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Introduction

This book has been close to my heart for many years, and in some ways it has been implicit in all my academic endeavors for the past three decades. In the early 1980s, when Christianity, along with other religions, was being resurrected in China after the Cultural Revolution and was showing immense vitality, I became part of a new generation of scholars, Chinese as well as American and European, who saw in the history of Christianity in China an important understudied area. Some topics in this area had in fact been studied; these studies centered mainly on the foreign missionaries and the story of what they did in China. But the other, and arguably more important, piece of the picture was the rise of Chinese Christians in the joint Sino-foreign endeavor to establish and nurture the faith in Chinese soil. This process was characterized by a persistent, overriding dynamic: the Chinese Christians were first participants, then subordinate partners of the foreign missionaries, then finally the inheritors or sole “owners” of the Chinese church. It was also a “cross-cultural process,” the result of which has been the creation of an immensely varied Chinese Christian world in our day.1 I have attempted to track some of the main features of this cross-cultural process over several centuries. I have also focused on China proper, making little reference to Christian stirrings among China's minority peoples and in overseas Chinese communities. Both of those topics are worthy of in-depth attention by other scholars.

I have been told by many that there is a need for a volume such as this. I myself have felt compelled to write it, if only for the sake of my own understanding. My aim has been, in the writing process, to incorporate the considerable amount of research of the last 25 years into a coherent narrative. Previous accounts which are somewhat comparable to this effort include Kenneth Scott Latourette's A History of Christian Missions in China (London, 1929), a large and remarkably detailed reference-type work which is unfortunately 80 years old. A 1988 book by the Rev. Bob Whyte, Unfinished Encounter: China and Christianity (London, 1988) was a very respectable general history by the project officer of the China Study Project, an ecumenical multi-year endeavor sponsored by several British Protestant and Catholic bodies, foremost among them the Conference for World Mission of the British Council of Churches. It has long been out of print, and at any rate cannot include the significant scholarship, much of it by Chinese scholars, of the past quarter century. Finally, Fr. Jean-Pierre Charbonnier has given us Christians in China A.D. 600 to 2000 (in English, San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2007; original French edition, Paris, 2002),). With this volume Father Charbonnier, China Director of the Paris Foreign Mission society, has given us a very substantial and useful account, mainly of the Catholic efforts in China. Perhaps Charbonnier's stress on Catholics balances out the greater weight given to Protestants by the other works, including this one.

In writing I tried to strike a balance between the early modern (pre-1800, with two chapters), modern (1800–1950, with four chapters), and recent (1950–present, with two chapters) periods. The heart of the book is the middle four chapters, Chapters 3 to 6. Here the basic tension between (foreign) mission and (Chinese) church is played out over a century and a half. Another large theme which recurs is the always-present instinct of the Chinese state, or political regime, to monitor and control religious movements; as a result Christianity was usually not seen only, indeed not even primarily, as a “religion” or belief system, but as a behavioral phenomenon which could cause endless trouble.

The appendix provides a brief history of the Russian Orthodox Ecclesiastical Mission to China from the late seventeenth century until the mid twentieth century, when it ended. This mission was unique in several ways, and its story should be included somewhere. Rather than try to include it in pieces scattered among a few chapters, I have given a concise version of it which has been relegated to an appendix.

I have decided not to include a separate “conclusion” at the end of the book. Christianity in China is in a state of flux (as are many things in China), and I do not wish to extrapolate the present into the future any more than I have in the last few pages of Chapter 8 – especially when observers are so little agreed on the shape of the “present.” But there are some larger themes which I hope the reader will derive from this effort. One is the notion that Christianity, when it is separated from its bonding with Western culture in a package we may call “Christendom,” is perfectly capable of adapting to function in different cultural settings, often after a period of cross-cultural interaction which may be disruptive. The lesson: one can have Christ without Christendom. The other notion that I hope is manifest in this account is the remarkable flexibility and creativity in the Chinese relationship with Christianity (or perhaps with “Christianities”). Examples abound: the Daoist and Buddhist terms used by the Nestorians; the powerful Biblical visions of the Taiping leaders in the nineteenth century; devices of Chinese Catholics in renaming the ancestral ceremonies in order to finesse the Pope's proscription; and today's frequent occurrence of White Lotus-like Protestant millenarian sects in the Chinese countryside. One is tempted to observe, “plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose”.

Note

1. Andrew Walls, “From Christendom to World Christianity,” in The Cross-Cultural Process in Christian History, ed. Andrew Walls (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2001), pp. 149–171.





Chapter 1

The Nestorian Age and the Mongol Mission, 635–1368

Prologue

The new Beijing City Museum is a stunning showcase of daring recent Chinese architecture, built about 2004 or 2005, and is one of several monumental buildings that make central Beijing visually much more interesting than when the official style was “Stalinesque Victorian.” The city museum had formerly been in a one-story wing of the “Confucius Temple,” a peaceful but run-down structure on the northeast side of the city, with far too little viewing space to display its holdings. When the museum moved to its spacious new quarters on the main East–West artery, visitors could see an entire floor of artifacts, photos, exhibits, and other items all on the history of the city of Beijing, including history from the time before it was called Beijing. For of course it used to be called Kambaliq, or Dadu (Great capital) when the Mongols ruled China. Walking through the exhibits of that period of Beijing's history, it is hard to miss a cross carved on a large stone slab. This is a Nestorian cross, with the four spikes of equal length, a symbol of the Christian Church of the East, often just called Nestorian. Moreover, there is a photo of a pile of rubble and perhaps part of a stone wall, identified as (possibly) the remains of a Nestorian Christian monastery in the suburbs of Beijing. These items do not date back to the very beginnings of Christianity in China – another stone we will discuss presently will do that. But it adds concrete visual evidence of the recurring Christian presence in pre-modern China, which began almost 15 centuries ago, if not earlier.

Just exactly when Christianity first entered China is a matter of some debate and even dispute among scholars, church representatives, and other interested parties. Much of this uncertainty has arisen only in recent years. It is due to the discovery, almost 30 years ago in the early 1980s, of some very interesting bas-relief sculptures on a rock face at Kongwangshan, near the city of Lianyungang, in what is now Jiangsu Province. Lianyungang was an important port city in earlier times, first port of entry into China for many who came by sea. These bas-reliefs depict three persons. The undeniable existence of these sculptures, and probable dating of them to the reign of the Mingdi emperor (r. 57–75 CE) of the Later Han Dyasty (25–220 CE), have led to the conclusion that these are from the period of the very early entrance of Buddhism into China, and depicted Buddhist figures. This conclusion would not have been seriously questioned, until recently. Within the past five to ten years, however, some have begun to think that these carved figures might not be Buddhist, rather that the evidence pointed to their being Christian; the human figures on the rock face were the Apostle Thomas and Mary the mother of Jesus, with a variety of candidates for the third figure.

This idea of Thomas in China is not new. His alleged visit to China has never been questioned by the Mar Thoma church in India, which has always claimed direct descent from the claimed church-planting of the Apostle there in the early 60s CE. Their books and church traditions clearly have Thomas in the 60s CE coming to India, then to China, and back to India, where he died. Two breviaries (concise liturgy books) of the Church in later centuries, one from Malabar, south India, and one in Syriac from the Church of the East, also seem possibly to refer to Thomas and China. Nevertheless, few people believed the Thomas-in-China theory; there simply was not enough concrete evidence to take it very seriously. In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century, the early Portuguese explorers, chroniclers, and historians who came to India related the stories of the Indian church on the southeast coast concerning St. Thomas and China. Some favored accepting the claim, others were highly skeptical. Matteo Ricci, the first great Jesuit China missionary (in China 1583–1610), encountered there some ambiguous references to (possibly) Thomas. But no one had any concrete evidence.1 Then in 2008, two Frenchmen wrote a book strongly advocating the Thomas-in-China thesis. They based their argument on the Kongwangshan bas-reliefs and other evidence that they adduced, and concluded that Thomas went from India to China by sea, because of an outbreak of unrest on the Old Silk Road through central Asia. They also claim that rather than Buddhism setting the bar for other religions, Christianity may have influenced Buddhism, which was just in its formative stages in China at this time. Now there is some controversy over these issues, because of their linkage to those of national self-image and questions such as which of the world religions got to a given place first.2 For example, Professor Perrier found a group of scholars of religion at Nanjing University, the school with some expertise in this period, quite resistant to his suggestions about the content of the bas-reliefs.3 I, for one, cannot see where this argument will end, or if it will end. The key evidence seems not at all clear-cut, so a more cautious stance would seem in order until more mainstream scholars become involved.

Regardless of the above controversy, when we turn to later times it is accurate to say that from the seventh century to the sixteenth century there were two false starts for the implantation of Christianity in China before the Christian presence became permanent. I will deal with both of them in the remainder of this introductory chapter. As we will see, from the verifiable beginning of the transmission of the Christian religion in the seventh century, the form in which it entered China was both replicated and transformed in varying degrees. We will probably never know just how close the Roman empire and the Later Han Dynasty in China (25–220 CE) came to linking up and establishing direct contact at the end of the first century. The peace which facilitated communications between the two great empires made possible commercial exchange along the Old Silk Road, which crossed central Asia and today's Turkestan. But the trade remained in the hands of Middle Eastern or central Asian middlemen. Rome ruled all to the west of the Caspian Sea, and Han envoys made it as far as the east side of the Caspian. Conceivably Christianity could have entered China during these years, but there is no real evidence that it did so. Ironically, the same period of relative order along the Silk Road which enabled Rome and China to have a near-miss in contact did make possible the first significant foreign missionary movement successfully to arrive in China that of Buddhism, brought from India. Who can say what might have resulted if Christianity had been successful in establishing itself in China at the same time as Buddhism? There would have been two foreign religions competing for attention and converts. Of course that did not occur, and from the early third century China was in chaos and the Silk Road practically nonfunctional. To the west of China, as Rome's empire dwindled over the next few centuries and competition grew between the Roman church and the Eastern church, first arose the Syrian Church of the East, and then the Persian empire in the Sassanid period (225–651) developed as the geographical base for Eastern Christianity. The Eastern Christians, who after the fifth century were called by some Nestorians or Nestorian Christians, succeeded in establishing a secure minority position vis-à-vis the Zoroastrians and Manicheans, their main competitors in the Persian religious marketplace.4 Despite the waning of the power of the Sassanid state, and strong competition from other branches of Eastern Christianity, the Persian Nestorians continued vigorous in their identity, especially in their missionary outreach to regions beyond the Persian empire. In the sixth and seventh centuries, a dynamic missionary movement emanated from the Patriarch of the church in Persia through the metropolitans and bishops of the ecclesiastical structure. The result was tens, perhaps hundreds of thousands, of converts among the diverse peoples of central Asia. India also became a metropolitanate for the first time; and finally in 635 the first carriers of the Christian gospel, a band of Persian Nestorian Christians, arrived in China.

