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EDITOR'S NOTE: Since the normalization of diplomatic relations between China and the United States on January 1, 1979, we
have had many consultations and meetings on the implications which the new relationship of the two countries have on North
American churches. Included in this issue are two people’s views (Professor James T. C. Liu’s and Dr. Randolph C. Sailer’s) that
were expressed at the January and February China Panel.in New York. These two represent only a small part of the ongoing
discussion that has been continuous since. The lead article in this issue by Arne Sovik of the Lutheran World Federation China
study program in Geneva is an updating of activities in China related to religion and their implications for the future. Dr. Sovik'’s
article was one of the major papers* which.were presented at the China Consultation held in Chicago, May 4-5, 1979 on Christian
Perspectives toward the New China, sponsored by the Chicago Cluster of Theological Schools, the Divinity School of The
University of Chicago, the Chicago Institute of Theology and Culture, and. the Six Continent Mission Program of the Lutheran
Church in America.

The final article by Mr. Philip Wickeri is a report of the significant visit by Mr. Zhao Fusan, the Deputy Director of the Research
Institute of World Religions in Peking, to the Interchurch Center where he met with some representatives of the churches. Mr. Zhao
was in New York from April 22-27, 1979 as part of a 10-person delegation of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences on tour in
the U.S.A. contacting scholars and administrators of academic and research institutions.

*Papers of the proceedings of the Chicago China Consultation will be available from Professor James A. Scherer, Lutheran School of Theology at
Chicago, 1100 East 55th Street, Chicago, Illinois 60615 after July 1, 1979.

RELIGION, RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS AND
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One must begin with a rudimentary recapitulation of the
ideological basis of Chinese government and society insofar as
It deals with the subject of religion. I shall not attempt to spell
this out in detail. But unless we are aware of the ambivalence
that characterizes all communist parties and socialist govern-
ments when they deal with the fact of religion, and of the
inevitable political character of religion—and the religious ele-
ment in ideology—we cannot understand what is going on iIn
China.

There is, I believe, only one socialist state in the world that
does not guarantee freedom of religious belief, that is un-
ambiguously and radically suppressive of religion—Albania,
where not only the party but also the state is declaredly
atheist. Pol Pot’s Kampuchea, trying to make the gigantic leap
to full communism without going through the stage of social-
ISm, was another.

Elsewhere in the Marxist world religion is seen as an ele-
ment in the social superstructure, a part of the popular life
culture that is to be sure false but that has not been without
its uses in history. For Marxists religion will die with the other
elements of feudal or capitalistic life and thought as scientific
socialism takes over the minds of people.

Religion has its counter-revolutionary aspects. To be a
believer is ipso facto evidence of non-comprehension or non-
acceptance of Marxism and the revolution; for how can one be
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a true participant in the historical process if his mind is
controlled by an unscientific world view? Historically religion
has been an instrument of the dominant classes for the oppres-
sion of the people, and even in a socialist society its tendency
is reactionary. Religion is a competitor to the state of the
people’s loyalty and is thus potentially subversive. Finally
religion is wasteful, useless and as superstition harmful to the
people’s welfare.

On the other hand in a time of transition there are certain
things that justify patience and even collaboration with reli-
gious believers and institutions. In the post-revolutionary
stage, as has been demonstrated again and again, religion can
serve the purposes of the state, be a supporting factor in the
process of socialization. Stalin discovered that the church in
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the Soviet Union was a strong support in time ot war, More
recently other eastern European states have tound working out
a cooperative relationship with the church more helptul than
provoking its antagomismi through suppressive action, In China
too the party has tound the United kront, which brings
together non-party groups of all Kinds, a useful instrument in
bringing unity and progress to the nation,

Religion, whatever its tailings, has been the cradle for
cultural expression and the seed ot cultural creativity; it is thus
not without value and even truth. It some of its expressions
are harmtul, there are others that provide an outlet for the
people’s need for diversion from the burdens of routine, that
stimulate art, relaxation, social cohesion and ethical standards.

Finally, religion cannot be eradicated by force. It is the
peasants, ” said Mao as early as 1927, “who made the idols,
and when the time comes they will cast the idols aside with
their own hands: there is not need for anyone else to do it for
them prematurely...” In 1950 Chou En-Lai told the Chinese
Christians: “So we are going to go on letting you teach, trying
to convert people. .. After all we both believe that truth will
prevail; we think your beliefs untrue and false, theretore if we
are right the people will reject them and your church will
decay. 1f you are right, then the people will believe you, but as
we are sure you are wrong we are prepared for that risk.”

