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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO THE MEMORY OF ALL CHRISTIANS, CHINESE AND FOREIGN, WHO DIED IN CHINA AS MARTYRS FOR THEIR FAITH, FROM A.D. 635 TO MODERN TIMES.






PREFACE


THE DECISION OF MONARCH BOOKS to issue a soft-cover version of Jesus in Beijing opened the door to many useful opportunities. Chief among these was a chance to correct a number of errors that had crept into the text of the first edition not only in the original writing process but also in the editing and copy-editing. I am grateful to a number of people for pointing out deficiencies in the original text, and especially to Dr. James Hudson Taylor III.

The new version of the book contains new material. One addition is an updating chapter on events concerning Christianity in China in the three years since the original version of the book went to press. Another is the transcript of a talk given by the author to an audience in Beijing in July 2004 on some of the background, motivations, and circumstances of reporting and writing the book. In the talk I made a good effort to respond to some of the criticisms that publication of the original book had evoked. The third addition is an abridged version of an article, written by an anonymous mainland Chinese Christian well-acquainted with China’s official church criticizing the theology of China’s most internationally recognizable Protestant Christian leader, Bishop Ding Guangxun. A fourth addition is a very useful  report of an investigation by the U.S. Christian group Asia Harvest, which has close ties to China, into claims that mass arrests had followed the release in October 2003 of the first edition of this book and of the documentary “The Cross.”

Also, the Index for this edition has been substantially revised so that it is far more comprehensive than what appeared in the first edition. Readers who might want to refer to the contents of this book for research purposes will find it much more useful.

Finally, a very brief explanation needs to be made on the English spelling of Chinese words and names in the book. In almost all cases, I have used the pinyin system of transliteration of Chinese words and names that has been in use in the People’s Republic of China since the 1950s. The exceptions fall into two categories: names of prominent Chinese figures who have used alternative systems of Romanization to render their names in English. Two obvious examples are Sun Yatsen and Chiang Kai-shek. These two names, in that particular spelling in English, are so commonly used as to render any attempt to refer to them in their “correct” Chinese spellings (Sun Zhongshan and Jiang Jieshi, respectively) more confusing than anything else.

The second category of spelling variance is that of the capital of China today, which is commonly rendered Beijing. Indeed, Beijing is the standard pinyin spelling of the Chinese name of the capital. When the Chinese Nationalist government ruled in Nanjing from 1927 until its retreat to Taiwan in 1949, the name of the city of Beijing was changed in Chinese to Beiping, and it was spelled this way in English. It would be pedantic and confusing, however, to refer to China’s traditional capital as Beiping for just these few decades of the century.

What I have chosen to do, albeit somewhat arbitrarily, is to refer to Beijing in all historical periods before 1949 as Peking. This is because every single historical work in English used the spelling Peking for the city prior to that time, and indeed continued to use Peking rather than Beijing until the 1970s and 1980s. Nowadays, of course, Beijing is virtually standard international usage.

I would like to add that it would have been virtually impossible to correct all the mistakes in the book without the unflaggingly diligent  assistance of my editor for the new edition, Charlene L. Fu. I owe her considerable gratitude.

 



Virginia, USA, July 2006






INTRODUCTION


I FIRST BECAME INTERESTED IN THIS STORY while working in Hong Kong in the 1970s as a correspondent for Time magazine. It was difficult for Westerners to enter China at all in that period, though I made three visits to China during 1972–1976. But every reporter in Hong Kong on the China-watching beat tried hard to piece together what was going on in the country from the fragmentary information available. There were, of course, the official New China (or Xinhua) News Agency stories, carefully crafted to hew to the correct political line. Like Kremlinologists of yore, many of us in Hong Kong pored over stories of such epochal events as, say, a visit to Beijing by the foreign minister of San Marino, to see which Chinese officials showed up at the official banquet. But enticing tidbits of information were also leaking out of south China through the thousands of Hong Kong Chinese and overseas Chinese who were permitted to visit relatives in China.

Many of these visitors, especially those from Hong Kong, were churchgoing Chinese Christians who snatched at any information they could about the status of fellow believers in China as the nation staggered to pull itself together after the chaos of the 1966–1976 Cultural Revolution. It was from such visitors that remarkable stories of an incipient Christian revival inside China began to emerge.

Later, in the mid-1980s, I lived in China for nearly two years as the Time bureau chief in Beijing. Foreigners, especially foreign reporters, were watched carefully by the Chinese government at the time. It was possible to visit privately with ordinary Chinese, but at some risk to them. I used to show up unannounced in the dilapidated home of one Christian family in north Beijing after donning a thickly padded cotton Chinese military coat, a surgical face mask, and a large fur hat and bicycling through the city streets after dark. An elderly Chinese Christian physician loved to tell me stories of peasant evangelists from the countryside who dropped by to pick up Bibles or Christian literature. Her son, a Communist Party member, was also a believer.

I returned briefly to Beijing in June 1989, in time to witness firsthand the military crackdown on protesting students and citizens in the capital on June 4. I came back to China again several times during the 1990s, at first while still with Time and later as a freelance journalist. Each time I sought out longtime contacts among China’s Christian community or developed new ones.

The genesis of this book goes back to August 1998 when, with another reporter, Mark O’Keefe, then of The Oregonian newspaper, I was introduced by a Chinese contact to top leaders of China’s largest networks of Christians in the “house churches,” unregistered gatherings of Christians who wanted nothing to do with the government-approved Three-Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM) or the Catholic Patriotic Association (CPA). The secret meeting in a safe house on the outskirts of Zhengzhou, capital city of Henan Province, required elaborate arrangements for Mark and me to attend without putting at risk any of the Chinese participants. It turned out to be the first occasion on which China’s “house church” leaders, sometimes referred to outside China as “underground,” had agreed not only to meet with reporters from Western news organizations, but also to be photographed and openly identified by their own names as well. The participants compiled their first official collective statement of opinion for the benefit of both the Three-Self and China’s government. We later published this in the United States (See Appendix A). The document was significant not just because it was the first deliberate effort of house church network leaders to reveal themselves, but also because it showed that China’s underground Christians, despite decades of persecution, did not consider themselves political dissidents, and in fact took pride in proclaiming their Chinese patriotism. (Specifically, they opposed political independence for either Tibet or Taiwan.)

I returned to China again in 1999, arriving in Shanghai during the climax of China’s celebrations of the first fifty years of Communist rule. Although I saw the fireworks, I spent much of the time furtively wandering the city looking up old house church contacts.

Finally, to gather the bulk of reporting for this book, I went back to China for three months in the summer of 2002. I traveled extensively around China (though not to Tibet, nor on this occasion to the far western region of Xinjiang), talking to as many people as I could, both inside and outside of China’s Christian community, to try to peer into the situation. I was given remarkably free access, especially by senior leaders of China’s various house church groups, most of whom I had met at the historical meeting in August 1998. (For more details about the reporting of this book, see Appendix D, the transcript of remarks to a Beijing audience in 2004.)






Chapter One

JESUS COMES TO BEIJING


THE EIGHTEEN AMERICAN TOURISTS visiting China weren’t expecting much from the evening’s scheduled lecture. They were already exhausted from a day of touring in Beijing. But what the speaker had to say astonished them.

“One of the things we were asked to look into was what accounted for the success, in fact, the pre-eminence of the West all over the world,” he said. “We studied everything we could from the historical, political, economic, and cultural perspective. At first, we thought it was because you had more powerful guns than we had. Then we thought it was because you had the best political system. Next we focused on your economic system. But in the past twenty years, we have realized that the heart of your culture is your religion: Christianity. That is why the West has been so powerful. The Christian moral foundation of social and cultural life was what made possible the emergence of capitalism and then the successful transition to democratic politics. We don’t have any doubt about this.”

This was not coming from some ultra-conservative at a think tank in Orange County, California, or from Jerry Falwell’s Liberty University in Lynchburg, Virginia. This was a scholar from China’s premier  academic research institute, the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) in Beijing, in 2002. Though CASS has had a reputation since its inception for gently pushing the envelope of acceptable areas of research in China, it is hardly a viper’s nest of liberal dissent.

