
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Multiple Modernizations, Religious Regulations and Church Responses: 
The Rise and Fall of Three “Jerusalems” in Communist China 

 
Zhifeng Zhong, Ph.D. 

 
Mentor: William A. Mitchell, Ph.D. 

 
 

There is an extensive literature on modernization, regulation and religious change 

from a global perspective.  However, China is usually understudied by the scholars. 

Numerous studies tackle the puzzle of the rising of Christianity and its implications in China.  

However they fail to synthesize the multiple dynamics and diverse regional difference.  

This dissertation approaches the development of Christianity in contemporary China 

from a regional perspective. By doing a case study on twelve churches in three prefecture 

cities (Guangzhou, Wenzhou and Nanyang), I examine how different historical processes and 

factors interacted to shape the uneven development of Christianity under the communist rule. 

The main research questions are: How did Protestantism survive, transform and flourish 

under a resilient communism regime?  What factors account for the regional variance of the 

transformation of Christianity? 

I argue that there are multiple modernizations in China, and they created various 

cultural frames in the regions.  Although the party-state tried to eliminate religion, 

Protestantism not only survived, but transformed and revived in the Cultural Revolution, 

which laid the foundation for momentum growth in the reform era.  The development of 



Protestantism in China is dynamic, path-dependent, and contingent on specific settings.  

Different modernizations, religious regulation, historical legacy and church responses led to 

the rise and fall of three “Jerusalems” in communist China. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 

Research Question and Scope 

 

The fate of religion in the modern world is a hotly debated topic.
1
  Today religion 

under communism attracts more and more attention.
2
  Unlike other secular elites who 

wait for the natural death of gods, communists with militant atheism feverously launched 

many campaigns to eliminate religion.  With the progression of modernization, religion 

neither died gradually nor vanished suddenly.  We have a wide variety of religious 

landscape in the contemporary world.  In the West, we have a secular Europe and a 

religious America.  In the communist land (past and present), we have secularization in 

the Eastern European countries although with some exceptions (e.g. Poland and Ukraine), 

and resurgent religions in Russia and China.  Scholars have attempted to unravel the 

puzzle of this mosaic, and many meaningful insights have been generated from these 

                                                           
1
Max Weber, Economy and Society. New York: Bedminster Press,  [1921] 1968; Peter L. Berger, 

The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion, 1967; Steve Bruce, God is Dead: 

Secularization in the West (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002); Rodney Stark and Laurence R. Iannaccone, “A 

Supply-Side Reinterpretation of the ‘Secularization’ of Europe.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 

33, no. 3 (1994): 230 – 252. 

 
2
Christopher Marsh and Paul Froese. “The State of Freedom in Russia: A Regional Analysis of 

Freedom of Religion, Media and Markets.” Religion, State & Society. 32, no. 2 (2004): 137-149; Paul 

Froese. “After Atheism: An Analysis of Religious Monopolies in the Post-Communist World.” Sociology of 

Religion 65 (2004): 57-75; Paul Froese. The Plot to Kill God: Findings from the Soviet Experiment in 

Secularization (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008); KJ Koesel. Belief in authoritarianism| 

Religious revivals and the local state in Russia and China. PhD dissertation, Columbia University, 2009; 

Christopher Marsh, Religion and the State in Russia and China: Suppression, Survival and Revival (New 

York: Continuum, 2011); Fenggang Yang, Religion in China: Survival and Revival under Communist Rule 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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endeavors.
3
  However, few of them engage modernization and regulation systematically. 

Furthermore, China, although an important case, is too often neglected.  

Nowadays all religions in China are reviving, and Protestantism is the fastest 

growing religion in China.
4
  If we approach the flourishing of Protestantism from a 

historical perspective, we discover that it failed in the last three attempts of missionary 

movements but survived, transformed and flourished under communism, even though the 

militant atheists launched many political campaigns to fight against it.  However, this is 

not a simple story from failure to success.  The star does not shine over of China.  In 

some areas, Christianity stagnates and even declines.  In other words, there are historical 

rupture and regional variances in the transformation of Christianity under communism.  

In order to understand this uneven development, we shall not only examine the State’s 

regulation but also the churches’ responses.
5
  

In order to understand the church-state encounter in China, there are many 

questions to be address.  What approaches did the communists exploit to regulate religion?  

What were the effects of these political campaigns on Protestantism?  How did 

Protestantism survive, transform and flourish under communism?  Why does 

                                                           
3
Peter Berger, G. Davie, E. Fokas, Religious America, Secular Europe? A Theme and Variations 

(Burlington: Ashgate, 2008); David Martin, The Future of Christianity: Reflections on Violence and 

Democracy, Religion and Secularization (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2011); Pippa Norris,and Ronald Inglehart, 

Sacred and Secular: Religion and Politics Worldwide (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 

 
4
Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines Protestantism as “a member of any of several church 

denominations denying the universal authority of the Pope and affirming the Reformation principles of 

justification by faith alone, the priesthood of all believers, and the primacy of the Bible as the only source 

of revealed truth; broadly : a Christian not of a Catholic or Eastern church.” In China, governmental 

officials and scholars also divide Christianity into three different traditions:  Protestantism, Catholicism and 

Orthodox. In this dissertation I define Protestantism as Christian movements exclude Catholicism and 

Orthodox.  

 
5
In this dissertation, the State refers to the Party-State in China.  In China, the Communist Party 

controls all state apparatus through the Party Group (Dangzu) in every governmental organization. In many 

situations, the Party and the government have the same personnel. 
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Protestantism grow rapidly in some regions but stagnates and even declines in other 

regions?  What are the nature, pattern and dynamics of church-state encounters in China? 

What is the implication of Chinese experience?  These are important questions needed to 

be addressed.  A comparative (regional and historical) perspective is definitely needed to 

understand these puzzles.  

In order to advance our knowledge on the Protestant development under 

communism, this dissertation examined the church-state encounters in three prefecture 

cities from 1949 to 2010.  The main research question is: How did Protestantism survive, 

transform, flourish and developed unevenly under a resilient communism regime?  

China is an ideal laboratory for social investigation because of its vast geography 

and huge internal variances, enduring history, communist experience, multiple ethnicities 

and non-exclusive religions.  Case studies on China can not only help us test the 

secularization thesis and the religious economy thesis which mainly are generated from 

the Western experience, but also advance our understanding on the nature of the 

communist regime, the effect of forced secularization, and the fate of religion in the 

modern world.  By bringing China back in the academic discussion, this dissertation aims 

to advance our knowledge on modernization, regulation and the evolution of religious in 

authoritarian regime.  

Previous studies shed light on these questions.  Literature on modernization, 

regulation, and religious movement are primary for this study. Scholars disagree on the 

effect of modernization on religion.  Founders of sociology and many contemporary 

sociologists (e.g. Bryan Wilson and Steve Bruce) believe that modernization will lead to 

the decline of religion.  Scholars who study New Religious Movements (NRM) maintain 



4 

that secularization is a self-limited process, and modernization will stimulate religious 

transformation and innovation (e.g. Stark and Bainbridge).  David Martin, Peter Berger, 

Jose Casanova, Grace Davie and Shmuel N. Eisenstadt all emphasize the contingent 

effect of modernization.  In other world, modernization will not necessarily undermine 

religion, and its impact is depended on concrete historical and sociopolitical setting.
6
 

The effect of regulation on religion is also a topic for serious debate. According to 

Stark and Finke, de-regulation will stimulate competition thus leading to religious 

vitality.
7
  Contrary to this thesis, scholars point out that de-regulation in Eastern Europe 

did not accompany with the flourishing of religion but its decline.
8
  Based on an analysis 

of 25 countries, Chaves points out that there are no correlation between regulation and 

religious vitality.
9
  However, a lack of correlation does not mean there is no impact. 

Under what conditions will the impact turn out to be negative? Further examination is 

needed to answer this question. 

As for the literature on religious movement, some scholars highlight the role 

played by the religious elites.  For them, religious carriers played an important role in 

                                                           
6
Peter Berger, “Religion and the West.” The National Interest Summer (2005): 112-119; Jose 

Casanova, Public Religion in the Modern World (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1994); S.N. 

Eisenstadt, “Multiple Modernities,” Daedalus 129 (2000): 1–30; David Martin, Pentecostalism: The World 

Their Parish (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002). 

 
7
Roger Finke, “The Consequences of Religious Competition: Supply-Side Explanations for 

Religious Change.” In L. A. Young (ed.), Assessing Rational Choice Theories of religion (New York: 

Routledge, 1997), 45–64; Rodney Stark and Roger Finke, Acts of Faith: Explaining the Human Side of 

Religion (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 2000). 

 
8
Stephen Sharot, “Beyond Christianity: A Critique of the Rational Choice Theory of Religion from 

a Weberian and Comparative Religious Perspective.” Sociology of Religion 63, no. 4 (2002): 427 – 454; 

Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart, Sacred and Secular: Religion and Politics Worldwide (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2004). 

 
9
Mark Chaves, “On the Rational Choice Approach to Religion,” Journal for the Scientific Study of 

Religion 34, no. 1 (1995): 98 – 104.  
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founding and converting others to the world religions.
10

  Some scholars also emphasize 

the importance of local secular elites in the revival of religions.
11

  Different from these 

agent-centered analyses, some scholars focus more on the institutional and environmental 

factors (Palmer, Bruce and the fundamentalist project). 

In sum, we can see that scholars differ in their understanding of the impacts of 

modernization and regulation on religion.  Neither do they share consensus on the impact 

of agent, institutional and environmental factors on the development of religious 

movement.  But insights from the literature on social movement can help us build a new 

synthesis which combines modernization, regulation and religious mobilization into a 

comprehensive model. 

 

Thesis Statement 

Modernization and regulation create a culture-regulatory frame which conditions 

the religious mobilization while the pressure results from modernization and regulation 

influences religious response. Different religious responses (e.g. positive and passive) in 

the end lead to uneven growth in the regions (see Figure 1).  I argue that there are 

multiple modernizations in specific regions which generated quite different culture 

frames.  Restrictive regulation will restrain the space for church growth while repressive 

regulation will transform Protestantism.  The Protestant movement in China is path 

dependent, and those regions that had notable religious revival in the Cultural Revolution 

                                                           
10

R. W. Hefner. Conversion to Christianity: Historical and Anthropological Perspectives on a Great 

Transformation (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Caledonia Press, 1993). 

 
11

Richard Madsen, “Religious Renaissance in China Today,” Journal of Current Chinese Affairs 

40, no. 2 (2011):17-42; Yoshiko Ashiwa and David L. Wank, Making Religion, Making the State (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2009); Adam Yuet Chau, Miraculous Response: Doing Popular Religion in 

Contemporary China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006); Nanlai Cao, Constructing China’s 

Jerusalem: Christians, Power, and Place in Contemporary Wenzhou (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 

2011). 
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also tend to have momentum growth in the reform era.  Leadership, resource, strategy 

and church polity are the most important institutional factors shaping the church growth.  

Variances in modernization, regulation and religious response explain the rise and fall of 

China’s three “Jerusalems”: a missionary Jerusalem in Guangzhou, an urban Jerusalem in 

Wenzhou, and a rural Jerusalem in Nanyang. 

 

 

Figure 1. The Dynamic of Church Growth 
 

 

Methodology 

In order to examine the nature and dynamics of church-state encounters from a 

regional perspective, and analyze how the church-state relation influences the church 

growth in these regions, I conducted field studies in the following prefectures: Wenzhou 

on the east coast, Guangzhou in the south and Nanyang in the inland (see Figure 2).  I use 

gazetteers and archives, personal interviews, questionnaires and participatory observation 

to collect data in these regions.  I incorporated primary sources and secondary sources, 

both in Chinese and in English.  I also use the findings from the “Religions and 

Harmonious Society" project as well as the Spiritual Life Study of Chinese Residents 

(SLSOCR) to do analysis.
12

 

                                                           
12

The “Religions and Harmonious Society" project was chaired by the Research Center on 

Religion and Ethnicity of the State Council of China,and executed by Pushi Institute from 2007 to 2008.  

This project includes five recognized religions, tribal religion and folk religion, covers 30 cities with 2600 

samples in nine provinces. It uses semi-structural interview and questionnaire to collect data.  In each 

sampling site, investigators interviewed 50 peoples and sent out 100 questionnaires in each region.  The 
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The reasons I chose these three prefectures are: First, they are comparable cases in 

terms of population and geography which some patterns of the Protestant growth in 

contemporary China (see Appendix 1).  Furthermore, these are also three typical cases 

that can help us examine the relation between modernization and religious development, 

historical factors and contemporary, religious repression and church growth.  Second, 

these three cases vary in many ways including modernization, geography, religious 

regulation, oversea connection, characteristics of Christianity and church growth.  In 

other words, they differ in dependent variable (church growth) and independent variables 

which can help us to examine the causal effect.  

Wenzhou is a fast developing coastal city where modernization and Protestantism 

go hand in hand.  It was a missionary base in the early twentieth century.  From the 1950s 

to 1970s, the state promoted a forced secularization project in order to transform this city 

into a non-religion zone.  However, Protestantism revived rigorously in the Cultural 

Revolution.  Now it has become an urban Jerusalem in China where more than 15% of 

the population is Protestant.
13

 

Guangzhou is another fast developing coastal city.  It was once a missionary 

headquarters with a huge missionary enterprise, and a city with rigorous Protestant 

movements from 1900s to 1940s, which I identify as a missionary Jerusalem.  However 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Spiritual Life Study of Chinese Residents is a survey directed by the Institute for the Studies of Religion at 

Baylor University and executed by the Horizon key Information and Consulting Co., Ltd in 2007. Using a 

multi-stage probability sampling method, this survey collected 7,021 samples from 56 locales in China, 

including 3 metropolitan cities, 6 province-level capital cities, 11 prefecture cities, 16 small towns, and 20 

administrative villages. 

 
13

Jerusalem is a socio-theological concept. It refers to a region which not only has a rigorous 

Protestant movement within its territory but also plays an influential leadership role on the churches in 

other places. Wenzhou has been hailed as China’s Jerusalem by scholars and church leaders. Henan was 

also recognized as China’s Jesus net by scholars and church leaders. I identify Guangzhou as another 

Jerusalem because it had a strong Protestant movement and played a leadership role from 1900s to 1940s. 

Based on my definition of Jerusalem, Beijing and Shanghai are also China’s “Jerusalems”. 
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when the Communist Party took over China in 1949, many missionaries transferred their 

resources to Hong Kong which is very close to Guangzhou. There were few fierce 

religious repressions in Guangzhou except the Anti-Damazhan Counterrevolution 

Campaign. After the Cultural Revolution, Guangzhou became one of the forerunners of 

China’s “opening and reform (gaige kaifang)”.  However, modernization here went hand-

in-hand with the decline of the church, making Guangzhou one of the most secular cities 

in China. 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Map of the Locations of the Three Sampling Sites 

 
 

Unlike Wenzhou and Guangzhou, Nanyang is an inland city with most of its 

population living in the rural areas.   It too was a missionary base and continues to be the 
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one of the fastest growing Christian regions in China, though it suffered many instances 

of religious repressions even after the Cultural Revolution.  Without successful 

modernization and oversea connection, many national house church networks emerged in 

this region, expanding Christianity throughout China.
14

  This makes Nanyang a rural 

Jerusalem in contemporary China. 

This dissertation mainly focuses on two periods:  1949-1971 and 1972-2010.  In 

the first period, the Communist Party took over China, and successfully domesticated the 

church and remolded Protestantism.  During the Cultural Revolution, the church as an 

institution was almost wiped out in China, leaving some Christians secretly worshiping in 

their house.  However, the church survived and transformed amidst the “storm and 

thunder” of the political campaigns. In the reform era, Protestantism grows very fast 

although the state initiated enormous campaigns to control it.  Doing a comparative study 

on three regions by contrasting these two different episodes (1949-1979 and 1979-2010), 

this project will unravel the puzzle of the rise and fall of Christianity in China.     

I choose four churches in each city.
15

  I selected the churches based on their legal 

status and the social status of the members so as to maximize the diversity of my cases.  

Therefore, I selected one Three-self Patriotic Movement (TSPM) church, one village 

church (also called the migrant workers’ church) for the lower class, one urban church for 

the middle or upper class. Besides this, I selected cases representing the general picture of 

Christianity in these three cities. I selected four types of churches in my sampling sites as 

                                                           
14

Most of the house churches are independent entities in the local. However, the house churches 

had successfully stretched their arms to other provinces. They integrated house churches in different places 

into a diffused network. 

 
15

Due to the varieties in the Protestant movement in different settings, the term church refers to 

congregation, fellowship and house church network. 
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the subject of this investigation: the registered church, the new rising church, traditional 

house church, and the compatriotic churches.
16

  These four types of churches represent 

some major trends in the development of Protestantism in contemporary China: 

urbanization, migration, differentiation of the religious market, transformation of 

Christianity.  

Beside face-to-face interviews and participatory observation, I also used surveys, 

local Gazettes, missionary reports and journals. I used the following surveys to provide a 

general picture of Christianity in China: China Spirituality and Happiness Survey 2007 

by Baylor University, China General Social Survey 2006-2011 accomplished by 25 

universities in China, and China Religious Explorer developed by the China Data Center 

at Michigan University.
17

 

Major missionary publications used for this dissertation include: Tianfeng 

(Heavenly Wind) an official journal published by TSPM since 1949, China and the 

Church and China and Gospel, two missionary magazines published by the Christianity 

and China Research Center. 

 

                                                           
16

 The register churches are churches get registration from the Religious Affairs Bureau thus 

recognized by the state.   Most of them are TSPM churches.  The new rising churches are churches built 

since the mid-1980s. They are different from the TSPM churches for they are independent yet recognized 

by the state.  They are also different from the traditional house churches because they are more open and 

legitimate.  The TSPM churches and the traditional house churches are mainly compiled of local citizens 

while the new rising churches are form of professionals. The compatriotic churches are churches which 

mainly complied of migrant workers or a single ethnicity such as Wenzhounese. 

 
17

 The Religious Explore is web-based GIS mapping and analysis tool provided by the China Data 

Center of the University of Michigan (UMCDC), the Center for Religion and Chinese Society of Purdue 

University (CRCS), and the State Key Laboratory for Information Engineering in Surveying, Mapping and 

Remote Sensing (LIESMARS) of Wuhan University. For further information please accessed 

http://chinadataonline.org/religionexplorer/. 

 

 

 

http://chinadataonline.org/religionexplorer/
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Doing Field Work in China 

Doing field work for church-state issues is exciting but also very challenging. 

Money, time energy and diligence were definitely needed.  But the most important thing 

is “guanxi”, a social capital which enables you to investigate the insider story when you 

enter the field, and protects you when trouble comes.  Thanks to the kindly help from 

pastors (local and overseas), the Research Center on Religion and Ethnicity of the State 

Council, as well as other friends who have close relationship with the local officials, I 

obtained information both from the churches and the state. 

Data collecting at my sampling sites usually ranged from three weeks to two 

months.  However, I returned to these sites quite often especially when some significant 

events such as church-state conflict, Christmas celebration, revival camps, training and 

meeting, and New Year evangelism took place.  

During my field work, I acted as a lay believer who was collecting materials to 

document God’s great work in contemporary China.  I told them I am a PhD student at an 

oversea university founded by the Southern Baptist Convention.  This identity gives me 

some credit to do my field work for they usually mistook me as a seminary student who 

is going to be an oversea pastor.  Sometime, I was assigned to give my testimony during 

the service.  In other time, I just observed, participated and did some logistic tasks such 

as setting up the tables and microphone. Sometime local people considered me as a 

bridge that could help them get some resources from overseas and the central government. 

They also asked me to help raise funds, send their petitions to Beijing, and recruit some 

short-term teachers for their underground seminary.  
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The field work for my dissertation can be dated back to 2007. At that time I was 

involved in a group project on Religion and Society funded by the Research Center on 

Religion and Ethnicity of the State Council (RCRESC). I was the principle investigator of 

Nanyang, the cradle of many permanent national house church networks such as 

Fengcheng church, China Evangelical Fellowship and the Word of Life movement. 

Introduced by a senior pastor of China Evangelical Fellowship Rev. Zhang, I met Brother 

Shen (leader of the church in Tanghe) at Beijing and accompanied him to visit the local 

churches at Tanghe. With the help of my friends, whose relatives are local officials, I had 

an opportunity to interview the director of Nanyang Religious Affairs Bureau (RAB) and 

the captain of Public Security Bureau (PBS) at Zhenping. I went back to Nanyang twice 

to do more field work, first from June to July, 2011 and then from November to 

December, 2011.  

My first visit to Wenzhou dated back to May 2009.  Accompanied by a pastor (an 

oversea teacher), I visited an underground seminary, several factory churches, some local 

congregations, and an evangelical band for migrant workers.  In 2010 summer together 

with a president of a seminary at Malaysia and some church leaders from Hong Kong, the 

USA, and Fuzhou.  We had meeting of the transformation of the churches and theological 

education.  After the meeting, I also visited some three-self churches and a new founded 

church for boss Christians.  I visit Wenzhou again in June and November 2011.  This 

time I focused on the Christian organizations.  I visited the China Christian Council 

(CCC) at Lucheng district, a church-run charity organization, a prayer mountain (daogao 

shan) with a church, a seminary and several prayer houses.  During these visits, I realize 

that: Protestantism is very diverse in Wenzhou; there are enormous social transformation 
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and religious evolution (in terms of institutionalization and their social engagement) in 

Wenzhou; the impact of faith on individuals and society is very diverse and dynamic.  

Guangzhou is my hometown. I stayed in Guangzhou until I went to college in 

2001.  Since then, I returned to Guangzhou twice a year for around 2 months.  From 

August to September 2011, I spent two months doing field work there.  During a field trip 

in 2011, assisted with a senior pastor and a Christian lawyer, I helped RCRESC to 

summon the house church leaders in Guangzhou to have an informal meeting which 

provided an ideal atmosphere for me to have some intensive discussion with them.  I 

came back to Guangzhou to do further field work from January to February, 2012.  

Doing my field in different regions I also had some encounters with the 

policemen from the PBS.  I was called to “drink tea (a nickname for informal 

interrogation)” twice, one with two low ranking policemen and the other one with their 

director.  They investigated my background, my motivation and my “boss behind the 

scene (muhou laoban).”  They also tried their best to extract some information of the 

sensitive leaders from me.  In this situation, I always insisted that I could share my idea 

and my personal information with them.  However I will not release the information of 

my interviewees for the sake of research ethics and credibility.  They tried several 

attempts during our conversation but never forced me to do so.  Gradually I realized that 

they did not want to catch me but learn from me.  They also concerned the puzzle of 

Christian spread although with quite different motive.  What amazed me is that I did learn 

a lot from them in our conversation on religious regulation. 

Doing participatory observation in the house church meetings and training camps, 

I also faced the danger of getting arrested for the police will consider me as an 
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underground church leader joining an illegal gathering.  However, nothing ventured, 

nothing gained.  I recalled one incident.  When I was investigating a sensitive conflict 

between a local church and a Buddhist institute, I was caught by the security guard when 

I was taking some photos.  Thanks to the “guanxi” of a local believer (whose relative is 

the director of local RAB), I was released when the director came.  

The linguistic differences shall also be highlighted.  There are so many dialects in 

China that people within the same county can not understand each other.  But thanks to 

the state’s campaign to promote Mandarin, it has become a common language of people 

all over China.  I speak fluent Mandarin and Cantonese therefore I did not have any 

trouble in Guangzhou.  I had some difficulties when I was in Wenzhou and Nanyang. 

Wenzhouneses speak a distinctive dialect which was hard to understand while people in 

Nanyang speak mandarin with strong local accent.  Fortunately, I accompanied some 

church leaders to do my interviews.  This not only enhanced trust but also helped me 

surpass linguistic barriers. Most of the interviews were done in Mandarin. My interviews 

concentrated on the following topics: the life stories of the church leaders, the state’s 

regulation, the evolution of the church and its network, and the strategy used to 

circumvent regulation and do evangelism. 

Even though the focus of this research was on the twelve churches in Wenzhou, 

Guangzhou and Nanyang, I visited dozens more churches in each cities. I also traveled 

widely in more regions such as Beijing, Xi’an, Zhengzhou, Datong, Xinzhou and even 

Kasha in Xinjiang. This greatly enhanced my understanding on the complexity of 

Christianity under communism. 
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A Brief History of Christianity in China 

Since 635 A.D. when Christianity was first introduced to Chinese by a Nestorian 

Priest named Olopen, there have been four waves of Christianity entering into the gate of 

China.  They are Nestorian in the Tang Dynasty (618-907 A.D.), Erkeun (Yelikewen) in 

the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368 A.D.), Roman Catholics in the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644 

A.D.) and Protestants in the Late Qing period (1840-1911 A.D.).  Although Christians 

tried many approaches to evangelize China (e.g. syncretism, accommodationism, 

isolationism and confrontationism), and enjoyed some kinds of support from the ruling 

elites, they only achieved very little success in the past 1,500 years.  One of the main 

features of the church was rootless.  As the political situation changed, Christianity 

quickly disappeared in Chinese society.  The elimination of Buddhism movement (miefo 

yundong) initiated by the Emperor Wu wiped out the church in Tang Dynasty because 

Christianity was treated as a sect of Buddhism.  The Rite Controversy severely 

undermined the efforts made by the Jesuit, and the ban of Christianity from emperor 

Kangxi in 1720 closed the door for the missionaries for almost 100 years.  Christianity 

reentered China under the Unequal Treaties. The tragedies triggered by the continuous 

wars and the efforts made by the missionaries brought a lot growth of Christianity, 

especially in the coastal cities. However, this also led to fierce conflict between 

Christianity and Chinese gentry as well as the folk.  Christianity was considered to be 

alien and imperial to the Chinese people. “One more Christian, one less Chinese” was a 

common perception in that period.  The Japanese occupation of China also drove most of 

the missionaries out of China. 
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Significant change of Christianity took place under communism. As Simon 

Elegant, professor of Beijing Center, and former Beijing bureau chief for TIME magazine, 

points out: 

After four failed attempts over a millennium and a half by foreign missionaries to 

gain a foothold in China, Christianity is finally taking root and evolving into a 

truly Chinese religion.
18

 

When the Communist Party took over China in 1949, another fierce encounter 

followed.  In this encounter, although the party-state successfully domesticated the 

church and remold Christianity, it failed to eliminate religion. The church not only 

survived but transformed and flourished under communism. Protestant revival took place 

in the midst of the Cultural Revolution.  In the reform era, the state liberates itself and 

retreats from a lot of economic and social domains.  In this period, though the state has 

tried many methods to control Christianity, however it failed to stop its numerous 

growths. Furthermore, China’s “Open and Reform” also brings out a quite diverse picture: 

modernization in some regions goes hand- in-hand with church growth while in some of 

the fastest developing regions such as Guangzhou it degraded from a missionary base 

into a very secular city.  

 

Description and Organization of the Proposed Research Project 

In this dissertation I define modernization as a thorough transformation from 

traditional community to modern society.  It can either be a “natural” and bottom-up 

process resulting from the development of technology and economy.  Or, it can also be a 

statist top-down project which the developmental state plays an important role.  

Modernization in China refers to shift from planed economy to market economy, 
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urbanization, increase of education and household income, and the associated value 

change.  This is not a normative but a descriptive definition.  Therefore, I do not assume 

modernization as a de jure good thing.  

I define regulation as a governmental attempt to control, restrain and even 

eliminate religion.  I also divide it into restriction and repression.  In other words, 

regulation includes both restrictive and repressive approaches. 

I borrow the term religious carrier from Max Webber and integrate the insights 

from studies of contemporary religious movement.  Here religious carriers refers to 

leaders of a popular religious movement, which including boss Christians, itinerant 

preachers, patriarchs, Christian intellectuals, and other secular elites which contribute to 

the development of a religious movement.  

The research aims to contribute to the scholarly debate on modernization, 

regulation and the transformation of Christianity under communism.  I approach it from a 

comparative perspective by doing an empirical study in China on three different regions 

in two different periods.  The main goals of this project are:  

1) To demonstrate that there is a multiple state-society-church interaction in 

different periods and multiple trajectories of modernization in different regions which 

contribute to the multiple fates of Christianity in China.   

2) To explain the different results of religious regulation under communism.  Why 

did the state triumph but the church fail in the 1950s through 1970s while the church 

triumph but the state fail after the Cultural Revolution? 

3) To locate the survival, transformation and flourishing of Protestantism within 

the context of society-church-state interaction.  How the transformation of the state-
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society relation influences the development of the church?  What are the main reasons for 

the numerous church growths in contemporary China?  What factors account for the 

regional variances? 

This dissertation is a social historical analysis of how the church not only 

transformed from a foreign entity to an indigenous church, but also survived and 

flourished under communism. In exploring the development of Christianity from 1949 to 

present, the study focuses on three different regions—Nanyang city, Guangzhou city and 

Wenzhou city—which are quite different in modernization, religious regulation and 

church growth.      

Including the introduction, this dissertation has nine chapters. Chapter two 

provides a scholarly context for the study, presenting as a literature review on the main 

arguments for modernization, regulation, religious mobilization, and their impact on the 

church growth. I also developed a synthesis drawing from the insights from the literature 

of the social movement.   

Chapter Three takes note of the church-state relation from 1949 when the 

Communist Party took over China down to the zenith of the Cultural Revolution when all 

institutional religions were eliminated from the public sphere.  The author examines the 

ways by which the Communist Party domesticated the church as well as the strategies 

exploited by the church to circumvent the religious regulation.  The impact of religious 

regulation, the factors accounted for the success and failure of religious repression are the 

main focus in this chapter.  
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Chapter Four explores the church-state interaction from the mid of the Cultural 

Revolution to the present.  I describe the general picture of flourishing Protestantism in 

contemporary China and evaluate the five explanations for this thriving.  

Chapters Five, Six, Seven and Eight together form the core for my analysis.  

Three first three chapters assess similar themes with a similar style on my three sampling 

sites while the last chapter provides a more systematic comparison on the regional 

patterns.  After a brief description of modernization and regulation in local context, an 

examination of four churches is provided.  The effect of modernization and regulation, 

and the roles play by the religious carriers are the main themes under examination. 

In chapter five I focus on Guangzhou and explain how a coastal city with 

important missionary legacy and few fierce repressions gradually degraded into a secular 

city.  Chapter six explores the church-state encounter in Wenzhou.  I examine how the 

missionary past, the early revival in the Cultural Revolution led by the elders and the new 

development accomplished by the boss Christians interact with the state’s regulation, 

making an ex non-religion zone into a urban Jerusalem. 

Chapter seven covers the story in Nanyang.  I explore how village elites 

interweaved traditional culture, modern management skills with Christianity to bring up a 

Jerusalem in rural China.  The devastated effect of modernization and the unintended 

consequence of fluctuated and sporadic repression will also be examined in this chapter. 

Chapter Eight summarizes the patterns of regional development and 

congregational growth in my three sampling sites.  A model introduced and tested in 

China’s 31 provinces.  In the concluding chapter, I not only summarize the main 



20 

arguments and conclude with an interpretation of China from a global perspective 

focusing on the relation of modernization, regulation and religious change.  

 

Significance and Limitation 

As an empirical study on Protestantism under communism, this dissertation will 

contribute to the scholarly debate on modernization, regulation and the religious revival 

in authoritarian states.  By doing a comparative and historical analysis, the author hopes 

to offer a better lens to observe the Protestant movement in China. Using China as a case 

to test the western theories, this study will also advance our understanding of religion in 

the modern world, religion in the communist lands, and the resilience and weakness of 

the communist regime in China. 

Obviously, there are many limitations in doing field research on this topic.  

Although I incorporated as much literature as I can from both of the Chinese sources and 

Western sources, I purposely did not consult many of the missionary literatures.  

However, I did consult the Chinese Archives in the Keston Center and some materials 

(e.g. books, report and documentary) published by some missionary organizations such as 

Asian Harvest. 

