,500 priests and 3,170 religious sisters in the open Church, a decrease since 2014. The open Church has nine seminaries, but the number of seminarians had decreased from 560 in 2014 to 424 in 2015. The underground Church also has ten seminaries with the number of seminarians declining from 300 to 200 between 2014 and 2015. Minor seminaries have increased from eleven to twenty within the past year.16 The Patriotic Church estimates that the Catholic population of China is approximately ten million, but this does not include those Catholics belonging to the underground Church.


These statistics indicate that Church leadership in China is healthy, but in much need of support as it balances communicating its spiritual message to the Chinese people, while remaining within the guidelines of the Chinese authorities. One important challenge for the Chinese Church is unity between open and underground Church communities. This will take much discernment, openness, dialogue and willingness to take risks, focusing on the future rather than holding on to the past.
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Chapter 1


Jiangnan Mission, 1842–1850 Province of France


Jesuits return to China, 1842–1850


There were no shipping companies accepting passengers to the Far East in 1840, so Fathers Claude Gotteland1, François Estève2 and Benjamin Brueyre3 sought assistance from the French Jesuit Gustave François Xavier Delacroix de Ravignan (1795–1858)4 and Bishop Félix Antoine Philibert Dupanloup (1802–78).5 They spoke to the Queen of France, Marie-Amelia, about the journey of these three Jesuits to China and, as a result, the Minister of the Navy gave the three priests free passage from Brest on the frigate L’Erigone, 27 April 1841, sailing for Manila, arriving on 23 September. After a few weeks rest, they reached Macao, 21 October 1841, on a German merchantman Paradise. Not having a visa from Lisbon, the Jesuits were not welcome in Macao, and faced hostility from the Lazarists,6 who were aware that they were being replaced in Jiangnan with these Jesuits. Permission was given to them to stay for only a short time during which they studied Chinese.


When transport became available, they left for Tinghai of the Zhoushan Islands together with a French Lazarist and two Italian Franciscans on the English transport Maria. After further difficulty finding transport to China, Gotteland and Estève were forced to embark on a British Navy ship, the Anna, arriving in Wusong, 11 July 1842.7 From there, Chinese Christians took them by boat to the Catholic station at Pudong, facing Shanghai.


Upon arrival, the bishop, Ludovico de Bési,8 welcomed them, and suggested that they should first improve their Mandarin and learn the Shanghai dialect. They brought with them many cases of books and liturgical vestments. Local Chinese spread rumours that the ‘foreign devils’ had brought treasure with them. Soon bandits appeared to attack the Christians with their suspected treasures. As a result, Bési quickly dispatched some of the luggage with Estève to a village thirty kilometres south west of Shanghai.9


For pastoral reasons, Brueyre remained in Tinghai, but after the British forces evacuated the area, Bési recalled him to Wusong, arriving 23 October. He was sent as pastor at Yangshupu, on the West bank of the Huangpu River.


The region of Jiangnan had existed since 1667 and consisted of two Chinese provinces: Jiangsu and Anhui. The former was the richer of the two and had the larger population. Shanghai was the major city of the region and the commercial capital of China.


The arrival in Shanghai of the three Jesuits marked the resumption of mission works in China following the suppression of the Jesuits in the universal Church in 1773. When they arrived, there were only ten secular Chinese priests in the vicariate of Jiangnan, four of whom were pastorally ineffectual. In a letter to Propaganda Fide,10 1 December 1841, a missionary described the Christians of Jiangnan as ‘ignorant, given to gambling, living in concubinage, and superstitious’.11


The Catholic Church in China


After the worldwide restoration of the Society of Jesus by Pius VII in 1814, Christian communities, together with Chinese priests, asked Rome for the Jesuits to return to China. The Christians of Beijing, remembering the importance of the scientific and cultural works of earlier Jesuits, wrote a letter in Chinese to the superior general of the Society on 25 April 1832 asking for some learned and zealous Jesuits. The general replied that he would send Jesuits when requested by the Vatican. These Christians wrote again in 1834, this time to Pope Gregory XVI (1831–46), with a similar request.


The pope, a man who reflected the conservative attitudes of his time – opposing modernisation and democratic movements – was, however, a promoter of the missions, including the development of the indigenous clergy. In response to the petitions from the Chinese Christians, the pope sent Bési to China in 1833 to replace the elderly Bishop of Nanjing, Cajétan Perès-Pereira, who was based in Beijing. But it was not until 1839 that Bési was invited by the Catholics of Jiangnan to be their bishop. He arrived in 1841 and eventually replaced the Lazarists in the region with the Jesuits.12 The Lazarists had wanted the mission of Nanjing, and were not happy with the arrival of the Jesuits. They had wanted the Jesuits to go to Shandong. Bési did not want two congregations working in the same region; he believed that it never worked. The Christians in Jiangnan were already divided in loyalties between the Lazarists and the Jesuits, but the majority supported the Jesuits. Moreover, Gotteland did not want to work alongside the Lazarists, nor did he want to go to Shandong, as he believed that was courting martyrdom because of the persecution of Christians in that area.13 Rather, at the beginning of his ministry in China, Gotteland believed it was better for the Jesuits to work independently of any other religious order, and as for going to Shandong, he was not ready for a martyr’s death.


It was the 1834 request to the pope and the superior general from 51 Christians representing the Jiangnan mission claiming pastoral neglect of the mission, and, reflecting the significant impact of earlier Jesuits, that had ultimate effect in the return of the Jesuits. In addition, Bési wrote to the superior general Jan Roothaan in 1839 supporting this claim, reinforced by a letter of 96 Christians from the Nanjing diocese in November 1838. On 30 January 1840, Cardinal Fransoni, Prefect of Propaganda, asked the general to send Jesuits to support Bési. This time the general agreed and asked the Jesuit Province of France to select three Jesuits capable of being missionaries in China.14 In 1840, the Province of France had 278 members with 40 novices.


The ‘old Christians’ of the Nanjing diocese remembered and appreciated the presence of earlier Jesuits. Matteo Ricci (1552–1610), Julio Aleni (1582–1649) and Adam Schall (1592–1666) had been missioners in the region. The Catholic Church began in Shanghai in 1608, when Paul Xu Guangqi, the first Shanghai Catholic, invited the Italian Jesuit, Lazaro Cattaneo, to preach there. About 200 people received Baptism during the next few years, and the first Catholic church was built near Xujiahui. Other Jesuits followed, especially another Italian, Francesco Brancati, who worked in the area, 1623–65, baptising 2,300 people. He maintained good relations with the Xu family, and officiated at the burial of Xu Guangqi in 1633.15


Among the last ex-Jesuits working in the late eighteenth century, three European Jesuits did pastoral work in the Jiangnan region, ‘the most literate and prosperous region of the country’. They were Inácio Pires (1724–76+), Martin Correa (1699–1786) and Bishop Gottfried Xavier von Laimbeckhoven (1707–87).