We’ll call the speaker Dr. Wu—an urbane academic in his late thirties who spoke excellent English, specialized in the study of religion, and was deeply knowledgeable about not just China but the history of the West in general and the United States in particular. During his presentation to the American visitors, he let them take notes and even record his voice, but he didn’t want to be filmed or identified by name.

The Americans were not typical of the 12 million foreign tourists who flock to China every year. Although they made the requisite stops at the Great Wall, the Summer Palace, and a large Peking duck restaurant during their eight-day excursion, their tour was called “A Christian Heritage Tour of China.” The group was made up of twelve middle-class professionals—most of them Christian ministers—almost all from California or Texas, and six of their wives, and they were in China to see what was still left of the historic Christian legacy in China.

Though China’s tourism authorities were happy enough to indulge a quaint American taste for ecclesiastical archaeology, the tourists were more likely expecting to hear the official old Communist dogma about religion being the opium of the people and missionaries being tools of Western imperialism, not this enthusiastic observation of Christianity by a member of China’s academic elite.

Had Christianity reached far deeper into Chinese culture and society than most people inside or outside China hitherto thought? My own answer is, definitely yes, as this book, based upon decades of interest in the topic and extensive reporting in China in the summer and fall of 2002, will show. New reporting done for this edition, including an additional reporting trip to China in July 2004, further supported that conclusion.




HOW MANY CHRISTIANS IN CHINA? 

Just how many Christians are there in China? The answer is not a simple one.

As part of their tour, the Americans had visited several large churches that the Communist authorities had, beginning in the late 1970s, allowed to officially re-open, in Beijing as well as other parts of China. Some of these had been constructed decades earlier in the era of vigorous missionary activity in China. The visitors had been surprised to discover how packed these churches were, not just on Sundays but even during mid-week worship services or other occasions for teaching.

The only Protestant Chinese organization that is permitted by the Communist Party to function openly is the China Christian Council (CCC), a sort of organizational umbrella for China’s government-sanctioned Protestant churches. Its Catholic counterpart, the Catholic Patriotic Association (CPA), is the only official Catholic entity allowed to function. The CCC was formed in the early 1980s to provide China’s Protestant Christian church hierarchy a small measure of distance from the government organization established by the Communist Party in the 1950s to take control of Chinese Protestantism. This organization was the Three-Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM), an administrative entity whose job it was to ensure that all the activities of China’s officially approved Protestant churches conformed to Beijing’s political and social objectives. As we shall see, the relationship of the CCC and the Three-Self from the beginning has overlapped. The CCC routinely claims to have some 15 million baptized believers on its church rolls throughout China. The CPA says its churches have registered 6 million baptized Catholics.

But these figures are not considered credible even by China’s own Public Security Bureau, the official police force, which in the past few years has indicated privately that there are at least 25 million Christians in China. Both Chinese within China and visiting observers generally believe that the numbers of Christians who attend churches not approved by the government—unofficial, so-called “house churches”—may exceed by a factor of three or four those under the various Chinese government-approved umbrellas.

In effect, the number of Christian believers in China, both Catholic and Protestant, may be closer to 80 million than the official combined  Catholic-Protestant figure of 21 million. One Three-Self pastor privately estimated that Protestant Christians account for 1/10 of the population, and American visitors have also been told by some officials (though not ones from the Three-Self or any other religion-connected organization) that the number may exceed one hundred million. But, the reality is simply that no one knows for sure. All we do know is that Christianity has grown at a staggering speed since 1979, when China began to relax the fierce restrictions on religious activity that had been imposed in the 1960s during the Cultural Revolution.




CHRISTIANS EVERYWHERE 

It was already clear in the 1980s that Christians were beginning to show up, though almost never identified as such, within the Chinese Communist Party. But during the 1990s it became clear that something else was happening too. I began to meet intellectuals, academics, social scientists, businessmen, artists and musicians, some of them Party members, most of them not, who were unmistakably Christian believers, and who acknowledged this privately.

I also began to encounter increasing numbers of visitors to China, some of them ethnic Chinese, some of them Westerners, who had extraordinary tales of their own about visits with Christian contacts across the country. I was unprepared for the dimensions of what I learned.

In 2000, several leaders of the Fangcheng fellowship, one of China’s largest house church networks, traveled to Guangzhou to meet with me in order to update me on their views of the current status of Christianity in China. By then, it had long since become clear to me that the progress of Christianity in China was not something that belonged just in the annual newsletter of some church missionary group in America’s Bible Belt.

From the grassroots of the peasantry to high within China’s establishment, the country was being seeded with believing Christians. In numerical terms they were still a small minority, perhaps 7 to 8 percent of the country’s 1.2 billion population. But they were being noticed, and they kept turning up in the most unexpected places.


CONSULATE OFFICERS. I learned, for example, that at least three of the six Chinese consulates in the United States have Christian believers among their officers. The embassy in Tokyo has at least one. It is very probable that Christians are among the officers of Chinese embassies all over Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin America. I discovered that there are deputy provincial governors, judges, and lawyers in China who are Christians, and that legal experts were working hard behind the scenes to try to implement laws of religious freedom and the larger concept of the rule of law—not just for Christians to be able to worship without harassment, but for followers of all faiths.


ENTREPRENEURS. There are Christian entrepreneurs at every level of Chinese society, including some of the richest men in the country. Zhang Jian, forty-two, is the co-founder with his brother of Broad air conditioners, and the two were the first Chinese to own their own private aircrafts. Zhang became a Christian in January 2001 and is eager to link up with other Christian businessmen around the country. He is not alone. Groups of Christian CEO’s now meet in cities including Beijing and Shanghai to discuss their potential role in modeling high business ethics in China.


ACTORS, SINGERS, AND MORE. There are Christian actors, singers, and conductors in China, and these have been able to acknowledge their faith with much greater openness than those in other professions. For the second year in a row, in December 2002, Beijing’s Forbidden City Concert Hall resonated to the solos and choruses of Handel’s Messiah, performed in Chinese by the choir of the National Symphony Orchestra and the China Film Symphony Orchestra, under the baton of Su Wenxing, an openly professing Chinese Christian. Perhaps even more remarkable than the performance itself was the report in the official English-language newspaper, China Daily, on the event, and on Su himself. “Many great composers such as Bach and Handel were loyal Christians,” the paper quoted Su, who also goes by the Christian name of Timothy, as saying. “Since I became a Christian [in 1996], I have had a new understanding of them and interpret them much better.” The paper, noting Su’s youthful  age of thirty, quoted a renowned Chinese conductor describing Su as “one of the best conductors in the country for oratorio and religious songs.”1 Since 2002, however, Su has been banned from conducting concerts in China.

There are Christians in journalism at both the national and the local levels, but it is harder for them to indicate their beliefs to colleagues and outsiders because, in an authoritarian regime, journalism is always considered primarily a government propaganda tool to control and influence thought.

There are Christian-run homes for old people, Christian-run orphanages and hospitals, and Christian private schools the length and breadth of China.


THE COMMUNIST PARTY AND THE PEOPLE’S LIBERATION ARMY. I heard from many Chinese Christians that there are Christian officers and enlisted men in the People’s Liberation Army. I have not been able personally to meet any, and for obvious reasons I would not reveal their identity if I had.

Chinese officials have acknowledged several times that there are Christians within the Communist Party, though we do not know how high up they go, any more than we know how high up Christians can be found in China’s government apparatus. I have certainly met a few.

What we do know is that several of the sons and daughters of current or past Chinese leaders have become Christian and been baptized. Li Peng, a former premier whose last post before retirement in the spring of 2003 was chairman of the National People’s Congress, the legislature, has a daughter who studied in Japan and was baptized a Christian there. Wang Guangmei, widow of revolutionary leader Mao Zedong’s primary political target during the Cultural Revolution, Liu Shaoqi, has three daughters, all of whom have been baptized as Christians.


STUDENTS AND SCHOLARS. In fact, perhaps half of all of the 150,000 Chinese students who, according to official Chinese statistics, have studied in the United States since the late 1970s attended church at least once during their time in America, according to U.S.-based organizations concerned with the evangelization of China.  Many, of course, become Christians and get baptized while in the United States.

