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Sermon 22 Jan 

 

China collects and tolerates world religions like nowhere else on earth and some 
Chinese  observe more than one religion without a qualm.  All the great religions 
are represented to some degree.  You can get to know China through its practice 
of religions and you can also understand more about how religion operates in the 
West by peeking at its role in China.

 

First to Christianity in China.  Sadly I cannot tell you very much about the current 
situation because it is an underground movement these days, highly discouraged 
by the Communist Party rulers of China, but not severely persecuted.  There 
are no recent martyrs or burnt churches that I know of.  But there are few 
church buildings open except at a very limited range of times and many church 
properties seem to be permanently closed.    They are not being torn down,  just 
closed.  However I suspect that the underground Church is doing well because it 
supplies something in demand in China, which is spiritual community meeting on 
a weekly basis or more often.  It is also a form of protest.  The native religion is 
one of temple devotion by individuals or the natural family.  It does not provide 
the type of community which a monastery or congregation does and it is not 
subversive of government, no matter how beastly.

 

Christian faith provides an alternative world view for those disillusioned with the 
regime.  God is the true ruler.  Virtue is rewarded with eternal life.  In Christ there 
is sufficient merit to bring the believer to heaven and sustain the believer on 
earth.  And there is a connection with the West, its freedom and democracy and 
prosperity.  I think the underground church has plenty of adherents underneath 
its cloak of invisibility.
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Grace and I have been in quite a few church buildings in China over the past few 
years.  Some look like Anglican churches and some are arranged for American 
Evangelical style band music with words projected to a screen.  Usually they are 
large and made of stone and look European.  The farther from Beijing the freer 
the churches.  I entered a Catholic Church in Beijing right after Christmas Eve 
Mass and was able to pray and to be wished a Merry Christmas in English by an 
older Chinese woman.  All the people in the congregation were in their 50s or 
older.  The church was clean but dark and a bit dreary.  It might even have been 
a showcase church allowed by the Regime.  It was located in the former Foreign 
Legation Quarter, near the Forbidden City.

 

There have been Christians in China for well over 1000 years.  The Nestorians 
were first and were found mostly along the Silk Road.  In the 1500s the Catholic 
missionaries began to arrive by sea through the Portuguese lease land of Macao.  
Jesuits became courtiers in Beijing and were astronomers royal to both Ming 
and Qing Dynasties.  Russian Orthodox Churches appeared in the north and 
in Beijing from the mid  1700s. From the 1860s American, British and German  
Protestant Missionaries became common in the foreign trading ports such as 
Shanghai and deep into the interior.    In 1850 a native Chinese rebellion began 
with the intention of turfing out the Manchu rulers of China, who were still seen 
as foreigners from Manchuria.  The leader of the rebellion was a Christian and 
when the rebels occupied Nanjing and controlled the whole Yankze River this 
rebel declared himself Emperor.  Had the rebellion succeeded, then China would 
have experienced its first Christian ruler.  

 

Christians are discouraged by the ruling Communist Party more than any other 
religion because they are a westernizing influence.  A century ago there was a 
widespread massacre of Christians both Chinese and Foreign, during the Boxer 
Rebellion.  In the 1950s and 60s quite a number of Christian Churches were 
attacked by mobs.  Most of the churches I visited are or can quickly be fortified 
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and held against a mob,  for a while at least.  

 

Perhaps I should mention at this point that modern China has invented a founding 
myth to support its unique identity and that is the story of Chairman Mao and 
the Long March.  Mao is the object of considerable piety in China, with his 
mausoleum in the most prominent square of Beijing, his portrait at the entrance 
to the Forbidden City, statues of him for sale all over the place along with the 
Little Red Book.  His birthplace is a pilgrimage destination for the faithful and his 
portrait hangs on many a living room wall.  Of course the current rulers of China 
pay only the politically correct attention to Maoism, what they really believe in is 
State Capitalism.  As Deng Xiaoping famously said “to be wealthy is glorious”.

 

The next religion that I will mention is Islam.  You may have heard that the 
Uighurs in XinQiang are Muslim.  There are many Muslims in China and most 
every city and town I have visited has mosques and Muslim areas.  Beijing has 
many mosques and even an Islamic Autonomous District just east of the city.  
You may know Xian from the Terra Cotta Warriors.  A large part of traditional 
Xian within the walls, is Muslim.  The Muslim night market and bazaar are very 
popular among Chinese and tourists alike.  The Great Mosque  court and grounds 
are open to the public although the area of worship is restricted to believers.   As 
with most places of worship, other than Christian, a fee is charged for entry and 
the gate is closed outside of tourist hours.  The Chinese authorities treat places of 
worship as museums and tourist attractions.  None of this prevents believers from 
worshipping during open hours.  I expect each religion has a slightly different 
arrangement with the powers that be to accommodate their particularities.  
Muslims, for example, want to go to mosque on Friday evening and observe 
Ramadan.  They want Halal food so there are many Muslim restaurants in Beijing 
and all over China. 
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 I would say Islam was in recent years much more tolerated than Christianity 
perhaps because China’s trade contacts to the West were through Muslim 
traders.  But since Islamic Terrorism and Uighar Independance have become 
issues there is ever more restriction on Muslims too.