 The author conducted research on twelve churches in three cities which provides 

a representative range of Chinese Protestantism.  However, it did not accommodate all 

varieties.  In fact I did not include ethnic Protestants in my analysis which is beyond the 

scope of this study.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Explaining the Fate of Religion in the Modern World: 

Conventional Wisdoms and A Synthesis 

 

Since its inception, explaining the fate of religion in the modern world has been a 

cardinal task for sociology of religion. Will modernization, in terms of the advancement 

of technology and education, urbanization, the rise of capitalism, and mass 

communication, lead to the death of religion?  If the decline of religion is inevitable, 

what will be the result?  Will it a blessing or a curse to humanity?  These questions 

have been debated by academia for centuries. 

When communists took control of economic and political power, they launched 

unprecedented aggressive campaigns to eradicate religion.  Can religion survive facing 

these fierce attacks?  What will happen to religion when the communist regime 

collapses? The forced secularization experiments in the communist lands can serve as 

another important case for us to understand the fate of religion in the modern world. 

In this chapter I review the literature on modernization, regulation and religious 

movement to summarize the main dynamics of religion in the modern world and the 

communist lands. I also provide a synthesis based on the theories of social movement.  

 

Modernization: One or Many? Destructive or Constructive? 

The controversies over modernization are not so much about its nature as its result.  

Although definitions of the term differ, most scholars include economic development, 
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advance of technology, mass communication, increase of education, and urbanization as 

components of modernization.  However, scholars’ perceptions on its impact are quite 

different.  Will modernization lead to homogenization of the world? Will modernization 

undermine or empower religion? In other words, will modernization lead to secularization 

or the flourishing of religion?  Concerning the relation between modernization and 

religion, there are three main theses: secularization thesis, empowerment thesis, and the 

contingent thesis.  

The founders of sociology took a progressive view of modernization and 

predicted the decline of religion.  Some welcomed this decline for they believed this 

would lead to enlightenment and liberation while some lamented its decline for fearing 

anomie and meaninglessness.
1
  Auguste Comte believed that science would gradually 

replace religion when technology and modern thinking penetrated into the popular 

culture.
2
  Although praising the elective affinity between Protestant ethics and the spirit 

of capitalism, Weber worried about the death of religion and the associated iron cage.  

For him, the advance of technology and bureaucratization led to disenchantment of the 

world.
3
 

                                                           
1
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Highlighting religion’s role in formulating a collective conscience and social 

integration, Durkheim worried about the fragmentation of society and the anomie in 

transitional society when religion diminished.  Due to functional differentiation and the 

replacement of religious function by secular institutions, Durkheim argued that religion 

would gradually lose its social purpose and would fade away. 

This secularization belief was also shared by modern thinkers. Back in the 1960s 

and 1970s, sociologist Peter Berger argued that modernization would lead to pluralization, 

thus undermining the plausibility structure of religion. Therefore religion will gradually 

lose its institutional and symbolic dominance in the sectors of society and culture.
4
 

Luckman also argued that modernization would result in the privatization of religion, 

making religion invisible.
5
 

Emphasizing modernization’s destructive effect on the communal base of religion, 

Bryan Wilson argued that “religious thinking, practice and institutions [will] lose their 

social significance.”
6
 He claimed that the loss of religious authority at individual, 

societal and institutional levels led to secularization. The three-level approach is also 

shared by Karel Dobbelaere and Mark Chaves.
7
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Refashioning Wilson’s thesis, Steve Bruce, a well-known British sociologist 

maintained: 

 

Religion diminishes in social significance, becomes increasingly privatized, 

and loses personal salience except where it finds work to do other than 

relating individuals to the supernatural.8 
 

For Bruce, individualization, societization and pluralization all contribute to the 

decline of religion.
9
  Religion can only be revitalized in culture defense and culture 

transition.
10

 

Daniel Harvy-Lega argued that religion which functions as a chain of memory is 

no longer possible under modern conditions.
11

  Charles Taylor, the most well-known 

contemporary philosopher maintained that an imminent frame resulted from multiple 

secular movements made religion become problematic in the modern world. Callum 

Brown, a church historian in Britain maintains that the sexual revolution in the 1960s led 

to the secularization of the West.
12

  Well-known political scientists Ronald Inglehart and 

Pippa Norris used the term existent security to restate the secularization thesis. They 
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claimed that when society evolved from an agrarian to an industrial and to a 

post-industrial society, the existent security would enhance, thus eroding religious belief 

and behavior.
13

 

The rise of fundamentalist movement and new religious movement, the spread of 

Pentecostalism in the world and the resurgence of Islam all pose serious challenges to the 

secularization thesis.  God is not dead but back.
14

  Religion did not diminish as an 

invisible entity but resurged as a public one.
15

 This changes the tide of the western 

scholarship.  Scholars use “desecularization,” “God’s back,” “God’s Century,” 

“post-secular,” to describe the up-to-date reality of religion.
16

 However the presumption 

of this fashion is problematic because it assumes a secular past which it is not the case in 

most parts of the world. 

Facing enormous empirical evidence of religious fervency, Peter Berger 

abandoned the secularization thesis and declared the desecularization of the world.
17
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Berger also argues that modernization will undermine the “taken-for-grantedness” of 

society which in return will arouse people’s religious zeal to regain certainty.
18

 By 

building a sub-culture, taking over society by revolution, and adapting to the outside 

world all can prevent the decline of religion.
19

 

Different from the secularization thesis, the empowerment thesis argues that 

modernity will not necessarily undermine religion.  Instead it can empower religion if it 

adapts to the modern condition.  Although modernization challenges the communal base 

of religion, it also emancipates it from a rigid society.  In other words, modernization 

did not destroy but changed the condition of religion which would stimulate religious 

innovation and mobilization. Yves Lamb points out that modernity has four types of 

effects on religion: decline, adaptation and innovation, conservative reaction and 

innovation.  Modernization poses challenge to traditional religion but also brings out 

new religious forms.
20

 Modernity can fuel both religious decomposition and 

recomposition.  Lester Kurtz also points out that modernization not only creates new 

religious forms but also leads to religious revitalization.
21

  To some extent, religious 

pluralism thesis, which maintains that de-regulation (result of modernization) contributes 

to the flourishing of religion, is also an empowerment thesis. 
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  Religion is mobile and fluid.  It can adapt to industrial society by adopting the 

congregation model.  Even in the post-industrial suburbia, religion can flourishes in the 

form of mega-churches. 

Religion can not only adapt to the modern situation but also make use of 

modernity.  For example, many fundamentalists selectively exploit modernity to fight 

against their enemies and consolidate their movement.
22

  Modernity’s constructive 

effect is very significant in the Pentecostal movement and the mega-church movement.  

David Maxwell vividly documented about how the African Pentecostal movement of the 

Zimbabwe Assemblies of God, Africa used modern technology and entrepreneurship to 

become a global missionary movement.
23

  Modern technology and management skills 

also empower some charismatic pastors to transform their small congregations into mega 

churches.
24

 They emphasize the elective affinity between religion and modernity.  Os 

Guinness points out the power of modernity in the church-growth movement: 

The wise use of modernity's insights and technologies could therefore lead to 

one of the most fruitful periods of innovation in the church's two-thousand-year [s]. 

The managerial revolution, for example, could provide the church with a large, 

varied, and powerful toolbox.
25
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Different from the secularization thesis and the empowerment thesis, the 

contingent thesis casts doubt on any one-dimensional story.  The main idea of this thesis 

is: that the relation between modernization and religion is complex and contingent on 

specific settings.  

Historian Gertrude Himmelfarb points out that the British, French and American 

roads to modernity were quite different.
26

 Shmuel N. Eisenstadt argued that there were 

multiple modernities in different civilizations, and tradition plays an important role in 

modernization in most civilizations.  Thus modernity is not necessary in conflict with 

tradition. 

Peter Berger, Grace Davie and Effie Fokas maintain that different historical, 

social, cultural and institutional factors interact with each other, leading to a secular 

Europe and a religious America.
27

 In his grand theory of secularization, Martin argues 

that church-state relations, history and denomination all contribute to the internal 

variances of Europe.
28

 

In summary, the secularization thesis emphasizes modernization’s destructive 

effect on the plausibility structure, the communal base and institutional strength on 

religion while the empowerment thesis highlights modernization’s constructive effect on 
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kindling religious quest and empowering the religious movements. The contingent thesis 

recognizes the complex relationship between modernization and religion. They maintain 

that the fate of religion will vary in different settings and different denominations. 

 

Regulation and Religious Vitality: Positive, Negative or Contingent? 

The relation between regulation and religious vitality is also very controversial. 

The main debates orbit around the pluralism thesis.  The core argument of this thesis is 

very simple: regulation undermines religious competition (pluralism) while de-regulation 

will lead to religious plurality and thus enhance the overall level of religious vitality.  

Sociologists Rodney Stark and Roger Finke frame the thesis like this: “To the degree that 

religious economies are unregulated and competitive, overall levels of religious 

participation will be high.”
29

  They assume that religious demand is constant. Therefore 

the variance of religious involvement should be explained in terms of religious supply.  

Although some scholars compliment the religious economy model as a new 

paradigm of sociology of religion, it is in fact facing considerable challenge.
30

  David 

Olson points out that there is a negative relationship of religious pluralism and church 

membership in the USA.
31

  Inglehart and Norris
 
argue that religious economy model 
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does not work in the post-communist countries and the Middle East.
32

  Chaves and 

Gorski conclude that there is no causal relation between religious pluralism and religious 

participation.
33

 

Some scholars reframe the model by adding more variables. Froese uses the 

impact of atheism and the re-regulation of religion to explain the secularization of 

post-communist world.
34

  Fenggang Yang revised the religious economy theory by 

using the term of shortage economy and Oligopoly dynamics.
35

  For him religious need 

is not constant while regulation will transform people’s religious demand. Furthermore, 

he maintains that regulation will not necessarily lead to the religious decline but to a 

triple market.
36

 

I contend that there are some serious theoretical problems in these debates with 

regard to the pluralism thesis.  First, belief in God, church membership and church 

attendance are not good variables for cross-national comparison.
37

  Furthermore, the 
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term religious competition is too narrow to account for the global religious complexity.  

In countries where a religious market barely exists, for example, religions do not compete 

for membership, or when the state does not allow religious competition or even the 

existence of religion; there will be no significant religious competition.  Taking China 

for an example, some scholars point out that religious identity in China is neither 

exclusive nor based on membership, leading to no market competition between different 

regions.
38

 Adam Chau argues that people have different ways to do religion which makes 

religious competition not necessary.
39

 Last but not least, religious economy does not 

differentiate restriction from repression and take repression seriously.  

In fact the dynamics of repression are quite different from that of restriction. 

Restriction based on favoritism, whether favoring religion or secular humanism, will 

contaminate religion and lead to factional conflict.  However, repression to some extent 

can purify religion and stimulate religious solidarity.  Although it may destroy the 

institutional church if the state’s sanctioned repression is strong and long enough, it 

usually stimulates religious growth by making martyrdom that demonstrates the power 

and the value of faith.
40

  As Tertullian pointed out, “the blood of Christians is the seed 
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[of the churches].”
41

  Stark also argues that persecution contributes to the rise of 

Christianity.
42

  Based on his study on Yiguandao, a rigorous sectarian movement in 

Taiwan and Mainland China, Lu Yunfeng finds out that repression can push religion to 

be more adaptive, innovative and aggressive.
43

 

Jenkins highlights the dynamic nature of faith, and the relation between 

persecution and revival. 

Faiths are dynamic, and periods of difficulty or persecution can have the effect 

of forcing believers to delve into the rich diversity of traditions they have 

evolved over thousands of years. Usually, they find at least some ideas and 

practices that prove effective in adapting to the new world, and that can in fact 

provide the foundation for significant revival
.44 

 

Religious Movement and Religious Revival 

With the rise of fundamentalism and the new religious movements, more and 

more scholars turn their attention to the evolution of religious movements.  

Borrowing insights from the studies of social movements, some scholars use the 

terms such as political opportunity, resource mobilization and framing to examine 

religious movements.  For example, Gabriel A. Almond, R. Scott Appleby and 

Emmanuel Sivan use structure, chance and choice to explain the development of 
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fundamentalism.  In their fundamentalism project, they discover that leadership and the 

host environment (democratic and non-democratic) are the important factors shaping the 

fundamental movements.
45

  Based on his studies on early Christianity, the churching of 

America and the rise of some new religious movements, Stark argues that a strict 

movement which demands more commitment and emphasizes doctrine will have more 

growth.
46

 

Different from the environment-centric theses (secularization and religious 

economy), some scholars highlight the role played by the elites.  Webber argued that 

religious carriers played an important role in founding the world religions.  Horton and 

Hefner maintain that religious carriers are cardinal in Africa’s conversion to 

Christianity.
47

  Studying religious mobilization in the USA, some scholars point out that 

clergy play an important role in the evolution of the religious movement.
48

  Some 

scholars emphasize the importance of local secular elites in the revival of religions.
49
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Geertz and Nagata highlighted the role of religious brokers, who bridged the secular and 

the religious, as well as the metropolitan and the local, thus played an essential role in the 

Islamic revival.
50

 

Working Toward A Synthesis 

I have reviewed the literature of modernization, regulation and religious 

movement.  The secularization thesis and religious pluralism thesis have been seen as 

two rival paradigms which fit the Europe and the USA respectively while religious 

movement approaches seems to be a tool only suitable for some “deviate” cases in the 

less developed places.  However I suggest that this is based on some ideological bias.
51

  

My approach synthesizes the literature on modernization, regulation and religious 

movement to a better explanation to religion’s modern fate. 

I emphasize the dynamic nature of religion and consider the transformation of 

religion as an evolutionary movement.  Modernization and regulation changes the 

condition or the opportunity structure of religion.
52

  The fate of religion will depend on 

the interaction of different players.  There are battling forces in the arena which try to 
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secularize and Christianize the society respectively.  The strength of the secular regime 

and religious community will shape the direction of the battle.  The result of this battle 

will partly depend on some environmental factors and partly depend on the choices made 

by different players 

Although modernization in terms of differentiation will take over of some 

functions used to be enjoyed by religion while regulation will restrain religion’s impact, 

as long as religion continue to be a vehicle of mobilization it will not decline or even 

disappear. In fact religious mobilization is very salient in the modern world. Both 

large-scale social transformation (e.g. modernization and immigration), and religious 

regulation (disestablishment, restriction and repression) can stimulate religious 

mobilization.  

Fundamentalist movements are mobilized to fight against the erosion of 

community and morality result from modernity.  Religious nationalism is mobilized to 

provide an alternative to the secular nationalism.  Religious revival in some 

post-communist states is also indictor of religious mobilization to rebuild community, 

morality and identity.  

Will Herberg maintained that religion was the main vehicle of cultural 

preservation and assimilation for immigrants in America.
53

  Both Bruce, the maverick of 

the secularization thesis, and Stark, the standard-bearer of the pluralism thesis, argue that 
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religion has become a tool for cultural defense in Poland and New Ireland when facing 

external threat.
54

  Disestablishment in the United States also makes religion the most 

likely channel for the public expression of social differentiation.
55

 

 

Summary 

In this chapter, I have examined the main arguments in the literature on 

secularization, regulation, and religious movement. Scholars have different opinions on 

the impact of modernization and regulation. Modernization can undermine religion and 

also empower it with modern technology and management. The fate of religion in the 

modern world is contingent on its specific context and the churches’ response. Religious 

repression can ironically stimulate religious growth by kindling religious quest and 

innovation while regulation can lead to monopoly which undermines religious vitality. 

The fate of religious movement is shaped by the environment as well as the choice made 

by different players.  I have provided a new synthesis based on mobilization to address 

the controversies in the literature. In the next two chapters, I will examine the fate of 

Protestantism under communism. Bringing China back to the debate on modernization, 

regulation and religious revival, I aim to advance our understanding on the fate of 

religion in the modern world.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Christianity under Communism: From 1949 to 1971 

Undoubtedly as all men know all human things; whether sorrowful or joyful, 

whether weak or most powerful will sooner or later disappear.  But with the help of the 

eternal God, the church  which Christ our lord founded to fulfill its mission of peace and 

salvation until the end of time, in face of difficulties, through attacks and triumphs, 

through conflicts and victories, it can be opposed and assaulted, but not conquered! 

——Pope Piou XII, Cupimus Imprimis, La  Chiesa Cattolica In C
ina 

 

The enemy advances, we retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the enemy tires, we 

attack; the enemy retreats, we pursue. 

—Mao Zedong
 

 

From 1949 to 1976, the party-state launched many political campaigns to control 

or 
even eliminate the churches.  These campaigns seemed to be so successful that many 

observers overseas believed that the Christian churches would cease to exist.
1
  

Overwhelmed by this gloomy forecast of a dark age, religious fever in the early 

1980s seemed to be even more astonishing.  If the past doom made people despair, we 

can only find hope in the future.  Based on this perception of historical rapture, many 

scholars believe that the church sharply declined in this period, and had no connection 

with the religious revival in the reform era.
2
   

However this mentality is not without fault.  It overstates the church-state 

confrontation and the success of the state in eradication of religion. As Ying points out:
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 God did not fail. Nor did He lose China. He is still reigning China and protecting 

His Church and Christians to face the flood and challenge of the times.
3
 

 

In this chapter I explore church-state relations from a “long historical perspective” 

developed by the Annales School.
4
  With the evidence from four churches, I examine the 

ways by which the Communist party domesticated the church as well as the strategies 

exploited by the church to circumvent the party-state.  The impact of religious regulation 

isl also examined.   Factors accounting for the failure of religious repression as well as 

the survival of the church are the main focus of this chapter.  

 

A Long History of Forced Secularization 

Identifying Communist secular campaigns in the string of history can help us 

better understand the nature of the church-state encounter.   Forced secularization in 

contemporary China dates back to the Late Qing period, and Communists are heirs of this 

initiative.  The defeat in the Opium War pushed the court of Qing to initiate reform to 

save the dynasty.  In order to strengthen the country and build up the army (fuguo 

qiangbing), the Confucian scholar-officials confiscated the religious venues. Significant 

reforms toward religion took place in the One Hundred Days' Reform (Wuxu Bianfa) in 

1898, and the New Policies (Xinzheng) after 1901.  As the result of these reforms, state 

rituals were abandoned, religious protection to the orthodox religions was withdrawn, and 

temples and ancestor halls were converted into modern schools.
5
  This secular impulse 
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was inherited by the nationalists and Communists, and reached its zenith in the Cultural 

Revolution.  Adopted from the Japanese model, the nationalists transformed the imperial 

binary code of orthodox vs. heterodox into a modern one of religion vs. superstition.  The 

nationalist government recognized religions that possessed canon, clergy, venue and 

association, and declared the rest as superstitions and harmful cults.
6
  Many campaigns 

were directed against them.  This led to the sharp decline of Taoism and other sectarian 

movements. 

After the Marco Polo Bridge Incident (Lugouqiao Shibian), a full-scale war 

between China and Japan inevitable broke out in 1937.  From Manchuria to Hong Kong, 

China’s armies were defeated and territory was occupied.  

Under the Japanese occupation (1937-1945), Western missionaries were expelled 

from China while the churches were remolded under the auspices of the Japanese 

Christian League.
7
  The Japanese co-opted some Chinese pastors to form the North China 

Church of Christ League (Huabei Zhonghua Jidujiao Tuan). As a result, the church 

became more independent and united.  The dynamics of the state’s assault, 

accommodation, subordination, and church division was repeated in the 1950s.  Ironically, 

the Japanese occupation authorities became the teacher of Communists.  
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Although these events devastated the churches and their social enterprise, it also 

pushed the Chinese churches to take a great leap toward independence.  In fact, three 

indigenous movements-Jesus Family, the Little Folk, and the True Jesus Church made 

enormous progress during this occupation period.
8
  This also prepared the church to face 

the TSPM under the Communist rule.  

 

Communists’ Forced Secularization Project 

The Communists’ first involvement in the secularization project can be traced 

back to the anti-Christianity movement (fei jidujiao yundong) in the 1920s immediately 

after the inception of the Communist party.  Guided by their Russian comrades, the 

Chinese Communists mobilized the students as well as the masses to fight against the 

“opium of the people.”  At this time it was mainly an ideological campaign since the 

Communist party lacked power to enforce its secular vision.  When Kuomintang (KMT) 

fully took control, the movement also faded away.  The Communist Party turned 

underground and began its painful reflection on the Russian model.  In fact, the party 

split. After a fierce struggle, the pragmatists replaced the fundamentalists.   Under this 

context, Mao Zedong published his famous report. It is in this report where he stated “let 

the peasants get rid of Buddha.”
9
 

The radical forced secularization was ultimately launched in the Communists’ 

citadels (genju di).  In these citadels religions encountered challenge from the 

revolutionary peasants during the late reform campaign (tugai).  In order to extract 

resources to fight a war against KMT, the Communists confiscated the religious venues 
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in their citadels.  As the land reform (tugai) turned radical, forced conversion and 

denunciation were launched.
10

 This not only aroused much resistance but it also 

undermined the mass base of the Communist party.  The radical approach was replaced 

by a more moderate United Front Policy developed in Yan’an during the Sino-Japanese 

War. Religious freedom was granted to the religious people so as to win more support. 

When Communist party took over China, a new round of church-state encounters 

began.  The Communist party initiated two political campaigns to establish its hegemony: 

land reform and anti counter-revolutionary movement.  Religion was not a priority of the 

party-state at this moment.  Only feudal sectarian groups (fengjian hui dao men) were 

banned during these campaigns.  The outbreak of the Korean War greatly accelerated the 

pace of forced secularization.  From 1949 to 1957, all sectarian religions were banned 

while five major religions including Buddhism, Taoism, Islam, Protestantism and 

Catholicism were co-opted into “patriotic” associations.  Under the guidance of the party-

state, forty church leaders published the Christian Manifesto to confess the sin of 

imperialism, to cut down the missionary connection, and called for a self-reform 

movement to adjust to the new regime.  This was the origin of the Three-Self Patriotic 

Movement (TSPM).  During this movement, missionaries were expelled and their social 

enterprises were nationalized. The suspected church leaders such as Wang Mingdao, 

Watchman Nee, and Samuel Lamb were denounced and put into prisons.  Some Christian 

congregations such as Wang Mingdao’s Christian Tabernacle, Jing Dianying’s Jesus 

Family and Bishop Kung’s Legion of Mary (Shengmu Jun) were terminated.  

Protestantism was remolded and domesticated. 
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From 1957 to 1966, in order to clear the barriers of the socialist transformation, 

the central government promoted two political campaigns—the Four Cleansing 

Movement (Siqing Yundong, also called Socialist Education Movement) in the villages 

and the Three Anti- & Five-Anti- Movement (Sanfan Wufan Yudong) in the cities which 

seriously undermined Protestantism.  The religious venues were converted for secular use 

while the clergy were forced to return to laity (huansu). Although religion was not the 

main target, the destructive effect of Anti-Right Movement, Socialist Education 

Movement and the Great Leap Forward all spilled over to the religious domain.  During 

these campaigns, the party-state abolished the denominations, stripped the power and 

influence of clergy by public denunciation, humiliation (pidou) and labour reform 

(laogai); and converted religious venues for secular use.  The number of churches 

dropped sharply in this period.  For example, the churches in Shanghai dropped from 208 

to 23 while those in Beijing dropped from 64 to 4.  Other cities had a similar picture.  

This paved the way to the eradication of all religions in the Cultural Revolution.  From 

1966 to 1971, all churches, temples, and mosques were closed, religion was banned, and 

atheist education and propaganda were carried out throughout the country.  In 1970, 

Jiangqing, the head of the Gang of Four declared in a Communist conference that 

Christianity had been eliminated in China.
11
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Multiple Responses from the Churches 

When the Communists took over China, churches struggled to accommodate 

China’s new ruler.  The churches did not wait passively for their death.  Instead they 

actively responded to the challenge, just as Chairman Mao’s famous slogan “the enemy 

advances, we retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the enemy tires, we attack; the enemy 

retreats, we pursue.”
12

 But the churches’ responses were quite different, varying from 

active collaboration to stark confrontation.   Now I briefly outline the responses from four 

kinds of churches: the Moore Memorial Church (MMC, also called Mu’en Tang,) at 

Shanghai, the Christian Tabernacle (Jidutu Huitang) at Beijing, the Jesus Family (Yesu 

Jiating) at Shangdong, and the Little Flock (Xiaoqun) at Shanghai.
13

  Moore Memorial 

Church and Christian Tabernacle are independent congregations while the Jesus Family 

and the Little Flock are quasi-denominations.  Furthermore, only the MMC is a church 

built by missionaries. The other three are indigenous churches.  

 

Moore Memorial Church 

Moore Memorial Church was established by American Methodist missionaries in 

1887, expanded in 1931 and reopened in 1979 after its closure in1966.  Nowadays it is 

one of the most influential TSPM churches in China, and two of its leaders,Jiang 
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Changchuan (1884-1958) and Fu Xianwei, had ever served as vice chairman and 

chairman of the national TSPM committee respectively.  From 1936 to 1941, Bishop 

Jiang Changchuan was the pastor-in-charge at MMC. Bishop Jiang was also leader of 

three conflicting institutions: vice-chairman of National Christian Council (Jidujiao 

Xiejin Hui), chairman of the Japanese sanctioned North China Christian League and vice 

chairman of the TSPM committee.  In the 1950s, the leaders in MMC actively adjusted to 

the new regime by signing the Christian Manifesto and publishing an accusation essay in 

the official journal Heavenly Wind.  Bishop Jiang together with two preachers at MMC 

became three of the first forty signatories in the Christian Manifesto.
14

  During the 

accusation movement, Bishop Jiang aggressively denounced the missionaries and his 

Chinese colleagues.  In 1951, MMC also hosted the first accusation meeting with around 

1200 attendees at Shanghai.  This cooperation strategy can be explained by the modernist 

mentality of the leaders and the church’s close relationship with missionaries. Without 

aggressively denouncing its missionary past, it was not possible to get rid of its original 

sin of imperialism. Their leaders’ modernist world view which upheld the compatibility 

of communism and Christianity also made cooperation with the Communists became 

much easier.  During the Great Leap Forward, MMC became one of the 23 religious 

venues for united worship in Shanghai. Gradually even this loyal religious remnant was 

not spared.  In the end, it was forced to close in 1966. 

 

Jesus Family 

Jesus Family was an indigenous church founded by Jing Dianying (1890-1957), 

the son of a declining landlord family, at the Shandong Province in 192.  It began as a 
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Credit Union of the Saints (Shengtu Xinyong Chuxushe) and gradually evolved into a 

utopian community with 12, 000 members, and sixty-three sub-families in ten different 

regions.
15

  

Jesus Family was a product of natural disaster, war and migration.
16

  It enjoyed 

enormous growth in the devastated regions during the Sino-Japanese War (see Table 1).  

According to Lian Xi, a well-known church historian, Jesus Family was “a sectarian 

mutual-aid community independent of mission Christianity and bound together by 

Pentecostalism and an ascetic pursuit of end-time Salvation.”
17

  

 

Table 1. The Geographical Distribution of the New Found Jesus Family: 1938-1945 

 
Year Shangdo

ng 

Pingy

uan 

Hebei Tianjin Henan Anhui Gansu Shuiyua

n 

Shaanxi Jilin Total 

1938 2 1 1  1 1     7 

1939 3 1         4 

1940 3 2     1  1  7 

1941 3    2   1   6 

1942 8    1 1     10 

1943 8 1   1    1  11 

1944 3     2 1    6 

1945 8 1 1 1      1 12 

Total 38 6 2 1 5 4 3 1 2 1 63 

Source: “Jesus Family Leaders’ Economic Condition and profile”, Taian County Taishan 

District Archive, 1-16-3, 1-147, quoted in Feiya Tao, “Zhongguo de Yige Jidujiao 

Wutuobang: Yesu Jiating de Lishi Yanjiu 1921-1952 (A Christian Utopian in China: A 

Historical Study of Jesus Family (1921-1952))”. Ph.D. dissertation, Chinese University of 

Hong Kong, 2001,111.  
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Although the Jesus Family tried to adapt to the new regime by self reform and 

actively engaging in the political campaigns (e.g. signing the Christian Manifesto and 

supporting the Korean war), it was still condemned as a reactionary and feudal 

organization with close ties to imperialism.
18

  A working unit (zongzuo dui) led by Shen 

Derong, the vice president of the national TSPM Committee, was sent to Shangdong to 

reform the Jesus Family.
19

  

The fierce attack from the government together with the external context change 

and the internal tension led to the breakdown of Jesus Family.
20

  The Jesus Family was 

totally disbanded in August, 1952.
21

  Jing was put into prison and died there in 1957. 

However, the dissolution of Jesus Family network did not mean the loss of its faith. The 

national network dissolved into clandestine cell groups with strong solidarity and 

intimacy which preserved the faith during persecution.  In the reform era, the diffused 

Jesus Family was resurrected in Shangdong, Henan, Shanxi, Shaanxi and Ganxu.
22

  In 

fact, the Jesus Family also played a very important role in the religious revival in Henan 

and Shangdong.
23
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Little Flock 

The Little Flock (also called the Local Church or Christian Assembly) was an 

indigenous movement established by Watchman Nee (1903-1972) in 1920.  From 1920 to 

1952, Watchman Nee and Witness Lee (1905-1997) established local churches 

throughout China.  With strong leadership, a national network, a rigorous publishing 

system and a local church model (one city, one church) which emphasized unity and 

independence, the Little Flock successfully recruited many members from other 

congregations especially under the Japanese occupation when most of the western 

missionaries left.   Gradually, it became one of the biggest denominations with around 

80,000 members.
24

 

Believing the Little Flock could be tolerated by the government for its Chinese 

origin and independence from missionaries, Watchman Nee returned to China in 1950 

after a short trip to Hong Kong.  

Before 1949, the Little Flock had made many preparations to face the tide of 

political campaigns.  With the help of Witness Lee, Watchman Nee went back to his 

leadership position in 1948, six years after his resignation.  He developed a Jerusalem 

principle (submission to national leadership) to integrate the local churches into a 

nationwide network.  He launched a “turn-in” (jiao chulai) campaign to extract resources 

from the local churches.  He held two national training camps for co-workers in 1948 and 

1949 to equip them for the new era. He also sent Witness Lee to Taiwan and many 
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workers to different parts of China so as to keep the seed of the Little Flock when 

persecution came and spread the gospel regardless of the environment.
25

 

Watchman Nee took a pragmatic attitude towards the TSPM.  In September 1950, 

two months after the publication of the Christian Manifesto, Watchman Nee wrote two 

articles, “Our Position” and “Comments on Christian Manifesto” to articulate his aloof 

position from the Three-Self Movement.  He exhorted the leaders to take a “Don’t obey, 

don’t believe and don’t propaganda” attitude toward the signature movement.
26

 During 

the early 1950s, he applied the local church model to integrate other fundamentalist 

churches into his Little Flock.
27

  He kept distance from the TSPM although he actively 

participated in all kinds of patriotic movements such as Land Reform, Anti-imperialism 

demonstrations, and Anti- nuclear war demonstrations to show his loyalty. However, in 

1951, he suddenly changed his position towards the TSPM.  He invited many Three-Self 

leaders to give patriotic lectures in his churches.  On 16 April 1951, he attended the 

Beijing conference together with three other indigenous church leaders: Jing Dianying 

(Jesus Family), Wei Yisa (True Jesus Church) and Xie Yiqin (Chinese Indigenous 

Church). However the state doubted his loyalty.  The government denounced him as a 

counter-revolutionary and arrested him in 1952.  Criminal exhibition and accusation 
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movement were launched in Shanghai.
28

  As a result of governmental pressure and the 

scandal of Watchmen Nee, the Little Flock divided.  Some joined the TSPM while some 

started their meetings at home.  This kind of division persists in the reform era. 