Nestorian Christians in Tang China

In either 1623 or 1625, either in today's Xi'an or in an area about 75 km to the west of Xi'an, a nine-foot high marble stele (a commemorative slab, tablet) was dug up which told a remarkable story.5 In the more than 1800 Chinese characters and in the smaller number of Syriac letters carved on it, allegedly a Christian monk named Jingjing, claiming to be writing in the year 781, gives a detailed history of Nestorian Christianity from its beginnings in China in 635. He also (in Syriac) records the names of the bishops and priests of the Da Qin (vaguely countries of the west, probably meaning Persia or Syria, or even the Roman empire) monasteries around the empire. The title at the top of the stele translates as “A Monument Commemorating the Propagation of the Da-Qin (Syrian) Luminous Religion in China.” A slightly freer translation might be “The Story of the Coming of the Religion of Light from the West to China.” At the very top is a Christian cross rising from a (Buddhist) lotus blossom.6 It is hard to overstress the impact this discovery had on Christian history in China, after it was generally accepted as authentic. In the 1620s, the Jesuit missionaries in China, who had been there only 40 years, were often confounded by the claim that Christianity was entirely foreign and too new to have any appeal in China. As far as anyone knew, Roman Christian envoys were the first; they had come to Mongolia and then China in the thirteenth century, and were gone already just over a century later. But here in this massive stone tablet seemed to be proof positive that Christianity had been firmly established early in the Tang, more than six hundred years before the first European emissaries came in the thirteenth century. Moreover it survived for well over two hundred years. It was a member of the Chinese social and political elite, a Christian convert, who heard about the stele and alerted the Jesuits to its discovery. But this leads us to events to be covered in the next chapter, so we will leave the stele and return to the story it helps to clarify concerning the beginnings in early Tang.


Figure 1.1 The Nestorian stele. Credit: dk/Alamy.
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The Tang dynasty (618–907) was young and vigorous in 635. Its second emperor, Taizong, presided over a capital city (Chang'an, today's Xi'an) larger, richer, and more magnificent than any in the world. The Tang armies, this early in the dynasty, were stronger than those of any neighbors, and Tang jurisdiction stretched farther west than that of any previous Chinese authority. With relative peace re-established in the area between China and Persia, a booming international trade revived on the Old Silk Road, of which the terminus was Chang'an. Some of the Middle Eastern and central Asian merchants who participated in the trade surely were Christian, but they were not missionaries. Yet Taizong may have learned a bit about their following a different religion and was curious; in addition to Buddhism being a fairly recent import, there were among the many foreigners in cosmopolitan Chang'an Zoroastrians from Persia, Manicheans, inner Asian tribal groups with their own practices and rituals, and Jews. And Guangzhou, already by this time an important south China coastal entrepôt, had a large number of Arabs, of diverse religious identities, engaged in maritime trade. So when a delegation of Nestorians, led by their bishop, Alopen (or Aluoben), dressed in white robes and carrying their scriptures and icons of Christ, Mary, and the saints, arrived in dignified procession at the city gate after months on the Silk Road, they were formally greeted and escorted in dignified procession to the emperor. At least this is the story told on the stele. The court certainly knew they were coming, and must have known something about them, because (again, according to the inscription on the stele) Taizong ordered the Christian scriptures which the Nestorians had brought with them to be translated. It is implied that Alopen himself was heavily engaged in this work. After familiarizing himself with the basic doctrines, three years later, in 638, the emperor issued an edict of approbation for the Christians:

The way does not have a common name and the sacred does not have a common form. Aluoben, the man of great virtue from the Da Qin empire, came from a far land . . . his message is mysterious and wonderful beyond our understanding. The message is lucid and clear; the teachings will benefit all; and they shall be practiced throughout the land.7

In the same year, 638, the group of Nestorians around Alopen built the first Christian church in China, in Chang'an. There were 21 Nestorian monks in China, probably all Persian. For the period down to its creation in 781, the stele itself is the primary source of what is known about Tang Nestorian Christianity. It records a pattern of expansion and growth, with perhaps two or three dozen monasteries being established during that century and a half. There was also some persecution, especially during the late seventh century when Empress Wu reigned (685–704) and favored the Buddhists. For centuries there was very little known of events after the 781 stele. And the theology of the Nestorians is not described in detail on the stele. But early in the twentieth century, at Dunhuang (in the far West, on the northern route of the Silk Road in today's Xinjiang), thousands of manuscripts were discovered stored in sealed grottoes in approximately the year 1005. They had been preserved by the dry climate. Among them were several early Nestorian documents, including scriptures translated very early, some perhaps by Alopen himself.8 From these documents we can see the remarkable combination of Christian ideas and concepts mixed with Daoist and Buddhist terms that constituted Nestorianism in China. One scripture found at Dunhuang, “The Treatise of Veneration,” even includes a Manichean scripture.9 Other titles of these scriptures and liturgies include: “The Book of Jesus-Messiah,” “Sutra of the Teachings of the World-Honored One,” “Discourse on Monotheism,” “Da-Qin Luminous Religion Hymn in Adoration of the Holy Trinity,” and several others.10 The first two of these are thought by several scholars to have been, as the documents themselves claimed, translated into Chinese between 635 and 641. If so, then Alopen himself may well have been the translator. According to scholars who have analyzed them, they show a clearly discernible Christian core, not any significant deterioration of the essential dogmas of Christianity, although there is little emphasis on the crucifixion of Jesus, and considerable admixture of Daoist and Buddhist terms and images.11 Yet the whole question of the extent to which Christianity and Daoism (more so than Buddhism) might have been compatible with each other still awaits systematic treatment by scholars conversant with both traditions.12 In other words, we still do not have a good grasp of the “religious content” of Nestorian Christianity in China.

We do know, in broad outline, the fate of Tang Christianity. After a massive internal rebellion which nearly toppled the state in the 750s, the cosmopolitanism of the early Tang ebbed, and nativist elements revived. The court was weaker (its writ not extending as far), poorer (unable to subsidize religions as it had before), and more vulnerable to the cultural conservatives, many of them ardent Confucianists, who in the ninth century created a rising chorus of anti-foreignism and demands for a crackdown on “foreign religions.” This culminated in 845, with a decree from the throne which was aimed mainly at cutting back the wealth of Buddhist monasteries and restricting use of them as tax shelters, laicizing many of the clergy, and drastically tightening overall control of Buddhism. Monks were now required to register with the state, and the state itself took on the authority to ordain new clergy (in this regard, obviously one is reminded of the imperatives of the present Chinese state in maintaining a system of official registration of church buildings and clergy). Near the end of the edict, almost as an afterthought, the emperor added, “We have ordered more than 2,000 men of the Nestorian and Mazdean religions to return to lay life and to cease polluting the customs of China.”13

This was a severe enough blow to Buddhism to check its growth for some time, although it made a comeback fairly quickly. It seems to have been a truly disastrous event for the Christians, and as a matter of fact for all other foreign religions as well, except Islam. We do not know the health of the overall Christian church in China as of 845, although it must have had several monasteries in order to have so many monks laicized. But apparently it was moribund by the end of the dynasty in 907. Snippets of sources, a handful of scattered references, in the tenth century indicate that no Christians were left in China.

There is not full agreement on the most important cause of the decline and disappearance of Tang Christianity. Some theologically oriented scholars stress the alleged amalgamation, even syncretism, between Christian dogma and Daoism or even Buddhism, and blame this for Christianity's loss of doctrinal integrity and its fading from the scene. Some stress the change in context, that is, the loss of the openness of Chinese society and the imperial court which had characterized the cosmopolitan seventh century. Others point out a related factor: there is very little evidence anywhere in the sparse documentation on the Nestorians that ethnic Chinese became converts or monks. In fact the evidence, such as it is, indicates that virtually all of the clergy and converts were foreign, both Persian and several other identities. Only a handful of Christians could have conceivably been Han Chinese. Thus we are probably justified in judging Nestorian Christianity in Tang China to have been a marginal religion, not central to the processes of Chinese history and society. Yet what is most noteworthy and portentous for the future, perhaps, despite the relative paucity of documentation, is the alacrity with which the Christian faith took on distinct Chinese characteristics, as seen in the cross-fertilization of Daoism and Christianity in some of the early scriptures and liturgical pieces which have survived. This feature of Christianity in China, the process of cross-cultural movement and the simultaneous replication and transformation of the faith in a new cultural setting, is one to which we will frequently return.

Christians and Mongols (Thirteenth to Fourteenth Centuries)

Just as the “pax Romana” during the first two centuries imposed sufficient security on the Mediterranean basin for the apostles to make missionary journeys far and wide, the “pax mongolica” imposed by the Mongols made possible the first direct European Christian contacts with China. But when the European friars who were the first emissaries of the Western church arrived among the Mongols a few decades before the 1271 Mongol conquest of all of China, they discovered many Nestorian Christians among them, including among the Mongol elite and their tribal allies. This is a chapter of China's Christian history that is often overlooked or given short shrift. We will try concisely to do it justice here.14

Nestorian Christianity remained prevalent in its core area of Persia, and many Persian Christian merchants plied the trade routes of central Asia, where they had considerable contact with a Turko-Mongolian tribe called the Keraits. In the early twelfth century the Keraits, who numbered about 200,000, began to convert to Nestorian Christianity, and by the thirteenth century were virtually entirely Christian. Other tribes, such as the Ongut, the Naiman, the Merkit, and others, converted in smaller numbers. In the late 1100s the Christian Kerait were an early ally of the Mongol subclan which produced Genghis (or Chinggis) Khan (1162–1227) as its leader. When Genghis Khan began to amalgamate the Mongol tribes into the greatest fighting machine the world had ever seen, he took many of his leaders and officials from the Kerait. Despite a falling-out with the Kerait chief, which cost the latter his life, Genghis took three daughters of the Kerait royal family as wives – one each for himself, his oldest son Jochi, and his fourth son Tolui. This wife of the fourth son, Sorkaktani-beki (or Sorghaghtani), a Kerait Christian princess, became the mother of three emperors: a Great Khan of the Mongols, an emperor (ilkhan) of Persia, and the founding emperor of the Yuan dynasty in China, Khubilai (1216–1294).