Laimbeckhoven, an Austrian, was Bishop of Nanjing from 1752–87, a man praised for his knowledge, zeal and virtue, who, during a time of great persecution of Christians in China, worked with patience and resolve, but not without fear, to support his Christian communities. Two Chinese Jesuits supported him, Mark Guan (1717–74) of Xuzhou, and John Yao (1722–96) of Huizhou, Province of Anhui. Laimbeckhoven arrived in Jiangnan, 6 May 1759, to work with a small flock of 1,500 Christians, which later grew to 24,00016. Former Jesuits outlived him working as secular priests, with the last ex-Jesuit, Louis de Poirot, dying in Beijing in 1813.17


The Papal Bull of Suppression of the Society was not promulgated in Beijing until November 1775. The years following were troubled with internal disputes among missionaries and persecution from the Chinese authorities that greatly affected both Christians and missionaries. Those Chinese Christians who survived the persecutions did so within the family, keeping alive the faith in the communities, supported by laymen and women, who led the rosary and litanies, as well as family rituals within the community. Priests visited the communities rarely: so lay leaders gave religious instruction, and were in charge of finances, paying catechists and promoting works of charity. Itinerant catechists baptised abandoned children. The work of the consecrated virgins18 was of vital importance to sustaining Christians and contributing to the growth of the Church. The numbers of Christians increased, as did the number of Chinese clergy. Around 1800, there were about 75 priests in China, 50 Chinese and 25 foreigners.19 In 1804, eleven priests ministered to 50,000 Christians in the three Provinces of Henan, Anhui and Jiangsu.20 At this time, only five ex-Jesuits worked in China, all living and working in scientific and cultural works in Beijing as employees of the emperor, but they were also involved pastorally with local Christians.


With knowledge that the Society of Jesus still worked in Russia, Louis de Poirot wrote to Rome several letters from 1778 asking for Jesuits to return to China, but he received no response. He wrote again with the same request in 1804, after learning that the pope had re-established the Jesuits in the Kingdom of Naples. This time he received a positive response, and two Jesuits were nominated for China, but as no ship sailed from Lisbon to the Far East at that time, they returned to Russia.21


Europe at this time was recovering from the Napoleonic wars, and with the restoration of monarchy in France, Catholicism revived with a conservative spirit. This was in contrast to an age now changed by revolutions and liberal thought. Catholicism was experienced as opposing the new social and cultural form of democracy and liberalism. Following the hierarchic Church, the Jesuits were generally ultramontane, vigorous in supporting autocratic and monarchic structures. Their fortunes were linked to those of the papacy. Suppression had radically weakened their spirit of institutional independence. Despite every effort to be cautious and orthodox, the Jesuits were expelled from towns and countries by liberal and anti-clerical governments on 32 occasions between 1814 and 1848.22 Many Portuguese colonies fell into British, French and Dutch hands, so they could no longer be generous with missionaries.


France in 1800s


Religious revivals in Europe in the 1820s led to a gradual expansion of missionary enterprise in China. This revival in France occurred among intellectuals influenced by the Romantic movements, and gave expression among the people in the form of sentimental devotions, especially those of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, the Immaculate Heart of Mary and the Holy Family. Other devotional demonstrations included the wearing of miraculous medals and scapulars, religious processions and pilgrimages and the cult of relics and saints.


The interest in foreign missions among the people of France led to the formation of the Association for the Propagation of the Faith, a lay organisation established in France in 1822, with the aim to support overseas missions. This organisation spread to other European countries and began a significant fundraising institution for the Catholic missions.


Another important organisation, the Holy Childhood Association, founded by Charles de Forbin-Janson in France in 1843 provided funds for the Baptism of non-Christian children in danger of death. Regular communications between the missionaries and the organisation kept alive this important lay collaboration.


The missionary zeal of Pope Pius VII led to the reorganisation of the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith (Propaganda Fide), the restoration of the Society of Jesus in 1814, and the creation of new male and female missionary societies.23


Jesuits returned to France, 31 July 1814, by opening a noviciate with nine novices. By the end of that year the numbers increased to 70 novices. With a sympathetic King, Louis XVIII, but with ministerial opposition, the peaceful life of Jesuits was continually challenged. Technically the Mission of France was an unlawful institution, having been suppressed since 1764, so the Jesuits proceeded cautiously. They opened minor seminaries, primary and secondary schools, and provided home missions. By 1820, Jesuit numbers had so increased that the mission was raised to the status of a province. Opposition to them grew, not only because of their successes, but also because their presence symbolised the Catholic Church’s opposition to the secular state. The Jesuits were the pope’s men.


In 1828, the Jesuits’ eight educational establishments were closed down. Then with the anti-clerical 1830 revolution, all Jesuits were expelled from France. Missionary activity resumed at this time, beginning with a mission to Syria. By 1836, with the tacit acceptance of Louis Philippe, the Jesuits returned to France. Their numbers so increased in succeeding years that the Province of Lyon was created in 1836 from the Province of France, which, in 1840, opened nine new colleges and residences. Opposition to the Jesuits continued during the 1840s, with Adolphe Thiers pressing for the suppression of the Jesuits once and for all. In 1845, Jesuit houses in Paris, Lyon and Avignon were closed. The 1848 revolution gave the Jesuits some breathing space, as the new government believed that they ought to modify their more extreme anticlericalism. From the 1850s, the Jesuits continued to expand in France.24


China and relations with the West


The China into which the new missionaries were sent in 1842 was largely rural, consisting of about 300 million farmers. These formed a separate class from the urban artisans, merchants, landlords, scholars and officials who numbered around 80 to 100 million people.25 Any social change depended upon the educated elite and imperial officials who were the ruling class, and it was they who advised the emperor. He decreed the official line, but this did not always filter down to the rural masses, many of whom rejected the Manchu rule. The spirit of the time communicated by the Manchus was ‘backward and inward-looking, defensive and xenophobic’.26


China experienced many periods of seclusion from the outside world in its history, but it was never completely isolated. Over time, Arab, Portuguese and Dutch traders engaged in occasional direct or indirect trade, followed by the East India Company and the British. 27


Diplomatic negotiations with China were attempted by the Dutch, Russian, Vatican and Portuguese, but met with failure. But the British were more successful after the embassy of Lord Macartney, 1792–3. This became the turning point in China’s diplomatic and commercial relations, and a symbol of the changing relationship between China and the West. The encounter between Macartney and the emperor failed, with neither side prepared to make concessions regarding protocol or trading requests, and highlighted a clash of cultures, of different ways of viewing the world. The British wanted diplomatic and trading relations on an equal basis; the Chinese did not. Future failures by the British to secure trading rights inexorably drew China and Britain into conflict. Two wars followed, the First Opium War (1839–42) and the Second Opium War (1856–8), with the opium trade the immediate cause of the conflict. It was at this time that the Jesuits re-entered China.