 

Christian Tabernacle 

Christian Tabernacle was a congregation in Beijing established by Wang Mingdao 

(1900-1991).  Attracted by Wang’s strong faith and his famous journal Spiritual Food 

Quarterly (Lingshi jikan), many students joined his congregation. Before his 

imprisonment, there were around 600 members in this church.  As an itinerant preacher, 

he also had enormous impact on churches throughout China.  After consultation with 

Wang, the church leaders of the Little Flock at Shanghai and Beijing retreated from the 

TSPM.  Several congregations in Beijing, Tianjin and Guangzhou also refused to join the 

TSPM.  Leslie Lyall called him one of the three mighty men of the church in China.
29

 

During the Japanese occupation, Wang remained independent and refused to join 

the North China Christian League.  During the 1950s, as a leader of an indigenous church, 

he again refused to sign the Christian Manifesto or to join the Three-Self Patriotic 

Movement even though the state tried several attempts to co-opt him. He maintained: 

The Christian Manifesto is published by the churches that have 

relationship with the westerners. My church doesn’t have any relationship 

with the missionary. Thus I can’t sign it.
30

 

Generally he kept his distance from the TSPM leaders due to fundamental 

theological difference, and was aloof from the state because of his apolitical world view.  
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However this “beyond politics” (chao zhengzhi) theology was considered a theft to the 

state’s hegemony and Wang was denounced by the TSPM leaders.   Several accusation 

articles were published by Heavenly Wind (tianfeng), the official journal of TSPM. Wang 

was enraged and fought back.  He accused them (the TSPM leaders) to be false prophets 

and the disciples of Judas.  He condemned their theology as the instrument of Satan.
31

  At 

last, he declared: 

Christ triumph! Christ triumph! Satan attacks! Satan attacks! Fight! Fight! 

Fight! 

 

In 1955, the police department in Beijing arrested Wang Mingdao in the name of 

counterrevolution. After his arrest, Heavenly Wind (Tianfeng), the official Three-Self 

Weekly published thirty-five articles against Wang Mingdao, including news report, 

editorials and essays.  After Wang Mingdao’s arrest, the state declared all Christian 

activities outside the Three-Self Movement illegal.  At the same year, Samuel Lamb (Lin 

Xiangao) and his colleagues were condemned as the “Damazhan Counter-revolutionary 

Clique.”  In January 1956, the state announced that the “Watchman Nee Counter-

revolutionary Clique” had been cracked down. 

Although Wang was in prison until 1980, he inspired many “patriarchs” to be 

faithful witness: Yuan Xiangchen and Xie Moshan in Beijing, Samuel Lamb in 

Guangzhou, Yang Xinfei in Xiamen.  All of them became the pillar of the churches in the 

reform era. 

In sum we can see that the responses from the churches were quite different and 

dynamic.  Jiang Changchuan actively participated in the TSPM and became one of the 

national leaders of this movement.  Wang Mingdao tried to be aloof from the TSPM 
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while Jing Dianying and Watchmen Lee welcomed this movement by showing loyalty. 

Wang’s “beyond politics theology” was denounced.  Jing’s Communist community was 

disbanded.  Watchmen Nee’s Little Flock was remolded and divided.  In the end even the 

patriotic MMC was shut down by the Red Guards.  However faith of the followers did 

not perish with the institutions.  It went underground and persisted in a diffused form. 

These movements continue to impact the religious revival in the reform era. 

 

A Church Survived, Transformed but Divided 

Although in the midst of Cultural Revolution any institutional religion ceased to 

exist, the church had not been conquered. Smith pointed out that: 

At the moment Communism in China may seem a great and growing 

storm, Catholicism a feeble, flickering flame. But it is the flame of a 

storm-lamp and it has been abroad in storms before. Catholicism in China 

may be maligned, assailed, persecuted, even butchered but not 

Conquered.
32

 

 

Facing the Communists’ aggressive attacks, the church survived.  Many factors 

accounted for its survival.  Mariani attributes the survival of Roman Catholicism to its 

unified ideology, strong leadership and strong organization which come from its extended 

kinship networks and its transnational ties to the global Catholicism.
33

  Lee attributes the 

Little Flock’s success to its diffused structure, multiple survival strategies and the 

involvement of laity.
34

  The fluctuation of repression and the dysfunction of the religious 

regulatory apparatus also contributed to the survival of the church. 
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The church not only survived but was also transformed.  It was transformed from 

a western alien entity into an indigenous one which is embedded into the local society.  

The religious network has been woven into the social fabric.  Religious communities 

relocated themselves from a gothic building into an intimate house.  The boundary 

between the secular and religious is blurring and the church is hard to uproot.  Kinship 

and guanxi have become the vehicle for evangelism.  

However the church was divided. “One Lord” has been divided into “two 

systems.”
 35

  The TSPM church is protected but restrained by the state, while the house 

church is independent yet constantly facing challenge from the state. This division 

persists in the reform era.  Antagonism and a dividing spirit lead to several splits. The 

fragmentation of the church also prevents it from forming a unified witness.  

 

The Nature of the Church-State Conflict  

I have documented the political campaigns targeting Protestantism and examined 

the multiple responses from the churches.  Based on these findings, I will now explore 

the church-state conflict from 1949 to the end of the Cultural Revolution.  

There are two main interpretations in the literature: the essentialist approach and 

the contextual approach.  They differ in their answers to the following two questions: was 

the conflict between the church and the communist state contingent or inevitable? Do 

Protestantism and communism have a static or fluid nature?  The essentialist approach 

argues that there is fundamental conflict between Christianity and communism.  For 

example, some scholars argue that the incompatibleness of Christianity and Chinese 
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culture, together with the tension between Communism and Christianity led to inevitable 

confrontation.
36

  Highlighting the tension between the relative autonomous church and 

totalistic state, Ying and Leung argue that the conflict was inevitable.
37

  The church can 

only grow until the state is transformed from a totalistic one to an authoritarian one.  

Therefore, the increase of Christianity since 1979 shall be explained by the collapse of 

traditional culture resulting from the Culture Revolution and the liberation of the state 

due to China’s Open and Reform.
38

 

 Different from the essentialist approach, the contextual approach emphasizes the 

fluid nature of Christianity and the diverse pictures of church-society-state interaction.   

In other words, the fate of Christianity is dependent on the context in which the church 

and state encounter each other.
39

  For example, emphasizing the common ground shared 

by the church and state, Wickeri argues that the state’s fierce religious campaigns 

resulted from the Korea War and the radical Maoism.  Welch also argued that the policy 

toward Buddhism fluctuated under Mao’s reign resulted from the changing context.
40
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       From the four cases examined in this chapter, religious affairs was not a top 

priority of the state.   All four churches enjoyed some growth at the beginning of 

Communists’ take-over.  The outbreak of Korea War changed the tide. It accelerated the 

state’s hegemony on the religious domain.  TSPM and many associated campaigns were 

launched to domesticate the church.  When all religious dissidents were silenced, 

religious activities resumed to normal.  Unfortunately other political campaigns such as 

anti-right movement and the Great Leap Forward spilled over to the religious domain 

which further undermined the church.  Therefore, the conflict was neither inevitable nor 

necessary church-state in nature.  Furthermore, in some situation when the church 

adapted to its environment, such as co-opted into a patriotic framework or embedded into 

local society, it not only survived but grew.  

 

Summary 

In this chapter, I have provided a brief history of Protestantism under communism 

from 1949 to the mid of Cultural Revolution.  Putting too much attention on the 

institutional dimension of Protestantism prevents us from fully grasping the complex and 

dynamic picture of Protestantism under communism.  I argue that China’s modernization 

was associated with secularization and there is a long history of forced secularization. 

The Communists followed the steps of late Qing Confucian elites and nationalists, and 

took secularization to its zenith.  The domestication of the Chinese church by Japanese 

occupation not only accelerated the indigenization of the church but also provided a 

model for the Communist Three-Self Patriotic Movement. 

The party-state did successfully expel missionaries, nationalize their social 

enterprises, replaced the leaders of the churches, repressed any religious resistance, and 
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eliminated religion from the public sphere, thus establishing its hegemony in the religious 

domain.   By promoting a patriotic movement within the Christian community, the party-

state also successfully divided the churches which it is still salient today. 

Protestantism did not die but was reshaped.  It was transformed from an 

institutional religion based on the church building and leaders to a popular movement, 

embedded in the local society, while the laymen took the initiative.  This laid down the 

foundation for later development. Under communism, Christianity is no longer a western 

religion in China but a Chinese religion based on indigenous soil.  

Devastated modernization resulting from war and famine, strong leadership, 

indigenous network and institutional strength all contributed to the momentous growth of 

indigenous movements from the 1920s to 1940s, regardless of regulation from the 

warlords, the nationalist and Japanese occupation authority.  Under Communist rule, 

although the Jesus Family was disbanded while Wang Mingdao, Watchman Nee and 

most of their co-workers were condemned as Counter-revolutionary Clique, they 

provided important models to revive the church.  Their impacts are both spiritual and 

institutional.  In other words, they not only inspire people to rebuild the church, but also 

provide the institutional model to do church. This is very salient in the revival in Henan, 

Wenzhou, Guangzhou, Shanghai and Beijing.  Furthermore, after his release, Wang 

Mingdao went back to Shanghai to lead the revival.  Samuel Lamb, one member of the 

Wang Mingdao Counter-revolutionary Clique also went back to Guangzhou to revive the 

church. Witness Lee, one important leader of the Little Flock who fled to Taiwan in 1949, 

built a global denomination of the Local Church (defang zhaohui) and preached the 

gospel, returning to China after the Cultural Revolution.  Some remnants of the Jesus 
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Family (e.g. Wang Huaru) revived the church in Nanyang in the midst of the Cultural 

Revolution. I will further examine these impacts in the following chapters. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Christianity under Communism From 1971 to 2010 

 

Preach the word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and 

encourage—with great patience and careful instruction. 

2 Timothy 4:2 

 

The surviving remnant of the house of Judah will again take root downward and 

bear fruit upward. For a remnant will go out from Jerusalem and survivors, from Mount 

Zion.  

Isaiah 37: 31-32 

 

     As Chairman Mao pointed out, “from a little spark may burst a mighty flame.” 

The inconspicuous religious revival during the Cultural Revolution showed phenomenal 

growth in the reform era.  All religions resurge though with difference paces. The Rising 

of Protestantism is so striking that David Aikman predicts that “in 2030, 30 percent of 

Chinese will become Christians and China will become a Christian nation.”
1
   Two 

schools and four theses have been developed to explain the momentum of church growth. 

In this chapter, I examine these theses and provide a more systematic analysis which 

integrates the historical legacy with new factors to explain the church growth.   I 

demonstrate that significant revival had taken place much earlier than China’s Open and 

Reform period.  I explore the religious revival amidst of the Cultural Revolution and 

examine its impact on later development. Then I will review the multiple players and 

various movements in the arena.  I investigate the religious regulation in the reform era 

and explain why a tightened control still failed to stop the house church movement.  
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Religious Fever in the Reform Era 

All religions revive in the reform era. The churches were reopened; the temples 

and the ancestor halls were rebuilt, religious rituals come back to people’s daily life. 

People flood into the religious venues, some for salvation, and some for earthly blessing. 

Although the number of self-identified atheists and non-religious is large (58%), 85 

percent of Chinese have religious practice and belief according to the CSLS.  Bays also 

points out that “on any given Sunday, there are almost certainly more Protestants in 

church in China than in all of Europe.”
2
   During the Christmas Eve and the birthday of 

Buddha, the streets are so crowded that huge number of policemen and firefighters are 

deployed to keep order.   The religious celebration is “red and hot” (honghuo) while the 

evangelical meeting is enthusiastic and exciting.  Its revival is passionate and energetic. 

Scholars use “religious fever” (zongjiao re) and blowout (jingpen) to describe this 

resurgence.  The Far Eastern Economic Review put “China: God is Back” into its cover 

in 1996.
3
 

Although all gods come back, the speed of religious revival is quite different. 

From Table 2, we can see that Roman Catholics and Muslims only have a slight increase 

from 1950 to 2007.  If we take fertility rate into consideration, they can not catch up with 

that.  Chinese population increased from 551.96 million to 1.32 billion. With a similar 

fertility rate, we should have 6.5 million Catholic and 19.2 Muslims. 
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We don’t have any reliable reports on the number within Taoism. But many 

studies document its decline.
4
   In the later Qing period, the decline of Taoism was on 

route.  The nationalist and communist anti-superstition campaigns also dealt serious 

blows to this traditional religion.  

 

Table 2.  The Trend of Religious Development under Communism 

 

Year Catholic Protestant Muslim Buddhist Taoist 

1950 2.7 0.7 8 10  

1956 3 0.8 10   

1982 3 3 10   

1991 3.5 4.5 17   

1997 4 10 18 70  

2007 5.14 (5.5) 59.2 (23) 5.28 (21) 220 3.96 

Source: CSLS 2007; White Paper 1997; 

Note: the number of Catholics and Protestants are readjusted based on some follow-up 

survey. 

   

 

The most noticeable increase is from Buddhism and Protestantism.  Protestantism 

increases from 0.7 million to 58.9 million while Buddhism also regains its popularity 

with around 17 percent of the population self-identify as Buddhist.
5
  Both as China’s 

traditional religions, Buddhism’s resurgence and Taoism’s decline, show us that 

innovation and institutional strength have great impact the fate of religion in modern 
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China.
6
  Lack of institutional strength and successful reform, incompatible to China’s 

cultural frame (religion vs. superstition) all contribute to the decline of Taoism. This is 

also true for two western religions: Catholicism and Protestantism.  Lack of clergy or 

significant lay initiative, strong solidarity without successful evangelism, incompatible to 

China’s cultural frame (modern vs. backward) explain the stagnation of Catholicism. 

 

Explaining the Religious Revival 

In order to explain the religious revival in the reform era, two questions need to be 

addressed: is this a new movement or a continuous development?  What factors account 

for this religious revival?  Put it differently, what is the nature and reason for this revival. 

Scholars have different opinions on the nature of the Protestant revival.   The continuous 

development school emphasizes the impact of historical legacies either in terms of the 

achievement of the TSPM or the faithful witness of the house church or the path 

dependent effect of previous movement.  The new development school highlights the 

historical interruption and the importance of the contemporary factors.  Pro-TSPM 

scholars maintain that the Three-Self Movement in the 1950s not only transformed 

Christianity from a western religion into an indigenous one but also ended the 

denominational division which gradually laid the foundation for future development.
7
  

Pro-house church scholars argue that the rising rural church in 1980s is the result of their 
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confessional sufferings in the 1950s.
8
  Emphasizing path dependence, Marsh argues the 

Communist Party’s policy of the Three-Self churches set up an incentive structure that 

led to the development of the house church movement.  The survival response of 

religious groups under Communist repression structures the revival of religion after 

Communist repression subsides.
9
  These three theses all argue that the contemporary 

Protestant development is related to the historical factors of the 1950s.  

Scholars not only differ in their understandings on the nature of the revival, but 

also in the factors accounted for this growth.  There are four different theses: 

modernization thesis, religious ecology thesis, religious economy thesis, and the western 

penetration and weakness of the local government thesis.  The modernization thesis 

highlights the pressure resulting from forced modernization as well as Protestantism’s 

compatibility with modernization.
10

  The religious ecologies thesis argues that the 

balance of religious ecology has been destroyed by the state’s anti-superstition campaign, 

which led to the development of Protestantism.
11

  The religious economy thesis maintains 

that the church growth can be explained by the loosing of regulation.
12

  As an orthodox 
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official position, the western penetration and weakness of the local government thesis 

argues that the development of the house church (covers 2/3 of Christianity in China) is 

the result of the western penetration and weakness of the local government.
13

 

Concerning the complexity of the Christian growth, it seems no single factor can 

account for the variance of the development of Christianity in China.  The religious 

ecology thesis cannot explain why house church prospers while folk religion declines 

even though they are facing similar pressure from the state.   Furthermore, the religious 

imbalance may be a result rather than the cause of Protestant growth.  The proposition of 

reduced regulation leading to religious vitality is not supported by many cases.  In fact, 

religious repression in social regions of China contributes to the spread and increase of 

Christianity.  

 The western penetration thesis cannot explain why the church continues to grow 

when missionaries are severely restricted or even expelled.  The modernization thesis 

does not recognize the multiple trajectories of modernization in China, therefore, it 

cannot explain why Protestantism prospers in some under developed regions but declines 

in some quite modernized regions. 

In order to provide a more convincing thesis to explain the religious revival, I  

examine the religious revival in the midst of the Cultural Revolution, and its impact on 

later development.  Then I explore how the social, political and cultural shift in the 
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reform era made room for religious revival.  In the end, we will see how multiple players 

and different movements contribute to the revival. 

 

Back to the Dark Age 

In order to understand the Protestant fever in the reform era, we need to go back 

to the Cultural Revolution.  Dickens’s famous quote “It was the best of times, it was the 

worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch 

of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of 

Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything 

before us, we had nothing before us” can also be used to describe the situation  at the end 

of the Cultural Revolution.  While everyone worried about the fate of the church, 

religious revival took place quietly but in a significant way.  

Although most of the church leaders were still in prisons, many believers began to 

worship secretly in their house.  In Wenzhou, a mountain area far away from the central 

power, not only did believers resume their worship frequently, but the church leaders 

began to form united council to do public evangelism.
14

  In Henan, an agricultural 

province severely devastated by political movements, some itinerant preachers such as Li 

Tian’en and Xu Rongze had supervised meeting points (juhui dian) in different regions 

since 1972.
15

  At the end of Cultural Revolution, there were 271 meeting points with 
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around 50,000 believers in Ruian Wenzhou.
16

  The revivals in Henan, Anhui, Shangdong, 

Fujian and Wenzhou were very notable.  

There were several reasons for the religious revival in the midst of the Cultural 

Revolution.  The turmoil resulting from continuous revolution (jixu geming) kindled the 

religious quest while the domestication of the Red Guard and the dysfunction of the state 

apparatus opened space for religious revival.  Religious restriction in the Cultural 

Revolution also varied a lot from regions to regions.
17

  Although the Gang of Four (siren 

bang) continued to launch many campaigns to promote the Cultural Revolution from 

Shanghai and Beijing which did have heavy impact on the regions nearby, its impact 

gradually faded away from the center to periphery.
18

  Religious revival has more chance 

to succeed in the regions which were far away from regulatory centers.  Furthermore, 

during the Cultural Revolution, Public Security Bureau and Religious Affairs Bureau 

ceased to function, which also opened space for religion to operate in the local level.
19

 

The year 1968 became a turning point of the Cultural Revolution.  In the Nine 

CPPCC, Mao declared that “the Cultural Revolution has already achieved great 

success.”
20

  In the same year a new formed Politburo replaced Central Committee of the 

Cultural Revolution as the highest political authority.  Chairman Mao also issued a decree 
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to send the red guards to the rural areas in December 1968.  The army took power from 

the rebellions (zaofan pai) to form new authority.   The red guards were domesticated by 

the army and expelled to the rural areas to receive re-education from the farmers.  Based 

on this evidence, many scholars argue that the Cultural Revolution ended in 1968. 

Since 1968, worship has been resumed in many places of China.  Some worshiped 

in homes; some on the mountains, some in the fields, and some in the forests.  Itinerant 

preachers began to nourish the scattered meeting points and integrated them into a 

momentum revival.  This was especially noticeable in Wenzhou and Nanyang. In 1970 

several church councils were established at the county level (e.g. Ruian, Yongjia, 

Pingyang, Yueqing, Dongtou).  These church councils were integrated into the Wenzhou 

Church Council in 1971.
21

   Some leaders of Henan’s main house church movements 

(e.g. the Way of Life, China Evangelical Fellowship, Fangcheng Church) also began their 

ministries in the mid 1970s. 

Although Bible and leaders were not usually available to believers, radio stations 

played an important role in feeding the Christians.  Far East Broadcasting Company has 

been airing the gospel message into Mainland China since 1949.
22

  Beside this, Liangyou 

and Trans World Radio also contribute to the church growth in China. 

This revival laid an important foundation for future development.  In the reform era, 

Christianity also developed fastest in the regions where there was significant revival in 

the midst of Cultural Revolution. 
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Grand Transformation in the Reform Era 

 

Social Political Transformation 

From the Great Leap Forward to the end of the Cultural Revolution, the party-

state smashed traditional social fabric-lineage and kinship, and rebuilt a social net to 

integrate everyone into its totalistic system.  This social net not only functioned as a 

social welfare provider, but also a tool for personal control.  Farmers were grouped into 

production teams (shengchan dui) in the villages while citizens were absorbed into 

working units in the cities.  

Agriculture reform and marketization released people from this totalistic system. 

People have more freedom and mobility.  However the retreat of the government in 

economic domain also led to the breakdown of the social welfare.   Most people have to 

build their own social security network.  The condition is much worse in the villages.  

The tax reform in 1994 greatly transformed the central-local relationship.  A dual 

tax system-national fax (guoshui) and local tax (dishui), were used to differentiate the 

revenue of the central government from that of the local governments.  As a result of this 

reform, local governments enjoyed more freedom to run their own businesses.  Economic 

performance substituted political loyalty and ideological compliance as the main criteria 

for promotion.  This leads to the rise of localism and fragmentation of political control. 

Lieberthal used “fragmented authoritarianism” to describe this phenomenon.
23

 

China’s open door policy to the outside world, especially its accession to the 

World Trade Organization (WTO) has made it become more porous to external impact. 

Western styles and ideas appealled to more and more people.  
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These social- political transformations have great implication for Protestantism. 

The breakdown of the totalistic system increased both insecurity and freedom.  People 

were thrown into a whirlwind.  Anxious choice replaces taken-for-granted fate as the 

paramount reality.  Freedom without welfare has driven many people to religion. Foreign 

missionaries and oversea Chinese Christians also made use of China’s religious vacuum 

and open door policy to spread the good news.  

 

The Cultural Shift 

The Culture shift since the 1980s also creates a friendly frame for the Protestant 

growth.  In the past, the binary codes of China’s cultural frame are: imperialist vs. 

patriotic, modern vs. backward, orthodox vs. heterodox. People usually associated 

Christianity with imperialist, backward and heterodox. Christianity used to be considered 

an alien or even an enemy of Chinese culture which lead to a lot of suspicion and 

conflict.  “One more Christian, one less Chinese” was prevailing mentality in the 1920s. 

Today, most people accept it as a good religion which is not only compatible to Chinese 

culture but beneficial for Chinese society.  A survey with 7000 random samples done by 

Horizontal co. ltd. finds out that 70% of the respondents believe that Christianity is 

compatible to Chinese culture.  Another survey on college students’ impression of 

religion done by Fang Wen, a sociologist in Peking University show that Christianity 

ranks number one among the five government- recognized religions.  What kind of 

cultural shift makes this impression change possible? 

China’s open door policy and the cultural Christians’ advertisement play an 

important role in this cultural shift.  During China’s open and reforming, Christianity 
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became an important route to modernity (fashion and metropolitan).
24

  The cultural 

Christians presented Christianity as foundation of western civilization: science, economic 

development, democracy.
25

  Through publication and public lectures by the cultural 

Christians and Christian intellectuals, Christianity becomes a symbol of the advancement 

of civilization.  Besides this, the efforts made by the TSPM churches and rural house 

churches should be highlighted.  The TSPM helped the church remove its original sin of 

imperialism, while the rural house church movement fused with folklore provides an 

indigenous faith, turning Christianity into a Chinese Christianity. 

The popularity of Christianity is related to the disillusionment of communism.  

The Cultural Revolution put communism on trial.  But because most people attribute the 

disaster of the Cultural Revolution to the sin of the “Gang of Four” while the early reform 

in the 1980s greatly enhanced people’s living standard, the communist utopia was very 

attractive.  The Tian’an Square incident and the pervasive corruption of party members 

ultimately led to the delusionment of communism. The Cultural Revolution and the anti-

superstition campaign in the reform era severely undermined traditional culture. The 

demise of communism and traditional culture pave the way for Christianity.  Gradually, 

the culture frame of China became much friendlier to Christianity.  This cultural frame 

also explains the variety of religious revival.  
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Multiple Protestant Movements in the Reform Era
26

 

The social political transformation and the cultural shift in the reform era provide 

a friendly environment for Christianity.  However, the Protestant revival is produced by 

multiple players through various movements.  Here I only give a brief introduction to the 

players and movements in the arena. 

There are multiple players in the arena.  They are local believers, governmental 

officials, local secular elites and missionaries.  The Protestant revival is a popular 

movement which laymen play a very important role.
27

  Lack of clergy is very common in 

the Chinese churches. However, the role played by the church leaders should not be 

underestimated.  In fact, they are the cardinal players who organize the churches, build 

networks and deal with the church-state relation. Without them, the revival in Henan, 

Anhui and Wenzhou is not imaginable.  

The local secular elites also contribute to the religious revival.
28

  Unlike the 

hostile Confucian gentry in the Qing period, they are generally tolerant and indifferent to 

Protestantism.  The boundary between the religious and secular is very blurry at the local 

level. Many secular elites also have Protestant friends and relatives.  Protestants also 

actively engage in the local affairs although usually in a different ways.  In order to make 
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peace, the local elites usually protect the church against external pressure.  In return the 

church supports them by vote and by charity. 

The relationship between the governmental officials and the religious people is 

very subtle. In some areas such as Nanyang the tension is very high.  However, not all 

governmental officials are the enemies of faith.  Although atheism is required for 

communist members who usually take office in the state, 10% of them are religious 

believers.
29

 In the reform era there is not much stimulus to fight against religion. 

Overwhelmed by the tasks of developing economy, collecting taxes, implementing the 

“One Child Policy” and keeping social order, few of them bother to get involved in the 

religious affairs.  The transformation of Protestantism also helps improve the church-state 

relationship.  Some Christians, due to their economic and other professional 

contributions, are absorbed into the political system.  Their political embedment opens 

many space for the church. Besides this, through kinship and friendship, some Christians 

also have political connection with governmental officials.  In some situation although 

Christians do not have political embedment or political connection in the state, they still 

can make political exchange with governmental officials.  In some areas where 

Protestants are so prevalent that even state officials need the church leaders’ help to 

collect taxes and fees to run the local business.  Political embedment, political connection 

and political exchange all contribute to the peaceful co-existence and cooperation 

between the church and the state in the reform era.  
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The role of missionaries in the revival is limited but noticeable.  The SARA 

promulgated two decrees to restrain the religious activities of foreigners.
30

  Their 

activities are usually monitored by the PSB.  The state also segregates the foreigners from 

local believers by different religious venues.  Foreigners can only go to the international 

churches prescribed the state where a foreign passport is needed at entrance.  However 

three kinds of missionaries usually break the rules: English as Second Language (ESL) 

teachers, Korean and oversea Chinese Christians.  They usually engage in campus 

fellowship building and seminary training.  Although the governmental officials know 

many of them are missionaries, they only restrain their activities without expelling them. 

Fragmented authoritarianism and pragmatism provide a good explanation.  Although the 

RAB want to tighten its control on foreign missionaries, other governmental departments 

want to keep them so as to attract more foreign investment and enhance China’s 

education.  

The role of religious broker is also very important for the revival. The Boss 

Christians who bridge the secular and the religious domain have become a driving force 

in Wenzhou.  The oversea Chinese Christians who connect the local church with the 

international Christian community not only recruit resource for revival but also transplant 

models to build church. 

Let us turn to the different movements emerged in the reform era. Based on 

theological difference, we have Reformed movement and Pentecostal movement.
31

 

Reformed movement is very popular among the new rising churches in the cities while 
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the Pentecostal movement enjoys more success among the traditional house churches in 

the rural areas.  Reformed movement tries to bring Christianity back to the mainstream of 

society while Pentecostal movement tries to fuse Christianity with folk work.  

Based on its attitude towards religious regulation (e.g. registration and censorship), 

the churches in China can be divided into the following three groups: the TSPM Church 

(accepts governmental control), the House Church (refuses governmental control) and the 

Third Way (registered but autonomous).  Each group promotes a distinctive movement.  

After the reopening of the churches in 1979, the TSPM tried to reconstruct the 

churches within the governmental guidelines. In most places, the number of churches 

never resumed to that in 1949.
32

  They enjoy governmental recognition and protection but 

are restrained by the state.  They provide a safe haven for people to worship.  Their 

churches are usually crowd with people but they can not build new churches to meet their 

needs.  Furthermore, The RAB and TSPM Committee tried to maintain control  by 

assigning (ancha) their loyal followers or relatives in the churches which kindled many 

conflicts. Evangelism of the Children and proselytization in the public are not allowed by 

the state.  Therefore the TSPM movement is locked into its religious venue. 

Bypassing religious regulation, the house churches try to spread the gospel and 

build churches with full autonomy.  Their efforts are very diverse and dynamic.  They are 

small in size and lack of institutionalization. Intimacy and strong commitment usually 

help them to attract people in a very short period.  However, their fragmentation, 

institutional limitation and isolation from the outside world usually prevent them to 

                                                           
32

There are three reasons for this. First, the government is not willing to return the occupied 

venues although the church leaders try to claim them back. Second, a great deal of churches were smashed 

or relocate to remote suburban resulted from an aggressive urbanization campaign. Third, the RAB tightly 

control the number of the religious venues which hinders the construction of new venues. 



73 

develop.  Repression and contamination by some cults also undermine their fragile 

community. 

The Third Way churches try to gain legal status yet keep their independence. 

They register through the TSPM system but not are subordinated to it.  Most of them are 

new rising churches in the cities which do not have historical ties to the TSPM.  They 

generally take a pragmatic rather than fundamental worldview to deal with the church-

state relation.  They also engage with the outside world more actively than the TSPM and 

the traditional house churches. 

Based on the origin of the movements, we have rural and urban types, as well as 

the local and the oversea types.   The rise of rural churches and that of the urban churches 

are really two unparalleled movements.  Protestantism in rural areas revived and 

flourished a decade earlier than its counterpart in the cities.  In rural areas, the seed sowed 

in the midst of Cultural Revolution continued to grow in the reform era and flourished in 

the 1980s and mid 1990s.  However, due to marketization and urbanization, many church 

leaders migrated to the cities, leaving the church stagnate and even in decline in their 

hometowns.  Now the new rising churches in the cities has come into the spotlight. 

Although churches (most of them are in the cities) were reopened in late 1970s and the 

early 1980s, Protestantism in the cities did not get momentum until 1990s.  The Tian’an 

Men Square movement in 1989 became a watershed of the Protestant movement in the 

cities.  After this many intellectuals gave up communism and turned to the church for 

guidance.  

Contrary to Marx’s deprivation thesis which maintains that religion is the opium 

of the deprived, Protestantism appealled to the rich and the poor although with different 
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reasons.  The devastation of rural areas kindled the peasants’ religious zeal while the 

demise of communist ideology aroused citizens’ spiritual need.  Similarity to the folk 

custom of the village make Protestantism resonates to the folk’s daily life while the 

western face of Christianity attracts citizens with metropolitan mentality. 

We should note the interaction between the indigenous Protestant movements and 

overseas movements.  Communism’s authoritarian rule drove many people to overseas. 

They turned to Christianity to fill the religious vacuum resulting from the disillusionment 

of communism.  China’s open door policy in this global age provides enormous 

opportunity for interaction.   

 

Unsuccessful Effort towards Religious Control 

Although religious control has been loosened significantly in the reform era, the 

RAB and PSB never gave up their hegemony on religious affairs.  They have tried many 

ways to strengthen their control. Both agencies increased their personnel and budget.  

The 610 office, a vice-ministerial level office target on evil cults, was established on June 

10
th

 1999.  The PSB also developed a specialized branch-national defense squad (guobao 

dadui) to deal with house churches and religious dissidents.  The RAB has also created 

many institutions and promulgated many decrees to tighten religious control.  A “Three-

Restriction (Sanding) Policy”-Restrict the Trans-regional Activities, Restrict the 

Personnel and Restrict the Venues is adopted to regulate religion.  The regulation of the 

state can also successfully restrain the development of the institutional TSPM but has 

failed to stop the growth of the diffused house church. 

Besides building institutions, the RAB and PSB also launched many campaigns to 

fight against house churches. The main campaigns are: the Anti-Shouter Campaign in 
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1983-1984, the Bombing of the Church Campaign (Zha jiaotang yundong) in 1993, the 

Anti-House Church Networks Campaigns in 1996-1998.  Since 2000, the religious 

repression has become more sporadic.  These campaigns were usually very short.  They 

seldom lasted more than three years.  Implementation in the local level was very loose 

and unsystematic.  Political embedment, political connection and political exchange 

explain their poor implementation. Although the thunder was loud, the rainfall was 

usually light (Leisheng da, yudian xiao).  During the repression, church leaders often fled 

to other places to preach the gospel.  When the campaigns died down, they would come 

back and rebuild the churches. Therefore, religious repression rarely stopped the house 

church movement.  Instead, sporadic repression helped promote the expansion and 

integration of the church.  