At the halfway point of the thirteenth century, as Pope Innocent IV (1243–1254) and other strategists of Western Christendom surveyed the world which confronted them, they were concerned about both the Moslem occupation of the Holy Land and the memory of Europe's recent (1230s) providential escape from being ravaged by the fearsome Mongol war juggernaut. Thus for strategic reasons of realpolitik the Vatican wished to make contact with the Mongol rulers in order to avoid future hostilities and to explore forming an alliance which could oust the Islamic defilers of Jerusalem and the Holy land. There was also an authentic religious motivation at work. In recent decades two new missionary-minded orders had been founded, the Dominicans and the Franciscans, Why not send missionaries from among these enthusiastic priests to try to convert the Mongols to Christianity in addition to the politico-strategic purpose?

Accordingly, between 1245 and 1253 Innocent IV commissioned two different Franciscan-led diplomatic-religious missions to the Mongols.15 Both friars made it to Qaraqorum (Karakorum), the Mongol capital before it was moved to China proper. And both returned to Europe after two years, each writing a description of what he had seen and experienced, even though the hope of achieving an alliance with the Mongols had evaporated and there was no success in converting them to Christianity. The friars also alerted the European world to the success and prominence of the Nestorian communities among the members of the Mongol coalition. There were no more Christian emissaries sent by Rome until the 1290s, by which time the forces of Khubilai Khan had defeated the last Song Dynasty resistance, destroyed the old regime, and in 1271 set up a new dynasty, the Yuan, ruling all of China. Several years before that, Khubilai had already moved the Yuan capital from Qaraqorum to Khanbaliq (also called Dadu), the site of today's Beijing. Thus until 1293 the Nestorians, still largely non-Chinese, maintained a monopoly on the institutional Christian religious presence in China. Indeed, there is scattered documentary and archaeological evidence (tombstones, tablets with inscriptions and images) that there were small groups of Han Chinese converts among the Nestorians, although the preponderance of the members of these Christian communities remained non-Chinese.

It is just at this juncture of the Christian story in China that we should acknowledge the story of the Polo brothers and Marco Polo's famous Description of the World (published circa 1298). They are representative of the presence of several Italian traders, Roman Christians, in Yuan China. The Venetian brothers Niccolo and Maffeo Polo left Venice about 1252, and they managed to make it to Khanbaliq in 1265, where they had at least one audience with Khubilai. After a return to Europe, they set out on their second voyage in 1271, accompanied by Niccolo's son Marco (1254–1324/5). They reached Khubilai's summer capital Shangdu in 1275, and then remained in China for the next 16 years, apparently in the employ of Khubilai and the dynastic government. Only in 1291 were they given permission to leave China, accompanying a mission to the Khanate in Persia. They left the rest of their traveling companions at Hormuz, and were back in Venice in 1295. Marco's Description of the World has unique and valuable information on the distribution of Nestorian Christians in Yuan China.

There were other Italian merchants, who were residents in several cities, and who were sometimes helpful to the Roman Catholic missions which existed in a handful of places in Yuan China. The first papal envoy since the 1250s, Friar Giovanni da Montecorvino, was accompanied by an Italian merchant from Venice, Pietro de Lucalongo, arriving at Quanzhou on the southeast coast and coming to Khanbaliq in 1293 via the Grand Canal. De Lucalongo also a few years later bought for Friar Giovanni a piece of land in the capital on which to build a church. Italians in other cities assisted the small number of Catholic missionaries in various ways.

Del Carpini and van Rubroek had observed the established Nestorian presence in the Mongol capital of Qaraqorum in the1240s and 1250s, but did not stay long enough to get into competition with the Nestorian hierarchy. Giovanni da Montecorvino, however, had considerable success, so much so that it prompted the Roman Church to send several more missionaries, a few Dominicans as well as Franciscans, to China. The result was direct competition between Catholics and Nestorian Christians. Montecorvino claimed as many as six thousand baptisms by about 1305. One group was from the Nestorian Ongut tribe, whose chief (whom the missionaries called Prince George) converted with many of his fellow tribesmen. Several thousand Armenian Christians and Byzantine Alans in the capital city also came into the Catholic fold, partly because they had no clergy of their own nearby and they were not permitted in the Nestorian churches without converting. As far as we can tell, Montecorvino, who was consecrated archbishop of Khanbaliq in 1313 by newly arrived priests bringing instructions from the Holy See, was a dedicated and enthusiastic representative of the Franciscans, and preached and evangelized with perseverance, so much so that he sparked active and voluble opposition, even threats, from the Nestorians.16 Tension and conflict between Catholics and Nestorians were frequent in these circumstances.

From the 1320s until the end of the dynasty in 1368, both varieties of Christianity persevered, but without signal success. In addition to two churches in the capital, a few Catholic missionaries and as many as three churches were present in the port city of Quanzhou. Fujian Province, and Hangzhou and Yangzhou, for a time had Franciscan residences. After Montecorvino's death in 1330, instability in the empire, and uncertainties of transport in sending more missionaries, slowed the Catholic efforts, and by the 1350s virtually all of the European Catholic priests were gone.

What of an overall verdict on Christianity in Mongol times? We know more about its presence and nature than we do about Christianity in the last part of the Tang, but that is still not a great deal. We do know that Nestorianism was sufficiently successful along the Silk Road that the Patriarchy in Baghdad established several metropolitan provinces on the way to China, two of them, including Khanbaliq, in China proper. Almost nothing concerning Christianity appears in Chinese sources of the Yuan. There is not even a specific Chinese language term for Christianity, Nestorian or Catholic. There is also very little evidence of interaction between either Catholics or Nestorians with Buddhism and Daoism. Over the time of the century from the 1240s to the 1340s, there were only a handful of clues: a Buddhist-Christian “debate” in which Willem van Rubroek participated in May 1254; conflict in 1304 between Nestorians in Jiangnan (lower Yangzi R. delta) and the local Daoist clergy whom the Christians were evangelizing; and the restoration of two Nestorian monasteries to the Buddhists in 1311. It seems that there was more trouble between Montecorvino and the Nestorians in Khanbaliq over his alleged stealing of Nestorian sheep than occurred between either version of Christianity and native Chinese religions. One inference that may be drawn from this is that none of the Chinese religious traditions saw Christianity as a religious or ideological threat.

Thus we must conclude that, much as in the case of the Tang Nestorians, in the Mongol period, despite the Roman church joining the Church of the East in missionary work in China, the elements of Christianity present seem to have been so closely tied to the foreign presence that there was almost no influence on indigenous persons and institutions. Even though the Franciscans, for example Montecorvino, preached to the Chinese and wanted to convert them, there is no evidence that any responded in verifiable numbers, at least not in sources that are at present available.

What became of Christianity in China from the mid fourteenth century? Ming dynasty sources have no reference whatsoever to Yuan Christians' fate. The demise of the Yuan dynasty in 1368 did not necessarily have to entail an end to the faith in China, but it created severe restrictions on missionaries. Their primary source of protection and funding was the Mongol ruling clan and the foreign merchants, most of whom retreated north with the Mongols; or, if they stayed, they were expelled by the somewhat xenophobic politics of the new Ming. Still, the establishment of a new dynasty alone, however xenophobic, cannot account fully for the decline of the missions which now occurred, in the East in general as well as in China. By the mid fourteenth century the Franciscans had become crippled by internal contention and strife, and they were hit very hard by the Black Death in 1348. Moreover, the original strategic goal of the Papacy for the China Mission, to bring Mongol firepower into a joint campaign against the Saracens in the Holy Land, dissipated as the great Khanates of the Middle East, central Asia, and South Asia as well as the Yuan dynasty, collapsed into the annals of history.

Notes

1. I am indebted to Professor Liam Brockey for information on the early Portuguese chroniclers of the church in India.
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13. For the full text of the imperial edict see Wm. Theodore de Bary and Irene Bloom, comp., Sources of Chinese Tradition, Vol. I: From Earliest Times to 1600 (New York: Columbia University Press), pp. 585–586.
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15. Giovanni dal Piano del Carpini, and Willem van Rubroek.

16. Montecorvino was the last archbishop consecrated in China until modern times.





Chapter 2

The Jesuit Mission of Early Modern Times and Its Fate

Prologue

The second ring road in today's Beijing is where the old city wall was, until the mid 1950s when Mao Zedong had the wall demolished. Just west of the former wall, only a short walk along Chegong E. Road, is a large compound which contains the Chinese Communist Party's Administrative College. Here officials on the fast career track receive training for high positions in the Party. In the middle of the courtyard is a walled-in graveyard, which many visitors are surprised to learn has the remains of over 60 Catholic missionaries of the Ming and Qing periods. The most prominent is the grave of Matteo Ricci, given pride of place in the arrangement of the tombstones. It was not always thus. Ricci (1552–1610), an Italian Jesuit who was the first Westerner to reside permanently in Beijing, after his death was honored by the Ming emperor with a gravesite outside Fuchengmen (the Fucheng gate). Ricci was joined by other Jesuits and missionaries of other Catholic orders over the next two or three centuries, including Adam Schall von Bell (1592–1666) and Ferdinand Verbiest (1623–1688), among other luminaries. In the violence of the Boxer Uprising in 1900 xenophobic mobs toppled the tombstones and desecrated the grounds. Then during the violent Red Guard phase of the Cultural Revolution in late 1966, youthful iconoclasts spurred to action by Mao's call to “destroy the ‘four olds,’” inflicted another round of mindless violence upon the site. In the “reform and opening” period since 1979, at first the cadres running the party school would occasionally arbitrarily permit well-known or well-connected visitors, including foreigners, to view the site, which was still in a disordered state. But then they realized their courtyard could be a source of income, even a cash cow. With the assistance of some foreign organizations and governments, many of them Italian, extensive repairs and restoration were done. And of course admission began to be charged. Today visitors and groups are systematically shown a 40-minute English DVD (also for sale) called simply “Matteo Ricci in China,” which praises Ricci for his commitment to “East-West cross-cultural exchange” without ever mentioning Christianity. Then the visitors are given a tour of the site and encouraged to take pictures. A foreign visitor who actually knows something about the historical events and personages represented in this fashion today can only shake her head and think, “the irony of it all.”