Chinese officials worked vigorously to stop the opium trade, but it was too profitable for the British to withdraw. When negotiations broke down, British ships began attacking Chinese ships in the Pearl River delta from 3 November 1839. Further fighting followed, with the Chinese finally conceding defeat to the superior British forces. The Treaty of Nanjing was signed, the first of the ‘unequal treaties’ on 29 August 1842. The Chinese were humiliated and Western influence in China grew through trade. The United States and France signed further treaties in 1844, obtaining extraterritorial rights that allowed them to maintain separate legal, judicial, police and tax system in the treaty ports. French consulates were opened in Guangdong (1845), Xiamen (1846) and Shanghai (1848). This became a most significant concession for the future growth of the Jesuit missions in China, with Shanghai their base. The French community in Shanghai at the time numbered about thirty, most of whom were Jesuits.


The treaty with France also gave them, and Chinese Christians, permission to practise Christianity in the five treaty ports without persecution. However, priests and Christians living in the countryside remained open to persecution. 28


These treaties and the relationship between the Chinese and the Western powers were the seed beds for future clashes between the missionaries who relied on the foreign powers for support, and the Chinese who resisted the growing influence of Western culture and religion. It was continually difficult for the missionaries to divest themselves from European culture and to immerse themselves in Chinese culture.


Jesuits prepare for mission


When Gotteland and Estève received news that they were being sent to China, they were overjoyed. Gotteland expressed his gratitude to the superior general, Roothaan, telling him that he had prepared 50 sermons for the missions on ten subjects, but would treat 33 subjects in all on ‘the great truths of our religion, symbols, sacraments, commandments, method and order of the Spiritual Exercises, devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus and Mary, as well as on Scripture and the works of the early Fathers, such as John Chrysostom’.29 It could only be imagined how the Chinese would have reacted to sermons of this kind. Chinese neophytes would have had no understanding of these theological truths without more basic background information such as the scriptures. Mission methodology of preparing religious instruction without any idea of the readiness of the recipients to receive these ideas was typical of the time.


A month later, he was still overwhelmed with delight about being sent to China. He said the right thing about being not worthy ‘because of my many faults’, and had doubts and difficulties about the mission. At the time, he did not appear to have received any instructions about the mission and what he should do, except for the advice ‘to save souls and fulfil your ardent desires’. So he shared his concerns with the superior general, such as his desire to study Chinese in Naples. He wanted to know what powers he had as head of this new mission, with whom did he correspond, with whom did he meet when he arrived in Macau, and what he should say to him? Did he establish a Jesuit residence or should the group become missionaries? How should he react to the Chinese Christians? Should he teach a little science, mindful of the influence of the earlier Jesuits with regard to the sciences? Further questions occupied his mind: should he grow a beard, ‘take a watch, two boxes of books, instruments?’30 Only gradually did it occur to Gotteland that he was entering a completely different culture. He had no idea of how to conduct his mission or adapt his European theology to new circumstances. His knowledge of the successful work of earlier Jesuits in teaching science gave him some insight, and so he studied astronomy. It might be useful, as education was traditionally an important aspect of Jesuit mission work.


With no evident response from the superior general, he set to work in preparation for his mission. He met with the Society of the Foreign Missions of Paris31 and put questions to them, which they answered cordially. He came to recognise the importance of reading and speaking Chinese, but had reservations about doing that at Macau. Furthermore, he believed he should make the voyage in lay dress to avoid upsetting the Portuguese. He already had a sense that he might not be welcomed in Macau. He indicated as well that he was aware that Propaganda Fide wanted quicker local ordinations from among the Chinese people.32 This information was very basic for someone embarking on such a totally different mission from one in Europe. Jesuits assigned to China received little or no prior education about the land to which they were sent, nor how they might conduct their mission. They had to learn from experience.


Upon hearing that the Jesuits were being sent to China, the procurator of the missions from Propaganda Fide, a secular priest, Theodore Joset 33, wrote a warning note saying that while he welcomed the Jesuits, others did not want them, seeing them as an ‘evil presence’. Local Portuguese missionaries in Macau were fearful, but when they arrived he welcomed them, and arranged for them to have a teacher of Chinese. He stressed the importance of European science for the Chinese, especially astronomy. Finally, he would arrange for the Jesuits to go to Sancian and Nanjing, which was currently in the hands of the English.34 Missionaries to China at this time had little choice of being transported by any other means than the opium-carrying ships of the British.


Before leaving Europe, the Jesuits were required by Propaganda Fide to swear obedience to the condemnation of the Chinese rites issued by Pope Benedict XIV in 1742.35 Missionaries to China accepted this papal decree without question.


The Catholic population of China in 1841 was approximately 250,000 out of a total population of 413 million.36 The growth in the number of Catholics in China had not increased in proportion to the rise in the general population. However, Jiangnan appeared to have 20 per cent of all Catholics in China. The number of Catholics in the region in 1847 was 60,963.37


Approximately 50 European and 100 Chinese priests worked among the Chinese Catholics in 1841. The Europeans were Italian Franciscans, under Propaganda Fide, Portuguese and Chinese Lazarists, secular priests from the Paris Société des Missions Étrangères, and Spanish Dominicans from the Philippines. Each of the first three groups was represented in Macau by a procurator, the mission promoter.38


This was the unstable state of the Church in China at the time, but the political situation was even more complicated. The Jesuits arrived in Shanghai one month before the signing of the Treaty of Nanjing, but the climate in China was already one of hostility between the Chinese and the European powers. Arriving on the British ship did not help the welcome of the Jesuits in Shanghai, and Bési wrote to Pope Gregory XVI that the Chinese hatred of the Protestant English extended by association to European Catholics.39


With the approval of the Vatican and the superior general, Bési appointed Gotteland vicar general, in addition to being Jesuit superior. He also sent Estève to Pudong to work with a Lazarist priest.


One of the Jesuits’ first communal acts was to renew their vows on 15 January 1843 at the missionary station of Tangkung, the same place where, 56 years before, Bishop von Laimbeckhoven had died, and where his memory was kept alive with relics of the bishop. This symbolic act linked the present Jesuits with that of their Jesuit predecessors.40


This same year, the superior general, Roothaan, formally entrusted the new Jesuit mission of Jiangnan to the Province of France, whose responsibility it was to provide the mission with personnel and financial resources.