 

Summary 

In this chapter I have documented the Protestant revival since the late Cultural 

Revolution by examining the historical continuity, the multiple movements and the 

players in the arena.  I argue that Protestantism not only survived but was revived during 

the Cultural Revolution.  The dysfunction of the state apparatus and the domestication of 

the radical red guards opened some space for Protestant revival in the late Cultural 

Revolution which had great impact on future development.  In the reform era, significant 

social political transformation and cultural shifts took place which provided a very 

friendly environment for the development of Protestantism.  

The fluctuating and sporadic repression not only kindled religious zeal but also 

provided opportunity window for evangelism and institutionalization.  It stimulated the 

spread of the gospel and the integration of the Christian community.   The church leaders, 
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professional Christians, local secular elites, governmental officials, overseas Chinese 

Christians and tent-making missionaries are the main players in this era. The relation 

among governmental officials, missionary, the local secular elites and the church leaders 

is very complex. Political embedment, political connection and political exchange help 

church leaders circumvent religious regulation.  Foreign investment and social welfare 

associated from religious revival also stimulated the governmental officials to “let the 

religion lay the stage for economy to put on performance (zongjiao datai, jingji 

changxi)”. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

The Rise of An Urban Jerusalem in the City of Wenzhou 

 

Wenzhou used to be a poor region distant from the political and economic center. 

But today it has become a well-known metropolitan city which hails as the capital of 

capitals (ziben zhidu).  Although a Non-Religions Zone Experiment (Wu Zongjiaoqu 

Shiyan) was enforced here, robust religious revival took place at the zenith of the 

Cultural Revolution.  What is even more amazing modernization here goes hand in hand 

with Protestant growth, making Wenzhou China’s Jerusalem in the city.  In this chapter, 

I have examined how the missionary legacy, the elders’ revival during the Cultural 

Revolution and the entrepreneurship of the “boss Christians” in doing churches interacted 

with the state’s regulation, making an ex non-religion zone into China’s Jerusalem.
1
  By 

providing a capsule assessment of four churches in Wenzhou, I also examine the 

dynamics of church growth in the reform era. 

 

Modernization in Wenzhou 

In the early 1980s, it was a rural mountainous area which was lacked of natural 

and human resources. However, over the past thirty years, it has become a well-known 

metropolitan city. Some people hail it as the “capital of capitals (ziben zhidu)” praising 

its robust private economy. Even more striking is that the rise of economic growth has 

                                                             
1
The term “boss Christian” is first corned by Chen Cunfu. This refers to a Christian who is also the 

head of a company. Different from ordinary Christians who are at the marginal of the society, this kind of 

Christians is at the center of the society. In China, the term boss is interchangeable with employer.  



78 

accompanied with the rise of Protestantism. Peter Berger’s phrase, “Max Weber is Alive 

and Well, and Living” is very appropriate in Wenzhou. 
2
 

In the early period of the reform era, due to lack of natural resources and 

employment opportunities in the companies, most Wenzhounese either started their own 

family-based factory or migrated to other regions for business. They worked very 

diligently and saved each penny for further investment. Inner-worldly asceticism was 

prevailing in these small businessmen.
3
  They did so well in business that they were 

hailed as the “Jews in China”.
4
  Many of them become millionaires within two decades. 

Wenzhou’s economic model has also been recognized by officials and academics.   

Unlike other places in China, the modernization of Wenzhou is driven by private 

capital rather than the state investment.  This private initiative has great impact on the 

state-society relationship.  The local officials seldom look up to the central government 

for support.  Instead they look down to the local bosses for patronage. This stimulates 

them to take a protectionist approach to deal with the central-local relationship. “The 

mountain is high while the king is far away (shangao huangdi yuan)” can also explain 

Wenzhou’s protectionism.  Money-power exchange is a common rule in local politics. 

Governmental officials are very pragmatic.  Take prostitution as an example. Although 
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to get rid of prostitution is a main task of local government in the annual anti-crime 

campaign, the officials seldom pay serious attention to this war against prostitutes.  In 

fact, prostitution prevails in every hotel.  Local officials don’t believe they can abolish 

this millennia residue in a four years’ term. Neither do they want to risk their political 

career into a battle which can not win them any political merit (zhengji) and harms their 

business patronage.  This laissez-faire attitude is also applied to the religious domain 

although with some exceptions such as the bombing of churches and temples campaign in 

2001.
5
 

Tradition plays a very important role in Wenzhou’s modernization.  The main 

form of wenzhou’s private business is the family factory.
6
  Business network and 

kinship overlap and reinforce each other. Religion also matters for it produces identity 

and solidarity.  It also becomes the glue to connect the local, the national and the global.  

Cao Nanlai, an expert on boss Christians in Hong Kong University uses “moral 

modernity” to emphasize the role of Protestantism in Wenzhou’s modernization.
7
  

Mayfair Yang uses ritual economy to explain Wenzhou’s economic miracle.
8
 

This grand transformation from pre-modern village to a post-modern metropolitan 
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city has also triggered enormous anxiety.  Protestantism has become a sacred umbrella 

by which people face the anomie.
9
 During my field work in Wenzhou, I realized that 

many churches during their evangelical meetings sing One Day, a popular hymn written 

by a Taiwan evangelical singer.  The main theme of this hymn is how a lonely and 

desperate person encounters a tender loving God in a crowded and cold world.  

 

One day, if you feel you lost courage, one day, if you really want to give up, 

One day, if you feel no one loves you, one day, feels like you have reached 

the deep valley, 

That day, you must "freshen up your feelings", that day, you must value 

yourself, 

That day, don't forget someone loves you, that day, don't give up easily. 

This world really has a God, He loves you, He's willing to help you, 

Though it's lonely in a crowd, His love can warm all cold. 

In this world, there's a tender loving God. 

He loves you, He's reaching out to you, 

Lost in a crowd, in a lonely place, 

His love can melt the coldness away. 

In this world, there's a tender loving God. 

In His arms you can feel His love’s embrace. 

Though the night's long, He can carry you through. 

He loves you, and He'll never let you go.
10

 
 

Religion also makes use of modernity to project its power.  Millions of dollars 

which resulted from Wenzhou’s modernization were spent in building religious venues. 

Modern communication techniques and management skills are also used to build 

                                                             
9
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churches. Today almost every church in Wenzhou has its own band.  Electronic music 

devices are fully incorporated in thousands of evangelical meetings every year.  

 

Religious Regulation in Wenzhou 

Like other places, Wenzhou also followed the national rhythm of TSPM. 

Missionaries were expelled in the early 1950s while the churches were remolded by the 

local RAB and TSMP leaders.  Denominations were eliminated, most churches were 

closed, and believers from different denominations were forced to worship together in the 

Chengxi Church, the only remaining church in 1958.  What is more, the state launched a 

very unique non-religious experiment in Wenzhou.  The radicals could not wait for the 

gradual death of religion.  They tried to eradicate religion a decade before the Cultural 

Revolution.  

The non-religious experiment was inspired by Beijing’s Anti-Flies movement.
11

  

The officials naively thought that if Beijing could kill all the flies with simple pesticide, 

why can not they abolish all religions in a similar way?  Based on this religionless 

utopianism, the national RAB sent one working team to Henan and another to Wenzhou 

to enforce the non-religious experiment in 1958.  A “Three-offer (offer the church, offer 

the Bible and offer religious items) and One redraw (redraw from the church)” campaign 

was promoted in Wenzhou.  The government confiscated all churches, Bibles and 

religious items in this campaign.  Then all the churches were closed, the Bibles were 
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burnt and the church leaders were denounced.  In May 1959, Wenzhou was proclaimed 

to be a non-religious city.
12

 

Every believer was challenged by the communist storm. Shu summarized the 

different reactions of the believers and the implication of the trial period as follow: 

 

The hypocrites betrayed the lord and their friends. They gave up their 

faith and changed with the tide. The clergies who considered faith only as a 

job forsook their faith and religious life and dived into the secular world to 

make a living. Very few loyal believers who insisted their faith ended up 

with imprisonment and repression. Sanyu Institute was dissolved, the church 

hospitals were confiscated, and all churches were closed. This was very sad 

for everyone. In fact this was also a tragedy of the church because decades of 

effort collapsed just as the destruction of Babylon. This seemed to be 

traumatic destruction. But who can understand the good will of God? There 

will be no restoration without destruction. Without uprooting God cannot 

replant.
13

 
 

This non-religious experiment did not eradicate but it did transform 

Protestantism.  When institutional religion was no longer possible in the public 

sphere, it diffused into the private sphere which helped it better embed within the 

society.  House meeting points emerged immediately after the churches were 

closed.
14

  Although the missionaries were expelled while the church leaders were in 

prisons, many young leaders rose up to bear the torch.  

Gradually Protestantism transformed from a fragmented denominational 
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movement into a united popular movement which brought momentum growth.  

Facing this rigorous religious revival, the RAB had to summon the church leaders to 

indoctrinate them and force them to sign a document with eighteen prohibitions in 

1963.
15

  Although the state continued to pressure them to stop this movement, its 

approach was much more modest than that of the non-religious experiment.  

Maybe the breakdown of the non-religious illusion prepared the officials to be 

more realistic in the other assaults on religion: the Four-cleansing movement (siqing 

movement, 1963-1966) and the Cultural Revolution.
16

 Religious revival took place at 

the very beginning of the Cultural Revolution. A Long lasting fight (1967-1976) 

between the United Headquarters of Revolutionary of Wenzhou (Wen Lianzong) and 

the United Headquarters of Rebellious Workers of Wenzhou (Wen Gongzong) also 

provided space for religious growth.
17

 

The survival and revival of the church in the 1960s and 1970s were related to 

the nature of the church.  From the Table 3 we can see that the indigenous 

movement was very strong at Wenzhou in 1951.  The three main indigenous 

denominations included 371 churches and 45, 906 members which covered almost 

half of the churches and believers in Wenzhou.  Therefore, the expulsion of 
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missionaries did not become a serious challenge to the church.  Such a strong 

indigenous movement was very difficult to eliminate. 

Today religious regulation is very relaxed in Wenzhou.  There is no 

systematic religious repression.  The most noticeable repression was the bombing of 

the churches campaign in 2001.  Several churches in the mountains were bombed, 

which immediately shocked the country and the world.  However this was not a 

religious repression.   

 

 

Table 3. Main Denominations in Wenzhou in 1949 

 

Denomination churches believers 

China Inland Ministry 134 21665 

Methodism 244 24299 

China Independent Protestantism 139 14665 

Seven day Adventist 68 3440 

China Independent Jesus Church 121 11491 

Little Flock 111 19750 

Total 817 95310 

Source: Wenzhou Gazette, 27. 
 
 

During the 1990s enormous religious venues were built illegally in the mountains.  

The zeal to build religious venues was so strong that the government had to use its iron 

fist to stop it, otherwise large tracts of land would have been illegally occupied by the 

believers.  This campaign started in Xiaoshan and spread to Wenzhou.  According to 

some church leaders, the mayor intended to bomb the Buddhist temples because they had 
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occupied some much land and had become an obstacle for further kaifa (exploitment).
18

  

However, the situation ended with the smashing all the illegitimate religious sites.  The 

Chinese sage call this “chengmen shihuo, yang ji chi yu”, literally it means when the city 

gate was on fire, the fishes in the river are also in trouble.  This campaign did not last 

long.  The officials also learnt a lesson from this campaign: fighting a war against 

religion will do no good to them.  From the reports of China Aid, the Committee for 

Religious Freedom of the United States and Asian Human Right Watch, we can not find 

many cases of religious detainment or repression.  In fact only three cases were reported 

in the past six years: the police denied a Christmas gathering in Ruian in 2011; two 

Christians was arrested in 2010; the government intervened in Baixiang church’s (a 

Three-self church in Baixiang) election and sentenced a Christian to prison in 2009.
19

 

Boss Christians are very active in Wenzhou’s business world.  The government 

needs these boss Christians to develop its economy and in return the state grants them 

religious freedom. Due to the economic power of the boss Christians, the governmental 

officials treat the Christians very kindly. In fact, Zheng Shengtao, one leader of the 

Christian Community in Wenzhou, is also the vice president of the Committee of the 

Chinese People's Political Consultative Congress (CCPPC) in Wenzhou.  
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Protestant Growth in Wenzhou 

Protestantism was brought to Wenzhou by CIM missionary Josiah Jackson in 

1867. Ten years later, George Stott, another CIM missionary, built the first church in 

Wenzhou. Six denominations including China Inland Ministry, Methodism, China 

Independent Protestantism, Seven day Adventist, China Independent Jesus Church and 

Little Flock had preached the gospel in Wenzhou.  

From Figure 3 below we can see that Protestantism had continued to grow since 

1920. It increased 7 times from 1920 to 1949, and 6 times from 1949 to 1980. It doubled 

in the 1980s. In the 1990s the church continued growing although with a much slower 

speed.  

 

 

Figure 3. Protestant Growth in Wenzhou. Source: Lin Naimei, Memoire, 30; Wenzhou 

Gazzettes. 

 

 

Protestantism grow enormously under communism. Shu Chengqian divided the 

fifty years’ church history (1949-1999) under communism into five periods: a destructive 

period (1949-1958), a trial period (1958-1968), a revival period (1968-1978), a sifting 
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period (1978-1988) and an expansion period (1988-1998).  From 1949 to 1980, altough 

the state promoted many campaigns to fight against religion, Protestantism increased six 

times. A Protestant revival took place in the 1970s and the church grew rapidly from 

1970s to 1980s.  According to the unpublished memoire of a most well-known Wenzhou 

house church leader, during this period, 1750 meeting points had beeen setup while the 

numbers of believers increased from 80, 450 (1949) to 465, 000 (1980).
20

  The religious 

trial stimulated a religious revival while church growth in the Cultural Revolution laid the 

foundation for future development in the reform era.  

If we go down to the county level, there was no significant difference in church 

growth before 1949 (see Figure 4).  Until 1980, the fastest church growth took place in 

Ping Yang where the non-religious experiment was executed. In the reform era, more 

growth took place in the rich counties (e.g. Central Disctricts, Yongjia, Ouhai) than the 

poor counties (e.g. Dongtou, Pingyang, Taishun) which contradicted the secularization 

thesis. Economic development did contribute to the church growth by providing more 

patrons for evangelism.  The revival of Buddhism shared a similar pattern. 
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Figure 4. New Churches Built in Wenzhou in the Reform Era. Source: Wenzhou Gezette, 

472-473; Lin Naimei, Memoire, unpublished.  

 

Another feature in the reform era was a “fever to build churches” (jiantang re, see 

Figure 5).  More than two thousand churches had been built in this period.  There were 

2179 churches in Wenzhou in 2010.
21

  The role played by the boss Christians was 

essential in constructing China’s Jerusalem.  However we should never underestimate 

the impact of a distinctive cultural frame which stimulated this movement.  In Wenzhou, 

to be religious, especially to be Protestant, is a positive thing because it is related to 

modernity, virtue and qualification (suzhi).
22

 Furthermore, religion is not an individual 

business but a communal one. Church membership is not counted by individual but by 

household.  Kinship and religious tie overlap with each other blurring the boundary 

between the sacred and the secular. When giving testimony, a Wenzhounese is more 

likely to mention his spiritual lineage by saying “I am the x generation Christian” rather 
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than his personal conversion story.  A magnificent church is symbol of communal power 

which will gain face (mianzi) to people.  It would be a shame if the community did not 

have a good-looking church.   

Multiple congregations contribute to the construction of China’s Jerusalem.  

There are three kinds of church in Wenzhou: traditional house church, new rising church 

(registered but independent) and TSPM church.  Since 1990s, a lot of churches also had 

also added migrant workers’ fellowship into their programs. 

 

 

Figure 5. Churches Built in the Reform Era. Source: Chinareligiononline.org 

 

 

Building Churches in Wenzhou 

Unlike other places, the difference between TSPM churches and house churches 

are not very big in Wenzhou. Both of them have their own religious venues.  Both of 

them are tolerated by the state and enjoy a lot of freedom to evangelize. Both of them are 

very conservative.  Both of them are organized in the form of parish through a paidan 
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system.
23

  However, the difference between traditional churches and new rising 

churches are much bigger.  The new rising churches are independent, professional, 

membership-oriented and more innovative and open-minded.  In this section, I examine 

the ways of different congregations to do church.  

 

Jiangjunqiao Church 

Jiangjunqiao Church was first built in 1937 and expended in 2004.  It is the 

largest TSPM church in Wenzhou with around 3000 members.  It is located in Lucheng 

district, a wealthy district many boss Christians live.  There are three services on 

Sunday: two for Wenzhounese while one for new Wenzhounese (a nick name for migrant 

workers).  It is run by a board of elders. Each year a church council which includes all 

main co-workers will make plan for the church.  There is only one pastor in this church 

and most services are taken care of by the volunteers.  Although the church has its own 

pastor, the sermons are given by preachers assigned from the council of the churches in 

Lucheng District.  There are no cell groups in this church. Members usually come for 

the worship service and leave.  

From 1980s to 1990s, Jiangjunqiao Church enjoyed enormous growth.  

However, it stagnated after 2000. It was partly because of religious competition.  There 

are 514 churches in downtown Wenzhou.  It was also because of an outdated model 

facing the challenge of secularization.  The paidan system worked well in the Cultural 
                                                             

23
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Revolution and the 1980s when political pressure was still high and the churches were 

still weak. However, it hinders the innovation of each congregation.  Without a full time 

pastor, the need of believers is usually poorly addressed.  Facing the challenge of 

consumerism and post-modernism, many churches lost members due to their 

incompetence and irrelevance. Jiangjunqiao Church did not decline due to his prestigious 

status and migrant worker strategy.  Since 2009 when it moved to a new venue, it also 

established a “new Wenzhounese” strategy.  It provided a Mandarin service which 

attracts many migrant workers.  However this “new Wenzhounese” strategy is still very 

limited in scope. 

 

Biaogan Church (Purpose Driven Church) 

Biaogan Church is a rising church for professionals.  It was built by Reverend 

Tang, a boss Christian in Wenzhou. He used to be an open-minded co-worker within the 

Suburban Church (Chengjiao Jiaohui), a house church network in Wenzhou’s suburban 

area. Tired of its rigid institution which he thought it was out of date, he shifted to 

Wenzhou Entrepreneurs’ Fellowship.  However internal conflict between the affluent 

bosses and the pastor turned this fellowship into a battle field. In the end, he led a group 

of boss Christians (30-40) to form a new church, a purpose driven church in China.  

This Biaogan Church had a humble start in a believer’s house in 2008.  Within 4 

years it has become an influential church with 400-500 members.  In the beginning 

period, Reverend Tang led a team to visit several mega churches in Seoul, Chicago and 
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California to learn from their success.  After visiting Onnuri Church, Saddle Back and 

Willow Creek, they decided to build a church molded from the Saddle Back. Reverend 

Tang incorporates the Saddle Back’s Christian Life and Service Seminar (from class 101 

to 401) into their training.  Professional is the most notable characteristic of Biaogan 

church.  Most of its members are young professional. Its training programs are as 

professional as those programs in the enterprise.  It also publishes its own Sunday 

pamphlet and journal.  

Due to Reverend Tang’s involvement in Wenzhou Chamber for Commerce, 

Wenzhou Entrepreneurs’ Fellowship, Suburban Church in Wenzhou and National Prayer 

Meeting, he can mobilize enormous resource (e.g. oversea resource, business resource 

and religious resource) to build church.  As a boss Christian, his impact is generated 

from his social capital rather than his economic power.  Beside his social capital, he also 

uses his business skill to do church.  The philosophy of church growth in Biaogan is a 

circle of commitment-growth-serve-evangelism.  In the founding period, he invited 

well-known oversea pastors to hold four evangelical meetings in a hotel.  He included 

music, dancing and drama into these evangelical meetings which appealed to many 

seekers and nominal believers.  After the meetings, he mobilized the believers to open 

their house to follow up the new converts with catechism and testimony.  Several 

months later, he also organized camps and training seminars to equip the believers.   

The programs are professional and specific to people’s needs.  The main unit of 

the church is cell group which forms a mutual support net for members.  In order to 
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accommodate the busy professionals, Pastor Tang develops there worship services: one 

on early Sunday morning, one on Sunday night and one on Monday night. Eight cell 

groups and three services address the spiritual need of the believers quite well. This is 

very distinct in Wenzhou.  

This church emphasizes on commitment and targets on the following groups: 

graduate students, urban white collars, professionals, entrepreneurs and returned investors 

who have not commit to the church.  Reverend Tang also mobilizes his members to 

open their houses and companies to do evangelism.  The believers response to this 

calling with great passion. Several fellowships were established in hospital, factories and 

believers’ houses.  

Gradually, a well connected and skillful boss Christian, who mobilized a group of 

powerful and committed believers by a successful church model, brought out an 

influential church in Wenzhou.  This is one successful story of the new rising church. 

 

Bethlehem Harvest Church 

Bethlehem Harvest Church is another new rising church emerged from the rigid 

structure of Wenzhou traditional house church.  Its two pastors-Reverend Qin and Zheng 

used to be the youth group leaders in the Liuxi church, the one of biggest churches in 

Wenzhou with around 20000 members.  They received a Pentecostal vision and tried to 

reform the rigid church bureaucracy from within. However, this innovation aroused 

enormous reaction from the elder leaders.  At the end Reverend Qian and Zheng left 
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Liuxi church with 300-400 followers to found their own church in 2009 which was 

condemned as heresy, apostasy and factionalism. 
24

 

Within three years, Bethlehem Harvest Church has evolved into a house church 

network with 2000 members (most of them are young believers transfer from traditional 

house church) and 6 meeting points.  It also helped found twenty harvest churches in 

other cities.  They have two services: one in Saturday while the other in Sunday 

morning.  A gospel of wealth is preached here. Each month they also have an overnight 

prayer meeting.  

In the founding period, this church faced tremendous antagonism from Liuxi 

Church. The government also drove them away because of their noisy worship.  They 

moved from place to place.  In the end they brought a factory and turn it into a church. 

In order to justify their Pentecostalism, they published their faith statement and some 

introductory videos online.  They also incorporated emotional testimonies in their 

worship service to demonstrate the presence of Holy Spirit in this church.  They also 

sent co-workers to Singapore to learn from the City Harvest Church, the biggest mega 

church in Singapore.  

During my visit, I seldom find healing, exorcism and speaking in tongues during 

their service.
25

  I was informed that the church did have healing gathering every week in 
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its founding period. But nowadays it is held only occasionally.  The most noticeable 

Pentecostal element is their worship style. During the worship, the church serves as a 

theatre while the music, the sermon, and testimony function as a magnificent show. 

Unlike the boring service in the traditional TSPM and house churches, the worship 

service here is very exciting.  It even attracts people from Fujian province who came to 

join the service once a month.  

Reverend Qian and Zheng run their church as a company.  They develop a 

transportation system with 20 buses to pick up the believers.  They set up several 

departments to manage the church.  There are two gate keepers, some guides at the 

parking lot, some in sales at the Cafeteria and some ladies at the front desk. All have their 

own uniforms.  

Here we got another successful story of the new rising churches in Wenzhou: two 

charismatic leaders who inspired by a Pentecostal vision make use of modern technology 

and entrepreneurship to break from the Yoke of a rigid church bureaucracy, gradually 

brought out a mega church in Wenzhou.   

 

Migrant Workers’ Church 

Migrant Workers’ Church is another kind of new rising church in Wenzhou. 

Although people called them churches, they are mere small fellowships in the labor 

intensive factories.  Mission to the migrant workers has not become an agenda for most 
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churches in Wenzhou.
26

  

The emergence of migrant workers’ churches is related to the engagement of the 

boss Christians in evangelism.  At the beginning, doing business was condemned as 

loving the world.  But gradually the churches accept the boss Christians and stimulate 

them to do church in their factory.  This heavenly enterprise not only redeemed them 

from their original sin but also brought them spiritual blessing and material benefit for 

they can govern the factory more efficiently by logos.  Gradually more and more boss 

Christians participate in evangelism. 

God’s Manger is one of these new rising migrant workers’ churches.  It was 

founded by Chengjiao Church in a boss Christian’s company in 2001.  In order to 

evangelize the migrant workers, Chengjiao Church founded a migrant workers’ musical 

band. This Christian band put on some performance (usually some hymns, Christian 

dramas and a sermon) every Sunday evening.  The boss Christians summon their 

workers to come and award them with some gifts.  Gradually some workers became 

Christians and a fellowship was established in a boss Christian’s factory.  The worship is 

on Sunday night.  A preacher and a worship leader assigned randomly by the Chengjiao 

church who will come to hold the service.  However, no leader rose up from within, 

making it depend heavily on external support.  Furthermore, this fellowship is very 

unstable. Sometime only two or three believers joined the service.  The Chengjiao 
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Church tried to raise some leader from within.  The church leaders selected the Christian 

workers and equipped them with theological training.  After these, they sent them back 

to pastor the churches in the factory.  However due to the conflict between the boss and 

the worker, this plan failed.   

The God’s Manger is only one story among the migrant workers’ churches.  So 

far, there is no significant Protestant growth in this factory church.  People attend the 

service occasionally.  They will come to the Sunday performance (not worship) and the 

Christmas celebration for they will bring them entertainment and concrete material 

blessing.  Although there is separation of church operation and business management, 

there is constant tension between the church leader and the bosses.  Because the church 

leader’s salary is paid by the boss and the boss usually put his finger on the heavenly 

business.  

The emergence of the migrant workers’ churches does bring some entertainment 

to the worker and eases the hardship life in the factory.  However, this does not win a lot 

of conversion.  There are several reasons for this.  First, it is related to the condition of 

the work place.  The working condition is very tough here.  Workers have to work 

seven days a week.  They are paid for the work they have done, therefore people want to 

work overtime rather than go to churches. 

Second, it is because of the stark contrast between Christian benevolence and 

class exploitation. A boss’s driver complains as follow: 
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They drive BMW. Their meals are usually very expensive. They promise me 

that if I become a Christian I will enjoy a lot of blessing from God. I didn’t 

listen to them. If they treat the workers more kindly and spend more money on 

their welfare, I will become a Christian at the very beginning. 

 

Although he admits his boss’s morality is better than other bosses without faith, 

he hesitates to join his boss’s church.  The harsh life in the factory, the tremendous gap 

between boss and the workers, all prevent him from receiving a message emphasizing 

kindness and equality.  Lack of internal initiative and committed believers also prevent 

the migrant workers’ churches from growing.  

 

Summary 

Strong indigenous movement, institutional strength of the churches, and 

distinctive geography all help explain the survival of the churches regardless of the 

governmental non-religion experiment.  Early revival in the late 1960s laid a solid 

foundation for future church growth in the reform era.  Economic power of the boss 

Christians, the global network of Wenzhounese, and enormous religious innovation all 

contributed to a rising urban Jerusalem in Wenzhou.  From Wenzhou’s example, we 

discover that modernization goes hand in hand with Protestant growth. 

I argue that the impact of boss Christians is not only from their economic power 

to buy-off the governmental officials but also from their social capital and 

entrepreneurship. The stories of Biaogan Church and Bethlehem Harvest Church are 

good illustrations.  
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Christian, a group of powerful and committed believers and a successful church model

 

while the success of Bethlehem Harvest Church resulted from two charismatic leaders’ 

innovation inspired by Pentecostalism and modern technology. The evolution of 

Bethlehem Harvest Church not only shows us how a Pentecostal movement developed in 

a metropolitan city in China, it also show us how Pentecostalism empowered young 

church leaders to break from a rigid church bureaucracy to build a new mega church. If 

modern technology helped create charismas, modern entrepreneurship also helps 

maintain and institutionalize a Pentecostal movement. The failure of Jiangjunqiao Church 

and the God’s Manger show us how a rigid church bureaucracy, and the lack of internal 

leaders can prevent the church from growing.  

The rise of Biaogan Church is associated with a well connected and skillful boss 
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CHAPTER SIX 

The Fall of a Missionary Jerusalem in the City of Guangzhou 

 

In this chapter I focus on the Protestant movement Guangzhou and try to explain 

how a coastal city with an important missionary legacy and few attacks from the state 

gradually degraded into a secular city. After briefly outlining the modernization process 

and the party-state’s regulation, I access the profiles and dynamics of four churches in 

Guangzhou so as to unravel the puzzle.  

 

Modernization in Guangzhou 

Guangzhou, a coastal city located at the estuary of the Pearl River, was a pioneer 

in China’s modernization. It also had a long history of being open to the outside world. 

Since the North Song Dynasty (AD. 960-1127), Guangzhou has been a very important 

port for foreign trade.  When the gates of China were closed due to Emperor Qianlong’s 

verdict (1757), Guangzhou became the only port still open to the outside world. 

Guangzhou then became a window between the Middle Kingdom and the outside world. 

New ideas, new institutions together with goods were brought to China from this port.  

The pressure emerging from social-economic transformation is very small. In 

other words, no huge existential insecurity has triggered as Guangzhou modernized. 

Instead Cantonese greatly benefit from the open and reform policy. As a hub of entrepôt 

trade, Guangzhou earns enormous revenue from exports and imports. As a hometown of 
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many oversea Chinese, it also benefits tremendously from its Diaspora.  The market 

economy is very vibrant here which attracts enormous investments from Hong Kong, 

Taiwan, Japan, South Korea and other Western countries.  A great deal of migrant 

workers also flood to Guangzhou to make a living (mousheng).  

The political campaigns from 1949 to 1979 did not severely devastate Guangzhou. 

It is a coastal city around 2300 kilo meters south of Beijing which is very far away from 

the political center.  When the political campaign reached Guangzhou (e.g. the Great 

Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution), its destructive effect often diminished.  Rich 

natural resource and oversea connection also helped Cantonese survive during the 

turbulent years. Its geographic location and distinctive culture also stimulated a tradition 

of local protectionism. Therefore, many social domains were modest changed during 

these political campaigns launched by the central government. Folk religion and clan 

remain still very strong after the Cultural Revolution. 

Guangzhou’s modernization also created a secular and segregated culture frame 

which becomes an obstacle for religious mobilization. Cantonese had developed many 

stereotypes to ridicule religion. For example, “talk about Jesus” (jiang yesu) refers to 

meaningless conversation while “the rod of God” (shengun) means deceiver. The 

anti-foreign movement and the anti-superstition campaigns definitely contributed to the 

emergence of this culture frame. Guangzhou’s culture frame is not only anti-religion but 

also anti-migrant. An exclusivism came out from their pride in their achievement in 

modernization. Local people also use male thieves (laozi) and female thieves (laomei) to 
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humiliate migrants because they believe the migrants just come to Guangzhou to steal 

their money. Cantonese, a distinctive language also help enforce this sense of superiority. 

Local people seldom have close relationship with the migrants. Generally local people 

and migrants are segregated in Guangzhou. 

 

Religious Regulation in Guangzhou 

The religious repression in Guangzhou was not as strict as in Wenzhou and 

Nanyang. There was no non-religious exprienment in Guangzhou. Neither does it face 

much detainment and persecution as Nanyang did in the reform era.  This modest 

regulation was associated with the churches’ patriotic and privatized orientation as well 

as their small size. In the reform era, the Christian community was fragmented and 

detached from the society which was not considered as a severe threat to the state.    

In the 1950s, the churches in Guangzhou were very active in the TSPM. Four 

pastors—Wang Bide, Hu Yiyun, Xiong Zhenpei and Zhao Guanhai—were among the 

first forty signators of the Christian Manifesto.
1
 Ten thousand out of a total seventeen 

thousand believers participated in the patriotic demonstration during the Korean War, and 

four thousand of them signed the Christian Manifesto.
2
  

                                                             
1
Tang Qiwang. “Three-self Thought and Its Implementation in Guangzhou before 1950 (1950 Nian 

Qian de Sanzi Sixiang Jiqi zai Woshi de Shijian)”, http://www.gzchurch.org/history/three/shijian.html 

(accessed November 15th, 2012). 