 

The most important of religions for the Chinese is Buddhism.  There are two 
distinct types of Buddhism to be found, the older Chinese Buddhism and the 
newer Tibetan Buddhism.  The older version has been assimilated to Chinese 
culture since the 600s AD.  This Buddhism was spread by itinerant missionaries 
and had connections with India but the main manifestation was in thousands 
of monasteries.  These came to be wealthy and powerful.  Because they had a 
hierarchy and good communications these monasteries have often been seen 
as a threat by rulers and suppressed.  We are familiar with the dynamic from 
Henry VIII in England.  Henry seized the valuable lands of the monasteries and 
distributed them to his friends, and he declared himself Head of the Church in 
England.  Chinese dynasties sometimes co-opted, sometimes plundered and 
murdered their Chinese Buddhists.

 

Today there are many Buddhist temples, study facilities and monasteries in 
China.  Some are in Beijing.  One I visited in the South, just outside of Hangzhou,  
was large and very active.  Thousands of pilgrims had come to pay respect to 
ancestors or to attend funeral services.  They generally light incense sticks which 
they place in a noble bronze vessel and then kneel or bow in prayer.  Sometimes 
they write prayers on red wooden tablets and hang them from railings or trees. 
If there is to be clergy and chanting then they do this before an altar backed by a 
large statue of the Buddha.   Buddhism is much in evidence but by no means the 
majority devotion.  Furthermore Chinese who would go to Buddhism for solace 
at the death of a loved one will happily embrace a local Native Religion style 
wedding ceremony and call on their  traditional God of fertility to get to work.
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Important for politics today is Tibetan Buddhism in China.  Tibetan Buddhism 
was imported to China by the Manchurians when they conquered China 350 
years ago.  One of the first acts of the new Manchu regime was to build a Tibetan 
Buddhist shrine right next to the Forbidden City.  It is there today and a major 
landmark, a huge white pagoda on a 300 foot high artificial hill.  The Manchu 
Emperor invited the Dalai Lama of the time to bless it at its opening and by 
extension show the blessing of Heaven upon the Manchu rulers.  We would come 
to know these people from Manchuria as the Qing Dynasty and they were in 
power until 1911.  Even as late as 1937 the last Qing emperor, Piyu, was installed 
as a puppet emperor in Japanese controlled Manchuria, so the Manchus and their 
Tibetan Buddhism are by no means ancient history.

 

The current sensitivity over the present Dalai Lama has to do with control of Tibet 
and not with religion.  The current Communist rulers feel no need of the blessing 
of Heaven.   But they fear the power of the Dalai Lama who is the darling of 
secular humanists and seen as the leader of the Tibet independence movement.  
The Qing inherited the Tibetan Buddhist connection from the Mongols and 
ended up occupying Tibet and then incorporating it into China. Tibet became de 
facto independent when the Qing Dynasty collapsed in 1911 but Chairman Mao 
invaded the place in 1950 and reasserted China’s 300 year old claim to it.  This 
contributed to two wars with India along the Tibet border as India claims some of 
the land Mao took as Chinese.  India shelters the current Dalia Lama and he is the 
head of Tibetan Buddhism.  All very interesting.

 

Where the practice of religion really gets widespread is with the native religions 
of the many regions of China.  These date from thousands of years back and are 
very diverse.  It is almost as if every household has some family traditions to 
observe, members of the Party excepted of course.  Every town and county and 
province has its particular gods and they correspond quite closely to the patron 
saints of Christendom.  Some are patrons of towns, some of guilds, some of 
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rulers and some are for special purposes such as increasing wealth or promoting 
fertility.   This is just below the surface.  I will give you several examples.

 

Our friends in the farming village of Shacheng have a one room home with 
just two decorations on the wall.  One is a poster of Chairman Mao, who they 
explained is the “friend of farmers”.  The other is a poster of the God of Wealth, 
a fat jolly fellow all crusted in gold and jewels.  This is a cheap poster, of course, 
as we are in a peasant dwelling.  The message seems to be that Mao wants the 
farmers to be wealthy and the god will do his bit.  