Opening a seminary


One of the first tasks assigned to the Jesuits by Bési was to open a seminary. Initially it was to be in Zhoushan, where Brueyre had eight to ten students learning Latin and Chinese, but it was finally opened at Zhangpoqiao, 3 February 1843, with 23 students.41 This shows the importance the French Jesuits placed on the development of an indigenous Church from the beginning of their ministry. They worked hard to train the future Chinese clergy and never compromised on their assessment of the suitability of these men for ordination.


Brueyre himself was studying Mandarin at the time, which he found difficult, but hoped that after a few months he would be able to teach the students the catechism. He was happy when the numbers at the seminary increased to 40. Bési provided funds and the seminary was organised along the lines of the Jesuit colleges in Europe.42 Exams and compositions were held each week; during May, the litanies of the Blessed Virgin Mary were recited; Confessions were offered each month, while the rosary, prayers and two small examinations of conscience were said each day. The seminary was named the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and all students were enrolled in the sodality of that name, as well as in the Sodality of Sacred Heart of Mary, in order to ‘pray for the conversion of sinners’.43 The dropout rate among Chinese seminarians was high because of lack of Christian maturity and low level of general education before entering the seminary. But Chinese seminarians who survived this education generally accepted what was taught, while the more enlightened questioned the lack of relevance to Chinese culture.


Support for the seminary came from Rome in 1845, with an instruction addressed to all missionaries stressing the importance of the formation of an indigenous clergy. In a lengthy document, it traced the history of the priesthood back to apostolic times. Formation of suitable local clergy was essential for the propagation of the faith. It further mentioned earlier Roman decrees on this subject, the first in 1626 recommending the formation of priests in Japan. Alexander VII followed this up with a decree to the bishops of Tongling, China and Cochinchina in 1659, pointing out that the appointment of mission bishops was to foster the growth of the local church through formation of local clergy who would be the best evangelisers. Other similar decrees followed in subsequent years.


This decree of 1845 made eight suggestions:


1) In order to promote the spread of the faith, the number of bishops should be increased by the division of existing regions.


2) The establishment of seminaries was to be undertaken with ‘extreme zeal’.


3) The training of the seminarians should include teaching in ‘science and piety’, as well as teaching about how to exercise the ‘dignity of priesthood according to the customs of the Holy See’.


4) Distinctions between European and local clergy should not exist.


5) All should be considered equal; the indigenous clergy were not mere assistants to the Europeans.


6) Assisting the clergy, lay catechists were important for the propagation of the faith. These should be men of ‘irreproachable morals and an eminent faith’.


7) Furthermore, the clergy should not become involved in political matters, an instruction that went back to Alexander VII. They were not to take sides in political disputes and concentrate on their religious role in society.


8) Finally, the ecclesiastical leaders were encouraged to care, ‘with prayer and penance’, for all the institutions in their region, encouraging lay teachers and catechists, men and women, who supported the clergy in the religious education of the young. A synodal assembly was also suggested as a means of fostering the unity of faith and discipline, and for establishing ‘perfect uniformity of conduct and of administration among the workers’.44


Soon after this time, efforts to promote the formation of indigenous clergy were advanced. One missionary, Joseph Gabet, a Vincentian missionary to China and Tibet, became an ardent advocate of the importance of developing an indigenous clergy, even submitting his writing to Pius IX in October 1847. In his work, he spoke disparagingly of the corruption and ‘moral degradation’ of the Chinese people and their need to hear the Gospel, which would enable them ‘to elevate their lives to a higher degree of humanity’. He made a strong case for local clergy based in the communities, as they understood the local people better than the European missionaries who were busy, constantly moving from community to community, unable to consolidate the faith of the local people. Unfortunately, the Christians saw the priests as foreigners, allied with the foreign invaders, and so were viewed with suspicion. The Chinese priests also showed ‘antipathy’ towards the European priests, because they observed the poor regard of the Europeans towards the Chinese people. Furthermore, the European priests were seen to treat the Chinese priests as ‘serfs’, and second-class people. As a result, unity among the clergy was strained. Finally, there was a strong requirement that the European missionaries become proficient in the Chinese languages. Without this, they could not communicate with the people adequately in either the communication of the faith, or in assisting the Christians in their disputes with the civil authorities.45


Early ministry


Gotteland and Estève were not idle after their arrival. In the first two years, 1842–3, they reported baptising 203 children of non-Christians and 68 adults. In addition, they heard 4,326 Confessions. Gotteland commented that it was difficult for the Christians to observe annual Confession, as a priest only visited their communities every two or three years. The six new Jesuits who arrived in 1844 reported pastoral progress. They looked after 40,500 Christians grouped around 215 chapels or churches, and baptised 280 adults and 703 children. In addition, there were 6,021 annual Communions. In each subsequent year, these numbers increased.46 Recording statistics of their ministry was a significant means for the Jesuits to measure success or otherwise. Every year, statistics from every mission were sent to the Jesuit headquarters in Rome and to Propaganda Fide according to a Roman pro-forma.


Estève did not take long to reflect upon the many differences in customs between the Europeans and the Chinese. In a letter of 1843 to Europe, he commented on these differences: in China they wrote from right to left; the place of honour was given to those on the left, rather than the right; in showing respect in the house, the Chinese kept their hat on, rather than take it off; the colour for mourning was white in China rather than black; sick people in Europe were put on a diet, but in China food was prescribed; in summer, Europeans had cold drinks, but in China they had very hot drinks; Europeans liked vegetables well cooked, but the Chinese liked them half-cooked and loved rice, tea and pork.


He reflected on the way the Chinese learned in schools: the students learned by heart what they have been taught, and only later were given an explanation of the material by the teacher. Learning the Chinese language was difficult for the Europeans, because many phrases were the opposite of the European construction. Other different customs were that the military profession was not considered honourable, nor was dancing popular; in arranging marriages, it was the husband that must provide the wife’s family with a sum of money.


He viewed funeral rites as excessive, where the family showed great respect to the deceased with the son showing filial piety leading the ceremonies.


Another excessive custom observed was the sale of women and children, especially those related to the opium smokers. A child of eight or nine years could be sold for 15 to 20 francs. Missionaries suggested that Christian families buy these children, instruct them in the faith and baptise them. In this way, the Church would be considered a true mother to them.