 
2
Guangzhou Gazette Editing Office, Guangzhou Gazette: An General Introduction (Guangzhou 

Zongjiaozhi: Zong Mulu he Zongshu) (Guangzhou: Guangzhou Press, 2000), 429.   

http://www.gzchurch.org/history/three/shijian.html
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In the 1950s, the state focused more on nationalizing the missionary enterprise 

than clamping down on the religious resistence.  From 1951 to 1953 all missionary 

enterprises were confiscated and turned into secular institutions.  Furthermore, due to 

the more urgent tasks of religious affairs: repressed the Mary’s Legion (a Catholic dissent 

movement led by Bishop Kung Pinmei), as well as eliminated the Yi Guandao (a 

sectarian movement which merged Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism) and other 

secret societies. The state did not spend much energy on repressing Protestantism.  The 

only well documented repression was the campaign against the Damazhan Church 

founded by Samuel Lamb. During the Counter-Revolution (Sufan Yundong), Lamb 

together with two of his coworkers Wang Guoxian and Zhao Yaosheng was denounced as 

a counter-revolutionary and was put in jail in 1955.
3
  A denunciation meeting was held 

on September 27
th

, 1955. After that, the churches enjoyed a peaceful period until the 

Great Leap Forward. 

Unlike Wenzhou where all the churches were closed as early as 1958, Guangzhou 

did not shut down all its churches until 1966 when the Cultural Revolution began.  The 

state merged the churches and gradually reduced the number of religious venues. The 

numbers of churches dropped from fifty-three in 1960 to nine in 1966.
4
 “United Worship 

                                                             
3
Samuel Lamb, My Testimony. Vol.1 (Guangzhou: Damazhan Church, undated), 37. 

 
4
Guangzhou Gazette Editing Office, Guangzhou Religious Gazette (Guangzhou: Guangdong Remin 

Press, 1996), 256. 
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(Lianhe Jingbai)” was enforced in 1960, which was two years later than most of the 

places in China.
5
 

The Beijing Red Guard arrived in Guangzhou in August, 1966.  Cooperating 

with the local Red Guards, they tried to spread the fire of the Culture Revolution to 

Guangdong. However due to the long distance between the center of the Cultural 

Revolution (Shanghai and Beijing) and Guangzhou, and the short-term fate of the Red 

Guards, the revolution did not cause much destruction.  Zeng Sheng, ex-mayor of 

Guangzhou, also pointed out that Four Cleanse Movement was retrained within the party 

members.
6
 

Generally speaking, the religious regulation is also very modest in the reform era. 

It is restrictive but not repressive.  The state strictly limited the number of new built 

religious venues.  It also delayed the reopen of some TSPM churches. In the past thirty 

years, only one new church and a meeting point were built.  But the state did not arrest 

the house church leaders.  Only a few cases of religious detainment and repression were 

reported by the main religious monitors such as Human Right Watch, Amnesty 

International and China Aid.  Four cases were reported in the past six years: two 

churches were expelled while the church leaders were interrogated by the government in 

                                                             
5
Guangzhou Gazette Editing Office, Guangzhou Religious Gazette, 256. 

6
Zengsheng. “When I was Mayor” Guangzhou Wenshi. vol.40, 

http://www.gzzxws.gov.cn/dmtwsg/200809/t20080912_7497.htm (accessed November 15th, 2012). 

 

http://www.gzzxws.gov.cn/dmtwsg/200809/t20080912_7497.htm
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2009; several house churches were closed during the Asian Olympics in 2010 the police 

shut down a religious leadership training seminar in 2011.
7
 

Although religious regulation was very modest in Guangzhou, religions declined 

sharply from 1949 to 1979.  The number of religious venues decreased from one 

hundred and thirty two to six while the number of believers dropped from 31,050 to 

16,082.
8
  The decline of Buddhism and Protestantism was especially noticable (see 

Figure 6 and Figure 7).  In the reform era, only Buddhism undertook a significant 

revival. However, the number of religious venue is still very limited.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 6. The Shift of Religious Believers from the 1930s to the 1990s. Source: 

Guangzhou Gazette, 1995, 329-330. 

 

 

                                                             
7
China Aid. “Religious Repression in the regions,” 

http://www.chinaaid.net/search/label/c%E5%B9%BF%E4%B8%9C?&max-results=25 (accessed 

November 16
th

, 2012). 

 
8
Guangzhou Gazette Editing Office, Guangzhou Gazette (Guangzhou: Guangzhou Press, 1995), 

329-330. 

http://www.chinaaid.net/search/label/c%E5%B9%BF%E4%B8%9C?&max-results=25
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Figure 7. The Shift of Religious Venues from the 1930s to the 1990s. Source: Guangzhou 

Gazette, 1995, 329-330. 

 

 

Protestant Growth in Guangzhou 

There was a long history of Christianity in Guangzhou. During the Tang Dynasty 

(618-907 AD) when Persian merchants came to Guangzhou to do business, they also 

brought Christianity (so-called Nestorianism) to this city.  The first record of 

Christianity in Guangzhou is dated from 878 A. D.
9
  Since then Catholicism was also 

brought to Guangzhou by the Dominicans and the Jesuits.  

Compared to Buddhism (255 AD), Taoism (306 AD) and Islam (Tang Dynasty), 

Catholicism (Ming Dynasty, 1368-1644 AD) and Protestantism (1807) are late comers to 

Guangzhou. When Christianity came to China, Buddhism and Taosim, together with folk 

religion were well established, leaving a little room for Christianity.  

                                                             
9
An Arabic merchant reported that when Huang Chao, a peasant rebellion captured Guangzhou in 878, 

around 20,000 Christians, Jews, Muslims and Zoroastrians were killed. Quoted in Zhong Yuanxiu, Ma 

Jianzhao and Ma Fengda. Research on Islamic Relics in Guangzhou (Guangzhoun Yisilanjiao Guji Yanjiu). 

Yinchuan: Ningxia Remin, 1989, 277.  
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Robert Morrison, the first Protestant missionary to China, brought Protestantism 

to Guangzhou in 1807.  After Morrison, many famous missionaries also came to 

Guangzhou which had great impact on the missionary enterprise in China.  The most 

famous missionaries include Karl Friedrich August Gützlaff (1803-1851) , Walter Henry 

Medhurst (1796-1857) and William Milne (1785-1822）from London Missionary Society, 

Elijah Coleman Bridgman (1801-1861), Samuel Wells Williams (1812-1884), and Peter 

Parker (1804－1888) from American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, and 

Issachar Jacox Roberts (1802-1871) from the American Baptist denomination.
10

 

Although Protestantism arrived at Guangzhou around 1807, there was no 

noticable growth during the first thirty years.  Until 1840, there were only seven Chinese 

converted to Protestantism.
11

 The real Protestant growth took place after the first Opium 

War (1840-1842). An Anglo-Ameircan Protestant missionary complex based on a 

Canton-Macau-Hong Kong triangle gradually turned Guangzhou “a city of 

missionaries.”
12

  

                                                             
10

All these missionaries had great impact on China’s modernization and the development of 

Christianity in China. Gützlaff helped made the draft of Nanjing Treaty which opened five ports to the 

world. Milne was an important assistant of Morrison who helped Morrison found the Anglo Chinese 

College. Medhurst translated the Bible into Chinese and built the hospital in Shanghai. Bridgman was the 

first American missionary to China who was involved in Wangxie Treaty. Parker was the Minister 

Plenipotentiary of the USA. He founded the first hospital in China. Roberts was an American diplomat in 

Beijing who was involved in the Tianjin Treaty which allowed missionaries to spread the gospel in inland 

China. 

 
11

He Zhangrong. “A Brief Review of Christianity in Guangzhou from Early Nineteen Century to Early 

Twentieth Century,” Studies in World Religion vol. 2, (2001): 7-8. 

 
12

Murray A. Rubinstein, The Origins of the Anglo-American Missionary Enterprise in China, 

1807-1840 (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 1996. 
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Guangzhou became an influential base of missionary movement.  Before 1860, 

London Missionary Society, Northern Baptist and Southern Baptist in the United States, 

American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, Basel Evangelical Missionary 

Society, Methodists, Anglicans and Presbyterians all established the headquarters in 

Guangzhou.
13

 Famous evangelical preachers such as John Raleigh Mott (1865-1955) and 

George Sherwood Eddy (1871-1963) had come to Guangzhou to hold revival meetings 

several times.
14

 

In the early twentieth century, there were 72 missionary stations (chuanjiao zhan), 

1000 evangelical zones (xuanjiao qu), 41 missionary societies, and 785 missionaries 

preaching the gospel in Guangdong.
15

  Besides these, there was also a huge missionary 

enterprise in Guangdong: 797 primary schools, 37 high schools, 2 colleges and 39 

hospitals.
16

 

Guangdong was also a pioneer in the indigenization of Protestantism.  As early 

as 1903, Reverend Chen Mengnan and Yang Haifeng had established an independent 

denomination: Xinghua Independent Baptist Church (Xinghua JInxin Zilihui). 

Independent Church of Jesus in China (Zhonghua Yesujiao Zilihui) was established in 

                                                             
13

Zhao Chunchen, Christianity and Culture in Guangdong (Jidujiao yu Lingnan Wenhua). (Shanghai: 

Shanghai Renmin Chubanshe, 2002), 91-92 

 
14

Guangzhou Gazette Editing Office, Guangzhou Religious Gazette, 236. 

 
15

Zhao Chunchen. Christianity and Culture in Guangdong, 58-60. 

 
16

The data was from Canton Missionary Conference The Program of Advance--Report of the Board of 

Co-operation(1920) . Quoted in Tang Zhenquan. “The Development and Features of the Christianity in 

Guangdong During the Initial Period of the Republic of China,” JOURNAL OF WUYI UNIVERSITY 

SOCIAL SCIENCE EDITION 4, no. 1 (2002): 55. 
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1919.  The most influential Council of the Church of Christ in China (Zhonghua 

Jidujiao Xiehui), the Guangdong Council was formed in 1926.
17

  

Beside Protestantism, Catholicism was also very strong in Guangdong.  There 

were 100,000 believers and 462 churches in 1919.
18

 In 1919, thirteen percent of the 

believers and around 10 percent of the missionaries were in Guangdong.
19

 In 1920, 

Guangdong had more believers, missionary stations and churches than any other province 

in China.
20

  

The presence of influential missionaries and the denominational headquarters, the 

robust Protestant movement and its enormous missionary enterprise all made Guangzhou 

a missionary Jerusalem.  

However, under communism, Protestantism declined sharply in Guangzhou, 

making it a very secular city.  Although the religious repression was very modest in 

Guangzhou, the number of Protestants declined sharply from 17, 000 to 5, 000 during a 

period from 1949 to 1966 (see Figure 7).  There were no religious revival during the 

Cultural Revolution. There were only 7000 believers in 1981.  
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Guangzhou Gazette Editing Office, Guangzhou Religious Gazette, 235-36. 
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Zhao Chunchen, Christianity and Culture in Guangdong, 59. 
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2004,” China Review 9, no. 2 (Fall, 2009): 63-97. 

 
20
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There were no robust Protestant movement in the reform era.  Until now there 

are only 15 churches and 50000 believers in a city with 13 million residents.
21

 
 
Although 

Protestants almost doubled itself from 1999 to 2006 (see Figure 8), the conversion was 

not from local people whereas 84.37 percent of this increase were from migrants. In other 

words, Protestantism grows in the margin but not at the center.  

Many factors accounted for the decline of this missionary Jerusalem. Firstly, it 

resulted from the shift of missionary from Southern China to the Eastern China.  After 

the second opium war, more treaty ports were opened, and the missionaries were allowed 

to spread the gospel to the China’s inland.  As a result, many denominations moved their 

headquarters to Shanghai, which significantly undermined the missionary movement at 

Guangzhou. 

 

 

 

Figure 8. The Protestant Growth in Guangzhou. Source: Guangzhou Gazette Editing 

Office, Guangzhou Religious Gazette (Guangzhoushi Zongjiaozhi) (Guangzhou: 

Guangdong Renmin Chubanshe, 1996), 278; Zhang Yuanlai. “Guangzhou Jidujiao 

Fazhan Xianzhuang Qianxi” Jinling Shenxuezhi, 2009, no.3, 165-169. 
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The population data is from the six national census done in November, 2010. 

http://www.gzchurch.org/jianjie/introduction/lianghui.html (accessed November 16
th

, 2012). 
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Secondly, lack of strong indigenous movements explains this serious decline. 

Although Guangdong was a pioneer in the indigenous movement, and to some extent it 

did achieve some success, it did not really transform Protestantism from a western 

missionary movement into a popular one. Most of the independent Chinese churches 

were still dependent on the missionaries.  Wu Yixiong, a Church Historian at Sun 

Yet-sen University also pointed out that even the Guangdong Council of the Church of 

Christ in China, the most sited case of successful indigenous movement, was heavily 

depended on foreign churches, not matter in finance or in church affairs.
22

  

Semi-financial independence and the shift of leadership from missionaries to Chinese 

pastors was not enough. The churches were still heavily based on clergies and venues.  

Under the attacks of the Japanese and communists, the church declined sharply.    

Thirdly, the Cultural Revolution did not severely destroy traditional religions. 

Therefore, it did not offer many opportunities to Christianity.  Until now, Christianity 

only occupies a small niche in the religious market.  According to the official statistics 

of the department of ethnics and religious affairs of Guangzhou, there are 100,000 

Buddhists, 90,000 Taoist, 50,000 Muslims, 14,000 Catholics and 50,000 Protestants. The 

percentage of religious people is around 0.3% while that of Protestant is less than 0.05%. 

That does not mean Guangzhou is a very secular city because many of its citizens are 

religious practitioners (practice without belonging).  Furthermore, there are a large 

                                                             
22

Wu Yixiong. “National Movement and the Indigenization of the Church in Southern China (Minzu 

Zhuyi Yundong yu Huanan Jidujiaohui de Bensehua),” Academic Research, vol.2, (2004), 101. 
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population who belong to the religious none: folk religion. But it is very safe to say 

Guangzhou is a very un-Christianized city. 

Fourthly, the Protestant movement in Hong Kong and Macau did not have a great 

impact on the development of Christianity in Guangzhou.  Next to Hong Kong and 

Macau, Guangzhou is also greatly shaped by the things take place at its borders.  This 

ought to kindle a Protestant revival for most of the churches have been moved to Hong 

Kong and Taiwan after 1949 when the Communist Party took over China. However this 

is not the case.  During the 1950s to 1970s, the churches in Hong Kong were 

concentrated on relocation and their services for the refugees.
23

  When they are well 

settled, dominated by the local issues and fearing of the repression from the party-state, 

they almost lost the enthusiasm to evangelize.  Only when many mainlanders flooded 

into Hong Kong after 1997, the churches initiate programs to evangelize China.  Even 

now many churches are not intentionally planted by the churches from Hong Kong but by 

the Christian migrants who reside in Mainland China. 

 

Building Churches in Guangzhou 

There are multiple Protestant congregations in Guangzhou. These are the TSPM 

churches, traditional house churches, campus fellowships, migrants’ churches (e.g. 

Wenzhou church and migrant workers’ church) and the “churches in community.”  In 
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Ka-lun Leung. Gospel and Bread. Chrsitianity in Tiaojingling in the 1950s (Fuyin yu Mianbao: 

Jidujiao zai Wushi Niandai de Tiaojingling) (Hong Kong: Xuandao Press, 2000); Ying Futzeng. 
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(Hong Kong: Alliance Theological Seminary, 2004). 
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this section, I make a brief assessment of these churches to illustrate the dynamics of 

Protestant growth in Guangzhou. 

 

Dongshan Church 

The history of Dongshan Church dated back to 1908.  It was built by the 

missionaries from the Southern Baptist in the USA.  Back in the 1920s, there were two 

Bible colleges and one blind school next to the church. In 1938, this church was occupied 

by the Japanese which led to a serious decline. After Japan’s surrender, the church was 

handed over to Chinese Christians in 1946. The church was rebuilt and the believers 

came back to worship. Before 1949, there were two thousand believers in this church.
24

 

Although this church was very active in the TSPM, it declined sharply under 

communism. In the early 1960s, there were only 30 to 40 believers in this church 

although it merged six other churches into its venue.  It was closed on 1966 and 

reopened on 1979.  As the first reopened church in Guangzhou, around 1500 believers 

flooded to this church to find God.  Since then, around 800 believers have come 

regularly.
25

 However, there was no significant growth in the 1980s. From 1979 to 1989, 

it only baptized 828 believers.
26

 In the late 1980s, the number of believers was still 

around 1300.
27

 The real growth took place in the 1990s and took momentum in the 
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twenty first century.  Today, it claims to have 10 thousand believers in the church 

directory.
28

 Around 4500 to 5000 people attend the Sunday service regularly.
29

 Each 

year around 500 believers are baptized here (see Figure 9).  

Rev. Chen is the senior pastor in Dongshan Church. He joint this church after his 

graduation from Nanjing Theological seminary in 1994.  He became the pastor 

in-charge in 2001. He also hold the positition of vice-chairman of the Christian Council 

in Guangzhou. Since September 2007, Rev. Chen also helps raise fund to builde Tianhe 

church which is going to be the biggest church in Guangdong.
30

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. The Annual Baptism of Dongshan Church. Source: Zhang Yuanlai, 200; List of 

Bapitism in Dongshan Church (2008-2011). 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

Collection Papers of Wang Weifan.  Hong Kong: Christian Study Center on Religion and Chinese Culture, 

2011. 
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Gospel Times, http://www.gospeltimes.cn/news/2010_04_15/13678.htm (accessed December 15
th
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2012). 
29

Number comprised by the author according to the Dongshan Weekly pamphlet, January 11
th

, 2012.  
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This church covers 8830 square meters which can accommodate 3000 believers. This is the first new 

built church since the past sixty years.   

http://www.gospeltimes.cn/news/2010_04_15/13678.htm
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Most of its members are not local citizens but residents.  Most of its services are 

delivered in Mandrin rather than Cantonese.  In fact, among its six Sunday services, 

only one is held in Cantonese.  When migrants come to Guangzhou, they feel 

tremendous pressure from mirrage, job and other aspects of their daily lives.  

Christianity not only helps them to relocate but also give them peace.  In the twenty two 

testmonies published on the church website, ten mentioned the marriage struggle, eleven 

mentioned the pressure in workplace, and five mentioned the metaphor of “lost sheep”.  

Only one mentioned miracle and heeling.
31

 One believer told her spiritual journey to 

Christ as follow:  

I encountered Chrsitianity when my job was under challenge. At that time, 

everything was not smooth and my heart was wearied. However, when I met 

Christ, my heart was no longer empty, and I found meaning in my life.
32

 

Dongshan church has a very strong instituton. There are nineteen departments 

(e.g. the Department of Charity, the Department of Literature), ten choirs (e.g. the 

Children’s Chair, the English Choir), four councils (e.g. the Council of Church 

Committees, the Council of Directors), eight leagues (e.g. the League of Preachers, the 

League of Worship Leaders) in this church.
33
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Dongshan church was also an active player in political movements in the 1950s 

and religious diplomacy in the reform era.
34

  It established good relations with the 

churches in Taiwan and Hong Kong.  Chuck Hong (Qiyuan Hong), a famous Taiwanese 

Gospel singer/song-writer and the founder of the Prince’s Music had preached in this 

church.
35

 The celebration of the sixty first anniversary of TSPM and the ninetieth 

anniversary of Communist Party were hosted in Dongshan church. 

There are many reasons for the success of Dongshan Church.  Fristly, it can 

mobilize tremendous resources to build the church results from Reverend Chen’s social 

capital and the church’s strategic location within the TSPM.  As a graduate from Jinling 

Theological Seminary in Nanjing and the vice-chairman of the CCC in Guangzhou, 

Reverend Chen could invite many gifted pastors from different churches around China to 

preach in his church.  For example, Reverend Hengquan Li of Zhushu Church in 

Xiamen held three Sunday services on September the 2nd while Reverend Chan Chen of 

Sicheng Church in Hangzhou held one Sunday service on August 26, 2012.  Reverend 

Aixi Huang of the Guangdong Union Theological Seminary also gave two sermons on 

August 26, 2012.  From 1986 to 1994, Guangdong Union Theological Seminary was 

located within the Dongshan Church.  In 1987, the TSPM and CCC of Guangzhou also 

  
34

 In the reform era, one important task of the TSPM is to re-establish relationship with the world 

Christian community. The state also uses this as a tool to improve its image and foreign relation. 
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moved their offices to this church.  The geographical proximity brings much 

opportunity to the church to mobilize resources through the TSPM and the Seminary.  

Wang Weifan, a senior leader of the TSPM and the president of Jinling Theological 

Seminary also gave a sermon in the its 32 anniverary celebration.
36

 

Secondly, it results from the involvement of the youth and the migrants. Since 

2000, many youth and migrants flooded to Dongshan church. They became a driving 

force for innovation. 

Thirdly, its success is due to its innovation. In order to appeal to the youths and 

make communication more convenient, it develops website and weibo (similar to 

Twitter).
37

 It also developed many programs to address people’s specific needs. 

Establishing fellowships and nurshing people according to the age cohort also settle some 

problem of the mega church.  

Although it has much institutional strength, the impact of this church is still very 

limited. Restrained by its venue, it can not accommodate many believers. Regulated by 

the state, neither can it evangelize outside its venue. The segregated culture frame also 

prevents it from converting many local people.  
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Damazhan Church 

Damazhan Church was found by a well-known house church leader Samuel Lamb 

(1924- ), the “patriarch” of Guangzhou in 1950.  Lamb was raised in a Christian family. 

Both his grandfather and father were pastors of the Baptist church.  He was baptized in 

1938.  He received his theological education from Guangxi Wuzhou Jiandao Bible 

College and Moody Bible College.  His church began from a home meeting with four 

people.  The church increased so rapidly that it reached 400 before Lamb’s arrestment in 

1957.  In 1953 he went to Beijing to see Wang Mingdao.  Two years later, together 

with two of his coworkers Wang Guoxian and Zhao Yaosheng, Lamb was denounced as a 

counter-revolutionary and was put in jail.  Imediately after his release in 1957, he was 

put into prison again that same year because he refused to join the TSPM. 

The Damazhan House Church resumed as an English class with 4 people in 1979 

when Samuel Lamb returned to Guangzhou after his 25 years’ imprisonment.  At the 

beginning Lamb taught them English and the Bible.
38

 Since its reopening the church has 

been under pressure. The government attempted many times to push it into the TSPM 

system.  In 1990 the church was searched and all materials, including Bibles, Hymn 

Books, Journals and magnifier were confiscated. However, the international impact of 

Samuel Lamb protected the church from destruction.  From 1990 to 2007, thirty consuls 

and more than 150 foreign journalists had come to visit this church.  Ex-president 

                                                             
38

Interview with Samuel Lamb, December 15
th

, 2011. 
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Ronald Reagan and G.W.H Bush sent gifts to Lamb.
39

 Furthermore, political pressure did 

not stop the church from growing. The number of believers continued to increase.  It 

reached nine hundred in 1990, sixteen hundred in 1994, and two thousand in 2000.  One 

hundred and sixty nine people were baptized in August 1989, just two months after the 

Ti’an Men Square incident, which marked the largest baptism in the church.
40

 Since 

1991, around 300 believers was baptized annually (see Figure 10). 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Annual Baptism in Damazhan Church. Source: Samuel Lamb, 21-28, 66. 

 

 

In 2001, the Damazhan church was moved to a three-storey house in Rongguili, 

which can accommodate 1500 people.  Due to space limitation, the church has reached 

its maximize capacity.  Today the total number of believers is around 4000.
41
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Samuel Lamb, 58. 

 
40

Samuel Lamb, Personal Memoir, 48 

 
41

Samuel Lamb. “We Have Gone through the Fire and Flood.” Xinghua Journal 16 (2011): 83-86. 
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As the “patriarch” of Guangzhou, Samuel Lamb and his church should have 

greater impact on the churches in Guangzhou. Other “patriarchs” such as Yang Xinfei in 

Amoy, Wang Mingdao and Xie Moses in Shanghai, Yuan Xiangshen in Beijing and Li 

Tian’en in Fangcheng play important roles in the revival in their cities.
42

 Inwardness and 

lack of outreach prevent the Damanzhan projecting its impact beyond its venue. Lamb 

did not plant any other churches. Neither did he promote any coordination among the 

churches in Guangzhou.  

 

Liangren Church 

Campus fellowships also emerge in Guangzhou in the reform era.  Unlike other 

places such as Beijing, Shanghai and Xi’an where there are strong revivals in the 

universities, the campus fellowships in Guangzhou are small and weak. Liangren church 

is one of the campus fellowship emerging in the twenty-first century.  This church was 

founded by a Reverend Wang, a Tian’en Men Square Movement dissident who got lost in 

the democratization movement and saved in Christianity, in a residential district (zhuzai 

qu) in Panyu in 2005.  He attracted many students and young professionals.
43

 Unlike 

the traditional house churches which are introverted and detached, Liangren Church 
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Ji Li. “A Hymn of Life,” “Reminiscence of Xie Moses,” Xinghua Journal 16 (2011): 78-82, 87-88. 

Wang Mingdao. Another Forty Years; Yuan Xiangshen, Memoir of Yuan Xiangshen. 
43

The Tian’an Men Square movement made many activists lost faith in political reform and 

democratization. They used to believe that all problems can be fixed by political reform and the party-state 

has the willingness to reform. They also believe the democratization movement can accelerate this process. 

However the internal factionalism and the authoritarianism among the student movement leaders, and the 

fierce repression from the state obliterated this political utopia. Christianity became a substitute for this 

political utopia. The June Four Christians are very noticeable because some of them became very active 

pastors. The most famous June Four Christians include Zhang Boli, Yuan Zhiming, Jin Tianming, Fu Xiqiu 

and Cai Ling.  
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highlights fellowship, engagement and evangelism. Within four years it has evolved into 

a church with around one hundred members who worshiped in two meeting points. 

Besides the Sunday worship, there are bible study and prayer meeting on campus and in 

believers’ apartment during the weekday. The basic unit of the church is the cell group.  

Reverend Wang tried to promote dialogue and coalition among the house 

churches in Guangzhou by establishing a forum: Prayer Meeting of the Churches in 

Guangzhou (Guangzhou Jiaomu Liandaohui). He also established a Christian 

kindergarten and an underground seminary. Each year around 20 seminary students will 

get training in this seminary. However this seminary also caused him much trouble. Since 

February 2005, the local governments began to pressure the renters to drive the church 

away from their jurisdictional area. Their involvement in the Sichuan Earthquake disaster 

relief brought them even more trouble. Until November 2011, they had been forced to 

move 40 times from their rented apartments. In the end, the local RAB and PSB 

disbanded this church and confiscated all religious items. 

In response, Liangren Church sued the local RAB in court and held public 

worship in the People's Park (Renmin Gongyuan).  This church also tried to win support 

from other churches by publishing a letter.  However, it did not receive any support from 

the churches in Guangzhou.  In the “Prayer Meeting of the Churches in Guangzhou 

(Guangzhou Jiaomu Liandaohui)”, some churches even condemned Liangren Church for 

its public protest.  For them, Liangren Church was playing politics (wan zhengzhi) by 

holding public worship. The government did not give up harassing Liangren Church. As 
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soon as it moved to a new place, the state steps in to drive it away.  In this hapless 

situation, the Liangren Church split into two congregations: one worships in a Christian 

bookstore while the other is still wondering from place to place. Liangren Church was not 

the only victim of the state’s regulation.  Many churches were forced to suspend their 

meeting during the Asian Olympic in 2010. 
44

 However, there was no united response 

from the churches. They just kept silent and bore the cost of their faith. 

 

Wenzhou Church in Guangzhou 

Zhujiang Church is a church founded by some Wenzhounese businessmen in early 

1990s.  This church is located in a rented apartment next to a Guangzhou Clothing 

Wholesale Market (Guangzhou Fuzhuang Pifa Shichang).  When small businessmen 

came to Guangzhou to open their retail stores, they also built a church nearby.  People 

came and left.  Twenty years has been past. However, the church grew very little.  

Until now there is no full-time pastor in this church.  It is run by some part-time 

co-workers. The worship service is usually on Sunday evening. There is also a prayer 

meeting on Tuesday night and a few sisters will come. The most exciting event is the 

Christmas celebration.  The co-workers will rent a hotel to host this celebration. Almost 

all Christians (sincere and nominal) in this clothing market will come to join this service. 

They will also invite some seekers to join this celebration.  A performance and an 
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China Aid. “Guangzhou Clamped Down Several Churches During the Asian Olympic,” 

http://www.chinaaid.net/2010/11/blog-post_1958.html?utm_source=BP_recent (assessed January 18, 

2011). 

http://www.chinaaid.net/2010/11/blog-post_1958.html?utm_source=BP_recent
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evangelical sermon will be presented.  After this enthusiasm, everything will return to 

normal. The Christian retailers will go back to their secular market. 

Unlike other churches in Guangzhou, this church enjoys enormous religious 

freedom. When Liangren Church moved to a Wenzhou church in 2005, they also enjoyed 

two years of peace.
45

  One co-worker told me the secret: 

 
No matter where Wenzhounese go, we will make good relationship with the state. 

We will take the initiative to approach them and offer them some gifts during the 

holidays. Therefore, they do not treat us harshly. Due to the close relationship 

between the Wenzhou Commercial Chamber and the Wenzhou Church, the state 

does not cause us any trouble for fearing of losing investment. Furthermore, 

Wenzhounese love to stick together (baotuan) therefore it is very difficult for 

outsiders to get in.
46

 
 

Zhujiang church keeps close relationship with the church in Wenzhou.  In fact, a 

church in Yongjia helped plant this church at the very beginning.  This support 

relationship provides some resource for Zhujiang church, and some preachers in Yongjia 

will also come to preach occasionally.  However, this also hinders it to be independent. 

They tried to hire a pastor from outside. However the attempt failed due to strong 

solidarity. They also tried to raise a full-time pastor from their church.  This attempt also 

failed because these small businessmen were too busy to build up church.  In a city with 

strong discrimination against migrants, they also lack the zeal to do evangelism to the 

local people or the migrant workers.  They just separate themselves from the outside 

world. A distinctive language and strong solidarity also becomes a barrier for outsiders.  
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China Aid. “The Story of Liangren Church’s Forty Moveout (Liangen Jiaohui Sishi Chi Banjia Ji),” 

http://www.chinaaid.net/2010/11/40.html(assessed January 18, 2012). 
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The church became a therapeutic center for the wearied businessmen, and an enclave for 

Wenzhounese in Guangzhou. 

A New Hope from the Margin? 

Guangzhou used to be a missionary hub.  However, its religious significance had 

been lost. Protestantism declined sharply from 1950s to 1970s.  In the past thirty years, 

there was no robust religious movement here, making it a very secular city. 

Fragmentation, inwardness and self-limitation seriously undermine the power of the 

church while a secular and segregated culture frame greatly hinders any vigorous 

religious mobilization.  Therefore, it is not easy to promote a revival in Guangzhou. 

But some trends taking place since 2000 may change the situation.  Rural house 

church networkers from Anhui and Henan have deployed missionaries to evangelize the 

migrant workers.  Enormous “churches in the community (shequ jiaohui)” mushroomed 

in the new rising residential districts such as Clifford Estates and Lijiang Garden.  For 

example, within 10 years, Meixin Church Network had planted four churches with 

around 1000 members in four residential districts.  Churches in Hong Kong have also 

begun to bring the gospel back to the mainland. Churches in Guangzhou also realized the 

importance of cooperation and began to build a united prayer network to coordinate the 

churches although little achievement has been made.  Furthermore, a momentous 

Protestant movement is taking place in Shenzhou, a rising city next to Guangzhou, which 

has potential to spread to Guangzhou.  If the churches in Guangzhou can establish some 
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coalition with these forces from the margin, Guangzhou, the lost Jerusalem can rise up 

again. 

 

Summary 

Guangzhou used to be a missionary Jerusalem. However, under communism it 

degraded into a very secular city even though the religious repression was very modest. 

No religious revival took place in the Cultural Revolution.  Neither did any robust 

Protestant movement take place in the reform era. Lack of successful indigenous 

movement, the relocation of missionaries, lack of existential insecurity due to successful 

modernization and modest Cultural Revolution, and a secular yet segregated culture 

frame all contributed to its decline.  