Zhang Boli, a former student dissident who was on the police list of the twenty-one most-wanted student leaders of the 1989 Tiananmen Square pro-democracy protests, became a Christian while on the run in his own country before escaping in 1991. Now a pastor of two Chinese churches in the Washington, D.C., area, he estimates that as many as 20 percent of all Chinese at universities outside of China may by now have become Christian.


POLITICAL DISSIDENTS. Zhang Boli notes that he is one of at least two Christian clergy from the original twenty-one most-wanted student protest leaders, both now in the United States. The other is Xiong Yan, who was part of the Tiananmen hunger strike team and one of the student representatives who met, futilely, with leaders including then-Premier Li Peng himself in an effort to defuse the tensions shortly before the June 4, 1989, crackdown. Xiong is now a chaplain in the U.S. Army, and completed a second tour in Iraq in March 2005.

Two other Tiananmen protest leaders are also Christian. One of them, Wu’er Kaixi, currently lives in Taiwan with his Taiwanese wife. Wu’er, a Uighur ethnic minority from the region of Xinjiang in far western China, was baptized in Taiwan by Zhang Boli in 2002. The other is Han Dongfang, the founder of the non-official labor union, the Beijing Workers’ Autonomous Federation. Han actually walked into a police station in July 1989 to protest his inclusion on the most-wanted lists, convinced that he had done nothing wrong during the student protests. He was promptly arrested and was thrown into a cell in the infectious diseases ward of a prison, where he contracted tuberculosis and nearly died in prison. Released and permitted to go to the United States in 1992 on medical grounds, he was converted in an overseas Chinese church in New Jersey in 1993. He now resides in Hong Kong, broadcasting to China about Chinese labor problems for the U.S.-government funded Radio Free Asia.

Some other Christian dissidents include Wang Xizhe, who helped pen a “big-character” protest poster in Guangzhou in 1974 and subsequently spent a total of seventeen years in prison before winning  asylum in the United States. He was baptized as a Christian in California in Aug. 2000. Two other prominent dissidents who became Christians while in exile in the United States are Dr. Wang Bingzhang and Dr. Yang Jianli; both were arrested by Chinese police in 2002 (Wang was kidnapped in Vietnam and taken back to China, Yang had snuck into China on false travel documents) and are currently serving prison terms, Wang a life sentence and Yang five years.




THE IMPACT OF A CHRISTIANIZED CHINA 

Clearly, Christianity is filtering into multiple layers of Chinese society. But what does this mean? During three months of reporting the situation of Christianity in China in 2002, I was startled to discover other aspects of the Christian growth that are of profound importance to how the world responds to Islamic-origin terrorism in the wake of the events of September 11, 2001.

A journal clandestinely published by Chinese Protestant house church Christians admitted that some Chinese had applauded the terrorist attacks on American civilians, but pointed out—quite accurately—that a number of Chinese (along with citizens from more than seventy other nations) had died in the New York World Trade Center attacks. Therefore, the magazine asserted, President George W. Bush’s decision to declare war against the terrorists was to maintain justice, and so was Biblical in nature.

The vast majority of China’s Protestant house church Christians, it turns out, are deeply pro-American and determined to evangelize the Muslim world, something Americans generally have been hesitant to do with much boldness. Chinese Christians believe—indeed some of them refer to it as a divine calling—that Christian believers from China are to bring the Gospel to the Muslim nations of the world.

“Muslims prefer Chinese to Americans. They don’t like Americans very much,” one Chinese Christian said bluntly. He outlined several reasons why Chinese Christians can succeed where Westerners have failed. A major advantage is that the Chinese government supports the anti-American objectives of some political groups in the Middle East “so the Muslim nations support China.” He added, “Besides, we  have a lot of experience of persecution.” Chinese Christians have learned through hard experience that “wherever we go, as soon as we arrive, we always look to see what the best escape route will be.”

This Chinese Christian articulated the view that Chinese believers would play a major role in bringing back the teachings of Jesus to the Middle East. “We have the view that Chinese missionaries will be part of the mainstream on the highway back to Jerusalem. The Muslim religion is the biggest obstacle on the road back to Jerusalem,” he said.

A Christianized China is poised to change the face not just of Christendom worldwide, but potentially of the world of Islam.




AN OPPORTUNE TIME FOR CHRISTIANITY 


Economic Growth and the “Open Door” 

China has never been as intellectually and philosophically open to the outside world as it is today. Deng Xiaoping, who came to power in 1978, opened China up both to its own latent internal creative energies and to the outside world with his famous “open door” policy. To unleash the considerable energy and creative talents of China’s entrepreneurs and workers, the regime took a conscious decision to loosen many of the clamps that had been fastened in place on Chinese social and civil life for decades.

For example, until the 1980s, every Chinese was at the mercy of his or her work unit, the danwei, a control system that determined residence location, job description, often even whether marriage was permissible or not. As the demand for flexible labor deployment grew, the danwei system, though still in place in much of the country, began to break down.

As China came to require a much deeper knowledge than hitherto allowed of the outside world in order to compete economically in the global marketplace, it became possible for ordinary Chinese to have contact with foreigners, then to travel overseas, and more recently, to have access to foreign-source information—including much information about China—through the Internet. Though the Chinese  Communist Party blocks key Internet sites, in some cases with the cooperation of the foreign owners of Internet search engines, overall, China’s authorities have permitted their people unprecedented freedom of intellectual investigation and social activity at the private level for most of the past decade.

An inquisitive Chinese in China today would have no difficulty finding out the name of the prime minister of Montenegro, the total size of the U.S. defense budget, or for that matter, what the Christian theological issues at stake were in the fourth-century dispute between Arius and Athanasius. A Chinese interested in religion can attend, without fear of the consequences, any officially approved Protestant or Catholic church, can purchase books that explain, even sympathetically, the nature of Christian belief, can buy a Bible (but only at a Three-Self or CPA church, not in any ordinary bookstore), and can openly question a pastor or priest about the differences between, say, Premillennialist Dispensational eschatology and that of the Protestant Reformed tradition.

Foreign capital, technological expertise, and management skills have flowed into the country. From 1979 until the late 1990s, China’s GDP grew at an annual rate of 9.5 percent, in some years reaching into the superheated zone of 14 percent. Things have slowed down somewhat since then, but not by much. The official annual growth rate for 2005 was still 9.8 percent.

Yet, the headlong growth of the economy has brought along plenty of downsides, including company collapses, stock market volatility, and dangerously widening income gaps between China’s rich coastal cities and the impoverished inland provinces. The migration from countryside to city has led to a “floating population” of millions of illegal squatters in Beijing and other major cities and has depressed industrial wages in many parts of the country. Working conditions in many of China’s urban factories may well be worse today than at any time in China’s Communist history. Corruption in China is broadly acknowledged, and regularly deplored, at the very highest level of political leadership. Virtually every American business executive who has had anything to do with China can rattle off personal encounters with corruption. Beyond the occasional high-profile arrests and executions, little is done to fix the problems.

“In China you can do anything you like if you have money. The only thing you can’t do is what you can’t think up to do,” said a Chinese who lives in the United States but visits his home country several times each year. One of his good friends, a senior judge in an inland province, told him that, for 30,000–50,000 yuan (approximately $3,750–6,250), even a man on death row could buy his freedom. Furthermore, if the sentence were commuted to fifteen years in prison, not even that would have to be served. Many Chinese, the judge said, will actually do the prison time for you if you pay them, say, $30 a month.

China’s Communist regime still ruthlessly represses people for any explicit display of political protest, as practitioners of the Falungong meditation practice discovered to their painful cost during 1998–2001. At the local level, sadistic provincial officials also can, and do, take the law into their own hands for arbitrary purposes. Christians who choose to meet together without formal authorization or registration of their organization can be, and have been, right up through 2006, arrested, beaten, and tortured without compunction by local officials of the Public Security Bureau.2


But compared with the blanket of desolate socialist totalitarianism that smothered the creative springs of China’s culture and thought-life from the late 1950s until about 1978, today’s civic freedom is a heady breath of intellectual liberty.