Figure 2.1 Graves of Ricci, Schall von Bell, and Verbiest. Credit: Lou-Foto/Alamy.
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Background and Context

The third advent of Christianity in China, in which Christianity in China became a permanent part of the Chinese religious landscape, took place in the sixteenth century. It constituted a key transition in the worldwide serial movement of the Christian faith to parts of the non-West. It also was an important part of the first cross-cultural learning experience of the West.1 All this occurred as an extension to East Asia of historical forces sweeping Europe, most importantly the repercussions of the Protestant Reformation and the creation of the Portuguese and Spanish seaborne empires. These two factors combined to facilitate an unprecedented number of Christian missionaries coming to China in the late Ming and early Qing, and even more importantly the creation within China circa 1600–1900 of a surprising number of Christian communities, many of which proved quite resilient when the young Chinese church was outlawed and persecuted in the eighteenth century. This is the first period in which Chinese Christians start to become part of the historical record, visible in both Western and Chinese sources from about 1600 onward.2

The Protestant reformers of the early sixteenth century were a mortal threat to the Roman church, which responded to the challenge by mobilizing its most capable representatives and itself engaging in substantial institutional and ideological reform. This was the “Catholic Reformation,” which had many elements and purposes, one of which was to infuse the hierarchy and personnel of the Roman church with renewed piety and a rekindled missionary spirit. Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556), fired by a dramatic conversion experience, gathered a few like-minded colleagues and in the 1530s organized a confraternity of individuals which in 1540 was regularized by the Pope as a new religious order, the Society of Jesus, or Jesuits. Jerusalem, not East Asia, was the first goal of the Jesuit founders. When going there proved impossible, the rest of the known world came into strategic missionary focus, and Jesuits, who under the charismatic inspiration of Ignatius multiplied dramatically in number, began setting off for destinations worldwide. Francis Xavier (1506–1552), who had been with Ignatius one of the founders of the Jesuit order, was assigned to the East Indies mission and went to Goa in India for a time. He then pioneered the mission to Japan in 1549, and finally died of sickness on an island off the southern coast of China in 1552, frustrated by the Chinese refusal to permit entry and long-term residence of missionaries. It took more than thirty years after his death for the first European Catholics to gain secure entry to China.

The other European development which shaped Christianity in China was the rise of the first of a succession of seaborne empires beginning in the early 1500s. The Portuguese led the way. It is important to remember that neither the Pope nor the Jesuits had ships of their own. But Portuguese merchant shipowners and ship captains, although occasionally behaving like pirates, were willing to do what would today be called pro bono work for the church by transporting Jesuit missionaries around the world – preferably fellow Portuguese Jesuits, but also Italians and those of other nationalities. By the 1550s–1560s a network of Portuguese settlements had been implanted on the seacoast from the Indian Ocean to Japan: in 1510–1511 came Goa in India and Malacca in Southeast Asia on the Straits of Malacca. Then in 1557 Macau (Macao) in south China was granted to the Portuguese by local officials as a place to reside year round because Westerners were not permitted to reside permanently in China, only to go to Guangzhou (Canton) for the trading season.3 About the same time as Macau, Nagasaki in far western Japan became the foreign trade center in Japan. The basic trade pattern, set by the predictable monsoon winds, involved ships coming from Portugal around the Cape of Good Hope, making rest stops in Goa and Malacca, before coming to Macau. In Macau they took on items that would sell well in Japan (varieties of tea, fine porcelain, some foodstuffs), then went on to Nagasaki to sell those goods and amass a boatful of Japanese products and a substantial amount of silver. The silver was mined in Japan, where it was plentiful, and in the 1500s it was needed in China to provide liquidity for the expanding economy. Back in Macau (trading was actually done in Guangzhou), the silver would finance purchase of the popular items from China (silk, porcelain) which would bring multifold profits in Lisbon or other European cities.

From the 1540s on, part of the eastbound cargo on Portuguese ships going from Europe to Asia was an increasing number of Catholic missionaries. These were nearly all Jesuits, and most were Portuguese in nationality. The reason for this was the Padroado, the agreement between the governments of Spain and Portugal, brokered by the Vatican, which divided most of the non-European world between the spheres of influence of the two respective powers.4 This division was first applied to the Atlantic in the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494, and then to the Pacific, including China and the rest of Asia, in the Treaty of Saragossa in 1529. Thus most of the Americas and the Philippines were in the Spanish sphere, and most of Africa and Asia in the Portuguese. A corollary of these events, and a fact of the world scene, was that in the sixteenth century, Lisbon and Madrid were essentially the energizing core of the world missionary movement. Their ships not only dominated the trading routes, but the (at least simulated) piety of the rulers and the ship owners and captains as well meant that when needed, transportation for missionaries to get to their assigned mission field would be available. Another factor was at work in the close three-way cooperation of merchants, representatives of the crown, and missionaries. It was assumed by all that European Christianity (there was hardly any other kind at this historical juncture) would be a big part of the template for cultural change among the new peoples being “discovered” as Europeans sailed around the world. All agreed on the unitary nature of Christianity and European culture. This was “Christendom,” which had a territorial or tribal aspect; unanimity was expected of all who were part of the tribal unit – just as the tribes of northern Europe had Christianized by territorial unit.5

What were the results on the ground of the early Jesuit mission? In the last decades of the sixteenth century, it appeared to all observers that Christianity was a booming success in Japan, which had opened to missionaries in 1549, and a non-starter in China, where missionaries were unable to settle permanently until 1583 – and even then in only very small numbers until well after 1600. Success in conversion and social and political influence seemed to be showered on the Japan mission; in 1571 the regional feudal lord even put the port city of Nagasaki in western Japan under the jurisdiction and administration of the Jesuits. And there were well over 100,000 converts by the 1590s.6 Meanwhile China seemed like a stone wall; from 1552 to 1583, over 50 missionaries, mostly Jesuits but also including a number of Franciscans from Spanish territory in the Philippines (despite the Padroado's allocation of China to Portugal), made a total of about 60 failed attempts to settle in China.7

The breakthrough did not come until 1582–1583, when the Italian Michele Ruggieri (1543–1607) won permission from Guangdong provincial officials to reside in a city other than the provincial capital, Guangzhou, and learn the Chinese language. He was joined by a fellow Italian, Matteo Ricci (1552–1610), who at age 30 had spent several years at Goa and Malacca. It is useful to note that Ricci was not the first Jesuit to establish himself in China, nor the first to study the language seriously. That distinction goes to Ruggieri. But Ricci was specially picked to join Ruggieri in pursuit of competence in the language. And in many ways Ricci is the most interesting and impressive of the early China missionaries. He is also, out of all the thousands of individual missionaries who ever went to China, the one person whom many educated Chinese today are able to name.

Ricci, the Jesuits, and the Larger China Mission

Ricci is certainly not without his biographers, but most of what has been written on him is hagiographic or at least highly admiring.8 He is an extremely attractive historical figure, who in many ways exemplifies the best of the Jesuit approach to missions and attitude toward Chinese culture. But he was only one of hundreds of Jesuits in China in the approximately two hundred years from the 1580s to the 1780s. All were well educated and many made noteworthy contributions, both spiritual and secular. Ricci did, however, put into very effective operation the policies first articulated by Alessandro Valignano (1539–1606), Jesuit high-ranking “Visitor” with authority over all of the Asia missions.9 Very concisely, these policies were:


	Accommodation and adaptation to Chinese culture.

	Evangelization from the top down, addressing the literate elite, even the emperor if possible.

	Indirect evangelism by means of science and technology to convince the elite of the high level of European civilization.

	Openness to and tolerance of Chinese moral values and some ritual practices.10



It was also Ricci who early on set his sights on Beijing and the imperial court and determined to gain permission himself to live there on a permanent basis. This he finally did in 1602, the first missionary to do so since the Mongols left China. Perhaps best exemplified by Ricci, these strategies overwhelmingly characterized the Jesuit mission for the first few decades, when almost all of the Jesuits (and there were no non-Jesuits until the 1620s) had an urban mission, excellent language abilities, and followed the above principles. It is this group, from Ricci to Schall to Verbiest and on to seventeenth-century figures, mainly in Beijing, that has been the focus of most scholarship on the Catholic mission. On the other hand there were only from 5 to 15 missionaries in China at any one time in those near-fifty years, so it is not surprising that they mostly remained in major cities. Moreover, there is no doubt that chances of meeting and befriending the highest level officials were best in major cities, especially in Beijing. Success in converting the “three pillars” of the church – Xu Guangqi (1562–1633), Li Zhizao (1565–1630), and Yang Tingyun (1562–1627) – all high degree-holders and officials of the late Ming, seemed to validate this Beijing-centered strategy.11

In the 1630s, after the Jesuit monopoly ended, Spanish Franciscans, Dominicans, and Augustinians began arriving and the average number of missionaries went up to a range of 30–40. It remained at that level for about another half-century, to 1680. Remarkably, the number of missionaries was hardly affected by the Manchu conquest of the Ming in 1644 and the establishment of the Qing Dynasty. The Jesuits in Beijing, led by Adam Schall von Bell, at the changeover in authority in 1644 employed fast footwork to show the new rulers their usefulness in the fields of astronomy and other areas of science and technology.12 There was, however, a short hiatus in the upward trend, when from 1665 to 1671 the missionaries almost all were exiled to Guangzhou or Macau during a crackdown inspired by xenophobic forces at court pandering to the insecurities of the Manchu rulers. When the young Kangxi emperor took the throne in 1669 he purged many of the hidebound officials and relaxed strictures on the missionaries, who resumed their work around the country. In the 1680s missionary numbers rose again, and then there was a doubling in the 1690s. In the one year of 1701, 30 new missionaries arrived, bringing the number to about 140, where it remained for a few years, until the Rites Controversy struck with its deleterious effects. The increased numbers partly reflected new sending orders, for example the Missions Etrangères de Paris, French Jesuits, Lazarists, and others. And it was partly due to the increased attraction of China as a successful mission field, which seemed to be amply proven by the Kangxi emperor's 1692 edict of toleration for missions and Christianity. The success in gaining this decree from Kangxi semed to augur well for the mission, and kept active the longstanding hope that the emperor himself would convert to Christianity. In fact Kangxi, although he rather liked the Jesuits, and valued their services to him, never seems to have seriously considered becoming a Christian. But missionary hopes remained high.