Chinese traditional attitudes toward religion have re-
inforced the ambiguous attitude of Marxist ideology. Con-
fucian "‘?ag“nf):é'tic_:_iEm, the state cult, the broad tolerance of
popular folk-religion so long as it did not threaten the state
structure and in modem times the belief of the educated
classes in the power of science, all these, with the Marxist
position, are the roots of the ambivalent and often self-contra-
dictory government policy and action on religion that has

marked the past three decades. The oscillation between toler-
ance and suppression has differentiated periods in recent his-
tory but treatment of religion has also differed in different
parts of the country and even varied with reference to dif-
ferent strata in society.

The revolutionary period immediately after Liberation was
a blow to many believers, particularly religious professionals.
While there was no systematic persecution of religions; there
were old scores to settle and there were many over-zealous
local cadres whose Marxism was not as sophisticated as it
might have been. The change in social system had immediate
effects. Church schools and hospitals were yielded to or taken
over by the authorities. The extensive landholdings that sup-
ported Buddhist monasteries and temples were lost, and in
consequence monks and nuns were laicized or at best com-
pelled to work the land left to them. Local religious buildings

> were diverted to other than religious purposes (not the first

time this has been done). Sometimes rent was paid to their
owners. Religious professionals we Te !encouraged to find “‘use-
ful” employment. But after the initial wave of revolutionary

change religious life tended to continue, except that very early
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others they. simply withdrew trom the formal church struc.

tures to practice their faith discreetly at home, -
The churches were cut off from their foreign financial
support when the Korean War broke out. Under the Three-Self
Movement Protestants took steps towards one unified struc. 4
ture that took into consideration the dwindling numbers of\
active  Christians. Relationships with Christians abroad
dwindled, and the last representation at an international ecu-
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wemenical gathering took place in 1961, when a delegation
- attended a Chnstian Peace Conference meeting in Eastern

- Europe. Without disguising their fundamental ideological dis-
agreement, the churches declared their full participation in the
pragmatic task of building a socialist nation, of serving the
people. All this was not done without severe tensions at
various times, as for example when accusation meetings were
held in the churches in the 1950s, or at the time of the
“Hundred Flowers’ in 1957.
Religious activity inevitably declined. Buddhist monasteries
and temples were deserted; shrines were closed and torn down;
temple festivals were abandoned, and while the household
gods were not forgotten everywhere, the hold of Buddhism on
the new generation dwindled. Taoist priests and necromancers
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disappeared if only by lowering their profiles. Muslims were
less affected in part because they were regarded as an ethnic

group and their religious practices were seen as cultural rather
than religious: but they too in their institutional life learned to
stress their responsibility in socialist reconstruction. |
Yet the religious situation was not satisfactory to all dedi-
cated Marxists. In 1963-65 a debate on the subject tpok place
in the Chinese press. To quote W. Gluer’s summary 1in a paper

read in 1978:
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the religious institutions were called upon to demonstrate not ~—

neutrality, but active support of the new order. Vs
between government and religious institutions, to help inter-

pret government policy, to encourage conformity and to bring
the unity that would help religions to play their part under the
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A Bureau of Religious Affairs was established to be _l_i_aison“"f”"-‘"(o
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One writer advogated a liberal religious policy‘t!lat
denied freedom to “feudaLj}llperstition” (folk religion
and superstitious acts) but\upheld the freedom f)f the
more developed religions for which he foresaw a rightful
place in socialist society. This view was b_ased on the
assumption that these religions had, at a timeé olj more
than a decade after liberation lost their pre-reyolutlonary
feudal and imperialist faults. Practically, this meant an
end. to. class-struggle and was, therefore, rejected l'::y his
op&iﬁiépnts. The author’s assertion of a gradugl decl_me of
religion in the transition to communist society did not
rend®r his 5}350§itions pa’f’étable to his oppongnt, nor
did his repeated professions of his personal atheism. His

view appears to have been motivated by pragmatism,
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similar to Mao’s advice of toleration, rather than by an

\g appreciation of any merits of religion. Yet those theo-

reticians who objected to his deliberations felt that time

-J y 2
)) was running out, and the decline of religion, in fact, was

(0o slow. 'l‘hcy proposed, therefore, the systematic
application of measures that would speed up the extinc-
tion of religion. To them, such measures in 1965 were

J » > still conceived of in terms of theoretical mass education.

i

Three-Self

With the outbreak of the Cultural Revolution in 1966
other means were employed. For traditional religion and for
the traditional forms of Christianity the Cultural Revolution,
which now shook the country to its roots, was catastrophic,
Temples, mosques and churches were closed so the nation
could concentrate on the business at hand, the rooting out of
the “four old things.” Traditional literature, including all the
religious books that could be found, was confiscated, and
almost all was destroyed, although lhere are reports lhal in
some places those who wanted to identify themselves could
later reclaim their Bibles. Religious organizations, like other
social groupings, were de-activated if not entirely abolished.
Priests, pastors, and other religious leaders were hu_rp_lll_atgg
and subjected to re-education or punishment. From the radical
revolutionary point of view it was logical that to practice
religion was to be backward, and to be backward was to be
counter-revolutionary, however harmless or even supportive of
the system one might appear to be.