These factors—economic growth, increasing access to information, added civic freedoms, and the need for a consciousness to combat the social ills of prosperity—combine to create an opportune atmosphere for the growth of Christianity in China both as a movement and as an ideology.


Filling an Ideological Vacuum 

It is significant that Christianity is emerging in China at a time when there is a massive ideological vacuum left in society by the nationwide collapse of belief in Marxism-Leninism.

Chairman Mao’s catastrophic Cultural Revolution had “cured” almost all Chinese of any belief in the veracity of Communist theory. It is hard to find anyone in China today who truly believes in the theoretical truth of China’s official political ideology, ponderously called “Marxist-Leninist, Mao Zedong Thought.” Marxism was tried in the extreme form during Mao’s nearly two decades of utopian economic and social tinkering (1958–1976) and it was found to be irremediably destructive.

The Communist Party has managed to maintain power for more than a decade-and-a-half after the Tiananmen Square demonstrations in 1989, despite predictions that it would probably fade from power quite soon, for two reasons: sheer inertia and the fear among most ordinary Chinese of luan, or chaos, that destructive anarchic condition that many foreigners thought was China’s natural condition in the past two centuries. Fewer than four years after the 1989 crackdown, in 1993, I spoke to Chinese intellectuals at several of the nation’s universities. The consensus was clear: democracy, yes, but please not next week. They did not want to see any political change come quickly to China.

When Deng launched his “open door” policies of internal reforms and access to China of foreign capital and expertise, Chinese quickly grasped that, from an economic point of view, capitalism was now becoming the system of choice to make China strong. With straight-faced chicanery, the regime called the new system “socialism with Chinese characteristics.”

This phrase obscured a more important point: what way of looking at life in general should Chinese now adopt? Marxism-Leninism itself was a dead letter. Confucianism, the ethical and moral system that China’s ruling dynasties and ordinary people had sought to emulate for millennia, was certainly admired for its emphasis on family cohesion and mutual responsibility, but most Chinese considered it an unwieldy philosophy, incapable of the social change, capitalistic creativity, and entrepreneurial success needed in the newly globalized world of economic competition.

Many Chinese wondered: Is capitalism just a way of doing business, or did it come with concrete ethical and philosophical foundations? Many Chinese sociologists note that, in the coastal city of Wenzhou, in Zhejiang province, south of Shanghai, Christianity in the 1980s seemed to surge proportionately to the success of Wenzhou retailers in making money. In fact, more than a decade ago, some Chinese, thinking about capitalism, Christianity, and Wenzhou, were making the intellectual connection between religion and the rise of capitalism, the central thesis of R. H. Tawney in his influential book with the same name, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism.3


Perhaps, some Chinese began to think, Christianity itself, which had been such a powerful, if not fully understood, ingredient in the global pre-eminence of Western civilization, may be a worldview, even a metaphysic, that could guide China’s pathway into the twenty-first century. Perhaps it could even provide a lens for Chinese to understand their own history with greater insight than ever before.




A NEW WORLDVIEW FOR THE CHINESE? 

By the early 1990s, a new kind of Chinese had come into existence at Chinese universities and research institutions: “cultural Christians.” Many reject the name, as we shall see later, and prefer to use the ponderous phrase “Chinese scholars interested in Christianity.” But the phenomenon was real enough: highly educated Chinese who were not satisfied that either the Marxist interpretation of religion or the standard Western Darwinian understanding of life adequately explained the human condition in general and the Chinese condition in particular.

Nor was it among just Western-trained academics or Shanghai yuppies that these ideas began to be discussed. Early in 2002, China’s then-president and Communist Party leader, Jiang Zemin, attended a dinner party in the private home of another senior Chinese political figure in the heart of Beijing. The conversation turned to the Party’s upcoming Sixteenth Congress, a momentous, once-every-five-years gathering then scheduled for the late autumn of 2002 (the Congress convened November 7–15, 2002).

The company was relaxed, the mood ebullient. “Comrade Jiang,” a guest asked, “if, before leaving office, you could make one decree that you knew would be obeyed in China, what would it be?” Jiang  put on a broad smile and looked around the room. “I would make Christianity the official religion of China,” he replied.4 Jiang, of course, formally relinquished the reins of power at the Sixteenth Party Congress to his successor as party general secretary, Hu Jintao, and even if he wanted to implement that wish, is no longer in a position to do so. But even if he were being merely playful with his fellow guests, his whimsical comment was telling.

In 1949, the world’s most populous nation adopted the materialist philosophy of a nineteenth-century German and a twentieth-century Russian in its search for wealth and power after a century of foreign encroachments on its government and culture. That philosophy turned out to be bankrupt, and China is almost self-consciously casting around for something to replace it. Christianity has not yet been embraced as that replacement by the Chinese people, but today it is in a very good position to do so.

Foreigners, and especially foreign Christians, have for centuries yearned for China to change in a direction they considered desirable for both Chinese and themselves. Often, their hopes and aspirations have been illusory or just plain naïve. But China, whether it becomes Christian or goes in another direction, is changing right before our eyes. It is the Christian component of that change, and the remarkable potential contained therein, that this book is about.






Chapter Two

PATHFINDERS


ON A SUMMER’S AFTERNOON, the Forest of Steles Museum (formerly the Shaanxi Provincial Museum) in the heart of Xi’an, Shaanxi Province, dozes through temperatures in the nineties. Squads of tired-looking American and French tourists come and go as hawkers make desultory efforts at peddling fans, bottled water, and postcards. Nestled close to ancient Xi’an’s southern wall, the museum is actually located within an old Confucian temple. It is famous, among other things, for being the oldest continuously established museum in China. The first collection of ancient stone tablets with carved inscriptions, still on display in the museum’s various halls, was established more than 900 years ago, in 1090, when officials of the Song Dynasty sought to protect the texts of the Chinese Classics that had been carved in stone more than two centuries earlier during the Tang Dynasty.

The Forest of Steles Museum is not the most famous site in the Xi’an area. That honor belongs to the Museum of Qin Shi Huang, outside of the city. Tour groups arriving in Xi’an head straight for this remarkable destination. The museum’s terra-cotta warriors, lined up in relentless ranks like a ghostly regiment, speak to the achievements  of one of the most brilliant and ruthless national leaders of all antiquity. Qin Shi Huang, founder of China’s short-lived Qin Dynasty (221–206 B.C.), conquered six rival kingdoms through guile, patience, and sheer brutality, to force together what became the nation of China, one of the great cultural centers of human history. He started the building of the Great Wall, killing hundreds of thousands of forced labor workers in the process, unified the system of writing and of weights and measures, and buried alive hundreds of scholars of preexisting Chinese culture and other presumed political opponents, so that he could, as it were, start the nation from scratch.

Years earlier I had already visited the terra-cotta warriors. Now I was back in Xi’an to see something in the Forest of Steles Museum that was central to the story of how Christianity first arrived in China: the Nestorian Tablet, a two-ton stone tablet standing more than nine feet tall and three feet wide, and inscribed with 1,900 beautifully carved Chinese characters. It was an official account of the first major Christian mission to China, an event that took place in A.D. 635, a short seventeen years after the start of the Tang Dynasty (A.D. 618–907), one of the most brilliant eras in China’s history.

The stele had been inscribed in the year 781 at the orders of the Emperor Dezong. For eight and a half centuries, it lay mysteriously buried in the earth in the countryside outside Xi’an. It was not until 1623 that workers digging the foundation of a house came across the tablet.1 By one of those strange historical coincidences, the magistrate of the area where it was found just happened to know of the small handful of Western scholars and priests, the foreign Jesuit community, then living in Peking. Realizing that the tablet had something to say about the earliest known appearance of Christianity in China, he sent them a paper rubbing of the inscription. To their delight and surprise, this was an official account detailing the arrival of Nestorian Christians in China nearly one thousand years earlier.