The parents, without the consideration of the couple, arranged marriages; the law only required the children’s consent, but they usually obeyed. Sometimes these marriages were arranged between under-aged children. For the Church to recognise these marriages, since the Council of Trent had not been promulgated in China, the Church did not require a priest to be present for the marriage to be valid.47


Reflections like this showed that the missionaries were open to learning about Chinese culture and the environment in which they were immersed. With this knowledge, some were able to adapt European theological ideas more effectively to a race of people completely different from themselves. Furthermore, enlightened with this information about the Chinese, European friends and colleagues were better able to understand the Chinese and the challenges that European missionaries experienced in communicating the faith effectively.


In reporting to the superior general about the initial work of the Jesuits in the mission, Gotteland was concerned that he was unable to teach astronomy and mathematics, but he had come to an arrangement with Bési concerning the Jesuits’ material wellbeing. The community kept the ‘Rules for Priests’, and they had a small house to reside in when they were ill. He expressed regret for opposing the presence of the Lazarists in the mission. Finally, the bishop had asked for more theology books, and he would like an Irish Jesuit to help care for the Irish soldiers in the resident British army.48 Gotteland was more comfortable in administration than anything else, and was keen to indicate to the superior general that he was faithful to all Roman requirements. He was always the obedient and dutiful local superior.


The request for more Jesuits resulted in the arrival on 15 October 1844 of five more from France. They were Stanislas Clavelin, Joseph Gonnet,49 Louis Taffin, Adrien Languillat50 and Brother Pamphile Sinoquet. These new missionaries were sent to the prefectures of Songjiang and Suzhou. They became full of admiration for the generosity and faith of the leaders of the Christian communities who had kept the faith alive when priests were so scarce.51


Before the arrival of the first French consul in Shanghai, Louis Charles de Montigny in 1848, it was the English consul who protected French missionaries and their work. Stanislas Clavelin (1814–62), describing his arrival in 1844, spoke of his friendship with the British, but although they were the ‘purveyors of the evil opium’, they were powerful protectors of ‘the true religion’.52 This gave the Christians more hope because the mandarins were cautious in their reaction to Christianity.53 However, while foreign protection resulted in more Baptisms, it created tension with the Chinese authorities, especially when the Chinese Christians refused to pay taxes. Bési rejoiced in this protection, unaware that this situation provoked hostility towards the Christians in Jiangnan.54


In their ministry, the Jesuits, feeling appreciated by the Christians, the bishop and Chinese priests, became aware that there were insufficient priests to meet the pastoral needs of the region. They believed that the lack of priests meant that the majority of Christians did not attend Mass on Sundays, but acknowledged they would call for the priest when someone needed the Last Rites. After an initial welcome by the Chinese, the arrival of Europeans resulted in the Christians becoming more timid. Teaching the catechism in the vicariate was undertaken, but concern was expressed that the Anglicans were spreading the word of the bible everywhere, through teaching and medical works, resulting in the displeasure of Bési, who denounced them as heretics.55 This public expression of differences of approach to Christianity between the two Christian churches was a constant source of confusion among the Chinese.


Bési was disappointed that only five new missionaries arrived in 1844, expecting twelve. Other congregations also attacked the Jesuits for not supplying more men. The bishop became cool toward the Jesuits as a result. The departure of the Lazarists left a great void in Jiangnan, but they remained on good terms with the Jesuits. Priests in the vicariate of Nanjing were reduced to twelve, which depressed Bési. He believed that for all his efforts, the mission was in a worse state.56 He had 60,000 Christians to care for, and needed more priests. Many people died without the sacraments.


At this time, the Jesuit Province of France was sending missionaries to America. In 1831, four Jesuits were sent to Kentucky, rising to 22 in 1842. From 1832–6, five Jesuits were also sent to Syria, and in 1845 the Jesuits moved into Canada. In 1844, there were 39 French Jesuits in Kentucky/Canada and nine in China; in 1848, 93 Jesuits were in America, and 29 in China; while in 1856, there were 198 Jesuits in America and 38 in China. Obviously the mission priority of the Province of France was America.57


After studying Mandarin for three months, the newly arrived Jesuits were sent out to mission stations to replace the Lazarists, a task they found difficult. The 30-year-old, Stanislas Clavelin, sent by the bishop in 1845 to Chongming Island without the approval of the Jesuit superior, wrote about the shock he received when he arrived, having had no pastoral experience in Europe. As a true outsider, he was sent to replace two overworked and exhausted men in a strange country, ignorant of both the local language and customs. He felt alone without a guide or catechist, unable to understand anyone. When he informed his Jesuit superior and the bishop of these problems, he was told to resolve the problems himself. He managed to survive, and after two years achieved success, establishing nine new mission stations, baptising 312 adult Chinese and 1,400 children of non-Christian parents. He also had 300 catechumens.58 Experiences like this one showed the resilience of the missionaries, and that with zeal and ingenuity, and no doubt improvisation, they were able to create something out of nothing, but it was a lonely task. This was a constant experience of the newly arrived missionary.


In another early letter, Clavelin outlined the many tasks that were expected of him.


Visiting a district once a year, if possible, was usual. Each day, after baptising, instructing couples and marrying, and administering to the sick, Confessions were heard. There could be 20 or more a day that could take up to 10 hours in the confessional. Instruction of the penitent was difficult, as he could hardly understand what was said. At Mass, a short instruction of 20 minutes was given. Many interruptions to these activities occurred. Missionaries could be called to go long distances to visit the sick by means of very slow transport, and could take a day to accomplish. After administering to the sick, baptising children and other necessary tasks, the missionary return to home base, which was a good time for making spiritual exercises. But upon the return, many Christians could have been waiting for days for Confession. Confessional work could go on until 11 o’clock at night, after which the missionary retired until four or five o’clock in the morning. But this was regularly interrupted by a sick call. Some Christians had not confessed for 40 years, and a number died before confessing and receiving the Last Rites. On Sundays, two Masses were said in two different places with short instructions given at each’.59


Other missionaries shared similar stories of their daily routine. The work was constant and draining, demanding much patience, but they were strongly motivated to work for the good of China and ‘the glory of God’.


Other newly arrived missionaries suffered similar challenges to Clavelin, and were unable to communicate with the educated Chinese, nor participate in local social ceremonies and traditional rites prohibited by the Holy See. The only opportunity available was to present the Gospel to the ordinary and poor people. These pastoral placements of the Jesuits by the bishop, without consultation with the superior, heightened tension between the Jesuits and the bishop.