But when the Cultural Revolution had run its course it
became apparent that while Chinese religion would never be
the same again it was not extinct. Mao had been right in his
opinion that religion should not be eliminated by violence. By
the early 1970s there were reports that the private and discreet
practice of religion was widely tolerated. A Protestant and a
Catholic church were opened in Peking in 1971, but their
congregation were almost entirely composed of foreigners.
Chinese Christians did not go back to the use of churches for
their worship, not only because they were too expensive to
maintain but also because of what they symbolized (K. H.
Ting made his point) and perhaps because to use them would
raise too high a profile. Temples and monasteries were refur-
bished here and there. Incense was reported to be on sale,
openly or under the table. And it was apparently possible for
the ordinary peasant to take part in religious worship without
difficulties. For the educated people, however, to be known as
religious might or might not be troublesome, depending on the
local climate.

The fall of the Gang of Four and the ascendency of the
present pragmatist government brought expectations to some
of a noticeable change in policy. They have not been dis-
appointed. The Chinese government has not seen fit to
announce its general aim with respect to religions, but in the
last year or two and especially within the last six months there
has occurred—and been reported—a rapid series of events that
Indicate clearly that the policies of the present leadership
extend to religion as well as to other aspects of culture,

Let us note some’ of these events, beginning with internal

events and then proceeding to some that have foreign policy

and foreign relations implications. In early 1978, for the first
time since before the Cultural Revolution, the Chinese Peo-
ple’s Political Consultative Conference included among 3,450
participants, representatives of religious faiths: including
several Christians. Y. T. Wu, who had been chairman of the
Movement, was named to the standing committee.
A further straw in the wind was the state funeral accorded
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to Archbishop Pi Shu-shih, who was head of the Chinese
Catholic Patriotic Association and a member of the National
Assembly; the eulogy, curiously, was given by General Secre-
tary Chao of the All-China Buddhist Association. (One could
comment at some length on the symbolism of this broad
ecumenism.) Again, when the king and queen of Spain visited
China the Bishop of Peking celebrated mass with unusual
pomp.,

In September last year, after some months of preparations,
the Research Institute of World Religions was opened in
Peking, a unit of the Academy of Social Sciences. The purpose
was to study religion from a Marxist point of view and ““in the
service of proletarian politics’’ (China Talk, No. 1, 1979).

The director had prepared the way by the publication in
Guang Ming Ribao (September 27, 1977) of an article estab-
lishing Mao’s backing for the project.

Chairman Mao (he wrote) wanted us to strengthen our
efforts to study the three great religions—Christianity,
Islam and Buddhism—which have to this day exerted
wide influence on the world’s population, in order that
we might come to know them better; wanted to have a
research institute guided by Marxism, to see some worth-
while journals published, to have more articles written
from the standpoint of historical materialism. . .

Chairman Mao said...that if we do not criticize
theology we cannot write good history of philosophy,
and we cannot write good literary history or world
history either. (Trans. in Ching Feng, XX 3 (1977). pp.
171, 173. It may be noted that in a 440 page Qutline
History on China published by the Foreign Language
Press in 1958, two pages are given to Confucius, two to
Buddhism; Christianity is mentioned only in connection
with westem imperialism.)

Shortly afterwards a Christian scholar was appointed
deputy director of the Institute. Before the end of the year it
had sponsored, with Nanking University, a forum on atheism
which noted among other things that the result of Lin Piao’s
policies had been the revival of religious superstition and the
distortion of political ideology into religious dogma. A Chinese
Association of Atheism was formed with headquarters in the
university philosophy department (Guang Ming Ribao,
January 6, 1979).

On January Ist, Nanking Theological Seminary—which had
not had students for a dozen years—became the(Center for
Religious Studies of Nanking University.) Of this structural
change, Mr. K. H. Ting wrote:

We shall take a number of graduate students whose
specialty is to be Christianity. They can be Christians or
Marxists or those still uncommitted but eager to sort
things out. We shall do some work in the field of
religious literature both existing and translation. Here we
expect to get the support of the university community
and the Christian and other groups all across our coun-
try. .. we will be glad to give lectures on Christianity for
(university) students and teaching staff... Then, of
course, we will be glad as ever to take any job entrusted
to us by our national and provincial church leading
bodies.
(letter to E. H. Johnson, January 1979)

Mr. Ting does not seem to anticipate a major role in the
training of local church leaders. Has the incorporation into the
university deprived the school of the opportunity to do that
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