The tablet stands upright, encased in glass, upon the back of a carved stone tortoise. A cross rising out of lotus lilies tops the arrow-shaped heading of the inscription. Below, the heading in large Chinese characters reads, “The Record of the Transmission of the Religion of  Light of the West in China.” The Chinese characters that follow set forth not only the theology of those early Christian travelers from Central Asia, but also the story of how they were received by the imperial authorities in Changan, site of the present-day city of Xi’an.

According to the stele, an impressive-looking delegation of foreigners arrived in the city of Changan, the capital of the Tang Dynasty, in the year 635. Their leader was a revered representative of a religion that was new to the Chinese. He wore a long flowing white robe and was attended by followers carrying various carved images (probably a crucifix and small sculptured portrayals of the Virgin Mary). The leader’s name was Alopen (also sometimes rendered Alu-oben) and he had come from Persia via the well-traveled trade route of the ancient Silk Road, the main thoroughfare of trade between China and the Mediterranean world for millennia. As far as the courteous Tang Dynasty court was concerned, Alopen had simply come from da qin—“the West.” At the time of Alopen’s journey in 635, according to the tablet, da qin (pronounced da chin) referred to the political domains west of China’s long reach into Central Asia, and often meant Persia, where there was a large and vigorous Christian community.




NESTORIANS FROM “THE WEST” 

The Christian community from which Alopen had come, however, was neither Western, i.e. Catholic, nor Greek Orthodox. It was a branch of Christianity that called itself the Church of the East, also known as the “Nestorian Church.” A former bishop of Constantinople, Nestorius (circa A.D. 390–451) was deposed from his see in 431 A.D. by the Council of Ephesus. He had objected to the official church use of the term Mother of God (theotokos in Greek) as applied to the Virgin Mary, and he held that the human and divine nature of Christ were not united in one person, as Christian orthodoxy maintained, but were separate entities. Nestorius was exiled to the Libyan desert, but his followers migrated to Persia, where they took over the existing Christian church, assuming the name of the Church of the East. The official language was, and remains, Syriac, and the community,  now numbering several hundred thousand, is usually called the Assyrian Church. It is based in modern Iraq.2


The Nestorians, as these adventurous Christians of the Church of the East came to be called, were zealous missionaries, introducing Christianity first to the oases and towns in Central Asia along the Silk Road, then to the Western, Turkic-speaking regions of China occupying the present-day region of Xinjiang. It is the Syriac alphabet, turned ninety degrees so it was read top to bottom instead of left to right and named the Uighur script, that became the official writing system first of the Turkic peoples of Western China, the Uighurs, then of the Mongols, and finally of the Manchus, the last foreign conquerors of China.

The Nestorian stele makes it clear that the purpose of Alopen’s visit and that of his delegation in 635 had nothing to do with tribute giving, the traditional reason for foreigners to request an audience with the emperor. His sole purpose was to introduce a new religion into China, referred to by the Chinese characters jing jiao, and variously translated as “religion of light” or “luminous religion.” The stele describes the beliefs of these visitors from Persia, and these “teachings” are certainly a recognizable expression of basic Christian doctrine.

“In the beginning,” says the inscription, “was the natural constant, the true stillness of the origin and the primordial void of the Most High. Then, the spirit of the void emerged as the Most High Lord, moving in mysterious ways to enlighten the old ones. He is Joshua [i.e., Jesus], my True Lord of the Void, who embodies the three subtle and wondrous bodies, and who was condemned to the Cross so that the people of the four directions can be saved.” The “teachings” go on to speak of the influence of Satan (in the Garden of Eden) and “My Lord Ye Su [Jesus], the one emanating in three subtle bodies,” who “became human, and came on behalf of the Lord of Heaven to preach the good teachings. A virgin gave birth to the Sacred in a dwelling in the Da Qin Empire.”3


So far, it is obvious that the stele is talking about Christianity. But there is enough in the phrasing and vocabulary of the Nestorian stele to suggest that it is a strongly syncretistic version of Christianity. A leading scholar of the Nestorian stele, Englishman Martin Palmer,  asserts that that the version of Christianity brought to the Tang court by Alopen had already been deeply influenced by Daoist philosophy.4 Palmer believes that the flowery, philosophical language of the Nestorian stele, as well as the lotus-leaf symbol at its top, indicates that the Nestorians had absorbed Daoist concepts even as they sought to bring the “religion of light” to the Chinese court.

The stele refers to the worship style of these eighth-century Christians. “At seven [in the morning],” it reads, “we gather for service to pray for the salvation of all. Every seven days we have an audience with heaven. We purify our hearts and return to the simple and natural way of the truth.”5


According to the tablet, the Nestorian community gained great favor from the imperial Chinese authorities early on. “When the emperor heard their teachings,” the stone relates, “he realized deeply that they spoke the truth.” The emperor then issued a decree: “Proclaim the teachings everywhere for the salvation of the people. Alopen, the man of great virtue from the Da Qin empire, came from a far land and arrived at the capital to present the teachings and images of his religion. His message is mysterious and wonderful beyond our understanding.”6 Thereafter the teachings were translated into Chinese, and Christian communities were established throughout Tang China.

According to the stele, the first 150 years of these Christian missionaries in China constituted a period of great favor and success, though there was a temporary setback in 698 when Buddhists hostile to the growing Christian success initiated a brief period of persecution. By the first part of the eighth century, the Nestorians seem to have recovered from this setback and even improved their situation, according to the stele. During the reign of the Tang emperor Xuanzong, a senior Tang general was ordered to attend the consecration of an important church in the vicinity of Changan, referred to as the Five Saints Church. This occurred around A.D. 742. By the time of the inscription of the stele in 781, Nestorian Christianity in China may have been at its apogee.

But then disaster struck. In Central Asia, the new expansionist faith of Islam was already moving rapidly to conquer new areas of the  world. In 751, Muslims defeated the Chinese armies in Central Asia. The Turkic-speaking Uighur kingdoms, largely Christianized for several hundred years, were taken over by Islam. The Silk Road, along which Alopen and his delegation had traveled, was now in hands unfriendly to Christianity. Meanwhile, in China itself a strong reaction against foreign religions set in at the Tang court. In 845, an imperial decree, lashing out at any religion considered “foreign,” ordered the three thousand monks belonging to “the Religion of Light” and the Zoroastrian religion, an ancient Persian faith that had also penetrated China via the Silk Road, to return to lay life, “so that they will not adulterate the customs of China.”7


Who carved the stele and why was it hidden in the ground for more than eight centuries? The stele itself says that it was carved by the monk Jingjing of the Da Qin Monastery. Englishman Palmer speculates that the Nestorian stele was carved to commemorate the significant event of the founding of that monastery. A twentieth-century Japanese scholar of early Chinese Christianity, P. Y. Saeki, drew a map in the 1930s in which he indicated that there was indeed a Da Qin monastery, or at least the remaining pagoda of such an establishment, still standing, some fifty miles southwest of Xi’an.

In 1998, Palmer, using Saeki’s map, suddenly rediscovered Da Qin, which was visible to the naked eye west of a prominent Daoist monastery. A seven-story pagoda leaning, Pisa-like, dangerously to one side, it was not in any tourist guidebook and had for years been thought of as a Daoist relic. An old Buddhist nun occupying a little hut-like temple close by the pagoda casually told Palmer on his first visit that though the pagoda had been taken over by Daoists, it had originally been established by “monks who came from the West and believed in one God.”8


A year later, Palmer revisited the site, and in the company of local officials and archaeologists and historians, climbed up into the pagoda to scrutinize two statues, both of them damaged, that had survived from the pagoda’s very beginnings back in the eighth century. One of them was of the Virgin and Child, and the other of Jonah in Nineveh. Palmer realized that he had stumbled upon the oldest surviving Christian church in China, more than twelve centuries old. The Nestorian stele dug up in about 1623 may well have been at this site, whose establishment it honored.

In the summer of 2002, I hired a driver/guide and rode out to Da Qin, a good ninety minutes from central Xi’an. We were not allowed to drive up the hillside to the pagoda, so we parked the car at the foot of the hill, and rented two horses for about $1.50 each for the ascent. It was a nice ride up the lush hillside on an unpaved dirt road that winds through fields thick with corn and kiwi fruit. I learned on arrival that about one hundred foreigners each year make their way to this earliest location of Christian worship in China. A toothless old Buddhist monk, who takes care of a little cubbyhole shrine at the ground level of the pagoda, shuffled out of his hut to insist that I buy Buddhist joss sticks before being permitted into this shrine.