In contrast with this we visited Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan Province in the 
far South  West of China, and there the patron is a Liu Bei who is worshipped as a 
God.  Liu Bei began his career as an engineer for the Qin King.  You may know that 
the Qin eventually unified China a established the first Dynasty.  We know them 
from the Terra Cotta Warriors of Xian, guards at the tomb of the First Emperor.  
Anyway the great engineer Liu Bei built a flood control dam with a unique feature.  
It had a system to separate the muddy water from the clear and send only clean 
water down the irrigation canal.  This was about 270 BC when the Roman Empire 
was just getting going.  Rather like the Romans the Qin were both very aggressive 
empire builders and very enthusiastic engineers.  Like the Romans they loved 
to build roads through mountains and to dig canals wherever and construct 
great  walls along their borders.  So Liu Bei got promoted to a God and temples 
were built to honor him and worship him.  He is the patron of Sichuan.  This is 
even more important because sometimes Sichuan stands alone and has its own 
identity.  China is not always unified.

Finally I want to visit Confucian tradition.  For some people Confucius is a sage 
pure and simple.  But nothing in China is pure or simple.  They love to mix and 
match and make it up as they go.  You can be sure that no plan will be executed 
as planned but that there will be many changes and surprises along the way, 
usually with a good ending.  In any case Confucius is important today as for 
several thousand years as the patron saint of education.  I have seen villages 
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where the school was on two sides of a courtyard with a Confucian temple at one 
end and the entry at the other. 

In Beijing you can visit the Imperial College where the civil servants used to write 
their doctoral examinations.  These were the crème de la crème of Chinese 
intellectuals and they were destined for high rank in the Imperial burocracy.  Right 
beside the Imperial College, a university, is the Confucian Temple.  The two are 
collocated just as the primary school in the village is collocated with its temple.

 

It is no coincidence that the worship of Confucius as a god came to be.  That is the 
tendancy of the native religion.  Great men are deified, temples are built, people 
go to pray for practical results such as a high score on an exam.  In contrast 
you also see statues of Confucius at secular institutions such as special schools 
catering to the Communist rulers and their associates.  Confucius is controversial 
today because the modernizers see him as a drag on progress, too much focus on 
filial obedience etc.  On the other hand Confucius was an advocate for Virtue in a 
ruler.  You can never get too much of that. 

 

China today is full of good news and bad news.  The good news is that the place 
is developing rapidly and has several hundred million middle class people.  These 
are university graduates who drive the science and technology, business and 
government.  They have nice apartments, good cars and take holidays.  The bad 
news is that there are three times the number of poor people and they are in a 
bad mood.  Progress has not kept up with their expectations.  

 

China is a place of monumental architecture and modern engineering feats.  It is 
a country with a great tradition of cooking.  They exercise a lot and love to play 
games.  The Chinese are very likeable.  And yet China is very badly polluted.  They 
keep the streets clean but the air and water are filthy.  Hotels are cheap and 
clean and so are trains and planes.  But roads are often gridlocked and thick with 
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vehicle exhaust fumes.  The sunlight seldom reaches the surface of China without 
a thick filter of smog.  That part is depressing.  The Chinese know that they live 
in a poison place and they intend to fix that as fast as they can.  I can see China 
being spectacular in about 20 years.

 

More difficult to fix is the corrupt and autocratic regime.  The CCP leaders 
are very much afraid of an Arab Spring type event in core China.  They have 
oppressive censorship and mindless media which presents mostly sports and 
entertainment.  What passes for news in that country is blatant propaganda.  No 
western media are readily available and the internet is monitored and censored 
to the degree current technology makes possible.  A striking example is China’s 
one and only Nobel Prize winner who sits in a Chinese Jail serving an 11 year 
sentence for criticising the regime.  He used to be a university teacher specialized 
in Human Rights.  Educated Chinese friends of mine were surprised to learn his 
name and that he had been awarded a Nobel.  Nobody  in China knows about it.  
Everybody in the West knows about it .  

 

So between unhappy citizens, and oppressive government, and terrible pollution 
the Chinese might be ready to turn to either religion or politics.  Religion is safer 
and many young Chinese are to be seen in Buddhist temples in particular.  I 
don’t doubt that Mosques are well attended and the hidden Christian Church 
is booming.  This is a traditional response to oppressive governments the world 
over.  I speculate that China is full of religious ferment.  I suspect that Chinese 
Christians will emerge at the end of this phase of Chinese History as a large, 
significant and permanent part of Chinese religious practice.  In a sense Christ 
always was in China, he just remains to be discovered in his full glory.  Perhaps in 
China the words of Christ will be fulfilled “If you abide in me, then I will abide in 
you, and you will know the truth and the truth will set you free”.      


