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Emerging Christian community in China:  A new dough 
A Draft (without polishing and footnotes...etc)
In 1980 the Christian community emerged from the ruin of the Cultural Revolution, hitherto thought to be extinct in Chinese society, and soon developed into an amazing community catching the attention of the Christian world.  It grew from a humble 3 million believers to several tens of millions within three decades— a ten to twenty-fold increase in a socio-political environment which is hostile to religion in general as the state orthodoxy is atheism, and Christianity in particular where Christianity is often associated with Western imperialism that had devastated China.  This Christian community in China is emerging in a very unique form developed form its own context.  It is still in search of its own identity within a rapidly changing Chinese society, and it is gradually making its impact felt not only within China but also in the global Christian community.

1) Limited religious freedom and diverse socio-political existence

There is no religious freedom in China but there is instead freedom of religious belief. Religion is considered as a private affair, and religious activities are subject to Government control.  Organized religion has to register with the Government and is often required to join the Government sanctioned religious institutions. In 1950s, the new established People’s Republic of China had undergone a socialist transformation of Chinese society. One of the social programs was nationalization of all private sectors and de-westernisation of all institutions. The Chinese churches were to cut off with links with the West and to join the only government sanctioned Protestant organization: The Chinese Protestant Three-Self Patriotic Movement, commonly known as Three-Self or TSPM. Those churches that joined this Movement were considered as patriotic, and were allowed to operate openly, but subject to strong political control by the Government. They were called Three-Self Churches.   Those that refused to join were subject to forced closure, their leaders were jailed and their activities were deemed illegal. In the late 1950s, all Protestants churches in China were “united” as a non-denominational community under the umbrella of TSPM.  From late 1950s to mid 1960s, the number of functioning TSPM church was drastically reduced. Since 1966, with the launching of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, even the then tolerated TSPM churches were closed and all religious activities were stopped. Some brave Christians continued to gather together in secret often in family households, retaining the most basic form of Christian activities such as prayer, bible study and hymn singing.  They were often referred to as house gatherings.  At the end of the Cultural Revolution in the late 1970s, some of these household gatherings became more visible and gradually became referred to as House Churches.  

As the Government relaxed religious policy in 1980 as part of the national Reform and Open Policy, it allowed the re-appearance of TSPM, returned some of the closed church buildings, and urged Christians to form a parallel organization with TSPM called China Christian Council. The two organizations were named Lianghui or TSPM/CCC.  The TSPM/CCC began to gain momentum in re-opening churches and re-establishing seminaries and bible schools, re-printing of Bibles and hymnals, and establishing nation-wide organizational structures with branches in almost all provinces, municipalities, prefectures and counties.   It has also established links with the global Christian community by joining the World Council of Churches (in 1993), being a part of the Global Christian Forum and activity participating in ecumenical affairs.  Since the 1980s where there were just a handful of re-opened churches, 30 years later, currently membership in TSPM/CCC numbers more than 20 million with about 20 Bible schools, and hundreds of regional training centres. It has published more than 70 million copies of the Bible and runs a host of active Christian press. The church hierarchy with established Church polity and regulations effectively connects these thousands of TSPM/CCC churches into one large bloc of Christian community—perhaps the largest single bloc of Christians in China.

There is much diversity within the TSPM/CCC, yet they are basically registered with the Government. Although their relations with the Government varies from friendly to hostile, nevertheless, there remains a working relationship.  Their activities are all regulated by the local authorities and their restrictions vary, highly depending on the local authorities’ attitude towards Christianity.  Many of these TSPM/CCC also run house gatherings for many reasons: from insufficient space in the church building and geographically more convenient to meet at home for Christian who are living far away from church venue to a long tradition of such ecclesial mode.  Also many such house gatherings operated by TSPM/CCC are not registered and hence are technically illegal. This writer had spoken to a pastor at a provincial capital TSPM/CCC church who said that they reported to the Government that they ran 7 house gatherings under this Church. And he added that they in fact ran 21 gatherings. There are many churches which are in the long process of registration and have received a provisional status, especially those newly established communities in areas hitherto no Christian church had existed; they would be not totally legal but not entirely illegal.  There are also many Christian communities, which are formally registered with the Government but without being part of the TSPM/CCC network, such as the churches in Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region.  There are Christian groups formally under the Government’s supervision, but the Government denies their formal existence, such as the Church in Kashgar.  Within even the legal framework of China, it has been suggested that vast grey areas exist between registered TSPM/CCC, registered Christian group, and non-registered Christian groups, and that many officially acknowledged groups are still living at the fringe of the law. Depending on one’s definition, there may be different figures for the number of  “registered” Christian churches in China. 