It was not all bad news, as in the same year it was reported that ‘two excellent Chinese boys’ aged between 16 and 19 might be future novices. The bishop did not object and ‘despite his fragile state’ was still showing his support for the Jesuits. His interest in the seminary was shown by his wanting a novena to be conducted to St Aloysius Gonzaga among the seminarians. Brueyre, while working in the seminary, was besieged with pastoral requests from everywhere, all of which could not be accepted. He saw much work available, but the newly arrived Jesuits were not available, as they needed to study the language first. The death of Brother Sinoquet, aged 46, the year after his arrival in China, was considered a blow to the mission, while Gotteland was not in good health, as ‘he hardly ever sleeps and performs the work of four men’. The need for more men was crucial, and Bési declared that if the Jesuits did not provide more men, he would re-invite the Lazarists to the region.60 This pressure on the superior general to send more Jesuits to China seemed to work, as in the next year, 1846, eleven men were sent.


Relationships between the Jesuits and Bési became strained from 1845. Gotteland felt the pressure of recognising the needs of the mission for more men, and the demands of Bési. He asked the superior general to be replaced. The tension between the bishop and the Jesuits was heightened over the question of the rights of the Jesuits and who had authority over what. The bishop wanted to control all money coming into the mission and wanted to rule all in his jurisdiction. Gotteland told him that the noviciate and the Jesuit houses of formation were under Jesuit authority, and that his primary obedience was to the Society of Jesus and only secondary to the bishop. Legal wrangles ensured, with Propaganda Fide telling Bési that he should consult the Jesuit superior before dealing with any member of the Society.61 Gotteland’s letters to Rome at this time, attempting to sort out juridical issues, were long and legalistic.


With the arrival of eleven Jesuits, largely from France and Italy, Bési asked the Society to send men to Shandong, which was also part of his administration. As there was only one Chinese priest in the region, Adrien Languillat was sent there on 26 October 1846. Brueyre, having just left the seminary, joined him on 24 February 1847. They took eight days to arrive at their destination. They found the climate of Shandong harsh and the Christians poor, and observed the ruins of churches caused by recent persecutions. Christians were fearful to approach the priests, while many had apostatised in their misery. After several months, Languillat had reconnected with several former Christian communities, finding 100 catechumens. This gave him some joy, but in September 1847, visiting the community of Majiadong, in east Shandong, the senior mandarin was violently opposed to the Europeans and their religion, despite the decree of tolerance given by the emperor. The priests were harassed and thought to flee, but decided against it, because it would set a bad example to the Christians. They were arrested with a catechist, interrogated and questioned about all things European and their religion. Languillat told the mandarin that he had come to China as a human being to make known the only true religion and to save souls. They remained eight days in prison with common criminals whom they instructed in the basics of the Faith.62 They were later released.


Reflecting on China a year after he arrived, Theodore Werner (1817–54) wrote that his life had completely changed, trying to adapt to the ‘habits, ideas and customs’ of the Chinese. He admired the simplicity of the Chinese and their ‘admirable faith’. He thought the priest to be a ‘good reconciler’ in local disputes between the non-Christians and the Christians. He bought two children, 25 sous for a boy and 15 sous for a girl, took them to the orphanage and placed them in the care of the virgins. He was horrified that some non-Christians strangled girl-children. Christians sometimes bought these children, while others either took them to the orphanages or gave them to the virgins.63


Similarly, the newly arrived Luigi Sica (1814–95) wrote about having responsibility for between 30–35 Christian communities, with each having between 50–400 Christians. Each district had one or two priests who administered the sacraments. The missionaries could not visit every Christian community in a year. He wondered if it was worth the effort for missionaries to spend six or seven years learning the Chinese language while 80 million people ‘lost their souls’. Maybe it was better for the missionaries to learn Mandarin while still in Europe. He understood that many Chinese did not care much about pronunciation, preferring that the missionaries knew the significance of as many characters as possible.64



Political negotiations


Meanwhile, as a result of the Treaty of Whampoa with the French ambassador, Théodore de Lagrené, in 1844, the emperor, in an edict of 20 February 1846, ordered that the establishments formerly belonging to Christians must be restored to their owners, and that henceforth officers searching for and arresting harmless Christians should be tried. However, this was not sent to all governors, with some disastrous results for Christians.


The 30-year-old Mathurin Lemaître 65 (1816–63), having only just arrived in China, was appointed procurator of the mission: the person in charge of its overall material welfare. He was asked to negotiate with the Chinese authorities over the return of previously Jesuit-owned buildings. The result of these negotiations was that the Jesuits were given three plots of land in compensation for the non-restoration of some churches, but the old cemetery of the former Jesuits was not returned. One of these plots of land was for the cathedral of St Francis Xavier and the residence of Dongjiadu, built in 1847. On another piece of land, in the centre of the French concession, was the location for St. Joseph’s Church at Yangjingbang, a Jesuit residence, and the Church of St Ignatius, built in 1848. The latter was situated in the zone of Xujiahui, near the tomb of Paul Xu Guangqi, a friend of Ricci. Gotteland bought this land in 1847 with funds from a Chinese Catholic family.



Xujiahui


Gotteland had a vision for the development of Catholic Shanghai. He wanted a Catholic centre, a seminary for the Chinese clergy, a school for boys and one for girls, an orphanage and a hospital. He also dreamed about building an astronomical observatory.66 This dream gradually unfolded with an orphanage built at Tushanwan, and a college for boys, St Ignatius, both opened in 1850. His aim for the school was to educate the students from ‘honourable Christian families’ in ‘piety’, science, French language and Chinese literature. The missionaries envisioned that these students might become future helpers in the mission as teachers, administrators of Christian communities and catechists. In the first eleven years of the college, it educated 1,103 students, among whom were 10 Jesuits and six secular priests, seven Jesuit brothers, and 68 seminarians. 67


The opening of a museum and observatory in 1871 was another step forward by announcing to the Chinese the importance of scientific investigation. It also showed continuity with the work of earlier Jesuits like Adam Schall and Ferdinand Verbiest. These works became known in the intellectual world through numerous academic publications. The Jesuit Pierre Heude (1836–1902), a naturalist (zoologist), had explored the interior Provinces of China, collecting specimens of flora and fauna and documenting his findings. He published the well-illustrated Conchyliologie fluviatile in Paris, as well as the Memoires sonsernant l’histoire naturelles de ‘Empire chinois.68


The observatory, built next to the museum, became very significant for its meteorological observations, similar to the ones in Europe. It published monthly bulletins of observations, which were appreciated by ships that needed to know weather conditions in the Orient.


An astronomy section followed. Finally, Jean Chevalier undertook hydrographic studies of the Yellow River (Huang He/Hwang Ho) after 1897. Workshops for teaching carpentry, painting and sculpturing were also established. The products of these workshops were well used in the churches of the mission.