A comparative observation seems appropriate here. Approximately a century previous, in the 1590s, the Japan mission was still prospering, as it had since the 1550s, and there were probably well over 200,000 Japanese Christians, including large numbers of daimyo and samurai. Meanwhile, although Ricci was edging his way toward Beijing, he had yet to get near it. Moreover, there were as yet no prestigious or even any elite Chinese converts, and there were a mere handful of missionaries in the country. A century later, in the 1690s, with the decree of toleration in force and over one hundred missionaries in country, China was (relative to a century previous) booming. Now there were probably more than 150,000 faithful in China, and steady growth, whereas in Japan, due to an especially fierce and thorough eradication campaign beginning in the 1620s, there remained very few Christians, and none visible in public.13

In my view, some of the interesting aspects of these patterns of numbers and composition of missionaries include: 1) how few the Jesuits were and yet how totally they dominated the scene for the first half-century, until about 1630; and 2) How complex and diverse the mission became in the next 60–70 years, as the Spanish friars of the mendicant orders (Dominicans, Franciscans, Augustinians) established themselves, almost entirely out in the provinces. And many of the newly arrived Jesuits were also assigned to the provinces, where in several areas conversions were on the increase. It is ironic that the attention of scholars has remained fixed on the missionaries at court, who were still hoping to convert the emperor. But the real action, and I would claim the real significance, was elsewhere. The relative newcomers on the mission field, including many of the Jesuits arriving in the last decades of the seventeenth century, were not so wedded to the now century-old strategies of Valignano and Ricci. In 1700, there were still many Jesuits working (as technicians, map-makers, even casting cannons for Qing military campaigns) at the court and elsewhere in Beijing and in a handful of other large cities (Nanjing, Fuzhou). But a great many Jesuits, and virtually all of the mendicant friars, were scattered across the empire creating and maintaining local rural-based Christian communities. These communities consisted largely of commoners and low-ranking elites, and it took considerable time and energy for administering the sacraments, carrying out the duties of training and encouraging local catechists, hearing confessions on a regular basis, performing funerals and weddings, and so forth. In short, these were the tasks of community-building, and the Jesuits were especially good at it. As we know from recent scholarship, the rigorous training in human personnel management methods, leadership skills, and practical experience in teaching and training that all Jesuits received back in Europe was impressive. The long common course of study, in science and languages as well as theology, learning to function in a group, and multi-year “apprenticeships” in teaching younger confrères, made for a remarkably effective cadre of personnel.

When this kind of experience was added to their superior Chinese language training and language facility, it often resulted in the missionaries in the field succeeding in running ahead of missionary theology and facilitating the formation of dynamic, cohesive Christian multi-family social units. As Liam Brockey puts it, the product of the Jesuits' labor was Christianity becoming less the “religion of converts” and more “the faith of families.”14 The missionary friars also established such communities, but they were not as skilled as the Jesuits in human resource management; most of the well-rooted Christian communities, those that would prove able to survive in the trials of the dawning eighteenth century, were products of the Jesuit mission. Most Jesuits in fact created a heavy work load for themselves. Because of the Europeans' fear that the purity of teaching and ritual might be compromised in Chinese hands, they were slow to ordain Chinese as priests, or even to turn over many duties to their Chinese catechists. As a result they had more work on their own shoulders. Nevertheless, they could not do everything themselves, and had no choice but to train catechists and lay leaders as helpers, and eventually to support a few bright and pious Chinese young men to undergo training in overseas seminaries to become priests. But they graduated and were ordained only at a slow rate.

Chinese Christians and Christian Communities

I will come back to the story of the Catholic mission before 1800 in the next section of this chapter. But I wish to stop and attempt to delineate what we know, or can surmise, about the Chinese Catholics of this time, that is, the Chinese flock being shepherded by the missionaries. One of the general impressions of Chinese Christians from the early 1600s to the present is that for the most part they were poor, of lower status, and marginalized.15 It is true that there were not many higher elite degreeholders or officials who were Christians in the late 1600s and 1700s; no equivalents to the “three [or four] pillars” of the late Ming. One of the few exceptions was in Hangzhou, where the literatus Zhang Xingyao (1633–after 1715) after his baptism in 1678 wrote many essays and poems reconciling Christianity and Confucianism.16 Yet in fact the scattering of lower, if not higher, degree holders among the Christian communities was not negligible. A close analysis of this question shows that the percentage of those with this status among Christians was extremely close to the percentage of the elite in the entire population (from 0.6% to 0.8%). Thus it is true that in contrast to the 1620s almost no officials were Christians in the early 1700s, but a number of non-office holding lower gentry (degree-holders) were. These constituted a reservoir of social capital and often of practical leadership experience which stood the Christians in good stead when the missionaries left.

The religious life of these parishes at some distance from Beijing, especially of those in rural areas led by non-Jesuits, was rather different from the cerebral world of most of the urban Jesuits. The religious consciousness of Catholic congregations in the countryside was to a great extent drenched in the world of miracles, visions, and other manifestations of the supernatural. In some ways it was the world they had always known, with new actors and Christian gods, and employing rituals which appeared to be similar to those of traditional village popular religion. At times, in the eyes of officialdom, especially after the proscription on Christianity in 1724, rural Christian communities appeared not only to be suspiciously heterodox in their ideology, but also liable to lapse into sedition.17 Festivals and holy days sometimes would be occasions of believers fired by so much zeal that they wept uncontrollably, engaged in acts of self-mortification, and generally gave themselves over to emotional release. It was difficult enough for the European priests to control or keep within acceptable bounds this tendency when the foreigners were themselves present. Later in the eighteenth century, when the missionaries were gone or in hiding, there was little to prevent a steady slide toward incorporation of traditional religious practices and ideas into Catholic practice.

This phenomenon of adaptation to Chinese tradition has caused a leading Sinologist, Jacques Gernet, to conclude that the “conversions” to Christianity in this period were not authentic because they were often the result of the converts looking for benefits (healing, effectiveness, power) and not understanding the doctrines or meaning of the catechism or the sacraments.18 And the Chinese Christians do seem to have instinctively looked for the same manifestations in Christianity that they were familiar with in their native religions. Gernet quotes Father Louis Le Comte at the end of the seventeenth century: “What the Chinese need, even when it comes to an object of worship, is something that strikes their senses. Magnificent ornaments, singing, processions, the sound of bells and musical instruments and Church ceremonial – all this is to their taste.”19 Today not many scholars would agree with Gernet's general thesis. Throughout the history of world Christianity, not all Christians have had a clear intellectual grasp of their faith, for example of the theological meaning of baptism or an orthodox conception of the Trinity. Moreover, in looking back at this period of history it should also be remembered that the missionaries themselves, including the Jesuits, were still in part products of late Medieval Europe and Scholasticism, and were not devoid of sensibilities to miracles and the supernatural.

Thus in many ways there was a spectrum of Christianities present in eighteenth-century China. As we survey the national scene from the 1580s to the early 1800s, several different centers of Catholicism are apparent:

Beijing

Ricci's original target, the capital city was over time rather hospitable to the resident missionaries. The Jesuits built up a Chinese Christian community of several thousand, including more than one hundred members of the extended Ming royal family. Some of the missionaries accompanied the Ming court in its flight to the south, and several more of the deposed ruling house, including a claimant to the throne, were baptized in south and southwest China in the 1640s and 1650s before the final demise of the refugee court. After the handover of power to the new Qing regime, and the Jesuits' success in maintaining residence in Beijing, the congregation of believers continued to grow. By 1700 it included a small but increasing number of ethnic Manchus. Several of these were from the Sunu family (Sunu was a cousin of the Yongzheng emperor, who reigned 1723–1735). After Yongzheng's prohibition of Christianity in 1724, he punished the Christians in Sunu's clan over the next few years, and Manchu converts seem to have disappeared, except perhaps for a handful. Despite the hostile atmosphere, a small number of converts, 2000 or so, continued to exist in Beijing through most of the eighteenth century. Two churches, the Nantang (South Church) and the Dongtang (East Church), were used on and off by the remaining missionaries and the Chinese Christians. A surprisingly large number of Jesuits and from time to time a few other missionaries stayed in Beijing because they were employees of the emperor. Even after the Catholic church's abolition of the Jesuit order in 1773, the old Jesuits ensconced at the emperor's court continued their work, still hoping for the elusive imperial conversion which would be the key to a Christian China. They quietly shepherded as best they could the Chinese believers as well, until they gradually died off and the number shrank to almost none.20

Jiangnan

In Ming times, Jiangnan was a province containing both Anhui and Jiangsu of later times. It refers to the lower Yangzi region, also including Zhejiang Province. After Ricci's death in 1610, Jiangnan became a fertile field for the Jesuits, starting with one of the “three pillars,” Li Zhizao, inviting three missionaries to establish a residence in his native city of Hangzhou in 1611. The church which spread out from there established itself in the second capital Nanjing as well as in lesser cities, and the Jiangnan area quickly became the richest and most important region for the church. Xu Guangqi, the highest ranking Ming Christian official, was buried outside of Shanghai and his descendants built a chapel there in his memory. But Shanghai did not become the nerve center of Jiangnan Catholicism until later, in the nineteenth century. The pattern for expansion, which was also followed in other areas, was that the missionaries would be invited to an area by Chinese converts, then they would go and settle there with the help of the best-connected among the converts, and launch more localized mission efforts from the approximate geographical center of the area. By 1700, about 65 percent of Chinese Christians lived in Jiangnan.

Fujian

This coastal province, just across the Taiwan Strait from Taiwan, was first missionized by the Jesuit Giulio Aleni (1582–1649) in the 1620s. Again the pattern was that an important convert made the first settlement possible. Aleni settled in and remained based in Fuzhou, the provincial capital. Soon Dominicans and Franciscans from the Philippines, some coming directly and some coming via Taiwan (until the Spanish were expelled from the island by the Dutch in 1642), were also active in Fujian. There were established communities all over the province, although Fu'an in northern Fujian became the most important Dominican center and sending point for further mission ventures.21

Zhili

Since 1912 this geographical entity, which contains Beijing, has been called Hebei Province. In the late 1600s, the number of Christian communities in southern Zhili expanded rapidly. Although they were all managed by Jesuits except for one or two, it is apparent that the old Jesuit “convert from the top” strategy was not being followed closely, as it still was in Beijing. Large numbers of converts and mass baptisms were not uncommon in south Zhili.