As for the non-registered sector, often referred to as House Church, the situation is equally, if not more complex, than the registered group.  In the early 1980s, many Christians who survived as a remnant from the harsh suppression by the Government opted not to join the newly re-established TSPM/CCC. They felt that if they could keep their faith even during the most difficult trials, why would they need to compromise their stance by falling under the wings of the TSPM/CCC that had once allied with the Government to suppress them? Furthermore, since they live out their faith in households without need to establish any separate venue such as church buildings, there is really no need to change from this ecclesial mode.  Further, some house gathering-based groups had begun to form alliances with many like-minded groups to establish their own regional and even national wide networks. They may be called, theologically speaking, autonomous Christian communities (ACC). 

In the 1980s some revival took place in rural areas such as Henan and Anhui provinces.  These ACC in rural regions swelled their ranks, and their house gatherings could no longer take on such large numbers. While splitting into more groups, some began to meet at specially built buildings or dedicated buildings for such purposes, such as an old barn or storage facility.  However, for convention’s sake, it is still referred to as House Church or Family Church even though many of the meetings are practically no longer taking place in one’s home or house. This writer has seen “House Church” gatherings in buildings that could hold several hundred people, and at times, underground training facilities operated by these groups that could house a hundred students.  This type of ecclesial community flourishes all over China.  Similar development has also taken place in the urban areas.  Naturally those “House Churches” in urban settings would have a smaller size in average than their counterparts in the rural areas because of the obvious issue of space. 

During the past three decades, there have been many splits and divisions among these ACC due to theological differences, leadership conflicts, and personality clashes; all add to the diverse development of this ecclesial movement both in strength and in variety.  Since these ACC do not fall under the supervision of the civil authorities like the TSPM/CCC does, they can have a high degree of flexibility and mobility in their expansion, training and recruitment.  Very often, a zealous Christian who evangelised a few dozen friends, relatives and neighbours would naturally form such gatherings, which eventually evolve into a “house church.“ If such Christian is affiliated with a larger group, or one that he or she used to belong to, then this new group is naturally part of a larger network.  These ACC can be anywhere from a few dozen believers to a few hundred Christians, mostly converted by their self- appointed leaders.  Many of these ACC would also launch mission or church planting programs, hence giving rise to new communities.  Although there is no accurate survey or statistics on the number of Christians in the ACC, its numbers vary from just a few million according to TSPM/CCC to 60 million according to others.  The extreme difference in number suggests the complex and controversial nature of the ACC as most of the information is from perhaps overzealous or overcautious leaders. Further, the intense rivalry between ACC and TSPM/CCC and among ACC leaders may perhaps somewhat distort the picture of these ACC.

These ACC share many things in common: they are not under the direct supervision of the Religious Affairs Bureau; they are not bound by Church polity; they are mostly led by leaders with charisma; they are flexible; they are hidden from public domain; they stress the separation between Church and State and the non submission of the Church under civil authority; they are composed of many groups, alliances, and networks; they are dynamic and fluid.   Usually they identify with their leaders or special gifts and teachings that their leaders deliver, somewhat similar to denominationalism with distinct theological slogans or practices albeit very much as a proto-form. Although ACC have no legal status and are not under the control of the government, they are not really hidden from the Government, as there are no secrets in China. In fact most of the ACC, just like every sphere of livelihood in China, would be under the monitoring system of the Public Security apparatus. 

Other than the TSPM/CCC and ACC, there are some peculiar ecclesial groups in China, such as those hidden followers of Christ.  Since the ruling Party in China is the Chinese Communist Party—with a membership of more than 77 million— adopts Atheism as the State Orthodoxy, those who serve in public institutions, usually Party members, would usually be discriminated against if one accepts and openly practices religion.  Therefore those who are Party member, military personnel, Government officials, and those who serve in public institutions such as schools or hospitals would not openly admit their religious belief nor would they openly attend religious activities until after their retirement. Otherwise, they may have to bear severe consequences.  Many of these people who have accepted Christ and become his followers would not undergo baptism to be a Christian and would shy away from public Christian activities.  Some of these intellectuals would even identify themselves as “Cultural Christians,” but not Christian. This type of Christ follower is ecclesiastically not part of the Church and sacramentally not a Christian. However, they are part of the Christian phenomenon in China, a powerful one indeed, as many of them are the social elites in political, military, and intellectual arenas bearing great influence. Many, in their official capacity, grant favours to the Church. 