In the extremely basic, one-room “museum” next to the pagoda are framed English and Hong Kong newspaper clippings from 1999. “Beyond Belief,” reads a headline from The Independent of October 1999: “An obsessed Englishman made one of the most important archeological finds of the century.” The official caretaker of the museum, an unkempt, unshaven man in dirty pants and shirt called Li Huixiong, said that I could have entered the pagoda itself if I had given them a day’s notice and been willing to pay the $50 required to put up the necessary ladders. I hadn’t known about that.

I asked Mr. Li what had happened to the church building that had stood next to the pagoda for many centuries. “Destroyed by Red Guards,” he said curtly, referring to an incident that took place almost certainly in 1966 or 1967, when Mao’s fanatical Red Guards were most aggressive in stamping out opposition and any visible trace of religion across China. Mao’s teenage acolytes had succeeded in eliminating the main building of the Da Qin monastery. But not even they had been able, or courageous enough, to topple the Christian pagoda.

The Nestorians not only survived the anti-foreign purges of the late Tang but even the upheavals during the Mongol conquest of China in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Marco Polo and other visitors from the West reported the presence of Nestorian Christians  in various parts of China. One of the most famous Chinese Nestorians, Rabban Sauma, actually of Turkic ethnic background in a China then ruled by the Mongols, traveled to Western Europe in the thirteenth century in an effort to enlist European cooperation with the Mongols to liberate Jerusalem from the Muslims. Rabban Sauma was courteously, even enthusiastically, received by Edward I of England and by Pope Nicholas IV, both of whom received communion from Rabban Sauma, an indication that, at least by this time, the “Nestorian” Church of the East was not considered heretical.

Neither Rome nor Byzantium, the two centers of Western and Eastern Christendom for hundreds of years, had any notion of what the Nestorians had accomplished in China until a terrifying threat to the very existence of Europe swept in upon them from the East: the Mongols. A gifted leader of a small subtribe of the nomadic Mongols, Temujin (c. 167–1227), had united the Mongol tribes by the year 1206 and taken on the name he has been known by throughout history, Chingis Khan (traditionally, and incorrectly, spelled Ghengis Khan), or “universal ruler.” He and his sons and grandsons then embarked on some of the most ferocious and broad-ranging campaigns of global conquest that the world had ever seen. By 1215, Chingis had overrun north China. In 1219, the Mongols decimated Persia. Though Chingis himself died in 1227, his sons Jochi, Chagatai, Ogedei, and Tolui and his grandsons Guyuk, Mongke, and Kublai continued the expansion of the Mongolian Empire eastward and westward. The Russians were initially defeated in battle in 1222, though Moscow was not actually conquered until the second Mongol invasion of 1238. Kiev was taken in 1240. In 1241, at the Battle of Liegnitz, a German-Polish army was decimated. The Hungarians were crushed at the Battle of Mohi in 1242. Everywhere the Mongols conquered, they slaughtered men, women, and children by the millions. After conquering Herat in Persia, they killed 1.6 million people, after Khoresm 1.2 million, after Merv 1.3 million, and after Nishapur 1.7 million. Not until the twentieth century did any conquering power slaughter as many subject peoples in such a short period of time.

In 1242, Europe braced itself for a renewed onslaught of these savage armies from the steppes of Central Asia. But Europe was spared. The death of Ogedei, the third son of Chingis, and the need to select a new great khan diverted the Mongol armies from further devastation of Europe and drew them back to the Mongol capital for the election of a new leader.

At this point, in 1243, the newly elected pope in Rome, Innocentius IV, decided to take the initiative in reaching out to the Mongols with a message from Christendom before they resumed their conquests of Europe. He selected an overweight but intelligent and zealously evangelical sixty-year-old Franciscan friar, Giovanni da Plano Carpini, to take a letter from the pope to Guyuk Khan, the emergent Mongol leader, warning him that he would be under divine judgment if he attacked the Christians of Europe.

Traveling barefoot because he belonged to a mendicant order, Plano Carpini and his chief companion, Brother Benedict from Poland, set off from Italy in 1245, arriving in Karakorum, capital of the main Mongol army, in 1246, just in time for the enthronement ceremonies of Guyuk Khan. The Franciscan monk delivered the message from the pope and made earnest efforts to persuade Guyuk of his need to become a Christian. While politely declining to take that course, Guyuk sent Plano Carpini back to Rome with a menacing letter of his own to the pope. The Vicar of Christ on earth, Guyuk said, should show up at Guyuk’s court at the head of a delegation of all of the kings of Europe. He added, “[I]f you do not observe God’s command, I shall know you as my enemy. Likewise if you do otherwise, God knows what I know. Whoever recognizes and submits to the Son of God and Lord of the World, the Great Khan, will be saved, whoever refuses submission will be wiped out.”9


Europe was once again spared from the Mongols by internal divisions within the Mongol Empire itself. Guyuk died in 1248, not long after Plano Carpini had began his long and arduous journey back to Europe, and there were furious internal disputes among the Mongols over who would succeed him.

Seven years later, in 1253, French King Louis IX took the initiative, sending another Franciscan off to Mongolia—Willem de Rubruck, an intelligent observer and debater who had accompanied Louis on an abortive crusade to retake the city of Acre in the Holy Land. Rubruck’s diplomatic purpose in traveling to Mongolia was quite different from Plano Carpini’s: Louis believed that the Mongols could be recruited to join the Western European nations in their fight against the Saracens.

Rubruck was summoned to a sort of interreligious debate in the presence of the khan at the end of May in 1254. The khan rather courteously declined Rubruck’s vigorous efforts to turn him into a Christian, and also sent him back to the pope, though without such a minatory message as had been carried by Plano Carpini. Once back to Europe, Rubruck reported that Nestorian Christians were prominent among the family members of Guyuk. By this time, however, the Nestorians seem to have lost whatever legitimacy they had shown on their arrival in China centuries earlier. Rubruck described them as “absolutely depraved,” given to drunken feasts and to marrying multiple wives.10


The next significant Westerner to meet with the new ruler of the Mongols, and of China, was Marco Polo. The young Venetian adventurer first met Kublai Khan, grandson of Chingis Khan, in 1266 north of Peking. Though certainly no missionary, Marco Polo had originally set off to Asia with two Dominican missionaries assigned by the pope to accompany him. The Dominicans got cold feet en route and dropped out, but Marco Polo came back to Europe with a remarkable request from the khan. He would like Europe to send to China, he said, one hundred missionaries, “wise men of learning in the Christian religion and doctrine.” These men should know “the seven arts,” meaning Western science and learning, “and be fitted to teach [the Chinese and Mongol] people and . . . should know well how to argue and how to show plainly to [Kublai] and to the idolaters and to the other classes of people . . . that all their religion was erroneous . . . that the Christian faith and religion is better than theirs and more true than all the other religions.” If the pope could send such missionaries, Kublai promised, “he and all his potentates would become men of the church.”11


But despite being confronted suddenly with one of history’s most amazing open doors, Rome dithered. Instead of the hundred missionaries requested by Kublai, a solitary Franciscan, Giovanni of Monte Corvino (1246–1329), arrived in Peking, at the time called Khanbalik (also spelled Cambaluc), in 1294, after Kublai’s death. Monte Corvino was given support by Kublai’s successor, grandson Timur Oljeitu (who ruled 1294–1307) and by Prince George of the Onguts, who had converted to Roman Catholicism from his original Nestorian faith. Despite furious opposition from China’s jealous Nestorians, the Catholics slowly built up a base in China’s capital. Monte Corvino built a church in 1299, and six years later claimed that at least six thousand Chinese and Mongols had been baptized. In 1307, the pope of the day, Clement V, appointed him archbishop of Peking. With further clerical reinforcements sent from Rome, the Catholics in China established a thriving community in the port of Quanzhou,12 on the coast of Fujian Province in South China.