In the reform era, the local government tried to limit the church growth by 

restricting the new built churches.  It also attempted to clean up the house churches by 

pressuring them to register, incorporating them through the TSPM or clamp them down 

by the PSB, although it was not successful.  However, religious regulation is restrictive 

but not repressive. 

Dongshan Church is the biggest church in Guangzhou. Equipped with enormous 

resources, it is very innovative and energetic.  Good relationship with oversea Chinese 

Christians, strategic location within the Three-Self system and enormous members all 

provide important resources for Dongshan church.  It also tries its best to pastor as many 

believers as it can by holding seven services on every Sunday.  However restrained by 
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its religious venue, the impact of the church is still very limited.  Furthermore, only one 

new church was built in the past 30 years which greatly hinder the TSPM churches from 

playing a much more important role.  

Although Damanzhan church is the most influential house church in Guangzhou 

led by a well-known “patriarch”, inwardness and lack of outreach prevent projecting its 

impact beyond its revenue.  

Although Liangren Church is a very vigorous church which has potential to bring 

religious revival to Guangzhou, the state’s intervention made it die in a young age.  The 

repression of Liangren Church did not lead to more unity but furthered the fragmentation 

of churches in Guangzhou. 

Zhujiang Church enjoys more freedom than the other three congregations.  

However, as an enclave for Wenzhou businessmen, this church does not have zeal for 

evangelism. Strong solidarity also prevents it from interacting with the local Christian 

community. 

To some extent, churches in Guangzhou (both TSPM and house churches) are 

encircled by the state. All churches are severely restrained by its religious venue.  Even 

though Liangren Church tried to break down the chain of the state by initiating public 

worship, it was repressed by the state.  

The migrant workers’ missionary to Guangzhou, the rise of church in the 

communities and Hong Kong Churches’ re-enter into the mainland may reverse the 

secularization in Guangzhou.  If the segregation between the local and the migrants can 
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be abolished, if the fragmented churches can form coalitions to revival the churches, this 

lost Jerusalem may rise up again.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

The Rise of A Rural Jerusalem in the City of Nanyang 

 
We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not despairing; 

persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying about in 
the body the dying of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our body. 

2 Corinthians 4: 8-9 
 

Located in the Southern part of Henan, the most populous agricultural province in 

China, Nanyang is an incredible city.  Many paradoxical things took place here: it used 

to be in the cradle of Chinese civilization but now is in a devastated land; it used to be a 

Buddhist city but now is a Jesus Nest; it is the base of many heterodox cults and citadel 

of many orthodox (traditional) churches.  What is even more astonishing, it is a city that 

has experienced a continuous religious repression yet constant religious growth. As 

Apostle Paul maintained in 2 Corinthians 4: 8-9, Christianity here is also “afflicted in 

every way but not crushed…struck down but not destroyed.”  Examining the churches 

in Nanyang can shed light on the Protestant movements in a rural setting where religious 

regulation is very restrictive and repressive.  In this chapter, I explain how destructive 

modernization, continuous religious repression and rigorous religious mobilization 

contribute to the rise of a rural Jerusalem in this incredible city.  
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Modernization in Nanyang 

Nanyang is a southern city in Henan province.  It has a population of 11 Million and 

70% of them are peasants.  It covers 2,660,000 hectare and rules over two districts, one 

city and ten counties.1 

Modernization in Nanyang shared a similar pattern with most of the cities in Henan 

although its distinct geography and political culture also produced some subtle difference 

especially in the domain of church-state relation.  

Henan province located in China’s rural heartland. It is also China’s most populated 

province. There are around 100 million people living in this agriculture area, and 71 

percent of them are framers.  Its modernization is full of suffering.  Wars, barbarian 

invasion and peasant rebellion swept through the province bringing enormous death and 

misery.  The Yellow River also cuts across the northern part of Henan, causing many 

floods and famines. Until now its GDP per capital ranks 23 among 33 provinces.2  

Missionaries, military lords and local elites were important players in its early phase 

of modernization.  Missionaries not only brought Christianity and new ideas to Henan, 

they also contributed to the development of modern education, medicine, as well as social 

                                                             
1Henan Government. “Information of Nanyang,” 

http://www.henan.gov.cn/hngk/system/2006/09/06/010004669.shtml (accessed November 17th, 2012). 
 
2Li Zhihong, “Information of Henan’s Agriculture (Henan Nongye Gaikuang),” 

http://ha.xinhuanet.com/xhzt/2006-07/27/content_7628315.htm ( accessed on November 24th, 2012). 
 
 
 

http://www.henan.gov.cn/hngk/system/2006/09/06/010004669.shtml
http://ha.xinhuanet.com/xhzt/2006-07/27/content_7628315.htm
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charity, and the enhancement of women’s social status.3 They also played an important 

role in disaster relief and drug rehabilitation.4 Due to these material blessings, 

missionaries and the local people could peacefully co-exist in most of the time except 

during some turbulent years caused by the boxers.5  

The real grand transformation took place under the military lords’ modernization 

endeavor.  Under Christian General Feng Yuxiang’s rule (1927-1930), Henan’s 

infrastructure was greatly improved, and its financial order was stabilized.6  However, 

wars between the military lords (junfa) as well as those between communism and 

nationalism gradually turned it into a wasteland.  

After the defeat of the nationalists, Communists brought peace and unity to China. 

Henan’s disrupted modernization was resumed.  However radical collectivization 

especially the Great Leap Forward once again drove Henan into disaster.  More than 2.6 

                                                             
3Sonya Grypma. Healing Henan: Canadian Nurses at the North China Mission, 1888-1947. 

Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2008; Margo Gewurtz. 'Famine Relief in China: North 
Henan in the 1920s.' Working Paper Series No. 50. Toronto: UT-York Joint Centre for Asia Pacific 
Studies, 1987; Peter M. Mitchell. Canadian Missionaries and Chinese Rural Society: North Henan in the 
1930s. North York, Ont.: Joint Centre for Asia Pacific Studies, University of Toronto - York University, 
1990; Linfu Dong. Cross Culture and Faith: The Life and Work of James Mellon Menzies (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2001). 

 
4Margo Gewurtz. “Jesus Opium”: Creating a Christian Community in Rural North Honan, 

1890-1912”, in The Chinese Face of Jesus Christ Vol.2. Roman Malek, Editor, Monumenta Serica 
Monograph Series. Sankt Augustin, Germany, 2003: pp.685-706 

 
5The Boxer Uprising was an anti-foreign, proto-nationalist movement promoted by the Righteous 

Harmony Society (Yihe Tuan) in China between 1898 and 1901. The boxers were self-defense civilians 
and they killed hundreds of missionaries and Chinese Christians.  

 
6Kang Yundong. Feng Yuxiang’s Economic Policy in Henan: 1927-1930 (Shilun Feng Yuxiang 

Zhuyu Shi de Jingji Jianshe Jucuo). Market Modernization (Shangchang Xiandaihua). 2010, vol. 14; Kang 
Yundong. Henan Under Feng Yuxiang: 1927-1930. Theses, Jinan University, 2010. 
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million people died during the period 1959 to 1960.7  The first People’s Commune was 

built in Henan.  More than 700,000 people died in Xinyang in 1959 which shocked all 

officials in China.8 During the Cultural Revolution, led by two leftist governors--Ji 

Dengkui and Liu Jianxun—Henan was entangled in the political campaigns with no 

significant growth. 

In the reform era, as an agriculture province, it greatly lagged behind other provinces.  

Before the abolition of the agriculture tax, the burden of the farmers was very heavy.  

The retreat of the government from the villages also greatly deteriorated the basic 

infrastructure and welfare system, making the daily life of farmers extremely miserable. 

Li Changping summarized the poor condition of the village as follow: the villages are too 

poor, the farmers are too miserable, and the condition of agriculture is too perilous.9 

The pace of modernization was uneven within Henan. There is large difference 

between the northern and southern parts of Henan.  The northern part of Henan 

associated with a political culture of “looking-up,” and is much wealthier than its 

southern part which developed a political culture of protectionism.  Zhengzhou, the 

capital of Henan, is also a metropolitan city located in the northern part.  Besides this, 

other economic thriving cities such as Xinxiang, Luoyang and Kaifeng are also in the 

                                                             
7China Famine Database. “Provincial Unnatural Death During the Great Leap Forward,” 

http://www.yhcw.net/famine/Data/ExDeath01.html ( accessed November 24th, 2012). 
 
8Li Mo. “The First and the Last People’s Commune,” Xiaokang. 2007. 

http://politics.people.com.cn/GB/1026/6564766.html (accessed on November 24th, 2012). 
 
9Li Changping. “A Letter to Premier Zhu,” Telling Truth to Our Premier. (Beijing: Guangming Daily 

Press, 2002), 1. 

http://www.yhcw.net/famine/Data/ExDeath01.html
http://politics.people.com.cn/GB/1026/6564766.html
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northern part.  However, Protestantism developed more quickly in the southern part. 

Nanyang “the Jesus Nest” is located in Southern Henan.  

Modernization in Nanyang also created a distinct culture frame which regards 

Protestantism as a “survival nest” which provides material blessing, miraculous healing 

and communal support.  The continuous suffering of the farmers in Henan drove many 

people to the churches. Xiaomin, a famous hymn writer from the Fangcheng Church 

wrote a traditional hymn When Light Down On China (sic) to express the simple quest of 

ordinary believers.  They come to God, expecting God to change the world with fate, 

famine, wars, chains, rivalry and hatred into a paradise with love, freedom, peace, unity 

and good harvest.     
 

China's five o'clock in the morning, came the prayers, 
Pray to bring revival and peace, unity and triumph. 

China's five o'clock in the morning, came the worship sound, 
Everyone contributes a sincere love, wholeheartedly for China. 

China's five o'clock in the morning, came the prayers, 
Flying over the mountains and rivers, to melt the icy heart. 

No chains, and no more war, 
May God bless China, reverse the fate, and bring a good harvest.10 

 

Religious Regulation in Nanyang 

Religious regulation is very strict in Nanyang. In the 1950s, many church leaders had 

been denounced and put into labor camps. Jesus Family was disbanded while the leaders 

from the True Jesus Church and the Little Flock were severely tortured. A non-religious 

                                                             
10This Hymn is from Lu Xiaomin. Canaan Hymn Book (Jianan Shixuan), Song 268, translated by the 

author. 
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experiment was enforced in Xinyang. Brother Yun (also called the Heavenly Man) 

recalled the brutality of the repression as follow: 
 
In my home area of Nanyang believers were crucified on the walls of their 
churches for not denying Christ. Others were chained to vehicles and horses and 
dragged to their death. 11 
 

Although religious control has been loosening in most parts of China, this was not 

the case in Nanyang.  The local officials considered religious regulation to be one of the 

main tasks of the government, therefore they built several institutions to tighten the 

religious control such as the Leading Group Office for Religious Affairs (Zongjiao 

Gongzuo Lingdao Xiaozu) directed by the vice mayor and the Regular Meeting for 

Governmental Coordination for Religious Affair (Zongjiao Lianxi Huiyi Zhidu) which 

integrates 24 governmental sectors.12 The officials’ performance in religious affair is also 

a major criterion for promotion which is very rare in other cities.13  The RAB also tried 

to stretch the regulatory regime down to the village level. 

The religious regulation in Nanyang is not only restrictive but also repressive. 

Aggressive repression continues today in the reform era.  In the past six years, there 

were 16 cases of repression reported by the China Aid Association, with more than 340 

                                                             
11Paul Hattaway, Church in Henan, 108. 
 
12Fan Huajiang, “Great Shift and Large Transformation: Review of Religious Affair in Henan Since 

the Past Twenty Years, ” (Weida de Zhuanzhe, Sheke de Bianhua: Henan Sheng Zongjiao Gongzuo Ershi 
Nian Huigu) Zhongzhou Tongzhan, 1998. no.8 

 
13In most of the cities in China religious affair is usually neglected by the governmental officials. 

Promotion or punishment is seldom based on performance on religious affairs. 
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people arrested or detained.14  Three national campaigns were lunched to fight against 

the house church networks here.  These campaigns were the Anti-Shouter movement in 

1982, the Anti-Evil Cult movement in 1996 and Anti-Lighting from the East in 1999. 

Although these campaigns targeted certain “cults,” in reality, all main house church 

networks were under attack.15 

Facing the repression, the house church leaders in Henan developed a “theology of 

the cross (shizijia shenxue)” which emphasized martyrdom and suffering.  Two spiritual 

hymns, Fighting the Demon (Da Mogui Ge) and Die for the Lord (Weizhu Xundao Ge), 

were very popular in the Cultural Revolution and remain so even today.  Fighting and 

martyrdom in the spiritual warfare were explicit in these hymns.  
 

Fighting the Demon 
Onward, Christian Soldiers, with the Whole Armor 

Hold the Sword of the Holy Spirit, Penetrate to Crush the Devil’s Camp. 
Onward, Christian Soldiers! Be Courageous, the Suicide Squad! 

Once the Commander Arrive, the Demon will surely die! 
 

Die for the Lord 
Since the early church emerged from the Pentecost, 

all followers of the lord are willing to give up their lives; 
Thousands of people died for the good news, 

and therefore won the crown of life. 
 

After reviewing the martyrdom of Christ’s apostles, the author of the hymn declares: 
 

I am ready to bear the torch to move forward, 
following the apostles and their lord, to step on the road to the cross. 

                                                             
14China Aid, counted by the author. 
 
15Zhao Tian’en, The Memoire of Zhao Tian’en, 30; Lambert, China’s Christian Millions, 35. 
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I am ready to give up everything, hoping to die for the lord and his cause. 
Die for the lord! Die for the lord! I am willing to die courageously for the lord!16 
 

This warfare metaphor is also very salient within the house churches.  When the 

church leaders of the China Gospel Fellowship sent out their evangelists in 1994, they 

also called these evangelists “members of suicide squad (gansidui yuan).”17  

Repression did not stop the house church movements as the officials intended. 

Instead, it stimulated the religious zeal and passion of the believers which made the 

movement become more rigorous.  During the interview, one senior leader of the China 

Gospel Evangelical Fellowship made the following remark on the impacts on these 

campaigns: 
 
Due to religious repression, we differentiated ourselves from each other. We all 
developed our own networks and competed with each others. The persecution 
pushed us to fleet to other parts of China just as the persecution of Stephen 
stimulated the spread of gospel into the pagan world. When we left, new leaders will 
rise up to lead the churches. Usually the persecution did not last long. When the 
campaigns died down, the leaders would come back to lead the church. Then we will 
integrate the new leaders and new churches into our network. Ironically persecution 
did not stop our movement but made it went further and became stronger. 18 
 

Accompanied by my friends’ mother who is also a relative of an official at Nanyang, 

I interviewed the head of PSB at Zhenping. His complaint revealed why the regulation 

was unsuccessful: 
 
Sunday, when everyone was at rest, we were busy monitoring the activities of the 
churches.  Religious affair is a very burdensome task. When you do it well we 

                                                             
16 Quoted in Zhang Yinan. Translated by the author. 
17Zhang Yinan, 11; Interview with Reverend Zhang on December 12th, 2011. 
 
18Interview with the Reverend Zhang at Beijing, on December 12th, 2011. 
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seldom get great promotion.  However when incidents incur, you will be in great 
trouble.  My department is the least prestigious department within the police system. 
The county government will provide equipment for other departments.  But we 
have to buy them ourselves.  Furthermore, even though we have cooperation with 
the RAB, it only takes care of the official churches.  The burden of the house 
churches fall onto our shoulder.  How can we monitor so many house churches with 
so few resources?19 

 

Protestant Growth in Nanyang 

Nanyang is a city with many religions. According to the statistics of Nanyang RAB, 

there were 964 religious venues and 2080 clergies in 2010.20  Nanyang used to be a 

Buddhist city. But now it has become a Jesus Nest.  Protestantism is the largest while 

Buddhism is the second largest religion among the five government-recognized religions 

(see Table 4). 

 
 

Table 4. Five Religions in Nanyang 
 

Item Buddhism Taoism Protestantism Catholicism Islam 

Believer 100000 140000 140000 20000 120000 

clergy 321 381 1206 25 147 

venue 72 107 655 10 120 

Note: The number of Believers is from the statistics in 2007 while the numbers of 
clergies and venues are from statistics in 2010. 
Source: Nanyang RAB, 2007 and 2010. 
 
                                                             

19Interview with the head of PBS at Zhenping, on August 24th, 2007. 
 
20Nanyang RAB. “The Basic Information of Religious Affair in Nanyang (Nanyang Zongjiao 

Gongzuo Jiben Zhuangkuang),” available at http://mzj.nanyang.gov.cn/structure/nyzj/content_30249_1.htm 
(assessed on November 4th, 2012). 

 

http://mzj.nanyang.gov.cn/structure/nyzj/content_30249_1.htm


136 

China Inland Ministry brought Protestantism to Nanyang in 1880.21  However 

facing fierce opposition from the local people, Protestantism did not grow much until the 

1920s. Nanyang Gazette documented three main oppositions: one in 1895, one in 1900 

and one in 1903.22  After the Boxers’ Movement, the missionaries together with local 

believers brought enormous growth in Henan.23  The spread of three most robust 

indigenous movements—the Jesus Family (1938), the True Jesus Church (1929) and the 

Little Flock (1946)— to Nanyang also contributed to the Protestant growth before 

1949.24 In fact, the Protestant revival at the end of the Cultural Revolution was based on 

these indigenous movements. 

In 1944, most of the missionaries from Britain, Canada and the USA left Nanyang, 

for fearing the outbreak of a fierce war between China and Japan.  Wang Boqian, a 

pastor from the China Inland Mission picked up the 55 churches left by the missionaries.  

He and Reverend Cai Xueqian, the head of the China Independent Jesus Church in 

Fangcheng, formed the Council of Churches in Fangcheng (Fangcheng Jidujiao Lianhe 

Hui) which had 68 churches and 3,678 believers.  This greatly accelerated the 

indigenization of the churches in Fangcheng.25 

                                                             
21Nanyang Gazette Editorial Board. Nanyang Gazette. Zhengzhou: Henan Renmin Chubanshe, 1990, 

583.   
22Nanyang Gazette, 585-586. 
 
23The main denominations in Henan were China Inland Ministry, Lutheran, Reformed, Assembly of 

God, Seven-day Adventist, True Jesus Church, Little Flock, Jesus Family, United China Christianity 
(Zhonghua Jidujiao Lianhehui), and China Independent Christianity (Zhongguo Yesujiao Zilihui). 

 
24Zhang Yinan, The Origin and Development of Protestantism in Henan, 30. 
 
25Zhang Yinan, 24. 
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In 1949, Henan was the second largest Christian province in China.26  However 

from 1949 to 1966, there was almost no Protestant growth. The churches struggled to 

survive (see Figure 11).  The turing point for Protestantism in Nanyang came in 1971.27 

Li Tian’en was released from prison after a ten-year senentce.  Invited by his brother in 

law Gao Yunjiu, he came to Fangcheng to join the revival movement in 1972.  At that 

time, Li Jinfang, a believer of the Jesus Family in Zao Yang County Hubei Province 

together with her two sons Zhou Jia’an and Zhou Dawei, also migrated to Nanyang to 

revive the churches.28  Wang Huaru, the head of Jesus Family at Ye County also rose up 

to revive the churches.  Under the leadership of these leaders, a united movement based 

on the remants of the Jesus Faminy, the Little Flock and other denominations were 

formed.  They sent out evangelical squads to preach the gospel, village by village.  

Itinenrant preachers such as Gao Yunjiu, Li Tian’en, Wang Huaru, Li Jinfang, Feng 

Jianguo, Qiao Guilin and Li Fengxian also patroled the churches. As a result, a significant 

revival took place in the midst of the Cultural Revolution which laid the foundation for 

later development.  

The house church movements developed momentum in the reform era.  

Protestantism grew sharply in the 1980s and the 1990s.  Counties which had significant 

Protestant revival at the period of the Cultural Revolution also developed very strong 

                                                             
26Ying Futzeng, 12. 
 
27Paul Hattaway, 118. 
 
28Zhang Yinan, 9. 
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house church networks in the reform era.  Noticeable Protestant growth took place in 

Nanyang County (now Wancheng District and Wolong District), Tanghe County, 

Fengcheng County and Zhenping County (see Figure 12).  These momentum growths 

resulted from four house church networks: China Evangelical Fellowship in Tanghe, 

Fangcheng Church in Fangcheng, Nanyang Church in Nanyang, and the Word of Life in 

Zhenping.  Besides these, the Little Flock is also very influential in Nanyang.29 

 

 
Figure 11.  Protestantism in Nanyang Prefecture: 1949-2009. Source: Nanyang Gazette 
and Asian Harvest. 
 

All these house church movements came from the same source.  Xu Yongze also 

maintained that “In the 1970s and early 1980s, we were all one church.”30  However, 

due to doctrinal controversy and religious repression, the church leaders became critical 

of each other and formed separate movements in early 1990s.   

                                                             
29The Little Flock is also called the Shouter or Changshou Lord (Changshou Zhu) by the local 

believers and governmental officials.  
 
30Pual Hattaway, Back to Jerusalem, 65. 
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Many factors contributed to the rise of rural Jerusalem in Nanyang.  The religious 

revival in the Cultural Revolution, the arrival of Pentecostalism, the mobilization of the 

house church leaders and the foreign support all contribute to the momentum growth in 

the reform era.  Due to this joint effort from an internal endeavor and external support, 

several rigorous house church networks rose up.  Millions of Bibles were smuggled into 

Henan.  Influential church leaders such as Dennis Balcombe, an influential Pentecostal 

leader in the Revival Christian Church of Hong Kong, and Jonathan Chao, the founder of 

China Ministries International, had also arrived in Henan to promote the revival.  The 

former brought Pentecostalism in Henan to its zenith while the latter helps build up a 

training system for the house churches. 

 

 

Figure 12. The Protestant Growth in Nanyang. Source: Nanyang Gazette, Asian Harvest. 
 
 

The house church leaders also developed a very indigenous way to Christianize the 

provinces.  The “evangelical month” initiative was launched in 1993. This evangelical 
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campaign usually took place during the spring festival.  During this festival most 

migrant workers will come back to the villages to celebrate the Lunar New Year. 

Accompanied by evangelical band (fuyin fui), the preachers go out to conduct tent revival 

meetings.  As a result of this campaign, enormous population converted to 

Protestantism. 

Nanyang’s geography also contributed to the development of Protestantism.  

Nanyang is in a basin surrounded by three mounts and a river: the Funiu Mount in the 

north, the Tongbai Mount in the east, the Qin Mount in the west, and the Han River in the 

south.  The Ningxi and Jiaoliu railway also cross Nanyang.  Located in the border of 

Henan, Nanyang is very close to Shaanxi, Anhui and Hubei. This geographic location is a 

great blessing to the church for it not only helped the church to survive in the Cultural 

Revolution, it also benefits the spread of the gospel in the reform era. 

 

Building Churches in Nanyang 

Building churches in Nanyang is quite different from that in Wenzhou and 

Guangzhou.  The process is a tenuous and miserable struggle.  Professional churched 

or campus fellowships are very scarces except in some metropolitan areas such as 

Zhengzhou, the capital of Henan, and Luoyang, the ancient capital of Han Dynasty.  

Most of the churches here are comprised of peasants and other lower class citizens. 

Furthermore, most of the churches are not independent congregations but meeting points 

within a house church network.  The most influential churches include: the Nanyang 
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Evangelical Church, the Fangcheng Church, the China Evangelical Fellowship and the 

Word of Life.  In this section, I will make a brief assessment of these churches to 

summarize the dynamics of Protestant growth in Nanyang. 

 

Nanyang Evangelical Church 

Nanyang Evangelical Church (Nanyang Fuyin Tang) was built by a Lutheran 

Missionary from Norway in 1904.  It is the largest TSPM church in Nanyang.  Since 

the past thirty years more than 10000 people have been baptized here.31  It was closed 

during the Cultural Revolution and was reopened on November 12th, 1980, in a small 

house of only 20 square meters.  A new church was built in 1994.  The number has 

increased from 834 in1985 to 3000 in 2010.  It was run by a team with one pastor and 

ten co-workers.  A group of 300 volunteers also helps manage the service in this church 

and its meeting points.  It has two venues in the city and several meeting points in the 

village.32 Half of its members are elderly people and two thirds are female.  There are 

only 400-500 youth in this church.   

There is huge tension between this church and the TSMP Committee.  This tension 

can be dated back to 1998.  At that time the TSPM Committee tried to appoint their 

people to this church to help them collect money.33  They also wanted to establish a 

                                                             
31Interview with Reverend Li, on August 23rd, 2007. 
 
32“Lead the meeting points by the church (yitang dai dian)” is common policy of the TSPM. The state 

tries to incorporate the meeting points into the TSPM church to main its religious control.  
 
33All TSPM churches in Nanyang are required to turn in 10 percent of their offering to the TSPM 

committee to support its operation. 
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kindergarten in this church.  Both demands were rejected by the church. The TSPM 

Committee was enraged at this rejection.  Therefore, they tried many ways to get rid of 

Reverend Li.  They accused him of corruption and sent people to audit his account. 

They asked PSB to send policemen to intervene.  Later they even sent gangsters to block 

the church.  As a result, the church service was suspended for forty days.  Reverend Li 

pointed out the impact of this incident: 
 
We don’t have good relationship with the TSPM Committee which also do harm to 
our relation with the government. After that incident, TSPM Committee and the 
government discriminate our church. The RAB always cause us trouble. They didn’t 
grant our request for Bibles, didn’t permit us to ordain pastors or hold training 
seminars for co-workers. Without good relation [with the state], everything becomes 
difficult. They cause us trouble in every aspect.34 
 

The church building is very old. During my visit, I realized that the walls had turned 

yellow while some of its benches were broken. Unlike the Dongshan Church in 

Guangzhou which can extract resource from the TSPM system and the Jiangjunqiao 

Church in Wenzhou which can extract resource from its wealthy members, the Nanyang 

Evangelical church has little resource to develop itself. 

The experience of Nanyang Evangelical Church is not exceptional.  The Nanyang 

government strictly restrains the churches, including revenue, personnel and religious 

activities.  Yang Jianghua points out that this restriction led to the decline of the TSPM 

church and the flourishing of house church in Fangcheng.35  

                                                             
34Interview with Reverend Li on August 15th, 2007. 
 
35Yang Jianghua, F County Field Work Report. 
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The Word of Life Church 

The Word of Life (also called the Weeper Sect and the Full Scope Church, WOL) 

movement, a born again movement in Zhenping County, can trace its spiritual origin to 

Miss Marie Monsen (1878-1962), a charismatic Norwegian missionary who brought 

Pentecostalism to Henan and upheld a religious revival in the 1930s.36  Its founder is Xu 

Yongze (also called Peter Xu), who was born in a local elite’s family.  Xu’s father was a 

land lord while his mother was a teacher.  Xu was raised in a Christian family in 1940.  

Both of his grandparents and parents were Christians.  Due to his family background, he 

was humiliated in the Cultural Revolution. After a short time wandering in Wuhan, he 

arrived at Zhenping in 1967, and became an itinerant preacher.  He met Brother Ji there, 

and preached the gospel together. Gradually due to their itinerant preachings, the scatted 

meeting points were united which became the rudiment of the Word of Life movement.  

This movement enjoyed enormous growth in the 1980s and the 1990s. In 1982, Xu 

sent out a missionary team to Sichuan which not only marked the formation the Word of 

Life, but only initiated the spread of this movement into other provinces.  In order to 

spread the gospel throughout China, they sent out “evangelical messengers (fuyin 

shizhe)” every year.  Like the Four Spiritual Principles of the Campus Crusade for 

Christ, the Word of Life also developed a simple list of doctrines for evangelism.  They 

used seven principles to summarize their core beliefs: salvation through the cross, 

                                                             
36Church in Henan, 84; Marie Monsen. The Awakening: Revival in China: 1927-1937. Kingsley Press, 

2011. 
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walking the way of cross, discerning the adulteress of the TSPM, building the churches 

according to the Biblical principles, nurturing the spiritual life of all churches, interlink 

and fellowship, and frontier evangelism.37 This became a very efficient tool to 

evangelize the peasants.  

The Word of Life used many institutions to integrate the house churches. A church 

bureaucracy from the National General Conference, Pastoral Regions, to the local house 

churches was established to unify the network.  The Seven Principles served as an 

outline for catechism and evangelism.  It also developed a systematic training system to 

equip the believers and co-workers. This includes the “Life Meeting” (covers the basic of 

faith), the “Truth Meeting” (covers the seven principles) and a four stage seminary 

training (from Pre-Theological Education to Theological Education III).  Field Seminary 

(Yedi Shenxueyuan) had emerged by 1985. Thousands of evangelical messengers had 

received their theological education through this training system.  They disregarded the 

state’s “three restrictions” policy, and spread the gospel all over China.  This infuriated 

the local officials which resulted in several repressions. Many of their co-workers had 

been arrested several times.  

Although Xu had been caught by the police many times, he managed to escape 

successfully in 1971 and 1983, with the help of his co-workers.  But he was not as 

fortunate in his later arrests.  He was recaptured in 1988 and once again in 1997.  After 

serving a three-year "re-education through labor" sentence for establishing an illegal 

                                                             
37Paul Hattaway, Church in Henan, 232-33; Yalin Xin, 89-90. 
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organization in China, he moved to the USA in 2001.38 Since then, this movement has 

declined sharply. 

The Word of Life movement faced two-front war: one with the conservative house 

churches and the other with the aggressive state. Although Jonathan Chao and David 

Aikaman defended him, Samuel Lamb, Li Tian’en and Moses Xie condemned him as a 

Protestant heretic because some of his leaders emphasized crying as the proof of spiritual 

rebirth.39  The state also treated it as a heterodox cult and launched many campaigns to 

eliminate it partly because of its abnormal worshiping style and partly due to its foreign 

connection.  When its main leader Xu Yongze (also called Peter Xu) fled to the west, no 

strong leader replaced Xu, which severely undermined the movement.  

 

Fengcheng Church  

The Fengcheng Church (also called the Fangcheng Mother Church) is another 

rigorous house church network based in Fangcheng County. From 1886 to 1949, 

Protestantism did not grow much here. However, it experienced exponential growth from 

mid Cultural Revolution to the present (see Figure 13). This success was brought by 

many courageous house church leaders.  

                                                             
38Alex Buchan. “Founder of China's Born Again Movement Set Free,” Christianity Today 2000, 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2000/augustweb-only/22.0.html ( accessed May 23, 2012). 
 
39Both Samuel Lamb and Mose Xie condemned it as a heretic. Please see Samuel Lamb. Spiritual 

Voice Series 56: Heretics in China (Lingyin Chongshu 56: Zhongguo de Yiduan). internal pamphlet, 
undated, and Mose Xie. Unfold the Veil of the Word of Life (Jie Chongshengpai) 
http://cclw.net/gospel/new/jcsp.html ( accessed May 23, 2012). 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2000/augustweb-only/22.0.html
http://cclw.net/gospel/new/jcsp.html
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This movement was founded by Gao Yunjiu, a captain in the Nationalist army who 

converted to Christianity in the 1940s.40  He became a deacon of the Little Flock in 

Fangcheng in 1946.41  In 1950s, due to his refusal to join the TSPM, he was put into 

prison.  Unlike Samuel Lamb in Guangzhou and Allen Yuan in Beijing who had been 

put into jail for twenty years, the imprisonment here was much shorter. From the end of 

1960s to 1974, he was free to preach the gosepl in Fangcheng.  He became an influential 

leader of the house church movement there. 

 

 
Figure13. The Protestant Growth in Fangcheng. Source：Nanyang Gezetta and Asian 
Harvest. 

Li Tian’en’s arrival in 1972 had great influence on the religious revival in the 

Cultural Revolution.  He helped Gao to unite the churches and train the young leaders.  

                                                             
40Paul Hattaway, Church in Henan, 280. 
 
41Zhag Yinan, 6. 
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He not only brought up a new generation of leaders but also integrated the scattered 

meeting points into an united house church network.  

Zhang Rongliang, an influential leader of the Fangcheng Church also rose up in the 

late 1970s. Zhang Yinan, a church historian, called him “the adventurer of God (shen de 

maoxianjia)” for his brave act regardless of risks and dangers.42  Zhang used to be a 

communist offcial in Guaihe town.  Influential by his Protestant grandfather and 

deluded with the political campaigns, he turned to Christianity and was baptized in 1969. 