There is also a type of Christian community that embraces Christianity as their ethnic identity.  There are 56 officially recognized ethnic minority groups in China with perhaps hundreds of sub-groups.  Some of these groups had been exposed to Christian missionary works and already had a large Christian influence before 1949, such as the Miao, Lahu, Va, Lisu, and Jingpo.  Many of these groups even owed their language to Christian missionaries as it was the missionaries who developed their written languages, along with the translation of the Bible into their native language. Missionaries also were responsible for the introduction of modern education, medicine and other technologies to these groups.  Christian conversion among these people is often of a communal rather than individual nature.  Therefore it is not uncommon to have an entire villages become Christian.   The Chinese Government has a separate policy for the ethnic minority groups and grants them much more tolerance in religious belief and practices than is given the Han majority. Therefore such policy favours the national minorities in terms of religious belief as religion is regarded as part of their cultural heritage not subject to religious oversight by the civil authorities.  Because of this policy Christianity was able to develop rather rapidly among some of the minority groups in China, such as the White Flower Miao, Lisu, Jiangpo, Lahu etc.  Currently some groups such as the Lisu already have a Christian majority among their population and have begun to claim Christianity as their ethnic religious identity.  Other minority groups hitherto without a viable Christian population are now having increasing numbers of converts. For example the Tibetans in Yunnan now have a dozen Christian communities and all started less than 10 years ago. 

2) Theological trends and ecclesial forms

As the missionaries brought the Fundamentalism-Liberalism theological debate of the West (mainly USA) to China during the1920s to the 1930s, such a line of demarcation was entrenched in the Chinese Church ever since, as the theological ground was frozen in time from then till the early 1980s. Christianity in China was isolated from the Global Christian community for almost half a century.  The theological development in the West such as the Neo-Orthodoxy, Evangelicalism, Feminist Theology, Eco-theology, Mission and Social Concern, Process Theology, Theology of Liberation etc – such kind of contextualization is foreign to Christians in China.  Furthermore, most of those who had survived the hardship of persecution and refused to join the TSPM are from the Fundamentalist background. What kept their faith during those long trial periods was the Word of God.  Therefore the ACC tended to embrace this theological position with a strong emphasis on the Bible.  The TSPM/CCC incorporates both Fundamentalism as well as Liberalism within its theological teachings as one can find teaching of Bishop Ding Guangxin (K H Ting) on Justification by Love (not faith) alongside many of TSPM/CCC’s publications on literal interpretation of the Bible.  While the majority of the Christian community in China, be it TSPM/CCC or ACC, is theologically conservative, some to the extreme as dogmatists, there are very few theological discussions about the relations between Christian faith and Chinese culture.  Perhaps when the most urgent task of the Christian community in China seems to be having enough pastors to shepherd the rapidly growing number of the Chinese Christians, theological reflection seems to be an ill afforded luxury at this stage. 

Since the TSPM/CCC is claimed as “post-denominational,” and the ACC is developed from Christians who have little to no exposure to the West, the worship service should have little denominational liturgical rubric in it.  However, many TSPM/CCC churches would follow their Christian heritage in a simplified form. For example, a place where there was a strong Anglican or Methodist background would retain the liturgical calendar.  Those churches coming from a Free Church or Baptist background would follow similar liturgical modes such as baptism by immersion.  These visible liturgical rubrics are found mostly in urban Christian communities where Christian activities are more sophisticated with greater exposure to the outside world. The majority of Christians gatherings in rural areas, be it with TSPM/CCC or ACC, especially those held in households, may follow this similar program:  Prayer, hymn singing, Bible reading, teaching/witnessing, prayer and hymn singing.   In some gatherings, there may be a time to recite the Lord’s Prayer and even the Apostles’ Creed. The hymnody and preaching seems to be the main focus of these services and the preaching can last anywhere from 45 minutes to several hours.  From the 1980s to the 1990s, the themes of the preaching were mainly on:  perseverance of faith, suffering and the Cross, Grace of God and Hope, interspersed with many testimonies on the power and Grace of God including miracles and healings.  From the 1990s till current periods, the themes of the preaching are mainly on: witness in this changing society, evangelism and mission, Christian moral living etc to confront the rapid decline of social moral standards in the context of economic development. Occasionally the topic of the Second Coming and Final Judgment are to be heard.