Shandong

Abutting south Zhili on the east is the northwestern region of Shandong Province. This area was nearly all under the direction of the Franciscans in the late 1600s, though there were missionaries from the Propaganda Fide in Shandong as well. There were dozens of churches built and communities formed, and thousands of converts were made. 22

In all these areas and even in others with a smaller presence of Christianity the multiplication of centers of Christian activity meant for the missionaries a heavy load of pastoral duties: giving the sacraments, hearing confessions, training catechists and other helpers. And at the turn of the century they still were not receiving much direct assistance in priestly duties from Chinese confreres. Of the approximately 140 missionary priests in China in 1701, 130 of them were Europeans.

The Rites Controversy

The so-called “rites controversy” is one of the most commonly discussed events in Chinese Christian history, but it has not been researched systematically in archives by scholars until recent years. This is because between 1704, when the “rites” were prohibited by the Holy See, to 1939, when they were again approved, the subject matter was off limits to Catholic scholars and the materials were unavailable to non-Catholic scholars.23

To summarize very briefly, the controversy began with the Valignano-Ricci “accommodation policy” and the opposition it aroused among other Europeans, and culminated with a papal condemnation of the rites and a rejection of the Jesuits' policy in 1704 (a rejection reiterated by papal decree in 1715 and 1742, lest there be any doubt).

The specific issues encompassed by the controversy were:


	Whether certain established traditional Chinese terms, for example those that might be used to translate the name of God, the soul, and so forth, should be used or new ones coined. For example, both tian (heaven) and Shangdi (lord on high) were commonly used terms with many religious connotations. Ricci and the Jesuits had no problem in using these terms.

	The essentially civic or essentially religious nature of the ceremonies performed, especially by the degree-holding elite class, in honor of Confucius and their own families' ancestors, the latter represented by tablets in an “ancestral hall” in the home. These rituals included incense burning, prostrating one's self, or offering food. Should these acts be considered religious observance or civic duty? And should Chinese Christians be permitted or forbidden to participate? The Jesuits considered them civic functions, and permitted them.

	A related set of questions centered on relationships with non-Christians. Could mass be said for the souls of Christians' non-Christian ancestors? And could Christians be permitted to support and participate in community festivals or entertainments in honor of non-Christian gods? The Jesuits and their accommodation policy basically said “yes” to both questions.



The Jesuits were well set in their ways on all these questions ever since the time of Ricci. But the Jesuit position on these, and on the many related sub-issues, did not sit well with the mendicant priests who followed the Jesuits and had a more culturally limited Euro-centric view of how extensively the Chinese Christians should participate in these non-Christian (or “pagan”) activities. Beginning with a Dominican who returned to Rome and launched an attack on Jesuit policy in the 1640s, the tide of dispute ebbed and flowed for more than sixty years, with the Vatican going back and forth depending on who was the most recent emissary from China presenting the case for or against the Jesuits. In the 1690s, ironically just after the Kangxi emperor's 1692 toleration decree for all Christians, the Pope became increasingly involved, and both the critics' attacks and the Jesuits' defense became increasingly strident.

Charles Maigrot MEP, Vicar Apostolic of Fujian, who had been in China since 1684, in March 1693 issued a Mandate from his jurisdiction formally indicting the use of the rites by Christians. This was after years of guerrilla warfare between Maigrot and pro-rites proponents. The latter included Bishop Gregory Luo Wenzao (1619–1691), a Dominican ordained in the Philippines in 1654, who then came to China, and who became the first Bishop of Nanjing, with the distinction of being the first and the last Chinese to be consecrated bishop until the twentieth century. Pope Clement X appointed him bishop in 1677, but he was not consecrated until 1685 because many of the European missionaries were opposed. Luo ordained several Chinese priests during the six years of his bishopric.

When Maigrot's indictment of the rites reached Rome, it set off several years of complex judicial proceedings, and stormy debates at the Sorbonne and other academic centers between advocates and opponents of the Jesuits over the issue. The Pope became thoroughly personally invested in this issue, as well. Finally a commission of cardinals recommended against the rites, and the Pope agreed, issuing a decree in November 1704 that ruled decisively against the rites. This was a watershed in early modern Sino-foreign relations, not just because of the content of the decision, but because of the Chinese emperor's reaction to the highly counterproductive manner in which it was conveyed to China. A papal legate was dispatched to China in 1705, to inform both the missionaries and (as it turned out) the Chinese emperor of the decisions. This was Charles-Thomas Maillard de Tournon (1668–1710), who turned out to be an unhappy choice. Tournon behaved highhandedly toward the missionaries and disrespectfully toward the emperor Kangxi. Kangxi had been puzzled for years by this issue festering among the missionaries. Curious, in July 1706, he invited Tournon to the summer capital north of Beijing for a discussion. Tournon took along Maigrot, champion of the rite-haters, and they had disastrous interviews with Kangxi, during which Maigrot showed himself incompetent in the Chinese language even after more than 20 years in China. And the emperor grew increasingly irritated, then angry, at the message from the Vatican. In fact, as far as can be determined he was quite outraged by what he saw as gratuitous interference in his state and culture, with foreigners who spoke no Chinese presuming to dictate to him the meaning for his subjects of Chinese rituals and cultural practices. In December 1706, Kangxi laid down the gauntlet by decreeing that all missionaries would have to undergo an examination, and only those who agreed with “the policies of Matteo Ricci” would receive a certificate (piao) which permitted them to remain in China. Those who refused were to be deported. Tournon, who was then in Nanjing, rejoined with a decree of February 1707, dictating the exact answers the missionaries were to give to the questions of the emperor, threatening with excommunication those who dared to be disobedient. The emperor soon banished Tournon to Macau, where he languished under house arrest until he died, soon after receiving news of his appointment as a cardinal.

There were in fact a number of missionaries who were deported in the next few years, but nothing like a clean sweep was made. The status of Christianity as a legitimate religion was not (yet) rescinded; that would not come until 1724, under Kangxi's son, the Yongzheng emperor (r. 1723–1735). Moreover, Kangxi exempted all the 15–20 Jesuits in imperial employment around the court, as well as ignoring the continued presence of a number elsewhere who kept a low profile. Some missionaries deported after 1707 managed to sneak back into the country, and new ones were always arriving. Kangxi seemed rather lax on this issue in his last years, so that provincial officials had no great incentive to enforce rigorously the requirement of the piao. Near the end of his life, however, in 1721, he was again angered by an envoy from Rome, the papal legate Mezzabarba, who attempted to mitigate somewhat the anti-rites stance of Rome by granting “eight concessions” to the local missionaries in Beijing. But this was viewed as woefully insufficient by Kangxi, and at any rate the “concessions” were all soon annulled by Rome.

When the Yongzheng emperor took the throne in 1723, he tightened the reins of central control over both state and society. He was of course also alert to possible sedition and departures from imperial Confucian ideological orthodoxy, very conscious of who was dependably loyal and who might not be. For reasons that are not entirely clear, he made Christianity illegal early in 1724, labeling it an “evil cult” or “heterodox sect” (xiejiao), subversive of Chinese culture and values. He also renewed the expulsion of missionaries outside Beijing, calling for all of them to be taken to Guangzhou and held under detention. He also systematically destroyed the clan of his cousin Sunu, in whose family several had become Christians in recent years. The doom of the Sunu clan was probably also due to rumors that some of its Christian members, perhaps with the connivance of foreign priests, had been active in attempting to turn the process of determining the succession to Kangxi in a different direction, away from Yongzheng. Withal, these developments put Christianity into the legal and political category of illegal religion and/or heterodox sect, which label it would keep until the 1840s.

Despite the measures of Yongzheng, which on their face seem rather draconian, and which were continued by his successor Qianlong (r. 1735–1796), several dozen foreign missionaries managed to remain in the country. Thus in the years between about 1710 and 1750, covering the reigns of all three of the great emperors, there were still usually more than eighty missionaries in China, a bit more than half of the high point of the early 1700s. The sharp nationwide persecution of 1784–1785, however, reduced the number of foreigners considerably, although as late as 1800 there were still about 25 foreign priests in the country, half of them in employment at the court. The Jesuits were all aging and weakening since the Jesuit order had been dissolved by order of the Pope in 1773. Meanwhile, as all the orders with personnel in China realized, there was no way to maintain even this small number of European priests. Thus all the orders developed plans to increase the number of Chinese clergy. And indeed the number of native priests increased steadily, to 40–50 by 1800.

Historians' assessments of the importance of the rites controversy vary widely. One pole of the spectrum, stressing unrealized technology transfer as well as religious factors, is that it was a major turning point in China's non-modernization, or aborted modernization. A corollary is that the outcome of the dispute ruined the prospects to adapt Christianity to China on a large scale, making it impossible to make China a “Christian” nation, which otherwise might have been the case. The other end of the spectrum of opinion among historians is that these events of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries are in the end not really part of Chinese history at all, but an episode in European intellectual history or Western church history. But that stance ignores the prominent participation of Chinese priests and lay people in the controversy. They had large stakes in the issue, because of the extremely important role which ritual, that is “the rites,” played in traditional Chinese culture and society.

The outcome of the rites controversy was certainly a setback for the growth and public life of the church in China; there seems little doubt of that. However, the extreme shortage of priests and of European Christian leadership after 1710 did not result in wholesale collapse of the Chinese church for the next century. Remarkably enough, the nationwide number of converts, perhaps 200,000 or more in the early 1700s, despite a dip to 120,000 in mid century, steadily increased again and climbed back to approximately 200,000 in the early 1800s. This was a result both of:


	the effective job of organizing local communities and rooting them in faith and the life of the church done by foreign missionaries, to be sure, but also by Chinese priests and catechists; and

	the internal dynamics of these communities once they got operating under their own power, as it were.



We will pursue this phenomenon, because it seems to be the first instance in Chinese Christian history that a certain amount of local agency occurred over a long period of time.

On their Own: The Long Eighteenth Century and the Life of the Church in China

Christianity in China was proscribed, categorized as a heterodox ideology, and officially forbidden to be practiced for about 120 years, from 1724 to the 1840s. This was almost the same number of years as from Matteo Ricci's establishing residence in Beijing in 1600 until Yongzheng's decree, during most of which time Christianity was legally or by practice sanctioned. But this long period of time after 1724 was not uniformly one of persecution. In some ways, just as today, Christianity was, on the one hand, constantly vulnerable to persecution, arrests, and other forms of harassment; but on the other hand, in normal times, especially in regions far from the capital, Christians practiced their faith openly. The foreign priests were more vulnerable to arrest and (usually) deportation because it was harder for them to hide their identity.24 But even they were not usually molested as they made their peripatetic rounds from one Christian community to the next. A priest could stay only a few days in each locality, ministering to the Christians with confession, baptisms, and the eucharist before hurrying on to the next group of Christians eagerly awaiting his arrival. It was easier for Chinese priests to travel, of course, but there were not very many of them until late in the eighteenth century. The important point here is that except for Beijing, where the aging Jesuits were at any rate restricted in the religious functions they could perform, there was virtually no locale in China where a priest was permanently present.