Since then, he became a very zealous preacher.  

Zhang was imprisoned from 1975 to 1980.  After his relief, he played an important 

role in developing the Fangcheng Church in the reform era.  He has close relationship 

with the global Christian community from which he gained enourmous resources.  He 

also brought out the “evangelical month (fuyin yue)” initiative in 1993.43  He came to 

Guangzhou to pick up summgulated Bibles for the house church in Henan in early 1980s. 

He also invited pastors from Mainland and oversea China to come to Nanyang to conduct 

revival meetings.  

Due to Zhang Rongliang’s networking, many influential preachers came to Nanyang 

to hold revival meetings.  Miao Zhitong, one of the “patriarchs” in Wenzhou arrived at 

Nanyang to preach the gospel in 1985.  From 1985 to 1986, many Wenzhounese 
                                                             

42Zhang Yinan, 23-45. 
 
43The “evangelical month” initiative was an evangelical campaign which took place during the spring 

festival. During this festival most migrant workers will come back to the villages to celebrate the Lunar 
New Year. Accompanied by evangelical band, the preachers will go out to hold tent revival meetings. As a 
result of this campaign, enormous population converted to Protestantism.  
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preachers also came to Nanyang. Zhang brought Dennis Balcombe to light the “tongue of 

fire” in Nanyang in 1988.  Reverend Chen Gongliang, the founder of a Pentecostal 

organization in Taiwan—the Worship Center, arrived at Fangcheng and held a revival 

meeting in 1993.44  Reverend Jonathan Chao also joined the revival movement in 

1998.45 

The arrival of these influential preachers was a two-edge sword for the Fangcheng 

Church.  On one hand, it was a great blessing to the evolution of the churches.  With 

the help of these preachers, Zhang Rongliang greatly advanced the institutionalization of 

the church. Under his leadership, Fangcheng Church transformed from a loose network 

into a full-fledge organization.  As a result, the church network grew remarkably from 

the 1980s to the 1990s. 

One the other hand, it also brought enormous trouble to the movement.  The 

Wenzhounese preachers brought the doctrinal split between Calvinism and Arminianism 

to Nanyang which divided the church in 1987.  The disciple training of Reverend Chen 

also led to a rebellion within the Fangcheng Church.  The ten young leaders, who were 

trained by Reverend Chen, rose up to fight against Zhang Rongliang, which severely 

undermined the movement.  The spread of Pentecostalism also stirred up enormous 

doctrinal controversies and internal splits.  The state also stepped in to intervene the 

                                                             
44Ralph Mahoney (1952-2011), an influential leader of the third wave of Pentecostalism, had great 

impact on Reverend Chen. For more information, please explore their website at 
www.theworshipcentre.org (accessed December 17th, 2012). 

 
45Zhang Yinan, 40. 

http://www.theworshipcentre.org/
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movement under the banner of anti-penetration and illegal gathering.  As a result, Zhang 

Rongliang had been put into prisons for four times: one in 1974, one in 1990, one in 1999, 

and the most recent one in 2004.46 

Due to multiple splits, fierce religious repression, and the challege caused by 

urbanization, Fangcheng Church experienced a severe decline.  

 

The China Evangelical Fellowship  

The China Evangelical Fellowship (also called the Tanghe Church, CEF) was a 

house church network created by Feng Jianguo in Tanghe County in 1980s. Feng was a 

senior “uncle” of the Tanghe Church.47 This house church network was built on the 

foundation of the Jesus Family. 48 Being a Protestant in a devastated rural area like 

Tanghe is quite different from that in Guangzhou. The following Jesus Family Hymn 

provides a very good illustration.  
 

The Jesus family fills with love. The youths get nourishment, the elders gain peace. The 
widows worry nothing, for all their needs have been met. The visitors leave with 

happiness, the cripple gets extra grace. Don’t say any communism and universal harmony 
but wish God’s will be on earth as in heaven. 

The Jesus family fills with love. The debt will go and the tax will disappear. Rely on God 
and life will be easy. The male plow, and the female weave. The capable get more 

burdens while the folk get more leisure. All will have an altruistic heart. Don’t say any 
equality and mutuality. All spiritual compatriots will be one.49 

                                                             
46China Aid, “Zhang Rongliang Was Released From Prison After Seven Years’ Sentense,” 

http://www.chinaaid.net/2011/09/7.html (accessed November 16th, 2012). 
 
47Aikaman, Jesus in Beijing, 80-86. 
 
48Interview with Reverend Zhang at Beijing, December 15th, 2011. 
 
49Translated by the author. 
 

http://www.chinaaid.net/2011/09/7.html
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Although this “universal harmony” utopia had already become very popular in the 

1930s when China was still at war with Japan, and it did resonate quite well with 

Confucian ideal and communism, its contempt for communism is quite implicit when it 

was recited after the turmoil of the Cultural Revolution.  In fact, the disillusionment of 

communism drove enormous peasants to the churches. 

Their emphasis on evangelism brought them many successes.  In 1993, they 

established five missionary societies to stretch the movement to Anhui, Hubei and 

Eastern Henan.  One year later they sent out more than 70 missionary couples (they 

called it suicide squads) to spread the movement to other places in China such as 

Southwest China, Western China and Northeast China.50  

The development of this house church network was full of suffering.  In the summer 

of 2007, I attended their national conference at Wuhan.  Around 50 leaders came to this 

conference.  What astonished me was that seven of them walked with canes although 

they were still in their fifties, including their ex-chairman and the present chairman.  

They informed me that these resulted from the torture from the local police.  

Furthermore, some of them had been put into prisons several times.  

But repression did yield some good things such as stretching the movement and 

building the leadership.  Facing repression, anyone who is brave enough to open his/her 

house to receive believers will become a de facto leader.  Many of the leaders of the 

                                                             
50Interview with Elder Shen on August 16th, 2007. 
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CEF rose up in the turbulent years, partly due to their charisma and partly result from 

their suffering records. 

The year 2002 was a turning point of the China Evangelical Fellowship.  On April 

the 16th, thirty four of their leaders were kidnapped by the Light from the East, an 

aggressive cult targeting the house church.51  The pastors’ wives went to Beijing and 

submitted the case to the Ministry of Public Security. Thanks to the help from this 

ministry, all leaders were rescued. In return, these leaders cooperated with the state to 

launch a campaign to fight against the Light from the East.  Furthermore, Reverend 

Zhang, the present chairman of the CEF, also went to Beijing and founded many churches 

there.  He acted as an ambassador of CEF to Beijing.  As a result, a central-local 

dimension had been acted to the church-state relation in Nanyang . Since then the 

repression on this movement reduced significantly in Tanghe.  If the honeymoon 

between the CEF and the Beijing government did not come until 2002, good cooperation 

began much earlier at the local level.  During my field work at Tanghe, Elder Shen, the 

previous chairman of the CEF, brought me to a restaurant to have dinner with a village 

secretary.  During the dinner, they discussed how to run a nourishing house founded by 

an Australian Christian.  This is the only nourishing house built without state funding in 

Tanghe.  Due to this nourishing house, this sectary earned great reputation among the 

                                                             
51China For Jesus. “Eastern Lightning Cult: A Calamity for the Nation of China,” 

http://www.chinaforjesus.com/EL_1.htm ( accessed November 24th, 2012). 

http://www.chinaforjesus.com/EL_1.htm
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county.  When he realized that I was doing research on church-state issue, he made the 

following remark: 
 
Although the county government pushed us to monitor the house churches, we keep 
a blind eye to them. They are good citizens who seldom involve in gambling or 
finding prostitutes. Although they will also violate the one child policy, they pay the 
agriculture tax on time. They help us to build new roads and repair the broken 
bridges.  M y Mom is a Christian, and I know that she only go the churches to sing 
some songs and do some prayers to kill her time. How can I arrest this kind of 
people? I may also join them when I retire.52 
 

This peaceful church-state relation provided a friendly environment for the 

development of the church network.  Since 2005, many reforms were launched to 

reshape their organization such as ordaining paid pastors, developing a systematic 

training curriculum, democratizing the national convention, redistributing power between 

the national headquarter (national convention) and the regional sectors (pastoral regions), 

and transforming its missionary societies (chaihui) into pastoral regions.  This series of 

reforms gave more freedom to the locals, and reduce the tension among the leaders. 

They also made a strategic shift from the villages to the cities in the early twenty first 

century.  Preachers were sent to the cities to establish churches for the migrant workers. 

In Reverned Zhang’s words, they want to “encircle the cities from the rural areas 

(nongcun baowei chengshi).” 

They also avoided some mistakes made by other house church networks.  Unlike 

the Fangcheng Church, they built more harmonious leadership which prevented the 

                                                             
52Interview with the village secretary on August 15th, 2007. 
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church from breaking.53  When Pentecostalism arrived at Nanyang in late 1980s, they 

were also very cautious about its side effects: doctrinal controversy and internal split. 

They tried to separate themselves from the Fangcheng Church and the Word of Life.54 

 

The Rural Jerusalem is Shaking 

Although Protestantism grew momentously in the 1980s and the 1990s which 

making Nanyang a rural Jerusalem in China, this rural Jerusalem is shaking in the early 

twenty first century.  The decline of Fangcheng Church, the Word of Life and the 

stagnation of the Nanyang Evangelical Church illustrated the falling of Protestantism in 

Nanyang.  Religious regulation (i.e. restriction on the TSPM churches and repression on 

the house churches) and internal split partly explain this decline.  Urbanization and 

migration also accelerated this process.  Although the average education level had 

reached middle school, most of the church leaders only received primary education. 

Furthermore, Urbanization also attracted enormous peasants flood to the cities to make a 

living, which also turning the villages into empty nests.  Due to increasing living 

expense and very limited support from the churches, a great deal of co-workers had dived 

into the secular market to earn their livings. Without shepherds, many sheep got lost. 

Many churches are struggling to keep their members. The successful transformation of 

the China Evangelical Fellowship indicates some hope for the rural house church 

networks. Through a series of reforms, they not only hold back the network from 
                                                             

53Aikaman, Jesus in Beijing, 81. 
 
54Interview with Reverend Zhang at Beijing, December 15th, 2011. 
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fragmentation, but also equip themselves to face the challenge of modernization. The 

strategic movement from the villages to the cities also relocated the church to adapt to the 

new situation. Otherwise, as the dwindling villages declined in the tide of urbanization, 

the rural house churches will also lose its social salience. 

 

Summary 

To some extent the Protestant movement in Nanyang is a religious response to the 

devastated modernization.  Continuous suffering under its miserable modernization and 

the delusion of communism drove many peasants to the church. Christianity became the 

“weapon of the weak” to resist the aggressive leviathan.55  

However the “challenge and response” paradigm can not cover the whole story. The 

rising of Protestantism is also an internal evolution of the Christian community from 

diffused to institutional, from scatter revival to momentum flourishing, and last but not 

least, from a missionary-dominated entity to a completely indigenous movement.  

Many factors contributed to the rise of rural Jerusalem in Nanyang. The Protestant 

revival in the Cultural Revolution is important for it laid down the foundation for future 

development in the reform era.  Fluctuated repression is also essential for it not only 

kindled the religious zeal for evangelism but also stimulated the institutionalization of the 

house church networks.  Besides these, the arrival of Pentecostalism, the mobilization of 

                                                             
55James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance  (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1987). 
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the house church leaders and the oversea supports all contributed to the momentum 

growth in the reform era. 

Pentecostalism has great impact on the Protestant movement in Nanyang.  It not 

only set free the spirit of charisma but also made the movement more passionate.  Many 

strong leaders also came out from Pentecostalism.  These leaders not only guided the 

church to face the fierce repression and consolidated the movement when repression was 

over.  As David Martin points out that Pentecostalism can easily fuse Protestantism with 

local culture which contributed to the development of Christianity in Latin America and 

Africa, Pentecostalism in Nanyang also stimulated the indigenization of Christianity in 

the local setting.  However, it also led to many split and the emergence of several 

heterodox cults. 

Overseas support (e.g. providing money, material and training) is also a mixed 

blessing to the church in Nanyang.  On the one hand, this support was important in 

spreading the gospel and building the church.  It also built up the leadership.  Believers 

who have the source to get this support will be more likely to climb up the ladder of 

leadership.  However, on the other hand this support also corrupted the leadership. Some 

leaders use this resource for private sake.  Leaders also fought against each other to get 

this resource, which led to the split of the church.  

Although several influential house church networks rose up in the 1980s and the 

1990s with similar dynamics (e.g. revival-repression-spread-repression) and 

characteristics (e.g. heading by Charismatic leaders and highlight suffering, miracles and 
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evangelism), their fates in the early twenty first century were quite different.  Their 

dissimilar fates were shaped by some different institutional and environmental factors. 

Among the three house church networks, only the China Evangelical Fellowship can 

successfully consolidate its movement by transforming its leadership structure and be 

independent from the external impact.  The shift of church-state relation, successful 

church reform and limited reception of the Pentecostal movement all contribute to their 

success. 

The Fangcheng adopted Pentecostalism and established a paternal structure which 

led to many splits.  Two main splits greatly undermine this movement: one based on the 

doctrine of salvation while the other based on leadership.  Close relationship with 

foreign missionary also got it enormous repression from the state.  Its main leaders had 

been put into prisons several times.  After the imprisonment of its main leader Zhang 

Rongliang in 2007, this church was in serious decline. 

Repressed by the state yet isolated by other house church networks, the Word of Life 

movement was placed in a two-front war.  Internal split and controversy surrounded on 

Xu Yongze’s remarry and flight to the USA also greatly undermined this movement.  

Although the Nanyang Evangelical Church is the biggest TSPM church in Nanyang, 

the state did not spare this rebellious church.  Few resources and high tension with the 

state prevented it from enjoying a more rigorous growth. 

Under the challenge of urbanization and migration, the rural Jerusalem is shaking.  

In fact, all these house church movements which rose up at the end of the Cultural 
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Revolution face serious challenge from China’s modernization.  A movement which 

emphasizes suffering and sacrifice is no longer convincing when it is very expensive to 

make a living.  Marketization attracted many young and middle age believers to flood to 

cities to earn money, leaving the rural churches an empty nest.  Without sufficient 

support, many co-workers also wander into the world to make a living.  The fate of this 

rural Jerusalem will surely depend on God’s verdict.  However, the churches’ response 

to modernization, repression and internal problems will certainly make a difference.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Explaining the Regional Patterns 
 

In the previous chapters I have documented the development of Protestantism in the 

following three sites: Guangzhou, Wenzhou and Nanyang. I discovered that there were 

large differences among them, no matter the degree of modernization or the level of 

religious regulation.  Resulting from these differences, the patterns of the church growth 

are also very different.  Although these three cities are very typical in China, they also 

represent some other regions in China.  The patterns manifested in these cities can also 

be identified in other places.  In this chapter I expand the scope of investigation and 

provide a more systematic treatment of the regional patterns. 

 
Regional Settings and the Development of Christianity 

 

From A Grand Narrative to A Regional Perspective 

As American geographer J. E Spencer pointed out: “Chinese culture is not a tightly 

homogenous matter; it is rather a series of similar patterns, interlocking and overlapping 

while containing unique items in many of the separate patterns.”1 Recognizing the 

regional variances, today more and more scholars have moved away from a grand 

narrative of “Christianity in China” to a more concrete assessment of “Christianity in the 

regions.” Many recent monographs of Christianity in the provinces and two conference 

                                                             
1J. E. Spencer, “On Religionlism in China,” Journal of Geography 46.4 (1947): 133. 
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paper collections of Christianity in the regions provide more precise assessments of 

Christianity in China.2 

Region matters in the history of Christianity in China: partly because of the variance 

in historical legacy which had a path-dependent effect, and partly because of the different 

regional settings which modify the national process.  The manifestations and the impact 

of crucial events (historical conjecture) varied enormously in different settings. 

Firstly, the missionary’s legacy is quite different in the regions. Although Alopen 

praised the flourishing of Nestorian faith by stating “The Gospel has spread to ten 

provinces while the temples have been built in more than one hundred cities (Fa liu shi 

dao, si man bai cheng)” in his Nestorian Monument, Christianity was mainly 

concentrated in some stations of the Silk Road and some cities near the national roads.  

When Catholicism came to China in the Yuan Dynasty (A.D.1271-1368), and again in the 

Ming Dynasty (A.D. 1368-1644), Christianity also concentrated in some dioceses.  

Since Morrison’s arrival in 1807, Protestant missionaries also spread the gospel along the 

missionary stations. 

The regional paths to modernity were also quite different. When the Qing Empire 

dissolved in 1911, the territory of China was seized by the war lords, and their 

approaches to modernization were quite different.  Some only extracted resources to 

fight wars while others tried to modernize their regions.  Even though Chiang Kai-shek 

                                                             
2For a review of the literature, please see Keung Ka-wing. “An Account of Research on Area Study in 

the History of Christianity in Modern China:  A Case Study of Research in China and the West,” Journal 
of the History of Christianity in Modern China. Vol.2 (1999):87-106. 
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(1887–1975) reached a nominal unification after the Northern Expedition (Beifa), the 

provinces were still under the control of the war lords until 1949.  A triple struggle 

among the Japanese army, the nationalists and the communists also demarcated China 

into three kinds of regions: the Japanese-occupied zone (rizhan qu), the 

nationalist-dominated zone (guotong qu) and the communist-dominated zone (also called 

liberated zone).  From 1949 to 1966, China was divided into six regions: Northern 

China, Northeast China, Central China, Eastern China, Northwest China and Southwest 

China.3  Since1966, the province has become the most important unit of jurisprudence.  

The governors’ approach to modernization and the local culture vary enormously from 

province to province.  The two-tax system stimulates power redistribution between the 

central government and the local government, which made provinces more autonomous.4 

Besides the provinces, we also have some trans-provincial units (e.g. the Yangtzi River 

Delta, the Zhujiang River Delta and the Beijing-Tianjing-Tanghe triangle) which shared a 

similar path to modernity, and sub-provincial units (Northern Henan and Southern 

Henan) whose roads to modernity are quite different.  As a result of different trajectories 

to modernity, the degree of modernization also varies enormously in the regions (see 

Table 5). 

                                                             
3 The six regions were abolished in 1954 and resumed in 1961.  All regions were abolished in 1966 

and never been resumed in the reform era. 

4 The tax reform was launched in 1994. After that both of the central government and the local 
governments have their own sources of revenues. Since then the local governments do not need to wait for 
the central government for budget. They can collect their own tax.  



161 

Table 5. Degree of Modernization in the Regions: 1970-2008 
 

Province 1970 2008 Increase rate 
Anhui L M 1.81 
Beijing H H 0.67 
Chongqing M H  FuJian M H 1.94 
Gansu L L 2.12 
Guangdong H H 1.76 
Guangxi M L 1.42 
Guizhou L L 1.81 
Hainan M L 3.51 
Hebei M M 1.57 
Helongjia H M 1.16 
Henan H L 1.76 
Hubei M M 1.84 
Hunan L M 1.83 
Jiangsu H H 1.92 
Jiangxi L L 1.77 
Jilin H M 1.17 
Liaoning H H 1.02 
Neimenggu M M 1.5 
Ningxia M M 1.71 
Qinghai M L 1.59 
Shaanxi M M 1.22 
Shandong M H 2.08 
Shanghai H H 0.7 
Shanxi H M 1.22 
Sichuan L L 1.9 
Tianjin H H 0.84 
Tibet L L 2.55 
Xinjiang L L 1.8 
Yunnan L L 1.94 
Zhejiang L H 2.2 

Source: compiled by the author drawing from the data of the China Modernization 
Database. For more information please see He Chuanqi, China Modernization Report 
(2006-2010) (Beijing: Beijing University Press, 2006-2010). 
Note: H=High, M=Medium, L=Low, these numbers reflect the ranking of the provinces. I 
assign high to the top ten provinces, medium to the provinces rank from 11-20, and 
assign low to the rest.  
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The degree of religious regulation also varies from place to place.  Generally, there 

is more freedom along the costal than the inland area, while the level of supervision is 

higher in the major cities where the security apparatus is more effective.5  From Figure 

14, we can easily identify the following regional patterns: 1) there was more repression in 

Eastern China and Central China, and much less repression in Northeast China, Southern 

China and Southwest China; 2) four municipalities (Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin and 

Chongqing) have the most robust religious repression and most of them came from 

Beijing and Shanghai.6 

Some local characteristics also contribute to the regional variances.  Among them 

the most significant factors are geography, natural resources and local political culture.  

Mountain areas tend to have more religious revival during the Cultural Revolution for the 

mountains usually served as shields for churches.  A region with a political culture of 

protectionism like Wenzhou will have more deviation from the central government.  

There are three common ways to define region in China: by geography, by political 

jurisprudence and by other characteristics.  By geography, China can be divided into the 

east coastal areas, the inland, the Northeast and the West. Each can be divided into 

smaller subunits.  For example, the West of China can be divided into Northwest China 
                                                             

5George Thompson Brown, Christianity in the People’s Republic of China, (Atlanta, Ga.: John Knox 
Press, 1983), 162-64; Alan Hunter and Kim-Kwong Chan, Protestantism in Contemporary China (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 56. 

6The China Aid database only includes the reported cases. Therefore, the exact number of religious 
repression will be bigger. They also counted the repression of Christian lawyers as religious repression 
which greatly increases the size of reported cases in Beijing and Shanghai where most of Christian lawyers 
locate.  
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and Western China and Southwest China.  In terms of the scope of political 

jurisprudence China can be divided into several trans-provincial regions, 33 provincial 

administrative districts, and hundreds of cities. Based on the level of industrialization, we 

can divide China into agriculture zones, manufacturing zones, and service zones. 

 
 

 
Figure 14. Religious Regulation in the Regions: 2006-2011. Source: China Aid, Anuual 
Religious Repression Report (2006-2011), http://www.chinaaid.net/2011/01/blog-post_ 
01.html (acessed December 15th, 2012). 
 
 

Defining Region 

In Sinica’s modernization project, regions are mainly defined in terms of province.7 

In the literature on Christianity, province is the common unit for regional analysis, 

                                                             
7For information about the project please visit the website of Institute of Modern History , 

http://www.mh.sinica.edu.tw/monographs.aspx?pageNumber=3 ( accessed on December 15th, 2012). 

http://www.mh.sinica.edu.tw/monographs.aspx?pageNumber=3
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although some scholars also go beyond or below the provincial level.8  However, using 

province to define region is not so precise for the following reasons: 1) there is large 

internal variance within a province; 2) many things took place across the borders of 

provinces. From the history of Christianity, we know that Christianity usually spreads 

from the center to its surrounding areas.  Furthermore, Christianity usually does not 

distribute evenly but concentrates in certain areas.  For example most of the Christians 

in Guangdong live in Guangzhou while half of the Christians in Zhejiang are from 

Wenzhou.  

Focus on the geographic and economical aspects, G. William Skinner divided China 

into nine macro-regions. Here regions are formed around major river drainage systems 

that are structured economically, politically, and socially by multiple levels of hierarchies. 

He emphasized hierarchies and central-periphery relationships between different units.9 

Applying Skinner’s approach, I define region as a central city and its surrounding 

areas in this dissertation. The scope of the region is shaped by the radiation effect on the 

central city. 

                                                             
8Qiu Guangjun, Christianity and Society in Northeast China: 1866-1931. PhD Dissertation. Northeast 

Normal University, 2009; Yu Qiang. A Tale of Two Cities in Modern China: The Missionaries from the 
London Missionary Society, and Their Activities in Shanghai and Hong Kong (Jindai Huguang 
Shuangcheng Ji: Zaoqi Lundunhui Laihua Chuanjiaoshi zai Huguang Huodong Chutan). (Beijing: Zongjiao 
Wenhua, 2009); Cao Nanlai. Constructing China’s Jerusalem; Ying Futzeng. History of Christianity in 
Chao Zhou and Shantou (Shantou: Shantou University Press, 2011). 

9G. William Skinner, “Marketing and Social Structure in Rural China,” Part I, II, and III. Journal of 
Asian Studies 24. 1 (1964): 3–43; 24. 2 (1965): 195–228; 24. 3 (1965): 363–399. 
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Regional Landscape 

Religious venues are unevenly distributed in China (see Figure 15).  Most of them 

locate in the east coast, and the borders which are usually the minority zones (e.g. 

Xinjiang, Tibet, Yunnan, Liaoning and Jilin).  The east coast areas are generally much 

wealthier than the border sites.  However religion develops fastest in the rich areas as 

well as the poor areas.  In other words, religion is not only the opium of the poor but 

also opium of the rich.  For Karl Marx, religion is the opium of the people.10 For Paul 

Tillich, religion is the ultimate concern of all humanity.11  Although the communists 

allege that they are the vanguard of atheism that is immune from the opium of the people 

however around 20 percent of them are religious.12 

Christians are also unevenly distributed throughout China (see Map 3).  Most of 

them locate in China’s “Bible Belt”: Fujian, Zhejiang, Jiangsu, Anhui and Henan.  

Beside this, there is also a significant Christian presence in Yunan, Shaanxi, Hebei and 

Heilongjiang.  At the county level, we find that most of the Protestants also concentrate 

in certain cities.  For example, most Christians in Zhejiang province locate in Hangzhou 

and Wenzhou.  Although 80 percent of Christians lived in the villages in early 1980s, 

                                                             
10Karl Marx. “A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right,” Deutsch-Französische 

Jahrbücher, February, 1844. 

11Tillich argued "Faith as ultimate concern is an act of the total personality. It is the most centered act 
of the human mind...it participates in the dynamics of personal life." Please see Paul Tillich, Dynamics of 
Faith, 1st Perennial classics ed. (New York: HarperOne, 2001), 4. 

12The number is computed by the author from the Spiritual Life Study of Chinese Residents 2007 
which is available at the The Association of Religion Data Archives, 
http://www.thearda.com/Archive/Files/Descriptions/SPRTCHNA.asp (accessed December 20, 2012). 

http://www.thearda.com/Archive/Files/Descriptions/SPRTCHNA.asp
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today more and more of them are in the cities due to the new rising churches and the rural 

house church networks’ strategic move to the cities. 

 
 

 
Figure 15. Map of the Distribution of Religious venues in China, from Spatial Religious 
Explore2012, avaible at http://chinadataonline.org/religionexplorer/religion33/#, accessed 
on December 14th, 2012. 
 
 

Although the state restrict the number of religious venue, they mushroomed in the 

reform era. The places that have more Christians also have more churches (see Figure 16 

and Figure 17).  Christianity concentrates on the east costal area, Northeast China and 

some inland areas such as Henan, Anhui, Yunan, Chongqing, Hebei (mainly Catholicism) 

and Shaanxi (see Map 4).  Some of them are in the wealthy areas (e.g. Zhejiang, Jiangsu, 

Fujian and Shangdong) while some of them are in very poor areas (e.g. Anhui, Henan and 

http://chinadataonline.org/religionexplorer/religion33/
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Yunan).  If in the wealthy areas Christians have more economic power and religious 

freedom to build churches, the poor areas also have similar passion to build churches for 

survival although economic power and religious freedom are much more limited in these 

areas.  

 

 
Figure 16. Map of the Christian Percentage of the County, Source: the Asian Harvest, 
http://www.asiaharvest.org/pages/Christians%20in%20China/Map%20of%20China's%20
Christians.pdf ( accessed on December 14th, 2012). 
 
 

Comparing the regional distribution of Buddhism and Christianity can provide a 

better understanding of religious growth in China. Generally, Buddhism spread more 

widely in China(see Map 4 and Map 5). However, contrary to the religious ecology thesis 

which maintains that the rise of some religions will lead to the decline of others, The 

http://www.asiaharvest.org/pages/Christians%20in%20China/Map%20of%20China's%20Christians.pdf
http://www.asiaharvest.org/pages/Christians%20in%20China/Map%20of%20China's%20Christians.pdf
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places which have large number of Buddhist temples also have a significant presence of 

Protestant churches except in the Sichuan-Qinghai-Tibet Triangle which is the base for 

Tibetan Buddhism.  Religious pluralism may explain the religious vitality in these 

regions.  However, the projection of economic power may be a better explaination 

because rapid commercialization have often trigger unusual religious growth in China’s 

history.13  Furthermore, as my case study of Wenzhou shows, there is no sigificant 

competition between Buddhism and Christianity for membership.  Instead, the 

flourishing of religious venues resulted from the competition among villages for prestige. 

 
 

 
 
Figure 17. Map of the Distribution of Christian Venues in China, Source: compiled by the 
author by the Spatial Religious Explore2012, http://chinadataonline.org/religionexplorer/ 
religion33/# (accessed on December 14th, 2012). 

                                                             
13Robert Bellah. “Matricidal Magistrates and Gambling Gods: Weak States and Strong Spirits in 

China” Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs. 33(1995): 107–24 
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Longitudinal Change 

In the last section, I examined some patterns of the regional landscape. Now I 

examine the longitudinal change in the regions. 

In the past ninety years, most provinces were similarly ranked in terms of the size of 

Christian population (see Table 6).  The most dramatic change took place in the 

following provinces: Anhui, Guangdong, Henan and Yunnan. Protestantism grew 

monumentally in Anhui, Henan and Yunnan but declined sharply in Guangdong. 

 

 
 
Figure 18.  Map of the Distribution of Buddhist Temples in China. Source: Spatial 
Religious Explore2012, http://chinadataonline.org/religionexplorer/religion33/# (accessed 
on December 14th, 2012). 
 
 

http://chinadataonline.org/religionexplorer/religion33/
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From Figure 19, we find that in the past century, although Protestantism stagnated or 

even declined in some provinces (e.g. Guangdong and Tian Jin), it enojoyed enormous 

growth in Anhui, Fujian, Henan, Jiangsu, Shangdong and Zhejiang.  These provinces are 

quite different in terms of geography, economic development and political culture.  But 

there is one thing in common. There are strong indigenous movements in these provinces. 

 
 

 
Figure 19. Development of Protestantism in the Provinces. Source: Fuk-tsang Ying, “The 
Regional Development of Protestant Christianity in China: 1918, 1949 and 2004,” China 
Review 9, no. 2 (Fall, 2009): 63-97; Tony Lambert, China's Christian Millions (London: 
Monarch Books, 1999), 203.  

 
 

Examining the Regions Through the Lance of Three Cities 

Although Protestantism arrived in Guangzhou in 1807, four decades before the 

Opium War, Protestantism did not increase until the imperialists opened China’s gate by 

gun and warship.  Under the unequal treaties, Protestantism came to Zhejiang in 1843 

and Henan in 1884. Guangdong and Zhejiang were coastal regions which had been 

opened to outside world as early as 1842. Large number of missionaries were also sent to 

these regions.  The timing of opening and the number of missionaries explain the 
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variance of Protestant growth in these three provinces from the end of nineteen century to 

the early period of twentieth century.  

 
Table 6. The Ranking of Provinces by the Size of Christian Population: 1918-2004 

 
Province 1918 1949 2004 
Anhui 17 10 2 
Beijing 

 
21 28 

Chongqing 
 

18 
FuJian 3 4 6 
Gansu 20 

 
20 

Guangdong 1 7 19 
Guangxi 18 20 25 
Guizhou 12 17 14 
Hainan 

 
18 27 

Hebei 6 8 13 
Helongjia 

 
15 8 

Henan 10 2 1 
Hubei 8 

 
11 

Hunan 11 12 17 
Jiangsu 4 6 4 
Jiangxi 14 22 15 
Jilin 19 14 16 
Liaoning 7 

 
9 

Neimenggu 16 23 
Ningxia 

  
26 

Qinghai 
 

23 29 
Shaanxi 16 11 12 
Shandong 2 5 7 
Shanghai 

  
22 

Shanxi 13 13 21 
Sichuan 9 9 10 
Tianjin 

 
19 30 

Tibet 
  

31 
Xinjiang 

 
24 24 

Yunnan 15 3 5 
Zhejiang 5 1 3 

Source: Fuk-tsang Ying, “The Regional Development of Protestant Christianity in China: 
1918, 1949 and 2004,” China Review 9, no. 2 (Fall, 2009): 63-97. 
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From 1919 to 1949, Protestantism did not have noticeable growth in Guangdong 

while Henan (10 times) and Zhejiang (9 times) enjoyed enormous growth (see Figure 20). 