One of the unique ecclesial characteristics of the Christian community in China is the overwhelming amount of lay leadership in the Church especially in the rural areas.  In fact the majority of the congregations, be it TSPM/CCC or ACC groups, are led by lay pastors often with minimum formal training.  This ecclesial characteristic began when Christians met at home often run by lay members as most of the professional clergy were arrested or unable to serve.  Such lay-operated faith communities prospered during the 1980s and into 1990s.  Also the Government restricts the number of formal theological schools, which limits the number of seminarian graduates.  For example, there are about 400 Bible School graduates per year from 20 schools in the whole nation to satisfy the pastoral needs of 20+ million Christians in TSPM/CCC network… one per 50,000 Christians per year.  By the Church polity of TSPM/CCC, only those who are graduated from one of these twenty school can be appointed as full-time pastors and eventually be eligible for ordination.  Further, not all Bible School graduates can be retained in the field after a few years of exhausting full-time service with pitifully low salary…one can imagine the burn out rate would be extremely high. Therefore most of the congregations rely on lay leaders and the quality of the lay leadership varies.  There are also hundreds of regional training centers to upgrade training for those lay leaders as well as to prepare students to enter the Bible School or theological schools.  Usually these lay leaders receive no salary and are often retirees living on pensions.  Many of them are also the founding members of the congregation in which they are the leader.  Further, they often assume such leadership by their seniority, than on merits or theological knowledge.  Among the ACC networks, the situation is somewhat similar as most of the gatherings are run by the laity.  There are also full time workers or missionaries, but the majority of the Gathering leaders are led by the laypeople.  As for the training of these ACC pastors, there are supposed to be all carried out in clandestine fashion. However, since there is no Government regulation or restriction, any group can operate such training facility so long as one would take such risk.  There are, in fact, scores of Bible School and Seminaries all over China whose quality of faculty is as good as, if not better than, those schools run by TSPM/CCC.  They often have overseas trainers to supplement their own teachers.  There are also numerous training institutions operating by various ACCs.  

In the rich cities, such as Shanghai, the full-time pastors of TSPM/CCC may draw a much more reasonable salary than their rural colleagues in interior provinces.  There are huge income gaps in China in general and the ecclesial communities are no exception.  Since all the financial records are open for Government inspection and for annual auditing purpose as part of registration requirement, the salaries of ministers is openly known.  Because of the close relation between the Government and the TSPM/CCC and the epidemic nature of corruption among Chinese officials, often TSPM/CCC are caught up in compromising situations known among Christians. Among the workers in ACC, their own networks support most of them.  Some networks have a fixed stipend, other rely by donations from believers, while some receive money from overseas organizations.  The income of such full time worker varies depending of individual community and network.  Because of the clandestine nature of the ACC, their financial situation is not subject to official scrutiny and often is not transparent, and the leaders are often accountable to no one (except God, of course). Therefore it is entirely based upon the trust of the ACC leaders, and thus financial embezzlement is not uncommon among ACCs. 

3) Church life and witness

As for the hymnody, the TSPM/CCC had published an official Hymnal since the early 1980s which includes some favorite hymns from mainline denominations, as well as some devotional hymns with several written by Chinese both before and since 1949.  There are also many hymns written by Chinese Christians both during the period of suppressions (from mid 1950s to 1979) and during the past 30 years.  Many communities would publish their own hymnals. One of the most popular one is the Praise Hymnody (more than 1300 hymns with several editions and many local variations including countless pirated editions). It includes short hymns written by Christians, such as Sister Xiao Min, during the past twenty years echoing their spiritual aspirations. Some of these hymns are in Chinese traditional tunes and most of them are rather short and easy to memorize. It is worth noting that there are a number of hymns in this Hymnal which emphasize the revival of Christians in China, and even global mission by Chinese Christians.  This Hymnal is a one the few ecclesial elements, such as the Bible, which spreads across ecclesial boundaries (such as TSPM/CCC—ACC) and binds Christians in China together.  Although the official position of TSMP/CCC discourages this Hymnal, this writer so far has met few within TSPM/CCC who are not familiar with these hymns.  There are still a lot of rich theological contents within the corpus of this these hymns that need to be explored in order to get an in-depth understanding on the spiritual aspiration of the emerging Christian community in China.   