But the tide was now turning once again against Christians in China. The pax mongolica that had made possible rapid and relatively safe (with Mongol approval) travel across Eurasia and which had been at the outset distinctly favorable to Christians, was being altered from within by the growing conversion of Mongols to Islam.

Though the Nestorians existed in large and powerful communities up through the Yuan (Mongol) Dynasty (1279–1368), they suffered severely during the anti-foreign Chinese nationalist upsurge at the beginning of the Ming Dynasty, which replaced the Mongols. The Ming Dynasty itself rode into power in Peking on the back of a peasant rebellion led by Zhu Yuanzhang, who became the first Ming emperor. Zhu had previously been part of a revolt against Mongol rule organized by a religious rebellion called the “Red Turbans,” and many of the rebels believed that the change of dynasty would make possible the coming of the Maitreya Buddha, a messianic figure, to rule China and the world.

In addition, it seemed to most Chinese that the country’s Christians belonged to a foreign religion, since their initial support had come from an alien and conquering dynasty, and they continued to rely on material support from other foreigners, inside or outside of China. By the time the Ming rebel armies swept into Peking in 1368, Chinese culture was already in the throes of one of its periodic paroxysms of anti-foreignism that was hostile to Christianity in either its Nestorian form or the better organized and more recently arrived Catholics. By the end of the fourteenth century, Christianity had all but disappeared from China. It was not to be the last virtual disappearance.

Despite its incipient anti-foreignism, the Ming Dynasty in China was to astonish the world by its voyages of discovery across the Indian Ocean, and down the South China Sea, and if a recent book is accurate, across both the Pacific Ocean and the Atlantic Ocean to America between 1405 and 1433 under a brilliant eunuch admiral, Zheng He.13 Gigantic, ocean-going sailing junks, the largest of them close to 400 feet in length,14 bore precious Chinese wares to all of the trading ports they visited, and returned to China with exotic African animals, precious stones, and ambassadors of the nations the ships had visited. But in 1433, the expeditions were suddenly ordered to stop; the oceangoing junks were destroyed, along with almost all surviving manuscript accounts of the voyages. China once again turned in upon itself.




JESUITS 

It took more than two centuries before Christianity in any organized form returned to China from the outside. The Portuguese voyages of discovery of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and growing European demand for access to the spice trade of Southeast Asia, led to epic sea journeys to Asia even before Columbus sighted the New World in 1492. But it was the European Reformation of the sixteenth century, and the Roman Catholic response to it, the Counter-Reformation, that sparked a renewed European effort to bring Christianity to China. This time, the carriers of the religion were highly educated  priests of the newly established arm of Roman Catholicism, the Society of Jesus.

Francis Xavier, a Spanish missionary, had been a protégé of Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, as the Society of Jesus came to be known, in 1534. He spent most of the rest of his life as a Jesuit evangelizing in Asia, traveling, preaching, baptizing, and organizing in India, the Malayan Peninsula, the Moluccas, and Japan. In 1552, he died on the island of Shangchuan off the coast of China not far from modern Guangzhou, waiting in vain for permission to enter China.

Xavier’s ardent desire to bring the Gospel into China was taken up by many other Jesuits, of which the most important was an astonishingly gifted Italian named Matteo Ricci. Just thirty when he landed in 1582 on the Portuguese-held enclave of Macau, off the southern coast of south China’s Guangdong Province, Ricci, whose Chinese name was Li Madou, may well be one of the most intellectually talented missionaries in all of Christian history. Almost all of the Jesuit missionaries at the time were trained in many of the advanced sciences of Europe thrown up by the Renaissance. Ricci, for example, had been trained by European experts in memorization techniques. Once he was accepted into Chinese society, Ricci astonished Chinese dinner guests with his ability to hear or read a classical Chinese poem just once and then recite it perfectly from beginning to end.15


Ricci worked his way into China and toward Peking slowly, first establishing a foothold in Guangdong Province and then receiving permission from the initially suspicious Chinese authorities to live in China’s capital in 1601. The nine years he spent there before his death were richly fruitful for Christianity in China. His approach to China was to enter, if possible, the mindset of China’s ruling intelligentsia. When he first entered China, he dressed in the robes of a Chinese Buddhist priest, but when he discovered that religious clergy from either Buddhism or Islam were less respected than members of the scholar-gentry class, Ricci changed and adopted the clothing of a Confucian scholar. He studied both spoken and written Chinese intensely and was able to write many literary works in Chinese explaining Christian  concepts to an educated Chinese audience. But it was his skill as a clockmaker that provided him an entry into the court of the emperor himself. Ricci in his initial meeting with the emperor presented him with a clock, which none of the Chinese court mechanics knew how to wind and adjust.

Ricci and other intellectually gifted Jesuits who followed him sought to acquire influence in the imperial court through their various mechanical, mathematical, cartographical, and astronomical skills, as well as through some brilliant personal diplomacy. Their initial success was remarkable. By 1605, Ricci claimed that there were more than one thousand Chinese who had been baptized as Catholics. Five years after Ricci’s death, that figure had risen to more than five thousand and was growing. Ricci and his successors converted a significant number of the court eunuchs and women to the Christian faith. A Chinese scholar called Li Chowu wrote the following to a friend after meeting Ricci in the early years of the seventeenth century: Ricci “is an extraordinarily impressive person. His mind is lucid and his appearance is simple.”16 Fellow Jesuits noted that Ricci simply “wanted to become Chinese” and sought to impart Christianity as being in accord with the ethical principles of Confucian thinking. In 1632, one of Ricci’s early converts, Xu Guangqi (1562–1633), was appointed grand secretary to the emperor, one of the highest positions obtainable in the Confucian bureaucracy.

As evidence of their diplomatic skill, the Jesuits were not toppled from their powerful influence in Peking even when the Ming Dynasty fell in 1644 and was replaced by the Manchus, another foreign dynasty of conquerors that had come into China from the northeast. Two of Ricci’s most gifted successors, the German Adam Schall von Bell and his successor Ferdinand Verbiest, were given imperial appointments in the important arena of astronomy. The Jesuits had demonstrated that they could predict astronomic events such as eclipses more accurately than China’s domestically trained observers of the stars. Their linguistic skills also benefited China in its diplomatic contacts with outside powers. In 1689, at the Treaty of Nerchinsk, which established the terms of relations between China  and the emerging power of Russia, the main negotiators on each side were Latin-speaking Jesuits.

Schall died in 1666. His successor Verbiest established close personal relations with Kangxi (1654–1722), the second of the Manchurian Qing Dynasty emperors and, in the view of many historians of China, one of the most gifted Chinese imperial rulers in two millennia. Kangxi trusted Verbiest implicitly and loved to ask him probing philosophical questions. In return, Verbiest tried hard to persuade Kangxi to adopt the Catholic faith and proclaim himself a Christian in public by being baptized. Kangxi politely but firmly declined. He was conscious of his own role as a theological linchpin in Chinese culture. One of the last century’s most thoughtful historians of China’s relations with the West made this analogy: “The conversion of the Chinese emperor to a foreign religion would have seemed almost as monstrous [to the ruling Chinese gentry class] as if the Pope had become a Mohammedan and still remained head of the Catholic church.” 17


Yet it seems possible that Kangxi did, in fact, come close to Christian belief, with or without the formal sacrament of Catholic baptism. Many Chinese Christians like to point to two remarkable classical Chinese poems attributed to Kangxi. One is called “The Cross,” and the other “The Treasure of Life.” They believe these poems strongly suggest the conviction of the Christian faith. For example, “The Cross”:
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When the work on the cross was finished, blood formed a creek; 
Grace from the west flowed a thousand yards deep. 
He stepped onto the midnight road, 
to subject Himself to the four trials; 
Before the rooster had crowed twice, 
thrice by His disciple was he betrayed. 
Five hundred lashes tore every inch of skin; 
Two thieves hung on his either side, six feet high. 
Sadness greater than any had ever known; 
Seven utterings, one completed task, ten-thousand spirits weep.18




But the Jesuits did not have a monopoly on Catholic missionary enterprise in China. They were followed by the Franciscan, Dominican, and Augustinian orders, which eschewed the patient cultivation of the literary ruling class of China in favor of direct outreach to China’s lower classes. As the fame of the Jesuit achievement in China became known in Europe, organizational jealousies and theological disputes also arose. Most devastating of all was the so-called “rites controversy.” Ricci and his Jesuit successors in China had argued that Chinese ancestor veneration, acted out in formal ceremonies within Chinese households, was a purely cultural phenomenon unrelated to issues of Christian faith. But other Catholics disagreed. Was the veneration of ancestors not a form of pagan polytheism, they argued? The debate gathered intensity during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, with the Jesuits themselves finally appealing to the Emperor Kangxi for his own ruling. Well informed about Christian doctrine—and perhaps even a Christian believer—he supported the traditional Jesuit position: the rites were cultural only, not spiritual.