The printing press at Xujiahui became a most important means of evangelisation in the mission by printing many works in Chinese for the Christians. Each month there was the Messenger of the Sacred Heart and a twice-weekly Chinese paper that was distributed to thousands. Under the director Angelo Zottoli (1826–1902), they published five volumes of Cursus Litteraturae sinicas that was the prelude to the greater work of an academic dictionary. Finally, European friends favourably received the Variétés Sinologiques, which were a collection of monographs on sinological topics such as Chinese history, Chinese science, as well as Chinese customs and language.


Religious sisters played a very significant part in the evangelisation of the mission. The Auxiliatrices des âmes du Purgatoire arrived in 1867 to work in the orphanage, as well as 25 sisters of Carmel in 1869 to pray for the work of the mission. In 1854, Sica established a religious group of Chinese Christian virgins called the Presentations of the Holy Virgin (Seng-mou-yeu). They grew rapidly in number; by 1898 they had 90 religious and made a significant contribution to running schools for girls in the mission. They also baptised, gave Christian instructions, and helped in organising the religious ceremonies in the local communities. 69


The Xujiahui centre became a unique Catholic enclave in the Far East within Shanghai, the thriving European commercial centre of China.


This vision of Gotteland was hindered under the present bishop. From the beginning of 1845 Bési refused to give permission for a Jesuit noviciate, and tried to get the Italian Jesuits who had arrived in May 1846 to write to Rome with complaints against the French Jesuits, and especially against Gotteland. He even forbade Jesuits from performing priestly ministries in Shanghai.70


There were differences in approaches to mission work between the Italian and French missionaries. Bési noticed this and preferred the Italians; they were easier to work with, being more relational and adaptable than the more authoritative and rigid French.


Meanwhile, at the political level, having received reports from Shanghai, the French provincial, Ambroise Rubillon, wrote to the French Foreign Minister expressing gratitude and pleasure for French ‘patronage as we move to the interior of China’. He reminded the minister that missionaries represented France, and that by their works of charity, France benefited. But he was also aware that while some mandarins accepted the missionaries, in other areas missionaries were persecuted. He hoped that the mandarins involved in these cases would investigate these affairs.71 French support in this matter was implied in the letter.


Disputes among Christians and missionaries


It was not only differences with Bési that the Jesuits had to contend. Chinese Catholics became critical of their methods in pastoral ministry. The Jiangnan Christians had memories of the earlier Jesuits who were learned, spoke their language and adapted Christianity to Chinese culture. The new Jesuits were experienced as not having sufficient fluency in the local languages to communicate adequately for pastoral work. In the haste to establish a firm base, they had not given themselves time to learn Chinese customs.


Before the Jesuits arrived, the local Catholic churches were alive, despite persecution. Chinese priests and catechists were well established in the Christian communities and had been running the churches with confidence without outside interference. ‘Indigenous Chinese traditions had been incorporated into the Jiangnan churches to create a distinctly Chinese church’. The new Jesuits were different from the former ones; the earlier Jesuits needed to be cautious in their approach to the Chinese, fearing retribution. They were flexible and accommodating. The new Jesuits, backed by British forces, were more secure in their approach, and showed signs of arrogance, imposing European and Roman theology and rituals in a way that the Christian communities had not experienced and did not like.72


On Ash Wednesday 1846, Jiangnan Christians produced an open letter, or an ‘essay in ten parts’, expressing their reflections and concerns about the procedures of Bési and the Jesuits in their pastoral ministry in the communities, compared with their own long-established customs. The tone reflected bitterness about the way the Christian communities were treated by the European priests, and indicated the pastoral differences that existed between the Chinese church leaders and the Europeans pastors.


Gotteland was upset by this letter and gave a long, detailed reply to the many objections that had been raised. In general, he expressed belief that the objections should never have been made in the first place; Christians were only required to obey their superiors. He explained that if conflict arose, then superiors would explain reasons for their action, and after an explanation, the complainant ought simply to obey and not speak scandal against the superiors. If they continued to hold subversive views, they committed ‘evil and sin’. However, if they repented, they could obtain forgiveness. The priest had the authority to help people live good lives, as well as to help them to think correctly.


This response was arrogant and alienating to the Chinese. It showed Gotteland the outsider endeavouring to impose European rules on the Chinese without any understanding of their Chinese traditions or previous Christian rituals. His attitude was far from accommodating or helpful to inter-cultural relationships.


There were twenty-two objections to which Gotteland responded at length with passion and conviction of the righteous approach of the European priests. His replies indicated that the Jesuits had little or no sympathy with certain customs in the Christian communities that were not compatible with European Catholic theology and ritual.


The first complaint was that the European priests did not understand the Chinese, nor should they interfere with material customs of local Chinese. Gotteland replied that the European priests did not come to China to engage in material things, but to work for religion, which was a ‘universal business of following Christ’. Christ did not deal with temporal matters, and neither should the priests. There seemed to be agreement on this matter, but the underlying suggestion by the Chinese was that European priests did interfere with the well-established Chinese way of life.


The Chinese Christians believed that the earlier Jesuits, like Ricci and his companions, were ‘wise and respected’, whereas the ‘new’ ones were ignorant of Chinese culture. Gotteland replied that the comparison should not have been made, as the times had changed. Earlier Jesuits, he claimed, did not visit the sick, nor explain the precepts of the Church, but rather gave themselves to intellectual tasks, and took seven years to study the Chinese classics. The ‘new’ European Jesuits studied Mandarin for two years, which he believed was insufficient to help them in visiting the sick or in explaining church teaching. However, they did the best they could, given the pastoral needs of the Christians.


Against the criticism that the Europeans did not preach to the non-Christians, nor expound Christian doctrine, nor confront superstitions, Gotteland replied that preaching was not the ‘convenient medium of our days’. He said that when Jesus called someone to the faith, he used everyday images, not using great words, but told the truth ‘in virtue and example’.


It was further claimed that the Christian religion, as presented by the Europeans, was not what Christ taught, but rather what the bishop taught. There was a perceived discrepancy between the two approaches. Gotteland responded that Christ taught his disciples to preach about ‘the unity and Trinitarian God, and the Incarnation of the Word’. Furthermore Jesus wanted the ‘bishops to depend on the pope, and the faithful on the bishops, observing the precepts of the Church, without which Paradise could not be attained’. He stressed that these doctrines, the doctrines of Christ, were in the heart of every Christian. The priests who came to China did so with the authority of the bishop to teach these truths. The people should obey. This response made no distinction between what Jesus taught and what the Church taught. For Gotteland, they were the same. This reflected well the European ecclesiology of the day, and Gotteland, proclaiming these truths, as he knew them, saw no reason to attempt to explain these truths in any other way. It was the only way he knew. He did not understand the existing beliefs and rituals within the Christian communities, as Ricci had done in the sixteenth century.