The relocation of the missionaries from Southern China to Southeast China, and the lack 

of strong indigenous movements contributed to the stagnation of church growth in 

Guangdong.  The efforts made by missionaries and indigenous leaders explain Henan 

and Zhejiang’s significant growths. 

 

 
Figure 20. Protestant Growth in Three Provinces, source: Guangdong Religious Gazette, 
15; Henan Religious Gazette, 90; Zhejiang Religious Gazette, 30; Tony Lambert, China’s 
Christian Millions, 203 
 
 

If 1840-1919 was a missionary-dominion period, and 1919-1949 was a 

missionary-indigenous leaders coalition period, 1949-1980 was a period which 

indigenous leaders played an essential role.  All missionaries were expelled in early 

1950s. After that many campaigns were launched by the communists to control or even 

eliminate religion.  Guangdong only enjoyed moderate growth (2.5 times) while Henan 
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and Zhejiang continued to enjoy enormous growth (30 and 6.5 times respectively) from 

1949 to 1997.  If we divide this period into two stages: from 1949 to 1972 and from 

1972 to the present, we see no significant revival in Guangdong while there were strong 

revivals in Henan and Zhejiang from 1949 to 1972.  These early revivals laid the 

foundation for the momentous growth in the second stage.  Another significant 

difference among these three regions is the presence or absence of strong Protestant 

network.  Both Zhejiang and Henan had strong house church movements which did not 

take place in Guangdong. 

 

Multiple Modernizations and Protestant Growth 

In a vast geography like China, there are multiple modernizations. We may also call 

it multiple manifestations of China’s modernization. Because we still have one grand 

transformation taking place throughout China, and its manifestations were greatly shaped 

by the interaction between the national factors and the local factors. We may also call it 

multiple roads to modernity because in some places (e.g. Guangzhou) modernization 

went away from tradition while in others places (e.g. Wenzhou and Nanyang) 

modernization went hand in hand with tradition.  

Modernization not only transformed Wenzhou from a poor village to a metropolitan 

city, but also brought up an urban Jerusalem in China’s costal area.  On one hand 

Protestantism provides moral guideline for the boss Christians in a market based on the 

“law of jungle” or “a culture of wolf.”  On the other hand, it also provides identity and 
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solidarity for the Wenzhounese all over China and throughout the world.  Business 

network and kinship overlap with the religious networks, leading to an affinity between 

Protestantism and capitalism.  Social capital rather than Protestant ethics provides a 

better explanation for this affinity if you look carefully at the religiosity and morality of 

the boss Christians.  As for the migrant, Protestantism, to some extent, also empowers 

them with material blessings and a sense of modernity.  

 Guangzhou’s modernization did not significantly reshape its social fabric to open 

space for Protestantism.  Neither did it lead to enormous existential insecurity which 

would have invited Protestantism to play a role.  Instead, its successful modernization 

created a very secular and segregated culture frame which undermines the possibility of 

Protestantism.  

Nanyang’s modernization incurred many sufferings.  War, famine, flood and 

political campaigns greatly devastated this agriculture area which opened space for 

Protestantism to function as a social net to help people to face the erosion of 

modernization.  Its traditional religion (i.e. folk religion) and social fabric (i.e. kinship 

and lineage) had been severely undermined by communists’ multiple political campaigns 

which open enormous space for Protestantism.  Different from the religious ecology 

thesis which only emphasizes the state’s discrimination to folk religion, I argue that the 

challenge is to all religions, and the house churches bore even more suffering than the 

folk religion.  Their dissimilar fates resulted from their institutional strength and 

responses.  
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Religious Regulation and Protestant Growth 

Concerning the religious regulation, the religious repression was much stronger in 

Wenzhou and Nanyang than that in Guangzhou during the 1950s and 1960s.  In the 

reform era, Nanyang continues to suffer from the state’s fierce repression while 

Guangzhou and Wenzhou enjoy much more religious freedom.  However repression did 

not stop the church but kindled its religious zeal in Nanyang.  As a result Protestantism 

in Nanyang grew enormously regardless of the state’s repression.  

Compared to Wenzhou, Guangzhou’s religious freedom is still very limited. 

Although repression is seldom here, religious restriction is still very strong.  The 

churches in Guangzhou did not challenge the status quo. They just adjusted themselves to 

the environment.  When Liangren Church attempted to protest against the religious 

restriction, it was stopped by the PSB immediately without getting any help from other 

house churches in Guangzhou.  Wenzhou’s religious freedom is a result from the power 

of the church and the political exchange between the Boss Christians and the 

governmental officials.  The church leaders generally have good relation with the 

officials.  Some of them are even influential members of the state. Political embedment, 

political connection and political exchange all contribute to the enormous religious 

freedom in Wenzhou. 
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The Churches’ Responses and Protestant Growth 

The responses from the church also matter in Protestant growth under communism. 

Painstaking efforts made by the indigenous leaders, and a complementary role played by 

the missionaries (mainly oversea Chinese but also foreign missionaries) and other secular 

elites are important for the church growth.  

From previous chapters, we see that the church responses are quite different among 

the three sites.  There are very positive responses from the churches in Wenzhou and 

Nanyang while those in Guangzhou are very passive.  The church leaders in Wenzhou 

and Nanyang not only use their family networks and business networks to spread the 

gospel but also exploit modern technology, managerial skill and Pentecostalism to build 

the churches.  However, most of the churches in Guangzhou are isolated from the 

society and each other. Samuel Lamb, the patriarch of Guangzhou did not use his 

influence to promote the Protestant movement in Guangzhou.  

 

Working Toward a Framework to Analyze the Protestant Movement in China 

The sociological studies of Christianity are shaped by a congregational model. 

Scholars consider Protestantism as an organization, and study the institutional (e.g. 

leadership, resource and polity) and functional aspects of such an organization. 

Determinism is underneath their examination of the impact of social transformation on 

the evolution of the congregation. This framework works well in the Western experience. 

But when applying to the Chinese situation, it becomes problematic. 
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The churches in China are not well-form organizations but diffused networks.  As I 

pointed out in chapter seven, they are religious movements which are changing 

constantly. The relationship between the church and its environment is not determined but 

interactive. Furthermore, the effects of modernization and regulation on these movements 

are contingent, and history and church responses will also shape the result of church 

growth.    

The framework of social movement is more appropriate to analyze the development 

of Protestantism in China.  Different from the congregational model, this framework 

considered the Christianity as a movement and the churches as diffused networks.  It 

emphasizes mobilization rather than the structures and functions of the churches. It also 

highlights the role played by the charismatic leaders and interaction between agents and 

environment. Based on this framework, we can identify the mechanism of church growth 

(see Figure 21).     

 

 
Figure 21. The Mechanism of Church Growth 

 
 



178 

Let us use this framework to examine the regional patterns.  In the previosu three 

chapters we identify the following three patterns of Protestant growth (also see Table 7): 

1) The Wenzhou pattern: modernization empowers religion while regulation kindles 

religious zeal. Modernization and the shift of regulation created a very friendly 

culture-regulator frame, together with the active church response led to the rise of an 

urban Jerusalem.   

2) The Guangzhou pattern: modernization undermines religion while regulation 

stifles religious moblization. Modernization and regulation created a very hostile 

culture-regulator frame, together with the passive church response led to the fall of an 

missionry Jerusalem.   

3) The Nanyang pattern: modernization empowers religion while regulation kindles 

religious zeal. Modernization and regulation stimulated religious moblization. The active 

church response led to the rise of an rural Jerusalem.   

 
Table 7. The Church Growth Matrix 

 
Sites Modernization 

Effect 
Regulation 

Effect 
Church 

Responses 
Result 

Wenzhou Constructive Positive Active Rise 

Guangzhou Destructive Negative Passive Fall 

Nanyang Constructive Positive Active Rise 
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These patterns can also be indentified in other regions. For example, the following 

provinces share similar patterns: Fujian and Shangdong; Anhui and Henan; Jiangsu and 

Zhejiang; Tianjing, Shanghai, Beijing, Chongqing and Guangzhou; Heilongjiang, Jilin 

and Liaoning; Qinghai, Gansu and Ningxia. Therefore, the Guangzhou pattern of 

Protestant growth can be applied to the four municipalities while the Wenzhou pattern 

and the Nanyang pattern can be applied to the costal areas and the inland areas. 

The relation between modernization and the the growth of Protestantism (measured 

by the percentage of Protestants in the population) in the provinces is very complex (see 

Figure 22). We have developed provinces with high percentage of Protestants. Among 

these provinces, some (e.g. Fujian, Shangdong and Zhejiang) have siginificant Protestant 

population even before 1949 while some (e.g. Heilongjiang, Liaoning and Jilin) are 

greatly impacted by the Korean Christians. But we also have less developed provinces 

with high percentage of Protestants. All municipalities and some developed provinces 

(e.g. Jiangsu) share a similar pattern of Guangzhou where modernization go without 

Protestantism.14 Other less developed provinces (e.g. Tibet, Xinjiang and Qinghai) are 

regions dominated by Muslim and Tibetan Buddhism, thus the percentage of Protestants 

is very small. As my case study demostrate: the impact of modernization on Protestant 

growth is mediated through the local culture frame, and modernity can undermine as well 

as empower religion.  

                                                             
14Although the churches in Beijing and Shanghai are very notable and influential, the Protestant 

population in these municipalities are still very small.  
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There is no clear causal relation between regulation and the the salient of 

Protestantism in the provinces (see Figure 23). In some provinces (e.g. Anhui, Henan and 

Shangdong), regulation kindled religious zeal which in return led to more regulation. In 

some places (Guangdong, Hebei, Shanghai) regulation stifled Protestant growth. My case 

study offer some hints to explain the variances: the impact of regulation on the the 

Protestant movement not only depends on the nature of regulation but also on the 

response from the churches.  

 
 

 
 

Figure 22. Modernization and the Salience of Protestantism in the Provinces 
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Figure 23. Religious Regulation and the Growth of Protestantism in the Provinces 

 

Furthermore, there is also large provincial difference of Protestant growth.  

Protestant distribution in the provinces is very uneven.  Most of the Protestants 

concentrate in certain places. For example Henan, Anhui, Shangdong, Zhejiang, Jiangsu, 

Heilongjia, Fujian and Yunan cover 50 % of Protestants in 2004. Within a province, most 

of the Protestants also locate in certain cities. 

 

Summary 

Environmental factors (e.g. church-state relation, effect of modernization, culture 

frame and geography), institutional factors (e.g. leadership, resource, indigenousness and 

embedment, church polity and solidarity among the church), and the strategy made by the 

churches all contribute to the flourishing of Protestantism. These factors interacted with 

the historical factors and the local settings brought out enormous variance in the 

provinces. The correlation between modernization and Protestant growth, as well as that 
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between regulation and Protestant growth is complex. However, there is clear positive 

correlation between religious mobilization and Protestant growth.  

The patterns discovered in my three sampling sites can be applied to most of the 

provinces in China. The Guangzhou pattern of Protestant growth is similar to the patterns 

we discovered in the four municipalities while the Wenzhou pattern and the Nanyang 

pattern can be applied to the costal areas and the inland areas respectively. 
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CHAPTER NINE 
 

Conclusion 
 

The religious landscape of the world changed enormously in the past century. 

Christendom in Europe has become very secular. Even though the collapse of 

communism brought religious freedom back to the Eastern European countries, 

Christianity has not resumed its glory. When the rise of capitalism and bureaucracy 

led to the disenchantment of the global north, supernaturalism continues its salience in 

the global south. To explain the fate of religion in the modern world becomes a more 

and more important task for research.  In the past, China was neglected in the 

discussion on modernization, regulation and the future of religion. With the rise of 

China, more and more scholars turn their attention to China. This author hopes to shed 

some light to this debate by bringing China back into the discussion. 

With the tremendous advancement of modernization, Christianity did not decline 

in China as the secularization thesis predicts. Neither does it have a full-scope 

religious revival as the religious pluralism expects. We have a mosaic of Protestant 

growth in communist China: it grows monumentally in some regions while stagnates 

or even declining in some areas. This dissertation has done a case study on twelve 

churches in three prefecture cities to explain the fate of Protestantism, and the 

regional variances. In this concluding chapter, I summarize the main arguments and 

bring China back into the discussion of modernization, regulation, and the future of 

Christianity. Recommendation for future research is also provided. 
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Modernization, Regulation and the Development of Christianity 

Contrary to the secularization thesis prediction, modernization does not lead to 

the decline of religion in China. Neither did China have a single holistic 

modernization. In fact there are multiple modernizations in China’s regions, and the 

effect of modernization on Protestantism depends on the local context. In Wenzhou 

the rise of capitalism accompanied the rise of Jerusalem. However, modernization in 

Guangzhou led to the decline of Protestantism. Slow economic development and the 

disruptive modernization in Henan contributed to the rise of a rural Jerusalem in 

China’s agriculture heartland. Furthermore, modernity is not necessarily an enemy of 

Christianity. Making use of modernity, young professional Christians built some mega 

churches in Wenzhou while the peasant Christians established several national house 

church networks in Nanyang. These church growths are impossible without the help 

of modern technology and managerial skills. 

As for the effect of religious regulation or de-regulation, it did not lead to simple 

religious indolence or religious vitality. Its effect is a mixture based on different 

dynamics. I have differentiated restrictive regulation from repressive regulation. 

Restriction limits the space for Protestant growth while repression kindles the 

religious zeal for evangelism. De-regulation as the religious pluralism thesis predict 

leads to the general increase of religious vitality. However, it is because of religious 

mobilization rather than competition. Where there is a culture frame friendly to 

religious mobilization, neither perceiving Protestantism as a route to metropolitanism, 

or framing it as a sacred umbrella for survival, will lead to protestant growth. 
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Religious repression can contribute to the rise as well as the decline of Protestantism 

and the variances are attributed to the nature of repression and some institutional 

aspects (e.g. leadership and internal unity) of the movements.  

History also matters in the development of Protestantism in China. The regions 

where had a strong indigenous movement before 1949 the church will have more 

chance to survive under the communist repression. There was also path dependence 

between the Cultural Revolution and the reform era. The regions where had religious 

revival in the midst of the Cultural Revolution will be more likely to have a 

momentum growth in the reform era.  

As I demonstrated in previous chapter, religious mobilization is the most 

important factor in explaining regional variances. The regions which have robust 

religious mobilization tend to have more Protestant growth. Although modernization 

(by shaping the culture frame and empowering agents) and regulation (by impacting 

the space and the religious zeal) do have great impact on mobilization, they do not 

determine the contour of religious mobilization. Mobilization under pressure is 

conscientious choice made by the different players. The church leaders, professional 

Christians, local secular elites, governmental officials, oversea Chinese Christians and 

“tent-making missionaries” (part time missionaries) all enter into the arena. Some 

players (e.g. the church leaders) are essential while some are complementary (e.g. the 

missionaries). Some serve as leaders while some function as broker. The 

governmental officials and the religious people are not necessary in conflict. Political 

embedness, political connection and political exchange help the church leaders 
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circumvent religious regulation and even gain blessing from the state. 

It is important to point out that both of the secularization thesis and the pluralism 

thesis are based on some implicit ideologies: determinism and western 

ethno-centralism. The secularization thesis has its foundation in European experience, 

while the pluralism comes from the situation of the United States. Neither of them is 

universal. It is necessary to go beyond the West, and approach religious phenomena 

from a global perspective. Putting China back in the debate is one endeavor for this 

global comparison. 

 

The Rise and Fall of Three “Jerusalems” 

Jerusalem is a socio-theological concept. It refers to a region which not only has 

a robust Protestant movement within its territory but also plays an influential 

leadership role on the churches in other places. I identify three Jerusalems: a 

missionary Jerusalem, an urban Jerusalem and a rural Jerusalem. Guangzhou, a 

missionary Jerusalem in the 1920s has become a very secular city in the 2000s. 

Wenzhou, with the help of indigenous leaders and boss Christians, has become the 

most recognizable urban Jerusalem in China. However, an out-of-date church polity 

and secularization of the church are undermining this Jerusalem. Beijing, a rising star, 

is substituting Wenzhou as the leader of the churches in China. 

Henan, has also risen up the position of Jerusalem in the rural areas through 

enormous painstaking efforts. However, marketization and urbanization has caused 

serious trouble for the churches. Internal conflict and external pressure from the state 

have also greatly undermined many house church networks. Beijing, with the help of 
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return pastors and intellectual Christians is rising to the leadership of the Chinese 

churches.  

Although the trajectories of these three Jerusalmes were quite different, there 

were some similarities. Strong indigenization before 1949 not only contributed to the 

survival of Protestantism during the turbulent years but also the revival in the midst of 

the Cultural Revolution. This religious revival has great impact on the flourishing of 

Protestantism in the reform era. Furthermore, although some institutions (e.g. the 

paidan system of the Wenzhou church and the paternal hierarchy of the house church 

networks in Nanyang) did great contribution for the early period of the Protestant 

movements, it also became a burden for their latter development. Institutional default 

and incompetence in addressing urbanization led to the stagnation in Wenzhou and the 

decline in Nanyang. 

 

Social Dynamics and Implication 

Since its inception as a discipline, the founders of sociology have paid enormous 

attention on social dynamics and meaning. While Durkheim concentrated more on the 

social forces, Weber paid more attention on the meaning of social actions. 

After reviewing the history of Protestantism under communism and examining 

twelve churches in three regional setting in the previous chapters, I now summarize 

the main dynamics and the meaning of being a Protestant in different settings. 

 

1) Diffusion and institutionalization. In the Cultural Revolution, all institutional 

churches were divested and forced to diffuse into the society. However, this did not 
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eradicate religion but transformed it into a more indigenous and embedded entity. 

Under the entrepreneurship of the church leaders, these scatter networks were 

institutionalize which led to the rise of Protestantism in Wenzhou and Nanyang. 

2) Regulation and Church Growth. While restrictive regulation limits the space 

for religious mobilization, sporadic and fluctuated repression contributed to the 

momentum growth in Nanyang and Wenzhou.  

3) Enlargement, fragmentation and democratization. Church leaders in Wenzhou 

and Nanyang made use of the opportunity available in the reform era to build to make 

extended church networks. However this enlargement also led to some rebellions in 

the Wenzhou Church Council, and the fragmentation of the Fangcheng Church and 

the World of Life. But pluralization associated with enlargement did contribute to the 

democratization of the China Evangelical Fellowship.   

 

Being Protestant in China 

 The meaning of being a Protestant varies enormously in different settings. Being 

a Christian in the devastated villages in Nanyang is quite different from that in 

wealthy area like Wenzhou. Being a Wenzhounese Christian in Guangzhou have many 

things to do with preserving a distinct identity, and providing a haven for wearied 

businessmen in a metropolitan which is full of pressure and discrimination. Being a 

Christian in Nanyang has many things to do with rebuilding a survival net to face the 

challenges brought by the state and the market. 

Being a Christian in the reform era is also quite different from that in the 

Cultural Revolution. Being a Christian in the Cultural Revolution meant to profess 
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Christ regardless of repression and denunciation. It is less demanding and even 

beneficial to be a Christian in the reform era. For migrant workers, it provides some 

material blessing and some sense of community. It provides some social capital for 

the migrant to get relocation in the host society while some routes for the boss 

Christians to access the business network. For young professionals, it provides routes 

to modernity and a haven where they can enjoy peace. 

Protestantism also means different things for different groups. For boss 

Christians and other urban elites it means enlightenment, morality, identity, 

empowerment, freedom and fellowship. For migrant and village workers in the city, it 

means relocation, social capital, empowerment, mobility and leisure. For farmers in 

the rural areas, it means welfare, solidarity, empowerment and entertainment. But they 

also share some commonality. For most people, Protestantism means morality, 

empowerment, identity and community.  

 

The Implications of the Rise of Protestantism in Communist China 

The rise of Protestantism in communist China makes Christianity become a more 

and more important player in China. Will it be a stabilizing or disturbing force in a 

rapid changing society? Will Protestantism stimulate China’s economic development, 

or democratization? Drawing the lessons from Eastern Europe, Latin America, and 

Asia (e.g. Taiwan, South Korea and Philippines), the Chinese government officials 

and many Western scholars believe that Protestantism especially the house church has 

potential to democratize China.  David Aikaman maintained that this will be possible 
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but not so rapidly.1 Koesel pointed out that Protestantism will not be a driving force 

for democratization due to its apolitical worldview, and collateral relationship with the 

state. Instead, it will reinforce authoritarian structures of political rule. 

As for economic development, Mayfair Yang emphasized the role of ritual 

economy in the Wenzhou’s economic development. Focusing on the central role of 

Boss Christians in constructing China’s Jerusalem, Cao maintained that religion 

functions more as a discourse to legitimize the power of the boss Christians than 

serves a stimulus for economic development.2 

Fenggang Yang also argues that the Protestant ethics together with trust result 

from personal religiosity will contribute to the rise of capitalism. From my personal 

research on the boss Christian in Wenzhou, I discovered that affinity between 

Protestantism and capitalism is based on social capital rather than distinct ethics.3  

The flourishing of Christianity also has implication for China’s foreign relations. 

Today there are enormous boss Christians doing business in Africa which will 

definitely influence the Sino-Africa relation. The increase of Christian population in 

China is not likely lead to a Sino-US alliance to support Israel. Instead, more and 

more visibility of Christian lawyers and dissent has caused more challenges to the 

Sino-EU, Sino-US relation. 

 

                                                             
1 Aikaman. Jesus in Beijing, 289. 
 
2 Cao Nanlai, Constructing China’s Jerusalem, 163-172. 
 
3I am involving in the project “Faith in Enterprise” chaired by Wood and Peter Heslem. In this 

project I interviewed 10 boss Christians  
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Church-state Encounters 

The church-state relation is an essential issue for scholars who study Christianity 

in China. Will the rising church under an authoritarian state lead to an inevitable battle 

or can the two peaceful co-exist and go hand in hand to build a harmonious society? 

Our answer depends on our perception of the nature of the church-state encounter. 

The past can also help us to understand the present situation. 

As I have pointed out in chapter three, there are two theses on the church-state 

relations in China: the confrontation thesis and the common ground thesis. The 

confrontation thesis considers the conflict between communism and Christianity to be 

inevitable while the common ground thesis maintain that there is a common ground 

between communism and Christianity, and cooperation is possible through the 

framework of the United Front.  

Although the degree of religious repression was unprecedented during the 

communist rule, there was a much longer history of forced secularization in modern 

China. Communists just followed the steps of the Late Qin elites and the nationalists, 

and pushed forced secularization to its zenith. Furthermore, the Three Self Patriotic 

Movement was a replication of the experiment initiated by the Japanese occupation 

authority. 

Many studies have pointed out the variance of church-state relation in China. A 

black and white picture is too simple to accommodate the complexity of church-state 

relation in China. Even the triple market is still too simple to describe the situation in 
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China because it assumes some holistic yet differentiated sub markets (e.g. full red, 

grey and full black). 

Not all house churches got into trouble with the state. Neither did all TSPM 

churches have good relations with the state. The Wenzhou government is very 

friendly to most house churches yet very hostile to Baixiang Church (a TSPM church) 

for it did not follow the guideline of the state to appoint an assigned pastor. Nanyang 

Evangelical Church also had difficulty with the RAB resulting from its defiance. In 

fact, the church-state relation varies in a spectrum from confrontation, independence 

(peaceful co-existence) to cooperation. Both the house church and the TSPM church 

have churches in the full range of this spectrum. 

Within the TSPM churches, there are leftist and rightist. Wu Zongsu, the son of 

Wu Yaozhong, the most influential leader of the TSPM, pointed out that there are 

internal factions in the TSPM. Ambroise Wang, vice president of the Jinling 

Theological Seminary also informed me that Bishop Ting’s reform encountered 

tremendous obstacles from the leftist. Chinese Church Research Center also reported 

that Bishop Ting protested against the promulgation of a new religious decree in 

Guangdong.  Furthermore, between the TSPM churches and the traditional house 

churches, we have a third way: registered yet independent churches. More and more 

new rising churches have fallen into this category which will have great impact on the 

church-state relation. 

From a historical perspective, church-state relations were constantly changing. In 

the 1950s to 1960s, Protestantism got into trouble not because it was a theistic 
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religion as such but its institutional and ideological power which was considered to be 

a potential challenge to the ruling of the Communist Party. 

During the Cultural Revolution, all religions got into trouble with the state and 

Christianity was one of the victims. The state tried to eradicate all religion and 

transform the clergies into socialist new men because religion was considered the 

residue of the old society.  

In the totalitarian state, the church and the state were in total conflict. However 

in an authoritarian state, the church still can co-exist with the state with tension. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, Protestantism was targeted as western penetration and 

illegal assembly. Many house church leaders were arrested during the annual 

anti-crime movement. But the general church-state relation is much better than that in 

the Cultural Revolution. In the reform era, the state generally tolerates and ignores the 

development of Protestantism. Under pressure, some local governments in Nanyang 

and Guangzhou did fight against Protestantism. Even in Wenzhou where enjoy much 

more religious freedom churches were smashed when many lands were occupied 

illegally. But the campaigns were short and sporadic. Furthermore, some local 

governments even support the development of Protestantism (e.g. help build the 

religious revenue) for the sake of economic development and foreign relation. 

The church-state relations also vary from place to place. Churches in Wenzhou 

enjoy much more religious freedom than their brothers in Guangzhou and Nanyang. 

In fact, the churches in Nanyang were still constantly repressed by the state.  
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What factors account for the variances in church-state relation? Vala attributes it 

to the imperfect of implementation. 4 Hunter and Chan use “guanxi” to explain the 

variance.5 Lee attributes it to the appromximity with the central government (Lee 

2007: 279). 

From my case study I discover that communists’ pragmatism and lessons from 

the Cultural Revolution help explain the variance in my three sites. Although there are 

powerful fundamental hardliner in the party-state, most of the officials are pragmatic. 

What concerns them most is interest rather than ideology. They are ready for change if 

the price is not too high. In fact, even in places with fierce repression, cooperation 

between a house church leader and a village secretary has been established. Several 

mechanisms –-political embedment, political connection and political exchange—can 

also make a difference. 

What is the future of church-state relations in China? David C. Schak points out 

a dilemma between Protestantism and the state: the state feels threatened by the 

unregistered churches while at the same time values the contribution made by 

Protestantism.6  Christians’ social engagement has potential to reach a welfare 

consensus between the church and the state.  However the churches’ involvement in 

the human right protection campaigns (weiquan yundong) will threaten the state thus 

deteriorating the church-state relations. Linfen Church, Liangren Church and the most 

                                                             
4Carsten Vala, Failing to Contain Religion: The Emergence of a Protestant Movement in 

Contemporary China, Ph.D. thesis, Political Science Department, Berkeley: University of California, 
2008. 

 
5Chan, Protestantism in Contemporary China, 1993, 183. 
 
6David C. Schak. “Protestantism in China: A Dilemma for the Party-State’” Journal of Current 

Chinese Affairs, 40(2), summer 2011, 71-106.  
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well-known Shouwang church are just some cases in point. Therefore, the future of 

church-state relation is not clear yet. 

 

Protestant Movement: China and the World 

China is no longer isolated from the world. Some movements in China have been 

globalized through its Diaspora. Some Western movements have also penetrated into 

China. The religious brokers definitely play a cardinal role in this cross-culture 

exchange. As Liu Tongsu, a famous church leader in Beijing pointed out that the 

revival of China’s Protestantism is connected to the Pietism inherited by the 

indigenous leaders and the world evangelical movement when China reopened its 

door. 

The interaction between the Chinese church and world Christianity continued 

from the past to the present although broke in a short period from 1952 to 1979. The 

first wave of Pentecostalism arrived in China and had great impact on the 

indigenization movement in the 1930s and 1940s. Due to the Cultural Revolution, 

China missed the second wave of Pentecostalism. However, the third wave of 

Pentecostalism re-enter into China which had great influence on the revival 

movements in the reform era. 

China’s experience can be examined in the context of modern world. Unlike 

secular Europe and religious America, China is hybrid in between. With an annual 

two-digit increase rate, China is developing very fast. China ranks number two in 

terms of comprehensive national strength, only second to the USA. Organization for 
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Economic Cooperation and Development, a European-based think tank also point out 

that China’s economy surpass that of the U.S.A within the next 50 years.7 

 China’s experience can be examined in the context of the communist lands and 

the global south. Unlike most of the communist regimes, the authoritarian party-state 

in China is very resilient. Most of the churches in China are very apolitical which 

unlikely bring up a revolution as the church in Poland. Europeanization of the 

previous communist states also socialized their citizens into a very secular frame 

which led to the decline of the churches in most countries in the Eastern Europe. Most 

robust religious movement took place in the states where religion is related to national 

identity. Modernization did associate with the religious decline when it operates in a 

secular culture frame. But this was not the case in Poland and Russia when it operates 

in ethno-religious frame. Therefore the effect of modernization will be mediated by 

the culture frame. The difference between Wenzhou and Guangzhou also indicate the 

effect of culture frame on religious mobilization.  

In the context of the rise of the global south, the churches play an important role 

in generating social capital to help people face the pressure from transformation. 

China and other countries in the global south share a lot of similarity: resurgent 

religion, indigenization, rise of Pentecostalism, Christianity appeals to the poor and 

empowers the weak. However, there are also many differences: 1) Modernization in 

China is very successful but uneven. Development in China did not associate with 

democracy. 2) Christianity flourishes under a very resilient communist regime which 
                                                             

7 OECD. “Looking to 2060: Long-term global growth prospects,” 
http://www.oecd.org/eco/economicoutlookanalysisandforecasts/2060%20policy%20paper%20FINAL.p
df (accessed December 15th, 2012). 

http://www.oecd.org/eco/economicoutlookanalysisandforecasts/2060%20policy%20paper%20FINAL.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/eco/economicoutlookanalysisandforecasts/2060%20policy%20paper%20FINAL.pdf
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continues to restrict or even repress religion. 3) Unfinished encounter: powerful state 

and rising church; resurgent religion and very secular society  

 

Suggestion for Future Research 

Today the studies on Christianity in China are dominated by the following four 

approaches: missiology, cross-culture exchange, religious economy and 

socio-anthropology.  Each of these approaches has its own strength and limitation. 

For example, the missiological approach pays attention to the missionaries but only 

provides a one dimensional story. Although the cross culture approach corrects this 

limitation by bringing the interaction of missionaries and indigenous people into the 

debate, its cultural focus is still too narrow. The socio-anthropology approach usually 

provides the reader a vivid picture but often fail to locate the tree into the forest. 

Religious economy is fine as long as it does not neglect the distinctness of religion 

and the culture difference between the west and the east when applying the model. 

I have shown in this dissertation, the phenomena of the development of 

Christianity in China are very complex. Therefore, an interdisciplinary perspective is 

much needed for a better understanding.  

This dissertation provides a very comprehensive study on the Protestant growth 

under communist rule. More studies are much needed in order to advance the 

Christian experience in China. Here I will just provide a simple list of research topics: 

1) Protestant development in other regions (e.g. the minority zones and the 

Municipalities); 2) the institutionalization of the house churches; 3) a socio-historical 

comparison of the four waves of Christian movements (i.e. the Nestorian in the Tang 
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Dynasty, the Nestorian and Dominican in the Yuan Dynasty, the Catholicism in the 

Ming and Qing Dynasty and the Protestantism in the Late Qing and Republican era) 

in China; 4) the internal dynamics and transformation of the TSPM churches; 5) the 

change and continuity of church-state relation in China; 6) the association of 

professional Christians and their social engagement; 7) Christianity in China’s 

Diaspora; 8) the localization of Christianity in China and the globalization of Chinese 

Christianity in the world; 9) legal framework and social condition . 

Under communism, Christianity transformed from a Western entity to an 

indigenous religion. Forced modernization plowed the earth for all kinds of religious 

seed. Fluctuating and sporadic repression kindled the vitality of religion. How can a 

flourishing church peacefully co-exist with a resilient communist regime? How does 

social capital build without threatening the state? This is a challenging task for the 

church. How does China govern without violating religious freedom? How does 

China harmonize communism with religion? These are most important question for 

the party, but also fascinated questions for the academy.  
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