This general situation in the empire as a whole meant that during these decades, as Christianity became more localized, foreign oversight perforce declined, and some interesting cases of hybridity or inculturation occurred.25 Until the recent past, historians have had only fuzzy notions of what happened to Chinese Catholics and the local church in China during this 120-year period. The European records are scarce because the priests were fewer and were often out of touch with what was going on at the local level. But some excellent scholarship of recent years has provided us with considerable insight into both the practice of Catholicism and the perceptions of the scholar-official class and the Qing state.

The work of Lars Laamann shows the remarkable degree to which Christianity at the grass-roots level adapted itself to Chinese traditional culture. An example of this was grass-roots Christians' emphasis on expressions of filial piety and family solidarity, including use of ancestral tablets; despite the seeming finality of the Vatican's rejection of ancestor tablets, they continued to be used by many Chinese Christians. All that was required was a willingness to make a few adjustments to the terminology used in the ritual.26 Another, for example, was the lack of a close connection between being converted and baptized and having a sense of sin and need for redemption; Christians often had to be coerced by the priest into receiving the sacrament of confession and absolution. Yet another was the strong millenarian tradition of Chinese popular religion, which had a tendency to insinuate itself into the fabric of the local church. Other gaps between practices of the Europeans and their Chinese charges included the intense practicality and materialism of the converts. Well-off Catholics, because of the cultural obsession with sons, were often quite willing to compromise the church's insistence on monogamy. Aberrations and departures from orthodoxy were often abetted by local Catholic leaders, especially the catechists, who had sometimes received only a modicum of training from the nearest harried European priest and interpreted the catechetical texts as they pleased. In short, before long the theological components of the faith of the converts in some areas were in tatters, and the core of Christian identity became religious symbols and ritual behavior, especially filial respect for the Christian ancestors.

This considerable cultural overlap between popular Christianity and the practices of indigenous society was sufficient to alarm the state. The Qing Dynasty was in its heyday during the eighteenth century, but it was deathly afraid of popular movements which might challenge the state.27 Enough Christian communities behaved sufficiently like sectarian rebels such as the anti-dynastic White Lotus Society that Qing officials were alarmed. So whenever sectarian popular religion came under scrutiny and persecution, so did the Catholics. This occurred on a national scale in the late 1740s, 1784–1785, again in 1805, and after the shocking near-success of the Eight Trigrams Society's conspiratorial rebellion in 1813, which fought its way inside the outer wall of the Forbidden City in Beijing. Many other cases of temporary crackdowns, with local as well as national officials classifying the Christians as followers of a heterodox “evil cult,” occurred during these decades. All in all, it can be said that in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, Catholicism was doubly suspect: it was a “foreign religion,” closely associated with the Europeans, and very few Chinese, including Chinese Christians, understood how it worked. Yet at the same time Catholics behaved much like native Chinese sectarians, with sacred scriptures, charismatic leadership at times, and always with a whiff of apocalypse about, deriving from the millenarian component of both.

One region of China shows very well the paradox of significant growth during this century of proscription. That is the province of Sichuan, in southwest China. Several aspects of Sichuan's emergence as a Christian center reveal the dynamics of expansion.28 More recently settled than the rich provinces of the eastern part of China, it was fertile and prosperous; but it had suffered a terribly destructive sequence of events during the Ming-Qing transition in the 1640s. A series of bandits and, in effect, warlords, devastated the land and cities of the province, decimated the population by senseless wholesale slaughter, and laid waste to vast swathes of the countryside. For decades, until late in the eighteenth century, Sichuan was a recipient of population movements from all over China. Many of these recent immigrants had no family or other social network nearby. This recent history seems to have helped to set the scene for church growth in the province. Indeed, Sichuan had remarkable growth in the last half of the century, and had probably about forty thousand Christians by 1800. Other regions with longer-established Christian communities did well during the eighteenth century to minimize losses or at best hold their own. Sichuan was virtually the only place where significant growth occurred. How was this accomplished with so few European missionaries present in the province?29 One reason was that more Chinese priests were available after mid century. They studied usually at one of three sites: the College of the Propaganda Fide in Rome; a seminary established in Naples in 1732 to train Chinese clergy; or the seminary which had been established in Siam in 1666 by the Société des Missions Etrangères de Paris. André Ly (1693?–1774), one of the best-known Chinese priests of the mid eighteenth century, was trained at the latter institution.30

The pattern in Sichuan seems to have been that the European priests came through just often enough to monitor the state of health in doctrine and ritual of the community, whereas the Chinese priests increasingly took responsibility for administering the sacraments and other pastoral functions. But not many Chinese priests were available until late in the eighteenth century; for some years in mid century Andre Ly was the only Chinese priest in the entire province. For training and maintaining the local faith community, the Chinese catechists (jiaotou) or congregation head (huizhang) were crucial. These were local men who taught the classes leading to baptism, and did much more; they also functioned as lay leaders able to represent the Catholic community in relations with officials and the local elite. In fact they often played a key role in the conversion process. The jiaotou, as well as the huizhang, appear to have been extraordinarily important in the eighteenth century.31

Christians in Sichuan were targets of official repression several times during the eighteenth century, for reasons both local and national. Two instances of arrests and interrogations of Christians were in 1746 and 1755, when provincial officials were alerted by the court to be vigilant for rebellious sects, especially the White Lotus. Christians were already on the list of illegal sects, and were potentially vulnerable to being accused as an actively rebellious sect. This is exactly what happened in 1746 and 1755, when such accusations were lodged by other locals who had personal or legal disputes with the Christians and denounced them to the authorities. This resulted in several members of the community being arrested, interrogated, and suffering some mistreatment in the judicial system. Yet the interrogators were at bottom concerned only with whether these sectarians, whose beliefs they neither understood nor cared about, were in fact White Lotus or had similar treasonous intentions. When questioning revealed the differences between the groups, the investigating officials almost always decided that the Christians, while illegal, were not dangerous, and dismissed the case or meted out token punishment. There were exceptions to this pattern, however. Sometimes Christians were treated more harshly, for example being exiled to Turkestan.

Compared to such local and provincial cases of persecution, a greater danger inhered in the larger-scale nation-wide campaigns against Christians and the constant stream of foreign priests illegally entering the country.32 These occurred in 1784–1785, when many priests and jiaotou were put in prison, in 1805, with a scare about surreptitious activities of illegal foreigners and rumors of espionage, and of course the court's visceral reaction to the 1813 Eight Trigrams rebellion, which occasioned a national crackdown. It could almost be argued that at its most aroused, the central government in 1800 was capable of a scale of arrest, interrogation, and detention of suspects (or anyone caught up in a security sweep) nearly as great as that of today's government, given the comparative difference in communications technology.

Despite their vulnerable legal status, occasional local or national campaigns of suppression, and periodic expulsion of the dwindling number of European missionaries, Chinese Christians more or less maintained their numbers, and developed several generations of loyalty to their Catholic communities. It can fairly be said that the Jesuit missionaries (and some from other orders, to be sure) had built well in the seventeenth century. The edifice they had constructed was still standing in the early nineteenth century. But the missionaries were essentially gone by then, with just a handful still sneaking in from Macau. All over China, longstanding groups of Christians, their faith rooted often in well over a century of loyalty to the church and its marks of identity – especially baptism, marriage, and funeral rites – were unable to receive these sacraments and other pastoral services provided by the clergy. For many communities, neither foreign nor Chinese priest was available. Into this void stepped natural leaders of these communities: the jiaotou and/or huizhang, the heads of wealthier Christian families, parents and siblings of those who had become ordained priests and were highly respected for that vocation, all took up at least a part of the slack created by the absence of priests. Like an organic being adapting to its environment, these Christian communities created their own version of Christian identity, with traditional rhythms of village life intertwined with the festivals and holy days of the church year. They created a natural hierarchy and themselves arranged for and conducted rituals of identity, markers between their world and that of their non-Christian neighbors. The priest was still highly respected and his visits were occasions of excitement, but in normal times the community carried on by its own resources.

One aspect of Christian life in these decades which derived from the dynamics of Chinese society and eventually made some of the foreign missionaries very nervous was the role of women, especially those with a religious vocation. From the start there was implicit tension between habitual practices of the European church and aspects of the traditional place of women in China. Priests could not visit Chinese women in their homes, or have any direct physical contact. This made confession and some other rituals awkward. Traditional Chinese gender segregation in public also resulted in the missionaries conducting separate masses for men and women, or even separate churches.33 These features of Chinese society as they played out in the church resulted in women having separate associations, and in effect their own networks of communication. Some women were trained as catechists, to deal with dying infants or to prepare women for baptism, explaining doctrine and coaching them for the examination to be given by the priest on one of his visits.

Missionaries themselves applauded Chinese women who chose not to marry, made a vow of chastity, and lived to serve the church. But the assumption probably was that such a woman would lead a life of contemplation, not public activism. But for some women the unmarried state and the vow of chastity were a path to leadership in the Christian community. In Sichuan in the mid 1700s an Institute of Christian Virgins was formed with missionary encouragement, and within a few years its members had moved from a stress on seclusion and prayer to evangelism and social service in their communities.34 By the late 1700s they were not only functioning as catechists, preparing women for baptism, but dispensing famine relief and medical care and, perhaps most important in terms of social impact, establishing and teaching in schools for girls. In some places in China these virgins were given custody of churches and other property when missionaries and Chinese priests were deported and exiled. This phenomenon of activist Christian virgins was most visible in Sichuan, but it occurred in many places. It is another index of the adaptability of Christianity to a local culture when the guiding hand of the missionary is (voluntarily or involuntarily) partially removed.