In Europe, there were also attacks upon the Jesuits, especially by the French followers of the French-speaking theologian Otto Jansen, founder of what became known as “the Jansenist movement” in the seventeenth century. Jansen’s followers argued that Jesuits had put too much emphasis on free will and works, in contrast to grace and faith, and had compromised core Christian theology in their eagerness to please the scholar-gentry class of China. In a 1715 papal bull, the pope explicitly criticized the Jesuits for compromising Gospel truth in their acquiescence to Chinese cultural traditions.

Kangxi was infuriated not just by this papal judgment but by the way it was transmitted to him—through papal diplomats who were insultingly unfamiliar with Chinese language and culture. Kangxi began to speak of banning foreign Christian activity altogether within China. He did not live to do so, dying in 1722. But in 1724, his successor, Emperor Yongzheng, issued a decree called “Edict of Expulsion and Confiscation.” Throughout China, though not with uniform  severity, church buildings were wrecked or turned into granaries, schools, or assembly halls. There may, at this point, have been about 300,000 Christians in China. Through local persecution and the suppression of foreign pastoral activity, that number began to dwindle in the next few decades.

The tiresome theological squabbles and intrigues among competing Catholic groups in China certainly contributed to the imperial crackdown. But another factor was probably the sheer decline in the quality of the Jesuits who served in the imperial bureaucracy. The emperor Kangxi himself complained that none of the foreign Christians performing official roles at the court toward the end of his life had a competent knowledge of Chinese.19 Once this long-serving patron of Jesuit activity in China had died, there was no longer a strong personal connection between China’s throne and Western Christians serving in the country.

Catholic missionary priests from the West, however, continued to operate at great risk inside China in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The communities they served as pastors came under immense pressure from various forms of persecution. Several Western priests were martyred in the first half of the nineteenth century. Yet, in the year 1807, there were more than 1,800 adult Roman Catholic baptisms in China, evidence of a powerful, continuing presence of the Catholic faith in a country where it had once been welcome at the imperial court. But all in all, it seemed possible that Christianity in China, brought there with such promising auguries during the late Ming Dynasty, was once again in danger of withering away to the point of vanishing.




ANGLO-SAXON PROTESTANTS 

That it didn’t was the product of the next major outside missionary effort to evangelize China, this time by Anglo-Saxon Protestants. From its unimpressive beginnings, this effort was considered by many to be weak and ineffective, and the early statistics show that it did not achieve great success. The first Protestant missionary on Chinese soil  won only ten converts in twenty-seven years of work. Yet Protestantism within a half century would very nearly overthrow the dynasty with quasi-Christian rebel forces. And in just over a century, it would provide China with a revolutionary leader who was a Christian believer. As we shall see, the long-term effects of these Protestant missions to China were to become seedbed for the growing Christianization of the country today.


Opium Boats and Christian Tracts 

On September 4, 1807, a thin-looking, twenty-five-year-old Englishman, Robert Morrison, stepped off an American steamer in the southern Chinese port of Canton (today called Guangzhou) and headed for the American “Factory,” the business and living quarters of the small group of Americans permitted by the Chinese government, between September and March, to trade in this city. The American “Factory” (“factory” meant not a place of manufacture but a place where merchants, “factors,” conducted their trade) was one of several “factories” in the trading area, where the British being the nationality with by far the largest community.

Morrison had formed a passion to evangelize China and was recruited in London by the London Missionary Society in 1805 as an “agent” who would eventually move to Asia—the missionary society originally thought he should go to Penang, an ethnically Chinese-dominated island off the coast of Malaysia—to translate the Bible into Chinese. However, during the Napoleonic wars, the only British ships traveling to Canton belonged to the British East India Company, which was at the time emphatically hostile to missionaries anywhere. So Morrison sailed first to the United States and then boarded an American sailing ship to China. The ship owner was skeptical. “And so, Mr. Morrison, you really expect that you will make an impression on the idolatry of the great Chinese Empire?” he asked.

“No, sir,” said Morrison. “I expect God will.”20


Morrison quickly set to work to study Mandarin Chinese, hiring Chinese teachers who took immense risks by instructing him. A Chinese  who taught a foreigner to speak or read Chinese was, if caught, punishable by death. Morrison’s Chinese soon became so good that he was hired by the British East India Company, even though the company acknowledged with some distaste the private motivation for Morrison’s studies.

Beavering away, in the off-trade months, in a small house in Portuguese-administered Macau, Morrison translated the New Testament by 1813 and the Old Testament by 1819. Seven years after his initial landfall, in September 1814, he baptized in great secrecy the first Chinese convert to Protestantism. Only nine more Chinese were to be baptized through Morrison’s own ministry before he died in 1834.

One of Morrison’s major difficulties, and in fact what turned out to be a monstrous albatross for Protestant Christianity in China for more than a century, was the association of Western missionaries with Western traders who came to Canton to make money trading opium. Opium, to be sure, was not invented by the Westerners, and it had been used as a narcotic in China for decades before Morrison’s 1807 arrival. But the British East India Company (BEIC), in control of most of India from 1759 onward, specifically encouraged the growing of opium in India in order to raise money from trade with China. Even after the BEIC lost its monopoly of Asian trade in 1833, other British companies carried on with the opium trade to China. The British government turned a blind eye to the entire business and did not officially admit that it had anything to do with bringing opium into China. But, of course, it had.

Some Western Protestant missionaries were eager to have access to China by any means. One of the most linguistically gifted Protestant missionaries, the German-born Charles (Karl) Gutzlaff, intentionally took on employment with Jardine Matheson—a major British company of the era that engaged in opium smuggling—in order to be able to bring Chinese Christian tracts into China. The BEIC had discovered in the eighteenth century that the sale of opium grown in British-controlled India to the Chinese was a valuable source of revenue for the control of India. Jardine Matheson and other British companies  also discovered that the sale of opium could more than pay for the quantities of tea, silk, rhubarb, and porcelain being demanded by a growing middle class in England. From the 1830s through the 1840s, Gutzlaff acted as an interpreter both for Jardine Matheson and for the British authorities. He made several pioneering trips into China, sometimes distributing Christian tracts from the same sailing ships that were importing opium into China.

Chinese demands that the British authorities curtail the opium trade clashed with British merchant demands that China open its ports for international trade unencumbered by bureaucratic restrictions, and this led to the Opium War of 1839–1842. British troops defeated the Chinese imperial forces sent to expel them, and in 1842 a momentous new treaty was forced upon China, the Treaty of Nanking. This not only conferred the island of Hong Kong upon Britain, but also made five treaty ports on the Chinese coast available to foreign trade for both the British and other foreign powers: Fuzhou, Xiamen, Ningpo, Canton (Guangzhou), and Shanghai. The “treaty ports” were, however, more than simple market places for international trade. Within the ports’ boundaries foreigners enjoyed “extraterritoriality” and were thus not subject to Chinese law. The Chinese saw this as a series of “unequal treaties” forced upon them by the Western powers.

Defeat in war by foreign powers further undermined the prestige of the Qing Dynasty government just as China was entering a period of dynastic decline: growing corruption in the official bureaucracy, bad harvests, landlessness and discontent among the peasantry. At this point, Christianity, or at least an adulterated version of it, entered the mainstream of Chinese life at the grassroots.
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