As China opens to the West, more foreign elements are introduced into China. The Church is no exception. Overseas Christian groups with various theological persuasions have regarded China as an important mission field and have since introduced their brands of Christianity or ecclesial modes into China. Some have established their own counter-branches in China; others introduced their ecclesial trademarks to Chinese Christian groups via various forms of trainings.  It is not uncommon to spot Praise Worship similar to the Vineyard (US) style, or extreme Charismatic manifestation such as the “Toronto Blessing” (joyous laughter as sign of being filled by the Spirit), or the message of the Prosperity Gospel, or the Militaristic Worship Dance (or Parade) popular among Korean Churches, existing side by side with more traditional Fundamentalist praying and preaching among various churches or gathering points within the same city in China.  The diverse ecclesial expressions are and will become a hallmark of Christians in China as they are exposed to more Christian forms in the days to come.

The Religious Policy of the Chinese Government prohibits religious groups to enter into the public domain especially expression of religious faith or religious propagation in public. Such policy effectively limits the open evangelization work of Christians.  For example Christians cannot have open evangelistic campaigns in public nor can they display religious propagation material in public. In spite of the lack of such public access for evangelism, the Christian community still manages to have substantial numbers of converts and is one of the fastest growing Christian communities in the contemporary Christian world.  One key factor for conversion is the positive Christian witness among their relatives, friends and neighbors. Such silent witness, by good deeds, compounded by the evangelistic desire of Chinese Christians aiming at their friends and relatives, result into the large number of conversions.  Furthermore, in recent years Christians in different social sectors are also making similar conversions within their groups. For example, there are Christian Campus ministries often conducted by teachers and students in virtually every one of the 3,000 Colleges and Universities in China.  There are many Christian businessmen’s fellowships in major cities often operating Businessmen seminars and events to attract non-Christian business in order to convey Christian messages. They also hold worship and bible study groups apart from local Christian congregations. Some Christian entrepreneurs hold evangelistic meetings within their factories and enterprises. Often the Government would turn a blind eye for 1) it is not in the public domain, and 2) entrepreneurs and business people are a rather powerful class in China and local officials would often tolerate their behavior even though such behavior may infringe on some policies.  In fact, the emergence of these powerful Christian business people, as well as those Chinese intellectuals embracing Christian values—as both groups are at the fringe of the TSPM/CCC or ACC congregations— would make profound impact on the Chinese social fabric as part of the Christian influence in China in the days to come.  These witnesses are like yeast, silent yet powerful, invisible in public, but would give rise to dough ending in surprising results.

The Religious policy that prohibits Chinese Christians from conducting religious activities other than at the designated location would appear to be a policy that discourages mission activities, be it within China or outside Chinese borders. However, such policy is not effective to limit Chinese Christians from conducting mission activities, both domestically and overseas.  Quite a lot of new Christian communities both in urban and rural areas owe their existences to these courageous mission efforts.  They are predominantly the initiatives of ACC, though not exclusively ACC for some within the TSPM/CCC have also undertaken such mission effort but not openly acknowledged it.  Also since about 10 years ago, the Chinese Christian community in China began to initiate a daring global mission project named ‘Back To Jerusalem’ movement to send Chinese missionaries along the Silk Road all the way to Jerusalem targeting predominantly Muslim areas.  Currently there are already more than 100 Chinese missionaries serving in more than 16 Muslim countries with many more potential candidates in preparation.  

4. Conclusion 

As China is heading towards the 21st Century, it faces many structural challenges: rapid urbanization, political reform and liberalization, heightened nationalistic identity, wealth re-distribution, more global connection, and re-configuration of geo-political order with China as a great emerging power.  The Christian community within this Chinese socio-politic milieu will also emerge as a significant force within the global Christian community.   Its sheer number of adherents would dwarf many current “Christian” nations; its silent yet powerful witness may suggest a different paradigm of Church growth; its laity-centric ecclesial model challenges our conventional cleric profession; its unique simple form of church activity and worship delineate what is basic to our faith; and its pilgrimage within a hostile environment reveals the power of the powerless; and its diverse forms of ecclesial expression echo the spirit of Protestantism in its essence; and its initial attempt in global mission may become a new vector of Christian expansion that may unfold a new chapter of church history in the making; and its emergence like a new dough may surprises us all on the possible work of God. 