In response to the comment that the European priests were seen as spies of the British, and secretly communicated with them, Gotteland seemed to understand this comment, but admitted that the missionaries had no other means of arriving in China than in British ships. It was also ‘the best means whereby letters to and from the pope were sent’!


Other complaints included criticism that the European priests did not speak many languages as the apostles did. They also objected to some liturgical practices, such as the directive for Chinese men and women to pray together. This latter demand contradicted the Chinese custom of the sexes praying separately and violated the Chinese sense of propriety. The European priests were not open to this custom, saying it was not the custom of the universal church.


Gotteland agreed with the criticism that the priests did not preach the scriptures by saying that the people would not understand them if they did. The Christians were not considered to have sufficient understanding of the faith to comprehend them; it was better for the priests to explain the catechism, especially the importance of the sacraments and the observance of the Commandments. The Chinese also objected to the prohibition of servants preaching. They were told that church law only permitted priests to preach. This was a power given to the priests from the bishop, and not given to just anyone. Besides, preaching required learning, which was considered rarely found among the Christians. Gotteland was as direct in his rebuttal to the Chinese, as they were in their attack on the Jesuits.


From the Chinese perspective, the instruction by the Jesuits was incomprehensible because of their lack of Chinese language skills. This was a significant difficulty when attempting to discuss the scriptures with the less educated Christians in the villages. The missionaries did not accept the Chinese offer of help at the time. Until the language skills of the missionaries improved, their influence among the Chinese was minimal. In the meantime, they involved themselves with setting up lasting structures for the mission.


The Chinese also raised questions about Church marriage laws and their application. Bési had forbidden traditional customs of contracting marriage ceremonies, while the universal Church laws regarding marriage were quite foreign to the Chinese.


The way money was distributed in the vicariate and the poverty of the missionaries were called into question. It was claimed that Bési and the Jesuits were extravagant in food and clothing. Earlier Jesuits were believed to have worn poor clothing and went barefoot, but the new Jesuits wore long and expensive robes.


Gotteland’s response was that religious priests took and lived a vow of poverty, and that all money was spent on the needs of the mission. He wrote that the missionaries were only in China to save souls and, if they could not do this, then they would leave. Further criticisms included that the Jesuits could not understand the Confessions of the Chinese and were unable to communicate catechesis on this or about the other sacraments.73


The final major complaint concerned infanticide, with the question as to why after baptising a child, the mother was told not to suffocate the child. Christians believed that if the child was baptised it would go to heaven after death, but infanticide was an acceptable part of Chinese culture, especially if the child was a female. Not to smother the child would leave the child to a worse fate since there would be no one to protect the abandoned child. This justified their action. It was believed that few Chinese Christians followed the directive of the missionaries.


The Jesuits, earlier and present, condemned the practice. It was illegal in Chinese law, but the practice was common, especially in mid-nineteenth century Jiangnan. The main reason for infanticide was poverty and the inability of the parents to care for the child. Infants born to unmarried mothers were also killed, as were deformed males.74


Gotteland’s response to the question was that to kill a child was against the will of the Church, which was an expected response, but this showed his lack of empathy with the Chinese custom in 1846.75 It would appear that Gotteland, and the other Jesuits at this time, had little understanding of the social implications of the custom. It was sufficient for them that such a practice was unjust killing and should be prevented. To deal with this situation as best they could, they opened an orphanage at Tu San Wan in 1850.


Gotteland’s responses to the Christians were defensive and uncompromising, and in doing so he clearly articulated his Roman theology. The hierarchical church was firmly established in the world, and everyone had his or her proper place in that hierarchy. Ultimately the Christians were expected only to obey: obedience to the rules was the expectation of the universal church.76 Any local customs at variance with this vision were expected to change. Furthermore, there does not appear to be evidence that Gotteland was particularly interested in studying the Chinese classics. He was too busy dealing with administrative and pastoral situations.


Bishop Bési and the Jesuits


These objections clearly highlighted the tension between Bési and the educated ‘old’ Chinese Catholics. Bési also never had good relations with Propaganda Fide, so when he lost the support of his friend Pope Gregory XVI, who died in 1846, Bési decided to go to Rome to defend himself against growing criticisms. After laying the cornerstone for the cathedral in Shanghai, 21 November 1847, he departed for Rome with his secretary, Italian Jesuit Renato Massa, who had arrived in China with three of his other brothers who were also Jesuits, on 24 May 1846. Eleven Jesuits had arrived together on that date so that altogether 17 Jesuits were in the Jiangnan mission when Bési departed China.77 Also present in the mission at the time were two secular priests from Propaganda, and five elderly Chinese priests, all serving 60,000 Christians.


The tension between Bési and the Jesuits reached the stage where he advised Propaganda Fide not to send any more French Jesuits to Jiangnan. Propaganda agreed, not because of Bési’s request, but because they wanted it to be an Italian sphere of influence. In 1845, Pope Gregory had accepted the French government’s demand that the Jesuits leave France. That was probably why so many were sent to China in 1846. Seven new Jesuits were sent to China in 1847, four of them French.


Meanwhile, following instructions, Massa had begun recruiting missionaries in Italy, with 30 showing interest, but with limited funds, only six Italian Jesuits arrived on 27 September 1848, joining the other six Italian Jesuits already in the mission.


Rome did not permit Bési to return to China because his presence was considered too disruptive. Acknowledging this, the Jesuits considered him ‘too rigid and authoritarian, lacking in humility, and alienating his collaborators’, but praised his ‘zeal in government’.78



The episcopal years of Bishop Francisco Xaverio Maresca OFM (1848–1855)


The Italian, Maresca, a missionary from Hong Kong, was consecrated bishop on 23 May 1847, and appointed coadjutor Bishop of Nanjing on 1 December 1847, but when Bési resigned on 9 July 1848, Maresca became Bishop of Nanjing. He was much liked, gentle, affable, and worked well with people, as well as with the Jesuits. To resolve previous tensions between the Jesuits and the bishop, Propaganda confirmed the Jesuits right to order religious discipline of the Jesuits, but the right of the bishop to control all business and directions of the mission. Whenever conflict could not be resolved, the decision of the bishop was to be upheld. However, this decision did not eradicate all conflict between the bishop and the Jesuits, which continued until 1856, when Propaganda reconstituted the mission of Jiangnan as a separate vicariate from the diocese of Nanjing. The Jesuits administered the new mission at the request of Maresca in his final days.


To support the genial Maresca, the Italian Luigi Spelta OFM was appointed his coadjutor, a man who had Bési’s forceful character, and so was a good foil to Maresca. He remained in the diocese until 1856.79
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