Thus by the early decades of the nineteenth century the long history of Catholic missions had resulted in a small but resilient Chinese church, which was forced by the circumstances of its illegality to do without hands-on European management. Not surprisingly, the Chinese Christian communities made their own way forward, reconciling Chinese culture with their Christian identity as instinct and practical experience led them. This in turn led to a certain amount of confidence on the part of local priests, catechists, and Christian literati, especially in Jiangnan, where the eventual return of the European clergy in the 1840s would be occasioned by open conflict (see Chapter 3).

In the meantime, forces of historical change were gathering. Just as the rise of the first European seaborne empires brought the first Jesuits to East Asia in the mid sixteenth century, the industrial revolution and new maritime technology in the first decades of the nineteenth century brought new participants in Sino-foreign relations. The foremost new player was the British seaborne empire, in the form of the British East India Company (BEIC), which with other Europeans and Americans was limited to the same restricted market as were the Portuguese and Dutch before them – that is, trade limited to several weeks per year in Guangzhou, the rest of the year residing in tiny Macau.

The China Christianity scene also became more complex when the first Protestant missionary from English-speaking lands, Robert Morrison, came to Guangzhou in 1807. European Protestants for almost three centures, with a few exceptions, had not emphasized the need or desirability of systematically sending missionaries to “heathen” lands.35 The modern English Protestant missionary imperative arose in the 1790s, first among British Baptists. Morrison was followed by a handful of other missionaries during the next three decades, mainly British or American. All lived in the Macau-Guangzhou axis, and all, along with the foreign merchants doing an increasing but still frustratingly restricted business, longed for the time when they would be able freely to enter China to preach the gospel to all Chinese. Their situation was rather like that of the pre-Ricci Catholic missionaries stuck in Macau for over thirty years waiting for the Ming dynasty to permit residence in China. But since there was no contact between Protestants and the established Catholic mission, no Protestant would have had occasion to reflect on this historical parallel.

With the arrival of the Protestants and the continued growth of trade in and near Guangzhou (the opium cargo had to be offloaded outside the city, because it was contraband), the backdrop was being assembled and the actors were gathering to raise the curtain on the modern history of Christianity in China.
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1. These concepts, the serial movement of Christianity in world history and the Western missionary movement as a cross-cultural learning experience, are fully developed by Andrew Walls in his writings, for example, “The Nineteenth-Century Missionary as Scholar,” in Andrew Walls, ed., The Missionary Movement in Christian History (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1966).

2. Of general sources, the most encyclopedic and detailed is Nicolas Standaert, ed., Handbook of Christianity in China, Vol. 1: 635–1800 (Leiden: Brill, 2001), part 3, “Late Ming-Mid Qing,” pp. 113–689; other recent general treatments are Jean-Pierre Charbonnier, Christians in China A.D. 600 to 2000, trans. M.N.L. Couve de Murville, original French edition, Paris, 2002 (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2007), pp. 123–318, and more concisely Samuel Hugh Moffett, A History of Christianity in Asia, Vol. II, 1500–1900 (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2005), pp. 105–142. Although dated, Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of Christian Missions in China (London: SPCK, 1929), pp. 78–198, is still useful.

3. Officials at the Ming court in Beijing were not aware of this grant of Macau to the Portuguese for several decades.

4. Much later, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Protestant denominations sought through “comity agreements” to divide up Chinese territory into areas assigned to different mission groups, in order to avoid unseemly competition.

5. Again, Andrew Walls has done the classic analysis of this phenomenon. Andrew Walls, “From Christendom to World Christianity,” in The Cross-Cultural Process in Christian History, ed. Andrew Walls (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2001).

6. Some claim as many as 300,000 by the early 1700s.

7. In 1585 the Pope would issue an order that only the Jesuits could send missionaries to China and Japan. And the Jesuits decided that only Portuguese Jesuits would go to China; Jesuits from other countries who wanted to go to China had first to come to Portugal and join the Portuguese service. Nicolas Standaert, ed., Handbook of Christianity in China, Vol. 1: 635–1800 (Leiden: Brill, 2001), p. 296.

8. The glowing treatment of Ricci began with the publication of his memoirs, or Historia, within a decade after his death. Ricci, Fonti Ricciane. Pasquale M. d'Elia, S.J., ed., Storia dell'Introduzione del Christianesimo in Cina 3 vols. (Rome, 1942–1949). Recent examples are Vincent Cronin, The Wise Man from the West (London: 1955); George H. Dunne, S.J., Generation of Giants: The Story of the Jesuits in China in the last Decades of the Ming Dynasty (Notre Dame, IN: U. of Notre Dame Press, 1962). A more balanced account but very sympathetic is Jonathan Spence, The Memory Palace of Matteo Ricci (NY: Viking, 1984).

9. Valignano is an understudied figure, in my view.

10. Nicolas Standaert, ed., Handbook of Christianity in China, Vol. 1: 635–1800 (Leiden: Brill, 2001), pp. 310–311.

11. Nicolas Standaert, ed., Handbook of Christianity in China, Vol. 1: 635–1800 (Leiden: Brill, 2001), pp. 404–405, suggests that Wang Zheng (1571–1644) should be included in this small group of very highly placed and well connected men.

12. Jonathan Spence has a fine short essay on Schall von Bell, in To Change China: Western Advisors in China 1620–1960 (NY: Little, Brown, 1969), pp. 3–22.

13. Actually the figure of 150,000 for the late 1690s is an estimate. It could as well have been put at 200,000. Nicolas Standaert, ed., Handbook of Christianity in China, Vol. 1: 635–1800 (Leiden: Brill, 2001), pp. 380–393, has an excellent discussion of the sources for various figures, charts of alleged statistics at different times, and the whole issue of numbers before 1800.

14. Liam Matthew Brockey, Journey to the East: The Jesuit Mission to China, 1579–1724 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), quotations from p. 115.

15. A classic example is Paul A. Cohen, “Christian Missions and their Impact Until 1900,” in John K. Fairbank, ed, The Cambridge History of China, Vol. 10, Late Qing, 1800–1911, Part I, pp. 545–590 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978). Another classic analysis with an interpretation that Christianity cannot be really understood by Chinese society is Jacques Gernet, China and the Christian Impact, trans. Janet Lloyd (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).

16. Zhang's identity as both Christian and Confucian is the focus of David E. Mungello, The Forgotten Christians if Hangzhou (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1994).

17. An excellent local and provincial study is David E. Mungello, The Spirit and the Flesh in Shandong, 1650–1785 (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2001).

18. Jacques Gernet, China and the Christian Impact, trans. Janet Lloyd (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985, French edition 1982), esp. pp. 82–104.

19. Jacques Gernet, China and the Christian Impact, trans. Janet Lloyd (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985, French edition 1982), p. 87.

20. One of the very few scholarly treatments of the Beijing Christians is John W. Witek, S.J., “The Emergence of a Christian community in Beijing During the Late Ming and Early Qing Period,” in Xiaoxin Wu, ed., Encounters and Dialogues:Changing Perspectives on Chinese-Western Exchanges from the Sixteenth to Eighteenth Centuries (Sankt Augustin, GER: Nettetal, 2005), pp. 93–116. As yet unpublished is an excellent and more detailed account of the vicissitudes of the missionaries and Christians in Beijing from the late 1700s to 1840. Xiaojuan Huang, “Christian Communities and Alternative Devotions in China, 1780–1860” (Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton University, 2006), Ch. 3.

21. A fine study of the Dominicans and Fu'an Christians is Eugenio Menegon, Ancestors, Virgins, and Friars: Christianity as a Local Religion in Late imperial China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2009).

22. A nice treatment is in David E. Mungello, The Spirit and the Flesh in Shandong, 1650–1785 (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2001).

23. All major sources discuss the controversy, but in-depth research is more recent. Differing points of view are found in James S. Cummins, A Question of Rites: Father Domingo Navarette and the Jesuits in China (Aldershire, Hants: Scolar, 1993); George Minamiki, The Chinese Rites Controversy: From its Beginning to Modern Times (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1985); and especially the essays in David E. Mungello, ed., The Chinese Rites Controversy: Its History and Meaning (Nettetal: Steyler Verlag, 1994).

24. Sometimes the transgressing priests were imprisoned or even executed, usually at a time of heightened suspicion or worries about treason.

25. I purposely am not using the term “syncretism” at this point.

26. This and following discussion, see Lars Laamann, Christian Heretics in Late Imperial China: Christian Inculturation and State Control, 1720–1850 (London: Routledge, 2006). Interestingly, what Jacques Gernet saw in the 1980s as insufficient understanding of Christianity on the part of these Christians, whose faith would therefore be suspect, is seen by Laamann as a simple process of inculturation.

27. An example is Philip A. Kuhn, Soulstealers: The Chinese Sorcery Scare of 1768 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990). The Qianlong emperor's phobia here was the danger of wandering mendicant monks, which would appear to the throne to be very like the wandering Catholic priests performing pastoral duties for the scattered Christians. Today's Chinese government is also made very nervous by the hundreds of Christian traveling Protestant evangelists, who are ubiquitous.

28. Robert Entenmann has devoted his career to in-depth study of Catholicism and Sichuan. Just two of several seminal articles are: “Chinese Catholic Clergy and Catechists in Eighteenth Century Szechuan,” Actes du Vie colloque international de sinology, Chantilly 1989 (Variétés Sinologique, 78) (Taibei: Ricci Institute, 1995), pp. 389–410; and “Catholics and Society in Eighteenth-Century Sichuan,” in Daniel H. Bays, Christianity in China: From the Eighteenth Century to the Present. (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1996), pp. 8–23.

29. In the eighteenth century, Sichuan was in its entirety under the jurisdiction of the MEP.

30. Ly is especially important because his journal, later translated into French, is a valuable resource for historians, Andre Ly [Andreas Ly or Li Ande], Journal d'Andre Ly, pretre chinois, missionaire et notaire apostolique, 1747–1763, ed. Adrien Launay (Paris: Alphonse Picard et fils, 1906).

31. Another term for this local Catholic leader who was liaison with the priest was huizhang (congregation or assembly head). More on this later.

32. The irritation of the authorities at the constant trickle of foreign priests across the border from Macau, and the government's occasional spasm of alarm and anger, may remind some of the irritation of today's government at constant Bible smuggling across the border and occasional crackdowns on it.

33. Sectarians such as the White Lotus were frequently accused of “mixing the sexes” in their worship.

34. See Robert Entenmann, “Christian Virgins in Eighteenth-Century Sichuan,” in Daniel H. Bays, Christianity in China: From the Eighteenth Century to the Present (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1996), pp.180–193.

35. These included the German Pietists and the Moravians.
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